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Prologue
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Abasi Mubarak slammed on his brakes...his automobile kicking up dust and sand as it came to a skidding halt near the Pyramid of Djoser.  He arrived from Cairo in less than an hour via Ring Road after receiving an urgent phone call from the archaeologist, Gamila Vlasak, present at the site.

Abasi hurriedly exited the auto and quickly approached Gamila who stood bewildered before the ancient pyramid.

“What is of such importance that you’ve urgently requested someone from the Interior Ministry?”

Gamila shook her head in disbelief, barely able to muster the words.  “That’s just it.  I have no idea what it is.  I’ve never encountered anything like it.  To attempt to describe what is occurring is beyond me.”

“Show me,” said Abasi.

Gamila led the representative from the Interior Ministry around the side of the Step Pyramid to the spectacle taking place.

Abasi Mubarak’s eyes immediately widened in awe and wonder as he stood silently viewing the strange phenomenon.

When Abasi finally found his voice, he asked, “How long has this been happening?”

“The time it took you to arrive by car plus the fifteen minutes before I called you.”

“That entire time?  Just as it is now?”

“Yes, it has not abated, Gamila answered, as she glanced at Abasi, and stated, “When I look at this, I want to say it defies the laws of physics, but physics is not my area of expertise.  I am an archaeologist.”

Abasi’s gaze was transfixed upon the spectacle he was witnessing.  He too had never seen anything like it and he could not bring himself to look away.  Astounded, he also was at a loss to explain what he was seeing, as he could barely mouth the one-word question, “Physics?”

“It’s the branch of science concerned with the nature and properties of light, atoms, matter and energy,” Gamila stated.

“And what we are seeing here would fall into that classification?”

“Most definitely,” Gamila answered without hesitation, “and an archaeologist such as myself is of no use.  You need one or more of the best physicists in the world to examine this.”

Abasi shrugged, “I don’t know who might be the...,” he began, as his voice trailed off.

“The University of Cairo could no doubt recommend someone, if not one of their own physicists,” Gamila suggested.

“Wait!” Abasi shouted.

“What?  You know of an expert in that field?”

“No, but I know someone who does.”
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Ben and Bob sat at an outside table at the News Café in Florida’s South Beach.  The mid-morning sunshine bounced off the waters of the Atlantic in numberless tiny sparkles as if the ocean reflected their contented mood.

As beautifully attired females walked past their sidewalk table, one after another, Bob watched with wide-eyed admiration.  To the casual observer such as Bob who was unfamiliar with the area, they appeared wholly out of place as each was attired in a fine dress rather than beach wear.

“It sure is a nice view,” Bob grinned.

“Hmm,” came a sound from behind a newspaper.

Bob waved a waiter over the table, and asked, “I don’t get it.  These lovely ladies dressed to the nines...,”

The waiter smiled as he glanced toward the sidewalk as another lovely lady was strolling past.  “This is the model capital of the world,” the waiter commented with a wide smile, “and that folder they’re carrying is their portfolio of pictures as they head for an interview and a possible photo shoot.”

“Ahh,” Bob nodded, “I would never have guessed,” he stated, as the waiter departed.

Ben peaked from behind an engrossing article in the Wall Street Journal and paying his usual attention to what Bob was saying, asked, “What was that you said?” as he glanced down the sidewalk at the female in the distance.

Bob shook his head, and commented, “Nothing,” as he took a sip of his coffee and returned to working his word puzzle and Ben’s gaze returned to his newspaper.

Having successfully concluded their previous case, the duo had several hours before their flights and they preferred to spend their time relaxing at an outside table at the News Café rather than sitting in an airline terminal.

Concentrating on his word puzzle, Bob asked, “If I say smite—-as in I smite thee—-smite is present tense, right?”

“Yeah,” Ben confirmed from behind the newspaper.

“What is the past tense of smite?  And for that matter what is the future tense?” Bob asked.

Ben lowered his paper.  He eyed Bob with a feigned expression of seriousness, and stated, “Well, let’s see,” Ben rubbed his chin as if he was considering the answer.  “If I remember my verb conjugation correctly, the past, present and future tenses are... smite, smith, smythe.”

Bob saw the beginnings of a smirk form on Ben’s face as he lifted his newspaper to hide his full-blown grin.

Bob’s lips curled into a frown as he shook his head, and asked, “How’d we ever stay best friends all these years?”

Without looking from behind his newspaper, “The Atlantic Ocean,” Ben replied, referring to Bob’s move to Rome where he resides in an apartment off the Piazza Navona.

“I know you’re being facetious but that very well may be true.”

“Hmm,” Ben muttered behind his unseen smile.

“What time is your flight?” Bob asked.

“Same as yours,” Ben answered behind the newspaper.  “We’re on the same flight to New York.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I booked it so we could fly together.  I got lucky.  I’m in the first row of coach...bulk head...lot of leg room.”

“Nice.  I’ll enjoy stretching my legs.”

“Oh, no.  I booked us on the same flight but I couldn’t get you in the same row.  You’re in row 34.”

“Well, that means...we’ll be so far...how can we...,” Bob began, as he heard Ben chuckling behind his newspaper.

Bob merely shook his head and muttered, “Well, at least we can share a cab from here to the airport.”

“Yeah, absolutely,” Ben answered, “and your taxi conversation will have to sustain me throughout the entire flight to New York.”

Bob passed over Ben’s comment.  Though Bob was astute enough to be a Nobel Prize winner, he learned back in college he had no chance when it came to matching wits with Ben.

Instead, Bob changed the subject.  “I’ve booked a direct, nonstop flight to Rome out of New York, so that’ll be nice.  No rushing to catch another flight in London or Paris on my way back home.”

“Hmm,” Ben muttered.

“I once had a flight from Chicago to Rome...via Istanbul.  Boy, was that a long day.  Five hours waiting for my connecting flight from Istanbul to Rome.”

“Hmm.”

“What a goofy way to fly someone to Rome.  Heck, I could have parachuted out when we flew over Rome instead of going on to Istanbul.  Oh, and let me tell you, waiting in the transit lounge.  That was boring as could be.”

“Hmm.”

“And Istanbul’s transit lounge has metal chairs.  Have you ever been seated in a metal chair for five hours?  It’s brutal.”

“It’s kind of chilly in Rome now, isn’t it?” Ben asked rhetorically.  “I saw recently the average high temperature in Rome from January to March is between 55 and 61 degrees.  Not as warm as I would have guessed.”

Bob’s eyebrows furrowed in guarded cynicism because Ben never discussed a subject as mundane as the weather.

“Why are you mentioning the weather in Rome?”

Ben responded through a smile that couldn’t be seen from behind his newspaper, and commented, “Those same months here in Miami it averages from 76 to 81 degrees for a high.”

“Yeah, that’s on the warm side when you include the humidity in Florida.  A bit uncomfortable for me,” said Bob, not attempting to hide the skepticism in his voice.

“Egypt on the other hand for the same time period is a quite moderate.  It’s a very comfortable 65 to 73 degrees,” Ben noted.

Bob began to nod.  After all the years they had worked together, Bob could read Ben as easily as Ben could read Bob.  “What exactly are you saying partner?” though he surmised he already knew.

Knowing that a loud outburst could soon follow, Ben remained behind the newspaper, as he answered, “Let’s just
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