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PROLOGUE

THE PAST

AVALON, ENGLAND 528 AD

Thi ck cl ouds were gathering over the island, lightning flickering, followed by
t hunder seconds later, as if the gods were displaying their displeasure over
the scene below. A large plain in western England stretched as far as coul d be
seen in all directions. In the center was a shallow | ake out of which jutted a
long, steep island like an earthen ranpart, a magnificent Tor, over five
hundred feet high. At the very top, a stone abbey with one tall tower
dominated the land and water all about. Next to the abbey, a dozen nmen in
arnor were gathered round their | eader who lay next to the tower's east wall

The king the knights called Arthur was dying, of that there was no doubt
anong the few surviving nen. The wounds were too deep, the |l oss of blood too
great. Despite the king' s weakened state, his right hand still firnmy held the
pomrel of his sword Excalibur. A coating of blood failed to hide the bright
sheen of the blade's finely worked netal and the nystical runes carved on the
sur f ace.

Arthur lay on his back, his arnor dented and battered. H s bright blue eyes
| ooked up toward the dark heavens. He was a |large man, a fiercesone warrior
over six and a half feet tall and solidly built. Red hair streaked with gray
topped his head. Despite spending nost of his life in the field at war, his
skin was fair and pale.



Several of the knights were looking to the east, in the direction of

Canml ann, where they had cone from The day had started with some hope of peace
inthe civil war splitting Britain. Arthur's forces and those of Mrdred had
been drawn up on opposing sides of the plain at Canml ann. Under a flag of truce
the two | eaders had net in the high grass in the nmddle of the field, out of
earshot of their followers. Wat transpired between the two held the fate of
all the other men who waited, sweaty hands on the pomels of their swords and
the hafts of their spears.

It appeared to end well as the king and Mdrdred shook hands. As Arthur
turned to return to his troops Mordred struck a dastardly blow with a hidden
dagger, woundi ng the king. Arthur spun about, pulling Excalibur out of its
sheat h. He slashed down, striking Mordred on the shoul der, cleaving through
the arnor. The wounded nmen staggered back as both armies thundered forward
into the fray.

Arthur's knights drew himback fromthe front lines, as did Mordred' s. Again
and again, the armes charged until the field was strewn with the dead and
dyi ng.

Few on either side were still alive when they |left. War-hardened though they
were, none of the knights had ever seen such a blood |ust descend on both
sides in a battle, not even when they had fought the crazed Scotsnen of the
north—and this battle had been between Engli shmen, knights who had sworn an
oath to a code of conduct. But today no quarter had been given, wounded slain
where they lay, unarnored auxiliaries hacked to pieces, suited knights dragged
fromtheir horses and pounded to death, blades slammed through visors or under
the arnpit where they could get through the arnor.

At | east Arthur had struck Mrdred a grievous bl ow
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wi th Excal i bur before going down; they had all seen that. They could only hope
t he boy-bastard was dying or already dead.

None on the Tor knew who had won or if the battle was even over yet. Shortly
after the king had been seriously wounded, his inner circle of bodyguards,
known as the core of the Round Table, had placed Arthur on a pallet and
dragged himaway while the battle still raged. No courier had come with word
of victory or defeat.

They felt the dark, rolling clouds overhead threatening a vicious stormto
be a portent even though Merlin was not there to read the signs. Were the
sorcerer had gone in the days before the battle was a nystery, and there were
many who now cursed his nane. Regardl ess, they knew the Age of Canel ot was
done and the darkness of barbarism and i gnorance woul d descend once nore on
Engl and.

The knights turned in surprise as the thick wooden door in the side of the
abbey creaked opened. They had pounded on the door w thout success when they'd
first arrived by boat thirty m nutes ago. They'd brought Arthur here because
of the | egend—+that on the isle of Avalon dwelt the Fisher-King and his chosen
kni ghts; men who were imortal and who could bestow the healing gift on those
t hey deemed worthy. And would not King Arthur, of all who wal ked the Earth, be
wor t hy?

But on arrival they had found an apparently deserted island, with the tower
| ocked tight.

In the now open doorway stood a man framed by |ight from behind. Robed in
bl ack, the man's hands were enpty of weapons, his face etched with age, his
hair silver. He was breathing hard, as if he had cone a | ong way. Despite his
non-t hr eat eni ng appearance, the knights stepped aside as he gestured for them
to part,
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all owi ng himaccess to the king—all except the knight closest to Arthur

"Are you the Fisher-King?" Percival asked as the man cane cl ose. He was
al ways the boldest in strange situations or when the king was threatened.
Percival's arnor was battered and bl ood seeped out fromunder his left arm
where a dagger had struck just before Arthur sustained his final wound.
Percival's right hand gripped his sword, ready to defend Arthur, to amend for
not taking the blow that had downed the king. He was a stout man, not tall but
broad of shoulders, with dark hair plastered to his head with sweat. A thin
red line ran al ong one cheek where a bl ade had struck a gl ancing bl ow.
The stranger paused. "No, | amnot a king."

"Are you a nonk?" Percival persisted, leery of allowing a stranger next to
t he ki ng.
"You may call me that."

Perci val | ooked over the man's cloak, noting the trimon the ends of the
sl eeves, the chain around his neck. "You dress like Merlin. Are you one of the
priests of the old religion, the tree worshi ppers? A sorcerer of the dark
arts?"

The man paused. "My line has been here on Yniswitrin, what you call Aval on
since the dawn of tinme. But we worship no gods and practice no sorcery."

"You're a Druid?" Percival persisted. "It is said the Druids have been on
this island forever. That they sing the eternal song here, but we found no one
when we arrived."

"There is no tine for questions."” The man knelt down, placing his winkled
hands over the king' s bl oodstained ones.

"Can you heal hin?" Percival was now the only one cl ose; the others stood
near the edge of the Tor, attention split between what was happening to their
ki ng and
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the water to the east, from which news of victory or the prom se of death in
defeat would cone. They had no doubt that if Mordred' s side won, there would
be no nercy.

"The heal ers—such as they are—wi |l arrive shortly, | believe,"’
sai d.

"What heal ers?" Percival demanded.

"There are things beyond you. You waste precious time. Let me speak to the
king in private for a nonent—+to give himabsolution in a way only he wll
under stand. "

"You said you worshi pped no god," Percival argued.

"You brought himhere, now let ne do what is necessary," the nonk snapped.
He rai sed a hand toward Percival and struggled to control his voice. "I mean
himno harm"

Arthur spoke for the first time. "Leave us, Percival. There is nothing to
fear fromthis man."

Rel uctantly, Percival joined the other knights.

The nonk | eaned close so that only Arthur could hear his words. "G ve nme the
key. "

Arthur's eyes turned to the man. They showed none of his pain. "I have heard
of you. You are Brynn, are you not?"

The nonk nodded.

Arthur continued. "You are the Watcher of this island. It was one of your
peopl e who started all this. Merlin."

Brynn shook his head. "W called himMrddin. He is a traitor to the oath he
swore. He is not of ny people any |longer. You, of all people, should know well
how there can be traitors ambng a close-knit group. My group has been
scattered for many, nany years."

t he nonk



"What do you want ?" Arthur asked.
"The key. | will keep it safe.™
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"My people will keep the key safe,” Arthur replied, his eyes shifting up to
the dark clouds. "Merlin gave it to ne to offset the Grail. It was never
i ntended to be used, and it hasn't been. You don't even know what it really
does. "
"Merlin should never have unearthed the key or the Gail,"
is one of those that upset the balance in the first place."
"I tried to do good," Arthur said. "To rectify what was done. To restore the
bal ance. "
There was a conmoti on anong the kni ghts watching the water, cries of alarm
that Brynn and Arthur coul d hear
"And what if the others get here first?" Brynn hissed. "A ship bearing
Mordred' s insignia has just been sighted of fshore approachi ng quickly. Wuld
you gi ve them Excal i bur and what it controls? | prom se to keep the key safe

Brynn said. "He

inside the Tor. They will never find it. And when your people cone at the
anointed time, | will give it to them Renmenber—we only watch, we do not
choose sides."
" No?"

Brynn placed his hand on Arthur's forehead. "You will be dead soon."
"I will not give it to you."

Brynn's hand slid down and with two fingers he snatched at Arthur's left eye
before the king could react. Between his fingers dangled a small sliver of
bl ue; a contact lens, incongruous with the arnor and ot her accoutrenents.
Arthur blinked and his eyes opened wi de, revealing a red pupil within a red
iris. The pupil was a shade darker than the iris and el ongated vertically like
a cat's.

Brynn cocked his head, indicating the knights. "I will show them what you
really are. You cannot allow
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that. Wat good you have done, what you are so proud of, would be washed away
with that truth. You will be remenbered as a nonster, not a king. Not as the
| eader of the Round Table, which you worked so hard to establish.™

Arthur closed his eyes, pain finally beginning to show on his face. "What
about the Gail ?"

"Mordred's nmen had it briefly, but they did not know what it was or have
time to take it to him He too lies dying. One of my order was in their canp
and recovered the Grail. He will take it far fromhere. W will return
everything to the way it was."

"Do not lie to nme."

"I swear on ny ring— Brynn held a nmetal ring in front of the king's face, a
ring with a human eye, etched on the surface "—and on my order and on my son
the next Brynn, the next Watcher of Yniswitrin, that | speak the truth."

One of the knights cried out fromthe Tor's tower, warning that the ship
bearing Mordred's col ors was about to |and.

Arthur's voice was low, as if he were speaking to hinmself. "That is all |
sought by coming to England. To reinstate order, and maybe hel p your people a
little. "

"Then let ne finish it,'

Brynn argued. "Let nme restore the truce, Artad's

Shadow. "

The king started at the nmention of his true identity. "You rnust keep that
secret. | have worked very hard for a very long tinme to keep that secret from
men. "

"I will if you give ne the key. There is not much tine. | nust get back



i nside the Tor to keep Mordred's men fromgetting the key."
Arthur's hand rel eased its grip. "Take it."

Brynn pl aced Excalibur under his robe, tight against his body. As he
prepared to stand, Arthur grabbed his
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arm "Keep your word, Watcher. You know | will be back."

Brynn nodded. "I know that. It is witten that your war will come again, not
like this, but covering the entire planet. And when that happens, | know you
will return.’

A weary smle crossed Arthur's lips. "It is a war beyond the planet,

Wat cher. Beyond the planet in ways you could not conceive of. Your people
still know so little. Even on Atlantis your ancestors knew nothing of reality,
of the universe. Merlin was foolish to try to take the Grail. Its time has not
cone yet."

"We know enough,"” Brynn said. He stood and qui ckly wal ked t hrough the
doorway. It swung shut behind himw th a solid thud.

Perci val approached the king. "Sire, the eneny approaches. W nust nove
you. "

Art hur shook his head, his eyes closed tightly. "No. | will stay here. Al
of you go. Spread the story of what we tried to do. Tell of the good, of the
code of honor. Leave ne here. | will be gone shortly."

The protests were i medi ate, Percival forenpst anong them "Sire, we wll
fight Mordred's traitors to the death. Qur lives for yours."

"No. It is ny last command. You will obey it as you have obeyed all my ot her
comands. "

Only then did Percival notice the sword was gone. "Excalibur! Were is it?"

"The monk has it." Arthur's voice was very low now. "He will keep it safe
until it is needed again. | will return. | promnmise you that. Go now Escape
while you can and tell the world of the good deeds we did."

One by one, the surviving knights bid their king farewell and slipped into
the storm di sappearing over
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the western side of the hill until only Percival remained. He cane to the
ki ng, kneeling next to him "Sire."

Arthur didn't open his eyes., "Percival, you nmust |eave al so. You have been
my nmost faithful knight, but |I release you fromyour service."

"I swore an oath," Percival said, "never to abandon you. | will not now, ny
Lord."

"You must. It will do you no good to stay. You cannot be here when they cone
for me."

"I will fight Mordred's nen."

"I do not speak of those slaves who blindly obey with no free will."
Percival frowned. "Wo cones for you, then?"

Arthur reached up and grabbed his knight's arm "There is something you can
do, Percival. Something | want you to do. A quest."

Perci val placed his hand over the bl ood-spattered one of his king. "Yes,
Lord?"

"Search for the Gail."

"The Grail is but a | egend—= Percival began, but Arthur cut himoff.

"The Grail is real. It is—= the king seenmed to be searching for the right
words. "It is the source of all know edge. To one who knows its secret, it
brings imortality. It is beyond anything you have experienced, what any man
has experienced."

A glimer of hope came alive in the despair that had shadowed Percival's
eyes since removing Arthur fromthe field of battle. "Were is this Gail, ny
Lord? Were should | search?"



"That you nust di scover on your own. It is spoken of in many | ands and has
travel ed far—here and there—over the years. But trust me, it does exist. It

will be well guarded. And if you find it—= Arthur paused.
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"Yes, my Lord?"

"I'f you find it, you must not touch it. You nust guard it as you have
guarded me. WIIl you do that for ne?"
"I do not want to abandon you, ny Lord."

"You will not be abandoning nme. | go to a better place. Do as | have
ordered.”

Slowy and reluctantly, Percival stood, bent over, his hand still in the
king's. "I will begin the quest you have conmanded ne to pursue."

Arthur tightened his grip. "My knight, there is something you nust renmenber
in your quest."
"Yes, Lord?"

"You can trust no one. Deception has always swirled about the Gail. Be
careful ." He rel eased Percival. "Go now | order you to go!"

Percival |eaned farther over and lightly kissed his king's forehead, then
stood and departed.

Arthur was alone on the top of the Tor. Only then did he open his eyes once
nore. He could hear yells fromthe eastern sl ope—Mordred s nercenaries and
ment al sl aves clinbed the steep hillside, but his eyes remnined focused at the
sky above, waiting.

A nmetallic, golden orb three feet in dianeter darted out of the clouds and
cane to an abrupt halt, hovering ten feet above Arthur. It stayed there for a
few seconds, then w thout a sound, sped to the east. There were fl ashes of
light in that direction, screanms of surprise and terror, then silence fromthe
rebel warriors. Arthur was now the only one alive on the Tor

The orb came back and hovered directly overhead. Arthur |ooked past it,
waiting, holding on to life. Finally, a silver disk, thirty feet wide, flat on
the bottom the upper side sloping to a rounded top, floated silently out of
t he cl ouds.
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The di sk touched down on the Tor's summit next to the abbey. A hatch on the
top opened and two tall figures clinbed out. They made their way down the

sl opi ng side. The shape inside their one-piece white suits indicated they were
femal e, yet their eyes were not human, but the sane red Brynn had revealed in
Arthur's.

They wal ked to where the king lay, one standing on either side. They pulled
back their hoods, revealing fiery red hair cut tight against their skulls.
Their skin was pale, ice-white, unblem shed.

"Where is the key?" one asked in a | ow pitched voi ce.

"A Watcher took it," Arthur said. "I gave it to him W mnust hide it to
restore the truce."

"Are you sure, Artad's Shadow?" one of the wonen asked. "W can search for
it. The Watchers cannot be trusted. Merlin was one of their order."

"I amsure," Arthur cut her off. "It is the way | want it to be. Merlin, no
matter what evil he stirred up, was trying to do a good thing. Have you heard
of the Grail's fate?"

"Mordred's nmercenaries had it, but they didn't know what it was. A Watcher
in the area took it. W can take the Grail fromhim"

"No. "
The two creatures exchanged gl ances.

"The truce nust be restored,” Arthur continued. "It is not tine yet." Arthur
sl unped back, satisfied that at |east that part of what Brynn had told hi mwas
true. He knew he could not tell themof the quest he had given Percival. It



was the only thing he could think of to get his favorite knight off the Tor
I f Percival had been here when the others arrived, he would have suffered the
same fate as Moirdred' s nen. Arthur knew his knight
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woul d never track down the Grail, but it gave the man a purpose and he had
found that such a quest worked well with men Iike that.
"And Aspasia's Shadow?" Arthur asked.

"Mordred too dies in this life, but Guides are there to pass Aspasia's
spirit on."

A spasm of pain passed through Arthur's body. "Let's be done with it then. |
amvery tired. Remenber, | amonly a shadow al so."

The two women | ooked at each other once nore, red eyes neeting, then the
first nodded and spoke. "The spirit of Artad must nove on."

"The spirit of Artad nmust pass on," the second said.
Arthur nodded. "My spirit nust pass on."

The second woman knelt beside him a short black blade in her hand. It
easily sliced through the dented arnmor on Arthur's chest with one snpooth
stroke, revealing a padded shirt underneath. Wth a deft flick of the knife,
the cloth parted, revealing his chest. Lying on the flesh was a gold nedal lion
shaped like two arnms extended upward in worship with no body. She cut through
the thin chain holding the medallion and held it up for the other wonan—and
Arthur—to see.

"W take your spirit, the spirit of Artad," she said to Arthur.

The ki ng nodded weakly. "The spirit of Artad passes." H s head bowed down on
his chest, his |lips noved, but no sound emerged.

"Are you ready to finish the shell that sustained this |life?" she asked.
Arthur closed his eyes. "I amready."

"I's there anything since the last tinme you nmerged with the ka that you need
totell us?"

Art hur shook his head, knowi ng that remaining silent when his spirit passed
on woul d | eave no menory of
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Percival's quest, which would guard the knight for the rest of his life. It
was his |ast thought.

The bl ack bl ade sl ammed down into his exposed chest, piercing his heart. The
body spasmed once, then was still. The worman stood and pl aced the bl ade back
inits sheath.

The first woman extended a gl oved hand, fist clenched, over the body. The
fingers nmoved, as if crushing something held in it. She spread her fingers and
smal | bl ack droplets the size of grains of sand fell onto the king, hitting
flesh, arnor, and cloth. \Were it fell on the latter two, they noved swiftly
across the surface until they reached flesh. Were they touched skin, they
consumed, boring through and devouring flesh, bone, nuscle, everything
organic. Wthin ten seconds nothing was |l eft of the king but his arnmor and
cl ot hes.

Wth the cerenony conplete, the two wonen swiftly retraced their steps to
the craft they had arrived on. It lifted and swiftly accel erated away,

di sappearing into the storm cl ouds.

The heavens finally et loose with rain, announcing its arrival with a
cacophonous barrage of thunder, lightning playing across the top of the Tor. A
| arge bolt struck the high tower of the Abbey, shattering stone and nortar
spraying debris over the remains of the king.
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THE G ZA PLATEAU, EGYPT



Deep under the G za Pl ateau, Lisa Duncan placed her hands on the Iid of the
Ark of the Covenant. A surge ran through her body, a feeling of power. A red
gl ow suffused both of the cherubi msphinxes on either end of the Ark and

ext ended over the |lid, enconpassing her.

She coul d no | onger hear those outside the veil that surrounded the Ark. Her
worl d was the Ark: the gold under her fingers. She grabbed the edge of the
lid. She felt suspended in tine, beyond the reach of everything she had ever
known. She lifted the cover. A golden glow blazed out, overpowering the red as
the I'id went up. It locked in place, revealing the chanber inside.

O the seven wonders of the ancient world, only one remains in the nodern
worl d. Located on the G za Pl ateau, southwest of Cairo, stand the three |arge
pyram ds of the Pharaohs Khufu, Khafre, and Menkaure; they are synbolically
guarded by the Great Sphinx, whose stone visage peers to the east, into the
rising sun and over the Nile River, the lifeline of Egypt through tine

i mrenori al .

Al'l four structures have been weat hered and battered by tinme: the
hand- smoot hed |i mestone facing of the three great pyram ds had | ong ago been
| ooted for building materials, dimnishing sone of their mjesty,
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but until the building of the Eiffel Tower, they had held reign for millennia
as the tallest nan-made objects on the planet.

As one comes upon themfromthe Nile Road, the mddle pyram d of Khafre
appears to be the largest, but only because it was built on hi gher ground on
the G za Pl ateau. The Pharaoh Khufu, nore popularly known as Cheops, was
historically credited with building the greatest pyram d, farthest to the
northeast. Over four hundred and eighty feet tall and covering eighty acres,
it is still the largest stone building in the world. The smallest of the three
is that of Menkaure, neasuring over two hundred feet in altitude.

The sides of all three are perfectly aligned with the four cardina
directions fromnortheast to southwest, largest to smallest. The G eat Sphinx
lies at the foot of the niddle pyram d—far enough to the east to al so be out
in front of the Great Pyram d, behind the Sphinx's left shoul der

As long as nen have stood on the plateau, dwarfed by the i mense structures,
t hey have been one of the greatest nysteries of the ages. Egyptol ogists had
conme up with dates and origins for the three pyram ds and the Sphinx, but the
data, upon cl ose exam nation, was woe-
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fully inconplete. Not a single munmy was found in any of the pyranids, casting
doubt on the age-old theory they were |arge mausol eunms. Up until recently,
every chanber discovered was enpty. Even nore puzzling was the distinct |ack
of any documnentation concerning the architectural devel opment of the pyram ds
or Sphinx. Not even anpbng the numerous stone and papyrus docunents fromthe
various Egyptian dynasties.

The recent revelation that aliens—+the Airlia—had visited Earth in the
di stant past, and never left, had thrown the accepted version of human history
into disarray, including the reason why the pyranids and Sphinx were built.
Pet er Nabi nger, one of the original menbers of the teamthat had penetrated
the secret of Area 51, had come up with his own expl anation of the pyram ds
pur pose before his death in China: when sheathed in the original snmooth
linestone their radar signature had been i mmense, able to be picked up far out
i nto space. Thus, he reasoned, they were a beacon, designed to bring a
spaceshi p cl ose. That was stage one, the attention-getter. Then Nabi nger had



found stage two, the acconpanyi ng message witten on the face of the Earth in
the formof the Geat Wall of China itself, spelling out the Airlia H gh Rune
word for HELP

Unfortunately, Nabinger had not lived | ong enough to unravel the riddle of
the Sphinx. Wth the aid of another archaeol ogi st, Professor Joseph Mial ana
fromthe University of Tanzania, Lisa Duncan had di scovered that the Sphinx
was a surface marker for what lay buried deep beneath, where she had just
opened the lid of the Ark of the Covenant.

Almost a half-nile directly bel ow the Great Sphinx was a cavern, just short
of a half-mle in diameter with curved walls. Light came froma bright orb on
the ceiling, a mni-sun that had burned for nillennia ever since
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the object that rested in the center of the floor was first hidden

Here lay a replica of the Geat Sphinx. Its skin, however, was not made of
stone, but a flaw ess black netal that absorbed the light. The head was
| arger, the nose not shot off like its cousin on the surface. The eyes of the
Bl ack Sphinx were blood red with elongated red irises that gl owed from sone
i nner power.

The Sphinx's paws extended al nost sixty feet in front of the head, which
rose seventy feet above the floor of the cavern. The body stretched one
hundred and eighty feet back, making the entire object al nost three hundred
feet long. Between the paws, just under the chin, stood a statue over nine
feet tall, shaped like a nman, but with subtle differences—the body was too
short proportionally, the linbs too Iong. The | argest difference was the head,
wi th polished white skin, ears with I ong | obes that ended just above the
shoul ders, and two gleam ng red eyes set in the long narrow face. The stone
that covered the top of the head—mnitating hair—was al so red.

In front of the statue was a group of soldiers arned with the | atest weapons
awai ting further orders. In the corridor that led frombelow the statue to the
chanmber inside of the Black Sphinx stood their |eader, known to Mddle Eastern
intelligence agencies as the terrorist Al-Iblis. Wat he sought, Lisa Duncan
had in her hands.

Two bodies lay on the floor near him Both had borne the name Kaji, father
and son. Both had been Watchers, entrusted with the secret the Bl ack Sphi nx
hel d. Facing Al-1blis stood Professor Joseph Mial anm, the archaeol ogi st who
had picked up the torch passed on by Nabinger, trying to make sense of the
ancient mysteries and legends. It was fromhis searching on the path of the
famous explorer Sir Richard Francis Burton
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that he had been able to | ead Duncan to the Great Sphinx. Fromthere the el der
Kaji had led themto the Bl ack Sphinx before being killed along with his son
by Al-1blis, ending the Iine of their family that had watched the G za Pl ateau
for mllennia.

Al -1blis turned as one of his nmen ran up to himrattling off sonmething in
Arabi ¢ about incom ng helicopters. Barking commands, Al-Iblis led his soldiers
toward the tunnel leading to the surface, draggi ng Mial ama al ong with them
Li sa Duncan's face reflected the glow comng frominside the Ark. Resting on a
cradl e of black nmetal lay a golden hourglass figure, eighteen inches high by
ei ght wide at each end. The mddle was an inch wide. It was a thing told of in
tal es and | egend:

The G ail

| mredi atel y Duncan saw where the | egend that the Gail was a cup cane from
but beyond its form both ends appeared to be solid. She reached in, surprised
at how steady her hands were, and picked it up. The Grail was heavy, as if
sol i d.

She sat down cross-1egged on the floor next to the Ark, and placed the G ai



in front of her. She sinply stared at it for several mnutes. She could see
why so many | egends had grown up around the object. The surface was
translucent, emtting a slight golden glow It seenmed to be nade of the sane
material as the guardian conputer. There was a strong sense of power emanating
fromit.

She held her hand out, six inches over the flat top. Her skin tingled. She
| owered her hand until it touched the nmetal and held it there for severa
seconds. She
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jerked it back as if scalded as the surface shimered brightly for a second.
The top irised, revealing a six-inch-w de opening. Cautiously, Duncan | eaned
forward and peered down into it.

Four inches into the Grail was a snmall, perfectly round depression, about an
inch and a half in diameter. Duncan frowned, then, very slowy, she dipped the
forefinger of her right hand into the opening. The tingling sensation grew
stronger as she touched the depression, but nothing el se happened.

She pulled her finger out of the Gail. After ten seconds, the opening
cl osed. Duncan thought for a while, then turned the Grail over. She touched
the flat side that was now up and wasn't surprised when it also irised open
reveal i ng another small depression, identical to the first one.

Sonet hi ng went in those depressions. But what? Wthout conscious thought,
her hands strayed to the two enpty pockets on the essen she wore. Were the
urimand thummi n stones were supposed to be. The pockets were only about two
i nches wide and three inches deep, just big enough for stones an inch and a
hal f in dianeter.

Lost in the Gail, what she didn't see right away were the fine black wires
clipped into the lid of the Ark that ended in what appeared to be tiny carved
rose petals.

Al RSPACE, MEDI TERRANEAN SEA

M ke Turcotte sl apped the back of the nagazine of 9nm bullets against his
kneecap, relishing the jolt of pain and the sound of the rounds settling tight
agai nst the netal casing. He did it once nore, even harder. He slid the
magazi ne into the well of the MP-5 sub-
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machi ne gun and let the bolt slide forward, chanmbering a round. He felt
enotionally detached fromthe nmenbers of the Special Forces A-Team gathered
around him fromthe Russian agent Yakov, to the Chinese archaeol ogi st Che Lu
to every person inside the alien-nmade bouncer speeding through the air toward
Egypt .

Weapon ready, he let it hang fromhis shoulder on the sling. Then he paused,
taking a deep breath. Turcotte stretched his right hand out in front, opening
the palm stretching the scar tissue.

"Pain is too enotional," Yakov said.
Turcotte was startled. "Wat?"

Yakov shook his head and didn't repeat the statement, and another voice
filled the void.

"Sir, the Egyptians are refusing pernmission to enter their airspace."
Captain Billam had been nonitoring the radio since they departed Mngoli a.

"Screw them" Turcotte said as he clenched his hand into a fist. "Any word
from Area 51 on Duncan's exact |ocation?"

"Negative," Billamreplied. "Last word was the G za Pl ateau. Nothing since
But we do have an intelligence report that the entire plateau has been seal ed
off by the Egyptian nmilitary."

Yakov placed a | arge hand on Turcotte's shoulder. "My friend, | do not think
this is a tinme we shoul d—how do you say?—Shoot first and ask questions
l[ater.' We do not know exactly where your Doctor Duncan is. W may be able to



get this craft to Gza, but what then? Once we go outside, we will be fair
gane. "

Yakov was a giant of a man, al nost seven feet tall with a thick bushy beard
hiding his | ower face. He had been a nenber of Russia's Area 51 team called
Section 1V, and now that the aliens had destroyed his home base, he had j oi ned
Turcotte and Duncan's snall group
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searching for the truth about the aliens and their followers, trying to foi
their plans.

Yakov | eaned cl oser. "Al so, ,you have a wounded man on board. It would be
best if we got himto a hospital, yes?"

Turcotte could feel the gaze of every man—and the w zened, dark eyes of Che
Lu—n the bouncer on him He refused to | ook at them instead staring down
between his feet through the floor of the bouncer at the blue water of the
Medi t erranean flashing by bel ow them Human scientists had yet to figure out
the Airlia technology that allowed soneone inside to see out, yet kept the
out si de opaque to observers. Turcotte knew it was one of many things hunans
didn't understand about the Airlia. He felt as if he and his fell ow nen and
worren were children who had stunbl ed upon a grownup's cache of technol ogy.
They had di scovered many things over the years; some could be used but their
true purpose never understood. Mrre unsettling to Turcotte was what they
hadn't found yet—er even nore disturbing—the other uses for things they had
but didn't know about yet.

Ever since uncovering the secrets of Area 51-the alien nothership and
at nospheric craft, called bouncers, hidden there—Jurcotte felt |ike he and the
others in his small group had constantly been reacting, never ahead of the
various forces at play in the civil war anong the Airlia and their sem -human
m ni ons.

On one side were the Airlia | ed by Aspasia, whom Turcotte had kill ed when he
destroyed their fleet coming fromMars trying to claimthe nmothership. The
death of their |eader didn't seemto have slowed their forces, though. Their
human servants were Cui des, men and wormen whose ninds had been altered to obey
by direct contact with a guardi an conmputer. The Cuides
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headquarters was a place called The Mssion, its present |ocation unknown.

The Guides and their followers were being drawn to Easter |sland where a
guardi an conputer that shielded the island was usi ng nanot echnol ogy—achi nes
crafted at the atonmic |evel +o0 convert both humans and nachi nes to Aspasia's
cause.

On the other side were the Airlia led by Artad. Turcotte strongly suspected
that Artad lay in suspended sleep underneath the great Chinese tonb of
Q an-Ling, and he had just handed over the "key" to the | owest |evel of that
ancient tonb to one of Artad's followers, a human/Airlia clone naned El ek
This group was known as The Ones Who Wait. Turcotte had a feeling they weren't
going to be waiting rmuch | onger

The | eader of the The Ones Who Wait, Lexina, and some of her people were
heading to China to unlock the | owest |evel and uncover whatever—er
whoever —was hi dden there.

And both sides, as they had clearly shown in the past several nonths, cared
little how many humans were killed in the pursuit of their goals. So far
Turcotte and his partners had uncovered evidence that both sides had greatly
af fected human history with such things as initiating the Black Death in the
M ddl e Ages and nani pul ati ng forces of the SS during World War 11. It kept
Turcotte awake at ni ght wondering how nuch nore of the history he had been
taught in school had been mani pul ated behind the scenes by the aliens and
their creatures



Every wal k of life seemed to be infiltrated by one or the other of these
alien groups, making it nearly inmpossible to trust anyone. Already there had
been nunerous instances of betrayal and even assassination. He trusted
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only Lisa Duncan, and now he was being told to abandon her

His eyes finally rested on Master Sergeant Boltz, who had been wounded
during the rescue operation in Moscow. The team nmedi cs were working on him
but it was obvious he had lost a | ot of blood.

Turcotte's thoughts were interrupted by Captain Billam the A-Team | eader.
"We'll go in, sir. Whatever you say."

Turcotte felt a wave of gratitude for the captain's support.

"We're crossing into Egyptian airspace," the bouncer pilot called out.
"We've got multiple bogeys on radar closing on our position. Egyptian jets. W
can outrun themeasily enough, but if we land ..."

Turcotte turned to Che Lu, eyebrows raised, deferring to age to help him
make hi s decision

"Gzais alarge place," the old Chinese woman said. "I have been there
several times to study the nysteries. There are secrets there yet to be
uncovered. Such a thing takes tine."

In Ranger School, Turcotte had been taught one thing above all el se—any
action, even the wong one, was better than doi ng not hi ng.

"Lock and | oad," Turcotte ordered.

As the special forces nen checked their weapons, Yakov shook his head and
renoved his |ong, heavy coat, sure he wouldn't need it on the G za Plateau. He
eased next to Turcotte and |l owered his voice. 'This is not a good idea, ny
friend."

"I'f we wait, we may not have another chance,"” Turcotte said. He turned
away. "l want to do a lowlevel fly-by," Turcotte told the pilot. "I'Il show
you where to put us down."
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Everyone started as an Egyptian jet flashed by less than fifty feet away.
"Hold on," the pilot advised as he accel erated and dove at the sane tine.
The bouncer was now just above the desert floor, startling an occasional group

of villagers as it raced overhead approaching Cairo.

The pilot gained a little altitude as they hit the city linmts, but he was
still so low that everyone cringed as he shot the craft between two high-rise
bui | di ngs, then was above the Nile, scraping by just above the boats.

They could see the top of the Geat Pyramd now, off to the right. Then the
other two pyram ds. Everyone stunbled as the bouncer abruptly slowed. Turcotte
knelt, 1ooking through the floor as they went over the G za Pl ateau. He saw
the ring of troops and arnored vehicles surrounding the plateau, the troops a
good di stance from both the pyram ds and Sphinx. Then he spotted a cluster of
peopl e between the | egs of the Sphinx, a tall black figure anong them

"There." Turcotte had one hand on the pilot's shoul der, the other pointing
at the Sphinx. "Put us on top of the head. Have your rappel slings ready."

He junped to his feet, grabbed the | adder that led to the top hatch, and
cl i mbed up.

"W have helicopters inbound," the co-pilot announced.

Turcotte threw the hatch open and clinbed out, clinging to the Iip of the
hatch as the bouncer arrived at the massive head of the Sphinx, edge touching
the top. Turcotte slid down the snooth skin of the alien craft and | anded on
t he ancient stone. He unslung his MP-5 and edged out to where he could see
down.

He coul d see Mialama in the center of a group of arnmed men in unnarked
desert canmouflage. A figure in
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a bl ack robe was next to the archaeol ogi st, |ooking up. No sign of Duncan
Turcotte grabbed a sling rope and | ooped it around a snap |ink on his harness.
Then he tucked the steel butt of the subrmachine gun into his shoul der as the
rest of the A-Team depl oyed on the top of the Sphinx.

"Choppers are less than a mnute out," the co-pilot informed himthrough the
FMradio. "Fromthe north."

The nmen bel ow had their weapons trained up, while Turcotte and his had
theirs pointing down.

"An international incident," A -lblis called out. "Anericans invadi ng Egypt.
Excellent. | couldn't have planned it better myself."
"Where's Duncan?" Turcotte denmanded.

"I suggest you surrender your weapons." Al-lblis ignored his question

"Helicopters thirty seconds out," the co-pilot announced. "Egyptian
gunshi ps. "

Turcotte |lowered his voice so only the nmenbers of his team could hear
"Fl ash-bangs on three, then board the bouncer."

"You do not have nmuch tine," A -Iblis said. "I control the forces here.”

"One," Turcotte said. He stood, letting the submachi ne gun dangle on its
harness, both hands held up as if surrendering.

"Two. " He could hear the inbound helicopters and knew he was probably in the
sights of a mni-gun
"Three."

Si x bl ack canisters were tossed, arcing down fromthe head toward the nen
bel ow.

Al -1blis's eyes widened in surprise—surely they wouldn't kill Mialama wth
gr enades!
The flash-bangs went off. One was enough to deafen
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and blind anyone within twenty feet. Six, in the enclosed space between the
Sphi nx' s paws, was devastati ng.

Turcotte junped off the head of the Sphinx, letting the line slide through
t he snap-link, rappelling down. The nenbers of the A-Team were clanbering up
the side of the bouncer toward the hatch when the first gun ship made its run
spraying bullets at the rate of three thousand rounds a minute. Two SF nen
were hit, torn to shreds, bodies tunbling past Turcotte as he went down. He
saw them fall but kept his concentration on what he was doing as he flexed his
| egs and sprang out, pushing his right hand out to rel ease the rope brake on
the snap |ink.

He hit the sand between the paws, all the nen around hi m blinded, hands over
their eyes, blood conming out of ears deafened by the detonations. He ran to
Mial ama and wrapped his arnms around the equally stunned archaeol ogi st.

"Co!" Turcotte ordered into the boom m ke

The bouncer lifted, half the survivors of the teaminside, the others
clinging to the side. Turcotte dangled below, his arms gripping Mial ana
tightly.

A second gun ship fired a quick burst before the bouncer was out of range
and anot her green beret was hit, his body caught in the cargo netting that
lined the bottom edge.
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CHAPTER 2

NGORONGORO CRATER, TANZANI A, AFRI CA



The Iion had been in one place for two hours watching the grazing herd of
gazelle slowy nake its way through the high grass. The big cat was old,
several steps slower in just the past year, and because of that, it was
hungrier and nore patient that it had ever been. Just two years ago, the lion
woul d have sprung fromits hide and chased down a tender youngster, culling it
fromthe herd.

Now it watched with narrowed eyes as one of the herd wandered away fromthe
mai n group. An old grandfather—the flesh would be stringy, the lion knew, but
it would be nmeat. Over a week had passed since the last kill and there was
little interest in being finicky.

Muscl es tensed, claws grabbed into dirt just a little deeper as the lion
prepared to spring. Another five feet and he would be assured of a kill
Suddenly the herd froze and all heads turned, not toward the lion's hide, but
to the sky near the rimof the crater, behind the Iion

Then they began gal |l oping away. The lion slowy uncoiled fromits spring
position, its meal rapidly disappearing toward Soda Lake in the center of
Ngorongoro Crater. The |arge shaggy head tw sted and peered up, searching for
what had startled the herd. Yellow eyes blinked, naking no sense of the
strange flying creature that had just cleared the edge of the crater

It was far larger than any bird the lion had ever seen, over ten neters
long, and slightly |less than half that
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wi de. A long, arced neck stretched up fromthe body to a serpent's face with
large jaws filled with black teeth. The eyes were dark red. Two short w ngs
extended from each side, but they were stationary, not flapping like a bird's.

The lion forgot about hunger and pride as it bolted after the gazelle in a
desperate attenpt to get away fromthe dragon

Inside the flying machi ne unearthed fromthe Airlia cache in the upper
| evel s of the Qan-Ling tonb in China, the human-Airlia clone, El ek, had his
hands on the controls, slowi ng forward speed and bringing the craft to a
hover.

Bel ow t he dragon, stretching twelve mles fromrimto rim Ngorongoro Crater
was a throwback to a tinme before man made his presence known in the wild
Teeming with animals, it was isolated fromthe | and around by the
t wo-t housand-foot-high crater rimthat surrounded the over one hundred square
mles inside. The rimof the crater was over a mile above sea level. The
center of the crater was covered in water, Soda Lake.

There was a flash of light to the right and El ek pivoted the dragon, known
as Chi Yu in Chinese | egend. The display screens in the cockpit | ocated just
behi nd the chest of the nmachine registered a second flash and El ek noved
toward the |ight.

"Do you see ne?" The voice over the radio was sexless, easily belonging to a
man or womrran.

"I see you, Lexina," Elek confirmed as he brought Chi Yu to a | anding near
the source of the light.

Three figures waited. In the center was Lexina, the head of The Ones Wo
Wait. For decades she had tried to maintain Artad's side of the truce, first
fromthe secret base in Antarctica and now fromthe remains of an Airlia base
underneath the crater. Now there was no
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nore truce for Lexina to try to maintai n—+ecent events had seen to that.
It was tine for action. ,
The back ranp, underneath the dragon's tail, dropped down. Lexina, followed
by her conpani ons, wal ked on board.
"The spirits have passed on." El ek nodded to the other two—the recently
cl oned and reborn bodies of Gergor and Coridan, two nmenbers of The Ones Wo



Wait. The previous CGergor and Coridan had received a fatal dose of radiation
in the process of destroying the Russian Area 51 on Novaya Zem ya | sl and.

"The spirits have passed on," Lexina echoed as she took a seat to the side
of his. "Now |l et us nake sure that Artad's true spirit has not passed on." She
extended a long, thin hand. "Back to China."

THE GREAT SAND SEA, WESTERN EGYPT

Turcotte's arnms were ready to give out as the bouncer finally slowed and
descended toward the desert floor. As soon as his feet hit the soft sand, he
| et go of Mial ama, who pronptly collapsed onto his back, eyelids rapidly

bl i nki ng over unseeing eyes.

"You'll get your sight back when the effect of the flash-bangs wears off,"
Turcotte told himas the bouncer settled down next to them He could see the
body hanging in the cargo netting, a stream of blood down the snmooth side of
t he bouncer.

"Where are we?" Mial ana sat up.
"In the desert,” Turcotte said. "Were's Duncan?"

"I'n the Bl ack Sphinx, underneath the stone one. She's with the Ark. She is
safe for the time being inside-Al -1blis cannot get to her there."
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The hatch swung open and Yakov appeared, followed by Captain Billam They
went to the body, untangling it fromthe webbing.

Turcotte got to his feet and took Miualama's arm hel ping himup. "W need to
get on board." He could sense Yakov's eyes upon him but he avoi ded neeting
the Russian's gaze as he guided Mial ama up the side of the bouncer and inside.

"I lost three men at the Sphinx and we |left two bodi es behind," Captain
Billaminformed Turcotte
"l saw," Turcotte said.
"Where to, sir?" the pilot of the bouncer asked.

"Duncan i s underneath the Sphinx." Turcotte was checking the function on his
MP-5. "If-—=
"W cannot go back there," Yakov said flatly.

"They' re disorgani zed now," Turcotte said.

"No, there's nore of them now, " Yakov di sagreed.
"We can't abandon her."

"W can't get to her," Yakov said.

"She is safe for now," Mialama interjected. "She is with the Ark, and it
does not all ow anyone not wearing the proper attire close to it."

Turcotte had no idea what Mial ama was babbling about.

"W need to go back to Area 51," Yakov said.

Turcotte glanced at Captain Billam His teamhad |ost alnost half its
strengt h.

"I don't see what we can do," Billamsaid. "W don't have a plan. W don't
know exactly where this place is that Doctor Duncan's being held."

"Sergeant Boltz has lost a |lot of blood," the team medic informed himfrom
where he was working on the NCO wounded in the assault at the Krenlin
Rel uctantly, Turcotte renoved the magazi ne, pulled
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the bolt back to eject the chanbered round, and put the MP-5 down. "Head for
Area 51."
THE G ZA PLATEAU, EGYPT
Duncan heard a noise, the slightest of novenents. Her senses were running on
super-alert, every input nmagnified. She reluctantly put the Gail back in the
Ark's cradle and turned. The four sphinx heads nmounted on the poles that held
up the white veil surrounding the Ark had all turned toward the chanber's
entrance. Their ruby eyes were glittering, as if they were alive.

Duncan was a slight woman, her slender body wei ghted down with the garnents



she had on. She wore the robes of the ancient one who had tended to the Ark.
The costune was el aborate and precisely layered. First, a white |linen robe;
over it a sleeveless blue shirt that Mial anma had called the neeir, then the
ephod, a coat of many colors fastened by two stones at the shoul ders; the
essen, a breastplate encrusted with a dozen precious jewels of various colors;
and over her short black hair a crown, nade of three netal bands. Each band
represented two things, according to Mial ama: the three worlds of existence,
heaven, hell, and the Earth, and the three divisions of nman, spiritual
intellectual, and physical. At |least those were the | egendary representations.
It was this clothing that had all owed her to pass the inspection of the four
heads. Airlia technology was built into the clothes and accoutrenents,
technol ogy that mated with the guard system of sphinx heads and had al | owed
her to pass unscat hed.
She turned fromthe Ark, which rested on a
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wai st - hi gh black platform The Ark, of the Covenant was three feet high and

wi de and slightly over four feet long. It was gold-plated and the two | ong
pol es that had been used to carry it were poking out on either end through the
rings on the bottomof the Ark—ust as it had been described in the AQd

Test ament .

The nost intriguing aspect were the two "cherubi msphi nxes" on the lid. They
were shaped exactly like mniature versions of the head of the Bl ack Sphinx,
with ruby-red eyes. As soon as she had entered the veil, both had turned and
fixed their inhuman gaze on her, as had their cousins on the top of the vei
pol es. A sophisticated, automated defense systemthat had existed for
mllennia to guard the contents of the Ark.

Duncan wal ked to the veil and slid through. Atall man in a dark robe stood
in the tunnel entrance—Al-Iblis, Duncan had no doubt. Two men in unmarked
desert canoufl age with automatic weapons stood behind him Al -Iblis was tall,
a couple of inches over six feet. A hood left his face in shadow, the glint of
dark eyes the only thing visible in that dark pocket.

"Gve me the Ark," A -1Iblis said.
"Where is Professor Mial ama?" Duncan asked.

"I"'mholding himoutside. If you do not give ne the Ark, | will have him
killed."

"Then kill him?" Duncan said coldly.
A long silence followed that statenent.

"You don't even know what you have," Al-lIblis finally said.

"l have the Ark which holds the Gail."

Al -1blis |aughed, a sound like worn brakes going downhill. "You have no clue
what the Gail is, do you?"

"I know | have it and you don't," Duncan said. "If | give it to you, then I
have not hing. That would be stupid. | don't believe you are soneone to be
trusted.”
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"Then | will take it fromyou." A -lblis gestured and the two nen dashed

forward, weapons ready.

They made four paces when the two veil-pol e heads on that side rel eased a
flash and bright red beamthat struck each man in the chest. There was a sharp
sizzle, and both nen fell to the floor, a hole burned neatly through their
chests.

"That was even stupi der," Duncan said.

"They matter nothing," Al-Iblis said. "There was al ways the chance the
security system m ght not work after all these years. Even Airlia technol ogy
has the potential for failure. Come here. Gve nme the garnments so | may get
the Gail. If you do not, | will have your friend killed very slowy. | have



men trained in causing pain."

"I'f I give you the clothing or the Ark, then | will be the next victim of
those nen," Duncan sai d.

Al -1blis reached inside his robe and pulled out a 9 mmpistol. "I could kil
you," he said to Duncan as he took aimat her, his hand perfectly steady and
on target.

"Then you woul d | eave these— she ran her hand down her body "—here with ny
body and these clothes are the only way soneone can get cl ose enough to open
the Ark. Nothing will change."

Al -1blis nodded. "Al'l right. A standoff. | have nuch experience at that.
have dealt with kings and prophets and heads of state. | will raise the ante
el sewhere then." Al-Iblis paused before he left. "Perhaps you do have an idea
how i nportant the Gail is?"

"Perhaps," Duncan said.
"Who are you?" he asked her. "Wy have you sought the Gail ?"

She net his gaze and held it. "Who are you?" she asked in turn
"They currently call ne Al-Iblis."
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"Who are they?" Duncan had heard the nane, but she knew little about the
man behind it.

Al -1blis considered the question, as if it had never been asked before. "The
peopl e of the desert. Nowadays, intelligence agencies al so use that name for
me because they think | ama terrorist. As usual, they are clueless. In past
time, prophets, seers, nmen who claimed to be wise and weren't as bright as
t hey thought. Caliphs and ayatol |l ahs. Wrnen who clained to be—~ He paused
suddenl y.

Duncan took a step forward. "What do you call yourself?"

"You want to know who | anf Perhaps nore inportantly, you should ask what |
am The end to all this is comng, so it doesn't matter if | tell you. Then
per haps you will understand how powerl ess you are and accept the inevitable
and align yourself with me. It is the only smart choice."

The tall man pulled his hood back, revealing a pale, narrow face with black
eyes set like stones on either side of a hatchet nose. He smled, revealing
long teeth, alnost predatory. "This body is just a garment, |ike those clothes
you wear now. The body allows ne to walk the Earth. | am a Shadow. "

"A shadow of what?"

"More a shadow of who."

"Who?"

"You can call me Aspasia's Shadow. "

Duncan shook her head. "Aspasia is dead. He was killed aboard his Tal on
spacecraft.”

"The original being known as Aspasia was killed. As | told you, I ama
Shadow. | had his entire consciousness inprinted many years ago." H s hand
went to his own chest and rested there for a second. "And because |-Ay
consci ousness—have been alive all those years,

35

I amnore than he ever was. Wuldn't you agree?" He didn't wait for an answer.
"It is best he finally died. He was— a twisted grin crossed his face "—eut
of touch? Antiquated? Like the gods of ancient Egypt, which, of course, he and
his followers were. He, and his, would be out of date in this new mllennium

I will lead my people to victory."
"Your people also died with Aspasia," Duncan said.

"No, my peopl e—the Cuides, The M ssion—have struggled with me for nillennia
here on Earth while Aspasia-and his followers hid on Mars. W have earned the
right."

"The right to what?"



"To rule. To becone the Gods that Aspasia and his once were. Gods for a new
age, a new world where technology is nore inportant than faith—-and we have the
t echnol ogy. "

"And the Airlia on Mars? The ones |l eft behind there who control the guardian
at Cydoni a? Do they give their allegiance to you?" Duncan asked.

"Left behi nd?" Aspasia's Shadow smiled once nore without hunor. "They know
not hi ng of what it nmeans to be |l eft behind, alnost powerless, for thousands of
years. They slept while |I struggled and fought here and died again and again
only to be constantly reborn. Now t hey have no choice but to obey ne."

"There is always a choice," Duncan argued.

"Free will?" Aspasia's Shadow shook his head, indicating what he thought of

that concept. "You are very ignorant and naive and know not hi ng of what you

speak. You tal king about free will is rather ironic if you are what | think
you are."
"What do you nean?"

Aspasi a' s Shadow shook his head. "You will either discover what you are

| ooking for or you won't; it is not
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my concern. There are larger issues than the things you think you are
concerned with."

That made no sense to Duncan, and she wondered if he was trying to confuse
her. "How did this all start?" she asked.

"How it started isn't inportant,"” Aspasia' s Shadow said. "The end is al
that counts. And that is coming very soon."

"Way did the Airlia come here?"
"That is not inportant."
"Why are you here? Wiy is the Grail so inportant?"

"You have no idea what you have," Aspasia's Shadow said. "If you—=

"I know nmore than you think," Duncan cut himoff, tired of his threats and
hi s decl arations of her ignorance.

"You are not who you've pretended to be," Aspasia' s Shadow said. "I should
have known of you, the one who uncovered Area 51, who stopped Majestic-12.
Your Captain Turcotte killed Aspasia and stopped the fleet, but you were the
one who started it all, who put Turcotte in place to do those things. Does he
know he is being used? Does he know who you really are? Do you know who you
really are?" He didn't wait for an answer. "There have been others like you
bef ore, those who upset the delicate bal ance and caused great grief and death.
You' ve hidden well, Doctor Duncan, but you cannot hide anynore."

"You babbl e,"” Duncan said. "You are old and need to be put down |like a nmad
dog. "

A cruel smle curled Aspasia's Shadow s thin lips. "You try to bait nme. Very
good. But | have lived a long time and net enem es nmuch greater than you and
defeated themall. | amstill here and they have long ago turned to dust."
Duncan crossed her arms on top of the essen. "So
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you think. But |I'mwhere you want to be. Did you talk to those old enem es
like you talk to me? Did they hold what you want ?"

"But will it do you any good?" Aspasia' s Shadow asked. Hi s eyes went up and
down her, noting the garnments. "Do you have everything you need?" Once nore he
didn't wait for an answer. "Wen you find you don't, we will talk again."

Aspasi a' s Shadow turned and di sappeared into the tunnel that |ed out of the
Ark chanber. Duncan went back inside the veil and | ooked at the Gail. Once
nore she put her hand over one end. It opened and the enpty depression
appeared. She knew that was what Aspasia's Shadow had meant when he'd asked
her if she had all she needed. The stones were needed for the Gail to work
and the alien creature had known it. Did he have then? And if he did, how



could she get themfromhin? O were they hidden as so many other Airlia
artifacts had been?

The chamber around her seemed smaller than before, the weight of the plateau
above a pal pabl e presence. She was safe for the nonent, but she now knew she
was al so powerl ess.

Duncan stood by the veil, the four bodies her only conpany. She |ooked up to
the top of the chanmber, but her mnd went further, through the rock, to the
surface, into the sky. She knew M ke Turcotte would cone for her. The thought
did not give her as nuch confort as it had a few days ago. She turned back
toward the Gail, troubled by the words of Aspasia's Shadow.

There was sonething lurking at the edge of her subconscious trying to comne
forward, but she couldn't draw it out. Her eyes rested on the Gail, sensing
init a key to unlock whatever it was that was hidden in her mnd
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CHAPTER 3

AREA 51, NEVADA

Fl at brown desert floor, broken abruptly by steep, rock-strewn mountains, made
for uninviting terrain in the southern center of Nevada. A hundred and twenty
m | es northwest of Las Vegas, nestled between seven-thousand-foot nountain
ranges, lay Groom Lake. It night have once held water, but now the fl at

| akebed contained a seven-mle-long concrete runway, the |Iongest in the world.
Many had thought that Area 51 had been | ocated at Groom Lake because of the
renote and desol ate nature of the surroundi ng countrysi de—a good place to hide
t hi ngs the governnent didn't want prying eyes to see.

Actual ly, the opposite was true. In the early days of World Var |1, mlitary
reconnai ssance teans found hidden in a massive cavern under G oom Muntain
somet hing so startling and foreign to the planet that the government
i mediately knew it had to keep the discovery secret. The alien object was so
i mense—ever a mle long and a quarter mle at its w dest—that there was no
way to nove the alien nothership, at least until the drive systemfor it was
figured out.

As nore alien artifacts were discovered, the greatest being the nine
bouncers, the installation at Groom Lake grew in size and secrecy. The site
was | abeled on the Nellis Air Base reservation map as Area 51. Until the
uncovering of Majestic-12, the ruling body at Area 51 since its founding, the
United States government never

39

admtted the base even exi sted, even though photos of the surface facilities
were posted on the Internet. But today, as Mke Turcotte could see out of the
side of the bouncer, secrecy seemed to be the last thing on anyone's mnind

News vans were parked all around the edge of the Groom Lake runway. It was a
far cry fromthe days when even clinmbing one of the nountains surrounding the
Area 51 conplex could and a person in jail or much worse if they were picked
up by Landscape, the inner security force of Mjestic-12. Despite the presence
of the nedia at the previously highly classified facility, Mke Turcotte felt
that they were as far fromthe "truth" as they had ever been

The bouncer floated down the side of Groom Mountain, the | arge hangar doors
sliding open. As soon as it touched down, Turcotte was first out of the hatch
foll owed by Yakov, Che Lu, and the rest of the A-Team Muial ana's sight had
slowy returned to himduring the flight, and he foll owed the old Chinese
woman of f.

As Turcotte appeared, reporters and caneranen flowed through the open doors,
surroundi ng the bouncer. Sliding down the side of the bouncer, Turcotte was



met with a thicket of mcrophone boonms. He knifed his way through, trying to
reach Major Quinn, who was standing behind the reporters clanoring for
i nformati on about what was going on with the Airlia, the Guides, The Ones \Wo
Wait, The M ssion, the nuclear explosion in China, and Lisa Duncan's | ocation
"Cet these people out of here!"™ Turcotte yelled to Quinn.
The Maj or raised his hands and pointed at the two military police officers
who were trying to control twenty times their nunber. "That's all | have."
Turcotte spun about. Captain Billamwas exiting the
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bouncer with his team behind him Mster Sergeant Boltz, the team sergeant
wounded in Moscow, was being haul ed out on a stretcher. Che Lu was al nost
hi dden anong the hul ki ng t eam nenbers.
"Clear this hangar," Turcotte ordered Billam

Seeing the hesitation in Billams face, Turcotte pulled his 9mm pistol from
its holster. That gained hima couple of feet of space as the cl osest
reporters and caneranen pressed back away from him

Turcotte fired twice into the air, aimng out of the hangar toward the
desert. A nonent of silence descended on the crowd, followed by the curses of
the nedia representatives, threatening | awsuits. Turcotte | owered the pistol
and aimed it at the closest reporter. "You have thirty seconds to get out of
thi s hangar."

The reporter opened her nouth to say sonething, then noted the look in
Turcotte's eyes and how steady his hand was. She turned and pushed her way out
of the circle. The others followed. As soon as the |ast one was out of the
hangar, the large doors slid shut.

"What the hell is going on?" Turcotte demanded of Quinn. "Were is
security?"

The major hardly | ooked like a warrior. Slight of build, with thinning blond
hair and |arge gl asses perched on his nose, Quinn was what Turcotte called a
screen wat cher—soneone who sat on their ass all day and | ooked at conputer
screens. But he had been hel pful in the fight against the aliens and their
foll owers and had been an ally in the transition from Mjestic-12's secret
rule at Area 51 to the present regine.

"That is our security." Qinn indicated the two Air Police.

Turcotte had first been assigned to Area 51 to be part of the elite security
force that protected its secrets. The facility had been secured by
top-of -t he-1ine personnel
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and equi pnent. Even after Majestic-12 was deposed, security had renai ned
tight, guarding against actions by either group of Airlia mnions. The goa
was to prevent Area 51 fromsuffering the same fate as the Russian Section IV
base that had been destroyed at Novaya Zenl ya.

"What's going on?" Turcotte asked.

"I had all ny air police, except those two, and all ny special security
personnel from Landscape and Ni ghtscape who passed the revi ew panel, pulled on
orders fromthe Pentagon this norning. |'ve been trying to get through to
somebody—anybody—+to get the orders rescinded, but there's a |ot of confusion
in Washington. I'mgetting a major runaround. No one knows what's goi ng on
|'ve backended some requests and will have nore people here soon, but in the
meanwhi |l e, we have to make do with what we have."

"I see the long armof The Cuides acting here," Yakov said. He shrugged his
| arge shoul ders. "Or The Ones Who Wait. Both groups undoubtedly have your
hi gher echel ons of government and military thoroughly infiltrated and
conprom sed. They want Area 51 vul nerable. They destroyed ny country's Area
51; yours is next." The Russian had the bag over his shoul der contai ni ng what
they had nanaged to pilfer out of the Russian Archives on their raid, mnus,



of course, the Spear of Destiny, which they suspected acted as a key to the
| owest | evel of Q an-Ling
"What about Doctor Duncan?" Quinn asked.

"Mual ama knows where she is," Turcotte said. He wanted the bouncer inside
t he secure hangar before they off-loaded the team nmenber's body. "Let's sea
this place."

Qui nn gave the necessary orders and the bouncer floated in, the | arge doors
sliding shut behind it. Then Quinn gestured for themto follow himtoward the
| arge
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freight elevator that led to the Cube—eommuand and control central

"We' ve been | ooking at Burton's manuscript. It's in a |anguage no one can
recogni ze. "

"Hakkadi an," Mual ama said. The African archaeol ogi st had spent nobst of his
life following the path of Sir Richard Francis Burton around the world,
finding clues here and there that led himfurther in pursuit of a "lost"
manuscri pt of Burton's. Mial ana had told themthat it detailed all that Burton
had | earned of the aliens and their minions on the planet.

"What exactly is Hakkadi an?" Turcotte asked.

"A distant forerunner of Arabic," Mial ana answered. "Last spoken in ancient
Babyl on. Burton was an extremely amazi ng man. He spoke twenty-ni ne | anguages
fluently."

"The only things we could read were the foreword and a letter put on top of
the manuscript by his wife," Qinn said. "Pretty amazing stuff.”

"Where exactly in G za is Duncan?" Turcotte pressed.

"Directly under the G eat Sphinx." Mialama quickly told them of the Black
Sphi nx and the chanber hi dden i nside.

The doors to the el evator opened and they wal ked toward the Cube. They
paused as a red |ight suddenly began fl ashi ng.

"What's that?" Turcotte asked.

"Security sensor," Qinn said. "One of you is bugged.

Turcotte's first instinct was to |l ook to Che Lu. She had been under the
control of The Ones Who Wait at Q an-Ling, although he wasn't certain why they
woul d want to bug her. It wasn't as if the location of Area 51 was a great
secret anynore.
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"Go through one at a tine, please,” Quinn said.

Turcotte went through first and there was no alarm Che Lu was second, and
agai n,, nothing. Mialama followed and still no red light. Turcotte stared hard
at the Russian—after all they'd been through to have this happen—but again he
had the sane question as with Che Lu: why? And when could this have happened?

Yakov stepped through and the red Iight began flashing. Quinn picked up a
smal I handhel d detector and ran it over the Russian's body. He paused when he
was at the back of Yakov's neck. "It's there.”

"How?" Turcotte asked.

"Whatever it is," Yakov said, "it was not there last tine we cane through
here. So it nmust have been placed on ne since then."

"Katyenka," Turcotte said. It was hard to forget someone who had tried to
kill him She had been a GRU operative, Yakov's forner |over, but actually
wor ki ng for The Ones Who Wait who had anmbushed themin Moscow.

Yakov nodded. "Yes. She had opportunity and reason."” He took his heavy coat
of f.

Turcotte shook his head and tried to make light of it. "I can't |eave you
al one for a nonent, can |?"

"It makes sense. It is how those soldiers found us in the Archives,"” Yakov
said. He ran his fingers through the thick lining near the collar, then paused



before pulling out a small bl ack object about a quarter inch long. "Here it
is. Nothing very exotic. Standard GRU i ssue. Range about three mles, but very
i ntense so they could track us through the tunnels under Moscow." He tossed it
on the floor and smashed it with his boot. "Shall we continue?"

Turcotte paused, considering the Russian. It was indeed nost likely the bug
had been pl anted by Katyenka,
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but there had been much deception and betrayal since he'd arrived at Area 51
and he could not be certain. For a noment, Yakov's argunents to | eave Egypt
and come back here took a slightly different angle.

"Are you comi ng?" Yakov and the others were waiting.

Turcotte shook hinself out of his suspicions and foll owed as they headed to
the Cube. The main room of the Cube neasured eighty feet by a hundred. Banks
of computer screens gave it a simlar appearance to m ssion control at NASA,
but Turcotte noticed that three quarters of the chairs in front of those
screens were enpty.

"More ordered cuts in personnel,"” Quinn said, noting his | ook. "Soneone's
really trying to hamstring us. Again, |I'mtrying to backdoor requests."

Turcotte knew Quinn was an expert at mani pul ati ng government and mlitary
bureaucracy. Wth the proper passwords, the right comunication channels, and
experience, he could get just about anything eventually. It was sonething he
had done while working for Mjestic-12—a val uabl e asset that both Duncan and
Turcotte had thought necessary to keep at Area 51.

Turcotte turned his attention to the front wall where a
twent y-f oot -w de- by-ten-high screen displayed a plethora of information

"What's hot?" Turcotte asked, trying to make sense of the various displays.

Quinn sat down in the chair that used to belong to the head of Mjestic, or
MJ-12 as sone called it. It was on a raised dais in the back of the room and
oversaw everything that went on. There was the quiet hum of machinery al ong
with the constant slight hiss of filtered air being blown into the room The
entire conplex rested on huge shocks and was hung from | arge springs,
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allowing it to sustain a nuclear surface blast. Turcotte had just prevented
such an incident by bargaining with The Ones Wio Wait, giving themthe Spear
of Destiny.

"The NSA is tracking that flying dragon thing that holds The Ones Who Wit
who took the key fromyou in Mngolia," Quinn said.

"That 'dragon thing' is called Chi Yu," Che Lu said. "It is part of the lore
of my land. Wen the yell ow enperor Shi Huangdi ruled the northern part of
China, Chi Yu ruled in the south. They fought and Shi Huangdi subdued the
beast and took it prisoner."

"Which in reality—= Turcotte began, but Che Lu cut him off

"I believe that Shi Huangdi was Artad, one of the alien | eaders. And Chi Yu
must be a nmachi ne fashi oned by the other side—Fhe CGuides—to fight and terrify
so many years ago. Shi Huangdi captured it during their battles and it mnust
have been inside Q@ an-Ling."

"I's this machi ne back at Q an-Ling now?" Yakov asked.

"Negative." Quinn typed into the keyboard and then pointed at the nmain
board. A map of eastern Africa appeared. "See the red dot? It stopped at
Ngorongoro Crater briefly and is now headi ng northeast on a track that wll
take it to Qan-Ling. It's assuned the Chinese will pick it up on radar and
try to intercept. ETA at Chi nese border in eighteen mnutes.”

"Why did it go to Ngorongoro Crater?" Yakov wonder ed.

"I found the scepter key there," Mial ama said. "And history records Burton
spent quite a bit of time in East Africa exploring."

"It will be interesting to see how ny governnent reacts to these events,"



Che Lu said, which earned her a hard | ook from Turcotte. On the internationa
scene,
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Chi na had al ways been an enigma, and with the advent of the discovery of the
Airlia the country had cut itself off conpletely. Because of all the betrayals
Turcotte had seen recently, a small part of himhad to wonder if it was just
coi nci dence that Che Lu had opened up Q an-Ling just after the Airlia had been
di scovered. And then Mial ama had uncovered the key right after that. And Yakov
had been wearing a bug when he arrived here.

"I'f The Ones Who Wait bring Artad up fromthe | owest level,"” Turcotte said,
"it will be interesting to see how everyone in the world reacts. W stil
don't know the truth about what happened anong the Airlia." He turned to
Qui nn. "What el se?"

The maj or hit another command. The map changed to show t he sout heast
Pacific. "The shield is still protecting Easter Island. What remains of Task
Force 78, with the addition of Task Force 79 and the aircraft carrier USS
Stenni s, has backed off to a range of three hundred kil oneters north of the
island. We've lost all contact with the submarine USS Springfield. It is
assuned it has been taken inside the shield and is lost to us. Oficial policy
nowis to stand off and watch, which doesn't please the Navy much.

"However," Quinn continued, "the last transm ssion from Springfield had sone
interesting data in it." He hit a switch and a |large map of Easter |sland
appeared on the screen. "W think they found a hole in the shield wall. Wen
the Washington hit the island, it tore up a big part of the ocean floor as it
bottoned out. We think there is a very small gap in the shield where it cut
t hrough the floor."

"Can we get in?" Turcotte asked.

"Possibly,"” Qinn said. "But, as | said, official policy is to stand off and

do not hing."
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"That doesn't do Kelly Reynol ds any good," Turcotte said. "Can you get somne
SEALs?"
"I can't even get us MPs at the nonent," Quinn said.

"That's because the Pentagon knows who's asking and what they're for,"
Turcotte said. "We still have the ST-8 cl earance by presidential decree,
ri ght?"

Qui nn nodded. ST-8 was the highest clearance possible and neant that orders
i ssued using it had to be fol-owed as if they cane fromthe National Comand

Aut hority.
"Then I'11 just issue an order to get us some SEALs."
'To do what?" Qui nn asked.

"Infiltrate Easter Island." Turcotte pointed at the screen. "It's a job the
SEALs are trained for. Go in under the shield, see what's going on, rescue
Kelly, and ;et back. I'Il bet there's a SEAL team on board one of he ships of
Task Force 79. Plus, | don't think the Navy will put up too nmuch of a fight
over the mssion. |I've got a feeling they want to know what's happening to the

Washi ngton and their people.”
"It's worth a shot," Quinn said.

"And the G za Pl ateau?" Turcotte had al ready noved on to nore pressing
i ssues.

"Satellite imagery shows it wapped up even tighter with troops since your
assault. The Egyptian governnent has closed it off and is conplaining to
whoever will listen that the United States violated their sovereignty."

"W have to go back," Turcotte said.
"That mght be difficult,” Quinn noted.
"OfF course it will be difficult,” Turcotte said. "But there's always a



vay. "
"What about the manuscript?" Mial ana said.

Quinn stood. "It's in the conference room"
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Turcotte paused. "I need a mnute."

Qui nn nodded and went into the conference room Yakov put a |arge paw on
Turcotte's shoulder. "Are you all right, ny friend?"

"No," Turcotte said.

"I woul d have been worried if you said you were," Yakov said. "No one is al
right. Only the smart peopl e know that though. Especially now. "

"Especially now," Turcotte acknow edged. "G ve ne just a minute and I|']
join you."
" Da. "

Turcotte waited until Yakov and Che Lu di sappeared. He wal ked down the
hal lway to the latrine. There was no one inside. He sagged back agai nst the
door, feeling the exhaustion of constant tension in every fiber of bis being.
He slid down to his knees, then sat on the floor, his back still against the
door. He put his right hand out, opened it w de, and stared at the scarred
flesh. He could see the pregnant woman who died just before he grabbed the red
hot muzzle of his teamleader's gun in Gernmany as if it had just happened.
Anot her second earlier and she—and her unborn child—aould still be alive.

The fingers of his left hand traced over the scar tissue in the palmof his
right hand, remenbering his failure. And his nobst recent failure had cost the
lives of three nen. Finally, he stood. He shoved the door open and went to the
conference room |nside was one other person beside Quinn, Mial ama, Che Lu
and Yakov. Larry Kincaid was their authority on space operations. He was
| ooki ng through a pile of photographs. Kincaid stood and shook hands as he
canme in.

Qui nn stood near the end of the table and pushed a button on a lectern. A
pi ece of the wood paneling slid up, revealing a six-by-six-foot video display.
Turcotte
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sat in the | eather chair at the head of the conference table, Yakov to his
right, Che Lu to his left, Mialama next to her. The screen turned .white, and
then two lines scrolled up to the center and stopped.

"This is the prologue to Burton's manuscript which we've scanned into the
conputer,” Quinn said.

THE PATH OF A TRUTH SEEKER By SI R Rl CHARD FRANCI S BURTON
Qui nn | eaned over and indicated a key on the keyboard enbedded under the top
of the table at Turcotte's position. "You hit this to scroll up." Turcotte
pressed it.

THE SEARCH FOR LEGENDS

Pr ol ogue:

I, Richard Francis Burton, have lived a | ong and wondrous life that now
winds its way into darkness. What is witten on these pages was accumnul at ed
over the last thirty-six years when ny life took a turn that | could never
have i magined. | have tried to organize it as well as | can and | leave it to
ny bel oved Isabel to finish my work after ny death. Wthout her, | would never
have been able to conplete it; indeed nmy life would not have been worth |iving
wi thout her light spirit to keep me fromfalling into the darkness of all |
have | ear ned.

My involvenment in the tale began when it reached ny ears, in the city of
Medi na, in the year 1854 of the Christians after the birth of their Lord, that



there was a man who knew nuch of the secrets of the world and the ancients. He
was not spoken of favorably but with fear. That did not dissuade nme. | had
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learned early in ny life that one nmust often travel into darkness to get to
the Iight.

| sought out this man, spoken of only in whispers as Al-Iblis, and was
granted an audi ence. Sone said he was a sorcerer, others a creature of the
ni ght whom not hers tal ked of to scare their children into going to bed on
time. Others said he was a religious |eader, but of what sect no one was
certain.

| could sense nmuch evil in his presence, but he overcame ny fear by hinting
of strange and wondrous things. He pointed ne to Gza, to the plateau of the
three great Pyranids and the great Sphinx. He told ne to seek out a nan naned
Kaji, who knew further secrets and could show ne sonething ny eyes woul d not
bel i eve. He gave ne a nedallion which he said would gain ne an audi ence with
Kaji .

Al -Iblis wanted ne to return to him to tell himwhat | had seen, but I

knew even as | left his palace | would never be back there and never wanted to
be in his presence again.

He was right in his hints, for at G za, under the guidance of Kaji, | saw
sonet hi ng hi dden under the earth, in the bowels of the plateau; sonething so
strange as | can still hardly believe it, and was told a tal e even stranger

that every effort of ny life fromthat nonent to this as | wite, the darkness
of death not far fromme, has been dedicated to tracking down the Truth. It
becanme ny tarigat; ny spiritual path |leading to the truth.

| barely survived that first step as Kaji tried to | eave ne to di e under
the plateau, but that tale will be told el sewhere

The begi nning of this path, | eventually |earned, revolved around
intelligent creatures who were not nmen, who were not even of this planet.
These cane to
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our Earth fromthe stars before the dawn of recorded history and fought anong
t hensel ves for mllennia, in the process changi ng much of mankind's history,
nost often for the worse.

| have | earned nmuch of these creatures—the Airlia—and their followers who
wal k anobng us. Once | overcame nmy shock at being told of their existence and
seeing the proof in the Black Sphinx hidden under the G za Plateau, | set out
to learn as much as | coul d about them

Over the years | have traveled far, read, seen, and heard nuch. Wat has
fascinated ne nost are the Legends that man has woven to explain things that
could not be explained any other way at the tine.

Artifacts fromthese Airlia have becone part of the Iore of many | ands,
bei ng gi ven various nanmes. Most have been called no nore than literary devices
by scholars with no basis in fact. | had always thought such thinking naive.
Now | know it to be.

What | have discovered is that the Legends are real, and they date back
bef ore the shadows of what those same scholars call the beginning of history.

On these pages | will wite of the Grail, the Spear of Destiny, Excalibur
the Ark, and other objects shrouded in nyth and | egend.

Much of what | wite on these pages cannot be proven. Mst cones from
docunents that | have translated with great effort fromtongues that have not
been spoken for a very long time and from another tongue that schol ars insist
does not exist despite all evidence to the contrary. OQther information cones



fromtales told to nme in shadowy roons by men and wonen, and even those who
are not conpletely human, whose veracity may indeed be questioned, but |
believe it all because of the pieces of the
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tale I have seen with ny own eyes. And because of the efforts that were nade
both to aid me and to hinder ne in this path, too nuch effort was nade to stop
me, for there may be sone truth in what | have learned, truth that others want
to keep buri ed.

The story begins before Rome was founded, before the Greeks etched their
letters on stone tablets, even before the pyran ds thensel ves were
buil t before the dawn of recorded tine.

Turcotte hit the scroll key, but nothing happened. "That's it?" He turned to
Qui nn.

"That's all of Burton's prologue,” Quinn said. "lInserted behind those first
pages were several witten in a different hand."

Mual ana | eaned forward. "Do you know of Sir Richard Burton? His |life? The
controversi es surroundi ng hi nP"

"Not really," Turcotte replied. He was anxi ous to be noving, to be planning
a second assault on G za and rescue Duncan. He didn't understand Mial ana's
fascination with an ol d manuscri pt.

"Burton translated the Kama Sutra," Mialama said. "And the Tale of the
Thousand and One Nights. He was nore than a witer and translator of other's
witten works. He was a fanmous explorer. A man who dared to travel where
others feared. He searched for the source of the Nile hidden in the heart of
Africa. It has been widely believed that his wife, |sabel, burned a manuscri pt
when he died." Mial ama pointed at the screen. "It appears she burned the only
copy of this nmanuscript.”

"The next few pages tell what happened on the night
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Burton died," Qinn said, "and why she did what she did. It is nost
intriguing."

"Put it on the screen," Turcotte ordered. The witing that appeared was
witten with black ink, a thin spidery lettering:

My love is dead. His body not yet cold.

| wite to warn you. |If you read these words and have this manuscript in
your possession, you are cursed, as ny dearest Richard was.

As Richard had feared for so many years, the evil creature who started him
on his path, his tarigat, cane for us last night just as Richard finished the
manuscript. | was nmaking a copy, as | always did, of Richard s work. The opus
was conplete and Richard felt he had done all he could with the life he had
been gi ven

The creature came in the dark. Its face was pale, its tw sted body cl oaked
in black. The eyes—+ will always remenber the eyes. |If ny sins—and they are
many according to those who say they know those things—send ne to Hell, |
readi |y expect to see eyes like that again. But is there a Hell? | wonder
because | no | onger believe in Heaven

| wander. My mind is not in this. R chard lies dead just down the hallway.

But you nust know of the creature who knows not death. Because if you are
reading this, then the creature will eventually come for you too.

The creature wanted the manuscript; the information R chard has so



pai nst aki ngly transl ated and gathered over the past four decades.
It came after dark. Richard was in bed, his body weakened by the di sease
ravagi ng him | was w pi ng
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the sweat off Richard's brow, when | heard the heavy wood door crash open.
ran to the top of the stairs and sawit in the foyer. It |ooked up at ne and
first beheld those eyes.

They transfixed nme. | knew Richard's guns were in the study, but | could
not nmove. The creature came up the stairs, occasionally staggering to the
right, grabbing the railing as if it were drunk

It wore a long black cloak, the tail alnost touching the floor, and
underneath, formal wear, as if it had cone froma party. But the cloth was
dirty and spotted. It canme close to ne and | could snell the stench of death
on its breath. It opened its cloak. A hand canme out hol ding a surgeon's bl ade.
It pressed the weapon against ny throat. | thought it would rupture the skin.
Never had | been so aware of the blood that flowed through ny veins, feeling
that cold steel against my flesh

"Your husband, whore," the creature hissed. "I want your husband."

| wanted to shake ny head, but | thought it would finish the work of the
bl ade. "He is not here."

"You lie, bitch. You are a whore like all the others."

| was startled when Richard's voice cane fromthe doorway to our room "I
al ways knew | woul d see you once nore."

How Ri chard managed to get out of bed, | knewnot. | felt, and still feel
| had et himdown. | should have thrown nyself into the blade and ended it
there. Perhaps that woul d have satisfied the blood lust | could feel coning
off the creature. W once net a man named Bram St oker who spoke of creatures
of the darkness who drew blood fromtheir victinms for sustenance. Richard had
been intrigued and tal ked
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with Stoker deep into the night until | could no | onger stay awake with them
Richard told himof Indian | egends of things called vanpires and other sinilar
creatures he had heard of in our travels around the world. |If such creatures
exi sted, | knew this was one of them But Richard seened not afraid of this
thing that stood in our house.

"Leave ny wife be. She has nothing to do with this. She knows not hing."

The creature pulled the blade away fromny neck, and with a novenent faster
than | could follow, hid the blade deep inside the recesses of its cloak

"l don't care what she knows. She is like all wonen. A whore. Wrth
not hi ng. She deserves what they all deserve. Death. W rse than death."

But he took a step away fromne, toward Richard, sonething stronger than
his hate for ny gender draw ng himtoward ny husband.

"Al-Iblis." My husband said the nane like it was a curse, and confirned
what unholy creature | was seeing. Richard had witten of it extensively in
the manuscript. | knew then what | had hoped was just a collection of tales
was true. The world as | had known it and been taught by ny church, ny
parents, ny schools, was not the world as it was.

"Sir Richard Francis Burton," the creature hissed. "I had heard the
gueen-whore kni ghted you. You have traveled far since we net in Medina. But
you never came back to me |ike you prom sed.”

"You lied to ne," Burton said.

The creature |aughed, |ike the sound fingernails make on a bl ackboard,

causing my skin to crawm. "I lied? | told you rmuch truth. Enough for you to go



to Gza, to find Kaji. So | lied about mnmysel f. What does that matter? You wll
never know the truth."
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"I know nore than | did," Richard answered him "I know many of your nanes
now. "
The creature smled, revealing yellow ng teeth. "You do? Do you know what
they call nme now?"
"I'n the newspapers they call you Jack the Ripper," R chard said, a nane

which froze nmy heart. | had read of the atrocities commtted by the shadow the
papers had given that title to. To have it stand here in my hallway; | knew we
were dooned. | had read how his hate for ny gender had been displ ayed, nost

likely with the very same bl ade that he had hel d agai nst ny throat seconds
earlier.

"The Ripper," the creature repeated. "They are fools. | do not rip. | cut
with a precision the best of your surgeons could not even begin to imtate,
but they ignore that and worry only about the death of worthless scum™
"Qur surgeons try to save lives," Burton said.

"I try to save a life also." The creature pointed a thin, pale finger with
a long nail at the end, at its own chest. "Mne."

"You have lived for mllennia." Richard seenmed nore intrigued than scared.
| had seen himthis way before in dangerous situations, where normal men would
have fled for their lives. Hs only interest was | earning nore. But this was
our house, not a jungle. And this creature—there was no doubt it was nore
dangerous than any Richard had ever faced on any of the many continents he had
traveled to. "Way are you afraid for your life now?"

"This has lived for mllennia!" The creature clawed through his cloak and
suit shirt, pulling out an amulet on a thin nmetal chain. The metal was fornmed
in the synbol of two hands lifted up in praise, but there was no body between.
"This— the crea-
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ture thunped the pale flesh of his chest, "will die soon."

For the first tinme | picked up sonething other than hate off the creature
as it turned its head | ooking down the stairs, toward the open front door. Its
voi ce dropped low, as if afraid of being overheard. "They track ne. They want

me to go with them To pass on, they call it. But I don't want to. | don't
want to die! "

"Way do you hate wonen so?" Richard asked. "Wy do you kill them and cut
t hei r bodi es?"

"I am not of woman," the creature snarled. "I was not born of woman. It is
a wonan who tracks ne, who wants nme to pass on. They are all evil. Evil. |
need bl ood to keep ne going until—+ need parts of their bodies. | cannot— He
fell into silence, as if confused.

"Tell me your real nanme."” | had seen Richard stand upright against a

charging tiger inlIndia, rifle to his shoulder, waiting until the [|ast
possi bl e second before taking the fatal shot, wanting to see the tiger's eyes,
every little detail. If the gun had jamed then, we would not be here today.
He al ways pushed—always. It was why | had given ny life to spend with him
What woman coul d resist such a nan?

"My real nane?" The creature took a few steps until it was opposite Richard
in the hallway, its back to the banister. |I remained frozen at the top of the
landing. | could tell this was desperately tiring to Richard, his right
shoul der | eani ng agai nst the door-janb. The disease that was killing himfrom

wi thin was naking great strides in doing just that as he wasted energy. | also



knew t hat Richard would stand and talk to the devil himself if it would give
himnore information regarding his tarigat.
The creature seened to be regarding Richard's
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query as if it were sonme sort of riddle. "My real nane neans | have to know
who exactly | am" The creature held a hand up toward the hall light as if it
could see through the flesh. "I ama Shadow. That's what | was nade to be. The
Shadow of soneone real. Created to do his bidding. They once called ne

Luci fer, long ago."

Those words chilled ne. | had al ways known the things Richard were
uncovering woul d change the accepted view of history, but Lucifer
"They said | was cast out. But | wasn 't cast out. | was |left behind. Do

you know what that feels |ike? To be nade, to not even be real, and to be left
behind to do his bidding when you are nore than he was? Mdre than he ever will
be. "

"Hi s nane," ny husband pressed. "The one you are the shadow of. Wat is it?
"I't would nean nothing to you," the creature said. It twitched, |ooking to
the open door once nore. The skin on its face rippled as if wornms noved
beneath. "They are conming for me. The | ackeys. The wonen. The whores who serve
The M ssion. To pass the Shadow on whi ch neans ny death." He took a step
toward Richard

"I need the Grail," the creature's voice went even lower. "I need to know
what you have learned of the Grail! It is the only thing that can save ne."
"Tell me the nane."

"Aspasia," it spit the word out. "The | eader of the firstborn. I amhis
Shadow. "

"Aspasia," Richard repeated. "I have heard that nane. | know who that is."

The creature-Aspasi a' s Shadow-st epped forward, close to ny husband. "The
Gail. Tell nme where it is." It paused, searching ny husband's face,
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conpr ehensi on dawning on its face. "You don't know what it is, do you? You've
searched all these years and you don't even know what it is you 've been
| ooking for!"

That was the nost human the creature had been, the shock punching through
toits core. | turned, the faint sound of horses' hooves on the |ong driveway
echoi ng through the door. The creature heard themtoo.

It drew the blade as it spun toward nme. | didn't even have tine to raise ny
hand. It had the knife at ny throat, so swiftly did it nmove. "I will slice her
open, spill her putrid innards so the world can see the whore she is! Were is
the Grail?" The denentia was back in full force

Heavy boots sounded on the outside stairs. Three men cl oaked in bl ack
entered, followed by a tall worman simlarly dressed. She held up her hand,
pal m out, as she stepped between the nen to the forefront. "Conme with us."

The creature whirled, putting ne between himand the men. "I do not w sh
to pass on. | want ny life! "

"I't was never your life to have." The | eader was advancing, the others
behi nd her. She reached the bottomof the stairs, slowy comng up. "Your life

was to be a servant and you have done that well. W are all servants. Now it
istine to pass on."

"Never!" He screamed a sound like a beast in pain. "I will bathe this world
in blood like it has never seen. | will tell these humans the truth of their

exi stence, rip their gods out fromtheir chests, spit on their religions,



destroy their beliefs, their petty sciences."
"You have waited too |long." The woman was si x steps bel ow us when she
paused. "Your nind is gone.
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You shoul d have cone when | first summoned you. You have done rmuch damage. The
humans search hard for the madnman you have becone. W cannot |et them catch
you." Her voice softened. "Cone with ne. W can be together once nore as we
were many times in the past.”

"Catch ne? These people? | will never— the creature began, but there was a
solid thud and the blade slid down, lightly slicing the skin on ny right arm
but mssing nmy throat. Richard was there! A club he had been given in the far
east by a native guide in his trenbling hands. The creature dropped to its
knees, dazed fromthe bl ow.

"Cone, |sabel!" Richard held out his right hand for nme, the club raised in
his left. |I got behind him feeling the safe haven of his body between the
creature and ne.

Aspasia's Shadow rolled on the floor, snarling, canme to its feet, the knife
held out, the tip darting back and forth between Ri chard and the strange wonan
who now clinbed to the top of the |anding.

"I want to live!" it screaned.

"It istine to pass on," she said. "Renenber |ong ago? Wen you were GCsiris
and | was Isis? W can have that again if you go with nme." The wonman spoke in
a soothing voice, as one would to a child, and took a step cl oser

"You betrayed ne!" The creature leapt with startling speed. The bl ade
slamed into the woman's throat, a geyser of red spraying the air. As the
creature sought to withdraw the bl ade her hands, unbelievably, wapped around
his, trapping the weapon in her own body. This allowed the other three
strangers to westle himto the ground, on top of the dying body of their
| eader, blood covering themall
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Ri chard held ne tight, the club ready. | could feel himshaking with
exhaustion, anmazed that he could even stand, never nind defend ne.

They had netal cuffs on the creature's wists, pinning its hands behind its
back, but still it bucked and twisted, trying to get free. They grabbed its
l egs and drug it down the stairs, not caring that its head thunped and bounced
on t he wood.

Richard let go of nme and went to the wounded worman who lay in a spreading
pool of her own blood. "They take himto The M ssion, don't they?"

She didn 't seemto notice him "It is time for me to pass on," she

whi sper ed.
"I met you before in another form" Richard said.
Still she ignored him And then, of all things, she reached up with her

ri ght hand and jabbed her fingers into the wound, ripping it further open
i ncreasing the flow of blood. She died seconds |ater, revealing nothing.

One of the nmen reentered the house, bounding up the stairs two at a tine.
He knelt over the woman's body, confirned she was dead, then reached inside
her clothes and pulled out a small anulet, a figure of two arns raised in
prayer, w th nobody between them the sane as Aspasia's Shadow had around its
neck. The man whi spered sone words very quickly, nmuch like a priest at an
early mass in a hurry to get to his breakfast.

He pulled something frominside his cloak, scattering it on the body. It
was |ike black sand. | gasped as the skin began to di sappear, the sand eating
through the flesh, the nuscle, the bone. Richard tried to step closer to see



what was happeni ng, but | held hi mback
The body was gone in less than a minute; only the
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cl othes remai ned. The man gathered the clothes, tucked them under his arns,
then | ooked at Richard and ne.

"You have been foolish. W should have let himkill you, then taken him
back. "

"Way didn 't you ? " Richard asked.

"You will be dead soon anyway. And you are fanous. Your nurder woul d cause
nore |ike you to search. | would reconmend you tell no one what you saw
toni ght. Let your secret die with you, Burton. If you do not, you will only
bring grief— here he | ooked at ne "—+to those you leave it with."

W wat ched as he went out the door

| had never seen such a thing and hope never again to see it.
| nust rest.

No, | must finish this. The words nust be witten even as Richard's body
slow y cool s.

You, the reader, nust know of the terror of those who seek the truth. And
t he danger of this nanuscript.

To finish the tale of this past evening, | took Richard back to his bed. He
never rose again. He died three hours ago in ny arns, consuned by his di sease
and exhausted by all that had happened. In a way, he was as happy as | had
ever seen him the visit of the foul creature just another confirmation of al
he had | earned over the years.

| waited until the servants arrived in the norning. Know ng they woul d see

me, | took the copy | had nade of Richard's manuscript. | stood in the garden
and burned it. The servants thought ne quite nad. | was still covered in
bl ood. My arm was bound where the blade had cut ne. My eyes were w | d—Ri chard,
ny love, ny life, was dead. | burned the cursed
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words. Inflanmes went the clues, the tales, the secrets R chard had sought for
so many years. | knew the servants would spread the tale and that would be ny
only protection fromothers who woul d cone as had been threatened.

But | kept the original. | owed Richard that. | could not burn his life's

passion. And | knew that sonmeday, someone good who woul d fight evil would need
this story. To know about the Legends and the Truth. To know what Ri chard had
| earned, what Richard had guessed about. \WWat he had given his life to.

But it had to be hidden. And for that | knew where to turn. The Watchers
would hide it for me. I will give himwho R chard prom sed the translation of
the scrolls this copy. And you who read this, wherever you are, renenber
Ri chard and ne.

Turcotte's finger was pressed down on the scroll button, but the screen didn't

nove. He wasn't even aware he was still pressing it until the keyboard beeped
several times. Slowy he renmoved his finger. He turned to Yakov.
The Russian stood. "I need a drink."

Maj or Quinn had a bottle of vodka ready. He slid it across the table to
Yakov along with several glasses. The Russian filled each one to the brim and
gave one each to Turcotte, Kincaid, Qinn, Che Lu, and Mial ana.

Yakov raised his glass. "To Sir R chard Francis Burton and his wife, |sabel
a woman of bravery.”

Turcotte put the glass to his lips and took a deep drink. He slammed the
gl ass back on the conference
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table, as silence reigned for a while, each lost in their thoughts about what
they had just read.
"W have to go back to G za and rescue Duncan,’

Turcotte finally said.

"That's our number one priority right now" He pointed at Quinn. "I want al
the intelligence you can get on the plateau. And replacenments for the men we
lost." Then to Mialama, "I want you to wite up a detailed report on how you

got to the Bl ack Sphinx—the route you took. And everything you can renenber
about Al-Iblis and his forces."

"\What about the manuscript?" Mial ana asked.

"What do you want to do with it?" Che Lu asked.

"Translate it," Mial ana said.

Turcotte frowned. "I thought it was in an ancient |an-gauge that no one
knew?"
"Hakkadi an," Mual ama said. "I have studied it."

"Why?" Yakov asked.
"l knew Burton had studied it," Mial ana said

"Why didn't you say sonething before?" Turcotte asked. He could have sworn
that Mial ama had told them he couldn't read the manuscript earlier

"I wasn't certain | could translate it,"” Mial ama said. "But |ooking through
this," he tapped the manuscript, "I think I can do a good job on it."

"You think you can do a good job?" Turcotte rubbed the left side of his head
where a headache was poundi ng. Lisa Duncan lost in G za, the aborted assault,
Easter |sland, having had to give up the spear to The Ones Who Wait. There was
too much going on at once and too many conflicting signals.

Turcotte | ooked around the table at the group before him Muial ama, his hand
on the Burton manuscript; Che Lu, her face guarded; Yakov, who net his glance
and raised his eyebrows; Mjor Quinn, |ooking earnest as
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usual, and Kincaid with his pictures of Mars. He mi ssed Lisa.

Turcotte needed some tinme to sort things out. He didn't see how translating
t he manuscript could hurt, but he was determned to keep a closer eye on the
African archaeol ogi st .

"Wite up your report on Gza first," Turcotte said. He slapped his pal mon
the conference table. "W are going back to G za. And we are rescuing Lisa
Duncan. "
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CHAPTER 4
EASTER | SLAND

The | argest weapon system ever made by man, a Ninmitz-class aircraft carrier
t he USS Washi ngton, |ay beached, bow inland, on the north shore of the island.
Mbai statues gazed down on the ship, which dwarfed even the | argest of them
wei ghi ng over two hundred tons.

The statues appeared to be the only thing not involved in the bustle of
activity taking place on board the carrier and all over the island. Snall
pool s of black were spread out on various places aboard the ship—
nanomachi nes, each one built at the nol ecul ar | evel —working on the carrier
putting it back together, in nmany cases naking inprovenents over the origina
man- made desi gn

The Easter |sland guardi an was usi ng nanotechnol -ogy to transform both the
machi nes and people it had captured. Nanotechnol ogy was nol ecul ar
manuf acturing. Wth it, the guardian could break down machi nery at the



smal l est level and reconstitute it. It had al so devel oped a nanovirus that
could get inside the brains and bodi es of humans and control them

Along the airfield in the center of the island, nen and wonen sl aved at
their tasks. Their novenents were snoother now, alnost natural as the current
versi on of the nanovirus designed by the guardian conputer shunted their
conscious will into blind obedience to the orders broadcast by the alien
machi ne.
The guardian wused the humans to perfect the
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nanovi rus. Those who did not serve the experinent well were buried, to prevent
di sease fromhurting the ranks of the slaves.

Deep under Rapa Karu vol cano, Kelly Reynolds was still pressed up against
the side of the guardian. The ten-foot-high golden pyranid was now the center
of all activity on the island, along with propagating the opaque shield that
guarded the island fromthe humans and their weapons on the outside.

Kelly was thirty pounds |ighter than she had been when she'd arrived on
Easter Island. Even the relative stasis invoked on her body by the guardi an
was not enough to keep the body from breaki ng down, consunming itself to stay
alive. The guardi an was hardly aware of her presence anynore. She had served
her purpose and she might serve a purpose in the future, but right now the
guardi an had many hi gher priorities.

Al t hough the guardi an was hardly aware of Kelly Reynol ds, the opposite was
not true. Kelly had managed to divest her body of the nanovirus by slipping a
command i nto the guardi an that went unnoticed by the higher echel ons of
control. Kelly could still tune in to nmuch of what was going on with the
guardi an, but the flow of information and conmands that her m nd tapped into
was like trying to take a drink froma rushing nmountain stream so nuch went
by her that she had no clue about or could not reach. She had managed to get a
singl e message out to Area 51, but beyond that, she had acconplished little,
other than try to keep track of what the guardi an was doi ng.

One thing was clear fromwhat she had picked up on—the rebuil ding of the
Washi ngt on, the adaptation of the attack submarine Springfield, and the spread
of the nanovirus anong the captured humans—the guardi an was preparing for
all-out war. It would take tine for it
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to have its forces ready, but war was comi ng. She knew that those outside the
shield could not see what was goi ng on, cloaked by the alien technol ogy.

She coul d al so pick up some of the messages the guardian was sendi ng out,
contacting other Cuides, contacting The Mssion, talking to the Airlia trapped
on Mars, coordinating their efforts. All with one goal in mnd

Al -out war was coming. And at the end, the guardian planned only to have
its chosen slaves alive.

VESTERN CHI NA

The Chinese air force |lieutenant had never seen a sinilar radar signature. It
was smaller than a comercial airliner, and the way it noved about sharply
indicated it might very well be a helicopter. If it was, it was a very |large
one.

He grabbed the m ke to broadcast on the enmergency band in Chinese.
"Unidentified aircraft entering Chinese airspace, identify yourself. Over."

He counted silently to three, correct procedure, then keyed the m ke once
nore. "Unidentified aircraft, you nust turn back inmrediately or you will be
shot down. This is your only warning."

The |ieutenant watched the screen for three nore seconds before dialing the
nunber for the |local Air Force base.



Two SU-27 fighters scranbled in response to the call, afterburners bl azing.
Wth the recent events at Q an-Ling and the fragnmenting of the world's
countries
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into Isolationist and Progressive canps, the Chinese mlitary, particularly
those stationed in the predonmi nantly western Mislim section, had been on a
hi gh degree of alert.

Lead pilot Mjor Fukang Jinsar's nanme represented the ethnic mx of the
people in that part of China. A mixture of Chinese and Mngolian, he should
not have been assigned to the Kashi air base. It was standing policy in the
Chinese mlitary to send personnel to assignnents outside of their home area,
thus ensuring it would be nore likely that they would be willing to fire on
rioters and keep the civil peace. Because Jinsar was one of the few pilots
trained by the Russians in the SU-27, there had been little choice.

As soon as he was clear of the runway and had sone altitude, Jinsar kicked
in the afterburner, accelerating his fighter to Mach 2. He checked his radar
to make sure his wi ngman, Captain Hanxia, was right behind him then followed
instructions as the lieutenant vectored themtoward the bogey infiltrating
Chi nese airspace fromthe west, out of Afghani airspace. Jinsar knew that
meant it could be coming fromanywhere, as the anarchy in that nei ghboring
country left it wide open for overflights.

The bogey flew along the northern foothills of the Hi nmal ayas as the two
fighters closed the gap. The lieutenant reported the intruder making a course
adjustment to the north, over the Tarim Basin while also dropping in altitude,
apparently trying to escape the detection of radar. But by now, Jinsar's own
radar had picked up the strange image fromhis higher altitude. The intruder
was fifty mles straight ahead.

Standing orders dictated that the pilots aimtheir air-to-air mssiles at
any intruder and, once they received a | ock-on signal fromthe radar hom ng
device, to fire.
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There was to be no reconsidering those orders, no initiative displayed, no
hesitation. The Chinese nilitary believed in one thing above al
el se—ebedi ence.

When t he Chi nese bought the Su-27 Flanker aircraft fromthe Russians in
1992, they'd al so purchased 144 AA-10 air-to-air missiles to armthe craft
with. Jinsar knew that renaming the mssiles R27 didn't change the country of
origin for the weapons. O course, he had never uttered that thought al oud.
The Chi nese government was desperately afraid of the corrupting influence of
foreigners, yet it didn't draw the line at buying their weapons.

At twenty-five mles, Jinsar received | ock-on confirmation that the on-board

radar had acquired the target. Still out of visual range, he and his w ngman
armed their mssiles.
Twenty mles and still closing, Jimsar flipped open the small red cover over

the fire button. He thought briefly of the Russians downing KAL Flight 700 and
t he American navy ship shooting down the Iranian airliner. He knew if he did
not fire there was a good chance he woul d be shot down on approach back to
Kashi airfield by his owm anti-aircraft batteries. H s only other option was
totry to fly to freedom but he had a Iimted anmount of fuel on board—not
enough to reach a decent airfield to I and the plane, and wi thout the prize of
t he pl ane he doubted he would be granted asylumin any of the countries within
reach. Also, if he fled, he had been told in no uncertain ternms that his
famly would be sent to prison for the rest of their lives.

Ji msar pressed down, and a missile |leapt frombeneath each wi ng. Seeing



that, his wingman followed suit and four missiles raced forward at four tines
t he speed of sound toward the target.
Ji msar watched the action play out on his display.
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"We have multiple hits," he announced, watching the trail of his two nissiles
abruptly disappear. This was foll owed by the second two at a slightly further
| ocation, which was strange, but Jinsar didn't report that.

"Confirmweckage location," the |ieutenant ordered.

In the time it had taken the mssiles to fly twenty nmiles, the jets had
flown ten. The short conversation at Mach 2 closed the gap another five mles.
The Fl ankers di pped down and slowed until they were cruising at a relatively
slow five hundred miles an hour, |less than eight hundred feet above the desert
fl oor.

Jimsar loved flying close to the ground, the terrain flashing by,
enphasi zi ng the speed and power of the jet. H's eyes were glued forward. A
tall sand dune over a hundred feet high rapidly approached.

For a second, Jinsar froze in shock as the strangest thing he'd ever seen
rose from behind the sand dune. At his speed all he had was a glinpse, then he
was by, but there was no doubt of the form—a dragon, open mouth pointing
directly at them
"Break and circle!" Jinsar ordered.

There was no response from Hanxi a.
"Break and circle." Jinmsar already had the Flanker in a steep |left-hand

turn.

"Roger, breaking and circling right," Hanxia replied in a shaky voice.

As his hands worked the controls, Jinmsar replayed the image in his mnd. "It
was metal," he said out loud. He forced hinmself to snap back to reality.

"Captain!" Jimsar ordered. "We're going to circle back. Do you understand?
Over."
"Yes, sir."

"It's a machine," Jinsar said as he | evel ed off, heading back toward the
dragon. He checked his display. Nothing. The dragon had to be using the sand
dune to
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mask its radar signature. "Keep your eyes open," he warned Hanxia as the dune
cane into view five mles ahead and bel ow.

"Sir, | think—= There was a |oud burst of static, a screaminside of the
static, then silence.

Jimsar's action was instinctive. He rolled the Flanker hard right, dropped
altitude, punched in afterburners, and pointed the nose al nbst straight up
Hi s back slammed into the seat fromboth the accel eration and vertica
attitude.

Hi s head twi sted and turned as he searched the sky fromthis uni que
per spective. He saw the dragon racing up, no visible neans of propul sion
three mles away and cl osing both horizontally and vertically.

Ji msar pushed the stick over, going froma clinb to a twisting dive that put
hi m head-on with the dragon, now |l ess than five seconds away. He pressed the
trigger for the 30mm cannon and felt the plane shudder as it spewed
ei ght-inch-long bullets. Every fifth round was a tracer and his hand tw tched
on the stick, bringing the fiery rope of bullets right into the chest of the
dragon as it raced toward him

Aline of light leapt fromthe dragon's nouth, and came back at Jinsar's
pl ane as fast as his bullets were going the other way. He rel eased the trigger
and rolled left into a steep dive, narrowy avoi ding the beam

He kept his afterburners on and used the descent to add to his speed before
| eveling off at one thousand feet and al nbst seventeen thousand niles an hour



in speed. He headed directly for the airfield at Kashi, the battle over.
Not only did Jimsar accept he was overmatched, his fuel gauges were
dangerously | ow because of the limted fuel he had been given.
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CHAPTER 5
THE G ZA PLATEAU, EGYPT

Duncan ran her hand along the top of the Ark, feeling the thin wires coil ed
into the lid. At first she had thought they were artwork, but when she tugged
on them they came out. Three long filanents of metal, ending in what appeared
to be a small rose-shaped object about half an inch across, each nade of a
different materi al

She | ooked at the wires for a short time, sonething nagging at her, as if
she had seen this before. She reached up and took the crown off her head. On
each of the three bands of metal that conprised the crown was a small
i ndentation, the inverse of the objects on the end of each I|ine.

She took each | ead and placed it against the indent on the band nmade of the
same material. The first two clicked firmy in place. She hesitated on the
third, not sure what it would bring forth, but she had an overwhel mi ng urge to
nmove forward. She pushed the last one in place and the lid glowed brightly,
envel oping her in a golden light, but that was all
Duncan lifted the crown and set it on her head.

She gasped as she "saw' the G za Plateau froma bird s-eye view, in the
m dst of a lush, green land, but with no pyram d or Sphinx on its surface. The
vision shifted and she saw a Tal on spacecraft on the plateau, its long, |ean
form agai nst the blue sky. The Talon fired a beam down into the rock of the
pl at eau, burni ng deep
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into it. Another Tal on appeared, the Black Sphinx just belowit, held in a
golden field propagated fromthe tip of the craft. The Bl ack Sphinx was

| owered into the hole that had been cut. Men and wonmen were now getting off
the first craft carrying supplies.

Duncan was overwhel ned, her mind receiving input faster than she could
process it. What she was experiencing was nore than a vision. She knew thi ngs
about what she was seeing. It was as if the Ark was giving her information in
the form of nenories.

She reached up and ripped the crown off her head, then collapsed next to the
Ark, her body shutting down to protect itself.

VICINITY EASTER | SLAND

It was the worst defeat the US Navy had suffered since Pearl Harbor. The
Nimtz-class carrier USS Washi ngton, the pride of the Pacific fleet, was |ost.
As was the USS Springfield, a Los Angel es-cl ass attack submari ne.
The I oss of the carrier and its battle group to the unknown force on Easter
I sland had effectively gutted Task Force 78's power, as the surviving
shi ps' —+wo guided missiles cruisers, three destroyers, two frigates, another
LA-cl ass sub, and two supply ships—primary m ssion was to guard the carrier.
The arrival of the Washington's sister ship, the USS Stennis, and her battle
group, had restored the conbat effectiveness of the fleet that now steaned two
hundred mles north of Easter Island, with the newtitle of Task Force 79,
under the control of the commander of the Stennis, Captain Robinette.
The orders to sit tight and do nothing didn't sit well with Robi net t e,
nor t he men and womnen he
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conmanded. When he received a mission asking for a SEAL teamto infiltrate
Easter Island with the dual nission of reconnai ssance and rescue, all he cared
was that it had sufficient clearance, and ST-8 was the highest possible. He
knew t hat he should check in with Pacific Fleet Conmand at Pearl to confirm
but he chose not to, for fear they would countermand the order. Instead, he
personal ly took the tasking to the conmander of the SEAL teambilleted aboard
hi s ship.

AREA 51, NEVADA

Turcotte had been pacing in the hallway outside the conference roomfor the
past hour after grabbing a quick meal in the base's cafeteria. Yakov sat on a
hard plastic chair just outside the door, a bottle of vodka between his knees.
He'd made a big show of getting the bottle from Quinn, but Turcotte noted that
the I evel had dropped less than a half inch in the past hour, barely a wetting
of the lips for the Russian.

Turcotte was ready to go, but the replacenents for the men who had been
killed had not yet arrived, nor did he have sufficient intelligence on the
G za Plateau to even begin planning a second rescue m ssion

Turcotte spotted a famliar face comi ng out of the room and changed his
direction to wal k beside Larry Kincaid, the NASA and JPL representative.

Kincaid had a file folder tucked under his arm "lI'mgoing to get these
pi ctures from Hubbl e updated."
" Mar s?"

Ki ncai d nodded.

"Cydoni a region?" Turcotte narrowed it down to the spot where the Airlia
base had been di scover ed.
"Yep."
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As they reached the end of the hallway, Turcotte put a thick forearm across
Kincaid' s chest, halting the other nman abruptly. "You got a secret or you
going to tell me why you're being so quiet?"

Ki ncai d paused. "No secret." He held up the file. "They're doi ng sonething
on Mars. | just can't figure out what."

"A weapon?"

Ki ncai d shook his head angrily. "You mlitary guys—that's all you ever
worry about—is it a weapon?' That's what Majestic spent all those years
concerned about: whether the Airlia artifacts could be used as weapons.

Whet her the Russians would find an Airlia weapon. And when we did find an
Airlia weapon—er | should say the Germans di d—ae kidnapped it and used it to
build a nucl ear weapon to kill other humans. But nobody worried about the

bi gger picture.”

"I's that a no?" Turcotte asked, forcing a smle on his face. He'd worked
wi th nmen under stress before and he knew that things could unravel quickly.

"Too much coffee,” Kincaid paused. "I don't know what it is, and |'m having
a hell of a hard tinme getting nore information. We're getting the shaft from
our own government—+they want to pull use of the Hubble fromne. Wat are they
going to look at that's nore inmportant than alien nmachi nes on Mars? W' ve had
our heads in the sand about the aliens forever, and now people want to stick
our heads back in there and pretend nothing s changed."

Ki ncai d took a deep breath before continuing. "I don't know, M ke. They
coul d be uncovering a weapon. Nothing much we can do about it if they are. |
would Iike to at | east see what they're doing with the best equi pnent we
have."
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"Talk to Quinn," Turcotte suggested. "He can work sone backdoors in the
classified world, naybe get you the Hubbl e back."

"I hope so." Kincaid shoved the door open and went into the Cube. Turcotte
spun on his heel and paused. Yakov stood there bl ocking the corridor

"Do not be so hard on him He is out of his depth. Overwhelmed. W all are.™
Yakov thunped Turcotte on the chest with a large finger. "Remenber what
happens to us when we think with this, rather than with this." He pointed at
hi s own head.

"Don't— Turcotte began, but paused when he saw Professor Mial ama st andi ng
in the doorway to the conference room "Wat is it?"

"I have translated the first two chapters of Burton's manuscript,’
sai d.

"That was quick," Turcotte noted.
"My studi es have been very beneficial,"” Mial ana said.

"Right," Turcotte replied, his tone indicating what he thought of Mial ama's
answer .

Mual ama hel d his hand out for the door. "You'll find it very interesting.
You have to renenber that Burton was nmore known for his translation of others
witing—Iike the Kama Sutra or The Thousand and One N ghts—than his own
writing. This manuscript is all in his words, but it appears a large part of
it comes fromhis translation of docunents he discovered."

Turcotte went into the conference room Yakov follow ng. Quinn went to wake
Che Lu.

"By the way," Mial ama pointed at a picture tacked to the bulletin board,
"that's Burton."

Turcotte paused in his rush to get to the conputer. Burton was a
savage-| ooki ng man, with scars etched on each cheek, bl azing black eyes, and
dark skin.

Mual ama
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"He had a spear run through both cheeks when he was attacked at Berbera on
his first expedition with Speke," Mial ama sai d.
" Speke?" Turcotte asked.

"John Speke, another English explorer. The two went to Africa several tines
to search for the source of the Nile," Mial ana expl ai ned.

There was another picture tacked to the side of the photo. A large stone
structure, shaped like a tent.

"What's that?" Turcotte asked.

"Burton's tonb," Mialama said. "It's designed in the formof a Bedouin tent.
Hs wife did that because he had a terrible fear of being enclosed in
dar kness. There's even a stained-glass window in the structure to let light
i nsi de where the body lay. Burton once said that he had horribl e nightmares of
bei ng trapped inside a mumy's case."

Turcotte nodded, renenbering what it felt like to be trapped inside a sub's
hatch during | ockout. The thought of being trapped inside a coffin, stil
alive, was nore than he thought he coul d bear

Mual ana cut into his thoughts. "Your conmputer is all set to project the
translation."” Mial ama had al ready di sappeared behind the conmputer nonitors.
Che Lu hurried into the roomand sat next to Turcotte, Yakov on the other
si de.

Turcotte hit the enter key. The screen on the far wall flickered and then
the first words appeared.

BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER | MEDI NA TO GEA, THE BEG NNI NG OF My SEARCH
1853- 1855



I first met Al-1blis in Medina. The circunstances of the occasion are not
important as this is not ny story. This
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story is about the alien creatures, their minions, and how t hey have neddl ed
with man's history. And the pronise and threat they hold for our future. '

At that neeting, Al-lblis never said exactly what it was he was | ooking
for; it was only later that | surmsed it was the Grail. He hinted that it was
the Hall of Records he was seeking. There are runors of a place that hol ds the
truth of the tine before our tine.

He sent ne |ike a bl oodhound to track down its exact |ocation and the way
to get to it. He expected me to return to himw th the secrets. Even now,
after all ny studies and searching, perhaps the Gail is the sane thing as the
Hall of Records, but if it is, it is also nuch nore than that. Mich nore! |
believe that the Hall of Records holds the Gail.

Al -1blis pointed ne to the Gza Plateau to | ook for a nan nanmed Kaji. A
caret aker of sone sort was the inpression Al-lblis gave. | will not dwell |ong
here on Al-1blis, as he will reenter the story very soon and you w ||
understand himas | have cone to.

| traveled to G za while Speke went on to England. Many view this as the
| owest point of ny |ife—as Speke trunpeted finding Lake Tanganyi ka and
claimng it was the source of the Nile, I was nowhere to be found in Engl and,
stol en of the supposed glory that should have been half nine

Instead, | was in the nidst of the nbst amazi ng experience | had to that
point. | met Kaji. The details of how | convinced himto lead nme to the Hal
of Records are also not inportant. Suffice it to say he led ne into the G eat
Pyram d, the one naned after the Pharaoh Khufu. W descended into the very
bowel s of that nmassive edifice until we were belowit, in the Earth itself.
Kaji used a ring, a special ring, to open secret doorways, all of which | ed us
farther into
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the Pl ateau of G za, which he called the Hi ghland of Aker after an ancient god.

At one point Kaji paused at a split in the way. One path led to a nost
destructive weapon, one that could destroy the entire plateau. But we went the
ot her way. Deeper and deeper into the Earth. He told ne the tunnels were
carved during the tine of the Neteru, the Gods of Ancient Egypt. At first |
t hought this ridiculous as the Neteru were considered a | egend, a thing of an
ancient religion. | now believe him

He told ne we were noving through the roads of Rostau and once nore called
the plateau the Highland of Aker. We finally arrived at a chanber deep beneath
the Earth. Inside was the nost marvelous thing |I have ever seen. Another huge
Sphinx, this one made of black netal, b'ja, the divine netal, Kaji called it.
The Bl ack Sphinx was large, if not larger than the stone one on the surface.
This one was guarded by a statue o/shensu horus, a guardian of Horus with red
hair, red eyes like a cat, nmounted on a platform beneath the mi ghty paws.

We needed a key to get in, Kaji told ne. And that was it. W didn 't have
the key. And he had only promised to show me the Hall of Records, not what was
inside. We left, going back al ong the Roads of Rostau

But Kaji had deceived ne. He had planned for ne to die there, under the
Earth, his secret still safe. But | foiled his plan, and he was the one who
was nortally wounded while both of us were trapped in a chanber deep under the
rock.

Before he died, he told ne an incredible tale. He told ne he was a wedj at,



one of the eye, a Watcher. And whom did they watch?
Ones Wio Are Not Men. Airlia. Those who had
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cone to Earth fromthe stars many, many years ago. He told how they fought
anong t hensel ves and destroyed nuch in the process. How their mninions have
kept the fight all these years since. He told ne little nore before he died,
but | have been able to find out nore over the years.

| escaped. Kaji had told ne there was a second gateway to the Roads of

Rostau. | found the secret passage in the floor of the chanmber we were trapped
in. | opened it with his ring. A shaft beckoned. Cold air came fromit and
heard the sound of water flow ng, how close | knew not.

| had no other choice. | would not die in the dark with ny tale. | would
return to England, to ny |sabel

| clinbed over the edge. | dropped, falling for a second, nmaybe two. It
seened |ike forever to ne in that dark hole. Then | hit the side of the shaft
and slid. It was curving fromthe vertical very slightly. | noved as quickly

as | could along the stone, but it was cut so snoothly, inhumanly snooth as
t he ot her Roads of Rostau we had wal ked t hrough

| slid for along time, howlong | could not tell you now

Wien | hit the water it shocked ne. | was submerged, but cane to the
surface gasping for breath, only to be i mediately swept by the current away
fromthe shaft into a tunnel. Reaching up, | could feel stone less than two
feet above ny head. | prayed the ceiling didn't drop as the water took ne.

But it wasn 't the ceiling that cane down, but the floor that cane up, or
rather the water |evel dropped as the tunnel nust have wi dened. My feet hit
stone as | tunbled and bounced, trying to steady nyself. | was knocked down
again and again, until finally | was
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able to get ny feet, push back against the current, now around ny wai st, and
hold still.

It was dark. A darkness | hope no man ever knows until the noment of his
death. Carefully |I noved with the water, hoping, as Kaji had said, it would
come out at the N le.

Turcotte stopped scrolling, excited. "That's it!" He spun in his seat to
Yakov. "That's how we're going to get to her. Through the Second Gateway to
the Roads of Ros-tau, to the Hall of Records.”

"My friend." Yakov's voice was a deep, steady runmble. "Perhaps we shoul d
finish reading first. W do not know for sure that Mster Burton nade it out
exactly that way."

I mpatiently, Turcotte turned back to the screen. He hit the scroll

| wal ked for perhaps a quarter mle. | knew my pace and had used it in the
past when mapping unfamliar territories. OF course, being waist deep in water
certainly made the neasurenent questionabl e.

Be that as it may, it was sonme tinme before | realized | was not al one.
cannot tell you how | knew there was sonething else in that tunnel with ne,
but | have often had this feeling and it has always been right. Sonething

noved in the tunnel behind me. A chill ran up ny spine, the cold hand of
death, as strong as | had ever felt it.
It —ahat ever it was—kept pace with nme. | could hear a sound, a light clatter

of netal on stone, but what caused it, | knew not.
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| do not know why, but | felt that as long as | noved away fromthe Duats, as
Kaji had called the chanbers, it would et me go., But if |I turned and tried
to return, | was absolutely certain | would be struck down nost grievously.

"What is he speaki ng about?" grow ed Yakov.

"Hs imagination was running wild," Turcotte said. "He had just survived an
attack on his life. He was in a pitch-black tunnel that |ed God knows where."

"He was a brave man," Yakov said. "A man who went where others feared to go
He woul d not have written this if it was only his inagination. He really felt
sonet hing was following him"

But Turcotte was al ready thinking ahead. "How far is it fromthe G za
Plateau to the Nile?"
"I don't know of fhand," Yakov said.

"“lI've been there," Che Lu said, "and it's several kilometers at |least to the
river."
"CGood, we can—

"Let us finish reading," Yakov once nore tried to douse Turcotte's
ent husi asm

| went farther, the water level remaining relatively constant. | shouted,
hearing ny voice echo against the walls, trying to bolster nmy spirits. | didn
't stop to neasure how far apart they were.

After a while, | felt that the threat was no |longer close, that it was
letting me go unscathed. But the water began to rise, moving nore quickly. The
tunnel was narrowi ng. Soon | bunped into the wall on the
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left. | kept nmy hand on it and continued to nove forward. \Wen the water rose
to my chin and the roof of the tunnel was |ess than six inches above the top
of my head and still declining, | realized that | would have to conmit nyself

to fate once nore

| took several deep breaths, then threw nyself into the surging water. The
water filled the tunnel, top to bottom side to side. | hit the wall severa
times, tunbling about until | had no idea which way was up

| was growing faint, the air in ny lungs used, when | felt a change in
pressure in ny ears. Light, blessed light hit ny eyes.

| was out of the tunnel. |I could see the surface above, |ight beckoning. |
ki cked for it, ny head faint. | broke into air, sucking in lungfuls. My
nostrils could catch the odor of the city, its foul ness never snelling so
wonder f ul .

| was in the Nile, just south of Cairo, north of G za

If you are reading this, then you nust also be interested in the Hall of
Records. It is well hidden. Going down fromthe Great Pyramd | nust admit
was too overwhelmed to be able to give accurate information how to proceed.
For that | apol ogi ze. An explorer should al ways keep his bearings.

But when Kaji led me out fromthe chanber that contained the Hall, | paid
strict attention. | do not know how nuch help it will be, because it is only
fromthe Hall chanber to the room| was trapped in—and there was not a way to
open the stone door to the tunnel, but | will you give you what | know.

W& went one hundred and twenty paces down the tunnel fromthe bl ackness
that absorbed all light. On the left was a door, which Kaji opened with his
ring. We turned right, two hundred and seventeen paces to
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one of the doors that only appeared when he placed his ring on the wall on the
right side. Walk through that door and then seventy paces to the hidden door
on the right, which guarded the chanber where Kaji tried to trap ne. | have
used ny pace count on nmany nmappi ng expeditions and have found that one hundred
and sixteen of ny steps equals one hundred neters.

"If, this tunnel he escaped through conmes out north of G za," Turcotte said,
"then this underground river nust begin sonewhere south of there. That's how
we'll infiltrate, with the current."

"But howwill you find the cavern that houses this Bl ack Sphi nx?" Yakov
asked.

"Il find it," Turcotte promsed. "I'l|l reverse the directions Burton
gave." He picked up the phone and talked to Major Quinn in the Cube, ordering
himto get every bit of intelligence and i magery possible on the G za Pl at eau
and the nearby Nile, particularly hydro-graphic surveys of the river. He al so
told Quinn to begin working on the request for the support Turcotte thought he
m ght need.

"But how will we open these doors Burton mentions?" Yakov asked.

"W have to get a Watcher's ring," Turcotte said. "W had one before;
Harrison, the Watcher who died in South America, but Duncan took that with her
to G za. W need another one."

"Then we need to find another Watcher," Yakov said.

"They show up when you | east expect them" Turcotte said. "They've been— He
paused and turned to Mial ama. "Wy did you start following Burton's path and
st udyi ng hi n?"
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"I found hima fascinating individual and— "How did you find the scepter so
qui ckl y?" Turcotte

cut himoff, angry with hinself for not having suspected

this before.

"I told you. There were drawi ngs in the manuscri pt

t hat —

"But you told us at first you couldn't read the manuscript,” Turcotte said.
"And now you' ve been translating it. You lied to us."

"And you kept the scepter secret for a while," Yakov noted, picking up on
Turcotte's suspicion

"Way did you | et Duncan go to the Ark and not you?" Turcotte denanded.
"The robes would only fit her," Mial ama sai d.

"You' ve only done what you wanted, when you wanted," Turcotte noted. He
stepped cl oser to Mial ama. "Who are you working for?"

"I work for no one," Mial ama said.
"I don't believe you," Turcotte said.

Che Lu cane forward between the two nen. "W need to work together, not
agai nst each other."

Turcotte stabbed a finger at Mualama. "He's the one that's had his own
agenda. It stops right now " He turned to Quinn. "I don't want himto have
access to anything. The manuscri pt—anything. Put hi munder guard."

A pani cked | ook crossed Mial ama's face at the prospect of being cut off from
the manuscript. "Wait!"

Turcotte turned back to him "Yes?"
"I can tell you where you can find sone Watchers."
"And how can you tell us that?" Turcotte asked

Mual ama reached into his shirt and pulled out a nedallion hanging on a

chain. The Watcher's synbol was etched onto the surface.
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Turcotte's hands balled into fists. "You' re a Watcher?"
"I was a Watcher," Muial ama correct ed.
"\What happened?" Yakov asked.

"Do you still have your ring?" Turcotte's question was right on the heels of
Yakov's.

"I did not have a ring. Only those of the first order have rings. Those of
the second order have these." He held up the nmedallion once nore.

"You said you are no | onger a Watcher," Che Lu said.

"I"was searching for information, and the first order did not approve of
that. They wanted nme to watch ny corner of the planet and keep my nmouth shut
and ny mnd cl osed.”

"Why did you turn on the Watchers?" Che Lu asked.

"I was tired of being a second-class citizen," Mialama said. "My ancestors
were recruited to be Watchers by the original Watchers, the wedjat. There is a
hi erarchy in the organization, a split between those who claima lineage to
the original wedjat and those who were recruited, the first and second orders.
And | wanted to know the truth."

" About ?" Yakov asked.
"Who the Watchers were. Why we were watching.”

Turcotte | eaned forward. "And did you learn the truth?"
Mual ama nodded. "Quite a bit of it."

"Tell us,"” Che Lu said. "Who are the Watchers? How did they begi n?"

"WIl your information help us get a ring?" Turcotte demanded, his m nd
focused on the upcomi ng m ssion

Mual ana rubbed a hand through the stubble of his gray hair. "It began when
my wi fe was diagnosed with breast cancer. She went through it all—astectony,
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chenot her apy, experinental drags. And none of it worked. Wen she died, |
| ost— He spread his hands, searching for the right words. "I lost all ny
beliefs. My wife had been a Christian. To the nonent she died, she believed
she woul d be going to a better place. But |, who knew of the Airlia, did not
know what to believe. | wanted the truth then

"I had | earned from anot her Watcher, one of the line of Kaji, about Burton
visiting Gza. And | had found reports about Burton in Tanzania where | lived.

So | began to study him Then | began to follow his path all over the world,
to the many places he had been, trying to di scover what he had | earned."
Mial ama shook his head. "It is funny that he found the repository of the
Wat chers, scant miles fromhis own home, in his dear England."
"\Wher e?" Yakov wanted to know. "d astonbury Tor, near the Salisbury Plain, in
sout hwest Engl and, " Mual ana said. "Burton traveled there in 1864 with John
Speke, his companion fromtheir search for the Nile. The Watchers had tried to
kill Burton before, so | imagine he brought Speke for protection. O, nore
likely, to make sure soneone el se knew the truth in case sonethi ng happened to
hi m

"During Burton's time as consul in West Africa, an attenpt was nade on his
life after he mounted an expedition in search of the Mpuntains of the Mon
known to the natives as Ruwenzori, deep in the heart of ny continent. It was
not the first time such a thing occurred, and it would not be the last. \Wen I
| earned that Burton and Speke had traveled to @ astonbury, | went there al so
Especially given that Speke died the next day, supposedly of a self-inflicted
gunshot wound, but | saw the | ong hand of the Watchers in that death. | as-
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sumed Burton and Speke had come close to something significant to evoke such a



response.

"I approached the Tor at dusk, seeing the jagged, broken finger of the
stone tower at the top. | clinbed the |long path when | knew there would be no
others there, to see what was to be seen. | knew what to | ook for, and using a
flashlight, | eventually found the snallest of indentations in one of the old
stones on the side of the ruined tower. | pressed nmy nedal lion against it, but
not hi ng happened.

"I continued nmy search and was about to despair of finding anything nore
when | heard the sound of stone noving on stone. A figure robed in brown cane
out of the pitch-black shadow of the tower. He | ooked like a nmonk, with a [ong
white beard and pale skin that had seen little of the sun. | held up ny hand,
showing ny nmedallion to him and he in turn showed nme his ring."

"Where did the rings cone fron?" Turcotte wanted to know.

"Patience,"” Mialama told him "That will be clear shortly." The Watcher
signaled for me to turn nmy light out. "Wat do you seek?" he asked ne.

"I had thought about what to say if | net another Watcher, and | had
decided that the truth was best. | told himl| had traveled far fromnmy hone
and that | sought know edge. It was the right answer, for he smiled at ne. "I
am t he keeper of our know edge,” he told ne.

"I asked himwho he was and he told ne his nanme was Brynn. | knew the roots
of the name fromny studies of Burton's published witings—+t was a derivative
of the ancient Wl sh nane—t nmeant 'fromthe hill.'" He asked ne mine. | told

himas well as where | was from | was not yet considered a renegade—t was
that night that woul d make nme an eneny of the Wtchers.
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"Have any of you ever been to d astonbury?" Mial ama asked.
He was greeted with a unani nbus negative. "It's a very inpressive place. W
were over five hundred feet above the Iand on a nound of Earth that poked
unnaturally toward the sky. How such an abrupt hill came into existence in the
m dst of a vast plain was a nystery that the locals referred to in terms of
legend. | had learned to listen to such | egends very cl osely.

"There were | egends that in the old days Druids lived on the Tor and sang
the eternal song. Constantly rotating people twenty-four hours a day, every
day of the year, they kept the song alive, which supposedly kept the Tor
alive. | asked Brynn about the Tor
"He told ne 'In the old days the Tor was surrounded by water. The | and around
us is actually below sea level and this was an island. It was called Aval on.'

" '"That is a place of nmyth," | argued. 'Not real.' " 'Do you feel the Earth
beneath you? Is that not real? Brynn didn't wait for an answer fromne. 'This
was Aval on. Many feet, bel onging to people nuch nore fanous than you, have
stood in this place and felt the ground under them Arthur was here on his
deat hbed. Arthur was brought here after his last fight, the Battle of Cam ann
Merlin canme here nmany tines.'

"Brynn told ne nore as we stood there," Mialama said. "He told ne that
before Arthur and Merlin there were others who had been on Avalon. He listed
nanes | had heard of only in | egend: Bron, the Fisher-King, who he said rul ed
fromatop the Tor |ong before Arthur. And before Bron, Joseph of Arimathea
cane there fromthe Holy Land. He even told ne there were sone who believe the
Christ-child cane with Joseph during one of his early trips to trade tin."
"Ah!" Yakov could not control his reaction.
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Mial ama | ooked at the Russian. "I amonly telling you what | heard and saw. "
"Go on," Yakov said. "It is just that every time | think | have heard so

much | cannot be shocked, | hear sonething nore."

"I know how you feel," Mialama said. "Brynn led the way and we slid between
broken stone into the ruined abbey, to the remains of the high tower. W stood



in the center, the night sky visible directly overhead. Brynn held a hand up
muttering some words that | could “not hear. Then he knelt, placing his ring
on the stone floor. A large block, six feet long by three w de, dropped down
two feet, then slid sideways, disappearing, revealing stairs etched out of the
Tor itself, descending into the depths.

"I felt a sense of dread looking into the hole, as if a wool en bl anket had
been draped over ny soul. For the first tine in many years, | wondered if |
really wanted to know nore of the truth, if ignorance m ght indeed be bliss.
VWhat little | did know al ready wei ghed heavy on ny heart.

"Brynn did not wait on ne. He headed down and qui ckly faded into darkness.
My boots echoed on the stone steps. The air was dank and chilly. | could tel
fromthe walls that as we descended we were noving back through tinme. No one
knew exactly when the current Tower had been built, but npst agreed it was
sometine in the fourth century.

"The stones that lined the stairs were perfectly cut. These stones gave way
to the solid rock at the heart of the Tor. The walls were snooth, the tunne
sliced out of hard rock as easily as | could cut butter at the dinner table.
Looki ng down, | could see that the steps were worn very slightly in the
center, fromgenerations of Brynn's wal king up and down them | i nmagi ned.
Still
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we went down, the path ahead dimy lit fromBrynn's and ny |lights, darkness
beyond.

"Brynn had come to a halt on a landing. The stairs did another ninety-degree
turn and continued down, but he was facing the stone wall. He placed his ring
on it, and another doorway appeared. He waved nme to go inside. | stepped
t hrough. Brynn foll owed, the door sliding shut behind them It was dry inside,
but still chilly.

"I gasped as | | ooked about. | was in a |large cavern, about two hundred
nmeters long by a hundred wide. It was brilliantly lit as the small anount of
l[ight fromour lanterns reflected fromthe brilliant crystals that lined the
wal I's, ceiling, and floor. Brynn set down his |ight.

"I asked himwhere we were. He told ne 'This place has gone by nany namnes
over many generations. Some call it Merlin's tonb. Others say it is the
ant echanber to the Ctherworld."'

"I asked himwhat he called it, and he sinply replied hone.

"I followed. In the very center of the cavern was a |large crystal, over two
nmeters tall. We didn't go that way, though. Brynn turned to the right and
wal ked along the wall. He then opened a door, cleverly hidden between two
pillars of crystal to reveal a |level tunnel cut through the stone.

"W went along it for alnost a kilometer before Brynn stopped. He placed his
ring against the wall and a door suddenly appeared. The stone slid up. This
time Brynn led the way in.

"W were in a snmall chanber, about ten neters long by five wide. The center
of the roomwas full of wooden desks cramred tightly together. The entire wall
on the right was fronted with what appeared to be w ne racks, except instead
of bottles, the small openings held rolls
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of parchment. | had seen a sinmlar thing at an old nmonastery in France—a
scriptoriuma room where nonks painstakingly copied texjs by hand before the
days of the printing press, to ensure that copies survived.

"He told me the scrolls were the records and reports of our order, the tale
of the wedjat. We were underneath the town, where the new Abbey was built. In
the old days this was secreted under water.

"I stared dunbfounded, ny heart beating rapidly in my chest. Not even in ny
wi | dest dreams had | inmagi ned such a treasure trove.



"Brynn waved a hand at the wall. 'They are in various tongues and from many
tinmes. | have | ooked at sone and there are few | can read.’

"I nmoved toward the scrolls, drawn as if by a powerful nmagnet that was
linked to ny heart and mind. There was only one other tine in my life when |
had felt such a way—the first tine | laid eyes on ny wife.

"Brynn and | sat and tal ked for a while and he told me what he knew. H s
line of Watchers didn't watch. They recorded reports from Watchers all over
the world as they arrived. He told me that the task was now conputerized. H's
job was to maintain the old records and all ow ot her WAtchers access to them

"Fromhim1 l|learned that for mllennia the wedjat was exiled from
d astonbury Tor. As he spoke, | eagerly went to the first racks. There was a
rolled parchment in the upper, leftnost opening. Carefully | pulled it out. |
took it to a desk and unrolled the first piece. It was covered in markings,

much |i ke the Egyptian hieroglyphics, but different in many ways. | know now
t hey were Hi gh Runes.
"Brynn told ne to | ook below the first sheet. | lifted the parchnment and

under neat h was anot her page, wit-
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ten in Celtic. He told me it was the translation, done in the Dark Ages by his
pr edecessors.

"I ran ny fingers lightly across the first lines. |I could feel the age of
t he paper and thought of the men who had | abored here in this cave,
translating the story of the history fromH gh Rune to Celtic. | asked himto
tell me of the wedjat, of the early Watchers.

"The wedjat were the priests of Atlantis. They served the Airlia, worshipped
them as Gods. They worshipped the Airlia in a tenple where no man was al |l owed.
A pyranmi d, blood red in hue, capped the peak of the tenple. Inside, upon a
table in the center, was the Ark which held the Gail, worshipped as the
bringer of eternal life, health, and know edge."

"This red pyramd," Turcotte interrupted. "I haven't heard of this. The
guardi an conputers |'ve seen are all gold." He glanced at Yakov. "Have you?"

Yakov shook his large head. "No. Perhaps that is the master guardi an?"

"Per haps," Mial ama acknow edged. "The priests of the wedjat were not all owed
to touch the red pyranmid or even viewit, never mnd touch the Gail. The Ark
remai ned closed to them The |eader of the Airlia, Aspa-sia, promsed the
wedjat that if they obeyed and were faithful, the day woul d cone when all that
the Grail could provide would be nman's. Forenpst anmong them woul d be eterna
life. Imortality, the ultimate gift of the Gods, lay inside the Ark, vested
inthe Gail. You can imagi ne how that brought obedience."

"Not too different frommany religions,"” Che Lu conmented.

"The Grail held such promi se and the wedjat worshipped it, but they were
forbidden to tap into its power. They were told there would be a tinme when
they woul d be given access to the Grail and all its bounty, but the
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time was not now. This went on for generations, each successive wave of wedj at
bel i eving the prom se. Each dying and passing on the belief to their children
As this went on and on, and the Grail was never reveal ed, there were nurnurs
of discontent.

"Thus there were those who, despite the conforts of Atlantis and the bounty
of the Airlia, were not content to serve. Those who wanted the know edge and
the power of the Airlia thensel ves, who wanted what the Gail could give now,
before their own deaths, not content with the promise that it mght be given
to their children, or their children's children. There were even sone anong
the wedjat who felt this way. They felt that if they could have access to the
Grail, they too would be gods. But the Airlia were too powerful. Any sign of
rebellion was dealt with quickly. Man had his place and the Airlia theirs.



"Then Artad arrived and the civil war anong the Airlia began. The wedjat and
the people of Atlantis fought for Aspasia and many died. And they were
betrayed. They learned that their worship and obedi ence was worth nothi ng. The
Airlia made a truce anong thensel ves. Aspasia and his foll owers were bani shed
to Mars, and Atlantis was destroyed by Artad. Many of the wedjat were killed.
A small group renmained alive, their mssion to convert the locals to worship
of Aspasia."

Mual ama | ooked around at the others in the conference. "Could you inagine
the sense of betrayal they felt? Their famlies killed, their home destroyed?
They decided to organi ze thensel ves, to neet at the northern sumrer sol stices
in England, on the Tor. They net sonme of the survivors of Atlantis and | earned
some t hings.

"They were told that just before Aspasia left some of the nost fervent of
t he wedj at had been taken inside the
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tenmpl e and transforned by Aspasia and his gol den pyranmid, the guardian."
"The Guides," Yakov said.

Mual anra nodded. "They were given the job of noving the Ark and Grail to a
safe place. They established The M ssion. They al so heard of others, The Ones
Who Wait, recruited and changed by Artad to prepare for his return.

"So the survivors decided they would never again trust the Airlia. They
woul d wat ch and nake sure manki nd was never again betrayed. A binding oath was
taken. Then they scattered to their new homes. The Tor was set up as the
repository of their know edge.

"Brynn told ne that the Tor was being phased out. That all the material was
bei ng scanned and stored in a conputer at the Watcher headquarters. Basically,
he was a relic. | think he was lonely. | asked himif he had heard of Burton
He told ne his grandfather had allowed Burton in many years ago. Burton had
Kaji's ring and had | earned much fromthe Watcher records—even taking sone
scrol | s—before being di scovered. He nanaged to escape before they killed him™"
"The rings?" Turcotte pronpted.

"Al'l priests of the wedjat had been given a ring that all owed them access to
places in the tenple. The same access technol ogy was built into all the Airlia
facilities."

"You still haven't told us where we can get a ring,
lied to us all along, why should we believe you now?"
Mual ama i gnored the question. "While Brynn and | were still talking there
was a chime. He told nme that meant someone had placed their ring or medallion
on the wall, like |I had. He left to go see who it was. | used the tine to | ook

t hrough the docurents.” Mial ama fell silent.

Turcotte noted. "You' ve
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"And?" Turcotte asked

"The Watchers nust have been watching the Tor and Brynn, know ng he was old
and foolish. Soneone—whoever had come—threw an incendiary grenade into the
scriptoriumand shut the door. The scrolls began to burn. The roomfilled with
flames and snoke, trapping me behind and the door. | lay on the floor as the
room burned. My clothing caught fire but | didn't nove, breathing the little
oxygen that was left lowto the ground. Eventually everything that could burn
had done so. | was badly burned. The door opened and someone cane in.

"A man knelt next to me. He told ne that a painful death was the price | had
to pay for betraying my order. He left ne to die.
"He underestimted ne.

"As soon as he was gone, | got to ny feet and followed. | used the pain as a
way to focus, to nove."

Turcotte had seen nmen do incredible things while in unspeakabl e agony,
turning the pain into notivation. And he had seen the scars on Mial ama's back



which I ent nore credence to his story. Still, though, the effort required to
nmove in such pain astounded him

"I'n the tunnel ahead | could see Brynn in his robe and the stranger.
followed all the way to the surface and waited while they exited, giving them
time to start down the Tor. Then | went outside into the night air. | could
feel my shirt burned into my back, the cool breeze on the exposed nerve
endings. | stunbled down the hill to nmy car. The worst was sitting in the
seat. | alnost blacked out. But | could see the headlights come on fromtheir
car and I wouldn't allow nyself to pass out. | followed them

"They drove east and | thought we nmight be going to London, but then they
turned north. Wen the road
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passed between stone sentinels, two upright rocks, | knew where we were:
Avebury. We were inside the ring of stones that surrounds the place. They |eft
the main road and went onto an old trail. | turned ny lights off and foll owed.
A large hill was directly in front and | was anazed to watch their car drive
right into the hill and di sappear as if snatched up by the darkness.

"I waited as long as | could, but they did not reappear. Then | went and
sought medical attention. But | had | earned where a Watcher base was: Silbury
H1l, inside the ring of circles at Avebury. |If anywhere, that is where you
will find your ring."

Turcotte turned to Quinn. "Get a bouncer ready for ne. And all the intel you
can get on this hill."

"The manuscri pt?" Mial ama asked.

Turcotte poked a finger in the African's chest. "If the information you've
just given us is true, which we'll find out shortly, 1'lIl let you continue
translating. But if | catch you in another lie, or you hold sonething back
fromus again, |I'mgoing to nake you di sappear.”

Turcotte left the room followed by the others, |eaving Mial ama al one. The
African | ooked at the pile of papers and a strange, confused | ook crossed his
face as if he didn't know where he was. Hi s body twi tched as his spine drew
tight, shoving himrigidly back against the seat he was in. He gasped and his
right hand went to the back of his neck, the source of the pain. He blinked
and the confused | ook was gone. The hand noved to his left ear and lightly
touched it. He pulled the hand back; there was blood on it. A small trickle
was seepi ng out of the ear
Mial ana dabbed at his ear and cl eaned the blood. He waited, but no nore cane.
Then he resuned typing.
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CHAPTER 6
VICINITY EASTER | SLAND

Using the theory that stealth was better than might, particularly when the
opponent had taken out a Nimtz-class carrier, the SEAL conmander deci ded that
only two of his men would nake the attenpt to get under the shield surrounding
Easter |sland. SEALs worked best in small units anyway, and two was the
smal | est possible operating el ement, as the buddy system was an unbreakabl e
code in water operations.

Chief Petty Oficers McGraw and AQivetti were the chosen ones. Both were
highly qualified men with experience in conbat ranging from Grenada to Desert
Storm Between them they had over twenty-seven years of special operations
tine.

A three-step infiltration was planned. First, a Chinook off the Stennis would
fly the two nmen and a F-470 zodiac to a position five mles outside the shield
wal I . The chopper would drop them near the island where they would use the



boat to get as close as possible to the wall. They would then deflate the
F-470, and take it with them as they dove down to the hole in the shield wall.
Once through, they would reinflate the zodiac and continue with their m ssion
To exfiltrate, they would | eave the zodiac behind and swi mout and signal for
t he chopper to cone pick themup

The two nmen knew the | ocation of the guardi an underneath Rapa Kara and had
maps of the tunnels UNACC had drilled to get to that chanber. Beyond
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that, what was going on inside the black shield was an unknown.

Their priority, given to themdirectly by Captain Robinette, was to first
find out what was going on, particularly with regard to the Washi ngton and t he
Springfield, then rescue Kelly Reynolds. Wth these orders firmy in nind
AQivetti and MG aw boarded the Chinook and took off, heading toward the
sout hern hori zon.

Q AN-LI NG, CHI NA

The earth was scorched for mles surrounding the black shield that stretched
for over three miles in circunference at the base and a nile and a half in
hei ght. The dragon paused fifty neters fromthe shield. Inside, Lexina had a
smal | bl ack sphere in her lap, the surface covered with hexagons. Each gl owed
slightly, highlighting H gh Rune nmarkings etched on the surface. Lexina tapped
four in order. The shield suddenly disappeared, revealing the bul k of
Q an-Ling, the nountain tonb. Over three thousand feet high, it was obvious
the hill was not a natural formation as the sides rose uniformy to the
rounded t op.

El ek pushed forward on the controls, edging the dragon toward the hill
Lexi na ran her hands over the black sphere once nore, and a large circular
openi ng appeared three quarters of the way up the hill, allow ng the dragon
access to its mllennia-old lair.

Lexi na turned the shield back on as they entered the tunnel that angled down
to the main storage area inside Q an-Ling. The dragon cane to rest on the
floor of the large chanber. The back ranp dropped and Lexi na
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led the way of f, the case holding the Spear of Destiny in her hand. El ek
Coridan, and Gergor silently foll owed.

The chamber was huge, with arching beans of black nmetal supporting the roof.
I nside were containers of various sizes, one of which had held the dragon
anot her of which was open, revealing a |arge spinning cylinder that propagated
the shield wall.

Movi ng past these, she headed to a doorway which opened onto a wi de tunnel
the other Ones Wio Wait follow ng. She followed that to a three-way
i ntersection, where she nade a right turn and began descendi ng, the others
still behind.

She stopped abruptly when a dimred glow lit the main tunnel about twenty
neters ahead of her. The gl ow began to take form elongating until a ghostlike
apparition appeared before her. Lexina knelt, the others follow ng suit, their
eyes on the strange image. The legs and arns were |onger than a human's, the
body shorter, the head covered with bright red hair. The skin was flaw ess and
white, the ears with long | obes that al nost reached the shoul ders. The eyes
were red in red, just like Lexina's.

The figure's right hand came up, pal mopen, six fingers spread. It began
speaki ng, the voice deep, but the |language al nost nmusical. It went on for a
m nute, then slowy faded.

Lexi na put the case in front of her and opened it. She lifted the Spear of
Destiny out, holding it by the short haft behind the | ance-head. She stood,



spear pointing forward, and took a tentative step down the tunnel. Then
anot her step. She froze as a flash of light nmonmentarily blinded her

Bl i nki ng, her catlike eyes adjusted. A steady red beam went from one side of
the wall to the other just
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bel ow t he spear point. Carefully she |lowered the point until it intersected

the beam Like a nultifaceted mirror, the blade reflected the beamin a circle

around the tunnel for several seconds, then suddenly the beam di sappear ed.
Wth several nore tentative steps, Lexina passed the guardian beam and

conti nued down the tunnel, the others follow ng. She kept the spear out in

front, not knowi ng what to expect now that they were past the first trap. Like

sol diers wal king through a minefield with the point nan hol ding a detector,

t hey noved down the main tunnel toward the bottom |l evel of Q an-Ling

AREA 51
"Silbury H Il is the | argest man-made nmound in Europe." Quinn put a photograph
on the conference roomtable for the others to see. "One hundred and thirty
feet high covering five acres.™

"Rem nds you of soneplace, doesn't it?" Turcotte asked Che Lu. Upon receipt
of the intelligence, Turcotte had called a neeting in the conference roomto
pl an their next step.

"Q an-Ling," she said. "The Airlia had a penchant for putting their bases
under ground. "

Qui nn nodded. "No one knows who built Silbury or why. According to legend it
was al ways there. It's always been avoided by the locals, though, even today."
"The Watchers took over sone old Airlia outposts,” Mial ama said. "Just as
The Guides and The Ones Who Wait did. I'"'msure Silbury is a smaller version of

Q an-Ling."
"Al'l right," Turcotte said. "That's where we're going."
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"My friend— Yakov's voice held a note of sonething mat Turcotte coul dn't
quite place.

"What ?"

"\What are you proposing we do?"

"CGet a Watcher ring so we can then go rescue Doctor Duncan,'
Yakov rai sed his bushy eyebrows. "Why?"

"Why?" Turcotte wasn't sure he had heard correctly. Then his face turned red
and his hands balled into fists. "W're not abandoning her. W're a team here
and—~

"My" friend— Yakov held up his hands, as if surrendering. "Listen to nme for
a second. In Moscow | acted fromhere," he tapped his chest, "and | ook what
happened. | trusted Katyenka and she betrayed us." Turcotte renenbered the
i nci dent deep beneath Moscow where Yakov's former |over had turned her gun on
t hem

"Are you saying— Turcotte spit the words out, but Yakov spoke over them
quieting him

"I amnot telling you anything about Doctor Duncan. \Wat | am concerned wth
is the larger picture. Both sides of this alien civil war have tried to
destroy us. That is the overriding concern. What does G za have to do with
Easter Island? O Q an-Ling? Or The M ssion? Are threats growi ng there? W
have no clue where The M ssion disappeared to, and we know how dangerous it
can be."

Turcotte blinked, confused. H's mnd had been so focused on the m ssion of
rescui ng Duncan that he couldn't quite fit Yakov's words. The Russi an mnust
have sensed that because he sat down, shoving out a chair for Turcotte next to

Turcotte said.



hi m

"W have made many mi stakes. | have nade many m stakes. Trusting Katyenka
was just one of them There have been others. Let us try not to make any nore.
Are you with nme on that?"
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Turcotte forced the anger in his chest to hold, a dike of resolve that was
t horoughly saturated. "Yes." The word was torn fromhis |ips.

Yakov nodded. "We are slowy learning sone of the truth fromBurton's
manuscript. Information that would have hel ped us greatly had we been aware
before. W woul d have known of the Watchers. The M ssion. The Ones Wo Vait.
The Guides. Al before they showed thenselves to us in ways that took us by
surprise. That cost the lives of all those people in South Anerica. That cost
your country two space shuttles. That cost ne ny conrades at Section IV."

Yakov pointed past Turcotte at the conputers and Professor Mial ama, who was
now wor ki ng on the manuscript, the clicking of keys a constant backdrop in the
room "Burton's manuscript. You see it as giving us the intelligence to find
Doctor Duncan. But what is it really about?"

"The Grail," Turcotte said.

Yakov nodded. "Yes. The Gail. | think it is, how do you say, the linchpin
to this civil war. Whatever it is—whatever it does—+t is very, very
inmportant. | think it may possibly be what the civil war anmong the Airlia was
about in the first place. | think the manuscript will give us an idea how
i mportant."

"What is the Gail?" Turcotte turned to Mial ama. "Besides what we have here,
I've read about it in terms of King Arthur and the Last Supper and all that.
If it's so dam inportant, we nmight as well have everything we think we know
about it on the table."”

Mual ana | eaned forward slightly so he could see both nen. "The Gail is a
very old | egend, one that rose from many pl aces.

"It is often tied together with the |l egend of the Ark of the Covenant. It
is said that the Knights Tenplar, when
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they rul ed Jerusal emduring the Crusades, knew t he whereabouts of the Ark and
the Gail. Wile |l egend often | eads one to truth, the path is, never clear or
straight. So the Grail could be anything. O it could be nothing."

"It's got to be sonething inmportant for Burton to devote his life to trying
to find it," Turcotte said, "and for Aspasia's Shadow to want it so badly."

"I agree,"” Mial ama said. "The ancient |egends are very conplicated and have
many different interpretations. There are indeed sone who believe the Ark of
t he Covenant and the Holy Grail to be one and the sane, but not either."

Seeing Turcotte and Yakov's confused expressions, Mialama tried to explain.
"The Ark was possibly not an Ark. And the Gail was nost likely not a grail or
cup. But whatever each was, they could have been the sane thing. O maybe not.

O maybe each are parts of a whole. |I think the latter is the reality, but I
do not know for certain.
"After all," Muialama continued, "all those objects in their own tine were

extremely revered. Some of the | egends that grew up around them were, as a spy
woul d say, cover stories. Msinformation. Do you know how rmany different
obj ects each has been described as?" He didn't wait for an answer. "The G ai
has been described as a stone fromthe stars, one description which would seem
to be nore applicable now, wouldn't it? O course, before people knew of the
Airlia presence here on Earth so many years ago, that was interpreted to nean
that it mght be a neteorite. But maybe it literally was a stone fromthe
stars brought here by the Airlia.

"There is even a legend that it is a stone that was given to nman during the
battl e between Lucifer and the Christian's Holy Trinity by the pure angels,



who took neither side in this war. O a spin-off on that |egend
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where the Grail was actually a precious stone that fell off Lucifer's crown
when he was defeated in his revolt against God and cast down. And renenber,
Lucifer was an angel first. And he is nentioned in Burton's tale as a nane
given to Aspasia's Shadow.

"Pushing the Ark legend forward to the time of Christ, there is of course
the nore common notion of the Grail being the cup fromwhich Christ drank at
the Last Supper. Mst people these days believe that to be the source of the
| egend, but it actually predates the time of Christ.

"There is an ol der Jew sh | egend—entioned in the A d Testament and tied
somehow to the Grail —about two objects called the thummin and the urim These
are balls of clear material filled with burning water. They are supposedly
made fromthe fire of the sun. The thum m mand uri mwere supposed to be
buried in a cave with the Ark, or perhaps they were the Ark, who knows? Then
again, maybe the thummin or urimwere sonmething entirely different. Maybe the
ruby sphere you found under the Great Rift Valley in Ethiopia was one of those
balls filled with a burning water? You nmust renmenber that early nan had
limted ways to describe things they had never seen before.

"Another way to explore |l egends is to exam ne the | anguages the | egends are
told in and their nuances in definition. Another word often used for the Gai
is san-greal. Sone cut that word in twd, San Geal, nmeaning Holy Gail.
However, if you cut it a different way, Sang Real, it neans royal blood."

Mual ana smiled. "This theory has never gained much |ight of day because it
suggests sonething the Christians fiercely deny. The royal blood is the
| i neage of Christ. Those who espouse Sang Real as the true neaning of the
Grail say that Christ had a child with
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Mary Magdal ene. There are those that believe a secret society has naintai ned
Christ's bloodline down to the present day and that the progeny of this

bl oodl i ne has been involved in many of the world's great events over the ages,
and that person is the incarnation of the Gail."

"You're joking, right?" Turcotte asked.

Al t hough Mual ama was sniling, his voice was entirely serious. "l am not
joking. I amsinply relating to you some of the many | egends surrounding the
Gail and the Ark."

"I flunk bl ood does play into this somehow," Yakov added. "Burton nentions
it and speaks of vanmpires in his manuscript. During my investigations for
Section IV, | often canme across references to blood. There were runors the KGB
ran an experinent for many years invol ving draining blood from people,
searching for a certain strain. W know that the SS used bl ood froma CGuide to
inject into each of their top menbers—what were they seeking by that?"

Turcotte nodded. "Duncan thought that Von Seeckt stayed alive as |long as he
di d because he had a trace of Airlia blood in his veins, even after all these
years." He turned to Mial ama. "What el se do you know of the Gail?"

"There are, of course, the Celtic and Arthurian | egends surrounding the
Grail. These date fromwell before the supposed tine of Arthur, though. And
of course, Arthur hinself and the entire Canel ot tapestry is a | egend that we
don't know how nuch credence should be attached to.

"In Celtic legend, there is the Cauldron—er G ail —of Awen which could
bestow all know edge on those who drank fromit. It is also said the Caul dron
could restore life itself.

"There is or another theory that the Gail is sonmehow
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connected wi th anot her object of |egend, the I ance of the Roman | egionnaire
Longi nus—the spear that pierced Christ's side on the cross.”

"We know that part is true," Yakov said. "The Spear of Destiny was an Airlia
artifact."

"So you agree with the nmanuscript that whatever the Ark or Gail are, they
are also Airlia artifacts?" Turcotte asked.

Mual ana nodded. "Yes, and very powerful ones hidden after their civil war
and presently of utnost inportance now that the war is being renewed."

"What do they do?"

"To that, | have no answer. But all the I egends, fromall the different
sources, agree that the Grail, in whatever shape it is in, brings health,
wi sdom and imortality to those who partake of it."

Turcotte thought about it. "But if the Gail is in the Black Sphinx wth
Li sa, then rescuing her is one and the sane thing."

"Yes," Yakov said, "but | wanted to be sure you were thinking clearly.
Because that neans that she is not the inportant thing down there, no natter
what your heart tells you. If it cones down to it, we nust get the G ai
before we get her. Do you agree?"

Turcotte | ooked up, net Yakov's dark gaze, and lied. "I agree."
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CHAPTER 7
SQUTH PACI FI C

Ten-f oot waves smashed harm essly against the wi de steel bow as the ocean gave
way to the nassive object plowing through it. A football field | onger than the
Empire State Building was tall, and seventy nmeters w de, the supertanker Jahre
Vi ki ng was the | argest man-made novi ng obj ect ever constructed.

A lap around the huge main deck covered over a half-mle and Johan Verqui st
was on his sixth circuit as he approached the bow He ran snoothly, each foot
sl apping the steel decking lightly, then springing to the next step. He was in
remar kabl e shape for someone seventy-eight years old and reputed to be the
third-richest man in the world by those who kept such lists. Each trip the
Jahre Viking made fromthe oil fields to the oil consuners increased those
riches, but this journey was different.

Ver qui st paused at the bow and | ooked to the rear. The bridge was over a
quarter mle—four hundred and fifty neters—away. His icy blue eyes surveyed
t he hundreds on deck—benni son's flock—allowed up for their hour in the sun
before rotating with the next batch. There were over ten thousand peopl e
crammed into the large tanks. He'd had the tanks steam bl asted, then converted
into nultiple-Ilevel barracks.

He had one mi ssion and he approached it as he had approached everything el se
in his lifewith single-nnded determnation to achieve the end result
regardl ess of cost.

The M ssion had made hi mwhat he was, and when
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The M ssion called—+n the form of Guide Dennison—to give himorders, he
foll owed them wi t hout question. As further inpetus for this nission—-after all,
what could they offer a man who had practically everythi ng? Denni son had al so
dangl ed a nost intriguing enticement, of particular interest to Verquist given
hi s advanced years—the possibility of extending his life. Dennison had not
been specific about how this could be acconplished, but the possibility was
sinmply too tenpting to Verquist.

The lines around the old nan's eyes narrowed as a group of brown-clad people
cane toward him a tall figure in the | ead—Penni son. The CGuide's face was
perfectly smooth, making it difficult to judge his age accurately.



Fol | owi ng Denni son's instructions, Verquist had the ship's captain pick up
groups of the Progressi ve—those who believed mankind's future lay in allying
with the Airlia—eff several coasts on the way fromthe Mddle East to this
| ocation. Ferry boats, sailboats, freighters—all types of craft had conme out
to neet his behenoth ship and transfer the believers on board.

Verqui st turned back to the bow, ignoring the approachi ng Denni son, and
stared out at the deep blue ocean that stretched to the horizon. The end of
the journey was not far off—Easter Island, where he was to deliver the ten
thousand to their destiny, whatever that m ght be.

A new worl d order was com ng, and Verquist felt certain that The M ssion was
going to be a very inportant part of that order. If delivering ten thousand
people at the cost of millions of dollars in lost oil revenue was the price he
had to pay to be part of that order, he considered it very cheap indeed.
Especially if The Mssion's offer turned out to have any degree of validity.
"M ster Verquist." Dennison's voice was as snooth
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as his face. Verquist had heard the man "preach" though, and knew t here was
much nore to this man than was readily apparent. After all, he and his other
Qui des had gotten all these people to give up their normal lives and cone
aboard to an unknown fate.

"Yes?"

"There has been an outbreak of cholera in hold 3 starboard." Dennison said
it as casually as if noting the direction of the wind that blew over the bow
"We have nostly Pakistanis in there. One of them nmust have been infected
bef ore coming on board. Now it's spread."

Verqui st frowned. They were a long way from hel p. "W could radi o—= he
began, but Denni son cut him off.

"We will radio no one. That is not the solution."

"I don't have the nedicine to deal with— But Verquist was cut off once
nore, sonething his former adversaries would have | oved to see.

"W have al ready seal ed hold 3 starboard,” Denni son said.

"You mean quarantined," Verquist corrected him

"We've sealed it," Dennison continued, "and now | want you to order the
captain to flood it."

Verqui st stared at Denni son for several seconds, not quite sure if the man
was serious, although in his gut he knew he was.

"I don't think the captain will do that," Verquist said.

"Then do it yourself. The whole is greater than the few. " Dennison turned

and wal ked away, his inner cadre right behind him

VICINITY EASTER | SLAND

The CH 47 Chinook, a double-rotor helicopter, was descending toward the ocean
on the north side of the

112

Easter Island shield wall. The back ranp was down and the zodiac rested on it,
hel d on board by a nylon strap. MG aw and Aivetti stood next to it, rigged
in their wet suits, their tanks on board the boat.

The belly of the chopper actually settled into the water, the ranp awash
fromthe slight swell. AQivetti cut the nylon and the zodiac slid into the
water. Both men foll owed. They cl anbered aboard the rubber boat and got the
engine started. As they pulled away, the Chinook rose into the air and headed
back toward the Stennis.

MG aw was a slight man with nuscles |ike ropes. He had the nicknane Popeye
anong the teams for his build and for his willingness to take on anything and
anyone, no matter what the odds. Oivetti was a big, quiet man with a fringe



of hair he was very proud of, ignoring the large bald spot that dom nated his
crown.
"Ready, Popeye?" Oivetti asked.

"This is some weird stuff,"” Popeye McG aw replied as he | ooked to the
hori zon where Easter |sland was supposed to be. "Let's do it."

They' d both been given as much information as was avail abl e on what Easter
I sl and had been and what it could possibly be now They knew there were three
maj or vol canoes on the triangul ar-shaped island, Rapa Raruku in the east, Rapa
Aria in the northwest, and Rapa Kara in the southwest. Al had | akes inside
their craters, the only source of freshwater on the island. There were also
only two beaches, the rest of the island s shore being rocky. The one that
concerned them the nost was the northern beach, Anakena, the direction which
t he Washi ngt on had been headed when it had di sappeared. It was there that the
hole in the shield was supposed to be—directly in front of them After getting
through the shield wall, their first priority was to check on the status of
t he Washi ngton,
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The next place they were to go was the southernnost vol cano, Rapa Kara. Over a
thousand feet high, it dominated that part of the island and would al so all ow
themto |l ook to the center where the International Airport was. After checking
the airfield, they were to descend inside the vol cano, |ocate the guardian
conputer—and Kelly Reynolds if she was still alive—and destroy the alien

obj ect .

Aivetti checked his bearing on the global positioning system out of habit,
as he brought the prow of the F-470, about. There was no m staking direction
On the horizon, the top of the black shield was clearly visible now, straight
ahead.

G ZA PLATEAU

Li sa Duncan felt stone pressed up agai nst her cheek. She opened her eyes and
saw she was lying on a stone floor looking at a white veil. She had to think
hard for several nonments, her head pounding as if froma severe hangover,

bef ore she renenbered where she was.

She heard Aspasia's Shadow call for her." She noted the two sphinx heads
turn, so she knew sonmeone had entered the chanber. Slowy, she got to her
feet, the pounding in her head al nost making her ill. She pulled the vei
asi de and saw himstanding in the entranceway.

"You' ve di scovered you don't have everything you need?" Aspasia's Shadow
asked.

"“lI've discovered the Ark is the history of the Airlia on this planet,"”
Duncan sai d.

"The past is not inportant,” he said. "You're like a child |l ooking in the
dark, not sure what you are looking for and if you did find sonething, not
sure what its inportance is."
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"Where are the thummin and urin?" Duncan asked.

"Very smart," Aspasia's Shadow said. "I amcurrently in the process of
tracki ng them down. "

"So you don't know where they are?"

"They're in a very secure place,"
"lsrael ?"

"They traveled for a long tine and were last held by nonks in Ethiopia at
one of the nonasteries on Lake Tanaga. But they were not safe there, and the
Israelis took them back to the Dinmona archives bunker in the Negev Desert that
al so houses their nucl ear weapons. It is supposed to the nost secure place on

he allowed. "They are in the Negev."



Earth." He gave an evil smle. "But | have | earned over the years that no
place is totally secure.”
"And if you get then?"

"Then we can bargain. I'll have sonething you want, while you have sonet hi ng
I want. | al nmost had them once before, |ong ago, but they slipped through ny
grasp."

"How | ong ago?"

"I have been wal king this Earth since before the begi nning of your hunman
hi stroy."
"How can you have lived so | ong?" Duncan asked.

Aspasi a' s Shadow pointed at his head. "This—+the know edge, the
experi ences—have lived as long as Aspasia' s Shadow lived." He tapped his
chest. "This body, this shell, has a life span. | acquired this one forty-five
years ago. It will be tine to nove on soon. This body is failing ne."
"l don't understand."

Aspasi a' s Shadow pull ed an amul et from underneath his black cloak. "This is
t he essence of Aspasia—ef me. Al that is missing are ny experiences since
| ast updated it a nonth ago. It is called a ka. Think of it as a recording
device for one's life, for one's nenories. But
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it is more than that. Wen the time comes to pass on, as it is called, | wll
go to The Mssion. There the ka will be updated to the present, then this body
will be destroyed. The ka will be used to install my essence into the new body
and ny life will go on."

"I'f you can do that, then why do you want the Gail ?"
"Because the Gail can do nore than that."
"What nore?"
"That information | cannot give you."

AREA 51

Turcotte studied the informati on Quinn had gotten regarding Silbury Hll as
the bouncer lifted off the floor and floated out the hangar doors. As soon as
it was clear, the pilot accelerated and gained altitude.

"Do you believe Mial ama's information?" Yakov asked.
"He has the scars fromthe fire," Turcotte noted.

"He also withheld telling us he was a Watcher for a long time," Yakov said.

"W need a Watcher's ring," Turcotte said sinply. "If there are no Watchers
at Silbury, then | won't believe him"

"Do you have a pl an?" Yakov asked. The two of them were the only occupants,
besi de the pilot and copilot.

h?;hzifa we knock on the side of the hill and ask themif they can spare us a
-
Eb&g.don't you do that?" Turcotte snapped.
"My friend, I think you are not seeing the forest for the trees."
116
"Look," Turcotte held out a photograph. "See how the side of the hill is

i ndented right here?"
Yakov took the picture. "Yes."
"Remenber at Q an-Ling how there was an opening for a bouncer to go in and
out on the side of the nountain?"
"Yes."
Turcotte tapped the picture. "That's where we're going to knock."

117



CHAPTER 8
EASTER | SLAND

Popeye McGraw and Aivetti sinply sat in the zodiac, bobbing in the slight
swell. As a SEAL they'd traveled all over'the world and seen sone pretty
amazing sights fromthe interior of whorehouses in the Philippines to the ful
fury of a Pacific typhoon to the northern lights off the shore of Al aska, but
t hey' d never seen anything like the black wall that shinmrered in front of
their boat.

"Dam, " Popeye said, which pretty nuch sumed it up
AQivetti spit over the side of the zodiac. "Yeah."

Popeye grabbed his tanks and slid themon. He secured his weapon and
equi pnrent bag. "Ready?"

"Yeah. "

Popeye did one |last position check using the ground positioning
recei ver—&PR—onfirm ng they were over the spot where they needed to be. He
sealed the GPRin its waterproof bag. They turned the val ves that connected
the five chanbers that nmade up the U-shaped outer hull, opening themto each
ot her. Then Popeye opened a valve cap near the rear and air rushed out. He
turned and opened another valve, attaching a hose froma CO2 tank secured on
the floor of the zodiac securely to it.

Both nen fit their nouthpieces, turned their backs to the water, sat on the
transom then fl opped overboard. They bobbed in the water as the zodiac slowy
settled |l ower and | ower. They grabbed the hull nearest them and w apped their
arnms over it, hel ping push out the | ast
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of the air. Popeye reached over and secured the valve cap as the zodi ac
reached | ess than neutral buoyancy and slipped beneath the waves. divett
attached a lead fromthe lifeline that lay on top of the buoyancy tubes to a
line around his waist. Then both men dove.

They had worked together so often that they fell into a pattern as soon as
they started diving, angling toward the wal |l —Popeye in the lead with his nav
board held out in front, Aivetti right on his fins pulling the defl ated
zodi ac behind him

Popeye paused as he saw the bl ack wall just ahead, then went verti cal
di ving straight down. He slowed as he saw the bottom A |large divot had been
carved out of the bottomas if a |large hand had scraped al ong the coral and
r ock.

Cautiously, Popeye settled down to the | owest point of the divot. There was
a gap below the shield wall, about seven feet deep. He | ooked over his
shoul der at Aivetti floating behind him the zodiac slowy settling to the
bottom There was no question if they were going through

Popeye finned forward, scraping his belly on the bottom He went for severa
seconds, then rolled on his back. He was through. He floated up as Qivett
shoved the defl ated zodi ac through next. Popeye pulled it through, then the
ot her SEAL fol | owed.

Popeye grabbed divetti's shoul der and gestured furiously. Ahead of them was
a long gray wall, touching the bottomas it reached toward shore. The
Washi ngton. It was noving very slowy, the hull edging back into deeper water.
Looki ng cl oser, the two SEALs could see that a black filmcovered the hul
where it was touching the bottom fluctuating as if it were alive. They'd
heard the reports of how the ship had been taken over and had no desire to get
cl oser.

Popeye jerked a thunb toward the surface. Aivetti nodded and twi sted a
val ve on the CQ2 canister. The zo-
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di ac began filling and ascending, the two SEALs following. By the time the
boat reached the surface it was alnost fully inflated.

Popeye's head burst into the open air and he blinked. The WAshington's
enornous bulk filled his vision. Something was different about the ship. He'd
spent a lot of tine aboard Nimtz-class carriers and he didn't doubt his first
i mpression. He scanned the ship frombow to stern, checking for the
di ff erences.

The first thing that struck himwas that there was no one noving; not a
single crew menber. A ghost ship, slowy sliding into the ocean fromthe
shore. But then he saw nore. The island, which contained the ship's bridge and
operations center, was nore stream ined. The various radar and conmuni cation
masts were different too, although Popeye wasn't sure what that neant. The
bow, facing inland, was torn and tw sted, but even as he watched, he could
swear that it was being repaired, centineter, by centinmeter, even though he
could see no men working on it. He felt a chill watching the majestic carrier
the pride of the fleet, being controlled by forces he coul dn't understand.

He shifted toward the island. Six nmaoi statues gazed out to sea. Popeye
roll ed on board the zodiac, Aivetti followi ng. They were a half mle away
fromthe carrier, now afloat. Oivetti cranked the engine and they turned to
the west to circle around the island. The first part of their m ssion was
conpl ete, although they weren't exactly sure what their report would say.

Q AN-LI NG, CHI NA

The main tunnel w dened beyond the scope of the lights Lexina and her conrades
carried. Fromthe echo their
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feet made on the stone floor, it was obvious they were entering a | arge open

space.
Lexi na froze, seeing a tiny point of |light, above and ahead. The |ight grew
stronger, illum nating the cavern they had entered. It was over a quarter mnile

wide and a half mle long, with the roof over four hundred feet above their
heads, where the glowi ng orb was now at full power. The walls were snoothly
cut stone, the floor so flat it |ooked polished. But it was the center of the
far wall that drew the attention of Lexina and the other Ones Wio Wiit.

Two gol den doors, inlaid with intricate lettering, each one hundred feet
high and fifty wide, were set in the wall. Doors worthy of a god. Like noths
to a flame, Lexina, Coridan, El ek, and Gergor were drawn forward, across the
cavern fl oor. They stopped in front, overwhel med by the sheer size and beauty
of the doors. Etched into the gold was H gh Rune lettering mxed with Chinese
synbol s.

El ek pointed. "That is the sign of Shi Huangdi, the first Enperor of China."

But Lexina could nmake out something in H gh Rune that was ruch nore
significant. "Artad and his people are behind these doors waiting to awake!"

"How do we open then?" Coridan asked, always the practical one.

Lexi na continued to translate what she could of the H gh Runes, and found
the answer, right before them "This— she held the Spear of Destiny "—goes
here." She put the point on a spot at eye |evel exactly along the seam where
the doors met. The spot she was pointing to was outlined with black netal
b'ja, the nmetal of the Airlia.

She pushed the spear, pressing it against the black. The point slid into the
b'ja to the base of the tip, then
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stopped. Lexina let go and stepped back. The doors seened to shimer, then, as



if a stone had been thrown in a pond, the gold changed ,to black in an

ever-w dening circle. When both doors were conpletely black, there was a | oud
groaning, as if the netal were protesting. The seamsplit smoothly and the
doors began swi ngi ng outward, the spear staying in the opening.

AREA 51

Prof essor Mial ama hit control -D on his keyboard and | ooked up as the screen
filled with words. He turned as Che Lu cane into the conference in response to
sunmons.
"What do you have?" she asked.

"You'll find this interesting." Mial ana pointed at the screen

BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER 2

Fol  owi ng the destruction of Atlantis and the departure of Aspasia for the
ski es and the di sappearance of Artad, the Watchers at first thought that the
world was free of the direct influence of these creatures fromthe stars. It
turned out they were w ong.

Sone of The Quides traveled to the Mddle East and established a place
called The M ssion. There appeared in Egypt around nine thousand years before
the birth of Christ, new gods, called Neteru, of whomlIsis and GCsiris were the
two primary ones. The Watchers eventually | earned that these new gods were a
different form of Quide who wore the ka of Aspasia and some of his other
Airlia, being their Shadows on Earth to prepare for their return. These
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were of an order above that of Guide in a way, because they had the nmenories
of the Airlia inprinted on their brain.

There is a device called a ka The word in ancient Egyptian neans soul or
spirit. The synbol for it is two extended arns with no body in between. | have
seen this sign on walls and even carved into statues, such as the ka statue of
Hor Auibre fromthe thirteenth dynasty.

| have tal ked to schol ars about the root of the ka and there is nuch that
is not known. They feel that the ka means sonething nore than just the soul
It represents the sustaining power of life, an interesting termif one thinks
about it. There are many representations of a ka being fashi oned by the
ram headed god Khnumand it was neant to be a double or twin of the person
fromwhich it was drawn. The ka canme into existence when a person was born
and the term"to go to one's ka" nmeant one died and the ka was passed on

The henu-ka were a kind of priests that facilitated the passing on of the
ka / was told by Kaji about the Airlia. But he also tal ked of Ones Wio Wre
Not Born of Wnen, also known as The Ones Who Wait. Throughout the history I
will recount to you, there will be those who are "shadows" of Airlia fromboth
sides. How they conme into being, | do not know. But they are not born

This first age of civilization in Egypt was the age of the rule of the
Airlia Shadow gods. As the Watchers received this disquieting report, it was
of ten debat ed whether they should interfere to stop this, but they remained
true to their rules. Also, it appeared that this handful of Shadow Cuides did
not seek to

123
conquer or expand their enpire. Their mission was unclear for a very long

time.
| think, also, that unspoken anbng the Watchers was the know edge there was



not hi ng they could do to fight the Shadow Gui des, who had the loyalty of their
new cast of Cuide-priests and the popul ati on who followed the priests, as the
wedj at thensel ves had once given their |oyalty.

For thousands of years there was peace and prosperity in Egypt—as |ong as
t he peopl e worshi pped the Shadow Qui des under their new nanes.

It appears that Aspasia was able to rescue nore out of Atlantis than was
first thought and pass it on to the Shadows. The Grail was reported to be in
Egypt along with the nmaster guardi an machine and other Airlia artifacts. This
guardi an machi ne was the device Aspasia used to transformnen into Guides.
There was al so a machine that was used with the ka to inprint the personality
of each Airlia on the human nmind, allowing it a kind of inmortality.

The guardi an has been described to ne as a gold or red pyram d of varying
hei ghts, fromseveral to twenty feet, which nmakes ne think there nmight be nore
than one of these things |ocated at various places around the world. | cane
close to seeing one in South Anerica, but that cones |ater

The ka machi ne has been a cl osely guarded secret ampng the Cui des. Werever
it is, The Mssion is. For many years it was at G za—the H ghland of Aker, a
regi on named after one of the Shadow Cui des.

Ext ensi ve tunneling was done by the Shadow Gui des underneath the H ghl and
of Aker. The Hall of Records, taken fromAtlantis before it was destroyed,
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was secreted bel ow t he stone sphinx. The carving becane a thing of |egend
anong the people of Egypt; they spoke of it only in whispers and no one wote
of it under penalty of death. None were allowed to approach close or else they
were struck down by guards. This is why historians today know so little of the
stone sphinx or why it was carved.

Pl ans were made for nore buildings near the sphinx, but these were not
carried out before the end of the age of the Neteru

As happened in Atlantis, there were others who could fight these
Shadow gods. As long as the Neteru nmintained a | ow presence, they existed.
But around the tinme of four thousand years before the birth of Christ, they
attenpted to expand their enpire. Thus there appeared in Northern Egypt two of
The Ones Who Wait who pretended to be Gods named Nepthys and Seth. A civil war
broke out. The Ones Who Wait were successful at first, slaying Gsiris and
Isis, and the other Neteru, thus ending the first age of that kingdom But the
Ones Wo Wait were not able to nake their escape before being slain in turn by
the faithful followers of the Neteru, |led by a Guide nanmed Hor us.

Thus Egypt passed into the second age, the tine of the foll owers of Horus,
a CQuide, not a Shadow.

Wiile all this was happening in Egypt, Watchers tried to find where The
M ssi on and The Ones Who Wait were hiding and what they were doing. As near as
| can determ ne, the Watchers suspected that The Ones Who Wait had a secret
base in Africa, close enough so that they could keep watch on Egypt and The
M ssion, which they al so believed was now sonewhere not far from Egypt. Having
traversed that harsh land, | know how well hidden those bases night have been
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The Watchers searched for the base for many years. Several Watchers who went
on that m ssion were never heard from again.

"Interesting,” was Che Lu's comment as she read. "There has al ways been

specul ati on anpong those who dared to think that there were ages to the ki ngdom
of Egypt before that of the pharaohs. Even staunch Egyptol ogists are at a | oss
to explain how the kingdom sprang, apparently fully formed, into existence and



then didn't progress for over three thousand years."

"It still doesn't tell us where The Mssion is," Mialama noted, "or what the
Gail is.'

"But it does say there was a master guardi an conputer at G za," Che Lu said.
"That confirns the nmessage that Kelly Reynolds sent us from Easter Island. If
we can find this master guardi an, perhaps we can control the other guardi ans.
This may be very inportant.”

"If it's still there,"” Mialama said. "This is tal king about a tinme over
twel ve thousand years ago. Miuch has happened since then."
"This possible Airlia base that's nentioned,” Che Lu continued. "I think

that | mght have sonething that will help with that. Nabi nger had a page of

H gh Rune synbols that he believed were coordinates for Airlia bases, but he

couldn't line themup with anything. The probl em he had was that he was using
our number system based on tens, while | think the Airlia systemwas actually
based on units of twelve. | believe |I've been able to correctly translate the
coordi nates, but | have not had a chance to apply it to a map."

"Per haps sonmeone here can help you with that,"
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Mial ama suggested. He scrolled down. "You'll find this very interesting."

I f Aspasia |eft behind some of his people in Shadow formto walk the Earth
and try to regain the glory of Atlantis in Egypt, what of Artad s group? \Were
did they go?

| eventually found the answer to that buried anbng the many parchnents |
pored through and transl ated over the years.

Chi na.

| have not had the opportunity to travel to that land, so all | know of it
| have gathered fromthe Watcher scrolls and witten histories that | have
been able to find, nmerging the two to find sone senblance of the truth.

According to the Watchers there were "white people" in western China around
9,000 B.C. This was a small enclave of The Ones Wio Wiit.

Around five nmillennia before the birth of Christ, |arge nunbers of Chinese
peopl e began settling in the Yellow River Valley. This was possi bl e because
two things, previously unknown, becane preval ent—agriculture and ani nal
husbandry. Wiile | do not nean to say that man coul d have not invented these
on his owmn, | find it curious that in different places in the world these two
advances canme about at roughly the sanme tine. | believe this was due to the
di aspora fromAtlantis and al so the influence of The Ones Who Wait and The
M ssi on.

As in Egypt, within an amazingly short period of time, civilization began
to flourish in China. The first
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Enperor—a nyth to historians, a fact to Watcher records—was called Shi
Huangdi. He was al so known as the Yell ow Enperor or the \White Enperor
dependi ng on which account one reads. He was al so considered to be the "Son of
Heaven." He is credited with inventing witing, yet there are some schol ars
who point out that the characters used were so advanced they nust have come
froman earlier type of witing—ebviously Hi gh Rune witing fromAtlantis.

Mat hematics al so was "invented" under Shi Huangdi. It is interesting to
note that the first nunber systens used in China were based on factors of six.

According to Watcher records, Shi Huangdi was a Shadow of Artad or even
per haps, Artad hinself.

Shi Huangdi's enpire was barely on its feet when it faced assault from The



M ssion. An Enpress naned Chi you—a Cuide, according to Watcher

scroll s—attacked himfromthe south. It is witten in Chinese |egend that a
decisive battle was fought at Zhuolu. It is said that Chiyou rode a dragon
into battle, one which let out a thick fog all over .the field of conbat, but
that Shi Huangdi was able to lead his troops out of the fog and into victory
using his "conpass chariot."

Chiyou was killed and the dragon captured, but Shi Huangdi was forced to
relinqui sh the kingdomto humans, just as had happened in Egypt. He also left
pl ans for a massive building project—the Great Wall of China, which was
constructed by the first human enperor. | do not know why the WAlIl was built,
al t hough perhaps it is sinply as it appears, a defensive |ine against
barbarians, allowing China to develop in rel ative peace.
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Anot her event of great interest to ne occurred later in China's history.
Artad was reported to be buried in a great tonb, somewhere in the western part
of China, equipped with many security devices. A special key was needed to
open this tonb, when, according to | egend, Shi Huangdi would return

Apparently an attenpt was made to rob the tonmb in the seventh century A D.
The Watcher who was responsi ble for keeping an eye on the tonb reported it and
the robbers were foiled by the Enmperor's nmen. To avoid the possibility of
anyone getting to the |l owest |evel and opening Artad's cavern, the Enperor
decided to renove the key to that tonb from China. This key was in the form of
a spear, housed in a long black box. There was also a |arge netal container
contai ning another artifact that was shipped with it.

The Chinese sent these materials with a massive naval expedition |ed by
Admiral G ng Ho. They travel ed around I ndochina to the M ddl e East.

"' The power and the key,'" Che Lu said. "That was what was on the narker that
was found in Ethiopia by Turcotte and Duncan. Witten in Chi nese."

"The power was the ruby sphere that Turcotte used to destroy Aspasia's
fleet," Mial ama said. "And the Spear of Destiny was with CGng Ho. | wonder how
it ended up in the hands of the Nazis?"

"Col | eagues of mne found Caucasian mummies in western China," Che Lu said.
"Those who reported this were ostracized and their findings kept secret. W
nmust keep this information to ourselves. It will not endear us with those in
power in Beijing to give themthis information that our civilization came from
out si ders. "

129
"Consider it another way," Mial ama said. "Perhaps this information could be
used to sway the people of China away fromtheir |solationist stance once they
realize that their history was mani pulated by the Airlia. Awar is comng in
which all countries and all people are going to have nmake a deci sion which
side they are on. The only way they can make that decision properly is to have
this information," he tapped Burton's manuscript. "I think neither side can be
trusted.”

"Artad did not hurt ny country,"” Che Lu said. "He helped it grow"
"Are you sure of that?" Mial ana asked.

Che Lu considered Mial ana. "Are you certain you trust what Burton has
witten?"
"There's no reason not to," Mial ana sai d.
"There's really no reason to, either."
"Way woul d Burton |ie?"

"Why does anyone lie?" Che Lu did not wait for an answer as she supplied her
own. 'To advance their own cause."



"What cause could Burton have had?"
"That is the question we need an answer to," Che Lu said. She stood and
wal ked out of the room Mialama's dark eyes foll owi ng her

AVEBURY, ENG AND

The Atlantic crossing had taken |l ess than an hour at the extrene speed the
bouncer was capable of, but right nowit was barely noving as they drew cl oser
to Ave-bury. Through night-vision goggles, Turcotte could make out the rings
of stone that surrounded the area, nonoliths raised by ancient people, nopst

i kely as warnings agai nst approaching Silbury Hll, as the Mda
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statues had been carved and placed on the shores of Easter Island.

Looki ng ahead, Turcotte could see the dark hill rising like a cone out of
the middle of a large field. There was no doubt it was an unnatural fornmation
gi ven the snoot hness of the sides and symmetry of form
"Are you ready?" he asked Yakov.

The Russian shrugged. "No. But that won't stop you."

"We grab the first person we see and take their ring. It's sinple.”
"Sinmple," Yakov repeated. "Nothing is ever sinple.”

They were about a quarter mle fromSilbury H I, still approaching at the
same steady rate. Turcotte grabbed the shoul der straps, buckling them securely
over his chest. Yakov did the same. The pilot lined the bouncer up with a very
slight depression near the top of the hill on the western side.

The bouncer was now | ess than a hundred feet fromthe depression. Turcotte
| ooked about, but there was no sign of activity. The closest lights were from
a house over two miles away. The depression in the side of the hill was
slightly larger in dianeter than the bouncer, which fit with Turcotte's idea
that it was simlar to the one in @ an-Ling.

The forward edge of the bouncer touched the hill. It was a question of an
irresistible force agai nst an i movabl e obj ect and which would give first as
the pilot tweaked the controls. Turcotte had faith in the strength of the
bouncer after seeing how littl e danmage had occurred to one that had crashed.

The pilot used the craft's edge as a large spade as it dug into the
depression. Dirt and rock fell away, tunbling down the hillside. There was a
| oud screech, and the pilot paused as they all |ooked forward. A line of netal
had been uncover ed.

131

"Airlia," Turcotte said

"Now the real test," Yakov said. "Also, | think those inside have heard us
knocki ng now. "

Turcotte shrugged. "Wat are they going to do about it?"

The pilot lined up once nore, placing the edge of the bouncer against the
nmetal door. He increased pressure on the controls. It was an eerie contest of
power played out in silence, as there was no sound of an engine fromthe
bouncer's system

"I't"« giving a little, |I think." Turcotte was watchi ng forward when Yakov
grabbed his arm

"There!" The Russian was pointing to the right. A Land Rover with its

headl i ghts of f had appeared fromout of the hill itself, racing off into the
dar kness.

"Like rats off a sinking ship," Turcotte said. "Go after them" he ordered
the pilot.

The bouncer easily closed on the Rover, still blacked out, but visible in

their night-vision goggles. There was a flare of red as the driver braked,
then spun a turn onto a dirt road that ran between two |ines of trees.



"What now?" Yakov asked. "They will be in town shortly."
"Land on top of it," Turcotte ordered the pilot.
"What ?" The pilot wasn't sure he had heard right.

"Bring your craft down on top of the truck and stop it," Turcotte said.
"Crush it if you have to."
"M ke— Yakov had his hand on Turcotte's arm

"They destroyed our shuttle," Turcotte said. "They tried to kill Mial ama.
They' ve been playing their games for a long time and the gane is over."

The pilot went ahead of the Rover, then turned back, com ng down the road
toward it just above the trees. The bouncer's edge | owered, clipping through
the trees |ike matchsticks. Yakov and Turcotte coul dn't hel p but
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flinch as they saw the shattered trunks and tree |inbs slide along the side of
the craft.

The driver of the Land Rover slammed on his brakes as the bouncer
approached, then threwit into reverse. The forward edge of the craft was just
above the hood of the truck when the pilot slamed down on it. Wth a crunple,
t he Rover was pinned to the ground, stopping abruptly.

Turcotte was already on the | adder and out of the hatch. He slid down the
skin of the bouncer right onto the wi ndshield of the Rover, weapon ready.
There were two nmen inside, dazed fromtheir inpact with air bags. Turcotte
rolled off the windshield onto the ground. He ripped open the door and dragged
the driver out.

Turcotte pressed the nmuzzle of the MP-5 against the chin of the man. He
could see the large ring on the Watcher's left hand. Hi s finger touched the
trigger and began to pull when Yakov's |arge hand grabbed the nuzzle and

pul led it up.
"CGet the ring," Yakov said. "That's what we came for."
Turcotte reached down and started to pull it off. The man curled his fingers

into a fist and Turcotte overcane that inpedinent by digging his thunb into
the man's el bow, pressing down on a nerve junction. The hand fl exed open as
the man gasped in pain. Turcotte slid the ring off. The other man was opening
t he door on his side and Yakov fired a round, causing the man to duck

"Come." Yakov was on the edge of the bouncer, reaching down for him
Turcotte took his hand as Yakov lifted himonto the craft. They raced up the
side and into the hatch. They were airborne before the Watcher was on his
feet.
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CHAPTER 9
DI MONA, NEGEV DESERT, | SRAEL

Si non Sherev believed in the sanctity of the state of Israel much nore than he
believed in God. In fifty-two years of service, he had conducted countl ess
undercover operations as a nenber of the Mdssad and fought in four wars as a
reservi st assigned to the paratroops. He had killed men, wonmen, and children
when it was called for in order to acconplish the mssion, and the m ssion

al ways supported the sanctity of the state.

Sherev was a realist, a man who saw the world for the brutal place it was.
Power mattered. Nothing else. As a child his father had told himthe story of
Archi nedes, the Greek who had cl ained he could nove the world if he had a
ful crum point and a | ong enough | ever. Sherev never forgot that. He al so never
forgot that Archinedes, while coming up with a good theory, had been spitted
on the end of a Roman sword while absorbed in his calculations. |deas were
never enough.

Sherev's corner office on the top floor of the adm nistration building



i nside the Dinobna conmpound literally sat on top of Israeli's ultimte

power —two dozen nucl ear war heads, safely ensconced in a bunker a half-nile
under ground. The exi stence of those warheads was one of the best-known
"secrets" in the world. Sherev had been part of the teamthat had "l eaked"

i nformati on about the bonbs—after all, there was no point in having such
fearsone weapons if no one knew you had them They were the reason—beyond the
pressure of
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the Americans—that Saddam Hussein had never turned his tanks west toward
Jerusal em and Sherev was in charge of making sure those twenty-four reasons
remai ned secure. Even a madman |ike Hussein understood the concept of power
and | everage. In fact, Sherev often contenplated the advantage a man |ike
Hussei n—wi th no conscience—had in the world of power struggles. Nice guys did
i ndeed finish last in Sherev's experience.

The underground conpl ex bel ow the nucl ear plant also contained the archives
for the state of Israel. Wth Jerusal emsuch a volatile location and not far
fromthe border with Jordan, those itens deened val uable in one way or another
were sent to Dinmona to be secured.

Now he was facing a situation that had just been presented to himby the man
sitting on the other side of his desk concerning two itens in the archives.
Hasher Lekur was a powerful man in his own right, a nmenber of the Parliament
who had consolidated many of the right-wing groups into a powerful politica
nmoverent. The fact that he had been granted access to see Sherev on such short
notice, here in highly classified D nona, said nuch about his connections.

"I don't understand,"” Sherev said. "What is the inmportance of these two
stones, the thunmin and uriml

"They will help us get rid of a major problem™
"\What probl en?" Sherev asked.

"Hussein."

" How?"

"W give ny contact the stones, he ensures Hussein dies. That is the deal."
"When will this occur?"
"It is already occurring."

"How are you sure your contact will keep his end of the bargain?"
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"That is his business," Lekur said. "He is a man of great neans and his reach
is long."
"Who is this nman?"
"I cannot tell you that."
"Why does he want the stones?"
"That is not our concern.”
"It is ny concern," Sherev said. "I amresponsible for the Archives."
Lekur steepled his fingers. "The deal is already done. The Prem er approved
it two hours ago."
"You made a deal, but you don't know what you bargai ned away, do you?"

BAGHDAD, | RAQ

The daily intelligence briefing was a requirement, but ever since the Gulf War
the tine and the | ocation were always changed, to keep the Wstern
intelligence agencies frombeing able to pinpoint the President's |ocation
Fari k Hassid sat in the sanme spot for over three thousand of these
briefings. As a nenber of the Tikrit Tribe, the sane village where Saddam cane
from he had a favored status on the intelligence council. As the chief of
staff for intelligence, he had | earned Iong ago to walk the fine |line between
giving actual intelligence and telling the President what he wanted to hear



He focused nost of his efforts on rooting out internal dissension than
external threats to the country—after all, what nmore could the world do to
Iraqg that it had not al ready done?

He was irritated when his aide-de-canp, a young nan al so fromthe sane
village, the son of an old friend, entered the conference roomwhile the head
of the secret police was giving his daily assessnent.
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Hassid | eaned back in his chair as the aide |leaned, lips close to his ear

and whi spered, "You have a call."

Hassid turned in anger, but the next words froze his heart.

"It is a message froma man named Al -1blis. The caller has the proper code."

Hassid swall owed, willing his heart to start. He stood, trying to be as
i nconspi cuous as possible, and followed his aide out the door. He took the
cell phone the aide had hidden in a pocket.
"Yes?"

"Al-Iblis requires your services." The voice on the other end was cold and
flat.
"Verify that you speak for Al-lblis."
"Tark."
The word hit Hassid's chest |ike a knife.
"Farm"

The second code word was the twi st of the knife. Abandonnent and
anni hil ation. The man spoke for Al -Iblis.

Hassid forced his throat to work, his lips to nmove. "Wat is required?"

The order was short and to the point. Wen the man was done, Hassid could no
| onger feel any part of his body. He was nunb.

"You will conply.” It was not a question. The phone went dead.

Hassid slowy dialed the nunber he had been given. A voice answered in

Engl i sh.
"My name is Farik Hassid. | amthe chief of staff for intelligence for the
state of Iraq. Stay on the line. It will be worth your tine, | assure you."
The voi ce demanded to know if this was a joke, but Hassid ignored it and
pl aced the phone in his dress uniform breast pocket, still on, facing outward.

He turned to his aide. "You are dism ssed."
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"Sir?"

Hassid ignored himas he wal ked to the conference roomdoor. He pulled it
open and entered. As he wal ked past his seat, every eye in the roomturned to
hi m wondering what urgent matter could have pulled himout of the neeting.

Hassid went to the end of the table where the President |eaned back in his
seat, awaiting his report.

Hassid felt nothing. He was past feelings, past any concern of life. He
lifted his left hand as if he had something t© say, while his right jerked his
pi stol out of the holster. Hussein's eyes grew wi de, his bushy eyebrows raised
in shock as Hassid pointed the gun directly at the President's face. He pulled
the trigger, a blossomof red appearing in Hussein's |left cheek. Hassid kept
firing until all but one round was gone and there was nothing left of the
President's head.

"Saddam Hussein is dead!" Hassid yelled in English, then he placed the hot
nmuzzl e against his right tenple and pulled the trigger as the rest of the
staff rushed toward him
DI MONA, NEGEV DESERT, | SRAEL
Lekur checked his watch and pointed at the television nounted in the corner of
the room "Turn on CNN."

"\Why 2"
"Just do it."



Sherev bristled at being ordered about in his own office, but he pressed the
button on the renote. It was the top of the hour. And the | ead headline was
t he apparent assassinati on of Saddam Hussein in a suicide attack in Baghdad by
a nmenber of his inner mlitary staff, less than two mnutes ago. A tape of a
phone call to CNN
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headquarters was pl ayed, the sound of gunfire, yells in Arabic, and a voice
saying in English that Hussein was dead.

"How did this happen?" Sherev turned back to Lekur. He wondered how CNN
could have received the report so quickly and if all of this was a setup

"I told you ny contact's reach is long. He has fulfilled his half of the
bargain, trusting that we fulfill our part. Bring me the stones.”

Sherev | eaned back in his hard chair. "The stones have been exan ned severa
times by scientists. They are not natural. Do you understand what that neans?"
He didn't wait for an answer. "They were manufactured a long time ago. And now
we know who made them—the Airlia. The United Nations Alien Oversight
Conmittee has queried every governnent for Airlia artifacts. O course, like
us, no one has been forthcomng, willing to give up whatever pieces they have.
Now you want us to turn these two stones over to some nysterious contact you
have?"

"What can you do with the stones?" Lekur asked. "What have you done with
them other than lock themin a vault and | et them gather dust? Religious

icons." The politician shook his head. "Wat a waste. | amnot concerned wth
the Airlia. 1| amconcerned with the safety of ny country, and the I argest
threat to that safety has just been killed. | consider the stones a small
price to pay for that. | don't care what ny contact wants themfor. They were
wort hl ess to us; now they have becone val uable.™

Still, Sherev hesitated. He knew it was indeed a great coup for Hussein to

have been killed. The Mdssad had tried to acconplish the very sane thing for
two decades without success. So had the Anericans. A powerful
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coalition of nations had not been enough to renove the one man who was the
greatest threat to stability in the region. Now it was done.

Sherev turned it around. If this contact of Lekur's could get to Hussein,
then he could get to anyone. There was an underlying threat to this deal that
Sherev felt sure Lekur had not seen yet.

"My assistant will take you to the Archives." Sherev spun his chair about,
| ooki ng out at the desert. He heard the door close behind Lekur. Then he
turned back to his desk once nore and picked up the secure line to Mssad
headquarters.

AREA 51

"What is it?" Che Lu had just wal ked into the conference room and caught
Mial ama staring off into space.

Mual ana was startled. He tapped the manuscript. "Burton di scovered the truth
about Ngorongoro."

Che Lu sat down across fromthe African. "I noted that no one asked you what
you were supposed to be covering when you were a Watcher. Was it Ngorongoro?"
Mual ana nodded. "I told you we were second-echel on Watchers, recruited by
Wedj at. So nmuch was | ost over the years. | think the core of the Watchers no
| onger trusted those in the second echelon. And— he pointed at the screen
"—Aow | know why they never contacted nme, or ny father, or those before us."

"What do you nean?" Che Lu asked.
"What we were watching." Mial ama shook his head. "It is best if you read
it."
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BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER 3

The Horus-CGuides rul ed Egypt for over a thousand years. The stone sphinx
grew to be an enignma anong the people of Egypt, the reason for its
exi stence—+to mark the | ocation of the Hall of Records bel owforgotten. The
"gods" were renenbered, but became nyth, a religion, not the reality they
were. It is the same way we view the | egend of Atlantis in our nodern world.

The peace did not |ast forever, though. It was tine for The Ones Wo Wit
to take action, and when they did, the reaction from Aspasia was fierce and
deadly. | have seen with nmy own eyes the results.

Their base was eventual ly di scovered by the Watchers. It was in a nountain,
part of a pair known as the White Sisters in central East Africa. At first |
t hought they night be speaking of the Muntains of the Mon, the Ruwenzori
whi ch | have searched for nysel f—-+egendary nountains said to be covered in
snow and hidden in clouds even though they lie on the equator.

But in an old church in Somaliland, | saw etched in the wall the inmage of
two massi ve peaks, both snowcapped. | recognized one of themto be
Kilimanjaro, the queen of all African nountains. The other was a nystery to
me, because although there are ot her peaks near Kilimanjaro, none cone close

in height, yet in this drawing, the other was just as tall. So | traveled
south to that land taking scrolls with ne.
From one scroll, | learned there was a Watcher who traveled to the sane

pl ace, around three thousand two hundred years before the birth of Christ,
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acting on the report of a traveler who had conme down the Nile River with a
strange tale of a black netal forest growing out the side of a tall nountain.
The tal e was strange enough, but the reference to black nmetal much like the
b'ja nade it worth investigating.

| can only imagine how difficult that trip was for him as over five
t housand years later, | encountered so much trouble getting there. He travel ed
across Europe to the Mddle East, and then into Egypt. The Horus- Cuides stil
ruled there, but he nade safe transit with the assistance of other Watchers
already in place in that kingdom He then travel ed al ong the east coast of
Africa and suffered nuch until he arrived at the place where he was to strike,
inland. It did not take himlong to see the first of the Wite Sisters,
Kilimanjaro, covered in snow far on the horizon. Soon he saw the second,
farther west, the one the base was |ocated in where the strange forest grew

I do not know if word of his journey and destination was picked up by The
M ssion. Fromwhat | have learned, it is apparent that both sides had spies,
who for varying reasons passed information to the other side. O perhaps what
was going on at the The Ones Wo Wiit's base sinply reached such a | evel that
it was discovered by The Mssion on its own.

Certainly the watcher's report about what was being done to the nountain
backed up the runmor. Froma long distance away, the Watcher reported seeing
along the northern slope a vast network of black, |ike a spiderweb, covering
nost of the surface. Beasts of netal stal ked anobng the web, working,
continuing to build. Such beasts were witten of in other places

142

and were known to do the bidding of the Airlia and their followers.
The Watcher circled to the north and hid to watch what was happeni ng and



try to understand its purpose.

The second week he was there, a strange thing happened. A small gl ow ng
sphere of gold flew by. Watchers in other scrolls reported seeing such things.
They also are tools of the Airlia. It circled the mountain and then
di sappear ed.

Two days | ater sky ships came. Nine black forns |Iong and | ean, |ike knives
agai nst the sky. They too were nade of b'ja, the sacred netal. A golden I|ight
crackled on the tips of the sky ships, then junped down to the ground and into
t he nount ai n.

The top of the nountain exploded. A blast of air hit the Watcher even
t hough he was niles away, knocking himoff his feet and tunbling himabout as
the sky darkened fromthe dirt blown into the air. The sky ships departed, but
the end of the nmountain continued. Red, boiling earth flowed out of what
remai ned.

| have seen the results of this. | have been to what was once the other
White Sister. It is now called Ngorongoro Crater. It was once a peak as high
as Kilamanjaro. Only half the nmountain and the crater remain today.

VWat ever The Ones Wio Wait had been up to, it had fail ed.

"My family was recruited by this Watcher to keep an eye on the renmains of the
base,"” Mial ana said. "But we weren't told what it was. Just to watch and
report." "Sone of this base nust still exist, though," Che Lu
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said. "The dragon nachine went there after getting the key from Turcotte."
"It is possible, but neither I nor anyone else in ny famly saw anything
for as long as could be renenbered. "

"You did the right thing by |eaving the Watchers," Che Lu said.

"I didn't |eave them" Mialama said. "I betrayed them Wat if they are
right? What if the course of action they have tried to follow for so long is
the right one? To be neutral. To support neither Artad's or Aspa-sia's side.
If they are right, then | rmay be the greatest traitor ever by giving the
Wat cher headquarters to Turcotte."

"l think you overestimate your role and underestinate the active role the
Wat chers have played," Che Lu said.

"Per haps," Mial ana sai d.
"Are you all right?" Che Lu pointed at his ear

Mual ana reached up and his hand cane away with several drops of blood on it.
"An infection | picked up in Africa. Quite irritating."

EASTER | SLAND

Popeye McGraw felt the sand on his belly. He lay in the surf and slowy | ooked
fromside to side. Nothing nmoving on the beach. The towering Mai statues on
the sl ope of the volcano were all turned inland. He wondered why these | ooked
to land, while ones on the beach at Anakena | ooked out to sea.

"Damm, " Popeye nuttered to himself. He could feel the age of those statues.
He'd grown up in Maine where old burial nounds existed, dating fromthe
earliest inhabitants of that |and. He knew these statues predated
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those. He'd always felt a shiver as a kid when he'd wal ked those nounds.
They' d left the zodiac offshore about five hundred neters, just inside the
shield wall, held in place with the sea anchors. They had debated whet her or
not to beach the craft, but decided it was nore secure leaving it offshore.
The crui se around the west shore of the island to the southwest tip had been



uneventful . Nothing noved along the rocky cliffs that nmade up the shore.
AQivetti was behind him Popeye felt the tug as his partner pulled his fins
off. Then Aivetti crawled next to himand slightly forward. Popeye returned
the favor, renoving his partner's fins and | ooping the straps over his
non-firing forearm divetti glanced over his shoul der at Popeye, who nodded.
The two SEALs stood and dashed inland. They nade it to the base that
supported the Mbai and stuffed their fins in their packs.
Popeye | ooked up the steep slope of the vol cano. "Ready?"
"Born ready."

G ZA PLATEAU

Duncan realized her hands were shaking as she hooked up the wires fromthe Ark
to the crowm. She still had a headache from her first experience, but the draw
was too great. She connected all three | eads, then placed the crown on her
head.

| mredi ately, she was no longer in the Hall. She was in a | arge, enclosed
space. The floor was black netal. The walls curved to neet a hundred neters
overhead. Bouncers rested in netal cradles. Eighteen of them
She knew that she was in the hold of the nothership.
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Airlia noved about, preparing the bouncers, noving equipnment. She saw the Ark
on a cart. An Airlia was carrying the Grail, placing it inside. Then rolling
the Ark over to one of the bouncers. The Airlia was treating it as a piece of
equi pment, not an object of veneration

Her attention was drawn to one side of the cargo bay as two | arge doors
opened. She could see out, noting that the nothership was hovering about a
m | e above the planet's surface. Bouncers began | eaving the hold, going about
their m ssions. Looking down, Duncan saw water extending to the horizon in al
directions.

A Tal on spacecraft passed by between the nother-ship and the ocean.
Sonet hi ng about what she saw di sturbed Duncan; something wasn't right.

Duncan started, feeling a |l ance of pain in her tenples. She grabbed the
crown and pulled it off. She felt as if every ounce of energy had been drained
from her body. She set the crown down and sat with her back to the Ark's
stand. Her eyelids drooped, her mnd shutting down. Just before she fel
asl eep, her mnd repl ayed what she had seen. The Tal on was racing toward the
hori zon, the sun glinting off its black skin—o, that was it, she realized
with alarm There were two suns in the sky, one large, |like the one she knew,
but there was a second snaller, red one close to it.
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CHAPTER 10
AREA 51

Maj or Quinn had to alnmost run to keep up with Turcotte as he wal ked across the
hangar toward the elevator. "Did you get the ring?"

Turcotte held it up briefly, then asked his own question. "What do you
have?" Yakov followed behind, wal king nore slowy.
"W got a teamto help you on the G za mssion."
"Who?"

"A mxed Special Forces-SEAL team from Space Conmand." Qui nn pointed toward
one of the walls that crossed the |arge hangar. "They're in there."

Turcotte abruptly changed direction. Quinn opened a door in the partition
and they entered a corner of Hangar 1. Satellite inmagery was tacked to a | arge
pi ece of plywood, the corresponding map sheets covered with acetate pinned



next to the pictures. Several men in black junpsuits stood in front of the
maps, marker in hand, conparing themw th | atest downl oaded photos of the sane
sites.

One of them a tall man with a shaved head and | arge bl ack mustache, turned
at the sound of the door shutting behind Yakov. He came striding over.
He snapped a salute. "Lieutenant G aves."

Turcotte returned the salute, then extended his hand. "M ke Turcotte."

Graves nodded. "I heard we're going after the sons-a-bitches who took out
our nen on the shuttle. Every man here is”a volunteer and eager to kick sone
ass."
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Turcotte felt at hone, having been in this type of planning situation many
times before in his Special Forces career. It was called "isolation," where
the teamwas given its mssion statenent and the intelligence data needed to
pl an the operation

"The last tine you tried this mssion," Yakov said, "it did not go well."

Graves frowned at the Russian and Turcotte quiekly introduced Yakov.

"What do you have on the underground river?" Turcotte asked.

Qui nn pointed at one of the boards as they wal ked across the room There was
a series of satellite inagery tacked on it. "There's a KH 14 always on duty
over that area, supporting our peacekeeping force in the Sinai. | had a buddy
at NSA do a conpl ete spectrographic workout of Gza and the Nile."

"We're | ooking for an underground river running fromthe N le, below G za
and back to the Nile," Turcotte said.

Quinn didn't hesitate for a beat. He tapped a color-filled picture.
"Thermal . High discretion.” Quinn tilted his glasses, peering at it. "There.
See the change. Sonething's going on in the river on the west bank—i ght
there. Then see how the shoreline at the spot is a little cooler, then foll ow
the Iine | ooping around to G za and back to the Nile. That's your underground
river."

"How cone no one's seen this before?" Turcotte asked.

Qui nn gave a short laugh. "This is top-secret, top-of-the-line imgery. Like
we're going to give it to someone? And there was no strategic or tactica
interest in the Nile and G za before this."

Turcotte ran his fingers over the photo, noting the slight change in
tenmperature on the shoreline, a cooler
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spot where water ran underneath the bank. "That's how we're getting in."
"What do you think we should do for infiltration?" G aves asked.

Turcotte picked up a marker and circled the [ ocation where the underwater

river branched out fromthe Nile, two kiloneters below the G za Pl at eau

"Water drop right here. Then we go into the tunnel." "Drop froma bouncer?"

Graves asked. Turcotte had given that matter sone thought on the flight back

from Engl and. "They aren't rigged for that. W'll take a bouncer to Israel to
save time, but we'll go in by conventional means fromthere."

Maj or Qui nn spoke up. "I've lined up an MZ-130 out of Germany to nmeet you in
| srael."

An MC-130 was a specially nodified G130 transport plane, designed to be
able to fly in all types of weather and at |ow | evel, below radar. Turcotte
tapped the map. "We'll go in low on the C 130 and parachute at less than two
hundred feet with nultiple drogue chutes rigged for underwater."

Graves frowned. "Scuba? Wiy not use what we're trained on?" He pointed to the
wal I where black suits were lined up, like an arny of drones. 'TASC suits?"
Turcotte asked. "What's that?" Yakov asked. "Stands for Tactical Articul ated
Space Combat suit," G aves explained. "Each suit is self-contained." He | ooked
at Turcotte. "If you're going with us, you'll have to run through the mentor



programto | earn how to operate the suit, which takes about two hours. And
then you're going to have to learn to actually use themin action, which isn't
exact | y—=

Turcotte cut himoff. "But they give us an advantage, correct?"
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"Yes, sir. Alot of advantages. You'll be conpletely arnored, stronger, and

t he weapons are extrenely accurate when using the suits aimng system You

have a built in rebreather so we can infiltrate directly into the water."
"And | can learn to use it in a basic node quickly, right?"

"Yes, sir."

"Great."

Graves turned back to the map. "Once we go into this underground river, do
we have any idea where we're' going?"

Turcotte pointed at a surface photo of the Great Sphinx. "As near as we can
tell, our objective is directly below that."

"Does the river run to it?" Gaves asked.

"Not directly," Turcotte admitted, renmenbering Burton's account. "W're
hopi ng we get sonme nore information before we go wheels up. W do have
directions once we go up the shaft that Burton came down. That shaft
intersects with the river." Turcotte ran through the account Burton mapped
fromthe Hall of Records chanber to the one he was trapped in. "If his pace
count is one hundred and sixteen steps per hundred nmeters, we can use that to
approxi mate the | ocation of these doors."

"And the ring which helps find these doors and open then?" G aves asked.

Turcotte reached into his pocket and pulled out the Watcher key.

"And exfiltration?" G aves asked.

Turcotte had been expecting that. It was sonmething every special -ops man
asked when given an assignnent, and sonething that was rarely given in the
m ssion briefing as higher conmands al ways were nuch nore concerned about
getting the nen in, then getting them out.
"Hel i copters fromthe peacekeeping force,'

Turcotte
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said. "They can come in from South Canp and retrieve us. But we have to be in
the river, ready to be picked up an hour before dawn. If we're later than
that, forget about getting out by chopper, and it's a |l ong wal k." "Roger
that," Graves said.

"And Easter I|sland?" Yakov asked. "Q an-Ling? What is going on there?"
"Let's go down to the conference roomfor that," Turcotte suggested. He
sl apped Graves on the shoul der. "Keep planning and get ny suit ready to be
rigged.” He pulled one of the |arge-scale imges of the G za Plateau off the
board. "Yes, sir."
Turcotte, Yakov, and Qui nn headed for the elevator. "Unh, sir— Quinn paused.
"Yes?"
"There's sonme interesting material in the folders you took fromthe Russian
Archives." "Such as?"
Qui nn opened a folder. "The file which held the photo of Munt Ararat... was
the search for Noah's Ark. Hitler sent teanms around the world | ooking for the
pl ace it supposedly came to rest. Naturally, Munt Ararat was one of those
places.” "Did they find it?" "It doesn't appear so."

"Why woul d they be | ooking for Noah's Ark?" Turcotte asked.

"Perhaps it is sonething else," Yakov said, "as all other |egends have
turned out to be."

"What el se do you have?" Turcotte was studying the Nile imagery, committing
it to menory. Quinn closed the folder. He had one nore that he hadn't opened
yet. Quinn hesitated, fingers running along the edge of the manila fol der
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"Wel | ?" Turcotte pressed as they reached the el evator

"I was checking Cl A case files on the Watchers, seeing if | could find
anot her ring. When | pulled what they have now, it was cross-referenced with
some other files, um= He paused.
"What other files?" Turcotte checked his watch

"It's just a list,"” Quinn said, "of people the Cl A thought needed watchi ng;
targeting people who they suspect had sonme sort of connection with The
Watchers or The M ssion or The Ones That Wait. You have to understand that
they did this in a rush after the revel ati ons of what was here."

"And?" Turcotte was surprised at Quinn's sudden reticence. The el evator
doors opened and they got in.
"Doctor Duncan's nanme is on it."
"For suspicion of what?" Turcotte snapped.
"Just as requiring further investigation," Quinn said.
" \Npy 2"

"I don't know." Turcotte took a step toward the smaller mgjor.
Yakov put out an arm across Turcotte's chest. "Easy."

"It's bull,"” Turcotte said. "Clowns In Action—+ worked with them before and
they couldn't— He caught hinself. "W've got nore inportant things to do."
As he wal ked out of the elevator toward the conference room Quinn gave
Yakov a questioning glance. The Russian nmerely shrugged his | arge shoul ders.

EASTER | SLAND

Popeye MG aw stared down at the Easter Island International Airport as
Aivetti recorded the scene on a digital recorder
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"Damm, " Popeye sai d.

The fact that Aivetti said nothing in response indicated the depth the
ef fect of the scene bel ow had on the | arger SEAL.

A strange coll ection of people and equi pnent were all over the airfield and
t he surroundi ng area. Six-legged nachi nes stal ked about on their tasks, while
peopl e noved around as if in a stupor. Various aircraft fromthe Washington
lined the runway in different stages of either assenmbly or disassenbly, it was
hard to tell.

"They ain't nornal, those people,” Qivetti mnuttered.

Popeye raked the area with the binocul ars, checking everything. There were
several clusters of people staked out next to the runway, heads all pointing
i nward as nechani cal robots wal ked by, spraying something over them

He coul d see the entrance to the tunnel that led to the guardi an conputer
chanmber. A squad of nmarines with M 16s stood there. Popeye tw sted the focus.
The nmen had bl ank expressions, but their hands held the weapons tightly.

Popeye had often boasted in bars that a Navy SEAL coul d kick butt on a dozen
mari nes. But that was in a bar. Automatic weapons were a great equalizer

"What the hell is going on?" Popeye nuttered. During the mssion briefing,
they'd read the report about the people who had conme to Easter Island on the
Progressive traw er who had been taken over by sone sort of black cloud.
Popeye pulled the gl asses away fromhis eyes and rubbed a hand across his
forehead, smearing the canoufl age paint.

AQivetti waited patiently.
"The crater," Popeye said.
Aivetti didn't even nod, but hoisted his pack
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cont ai ni ng various gear and his tanks onto his back. They turned away fromthe



airfield and headed farther up the slope of Rapa Karu

Kel ly Reynol ds twi tched. Consciousness seeped into her brain. She had no idea
how | ong she had been out. For just the slightest of noments she was home in
Nashville, snug in her bed, buried under a down conforter

That inmage was ripped asunder as the flow of data through the guardi an
cascaded over her. She knew where she was, she just didn't know what she was
anynore. How | ong had she been here?

She paused her racing mnd. Wat had woken her? The torrent of data was a
river pouring past her, and it was like trying to find a slight disturbance in
the flow.

She began sear chi ng.

Popeye MG aw and Aivetti went over the Iip of the crater, their wet suits
soaked with sweat, but their breathing alnost nornmal. They'd done things in
training that nade the clinb | ook |ike a weekend jaunt. Two hundred feet
bel ow, the surface of the lake filling the crater was totally snooth. They
didn't even pause, but began cl anbering down.
Wthin a couple of mnutes they reached the water. Packs were dropped and
cached under sone rocks, tanks were put back on, and they slid into the water.
Working off the information they had been given in their m ssion
preparation, they searched for the tunnel entrance at the bottom and found it
relatively quickly.
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They swaminto it, navigating by feel through the darkness. Both nen had been
in dark water before, and they noved forward wi thout fear

Kel |y Reynol ds saw what the guardi an had noted. A woman, one of the ones
brought by the Southern Star, anmong the third wave infected by the nano-virus,
had caught a glinpse of a light reflecting off glass high on the flanks of
Rapa Karu. The woman, a forner nurse from Australia, of course, had no idea of
the inmport of what she had seen. She's sinply continued on her task of
draggi ng food supplies for other humans fromthe UNACC supply depot.

But the guardian, capable of two billion cal cul ati ons per second, had
reacted differently. Wthin three seconds, the event had worked its way
t hrough various layers to the forefront of the conputer's attention. None of
t he nanovirus slaves were on the slope. Neither were the nech-robots.
The concl usi on—an unknown vari abl e.

The guardian didn't know what it was, so Kelly didn't either. But the
guar di an began reacti ng.

The two SEALs headed toward a small dot of light. It grew brighter as they
approached, and in a mnute they surfaced inside a cavern. The |light cane from
a glowing orb on the ceiling. They swamover to a Iip of rock on one side and
got out of the water. A tunnel was cut into the wall in front of them They
secured their weapons and headed into it. The ground sloped up slightly, then
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turned to the right. It was [it by thin strips of glowing material set into
the ceiling.

They entered a cave, about a hundred nmeters wi de and | ong. The walls were of
rock, except for the far one, made of black nmetal with control panels built
intoit. Their eyes were focused on what was in the forefront. The body of a



woman was spl ayed agai nst a twenty-foot-high golden pyramid. Near it, a hole
was cut in the floor of the cavern into and out of which a steady streanof
smal | robots fl owed.

Slung over Aivetti's shoul der was a satchel containing explosives. He'd
already prewired several different charges, and already mentally cal cul ati ng
what he would need to destroy this chanber and the pyranid

Both nen started, swinging the nmuzzles of their weapons about as sonething
nmoved to their right. A young boy dressed in brown wal ked out of the shadows.

Kel ly Reynol ds saw the two SEALs through the guardian. She fought to open her
eyes, to be able to control her lungs and nouth. To shout a warning.

"Are you all right?" Popeye McG aw asked the boy.

There was no answer as the boy cane forward, now | ess than twenty feet away.
He was pale and thin, a ghostly stick figure in the chanber's gl ow

"How di d you get here?" Popeye asked, his finger still over the trigger
eyes shifting fromthe boy, to the pyram d/wonman, to the unceasing |ine of
robots.
"My parents,’

the boy said in a cracked voice.
156

"Please help me." He held up his hands as he continued to wal k toward them
"\Where are your parents?" Popeye asked.

"The machi ne," the boy whispered as if the pyram d could hear. He reached
out a hand and divetti instinctively |lowered his weapon and reached forward
with his left hand to the boy.

Flesh met flesh and Aivetti cursed, trying to jerk his hand back fromthe
sharp burning sensation searing his palm But the boy's hand was |ike a vise
as the nanovirus tore through the child' s flesh and bore in the SEAL'S pal m
infiltrating his veins, racing for the brain.

"Cet himoff mel"™ Aivetti had |let go of his weapon and was trying to pee
the boy's hand off with his free hand.

Popeye had the boy in his sights, his finger on the trigger

"Cet himoffl" divetti spun about, the boy airborne but still keeping the
grip.

The flesh in Aivetti's armcraw ed as the nanovirus swarned up it,
underneath the skin. The boy let go and turned toward Popeye, dead eyes
reflected in the glow of the orb

MG aw pul l ed the trigger, the rounds smashing the boy onto the floor. Al ong
with the blood, a black stain poured out of the wound and headed across the
floor toward MG aw+he nanovirus seeking a new host. Oivetti dropped to his
knees, hands pressed against his tenples.

"Run!" The voi ce was barely audi bl e.

MG aw turned, surprised. It came agai n—fromthe woman on the pyramd

“Run! "
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Popeye turned and dashed back down the corridor he had cone in.

Q AN- UNG

The huge doors were w de open, but the Iight fromthe chanber coul d not
penetrate the bl ackness behind the doors. It was not solid, but rather as if
the air itself had lost all ability to allow light to travel through it. A

straight'wall of darkness.
"What is this?" Gergor asked.



Lexi na was puzzled. "I don't know. "

Gergor stepped forward and reached out with his hand toward the darkness.

"Don't do that!" Lexina ordered, but Gergor ignored her. H's fingertips
touched and he turned to look at her. "It's not solid. It's warm There's—= A
| ook of surprise passed over his face, which quickly changed to one of terror
as the black around his armturned bright red, spread down the arm and
envel oped himin less than a second. He screaned as skin disintegrated.

W thin another two seconds there was nothing left of Gergor but his clothes
inasmll pile just in front of the once nmore snooth black wall.

Carefully Lexina knelt and felt the cloth, searching. She found Gergor's ka.
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CHAPTER 11
AREA 51

Equi pmrent check was an integral part of any special forces isolation, and in
this instance, it was essential due to the radical nature of the equipment
bei ng used. Turcotte and the nenbers of Gaves's teamwere in the isolation
area. Turcotte was toweling off, having just finished his fitting for his
TASC-sui t .

The suits were in the back of the isolation area getting |ast-m nute updates
fromthe Space Conmand techs. Each was bl ack, the external material a ceramc
pol ymer that provided protection against small arnms up to 7.62 mm Under the
arnor, the suit was conplex. Battery-powered strips of |PMCs—onic pol yner
nmet al conposites—added power, magni fying the wearer's own strength.

The inner layer was airtight, fitting against the wearer's clothing and
skin. The suit was designed to be used in space. A backpack contained both the
conput er that operated the various systenms and a sophisticated re-breather
that could sustain oxygen for over twelve hours. If operating in a safe
environnent, a valve in the back of the helmet could be opened to all ow
outside air in.

The hel met was the nost advanced part. It was solid, with no visor to the
outside world. Flat screens on the inner front portrayed whatever the wearer
directed. Numerous nmini-cans were on the external arnor, fromthe two where
the eyes would be pointing forward to give a
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normal front view with depth, to ones pointing straight up, down, and back
They were necessary because the helnet fit onto the body of the suit tightly,
al | owi ng no novenent .

Whil e Turcotte had his doubts about where sone of the technol ogy used in the
TASC-suit canme from the Space Conmand peopl e clainmed the hel met and contro
system cane out of two Air Force prograns. DVI-Birect Voice |Input—allowed the
wearer to give comrands verbally to the conmputer. This considerably
stream i ned any process and nmade use of the suit nuch easier. The second
program was VCASS—vi sual |y coupl ed airborne systens simulator. The hel net
screens not only relayed the picture from whichever external caneras were
voi ce-activated, but could also relay information fromthe conputer such as
its occupant's location when in contact with ground positioning satellites.
"Scary, isn't it?" Gaves asked.

The imersion in the black tank, then having foam punped all around his body
to get a nold, had been unnerving. The worst part was being unable to nove for
the period of tinme it took themto confirmthe sizing.

"\What about weapons?" Turcotte asked.

Graves led Turcotte over to a table. "W've got sone kick-ass stuff. This is
the Mark 98. It fires a depleted uraniumround for kinetic energy inpact."

It was three feet long, a thick cylindrical shape that tapered to the end



where the tube was about an inch in diameter. At the other end, there were two
pistol grips: one about six inches fromthe flat base, the other eighteen
inches in with a trigger in front of it. The non-firing end ended in a fl at
plate. The entire thing was painted a flat black

"You can fire it either attached to the suit armor detached." G aves
grabbed the two-foot-1ong cylinder
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and | oaded it into the top of the gun. "Want to give it a try?"

Turcotte picked up the heavy gun and ai med out the hangar doors into the
desert.

"You have a |l aser aimng sight," Gaves said, "that is turned on when you
activate the gun's main power—the switch is there. Wen you're wearing the
suit, you'll get an aimng point on your screen that's one hundred percent
accurate. "

Turcotte turned the gun on and ained at a small boul der on the edge of the
runway. He pulled the trigger. There was no report as it fired, but a loud
pi ngi ng sound. The rock disintegrated as the round smashed into it.

"I't"ll go through any body arnor made," G aves said. "High tension
pre-1oaded, ten rounds per cylinder. Pulling the trigger releases the spring.
The barrel is electromagnetically bal anced so mat the round goes right down
the center, never touching the walls and thus not |osing any velocity and
staying true to target. That's why you have to turn the gun on—to charge the
barrel and to rotate the cylinder. It fires the rounds as quickly as you pul
the trigger, which unfortunately is not as fast as you can pull the trigger
It's as fast as the weapon will allow. The trigger |ocks up until the barre
is set. The cylinder also rotates, aligning a new round. You can fire once
every second. When the systemis attached to the firing armof the TASC suit,
the suit's power systemw |l allow you to handle it with nore ease than you
can here.

"W al so have the Mark 99." He tapped another gun that |ooked just like the
Mark 98. "The only difference with this one is that it can fire a
hi gh- expl osi ve round. Better than the M 203 grenade | auncher and nore
accurate. Conmbine that with the fact the suit can take hits
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fromsmall arnms up to and including 7.62mm machi ne gun fire, we've got a big
advant age over the bad guys."
Turcotte was pleased with that. "Comunications?"
"Integrated secure SATCOM "

Turcotte considered that. Not nuch hel p underwater or underground. "\Wat
about anobng team nmenbers?"
"FM capability."

That would restrict themto Iine of sight. Better than nothing, Turcotte
al | oned.

"Let's run you through your suit orientation,

G aves sai d.

Down below in the Cube's main room Larry Kincaid was staring at a conputer
screen feeding himlive inages fromthe Hubble of the surface of Mars. Quinn
had managed to wheedle nore live time off of the scope, but Kincaid had a
feeling he was going to get shut down soon

The nmech-robots directed by the guardi an on Mars had uncovered sonet hi ng, of
that there was no doubt. Sonething that had been destroyed | ong ago and
covered with rubble. There were still mechs at the site, but only a fraction
of those had cl eared away the rubble. The imagery wasn't detail ed enough to
know exactly what the object was or what they were doing. Al he could make
out was a network of black metal. And it was noving



Kincaid stared at the imgery for several nonments. Were the hell were they
goi ng now? He typed in commands to be relayed to those controlling Hubble. As
I ong as he could, he wanted to keep an eye on what was devel opi ng.

Ki ncai d pi cked through the many papers on his desk
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until he found the translation that Mial ama had done of Burton's manuscript so
far. The account of Ngorongoro intrigued hi mmaost particularly the part about
the bl ack network of netal that had been constructed on the side of the
nmount ai n and destroyed.

He pulled out a photo fromthe "face" at Cydonia and | ooked at what had been
uncovered. It appeared to be the remmants of a black network of netal

Q AN-LI NG, CHI NA

"It's moving." Elek's observation didn't register with Lexina for severa

seconds.
"What is noving?" she asked.
"The wall." El ek pointed at Gergor's cl ot hes.

Lexi na wasn't sure what he was indicating until she realized that the gap
between the clothes and the wall was larger than it had been before.

"It's going back, very slowy, but it is going back," El ek said.

Lexina felt a trenble of excitenment. They'd sinply been in too much of a
rush. It was working after all. She | ooked up at the shinmering black surface.
Soon what they desired would be reveal ed.

EASTER | SLAND

Anot her flight was taxiing down a runway on the opposite side of the world. An
F-14 Tonctat reached the end of the Easter Island International Airport and
slowy turned to face the | ong expanse of concrete. A nan sat in the cockpit,
but he was not a pilot. He had been
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chosen at random from anong the thousands of hunmans who had survived the
nanovi rus experinments. He was there to throw the right sw tches when ordered
to by the guardian. The alien conmputer was going to fly the plane.

Wth a jerk, the brakes were rel eased and the F-14 accel erated down the
runway. Using information culled directly fromthe Naval Flight Center master
conputer, the guardian foll owed correct procedure and the plane's wheel s
lifted off the runway a half mle short of the end. It arced upward,
afterburners kicking in. It headed directly for the inner curve of the black
sphere when the guardi an began a hard right bank over edge of the island.

Too hard. The wings lost their grip on the air and the plane slid sideways.
The guardian tried to conpensate and alnost pulled it out, but the engine
stalled and the F-14 dropped like a stone. The man in the cockpit watched wth
dead eyes as the ground rapidly approached, his hands at his sides, no attenpt
to pull the eject |ever.

The F-14 hit the western sl ope of Rapa Karu crater in bl ossom of expl osion

Wthin mnutes, a cluster of mech-robots were gathered around the flames
waiting. As soon as the w eckage cooled they would go in, retrieve all the
pi eces, and bring them back to the nanorobots at the edge of the runway. The
nanor obots woul d then rebuild the plane. The nan was a | oss, but humans were
nore easily replaced than machi nes for the guardi an

The data fromthe flight was anal yzed, flight tol erances adjusted
On the runway, another F-14 noved into position
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Two hundred niles to the north, Captain Robinette, the conmander of Task Force
79 by default, was |ooking at satellite imgery forward fromfleet conmand at
Pear| Harbor. There was no m ssing the huge ship and the broad wake that
spread out fromits blunt bow.

"I D?" He asked his operations officer, Command Lesky.

Lesky had an identification book open. "The Jahre Viking. 564, 763 deadwei ght
tons."

Robi nette whistled. "Wat's the plot on this?"

"One hundred and eighty mles west of Easter Island, bearing directly down
on the island at eighteen knots." Lesky waited a nmoment. "Should we prepare a
strike to interdict?"

"I'f that thing's | oaded with crude, do you know what kind of ecol ogi ca
di saster that woul d make?" Robinette said. "Besides, you know what it would
take to sink that thing? W'd have to breach every hold or else the oil would
keep it afloat."

Robi nette picked up a tighter shot of the tanker's deck. There was a cluster
of small objects. The next shot was nore focused. G oups of people. Hatches
were open. "lIt's not carrying crude. It's carrying people." Robinette |ooked
up. "Contact Pearl and ask them what they want nme to do about this."

"Yes, sir." Lesky relayed the order
"What about the SEALs?"
"Not hi ng yet, sir."

Popeye McGraw was in the center of the lake that filled Rapa Karu's crater,
treading water. He had surfaced a half hour ago and coul d have been over the
rimand down to the shore by now if he had tried. But what he
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saw when he broke the surface had stopped him The rimwas |lined with people.
Hundreds of them Al staring down at himwith |ifel ess, eyes. He knew what
woul d happen if he tried to clinb up. He didn't have enough amunition in his
weapon to kill all of them Plus, a SEAL never abandoned a buddy.

He knew what woul d happen next, and he waited.

When the hand from bel ow grabbed his ankle and pull ed hi munder, Popeye had
his pistol ready. He had a brief glinpse through the water of Aivetti's blank
face as the man pulled hinself toward him

Popeye McGraw put the muzzle against his conrade's forehead. "I'm sorry,
buddy." He hesitated pulling the trigger, looking into his friend s eyes. And
in that nonent, the nanovirus flowed over his hand, freezing his nerves,
infiltrating his system

MG aw s |ast free thought was that he had failed his buddy, his mssion
and his country.
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CHAPTER 12

AREA 51

"Qur mssionis to infiltrate operational area Aker—the G za Pl at eau—and

secure both Doctor Duncan and any alien artifacts we cone across, wth
enphasis on finding the Grail." G aves sl apped the pointer on the acetate

covering the small-scale map of the Mddle East. "W will depart this location
at 0500 Zulu tine via bouncer for transport to an Israeli mlitary airfield
| ocated here at Hazerim ten mles west of Beersheba. There we will crossload

onto an Air Force MC 130."
Turcotte followed the pointer in Gaves's hand as the team | eader continued



the briefing. It was standing operating procedure (SOP) for a teamto present
a brief-back—their operational plan—at the end of isolation to their conmander
in order to get final approval of the mission and plan. Turcotte was a
believer in following SOP. It reduced the possibility of screwps, and routine
al so reinforced men's confidence. Turcotte |eaned forward and followed the tip
of the point as Graves drew it west, bisecting the Sinai Peninsula.

"W will fly lowlevel across the Sinai to the Gulf of Suez. At that point,
the MC-130 pilots have several possible routes to the target and they will
deci de the safest one to take depending on electronic intelligence of Egyptian
air defenses at the time. Al routes put us over the drop zone, DZ N le,
| ocated here, two kilonmeters upstreamon the Nile fromthe underground river
whi ch we have designhated as Route Al pha."
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Turcotte held up a hand, causing the captain to pause. "Two klicks upstreanf?
Why so far?"

"I"ve talked to the navigator for the MC-130 on a secure SATCOM Ii nk, "
Graves said. "He says they go any further to the north, they will nost

definitely be spotted. It gets crowded very fast as you nove north toward
Cairo. As it is, they think they have a small wi ndow to get us over the river
with a steep bank, a long enough flight over it to get all of us out, then
they will have to bank hard again to get over the desert and out of sight."

"Hdw long will it take us to cover two klicks sw mring?" Turcotte was trying
to remenber the times he'd done what special forces called maritine
operations. Two kiloneters was going to take a little while, even wearing the
TASC-sui t s.

"W won't be swimming it, sir," Graves said. "The TASC-suits have fittings
for propul sion units. Based on other operations we've conducted underwat er
using the suits, we can nake it to the opening of Route Al pha in under ten
m nutes. "

Turcotte caught the note in Gaves's voice. He knew that the captain had
everything | ocked down fromthe second they took off in the bouncer to the
nmonent they entered that tunnel, but fromthere this m ssion was an unknown.
And that bothered the officer. Turcotte now knew why Yakov had been hanmeri ng
at himto slow down, to read the translation of Burton's manuscript, to gather
intelligence. For just a nonment, Turcotte considered whet her they should scrub
the evening's mssion and delay it for twenty-four hours. Then he thought of
Li sa trapped sonmewhere under the G za Pl ateau and he knew they had to go.

"Continue with the briefback," Turcotte ordered the team | eader
The operational briefing was depressingly short.
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There was a lot of "playing it by ear" once they got in the tunnel. So much so
that even Turcotte had to acknow edge the scarcity of good intelligence.
Exfiltration was also iffy with no backup to the helicopters fromthe
peacekeepi ng force.

To bal ance the | ack of planning and intelligence, Turcotte felt they had an
advantage with the TASC-suits. Duncan had been told that the suit had taken
four billion dollars and fifteen years to devel op under a covert research
program funded by the bl ack budget. She'd confessed her concern to Turcotte
that Majestic-12 and Area 51 had a lot to do with the technol ogy that went
into the suit—appropriated Airlia technol ogy.

The brief back was over and Graves was waiting for any questions.

Turcotte only had one. "Are we all set?"
"Yes, sir."

"Good. Let's get the gear ready for |oading." He noted that Yakov had
entered the roomfor the latter part of the briefback. The Russian cane over
to himonce it was done.



"The professor has translated nore of the manuscript.”

"How mnuch?"
" Anot her chapter.™
"I's it inportant?"

"We don't know what's inportant or not yet," Yakov said.

Turcotte stretched out his back, feeling the strain of nenorizing flight
routes, enmergency rally points, primary and alternate exfiltration points,
code nanes, call signs, radio frequencies—all the details needed for the
upcom ng ni ssion

Turcotte bowed to the inevitable and foll owed Yakov to the el evator. The
descent was nade in silence, each
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man left to his own thoughts. Yakov wasn't going with them despite his
protests. He was too large for any of the TASC-suits. Besides, Turcotte wanted
himhere at Area 51 to nonitor everything that was happeni ng.

Che Lu was sitting in her seat and it appeared to Turcotte she hadn't noved
since |last they were there, although he knew she had been working w th Quinn
on Nabi nger's coordi nates. He assuned she hadn't conme up with anything since
she didn't say anyt hing.

Mual ana was at the conputer, and he silently pointed to the screen where the
openi ng of a new chapter was displ ayed.

BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER 4

After so many years of inactivity by The M ssion and The Ones Who Wiit, the
destruction of the base at Ngorongoro triggered a burst of activity by both
si des.

Fi rst—Egypt. Probably fearing retribution, The M ssion renoved their Cuides
from Egypt, ending the Second Age and ushering in the tinme of the Pharaohs,
humans who t ook over the reign

The I ong reach of The Mssion was still present, though, as the plans for
t he Hi ghl and of Aker that Isis and Gsiris had drawn up al nost six thousand
years earlier were revived. The Pharaohs built the nassive pyram ds we stil
see today on the Highland. The purpose of these was uncertain to Watchers at
the tine, although the best guess was that they were to guard the entrances to
t he underground passageways. Wen they were first built, they were covered
with a sheathing of white |linmestone that could be seen for nmany, nany niles.
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"Nabi nger told us the purpose of the pyramds," Tur-cotte said to Yakov, who
was al so reading his copy. "They were a beacon, sending a radar signature from
their snmooth, flat surfaces into space.”

"But think what that neans,"” Yakov said. "The M ssion had no other way to
conmuni cate into space."

"Maybe they were trying to get ahold of Aspasia on Mars," Che Lu suggested.

"But if they had access to a guardian," Turcotte said, "they wouldn't need
to do that."

"But maybe they didn't have access anynore,"” Yakov said.

"Renmenber the nessage Kelly Reynol ds sent here?" Turcotte said. "The vision
of the top of the Great Pyram d bei ng renoved—aybe that was the naster
guardi an." He shook his head. "But that doesn't nmmke any sense."

| learned fromKaji that there were six major chanbers—buat s—ut underneath
the Hi ghl and of Aker. But even the Pharaohs and their priests were not aware
of this. It was no longer the priests of the Neteru or the Horus-Cuides that



wat ched these chambers, but the line of Kaji. The rings they had fromtheir
tinme as the wedjat still worked on the doors of the Airlia. It is obvious that
The M ssion did not trust the pharaohs to guard their secrets, as nmuch as they
trusted secrecy, and the Watchers stepped into the vacuum The M ssion was
aware that the Watchers did this. Wy else would Al -Iblis have sent nme after
Kaji? But they did not fear the Watchers, so they were not concerned.

Wth ggypt abandoned by The M ssion and The
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Ones Who Wait base at Ngorongoro destroyed, where did the two groups go? This
was the issue that plagued the Watchers for hundreds of years.

The first hints cane with the devel opment of civilization in China, far
renoved fromthe cradle of the Nile and the Mddle East. It seened too nuch of
a coincidence that such great strides were nmade in that far-off |and so
suddenl y.

| believe, based on what | have |earned, that The Ones Who Wait set up
their new headquarters sonewhere in that |and. The M ssion remai ned sonmewhere
inthe vicinity of the Mediterranean, its influence felt throughout the
civilizations that began to arise in that area.

A new phase of the Airlia civil war was ushered in, with both sides
extending their tentacles into human civilization, trying to guide it in the
way each deenmed best for their side

However, through all this, the Grail, | believe, renained inside the Hal
of Records. To discover nore, | had to travel to the Mddl e East.

After translating the information about the First Two Ages of Egypt, | once
nore traveled to that country to see how much of the tale |I could confirm
After all, there was the slightest of possibilities that the scrolls could
lie, or perhaps even be fiction. If |I had not seen the Bl ack Sphinx with ny
own eyes, | night have had nore doubts.

| learned that during the time of the Third Age, the tine of the Pharaohs,
bet ween what Egyptol ogists call the Second Dynasty and the Third, that The
M ssion once nore tried to inplenent change in Egypt to fulfill the origina
pl ans of the Gui de-Shadows of the First Age. It was with the Third Dynasty of
the Third Age that the first pyram ds were built. These
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were built by nmen, without the assistance of the Air-lia, but with the aid of
pl ans drawn up by Gsiris and Isis during the First Age.

The first pyram ds were practice in studying how to build such structures.
| have seen the pyranmids of the Third Dynasty at Saqqara in Egypt—the step
pyram ds of Djoser and Sekhenket. During the Fourth Dynasty, the size
increased as the art was being perfected. The bent pyram d of Sneferu at
Dahshur was the precursor to the inplenentation of the plan on G za

VWhen the pyrami ds of G za were constructed, the Watchers were uncertain why
they were built. Indeed, consulting the forenpst experts alive today on the
subject, | have learned they still are unsure of the reason for such a massive
construction project. One of the great nysteries is that there is nothing
witten about either the pyranmids or the stone sphinx in all the witings that
have survived fromthat ancient kingdom It is as if such a thing was
forbi dden, which | believe to be the case.

But | |earned through one report froma Watcher a nost interesting thing.
When the Great Pyram d of Khufu was constructed, the capstone was of a
different material than the rest. It was red in col or

And that capstone was renoved by a flying disk during the Fourth Dynasty of
the Third Age, shortly after the Great Pyranmid was built as Egypt was reaching



the peak of its power and expanding its enpire in all directions. These flying
di sks were nentioned here and there in other Watcher docunents. Cbviously,
they nust be a craft of the Airlia.

Wth the renpval of that capstone, it seens as if The Mssion faded from
i nfl uence not only in Egypt,
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but around the world for a long tine. And the ki ngdom of Egypt slowly began to
decline in power also.

| believe this capstone was one of these alien machines. Were it was
taken, |1 do not know

However, despite the renoval of the capstone, the Ark and the Gail
remai ned in Egypt, hidden in the Hall of Records, forgotten by all but the
WAt chers who guarded it.

| believe fromwhat | have read and seen that The M ssion noved its
influence to the northern side of the 'Mediterranean, to Greece and across the
Atlantic to the Anrericas, in Mexico. The rise of the Geek City states and the
A nmecs in Mexico foretold the growi ng influence of The CGui des anbng humans.

There is also the issue of these pyram d nachi nes—it appears several were
| ocated at various points on the planet and early civilizations grew up around
t hem

The Ones Who Wait fought back in a different and di sturbing nmanner. |nstead
of trying to establish states and armes at this tine period, The Ones Wo
Wait worked at nmani pul ating nen across national and regi onal boundaries
t hrough the power of faith.

That this was effective can be seen through the fact that they managed to
renove the Ark from Egypt. This event has been recorded, but little
signi ficance has ever been placed to it in terns of historical reality.

In 1,200 B.C. a nenber of an obscure tribe called Israelites nmanaged to
secure a place of power in Egypt. There are | egends how this occurred, but the
fact remains it happened.

One nman, Mbdses, then gained freedomfor his people by scouring the |and
wi th curses—events which The Ones Wio Wait could certainly have
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hel ped orchestrate. O, and this is what nmakes it so difficult, he could have
been a Guide. O even just a man interfering in things beyond his conception

I do not mean here to deny the existence of God or his power, but only to
tell what | have |l earned. The truth, which | have searched for all ny life, is
the truth | have found, not the truth others have found. Perhaps there is a
di vine power behind all things, even these alien creatures and their
followers, but | do not proclaimto know.

Moses gai ned his people's freedom but just as inportant, he gai ned
possession of the Ark, in which was held the Gail. He took it out of Egypt
for the first time in over ten mllennia and thus the tale becones nore
i nteresting.

The chapter canme to an end.

"Do we have any idea where the naster guardi an was taken?" Che Lu asked.
“I'f we did, we'd be there," Turcotte said.

"The grid system| have from Nabi nger night have that |ocation," Che Lu
not ed.

"But you haven't been able to align, right?" Turcotte pointed out.
"Not yet."

"You might want to ask Larry Kincaid for help," Turcotte said. He checked



his watch. It was time to be going. "If you get any nore details on the
chanmbers of the tunnels, forward it to ne by secure satellite link," he told
Yakov.
"Cood | uck," the Russian offered.

The acid drip of adrenaline was coursing through Turcotte's veins, and
burning his stomach. He was ready to go.

175
CHAPTER 13

Q AN-LI NG, CHI NA

Lexi na stepped dangerously close to the dark wall. A rounded, black circle of
nmet al had appeared from behind the veil about four feet off the ground. The
circle grew larger as the wall slowmy withdrew until it was four feet in

di ameter, then the netal began goi ng strai ght back, revealing a tube.
"Do you think that is Artad?" El ek asked.

Lexi na placed her hand on the end of the tube. "I don't know. But we will
shortly."

Lexi na paced along the black wall trying to control herself. Many lifetines
of waiting were slowy being fulfilled as the wall slid back centineter by
centimeter.

AREA 51

"The world is a very strange place," Che Lu said. "Wio would have thought a
year ago there would be a Russian agent and an ol d Chi nese worman sitting

i nside the nost secret place in Anerica?"

She was in the conference roomw th Yakov. Her attenpts to align the grid
systemwi th the planet had failed so far, but she felt sure she would
eventually get it. Wen she'd been informed that the next chapter of the
manuscri pt was ready for review, she had put that work on hold. She had not
been able to find Larry Kincaid who was neeting with NASA officials over use
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of the Hubble. She settled down into the chair next to the Russian

She renoved a snall | eather pouch that was tied to her belt and opened it.
Holding it a few inches above the tabletop, she let the contents spill out

with a clatter.

"There have been stranger things happen,"” Yakov said. "Wat are those?"
"Oracl e bones," Che Lu said. "They are what led nme to Q an-Ling. They were
sent to me by a dear friend who is now fighting in Western China." She picked

one up, a piece about six inches long by three wi de. "See the marki ngs—a
versi on of H gh Runes. They were found around Q an-Ling by peasant farners
digging in their fields."

"And their purpose?" Yakov asked.

"They tell the future," Che Lu said. She gathered the bones in her winkled
hands and tossed them
"What do they say?"

Che Lu gathered them placed themin the bag and drew the string tight.
"They were just a tool used by the Enperor's soothsayers. | studied themwth
an ol d woman—el der even than |I—who could read them"

"What did they say?"
"Several things," Che Lu said sharply.

Yakov chuckled. "So it goes with soothsayers—gi ve several answers and
somet hing is bound to come true."

"Let us hope not in this case," Che Lu said.
Yakov's smile vani shed. "What did they say?"
"Betrayal. Fear. Death. Darkness."
"You are right. Nothing good can conme of that. But you are also right in



that it is just random chance that determnes the fall of the bones.”

Yakov checked the clock on the conference roomwall. Fifteen nmore ninutes
and the teamwould be landing in Israel. Even if they did find anything
useful, time
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was running out for themto be able to get it to Turcotte. Once the team went
t hrough the second gateway of Rostau, they would be out of communication unti
t hey reemerged.

The screen lit up with the begi nning of the next chapter

"Let us read," Yakov said to Che Lu, holding a chair out for her to sit.

BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER 5

Around 1200 B.C. the tribes of |Israel began their Exodus from Egypt |ed by
Mbses. Here | nust give the "accepted" version of what happened next.
According to the dd Testanent account, they crossed the Red Sea when it was
parted by the power of their God. The pursuing Egyptian forces were drowned
when the waters fell back in place.

According to biblical sources, this group wandered in the desert—apstly in
the Sinai—for forty years. Such a journey seens strange. The desert there,
which | crossed going from Arabia to Egypt, is indeed | arge and desol ate, but
not that expansive. It is witten that they were led by a colum of snoke or
cloud during the day and a pillar of fire at night. It seens that such
gui dance coul d have been nore direct, except for the explanation that this was
a puni shnment for the worship of false idols while Mdses was away fromthem on
Mount Si nai

It was here that he received the Ten Commandnents fromthe one God he
wor shi pped and was directed to nmake a container for the tablets on which the
commandnents had been witten. It was to be two and a half cubits in length, a
cubit and a half in width, and a cubit and a half in height. (A cubit is
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the length froma normal -sized nman's el bow to the end of the middle finger. A
little less than afoot and a half. But the cubit was different for nany
societies, so we nust allow flexibility.}

The Ark was to be nade of wood, gold-plated on the inside and out. The lid
was al so to be of gold, with two carved figures of cherubi mfacing each ot her
There's sone debate over what exactly a cherubimis. Sone say it is a
sphinx-like creature. thers claimthe two cherubimweren't separated but were
mal e and femal e and carved in an erotic enbrace, although orthodox religious
scholars don't like that interpretation

According to tradition, Mses got these basic instructions and he passed
themon to a man naned Bezal eel who was the nost skilled workman avail abl e
The ark was built with four gold rings on each bottom corner, so that poles
could be placed through for transport. Once conpleted, the tablets were put
i nside, and the Ark was covered whenever it was noved in public.

However, | believe that this is a description of an object that already
exi sted and was taken secretly by Myses out of Egypt. It is at Munt Sina
that Mbses chose to reveal this Ark to the people. The Ark that Mses had on
t he Exodus was the Ark of Atlantis, containing the Gail. | feel the
transition fromAtlantean Ark to Ark of the Covenant is an exanple of either
myth supplanting reality or a deliberate misrepresentation of facts to hide
the truth, sonething | have run across quite often in ny study of the Airlia
effect on our history.



The first part of this story comes mainly fromthe Christian and Jew sh
witing. However there is another body of study that | have perused regarding
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thi s journey—the Kabbal ah, of which there are several interpretations, sone
strictly orthodox, others leaning toward the fantastic. | have culled from al
t hese versions sone interesting information that sheds |ight on the Gail

Kabbal ah is defined nost commonly as "recei ved know edge." Over the
centuries it has been considered an occult theosophy of rabbinical origins. It
is simlar in many ways to sufism a desire for know edge, to | ook beyond the
apparent and find the ultimate truth of our world. Unlike those religions that
promi se revel ation after death, those who follow the Kabbal ah path seek that
truth in this life, and, sone say, ultinmate |life before death, transcending
the imtations of time and space.

Del ving deep into the various accounts, | have found that nost branches
trace their roots to the sane event—+he Exodus at Mount Sinai

For over a thousand years the Kabbal ah was handed down verbally before
being witten, leading to many interpretations. It is reported that while they
were stopped at Munt Sinai, four men were called upon to partake of sonething
"unworldly."

Three of these nmen were identified—a rabbi and two noted men of the tribes.
But the fourth is only labeled the "Other." They entered a chanber in the
nountai n through pillars of marble and gazed upon what was inside. One of the
men was killed instantly, overwhel ned by what he saw. The Qther directed the

two survivors to partake of a "libation " that would bring themto the fourth
| evel of the soul, the chayyah, which is the life force itself.
| believe this Oher wanted themto partake of the Grail. He prom sed them

eternal life if they did so and know edge beyond anything they coul d i magi ne.
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| believe this Oher was a CGuide, sent by Aspasia's Shadow, to determine if
the Grail was being carried in the Ark and if it was indeed the Grail of
Atlantis.

Fortunately, both nen refused to partake. The Grail was returned to the Ark
and the Ot her disappeared. The Ark was brought to the Proni sed Land.

But this hint of such a "libation" led to different interpretations in both
the Torah and the Christian A d Testament throughout the ages.

Regar dl ess of what happened at Mount Sinai, the Ark, Gail enclosed,
traveled to Israel. In 1040 B.C. during the reign of King Sanuel, the Ark was
captured by the Philistines. It is said to have caused great troubles for the
Philistines and they were unable to open it. They returned it to the
Israelites, where it was kept for a while in the town of Baal a.

In the fourth year of his reign, King Sol onon began building a tenple fit
to house the Ark and the Grail. The head architect was a Phoenician naned
H ram Abi ff. Seventy thousand nen were enployed to bring wood fromJaffa to
Jerusal em and even nore, eighty thousand, to quarry the stone needed for the
construction. It took seven and a half years to build-why such a nonunent for
a peopl e that worshi pped one God who asked for no idols to be built to hin®

Hiram Abiff is runored to have sent a report about what he was doi ng and
what the Tenple was designed to hold—the Ark and the Grail—+to his king in
Phoenicia. Hram Abiff was killed by Sol onon upon conpletion of the Tenple to
keep the secret, but it mght have already been too late.

This report made its way through the Miuslim Wrld and when they conquered
Spain, it went to the
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center of know edge they established at Tol edo. There it was uncovered by a
man known only as Kyot, a sort of sorcerer, a master of a little-known runic
| anguage whi ch sounds very nuch |ike the H gh Rune | anguage.

Wth the secret disclosed, action needed to be taken to preserve both
artifacts. On top of that, internal dissension anong the tribes and externa
forces constantly threatened the tenple and its precious contents.

t he successors to Solonon make it seemless |ike a kingdom devoted to God
than one committed to power. And what was the power they were fighting over?

After Sol oron, due to the turmoil that overtook the state, one | egend has
it that the Ark was taken by Sol onbn's son and the Queen of Sheba to Africa, to
t he Ki ngdom of Axum where it has remained to this day. The Ark went south as a
ruse to hide the location of the nore inportant piece—the Gail, which
remai ned in Jerusalem being too valuable and powerful for the priests to part
with in their struggles.

I will not go through the various deceptions, assassinations, alliances,
and betrayals that boiled in Jerusalemfor the next several hundred years.

In 587 B.C., the Babyl oni ans seized Jerusal em and razed the tenple, taking
the people into captivity. It is witten that Jeremi ah, a prophet, hid the
Grail on Mount Nebo in the Abarai m Mountains. That is the last tine the Ark or
the Grail is nmentioned in the Od Testanment. A sect grew, the Essenes, who
kept know edge of the Grail's |ocation a secret. It is possible the Essenes
were a group of Watchers.

And then the Romans cane.
At first, the Romans came not as conquerors, but
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as allies. They were invited into Jerusalem the |esser of the nany enem es
that had to be dealt with

As expected, the Ronans assunmed nore and nore power, making the state a
Roman vassal. And as expected, the Jew sh people eventually rebell ed.

And here you nust bear with me. For | think there was a rebellion of

anot her sort. That the inner priesthood, those who watched the Grail in secret
chanmbers and kept it safe for hundreds and hundreds of years finally reached a
state of desperation. | believe some of these priests were renegade Watchers,

for as you will see later in my account, this was not to be the last tine the
Grail was sought as a solution to a current problemby those men who knew
where the Grail was, hoping it could be used in their struggle, and perhaps
the ultimate solution to stop both The M ssion and The Ones Who Wait by
renegade Watchers.

A figure arose in the I and who becane a | eader, not by force of arns, but
by preaching | ove and peace. He had know edge beyond anythi ng ever seen
bef ore.

And the Romans hel ped their lackeys kill him But it was said he could not
di e.

Whet her it was God or access to the Grail that brought this about | do not
know and do not pretend to tell you

It did not achieve the imediate desired result but it did change the
course of man fromthen forward. History will give the final answer to this.

Che Lu pushed her chair back. She pressed her hands agai nst her eyes and held
themthere. Yakov was silent. There was no | onger the clack of Mial ama's key-
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board—-he too was sitting still, looking at the words he had transl at ed.

"Well." Yakov's voice shattered the silence, but no one went further than
that. No one could. Wat they had just read was so overwhelming inits
i mplications that there was another |ong silence.

They were all surprised when Che Lu spoke. "Nothing is as it seened.
Not hi ng." She | ooked at the others, dismay all over her face. "W are we?
Wiere did we cone fron®"

"More inportantly," Yakov said, "who should we trust?"

"I think we should trust Artad," Che Lu said. "Fromthis journal, it appears
he tried to do good."

Yakov shook his head. "Not entirely. It looks to ne as if both sides were
mani pul ati ve and deceitful ."

"A war is comng," Che Lu said. "Do you think we should align with Aspasia's
Shadow? Everywhere he has been, his influence was negative. Artad was only
trying to stop him™"

"Why think a side has to be chosen?" Mial ana asked. "Perhaps we have to
fight both sides and be true to our species.”

"Artad unified China and |l ed the building of the Geat Wall," Che Lu argued.
"That is a far nore positive thing than Aspasia's Shadow is credited for."

"We shall have to see what the rest of the manuscript has to say," Mial ama
sai d.

HAZERI M Al R BASE, | SRAEL

The runway was bl acked out, allow ng the bouncer to arrive unseen except by
t he commando guards wearing ni ght-vision devices. They had the airfield sur-

184

rounded, guardi ng against attack out of the surrounding desert.

Turcotte watched through his own night-vision goggles the floor of the
bouncer as the pilot gently set down the |large containers holding the teams
equi prent, released the lines, then floated the craft to the side and set it
down. He was the first one out of the hatch, the rest of Gaves's team
fol | ow ng.

A small group of men waited for themon the tarmac next to a dimlight, just
in front of the Conbat Talon. Turcotte recognized the flight suits of the
talon crew, but there was another man dressed in unmarked khakis also in the
group.

The tallest of the men in the flight suits stepped forward as Turcotte
approached. "Col onel Maher, pilot in command."

Turcotte took the offered hand. "M ke Turcotte, m ssion conmrander."”

The colonel didn't bother to introduce the rest of his crew, instead
ordering themto get the aircraft ready to take off. Gaves's team was al ready
carrying the cases containing the TASC-suits and ot her gear over to the open
back ranmp of the aircraft.

That left the unidentified man in khaki, who finally spoke. "My nane is
Sherev. "

"W appreciate being allowed to use the airfield," Turcotte said.

"That is not why | amhere. | amfrom D nona."

Turcotte recogni zed the name and what was thought to be stored there-nucl ear
weapons. "What can | do for you?"

"There is a problemwe have, that appears also to be your problem" Sherev
paused, as if considering what to say. "Soneone in my government has given up
two items that | think have sonething to do with your target."
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Turcotte waited, hoping Sherev would get to the point.

"I would not have allowed this to happen if | had known who was invol ved on
the other end," Sherev continued, "but | was cut out of the loop. It was only
after the items were given up that | discovered who we were dealing with. Have
you ever heard of a man named Al -1blis?"

Turcotte felt a chill come over his body. "What did you give hin®"

"Two artifacts fromour archives at Dinona. They are known as thummi n and
urim They are two stones, the exact nature of which we never ascertained.”

Turcotte renmenbered Che Lu nentioning those nanes. "Wen did he get then®?"

"They were delivered to an intermediary in Jordan four hours ago. W were
not able to track themfurther."

"Why?" Turcotte asked. "Wy did you do this?"

"Al-1blis had Saddam Hussei n assassinated as his part of this bargain. There
were those in ny country—powerful people—who felt the [ oss of two stones that
were apparently not worth anything was an excellent trade."

"They were wong," Turcotte said.
"I feared so. That is why | am here."

A whine split the air as one of the Talon's four turboprop engi nes cane
alive. Turcotte's nostrils flared wide as die famliar snell of burning fue
wafted over him
"What can you do for ne?"

"I got you this airfield and you'll get counter-el ectronic-warfare support
fromour experts all the way into your drop zone and we'll cover the plane
com ng out," Sherev said. "W have a bit nore experience than your Air Force
ininfiltrating Egyptian airspace."

"That will help. W'll have an AWACS flying support so your people can
coordinate through it."
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Sherev handed a small slip of paper to Turcotte. "That's how you can get
ahold of nme via secure SATCOM "
A second engi ne started.

"How di d you know t he deal was bad?" Turcotte asked.

"I't has been my expereince that no one offers something of val ue unless they
can get sonething nore valuable in turn.”

"So what are these stones?"

"They are Airlia artifacts," Sherev said. "The rabbis believe they are an
i nportant part of the garnments the High Priest wore when attending the Ark of
t he Covenant."

The third engi ne was powered up, the noise making it difficult to talk, the
wi nd bl own back fromthe blades causing themto lean into it.

Sherev shouted. "It seens as if |egends are conming alive."

Turcotte nodded, anxious to be going.

Sherev grabbed his arm "Have you ever wondered why nere has never been
peace in this part of the world?" He didn't wait for an answer. "There are
evil forces about—these aliens and their human servants, | think they have
spent nmuch time here causing us grief. It is time we got rid of them Anything
you need, you call ne."

"I"ve got to get going," Turcotte said.
Sherev nodded. "Good | uck."

Turcotte ran up the back ranp to the MC-130. The crew chief imediately
pressed the button that initiated the hydraulic arms, raising the ranp.
Members of the team were opening cases in the rear half of the cargo bay. The
front half was separated fromthemby a thick curtain. It was in that section
that a large part of what
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made the MC-130 different fromregular G130 aircraft was housed. Rows of
equi prent manned by el ectronic warfare specialists filled the space. They
could find eneny radar and defeat it. They could also help the pilot fly in
limted visibility at extrenmely | ow | evel, below the probing fingers of radar

Turcotte had chosen the MC-130 because it was the best chance they had of
getting into the Nile undetected. The two pilots, along with the navigator in
the cockpit, were the best the Air Force had.

A hand on his shoulder got his attention. Graves |l eaned in close so he could
be heard above the roar of the engines. "W need to start rigging. Tine to
drop is only alittle over an hour away."

Turcotte nodded. He staggered and grabbed ahold of the red cargo webbing
lining the skin of the airplane as the plane began noving, taxiing toward the
end of the runway.

Circling at thirty thousand feet over the Mediterranean, the Airborne Warning
And Control System (AWACS) was a nodified 707-320B full of electronic
equi prent rather than passengers. The thirty-foot dome radar on top of the
fusel age was able to "paint" a conplete picture of the airspace for four
hundred nmiles in all directions, once every ten-second rotation

Col onel M ke Zycki was the AWACS commander and his plane's abilities were
suppl enented by a secure link to the National Security Agency (NSA), which
tied himinto the network of spy satellites that Agency oversaw.

"W've got Area Five One Six on screen,"” one his officers reported. "Weels
up fromHazerim"
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"Status of Egyptian air defense?" he asked his electronic warfare officer
"Level four. Not quite war footing, but they're definitely awake, as if

they' re expecting sonething to happen. |I'mforwardi ng what we have to Area
Five-One Six. | think I can paint thema clear alley to their drop point."
"And out ?"

"And out."

"Do it."

Al RSPACE, SI NAI PENI NSULA

Turcotte slid into the TASC-suit, fighting a nonentary feeling of
cl austrophobi a, as the back half seal ed against the front half. He'd never
i ked being in an encl osed spaced. During scuba training, the worst part had
been practicing "l ock-outs" where he would have to clinb into a submarine's
escape hatch, then sit inside while it filled with water, before opening the
out er hatch.

He felt the inner padding of the suit nmold against his body. His fingers fit
into the command pads at the end of the arnmns.
"Power on," he ordered.

The screens on the inside of the hel met cane alive and he could see the
interior of the conbat talon, Iit with the red night-1lights.
"Low | i ght enhance," Turcotte said.

The screens flickered, then he could see nore clearly as the mini-cans on
the outside of the suit went to night-vision node, the conputer enhancing the
available light. Turcotte had a slightly curved screen four
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inches directly in front of his eyes that filled his field of vision and on
standard vi ew gave himthe view that would normally be right in front of him
He coul d give commands to have the screen display other camera angl es.

He al so had a small flip-down display hal fway between the screen and his



left eye that was nade of clear plastic on which was refl ected whatever data
fromthe conputer he wanted. During the testing Turcotte had i medi ately
devel oped a sharp headache fromtrying to watch'the screen and read the data.
He'd tal ked to Apache gunship pilots who had a simlar display built into
their helnets and they'd told himit took nmonths to develop the ability to
naturally do both. They didn't have nonths to prepare for this mssion
Turcotte felt a nmoment of doubt, which he quickly squashed.

Carefully, Turcotte stood. They'd attached an interesting appendage to the
end of the legs: a flat platformthat extended forward about ten inches. It
gave stability like feet, but built into the center of each "foot" was a
six-inch-wi de hole in which a small turbine fan was nounted—the propul sion
device once they were in the water.

Power for the TASC-suit came from banks of advanced lithiumbatteries built
into the armor of the suit. To Turcotte that was the najor di sadvant age—they
had four hours of operating power, then they would need to recharge. They had
to be in, rescue Duncan, recover the Gail, and be out on the exfiltration
aircraft in less than that time. Gaves's plan, the best his teamcould cone
up with during the isolation, had estimated three hours to do all that. But
they were working with a | ot of unknown variables, such as the rather glaring
guestion of where exactly the Bl ack Sphinx was | ocated and how to
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get to it. From experience in Special Operations, Turcotte knew everything
al ways took nmuch | onger than one pl anned.

Wth the aid of the airplane's | oadmaster, a pack was attached to the | ower
back of the TASC-suit carrying gear Turcotte had specified. Above it was
pl aced the specially designed parachute that would allow themto drop at very
low al titude.

Turcotte then had a Mark 98 attached to his left arm Extra amo cylinders
were strapped along his chest, down to his stonmach. He was glad to have the
power of the suit, because he estimated he was at twice his normal weight. He
checked the hookups to the trigger and sight. The trigger was activated by his
left forefinger inside the suit, and the |laser sight picture would be
duplicated on screen for him

On his right armwas placed a "hand.” It was controlled by moving his hand
i nside the end of the arm which relayed to the netal fingers. Al so on the
nmechani cal hand, securely fastened to the mddle "finger" with wire, was
Kopi na' s Wat cher ring.

He was ready to go.

"Area Five-One-Six is in the alley and clear so far," the EWofficer told
Zycki. He pointed at a spot on his screen. "The only problem spot is this
radar site here. They might get an echo fromthe plane as it hits the Nile."
"Can you cloud it?" Zycki asked.

"Yes, sir. |I've got the frequency and I'Il run some interference when the
Tal on gets cl ose."
"Any ot her unusual activity?"
"We tracked a private jet into Cairo five mnutes ago
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that was flying low | evel on an end run around the Sinai. W' re not sure what
that was about." "Concentrate on One Six."

Turcotte was anmazed at the technol ogy and what it could do. Sitting on the
seat, he could ook in all directions w thout noving, just by accessing the
various mni-canms on the exterior of the suit.

Looki ng about the cargo bay was surreal. Not only because he was viewing it



on screen, as if he were taking part in a novie, but also because of the
m ssion they were going on

Bl ack-suited, seven-foot-tall figures noved about, getting rigged, checking
their gear.

A voice cane over the FMnet. 'Twenty mnutes till drop."
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CHAPTER 14
ad zA

Li sa Duncan stirred as she heard the thud of boots comi ng down the tunnel. She
stood, stretched, and felt the pang of hunger in her stomach. Wrse, though
was the dryness in her nouth. She was parched and knew that she could not go
on without water for nuch | onger

She went to the veil and edged it aside so she could see. Aspasia's Shadow
stood there, a pair of soldiers behind him One had an intricately carved
wooden box in his hands.

"You were here when this place was built, weren't you?" Duncan asked before
he coul d say anyt hi ng.

Aspasi a' s Shadow nodded. "I was here. Aker, one of Aspasia' s lieutenant's,
hol | owed out the six chanbers. He bore the tunnels to link them He placed the
Bl ack Sphinx in this chanber and directed the carving of the stone sphinx
above. This was |long before the tinme your scientists think the stone sphinx
was carved. This area was very different then. It was a lush land, fertile for
many nmiles where there is now desert. That was why we chose to conme here after
Atlantis."”

"I'f you helped build this, how did you | ose control of it?"

Aspasi a's head snapped toward her, anger in his eyes. "I was betrayed."
"How? By whon?"

"By Aspasia, of course. He renpved sonething |I needed to rule. H s machine
was afraid | would get too powerful while he slept."
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"What was taken?"
"The master guardian."

"To Mars?"

"No. It was hidden here on Earth. | have searched I ong and hard for it, as |
have searched for the key to the Grail. And you wonder why | care not for
those who still live on Mars? They cared little for nme all these years. But

now ny time cones!"”

"There are some who won't allow that," Duncan said.

Aspasi a' s Shadow | aughed. "Do you know what you are?"
"What do you nean?"

"What hunans are?"

Sonet hi ng was at the edge of Duncan's consci ousness, just like it had been
when she had first seen the Grail. She knew nmore than she could bring to her
consci ous nind, which scared her. How had she gained this informtion?
"We're intelligent beings who deserve a place—=
"Intelligent?" Aspasia's Shadow | aughed agai n.

Duncan renmenbered the strange planet she had seen in the vision fromthe
Ark. "I'm standing here, where you want to be. If I'mnot intelligent, what
does that nake you?"

The smile was gone fromhis face. "Are you ready to negoti ate?" Aspasia's
Shadow asked, the words echoing in the chanmber.

"Are you making me an offer?" Duncan asked in turn as she stepped outside.

Aspasi a's Shadow held up a canteen. "Wuld you like to drink?"



"What do you want in exchange?"
"The Gail."
"You're joking, right?"
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"I never joke,"
without water."
"Then | die here, but at |east you don't get the Gail."

"Those who you work with don't know who you are, do they?"

"I will not give you the Grail," she repeated.

"Perhaps if | made you a better offer," Aspasia's Shadow said, "you would
change your mind."

"There is nothing you can offer me that will get me to give you the Gail,"
Duncan sai d.

"Do not be too sure of that,'
greatest treasure one can give?"

"And what do you believe that to be?"

H s answer was succinct. "Imortality.” He signaled and the soldier with the
box stepped forward, knelt and placed it on the floor several feet in front of
him He opened the Iid, then went back to his position.

Duncan took a step forward w thout thinking, then halted. She felt the
wei ght of the essen on her shoul ders, the crown on her head. She could see the
two stones set inside the box. "Wat do you have?"

"The Grail is worthless w thout these. They were called the urimand the
thumm n, long ago by those who really didn't know what the Gail was—ust |ike
you. Those nanes are as good as any. Even | no | onger renenber their real
name. "

Aspasi a's Shadow said. "You will not |ast rmuch | onger

Aspasi a's Shadow said. "What if | give you the

"The Grail isn't worthless wthout those." Duncan was trying to collect her
t houghts. "It just won't work without them But the Gail still has value. W
are still in a standoff."

"Wirk' ?" Aspasia's Shadow repeated. "Wat exactly do you think the Gail
does?"
"Why don't you tell me?"

"I'f I give one of the stones to you," Aspasia's Shadow asked,
t he standof f ?"

will that end

195

"And all ow nme safe passage out of here with the Grail and stone?" Duncan knew
it was foolish even to ask.

"Of course.”
"Now you lie."
"Perhaps. But you will die of thirst if you persist."

"Then the Grail remains safe in here.”

Aspasi a' s Shadow snorted. "For how | ong? Do you think you wear the only set
of priest's clothes? | amsure | can find another set. O get through the
guardi ans by other neans. It will only be a matter of time, and that variable
is on ny side."

"Then wait for ne to die," Duncan said.
"You do not ever have to die."

That gave Duncan pause. "Wat exactly does the Gail do? | knowit is an
Airlia machine, but how can it give a person inmortality? That is not natural.
How can eternal |ife be manufactured?”

"The Grail does nore than just give eternal life," Aspasia's Shadow said.
"But turn the question around. Wiy is there death? Perhaps it is death that
has been manuf actured? Perhaps it is death that is not natural ?"
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CHAPTER 15
Al RSPACE EGYPT

"Ten m nutes!" Captain Graves's black formwas the rearnost figure in the
cargo bay. The | oadrmaster was dwarfed by him a slight figure in a green
junpsuit holding Gaves's static |ine.

"Co to rebreathers,” G aves ordered.

"Rebreat her on," Turcotte ordered. The conmputer on his back inmedi ately
sealed the suit's air inlet on the back of the helnmet and switched over to the
i nternal rebreather.

"Stand up." G aves gave the command quietly, know ng that each man coul d
hear himclearly through the suit radio.

Turcotte stood, reaching up and hooking his left armover the steel cable
that ran the I ength of the plane.

"Hook up, |oadmaster," Graves said, a departure fromthe normal procedure.
Because each man had weapons attached to the end of their arms, the | oadmaster
had to go down the Iine, renmpove their snap hook fromthe parachute, and attach
it to the static line cable.

Turcotte felt a slight tug as the | oadmaster did his. He turned, making sure
it was secure.

"Check static lines."

"Sound off for equipnent check." G aves gave the next jump command, but then
once nmore he added sonmething. "And | mean all equiprment. |f your suit isn't
working right, nowis the time to say sonething."

Turcotte, the last man in the stick, nudged the man in front. "OK "
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The word was passed up the line until the man right behind G aves announced,
"All OK, junpnaster."

Graves turned to face the rear of the aircraft. Turcotte, through the suit's
external sensors, could pick up the change in flight speed as he staggered
slightly and quickly adjusted. The plane was slowi ng to drop speed.

"Three minutes,” G aves announced.

Turcotte watched the screen just in front of his face as it showed a dark
crack appear at the junction of the top of the rear. The crack w dened as the
ranp canme down until it reached a |level position with the floor of the cargo
bay. Graves knelt, then lay belly down, and slid over, sticking his black
hel met out into the one-hundred-and-twenty-five-mle-an-hourw nd.

Looki ng past Graves, Turcotte could see dark desert a hundred and fifty feet
bel ow. An occasional light, bright as a flare, dotted the | andscape here and
there. He knew they were east of the Nile conming in | ow over the desert.

The pl ane di pped down even | ower and banked hard right. A dark black ribbon
lay below. The Nile. Turcotte felt a fam liar wave of anticipation. For just a
second he renenbered his last junp. Over China, also over water. Peter
Nabi nger was the man next to hinj and he'd hel ped the archaeol ogi st get over
his fear. And now he was goi ng where Nabi nger had consi dered his honme—Egypt,
the center of the mysteries that had consuned Nabinger's life. And the
ar chaeol ogi st had never made it out of China alive.

Turcotte shook his head to get rid of the thoughts and was i nmedi ately
rem nded of the fact that he was encased in a thick, hi-tech suit. The screen
in front of himshimered for a second and he felt dizzy. Then he regai ned his
conposur e.

"Ten seconds.'
ears.

Graves's voi ce had gone up, and the shout hurt Turcotte's
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"Stand by."



Graves edged forward to the end of the ranp, a hul king figure |ooking down.
The red light above the ranmp reflected a deep glow off all the men in front of
Turcotte. He blinked as it changed to green

"Go!" Graves didn't attenpt to keep his voice down, scream ng the command as
if they were on a normal junp and he had to try to be heard above the roar of
the engines. But the green light and Graves stepping off into the night sky
reinforced the conmand nore than vol ume coul d.

Turcotte shuffled forward, barely noticing the strangeness of the suit
enconpassi ng his body as he focused on the edge of the ranp. Then he dropped.

The MC-130 had gone up to less than three hundred feet above the flat black
surface of the Nile, the lights of Cairo ahead, not far in the distance.

Turcotte dropped |like a rock, the weight of the suit adding to his descent.
The static line reached its end and pulled out the three parachutes packed in
the rig. Their abrupt deploynent jerked Turcotte fromterm nal velocity into a
sonmewhat control |l ed descent.

"Down view," Turcotte ordered. The flat black surface of the river was just
below. In five seconds he hit the Nile and was under water. He cut away the
parachute and it quickly sank

"GPS link and team display on," Turcotte ordered. The dark screen in front
of himgave way to a display of the local area. A small red glowi ng dot in the
center was his own position. A dozen other green dots were the rest of the
team A yellow arrow pointed in the direction they had to swmto get to the
tunnel entrance—downstreamwi th the flow of the river.

Turcotte oriented hinself at a depth of five nmeters. G ngerly he turned on
the propul sion units, while trying
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to maintain the same depth. It was a case of trial and error as he noved. By
the jerky movenents of the green dots, the others were experiencing the sane
| earning curve as they travel ed downstream

"Two stones indicate to me that the Gail does two things," Lisa Duncan said.
Aspasi a' s Shadow nodded. "Ah, you are indeed showi ng some intelligence."
Duncan ignored the barb. "One is inmortality, or at least that's what you

claim What's the other half?"

"That is nore difficult to explain," Aspasia's Shadow said. "Is not
imortality a great enough gift? Never growi ng old, never getting sick, having
all the time in the world to do the things you' ve always wanted to do?"

"I'n a world run by you?"

"Sonmebody has to run things for you humans. Look at what a mess you've made
doi ng things on your own."

"How much on our own have we been over the ages?" Duncan retorted.

The propul sion unit worked well as Turcotte closed the distance to the tunne

entrance. It had just appeared on his screen as a yellow circle about two

hundred neters away. He reached it and waited for the other team nmenbers.
"IRlights and IR imaging," Turcotte ordered, switching off the GPS |ink

whi ch woul d be cut anyway as soon as they went into the tunnel. The screen

cl eared and then was replaced by a greenish glow The infrared |ights nounted

on his suit penetrated the dark water
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about ten feet. Turcotte could see the others as they also turned on their
lights and infrared caneras. Black fornms floating in the water, they waited as
each man was accounted for. Turcotte could feel the tug of the water, wanting
to draw himinto the eight-foot-wi de hole in the bank of the N le.



"Al'l present," Gaves finally reported.

"Follow me," Turcotte said. He turned, went into the tunnel, and entered the
second gateway to the roads of Rostau. The water carried himalong. He hit the
side of the tunnel, tunbled, regained his bal ance and orientation, and
continued on.

The tunnel wi dened and Turcotte could stand, chest deep in the surging
water. He stayed on the rebreather, though, uncertain when the tunnel would
narrow once nore. Burton had not gone this way, so all he could hope was to
keep noving forward until he found the shaft Burton had cone down. He wal ked
forward, the teamfollow ng, shifting his screen view to up every two steps,
then quickly back to forward as long as he saw a roof over his head.

He was beginning to get the feel of the suit and his gait was getting
snoot her as he penetrated farther under the G za Plateau. The tunnel was about
fifteen meters wide by three high, the walls showing a smooth cut under the IR
light.

"Hold on." Graves's voice was al nost a whi sper over the team net. "Anyone
hear that?"

Turcotte held up his right arm signaling for everyone to halt.

"Audi o magnify to maxi mum" he ordered the conputer.

He could hear the river, like a thunderous waterfall, going by. And there

was sonet hing el se. The sound of
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nmetal on stone a rapid clicking noise. And it was getting
| ouder.

"Let's keep going,"'
strange noi se.

he ordered, heading directly toward the approaching

"The change is inevitable,"'
"Nothing is inevitable."
wooden box to the canteen
"Your death is, if you continue to deny nme what is mne,’
swung the canteen by the strap.
"I will not give you the Grail for a drink of water."
"Then how about for this?" Aspasia's Shadow held up one the stones. "This is
the urim" He knelt and gently rolled it across the floor
Duncan scrambl ed to her knees and caught it between both hands. She held it
up in front of her, staring into the sparkling green depths of the stone. Her
m nd and soul were drawn to it with nore power than her body woul d ever desire
wat er .
She knew better. The part of her that was free over whatever was controlling
her, knew better. Still, her hands cradled the stone and she felt whatever
resol ve she had weakeni ng.

Aspasi a' s Shadow sai d.
Duncan found that her gaze had strayed fromthe

Aspasi a' s Shadow

Turcotte stopped, signaling for the others to do the sane. He'd stepped down
the audi o feed by stages, yet the clicking noise grew |louder until he had no
doubt the source was very close. He peered at the screen just in front of his
face. He lifted his left arm the MK 98 held level, just above the surface of
the water.
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"Aimng," he ordered the computer. A reticule appeared on the screen. As he
noved the MK 98, the reticule foll owed wherever the nuzzle was ainmed, unless
he went too far and it went off screen

The noi se ceased. For several seconds Turcotte stood perfectly still,
wai ting, the team depl oyed behind him He took a step forward. Then anot her



After four steps the noise came again, not closer, but retreating at the sane
rate Turcotte advanced.

"Cover ne fromthe right," Turcotte ordered Graves, as he went back to
checking the top of the tunnel every other step. The water rushing around his
| egs and wai st was barely noticeable as he conti nued down. Watever was naki ng
t he noi se continued to back up until Turcotte suddenly stopped.

The screen showed a circul ar opening about four feet wide in the roof. He
turned as the nenbers of the team gathered round. "W're going up."

Graves stepped forward. "Are we com ng back out this same way?"

Turcotte pointed in the direction the noise had come from "That way shoul d
also go tothe Nile and you're with the current. Either way. If we go back the
same way we cane in, we can always go downstreamin the Nile itself to the
pi ckup zone."

It was strange, not being able to see the nmen's faces, to get a sense of
what they were feeling. Just dark forms bathed in infrared |ight. Al npst
i nhuman.

Three of them stuck out thick arms to forma shoul der-high platform
Turcotte clanbered up onto the arns. He was able to reach up with both arns
and spread them janmm ng them between the sides of the shaft.

Using the added power fromthe suit, he lifted hinmself into the circul ar
openi ng. Once inside he braced his | egs agai nst one side, his back against the
other. Shift-
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ing to an up view, he could see that the shaft was not exactly vertical, just
as Burton described. Turcotte felt a surge of excitenent. He felt they.were on
the right path.

He began going up by scooting his |legs up, then sliding the back of the suit
al ong the stone.

"Down view," Turcotte said. He could see a suited figure—& aves—i ght
behind. "Up view " The shaft extended as far as the IR lights could penetrate.

Duncan felt a trenmble in her knees and she forced herself to stay upright, her
face calm The urimwas in her right hand, the stone giving off an unnatura
war nt h.

"Why did you give this to ne?"

"It is time for us to nove on. W cannot stay here forever. Things are
happening in the outside world."
"What do you want in exchange?"

"AI'l 1 want is for you to pull back the curtain and let nme see the Ark and
the Grail," Aspasia' s Shadow sai d.

Duncan knew there was nore to it than that, but she couldn't figure out what
Aspasi a's Shadow was trying to do. It was difficult to think clearly with the
urimin her hand, the Grail next to her. Pulling the veil back changed not hi ng
gi ven the weight of the stone in her hand. She reached up and slid the white
materi al aside.

The shaft ended abruptly in stone. Turcotte edged as cl ose as possible, then
stopped. "Magnify twofold," Turcotte ordered. "Suit power |ock." The suit's
nmuscl e magnifiers | ocked in place, both saving power and keeping himin his
pl ace in the shaft.
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He scanned the rock, looking for a place to insert the ring.

"Magni fy threefold," Turcotte ordered.
It was as if he were searching the surface fromjust inches away. The



slightest of depressions in the snooth surface caught his attention

"Magni fication off," Turcotte ordered. He reached up with his right arm
maneuvering the nmddle finger, tip bent, ring forward to the depression. It
fit perfectly. The stone dropped six inches, then slid aside. Turcotte reached
over the edge and clinbed into the chamber to be confronted by the rmumm fied
body of a man, armtrapped under a stone set in the wall. It confirnmed that
they were in the right place.

"Who the hell is that?" Captain Gaves was the next up through the floor

"Kaji," Turcotte knelt next to the body. "One of the Kajis," he anmended,
t hi nki ng of Von Seeckt's story.
Brown skin was stretched tight over the skull, the eyes covered with a mlky

surface. Turcotte wondered why one of the succeeding Kajis hadn't cone down
here and recovered the body. Perhaps this Kaji's son had not been guided this
deeply into the Roads of Rostau, Turcotte thought. Burton also had Kaji's
ring.

Turcotte recalled fromBurton's tale that he had clainmed to have scoured al
the walls for a way out and found no place where the ring would work. They had
prepared for that in isolation.

"Denmo man forward," Turcotte ordered. "Everyone else, back in the shaft."

Met ayer, the senior engi neer on 055, went to the block that had pinned
Kaji's arm Turcotte hel ped hi mrenove his waterproof pack and lay it on the
floor. Unzipping it, Metayer pulled out a long strip of explosive
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whi ch he pressed along the stone's seam He ran out detonating cord with a
fuse igniter.
"\What about the body?" Metayer asked.

"He's already dead," Turcotte said. "I don't think he'll conplain."

"Which side does it go in?" Duncan asked. She had the Gail in front of her
bet ween her knees as she sat on the floor. She felt like a child with a new
toy on Christrmas norning, sitting on the floor, cloaked in the over-sized
robes of the ancient priests. The pull of the Gail was irresistible to her
"I do not know," Aspasia's Shadow said.
"Don't lie to nme."

"As far as | know, the stones have never been in the Gail,’
Shadow said. "I certainly have never seen it used.”

Duncan wasn't sure whether to believe himor not. "Do you know what it
does?"
"The urim does one thing, the thumm n another."
"That's not much help."

"I amnot here to help you,'
we can end this inpasse.”

Duncan pl aced the pal mof her hand on top of one end and waited. The end
irised open. Reverently she took the urimand placed it in the depression
feeling the tingle as before.
She stared down at it.
Not hi ng
A part of her felt relieved.

Aspasia's

Aspasi a's Shadow said. "I gave you the urimso
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Met ayer held up the ignitor. "I"'mall set."

Turcotte slipped over the edge of the shaft and went down, |eaving enough
room for Metayer to be above him The denop nman fol |l owed.
"Fire in the hole," Metayer announced.

"Audi o down three quarters,"” Turcotte ordered the conputer. Wen the bl ast
cane, it was nuted



"Audi o normal power." Turcotte clinbed up behind Metayer. The chanber was
full of airborne dust swirling about.
The stone had been knocked out of position and a tunnel beckoned beyond.

Duncan | ooked up. Aspasia's Shadow stood on the other side of the chanber

wat chi ng her |ike a hawk—no, nore as a vulture would, she realized. A soldier
ran up the tunnel, halted next to Aspasia's Shadow, and whi spered sonething in
his ear. Aspasia's Shadow hi ssed sonmething in return, never once |ooking away
from Duncan and the Gail. The soldier ran back down the tunnel

Aspasi a' s Shadow reached inside his cloak and renoved a small bl ack sphere.
It di sappeared inside his |arge hands, the fingers noving around the surface
of it. She briefly wondered what it was, but the lure of the Gail was too
strong for her to spend much tine on that.

Duncan reached in and renoved the stone. The opening cl osed. She turned the
Grail over and placed her hand on the other end. It opened. She lowered the
stone in and knew she had it right this time as soon as the urimgot close.
The stone grew hotter, the green |light inside blazed brightly, illumnating
her and the entire chanber with an unearthly gl ow
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A shock raced up her armas she placed the stone in its place. The opening
irised tight against her wist. She tried to renmove her hand but .couldn't.
Her fingers would not let go of the stone, held by an invisible force. Pain
radi ated through the flesh that touched the stone, lancing into her bones and
causing her to cry out. It was as if her hand were on fire. She could feel the
fl esh peeling back, charred and burned. She had never felt such intense agony.

In her concern for the pain the Gail was causing, she failed to notice that
the I'ight had gone out in the ruby eyes of the sphinx head guards.
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CHAPTER 16
THE G ZA PLATEAU, EGYPT

Turcotte felt a nmomentary sense of panic as he entered the tunnel. Was it
right or left now? He forced hinmself to concentrate on the nission. Burton had
sai d the hidden door was on the right, which nmeant he had to turn left. He
shifted in that direction. Seventy paces, which nmeant about sixty neters.
Turcotte had checked his pace count in the suit while in the hangar during
i sol ati on. He nmoved quickly, the teamfollow ng, each man keepi ng his own pace
count. The last man in |ine dropped a chemlight next to the door, marking the
location as it slid shut.

Turcotte stopped where he thought the hidden keyhol e should be. "Pace
check," he announced over the radio. The report fromthe rest of the team
i ndicated they all agreed plus or m nus about three nmeters, which wasn't bad.
Turcotte placed the ring against the left wall at shoul der |evel. Nothing. He
shifted left several feet, then back to the right when the outline of a door
appeared. The door shifted, then slid up

Turcotte stepped through, weapon | eading. He took a quick shift glance in
both directions. He turned left. "Let's go."

Li ke a bear trapped with its paw in the honey pot, Lisa Duncan remai ned on her
knees, frozen. The pain was centered in her hand, but now Duncan coul dn't nove
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any part of her body as it radiated through her nervous system crawing up
her armlike an inevitable tide of agony. Every nerve ending vibrated with the
feeling of a red hot needle knifing through it fromthe inside going outward,
as if the source were her bone marrow itself. She didn't even blink as, out of
the corner of her eye, she saw Aspasia's Shadow wal k forward, past the bodies
of the two soldiers that had been killed earlier

"One hundred and ei ghty-seven neters," Turcotte said.
"Check," Gaves replied.
Turcotte put his hand on the wall and began searching for the next door. The

| ast door between them and the tunnel leading to the Hall of Records chanber.

Beyond the pain resonating fromher hand, up her arm and exploding in her
brai n, Duncan barely felt it as two sol diers grabbed her and began carrying
her out of the chanber, the armwith the Gail dangling. Four others picked up
the Ark, carrying it by the poles out of the chamber behind her

Aspasi a' s Shadow knelt next to Duncan. Hs long fingers closed around the
narrow center of the Grail and squeezed at a certain spot. He carefully
renoved the Grail from her hand. Then he turned it upside down and a gl ow ng
stone dropped out. That end of the Gail closed. He pocketed the stone and
then placed the Grail inside the Ark. He threw a white sheet over the Ark,
covering it.
Still Duncan didn't nove.
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A burst of automatic weapons fire echoed into the chamber.

Aspasi a's Shadow stood. "It is time to leave." He still had the black sphere
in one hand. The surface was divided into small hexagonal areas. H's fingers
t apped several of the hexes.

The first burst hit the ceiling above Turcotte's hel net, sending chips of
stone flying. There was no chance for the soldier to get off a second burst,
as Turcotte had centered the reticules on the man's chest even while he was
firing. Turcotte's trigger finger twitched and a dart ripped through the nman's
chest, sending himtunbling back down the tunnel into the darkness from which
he appear ed.

"We're in the right place,
own receiver.

"Ri ght behind you, sir!" Gaves replied.

Turcotte ran toward t he darkness. He paused just before entering and fired
the rest of the magazine into the blackness as quickly as the cylinder
rotated. He grabbed another cylinder off the bandol eer on his chest and
r el oaded.

Then he went in.

A sol dier staggered onto the landing |leading to the tunnel, blood spurting
fromthe stunp of his right arm neatly severed by a dart. The man tunbl ed
over the edge and fell to the ground with a solid thud. The bl ood stopped
spurting.

Aspasi a' s Shadow yel |l ed comands in Arabic, sending the soldiers he had in
t he chamber running up the stairs toward the | edge.

Just as the darkness envel oped him Turcotte heard the begi nning of a
startled yell over the teamradio net. Then it was cut off as if a switch had
been flipped. He

Turcotte yelled, hearing the echo through his
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waded forward through the darkness and stepped into the brilliant light of the
Hal | of Records chanber. Behind him the tunnel was as dark, the strange
doorway cl osed behi nd hi m

"IR off, normal light," Turcotte ordered as his screen was overl oaded and
bl anked out for a second.
That's all it took for a three-round burst froman AK-47 to hit Turcotte in

t he chest, staggering himback a step. The special ceranic/alloy arnor
absorbed nost of the inpact, chips flying.

The screen cane alive with normal light. The reticules were high. Turcotte
drew them down to the lead man coming up the stairs and fired. The steel dart
tore through his chest and kept going, taking out the two nmen directly behind
him before hitting the spine of the third nan changing direction slightly,
flying down into the chanber.

Turcotte took a second to scan the chanber. The Bl ack Sphinx doni nated the
vi ew, but he was nore concerned about finding people. He saw Duncan! She |ay
unconsci ous on a tarp, being carried by two nmen. Behind her was a tall figure
in a black robe, and behind himsonething draped in white al so being carried.

"Spread out on the |ledge," Turcotte ordered over the team net.

There was no answer.
Turcotte fired another dart down the stairs.
"Rear view"

There was no one behind him The tunnel went ten neters, then faded into the
strange bl ack darkness.
"Front view "

Turcotte fired the MK 98 again, spearing the closest man. He could see the
flashes as others fired. Rounds from men on the floor of the chanber chipped
stone all about him Hard thuds on the suit indicated sone of the bullets were
hitting.
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Turcotte took a step back into the tunnel, getting out of the angle of fire
of those on the floor. A head appeared coining up the stairs and Turcotte
fired, taking it clean off. That bought himsone tinme. Still, no one canme out
of the darkness.

Sil ence on the team net.
"Can you hear nme?" a voice yelled from bel ow.

"Ext ernal speaker on," Turcotte instructed the conmputer. "l hear you."
"You will let me out or your friend will be dead."

"Who are you?" Turcotte needed to buy time for the teamto reinforce him He
had no i dea why they hadn't cone through yet.

"Aspasia's Shadow. You will let me out or your friend will be dead and then
we will kill you," Aspasia' s Shadow continued. "Be glad | give you ms offer."

Turcotte tried to think, to assess the situation. "I'll let you pass only if
you give ne her in exchange."

"I cannot give you the woman. She has partaken of the Gail. She nmust go
with me to finish the process. If you take her, she will die."

Turcotte had no idea what he was tal king about. Where the hell was the rest
of the A-Tean?

Anot her head appeared, peering cautiously. Turcotte ained. A black object
flew through the air. Turcotte shifted the reticules, tracking, fired, and the
dart hit the grenade in mdair.

At the same nmonent, a terrorist |leapt up onto the |ledge, firing on ful
automatic. The rounds inpacted on the left side of Turcotte's suit, staggering
hi m si deways. The screen inside the helnmet flickered, then adjusted as the
| eft-side helnet mini-camwas destroyed. Turcotte dropped to his knees and
fired, killing the man. Warning lights were flickering on the bottom of the
screen, informng himthat the left front mni-camwas out. Sone
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of his lithium batteries had been destroyed, reducing avail abl e power by
twenty percent and various other problens that he didn't have tinme to read or
know how to deal with.

"W will kill you," Aspasia's Shadow yelled. "And I will kill Doctor Duncan
unl ess you i medi ately allow us to pass.”

Turcotte kept his aimon the top of the stairs. He switched to FM "Report?
Anybody?"

Si |l ence

"We are coning up and Doctor Duncan is in front,'
echoed in Turcotte's hel net.

Turcotte stood. He could see two nen conming up the stairs supporting Duncan
who appeared to be unconsci ous, between them Turcotte knew he could take both
men down easily, but they m ght take Duncan over the edge with them Behind
t hem | oomed Aspasi a's Shadow.

"I'f you are thinking of killing me," Aspasia's Shadow began, a second before
Turcotte pulled the trigger, "you need to know | amthe only one who can
revive her. Wthout nme, she dies."

"What did you do to her?" Turcotte denanded.

"I didn't do anything," Aspasia's Shadow said. "She accessed the Gail and
now t he process nust take its course. And | amthe only one who can nmake sure
it devel ops properly or else she dies a nost terrible death."

"\What process?"

The two nmen had reached the | edge, less than twenty feet from Turcotte. They
paused as Aspasi a's Shadow cane up behi nd.

"W will go now, " Aspasia's Shadow said, the other survivors fromhis group
on the stairs, carrying the Ark
"What process?" Turcotte repeated.

Aspasia's Shadow poi nted and the men noved

Aspasi a's Shadow s voi ce
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forward. Turcotte held his ground for a second, then stepped aside. "You'l
never get out of here.”

"I believe we will," Aspasia's Shadow said. He smled, revealing |long, sharp
teeth. "Do you know who she is?"

Turcotte was at a loss for an answer, not understanding the intent of the
guesti on.

"She is not who you believe her to be," the creature continued. "She has

lied to you—er nore likely even she does not yet know her true identity." The
two nmen and Duncan di sappeared into the bl ackness. "Do not follow us or she

will die." He stepped into the bl ackness before Turcotte coul d say anot her
wor d.

"Damm!" Turcotte cursed. He wondered if Gaves and his nmen woul d anbush
them He waited a few seconds, so he wouldn't be caught in the kill zone, then

dashed into the darkness, the heavy netal thud of his legs hitting the tunne
fl oor echoing into his hel net.

The bl ackness grabbed him and he propelled hinmself forward, the M-98
ext ended, finger ready. He stunbl ed over sonething as he entered the tunnel on
the other side, hit his knees, forced the muzzl e of the weapon up, scanning
the screen for targets—nothi ng noving.

As he got to his feet, he alnpst fell once nore.
"Down view. "

Turcotte blinked, trying to nake sense of what he was seeing. A black tube,
about two feet long. Turcotte took a step back as he realized what it was. The
severed | eg of one of the team menbers, still encased in the suit arnor.
"Forward view "

The tunnel was littered with body parts, some still in arnor, others ripped



out of the suits. A head, half out of the helnmet, lay to one side. It was
Graves, dead eyes staring at nothing, neck cleanly severed. The body was ten
feet away, farther down the tunnel, blood pool ed
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where the head should be. The walls of the tunnel held |large divots where
darts had hit, so the team had put up a fight agai nst whatever had attacked
t hem

"It's the whole team ™ Turcotte whispered to hinself, as if hearing the
words woul d make the inpact |ess severe. He counted, trying to add up body
parts and suits. As near as he could nake out, every nenber of the team was
dead.

How coul d Aspasi a's Shadow have done this? He wondered, but even as the
t hought crossed his nmind, he realized this had happened while he was in the
chanmber still talking to the alien creature.

The MK-98 was still pointing ahead, but Turcotte wasn't aware of where the
reticules were, the vision on the screen too overwhel mi ng. Turcotte renenbered
somet hing fromthe briefing given by the space conmand representative. He went
over to Graves's body, turned it over, the backpack now accessible. Wth his
ri ght hand, he pushed a button. A cover popped open, revealing the naster
conputer. Turcotte renmpbved a DVD disk. He knew he could put it in his own
conput er and have whatever it had recorded from Graves's caneras and ni kes
pl ayed on his screen, but there wasn't time for that now He shoved it into
one of the enpty anmo pouches on the front of his suit.

He began to run. He left the bodies behind, hoping that carrying Duncan
woul d sl ow Aspasi a's Shadow down enough so that he could catch them

The pressure on the suit leg was so slight that Turcotte al nost didn't
register it. He skidded to a halt, his instincts warning hima second before
his mind was aware. Too late as the trip wire ignited the mne.

Steel ball bearing ripped into the TASC suit, the concussion of the bl ast
knocki ng Turcotte off his feet and sending himflying backward down the tunne
ten feet.
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Two SA 365 Panther helicopters blew up sand as they | anded next to the G eat
Pyram d. Egyptian troops surrounded the area, but none canme cl ose as Aspasia's
Shadow and hi s entourage came out of the Caliph's entrance, carrying Duncan
and the covered Ark toward the choppers.

They | oaded, the doors slid shut, and the choppers lifted, heading to the
east .

Turcotte had felt pain like this once before when he'd been shot in the chest
while wearing a protective vest, except this was all over his body, not
| ocalized in one place. He was in conpl ete darkness, and it took hima second
to figure out why that was.
"Screen on," he ordered. "Forward view"
Not hi ng

He tried noving, but the suit didn't respond. The inner, airtight pressure
| ayer pushed in on every part of his body except his head, clinging, not
allowing himto nove. Into his trapped darkness, Turcotte screaned, the sound
reverberating inside the helmet. Then he passed out.

"We've got two bogies nmoving due west. Takeoff point just about on top of the
Great Pyramd."

"I dentification?" Colonel Zycki asked as he cane down the aisle in the AWACS
to stand behind the screen watcher who had made the report.
"Negative ID."



" Si gnat ure?"
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"Definitely helicopter. Flying low |l evel but fast. They aren't Egyptian
because whoever's flying them has got to have LLTV and extensive night-flying
capabilities that the Egyptians don't have."

Zycki considered that. "Notify our Israeli friends and forward them updates
on the helicopters.”
"Yes, sir."

Zycki turned to another of his people. "Anything yet fromthe teanP"
"No, sir."

Zycki checked his watch. They only had an hour of darkness. He didn't think
they could manage an exfil-tration fromthe Nile in broad daylight.

Turcotte regai ned consci ousness and i nmedi ately began hyperventilating. He
tried to get it under control, knowi ng that was how he had passed out.

"Status display?" he whispered, hoping the conputer was back on line.

Only darkness. He tried to nove his arms. Nothing. Legs i mobile. He focused
his mnd back to the orientation he had received. There was an energency
release if all power was |ost. \Where? He remenbered, turning his head as far
as he could to the left and sticking his tongue out. It touched a toggle,
whi ch he flipped up.

Turcotte bolted upright as the front part of the suit swng away fromhis
body. He rolled out of the suit, savoring the feel of the stone under his
hands and knees. He just lay there for a mnute. He knew that Aspasia's Shadow
and Duncan were |l ong gone. He'd been in too nuch of a rush. He stood, pulling
a flashlight out of the small butt-pack strapped to the rear of the suit.
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Turcotte shone the light down on his suit. The nine had ripped the arnmor in
many pl aces. The protection had hel d—er el se he wouldn't be standing right
now—but the pellets had ripped into the conputer, danaging it beyond repair.
Wthout that working, the suit was just a large pile of high-tech garbage.

Turcotte checked the SATCOM | i nk that was bolted on just above the conmputer
It was al so trashed. He grabbed the DVD disk he'd taken from Graves's suit. He
al so took the Watcher ring off the right arm Then he unl atched the MK-98 from
the suit. Wthout the suit's strength augnentation, the full weight of the
weapon rem nded Turcotte of carrying a fully | oaded M 60 nachi ne gun. He
fastened a sling fromhis belt and slung the gun over his head. He took one of
the lithiumbatteries fromthe suit to power the gun, increasing the weight he
was carrying by ten pounds.

Turcotte hefted the MK-98, finger on the trigger. He had no clue which
cardinal direction he was going in and when he checked the small conpass
strapped to his watchband, the needle spun wildly. Turcotte | ooked at his
wat ch. Dawn was only an hour off.

He reached the end of the hallway. Turcotte used the ring and the door slid
open. He stepped through. He then turned in the direction he had come from
where the corridor descended.

"W have an Egyptian jet coming at us at Mach-2." Col onel Zycki frowned at the
report. They were over

the Mediterranean, well clear of Egyptian airspace. "Make comm with it and
request the pilot to stay

clear,"” he ordered. He turned his attention to the screen
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tracking the two choppers. They were over the Qulf of Suez, still headi ng west
toward the Sinai Peninsul a.

I nside the cockpit of the Anerican-nade F-16 Fighting Fal con, the Egyptian
pilot, Ahid, ignored both the warnings fromthe American plane and the
confused orders fromhis own higher command demandi ng he turn back to base

Ahid's eyes flickered down, checking his radar, ensuring he was on course.
H s hands were perfectly steady on the controls, his face rel axed despite the
chatter com ng through his hel net.

"Uh, sir, no response fromthe incom ng bogey. W' re picking up
transm ssions froman Egyptian air base and they appear to be calling it back
too."
Col onel Zzycki frowned. "Wat's the vector?"

"Straight on to us, ETA one minute. W're already within Sidew nder range,
but no fire indicator."

If the F-16 was seeking to take them down, it would already have fired. So
what was it doi ng?
"Where's our nearest support?" Zycki asked.

"The Israelis could scranble and be here in seven nminutes," the man replied.
"Goddam, " Zycki excl ai ned. Anot her gane of chicken, he thought. It was a
danger ous gane, one that had been played for many decades in the Cold War and
on into the years since the fall of the Wall. A jet would charge down on the
AWACS, trying to scare the occupants. The fact that it worked, the crew of the

def ensel ess surveillance craft feeling |like deer caught in
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headl i ghts of an approaching craft, was a big reason it had | asted so |ong.
Zycki keyed the crafts intercomso he could address the entire crew. "All
right, people, we've got an inbound bogey trying to rattle us. Let's keep
doing our job and let this bozo go by."
"Fifteen seconds out," the screenwatcher reported.
"We still have tracking on the choppers?" Zycki asked.
"Yes, sir. They're dry over the Sinai, turning to the north."
"I want—= Zycki began, but the man tracking the Egyptian jet slanmmed his
fist on the console.
"It's still com ng!"
"But— Zycki never finished the statenent.

Ahid could see the left side pilot of the AWACS staring out the small cockpit
wi ndow at himas he rapidly closed the distance between the planes. Hs tine
sense had sl owed everything down so that seconds seened |ike mnutes.

He coul d see the rotodone rotating inch by inch, the AWACS tail nunber, the
star painted on the side of the craft, the lack of w ndows, the gray paint.
Ahi d adjusted course very slightly and, for added effect, kicked on his
af t er bur ners.

Then the F-16 hit the AWACS dead-on at over fifteen hundred mles an hour

Over two hundred and forty miles away, Aspasia's Shadow | ooked down at the
desol ate desert | andscape
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bel ow as the | ead Panther fitted above the ground at less than fifty feet

al titude.
"We're clear of radar," the, pilot reported. "The AWACS is gone."



"Head for The M ssion," Aspasia's Shadow ordered.
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CHAPTER 17
THE G ZA PLATEAU, EGYPT

Turcotte paused and got to his knees. He | eaned over, ear to the floor. A
faint roar, nmuted by the stone between himand the river. He had al ready
passed t hrough anot her doorway and he knew he was getting close to the chanber
that held the shaft.

And there was sonething else, a sound that caused himto halt. A rapid
clicking noise, alnobst in a rhythm but there was sonething disconcerting
about it. Turcotte closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to identify the
sound. Metal on stone, like the rapid tap of a chisel on the tunnel floor. And
it was com ng cl oser.

Turcotte stood and began to run, nore of a shuffle given the weight and size
of the MK-98. He knew this was throwi ng his pace count off, but he could make
out the glow of the chemlight on the floor ahead. He reached it and slid the
ring key along the wall, searching for the correct spot. Turcotte forced
hinsel f to sl ow down and nmake sure he was covering every square inch

Turcotte paused and | ooked down the corridor. There was a gol den gl ow, but
he coul dn't make anything nore out. It was getting closer. He continued to
work the ring, searching. The clicking sound was | ouder, nore om nous, causing
himto | ook once nore. He blinked, trying to nake sense of what he was seeing.
Hs first thought was that it was the | argest spider he had ever seen, |egs
over three feet long, a round gol den body, but there was nore to it. Just as
many arnms on top
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of the gl obe as on the bottom filling the corridor conmpletely, top to bottom
side to side. But the arms were metal, the source of the noise. And the gol den
ort)—Turcotte had seen that before. A foo-fighter, encased in sone sort of
robotic extension. In the golden glow of the foo-fighter he could see the

bl ood on the netal arns and he knew what had happened to the rest of the team
That meant the MK-98 was usel ess against it.

Turcotte slid the ring along the wall as the machi ne approached, now | ess
than twenty neters away. The ring touched the right place, the stone door
sliding up.

Turcotte fired. The steel dart hit the foo-fighter dead center and
ricocheted off. Turcotte threwthe MK-98 with all his might at it and dove
into the tunnel, the stone slammi ng shut behind him

He could hear the clatter of the netal arns on the wall for several seconds,
as if it were scratching at the door, then silence. He didn't wait for
anyt hi ng nore to happen and assumed the thing was taking another route. He
raced down the tunnel until he cane to the stone debris that had been the [ ast
door. He entered the chanber. The hole in the floor beckoned.

Turcotte |lowered hinmself into the tunnel”. He let go and fell

VICINITY EASTER | SLAND

The crew of the E-2C Hawkeye felt like sacrificial lanbs as they circled five
mles to the east of the shield wall surrounding Easter Island. The rest of
the Task Force was two hundred miles to the north. A pair of F-14 Tontats were
hal f way between them and the fleet, but the jets' mssion was to guard the
fleet, not support the Hawkeye if there was trouble.
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"Look at that," the pilot didn't have to point out what he was indicating,
as the ship that was heading toward the island was the | argest thing floating
anyone on the crew had ever seen

The conbat information officer (C1O keyed his radio. "Operations, this is
HK-12. Over."

The reply fromthe Stennis's operations center was inmediate. "This is
operations. Over."

"We have visual on the Jahre Viking three niles fromthe shield wall and
she's still heading straight for it. Over."

"Roger that."

The IO waited for nore, then finally asked what they all wanted to know.
The answer was apparent fromthe |ack of activity on their radar screens—o
strike force winging in fromthe north—-but they wanted the answer in plain
English. "What are the orders from Pearl ? Over."

"Do nothing. There's wonen and children on that ship froma hal f-dozen
different countries. You want to be responsible for killing thenP"

There was no adequate answer to that.

The bow of the Jahre Viking was less than a half mle fromthe shield wall

when a dark cloud came swarm ng out of the bl ackness.

H s crew thought him quite nad. Johan Verqui st had been forced to relieve both
the captain and first officer. The junior officer now running the bridge felt
the sane as his predecessors, but the presence of half a dozen Progressives
armed with pistols had been enough to persuade himto follow the orders the

ot hers t hought
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i nsane—head straight for the shield wall that protected Easter |sland.

Ver qui st gl anced over at Dennison, but the Guide's eyes were fixed on the
bl ack wall. On the broad deck of the tanker, the thousands of passengers were
gat hered, all facing the sane direction. Every square foot of deck space held
a person. Al were above deck except for those that drowned in the 3-starboard
hol d.

A cloud canme out of the darkness and Verquist started. "What is that?"

"Qur salvation," Dennison said. He | eaned forward, pressed a button, and
spoke into the ship's audio system "Qur rebirth is at hand."

An audi bl e nbpan swept over the bridge, torn fromthousands of lips, a
m xture of fear and anticipation. The peopl e began chanting something in a | ow
tone that Verquist couldn't nake out.

Verqui st couldn't take his eyes off the unnatural cloud that was approachi ng
his ship. "lI've done what | said | woul d—what you asked of ne. | want what you
pron sed. "

Denni son nodded. "What you were pronised is also at hand."

The cl oud swarned over the bow of the ship, over four football fields in
di stance fromthe bridge. Screans now nmixed with the chanting. Those farther
back reacted, sone staying in place, others shoving and pushing to try to get
away fromthe rapidly approaching cloud. It was mass panic, but as the cloud
slid down the deck, those caught in it quickly becanme quiet.

"What is that?" Verquist denanded.

"What you were promi sed. The beginning of it, anyway."

Verqui st could now see that the cloud appeared to
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be a swarmof flying insects. One smashed agai nst the bridge glass but
rebounded, buzzing around, searching for a way in. They were nachi nes,



Verqui st could see that now, smaller than nosquitoes, alnmost invisible to the
naked eye. They poured through the open side doors to the bridge. Verquist
dashed toward the rear of the bridge, through the door |eading to his cabin.
He slammed it shut and | ocked it. Screams, quickly cut off, echoed through the
expensi ve wood. Verquist threw hinself into the chair behind his |arge
mahogany desk. He pulled open a drawer and wapped his hand around the pearl
handl e of a revolver. He pointed it at the door

They canme under the door.

He fired five shots in rapid succession, knowing the futility as he pulled
the trigger.

He put the hot nuzzle against his tenple as the first of the m cronmachi nes
| anded on his skin. His finger twitched, caressed the nmetal, then rel axed. He
| oved hinself too nuch to do it. He | owered the gun

The micronmachine let |loose its | oad of the nanovirus and the microscopic
machi nes bore through his skin and into Verquist's bl oodstream He screaned
and tried to bring the gun up, but he was too |late as the nanovirus poured
into his brain.

AREA 51, NEVADA

"It is now daylight in Cairo."

"I amaware of that," Yakov told Che Lu. They were in the conference room
Prof essor Mial ama still behind the conmputers, typing away. It was an
i ndi cation of the seriousness of the situation that Yakov had a nug of hot
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coffee sitting on the table in front of him the vodka bottle nowhere in
si ght.

"And your awareness inproves the situation in what manner?" Che Lu asked.

Yakov spread his | arge hands wi de apart. "And how does your informng nme of
what | al ready know i nprove the situation?"

"Are you aware the Anericans | ost one of their surveillance aircraft over
the Mediterranean?" Che Lu asked.
"I saw the report Mjor Quinn sent down."

"And that aircraft was tracking two helicopters that took off fromthe
vicinity of the Great Pyramn d?"
Yakov nodded.

Che Lu continued the questions. "Wat—-and who—do you think were on those
hel i copt ers?"

To that Yakov had no answer. He knew Che Lu was frustrated. She had been
wor ki ng on the grid coordinate system she thought she had figured out in
Q an-Ling, but it was not fitting as she had hoped. C ose, but not quite
there. Her nunbers were slightly off, and she didn't know where the probl em
| ay.

"I have nore of the manuscript ready." Mialama didn't even raise his head to
announce that. "It's com ng up on the screen now. "

Yakov wal ked over and sat down. As soon as the translation appeared, he
began scrolling.

BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER 6

The M ddl e East is the crossroads between three continents-Asia, Africa,
and the eastern edge of Europe. Because of this, it has seen nunerous invadi ng
arm es pass through
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The Jewi sh state has been conquered nany tinmes. Jerusalem the hone of the



Grail and Ark for so many years, has seen its share of warring arm es sweep
over it in a flood of blood.

This small place on the surface of the world has given rise to the great
religions of western culture—Judaism Christianity, and Islam all born in
the arid terrain of the Mddle East. Beyond the inpact of these religions and
their subsequent spin-off faiths on history, another inportant factor needs to
be consi der ed.

The Gail is said to do two things—grant imortality and gi ve know edge
But what know edge? For a long tinme | thought this sinmply nmeant know edge of
the Truth, the tarigat that | was upon—the truth of mankind s past and
origins, of the aliens who cane to our planet. But on ny travels around the
world | have net many wi se men and wonen, and studied various cultures. And it
cane to ne, not in a flash, but like a slow tide of awareness seeping into ny
brain so that | cannot state clearly the nonment at which | was aware of it.

This awareness? It is that perhaps the know edge the Grail gives is not an
accunul ation of facts or history, but a different way of thinking. And perhaps
some of that has already nade its way into our societies.

Think about it, my friend who reads these words. The earliest civilizations
thought differently than we do now. For them |ife was an endl ess cycl e of
birth and death and birth. Their thinking was cyclical, nore concerned with
the whol e than the parts. Tine was a wheel that each generation trod upon only
to return to the sane pl ace
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When did that change? Were did this change cone fronf?

| believe it changed with the Jews, and this was continued with the
Christians and Muslins. Think about the concept of faith as these religions
espouse. Think about the way they change the view of tine itself. No |onger
circular, it is nowlinear. There is a progression frombirth, through life,
to death, to an after-life. Wth such thinking, a new concept
ener ges—sonet hing cal |l ed hope. Hope for a better life,-that things can
i nprove. That |life can be better

And they made anot her change, one that | do not know the ultimate effects
of . These religions focused on one God, and that God was renoved from
i medi ate contact with man. Certainly this is better than when men worshi pped
the Airlia, but perhaps it also saps sone of our belief in ourselves? | do not
know.

For al nost ten thousand years human civilization did not change, but in the
past two thousand, it has grown in | eaps and spurts. There has been
progression. Toward what end | do not know. Wiether this is a good thing,
know not either.

But | do believe that the Gail changed these people. Just knowing of its
exi stence changed them and all of us who follow Think what a powerful icon it
has been, and then inmagine what the reality of it nust be.

Wiere did the Grail go when the attenpt to use it failed?

Joseph of Ari mat hea, along with Ni codenus, took the body of Jesus and buried
it. It is said he also cane into possession of the Gail, which had been in
Jesus's hands and brought out at what the Christians call the Last Supper. It
is at this event that Jesus was
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arrested—but why at that nonment when he had been preaching for so |ong?
Per haps because he was bringing the Grail out and was going to share of it
with his followers? That is nmy suspicion

And who woul d want to stop himand take the Grail for their own ? | suspect



The M ssion, The Ones Who Wait, and the Watchers.

There was a Ronman nanmed Tacitus, a mlitary man, whose name | have
di scovered witten in many ol d docunents. | believe this is the nane
Aspa-sia's Shadow used during this tinme. He was in Jerusalemin A D. 33, and
sought to get control of the Gail

There is another twist that cane fromthis that | have investigated, that
of the Sang Real

There are schol ars who believe the Sang Real to indicate that Christ had
children and that his bloodline exists to this day, hidden perhaps by sone
secret cabal of the Vatican. However, it is nuch nore literal than that.

When | was in the Himalayas, | talked to an old nmonk who told ne of a snal
group of people he called the ubyr. He said they were nmen and women who drank
the bl ood of others searching for the elixir of life. In Russia they are
call ed upyr. In East-em Europe they are known as vanpir. In the many pl aces
have travel ed | have asked about such people, and | am anazed at the nunber of
| egends in far-flung places concerning them
And what do the bl ood-drinkers seek? Eternal life.

This is what | believe the Sang Real is—the desire to drink of the blood of
a person who has touched the Grail and try to gain eternal life out of their
bl ood.
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"Remenber he wote this decades before Bram Stoker corrupted the i nage of the
vanpire into what is our nodern nyth," Che Lu said. "In, fact, from what

| sabel wote, it appears that Stoker got the idea of vanpires fromtalking
with Burton."

Yakov ran a hand through his thick beard. "There are stories that Stalin had
his secret police perforning experinments on prisoners, draining their blood,
searching for sone rare strain that would bring longer life. And Von Seeckt
told us of the SS's fascination with blood. He was injected with sone alien
blood in a cerenony of the SS."

"This gives us a little insight into the Grail," Che Lu said. "It nust
af fect the bl ood sonehow, perhaps adding sonething to it that inproves the
health and Iife span of the recipient. And the concept has nade its way out
into the world and been corrupted by these people who drink the bl ood of
ot hers."

"Perhaps the Grail sinply injects Airlia blood into human and ni xes them"
Yakov said. "W know The Ones Who WAit are human-Airlia clones, so there is
sone conpatibility."

"Do you know how unlikely it is that our DNA could be mxed with that of an
alien race and produce a viable life-forn?" Che Lu asked.

"That is not ny area of expertise," Yakov said.

"It isn't mne either," Che Lu said, "but combn sense says the odds woul d
be extrenely | ow of a conpatible nmatch.”

"But the Airlia have technol ogy we don't know about," Yakov said. "Perhaps
they could manipulate the nmaterial on both sides to find a match in the
m ddl e.

"It is nore likely that— Che Lu began, but then she stopped herself.

"What were you going to say?"
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Che Lu shook her head. "I will wait to find out nore before | say anything
else on this matter. Let us read on."



Joseph of Arimithea secretly left Jerusalemwith the Grail. He undertook a
nost perilous journey, traveling far to renove hinself and the Grail fromthe
reach of the Roman Enpire and Tacitus, a nost difficult task in those days. He
| eft behind agents who spread misinformati on about the location of the Gail
hopi ng to keep Tacitus and The M ssion focused in the Mddl e East while he
took it far away.

He finally cane to Britain, an island that had resi sted Roman invasion for
many years and, truth be told, a land with little to offer a conqueror. A |land
where the Watchers had established their headquarters after the destruction of

Atlantis. | read his report on his arrival in England, one of the Watcher
scrolls, and there is no doubt Joseph was a Watcher, trying to put right what
had been thrown askew by the appearance of the Grail in the Mddle East.

It seens that Joseph's decision to | eave the Mddle East was a w se one and
his agents did a nost credible job of nmaking The M ssion believe the Grail was
still there—perhaps too good of a job, as Tacitus continued to press his
search using the Roman arny as the blunt force to do so.

In A D. 67 Jerusal emwas overrun by the Romans under the conmmand of Titus,
with his mlitary adviser Tacitus at his side, after fierce fighting. It is
said that over a nillion Jews were killed or sold into slavery. The Tenple was
destroyed, taken apart stone by stone, the city ravaged.
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But the Grail was safe and di sappeared from sight for several centuries,
protected by the Watchers at Aval on

Che Lu cleared her throat to say sonething, but she was saved from doing so
when Maj or Quinn entered the conference room "W've had to stand down the
exfil choppers. There's no way they can nmake it near the N le wthout being
spotted, especially since we've |lost the AWACS ability to jamradars. Qur
government is protesting the destruction of the plane and the | oss of the crew
to the Egyptians, but it's a confused situation to say the least. The
Egypti ans are countering that we've invaded their country tw ce now. "
"What can we do?" Yakov asked.

"I"ve managed to get a live feed froma surveillance satellite over the
area. W can try to keep track—that's about it."
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CHAPTER 18
THE G ZA PLATEAU, EGYPT

Turcotte slowy splashed his way down the tunnel, the water of the Nile urging
himal ong. H's shoul ders were slunped and his step was heavy. The nen he had

| ed were dead, Duncan was gone with Aspasia's Shadow, and the Grail and Ark
were with him The m ssion had been a conplete failure.

When the clatter of nmetal on stone cane from behind, he found it difficult
to increase his pace. The clicking noise was getting closer and the ceiling
was sl opi ng down, the channel growing tighter. In the dimglow of the
flashlight he could see the little airspace he had now was conpletely gone in
twenty neters.

The noi se from behi nd had stopped, but he was caught between the foo-fighter
sentry and the water-filled tunnel ahead. He noved forward until his face was
turned up, pressed against the rock ceiling. It occurred to Turcotte that
sonet hi ng m ght have changed in the past hundred years since Burton went this
way, but he didn't care.

Turcotte took several deep breaths, then he pulled his head down and went



with the current, legs kicking to add speed, but the effort felt wasted as the
wat er took control. He was tunbl ed about, bitting the wall of the tunne
several tines.

Just as he thought he couldn't |ast any |longer, he saw daylight above. He
ki cked, using the last of his air. Turcotte broke the surface, gulped in air,
and blinked in
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the harsh rays of the sun, trying to get his bearings. He tread water, turning
away fromthe sun, and saw the pyranmids, the G eat Sphinx before them farther
upstream and to the west.

Turning, Turcotte saw an Egyptian patrol boat, forward machi ne-gun manned,
headi ng straight toward them fromupstream He was too tired to even attenpt
to swimaway, not that he could outswi mthe boat anyway.

Q AN-LI NG, CHI NA

Lexi na ran her hands across the Hi gh Runes etched in the surface of the black
tube. "It is not Artad's resting place." She turned toward the black wall

whi ch had just stopped its slow retreat across the chanber after clearing the
end of the tube. "He rests further within. This— she tapped the tube "—s a
guard who nust awaken before the wall goes any further."

"How do we open it?" El ek asked.

"W don't." Lexina stepped back. "The process is automated and works on its
own schedule. This is beyond us."

"Perhaps if we access the guardi an— El ek began, but his words were cut off
as the black surface slid open, revealing a silver material that inmediately
peel ed back in several layers until all that was |left was a body encased in a
clear material.

"It is not Airlia." El ek pointed out the obvious. The body was human, |ess
than five and a half feet tall; a male with Chinese features. He was dressed
in arichly enbroidered silk robe, dragons breathing fire swirling about the
material. Lying next to the man's right hand was a spear, the head of which
was of highly polished

236

nmetal, a replica of the Spear of Destiny that Lexina had used to access this
chanber.

The air inside the tube crackled with electromagnetic static as the field
whi ch had preserved the body for thousands of years was slowy reduced in
power .

THE M SSI ON

Every cell of Lisa Duncan's being was in pain. It had started with her hand
i nside the Bl ack Sphinx chanmber. Then up her arm into her chest, and
t hr oughout her body. On the helicopter ride, all she could see was the top of
the cargo bay through the haze of tears brought on by the agony as the pain
spread t hrough her entire body.

She had no idea where she was, although she was vaguely aware she had
st opped novi ng and been taken off the helicopter. She was on her back, of that
she had some sense. But the pai n—she had never experienced anything even
renotely close to it.

Her brain could tolerate it no longer, and her conscious mnd shut down as
she slipped into a state closer to a cona than anything el se.

Across the room Aspasia's Shadow | ooked at her body on the bed. The
priestly accoutrenments had been renoved and were neatly piled next to him
They were inside a small room the walls carved out of brown rock. The Ark



rested on the floor and Aspasia's Shadow s eyes shifted from Duncan to the
Grail's container. He was tenpted. Such a tenptation he had not felt in a long
time, but he had waited millennia to gain possession of the Gail-he could
wait a while longer to see if it still functioned, to see what it did to
Duncan, if the ancient
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propheci es would be fulfilled. In the meanwhile, he rempved his black cloak
and dressed in the priest's clothes.

Reluctantly, he left the room One of the two guards on the outside cane
i nside, standing just inside the door, to keep watch on Duncan. Aspasia's
Shadow checked for the third tine, making sure the man knew his order—o call
as soon as there was a change in Duncan's condition

Then Aspasi a's Shadow went down the corridor and entered anot her chanber
hewn out of the brown stone. In the center a golden pyrani d gl owned—a guardi an
conputer. A chair, nore a throne, was set just in front of the guardi an
Aspasi a' s Shadow sat down and the gol den gl ow enconpassed him

Through the alien conputer he nmade contact with Easter |sland to be updated
on all that had happened there since he had |eft The Mssion to pursue the
Grail. He saw that the forces there were just about ready for action. He
i ssued orders to be inplenmented as soon as all preparations were conpl et ed.

EASTER | SLAND

The rebuilt F-14 did what designers at G umman had known it was capabl e of but
never expected to see—execute a double digit Gforce turn. The fact that the
maneuver snapped the neck of the man in the cockpit didn't bother the guardian
conputer controlling the plane in the slightest. Pilot-less, the plane nosed
over and crashed.

Taking the data into consideration, the guardi an prepared the next pil ot
better, enclosing himin a suit it de-
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signed to take the forces involved. Another rebuilt F-14 went up and began
runni ng through the sane tests.

The pl ane made several nore hi gh-G maneuvers, then lined up on the Easter
I sland runway and came to a |l anding any carrier pilot would have been proud
of . It taxied down the runway and cane to a halt beside the full conplenent of
F-14s that had been captured on board the Washington, all nodified to the sane
speci fications.

A mle off the south shore of Easter Island, the Jahre Viking |ooned like a
hal f-mle-long wall. Smaller boats fromthe WAshi ngt on had been conmmandeered
to bring the people who were needed ashore. Others worked at menial tasks on
the ship as a flow of nanomachi nes did the bul k of the inportant work.

The nanomachi nes were buil ding two huge doors by the expedi ent nethod of
renovi ng nmetal atom by atom Behind the doors they were preparing they built a
watertight seamat the same |evel. The first several conpartments behind the
doors were dissolving, the netal being used to reinforce the hull around the
| arge open space being designed inside. The forward quarter of the ship was
bei ng prepared as a | arge open space, accessible through the doors.

Deep under the Rapa Kara vol cano, Kelly Reynol ds becane aware of a new
presence comruni cating with the guardian. A force that was issuing commands to
the alien machi ne, sonething she had not experienced before, even when it had
been in communi cation with the guardi an on Mars.

For a monent, the link fromMars spiked in activity, trying to shut down the
new | ink, but the new connection was nore powerful, closer. At first Kelly
thought it was the master guardian reestablishing its control, but
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t hen she picked up the presence of a mind, a human m nd, behind the new
guardi an and she realized that was the controlling force.
Aspasi al

The nane echoed in her consciousness. How could it be? And human? Aspasi a
was Airlia. And he was dead.

In her fear of being discovered and the uncertainty about what was goi ng on
Kelly retreated, releasing her toehold in the data streamand hiding in the
shel | of what remai ned of her body.

AREA 51, NEVADA

"It doesn't | ook good." Major Quinn slapped down a bl ack-and-white phot ograph
on the conference roomtable. The air was heavy; the only change from before
was that Mial ama was back at work, his fingers hitting the keys even nore
furiously than before as he translated. Quinn pointed at the man in the water.
"This was taken eight mnutes ago. That's Turcotte."

He put a second photograph on top. "This was taken six minutes ago."

They could all see the Egyptian patrol boat next to Turcotte. The next
pi cture showed hi mon board the deck of the boat, surrounded by sol diers.

"What about the rest of the tean?" Yakov asked. "Any sign of then®"
"Negative."

"Can you get soneone in Washington to contact Cairo and try to get Turcotte
rel eased?" Yakov asked.

"Washi ngt on has been screaning at Cairo about the AWACS getting downed, "
Qui nn said. "Now the Egyptians have captured an American soldier, illegally
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in their country. Also, they let those helicopters get out of their airspace.
Soneone holds a lot nore | everage with the Egyptian governnent than we do.
think the time for negotiating is |ong past."

"What do you recommend?" Yakov asked.

"W need to wait and— Qui nn began, but Che Lu sl apped her palmon the
table, getting their attention

"W cannot wait. The Navy SEALs who went under the shield wall on Easter
| sl and have not been heard from The Ones Wio Wait are inside of Q an-Ling
with the key to the I owest level." She tapped the photograph. "Turcotte has
failed in his quest of rescuing Duncan, and | see no Grail in his hands as
this boat picks himup." She turned to Quinn. "You rmust get beyond thinking
only of your country and think globally. There is a country, is there not,
that woul d have a very good intelligence systemin place in Egypt?"

Qui nn nodded. "Israel."

Che Lu was in her lecture node, as if she were back at Beijing University.
"Very good. And an agent of that governnent net Turcotte at Hazerimair base,
did he not?" She didn't wait for an answer. "I recomrend contacting that
person and seei ng what assi stance he can render." She al nbst shoved hi mtoward
the door. "Co!"

After Quinn had exited, she turned to the bank of computers that hid
Prof essor Mial ama. "Do you have any nore of the manuscript done?"

Mual ama rai sed his head, just his eyes peeking over the top of the nonitor
"Yes. It's | oading now. "

"Does it say what exactly the Grail is and what exactly it does?" Che Lu
asked. "That information is nost vital now that it appears that soneone has
escaped with it."

"The new chapter speaks of the Gail's travels
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and— Muial ama paused. "You will have to deternine what nore for yourself." H's
eyes di sappeared and she went back to work.
"Sit!" Che Lu ordered Yakov as she scroll ed.

BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER 7

For just short of five hundred years, the Gail was hidden by the Watchers
in their headquarters at Aval on. That none of them succunbed to the tenptation
offered by the alien device in those successive generations is a testament to
the discipline of the order. But it was inevitable that such a powerful icon
woul d once agai n cause trouble.

A Watcher by the nane Myrrdin, Merlin as he is nore comonly known, read

the sanme scrolls | have translated. He read of Atlantis, the Gail, the Ark,
and the alien creatures who wal ked the Earth. He | earned nuch of the ancient
ways. Indeed, | believe he stole sone of the original scrolls that told of

some of the powers the wedjat of Atlantis had and used themto his advantage,
presenting hinself as a nagician to the people of his day. Indeed such things
as gunpowder, the use of a conpass, which plants to be used for healing,
surely the humans of Atlantis had such technol ogy and know edge as part of
their day-to-day life, but they would be wonders to the people of Britain
of k. D. 500, toiling in their fields and dying on average before the age of 30.
I magi ne the effect this information had on Merlin?

One can understand Merlin's desire. | have been in the room deep under
d astonbury Tor, surrounded by the scrolls of the Watchers. | too wondered why
t hey kept such know edge hi dden. How woul d | have
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felt if | had found information in those scrolls that | knew could help the
peopl e around ne ? Wuld | have been able to stay true to an ancient oath, or
would I have tried to spread the know edge to do good? | cannot judge.

But there were nore than scrolls under the Tor. In addition to the Gail

there were other Airlia artifacts. | found a listing in one of the scrolls,
dated A.D. 489, which tells of the Grail, shaped |like a golden cup, yet solid
on both ends—the first description | read. It also says that the Gail is not

conplete by itself, that two special stones are needed for it to work. This
may have been nmuch of the problemthat it caused throughout the years—nen
could hold the Grail but not partake of it!

It also tells of a weapon, a sword of unbreakable netal, yet lighter by
three times than the normal sword of the sane size fashioned by the best of
current blacksmiths. And the sword had runes witten into the handle and bl ade
telling of its power.

You nust remenber that Britain at this time was a divided | and, racked with
wars between petty ki ngdonms, threatened fromthe north, east and south with
i nvasi on.

What harm this Merlin nust have wondered, would there be in using this
wondr ous sword as a synbol of power to help unite the and? After all, the
Watchers didn't even know what it really was.

So Merlin stole the sword fromthe Tor. He gave it to the one he thought
had t he best chance of uniting the various factions, Uther Pendragon, one of
the two sons of King Constantine.

But the sword was not enough. Fighting continued and Merlin realized he
needed sonet hi ng stronger
The nyth is that he disguised U her, brought him
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together with Ygraine, the wife of the Duke of Cornwall, and out of that
illegal bond came a son, Arthur
This is not the truth.

Merlin stole the Grail fromthe Tor. He had it in nind to allow part of it
to be used, the part that brought know edge, to the next ruler of Britain. But
he did not have the stones to work the Grail. And then it was taken from him
by one of the many fierce tribes fromthe north.

Thi s brought about what the Watchers had feared. The Ones Who WAit brought
forth one of their own, Arthur, to regain the Gail. | believe Arthur was an
i ncarnation of Artad, using the ka net hod—his Shadow.

The M ssion, of course, responded. Mrdred, one of the nany incarnations
of Aspasi a' s Shadow again using the ka, came forward to do war with Arthur.

"I's this ka thing connected with the Grail?" Yakov asked as the chapter cane
to an end.

"Perhaps we will find out later in the tale;" Che Lu said. "For now, |let us
hope Major Turcotte has a plan." She pointed at the screen. "Note, however
that Artad, or his Shadow, was King Arthur, while Aspasia's Shadow was
Mordred. | think our cause lies closer to what is in the |owest |evel of
Q an-Ling than what is hidden in The Mssion."

"Perhaps," Yakov allowed. "But you would have to convince the United Nations
Alien Oversight Conmittee of that, and then all the countries that are
aligning as Isolationists, Progressives, or Neutrals." He |aughed. "I can just
i magi ne trying to convince those politicians that Artad was once King Arthur!"
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"This is a very serious matter!" Che Lu adnoni shed the Russi an

"I know it is," Yakov agreed. "But Artad is going to have to rise fromthe
dead and do sonething quite spectacular to convince people to align with him
And coming alive in the mddle of Conmuni st China mght not have been the best
choi ce he coul d have nade."

"He did not nake that choice," Che Lu said. "Communi smoccurred |ong after
Q an-Ling was established."
"Yes, but people have short nenories,

Yakov sai d.
Q AN-LI NG, CHI NA

The first sign of life was the eyes flickering open. And it was the first
i ndi cation that the "nan" was not conpletely human. Red vertical irises within
red pupils, his eyes stared straight up for several seconds before shifting
about, taking in the two figures that stood next to the black tube.

Lexi na held her hands up. "Wl cone," she said in English, knowi ng there was
no way he coul d understand, but hoping he picked up the intent.

Lexi na, Coridan, and El ek bowed their heads as the man sat up. He adjusted
his robe. Then, the spear in one hand, he stepped out of the tube.

The red eyes fixed on the three Ones Wio Wait. The nouth opened and the
si ngsong words of the Airlia flowed forth, receiving no conprehension. Lexina
felt the frustration of not knowing the Airlia | anguage, another piece of
know edge | ost over the nillennia they had waited. The creature nust have
realized that, for it becane silent once nore. Then it spoke in anot her
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tongue, nost likely ancient Chinese, Lexina guessed, but it was al so unknown

to her. Once nore, seeing the words nmaking no inport to the listeners, the man
ceased speaking. Abruptly he turned and strode toward the nain tunnel |eading



up.
"Artad!" Lexina cried out, hoping that one word woul d be recognized.
The man paused, eyes glancing at the black wall ever so briefly, then
continued up the tunnel. Lexina, Coridan, and El ek hurried to foll ow

As they entered the main chanber, the nan paused, taking in the shield
generator, then entered the smaller roomthat held the guardian. He went up to
t he gol den pyram d and pl aced both hands flat on the surface. In a noment he
was surrounded by the gol den glow that nmeant he was in contact with the
conput er.

Lexi na, Coridan, and El ek stood by, watching and once nore waiting.

AREA 51, NEVADA

Larry Kincaid renenbered crunching nunmbers with a slide ruler, sonething the
new generation of scientists thought as quaint as using an abacus. Hi s opinion
was that while the technol ogy advanced, the human minds using that technol ogy
retreated into specialty niches, losing the ability to think with inmagination
beyond what the nachi nes coul d do.

That's not to say he didn't appreciate what nodern technol ogy coul d
acconplish. Sitting in a small office just down the hall fromthe conference
room he had the imagery fromthe Hubbl e spread across his desk.

The bl ack snmear representing the nech-robots was
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still noving across the surface, their path relatively straight since |eaving
Cydoni a. Cccasionally there was a slight detour as they went around vari ous
obstructions in their path.

And there was sonething el se. A second group of nech-robots was | eaving the
Cydoni a region. These were carrying long black objects. Kincaid shifted the
magni fyi ng gl ass to Cydonia. Part of the black network had been di sassenbl ed.
They were nmoving it. To where? he wondered.

There was a knock on the door and one of the technicians fromthe Cube
handed him a | ong cardboard tube and departed. Kincaid pulled out a |arge
roll ed-up paper fromthe inside and spread it out on the floor—t was a npsaic
of Mars phot ographs taken by the first Surveyor probe years ago.

He | ocated Cydonia. Then he marked each | ocation the Hubbl e had caught the
nmech-robots at. He took a yardstick and put one end on Cydonia and then
aligned it through the nedian of those points. He drew a line, then renoved
the ruler.

H s eyes followed the line fromthe present |location of the mechs outward.
There was no mi staking where the line | ed—and where the mech-robots were
headi ng. Mons A ynpus. The | argest vol cano on Mars and in the Sol ar System It
was over fifteen mles high, the equivalent of three Mount Everests. However,
its sides sloped so gently, only two to five percent, that its base was over
three hundred and forty miles in dianeter. The entire nmountain conpl ex was
surrounded by a four-kiloneter-high escarpnent.

Why were they going there? Kincaid wondered. The Airlia seenmed to have a
fascination with hi gh nountains, he thought, as he remenbered the story from
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Burton's manuscri pt about the destruction of Mount Ngorongoro in Africa.

He went to the desk and searched through the imagery until he found what he
was | ooking for—a shot of the Cydonia region, focused on the "face."
Mech-robots were still working over the black netal grill-work that they had
uncovered. The description fromBurton's manuscript fromthe Watcher who had
seen the conplex on the side of Munt Ngorongoro had reported the sane thing.
This one on Mars had obviously been destroyed a long tine ago al so. And now it
was being rebuilt. To what end? And how did that connect with Mons A ynpus?



Ki ncai d wonder ed.

Hi s musings were interrupted by a |light knock on the door. Che Lu stuck her
head in. "Am | intrudi ng?"
"No, conme on in."

She wal ked around the |arge nosaic of Mars and took the seat across from
him "l need sone assistance."” She slid a piece of paper across to him on top
of the Hubble inmages. "I have checked and rechecked ny figures, but | stil
cannot align Nabinger's grid systemwi th our planet."

Ki ncai d pi cked up the paper and scanned it. "Wat is your reference point?"

"I have used both poles, aligning every point at |east once with each, but
it doesn't make sense. Then | used Easter Island, Q an-Ling, and Gza in the
same manner—as one woul d expect those to be marked by the Airlia—and there has
been no sensible correlation anmong the three points. | even used
Ngor ongoro—and still nothing."

"What are you hoping to discover with this?" Kincaid asked.
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"I think that the current location of The Mssion is hidden anong those
coordi nates. "

"The M ssion has noved often—according to the STAAR records we uncovered
fromAntarctica and Burton's manuscript. These coordinates are old. Wy woul d
The M ssion be at one of these ancient sites?"

"I think this is a listing of where guardi an conputers were |ocated,"” Che Lu
said. "And given the current situation, it would be logical for The Mssion to
have rel ocated fromDevil's Island to one of the ancient bases that has a
guardian in order to stay in touch with Mars and Easter Island.”

"How di d Nabi nger conpile this |list?" Kincaid asked.

"From his travel s and archaeol ogi cal studies of the H gh Runes,"” Che Lu
sai d.

"So not fromone source, correct?"
"Correct."

"Maybe sonme of these are false |locations, then," Kincaid said. He counted.
"W have twenty-four spots. If even a few are false, that would make it very
difficult to orient the grid. What we need to do is run a conputer simnulation
on the spots, renoving them one by one, then the various pernutations of nore

than one. We'll use G za, Easter Island, and Q an-Ling as three fixed points
because we know t here were guardi ans at each of those sites.™
"How I ong will that take?"

Ki ncaid closed his eyes in thought. "It will take nme a little while to
devel op the program Then, when you consider the factorials of possibilities,
even using the conputer we have here, it will take a while to crunch the

nunbers. Several hours at |east, maybe a day."
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VICINTY, CAlRO EGYPT

Turcotte was on his side on the desert sand, hands unconfortably cuffed behind
his back. A squad of soldiers mlled about nearby, snoking cigarettes while
they waited for the commander to nake a decision. He was arguing in Arabic
with a man in civilian clothes.

Turcotte found he could not focus or bring his energy level up to face the
current threat—ef course, there wasn't nuch he could do in the present
circunmstances. He'd felt like this before, but never so deeply. He knew he was
drai ned of not only energy, but the ability to produce any nore adrenaline.

H s reserve was tapped out and he al so knew it was nore enotional than
physical. That still didn't change the overwhel ming feeling of exhaustion

Turcotte twisted slightly. He could see the civilian and the col onel. They
were outside of Cairo, about forty-five mnutes from G za, as near as Turcotte



had been able to tell fromthe bunpy ride in the back of the
two- and-a-half-ton arnmy truck he'd been thrown into after getting captured on
the Nile. The col onel had taken charge of them and Turcotte first thought he'd
be taken into the city, but the civilian—-whoever he was—had appeared and
presented some sort of credentials, redirecting themto this |ocation

Turcotte could see the officer nodding and then heard hi m barking orders to
the six soldiers

One of the soldiers kicked Turcotte in the side, indicating for himto get
up, as the other five deployed in a rough |line about ten feet away and began
checki ng their weapons.

Turcotte could see the late-norning sun and feel the warnmth of the rays on
one side of his face and sand on
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the other. He swore he could feel every little grain pressing against his
ski n.
The sol di er kicked once nore and gest ured.

Turcotte hardly noticed the pain. He thought of how many times he had seen
the sun come up in so nany different places around the world, and how often he
had sinmply taken it for granted. To think this was the |ast he would see
seened nore |ike a bad dreamthan reality.

The officer knelt next to Turcotte. "You nust stand,"” he said in
surprisingly good English, with a slight British accent.

"I don't think I'lIl be giving you any assistance in killing me," Turcotte
sai d. For sone reason, he was thinking how hard it rmust have been in the old
West to hang someone in the desert. He tried to focus his thoughts, but
couldn't.

"Show some bravery," the col onel said.

Turcotte didn't think it was brave to stand before a firing squad. It was
the ultimte surrender.

The col onel yelled sonme nore orders and two nen grabbed Turcotte by the
shoul ders, bringing himto his feet. His first inclination was to i mediately
drop back to the sand, but his training was too strong—that woul d i ndeed be a
sign of fear in front of these nen.

He thought of running, but the field of fire ensured that the bullets would
easily beat himto any cover or conceal nent. He al nost | aughed. The adrenaline
was back, his nerves were alive and alert, his mnd racing. If only the threat
of death hung over every second of life, then he would al ways be one hundred
percent alive.

"G ve nme a chance in the desert,"” Turcotte said to the officer
The col onel glanced at the civilian, then shook his head. "I amafraid not."
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"Let me die with a weapon in nmy hand, then. Even an unl oaded one." If he
could only get his hands free, Turcotte felt he m ght have a slight chance.

A ghost of a snile crossed the colonel's face. "Do you plan on going to
Val hal | a? The Viking with his sword or ax in hand to protect the hall of
warriors?"

"I work for Area 51, for mankind," Turcotte said. He nodded his head toward
the civilian. "He works for the aliens. He is not even a true human anynore.
H s m nd has been affected by the alien's machines. Do you serve nan ordo you
serve the aliens?"

The @ui de barked something in Arabic. The officer drew his pistol and
snapped an order. The six soldiers put the stocks of their weapons to their
shoul ders.

Turcotte's arns strained agai nst the handcuffs. The officer stepped to the
side, about ten feet away fromthe firing squad.

He yell ed another word in Arabic and Turcotte flinched, expecting rounds to



slaminto his chest, but it nust have been the equivalent "aim"

Turcotte had had enough. He dropped to the sand, scooting his hands
underneath himand bringing themto the front. Then he junped to his feet and
charged the firing squad as if going into a gale-force wi nd, shoul ders
hunched, body anticipating the inpact of bullets.

There were several clicks—bolts slammi ng honme in their breaches—but no
rounds were fired. Several of the soldiers were working their bolts, trying to
cl ear what they obviously thought was a misfire. Turcotte didn't take the tine
to wonder about this as he grabbed the nuzzle of the nearest man's AK-47 and
ripped it out of his hands, turned it about, and slamed the stock into the
man's head, dropping himlike a stone. He stepped back, weapon in his cuffed
hands as the other five soldiers surrounded him
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The colonel calmy turned toward the civilian and fired one round, hitting
the man square in the center of his forehead, blood and brain splattering the
sand behi nd.

The col onel yelled sonmething in Arabic and the five soldiers half turned
toward him

"CGet down," the colonel said to Turcotte in a very cal mvoice as he swing
up a mni-Uzi subrmachine gun with his free hand fromout of the satchel | ooped
over his shoul der.

Turcotte dove into the sand as a spray of bullets cut down the soldiers.
Slowy he got to his feet. Turcotte watched the colonel, waiting for whatever
woul d conme next.

"W nust go," the colonel said, gesturing with the snoking nmuzzle of the
mni-Uzi toward the truck. "I hope you can drive this thing."

"Who are you?" Turcotte asked

"Col onel Ahid Fassid of the Egyptian arny," he said. "Mlitary intelligence.
| had to pull quite a few strings to be the one to pick you up at the Nile.
Fortunately the regul ar arnmy becones very afraid when they see credentials
froman intelligence officer of the general staff.”

"l don't understand," Turcotte said.

Fassid sighed. "It is the way things are done here. How do you think we have
kept the peace for so long? My father and all my uncles died in the wars. W
cannot do that anynore. | also work for the Mbssad when its ains and nine
coincide and no harmw || be brought to my country. And the Mdssad has done
things for nme when our ains also have been the sane. | received a call froma
friend in the Mbssad this nmorning, asking me to keep an eye out for you.

Thi s— he indicated the
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bodies "—+s far beyond anything | have done before. Now | nust give up ny life
here.”
"Why didn't their weapons work?" Turcotte asked.
"I inspected them" Fassid said. "And renmoved the firing pins. Now, |let us
| eave here. A helicopter is inbound to a rendezvous point."
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CHAPTER 17

Q AN-LING CH NA

"My name is Ts'ang Chieh, court official to the nost nobl e Enperor Shi Huangdi
Conmmander of all the World, the H dden Rul er whose reign goes fromrising to

setting sun and beyond." A snile creased the unlined face. "At least that is
what we showed to the world in our tine."



"l am Lexina, |eader of The Ones Who Wait, and these are El ek and Coridan of
nmy order. The machi ne taught you our | anguage?"

Ts'ang was in front of the guardian, just released fromits glow 'To one
who knows, the ways of the guardian are many. | have been updated on the
current situation. It is nost grave. The forces of Aspasia's Shadow are
nmobi l'i zing. There is nuch I do not understand yet, but there is danger."
"Does the Enperor sleep bel ow?" Lexina asked.

Ts' ang nodded. "He sl eeps.”
"I's the Enperor Shi Huangdi actually Artad?"

"I'n a manner of speaking, he was. The Enperor Shi Huangdi wore the ha of
Artad, thus he was Artad."”

"But the real Artad is here?" Lexina asked.
"Yes. He has slept for alnost thirteen thousand years."

Lexi na's body was so tense, it was practically vibrating. "WII you waken
hi m now?"

Ts' ang nodded. "It is tinme."
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VICINITY, CAIRO EGYPT

Turcotte lay on his back in the sand | ooking up at the clear blue desert sky
whi | e Fassid nervously paced back and forth just bel ow the crest of the dune.
They were six mles fromthe site of Turcotte's aborted assassination. Fassid
checked his watch for the tenth tinme in the last five nminutes.

"Two minutes before, two minutes after,"” Turcotte said.

"What ?"

Turcotte was tired, enotionally and physically exhausted. He felt rather
detached and cal m an unusual state for himon an exfiltration pickup zone in
hostile territory. "Exfiltration wi ndow in special ops is two m nutes before
the appointed, until two minutes after. Four minutes altogether. If the exfi
aircraft doesn't show in that w ndow, you go to the energency plan. Do you
have an emergency pl an?"

"Yes," Fassid said. "l start praying to Allah."
"Not much of a plan," Turcotte noted.

"I didn't have nuch tinme," Fassid said. He | ooked at his watch. "Qur w ndow
has just opened." He cocked his head. "I hear nothing."

Turcotte couldn't even add up the nunber of tines on training and rea
m ssions when he'd listened for the sound of helicopter blades. He estimated
that over half of those occasions he'd been di sappointed and | eft standing on
t he pickup zone (PZ) as the wi ndow closed, left to nove to an alternate PZ or
into an escape and evasion plan. It was why he wasn't even getting up
searching the horizon. If the Israeli helicopter showed, fine. If it didn't,
he was certainly better off than he'd been an hour ago when he'd antici pated
i mm nent death. Frankly, he didn't nuch care.

"Ah!" Fassid was jumping up and down |ike a
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school child as a small helicopter popped up over the sand dune and swung
around to cone in for a landing forty feet away. It was amazingly quiet, and
Turcotte knew why as he recogni zed t he nodel +he MDonnel | - Dougl as MDX

Built around the venerable MD-530 bubble frame, the MDX was on the cutting
edge, incorporating NOTAR-nAo0 tail rotor—technol ogy, thus elimnating the
| argest producer of noise on helicopters: the small tail rotor had to rotate
at much hi gher speeds than the nmain blades. Instead of a tail rotor
conpressed air was ejected fromthe side of the tail boomto keep the
hel i copter's torque in bal ance.
"Come on, cone on," Fassid grabbed Turcotte's arm

Turcotte got to his feet and put his hand over his eyes for some protection



agai nst the bl owi ng sand. He foll owed Fassid on board, getting into the
backseat. The pilot and co-pilot imrediately took off, even before he had the
door shut behind him

The hel i copter banked hard, then sped east, less than ten feet above the
sand. The pilots kept the craft low and in a couple of minutes they reached
the Nile, skimmng across the surface of the water, barely missing a scow s
mast, then over the desert on the other side, heading toward the Gulf of Suez.

Turcotte reached up and pulled down a headset hanging fromthe ceiling and
put it on. He listened as the pilots called out checkpoints to each other
confirmng their escape route. Then a tone chinmed, and one of the pilots
cur sed.
"What's that?" Turcotte asked.

"Radar | ock from above," the co-pilot responded. Turcotte | eaned agai nst the
gl ass and | ooked up. Etched against the blue sky were two white contrails from
Egyptian jets.

257

"We know we got picked up on radar conming in," the co-pilot informed him
"and they've scranbled everything they can get in the air to track us down."

"You' ve got conpany at el even o'clock," Turcotte told them He was amazed
the Israelis had continued and nmade the pickup if they' d been detected. Every
hel i copter pilot he'd ever net had described the possibility of a battle
between a helicopter and a jet as the equivalent of that between a poodl e and
a pit bull.

"How far until our feet are wet?" Turcotte asked.

"Forty-six mles to the @ulf," the co-pilot answered. "But remenber, we gave
the Sinai back to the Egyptians in the peace accord.”

"And we stationed peacekeepers on the Sinai," Turcotte said. "Can you get ne
aradio link to South Canp?"

South Camp was | ocated near Sharm El Shei kh, on the southern tip of the
Si nai Peninsula and home to part of the multinational peacekeeping force put
in place by the United Nations after the Canp David Peace Accords in 1979.
Turcotte knew there was a strong U S. presence there.

"You' ve got a channel on the MNF frequency,"” the co-pilot said. "Better
buckl e up. "

Turcotte was sl ammed agai nst the side door as the helicopter turned
per pendi cul ar to the ground and dove into a wadi, now ever closer to the
ground, sonething Turcotte had not thought possible.

"Can you get us over the water?" Turcotte asked the co-pilot, before he
keyed the radio. He could see that the two jets were in a steep dive, heading
toward them

"W're sure going to try. W've got a fewtricks we can use."

Turcotte keyed the radi o and demanded to speak to the senior American
of ficer at South Canp. As Turcotte
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tal ked to South Canp, the MDX began bobbi ng and weaving as the two jets
rapi dly approached.

Qut of the comer of his eye, Turcotte saw a missile flash by, then expl ode
into a sand dune. He felt his stomach tighten as the MDX spun one hundred and
ei ghty degrees, abruptly halting forward novenent. The two jets roared past,
then the helicopter reversed once nmore and continued on course. It took the
jets alnost a dozen miles to | oop around for another pass.

"What are they doing?" the co-pilot yelled.

Turcotte slid the side door open and | eaned out. He could see the two
Egypti an pl anes comi ng around, very lowthis tinme, at just slightly faster
than their stall speed. "Gun run," Turcotte replied. "Low and as slow as they
can go." He knew that if they were going to fire mssiles again, the jets



woul d be much higher to try to keep a heat |ock. The helicopter nmust have sone
sort of anti-radar device and heat diffusers given that they had survived the
first attack.
"Range?" the co-pilot wanted to know.

"Two mles and closing," Turcotte informed the pilots.

"They'll wait until they're right behind us before shooting. Maybe a quarter
mle," the pilot said.
"How do you know that?" Turcotte asked.
"We've read their tactical manuals,"” the pilot said.

"One mle and closing," Turcotte said. "How far to the coast?" he asked.
"Eight mles."

He knew they weren't going to make it. The two planes coning dead on for the
tail of the helicopter |ooked like rapidly approaching darts.
"Half mile," Turcotte said.
"Now " the co-pilot yelled.
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Turcotte felt his stomach sl am downward as the nose of the helicopter abruptly
lifted. He blinked, realizing he was now | ooking at the desert floor, then he
was conpletely disoriented as the MDX went vertical and began to | oop over.

The two jets went by bel ow and Turcotte was upside down, held in place only
by the shoul der straps. His stomach conmpleted the roll as they came around and
down, now behind the two jets.

"Fire!" the pilot ordered. A stinger nissile | eapt fromthe weapons pod and
raced after the jets
"Fire." Another mssile trailed the first.

The Egyptian jets broke, one right, one left, desperately kicking in their
afterburners to escape the missiles bearing down on them They'd played right
into the Israelis' hands by comng down to low level and losing the ability to
trade altitude for speed.

Turcotte turned fromwatching the second fireball as he heard a | oud,
retching sound. Fassid was puking all over hinself on the other side of the
chopper.

"The @ulf," the co-pilot announced as they cleared a dune and a flat stretch
of water as far as they could see appeared ahead.

"W've got two nore fast-nmovers on radar," the pilot said. "ETA six mkes."
"Where will we be in six minutes?" Turcotte asked.

"Hal fway across the @ulf."

Turcotte keyed the radio. "Vanguard Six, this is Area Five One Six. Over?"

He felt a wave of relief as he was instantly answered. "This is Vanguard
Six."

"Six, do you have us on screen? Over,'
"Roger. Over."

Turcotte asked.
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"Your intercept tine to us? Over?"
"Ten m kes. Over."
"Make it six," Turcotte said, "or there won't be anything to neet. Over."

"We'll try."

The pilots had the MDX about twenty feet over the @ulf of Suez, engines
maxed out. The interior snelled foul fromFassid' s vomit, but that was the
| east of anyone's concern. Turcotte wasn't scared. He'd al ways been capabl e of
shutting down his enotions in battle, but on those occasions he'd had sone
control over his fate. Here he was just a passenger on an aircraft that was
either going to make it or go up in a ball of flame, with the latter the nore
likely event.
"Ship to the right," Fassid reported.

Turcotte | ooked past the Egyptian officer. A midsized freighter flying a



Li berian flag was steanming up the Gulf, heading for the Canal. He keyed the
intercom "Can we use the ship for cover?"

In reply the pilot banked the MDX and headed straight for the | arge bow of
t he ship.

"Jets two minutes out," the co-pilot reported.

"CQuardi an Six, ETA? Over." Turcotte asked over the radio as they cl osed on
the tanker.

"Six mnutes. Over."

The pilot brought the nose of the helicopter up and they cleared the top of
the bow by five feet, banked hard right to avoid hitting the bridge, then were
over the large main deck

"There," the co-pilot was pointing toward an open cargo hatch. The pil ot
brought the MDX down above the deck of the noving ship, then descended,
mat chi ng the ship's speed, down through the open hatch in the hold.
They hovered in the darkness of the hole, the only
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light coming fromthe hatch overhead where they could see a few startled
crewnen | ooki ng down. Turcotte checked his watch. "Tinme," he told the pilot
finally.

They were up, out of the hatch. Five thousand feet up they could see the
Egyptian fighters circling. And closer, four Blackhawk helicopters with UN
stencil ed on the side.

The MDX darted to the east and the four Blackhawks surrounded it. Two above,
two behind, preventing the Egyptians fromgetting to it w thout shooting them
down first.

AREA 51, NEVADA

Ki ncaid | eaned back in the seat and stared the conputer screen in front of
him A sphere was rotating quickly, twenty-four red dots glowing along its
surface. Stationary on the screen were three green dots representing G za
Easter Island, and Q an-Ling. One of the red dots would align with G za, then
the sphere of red dots would spin rapidly, as the conputer tried to line up
another red dot with Easter Island. If there was a hit, the computer was
programmed to try to align a third with Q an-Ling, but so far there had been
no second hits.

As he watched the computer work in vain, several possibilities occurred to
Ki ncai d, none of them good. One was that these grid points referred to a
pl anet ot her than Earth—perhaps Mars. Another was that perhaps Che Lu's
mat hemati ¢ assunptions were wong. O that using Gza as a fixed point was off
base and none of those points referred to G za

Ki ncai d shook his head. None of those possibilities was useful. He'd | earned
early in the NASA programto
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make the inpossible possible. To do that required | ooking at things with
blinders on. If this was indeed an Airlia grid systemof inportant points on
Earth, perhaps they had done sonething very sinple to nake it hard to plot.

He heard commotion from the Cube, but Kincaid focused his attention on the
probl em at hand.

Maj or Quinn threw the door to the conference room open. "Turcotte has been
pi cked up by an Israeli helicopter and will be |landing at Hazerimin twenty
m nutes. "
Yakov | ooked up fromthe chess set between hinself and Che Lu. "That is news
worthy of a drink." He pulled the bottle of vodka out from sone hi dden pocket



inside his large, billow shirt.
"The Grail ?" Che Lu asked.

The ent husi asm di nmed on Quinn's face. "Aspasia's Shadow escaped with it—and
Doct or Duncan. Turcotte thinks they've headed back to The M ssion, wherever
that is now. He said he'd update via SATCOM from t he bouncer on the way back
here," Quinn said. "He was using an Israeli radio and frequency to tell ne
what | just told you."

"Some good news, sonme bad news.
way it always is."

"Anything from M ster Kincaid and his search?" Che Lu asked Quinn

"Not hi ng yet. The conmputer is still doing pernutations.”

"Let us hope Turcotte has a plan," Yakov said.

Yakov took a drink. "That seens to be the
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HAZERI M Al R BASE, | SRAEL

Maj or Turcotte had no plan other than getting off the Israeli helicopter

wi thout falling on his face. Beyond that, his nmind and body were too exhausted
and drained to go. He recogni zed Sherev and watched as the Mdssad agent net

Col onel Fassid with open arnms. H's greeting to Turcotte was | ess enthusiastic.

"Al-1blis has the Ark" were his first words as Turcotte felt the heat from
the tarmac rising |ike a hot bl anket.

"And the Gail," Turcotte added, squinting in the bright sun. "Do you know
where he went ?"

"Last radar image before the AWACS was destroyed indicated the two
hel i copters were heading east," Sherev said as he led Turcotte toward the
wai ti ng bouncer. "For all we know the choppers had external fuel tanks, which
nmeans they could go anywhere in the Mddle East. There they could | and and
cross-load to a plane if they wanted to go farther. One of our |istening
stations intercepted part of an FM broadcast between the two helicopters which
i ndi cated they were heading toward a place called The M ssion, which no one
seens to know die |ocation of."

Turcotte knew that intelligence agencies all over the world had been trying
to find the new spot where The M ssion had set up shop after being chased off
of Devil's Island in South Anmerica.

"Things are very unstable," Sherev continued as they reached the bouncer
"The assassination of Hussein has led to saber rattling in both Iran and Iraq.
The fools here thought cutting off the head would kill the beast, but it has
just nmade things nore dangerous. The eneny you know is always better than the
eneny you don't.

"Your own country is threatening Egypt over the |oss
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of the AWACS. My country is contenplating nobilization of reserves because of
what is happeni ng.

"China is still sealed off fromthe rest of the world, although intelligence
reports indicate their mlitary is mobilizing. There's fear that the Chinese
m ght invade Taiwan. North Korea is also nobilizing. Both countries are hoping
that your Navy in the Pacific is so preoccupied with Easter Island that they
can act with inmpunity in the western Pacific." Sherev shrugged his shoul ders.
"The world is getting even crazier than it usually is. And now we have the Ark
of the Covenant and the Grail both surfacing after being nmyths for generations
and now lie in the hands of a terrorist.

"I think that what is even nore dangerous than the political maneuverings
are the cracks in the foundations of the major religions. The various clergy
are having a difficult tinme suddenly reconciling their dogma to the existence
of these aliens.”

Turcotte didn't want to get into the real identity of Al-Iblis with Sherev;



he hinself had a hard enough tinme understanding the creature and its ka and
bei ng reborn.
"I thank you for saving us." He extended his hand.

Sherev gripped it. "I lost a good nol e He nodded toward Fassid. "I hope
you two were worth it."

"We'll try to be," Turcotte said.

"Ah," Sherev spit onto the hot runway. "Wio knows what is worth what
nowadays." He sl apped the side of the bouncer. "Alien spaceships, the Ark, the
Gail, who knows what wi |l happen next or who is who."

"That's what we're trying to figure out at Area 51," Turcotte said. "Thank
Fassid for me once nore.”

"Ah, he gets a nice house, a monthly check fromthe governnent now. He is
qui te happy that he does not have to |l ead a double life. Have a safe journey."
Sherev stepped back
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Turcotte clinbed up to the hatch and slid in, shutting it behind him Wthin
seconds they were airborne and headi ng west toward the United States.

Q AN-LI NG, CHI NA

Ts' ang used the spear he held to open one of the smaller containers in the
| arge cavern. He renmpved a bl ack sphere, about eight inches in dianeter. Then
he | ed Lexina, Coridan, and El ek back to the | owest chanber.

"I must followthe instructions | was given," he said as they entered it and
faced the black wall. "I was put in place to be the first to awaken. Artad is
to be the last."

"Who' s next?" Lexina asked.

"The Kortad. They nust nake sure all is secure before waking Artad."
"There is not nuch time," Lexina said.

"It is the way things nust be done," Ts'ang said. "Haste can be nore
dangerous than anything el se." He pressed down on the top of the black sphere.
A series of hexagons appeared on the surface. He hit several in a rapid
pattern.

The black wall moved swiftly back, revealing row after row of black tube.
The chamber was far larger than Lexi na had i magi ned. Over two hundred tubes
wer e exposed before the black wall conpletely di sappeared, revealing a |arge
set of doors made of bl ack netal

"Artad rests behind those doors in a special vault,"” Ts'ang said.

He tapped on the black sphere and the lids to all the tubes slid back. The
metal foil peeled away, revealing the alien bodies inside. They were identica
to the hol ogramthat had appeared in the main tunnel. They were all just short
of seven feet tall, with a disproportionally
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short torso and overly long arns and | egs. The heads were half as big as a
human's, with bright red hair. The skin was white and unbl em shed.

Each one had either a spear like Ts'ang, or a sword lying next to their
ri ght hands. Lexina wondered about the archai c weapons, but she assuned they
had anot her purpose just as the Spear of Destiny and Ts'ang's spear had served
as keys.

"They will be conscious and able to nove in an hour,'
then, we wait."

"W have waited for many generations," Lexina said. "Another hour is
bearable for us, but | hope it is not too late with regard to Aspasia's
Shadow s forces."

Ts'ang said. "Unti

EASTER | SI AND



The t housands brought by the Jahre Viking had been assinilated by the

nanovi rus. Food on the relatively desolate island was a naj or problem at the
nmonent, and the guardian solved that by "shutting down" a | arge nunber of the
currently unneeded troops. The nanovirus put theminto a coma, reducing their
bodily functions to bare m ni nmuns.

The Viking floated offshore, its nodifications conplete. The massive bow
doors slowy swung open, water flooding into the special front conpart ment
built by the nano-techs. Once the water |ine inside equal ed that outside, the
submarine Springfield slowy made its way inside the huge tanker and was
secured in netal brackets specifically designed for it. The doors swung shut,
then the water was punped out.

On board the Washington, the nodified air wing was in place, and pl anes
lined the deck, wingtip to w ngtip.

Al was ready. The huge tanker and the aircraft

267

carrier began noving. Fromthe deck of the Washington, a single, nodified
Hawkeye t ook off.

PACI FI C CCEAN

Captain Robinette stared at the i mgery that had just been downl oaded fromthe
KH 14 spy satellite nmonitoring his area of operations. Two | arge ships had
just appeared fromunder the protection of the Easter Island shield: the
CGeorge Washington and the Jahre Viking. They were noving at flank speed
directly for his Task Force.

Robi nette sat down in bis conmand chair and ac-essed the comlink to the
captains of all the ships in his attle group. "Gentlenmen. W have contact with
the en-ay. Prepare your ships for battle. W will advance on
| eneny at flank speed. | amlaunching aircraft for a
enptive strike."

He shut the comlink, then turned to his Commandern Air Goup. "CAG | want
you to start launching i mediately. Everything we've got."

If there was one | esson that had been beaten into Robinette fromhis first
year at the Naval Acadeny, it
is that in nodern naval warfare the side that struck
st held the advant age.
"\What about our CAP?" the CAG asked, referring to
s covering air patrol that guarded the Task Force.

"Keep m ni mum force above us. Everything else gets aunched. | want those two
shi ps sunk."
"Sink the Washi ngton, sir?"
"Yes. | want you to lead the strike force personally.”
"Yes, sir."

As soon as CAG left, one of the radar operators called out a report. "Sir,
there's been an aircraft |aunched fromthe Washington."
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"ldentification?" "A Hawkeye."
That made sense, Robinette knew The Hawkeye was a surveillance aircraft.
"Keep an eye on it." "Yes, sir."

THE M SSI ON
The body was ready. It had been grown with the utnost care and now floated in

a vat of green fluid, a black hose running air into the mouth. The top of the
shaved head was covered with a skullcap from which several dozen wires ran to



a main line that cane out of the tube and snaked over to the comrand consol e.

The eyes were open but stared blankly, no spark of intelligence behind them
It was in one of the | owernost chanbers of The M ssion, surrounded by a bank
of alien machinery, the nost prom nent piece a |long black tube built of b'ja,
the alien netal

Aspasi a' s Shadow coughed, pain shooting through lungs riddled wth cancer
This was a very bad tine to pass on. There was so much that needed to be done,
and Duncan still lay in the roomnext to the Gail, twitching in agony.

But he didn't want to cut it too close. If this body died, he would | ose al
he had experienced in the past several days and then even nore tinme would be
lost trying to catch up. It was a disorienting feeling, awakening in a new
body and having lost time that one had in reality lived.

Aspasi a's Shadow went to the control console, hands over the lit hexagona
di splay. He tapped out a sequence, just as he had done hundreds of tines in
the past. The lid to the black tube swung up
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easily, revealing a contoured interior designed to fit his body.

He renmoved the ka fromaround his neck and slid it, arns forward, into the
two small holes on the right side of the console. It fit snugly, and a small
si x-sided section next to it glowed orange, indicating it was in place.

Aspasi a's Shadow went to the black tube. He stripped off the priest's
garnments and crown, carefully laying themon the small stand next to it, and
lay inside. The Iid lowered onto him trapping himin utter darkness.

Nano- probes slid out of the lining into his brain, tapping into the needed
sections. The pain was intense, but there wasn't time to go through the normal
preparations which woul d have all evi ated t hat

Hi s menories and experiences since the |ast downl oad were quickly tapped and
transferred to the ka. Aspasia's Shadow took a shall ow breath, never prepared
for what cane next, because he didn't know what it was going to be like.

Qut of small pockets in the lining of the tube, black particles, the size of
grains of sand, were expelled onto his naked skin.

He screaned hel plessly into the darkness O the tube as the particles
di ssol ved his flesh, muscle, and bone fromthe outside inward, triggering
every pain response the body had. The only positive aspect was that it |asted
for barely five seconds before the body was gone.

The consol e hunmred as the data in the ka was integrated with the basic
profile of Aspasia, then shunted to the figure in the glass tube through the
line, into the wires into its brain. The inprinting |asted over a mnute.

The eyes blinked, awareness filling themw th cunning and malice. The green
fluid drained, |eaving the
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figure kneeling in the tube's floor, trying to get oriented. The tube slid up
and the figure tentatively stepped out. It wiped itself with a towel, then
slid on the garnents that had been left.

Aspasi a's Shadow, the latest version, turned to | eave the room but paused.
It went over to the black tube and lifted the Iid. Inside there was nothing. A
line furrowed the unmarked brow of the cloned body, as if struggling to
renenber sonet hi ng.

Aspasi a's Shadow felt the pressure of tine and left the regenerati on room
He went deep in the base, to the lowernpst room A large nultifaceted crystal
about four feet high, was in the center of the chanber. He wal ked up to it and
laid his hand on the top, ring faci ng down.

The crystal glowed brightly froman inner light. In a conpl ex nmaneuver that
even Aspasia's Shadow couldn't follow, the outside of the crystal folded on
itself in tiny portions along the top, revealing an opening. He reached in.

H s hand cane out holding a sword.



THE PACI FI C OCEAN

CAG fl ew above and slightly behind the strike force. Spread out bel ow was an
i npressive sight—+welve F-14s, twenty-four F-16s, an EA-2C Early Warni ng

pl ane, and four EA-6B Prow er electronic attack jets |eading the way. Mre

t han enough firepower to take out both ships. The issue, of course, was who
was crewing the ships. CAG could hear the chatter on the inter-flight net as
his pilots discussed this. He keyed his radio.
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"Men. Listen up. You will press home against the Washington. | want no one
backi ng off. You've seen the video showi ng what happened to those people on
the rafts heading in toward Easter Island off that trawl er. The SEAL team sent
into do a recon hasn't been heard from |f our people are on board the
Washi ngton, they're not our people anynore. Those ships are carrying a virus
deadly to all of mankind. You will press honme the attack."

The Washington began | aunching nore aircraft as the Hawkeye picked up the
incomng flight. There was novenent on the deck as sonme of those who had cone
on the Viking canme onto the deck

The Vi ki ng was sl owi ng down and the bow doors slowy cane open. The nodified
Springfield slipped out. But instead of heading toward Task Force 79, it took
a different heading. Where the Springfield had been, the nanovirus began
construction on a replica of the Springfield, which it had spent the | ast
several hours studying.

"We've got bogeys," the EA-2C reported.
"How many?" CAG asked.

"Twenty-four."

" Si gnat ure?"

"Looks |ike F-18, but—

" But ?"

"Something's different."

"What ?"
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"l don't know, CAG Just different."

"CGreat." CAG considered the situation. The bogies were nost likely a
defensive force sent up to stop the attack. "Checknate Six," he called for the
| eader of one of his flights of F- 18s.

"Roger. This is Checknate Six. Over."

"CAG to checkmate. You've got the bogies. Cear our way in. Over."
"Roger . "

CAG wat ched as one of his squadrons of F-18s accelerated, firing their
af t er bur ners.

"Where's that Hawkeye from the Washi ngton?' CAG called back to the Stennis.

"W have it west of your flight at high altitude, closing on our position,"
the carrier reported.

A new voi ce cut in—€aptain Robinette. "Concentrate on your attack, CAG I'm
sendi ng one of the CAP F-18s to take out that Hawkeye."

The pilot of the F-18 detailed to destroy the Hawkeye was flying with
afterburners on toward the slower-noving plane headed directly toward the
fleet. He wasn't worried about the confrontation, since the Hawkeye was
unarmed. He flipped the switch turning on his 20nm Gatling gun and sl owed as
he neared the other plane.

The Hawkeye nmade no attenpt to maneuver, comng straight on. At one nile



closing rapidly, the pilot pressed the trigger and held it for two seconds
before breaking right. As he passed he could see the tracers race toward the
Hawkeye and hit. Chunks of the plane blew off as the 20mm rounds ri pped

t hr ough.

"What the hell?" the pilot muttered as he noticed the
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rot odome on top seperate fromthe body of the plane and continue flying on its
own as the plane nosed over and headed for the ocean. He turned hard, circling
around. The rotodone was slowy disintegrating, changing froma solid into
what appeared to be a black cloud that was spreading out.

The pilot keyed his radio, but there was nothing but static. He changed
frequencies with the sane result.

"We've lost all comunications with Pearl."”
Robi nette spun his chair around. "Say agai n?" "W've lost all comunications,
sir. SATCOM Hi gh frequency. Everything."

Robi nette turned back. There was a clear Plexiglas screen on one side. A
sail or stood behind it, updating the position of the strike force and the
eneny flight. The two were closing on each other at rapid speeds. A trenor of
unease passed through the captain.

The | eader of the forward F-18 squadron blinked as the incomng flight
di sappeared from his radar screen. "Anyone have a | ock on bogeys? Over."
"Negative. They're gone. My radar is down!"

Wthout their radars, the F-18s fromthe Stennis were forced to find their
targets visually. This was difficult flying at twelve hundred mles an hour
especially when their targets were approachi ng head-on at the sanme speed.
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"There!" the squardon comrander yelled as he fired his 20mm cannon at a
bl ur he spotted coming at him
The bogeys were past, F-18s passing each other at a conbi ned speed of over
two thousand nmiles an hour. The startled commander of the Checkmaters whi pped
his head left and right, barely catching a glinpse of the eneny aircraft. They
weren't up to intercept. The path to the Washi ngton was clear for the strike
force.

Robi nette pounded the armof his chair in frustration. He was blind and cut
off fromboth his strike force and his protective CAP. He could only hope his
men's training held true and both did their jobs.

CAG had taken over lead of the flight. Wthout comruni cati on anong the pl anes,
it boiled down to a sinple tactic—everyone was to follow himand do as he did.
He spotted two massive sil houettes on the horizon and knew he had the targets
in sight. He armed his bonbs as he searched the sky for a protective air
cover, but the sky seened to be clear

In their abbreviated m ssion briefing before takeoff, CAG had divided the
two targets anong his planes. He pointed his nose toward the Washi ngton and
was relieved to see the planes designated for the Jahre Viking break left and
head toward their target. Wthout his aining radar, and not having to worry
about air cover, CAG decided the best plan was to conme in | ow and sl ow and
drop his bonmb when he was right on top of the target. He would use the plastic
sight bolted to the front of the cockpit reserved for when the radar didn't
wor k.
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He extended flaps and reduced throttle. He could nake out nore details about

t he Washi ngton as he got closer. Planes lined the deck. Some adjustnents had
been nade to the ship, particularly in the radar array and bridge island. Then
he saw the people. Hundreds covering the forward part of the flight deck. Men,
worren, and children. Most of the adults were dressed in Navy uniforns.

CAG hesitated, and that was all it took for himto fly by the carrier, the
rest of his strike force followi ng without a single bonmb being dropped. The
same happened with the force at the Jahre Viking.

"Dam it!" CAG cursed as he banked and circled w de, com ng around for
anot her run. He steeled hinself for what had to be done. Wth his squadrons
right behind him CAG cane in for a second run. He lined up his sight on the
center of the flight deck. Then he rel eased the bonb. He banked hard and up
| ooki ng over his shoul der as the bonb arced toward the carrier

Two hundred neters above the flight deck the bonb expl oded. CAG cursed as he
wat ched the rest of his planes drop their loads with the sane result.

I nsi de the Washi ngton's cavernous hangar deck, a shield generator, simlar but
smal l er than the ones inside Easter |Island and Q an-Ling, spun, projecting a
field conmpletely around the carrier. Aboard the Jahre Viking was a twin
generator, also protecting it.

Al arms cl anged and Captain Robinette ran to the wing of his bridge, |ooking up
in the sky. A group of small
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dots had appeared in the southern sky. He watched hel pl essly as his CAP
reacted, going to intercept.

Unable to use their targeting radars, the F-18s flying CAP had to rely on
their Gatling guns. Gven that they were noving faster than Mach I, and the

i ncom ng bogeys were flying close to one thousand miles an hour, it was |ike
being in a car going full speed and threading a needle held by someone on the
side of the road. They had one pass as the bogeys cane in, firing | ong bursts
in the hope of hitting sonething.

M racul ously, one bogey F-18 was struck in the wing, huge holes torn out of
it, but the damage was inmedi ately repaired by nanotechs.

The ot her el even bogeys nosed over and picked up even nore speed as they
branched out, five heading toward the Stennis and one each toward each of the
acconpanyi ng ships in the battle group

The Stennis had only four 20nm Vul can Phal anx guns for close-in protection.
The escort ships were nore heavily arnmed, and as they were on the outside,
they began firing first. Unfortunately, they had the same problem as the
j ets—the Phal anxes were normally radar ainmed and automatically fired. In this
energency, they were being manually fired and ai ned by eye.

The crui ser Chanplain scored a direct hit on one of the F-18s headi ng toward
the Stennis, the round smashing into the cockpit, killing the human pilot. The
pl ane spiraled down toward the ocean out of control

From hi s bridge, Robinette watched events unfold, and before the first
expl osion he realized what the eneny's plan was. The Chanplain was the first
to be hit,
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an F-18 flying straight into its bridge, killing the entire comuand group



"Kam kazes!" Robinette exclainmed as nore F-18s hit his escort ships. He saw
one coming in |low over the water, directly for his bridge. He could see the
line of tracers as one of the Phalanxes tried to hit it. A second later, just
before the F-18 reached the bridge, the fuel canister slung bel ow each wi ng
popped open, a fog of black spreading out fromeach. Then the F-18 sl anmed
into the bridge.

It took the air wing forty minutes to return to the task force. CAG circled
over head surveying the ships. He could see danage on sone of them but they
were all afloat. He tried to contact the Stennis, but the radi os were stil
out. He did a fly-by, low over the deck, and was startled to see no one noving
about. There was no signal officer to wave himin for landing. It was as if
the ship were deserted. He could al so see the damage to the bridge. He circled
once nmore, the rest of the air wing waiting overhead, fuel |evels dropping.

"The hell with it," CAG muttered. He didn't need a signal officer to I and
He' d done hundreds of carrier l|andings and he could see that the wires were
ready. He leveled off, reduced throttle, and came in for a perfect |anding as
his tail hook caught the first wire. He was slamred forward agai nst the
restraints as the F-18 canme to an abrupt halt.

He cursed as he slid back the canopy and saw no crew nenbers rushing to his
plane to clear it for the next jet to |land. He unbuckled and clinbed out of
the cockpit, down to the flight deck. It was unnerving to be
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standing there with no one el se about when the flight deck was normally a
bustle of activity.

Then he noticed that the damage on the bridge island was changi ng, appearing
as if it were slowy repairing itself. A sailor appeared in a hat chway,
staggering toward CAG arns held out. There were others behind him their eyes
vacant and dull.

CAG turned and ran down the flight deck toward the rear of the ship. H's
second in comrand was coming in low and |level, doing a fly-by to see what was
happeni ng. CAG swung his arns, the classic wave-off signal
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CHAPTER 20
Q AN-LI NG, CHI NA

Ts'ang Chieh knelt in front of the |large black door, backed up by two hundred
Airlia in flowi ng robes. One by one, each Airlia went to the door and inserted
his or her spear/sword into a slot five feet off the floor, just to the right
of the center seam The Airlia would then go back to his or her place and
kneel .

As each sword or spear was inserted, the door began to gl ow. Col den bands
rose fromthe floor upward. When the last Airlia slid his spear into the slot,
t he door becane conpl etely golden, bathing all those who knelt in front of it
with its glow. Heads bowed as the | arge doors began to swi ng open. Lexina
prostrated herself, the other Ones Who Wait followi ng suit.

When the doors were conpletely open, she risked a glance up. A single black
tube, resting in a silver cradle, was set on an altar of clear crystal. The
top of the tube slid back. Ts'ang Chieh went to the right of the altar, picked
up a robe, and stood perfectly still, waiting.

An alien hand grasped the side of the tube, six fingers pulling. A tal
Airlia with long flowing red hair appeared, and long legs slid over the side
of the tube, touching the ground. Artad stood as Ts'ang Chieh brought forward
the robe, wapping it around Artad's shoul ders.



Ts'ang Chieh cried out sonething in the alien tongue
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and the two hundred Kortad replied with one voice. Lexina' s body was shaking,
tears fl owi ng down her cheeks. This was the nonent her people had waited over
two hundred generations for

They were no | onger The Ones Who Wait.

AREA 51, NEVADA

On the main screen of the Cube, Larry Kincaid could watch the progress of the
bouncer carrying Turcotte as it raced across the Atlantic, but his entire
bei ng was caught up in the grid problem Che Lu had given him The conputer had
gone through all twenty-four points and then all possibilities for a second
hit on Easter Island wi thout success. He'd reprogramred it to initiate at G za
with the second hit to be Q an-Ling.

He'd al ready considered the possibility that the guardi an conputers at those
| ocati ons had been nmoved there after the grid points were recorded, but again
that did himno good. He had to think of possibilities that nmight work, not
ones that were non-starters.

If the grids had been mani pul ated by a nunber code—for exanple, each one
nmoved slightly—that woul dn't nake a difference because the points would stil
line up. Unless it was a graduated nunber code where the nunber change shift
depended on the original nunber, but that seenmed very complicated unless it
was a set code the Airlia used all the time. In which case, he was again down
a dead-end pat h.

He had a feeling the solution was right in front of him but he just wasn't
seeing it.
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"W will be there in fifteen mnutes.” Turcotte's voice echoed out of the
speaker in the center of the conference table. "Have a copy, of all that has
been transl ated from Burton's manuscript ready for nme, particularly anything
about The M ssion."

"We'|l do that," Yakov said. "W'Ill see you shortly." The speaker went dead
and the Russian turned to Che Lu. The news that the entire Space Command team
had been w ped out and Duncan was in the hands of Aspasia's Shadow di d not hi ng
to lighten a nood that was al ready heavy. "W still have not found anything to
help himwith. W have an idea what the Gail's effect is, but it is nowin
Aspasi a' s Shadow s hands. "

The main screen in the Cube showed the airfield above, a video canera tracking
t he bouncer as it hovered and noved toward Hangar One. Larry Kincaid barely
spared it a glance as he focused on the rotating sphere covered with red dots
filling the conputer screen in front of him

When he'd first started working in the space programin the sixties, his
i medi at e supervi sor had al ways enphasi zed what he called "reverse thinking."
If an engineer ran into a problemthat he couldn't get through within a
reasonabl e amount of tinme, the suggestion was to try to | ook at the problem
t he opposite way one had been approaching it.

What was the opposite of a point on a sphere? Kincaid asked hi nsel f.
Then he saw it.
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M ke Turcotte's head felt heavy; his thought processes were slow and
fragnmented, |ike sand pouring through an hourgl ass.

"My friend!" Yakov held out a hand to help Turcotte off the edge of the
bouncer. "You do not |ook well."

The hangar was al nbst deserted, a stark contrast to the normal bustle of
activity that had gone on here for decades.

"What have you | earned?" Turcotte asked.

"W have nmuch of the manuscript translated," Yakov said. He gestured toward
the elevator and | ed the way as he spoke. "W have |learned bits and pieces,
but the exact conposition of the Grail and the |ocation of The M ssion have
el uded us so far."

"Easter |sland?" Turcotte asked as the elevator doors slid shut.

"Not hing fromKelly Reynol ds since the | ast nessage," Yakov answered. "The
SEALs have not reported back and are presuned lost. And to top all that,
contact with the naval Task Force has been lost."

"What about imagery of the Task Force?" Turcotte asked.

"The ships are there," Yakov said. "They just aren't conmunicating. Mst of
the air wing of your carrier the Stennis is flying north, toward Hawaii. O
course, they do not have the fuel to make it. Your people in the Pentagon are
scranbl i ng some tankers to try to reach them but Major Quinn tells ne they
will all have to ditch before that happens.”

Turcotte tried to make sense of this startling information. "Wiy aren't they
| andi ng on the StennisT

"Because, ny friend, we believe that the nanovirus has taken over the entire
Task Force."

"Al of it?"
"It appears so."
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"Wel| — Turcotte was trying to sort through the situation. "That's the
Pent agon's responsibility,” he finally said.
Yakov's thick eyebrows arched in surprise.
"Aspasia's Shadow is with Duncan. He runs things. W stop him we stop the
Guides and all the rest," Turcotte said.
"So you hope," Yakov said.

"Chi na?" Turcotte asked, trying to change the subject.
"Not hing there to report."

Turcotte | eaned agai nst the smooth metal wall as the el evator descended. The
wor ds of Aspasia's Shadow echoed in his mnd, a ripple of uncertainty and
disquiet. "So we don't know how to proceed,"” he sunmari zed.

"It appears that— Yakov began, but the elevator came to a halt and the
heavy doors opened, revealing Larry Kincaid, a piece of clear acetate in his
hand.

"I've got it!"

"CGot what?" Turcottle came off the wall as if jolted by electricity.

"The grid system" Kincaid said. "The one Che Lu translated. Sone of the
points are to throw you off, or nmaybe there's sonething there that hasn't been
found—but G za, Easter Island, Q an-Ling—they all line up. And there's other
points.” He was tal king so quickly no one had a chance to get a word in
edgewi se until he paused for breath.

"The M ssion?" Turcotte asked.

"Well, it's probably one of these points, | don't know which one. Let ne
show you what | have." Kincaid headed for the conference room the others
anxi ously foll ow ng.

As they settled in around the table, Kincaid dimed the |lights and put the
acetate on an overhead projector
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A Mercator conformal projection of the planet was illunm nated, along with dots
all over the surface. Several were starred.

"G za." Kincaid used a |aser pointer to highlight one of the starred points.
"Q an-Ling. Easter Island. Tiahua-naco in Bolivia, where Majestic found the
guardian it noved to Dul ce. Ngorongoro. They are all there, exactly
pi npoi nted. "

"How did you do it?" Che Lu asked.

Kincaid smiled. "The points you deci phered were encoded, but it was sinple
once | uncovered the key. The points you had from Nabi nger were where a line,
perpendi cular to the interior Earth's surface at that spot, was to be
projected through the planet to the opposite side of the globe."

Turcotte was |l ooking at all the dots. Several were in the Mddl e East, not
far from G za. As he expanded his search, there were others in Asia, Europe,
Africa—any of which could be The Mssion, if The Mssion was at one of these
anci ent | ocations.

"Anyone have an idea which one of these m ght be where The M ssion is now?"
he asked those in the room

Kincaid s smile |lost sonme of its luster. "Well, sone of these, like | said,
| think are bogus. There's a couple in the niddle of the ocean. | just had
this printed out, so | haven't really had a chance to check each spot out.
just wanted to be sure I'd figured it out right."

Che Lu was peering at the map. "We nmust exam ne each site.”

"There's a lot of spots,” Turcotte said. "W coul d—= He was interrupted by
Prof essor Mial ama, whom everyone had forgotten about, hidden behind his |arge
conput er nonitors.

"I think I know where The Mssion is." He walked to
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the front of the room A long finger reached out to touch the lone dot on the
peni nsul a between Egypt and Israel. "Here. Munt Sinai."

The location imredi ately nade sense to Turcotte in terns of the direction
the two helicopters had been spotted heading by the AWACS before it was
destroyed, but he wondered how he had decided on it. "Wy there?"

"The Kabbal ah!" Yakov said. He turned to Turcotte. "One of the chapters of
Burton's manuscript said the Ark and Grail traveled to Mount Sinai after
| eavi ng Egypt during the Exodus."

"There's another nention of Mount Sinai in the chapter | just finished
transl ating,"” Mial ama sai d.

"Let's see it." Turcotte's exhaustion had fallen by the wayside.

The overhead was turned off and the conputer screen cane alive as Yakov
qui ckly scrolled down to get to the new chapter

BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER 8

| was sent to Damascus to fulfill my duties to the Ctown. As is ny wont, |
spent considerable time in the native part of the cities, |leaving the foreign
section as often as possible.

| became entranced with a woman—as was al so my wont in ny younger days.
saw her only briefly one evening, highlighted against a second-story w ndow as
| traveled the streets to a haven where | spent nmany an eveni ng, but that was
nore than enough. Rarely in all ny travels had | seen such a perfect form M

interest piqued, | inquired as to the occupants of the house and |l earned it
bel onged to a rather inportant trader
Under the guise of ny consular duties, | called on
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the trader the next day. H's nane was |brahim Al -Issas. The woman was his
mstress, | quickly learned. He sensed ny interest in her, and in the way of
that part of the world, offered her to ne.

Her nanme was Kazin, an exotic conbination of Arab and French bl ood. We had
I ong and interesting conversations, as she had been a courtesan for nmany
i mportant nen in Damascus for over a dozen years, and knew much of the inner
wor ki ngs of that part of the world. | found her intelligence outshone her
magni fi cent beauty.

She was a student of the holy works ranging fromthe Bible to the Torah to
the Koran to the Kaballah. | found her insights into the various witings nost
i ntriguing.

One day she nentioned a nanme that froze the blood in ny veins. W were
di scussing nmen of power in the area, and she said there was a man who wi el ded
much strength, but always fromthe shadows, so far in the darkness that no one
rightly knew what he | ooked like. She said his name was Al -Iblis.

| told her of neeting Al-Iblis in Medina, although | did not tell her the
results of that neeting. She said that he ruled froma place called The
M ssi on.

When | inquired if she knew the | ocation of The M ssion, she did a nost
strange thing. She recited several lines and told me if | could discover what
work they were from | would have ny answer. They were:

"Take care not to go up the nountain or even to touch the edge of it. Any
man who touches the nmountain nust be put to death. No hand shall touch him he
shall be stoned or shot dead; neither man nor beast may live."
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There was perfect stillness in-the conference room Yakov's finger hit the
scroll key, but there was nothing further. Turcotte spun in his chair toward
Mial ama. "Were's the rest?"

"I don't have it translated yet."

Turcotte's fist slamed down onto the tabletop. "I thought you said this
nmentioned Mount Sinai? | don't seek."”

"Yo'u have to know where that quote is fromand what it refers to," Mial ama
quietly replied, a bucket of cold water on Turcotte's anger
"Where is it fronP" Yakov asked.

"The A d Testanent," Muial anma said. "Exodus 19."

That clicked in Turcotte's mnd, connected with what he had just read in the
manuscript. "Munt Sinai ?"
Mial ama nodded. "Yes."

Turcotte spun toward Major Quinn. "I want a conplete target folder for Mount
Sinai—and | want it yesterday."

"Already on it." Quinn was |ooking down at his handhel d organi zer, typing on
the small keys.

Turcotte was noving toward the door, barking nore orders at Quinn. "I want a
bouncer ready to nove in five minutes with another TASC-suit, as close as they
can get to ny size, with an MK-98. And | want whatever fire support you can
get us in the Sinai." He pulled his SATPhone out. "I'Il coordinate directly
wi th Sherev for ground troops and choppers." Yakov and Quinn were right on his
heel s.

As the door swung shut behind them only Che Lu and Mial ama were left in the
conference room The old Chinese professor was shaki ng her head.
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"What's wrong?" Mial ana asked.
"Men." Che Lu shook her head again. "Always action first, thinking | ater.



suggest you translate the next chapter of Sir Burton's manuscript."”

"I"msure Kazin was referring to Mount Sinai," Mial ama said defensively.

"I agree with you," Che Lu said. "But no one has stopped to think about what
we just read. Why would this strange woman so easily tell Burton the location
of The M ssion, information that has been guarded so tightly for mllennia?
And the question above that—-how did she know where it was? Cbviously, Burton
didn't stop to think either over a hundred years ago. W need to find what the
result of his lack of foresight was, or else history may well repeat itself."

"What are you really | ooking for?" Mial ama demanded of her

Che Lu was surprised at the tone in his voice. "I want to uncover the truth
so we may nove forward."

"The truth?" A strange grin twisted Mialama's face, as if forced from
within. "You work for Artad, don't you?"

"I work for no one. I amlike you, an archaeol ogi st who is—

"Then why are you so anxious that mankind ally with Artad?" Mial ama cut her
of f.

"I just think it would be the w sest course,” Che Lu said.

"They question ne," Mial ama said, indicating the space around him "but they
don't question you. Wiy did you go to Qan-Ling in the first place? How did
you get authority to enter when no one has ever received such pernission in
t housands of years?" He | eaned for-
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ward, causing the old woman to step back in fear. "I think you lie too,
Prof essor. "

Wt hout another word, Mial ama went back to the manuscript. As he turned, Che
Lu noted once nore a small spot of blood on his ear. She hurried fromthe
conference room |eaving Mial ama al one.
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CHAPTER 21
THE M SSI ON

Aspasi a's Shadow was as still as the columms of marble behind him The sword
was held in front of himwth both hands, point on the floor. The gens on the
garnments glittered. H s dark eyes had not noved for the past ten mnutes,
focused on Lisa Duncan's form She had al so stopped noving, the slight rise
and fall of her chest the only sign she was still alive. Her face had even
rel axed, no longer contorted in pain as it had been since she put her hand in
the Gail

He'd known it would take tinme, but that was a resource that was in short
supply. He was receiving continuous inquiries fromthe Airlia left on Mars via
t he guardian conmputer. That was of little consequence to him although The
M ssion guardian did indicate that the Mars guardi an was doi ng sonet hi ng on
the red planet, the exact nature of which was being shielded. Wth no tal ons
or nothership available to them Aspasia's Shadow wasn't overly concerned with
the Mars Airlia. The situation had changed, and they woul d either serve himor
be abandoned as he had been abandoned by them

China was a problem as it had been for mllennia. The shield was up around
Q an-Ling, and Aspasia's Shadow had to assune that The Ones Who Wait woul d be
resurrecting Artad. He felt a slight chill of anticipation, something that had
been lacking for a long tine. He wanted to face down the Kortad Leader and end
this
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once and for all time. He'd fought Artad's Shadow nany tinmes, sonetimes

Wi nni ng, sonetinmes |osing, but always returning to the truce. Now there could
be a final battle with the real Artad.

More inportant than all that, though, was the Gail.

So he waited and wat ched Duncan

HAZERI M Al R BASE, | SRAEL

"W have eight Cobras already in the air, escorting five Bl ackhawks carrying
an assault force." Sherev used the tip of a pencil to point at the map.
"They're here, flying low |l evel over the Gulf of Agaba."

"There's an AC-130 gunship en route fromKuwait," Turcotte said. Cobras were
attack helicopters armed with a 20nm machi ne gun and either Hellfire or TOV
mssiles, flown by a two-man crew. Its firepower, added to that of the AC 130
Specter airplane, wuld give them some punch.

"We' ve picked up your plane on radar," Sherev said. "W estimate it should
arrive at Mount Sinai just as my aircraft do."

"How many nen on the Bl ackhawks?" Turcotte was checking the TASC-suit.
Sherev had raced out to nmeet themin an old jeep as soon as they | anded.
"Fifty. FromUnit 269."

Turcotte knew of 269 fromhis time in Det-Ain Berlin. It was the nost elite
unit in the Israeli Army, which was saying quite a bit. That neant Sherev was
using the very tip of the spear that was the Israeli Arnmy for this mssion
Judgi ng the distance to where the choppers were and Mount Sinai, Turcotte knew
they had a little bit of tinme before they had to | eave in order to catch up to
the aircraft in the bouncer
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"And intelligence on Munt Sinai?" Yakov asked. The Russian had finally
shed his bul ky overcoat; the dry, warmair of the Israeli desert was causing
all of themto sweat. The vest Turcotte had scrounged for Yakov was stretched
tight across his nassive chest. The MP-5 in his hands | ooked like a toy.

"It's in the mddl e of nowhere on the way to nowhere," Sherev said. The
penci| noved west and south fromthe |ocation of the helicopters to the center
of the lower portion of the Sinai Peninsula. "I have seen the Mount with ny
own eyes during the '73 war. We took the Sinai Peninsula fromthe Egyptians.
And we gave it back after the peace accords. But both sides steered clear of
Jabal Mdsa, which is what the locals call it.

"Superstition." Sherev shrugged. "But in reality it is of no strategic or
even tactical value. | happened to see it on a |long-range recon trying to
flank the Egyptian forces. It's not even the tallest peak in the area—Munt
Catherine to the southwest is a little higher. Muunt Sinai is just about
seventy-five hundred feet high

"There's a Catholic nonastery at the base of the mountain. It's been there
since the sixth century—the Mnastery of Saint Catherine, founded by the
Enmperor Justinian.”

"We know The M ssion used the Romans in this area,” Turcotte said as he
opened the two halves of the suit. "Maybe they put a nobnastery at the base to
distract attention fromthe nountain. O maybe it's part of The M ssion."

"It's possible," Sherev granted. "But | have imagery taken from overflights,
and they show nothing on the mountain." He tossed several photos onto the hood
of the jeep. They showed rough terrain, a peak in the center, another in the
[ ower left which Sherev tapped with
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the pencil point. "That's Munt Catherine. Nothing there either. The only way
to get to Mount Sinai on the ground is by using an uninproved road fromthe



coast. Very hard to get to."

"The Airlia had a penchant for hiding things underground,” Turcotte noted.
Sherev nodded. "A good place to hide sonething, as we do at Di nona. You
know, Sinai comes fromthe nane of the ancient god that was worshi pped by the
first people in that area, the moon god, Sin. Some Bedoui ns worship the Munt,
nost fear it. How do we find an underground base that no one has ever found?"

"I think soneone did find it," Turcotte said.
"What is that?" Sherev asked as the suit split into two parts, waiting for
an occupant.

"A second chance to rescue Doctor Duncan and destroy The M ssion,"” Turcotte
said. He lay down inside and hit the command for the suit to close. The top
rotated over and shut.

"Audi o," Turcotte ordered. He caught the end of Sherev's question
"—are you doi ng?"

Turcotte stood, feeling nore confortable in the suit than he had the first
time. He lifted an armtoward the bouncer. "Let's get airborne and I'Il get us
nore information."

AREA 51

Che Lu slowy opened the door to the conference roomand peered in. The lights
were di mer and Mial ama was a tall, dark form seated near the conputer. He
wasn't noving and there was no sound of the keys being struck
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"You were right."

The voice startled Che Lu. "About what?" she asked Mial ana.

"Burton didn't stop to think either before he raced off into the desert,
seeki ng out what Kazin hinted at."

"Show me," Che Lu said as she turned to the | arge screen

BURTON MANUSCRI PT: CHAPTER 9

| traveled with little difficulty from Damascus to Jerusalem Then | joined
a caravan that went south along the shore of the Dead Sea. We went al ong wadis
until we reached Agaba on the @ulf that bears the same name. That was the

convoy's end point. | was told there was nothing worthwhile to the south in
either direction—+n the Sinai to the west or Arabia to the east.
However, | had little difficulty enlisting the aid of sone Bedoui ns—the

only ones who could travel or live in that stark terrain—+to lead ne into the
heart of the Sinai

Qutside the walls of Agaba | found a small group of twenty Bedoui ns
preparing to depart for the desert. They had traveled to the city to trade for
the fewitens their honeland coul d not provide them primarily anmunition for
their weapons. They were fierce-1ooking men armed with guns and swords,
wel | -nounted. | felt at home anong them | had net such nen before on ny
travel s—aen who lived sinmply, with strict codes of conduct so they could
survive in a brutal |and.

As | had done before, | did not tell themof ny ultimte goal, but rather
simply that | wished to travel to the nonastery that was | ocated at the base
of the
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holy mountain. Indeed, | did plan on visiting Saint Catherine' s Mnastery, as

it seemed to nme the brothers there woul d know sonet hi ng of the nountain in
whose shadow t hey dwel | ed.



The Bedouins took me in, shared their food and tents, and in the norning we
departed. Instead of follow ng the coast, as | had done so many times on ny
treks in Africa, the Bedouins went inland i mediately upon |eaving the
outskirts of Agaba. They knew their way fromwatering hole to watering hole,
and it nost certainly did not make for a direct route. Tine neant nothing to
t hese people, only desert and water nmattered while they were traveling.

It was a feat | found nbst ammzing, considering the tribe that they sought
to reunite with were always on the nove and coul d be anywhere in the vast,
broken |l and we traversed.

But the old man who | ed us, Taiyaba, seened unconcerned. He would find his
tribe and fanily, of that he had no doubt. If it was close to Munt Catherine,
then he woul d get ne there. If not, he would just shrug and say it was Al lah's
will that | not go there.

After two weeks, a short tine conpared to Moses' forty years, | saw the top
of two peaks in the western distance. Two days later we arrived at the
nmonastery. The nen were anxious. Munt Sinai, or Jabal Msa, as they called
it, was a holy place, one to be feared. They were al so anxious to get to their
fam lies, which Taiyaba assured themwere not far away, to the north and west.

How he knew that, | could not tell you
The buil ding was made of rock and brick, huddl ed against a high rock wall
at the base of Mount Sinai. | was disappointed in the nmonks. A small group of

men, hacking a miserly life out of their rocky hone,
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they were ignorant of anything unusual about Mount Sinai. They even debated
anong t hensel ves whet her Mbses had gone up that nountain or Munt Catherine.

They were worthl ess. And they were puppets. | should have seen it in their
eyes. As | should have seen it in Kazin 's beautiful eyes. But | was too
anxi ous. Mount Sinai was right there, beckoning, and I was not paying as close
attention as | shoul d have.

Tai yaba offered to go with nme up the nountain.

We set out at dawn. There was a track that wound through the boul ders and
crags. A single track al nost inpassable at tines.

Two-thirds of the way up we crossed over a spur and cane to a halt. In
front of us the way was bl ocked by a dozen men dressed in | ong black robes,
hol di ng | ong spears. The bright metal glistened in the desert sun. Beyond the
warriors, another figure |oonmed, standing on top of a boulder. | had seen
soneone |ike that before, and ny heart raced with fear and anticipation of the
com ng confrontation

"Wl come, M ster Burton." The voice confirned the identity, sending a
shiver up ny spine. Al-lblis. He cane close. "You will now tell ne what you
shoul d have | ong ago."

"I don't— / began, but he cut ne off, |leaning close so only |I could hear

"I want the location of the Gail. And if it is back in the Hall as |
suspect, | want to know where the key for the Hall is. And | assure you, you
will tell me everything you know." He gestured at his nen.

One of the warriors stepped forward and tossed a purse to Tai yaba.

"You can | eave now," Al-lblis ordered the Bedouin. "You have been well paid
for your guide duties.”
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"What will you do with hinP" Taiyaba asked.
"That is not your concern."

Tai yaba's hand drifted to the pommel of his scimitar. "He has shared ny
food and ny tent."



"You people of the desert.” Al-Iblis spit. "I don't care for your custons.

This is ray place, not yours. | was here before your people were kicked out of
what ever land they lived in and forced into the desert. He is mine to do with
what | will. You have been paid. Go."

"You lied to ne," Taiyaba said. "You said you only wi shed to speak to him
and that | would guide himback to Agaba safely."” He turned back the way he
had cone. "It is said among ny people that lies come back tenfold to the
source."” He ignored ne as he went down the trail and di sappear ed.

| licked my parched lips, feeling the heat of the sun beating down on ne.
"Kazin?" | asked. "She is one of you, isn't she?"

H's |ips pressed together, razor thin in what m ght have been a snile
“Irresistible, wasn't she? |I knew you would fall for her. She is a Shadow,
like ne. We have had nany incarnations over the years. Isis and Gsiris.
Mordred and Morgana. "

"And The M ssion has been here all these years," | said.
"No. This is one of many places it has drifted to and from"™ Al-Iblis said.
"For nowit is convenient. As it was in the past and will be again in the

future. Take him" A -Iblis ordered.

Two of the warriors grabbed ny arns and dragged nme along the track. W went
about a quarter nmile farther to a point where a tall rock, over eighty feet
high at least, jutted out of the side of the nountain |like the prow of a
magni fi cent ship. Al-Iblis
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waited for us at the base of this spur. He had a ring, simlar to that worn by
The Watchers, and he used it in the exact mddle of the rock base. An
entranceway, ten feet high by eight w de, appeared.

| knewif | went into that tunnel | would never come out. But what could
do? The warriors had nmy arms tight in their grip. Al-I1blis stepped into the
doorway and was gone, as if disappearing into the gates of Hell itself.

The warriors thrust ne forward toward the doorway. The one on ny right
cried out and spun to the ground, blood spurting froma wound in the neck. The
crack of a gunshot followed a split second later. | dove to the ground,
rolling left. More shots echoed on top of the first, faster than one nman coul d
rel oad.

| grabbed the dead warrior's spear just in time as another canme at ne.
spit himon the blade like a fish, the netal punching conpletely through him

| scrambled to ny feet as the war cries of the Bedouins split the air.

Tai yaba canme charging up the trail, followed by half a dozen of his nen. The
rest fired fromon the rocks.

The warriors fell quickly before the sudden onsl aught of the mghty
warriors of the desert.

"Come!" Tai yaba beckoned.

| wasted no time, dashing down the trail and joining him Above us the sky
suddenly darkened, clouds swirled over the top of the nmountain. Thunder
roared. Lightning streaked the sky. All within less than a m nute of the
rescue, on a day when there had not been a cloud in the sky. Several of the
Bedouin cried out in fear, but Taiyaba hushed themw th a curse as we
conti nued down the path.

"He was our guest!" Taiyaba expl ai ned succinctly.
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I was knocked backward as a lightning bolt hit one of the Bedouins in front of
me. When | struggled to ny feet there was only a black spot to mark where he
had been.



Tai yaba fired his rifle at the sky with anot her el oquent curse in Arabic,
and we conti nued.

Anot her |ightning bolt, another nman dead. By the tine we reached the bottom
only |, Taiyaba, and two others renmai ned.

We nounted and rode into the desert, |leaving the stormbehind as it did not
seemto be able to nove away fromthe top of the Mount.

| have never been able to figure out why | was spared, but fromthat day
forward the shock that had shaken my core when | saw the Bl ack Sphinx was
softened by the thought that there was sone power stronger than these strange
creatures fromthe sky and their mnions. A power that protected ne that day
on the nountain.

| have | earned nmany strange things over the years, but that day reignited
my faith. Not in life after death, or the various religions | have
encountered, or of gods | have heard of, but in man hinsel f. Taiyaba cane back
for me because of his beliefs. H's nmen died to save ne because of what they
believed in. | learned that day that a man's belief is a very powerful thing.

Tears were runni ng down Che Lu's cheeks. She was renmenbering her students in
Ti anannen Square, dying for their beliefs. Those she had wal ked with in the
Long March and wat ched die as they gave their food to others.
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The SATPhone in the niddle of the desk cut through her sobs with a sharp
ring.

Pr of essor Mial ama reached over Che Lu's shoulder and hit the on button

"This is Turcotte. Do you have the | ocation of The M ssion?"

"W have nore than that—e have the |ocation of the entrance."”

Al RSPACE GULF OF AQABA

Turcotte read the words of Burton on the helmet screen as the bouncer ski nmed
above the light blue water. Yakov and Sherev were reading the sane on a
| apt op.

"W have the entrance," Turcotte said as he reached the end of the chapter
He began to check suit systens.
"I'"ll relay the information to ny nen,

Sherev sai d.
AREA 51

Maj or Qui nn had not been to sleep for over eighty hours, and his hand shook as
he downed anot her cup of coffee. He was in the back of the Cube, watching the
various devel oprments play out around the world as they were di splayed on the
master board in the front of the room Piles of docunments, generated and
brought into the Cube, and that were no | onger being processed due to
personnel shortages, littered both sides of his chair.

A thin leather portfolio, the cover worn and aged, caught his attention,
crammed in anong ot her folders. He reached down and pulled it out. The
swasti ka on the cover was the first thing he noticed, then he realized it
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was part of what Turcotte and Yakov had recovered fromthe Moscow Archives. It
cont ai ned docunments witten in German. He realized that it nust have been sent
to the Cube intelligence section for translation, but given that there was no
| onger a Cube intelligence section, it had been rerouted back to him
Sunmmoni ng up four years of college German and one tour of duty stationed in
Stuttgart, Quinn began reading. He quickly realized that the paper in front of



hi m was about Okpashnyi, the strange alien creature that Turcotte and Yakov
had seen stored both at Section IV in Russia and in the German archives that
had been noved fromBerlin to Moscow at the end of the Wrld War 11. According
to this report, both alien bodies had been recovered during a Nazi expedition
to Tunguska in 1934. The creatures were conposed of a spherical body, head
with multiple eyes, and radiating out of the center were several, seemngly

i ndependent and inter-changable |inbs.

First, Quinn found it strange that Germans had been able to search that far
into Russia in 1934. Second, and nore inportant, what were the CkpashnyP. Were
they pets of the Airlia? Then there was what General Hem stadt of The M ssion
had said to Yakov just before dyi ng—entioning the word Tunguska.

Qui nn scanned the document, which was a sunmary of the underlying
after-action report fromthe expedition. The kpashnyi had been found in the
wr eckage of an alien craft, origin unknown.

A paragraph near the bottom of the page caught his attention. It |isted
casualties fromthe expedition. Five men had di ed, cause of death not listed
except that they had died in service of the Fuehrer
Quinn  thunbed through the docunents bel ow,
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searching for a report on the casualties, his curiosity piqued. He found the
nore detailed casualty report buried three quarters of the way into the
f ol der.

The nmen had been infected by what the witer called an "alien infection"
brought on by the discovery that one of the Okpashnyi was still alive in the
permaf rost and the subsequent thawing of it. The five had been shot by their
own conrades to keep the infection from spreadi ng.

Quinn hurriedly scanned the other pages in the report, but there was nothing
el se on the Ckpashnyi that had been found alive. Only the two that Turcotte
and Yakov had seen were listed on the transport mani fest back to Berlin.

Qui nn sat back in his chair overlooking the Cube, and tapped his fingers
rapidly on the report. Something had happened over sixty years ago at
Tunguska, sonething so terrible that it had been stricken fromthe report.

What the hell was this CkpashnyP.

He was distracted fromthese thoughts as soneone yelled out an update on the

assault force heading toward Munt Sinai
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CHAPTER 22
THE M SSI ON, MOUNT SI NAI

The heavy wooden door creaked slowy open. Aspasia' s Shadow spun about, anger
twi sting the snooth skin of his face into an ugly mask, the sword hal f raised
in threat. He was processing information fromthe Easter |sland guardian. The
attack had been a conpl ete success and he had nore than doubled his mlitary
power. The next phase of operations was already under way. He had the
initiative and he planned on keeping it.
"I ordered no interruptions."

"Sir— The guard cowered. "There are helicopters inbound. Many helicopters.
From I srael ."

Aspasi a' s Shadow cursed. He strode fromthe room the sword tight in his

grinp.

The Cobras led the way, less than twenty feet above the rocks and sand. The
pilots had cut their teeth in Lebanon, flying through the streets of Beirut,
havi ng RPG rockets fired at them at point blank range. This flight was a



"Hol | ywood" run so far—easy and sweet.

A mle behind the Cobras, the five Blackhawks carried the elite of the
Israeli mlitary. Wapons | ocked and | oaded, the nmenbers of Unit 269 were
hardened soldiers in one of the nbst war-torn places in the world. They sat in
their web seats armed with the new Tavor assault rifles and carrying satchels
of denolitions. They
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were uncertain what their mssion was, but |istened as Sherev's voice cane
over their unit net telling themwhere they were going. Munt Sinai. A door
needed to be bl own open at the base of a rock spur

The pl ace meant sonet hing even to those hardened by the death they had seen
and dealt. A place of the faith of their country.

This wasn't hunting terrorists who set off car bonbs or a punitive raid, or
an assassination of an eneny of the state. This was somethi ng unprecedent ed,
even though they weren't exactly sure what it was.

Sherev's last words hit hone. "Qur goal is to recover the Gail and the Ark
of the Covenant."

"The what!" the unit conmander asked, not certain he had heard correctly.

"The Ark and the Grail. Get them and bring them back. And the urim and
t hunmin. "
"And anyone we encounter?" the commander asked.

"There is an Ameri can woman by the nanme of Duncan, being held prisoner. Try

to rescue her. Everyone el se—kill them"

The SATPhone received an i magery downl oad fromthe cl osest spy satellite.
Turcotte had the inmagery di splayed on his helnmet screen, then he enhanced it.
"The west side,"” he told Sherev and Yakov.
"I don't see it," Yakov said.

"There's a shadow, " Turcotte said. "That nmust be the spur. And a thin line
indicating the trail."

Sherev relayed the informati on on the exact |ocation of the spur to the
helicopters. "Lead Cobra will be on target in three mnutes,"” he inforned
Turcotte and Yakov.
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Turcotte had one of his radios set to another frequency with which he was
talking to the fire control officer of the AC 130.
"Specter,"” he ordered as the conputer switched himto that frequency.

Fi ve thousand feet above the Sinai Peninsula, Captain Debbie Maconber heard
Turcotte's call in her headset and responded. "This is Spooky Four-Ni ner
Over."
"This is Area Five-One-Six. Time on target? Over.'

Macomber had two main screens she was concerned with. One displayed the
AN AAQ 117 Forward Looking Infrared Radar and the other the APG 80 Fire
Control display, the sane as that used by the F-15E fighter. She was seated in
a small, enclosed area in the front part of the cargo bay of the nodified
C-130 aircraft. On one side of her was the electronic warfare officer, and on
the other the TV and IR sensor operators, who nade sure she saw the targets
regardl ess of light or weather conditions.

"Three mnutes. We'll be four thousand feet above hi ghest ground point.
Over."

The rest of the large cargo bay held the weapons systems, all pointing out
the left side of the craft—a GAU-12 25mm Gatli ng gun; an L60 40nm cannon; and
farthest to the rear, an M 102 105mm cannon. Through the controls on the



console in front of her, Macomber could fire all three guns at the same tine
at three different targets with pinpoint accuracy. Maconber could put a round
in every square foot of a target the size of a football field in I ess than
twenty seconds.

She had two prinmary methods of aimng the guns.
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One was to run a conputer programusing targeting information fromthe
intelligence information which she had progranmed. The ot her was manual |y,
whi ch consisted of her tapping the interactive screen and the guns firing at
what ever her finger touched.

Maconmber was a graduate of the Air Force Acadeny who had fought to get this
assignment: the first woman assigned to the elite Special Operations Wng that
flew the Specters and Tal ons. She'd fought all her life. Her parents died in a
car accident when she was three, and she was raised by her grandnother on a
ranch in Montana, a place where npst considered it a nman's land and a man's
job. A picture of her grandmother was taped to the monitor for inspiration

"Do you have our friends accounted for?" Turcotte's voice crackled in her
ear. "Over."

"See themclearly," Maconber replied.

The Cobras were flying single-file in a draw, conpletely masked from Mount
Sinai as they approached. The Bl ackhawks carrying the assault force were two
m nutes behind. It was precision flying, the sides of the canyon only a few
feet fromthe tips of their blades on either side.

Since they were masked, they couldn't see the cloud that began boiling out
of the top of the nountain.

Turcotte felt the adrenaline kicking in. The suit was tight against his body,
and for the first tine he felt its power. If M-12 under the control of The
M ssi on had
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si phoned Airlia technology to develop this, he felt it was appropriate it was
being used in this assault. He turned and faced Yakov. The. Russian gave him a
t hunbs-up. Sherev had one cup of the radi o headset pressed tight against his
right ear, listening to his helicopters' frequency. Turcotte could hear al

the frequencies overlapping each other in his hel net.

Through the skin of the bouncer, Turcotte could see the rock walls flashing
by when he checked the view through his down m ni-canms, sonmetines |less than a
couple' of feet away. He hoped they had the advantage of surprise. The tai
boom of the |ast Bl ackhawk suddenly appeared ahead. He braced hinself as the
bouncer jerked upward over the lip of the canyon

The Bl ackhawks were lined up in the canyon, noving at forty knots. Ahead of
them were the Cobras, approaching the end of the canyon. Scanning up, Turcotte
could see Mount Sinai—and the black cloud that now covered the top of its
peak.

"This is not good," Yakov under st at ed.

The | ead Cobra cane out of the canyon and gained altitude, heading toward
Mount Sinai. Behind it the other seven flared up, spreading out.

"Hol d the Bl ackhawks in the canyon," Turcotte advi sed Sherev.

The Israeli relayed the order. Turcotte switched to the IR then |ight
anplification, but neither could penetrate the cloud.

Turcotte keyed his radi o. "Spooky, can you see anything with your IR through
that cloud? Over."

The bouncer was now above the | ead Cobra, less than three nmiles fromthe



nount ai n.
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Macomber had several views of Munt Sinai displayed in front of her. One was
froma TV canera nounted in the nose of the plane, show ng normal daylight
view. Another was fromthe infrared sensor which normally could pierce through
cl ouds and fog. But whatever was obscuring the top of the nobuntain was not a
normal cloud or fogbank, as it was inpervious to the IR inmager. "Negative.
|'ve got nothing."

Yakov pointed. "There's the spur.” A finger jutted up fromthe side of Munt
Sinai, exactly as Burton had described, just bel ow the cloud.

"I"mgoing to have the— Sherev began, but his words were cut off by a bolt
of lightning flashing out of the dark cloud. It struck the | ead Cobra dead on
The hel i copter exploded, debris littering the rocky ground.

The ot her attack gunships scattered. Another bolt, another helicopter gone.

Sherev was yelling into his radio, trying to coordinate his forces. Turcotte

contacted the Talon. "I need suppression, now "

Macomber never fired without a clear lock on a target, given that the Specter
gunship had all-weather, all-visibility capability. But throughout her career
she'd had to work twice as hard as her male peers to be accepted in the elite
Speci al Operations Wng, and that neant extra preparation. She hit one of the
keys on her board and a conputer simulation outlining Munt Sinai, as it had
been nmapped by satellite imagery, ap-
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peared on her targeting screen overlying the strange fog. She'd prepared a
dozen firing programs and accessed one.
"Firing," she told Turcotte as she pressed the execute key.

Turcotte saw a string of red |lanced down fromthe Specter, lashing into the
fog even as another lightning bolt canme out, destroying a third helicopter
The string was a line of 20mm shells. Also firing, the 40nm and 105 Howitzer
sent rounds raining down.

Turcotte tapped Sherev's armwith his one free hand. "W've got to go in
now "

The Israeli's jaw set, knowi ng what was inplied in giving that order. He
keyed his radio. "Al'l units attack, all units attack. Gunships suppressing
fire, assault force to the doorway |ocation."

The surviving Cobras stopped their evasive maneuvers and headed for the fog,
gaining altitude. The Bl ackhawks lifted out of their canyon hide and flitted
forward, straight for the rock spur

Anot her |ightning bolt took out a fourth Cobra. But the Israeli pilots
didn't waver, going right at the source of their death.

The Cobras began firing, spraying their mnguns at the top of the nountain,
adding to the rounds from Specter. Another Cobra expl oded. The Bl ackhawks were
less than a mle fromthe spur

"Go," Turcotte ordered the bouncer pilot. He locked the suit legs to keep
fromfalling as the bouncer accel erated, racing past the Bl ackhawks.

A streak of lightning cane out of the cloud, heading
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for the bouncer. Sherev and Yakov took steps back, throwing their hands up
reflexively as they could see the bolt conme straight for them It hit.

The alien craft shuddered, knocking Yakov and Sherev off their feet. The two
struggled to get up, but the floor was canted at an extrene angle, and they
slid to the down side

"We're losing power!" the pilot yelled. "I'mslowi ng us as much as | can."

Turcotte could see Mount Sinai rapidly approaching as the bouncer | ost
altitude. He reached down and grabbed Yakov with one nechani cal hand and
lifted Sherev with the armthat had the MK-98. The suit strength anplifiers
strained fromthe pressure as he lifted both men off the floor of the bouncer
He fl exed his knees.

They hit and went fromforty mles an hour to a dead halt in a nicrosecond.
Turcotte crunbled to the ground, even the suit's anplifiers giving way now and
the entire systemoverloading. But it had been enough to save Yakov and
Sherev, the arms and | egs acting |like shock absorbers, reducing the force of
the inmpact. The pilots were thrown about in their harnesses and knocked
unconsci ous.

Turcotte was in darkness. He tried to nove but nothi ng happened.

Two nore Cobras were destroyed in rapid succession as the Bl ackhawks cl osed
towithin a half mle of the spur.

Aspasi a' s Shadow was standing in a hem spheric room deep inside Munt Sinai
The sword was set into another crystal, this one dark red and only two feet
high, directly

311

in front of him A golden field emanated out of the pomrel of the sword,
encapsul ati ng Aspasi a's Shadow and touchi ng the equidi stant curved walls. On
the smooth surface of the walls the 360-degree surface view was di splayed, as
if he were standing at the very top of Muunt Sinai and could see clearly in
all directions.

Aspasi a's Shadow s eyes shifted to the |ast Cobra gunship, the cl osest
threat.

A streak of light flashed fromthe sword ponmmel to the wall, hitting the
i mge of the Cobra

A gol den sphere was extended on a fifty-foot pole nmade of b'ja, the Airlia
nmet al straight out of the peak of Munt Sinai. A bolt of |ightning streaked
out of the gol den sphere, through the fog.
The | ast Cobra was destroyed.

In the rear of the AC- 130 crewnen used snow shovels to clear the expended
brass away fromthe still-firing guns.

Three digital counters clicked down rounds left in each of the three
systenms. As Maconber watched, the 25mmclicked to zero and the gun ceased
firing, multi-barrel snoking. The 40 and 105 kept chunki ng out rounds, but
they too were running | ow

Turcotte tried to control his panic.

"Reboot," he ordered, his voice contained inside the hel net.

Hi s heart skipped a beat as nothing happened for several seconds, then the
screen flickered and cane alive with the scroll of data indicating it was
reboot i ng.

312



Aspasi a' s Shadow had noted the incom ng rounds com ng from above, but the
Cobras had been a nore i medi ate threat. He now shifted his gaze upward at the
AC- 130.

On her targeting screen, Maconber saw the gl ow coming out of the fog and knew
they were targeted. There wasn't time to think. She tapped the screen with her
right forefinger, right on top of the glow. As the lightning streaked up, both
t he 40nm and 105 nm sent rounds screaming directly in the opposite direction

Macomber shifted her hand and touched her grandnother's picture as the
screen filled with the approaching |ightning.
The Specter expl oded.

The [ ast 105mm howi tzer round that Maconber had targeted struck hone,
hitting the gol den sphere.

Four thousand feet below, in the bowels of Munt Sinai, Aspasia' s Shadow
cried out and staggered back as the walls flickered with streaks of black and
red, the outside imge gone.

He reached down and touched the ponmmel of the sword, willing the ancient
technol ogy to work, but the kal ei doscope on the walls continued unabat ed.
Cursing, he pulled the sword out of the crystal and left the room

On top of the mountain, the strange fog began bl owi ng away with the desert
breeze.
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The data stopped and the screen showed only darkness.
"Forward view, night vision," Turcotte ordered.

He coul d see the top hatch over Yakov's shoul der. The Russian was struggling
to open it.

Turcotte got to his feet. Sherev was waiting at the base of the |adder. The
pil ot and co-pilot were unconscious in their crash seats in the center of the
bouncer. The skin of the craft was solid, all power dead.

"Stand clear," Turcotte told Yakov.

The Russian turned in surprise, searching in the darkn'ess. "I thought you
were dead. | cannot get the hatch to budge."

Turcotte clinbed up, hooked his weapon armon the top rung, and with the
ot her applied pressure. The hatch cracked open, letting in sunlight, then fel
open with a clang. He clinmbed out, then reached down and hel ped the other two
out .

The side of Muunt Sinai was towering over them topped with the strange fog.
But even as they watched, the cloud was begi nning to dissipate.

The first Bl ackhawk touched down. A dozen Israeli conmandos | eaped out.
Sat chel charges in hand, they dashed toward the base of the spur where Sherev
had told themthe door was.

Aspasi a' s Shadow staggered as the entire conpl ex shook

"Come." He gestured to a squad of his men waiting in the tunnel. He didn't
head for the surface entrance where the enenmy was com ng, but rather toward
t he
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room where Lisa Duncan was still undergoing the effects of the Gail



The edge of the bouncer had crashed into the side of the nountain, about two
hundred neters fromthe rock spur. Turcotte could see the Bl ackhawks | andi ng,
conmandos | eaping off. The three nmen headed for the comandos gat hered outside
t he openi ng.

Li sa Duncan blinked. She felt intoxicated, not in control of her body, her
head spinning. She tried to reach out with her right hand, to feel sonething
solid, but her armwouldn't nove.

She blinked once nore, taking confort that she did have sone control
"How do you feel ?" Aspasia's Shadow | ooned over her

Duncan tried to say something, but no sound cane. She saw that he was
dressed in the priest's clothes.

"W nust be— the man began, but he was interrupted by a | oud expl osion
reverberating through the rock itself. Aspasia's Shadow straightened. 'Take
her," he ordered.

The first wave of ten Israeli commandos rushed through the opening they had
just blown and were inmediately cut down by autonmatic-weapons fire. The second
wave preceded their charge with a barrage of flash-bang grenades. They nade it
alittle farther, killing sone of their anbushers, before being pinned down.
The tunnel
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descended slightly and curved, naking every foot gained open to new fire from
ahead, as Aspasia's Shadow s soldiers and terrorists | eapfrogged backward
defensively, making the Israelis pay for every yard gai ned.

Turcotte was like a frustrated attack dog on a | eash, Yakov hol di ng hi m back
whil e those first two groups assaulted. As the third wave prepared to nove
past the remainder of the second, Turcotte had had enough. He shoved his way
past Yakov, catching the Russian by surprise, and dashed after the last man in
the third squad.

Sherev was right next to him "Let my men do their job."

"I can help them" Turcotte said. "Have them foll ow behind me about five
nmeters. "

He strode forward past the point man and was imrediately hit with a burst of
AK-74 fire, the rounds chipping the arnor on his chest. He fired the MK-98,
the dart taking out the gunner

Turcotte began to nmove quickly down the tunnel, firing his weapon as each
new target cane into view. The Israelis were close behind as he cleared the
way into the conplex. He was hit over a dozen tines with small-arnms fire, but
the arnor stood up to the damage.

Turcotte dashed around the bend and there was no nore inconming fire. He
paused as the corridor branched. One tunnel straight and down, the other
curved and up

"I'"'m going down," Turcotte informed Sherev of his choice. "Split your nen.
Half with nme, half with Yakov, going up."

"I will go with you," Yakov argued.

Turcotte shook his head, hitting the insides of the helnmet. "Go with the
other force," he ordered. He didn't quite trust Sherev to | ook out for
Duncan's welfare if the Israelis cane across her. It was |likely they would

316

kill everyone in their path and ask questions later. Tur-cotte wasn't even
sure he conpletely trusted the Russian, but he couldn't go in both directions
and he felt it nost |ikely Duncan—and Aspasi a's Shadow—waoul d be deeper in the
conpl ex.



He moved into the tunnel, a dozen commuandos fol | ow ng.

Yakov and Sherev led their force up the curving tunnel, bodies hunched
forward, expecting bullets to come |ashing toward them at any nmonment. Yakov
swung the rmuzzle of the MP-5 back and forth, finger resting lightly on the
trigger. The tunnel opened into a | arge chanber, enpty except for severa
control consoles of Airlia design. There was an opening on the far side.

"There— Yakov pointed with the gun and they nmade their away across the
chanber.

A door barred the way. Turcotte stepped back while an Israeli denmp man
pl aced charges on it. He staggered as the bl ast resounded down the tunnel
then ran forward through the opening. A large chanber full of bunk beds. And a
dead end.

Turcotte cursed and spun about, pushing his way through the commandos
crowdi ng in behind him

As soon as he stepped through the opening, Yakov knew he'd nade a mi st ake.
He was in a roomabout ten feet by ten square, with no other exit. The fl oor
beneath his feet trenbled. Sherev joined himand as the next Israeli tried to
enter, the entire roombegan to rise. The commando dove in, barely escaping
havi ng his | egs
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sliced off as the el evator rocketed upward. They passed several openings,

other levels, but the elevator didn't stop and there were no controls visible
on the smooth walls. Yakov braced hinself, the submachi ne gun ainmed toward the
open side. "I think we are going to the top of the mountain."

Turcotte entered the control roomto find the remai ni ng commandos waiti ng by
t he open el evator shaft. They quickly updated himon what had happened. On the
far side of the shaft two cables raced in opposite directions. One up, one
down.

Turcotte didn't hesitate. He junped across the shaft and grasped the cable
goi ng up. The metal screeched through the palnms of the suit until they |ocked
down. He was taken along for the ride.

Yakov felt his weight lighten as the elevator slowed and then came to a halt.
A large, circular cavern beckoned. Sitting in the center was a bouncer, and
next to it stood a tall figure in a multicolored cloak and netal crown, a pair
of soldiers carrying sonething draped with a thick white cloth on two pol es.
Li sa Duncan was hel d between another two nen.

Yakov dashed off the elevator, the butt of the MP-5 tight in his shoul der
Sherev and the Israeli commuando right behind.
"Stay where you are!" Yakov yell ed.

Aspasi a's Shadow turned. He threw back bis hood, revealing smooth skin, an
angul ar face. He snmiled. "Ah, the large Russian. | have heard of you. Your
peopl e are
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nost formdable. | told Hitler not to invade, but he did not listen. O
course, he did kill many of your countrymen and destroyed his own in the
process, so it worked out well in the long run."

"Put the Ark down." Yakov gestured with the gun
"I don't think so," Aspasia's Shadow said. He gestured and the two nmen began
clinmbing up the side of the bouncer



"Stop!" Sherev yelled

Aspasi a' s Shadow stepped up and grabbed Duncan, who seemed to be in a daze.
He | ocked her neck in the crook of his left arm her body between them A
bl ade appeared in his left, which he laid across her throat. "I've killed many
with this. One nore won't make a difference to me, but will it to you?"
"No, it won't," Yakov said. He took aim

The automated el evator reached the top, then reversed direction, headi ng down.
Turcotte, clinging to the return cable going up, could see the flat white

bottom of the elevator coming toward him filling the entire shaft. There
wasn't enough roomin the cable channel for himto fit. As another opening
approached, he pushed off against the wall, diving into it as the el evator

fl ashed past.
He rolled to his feet and dove once nore into the shaft, grabbing the
| eft-side cable going up, locking the TASC-suit gl ove around it.

"Don't be hasty," Aspasia's Shadow said. He nodded to the two nmen hol di ng the
poles for the Ark. "I've rigged
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that to blow, and that's what you really want, isn't it? And this." He tapped
t he garnents.

"I'"d rather have the Ark destroyed, than in your hands," Yakov said.

"But your friend mght not." Aspasia's Shadow i ndi cated Sherev. "He's cone
here to get his stones back. And getting the Ark, would that not be a mgjor
coup for your country, M ster Sherev?"

"W will not let you |l eave." Sherev edged to the side, the conmando with
hi m

The t hree-way standoff was upset when Turcotte tunbled into the room the
TASC-suit taking the inpact. He got to his feet and pulled the MK-98 off the
sling on his back.

"CGentlenen, | hold all the cards."” Aspasia's Shadow edged toward the Ark and
the side of the bouncer, keeping Duncan between himand the others.

"Let her go." Turcotte's voice echoed out of the speakers on the suit's
hel et .

"The Ark." Sherev notioned with the nmuzzle of his weapon. "Leave it."

A grow escaped Yakov's lips.

Turcotte shifted slightly, seeing the Israeli and what he was doing. "No!"
Turcotte excl ai ned.

"We can't let himtake the Grail." Sherev's jaw was set.

They were both startled as Yakov fired, the round ripping through Duncan's
chest and out her back, hitting Aspasia's Shadow, ricocheting off the thumiin
Aspasi a' s Shadow dropped Duncan's body and grabbed the white veil covering

the Ark, ripping it off. Imediately the two cherubi mheads fired bolts,
killing his own nmen carrying it. The Ark slammed into the floor, the cherubim
still firing, a bolt killing the commando and hitting Sherev in the shoul der
spi nni ng hi m about .

320

Stunned at Yakov's shot, Turcotte finally reacted, sending a dart at
Aspasi a's Shadow, ripping a gouge through the robes and al ong his side,
drawi ng bl ood. The cherubimfired again, hitting Turcotte square in the chest,
st aggeri ng hi m back. Yakov was their next target, the red eyes centering on
hi m

Acting out of instinct, Turcotte dove to the side, grabbing the Russian and
pulling himto the floor, taking the inmpact of the blasts on the back of the



TASC-sui t .
"Rear view, " he ordered

Aspasi a' s Shadow had opened the Ark and had the Grail in his hand. He was
carrying it and draggi ng Duncan with his other hand, bl ood pouring fromthe
wound on her chest up the side of the bouncer toward the hatch

Turcotte rolled to his knees, aimng the MK-98. He fired and the dart hit
Aspasia's Shadow in the wist, the sheer force ripping the hand fromthe body.
The severed hand and Duncan slid down the side of the bouncer to the floor

As Turcotte waited for the cylinder to rotate with the next round, Aspasia's
Shadow dove over the edge of hatch, the Gail with him leaving a trail of
bl ood.

The hatch shut with a clang. Turcotte fired, knowing it was fruitless, the
dart clanging off the side of the bouncer. A crack appeared in the ceiling of
t he chamber, rapidly growi ng wider. The cherubi mwere no |onger firing, the
light gone fromthe red eyes now that the Grail was out.

Turcotte ran forward and fired again as the bouncer lifted. It was out of
t he opening and raci ng away as he reached Duncan

Turcotte | ooked down. Her eyes were opening and her |ips were nmoving, but he
coul dn't hear anyt hing.
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"Suit open," Turcotte ordered. The front half swung open and he stepped out,
drenched in sweat. He knelt next to Duncan and cradl ed her head in his arns.
"Lisa."

Her eyes shifted, locking onto bis. A half-snmile, interrupted by a trickle

of blood, graced her lips. "I knew you'd conme. I'msorry. |'ve screwed it al
up.Then the life went out of her eyes and her body went slack in his arns.
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CHAPTER 23

Al RSPACE

The bouncer flight to Area 51 was made in absolute silence. Duncan's body was
laid out on the floor, covered with a poncho. Yakov sat cross-legged, a bottle
of vodka between his knees.

The Ark was with Sherev. Turcotte had neither the inclination nor the effort
to fight the Israeli's claimto it. Gven the |osses his unit had taken to try
to get the Gail and Ark, Turcotte could understand the Israeli's position

Yakov. The Russian was on the other side of the bouncer, not neeting
Turcotte's eyes and not sayi ng anyt hi ng.

As soon as the pilots regai ned enough conposure, they repowered the bouncer
for the trip hone.

Through the floor of the alien craft Turcotte could see ocean. They were
somewhere over the Atlantic. He'd refused the pilot's offer of a headset. He
knew Aspasi a's Shadow was gone with the Gail-—-where, he would find out soon
enough.

For now all he could do was try to accept the imediate reality.

"My friend— Yakov broke the silence, but Turcotte cut himoff
"I don't want to hear anything you have to say."

"I had to try to stop him" Yakov said. "You know that."

' Take out your chess set," Turcotte said.
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Yakov pulled the small kit fromone of his many pockets.
"Open it and take out a pawn," Turcotte conti nued.



Yakov did as instructed.

"That's you," Turcotte said. "And ne. And her," he indicated the body.

The coastline of the United States appeared and they were zoom ng across the
count rysi de.

"I"'mdone with it,"'
off the board, too."

Turcotte said. "You took her off the board, well, |I'm
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CHAPTER 24
MARS

The first convoy of nech-robots reached the two-and-a-half-mle-high
escarprent that surrounded Mons O ynpus. They didn't pause, but began tearing
into the rocky Martian soil, preparing a graded path through the escarpnent.
The peak of the vol cano towered over themon the horizon, one hundred and
seventy mles directly ahead and fifteen mles higher

Back at Cydonia, the remaining mech-robots continued taking apart the
remai ns of the black grid system |oading the parts onto carriers which headed
in the direction of Mons A ynpus.

CHI NA

Two hundred Airlia stood in two rows of eighty, fromthe |ast black tube to
the exit of the burial chanber. They held gl eami ng spears or swords in their
si x-fingered hands, out fromtheir chests in a salute.

In the same singsong | anguage that the hologramin the tunnel had spoken in,
Artad asked sonething of Ts'ang. The Chinese man replied. Wthout noting the
presence of the human-Airlia clones on the floor, Artad strode out of the
burial cavern toward the chamber hol ding the guardi an conputer. As he passed,
each pair of Airlia turned in mlitary precision and followed until only
Lexi na, Coridan, and El ek were left. Belatedly,
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they got to their feet and followed |like children at an adult function
PACI FI C OCEAN

The Washington and Stennis, two supercarriers, steamed in tandemtoward Easter
Island. Also at the center of the fleet was the Jahre Viking. Around them the
escort ships of Task Forces 78 and 79 al so were underway.' Al were under the
control of the Easter |sland guardian

AREA 51

The bouncer touched down and a sol emm group waited inside Hangar One. Mj or
Qui nn, Che Lu, Larry Kincaid, and Professor Mial ama stood silently as
Tur-cotte and Yakov carefully carried Duncan's covered body out of the bouncer
and onto the gurney that had been wheeled up next to the craft.

"I amnost sorry," Che Lu said, taking Turcotte's hand in her small ones.

Turcotte sinply nodded, not knowi ng what to say. Yakov |eaned close to Quinn
and asked hi m sonet hi ng. Qui nn whi spered an answer .

"I will take her to the norgue," Yakov said. He pushed the gurney toward the
hangar doors.

"Don't touch her." Turcotte stepped toward the Russian

Mual ana st epped between them "I will take care of it," he said.
"You neither," Turcotte snapped. "Larry, you do it."



Ki ncai d nodded and took hold of the gurney.
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Turcotte nunbly allowed Che Lu to | ead himalong, the others follow ng as
they went to the elevator. The trip to the Cube was nade in silence. As the
doors slid open, Major Quinn spoke. "We're tracking Aspasia' s Shadow s
bouncer. It's heading directly toward Easter I|sland. W=

Turcotte raised a weary hand. "I don't want to hear it."

"But, sir— Quinn shut up as Che Lu shook her head. She led himinto the
same quarters where the two had | ast spoken, shutting the door on the others.
Che Lu had not let go of his hand. "My friend— She paused as the phone
buzzed. She ignored it. "My friend, | know you feel = The phone continued to

buzz insistently. Reluctantly, Che Lu went over to it and picked it up
Turcotte took the opportunity to |lie down on the bunk and cl ose his eyes. He
couldn't shake the image of Duncan | ooking up at himas life faded from her
eyes.

He remenbered when he first saw her at Dulles International when she had net
himon his way to the security force at Area 51. She'd given himhis covert
m ssion which had resulted in the cover being blown off Mjestic-12 and Area
51. But that was quickly erased by his favorite menory, being with her in her
house in Col orado. Watching the sun come up over the high plains to the east.
He wondered who would tell her son she was dead, then realized it was his
responsibility.

"M ke— Che Lu gently tapped his arm "M ke."

Turcotte opened his eyes, his eyebrows arched in weary question

"Come with nme," Che Lu said. "Something inmportant has happened.”
He cl osed bis eyes. "I don't care about Aspasia's
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Shadow. About Easter Island. Mars. Q an-Ling. Any of it."
"Pl ease. "
Turcotte turned on his side away from her

"Stop it!" Che Lu's voice was like a whip. "You are not that inportant.”

Her words stung. Turcotte swung his feet down to the ground. "Wat's going
on?"

"Cone with nme."

Turcotte obeyed. They went down the corridor to the elevator. As it lifted,
Turcotte flashed back to the elevator in Munt Sinai. What if he had chosen to
go up instead of down? If he had been the first to arrive at the bouncer
hangar? Coul d he have stopped Aspasia's Shadow? Saved Lisa? Recovered the
Grail ? Should he have shot Yakov first as soon as he saw hi m pointing the gun?

He was jarred when the elevator cane to a halt. Che Lu wal ked directly
across the massive hangar, passing bouncers, out into the bright Nevada

sunlight.
He wasn't aware where they were going until Che Lu swung a door on a hangar
open and the cold air hit his face along with a nauseating nedical snell. A

hul king figure filled the doorway. Yakov grabbed hi m by both shoul ders, his
hands squeezing so hard the pain was intense, startling Turcotte out of his
fugue.

"You have to see!" Yakov's voice booned in Turcotte's head. "You have to
see!" He spun Turcotte about.
Duncan was sitting up on the autopsy table.

Turcotte blinked, know ng he was del usional. But the scene was the same. She
was sitting, wearing a bl ood-soaked robe. Her eyes were open. Her head turned
toward Turcotte.
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"M ke." She raised her arms. "Come here." Turcotte surprised hinself by
hesitating. "Wo are

you?"

A line furrowed the skin on her forehead. "M ke?" In the back of the room
Prof essor Mial ana was

wat ching this nmiracul ous scene, his dark eyes on

Duncan, a slow trickle of blood comng out of his ear. "Who are you?" Turcotte
i gnored everything but the

woman in front of him

What ever she was about to say was interrupted by

Maj or Qui nn's announcenent. "Aspasia's Shadow s

bouncer just went under the Easter Island shield. Wth

the Gail."



