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For Glen
Goudie, taken from us far too soon.


You will
be missed, my friend.





 
 


“And it shall come to pass, when ye be multiplied and increased in the land, in those days, saith the LORD, 
they shall say no more, The ark of the covenant of the LORD: neither shall it come to mind: neither shall they remember it; 
neither shall they visit it; neither shall that be done any more. At that time they shall call Jerusalem the throne of the LORD; 
and all the nations shall be gathered unto it, to the name of the LORD, to Jerusalem: neither shall they walk any more after the imagination of their evil heart.”


 



Jeremiah 3:16-17, King James Version







PREFACE

 


Our art, whether paintings by the masters, or movies made
by Hollywood moguls like Steven Spielberg and George Lucas, have given us a
consistent image of how the Ark of the Covenant should appear. What many don’t
know, is that their inspiration has always been the extremely detailed
description provided in the Bible. Exodus describes it in detail:


 


“They
shall construct an ark of acacia wood two and a half cubits long, and one and a
half cubits wide, and one and a half cubits high. You shall overlay it with
pure gold, inside and out you shall overlay it, and you shall make a gold
molding around it. You shall cast four gold rings for it and fasten them on its
four feet, and two rings shall be on one side of it and two rings on the other
side of it. You shall make poles of acacia wood and overlay them with gold. You
shall put the poles into the rings on the sides of the ark, to carry the ark
with them. The poles shall remain in the rings of the ark; they shall not be
removed from it. You shall put into the ark the testimony which I shall give
you. You shall make a mercy seat of pure gold, two and a half cubits long and
one and a half cubits wide. You shall make two cherubim of gold, make them of
hammered work at the two ends of the mercy seat. Make one cherub at one end and
one cherub at the other end; you shall make the cherubim of one piece with the
mercy seat at its two ends. The cherubim shall have their wings spread upward,
covering the mercy seat with their wings and facing one another; the faces of
the cherubim are to be turned toward the mercy seat. You shall put the mercy
seat on top of the ark, and in the ark you shall put the testimony which I will
give to you. There I will meet with you; and from above the mercy seat, from
between the two cherubim which are upon the ark of the testimony, I will speak
to you about all that I will give you in commandment for the sons of Israel.”


 


Those
who believe, will not doubt that the Israelites followed their instructions to
the letter, as did generations of artists. 


What
many, if not most, have overlooked, is the prophecy delivered by the Lord in
Jeremiah 3:16-17, in which He tells of a time when the Ark will have been forgotten,
there no need to remember it, as all man will be united under Him in Jerusalem.


And
what better way to forget something that has been lost, than to destroy it before
it can ever be rediscovered?
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Ethiopia
Present Day


 


“I’m on my last mag!”


Archaeology
Professor James Acton nodded, picking a target and squeezing the trigger, one
of the many rushing their position grabbing for his stomach before crumbling to
the ground. He glanced over his shoulder at his wife, Professor Laura Palmer. “Me
too! Make them count!”


“There
are too many of them! They’re not giving me any time to line up a shot!”


Acton
fired another precious bullet, eliminating another of their too close enemy
before ducking, a hail of gunfire nearly finding its mark. “Let them get
closer!”


“Closer?
Are you barmy?”


“Obviously,
I married you!”


Laura
laughed then popped up, taking a single shot before dropping back down. He
heard the grunt of someone rushing their position and rose, firing and catching
the man in the shoulder, but not before someone returned the favor. He cried
out and collapsed, grabbing at his shoulder, the pain quickly subsiding.


“Are
you okay?”


“Yeah,
just a graze. Left shoulder. I’ll live.”


“Too
bad. It would have meant I could use that bullet you were saving for yourself.”


He
laughed, amazed at how calm she was knowing what was about to happen. “God, I
love you so much!”


Their
enemy seemed to sense they had won, and sustained gunfire rained on their
position, tearing apart the ground above them as they huddled in the stairs
carved into the ancient stone. 


“I
think this is it,” he said, taking Laura by the shoulders. “I love you!”


“I
love you too!”


“See
you on the other side?”


She
nodded, tears in her eyes, his own burning. He grabbed her, hugging her hard
for the last time, then jumped up, firing what remained of his bullets on full
auto, and cursing the day he had ever met the Keeper of the Ark.
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Royal Palace of King Solomon
Jerusalem, Kingdom of Israel
10th Century BC


 


It wasn’t that he was handsome, it was that he was powerful.
She had never met such a man before, though she had met kings before. Yet none
were like this one. King Solomon, leader of the Israelites, was powerful,
wealthy, confident, intelligent. He was everything any woman would want.


If
they wanted to be kept.


She
was a queen, and though her people were not as mighty as the Israelites, they
were equally as proud, as she was to lead them. And the Queen of Sheba would be
second to no one.


No
matter how obsessed her host was with her.


She
was a novelty in his court. A dark-skinned woman from a land the wise King
Solomon knew little about. She had proven her wealth with the generous gifts
she had brought, demonstrating her kingdom was mighty. 


And
King Solomon had been generous as well. Not only with his daily gifts to her,
but his hospitality, and willingness to share his wisdom. And that was why she
had come. An emissary she had sent to the Israelites had returned with stories
of Solomon, and she had become determined to meet him. Her journey had been
long and difficult, though now that it was coming to an end, she had no
regrets, the time away from her people well worth it.


She
looked forward to seeing her kingdom again, despite Solomon’s repeated pleas
for her to stay. It was obvious he was infatuated, and he had even proposed
marriage. Though to be one of his hundreds of wives was of little interest to
her, despite his insistence she would be first among them all.


She
loved her people, and would take a husband when she returned, ensuring her
royal line would continue, though under her own control.


She
took a drink of wine, the food tonight particularly flavorful, if not a little
too salty, and spicy, for her liking. She noticed her host, staring at her once
again. “Is there something on your mind?”


He
smiled as he took a generous draw of his own drink. “You, of course, Makeda.”


Makeda
wagged a finger. “You know what I said. I must return to my people a free
woman. And besides, you know as well as I do that your interest in me is merely
because I am different than any queen you have seen before.”


He
smiled. “While it is true that others’ beauty pale in comparison to yours, it
is your mind that enthralls me. Our conversations are the most riveting that I
can recall, and our silences even more so. The words whispered between us in
silence fire my dreams with a passion unlike any I have ever felt. You
interest me. All of you. Can you not see that?”


She
chuckled, his flattering words not lost on her, though she was determined not
to give in to the temptations on offer. She took another drink, even the wine
tasting of salt this evening, her thirst going unquenched. “You flatter me, my liege,
and were I not a queen, I might be tempted. But I must think of my people
first, and to that end, I must take my leave of you. I depart early in the
morning, and have a long journey ahead.” She rose, as did all those gathered.
She turned slowly, addressing them all, stopping at Solomon. “I thank you all
for the hospitality shown me during my visit. It has been a highly rewarding
undertaking, and I look forward to sharing what I have learned in your great
kingdom with my people when I return.”


She
bowed deeply, the room following suit, along with Solomon, though the king
merely nodded. He held out his hand and she took it. He led her from the hall
they were gathered in, and toward her chambers.


“You’re
certain I can’t change your mind.”


“I
am, and I beg of you to respect my wishes on the matter.”


He
stopped, taking her hands in his and clasping them to his chest. “Of course, of
course.” He stared into her eyes, her heart beating a
little faster. “I shall ask nothing of you again, as long as you ask nothing of
me.”


She
smiled. “I sense you are playing games with me yet again.”


He
chuckled, his smile intoxicating. “You know me too well, Makeda, my love.” He
leaned in closer, his lips almost pressed against her ear. “Take nothing of
mine, and I shall take nothing of yours. You have my word.” She was about to
respond when he continued. “But should you take anything of mine this night, I
will consider it your blessing for me to take anything of yours that I desire.”


She
patted him on the chest. “You are a clever man, and I fear there is a trick
hidden in there somewhere, but fine, I agree. You have my word as well. After
all, I am to bed now, then I depart in the morning.” She stepped back and
bowed. “Goodnight, my good king.”


She entered
her bedchambers, her guards closing the doors behind her. Her chambermaids made
quick work of removing her clothes and jewelry, her ablutions swift and
efficient. She dismissed them with a flick of her wrist and dropped into a
deep, satisfying sleep within moments.


 


Makeda awoke with a start, sitting upright in her bed. She
looked about for what had woken her, but found nothing. Nothing beyond an
unquenchable thirst. As her eyes adjusted, she surveyed the room for a jug of
water to satisfy her thirst, and froze. There were dozens surrounding her bed.


Those
weren’t there before.


The
only explanation she could think of was that her servants had provided them
after she fell asleep.


But
why so many?


It
made no sense. 


She
reached for the nearest jug, finding it heavy with liquid, and picked up a cup
that sat beside it. She filled the cup and raised it to her lips.


A
throat cleared and she flinched, her heart slamming as she spun toward the
sound.


“Who
dares enter my chambers without permission?”


Her
voice was firm, brimming with authority, betraying none of the terror she felt
at this moment.



“It
is I, your king.”


She
relaxed, though only slightly, as she recognized Solomon’s voice. Why was he
here, in the middle of the night, watching her sleep? The invasion of her
privacy was unconscionable, and never would have been tolerated if she were
back home. “Then I ask you, why are you in my chambers without
permission?”


He
rose, his form silhouetted by the moonlight pouring through the windows. “I’m
merely here to make certain you obey the oath you made to me.”


She looked askance at him as she struggled to determine what it was the impetuous man was
talking about, when she remembered her final words of the evening.


She
peeled her tongue off the roof of her dry mouth. “I have taken nothing of
yours.”


He
rounded the bed, gesturing at the cup in her hand. “That water is mine, and you
are about to drink it.”


Her
eyes widened and her head tilted forward slightly, incredulous at his words. “Surely
you are not serious.”


“I
am always serious when it comes to oaths made to me.”


She
shook her head, her thirst demanding satisfaction. “Forget the oath. Just let
me drink.”


“You
are always free to make your own decisions.”


She
gulped down the precious water, refilling her cup several times as she sated
the demand before returning the jug and cup where she found them. She turned to
Solomon. “Now, if you would, please leave. I have a long journey ahead of me.”


He
shook his head, instead stepping closer. “You have broken your oath.”


“It
was a silly one, and you know it.”


He
grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around, her back now facing him. “I
told you that if you took anything of mine, I would consider it your blessing
for me to take anything of yours I wanted.”


He
pressed against her and she could feel his desire. A wave of fear washed over
her. “But…surely this was all in jest!”


He
shoved her shoulders, bending her onto the bed as he lifted her robe. “Oaths
are never something to be taken lightly.”


“Please,
I beg of you, don’t do this.”


“I
am your king, and you have violated your sworn oath. And now I take that which
you have offered in return.”


And
with one swift stroke, that which she had been saving for her wedding night was
taken by a man she had thought wise and honest, instead revealing to her that
both wisdom and carriage meant nothing to men of ultimate power.


Yet
she didn’t cry out for her guards, for the shame of it would be too great.


Instead,
she cried into her bedding, biting down on her knuckle, and swore should she
ever make it home, she would never again leave the sanctuary that was her
kingdom, where no one would dare violate their queen such as this man.


King
Solomon of the Israelites.
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Ethiopia
Present Day, One Week Earlier


 


“Careful, brothers, remember how old it is.”


Grunts
were the only replies as the twelve men, much younger than Father Abune Amanuel,
though still closer to middle age than their teens, strained to lift that which
had been under their protection their entire lives, and for three thousand
years before any of them had been born. It was a duty handed down over too many
generations to count, though the Kebra Nagast did attempt to document much of
it.


It
was the history of the Ethiopian people, descended from the Queen of Sheba
herself, and her illegitimate son, Menelik.


And
he was responsible for their task today, millennia later.


The
ancient relic was lifted from its platform, a seasonal event that saw it
transferred from one secret location to another, and replaced with a fake,
created with exacting precision that only an expert could tell the truth.


Something
snapped.


Gasps
and cries echoed in the small chamber as one side of the relic dropped toward
the floor, the others quickly lowering the opposite side before the ancient
vessel tumbled over, spilling its holy contents. 


Father
Amanuel lunged forward, his hands in front of him, hoping to hold the cover in
place should it slip, then leaped back in horror as he realized that would
involve touching it, something to be avoided if at all possible.


Or
at the very least, vigorously discouraged.


Fortunately,
the men at each of the four corners managed to safely return the relic to its
resting place, everyone stepping away to catch their breath and stare at the
pole that had just snapped after three thousand years of holding strong.


“What
do we do now?” asked Harka, a trusted companion of many decades. “We can’t
carry it like this, and it’s never to be touched except by the poles.”


Father
Amanuel frowned as he paced around their charge, inspecting it for any other
damage, and happily finding none. “It is starting to finally show its age.”


Harka
grunted. “It’s been showing its age for centuries, if not longer. It’s finally giving
in to its age.”


Amanuel
nodded. “You’re right. Something must be done.”


“Like
what?”


“This
is the most precious gift to mankind ever granted us by God. It must be
preserved.”


“But
no one is allowed to see it!”


Amanuel
sat on the floor, cross-legged, the others joining him in a circle. “Science is
the answer.”


“What
do you mean?”


“I’ve
read of how museums around the world control the air so that the objects are
preserved. It’s science far beyond me, but we need this type of technology if
we’re going to have any hope of preventing further damage.”


“Science
means scientists. That means outsiders.”


“Unfortunately,
yes.”


“What
about the Vatican? They have scientists.”


Amanuel
vehemently shook his head. “Never. They’ll simply take it from us. They can
never know we have it. Let them think we’re fools, con artists hoping to
deceive. Their arrogance has worked well for us so far. I see no reason to risk
that now.”


“Then
who?”


“We
need someone with expertise in preserving ancient things.”


Harka
shook his head. “I wouldn’t even know what that is called. An archaeologist?”


They
all paused, staring at each other as smiles spread.


Harka
looked at Amanuel, his eyes wide. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


“I
believe so.”


“But
who will go?”


Amanuel
drew a deep breath. “This is something that must be done in person. I’ll go.”


“But
you’re the Keeper! You’ve never left Ethiopia in your entire life! You don’t
know what it’s like out there!”


Amanuel
chuckled. “Do any of us?”


Harka
frowned. “You’re right, of course.”


Amanuel
leaned over and patted his friend on the knee. “Worry not, my friend. God will
be my guide. He is always watching over us.”
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Ethiopia
10th Century BC, 22 Years Later


 


“Why have you never told me of my father?”


Queen
Makeda tensed, keeping her back to her son Menelik. The boy was no longer a
boy. He was a man, a man who deserved the truth, no matter how disturbing, and
shameful, it was.


Yet
did he?


She
had protected him from the truth for over twenty years. No one knew what had
happened, not even her closest confidants. 


It
was something one simply didn’t speak of.


Yet
without the truth, the apparent virgin birth had become legend within her
kingdom, and Menelik revered as a great future leader who would guide his
people with wisdom and the blessing of the Jewish god she now worshipped, as
did many after they heard what she had been taught in Jerusalem by the boy’s
father and his rabbis.


It
had been this newfound faith that had helped her through the shocking discovery
she was pregnant on the journey home, a fact she had kept hidden at first, but
when it became impossible, had decided, stupidly she now realized, to deny any
knowledge of how it had happened.


There
were whispers in the corridors of the palace, of course, though none dared
confront her with demands for the truth.


None
except her beloved son.


“No,
I haven’t spoken of him.”


Menelik
rounded her chair and sat across from her. “Why is that? Is it true what they
say?”


She
regarded him. “And what is it they say?”


“That
you were a virgin when I was born.”


She
pursed her lips. “Not exactly something to ask of one’s mother, is it?”


Menelik
flushed and turned his head, staring at a golden elephant that occupied the
corner of the room, its tusks encrusted with jewels. “I suppose not.”


“Do
you believe the stories?”


He
shrugged. “If it were true, that I have no father, then that must mean my
father is a god, perhaps even the Jewish god. But if that were true, if I were
a demigod, then shouldn’t I feel different? Shouldn’t I have some sort of power
that others don’t?”


She
sighed, closing her eyes. “And if you were the son of a god, the son of
God, what would you do with such power should you discover it?”


His
eyes widened as he turned back toward her, her question clearly suggesting to
him that his musings might indeed be true. “I would conquer our enemies,
securing better lives for our people. I would protect us from those who would
take what we have, and make certain our countrymen enjoyed bountiful harvests,
many children, and freedom from the ravages of nature and man. I would rid our
kingdom of the evil that lurks within.”


“All
noble intentions. I’m impressed.”


“Thank
you.”


“But
do you think that power like this should be entrusted to a mere mortal?”


“What
do you mean?”


She took
a drink, resting her cup on the arm of her chair, swirling its contents. “It is
said that evil lurks in the hearts of all men. Do you not feel it within
your own?”


He
shook his head vehemently. “Never!”


She
eyed him. “Never?”


He
flushed again. “Well, perhaps at times. But only when I’m really angry.”


“And
do you forgive those that anger you?”


He
nodded. “Yes.”


“All
the time?”


He
grunted. “Usually.”


“Which
means they probably didn’t truly deserve your anger, did they?”


He
sighed. “Yes, mother, you’re right, of course.” He stared at her. “And your
point?”


“My
point is this: if you had the power of a god when you were filled with such
rage, would you have used it to strike out at those you were angry with? Would
you have done irreparable harm, perhaps even killed them?”


Menelik
drew a long, deep breath, his chest swelling as he considered her words, his
eyes widening slightly. He exhaled loudly. “I fear I might have.”


She
was pleased with his admission. “So, perhaps it is best that you are not
blessed with the power of a god.”


He
chuckled. “I suppose not.” He eyed her. “Is this your roundabout way of telling
me my father isn’t a god?”


She
smiled at him. “Yes.”


He
leaped to his feet, his face bright. “Then you do know who my father
is?”


She
steeled herself for the revelation she was finally about to reveal, her mind
made up that it was at last time someone knew the truth, and if not her son,
then who? “Yes.”


He
rushed forward, dropping to his knees at her feet, taking her hands in his,
almost knocking the cup from its perch. “Please, mother, tell me who it is!”


She
drew a breath, then revealed the secret that had eaten away at her for over two
decades. “King Solomon.”


He
fell backward, his eyes wide, his mouth agape. “The wise one you told me of?
The king of the Israelites in Jerusalem?”


She
nodded. “Yes.”


“But
how? I mean, why? I mean…” He pushed to his feet and paced in front of her,
muttering to himself before finally stopping and facing her. “Please, tell me
how this could be true?”


She
inhaled through her nose, her heart pounding, her palms sweaty as memories of
that night, memories she had tried, and failed, to bury for so long, flooded
back. Her eyes glistened and her ever faithful son noticed, returning to his
knees and taking her hands.


“You
don’t have to tell me, if doing so will cause you pain.”


A
tear rolled down her cheek and she reached out for him, caressing his face, a
face too much like his father’s, and a constant reminder of the pain and
humiliation she had suffered so long ago.


A
trauma that had her never taking a husband, never having another child, never
enjoying the pleasures of the flesh again.


Her
jaw squared and she shook her head. “No, you must know. It is time.” She took a
short breath then exhaled quickly, the words spilling out rapidly before she
changed her mind. “On the night before I left Jerusalem, King Solomon tricked
me into an oath that I was forced to break due to his treachery, and he then
raped me.”


Menelik’s
nostrils flared and his eyes shot wide as his entire body clenched with anger,
his chest heaving at her words. “My father took…he took your…” He stood,
growling with anger, his fists clenched as he resumed pacing. He punched his
palm then stopped. “I’m going to kill him.”


She
wiped the tears from her face, shaking her head. “No, that could lead to war.”


“I
don’t care. He must pay for what he has done.”


She
rose, reaching out and taking his clenched fists in hers. “It has been over
twenty years. He may be dead.”


“Word
would have reached us.”


She
frowned, for the boy was right.


“I
want to meet him. To tell him that I know what he has done, and that I want
nothing to do with him.”


She
sighed. “That is your right, of course.” She took his chin in her hand and
forced him to look her in the eyes. “But you mustn’t kill him. You mustn’t
start a war that could lead to the death of our people.”


He
glared at her for a moment, then his shoulders slumped. “Very well. Once again,
as always, you’re right.”


She
smiled, patting his cheek. “You’re a smart boy.”


“I
get it from you.”


If
only that were true.


“When
will you leave?”


“As
soon as I can.”


She
headed for her bedchambers. “If you are determined to meet your father, then
there is something I must give you.”


Menelik
followed her. “What?”


“Something
that proves to Solomon who you are.” She shivered. “Something he gave me after
he was done with me.”
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Bole International Airport 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
Present Day


 


“Father Amanuel is boarding now.”


“Destination?”


Dawit
Ganno frowned. “London.”


“And
our sources have no idea why he’s going there?”


“None.”


“I
guess you’re right, we have to know.”


Ganno
headed for the gate. “I’ve booked a ticket on the same flight.”


“Isn’t
that risky? What if he recognizes you?”


Ganno
smiled at the woman at the gate as he handed her his passport and boarding
pass. “He’s never met me. They’ve never met any of us. That’s the entire point
of being a secret order that no one knows about.”


“He
may not know what you do, but he might have seen you driving by.”


Ganno
grunted. “Then it will simply be a happy coincidence, and nothing else will be
said beyond pleasantries.” He bowed slightly at the return of his documents and
headed for the jetway. “And when I return, we will discuss my previous desire
to have more of our members abroad. To think we have no one in England is
ridiculous. This should be a phone call, not a flight.”


“You’re
right, of course. But it’s expensive to keep people around the world. Our man
in the United States costs us handsomely.”


Ganno
sighed. His brother was right, and it was why the idea had been dropped after
they had sent one of their own to New York City over a decade ago. When the
bills started pouring in, they realized they simply didn’t have the money for
too many of these types of operatives. For now, they had one in Jerusalem, one
in Rome, and one in New York City. That was it.


And
it was already too expensive.


“Do
you think he’s going to reveal the secret?”


Ganno
frowned. “I hope not, but something is going on. He’s never left the country.
No Keeper has.”


“And
if he does? What will you do?”


“If
I think he’s revealed the secret to anyone, I’ll do what must be done.”


“You
mean kill him.”


Ganno’s
frown deepened. “If necessary, though hopefully only those he tells. The secret
must be preserved.”


“Of
course.”


“Praise
be to Menelik and Tamrin, and to our Lord, Jesus Christ.”
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Royal Palace of King Solomon
Jerusalem, Kingdom of Israel
10th Century BC


 


As Menelik’s father spoke to those gathered, he absentmindedly
spun the ring his mother had given him before his departure. His initial
encounter hadn’t gone as planned. He had intended to announce who he was then
demand retribution for what King Solomon had done to his mother. Instead, the
moment he had shown the man the ring given to his mother the night of her rape,
Menelik had been embraced, genuine tears rushing down the cheeks of the man he
had grown to hate over his long journey to Jerusalem.


Solomon
had given him no time to spew the vitriolic denunciation Menelik had rehearsed
during his voyage, and instead had announced to those gathered that his son had
returned to him, and that it was a great day for the kingdom. He was peppered
with questions with little if any time given for him to respond, and praise was
heaped upon his mother, as if the rape had never occurred, or had been
completely forgotten.


Or
to Solomon, it never was rape.


He
hadn’t known how to react.


His
father had turned out to not be the monster he had imagined, but instead an
incredibly charismatic, captivating man. Intelligent, articulate, immaculate.
His people both respected him and genuinely liked him, though he knew from his
mother’s court that facades were always on display in her presence. 


One
never made one’s regent aware of any ill will.


And
before that first night was through, Menelik was ashamed to admit he had been
won over by the man. Not completely, but enough to delay any public humiliation
he had planned. 


And
as the days progressed, and no opportune moment was found to confront the man,
it became clear his father was incredibly pleased with his return.


“I
want you to stay.”


Menelik
spun the ring again, still not used to wearing it, the pure gold, jewel-encrusted
creation a constant reminder of his mother’s betrayal. Solomon had raped her,
then convinced he had impregnated her, given her the ring before her departure so
when his son returned, Solomon would know it was him.


The
ring had done its job, giving him access to Solomon within minutes of his
arrival, the large royal procession also greasing the wheels. But the moment
the ring had been spotted, Solomon’s demeanor had changed from curiosity to,
from all outward appearances, love for a son long lost.


“I
must return home to my people.”


“Your
mother is a capable woman. She can take care of them.”


“For
now, yes, but in time it will be my job to lead my people.”


Solomon
motioned for him to sit closer to him, and Menelik complied. “And you will. I
want you to remain and be my heir. Your kingdom will unite with mine,
guaranteeing your people’s protection.”



Menelik
regarded his father for a moment, then shook his head. “It is too far for you
to offer any type of protection.”


Solomon
smiled
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