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23rd May 2003, Khyber Pass, Afghanistan.

The Blackhawk cleared the Spin Ghar Mountains and then banked heavily to the left before descending into the Khyber Pass; once the keystone of the ancient Silk Road and the oldest known pass in the world. In the passenger compartment, eight elite soldiers of the U.S. Navy SEAL team’s Omega unit sat making last minute checks on their weapons and equipment.

Their mission: to hold the uppermost level of the Dragon’s Lair, a four thousand year old stronghold that had shown little military significance – until now.

Each man knew what was required of him; had gone over the drills more than thirty times, and was capable of making each maneuver regardless of the events outside their control, every time. The Omega team had been together for four years. They were close, and each of them had requested a second tour of duty before their turn had come up.  

Then, there was the ninth man, the only one who didn’t belong.

As a Marine, Sam Reilly trained as a helicopter pilot, not with the Special Forces.  As a civilian, he was the only remaining son of shipping mogul, James Reilly. Sam was an expert cave diver with a Doctorate in Marine Biology, and a most eligible bachelor.

It was his background as a cave diver that had made him  their first choice for inclusion on this mission.  He was on his first tour of duty and had only been in the Sandpit for a little over three weeks now. This was to be the first time he’d even set foot on these mountains.

He sat relaxed in the back of the chopper.

While the men around him checked their weapons, Sam casually scrolled through his digital notepad, about half the size of an average iPad and infinitely more robust and powerful. He was viewing more than twenty high resolution images, which had been found painted on the wall of a recent archaeological dig in Cairo and built by an ancient civilization once known as the Master Builders. When placed together, the pictures formed a map.

Of all the men aboard the chopper, it was his mission alone that would have a real effect on the outcome of America’s future military might.

But today, his mission had little to do with the war on terrorism. Unlike the men around him, his mission wasn’t about winning the match, it was about gaining technology so far advanced that the game would be over.

Sam put his notepad into his left cargo pocket, and removed a small golden trinket, no bigger than a hummingbird. 

Made of solid gold, its weight seemed unnaturally heavy for something that felt comfortable held within the palm of his hand. He examined it again, for the hundredth time this week – it was sculpted in the form of a pyramid; each block made of solid gold. At the base of the trinket was an emblem, now known to be that of the Master Builders.

The emblem depicted four horsemen carrying spears, and at its center there was a God-like man, holding a chisel and standing upon an hourglass, most likely depicting the master builder’s power over the armies of the world for all time. From what little had been discovered about the ancient civilization, they were believed to be the longest lasting in history, having survived for many thousands of years, without ever raising an army of their own.

It was amazing that a recent archaeological discovery in Cairo might hold the answers to an ancient mystery

Fascinating, Sam thought, before casually placing the trinket back inside his cargo pants pocket and zipping it shut.

In the distance, he could see the Dragon’s Teeth scattered along the valley floor – old concrete blocks, which had been abandoned there, having once been used to stop the movement of German tanks during the Second World War.

They were getting close.

“Omega team – ETA to drop zone 3 minutes.” The pilot’s voice crackled over the radio.

Each member of the team acknowledged their readiness.

Over the crest of the next hill, Sam got his first real glimpse of the ancient walled city. Nearly four thousand years of fighting had failed to destroy the stronghold which had been built into the Afghan mountain, although that was in part because it had served very little purpose for the westerners, until now.

The place had been carved into the mountain range more than four millennia ago at the behest of an ancient tribal chieftain, whose tribe was said to have ruled the land for many centuries. The stronghold was built and comprised of a multitude of incorporated cave systems, forever reaching deeper into the mountain.

Intelligence report identified that there were in excess of five main barrier systems, each one stronger and better protected than the one before. In this way, the men defending it could always retreat, regroup, and then maintain the advantage over any incoming forces. Early on, during the war on terrorism, the U.S. Air Force spent weeks making satellite targeted hits, but like ants after their nest had been kicked, the warriors always returned, because the stronghold was built so deeply into the mountain for protection.

Whoosh, whoosh!

Two air-to-ground missiles, followed by the sound of the helicopter’s twin Gatling guns, fired at the mountain directly ahead of them. This served only to deter any would be spies from straying too far from the entrance while the helicopter descended close enough to the ground for the men to disembark.

It was a hot drop – the kind where the helicopter blades never stop turning and the skids don’t touch the ground. The pilot hovered a foot in the air and the troops jumped to the earth.

Sam Reilly was the last man to set foot on the rocky ground.

His feet crunched into the shale surface. He’d piloted more than a dozen of these missions before, but this was the first time his feet had touched the ground. He’d never been specifically trained as a foot soldier.

Standing at exactly six feet, he was only slightly taller than the average man, but his arms and shoulders were wide after years of physical labor, and his legs were like tree trunks, giving him the appearance of being solid and wiry. Labor, which the sea had demanded of him.

Beneath his Kevlar helmet and Perspex eye protection, he had pensive, dark blue eyes and the sort of cheeky smile that says, I can have it all. If life had taught him anything, it was that he, of all people, could. His eyes also showed his quiet determination, while the calluses on his hands displayed the tenacity required to make things happen.

Sam would be on his own for this mission.

The thought made him happy. He felt confident in his own abilities and he trusted his instincts.

He followed SEAL Team Omega until they reached the bridge.

On the other side was an enormous iron door, standing forty feet high. Ironically, while it remained standing, the walls surrounding it had been destroyed by the recent American bombing raids. The place appeared to be deserted, but Sam’s Intel told him otherwise.

Sam watched as the other members of his team quickly passed the bridge that reached over the divide and made it into the first level of the stronghold.

He approached the bridge.

Sam paused halfway across, just long enough for his eyes to examine the deeply green water below – the limestone from the mountain seeping into and coloring the still water.

Its narrow section looked enticingly unnatural in the surrounding desert.

It was manmade, of course, and served to protect the entrance, both spiritually and physically.

As casually as a man leaving his house for a walk, Sam donned his facemask and jumped, disappearing into the water fifteen feet below.
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The water made a small splash as Sam pindived through its still surface and kept sinking.

He had ensured that his equipment was set to neutral buoyancy before leaving the base. He knew how deep the water was, but it still amazed him as he sunk to the bottom of the 250 foot ancient, manmade abyss below. It was no more than five feet wide and thirty feet long at its longest point.

The edges of the rock walls were sharp and although they may have been there for thousands of years, they still bore evidence of the crude tools used in their making.

It wasn’t until he’d reached the dark bottom of the abyss that Sam switched on his head light and camera. Below him were the skeletal remains of more than a hundred failed intruders to the stronghold, a grizzly reminder of the price of failure.

Sam didn’t let his mind mull over the concept. 

He swam to the western tip of the cavern and back to the eastern tip looking for his target. After failing to find it, he repeated the process. His heart rate increased just slightly – if he couldn’t find it, the SEAL team above would have no choice but to abandon their mission, leaving him on his own in a world where death was often the better option.

It took all his control to ensure that panic didn’t takeover.

Finally he spotted it.

At first, he didn’t recognize what he was looking at. The door had almost entirely melded with the limestone rock wall.

Sam took his gloved hand and firmly ran his index finger through the grooves that marked the outlined edges of the door.

It was small, spanning no more than four feet tall by four feet wide, a perfect square.

Sam felt confident that he had reached the First Level of the Secret Chamber.

Gently, Sam pushed against the door. Despite being small, it was made of solid rock which was more than two feet thick. No human could possibly push the door open without mechanical assistance.

He took out his electronic pad and scrolled through the images until he reached the one depicting a small rock door. Sam had no reason to believe that the door pictured matched the one in front of him, but there was no other image of a door that resembled the one facing him on any of the other images that he’d been sent, so he continued. He examined the image carefully. There should have been
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