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Chapter One




AnaRose hurried up the subway stairs, hoping
to reach the museum before the mild shower turned into a raging
storm. Cars, buses, and bikes honked and weaved through traffic.
People with umbrellas, briefcases, and coffee cups crowded the
sidewalks, rushing to work. A fine mist caressed AnaRose’s face as
she marveled at nature’s masterpiece. The sky resembled a grand
canvas, with towering clouds painting dark and ominous streaks
across the sun. Rain cleansed the city streets, swept away grime,
and filled the air with a fresh scent.

Once the light turned green, AnaRose crossed
the road and headed toward the museum’s annex. She recollected her
meeting with the Board of Directors after returning from Cairo a
few years ago. The idea to construct a planetarium in the annex
came to her during the lengthy return flight. Obsessed with
preserving antiquity, AnaRose saw the stars as yesteryear’s
reflections, bygone entities witnessing civilizations rise and
fall. Visiting ancient sites, humanity remembered its origins while
the cosmos embraced its future. She believed merging the two
extremes into one entity would enrich the public. Mankind’s
ancestors and future generations shared a common thread. Preserving
knowledge as technology progressed gained momentum in the realm of
Academia.

As she recalled the skepticism greeting her
initial proposal, AnaRose resolved to persuade the respected
directors the project deserved funding. Months of research,
planning, and design went into the proposal, with consultations
from experts, communications with potential sponsors, and feedback
from staff and visitors. A detailed budget, schedule, and a
comprehensive list of benefits for the museum and community were
also prepared.

On the day of her presentation, AnaRose’s
enthusiasm and passion captured their attention. Explaining the
concept, purpose, and advantage of the city’s sole planetarium, she
presented pictures, videos, and diagrams of the proposed design and
features. AnaRose addressed the issues of cost, time, and
visibility. And answered every question, objection, and suggestion
without taking a breath. Her final argument, which she believed
turned the tide in her favor, mentioned creating new jobs and
revenue streams. AnaRose reminded them the observatory would
attract more visitors, sponsors, and donors, boosting the museum’s
reputation and financial stability.

After thanking the members, AnaRose left the
room. Minutes seemed like hours as she waited for their decision.
When the door opened, she heard applause as she entered. The vote
for approval had been unanimous.

AnaRose did not move as raindrops hit the
pavement, admiring her creation from afar. The observatory dazzled
the eye, unlike the original structure beside it. The museum had a
classic brick design with columns, arches, and a triangular roof.
It seemed dignified and elegant but also old and outdated.

On the other hand, the planetarium stood out
as a modern marvel of architecture. Its sleek and shiny metal
exterior showcased large windows. The most eye-catching feature,
however, remained the circular dome. This giant sphere of glass
reflected the sky in the cityscape. It resembled a futuristic
spaceship ready to take off to the unknown.

Rushing to the gallery, AnaRose managed to
escape the heavy deluge as the storm clouds burst open, sending
torrents of water over the earth. She nodded to the guard and
entered the room, where a large solar system model awaited her.
AnaRose checked the lights and motion sensors activating the
planets’ orbits and rotations. Satisfied with the order of things,
she proceeded to the next exhibit. A replica of the Apollo 11 lunar
module dominated the chamber. AnaRose touched a moon rock sample
she had miraculously obtained from NASA.

I hope my visitors appreciate this rare
and precious artifact I moved mountains to obtain, AnaRose
thought as she felt its texture and weight.

The remaining exhibits displayed the history
of astronomy, constellations, satellites, and celestial voyages.
AnaRose paused at the simulation, its realism evoking memories of
the classic TV series Star Trek, where the USS
Enterprise explored the final frontier.

“This should blow their minds, James,”
AnaRose said to the museum guard as he joined her.

“Do you need any help?”

“All is good. I’m just doing another
walk-through. Everything must be perfect for the opening.”

“Do you want to inspect the dome and
observatory?”

“Later, perhaps. If I see the Milky Way
galaxy, I might not get to work,” AnaRose laughed.

“I’ll leave you to it,” James said,
continuing his rounds.

AnaRose hesitated, knowing a grip on the
joystick could spark an addiction, plunging her into a virtual
world reminiscent of a holodeck from Deep Space Nine.

“Swapping Indiana Jones for Captain Kirk?” Jo
inquired, catching AnaRose off guard.

“You snuck up on me.”

“Clearly. I had a hunch you’d be here.”

“Jo, the temptation to dive into this virtual
experience is strong, but I’ll resist. I appreciate the reality
check.”

“I wouldn’t mind a quick trip around the
universe,” Jo chuckled. “But I’m afraid work calls.”

“What’s going on?”

“Erica sent me to find you. She’s talking to
some guy on the phone who needs to speak with you urgently. It’s a
bad connection, and he can’t call back if they’re
disconnected.”

“We’ll take the stairs,” AnaRose said. “Do
you know his name?”

“Miles Bordel.”

“Hurry, Jo. He’s probably in trouble,”
AnaRose said, sprinting up the steps as she rushed to her
office.

“Who is he?”

“Someone I worked with years ago.”

“A nefarious relic hunter?”

“Something like that, but he’s one of the
good guys.”

“I sense another adventure, like France?”

“More like Cairo,” AnaRose said.

“I hope not,” Jo replied as they entered
AnaRose’s office.

 


 



Chapter Two


As the last hues of Thessaloniki’s skyline
dissolved into the horizon, Miles Bordel took a deep breath, the
salty tang of the sea mingling with the scent of adventure now
behind him. With a final glance at the White Tower shrinking in the
distance, he turned on his heel, the wooden planks of the deck
creaking faintly under his steps.

A hushed silence welcomed him through the
corridor to his cabin, contrasting with the lively bustle outside.
The soft drone of the ship’s engine guided his steps to his private
sanctuary.

Miles entered his cabin, the door closing
with a gentle click. The room embraced him, the familiar nautical
decor offering a soothing solace. He traced the watercolor waves
with his eyes, each stroke a memory of the sea’s many moods. The
porthole framed a living painting, the tranquil coastline a whisper
of peace.

He sank into the bed, the cushion yielding to
his form. Miles shut his eyes, grateful to escape another perilous
adventure without a scratch. His instinct and experience as a
Special Forces officer kept him alive more than once. The rewards
always outweighed the risks. Despite the few incidences where Dr.
AnaRose Preston shamed him into returning a relic to the
originating country, he had amassed a small fortune over the years.
But he did owe her since she saved his life in Peru.

Rumors surfaced in Egypt of a gold drinking
cup belonging to Alexander the Great, engraved with Medusa’s head.
This set his competitors on a frantic search for clues in Cairo.
But a call from a wealthy benefactor piqued Miles’s interest; the
private collector claimed to know the exact location of the
artifact, hidden within the ruins of the Temple of Ammon at Siwa
Oasis, the fertile gem of Egypt’s western desert.

Joining a tourist group, swift navigation
through Army checkpoints helped evade Egyptian authorities,
avoiding a harsh journey across scorching sands and treacherous
mountains. Comfortable bus rides offered engaging conversations
with fellow sightseers about Greek mythology, keeping personal
details private. The three-day tour promised perfect lodging at
Shali Lodge, nestled in the ancient town’s heart, offering views of
verdant greenery and proximity to the ruins. Amidst the desolate
expanse, palm trees, olive groves, and water springs rendered the
oasis lush and abundant. The welcoming locals provided assistance
without overstepping. The area’s isolation and scant security
afforded unrestricted exploration of the historical sites.

Miles sneaked into the temple ruins during
the devil’s hour on the second day of their stay. With night vision
goggles, he traversed the darkness. Behind the ancient altar’s
remains, he discovered a map-like inscription that matched the
image his employer had provided. Guided by this chart, Miles
arrived at the inner sanctum where a statue of Ammon loomed. A
barely visible small opening caught his attention behind the
sculpture. As he leaned against the figure, it groaned, unveiling a
dark, narrow tunnel. Though potent, the smell of mildew and rot was
masked by the earthy scent of the ancient stones, rendering it
undetectable to the occasional visitor. Startled vermin scurried
away, disturbed by his presence. The short passageway ended in an
empty chamber hewn from the rock. His torchlight danced across the
walls, exposing an object wedged in a crevice.

After a moment’s hesitation, Miles extracted
the chalice from its hiding place. He stowed it in his backpack and
departed the area unseen. The following day, Miles and his
companions headed to the airport. His employer had boldly acquired
a forged export permit, crafted by an expert in deception to endure
close inspection. This permit allowed him to smuggle the ancient
chalice through customs unnoticed. Clutching the counterfeit
document, Miles boarded the flight to Greece with the treasured
artifact securely stowed in his carry-on luggage.

Arriving in the country’s north, he made his
way to the picturesque city of Florina. He saw ancient churches,
stone bridges, traditional houses, modern buildings, shops, and
cafes. Driving through the narrow streets, Miles smelled the aroma
of coffee, bread, and freshly cut flowers emanating from the shops.
The cheerful music melody and the joyful sound of laughter drifted
through his open window as a group of happy children on a bright
yellow bus smiled and waved at him.

Venturing further from the city, the
surroundings transitioned to a more rural and sparsely populated
setting. Miles surveyed the endless stretch of farms and orchards.
Cottages from another era sprinkled the land. Over
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