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      When I first learned of the Xenon Scrolls of Anaxus, it was a lovely Springtime day in 1963. I was using my Norelco electric razor to attempt a shot at looking respectable before teaching my first class of the day.

      My third-floor office window, wedged open as far as it would go in its dilapidated condition, overlooked the Franz and Mariner College student quad.

      A gentle breeze brought the aroma of woodsmoke from the local community. Sometimes I loved that old-world charm about this place. Sometimes. Half of Lancaster’s homes still used wood fireplaces or coal to heat them. Half a mile away, the main road out of town was still partially dense-packed with glazed bricks, made in local kilns.

      Time and progress were in no hurry here. I’m not saying I hated the place, because I didn’t. But they had exactly one Italian restaurant, no good coffee anywhere, and one passable sandwich shop offering hoagies and grinders.

      This place was not New York City.

      No one in this town knew what a cappuccino was, and I had my doubts they ever would.

      A second smell joined the first. The locals called it country air. I called it horse shit. Five years teaching archaeology here, and I still hadn’t grown accustomed to it.

      A smiling, handsome face suddenly beamed from my doorway. He wore blue work pants and a long-sleeve white Oxford shirt with a blue tie. He clutched a brown cardboard box close to his side with his left arm.

      The buzz of my Norelco drowned out his voice. My focus was tightly on a small round mirror propped on a three-volume set of the “Anabasis Alexandrou.” I struggled to trim away yesterday’s growth of dirty blonde stubble.

      “Professor Craig Von Larian?”

      I looked up, wondering how many times he had tried to get my attention. Fumbling with the shaver, I turned it off.

      “Hello?”

      “Special delivery for you, Professor.”

      I tossed the shaver on my desk and got up. I stood a full head taller and broader than the deliveryman. He took an involuntary step back as I approached, then checked himself.

      “No signature needed, Professor, but I need to use your phone, or you don’t get the delivery.”

      With hands on my hips, I nodded towards the dog and bone on my cluttered desk.

      “What’s in this delivery?”

      “No idea, but my orders are specific. And the guy who sent it didn’t look like someone I’d want to upset.”

      “Carry on.”

      The delivery man placed the box on the desk and quickly dialed. Then he waited quietly.

      I was about to speak to him when he started talking quickly.

      “Mr. Daedalus,”

      The delivery guy stopped and winced a moment. He shrugged, looking frustrated.

      “Sorry, I mean Dr. Daedalus, I’ve delivered the package.”

      He listened for a moment, then looked at me. He wordlessly handed me the phone and left without comment.

      “This is Professor Von Larian, whom am I speaking to?”

      “I knew your father, Von Larian. He saved me during the war.”

      That accent, German, but something else too.

      “My father was a conscientious, contemptuous objector, doctor. He’d never be found on a battlefield.”

      “I assure you, sir, he wasn’t.”

      The package was on my desk, and I didn’t have time for student pranks today.

      “He saved me once in Germany, and again in Alexandria. He was a remarkable man who could be trusted. A rare quality indeed.”

      “I don’t have time for jokes, mister.”

      “Perhaps a story for another day. You are matter-of-fact, just like him.”

      “We weren’t friends, not much.”

      “I see, a pity. He was a hero to me.”

      I’d been down this road a hundred times. My old man, Karl, was very good with anyone who wasn’t family. But I wasn’t here to whine about it. Because that was life. At least he never hit me without good reason.

      “I have to go, Dr. Daedalus,” I said. I didn’t hide my growing annoyance.

      “The package, Von Larian junior, the package is a gift to you. But I fear you won’t have it long.”

      “Why is that, sir?”

      “It’s not for public consumption. I can’t say more on this open line.”

      With my free left hand, I rattled the box a little. And when I touched the box, a jolt of energy shot up my arm. Like tendons springing off joints. It felt like a sprain in my triceps and shoulder. The pain started melting away within seconds. Thank goodness.

      Holy mother of… that really hurt.

      “Follow the directions explicitly, Von Larian, I do mean explicitly.”

      “Or what, what happens?”

      I couldn’t hide the annoyance in my voice after that muscle cramp.

      “Or you will lose a piece of history worth every life lost getting it to you.”

      When the line went dead, a faint buzzing filled the earpiece on the old phone. I could hear voices. It was the usual cross-talk on the cheap College exchange lines. They were a whisper dripping in my ear.

       

      Everything needed to be overhauled and replaced around here, for God's sake.

      A woman and a man, chatting back and forth. I wanted to hang up, but I simply had to listen in for a moment. It might be juicy campus gossip.

      They were so faint, distant, I could barely hear them.

      “He just received the scrolls,” the woman said. “He’s just down the hall from me.”

      What the hell?

      “Don’t blow your cover, twenty-three,” the male voice said. “We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”

      “Someone is listening on this line, twenty-three. Hang up.”

      I hung up fast, not slamming the phone, easing it down, and breaking the connection.

      Shit. Was I the guy they weren’t going to hurt? What the hell had that crazy Daedalus gotten me into?

      I moved to
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