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      EASTERN DESERT, EGYPT

      TWENTY YEARS AGO

      Dan Kotler was used to seeing dead people.

      Not freshly dead—he generally saw the bodies of people who had been dead for centuries, maybe millennia. It was a sort of occupational hazard, as he traipsed around the globe peeking into old tombs and ruins—you see bodies, every now and then. Dusty, decomposed bags of bones that guarded the real reason he was in the field.

      Kotler preferred artifacts.

      Getting to some artifacts, however, meant climbing over the odd body here and there, and he'd long ago become accustomed to that. He no longer cringed when he put his hand down on what used to be someone's skull. It didn't bother him anymore. Most of the time. Sometimes.

      He really preferred artifacts.

      "This way, Dr. Kotler," his guide said. The boy's name was Martook. He was maybe fifteen years old and dressed in shorts and a pair of hand-made shoes, their soles cut from discarded car tires. Kotler had watched someone in a nearby town cutting and measuring and shaping shoes such as these for locals. It was fascinating and ingenious.

      Martook was bare-chested, as a lot of people in this region tended to be, and wore a pair of khaki shorts that were filthy from his explorations. His head was shaved clean, which was unusual but not unheard of in an area that might be infested with lice. Kotler would check himself thoroughly when this was all over. He scratched absently at his scalp, just from the thought.

      But for now, he didn't care about lice or any other nuisance. Even crawling over the four or five ancient corpses in this narrow passage didn't bother him. For now, Kotler was only focused on what might lie on the other side of the tiny cave mouth into which Martook had just disappeared.

      Kotler felt his pulse thrumming in his neck. He felt a little kick of adrenaline as his excitement built. After taking a deep breath, he plunged into the cave right behind Martook.

      They crawled for several feet, and Kotler immediately discovered why this cave system hadn't yet been uncovered. There were numerous archeologists and sponsored digs in this region, but none had attempted to explore this particular site. There had been no hint from the outside that there even was a site here. This network of tunnels was camouflaged by the ridges and stone pathways that the locals used only for moving cattle between grazing areas, alternating during the dry and rainy seasons. This cave was above the water line, so the corpses and other objects of interest had remained dry all this time.

      But mostly, no one would have come here because this part of the region had a bit of what might be called "tectonic instability."

      Kotler had to climb over and through several piles of debris—clear evidence of cave-ins over the years. This was a perilous place. And this was probably a stupid mistake on Kotler's part. But if what Martook and his friends claimed to have found was really here, it would be worth the risk.

      If Kotler survived long enough to find it.

      After what felt like hours—but turned out to be only 45 minutes—Martook suddenly disappeared in the crawlspace ahead of Kotler, and then Kotler himself emerged from the cramped tunnel and into a much more massive cavern.

      He was grateful to be able to stand but felt a sense of awe when he saw the expanse of the space before him.

      Martook and his friends had crawled in with torches and lanterns and had set up lighting throughout the maw of the cavern. This illuminated the space in a flickering and warm light that caused shadow play everywhere Kotler looked. It was as if the cavern walls were alive—or teeming with life. The flicker of torchlight added to the magic and mystery of this place.

      "Where is it?" Kotler asked, his tone quiet and reverent.

      "This way," Martook motioned, and he sprinted over a small crevice that led into some very deep and forbidding darkness. Kotler smiled and followed, hopping the crack and dashing after Martook as the boy sailed through the cavern on a path he clearly knew well.

      Kotler lost his footing at one point and spilled to the ground, scuffing his palms and cursing. He was mostly embarrassed. He'd been trying hard to keep up with Martook's youthful energy and natural athleticism, and taking a fall was more of a bruise to his pride than to his body. He picked himself up, brushed the dust from his khakis, and pushed on.

      Martook led him to a part of the cavern well back from where they had entered, and when Kotler reached the boy, they both stood and stared.

      Before them, Kotler saw a large, wooden door. Inscribed on it was an inscription:

      
        
        Anseo luíonn Credne, an gabha óir

        Gaelic. Here in Egypt. It was so strange, and so unexpected, Kotler shook his head in disbelief.

      

      

      "What does it mean?" Martook asked. He stared at Kotler, and the anticipation on his face was clear. He had waited a long time to know.

      "Here lies Credne," Kotler read. "The goldsmith."

      "Gold?" Martook asked, his face splitting into a grin that showed teeth that had never seen a dentist.

      All the same, his expression was one of boyish excitement, and Kotler couldn't help feeling the same enthusiasm. He laughed lightly. "Don't get too excited. This is a pretty unusual place to find a tomb for one of the Tuatha dé Danann. It's probably a hoax."

      "The who?" Martook asked.

      "Irish folklore," Kotler said, leaning in to examine the writing. "They were the gods of the ancient Celtics. A lot like the Egyptian gods, in a way." He peered closer at the door and saw numerous runes and markings. In a distracted whisper he continued, "And they lived very far from here."

      "How far?" Martook asked, in that way that young boys have. He was already wrapped up in the story, and Kotler couldn't blame him. 

      "Oh, around four thousand kilometers," Kotler said, smiling at him."Give or take."

      "So far!" Martook said in awe.

      "Yes," Kotler nodded and then turned back to the door, perplexed. "So what is it doing here?"

      He reached out a hand and pushed against the ancient wood of the door. It didn't budge. "Oak," Kotler said. "Not native to this region."

      "Very strong," Martook said. He pointed to some recent scarring on the bottom left corner of the door. "We tried to dig through with hatchets."

      "Judging by the width of each of these beams, and assuming they're squared, I don't think you could chip your way through this door in hundred years, even with hatchets," Kotler said. "But there will be a way to open it."

      "Open it!" Martook said, and he was practically dancing in his excitement. "Should I go get the others?"

      Kotler considered this.

      The other boys might come in handy, but they might also be a nuisance, especially if they were all as excited as Martook, about the prospect of finding gold on the other side of this door. He might have considered bringing in some of his colleagues from the dig, but they had been a bit snobbish toward him since his arrival. Freelancers with no university affiliation weren't typical in this line of work, and Kotler often found himself shunned. He was the outsider.

      He wasn't so petty that he would refuse to let anyone else have access to this find. But they hadn't wanted to listen to Martook and the others when this first came up, and Kotler felt more solidarity with the local boys than with the archeologists at this point.

      "Let's see what we can determine first, and then we'll bring in others."

      Martook nodded and stared dreamily at the door, practically licking his lips in anticipation.

      Kotler was also staring, though it was more of an inspection. This was perhaps one of the most unusual finds of his career to date, and there was just no reason for it to be here. His anticipation of what might be on the other side was growing, but he kept himself in check. He'd gotten himself into trouble before, rushing in without taking the time to assess things.

      He felt around the edges of the door, running his hands over the rock surface at its frame, over the wood of the door itself. Other than some dust and a few splinters, he came away with nothing. 

      There were numerous runes on the door, but most were merely proclamations of the deeds of Credne.

      These were epic tales of gods and fae. They had plenty of parallels among the pantheon and mythology of Egypt. But they did not belong here.

      Kotler knew much of what he was reading already. Credne had been the son of Brigid and Tuireann, a couple of principle figures among the Tuatha dé Danann. He was known mostly as a goldsmith, though he also worked in bronze and brass. In fact, it was Credne, along with his brothers Goibniu and Luchtaine, who crafted the weapons used by the Tuatha dé Danann for the battle with the Fomorians. 

      Kotler had to admit, finding this tomb here, near Egypt of all places, was remarkable enough. But what if it really was filled with ancient Celtic gold? Or, even more incredible, what if it contained a stash of ancient weapons that might once have been used by gods, as some of the inscriptions claimed? 

      Kotler had spent most of his life studying ancient cultures and languages. He'd also studied science, having obtained a PhD in quantum physics. He'd never encountered anything he might consider "supernatural," or that he couldn't explain with science—eventually. But he'd definitely seen a few things that were in the "spooky" range. He also knew well enough that mythology and folklore had a habit of being rooted in real-world events. So though the prospect of finding tangible evidence of an actual god on the other side of this door might be a little farfetched, there was always a possibility.

      Which meant, of course, that Kotler had to get this door open.
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      As Kotler studied the runes, Martook got bored and invented a game that mostly involved stacking stones and knocking them down by pitching other stones at them. It was a little noisy, like the sound of dominos tumbling, but not entirely distracting. Kotler had worked under worse conditions.

      Though he did wish he had some proper work lights.

      He'd brought a few of the torches and lanterns from elsewhere in the cavern and ringed them around the door. He was careful to keep the flames away from the ancient wood, which was impregnated with some form of pitch, meant to preserve it over time. It might be highly flammable, for all Kotler knew. And the last thing he wanted was to burn the door, which was itself an archeological treasure.

      With more light, Kotler was able to get a better look at the runes, and now he was starting to see patterns. There was something of a riddle at play, but Kotler could see that the door was unquestionably meant to be opened. Whoever had put it here was concerned only that whoever opened this was worthy of what was inside. And to prove their worthiness, they had to be clever enough to decipher and solve the riddle of the runes.

      Most of the runes were effectively gibberish. They were tales of Credne's acts, his lineage, even his death. They were historically interesting, but they didn't provide any clues. What was of more interest to Kotler were the runes that related to the door itself.

      There were numerous references to the "strength and might" of the door, with the symbol for "oak" prominent. The oak symbol—a vertical line with two shorter horizontal lines extended like flags from the left-center of a post—was almost a punctuation mark for each phrase describing the door. The builder had been bragging a little. And it was likely well deserved. The door was substantial.

      Kotler noticed, however, that one set of runes did not boast of the door's strength. In fact, if anything it was hinting at a weakness. 

      Kotler leaned in closer to examine a set of runes that described the door as having once been part of a large sailing vessel, used by the Tuatha dé Danann. It claimed the ship had sailed over the sea from the Otherworld—the home of the gods, in Gaelic and Celtic culture. And it told the story of the ship's hull being pierced by ... well, Kotler couldn't quite make out the symbol that completed that story. It was obscured by a divot in the wood—a stone or something had perhaps fallen against the wood of the door, at some point, and dented it, obliterating part of the inscription. Following the obscured phrase, however, was the symbol for water and another for soft soil or mud.

      Kotler smiled. 

      "Martook!"

      "Yes, Dr. Kotler?" The boy was several feet away and had just set up his stack of stones for another round.

      "I could use a
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