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  “History is the version of past events that people have decided to agree upon."


  ~Napoleon Bonaparte
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  Circa 10,000 B.C.


  Strangled shouts echoed throughout the temple as torchlight flickered outside the entrance. Several battle-hardened soldiers pounded on the door, trying to force their way in.


  Inside the temple, breathless and frightened, two young priests desperately tried to bar the door. Three other priests raced to the back of the temple to an inner sanctuary. Their long black hair was in tight braids, and they wore long, flowing, white robes and dark brown leather sandals. Their skin had a beautiful golden sheen to it. Around each of their necks hung an amulet in the shape of an ankh, with a glittering stone in the center of it.


  One of the priests was carrying a book of scrolls, held tightly to his chest. Inside the small room stood a wooden altar with low benches in front of it. The chamber walls were decorated with paintings of sacred scenes, ceremonies and images of worship. The priests moved the benches aside, frantically working to uncover a well-hidden trap door.


  One of the priests whispered, “There is no way out from here, we must do something!” The language they spoke was an ancient one.


  “We have no chance to escape,” another said, “but I must hide the book in the chest below. It must be protected. You have to keep them out long enough!”


  The three of them finally managed to open the trap door, which revealed a steep set of stairs leading down a dank, dark passageway carved from the earth.


  “I will be right back!” he said.


  With scrolls in hand, he raced down the crude earthen stairway. At the foot of the stairway was a stone chest with a beautiful, large, intricately detailed ankh carved into its lid.


  The priest opened the chest and withdrew one of two protective jeweled cylinders in which he placed the book of scrolls and sealed it tightly. He ran his finger reverently over the smooth carven ankh on its lid, invoking a silent prayer that the secret and powerful knowledge contained within would somehow remain safe.


  Time was running out. The intruders were breaking through the door. In desperation, the priests above the secret passageway slammed the trap door closed, shutting their companion in below. Quickly, the priests concealed the trap door and placed the benches back over it.


  They heard the clanking of steel and menacing voices shouting. They knew their enemies were coming through. Bravely they stood to face the onslaught of soldiers who were now merely seconds behind them.


  As the first soldier burst into the temple, one of the priests hit him on the back of the head with a staff, knocking him unconscious. A second soldier was struck in the face with a torch and fell screaming in agony to the ground.


  One of the priests reached into a pocket of his robe and grabbed a small pouch. From it he took some powder and tossed it into the face of the next soldier who came through the door.


  The man grasped his throat, his eyes burning, struggling for breath. The fine powder, working quickly, seared his vocal cords, his lungs. His death would be a silent one. The powder, lethal when inhaled, choked the last remaining breaths out of him. He fell to the ground at their feet, his eyes frozen wide in disbelief.


  Still more soldiers rushed into the room. The priests fought valiantly but they were no match for the merciless and vicious soldiers, in number or sheer brutality. The two priests who had initially tried to hold the doors were savagely stabbed in the stomach, dark red blood staining their once-pristine white robes. They collapsed to the ground, succumbing to the fatal wounds.


  One of the younger priests, witnessing his companions brutally slain before his eyes, screamed with anguish and raced forward to avenge their deaths. From the lifeless hands of one of the soldiers he grabbed a sword and lunged at the attackers, striking a blow on one of the soldier’s hands.


  The man cried out in pain. Injured and filled with rage, the soldier struck back, driving his blade into the young priest’s chest. The soldier smiled malevolently as the young man dropped to his knees and looked down to see the hilt of the sword protruding from his chest.


  Struggling for breath, his eyes disbelieving what his body could not deny, he fell to the ground. As he lay dying at the soldier’s feet, a single tear fell glistening down his cheek.


  Suddenly, a blinding blue light shone through into the temple from somewhere outside, disintegrating nearly everything in its path. A low rumble followed then grew in intensity. A massive explosion shook the very ground. Deafening sounds, thunderous, ensued as wood and stone were blasted into pieces. Fire and intense heat tore through the temple collapsing the ceiling, trapping and crushing everyone inside. All was left in ruins.


  Back in the cellar, the lone priest, in fear and confusion, heard the terrifying explosion. Then a deadly silence…


  CHAPTER


  1
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  The Discovery


  Present-Day Egypt


  “I don’t know if I will ever get used to working in the heat of the Egyptian desert. I honestly think I am about to pass out,” Alex moaned. Her full name was Alexandra, but she preferred the simple, boyish name Alex.


  “I told you to get a better hat, the holes in that one are going to sear your brain,” Mitch said.


  “But it’s my favorite hat! Besides, I think it makes me look a little like Indiana Jones,” she said smiling and cracking an imaginary whip, as her long blond ponytail bounced and her bright blue eyes flashed with playfulness.


  Mitch laughed at his partner, his darker eyes and complexion providing him more defense against the burning rays. “Back to reality, Alex! We have serious work to do and if we don’t speed things up, we’re toast. Dustimaine wants those ancient tools that were found yesterday to be cleaned and categorized by the end of the week.”


  Mitch and Alex were members of an excavation team working near the Great Sphinx at Giza. They reported to Professor Abner Dustimaine, who assigned them to finish up a site he had moved on from. The site was a large cellar, with an earthen stairway leading down into it. It was not far from a much larger site where he had found numerous ancient tombs, and where he was now focusing his own efforts. Very little had been found in the ancient cellar he left Mitch and Alex to work on, a few tools, broken pieces of pottery, but nothing of major consequence.


  “I think Old Dusty really has it out for us,” Alex said as she brushed a few wayward hairs out of her eyes.


  “Really? I never would have guessed that,” Mitch deadpanned. He then looked up at the massive monument that had fascinated them their entire young careers. “But at least we are working relatively close to the Sphinx.”


  “Yeah, that is true,” Alex said, gazing up at it. “I guess I shouldn’t complain so much. It is extraordinary,” she sighed. After a few moments she looked back to her partner, “But we’re not actually doing our own work yet, are we? All we’re doing is making sure the boundaries of Old Dusty’s site are clearly identified and to search for any additional items he was too busy to look for. I’d bet if we both fell over dead right now, he wouldn’t even notice!”


  “Sure he would, it would create more work for him having to cart out our corpses, and then he’d have no one else to do his grunt work for him. He’d be seriously choked with us if we kicked the bucket,” Mitch laughed. He then turned a bit more serious. “It is still an honor and a privilege to work in Egypt, Alex. It was our dream, remember?”


  Alex nodded, thinking back to her father, Dr. Devlan Logan, who she had always idolized. A celebrated Egyptologist himself, he was responsible for igniting his daughter’s interest in Egyptology, opening her eyes to all the magic and wonder of one of earth’s longest-lived and most accomplished civilizations. His death had hit her hard. Alex wiped away a tear, “I know you’re right, Mitch. I shouldn’t complain so much. This is what we always dreamed about. It’s just so hard sometimes. I wish someone out there would give us a chance to do something bigger, you know, recognize our potential, like my dad did.”


  Mitch smiled at her warmly. He knew how much her father meant to her and how much she missed him. “They will, Alex, they will some day,” Mitch said encouragingly, but inside, he felt exactly as she did.


  “Logan! Carver!” a middle-aged man shouted at them.


  “Oh no,” Alex whispered as the Professor stomped towards them.


  Following closely behind the tall skinny frame of Professor Dustimaine, was his ever-present shadow Fessel C. Blothers. Fessel’s father was a wealthy philanthropist, who over the years had given millions to the university. As a result, Fessel was given a position that other more-deserving students were not given the chance for, in spite of his poor marks. Fessel was widely resented, but money could buy many things, even a spot in the highly competitive Egyptology program.


  “Professor Dustimaine, we weren’t expecting you…” Mitch started to say.


  “You two are falling further behind every day. What the devil are you doing out here?” the Professor demanded. He looked around, “Why did you let the workers leave so early?”


  “Professor,” Alex said, “they had put in a full day already and Mitch and I need to catch up on our cataloguing.”


  “Oh for crying out loud,” he said, shaking his head. “Those workers are here to be used, and you two don’t work them hard enough. The University’s paying for them and we expect full value for our money! You two are the only candidates falling behind, if that means keeping the workers here for longer hours to get ahead so be it. The rest of us have no problem making them work overtime.”


  “But Professor,” Mitch tried to explain, “we don’t actually need them right now…”


  “I don’t care what your excuses are, you are pampering those workers.” He leaned closer to them, “If you don’t get your act together and start producing better results, I am going to have you both kicked out of the program!” With that, he stormed off.


  Fessel, still trailing behind his boss, looked back at Mitch and Alex, sneering.


  “Little rat…” Alex whispered under her breath, glaring back at Fessel.


  Even though they were still upset from being reprimanded and were growing very tired, Mitch and Alex soldiered on. They were clearing away some dirt and sand to allow them to get a good start in the morning and move on to the finer, more detailed work.


  “Ugh, I am so sweaty!” Alex groaned. “My clothes are filled with sand and my back is aching.” She sat up and tried to stretch a little. “This has been one crappy day.”


  “Didn’t you mention something earlier about not complaining so much?” Mitch grinned at her.


  “You’re heartless! May millions of grains of sand find their way into your underclothes,” she retorted.


  “Already done,” he said as he sat down. “Have I mentioned how much I hate Dustimaine?”


  She laughed.
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  Pushing themselves even harder and ignoring their own weariness, thanks to Dustimaine’s harsh words, Mitch and Alex continued to work in the hot Egyptian climate for another couple of hours. Dehydration kept threatening them as their water supplies dwindled. They had not meant to stay out so long.


  Finally, Alex sat down, exhausted. Her mood had darkened and she had grown quiet. It had been a long day, very long, with little to show for their efforts. She wondered if they ever would. She sighed and took a long drink of water, leaving only a few drops left. She felt unusually tired, defeated. A sense of hopelessness welled up. She kept these feelings to herself; she didn’t want Mitch to know. Alex closed her eyes. A heaviness overtook her as she fell fast asleep.
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  She awoke. She was alone. She panicked, how long have I been asleep? she wondered. Where was Mitch? She called out, but her voice sounded distant, strange. Why was it so dark? Surely there should be some light this close to Cairo.


  Her heart started to beat fast. This was wrong, very wrong. She tried to yell out, but her voice was drowned out by a sudden, ferocious windstorm. Sand pelted her. She covered her face. She stumbled around, trying to feel for shelter. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t hear.


  She tripped over something and fell hard. She looked down, her pant leg was torn. Whatever she had tripped on glinted in the moonlight. She looked closer – it was a smooth stone chest engraved with an ankh.


  She reached out to touch the chest, laying her hand on it, but it was searingly hot. She cried out, her hand now badly blistered and burnt. She tried to get up, but she stumbled and fell. The air thickened, the wind stopped.


  The chest started to glow like steel in a forge. She heard a massive explosion behind her. It came from the direction of the Sphinx.


  She turned to see a wall of flame shooting towards her. The heat was intense, her lungs burned in pain. She screamed, turned and ran.


  “Alex!” Mitch yelled out. His partner had suddenly screamed and taken off like a shot from where she had been resting. She had scared the living daylights out of him. He watched as she blindly ran from their site. “Alex, stop! What are you doing?” He got up to go after her.


  Not hearing her partner, she ran blindly away from the flames she still saw and felt. Her footing was uncertain, unsteady. She didn’t see the slight depression in the sand. Her right foot landed in it full flight, stopping her dead in her tracks. She fell hard.


  Mitch came racing up beside her. “Alex! What the hell has gotten into you? Are you hurt?”


  She heard him this time. She was disoriented, confused. “Where were you?”


  “What do you mean where was I? I’ve been near you the whole time, working while you catnapped.” He noticed her leg, “Geez Alex, you scraped your leg pretty good, it’s bleeding.”


  She looked down at her torn pant leg, stunned, but she had already torn it, hadn’t she?


  “Come, I’ll help you up.” He lifted her to feet, but she winced in pain.


  “I-I think I sprained my ankle,” she said.


  “Man, you took a bad fall,” Mitch said. “You are quite the klutz you know,” he grinned.


  She laughed a little. Mitch always made her feel better. “I think I sprained my big toe, too.”


  He just looked at her shaking his head.


  “What? I’m serious, I’m hurt!” she pouted, her head clearing. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “Why did you go running off all of sudden like a mad woman? One minute you’re sleeping quietly, the next you freak out and run away? Something crawl up your pant leg?”


  She playfully swatted him.


  “You scared the crap out of me, you lunatic,” he said. “Seriously, what was that all about?”


  She thought for a moment, remembering the images of the flames. She suddenly remembered her hand. She gasped, holding it out, expecting to see burned flesh. But there were no burns. She felt slightly disoriented. Slowly more details came back to her, “I must have fallen asleep and started dreaming. It seemed so real.”


  Mitch listened as she recalled the strange and frightening reverie. “Whew,” he said. “I think you must have got some serious sunstroke today.” He felt her forehead; it was burning hot. “Come on, let’s get going.” He helped her as she limped along beside him.


  “Wait,” she said, “what did I trip over?”


  “Probably your own feet.”


  She elbowed him, “I did not.”


  He feigned injury, then laughed, “Alex, you ran off like your hair was on fire.”


  She looked around at the spot where she fell. She tried to kneel down to take a closer look, but winced again. “Could you help me down?” she asked.


  Mitch helped lower her gently. “Maybe we should get you bandaged up first.”


  “No,” she replied distractedly, ignoring the growing bloodstain on her pants. “Later.”


  “Stubborn as ever…” he sighed.


  “My foot hit something solid.”


  “Like a rock?” he asked facetiously.


  “Here,” she pointed as she leaned over to brush some sand away. “This is no rock.”


  He knelt down beside her. She was right. It was definitely not a rock.


  “Help me dig this out.”


  “Hang on a minute,” Mitch said, “I’ll go get our tools.”


  Excited, they quickly established a small work area and set to clearing away the sand and rocks.


  A smooth, stone surface was revealed. Their eyes grew wide as they saw what appeared to be a large, carved ankh, the Egyptian symbol of immortality, of life.


  “I don’t believe it,” Alex said. “My dream…in my dream, I tripped over this.”


  Mitch couldn’t believe it either. It was just as Alex had described. “Either this is a helluva a coincidence or you’re developing psychic powers.”


  “Whatever it is, I think we were meant to find this,” she said.


  “Fate, my dear Ms.Logan?”


  “Why not?” she replied, shrugging her shoulders. “We’re due for a break if you ask me.”


  They resumed digging. Finally, the mysterious chest was freed from its long-hidden, desert-resting place. They fell back and sat in the sand, both staring dumbfounded at what they had unearthed.


  For a few moments, they were speechless, not taking their eyes off the chest. It was about one foot tall, by two feet long and one foot wide. It appeared to be carved from solid granite and was covered by strange-looking hieroglyphs. However, the most prominent symbol was the first one they had seen on the top of the chest. It was the only one on the lid, an intricately carved ankh, about twenty inches long.


  “The ankh is figured so prominently, it’s very unusual,” she said.


  Mitch nodded, “It’s usually accompanied by a series of hieroglyphs. And look at it, it has detailing in it like nothing I’ve seen before.”


  “These symbols look an awful lot like ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs,” Alex started, “but they’re kind of different. I can’t read them.” She looked to Mitch and realized he was having the same problem. “Maybe this is an early form we haven’t come across before?”


  “Maybe…” he replied, as his fingers gently, but shakily, traced the symbols. “These carvings are so smooth, as if they’ve never been weathered, like they were carved by a laser beam just yesterday, yet they’re not sharp.”


  “Want to open it?” Alex asked.


  “Let’s examine it more closely first and see if we can decipher anything else about it,” Mitch said.


  They continued to study the strange hieroglyphs.


  “I don’t get it. I can’t make any of these out,” Mitch said in frustration.


  “Do you have the most up-to-date list of known hieroglyphs?” Alex asked. “Maybe it’s a collection of obscure, little known glyphs.”


  “Yeah,” he replied, “it’s here somewhere.” He rifled through the many pockets on his vest for a small book of hieroglyphs. He put on his reading glasses and began flipping pages in the well-worn book. After a few moments, he said, “Seriously, Alex, I can’t find them.”


  “Well, maybe your eyes are going,” she quipped.


  “You take a look then, smarty-pants,” he said handing her the book.


  She looked through it, but also to no avail. “Very strange, looks like we have some research to do, or...”


  “Or what?” Mitch asked.


  “Or maybe we can find some answers by looking inside,” she said.


  “Maybe,” Mitch replied, looking at it. “I just don’t want to break anything.”


  They examined the chest further, but it seemed to be just a simple lid on top, no latches, nothing to undo.


  “Well, I don’t see any harm in opening it,” Mitch said, “unless you think because of your dream that it’s booby-trapped and going to blow up on us.”


  “Don’t be silly,” she said, her unease over her dream quickly being replaced by excitement and curiosity at the very real artifact before them.


  They painstakingly cleaned the caked-in sand out of the groove between the base and the lid and pried the lid off. They carefully laid it down on the sand beside them. Inside the chest were two metal cylinders, silver in color. Alex and Mitch each picked one up to examine.


  “Mitch, they’re…they’re metal,” Alex whispered incredulously.


  “Amazing…” he said.


  “But this isn’t, I mean, no one has ever, there’s no record of such things…” she started to say.


  “I know, I can’t explain them either.” Mitch looked at Alex for a moment. “What have we found? I mean, as strange as finding metal objects like these is the fact that they are as intricately carved as the chest.”


  Alex was silent for a moment, trying to make sense of what they had discovered.


  As they examined the finds, they saw that this time the ankh was carved on the top and bottom of each of the cylinders. Inlaid in each of the four ankhs were gems that seemed iridescent. Glowing as if from within, the sapphire, emerald, topaz, and ruby-colored gems shined and sparkled with untold depths. They were far more beautiful than any gem Mitch or Alex had ever seen.


  “These are incredible,” Alex exclaimed. “Alone they would be priceless.” She paused. “Mitch, nothing like this has ever been found before in Egypt.”


  “I know,” he responded, “they’re going to be invaluable additions to the Cairo Museum. I think people are going to start taking us seriously now.”


  “What type of metal do you think these cylinders are made of?” she asked.


  “I have no idea. They feel strong, like iron, but the metal is so silvery and perfectly smooth.”


  “Do you want to open them?” Alex asked as she continued to gaze at the cylinders, fascinated. “Maybe they contain documents of some sort.”


  She reflected on how the one thing that has been missing from Egypt’s ancient history were written records of how and why its’ magnificent monuments were built.


  Mitch shook his head, “No, not here. It’s getting dark. I think we should go talk to Professor Dustimaine first, let him know what we’ve found. This could affect the direction this entire excavation is taking.”


  “That’s exactly why we shouldn’t tell him, Mitch!” Alex protested. “You said it yourself, you’ve heard rumors about him taking credit for his candidates’ work. How hard have we worked just to gain enough status to participate in this dig? If we take this to Old Dusty, he’s just going to grab it away from us and take all the credit. I bet he wouldn’t let us near any of this again once we handed it over. Just think about what we’d be giving up. This could be the discovery of a lifetime!”


  Mitch considered her comments. “You’re right, but eventually we’re going to have to tell someone. If Professor Dust Bucket found out that we’ve kept finds from him, he’d kill us first, strip us of our meager credentials second, and then send us home. We are already in hot water with him. You heard him earlier. He’d make sure we’d never work in the field of archaeology again. Besides, where do you think we’re going to get the time to do any additional research?”


  “Tell you what, why don’t we just do a little homework on our own first, get a little less sleep for the time being. We’ll quickly analyze this ourselves, and then, when we have something more solid put together, which is unmistakably our work, we’ll bring it to him.”


  “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to find a few answers on our own. It would show we have initiative and that we’re resourceful,” Mitch conceded. “Maybe then, he’ll start respecting us a bit more.”


  “He’ll have to!” she exclaimed. “Here, let’s pack them up.”


  They carefully placed the cylinders back inside the chest, and hid it in a duffel bag, which they carried back with them along with the rest of their equipment.


  “Do you think we can keep this out of sight from Dustimaine?” Mitch asked. “We have to watch out. He sometimes has that skinny little weasel, Fessel, check up on us.”


  “We’ll be cautious,” Alex assured him.


  “Let’s go find Jack and Bob,” Mitch said, “I’m sure they’ll be pretty interested in what we have to show them.”


  “Hang on,” Alex stopped him, “let’s keep my dream to ourselves, alright. I don’t need anyone thinking I’ve lost my marbles or anything.”


  “Too late!” Mitch gleefully replied.


  She smacked him, “Seriously, Mitch. Not a word!”


  CHAPTER


  2
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  More Questions Arise


  


  Mitch and Alex brought the duffel bag containing the chest to the lab where they knew Jack and Bob would still be working. As usual, they were the only two left. Mitch and Alex found them surrounded by numerous empty chip bags, chocolate bar wrappers and cans of Coke, for Jack, and Diet Coke, for Bob.


  “Hey guys,” Alex greeted them, “how was work today?”


  “Ahh, now there’s a sight for sore eyes,” Jack said, smiling widely. “We thought we were the last two people on earth.”


  “I see you’ve already had dinner,” Mitch added, looking around amusedly at the junk food bone yard.


  “Well, had we known we were having company, we would have saved some,” Bob replied sarcastically, as he wiped his hands on his old, worn Star Wars t-shirt. Bob was a rather messy, rotund sort, with thick, scraggly black hair.


  “Yeah, thanks anyways, looks like it was very appetizing,” Alex said with a hint of disgust.


  “Don’t knock it Alex, desperate times call for desperate measures,” Jack said with mock seriousness. He was a short, skinny fellow, with light brown hair and a long pointed nose.


  Jack and Bob were the best of friends as well as co-workers. They were lab technicians, who help analyze and date the finds that the archaeologists bring in. Together, they refer to themselves as ‘Rogue Squadron’, in reference to their favorite films.


  “So, to what do we owe the honor of this visit?” Bob asked.


  “Well, we have some things we need to open in a controlled environment,” Mitch replied. “Which is why we came to the lab.”


  “These things will need to be dated as well,” Alex added.


  Mitch placed the duffel bag on the table, pushing some piles of papers out of the way in the process. “This is just between us, we need you both to swear an oath of secrecy.”


  “Done,” Jack answered for both of them. “What’s in the bag?”


  Mitch unzipped the bag, pulled the chest out and set it on the table.


  “Wowza! Where did you get that?” Bob asked.


  “We found it at the end of our dig today after the workers left,” Alex said. “Actually, it was kind of by accident.” She looked at Mitch, a silent communication passing between them, and continued, “I ran to get some tools when I tripped over it, buried in the sands.”


  Mitch said nothing.


  Bob laughed a big, booming laugh, “You tripped over it? Wow, impressive!”


  “Hey, stuff it big boy, that’s how they found the entrance to Tut’s tomb. Besides, the important thing is we found it, no matter how glamorous the technique.” Alex crossed her arms and gave him a challenging look.


  Jack added, “Didn’t a donkey find the Valley of the Golden Mummies by stepping in a hole?”


  “Jack…” Alex warned.


  “Ok, ok, so what’s in it? Have you opened it yet?” Jack asked.


  “We did,” Mitch replied. “Remember your oath!” He lifted the lid. Jack and Bob pulled in close to look at the two shining cylinders lying inside.


  “Cool,” Jack said.


  “Whoa…what do we have here?” Bob exclaimed furrowing his brow.


  “We don’t know exactly what they are,” Alex said.


  “Have you opened them?” Bob asked.


  “No, not yet,” Alex answered. “That’s why we came to see you two. If there are documents of some sort in there, we want them handled very carefully.”


  “Understood,” Bob replied. “Bring them over here,” he said as he motioned them to the environmentally controlled unit they used in the handling of delicate artifacts. The enclosed unit had misters in it, which provided humidity to protect fragile or brittle objects. On either side were built in gloves, used to reach inside the specially designed plastic housing, without damaging the artifact.


  “Thanks Bob, we were hoping you guys could help…you see, we haven’t exactly shown this to anyone else yet,” she said.


  “Not even to boss-man Dusti-lame?” Jack said, grinning mischievously.


  Mitch and Alex just shook their heads.


  “Sneaky smugglers, aren’t you?”


  “They have good reason to be, Jack,” Bob replied in their defense.


  “I know. I’m just impressed. Personally, I fully support these actions!”


  Mitch brought the chest over to Bob and carefully removed one of the cylinders. He handed it to Bob, who had a look of amazement on his face as he felt the smooth metal in his hands. “I’ve never seen or felt anything like this. You say you found this on the site you were working on?”


  “That’s right,” Alex answered.


  “What are they made of?” he asked.


  “We have no idea,” Mitch answered. “Metallurgy isn’t our strong suit.”


  “I see,” said Bob as he looked at the mysterious cylinders. “Guess you’ll need our help on that too.”


  “Yup,” Alex answered.


  Bob smiled. He liked feeling needed by his two highly educated pals. “Well…this might be an obvious observation, but we’ve seen a lot of items from that site, and, well…this doesn’t exactly fit the profile, you know. I mean, the ankh is obviously Egyptian, but…”


  “Bob, we know. We know exactly what you’re saying, please just open them,” Mitch interrupted.


  Bob looked at them then looked over at Jack, who raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “Fine,” he said, placing both cylinders inside the casing. He looked closer at them, his attention riveted. “These are extraordinary! They must be priceless.”


  “That’s kind of what we were thinking,” Alex agreed.


  “You guys are going to be famous! Hey Jack, we should get their autographs now, while they’re still not worth anything! We could make a fortune selling them on eBay!”


  “Focus Bob,” Alex playfully admonished him. “Can you see a way to open the cylinders without damaging them?”


  “Hey, that’s why they pay me the big bucks,” he laughed.


  “You’d better not be getting big bucks if all I get is little bucks!” Jack piped in.


  “None of us get big bucks, Jack, we’re lucky to get anything more than food and shelter,” Mitch said. “Now quit distracting him!”


  They all watched as Bob closely examined the ends of one of the cylinders. He reached for a small tool and began to trace the edge of one of its ends. Slowly, he began to pry at the tiny groove, pausing every few seconds to re-examine it. Finally, it gave way, the lid popping up slightly.


  He looked up at Mitch and Alex whose noses were nearly pressed against the case. Alex gave him a nod, indicating for him to proceed. Bob carefully pried the top off and after taking a deep breath, angled the cylinder a little to let whatever was inside, fall gently into his waiting gloved hand.


  They all gasped at what slid out. It was a book, bound with a soft cover, about ten inches by fourteen inches in dimension. Inside it had several pages made from papyrus.


  Alex grabbed Mitch’s shoulder. She could feel he was as tense as she was.


  In the top right hand corner of the dark brown cover were some symbols embossed with a form of gold leaf.


  “Those are similar to the symbols that are on the chest,” Alex whispered to Mitch. “Bob, flip through a few of the pages, gently.”


  They watched as he painstakingly turned the first few pages, which were quite bent having been rolled up for so long. The pages were filled with the same strange type of symbols as on the cover, none of which Mitch or Alex could read.


  “Wow!” Bob exclaimed. “Look at this, the papyrus is still in excellent condition, the writing doesn’t appear to be faded at all. Those cylinders must have been airtight to keep the papyrus from drying out and becoming brittle. What time period would you guys say this belongs to?”


  Mitch and Alex looked at each with wide eyes. Both were silent for a moment.


  “We’re not sure Bob,” Mitch replied, his heart pounding.


  “You can’t read these?” Bob asked, pointing to what he thought were ordinary hieroglyphs. He couldn’t read them himself, but he knew that Mitch and Alex were experts at translating ancient Egyptian writing.


  “No,” Alex answered, her mind racing. “Let’s open the second cylinder.”


  Again, Bob carefully pried open the ornate top, and out slid two individual papyri. Slowly and carefully, he unrolled them, as everyone held their breath.


  The first papyrus had a painting of what seemed to be some kind of strange funeral scene. The other papyrus had a painting depicting an outdoor ceremony or celebration with what seemed to be a royal couple standing with their hands outstretched, as if in blessing. The figures in the painting were wearing long flowing robes. The man was tall and clothed in emerald green, the woman in a golden gown. Both had large amulets around their necks. Their skin appeared tanned and painted with a lovely golden sheen. Their hair was jet-black and each wore golden circlets atop their heads. The plates of food and bushels of crops beside the royal couple would indicate they either had a good harvest or were hoping for one.


  “Who are they?” Bob asked. Without answering Alex glanced over at Mitch and instantly recognized he was having the same problem as she was. “Guys, this couple – who are they?” he repeated. Mitch shook his head.


  “We don’t know,” Alex responded.


  Bob raised his eyebrows, surprised at her answer. “It’s a pharaoh and his queen though isn’t it?”


  Neither Mitch nor Alex answered him. They just continued to scrutinize the painting for clues as to who these people were.


  Jack was now leaning over both Mitch and Alex, his bony fingers digging into their shoulders.


  “Ow, Jack, you’re puncturing my skin,” Alex complained. Mitch laughed.


  “Sorry,” he said. “Then move over, I can’t see!” He then realized that they still weren’t answering Bob’s last question. “What is it? You guys have funny looks on your faces.”


  “We’re just having trouble placing this, that’s all,” Alex answered, not making eye contact with him. “We don’t recognize the figures. I think we have some homework to do.”


  Jack kept looking at them. He knew them well enough to know something was up, “Really?” he asked. “This has you stumped? Well, this is a momentous day. You two usually know everything!”


  Alex swatted him. “Stuff it!”


  Jack laughed. He loved to get a rise out of people.


  “We may not be able to place it right now, but that doesn’t mean we won’t be able to at all,” Mitch replied. “Bob, can you close the book again, I’d like to copy down the glyphs from the front of it.” He took a seat and jotted them down as best he could into the small leather-bound notebook he always carried with him.


  “All right guys, we now need to find out how old these things are and what the story is with those cylinders,” Mitch stated as he got up. “This may be one of the most important discoveries in our lifetimes or it may be an elaborate hoax, either way we need to put it into some kind of context for starters. Jack, Bob, you two start working on determining the age of the scrolls, the chest, and the cylinders. Alex and I will work on putting these things into context as best we can and searching for any other references to this royal couple. And let us know if we can safely take the scrolls out to analyze them more closely.”


  “Gee, is that all? We can have that for you by morning,” Jack said with as much sarcasm as he could possibly muster. “Anything else?”


  “Jack, we’re sorry to do this to you, but we don’t have much time. We can’t keep this hidden for too long,” Alex said. She put her hand on his shoulder, “We’re going to be pulling some late nights too. We’ll owe you huge.”


  “Yes, you will,” he said smiling at her.


  Alex shook her finger at him.


  “Hey,” Jack quickly replied, “if you and Mitch want to keep this hidden, we’ll have to wait until no one is around in the evenings, or else get up extra early before anyone shows up. We can’t very well have this stuff laying around for prying eyes to see, now can we? And you know Bob and I are not morning people. We’re vampires, thank-you very much!”


  Mitch and Alex laughed, shaking their heads.


  “But vampires who drink Coke!” he added.


  “Diet Coke!” Bob interjected.


  “Speak for yourself,” Jack replied.


  “I just did!” Bob protested, taking a playful swipe at Jack’s head.


  Jack ducked in the nick of time.


  Mitch and Alex laughed again at the comical display. If there was one thing Jack and Bob loved, it was mystery and intrigue.


  “Hey, before you go, can you guys tell us anything else?” Bob asked. “These are the most unusual items I’ve ever seen. I mean, from first glance the scrolls look incredibly old, but these cylinders they were in…this doesn’t make sense to me.”


  “Believe me, Bob, we are as surprised and confused as you are,” Alex said. “We just don’t have any other answers for you right now. Without speculating, it would be helpful to determine even a ballpark age of any of this. That’s going to tell us a lot of what we need to know and point us in the right direction at least. We wish we had more information, that’s why we’re counting on you two. Huge!” she said smiling.


  “Alex, I’m also going to make a sketch of this chest so we have some things to study while we leave the rest with them,” Mitch said as he sat down again and made as accurate a copy as possible of the chest and its intricate markings.


  “Ok, done,” Mitch said, closing up his notebook. “We’ll touch base with you guys in the morning. If you need anything else, if there’s anything we can do to help, please let us know.”


  “Oh, we will,” Jack replied emphatically.


  “Call us the minute you find anything out,” Mitch said. “And thank-you both!”


  “Yeah, yeah, just make sure to keep the Cokes coming!” Jack replied.


  “And remember, diet for me!” Bob called out as Mitch and Alex prepared to leave.


  “We won’t forget!” Alex said, waving.


  They walked to the door, and looked at one another. “I don’t know what to say, Alex.”


  “I know,” she replied.


  “What the hell do you think we’ve found?”


  “Something big.”


  CHAPTER


  3
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  Spring Ceremony


  Circa 10,000 B.C.


  The region was lush, tropical grassland, filled with a myriad of living things, each extraordinary and vital in its own way. The large river that flowed there gave life to this fertile land. Presently, this land is known as Egypt and the river it is blessed with is called the Nile, but in this time, those names were not yet known. The desert sands that now blow in Egypt conceal, in their untold depths, many things. In this ancient time however, the river was twice the width it is today, and all along its shores, people had settled not far from the main city, established on the plains to the west of the river. Wild animals abounded, crops were plenty, and the people were well cared for by their Royal Family.


  “Traeus, are you ready for the ceremony?” asked his wife, the beautiful Queen Axiana. “I do not think it would look good for the King to be late,” she teased him.


  Traeus, twenty-seven, and Axiana, twenty-three, were the young King and Queen of these people and have been married for three years. This was a special day, the annual Spring Ceremony to celebrate the harvest season. It was a time of community and to give thanks for the blessings the land has brought them.


  “I am, my love, but Alaj has chosen not to attend,” Traeus replied, deeply disappointed that his brother, Prince Alaj and his wife, Princess Zazmaria, would not be participating.


  Axiana looked down, “I know, I spoke with Zazmaria.” She looked back to her husband, “What did Alaj say his reasons are this time?”


  “He said that since I, the elder brother and King, will be there, his presence is not required. Our father would have been utterly anguished to see this. People are beginning to whisper about his and Zazmaria’s increasingly frequent absences from official functions. I worry that I cannot even keep my own family together. What if the people lose confidence in me? I have only been King for two short years.”


  She walked over to her husband and caressed his face, “My husband, the people love you and they trust in their King. Your father would have been very proud of you and all that you have done since his passing. The people know with whom these problems lie and it is not with you.”


  Traeus embraced her, “I could not imagine a life without you, my wife.”


  Axiana smiled. “Then do not, for I am here for you,” she said as she kissed him. “Traeus, I tried to talk to Zazmaria about this, but she is hostile towards me. I do not understand her, I have always tried to reach out to her, to make her feel a part of this family.”


  “It is not your fault, I know your efforts have been sincere,” her husband said and kissed the top of her head. “But, ever since Father’s death two years ago, I have noticed that the two of them have become increasingly closed and withdrawn from the rest of the family. I can only think his death must have hit them hard, but I cannot help but worry that there is something more to their words and actions. When our mother died, I did not notice such an immediate difference in Alaj. Maybe still having our father eased his pain at the time. I know it did mine.”


  “I think losing both your mother and father within such a short timeframe may have taken an even bigger toll on Alaj than we realized.”


  Traeus thought for a moment. “Perhaps...” He took a deep breath. He seemed so worn. “Our family has achieved so much in the twenty-eight years our people have been in this land. To see it fall apart, to begin to disintegrate...”


  Axiana knew this issue would not be solved easily. “Come my love, the people are waiting for us and our troubles will still be here when we get back. Let us turn our attentions to more happy thoughts. It is a beautiful day,” she said as she took her husband’s hand.


  Traeus knew that this was a very important event for his people, but his heart was still heavy with worry and doubt. His greatest fear had always been that he would fail as King, fail his people and not be able to live up to his father’s example.
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  Prince Amoni met Traeus and Axiana as they headed down the long courtyard, through the extensive Palace grounds to where the ceremony would take place at the large outdoor temple adjacent to the main priests’ temple. The prince, who was just about to turn fourteen years old, was the youngest of the three brothers in the Royal Family. “Where is Alaj?” Amoni asked. “Is he joining us at the ceremony?”


  “He and Zazmaria chose not to come, Amoni,” Axiana replied, putting her arm around the young man’s shoulder. She noticed how his face fell when he heard the news.


  “Come, we do not want to be late,” Traeus said as he took the hands of both his wife and brother. He worried about how all this affected Amoni, but today they had duties to perform and they must focus on that.


  Together, the three of them walked to the front gates of the Palace grounds where the Royal guard, dressed in ceremonial uniforms, would accompany them to the ceremony.


  The people were already gathered at the outdoor temple, waiting with anticipation for the Royals to arrive. They were a proud, hardworking people, who had faced much hardship and upheaval in their lives. They call themselves the Kierani.


  The guards bowed as the Royals approached.


  King Traeus, Queen Axiana and Prince Amoni were dressed in their finest garments. Traeus, a tall, well-built man, wore a long tunic over loose linen pants. His tunic was made of emerald green silk and exquisitely embroidered. His shiny jet-black hair, a shared trait among the Kierani, was adorned with a beautifully crafted circlet of gold. It was intricately carved with their family name, Selaren, and interwoven with symbols: the ankh, representing the life force, which the Kierani people worshipped, along with images of the sun.


  Axiana wore a beautifully fitted, burnished gold, full-length silk dress, which was striking with her long black hair that had been swept up for the ceremony. Loose curls hung delicately at the side of her face, and she too wore a circlet of gold atop her head. She was widely regarded as the most beautiful woman in Kierani society. She was small-boned with delicate features and had warm eyes of a deep brown, flecked with gold. She wore long dangling gold earrings encrusted with topaz. Her skin tone was slightly lighter than that of her husband, but all Kieranis had a stunning natural golden sheen to their skin.


  Prince Amoni was dressed in a tunic and matching pants of deep red. Around each of the Royals’ necks were heavy gold necklaces, long and also embossed with symbols of the sun and the ankh. Precious gems were inlaid: rubies, sapphires, emeralds, but the main feature of these Royal adornments was the image of a lion, seated with a long thick mane.


  The lion was revered and worshipped in Kierani culture. To them, it symbolized strength, grace, and protection. There were stories amongst their folklore of a magical lion, named Amsara who had once saved a legendary King. Forever after, a male lion had been kept by the priesthood as a symbol of this protector, and cared for its entire life. It was invariably named after the first, Amsara.


  The ceremony was to begin at high noon. All along the wide walkway and the surrounding grounds and gardens were throngs of people, cheering as the splendidly clad Royals passed by, smiling and waving to their people.


  Lining the walkway of the temple were the members of the priesthood, each of whom bowed as the Royals passed. The priests wore long, flowing white robes, and their long, black hair was tied back in the traditional braids worn by members of the priesthood. Around their necks they wore the ceremonial ankh, each priest’s name was engraved on the back. Topaz glittered in the center of the ankhs, sparkling with golden depths in the bright sun.


  The priests held high positions in Kierani society. They were the spiritual leaders of the people and among their ranks were educators, architects, scientists, healers and community leaders, and trusted advisors to the King. The priesthood was as ancient as the Royal Family itself.


  At the end of the walkway stood Assan, the widely respected Head Priest, along with two high-ranking members of the priesthood, Odai and Senarra. Odai was the primary keeper of the lion Amsara. The Head Priest himself was mentoring Odai to one day succeed him as head of their order. The role of Head Priest had many important responsibilities and was a noble and greatly respected position, one that was held for life.


  Seated in the crowd was one of the priests who possessed a wonderful, natural artistic ability. He was sketching images from the ceremony on papyrus. He was planning on painting it in later as a memento of this special day and later presenting it to the Royal Family as an official gift from the priesthood.


  The ceremony would take place on a small platform, which had been erected beside the fountain. Behind the platform, tapestries were draped with the Royal Family crest, a standing lion, with a sun image over its head encased within a large golden ankh.


  Soft breezes blew on this warm, sunny day. As King Traeus, Queen Axiana and Prince Amoni took their places on the platform, the crowd erupted in loud cheers. Leading members of the military, in dress uniforms, also joined the Royal Family.


  At this moment, Traeus felt the absence of his brother and the Princess keenly, but he tried not to let his disappointment show. The King stepped forward, “My people, it is a great honor to be standing before you today, for the annual celebration to mark the start of our harvest season.”


  Musicians who were seated on either side of the platform began to play stringed instruments with melodious bells. Additional musicians were weaving through the crowd, playing a cheerful song. People began to sway along to the music. Children laughed, playfully following the musicians around.


  King Traeus motioned, and the music became very soft, then stopped. “Today, we come together to share our prayers and wishes for a plentiful harvest. It is tradition to mark the season with food and song surrounded by our friends, families and neighbors.” He stretched out his hands and dancers appeared, dancing in time to the music, which had started up again.


  Scantily dressed young men and women carried baskets of flower petals, which were tossed into the air. They danced throughout the crowd, much to the delight of the onlookers. Queen Axiana and Prince Amoni clapped along-side King Traeus.


  Head Priest Assan now stepped forward for his turn to address the crowd. “We now present Amsara, the living embodiment of the legendary Royal guardian.”


  Odai had disappeared behind the platform for a moment then re-appeared in front of the stage with the lion Amsara, who had been waiting behind the draped tapestries with another keeper to make his appearance.


  The crowd erupted with cheers of delight seeing their beloved lion. It was only during official ceremonies that most people saw him. Otherwise he was kept in his lair with his three lionesses in the habitat behind the main temple.


  As the crowd clapped and cheered, Odai ran down the long walkway with the lion running beside him. The priests stood up and bowed to Odai and the lion as they ran past.


  Assan continued, “It is our honor as members of the priesthood to take part in this blessed event. May the coming year bring health, both spiritual and physical, to each and every one of you. We ask this in honor of the living force which flows through us all. We give thanks for our blessings and for those who govern us, House Selaren, your Royal Family!” Assan bowed.


  The King, Queen and young Prince stepped forth to accept the exuberant applause from their people.


  King Traeus lifted his hand, “And we give thanks to you, our people, for your hard work and worthy efforts, and for your loyalty to us…”


  “Not everyone is loyal to you, King!” an angry man yelled.


  “We want action!” another man shouted. “When are you going to get us out of here? We have been trapped too long already.”


  A small mob formed, pushing their way through the crowd to the King and Queen. The crowd panicked. The Royal guards quickly surrounded the group of protesters, trying to restrain them, but their shouts could still be heard.


  “It is his family’s fault we are living in misery!”


  “King Traeus has done nothing for us. You are but a pale shadow of a greater king!”


  “It is time for House Draxen!”


  The Royal guards subdued the mob and escorted them out of the area.


  Traeus called for calm. “Please accept the baskets which have been provided for each family present today,” he said, clearly flustered. He was trying not to let on that the protest bothered him, but it only preyed on his growing sense of self-doubt.


  At the far end of the courtyard several ox-driven wagons had pulled up and the coverings were taken off. Each household would receive a basket of bread and fruit, which had been prepared from the Royal bakery and orchards. The people were grateful and eagerly accepted the gifts from their beloved Royal Family.


  Traeus tried to smile as the dancers and musicians resumed their performances and the priests and priestesses began to mingle through the crowd. Many families chose to stay and make a picnic on the lawns with their baskets, enjoying the music and dancing. However, in spite of so many happy countenances, he could not shake his uneasiness. The protest had been a bold one, and the mention of the Draxen name had been particularly brazen…and alarming.
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