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“The description that initially comes to mind is Indiana Jones, with a bit of Stargate, Mummy, and 5th Element, yet remaining completely unique. Secret of the Sands is an excitingly vivid, page-turning adventure infused with history, humor, and excitement. Rai Aren and Tavius E. have created a spectacular story with characters that I just love or simply love to hate. Like National Treasure, there is just enough historical and scientific fact mixed in to make the fictional story plausible and fun. And what a wonderful way to spotlight archaeological theories that have lost the public eye. I kept wanting to read and, by half-way through, I didn’t want to put it down. Secret of the Sands was a thrill ride until the very end and I loved every minute of it!”


– Marauder, Deputy Headmistress of the Official Potterholics Annonymous


“Secrets, deceit and lies can make almost any novel exciting. But, add to that, two stories simultaneously told then throw in some romance, science fiction and a power struggle and what do you get? A true page turner that takes you on one heck of a journey.”
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– Norma Beishir, author of Chasing the Wind & the bestselling novels Angels at Midnight & A Time for Legends


“This book bounces back and forth in a fascinating balance between modern day archeologists and a theoretical civilization from 12,000 years ago...The story is told in a deft, yet casual style that makes it accessible and fun for any reader.”


– Donald Gorman, author of Paradox & The Red Veil


“The authors take us on a wild rollercoaster ride full of secrets, romance, lust, seduction, loyalty, royalty and deception that takes place 12,000 years ago where all is not as it seems. Two modern day Indiana Jones type archaeologists discover the secret of the sands and unravel the mysteries and dangers the secret holds.”


– Mike Monahan, author of Barracuda


“I’d recommend this to anyone who is enchanted by ancient civilizations and the mysteries of how things might have come to be, such as why and how the Sphinx was constructed.”


– Ruth Ann Nordin, Historical Romance Author


“Secret of the Sands is far from your typical archaeologist-finally-finds-ancient-archetype scenario. It is much, much more. Definitely a book that one can say ‘satisfies your thirst, yet leaves you quenching for more...’”


– J.R. Reardon, author of Confidential Communications & Dishonored


“While I’ve certainly enjoyed my share of novels, few of them have left me wanting to rush out and by the sequel as much as this one does.”


– Debra Purdy Kong, author of Fatal Encryption & Taxed to Death


“Have you ever wondered how old the Sphinx really is? Have you been intrigued by the mysteries swirling like the desert sands around this awesome ancient monument? Rai Aren and Tavius E. have written a mesmerizing story in which two young archaeologists discover an artifact that could provide all of the answers. But they are not the only ones who are interested in this relic, for it holds a power unlike anything seen on Earth before... This novel is packed with adventure and suspense, and the style is fast-paced and filled with vivid description.”


– Susan Jane McLeod, author of Soul and Shadow & Fire and Shadow


“It is my belief that Rai Aren & Tavius E. fit as Master Storytellers and Great Authors.”


– Lance Oren, author of Chances R & Huracán


“A wonderful, exciting story!”


– Lila Pinord, author of Min’s Monster, Skye Dancer & Evil Lives in Blue Rock


“The mark of a truly good story is one that transcends the ages. Although the writers may base some of their novel in the past, a good yarn echoes into the present and future, as well. Secret of the Sands cherishes love, family and honor, condemns evil and treachery and presents us with a tantalizing theory of what lies beneath the great sphinx.”


– Ann B. Keller, author of The Devil’s Crescent & Crenellations


“Secret of the Sands mixes mystery, ancient Egypt, romance, and as well as paranormal elements to make a fascinating novel.”


– Cheryl Koch, Amazon Vine Voice
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“History is the version of past events that people have decided to agree upon.”


~ Napoleon Bonaparte
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PROLOGUE
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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...
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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!”
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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.”
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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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Ambition

Prince Alaj and Princess Zazmaria had cloistered themselves in their private chambers for the duration of the ceremony and the events that followed. As the day was nearing its end, Alaj was gazing at the setting sun through a window. It was a beautiful sunset that seemed to bathe the landscape in a warm glow and reflect across the water of the garden pools a myriad of colors from gold to amber to the deepest red.

“My brother will be pleased, even the heavens seem to be participating in the Spring Celebrations,” Alaj said with a hint of resentment in his voice.

“Axiana came to me today to see why you chose not to attend with the rest of the family,” Zazmaria replied. “I told her not to go behind your back or to use me to convince you to bow to their wishes.”

“I am just tired of being told what to do all the time,” Alaj said as he turned to his wife, looking at her wearily with the same emerald green eyes as his older brother.

Alaj was also a tall man, though not as tall as the King, and had a slightly more slender build. “Traeus thinks we should pretend that we are a solid and happy family. I am not happy, so why should I? I have told him time and again I would like to take on a bigger role in our family, be more involved in making the important decisions. Why should I not have more of a say in how things are run?” he fumed.

“I agree, my husband,” Zazmaria answered. “I feel as though I too am little more than a figurehead. I grow tired of our subservience to him and that disingenuous little wife of his.” Zazmaria, a year older than the Queen, was greatly envious of her, and deeply resented her own secondary place in the Royal Family. “We should share power more equally with them. Is it not our right?”

Prince Alaj nodded, “It should be. I see every day how Amoni watches us. I see how he looks up to Traeus. I know he is young still, but I could start training him to look after some of the farmers and villages, but Traeus will not even consider it. He keeps saying that Amoni needs to focus on his education, that it is too soon to introduce him into the day-to-day responsibilities of our family and so every day, in so many ways, I am diminished in the eyes of our people, of Amoni...of you.”

Zazmaria walked over and looked at her husband, “Then you should do something about it. It is not right the way Traeus treats you. When your father died, I thought that you and Traeus would share power. He is only two years older than you are.” She wrapped her arms around her husband’s waist, and a new glint emerged in her eyes. “We need new ideas in our leadership, new ways of doing things. Our people need you Alaj.”

Prince Alaj looked directly at her, concern etched across his handsome face. His wife was a very beautiful woman. She had thick, long black hair, wide-set topaz eyes that seemed to sparkle in candle or firelight, and full lips. Alaj loved her very much and wanted to make her happy, but right now he was unsure of how to do that.

“What would you have me do, my wife? Traeus would never relinquish any power to me, not if he could help it.”

“Listen to yourself,” she snapped suddenly and pulled away from him. “He has you brainwashed into submission. You have to stand up to him and be strong. Take what you want! He walks all over you because you let him,” her gaze was challenging, the tone in her voice serious, and now utterly cold.

For a moment Alaj did not know what to say. He was seeing a side to his wife he had not recognized before, though they had been married for two years. “Zazmaria, it is not such an easy thing to influence a King or to wrest any power from his grasp. It is much more complicated than that...”

“It does not have to be,” she said, cutting him off.

Alaj looked at her curiously, “What do you mean by that?”

She paused for a brief moment, thinking, then smiled and came up close to him again, her icy tone now melting away. As her finger traced a line down his smooth cheek, she looked deep into his eyes then ran her fingers through his silky black hair. “All I want, dear husband, is what is best for this family, for you and I.” She leaned over to kiss his neck, “Is that so wrong?”
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The Creation of Amsara

This was a day the King had long been looking forward to. It had been six months since the Spring Ceremony and he, Prince Amoni, and leading members of the priesthood, would be touring the construction site of the most ambitious project of his reign, a gigantic limestone monument of a seated lion. When completed, it would stand an incredible sixty-five feet tall, be a sweeping two hundred feet in length, and its face would be an imposing twenty feet wide.

The monument would be both a larger-than-life representation of the mythical lion Amsara, as well as its namesake. This tour had been put together by the man heading up the project, Victarius, Traeus’ Chief Engineer, as an official update on the progress of the King’s project.

Although construction had been visible around the massive body for quite a distance, King Traeus wanted to see the work up close for himself and have the opportunity to discuss specifics with the head of the important project.

“Victarius, I am very impressed with the progress that has been made so far,” the King said as he shook the seasoned engineer’s hand. “You and your team have accomplished much since beginning this project. Your leadership is to be commended.” Traeus hoped that this monument would restore his people’s confidence in his own abilities as king.

Victarius had long been considered the best in his field and as such, was awarded the position of project leader. The tall, thin, kindly old man had worked for the Royal Family his entire career.

“Thank-you your Highness, it means a great deal to me to know that you are satisfied with our progress. I will certainly pass along your comments to my team. It will mean much to them to know you are pleased with their work. They have worked tirelessly, laboring long hours of their own accord, and have never wavered in their enthusiasm for seeing it completed.”

“Good, good. I know it will be glorious when complete. I can see even now how beautiful it will be,” Traeus said, smiling up at the creation coming to life.

It was an enormous feat to quarry the rock, then to add on to it to give the body strength. Traeus gazed at it in wonder, it was colossal and yet he could already see the artistry inherent in it. The graceful, flowing lines of the body already appeared quite lifelike.

Traeus was excited to see the finished project. In his mind, he pictured what it would look like once the head and mane were sculpted and the monument painted and covered in brilliant hues. He imagined his people being thrilled at the sight of their silent and regal protector, watching over them for all eternity. Traeus knew it would be an important symbol for his people, and give them something to focus on, to unify them...something they could all believe in.

Traeus thought back to his father, the celebrated King Mesah, who had originally conceived of the idea many years ago. Traeus recalled how after his mother, Queen Elenia, died, his father had devoted himself to developing the concept for this large-scale project. Sadly, he had not lived long enough to see his dream become a reality.

“Victarius, did you ever think the day would finally come when my father’s vision would begin to take on life?”

“Well, your Highness, we had many other important things to focus our energy on through the long years. It is actually a relief to get back to work on something that is not purely focused on survival. But to answer your question, yes, I knew this day would come eventually. King Mesah was a man with a strong vision for his people and he combined his remarkable will and ability to motivate others in achieving great things, just as his son is doing now.”

Traeus was moved by his kind words and smiled appreciatively. “Thank-you Victarius, your confidence inspires me,” he said.

Just then, the Head Priest Assan, along with Odai and Senarra joined them.

Prince Amoni, who had been off talking to one of the engineers, ran over to rejoin his brother when he saw the priests and priestess arrive. The young Prince was the first to greet them.

Odai was closer in age to Amoni than most people in the Prince’s life and was Amoni’s favorite companion. The young Prince did not have occasion to spend much time with many people his own age due to his position, and since the Royal Family and the priesthood worked so closely together, he and Odai had many opportunities over the years to spend time together. Amoni looked up to Odai.

“Odai, what do you think of the Amsara monument so far?” Amoni asked as the two younger men lagged behind the rest of the group. “It is really starting to look like a lion now, would you agree?”

“Yes, the artistry is truly astounding. It sends shivers up my spine just looking at it.”

“I know! Me too! They say they are only three months away from starting work on its head. I can hardly wait to see what it will look like!”

“Amoni, please come join the rest of the group,” Traeus called out. “We should all listen to what Victarius has to share with us about the project.”

“Yes, brother!” Amoni ran to catch up to the rest of the group.

Assan and Senarra were already talking to Victarius. Odai also joined them and extended his arm to Senarra.

Victarius continued, “I was just saying that the work has proceeded ahead of schedule. King Traeus’ idea to create the stone figure from the existing limestone formation was pure genius. If we had tried to create it in the original location that had been chosen and transported the necessary rock, it would have taken far, far longer and used up considerably more resources. This allowed us to double the original size of the design.”

“Thank-you Victarius, but remember it was originally my father’s idea to create it. I merely found a way to do it faster and larger, with less work. My own impatience was likely my true inspiration,” Traeus laughed.

The rest of the group laughed along. Their laughter was cut short as they saw Prince Alaj, visibly upset, hastily approaching them.

Traeus silently groaned.

“Thank-you for including me on your private little tour,” Alaj fumed.

Traeus’ cheeks flushed with embarrassment at his brother’s rude comments. He felt himself getting angry, but he did not want to make a further scene. Traeus would have to swallow his pride for now and disregard Alaj’s insults.

Taking a deep breath, he said to his brother, “We were just discussing the incredible work Victarius’ team has done. It is quite an accomplishment, would you not agree?”

Alaj glared at him. “Tell me something, how much do you think that same amount of effort could have accomplished if say...they were working on something useful, such as improving our farming technology or building better and safer water craft for travel along the river?”

Alaj did not wait for an answer. Zazmaria’s continuing influence had emboldened him. “Perhaps you should have listened to me when I said this was not a practical project for our people right now. I am not the only one who feels this way. There are many people who are disgruntled with the direction things are taking. If I were you, King, I would take the protests seriously.”

No one said a word as they waited for their King to respond to the accusations.

Traeus tried to measure his words carefully. “Alaj, perhaps you and I can continue our debate on this matter at a later time in private. For now, you are more than welcome to join us as Victarius completes the tour of the project.” Traeus, not waiting for Alaj to answer, nodded at Victarius to continue.

Victarius had just begun to speak again, when Alaj interrupted him, still on the attack. “Traeus, could you please explain to me why it was more important to you to have members of the priesthood here rather than your own brother? I see that Amoni was quite obviously invited.”

Amoni turned a crimson shade of red, he felt guilty and embarrassed at having been singled out this way. He resented both his brothers at this moment for letting things come to this.

Traeus looked at Assan briefly, conveying an apology with his eyes. He then turned to his accuser, “Alaj...”

“Why did you look at Assan just now? I am the one speaking to you!” Alaj was in no mood to be made the villain. “I am tired of these insults! I am always taking a backseat to the priesthood. You dishonor me with your actions, King. I am a Prince and by rights should be included in these matters.” Alaj had long felt envious of the place the priests, especially the Head Priest, Assan, held with his brother. It seemed to Alaj that they had more power than he, having frequent audience with the King.

“Alaj, please, not now,” Traeus whispered as he pulled him aside. “I apologize for not inviting you. That was my decision and mine alone. But you have never supported this project since I took it over, in fact you have become an outspoken opponent of it.”

Alaj did not respond. He only glared at his older brother.

“Tell me then Alaj, why would I ask you to suffer through something which you have such disdain for?” Traeus asked, trying to stay calm and keep his composure.

Alaj felt himself getting even angrier now. He would not allow his brother to pacify and silence him so easily. “What I think about it is irrelevant! You have put together an official tour and I should have been invited! Amoni is here. Members of the priesthood are here. How do you think this looks to everyone?”

Traeus wanted to say something about his absence at the Spring Ceremony to which he had been invited and expected to attend, but decided against it. The argument, which he had been trying to avoid, would only become full-blown if he did. “You are right, and I have already apologized for it, Alaj. I should have included you. Now, please, shall we let Victarius continue?”
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The tour continued amid such ongoing tension. Alaj kept his distance from Traeus and asked no questions during the remainder of the tour. He looked at the giant shape being sculpted, and though he could not help but admire it aesthetically, inside he deeply resented it.
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That evening, after touring the construction site and staying around to discuss the project with Victarius and the others, Traeus and Amoni retired to the Palace library. They had walked together in silence, passing the two large granite statues that Traeus had commissioned of King Mesah and Queen Elenia. Alaj had left the site early, not speaking to either of them as he departed.

“Brother, may I ask you a question?” Amoni started off tentatively.

“Of course, Amoni, you may ask me anything,” Traeus replied.

“Why do you and Alaj fight all the time?”

Traeus inhaled deeply, he should have expected this question. How could he explain a complex and troubled relationship to his younger brother, when he was at a loss to understand it fully himself?

“Amoni, it is difficult to explain. I regret that you have to bear witness to such displays. It is not how I would have our family be. Alaj and I do not agree on many things. Ever since our father died, he has become increasingly resistant and hostile towards me. He questions my decisions, continually disagreeing with me on how we should use our resources.”

“I know, but does he not see how wonderful and inspirational the Amsara monument will be for our people? It symbolizes something we revere greatly. I think it will be amazing!”

Traeus smiled at Amoni’s passion. “Thank-you Amoni, I am very happy to hear that. I only wish Alaj felt the same way.”

“Things seemed so much simpler when father was still alive,” Amoni said sadly. “I miss him.”

“I do as well. He was a great man, a great King, and a great father,” Traeus replied, as his own fears and doubts began to surface again.

Amoni nodded in agreement. “There is one other thing that bothers me,” he said.

“What is that?” Traeus asked, looking at his youngest brother.

“Well, I think Alaj does have a point on one thing. You seem to regard the priests so highly. They are involved in everything you do. You constantly consult with them on all kinds of matters and yet Alaj, a Prince, is not granted the same privilege. It seems to me as if their opinions and ideas are more important to you than his.”

“Oh Amoni, that is not the case at all. I depend on their advice and experience in many matters, especially Assan’s. Being King is an enormous responsibility. There is much I still have to learn and much I am uncertain about. I wish Alaj could be more supportive of me, but he refuses.”

“But Alaj does not seem to view the priests the way you do.”

Traeus nodded his head sadly, “He used to though. He was raised the same way you and I were, but since I became King it is as though he wants nothing to do with them or me. He fights me on almost everything now.”

“Do you think he wanted to be King instead of you?” Amoni asked.

“No, I do not believe so, he has never coveted power. I still believe he holds our family’s best interests at heart. He just has different ideas on how to achieve that. But he has to realize that I am King now. These decisions are ultimately my responsibility, and that is a difficult job. I could use his help, rather than his animosity.”

“Do you not wish to be King?”

“No, no Amoni, that is not it at all. Being King is a great privilege and honor. I will not deny there are times, when I wish that not all this responsibility had been placed solely on me. But that is exactly why I depend on Assan and the rest of the priesthood. I cannot manage it all alone, no one could, not even our father. But Alaj has somehow forgotten that. I only hope I can be as good a King as our father was.”

Amoni smiled at his brother, “You already are, brother. I am very proud of you.”

Traeus was deeply moved. He had not realized how much he needed to hear those words.
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A Startling Find

Present-Day Egypt

Neither Mitch nor Alex got much sleep that night. They had handed over the mysterious chest and its even more mysterious contents to Jack and Bob. Their heads were spinning with possibilities, with hope. Perhaps this would be their shot at the big leagues: important excavations, recognition, funding, and most importantly, respect. They envisioned themselves meeting with prominent Egyptologists to discuss their fascinating find.

The next morning they met a little earlier than usual. Alex was downing her first cup of black coffee in record time. “Couldn’t sleep?” Mitch asked.

“Not a chance, you?”

“Not a wink,” he answered, then paused for a moment. “So...no funny dreams?”

“No,” Alex frowned, “now just please drop it. It was probably just the effects of sunstroke cooking my brain.” She saw Mitch start to grin. “Don’t even go there.” She headed back to the coffee pot, and quickly changed the subject. “You should try this, Mitch. It’s the elixir of the gods...mmm, just the aroma is heavenly.”

“No thanks, give me good old-fashioned orange juice any day.”

“Boring! How you wake up in the morning without a good kick-start is beyond me. I’d be comatose without my coffee,” she said as she got up to pour herself another cup. “Mitch, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“About the coffee? I doubt it,” he replied.

“Very funny, I mean about our theory. What if this was something that could prove we’re right?”

“Don’t get your hopes up, Alex,” Mitch said.

“Too late!” she said as she sat down again. “We found that chest close enough to the Sphinx. Maybe it’s exactly what we’ve been looking for, what we’ve been hoping for. Maybe the writing in the scrolls details construction plans that could tell us who built it and how...and when. Dating these materials could be our proof.”

“Alex, I don’t know what we found and neither do you. I mean metal cylinders, from Ancient Egypt? It’s crazy! The metal was...well I’m no engineer, but refined you know? This isn’t polished bronze or copper we’re talking about. It looked...”

“Advanced,” Alex finished the sentence.

“Exactly! They couldn’t be more out of place. There is no way Ancient Egyptians had the technology to create such things. Something doesn’t add up.”

“I know, but you saw that papyrus painting, the book of scrolls, they looked old. And the people in the painting weren’t people we’ve been able to identify or place. There has to be some kind of explanation. So maybe they lived here prior to the known historical record. There are gaps in the record, time periods we’re not sure about. We may have found an earlier pharaonic line!”

“I know what you want, Alex, I want the same thing. All I’m saying is that we shouldn’t jump to conclusions here. That we believe the Sphinx predates the pyramids by at least 5000 years is one thing, finding proof is quite another. We’ve ruffled enough feathers already with this idea and now we’re hoping people from thousands of years ago could manufacture sophisticated metals? We’d be laughed out of Egypt...or worse.”

Alex smiled sadly, “I remember playing out in the dirt in our backyard when I was a little girl. I’d play archaeologist, burying my toys and then going on a pretend excavation with my little plastic shovels, pails and some of mom’s Tupperware and dig them up again. Then I’d go running inside the house to show my dad what I’d found, imagining the most incredible finds in the history of archaeology, things the whole world would talk about. He would always play along and together we’d make up some fantastical ancient history for my ‘relics’.” She paused, lost in the memory.

Mitch listened patiently, thinking also of his own warm memories. Dr. Logan had always been like a second father to him, something Mitch had desperately needed growing up.

Alex’s father named her Alexandra after the Egyptian city of Alexandria, as well as Alexander the Great. He had been a big admirer of the young military leader and genius who had such an enormous influence on the history of Ancient Egypt.

All Alex ever wanted to do was follow in her father’s footsteps and make him proud of her. Since she was a little girl she had dreamt of her father seeing her get her PhD, of one day working together, here in Egypt, the land that held his heart for thirty years. She wiped a tear from her eye at the pain of the memory. Her dream had been shattered one terrible day, the day her father was taken from her and her mom in a devastating car accident, the result of a drunk driver who stupidly chose to get behind the wheel late one night, while her father drove home from working late at the university. He never made it.

She shook her head, pushing the thoughts out of her mind, and looked backed to Mitch, trying to manage a small smile. “And now here we are...for real.”

“For real...” he repeated. “If only people could see this, what we’ve found, we could actually be taken seriously.” He lowered his eyes, “ And maybe my family would finally believe in me.”

“They do, Mitch,” Alex said sympathetically. “They just didn’t understand your choices. That doesn’t change how they feel about you, though.”

“Doesn’t it?” he said bitterly.

He hadn’t spoken to his parents in almost two years. They hadn’t made the effort and neither had he. Mitch came from a family of medical doctors who had expected him to follow in their family’s proud tradition. After all, it had brought them all status, wealth, important ties to the community, and influence.

Mitch’s own choice to pursue a career in archaeology had been met with shock, subtly scorned, and never, ever respected, even though he had talked about nothing else his entire young life. They thought he would grow out of it, and eventually come to his senses and choose their path. When he didn’t, his mother and father had tried to talk him out of it, for months. Then, they just grew distant. Even his older brother and two sisters had withdrawn from him.

Mitch was left feeling like an outsider and a disappointment, maybe even an embarrassment, though they were far too refined to ever say so, at least to his face. He knew by the little things they would say to others, or, more importantly...not say. They would often leave the topic of him out of conversations with their friends and peers about the family’s various activities and accomplishments.

Thankfully he had Alex’s family to help him overcome some of those hurts. The two had grown up together being the same age and living on the same upscale street, just a couple of houses down from one another. He spent more time over the years at their place, on weekends and for family dinners than he did at home. Amongst the Logan’s, he fit in, he belonged. He would be grateful forever for that.

Both Mitch and Alex had grown quiet. There was no need to say all this out loud. They had talked about it all at great length over the years. They knew each so well, better than anyone else in their lives. They could immediately tell what was on the other’s mind.

Alex polished off her coffee and got up for another. “Well, since we can’t take out an ad in tomorrow’s paper about our find for fear of being labeled crackpots and frauds, shall we go check on the boys before we start the day?”

“Oh yeah, definitely,” Mitch answered, grateful to be changing the subject. “I’m kind of surprised though that they didn’t call last night with any preliminary finds.”

“Yeah, me too, I was hoping they would. Do you think they’d be up this early? As Jack reminded us, they’re not morning people.” Alex looked at her watch. It was five forty-five am.

“It wouldn’t hurt to check.”

Alex nodded and proceeded to chug down her third cup of coffee. Mitch shook his head at her.

As they headed over to the lab, they could see at a distance there were lights on.

“Let’s hope that’s them,” Alex said. They got there and opened the door. Sure enough there were Jack and Bob.

“Morning guys,” Alex greeted them as she and Mitch came over to where they were working. She looked at them curiously.

“You two are up early,” Mitch said. “A little unusual for you guys, isn’t it?”

There was no response at first.

“Guys?” Alex ventured, “Why are you wearing the same clothes you were wearing last night? I mean, I know fashion isn’t exactly your strong suit, but...”

“You didn’t!” Mitch said. Now that he had a close look at them he saw that their eyes were glazed and red and they definitely weren’t acting like their usual selves.

“What time is it?” Jack finally asked wearily.

“Almost six bells,” Mitch answered. Jack and Bob both groaned.

“You stayed up all night?” he asked.

“Yeah, we did,” Bob answered.

“Why?” Mitch asked.

“Why do you think?” Bob shot back. He was a little edgy from lack of sleep. “Tell me the story again. You guys found the chest within the perimeter of Dustimaine’s site? In the large cellar?”

“Yes,” Alex answered.

“Was there any evidence it was planted?” Bob asked.

“No, we found it fairly deep down, in a previously undisturbed setting,” Alex answered.

“And you’re not pulling an elaborate prank on us?” Jack asked.

“No, why do you ask that?” Mitch asked, looking from one to the other.

“Now, why would we ask that, hey Bob?” Jack mimicked. “Do you think we like staying up all night locked up in labs? Do you have any idea how much Coke and Diet Coke the two of us have ingested since last night? We are not well Carver, and if this is some kind of joke or you didn’t tell us everything you know...”

“Jack!” Alex stopped him. “We’re not playing tricks on you! I can see you two aren’t quite in your right minds, but would you mind doing your best to fill us in on what you’ve found out so far?” She looked around. She saw the scrolls, the cylinders and the chest. Everything looked intact.

“Well, the scrolls are old, we know that for sure,” Bob said.

“How old?” Mitch asked.

“You’d both better sit down,” he said. Mitch and Alex complied. “Nearly 12,000 years old.”

“What?” they both asked simultaneously.

“Preliminary radio-carbon dating tests indicate the scrolls are authentic,” Bob replied, both excited and perplexed. “The tests say they are almost 12,000 years old!”

“12,000 years...?” Mitch said, stunned.

“I don’t believe this,” Alex exclaimed, her mind racing. “Mitch, do you know what this means? The symbols we couldn’t read, this is why! They weren’t derived from hieroglyphics, they preceded them!”

Mitch was shaking his head in disbelief, “Bob, are you sure about this?”

“Yes, at this point anyways. I’ve checked the experiments over several times. The results weren’t too hard to determine because the book was in such excellent condition. Having been kept sealed in those airtight cylinders and protected inside that chest has preserved its condition perfectly. But keep in mind I have limited test equipment here in the field to do Carbon 14 tests. All of my preliminary tests have to be verified with the lab at the university. They can do thorough Carbon 14 tests using Liquid Scintillation Counting and Accelerator Mass Spectrometry methods,” Bob said as he pointed to the ancient items.

“You two probably remember from your archaeology classes,” Bob looked at Mitch and Alex, “radiocarbon dating tests are only viable on organic matter. These tests should work on the two paintings and the book of scrolls as they were made from papyrus. However, the Carbon 14 tests won’t work on the cylinders or the chest.”

No one was speaking, they were all just listening, fascinated.

“That leads us to another story,” Bob continued, “if these items are roughly 12,000 years old, then we could assume the cylinders and chest could be the same age as well, ignoring the fact that it’s an absurd notion considering how advanced the cylinders look.” He rubbed his eyes. “Jack and I can try to do preliminary Potassium-Argon Dating tests and then send the samples to the lab for Electron Spin Resonance Dating tests, which will hopefully confirm how old the chest is. The cylinders are going to be a little more tricky, but I can call in some favors to get this done quickly and quietly.” Bob leaned back and wiped his forehead with his handkerchief.

Mitch and Alex considered the results in silence as the magnitude of this discovery hit them.

“Regarding the chest,” Jack started, “there’s something interesting we found out about it.”

“What about it?” Alex asked.

“Looks like a plain and simple chest doesn’t it? Except for all the weird symbols, of course,” he added.

“What are you saying Jack?” Mitch prodded him.

“Well, you see, I thought I would take a closer look at it...”

“And?” Alex said impatiently. She knew Jack was trying to drag this out for effect, but her curiosity was getting the best of her.

“Jack, get to the point, quickly, if you don’t mind. We haven’t slept and I don’t have the stamina for this right now,” Bob said wearily.

“You know, you can be very rude sometimes,” Jack replied, feigning hurt feelings.

“And you can be very irritating. Get on with it!”

“Fine!” Jack huffed. “I examined the chest carefully, thinking that was as good a place as any to start,” he said, “and I found something odd...the chest has a false bottom. It was very well designed, mind you. I think I’ve just watched too many spy movies. Anyways, I spotted it. Come here and I’ll show you.”

Mitch and Alex felt like they were in a dream.

He pointed to a slab of stone he had removed, about half an inch thick, “It’s cut from the same stone, fit to the exact dimensions.”

“How did you...?” Mitch started to say.

“I was just examining it with a magnifying glass under bright lights. The chest is carved from a solid piece of stone, but I thought I noticed a thin line around the bottom, no wider than a hair, like it wasn’t cut from the same piece of stone. At first I thought it was just shadows, but they were constant shadows. So I carefully felt around with a fine tool. Once I was certain I was on to something, I got Bob to help me and we tipped it. I carefully worked at it, until it came loose. We didn’t want to break it. I tell ya, I had major hand and arm cramps, it took some doing, but we managed worked it free and intact, I might add!” Jack smiled proudly.

“And...” Alex asked nervously.

“And, my dear Miss Logan, we found this,” Jack handed her a Ziploc bag with another small piece of papyrus in it. “I figured it would be best to keep it in a plastic bag for now, we didn’t want to handle it too much.”

“Good thinking,” Alex said. She took it, her mouth dropping. Mitch came over to look at it as well. “These are hieroglyphs, Egyptian hieroglyphs, and these...”

“Are the same style of symbols from the chest and the book of scrolls,” Mitch said. “This is...”

“Another Rosetta Stone?” Jack offered, raising an eyebrow, referring to the discovery of the stone tablet that enabled Egyptologists to finally decipher hieroglyphs. Mitch and Alex just looked at him for a moment. He was absolutely right. Speechless, they returned their gaze to the precious piece of papyrus. “You’re welcome, we were happy to find it for you,” he added.

Both Mitch and Alex looked up and smiled at their pals, “You guys are the best, most amazing, most talented, clever...” she started.

“All right, all right,” Bob said.

“No, no, what were you going to say after clever? Handsome? Charming? Brilliant?”

“Yes, Jack, that’s exactly it, see now you can add telepathic to that list,” she said, laughing.

Jack was grinning from ear to ear.

“Wait a minute...” Mitch said suddenly as a thought occurred to him. “I mean this is great and everything, but...”

“But what Mitch, is something wrong?” Alex asked.

“Well not wrong exactly,” he started to say, “but if this is authentic, then it means there were people who had knowledge of this before-unknown ancient people or were from their time, and those people were also around for the periods of Egyptian history we are already familiar with.”

“But there has previously been no record of such knowledge being passed down or such people living in ancient Egypt, let alone this form of written language,” Alex added.

“This is unbelievable!” Mitch said. “Either someone had already found this and inexplicably said nothing, somehow translated it and then left it hidden, or whoever the people were who created these things, existed across both time periods. But there is no record of such people. I don’t understand how this is possible.”

Alex also realized the implications, “Bob, do you think it’s safe for us to take the scrolls with us for analysis or are they too fragile?”

“Well, ordinarily, such incredibly old, written material would be too fragile to expose to the air, requiring special handling, but I had a careful look at them. They’re still in amazingly good shape. They must have had some kind of protective treatment applied to them in ancient times. It looks like the term ‘ordinary’ doesn’t apply here. I’d say you could safely begin examining them.”

“We can start deciphering them, see what they say, find out who these people were,” she said to Mitch.

He nodded, “Right,” his eyes were wide with excitement and anticipation.

Alex looked at the papyrus in the Ziploc bag then to the scrolls, “There isn’t a huge number of symbols on it, considering the size of those scrolls, I wouldn’t expect we have everything, but it’s certainly a start. A fantastic start!”

“Incredible,” Mitch exclaimed. “I can’t even begin to say what this could mean.” He paused for a moment, “And you’re right Alex, we have to start somewhere. What we don’t have we can perhaps interpolate, take educated guesses from context. Oh man, we have a lot of work to do,” Mitch said as he ran his fingers through his hair. This is what he and Alex had lived for, hoped for all their lives, a part of history to discover that no one else knew anything about.

“We do, but it will have to be done in our off-hours, we can’t get too far behind in our other work remember,” Alex said, “and we can’t keep this too long. We’ll have to tell someone, Dustimaine, soon...but not until we have some answers.”

“Guess you guys may finally have something to back up your crazy theories,” Jack said smiling.

“You mean about the age of the Sphinx?” Bob asked.

Jack nodded, “That’s exactly what I mean.”

“It’s not so crazy,” Alex protested. “There are indications of rainwater run-off on the Sphinx itself and the walls around it that in all likelihood happened in a time where there was a lot more rainfall than there is today. In fact, some people have already theorized that those times could be as far back as 7000 to 9000 years ago. So, we’re not the only ones barking up this particular tree.”

“This could be the first solid evidence ever found to support such a time frame, and now it looks like it could be thousands of years older than even the boldest estimates had ever pegged it,” Mitch stated.

“You know what Dustimaine is going to say if he hears you two bringing that up again,” Jack said.

“We’re not telling anyone anything yet, not until we have a few more answers,” Alex replied.

“She’s right,” Mitch said. “We may have a start on things, but we have way more questions right now than answers. We’ll analyze the scrolls and see what we can learn first.”

“Agreed,” Alex said, clapping her hands together. “So Bob, you’ll look into having the cylinders analyzed?”

“Will do, and don’t worry, I’ll be discreet,” Bob assured them.

“Thanks Bob,” Mitch said.

“This is extraordinary, you’ve both done so much. I don’t know what to say, we certainly didn’t expect you two to stay up and do so much in one night,” Alex said.

“Do you honestly think we could have left this once we started to realize what we had?” Jack piped in.

“No, I guess not,” she agreed, laughing. “Mitch and I are going to have to get going and start getting ready for the day. You two should go get a couple of hours of shut-eye, then a nice long shower.”

“Yeah, I could sure use a break, my eyes are so blurry I can barely see,” Bob said as he rubbed them. “And I’ve got one mean headache.”

“Alex and I will start looking at the scrolls tonight to see what we can find,” Mitch said. “We need to keep this stuff locked up obviously. We can’t be seen carting it around. Here,” Mitch said as he pulled out a set of keys from his pocket. “Alex and I have a couple of lockers for our own use. This is the only spare key we have, so don’t lose it,” he said as he took a key off a key ring and handed it to Bob. “It’s for this locker here,” he said as he walked over to a series of lockers at the back of the lab. “It should be big enough. Let’s lock everything up for now, before people start showing up for the day. You and Jack can come get the cylinders and scrolls when you have time and when no one is around.”

They put the scrolls back in the cylinders and placed them inside the chest. They wrapped it up in the cloth, placed it back in the duffel bag and secured the locker.

“We’ll touch base with you two after the day’s excavations are done,” Alex said. “Thank-you guys so much, we knew we could count on you. Just don’t let anyone see or hear anything. We don’t want Dr. Dust Bucket taking this away from us.”

“Will do,” Bob replied, mock-saluting them. “C’mon Jack, let’s get out of here, we’ll come back in a couple of hours.”

“I’m all over that!” Jack said, now desperate for some sleep.

“Well, this is going to be the longest day ever,” Alex said, wishing they could continue on this find right now.

“You know it,” Mitch concurred.
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The warm Egyptian Sun was setting down into the western horizon, shining a reddish-golden light over the land. The days were getting hotter as summer approached. It was getting late. Mitch and Alex had a particularly busy day and they were finishing up work later than they had hoped.

“Mitch! Alex!” Bob shouted, as he ran towards them. “I’ve been waiting for you, I have...” Bob said, trying to catch his breath. “I have to talk to you!” He motioned them over to where they could speak in private. “We have your results from the university,” he said in a hushed voice, though he could not contain his excitement.

“Wow, we didn’t expect them so fast,” Alex whispered. “And?”

“It’s confirmed. The scrolls are for sure almost 12,000 years old.”

“Mitch, this is it!” Alex said excitedly as she grabbed his shoulder.

“So they’re for real...” Mitch said, keeping his voice low. Bob nodded his head. “What do we do now?” Mitch asked, sounding worried. “Now that we know what we have here, should we inform Dustimaine?”

Alex shook her head, “Not yet. Let’s take this one step at a time. Besides, we haven’t had a chance to study the scrolls. I don’t want to show our hand...yet.”

Mitch smiled, “You realize, don’t you, that we are getting deeper and deeper into trouble. We may not be able to pull ourselves out so easily.”

“Why is that? That it’s so easy to get into trouble, but not so easy to get out?” Alex remarked.

“Guys, guys, we need to go see Jack right away, there’s more...we had the cylinders analyzed,” Bob said. “We have the results and there’s something else we need to tell you right away, but not here.” He was looking around for anyone who might be within earshot. Mitch and Alex suddenly became a lot more serious.

“Then let’s go right now,” Mitch said. They followed Bob to the lab where Jack was waiting for them.

“Finally! Where have you two been? Have better things to do?” Jack asked sarcastically.

“Of course not, we were just bogged down with stuff and couldn’t get away any earlier,” Alex said.

“You’d better believe nothing else would be better than what we have to share with you,” Jack replied.

“What have you found out?” Mitch asked.

Bob looked nervously over at Jack, neither one of them knew how to start.

“Guys, what is it, is something wrong with the cylinders?” Alex asked, concerned.

“Well, wrong is a subjective term...” Bob said.

“Yeah, exactly,” Jack agreed, shaking his head.

Mitch looked at Alex. She shook her head that she didn’t understand either. “Would either of you mind just being direct with us?” she asked.

“Well,” Jack started, “you know about the age of the scrolls, the age was confirmed.”

“Yes,” Alex said, “continue.”

Bob was too uncomfortable to talk about this, so Jack continued, “Well, Bob had the analysis done on the cylinders and they are uh...unusual.”

“What do you mean unusual? You mean they’re the same age as the scrolls?” Mitch asked.

“Yes, that’s part of it, it seems quite likely that they’re the same age, but...” Jack stalled.

“Jack! For heaven’s sake, spit it out or I’ll strangle you!” Alex was never one to be patient in matters of mystery. Jack feigned an expression of shock.

Bob finally worked up the courage to speak. “The metal alloy in them is not a known material. The elements are not part of the periodic table,” he said just as quickly as he could get the words out.

Mitch and Alex just looked at him for a moment, blankly. Being scientists they understood intellectually what he was saying, but they were having trouble processing the information.

“Not...part...of the...periodic table?” Mitch repeated.

“Right,” Jack said, “this metal has a completely unknown origin. It does not match anything known to modern science.”

“This is a previously undiscovered metal? You mean something science has not yet identified?” Alex asked. “How is that possible?”

“How do you think?” Jack replied, raising his eyebrow.

“Jack, are you crazy? Maybe you should recheck the data,” Mitch said.

“Already done, my man, twelve times,” Jack answered.

Bob nodded in agreement, “We had to pull in some huge favors for this. We may not have any favors left. We didn’t believe it ourselves at first. How could we?”

Alex sat down, “Are you saying this is extra-terrestrial in origin?”

Bob went crimson and couldn’t answer.

“Hey, hey, hey, slow down!” Jack said. “All we’re saying is it’s not anywhere in the scientific record. We’ll leave it to you two to draw your own conclusions.”
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Into the Fire

Mitch and Alex told Jack and Bob to take the rest of the night off. The two had worked non-stop for two days and they knew they had to be exhausted. Plus, now that they had done their analyses it was time for Mitch and Alex to take the contents of the cylinders and begin their own. In light of what they had learned, they were almost afraid to. It looked like it was their turn to forego sleep this night. They made sure everyone else had left the lab for the night so they could work alone.

Their heads were swirling with ideas and possibilities. The metal of the cylinders troubled them greatly. There had to be some kind of reasonable explanation, something they had missed.

They had decided to focus on the task at hand and not let their imaginations run away with them. They began by conducting an overview of everything they had found so far, before proceeding to actually decipher the text. They hadn’t gotten too far when they had come across a few interesting and startling finds.

At first glance, the text in the book of scrolls looked similar throughout, written in essentially the same language, but the writing style in the first half of the book was different. It was a more complex and ornate form than in the latter sections. The writing style of the title on the book’s soft cover more closely matched that of the latter sections.

Unfortunately Bob had not been able to pinpoint the ages of the book or the papyrus paintings any further, but they postulated that the earlier sections of the book were likely a fair bit older than the later ones. The glyphs in the first part of the book were not as close a match to their ‘Rosetta stone’ papyrus, which they had dubbed the ‘crib notes’, as the pages nearer the end. In fact, they couldn’t find any positive matches in the older sections right away. That would take further study, as the text was more intricate and stylized, much like old English compared to modern vernacular.

Mitch decided to take a closer look at the papyrus they had quickly glanced at earlier, while Alex continued to scan through the book of scrolls. Mitch found the painting quite intriguing. At first glance it appeared to be a depiction of some kind of funeral scene.

“Mitch! Look at this!” Alex exclaimed as she pointed to a drawing on one of the pages.

Mitch dropped what he was doing to see what she was pointing out. He could not believe his eyes, “It can’t be...” he whispered.

“I know! I know! I swear my heart has never beaten so fast,” she said. “What do you think?”

Mitch could only stare at the depiction before him.

It was eerie, yet something they had long pictured in their own minds. It was of a monument carved in the form of a seated lion. It was extraordinary in the detail, the curvatures of the body, the paws – the head crowned with a thick mane. The lion’s gaze was serene, beautiful – powerful – the features were exquisitely carved and painted. The mane was painted red, brown, tan and bright gold, the golden eyes were rimmed with black, and the body seemed to have a coppery-bronze sheen to it.

“Mitch, say something, this has to be it – it, it’s exact. The shape, the relative size to its surroundings, the pose. Everything except...”

“The head,” he said, finishing her sentence.

She nodded, “This can’t be a coincidence Mitch. This has to be it!” She stared off for a moment, “This is the proof that we’ve hoped for. The Sphinx is nearly 12,000 years old and it originally had a lion’s head, which at some later date it was altered to be the head of the pharaoh. We were right all along! Though it’s even a lot older than we thought...”

“Alex, hold on a minute. I think there’s an awful lot here we don’t know.”

“But Mitch, it’s right here! Besides, if you’ll recall, archaeologists have speculated that the Sphinx may have originally had some kind of covering over it. This shows that to be the case. And you know that in Ancient Egypt, showing an animal, particularly a lion, in this fashion indicated it represented a protective deity. It fits. This could be our proof!”

“Alex, are you forgetting the cylinders these things were found in? I don’t recall us discussing those kinds of possibilities before.”

“Well, we’ll get to the bottom of that...somehow. There has to be an explanation, some kind of mix-up in the results...”

“And if there wasn’t a mix-up, if the results are accurate? Then what?” Alex didn’t know what to say to that. “Exactly my point,” Mitch emphasized. “We are getting ourselves into trouble here, we’ve already kept this stuff too long without telling anyone.”

“Mitch, are you nuts? We can’t show this to anyone now! Look, if what the results are telling us is accurate, and that’s a big if I might add, we cannot just hand this over – we don’t know what would happen if we did.”

Mitch looked away.

“Look, let’s just stay the course for now. We’ll start deciphering the actual texts. That has to give us some answers at least. We’ll work as fast as we can and once we know more, we’ll decide what to do then.”

Mitch shook his head. He knew they were getting deeper and deeper into hot water and he was getting very nervous about what they had possession of. If they were caught with these items and hadn’t reported it, they could be jailed. “You realize we are risking our careers doing this, don’t you?”

“I’m hoping this is going to make our careers,” Alex replied. “Please Mitch, let’s just keep working on this a bit more. We have to do this, it’s the opportunity of a lifetime.”

“All right, but we have to keep in mind that we can’t do everything on our own. There are people we have to answer to eventually,” he said.

“I know, I know,” she said. “I’ll go make some coffee, I’ll grab an orange juice for you, and we can get back to it. What the heck, it’s been awhile since we stayed up all night, it’ll be fun,” Alex smiled as she got up and headed over to the coffee pot and fridge.

“Or perhaps if you could fall on your face again and stumble onto a relic with the answer, that would save us a lot of time and work,” Mitch said with a straight face, trying hard to suppress a grin.

Alex gave him a withering look, muttering something about the intelligence of non-coffee drinkers under her breath.
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Trouble in the Royal Family

Circa 10,000 B.C.

“Good day, your Majesty, are you ready for our morning walk?” Queen Axiana’s handmaiden, Mindara, asked. She was a kind person with a warm smile, and light green eyes, which gave her face a youthful quality. She always kept her long black hair tightly braided down her back, so it would be out of the way and out of her eyes.

“I was thinking about going out alone today,” the Queen responded.

The two women had been friends since they were children, they were the same age and although Mindara worked for the Royal Family, she was also Axiana’s closest confidante.

“Oh,” Mindara replied, disappointed, “is anything wrong?”

“I have just had a lot on my mind since Traeus and I visited the priests almost five months ago. I have not been feeling well or sleeping well in the last while, but it may only be stress over wanting a baby. I am also taking the new remedies Senarra had prescribed to help Traeus and I conceive.”

“I understand, if you need to talk to me, about anything at all, I am here for you,” Mindara replied, smiling reassuringly.

“Thank-you, Mindara,” Axiana said as she embraced her friend.
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Axiana walked to the gardens, which were located behind the Palace, in the southern part of the Royal compound.

The eighty-room stone Palace building was located in the center of a forty-acre compound. The multi-storied, curvilinear structure was made up of several interlinking sections. The servants’ quarters were located in a separate wing attached to the Palace. Within the compound were the barracks where the Royal guards lived. Numerous tropical trees and plants decorated the courtyard and provided pleasant shade. Orchards were also kept providing fresh fruit year round. Colorful banners, gleaming from the tops of towers and spires, proudly displayed the Royal Family’s crest.

A three-foot high hedge enclosed most of the compound with an immense gate barring entrance to the Palace from the north. Affixed to the gate was a set of massive walls and battlements, on top of which, Royal soldiers regularly patrolled. Directly south of the gardens was a dense tropical forested-area, affording security and protection, with its wildlife and thick foliage.

The gardens were meticulously cared for by the groundskeepers and were lush and alive with beauty – all kinds of fragrant, colorful flowers, birds, fruit trees, small ponds with fish and turtles. Little stone pathways wound their way through.

The Queen had been walking with no particular path in mind for about twenty minutes, when she thought she heard some rustling off in the distance. She followed the sound to the one of the outer edges of the gardens, but still did not see anything. She listened for another moment and realized the sounds were coming from behind a row of bushes that lined the outer walls.

Curiosity getting the best of her, she decided to press through the bushes to see what the noise was. As she walked through, branches getting entangled in her hair, she called out, “Hello? Is someone back here?” She paused for a moment, hearing further rustling.

Then a voice answered back, “Who is there?”

“It is Axiana. Zazmaria is that you?” she asked as she made it through to the other side of the bushes.

Zazmaria stood up quickly, brushing off her skirts, a basket by her side. “I was not expecting anyone. You startled me.” Zazmaria’s voice was crisp.

“I was just going for a walk. I needed some air. I have not felt too well lately.” Axiana looked away, momentarily lost in thought. “When I heard you through the bushes I thought I would come see who it was tucked away in this far corner.”

“I see,” Zazmaria replied. “Well, is there something I can do for you, your Highness?”

“Oh no, not at all. Please Zazmaria, I have asked you so many times, just call me Axiana. We are family. We have no need of such formalities between us.” Axiana looked over at the basket and decided to try and change the subject, “What are you picking?”

“I, uh I, keep my own herbs back here, out of the way, so that the cooks do not find them and use them all for their own creations. Just some of my favorites, no one knows they are here.”

“Well, I will not tell anyone,” Axiana smiled. “May I give you a hand with anything?”

“No, I am almost finished,” Zazmaria answered abruptly. “You mentioned you had not felt too well lately. May I ask what is the matter?” Zazmaria’s tone had changed all of a sudden. She seemed interested and caring now rather than just bothered.

Axiana hesitated. She was unsure of what to say, how to answer. She found it difficult to talk to Zazmaria, let alone confide in her. Axiana smiled, she had for so long wished to bond with her sister-in-law. Perhaps this was a chance to do just that. “Well, actually, I needed some help, I mean Traeus and I needed help.” Axiana felt a little awkward, but continued, “We have been trying for an heir for quite some time...”

“And you have been unable to conceive?”

Axiana nodded. “We finally decided to seek some guidance. Priestess Senarra provided me with some remedies. We understand she is very skilled in these matters. I am certain her remedies will help. I may be simply adjusting to them. I have had some difficulty sleeping, but I think may be just putting a lot of pressure on myself.”

“I understand, this is an important part of life, especially for a Queen,” Zazmaria responded.

“Exactly! It is one thing to desperately want to be a mother, which I have always longed to be, but being Queen and knowing everyone is watching you, waiting, eagerly anticipating the birth of an heir...it is overwhelming,” Axiana conceded.

“I can imagine,” Zazmaria replied, her expression darkening for a moment. “Axiana, I think I can help you with this. My great-grandmother developed a recipe for a special tea for this problem. It cannot guarantee you will have a child, but it was designed to help a woman relax, and allow nature to take its course more freely. I could prepare some for you if you like.”

“That would be wonderful, Zazmaria! I would appreciate any help you could give me.”

“I will stop by your rooms tonight.”

“Thank-you so much,” Axiana beamed. “I will see you this evening, then.”

Zazmaria watched the Queen walk away then resumed her work, deep in thought.
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Potions and Herbs

Two more weeks had passed, and now giving in to frustration, the King and Queen had gone to consult with the priesthood again.

The Priestess Senarra was particularly gifted in the areas of healing and alchemy and she often taught those disciplines to the younger members of the order. She was the foremost healer in Kierani society despite her young age, and was the primary healer attending the Royal Family.

Senarra performed some tests, including checking the Queen’s blood pressure and heart rate, she said nothing, but had a look of concern in her face. Finally, she performed a detailed examination of Axiana’s eyes to complete the series of tests.

“Your eyes are showing signs that something is wrong. May I ask about your diet and exercise routine if there have been any changes, or if you are stressed about anything, or have been feeling ill recently?”

“I-I just thought it was all the worry about having a baby. I have felt somewhat nauseous the last while and I have not slept well. I take walks almost daily and try to take proper care of myself,” the Queen assured her. “In fact, I have not even gone sailing in quite some time, and I cannot tell you how much I miss that!” she laughed, then continued, “Though, feeling ill the last while, I do not think I would have been able to.”

Axiana was an experienced sailor and navigator. It was something she had grown up with. A love of sailing ran in her family, they would often go sailing for family outings, packing picnics, exploring nature. Those were some of her fondest childhood memories. Her husband, however, was never keen on her sailing alone.

“I understand,” Senarra smiled. “You have shown remarkable resolve if you have voluntarily banished yourself solely to land!” They both laughed. “Have you been eating or drinking anything different lately? Something you started having after our last meeting?”

Axiana thought back. “The only thing new is an herbal tea that Zazmaria gave me, but that was a couple of weeks ago. She said that it might help to relax me, to help me conceive. I have been having some nightly.”

“What is in it?” Senarra asked.

“Flowers, some spice I think. I usually take it with a bit of honey.”

“It sounds innocent enough,” Senarra said, “but perhaps you could bring me the recipe from Zazmaria. I would like to be thorough in my analysis.”

“Certainly, I will speak with her tomorrow.”
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The next day, Axiana brought the recipe from Zazmaria to Senarra and exchanged it for the potion Senarra had created for her, which she was to take morning and night for one week. Senarra studied the tea recipe. It was a normal tea blend except for one ingredient Senarra was unfamiliar with, but it seemed harmless enough, just an herb Zazmaria grew in the garden. Senarra decided however to at least mention it to Assan.

The Queen left with her new potion, buoyed with hope.

That night, after Axiana had taken her dose of Senarra’s new potion, she decided to retire early. She fell asleep and started dreaming almost immediately.
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She saw herself taking the potion Senarra had given her. She poured some into a jeweled goblet, and drank it down. It seemed to react within her instantly. She felt a warm, white light passing quickly throughout her body as the potion worked its magic. She felt herself float above the bed, lighter than air, and saw the light all around her. She felt she was being renewed, healed.

She looked around the room and saw she was no longer floating above the bed, but she was walking along the banks of the great river. Ahead she saw a full moon, which seemed to cast a white light for miles.

Suddenly she was standing on the water, still feeling a beautiful warm light all around her. She felt her stomach tingle and surge with a strange, but pleasant sensation. She held her belly and felt it grow beneath her hands.

She heard a sound and turned around quickly. Zazmaria was standing on the riverbank staring intently at her. Zazmaria raised her hands as if in offering, but Axiana could not see what she held.

Immediately, Axiana felt a change in the water and she fell through the water’s surface into the icy, dark depths of the river. She struggled to reach the surface, but felt herself sinking ever lower, darkness now completely surrounding her. She felt her system going into shock.
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Axiana awoke with a start, and sat straight up. She was covered in a cold sweat and was shaking. She wondered how a dream, which had started out so comforting and peaceful, could end up so terrifying.
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The Draxens

The guards stood at attention as Zhek, grandson of Lord Draxen, entered his grandfather’s private chamber, which overlooked the courtyard of their large, expansive residence.

The home was called the Draxen Stronghold. It was situated on the edge of town, but due to its immense size and imposing appearance, it dominated the district, dwarfing the other homes nearby.

The Draxens were a powerful, wealthy family, second in status and influence only to the Royal Family itself. For generations, the Draxens had exerted strong political influence over Kierani affairs and had been involved in all matters and decisions of importance.

Lord Draxen, the patriarch of this family, was personally involved in every aspect of their business and other affairs and ran things with ruthless efficiency. Discipline and obedience were paramount in his world, and it was very much, his world. He was a strong man, both in word and deed, and in spite of his eighty years, was still a very intimidating person and greatly feared.

However, since the new King had come to power, things had changed and not to the Draxens’ benefit. Lord Draxen, although not liked by King Mesah, had nevertheless been tolerated by him and given a voice in most matters due to the family’s long-standing social position.

Now that Mesah’s son Traeus had become King that relationship had diminished. Traeus was keeping matters more within the Royal Family and less and less did he involve those outside his tight inner circle. Upon King Mesah’s death, Lord Draxen had anticipated having even greater influence over the decisions of the Royal Family who would now have a young and inexperienced, and he hoped, malleable, King leading it, but he had been sorely disappointed.

“Grandfather, I have just come from taking a look at the construction site. It seems work on it is progressing rather quickly.”

“Yes, Zhek, so I have noticed,” Lord Draxen replied rather coldly. “It is inconceivable that Mesah’s eldest son thinks he can get away with keeping us out of that project altogether. Never before has our family been excluded from participating in, and profiting from such an undertaking.”

“I know Grandfather, but perhaps we should not be so...disappointed,” he offered. “After all, it is only a stone monument.”

“Only a monument!” Lord Draxen nearly exploded. “Is that what you think?”

Zhek was taken aback at the sudden and unexpected outburst. He had been treated harshly most of his life by his ruthless grandfather, but in spite of that, he still had a strong sense of loyalty to the man who had basically raised him from the age of six, when Zhek’s parents were killed in an accident. Zhek, though only twenty-seven years old, was the foremost ranking member of the Draxen clan, next to his grandfather. He even outranked Lord Draxen’s own surviving sons.

Zhek was an only child. He had tried many times to ask his grandfather about the cause of the mysterious accident, which took his parents’ lives, but Lord Draxen would never talk about it. He would only say that it was too painful for him to talk about the death of his eldest son. Still, Zhek tried hard to live up to his father’s example.

“That giant lump of rock you saw out there is much more than a simple monument, and do you know why?” Lord Draxen asked.

“It is going to be symbolic, be...” Zhek stammered.

“It is going to be the largest scale project ever undertaken here, and due to its ‘unique’ design, will pack an emotional and spiritual punch like nothing the people have seen since coming here!” Lord Draxen said impatiently.

The King had informed the Draxens about what was being undertaken, but had declined their offer of assistance in both the planning and construction phases of the project, in spite of Lord Draxen’s earnest protestations.

“As a result, that monument will resonate with the people, draw them together and focus all their attentions and sense of loyalty and gratitude, and on whom do you think?” Lord Draxen asked. He moved to within mere inches of Zhek’s face, “Not to us.”

“I understand,” Zhek said, backing away.

“Do you? I am not certain that you do,” he said as he stepped forward again. “Now that Traeus is King, this also sets precedence, a dangerous precedence for us. For you see, Zhek, what is to prevent him from blocking our participation in the future, on even more important projects or decisions? If he achieves this on his own, he has proven himself, that he does not need or want our help, and in effect he will have severed certain political ties with us. Then, the next thing we know, the Draxen family will have no part in deciding the future of our people!” he shouted. “This is no oversight on his part, this is deliberate. He will regret this – mark my words, Zhek.”

Zhek did not know what to say to that, he knew his grandfather did not make idle threats. But whatever else Lord Draxen was, he was an extremely intelligent and ambitious man who fought hard for his family’s interests and would do anything to protect them. Zhek knew just how dangerous his grandfather could be when he felt an injustice had been done to him or his family.

Lord Draxen took a deep breath and composed himself. He would bide his time. He looked at Zhek standing there and thought how of all his children and grandchildren, Zhek was the only one who had shown the level of ambition and potential he required for his second-in-command. He needed Zhek now more than ever – everything was at stake. He knew he had been hard on Zhek throughout his life, but it had been to push him to be a strong, tough leader, capable of taking care of the family once the torch was passed.

“How are the training exercises coming, Zhek?”

“Very well, Grandfather,” Zhek replied as he walked over to the large window overlooking the courtyard, relieved the topic had changed to something Zhek felt confident in. “Our soldiers are adapting to the new weapons and tactics. Our military leaders are adopting new strategies for the weapons that are available. Other Houses, including the Royal Family, have adopted strategies similar to ours. However, it would seem we are still holding our military superiority over all of them, even the Royal Family.”

“But the Royal Family has its allies,” Lord Draxen remarked, “and the support of the people. They would fight for their King. It is rather strange. The people still cling to the old ways of governing. They do not demand a new leader, when by rights they should, but old alliances are still maintained, still mired in the past,” Lord Draxen said with contempt. He reflected on matters he had not yet shared with anyone, “We must maintain our military preparedness.”

“We have been able to recruit and train new soldiers,” Zhek said optimistically, “and we have tried to do it as secretly as possible.”

Lord Draxen smiled, pleased, and watched the Draxen soldiers drilling and training in the main courtyard. “Excellent. You have done well.”

He paused for a moment, his thoughts going back to their earlier discussion, “Zhek, I want to keep a closer eye on the activities at the construction site. King Traeus must have a compelling reason for keeping us away from it, to break with the old traditions...perhaps there is something there he does not want us to see. And if that is the case, it is within our best interests to find out precisely what it is.”

“A wise precaution, Grandfather. I would agree, the Royal Family cannot be trusted or taken at face value,” Zhek replied.

“Exactly. See you are beginning to understand,” he smiled, patting Zhek on the shoulder. “Have our top spy, Jace look into this matter – quietly. I want to know anything and everything I can about what our young reticent King is up to.”

“Yes, Grandfather, I will take care of it at once,” Zhek said and bowed as he left.

Lord Draxen continued to watch his soldiers instructing new recruits on tactics and how to use their new, crude weapons. The Draxens had built a large wall, which now surrounded the grounds behind the main house, to hide such activity.

Traeus’ father, King Mesah had tried time and again to dissuade Lord Draxen from building such a wall, but without success. He had greatly disliked what it represented – one family closed off from the rest of their society.

The Draxen Stronghold was not built for luxury but for strength. The main building was located in the center of the grounds, stood several stories high and was currently the tallest structure in the city, but that would change once the Amsara monument was complete, another insult from the Royal Family. Multiple balconies, located high above ground surrounded all sides of the building, allowed the Draxens to monitor all who came to their building and provided them with a high ground strategic advantage.

A spacious courtyard in front of the building permitted large numbers of troops to train or defend the manor. A thick wall of roughly hewn stone encircled the complex. The wall interconnected with several towers containing un-paned windows, where Draxen soldiers stood on guard day and night.

Many people secretly spoke of their intense dislike for the unattractive and militaristic compound. Its design was at odds with the beauty of the rest of the city and cast an imposing shadow over all who passed by.
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Unveiling Amsara Ceremony

It had now been three and a half years since Traeus became King and the day had finally come to unveil the completed Amsara monument. As the first large-scale project in his reign, he had been anxious to see it finished. Now that day was here, he could not be more excited and hopeful about the impact it would have on his people.

Traeus had gathered his subjects in front of the massive limestone creature for the official Unveiling Ceremony. Everyone had come. Victarius and his team had been assigned a special seating area at the side of the stage, which had been erected for the ceremony, as places of honor for their hard work and dedication.

Also seated near the front of the crowd were Commander Koronius and his captains. The Commander was impressed with the young King. He wished very much that Traeus’ father, the Commander’s good friend and life-long leader, King Mesah, could have been there to witness this proud moment.

The Royal Family, including the reluctant Prince Alaj and Princess Zazmaria, who had both initially declined to attend until Traeus made it clear that they would not get away with that behavior again, were all dressed in their finest garments, bejeweled and attractively groomed. They were protected from the midday sun by a multi-layered canopy.

King Traeus stepped forward to make his speech, with his Queen standing proudly by his side, “For so long now Chief Engineer Victarius has overseen the project that my father envisioned many long years ago. Victarius and his talented team have been working tirelessly to craft a magnificent stone figure. You all know it. It is a symbol of the mythical lion, Amsara, who long ago saved a King.”

Everyone was familiar with the legend of the ancient King Narmethon, whose life was saved by a magical lion, and who then went on to lead his people into an age of peace that lasted a thousand years.

Head Priest Assan, Priest Odai and Priestess Senarra also stood next to the Royal Family as was customary for official functions.

Odai had the male lion, Amsara, with him. The lion was on a leash, and sat calmly by observing the crowd while his friend and caregiver Odai stroked his thick mane. Odai had found the lion cub nine years ago in the bushes several leagues south down the river. Its mother had abandoned it and the cub was barely alive.

Odai and Senarra were new to the priesthood at the time. They had joined that very same year. They had been sent to gather herbs for one of their lessons in herb lore. Odai heard a soft whimper in the distance and went to investigate. He found the small, dying cub and immediately took it in. Odai had begged Assan to allow him to take care of the cub and keep it at the temple. Assan agreed, recalling the legend of King Narmethon. This cub’s life had been spared by providence so Assan decided to name the cub Amsara and designated it the living embodiment of the legendary creature.

Amsara shook his massive head and nuzzled Odai’s hand. Senarra smiled at the heartwarming sight.

Traeus held his hands out to the crowd, “This gift that your Royal Family presents to you – to all of you, will be a symbol of our combined strength and endurance. Sadly, my father, the great King Mesah, died before he could see his dream come to life, but our family pledged to see his vision through to completion.”

Alaj bristled at that comment. Traeus knew damn well that not everyone in the family pledged themselves to this.

Zazmaria looked up at her husband whose steely gaze was fixed on the crowd. “They certainly do buy into his blatant propaganda,” she said in a hushed tone.

Alaj did not answer, but continued to stare straight ahead.

Ignoring the whispers he detected behind him, Traeus went on with his speech, “Today, we are blessed to have with us both the living embodiment of Amsara and now an eternal representation of your protector that has risen from mere stone, which will watch over you with immortal eyes. In memory of my beloved father, King Mesah, it is with great honor and pride that I present to you, Amsara, the eternal lion!” Traeus now stood with his arms outstretched, his garments blowing in the soft breeze.

As if on cue, Amsara, the living, breathing version stood up.

The crowd cheered as the series of tarps made from fine Kierani linen were pulled from the front of the colossal monument and the breezes made the covering seem to float away, revealing, at long last, the grand achievement.

The people gasped when they saw the magnificent countenance of Amsara, regally sitting facing due east, so that each day it would welcome the dawn. The face had been painted to make it look at once life-like and yet otherworldly. Its face seemed to be imbued with wisdom and grace as it stared out over the horizon, as though it knew it would one day guard hidden things, deeper mysteries. The golden eyes were strikingly rimmed in black and whiskers were sculpted into its face. Its mane was carved to be thick and full and was painted in shades of brown, red and tan, with bright golden streaks throughout it. The curve of the body was realistic, one could well imagine the beast standing up at any moment and letting out a deafening roar.

The entire body had been overlaid with a protective outer covering, which had a beautiful coppery-bronze sheen to it. The effect was dazzling as the sun hit its surface. Each morning, the rays of the rising sun would make a dramatic spectacle, as though each new day would now begin with a miracle in which they could all share.

Traeus read aloud the inscription that had been elegantly carved into the outer covering of the monument’s chest, between its massive paws, “ ‘May Amsara protect and watch over you through eternity as the stars watch over him.’ “

Thunderous applause broke out.

Traeus felt a great sense of satisfaction, knowing the words had a deeper meaning, a deeper purpose than would be made known for now. He glanced over at Alaj, he too seemed momentarily awed by what he saw, but then a shadow swept across his face and he became angry. Traeus caught Zazmaria staring at him with a look of barely concealed contempt. She quickly looked away when their eyes met.

Members of the Draxen family had also watched the ceremony. Lord Draxen was still incensed that his family had not participated in this project. To make matters worse, Jace had still not been able to find out anything more about it, which infuriated him.

The King had kept an unprecedented level of control over the project. No one, except those working at the site, had been allowed near it.

Lord Draxen stood up. “We are leaving!” he ordered.

Zhek took note of Prince Alaj and Princess Zazmaria’s demeanor. He watched them both closely throughout the whole ceremony. He got up at his grandfather’s request, but as they left, he looked back at the Prince and Princess.
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The King and Queen retired to the Royal couple’s bedroom after an exhausting day of ceremonies and pageantry.

“Today was a very tiring day,” Axiana said, as she removed her jewelry and ceremonial attire. “But a momentous one.”

“The Amsara monument will give our people a sense of hope and purpose,” said Traeus. “One day, it will reunite all our people.”

“Yes dear husband, but I was not referring to that.”

Traeus looked puzzled.

She reached across for his hand, “My husband, I have something to share with you,” she said as she placed his hand on her belly. “I met with Senarra early this morning and she explained to me why I have been feeling ill lately.”

Traeus, speechless, looked into her eyes, his own tearing up. “You are saying...”

She pulled him close and kissed him passionately. She looked deep into his eyes and beamed, “You are going to make a wonderful father.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 12

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
The Beginning of the Legend

The city was abuzz with news of the pregnancy. People talked of nothing else. It was widely believed that the new Amsara monument had brought good fortune. Many small offerings of flowers and handmade objects were left, both at the Amsara site as well as at the Palace gates. The elated King and Queen reveled in the outpouring of love and well wishes that flowed into the Palace.

Axiana’s pregnancy was going remarkably well, she felt in great health. Incredibly, Senarra informed her that there were two heartbeats. The Queen was having twins. Traeus happily received the news and saw it as a special blessing bestowed upon them, but Axiana was concerned. Senarra had cautioned her that there was a chance that one twin may not survive. Twins were not common among the Kierani people, nor were there a history of them in Axiana’s family.
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Finally, the day came when Axiana went into labor, attended by Senarra and Assan. The twins, one girl and one boy, were born healthy. Both had thick shocks of black hair, the same as their parents.

“Your Majesties, have you chosen names for them?” Senarra asked the elated new parents.

Traeus stood by Axiana’s side, beaming. Axiana looked up at her husband, who nodded and replied, “Yes, we have, but we wanted to wait until after they were born to announce them. Axiana had a dream one night that we were having a boy and girl.”

Axiana spoke up, “Their names will be Tramen and Anjia.”

“Wonderful, strong names,” Assan smiled. “The name, Tramen, it means, ‘Warrior of Light’, does it not?” he asked.

“Yes,” Axiana replied kissing her newborn son’s head. “And Anjia means ‘Carrier of Light’”.

Assan smiled and placed his hands on each of the twin’s heads, “Tramen, Warrior of Light and Anjia, Carrier of Light, you are given to your parents King Traeus and Queen Axiana as blessings beyond measure, to uphold and embody the values of your people. May those of us who are here to teach you be endowed with wisdom and understanding so that we may guide you well along your journey through life. Know always, the power you have within and may you use that power for good and for the benefit of your people and for each other.”

He then placed a small pure gold ankh over each of the baby’s hearts, bowed his head, placed a hand on each of the baby’s heads, and closed his eyes reciting a prayer in the ancient tongue.

Both twins seemed alert and attentive and had not uttered a single cry since he had placed his large hands on their tiny heads. Assan finished, looking at each of them and smiled. He gave the amulets to Traeus, “Please take these sacred amulets, which have been infused with the life of your children, and they in turn, with the power of the ankh – our symbol of everlasting life.”
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Secrets

Victarius made his way into the King’s office carrying an armload of papers. Both Traeus and Assan were waiting for him inside. Victarius greeted them.

“Good day,” Traeus greeted the Chief Engineer.

“I brought what you asked for. These are the blueprints for the device along with the tunnel and chambers, which has been designed to house it underneath the Amsara monument. My team and I just finished the plans late last night,” Victarius said as he unrolled the documents and set them on the table. “Your Majesty, do you have a name for this device you have commissioned?”

“Actually, Assan has come up with a name that has an historic origin. This device will be called the Pharom,” said Traeus.

“Pharom?” Victarius asked. “I have never heard of such a name, but then again I studied the sciences, not history.”

“But Master Victarius, history is a science,” Assan interjected. “If we do not know our past, especially the mistakes, we are destined to repeat them, would you not agree?” Victarius smiled and then nodded his agreement. Assan continued, “Do you recall the ancient legend of the lost travelers and how their misfortunes could have been avoided?”

“Ah yes, I do remember that tale, interesting illustration,” Victarius remarked. “I would have to say then, that your choice of names is perfect, Assan.”

“What is the status of the design for the Pharom?” Traeus asked.

“Well, out of necessity it will be a highly complex design. We will begin work on the specifications once the chamber is completed. As discussed, it will all take a long time to complete. It really is ingenious to adapt your father’s design of the monument to incorporate this device. However, I do believe we have all the resources we require to construct the device... I mean Pharom.”

“Thank-you Victarius,” Traeus said.

“I feel compelled to add though,” Victarius continued, “we must proceed with every precaution. What we are creating is powerful, and as such must be treated with the utmost care and protection. The Pharom in the wrong hands would be disastrous.”

Traeus nodded, “I understand the gravity of the situation.”

Assan thought for a moment. “This reminds me though of another legend, the one that told the story of how a young boy was able to harness a similar energy without any sort of technological device. It was said he used the energy to communicate with others in mysterious ways, over great distances with only the power of his thought.”

“Assan,” Victarius laughed, “you put too much faith in children’s stories. It will be an incredibly daunting task to create this technological device as you call it, which will attempt to achieve our King’s aims. I hardly think it would be possible to achieve such things without it.”

“With all due respect, Chief Engineer,” Assan said, “I believe many things are possible that we do not yet know how to achieve, and many things that will be understood one day, remain as yet a mystery, hidden from us, though we seek this knowledge in earnest.”

Suddenly Alaj barged into Traeus’ office and slammed the door behind him. His sudden entrance caught Traeus, Victarius and Assan off guard. They had no time to conceal the blueprints on the table.

“I heard you were in ‘private meetings’ today and were not to be disturbed. Tell me brother, what are you doing here? Anything I should be informed about, but somehow was not?”

Traeus ignored the cynicism in his voice, “Good day, Alaj.”

Assan and Victarius also politely greeted the angry Prince.

“What are these?” Alaj inquired abruptly, as he pointed to the blueprints and walked right over to them, ignoring the greetings. Luckily for Traeus, the blueprints for the design of the Pharom were underneath those of the chamber and tunnel.

“It is just part of the full design of the Amsara site. They are blueprints for a tunnel and chamber underneath the site, which I have directed Victarius to complete,” Traeus said as matter-of-factly as he could. He decided that since it was too late to hide the blueprints, he would just try to downplay the matter altogether.

“Why have you not mentioned this before?” Without waiting for an answer, he asked, “What is this chamber supposed to be for anyways? I do not remember seeing this in our father’s plans,” Alaj asked as he hastily looked over the blueprints.

Victarius was visibly nervous. Assan’s face bore no expression.

“Alaj, calm down, it is nothing to be concerned about. Just something I decided to add on...” Traeus had started to say.

Alaj rudely interrupted him, “You never change, do you? Hiding things from me, making secret plans!” He was fuming now.

“Alaj, it is merely a chamber for the priests to keep their most sacred items and a place for their private meditations. It was my idea to add it on to our father’s designs. I thought it would be a valuable, functional addition to the Amsara monument to give it even greater meaning and purpose,” Traeus replied coolly, trying to maintain his composure.

“The priests? They already have several temples!” Alaj shouted. “This is a pretty elaborate design. How did they talk you into this?”

“Nobody talked me into anything, Alaj. I told you, it was my idea and mine alone! They are going to use it for special meditative practices,” Traeus responded hotly.

“Well, how generous of you. They really have the King at their disposal. If only the rest of the people were so fortunate,” Alaj replied with heavy sarcasm. “Special meditative practices? What does that mean anyways?”

Assan quickly realized Traeus was digging himself into a very deep hole, so he decided to try to salvage the situation. “Prince Alaj, if I may offer – they are ancient customs within our order, and there are also things we, in cooperation with the King, would like to achieve for the people. The Amsara site is especially significant to us. Having this area below it to use for these practices will aid us in being of better service to the people. The advantages, though not immediately apparent from these plans, will be great, I assure you and will be for the benefit for all.”

The only thing that made Traeus feel not entirely horrible about this exchange was that there was also a measure of truth in Assan’s statements. “Helping the priesthood helps all of us, Alaj. I wish you could see that,” Traeus added.

Alaj looked from Traeus to Assan and back again, his eyes narrowing. “No one else knows about this do they? Just your little group here?” No reply came. “Ah, I thought so. Tell me brother, how do you think our people would react to the priests having such special – not to mention – secretive, privileges?” He shot a disparaging glance at Assan.

“Alaj, the people will be informed of everything we are doing here...in due time,” Traeus said emphasizing his last words.

“Why is it necessary to have this secrecy at all? Especially from me!” Alaj shouted.

“You are making more out of this than there is,” Traeus said.

Alaj laughed bitterly, “I do not think so! You insult me. You are the one who has now created all the suspicion through your secret plans and secret meetings. Maybe I should just start informing people of this!”

“Alaj, please, I do not wish to argue with you all the time.” He was afraid this conversation was getting out of control. “I need you elsewhere, you know how much I depend on your help to run this society. Do not overreact to this!”

“Me? I am not the one conspiring in private meetings!” His tone was now becoming quite hostile. “I do not agree with or support having elaborate and costly private underground chambers for priests! It is absurd!”

“Enough, Alaj!” Traeus shouted, matching his brother’s tone. “I understand you do not approve of these plans, but we are not doing anything to harm you or anyone else, nor are our aims selfish. However you must learn to afford me the respect that is due a King. I have the right to make decisions I think are in the best interest of our people. When the time is right I will tell our people of this project, but that is my responsibility, not yours. Do I make myself clear?”

“Have it your way, for now brother. But I will not forget this,” Alaj warned.
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Zazmaria’s Impatience Grows

“Alaj? What is wrong?” Zazmaria asked as she heard her husband slam the door to their chambers.

Alaj sighed heavily, he was in a foul mood and really wanted to be alone, but he knew his wife would not let it go. “My brother has been keeping a rather large secret from me it seems.”

Zazmaria saw how angry he was. “What secret?”

“I just happened to walk in on a private meeting. He is finalizing plans for a tunnel and chamber below the Amsara monument. Supposedly, it is for the priests and their ‘special meditative practices’. Apparently they collectively decided I did not need to be informed.”

“What? I have never heard of these ‘special meditative practices’. What does that mean?” Zazmaria asked.

“Good question, I asked the very same thing myself without getting much of an answer.”

“Well, why have they not told anyone about this?”

“Interesting, is it not?” Alaj commented, raising an eyebrow.

“And this is just for the priests?” she asked.

“Apparently so.”

“That is quite the preferential treatment. Is that not a bit excessive, even for them?” She continued, “Not to mention suspicious since there have been no announcements about it, even within the family?”

“Exactly my point,” Alaj stated.

“Why does this chamber have to be located beneath the monument? Are their temples not good enough for them anymore? Now they must hide below the ground?”

“The explanation I was given for the exorbitant expense of effort and resources is apparently because the image of the lion Amsara has such special significance for them, and will help them to fulfill their roles in our society better. It is ridiculous!”

“Whose idea was this?” she asked, suspecting the answer.

“My dear brother Traeus.”

“I thought so. How long has this been going on?”

“Oh I would guess since they began constructing that damn monument! And now, even now that I know, he does not want me involved. He said I am needed elsewhere and that I should not make too much of it.”

“I have told you for a long time, Alaj that you were not being treated as you deserve to be. I do not trust him and neither should you!”

“Zazmaria, I do not wish to get into that old argument right now.”

“You are right, Alaj, what we need to discuss right now is how we can begin to change things. We cannot allow this to continue any longer.”

“What do you suggest I do? Force him to tell me things? He is the way he is.”

“He is that way because you allow it. You have to stand up to him! You have to be stronger than that, Alaj. And yes, I do think you have to be forceful about it. You are a Royal Prince. You deserve to be involved in all these decisions. Do you think it is right that those arrogant priests practically outrank you? It is a disgrace!”

“Enough! I do not need this from you right now!”

“You know what you need right now, husband?” she shot back. “Courage and the strength of your convictions! You are not included in these matters because you allow Traeus and Assan to walk all over you! They are making a fool of you!”

“Stop it!” he shouted at her. “I am leaving! Thank-you wife, for your kind shoulder of support.” Alaj went to leave the room.

“You yourself have allowed this to happen and it will keep happening as long as you let it!”

With that Alaj slammed the door behind him.
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A Dream Points the Way

Present-Day Egypt

After a long and exhausting day in the field, Mitch and Alex headed back to their rooms for a quick shower and dinner. Neither of them had spoken much throughout the day, they were trying very hard to catch up on their excavation work to avoid the wrath of Dustimaine and had been focusing on the task at hand.

However, their thoughts were becoming more and more consumed with the mysteries they had unearthed. They continually worried about keeping the chest and its contents a secret. Even more than that, they worried about just what it was they had found, what it might represent. They were in possession of the first real evidence in history that the Sphinx predates the pyramids by several thousand years. That alone was incredible. What the cylinders represented and the possibilities they raised haunted them, in their waking hours and in their dreams.

That night, sleeping fitfully, the two archaeologists dreamed a strange dream...

[image: 00009.jpeg]
Walking along the perimeter of the Sphinx complex late in the evening, Mitch and Alex were searching for something.

“Mitch, watch out, you nearly stepped on that crystal. What is it doing here anyway?” Alex asked as she bent down to pick up the small shiny object which had suddenly been illuminated by the dazzling moonlight shining down from the night sky, casting an ethereal glow around the great Sphinx.

All of a sudden, they heard a deafening roar along with another incredibly loud sound, like that of a giant rockslide. They looked up and saw that the eyes of the Sphinx had begun to glow, green and gold. The light from its eyes became more intense and then they saw movement. The roar had come from the Sphinx itself, and without warning the great limestone creature raised up on it on its haunches, the moonlight even brighter now, shining down on the massive body, which appeared to be breathing.

Falling backwards, the two startled archaeologists found they could no longer move. They lay helplessly in the sand, watching with unblinking eyes the inconceivable sight before them.

Slowly the creature stood up on all fours, raised its head, which was no longer the image of a pharaoh, but that of a majestic lion with a living mane blowing gently in the soft night breeze. It let out another roar, but this time it was not deafening, but seemed to cry out in great sadness. Then it looked down at the two tiny beings lying at its massive paws and seemed to be communicating silently with them. Words, if you could call them that, came so fast that Mitch and Alex could only stare, frozen in mind as well as in body.

The creature bent its enormous head down towards them and seemed to peer right down into their souls. Then as suddenly as it came alive, it was motionless yet again, seated in its eternal resting place, the head restored to that of the Pharaoh Khafre. At that moment a bolt of lightning came crashing down from the sky.
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Mitch and Alex each woke up with a start.
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The Papyrus

Mitch and Alex returned to their rooms after the day’s work. Neither one had mentioned the strange dream from the previous night. Alex was especially reluctant to do so. They settled in for a night of analyzing scrolls. They were looking at the papyrus they had put aside earlier, considering what it might represent.

“I still think it looks like it could be a funeral scene,” Mitch said.

“Yeah, possibly, but we should try to see what it’s telling us about these people. Funerary rituals are an important part of a culture, saying many things about a people’s beliefs and values, and this looks sufficiently different from Egyptian death rituals to be a bit of a mystery.”

Mitch nodded, “There are a number differences, for example the lack of the usual gods present, mummification scenes, and canopic jars for starters. All right, let’s break it down and see what we can learn.”

“What I find intriguing is the loose style, it’s almost abstract in a way,” Alex commented.

The background of the papyrus was painted a deep, azure blue, with an interesting pattern of stars present in the sky. The Sphinx, once again with the lion’s head was also clearly evident in the top left hand corner, with some kind of beam emanating from its body. On their first cursory glance of the papyrus the other day, they had seen the lion there, but, in light of what they had learned since, they realized what it actually represented.

Alex was examining the star pattern on the papyrus, “Mitch, do you think it’s possible that those star formations are not just mere designs drawn for artistic effect?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, with what we’ve learned so far, I don’t want to leave any stone unturned, you know,” Alex said. “I want to scrutinize every aspect of these things and I’m just wondering if the stars on this papyrus could be actual constellations.” She looked at the intricate depiction of stars that had been painted.

“Possibly. You know we could get Jack and Bob to run that computer program that can turn back time, so to speak, and show how the constellations we see today appeared at different points in history,” Mitch added. “Then we could get them to compare it to this papyrus, see if they get a match.”

“Great idea! But let’s run this over to them later, I’d like to keep examining it for a bit longer.”

Down the right hand side of the papyrus were three of the now-familiar symbols that they were going to translate. However, it was what was front and center in the picture that perplexed them.

There was an object, shaped like an obelisk, and to the upper right of it, was a bright star. The obelisk seemed to have some kind of rays coming from it. Below the object, was a person, lying on a bed, they could not tell if the person was meant to be dead or was simply asleep. The person appeared to be wearing some kind of ceremonial robe. There were depictions of other figures as well. Below the bed, as though it was floating above water, were three wavy lines.

“Do you think the person lying on the bed is dead?” Mitch ventured. “Perhaps the person is journeying into the afterlife, represented by the rising sun? This might be his family standing below him, one mourning, one looking towards the future and one receiving the everlasting life of the sun.”

“Could be, but they all look the same. Maybe it’s all one person,” Alex replied, scanning the ancient image closely.

“Well, yeah, but they might not have bothered with differentiating appearances. Or it could be showing the person moving into the afterlife. But what are these rays coming from two of the figures, the Sphinx-lion and whatever that obelisk-like thing is?”

“I don’t know, some kind of life energy maybe? Why don’t we translate the symbols on the papyrus, see what that could tell us.”

They searched the ‘crib notes’ for the strange glyphs. “Mitch, here’s one, ok, let’s see what the corresponding hieroglyph represents. Here, this one is the hieroglyph representing heaven.”

“That can also just mean the sky, or simply the area above someone or something,” Mitch clarified.

“Right,” Alex agreed. “Ok, this one means ‘to go’ – such as in moving or perhaps traveling from one place to another.” They looked at each for a moment, “Let’s come back to that, shall we?” Alex said. They were still avoiding a certain topic of conversation.

“This one,” Mitch pointed out, “it corresponds to the hieroglyph of the lion’s head and paw, which means a beginning, either of an event or some kind of object.”

“So, what do we have, a beginning, to travel, and heaven or sky...” Alex put her head in her hands. “I can see what that could be saying, but the person or persons represented – what does it mean in the context of what it’s showing?” Alex sat thoughtfully for a moment, thinking back to the previous night. “Mitch, this might sound crazy, but what if it’s all the same person, and what if that person is dreaming?”

“Dreaming?” Mitch replied, his eyes going wide.

“Yeah, dreaming. Here he’s asleep, in his dream he’s waking up. Maybe he’s dreaming of the Sphinx-lion, and of the obelisk,” Alex speculated.

“Did you say dreaming of the Sphinx?” Mitch asked, in an almost whispered tone.

“Sure, maybe that’s what these three wavy lines and these rays are, to show that it’s all seen from a dream state.” Alex looked at Mitch, who had grown pale. “Are you ok?”

“It’s just, I-uh, well, I just remembered something. Maybe it’s nothing,” he shook his head.

Alex leaned forward, “Mitch, what is it?”

“Well, I didn’t mention anything before, but this just reminded me of something.”

“Go on,” she answered.

“Last night,” he said, “I had a dream, it was the strangest thing. I dreamt we were out by the Sphinx and it came alive.”

Alex stared at him, speechless. She had tried to put the bizarre dream out her mind, her second one, but now...

Mitch noticed his partner had turned ghostly white. “What?” The way she looked at him told him what he needed to know. “No way!”

She nodded.

“The same one?” he asked.

“Uh-huh,” she replied.

“I don’t believe this!” Mitch said. “How can this be happening?”

Alex felt a cold chill run down her spine.

For a time, they just sat there silently, their minds racing, trying to make some sense out of this.

“At least it wasn’t just me this time,” she said, relieved.

Mitch frowned, “You know, the first time, it was just you that fell asleep.”

“That’s right!” she said. “I can’t tell you how much better that makes me feel.”

“Thanks,” he deadpanned. Then a thought occurred to him, “Alex, remember the dream that Tuthmosis had? He dreamt of the Sphinx when he was still a Prince, it told him he would become the next Pharaoh. His dream came true.”

Alex just looked at him.

“This means,” he continued, “that the Sphinx has a long history of conversing with people through their dreams. So you see, maybe we’re not crazy!”

“You want these dreams to come true?” she asked.

She had a point. “No,” he answered, “definitely not.”

“Right,” she said, “these dreams are scaring the hell out of me.”

“Well, what do we do now?” Mitch asked.

“Something external has to be affecting us,” she said.

“The chest and the cylinders,” Mitch said.

“Exactly. Remember what Jack and Bob learned about the metal, ‘not part of the periodic table’ I believe is how they so cleverly put it. We have no idea what other properties it could have.”

Mitch nodded, a light going on. “Like drawing you to its location through a vision it planted somehow.”

“Precisely,” she answered. “Well, Tuthmosis, not-with-standing, perhaps we should keep this to ourselves?” Alex ventured. “Maybe Tuthmosis understood what the Sphinx was asking or saying, but I sure as heck didn’t.”

Mitch smiled, “Agreed.” He thought for a moment. He took another look at the dream papyrus. “Alex, look at this, this obelisk is featured prominently, so that would tell me it has significance for whatever this is showing – death, a dream, whatever. But we haven’t come across anything like it in this excavation.”

“We need to find it,” she said.

“Absolutely, but where do we start looking?”
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First thing the next morning, Mitch and Alex had brought the dream papyrus to Jack and Bob and asked them to perform the star position analysis to see if the depiction of the stars were random or not. Once again, they decided not to bring up the subject of dreams.

At the end of the day, Mitch and Alex had once again settled in to continue deciphering the book of scrolls and search for something that would help them explain what was going on, when they heard a furious knocking on the door.

“Guys! Open up, it’s us!” It was Jack and Bob. They continued to pound on the door.

“All right, all right, we’re coming, don’t bang the door down!” Mitch answered.

“Hi,” Jack said breathlessly as he pushed his way past Mitch.

Bob just shook his head, “He’s rather anxious. He was running like his hair was on fire to get here, I could barely keep up.”

“Damn straight I’m anxious,” Jack said as he took a seat at the table beside Alex, where Mitch had been sitting. Mitch didn’t say anything about having his seat stolen. “Sit, guys, sit, we have something to show you.”

“Coffee?” Alex offered.

“No thanks, I take my caffeine from a can,” Jack replied. “We have the results from the computer program on star position analysis,” he said as he laid some papers and the papyrus out on the table.

“Wow, you guys are fast,” Alex said.

“We know,” Jack replied. “We did the comparison of what is shown on the papyrus and just kept backdating the timeline until we found this,” he said as he pointed to the results. “The depiction of the stars is not random, nor just for artistic touch – that is how the stars looked over Egypt around 12,000 years ago. And here, within it...that’s the belt of Orion.”

“Now you see why he’s in such a state,” Bob said.

“Do we ever,” Mitch acknowledged. “I’d say our body of evidence is coming together rather irrefutably.”

“These people, they had incredibly advanced knowledge and so long ago,” Alex said. “Written language, construction of the Sphinx-lion, astronomy, metallurgy and yet...we have known nothing of their existence before now. How could they have vanished so completely from the historical record?”

“Good question, maybe we’ll find some answers in the scrolls once we have them translated,” Mitch said.

“Can we help?” Bob asked.

“Thanks, but why don’t you two take a break – take the rest of the evening off, you’ve been working pretty hard,” Alex said.

“Are you sure? We don’t mind,” Bob offered.

“Alex is right, go rest, relax a bit, you can be sure we’ll be calling on you again soon,” Mitch smiled.

Alex beamed at them, “Thank you guys so much. You are THE BEST!”

“Yes we are,” Jack grinned, “Well, alrighty then, Rogue Squadron is just a call away!” he said as he jumped up. “C’mon Bob, let’s go play some of the computer games we brought along that have been gathering dust. We’ve got a fridge full of Cokes and Diet Cokes and many bags of chips waiting for us!”

“Sounds good to me! Bye guys, call if you need us!” Bob said as they headed out the door.

Mitch and Alex turned back to the task at hand. They knew they would not even begin to get close to deciphering everything as they had so few symbols on their ‘crib notes’, they just hoped to be able to glean some of the larger concepts.

Alex flipped through some of the pages in the latter half of the scrolls, when she came across another interesting drawing. “Mitch, look at this,” she said.

“Looks like some kind of chamber,” he commented.

“It does, it has a long entranceway and a double-chamber. There’s a large obelisk in the first chamber – the second chamber is showing some kind of platform with a smaller obelisk on top of it. What if...?”

“What if what Alex?”

“The obelisks, does one of them look like the same one as on the dream papyrus?” she asked.

“This one, the smaller one looks most like it. The other one has an opening or marking on the top of it. But obelisks are very commonly found. They’re probably just ceremonial.”

“Maybe, but what if they’re not?” she asked, looking closer at the page. “What is this – on top of the chamber?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe it was part of a larger drawing they didn’t complete, “ he said also taking a closer look at it. “Wait a minute....”

“What is it?” Alex asked looking at the drawing, trying to see what he was seeing.

“This outline, it looks like...it is!” Mitch quickly grabbed for the papyrus that depicted the dream or death picture. “Look, look at the bottom of the lion monument – it’s drawn exactly like what’s on top of this chamber. These chambers are underneath the Sphinx!”

“And then, maybe so are our mysterious obelisks!” Alex exclaimed. “This is incredible!”

“I know,” Mitch said. “There have been speculations about secret tunnels underneath the Sphinx before,” Mitch said. “People have searched and searched and found nothing.”

“But remember, those people hadn’t found anything further about its age either or who built it, let alone strange metallic objects.”

“Good point,” he acknowledged. “So now what? We can’t just grab our shovels and go digging around the Sphinx for hidden entrances to secret tunnels and chambers.”

“That is a problem,” Alex concurred. “The answers must be in the scrolls. We’ll keep looking, start deciphering what we can of the text and go from there.”

“Even if we do find answers, we won’t be able to do anything about it,” Mitch pointed out.

“Well, we’ll take it one step at a time and cross that bridge if and when we come to it.” She thought for a moment, “We need to figure out who these people were.”
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The Twins

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Four years have passed and the twins were now nearly five years old. Princess Anjia was blessed with her father’s striking emerald green eyes, while Prince Tramen had his mother’s eyes, a remarkable deep brown flecked throughout with gold.

Though still young, they regularly demonstrated maturity beyond their years. They loved to play and chase each other around as any five-year olds would, but there was something a little unusual about them.

Traeus and Axiana did their best to raise their children in a positive and supportive environment filled with learning and various challenges suited to their age. Though they did not have any prior experience as parents to compare to, they intuitively sensed that the twins had been born with abilities they were at a loss to fully explain.

Anjia especially seemed different from the start. She seemed to have a strong intuitive ability, the results of which most people dismissed as simple coincidences.

Zazmaria had always felt bothered by the young Princess and, to an extent, by her brother. Neither twin had ever warmed up to their Aunt.

Zazmaria also noticed Princess Anjia’s seeming abilities. She had been intrigued by stories she had heard throughout her life about people who possessed the ability to somehow see future events, to ‘hear’ the thoughts of others, to sense things about people, places or events. Zazmaria was deeply envious and suspicious of such people, As such, Anjia’s rejection of her, in particular, greatly disturbed Zazmaria. Her resentment and growing hatred deepened day by day, she herself descending ever further into darkness and despair.

Assan too, watched Princess Anjia with growing curiosity. He noticed how the Princess especially, seemed mature far beyond her years, almost as if she was able to understand effortlessly the complex world around her. In fact, they seemed to perfectly complement one another. They would often whisper things in each other’s ears, or just look at something, then look at each other and grin and nod knowingly.

The twins, though young had already begun being tutored, and learned quickly from the priests. They loved being taught new things and absorbed it all with great enthusiasm.
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Mysteries Arise

The time had finally come for the King to oversee the installation of the Pharom. Four long years had passed since the day when Victarius brought the finished plans to him and here they were about to make the dream a reality. So much had happened since then.

Traeus was filled with nervous anticipation. He knew the power they would be unleashing. He, Assan and Victarius had discussed every detail at great length. Every precaution had been taken to ensure safety, but it was still a remarkable and dangerous object they had created.

Victarius had warned Traeus about it ever being mishandled. The Pharom was incredibly sophisticated and had to be handled with the utmost care and only by trained people. Security would be tight and access to it would be restricted.

In spite of their precautions, Traeus was still worried. In fact, the Pharom could have been ready for installation weeks earlier, but Traeus had insisted on further tests of the Pharom as well as the specially designed double-chamber. Engineered with the hidden features that Traeus had requested, the inner chamber housed the platform that would ultimately hold and power the device.

Assan had wisely suggested they wait until late at night to begin their work so they could ensure the utmost secrecy. Traeus had his top guards led by Commander Koronius assist with the movement and installation of the Pharom.

All involved knew the danger inherent in their task. The Pharom, once activated, would be surging with incredible power – power, which must be carefully contained and constantly monitored.

Slowly and quietly the Pharom was transported to the site. Even the entrance to the tunnel and chambers beyond had been disguised as an extra security precaution. Traeus’ guards had ensured that no one was around to witness anything before the signal was given to begin to move it.

Assan had assigned Odai and Senarra to wait outside the entranceway for them. Four of the top Royal guards were charged with the responsibility of transporting the device. The Pharom had been housed in a specially designed container and it needed to be carried very gently, ensuring no banging or jostling of the precious cargo.

Assan, nodding to Odai and Senarra, motioned the guards transporting it to follow him inside. Once inside, they lit torches and through the long, narrow, sloping tunnel they walked.

They reached the entrance to the first chamber – a set of metallic doors carved with ancient Kierani inscriptions. The doors, which included a sophisticated locking mechanism, had been costly and difficult to create, but Traeus had wanted the utmost security for the Pharom.

Odai and Senarra waited until the King and his party had passed. Traeus had ordered two of his guards to take Odai and Senarra’s place guarding the entrance to the tunnel.

The group walked through the first chamber, which was stunningly designed with large columns and painted walls. The torchlight flickered on the walls, seeming to give life to the paintings. A large limestone obelisk stood in the center of the room.

“Please follow me,” Assan said as he walked to the back of the room. He opened the second entrance.

This time it was a single door, which had a similar locking mechanism as the first. They entered the rear chamber, which was much smaller and unadorned, except for a platform in the center of the room.

Assan walked around the platform, motioning for the guards carrying the Pharom to halt and wait. All eyes were upon him.

Traeus’ heart was pounding. This was a moment he knew he would remember for the rest of his life.

Holding a torch, Assan read the inscription on the platform and spoke some ancient incantations designed to offer protection as he waved the large ankh he wore around his neck over the platform. No one else said a word. Finally he asked the soldiers to set the container down. They did and Assan, still speaking in the ancient language, said further incantations over it.

“We are ready, your Highness,” he said finally.

Traeus nodded then turned to his Chief Engineer, “Victarius, will you do the honor of placing the Pharom on the platform?”

“Of course, your Majesty,” he replied as he bowed and stepped forward. “Once it is installed, it will become active immediately. I must warn you all – the effect of the power surge may make anyone inside the chamber nauseous and dizzy. The effect will be temporary as long as exposure is limited. Even those who will be assigned to monitor and maintain it will need to be kept on strict shifts of limited duration.”

“I understand, Victarius, but I wish to remain here for a short while. Assan will also stay. Commander Koronius, perhaps you would like to have your men wait outside?” King Traeus asked.

“Yes, your Highness, but with your permission, I would like to remain here with you during the installation.”

“Of course,” Traeus replied. The Commander spoke with his men, who exited the chamber then he resumed his place by Traeus’ side.

Odai and Senarra waited at the entrance to the rear chamber, this was something they did not want to miss.

Before Victarius placed the Pharom on the platform, the King spoke to his most trusted people, “This is a momentous occasion for us all. From this moment on, we will be entrusted with a great responsibility in safeguarding that, which has been so faithfully and painstakingly created. I thank you all for helping to bring this dream to fruition. We are taking a bold step forward. Victarius, your team’s achievement is without compare.”

“Your Highness, without your support and vision, it could not have been accomplished. We are very grateful for your ceaseless faith in our abilities,” he answered as he bowed respectfully.

“May the hands that have been entrusted with this most precious creation, be ever worthy of that trust,” Assan added.

Traeus nodded. “Victarius, please proceed.” A hush fell over the room.

Taking a deep breath, Victarius slowly reached inside the container and retrieved the heavy device. With a look of deep concentration on his face, Victarius held it over the platform with great care, ensuring correct placement. He lowered the metallic device until it latched into place. A low hum began.

Within moments of the Pharom’s installation, everyone in the chamber began to feel nauseous.

“It seems to be working properly,” Victarius said as the hum faded away, until it was barely audible. “It is done, your Majesty. With your permission, I will stay behind to ensure it is functioning correctly, but it would be best if the rest of you leave now, in case the effects intensify. We are still dealing somewhat with the unknown here.”

“I agree, Victarius, but make sure you are not overcome by the effects yourself. You may be a brilliant engineer, but I doubt you are immune to its power,” Traeus replied.

“I will join you shortly,” Victarius assured him. The rest of the group left the room.
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Once Victarius determined the Pharom was operating properly, both chambers were sealed and locked. The entrance leading into the tunnel was also sealed. When the doors were closed the entrance was practically invisible.

Traeus had not wanted to post guards at the entrance since that would only arouse curiosity and rumor. Instead, they had designed an entrance so sophisticated, a person could be standing right next to it and not know it was there. The King decided to keep four guards disguised as maintenance workers nearby.

Traeus and Assan walked back to the Palace accompanied by Royal guards. A short ways from the site, Traeus turned and looked back at the magnificent structure outlined in the starry night. “We have done it, Assan. All the years of work, planning, worrying, it was worth it. We have succeeded.”

“Yes, your Majesty, it is a time of great significance for our people,” Assan agreed.

Traeus thought for a moment, “I only wish we could share it with the people, tell them what we have done so they could share the joy and pride of accomplishment...and of hope,” he said wistfully.

“We are sharing it with them in a way, your Highness. It is there for all of us, and everyone will benefit from it, they just will not be aware of what is happening for now. It is better this way, it would not be prudent to risk anything else,” Assan answered.

“I know, of course, you are right. But, it has been hard keeping such a thing secret.”

“We would do our people a great disservice by telling them, getting their hopes up, when who knows...”

“Yes, there are no guarantees this will work, at least not in our lifetimes. But it is such a remarkable device.”

“It is indeed,” Assan replied. “Someday...”

They looked at the Amsara monument, each with his own thoughts about what it meant to him.
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Anjia’s Vision

Axiana woke up with a start in the middle of the night feeling panicked. She sat up, looked over at Traeus, who was in a deep sleep. She got up and decided to check on the twins in the adjacent room. She slowly and quietly opened the door so as not to wake them. However, fear gripped her as she looked into the room, Tramen was sleeping soundly, but Anjia’s bed was empty.

She looked around the room. Anjia was nowhere to be seen. Axiana ran over to Tramen and woke him up. “Tramen, Tramen, wake up, honey, wake up.”

The sleepy little Prince half opened his eyes and said, “Mommy.”

“Darling, where is your sister?” Axiana asked trying her best to stay calm and not frighten him.

“She is sleeping,” he replied, barely awake.

“No, honey, she is not here. Did you hear her leave the room? Did you talk to her?”

“No Mommy, I was sleeping, I did not hear anything.”

“Sweetheart, I am going to go find her, I am sure she is close by. Go back to sleep, Tramen.” She glanced at the window in the children’s room, which was still closed.

With that, she kissed her son’s forehead and hurried out of the room to wake her husband. She shook him, “Traeus, please wake up, Anjia has left her room.”

Traeus awoke with a start and bolted up, “What? Where is she?”

“I do not know. She is just gone. I asked Tramen if he heard her leave, but he heard nothing, he thought she was still asleep in the room.”

“It is all right,” Traeus assured his frightened wife, “we will find her.” He hurried to summon the guard posted at the end of the hallway. The soldier ran over.

“Did you see Princess Anjia leave her room?” Traeus demanded.

“No, your Majesty,” the guard shook his head, “I saw no one leave the rooms. I have been posted here all night, no one has come out.”

“The window in the children’s room is still closed, how did she get out if not this way?” Axiana asked.

“I am sorry your Majesty, but I saw no one leave,” the guard replied nervously.

“Come, we will search the Palace, she must have snuck out somehow,” Traeus said to his wife. “Guard, remain here.”

“Yes, your Majesty,” the soldier replied.

The rest of the Royal guards were alerted to begin the search. The staff also began looking for the missing Princess. Mindara had been woken up and asked to watch Tramen.

For nearly an hour, they frantically searched the Palace. The entire staff had been alerted and was participating in a room-by-room search of the Palace, fanning out to cover the grounds as well. The search, proving fruitless, was then expanded outward from the Palace.

After nearly forty-five minutes, a young guard came running back to the Palace in search of the King and Queen. “We found her! Please, your Majesties, you must come quickly!” he exclaimed.

“Where is she?” Traeus asked as he grabbed his wife’s hand.

“We found her standing in front of the Amsara monument! She seems fine, but she is not acknowledging or answering anyone. She is just staring up at the monument.”

Traeus and Axiana looked at one another in shock. How had she traveled so far in the night on her own, and why? Worried and confused, but relieved their daughter had been found, they ran quickly, following the guard.

When they arrived, they saw the tiny form of their daughter still standing in front of the great stone monument. As they got closer, the scene was eerie.

The night was bright and clear and the moonlight seemed exceptionally bright. It shone down over the colossal monument, casting a long shadow. Standing squarely in front of its paws was their daughter. Anjia’s long black hair shone in the bright moonlight. She stood completely still in her long white nightgown, seemingly unaware of the excited party racing towards her.

When they got closer to her, the rest of the search party held back and Traeus and Axiana stepped forward. Axiana called out, “Anjia, are you all right? Mommy and Daddy are here.”

No response came, no movement at all.

As the frightened parents walked up and knelt on either side of their daughter, they could see that she appeared calm, she was in no apparent distress, and had no obvious injuries. Not responding to her parents’ questions, Axiana reached out to lightly touch her arm. At the touch, Anjia suddenly broke out of the trance and looked at her mother and a smile crossed her face. “Mommy!” the girl hugged her relieved mother.

“Anjia, I am so happy to find you,” Axiana said.

“What are you doing out here? Why did you leave the Palace?” her father asked.

“Amsara called me. I came to talk to him,” she answered, as though this was nothing out of the ordinary.

“How did he call you, Anjia?” Axiana asked.

“In my dreams, he told me to not be afraid, that he would protect me.”

Axiana looked at Traeus. He too was at a loss for words.

“How did you walk so far on your own and without anyone seeing you?” Axiana asked, trying to conceal the fear in her voice.

Anjia shrugged, “I just did.”

“You should not have left the Palace without us, Anjia. It is not safe,” her father gently admonished her.

“But Amsara said it would be all right,” she replied matter-of-factly.

Traeus looked his daughter straight in the eyes, “You must not do it again do you understand me?”

“Yes Daddy, but is he not beautiful?” she answered, once again looking up at the immense stone figure, still bathed in moonlight.

Traeus did not answer her, he did not want to encourage her where this monument was concerned, though he admitted to himself, the sight was quite spellbinding. Instead he turned back to the head guard, “Go find Assan and tell him to meet us in our chambers right away. We will carry her back to the Palace.”

The guard nodded, “Yes, your Majesty, at once.”

Traeus stood and picked his daughter up, “Let us go back home, it is still nighttime, we need to get you back to bed. Tramen is worried and misses you.” As they headed back, Traeus gave his wife a serious look, “We will talk with Assan. Perhaps he can give us some answers.”

Axiana nodded and they walked back to the Palace, accompanied by the remaining Royal guards. Anjia rested peacefully in her father’s arms, humming a strange tune. A look of peaceful contentment was on her face. She then fell fast asleep.
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The worried King and Queen brought their sleeping daughter back to the twins’ room and left her in Mindara’s care, along with Tramen. They then returned to their private chambers to wait for Assan’s arrival.

As they related what had happened with Anjia, Assan’s face was intent, yet controlled. After he was told of the events, he stood and went to the window, silently gazing out towards the great Amsara visible in the distance, still bathed in moonlight.

Traeus had a very specific concern about his daughter’s behavior. “Assan, do you think it could be the Pharom that is causing this? She is only a young child, she knows nothing of the true purpose of the monument, nor the power of what lies hidden below it. Do you think somehow, she senses this power or is affected by it?” Traeus asked.

“What is contained below is very powerful, it may be having an effect we did not predict.”

“Is she in any danger – could it be harming her in some way?” Axiana was deeply concerned by what she was hearing.

“I do not believe that to be the case. I think it is more a matter of her being more receptive to it, in a sense, but I do not think it poses any risk to her health.”

Traeus paused for a moment, thinking on what Assan had said. “I realize this is a strange question to ask Assan, but she has always seemed...different somehow. I just do not understand what is going on with her, she is only five years old!”

Assan suspected there was something unusual about Anjia before, but had not wanted to worry her parents, but now that was out of his hands. “Your Majesties, the Princess does seem to possess an unusual gift of insight. In light of what has transpired tonight I believe it is her mind trying to interpret the energy it senses. This did happen shortly after the Pharom was activated.”

“That is true,” Traeus realized. “That must be part of what is happening to her. Should we shut it down?”

“No, I do not think that is necessary at this point. I think that whatever is happening is part of a latent ability she possesses.”

Assan’s comments reminded Axiana of another concern, “Assan, I have often wondered about something. Do you remember the potions Senarra gave me when I was having trouble conceiving?”

“Yes, of course,” he replied.

“I know you did not create them yourself, but do you think it might be possible for the potions to have had anything to do with Anjia’s behavior or abilities? She and Tramen also seem connected as well, on some deep level, more than just brother and sister.”

Assan thought for a moment, measuring his reply, “I am aware of what Senarra prepared for you and I can assure you, your Highness, she would never have given you something that could have in any way harmed you or your children. The connection you observe between the Prince and Princess is not all that unusual, twins, though rare, are known to share a deep connection – being able to sense things about one another, seeming to communicate without words, sense when one is hurt. It must be the experience of sharing the womb, growing together, being linked to each other through the mother.”

Assan paused then continued, “However, the potion that was created for you was very powerful and it was meant to counteract toxins in your system. The potion had never been made before or since.”

Traeus and Axiana were watching him, nervously anticipating his next words.

Assan looked at them, “It is possible there is some correlation, that the combination of elements in your system somehow affected her in particular, perhaps due to something unique about her physiology but, and I stress this, any effect would only have enhanced abilities or characteristics that were already there. In no way could it have created those abilities in an unborn child.”

“So, our daughter, do you think she is all right then? Should we be worried about her?” Traeus asked.

“I believe she is fine, but she should be watched closely. As her parents, you are in the best position to do that, but I would ask that you please let me know if you observe any other unusual behavior, even the smallest thing.”

“We will,” Axiana replied. “I will also think of ways for her and I to spend time alone together, to talk. Perhaps she can open up to me about things she is experiencing, even if she does not fully understand them herself.”

“That is an excellent idea, your Highness,” Assan agreed. “I think that is all we can do for now.”
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CHAPTER 20
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Rumors and Fear Grow

Zazmaria had not been sleeping well for the last few nights. Headaches, a sense of unease and nameless fear had plagued her and she could find no rest. The continuous arguments with her husband were wearing on her. He never listened to her anymore and she hated him for it.

The wine with the evening’s meal, which she had eaten alone, had not calmed her frayed nerves, so she decided to walk over to the small temple on the Palace grounds and try to seek some kind of solace there. She wanted to be alone and knew the temple would be empty at this time of night.

The temple was only a short walk from the Palace itself, it was towards the back of the grounds, past the main garden area and near the burial chamber where King Mesah and Queen Elenia were entombed. Zazmaria rarely went there, or to any of the temples in the city for that matter, but tonight, for some reason she decided to go.

As she approached it, she could see a faint light coming from inside. The light drew her closer. Once inside, she could smell the familiar aroma of incense burning near the altar. She stood in the doorway for a few moments, uncertain as to whether or not she should proceed.

The temple consisted of some cushioned seating places, and long, deep red draperies covered the windows on either side of the temple. From the outside, the soft light through the thick drapes cast a warm, red glow. At the far end of the temple was an altar, with a large, golden ankh in the center and behind it hung a large bronze carving of a sun image. Candles were lit, their flames flickering in the draft of the open door.

‘What can it hurt?’ she thought to herself. ‘I will not stay long.’ Down the narrow, stone aisle she walked, gazing toward the dimly lit altar. When she reached the front and knelt down in the front row, bowing her head, she felt the burden of her troubles bearing down on her as though they would press her into the floor and crush the very life out of her. She remained still for a short time, her eyes closed, breathing deeply, trying to relax and calm her troubled mind. After a while, she lifted her head and slowly sat down facing the altar. She watched the smoke from the incense wafting in the faint breeze. The smoke seemed to come alive and dance for her. She watched it, her eyes losing focus, the many nights of sleeplessness weighing her down.

Her mind drifted into the places in her heart she shared with no one. A dark feeling of wrath began to grow in the pit of her stomach, twisting its way first to her chest and then to her throat, until it seemed as though it would strangle the very breath out of her. At that moment, a vision began to appear in her mind’s eye.
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Anjia, now a young woman, was standing a thousand feet tall, holding a leash. Attached to the leash was the monument of Amsara, but it was not made of stone any longer – it was now alive. It stared at Zazmaria with a menacing gaze, a low growl emanated from its belly.

Terrified at the sight and sounds of the living monument, her eyes looked quickly up again at Anjia, who stood as though she was its master. Her gaze was penetrating, her long hair flowing behind her. The moonlight seemed to cast a white glow over where she stood, appearing to bathe her in a soft white luminescence.

Suddenly, Anjia’s eyes also began to glow with the same white light and in that moment, beams of this light shot from her eyes towards Zazmaria. It seemed as though the light was searching and searing her very soul.

“I know what it is you seek, I know what it is you are willing to do,” the figure of Anjia spoke.
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Zazmaria, frightened beyond words, gasped and fell backwards. She felt the back of her head impact on something solid. As she looked up, she was no longer standing before Anjia and Amsara, but rather she was back in front of the altar, lying on the floor.

She got up, her head throbbing in pain. She felt the back of her head and realized she was bleeding.

Terrified, she turned and ran down the aisle, through the temple doorway and into the darkness back to the Palace. As she ran back, she cried convulsively. The memory of her vision remained with her as though it was something imprinted on her mind, never to leave.

“What does this mean?” she whispered. “Why is this happening to me?” She stopped, motionless, staring straight ahead. She thought to herself, ‘The girl...she can peer into my heart. She sees things. She will try to destroy me one day!’

She continued on to the Palace, her mind racing. She headed towards her chambers, meeting up with her handmaiden, Medetha, who helped take care of her wound. Though Medetha expressed concern at how the Princess was injured, Zazmaria did not want to talk about it.

Medetha offered instead to bring the Princess some tea along with an herbal remedy to ease the pain and help her sleep, which Zazmaria accepted. Medetha left the room and Zazmaria stared out the window for a few moments, looking out at the moonlit garden, shivering.

Medetha returned with the tea and remedy she promised. “My Lady, take only one teaspoon of the mixture with your tea. It is quite a strong remedy. There is enough here for tomorrow evening as well, if needed.”

“Thank-you Medetha, I appreciate your help. That will be all for tonight,” Zazmaria said.

Zazmaria slept fitfully that night, tossing and turning for hours. In a semi-conscious state her mind kept replaying the vision she had in the temple, over and over again. The remedy was not helping, so she got up and mixed the rest of it in a glass of water and drank it down. She sat down in a chair at the window for a while and then began to drift off. But no true rest would come to her this night. Her mind, still ill at ease from the events of the evening, now began to conjure up nightmares.
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Zazmaria was back in the Palace temple, looking at the altar. She heard footsteps at the door. She turned but no one was there. When she turned back around to face the altar again, the lights in the temple had dimmed and the smoke from the incense had thickened, almost choking her. She could barely see. Coughing and nearly blinded from the smoke, she went to leave when she sensed a presence. She was certain someone was there. Not daring to move, she felt a soft breath at her ear.

“I know what it is you seek. I cannot allow this.”

With those words, she felt a strange sensation in her heart – she felt a wetness and dizziness. She looked down, and there in her chest a beautifully jeweled dagger had been thrust through her heart. Losing strength, she fell to her knees. Before her stood Anjia, again as the young woman in her vision, this time of normal height, with a large, striking, gold pendant of Amsara around her neck. Anjia stood staring down at Zazmaria, a slight rueful smile on her face. ‘It had to be,’ she spoke.

Just as she felt herself dying, Zazmaria screamed, “No!”
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She awoke with a start. Her mind was riddled with fear.
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CHAPTER 21
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A Fateful Meeting

One week later, Princess Zazmaria was walking alone along the river, trying to collect her thoughts. She was still intensely disturbed by the images she had seen. She had taken to spending more and more time alone.

Medetha kept trying to accompany her, to talk with her, but as much as she liked Medetha’s companionship, Zazmaria felt distant from her too. Zazmaria was becoming increasingly isolated, increasingly gripped by fear.

She heard the crush of leaves beneath a heavy footstep. She stopped in her tracks and turned, “Who is there?” No answer came. She called out again, “I heard you, now show yourself, that is an order from a member of the Royal Family!”

Still there was no response.

Now even the birds seemed to have silenced themselves. “Identify yourself immediately or I will call for the guards!”

“I think not, my Lady,” a man said as he stepped out from the shadows of the brush, his head covered by a hood. “I have been watching you and I know you are alone.”

“Do not come any closer, I am warning you.”

“Princess Zazmaria, pray tell, what will you do if I do not obey your Royal command?” the man’s tone was slightly mocking. He slowly stepped closer.

“I am perfectly capable of defending myself,” she said as she slowly reached for the dagger she had begun carrying with her since the evening of her nightmares of Anjia’s attack.

The man laughed a slow, menacing laugh. “Your Royal Highness, I am sure you are, but I too am a capable warrior,” he bowed his head slightly, his arms outstretched. He was only a few feet from her now. He removed his hood.

“Zhek? What is a Draxen doing stalking members of the Royal Family?” She was visibly shaken.

“Not members, your Highness...only you.” He had a twisted smile on his face as he continued to walk closer to her.

Zazmaria backed away slowly, trying to disguise the fear she felt at being alone and cornered by this man. “What do you mean by that? What is it that you want, Zhek?”

“I just want to talk to you, my Lady,” he bowed an exaggerated bow. “We have mutual interests, I think, you and I.” He was grinning at her in a knowing way.

“We have nothing in common Zhek, and do not look at me in that manner! You should show more respect to a member of the Royal Family than leering at her. And do not think we are not aware of how your family feels about us. Your family remains an unspoken enemy, in spite of its pretense. I am not fooled by it.”

“I apologize if I am making you uncomfortable, and you are right in the sense of our families being at odds, but that is not what I am talking about, Princess,” Zhek spoke her title with a condescending edge to his voice.

“Stop speaking in riddles and get to the point Zhek!” Zazmaria was feeling less frightened, but more agitated at the smugness of his tone and the way his stance was meant to intimidate her.

Zhek was a very tall, muscular man and he was using his imposing size to place her at a disadvantage. “Need I spell it out for you, your Highness? Very well then.” He stepped even closer. He was now standing directly in front of her, only inches away.

Zazmaria’s hand remained on her dagger.

“You and I have much in common,” Zhek stated. “I have observed you many a time at official functions and you have never appeared to be very close or friendly with anyone other than your husband. I suspect that you resent your place in line for the throne. As long as King Traeus is in power, you and your Prince husband will be bound to simply follow his lead. Quite meaningless and unimpressive roles, I dare say,” his eyes glinted as he spoke the insulting words.

Zazmaria, enraged and insulted by his brash comment, went to strike him across the face. Zhek caught her wrist and held it firmly, a smug grin creeping across his face. “My, my, Princess, hit a nerve have I? Let me share another thing I have observed. You and your husband have yet to produce any children, while King Traeus and Queen Axiana have been blessed with two beautiful, healthy heirs. Rather diminishes you and your husband even further, does it not?” His eyes had a cold gleam in them.

Zazmaria struggled against the strength of his grip, reaching with her free hand for her dagger. Zhek caught that arm too and pinned both hands behind her back. “I know this infuriates you, but in spite of your indignation, you know I am right.” His voice had softened somewhat and his gaze was penetrating.

“You are nothing but an ill-mannered thug, Zhek. You know nothing about me!” She continued to writhe within the iron-grip he held her in.

“Oh no, Princess? I think I know you better than you realize.” With that he bent his head and brazenly kissed her, a lingering passionate kiss.

Zazmaria was stunned and to her dismay and confusion, she found she had stopped struggling. Zhek lifted his head and looked deep into her eyes, gently released his grip, took her hand, which still held the dagger and kissed it softly. “Such a weapon, my Lady...”

Zazmaria was too stunned to speak. She still held on to the dagger, more as a result of being too shocked to move than any further menace.

Zhek was staring at her intensely. “Perhaps you and I should give some thought to forming a friendship Zazmaria. I think we have a number of shared interests and I would very much like to explore them further. I will leave you to think on this awhile. We shall meet again soon. Until next time, Princess...” Zhek bowed his head ever so slightly to her.

With that he let her go and strode away, disappearing into the brush from which he had emerged moments ago. Zazmaria stood speechless staring after him.

Several minutes passed, her head spinning, her heart pounding. She did not know what to make of the effect both his words and actions had on her. She straightened herself up, turned and headed back to the Palace. Her mind was now in further turmoil.
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A Plan Is Unveiled

“So, have you made contact?” Lord Draxen’s voice was low and menacing, full of expectation that one did not dare disappoint.

“I have Grandfather,” Zhek bowed his head towards him.

“And?” Lord Draxen asked.

“And, we have had a conversation. I think I raised some important questions in her mind. I believe she will be receptive to me. I have pointed out how we could be mutually beneficial to one another.”

Lord Draxen smiled a wide, sickening smile, stood up and put his wrinkled hands on Zhek’s shoulders. Zhek was much taller than him. “Well done! I am glad you can follow my directives so well. I knew she would be the right choice to get what we need. I want you to pursue this as far as you can. You must gain the Princess’ confidence and trust, so we can begin to infiltrate the Royal Family.”

He squeezed Zhek’s shoulders and gave him a knowing look. “We have already observed that she does not have a good relationship with other members of the Royal Family and the rumors would indicate that her marriage is not as solid as it should be either. So you see how simple and perfect a plan this is?” he smiled.

“Yes Grandfather,” Zhek replied. “However, I do not think we should underestimate the Royal Family. People can be unpredictable, especially people with that much power.”

“Do not worry, Zhek. We will be the ones in control, which means they will be underestimating us.”

“You are right of course,” Zhek replied, though inside he felt a measure of trepidation as to where this could all lead. Seducing the Princess would be scandalous and potentially dangerous, and he did not share his grandfather’s confidence that such a situation could be so easily manipulated to their advantage.

Zhek was considered by most people to be a very attractive man and a desirable potential husband due to his family’s wealth and power. His wavy black hair was thick and shiny and he kept it long and pulled back, adding to his roguish allure.

He had piercing, sapphire blue eyes, full lips and high, sculpted cheekbones, one of which was marred from a still-visible scar he received when he was only seven years old. His grandfather had seen fit to discipline him severely for lying. He had struck him hard across his little face. Never again did Zhek cross his grandfather.

“I am glad you see things my way, Zhek,” Lord Draxen said, “because the sooner we get some answers about what they are up to, the sooner we can begin making plans of our own. You do whatever you have to get information from her – specifically about the Amsara site for starters.”

The old man gazed out the window, his mind twisting and turning. “Our spies have reported suspicious activity around it for quite some time now. At first I thought it was just work related to the completion of the construction around it, but such work would not have gone on this long.”

He turned back to Zhek, “Something else has to account for the strange comings and goings there and we need to find out what that is as soon as possible. I do not trust King Traeus, or anyone in that family, even remotely. If they are up to something, we need to know what it is. A great deal depends on you right now, Zhek. Do not disappoint me.”

“I understand and I will do my best to not disappoint you, Grandfather,” Zhek said as he bowed his head slightly. “If you will excuse me then, I have much to do and to plan.”
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Betrayal

––––––––
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“So, have you given any more thought to what I said?” a voice whispered in Zazmaria’s ear.

It had been days since their last encounter. This time Zhek had snuck up behind her in the crowded outdoor market.

Startled she wheeled around to face him, then her face flushed and she turned away.

“Ah, I can see that I have had an effect on you at least. I daresay you have thought of little else since our last meeting,” he whispered into her hair as people jostled around them in the noisy marketplace.

The Princess was wearing a headscarf and had managed thus far to go unrecognized.

“You are most arrogant and presumptuous,” she shot back. “What makes you think I gave you another thought?”

“Because Princess, I can hear it in your voice and I saw it in your eyes when you looked at me a moment ago,” he replied in a silky voice. He was pressing close to her, still no one around them taking notice of anything unusual.

She quickly elbowed him in the stomach.

Winded he coughed and retreated slightly.

“I bet you did not see that coming, did you?” she said as she wheeled away.

Zhek followed, holding his stomach, but laughing to himself. “Well as much fun as this is, shall we continue our exchange later, in private?” He had moved close behind her again, and this time, touched his lips lightly to her neck.

Shocked at his brazenness, she again tried to elbow him.

This time he was prepared and braced her arm. “There is a small house on the edge of town – it is secluded. I am sure you have seen it. It is painted red and has a long winding walkway leading up to it. It belongs to my family, but no one lives there. Meet me there tonight, we will talk further.”

“How dare you...” she had started to say, but Zhek had disappeared into the crowd. She touched her neck where he had kissed her. She tingled all over, but she did her best to dismiss it. ‘That despicable rogue,’ she thought angrily to herself, ‘who does he think he is?’
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She returned to the Palace a short while later. She and Alaj had still not been getting along, anytime they saw each it was either an argument or silence. Alaj had not even shared her bed the last few nights. Her loneliness had grown with each passing day.

Later that evening, she tried to go to sleep, but she was wide-awake. Her mind raced with many thoughts. She tried everything to get comfortable, to relax, but nothing worked. As the hours passed, her restlessness became increasingly unbearable for her until, finally, she got up, dressed, and grabbed a cloak and left. She did not tell anyone where she was going. She simply walked out. She knew how to get out of the Palace unseen.

Soon enough she found herself outside the little red house on the edge of town. The night was cool and there were scattered raindrops, but she stood outside near a large tree for a long time staring at the house. It was dark inside, except for a single light placed in the front window.

“What am I doing here?” she whispered to herself, but with one step following the next she found herself at the door. She went to knock, but before she could, the door opened. There stood Zhek.

“Come in, my Lady, it is cold outside and it is starting to rain.” His tone surprised her. He was very courteous, not in his previous self-important, condescending way. This time he sounded sincere. “I just started a fire,” he said, politely motioning her inside. He was wearing a loose caramel-colored tunic, which accented his tanned skin, over fitted black pants.

Zazmaria, consumed with nerves, only managed to nod. She stepped inside and he closed the door quietly behind her.

“May I take your cloak? You look wet, I will fetch you a warm blanket.”

She hesitated for a moment then allowed him to remove her dark brown cloak. Underneath, she wore a deep burgundy silk dress, which complemented her honey-colored skin and topaz eyes. The way her gown flattered her was not lost on Zhek and, smiling to himself, he retrieved a soft, woolen blanket for her, which she took and wrapped herself in.

“I do not know why I am here,” she stated defiantly.

“I understand, but what matters to me is that you are here. The why of it? Well, that is something we can figure out later,” Zhek smiled at her. “Would you care to sit down, your Highness,” he said as he pulled out a chair for her.

The table had been lit with a single candle, which cast a soft glow around the room. The flame danced, enticing them to sit near it. Zhek admired the way her eyes sparkled in the candlelight.

She took the seat, all the while eyeing him suspiciously.

He laughed a soft laugh.

“What is so funny?” she snapped at him.

“Oh, just the way you are looking at me as though I am about to strangle you or something,” he said as he took a seat across from her. “Tea?”

“Fine,” she answered. “Is it so odd that I would be mistrustful of you?”

“No, not at all,” he replied and handed her a cup of tea. She took it without saying anything.

“My pleasure,” he said.

She looked at him. “It is not poisoned is it?”

“No, and I will demonstrate by taking the first drink.” He poured himself a cup, and took a couple of sips. “See, nothing to worry about.”

“I would not go that far,” she shot back. She looked at him closely, the candlelight cast curious shadows across his face. “If you do not mind my asking,” she ventured, “what is that scar on your cheek?”

“Ah that, yes, it is a little hard to miss,” he smiled.

“It is not that,” she replied, “it was just the light from the candle...”

“It is all right, I should not be so embarrassed by it. I have had it most of my life. My grandfather scolded me when I was a child. It never really healed properly.”

“I see,” she said, staring intently at him, waiting to see if he would say anything else about it, but he did not. She was intrigued by this story and by the flicker of emotion she saw on his face. She could almost see the little boy in him, vulnerable and sad. Something about it resonated within her.

“Princess...”

“Zazmaria,” she corrected him. She disliked being called Princess, she felt as though it was an obvious admission of her place in line for the throne.

“All right, Zazmaria, I would like to apologize for some of the things I said to you before. Or rather, how I said them. I meant them, and I think you will admit to the truth in the statements, but how I approached the subject matter, well I behaved boorishly. You deserve better than that and I am sorry.”

She did not reply. Zhek was approaching her in a far different matter this evening and it was catching her off-guard. She did not know quite what to make of it.

Zhek took her silence as an opportunity to continue, “I only wanted to approach you because I honestly believe we have mutual interests, you and I.”

“Oh?” she asked.

“Yes,” he replied. “It is no secret that you and your husband are not close to the rest of the family and my family has been greatly displeased with Traeus’ reign.”

“We know that, Zhek. It has hardly been a secret.”

“I am sure. But recently there has been far more cause for concern...such as when there is so much secrecy...” he said.

“Secrecy? What are you saying?” she was clearly surprised by his comments.

“You tell me. Something has been going on around the illustrious Amsara site for quite some time now. My family is tired of all this mystery. Why should we not know what is going on? Perhaps it is nothing of consequence, but knowing the House Selaren, I highly doubt it.”

“Has your family been spying on us?” she shot back.

“I am just a concerned citizen asking a responsible question,” he countered genially. “So then, could you tell me what is truly going on at that site?”

Zazmaria did not reply.

Zhek regarded her carefully for a moment. “Your lack of response is interesting, my Lady. Either you are not willing to say, or...”

“Or what?” she snapped.

“Or,” he said, his eyebrows rising, “you do not know either.” He laughed out loud, reading her reaction. “That is it. Tell me then, does your husband keep you in the dark about everything?”

She slapped him hard across the face and jumped up in a fury, “You bastard! You have no idea what goes on between my husband and I.”

Zhek flew out of his chair, grabbing her hand, “You have a nasty habit of hitting me.”

“Yes, well you have a nasty habit of asking for it, you insufferable swine.”

“Ouch,” he replied feigning hurt feelings, then took her hand and placed it on his chest.

He was a large man, taller and more powerfully built than her husband. Zazmaria was angry with herself for taking notice of such details.

“Correct me then, your husband does keep you informed of such things?”

Zazmaria did not say a word, did not move. She was mad, insulted, confused, scared and it all combined to keep her motionless and silent.

Zhek’s other hand slid down her back, just a wisp of a touch, resting on her low back. It sent shivers down her spine.

“We have observed Prince Alaj, and not to offend you, but he does not seem to be much of a leader.” Zhek looked down at Zazmaria. His lips brushed her forehead, “Nothing to say? Not even in your husband’s defense? He lightly kissed her forehead this time, “Silence can speak volumes, you know.”

Zazmaria’s heart was beating rapidly. Zhek’s hand traced a line down her neck and shoulders, then down her arm. Keeping her one hand pressed against his chest, he stroked her other hand until she closed her eyes, lost in the moment. Slowly her hand moved to his arm and wound its way up from his forearm to his well-developed upper arm.

He pressed his cheek to the side of her hair, taking in the scent of her thick, lustrous tresses and whispered in her ear, “I hope your husband knows what a lucky man he is to have such an exquisite woman as his wife.” He lightly nuzzled her hair and watched the firelight shine on the silk of her dress. “I have been in awe of your beauty from the first moment I laid eyes on you.”

Zazmaria caught her breath as she took his words in. It had been a long time since anyone had said such things to her. She was drawn to this man. She had been unhappy for so long and she felt very alone...but not right now, here in this moment. She looked into his sapphire-blue eyes, then down to his full lips.

Zhek bent down and kissed her, a kiss filled with passion and hunger.

Zazmaria, taken aback at first, slowly let herself be drawn in. He was a desirable man, no matter the circumstances and he seemed to know just how to touch her. She undid the leather strap that held his hair back and let it fall in waves about his face and shoulders. She ran her fingers through it. It was thick, yet silky to the touch. Having his hair loose gave him a wild, almost primal quality.

Encouraged by her touch, he slowly began to undo her dress, kissing her shoulders by the firelight.

In turn, she opened his shirt, revealing a strong chest, muscled from years of physical exertion and toil. She ran her fingers over it. It was hard, pure masculinity. She saw a large, dark birthmark over his heart. It was in the shape of a star.

He watched her fingers exploring his body, settling on the mark. His lips pressed to her ear, “It is a Draxen family trait shared by the men. We all have it. Every generation.”

She kissed it softly, letting her lips trace its shape. Zhek groaned with the sensual feel of her lips on his skin. His body responded to the subtle invitation.

Zazmaria felt herself falling, falling, afraid of where she was heading but too filled with desire to care at this moment. All that mattered to her now was the way Zhek made her feel. She had not felt this alive in a very long time, and she savored every kiss, every touch – every precious sensation. She tingled all over.

Zhek continued his assault on her senses. Encouraged by her responses he passionately made love to her in front of the fire.
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She fell asleep afterwards with Zhek still holding her. She awoke and looked at him while he slept. She was puzzled by what had just happened and by how natural it felt. She did not know why exactly, but she was drawn to this man. He was physically very attractive to her, but that was not the only thing. Something about him made her feel...alive.

Zhek slowly opened his eyes. “Well hello, beautiful,” he smiled, “are you a dream? Something as beautiful as you cannot possibly be real.” He leaned up on one arm, pulling her close, “Let me find out for myself if you are just a dream,” he pressed his lips to hers and kissed her, a long, slow, searching kiss. He pressed himself against her and she melted into him again. He caressed her hair, tangling his fingers in it, then releasing them and letting his fingers slip to her small shoulders, gripping her firmly.

Slowly he pulled her down on top of him. Zazmaria reveled in the sensations of their bodies pressed against one another. “You are exquisite Zazmaria, I have never felt so completely drawn to anyone in my life.”

She became quiet, once again studying the scar across his otherwise flawless features. “This must have hurt,” she said softly as her finger traced the rough line, barely touching him.

He winced slightly, turning his face away.

“I am sorry, I did not mean to hurt you...”

“It is probably more the memory of the pain that anything, though it has always felt a bit strange, a little numb I guess.”

“How old were you when it happened?” she asked.

“Very young, very small. Some lessons one never forgets,” he did not look at her, instead he shifted her gently to lie next to him.

“I see,” she answered, turning once again to face him. “Your grandfather, he raised you?”

Zhek nodded, but said nothing.

“He was pretty cruel, I gather.”

“He did what he felt he had to do, he always has,” Zhek replied.

“But it still must have been humiliating to be hit like that, especially as a small child,” she ventured, curious about this man and his history. “That kind of experience changes you somehow, heightens your sense of vulnerability, not knowing for certain how to be good enough to avoid such things.”

“You learn pretty quickly to watch out for yourself, to protect yourself and read others.”

Zazmaria looked at him sharply, making a connection in his statement. “And you are reading me now?”

“Just as you have been trying to read me. It is a natural response, would you not say, to an unfamiliar situation?”

Zazmaria did not answer right away, lost in her thoughts, “I guess one does develop certain...defenses.”

Zhek nodded. “Especially when you do not feel like you quite measure up, am I correct?” he asked.

Zazmaria looked at him in shock, her eyes tearing up before she could stop it, or hide how his words made her feel.

“You do not have to say anything, I understand,” he said as he kissed her forehead softly.

Zazmaria lay there, with the tears now falling down her cheeks. They did not speak on it any further. After awhile, she fell back asleep in his arms.

An hour later, she awoke with a start, clutching her chest. Another dream.

Startled, Zhek also woke up. Seeing her almost gasping for breath, he took her face in his hands and asked, “Zazmaria, what is it? Are you ill?”

She hesitated to answer, letting her head clear. She took deep breaths to calm herself, trying to put the disturbing image out of her mind. ‘Why did I see her again? Why now?’

She turned to look at the man lying next to her, his eyes searching her face for some kind of answer. She knew how fraught with danger this situation was, what his family was about, but still, she had never before felt so quickly and powerfully connected to anyone, not even her husband.

“Zhek, I, I...”

“Yes, what is it?” he asked.

She did not want to talk about the dream, or what she thought it meant, but she needed to confide in him. The dream had led her thoughts to something specific. “Before, when you asked me about Amsara...that has been a point of contention between my husband and I.”

“I am not surprised, as I have said your husband seems weak, timid. Nothing at all like you, my little lioness,” he said as he began to kiss her neck.

Zazmaria shivered as the feel of his soft, full lips sent electric shocks through her system. She had never felt this way before – emboldened, beautiful, desirable, worshipped. She loved every sensation he created in her.

“Zhek, what are we doing, you and I?” she asked suddenly.

He looked deep into her eyes. “I think we have much in common, Zazmaria. We have always lived in the shadows, waiting for our time to come and I do not think either one of us can accept that any longer. And if I may be so bold, I feel as if I have always known you in a way, as though we are meant to be here, together.”

Zhek paused, looking down at her hand that he now held, “This must seem ridiculous to you.”

“No...no, it does not.”

He looked up at her, his eyes wide.

She continued, “I feel the same way, I cannot explain it, I barely know you...”

He kissed her, “You need not explain it. I think you know me very well. We are the same you and I and I think we want the same things. Zazmaria everything we have been denied in our lives, it can be ours. I believe there is nothing we could not accomplish together. Nothing....” He continued kissing her.

“Zhek,” she said, he stopped and looked into her eyes. “I told you Alaj and I do not agree on some things. You are right about him – he is not a strong leader. He and I have been utterly kept in the dark about what is going on with the Amsara site. Traeus claims that there is nothing for Alaj to be concerned about.”

“But you do not believe him?” Zhek asked.

“Would you?” she asked.

“No, but my perspective on the situation is a little different than yours.”

“Not so different, really,” she countered. “Alaj and I are no better informed than your family.”

“But you are convinced there is more to the story?”

“Why else would Traeus hide it?” she said.

“Indeed. It must be infuriating to know he does not trust or value his own brother enough to keep him informed of projects his own family is working on.”

“Exactly! But my husband does not seem to understand that. He is being made a fool of, and I along with him! Effectively, the priests are in a far greater position of power than my husband!”

“How can any man, let alone a Prince, stand for that?” Zhek stated, eager to encourage her anger. He knew he had hit a sore spot. “Tell me, what exactly did Alaj find out about the monument’s purpose, its real purpose?”

“Just that there is a tunnel and chamber below it for the priests to meditate in and yet I have not seen them coming and going from the site. Traeus has never allowed anyone else to go inside.”

“I see our King treats his own family no better than he does his people. Whatever he is up to could be dangerous to us all. I think he needs a lesson in respecting others, would you not agree?”

“I have had that very same thought...for a long time,” she replied.

“Then we have a mutual understanding,” Zhek smiled.

Zazmaria looked into his eyes for a long time. However it was getting late and she knew she had to leave. “I must be going, Zhek.”

“Zazmaria, before you go, please remember the things I said tonight – I meant them. I think much has been missing from both our lives. I think we have a great deal to offer one another,” he said. “You and I could be very good for one another. Your husband may not be the type of man who is willing to risk change, but I am.”

And with that, she moved towards the door, looking back at him as she left. Her life within the Palace now felt like a prison.
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Pharom

Present-Day Egypt

“Why haven’t you two finished this section?” Dustimaine demanded. “You’re lagging further and further behind. I want an explanation!”

He wasn’t even waiting for an answer. “I warned you last time to speed things up. Your slow progress is hampering the excavation. I have people I have to answer to, and if you start making me look bad, you are going to be very sorry. I promise you that!”

“We’re sorry, we will speed things up...” Alex started to say.

Dustimaine cut her off, “I’ve heard that before and yet now your area is even further behind!”

Khamir, who overheard the exchange, felt very bad for them. Khamir was the workers’ supervisor and the primary liaison for Mitch and Alex. They had liked him immediately when they met him, something about him exuded a quiet confidence. He was well respected by the workers and he seemed sincere and genuine. He had also shown a real interest in Mitch and Alex.

“The annual gala is tomorrow night. Everyone who’s anyone in Egyptian archaeological circles will be there and I want to be able to say with confidence that we are going to finish on time and with some impressive results. I also expect you two to be there and be on your best behavior. And for goodness sake, dress appropriately! I don’t want the two of you, or your two sidekicks, Jack and Bob, looking like you haven’t seen the inside of a shower stall in weeks. Now get to work! I don’t want any more delays!”

With that he stormed off, muttering something about the embarrassment they were causing him.

Khamir watched him leave.

Mitch and Alex hadn’t even had a chance to say anything else. They looked at one another then noticed Khamir looking at them.

He quickly turned his head when they saw him.

“How embarrassing was that?” Alex whispered. “I feel like I’m in grade school being chastised by a teacher.”

“Do you get the feeling he doesn’t like us?” Mitch asked. That was now their running joke.

Alex laughed, before becoming serious again, “I just wish he wouldn’t do that in front of the crew, they’ll lose respect for us.”

“He has a point though,” Mitch whispered. “We are falling further and further behind. We’re spending too much time on other things.”

“Crap, what are we going to do?” Alex asked.

“We’re going to have to re-deploy some of the workers to try and cover more area faster,” he answered.

“They’re going to wonder why we’re doing that, they’re pretty comfortable with the way we’ve assigned things up to now.”

“We’ll deal with one problem at a time,” he replied.

They walked over to Khamir and explained the changes they wanted. He nodded, “Is there anything else I can do to help you right now?”

“No, we wish there were though,” Alex replied. “But thank-you, Khamir. We’re sorry to have to do this to you.”

“I understand – it will be done, do not worry,” he said as he bowed his head and turned to go and talk to the workers.

“What did we ever do to deserve him?” Alex said quietly to Mitch as they watched Khamir talking to his men.

“This is going to get even more tense, you know,” Mitch said. “We’re running out of time. The longer we wait...”

“I know, I know, you don’t have to finish,” she sighed.

“Alex, we’ve got to take this seriously, we’ve kept the chest and its contents for too long now. They might not understand even when we bring forth our findings. We could be in a lot more trouble than we’ve bargained for.”

She took a deep breath, “Maybe, but it’s not like we’re planning on stealing it or selling it. Our intentions are good.”

“Let’s just hope that when the time comes, they take that into consideration.”
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Mitch and Alex headed over to the lab at the end of the day. They had previously told Jack and Bob about the possibility of secret chambers below the Sphinx that might contain the two mysterious obelisks. Jack and Bob would have bolted right out the door then and there to try and find the chambers if Mitch and Alex hadn’t informed them of what the consequences would be for attempting an unauthorized excavation.

“You two look like zombies,” Bob said as Alex went straight for the coffee. Mitch plopped himself down in the nearest chair.

“Dr. Dust Bucket has been giving us a pretty hard time, we’ve had to step things up a lot. He’s blaming us for the excavation falling behind schedule,” Alex moaned as she sat down beside Mitch.

“Well, it is sort of our fault,” Mitch admitted. “If we weren’t spending so much time trying to decipher the scrolls, looking for clues to the possible location of an entrance to the secret chambers underneath the Sphinx, we’d be a lot further ahead. I think we’re just getting tired. The pressure’s mounting, you know.”

“What have you guys found so far?” Bob asked.

“For starters,” Mitch said, “the title of the book. The writing style of it is more like the later, or newer parts of the book so we were able to translate it, ‘The Book of the Old and New World’. We suspect that the earlier parts of the book are actually far older. The writing is sufficiently different that we can’t yet glean anything from the first half of the book.”

“Is that like Old and New Kingdom labels when referring to Egyptian history, or like the Old and New Testament of the Bible?” Bob ventured.

“Probably exactly like that,” Mitch replied, nodding his head. “Which is great, only we can’t decipher anything from their earlier history yet, which would tell us so much.”

“What else have you deciphered?” Jack asked.

“Well, the symbol for the word ‘power’ keeps showing up over and over again. But we don’t know enough of the symbols to determine exactly what it’s saying,” Alex said.

“What is the hieroglyph for that again?” Jack asked.

“The ‘was scepter’,” Mitch answered.

“Interesting,” Jack said. “Any others?”

“Heaven or sky, travel or move, and the one for beginning. We also see the seated lion represented over and over again, and the symbol for light, which could also mean sun, or time for that matter,” she said.

“Some of the symbols on our ‘crib notes’ were just a few letters,” Mitch added, “so it’s taking us awhile to spell words out and of course we don’t have all the letters. We’re looking for words that are repeated a number of times for starters. We’ve found a couple.”

“Like what?” Bob asked.

“Kierani.” Mitch answered.

“What does that mean? Is it someone’s name?” Bob asked further.

“Kind of,” Alex started, “we think it’s the name of whoever these people are.”

“You mean they don’t call themselves Egyptians?” Jack asked.

“That’s the way it seems,” Alex replied. “We also translated a word which we think was the original name of the Sphinx – ‘Amsara’.”

“Amsara,” Bob repeated. “That’s pretty. What does it mean?”

“We don’t know yet. There’s still a lot we haven’t been able to translate,” Mitch admitted. “We also don’t see anywhere where they talk about mummification or the usual gods, from what we can tell. Whoever they were, they were definitely unlike the ancient Egyptians we’re all familiar with.”

“One of the most intriguing symbols we’ve translated though,” Alex said, “is the symbol for power shown with the image of an obelisk. On the pages showing hidden chambers below the Sphinx-lion, there were two obelisks depicted. One larger obelisk and with a marking or opening at the top is shown in the first chamber, but it only appears once in the scrolls. The other, the smaller one without that marking or opening, that’s the most commonly represented one and the one shown with the symbol for power. There’s another word we have seen only a few times, but we don’t know what it means. We pieced it together from the letters we had.”

Mitch nodded, “It spells, ‘Pharom’. It’s always shown with the smaller, plain obelisk and the symbol for power.”

“What do you think that is?” Jack asked.

“Well, it may be someone’s name, perhaps a powerful king or pharaoh who was responsible for building the lion monument and the hidden chambers,” Mitch said looking over to Alex.

Jack looked at Mitch and Alex shifting in their seats. “What? What is it guys?”

Alex took a deep breath, they hadn’t been sure if they should say anything else, but she decided to go ahead. “What we really suspect is that it’s the name for this obelisk we keep seeing, and that it may be much more than a simple relic.”

“How much more?” Bob asked.

“Like we said, it’s always shown with the symbol for ‘power’,” Mitch said. “We’re not really sure what to think. It’s represented on one of the scrolls with some kind of ‘rays’ coming out of it.”

“Rays coming out of it? What the heck does that mean?” Bob was becoming even more concerned.

Jack was giggling to himself.

“What are you laughing at?” Bob asked.

“Maybe it’s a brain probing device, we can test it on you when we dig it up,” Jack quipped.

“At least it would have something to probe, not like some people in this room,” Bob fired back.

“Oh yeah? My brain would be far too sophisticated for it...”

“Fellas!” Alex stopped them. “Bob, to answer your question, we don’t know at this point what it is. We can’t even begin to speculate,” Alex tried to reassure him, but she knew it wasn’t helping much. “We’d need to see it for ourselves. And we need to keep piecing together more words.”

“This chamber, the obelisk, it could give us a lot more answers...if only we could find it,” Mitch said.

“Yeah, that would be a tremendous find. Who knows what else might be hidden down there?” Alex said.

“And you guys are sure the chamber is down there – beneath the Sphinx?” Bob asked. “I mean no one has been able to find any evidence whatsoever of that.”

“Yeah, we know,” Mitch said. “Even if it is there, it will be a cold day in hell before we ever get near it.”

“Can you imagine Dustimaine’s reaction to that kind of request?” Jack laughed. “He’d make sure you two were the next mummies added to the shifting sands of Egypt.”

“Don’t worry, Jack and I would dig you up,” Bob offered sympathetically.

“Oh gee, thanks, and maybe he will have been kind enough to hide our canopic jars with our bodies. With our organs and corpses, you could put us back together,” Alex replied.

“Hey cool, you guys would be Frankensteins! You’d have to obey our orders!” Jack said.

“You’re all losing your minds, I swear!” Mitch laughed. “I think we all need more sleep.”
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The Assassination

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Axiana had been very worried about her daughter since the night she was found by the Amsara monument, having walked out there in her sleep. The little girl had not been disturbed at all by that night. It had been just over a week and Axiana had patiently observed her daughter, looking for signs of anything unusual, but saw nothing of the sort and much to her relief, there had not been a repeat of that frightening incident.

Axiana had however become convinced that the truth was locked away deep within her daughter and that perhaps if the two of them had some time alone, away from the daily distractions, she might be able to reach her.

“Sweetheart, how did you sleep last night?” Axiana asked.

“I slept good, but Tramen was noisy in his sleep.”

“No more dreams of Amsara, darling?”

“No, no more, Mommy,” Anjia replied.

“Maybe you and I could go sailing down the river tomorrow, just the two of us.”

“That would be nice Mommy, but Tramen will be sad,” she said.

“I will take him out another time. You and I can sail down the river and have a picnic lunch, and play along the riverside. What do you think, sweetheart?”

“It will be so much fun! I love you, Mommy.”

“I love you too, my darling girl,” Axiana kissed the top of her head.

Just then, they heard the crunch of leaves, not far away, “Hello, is anyone there?” Axiana called out.

“It is just me, Zazmaria,” she replied as she emerged from a grove of trees behind the bench where they had been sitting. “I did not mean to startle you. I was just picking some berries out back. I was on my way back to the Palace to wash them.” She smiled, “Good day, Anjia.”

Anjia did not reply, instead she buried her face in her mother’s dress.

“Anjia, there is no need to be shy,” Axiana chided her gently.

Zazmaria smiled, “Well, if you will excuse me, I am going to head in.”

“Can we give you a hand with that?” Axiana offered.

Zazmaria pulled the basket in tight to her, “No, thank-you, I can manage.”

A few moments passed before Anjia peered out over her shoulder watching her aunt disappear into the Palace. Finally, she lifted her head.

“You do not have to be shy, honey,” her mother reassured her.

“I am not shy,” Anjia replied.

“Then why did you hide your face?” Axiana looked at her daughter for a moment, “What is it Anjia, why are you acting so strange?”

She shrugged her small shoulders. “It is just...”

“What is it sweetheart? You know you can tell me anything.”

“I know. I just do not like her. Tramen does not like her either.”

“Your Aunt Zazmaria? Why not?” Axiana asked surprised at the admission.

“I do not know. I feel cold when she is around. She is creepy. I think she is mean too.”

“Anjia,” her mother admonished her, “that is no way to talk about a member of your family. You are a Royal Princess and you must at least be polite to people. Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” she replied sullenly, looking down into her lap.

“All right then. Let us go back inside to play with your brother. Later, I will help you get ready for our sailing trip in the morning. We will have a wonderful day tomorrow.”
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Axiana made sure she packed all the necessary items for the day of sailing with her daughter. She was planning on exploring and strolling along the area east of the river for herbs and plants. Axiana had an argument with Traeus the previous night about this trip. He did not want her to go, but she insisted she needed to do this for Anjia.

Her husband felt that it was getting too close to the annual flood season and that the trip could be dangerous, but she had argued he was being overprotective. The flood season was not due to start for a few more weeks. She insisted she and Anjia would not be in any danger. They had some beautiful weather lately, warm sunshine and cool breezes and Axiana wanted to take advantage of that. She reminded him that she had been sailing all her life and not to worry so much.

Traeus asked her to at least wait until the whole family could go together, but she was insistent on having her mother-daughter time with Anjia, to connect with her one on one and see if she could get her to open up about anything she might be keeping inside. Traeus lost the argument.

He could see Axiana was determined and that there was no talking her out of it. He conceded to allow her to go, but only if a dozen guards escorted them. He assured her he would instruct the guards to allow the two of them some privacy to enjoy their trip. Axiana agreed to this one compromise.

Axiana had a tough time telling Tramen he could not come with them on this day. She had tried to explain that she and Anjia just needed some mother-daughter time, but she could tell how disappointed he was. He had never before been excluded from a family activity.

“But who will protect Anjia?” Tramen asked his mother with all seriousness. “I could bring my sword and protect both of you.”

Ever since Traeus and Axiana asked their son to look after his sister after her sleepwalking incident, he had taken on the responsibility with the utmost seriousness, even to the point of asking Commander Koronius for a weapon. The Commander had the King’s armorer make a wooden toy sword for the young Prince.

“Your father has ordered many guards to accompany us, dear,” Axiana assured her son.

“Tramen, you and I can play when we get back,” Anjia said.

“All right,” Tramen replied, still looking a little sad.

“Your Uncle Amoni would like to teach you some swordplay today with your new wooden sword. That way you can learn to protect Anjia better. Mindara will make you both a picnic lunch, too. Would you like that, Tramen?” his mother asked.

Tramen’s face changed from disappointment to excitement, “Yes Mommy, I will practice until I am really good!”

Tramen giggled as Axiana drew him to her and gave him a hug and kiss. “I love you, my son.”

Then it was Anjia’s turn, “I love you too, Tramen. Thank-you for wanting to protect me,” Anjia said giving him a big hug.

Tramen thought to himself, ‘Why are they being so mushy?’ He noticed that girls liked hugging, kissing and saying ‘I love you’ a lot. It was not that he did not like kissing his sister and mother, but he was five years old now and yesterday Commander Koronius called him a ‘young man’. All this hugging and kissing in front of the Royal guards was quite embarrassing for him, but he replied, “I love you, Mommy. I love you, Anjia.”

[image: 00009.jpeg]
As Axiana and Anjia approached the docks with their escorts in tow, an additional two-dozen of the King’s finest guards and sailors were also there waiting for them.

“How are we going to get some privacy with all of these soldiers?” Axiana commented to her daughter.

“I guess Daddy is very protective of us,” Anjia said.

“Yes, he is,” Axiana said, the irritation was evident in her voice. “Commander Koronius, what is the meaning of this? My husband said that there would only be twelve guards coming with us.”

The Commander bowed politely to the Queen and Princess. “Why your Highness,” the Commander replied with an exaggerated sense of unknowingness, “what do you ever mean? I am simply taking these soldiers for a training session on the river today, while the other guards accompany you and the Princess.”

“So many of you just happen to be going today and with so many weapons?” Axiana asked.

“Of course, most of these lads are not used to the waters, like you are, your Highness. That is why I thought it would be a good idea to give them more experience on the river. It is a perfect day for it, would you not agree?”

“And the weapons?” Axiana asked, raising an eyebrow.

“We could not very well have a proper training exercise unarmed, could we?” he explained.

“No, of course not,” Axiana said, not accepting any of it.

“Besides, you can never be too careful. It is best to be prepared for anything,” the Commander said with as much sincerity as he could muster.

“That makes absolutely no sense to me,” Axiana laughed. She could never be mad at this kind, old soldier.

“We will be sailing south down the river, in the same area you and your original complement of guards are heading. Quite a coincidence,” Commander Koronius stated.

“Incredible,” Axiana said. She would have to have a talk with her husband about this when she returned at the end of the day.

“Since some of your lads are going on a training exercise, you can take these other lads with you in the other three boats,” Axiana pointed to the Royal escort surrounding her and Anjia. “My daughter and I will take my personal sailboat.”

“But, your Majesty...” one of the escorts, who was being reassigned, protested.

“That is an order,” Axiana said firmly. “We all know that I am the best navigator and sailor here. I can take care of myself and my daughter on a sailboat.”

Commander Koronius was about to argue with her, but he saw her resolve. She was the Queen and he was compelled to obey her wishes. “Very well then, your Majesty, though I agree under protest,” he said.

“Understood. Do not worry, I will inform my husband this was my idea and mine alone and that I did not give you a choice.”

Axiana set her sails to head south. After a while, she landed her sailboat near a lush and uninhabited region. They spent the day walking, picking up various herbs and plants, and watching the wildlife. Commander Koronius and his men allowed the Queen and Princess their privacy.

Axiana saw no signs that her daughter was troubled, much to her relief. At the end of the day, they packed up to head back to the Palace. Axiana cast off the sail and headed north, with the rest of her entourage following behind.

Several leagues into the trip back, Axiana noticed the weather had unexpectedly taken a turn for the worse. “Your Highness!” Commander Koronius shouted as loud as he could from his boat. “There is a storm brewing up ahead! We need to move you and your daughter onto this larger boat for safety.”

Axiana nodded her head in agreement. Off in the distance, she could see pitch black, threatening clouds approaching. By the looks of things, the storm was approaching quickly. Although Axiana had sailed through storms on the river before, she was the only adult in the boat. She now had her daughter to think about. She was not going to risk her safety.

At that moment, she heard a soldier on one of the larger boats shout, “Lookout!”

Axiana turned to see a waterspout spring out of nowhere.

“It is heading straight for us!” one of the soldiers shouted over the sudden and violent winds.

“There are more of them over there!” another soldier shouted as five more of the deadly waterspouts appeared around them. Three of them were heading towards the boats carrying the Royal soldiers. The captains of the boats had to take evasive actions to avoid the watery twisters. In doing so, two of the crafts collided.

Commander Koronius watched helplessly as his Royal soldiers fought against the powerful and sudden storm. He yelled at them to catch up to the Queen’s boat. They struggled frantically against the now ferocious winds. They were falling further behind their Queen’s boat. Desperately Commander Koronius tried to force his own craft ahead, without any regard for his own safety.

Axiana realized she must get to her escort crafts before the full fury of the storm hit them. She would have to either wait for the other boats to catch up, or else she would have to turn her boat around, and sail towards them. It started to rain hard. The easterly wind, which she had used to sail up and down the river, was replaced by a stronger wind from the north. The northerly wind hit the Queen’s craft straight on and the sailboat came to a dead stop.

“Mommy, why have we stopped?” Anjia asked, frightened.

“We just need to change our direction to get through, sweetheart,” Axiana said as calmly as she could.

The increasingly strong current started to push her boat back. The rain poured down on them, drenching them. The skies were pitch black, only the numerous lightning bolts revealed the angry, dark clouds.

Axiana had only two choices; she could adjust the angle of the sails so that they could catch the wind correctly to move the boat forward, or try to steer the boat into the proper direction to catch the wind, but steering the boat might not get the boat to where she needed it to be in the current torrential conditions.

Axiana pulled the cord to adjust the sails, but the cord ripped apart and the rope holding the sail and center beam together on the starboard side flung loose. “Oh no!” Axiana cried out.

Anjia remained quiet and frozen, watching her mother work frantically in the merciless storm.

Without any support on the starboard side, the rope on the port side also flung loose. Without the ropes holding the sail and the beam in place, the force of the winds turned the sail, twisting the center beam, snapping it in two, almost capsizing the boat. The sudden and violent storm tossed the boat around like a toy amidst the angry waters.

Anjia screamed and clung to her mother. Axiana held Anjia tightly in one arm and tried to steer the rudder with her other arm. She noticed that she still had the piece of cord that had ripped apart. She looked at the cord and noticed that there were brown burnt marks and a white residue on the ends of it. It looked as if some sort of chemical had burned through the cords and the ropes holding the beam. The chemicals would have needed time to burn the ropes – time that she and Anjia had used to go wandering in the wilderness.

“Mommy, I am scared!” Anjia cried.

“Me, too, honey. I am doing the best I can. Do not worry, we will be all right!” Axiana yelled, looking out into the menacing darkness, praying her words would prove true.

The break in the beam also broke apart several parts of the boat. The sailboat was quickly taking on water and began to sink. Axiana seeing that they were about to go under, grabbed the barrel of drinking water she brought for their trip, and emptied it.

“Honey, I am going to do something to keep you safe, you have to try and be still for a moment!” she shouted through the lashing winds. She quickly tied Anjia to the barrel with the rope she was still holding – the same rope that had once held the sails together. ‘The empty barrel should float,’ she thought, ‘it should help keep her above water.’ The barrel was too small to support an adult.

With one big crash, the waves finally tore the sailboat into pieces.

Axiana and Anjia were thrown into the turbulent waters. At first, Axiana also held onto the barrel that Anjia was tied to, but she only ended up dragging both of them down into the water. Without thinking and acting purely on instinct, Axiana let go of her daughter.

“No! Mommy!” Anjia cried, as she resurfaced to the top of the water. Anjia only saw a glimpse of her mother before the waves swept them apart. Anjia held onto the barrel, crying for her mother who had disappeared under the waves, until eventually the little girl succumbed to darkness...
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Chaos

In the city, the effects of the sudden storm were also being felt. The storm had hit the Royal Palace and other buildings with gusting winds and sporadic flooding. Trees were whipping in the wind and reports of damage and injuries around the city came pouring in.

This was the worst storm they had ever experienced. Chaos and confusion were rampant as people desperately tried to hold their homes and loved ones against the punishing rains and terrible winds. This storm was different. It had come on without warning and had taken everyone by surprise with its sudden intensity.

The storm had also battered the main temple, but its sturdy walls of stone had withstood the beating. The priests had been scrambling to help those caught in the storm and had gathered people near the front of the temple. Provisions were brought in from the priests lodgings, kitchen and dining hall in the wings behind the main temple complex.

Back in the priests’ private wings, a young priest named Essen, yelled out, “Odai! Odai! Come quickly!”

Odai, at the far end of the temple, heard Essen calling out and came running. Essen was wildly waving him down the hall, which led outside the temple complex.

“What is the matter?” Odai called after Essen, who had not stopped to explain, but kept on running ahead. Nearly out of breath, Odai finally caught up with him as he was entering the garden, which preceded the lion habitat.

“Hurry Odai! It is Amsara, something is wrong with him!”

“What do you mean? What has happened?” Odai asked, feeling a sudden sense of panic.

Finally, they had stopped at the entrance leading to the lion’s den and Essen turned to explain, “Odai, I honestly do not know what happened. I had checked in on him and the lionesses to make sure they were safe from the storm and they were all fine, they had gone into their housing once the rains had started.”

Essen’s voice rose with panic, “I checked on the lions again not ten minutes ago and they were sitting quietly in the corner of the den watching the rains die down when Amsara’s ears suddenly perked up and he started to growl, low at first, then he got up and he began to pace. I thought maybe the storm had upset him. But then he just went wild. He ran into the outdoor enclosure and began clawing at the fence, roaring. Then he started running back and forth along the fence at the back of the den. I have no idea what startled him.”

Essen paused to catch his breath. “He will not stop. I did not know what to do, so I came looking for you.”

Odai stepped forward carefully, he could hear Amsara going wild inside, roaring and shaking the mesh fence. He could not imagine what was wrong with the big cat. He had never heard him act this way. Odai’s heart was pounding as he slowly and quietly opened the gate leading to the den.

As Odai approached, Amsara stopped his rampage momentarily, sensing his presence. Amsara came running over to where Odai stood, a mere foot from the fence.

“Amsara, what is wrong? The storm is over now. There is nothing more to worry about.” Odai’s eyes searched the big animal, looking for signs of injury or illness, but found none apparent.

Amsara looking intently at the man who had saved his life and cared for him ever since, began growling, obviously trying to communicate something to his life-long friend.

“What is it?” Odai looked around the enclosure, but still saw nothing out of the ordinary, save for some re-arrangement of the foliage and an overturned water dish and food container.

Suddenly Amsara ran to the back of the pen, and then stood up on his hind legs, clawing at the fence. The cat’s focus was beyond the confines of the enclosure. Whatever it was that had his attention was far outside. Odai still could not detect what the lion was seeing or yearning after.

“What do you think is wrong with him?” Essen asked nervously.

Odai shook his head, “I have no idea, but one thing is clear, he wants to get out. Maybe he felt vulnerable being cooped up during the storm.” Odai thought for a moment as he watched the majestic creature in obvious distress and made a decision.

He turned back to Essen, “Go get his harness and leash. I am going to take him out and see if that will calm him down.”

“But Odai, is that safe? He does not look like he could be handled right now.” Essen was visibly worried about the prospect of the 450-pound predator being taken out in his present state of agitation.

“I trust him and I believe I can handle him. Please, go now!” Odai ordered.

Essen nodded and ran back into the building adjacent to the lion’s enclosure.

“Sshhh, Amsara, I will help you, please calm down,” Odai said gently.

Essen came running back, leash in hand. “Here you go!”

Odai took the leash, and placed his hand on Essen’s shoulder, “I am going in now. Go back and make sure the path is clear. I do not want anyone else nearby to further startle or upset him when I take him out. Run, quickly now!”

Essen gave a nod of his head and ran back out. Odai could hear him hollering for everyone to vacate the pathway.

“All right, I am coming in Amsara. It is going to be all right. I will take you outside and we will go for a walk.”

Ordinarily, taking Amsara outside for a stroll was not an issue. The lion was fairly tame and was used to people. But Odai knew this could be a dangerous situation – unpredictable. However, the part of him that communed daily with this creature said to trust him. Amsara needed something, and Odai was determined to help him.

Taking a deep breath, he unlocked the gate, leash in hand. The ground was soaked from the heavy rains. Amsara turned his attentions towards Odai who was walking towards him, the edges of his long, white robes becoming muddied.

Surprisingly, the cat quieted down and sat down before Odai as he always did when having the harness and leash fastened.

Once that was done and Odai had a good handle on him the lion sprinted through the doorway. Odai, stumbling to keep up, ran behind him, still hanging onto the leash. Once outside the temple complex, the lion gave a huge, bellowing roar and bolted. The sudden movement caused the leash to snap free from Odai’s hand and the giant cat took off running straight towards the river. Odai did not have a chance to stop him.

Running after him as fast as he could for a few minutes, desperately calling out the lion’s name, Odai finally realized there was no hope of catching the swift animal. He could only stare helplessly after the quickly vanishing form of his longtime companion. He dropped to his knees and prayed fervently for the lion’s safe return.

[image: 00009.jpeg]
The lion raced determinedly towards the river, driven by instinct and a single purpose, instilled at birth. As he neared the river, he stopped and sniffed the air. His keen ears and eyes were also attuned to the slightest movement or scent. He ran towards the river’s edge, and once he reached it, he pushed through the thick, wet brush. He spotted a body floating nearby. He swam out towards it, and with his teeth, he grabbed at a piece of rope that was tied around the small form. He pulled and pulled. The child was loosely tied to a barrel.

The rope, which still held the girl, was nearly frayed right through, but miraculously it had somehow held on. She was tangled with weeds from the river. Amsara carefully grabbed onto her clothing with his powerful jaws and swam back to the riverbank. Once there, he pulled her ashore.

The barrel got caught in the weeds and the last threads of the rope snapped free, with part of the rope still wrapped around her waist. She was not moving and was barely breathing.

Amsara licked at her face, but the little girl did not stir. He pushed at her side with his nose, but still no response. He kept nudging her shoulder and head until finally, the little girl coughed, spitting up some water, but quickly lost consciousness again. Again Amsara licked at her face, sniffing her for signs of life. Amsara’s attention was then drawn to the sound of far-off voices. He let out a deafening roar in response.

Odai and three other priests from the temple, including Essen, had set out on a search party, calling out as they tracked Amsara’s path as best they could through the muddy fields and grasses. Then, they heard Amsara’s call.

The huge cat came running in their direction. Odai spotted him first, and took off towards him, his fellow priests following closely behind. Before Odai could reach him, however, Amsara turned and ran back towards the river.

Now Odai could make out a shape on the ground ahead of the running form of the great lion. He ran towards it and realized it was a child lying on the ground, Amsara now standing over the motionless figure.

Odai raced up and knelt on the ground beside the child. As he brushed the hair away from the child’s face, he gasped. It was Princess Anjia. He attempted to resuscitate her. By this time, the other priests had caught up. They were stunned to see the Princess lying there.

Odai worked frantically to revive her. Over and over he blew breath into her tiny form, pressing on her chest to get her heart beating and to get her to breathe on her own.

Finally, the Princess gave a great cough and water came pouring out of her mouth.

Relieved, Odai then noticed the rope that was still around her waist and removed it. He examined it and though it was wet he could see that the ends had strange marks that looked like burns on them. He looked up and noticed the barrel tangled in the weeds by the riverbank.

He ran over to look at it and saw that the same rope was also tied around the barrel. He grabbed the end of the rope and noticed the very same burn marks on it. He looked back at the Princess and realized that she must have been fastened to the barrel during the storm. He decided to put the piece of rope that had been fastened around the Princess’ waist in his pocket and take it with him. He would show it to Senarra.

He remembered Assan mentioning that the Queen and Princess had planned to go sailing today and that the King was not happy about them going alone so he had assigned a large contingent of guards to accompany them. ‘But where was the Queen or her guards? Where was their boat?’ Odai, fearing the worst, wasted no time, picked the Princess up and ordered two of the priests to remain behind.

“I will take her back to the main temple. It is closer than the Palace and there will be healers there that can help her. Essen, take Amsara and bring the empty barrel and remaining rope with you. You two – see if you can locate the Queen. She and the Princess set sail this morning. If you find anyone else, say nothing of the Princess yet, until we know if she will survive.”
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Legend of a Prophecy

Carrying Anjia, Odai arrived at the main temple and set the little Princess on a bed. Amsara would not return to his den, he remained outside of Anjia’s bedroom.

“Go get Senarra – quickly!” Odai ordered Essen, but it was unnecessary, she ran into the room at that moment. Odai looked up, his face grave, “It is the Princess – she nearly drowned, there was some kind of accident. We found her near the river. Can you help her?”

Senarra, shocked, knelt down beside the unconscious, soaked Princess, and placing her head on the Princess’ chest, listened to her lungs. “She is breathing, though I think there may still be water in her lungs.”

Senarra desperately worked to get the remaining water out of the little girl’s lungs. Odai stood back watching. Essen and two other priests who had witnessed their arrival stood silently near the door.

Odai turned to Essen and whispered, “We must notify Assan. Where is he now?”

“He was helping with the relief efforts at the Palace.”

“Summon him at once, but say nothing. I will explain to him what has happened. I will also watch Amsara.”

“Understood,” Essen said as he left.

Odai took Amsara’s leash. Stroking the big cat’s mane, his thoughts filled with fear and uncertainty.

Anjia coughed up some more water, then finally began to breathe normally again on her own.

Senarra grabbed a blanket and began drying her off. She closed the door and then got the Princess out of her soggy clothes and wrapped her in a clean, dry, soft blanket. She laid the Princess down, and the exhausted little girl fell asleep, her tiny body overcome from the harrowing ordeal.

Senarra opened the door to see Odai, who looked lost in thought, and whispered, “Odai, she is all right now. She will be fine. What happened?”

Odai, staring at the little Princess, shook his head in amazement and related the events leading up to this point. “It was unbelievable, Senarra, how Amsara did what he did. He hates to swim!”

Odai was trying to process everything that had happened. “How he could have possibly known she was in danger, to save her...”

Finally Brother Essen, with tears in his eyes, returned with Assan. “The Queen’s body has been found. She is dead.”
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“This is the rope that was tied around the Princess’ waist,” Odai said, still shaking from the terrible news. He showed it to Senarra and Assan. They were alone with the unconscious Princess. “The ends of the rope have strange marks on them. It does not look like the ropes just snapped off. They look as if they were burned somehow. Senarra, you are a specialist with alchemy. What do you think?”

Senarra, trying to maintain her focus on the matter at hand, wiped away her tears and examined the rope closely, “This is very strange. These burn marks could have been caused by chemicals, but not by any I have ever handled before, this was thick, strong rope. Chemicals that could do this are certainly not readily available. Whoever did this, knew exactly what to get and where to find it. Mixing this kind of compound is not only dangerous but also quite sophisticated. A person would have to be extremely cautious handling it; it would burn badly it if came into contact with skin. Something like this is definitely not common knowledge.”

“Do you think someone purposely tried to harm them?” Senarra asked, frightened at such an idea.

Assan, deep in thought, remained silent.

Odai panicked. “Someone else must have known the Queen and Princess were going sailing today. How long would it have taken for these chemicals to burn through?”

“It is hard to say without knowing the exact composition, but it would only have been a matter of hours, no more.”

“I do not know what to think right now,” Odai replied, his mind racing with all sorts of terrible thoughts.

“Do you both recall the legend of King Narmethon?” Assan asked. His expression grew darker and even more serious.

Senarra nodded, “Yes, of course, King Traeus dedicated the Amsara monument to his legend.”

“And the prophecy that is tied to that legend?” Assan asked.

Senarra recalled the prophecy she had been taught as a child. She recited it from memory:

‘Though times are troubled and hope may fade

Let not your hearts despair

For one day a child shall come to you

Bringing light and salvation in your darkest hour

You will recognize the chosen one

As she shall be brought forth by a magical creature

From the ashes the one who will save you

Will also be saved to one-day reign in peace and love

This child will see far and know much of your hearts

Beware those who fear her, for they shall also try to destroy her’

Assan nodded and continued, “You told me how Amsara raced to rescue the Princess. He saved her life. It was a miracle how it happened. There was no way he could have heard or seen anything near the river at this distance. He sensed her life was in danger somehow and was able to find her in time.”

Odai paused, realizing the gravity of what he would say next. “This prophecy was written long after King Narmethon’s reign. It refers to the next ruler who will bring light and salvation to our people at our darkest hour, just as King Narmethon did. It says we will know this child because he or she would also be saved by a magical creature, the same way King Narmethon was. That is Amsara! That is why he did what he did. He was destined to do so! Just as I was destined to find him as a cub so he would live and fulfill his purpose.”

Assan nodded, “Precisely.”

Senarra understood, “Someone suspected Princess Anjia’s destiny as the Chosen one. ‘Those who fear her...shall also try to destroy her.’”
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A Difficult Decision Must Be Made

Assan had made his decision. “Princess Anjia is in danger, grave danger. She cannot remain here. Someone out there has designs on destroying the Royal Family and our people’s future. The assassin or assassins have a powerful knowledge of chemistry.” He shook his head, realizing the terrible peril they were in. He set his shoulders, “She must be hidden away for her safety.”

“Shall we inform the King of...” Odai started to say.

“He cannot know of this,” Assan interrupted him.

Stunned silence filled the room.

“No one else can be told what has happened, not even her family.”

“But, your Grace, we cannot...” Odai tried to protest.

“Odai, whoever killed the Queen knew the storm was coming,” said Assan.

“How can that be possible?” Senarra asked, greatly troubled.

“There is a legend about an ancient witchcraft that allows a person to read the skies. Many did not believe in such powers, but there have been rumors through the ages that this witchcraft is still practiced. The assassin must have known a storm was approaching and sabotaged the Queen’s boat before she set sail. This was all made to look like an accident. This assassin is very powerful and skilled, thus extremely dangerous.”

Odai and Senarra stared at Assan in disbelief.

“The possibilities are too many and too varied. Under these circumstances, there is no way to protect the Princess if she stays here,” Assan said. “We cannot allow her to be put in further danger. The only way to guarantee her safety is to pretend that she is already dead.”

“But surely she would be safe within the Palace, under heavy guard,” Senarra protested.

“No, she would not!” Assan shouted. “Whoever did this succeeded in assassinating a Queen, right under the watch of three dozen Royal guards, including Commander Koronius himself! The assassin had access to the Royal family. It could be someone within the Royal household working together with enemies of the family or on their own. We cannot be certain where this threat is coming from. The Princess barely survived, and only by the miracle of prophecy. A terrible sorcery and evil is at work and we have been utterly blind to it!”

Assan was deeply angry with himself for not foreseeing such danger. He paced the room. “We cannot tell the King of the suspicious circumstances of the accident either. He must believe the storm alone caused the accident.”

Senarra looked to Odai. They could not believe what they were hearing.

Assan saw how anguished the two young priests were, “You are asking yourselves, how could I make such a decision, keep so much from our King and tear his only daughter away from him? What gives me that right?”

They just kept looking at him, so he continued, “We know the Princess’ life is in immediate danger. King Traeus would never agree to being parted from his daughter and we cannot be sure we could protect her if she were to stay. A dangerous and lethal enemy has gained intimate knowledge and proximity to the Royal Family. Until we find out who is responsible for this treachery no one must know she survived. We will act as if we believe it was just the storm, a tragic accident.”

Senarra could not hold back her tears.

Assan was placing a great burden on their shoulders, but he knew he had no choice. “I am sorry, I wish there was another way. I am prepared to take full responsibility for this. We must work quickly now. I will personally inform our King of the Queen’s death. I will tell him that the Princess’ body was most likely lost to the river, but that the search continues. It will buy us time.”

“What can we do?” Odai asked, his voice hoarse.

Assan paused for a moment to think. “I know a family that lost their only child. I have only met them once. They are kind and caring people. They faced their loss with great strength of heart though they were obviously devastated. They live in the farthest village north of here. It is the first house you will come across as you reach the village. Their names are Uta and Ehrim.”

Odai and Senarra’s faces blanched.

Assan continued, “You must take the Princess to them. Tell them only that she was orphaned, her parents were killed in an accident and she had no other surviving relatives, that she needs a home and parents.” As the twins were still so young, they had not yet traveled. No one outside the city had ever seen them.

“I understand, we will see this done,” Odai replied. Senarra lowered her eyes.

Assan put his hand on their shoulders, “This is an enormous responsibility I know, but there is no one I have more faith in than the two of you.”

He looked at Senarra who had stood still as a stone, “The Princess will need a gentle voice and kind heart to tell her what has happened, where she is going, to comfort her in this dark hour and prepare her for what is to come.”

“I will do my best,” Senarra replied.

“I know you both will,” Assan said. “I will see that the evidence of Anjia’s survival remains hidden, then I must go to await the arrival of the Queen’s body and to make the... other arrangements.”

“Your Grace, in time, when the King learns of what was done here this day, do you think he will ever be able forgive us?” Odai asked.

Assan looked grave. “As I said, I will take full responsibility for this decision. You must go now.”
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Lives Change Forever

Senarra looked at the sleeping Princess. “I helped her parents conceive her. I cannot believe I am helping to take her away.” She wiped away her own tears, steeling herself to face this sad task.

“Come, we must act quickly, there is very little time,” Odai said.

Amsara still stood guard at the door to the room.

Senarra walked over to a chest of drawers in the room. She searched through to find something suitable the small girl could wear. Anjia was still wrapped tightly in the blanket she had put her in. She found some clean linen undershirts and she chose the smallest one.

Odai turned away to allow the Princess her privacy.

Anjia began to stir. Senarra stroked the girl’s long, shiny hair, looking at the innocent face.

“My chest hurts, my throat is sore,” Anjia said as she touched her tiny hand to her chest.

“Yes, you swallowed a lot of water, but you will be fine now,” Senarra said as she gently patted Anjia’s hand.

“My Mommy, where is she?” the little girl asked.

“Do you remember the storm, Anjia?” Odai asked softly.

“Yes.”

“It was very bad, you almost did not survive,” he said. Odai looked to Senarra, she nodded for him to continue. “We think your Mommy saved you from drowning.”

Anjia’s gaze drifted, she recalled the harrowing storm, the water coming into the boat, her mother letting go of the barrel and disappearing into the waves...

“Princess, we are sorry to tell you this, but the Queen, your Mommy, she...”

“She is gone...” Anjia whispered, her lip trembling.

Odai and Senarra were speechless, she knew...

The little girl started to cry. Senarra held her tight. “I want to see my Daddy,” Anjia spoke in her tiny, breaking voice. She looked up at Senarra with expectant eyes filled with tears.

Odai replied to her instead, “Princess, please listen, it is not safe for you to stay here. We are going to bring you to a different home for a while where some very kind people will take care of you.”

Fear instantly took hold of her. “No! I want my Daddy. I want to see Tramen!” Anjia struggled in Senarra’s arms.

Odai replied, trying to calm the panicked child, “Anjia, I know this seems scary and that you are hurting and frightened, but you must trust us. Your Daddy and your brother are not safe either and the only way we can keep them and you out of harm's way is to hide you away from here. What happened today was horrible, but if you are not taken away and protected, it could happen again. Your family is not safe.” Odai paused letting his words sink in. “Someday, you will see them again, I promise.”

Anjia was shaking. “But I will be all alone.”

Odai, trying to keep his own emotions in check, replied, “No, Princess, you will never be alone. We are going to bring you to a loving family, they will look after you and care for you, until it is safe to come home.”

“But I want to see my Daddy and my brother before I go,” she pleaded.

Senarra answered, “Anjia, we must go quickly before someone sees you. Someone tried to kill you, we do not know who it was, but until we do, no one must be told where you are. You must also never speak of any of this. You must never tell anyone who you are or what happened today.”

“But why would someone want to kill my Mommy and me?”

“It is complicated,” Odai replied.

As Anjia looked from Senarra to Odai, a thought occurred to her. She calmed down and then said the most startling thing, “This is because I can share my thoughts with Amsara. People think it is strange, sometimes they do not believe me.”

“Some people do believe you,” Odai replied.

Senarra asked cautiously, “Anjia, you... understand that you are special?”

“Amsara told me one day my life would change and that I should not be afraid. He told me he would protect me and that I must trust him. He said he would speak through someone who would do what he asked.”

Anjia looked directly at Odai, “Are you doing what he asked?”

Odai could barely keep his jaw from dropping, “Yes, Princess, I believe so. There is a prophecy that tells of a special child who would be saved by a magical lion. Did you know that our lion, Amsara, saved you today? It is because of him that you did not also die.”

Odai had not considered telling her any of this, he did not want to overwhelm the young girl, but it was clear now that it must be said.

“I remember...fur on my face. Amsara licked my cheek and pulled me away...somewhere.”

“Yes, yes,” Odai said, bursting with pride over the heroic actions of his magical lion. “Amsara saved you and stood guard over you until we arrived. Somehow, from far away, he knew you were in trouble and went running to find you.”

The Princess looked at Odai for a long time, considering what he was telling her. “Then I will go with you,” she said, accepting her fate.

Senarra took her tiny face in her hand, “And you will keep the secret of this day until the time comes when you are to be brought back home? It may be a very long time.”

“I will,” the girl replied with wisdom far beyond her years. “But I will miss my family.”

“They will miss you too,” Senarra replied.

Odai stood up, “Then I will go and arrange our transportation. Wait here for my return, I will not be long.”

As he exited the room, he nodded to the two priests, “Please remain here for now.”

Then he looked down at the lion still waiting patiently at the door, and kneeled stroking the cat’s mane, “She is safe now, Amsara. You have done well. We will take care of her now.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 30

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
The Aftermath

Back at the main temple, Assan went about the painful and perilous business of orchestrating the cover-up. Someday, he prayed, the King would find it in his heart to forgive him for the deception and for separating his beloved daughter from him. Faith would have to carry the Head Priest through the difficult times ahead.

Assan knew he must act quickly. The storm had passed, the chaos would be subsiding and questions would be asked. Questions he must prepare himself to answer. He had little time before the Queen’s body arrived, and keeping that information under control until he could speak with the King would be difficult.

Assan tracked down the priests involved and instructed them to never reveal what they knew and why. He emphasized that the very survival of the Royal Family depended on their faith in this decision.

Assan had learned that Commander Koronius had survived the storm, along with several of his men. He decided to have the Commander alone brought to the temple and informed of the Queen’s death. He was to be told the Princess was missing and presumed dead.

At last, the Queen’s body arrived and was taken to the inner sanctuary of the temple. Assan received her then left to return to the Palace to deliver the grim news.

King Traeus was seated at a table with a few of his administrators going over what they had learned so far about what needed to be done to help people recover from the storm and the progress of the relief efforts.

There was a knock on the door. It was Assan.

Traeus stood up.

“Your Highness,” Assan bowed, “I must speak with you in private.”

Sensing a serious tone and without needing a word from their King, the rest of the people in the room silently cleared out.

Traeus looked at Assan, searching his face. Finally the door closed.

“Your Majesty, may we sit down?” Assan asked.

“What is it Assan?” Traeus asked as he continued to stand.

Assan took a deep breath, and spoke in a low voice, “I deeply regret the sad news I am about to give you. The Queen...”

Traeus went ghostly white. His voice shook, “Assan, no, please just tell me she is all right.”

“I am sorry your Highness, the storm overtook her craft...she did not survive.”

“No! No!” Traeus cried out. “This cannot be!” he squeezed his eyes closed, shaking his head. He slumped into his chair and wept.

“Your Majesty, I know this is difficult, but we have brought her body to the temple sanctuary.” Assan hesitated. “Your Highness, there is something else...”

The King looked up quickly. “Anjia,” he whispered, his voice cracking, “where is Anjia?”

“She...she was lost in the storm. They have been searching the river for any sign of her, but it has been too long...I am sorry.”

Traeus cried out, “No! My precious daughter, my wife...” He stood, shaking. “Why?” he yelled, grabbing a chair and hurling into a wall.

He fell forward onto the table, pounding it with his fists, “No, no no...”

Assan ran over to his King to try and calm him, but Traeus shrugged him off. Then, in a fury, Traeus took hold of the heavy wooden table and over turned it. He stood there panting.

“Your Highness,” Assan spoke, “I am so sorry. This is a tragic loss, but you are not alone. You have many loyal people around you who will help you through this.”

Traeus looked at Assan, the tears streaming down his face, his voice barely audible, “I want to see my wife.”

“Of course, your Majesty,” Assan bowed, “I will take you there at once.”
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A King’s Good-Bye

Assan accompanied the devastated King to the main temple. Once inside, Traeus took a deep breath and tried to brace himself for what he was about to face.

At the far end of the temple stood Commander Koronius. He stepped forward to meet his King.

“Your Highness,” Commander Koronius said. He bowed deeply, “Please accept my deepest sympathies over your loss. Words could never express my sorrow and regret...” Koronius struggled to maintain his composure. “I take full responsibility. I offer my life in their place.”

Traeus shook his head, “Please, Commander, just tell me what you saw, tell me everything. I want to know about the last hours of my precious wife and daughter.”

For nearly an hour they sat at the front of the temple as the Commander relayed the events: the trip down the river, the time on shore and the terrible journey back when out of nowhere the storm struck.

Traeus listened intently.

“Her Majesty was extremely brave, your Highness, she tried desperately to keep the sailboat intact. She fought so hard to save Princess Anjia and herself.”

Commander Koronius paused as the painful memories replayed themselves in his mind. “Her sailboat just came apart in the force of the winds and waves. It happened so fast. One moment she was fighting to keep the boat together, the next they disappeared. The waterspouts had surrounded us... she was too far away for us to reach her in time. We tried, your Majesty, we tried so hard, but...”

“Commander, I am sorry for those among your men who also perished this day. If you have strength left, please go now to help in the recovery efforts.”

The Commander swallowed hard. “At once Your Majesty.” He got up and bowed, his eyes red with tears. He left the temple.

“It is time your Highness,” Assan said gently. “We should proceed to the inner sanctuary. Much still needs to be prepared.”

Traeus nodded sadly.

Assan led his King into the small, candlelight chamber.

As Traeus took in the sight before him, the finality of the moment seared onto his soul.

There, laid out in front of the altar was his wife. Her long dark hair, now dried, glistened in the candlelight. She looked as though she was sleeping, but there was no rise and fall of breath that would indicate life. Still, she looked beautiful, almost peaceful.

Assan remained by the door, turning away to allow his King privacy in his grief.

Tears once again streamed down Traeus’ face. “My love...my precious Axiana. We should have been together until old age.”

He gently touched his wife’s shoulder, then her hair. He leaned over to look at her beautiful face. The long eyelashes, her perfect features...the full lips he had kissed so many times. Without thinking, he bent down and lightly kissed her, but her lips were now cold. One of Traeus’ tears dropped onto her cheek. Traeus watched as it fell down her cheek, as though she too was crying at the separation.
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Tramen

Once back at the Palace, the King sent for Mindara to meet him in his private study. She had been looking after Tramen while Axiana and Anjia had gone out for their sailing trip.

Mindara knocked.

Traeus called for her to come in and to close the door behind her.

She immediately saw that something was wrong, terribly wrong. “Your Highness, you sent for me?”

“Please sit down, Mindara,” Traeus motioned to a chair across from him.

She had a very bad feeling.

“You know how much we have always depended on you...” the King started to say. “You are a very important part of this family.” Traeus turned away as he struggled to keep his emotions in check.

“Is everything all right? I know the storm was...” Mindara’s voice trailed off.

Traeus shook his head. “No, Mindara, everything is not all right and it never will be again.” He paused searching for the words. “My wife, my daughter ...” the tears welled up in his eyes again and he put his hand over his quivering lip. “The storm, there was an accident...”

Mindara inhaled sharply, “No, you cannot be saying...”

Traeus was too overcome with grief to answer.

She began to weep. Then a thought occurred to her, “Tramen...”

Traeus’ voice was hoarse. “My son is now without a mother or a sister.” He took a deep breath, “I need to tell Tramen, but I do not know how.”

Mindara’s heart broke. “I will help you.”
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Traeus and Mindara walked to the room Tramen had shared with his sister. Traeus dismissed the guard who had been posted outside the room.

Inside Tramen was still playing with the toy sword Commander Koronius had fashioned for him, fighting imaginary armies.

“Daddy!” the young boy exclaimed. “You are back! Did you see the storm? It was so scary!”

Mindara stepped into the room behind the King.

“Hi Mindara!” Tramen said.

She smiled at him.

“Son, we need to talk you about something. Please come sit beside me,” his father said, patting the bed beside where he had sat down.

“When are Mommy and Anjia coming back?” Tramen asked as he dashed over to sit beside his father. “They will be soaking wet from the rains!”

Traeus steeled himself. He knew these next moments would forever alter his son’s life. “That is what we need to talk to you about Tramen.” Traeus tried to find the courage to continue, “You see, the rains were very, very heavy out on the river during the storm and the winds were very strong too. It created twisters in the water.”

“Sounds scary,” the little boy replied, his eyes wide.

“It was very scary. This was the worst storm our people have ever seen.” Traeus paused for a moment then continued, “Your Mommy and Anjia were caught right in the middle of it. There was no warning – they could not avoid the storm.” Traeus looked closely at his son’s face, “Son, I am so sorry to have to tell you this, but they did not survive. They are gone...”

“What do you mean?” Tramen asked, panicking.

Mindara knelt down in front of him, “Tramen, they died. We are very sorry.”

Traeus looked at his son, he could tell he was in shock, trying to process what he was hearing. He decided to just get all the horrible news out at once, “Tramen, there is one other thing.” He hesitated. He knew this would be the most difficult part for his son. “We found your mother’s body, but your sister, she was lost to the river, we have not found her body yet.”

“Then maybe she is alive!” Tramen exclaimed, tears filling his eyes.

“Tramen, listen to me,” Traeus held his little shoulders gently and looked into his eyes, “too much time has passed. She could not have survived this long. We have to accept the fact that she is gone, too. Son, I am so sorry.”

“No! I did not feel her die! It is not true!” Tramen broke free of his father’s grasp and ran to the other side of the room. His small face was red with anger and pain. “We must look for her, I can help. I will run all along the river, I will run and run until I find her! I said I would protect her! They should have let me come today!” He was becoming hysterical.

“Tramen, please calm down,” Mindara pleaded.

“Son, we do have people out searching for her body, but it is too late to save her, you must understand.”

“No!” he cried, trembling.

Traeus held his son tight to ease his shaking. He stroked his hair, “I miss them too.” He reached into his pocket. “Tramen, I want to give you something.” Traeus had taken Axiana’s favorite pendant, a beautifully fashioned gold ankh. “This belonged to your mother. I think she would have wanted you to have it.” Traeus placed the chain around his son’s neck.

Tramen took the pendant in his hands, staring at it. The golden ankh glistened. “It was Mommy’s?” he asked, sniffling.

“Yes, my son, it is very special. There is an inscription on it.” He turned it over, and read it to his son, “‘May this symbol of life protect you, all of your days’.”

Tramen held onto the pendant tightly and cried.
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Confusion

“Zazmaria! There you are!” Alaj yelled. “I have been searching everywhere for you. Where have you been?” Alaj came running as he spotted his wife near one of the back entrances of the Palace.

She was soaking wet and shaking, mud splatters were all over her dress, her arms, and her face. Her hair was disheveled and there were tangled weeds in it. She seemed shocked to see her husband, who quickly grabbed her by the arms. She winced, but did not answer him.

“Zazmaria? Did you hear me? What happened to you?”

“Nothing, Alaj, I just got caught in the storm.” She pulled away from his grasp.

He noticed what looked like a large burn mark on her in the inside of her lower left arm. He pulled her arm back gently to have a look at the injury, which appeared very red and blistered.

Zazmaria again winced from the pain.

“My wife, you are injured! What happened to your arm?”

She did not answer.

“It looks burned,” Alaj said. “We must get you to a healer at once.”

“That is not necessary,” she replied, pulling away without making eye contact. “I can take care of it. A falling branch hit me. It must have scraped my skin. I have ointments that can heal it.” She started to leave.

“Wait Zazmaria,” Alaj persisted. “I was terribly worried about you. Where were you?”

“Just outside near the edge of the Palace gardens, collecting herbs. I-I took cover under a tree until the storm passed.”

“Where is your basket with the herbs?” he asked looking around.

“Oh,” she looked down at her empty hands, “I must have dropped it in the storm. It all happened so quickly.” She turned to walk away again.

“Zazmaria, are you sure you are all right? We should take you to a healer.”

“Alaj, please I will be fine,” her voice now had a distinct edge to it. “I am simply a little dazed from being outside in the winds and rains. If I need anything I will call upon Medetha.”

Her husband would not be put off so easily, “Do you not even want to know what else has happened here? Many of our people have been badly hurt, many are missing and several are confirmed dead.”

She just stared at the floor, expressionless.

Alaj stepped closer to her. “Zazmaria, this has been one of the worst days in our people’s history.” His voice filled with emotion as he continued, “Zazmaria, Axiana and Anjia are missing. They have not been seen since they went out for a sail this morning.”

Zazmaria’s back stiffened, but still, she said nothing.

“Did you hear me? What is wrong with you?” Alaj was almost yelling now.

She looked up, her anger clearly surfacing, “What do you want from me?”

Just then they heard footsteps behind them. It was Assan.

Zazmaria was startled. Her face flushed red.

“Assan,” Alaj acknowledged him.

Assan bowed low, “Your Highnesses, I have been sent to find you on behalf of King Traeus. You must come with me at once, it is urgent.”

He turned to look directly at Zazmaria, “I am sorry your Highness, I realize this is an inopportune time for you, but it cannot wait.”

“May I at least dry off and change my clothing?” Zazmaria asked indignantly.

“I apologize, but I must insist you both come with me now. I will have dry clothing brought to you,” Assan waved over one of the servants who happened by. He instructed him to retrieve items for the Princess.

“Now, your Highnesses please follow me.”

Zazmaria grew increasingly agitated, “Where exactly are we going?”

“King Traeus has requested to speak with you both in his private study. Prince Amoni is already there, waiting. The King will explain everything when we arrive.”

Alaj was concerned, “What is this about Assan?”

“The King wishes to personally inform you,” Assan replied, as he continued on.

Alaj and Zazmaria followed silently behind the tall figure of the Head Priest.

They reached the door to the study. A servant came running up from behind with a towel, a robe and dry slippers for Princess Zazmaria. He bowed as he handed her the items. She snatched them from his hands, dismissing him with a wave of her hand. She toweled off and put the robe and slippers on overtop her damp clothes.

Assan then opened the door and motioned for the Prince and Princess to enter. Traeus was seated with his back to the door. He did not rise to greet them. Assan closed the door behind them and led Prince Alaj and Princess Zazmaria to chairs across from the King. It was then they noticed Amoni sitting in a corner of the room. Mindara was also there with her arms around him. Amoni was shaking and had his hands pressed to his face, crying softly.

Alaj realized who was missing from the room. Alarmed, he asked, “Traeus, what is going on? What is wrong?”

Traeus lifted his head. Pain was etched all over his face. “I have just come from seeing my son. I have terrible news.” He straightened up and looked at both Alaj and Zazmaria, tears filled his eyes. “There was an accident on the river today, Axiana and Anjia were caught in the storm. Their sailboat was severely battered by the storm. It broke apart...my wife was thrown overboard. Several guards perished in an attempt to save them. Anjia was nowhere to be found...”

Alaj interrupted, “What are you saying? Are they out searching for them?”

Traeus lowed his eyes, his voice shaking with grief, “They found Axiana...she drowned. My daughter is also presumed dead. They have been searching along the river, but there is no trace of her. She cannot have survived...”

“Oh, Traeus, no!” Alaj cried out.

Amoni again began to sob. Mindara tried to comfort him, as her own tears fell.

Assan stood silently near the door, unobtrusive, observing the proceedings. He noticed Zazmaria had not said a word. Her face bore no reaction or emotion. She held her left arm close to her body, and slowly started to rock back and forth, ever so slightly.

“Zazmaria, you were also caught in the storm today?” Assan asked suddenly.

Zazmaria jumped, not expecting anyone to ask questions of her at this time. “Yes...yes I was,” she looked at him then quickly turned away.

“Your arm, is it injured?” Assan asked.

“It is nothing,” she snapped. Everyone in the room was now looking at her, making her extremely uncomfortable.

“May I have a look at it? Perhaps I can help,” Assan offered as he started to walk towards her.

“No, no, I am fine. We have other concerns right now, please,” she answered as she pulled her arm in tighter to her body. Her whole posture was turned away from Assan, and she would not look at him.

Assan stepped back to where he had been standing, still watching her.

Alaj turned his attention back to more immediate concerns. “Traeus are you sure? Is it not at least possible Anjia is still alive? Even the smallest chance?”

“I wish that were so, Alaj. My wife and daughter had numerous guards accompany them on the trip, including Commander Koronius himself. They have searched extensively, but found nothing. Not a single trace of her.”

“Axiana, where...” Alaj tried to ask, but he could not speak the words.

“She is in the temple, her body is being prepared...” Traeus’ voice broke off.

Assan stepped in, “We are making funeral preparations. The funeral for both the Queen and the Princess will be in four days according to custom. May I suggest...”

Zazmaria suddenly jumped up from where she was sitting, “If you will all please excuse me, I am not feeling well. I am going to retire to my chambers.”

She turned to Traeus and bowed slightly. “I am sorry for your loss. I apologize for having to leave, but I think the storm has taken quite a toll on me.”

Not waiting for a reply, she swiftly turned and left the room, not making eye contact with anyone else, leaving her disbelieving husband staring after her.

Alaj, utterly shocked at his wife’s behavior, turned to his brother, “Traeus, please forgive her...she is not herself.”

Alaj looked back at the door she had left through. “I must attend to her, please excuse me.” He stood up, “I am deeply sorry for your loss brother. We all grieve with you. It is our loss as well.”

As Alaj left the room, he locked eyes with Assan who seemed to study him curiously for a moment.

Assan broke the gaze first then bowed, “Your Highness.”

Alaj, feeling confused, bewildered, and overwhelmed by everything that was happening, simply nodded and left.

He ran down the hall after his wife, “Zazmaria!”

She was walking quickly and was about to turn the corner when he began running after her.

“Zazmaria, wait! I want to talk to you!”

She did not stop, did not look back, pretending not to hear him.

Alaj raced to catch up to his wife. He finally reached her just as she was about to close the door to their private chambers on him.

He blocked the door with his hand, “Zazmaria! What is the matter with you? Did you not hear me calling you?”

“Alaj,” she whispered hoarsely, “I told you I am not feeling well, I wish to be alone right now. Just let me rest.”

“What do you mean you wish to be alone right now?” he asked incredulously. “We have just been informed that Axiana and Anjia have both died today, the city is in ruins from this killer storm which also took the lives who knows how many others, you yourself were hurt, and yet you refuse to talk to anyone? You want to be alone? This is unacceptable!”

“Alaj,” she said through gritted teeth, “I am dealing with this in my own way. Just let me be. We can talk later, if you still wish to.” Again she tried to close the door on her husband, but he would not be pushed aside.

“That is not good enough Zazmaria!” he yelled at her. “Something is wrong and I want you to tell me what it is. Talk to me! Let me help you. Let me at least look at your arm.”

She stepped back and hissed at him, “Leave me be. I told you I will take care of it. I do not want yours or anyone else’s help right now. I want to be ALONE!” With that, she slammed the door shut in his face.
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Sadness and Loss

Queen Axiana’s body had been prepared according to Kierani custom. She was interred in the burial chamber alongside King Mesah and Queen Elenia.

In light of not having his daughter’s remains, Traeus had one of the artists from the priesthood create a painting of her to be hung in the burial chamber next to her mother’s sarcophagus.

The painting had turned out beautifully. It was a scene depicted in the Palace gardens on a sunny day with the flowers were in full bloom. In the background was the Amsara monument, the sun glinting off its coppery bronze body and the golden streaks of its mane. Princess Anjia was playfully running away barefoot, clad in a simple white, loose-fitting dress. She looked back over her left shoulder, an enigmatic smile on her face, her emerald green eyes sparkling. Her long, black hair was blowing softly in the breeze, with a couple of strands blowing across her face. In her left hand, she carried an ankh.

Traeus loved the painting so much he had a second copy of it created so that it could be hung on a wall inside the Palace.

A Royal funeral always began an hour before sunrise. The Royal Family would walk to the site where the official proceedings would take place. Leading the way would be the priests, who were the physical embodiment of the Kierani spiritual beliefs. The priests lit the torches they would carry during the journey from the Palace through the city streets to the river.

Once the sun came up the torches would be extinguished. The ceremony would take place at the edge of the river where prayers for the souls of Queen Axiana and Princess Anjia would be said.

The funeral was meant to symbolize the cycle of life in one day – being born with the rising of the sun, then the rest of the day is spent as life would be, sharing time with family, friends, and loved ones. Celebrations, spiritual moments, the sharing of meals, community banding together, giving offerings at the temple would occur throughout the day. Then three hours before sunset there would be a feast at the Palace followed by a formal reception.

At sunset, symbolic of life’s end when the Kierani believed that the soul would be joined with the setting sun to rise again in eternal life, the torches would be relit, and another procession would make its way to the Palace temple and burial chamber for the conclusion of the funeral ceremonies.
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It was now time for the Royals to host the formal reception at the Palace. Members of the priesthood, heads of leading families, along with members of the military came to offer their prayers and condolences.

King Traeus, Prince Tramen, and Head Priest Assan were seated on Royal chairs at the far end of the reception hall along with Prince Alaj, Princess Zazmaria and Prince Amoni.

The Draxen family also made an appearance. As Zhek approached, he eyed Zazmaria. She avoided eye contact with him, until he was standing directly in front of her.

“My deepest sympathies are with you,” Zhek spoke, his comments directed to the Princess. “With you both, of course,” he added when he noticed the look her husband gave him. “If there is anything I can do...”

Alaj cut him off, “Thank-you Zhek, but we will be fine. A family bands together in times of sorrow and tragedy.”

“Of course,” Zhek nodded curtly to Alaj and walked away, brazenly giving Zazmaria a long sidelong glance as he left.

Her cheeks flushed, but she said nothing at all.

Traeus felt drained from the day’s proceedings. He looked at Tramen sitting beside him. He was so proud of his son. He had held up extremely well under difficult circumstances. However, Tramen had barely spoken all day.

Odai and Senarra were in line. They had been dreading facing their King and his family, feeling like traitors.

Odai and Senarra, who were trying to hide their nervousness, walked up and bowed before their King. “Your Majesty,” they greeted him.

“I understand you are each to be commended for your efforts on the day of the storm. Assan has spoken very highly of how you both selflessly handled the pressure you were put under.”

Odai spoke first, “Your Majesty, we are simply honored to serve your Family.” Odai then looked to Assan who gave him a knowing glance and nodded his head ever so slightly.

“We wish to express our deepest sympathies to you and your Family, your Majesty,” Senarra added, shaking slightly.

“Thank-you both,” their King replied.

As Odai and Senarra passed Prince Tramen, their sense of guilt and shame grew. They merely bowed, avoiding eye contact, and mumbled something about their sorrow for his loss.

Tramen stared at Odai with a curious expression on his face.

Odai suddenly felt very anxious and uncomfortable.

Tramen spoke up suddenly, though he had spoken to no one else this day, and asked Odai point blank, “Did you see my sister?”

Odai was completely stunned and speechless at the question. Senarra went pale.

The King, overhearing his son’s question, was instantly concerned as to where this was going. He leaned over to his son and in a hushed voice said to him, “Tramen, no one saw her that day after she disappeared into the water. Please do not bring this up now.”

Tramen, undaunted, looked back up at Odai, “Did you see her?”

Odai struggled for a moment, lowered his eyes, and replied, “I am sorry, Prince Tramen, I wish I could tell you that I had.” With that he bowed and he and Senarra walked away.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 35

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
Lovers Reunite

The night following the funeral, Zazmaria was edgy and unable to sleep. Alaj was working late again. He had taken over many of the King’s duties, while Traeus looked after his son and tried to come to grips with the tragedy himself. Zazmaria decided to take advantage of his absence.

She slipped on her dark brown cloak, grabbed a black scarf to wrap around her head and snuck out of the Palace to the small red house she had met Zhek at before. She had no idea whether he would be there, but as she neared the house, her heart leapt. She could see a faint light coming from inside. The house appeared undamaged from the storm. Someone was there.

She crept up to the window and peered in. She could see a candle had been lit on a table, but could see no one inside.

“I have been waiting for you,” a deep voice spoke from behind her.

She nearly jumped out of her skin. She looked into the darkness as the shape of a man came towards her. “Zhek,” she whispered.

“Please come in, the house is warm,” he said, looking longingly at her.

Once inside Zazmaria looked around nervously then removed her scarf.

“We are alone, you know,” Zhek assured her.

“Yes, of course we are, I just – well, it is hard to get used to sneaking around like this. I think it is probably best one does not let one’s guard down, would you not agree?”

“Yes, one can never be too careful,” he smirked. He sat down and motioned for her to sit down next to him.

She continued to stand, still looking around the house.

“Zazmaria.”

“What?” she turned to look back at him.

He was holding out his hand to her. The light from the candle cast mysterious shadows across his face. His lips were full as they spoke her name. “Zazmaria, come sit with me. I have missed you. It was difficult seeing you at the reception seated next to your husband. In spite of the somber day I longed for you in that moment. I do not know if you could sense it.”

She took a deep breath, her heart beating faster. She was so attracted to this man, in spite of her misgivings about what he represented. She felt compelled to go to him, to be held by him. As she sat next to him, his strong arms encircled her, and she melted into his embrace. She had felt so alone, so estranged from everyone in the last few days. Feeling Zhek’s warm body holding her was soothing, as if it could make all her fears fall away, at least for the moment.

Zhek reached under her chin and lifted it to him, bending down to kiss her passionately. Slowly he removed her cloak as he continued to kiss her. She moaned softly and pressed herself closer to him.

“I was so worried about you during the storm,” he whispered in her ear, kissing her graceful neck.

“I was one of the fortunate ones that day,” she replied as she began to undo the ties of the dark green tunic he wore. She also loosened his hair. As the full, dark waves fell around his shoulders, she fingered the gold pendant around his neck, his family crest. It sparkled in the candlelight. It seemed exquisitely bright resting against his tanned, muscular chest. She kissed the star-shaped birthmark over his heart, so unique, so sensual. A masculine brand, she mused, to set him apart from lesser men.

He breathed deeply now, his fingers caressing her thick black hair. Returning the favor, he loosened the pins that held it up and it cascaded down her shoulders. He began to unbutton her form-fitting emerald silk dress as he asked, “Where were you when the storm hit? Were you hurt at all?”

“I was caught outside on the Palace grounds. I took cover, it was only my arm that was hurt.”

As he slipped her dress off her shoulders, he saw her arm. It was still quite red. The mark was long and angry looking. She had taken to wearing long-sleeved garments to cover it up. “This must be painful,” he said as he lifted her arm to kiss it.

She quickly pulled it away before he got the chance. “It is fine, I am using healing ointments on it. It should be better in a day or two.”

“A day or two? It looks much worse than that. Let me look at it. What happened?”

“Zhek, leave it be, it is merely a scratch, I scraped it on a tree branch in the winds.” She started to pull her dress back up.

“Wait, wait, I did not mean to pressure you. I am only worried about you.”

“Perhaps you can worry about how the rest of my health is doing,” she challenged him with a raised eyebrow.

Zhek smiled, “Ah yes, my darling, I should be attending to all your needs, you are quite correct. Hmmm, I sense your shoulders need looking at,” he again pulled her dress away from her delicate shoulders, and kissed them. “I think the small of your neck needs attention too,” he continued to caress her with ardent kisses.

Slowly she relaxed and surrendered herself to the moment. Zhek picked her up, and carried her to the bedroom.

After making love and falling asleep in each other’s arms, Zazmaria began to have the same nightmares again. She awoke with a start in a cold sweat. She was being haunted in her sleep and she began to fear why.

“What is it, what is the matter?” Zhek asked.

“Nothing,” she replied uneasily, “it was just a dream. Go back to sleep.”

“Do you want to talk about it? Maybe I can comfort you?” Zhek said as he snuggled up to her and kissed her back.

“No, I hardly remember it now,” she said as she pushed him away. “I must go. It is late. Alaj will be back soon.”

Zhek was more fully awake now. “Zazmaria, you have seemed distant all night. Is there anything you want to tell me? Anything you want to talk about?” He looked deep into her striking topaz eyes, “So much has happened in the last few days.”

“No, Zhek. There is nothing,” she said averting her eyes. “I have to leave.” She got out of bed and started to put her dress back on.

Zhek got up and wrapped his arms around her. She leaned back into him, seduced by the feel of his skin against hers.

“Are you sure you have to go so soon?” he pleaded with her as he nuzzled her neck.

“Zhek, stop. I cannot stay. It is very late.”

Disregarding her protests, he pulled her back into bed. “Zazmaria, before you go, tell me what actually happened in the accident. The circumstances seem so strange.”

“What do you mean strange?” she asked, suddenly on the defensive. “Their sailboat capsized during the storm. It was an unfortunate tragedy. Nothing more.”

“I know, but word is that the Queen’s boat came completely apart. Does that not seem peculiar to you?”

“What is so ‘peculiar’ about a small sailboat being thrashed apart in a vicious storm?” she shot back angrily.

“I do not understand why you are getting so angry. People are just talking that is all. They are surprised it had not been built better to withstand such things.”

“Who are they Zhek? Some wretched people with nothing better to do than speculate on matters they know nothing about?”

“Why are you getting so defensive?” he asked, then paused for a moment. “It has nothing to do with you...does it?”

Zazmaria, caught off guard by the question, glared at him, “How would it?”

“Well...if one were to look at the situation objectively, it does not exactly hurt your position in the family, does it? Or Alaj’s for that matter? I know you never liked Axiana. I know how you had resented her, her position as Queen, and her children, the Royal heirs. How you also despised her because you have been unable to have children of your own,” he said as he reached to caress her belly.

Zazmaria slapped Zhek hard, so hard that he fell back on the bed. “How dare you! How dare you say these things to me! You think you know me so well?”

Zhek let out a small laugh as he held his throbbing cheek. He could taste blood in his mouth. “My, my, quite a lot of anger you have pent up inside. Really, Princess, I think I know you better than you think.”

Zazmaria seethed with rage.

“You have nothing to fear from me, Zazmaria, I am on your side, remember?”

She did not respond, but finished getting dressed.

“Your poor injured arm,” he said as once again he noticed the injury. “Must be painful. By the way, do you know you talk in your sleep?”

She looked at him, panicked.

He grinned slowly, reading her expression. “Yes, you say some very interesting things sometimes. I guess you have a lot on your mind.” His smile now turned threatening.

Zazmaria swallowed hard. She did not know what to say. She left without another word and ran all the way back to the Palace. Tears of frustration, deep fear, and anger spilled down her cheeks, blown by the cool night winds.

Zhek watched her go, her reaction told him much.
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A Turn in the Road

Over the next couple of weeks, Zazmaria felt too ill to go out. She knew Zhek would be anxious and wondering what had happened to her, but she was so tired, and deep down, she was still angry with him. These days, it felt as if she was angry with everyone and everything around her, and those feelings were beginning to take their toll on her.

No matter how much sleep she tried to get, she was constantly fatigued. Medetha had checked on her regularly, concerned about both her arm, which, in her mind, was taking an unusually long time to heal, and this sudden onset of ill health.

Alaj, who had been working non-stop, rarely shared meals with his wife anymore or even saw her before she was asleep. He was not even aware that she was experiencing this strange illness.

Finally, Medetha suggested she see a healer.

“Medetha, I am just tired, nothing more. I have not been sleeping well. I am sure I will feel better in a few days.”

“My Lady, you have been nauseous every day for two weeks, I am concerned about you. I really think you should let someone have a look at you. Perhaps you have developed an infection from the wound on your arm?”

“It is not infected, my arm is healing fine,” Zazmaria replied, irritated that people were still asking about it.

“Then it must be something else. This is not normal,” Medetha stated as she placed a cool cloth on Zazmaria’s forehead. “Perhaps you could consult with Assan or Senarra, they are very knowledgeable about many illnesses.”

“No!” Zazmaria said with sudden anger. “I do not want to see any priests. Do not bring that up again!”

“I am sorry, my Lady, I did not mean to upset you,” Medetha said, worriedly. She paused as she removed the cloth, dipped it in the cool basin of water again and placed it back on Zazmaria’s forehead.

The Princess seemed to calm down after a few minutes, keeping her eyes closed.

“My Lady, there is one other thing I would like to ask you. It is a delicate topic, but I feel the question must be asked.”

Zazmaria opened her eyes, curious. “What is it?”

“Well, your symptoms, they could mean something else.” Medetha hesitated.

“What, Medetha? What could they mean?” Zazmaria asked as she sat up.

“Forgive me for being so forward, but could you be...with child?”

Zazmaria was speechless. The thought had not crossed her mind.

“Princess Zazmaria? Please say something.”

Zazmaria was too stunned to speak.

“Is it not at least possible?” Medetha asked.

Zazmaria took the cloth from her forehead and dropped it on the floor. She stood up and walked over to the window of her chamber, her arms wrapped tightly around her. Slowly her hands moved to her belly.

She turned to look at Medetha. “I-I had not thought of that. Alaj and I had tried for so long, I had given up all hope.”

“Perhaps hope has found you,” Medetha replied, smiling warmly. Nothing would make her happier than to see the Princess with child. “This would be wonderful news, if it is true.”

“Could it be?” Zazmaria whispered to herself. Her mind was racing with the possibility...with many possibilities.

“My Lady, I know methods that may tell us if you are with child.”

Zazmaria looked at Medetha for a long moment. “Prepare them.”
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A Plan Is Hatched

Present-Day Egypt

“Fessel, I want to talk with you, in private,” the Professor announced as he burst into Fessel’s small cramped office, interrupting an afternoon nap.

“Yes Professor, of course, I was just resting for a moment, it was a busy morning,” Fessel said as he jumped up, smoothing his hair, unaware of the sleep creases evident across his cheek.

“I’m sure. Come to my office.”

Closing the door behind them, Dustimaine told Fessel to take a seat.

“Fessel, you know that due to the nature of my position, I am not always able to do certain things myself, which is why I hired you as my assistant.”

“Yes sir, of course,” he replied, leaning forward with anticipation.

“Fessel, I need your help with an important task and I will require this matter to be kept in the strictest of confidence. Do you understand?”

“I do sir. What is it you would like me to do?” Fessel asked.

“I need you to find out exactly what Mitch and Alex are up to after dig hours. They are falling further and further behind in their work. Something must be taking up their time. I need to know what that is. I want you to go through their rooms, their journals, whatever you can find and report back to me on anything that doesn’t seem to relate to the site they are assigned to. Can you handle this?”

Fessel beamed, “Absolutely, sir!”

“Good. I want this done tonight. The party this evening is the perfect opportunity. Everyone will be there so no one will be around to witness your activities. Cocktails are at five and dinner starts at six pm sharp. Be ready by then. I will provide an excuse for your absence. As long as you are done by eight no one should be the wiser. Take a pair of the gloves we use in handling artifacts, cover your tracks well, we don’t want anyone alerted to our activities.”

“Yes sir, you can count on me, Professor!” Fessel stood up excitedly, nearly knocking over a framed photograph sitting on Dustimaine’s desk. “Sorry sir, I promise I’ll be careful.” Fessel clumsily re-positioned the photo, smiling nervously.

“See that you are.”
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The Party

The Egyptian Antiquities’ Council was holding their annual gala for the Egyptologists and their excavation teams. The black-tie affair was intended to let everyone discuss the status of the various excavations and findings in a more social setting near the end of the dig season as well as mix and mingle with the wealthy sponsors of the various teams. It was expected that everyone attend, even those of a more reluctant nature.

“I’m not going!” Alex was storming around her room the afternoon of the party. “We have too much work to do and we’ve been falling even further behind. Going to this party is a complete waste of our time.”

Mitch and Alex had spent the past several days deciphering the scrolls, looking for clues to the secret chamber underneath the Sphinx, but found nothing.

“We’d be in a lot more trouble if we didn’t go,” Mitch pointed out. “Remember what Dustimaine said? He’d have our heads if we didn’t attend.”

She just shook her head.

“Alex, you know this is the annual show-and-tell and we are expected to make an appearance. We have to sing for our supper, make friends so that the funds keep coming in. Besides, we could use a break. We’ve been doing double duty, with Dustimaine’s work, and spending hours deciphering the scrolls at night.”

Mitch watched Alex fuss and fiddle with clothes and papers, not really accomplishing anything. He had been expecting this minor battle with his partner. He knew how she felt about formal events.

“I’m sure they won’t miss us,” she replied. “Nobody ever pays attention to us at these things anyway, Dustimaine sees to that. Listening to him hob-knobbing at these parties, you’d think we either didn’t exist or could be easily replaced with mindless robots.” She smirked, “You know like Fessel.”

They both broke out in laughter, which eased the tension somewhat.

Alex paused and sat down, putting aside her busywork. “Mitch, you know he’s never acknowledged our efforts or given us any credit for the work we do.”

Mitch nodded his agreement, “Maybe this year we can step out from under his shadow a bit, you know be a little more brave and go talk to some of the money people and council members ourselves. Every year we sit silently listening to Dr. Dust Bucket talk like he’s personally doing all the excavating himself.”

Alex thought about that for a moment. “I don’t think he’d appreciate us stealing any of his spotlight.”

“So then we do our best to avoid him. It would be totally understandable considering how he’s been chewing us out lately.” Mitch watched her for a moment then smiled, “So, how ‘bout it partner? Shall we put our game faces on?”

Alex couldn’t help but laugh, “Oh all right, you win. Looks like we’re playing dress-up tonight. But I am not going to have any fun.”

“Of course not,” Mitch said.
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That evening, after spending nearly an hour getting ready, Alex went out to join the boys in Mitch’s room. She was dreading facing them dressed like this. She much preferred her khakis and ponytail and just being one of the boys.

The moment she walked in the room, mock catcalls and whistles besieged her. She promptly turned a bright shade of red.

“My, my, my, don’t we clean up well?” Bob teased.

“I could say the same for you boys,” she said, sitting down in a chair. “I see you shaved today Bob, I hardly recognized you.”

Mitch laughed, as Bob grumbled.

Alex was already getting a headache from her up-do. She also worried about getting one of her heels caught in the hem of her dress and falling flat on her face in front of all the society types who would be at the party.

Jack had been sitting silently on the bed. His jaw had nearly dropped when Alex walked in, he had turned beet red, then looked away and began staring at his shoes.

Bob noticed Jack’s reaction to Alex, along with his uncharacteristic silence. He smiled to himself, shaking his head.

“Why is it that you men don’t have to put up with pantyhose that twists around your legs cutting off all circulation and large metal objects hanging from your ears? Or, how about the joy of teetering on unspeakably painful high-heeled shoes? Could someone explain this to me please?” Alex was having trouble sitting in a comfortable position in the form-fitting dress. She kept squirming in her chair.

Jack had still not spoken a word. He had a very funny look on his face.

Mitch answered first, “Don’t for a moment think we’ve got it all that good. Do you have any idea how hot these tuxedos are? And how would you like fabric nooses tied tightly around your throat for an entire evening? Our shoes may not have spikes attached to the heels, but they are stiff as hell.”

Bob piped in, “Yeah, not to mention try wearing this many layers of non-breathable fabric when one has an extra pound or two and a healthy coating of body hair!”

“That’s really too much information Bob,” Mitch said with a mock frown.

Alex, feeling eyes on her, looked to Jack who quickly looked away, blushing furiously once again. “Jack, are you all right? You haven’t said a word. Don’t tell me your tie has already begun to asphyxiate you,” she laughed.

Jack laughed a nervous, self-conscious laugh in response. “I think I am a little light-headed. Perhaps a good stiff drink will set me straight. Got any booze in here?”

Mitch looked at his watch, “Jack, I don’t think we’ve got time, we should get going. We’ll make a beeline for the bar as soon as we get there.”

With that the foursome left and headed for the Imperial Ballroom.
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Mitch, Alex, Jack and Bob headed first to the bar for cocktails and then to the appetizer buffet. It was still an hour until dinner and all they had eaten all day was their usual diet of several pots of coffee, pop, orange juice, and a smattering of junk food.

“Whose stomach is that I hear growling?” Mitch asked. “It sounds like a pack of hungry lions!”

“I’m working on the problem right now,” Bob answered, filling his plate with all manner of fancy finger foods.

“Don’t look now,” Alex whispered, “but Old Dusty’s over there, holding court with some council members. Let’s find a quiet, dark corner and hide there.”

“I’m with you!” Jack replied.

“Too late, I think he’s spotted us,” Mitch said. “I wonder where Fessel is? It’s unusual to see the Professor without his trusty sidekick.”

“I’m sure he’ll show up soon enough,” Alex said.

“Oh no,” Mitch whispered, “he’s waving us over, guess there’s no way out of this one. Hey guys, we’ll be right back, don’t have too much fun without us,” he said looking sympathetically at the fallen faces of Jack and Bob. He knew how uncomfortable they were at social gatherings.

Mitch and Alex walked over to join Professor Dustimaine.

“Mitch, Alex, there’s someone here who wants to meet you. This is Dr. Khadesh, he’s the Director of Egyptian Antiquities and has been an avid supporter of my field research over the last three years.”

The Professor had emphasized the word ‘my’, which was not lost on either Mitch or Alex.

“How do you do?” Dr. Khadesh said as he smiled and shook their hands enthusiastically. “I have heard much about you. It is a pleasure to finally meet you both.”

Professor Dustimaine could barely mask his displeasure at how graciously they were being greeted by Dr. Khadesh.

“We’re honored to meet you, sir,” Mitch replied.

“Yes, this is an honor,” Alex agreed. “It’s so nice to finally have the opportunity to meet you in person.”

“Unfortunately, my duties often interfere with the more pleasant social activities. My aides often benefit from the many opportunities I miss,” Dr. Khadesh smiled warmly at them.

“Yes, Dr. Khadesh is a very busy man,” Dustimaine added, not liking how the three of them seemed to be hitting it off.

“Miss Logan, I knew your father, Devlan. He was a fine man and a gifted Egyptologist. He would be very proud of the work you and Mr. Carver are doing.”

“Thank-you sir, it means a great deal to us to hear you say that,” Alex beamed.

Mitch noticed how Professor Dustimaine bristled at the mention of Alex’s father, so he mischievously added, “Dr. Logan was the most talented archaeologist I ever knew.”

The Professor looked like he wanted to throttle him.

Mitch kept a straight face, but was laughing on the inside.

“Indeed,” Dr. Khadesh replied. “I have been very interested in the work you two have done here in Egypt. I also understand you were both first in your class in university, and are well on your way to completing your doctoral program. Very impressive.”

Mitch and Alex positively glowed.

“We are very happy you have taken an interest in our work, Dr. Khadesh,” Alex replied. “We have often wondered if anyone took notice of us.”

Dustimaine silently fumed at her audacity.

“Oh believe me, Miss Logan, I am always aware of the goings-on here. Though I may not make many appearances, I am kept well informed of all activities, I assure you.”

Dr. Khadesh looked towards the door and nodded his head. “I must apologize, I will have to excuse myself. Please enjoy the evening, I will see you all at dinner.”

Professor Dustimaine looked ill at ease with the prospect of being left alone with the very two people he had been chastising recently, so he quickly excused himself as well.

“Wow, that was more than a little unexpected,” Alex whispered to Mitch.

“Yeah,” Mitch agreed, “maybe Dustimaine hasn’t been so successful in stunting our reputations, after all.” He looked around the room and spotted Jack and Bob standing next to a tall potted palm tree. “Let’s go re-join our friends over there, they look like they could use some company.”

Shortly before six pm, Mitch, Alex, Jack and Bob headed towards the dining hall. Just as they were leaving, a waiter approached them.

“Mr. Carver? Miss Logan?” the young man inquired.

“Yes, that’s us,” Mitch replied.

“I was asked to deliver this to you.” He handed Mitch an unmarked envelope.

“What is it?” Mitch asked. “Who is it from?”

“I am sorry, I do not know. A man asked me to relay it to you at once, then he left immediately.”

“Thank-you,” Alex replied. The waiter hurried away leaving them with the mysterious envelope.

“Were you expecting anything?” Alex asked Mitch as he was turning the envelope over.

Jack and Bob were peering over his shoulder to get a look at it.

“No, but we may as well open it. If it was delivered here, it might be time-sensitive,” Mitch proceeded to tear one end of the envelope open.

He pulled out three pieces of paper. Two of them appeared to be official documents, the other a handwritten note.

“Who’s it from?” Alex asked.

“I don’t know, there’s no name,” Mitch said as he led them over to a corner of the room, away from prying ears and eyes. He quietly read what was on the single piece of paper:

Seek out the words of the one who stands guard,

Under one’s heart does the gateway rest,

Only they who know the secret shall be allowed to pass,

But be warned of the power that lies below

Jack spoke up, excitement filling his voice, “Whoa, cool! A riddle!”

“Really Sherlock? Boy, it sure is lucky for us you’re here. We never would have figured that out,” Bob replied to his skinny friend.

Alex leaned in, “Sshhh, guys keep it down, we don’t want to attract attention. What are the other two papers?”

Mitch looked at the documents. He was bewildered. “They are permits for excavation in Egypt.”

“What?” Alex, Bob and Jack exclaimed in unison, forgetting to stay quiet and not attract attention.

“Take a look for yourself,” Mitch said. “These look like official permits. They have Alex’s and my names on them. This an official government seal, I’ve seen it on the permits that allow archaeologists to excavate in this country. This doesn’t look like a forgery.”

“Who authorized them?” Alex asked in disbelief.

“I can’t make out the signatures,” Mitch replied.

“It looks like you two got your wish,” Bob whispered.

“Someone is definitely trying to help us,” Alex said. “I can’t believe this! We’d better keep this to ourselves until we figure out what we’re going to do.”

“You’re right,” Mitch agreed, “any number of people would love to usurp our efforts and get a hold of something like this.”

“Yes, god forbid they were usurped, sounds quite unpleasant,” Jack whispered to Bob.

Bob responded by smacking the back of his head.

“Ow!” Jack exclaimed.

“Children, behave yourselves, this is a formal event,” Alex admonished them.

Mitch shook his head, “Ok, look we’ve got to get in there for dinner. We can’t be late. We can figure this out afterwards.” Mitch put the note and permits back in the envelope, and tucked it inside his jacket pocket.
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Unraveling the Riddle

Mitch and Alex were relieved to have finally been able to leave the function. It was now quite late. Jack and Bob had managed to duck out early, much to Mitch and Alex’s chagrin. The evening had seemed to drag on endlessly. All they wanted to do was get back to their rooms and discuss the new development in private, away from anyone who may be listening.

“Man, I can’t wait to get out of this dress and these shoes are killing me!” Alex said as they reached their rooms. “Who the hell thought that walking around on skinny spikes was a good idea?”

They went into Mitch’s room to discuss the note and permits.

Alex nearly teetered over trying to unhook the fiendishly small buckles on the offending footwear. “Honestly, I could have killed myself walking down those stairs from the grand ballroom. Not to mention this dress, I haven’t been able to take a deep breath all night! That will teach me not to bother buying a new dress, I thought this one would still fit.”

She looked over at Mitch who was smirking. “Not a word out of you Carver. I’m sure the drycleaner shrunk it.”

“Of course, I wasn’t thinking anything else,” he said feigning innocence.

“Right,” she replied, as she began to pull down her up-do, which had been giving her a headache all night. “I swear that’s the last formal function I attend.”

Mitch had been grinning the entire time.

Alex stopped in her tracks and looked at Mitch, “You’re laughing at me,” she said with her hands on her hips. “You’re quite enjoying my misery, aren’t you?”

“I can’t help it, Alex, you’re hilarious. Every single time, we go through this. You know it’s the price we have to pay to remain barely inside the outskirts of the in-crowd.”

“Could someone please explain to me what fancy dresses, excruciatingly painful shoes and fruit plates have to do with archaeology?”

Mitch was no longer paying attention to her little diatribe, but seemed fixated on his desk.

“Are you listening to me?”

Mitch still didn’t answer. Slowly he walked over to the desk and picked up his notebook turning it over, then looked again at the desk.

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“I’m not sure. Did you come back to either of our rooms at any time during the party?” he turned to look at her.

“Sadly no,” she replied wistfully. “Why do you ask?”

“I could have sworn I left this in the desk drawer,” Mitch said hesitantly. “The door was locked when we came in, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, I unlocked it when we got here. I remember because our keys were about the only things that would fit in this useless excuse for purse.” She tossed the tiny, sequined evening bag on the sofa. “Do you think you just forgot and left it out? We were in a bit of a rush to get there.”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Just the same, let’s have a look around and see if anything else looks out of place. I might be getting a little paranoid with all the excitement lately, but I think I’d sleep better if we checked things out a bit.”

“Sure. I’ll go have a look around my room, too,” Alex said, heading next door.

Mitch started examining every item in his cluttered room. After a few minutes, he heard Alex in the adjacent room.

“What the...” her voice trailed off. “Mitch! Come here, quickly!”

He raced over. “What is it? Did you find something?” He looked into her room and saw her kneeling down next to her bedside table. She was holding a small, white figurine.

“What is that?” Mitch asked.

Alex’s hands were trembling slightly. “It’s my porcelain angel. It was a gift from my father when I was ten. I carry it with me everywhere. I’ve never slept a night without it since my tenth birthday.” She stood up, still cradling the precious object in her hands. “Look here, its wingtip – a small piece has been chipped off. I have carted this around for years, everywhere I’ve gone and never broken it. I know this wasn’t damaged before.” Alex looked at him, a small tear in her eye. “Someone’s been in here.”

“Did you find anything missing?” Mitch asked.

“No, just this,” she said looking at her broken angel.

“Me neither.”

She looked back up at Mitch, “Guess that means this wasn’t just a burglary?”

“Nope, not a burglary,” he said, frowning. “This is serious, Alex. Someone may be suspicious of our off-hours activities. We’re going to have to watch our backs.”

“Do you still have the note and the permits?” she asked.

Mitch nodded, patting his jacket pocket.

“Why don’t we go see Jack and Bob right now, tell them what’s happened,” Alex said as she put on her dusty old work shoes.

“Nice combination, Logan,” Mitch snickered.

“Thanks! Personally, I think it’s an improvement. C’mon, let’s hurry.”

Mitch and Alex ran over to Jack and Bob’s rooms. Alex knocked furiously on Bob’s door while Mitch banged on Jack’s door.

Jack was the first to answer, holding a can of Coke, “Hey, what’s up?”

“Jack, sorry to bother you so late, but it’s important, we need to talk to you guys right away,” Mitch said.

Alex was still knocking on Bob’s door. She could hear him snoring inside.

Jack stepped out to see Alex banging away on Bob’s door. He chuckled, “No problemo. This is still early for me. But Bob there, good luck waking him. He’d sleep through Armageddon. Wait a second. I’ve got a key to his room. I’ll let you in.”

“Does he know you’ve got a key?” Mitch asked.

“I thought it was a good idea,” Jack winked. “One never knows when it will come in handy, like right now,” Jack smiled devilishly. “Hold my Coke.”

Mitch took the Coke, and looked at Alex. She just shrugged her shoulders.

Jack quietly opened the door. There was Bob, still snoring away. Jack turned the room lights on, walked over to Bob and shook him hard.

Bob awoke with a start and yelled out.

“Sshhh, you big oaf, we’re being sneaky.” Jack grinned.

“What the hell are you doing in my room? How did you get in here?” Bob then saw Mitch and Alex out of the corner of his eye and jumped again. “What’s going on? Why are you all in here?”

“Bob, we’re really sorry for doing this,” Alex said, “but I was knocking and knocking on your door. You’re a hard guy to wake.”

“That still doesn’t answer how you all got in here.” Bob looked over at Jack, who began to examine the wallpaper. “I see. Jack, I think you and I need to have a little chat.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jack replied.

Mitch stepped forward, “Bob, Jack, the reason we couldn’t wait until morning to talk to you guys, is that when Alex and I returned to our rooms, we noticed some things out of place. We think someone was in there while we were at the party.”

“Really?” Bob asked. He was fully awake now.

“Did you observe anything or anyone unusual either at the party or on your way back here tonight?” Alex asked. “You guys left a good hour before we did.”

Jack was staring at Alex’s shoes, smiling to himself when he realized she was asking a question of him too. He started blushing and proceeded to swig some Coke to cover his red cheeks.

Bob shook his head.

“No, I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary,” Jack responded, nearly choking on his Coke.

“Me neither, other than...” Bob’s voice trailed off. “Where was Old Dusty’s shadow tonight?”

“I asked about that,” Mitch replied. “Apparently Fessel was sick. Dust Bucket said he had come down with something and wouldn’t be attending the dinner.” Mitch looked at Alex. “You don’t think...”

“Interesting,” she nodded. “If it was Fessel, it’s highly doubtful he acted on his own. Professor Dusti-mean’s been none-too-pleased with us lately. I wouldn’t put it past him to get that little weasel Fessel to spy on us.” Alex stopped, thinking. “Well, we can’t prove anything right now, but what about the note and permits we were given? It appears someone is trying to help us. Any ideas who?”

The room was silent.

“Me neither,” Alex said. “Ok then, let’s take another look at the note.”

Mitch pulled the envelope out of his pocket. He read the note aloud:

Seek out the words of the one who stands guard,

Under one’s heart does the gateway rest,

Only they who know the secret shall be allowed to pass,

But be warned of the power that lies below

“It has to be referring to the Sphinx,” Mitch said. “Otherwise why would we have been given the permits? It’s close to where we’ve been working. Maybe whoever gave this to us is aware of our interest in the Sphinx.”

Alex nodded. “The power that lies below...it’s exactly what we’ve been seeing in the scrolls. There is something down there, in the subterranean chambers.”

“So does ‘Under one’s heart does the gateway rest,’ point to the Sphinx’s chest? Under where its heart would be?” Mitch asked.

“That would mean the entrance is between the Sphinx’s paws, below the head,” Alex said.

“What about this line,” Jack pointed, “‘Only they who know the secret shall be allowed to pass?’ What does that mean?”

“We probably need a special technique to gain entrance,” Alex replied. “It’s likely very well hidden.”

“Hey, it might be booby-trapped!” Bob exclaimed.

“It may well be,” Mitch said.

Bob’s expression abruptly changed when he realized Mitch wasn’t joking.

“We’re never going to know until we find it,” Alex said, “but we have another mystery to solve before we get there.”

“You’re right. Someone would either have to know what we’re up to, what we’ve found, or...” Mitch paused for a moment. “...or they know a lot more than we do and have kept quiet. Until now.”

“Whoa, this is heavy man,” Jack said, gripping his Coke.

“This would have to be someone with a lot of clout, who knows what’s going on and wants you guys involved,” Bob said.

“You mean, us guys, don’t you Bob? You two are very much involved in this now,” Alex added.

“We’re here for you, you know that,” Bob replied.

She smiled, shaking her head. “What I mean is that the stakes are getting higher, day by day. You two are going to have to watch yourselves, too. We don’t know exactly what – or who – we’re dealing with here.”

Jack, mid-swallow, nearly choked on his Coke.

Bob was agape.

“She’s right,” Mitch agreed. “Our rooms have been broken into, whoever it was that slipped us the note and the permits likely knows the four of us have been working together. We’ve got to be pretty careful from here on in.” Mitch put the note back in the envelope and placed it back in his pocket. “We’ve all got to get an early start tomorrow morning and it’s very late now. Let’s act as if nothing is out the ordinary and go about our day – keeping our eyes and ears open.”
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A Princess’ Treachery

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Zazmaria paced the room in the little red house, nervously. Meeting in this clandestine fashion always made her edgy and she was uncertain as to how this conversation would go.

She jumped when she heard a knock on the door. She stepped to the window to peer out. “It is him,” she whispered, her heart pounding in her chest. She opened the door and in strode Zhek.

Smiling widely, he embraced her and kissed her passionately, his strong arms holding her tight against him. “Mmmm, how I have missed you, Zazmaria,” he said as he stroked her luxurious long, black hair.

“I have missed you too,” she replied, growing increasingly nervous. She was unsure how to begin.

“Come, my love, let us lie down. I wish to hold you close. I felt terrible the way things left off the last time I saw you. I was not sure when you would return to me,” Zhek said as he held her hand to lead her over to the bed.

She hesitated. She stayed standing where she was.

“What is wrong? Are you not well?” Zhek asked as he stood before her, his deep sapphire blue eyes searching her face.

Still, no answer came. Her heart was pounding in her chest.

Zhek, concerned, held her face in his hands. She could not look up to meet his gaze. “Zazmaria, what is it?”

“I-I have something to tell you Zhek. Something important. Please, just sit down,” she said as she motioned him over to the chairs, and away from the bed.

He obliged, waiting for her to continue.

Zazmaria took a deep breath, “I do not know how to say this, so I am just going to say it directly.” She was visibly shaking now. “Zhek...I am pregnant.”

Silence. Zhek stared at her, his expression unreadable.

“Zhek? Please say something.”

“I am sorry, Zazmaria, I am just stunned by your news.” He suddenly jumped up, pulling her up with him, a wide grin spreading across his face. “But I am overjoyed, my love! We are going to have a baby!”

“Zhek, wait...you do not understand,” Zazmaria said as she pulled away, feeling the knot in her stomach grow.

“I know, I know, this is complicated, I am not that naive. We will not be able to reveal that I am the father until circumstances change, but still this is wonderful news, a child, Zazmaria!” Zhek was beaming with pride. “I could not be happier!” He tried to pull her to him again, but she resisted.

“It is not yours.” Her words were cold and harsh, crushing all the emotion and tenderness in the room; then giving rise to new emotions. The silence that ensued was almost unbearable for her. She watched the color drain from Zhek’s face and braced herself for his reaction.

“What did you say?” Zhek whispered hoarsely.

“The baby, it is my husband’s, you are not the father,” Zazmaria stated as she met his gaze head on. It took every ounce of courage in her to say those words. She could see the rage beginning to boil within him and she took a step back. “I am sorry, Zhek. I must be going.” She turned to leave.

“You are not going anywhere,” Zhek’s tone had now turned menacing.

“I cannot stay, I must get back to the Palace,” she insisted, again turning away from him.

Zhek reached over and grabbed her arm. No gentleness remained in his touch.

“You are hurting me Zhek, let me go,” Zazmaria pleaded as she struggled within his grip.

“Would you mind explaining to me, your Highness,” he nearly spat the words at her now, “how it is that I have been sharing your bed for the past two months and yet, somehow I am not the father?” He did not loosen his hold on her arm.

“Zhek, please you are hurting me,” she cried, her voice rising. Tears began to stream down her face as both his words and his grip assailed her.

“Fine,” he shot back and with a push he nearly threw her across the room. “But you will answer my question.”

Zazmaria, shocked and humiliated at being treated so roughly, regained her balance. Trembling, she straightened her gown and tried to regain her composure. “You know I am another man’s wife Zhek, must I spell it out for you?” She looked at him defiantly through her tears.

Zhek took a step towards her. “Do you take me for a fool? Do you honestly think your lies and deceit will work with me? Your husband may be so easily manipulated, but I am another matter altogether or have you forgotten to whom you are talking?”

He waited, but she did not respond.

“I am just as clever as you are, Princess,” Zhek glared at her. “I see right through you.”

Zazmaria said nothing in defense of his accusations. Her mind raced, dreading his next move.

He moved to within mere inches of her. His hostility was palpable. “You think I do not know how much easier the situation would be for you if it were Alaj’s child? Your lover can simply be tossed aside with no ties remaining, and then you and your Royal Prince can claim how greatly your family has been blessed by this event.”

Zazmaria wrapped her arms around herself to try and stop her shaking.

Zhek continued, “But...if this were your lover’s child, you would have to lie to your husband, to the entire Royal Family, to the people – to everyone. Ever living in fear that your dirty little secret may come to light.”

Her emotions welled up uncontrollably within her. “You delude yourself, Zhek,” Zazmaria fought back, “ just as you have all along about this little love affair. Did you really believe that you and I had a future together? It is just not possible. It would be scandalous! We would be outcasts, left with nothing, shunned by our families and our society. It was just a fantasy, Zhek!”

She took a deep breath, letting her words sink in as much for herself as for Zhek. “I am a Princess, a member of the Royal Family. That will not change!”

“You are the one who is deluding yourself that this little deception will work!” he yelled at her. “Your marriage to Alaj is crumbling. How long have you two been married and produced no heirs? This child is mine and you know it!” Zhek was enraged. He had never felt so betrayed in his life.

“I know nothing of the sort!” she shouted back at him. “Your arrogance is astounding, even for you!”

“You filthy harlot, you will not get away with this!”

Zazmaria slapped him hard across his face, leaving a bright red handprint on his scarred cheek. “You bastard! How dare you say these things to me!” she screamed, shaking in anger.

Zhek stood still for a moment, stunned at the stinging blow she just delivered, both with her words and with her hand. His deep blue eyes narrowed and he stepped even closer to her, an act of defiance to the violence she had just delivered.

His tone was now measured, “We shall see Zazmaria. Time will tell. Your little plan has a fatal flaw, you see, you will not be able to mask the likeness of this child, which will only become more pronounced with time. Alaj may be fooled for the time being, but even he will see through your lies once this child grows. Mark my words woman, I will claim my child in due time.”

Then in a move that startled her even further, Zhek roughly took her head in his hands and kissed her hard. He then looked deep into her topaz eyes, “Do not forget, I know something of the secrets you carry within you. You think you can control everything and everyone around you at will, at any cost? What will you do when you find out you cannot control me or that I no longer fit into your selfish plans? Try to kill me, too?”

“I...I have no idea what you mean, Zhek.” Her voice was hoarse, her throat constricted. She felt like she was trying to dodge blows without knowing where they were coming from.

He laughed bitterly, “Of course not.” Then, releasing her, he tossed her aside, pushing past her and out the door. Before he left, he turned to look back at her.

Zazmaria stared at him in stunned disbelief.

“Farewell, Princess, until we meet again...”

And with that, the man who had swept into her life so suddenly – was gone.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 41

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
The Heir

“Grandfather, may I speak with you?” Zhek asked.

“Of course, my boy, come in.” Lord Draxen dismissed the soldiers he had been conferring with.

They nodded to Zhek as they left.

“What is it?” Lord Draxen asked.

Zhek hated the fact that every time he faced his grandfather he felt as though he was that small boy again, about to be disciplined by the man who had once towered over him. “I have some important news to share, though the exact nature of the news is not certain at this time.”

“Sit down, Zhek, and let us talk. What are you trying to say?” Lord Draxen motioned to Zhek to take a seat at his desk.

“It is about Princess Zazmaria.” Zhek’s nerves were wound tight.

“Yes, I assumed as much. Continue.” Lord Draxen leaned forward on the desk, his hands clasped in front of him.

“She came to talk to me today, she had something to tell me.” Zhek was having difficulty getting the words out. “She, uh, well she...”

“She what, Zhek?” Lord Draxen asked, becoming impatient.

“She is with child,” Zhek spoke quickly.

Lord Draxen showed no expression for a moment, processing what he had just heard. Slowly an evil grin crossed his lined face. “With child,” he repeated slowly.

“But that is not all,” Zhek added.

“Oh?” Lord Draxen asked, raising an eyebrow.

“She claims the child is not mine,” Zhek admitted, unable to look his grandfather in the eye.

Lord Draxen said nothing for a moment. He stood up slowly, walked around the desk and stood, facing his grandson. “Zhek?” he asked.

“Yes?” Zhek answered.

“Look at me boy!” he ordered sternly.

Zhek looked up uncertainly.

“Do you believe the child is yours?”

“Yes, I know it is, but she denies...”

“I do not care what she denies, Zhek!” Lord Draxen shouted at him. “I will not allow that wretch to make a mockery of this family. Either you deal with this, and straighten her out...or I will. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Grandfather,” Zhek replied quickly.

“Good, now we have that out of the way...” Lord Draxen walked back around and sat down at his desk. “She has also never admitted to you that she is responsible for the deaths of Queen Axiana and Princess Anjia?”

“No, though I have let on my beliefs in that matter. She still will not speak of it.”

“Then this situation is no different. Princess Zazmaria does what she feels she needs to do, when she wants to do it, no matter the consequences. You are going to have to take that into consideration when dealing with her. She is dangerous and unpredictable, but fortunately more-so to her own family and that is a distinct advantage to us.”

“She could help us further crush the Royal Family,” Zhek added, “from the inside out.”

“Precisely,” Lord Draxen smiled. “We could not ask for a better ally, really, and we will decide how to best leverage that position in the days to come. We have something very powerful to hold over her now and we are going to use that to our strongest advantage.” Lord Draxen reveled in this most fortuitous turn of events. “You are under her skin in the most powerful and undeniable of ways now. She is going to be afraid of her infidelity being revealed and you are going to keep reminding her of that fear. You could ruin her and she knows it. But remember, she is treacherous.”

“I will, Grandfather.”
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Zazmaria Faces Alaj

Zazmaria steeled herself to give her husband the news of her pregnancy. Over the last few months, they had spent very little time together, seldom sharing a bed. She worried her husband might wonder why she was with child at this time, after so many years, and especially after they had been apart so much.

Alaj walked into their bedroom, “Zazmaria, you called for me?”

Zazmaria took a deep breath and walked over to him, “Yes, I have wonderful news I wish to share with you.” She desperately hoped her smile had a semblance of sincerity in it. “Please, come sit down next to me.”

“What is it?” Alaj asked, as she took him by the hand.

“Something that we have wished for, for years, has finally happened. Alaj, you are going to be a father. I am with child!” she tried to keep her voice steady and her tone happy. She scanned Alaj’s face for any hint of mistrust or misgivings.

He hesitated. “A child...” he whispered. “You are pregnant?” He looked down at her belly, trying to absorb the unexpected news.

“Yes, my husband. We are going to have a baby! After all these long years of hoping, it has finally happened.” Zazmaria tried to sound warm and enthusiastic. She feared what could be going through Alaj’s mind.

He did not respond.

“Alaj? Is something wrong?” she asked hesitantly.

He paused then shook his head. “No. No, I am happy. It is just this news is...unexpected. Things have not been well between us for some time now.” He looked into her topaz eyes searchingly, eyes he felt he hardly knew any more.

“But this is wonderful, is it not?” she asked him, her heart pounding.

“Yes,” Alaj replied, trying to manage a smile. “Wonderful.” This was something he had yearned to hear for so long, but now that it was real he found himself feeling strangely uneasy.
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A Celebration

An official parade had been arranged to celebrate the expectant Royal couple. It was a day Zazmaria was both excited by and yet dreaded. She felt transparent, that people would somehow see the truth about her. Her feelings of trepidation were growing day by day.

The Royal couple was carried by members of the Royal guard inside a draped carriage. The people cheered and threw flower petals as they passed by. Zazmaria looked resplendent in her deep emerald silk gown, with an empire-waist, festooned with a gold sash. Her hair was pulled off her face, and braided with gold ribbon, showcasing her high cheekbones.

Alaj was also dressed in emerald green, which matched his eyes. He looked proud and handsome, but inside he felt unsettled. However, he attributed his sense of unease to all the excitement and attention that was being bestowed on him and his wife, something he was quite unaccustomed to.

Through the city they wound their way, accepting the shouts of well-wishers, as they smiled brightly and waved to the adoring crowd.

Zazmaria was thrilled with the attention and love she was feeling from the people, trying to make eye contact with as many as she could. Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of a tall man, standing towards the back of the crowd. She sensed a presence, a penetrating gaze, and quickly inhaled with a sudden sense of shock. She nearly fainted, her face turning pale, and sweat beading on her brow.

“Zazmaria, are you all right?” Alaj asked as he noticed his wife teeter backwards, visibly shaken. He grabbed her and looked out towards the crowd, but the man had vanished, unseen by Alaj.

“I-I am fine, it was just a fainting spell. I think I may be overwhelmed by all the activity, and it is a very hot day. I am sure it will pass.” Zazmaria sat back up, placing a hand on her forehead. “I just need some water.”

Alaj reached down for the flask of water they had brought with them and gave it to his wife. He also took a fan and began trying to cool her. “We should return to the Palace at once. I do not want to take any chances with your health.” Concern was clearly etched across his face.

“No, I will be all right. We are almost to the end of the parade route. I am feeling better now with the water and the breeze,” she said, managing a faint smile, as her husband continued to fan her.

‘Zhek, was that you?’ she thought to herself, closing her eyes. It had been nearly three weeks since she had last spoken with him. Having been swept up in all the excitement surrounding her pregnancy, she had managed to separate herself from the events of the past three months, distancing herself emotionally from Zhek.

But now, believing she had seen him, her defenses fell. Her heart raced, her feelings became jumbled, as her memories surfaced and threatened to overwhelm her once again.

She opened her eyes and tried to forget the man she saw, or thought she saw and turn her attentions back to the throngs of happy subjects, here to honor her and her unborn child.

Suddenly a voice yelled out over the din of the crowd, “Hail Princess! A new child is coming to heal our sorrows!”

Then another voice cried out above all the others, “Queen Axiana and Princess Anjia would have been so happy for you!” The crowd began to cheer ever more loudly.

Zazmaria, terribly shaken at hearing those words, turned to see who had spoken them, but the sea of faces became a blur. The images became frightening, menacing and she suddenly felt as though she was burning up, beads of sweat forming all over her. The remainder of the journey back to the Palace was an agonizing one.

That night, Zazmaria slept fitfully. As she tried to go to sleep, the thought that she may have seen Zhek in the crowd and hearing the disturbing words spoken by the townspeople, replayed in her mind over and over again tormenting her. Finally asleep, her mind descended into a nightmare world of disjointed images and faces.
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She was back in the parade, the crowd pressing in around her. The din was deafening, the heat unbearable. Then, dark, menacing storm clouds rushed in. The winds howled and blew all around her. The people, who just moments before had been proclaiming their happiness, began screaming in panic.

The carriage Zazmaria rode in bounced dangerously down the road, carried by unseen hands. She looked around her, but she was now alone. Alaj had vanished. Terrified, she searched the crowd. She tried calling for help, but she could make no sound.

All around her faces contorted, becoming disfigured, hideous. Voices, now only distortions, were filled with hate and anguish, malevolence, but she could make out no words.

Then she saw Assan in the crowd, a still figure amidst swirling chaos. He glared at her with utter contempt. “Your treachery will be exposed!” his voice boomed through the fierce winds. Rain began to fall in sheets, battering the carriage. Zazmaria screamed and turned away in fear.

Suddenly Zhek was sitting in the carriage beside her. For a brief moment, she felt safe. He reached for her belly, but she noticed his hand was maimed and blackened, the fingers only stumps, as though his hand had been partially consumed in a fire. He looked at her menacingly. “I will take what is mine,” he said as he continued to reach towards her with his mangled hand. Then his face began to blister and burn before her very eyes. Zhek howled in agony, falling towards her.

Zazmaria screamed again and jumped from the carriage. She felt herself falling, but instead of hitting the ground, she fell through it, becoming submerged in icy, black water, her heart pounding fiercely from the shock. Desperately she struggled, trying to get to the surface, but just as she reached it, a strong hand grabbed her shoulder. Zazmaria, gasping for breath wheeled around and saw Anjia, standing over the water, again as a young woman, a white light surrounding her form. She stood motionless looking down at Zazmaria. The water did not touch her. Zazmaria felt Anjia’s gaze piercing her soul.

The expression on Anjia’s face spoke of unspeakable pain, anger and vengeance. She spoke in a voice low and strong, “It had to be.” At that moment, Zazmaria felt a cold hand grip her leg, violently dragging her back under the water’s surface. As she struggled in the dark, cold water, she turned and to her horror, a face slowly became illuminated in its depths. Axiana stared at back her, but her once beautiful face was now a mask of death, her skin preternaturally pale, her eyes cold and dead.
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Zazmaria awoke, screaming in terror.
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Events Begin to Unfold

Zazmaria continued to have nightmares on occasion. Though Alaj had tried to speak to her about it, she would not say what it was that was tormenting her in her sleep. She grew distant and cold to him again. However, with the birth of their first child nearing, he had tried to shake his fears and doubts and focus on the new responsibilities he would have as a father. But now, there was something else troubling him.

“I was not expecting to see you so soon. Is something wrong? “ Zazmaria asked. Her husband had been working long hours again, so that once the baby came, he could scale back on some of his responsibilities.

He walked into their chambers and sat down in a chair, putting his head in his hands, obviously agitated.

She looked at him for a moment, assessing his demeanor. “Alaj? What is it?”

He inhaled deeply. “I just found out today, quite by accident, that Traeus has been purposely downplaying...no, more like outright lying to me about that chamber underneath the Amsara site.”

“I knew it!” she said. “I knew there had to be more to it than what he told you.”

Alaj gave her a look. He did not need to be reminded of that. “I overheard Traeus talking to Assan in his study today. I had come by to talk to Traeus on another matter, but I stopped outside the partially open door when I heard Assan say, ‘There have been some energy fluctuations. The chamber seems to be containing it, but Victarius is looking into the matter as a precaution.’ Traeus asked him if it was serious, if it would affect its operation. Assan said that it seemed to be operating fine, but that Victarius would give them a report as soon as he had completed his inspection. I did not hear any more because Assan went to leave, so I quickly left before they could see me.”

She frowned. “What exactly is it that is having energy fluctuations?”

“I have no idea,” Alaj said angrily, “but whatever it is, is in that chamber below the monument. Traeus has been lying to me all along, and hiding this, this...device or whatever it is!” He huffed as he paced about the room. “I despise him for this! Can you imagine how he would react if I went behind his back on something of this magnitude?”

“No, I cannot Alaj, and do you know why?” she asked.

Alaj looked at her, bracing himself for what she would say next.

“Because he assumes you never would, which means you are going to have to find out yourself what that device is.”

“I doubt he would tell me the truth even if I do ask.”

“Then you are going to have to find out another way.”

“And just how would you propose I do that?” he asked heatedly.

She met his tone. “Whatever way you have to. You have an heir to think about now. I warn you, you had better start looking out for our child’s future...or I will.”
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Zhek and Zazmaria

Zazmaria had been a nervous wreck in the weeks following her son, Setar’s birth. No one suspected anything, but she could not shake the looming sense of dread which hung over her since the day so many months ago she met with Zhek to tell him she was pregnant; to lie to him and deny his right to claim this child as his own. She wondered what he would do.

One day, feeling especially trapped by her life, Zazmaria decided to go out walking alone, against the strong protests of Medetha. It was a warm, sunny day, soft breezes blowing. She needed to clear her head, to get away from everyone, even her son. Though she had tried, she could not stop thinking about Zhek and the feelings he stirred in her. She once again felt things closing in around her, strangling her. She was restless, filled with emotions she tried in vain to suppress. She walked and walked in no particular direction, when suddenly she heard a voice.

“Zazmaria.”

She whirled around, startled.

“I have waited a long time to find a moment where you were alone.”

“Zhek,” she said, her voice barely audible. He stepped out from the trees where he had been hidden. She was outside the Palace grounds now, far out of earshot of any guards or staff. She had not met with him since the day she told him she was pregnant. So much had happened since then, so much time had passed and yet here he was standing before her once again.

He wore a hood, which he now pulled back. His thick black hair was looser than he usually wore it, with strands falling about his face. “It has been quite a long time, Zazmaria. You are looking well. Motherhood must agree with you.”

His voice was as deep and sensual as she had remembered it. “What are you doing here?” she asked, frozen where she stood, her heart racing, the blood rushing to her face. She could not read his expression, and was nervous as to his intent.

“As I said, I have waited for a moment to catch you alone.” He too was uncertain as to how she would react to him. “You looked so radiant the day of the parade, I had to see you again,” he said as a sadness now tinged his handsome features.

“That was you...” Zazmaria said, her mind racing. A part of her wanted to run to him, while part of her wanted to run away.

Zhek stepped closer, but kept a respectful distance. “Yes, I knew you saw me, but I thought it best to keep a low profile.” He looked deep into her eyes.

“That was wise,” was all she could think to say.

Her words came off cold and unfeeling. “Is it really so easy for you, Zazmaria, to be apart like this? To have the father of your child estranged from you, from Setar?” He could not hide the emotion in his voice.

“Of course it has not been easy, Zhek.”

“Indeed, Princess? Your actions belie your words,” he said angrily.

“What do you mean by that?”

“How do you think this has been for me, being separated from you all this long, empty time, never seeing Setar, knowing you are living your life without me as another man’s wife? I have not even been able to hold my own son!” he shouted, now stepping only inches from her.

“Zhek, please, what do you want from me? Do you have any idea how difficult things have been for me? I am Alaj’s wife, a member of the Royal Family. I was that before you and I met. Be realistic, we got ourselves into something that had no future, you knew that.” Zazmaria’s resolve was breaking down and her self-control began to crumble.

“No future?” he yelled at her, incensed. “We have a child together, Zazmaria. There is no greater future than that!”

She burst into tears. All at once she understood how painful this must all be for him, the man she loved, her son’s true father.

Zhek reached out and pulled her to him. He held her close for a moment then kissed her softly on the lips. “I am not your enemy, Zazmaria. I only want to be a part of your life, of my son’s life. I am not a man who gives up when circumstances become difficult.”

Zazmaria pulled away, “Zhek, someone might see us.”

“Tell me something,” he pressed, “are you happy? Truly happy living this lie?”

No response.

“Then tell me something else, does Setar have the birthmark?”

Zazmaria was too shocked by the question to answer.

“He does,” Zhek said, reading her expression, and feeling emboldened by it. “Then you know there is no doubt. Do you think of me every time you see it?”

Her cheeks flushed. She looked away.

“I will take that as a yes.” He paused, letting the knowledge sink in, emboldening him. “I think of you constantly, Zazmaria, and of my son. It tears me up inside to not be a part of your lives, to not be able to see him. Could you even begin to imagine what that has been like for me?”

Tears swept down her cheeks.

“I know deep down you are not happy with your life. I have a way to resolve all of this. My family is strong Zazmaria – you know that. We want things to change. We will see that they do change. At that time, you must decide what you want.”

“What do you mean by that, Zhek?” she asked nervously.

“Perhaps one day,” he said reaching for her hand, “Setar could ascend to the throne.”

His words thrilled her.

He looked at her, his expression serious, “In the days to come, you will have to choose your path very carefully. I love you, Zazmaria. When the time is upon us, should you choose to be with me, I will protect you and honor you and our son, no matter what we are to face.”

Zazmaria listened intently, taking in every word. “Zhek, are you saying...”

“Yes, and I mean every word of it,” he said as he kissed her forehead.

She melted into him. “Zhek, I have thought of you so many times, I wanted to talk to you, to see you, but...”

He cut her off with a long, lingering kiss, then held her close.

Her feelings now came pouring out of her, “I love you, Zhek. I do. I think of you constantly. I can barely look at Alaj. I see Setar and it breaks my heart that he is not with his true father. I feel that I am letting him down, robbing him of that important connection. I worry that once he is older, he will never forgive me for taking that from him, time we can never get back.”

“Then we must make changes, Zazmaria, soon. I cannot bear this much longer.”

“Nor can I,” she said, pressing her face into his strong chest. She felt safe once again, protected, loved, passionate...alive, and she was grateful for it. She made her decision. “Zhek, there is something I need to tell you.”

“What is it?” he asked, looking deep into her luminous topaz eyes.

“It is about the Amsara site.”

He looked surprised. “Go on,” he encouraged her.

“Alaj overheard Traeus and Assan talking about it. They were saying something about the chamber below it. There is an energy source there, but it was fluctuating. Victarius was attending to it. I believe the chamber was designed to contain whatever this energy is.”

Zhek took in the valuable information. For so long he and his family had tried to find out the truth of what was actually going on at the site, but their spies had always come back empty-handed. “Did they say anything else about it?”

“No, nothing, and Alaj refuses to confront Traeus on it.”

Zhek kissed her again. “Thank-you for sharing this with me Zazmaria. It took a great deal of courage for you to tell me.”

“What are you going to do now?” she asked.

“I am not sure yet, but I think we have a right to know what they are doing down there, would you agree?”

“I said as much to Alaj. It infuriates me to think how Traeus lies to us, hides things and then has the audacity to expect us to tolerate it.”

“Precisely. His actions could be putting us all in grave danger.” Zhek paused for a moment, considering the matter. “Zazmaria, I should go now, but I will contact you again soon, I promise. Remember everything I have said here. My words are sincere. I will take care of you and our son, if you will let me...”

Zazmaria looked up at him with tears in her eyes, “I will.”
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A Deadly Crime

Late one night, Traeus was summoned to Assan’s private study in the main temple. The messenger said it was extremely urgent and that the King must come at once. The King was accompanied by two of his personal guards. He bid them stay outside the room while he went in to speak with Assan. Victarius was also waiting inside.

“Your Majesty,” Assan bowed.

Victarius bowed, but did not speak. His face was blanched. He was visibly shaken.

The King looked to Assan. “You summoned me?”

“Your Highness, we are sorry to send for you at such an hour, but we have some troubling news. There was a break-in in one of the engineering rooms.”

Traeus quickly glanced over at Victarius who was clearly very upset.

“There has been a murder,” the Head Priest stated gravely.

“What?” Traeus asked, shocked. “What happened?”

“Someone broke into the room where the plans for the chamber and Pharom are kept. It appears they did not know at first which room to search as another room also shows signs of forcible entry.”

Victarius now had his face buried in his hands.

Assan decided to continue, “Fortunately, whoever broke in was unable to take anything, but he managed to find the plans to the chamber’s locking mechanism and the Pharom, even though the room was secured and the plans were kept in a locked cabinet. One of Victarius’ engineers, Rhodan, was working late in a nearby room and came across the intruder. Whoever it was, broke Rhodan’s neck.”

Traeus was taken aback, “I cannot believe this!” Then realizing how close Victarius was to his engineers, he turned to him, “I am so sorry, Victarius.” The King walked over and placed his hand on the older man’s shoulder.

Victarius struggled to maintain composure, but through his tears he spoke, “Rhodan...he was always trying to prove himself. He was my hardest working engineer...I do not know how I am going to tell his family, but I must. I-I should go now...”

“Victarius, I know this is difficult for you, but I must ask you to do one thing,” Traeus said. “You must not let the family, or anyone else for that matter, know anything about what the intruder was after. Tell them that we do not know why it happened, but that it is being investigated.”

“I understand,” Victarius replied. He paused before leaving. “Your Majesty, I cannot stress enough, how dangerous it would be if someone tried to steal the Pharom. It must be protected at all costs.”

“It will be, Victarius.”

Victarius nodded and left to carry out his grim task.

Traeus turned to Assan, “Do we have any idea how much the intruders may know?”

“We must assume they know enough to be a threat.”

“Could information about the Pharom have been leaked?”

“Perhaps, or it may be just someone who was dangerously curious about the site,” Assan countered. “We cannot know for certain either way at this point.”

The King was deeply troubled. “What must we do?”

“Your Majesty, we must consider permanently sealing the chamber. It may be too dangerous to leave any kind of access to it, even by members of the priesthood. Our enemies would not know the consequences of tampering with it, or why it is housed in that chamber. The results would be disastrous...”

“I understand what you are saying, Assan,” Traeus conceded. “Someone out there is willing to take enormous risks to learn what it is. However, I do not want to seal the chamber yet if I can avoid it. We still need access to it. I will have Commander Koronius increase security and watch for anything suspicious, but I want to keep things quiet. I do not wish to arouse suspicion or let on how valuable the Pharom is. The intruder could not have learned its true purpose from those plans.”

“With all due respect, your Majesty, is this not too great a risk?”

“It is one I am willing to take...for now,” Traeus stated. “Do you think the Draxens could be responsible?”

“It is possible, but we must have proof of their involvement.”

“And none has been found?”

“Not yet, Your Majesty.”

“I must tell Alaj about this, but I will not mention the Pharom. I will tell him thieves broke in, looking for we know not what, and that Rhodan was killed when he confronted the intruder.”

“Will he not ask what was so important that someone was willing to kill for it?”

“Perhaps. I will try to convince him it was simply a burglary gone terribly wrong. The bigger questions are who did it, why they were looking for information and what they plan to do next. I will go see Commander Koronius first then I will speak with my brother.”
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Evil Takes Hold

“Jace, come in, we have been expecting you,” Lord Draxen said. Getting up from behind his huge desk, he motioned the young man to have a seat. Lord Draxen had been awaiting his return. Two of Lord Draxen’s guards, large burly men, stood on either side of Jace watching him closely. Their steely gazes made him uneasy. Zhek was sitting nearby. Jace appeared disheveled and nervous.

“Do share with us the results of your mission, Jace,” Lord Draxen urged.

“I managed to find the room where they kept their constructions plans. I only had a short time before someone found out I was there,” he stopped, hesitating to go on.

“Continue,” Lord Draxen said.

“Well, I found the plans of a double-chamber underneath the Amsara site and of some kind device stored within it. It is definitely what Princess Zazmaria told Zhek about. I have to say, whatever they have created, it looks highly advanced.”

“And can you tell us what it is?” Lord Draxen asked.

All eyes were on Jace.

“Not exactly, there is a complicated locking mechanism to gain entry into both chambers, but I think I could figure out how to defeat them from the plans I saw.”

“And...?” Lord Draxen asked, growing impatient.

“All I saw was that it is in the shape of an obelisk, but is a sophisticated design. It appears that Princess Zazmaria was right – it needs to be connected to that chamber, placed on some kind of platform to operate. I would guess the obelisk itself is the energy source the Princess referred to. The device and the chamber were probably designed to work together somehow, but I could not tell how from the plans I saw. There are likely other blueprints that I did not find. However, I would guess that the chamber might amplify its energy somehow...”

“Do you think it could be a weapon?” Zhek asked.

“If it is, it is the most unusual design for a weapon I have ever seen. I would speculate that is has some other kind of purpose though, but unfortunately, I do not know what its true function is.”

“And you can tell us nothing else of this device?” Lord Draxen questioned him, his irritation showing. This had been their best chance to get answers. He was not at all satisfied with the scant information Jace was providing.

“If I only had had more time I might have been able to find out more about it, but something happened...”

Lord Draxen looked at him sharply.

“What is it Jace?” Zhek asked. “You had better tell us everything.”

Jace took a deep breath, “Someone else was there. He must have been in a far room down the hall from where I was. I did not expect anyone to be there at such an hour, everything seemed quiet and dark at first.”

“Go on,” Lord Draxen prodded him.

“I suddenly heard footsteps outside the door. There was no time to hide or do anything, I had no choice...” Jace started to reply.

“No choice in what, Jace?” Zhek asked.

“I had to kill him. There was nothing else I could do. It was too late, he saw me. I do not know who it was, but he was young though. I lunged at him...I broke his neck. Afterwards, I left in a hurry in case anyone else came looking for him. In my rush to get out of there, I did not stop to take anything with me, I am sorry...I-I panicked.”

The men were speechless as they processed what he told them.

Finally Lord Draxen spoke, “What is done, is done. We will have to decide where to go from here. Jace, you are dismissed, for now.”

“Yes sir,” he replied and walked out the door.

Lord Draxen turned to his grandson, “Zhek?”

“Yes Grandfather?”

“The stakes are now much higher. We have little time for indecision. I want you to pay another visit to Zazmaria. Find out if there is anything else she knows or can find out for us about that device. It is also time we set some other plans in motion. Get her to strongly encourage Alaj to start taking matters into his own hands. We need him to start making Traeus’ life a lot more difficult, to actively challenge his authority, if you get my meaning. If we can get the King and eldest Prince to look at one another as the enemy, they will be too busy to see us coming.”

“You are clever Grandfather,” Zhek replied. “I will do what I can.”

“And Zhek, I would prefer to avoid any more unplanned ‘incidents’. They could prove dangerous to us. If we did not still need Jace’s expertise, well...”

Zhek nodded, he knew what his grandfather was saying.

“Be cautious, be vigilant, keep tight control of things,” Lord Draxen warned.
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The Lovers’ Plan

Zazmaria could not stop thinking of Zhek. Traeus had informed the family of the break-in and murder, but, as usual, did not provide details. She knew it had to be the Draxens.

She felt a sense of urgency. She had to see Zhek. She knew she should not go to the little red house at this time, in light of what had happened to the young engineer, but she no longer cared. She would risk everything to be with him.

She did not have to wait long.

Zhek came in through the back door. She raced to him and into his strong arms.

“Zazmaria, my love, I have missed you.” He held her tight.

“I feel the same, I cannot bear to be apart from you any longer.”

“Then you shall not,” he said as he kissed her passionately. He felt his body respond to her presence. He picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. He was a bit rough with her, he had been aching for her and could scarcely control himself, but she did not mind. They made love, their desire for one another ravenous, primal.

Afterwards, they caught their breath and allowed their heartbeats to slow to normal. However, they could not linger.

Zhek raised himself on one elbow, and looked down at the face of the woman he loved. He wished he could stay longer. “We do not have much time I am afraid. I love you and I need you Zazmaria, more than I can possibly say.” He kissed her forehead. His expression turned serious. “I need you to listen to me very carefully.”

She nodded for him to continue.

“You know about the break-in?” he asked.

“Yes. It was your family, was it not? Were you directly involved?”

“It was my family, but no, I had nothing to do with what happened. We had not meant for things to turn out the way they did...the man that died. We thought no one would be there at that time.”

“I see,” she said, waiting for him to continue.

“Have you been able to learn anything more of the device you spoke of? It would help us avoid any more unpleasant occurrences,” he said, looking at her intently.

“No, Alaj and I barely speak these days.”

Zhek took a deep breath. “All right then. My family will figure out where to go from here.” He took her hand in his, “Zazmaria, I need to ask you to do something, something very important.”

“What is it?” she asked anxiously.

“We need your husband to actively work against Traeus and begin to undermine his efforts and authority. I know Alaj tends towards inaction and passivity, but if you could strongly encourage him somehow to weaken and challenge Traeus’ position, it would enable us to put our plans in motion much quicker.”

She hesitated. “What would happen to Alaj if he succeeded in this?”

“That would be entirely up to him,” Zhek stated.

“I see,” she replied.

Zhek held her by her shoulders, his grip firm. “Zazmaria, things are falling into place for you and I. Everything we have talked about will be ours for the taking. When this is over, and we are successful, you could be my Queen. Together we could rule, and make way for Setar to take his rightful place as well. One day, he could be King. But I need your help to make it happen.”

She nodded, her mind filled with dreams she would finally see realized. “I will do whatever I can, Zhek.”

“You are an amazing woman Zazmaria. You will be a strong and powerful Queen one day.” He kissed her again. “I have to go, but I will see you again soon, my love. You always know where to find me.”

His words meant everything to her. Her heart pounded with anticipation of the days to come.
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Zazmaria Makes Her Play

Energized and re-affirmed by her encounter with Zhek, Zazmaria exuded a new confidence. An undeniable change had taken place within her. She felt strong, bold...fearless. She could taste the power she and Zhek would soon share. She could hardly wait to see him again, she thought of him every moment of every day.

She could no longer disguise her contempt for her husband. Zhek was coming for her – that was all that mattered to her now. All the things that her husband could not, or would not do, Zhek would. Zazmaria would finally get what was due her.

She decided to confront her husband, and to put events into play. “Alaj, have you learned anything else from Traeus about this mysterious chamber of his?”

“No, I am afraid not,” he replied, dreading where this conversation was going.

“Why not? Does he refuse to speak to you now?”

“I have not broached the subject with him again.”

She narrowed her eyes, “What are you waiting for Alaj?”

Alaj sighed, “Zazmaria, you know I am in a difficult situation. I am waiting for the right time. Traeus is my brother, we are still family.”

Zazmaria looked at him with a challenging gaze, “So family is important to you then?” Not waiting for a response, she continued, “How about your son, Alaj? What future are you establishing for Setar? What example are you going to set for him?”

Alaj did not answer.

She continued unabated, “I will answer that for you, Alaj. It will be the kind of future where Traeus and his miserable son lead our people and your child becomes a mere figurehead, powerless...just like his father.” She was now slowly walking around Alaj.

Her words angered him. “Zazmaria, just what would have me do?”

“You do not deserve the title of Prince,” she sneered. “What have you done for your family? Nothing! You let that insolent brother of yours walk all over you, you allow him to make all the important decisions. You think that is the kind of man I am proud to call my husband? To call the father of my child?” she was yelling at him now. “Well, it is not! I am ashamed of you, Alaj. I am tired of listening to you whine, but do nothing. Action is what is needed, but that would take strength and the courage of your convictions. You have shown me nothing of that. I can hardly stand the sight of you any longer.”

“How dare you speak to me this way!” Alaj shouted back at her.

But she was not deterred. “Tell me then, how long do we wait, while Traeus keeps his dangerous secrets? A man was killed for what your brother hides. Have you ever thought that the reason he keeps you out of these matters is because he has no intention of including you in his vision of the future?” She looked at him with utter contempt, laughing scornfully. “You are such a fool, so blind. You play right into his hands. He will take everything from you...from us!”

“That is not true!” Alaj was becoming very upset. “He would not...”

“Oh no?” she replied, continuing the attack. “You delude yourself. I will tell you what you should do, what you must do. Strike first! He would never expect it.”

Alaj was taken aback. “What are you suggesting?”

“You know exactly what I am suggesting.”

Alaj was too shocked to answer.

Zazmaria continued, “Whatever that thing is he has been hiding, you can be certain that it is not for our benefit. Why do you think he keeps the priesthood so close and you so far away? It is only the beginning. How do we know that whatever he has created is not incredibly dangerous? It could be some kind of weapon! He told you nothing of the reasons for the break-in. He knows exactly why it happened and yet still he lies to you! If I were you, I would not stand for it. I would do something about it, before it is too late!”

She left the room without another word, slamming the door hard behind her. Her words had cut him as no words ever had. But perhaps she was right about this. He had let his brother push him around, lie to him, hide things, diminish him in the eyes of the people, and take advantage of him. He had been a fool, a pawn, and now he was losing his wife, losing everything...because of Traeus.
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A Terrible Realization

“Prince Amoni, what are you doing here at this late hour?” asked one of the King’s servants, eyeing the young Royal with a measure of alarm.

“I am here to speak with Traeus. It is most urgent, please wake him at once.”

With a nod and a bow, the servant backed away, “As you wish, Prince, I will rouse the King.”

Amoni paced the hallway nervously. The news he had to pass on to his brother was grim indeed. Surely Traeus would know what to do, know how to interpret what Amoni was about to tell him.

Amoni was waiting outside as the King stepped from his bedchamber, a look of grave concern on his tired face, “What is it Amoni? What is wrong?”

“Traeus, I am sorry to wake you, but I had no choice.”

“Let us go to my private study, we can talk there.”

Amoni took a deep breath and the story came pouring forth, “A villager came to me just a little while ago, with the most unsettling of news. He had been quietly working on his land late this evening when he saw a craft moored at the river’s edge, not far from his property. He went to check it out and overheard the two men arguing about their load, the one insisting it was too heavy, while the other stating angrily that they had no choice, that the goods must be delivered before sun-up or the Prince would have them both executed.”

Amoni paced the room. “The villager said he ducked down behind some bushes as he feared being seen. The men continued arguing and then one said something that caused him to run all the way to the Palace. He overheard them say that the Prince could not wait any longer, that his army of two thousand soldiers must move tomorrow night. They then sailed off into the night.” Amoni was watching his brother’s reaction intently. “What do you think this means? Surely they cannot be talking of Alaj.”

Traeus looked down, saddened and angered at the news he had just been told. He squeezed his eyes closed and clenched his fists.

Amoni watched his brother, dumbfounded. “Traeus, it cannot be...”

Traeus knew that the time had come. He now had his answers. It had been six months since Assan and his priests had investigated the break-in and the murder of Rhodan. They felt that, in spite of the absence of evidence, the Draxens had to be involved, but they had no proof that they could act on. Never in his wildest dreams, did Traeus ever consider that his own brother, Alaj, would be involved, yet now even worse, willing to attack his own family, but there could be no other explanation.

He felt Alaj must have had help in raising this army and the Draxens were just the kind of people who had that kind of expertise. But Traeus could not accept this. Alaj must have done this some other way. He knew Alaj had as much disdain for that family as he did. Though Traeus now realized why he had not seen Alaj much over the past months. He had a feeling Alaj had been up to something, but it never occurred to him that his own brother could be raising an army to overthrow him.

Pain and regret would have to wait, right now he had much to protect and precious little time. Traeus slowly walked over to the window. He gazed out at the night sky, the stars shone brighter tonight than he had ever seen.

Amoni had been watching his brother anxiously. He was in total disbelief. “Traeus, what are you thinking? Talk to me! What does this mean?”

Traeus turned to his youngest brother and thought to himself how much he looked like their mother. He was no longer a child, but a young man. ‘What a pity he has to live to witness this treachery,’ he thought.

“It means Amoni, that a time I have long dreaded and hoped would never happen, has come.” He hesitated, but it was time for the truth. “Do you remember the break-in and murder six months ago?”

Amoni nodded, “Yes.”

“Well there was much I did not tell you about it. Someone was likely after some very specific information – plans on the tunnel and chambers below the Amsara site.”

“But why? You said it was just a special place for the priests to worship.”

“What I told you about the tunnel and chambers is only partly true, it is much more than that.”

“What do you mean? What is down there?” Amoni asked.

“There is something very powerful down there, something that was created for the benefit of our people, but if it were to fall into the wrong hands...it could have devastating consequences. I am sorry I did not tell you of this before, but I had my reasons. You have to trust me on this. I do not have time to explain it all right now.”

“What does this have to do with Alaj? Did he find out about this secret of yours? Is that why he is doing this?” Amoni asked, trying to make sense of what he was hearing.

“We never found out who was behind the break-in and murder, or what they were planning to do with the information they uncovered, until now,” Traeus replied. “Alaj has been angry with me all along about keeping information about the Amsara monument and the chamber from him. We have fought many times about it. He must have found out what was down there, or at least that there is much more to it than he was told. He has deluded himself into thinking he can wrest power from me, take control of everything.”

“But surely he would never be involved in a murder, Traeus. This is our brother we are talking about. You seem to forget that!” Amoni was upset. He was feeling as though he did not really know either of his brothers any more. They had both been living their lies, keeping so much from him and from each other.

“I do not think I know anything for sure right now,” Traeus replied.

“There has to be more to this,” Amoni insisted. “Why would he take such extreme measures on his own? This does not sound like our brother at all. He would not destroy his own family over this!”

“I do not want this to be true anymore than you do, but you heard the news yourself. Who else would they call Prince? They certainly were not talking about you,” Traeus’ voice was rising. “It can be no one else!”

Amoni was stunned at what was unfolding.

“Amoni, we must act quickly, there is very little time.”
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Defenses Are Prepared

The King had sent for Commander Koronius and Assan to meet him and Amoni immediately in his private study in the Palace.

“Gentlemen, we have some terrible news to share with you. Prince Amoni came to me tonight with information regarding those who were likely responsible for the break-in and the murder of Rhodan.”

Assan and Commander Koronius were listening intently. Traeus continued, “I regret to inform you that the person who may have masterminded it is now planning an attack against us tomorrow evening. It is Prince Alaj.”

Commander Koronius frowned. “What?”

Assan could not hide his disbelief either, “Prince Alaj? Attack us? It cannot be...”

“There is no mistake,” Traeus stated gravely. “I wish there was, but we have very little time, we must mobilize the army at once. Fortunately, I had Commander Koronius begin provisions for just such an event almost six months ago. I regarded the security breach and murder as a very serious threat. We are not as unprepared as those who oppose us would believe.”

Amoni was shocked. “I do not believe what I am hearing! Is there anything else you have neglected to tell me?”

“Amoni, this is not the time for this discussion,” he said sharply.

Amoni’s face turned crimson with anger.

Traeus turned to Koronius, “Commander, we have to move quickly now. Set up a command post at the front of the Palace. I believe they will try to attack the Palace first so I want your men positioned accordingly, but they must remain hidden. I do not want Alaj to realize we are ready for him.”

Amoni looked at Traeus, who seemed a stranger to him now. He now felt a deep sense of resentment and mistrust towards the brother he had always admired, even idolized. He felt completely betrayed by both of his brothers.

Commander Koronius nodded in agreement, “Do we have any idea how large a force they have?”

“We have heard that Alaj has a force of two thousand soldiers,” Traeus replied.

“Two thousand?” Commander Koronius repeated, stunned at the number. “Where and how did he get that many soldiers to stand against you?”

“Good question,” Traeus said. “I was not aware I was that unpopular.”

“Something is very wrong here. I have a feeling there is more to this,” Assan said.

Traeus paced the room, “Our information is very sketchy, but at least we know the timeframe and who is behind this. Alaj had access to the weapons, knowledge of our defenses and vulnerabilities and a great deal of time to plan his strategy. We must assume his army will be heavily armed and well trained.”

“So the Draxens are not involved?” Commander Koronius asked.

“Right now we have no evidence to support that,” Traeus replied, “but let me say this, Alaj has never liked nor trusted that family. I would have a very hard time believing he was working with them. Besides, it is no secret that Alaj and I have long been at odds.”

“That is true,” the Commander agreed, “but never would I have believed he would be capable of something like this.”

“Perhaps it was only a matter of time before he turned his discontent into action.” Traeus turned to the business of war at hand. “Commander, how many troops do you have ready right now?” the King asked.

“We have fourteen hundred highly trained soldiers which can be mobilized immediately, your Highness. I will do what I can to ready more troops.”

Traeus was disappointed at the numbers. “Please do, Commander. We will have to proceed carefully. We are outnumbered and must devise strategies to ensure that is not our undoing. Gentlemen, remember, we do not have much time and we do not know if they have spies watching the Palace.”

“Understood,” Commander Koronius said.

“Your Majesty,” Assan said, “before the Commander takes his leave may I make a suggestion?”

“Of course, what is it?”

“What about Princess Zazmaria? We must assume she is also involved and as such cannot be trusted. If we find her, should we have her confined?”

Commander Koronius nodded. “Your Highness, in light of these circumstances, I agree it would be prudent.”

Traeus took a deep breath. This was most unfortunate, but he shared their misgivings. “I authorize her detention if she can be located.”

“Very good, your Majesty,” Assan said. “I will also inform the priesthood of what we have learned. I will assign many of them to the Palace to tend to the injured if things go badly. We will provide assistance in whatever way we can.”

“Thank-you Assan,” Traeus replied. “I do appreciate your candor with me. You are both dismissed to begin preparations. Report back to me as soon as possible.”

Both Assan and Commander Koronius left.

Traeus turned to Amoni, who seemed lost in his own thoughts. “Amoni, once the fighting has started, I want you to stay away from it. Stay at the back of the Palace, you will be safe there.”

Amoni just glared at him.

“Inform Mindara of what is happening at once and ask her to stay with the children. I want you to keep an eye on things and ensure they are safe. I do not want anyone wandering the corridors from here on in. The Palace is the most heavily fortified building we have, so you will be safe if you stay inside. Our soldiers will set up out front to try and keep the fighting away from the Palace but I cannot guarantee it will not end up here.”

“What if they sneak around back? Alaj knows the Palace layout as well as anyone. What makes you think we will be safe anywhere in here?” Amoni snapped.

“Alaj knows that the best strategy to attack the Palace grounds is to hit it head on from the front. It would be a tactical nightmare to send that many soldiers through the dense woods behind the Palace. The terrain is treacherous and wild animals abound. Besides, I have a feeling Alaj is not looking for bloodshed. It is not in his nature. We are still brothers. He likely hopes I will simply back down at his show of force. I doubt he wants it to go further than that, or that he has planned beyond it.”

“I do not believe this is happening.”

Traeus placed his hand on Amoni’s shoulder, “Amoni, Alaj is not a military man, he is not easily given over to fighting and he has a natural distaste for it. I am certain he wants this to end peaceably with him claiming the throne, nothing more. However, we have one advantage, he does not know we are ready for him.”

Amoni shook Traeus’ hand off his shoulder, saying nothing.

“Amoni, I understand you must be angry with me right now, and I am sorry for all of this. I will send word to you if you need to leave. If that happens, get the women and children and go where I tell you. Do you understand?”

“I do not want to stay out of the fighting! I am a man now. I should help to defend the Palace. It is my home, too!”

“Amoni, listen to me, if anything happens to Alaj and I, you would become King. Do you understand the gravity of this situation? Our line cannot end this way. We have to keep you safe!”

“Why should I listen to you or trust you ever again?” Amoni yelled back at him.

“Amoni, I will not debate this with you any further right now,” Traeus said. “You must stay out of the battle. I will not pit you against your brother. His argument has always and only been with me.”

“Not any longer. He is the one who is coming here, to our home with an army. He has betrayed us all!”

“No, not you! Whatever he has done, whatever he has planned – it has nothing to do with you. Now please, go to Mindara, tell her everything and stay away from here!”

Fighting back tears and hating the way his world had turned upside down, Amoni left.
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Devious Plans

Lord Draxen had grown increasingly ill over the last few months after contracting a dangerous lung disease, a particularly virulent strain of bacteria. Though his healer had been treating him, his illness had steadily worsened and his strength was failing. He often coughed up blood, but no one other than his healer had been permitted to know exactly what was wrong with him. However, people had noticed the constant wheezing and sweating along with his dramatic weight loss. Whispers abounded about his condition. He had taken to spending most of his time in bed, too weak to go outside.

“Zhek, what news do you bring?” Lord Draxen demanded, coughing hard.

“Alaj’s band of mercenaries and soldiers are gathering,” Zhek informed him. “You were very effective in secretly enlisting men to fight in his army. I think he was likely surprised at how many made their services available to him. The resources we have funneled through Zazmaria ensured Alaj’s soldiers were easily bought. They all think they are doing this for the Prince. Zazmaria told Alaj the funds they used to draw the army came from friends of hers who are sympathetic to him. He has no idea where they actually came from. The army is secretly mobilizing to attack the Royal Palace tomorrow night.”

Lord Draxen smiled. “He probably thinks they are there just because of him. Such a fool!” Lord Draxen turned serious again, “How is our man, Diette, doing?”

They had ensured that Diette, who had always held secret loyalties to the Draxen family, had been put in a position of authority. Zhek had Zazmaria introduce him to her husband.

“Alaj promoted him to second in command, he is now Commander Diette. He knows he must ensure Alaj’s army does not back down, to light the match so to speak. He has managed to gain the Prince’s trust and will be at his side during the battle.”

“And if things do not go according to plan?” Lord Draxen asked.

“Diette knows full well what he has to do,” Zhek replied.

“Splendid!” Lord Draxen exclaimed. “You know, it is all about choosing the right man for the right job. Have you told Zazmaria about that particular part of the plan?”

“No. I thought it was better to leave it out.”

“Very good,” Lord Draxen replied, satisfied that the plans were going ahead as he had envisioned. “I assume Diette is with Alaj now?”

“He is.”

“Excellent, everything is falling into place perfectly. The Prince is even more foolish than we thought,” Lord Draxen mused. “I will enjoy watching Alaj weaken his own family’s power by dethroning his brother. Did you make sure that the villager ‘informed’ the Royal Family about the imminent attack?”

“Yes, Grandfather,” Zhek answered, “The King knows full well about Alaj’s treacherous acts. Our spies tell us Traeus is mobilizing his forces as we speak. However, they seem to be much more prepared than we would have thought.”

“Traeus must have suspected something,” Lord Draxen said.

“I am afraid Prince Alaj will have a great surprise when he realizes that the Palace is solidly defended and quite prepared for his arrival.”

“The young fool will not realize what hit him, but this actually works to our advantage,” Lord Draxen smiled. “His and Traeus’ armies will annihilate each other.” The old man coughed violently again. He reached for his handkerchief. Blood was evident on it, but Zhek said nothing. Instead, he poured his grandfather a glass of water and handed it to him.

Lord Draxen took a big drink. “By the way, have you dealt with Zazmaria? Does she know what to do when this all begins?”

“She does. I told her to sneak away from the Palace once the fighting is about to begin and wait for me at our usual meeting place. No one will look for her there. She will be safe and out of harm’s way.”

“And the boy?”

“She said she would not be able to escape with Setar. His caregiver, Medetha, is unaware of our plans and Setar will be with her. Zazmaria felt, and I agree, that it would be too risky to be seen sneaking off with a child. She can disguise herself well enough, but to carry a child who will likely be crying would make it impossible to get away without someone noticing. I told her that we will go back for him as soon as the Palace was taken.

“Excellent,” Lord Draxen said. “When the fighting starts, make sure none of our people within the Stronghold get involved. We will keep a low profile until the proper moment comes for us to strike hard at the Royal Palace. Lock the gates and put our army on high alert. Let no one in, under any circumstances.”

“I will see to it that the military personnel are informed and prepared.”

“Good, Zhek. Now, we will not move against the Palace until the attack has almost ended.”

“Why wait to seize the Palace?” Zhek objected. “Why not move in right in the heat of the battle while they are occupied with one another? Under the cover of darkness, our army can quietly move into position and deal with any survivors. We could have control of the Palace before daybreak.”

“It is the fool who rushes into things without thinking things over first,” Lord Draxen admonished him. “The value of patience and choosing one’s time carefully should not be underestimated. I have dealt with Traeus’ family before and they are a cunning people. They have not held onto power for this long by being imprudent. Our family has waited this long, we can wait a little bit longer.”

Since Lord Draxen became so ill, he had become desperate to see his family seize the throne. He refused to die with his enemies in power.

“Very well then, Grandfather,” Zhek acquiesced, “We shall wait.”

“Zhek, I have another mission for you. It is extremely important.”

“What is it, Grandfather?”

“Regarding the device inside the chamber, I want you to retrieve it and bring it here. Do this once the battle is underway. Take Jace and gather a small team of our best soldiers. Jace has the most expertise to deal with it. He should be able to defeat the locking mechanism once he gets a good look at it.”

“What about the reports that the chamber is specially designed to house it?” Zhek asked. “We have no idea what exactly what we are dealing with, or how dangerous it could be to remove it. Besides, I doubt that it would be left unguarded.”

“Traeus will have his hands full dealing with Alaj’s assault, he will need all available forces at the Palace. He will not expect another assault from a second source. If there are guards posted there, you and your men will have to deal with them, do I make myself clear?” Lord Draxen ordered.

Zhek was about to protest, but he knew it was no use. “Perfectly,” he replied.
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As Zhek set out to do his Grandfather’s bidding, he was troubled. His arrangement with Zazmaria was to meet her once the fighting was underway and escort her to the Draxen Stronghold where she would remain until everything had settled down. His relationship with her was a secret to everyone but his grandfather. She would have to be accompanied by Zhek to be allowed inside. However, now he was unsure as to how quickly he could get back to meet her. He would have to hope she would be patient and wait for him.
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Lord Draxen watched Zhek go. He was deceiving him, but it was the only way. He had perceived Zhek’s feelings for the Princess though Zhek had claimed he was only manipulating her. As far as Lord Draxen was concerned, Zazmaria had served her purpose. She was no longer needed. He knew Zhek expected to bring the Princess into the Draxen family, and be granted a place of power when the takeover was complete. But Lord Draxen would never tolerate a member of the Royal family, even a traitor, into his Stronghold. He was using her to help destroy the Royal Family and enable him to take possession of Setar. He smiled to himself. In one fell swoop he could sever their relationship, remove an unwanted presence and then have the power to do as he pleased.
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Secrets Unleashed

Present-Day Egypt

Mitch and Alex had decided to put the break-in of their rooms in the back of their minds and focus on deciding where and how to excavate for the ancient entrance to the tunnel and chambers they believed were hidden deep beneath the Sphinx. They wanted to cause as little upheaval as possible to the site and so intended to layout very precise parameters for their excavation. From what they could determine from the mysterious note they had been given at the party, it appeared that the entrance was between the Sphinx’s paws, underneath its chest.

They had also found another diagram in the scrolls that showed people, a king and some priests, perhaps, that were standing between its paws. At first Mitch and Alex had thought it to be just a ceremonial picture, capturing the creation with its creators, but when they considered the note they became convinced that not only was it ceremonial, it was a specific ceremony, the one which marked the completion of the chamber and its hidden entrance beneath the monument they had come to know as ‘Amsara’.

Mitch reread the note:

Seek out the words of the one who stands guard,

Under one’s heart does the gateway rest,

Only they who know the secret shall be allowed to pass,

But be warned of the power that lies below

“You know Mitch, there was also a passage in the scrolls that said, ‘Let Amsara welcome you, who rightfully have the secret knowledge, into his heart, into places of power.’ That makes twice the monument’s heart has been mentioned. This is no coincidence.”

Mitch nodded, “I remember it.”

From what they could determine from the note and the scrolls, the entrance had to be where Tuthmosis’ granite Dream Stela was. During the period of 1427-1401 BC, Tuthmosis had placed the Dream Stela in front of the Sphinx’s breast and on it recorded the events of his dream, in which the Sphinx came to life and asked him to remove the sand away from the Sphinx as it was choking him.

In that time, all that was above the surface of the sands of Egypt was the Sphinx’s head, the body remained engulfed in the desert. In return, the Sphinx promised Tuthmosis that he would become the next Pharaoh. Both kept up their ends of the bargain.

Mitch and Alex presupposed that Tuthmosis had no idea of what he was inadvertently covering up by placing the stela where it was. That also led them to the conclusion that whatever entrance may be behind the granite stela, it must have been incredibly well disguised, even in ancient times.

Mitch and Alex knew no one in modern times had ever tried, or even thought of trying to move the stela, for it had never been postulated that there was anything more behind it other than the limestone body of the Sphinx.

Undaunted they had set about planning to have the Dream Stela moved. This was no small task as it was huge and heavy and must be handled with the utmost care. The idea they came up with was to somehow try to shift one side of the stela away from the Sphinx, like opening a door, just wide enough for Mitch and Alex to squeeze through and search for signs of an entrance.

They had chosen the first day of the excavation to be their day off from their regular duties. This way they wouldn’t fall even further behind on Professor Dustimaine’s work...and more importantly, he wouldn’t be around to see what they were doing. Some mysterious, yet powerful person sanctioned this dream excavation of theirs – Dustimaine would hit the roof. They knew he’d be incredibly offended that he had been sidestepped and accuse them of backstabbing him.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this Alex,” Mitch said. “I guess part of me thought those permits would turn out to be fakes, some kind of hoax and we’d be hauled away in cuffs if we even tried to set up here.” Mitch gazed up in awe at the majestic Sphinx. He knew that to be allowed to excavate right below one of the most important monuments ever created was a staggering honor.

“I know. It feels like a dream. I keep thinking someone’s going to come along and wake us up and tell us we were delusional to think the likes of us would ever be allowed to work near the Sphinx.” Alex felt like a little girl again, lost in her fantasies only this time, it was absolutely real. “Hello, Amsara,” she spoke softly.

Mitch smiled and looked up at the familiar face of the Sphinx, imagining what it must have looked like with the head of a lion, decorated and newly created.

Mitch and Alex put together their own team for the excavation. They had approached Khamir first and he readily agreed to participate as the leader of the team. Much to their surprise, he did not seem surprised at their request. Instead, he just replied that he was honored they asked him to participate. They had grown to depend on him. He was reliable, good with the Egyptian workers, respectful and a hard worker himself. He was very knowledgeable, yet respected Mitch and Alex’s authority.

Obviously the workers would see a lot of what was going on, so all that Mitch and Alex had told them was that they were looking for artifacts that may be hidden behind the stela. They didn’t go into much detail, but they did tell Khamir privately that they were actually looking for the entrance to a tunnel and a double-chamber beyond. Khamir knew that there had long been rumors of a tunnel and chambers below the Sphinx and they trusted him with the sensitive knowledge of their mission.

It took the workers a great deal of effort and time to carefully and safely shift and secure the tremendously heavy granite stela far enough for two people to get behind it. It had not been easy to budge from its long resting place. Finally, the stela was braced and supported. Only when Mitch and Alex were completely satisfied that it had not been damaged and was securely placed, did they proceed with the next phase of their plan. They asked Khamir to stay nearby, but to have the workers take a break away from the area.

Mitch and Alex brought flashlights and a complement of tools to begin the search for something they knew must have remained hidden for nearly 12,000 years. They stepped behind the stela to examine the area. All they could see was the body of the Sphinx, there were no obvious doors or entranceways, much as they had suspected.

“Well, I don’t see anything that jumps out at me. Any thoughts on what that ‘secret’ or ‘secret knowledge’ might be?” Alex asked.

“There has to be something we’ve come across in the scrolls that is the clue, or within the note itself,” Mitch replied. “Whoever gave it to us had to assume we’d be able to figure it out, so that gives me confidence.”

They ran their flashlights over every square millimeter of limestone. Even though it was daylight, the small, cramped space they were working in was cast in shadow. “There are no obvious markings here, but...” Alex stopped.

“But what?” Mitch asked.

“Well, in our limited knowledge of these people, the one time we found them hiding something was in the chest – the false bottom. So that is a technique they have experience with.”

“Good point,” Mitch said, “and we have to remember that no one has had reason to look for anything like that before now, so that should give us an advantage.” They kept looking and feeling around for anything out of the ordinary.

Alex began tapping the stone on the ground near where the stela had been, gently, to see if she could detect any differences in its composition. She did. “Mitch! Listen.” She repeated the tapping motion. “It definitely sounds different right here, a little more hollow.”

As they searched for an outline of some sort, Mitch noticed something, “Hey Alex, look here, this strata of limestone at the base of the Sphinx, the color is slightly off from the surrounding stone.”

“That could just be because it’s been hidden behind the stela for several thousand years.”

“Maybe, but I’m going to check it out.” Mitch pulled out a couple of tools and a brush and began to examine the area of rock more closely. He set his flashlight down to illuminate the area as he worked. “I don’t think this is part of the original Sphinx’s body, it feels slightly loose.”

Alex heard the stone shift slightly under the pressure Mitch was applying. The segment of rock was several inches thick and was solid limestone. “Mitch, let’s see if we can try and pull it out.” Slowly, carefully the two of them worked the stone free. They managed to ease it towards them. “Incredible, it’s a good size chunk of limestone.”

“Did you feel that?” Mitch asked as they gently laid the stone down on the ground.

“I did – a slight rush of air, this has to be it!” Alex exclaimed hopefully.

They shone their flashlights into the roughly rectangular hole that had been revealed. “Now what? I can’t really see anything,” Mitch said as he looked around. The surrounding rock of the Sphinx felt quite solid and there were no other discolorations in the limestone. There weren’t any other loose slabs of stone as far as they could tell. “Well, care to stick your hand in there?” he asked Alex, grinning.

“Oh gee, thanks, so some nasty poisonous thing can bite me?”

“Alex, do you really think anything once alive would still be alive after having been trapped inside there for thousands of years?”

“No, but something very small could have snuck in and then grown into a nasty poisonous thing, with big fangs,” Alex protested.

Mitch just rolled his eyes.

“All right, fine. But I’m tired of having my smaller bone structure taken advantage of,” she pouted as she reached inside.

“Feel anything?” Mitch asked.

“Fear.”

Mitch laughed.

She felt around gingerly. “Wait a minute,” she said as her fingers traced something unusual. “I think I found something.” She furrowed her brow as her fingers kept tracing and retracing the same spot. “It is! It’s the Kierani symbol for power, engraved in the stone on the bottom of this opening.”

As she continued to explore the engraving blindly, her hand slid, accidentally putting extra pressure on the rock. “Crap! My hand slipped...”

“No, wait Alex, I heard something creak.”

Spooked, Alex quickly pulled her hand out of the opening.

Mitch peered inside. “That has to be it! The secret that keeps being referenced; a person would have to recognize the symbol for power. The secret that lies below is the Pharom is associated with the word power. You know, Alex, you being accident-prone has come in very handy for us, I must say.”

Just as she was about to reply, she jumped, as a slight fissure suddenly creaked opened in the rock directly below where they had removed the chunk of limestone. “Geez, that scared me,” she said checking her heart.

“Yeah, caught me off guard too,” Mitch said, laughing nervously.

“The pressure on the symbol inside the opening must move this segment of rock out of the way. I’ll try again,” Alex said as beads of sweat formed on her forehead. She applied pressure to the carven symbol for power inside the body of the Sphinx and once again, after a brief delay, the fissure widened. What they initially thought was ordinary bedrock revealed an opening in the ground. The rock Alex was pressing on was also sliding further inside.

The opening inside the Sphinx was wider than they originally assumed. There was a hollow area behind where the stone slab had been. Finally the stone stopped. By now Alex’s arm had all but disappeared inside.

“Well, I think we found the entrance, but how do we get in there?” she asked, pulling her arm out, and brushing the dust off.

“Can’t you squish yourself down to a mere, what eight or nine inches?”

“How ‘bout I squish you?” Alex challenged back.

“Um, no, but I have another thought,” Mitch replied. “Where the Dream Stela stood, that’s probably not original rock. It may have been built up.”

“Good thinking,” Alex said. “We can chip away at it, but we’d better be careful so we don’t accidentally damage anything that may be underneath.”

“Agreed.”

Together they began to carefully chip away at the stone. After some painstakingly slow work, another fissure was revealed in the bedrock. They cleared away the rest of the base that the stela had once rested on.

“We’ll have to put something here to support the Dream Stela when we replace it,” Mitch added.

Alex nodded.

They examined the section of stone that had been uncovered and they found what seemed to be the edges of it. Alex started to push on the rock to see if it would move. Mitch pitched in to help and together they began to ease it forward. Remarkably it slid without too much force, they had not realized that there was a hollow space in front of where it lay.

Finally it came to a stop, but they had been able to push it a couple of feet forward, widening the opening. They had found their secret entrance. They shone their flashlights inside the narrow entrance and saw there were a few stairs and beyond, a long dark tunnel.

“We did it!” Alex said excitedly, biting her lip. She looked at Mitch, “Well, this is what we came for. Shall we?”

“Why not?” Mitch said nervously.

With Alex in the lead, eager to find the chambers beyond, they squeezed through the narrow opening, and went down the set of stairs that had been hewn into the rock. They shone their flashlights down the tunnel. They could see it ended about thirty feet down the passageway.

They made their way down the long, dark, narrow, sloping tunnel and came to a set of carved, metallic doors, bronze in color, which were inscribed with the Kierani symbols they had come to recognize.

“Metal doors? I’ve never seen anything like this!” Mitch marveled. “All this time, this has been down here and no one knew.”

“Incredible,” Alex said, admiring them.

The two of them examined the intricately carved doors. It appeared to be the same technology that had engraved the metal cylinders.

“Look, here, these three symbols – heaven or sky, travel or move, and beginning. And here – the symbol for power again,” Alex said as she pointed out them out amongst the numerous symbols present.

“Alex, look at this. I’ve seen this before!” Mitch said, pointing to a round apparatus in the center of the two doors, where a doorknob would be. It was about five inches in diameter and had another round piece inset in the center of it, three inches in diameter. Surrounding the main circular feature were a series of Kierani symbols.

“You’re right,” Alex recalled, “in the scrolls.”

“I just never knew what it was until now,” Mitch said. “Let’s be careful how we proceed.”

“Right,” Alex said, not taking her eyes off the strange, metallic doors. “I’m beginning to understand what Howard Carter must have felt when he discovered King Tut’s tomb.”

Mitch nodded and smiled as he took a closer look at the circular apparatus inset in the doors. Other than the engravings of the symbols, the doors were smooth. “I don’t see anything else. This must be the way to open them.”

“Should we give it a try?” Alex asked.

“Seems like the reasonable thing to do,” Mitch said as he took a deep breath and proceeded. He had a firm grip on the centerpiece, pulling it hard, but the doors did not budge. He then tried pushing. Still nothing. “It’s not working. I don’t want to try to force it any further, we could damage something.” He bent down to look at it again. He took hold of the inset part and tried turning it. “Alex, it rotates!”

“I’ll bet it’s some kind of combination lock. That could be what all these symbols represent,” she replied. “But the question is, how do we know which symbols and in what order?”

“Let’s see what we have to choose from,” Mitch suggested.

The two archaeologists examined the various ancient symbols surrounding the apparatus. They focused on the ones they recognized and discussed various combinations of them.

“Think back,” he said. “We need to remember what we read in the scrolls. The passages relating to this might have been giving us the code to open these doors.”

“I remember something,” Alex said. “Wasn’t there a mention of the children? A Prince and Princess? I didn’t think of it before because it seemed out of context. But, what would the children have to do with the entrance to a secret chamber?” At that moment a couple of symbols caught her eye. “Mitch, here and here,” she pointed. “Look at these two, do you recognize them?”

“I think so,” he said. “This one means carrier, and this, warrior.”

“Right, and this is the symbol for light. Do you remember when we found what we thought must be names of members of the Royal Family, the names of the Prince and Princess: their names meant ‘Warrior of Light’ and ‘Carrier of Light’.

“And since the Amsara monument and the chambers below were commissioned by the King, he probably got to choose the codes,” Mitch followed. “But he wouldn’t have made it too obvious, like using their actual names. He might have used the meanings of their names – but which one? And what happens if we don’t get it right the first time?”

They both looked around for possible hidden traps.

“I think I’ve watched Raiders of the Lost Ark too many times,” Alex said, “because I’m almost feeling the spears piercing into me if we get it wrong.”

“Why don’t you stand back and I’ll have a go at it,” Mitch offered.

“You know, maybe I will,” Alex said as she backed up a few feet from the doors.

Mitch secretly hoped there weren’t actually any poison darts waiting for him to slip up. He tried the combination, ‘Carrier of Light’. Nothing happened. He first pushed then pulled on the centerpiece but it didn’t budge. His heart was beating faster now. He tried the second combination, ‘Warrior of Light’. Immediately he heard a snapping sound. He instinctively ducked, expecting something to come flying out at him.

“Are you all right?” Alex asked nervously, still at a distance.

Mitch was gripping his chest, “I think my heart stopped. That scared the crap out of me!” He looked at the doors. “Alex, come here! It looks like two handles on either side of the apparatus. They popped up from the door when I hit the combination ‘Warrior of Light’.

Alex cautiously stepped forward and looked over Mitch’s shoulder.

“You big chicken!” he said. “I think if anything was going to happen it would have happened already. I hope you appreciate how I just risked my life.”

“I do. So now are you going to try and open the doors?”

“I guess I will,” Mitch replied, mumbling something about yellow feathers under his breath. He pulled on the metal handles, which before had been invisible to the naked eye. No effect. He pushed and instantly the doors opened up into the darkness beyond. They felt a rush of air.

“It worked!” Alex exclaimed. “Look how thick these doors are! I can’t even begin to explain how these people had technology like this thousands of years ago. They look like ancient bank vault doors!”

“Unbelievable...we are probably the first people to set foot inside this place for almost 12,000 years. This is a very humbling experience,” Mitch said, his heart racing a mile a minute. He noticed the ancient combination lock was built into the door on the right.

They looked at one another and each nodded. Together, they cautiously stepped through the thick, heavy doors into a chamber. They shone their flashlights around inside. They were stunned by what they saw.

Four large limestone columns extended nearly ten feet to the vaulted ceiling above them. Beyond the columns, in the center of the room, stood an exquisite obelisk carved of limestone and covered with the same strange hieroglyphs. The obelisk was roughly five feet tall with a small opening, which had been carved near its top that resembled an upside down diamond.

“That looks just like the obelisk we saw in the scrolls!” Alex said, stepping towards it. “So, it is an opening and not just some kind of marking.”

“This is incredible,” Mitch said as he shone his flashlight around the chamber.

The walls were painted with scenes of royal processions. The figures appeared to be the same king or pharaoh and queen from the outdoor ceremony papyrus. The flashlights gave the scenes an eerie illumination, as though the figures moved, breathed with the movement of the light. Ghosts from the distant past seemed to now come to life once again.

The royal couple was depicted seated on thrones, with circlets of gold atop their heads. Dozens of figures dressed and painted beautifully, stood around them. They all had long, jet-black hair, golden skin and golden jewelry inlaid with many gemstones. Their clothing was elegant, and evidence of great wealth was everywhere around them – paintings of tapestries, linens, chests, sculptures, vases.

“This was obviously a sophisticated and wealthy culture,” Alex remarked.

Mitch had started walking around the room. “Yet there are no artifacts in here. I was hoping there would be something.”

They continued to walk through the chamber, flashlights glowing. They gazed upon the beautifully painted walls that time had not damaged.

“Mitch, look, past the obelisk,” she pointed. “See how the room narrows. It looks like another door, that must be the second chamber...perhaps where the mysterious Pharom lies.”

This time it was a single door, also of the same bronze-colored metal, and had a similarly designed locking mechanism with symbols around it.

“Same idea?” he asked.

“Why not?”

“I’ll try the Princess’ name this time: ‘Carrier of Light’,” Mitch said. “Here are the symbols.” He tried the combination. It worked. This time he was prepared for the hidden door handle to spring out, though Alex jumped a little. Mitch pushed the door open.

“Wow, same thickness,” Alex said. As they peered inside, they realized the chamber was empty except for a platform in the middle of the room.

“Look! That’s the platform we saw in the scrolls!” she exclaimed. “But where is the Pharom?”

They both looked around the room.

“I don’t see anything,” Mitch said.

“Damn it!” she said, gripping her flashlight tighter.

Disappointed, they walked over to the platform. Alex stooped down in front of it and shone the flashlight. The room was dark, however, the flashlight revealed an interesting discovery.

“Mitch! Look at this. There’s writing here!”

Mitch knelt down beside her. They examined the inscription carved into the front of the ancient platform. “I can’t read all of this. I’ll have to copy it down in my notebook and we can decipher it when we’re back outside. I brought all of our notes along.”

After he finished copying it down, he glanced around the room. “There’s nothing else here. I can’t believe this...this chamber hadn’t been opened in 12,000 years. The scrolls indicated this is where the Pharom would be. What could have happened to it?”

“It has to be here! We were given the note and permits for a reason,” Alex said anxiously.

“Maybe whoever gave them to us didn’t know this chamber was empty,” Mitch ventured.

“Possibly...but whoever’s been feeding us information is extremely knowledgeable about this area. They seem to know things that aren’t part of any known written records. This can’t have escaped their attention. We need to keep looking.”

“This chamber has been sealed for 12,000 years. Whatever happened to the Pharom had to have happened that long ago as well.” Mitch walked slowly around the room, shining his flashlight, searching for any kind of clues.

“According to the scrolls, the Pharom or obelisk was left here. There is no other mention of it,” Alex said, twisting her ponytail the way she always did when she was trying hard to figure something out.

“I think we need to conduct a detailed examination of this chamber,” Mitch replied. “Something’s missing here.”
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The Secret Chamber

Alex continued to scan every inch of the chamber walls, running her fingers along the smooth stone. After looking around and finding nothing, they were getting frustrated.

“I give up, Alex,” Mitch said. Just then, he noticed something on the ground. He looked down to see what it was. He was disappointed. “There’s absolutely nothing in this room except for dirt and this rock.” He went to toss it, but then paused for a moment, as he realized it was the only object in the room. He picked it up and examined it. Dried dirt, which had been caked on, broke off.

Alex bent down to look at it as well. “Mitch, it’s shiny,” she said as she held the flashlight to it.

“This is no rock,” Mitch stated as he continued to chip away at the caked on dirt. “Look it’s some sort of crystal.”

Alex thought of something, “Mitch, do you remember our dream of the Sphinx? There was a crystal...I had forgotten about it before.”

“You’re right! The obelisk in the first chamber, the opening is the same size and shape of this crystal.” He looked to his partner. She nodded that she was thinking the same thing.

Quickly they went to the obelisk in the adjacent room. Mitch gently placed the crystal into the opening. It fit perfectly. Alex turned her flashlight on the crystal. The light from the flashlight shone through the crystal and projected the same image of the lion’s head they had seen in the scrolls, onto the back wall of the adjacent room they were previously in.

Mitch and Alex watched in awe of the three-foot by three-foot image on the wall. Alex continued to shine the flashlight on the crystal while Mitch walked to the image in the other room and inspected the wall.

“The rock where the image is projected looks kind of different. It almost sparkles,” he remarked. “How come we didn’t notice this before? Alex, take your flashlight off the crystal.”

When she did, the image disappeared. Mitch shone his own flashlight on the wall. The area where the image had been, once again looked indistinguishable from the rest of the wall. “Now it all looks the same,” he frowned.

“I think your eyes are going,” Alex remarked.

“I’ll prove it,” he said. “Let’s switch places. Keep watching that exact location on the wall as I remove the light.” Mitch shone the flashlight on the crystal for a moment and then directed the light onto the ground.

She searched for the sparkling effect, but it was gone. “You’re right. I guess I owe you an apology.” She thought for a moment, “You know, maybe this is an optical illusion. Try taking the crystal out of the obelisk and shine the light on it, but aim it towards a different section of the wall.”

Mitch took out the crystal and shone the flashlight on it, aiming the light far to his left.

“Does it have the same effect on the wall?” Mitch asked.

“Nope, there’s no lion image and the rock isn’t sparkling like it did before.”

Mitch tried holding the crystal in front of the obelisk and shining his flashlight on it, aiming the light towards the same section of wall where the image of the lion’s head had appeared. “Do you see it now?”

“No,” she shook her head, “there’s nothing.”

Mitch put the crystal back in the obelisk and shone the light on it. The image immediately re-appeared.

“Do you think there could be something behind the rocks where the image is?” Alex asked.

“Could be,” he replied. “Maybe that’s also where the Pharom is.”

“The scrolls didn’t indicate anything like this,” Alex mused.

“I don’t think they were meant to. Either this was purposely hidden or it was added later on.” Mitch started walking towards the back wall where Alex was still standing.

“There’s got to be an outline or something,” Alex said.

“Alex, why don’t you go back and shine the light through the crystal again. I’ll use some tape to mark the outline of the image.”

“Good idea,” she agreed and ran back to the obelisk.

“Perfect, hold it there while I trace the head,” Mitch said as he traced the image with tape.

Once he finished, Alex joined him. She ran her fingers over the outline. “Wait, I think I feel something. It’s just a hairline groove, but it’s definitely there. Do you have something super thin we can try to slide in?”

“Try this,” he said as he pulled a small, thin, knife-like object out, normally used to work with very small, fragile artifacts.

While Mitch held a flashlight on the area, Alex took the tool and traced around the groove. Thousands of years of dust had settled in, but she was able to remove some of the buildup, making the groove slightly bigger. “The dust and dirt is coming loose!” Slowly, she continued to work around the tape Mitch had placed. “Done! Now what?”

Mitch was deep in thought, looking at the outline of the lion’s head, now clearly visible on the wall. “Let’s try to pry it out.” They both attached their flashlights to their forearms with tight Velcro holders, which held them snugly in place, freeing their hands.

Alex nodded, “Ok, on the count of three, just gently try to wiggle it out.”

Mitch started counting, “One, two, and three.” They started to pull the rock towards them.

“I think I felt it give a little, “Alex said as sweat started to roll down her face.

Suddenly they felt it shift. “I think this slab is fairly thick. I’m going to try and find the end of it.” Mitch aimed his flashlight through the groove. “I think it ends about six inches back.”

“How much do you think this thing weighs?”

“I think it’s going to be fairly heavy. We’ll have to be careful to keep control of it.”

They kept prying. Slowly inch-by-inch, the slab moved forward.

Mitch took a look with the flashlight again. “I see the end! It’s only a couple more inches. Hang on to the front of the slab, its weight is going to shift here right away.”

As they continued to pull it forward slowly, they felt its weight shift forward.

“Geez this is heavy!” Alex complained.

“You’ve done your push-ups haven’t you, Miss Logan? I seem to remember a certain arm-wrestling competition you cleaned up at one night over a few pints of ale,” he laughed.

“Well yes, that was one of my finer moments. I just don’t want to drop this.”

“Just brace yourself. Get a good firm grip on the bottom of the slab, let it fall into your shoulder.”

They pulled again and the slab finally came free. The momentum quickly pushed them down, and it fell the last few inches with a huge thud. They both fell back on the ground, staring at the slab. Fingers and toes still intact, they looked at each other, nervousness and anticipation written all over their faces. Then they looked back up at the opening in the wall.

Mitch stood up to peer through it. “It’s a tunnel. I can’t see the end of it, but it’s not much wider than the opening. We’re going to have to crawl through on our bellies. You’re not claustrophobic are you?” he grinned.

“No comment. After you, Mister Carver.”

“You would ask me to go first.” He shook his head. “Fine, I’ll be the brave one. Again. Ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

Once Mitch moved far enough inside, Alex pulled herself up into the tunnel. She inhaled a big cloud of dust he kicked up and started coughing. “Watch it, will you!”

“Sorry!” He continued on a little more carefully.

After crawling for quite awhile, Alex asked, “How far do you think we’ve gone? It feels like we must have left the borders of Egypt by now.”

“I’d say nearly forty feet. Wait...I think I see the end! Hang on just a little longer.”

“I’m not sure how much more of this I can take,” Alex moaned. Her eyes were beginning to burn from all the surrounding dust and dirt in the crudely hewn tunnel. It was getting difficult to breathe.

“Just a few more feet, Alex. I think I can make out a small chamber ahead.” Mitch continued on. “We’re here! It’s a small room, but I think we can both fit inside.”

He dropped down into the chamber and held out his hands to pull Alex through. The cramped room was approximately seven feet by eight feet and was as crudely carved as the tunnel they just passed through. In the center of the room was a box, intricately carved with two figures on its lid. The figures were kneeling, each holding what appeared to be a scepter, pointed straight out, resting on the other’s shoulder.

“It’s beautiful, Mitch. It has similar markings as the first chest we found. Should we open it?”

“Oh yeah, I didn’t crawl what felt like miles through a tiny, dirty tunnel to stop now.”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say,” she smiled.

They each took hold of one end of the lid, gently lifting it off. Inside was an obelisk.

“We found it! This must be the Pharom,” Alex exclaimed. “And look – it’s metal! This is incredible...”

“And how...” Mitch said, his eyes wide.

They examined it as best they could with it resting in the container.

“It’s too dark and cramped in here to make a thorough examination,” Alex said finally. “We need better light.”

“Ok, but let’s be careful,” Mitch said. “Remember the warning in the note, ‘Be warned of the power that lies below’. We don’t know what we’re dealing with here.”

“It seems to be safe enough,” Alex said. “Besides, we’re trained in dealing with fragile artifacts.”

“I know, but we haven’t dealt with anything quite like this before.”

“Good point. But remember the drawing in the scrolls? This is supposed to go on the platform in the chamber. I think if we’re careful, we should put it back where it belongs. We’ll keep the chamber secure and make sure no one goes in.”

“Ok, Miss Logan, but I hope we don’t regret this,” he said as he put the lid back on.

Alex entered the tunnel first and slowly crawled backwards through the narrow space, very glad to be leaving the cramped passageway.

Mitch followed behind. They carefully inched the box with the precious item through. Once they reached the end, they gently lowered it to the floor.

They sat for a moment, catching their breath.

Eager to see their prize, Alex removed the lid. She reached inside to lift the metallic obelisk out. It was deceptively weighty.

Mitch helped stand it up inside its box then told hold of his flashlight to examine it more closely. “Look at this, it has a reflective surface...and it looks almost fluidic.” He frowned, “At first I thought it was the way the light was hitting it, but it seems to be inside the metal itself. I can see my reflection, but it’s like the metal is in a state of quantum flux or something.”

“I can almost see colors and wave patterns within it,” she said.

“Jack and Bob are going to be blown away by this. Remember how in awe they were of the metal cylinders we found? This has to be far more advanced.”

Alex nodded. “Let’s place it on the platform,” she said anxiously.

Together they carefully lifted it out of the container.

“Wow this thing is heavy,” Mitch said as they carried it over to the platform, then positioned it and lowered it down onto the platform. It suddenly latched into place. “Whoa, it was definitely meant to sit there!”

They both heard a low hum. They looked at one another nervously.

Alex wavered slightly, “I’m feeling a little nauseous and a bit light-headed. I think I need to sit down.”

“Me too,” Mitch said as he steadied himself. “Can you feel that? It’s like the faintest vibration. What the heck is this thing?”

“Good question. This wasn’t at all what I expected, though I’m not exactly sure what I was expecting.” Alex wiped her forehead. She was very hot. “Whoa, I’m really not feeling well. It’s getting worse. Crap, I’ve got to get outside for some fresh air before I get sick.”

“I’m with you,” Mitch said, wasting no time following his partner outside.
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A Deadly Mistake

Mitch and Alex sat down for a few minutes waiting for the feeling of nausea to pass. Alex had been very close to throwing up. She poured some water over her head to cool her. They both took deep, slow breaths.

“Mitch, where are our notes?” she finally asked. Her head began to clear.

“They’re in the duffel bag, I’ll go grab them.”

Mitch ran off to retrieve the bag. Hurriedly he returned and sat back down. “I have a funny feeling about this.”

“Other than the nausea?”

“Yes, smarty pants,” he replied. “The inscription on the front of the platform – what if it’s some kind of warning? Maybe we should have translated it first, before plowing ahead. I think we’d better figure out what it says and quickly.”

Rifling through their papers, they found their crib notes. Slowly, they managed to piece together the following:

The power of thought is like no other

Only for this may the light shine forth

For those who would wield it for ill purpose,

May they be turned to ashes and cast asunder

Beneath its rays of power

For those who would wield it for good,

May they ever be wise in their ways,

And to them, the ultimate power made known

They looked at each, wide-eyed.

“The energy surge...” Mitch started to say.

Alex gasped, “What have we done?”

“We’ve got to get back in there and take that thing off the platform. We have no idea how dangerous it could be!”

The two stood up and ran back towards the tunnel entrance, when suddenly an incredibly bright flash of blue light blazed out from it. They stopped in their tracks as a low rumble shook the very ground. A piercing scream echoed from deep inside the tunnel.

“Oh no!” Alex cried as they looked at each other, horrified. In spite of the danger, they raced to the tunnel entrance. The workers were in a state of panic, everyone looking around to see what had happened.

One of the workers rushed forward, “I think someone snuck down there!”

Khamir came running over. “Take the workers back to town at once,” he ordered the man. “I will deal with this.”

“Yes sir,” the worker replied.

“We need to go down there and find out what happened,” Mitch said.

Khamir nodded his agreement and followed Mitch and Alex into the tunnel and then into the chambers beyond. The smell hit them first. It was acrid, overpowering. Alex put her hand over her mouth and nose to keep from getting sick.

They continued on down the shaft. A horrific sight met them. A body lay there, charred beyond recognition. Smoke still billowed from it. Not far from the body, lay the melted remains of what appeared to have been a screwdriver.

“Oh my God!” Alex shrieked.

Mitch turned white as a ghost.

“I will contact the authorities and have the body removed,” Khamir stated firmly. “I will let them know it was an accident. I will be back shortly to deal with the authorities. You both must be gone by then.”

They were too shocked to notice the way Khamir was suddenly and decisively taking control.

“But what about that?” Alex asked, pointing to the Pharom. Her hand was shaking. “It looks like he tried to pry it off the platform...it killed him...”

“Leave it where it is,” Khamir ordered.

Mitch looked at the melted screwdriver, then back to the Pharom and nodded. “That’s probably a good idea. We can’t risk it. We’ll have to leave it there until we can figure out how to take it off safely. There’s got to be something in the scrolls that can help us.”

Alex looked at the smoldering body. Her stomach turned; tears welled up. She was terrified. “I can’t believe it killed him. How are we ever going to explain this?”

“You will not,” Khamir stated. “I will.”
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Questions to Answer

By the time Mitch and Alex were called upon to give statements about the incident that resulted in the death of a worker, Khamir had already spoken to the authorities and blamed it on a generator accident. Khamir had informed Mitch and Alex of what he would say and instructed them as to what their responses should be. The circumstances were so frightening, so surreal, they agreed willingly and without question.

All Mitch and Alex told the authorities was that they weren’t there when the accident occurred and weren’t sure what happened, which in a basic sense, was true. There was no way they were going to volunteer any more information if they didn’t have to.

They had no idea how Khamir managed to divert attention away from the Pharom, but somehow he had. No one had even brought up the strange metallic obelisk that had unfortunately been left in plain view of anyone who went down there.
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When they returned to their rooms, exhausted and confused, Jack and Bob were outside, anxiously waiting for them.

“What happened?” Jack asked worriedly. “We’ve been waiting forever for you two. What’s going on?”

“Let’s go inside,” Mitch said wearily. “We can talk there.”

Once the door was closed, Bob couldn’t stand it any longer. “Guys! What’s going on? We’ve been worried sick! We’ve been hearing rumors that someone died on one of the excavations!”

Mitch dropped down into a chair. “We found the secret chambers. There was an accident inside one of them.”

Alex sat down quietly.

“A worker was killed,” Mitch said shakily.

“How?” Jack asked.

“Well, that seems to depend on who you talk to,” Alex replied, staring straight ahead.

“What the heck does that mean?” Jack asked.

“Well,” Mitch said, “the official story is that there was a generator accident and one of the workers was electrocuted.”

“What do you mean, ‘the official story’?” Bob asked.

“It’s our fault...” Alex whispered, fighting back tears.

“Alex, we didn’t know,” Mitch said, but deep down he felt just as guilty and responsible.

“What didn’t you know?” Bob asked.

“We found the Pharom,” Mitch answered, “the obelisk we were telling you about that was associated with the word ‘power’. It was hidden deep within the chamber, through another well-concealed tunnel. We brought it out and placed it on the platform like the drawing had shown.”

“Which now we know was a very bad idea,” Alex added.

“Yeah,” Mitch agreed. “As soon as it locked into place, we started feeling sick, very sick. We went outside to get some fresh air before we threw up all over the place. We were only outside for a few minutes when...when we saw a flash of light, followed by a low rumble. Then we heard someone scream.”

“Someone snuck into the chamber behind our backs,” Alex said. “When we got there, we saw him...he was burned beyond recognition.”

“What?” Jack yelled.

“Oh my God...” Bob said.

“My words exactly,” Alex said. “It looks like he tried to pry the Pharom off the platform. Apparently once it’s latched into place, it’s a helluva thing to get off. He was likely killed in the attempt.”

“And someone is covering this up?” Bob asked incredulously.

“We don’t know what’s going on,” Mitch answered. “Khamir told us we had to leave and that he would deal with the authorities. When we next spoke to him, he said he questioned the other workers and found out that the man who died was trying to steal equipment and artifacts. From what we’ve learned, this guy had been making quite a career out of that.”

“Guess he was overdue for a career change,” Jack piped in.

“Jack...” Alex said crossly.

“Sorry.”

“Anyways,” she continued, “all we’ve been told is that the site has temporarily been closed off while they ensure this type of ‘generator malfunction’ doesn’t happen again. Mitch and I have said as little as possible. Khamir told us right after it happened that he would let the authorities know it was an accident and that’s apparently exactly what he did.”

“From what Khamir has said, he expects the site to be closed only for a short time. He told us to stay ready to go back in when we get the word.”

“No way!” Bob said. “After all that, they’ll let you back in?”

“I guess so,” Mitch said.

“Where’s the Pharom now?” Jack asked.

“On the platform,” Mitch replied, “where we left it.”

“You guys just left that thing there after it killed someone?” Jack asked.

“We didn’t have a choice,” Alex snapped. “We could have been killed as well trying to remove it.”

“Right,” Jack said sheepishly, realizing his mistake.

“We were told to leave,” Mitch said in their defense. “Someone had just been killed. We had no idea what to do and we didn’t have a lot of options.”

“So what happens now?” Bob asked.

“We wait,” Mitch replied. “In the meantime we try to figure out what the hell happened and what we are dealing with.”
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Clash

“Dr. Khadesh, I realize this is a bad time. Thank you for seeing me.”

“Professor, please take a seat.”

Professor Dustimaine sat down in one of the plump leather chairs seated in front of Khadesh’s antique cherry wood desk. The office was very well appointed with numerous degrees, awards of recognition and framed photographs of various dignitaries.

“Dr. Khadesh, I wish to speak with you regarding the tragic accident involving the local worker.”

“I assumed as much,” he said, though his face bore no expression.

“The reason I’m here is to offer my support regarding the expulsion of Mr. Carver and Miss Logan from Egypt.”

“They are not going to be expelled from Egypt.”

“What?”

“There has been an investigation and they have been cleared of any wrongdoing involving the death of the worker.”

“But what about the fact they were digging illegally by the Sphinx? They did this without my knowledge or permission.”

“They were not digging illegally, Professor. Mr. Carver and Miss Logan were granted official permits allowing them to excavate there.”

“Excuse me?” Dustimaine exclaimed, stunned. “Who gave them permission to dig by the Sphinx? And why wasn’t I informed? Aren’t you the person who issues these permits?”

“I have many people working for me. I trust my people to make sound decisions and issue the proper permits accordingly. As for why you were not informed, that could have been an oversight.”

“An oversight!” Dustimaine shouted. “I’m the head archaeologist in that area. They report to me! I should have been informed even before they were.”

“Calm down, Professor. I will personally look into this.”

“Well, I still want them out of here! They were involved, even if indirectly, in the death of an Egyptian worker!”

“It was a terrible accident, nothing more. Mr. Carver and Miss Logan should not be held responsible for a worker trying to steal from an excavation. Some of the other workers have come forth, informing us that the man who was killed had snuck into the dig site and was planning to steal artifacts, equipment, anything he could get his hands on. He apparently had a reputation of doing this. He tampered with a generator that powered the lights, and was unfortunately electrocuted while everybody else was outside.”

“But that doesn’t absolve Mitch and Alex entirely,” Dustimaine protested. “They should have kept a better watch over things and ensured the area was safe.”

“Professor, they cannot be held responsible for another’s criminal acts. The police agree this was an accident, but our safety inspector will investigate this more as a matter of official procedure. I have cordoned off the site for now. However I expect the matter to be closed shortly. Now if you will excuse me, I have some other matters to attend to. Good day, Professor Dustimaine.”

Red-faced and furious, Dustimaine grudgingly took his leave.
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Dustimaine’s Wrath

Mitch and Alex were back in their lab with Jack and Bob, trying to concentrate on their regular duties, which had now fallen seriously behind.

Without warning, the door to the lab flung wide open. “I want to talk to you two. Now!” It was Professor Dustimaine and he was fuming.

“Professor, we were just...” Mitch started to reply.

“Jack, Bob, get out. I want a word alone with Mitch and Alex.”

Jack and Bob just stared at him in stunned disbelief.

The Professor was nearly purple with rage. “OUT! NOW!”

Jack and Bob looked at one another and then quickly left the room, making faces behind the Professor’s back as they left.

Mitch and Alex were frozen in their seats.

“I seem to be having a hard time getting answers about the accident,” the Professor said as he stalked around them. “For starters, would one of you mind filling me in on what exactly you were doing over there? How in the hell did you get permission to excavate at the Sphinx? And why was I not notified of any of this?” Dustimaine was boiling over with anger and indignation.

“Professor Dustimaine,” Alex said, trying to calm him down, “we didn’t go behind your back. We were just given the permits. We assumed you were involved in getting them for us. We were grateful for the opportunity to...”

“I did no such thing!” Dustimaine shouted, cutting her off. The veins in his neck were nearly popping out.

“What?” Mitch replied, feigning shock. “You had nothing to do with it?”

Dustimaine glared at Mitch and Alex. “You two think you’re pretty clever, don’t you? You must also think I’m incredibly stupid!”

“Professor Dustimaine, we had no idea you didn’t know about it,” Alex lied. “We even made sure we began the work on our day off, so as not to fall behind on your work.”

“Oh shut up!” he yelled at her. “Do not patronize me any further! I don’t believe either one of you for a single minute. You did it on your day off to make sure I wouldn’t be around to see anything.” He looked hard at both of them, realizing that he wasn’t going to get any further with this line of questioning.

“I have been told that it was an accident, a malfunction in the generator used for lighting. I have never heard of such a thing killing a person!” The Professor continued to seethe. “I don’t know how you two have gotten off the hook so easily. This whole situation looks extremely suspicious to me.”

“It was a very unfortunate incident,” Alex said. “A terrible accident, we’re deeply sorry it happened.”

“I’m sure the equipment has been thoroughly examined,” Mitch added.

“Are you telling me you’re sticking to that ridiculous story? Just how stupid do you think I am? I want to know what really happened and you two are going to tell me!”

“Sir, Mitch told you all we know. We didn’t see anything. We weren’t even near the equipment when it happened.”

“I know you weren’t ‘near the equipment’ when it happened, you imbecile, or likely you wouldn’t be here talking to me now.”

Alex turned beet red.

“I want to know what was going at that site. What were you two up to? I want some goddamn answers!”

Neither Mitch nor Alex responded. They had no idea what to say at this point that could possibly help their situation.

“Listen you two troublemakers, I tried to go over there to have a look at the site to see for myself, but you know what? I couldn’t get anywhere near it. To say that is surprising is a giant understatement. And no one is talking, except in vague generalities concocted to give people the brush-off.”

There was still no response from either Mitch or Alex.

“I see. So this is how it’s going to be, is it? Well, you’re not going to get away with this. As far as I’m concerned you’re both lying through your teeth and hiding something and you are going to pay for that! Mark my words, I am going to find out what it is, and when I do, you two will be finished in the field of archaeology!” He turned and left, slamming the door behind him.
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The Battle Begins

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Alaj was a nervous wreck. When he did sleep he had nightmares. He would be running screaming, away from huge flames. He would wake up in a sweat, breathing hard. Alaj had never been an aggressive, overly ambitious person, so what he was doing now caused him great anxiety.

Over the last few months he had begun to develop serious doubts about the plans that were unfolding, the aim to wrest the throne from his brother. But he did not expect any real fighting, so to him the consequences, and the risks, were mitigated. Alaj’s intent was that the army and weapons he had amassed were only meant to intimidate. To prove to Traeus he was serious and wanted change.

Alaj could not bear the thought of losing Zazmaria over his own inaction. He loved her. He regretted the many times when he had neglected her, either out of spite or because he was too cowardly to face her growing disapproval of him. Zazmaria was right. Traeus brought this on himself. He deserved exactly what was coming to him.
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It was nighttime now, the city was dark and most people were in their homes in bed. Alaj and his army had assembled several leagues outside of the city and were preparing to depart. Alaj paced nervously.

“Commander Diette, have you seen my wife?” he asked, feeling the panic inside him beginning to grow. Zazmaria had extolled the man’s virtues, claiming him to be a brilliant, trustworthy and skilled strategist. Alaj had been adamant with him that no one would fire unless Alaj gave the command.

“No, your Highness, I have not,” Diette calmly replied.

“We cannot go until I find her. She should be here. I told her to remain close by.” Alaj paused for a moment, greatly troubled by this turn of events. “Send someone to locate her,” he ordered.

“We do not have much time,” Diette protested.

“I do not care!” Alaj shouted. “We cannot go into this confrontation not knowing if she is safe!”

“I will have someone search for her, but...”

“But what?” Alaj snapped.

“With all due respect your Highness, we cannot wait long. The men and equipment are ready. It would be too risky to remain gathered here for long. If we were detected, we will lose the element of surprise. We must move out as planned.” Commander Diette was now taking on a surprising tone of authority.

Exasperated nearly beyond reason, Alaj paced back and forth, weighing his options.

“Your Highness, I am sure once the Princess sees we are leaving, she will come. She knows what is happening.”

Alaj felt uneasy, but he did not see what choice he had. “Fine, Commander. Give the order.”

“At once, sir,” he said as he left the room.

This was all starting to feel wrong for Alaj.
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Prince Alaj and Commander Diette led the troops through the dark streets. The mercenaries marched in unison with the heavily armored phalanx taking up the front, the cannoneers behind them, and the siege engines taking up the rear.

Alaj knew the element of surprise would be to key to achieving a swift victory. His army came within one hundred yards of the Palace gates.

“Charge!” Commander Diette ordered.

Alaj, caught off-guard by the Commander’s sudden directive, given without his permission, shouted to stop him. But it was too late.

As the army charged towards the gates, hundreds of Royal troops armed with bullet cannons sprung from behind their concealment on top of the massive fortified walls and battlements affixed to the gates. Their weapons were drawn and ready to fire. Beyond the gates, siege weapons rolled out, coming into full view of the advancing army.

Alaj’s army stopped in their tracks at the sudden and unexpected show of force. Alaj and his army looked around and saw that the rooftops and windows of the surrounding buildings were manned by Royal troops. Their weapons aimed directly at them.

Alaj spun around as hundreds of Royal Phalanx Pikemen came out of their hiding places, blocking Alaj’s retreat. His army was completely surrounded.

“Halt! Hold your fire!” someone shouted from above the fortified wall. It was King Traeus.

“Hold your fire!” Alaj shouted to his own army in response. He could not believe this. He realized, to his dismay, that Traeus must have learned of the plan somehow and prepared for it. Alaj’s fears had proven true. Things were going terribly wrong.

The Prince’s troops, still shocked at being ambushed, went into a defensive stance. They nervously trained their weapons on the Royal troops surrounding them, outlined in the moonlight. Each side aimed their weapons at each other, waiting for the other side to make a move.

Traeus broke the tense silence, “Treacherous brother! How could do you do this?”

Alaj decided he had no choice but to try and stand his ground and do what he came to do. He could not back down now, for if he did, his life would be ruined.

“I am tired of your secrets and lies!” Alaj yelled back. “You manipulate everyone around you! You think you are the only one who knows what is best for our people? Well, you are not. It is time someone else stepped in to lead our people!”

“And you think that someone is you?” Traeus shot back at him.

“Yes!” Alaj retorted defiantly. “You have kept me on the sidelines long enough while you plan your projects to keep yourself flush with power and control. How long did you think I would tolerate that? I am tired of it, I have tried time and again to talk to you, but you have always dismissed me. Well, no longer. You cannot dismiss my army so easily. You will have to deal with me now!”

“Watch him, your Highness, he sounds like a desperate man,” Assan whispered to Traeus. “I doubt he fully understands what he is about to do.”

Traeus nodded, but he was having a hard time controlling his own temper. “You fool!” Traeus shouted. “Everything I did was for the benefit and future of our society! It was for you, for me, for our family – for all of us. I told you that you would know everything in time, but you could not wait! And now your impatience has carried a high price, brother. I never would have expected this from you, Alaj. You have betrayed your own family.”

The two Royal brothers faced each other in silence, their eyes full of fire and determination. Their armies waited nervously for the command to break the standoff.

“I do not want any blood spilt!” Traeus yelled. “You can see that I am not unprepared, brother. The terms of this conflict have now changed. Now, order your army to back down and call off this attack before lives are lost!”

“No!” Alaj shouted. “For too long have I listened to you, taken a back seat to you, but not this time. You can no longer order me around. Now you are going to have to listen to me and do what I say for a change!”

“I see,” said Traeus. “Then it has truly come to this.”

“It does not have to come to this,” Amoni shouted suddenly, as he made his way past the cannoneers on top of the wall.

“I told you to stay inside the Palace!” Traeus yelled at him.

“I could not stand by and let both of you destroy each other like this. We are brothers! This is wrong! You have both lived lies and kept your own secrets. And now look at what it has done to us!”

“Amoni!” Alaj called out. “Join with me! I have no grudge with you. Together we can lead our people. You and I can reign together. We do not have to live in anyone’s shadow any longer!”

“I am sorry, Alaj,” Amoni replied, “but I cannot join with you. I was the one who found out about your surprise attack and told Traeus.”

Alaj was shocked. ‘How could Amoni have known this?’ he thought. Confused, but still defiant, Alaj refused to back down.
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Chaos and Death

“Attack!” Commander Diette hollered all of a sudden. He fired his bullet cannon, hitting a Royal soldier squarely in the forehead, killing him instantly.

With this sudden act of violence, the opposing forces responded. Royal Cannoneers avenged the loss of one of their own by firing their weapons. Alaj’s army, responding to the command to attack and the volleys of bullets fired at them, returned fire and charged the gates. The silence was suddenly filled with loud bangs, clanking of metal, and screams of men in embroiled in combat, fighting to the death. The firepower lit up the dark night.

Alaj dove for cover as events spiraled out of his control into utter madness and chaos. He knew, in that moment, how wrong this had been for him. He was not a man of war, of fighting. He was a fool for ever believing he could keep control of such a serious situation.

“Hold your fire!” the King shouted desperately. “Hold your fire, damn it!” he yelled again, but his voice was lost in the sound of the horrific battle ensuing. All around him, Royal troops fell to the ground, hit by fiery stone bullets. Some ran around frantically, screaming for help as they caught on fire. The second row of Royal Cannoneers quickly moved to replace the first row of troops who fell.

Traeus could hear the loud bangs from the bullet cannons as the Royal troops fired them. Behind the gates, catapults launched their flaming missiles at the attacking forces. The dark night blazed.

In front of the gates, Alaj’s army was being decimated. They were surrounded. The army was showered with flaming bullets and missiles from the front and side. The Phalanx Pikemen blocking Alaj’s army from behind prevented Alaj and his troops from retreating.

In the midst of the onslaught, Alaj pulled himself together and tried to order his army to hold their fire. A bullet hit him on the shoulder. He cried out and dropped to his knees, grimacing in pain.

Traeus was still screaming at his men to cease firing. A Royal guard roughly pushed the King down behind the defensive walls to protect him.

“Cease fighting!” Alaj yelled loudly at his men, his shoulder bleeding badly. Suffering heavy casualties and facing total annihilation, men from Alaj’s army began to surrender on his command. As the fighting slowly abated, soldiers from both sides could now hear Traeus and Alaj frantically ordering them to stop the fighting.

The dead and dying littered the ground in a macabre scene.

“Your Majesty!” a soldier shouted to his King. “Prince Amoni is injured!”

Traeus ran to his youngest brother, who lay bleeding.

Alaj heard the soldier as well. He gasped audibly. He had to get to Amoni. In a total panic, caring not for his own safety, he quickly pushed his way past his own soldiers. As he faced the Royal troops guarding the Palace gates he shouted, “Let me through! I must see Prince Amoni!” Clearly unarmed and wounded, he struggled to get through the Royal troops, who reluctantly let him pass.

Alaj no longer noticed the pain in his shoulder. He managed to make his way to where Amoni was lying. The sight that was before him was too much. He collapsed to his knees with an agonized cry.

Traeus was hunched over Amoni, desperately trying to stop the blood gushing forth from a large wound in his abdomen. Amoni’s eyes were wide with shock. His hands shook uncontrollably. One look and Alaj knew that there would be no sunrise for his beloved younger brother.

Amoni, with blood seeping from the corner of his mouth, tried to speak. His voice was weak, shaky, “Traeus...I-I...disobeyed you...”

Traeus held his brother’s hand tightly to his heart, crying. “No Amoni, do not worry about that. Save your strength. Do not try to talk.”

Alaj edged closer to his brothers, trying to muffle his own sobs.

Amoni’s eyes squeezed closed as he winced in pain. His breathing was now only short gasps. His eyes fluttered open for a moment. He saw both his brothers by his side. “We are brothers...it should never...have come to...” His eyes glazed over as he exhaled one final breath. His body went limp.

“No, Amoni!’ Traeus cried as he saw his brother’s life slip away forever. “Please do not leave us!” he begged. But he knew it was too late. He grabbed him and held him close, rocking, his tears falling into Amoni’s dark hair.

“I have caused this. I have killed my own brother,” Alaj wept. “I will never forgive myself.” In that moment, he wished, prayed, he could take Amoni’s place, to give his life instead. “I never thought it would come to this. I never meant for the fighting to start. Oh no...what have I done....”

Traeus, with Amoni’s blood smeared all over him, looked up at Alaj with eyes reddened, full of tears. “I told him to stay in the Palace, to stay away from the fighting. He did not listen...” Traeus again broke down.

Commander Koronius walked over. Alaj looked up, making eye contact with him. The two men nodded at one another, acknowledging the tentative truce.

Commander Koronius leaned down to whisper to Traeus, “Your Highness, please, my men will take care of him.” He gently released Amoni from Traeus’ arms and four of his soldiers quickly stepped up and with great care, carried the Prince’s lifeless body away. The Commander then lifted his King to his feet.

The Commander then noticed Alaj’s injury. “You are injured, I will have someone come to tend your wound.”

Alaj shook his head, “It is only a flesh wound. I just need a dressing for now.”

“As you wish,” Commander Koronius replied and ordered a healer to come at once to wrap the Prince’s shoulder.

Once his wound was cleaned and a dressing applied, the three men went inside the Palace.

Head Priest Assan joined the men, eyeing Alaj with deep mistrust. He also felt the pain of Prince Amoni’s loss. Now here in their midst was Alaj...the traitor.

Alaj collapsed in a chair. Traeus stared blankly ahead.

“Prince Alaj, your men, now that they have surrendered, can they be trusted not to try and fight again?” Commander Koronius asked.

“Yes, I have ordered them to stop fighting,” Alaj replied hoarsely. “Even they can see a hopeless situation.”

“You would not mind if I have my men ensure that is the case?” he asked.

Alaj nodded for him to proceed.

“Then I will have one of my captains oversee their surrender and take them to a holding area until we decide what is to be done with them.”
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A Traitor Is Revealed

The explosions rocked the Palace walls. Mindara and Medetha, though frightened, tried their best to keep Tramen and Setar comforted and safe as they heard the commotion from the battle. The boys were nearly hysterical as they covered their ears against the terrifying din. Though the battle did not last long, it was harrowing.

“Is it over?” Medetha whispered.

“I do not know,” Mindara answered nervously.

Together they waited in silence for what seemed like an eternity. They had managed to calm the boys down, but Mindara could not stand not knowing any longer. ‘Where is Amoni?’ she thought to herself. ‘Why has he not come back to let us know what is going on?’

Finally, she turned to Medetha, “I am going to look outside in the hallway, see if I can find anyone who might be able to tell us something.”

“It is worth a try,” Medetha agreed. “We cannot sit here like this indefinitely.”

Mindara peered outside, she called Amoni’s name, but there was no answer and no one was in sight. She knew it could be dangerous to leave, but she had to do something.

“Medetha, I cannot see anyone. I am going to try and find out what is going on.”

“No Mindara,” Medetha protested, “if it was safe to leave, someone would have told us.”

“We cannot stay here. I will not be long. If I am unable to find anyone fairly close by, I will come right back and we will wait.”

“All right, but do come back quickly.”

Mindara nodded and she left. She walked cautiously down the hallway, listening for any signs that the fighting was resuming. The hallways were eerily empty. She could smell smoke, but it seemed to be coming from somewhere outside the Palace...at least for now.

As Mindara slowly walked the hallways she thought she heard someone. She carefully looked around the corner. She inhaled quickly, ducking back. It was Zazmaria.

Zazmaria had lain in wait for the sounds of the battle to begin. She knew she had to be careful. Now that people realized Alaj was spearheading a takeover, she feared she would be taken into custody if anyone spotted her.

Zhek had told her to remain inside the Palace until the fighting started, then sneak out her usual way. She would be able to get away unseen in the blackness of the night. Alaj would not know where to find her. He would never expect her to still be in the Palace knowing his army was coming to confront it.

‘I must tell someone she is here,’ Mindara thought, panicking. As she turned to leave, she heard Zazmaria’s footsteps creeping towards her. She hid herself, her mind racing. Medetha would be frantic if she did not return right away.

She held her breath as Zazmaria passed within feet of her. ‘I cannot let her get away. We need to know what she is up to.’ She took a deep breath and crept along the path she heard Zazmaria take. She followed the Princess to a seldom-used back entrance of the Palace.

Zazmaria seemed lost in her own thoughts. She left the Palace grounds with Mindara trailing not far behind.

‘What am I doing?’ Mindara thought. ‘I am going to get myself killed out here following her.’ Still she pressed on through the dark night, knowing how important this information could be for the King.

In the distance, she saw signs of the battle that had been waged and heard soldiers yelling not far off. The battle had occurred near the front of the Palace.

Mindara followed Zazmaria to a small red house near the edge of the city. It appeared empty. She could see the Princess pacing in the window. She seemed to be waiting for someone. Not knowing what else to do, Mindara waited and watched, hidden from view.

After a long while, Zazmaria grew impatient and left the house. Mindara once again followed her. Little by little, Mindara realized that Zazmaria was heading straight for the Draxen Stronghold. ‘Is she mad? She is going right into the enemy’s lair.’ Mindara’s stomach was in her throat. This was an extremely dangerous situation.

She crept to the side of a nearby house and from the shadows she watched Zazmaria approach the Draxen guards. They eyed the Princess cautiously, taking a defensive stance.

“Princess Zazmaria,” one of the guards acknowledged her tersely. “What are you doing here?”

Mindara stepped a bit closer to hear what was being said. She hid herself behind some thick bushes. Her heart was pounding. She could feel the sweat dripping down her back.

“I want to see Zhek,” Zazmaria demanded.

“That is out of the question. You are going to have to leave,” another guard replied harshly, as he took a step toward her.

“How dare you speak to me in that manner?” the Princess shot back. She stood her ground. “I must speak with Zhek immediately. Is he here?”

“With all due respect, Princess, Lord Zhek’s whereabouts are none of your concern,” he replied, the warning in his voice clear.

Zazmaria remained defiant, undaunted. “I am tired of dealing with you! If you are not going to give me an answer, I will find it myself. Let me by!”

The first guard held his hand out to keep her back, his weapon now positioned menacingly. “This is a time of battle. We will not let anyone past us.”

“You will let me pass!” she yelled at him.

“We will not!” he shouted back at her. “Now leave at once!”

Zazmaria slapped the man hard across the face and tried to push her way past. The guards struggled with her, but she began kicking and yelling for Zhek. She tried to fight them off, but they would not release her. Desperate and frustrated as her world fell apart before her very eyes, she knew she had nothing left to lose. She could not go back.

“Zhek! Zhek, come out here!” she screamed. She was beyond all reason now. “I waited for you! Why are you doing this to me? You promised me I would be your Queen!”

The guards thought she had gone mad. They kept their hold on the overwrought Princess.

Now crying uncontrollably, Zazmaria fought with all her strength, but the guards held on. “Zhek!” she screamed again.

Inside the Stronghold, though weakened by his condition, Lord Draxen stood watching her through a window in his private chambers. His weathered and sunken face betrayed no emotion.

One of his guards approached him, “Sir, Princess Zazmaria, she is adamant, she is looking for Zhek. What should we do?”

Lord Draxen, his breathing raspy, kept watching her before answering. He had waited for this moment, to see her disgraced, defeated. He looked on as she went nearly out of her mind with rage. However, he had received reports regarding the situation at the Palace and knew that the fighting had ended in a cease-fire. ‘This is not going as planned,’ he thought, ‘and she is a liability.’

He turned to the guard, “Remove her immediately.”

“As you wish sir,” the man replied, bowing as he left.

Outside, the order came to have her removed from the property. Zazmaria struggled fiercely, but the guards easily overpowered her. They grabbed her and threw her down the lane. She hit the ground hard. She knew she had lost everything and there was nothing she could do. For the first time in her life, she was powerless.

Slowly, in a daze, she picked herself up. Stumbling and bruised, she started to walk away from the Stronghold into the cold, dark, friendless night, not knowing where she would go. Her dreams of walking into the Draxen Stronghold, revered as their future Queen, died inside her. Heartbroken and humiliated, she had never felt so alone, so hopeless. Zhek had forsaken her, used and ultimately betrayed her.

Mindara caught her breath and realized the magnitude of what she had just heard. She tried to sneak away. She ran as quietly as she could down a dark road leading away from the Draxen Stronghold.

Out of nowhere, Zazmaria appeared in front of her. Her cold, steely face streaked with tears, her expression one of pure hatred. “Going somewhere?” Zazmaria asked as her hand reached down into the folds of her dress.

Mindara did not answer. She took a step back.

Zazmaria stepped towards her. “Heard everything, did you?” She did not bother to wait for an answer. “I can tell by the look on your face.”

Mindara backed away further.

“You had no business following me,” Zazmaria said angrily.

“You are a traitor!” Mindara shot back defiantly, but inside she was terrified.

“It was time for things to change,” she said, continuing to step towards Mindara.

“You betrayed your own family? To those people?”

Zazmaria let out a hollow laugh. “My family? They have never valued me. They deserve whatever is coming to them.” In a flash, she lunged towards Mindara, drawing a jeweled dagger.

Mindara shrieked and stepped back, raising her arm to protect herself. Zazmaria brought the dagger down with great force, cutting her deeply on her arm.

Mindara cried out in anguish. Holding her arm, which was bleeding badly, she stumbled backwards and cried, “Do you not realize that everything you tried to do has been for nothing! It is over for you. Your treacherous friends want nothing to do with you!”

She saw the expression on Zazmaria’s face change as she became enraged at the bold statements. Zazmaria lunged at her again brandishing the dagger, which dripped with Mindara’s blood.

Mindara managed to grip Zazmaria’s wrist before she could cut her again. They wrestled violently. As they fought, Mindara stumbled backwards to avoid another slash and fell to the ground.

Zazmaria leapt on top of her, brandishing the dagger close to her face. “I have always hated you,” Zazmaria hissed as she managed to inflict a small cut across Mindara’s cheek.

Mindara cried out in pain.

Zazmaria pulled her arm back, ready to strike a lethal thrust. Suddenly she stopped, a look of shock registered on her face. She heard a voice in her head, ‘I cannot allow this.’ At that moment Zazmaria saw in her mind the face of the young Princess she thought dead. She began to shake. “Anjia? No! I killed you!” Zazmaria screamed. “You drowned with your mother!”

Mindara used Zazmaria’s hesitation and hysteria to grab the Princess’ wrist. Mindara then lunged upwards toppling Zazmaria backwards, in the same motion she thrust the dagger into the Princess’ belly.

Zazmaria gasped and looked down at the jeweled dagger protruding from her stomach, at once recalling the vision she had so long ago where Anjia had been the one to thrust the dagger. “No...” she cried.

Mindara quickly got up and stood staring over Zazmaria, who was lying at her feet. The Princess was breathing in short gasps as blood began to seep through her clothing. Mindara was shocked. Never before had she imagined she could be capable of such violence. She made the decision to abandon the dying Princess, she ran as fast as she could through the night, back to the Palace. She had to tell the King what happened and what she had learned.
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Grave News

Mindara reached one of the side doors of the Palace. She ran down the hall, but she was dizzy and growing faint. She stumbled into the Palace kitchen. “Is anyone here?” she called out, collapsing to the floor.

A servant, who had been hiding in a pantry since the fighting started, heard her. He came running to her side. “Mindara! What happened to you?’ he asked as he saw the blood that covered her arm and face.

“I must get to the King. I have urgent news. Please help me.”

“Of course,” he said as he helped her up. “But first I must tend to your wounds. You are bleeding badly!”

“No, there is no time! You have to help me get to King Traeus.”

“All right, we will go. Here, put your other arm around me for support.” Together they ran to the front of the Palace in search of the King.

One of the guards saw Mindara and the servant coming. Mindara called to him, telling him she must speak with the King immediately. He nodded. “Yes, Mindara.”

Once summoned, the King ran out to meet them. Traeus’ face went pale seeing her bloodied. “Mindara!” he cried, as he took her from the servant and gently lowered her to the ground.

“I will be fine,” she answered, then noticed Traeus covered in blood, “but you are hurt!”

“No, it is not my blood...I wish it was,” Traeus said sadly looking down at the blood of his youngest brother. “Amoni...he was caught in the fighting...I could not save him.” He shook the tears away. “But how did this happen to you? I told Amoni to instruct you to stay in the rooms at the back of the Palace.”

“He did. Oh your Majesty, I am so sorry about Prince Amoni,” Mindara whispered. Once again feeling her consciousness slipping away, she knew she did not have much time before she passed out.

Traeus gently took hold of her. “I have to get you to a healer. You are losing a lot of blood.”

“No wait, there is something I have to tell you first. I followed Zazmaria. She went to the Draxen Stronghold looking for Zhek. They would not let her in and when she could not see Zhek, she became hysterical. Then she spotted me. She tried to kill me.”

“What? What are you saying?” Traeus asked. “I do not understand...”

“Please, just listen,” she interrupted, “she killed Axiana and Anjia and she betrayed the Royal Family to the Draxens. She has been working against you all along.”

Traeus gasped, “Zazmaria? This was all her doing?”

Alaj had walked in just in time to hear the gut-wrenching news. “My wife? No...it cannot be true...” He slumped down against the wall.

“My wife, my daughter...she killed them?” Traeus was trying to process what he had just heard. His heart was pounding and his head began to swim.

“Yes, your Majesty. I am so sorry,” Mindara cried, but realized she had to continue. “After she attacked me with a dagger, I fell. Then she became crazed. She screamed Anjia’s name as though she had just seen her.” Mindara’s voice became quiet, “She said she killed Anjia and Axiana.” Mindara told Traeus about how she, acting on Zazmaria’s momentary hesitation, defended herself, stabbing Zazmaria.

“What?” Alaj asked hoarsely, gathering himself. “Is she dead?”

“I do not know...she was alive when I left her.”

“I have to go...I must get to her!” Alaj said, regaining his feet. “Where is she?”

Mindara told them where she had left the Princess.

“Alaj! You cannot go alone. I will come with you,” Traeus stated. He wanted, needed his own answers.

“I do not deserve your help, Traeus. I deserve nothing again in this life.” Alaj felt ill as the terrible news sunk in. “Zazmaria disappeared shortly before we moved against the Palace. I did not know what happened to her...” Alaj said with a hollow voice.

“I am coming with you.”

“Traeus, I did not know...about Axiana and Anjia. You have to believe me. I would never have...” Alaj hung his head in shame, he wept. “I do not know what I can possibly say...”

“We will talk later. But right now, we must hurry before it is too late...”
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Good and Evil

Traeus and Alaj raced through the still dark night to where Mindara had told them the Princess was. They found Zazmaria lying in a crumpled heap. The extent of her injury was immediately obvious. There was a large pool of dark red blood beneath her. She was barely alive. What life was left was rapidly ebbing from her.

Alaj knelt down beside her. Crying, he gently stroked his wife’s hair, “Zazmaria, my love...”

Her eyes flickered open and a faint look of surprise washed across her now pale face. She tried to speak, her voice barely audible, “Alaj, how....”

“Mindara told us everything,” he replied, the tears streaming down his face.

“I had no choice.” She started coughing and choking on the blood, which ran down her throat.

“Why betray your own family? Why betray me?” Alaj wept. “To the Draxens!” He knew this was the last time he would ever speak to his wife. “You have lied to me for so long, manipulated me into this war. Killed Axiana and Anjia! I do not understand, Zazmaria. What drove you to all of this?”

Traeus stood in the background out of her sight, listening. He was trying to contain his hatred of the woman who had taken his beloved wife and daughter from him, and who was in part, responsible for Amoni’s death. However, he knew that she was paying the price for her treachery. Whatever seeds she had sown in life, she would now reap in death.

Zazmaria’s eyes flickered, but she managed to look up at her husband. “I did what you could not...”

“But how? Why did they have to die? They never harmed you!” he cried.

“Anjia...she was dangerous to me. I saw it in my dreams. She would have destroyed me...I had to stop her. I knew the storm was coming. I overheard them planning their trip. I made it look like an accident. My family...” she gasped for breath, “my family has been able to read the skies for generations, we possess great knowledge of...”

“What?” he asked incredulously. “You never told me anything about this. Was our whole life together a lie?”

She gasped for another breath, “Setar...” It was too late. Her eyes closed, her pain was evident. She shuddered, tensed and finally her body relaxed. She was gone.

“No!” Alaj cried out in unbearable grief. He still had so many questions that now would never be answered.

Traeus walked over to him after a few moments and whispered, “We have to get out of here, Alaj. It is not safe.”

“But we cannot just leave her here, like this. Whatever she has done, she was my wife.”

“We will take her with us back to the Palace. Come, together we can carry her.”
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Revenge

Carrying Zazmaria’s lifeless body, Traeus and Alaj returned to the Palace. Neither had spoken a word. The brothers placed Zazmaria’s body in a room, covering her with a sheet. Traeus searched out Assan and informed him of what they had learned and asked him to standby and wait for instructions.

“Traeus,” Alaj said, “I am so sorry...about everything. She betrayed me as well. For months she pushed me to go against you, threatening my future with her, with my son, if I did nothing...”

“But you raised an army against your own family!”

“I never meant it to go that far, you must believe me. I-I thought you would back down once you saw I was serious...wait, Diette,” Alaj recalled what had happened in the nightmare battle. “Where is Commander Diette?” Alaj asked a nearby soldier.

“He is over there with the rest of the wounded,” the soldier replied, pointing to an area that had been set up for triage. “He is badly injured. I am told he will not last long.”

Alaj stormed over to the bed where Diette lay dying. The blood was seeping through the bandages. Diette was pale and barely conscious. “Diette!” Alaj hollered as he grabbed the mortally wounded man by the neck. He cared nothing for the man’s injuries. Diette had betrayed him and he had to know why. “I told you to wait for my orders! Why did you order my army to attack?”

“Let him go, Alaj! He cannot talk if he is dead!” Traeus shouted, trying to restrain him.

Alaj released him.

Traeus looked the man straight in the eye, “Commander Diette, you might as well tell us what you know.” Traeus waited for a response from Diette, but none came. “We know about Zazmaria, we know all about her ties to the Draxens. Tell us what your part was in this.”

Diette knew his own life was slipping away, “Your family’s time in power is ending. My life may be over, but your time will come soon enough, King.”

“Was my wife going to participate in the murder of us all, Diette? Is that what you are saying?”

Diette only smiled, the malevolence on his face unmistakable.

“You tell me what you know!” Alaj hit him hard across the face.

Diette spat out blood then laughed, “You are such a fool, so blind! No wonder she was able to manipulate you so easily.”

Rage completely took hold of Alaj. Adrenalin coursed through him and numbed the pain he had in his injured shoulder. Alaj knew this man would tell them nothing else, he only mocked them, caring nothing for the damage he had done or the pain he had caused.

Alaj wrapped his hands around Diette’s throat. He could hear Traeus yelling for him to stop, but it sounded far away. With fury in his eyes, Alaj poured all of his anger and hate into this moment. Every lie, every deceit, Amoni’s death...it all swirled in his mind like a lethal poison.

“Alaj, he is dead! Stop!” Traeus was trying to pull his brother off the man. “Let him go now!”

As if awoken from a trance, Alaj looked down at the glassy, unseeing eyes staring back at him. He stepped back from the man whose death he had just hastened.

Traeus looked at his brother for a long moment, letting the horror pass. Alaj slumped down against the wall. Weeping, he put his hands over his face.

“Alaj, it is about time we took care of the Draxens. Diette, Zazmaria – the Draxens used them to get to us, to destroy us.” Traeus helped his brother to his feet. “We must find Commander Koronius.”

Alaj silently nodded his agreement.

Shortly, they tracked him down. “Commander, have one of your captains summon your men,” the King ordered. “I will be leading them in an attack on the Draxen Stronghold. The Draxens were behind everything.”

“But, your Majesty,” Commander Koronius protested, “should I not lead them? I should be by your side...”

“I know you are going to object to this Commander,” Traeus interrupted him, “but I need you to secure the Amsara site. Take Victarius and assemble a band of men and head straight there. This is extremely important. I believe it is in imminent danger from the Draxens. I am entrusting you to do this.”

The Commander knew the Pharom had to be protected. “Very well, your Majesty. We will go at once.”

“My soldiers will also help against the Draxens,” Alaj said determinedly. “I will gather all who can fight.”

“Do you think we can trust those mercenaries?” Traeus asked.

“They did not know it was the Draxens who bought them to betray their King. Zazmaria funneled the funds through me,” Alaj replied with shame. “If they have any loyalty and honor left in them, they will fight for their King.”

“Then we attack immediately.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 65

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
Retribution

After asking Assan to oversee matters at the Palace, Traeus and Alaj gathered every able soldier in their armies and led them through the still dark city, towards the Draxen Stronghold. Many who joined them now bore injuries.

Traeus and Alaj had spoken to the soldiers jointly and explained the treachery of the Draxens. When the men found out, it incensed them. They vowed to avenge the Royal Family. Traeus and Alaj led their now joint army to attack the Draxen Stronghold.

Finally, they reached the Draxen gate. There would be no negotiations. The Draxen soldiers had been put on alert. Draxen scouts, stationed on the balconies high on the building, spotted the advancing army and shouted the alarm. Lord Draxen had prepared for the possibility that King Traeus might attack the Stronghold, but he had not expected an attack from such a large force. Unknown to him at this point, it was a combined force. His plans had crumbled.

“Damn you, Diette, you failed me,” he said to himself. “Commander, attack the oncoming army!” Lord Draxen ordered. “Defend the Stronghold to the last man!”
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“Take cover!” Traeus shouted as several flaming missiles were launched from behind the Draxen walls, headed towards them, lighting up the night sky.

The soldiers scurried to find cover. The flaming missiles crashed down all around them. Wood-made machineries were instantly obliterated. Splinters of wood and rock flew in every direction.

“Siege engines, fire!” Alaj ordered.

The King’s army returned fire. Multiple clanking sounds echoed throughout the city as dozens of catapults launched their fiery rain of destruction in a shower of angry red and orange flames. Loud explosions filled the air as the missiles smashed into the gate and walls. The catapults hurled huge boulders into the Stronghold. The front gate protecting the Stronghold began to crack, but did not break. As Traeus’ catapults fired on the walls, new waves of flaming missiles rained down on the band of catapults.

“Phalanx, rush the gate, use the battering ram!” Traeus called out. “Target their siege engines with our catapults. Cannoneers, give the phalanx cover. Their catapults cannot fire at such close range.”

Cannoneers fired their hand held cannons at the Draxen troops in the towers, which were interconnected with the walls and gate. The phalanx group quickly rushed to the gate carrying a large ram as flaming missiles from their own cannoneers flew over them, onto the walls and towers of the Stronghold.

Draxen troops, on top of the fortified walls and in the towers, had a high ground strategic advantage and easily picked off the invading troops. The heavily fortified walls and towers provided the Draxen soldiers with cover from the onslaught of missiles and bullets. They now aimed their weapons at the phalanx group that was rushing towards the front gate.

The Royal Phalanx Pikemen, equipped with armor that could withstand limited attacks from the cannoneers, were showered with hundreds of flaming bullets. Scores of Royal soldiers fell to the ground, wounded or dying.

“We have to bash that gate down!” Alaj shouted. “They are slaughtering our men!”

“Captain, give them more cover!” ordered Traeus.

“Yes, your Majesty!” the Captain replied.

“Our cannoneers are useless against their fortified positions!” Alaj yelled.

“We should pull back and let our catapults weaken their fortifications before we charge again with our troops,” Traeus suggested.

“That could take hours,” Alaj shook his head then making a sudden decision, he raced forward.

“Alaj! No!” Traeus called after him as he saw his brother rush towards the main gate. ‘Damn it! He is going to get himself killed.’ “Give him some cover!” Traeus shouted as he ran after his brother.

Alaj rushed towards the main gate, ignoring his injured arm. Flaming bullets raced by his head, narrowly missing him. He ran towards the ram and grabbed hold of the top strap and started to ram the gate.

Traeus and some of his guards joined him and grabbed onto the other parts of the ram to help him break down the gate. Other troops fired their weapons at the Draxen soldiers on top of the wall, drawing fire away from the others.

The Draxen soldiers returned fire, killing or wounding numerous Royal soldiers. The cries of the injured and dying were everywhere. At last, the gate started to buckle with the constant pounding. With a loud bang, it tore off its hinges and it crashed down on the ground. Troops and mercenaries poured into the Stronghold with Alaj leading the charge. He fought like a man possessed.

“Alaj, wait!” Traeus called after him, as he drew his sword and fought his way to Alaj’s side. Traeus’ troops overwhelmed the Draxen force. Alaj and Traeus fought their way into the main building of the Stronghold.

Alaj grabbed a Draxen servant who was hiding underneath a table. “Where is Lord Draxen?” he demanded, holding a long sword to the cowering man’s throat. When the man hesitated to answer, Alaj pressed the blade harder against his skin.

“He...he is upstairs on the fourth floor,” the servant stammered.

“Wait, Alaj! You do not know what is up there,” Traeus called after him, as the angry and determined Prince headed for the stairs. “You could walk right into a trap!”

“He is mine,” Alaj said fiercely, ignoring the warning.

Traeus saw that he could not stop his brother. He decided to go with him, to protect him if he could. “Captain!” the King shouted. “Take care of things down here. Make sure there are no pockets of resistance. Take anyone you find as prisoners. Do not allow anyone to follow us upstairs.”

The man nodded his acknowledgement. Traeus ran up the stairs after his brother.

Alaj ran into several Draxen guards on top of the stairs on the fourth level. He drew his short sword, his long sword still in his other hand. As the stairway was only wide enough to accommodate two adults, all of the Draxen guards could not attack him at once. Alaj parried and deflected swings from the ferocious attacks. He thrust his long sword into a guard. At the same time he used his short sword to defend against the attack from a guard to his left.

The guard brought down a swing to Alaj’s head that would have been fatal had it not been blocked by Traeus’ sword. Alaj used the opportunity to plunge his short sword into the guard. Fighting side by side, the Royal brothers were able to repel the attack by the guards. The narrow stairway worked to Alaj and Traeus’ advantage. In fierce fighting, the Draxen guards were eventually slain one by one.

Down at the end of the hall, they burst through Lord Draxen’s chamber door. Alaj charged towards him. With vengeance in his heart, he intended to kill the man who had manipulated his wife and was ultimately responsible for the deaths of so many people, including his beloved younger brother.

Lord Draxen, now lying in his bed as the result of a particularly brutal coughing fit, had bloodstains on his chin and down the front of his shirt from the disease. He knew he was at death’s door. He did not need a healer to state what was so brutally obvious. In agony, his lungs burning from the pain of his illness, he waited for the King and Prince to advance on him.

“I am here to kill you, you treacherous old man!” Alaj shouted as he grabbed Lord Draxen by his soiled shirt collars and yanked him up.

“No! Wait, Alaj!” Traeus said trying to restrain him. “He must stand trial and face punishment from the Royal Court.”

“This filthy, evil man turned Zazmaria against our family. He is the one who is truly responsible for Amoni’s death!” Alaj pulled out his sword with one hand while gripping Lord Draxen’s thin, wrinkled neck with the other hand.

“Are you going to kill a defenseless old man, ravaged by a fatal illness?” Lord Draxen asked with a sneering smile on his weathered, drawn face.

Alaj looked upon Lord Draxen’s face with hatred and contempt. He could see how frail he was, but Alaj did not care, he had already dispatched one enemy this day, he could execute another.

He pulled back his sword to deliver a killing thrust to Lord Draxen’s throat. “The bloodstains on your face and shirt are but the start of what you are about to endure.” Alaj gripped the sword he held so tightly that his knuckles turned white. He stared into Lord Draxen’s face.

But then, Alaj relented, releasing his hold on Lord Draxen. “No, my brother is right. It would be too easy. I want you to suffer like this.” Alaj sheathed his sword. He stood over him, “You will bear the shame you have brought on your family as the charges of murder and treason are laid upon you and all your evil relations,” Alaj spoke with great fierceness, his hands clenched tightly. “People will speak your family name with contempt.”

The old man laughed a dry, rasping laugh. “After the trial, the people will realize that my family had nothing to do with the takeover you orchestrated, Prince. After all, it was you who raised a mercenary army to overthrow your own brother.”

“You had my own wife manipulate me into it!”

“Idiot!” Lord Draxen stated with contempt. “Zazmaria was never forced, manipulated or talked into doing anything she did not want to do. She wanted this just as much as we did, but for her own reasons. We simply benefited from her wanton ambitions.”

“Liar!” Alaj yelled.

“If you do not believe me, you can ask her yourself. Tell her what I have told you and see how she responds. Oh, and you might be wondering how I know so much about it. You see, my grandson, Zhek, has had what you could call a very ‘close’ relationship with your wife.”

“Liar! You are a filthy liar!” Alaj screamed as he lunged at Lord Draxen and struck him across the face.

“Stop it, Alaj!” Traeus shouted, trying to restrain him.

Lord Draxen spat out more blood, laughing hideously. “When she first became involved with Zhek, she probably wanted to manipulate and toy with his affections to further her own dark ambitions. She believed, mistakenly of course, that she could use us to help her gain power and standing. We gladly helped her of course. I had never seen my grandson happier than when he was spending time with your wife. She just kept coming back for more.”

“I will kill you!” Alaj screamed.

Traeus fought hard to hold him back. “Alaj, no!” he shouted. “Can you not see what he is doing? He is just trying to torment you. This all he has left. He knows this is his end.”

Lord Draxen continued, “Tell me, the child, Setar, does he have a mark on his chest that looks like this?” Lord Draxen opened his shirt and pointed to the large, star-shaped birthmark on his bony chest, over his heart. It was unmistakable. He smiled when he saw Alaj’s stunned reaction to the sight of the birthmark, identical to that of his son’s. “My grandson Zhek has one just like it too. It is a Draxen family trait amongst the men.” He saw the shock register on Alaj’s face. “That is right, you gullible fool, Setar is not your son. You are so pathetic. You could not even recognize the child was fathered by another man!” He spat out more blood. “It took a man like my grandson to give your woman a child.”

“No!” Alaj screamed and lunged at Lord Draxen, trying to strangle him. The horror of his wife’s full betrayal hit him hard.

Traeus pried his brother’s hands from Lord Draxen’s neck, “Alaj! Enough! She is gone now. We will find out the truth for ourselves. We do not have to listen to the insane ramblings of a dying, evil old man.”

Alaj fell back on the floor. “It cannot be true,” he cried, covering his face with his hands.

“So, she is dead, is she?” Lord Draxen repeated. “What a shame, Zhek will miss her,” he said, enjoying Alaj’s pain. “But, so much the better.”

Alaj screamed unintelligibly and tried once more to lunge at the despicable man lying before him.

It took all of Traeus’ strength to hold him back this time. “Alaj! Stop! We will make them pay for what they have done, I promise you that.”

Alaj shook with grief and rage.

“We will find Zhek. If he wants his life spared, he will talk and we will have all the evidence we need to convict and punish his family once and for all.”

“Traeus! Look out!” Alaj yelled as Lord Draxen hoisted himself up on his elbow and took aim with a small cannoneer pistol. Neither brother had thought to check the frail old man for weapons.

Alaj pushed Traeus out of the way of a fiery bullet, ducking as he did. The bullet barely missed Traeus’ head. Alaj threw his sword full force at Lord Draxen. The old man clutched the sword, slumping over dead.

“Alaj! Are you all right?”

“Yes,” he answered staring at the hilt of the sword protruding from Lord Draxen’s chest. It had pierced his heart. The star-shaped birthmark that was there a moment ago was now punctured by cold steel, dripping with blood.

“You saved my life! You could have been hit by that bullet!”

“That would have been a small price to pay for my transgressions, brother.”

“Come, Alaj. Let us get out of here.”
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Fates Unfold

Prior to the battles, Zhek, under the cover of darkness, had led his small band of heavily armed soldiers, along with Jace, towards the Amsara site to complete the mission his grandfather sent him on.

Zhek sent a scout on ahead to check for guards. The rest of the group waited quietly for the man to return. Zhek and Jace had carefully gone over the plans for the chambers and device that Jace had written down from memory, prior to leaving for the site.

The soldiers they brought with them were the men most trusted by Lord Draxen himself. They possessed absolute obedience to the Draxen family and had no qualms about whatever they may be asked to do. They were skilled soldiers, fierce and fearless.

The scout returned. “Sir, there are four Royal soldiers guarding the entrance to the chamber. They are not dressed like guards though, more like workers, but I believe it is just a disguise.”

The group devised a plan of attack to eliminate them. With stealth, four of Zhek’s men crept up on the soldiers, dispatching them with brutal efficiency. They signaled for the rest of the group to join them. Zhek then sent two soldiers to scout the surrounding area. He did not want any surprises.

The entrance was well hidden. If not for Jace’s earlier mission when he saw the plans, along with the fact the guards were standing near it, they would have had a very difficult time detecting it.

“Cleverly disguised,” Zhek commented. He had two of his soldiers pry the entrance open, though it was not easy to do. It opened to a long, dark passageway. They found a torch on the wall and lit it. The men crept down the tunnel until they reached a set of metallic doors, which were locked shut.

“This is the lock I saw in the plans,” Jace said, examining it closely.

Zhek held the torch to provide light for Jace to work. “Can you open it?”

“I think so,” Jace replied and went to work on the lock.

After a few minutes, Zhek could see he was struggling. Sweat was pouring down Jace’s face and his lips were pursed. Zhek decided to just let him work. Jace was their only hope of gaining access to the chamber beyond.

Finally, much to his relief, Zhek heard a clicking sound. Jace exhaled heavily. Zhek left two of his soldiers to stand guard at the entrance to watch for anyone who might show up. The rest of the group passed through the entrance into the secret chamber. Zhek and Jace immediately walked up to an obelisk.

“Is this it?” Zhek asked.

“No, this is only the first chamber,” he replied as they looked around the elaborately designed room. “I think it is meant to throw anyone off who does not belong here. As far as I can tell, it is probably just a ceremonial room. There is a second chamber, the entrance should be back there,” he pointed.

They walked to the back of the room. Jace sighed with frustration as he saw the second lock. Zhek again held the torch while Jace worked on the lock. Finally he managed to get it open. Jace pushed the door open and before them stood the smaller metallic obelisk situated on a platform.

“That is it,” Jace said, “the device I saw in the plans.”

Zhek ordered the rest of his men to remain in the first chamber. Both he and Jace began to feel queasy, but neither one said anything. They both heard the faint hum. Zhek looked at Jace.

“All I can say is that it is some kind of energy device. From here on in, I have no idea how we should proceed,” Jace admitted.

Zhek nodded and walked over to the metallic obelisk. He gently ran a finger across the smooth metal and felt a shiver go up his spine, like some sort of unknown powerful force passed through him. His family had to have this. He noticed on the platform a message was inscribed, and he read it aloud:

The power of thought is like no other

Only for this may the light shine forth

For those who would wield it for ill purpose,

May they be turned to ashes and cast asunder

Beneath its rays of power

For those who would wield it for good,

May they ever be wise in their ways,

And to them, the ultimate power made known

Realizing they had no time to waste, Zhek turned to Jace who had been standing back from the device. “Jace, we had better get going. We need to get this thing to my grandfather. Do you think we can just take it off the platform?”

“I do not believe we have a choice,” Jace said as he inspected the base. “It seems to be just sitting here, there do not appear to be any locks or switches.” He wondered about the implied warning in the inscription, but dismissed it as Royal pretentiousness.

“Well then, we should not waste any time. Help me with it,” Zhek ordered.

In the distance, they could hear the explosions, clanking of metal, and the screams of people fighting in the city. The tremors from the blasts could be felt in the chamber.

“It sounds like the battle has started. Good, the longer they are kept busy, the better our chances are of getting out of here unseen,” Zhek said as he looked at Jace who had grown visibly pale. “Are you all right?”

“I-I think so, I just seem to be a bit dizzy,” Jace replied.

“I feel it too. Do you think this device is causing it?”

“It must be,” Jace said worriedly.

“We need to hurry,” Zhek urged. He and Jace each took hold of one side of the base of the device and tried to lift it. It would not budge. They tried again, exerting great effort, so much so that they both nearly fell backwards when their grips slipped off the device. “What is it held on with? I cannot see anything,” Zhek said.

“I do not know,” Jace replied. “I did not see anything in the plans about how it was attached.” He furrowed his brow as he knelt down, examining the deceptively simple-looking base.

“We cannot wait any longer. We must get this thing back to my grandfather. We will just have to force it off,” Zhek decided.

“Lord Zhek!” one of the soldiers standing guard called. “One of the scouts has found something you will want to see.”

Zhek turned back to Jace, “I have to go see what this is about. Get that device no matter what you have to do, understood?”

“Yes sir.”

Zhek ran out and up the tunnel.

“Lord Zhek,” the soldier said anxiously, “the scout caught this priest sneaking around trying to hide this book of scrolls in their temple. He knocked him unconscious and brought him here.” The soldier gave the book of scrolls to Zhek.

Zhek looked through the book, scanning the scrolls torchlight. His eyes went wide as he read through some of the pages. “’The Book of the Old and New World’... – these scrolls detail everything that has happened since we came here,” Zhek said in amazement. “Everything is documented in great detail; our history in this land, our journey here, everything. The first book is written in the old language. That would mean this record has been kept, in secret, for generations. It mentions all the great Houses, House Selaren, House Zaracon, House Draxen and even House Ele...”

Zhek quickly broke off his reading, knowing that there were some descendants of House Eleshia in the band of soldiers with him, including Jace. He did not want them to read what really happened to House Eleshia. That it was really House Draxen who destroyed House Eleshia, not the Royal Family. He closed the book.

“Wake him up,” Zhek ordered.

The soldier slapped the young priest, but there was no response. He slapped him again and finally the priest, groggy at first, awoke.

“Who wrote these scrolls?” Zhek demanded. “We already know you were trying to hide them in the temple. They must be pretty important if you were sneaking around during a battle with them!” Zhek grabbed the priest by his throat.

“I-I do not know who wrote them. I was just putting them back for someone else...” Essen stammered, obviously terrified.

“You lie!” Zhek’s grip tightened, choking him.

“Please, I do not know anything,” Essen gasped.

Zhek released the priest and drew his knife. “I find that a blade is often a more effective way to get the truth.”

A second soldier grabbed the priest. As the two of them held him, Zhek slowly moved the knife to the young priest’s face.

Just then, Essen noticed the open entrance to the tunnel. His eyes grew wide with fear.

Zhek looked at him closely. “You know what is down there,” he said menacingly. “You are going to tell us what you know.”

“I-I do not know anything,” Essen faltered.

Zhek pressed the knife to his throat, “I think you do.”

Suddenly, several dark figures sprang out of the darkness, hitting the soldiers across the backs of their heads with heavy staffs. Zhek was struck in the face. Essen was released.

“Get the book! Run!”
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Having staggered up after the crashing blow to his face, Zhek was livid. He could taste the blood that flowed from his nose and cut lip.

Jace and the other soldiers emerged from the tunnel after hearing the commotion. Off in the distance, they could see several fleeing forms, but then noticed the Draxen soldiers lying on the ground. Zhek was trying to steady himself.

“Zhek! Are you all right?” Jace ran over. “What happened?”

“We were attacked, I suspect by the priests. We found one of them trying to hide something in the temple. We were caught by surprise.” Zhek looked around and yelled at his men to get up.

“Jace, we are going after them. You must finish your task, get that thing to my grandfather at once!” Zhek ordered. Blood seeped into his mouth. He spat it out.

The soldiers had regained their feet and headed out with Zhek in pursuit of their attackers. Jace and two of the soldiers raced back into the tunnel to finish their work.
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“I am so sorry, Odai,” Essen said in tears as they raced away from his Draxen captors. He was badly shaken. “I was trying to put The Book back. I had just taken it out two days ago. I know I should have asked permission first, but I was so curious. I had only wanted to read some more about our history, I meant no harm. Then the battle started, I heard explosions, I got scared so I ran to put it back where it would be safe, in case something happened.”

“What is done is done,” Odai replied breathlessly as he and the three other priests who rescued Essen, ran as fast as they could back to the temple. Odai now carried the scrolls.

“I was going to return The Book when I finished reading about House Eleshia. Forgive me,” Essen pleaded as tears flowed down his face.

“Essen,” Odai said, sounding stern, “I can forgive you for leaving the protective walls of the Palace and disobeying Assan’s orders. I can even forgive you for taking The Book without permission and reading it before you were meant to, but I will not forgive you if you do not run faster!”

Off in the distance, they could hear the sounds of their pursuers.

The priests made their way to their temple and scrambled inside. Two of them barred the doors with wooden poles. The rest ran to the back of the temple to the inner sanctuary. Odai moved some benches aside and worked frantically to uncover a well-concealed trap door in the ground underneath the wooden altar.

“There is no way out from here, we must do something!” Essen whispered.

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

Finally managing to open the trap door, Odai held the book of scrolls tight. He knew they had to place them back in the protective cylinders inside the chest – the scrolls were priceless.

“I will be right back!” Odai said as he scrambled down the earthen stairs. He found the stone chest lying at the bottom. Opening it, he took out one of the two protective metal cylinders kept inside, which were inlaid with jewels. He replaced the book of scrolls within the cylinder and sealed it. Then he closed the lid of the chest. He ran his fingers reverently over the ankh engraved on its lid, tracing its elegant form, praying the secret and powerful knowledge contained within would be safe.

He suddenly heard the heavy door slam closed above him, trapping him inside.
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Zhek and several of his soldiers followed them to the main temple, but the entryway had already been barred. “They are not going to get away with this! Bash that door down!” Zhek shouted to his soldiers. He had to get that book back. The damage it could do to his family would be irreparable. He feared what else may contain regarding their dark past.

Two of the priests ambushed the first Draxen soldiers who came through the doors. One soldier was hit over the back of the head with a staff, while the other was struck in the face with a torch. The third soldier had a fine powder thrown into his face, choking him immediately. He fell to the ground, dead.

Zhek charged in with the other soldiers, surrounding the two priests who were at the door, savagely impaling them on their swords. Essen, horrified, screamed and rushed forward to avenge their murder. Without thinking, he grabbed the sword from one of the soldiers who had been slain, lunging at Zhek, slicing his hand. Zhek cried out in pain and struck back at him, viciously thrusting his sword through the young priest’s chest. Essen gasped and fell to his knees.

Just then, Zhek saw a blinding bluish light rapidly streaming through the open temple door, flooding the building and overcoming all darkness in the temple.
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A Price Is Paid

Jace and his men decided to forego other, more time-consuming methods, which were failing one after another and use brute force to remove the device they were ordered to steal. After several arduous attempts, there was a loud snap and the heavy metallic obelisk fell with a loud thud on the ground. Jace lifted the weighty object, examining it for damage.

“It seems to be intact.” But just as Jace spoke, he felt a surge of energy emanating from it that made his skin crawl. Startled and afraid of the mysterious device, he quickly put it into the wooden crate they had brought along to transport it.

“Help me take this outside,” he ordered the soldiers.

With utmost haste, Jace and his men carried the crate out of the tunnel. The two soldiers grew nervous as they felt the crate begin to vibrate.

“Sir, Royal soldiers!” a scout shouted, pointing at the figures, still a ways off, heading towards them.

“We must hurry,” Jace said. The vibrations intensified as Jace and the Draxen soldiers tried to move faster.

“Sir, something must be wrong with it!”

Jace nodded. He quickly decided the risk of what they were carrying was at least momentarily greater than those who were chasing them. “Put it down for a moment. Gently! See if the vibrations stop.” He had no idea how it was supposed to work, but his instincts were telling him something was very, very wrong.

They carefully placed the crate on the ground and backed away from it. The crate shook violently then stopped. Jace held his breath. It seemed to stabilize. But then a low hum began emanating from the crate. The hum grew louder.

In a split second, a brilliant blue light, like a giant flame erupted, instantly reducing the wooden crate to ashes. The light grew in ferocious intensity.

Jace and his soldiers felt the ambient air being rapidly drawn into the intense flame-like light. One by one, they dropped to the ground as the air in their lungs was also forcibly sucked into the hot blue flame.

An intense heat grew. As the three men lay dying from lack of oxygen, they felt their skin burning as though the very air itself was on fire. The fierce blue light continued to grow in both size and intensity, expanding out an incredible distance, completely surrounding the Amsara monument on its deadly path.

Jace, lying on his back gasping for breath that would not come, and feeling the heat that burned him alive, realized his fatal mistake. The inscription on the platform had been a warning.

A low rumble manifested into massive, violent explosions, tearing out from the source. The deafening blast blew the head off the colossal Amsara monument in a spectacular concussive force. A latent power melted away its protective coating leaving only exposed, charred rock. The force of the blast streaked away from the epicenter in powerful shockwaves, blasting through structure after structure. It tore past the Amsara site and through the city with an insatiable energy turning night into day with an eerie bluish light, incinerating nearly everything in its path.
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Dangerous Paths

Present-Day Egypt

Later in the evening, after a full day’s work on Dustimaine’s excavation, Mitch and Alex met up with Jack and Bob, who had also put in a long day. The site at the Sphinx could open up at any time and they knew they had to have their answers before then. They could not risk it being opened and a second accident occurring.

There had to be something on the Pharom that they missed when they first examined it, perhaps some kind of hidden mechanism, which would release it and disengage its power source.

They went back to deciphering the scrolls. After several hours of searching, Mitch exclaimed, “Hey, I might have found something!”

“Really? What is it?” Alex asked.

Jack and Bob quit what they were doing, and peered over Mitch’s shoulder.

“I think something happened to this ancient civilization. This section of the scrolls appears to be different somehow, perhaps a little more hastily written. There is also this line I’ve translated which reads, ‘Our civilization was nearly destroyed by the power we have created. The power of the Pharom was meant to save us, not destroy us.’”

Alex gasped, thinking back to the accident and the worker that was killed tampering with the Pharom, “Mitch, that thing could be some kind of weapon. We may have just opened the door to our own doom!”

Mitch nodded, grasping the seriousness of the situation, which just seemed to be getting worse and worse. The more they learned, the more the fear grew. A fear of something they did not understand and had little hope of controlling.

“We have got to find a way to deactivate that thing and take it off the platform,” Mitch said as he continued to read the scrolls. “Look, it says here, ‘The Pharom was taken by evil hands, which did not know what they held.’ It must have been an accident! Someone mishandled it, probably when they tried to steal it...just as the worker did this time. Only in the past, the consequences were far worse.”

“Maybe that’s why we’ve found no other evidence of these people, their homes, the palace, temples. It might have been all destroyed,” Alex said. “And the head of the Sphinx...”

Mitch nodded, “It’s interesting, even today many Egyptians are still afraid of the Sphinx. Maybe this is part of the reason. Some nameless fear that has been passed down through the ages.”

“Yet they have no idea what the true and original source of that fear is.”

“But one thing troubles me,” Mitch said, “if it is some kind of weapon, then these people obviously went to great lengths to hide it. Why not just destroy it?”

“Good question,” she said.

Jack and Bob were rapt listening to this conversation.

“Maybe we’ll find the answer to that,” Alex continued, “but for now, we have a potentially major disaster to avoid. I don’t suppose that passage tells us exactly what went wrong? How we can avoid blowing ourselves and everyone else around here to smithereens?”

They scanned the scroll for answers. “Mitch,” she said excitedly, “here’s a passage that may shed some light, ‘Pay heed to the warning, for within it lies the power to unlock the Pharom.’

“But we’ve read the warning inscribed on the platform. I didn’t see anything there that could help us, did you?”

“I’m not sure now. Maybe we weren’t looking closely enough.” She sat back, mulling the passage she had just read over and over in her mind. “‘...the power to unlock the Pharom’. What if that means to physically unlock it, you know, rather than unlock the mystery of it?”

“You may be on to something, Alex,” Mitch said as he grabbed for his notebook and read out loud the warning he had copied down:

The power of thought is like no other

Only for this may the light shine forth

For those who would wield it for ill purpose,

May they be turned to ashes and cast asunder

Beneath its rays of power

For those who would wield it for good,

May they ever be wise in their ways,

And to them, the ultimate power made known

The foursome stared at the passage, but nothing was coming to them. The night was wearing on, and exhaustion and frustration were now their enemies.

“I don’t see anything,” Bob said. “Maybe we’re looking in the wrong place.”

“In the wrong place...” Alex whispered.

“What is it?” Mitch asked.

“The worker,” she answered, “he tried to pry the Pharom off with a screwdriver, but was killed in the attempt. In the past, someone tried to steal it and somehow set it off. When we placed it on the platform, we felt it latch firmly into place. I didn’t see any visible mechanisms, buttons, anything on the surface of it to indicate how to release it.”

“Right...” Mitch said.

“So maybe, it can’t be disengaged that way. We’ve been thinking that there must be something on the Pharom itself. But what if there isn’t? That’s it! That must be the key! The Kierani wouldn’t have wanted it to be something that could be easily removed, or stolen. It’s too powerful, too valuable. They wouldn’t have made it obvious how to remove it.”

“The platform...” Mitch suddenly realized.

“Exactly!” Alex said. “It has to be there.”

[image: 00009.jpeg]
Khamir came to give Mitch and Alex word that the site had been re-opened and that they could return to it. When they asked him how this was all taken care of so quickly, he would only say that the Egyptian authorities were satisfied that it was an unfortunate accident.

Mitch and Alex had wanted to ask Khamir about the cause of the accident, but they didn’t know what to say without bringing up a subject they did not want to discuss. However this was playing out, it seemed for the moment to be in their favor and they had no time to waste or second-guess things.

When Mitch and Alex arrived back at the entrance to the tunnel, they were afraid of what they might find once they went inside. They had wanted to go in alone after dark, but Jack and Bob had insisted on joining them.

Down the long tunnel the four of them went, flashlights in hand. They had been hearing rumors regarding the accident. Even though it had been inexplicably explained away as a generator accident, it seemed that the workers were very superstitious and now quite afraid of the site.

On the one hand, this helped Mitch and Alex, because the likelihood of someone else trying to sneak down into the chambers and steal the Pharom was greatly reduced. But on the other hand, it might be hard to find people willing to work on their team again, should they need them.

Flashlights ready, they took a deep breath as they entered the chamber where they had left the Pharom. It was still sitting there, on its platform, looking beautiful, mysterious yet now menacing, all at the same time. The low hum, though barely audible was still present.

“It’s still here,” Mitch whispered, scarcely believing his eyes. They moved closer to examine it. “It doesn’t look as though it’s been touched.”

“Holy! I’ve never seen anything like this,” Bob exclaimed. “The metal, you guys were right, it doesn’t look quite solid...it looks almost liquid somehow.”

“I’m sure we don’t need to remind either of you not to touch it,” Alex added.

“Yeah, pretty sure we got that with all the death and destruction we’ve been talking about Alex, but thanks just the same,” Jack retorted.

“The colors, they’re beautiful,” Bob marveled as he took a closer look. “It’s the most extraordinary thing I’ve ever seen.” He took a deep breath, then frowned. “I don’t feel so good. Maybe it was that third bag of chips I ate after dinner.”

“No Bob, it’s the same thing that happened to Mitch and I when we first placed it on that platform. It has something to do with the energy it puts out. We can’t stay here long. I’m starting to feel it too. Who knows how this thing is affecting us.”

“Great! Our kids will end up with three heads or something,” Jack quipped.

“Oh, there are just so many jokes I could make about that,” Bob grinned.

“Very funny.”

“I thought so,” Bob smiled, pleased with himself.

“Alex is right, we’ve got to hurry,” Mitch said. “Look for anything that might help us remove it.”

They all looked around the platform to see anything that might be a mechanism of some sort, but there was nothing.

“Let’s examine the inscription again,” Alex suggested.

The four of them knelt down. Mitch and Alex kept reading the inscription over and over again.

Jack and Bob, however, were much less familiar with the specific symbols, so their studying of the writing on the platform was more aesthetic in nature.

They could all feel the effects of the Pharom begin to intensify. Beads of perspiration dripped down their foreheads and necks.

Alex steadied herself by sitting down in front of the platform and occasionally putting her head between her knees.

“Think. It has to be here! The answer must be in these words,” Mitch said, sounding desperate.

Jack had stood up. He was squinting and looking at the Pharom closely. He looked at it, then back at the inscription. He looked perplexed. “How come you guys didn’t mention these symbols?”

“What symbols?” Alex asked.

“The ones on the Pharom,” he said still squinting and moving his flashlight around the front of the metallic object.

Mitch and Alex looked at one another and then they both stood up.

Bob was not doing so well, his head drooped, and he held his stomach.

“Where?” Mitch asked.

“Here, here, and there,” he pointed. “Three times, the same symbol. It also occurs three times in the inscription.”

Mitch and Alex still couldn’t see it.

“You have to shine the light a certain way,” Jack said. “The pattern is almost lost in the waves in the metal, but it’s definitely there. Look,” he said as he shone his light directly on the top corner of the obelisk. “Can you see it now? It’s in all three corners on the front of the Pharom.”

“I don’t believe it! How could we have missed this?” Alex exclaimed. “Jack, you are amazing!”

“Yes I am!”

Bob was now moaning on the floor and sweating profusely. As much as he wanted to get up to see what they were talking about, he couldn’t. His head was starting to spin.

“He’s right! Jack, way to go, man!” Mitch said. “The design, it’s, it’s...”

“Out of this world?” Jack offered.

Mitch looked at him and smiled. “Alex, it’s the symbol for power and he’s right. It shows up three times in the inscription...and three times on the front of the Pharom.” He checked the rest of the Pharom’s surface carefully, but no more symbols were visible.

Alex read the inscription out loud, emphasizing each occurrence of the word power:

The power of thought is like no other

Only for this may the light shine forth

For those who would wield it for ill purpose,

May they be turned to ashes and cast asunder

Beneath its rays of power

For those who would wield it for good,

May they ever be wise in their ways,

And to them, the ultimate power made known

“And what did that passage from the scrolls say about unlocking the Pharom?” Jack asked.

“‘Pay heed to the warning, for within it lies the power to unlock the Pharom,’” Mitch repeated.

“The symbol for power, that has to be it!” Alex leaned in to have a closer look at the symbols on the Pharom and in the inscription. She shone her light directly on each of the symbols on the platform. “Mitch, take a look at this!”

He bent down to see what she was pointing out.

“It’s very faint,” she said, squinting, “but when I shine the light directly on these symbols, it’s like something sparkles ever so slightly. Guys, can all of you turn your flashlights off? We’ll just use mine for a minute. They did as she asked, “Look!”

“I see what you’re saying,” Mitch said. “They sparkle and change color slightly under the direct light. So now what do we do?”

“It’s kind of the same design as what led us to find the hidden entrance to where the Pharom was. It’s a clever technology, if that’s what this is indicating,” Alex mused. Without thinking she reached out and brushed her fingers against the three symbols. She felt a tingling sensation in her fingertips and pulled them away quickly, rubbing them.

“What is it Alex, did you feel something?” Mitch asked.

“Yeah, kind of like an electrical buzz, but it’s ok. Be quiet for a moment.” She listened to the silence and then repeated the action. She felt the tingling again, but there was something else, “Did you hear that?”

“What?” Mitch asked.

“Listen,” she said as she touched each of the symbols again, this time more directly and more firmly. There was a sound, faint, but unmistakable. “Pressing the symbol for power again, I should have known...” she whispered.

They looked up at the Pharom. The colors in the metal became fainter. The low hum they had grown used to hearing, ceased. They all held their breath, except Bob, who was now lying in the fetal position on the ground, trying not to get sick.

No one moved for another minute or two. They heard a faint clicking sound, as though something had been unlatched. They all stood up.

Alex shone her flashlight on the base of the Pharom examining every inch at close range. “Mitch, I think that did it...I think it’s free,” she said. “Look, there’s a sliver of space showing at the base of it.”

“I see it,” he said. “Well Alex, do we dare?”

Their hearts were beating fast. They knew the next moments were crucial.

Bob sat up, feeling his head clear a bit. “I think the nausea is beginning to pass.”

“I’m not feeling so sick and dizzy any more either,” Alex said. They were all starting to feel better. “It has to be turned off now. We’ve got to try.”

Mitch nodded. Together they reached for the Pharom. Jack backed away ever so slightly.

They all said a silent prayer, except Bob who was saying his out loud, “Please don’t kill us, please don’t kill us...”

Alex concentrated and as she touched the Pharom, she squeezed her eyes closed, cringed and paused for a moment, half expecting to be electrocuted. No strange sensations, no instant death. Relieved, she opened her eyes, still touching the Pharom and looked over at Mitch. “Well, so far so good.” She took a deep breath, counted to three. Gently, but firmly she and Mitch lifted it off the platform.

Jack and Bob stood close to one another, wide-eyed as Mitch and Alex lowered the heavy metallic obelisk to the ground.

“Where did we leave the box it was in?” Alex asked, looking around.

“Over there,” Mitch pointed to the wall. “Jack, bring it here.”

Jack immediately complied and Mitch and Alex cautiously placed the Pharom back in its box.

“Now what?” Alex asked. “We can’t just leave it sitting here.”

“No, we can’t and we can’t risk taking it out of this chamber for someone to find either. He looked around the chamber. “I think it would be safest to put it back where we found it.”

Alex groaned at the thought of having to crawl back down the long, cramped tunnel. But she knew he was right.

“You’re not going to study it further?” Jack asked. “I mean it’s disabled now, right? It should be safe.”

“Oh really, and I suppose you know that for a fact?” Bob interjected. “Being an expert on alien technology and weapons and all.”

Jack didn’t reply. Bob had a point.

“Come on Alex, let’s get moving,” Mitch urged. “Unless Jack and Bob want to do this for us.”

“Yeah right,” Jack said.

Bob went pale.

Mitch laughed, “Just kidding! We can still come back in here as long as our permits are valid. In the meantime, we’ll keep studying the scrolls to see what we can learn. Who knows, maybe we’ll find an instruction manual in there.”

They all laughed nervously.

Mitch and Alex returned the box with the Pharom inside to its resting place. Alex had also taken the crystal that revealed the location of the hidden entrance, wrapped it in a cloth, and placed it with the box containing the Pharom. No one would be able to find the entrance the way they had. They carefully re-sealed all the entrances.
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Desperate Measures

The Professor stormed around in search of Fessel. He found him in the lunchroom. “Fessel! I need to speak with you in my office. Now!”

“Yes sir!” Fessel replied as he chomped down the last bite of sandwich and gathered the rest of his lunch up and took it with him.

Fessel scrambled behind Professor Dustimaine dropping things along the way.

“Close the door behind you,” Dustimaine ordered as they reached his office.

Fessel obliged, nearly dropping everything he had left in the process.

“Pick up after yourself, will you! I’ve never seen anyone as messy and clumsy as you,” the Professor snapped as he sat down behind his desk.

Fessel organized himself and sat down in front of the desk, keeping the remains of his lunch on his lap. Somehow he had managed to spill pop in his lap. He squirmed uncomfortably and tried dab it with his one remaining dirty napkin.

The Professor watched him with a measure of disgust. “I assume you heard about the accident?”

“Uh, yes, but not much, everyone seems to be keeping a pretty tight lid on it. The Egyptian workers are pretty spooked, though I don’t know why,” Fessel answered. “I thought it was just a generator overload or something. What exactly happened?”

“That’s what I would like to know. No one will give any specifics. All I keep hearing is ‘we’re satisfied as to the cause of death; it was an unfortunate accident’. If I didn’t know better, I’d say there is a huge cover-up. But what I don’t understand is how Mitch and Alex figure into this. I’m certain they know more than they’re saying. For crying out loud, someone on their team died! I’m fed up with those two and now I am sure they are outright lying to me.”

“Would you like me to ‘look into it’ sir?”

“Yes, Fessel. Something big is going on here, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to be left out in the cold by the likes of those two. They think they can get away with this? I’ll see to it they regret crossing me!” He shook his head. He was fuming. “How they ever got permits to excavate such an important site is beyond my comprehension. I’m not sure how far their involvement goes, but this time I want not only their personal rooms searched, but the lab they use, and check into the rooms of their two useless sidekicks, too.”

“Jack and Bob?” Fessel asked.

“Yes, I have a sneaking suspicion they’re also involved in this.”

“Gladly, I’ve never liked them.”

“No one does, except Mitch and Alex. Find out what they’re up to. They must be hiding something and it might relate to the diagrams you saw in Mitch’s journal.”

Fessel eagerly listened to the details of the plan.

“I will see to it that all four of them are kept busy for the next two days. I’ll move them to one of the smaller labs. There is one that is rarely used. It is far enough away so they shouldn’t see anything. I will tell them that the main lab is going to be tied up with other work. I have already sent all the artifacts they will be working on to the small lab. The items are all in rough shape and there are a lot of them. They’ll be so busy they won’t have time to think of anything else, let alone tend to the other excavation.”

Professor Dustimaine was already envisioning them being kicked out of the country in disgrace. He turned back to Fessel, “Take anything that looks like it doesn’t belong.”

“Yes sir! I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything,” Fessel said as he jumped up, pop stains evident on the front of his pants.

“And Fessel, I mean it, be careful this time. I don’t want them suspecting anything.”
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The Professor informed Mitch, Alex, Jack and Bob that night that they would need to step up their efforts over the next couple of days until they were caught up and that they were also being moved to the small lab. He told them he would check on their work and that he expected it all to be completed within two days. No excuses. If that meant they had to postpone their work near the Sphinx, so be it, he told them, they didn’t deserve it anyways.

“What a spiteful jerk!” Jack said after the Professor left. “I hope locusts get him in his sleep!”

“I have half a mind to punch his lights out,” Bob seethed.

“Is he crazy? We’ll be up all night for the next two days,” Alex lamented.

“I think he’s getting even with us for not cooperating with his questioning earlier. He’s trying to make us pay for not telling him anything and for having those permits,” Mitch replied.

“I’m going to require a lot of Diet Coke for this,” Bob quipped.

“Do you really think that drinking diet pop is going to help? You drink eighty of them a day!” Jack needled him.

“Well I’m sorry if we don’t all have your freakish metabolism, you skinny mutant!”

“Guys, enough,” Alex said. “Look, I don’t see what choice we have. We’ll just have to put everything else on hold for the next two days. The Pharom is safe for now. I’m just choked he’s assigned that crappy lab for us to use. The lighting is terrible, the air conditioner barely works and there’s not much space, particularly for four us to be working in there.”

“Yeah, this is going to be fun,” Mitch scoffed. “You’d think if this was so important and he needs all four of us to work non-stop for the next two days, he would have let us keep using the main lab. Especially with the number of items we have to go through. He must be taking great delight in making us suffer like this.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t be all that surprised. I’m just amazed it took him this long to find a way to punish us,” Alex said.

Mitch nodded, “Let’s make sure that everything is locked up tight. We don’t want anyone snooping around while Dust Bucket has us cooped up in his prison...I mean lab.”

They laughed mournfully then decided to retire for the night.
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Salvation

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The blinding blue light and subsequent powerful shocks from the blast, which had spread out from the Amsara site, reverberated throughout the city, and had broken through the Palace walls. Dust and debris were flying everywhere. The air was choked with smoke and the cries of the injured could be heard around the Palace.

Mindara, having been knocked out from the medicine the healer gave her, woke up with a start. She was disoriented and groggy from the effects of the drug. She was unsure how long she had been unconscious, but the blast woke her out of her deep sleep.

She looked around and saw that many items had been knocked to the ground. She could smell smoke. She quickly got off the bed, but the pain from her arm nearly caused her to faint. She had briefly forgotten her injuries and had used the wounded arm to lift herself off the bed. She looked down at it. It was heavily bandaged but her sudden movement had caused it to bleed again.

She took a moment to steady her spinning head. She felt nauseous. The cut on her face had been stitched up and had stopped bleeding, but was still throbbing with pain. Around her she could hear screams coming from various directions within the Palace. The healer was nowhere to be seen.

Mindara needed to find out what was going on. She took a few shaky steps to the door and collapsed. She protected her injured arm, falling on her good arm. She grimaced with pain for a moment, but pulled herself up. The effects of the medicine were still upon her. She tried to steady herself.

With a deep breath, she made for the door. She was just in time. With a loud creak the ceiling of the room collapsed behind her. She shrieked, panic propelling her forward. Weak with pain and dazed from the drugs, she made her way down the smoky hallways as quickly as she could, keeping her hand on the wall for balance.

Mindara headed back to where she had left Medetha and the boys before she had followed Zazmaria out. Her pace quickened as she stumbled on through the smoke. She tripped over something large and soft. She screamed. It was one of the servants. He was not moving and made no sound. Blood poured from a wound to his head where a piece of the ceiling had hit him, splitting his scalp wide open. She felt for a pulse. He was dead.

Terror gripped her, but she kept moving. She could barely see a few feet in front of her. The smoke thickened the further on she went. She had to get back to the children and help Medetha. She prayed they were safe.

She struggled along, feeling her way down the passageways she knew so well. She could hear shouts and cries of anguish coming from places near her. A wall collapsed, crashing behind her, taking part of the ceiling with it. The large statues of King Mesah and Queen Elenia, which had stood proudly in the hallway, fell to her side, smashing into pieces. Everything around her was becoming a potentially deadly weapon. She knew she must keep moving.

At last she reached the room where she had left Medetha and the boys. The door was closed. Her breath caught in her chest, she listened for any sound, but she heard none. The smoke was getting thicker, something was burning, but she could not tell from where. Slowly she opened the door. One of the windows had a massive hole blown through it, leaving the room covered in dust and debris.

Mindara called out in a panic, “Medetha! Tramen!” but no answer came. Fearing the worst, she searched the room. She saw Medetha’s hair sticking out from under a fallen portion of wall. “Medetha!” she shouted, picking her way through the toys and broken furniture that littered the floor.

The woman did not move. Mindara thought she could hear some tiny whimpers. She reached out to touch Medetha’s hair, still no movement. She heard a small voice coming from under the debris.

She found a fallen beam and used it to pry the wood and stone of the wall off Medetha, then braced it on her back. Her face and arm throbbed with pain and she knew she was bleeding badly again, but it did not matter to her right now.

As the wall lifted, she heard a distinct cry. It was coming from underneath Medetha. Mindara knew she could not keep the weight balanced on her back long, so she carefully stepped over Medetha, bracing the heavy wall with her good arm and moved it far enough away from the woman, leaned over and let it crash to the floor. She stepped back over to Medetha and turned her over. She was dead. Her face was covered in blood. Her neck had been broken, but still cradled in her badly battered arm was Setar.

The little boy began to cough and cry, but he was alive. In tears, Mindara removed him from the protective, final embrace of Medetha. She gently picked the child up and then softly placed Medetha’s arm back down.

“You gave your life to protect him. I will never let anyone forget what you have done here today,” Mindara whispered, cradling the frightened child. Setar had no obvious injuries on him. Medetha’s body had cushioned the impact of the falling debris.

She now had to find Tramen. “Tramen!” she called out frantically. “Tramen, please answer!” Carrying Setar, she searched the room looking for him. It was in complete disarray, but she noticed a small sandal in the corner of the room. Quickly stepping through the rubble, she picked it up and looked around. She spotted a small foot sticking out from behind an overturned dresser. “Tramen!”

She raced over. Still holding Setar with her bleeding arm, she lifted the dresser and set it upright. Mercifully, it had been positioned close to the wall, breaking the dresser’s fall. Crumpled in the corner, Tramen was unconscious, but breathing. He had a few scratches, but otherwise did not appear too badly hurt.

Mindara bent down to try and rouse him, she knew she would have difficulty trying to carry two children in her present state. “Tramen! Tramen!” she cried. “Please wake up! It is Mindara, please wake up!” She gently shook the little boy, but he did not respond.

Growing increasingly afraid, she shook him again. Finally he coughed and whimpered. “Tramen, we have to leave! You must get up.”

“My head hurts,” he moaned. He looked around at the room, which was now in ruins. “What happened? Where is Medetha?” He struggled to lift himself up.

“Tramen, listen to me, we must hurry. We need to get out of here, but I need you to walk. Can you do that?” she asked.

“I think so,” he coughed again and winced. He was sore everywhere. Mindara helped lift him to his feet. Still wearing his one sandal, Mindara helped him on with the other one.

“Come, we must hurry,” she urged him. With Setar in one arm, she took Tramen’s hand to lead him out of the room to find the nearest safe exit out of the Palace.

As they made their way out of the room, Tramen saw the body of Medetha lying on the floor, “Medetha!” When she did not answer, he tried to go over to her, but Mindara held him back.

“Tramen, we must leave now!” Mindara insisted, pulling him away. She wished he had not seen her.

“We have to help her!” he pleaded.

“Tramen, it is too late,” Mindara said as she bent down to look him in the eyes. “She is dead. She died saving Setar. There is nothing we can do for her. Please come, we have to hurry!”

Tramen began to cry.

At that moment another loud crash was heard followed by screams.

Mindara was frantic, “We have to get out of here! Now!” With Setar crying in her arm, and Tramen tightly holding her hand, they ran as quickly as possible.

As they ran down a hallway, Mindara saw the strange sight of colorful, fresh-picked flowers strewn about in the grey dust and debris. She looked up, the painting of Princess Anjia still hung on the wall, miraculously undamaged.

“Anjia’s picture! We must take it with us!” Tramen cried out.

“Tramen, there is no time!” She pulled the crying boy along, racing through the smoke.

Finally they neared an exit, their eyes stinging and red, their lungs dangerously filling with smoke. A loud creaking noise was followed by another huge crash. The Palace had become a deathtrap. Mindara, keeping a firm grip on Tramen’s hand and with Setar’s face pressed into her neck, raced out into the night as fast as Tramen’s little legs would allow.
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Redemption

Alaj and Traeus made their way back down to the main level of the Draxen Stronghold, when Traeus looked up and saw a brilliant blue light streaming into the Stronghold from somewhere outside, followed by a terrible explosion.

The Royal soldiers who had been waiting for them, yelled in horror as the Draxen Stronghold shook violently under the power of the blast. Walls and ceilings were ripped apart. Many of the soldiers and their Draxen prisoners were killed instantly. The walls that were still intact were on fire.

The blast threw Traeus and Alaj across the room. Alaj cried out in pain as he landed hard against his injured shoulder. Momentarily stunned, he tried to catch his breath. He shook the dust from his hair and face. He spotted Traeus lying under a pile of rubble. “Traeus, are you all right?”

“I think so.” He winced as he pushed the debris off of him. “Captain!” he shouted. There was no reply. “Captain!” Still nothing.

“This way!” Alaj shouted. “We have to get out of here!” Alaj helped Traeus to his feet. He could see that his brother was injured.

Traeus looked around, he saw injured men on the ground. “Soldiers, we must get out of here at once! Take any wounded with you that you can manage.”

“There is an open door over there,” Alaj pointed to the opening of light in a room full of smoke and fire. Holding Traeus up with one arm around his waist, and followed by the few men who had survived, Alaj navigated their way past debris, intense fire and thickening smoke. The structure was extremely unstable. “Hold on, we are almost there!” Alaj coughed.

A few feet from the door, Alaj saw a large beam fall down to his right and looked up to see that the ceiling was about to collapse on top of them. He grabbed Traeus around the waist with both arms and dropping down to use his weight for momentum, threw Traeus out the door. Traeus landed hard on the ground outside as the building crashed down behind him.

Winded, he picked himself up off the ground. The others were no longer behind him. “Alaj!” he shouted, causing himself to cough violently. He could taste the smoke and dust that burned his lungs. He limped back to the devastated structure, which was little more than a smoldering pile of rubble now. Desperately he dug through the ruins looking for his brother, calling his name out again and again.

No answer.

As he scanned the wreckage in search of Alaj, his eyes could not help but take in the total devastation all around him. The sight was unbelievable. What he at first thought may be the result of a renewed battle with the Draxens, was actually much, much more. As far as his eyes could see, there were buildings burning, huge flames blazing against the backdrop of the night sky. A terrifying thought crept into his mind of what could have caused such widespread destruction. There was only one thing he knew of that would be capable of this.

Agonized, he shook his head. He had to focus on the moment. “Alaj! Answer me! Where are you?”

Nothing.

With furious resolve Traeus ripped off part of his tunic and wrapped it around a long wooden pole. The cloth provided him with a grip and insulation from the heat. With a strong push downward on the pole, Traeus was able to pry apart the beams stuck in the rubble. He pulled the beams out, throwing them aside. In a desperate frenzy, he dug through the rubble with his bare hands. His knuckles bled as he searched.

“Alaj!” Traeus screamed after finding his brother lying tangled in a mess of wood and stone. Alaj moaned. He was barely conscious. Blood and dirt covered his face. Ignoring the pain he was in himself, Traeus worked with pure desperation to free his brother. He cleared the rubble off Alaj’s head, chest and arms, but his lower body was pinned too tightly under the rubble of ceilings, walls and beams. Traeus tried hard, but he could not lift the larger sections.

“Traeus, it is too late for me,” Alaj whispered hoarsely.

“No! It is not too late. I have already lost one brother this night, I will be damned if I am going to lose you, too!” Traeus fiercely kept digging through the rubble, trying to find a way to lift the heavy debris off his brother’s legs.

“Traeus,” Alaj said weakly as his bloodied and battered hand touched Traeus’ arm, “forgive me.”

Traeus stopped what he was doing. “You were tricked by evil people. It was not your fault, Alaj.”

“I am responsible for Amoni’s death. It was my fault, everything...” the tears were now freely flowing down Alaj’s face, mixing with the dirt and blood, as though they were trying to wash away the damage done to his body.

“No!” Traeus cried, softly caressing his brother’s face. Alaj’s eyes showed such depths of pain and sorrow...regret. For a fleeting moment, Traeus saw in them the innocent boy his brother had once been, before treachery and lies came into his life. His heart could not accept what his head was telling him. He was losing Alaj.

“I was a fool,” Alaj confessed, his voice weakening, becoming raspy. “The Draxens used me. They used my wife. I know you can never forgive Zazmaria for what she did, but do not hate Setar. He is only a child, innocent...”

Traeus shook his head, “I could never hate him, Alaj. Whatever else has happened, he is a part of this family and will always be so. I give you my word.”

Alaj gripped Traeus’ hand, his emerald eyes tinged red, brimming with tears. “Please take care of Setar for me. Let him know I loved him...”

“I will, I promise,” Traeus whispered, his own tears falling. “As long as there is life in me, he will be loved and protected.”

A faint smile of relief passed Alaj’s bloodied lips. He inhaled sharply, gasping for breath. He died in his brother’s arms.

Traeus looked down at his long-estranged brother, at the now lifeless emerald eyes. With a soft pass of his hand, he closed them forever. He bent down and kissed him on the forehead. “I forgive you my brother. Go now...be at peace. I love you.”

Reluctantly he let go of his brother’s hand and got up, tears still streaming down his face. He had to go find help, find out what had happened. He managed to walk a few steps, before collapsing to the ground unconscious. Exhaustion and pain from his injuries finally overcame him.
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Sacrifice

Odai crept up the stairs to the trap door and listened. He had heard no further sounds after the explosions. The fact that no one had come back for him filled his heart with fear.

He had heard the screams above which were followed by an even more terrifying silence. He could feel the heat from above. The explosions had shaken the cellar he was in. He had managed to safely conceal the chest in the ground.

Odai pushed on the trap door. It was loose, but still jammed shut and hot from the explosions. He went down a few stairs and took a run at it, hitting the door with his shoulder. The wood splintered, having been damaged and burned. He emerged from the cellar, his shoulder throbbing.

The smell of burnt wood and flesh was overwhelming as the smoke rose from the smoldering ruins. He held part of his robe over his mouth to help him breath. There was almost nothing left of the temple.

Tears filled his eyes as he looked around for his fellow priests who had so bravely stood their ground to fight the Draxen soldiers. He saw remnants of the battle: swords, which had been blackened, a sandal, and a pendant. He reached for the pendant. It was one of the ankhs the priests wore. He turned it over. The name engraved on the back was Essen.

Odai bent his head down and wept. He knew in his heart they had all died here. “Be at peace, my brothers,” he whispered holding the ankh to his heart, tears streaming down his face. He left the temple in search of survivors. After a time, heard a familiar voice.

“Odai!” Senarra shouted as she, Assan and several priests spotted him. She ran to Odai and embraced him. “I thought... I thought I lost you,” she said with tears in her eyes.

“You will never lose me, not if I can help it,” he said, holding her close.

Assan and the others joined them. “Odai, what happened here? We suspect it was...” Assan started to ask.

“The Pharom, yes, it did this. The Draxens, they were at the Amsara site. They must have accidentally set it off in an attempt to steal it. They were interrogating Essen when several priests and I reached the site.”

“Why were they interrogating Essen?” Assan asked.

Odai told Assan and the other priests what Essen had done. “Essen had been acting strange all day. He was being very secretive. I noticed he was not where he was ordered to be. I asked some of the priests to help me search for him.” Odai then told them of confrontation at the temple. “Essen saved my life.”

“He will be remembered for his bravery,” Assan affirmed. “Our main goal now must be to retrieve whatever is left of the Pharom and secure it. We will help with recovery efforts once that is taken care of.”

Odai, Assan, Senarra and the other priests headed to the Amsara site, to the last place the Pharom was known to be. Nearing the site, they could see that the once majestic head had been utterly destroyed. The sight was unbelievable, surreal. There was nothing left of it to even try to put back together and the outer covering had been stripped away, exposing bare rock.

They were all humbled at the power responsible for such large-scale destruction. “We must find the Pharom,” Assan said, drawing their attention back to the matter at hand. “Fan out and begin the search.”

The priests all worked silently trying to absorb what had happened. The ground around the site had been blackened from the heat of the blast. It looked as though a raging fire had scorched the area.

After an hour of digging and searching one of the priests yelled out, “I found it! It is buried deep!”

Assan ordered the others to help him dig it up. “The Pharom must have been thrown by the force of the blast and embedded deep in the ground.”

As they continued to dig they saw something astonishing. The Pharom itself was still intact.

“How could it have survived when there was so much devastation around it?” Odai asked, bewildered.

It was cool to the touch, undamaged...still. No vibrations. Nothing at all to indicate what it had done.
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Hope Is Not Lost

The day was dawning, the sun starting to come up over the horizon. Traeus realized he must have been unconscious for hours. His mind began to clear as he struggled to regain his memory. He moaned with sorrow as his last memory came flooding back, Alaj’s face as he died in his arms. A tear slipped down his face.

Traeus lay there for a few more moments, but as he fully recalled the terrible events, he realized the danger might not be over. He pushed himself up, grimacing. Not only were several of his ribs broken, his shoulder was dislocated and he had a gash on the top of his head, caked with dried blood.

As he stood up, he swooned, nearly fainting. He managed to steady himself. He held his head for a moment until the dizziness passed. He did not dare allow himself to fall, with his injuries he may not be able to get back up. He found some wood and using strips of his clothing he tied together a crude crutch. His lips cracked from dryness and began to bleed. Wiping the blood from them, he knew he desperately needed water and shelter.

Traeus looked back at the ruins of the Draxen Stronghold, knowing his brother’s body lay beneath the smoldering rubble. He hesitated. He wanted to go back and retrieve Alaj’s body, but he knew he was in no condition to do so. Every step caused him excruciating pain.

He had to find help and determine the circumstances the terrible disaster had left his people in. Then, the thought of finding his son propelled him forward with a sense of urgency in spite of his pain.

The ragged and wounded King walked and walked, but the area was eerily quiet. The Draxen Stronghold was near the edge of the city. Traeus continued on, leaning on the crutch for stability. As he walked, his eyes were met with more desolation. He saw bodies, some burned, others with their arms and legs sticking out from beneath the ruins of homes and shops. He kept checking for signs of life, but found none. His heart broke further with each step.

As the King carried on amongst the ruins, he stopped to pick up a small shining object. He dusted the dirt and ashes from its glistening surface. It was a pendant, an ankh. He fell to his knees as tears streamed down his face. It was Axiana’s pendant. The one he had given his son after the accident, which claimed the lives of his mother and sister.

Carved on the back of the gold ankh, the words still visible, ‘May this symbol of life protect you, all of your days’. He gripped it and pressed it to his heart, the anguish of his loss written in the stains the tears marked down his ash-covered face. “Tramen, my son, I have failed you,” he agonized.

He then remembered Mindara, had he lost her too? His heart broke at the possibility. He cared for her so much, much more than he had ever admitted to himself.

Traeus thought at that moment, it might be possible for him to simply curl up and die from his grief, that if he could surrender himself to it, life would cease to course through him. Dehydrated and his will to live fading, he collapsed. Lying there, his grief washing over him in wave after unbearable wave. He became delirious. Slowly a vision came to him...
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He was sitting alone in the shadow of the Amsara monument. He looked up and saw a figure clothed in white robes standing in front of him. The figure looked down at him with a deep expression of compassion in his eyes. His eyes were the color of pure gold, flecked throughout with amber. His skin a flawless, pale golden color with a luminous opalescent quality to it. His long jet-black hair gleamed in thick waves over his shoulders. Around his neck was a pendant, made of pure platinum and in-laid with a perfect ruby at the top – it was an ankh.

The figure knelt down and touched Traeus’ face, and then reached to touch the pendant Traeus still clutched to his heart. “Do you know what this means?”

Stunned and confused, Traeus asked, “Who are you?”

The figure asked again, “Do you know what this means?”

Traeus looked at the pendant around the man’s neck and then to the one he had given to his son. “It is the symbol of life, of immortality.”

The figure smiled faintly, “Yes. So then, why do you invite death?”

Traeus felt his tears begin to fall. “I have lost everything, my family, everything I tried to create, to build, is gone and it is my fault. In my arrogance, I believed I could achieve anything. And now, I sit in the ruins of this place, amongst the dead, those that perished because of a foolish dream. I have failed my people. I deserve to die.”

The man lifted Traeus’ face. Traeus gazed at the ethereal beauty of the mysterious figure. “But you did not fail, you followed your heart... your destiny. What you see before you now are but the ashes of a time in history that has now passed. This is not the end. It is a beginning. Look over the horizon, as the forest springs new growth from the burnt remains of its former self, so too does the Phoenix rise from the ashes. Traeus, you are that Phoenix. Do not lament the circumstances of which you know not their purpose. Only follow the voice inside – it is calling you to life. Now rise!”
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With those words, a swirl of dust and ashes clouded Traeus’ vision. Once it cleared, he realized that he was still curled up on the ground, he had not actually moved. He looked up to see the form of a majestic bird soaring over him, towards the mountains in the west. His son’s ankh was still in his hand, and the rays from the rising sun glinted off its surface, making it appear radiant, as though nothing, no war or destruction, could ever dim its beauty.

He picked up the makeshift crutch and began to walk again. He found a well, and drank thirstily from it.

Stepping amongst the still smoldering remains of the once great city, he vowed that he would not squander the gift of his life. For some reason he could not yet comprehend, he had been spared.
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Finally Traeus came across two men, carrying another who was badly injured and unconscious. They were happy and relieved to see their King, their spirits buoyed a little. They were carrying the man to a nearby temple, which had been converted to a makeshift camp. Traeus walked with them, thankful to have found other survivors.

They reached the temple. Bedding had been laid out on the floor and a few people were sleeping or resting around the edges of the room. One area near the back had been set up to treat the wounded. The injured man was attended to immediately.

Traeus set his wooden crutch aside, feeling he could now manage without it. Just then he thought he heard something familiar. He stopped and listened for a moment. As he walked slowly towards the familiar voice, no one took much notice of him in his unrecognizable state. His ears picked up the sound more clearly, it was a children’s song.

As he scanned the people scattered about, his eyes fell on a woman holding two small children, rocking them gently and kissing the tops of their heads. Her back was to Traeus, but he recognized the long, dark braid, which though in slight disarray, fell down her back.

“Mindara!”

She turned around suddenly, her eyes registering shock, disbelief and exhilaration all in the same moment. “Your Majesty!”

Tramen, who had been resting against her, recognized the voice that called out.

“Daddy!” he squealed as he ran to his father, practically leaping through the air.

Traeus wrapped his arms around his son, grimacing at the pain in his ribs and shoulder.

Mindara took notice, but said nothing.

“Tramen, my son, I am so happy you are all right!” he said as he kissed his face and held him.

“I knew I would see you again, I knew it!” Tramen exclaimed, taking his father’s hand. “Mindara told me to be patient and wait, that you would come for me.”

Traeus looked with great emotion and gratitude at Mindara who now stood close by, holding Setar.

“It was a matter of faith,” she said. “I just felt it.”

He felt his heart stir at her words. He gazed into her eyes for a long moment as he held his son’s hand. Then, he reached into his pocket. “Tramen, I found something of yours,” he said as he took out the ankh pendant his son had lost in the frantic race away from the Palace.

“You found it!” he exclaimed.

Traeus placed the ankh in his son’s hand, “Keep it safe.” Tramen looked at the precious gift that had been returned to him. Traeus took Mindara, Setar and his son into his arms and held them tight, realizing how close he had come to losing them.
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The Path Home

Traeus had not wanted to remain at the temple long. His injuries were treated, he had rested and had some small meals. He spoke privately with Mindara, informing her of all that had happened. The other people there allowed their King some privacy with the children, and time to heal a bit. Soon after, he announced that he would be heading back to the Palace to try and make contact with other survivors. Anyone who wished, was welcome to join them. For those that stayed, he would send back help.

As they made their way through the devastated city, Traeus, Mindara and the boys along with numerous people who had decided to accompany them, were shocked at what they saw. Entire buildings had been razed, trees incinerated and the ground scorched.

Without thinking, Traeus reached for Mindara’s hand and held it tight. Walking beside Traeus, Mindara was lost in her own thoughts. Her skin tingled at the touch of Traeus’ hand holding hers. She tried to ignore the sensation. She told herself he was just being comforting, nothing more. Still, her heart leapt whenever he looked at her.

In the short time they had spent at the temple with the boys sleeping between them on the floor, she had pretended to fall asleep, then she would open her eyes and just look at Traeus for a while. Seeing him sleeping beside the two little forms nestled between them filled her heart with such...love. The word shocked her, though she had always loved the Royal Family. Her loyalty to Axiana was still strong. Mindara felt ashamed at the feelings and sparks of emotion, which were beginning to grow within her.

At last, they made it to the edge of the Palace grounds. Traeus looked at what was left of his home. It would have to be demolished. A few sections were still standing, but much of it had collapsed. Large sections of the roof were missing and many of the walls had been badly damaged. The smell of burnt wood was still thick in the air.

Two people he recognized came racing towards them. It was Assan and Odai. “Your Highness, how wonderful it is to see you!” Assan exclaimed in an uncharacteristically exuberant fashion. Without thinking, he embraced his King.

“It is good to see you both, too,” Traeus replied, happy and grateful.

“You cannot imagine how worried we have been,” Assan said. “We thought you might be...well it is wonderful to see you. And Mindara, Tramen, Setar, all of you! We have been searching the ruins of the Palace, looking for survivors who might have been trapped underneath. We did not know Mindara had escaped with the children. We are so relieved!”

“Your Majesty,” Odai said, “I would like to show you something that we were able to salvage from inside the Palace.” He went around a corner, then came back holding a painting. “It is a miracle that it survived,” he said as he handed it to his King.

Traeus’ eyes welled up with tears as he took it. It was the painting of Anjia that had hung in the hallway.

Mindara could not believe it had been spared. She remembered running past it as they escaped, never thinking she would see it again.

“The picture of Anjia!” Tramen exclaimed.

“Thank-you for bringing this to me. I cannot express what this means to me...” Traeus’ voice broke as he gazed upon the cherished painting of his daughter.

Odai politely bowed his head.

“Your Majesty, may we speak in private for a moment?” Assan asked.

Traeus nodded and followed Assan out of earshot of the others. Assan told the King of what they had learned of the Draxen attempt to steal the Pharom, inadvertently causing the explosions and subsequent devastation.

“I knew in my heart that the Pharom was responsible for this horror, I just did not know how it had happened,” Traeus said, looking down, once again feeling defeated.

“Your Highness, there is something else.”

Traeus looked up at him, searching his expression. “Go on,” he replied hesitantly.

“Once you and Prince Alaj left, Commander Koronius took Victarius with him to the Amsara site as you ordered. After the explosions, some of us went out looking for them. We knew what must have caused it. When we found them, Victarius was already dead and Commander Koronius was severely injured. They had not yet reached the Amsara site. We brought the Commander back here.” Assan paused. “I am sorry to tell you this, your Highness, but he is not expected to survive long. The healers have done the best they could, but his injuries are just too extensive.”

Traeus was devastated. Not his two dear old friends, too...he could not believe how many people he had cared about had been lost. “I wish to see him.”

Assan looked at his King sadly, “Of course, your Majesty, but I must warn you, he is in pretty bad shape. He lost a leg and his one arm is badly mangled. His face... his face is also quite marred. His mind is still sharp and he asks about you every day. I am sorry, but you needed to know before we go in.”

Traeus tried absorbed the terrible news. He took a deep breath and steadied himself. “Let us go see our friend Koronius.”
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When Traeus saw the Commander he did the best he could to keep his reactions to himself and his emotions in check, but seeing the once strong and proud man that way absolutely crushed him.

Traeus filled him in on events as though he was still Commander in charge of the military and general protection of the Royal Family.

Commander Koronius also did his best to put on a brave face, in spite of the incredible pain he was in. He knew the healers did what they could to ease his suffering, but his injuries were simply too much for them.

The Commander died that night. Traeus felt that somehow the Commander had held on just long enough to see his King one last time, as though he now accepted his work was done and he could leave this world safe with the knowledge he had not outlived his charge.
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A Decision Is Made

The next priority Traeus had to focus on was what to do with the Pharom. Odai had rejoined the King and Head Priest.

“What should we do with it? I do not wish to destroy it,” Traeus said, “but we can never allow something like this to happen again. We thought we took enough precautions, but...”

Odai jumped in, “Your Majesty, with all due respect, so much has already been lost, so many lives wiped out. The Draxen Stronghold was completely destroyed. The threat that was there before is gone. Perhaps we do not need to change that much after all.”

“Odai, before the King responds to your comments, I would like to add something,” Assan said. “We did not know before how serious a threat the Draxens posed to us all or in how much jeopardy the Pharom actually was. It would be highly irresponsible of us now to allow ourselves to remain blind to such possibilities in the future. It is true that a major threat has been eliminated, and perhaps we are safe. But it is often the case that evil lurks in the shadows, through which our eyes cannot, or somehow, do not, see. Once the danger is perceived, it may be too late.”

“Wise words indeed, Assan,” the King said, “and I do not think we can be completely certain that the Draxens have been eliminated, can we?”

Assan shook his head. “Our searches were able to identify many of the bodies from the Draxen family, but all have not been accounted for...namely Zhek, as well as a few others. Besides, if anyone in that family survived, I doubt very much that they would willingly choose to come forth.”

“I agree,” Traeus replied. “Odai, I too would prefer not to take on the view of suspicion, waiting for evil deeds that may befall us. But befall us they have once before, and that one time could have destroyed us all. I will never forget that and neither should any of us. Mercifully, many of us lived to see the sun rise again, but many more did not. As leaders, we must carry the awful weight of truth within us, that we are not ever truly safe. Vigilance must be our constant companion the rest of our days and one day, we will have to pass that heavy burden on to those that come after us.”

The three men sat in silence for a few moments as they each thought about how their lives had now changed.

Assan was the first to break the silence. “Our first decision then must be whether or not to keep it operational once any damage has been assessed and repaired.”

Traeus nodded. “I would deeply regret it if all of our efforts and hopes were cast to dust because of what that evil family did.”

“I agree, that would be a terrible loss,” Assan replied. “But it may best to focus on rebuilding our society for now. We have so much to do.”

“You are right, Assan, of course,” the King said. “Much work lies ahead for all of us.” Traeus sat thinking for a moment sad that he had to let his dream be put on hold indefinitely, but he knew it was the right decision for his people. “It is decided then. The Pharom will be stored indefinitely. I want this just between us. No one else is to be told of what is said here unless expressly permitted by me. So how and where could we keep it so that it will be safe until we choose to retrieve it?”

“I may have an idea,” Odai offered.
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A Powerful Truth

Present-Day Egypt

After the foursome’s first day cooped up in the tiny lab Professor Dustimaine had relegated them to, they all left exhausted. Mitch, Alex, Jack and Bob had started work at five am and kept working straight through until nine when they just couldn’t work any longer. Their eyes were red and blurry from the painstaking work and they were all stuffed up from the minimal air circulation in the old, cramped building. Their backs ached from being hunched over all day and from the worn out, wobbly chairs they had to use.

The only thing that made the day at all bearable for Mitch and Alex was listening to the relentless banter between Jack and Bob, who had found all sorts of colorful ways to express their displeasure with the unfortunate situation.

Mitch and Alex, on the other hand had barely spoken all day. They took one look at the work ahead of them and they knew they were in trouble. It was going to be next to impossible to finish on schedule. Dustimaine had really done them in this time.

After having a quick, late dinner with Jack and Bob, Mitch and Alex had briefly discussed just the two of them going back to the lab and working for a couple more hours. They knew they needed the extra time, but they were just too tired, they could barely keep their eyes open.

Finally, with weary bones and weary brains, they returned to their respective rooms. It did not take either one long to fall asleep. However, their rest was punctuated by wild dreams.
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Mitch and Alex were walking together near the Sphinx. It was late at night; all was quiet and there was no one else around. The stars were out in full force. As they stood there silently gazing at them, they saw what at first appeared to be a shooting star. Suddenly, the light came closer and grew in intensity. Its incredible brightness surrounded them.

Then, the light faded and they found themselves sitting in the sand beside the Sphinx, but now it once again had the head of a lion.

A figure, glowing, came walking up to them.

“Who are you?” Alex asked, looking up at the strange figure dressed in flowing white robes with long black hair and golden eyes.

There was an aura about the figure, as though his being was made from light. As he came closer, he came more into focus. The figure possessed an ethereal, timeless beauty.

The figure looked at them, studying them for a moment, then a faint hint of a smile crossed his lips. “You have many questions.”

Mitch spoke up, “We do.”

“But do you not also have many answers?” the figure asked of them, his kind eyes looking from one to the other, eyes that seemed filled with mystery, sparkling with untold depths.

“There is still much that we do not know,” Alex replied.

“That is the way of things,” he said. “Truth is revealed in its perfect time.”

“Then what are you revealing to us now?” Mitch asked.

The figure smiled warmly at them, giving them a knowing look. “Open your minds. Try to understand who we are.”

“You are one of the Kierani,” Mitch replied. “You are not from this world.”

The figure nodded slowly, “Do you sense something else about us?”

“I do not understand,” Alex replied, feeling her breath slow and deep.

“What answers do you seek?” the figure asked.

“To know our history, so we may understand ourselves better,” Mitch replied.

“So then again, I ask you, do you understand who we are?” As he asked this, the figure knelt down and touched each of their faces. An ankh of exquisite beauty hung around his neck with a glittering ruby embedded in the silvery metal. He looked at them with such benevolence and caring.

Neither one replied to the mysterious figure’s question. Their eyes were filling with tears.

He smiled kindly at them and looked deeply into their eyes, “You sense the truth, but are afraid of it.”

“The Pharom, what is it?” Alex almost whispered.

“Do you not know... even now?” the figure asked, his eyes seeming to peer into their very souls, as though now only pure truth between them was possible.

“It is powerful, but we do not know its true purpose,” she replied.

“The answer to that lies within your name, Alexandra.”

Both Mitch and Alex found words now difficult...they continued to stare at the beautiful figure before them. They felt such warmth and peace in his presence.

Alex’s gaze dropped to the ankh around his neck. As she reached out to touch it, the figure vanished.
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When their alarms went off at four-thirty the next morning, both Mitch and Alex felt oddly full of energy and completely awake, in spite of the long day they had the day before. They met Jack and Bob again at five am at the lab as planned, but they could tell by the looks on one another’s faces that they needed to talk. Alone.

They excused themselves to go outside. They checked around, making sure no one was nearby.

Alex looked at her partner curiously for a moment, her eyes searching his. She knew and she knew he knew. “Had a strange dream?” she asked.

Mitch nodded, unsettled, “Uh huh.” He paused. “You first.”

“Well, I’m sure you know this already,” she said, “but the dream was of the Sphinx, or rather...the lion version of it, and of a rather unusual person talking to us.” At that point, the cat, proverbial and otherwise, was out of the bag and they shared every detail of the dreams they had. Once again, they were eerily identical in every aspect.

“I can’t believe this,” Alex said. “It has to have something to do with the Pharom.”

Mitch nodded, “I can’t think of any other reason this would happening to us.” He rubbed his eyes in frustration and confusion. “This is just the most bizarre experience...if anyone overheard this conversation they’d lock us up for sure.”

Just then they heard something fall over in the lab. They went running back inside.

Jack and Bob were trying to act nonchalant as they righted a stool that was beside the high window near where Mitch and Alex had been standing outside.

“Uh, hi guys, we were just...grabbing this stool here to use over there for...” Jack was trying to save face but it was no use.

Bob couldn’t even make eye contact with them. He just stared at his feet.

Mitch and Alex looked at the two of them for a long moment, their arms crossed, with stern expressions of disapproval on their faces.

“Well boys, now we’ve become spies, have we?” Alex asked.

“We’ve always been spies,” Jack countered. “Did we forget to mention that? I know we may not look like James Bond-types, but...”

“Shut up Jack,” Bob said as he smacked the back of Jack’s head.

“Ouch, you have to stop hitting me!” Jack whined as he rubbed the back of his head.

“You have to stop deserving it!” Bob shot back.

“So, I guess we should assume you both overheard everything?” Mitch challenged.

No response.

“I thought so,” Mitch said. “Well, what are we going to do about this, Alex?”

“Good question,” she replied, eyeing the two culprits. “I suppose we could lock them up somewhere until it’s time to leave Egypt.”

“You know Bob,” Jack started, regaining his courage and bravado, “I do believe they were afraid of being locked up themselves if anyone knew of their ‘dreams’. They do look a little crazy to me, what do you think? Maybe we should alert someone,” he said looking Mitch and Alex up and down through narrowed eyes.

“Jack, I swear...” Bob said through clenched teeth. “Look, guys, we’re sorry, it was wrong of us to eavesdrop. We let our curiosity get the best of us. We just wanted to know what you guys were up to, we’re really sorry.” He looked at Jack with a raised eyebrow. When Jack didn’t say anything, Bob gave him an elbow in the ribs to prompt him.

“Ow! Yes, yes, we’re really very sorry,” he said, holding his ribs.

“Well, we can’t change the fact that they did overhear our conversation as wrong as it was,” Alex said.

“No, I don’t suppose we can,” Mitch reluctantly agreed.

“So!” Jack exclaimed excitedly. “Now that’s out of the way, tell us more! You’re having the same dreams? How is that possible? How long has this been going on? Do you think you’ve lost your minds? Tell us, we really must know!”

Bob looked like he was about to strangle him.

“Jack, we don’t have time for twenty questions,” Mitch said, “and we don’t actually know what’s going on.”

“It’s got to have something to do with the Pharom, Mitch,” Alex said. “Think about it, the energy it produces, how much time we’ve spent around it, the reference to it in our dreams. Something has to be causing this...aside from us losing our minds, of course.” Alex looked at Jack and mock-glared at him.

“But it’s no longer active!” Bob said, slightly panicked. “You guys said we’d be safe with it hidden.”

“It wasn’t active the first time either, Bob,” Mitch said. “We hadn’t even found it yet when Alex had the first dream...” his voice trailed off as he realized too late that he had promised not to say anything about that.

She gave him a look.

“Sorry, Alex,” he said sheepishly.

“First dream?” Bob asked.

“Oh, this is most interesting,” Jack remarked. “Hey Bob, I do believe these two have been keeping some sneaky little secrets from us.” He mock-glared back at Alex, “Most evil and underhanded.”

Alex shook her head, “Well, I guess there’s no point in keeping them any further.” She paused, “Remember when we first found the chest?”

“Yeah,” Bob answered.

“Well, we didn’t tell you everything about how we found it,” she said.

“Please do go on, Miss Logan,” Jack said.

She took a deep breath. “Well, it was true that I tripped in the spot where we found it....”

“But...?” Jack asked.

Alex hesitated.

Mitch decided to finish the story for her. “Alex had sat down and ended up catnapping. It was pretty hot that day and we think she might have gotten a bit of sunstroke.”

“She is pretty pale,” Bob said.

“I was working not far from her,” Mitch continued, “and a short while after she sat down to rest, she got up in a panic and took off running.”

“Why?” Bob asked.

“I had a rather disturbing dream,” she said. She filled them in on the rest.

“That is quite the story,” Jack said, “I guess I can understand why you might have chosen to keep it to yourself.”

“Thanks, Jack,” Alex said.

“You know, especially since it does make you look rather bonkers,” he smirked. “Both of you, in fact.”

“So, what does this mean?” Bob asked.

“That we should probably have them locked up,” Jack jumped in.

Bob smacked him.

Jack giggled.

“Ok, enough out of the ‘peanut gallery’!” Mitch held up his hand.

“Even though we hadn’t yet found the chest, we were working relatively close to the Sphinx and the chest was very nearby, when my first dream occurred,” Alex said. “We never would have found it if it hadn’t been for that.”

Mitch nodded, “And our first shared dream started off the same way...”

“With us walking near the Sphinx,” Alex said.

“Which then turned into the form of ‘Amsara’,” Mitch added.

“Right,” she said.

“Hey, how come Jack and I haven’t had any weird dreams? We were all in the same room with this freaky Pharom thing while it was on,” Bob protested. He didn’t know if he felt good or bad about that. “Jack, you haven’t had any strange dreams, have you?”

“None that I care to share with you guys,” Jack grinned mischievously.

Bob shook his head at his friend.

“Mitch and I have had more exposure to it, you guys weren’t working in the field with us before,” Alex said. “Besides, maybe it doesn’t affect everyone the same way.”

“In the first dream we both had,” Mitch recalled, “the Sphinx, or rather Amsara, also glowed, like an energy was surging through it and it did feel like it was somehow trying to communicate with us.”

“That’s right, and in the one last night,” Alex said, “the figure was glowing, I had the unmistakable feeling that although we were ‘talking’ to him, our minds were being probed even further in a way – a deeper communication.” She looked to Mitch, “I can’t think of any other explanation, can you?”

Mitch shook his head, “Nope.”

Jack cleared his throat, “If I may...I read somewhere about people who study dreams. Many scientists believe the subconscious mind is a powerful tool and we have yet to tap our full potential, that dreams are much more than the mind working out problems and issues, or trying to show us what we really feel and believe.”

“What?” Bob asked incredulously.

“Just bear with me, my friend,” Jack smiled. “There are also those who believe the dream world is as important as the waking one; that the mind is actively working on levels we haven’t begun to understand or unlock. Some philosophers even claim that the dream world is as real or even more real than the waking world.”

Jack started to pace the room, caught up in his emerging theory. “What if these people, the Kierani, were able to construct a tool to tap into that part of the mind? Maybe it could be used to facilitate communication through dreams. The communication would be much more pure, more direct and truthful, and possibly infinitely faster. Essentially nothing could be hidden.”

“You have some hobbies I never knew anything about,” Bob remarked.

Jack winked at him. “I am a man of mystery and intrigue, you know. I do a little reading from time to time on certain areas of science and philosophy.”

He turned back to Mitch and Alex. “You know what I’m talking about...conscious intent, the focusing of thoughts on a specific idea or object. As you said Alex, you and Mitch have had more exposure to this Pharom-thing. Maybe that’s also part of the reason why you guys are being affected this way. Maybe it homed in on you, on your thoughts...” Jack said making scary faces.

Bob was turning more and more pale.

Mitch and Alex were rapt, their minds racing with these possibilities.

“Oh yeah and ironically,” Jack continued, “that is also part of one of the theories of quantum mechanics, that an observer can affect the way certain particles act, just by observing them. But in this case, perhaps it’s also the way a person thinks or what they think of.”

“He’s right,” Mitch said. “I think he’s hit the nail on the head.”

Jack smiled and bowed dramatically.

“Holy crap...” Bob said, growing increasingly unnerved by what he was hearing.

Alex nodded in agreement, “I hate to admit you’re right on something like this Jack, but I have to agree with Mitch. That’s brilliant!”

“All in a day’s work, my dear Miss Logan.”

Alex laughed. She then turned to Mitch. “Maybe the Pharom sort of amplifies what’s already in a person’s mind, like a person’s thoughts, dreams or fears.” She paused, recalling something. “You know, that’s exactly what I felt in the dream, that the figure was seeing directly into the core of my being. That it was completely open, effortless communication.”

“I felt the same,” Mitch agreed. “Actually, it would make sense in a way, considering the papyrus we identified as relating to dreams. And I didn’t get a bad vibe from the figure in the dream. You know, maybe the Pharom isn’t a weapon at all, or at least wasn’t originally intended for that purpose.”

“Well, for something that isn’t a weapon, it seems to be excellent at achieving what weapons are generally used for,” Bob commented worriedly.

“That’s true of many technological advances that weren’t originally designed for evil intent,” Alex reminded him. “Let’s assume for the moment, that it wasn’t designed as a weapon, specifically. We can’t deny that it’s dangerous and extremely powerful, whatever it is. Having said that, it also has to be more than a communication tool that amplifies or affects dreams.”

“Why do you say that?” Bob asked anxiously.

“Because of the context of the dream,” Mitch explained, following her line of thought. “Alex, in the dream you specifically asked about the Pharom and the figure replied that the answer lies in your name.”

“And he called me by my full name, Alexandra. Almost no one calls me that.” She thought for a moment, “You know, my dad named me after Alexander the Great, who eventually had an ancient city in Egypt named after him, Alexandria.”

“Was there something of significance in Alexandria that could relate to this?” Bob asked.

Mitch pondered the question. “There was a lighthouse there over two thousand years ago. It was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World...and it was called the ‘Pharos of Alexandria’.”

Alex instantly realized the possible connection, “Of course...”

“That sounds familiar, go on,” Jack said, leaning in to hear more.

Mitch continued, “I remember from one of our university classes that the lighthouse was built by Ptolemy Soter, Alexander the Great’s commander, at around...290 BC, I believe. The lighthouse was completely destroyed by earthquakes around 1300 AD. And, the lighthouse or Pharos was often referred to as the ‘Beacon of Alexandria’.”

“Beacon...” Alex repeated then looked at Mitch. “Could the name Pharos be a derivative of the earlier word Pharom? Pharos is the Greek word for lighthouse.”

“It has to be, it’s too close. It couldn’t be a coincidence,” he agreed.

Alex nodded, wide-eyed, “If the name Pharom is some kind of form of the word, Pharos, and I would agree with you Mitch, that it would be too much of a coincidence for it not to be, then it does means lighthouse, or something along those lines.”

She was getting excited now. “Think about it, we’ve seen time and time again in all kinds of languages, words that are adapted for more modern use, but retain their roots, so to speak. If that’s so, the device’s effects on our brains, regarding dream imagery and strange messages may only be part of what it does or some kind of bizarre side effect...” Alex paused, looking at each of the guys, “of its true purpose.”

“What?” Bob asked. “What is she saying? Mitch?”

“I think what she’s saying is that the Pharom may indeed be some kind of beacon. And beacons are used to warn or guide travelers...to or from a certain place.”

“You can’t be serious...” Bob said. He felt as if he was going to faint.

Jack sat listening.

“Bob, think about it,” Mitch said, “you analyzed the metal of the cylinders yourself. Remember, you’re the one who told us that ‘the elements were not part of the periodic table.’ We know the Pharom wasn’t created here, unless you’ve seen metal in a state of quantum flux before.”

“Well, no, I know, that’s true...but, how can you...I mean, what...?” he couldn’t even get his sentence out.

Jack turned to Bob, “I think what they’re saying, my panicky friend, is that the people who created those cylinders, likely have many other highly advanced skills. They came from somewhere else. That ‘somewhere else’ didn’t go away just because a few of them were here. Some kind of communication would likely have been set up eventually between places, you know, a form of long distance calling?”

“Well put, Jack,” Alex smiled at him.

“Thanks!” Just then another thought occurred to him. “Guys, this may be a stupid question, but if these people were from ‘someplace else’...” Jack started, then, grinning he leaned over and whispered in Bob’s ear, “got to use this kind of cryptic language in case spy satellites are listening, you know.”

Bob went even paler.

Jack turned back to Mitch and Alex, “Then, tell me this, why would their technology work on our brains? Wouldn’t we be, you know, wired differently, being from different places and all?”

Mitch wanted to answer him, but then realized he had no idea.

“Mitch...” Alex said as another thought occurred to her.

“What? What is it?” he asked, getting worried.

“What if that thing sent off some kind of signal when we inadvertently activated it? The people who monitor radio transmissions and other such things: governments, space agencies, other organizations, could have picked it up. We have no way of knowing who else may be aware of this.”

“But they would have no idea what they are looking for,” Mitch replied frowning. He was becoming more and more unsure of himself, of what he thought he knew, of anything.

“It doesn’t matter, couldn’t they triangulate the signal somehow?” she asked.

“Then why hasn’t anyone come around?” Bob replied, dearly hoping that would mean no one would.

“We don’t know that they haven’t,” Alex argued, shaking her head. “I don’t think those are the kinds of people who announce themselves, you know? Besides, someone who is already here must know of this: the note at the party, the permits, not to mention the cover-up of the accident. Someone is pulling our strings and we don’t know why.”

“If that’s true, then the people here could be analyzing the information you’ve provided by doing this work for them, work they couldn’t be caught doing themselves. Others, either related or unrelated parties, may be on their way here,” Jack added.

“But...all it would take is asking a few questions before the incident in the chamber came up. That would point them directly at...us,” Bob said, clearly freaked out now.

“Aside from our own safety being in jeopardy, which is obviously a concern I’d say, what if this ‘device’ fell into the wrong hands?” Mitch asked nervously. “We are in way over our heads here...this goes so far beyond archaeology. That beacon, or whatever the hell it is, could change the entire future depending on what it’s capable of, who found out about it, and...worse yet, wanted to try and use it.”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “Can you imagine the consequences? Something so advanced, that could be adapted as a powerful and deadly weapon, with potentially some kind of mind control applications, communication with...who knows who, and to what end? We already know it caused a major disaster in the past, and it killed someone moments after being turned back on after thousands of years!”

“Mitch is right,” Alex said wringing her hands. “We can’t think of ourselves any more, hoping for archaeological glory. We’ve just found a very dangerous Pandora’s box and I don’t think we are ready or able to cope with something of this magnitude. There’s way too much at stake and too much we still don’t know about it. The responsibility this kind of knowledge requires...” she said as she put her head in her hands, she couldn’t even finish the sentence, her head was swimming.

“We have to decide what to do next and we have to decide fast,” Mitch stated.
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Intruder

It was late the second night and the four edgy and very nervous prisoners were still slaving away, working on all the artifacts Dustimaine had assigned to them. They had made their decision a few hours earlier about what to do with the Pharom. Now they just had to wait and hope for the best.

They knew they couldn’t drop Dustimaine’s work. Regardless of whoever had been secretly helping them, he was still their boss and he had made it very clear that failing to do this assignment would not be tolerated. They were skating on thin ice with him, so they decided to focus on the task at hand, then take the actions they needed to.

Everyone else had long since quit for the day. Mitch, Alex, Jack and Bob still had a long ways to go, and the coffee, pop and orange juice, and snack food supplies were getting perilously low.

“I can’t take this anymore. This is my last Coke. I will not survive without more!” Jack’s eyes had now become burning red orbs.

“Quit your whining, Jack. We’re almost there, maybe another two, three hours. Just keep working. We’ll get done faster that way.”

“I’ll die, I swear! I will not last,” Jack had now dramatically thrown himself over the table face down.

“Here, drink this,” Bob handed him a Diet Coke from the cooler.

“Are you mad? I’d gag on that swill. I want...no I need, the full effect!”

“Jack, have a cup of coffee, there’s still some left in the pot,” Alex offered.

“Alex, my dear darling Alex, as I mentioned before, I take my caffeine from a can and besides, I couldn’t possibly deprive you of your last cup or two of coffee. I’ve heard the rumors that you ‘took care’ of someone who drank the last cup of coffee once,” Jack said, feigning a fearful look.

“I thought I got rid of all the witnesses, hmmm...” Alex said, playing along.

Jack put his hand to his mouth in mock terror. “Anyways...I’m just going to run back to our regular lab. I know I left a Coke there. It’s not cold, but desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“You keep a stash?” Bob asked.

“Of course! It’s a survival thing,” Jack replied. “Don’t tell me you don’t do the same thing.”

Mitch interrupted them, “Bob, why don’t you go with him, just to make sure he makes it back here in a timely fashion. We wouldn’t want you to get lost and end up in your bed, asleep,” he grinned at him.

“Me? I take great offense...” Jack was doing his best ‘look shocked’ expression.

Bob got up and grabbed Jack’s arm, “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Well I take great offense to listening to you bellyache. Let’s go!” he said as he dragged Jack out with him. “We’ll be right back, I promise.”
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Jack and Bob headed off to the main lab, continuing to banter back and forth about their mutual irritation with one another. As they finally reached the lab, Jack fumbled in his pockets, “Crap! I forgot my key. Do you have yours?”

“What? I’m gonna throttle you! No I don’t have my key. It’s back in the other lab with Mitch and Alex. I wasn’t the one who wanted to get in here, you dolt!”

Jack kept searching his pockets, realizing they were empty. He looked longingly at the darkened lab. Just then something caught his eye, “Did you see that?” he whispered.

“See what?” Bob replied.

“I thought I saw a flash of light. Look! There it is again!”

“I saw it that time,” Bob whispered. “Quick, let’s get out of sight.” He motioned for Jack to follow him. They sidled up close to the building.

“What should we do? Should we go get Mitch and Alex?” Jack asked, huddling behind Bob.

“Sshhh, I think I heard something. It sounded like something being pried open,” Bob said as he tried to listen.

“Let’s go call for help,” Jack whispered as he started to creep away.

Bob yanked him back by his collar. Now he was being the courageous one. “We don’t have time. Whoever’s in there might be breaking into the cabinet. We can’t let them find the chest with the cylinders.”

Jack was clearly scared now. “What are you going to do? You could get killed!”

“We have to stop them, that’s what we’re going to do,” Bob said. “Look, get up on my shoulders and peek through the window. See if you can see anyone. Quickly!”

Jack scrambled up on Bob’s shoulders, then crouched, “What if I get shot?”

“You’re too skinny to get shot, there’s not enough of you to hit. Now shut up and tell me what you see!”

Jack peered through the small window. “I see a flashlight. Whoever it is, is right by the cabinet where the chest is. I only see the shadow of one person. I think he’s alone.”

“Can you tell who it is? How big is he?” Bob urged.

“No, I think he’s wearing a face mask. He doesn’t seem too big. Whoa!” Jack suddenly ducked.

“What? What is it?”

“He turned suddenly. He may have seen me!”

“All right, get down.” Bob helped Jack down. “We’ve got to get in there and stop him. There’s no other choice. If he’s in there, the door is probably unlocked. We can’t let that chest fall into the wrong hands. There’s only one door in or out. So we either wait for whoever it is to come out...or we go in after him.” Bob carefully and quietly tested the door handle. It was indeed unlocked.

“With only one door we won’t be able to sneak up on him,” Jack said.

“No, but if we rush the door, we’ll catch him off guard. If we wait until he exits, there’s a greater chance he’ll get away. We can flip on the lights, blind him momentarily and take him down.”

“What if he’s got a weapon? Skinny as I am, I’m sure there’s enough of me to stab!”

“Jack, we’re out of options. Besides there’s two of us and we have the element of surprise. Don’t worry, I’m here, and he’s not getting through me!”

“Oh man, I don’t know, this is crazy!”

Bob grabbed his sleeve, “C’mon, let’s go before he gets that cabinet open!”

The two pals ran over to the door, “On the count of three, you follow behind me.” Bob counted, “One, two, three!” He swung the door open, flicked on the light, yelled and charged the startled figure.

Bob crashed over the table, knocking it over, and grabbed the struggling man. They wrestled, the man desperately trying to get away.

Jack snuck up on the other side of the table, grabbed an artifact and clubbed the burglar over the head with it. He slumped to the ground. Jack stood there grinning, still holding the artifact, which thankfully, remained intact.

Bob stood up, “Way to go, man. A victory for Rogue Squadron!” They high-fived. They looked back down at the unconscious figure lying at their feet.

“Well, let’s see who this is,” Bob said as he pulled the mask off the intruder’s face. “Well, well, well, what a surprise. If it isn’t the little weasel himself.”

“Fessel!” Jack exclaimed. He picked up a bag that Fessel had been carrying. “Well, looky here. I don’t think these things belong to you.”

“Let’s go get Mitch and Alex. They can decide what to do next,” Bob said as he flung Fessel’s limp form over his shoulder.
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While Jack and Bob went in search of Jack’s precious beverage, Mitch and Alex continued to discuss the decision they had tentatively arrived at. Neither felt completely happy with it, but they were pretty sure that there was nothing that would put them at ease right now.

“Mitch, I’ve been thinking about something Jack said and it’s bothering me.”

“What is it?”

“Remember him asking about the beacon or Pharom, and why it would affect us if we are different from the Kierani?”

“Yeah, I gave that some thought, too. Why couldn’t it affect both us, and them? Just because we’re different, doesn’t mean we’re immune,” Mitch stated. “Maybe it affects us in a different way than it did them.”

“I realize that’s a possibility, but thinking about what we saw in the dream papyrus, what we’ve learned and experienced in our own dreams, I’m not so sure it is affecting us differently. I mean, I know there’s no way to prove it, but still...did you get the feeling from your experience that it was acting strangely?”

“I really can’t answer that, Alex. We’ve got nothing to compare it to. Besides, we’ve had a lot of strange experiences lately. I don’t know what’s normal and what’s strange anymore.”

“I know, but...well, maybe it’s just instinct, I just have the feeling that it’s working exactly as it was designed to. Something about the way the dreams felt...”

“You’re thinking maybe it’s a ‘universal’ design, like a universal remote – works with all TVs, DVRs, and DVD players?”

“Maybe...” she said.

“Alex, I get the distinct impression you’re going somewhere with this...”

She smiled and looked up at him, her blue eyes sparkling. “You know me pretty well.” She paused for a moment, framing her thoughts. “Well, what if we’re not so different?”

“Go on,” Mitch encouraged her.

“We don’t know what happened to these people, right?”

Mitch nodded for her to continue.

“For all we know, the survivors never left.”

“You mean you think they all died off?”

“That’s one possibility, yes, but that doesn’t explain how we’ve come to find all these records.”

“Someone else knows all about them, and somehow that knowledge has been preserved, passed down and guarded for thousands of years,” Mitch finished the thought. “So what’s the other possibility Alex? You think they still live here somewhere, but no one knows about them, other than our mysterious secret-keepers who they’ve been passing information to? Or do you think that maybe they are our secret record-keepers?”

She looked at him, “As I said, maybe we’re not so different. What if...” she hesitated, biting her lip, but decided to get it out. “What if, they ‘blended in’ with us, you know, really well?”

“Alexandra Logan, do you know what you’re saying?”

At that moment, they heard a bang at the door. They both jumped.

“Open up guys! We have something you should see!” It was Jack and Bob.
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Confessions

Mitch and Alex were shocked when Jack and Bob brought Fessel in. They set him down, still unconscious, on a chair and filled their friends in on what they found him doing. It brought their work to a screeching halt.

“So this was all a set up! To keep us out of our own lab,” Alex said, fuming.

“I’d say so,” Jack added, as he tied Fessel’s hands behind his back. “Dustimaine put his little evil minion of the devil to work spying on us.”

“What do we do now?” Bob asked. “Want me to dump him out in the desert somewhere?”

They all laughed.

“As tempting as that is,” Alex said, “I think we should see if we can get a few answers out of him first.”

“Then let’s take him to Dr. Khadesh,” Mitch added. “I don’t know who else we could turn to. He’ll know how best to deal with this situation.”

They waited for a time for Fessel to come to. After a while, Jack got a little impatient, so he splashed some cold water in Fessel’s face.

Fessel woke up.

“What the...” he said, then noticed the four people he was sent to spy on staring at him. He tried to jump up, but he realized his hands were tied. Then his head started to spin. “Someone hit me,” he complained.

“That’s what you get for skulking around places you don’t belong,” Jack stated.

“Yeah,” Bob agreed, “it’s not like we were expecting you. All we knew is that someone was breaking into our lab.”

Fessel went quiet.

“So, Fessel,” Mitch started, “I think you have some explaining to do.”

When Fessel didn’t answer, Bob gave him a little nudge to the ribs to encourage him to talk.

“Ouch!” he whined.

“I’d suggest you start talking,” Jack said. “Bob is itching to take you way out into the desert and dump your body.”

Fessel’s eyes went wide.

“Talk,” Bob said in his most serious voice.

Knowing he was in no position to argue, he gave in. “Dustimaine.”

“No kidding,” Jack smirked.

“Go on,” Alex said.

Fessel filled them in on everything.

Mitch and Alex listened intently.

“So, can I go now?” Fessel asked.

Mitch and Alex were quiet for a moment. Then he whispered something in her ear. She nodded.

“Before you go anywhere, Alex and I are going to make a stop by the lab you were rifling through. Jack, Bob, would you guys mind babysitting for us for a few minutes?”

“Not at all,” Bob sneered, glaring at Fessel.

They went to leave.

“Wait, you can’t leave me here with these two!” Fessel cried out.

“Oh, don’t worry, you’re in good hands,” Alex smiled.
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Dustimaine’s Fate

Professor Dustimaine was summoned to an urgent meeting in Dr. Khadesh’s office. He was accompanied by two of Dr. Khadesh’s assistants.

“Abner,” he said, “please take a seat.”

Professor Dustimaine was annoyed at the use of his first name, for he was customarily addressed as ‘Professor’. “May I ask what this is about? I don’t appreciate being hauled over here so abruptly. Your assistants were quite rude, I must say and I have important work to...”

Dr. Khadesh raised his hand to cut him off. He nodded to the men he had sent to bring Dustimaine in. They promptly left the room to wait outside.

Dr. Khadesh turned his attention back to Dustimaine. “Your work here is finished, Abner.”

“Excuse me?” Professor Dustimaine replied, offended. “My work is far from done. I still have...”

“No, I am afraid it is over.”

“What do you mean over?” the Professor asked haughtily. “I think you are highly misinformed...”

Dr. Khadesh cut him off, “I have just had a most illuminating conversation with Fessel.” He looked directly at the Professor with a challenging gaze.

Dustimaine’s mind raced, his heartbeat quickened, and beads of perspiration began to show on his brow. He replied, his voice quaking, “May I ask the topic of this conversation?”

Khadesh, smiling faintly, replied, “I think you know full well what the topic was. In fact, I think it is high time I was direct with you.”

Dustimaine squirmed uncomfortably in his seat, but said nothing.

“I must admit Abner,” Dr. Khadesh continued, “I have never really trusted you. You always seemed to be a little shifty, a little defensive and paranoid. I once thought it was an overriding inferiority complex you had and felt sorry for you. Actually, it is quite likely that is precisely where your problems began.”

Dustimaine listened with a growing sense of dread.

“You set out to undermine and ultimately destroy if you could, the efforts and findings of others, taking credit for work that was not yours.”

The Professor, feeling his temperature rise, took out a handkerchief and wiped his brow.

Khadesh leaned back in his high-back leather chair. “Tell me something. Did you ever take the time to really examine the work Mitch and Alex were doing? Did you ever consider helping them, encouraging them?”

Dustimaine was sweating now, his thin dress shirt sticking to his back and underarms. He nervously cleared his throat.

“No, I do not suppose you did. Instead, you had Fessel sneak around like a thief, breaking into places he had no business being...and report back to you.”

“I was only trying to check on their progress, they were falling behind and I...”

Khadesh did not need to hear his explanation. “Abner, when you put your faith and trust in someone whose moral fiber and personal judgment is severely underdeveloped, they cannot be counted on to back you up when the chips are down.”

“What do you mean?” he asked nervously.

“Fessel was quite eager to point the proverbial finger squarely at you. Rather afraid for his own skin, I would say, and for good reason.”

Dustimaine again wiped his brow, and swallowed hard.

Dr. Khadesh leaned forward, looking him straight in the eyes. “You never took the time or had the nerve to realize how talented, bright and courageous Mitch and Alex are. That is why they were granted those permits Abner. They deserved them. They are hardworking, driven, resourceful and passionate. Those are exactly the qualities that make someone great, someone outstanding in their field. That is what Alex’s father was like, and yes, I am fully aware of the rivalry you had with him. I assume that is why you treat Mitch and Alex so poorly. Devlan Logan was a great man, and a good friend.”

Dustimaine bristled at the mention of Devlan Logan.

Khadesh read Abner’s expression. He shook his head in disgust. “Abner, what drives excellence and achievement is not simply following established guidelines, or someone else’s directions or ideas. Nor is it professional jealousy. Those who bravely forge new paths will move forward, they will move us all forward. And, I am afraid those who stand in their way get run over. Which, ironically, brings us back to you.”

“Dr. Khadesh, I-I would like to say something in my own defense...”

“It is too late for that, Abner. I brought you here to inform you that your permit to work in Egypt has been permanently revoked. I have spoken with your superiors. Your tenure with the University will be terminated immediately. You will be on the next flight out of Cairo. A police escort will accompany you to ensure you leave the country without incident.”

Dustimaine gasped as the men who had brought him were summoned back in.

“That is right, they are policemen, so I would advise you to be cooperative.”

Before Dustimaine left, he turned back, “Those two are trouble. I was doing all of us a favor.”

Dr. Khadesh shook his head, “You have done no one any favors.” With that, he motioned for the police officers to take him away.
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The Renewal of Life

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Three years had now passed since the catastrophic destruction occurred. In that time, Traeus had made the decision, with the support of Assan and Mindara, to keep Setar’s true parentage a secret and raise him as his own son, and Tramen’s brother. There had been no signs that any of the Draxens had survived, but if any of them had somehow managed to remain in hiding, or anyone was still secretly sympathetic to that family, Traeus feared they might come after Setar.

He also worried about those who might wrongly harbor ill will towards him simply because of his bloodline. Traeus felt very strongly that he wanted to protect Alaj’s memory and dignity and secure the future of Setar. Therefore, it had also been decided to permanently keep the secret from Setar himself. Traeus fervently hoped that the day would never come when Setar would learn the terrible truth.

In addition, Traeus told his people that the Draxen family had been responsible for the catastrophic destruction, that they had used a terrible weapon against the Royal Family in their hopes of eliminating them and seizing power. He said that the weapon had been dealt with and would not harm them again. The truth of the Pharom would remain a secret for now. Though he greatly disliked not telling his people exactly what had occurred, he felt it was what he must do for many reasons. He also stood fast in his decision to protect Alaj’s memory and so did not speak of Zazmaria.

Through all the difficult times, Mindara stood steadfastly by the King’s side, helping in any way she could. She supported him in each and every painful decision. He could no longer imagine his life without her and the children especially loved and depended on her. Day by day, Traeus and Mindara had grown to depend on one another in a myriad of ways. He fell in love with her and asked her to be his Queen. She happily accepted.
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The King chose this particular day, exactly three years to the day that their lives had been torn apart, for the Royal wedding. It was his way of showing his people that they had overcome their past and also to replace the dark reminder this day brought, so it would not only be remembered as a black day, but would now be associated with joy and the reaffirming of life, love and family.

Assan and Odai were walking back to their residences after the Royal wedding’s evening festivities. “Odai, it has been a very happy day for us all. But tell me, why do you look so troubled?”

“Your Grace, even though there is great joy in seeing the Royal Family resurrect itself and build a new life, I can still see a glint of sadness in their eyes. Can we not return Princess Anjia back to her true family now? Why must we continue to allow them to believe that she is dead? Surely she has no more enemies.”

“Odai, there is nothing more I would want than to reunite Princess Anjia with her family. Our King has suffered so much. But we cannot bring her back, not yet. We do not know for certain if any members of the Draxen family survived. Remember, Zhek’s body as well as a few others, were never recovered. There have been rumors some of the Draxens survived, though nothing substantiated.”

“People are given over easily to fearful imaginings,” Odai said. “After all this time, would we not have heard something, seen something, if any of them had lived?”

“To return would mean to be put to death. If Zhek or any other member of that family lived, they would remain in hiding, until such time...” Assan stopped.

“Such time as what?”

“Such time as they again decided to strike first against us,” Assan said gravely. “Do not forget, we were also fooled by Princess Zazmaria. A member of Princess Anjia’s own family tried to kill her, then conspired with her family’s enemies to destroy what was left of the Royal line! Who is to say that such a threat does not still exist within the Royal household? Even Prince Alaj was deceived into betraying his own family. Think about it Odai, our people were betrayed more than once, on multiple fronts! How we could have been so blind...”

“But, your Grace, the threat must be gone now, after all the time that has passed, how our society and all of our lives have changed.”

“Odai, we lost a Queen to such veiled evil once before. We cannot be certain there is no further threat waiting in the shadows to strike at us once again. Would you be willing to risk the Princess’ life? Would you be willing to risk robbing our people of the child of the prophecy?”

Odai did not answer. He now felt unsure.

“If she was lost, everything would be lost. Everything our people have hoped and lived for.” Assan shook his head. “She must remain where she is for now.”

Assan and Odai walked in silence for a while.

Odai considered Assan’s words. Odai knew not everyone believed in the prophecy and there were those who were threatened by it. He could only imagine how those people would react to the Princess, whom they thought dead, if she were suddenly brought back to take her place as the chosen one.

“There are those who would fear her,” Odai said finally.

“Yes there are,” Assan replied. “So you see why we cannot put her in such danger, until we are certain she can be protected?”

“Yes, your Grace.”

Assan looked at Odai. He saw the depth of sadness in his young face. “This pains me deeply as well. Each day, each year, that passes is time that can never be recovered. I know the cost, but understand she is also still too young to take her place as the chosen one. Her powers are somehow linked to the Pharom and the Amsara monument, as we have seen in the incident several years ago. Those powers must be allowed to grow. We do not know what she may be capable of in the future.”

“I think I understand. Anjia would also be more capable of defending herself when she is older and not depend on us as much as she would right now.”

“Precisely. Keeping her hidden is the only way we can protect her until she is ready to take her rightful place. She is safe and well cared for where she is. In time, Odai, she will be reunited with her family. Just pray that they understand and forgive us for this when that time comes.”

Odai nodded. “Perhaps they will realize that had it not been for her being hidden away, she could have been killed when the fighting and destruction occurred. What we did may have saved her life.”

“It may have...”

As they continued to walk, a question came to Odai’s mind. “How do you think she came to possess such unusual abilities? I know the prophecy speaks of such a person, but was there anything you know of that caused this?”

“There was an unusual chemical in Queen Axiana’s system when she was trying to conceive. Senarra and I were unable to identify it. Senarra created a potion to counteract it, in case it was harmful, and shortly thereafter, the Queen was pregnant with the twins. The unusual chemical could only be traced to a tea that Zazmaria prepared for her, which she claimed would help in conception and was passed down by her family. Knowing what we know now, I suspect the chemical may have been harmful, but fortunately we counteracted it in time.”

“Are you saying that in a way, Zazmaria could have inadvertently been responsible for creating that which she feared most? Someone who would be powerful enough to see through her?”

“Perhaps, but it is quite likely that the combination of elements was the catalyst, though Princess Anjia would have still had to have some latent abilities for that to occur. We never know what the outcome of our actions may truly be. Zazmaria may have been meant to play the role she did. Without her, who knows, the chosen one may not be with us today.”

“That is an incredible thought,” he mused. “But how could such pure good come from such evil beginnings?”

“These things are beyond our understanding, Odai. The powers of this universe work in ways we may never be able to fully comprehend. We must trust that good will prevail, as long as we stay vigilant to see it so.”

“Is that why we are hiding The Book of the Old and New World?”

Assan nodded, “That is correct. The Book contains powerful knowledge. There are those who might use it for ill purpose. The Book must never fall into the wrong hands. It will be safe where you hid it. We can take it out to add to it when needed.”

“There will be much more to include in its pages.”

“Yes, in time. Now Odai, onto more personal matters, you have your own new bride to look after. Speaking of which, I understand congratulations are in order.”

“For what?” Odai asked, surprised at the question.

“For what, indeed. I think you are going to make a great father.”

“Pardon me?” Odai asked incredulously.

“Oh no, I thought she would have told you by now,” Assan turned red, embarrassed at his inadvertent slipup.

Odai’s eyes went wide, and his jaw dropped. “Senarra said she wanted to talk to me right after the celebrations.” Slowly the news sank in. “I am going to be a father! Would you mind...?”

“Go find your wife,” Assan said smiling as Odai ran off excitedly.
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Protecting the Future

It had been decided that since the Draxen Stronghold had been almost completely destroyed by the blast, and no survivors, if there were any, had come forth, the grounds were to be taken over by the Royal Family and donated to the people. Plans had been made to re-landscape the grounds and turn them into a park where all Kierani could come and enjoy its natural beauty.

The home had been situated on a particularly beautiful piece of property with a view of the surrounding area, the Amsara site and the city. Now the property was being turned into lush grasslands with ponds and flowering trees and bushes. A small temple would be built on the site along with a memorial commemorating that dark day in their history when so much had been lost.

After looking over the site for a while, Traeus went over to speak with Assan, who was standing with some other priests overseeing the building of their new temple. “Assan, may I have a word with you?”

“Of course, your Majesty,” Assan said as he excused himself from the group. “I am surprised your wife would let you out of her sight so quickly,” he remarked with a sly smile and a twinkle in his eye.

Traeus laughed, he enjoyed the more relaxed nature his relationship with the Head Priest had taken on in the last three years. “Queen Mindara is very understanding of the responsibilities of the Royal Family. Would you walk with me?”

“Certainly, your Majesty.” Assan followed him out of sight from the others.

“Assan, do you think the Pharom is safe enough in its new hiding place?” Traeus asked, keeping his voice low.

“Yes, I do, your Majesty. We have taken every precaution. The design Odai came up with is truly ingenious. It will be safe for a very long time, I assure you. No one else knows of its location.”

“That is actually what I want to talk to you about, Assan.” Traeus looked very serious. “I have given this a great deal of thought, and I have not arrived at this decision easily. I have spent many sleepless nights in silent debate, going over other possibilities, but I have arrived at the only solution my conscience will allow.”

Assan listened intently.

“I have considered the possibility that we may choose not to fully reactivate the Pharom during my reign. I know I am not yet that old, but experience has taught me that we can never count on having many more days in front of us. Each new day is a gift, it is not promised.”

“Indeed,” Assan replied, nodding.

Traeus took a deep breath. “Should I die before the Pharom has been revealed to our people, I am placing the priesthood solely in charge of protecting and guarding it from evil hands for as long as it takes until the Pharom no longer poses a threat to our society. No one, not even the Royal Family itself, is to be told about the Pharom and its resting place until that time. As we have witnessed, there are too many ways for secrets to escape the Royal Family. I will leave it up to your order to decide if and when to inform the future King and Queen of the existence of the Pharom. At that time, should they choose to destroy it after hearing all the facts, they must be allowed to do so.”

The King paused for a moment to emphasize his request, “Assan, do you understand and accept the responsibility I am placing on you as Head Priest?”

Assan could scarcely believe what he was being asked to do. He had not considered the long-term implications of the Pharom.

“Of course, it is my duty and privilege to serve your Majesty,” he bowed. “But may I ask why should all future kings and queens not be informed of the Pharom and its purpose?”

“I understand your reservations, Assan. I realize what I am asking you is unprecedented, but I do not think it is right to burden them with this responsibility. It was my decision and mine alone to create such a powerful device. I do not want our people to fight over the Pharom or risk misusing it. It is too dangerous. In time, our people may have the wisdom to handle such knowledge, but until that time comes, this secret must be kept within your order.”

“Your Majesty, you should have faith in your people. They will understand what the Pharom can do and what it is capable of if misused. They will respect its power.”

Traeus shook his head. His mind was made up, “With good or bad intentions, people will fight over something that holds such power. My decision is final Assan. That is why I am entrusting the priesthood as its guardians. Your order has not been tainted by politics or greed or the lust for power, and has always remained loyal.”

Assan knew there was no use in debating the matter further. He had a duty to uphold the wishes of his King. “Your Majesty, the priesthood is honored by your faith in us. We will pass this secret and responsibility from one generation to the next, if need be, until the time comes when such knowledge can be safely returned to our people.”
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The Keeping of Secrets

Present-Day Egypt

Mitch and Alex had a hard time with the decision they had arrived at. They knew it was the only prudent option. Still as people trained and devoted to discovering the past and gaining knowledge, this was a staggering disappointment.

They had decided to hide the chest, cylinders and scrolls where they had left the Pharom in its original resting place along with the crystal, essentially leaving behind everything they had learned, everything they had discovered.

The ‘crib notes’ had also been placed back in their original hiding place in the false bottom of the chest. Without the crib notes, the documentation Mitch and Alex had compiled and the scrolls, it would be very difficult for anyone to follow in their footsteps.

However, if anyone were to find the hidden chamber, they would have everything, the writings and the Pharom. But without the crystal to shine on the back wall of the second chamber, and Mitch and Alex’s own notes, it would be next to impossible for anyone to find the entrance to the small cramped tunnel, let alone even suspect what was hidden in the chamber beyond. It was an imperfect solution, but the best they could come up with.

The permits they were mysteriously given to excavate in Egypt were still valid. No one had restricted their movements at all in light of what happened to Dustimaine and Fessel. Still, to ensure complete secrecy, the local workers, at least the ones they could find who weren’t so superstitious that they couldn’t bear to work near the Sphinx, were sent home earlier in the evening after dismantling the site. Mitch and Alex went in under the cover of darkness, taking only Jack and Bob with them.

They had also spent the past few hours destroying all their documentation about the discovery. They knew they couldn’t risk having it fall into the wrong hands. Alex had nearly been in tears as they destroyed their own work. Even Jack and Bob were unusually somber. The jokes and insults were few and far between.

Finally, they only had the last step to take. Mitch and Alex ensured the precious items were placed back in the furthest reaches of the hidden chamber and that the entrance to it was carefully resealed. They examined every inch of it to see that it was properly back in place, and they took every precaution to seal the main entrance to the double-chamber as well.

The four of them struggled to place the Dream Stela back in its original position, along with the limestone and rock slabs that had been moved to reveal the chambers below. As they were still the current permit holders, they hoped they would be asked back, should the decision be made to excavate the site further, but they had no guarantee of that.

As they prepared to leave the site, the full realization of what they were about to do hit them. Hidden beneath the ground, lay the answers to so many questions.

Even though Mitch and Alex fully realized how potentially beneficial the knowledge from this discovery could be, they also knew that many people would be unable to accept the implications and would be outraged and hotly challenge their conclusions. There was also incredible risk inherent in the technology. The risk was simply too great. There was too much they still had to learn about the Pharom and the people who created it. That technology had once nearly destroyed its creators. Until modern society was ready to accept what it likely represented and act responsibly, and in an enlightened manner, they feared history could repeat itself, but the next time it could be on a potentially much larger scale.

There was a great sadness in their hearts. As young and unproven archaeologists, this had been the discovery of a lifetime for them. Their funds were running low and it would be difficult to acquire additional funding unless they made a big find. Now, ironically, they had to hide the fact that they had done just that. There would be no history books written containing their names and what they had found. At least not now.
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Once they returned to their rooms that night, the four of them sat around with long faces and heavy hearts. However, one question remained.

“Guys, I know this is hard. It’s a terrible letdown, but there is one thing we’ve forgotten,” Jack offered hopefully. “Someone out there was helping you two, someone with a lot of knowledge and a lot of power. For once, the good news is that they’re on your side.”

“We don’t know whose side they’re on,” Mitch said sullenly. “For all we know, they were just using us and as soon as we’re gone, they’re going to swoop in, steal the Pharom and make a weapon of mass destruction out of it. We may all be dead by next week.”

“That’s not very encouraging,” Bob said.

“Mitch is right,” Alex said. “We don’t know who they are or what their motivations or aims really are. It would be nice to think they truly believe in us and trust us with this and want us to continue our work, but that’s probably naïve and overly optimistic. It’s a scary and dangerous world we live in. People often don’t have the best interests of others at heart you know.”

“Well, if no one objects,” Jack piped in, “I am going to think that they were helping you guys and had the best of intentions and would only use this knowledge, this technological marvel, for the good of society. Otherwise, I don’t think I could sleep at night.”

“I may never be able to sleep at night again with all that’s happened,” Bob admitted.

Jack smiled sympathetically at him.

“Well, what’s done is done,” Alex said. “We don’t know what the future will hold for us.”

“Dr. Khadesh has been very helpful to us. Maybe he can help us again one day,” Mitch suggested.

“Maybe,” she answered, then thought for a moment. “You know Mitch, we just voluntarily gave up probably the biggest discovery in the history of archaeology, perhaps in the world. We never did get to decipher the older parts of that book, to find out about their earlier history. Do you know how much we could have learned from it? What an unbelievably priceless opportunity! And we just buried it,” she moaned. “What are we ever going to discover now that could possibly match this?”

“Well, there are rumors about a map that leads to the Lost Ark... “ Mitch replied, grinning.

Alex laughed, “Ok, but this time you fall on your face to find it.”

They all laughed, but the laughter was mixed with sadness and loss and uncertainty about the future. All they could do is hope that one day, the path would be laid out before them, back to that secret chamber, to study and learn from what they had discovered. But they had no idea how that would ever happen.
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The Watchers

Unknown and unseen to the foursome working fast and furiously to hide the priceless objects, were two dark figures watching from the inky blackness of the Egyptian night. These two figures had been observing them from the moment they set foot on the mysterious sands of Egypt. They had known of Mitch and Alex, their work, their theories, long before they landed in Cairo.

“Father, are you certain we are doing the right thing, allowing all that has just been found, to be hidden away from the world once again, for who knows how long?”

“Khamir, my son, we must be patient,” Khadesh replied. “It may be hidden from the world for now, but the knowledge has been revealed, if only slightly. Mitch and Alex found the chest on their own. It had been lost for so long and now we have it back. I do not believe in coincidence, only providence. It was a sign that they were meant to be involved with us, with what we know.”

Khamir sighed.

He gave an encouraging smile to his son. “Remember always Khamir, we must look at the greater picture. Mitch and Alex will not simply go about their work as though this had never happened. What they have learned is now an inextricable part of them, of their lives. The hunger for more knowledge, the thirst for understanding will grow inside them, day upon day, until one day, nothing else will matter and then they will know what they must do, what they must sacrifice. They will return and we will be here, waiting, to help them once again.”

“But father, how long must we wait? I dearly wish this to happen in our lifetime. So many countless generations have come and gone, this knowledge passed from one to the next, and our people have always remained silent.”

Khadesh placed his hand reassuringly on his son’s shoulder, “We will wait for the proper time, Khamir. Do not forget, we are the keepers of this ancient secret and the responsibility has been entrusted to us to be ever mindful of the world around us.”

He pointed to the foursome now emerging from the chamber, “That is why Mitch and Alex are doing what they are doing now. They also know that it is yet too dangerous to bring this knowledge into the light. But take comfort, my son, the seeds that have been planted will grow. We will see Mitch and Alex again. Until then it will be up to you and I to watch over these things once more and keep them safe. I will ensure that the chamber remains sealed and its contents protected. I will keep Mitch and Alex’s permits to excavate this site open and valid. The chamber will not be unsealed until they return.”

“They are good people, father...I will miss them,” Khamir said sadly, as he watched the four finish their task.

Khadesh nodded, “As will I.”
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“Look back over the past, with its changing empires that rose and fell, and you can foresee the future, too.”


~ Marcus Aurelius
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A journey in the present...

In present day Egypt, two young archaeologists, Mitch Carver and Alexandra Logan, along with their friends and lab assistants, Bob and Jack, were working on an excavation near the Great Sphinx of Giza, when they uncovered mysterious and ancient artifacts. Hoping to prove themselves in their field and finally gain acceptance for their controversial theories about the true age of the Sphinx, that it was actually thousands of years older than the history texts state, they kept their find a secret for as long as they could. However, they quickly realized what they had found was far more dangerous, more deadly, and life-changing than they could have ever imagined...a truth, of life itself, emerges. Now a decision must be made...and others watch, and wait while events unfold that can never be undone...

Uncovers secrets from the past...

10,000 B.C. In the land that is now known as Egypt, King Traeus led his people, the Kierani, who are divided in their loyalties and aims. In an attempt to unite them, he commissioned a great work – an enigmatic monument that is far more than meets the eye. It guards a powerful secret. Enemies surface, eager to uncover the truth, and take this power for their own. A beloved Queen was assassinated, and a princess with unusual abilities that were threatening to some, was forced into hiding to protect her life. Zhek Draxen, the nemesis of the Royal Family, carried his own secrets – his illegitimate son raised to be a Royal Prince, to keep the shame of indiscretion a secret. He vowed to reclaim his only child, Setar, and then destroy the Royal Family, who had denied him everything – love, power, and family. With nothing left to lose, he sought revenge, and accidentally triggered events that nearly wiped out the Kierani. Sorrow and pain were everywhere, loss prevailed, yet hope remains...
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PROLOGUE I
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North Africa

1941 WWII

Thick smoke and dust billowed as a column of tanks and vehicles rolled into the ravaged town. Strewn amongst the debris were burnt bodies and twisted armored vehicles. The thunderous roars of the engines abruptly stopped. A VW Kubelwagen drove up to a building set up as the German headquarters for the area.

The German sentry saluted as the car stopped in front of him. “Heil Hitler!”

Not bothering to look at the sentry, the German officer in the vehicle impatiently acknowledged the salute.

The sentry opened the door. The German officer and a civilian-dressed man quickly got out of the vehicle.

“Look at all this carnage, Captain! How am I supposed to accomplish the Fuhrer’s task if everything is destroyed?”

“Dr. Reichmann, I do not think General Rommel or the British take into consideration the destruction of ancient African artifacts when planning their strategies,” the Captain replied.

“Do I sense some cynicism in your voice, Captain? You do not like what you are doing?” Dr. Reichmann asked as they walked into the building.

“I prefer to be on the frontline leading my soldiers instead of assisting in a meaningless treasure hunt,” the Captain stated.

“I understand what you are saying, but it is far from meaningless. Perhaps now is not the time to search for treasures, but when the Fuhrer personally ordered me to bring back artifacts for the German elite, I was not going to question his orders. Are you questioning his orders, Captain?”

“No, of course not,” the Captain replied, taken aback at the implication. “My apologies, doctor.”

“Shall we proceed, Captain?” Dr. Reichmann asked.

“At once,” he replied, then led the way.

The two men entered the main room in the building. Inside the room, gathered round a large table, officers and other military personnel were busy planning the war strategy. They stopped not far from the table, which was covered with maps and smalls models representing the offensive, briefly listening to the discussion.

“It looks like General Rommel is preparing for an offensive,” the Captain said. “We will finally drive the cursed British out of Africa.”

“I do not know about that,” Dr. Reichmann commented. “General Montgomery and the British have been able to take back what we have conquered.”

The Captain bristled at the challenge to his military opinion, but kept a tight lip. He escorted Dr. Reichmann through the main planning room, towards the back of the building, to a room modified to hold prisoners.

“This is Dr. Wolfgang Reichmann,” the Captain said to a guard stationed at the door. “He has been permitted to talk to the two prisoners we caught last night.”

The guard saluted. “The SS are interrogating them right now.”

“Good Lord! We need these men alive if we are to get answers from them,” Dr. Reichmann said.

“We understand that,” the guard hissed back, offended at the remark. He had a strong dislike for civilian interference in military affairs. “We have the situation well under control.”

“Things are proceeding as they should,” the Captain interjected.

Dr. Reichmann looked at him somewhat nervously, and then turned back to the guard. “What can you tell me about them?”

“We found the two prisoners sneaking around our camp last night,” said the guard. “They look like Arabs, but yet, different. One is old, the other is young.”

“One of them was carrying this golden pendant,” the Captain said. “It seems to give off a faint electrical charge or something, and its warm to the touch. It also has some strange symbols on the back. I don’t know what they mean,” he said, frowning as he handed it to the archaeologist.

Dr. Reichmann took the pendant. He knew at once it was ancient. He held it carefully, as he looked at the perfectly fashioned, smooth features. He felt the effects the Captain mentioned. It was remarkable. He had never seen nor felt anything like it. It was in the shape of an Egyptian ankh. He turned it over, and examined the inscription on the back. He could not read the ancient language, although it looked like Egyptian hieroglyphs. The craftsmanship was exquisite. “Incredible...” he whispered, astonished by the metal’s strange effects.

“Shall we?” the Captain asked, motioning him to the interrogation room.

“Oh...yes, of course,” he answered, barely able to take his eyes off of the mysterious and ancient object.

The Captain opened the door.

“Tell me what you were doing!” the SS officer shouted. Receiving no answer, he struck the older man hard across the face.

“Father!” the younger prisoner shouted as two guards restrained him.

“Heil Hitler!” Dr. Reichmann said. “Colonel, I have permission from General Rommel to interrogate the prisoners, but I cannot get answers from them if you use your SS techniques to knock them unconscious.”

“Dr. Reichmann,” the Colonel said, as he wiped his brow, “these men are not treasure hunters. They were spying for the British.” He apparently knew who Dr. Reichmann was and what he was doing in Africa. “They were looking for something.”

“I have some questions for them about this pendant they were carrying,” said Dr. Reichmann.

“You can have them after I’m done,” he said dismissively. The SS officer turned and cocked his gun, aiming it at the old man’s head. He then looked at the young man who was still restrained. “If you want to save your father’s life, then talk. Now!”

The look on the Colonel’s face told Dr. Reichmann he would kill the old man. Afraid and unsure of what to do against hardened members of the SS, he went to place the pendant in his pocket.

Suddenly a high pitch screech pierced the air.

“Take cover!” the Captain shouted.

Artillery rounds smashed into the German position. Explosions rocked the building.

“We are under attack!” one of the guards yelled.

Dr. Reichmann scrambled to take cover.

A shell blew through the wall of the building, killing a guard and nearly obliterating the surrounding area. The blast threw Dr. Reichmann into an opposing wall, knocking him unconscious. The roof began to collapse as debris rained down all around them. The lights flickered, then went out as fires ignited, rapidly filling the area with smoke.

As quickly as it began, the artillery barrage stopped. There was a momentary silence, then screams and shouts erupted throughout the remaining structure.

A bright light shone onto Dr. Reichmann’s face, partially blinding him as he regained consciousness. He coughed as he pushed himself up off of the floor. Shielding his eyes from the light, he tried to determine its source. The light was being reflected through a gaping hole in the wall, off something shiny in the field just outside the ruined headquarters. Whatever it was had been unearthed by the enemy bombardment.

Off in the distance, he could hear multiple explosions and gunfire as the German and British armies engaged in combat. Dr. Reichmann looked around. The SS officer, Captain and guards were all dead, cut down by shrapnel, their torn and bloodied bodies covered in debris. He could not see the bodies of the prisoners. Dr. Reichmann assumed their bodies were buried under the collapsed section of wall and roof near where they had been held. The artillery barrage had hit the German position with deadly accuracy.

Dr. Reichmann’s head throbbed, and his ears rang. Blood streaked down his arm where his now dislocated shoulder hit the wall. He checked himself. Remarkably, he was otherwise intact. Trying to ignore the pain, he stood up, but nearly lost his balance. As he struggled to get his footing, he spotted the pendant on the floor. He bent to pick it up, and then placed it carefully in his pocket. His archaeologist instincts taking over, he made his way over the tangled mess of twisted furniture, beams, and drywall, out to the open air, towards the shiny reflective object. He felt strangely drawn to it. It was lying in a smoldering crater, but it did not appear to be a weapon of any kind.

Dr. Reichmann pulled his sleeve over his hand to gently touch the edge of the object, expecting it to be hot. However, it was surprisingly cool to the touch, but gave him an electrical buzz. Startled, he pulled his hand away quickly, and examined it, expecting to see a burn or other mark on his skin. But there was nothing. He rubbed his fingers together, the feeling vanished, and there were no after effects. He touched the object again, bracing himself this time for the strange effect. There it was. Again he pulled his hand away. There were no visible marks from contact with the object. It was a similar effect as that of the pendant, but much stronger.

Taking a deep breath, he reached out with his good arm, and tried to pull the object, but it was far heavier than he anticipated. He fell backwards, crying out in pain as he hit his dislocated shoulder. He took a few moments to breathe and let the pain subside. He cringed as gunfire erupted again, but it was still off in the distance.

After the pain lessened a little, he pushed himself up and tried again. This time he braced himself, and with a firm grip with his uninjured arm, he heaved with all of his remaining strength. Ignoring the strange buzzing sensation emanating from the object, he managed to pull it free from where it was lodged in the crater. The pain that flashed through his body from the exertion nearly knocked him unconscious. He fell to his knees and threw up the shock of pain was so great.

Finally, as the waves of pain coursing through his body began to subside, he gathered his strength and got up again to look over at his find. He was astonished. It appeared completely undamaged. How that was possible, considering the devastation all around it, he had no idea. The strange object was round, approximately four feet in diameter and had a burnished bronze, slightly gold-ish color. Dr. Reichmann examined it closely, assuming it was actually made of bronze or gold, but to his surprise, it seemed to be created from something else entirely. It also had a weight that far exceeded what one would expect for its size. There were strange hieroglyphs inscribed on it, incredibly precise and detailed work. Dr. Reichmann knew they were not Egyptian hieroglyphs, but they looked eerily similar. He knew the large disk was ancient. He then examined the surrounding area where the object was found. It had been all but obliterated.

‘An artillery shell landed right above it,’ Dr. Reichmann thought, ‘such a blast should have severely damaged or destroyed this thing.’ Yet he could not find a single scratch on the enigmatic disk. It was beautiful, he marveled, as though neither man, nor time itself could damage it. Most puzzlingly, it radiated some kind of energy, the same as his mysterious pendant. He felt powerfully, almost magnetically drawn to the disk.

He felt beads of sweat rolling down his temples and his back, both from the heat and injuries he felt, and from a terrible sense of unease that was gripping him. “What is this thing?” he asked himself.
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Events of Secret of the Sands

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Zhek Draxen and seven of his soldiers were in furious pursuit of the priests, who were desperately fleeing to their temple. ‘They think they will be safe there?’ he thought to himself. ‘Hope is not their ally this night.’ Zhek steeled himself. He intended to take the incriminating book from them and destroy it. They had kept records of his family’s doings for generations, things the Draxens did not want made public. He would make the priests pay for their treacherous acts against his proud family.

Two of Zhek’s soldiers bashed their way through the double doors of the entrance, which had been hastily barred. As they ran inside, they inhaled a deadly powder thrown into their faces by the waiting priests. A swift death was their fate as the powder burned and choked them. The priests would defend the secrets they kept no matter the cost. A third soldier ran in, but he, too, quickly fell to the killing skill of a priest. Blood trickled out of the corner of his mouth, mixing with the lethal powder.

Zhek rushed in with two more of his soldiers, seeing at once what the priests had done. He burned with rage. Surrounding the remaining priests, who were outnumbered two-to-one, Zhek and his men wasted no time. They lunged, savagely thrusting their swords into the bellies of the priests. The priests gasped as they fell. Blood stained the once pristine white robes as they collapsed in crumpled heaps.

Zhek looked down at the dying priests, his eyes afire with hate. “May your deaths give you no peace,” he said as he seethed at them. He turned to his soldiers, “Come, we must find the book!”

A piercing scream cut the air and before he could duck away, a young priest had grabbed one of the swords from a fallen soldier and went straight for Zhek, cutting him deeply on his right hand. Zhek cried out. The pain fueled his rage further. He struck the priest down with a savage blow from his uninjured hand. “I will kill you all!” Zhek yelled, readying his sword to attack again.

Suddenly, a brilliant blue light surged through the temple, enveloping everything.

Panicking, Zhek ran to find shelter. He did not know what was happening. He raced to an inner chamber, the priests’ private sanctuary for prayers and reflection. It was a small, plain room with a central focus. A large golden bronze-colored disk hung on the wall facing him above a simple, unadorned altar. Directly across from the disk, was a small, square window.

Just then, everything around him started to shake violently. The disk, with its heavy weight, was now banging against the wall. Thunderous roars quickly followed. Zhek turned to look back beyond the entrance to the small sanctuary, through to the temple doors. The night sky was flooded with the unnatural blue light. Strong vibrations tore through the building. Wood and stone fell all around. Walls and columns and beams collapsed in quick succession. The intense blue light expanded, shimmering and growing more blinding. The air grew hot.

Zhek threw himself beneath the altar, as the temple now burned out of control. He could feel powerful vibrations pounding continuously through the floor, the walls, his chest, and they were becoming stronger second by second. He felt death’s fingers around him. He curled up into a ball, covering himself with his arms. At once, the wall behind him fell to the lashing heat and intense vibrations. The large metal Sun Disk, which hung overhead, fell heavily, delivering a glancing blow to his head, rendering him unconscious.

Sometime later, Zhek awoke in searing agony. The pain he felt was an incredible shock. He tried to cry out, but his lungs felt burned. His throat felt as if he had swallowed acid. The heavy metal disk lay on him heavily, but it was mercifully cool to the touch. It covered most of his body, as he was still curled up in the fetal position, except for part of his face, arm and left hand. The exposed skin was badly burned and his head and face were cut where the disk had hit him.

His mind raced as it tried to make sense of his surroundings. Strangely he could hear no sounds, nothing at all. It was as though he was caught in a nightmarish vacuum. It was unnerving. He willed himself to move. He tried to push the disk off him, but his strength was nearly gone. He felt a strange buzz and he was hot. He shifted. Another shot of pain. The disk had also hit his leg, deeply bruising it, but it was not broken. Finally, he decided to make one quick motion to roll out from under the disk. As he did, his body was wracked with pain. He tried to scream, but he could only utter a sickening, gurgling, guttural sound. He coughed up blood. His head swam. It felt like every nerve ending in his body was on fire. Zhek looked at the golden bronze-colored disk engraved with the ancient language. He thought of the irony that what he once considered a useless religious icon had just saved his life. He shook. He closed his eyes, trying to steady himself.

After a few minutes, his shaking started to subside. He tried to calm his mind and come to grips with the intense pain he felt. He opened his eyes and looked around. The ground was smoking, blackened. The temple was destroyed – nothing but smoldering, charred ruins. His soldiers, the priests, everything and everyone – gone. The air had an acrid smell to it. He tried to stand up, but his leg throbbed and buckled. He fell again. He was bleeding badly. As he pushed himself back up he saw a sword, then another. Confused, he looked around where the temple had once stood. His men had not simply vanished. They had been incinerated where they stood.

His mind struggled to make sense of what he was seeing. ‘What could have done this?’ He had to get help. He would not survive long without water and aid. As he stumbled through the smoke, he looked around him. Everywhere there was devastation. Buildings, trees, people...nothing but ashes now. It was eerily quiet.
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Graduation

Present-Day

The hot afternoon sun shone brightly over the lush gardens, where graduates, families and friends gathered to celebrate their achievements. The Dean of the Anthropology and Archaeology Faculty at Stanford University was giving a motivational speech to the graduates. The large graduating class, dressed in their black graduation gowns with red and orange trimmings, had just received their diplomas.

Alex half listened to the Dean’s speech and looked closely at the words on her diploma:

... Alexandra Logan ...

Doctor of Archaeology

She couldn’t believe this day had finally come. So many years of work, of waiting, and now it was here. She looked off in the distance...she wished her father could have been here as well. The years didn’t take away the sadness. She missed him more than ever. She kept his face etched in her mind. A kind face, with eyes that smiled with a lively intelligence. Her heart ached.

The Dean finished his speech and a chorus of applause followed. The graduates threw their caps into the air.

“Finally,” Alex said, wiping away a tear. She stood up to applaud with the others. “I thought he would never stop talking,” she said trying to make a joke. She brushed her hair back and composed herself. She was not used to having her long sandy blonde hair flowing down to her shoulders. She usually kept it tied up in a ponytail, but today was a special occasion.

Mitch had noticed the tear she tried to hide. He knew where her thoughts were. They had been friends a long time. He decided to try and take her mind off it. He knew that her focusing on the emptiness she felt at times like this would only make it worse. “It wasn’t so bad,” he said, smiling. He playfully bumped shoulders with her. “It’s not every day we get our PhDs, you know.”

Alex smiled back. She noticed that Mitch was wearing his contact lenses instead of his usual glasses. His short brown hair was combed neatly. Both of them looked a lot different than they did working in the field. They cleaned up well, she thought, though she still preferred their disheveled look. She wasn’t truly happy unless she was covered in sand.

They walked off with the rest of the graduates.

Alex thought about the speech and frowned, tucking her long, blonde hair behind her ears. “You’re right, but did he have to go on and on about how Robert Holden’s report on the Mayan civilization will change history books and what that will mean for this university? Meanwhile, our hard work in Egypt was heavily criticized in the scholarly journals and we received barely passing marks on our reports to get our PhDs,” she said, frowning.

“Most people aren’t ready to accept the truth,” Mitch said, as he put a comforting arm around his friend. “You know that.”

“Yeah, I know,” she said. “I just wish that would change.”

“Me, too,” he said, as they walked, “me too. One day...”

“Congratulations, guys!” Bob ran up to Mitch and Alex and gave them a big hug, crushing both of them in his big, burly frame. He had done his best to comb his dark, thick, curly and unruly hair into something that looked a little like he had a small animal nestled on his head. He’d even trimmed his usually scruffy beard.

“Thanks, Bob, but I can’t breathe,” Alex said as she whimpered.

“Thanks, big guy,” Mitch said, thumping him on the back. He grinned as he noticed the scent of aftershave. Not something Bob was typically known for.

Jack walked up right behind Bob and, just as excited, exclaimed, “Congratulations, Dr. Logan, Dr. Carver!”

Alex hugged Jack and Bob and smiled widely. “Thank you, to you both, for your help,” she said. “We couldn’t have done it without the two of you.” She always thought it was funny how polar opposite they were in appearance, with Jack’s short, skinny build, yet they were the best of friends and practically joined at the hip.

“I see you’re wearing your contact lenses today,” Jack said to Mitch. He made a funny face at him. “It’s weird seeing you without glasses.”

“I know, today’s a special day. They make my eyes itch, though.” He then took a moment to look his buddies up and down. “Nice suits guys!” Mitch remarked, his eyebrows raised. “Pretty spiffy.”

Alex nodded in agreement. “Very handsome.”

Jack blushed, as he brushed the lapel of his pale grey suit.

“A bit feminine, though, don’t you think, with the purple shirt?” Bob remarked.

“It’s not purple, jerk, it’s a pale lavender, and it’s in style I’ll have you know,” he huffed. “And besides, at least my shirt fits me!”

Bob self-consciously brushed his hand against the buttons going down the front of his white shirt. They were straining to hold the shirt closed. “I think the drycleaner shrunk it. It didn’t fit like this the last time I wore it.”

“Which was when exactly?” Jack asked.

“Maybe five years ago.”

“Uh-huh...”

“Shut up you scrawny runt,” Bob said swatting him. “We can’t all be sticks you know.”

“Ow!”

Mitch stepped in, placing a hand on each of their shoulders, pushing them apart. “Ok, that’s enough you two, let’s go celebrate. The doctors are paying!”

The four friends laughed as they left the garden to go and join the celebrations.

Eighteen months ago, Mitch and Alex were on an excavation project in Egypt as part of their PhD requirement. Jack and Bob, as both their friends and lab technicians, had joined them on the project to assist the archaeology students with their work. During the stay in Egypt, Mitch and Alex accidentally uncovered mysterious ancient artifacts, which had the power to change history and finally prove their theories correct. Due to the dangers this new information posed, and knowing they were out of their depth to handle it properly, Mitch and Alex, with Jack and Bob’s help, re-hid the artifacts they found. Then they left the country. It had been profoundly disappointing, but they knew they had no choice. They left Egypt’s long-held secrets intact.
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After hours of celebrating, the four long-time friends headed back to Mitch’s apartment for some rest. Mitch and Alex were neighbors. Having worked and studied together for years, it was easier and more convenient to live nearby one another.

When they reached the complex, Alex excused herself temporarily to change into more comfortable clothes. She promised to rejoin the boys in a few minutes.

Moments later Alex burst through the door of Mitch’s apartment, still in her formal wear. “Mitch, someone broke into my place!” She looked around, “Oh, no...”

“Someone broke in here too,” Mitch said, surveying the mess. Every nook and cranny in the small studio apartment had been rummaged through. Mitch’s personal items were strewn all over the place. Furniture had been pushed about, his mattress upended, and couch cushions were thrown haphazardly on the floor. Every drawer and cabinet was open. Someone had tossed the place in a hurry.

“Who would break into your apartments?” Jack asked nervously.

“This feels uncomfortably familiar,” Mitch said, thinking back to what had happened in Egypt when they had found the artifacts. “I’ll call the cops.”

The police arrived and after a thorough survey, it was determined that nothing had been stolen. The police assumed the would-be robbers left empty-handed since Mitch and Alex didn’t have anything of value. At first the police thought it strange that nothing was stolen, but then they laughed when Mitch pointed out his old 19” TV. Alex didn’t even have one. The life of cash-strapped academics, they said, which was true. Mitch and Alex filed a report, leaving out what they thought the burglars were likely looking for. They didn’t want their activities in Egypt further scrutinized.

After the police left, the foursome set about putting everything right again in both apartments. For the most part anyway, a few decorative items had been broken, but since they didn’t own much of value, it wasn’t a big loss. It sure wasn’t how they thought the evening of their graduation would end.

Mitch had taken his contact lenses out, and put on his glasses, and Alex had tied her hair into her usual ponytail. They had changed into sweatpants and t-shirts. Since under the circumstances, Jack and Bob weren’t going home right away, Mitch had also loaned them sweatshirts, but he didn’t have pants that fit either one. They looked quite funny, Jack with his two sizes too big, and Bob’s was stretched tight across his ample waistline.

“Thanks for your help guys,” Alex said. “I thought now that we're home in North America, we’d no longer have to deal with people breaking into our homes.” They had all relocated and gathered in the kitchen of Alex’s one-bedroom apartment. She put on a pot of coffee. It was late, but no one would be able to sleep well this night, after what had happened. “As Mitch was saying, the last time someone did that, Jack and Bob caught Fessel doing Dustimaine’s dirty work.”

Fessel C. Blothers was the assistant and sycophant to their former professor, Abner Dustimaine. Professor Dustimaine had a great dislike for Mitch and Alex personally, and especially for their theories on the age of the Great Sphinx of Giza. He had also been an academic rival of Alex’s late father, Dr. Devlan Logan. The rivalry carried on to Alex and anyone she associated with professionally. He kept Mitch and Alex on a short leash, and soon suspected they had been up to something. To find out what that was he sent Fessel to rummage through their rooms and lab back in Egypt.

Jack thought for a moment. “Do you think Fessel’s still around?” he asked. The memory of him and Bob chasing Fessel around Mitch and Alex’s lab in Egypt was still fresh in his mind. The chase ended with Jack punching Fessel in the face. Jack smiled at the memory.

“The last I heard he had tried to find work at a local community college, but they wouldn’t hire him either after what happened in Egypt,” Bob said. Then he grinned at Jack. “I know you're looking to punch his lights out again.”

“Love to,” Jack replied, making a fist.

“Do you think it could be him?” Bob asked Mitch and Alex. “Maybe even with Dustimaine’s help?”

“Our places have only been broken into once before. Personally, I think that’s too much of a coincidence,” Alex said as she set four large mugs out on the kitchen table.

“Maybe, but if it was them, why now?’ Mitch asked. “Why would they come around now after all this time? Besides, it’s not like they could actually do anything, even if they uncovered something to do with our find. After the stunts they pulled during our excavation near the Sphinx, they were kicked out of the university, plus they’re not even allowed to work in Egypt any longer.”

“Good point,” Alex said, nodding. She leaned down on her elbows on the counter. “Still, they’re at the top of my suspect list. Nothing was actually stolen. Why would any other thieves do that? Break in, then leave empty handed?”

“I don’t understand,” Jack said, “you guys left empty-handed. You and Mitch re-hid the scrolls, relics and chest you found. Nothing left Egypt with you, not even your research notes.”

“But they don’t know that, do they?” Mitch replied. “If I was them, I’d assume we’d have kept our own notes, detailed diagrams, etc.”

“Right...” Jack said.

There was a knock on the door.

They all froze.

There was a second knock on the door. “Hello?” a voice called out from the hallway.

Alex tiptoed to the door, and looked through the peephole. “It’s ok, guys,” she said as she opened the door.

“Alex!” said an elderly woman dressed in a thick flowered bathrobe, and slippers. She gave Alex a big hug. “I’m so relieved to see you. The police told me what happened. Is everyone ok?” She was the superintendent of their apartment building and also happened to be their neighbor.

“Mrs. Jones,” Alex said, smiling, “yes, we’re all fine, please come in.” Alex showed her in and motioned her over to a seat in the living room. “We’re sorry that this has kept you up so late.”

Jack waved. “Hey, Mrs. J!”

“Hi,” Bob said.

“Hi there, handsome fellas,” she said, smiling.

They all sat down in the living room with her.

“Mitch, Alex, I am so sorry for you both. As I told the police, I didn’t see or hear anything all night,” Mrs. Jones said. Worry was etched on her aged face. She was like a mother figure to them and had always taken an interest in their lives.

“It’s ok, Mrs. Jones,” Mitch said. “We don’t think they took anything.”

“That’s a relief. I just don’t know what this world is coming to,” she shook her head. “I thought this was a good neighborhood.” She shifted in her seat, “Oh, I almost forgot in all of the excitement tonight,” she said as she pulled something out of the front of her bathrobe. “Mitch, Alex, I have an envelope for you. The courier wanted to drop this off for you, but you were out. He needed someone to sign for it, so I told him I’m the apartment’s super, and that I’d sign for it and give it to you.”

Mrs. Jones handed Alex a white, letter-size envelope. The return address was in Cairo. Alex looked at Mitch.

“Thanks Mrs. Jones,” Mitch said. “Can we get you something? Alex is making a pot of her famous coffee.”

“I can tell, it smells good, but no, it’s far past my bedtime, as you can see by how I’m dressed,” she said, laughing. “I just wanted to make sure you were both ok. I should get going home.”

Mitch stood to help her up. She took his hand gratefully and they walked to the door.

“I’ll walk you back to your place, Mrs. J,” Bob said, jumping up. He offered her his arm.

“Why, thank-you. You’re such a gentleman, Bob,” the elderly lady said, smiling and patting his arm. She turned back to the others. “Please let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks,” Alex replied, She gave her a warm hug. “We’ll be fine.”

“Goodnight, dears.”

“Night, Mrs. J!” Jack said.

The door closed. “Guys,” Alex said, waving them over, “let’s see what’s inside the envelope.” She grabbed a letter opener, took it over to the kitchen counter, and the three of them huddled around as she opened it.

Inside the envelope, there was a single piece of paper, a note written entirely in the ancient language Mitch and Alex discovered and painstakingly learned while in Egypt eighteen months ago. It looked similar to ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, but Mitch and Alex knew it was from a civilization far older. Whoever wrote the note made sure to encrypt the message so that only Mitch and Alex could decode it.

They were astonished.

“Is that Kierani language?” Jack asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Mitch replied, furrowing his brow. “How in hell is this possible?”

“I have no idea,” Alex said, shaking her head. “I can’t believe this.” Her heart was pounding. “Who else could possibly know about it? That language is nowhere in the history books. It’d been lost for 12,000 years.”

“Or so you thought,” Jack said.

Alex looked at him, shock written all over her face.

“Well, what does it say?” he asked.

“Right, we’d better figure that out,” Mitch said. “Man, I don’t know if I remember how to read these symbols. I’m kind of wishing we hadn’t thrown our crib notes into the chest when we re-hid all the items we found, dangerous as it was to keep them.”

“Too dangerous,” Alex said, her eyes fixed on the paper. “It’s been a year and a half, but I think I remember some of it. This is going to require a lot of coffee.” She grabbed a couple of pens and pads of paper from the nearby phone stand, and set them on the kitchen table. She poured four steaming mugs of coffee, Mitch joined her at the table, and they set about deciphering it.

Bob came back a couple of minutes later, and sat down beside Jack on some stools next to the kitchen counter. Jack handed him a cup of coffee, whispered an update for him and then they sat quietly by, waiting in anticipation.

After over an hour and a half of much discussion and note-jotting, and a second pot of coffee, they thought they had it solved.

“No way...” Alex said, running her fingers through her hair.

“That’s what it says,” Mitch confirmed, tapping the paper with his pen.

“Don’t leave us hanging here, guys!” Jack piped in, his eyes rimmed red with fatigue.

Alex took a deep breath, “It says our specialized help is needed and that it is imperative that we return to Cairo at once. Someone will meet us when we land. All of our expenses have been taken care of. Plane tickets will be waiting for us under our names at the airport and...” she paused, looking over at Jack and Bob, “...our flight leaves in two days.”

“Two days?” Bob asked. “That’s ridiculous! You must have misread it.”

“No, Bob, that’s what it says,” she confirmed, her eyes scanning the paper.

“You’re just supposed to drop everything and...” Jack started to say.

“Not just us,” Mitch added with a sly smile, “you two as well.”

“What?” Jack exclaimed. “You’re joking!”

“Us, too?” Bob asked. His face paled with shock. “But why would they need me and Jack?”

“Hey, buddy,” Jack said, beaming and playfully punching his shoulder, “guess we’re indispensable, just like our fancy doctor friends!” He was surprised to find himself more than a little excited at the prospect, in spite of the dangers they had faced. His life had felt a bit dull since they had been back. He missed the camaraderie they had working together in Egypt. He liked being part of a team like that. The four of them against the world. It had been fun. An adventure.

Bob gave him a dirty look. He wasn’t on the same page as Jack at all.

“He’s right, Bob,” Mitch added. “You guys were very involved in what happened over there.”

“The last thing it says,” Alex continued, “is that all of our questions will be answered when we get there.” She shrugged her shoulders, “That’s it. No names, no signature, no explanation.”

“What exactly do you think they need our help with?” Bob asked nervously, fearing the answer.

“Do you think it’s related to the Sphinx or the Kierani people?” Jack added.

“It has to be,” she replied. “Otherwise why would we be needed specifically? It is our area of expertise, after all.”

“Uuuggghhh,” Bob groaned, clearly remembering how things went for him last time.

“I’m with Alex on that one, but this worries me,” Mitch said. “Someone broke into our places, looking for something on the exact same night that we receive a note written in a 12,000-year old language, that no one else should know about but us, calling us back to Egypt. Those two events have to be related.”

“Agreed,” Alex said, placing her hands on her hips. “So is the invitation from a friend or foe?”

“Good question,” Mitch said. “If it is related to the Sphinx or the Kierani, and it sure seems that it is, it could be the same person who gave us the permits to excavate in Egypt. It would make sense. Those permits were open-ended. Plus, I always expected we’d go back somehow.”

“But we never knew who it was that gave them to us,” she replied, “and thus, if we could truly trust them.”

“Right,” Mitch said. He thought for a moment. “Or...”

“Or what?” Bob asked, growing more worried by the minute.

“Or,” he continued, “someone else suspected we may go back to Egypt for some reason, and was doing a pre-emptive strike by breaking in here to find out what we know. Either way, it means something pretty interesting is going on over there.”

“Interesting is not how I would put this. Hello? Criminals broke into your homes tonight, remember?” Bob urged.

“There is that,” Alex nodded.

“Thank-you,” he huffed.

“Mitch, do you think Khamir or Dr. Khadesh could be involved?” Alex asked.

“Maybe,” Mitch said, considering the possibility. “But they had no contact with us after we left Egypt. They never said anything to us about coming back before we left either.”

“True,” she said, though disappointed. “Still, I hope they’re involved somehow. At the very least we could ask for their help once we get there.”

“Maybe...” Mitch said.

The foursome sat in silence for a few moments, each lost in their own thoughts.

“Well, no matter how we slice it,” Alex said, finally breaking the silence, “someone else knows about the Kierani, and knows we know. Our secret wasn’t as secret as we thought. That begs a world of questions.” She paused, thinking. “It looks like the only thing for us to do is to go to Egypt to find our answers.”

“We’ll have to be on our utmost guard, this could be a dangerous path we’re taking,” Mitch cautioned. “I hope it’s a friend on the other end of that invitation, but we can’t be sure at this point, especially after what happened here tonight. It could even be a trap.”

Bob’s shoulders sagged.

[image: 00009.jpeg]
Hustling down a dark street, a lone man wearing a dark blue hoodie looked nervously over his shoulder. He had left only a couple of minutes before Mitch and Alex had returned. He made a call on his cell phone.

“Did you find anything?” a stern voice asked.

“I looked through everything in both of their places. I’m sorry, but I didn’t find anything related to the artifact they discovered in Egypt,” he replied, breathless. “No relics, no notes, nothing.” He hurried even faster to get away from the apartment building and back to his car, parked a few blocks away. His heart pounded in his chest.

“Then I suggest you keep looking. They must have kept something, some information somewhere.”

“B-but, I don’t know where else to look.”

“Then you’ll just have to follow them. See where else they go.”

“Ow!” he said, as he tripped on an uneven part of the sidewalk. He was shaking now. “I’m really not cut out for this kind of thing. I’ll get caught! Wouldn’t your men be more suitable for this?” he asked, as his voice cracked, betraying his fear. ‘Just another block,’ he thought, longing for the safety of his car.

“Mr. Blothers, if you cannot do this simple task, then you are useless to me, aren’t you?” The voice in the phone was cold, menacing.

He caught his breath, stopping in his tracks. “I-I’ll watch them night and day,” he stammered. “I’ll find the information you’re looking for.”

“See to it that you do. Once you find the information, my men will take care of these four. Then you and the professor will have your revenge and I will give you your careers back. Starting with my excavation in Egypt.”
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Time Beckons Her Home

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The exiled Princess awoke with a start before dawn one morning. She felt different. She knew something had shifted in her and for her. She recalled the frightening dream she had just had.

She had been walking alone near the still headless stone monument, Amsara. The sky was filled with a myriad of brilliant stars. The air was still. As she looked up at the monument, remembering how it once looked before the terrible day that blasted its head from its lion body, she was sad. A tear fell down her cheek. Then she heard weapons fire behind her. She spun around.

A large army overran the Royal Palace. But strangely, it was not the same Palace she had lived in as a child. The sight paralyzed her. Men with swords and guns were mercilessly slaying anyone in their path. They set fire to the Palace. She looked closer. The faces of the soldiers were maimed, burned. Their eyes were blinded, white sightless orbs, but somehow they found their marks. She heard her twin brother, from whom she had long been separated cry out for her in the night:

“Anjia, where are you? We need you. Please help us!”

“Tramen! I am here!”

Still he called and called. He could not hear her.

Suddenly the sky went completely black. Even the stars were gone. An ominous thunder was approaching from the distance, growing louder with each passing moment. A red glow emerged just over the horizon. It blasted across the sky, illuminating everything with a preternatural energy. She felt powerful vibrations shake the very ground. She felt hot. Her skin tingled. The sky began to rain down fire, covering vast distances. She whirled around to see the Amsara monument being hit with high velocity strikes of fire. Its body could not withstand the assault. Its form crumbled more and more with each hit. She looked up at the sky directly overhead as a massive fireball came hurtling towards her. She screamed and ran.

She spent the next hour just sitting in bed, looking out the window. She thought about the terrifying dream that had startled her awake. This was no ordinary dream. It had a preternatural clarity and power to it. It was a warning of things to come. She felt it deep down. She knew what she had to do.

She was deeply sad for what she was about to leave behind, but also filled with anticipation. Part of her had longed for the day when she would be reunited with her original family, the family that believed she had died long ago.

She waited in her room until she could hear her adoptive parents stir. She listened as they got up to go about their day. To them this was starting out as an ordinary day, to her it was much more. She had a painful secret to reveal to them. This would be a day they would never forget.

She heard them start the fire in the hearth, which they always did in the morning to heat the tea they would take with breakfast. She pulled her long black hair into a ponytail. She opened the door of her room, the familiar sights and smells of the small home comforting her. She watched her parents with great affection. She loved them very much. It had not been easy for her to adjust at first, but they had been unfailingly patient. They had provided a warm and loving home for her for nine years. Nine of her fourteen years, but in some ways it felt as though she had only been here days, her life here now seemed a dream. And yet she was wide awake.

“Panarra,” Uta greeted her, using her assumed name. “Good morning to you, my dear.”

“Are you hungry, my sweet?” Ehrim asked her.

“Not just yet,” she answered.

She stood there a moment longer just looking at them. She had not seen it before, but now she noticed how much they had aged. They had already been older when they took her in and now the years were starting to show on their faces, their hands, in the hunch of their backs. She wondered why she had not seen it before. Somehow a veil had been lifted. She too felt older, disconnected in some way. Nothing was the same, not even her.

Her mother looked at her curiously, sensing something. “What is it? Do you not feel well?” She walked to her daughter, placing her hand against her forehead.

“No,” the young girl answered, taking her mother’s hand from her forehead. She held it for a moment, looking at their hands, joined. “It is not that,” she said looking up, her wide-set emerald green eyes full of remorse for what she would have to do next.

Her mother looked at her, trying to read her expression.

“Come sit down, Panarra, talk to us,” her father said as he motioned her to the kitchen table. “Have some tea.”

“Thank-you,” she said, sitting down.

Her mother took a seat next to her, feeling uneasy, as her father poured her a mug. She took it, but did not drink. She stared into the steaming brown depths.

Her parents watched her worriedly.

She looked up at them, smiling softly. “Mother, Father, you know how much I love you, do you not?”

“Of course, my dear, and we love you too, with all our hearts,” Uta answered. She was growing nervous. Her daughter seemed different this morning.

“I had a vision last night, a terrible vision of death and destruction,” she began. Her smile faded.

“Here? What happened?” Ehrim asked her.

“Not here, in the city. The Royal Palace was being attacked, and then the sky began to rain down fire everywhere.”

“What an awful nightmare, it must have upset you,” Uta said as she placed her hand over her daughter’s. “But it was just a dream. Nothing bad has happened. It is just an ordinary day.”

“No, it is not,” she replied. She took a deep breath. “The dream was much more than that. I believe it was a premonition.”

Her mother and father looked at one another. They did not like what she was saying, but they sensed her conviction.

“How can you be certain, Panarra?” Ehrim asked, his voice growing hoarse.

“I know, Father. I just know.” She paused. She was hesitant to go on, but she knew she must. “Do you remember the day I came here?”

“How could we forget?” her father answered. “It was one of the most important days of our lives. It changed everything for us.” His face showed his affection for her, for their little family.

“You were so small, so vulnerable, but so polite,” Uta said. “We fell in love with you immediately.”

Anjia smiled, her parents had been so kind to her. They did not deserve what was to happen next. “Do you also remember what the priests, Odai and Senarra, told you about the circumstances of my being brought here?”

Uta was growing more concerned, but answered, “Yes, Panarra, we remember it well. You were orphaned. Your parents died in an accident. You had no family, no one to care for you. They brought you to our village, to Derepet, to live with us. They knew we had wanted another child after losing Esa, but we were unable to have any more children. You were the answer to our prayers.”

“Why are you asking these questions?” Ehrim asked, shifting uneasily in his chair.

She took a deep breath, “What you were told was only a small part of the truth.”

“What do you mean?” Uta asked.

“I had no choice but to keep this secret from you, please understand. There was much at stake.”

“What secret, Panarra? What are you saying?” Ehrim asked, growing more and more concerned.

“My name is not Panarra. It is Anjia. Princess Anjia.”

Her parents just looked at her, stunned, as they tried to make sense of what they were hearing.

She continued. “My mother, Queen Axiana, had just been assassinated, I was with her when it happened and barely survived. I was immediately sent away for my protection. My family was in danger. I was in danger.”

Uta and Ehrim both clearly recalled hearing the news that the Queen and Princess had been killed in a boating accident.

“But the news was that the Princess’ body had been lost to the river after the accident,” Ehrim said. “They had a Royal funeral. The King said...”

“The King...my father...does not know I am alive. No one does. The decision to keep my survival a secret was made by Head Priest Assan. Odai and Senarra acted according to his wishes. That is why you were never told the truth. It was to keep me safe from my enemies.”

They struggled to absorb what they were hearing.

She sat quietly for a few moments, allowing the life-altering news to sink in.

Uta shook her head in disbelief. “Not only did they lie to us, but the priests lied to your own family, lied to the King, and let everyone believe you were dead?”

The statement stung deep. Tears well up. “Yes, to protect them from our enemies,” she said sadly.

“That is unbelievable,” Uta replied. “It is cruel beyond words.”

“And they had you live a lie all this time?” Ehrim asked incredulously. He saw the pain in his daughter’s face. “That is a terrible thing to ask of a child. Unthinkable.”

“It all happened so fast. This was not something they had planned or ever considered. I very nearly died. My mother was assassinated. They intended to kill me, too. Someone got close to our family, very close. Assan could not guarantee the assassins would not be successful in killing me the next time. He did what he had to do. He felt I was not safe anywhere, so they let everyone think I also died that day.”

They were horrified at what they were hearing.

“I wanted to tell you, but I was not allowed to. It hurt to keep the truth from you.” Her eyes were downcast.

Uta hugged her daughter, “I am so sorry for this burden you have carried.”

Anjia nodded, wrapping her arms around the woman who had been every bit a mother to her. Her tears spilled down her face, onto Uta’s shoulder. Mother and daughter held each other.

Ehrim’s mind raced with a thousand questions. He did not know which to ask first.

Finally, Anjia pulled away. She wiped the tears from her face. She got up from the table and walked to the window. She loved their small yard. Life was simple here.

Her parents just watched her, not knowing what else to say. The shock of her admission was hitting them hard. They did not know what this would mean for them.

She turned back to face them. “There is something else,” she said.

Her parents looked at her in disbelief.

“Do you recall the ancient prophecy of a child who will one day be saved by a magical lion to reign in peace over our people?” the Princess asked, sitting back down.

“The Child of the Prophecy? Are you saying...?” Uta could barely get the words out.

“I was pulled from the water’s edge that day by Amsara, the lion kept by the priesthood. He saved my life.”

Ehrim stood up and paced the room. “But why did Assan choose not to tell us? Why keep us in the dark? We would not have said anything to anyone. We are simple farmers.”

“My identity had to remain secret. There was too much risk in telling anyone. Think of the pressure it would have placed on you – of never being able to reveal this truth, always having to pretend. I am sorry.”

“That is the pressure they placed on you, though,” he said compassionately. “We could have shared your burden. Perhaps eased it somehow.” His eyes glistened with tears and heartbreak.

Uta began to cry. She squeezed her eyes closed, and bowed her head. She thought back on the last nine years, on their life with their daughter. The memories seemed to fade away, as though they were nothing but a dream.

Ehrim put his arm around his wife’s shoulders. “What does this mean now? You told us this today for a reason, I am guessing.”

“Yes, I did.” She steeled herself.

Uta looked up. “You knew this day would come, that one day you would have to tell us the truth.”

Anjia nodded, her emerald eyes now clear, her gaze direct. “Just as I know it is now time for me to return.”

“Return?” her mother asked. “You are leaving us.” Her hands flew to her mouth. “No...”

“I need to go back now,” Anjia said. “I am so sorry.”

Uta wept openly now.

“Is there no other choice?” her father asked. “No other way?” But as he asked the question, he realized it would be asking another family’s suffering to continue.

Anjia just looked at them, the pain of this admission etched on her face. She knew what this was doing to them. She would give almost anything not to cause them any more anguish.

Ehrim hugged his wife. Their hearts were breaking. The thought of losing another child, even this way, was almost more than they could bear.

After a short time, Ehrim tried to compose himself. He took his daughter’s hand. He looked at her, remembering the young child who had come to their doorstep one fateful night. He managed a slight smile. “In spite of the circumstances of your coming here, you have been our daughter, and we would take care of you for the rest of our days, if we could. Having you here has been our greatest blessing.” He looked at her, seeing how much she had grown up these last few years. He touched her cheek tenderly. His voice caught in his throat, as he choked up. “You have enriched our lives beyond measure.” With his other hand, he reached for his wife. He held her hand and squeezed it. “But you are a Royal Princess and we must respect your wishes.”

Uta could not speak, as the tears fell down her cheeks. She could scarcely comprehend what was happening. Their world, their lives...it was all falling apart. Their only child was being torn from their home as suddenly as she had entered it. Again.

Anjia hugged them both, holding them tightly. They just held each other for a time.

Anjia spoke first. “Thank-you, for everything.” She looked at them, her eyes glistening with tears. “I truly am sorry. I wish I could have told you the truth long ago. I wish a lot of things were different. My heart breaks to leave you. It is not because I want to leave, it is because I must.”

“We know,” Uta said, as the words wrenched her heart.

“Please find it in your hearts to forgive me. I never meant to hurt you.”

“Panarra...I mean Anjia...” her father said, “we love you. That is all that matters.”

They all cried and held each other again. Finally, the Princess let them go and sat up straight. She brushed the stray hairs away from her face, her expression serious. “I must speak with the priests at once.”
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Return to the Sands

Present-Day Egypt

The Cairo airport was a bustling hotbed of international travelers rushing to their destinations. There was a measure of order to the chaos, as police and army soldiers patrolled the airport, weapons in hand, scrutinizing the activity.

The four friends, wearing rumpled traveling clothes, were exhausted from their whirlwind trip. It had been a long flight, and they had gone a couple of days with next to no sleep. There had been so many preparations to make in such a short span of time, plus the anticipation had been nearly overwhelming.

“I don’t like this,” Bob said, bleary-eyed and looking around nervously. His mass of thick, black curls had taken on a medusa-like quality.

“Bob, we already went through this on the plane. Several times,” Jack replied, shaking his head. He was struggling to pick up his luggage from the crowded conveyor belt.

Bob helped his friend with his bag.

“Thanks, man.”

“Jack, we’re in a foreign country, waiting for some mystery person to show themselves for some cryptic purpose,” Bob said. “I don’t care what you say. This is not a smart thing to do. Things didn’t go too smoothly last time we were here, if you’ll recall.”

“But we made it out with our hides intact,” Jack said, patting his shoulder.

“Barely.”

Alex was nearby and couldn’t help but overhear their conversation. “Hey Bob, we’ll just make sure to keep our wits about us. Plus, we’re all together. We’ll watch out for each other, ok?”

“Alright,” he mumbled.

She smiled sympathetically. He did look scared. She was too. She knew they all were.

Jack slapped him on the back. “We’re here now, so we may as well just head on down the rabbit hole and see where it leads us.”

“I guess, but I still don’t like this,” Bob said as he scanned the throngs of people at the Cairo Airport. Even though it was June and the low season for tourism travel to Egypt, the airport was packed. “What if we get in trouble again? We don’t even know who we’re looking for, for pete’s sake.”

“We’ll be careful,” Alex said as she put a reassuring hand on Bob’s arm. “I’m nervous too, but think of how important our finds were – a highly advanced yet ancient civilization that could change history. We worked very hard, together remember, to uncover that knowledge,” she said. “Someone here may be able to help us with our research in return for our assistance. Don’t you think we should at least explore it further?”

“It’s what kind of assistance they want and to what end that I’m worried about,” he said, frowning.

“I know,” she replied, gently patting his arm.

Mitch stood nearby watching and listening, as they waited for the rest of their bags to arrive. He smiled. Alex was always the one to comfort others. She was like a mother hen to them in many ways. None of them would ever admit it, but they all loved her for it.

The four friends retrieved the last of their luggage and made their way to the main exit. They were hoping to see if whoever sent them the plane tickets would meet them there. They all looked around for a familiar face, or a sign with their names on it, but no one came forth.

“There are too many people here,” Mitch said, “but it’s too hot to wait outside.” He looked around. He didn’t see anyone he recognized. “Let’s head over there. It’s not as crowded,” he said as he pointed to a less busy area.

They followed him towards a side hallway.

“Let’s put our stuff down here,” Mitch said as they all set their bags down, “and see who comes looking for us.”

“I’ve been secretly hoping its Khamir or Dr. Khadesh,” Alex said, pulling her long blonde hair back into a ponytail.

“Me too,” Mitch nodded, pushing his glasses up. “Or at least someone friendly. If it’s not...”

“Yeah, that could be a problem,” she whispered. She didn’t want to admit it, but inside she was beginning to agree with Bob. The plan was starting to seem more and more foolish with each passing minute. She watched the armed security personnel patrolling the airport. Her heart beat faster as uncomfortable feelings of vulnerability and anxiety started to well up within her.

The foursome put their luggage down in a corner and waited for their contact. They scanned the passing crowds to see if anybody would approach them. They continued to wait and wait, as the seemingly endless crowds hurried by, but still no contact. The sun would soon be setting and they were growing hungry and tired. Not to mention, they were in danger of catching the attention of security if they didn’t get moving soon.

As if reading Alex’s mind, Mitch leaned over and whispered to her, “This is a little crazy, isn’t it? Flying all the way to Egypt, and not knowing who we’re here to meet.” Now that they were far away from the safety of home soil, it was beginning to feel like a very bad decision to him.

Alex nodded, “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Alex had just sat down on her suitcase, as her feet were aching, when she noticed four men heading their way. She grabbed Mitch’s arm. “Look,” she said nodding in the men’s direction.

He glanced over as the men approached them. “Dr. Logan, Dr. Carver,” a tall, well-built Caucasian man, wearing a dark business suit said as he smiled and extended his hand. He spoke with a strong German accent. His face was tanned and rough and his blonde hair was kept short in a military crew cut. Three muscular men in similar looking suits accompanied him. They wore dark sunglasses. Their faces bore no expression.

“Welcome back to Egypt, we have been expecting you,” the man said as he shook Mitch and Alex’s hands. His hand was cold to the touch and his handshake was strong. He had a steely, intense gaze that belied the warmth his smile was trying to project. He nodded to Jack and Bob.

They just looked at him warily, but said nothing.

‘The weather in Cairo is a scorching 45 degrees Celsius and these men are wearing dark suits?’ Mitch thought to himself.

“I’m sorry, who are you?” Alex asked, feeling a little scared.

“I am Hans, and these three gentlemen are my associates. We are here to escort you to your accommodations. Your safety is the utmost importance to us,” he said, smiling at her.

She didn’t smile in return. Her skin crawled. Mitch stepped closer to her.

Hans took note of the protective gesture. He looked Mitch straight in the eyes and held his gaze for a moment, before bowing his head in a conciliatory fashion. “As I said, you are expected.” He waved his hand and the men behind him grabbed the four Americans’ luggage.

Mitch’s instincts were telling him this was all wrong. He didn’t like the look in the man’s eyes, in spite of the friendly pretenses.

“Wait,” Alex held on tight to her luggage, refusing to allow the man to take it. “We have some questions first.”

Mitch, Jack and Bob were also playing tug-of-war with their luggage. With a heave, Bob managed to wrestle his suitcase back. The man holding onto Bob’s suitcase lost his balance and stumbled, his jacket flapped open, giving Bob a glimpse of a holster and sidearm.

“Gun!” Bob started to yell, as the man clamped a huge hand around his face.

“Shut your mouth, fat man,” he hissed, “or your friends will not make it out of here in one piece.”

Jack gasped and took his hand off his bag.

Hans, struggling with Mitch for his backpack, pushed him into the wall, pressing his forearm into Mitch’s neck. He was far stronger than Mitch. “Come quietly and nobody will get hurt,” Hans said in a low voice, applying more pressure to his throat. “Understand?”

Mitch looked over the man’s shoulder at Alex. One of the men was gripping her shoulders. He tightened his grip, as he sneered at Mitch. Alex winced, as tears welled up in her eyes.

“Ok, ok, you win. Let her go.”

“Good, very good,” Hans said, his German accent thick. He nodded to his accomplice. The man loosened his grip on Alex. Hans took his arm away from Mitch’s neck and straightened his jacket. “Now, let’s just all keep calm. We don’t want any unfortunate accidents, do we?”

Mitch glared at him.

The men reached for their bags, again. “We can carry our own luggage,” Alex said defiantly.

Hans considered her for a moment. “As you wish, but I warn you, do not try anything or it will go very badly for you.” He patted a bulge under his arm.

Alex trembled. Jack and Bob stood on either side of her. Jack put a reassuring hand on her arm.

“Follow me.” Hans directed them where to go.

The four of them nervously walked along the busy airport hallways with the muscular men close behind. Mitch wondered if these men would use their firearms in a public place, but he wasn’t willing to test their resolve. He considered breaking away and making a run for it towards one of the guards patrolling the airport, but he was afraid of what could happen to his friends if he did.

From the corner of an intersecting hallway, a couple dozen children approached and swarmed Hans and his men. The children, shouting excitedly and waving their hands to sell their homemade goods, temporarily separated the men from the foursome. A man, his head and face covered in keffiyeh, drove an empty motorized luggage cart up to the four friends.

“Get in! Quickly!” He removed his scarf to reveal his identity. It was the face of a familiar young Arab man.

“Khamir!” they exclaimed.

“Hurry!” he said, keeping an eye on the children, who were being roughly pushed aside by Hans and his men.

They all threw their luggage and themselves onto the cart. “Hang on tight!” Khamir said as he slammed on the pedal and they raced away, with Hans and his men in pursuit.

“Boy, are we glad to see you!” Alex exclaimed. “We were hoping to see a friendly face when we arrived.”

Khamir focused on weaving through the busy crowds.

“What’s going on, Khamir?” Mitch asked, looking behind him as they outpaced their would-be captors. He could see Hans yelling into a cell phone. “Was it you who brought us back to Egypt?”

“Yes, Dr. Khadesh and myself,” he answered, his expression serious.

“Why?” Mitch pressed.

“I can explain, but first, we must get out of here,” Khamir said as he hurriedly drove the four Americans out of the busy terminal. Khamir took the group down a corridor normally reserved for the use of maintenance employees. He slipped a piece of paper to a security guard, who glanced at it quickly, then waved them through the secured area.

Shortly, they exited the building. After a quick drive through the parking lot, they came to a white Volkswagen van, with tinted rear windows. Khamir jumped off the golf cart and unlocked the van. The group loaded their luggage and jumped inside.

Khamir pulled off his head covering to reveal a clean-shaven face, and long shiny, black hair pulled into a ponytail. He wasted no time as he sped the vehicle down roads reserved for emergency vehicles.

“I think we lost them,” Bob said, looking behind them.

“No, here they come,” Khamir pointed to a pair of black BMWs speeding towards them. Khamir made a sharp turn and sped along a narrow road. The VW van slammed through a locked gate and headed towards the highway. The BMWs followed. Flashes of light, accompanied with loud bangs, came from the pursuing vehicles. A hiss and sharp crack was heard as one of the side mirrors exploded into pieces.

“They’re shooting at us!” Jack shouted, growing hysterical.

“Hang on!” Khamir yelled. He made a series of turns. The van slalomed through the chaotic Cairo traffic. This was his city and he knew the roads better than the foreigners chasing them. The VW van turned onto a side street. Khamir honked his horn as he weaved through a crowded market. Shocked shoppers dove out of the way, shouting and gesturing angrily at them. The BMWs continued their pursuit without hesitation.

Khamir waved to a vendor as he drove past him. Several wooden carts, filled with homemade Egyptian crafts, rolled onto the pathway. The lead car slammed into the carts, spun out of control, and crashed into a building, blocking the pathway for the other car. Angry vendors poured into the street and surrounded the cars.

Khamir glanced up at what transpired in the rear view mirror and roared with laughter.

As the van sped away from the pursuers, Khamir looked at his four nervous passengers and smiled, “On behalf of Dr. Khadesh and myself, welcome back to Egypt, my friends!”
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Reunion and Truth

After nearly an hour of driving through a maze of winding, narrow streets, navigating through the noisy congested traffic, they arrived in a quiet, dimly lit residential community. Streetlights were spaced far apart, leaving much of the neighborhood cast in darkness and shadows. Soft yellow lighting was visible through many of the homes’ small rectangular windows. Thin curtains wafted in the slight evening breeze. Faint music could be heard coming from a nearby house.

“We are here,” Khamir said as he parked on the street behind an old beat up brown truck with only three tires. He took off his earpiece. He had made a call once they had eluded their pursuers, and had been speaking rapidly in Egyptian Arabic the entire way.

That had frustrated Mitch and Alex. They would have liked to have some questions answered, sooner rather than later. It had been a long and tiring trip and they wanted to know what was happening that was so important it had to be shrouded in such secrecy, and why they were being chased. They also wanted an explanation for something else.

The weary and frazzled passengers got out of the van, taking their bags with them.

Jack rubbed his backside, “Ow, I think I have permanent indentations from the springs in that seat.”

“I keep telling you that you need more padding,” Bob said as he walked up next to him. “You’re skin and bones, it’s not healthy.”

“We can’t all be so well-padded, my rotund friend,” Jack replied, sizing him up.

“You’re just jealous of my manly frame.”

Mitch laughed.

Alex stretched and took a deep breath, her eyes closed. The evening air was warm. She looked up at the night sky. The moon shone brightly. Many stars were visible, but she recognized that these were not the constellations of home. It was a reminder that they were the foreigners here, and after what happened at the airport, that they would have to be very careful if they wanted to get out of this situation alive.

“Lost in thought?” Mitch asked.

“Yeah,” she replied.

“I know,” he said.

“Come, my friends,” Khamir said, “we should get out of sight.” He escorted the group down a cracked pathway, to an average sized, one-story stone house. He unlocked the plain door, flicked on a hallway light, and held the door open for his American guests.

“Welcome to my home,” he said as he closed and locked the door behind them. “You will be staying here, while you are back in Egypt.

“Thanks, Khamir,” Mitch smiled, “it’s good to be here.”

“And not to be on the run anymore,” Alex added. “We owe you a lot for getting us out of there. Thank you.” She hugged him.

Khamir smiled, patting her gently on the back. “You have a saying, I believe, ‘that is what friends are for’. I am just glad you are all safe. I am sorry I was late in meeting you; I was delayed by security.” He had his suspicions as to why he was singled out.

Jack and Bob didn’t wait for an invitation. They dropped their bags in the hall, and walked into the small living room, to the left of the hallway. The room was simply furnished and decorated. They immediately flopped down on an old worn, dark brown sofa. They were crashing after their adrenalin rush.

“Ok, Khamir, we’re here,” Jack said. “What’s going on?”

Mitch interjected, “He meant to first say ‘thank you for rescuing us from those thugs, Khamir’ and then, what’s going on?”

“We will tell you everything in due time,” said a distinguished-looking, older Egyptian man, stepping out of the shadow of a doorway on the other side of the room. He turned on a tall lamp, which bathed the room in a warm, soft glow.

Khamir bowed and then disappeared into the kitchen.

“Dr. Khadesh!” the group exclaimed. Jack and Bob jumped off the couch, excited to see the man who had seen them out of many a scrape on their last trip to Egypt.

“My friends,” he said, smiling warmly. “Welcome back.” His dark eyes sparkled with affection for their guests.

Alex gave him a hug, relieved to see him. Mitch shook his hand then embraced him as well.

“We were hoping we would see you again,” Alex said as she beamed at the older man, who in some ways felt like a father figure to her. Knowing he was there gave her a sense of relief.

“It is good to see you all, it has been too long,” he said, looking at each of them in turn. He took in a lot about them with his observations. “Thank-you for coming under such...unusual circumstances.”

“Yeah, it’s been a bit challenging,” Bob admitted.

“I know. I apologize for having to be so vague about this matter. I am afraid there are too many eyes and ears around these days. I could not risk saying anything more. The airport incident is a perfect example of that.”

“That was pretty crazy,” Jack said.

“Please, do sit back down,” he said. “You have all journeyed long to get here.”

Mitch and Alex sat down on the long, upholstered sofa along with Jack and Bob. Mitch cleaned his glasses.

Dr. Khadesh took a seat in one of the well-worn armchairs across from the sofa. Alex grabbed a small, fringed cushion and held it tightly to her chest. Questions burned in her mind.

“I am sorry for the troubles you faced getting here. Khamir filled me in on everything while he drove from the airport. It seems someone else is keeping your activities under tight surveillance and was purposely interfering with Khamir.” His expression looked grim. “We must be extremely cautious,” he said, leaning forward.

“Who were those guys?” Mitch asked. “What were they planning on doing with us?”

“We will get that,” Dr. Khadesh said. “There are a few things we need to discuss first.”

“Actually,” Alex said, leaning forward, “we need to tell you something, too.” She filled him in on the break-in at their apartments the same day they received the invitation to come back to Egypt and that they believed the two events were related.

“I see,” Dr. Khadesh said. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You are correct, that would not be a coincidence.” He looked at the four young adventurers. He had a deep fondness for them and knew how much courage it took for them to come back to Egypt after everything that had happened.

“Are the guys from the airport involved with whoever it was that broke into our places?” Mitch asked.

“Very likely,” he nodded.

“Just great,” Bob whispered to Jack. “I knew it was a bad idea coming here.”

Jack stared at Khadesh. He felt there was something strange about him, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. He shook his head, feeling that his tiredness was getting to him.

“We need to know what we’re dealing with here,” Mitch pressed.

“Of course, of course,” he assured him. “But this will be a lot to digest on empty stomachs. First, let us offer you some coffee and some Umm Ali,” he grinned, knowing the Egyptian bread pudding was a favorite of theirs. “We cannot allow our guests to go hungry. Dinner will be served soon as well.”

Bob’s eyes lit up as Khamir came back from the kitchen carrying a large brass tray with plates and cutlery, and the dessert. He momentarily forgot about their troubles.

“The coffee is brewing,” Khamir said.

They could all smell the strong aroma wafting into the room.

“Thanks!” Jack exclaimed. “I’m starving!”

“Me too,” Bob said, barely able to keep from grabbing the tray.

“Please help yourselves, my friends,” Khamir smiled.

Dr. Khadesh filled him in on the news of the break-in. He and Khamir shared an uneasy glance.

The bread pudding had been devoured in virtual silence. Their near-capture had worked up large appetites. Dr. Khadesh had patiently waited for them to finish.

He looked at each of them intently, “I promise you, my hungry friends, all will be answered in due time, but first, let me explain why all of you are back in Egypt.” He took a deep breath. “The Pharom is in danger of being found.”

The look of complete shock on the four faces was apparent. This was their most closely guarded secret. They had been so careful to cover their tracks...or so they thought.

“Yes, we know all about it,” Dr. Khadesh said. “Who do you think led you to it?”

“And you know the Kierani language,” Alex added, thinking to the mysterious note they had received. “With all due respect, this requires some explaining.”

Dr. Khadesh smiled softly and nodded in the affirmative.
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Dr. Khadesh was the influential Director of Egyptian Antiquities. He had long held the powerful and prominent position. It gave him say over the timing and direction of archaeological activities, amongst other important areas. He had kept a close eye on Mitch and Alex’s work for many years after he learned of their controversial and bold theories regarding the age of the Sphinx. Unlike many who had proposed such theories, they had steadfastly dedicated themselves to proving it and had withstood much criticism as a result. Even their academic careers had suffered because of it, until he stepped in from afar. He had been so impressed by their work that he began to support it behind the scenes.

Eighteen months ago Mitch and Alex were PhD students, working in Egypt. During that time, while working on Professor Dustimaine’s excavation near the Great Sphinx, Alex accidentally discovered a chest, containing artifacts and scrolls that dated over twelve thousand years old. Keeping their find a secret and working at night with Jack and Bob, after their shifts on their assigned dig, Mitch and Alex painstakingly deciphered the scrolls, with the help of a small piece of papyrus found hidden in the chest’s false bottom. This papyrus contained both Kierani and ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, making it the equivalent of the Rosetta Stone for the Kierani language. With it, which they called their ‘crib notes’, they had learned some of the history of the unknown Kierani civilization. These people from antiquity had inhabited Egypt prior to recorded ancient Egyptian history, and were the original builders of the Great Sphinx. The Kierani had incorporated secret chambers underneath the Sphinx to operate and hide a powerful and highly sophisticated device called the Pharom.

Mitch and Alex had received a note from an unknown source informing them where to find the secret chambers, the entrance to which was behind the Dream Stela, between the Sphinx’s paws. They were also granted permits to explore the Sphinx site by an anonymous source. Mitch and Alex eventually found the Pharom, hidden deep within a subterranean chamber below the great monument. Not understanding what it was, they had set it on a platform that was designed to hold it. However, the mysterious object was powered by the chamber itself, and close proximity to it resulted in the sudden onset of severe nausea and dizziness. They left the chamber to recover, and as they were trying to figure out what to do next, a spy had snuck in to steal the artifact. As he tried to remove the Pharom, he inadvertently triggered a deadly explosion, and was killed instantly.

Khamir had been their foreman on the site at the time. He and Dr. Khadesh had somehow managed to sweep the matter under the rug, which was an astonishing feat considering where the accidental death had happened – at one of the most important archaeological sites in the world. Dr. Khadesh’s authority had come into full effect in the aftermath, and no one was held or charged in the death of the thief, whose death was blamed on a generator malfunction. Mitch, Alex, Jack and Bob were protected as, at the time, he had final say on everything that went on with regards to Egypt’s ancient monuments and artifacts.

The event had, however, badly shaken the four friends. The object had highly unusual characteristics, but once it was proved to be deadly if mishandled, they dared not try to study it on their own any further. They decided they were too far out of their depth, so they reluctantly decided to re-hide it along with the scrolls and crib notes, to keep it all from falling into the wrong hands. They suspected that it might be a beacon of some sort, sending out signals once activated. What that ultimately meant, they couldn’t be sure and couldn’t risk taking the time to try and find out. They wouldn’t have had the resources and connections to do it even if they wanted to. And so they left Egypt, terribly disappointed, but keeping their secret intact.
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Khamir brought out a steaming pot of strong Egyptian coffee. Without a word, he set it on the table, and poured a cup for each of their stunned guests, then quietly took a seat in an armchair near Dr. Khadesh. The room was now filled with tension.

“So who are you really?” Alex asked.

Everyone turned to look at her, surprised by the bold question.

“You know who we are,” Khamir answered.

“No,” Alex replied, shaking her head. “No, we don’t. And until you answer my question, I’m not sure that we can trust you any longer either.”

“Alex,” Mitch whispered as he elbowed her, surprised at her sudden change of tone.

Khamir looked to Khadesh.

Khadesh took a deep breath and stood up.

Bob and Jack looked at him a little warily.

“Like you,” he said walking across the room, “I had long held a belief that there was more to Egypt’s history than the history books stated. Khamir and I have done our own research over the years, and some time ago, we came across the same conclusions you did. We have been guarding this knowledge ever since.”

“Why didn’t you tell us any of this before?” Mitch asked, clearly bothered by what he was hearing. “You knew of our theories, our finds, and helped us anonymously, why not come forth?”

“We could have used the help,” Alex said, growing upset. “We felt alone and scared and unsure of what to do. We needed you.”

“You four are more capable than you give yourselves credit for,” Khadesh said kindly.

“We had to re-hide everything because we didn’t know what else to do,” Alex pressed. “How is that being capable? We left everything behind, all of the discoveries, and we even destroyed our own research so it wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands. We just went home. Do you know how disappointing that was?” Tears were welling up in her eyes.

“I do,” he said, “because Khamir and I have been alone in our roles as guardians for far longer.”

Alex didn’t know what to say.

“So why have neither of you said anything before now?” Jack asked. “Not just to us I mean, but to the archaeological community?”

“For the same reasons you kept it a secret. The world is not ready for such knowledge.”

Jack and Bob looked at each other with suspicion etched on their faces.

“But you are in a position of considerable influence here in Egypt,” Jack ventured. “Wasn’t there something you could have done for us, rather than operate in such secrecy?”

“I am afraid you caught us quite by surprise,” Khamir said.

“What do you mean?” Alex huffed. “You said you had been following our work.”

“Yeah, you said you led us to it,” Mitch added, “because our theories fit the truth. How is that catching you by surprise?”

“The surprise was a certain serendipitous find.” Khamir’s eyes sparkled with delight at the memory.

“The chest...” Alex said, her eyes going wide with the realization. “Of course. It all makes sense now.”

“Yes, and because of who found it,” Khadesh said pointing to her and Mitch, “we thought it was the perfect opportunity to allow some of this knowledge out. Your minds were already open to the possibility of an alternate history. You see, we have been alone with this burden of knowledge we could not share for so long. It was a relief to let someone else in on the secret, at least to a degree.”

“I had hoped it was you who sent us the permits to explore the Sphinx site,” Alex said, softening a little. “I wish I had known it was. It was nerve-wracking not knowing who was pulling the strings.”

Mitch nodded. “Why not just talk to us at that time? Why all the secrecy?”

“To be frank, we wanted to see how you would react,” Khamir said. “What you would do.”

“We were also uncertain at first just how far we could trust you,” Khadesh added, crossing the room. “But you proved yourselves honorable. You could have gone to the press, tried to make a name for yourselves, become famous, used it to gain wealth, but you did none of those things. Our trust in and respect for you grew immensely after that.” His expression was one of genuine warmth and affection.

“You know we saw that the Pharom had some strange properties,” Alex said. “Our research pointed to some rather...unusual...conclusions as well. Care to comment on that? Or what your research told you? Or where you found your information?”

“In time, Alex, in time,” is all Khadesh would say. His tone was firm. “I need you to trust us for now.”

She held herself back from another outburst and got up and walked over to a window. She was tired and frustrated. Her head was swimming with everything they had just learned. She was trying to sort through the surprise and hurt and confusion this was causing within her.

Everyone was silent for awhile. Tension was palpable in the room.

“So now what?” Mitch asked. “Your note said you needed our help.”

“We do,” Khadesh said, “desperately so, and we are running out of time.”
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A Dangerous Task

“I wish I could tell you more about our knowledge of the Pharom, but for now I must ask you all to trust me, as you did before. Much is at stake,” Dr. Khadesh said, his voice growing urgent. “Please, listen carefully. Our very futures are in peril.”

Alex sat back down. Mitch squeezed her hand.

Bob reached for more coffee. Jack held his cup out as well.

“As you know,” Dr. Khadesh continued, “during World War II, Germany occupied Egypt for certain periods. In the midst of the fighting, a German archaeologist working for the Nazis, named Dr. Wolfgang Reichmann, found a golden bronze-hued, circular object, made of an unknown metal alloy.”

“That sounds familiar,” Mitch said.

“Correct, this artifact was made from a similar alloy as the Pharom,” Dr. Khadesh continued. “Though the Pharom is a far more sophisticated, technological device that uses a slightly different alloy, a different composition of the artifact’s metals for its unique...properties.”

Mitch recalled the strange nature of that mysterious alloy – how it had appeared almost fluid upon close inspection, with a myriad of colors shimmering within its depths. The Pharom had hummed strangely when locked into the platform deep within the chamber. Something about the potent energy it emitted had a strong effect on all of them.

“The circular artifact is called the Sun Disk and obviously dates back to the Kierani civilization. Dr. Reichmann kept the Sun Disk a secret, but he passed away. His son, Maximilian, is now in possession of it. It was his men who were chasing after you.”

Bob shifted uncomfortably.

Jack looked tense. “How do you know this?” he asked.

“Word has a way of reaching us,” Khamir replied.

“Cryptic, aren’t you?” Jack added.

Ignoring the comment, Khamir continued, “Unfortunately, we were never able to retrieve the disk.”

Mitch and Alex glanced at one another.

Dr. Khadesh continued, his expression serious. “He has been scanning below the Sphinx for the Pharom for some time now, because he knows that the Sun Disk and Pharom were made from a similar metal alloy. He knows what to look for. For decades, scientists have scanned below the Sphinx, but had never detected anything definite, likely due to the protection the chamber offered. The scans had never, until now, penetrated it.”

“Oh, crap,” Mitch said.

“Sorry, Dr. Khadesh,” Alex frowned, “I’ve got a million questions, but for starters, how does he even know about the Pharom? And then, how could he know that the Sun Disk and Pharom are made of a similar alloy?”

“Recall the Egyptian worker who was killed while trying to steal the Pharom. He was actually a spy working for Maximilian. We did not know who was behind that until recently. Before he was accidentally...electrocuted...by the Pharom,” Khadesh said, clearing his throat, “he made a call from his cellphone, informing Maximilian about the Pharom and told him about the strange alloy it was made of. He described it in detail. Maximilian easily realized the Sun Disk, which also exudes a noticeable energy signature, must be made of the same, or at least a comparable, alloy, and he ordered the worker to go back into the chamber to retrieve the Pharom, by whatever means he could.”

“Since that was the last place it was,” Khamir said, “that is where he started looking.”

Mitch shook his head. If only they had been more careful, he thought. But they didn’t know there was a spy present. They had been too busy watching out for Fessel and Professor Dustimaine.

“Does he have any idea what the Pharom is?” Bob asked.

“No,” Khadesh shook his head. “He would only know it is some kind of power source because of the accident, and that it is made from a related metallic compound as the Sun Disk.”

“For that matter, as Alex pointed out, we don’t fully know what it is, either,” Jack added.

“As I said, there is no time for that right now, I am afraid,” Khadesh replied.

“I managed to get assigned to Maximilian’s excavation team,” Khamir interjected. He shifted forward in his chair. “He is also employing your old boss.”

“Dustimaine?” Alex asked, shocked. “But I thought he had his permits revoked and was kicked out of Egypt.”

“He was,” Khadesh answered. “Maximilian circumvented my authority and brought him back. He wanted to use his expertise and experience here to his advantage. Fessel is here, too.”

“Oh, I am so going to kick his...” Jack started to say.

“Those dirty double-crossers,” Alex said, seething.

“Unbelievable,” Mitch said.

“I’m with Jack, we are going to pound them into next year,” Bob said, punching his hand.

“There is more,” Khadesh said, holding up his hand. “Khamir tell them.”

“I saw the Sun Disk briefly, as Maximilian mostly keeps it guarded and locked away in a big, black container, near the scanning equipment. It has been taking Maximilian’s scientists quite a while to scan for the Pharom, but I fear they will find it very soon. He has already secured heavy machinery, which sits ready to go, and a good deal of manpower. Once he homes in on the precise location of the Pharom, he plans to dig directly to the hidden chambers where it is kept. He will thus bypass all the secret codes, puzzles and barriers to get to it.”

Alex ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it back from her face, in obvious distress over what she was hearing. “You’ve got to be kidding us. It’s just like Dustimaine and Fessel to be involved in this. They’d do anything to get ahead. I want to wring their scrawny necks!”

“Us, too!” Jack added.

“Oh yeah,” Bob said, pretending to wrap his hands around a neck, and squeezing.

“I’m with you guys,” Mitch said. “But how can Maximilian just dig into the secret chambers? The damage he could do is...is...incalculable,” he said shaking his head. “How on earth did he get the permits to do such a thing?”

“Mitch is right,” Alex added worriedly, temporarily forgetting being upset with Khamir and Khadesh’s secrecy. “It’s a terrible risk to the Sphinx, the Sphinx complex, and the subterranean chambers. Important details about Kierani construction and more, so much more, could be lost...they could destabilize the chambers, causing permanent damage. This plan is outrageously dangerous and foolhardy.”

“I agree, and believe me, I argued these points vehemently, over and over...” Khadesh said as he shook his head, his face growing red with anger. “I will say this for him though, and please do not take this the wrong way. I believe he was trying to have you four kidnapped, to cut to the chase. He knows how difficult it will be to dig down to the chambers. He would have rather had you show him how to get there without all of that enormous effort.”

“Very comforting,” Bob replied.

Khamir stood. “It would have been far easier for him, it is true. The plan he is left with will be difficult, but he will have no qualms about proceeding with it, I can assure you of that.” He paced the room, kicking his foot at the edge of an intricately patterned rug. “It is an offense of the greatest magnitude, to Egypt, to history, to future generations, to so much...”

Alex saw in that moment the terrible pressure they had been under, and how desperate the situation was. She didn’t know if she wanted to cry or scream or run or punch someone. She thought she wanted to do all of them.

“Regrettably for our cause, Maximilian comes from a wealthy and powerful family,” Dr. Khadesh sighed. “He is the head of a powerful conglomerate, Reichmann Enterprises. He has hired former Stasi officers into many positions throughout his organization and as part of his team here in Egypt.”

“Stasi?” Jack asked.

Khamir replied, “They were once East Germany’s secret police. They were, unfortunately, very effective in repressing their own people. Maximilian’s trained thugs still refer to themselves as Stasi and consider themselves the ‘Shield and Sword’ of Reichmann Enterprises. They protect Maximilian’s assets and do all his dirty work. And in return, Maximilian protects them from German and international courts, as the Stasi is now a criminal organization.”

“Oh, my god, the Stasi are after us?” Bob blurted out.

Jack elbowed him to stay quiet.

“That’s it, I’m going home,” Bob said as he started to get up.

“No,” Jack huffed, “you’re not.” He yanked his burly friend back down.

Dr. Khadesh continued, “Here in Egypt, Maximilian has control over some of the Egyptian politicians, through threats, blackmail, bribery, and promises of future benefits from these discoveries.” The look of disgust on his face was unmistakable. “As often and as loudly as I protested, in defense of this country’s history, this monument, they would not listen.”

“Their minds had already been made up,” Khamir added, “and unfettered greed and self-interest won out.”

Khadesh leaned back in his chair with a heavy sigh. He nodded, his face still flushed with anger, now also tinged with profound disappointment.

He looked older in that moment, Alex thought sadly, older and very tired.

“These politicians then circumvented my authority and issued Maximilian the permits.”

Mitch thought for a moment. “The permits that you issued to us ...”

“They are still valid today, which brings us to why all of you are here in Egypt.” Dr. Khadesh paused, taking a deep breath. He leaned forward. “There is no easy way to tell you this.” He looked at the four Americans sitting together on the sofa. He felt much pity for them, for what he was going to ask of them.

“What? What is it?” Alex asked, growing nervous.

Bob squirmed and held his cup tightly. “Here we go...” he whispered to Jack.

“We need you to retrieve the Pharom before Maximilian Reichmann gets it.”

Jack’s eyes practically bugged out of their sockets.

Bob nearly fell off the couch.

The four friends looked at each other in total shock.

“You...have...got...to...be...kidding us,” Bob said, his face reddening. “These are ex-Stasi for crying out loud! What do we look like, some kind of highly skilled commando team?” He reached to put his cup down, and nearly missed the table.

“Cuz we’re not,” Jack stated. He was definitely on Bob’s side now. ‘Adventure be damned,’ he thought to himself, ‘these were Stasi they were talking about.’ He pointed to Bob, who was now finished fumbling with his cup. “See? He can barely do something as simple as setting his coffee cup on a table without having a near accident. He’s also been known to faint at the most inopportune times. I guarantee you, we’d suck at this.” He shook his head and waved his arms. “No way. No freakin’ way.”

“I’m with him,” Bob added emphatically, “no can do. The Stasi are not in our wheelhouse. Can we please go home, now?” He was practically shouting.

Khadesh lowered his head.

Khamir did not know what to say. He felt bad for his friends, for what they were asking of them.

The room fell silent.

After a few moments, Khadesh looked back up. “I realize the magnitude of what we are asking of you, but please understand, Maximilian’s influence is too strong and stretches too far for me to trust this to anyone in my department, or even the local police. Besides that, and most importantly, nobody but the two of you,” Dr. Khadesh pointed at Mitch and Alex, “has recent experience getting by the secret chambers and puzzles.”

“Which means that’s another reason that Maximilian was after us...” Alex started to say.

Khamir finished the thought for her, “Not only can you two get him inside, but because of what his spy told him, he believes you know how to operate the Pharom...safely.” He walked back over to them. “You found it, and set it on the platform, which activated its power source. Then, you managed to deactivate it after it killed his spy, and hide it without further incident.”

“Right...” Mitch said. It was all making sense to him now...all but one not so insignificant detail. “But wouldn’t Maximilian’s men be in the area when we try to retrieve the Pharom? He knows we’re here. His men would be on the lookout for us and watching the area like hawks.”

Dr. Khadesh put his hand up. “You would have to enter the secret chambers in the middle of the night. Maximilian’s team does not scan, nor will they dig, at nighttime. It was a condition of their permits. Even the politicians who were bought or blackmailed would never let the Sphinx be accessed at night this way. In the dark, there would be too much room for mistakes or accidents with their equipment. By nightfall, Maximilian’s excavation team is to retire back to Cairo. He is allowed to post a handful of guards in the area, but since Khamir will be working on his team, he knows where they will be, how to deal with them and how to smuggle the four of you to the Sphinx without being seen.”

Jack jumped up, and started pacing the room. “So, let me get this straight. You want us all to go on a night-time raid to one of the most important historical sites in the entire world, while simultaneously bypassing a team of highly lethal armed guards, who also happen to be former Stasi officers?” Jack asked, panic evident in his voice. “What is this? An Indiana Jones movie?! I mean, why not, right? In the movies everyone gets out safe.” He spun around. “Oh, wait, no they don’t. Even the good guys die horrible deaths.” He put his arms out, looking to Bob for help.

Bob’s face was buried in his hands. “This is completely insane.”

Alex stood up as well. “With all due respect, I have to admit, this is a pretty big thing you’re asking us to do. I don’t see how we can possibly pull something like this off,” she said shaking her head. “It’s just too much.” She crossed her arms in front of her.

“Khamir will be there to help you,” Khadesh said.

“Wait, you’re not coming?” Mitch asked.

“I apologize, but I cannot. I must attend to making preparations for the protection, and new hiding place, for the Pharom, once you bring it back. There is much to do, and no one else can be involved,” Dr. Khadesh replied, placing his hands on his knees.

“I really think you should come if you want us to go,” Mitch said incredulously. This plan sounded absolutely ridiculous to him, no matter who was coming.

“He cannot,” Khamir said. “We have given this a lot of thought. We are completely out of options. It has all moved too fast. We need your help, all of you,” he said, sitting back down, his hands open. “There is no other way.”

“This is a very dangerous task,” Dr. Khadesh said, his expression serious. “However, we will do everything we can to protect you. But know this, Maximilian has shown in the past that he is power hungry and cruel. It is his legacy, in truth. His intentions for the Pharom would be nothing short of criminal and immoral. I am certain he would want to weaponize it and he will stop at nothing to get it. There is only so much I can do to impede his progress regarding the Sphinx complex. I have been blocked at every turn.” He held his hands out. “We now have no choice. We must beat him to it.”

Silence.

Mitch recalled something. “We also hid the other chest with the ancient scrolls and guide to deciphering Kierani glyphs back in the same chamber.”

“We need you to retrieve it as well,” Khamir said. “It is not safe there any longer.”

Alex took a deep breath. She recognized the inherent danger of something so powerful, so sophisticated and potentially deadly, falling into the hands of ex-Stasi officers. “Our research did show the Kierani nearly wiped themselves out because of an accident with the Pharom.”

“Yes,” Khamir said, pained at the thought, “it was a terrible event. And one that could soon be repeated on a much larger scale.” He looked at each of them, “Now do you understand why we need your help? We have to stop him from getting these artifacts.”

“Then I guess that’s what we’ll do,” Alex said, trying to sound confident. She was anything but.
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Confession and Truth

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The Head Priest, Assan, who resided in the main city, was given word from the village priests that the Princess, whom he had long ago sent into exile to live anonymously, was ready to return.

Assan had gone to the main temple in the city to think and to reflect. He entered the temple’s inner sanctuary, which had been designed and constructed exactly like the original one that was destroyed by the accident with the Pharom. Its design elements, though deceptively simple, served an important and specific purpose for the priesthood.

He stood in the center of the room. It was midday, the sun shone bright through the small square window cut high into the wall. On the wall across from the window, was an altar, above it, the only other decoration in room, was a large, golden-bronze disk placed directly across from the window. The sunlight reflected off of the polished disk, bathing the room in a warm glow.

The Sun Disk, inscribed with Kierani hieroglyphs signifying their spiritual beliefs, had been a gift to the priesthood from Victarius, the former chief engineer for the Royal Family. It was meant for their spiritual meditations in acknowledgement of the vital and important role they played in Kierani society. The disk was made from a special metal alloy, some components of which were also used in the Pharom’s construction. The Sun Disk had the ability to absorb the sun’s rays, illuminating the room, and bestowing some of that transmuted energy upon anyone who stood in the room. It enhanced their spiritual enlightenment and fostered a sense of wellbeing, and clarity of thought and purpose for the priests. It was a most precious gift.

The Sun Disk had been lost for a time in the catastrophic events following the Pharom’s malfunction, but was found again and given back to the priesthood by Victaren, who was the new chief engineer, overseeing all Royal projects, and Victarius’ son. He had followed in his father’s footsteps, and was granted the important position not long after his father’s death.

Assan stood very still, his eyes closed, letting the disk’s reflected rays from the sun spill over him. He felt awash in its warm, invigorating energy. Memories surfaced, back to a dark day, the assassination of Princess Anjia’s mother, their Queen, which had almost taken the young girl’s life as well. It had been a miracle that the Princess survived. He knew then that she would not be safe if she stayed, or if it became known she was still alive. She had unusual intuitive abilities, which manifested themselves nearly from the time she was born. These abilities grew and were noticed by others – others who feared them. She had a power to see into people and sense their desires and motivations, and an ability to communicate across distance and see glimpses of the future. She was, without a doubt, the Chosen One spoken of in ancient prophecy, the one who would lead the Kierani people to a better and more united future...if she survived.

Assan had also realized that her father, King Traeus, would never agree to be separated from his only daughter, nor would he want her twin brother to be apart from her. He knew him well. The King would not accept that the prophecy was more important than keeping his family together.

But Assan had to be certain the Princess’ enemies were gone or would no longer pose a threat. So he made the painful decision to keep the truth of her survival from everyone, even her own family, until the day came when it was safe for her to return. Everyone, that is, except Odai and Senarra, the two members of the priesthood who had spirited her away in the night to her new adoptive family. Under strong protest, the priest and priestess had been sworn to secrecy.

Assan reflected on both the choice he had made, as well as the surprising choice the Princess herself made when she had been told three years ago, it was believed safe for her to return at any time. She had chosen to stay. He understood her reasons at the time. He knew she had bonded with her new family, and having been so young, he could imagine it would be hard to leave her home and family once again. Princess Anjia had not had much peace or stability in her young life. Once she decided to return, she knew it would turn her life upside down and thrust her into a very public position. She had not yet been ready to face all of that at the time, nor did she believe it was meant to be then. She did not feel the time was right, she had said. He knew to respect her judgment. She had a keen intuition about things.

Now that she was ready to resume her place in history, Assan’s day of reckoning was near at hand. He would soon answer for what he had done. He took a deep breath, he kept his eyes closed, and focused his mind. He felt the energy transference from the Sun Disk give him clarity of thought, and strengthen him for what was to come. He knew what he had to do. He also knew the secrets he had kept would never be forgiven...

Standing in the temple sanctuary, he thought back to the day he had received word that the exiled Princess wanted to come home. He had gone to the village to speak with her personally. She told him of her premonition, but she told him not to say anything of it. She would reveal it when the time came. He had admired her clarity of purpose, her courage, and her willingness to face up to her responsibilities. She was nearly a young woman now, the promise of the child now becoming fulfilled. He knew the difficulties she would soon face.

Assan recalled returning to the city and planning the trip, much the same way he did after the assassination of Queen Axiana, by the traitorous, and long dead, Princess Zazmaria. Today, he had sent Odai and Senarra, now married and with a child of their own, to bring the Princess home. While the priest and priestess went to bring the young girl back, Assan prepared himself to finally face the consequences of the decision he made nine years ago. Standing in the disk’s reflected light, he said a prayer for guidance and for his King, and then left the sanctuary and went in search of Traeus.

The Head Priest arrived at the King’s office, draped in his customary long white robe. He fingered the heavy ceremonial ankh pendant set with topaz that he wore around his neck. He ran his hand over his smoothly shaven head, then took a deep breath. He knocked on the door. “Your Majesty, it is Assan. May I speak with you?” He heard some rustling inside, then quick footsteps to the door.

The King opened the heavy door, “Assan, of course, come inside.” Traeus motioned him inside, towards an ornate wooden table. “Please take a seat. I was just reviewing plans for the remaining renovations to the Palace before a meeting I will be having with Victaren later.”

Assan sat down, surveying the plans scattered about the table.

The King sat down near him. “The east wing will be the last of it. I am pleased we have come this far. It will be a relief to have it done,” Traeus said, running his fingers through his thick, shiny jet black hair – a trait shared by all Kierani. The King was tall and well-built like all of the Selaren men, cutting an imposing figure. He wore a loose tan-colored linen shirt and wide-legged pants, perfect for hot days.

The Palace was slowly being rebuilt over time, as resources allowed. The original Palace had been destroyed in the accident with the Pharom at the Amsara monument. There had not been enough to salvage, so they started over.

“That is very good to hear,” Assan said, managing a smile. He watched Traeus going over the construction plans, his emerald green eyes sparkling with excitement.

“What did you want to talk to me about,” Traeus asked, looking up from the blueprints.

Assan hesitated to answer. Now that the time had come, a moment he had long imagined and played over and over again in his mind, he found words escaping him. He was having trouble looking his beloved King, whom he had always served loyally, in the eye. He felt his heart race. At this moment, he felt sickened and ashamed and traitorous. However, he tried to fight back these dark thoughts. He reminded himself that what he had done all those years ago was the right thing. The Princess had survived. She had flourished protected in her anonymity, far away from her enemies.

The King looked at him inquisitively. He sensed something serious. “Assan? What is it? What did you want to speak with me about?”

Assan hesitated again. He knew from this point on, their relationship would be irrevocably changed. He just hoped the damage could one day be healed. “Your Majesty...” he said, his throat now dry, “I was thinking back on times gone by, reflecting...” his voice trailed off as he pictured Odai and Senarra riding out to bring the Princess back. He knew he had very little time. Much would have to be done, to be prepared for her arrival. Others would have to be told as well.

“What were you reminiscing about?” Traeus asked, curious as to Assan’s strange demeanor. He seemed sad, anxious. Very unlike himself.

“The day of the accident,” Assan said, his heart still pounding, “what a terrible time that was.” He held his King’s gaze. It was difficult to see the reaction to the painful memory.

Traeus blanched. He had not expected this. “Yes, it was...”

“Your Majesty,” he pressed on, “I have often believed that hope can spring from the darkest of hours, that each of us are ruled by our own destiny, and that this destiny must be followed even under the most painful, the most difficult of circumstances.”

Traeus did not know what to say to this. He had no idea why Assan was saying these things, or where it was coming from, but it was making him nervous.

Assan closed his eyes for a moment, recalling vividly the day he told the King that his wife had been killed and his daughter lost to the river and presumed dead. He felt the tears welling up inside him and tried to fight them off.

“Assan, what is wrong?” Traeus asked worriedly.

The Head Priest opened his eyes, the tears glistening, and looked at his King. “Do you believe I have always served you faithfully and to the best of my abilities?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Do you know that my loyalty to you and to your family has been unwavering all of my days?”

“Assan, yes, yes. Why do you ask such things?” the King replied, growing alarmed. He sat forward in his seat.

Assan held the ankh around his neck. “I have a reason, your Majesty, I just need you to know before I tell you that I have never, would never do anything to hurt you or your family. Everything I have done has been to protect your family, to see that your line continues on to rule our people with a loving and kind hand, as you have always done.”

Traeus looked him, now very nervous as to where this was leading.

Assan felt the pressure building within him. He stood up, “Your Majesty, there is something of great importance that I must tell you,” he now spoke confidently, decisively.

The King stood as well, facing his most trusted, life-long confidant and advisor. He placed his hand on the table for support.

“It is about your daughter, Princess Anjia.”

Traeus almost did not understand the words. The mention of his daughter sent a shock through his system. His mind raced. ‘Why was Assan speaking of her now, after all these years?’ “What about her, Assan?” he asked, his voice sounding tight.

Assan inhaled deeply. “Your Majesty, she is alive.”

His knees buckled. He felt like he had been struck. “What?” Traeus gasped. This was the last thing he expected to hear. His mind raced with a thousand questions. “I do not understand. She died, the accident...”

“She survived.”

Traeus swayed. He gripped the edge of the table. “But she...I do not understand. We searched for her. She was gone...”

“She lives,” Assan said. He looked at his King, letting the shocking revelation sink in for a moment.

“But where is she? How did you find her?” he asked, his head spinning.

Assan decided to get the truth out quickly. It was time he faced the consequences of his actions. “She has been safe all these years. She was found shortly after the Queen was killed. We knew the Princess was in danger, she was meant to have died that day, too. I decided that the only way to keep her safe was to hide her away, until the day came when it was safe to bring her home. I decided not to tell you because I did not think you would agree to be parted from her.”

The words felt like a blow to his stomach. It was almost too much to grasp. “You did what?” Traeus asked, his voice hoarse, his face reddening.

“There were spies within the Palace, deadly enemies very near to your family...Zazmaria, the Draxens...if you knew of her survival, they too would find out eventually and would never stop hunting her...for she is the Child of the Prophecy.”

Assan watched his King as he desperately tried to process what he was saying.

“I do not believe what I am hearing...” Traeus visibly shook and slumped back down in his chair, his face in his hands.

Assan decided to continue. “There were signs before the accident, the Princess’ insight, her visions, the incident with the Amsara monument, but the day the Queen died, Amsara our lion, on his own suddenly raced out to your daughter. He knew exactly where to find her and he pulled her out from the river. Your Majesty, she was saved by a magical lion, just as the prophecy said.”

Assan wanted to tell the King more of that day, but thought the better of it. He did not want to overwhelm him. The King would let him know when he was ready to hear more. “Your Majesty, the responsibility, the decision, was mine and mine alone.”

The King was stunned, utterly blindsided by the admission. He felt his heart race and his head swim. It felt as though he was in a dream. It was all too much. He felt sick, confused, but at the same time a prayer from long ago was answered, a prayer that had long since died in his heart. His daughter...alive...he could not believe it. Happiness, grief, anger all swirled within him in an almost debilitating mix.

Assan sat quietly back down in the chair, near his King and waited.

“Where...where is she?” the words spoken were barely above a whisper.

“She is on her way back, your Majesty. She is coming home.”

His eyes widened. “Here? She is coming here?” the King began to weep with joy, weep with confusion. His mind was a jumble of emotions, thoughts and feelings which he could scarcely give voice to.

“Yes,” Assan said, “she will be here by nightfall.”

Traeus mouthed the words, ‘nightfall’. “My precious daughter, home...” Traeus reveled in those words, letting their warmth melt all over him, as though the sun shone on him, for him, and him alone. He pictured his little girl, the last time he had seen her, her beautiful face, her lovely long black hair. He then realized the person he was picturing was a five-year old child. Tramen was now fourteen, so would she be. At once, it dawned on him that it would not be the tiny girl returning to him, but a young woman and then he made the connection of all the years he had lost. The pain he and Tramen had had to endure. They had missed her terribly. The grief had been nearly unbearable. All the times he had told Tramen his sister was gone, and Tramen never believing it, never accepting it.

Assan sat silently, allowing the realization to sink in.

Traeus then recalled the lies. Years and years of lies...and of secrets. He looked at Assan. He no longer knew this man sitting across from him. Maybe he had never known him. Traeus continued to look at him, his expression darkening, his temper flaring. He felt out of control and the flood of emotions, happiness, pain, grief, and now a raging anger, consumed him. He shot out of his chair, which fell over backwards.

Assan, startled by the sudden movement, got up quickly, nearly knocking over his own chair.

Traeus glared at him, his hands balled into fists, his breathing heavy. “All these years, you have lied to me? The day my wife was killed, you further poisoned and ruined my life by taking my only daughter away from me? Away from her family?” Traeus was seething with a mixture of anger and anguish that was overwhelming him. “Had I not suffered enough?” he yelled, his face red with fury. “Had Tramen not suffered enough?”

Assan’s mind raced with what to say. He had tried to prepare himself for this moment, but now that it was here, and he felt the onslaught of anger and disbelief, he found himself struggling to respond.

“Answer me!” Traeus screamed at the top of his lungs, taking a step towards him. In his fury, he knocked over a smaller table that was standing nearby.

“Your Majesty, please understand, it had to be. Princess Anjia was not safe here. Traitors were amongst us. They killed your wife, our Queen, right under our noses. We were unable to prevent that. I could not allow your daughter to fall to the same fate. Your Majesty, Princess Anjia was the target that day!”

He could not tell his King that Anjia herself had chosen to remain in exile for three more years, believing the time had not yet come for her return. Assan knew this would be far too painful for Traeus to hear right now. The Princess would have to be the one to tell him, if she ever chose to.

Traeus stood there seething in rage. He began to teeter.

Assan moved forward to help him.

“Do not touch me! Do not dare come near me!” he yelled. He wanted to wrap his hands around Assan's neck in that moment and squeeze the life out of him.

Assan backed away, his head bowed and his hands outstretched. “I am sorry.”

Traeus did not know what to feel, he was running on adrenaline and hot emotions. It was too much for him to make sense of – the joy of his beloved daughter being alive, but tempered by the knowledge of how much he lost in the years they were apart and how much he and his family suffered because of a lie. He yelled out, anguished.

Assan cringed at what he witnessed his King going through. “Your Majesty, I am so sorry to have caused you such anguish, but please understand – I did it to ensure Princess Anjia would have a future. I knew one day she would be reunited with her family. I knew one day I would have to face you and tell you the truth. I have lived with that burden all these years, knowing what this knowledge would do to you.” Assan continued to keep his distance, afraid of his reaction. “But, Your Majesty, I did it so your daughter would grow and flourish and become the person she was born to be. She accepted this a long time ago. She knows she is the Chosen One.”

“Where has she been?” the King asked, slumping down in his chair, knowing any answer would be like a stab through his heart.

Assan filled him in on everything.

Traeus cried tears of sorrow, mixed with unbridled joy. After a time, he began to regain his composure.

Assan sat silently, patiently, just waiting.

Traeus calmed down a little, wiped his eyes and breathed deeply. “Assan, I cannot believe what you have done. She was...she is my daughter and the responsibility for her care and safety was mine, not yours. The decisions should have been mine and mine alone.” He could hardly bear to look at him. “You had no right to do what you did. You have betrayed me, my family...”

“Your Majesty...” Assan tried to interject.

The King cut him off, waving his hands. He was furious. “I do not want to hear any more of this right now. I can barely stand the sight of you.” Traeus got up and paced the room. “I am overjoyed, of course, that she is alive, that she is safe, but I do not think I can ever accept she would not have been just as safe in her true home, with her true family, under my protection. All these years, Tramen has had to grow up without the comfort of his twin sister’s presence. The loss to my son is incalculable. Because of you!” He stopped in his tracks, pointing a finger at the Head Priest. “Tramen told me countless times he did not believe she was dead. Every time, I told him he was only wishing it were so, that she was lost to us forever.” He shook his head. He could not believe what Assan had done. “You have undermined my place as his father and undermined my position as King. I do not think I will ever be able to trust you again... nor forgive you.”

Assan did not even try to respond. He knew he was guilty of all of that. He deserved no forgiveness.

The King stood still, nearly consumed in his fury, but he knew he had other things to attend to right now. He had to tell his wife, his sons. He had to prepare for his daughter’s arrival. He could scarcely believe he was going to see her again in this life. He could not even comprehend the idea of his little girl being the mythical Child of the Prophecy. It was simply too much and he did not care, in this moment, about anything other than seeing his precious little girl again.

Traeus turned his back on Assan. “You will have someone notify me immediately once she arrives.” Without waiting for an answer, Traeus waved his hand dismissively, “Leave. Now.”

Assan hung his head in sorrow and obeyed him. Though he had long imagined his King’s response to the news, the reality of it was far more painful to bear.
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A Family Is Told

After the King had dismissed Assan, he left to find his wife. He felt as though he was in a dream, or that he had lost his mind. ‘Did he really just have that conversation with Assan? Was his precious daughter really coming home?’ He stopped suddenly, he felt nauseous and dizzy. He caught himself, placing a hand on the wall. He felt his face heat up, a thin bead of sweat on his brow.

Just then a Palace servant happened by, seeing his King falter in his step. He frowned. “Your Highness, are you unwell?”

“I am fine, I just need to find the Queen. It is most urgent. Do you know where she is?”

“Yes, your Highness, she is in the gardens with your sons. Shall I summon her for you?” he said, pointing in their direction.

“No,” the King said, shaking his head, “I will go see her.”

“May I offer my assistance to you?” the servant asked, holding a hand out.

“Thank-you, but no,” the King said waving him off. “Please carry on with your duties.”

“Yes, your Highness,” the servant bowed and continued on his way slowly, looking back at his King to make sure he was all right.

Traeus quickened his pace out to the Palace gardens. He needed to speak with his wife first, before telling anyone else this news. He needed her help to get through this. He finally reached the double doors leading out to the gardens, which had lovingly been replanted and re-landscaped in the years after the terrible destruction.

He paused, seeing his wife playing on the grass with their three sons. Mindara was a slender woman, with a kind face. Her long black hair was braided, her favorite way to wear her hair. He smiled. Then a memory came back to him. A memory of a similar scene long ago, though Tramen was much younger. He pictured Axiana out in the original Palace gardens with the twins, only three years old at the time, Mindara sitting near, as Axiana’s handmaiden. He now loved Mindara nearly as much as he had Axiana, and was completely loyal to her, but the memory saddened him a little. Axiana had been his first love. His little family once whole, was broken, and now years later put back together in a different form.

He watched Setar playing with his brothers, the young boy now nine years old, and he thought of his own brother, Alaj. Alaj’s wife, Princess Zazmaria, had an affair with a sworn enemy of the Royal family, Zhek Draxen. Setar was Zhek’s son, though Zazmaria denied it at first, claiming he was Alaj’s. When Alaj was killed, Traeus took Setar in as his own. Zhek had disappeared after the horrible devastation, presumed dead.

Life went on as the Kierani people tried to rebuild their lives. Traeus and Mindara had named their first child together, a son, after Traeus’ brother Alaj. The young boy was now two years old and he idolized his older brothers. Seeing the three boys together reminded Traeus of just how much he missed his own brothers, Alaj and Amoni, both lost at a young age to a cruel time full of betrayal and secrets and lies. Traeus had been the oldest and now he was the only one left. He hoped his sons would never know such pain.

In that moment, Traeus keenly felt all he had lost over the years. He thought of the evil plots perpetrated by the Draxen family and all it had cost him and his people. Tears welled up in his eyes. He squeezed them shut, gripping the door handle.

In spite of his heartache, he had been granted much happiness in place of all that had been taken from him. He still had a loving family to care for. And now, something he dared not ever dream had blessedly re-entered his life, all their lives. He shook his head, wiping the tears away. He must go forward. The past must stay where it is. A brand new day was dawning. His daughter was alive. She was coming home.

The thought lifted his spirits. He opened the doors.

Mindara looked up, her light green eyes growing wide as she saw him. She beamed at her husband. He was a tall, handsome man. Tramen and Setar saw him as well. Big smiles broke across their faces. Mindara scooped little Alaj up in her arms. He squealed with delight at seeing his father.

“Hi, Father!” Tramen called out.

Setar echoed his big brother, “Hi, Father!”

“Well hello there, my handsome young sons,” Traeus walked over to his family and gave them all a great big hug. “Are you enjoying the lovely afternoon we are having?”

“Yes,” Tramen answered first. “Setar and I were watching the birds and trying to name them all.”

“I named four of them!” Setar proudly declared, his slate grey eyes sparkling with delight.

“Wonderful,” his father said, playfully stroking Setar’s hair.

“I am teaching him the names of the others,” Tramen added authoritatively.

“You are a terrific big brother,” his father smiled at him. “Would you both mind if I stole your mother for awhile? I need to speak with her in private.”

Tramen looked at his father curiously for a long moment, “Father, I feel something. Do you need to talk me, too?”

Traeus looked at him for a moment, startled by the question. “Why yes, I will speak with both you and Setar, but first I must speak with your mother. She and I will come find you later. You can play outside for a few more minutes, then come in and wash up. Wait for us in your rooms.”

“Yes, Father,” Tramen answered.

“Look over there!” Setar happily called out as he spotted another bird. He and his big brother returned to their bird watching activities.

As they did, Tramen looked back at his father, a question clearly etched on his face. Traeus waved at him.

Mindara looked at him, her light green eyes searching his, “What is it, my love?”

He looked at her, hesitant at first. “I must speak with you alone. You can bring Alaj along.”

He led her to their private chambers. He closed the heavy double doors behind him and Mindara put Alaj on the floor on a soft green blanket with some toys. Traeus watched him for a moment, smiling at the innocent joy on his youngest son’s face.

Traeus motioned his wife to sit down next to him. They sat on the blanket with Alaj, who played happily. “Assan came to me today, he had news,” he said quietly. He took Mindara’s hand in his own. “I can scarcely believe it myself.”

Mindara quietly waited for him to continue, sensing something important was at hand. She saw the emotion well up on his face.

“I do not know how to begin,” he started. He looked at his wife, his heart now letting go of its anger for the moment as elation took hold. “You remember the day of the accident on the river? How Anjia was lost?”

Mindara, stunned by the unexpected questions, nodded.

“She was never recovered...and now I know why,” Traeus said as he squeezed her hand.

Her eyes went wide. “Are you saying they found her remains? After all these years?” she asked in a hushed tone.

“I am saying much more than that.” He looked at her intently. “Mindara, she is alive,” the last words he spoke were barely a whisper.

“Alive?” Mindara repeated as her face flushed. She was shocked. She could not believe her ears.

“Yes,” Traeus said as he nodded. “Assan...” he choked on his words as the pain of separation flared up again. “Assan hid her after Axiana was killed, he feared for her safety. He thought it was the only way to protect her, that they would try to kill her again.” Traeus tasted the bitter sting of Assan’s explanation.

“He purposely took your daughter from you?” Mindara replied, as the weight of this confession sunk in. “Telling you nothing? Letting you believe she perished that day? How could he...”

Traeus cut in, “There is something else.”

Mindara just looked at him.

“Assan says she is the Child of the Prophecy. The circumstances of her life, the way she was saved that day.”

“What?” she asked, truly stunned at the claim.

Traeus told her about Amsara. “Anjia knows this about herself. I cannot even begin to think of what this all means, or what we should do.” He watched his youngest child playing with his assortment of favorite toys, oblivious to what was going on, perfectly carefree.

Mindara sat up on her knees. “And Assan chose all these years to say nothing of this? I cannot believe he would presume to make such decisions for you, to hide this truth and...”

Traeus held up his hand, “I know Mindara, I know. He will answer for what he has done.” He stared at the floor for a moment, thinking on many things, both light and dark. “But not today...Anjia is coming back, she will be here by nightfall. We have much to do, and I need your help.”

“The boys...” she started to say.

“Yes, I would like to speak with them, but we have not much time and there is still so much else to prepare. We must address one thing at a time. I was thinking perhaps you could speak with Setar, while I talk to Tramen.”

Mindara looked at her husband, she understood why he wanted to do this alone. “Of course.”

He leaned in to kiss her. “I love you, Mindara,” he said, as he pressed his forehead to hers. “Our family, my daughter...our daughter now, Anjia, she is coming home.”

[image: 00009.jpeg]
Traeus and Mindara had gone to the older boys’ rooms to speak with them. Mindara went to speak with Setar, while Traeus sought out Tramen.

As he closed the door to Tramen’s room, Traeus looked at his young son, and thought about how handsome he was, how smart and kind and compassionate. It was not fair that he had to grow up all these years without his twin sister, whom he loved and for whom he had never given up hope that she was alive. Although Tramen had not mentioned this belief often in the last few years, nor the dreams he would have where he would claim she spoke to him, his father knew better. ‘All those times I told him to let go of his hope, let go of his sister – he sensed the truth. Why did I not also know? Why did I fall for the lies?’

“Father? What is it?” his son asked.

Traeus pushed back the painful questions. He could not possibly hope to make sense of this all at once.

“My son, I need to speak with you about something very, very important.” Traeus sat down on the bed beside Tramen. He smiled and brushed his hair from his son’s face. “The years have passed by so quickly. You are growing up so fast.”

“I know,” Tramen said, grinning self-consciously..

“Do you still think of your sister?” Traeus asked. He had been uncertain how to broach this subject, so he just said the first thing that came to mind.

Tramen looked up at his father searchingly. “All the time.”

“You have not spoken of her for some time,” Traeus commented.

Tramen looked down at his hands, “I know, it is just...”

“What son?”

“Well,” he said, shrugging his shoulders, “you never want to listen. You think I imagine things, that I have false beliefs.”

Traeus’ heart felt like it was going to explode. He was crushed at what was done to his oldest son, and he could hardly contain his emotion at the news he was about to deliver, but he knew he must do it gently, properly. He would say nothing of the Prophecy at this time. “I am sorry for that, Tramen, it was just hard for me to hear. I have missed your sister so much.”

“Me too,” he said wistfully.

“Tell me now, son, have you had dreams or thoughts recently...of Anjia?”

Tramen was surprised at the question. Not since his father had first informed him of his sister’s disappearance and presumed death had he ever wanted to hear what Tramen had to say about this. He looked at his father, wide-eyed. “Why now, Father? You have never...”

“Just tell me, son, I need to hear it.”

Tramen hesitated, but he sensed something, the need to be truthful with his father about this. “I dream of her often, I see her, just her face mostly. Sometimes I will be walking outside, there will be a soft breeze, and I will hear her voice on the wind, calling my name.” He paused, he felt himself getting emotional.

“Please go on, Tramen. I am listening.”

“She tells me things, like she never forgets me, that she and I are forever linked. She says she is safe and that someday...”

“What, Tramen? Someday what?” his father gently encouraged him. He was amazed at what he was hearing, what he had turned his back on so long ago in disbelief and misery.

“That someday, she will see me again. That our family will be together again.” He inwardly cringed, waiting for his father to dismiss these things as mere imaginings and wishful thinking. His gaze was downcast.

Traeus paused, his heart in his throat. He knew the moment had come. “She was right, son.”

Tramen’s face shot up to look at his father.

Traeus nodded. He touched Tramen’s cheek. “I owe you a great apology for not believing in you about your sister all these years. You were right, Tramen. She did not die that day, the day we lost your mother. I only found out today, she is alive and well. She is coming home son. Tonight, she is coming home.”

Tramen jumped up and yelled out with joy. He was shaking with joy, as a huge smile broke out across his face. He laughed and cried all at once. “Anjia? She is alive? I knew it! I have always known! She is coming home?”

“Yes son,” his father answered, “she is coming home.” Father and son embraced, and their tears flowed freely, tears of pain long pent up, long suffered, poured out of them, as healing waters washing away darkness and sorrow.
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Forward

Later, Traeus met up with Mindara again, back in their private chambers. Setar had been told about Anjia. He was excited at the prospect of suddenly having a sister. Traeus filled Mindara in on how relatively easily Tramen had accepted Assan’s decision and actions, as though it was some kind of immutable truth. Destiny he had said. He had marveled at his reaction, but he knew Tramen had never accepted her death. Unlike him. He felt like a fool. Traeus’ own bitterness still burned within him, though this he tried to hide from his son.

Traeus was quiet.

“What is it, my husband?” Mindara asked. “What is troubling you?”

“Assan.”

She nodded her understanding.

“I cannot fathom how I can deal with his presence any longer. I should throw him in prison to live out his days.” He clenched his jaw.

She did not know what the right decision was, but she knew the days ahead would be difficult for all of them. She thought for a moment. “Let us focus on Anjia first,” she said, placing a gentle hand on her husband’s arm.

He placed his hand over hers. “You are right, my wife. She is the only thing I should think of now.” But he knew that would not be as easy to do.

She kissed his hand.

He was grateful for her. She was his anchor. “We must inform everyone in the Palace, then our people must be told. There is much to decide. How much do we tell the people? Do we reveal that she is the Child of the Prophecy? There will be many questions.” He walked away from her, feeling his anger boil up within him again. He looked out the window. “I have many questions myself. How in the name of the stars can I possibly hope to deliver this message? I myself am stunned and shocked.”

Mindara understood perfectly what her husband was feeling. “You said she knows she is the Chosen One. If that is so, then perhaps we do need to tell the people. They will have questions as to why such drastic measures were taken to protect her.”

“But that will put so much more pressure on her,” he said looking back at his wife. “I do not want to do that to her.”

“Then, do not,” Mindara replied. “Let her decide.”

Traeus thought for a moment. “You are right. So many decisions were made for her. She should make this one.” He looked away. “All my life I have heard that prophecy. I just never imagined it would be my own daughter who fulfilled it.”
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Returning Home

The day’s light was fading. Nightfall would soon be upon them. The night when Princess Anjia would finally return home. Something the King had never imagined possible.

The Palace staff had been informed of the Princess’ imminent return and instructed to keep this information in the strictest of confidence. They were given only a cursory explanation, with the promise of more answers to come.

The King would not be taking any chances this time around. He had placed Commander Maraeven, the leader of the Royal Army, in charge of instituting new and very strict Palace security measures. He had instructed the Commander to make Princess Anjia’s safety his top priority. She was to have guards around her at all times, no exceptions.

Though the Commander was relatively young, he had proven himself in battle during the tragic events of the past. Many older, more experienced soldiers, including Commander Koronius, had died during the attempted coup on the Royal Family and in the destruction that followed. Maraeven was now the King’s most trusted guard and security advisor.

The Princess’ room had been prepared for her. All of her favorite childhood toys were there. A new, special blanket had been knitted for her and the room was filled with fresh flowers picked from the Royal gardens.

In the Palace library, the King, Queen and their sons nervously awaited word of her arrival. Assan, along with a contingent of Royal guards, led by Commander Maraeven, who had been placed on standby, waited near them. Alaj was sitting comfortably in his mother’s lap. Tramen was nearly beside himself with anticipation, while Setar sat quietly watching everyone, excited about gaining a sister. Traeus carefully avoided eye contact with Assan. He had initially opposed his being present, but Mindara had convinced him it was the right thing to do. Odai and Senarra would want to see him and most importantly, she believed, Anjia trusted him. He was the only one here she had had contact with all of these years.

The library, Traeus recalled sadly and ironically, was the same room where the family had been informed that the Queen had died and that the Princess was presumed dead. Now here they waited again, but for very different reasons. He thought back to that terrible day, so many years ago, and remembered others who were not with them today, Amoni, Alaj...Zazmaria. His blood boiled at the thought of the woman who had betrayed their family, killed his wife, Queen Axiana, and effectively took his only daughter from him. However, he pushed those thoughts out of his mind. She had paid the ultimate price for her treachery. He did not want his mood tainted by dark thoughts. This was a happy day, a day of rejoicing and reunion. He would let nothing stand in the way of that.
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On the journey back to the Royal Palace, the Princess was quiet and reflective. Though young at the time, she clearly remembered the journey away from her home, in virtual exile, from her family, from everyone she knew and loved. In a way, it was happening again. Now, nine years later, she was coming back to the place where her life began. Memories from that time were painful for her. Not since that day, had she ever ventured south again. She was deeply saddened at leaving the humble home she had known, the parents she had grown to love very much, and a life she knew better than the one she left. A small part of her, the nervous, fearful and uncertain part, wished she could just stay and remain Panarra forever. She would find a way to make it up to her adoptive parents, if such a thing was even possible.

She watched the familiar scenery pass by as daylight began to die away. She had left in the night, and now she returned the same way. She knew of the accident involving the Pharom, the death and destruction that had ensued, and what had been done with it afterwards. Assan had told her everything. She knew she had lost her uncles Amoni and Alaj, and of Zazmaria’s betrayal that lead to her mother’s death. She also knew that she had been Zazmaria’s primary target. Anjia felt as though, in one way or another, she was always losing someone. It had been hard to leave Uta and Ehrim. Her peaceful life there was being traded for one of significant risk. She had sensed a growing danger.

She pushed those thoughts out of her mind. Instead she focused on every detail around her, the smell of the air, the sound of the river, the gentle movement of the carriage, and the rhythmic clapping of the horses’ hooves. She closed her eyes, picturing her family and the last time she had seen them. She knew the experience of the last few years would have been very different for them. They believed she was dead, while she always knew they were there and that someday she would see them again. She wondered how they took the news of her survival and impending return. Soon, she fell asleep, as mile after mile fell behind her, drawing her ever nearer to where her heart had always remained.

Odai and Senarra rode quietly. They were relieved to see the Princess sleeping peacefully in the back of the carriage, comfortably nestled on the cushioned seat. It was so very different from her first journey in the circumstances in which she returned, but similar in a way, as she was again bravely facing a future filled with uncertainties. They reflected on her maturity and strength the day she left, she had just lost her mother, and also in a way, her father and twin brother too, and she was taken in by strangers and left to start a new life under a new name, leaving behind all Royal ties, and everything and everyone she knew. She had talked little about revealing the truth of her Royal lineage to Uta and Ehrim over the years, but they could tell it had been difficult for her, to keep such secrets. Uta and Ehrim had barely spoken to them when they arrived. Odai and Senarra themselves did not know what to say to make their part in the deception any easier. They left again, knowing the enormous pain they were causing two good people, and the hole that would be left in their lives.

Finally, after many hours on the road, the carriage drew to within sight of the city. Princess Anjia instinctively awoke and peered out the window. The first thing she saw was the Amsara monument – still headless after the damage caused during the attack against her family. She audibly gasped.

Odai and Senarra heard her, and turned around.

“Amsara...” the young Princess whispered.

“Yes,” Senarra said, “it is a terrible tragedy what happened that day. So much destruction, so many lives lost. Our people have not yet had the resources to repair it, we still have so much else to focus on.”

“Remember, Princess,” Odai said, “the Royal Palace was destroyed as well. It has been rebuilt, but it looks much different from when you left. Seeing it for the first time may also come as a bit of a shock.”

“I know,” Anjia replied. “It is just so...so unreal to see it with my own eyes. I had remembered it so clearly.”

The trio once again fell quiet as they neared the capital. Anjia was deep in thought as she took in the sight of the city growing ever closer. She was incredibly eager to see her family again, but a deep sadness was also within her. She knew Mindara had married her father and become Queen. She was happy for them, she remembered how good and kind Mindara had always been to her family, but she still missed her own mother terribly. It would not be easy seeing her father with someone else and it would once again hammer home the loss of her mother.

As they rode on, Odai turned the carriage down a wide, tree-lined street. They had entered the city. Senarra’s heart beat fast in her chest. She knew the significance of this day. The Princess, long thought dead, was coming home to the Royal Family, which had changed so much since the accident. It would also be the first time, since the secret was revealed, that she and her husband would have to face the King and Prince Tramen, and atone for their role in taking Anjia away from them and living with that lie all of these years. Senarra did not know how she would be able to withstand it. She was grateful that she and Odai had not had to deliver the news to the King. Assan had faced that terrible task alone and taken full responsibility. Now, the long lie was over. Their lives would take whatever course the fates saw fit.

Anjia was alert, her eyes riveted on the road ahead, when finally a large structure came into view. She did not have to be told what it was. She knew it was the Palace. At last, at long last, she was home.
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Inside the Palace, word had come that the carriage had been spotted entering the city and was now only minutes away. Traeus got up. His family, assembled around him, also rose.

“Let us go to receive her,” he said. He nodded to the Commander who ordered his men to marshal at the Library doors and to escort the Royals as they departed. Traeus took Mindara’s hand on one side, as she held Alaj, and Tramen’s on the other. Tramen hung on to Setar’s hand.

As they walked the hallway to the front entrance, Traeus thought his heart would burst he was so overcome with emotion. Gone, for now, was all of his anger and bitterness at the forced separation and lies. All he cared about now was seeing his little girl again, holding her tight and telling her how much he loved her and how much he had missed her. Nothing else mattered.

The group gathered outside the large, ornately carved front doors to the Palace, the Royal guards assembled on either side of the Royal Family. The night was quiet and cool and the stars were out in full force. Traeus was pleased they had decided not to tell the Kierani people yet of his daughter’s return. He wanted this moment to be private. He did not want to share his daughter just yet.

They all waited breathlessly, each staring down the road. Time seemed to pass interminably slow. Then they heard the faint sound of horses, their hooves clacking on the ground. The sound grew nearer, and finally the carriage came into view.

Tramen broke free of his father’s hand and tore down the road to meet the carriage. “Anjia! Anjia!” he called out, waving his arms wildly.

She heard him and leaned over the side of the carriage. “Tramen!” she called back.

At the sound of her voice, her father broke down. Tears welled up and fell down his cheeks.

“Go to her,” Mindara said, squeezing his hand. “Go to your daughter.”

Traeus squeezed her hand back and without taking his eyes off the carriage, he also ran down the long lane.

Anjia spotted him. “Daddy!” she called out. Inside, she was still the little girl she once had been, her heart leapt at the sight of him. “Daddy!”

Traeus cried. “Anjia! My precious girl!”

Everyone was in tears at the sight before them – a family torn apart, now being reunited at long last.

Odai slowed the carriage down as father and son drew near, then he stopped it. He could no longer see through the tears in his eyes.

Senarra moved closer to her husband. “It is finally over,” she whispered to him.

He nodded and held her tight.

Anjia threw open the carriage door and raced out towards her family. “Daddy! Tramen!” she exclaimed. The three of them embraced.

“My heavens, my heavens, you are here!” Traeus exclaimed. He broke from the embrace to look at her more closely. He held her shoulders. He was utterly struck by her appearance. The five-year old girl he remembered was now a beautiful young woman. She had his emerald green eyes, but her mother’s delicate features, she was small-boned, with high cheekbones, and lovely light, golden skin. She wore her silky black hair long, pinned back from her face, just the way her mother used to. Traeus could scarcely believe the resemblance to Axiana, it was almost as if she was staring back at him through Anjia. “I cannot believe...” he wept. He was at a loss for words, as he again held her tight.

“I know, Daddy, I know,” she answered, feeling safe in his arms.

“I knew you were alive, I have always known,” her brother said, shaking with joy as true peace returned to his soul. He too found himself unprepared for her appearance. Though he knew she would look older, in his heart and his mind’s eye, she was still the little girl he used to play with. However, he sensed her spirit and their bond, which had never been broken, not by time, not by distance, and not by all the lies and secrets in the world.

“Oh, Tramen,” she said, taking hold of his hand, “I thought of you so often. I tried to get you to sense me, to comfort you and to not lose our connection, our bond.”

“I felt you, I have always sensed your presence,” he said, not wanting to take his eyes off her ever again. “I knew I would see you again someday.” He had instantly felt incredibly protective towards her. He would never let anyone take his sister from him again.

“You have certainly grown!” she said, smiling through her tears. “What are they feeding you here? I think we used to be about the same size.” Tramen was much taller and bigger than she. His jet-black hair was the same shoulder length as his father, though a little messy.

“This is going to take some getting used to,” Tramen said. They both laughed.

“You look so much like your mother,” Traeus said, beaming. He gently touched his daughter’s cheek. It all felt like a dream. His tears continued to fall. He was shaken by the resemblance and by her eyes, so full of depth and life, which were the same eye color and shape as his brothers had. He wished they were still alive to see this day, to see the lovely young woman she had grown into. Her uncles would have been so proud of her.

Anjia smiled, the same radiant smile her mother had, “Thank-you Daddy. That makes me happy to know that a part of her lives on in me.”

“She lives on in both of you,” Traeus said, looking to his son. Tramen had Axiana’s deep brown, gold-flecked eyes and the same slightly darker golden skin tone shared by the Selaren men. He held her again. It felt surreal. “My daughter,” he whispered, kissing her cheek, “I can scarcely believe you are home. I thought I lost you forever.”

Just then, Tramen remembered something. He pulled a pendant out from under his shirt. “This should go to you,” he said as he took it off his neck. He handed Anjia the ankh pendant and chain their father had given him after their mother’s death.

She took it, her eyes wide with recognition, “Mommy’s pendant,” she said. “I remember this.” She felt its warmth radiating into her hand. She tightened her hand around it, and squeezed her eyes shut. Tears welled up as Anjia clearly and vividly recalled the last day she had seen her mother, the day she had died, the day she lost her family.

Traeus felt a lump in his throat, as he too, remembered the awful day.

“I think wearing that pendant, helped me to maintain a special connection with you,” Tramen said. “I never once doubted you were alive. It was as though I could feel you, your life force, through it.”

Traeus nodded. “It is true. He always maintained you were not gone.”

Anjia smiled through her tears.

Her father took the pendant and chain and placed it around her neck. “This pendant has special properties. I had it created for your mother. Victarius poured his special skill into crafting it. There is no other like it.”

“I can feel its energy,” Anjia said, wonder evident in her voice. “It feels quite wonderful.”

“It was designed, through the metal’s unique nature, to enhance one’s own unique strengths and give clarity of mind,” Traeus said. “With you, I imagine it will manifest its energy in other ways as well.”

“Thank-you both,” she said as she embraced them. “I will wear it always.”
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Home

At the Palace, the King had arranged for a huge celebratory feast, which had been prepared in honor of the Princess’ return. Before this, as a last minute change of plans, Anjia had spent some alone with her father and twin brother, and then was given some time to rest in her private room. Her father worried that a larger initial reunion might be overwhelming for her. She would see everyone else at the formal banquet. Now, brimming with anticipation, the rest of the Royal Family and members of the priesthood had gathered together in the spacious dining hall, anxiously awaiting her arrival.

The large, long, rectangular room had been festively decorated with colorful red and gold banners, the colors of the Royal Family, draped around the walls. Hanging from the light fixtures were delicate ornaments in the shapes of ankhs. Tables of fresh fruit, jugs of water, wine, and other assorted delicacies lined the length of the far wall, tended by formally attired staff. Musicians and dancers wove their way through the assembled guests, providing a cheerful ambience. Conversations were abuzz about their honored guest and her mysterious reappearance.

Commander Maraeven and the contingent of Royal Guards had also been invited to participate. Traeus wanted his family to get used to the increased proximity and presence of the soldiers.

Nervous, but accompanied by her father and Tramen, Princess Anjia, dressed resplendently in a stunning gold-colored dress once worn by her mother, and adorned with topaz and gold earrings, and her mother’s ankh pendant, made her appearance. She was now a beautiful young woman.

The attendees gasped when she entered the formal dining hall. The resemblance to her mother was undeniable. People stared, astonished. They clapped and cheered loudly as her father presented her.

To help break the ice, Mindara had brought one of the Princess’ favorite stuffed toys along as a welcoming gift. Anjia had played with it as a small girl. It was something else to remind her of the life she had once lived here, as a carefree and happy child. Mindara had told little Alaj that he could give it to his new sister. Though he had initially wanted to keep it for himself, Mindara had managed to convince the two-year old that it would be an especially important thing to do to welcome Anjia to their home, and now he was brimming with excitement. Anjia immediately adored little Alaj and was deeply moved when he “officially” presented her with the stuffed lion cub, the most common and popular toy amongst Kierani children. He had looked at her with an expression of awe. To him, she looked like something straight out of a fairytale.

Mindara had been relieved that the initial moments between her and Anjia had not been overly awkward. When Anjia left, she was but her mother’s handmaiden and the children’s caregiver, now she would function as her stepmother. Anjia had simply embraced her and told her she had missed her. There would be plenty of time for the two to talk later.

Setar had blushed when introduced to his new sister. Anjia looked at him for a long moment, sensing something...unusual about him. Unable to place what it was exactly, she gave him a big hug and told him how proud and happy she was to have another brother to love and boss around. Setar giggled and immediately felt at ease.

When Odai and Senarra brought their five-year old son, Auraelion, over to meet the Princess, he was very excited. His hair, which fell past his shoulders, was pulled back into a tight braid, just like his parents. It was a customary style for all members of the priesthood, except for the Head Priest. He wanted to be just like his mom and dad.

Auraelion had met the young Princes before, but this was his first time meeting a real Princess. When Anjia came to greet them, Auraelion had politely bowed to her, and said, “Your Highness” in his most formal voice, as his parents had carefully taught him. Anjia was immediately taken with the youngster and saw how proud Odai and Senarra were of their son. She was happy they had started their own family. They were very caring and loving people and she knew that Auraelion could not hope for better parents. After his formal address, Anjia had knelt down to look Auraelion in the eyes, and a vision came to her of Auraelion standing tall and proud and addressing a large crowd. She felt the people’s warmth and trust in him. She told Auraelion that he was a very special boy, destined for great things, and that he would make his family and his people proud. She also told him he could call her Anjia and that she considered him family. He was thrilled.

Assan did his best to stand by stoically watching the proceedings. He mostly kept to himself. He and Traeus had carefully avoided one another. The Head Priest would respect his King’s space for as long as it would take. Assan gazed around the room, thinking on how these events affected each person present. He had wiped away his own tears that betrayed his composure. It was as though only a moment had passed since the terrible night he had sent her away. She was back, he thought to himself. The Chosen One was once again among them. She would now fulfill her destiny, walk the path that fate had laid out before her.
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After the late evening meal, the family retired to the library to talk and share. They all stuck to mostly superficial matters, filling in facts, telling amusing stories from over the years. They all avoided, for the moment, the sad and painful parts of their ordeals. This time was for rejoicing.

As the night grew late, the family walked Anjia to her new bedroom, flanked by two Royal guards. They would give her a full tour of her new home the next day. Though she and Tramen had once shared a room, each child now had their own. The family said goodnight, but Tramen did not want to leave. He asked to sleep in her room on blankets on the floor. Though Traeus said no, Tramen pleaded, and Anjia asked for him to stay as well. Finally, their father relented and extra blankets and pillows were brought into the room.

Brother and sister sat up talking most of the night, until the stars began to dim, giving way to the first light of dawn. Finally, after yawning repeatedly, Anjia fell fast asleep. Tramen pretended to fall asleep as well, but once he was sure his sister was asleep, he sat up and just looked at her for a long time. He was still the protective brother he had always been to her when they were younger, but he felt that even more powerfully now. He vowed to personally make sure no harm would ever come to her again.
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The Announcement

The time had come for two important matters. One was to inform the Kierani people of the shocking news that Princess Anjia was alive and had returned to them from her years of exile. The second was to decide whether to tell them that she was the child spoken of in the ancient prophecy.

The King was terribly nervous and anxious about this. Now that he had his daughter back, he found himself intensely protective of her. He wished he could keep her hidden and safe within the Palace walls forever. He knew though, that was an irrational thought, and that it just could not be.

However, Traeus was no longer speaking to Assan, and refused to listen to anyone or agree to anything regarding her future until Anjia herself had been consulted, as Mindara had suggested. He searched his daughter out and found her and Tramen deep in conversation on a bench in a secluded section of the Palace gardens.

“Hello you two,” Traeus said, “enjoying a beautiful day outside I see.”

“Yes,” Anjia replied, “it is a lovely day. Tramen gave me a tour of the new Palace this morning. It was fascinating to see it. It is so different from the original one.” After what had happened with the first one, she was actually happy to see a new Palace, it helped a little to put to rest old and painful memories.

Tramen smiled a lazy smile at his father. He had his mother’s eyes, but Traeus’ more masculine features. Traeus could tell how happy and content his son was since his twin sister came home. He seemed whole again.

“It is not quite as ornate and fancy as the previous one,” Traeus said, “nor as large, but it is home. We could not afford the resources to rebuild it the way it was.”

“I think I prefer this one,” she said matter-of-factly.

“I am glad,” her father said, smiling. “I will be relieved when it is complete. This has been a great deal of work. The east wing is all that is left to do. We have been living in various states of construction for years now. Mindara will be especially pleased. I have heard no end of it from her.”

They all laughed.

“Anjia,” he said, “forgive me for interrupting, but I wish to speak with you in private.”

She looked at him for a moment, assessing his expression. “May Tramen join us?”

“Not right now, I need to speak with you alone.”

She hesitated. She had a strong feeling that her brother needed to join them. “Daddy, I do not mean to argue with you, I think I know what you want to talk to me about and I believe that Tramen needs to be there, too.”

Her brother just looked at her curiously, wondering what was going on.

Traeus was about to insist on her coming alone, but he sensed how important this was to her. He needed to start accepting the fact that, as the Chosen One, she knew many things he did not.

“All right, Anjia. Tramen please come with us.”

Tramen nodded and followed silently behind his sister.

They reached the Palace library and Traeus closed the doors. He motioned them to sit down and he took a seat facing them.

“Anjia, the reason I needed to speak with you is that it is time to tell our people of your return...and of your identity.”

Anjia thought about what her father said, she knew it had to happen, but she had been enjoying this quiet, peaceful, anonymous time in the loving embrace of her family. She knew her life was about to drastically change once again.

“I know,” she replied.

“Father, you are going to tell the people she is the Chosen One?” Tramen asked.

Traeus was surprised at the question. He had not yet told his son of this. He had wanted to speak with Anjia alone first, then tell Tramen. Apparently he no longer needed to.

Tramen saw the look of surprise. “It is all right Father, Anjia has just told me everything.”

“I thought it was time,” she said.

“I see,” Traeus said smiling, reflecting on both the impeccable timing of her disclosure and the wonderful bond between his twin children. “Well then, I shall continue. Anjia, the reason I wished to see you is that I want your opinion on this. You are old enough now to make certain choices for yourself. If you are not comfortable, if for any reason you do not want...”

She read his thoughts. “The people need to know I am the Chosen One. I am ready.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes, Daddy. The people need to know that I am here for them.”

“And I am here to protect her,” Tramen added. Both of them displayed a maturity and presence far beyond their years. “Remember, Father, it is in the meaning of our names – Anjia is the ‘Carrier of Light’ and I am the ‘Warrior of Light’. It was written in our fates from birth.”

Traeus looked at his children as though seeing them for the very first time. “You both astonish me. I think your wisdom and understanding surpasses my own. I am blessed to have you as my children. I could not be more proud of you, nor love you any more than I do.”

“We love you, too,” Anjia replied, smiling warmly.
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With Anjia’s permission, a ceremony was arranged on the grounds of the main temple to announce her return and status. Seats were set up in rows. Royal guards would be positioned throughout the crowd to ensure order was kept. Traeus knew the announcement would be a stunning one for his people and he wanted to ensure the crowd remained under control. He could not be sure how some people would react. The people were not told in advance of what was to occur at the ceremony only that it was imperative that all attend. The city was abuzz with talk of it. Rumors ran wild as to the nature of the official gathering. Everyone was excited to hear what the Royal Family had to share.

As the Royal Family prepared to leave the Palace on this warm, sunny day, Anjia was to stay behind with two guards until she was called. Tramen gave her a big hug before they left. “I am so proud to be your brother.”

“Thank-you,” she said, drawing strength from him.

She watched her family depart, with Assan and Odai following behind. Senarra also remained behind to accompany the Princess at the appropriate time.

“Princess, how do you feel?” Senarra asked.

“I am fine, though a bit nervous, I must admit. I have enjoyed the private time with my family. It was so short after so many years apart. Now I will be a public figure again. I know it is time, but so much will again be different after today.”

Senarra smiled warmly at the young Princess, so brave and so wise. “It seems our lives are continually changing.”

“Yes, and I suppose they always will.”

[image: 00009.jpeg]
The Royal Family arrived dressed in their finest Royal garments. The people jumped up and cheered as they saw them take their places on the front steps of the temple, in front of a large banner of the Selaren family crest, draped across thick curtains. It was a huge gathering. They had not had one in some time. Traeus could feel the surge of energy from the crowd. He took his place.

“My people,” the King addressed the crowd, his family and Odai by his side, along with Commander Maraeven. Assan stood quietly off to the far side. An arrangement between him and the King had been reluctantly reached for his inclusion in this event. “Thank-you for coming,” Traeus continued, fighting back nerves. “I have some great news to tell you this day.” He took a deep breath, then plunged into the matter at hand. “First I want to recite the ancient prophecy of the chosen one:

‘Though times are troubled and hope may fade

Let not your hearts despair

For one day a child shall come to you

Bringing light and salvation in your darkest hour

You will recognize the chosen one

As she shall be brought forth by a magical creature

From the ashes the one who will save you

Will also be saved to one-day reign in peace and love

This child will see far and know much of your hearts

Beware those who fear her, for they shall also try to destroy her’

The crowd was abuzz with what this meant.

Traeus looked at Mindara.

She nodded encouragingly.

The King continued, his heart pounding in his chest. “As faithful and loyal followers, we will all remember being taught about this prophecy from the time we were small children. This is still taught today and it is something, as Kierani, that we have all fervently hoped and prayed for – that the Chosen One would one day be amongst us, to help guide us out of the darkness and into the light of peace and prosperity.”

The crowd voiced its enthusiastic agreement as the sun shone brightly upon them.

The King smiled, getting swept up in their fervor. “The Kierani people have shown themselves to be resilient and strong. Together, we have overcome many tragedies.”

The large gathering loudly acknowledged this truth, recalling all they had been through, all that they had survived.

“Well, I am overjoyed to tell you, we have been rewarded for our constant faith in the future of our society.” He looked at Mindara, who was holding Alaj, and reached out for her hand. Then he turned to Tramen, and held his hand as well. Tramen motioned for Setar to join them and the young boy took his older brother’s hand.

“When Queen Axiana died, my daughter, Princess Anjia was also lost.” He paused, trying to determine the best way to say this. “As a people, we collectively grieved as we felt the pain of that loss. None more so than my family.” He felt his heart beat faster, his palms growing sweaty. Both Mindara and Tramen squeezed his hands, keeping a firm grip to steady him. “However, miraculous news has recently reached my ears, and my home. My daughter was lost that day, but not to death’s final embrace. In fear for her life, she was taken to a safe place, to be raised in anonymity...and now she has returned.”

Confusion quickly spread through the crowd. “What is he saying? What does he mean?” people whispered amongst themselves.

Assan stepped forward. Traeus nodded towards him, not making eye contact, as he and his family took a step back. The Head Priest now addressed the crowd. “Good people, your Royal Family, House Selaren has suffered much over the years. After Queen Axiana’s death, members of the priesthood found Princess Anjia. It was recognized immediately by the circumstances of how she was saved, and other signs, that she was the Chosen One the ancient prophecy spoke of.”

An audible gasp reverberated throughout the crowd. All those gathered were riveted. They were hanging on his every word.

“The day of that terrible, destructive storm, the lion Amsara had sensed the Princess was in grave peril. He escaped his enclosure and ran straight towards the river. When we were finally able to track him down, he had already located the Princess and dragged her from the water’s edge. She would have surely died if it had not been for his instinct that day. Kierani citizens, Amsara is the magical creature in the prophecy. There is no other way to explain his actions that day. Other than by divine birthright, his destiny, this could not have been possible.”

The din from the crowd grew louder. Assan could tell they were both stunned and confused. “Has our King lied to us all these years about the Princess?” he heard one person ask.

“Please understand,” Assan pleaded, waving his hands to try and quiet the noise, “at that time, when we realized Princess Anjia was the Chosen One, we felt she was at risk and needed to be protected. The Draxen’s evil plot to overthrow your Royal Family proved us correct. Their deviousness was exactly the reason why the Princess’ survival was not revealed. They had intended to assassinate her as well. It was the decision of the priesthood that she should be hidden away for her safety and for that of her family. The Royal Family did not know she survived. It was the only way we believed that she would be unharmed.”

Loud gasps were heard throughout the crowd. Confusion began anew.

The King decided to step forward to calm the situation. “As you can imagine, this has been a most difficult time for my family. But, an old wound is healing as our family is restored. What was done, though I was in the dark, was done in the best interests of my daughter, the Royal Family and you the people.” He looked at Assan and held his gaze for a moment. Something within him was struggling to accept that himself. He turned back to the crowd. “Though we were without her for many years and felt that loss keenly, she is alive and well and has come home.” Traeus turned back to Odai and nodded. The young priest went to summon the Princess. “You all must have many questions,” the King spoke, “and I assure you, over time they will be answered.”

The impact of the King’s words rippled through the crowd. The increased energy and tension they created was palpable. After an initial hush, whispers caught fire throughout, spreading quickly as the Kierani struggled with what this meant. Suddenly cries of joy rang out.

“It is a miracle!” one person shouted.

“We have been blessed!” another called out.

Many other such reactions were heard, but interspersed around them were reactions of a much different tone. Feelings of unease, mistrust, and suspicion were also there. Some of the faces in the crowd went pale, then stony, while others stared straight ahead wide-eyed and not speaking. Others showed overt hostility.

“Lies,” someone spoke.

“Traitors,” said another.

“Never trust them again,” said someone else.

Assan grew concerned.

Traeus heard the shuffle of footsteps behind him, he looked back to see Odai had returned. Odai nodded. She was here.

“My people,” the King said, motioning for silence, “please welcome home from her long exile, my daughter, Princess Anjia!”

With that she stepped through the curtains, emerging from shadow into the warm light of the sun. Anjia stood before the crowd, almost as an apparition to them. Gasps were heard, some people began to openly weep, some fainted, while others cried out in joy. She raised her hands and as though she had read the collective thoughts of the crowd, she spoke.

“Some of you may rejoice at my return, some of you may harbor disbelief, some even misgivings and suspicion. Do not let this grow seeds of mistrust or doubt in you.” She spoke with a poise and confidence that belied her years. The crowd was hushed.

Tramen watched his sister with pride.

Assan kept a careful eye on the crowd.

The Princess continued, speaking to her people with conviction. “What was done was necessary, for indeed I had enemies who had lain in wait to slay me. Enemies who knew who I was and what I represented. Assan and other members of the priesthood acted in accordance with the prophecy. They knew there were those who were trying to destroy me, so they took the only action they believed would save my life and protect my family. They took me away from here. No one knew. My people,” she said, placing a hand over her heart, “you must find it in your hearts to forgive them for hiding the truth. They have borne the burden of this, and continue to do so, but what they did, they did for me.”

She turned to look at her family and smiled softly. She could see the tears in their eyes. She knew this was still very difficult for them. She turned back to those in attendance. “Please send your healing thoughts to my family who have been through a great deal of emotional upheaval. We will all need your support in the days to come.”

Her father wrapped his arm around her. “My people, your Chosen One of the prophecy is with you now. Rejoice in this blessing. Give thanks, as we are doing.”

The crowd erupted in cheers. Assan scanned the people carefully. He sensed there was still a great deal of unease and mistrust, even anger. He knew this would be difficult for people to accept. He had known all along. The Princess was long thought dead, to many this would be almost frightening, disturbing, and the loss of trust would be perhaps unforgiveable. He feared where this might lead.

There were those who, indeed, viewed the announcement with suspicion and disdain. Near the back of the crowd, stood a group of people who had remained silent and expressionless throughout the speech and the presentation of the effectively resurrected princess. Once they saw the crowd erupt with excitement, they took their leave.

Though there was much conversation around her, Princess Anjia stood quietly, staring out at the crowd. She took her mother’s ankh pendant in her hand, feeling its now familiar warm energy coursing through her. She focused on the crowd. There was much joy, however she also sensed fear amongst the people. She sensed a darkness stir within the hearts of some. She knew the days ahead would need to be navigated very carefully.
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CHAPTER 12
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Enemies

A small band of men returned home to Tessea, a small and remote village located to the west of the main city. They sought out one man, Zhek Draxen.

They made their way to the small, modest home he had been taken into, by people loyal to the Draxen family. “Zhek,” one burly man said, “we have just returned from listening to the announcement that the Royal Family made.”

Zhek bristled at the mention of the Royals. He hated them with every inch of his being. They had destroyed his family. He blamed them for the disfiguring injuries he suffered when their device was accidentally set off. He dismissed the role he himself had played in stealing an object he did not understand in the first place. It was the Royal Family’s fault for hiding and hoarding such powerful technology, he told himself. They should all be dead, not his family. His family should be leading the Kierani people. Things should have turned out much differently. And he intended they would. He seethed with hate every day of his painful existence.

“They had some stunning news,” another said.

Zhek looked up at him curiously, his scarred face set in an expression of studied malevolence.

“Apparently Princess Anjia did not die the day the Queen was killed. She had been hidden. She is alive and she is back.”

“What?” Zhek asked gruffly. He stood up, pushing his shoulder length, black hair out of his eyes. He had kept it long and somewhat disheveled as a way of hiding his scars, both external and internal.

The two men backed away slightly, afraid of this man they had taken into their village. They all knew what he was capable of.

The first man spoke, “That is not all. They are claiming she is the Child of the Prophecy, the Chosen One. They say that is why she had to remain in hiding. Apparently even the Royal Family did not know she was alive. It was the priesthood who orchestrated everything.”

Zhek’s mind raced. He felt himself grow hot with renewed rage. He hated the priesthood. He would destroy every last one of those manipulative two-faced, meddling minions if he could.

“Was Assan there?” he asked, his voice low.

“He was,” the burly man answered. “He is the one who explained the priesthood’s trickery.”

“I see,” Zhek said.

“The Princess spoke as well,” the second man answered. “It would seem she will be taking on a more prominent role now. She embraces her place as the Chosen One. Arrogant if you ask me.”

“Indeed. She is a wretch that one,” Zhek growled.

Zhek’s mind roiled with the implications of all he had learned lately. He thought of Zazmaria, the love of his life, the mother of his son. She had feared Anjia, and tried to destroy her. Now Zazmaria was gone, and yet, unbelievably her nemesis had apparently lived on and now was flourishing, growing stronger. It should have been the other way around, he thought angrily.

He stormed across the room, pouring himself a mug of spirits. It burned his throat as it went down, but he did not care. He had to assuage the fury that churned ceaselessly inside of him. ‘This would have to do for now,’ he thought. ‘But not for long.’

Those gathered felt his incandescent rage. They stayed quiet and still, awaiting his next move.

Zhek stood silently, pouring himself another mug of the strong drink, alone with his thoughts. The King had even named his youngest son after Zazmaria’s pathetically weak, pushover of a husband, Prince Alaj. This made Zhek sick. It was not right, none of it. The evil woman, Mindara, a mere servant, took his lover’s life, a secret he had learned through one of his spies in the Palace. The spy had seen Mindara return afterwards. Zhek’s spy had used the chaos in the Palace as a cover to allow her to follow Mindara and listen to the account of events. Now Mindara was Queen. How the Royals could allow themselves to be defiled by allowing a servant to rise to such a station was beyond his comprehension. It was revolting. It was not the natural order of things. Worse, her role in Zazmaria’s death was quickly and quietly covered up and the murderous servant’s disgusting spawn was crowned a Prince. Zhek hated that family more than ever. Everything they did, everything they were, was an offense to every fiber of his being.

“So she will now remain at the Royal Palace?” Zhek asked, breaking the silence. His voice was deep and gravelly. It was permanently hoarse, a result of his trachea and lungs having been burned in the superheated air caused by the accident at the Amsara monument. The same aftermath, which caused widespread destruction and death amongst the Kierani people, had left ugly, twisted burns on parts of his face, left arm and hand. The once smooth skin now looked as though it had been melted and scorched. The deep cuts he received on his head and face when the Sun Disk fell on him in the temple still felt slightly numb to the touch. None of his injuries had ever fully healed. In spite of his on-going suffering, he knew he was lucky to be alive. No one else had survived the blast.

“It is believed so, though they would not give many details. The King just said that all our questions would be answered in time.”

“Did he say what the Princess’ official role would be in governing the people?” Zhek asked, then coughed roughly.

“No,” answered the second man. “Though by claiming she is the Chosen One, we expect her to take on a more important role in Kierani affairs, but their immediate plans were not disclosed.”

“Of course not,” Zhek said disgustedly, “just like everything that evil family does. Secrets and lies. It is all they know.” He ran his finger over the thick, jagged scar on his hand. A reminder that he would not suffer without taking revenge on those that harmed him.

The men nodded. Their village was one of the worst off. They had lost almost their entire crops. The land was no longer able to sustain the necessary nutrients for growth. They grew poorer each passing year, each passing month. Very little aid came to them. This had made them especially vulnerable to Zhek’s influence. They had heard many a tale from Zhek of how he perceived the Royal Family and their role in the near annihilation of his own family. Much of what he said, unbeknownst to them, was lies, or at least in the physically and emotionally painful years that had passed, what he had convinced himself to be the truth of the devastating events of the past.

“Have you any thoughts on what, if anything, we should do about this?” the burly man asked.

Zhek looked at him, a cold, cruel glint in his eyes. “Oh, I have many thoughts. Many thoughts, indeed. We will form a plan to show them our response to their wickedness.”
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Excavation

Present-Day Egypt

The Egyptian sun burned, casting mirages all around. Refracted light danced and shimmered in the distance.

Maximilian Reichmann stood in a large, multi-roomed tent, which served as his control center, watching his scientists operate the high-tech scanning equipment he had procured for this excavation. Another team of scientists, accompanied by an archaeologist and his assistant, worked in tandem with them, operating more equipment positioned outside next to the body of the Sphinx. He glanced at the large container containing his most-prized possession to date. It was kept under guard at all times. He smiled to himself. He could sense its energy, having spent so much time with it. It had propelled him forward in this quest, which since then had become his singular obsession.

Maximilian was a tall man, with broad shoulders, and powerfully built. He had a rough, yet chiseled face, with sky blue eyes and a piercing gaze. He kept his dark hair short. His neatly trimmed goatee gave him a fierce and menacing appearance. His reputation for coldness and cruelty struck fear into those who met him. He looked up at the Great Sphinx towering above them. To him it exuded an almost otherworldly power and mystery. He thought back to his younger days, days with his father, Wolfgang.
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The elder Reichmann had been consumed with the family’s history of tracking down and collecting lost antiquities. Maximilian had taken things further by selling most of the artifacts on the black market. That, along with select investments in companies run by ex-Nazi and Stasi members, had made the family exceptionally wealthy. Maximilian only kept certain relics for his own personal collection, ones that held personal significance for him, items that represented absolute power. One such relic was a gilded funerary mask his father had procured. It was believed to have once belonged to Genghis Khan. It rivaled anything seen in museum collections, even a similar mask that had traveled the world on display, such was his mask’s detail and near-perfect condition.

Maximilian remembered staring at that mask for countless hours when he was young. He was always thrilled that they had something that represented such power; something that people all over the world traveled to museums to see and yet there was such an item was in their own home. It made him feel...superior. Superior to all the rest.

He also recalled how his father taught him to be meticulous and ruthless when searching for lost treasures. Wolfgang would desecrate thousand year old ancient wonders to get to the valuable treasures they were protecting. He didn’t care what he left behind, or what the cost was, his sole driving force was to possess the power behind these treasures. He felt it was the path to an immortality of sorts – that he could capture something of their essence by possessing them. Wolfgang’s methods and obsession were passed down to his son. But within Maximilian, the obsession and ruthlessness grew even further.

Through years of looting and plundering, Wolfgang accumulated a large personal collection of near-priceless relics, but his greatest find by far, even surpassing the Genghis Khan mask, was the golden bronze-colored metallic disk, found during the Second World War in northern Africa. Wolfgang kept the metallic disk within the family and, like all of his other illicitly obtained possessions, a secret from the authorities and the archaeological community. He even kept it a secret from Maximilian until just before his death. Maximilian was the only person he told about his beliefs in a pre-Pharaonic Egyptian civilization that was likely far more advanced than their successors.

When Maximilian was first shown the disk, he was captivated, enthralled. Nothing else had ever fascinated him so, or had such a powerful effect on him. Finding more evidence of how it was created, its origins, and other similar artifacts, could lead him to unlocking its power. His father’s quest had been passed to him, and it had become his own obsession. Maximilian then set about putting his plans into motion. He posted spies on the excavation teams of a number of archaeologists working in Egypt, as well as at Universities with Egyptology programs. This is how he had heard of Mitch and Alex, their theories, which fit his own, and their secret find. That find had led him to this day to retrieve the strange object underneath the Great Sphinx.

To move his plan forward, he needed help. Through his spies, he learned of what happened at the Sphinx eighteen months ago. Maximilian knew that the former Professor Dustimaine and his underling Fessel would be the perfect pawns to exploit. In addition to Dustimaine’s previous valuable experience excavating in the area, he and Fessel hated Mitch and Alex, and since they were stripped of their credentials they could no longer work in any official capacity in archaeology. They had been extremely grateful for the opportunity to be employed by Maximilian, as well as for the chance to seek revenge on Mitch, Alex, Jack and Bob, whom they blamed for all of their misfortunes. People without hope or means of their own were exactly what Maximilian needed. Their dependence on, and obedience to him would become absolute.
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Hans walked into the tent. Right behind him were his three accomplices from the Cairo airport. Their fair German skin had not been faring well in the heat. They were sunburnt and peeling and looked miserable. Egypt was not a place they were comfortable in, for many reasons.

They had changed out of their business suits and into tan-colored desert military fatigues. Hans wore a gun and holster around his right leg while the other three men carried sub machine guns strapped over their shoulders. Hans had called Maximilian after the Americans had escaped and filled him in on what happened. Maximilian had ordered them to report to him at the Sphinx site immediately.

The scientists nervously took note of the four armed men.

Seeing the furtive glances, Maximilian motioned the four men over to the far back corner of the tent, to a private room, away from prying eyes and ears.

Hans and the other three men stood at attention, as if being addressed by a general.

“I am disappointed,” Maximilian said as he sealed the door flap to the room. “You have never failed me before.” His voice had a flat, steady tone to it, but the set of his jaw belied his simmering anger.

“Herr Reichmann,” Hans said, bowing his head. “The Americans had some unexpected help from the locals. Once they escaped our grasp at the airport and we were blocked from our pursuit, it took us half an hour to clear the street and then move the vehicles out of the marketplace. The local merchants were deliberately delaying us. I am certain we were ambushed.”

“Khadesh,” Maximilian stated, his face grim.

“Yes, I believe he orchestrated their escape.”

“But I thought you took care of anyone who would be trying to reach the Americans once they landed at the airport?” he frowned. “Specifically Khadesh.”

“I thought so, too,” he replied. “Our contacts at the airport were instructed to detain Khadesh if he appeared, but no one saw him. They were also supposed to question anyone waiting for passengers from that specific flight, and detain the person or persons waiting for the Americans. Apparently they did detain and question a handful of people, but no one admitted to being there for the Americans. Somehow they knew what was happening.”

The other three men stood by silently, nervously awaiting Maximilian’s response to their collective failure.

“Khadesh is a growing problem,” Maximilian said, his frustration mounting.

“He is indeed powerful,” Hans said. “He is a ghost. My men and I can’t find him.”

“He is out there, somewhere. He must have been the one who sent for Mitch and Alex. There’s no other explanation.”

“I agree,” Hans said as he nodded, shifting his stance.

Maximilian walked to a screened window in the room where the flap had been pulled up. He gazed outside for a few moments, looking up at the massive Sphinx, dwarfing them all and hiding its secrets. It was as though it challenged him, defied him personally to uncover them all. And he would.

He turned back to Hans. “Khadesh has been my nemesis for many years, working behind the scenes, in the shadows. He has opposed everything I have done since I entered the ancient Egyptian antiquities collecting business. He has thrown every obstacle at me, but I have overcome them all.”

“Yes, Herr Reichmann,” Hans replied.

“Until now, I have been able to swat aside his feeble attempts at interference.”

Hans nodded curtly.

Maximilian took a deep, sharp breath, deciding on his next course of action. “We will just have to step up our offensive.”

Hans and his men stood by waiting for Maximilian’s direction.

“Khadesh may be powerful, but I am stronger,” Maximilian said as he stared intensely, past the Sphinx, to the city of Cairo, deep in thought. “His influence in Egypt will come to an end,” he murmured to almost himself. He turned his attention back to Hans. “Find Khadesh or the American group. We find one, we find the other.”

Hans nodded. He and his men were about to take their leave when suddenly loud cheering erupted both inside and outside the tent. The scientists and archaeologists who were operating the scanning equipment congratulated each other. The mood was celebratory.

Maximilian left the room to see what the commotion was about.

Hans and his men followed behind.

Maximilian spotted his tall, grey-haired lead archaeologist. He was an older man in his late-fifties, trailed by his shorter, thinner, and younger assistant. Both were hurrying towards the tent.

The younger man felt dizzy and nauseous. He walked clumsily as he tried to prevent his hat and sunglasses from falling off. Sweat poured off of both men’s brows, their shirts soaked through with sweat. White residue from sloppily applied sunblock lotion was streaked all over their once pale, now pinkish, arms and legs.

They entered the tent and spotted their boss at once. “Maximilian, we’ve found it!” Dustimaine exclaimed, huffing, trying to catch his breath. “The scanners are showing that the object is a close match to the properties of your disk. We’ve been able to pinpoint its exact location beneath the Sphinx.”

Maximilian had told the former professor and his assistant that they were looking for a metallic object, and that it was the same object that had been responsible for the worker’s death on Dustimaine’s initial excavation. Dustimaine had been furious to learn that Dr. Khadesh had lied to him, telling him it was a generator accident. He was even angrier when he realized that Mitch and Alex, who were working for him at the time, would have known all along what really happened and kept it from him. He had, however, hidden his further indignation that the man who was killed was a spy for Maximilian and the lack of answers that he had been provided regarding why there was a metal object below the Sphinx, and also why he had not yet been allowed to examine the other object made from the same material. It had been extremely frustrating for him. He had a lot of questions, but Maximilian was not the sort of person to tolerate them to be asked. He was a man of many secrets. Dark secrets.

“Excellent news,” Maximilian said, smiling broadly.

“Yes,” Dustimaine said as he nodded enthusiastically. “We believe it’s located in a subterranean chamber a few feet in, and perhaps twenty feet down.”

“Well done, Professor,” Maximilian said. “I was right in putting you in charge of this excavation.”

“Thank-you sir,” he said. He hesitated.

“What is it?” Maximilian asked, seeing the question on his face.

“Well, now that we have found a match, I was thinking perhaps Fessel and I could examine the disk you keep referring to,” he said pointing to a large black container sitting on a table in the corner of the room. It was guarded round the clock by men armed with semi-automatic rifles. “You know...to help things along.”

Fessel’s face lit up with hopefulness.

Maximilian regarded them for a moment. He saw their curiosity bubbling to the surface. “Not now,” he said, having no intention of letting them anywhere near it.

“But...”

“Do not question me,” he replied, raising his index finger. His demeanor and tone left no room for further debate.

“I see,” Dustimaine said, clearly disappointed. He glanced back at the container.

The two guards glared at him.

Dustimaine averted his eyes, bitterly swallowing his frustration. So similar to the way he had been treated by Khadesh. No regard, precious little respect. He hated it. But he knew like before, he was powerless to do anything about it.

“Next steps?” Maximilian asked, changing the subject.

“We will start the excavation first thing tomorrow morning,” Dustimaine answered.

Maximilian looked angry all of a sudden. “Tomorrow? Why the delay? Why not now? From the sounds of it we can easily draw up plans and begin digging immediately.”

“We should still reach the chamber in the next few days, four days tops,” Dustimaine replied as he removed his hat. He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his brow. The sun had not been kind to his pale, weathered skin. Age spots covered his balding head and his face also had a pinkish tinge to it, in spite of the wide-brimmed hat he always wore and the large amounts of sunscreen he slathered on daily. “The...” his voiced cracked as he felt his throat go dry. He impatiently motioned to Fessel to hand him some water.

Fessel obliged, nervously eyeing Maximilian’s men, standing and staring hard at him and the professor.

Dustimaine took a long drink and continued. “The Egyptian workers are over-worked as it is and the days are getting hotter. It’s already over 40 degrees Celsius by noon. The Egyptian authorities are taking extra precautions in this heat. They won’t allow them to work full days any longer. It’s too dangerous. Drawing up plans, then beginning an excavation will take too long. They...”

“I do not care about the workers!” Maximilian yelled as he cut him off. “We can always get more. I want that object retrieved before Khadesh finds a way to get to it,” he fumed. “Now that we’ve found it, an extra day is unacceptable, Professor.” Maximilian still used the title, even though it was no longer recognized in any professional circles. He knew how gratifying it was for Dustimaine to hear it, and playing to his ego kept the former professor motivated. However, he was beginning to think other forms of motivation would soon be needed.

Dustimaine didn’t reply.

“Your friends are back, you know,” Maximilian said, his voice conveying a slight taunt.

“What friends?”

“Mitch and Alex, and their two irritating sidekicks Jack and Bob.”

Dustimaine and Fessel were speechless. Dustimaine’s face burned a bright red. He was indignant that his former students were back, no doubt trying to show him up once again.

“I’m pretty sure Khadesh summoned them back,” Maximilian said.

“Can’t we do something about them?” Fessel asked.

“We?” Maximilian said, raising his eyebrows.

Fessel didn’t reply.

“No doubt, the two Americans will pass on all of their archeological information to their fan and protector Khadesh,” Maximilian said as he glared at Fessel, who blanched.

“It’s not my fault your men lost Mitch and Alex at the airport,” Fessel protested. “If they had just...” Fessel stopped abruptly as Hans stepped forward, giving him a menacing look.

“If you had found the information for me back in the U.S., we wouldn’t be in this tight spot now,” Maximilian said. “I knew you were useless. I should have dealt with you as such.”

“I-I tried...” Fessel said.

“But you didn’t succeed, did you? Don’t you know that results are the only things that matter in life? The rest is nothing.”

“I l-l-looked everywhere I could think of. I took a big risk breaking into their...”

“Shut up,” Maximilian hissed, pointing a finger at his face, “or I’ll shut you up for good.” Beads of perspiration now covered his face, which only seemed to enhance his menacing expression.

Fessel paled with fear and cowered behind Dustimaine.

“With all due respect, Mr. Reichmann,” Dustimaine said holding his hands out in hopes of calming the situation, “we also have to proceed with utmost caution. We’re trying to avoid damaging the area. As we discussed in our initial review of the excavation plans, we must go slow, the external walls of the chamber need to be...”

Maximilian cut him off with a quick raise of his hand. “You listen to me very carefully, Professor,” he said, stepping towards the older man, his clear blue eyes penetrating, “I will not wait another four days. This excavation has already been put outrageously behind, since the authorities wouldn’t allow us to move the Dream Stela and enter the chamber that way.”

“But we couldn’t give a detailed proposal on that, no one knows how to get in that way, except...” Dustimaine started to say, but then stopped himself.

“Yes, Mitch and Alex,” he spat. “I know. Again, this is your failure that we were unable to provide thorough and precise plans for how to enter that way and are stuck digging like savages,” he said thrusting his arms in the air, as he turned and walked a few feet away to look out the doorway.

Hans and his men grunted their agreement.

“I-I’m sorry,” Fessel said, “I swear, I don’t think they kept any notes or...”

“Not now, Fessel,” Dustimaine whispered, looking worried.

Maximilian’s hands were balled into fists. He burned with anger and hostility. He wanted to strangle that scrawny runt Fessel right then and there, and bury his body in the desert. Inferior men like him deserved nothing more.

Dustimaine and Fessel just watched him fearfully.

“I do not like being forced into methods not of my choosing,” he seethed. He was furious at the limitations placed on him by the Egyptian authorities and by being let down by his American conscripts. He had expected more of them since they had been involved in the first Sphinx excavation. ‘They should both be killed for their ineptitude,’ he thought.

Maximilian stalked back over to Dustimaine, who visibly cringed at his approach. He poked a finger into Dustimaine’s chest, hard. “I don’t care what you have to do. Find me that object. You will use all of your archaeological knowledge and skill to excavate fast, while taking whatever precautions you can manage to squeeze in while doing so. If you cannot do that, and deal with the workers and authorities, then my men will take care of them. And if that happens, our deal will be invalid. Understood?” He pushed his finger even harder into Dustimaine’s chest, knocking the tall, slender man off balance.

Hans and his men stepped around behind Fessel and Dustimaine.

Fessel gasped.

“Y-yes, yes, perfectly,” Dustimaine stammered, looking behind him. The men just stood there; their arms crossed in front of them. “We will figure out ways to get to the chamber faster, won’t we Fessel?” He roughly pulled Fessel out from behind him.

“Faster, yes, much faster, no problem, no problem at all,” Fessel replied, the look of terror unmistakably etched on his face.

“Somehow I’ll convince the authorities everything we are doing is safe,” Dustimaine said, his voice shaking. “You have my word, Mr. Reichmann, it will be done.”

Maximilian glared at him. “It better be. No more delays.” He looked back at the container. He felt hungry, desperate for more of what it represented. Nothing would stop him from his quest.
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Forgiveness

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Since Princess Anjia’s return, there was an overriding sense of happiness, hopefulness and peace amongst the Royal Family and the Kierani people. At least for most.

Traeus still did not speak with Assan. Though the Royal Family and priesthood needed to consult on many matters to run their society, it was all still being conducted through messengers. Oftentimes, that messenger was Mindara. She had patiently waited for her husband to come around, but it seemed that possibility grew more distant with each passing day. She felt her husband’s pain, but the task of being the intermediary between him and the Head Priest was challenging and frustrating at times and she was growing tired. However, she was intent on supporting her husband so she carried on, waiting and hoping for the day when the hurt could be mended. She knew no true healing would come until that time.

Anjia witnessed this. She also knew how plagued her father was by his bitterness towards Assan. She needed to help him to move forward, to move past his pain and resentment. It would only cause him more suffering.

She decided to intervene. She went to find him. She found him working in his office, papers strewn about. “Daddy?”

Traeus immediately stood up, smiling. “Well hello! What a nice surprise, come in, come in.” His face lit up at the sight of her.

“Thanks, I hope I am not interrupting you.”

“Oh, sweetheart, nothing could ever be more important to me than time with you,” he said as he gave her a big hug. “Would you like a refreshment? I can send for something if you wish.”

“No, no, I actually need to speak with you about something. Something important.” She looked at him in earnest.

“What is it?” he asked as he motioned her to sit next to him, in one of the two chairs across from his desk.

Anjia sat down, then took her father’s hands in hers. She looked at him. She could see the years starting to show on his face, much before their time. “I know how difficult my time away was for you, believing I died that day with mother.”

Traeus was not expecting this and found himself unprepared. He faltered as he tried to answer.

Anjia saw him struggling with this, so she continued, squeezing his hand. “There is still so much we need to talk about, but I have come to you today about something specific.”

He looked at her, the pain and sadness evident in his emerald eyes. “What is it, Anjia?”

She took a deep breath. “I wish to speak to you about Assan.”

The expression on her father’s face changed immediately. His eyes turned cold and his face blanched. “Assan?” he repeated, as his voice almost cracked. He pulled his hand away.

She let him go. She knew this would not be an easy conversation to have. “Yes, I know the two of you have not spoken since he told you about me and what he did.”

Traeus looked away, he felt at once both anger towards Assan and embarrassment at his own actions. He felt like the child. “We are dealing with matters the best we can under the circumstances.” It was all he could think to say. He grabbed a writing implement and started tapping it on the edge of the large wooden desk.

“With all due respect, Daddy, I do not think that is true.”

Traeus knew there was no hope of fooling his daughter. Somehow, even after years apart, she knew him, knew how to read him. He stopped his tapping. “Perhaps not.”

She leaned forward in her chair. “I have come here today to talk to you about his decision. To help you gain peace and closure with what happened.”

He stiffened at the suggestion. He was far, far from gaining any kind of peace and closure with Assan’s still shocking choice.

Anjia saw his reaction. “Will you at least listen?” she asked.

He ran his fingers through his thick, black hair, which now had some grey in it. He looked away. He did not want her to see how upset he still was. He also did not want to disappoint his only daughter. He set his shoulders, then turned and managed a small smile. “Here you are, trying to help me, your father, when I should be the one helping you.”

She was relieved to see his defenses come down a little. “I love you Daddy. I do not say it was not difficult for me as well to be taken from this family. But when Odai and Senarra came to me, to tell me what was to happen, that I was to be taken away for my own safety and for the safety of this family, that it was the only way to protect us, somehow I knew, Daddy, I knew they were right.”

“What do you mean, Anjia? You were only five years old, you could not possibly...”

“Daddy, please listen. I could have fought, cried, screamed, tried to run. I know I was very young, but my memory of that day, how I felt, what I sensed, remains crystal clear to me.”

He was taken aback at what his daughter was saying. Somehow he had always believed, or at least wanted to believe, selfishly, that she did not go willingly. “But they said things that were not true. I could have protected you, my daughter. It was my responsibility and no one else’s to protect you. They made you believe I would not be able to. That was not true and it was incredibly unfair to me.”

She took a moment, letting him calm down a little. “I understand your feelings on this, I do. But now I need you to understand mine.” She looked at him intently. She waited for his reply.

Traeus breathed deeply. He sensed how important this was to his daughter, and yet his own emotions were turbulent. His mind had struggled to cope with the double strike of the incredible joy at having his daughter returned to him and the anger that boiled within him regarding the truth of why and how she was taken from him in the first place.

“I will try, Anjia, I will try.” He could not mask how shaken he was though. It was all still so raw.

Anjia felt a great deal of compassion for him. She shifted in her chair, trying to frame her thoughts, how she wanted to say this. “I had just witnessed mother dying. I was fighting for my own life, very near to drowning. I thought I was going to die and I was so scared. Then, miraculously, Amsara came to my rescue. But I also survived because of what mother did in the sailboat that day, attaching me by ropes to a barrel so that I would float, ignoring her own safety. She sacrificed her life to save mine.”

Traeus was trying to hold his emotions in check, but hearing this, the details of what his daughter went through, how his wife died, what she did to save their daughter, was almost too much to bear. He slumped in his chair. “I am sorry for what you have had to endure, Anjia,” he said, choking back tears.

Anjia paused, letting him release some of his pain. She wiped away a tear of her own. She wished with all of her heart that day had never happened. But it had. Now they must find a way to move forward.

“It is all right, sweetheart,” her father said. “Share what you need to. I need to hear this.”

Anjia nodded. “After the accident, I washed up near the shore, unconscious. Then Amsara came and pulled me out of the water. I remember him licking my face and nudging me awake. Somehow he knew where to find me, and that I was in trouble. It still amazes me to this day,” she said looking far off.

“The prophecy...” her father said, his voice low and filled with reverence.

She nodded; her eyes bright with understanding. “I was told Amsara raced back and led Odai right to me. Odai revived me. The two of them saved my life. Had it not been for what Amsara did, I would surely have drowned.”

Traeus cupped her face in his hands. “It was destiny, my daughter. Amsara followed his destiny so you could claim yours. You are the Child of the Prophecy. Of that there is no doubt.” He kissed her gently on her forehead.

Anjia closed her eyes. “Sometimes that day still feels like a dream. The experience was so overwhelming, so sudden...it still seems unreal sometimes. Mom and I were together, and then she was gone. Forever.”

Traeus held her, stroking her hair. “I miss her, too, so much.”

“Losing her was such a shock,” the young girl continued. She felt the warmth of the ankh pendant, its energy seemed to grow stronger with the memory.

“I know,” he said, “it was for all of us.”

She pulled away, but held his hand. “But the strange thing was, even after all of that, when they told me I needed to go away, I knew it had to happen. I cannot explain to you exactly how, but in spite of how upset I was, how scared, I knew with every fiber of my being that they would kill me if I stayed. If they tried that, I believed they would harm you and Tramen, too. I knew then that I had to leave. Alone.”

He visibly tensed. His face was drawn. He pursed his lips and said nothing.

Anjia could see he did not agree. She understood. On the surface, it made no sense. But she knew it deep within that it had been what needed to happen. She paused. She saw how painful this was for her father to hear. “When they bundled me up, all during the long journey north, I thought of you and Tramen, I missed you so much even then. I could not risk anything happening to you.”

“That is a lot for a five-year old to consider,” her father said, his tone unmistakably laced with doubt.

“I know,” she said, nodding her agreement. “I cannot explain it fully, but somehow I just knew it was what was meant to be. It is as clear to me today as it was back then.”

He considered her statement for a moment. He pulled his hand away. “But why did we have to be told you had died?” he asked hoarsely, looking down at the floorboards.

“To let go,” she answered.

He did not know what to say to that. He wanted to tell her how consumed with grief he had been, how he did not know if he would ever find his way back from the depths of the despair he was in. But he did not want her to shoulder any more of a burden than she already had.

“Daddy, Assan acted out of love and protection. He never intended to hurt you or this family. Please believe me, it had to be.”

“I just do not know if I can ever forgive him, Anjia. I have heard you, but I am your father, I am King, that decision should have been mine.” He felt himself getting angry again. He hated Assan for this. He felt that he would always hate him. “You were only a small child. He was a grown man. He should have acted differently. Respected my place. I will never forgive him for this, I am sorry...” He gripped the writing implement again, tightening his fist around it.

She saw his reaction. She knew it was time. This would be one of the most difficult things she would ever do. “There is something else you do not know,” she said nervously.

His eyes went wide as he looked at her. He could not imagine what else had been kept from him.

“This was not entirely Assan’s fault,” she said.

“I know the other priests were involved...” he replied sharply.

She held up her hands. “That is not what I mean.” She regretted terribly how her next words would hurt him even more. She inhaled deeply. “Assan actually came to me three years ago. He told me he believed it was safe for me to return home.”

“What...?” Traeus asked, not sure he had heard her correctly. “I do not understand...” he said, frowning and shaking his head.

“Daddy, I could have returned three years ago, but I did not share Assan’s belief that the time had come. Something in me told me I had to stay where I was. I was not meant to come back here until now. Our people have gone through so much, but now I sense things are again at a crossroads. It was not because I did not want to return, because I did.”

Traeus stood up, thunderstruck. He could not fathom what he was hearing. She had freely chosen to remain lost to her family, to let them continue to hold onto the lie she had died. To be apart from them. It was incomprehensible. He felt his face grow red with anger, and his heart crack with pain and the depths of disappointment. He did not know his own daughter. “How could you...” he whispered, his emotions choking him.

Anjia stood as well.

Her father backed away from her. The look on his face was nearly too much for her to bear. He went to other side of the desk, as though it would protect him from any more emotional damage.

She felt tears well up again. “Daddy, please understand this was not done to hurt you, or to cause our family any more pain,” she pleaded with him.

He shook his head. He could not answer her.

“I had a premonition one night, and when I woke up, I knew then it was time to come home.” She had decided not to tell her father exactly what it was she had dreamt, though she had confided in Assan. Her father had enough to deal with at the moment, and she did not sense the danger was yet imminent. She had asked Assan to keep her confidence as well, which he had very reluctantly agreed to. He had not wanted to keep any more secrets from his King, but she had insisted.

“I do not know what to think,” he said, the hurt and anger evident in his voice. “How could you choose to remain separated from us for three more years? And Assan wanted to bring you home?” he asked incredulously. He turned away, walking to the window, then walking back. He was a jumble of emotions. Traeus did not know what to feel towards Assan now. The Head Priest had taken full responsibility for all of this when he did not have to. He could have laid some of the blame square at his daughter’s feet, but he chose not to.

“I am sorry, Daddy,” she replied.

He shook his head. “How many more secrets are there?” he asked, raising his voice. “Do you have any idea how painful this was for Tramen, for all of us? You just let us keep believing you were dead...”

“I am sorry, but you must trust that I did what I thought was right. I still do.”

He wanted to scream. “I cannot accept this, Anjia,” he stated heatedly. “Was I not a good enough father to you? Does your family mean so little to you?”

She shook her head; her heart broke seeing him like this. “No, of course not,” she said, now crying. “Please do not say such things. You must know none of that is true.”

“Right now, I do not think I know anything for certain.” His thoughts were erratic, he was confused, hurt.

She felt terrible. “Daddy, please put your doubt, your anger aside. Assan and I made these choices to protect this family. Every day we have had to live with the consequences of those decisions. Why would we choose to cause ourselves, our loved ones, such pain, such difficulty? We had to follow our inner voices, do what was necessary, regardless of the cost to ourselves and to others. We did it because we knew we must.”

He turned away from her.

“I love you Daddy. I wish you to be at peace with this. I am here now. I was well cared for. I was loved and now I am safe within your home again. Please remember that. Please find it in your heart, somehow, to forgive us.”
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Reacquaintance & Readjustment

Taking some time to reacquaint herself with Palace life and things she had missed in her long absence in virtual exile, Anjia had asked to see the lion Amsara. She had thought of the majestic creature often, and missed him.

Odai, who was also the lion keeper, met the Princess at the Palace to escort her to the lion’s den, a short distance from the Palace, on the other side of the extensive Royal Gardens. Two Royal guards followed a respectful distance behind.

The Princess’ face lit up when she saw Odai. “Good day Odai!” she said, giving him a warm hug. “Thank-you for doing this, I have missed my old friend.”

“I am sure he has missed you as well,” he smiled. Odai had a kind face, and a gentle demeanor, and Anjia had always liked and always trusted him. Odai had found Amsara as an orphaned cub. He would surely have died if not for Odai’s insistence on taking him in and his commitment to caring for him.

“How is he doing?” the Princess asked.

“He is fine, doing as well as can be expected, but he is getting old. He is almost twenty years old now.” Odai looked sad as they walked towards the lions’ den. Anjia knew lions generally did not live much longer than that. She also knew of Odai’s deep bond with him.

They walked the rest of the way quietly chatting about the small events of their days. They reached the edge of the lion habitat. Odai had persuaded King Traeus to rebuild the lion’s home when the new Palace was constructed. The King had set aside three acres of land to provide some room for them to roam. A large pond was constructed, and the land contained a fish-filled stream that wound its way through as well. It was a lush area, frequented by many different species of birds, and filled with trees and soft grass and nice shady spots for lion naps.

As they neared the entrance of the enclosure, which had a series of interlocking doors for safety, Anjia felt Amsara’s presence – the life force of the creature that had saved her life, the one other being that shared the prophecy with her.

“Can you hear that?” Odai asked, smiling. “I think he knows you are here.”

Anjia grinned a wide grin. She could hear the big cat calling out, his voice deep and loud and guttural. “I cannot believe I am going to see him again. I have thought of him so many times over the years, picturing him in my mind.”

They entered the gates to a fenced-in area that surrounded the perimeter of the enclosure. The area was several feet deep. It allowed the various workers that Odai oversaw, to view and maintain the habitat.

Odai called out to his lion friend. They heard the lion’s call again, then a rustling in the brush. Soon three heads popped out. Amsara had two lionesses that lived with him. Spotting the people, Amsara came running over to the fence. The two lionesses hung back, just watching, ever alert, from a distance.

“My, my, he is excited to see you,” Odai said, beaming. “Amsara, this is someone you have not seen in awhile.”

“Do you remember me?” Anjia asked, stepping forward. The lion sniffed at her and began to purr loudly, a rough, uneven sound.

“Oh, I think he does,” Odai smiled. Amsara kept staring at Anjia, rubbing his thick mane against the fence. “You and he have a special bond.”

“It is amazing, he seems to recognize me, but I have changed so much.” She held her hand flat against the fence, feeling the coarse hair of his mane through it. “He is so beautiful.”

“Animals have an extraordinary sense,” Odai stated with pride. “He recognizes the spirit presence inside you. That has never changed. It remains constant within each of us, animals included.”

Anjia looked deep into the lion’s eyes, large eyes full of memory, of intelligence and she saw within them his eternal soul. “I love you, Amsara, and I thank you for my life.”

Amsara bowed his head and sat down as if in reverence.

“I will come visit you often,” she said. “I will make sure you and your lady friends get extra treats.”

“I think we may end up with some very plump lions,” Odai laughed. “Speaking of plump lions, I believe one of them is pregnant.”

Anjia’s face lit up. “Amsara, you will be a father!” She touched her hand to the fence.

He happily rubbed his mane against her hand. Full of pride.
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One evening after the Royal family had dined together, Tramen could see his sister had much on her mind. “Anjia, you have been quiet all day. You barely spoke through dinner. Is anything wrong?”

“I am sorry for that,” Anjia said, as they walked the long corridors to their rooms. “I do not mean to be poor company.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. I only want to make sure you are all right.”

Anjia glanced over her shoulder at the two guards who followed a distance behind. It was frustrating to her to have so little privacy.

“They are never far behind are they?” Tramen asked, looking back at Commander Maraeven’s two men.

“No, they are not,” she replied, an edge in her voice. “I guess it is something I will have to grow accustomed to.”

Tramen nodded.

“Would you mind if we talked in your room?” she asked. “Alone?”

“Of course not,” he replied. They walked on to Tramen’s room. Once there, they closed the thick wooden door behind them. The guards took up position in the hall on either side of the door.

“At least our father lets me be in rooms without my two shadows,” she said. “Otherwise, I might very well go mad!”

Tramen laughed.

They threw some big, comfy cushions down on the floor of his spacious room and plopped down on top of them. Anjia sat cross-legged, while Tramen leaned down on one elbow.

Anjia smiled at her brother. It was so good being with him again, she thought. Twins shared a special bond and they were no exception. The years apart had not diminished it, if anything it had grown stronger. They could communicate without words; they knew what the other would say before they would say it. They sensed each other’s feelings, their concerns.

“What is on your mind, Anjia?” he asked. “You were very quiet earlier. I was a little worried about you.”

“I am fine, Tramen,” she answered. She did not want to tell him what had been weighing on her mind. She still had not told anyone except Assan about the premonition that brought her back. She still did not feel the time was right, but she knew her brother could tell something was bothering her. “I am just trying to settle into things again. After living such a simple life for so many years, life here in the Palace feels a little overwhelming at times.”

He looked at her, he knew she was not being completely upfront with him, but he decided not to press the matter. She would talk to him when she felt ready. For now he would just be there to support her. “I can imagine. It must be very different from life in Derepet.” His heart twinged as he said the name of the place where she had spent all those years away from them.

She thought back to the small village she had called home for nine years. She had lived there nearly twice as long as she had as a Royal. Her memories of her time there were fresh and vivid, and above all else happy and content. Though she had missed her Royal family, she knew her disappearance would help protect them and keep them safe. She knew she would come home one day. It all had made her stay there much easier to accept and as time went by, she became accustomed to her simple, quiet life. She loved the long, lazy days spent walking near the river, planting the garden and watching it grow, the wonderful sense of community shared amongst the villagers when they would gather around a fire for songs and stories. She was one of them, not a Royal, not in need of guards to follow her everywhere, just an ordinary child, part of an ordinary family.

“It is harder than I thought...being a Royal Princess again,” she said, staring at the floor. She was feeling a bit guilty for admitting it. “I would not tell this to anyone else but you.”

Her brother gave her a look of compassionate understanding. “It is all right,” he said. “We have always been honest with one another. I could see you have been struggling to adjust, though you hide it well for everyone else, I think.”

She smiled sheepishly. “I should have known I could not hide much from you.”

“That is right, sister,” he said as he grinned and smacked her shoulder playfully, “so keep that in mind.”

She nodded, looking down at the floor again. “It is just hard sometimes, everyone wanting to see you all the time, wanting to talk to you. I am not used to it anymore.”

“I think your situation has upped the intensity of it all,” Tramen said. “Generally, my life has not been under so much scrutiny or pressure.”

“I think you are right,” she replied, looking at him earnestly. “I feel I have so much to live up to, with the prophecy and all, not to mention the endless questions about my long absence.”

“I know. I have seen it happening. I feel for you,” he said. “Everyone wants a piece of you, and wants to get close to you because of the prophecy.”

“The Chosen One...” she said with a big sigh. “I do not know if I am ready for that, let alone what I should be doing. I am afraid of disappointing everyone.” She smiled sadly. “I am glad I have you,” she said. “You are my rock of calmness in the midst of all this craziness.”

He wished he could take some of the pressure off of her. “Do not be afraid, you could never disappoint anyone. Besides, you have me in your corner. I am here for you. I always have been and I always will be.”

She hugged him, “I know. I could not get through all of this without you.”

They sat quietly for a few moments.

Tramen watched his sister curiously, reading the expression on her face. “You miss your life there,” he said.

She looked at him, her face wistful. “Yes, I do. But it is in no way a reflection on my love for you, or for this family.”

“I know,” he answered. “But it is evident, not just to me. From what I have seen I think our father is taking it personally. He is still upset about you remaining gone for longer than Assan thought you needed to.”

Anjia nodded. It had been a difficult admission. She had dreaded revealing it. When she had told Tramen, he had looked momentarily shocked and hurt, but he was able to come to terms with her decision much quicker and easier than her father, probably because he had always believed she was still alive, and because it was easier to convey her feelings to him. Much of the time, she did not have to say much, he just knew.

“I have tried to talk to him,” she said, “I think it will just take time.”

“It is not just that,” Tramen added. “He has many worries. I see it in him day by day. He is concerned for our people. He fears he is not doing enough for them.”

“I have heard rumblings of discontent,” Anjia said. “I only wish I knew how I could help. Our father should not have to do all this alone.”

He saw the concern etched on her face. He felt her misgivings and uncertainty. “He has many people to help him,” Tramen said, putting an arm around his sister. “Do not take on the weight of the world’s troubles just yet, Chosen One,” he said lightly, “just be my sister for awhile.”

She laughed, she felt better having been understood. “All right then, I will,” she said as she leaned her head against his shoulder.

But she knew it was not as simple as that. She also knew many people had a growing mistrust over her reappearance. They did not believe the explanations that had been provided. The increasing lack of trust in the Royal Family and priesthood worried her. She sensed a dark presence building somewhere...and it scared her.
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Dissent and Unrest Grow

Life in the Kingdom, though improved somewhat since the devastating events eight years ago, was still a struggle. Traeus knew his people were losing faith in his leadership and how could he blame them, he thought. During his reign as King, he had faced the assassination of his wife, the disappearance and deception regarding Anjia, and an attempted overthrow of the Royal Family. The Draxens had managed to steal the Pharom from him, resulting in widespread devastation. Because Traeus had not yet been ready to tell the Kierani people the truth about what the Pharom was, it had been decided that the people were to be given a cover story. They were told that the Pharom was a weapon that the Draxens had wielded against the Royal Family. Traeus carried the guilt of that lie every day and the fact that it had been his own creation that had put them in this predicament.

Due to the devastating impacts of the accident with the Pharom and the chaos and unrest that had ensued, their society had suffered. Many people had lost loved ones and homes and had experienced considerable difficulty rebuilding their lives. The Kierani economy was experiencing increasing crisis and uncertainty. The long-term effects meant that Traeus’ people were beginning to suffer from poverty, and some were now going hungry. Though the King was diverting resources to combat the situation, in many places the aid was still not coming fast enough. They had not realized how disastrous, far-reaching, and long-term the effects of the devastation would be. They had believed the recovery would have happened much sooner.

Outlying villages were the hardest hit and a few were barely scraping by. The land had not fully recovered from being scorched by the powerful device and at the same time the climate had begun to shift. They needed more moisture, but the rainfall had been declining. The people blamed the King for the failing crops, the shrinking food stores, and even, albeit unfairly, the increasingly difficult climate. They would soon be facing a drought if the conditions did not improve.

Rumblings of dissent were growing louder...
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The Queen, breathless, sought out her husband, “Traeus, I must speak with you!” she stated anxiously.

“What is it, my wife?” he asked, interrupting the meeting he was having with some of his administrators in his office within the Palace.

The men all got up from the large polished wood table they were seated at and stood out of respect for their Queen. They each bowed slightly in her direction.

She blinked, momentarily undecided whether to ask for privacy. She decided against it. She looked to her husband, “Word just came in,” she said, “there has been an incident in the city. Someone has defaced the Amsara monument. Words have been painted across its side.”

“What?” one of the men asked, then immediately felt awkward for speaking out of turn.

“What do they say?” the King asked, ignoring the breach of Royal protocol.

“They are mean words,” Mindara started to say, catching her breath, “and they are untrue.” She was hesitant to speak any further in front of the others. She did not want to embarrass her husband. Her face was flushed and tense.

The men shifted uncomfortably. They looked at one another, eyebrows raised. They were all keenly aware of the growing unrest among the Kierani people.

“It is all right, you may tell them, too. They need to hear this as well,” the King assured her. “Besides, if it is on the side of the Amsara monument, everyone will soon know.” While trying to display confidence in front of his administrators, he dreaded her next words. He could see she was upset.

She considered that for a mere second, and realized he was right. She cleared her throat. Her face reddened. “As I said, the words are untrue, cruel even.”

Everyone was staring at her, waiting on her next words.

“Go on,” Traeus said. “I would rather hear it from you.”

She nodded, then took a seat in the corner of the room. She did not want to make eye contact with anyone at the moment.

The administrators acknowledged the cue from their Queen and took their seats again.

The King remained standing.

“The words say...‘the King is weak and a liar, his people starve, while he keeps secrets’.” She paused, feeling sick to her stomach. She could feel the eyes of everyone on her.

The room was silent.

Traeus felt the sting of those words keenly. He felt incredibly self-conscious. He looked at his wife, whose eyes were still downcast. “Is that all?”

“No,” she whispered.

“You must tell me, Mindara, I will find out anyway.”

She bit her lower lip and shifted uncomfortably in the chair. “They also say ‘We need a new King. Step down or else’.”

The room was filled with awkward and uncomfortable tension. Some of the administrators whispered amongst themselves, shooting furtive glances at their King.

Mindara finally gathered the courage to look up at her husband. The look of humiliation on his face wrenched her heart. “I immediately sent men out to clean the words off. I hope you do not mind. I did not want to wait.”

Traeus thought about stopping them, he wanted to see the words for himself, but he decided his wife was right. He did not want to give the protesters the satisfaction of seeing him there, looking up at the disparaging comments, seeing his Amsara creation further marred. And he did not want to face them himself.

“Thank-you Mindara, I appreciate that,” he said, swallowing his humiliation. His wife, his administrators, his people, he looked like a fool in front of all of them. He felt shaky, uncertain.

Everyone in the room waited for his next response. No one had the courage to speak first.

The King took his seat. He leaned forward on his elbows, his fingers touching, his forehead pressed against his hands. “Trouble has been brewing for some time now. I guess it was only a matter of time before it started to boil over.”

There was murmured agreement amongst his staff.

“We need to find a way to deal with this, before things get any worse,” he continued, looking at each of them. “We must restore our people’s faith somehow.”

“Your Majesty,” one of the men spoke up. He cleared his throat, “If I may humbly suggest, Princess Anjia has been back with us for awhile now. It may help matters if she were to start taking on a more active role.”

“I agree,” another man said, nodding his head eagerly. “The Princess has been relatively well received. I think the people would respond well to her as the Chosen One.”

Traeus shook his head. “There are still those who fear her, some do not even believe she is who we say she is. With all that has happened, I am not sure I can blame them. We cannot place our burdens on her shoulders.”

“But those people are in the minority,” the first man said, leaning forward. “Only a few extremists say such things, and most reasonable Kierani citizens pay them no mind.”

Mindara though surprised at the suggestion, listened intently. She got up and stood beside her husband.

The King waved off the proposal, shaking his head. “My daughter has already been through too much at far too young an age. This could put her at risk.” He was ashamed that they would even ask this. His advisors were losing faith in him. He could not admit failure, not yet.

Mindara touched her husband’s arm, “Traeus, with all due respect, she is stronger than you give her credit for. I think she is ready.”

“I agree,” the second administrator said. “We must act before it is too late. Day by day our people are growing increasingly angry and frustrated.” The men were hesitant to give voice to what else the people were saying – that they blamed the King himself.

Traeus felt a terrible weight bearing down on him. He had let his people down and now they were asking his daughter to rescue him, rescue their society from events to which she was not responsible. He would not have it. He would find a way out of this himself.

“I will not ask this of her,” he said firmly.
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Secret Entrance

Present-Day Egypt

Mitch checked over the equipment again. Whenever he felt nervous he would tend to check and re-check things. He and his friends had spent the previous days planning and preparing for tonight’s mission. Khamir had been waiting for the right time for them to proceed, and it was decided that they couldn’t wait any longer. They were now out of options. No matter what, they had to get the Pharom.

They knew that Maximilian and his team had already begun their excavations, and from the start he was pushing the rules, running longer days than previously agreed to, having more people around very late into the evenings to discuss and plan the next day’s activities. They couldn’t believe how fast everything had happened. Khamir thought they might have more time. Things were definitely not proceeding in any kind of normal fashion. It was a travesty how much disregard had been shown for proper channels, procedures, and safeguarding of the Sphinx complex.

“Ok guys, it’s time, let’s go meet Khamir,” Alex said, throwing her hair up into a ponytail. “He should be off work from Maximilian’s excavation at the Sphinx by now.”

They had also spent their time up to now trying to calm Bob down. Jack had managed to cajole his friend back to his old self a little. Reluctantly, Bob had admitted that their help was desperately needed and there was no other way. Very reluctantly.

“It’s ok, buddy,” Jack said, slapping Bob’s back, “just think, we’ll be seriously sticking it to old Dusty and that weasel Fessel.”

“Thanks,” Bob said, managing a half-smile, “that actually cheers me up a little.”

The four Americans, dressed in the dark clothes Khamir bought for them in Cairo, and sneakers, packed their gear and equipment into the van. He had left them keys to the van and to his house to lock up after they left. Everybody was quiet as Mitch drove to the predetermined meeting place with Khamir. The late evening traffic in Cairo was still bustling and chaotic. Mitch drove cautiously to avoid unwanted attention and because Cairo traffic frayed every nerve he had.

“There he is,” Mitch said, pointing in the direction of a figure stepping out from a back alley. He parked the van, and everybody quickly got out and picked up their gear. The plan was to walk to the Sphinx in the dark, with Khamir as their guide. He would know what to do about any potential obstacles they might encounter.

The sight of the Pyramids and Sphinx towering majestically in the distance always took Mitch and Alex’s breath away. It was truly magnificent.

“I was hoping you would not change your minds about this,” Khamir said, as he greeted each of them with a hug. “I know how nerve-wracking this is for you.”

“We’ll be fine,” Mitch said, patting him on the back, “we’ve got you.”

Khamir smiled. “Come, follow me.”

After walking in silence past the edge of Cairo and into the dark, cool desert, Khamir motioned for them to stop. “Over there, watch,” Khamir whispered, pointing to the silhouette of the Great Sphinx, just beyond the Temple of the Sphinx. The sets of lights strewn around the northern side illuminated Maximilian’s guards. “Do not worry, there are only four of them and they should be passing out at any minute now. I put something in their water after giving them some highly salted snacks to ensure they would drink. It will be most effective.”

Khamir and the four Americans watched while off in the distance the guards, one by one, staggered and dropped to the ground within mere seconds of each other.

“We should hurry,” Khamir said as he led the way in the dark. “We will not have much time before they regain consciousness.”

The group hurried through the cool desert, carrying all their equipment while being as stealthy as they could. As they approached the Great Sphinx, they could see that Maximilian had the area leading to it taped off. ‘Do not enter’ signs, written in both English and Arabic, were posted everywhere. They could see the heavy machinery in place.

They spotted the area where the excavation was underway at the Sphinx’s side.

“You weren’t joking when you said Maximilian planned to dig his way to the secret chambers,” Jack said.

“No respect,” Mitch said, frowning.

“Dustimaine never had any real respect for archaeology,” Alex said, grimacing at the sight. “He’s only ever cared about himself. Same with Fessel, that spineless little weasel.”

Finally they reached the giant monument and stopped directly in front of it. The lighting next to it gave it an otherworldly glow.

Mitch and Alex looked up at the face of the Great Sphinx, admiring it once again. Eighteen months ago, they were at this same location, looking to solve one of archaeology’s most enduring mysteries. Now they were back to trying to protect the world from sinister forces who wanted to exploit their discovery.

They walked even closer to the Sphinx, stopping to stand below the head and between its paws, in front of the impressive Dream Stela, carved with hieroglyphs.

“I don’t know about you Alex, but at this moment I feel very small,” he said, his shoulders sagging a little at the undertaking in front of them.

“Yeah, I know, and yet here we go again,” Alex sighed.

“I remember struggling to move the Dream Stela back into place last time,” Jack said, sounding worried. “It’s heavy. Really heavy.”

They set themselves to their task. Khamir had brought equipment along to safely move and secure the Stela. Their experience with it last time had taught him what to do. With straps and levers, and a support base, he prepared it to be moved. It was a technical feat that didn’t require a great deal of force, only the strength of deliberate and careful movements. All five of them helped to move the large and very precious object.

Mitch and Alex turned on their flashlights. The guards were still out cold. They searched the strata of limestone behind the Dream Stela for the familiar, differently colored section.

“At least this time it won’t take us several hours since we know what to look for and how to unlock the mechanism.” Mitch looked around. “Ahh, here, it is,” he said, spotting it. “Jack, Bob, would you guys mind keeping your flashlights focused here?” Mitch asked, pointing to a section of rock.

They did as he asked.

Khamir helped him pull out the segment of loose rock, several inches thick, and made of solid limestone.

A rectangular opening was revealed.

“Let me see if I can remember where the lever was,” Alex said.

Mitch and Khamir moved aside.

She lay flat on the ground, reached out and put her hand through the opening. Closing her eyes, she tried to focus on what she was feeling. “If I remember correctly, the Kierani symbol for ‘power’ was carved on the bottom of the opening.” Her fingers traced the surface, seeking the familiar outline. “Here it is!”

“Great stuff, Alex,” Mitch said. “Now you know what to do.”

She took a deep breath, and then pressed down on it. The rock that had been underneath the Dream Stella creaked and hissed as a fissure opened.

“Cool,” Jack said, grinning.

“Yeah,” Bob said, trying to hide his nervousness. He kept looking over their shoulders for any signs of movement. “But let’s keep it moving, alright? Those nasty Stasi won’t be napping forever you know.”

“Agreed,” Khamir said as he quickly cleared away the dirt around the fissure.

“There,” Mitch said, pointing, “that section of rock also moves.”

He and Alex pushed it forward a couple of feet, widening the opening enough to allow them to squeeze through. The narrow passageway led to a short set of stairs, and then to the tunnel that would take them to the secret chambers. It had been agreed that Mitch and Alex alone would retrace their steps to the Pharom’s hiding place.

“Ok guys, don’t seal us in,” Alex said, shaking a finger at them. “We’ll be back as quick as we can.”

“Make it faster!” Bob added.

“Right you are,” she laughed, giving him a pretend salute.

Flashlights in hand, two duffel bags draped over their shoulders, and tools strapped to their waists, Mitch and Alex squeezed down into the chamber below.

Alex turned and waved.

“May you be protected and find good fortune,” Khamir said, waving his hand.

“Good hunting,” Jack said.

Khamir, Jack and Bob took up positions to stand watch.

Mitch and Alex quickly descended the set of narrow stairs, cut from the surrounding rock.

“Here we are again,” Mitch murmured. “It feels like we were just here.”

“It does, doesn’t it? I’ve traveled this path countless times in my memory, trying to remember every detail,” Alex remarked, as she shone her flashlight down the narrow, sloping corridor.

They headed in. At the end of the 30-foot long passageway, they reached a set of bronze-colored metal doors, smooth and carved in painstaking detail with Kierani glyphs. The doors were also equipped with a circular apparatus. Mitch and Alex knew from their previous visit that it was an ancient Kierani combination lock. It was roughly five inches in diameter, inset with a three-inch round centerpiece. All around the apparatus were smaller, intricate glyphs.

They briefly took note of the larger glyphs carved into the doors, ones for heaven or sky, as well as travel or move, and finally ones for beginning and power.

“We’d better focus on the lock,” Mitch said pushing aside his archaeological intrigue.

Alex nodded in agreement. She examined the smaller glyphs around the circular feature. “If I remember correctly, the code for this door is ‘Warrior of Light’,” Alex said as she rotated the lock to the corresponding Kierani symbols.

There was a snapping sound, as two handles, one on either side of the lock, popped out of the door.

Alex jumped slightly, even though she had been expecting it.

Mitch pushed on the handles. The thick, heavy doors groaned as they opened up to the darkness beyond.

They shone their flashlights ahead. The beams cut through the inky blackness.

Mitch and Alex walked into the chamber beyond the metal doors. The sight again took their breaths away, even knowing this time what to expect. Four immense limestone columns soared ten feet to the vaulted ceiling above. The walls were beautifully decorated with Kierani figures and scenes from Kierani life. In the center of the room stood a limestone obelisk, five-feet in height, and ornately carved in Kierani glyphs, with an opening at the top, in the shape of an inverted diamond.

“I’ve got to remind myself that we need to hurry,” Alex said. “It’s hard not to want to linger here.”

“Stasi,” Mitch replied.

“Right.”

They hurried across the chamber to where it narrowed at the far end. This time, a single bronze-hued metal door, with a similar lock stood in their way. Mitch quickly turned it to the symbols for ‘Carrier of Light’. The handle sprang forth as expected, and they pushed the heavy, thick door open, through to a smaller chamber.

“The platform for the Pharom,” Alex whispered, shining her light on the only structure in the room. It was nearly four feet tall, with a Kierani inscription carved into the front of it. She looked to the back wall. “We don’t have the crystal to help us.”

“That’s ok, I think I remember approximately where it is,” Mitch said. “Let’s see if we can find traces of the edge of the opening.” He walked over and shone his flashlight over the wall. He felt the wall for the familiar groove.

When they had entered this chamber the last time they were in Egypt, they needed to shine a light through a crystal positioned within an opening in the obelisk, to help them find the cleverly camouflaged entrance to the final chamber. The light shining through the crystal revealed an image of a lion’s head and a sparkling effect on the wall, which was nearly undetectable to the naked eye. The entrance, sealed tight up by a thick stone slab, was part way up the wall. The slab was all but indistinguishable from the surrounding rock. Only the barest hint of a hairline groove separated it. Unfortunately, they had hidden the crystal away in that last secret chamber, and resealed it so it could never be found again, in the hopes of keeping the Pharom safe.

Alex came over to help. The two friends searched feverishly in the shadowed chamber. Their hearts raced and sweat poured down their backs. They knew they didn’t have much time before the guards awoke. Their lives depended on this.

“Here!” Alex exclaimed, after spending what felt like an eternity looking for the edges of the rock-covered entrance.

“Ok, let’s work it free, just like last time,” Mitch said, reaching for a pocket knife. He carefully traced the fine outlines of the opening with the knife. Once he had the edges revealed, they each took a side and worked to pry the heavy stone free.

“I do recall I didn’t like this next part very much,” Alex said, taking a deep breath, steeling herself what lay ahead.

“Me neither,” Mitch said shining his light into the dark, cramped tunnel. “It looks even smaller than it did before.”

“Well, it’s not going to get any wider,” she said patting his back. “After you.”

Mitch groaned. He pulled himself into the tight opening. His shoulders brushed both sides of the tunnel. He was glad to not be claustrophobic.

Alex followed.

Mitch tried to crawl carefully, not kicking up too much dust, but Alex still coughed and choked behind him. She didn’t complain. They had to move fast.

“We’re almost there!” Mitch said, after they had crawled over forty feet.

Alex tried to answer, but her throat was coated in dust. She couldn’t even reach for water in the tight space.

Finally, the tunnel opened up to a small cramped room, eight by seven feet roughly hewn from the rock. They dropped inside. It wasn’t big enough for them to stand up straight. Hunched over, they shone their flashlights around. There, exactly where they had left them were two ancient stone chests lying near the far wall. The larger one had two kneeling figures each holding a scepter that rested on the other’s shoulder, carved into its lid, while the second chest had a twenty-inch long ankh carving on its lid. The chest with the ankh contained ancient Kierani scrolls encased in metal cylinders and the crib notes, and the other chest held the Pharom and crystal.

“Your prize, behind door number three is...” Mitch said to Alex, his arm outstretched towards the items.

“A world of hurt if we don’t get out of here and fast,” she said, her face serious.

They grabbed the items and placed them inside two duffel bags. Mitch took the heavier chest of the two, the one with the Pharom, while Alex took the other, and they headed back out through the tunnel.
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Closing In

“We must hurry, the guards will be waking up soon,” Khamir said as Mitch and Alex, in turn, handed him the two duffel bags containing the ancient chests and priceless artifacts. He helped them back out of the entrance to the hidden chambers. Their clothes were covered in dust and their faces caked with a mixture of dust and sweat from their hurried exit.

Jack came running around the corner, with Bob trailing behind. “More of Max’s men are coming,” he whispered, panic-stricken, still trying to catch his breath.

“Did you get everything?” Bob asked.

“Yeah,” Mitch answered, as he once again swung the heavy duffel bag containing the Pharom over his shoulder. “Could you carry the other chest?”

“Sure,” Bob replied, scooping it up. He swung around.

Off in the distance, they could see figures carrying flashlights approaching them fast. Beams bounced along as their enemies ran towards their positions.

“They probably got suspicious when they lost radio contact with the guards,” Khamir said.

“What are you doing sleeping on the job?” a voice in the distance demanded. There were murmured responses. “Someone’s here!” another voice shouted. Flashlights shone in every direction.

“Over there!” a guard shouted.

“We have to leave. Now!” Khamir said. “There is no time to close the entrance.”

“Halt!”

“Oh, god,” Bob said. “Here they come!”

“Head back to the van!” Khamir ordered. “Keep running. Do not look back.”

Everyone scrambled. The group grabbed the rest of their belongings in a panic and ran. Loud bangs echoed throughout the night. Bullets hit the sand very near to the fleeing fivesome.

“They’re shooting at us!” Jack shouted, running and at the same time trying to stay low.

“We will take cover on the other side of the Temple of the Sphinx,” Khamir yelled.

They ran for their lives, reaching the temporary shelter of the Temple.

“I will distract them, get those items to safety,” Khamir yelled as he disappeared around a corner.

“Wait, Khamir, it’s too dangerous!” Alex called out, trying to go after him.

Mitch pulled her back. “Alex, leave him, we’ve got to get out of here!”

Just then flashes of light lit up the night. Bullets whipped by, smashing into the ground around them. They ducked for cover.

“Stop right there!” Three men with sub machine guns suddenly appeared in front of them.

Jack gasped loudly.

Bob nearly dropped the chest he was carrying.

“We meet again,” Hans said with a menacing grin. He and his men wore night vision goggles, which made tracking the four Americans in the darkness without being seen an easy matter.

Another shot rang out from behind their position. Shards of stone exploded a few feet away.

“Hold your fire! We have them!” Hans yelled into his radio. He took in the four terrified Americans. A motley crew. Pathetic really. “I shall enjoy this.” His grin grew even bigger. “Now, put everything down.”

His men took up positions on either side of the foursome, guns at the ready.

They carefully set the items they were carrying down on the ground.

Suddenly, a loud shrieking noise was heard off in the distance, followed by faint screams. Mitch and Alex, seizing the opportunity, grabbed their flashlights, turned them on and shone them directly into the three men’s eyes. They cried out, dropping their guns, and tore off their night vision goggles.

Bob grabbed one of Hans’ men and head butted him.

Mitch rushed forward and hit Hans hard over the head with his flashlight, parts of it shattering into pieces. Hans dropped like a rock.

Alex swung the heavy duffel bag containing the Pharom at the third man. Dazed, he stumbled. Then Jack snuck up behind him, kicking his legs out from under him. The man fell, hitting his head on a rock.

“Hurry! Let’s go!” Mitch said, out of breath.

The four friends picked everything up, and raced back towards the outskirts of Cairo, not daring to look back.

Sprinting all the way, they made their way back to the dark alley where the van was parked. All of a sudden they heard someone running towards them. They quickly scattered and hid amongst the dumpsters and debris in the alley.

“My friends, it is Khamir,” whispered the lone figure, as he crept into the alley after them. “Show yourselves.”

“Oh, thank god,” Jack said, out of breath, and doubled over.

Bob was coughing and wheezing from their panicked escape. His heart thundered in his chest. He felt like his lungs were going to explode.

“Over here,” Alex whispered back, waving to him. They all came out of their hiding places.

“Are we ever glad to see you!” Mitch said. “What happened back there?”

“Sonic grenades,” Khamir replied simply. “What happened to you?”

“Flashlights,” Alex replied, grinning and rubbing the back of her hand across her forehead. Her face was still streaked with dust and perspiration.

“With a little improv thrown in, right buddy?” Jack added, high-fiving Bob.

Bob could only nod, he was still too out of breath to talk. He grabbed a bottle of water and downed the whole thing.

“So, now what?” Mitch asked, wiping the dirt and sweat off his glasses.

“Now, we must take these items someplace safe,” Khamir replied, “and get as much distance between us and our German friends as possible.”
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An Invitation

Circa 10,000 B.C.

On top of everything else the King was dealing with he had another area of concern. Anjia had begun requesting to see her adoptive parents, Uta and Ehrim. She missed them. Traeus had been incredibly upset at first to hear her ask such a thing. In his mind, those people should be wiped out of their lives for good.

His wife however, had pleaded on Anjia’s behalf, explaining as gently as she could, that Anjia had spent most of her life with them, and that they were truly a part of her family, and not the enemy. Mindara had tried to get him to see things from his daughter’s perspective and understand that the couple had not knowingly done anything wrong to him. They were as much the victims in this as anyone and were likely suffering greatly as well. However, the requests had been too painful for Traeus to bear. He shut himself away. He had not spoken to either his wife or daughter for two days now.

Though Traeus had tried to put his daughter’s request out of his mind, it haunted him. He had taken to walking around the Palace grounds alone, late in the evenings. He needed to gather his thoughts and he found that the more he was around people, the less he was able to make sense of what was happening in his life. So he sought solitude nightly after the Palace had quieted down and everyone else was in bed.

This night he felt especially sad and vulnerable. Alone, he walked the stone paths that wound their way through the Palace gardens. He breathed in the cool nighttime air, and found himself staring up at the moon. Seeking answers. Only a few wisps of clouds were visible. The stars were brilliant and bold on this night. He felt a shift inside himself. He was still upset, but not at anyone else this time. With himself. He had asked Odai for a little more information on Uta and Ehrim and had been very distressed with what he learned about them. He now felt almost cruel in his role in keeping them from Anjia, though it was not intentional. He knew it was time that things changed. The fact that deep down he did not want them to ceased to matter so much. He finally accepted that he was not the only one suffering.

He walked on, coming to a large pond in the center of the gardens. He took a seat on a small bench. The water was almost still, save for the faintest of ripples. The moonlight shone down, giving the surface of the water a silvery glow. It was beautiful. Clear. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply. The air was fragrant. Lovely. He was selfish.

Not being able to wait, he had woken his wife up when he returned from his walk, to talk to her about his decision to invite Uta and Ehrim to the Palace. Mindara was greatly relieved. She had tried to be patient with her husband, knowing that pressuring him would only push him away more. She had trusted in his good nature, that he would come to this decision on his own, in his own time, when he had healed enough. And now he had. They sat up talking most of the night.
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First thing the next morning, Traeus sought out his daughter. He found her in the Palace library, reading.

“Anjia,” he said. “Good morning.”

She looked up from her book, surprised. She did not know what to say. Her father had not been speaking to her the last couple of days. She lowered her book.

“I would like to apologize to you,” her father said, “for being so selfish and childish lately.”

“This has not been easy on anyone,” she said, still feeling a little cautious around him. It had hurt her when he had turned away from her.

“If you are not too busy, I was wondering if you would like to take a walk with me in the gardens this morning?” He tried to sound cheerful. He could see she was uncertain.

She hesitated, assessing his mood. She put her book down. “That would be nice,” she said.

They walked out together in silence. They made their way through pathways dappled in sunlight. It was a clear, warm day. Birds chirped brightly and flitted between the trees. Anjia sensed her father had something important on his mind. Finally, Traeus motioned her to a sun-bathed bench near a small pond. They sat down together.

Traeus gazed out over the water. He had been trying to put things into perspective. Talking with Mindara last night had made a big difference. It had helped him move away from the dark and painful place he had locked himself away in. He needed to remember not to face these things alone from now on. It was too hard.

Anjia sat quietly, waiting for her father to speak. She closed her eyes. The warm sun on her face felt good.

Traeus sighed. “I have been doing a great deal of thinking, my daughter, and I have realized that I have not been the best father I can be to you.”

“Under the circumstances, I do not blame you for being upset...for pulling away,” she said. She was watching two small birds chase one another through the trees. She loved nature, connecting with it helped to heal her heart and bring things into perspective.

Traeus took her hand. He looked at their hands locked together for a moment. “Anjia, I have been so wrapped up in my own feelings of hurt and anger at your...absence from this family that I have not considered how you must be feeling. I mean I had to a degree, but not nearly enough. I have also not considered Uta and Ehrim in this...at all.” He cleared his throat, which felt constricted. “I know they were told you were an orphan when Odai and Senarra brought you to them. I cannot imagine the shock of learning the truth, then losing their only daughter immediately thereafter.” His voice now sank lower, “I have recently learned from Odai, that they had had a son who passed away very young.”

“Yes, that is true,” she said sadly. “They told me about him. His name was Esa.”

Traeus took his daughter’s hand, “I was very sorry to hear that.”

Anjia nodded, but said nothing. She recalled them telling her about him, how their hearts had been broken, how they thought they would never feel joy again.

Traeus saw the look on her face, the sorrow she felt for them was clear. This made it even more real to him. “They have suffered a great deal...too much,” he said, his voice grew hoarse with emotion. “I do not wish to add to that any longer.”

Anjia looked up at her father, her emerald eyes wide and filled with hope.

“I know you have asked to visit them. I still do not think it is safe to do so, but instead I would like to formally invite them to visit the Palace.”

“Oh, Daddy!” Anjia exclaimed, her eyes filling with tears of happiness. She embraced him. “Thank-you! This means so much to me. I know you will love them, Daddy. They are wonderful people.” She held onto him tightly for a few more moments, then pulled away, beaming.

“I am glad to see you smile again,” he said.

He smiled at her, but Anjia detected the sadness there as well. “Daddy, please know that just because I love them, does not mean I love you any less. No one could ever take your place in my life. My love for you never dimmed, and it never will.”

Her words struck him like a thunderbolt. That very notion had haunted him to the very depths of his soul. So deep, he could not admit it to anyone, not even his wife. The tears welled up in his eyes.

“Never,” she said, noticing his reaction. Now it all made sense to her.

“Anjia, my daughter,” he whispered as he held her close. “I am so grateful for you.” Traeus felt a sense of relief pass over him, as he let his own fears go.

They sat together in silence for a short time, then Traeus spoke, “I will have Odai send word today to their home, they can come as soon as they would like.”
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CHAPTER 20
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A Second Family

The Royal Family had been notified that Uta and Ehrim had entered the city. They gathered, dressed in fine Royal garments, to receive the honored guests.

Traeus’ heart pounded in his chest. He was worried he would not be able to deal well with meeting the two people who had shared his daughter’s life, while he was led to believe she was dead. He tried to push those thoughts out of his mind. They would not help. What was done was done.

Mindara held on tightly to her husband’s hand. She knew.

Finally, the travelers came into sight. Their humble cart rattled along the lane. As they drew closer Traeus saw for the first time the two people whom Anjia had known and lived with, and to whom he was a complete stranger. His felt his blood turn to ice.

Tramen stood by his sister, also watching with immense curiosity the people who were coming into their lives. He saw how excited his sister was, and at that moment, knew fully the effect of their lives diverging so many years ago. This was not something the twins shared. This moment was Anjia’s alone.

Uta and Ehrim were in awe of their surroundings. They looked around at the beautifully manicured grounds, the grand Palace, the Royal guards bowing as they drove up the lane. They thought of their own humble home, the one a Royal Princess had lived in, and they felt very, very small.

Traeus and Mindara placed their arms around Anjia as the cart came to a stop. Anjia could no longer contain her excitement and bolted forward to meet them. Before she could catch herself, she called out, “Mother! Father!”

Traeus visibly winced at her words.

Almost immediately Anjia regretted what she said. But then she thought what else was she to call them? That was who they were to her. She focused on the two people in front of her and lost herself to the moment.

“Oh, my precious girl!” Uta cried out as Anjia hugged both her and Ehrim.

“Pan...I mean Anjia...I mean Princess...” Ehrim stumbled over his words, “we cannot tell you how much we have missed you.”

Uta held her tight. “It is so good to see you again.” She cried tears of joy.

“I have missed you, too,” Anjia said, tears streaming down her cheeks, “so much. I am so glad you are here.”

Uta wiped her face, though the tears kept coming. “We have brought you something,” she said. Uta handed her the little wool lion cub from home. “He missed you.”

Anjia’s eyes lit up at the sight of it. More tears came. She had forgotten to take her treasured toy with her in her rushed departure. “Thank-you,” she whispered, holding it tight to her chest. She had slept with it every night. She felt awash in warmth and love having them near again. A weight lifted off her. In this moment, she felt like just a little girl again, the one without titles, responsibilities and expectations. For the moment, she forgot everything that was troubling her.

Ehrim smiled. “You look so beautiful,” he said. “Look at you in your fine dress.”

“You are a vision, my dear,” Uta said, touching her cheek.

Anjia beamed. She wore an emerald silk gown that had once belonged to her mother. It matched Anjia’s eyes perfectly. She had also had her hair put up and braided with gold ribbons. Her ankh pendant hung around her neck, shining brightly. She looked like royalty.

“I would like to introduce you to my...” she hesitated. She had not thought this part through, “...to my...other family.” She did not know how else to say this. She had two families.

Uta and Ehrim looked up at the entrance to the Royal Palace. They had never been in the main city before, let alone at the steps of the Palace. They saw the Royal Family standing there...looking at them. Suddenly, they felt very intimidated.

Anjia smiled encouragingly, she knew what they must be feeling. “It is all right,” she whispered, “they are just people, the same as you. Come, take my hand, it will be fine.”

They were speechless and very, very nervous.

She took their hands, squeezing them gently, and led them back to where the Royal Family stood. “May I present King Traeus and Queen Mindara.”

Uta and Ehrim bowed deeply.

The King stepped forward to greet them. “It is an honor to finally meet you.” Inwardly, he fought against a rising tide of resentment and jealousy. He willed the strength to be what his daughter needed in this moment. He swallowed his pride.

“Your Majesties, the honor is ours,” Ehrim said.

“Welcome. We are grateful you have come,” Mindara said, smiling warmly. “I hope your journey went well.”

“Yes, thank-you, your Majesty,” Uta said, smiling in return and trying to hide her nervousness. She was in awe of the Royals. She also felt very self-conscious in their modest attire.

The King introduced them to the rest of the family. “These are our sons, Anjia’s twin brother, Tramen, this is Setar, and the little one is Alaj.”

They locked eyes with Tramen, their daughter’s twin brother. They were captivated.

He looked at them, his gaze warm, yet penetrating. He nodded.

The mixture of emotions felt by all present was almost dizzying.

“What a beautiful family you have,” Uta said, with a wistful smile. She felt sad and empty in that moment. She and her husband no longer had the blessing of children in their home and would never again.

As if reading their thoughts the King said, “This is now your family, too. You are no longer alone.” His words, though spoken from an intellectual place, served to quell some of his own misgivings and apprehension.

Uta raised a trembling hand to her mouth, her eyes lowered, as she was overcome with emotion.

Her husband placed his arm around her shoulder, as she shook with tears. “You greatly honor us, your Majesty,” Ehrim said as he bowed his head.

Anjia was so proud of her father, Traeus, in that moment, and grateful for his generous spirit. She felt her heart swell with joy. “You both must be exhausted from your journey,” she said, recognizing how potent and overwhelming this experience would be for them, for everyone. “We have a room prepared for you. I will show you there. I can give you a tour of the Palace and the grounds when you are rested.”

“That would be lovely,” Uta smiled, looking visibly relieved. She felt like she could faint.

“We would also like to invite you to a feast we are having tonight in your honor,” the King said.

“You are too kind, your Majesty,” Ehrim said. “We are deeply honored. Thank-you.”
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Anjia walked Uta and Ehrim to their room, visited with them a short while, and then excused herself to allow them their rest. Inside the spacious guest room, fruits, baked goods and cool water waited for them on a center table adorned with fine linens. Fresh clothes had also been provided. Anjia had given the Palace tailors their sizes and had formal clothes created for the dinner. She had also had an array of casual outfits made. She knew they did not have much and would be intimidated by their surroundings. Uta and Ehrim were very grateful for her thoughtfulness.

That evening many people gathered in the dining hall to formally welcome Uta and Ehrim to the Royal Palace. It had been beautifully decorated with colorful ribbons and flowers. In one corner, musicians dressed in emerald robes played celebratory songs. Tall golden candles burned with bright warmth on every table. People milled about chatting. Long banners hung from the walls adorned with the Royal crest.

The priests, including Assan, were also in attendance, but Assan kept a distance from Traeus out of respect and understanding for how difficult this situation was for him.

Traeus watched uncomfortably from a distance as Assan, Odai and Senarra greeted Uta and Ehrim. He tried to suppress the resentment over their complicity that still burned deep within him. He finally forced himself to look away.

“Odai, Senarra!” Uta exclaimed.

The two priests smiled and stepped forward. “It is good to see you both again,” Odai said, tears filling his eyes. He and Senarra embraced them.

“May I introduce our son, Auraelion,” Odai said, as the young boy smiled shyly.

“Oh my, he is handsome!” Uta gushed.

“Hello Auraelion, we are pleased to meet you,” Ehrim said as he shook the young boy’s hand.

“Hello,” he replied very politely.

Assan stepped forward. He had waited quietly for his turn to come. He sensed the King watching from a distance.

“Assan!” Uta said holding out her arms. Assan hugged her briefly, aware of his King, who now turned away.

Ehrim shook his hand. “Your Grace.”

“I am glad you have come,” Assan said.

They spoke for a short time about the journey to the city, and their first impressions of the Royal Palace. Then it was time for dinner.

A sumptuous meal had been prepared. Uta and Ehrim were seated with the Royal Family. They were awed by the amount of food and wine present. The music wafted throughout the softly lit hall.

Anjia was put very much at ease having them there. Comfortable conversation buzzed around the table over the long, leisurely meal. Traeus had even felt himself slowly start to relax.

“Panarra...” Uta started to say, then immediately realized her error. Her hand flew to her mouth. She saw the King’s face flush at the mention of the name his daughter had lived under. “Oh, your Majesty, I am so sorry. I did not mean to...”

“It is all right,” Anjia said, patting her hand. “You called me that for a long time.”

Traeus however was thunderstruck by hearing the name. He said nothing. He sat stone-faced.

Uta felt terrible. Ehrim was quiet and avoided eye contact with the Royals.

Shortly afterwards, Traeus excused himself from the table. He could not stay any longer.

Queen Mindara felt badly for her husband and went with him. “Please forgive us, it has been a long day, we are very tired,” she said, trying not to make their guests feel worse about what happened. “We will see you tomorrow. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

Uta and Ehrim got up and bowed as the Royal couple quickly left, speaking to no one else on their way out of the dining hall.
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CHAPTER 21
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A Request Is Made

From that point on, as much as the King tried to deal with things in a positive, somewhat friendly fashion, Uta and Ehrim’s presence had put a visible strain on him. Mindara had tried to assuage his anxiety over meeting the people who had taken his daughter in, and she had succeeded for a time. But hearing his daughter’s assumed name at the banquet triggered something deep and dark within him. As much as he tried to forget the past and forgive those involved, his bitterness grew day by day. He had once again started to withdraw from his family.

Anjia saw the toll this was taking on her father, but she too suffered, for different reasons. She came to see him one night after Uta and Ehrim had retired for the night. She found him sitting alone in the Palace library staring at the fire slowly dying in the fireplace. The red embers glowed. Small licks of flames tried desperately to hang onto their brief life. “Daddy? May I speak with you?”

Traeus sighed heavily. He had wanted to be alone. He was weary from the day. Trying to marshal a smile, he turned to look at her standing in the doorway. “Yes, Anjia, of course. Come sit down.” He turned back to the fire. He felt stretched thin, like the world had been asking too much of him and, little by little, it was pulling him too far.

The library was dark, save for the small fire. “You look so tired,” she said, as she sat down on the sofa next to him. She took his hand.

“I am,” he said.

“This has been difficult for you, especially, I think,” she said. She noticed the way his shoulders sagged forward. She had second thoughts about what she wanted to ask him.

He did not reply. He went to reach for his mug of spirits, but it was empty. He did not have the energy to pour another.

She bit her lip, and tucked her hair behind her ears. “We have not spoken since the night of the welcoming banquet. I have been worried about you.”

“You need not be,” is all he would say. He knew she wanted him to open up, but he felt conflicted. He did not want to share what he was feeling with her, or Mindara. They had been through this already, but the dark feeling had returned. He had seen her easy comfort with Uta and Ehrim, the kind that only comes from time spent together, from unconditional love and from absolute trust. He could not help but feel it somehow diminished his place in his daughter’s life and in her heart. He felt deeply envious of their special place in his daughter’s life. ‘They had no right to be there,’ he thought. ‘It should not have happened.’ He took up his empty mug, holding it tightly. He turned it in his hand.

Anjia watched him, reading the minutest of reactions on his face, in his demeanor. She could not ask this of him now. “I will leave you,” she said as she got up. “I just wanted to say goodnight.”

He clenched his jaw. “That is not true,” he said, his voice low. “You had something you wanted to say to me. Sit, let us talk.”

She sat back down, a little less close than last time. She thought about how best to proceed. She took a deep breath. “Uta and Ehrim have enjoyed their time here. Thank-you for the gracious and generous hospitality you have shown them. I know it has not been easy for you. I wanted you to know how grateful I am for everything you have done.”

He nodded, staring into the bottom of his mug. The remnants of firelight flickered and danced in colorful patterns.

“They are due to leave in a few days,” she said.

He did not reply. He looked forward to their absence, though he would never admit it to his daughter.

She pressed on. “They are growing old, Daddy, and I am concerned for them. I do not want them to go.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. “You wish to extend their visit then?” Traeus asked, his voice tight. “For how long?”

“What I mean to say is that...I was wondering if you would consider...”

“What?” he snapped.

She was taken aback slightly.

“I am sorry, Anjia” he said, “I am just tired, that is all. What is it you want me to consider?”

She hesitated for a moment, but decided this was too important to her to let go of it. “I would like to invite them to...to live here, at the Palace.”

He dropped his mug. It broke on the floor into countless tiny shards. He was speechless. He had not seen this coming, though perhaps he should have.

“Oh dear, let me help you,” she said, bending down to pick up the pieces.

“Leave it,” he said sharply. “I will tend to it.”

She looked up at him.

His face was hard. He looked different from the father she knew.

“Daddy?” she said. “They are getting old. We have more than enough room at the Palace to...”

“Do not ask this of me.”

She did not want to back down. “But why? They are good people. They took care of me for so long. Do they not also now deserve to be cared for?”

Traeus felt himself getting upset. He felt angry. It was all too much for him. “While these people were caring for you, your rightful family suffered an unspeakable loss!”

“They knew nothing of the circumstances, it was not their fault. They only did what they were asked,” she said.

“They were not asked by me!” he yelled, no longer able to contain his rising emotions.

Anjia did not reply. She decided to let his anger simmer down. The two sat in silence, each waiting for the other’s next words.

Finally she spoke, “I miss them, Daddy.”

Traeus hung his head at those words. He could sense the depth of feeling she had for these people, but this was at war with his own feelings of bitterness, anger and jealously. Seeing her with them only reinforced how much time, how many important experiences he had lost with her. He resented it, deeply.

Anjia sensed she had pushed her father enough. “We are both tired. I am sorry to have upset you. Goodnight, Daddy.”

As she got up to leave, Traeus reached out to stop her. “No, I am the one who should be sorry. Please do not leave yet.”

She sat back down.

“In my envy over your relationship with them,” he said, pausing as he searched for the right words, “I sometimes forget how good they were to you all those years. In spite of everything else, I am grateful for that.”

“They are kind and compassionate people,” she said, “they gave me everything they could, though they had little.”

He nodded his head sadly, “I know. You have an obvious bond with them.”

She gave him a rueful smile.

He leaned forward. The fire was nearly out. The room felt slightly colder now. “You are caught between two worlds. I know I am not the only one who suffers.” He tried to gather his thoughts. He was her father and he was King. He should act better than this. He had seen firsthand how caring and loving Uta and Ehrim were. He also knew his daughter had been having difficulty re-adjusting to her life as a Royal, especially with the burden of being her people’s Chosen One. She tried to be strong, to put on a brave face, but everything she did, said, was scrutinized. People were anxious to see who she would become, what she would do. Traeus observed her struggling, trying to find her path, trying to fulfill a destiny, which she did not yet understand.

She sat quietly, considering her reply.

“Having them here would help you to cope with your new role I would imagine,” he said.

She looked away. “I have found it more challenging than I realized. I am uncertain of what I am to do, what is expected of me.” She paused. “I do not mean to make things more difficult for you, I only...”

He reached his hand out to her. Her words broke his heart. He was the one who was making things difficult for her. “Uta and Ehrim would be a stabilizing presence for you at this time. They can stay if they wish,” he said.

Tears of joy welled up in Anjia’s eyes.

Traeus saw in them how much this meant to her.

“Oh Daddy, thank-you! Thank-you so much! I will speak to them first thing in the morning.”

Traeus nodded. “Now, my daughter, it is late and you should go to sleep.”

“Are you staying up?” she asked.

“For a little while. Goodnight, Anjia. I love you.”

“I love you too, Daddy,” she said as she leaned in and kissed his cheek. She gave him a great big hug, then left.

Traeus sat there for a long time, thinking, watching the fire finally die away.
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First thing the next morning, Anjia sought Uta and Ehrim out. She could barely contain her excitement. She found them taking an early breakfast in the gardens, watching the birds flying from tree to tree, chirping animatedly. They were in awe of the beauty that surrounded them within the Palace grounds.

“Anjia!” Uta called out when she saw her. She still could not get used to calling her by that name, but she knew she must.

“Good morning,” Ehrim said as he stood up to greet her.

“There is something I have to ask you,” she said excitedly as she came running over. When she reached them she was out of breath.

“Sit down, sweetheart,” Uta said as she motioned her to a chair. “What is it?”

She and Ehrim sat down with Uta at the small table.

“I spoke with Daddy last night,” Anjia said, then looked sideways at Ehrim, at once feeling awkward. She saw how he cast his gaze down when she said ‘Daddy’. This situation was hard on everyone. “I have some wonderful news to share with you.”

“Oh?” Uta asked.

“Yes, I had been thinking about this ever since you both arrived. I want you to stay here, to live at the Palace.” She beamed.

They were stunned.

“Daddy...the King...agreed to this,” Anjia continued. “He knows how much you mean to me.”

Uta and Ehrim looked at one another, a silent understanding passing between them. Ehrim spoke first, “Anjia, we have seen how difficult this has been for the King. We could not possibly impose on him any further.”

“He has already done more than he had to,” Uta said. “He has been very generous and kind, at great cost to himself. We cannot ask more of him.”

Anjia’s face fell. She was crushed. She had not expected this reaction. “But he has said that you can stay!”

Uta felt terrible seeing the disappointment on her face.

“Anjia,” Ehrim said, “let me ask you this. He did not agree to that right away, did he?”

She could not hide the truth. It was written all over her face. She picked up a piece of bread from a plate, and tore it in half. “No, not at first,” she said looking at the bread. “But then he saw how much it meant to me and...”

“Sweetheart, we have put him through so much on this visit as it is,” Uta said. “Besides, we would still need to return home anyways, to collect our things.”

“But we could send someone to do that for you,” Anjia pleaded, putting the bread back down. She could not bear the thought of being separated from them again. As long as they were here, she had something else to focus on. She did not have to think about prophecies or kingdoms. She could just be loved as a simple girl. She needed that connection right now. She needed them.

Ehrim placed his hand on hers. “We would also need to say goodbye to our friends, our neighbors. We have lived in that village a very long time.”

Anjia was getting very upset. “But I want to see you often. I want us to be part of one another’s lives.”

Uta smiled warmly. She hugged her. “We do too, it is hard being at home and not having you there. The house seems so empty.” She released her then looked at her husband. “Perhaps we could return home, just temporarily. It would give the King time to accept this transition more easily perhaps. If he is still willing, we could return in the fall.”

Ehrim nodded his agreement.

“We do want to be with you,” Uta said, stroking her hair, to reassure her. “Let us just take a measured approach to blending our two families. To properly prepare.”

Anjia did not want to let them go. Suddenly she felt very strongly that if she did, she would never see them again. “What if you do not return? How do I know I will see you again?”

“You will, sweetheart,” Uta said, putting an arm around her. “We promise you.”

“Do not worry,” Ehrim said. “We are only a day’s journey away.”

Anjia tried to smile, but their words sounded hollow, as if spoken by specters.
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A few days later Uta and Ehrim prepared to leave. The King had seen to it they were given many provisions for their journey home and for a long time thereafter. Many tears had fallen as they took their leave from the Royal Palace. Anjia stood watching after them for a long time. She held the ankh pendant tightly, its energy burned in her hand. Finally, darkness fell, and Traeus came to bring his daughter inside. She looked back, but she could no longer see them. She felt empty as depths of sadness swallowed her.
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Unbeknownst to the two lonely travelers, a solitary figure was following behind them, going by river on a small, quiet raft, so as to stay out of sight. The man had been told by his contacts within the Palace of the two visitors...and who exactly they were. He followed them all the way back to their modest home in the northern village. He watched as they went inside and after a short time extinguished the light in the small house. All was dark. Then he made his way back, to reveal their location to someone he knew would be most interested in this information.
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A Hunt Begins

Present-Day Egypt

The morning sun blazed the sky a fiery red and orange. There was a great deal of commotion at the Sphinx complex. Maximilian and his team had been on site since the incident with Mitch, Alex and company. Hans, now sporting a big gash on his forehead, which had been bandaged, had debriefed him on the events. Maximilian was livid that they had escaped his people a second time. He had reamed Hans out in front of everyone.

But they had all quickly turned their attentions to what had been revealed during the daring nighttime raid. Tuthmosis’ Dream Stela had been pushed aside, exposing the long-hidden secret entrance. Maximilian wasted no time in sending Dustimaine, Fessel and a handful of other workers, guarded by Maximilian’s men, down through the tunnel into the subterranean chambers beyond to see what might have been left behind.

After a short time, Dustimaine emerged from the chambers, Fessel in tow. Maximilian was waiting impatiently for them. His scans had already revealed the metallic obelisk was gone, but he had decided to have the chambers scoped out anyway, in case something important could be found to help them locate the lost artifact.

“I never imagined that there was such an elaborate tunnel system beneath the Sphinx,” Dustimaine said excitedly, as a worker helped pull him and Fessel up out of the entrance. He was talking fast. “There are huge, thick metal doors with what appears to be sophisticated locking mechanisms...unheard of in ancient Egypt! There are walls covered in depictions of royalty that don’t appear in any other records, other mysterious glyphs, as well as an unusual obelisk. The workmanship of it all is second to none. It’s truly a staggering find!”

Never in his 25 years in archaeology had he been part of such a profoundly important discovery, even if he hadn’t personally discovered it. No matter, he’d still try to get his name associated with the find. This could rehabilitate his entire career, he thought to himself.

“At least Mitch and Alex were good for something,” Dustimaine continued. “The design of it all is ingenious! So sophisticated, so well hidden, it’s...”

Maximilian cut him off with a wave of his hand. “I’m delighted to hear that you are enjoying yourself,” Maximilian said as he glared at him. “However, they’re responsible for stealing what I came here and went to all this expense and trouble for, you idiot.”

“Yes, right, of course,” Dustimaine replied, his shoulders sagging.

Fessel was embarrassed for him.

Maximilian grunted in frustration. “Did you find anything that can actually help us find what we are looking for?”

“Well, no...” he replied, “but you should see what’s down there, those metal doors and the obelisk...”

“But not the obelisk.”

“I’m afraid not, no,” Dustimaine answered. “But the rest of the items are truly astonishing in their design...”

“None of which I care about right now,” he snapped. He motioned Hans over.

Dustimaine and Fessel stood silently, their apprehension apparent.

“Yes, Herr Reichmann?” Hans asked.

Maximilian looked at Dustimaine.

His skin crawled. “There is still valuable archeological information to be gathered from the secret chambers,” the former professor pleaded. Sweat rolled down his forehead. “We’ll keep looking. Perhaps we can find something that can help us retrieve the device that Mitch and Alex took. A clue to their whereabouts, something they missed...”

“I guess you’ve left me no choice,” Maximilian sniped. “Fine, go back into your hole and dig around.”

Dustimaine looked taken aback at the clear insult, but said nothing. He and Fessel grabbed more water and some extra tools and started to head back down into the subterranean chambers.

“Wait, before you go,” Maximilian stopped them. He took off a heavy gold chain from around his neck. It had a gold ankh-shaped pendant on it. “This has glyphs on the back of it that I’ve never been able to decipher. I believe they could be related to the ones down there. Search the area and report back to me immediately if you find matching symbols.”

“Yes, Mr. Reichmann,” Dustimaine replied, taking the pendant from him. It was a beautiful piece of jewelry. He turned it over to look at the inscription on the back. It was the same style as the glyphs in the chamber, he was certain of it. He noticed the strange warming sensation in his hand, and felt the soft zing of energy. “Is it supposed to...”

“Yes,” Maximilian said, cutting him off again. He was at the very limits of his patience. “I don’t know why, and that isn’t your concern right now. Just focus on the symbols, understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Dustimaine said. He glanced down at the mysterious object in his hand. ‘Who were the people who created all of this?’ he wondered. So many things didn’t add up.

After they left, Hans took a step closer to Maximilian. “Why do you keep those sniveling worms around?”

“They’re loose ends,” Maximilian replied, “and I like to have any loose ends close by,” he said as he turned to look at Hans, “in case I need to pull them.”

The threat was not lost on Hans.

“Have your men keep a close eye on them. I want that pendant back.”

“Understood.”

“The water was spiked!” one of the guards shouted as he ran up to them. The drinking water had been under suspicion and was thus sent for testing.

“That confirms it,” Hans said. “Someone on Dustimaine’s excavation team must have been involved.” Hans gingerly touched the bandage on his forehead. “Do you think Dustimaine or Fessel themselves might have done it?”

“No,” Maximilian said, shaking his head. “They would never have the courage to do something so bold, so dangerous for them. Besides, I do believe their hatred for Mitch and Alex is genuine. They wouldn’t help them.” Maximilian paused as he watched the workers coming and going through the secret entrance to the Sphinx.

It was a hive of activity and excited chatter in Egyptian Arabic, as the men were gesturing to one another animatedly about the discovery, some even shouting.

“They reek of vengeance,” Maximilian continued, still watching the workers, “and we’re their best option. I will have them learn all they can about the secret chambers, but once their usefulness is gone, you know what to do.” Maximilian leveled a cold gaze at Hans.

Hans nodded. “I will also enjoy getting rid of the four Americans when the time comes.”

Maximilian stared off into the distance. “They’re not our only problems. Not only do we have an enemy in our own camp, someone who could get close enough to our water supply, but...” He paused for a moment, thinking. ‘It had to be his doing,’ he thought.

“What is it?” Hans asked.

“It has to be someone working for Dr. Khadesh. He is still powerful here in Egypt. Only he has the resources to pull off something like this.” Maximilian looked at the workers with suspicion and disdain, wondering who amongst them could be responsible.

“Should I question them?” Hans asked.

Maximilian considered that option. “No, that would take too much time.” He formed a plan in his head. “We need to go direct to the source. Find Khadesh. Bring him to me. I will question him myself.”

“At once,” Hans said, bowing his head. Then he left.

“Soon, Khadesh,” Maximilian said, clenching his jaw, “I will know all your secrets.”
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Protection

Khamir and the Americans arrived back at the house, shaken and exhausted. The ride back had been a silent one. They were shell-shocked after having narrowly escaped with their lives. They were incredibly relieved to have accomplished their tasks. The Pharom and other relics from the chambers were safe, out of the hands of their enemies.

Bob, with his large round frame, was especially not used to the exertion. He set the duffel bag containing the stone chest and scrolls down on the floor, then immediately slumped onto the sofa to recoup his energy. “I think I almost had a heart attack back there,” he wheezed. “And I think I’m having another one right now.” His face was flushed and he was still perspiring heavily.

Jack limped over to sit next to him with help from Khamir. “I think I broke my foot kicking Hans’ henchman.” He winced as Khamir helped him take his shoe off. “I got him good, though,” he said, smirking.

Khamir examined his foot. “It is not broken, Jack, just bruised and sprained. I will get you some ice.”

“I think it’s broken,” Jack whispered after Khamir left.

Bob rolled his eyes.

Mitch set the second duffel bag and chest down on the floor beside the other one. “Man, that Pharom weighs a ton,” Mitch groaned, as he rubbed his neck and shoulder. His neck still had a red mark where the duffel bag had cut into it during their escape from the Sphinx. His back was also bruised and sore from the contents bumping against him as he ran. He flopped down on the floor beside the bag and the chest.

Alex sat down on the floor with him, on the other side of the items. She brushed stray hairs away from her face then leaned back against the sofa, closing her eyes. She sighed heavily. She had gone into fight or flight mode back at the Sphinx. Now the reality of what just happened was catching up with her.

Mitch stared at the bags, thinking upon all of the events, both past and present, caused by their contents. ‘So much tragedy,’ he thought. He was afraid to know what was to come.

Alex wiped a tear away, then excused herself to wash up and change.

Khamir came back with the ice for Jack’s foot. He handed it to Jack, who placed it against the swollen and bruised area. He inhaled sharply as the cold hit his skin.

“So, Khamir, what’s next?” Mitch ventured.

“Some rest, my friends, and then some nourishment. I realize the hour is very late, but if you are hungry I could make another of your favorite dishes – Egyptian Koshary.”

Bob eyes lit up.

“Sweet...” Jack said, smiling, momentarily forgetting his pain.

“After the meal, we will talk about what our next steps will be.”

“Sounds really good,” Mitch replied. “Thanks.”

Khamir headed to the kitchen to prepare the hearty food for his exhausted and stressed-out guests. He knew the popular dish of lentils, pasta, rice, and chickpeas would replenish their energies.

Alex came back fifteen minutes later, somewhat refreshed. She and Mitch talked briefly, then decided to wait until after they ate to re-open the chests or to handle the Pharom any further. They wanted Khamir there when they went through things.

Soon the aroma of Egyptian spices wafted in, as Khamir prepared his own unique recipe of the dish. Their stomachs growled. Food was the only thing they wanted to think of right now.

The late-night meal was enjoyed at the simple wooden dining room table. Conversation focused on the details of the evening’s events and their narrow escape.

During coffee, Khamir received a call. He got up to answer the phone. He greeted the caller, and then spoke a few rapid words in reply in Egyptian Arabic.

Khamir returned to the table, to his four anxious guests. “Dr. Khadesh will return soon,” he said. “He suggested you get some rest while you wait. We can go through all of the items together once he returns.”

Bob, visibly relieved that all was well for the moment, yawned. “You don’t have to ask me twice. I can barely keep my eyes open.” He rubbed his bleary-looking eyes, then scratched his beard.

Jack yawned, too. “I’ll second that motion.”

They retired to the basement guest room, furnished with two twin beds and a small dresser, that they were sharing.

Mitch was about to head to his room as well, but Alex hesitated a moment. He waited for her.

“Khamir, may I ask you something?” she said.

“Of course.”

“You have a lot of unusual skills for someone who works in the field of archaeology. Outrunning the Stasi...twice...cover-ups, drugging people, sonic grenades...” she paused waiting for a reply.

None came.

“What gives?” she pressed.

He shrugged his shoulders, looking away. “We are guardians. We need to be prepared for almost anything.”

“Guardians,” she repeated.

He looked at her, his dark eyes sparkling, his face showing the faintest hint of a smile. “Get some sleep, Alexandra. It has been a difficult night.”
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Dr. Khadesh returned almost three hours later. Khamir filled him in on everything. Everyone else was still asleep, so they waited for them to wake up, knowing they needed some rest.

A couple of hours later Mitch came wandering down the hall. “Dr. Khadesh, you’re back,” he said, stifling a yawn. He was still waking up. “Why didn’t you wake us?”

“Hello, Mitch. We wanted to let you all rest after your ordeal. You needed it.”

“I guess so,” he said, trying to stifle another yawn. “I’ll go get Alex.”

He didn’t have to.

The door to her room opened. A blonde, disheveled head peeked out of the doorway. “Hi. Are you all waiting for me?”

“No,” Khamir answered. “Jack and Bob have not come upstairs yet.”

“I’ll get them,” Mitch said.

Everyone gathered in the living room a short time later. Jack and Bob, who had been dragged out of bed, looked even more tired than before they laid down for naps.

Alex giggled at their appearance. Jack had a big cowlick on the back of his head and he had sleep creases across his cheek. He was rubbing his eyes. Bob’s hair and beard had taken on a wild, untamed look, like they hadn’t been combed or groomed in weeks. He kind of reminded her of a Sasquatch at the moment. They both looked grumpy as well, their faces scrunched up in frowns.

“What’s so funny?” Jack asked.

Bob looked at her quizzically, his eyes slightly glassy looking.

“Nothing,” she said smiling to herself. She looked away to keep from giggling any more.

They joined the others, sitting around the duffel bags, which remained untouched since their arrival.

“Are your preparations complete?” Mitch asked.

“Yes,” Khadesh said. “There is the first part of the plan.” He pointed to what looked like a simple wooden box sitting on a side table.

They all looked at it for a few moments.

“Wow,” Jack deadpanned. “Nice wood box. So glad you didn’t come with us to the Sphinx to meet our Stasi friends. That must have been a really challenging task for you.”

Bob elbowed him.

“Ow!” Jack frowned. “I’m just saying what you’re all thinking...” he whispered.

Dr. Khadesh laughed. “I had hoped it would seem quite inconspicuous and ordinary.”

Khamir grabbed the box and brought it over to the center of the room, setting it down with a thud beside the duffel bags. It was far heavier than it first appeared.

“This box is actually a specially designed container for the protection of the Pharom,” Dr. Khadesh said as he took out a long, slender key. He knelt down and placed it in a simple-looking lock on one side of the box. He turned the key and up snapped a long, rectangular metal hinge that looked like the flap to the lock. It was much more than that. It revealed a digital panel with red blinking lights, next to a small screen.

“Whoa,” Mitch said.

“Please forgive my bluntness, but would you all please look away while I enter the code? It is better for your safety if you do not see this.”

“Of course,” Alex said.

Everyone but Khamir turned their heads as Khadesh entered a 15-digit code then placed his thumb on a small scanner. The lid snapped open.

“You can look back now,” he said.

The inside of the box gleamed with high-tech sophistication.

“Holy crap!” Bob exclaimed.

“Forget what I said earlier,” Jack said. “That’s amazing! What is it made of?”

“It is much like a dry cask used for storing radioactive waste,” Dr. Khadesh replied, looking rather proud of his handiwork. “It has a steel cylinder encased in concrete, surrounded by another layer of steel. It contains fire resistant insulation between the layers as well. I also picked up polystyrene foam that will expand to surround the Pharom within a protective cushion inside the casing. And one other thing,” he said as he got up and picked up a plastic storage bag from the table, “this will ensure everything is also waterproof. This was all designed to keep the Pharom safe from damage and prying eyes.”

“Impressive. Where will you store it afterwards?” Alex asked.

Khadesh smiled.

“Right. Top secret,” she said, a little disappointed.

Khadesh looked at her with an enigmatic expression on his face. “Alexandra, whose name has ancient Egyptian origins, would you expect anything else? This is not a time where I will light your way.” His eyes sparkled with depths of mystery.

She just looked back at him with a furrowed brow, not knowing what to say to the strange response.

“Wow, I’m impressed, too,” Mitch said, tapping the side of the box. He was changing the subject. He knew Dr. Khadesh wouldn’t say anything more and how bummed Alex was. He felt the same way. They kept finding the Pharom, then relinquishing it. It was torture for two curious archaeologists. He examined the container more closely. On the outside it was an ordinary wooden box, but it was incredibly solid inside. He lifted it. “Heavy.”

“How did you get that done so fast? It looks custom,” Bob said, moving closer to examine the work. As a lab tech, this fascinated him.

“It was not easy,” Dr. Khadesh said, “I can assure you of that.”

“Let us place the Pharom inside,” Khamir said.

Alex unzipped the black duffel bag containing the device. Inside was an ancient chest. Its lid intricately carved, depicting two beautiful figures. They were facing one another, each down on one knee. Both figures held a long scepter, which rested on the shoulder of the other.

Khamir pulled the chest out of the duffel bag and set it down on the floor. He reverently traced the lid’s images with his fingers, whispering an ancient prayer.

Mitch and Alex looked at one another. It sounded like he could be speaking the Kierani language, but they weren’t entirely sure.

Khamir pulled the lid off of the chest, setting it down gently. Inside was an obelisk-shaped metallic device.

Khadesh stepped in closer. He ran his hand down the side of the object, touching it ever so slightly. His fingers tingled at the touch. “Astonishing,” he said. “It still emits a faint energy, even when not activated by the platform in the chamber.”

They all gathered around to look at the mysterious object. The soft lighting in the room hit its surface, and as before, the object glimmered softly with patterns of colors and waves within it. Though it felt solid, its depths appeared almost liquid-like.

“It still takes my breath away,” Mitch said, gazing at the hypnotic patterns swirling within it. “It’s incredibly beautiful.”

“And deadly,” Bob added, raising an eyebrow. “Let’s get it safely tucked away before anything bad happens.”

Alex reached into the chest and picked up the cloth-wrapped white crystal that lay next to the Pharom. She unwrapped it. Its faceted diamond-shape had initially helped them find the resting place of the Pharom below the Sphinx. She remembered Mitch placing the crystal in the tall limestone obelisk in the first subterranean chamber, and how she had shone her flashlight through the crystal, the light reaching into the second chamber and reflecting off of the previously invisible lion image on the wall. “This had illuminated our path, it had helped to point the way to where the Pharom had been hidden.”

They all gazed at it for a moment, reflecting on the importance of those past events. Alex then wrapped the crystal back up and set it on the floor beside the Pharom’s chest.

“What about the other chest?” Jack asked, reaching for the second duffel bag. He unzipped it and pulled out the smaller stone chest. “We should decide what’s going to happen with the scrolls and the crib notes.” He looked at the lid, adorned with an ankh, intricately carved, approximately twenty inches in length. He lifted the lid. “Remember these?” he asked, lifting out two metal cylinders, each with a jewel-embedded ankh carved into both ends. The multi-faceted jewels, the colors of ruby, sapphire, emerald, and topaz, still sparkled brightly in the room’s soft light. The cylinders contained scrolls with partial written records of the Kierani people. He handed one to Khadesh and the other to Khamir.

They admired the beautifully crafted items, both choosing not to open them.

“The rest of the items will be kept in a separate location far from the Pharom,” Dr. Khadesh said. “It is too dangerous to have these items close.”

Alex scooted over beside Jack. “There’s also something else,” she said. “Mitch, hand me your pocket knife, please.”

He fished around in a side pocket of his pantleg and handed it to her.

“Thanks,” she said, as she slid the knife along the inner side of the chest, and tipped it over. “Got it!” she said as she pulled out the chest’s false bottom. Hiding underneath it were the ‘crib notes’ they had discovered. “What about this?” she said as she handed Ziploc bag containing the papyrus to Khadesh. “That’s the key to unlocking the Kierani language.”

He looked at the glyphs with reverence. “This must be kept elsewhere, apart from the scrolls. It is the only way to protect this secret. Maximilian knows nothing about these items and we will keep it that way.”

Khamir nodded.

They all sat quietly for a few moments, thinking about what they were doing, reflecting on the past, and on what was to come...

Finally, Mitch spoke up, “We need to figure out what we’re going to do next.”

“What do you mean?” Bob asked, dreading the answer.

“Maximilian must know about the secret chambers now.”

“Thanks to us,” Alex said wryly. “If only we had some more time to close the entrance properly.”

Dr. Khadesh shook his head. “I am glad it was left open. This way he will not dig his way to it and damage the Sphinx. It is much better this way.”

“What are we going to do about him? Not to mention those double-crossing weasels, Dustimaine and Fessel?” Mitch asked. “Once these items are all spirited away to safety, I mean?”

“Nothing,” Khadesh answered simply.

“What do you mean nothing?” Alex asked, surprised at the answer.

“There is nothing left for them to find down there that will be of any great interest or use to Maximilian,” Khamir added. “It was the Pharom he wanted. We have everything else now. Besides, he is not interested in true archaeology.”

“Still, shouldn’t we try to help you and Dr. Khadesh somehow? You still have these artifacts to contend with, ex-secret police are rooting around at the Sphinx...we could at least do something about Dr. Dustbucket and Fessel. They’d be easier for us to handle.”

“Your work here is done, my friends,” Khadesh stated. His voice had a tone of finality to it.

“You can’t be serious,” Mitch said. He looked to Alex.

She shook her head.

Jack and Bob sat very quietly, listening.

“It is time for you to return home,” Khadesh said with a sad smile. “You have done what we asked of you, what you came here to do. It is finished.”

“It is too dangerous for you stay here,” Khamir added. “You have been put in too much peril already. Now we must finish this task. Alone.”

Alex didn’t know whether she felt incredibly relieved or incredibly upset. She figured it was a mixture of both.

Mitch too had mixed feelings. “I don’t like leaving you guys here to deal with this alone. We can help. Just tell us what we can do and we’ll do it.”

Khadesh stood up.

Khamir joined him.

“You must go,” Khadesh said. “But unfortunately, you are still not safe, even once you leave here. Remember that. Keep aware, watch your backs. We do not know when or where they could strike again. They are unpredictable and capable of anything.”
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A Vision and Warning

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The Princess had been doing her best to try to adjust to her life within the Royal Family. She missed Uta and Ehrim, but everything in her life was pointing her towards her role as a Royal Princess and the Chosen One for her people, so she slowly gave in to that destiny and tried to let go of her wish for a simple, quiet life of anonymity. It was not to be. She knew what she had to do. She even accepted the ever-present Royal guards her father had insisted on. She had begun being tutored again by the Priesthood. Traeus had reluctantly allowed Assan’s involvement. The Head Priest paid particular attention to how she did in her studies. Though Uta and Ehrim had seen to it that she was schooled in her years with them, the education of a member of the Royal Family was uniquely designed.

Assan wanted her to catch up to where her brother, Tramen, was, but he thought that would take a long time. He was wrong. She excelled in every subject, and more often than not, she seemed to already know and intuitively understand the lessons she was being taught. Assan got the distinct impression she was hiding just how much she really knew, playing along for their benefit. He once asked her how she was finding her teachings. She looked at him directly and simply smiled. He knew her abilities were growing.

Her abilities began manifesting themselves more often. They were not something she could push aside, or completely control. Sometimes they caught her off-guard.

One warm, sunny afternoon, Anjia, Tramen, and Setar, followed by the Princess’ guards, were roaming the Palace grounds, looking at the wildflowers growing and the birds flitting about happily through the trees, when Setar ran ahead and for a moment disappeared behind some bushes. He had spotted something that caught his interest.

“He is full of energy, that one,” Tramen said, smiling.

Anjia laughed, then stopped in her tracks. She felt her ankh pendant grow warmer. Her vision suddenly went dark.

All around her were flames. The heat was intense. She called out for Setar, but he did not answer. She called again, but this time a man’s voice answered, ‘He is mine.’ She turned and saw a face, menacing and partially burned emerge from the scorching flames. He walked forward, more fully into her view. ‘I will take my son.’ The man carried Setar, who hung limp in his arms.

Anjia responded in a voice strong and full of authority, ‘Put him down or be destroyed.’

The man scowled at her; his expression full of derision. ‘It is you who will be destroyed, Child of Prophecy, Child of Death.’ He turned and walked back into the now raging fire with Setar. She saw them burning before her eyes, the flames growing bigger and hotter in furious intensity, completely engulfing the two forms. She screamed.

“Anjia! What is wrong?” Tramen asked, alarmed at his suddenly motionless sister.

Shocked out of her vision, she blinked as the sun once again registered in her eyes. She gasped, holding her pendant tight to her chest.

“Anjia, are you all right?” he asked, frowning. There was a look of absolute terror on her face. “What is going on?”

She looked around frantically. “Where is Setar?” she asked, her heart pounding in her chest.

“Right there,” Tramen answered, perplexed and pointing to the thick bushes as Setar came bounding back into view, grinning widely. Tramen waved off the guards who were coming forward to see what was wrong.

She gripped her twin brother’s arm tightly. “Do not let him out of your sight, ever,” she said. “I must go speak with our father at once.”

“Why? What is going on?”

Anjia did not answer as she left him and hurried away.

She found her father in his office within the Palace. He was speaking with Victaren about the construction plans for the east wing.

“Anjia, what a pleasant surprise,” he greeted her, getting up from the table.

“Daddy, I must speak with you.”

Victaren sensed the urgency, so he got up. “Your Majesties, if you will both excuse me I will allow you your privacy.”

“Thank-you, Victaren,” the Princess answered before her father could.

He bowed and left the room promptly. Her guards remained outside.

The King motioned to his daughter. “Please sit down, Anjia. Tell me what is on your mind? You seem distressed.”

She took a seat as her father did the same. She looked straight into her father’s eyes. “I need to ask you about Setar.”

Her direct gaze unnerved him. “What about him?”

“I think you know.” Her expression was serious.

He searched her face, he was not certain what she meant, but he had his suspicions. He leaned back in his chair.

“Why have you not told me about him?” she prompted him.

“Anjia, please first may I ask what has brought this on?”

She nodded. “I was out in the gardens just now with Tramen and Setar. Setar ran behind some bushes, and suddenly I felt an overwhelming sense of fear for his safety. I had a vision.” She recounted the frightening images and words for her father.

“The man who took Setar, I sensed something about him,” she said as she looked away. She wanted to put the strange, dark feelings into words. “I have had a feeling for some time now of unease, of dread, that I cannot place.” She held her ankh pendant tight, its energy felt even stronger now. She looked back at her father, “I think it has something to do with this man. It clicked when I saw the image of him. But I do not know who he is.”

Traeus knew a pivotal moment had come. He found himself unprepared for it. He stood up and walked to the desk, leaning against it for support. “We did what we thought best for Setar and for this family.”

“There is something unusual about Setar,” she said, watching her father’s reaction. “I sensed it from the first moment I met him.”

Her father looked at her quizzically. It amazed him how much in tune she was with the world around her. He looked away, not knowing where to begin.

“You must tell me everything, Daddy. Setar is in danger and I have another enemy out there.”

He could tell she was scared. He decided to tell her everything. “The man you saw, the one who claimed Setar was his son, is dead,” Traeus said, as painful memories came rushing back.

“Uncle Alaj was not his father, was he?” she asked, already sensing the answer.

Traeus shook his head. “We hid the truth to protect this family, to protect Setar.”

“The man I saw, he had an affair with Aunt Zazmaria? Setar is her son, is he not?”

“Yes,” Traeus answered sadly.

“Who was this man?” she asked. “I need to know.”

“Zhek Draxen,” he replied. The name was bitter on his tongue. “He used Zazmaria to manipulate Alaj into attempting a coup against this family.”

She was surprised to hear Alaj’s name. “But I thought that you said the Draxens were responsible. You have never mentioned Uncle Alaj’s involvement before.”

“No, I did not,” he said. He sat down beside his daughter. “Please understand, this lie was not malicious. The Draxens tried to infiltrate our family to turn it against itself, and they succeeded to a point. Zazmaria had carried her own greed and ambition and she found the perfect match in Zhek. His family had wanted power for generations. They had always resented our family, and sadly Zazmaria shared those feelings.”

“I knew Aunt Zazmaria was evil. I sensed it from the beginning,” Anjia said.

“I remember,” Traeus replied. The memories were very clear to him. “Your mother told me how, when you and Tramen were babies, you would both cry whenever she tried to hold you. Then, when you were older, you still wanted nothing to do with her. We were all aware of her aloofness, and somewhat hostile attitude at times, but we never suspected she would betray us this way. That she could be...truly evil.”

“So you hid Alaj’s role in all of this from our people, and told everyone Setar was his son?”

“Yes, he and I had not agreed on many a point over the years and our relationship became increasingly strained. I saw his frustration and anger grow, but I did nothing. I thought I had more important things to attend to,” Traeus said as he shook his head. “I just did not expect him to act out the way he did.”

“I remember him as a kind man,” Anjia said.

“That is how I choose to remember him, too,” Traeus said sadly. He put his hand over his eyes. He still had unresolved feelings towards his brother. “In a way, I am partially responsible for the path he took. If only I had tried to reach out to him, not shut him out so much, maybe I could have stopped it all.” He tried to press his tears back.

“It was not your fault, Daddy,” Anjia said, placing her hand gently on his arm. “You cannot be responsible for the actions of others.”

“Zazmaria killed your mother, and tried to...” Traeus started to say.

“I know, Daddy. She sensed who I was. She tried to destroy me. Just as the man in my vision is planning now.”

“Sweetheart, the Draxens were all killed in the catastrophic destruction. Their home was razed to the ground, none survived.”

“Zhek survived,” she countered.

“You had a scary vision, Anjia, that is all. Zhek is gone.”

“No,” she said, her voice firm, “he is out there. Now that I know who he is, it is all becoming much more clear to me. The threat I have been feeling, I sensed it before I came back here, that is why I returned when I did.” She told her father about the premonition she had back in Derepet.

Traeus was concerned. He hoped these were not visions of the future, but with his daughter he knew he could not dismiss what she was saying.

“Tell me more about what happened with the Draxens,” she encouraged him. “It might help me to sort things out and make sense of what I am seeing.”

“Zhek and his family tried to steal a device I had created called the Pharom. It was designed to be a beacon. It was very powerful.” Traeus thought for a moment, “Once it was activated, I remember you started acting strangely, sleepwalking, saying you could hear things, voices speaking to you.”

“It affected me,” she said, recalling the strange effects. “It affected my thoughts, my perceptions. At the time, I did not understand what was happening. I believe it triggered something in me, something that is still there today. This pendant also magnifies it,” she said, looking down at the ankh. “It is hard to explain.”

Traeus shook his head. “I am sorry for that, Anjia. We did not realize the Pharom would have such a powerful effect on you.”

“Do not be,” she assured him. “I think it was only the catalyst for something that was already there. Please, go on.”

He nodded. “Well, we kept its existence a secret, but the Draxens came snooping around. I kept the Pharom a secret from Alaj, too, but he knew something was going on. He probably told Zazmaria about his suspicions. I suspect Zazmaria tipped them off.” This was all bringing back very bad memories for him. “The Draxen spies found out about it, they killed for that information, but they did not know what it was, how powerful it was, or how to handle it. In their ignorance, they caused the accident that destroyed half of this city, killing scores of people.”

Traeus was pained by the memory of that horrific day. ‘So much was lost that day,’ he thought to himself.

Anjia, seeing how hard this was for her father, waited for him to continue.

He took a deep breath. “Now the Pharom is protected, hidden away. No one is going to find it again. Besides, years have passed. If Zhek was still alive he would have surfaced by now. That family is no more.”

“No, Daddy, he is out there,” Anjia stated. She had a faraway gaze. “He has lain in wait.” Her skin crawled. “Are you certain the Pharom is safe?”

“Yes, I was never going to risk such terrible consequences again. I gave the responsibility to the Priesthood, to Assan and Odai, to hide it and keep its location secret, even from the Royal Family, to prevent spies from learning of it again, until such time the knowledge could be safely revealed. I wanted our people to be ready for such technology, when we were past the point of greed and mistrust and betrayal. When our people have peace...” He looked at Anjia, thinking about the prophecy. She would bring peace to their people and she would be the one to decide the Pharom’s fate. “I do not even know where it is, I only know that it was deactivated.”

“I see,” she said. “You did what you thought you had to do to protect our people.”

“Yes,” he said, but suddenly his tone changed, “however, in light of what Assan has done, all the secrecy and lies, I am no longer certain of the wisdom of my choice.” Still he felt anger towards the Head Priest. It was always there, simmering just below the surface.

Anjia chose not to address his statement. She had something more pressing on her mind right now. “Daddy, Zhek means to kill me and take Setar. He has been biding his time. My return has again sparked his hate. He is coming. I do not think anyone or anything is safe. I must speak with Assan.”
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Help Is Sought

Traeus was still very reluctant to speak with Assan. So far, he had been able to avoid him, have others run interference. But, based on the concerns his daughter had about the Pharom and Zhek Draxen, he knew the time had come to face him.

Assan was surprised when he had been summoned to the King’s private office. It had been a very long time since the two men spoke directly to one another. He wondered how it would go.

There was a knock at the door. The Royal guards announced the Head Priest’s arrival, “Assan is here, your Majesty.”

Traeus took a deep breath, then looked at his daughter, who was seated next to him. She was in a serious mood. “Let him in,” Traeus said.

The guards opened the door. The Head Priest walked in. He was a tall man, dressed in his long flowing robes, his head still shaved. Around his neck he wore his customary ceremonial ankh. He tried to hide his apprehension.

“My King,” Assan bowed deeply. “Princess Anjia.”

“Hello, Assan,” Anjia answered. “Thank-you for coming.”

“The guards said it was urgent,” he said, looking from father to daughter.

Traeus had not yet spoken or acknowledged him. He was avoiding eye contact with him. The tension between the two men was palpable.

Anjia decided to take the lead. “Please be seated, Assan.”

He took a seat across the table from them, his expression one of concern.

Traeus still averted his gaze. His face was tense. He shifted uncomfortably.

“Forgive me,” Anjia said, “but I must be direct. I feel the time we have is short. I have come to believe our people are in great danger.”

“Oh?” Assan said, his expression grave.

“Yes,” she replied, “but that is not all.” She told him of her vision and what she and her father had discussed.

“I see,” Assan replied. He leaned back in his chair, his hands pointed, touching, and pressed to his lips. “Zhek Draxen...” That was a name he had not heard, nor spoken in a very long time.

Anjia continued. “I believe he is alive. I know about Setar.”

Assan looked to the King, then back at Anjia. “I see.”

Anjia took a deep breath. “Daddy, remember I told you I had a premonition that made me realize it was time to return home?”

“Yes,” Traeus answered. “Are you saying your premonition had something to do with Zhek?”

“Possibly,” she said. She looked to Assan.

He slowly closed his eyes, then opened them again.

Traeus noticed the exchange. He felt his face grow hot.

“The dream I had was of a fiery rain coming down from the sky,” she said. “I do not know what it means. But before the deadly firestorm, I also saw the Palace under attack by a vicious and terrible army. Tramen was calling for my help.”

“Maybe you were dreaming of past events, the coup the Draxens attempted, the catastrophic destruction,” Traeus offered, wanting to believe his own words.

Assan said nothing.

Anjia shook her head. “No, in my dream that had already happened. I saw the Amsara monument, headless. The Palace I saw, it was not our original home. It was more like the one that is here now, after being rebuilt.”

Traeus was highly surprised at the admission. “Anjia, why did you not tell me these details earlier? Why keep this to yourself?”

Anjia hesitated to answer.

Traeus looked to Assan, who pursed his lips, then back to Anjia. He suddenly realized what was going on. “You did not keep it to yourself, did you?”

Anjia shook her head.

“You!” Traeus turned and shouted at Assan. “You knew about this?”

Before Assan could answer, Anjia jumped in, “Daddy, please, I told him not to say anything...”

Traeus shot out of his chair. “I cannot believe this! Am I ever going to be privy to the truth? Will you always conspire against me?” he yelled at Assan.

“Daddy, listen to me,” she pleaded, “it is not his fault.”

“Can you not speak for yourself, Assan? Have you so little respect for your King?” Traeus was seething with anger. The feelings he kept barely below the surface burst forth. He wanted to strike him.

Assan calmly stood up. “Your Majesty, I have only ever acted in the best interests of your family. Princess Anjia is the Child of the Prophecy. She came to me. She asked me to allow her to be the one to tell you of her premonition. She said she would know when it is time.”

In that moment, Traeus did not think he would ever trust Assan again. He had fleetingly thought that somehow...maybe, one day...he could get over his anger towards him, but Assan was continuing with his policy of secrets. As irrational as it was, Traeus did not care that his daughter asked Assan to keep her confidence. All he could see was the man who took his daughter away from him, the man his daughter apparently trusted above her own father.

“Please, will you both sit down?” Anjia pleaded. She took a stand between them, holding out her arms.

Assan readily complied.

Her father stood standing, glaring at Assan.

Anjia gently took her father’s hand, which was shaking. Finally, he sat down.

“Daddy, please understand,” she said, sitting back down next to him, “you had so much to deal with regarding my return and the circumstances surrounding it. I did not want to burden you further with a nameless fear. I did not even really understand it myself, that is why I sought input from Assan, I thought he could help.”

“And did he?” her father asked angrily.

“No, he did not know what we should do either. All we could do was wait and see how events unfolded, if there was a sign of some kind.”

Traeus crossed his arms across his chest.

Anjia took that as a sign she could continue. “I also did not want to cause unnecessary panic among our people. Remember, it was just a dream, just a vision. I had no reason to believe the danger was imminent. I wanted to wait until I got back and could better sense where the danger might be coming from.”

Traeus looked down now, trying to hear what she was saying. “And now you know?”

“I believe so, yes,” she replied in earnest.

Assan had been carefully considering everything the Princess had said. “We never did find Zhek’s body. He might have managed to escape.”

Traeus recalled the discussion he and Assan had after the destruction, that they could not be certain what had happened to Zhek. He had long hoped the traitor had died that day; a hope that was now proving incredibly foolish.

“I will have yours and Setar’s guard stepped up,” the King decided. “I will speak with Commander Maraeven and inform him of what you have told me. I am sure he will want to increase Palace security even more now.”

“Assan,” Anjia said, “my father has informed me of what was decided about the Pharom.”

Assan looked to Traeus. The King looked away. He was not comfortable with entrusting the priesthood with this responsibility any longer.

Anjia read his thoughts. “Although my father has had some misgivings about keeping the current arrangement, I would like to ask you, do you think it is safe where it is?”

“I do, your Highness,” Assan answered.

“Then we should keep it where it is,” Anjia said, “with your permission, Daddy.”

Traeus decided not to argue. He had other priorities to focus on. “Leave it be, but if Zhek is still out there, we need to find him before he has the chance to do any more damage.”

“Agreed,” Assan said. “I will speak with the priests, tell them to be on the lookout for anything or anyone suspicious. I will also personally speak with certain people I trust, start asking questions.”

The King nodded. “I will ask Commander Maraeven to find out what he can, as well. If Zhek is out there, someone knows. He cannot have survived this long on his own, he would have needed help.”

The thought of that was a bitter one for the King. He had hoped the days of such rebellion were behind them, that his people's growing dissension was not so serious that he could not rectify it. Now, here he was again, faced with the prospect that his family’s greatest enemy lived on.
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Contact

Present-Day Egypt

The Cairo International Airport was bustling with people. Khamir escorted the four American friends to their terminal. Mitch and Alex had argued with him and Dr. Khadesh for over two hours during their last conversation about being told to leave Egypt. They rationalized every way they could think of to convince them to let them stay and help, but to no avail. Their decision was final.

Jack and Bob were perfectly fine with that. Bob had reached his limit with this trip and Jack’s thirst for adventure had been quenched. The Stasi angle had seen to that.

They had said their goodbyes to Dr. Khadesh two days ago. He had left to secure the Pharom, chest, and crib notes in their individual hiding places on his own.

“I’m going to miss you,” Alex said as she gave Khamir a hug. She fought back a tear as he let go. “I wish you would allow us to stay and help you some more.”

Khamir laughed kindly. “You are not the kind of person to give up easily are you, Alexandra?”

She shook her head. Another tear threatened to fall. She had a lump in her throat.

Jack, Bob and Mitch gave him enthusiastic handshakes.

“Thanks for your hospitality, Khamir,” Jack said, smiling. “You’re a great cook!”

“Yeah, we really appreciate everything,” Mitch added. “We are sorry we couldn’t have done more.”

“Doing the dishes was thanks enough,” Khamir said, winking at him.

They all laughed.

“Bye,” Bob said, “and good luck with everything.”

“Thank-you,” Khamir said, patting his shoulder.

“Will we see you and Dr. Khadesh again?” Alex asked.

He took her hand, placing his other hand over hers in a warm gesture of friendship. “We will meet again.” He let her hand go, and looked at each of them. “Farewell, my friends. Safe journeys to you.” He stepped back. Then without another word he walked away.

Mitch and Alex could not help feeling guilty for abandoning their responsibilities, for abandoning Khamir and Dr. Khadesh.

After standing in line for what felt like hours, they finally passed through the initial security checkpoint and checked their luggage. They decided to grab lunch before heading to their gate. They had been dropped off early and still had lots of time to spare.

They found a table in a corner of the crowded food court, and were deciding on what to get for lunch when a voice caught their attention.

“Mr. Carver! Ms. Logan!” someone shouted in the distance.

The four friends looked at each other quizzically.

Again, the person called for Mitch and Alex. The voice was closer this time.

They spotted a young man dressed in airport personnel clothing, searching the crowds within the food court. “Over here!” Mitch shouted as he waved his arm, trying to catch his attention.

The young man came running over, squeezing through the tables clustered around.

Mitch kept his voice low as he greeted him, “I’m Mr. Carver, and this is Ms. Logan.”

“I have a package for the two of you,” the man said.

“Who is it from?” Mitch asked.

“I do not know,” he replied, handing Mitch the package. “I was told to tell you that it was from a close acquaintance. He did not give his name.”

“Thank-you,” Alex said. She felt very tense.

“Good day to you to both.” The young man bowed, then left.

Alex was visibly relieved to see him go. She looked around to see if anyone was taking special notice of them, but with the busy din of the airport food court, it didn’t appear there was. People were engrossed in their own food and conversations.

“What the heck is going on?” Mitch whispered to her. He looked at the package, turning it over. It was a box, smaller than a shoebox, wrapped in plain brown paper. There were no names on it, no markings of any kind. It had a bit of weight to it.

“No idea,” she whispered back, still scanning the crowd for signs of trouble.

“Another package?” Jack asked. “What is it with you two, getting mysterious packages out of nowhere from strange people?”

Alex shrugged her shoulders.

“Do you think it’s from Dr. Khadesh?” Bob asked. “Because no one else knows we’re here.”

She shook her head. “I doubt it. Why wouldn’t he have contacted Khamir? He just dropped us off.” Alex took the package, set it in her lap and examined it. “No, this doesn’t seem right.”

“I agree,” Mitch added, frowning as he looked nervously at the box.

They sat in silence for a few moments.

“Well, I guess we may as well find out what it is,” Alex said. “Every time we’ve been given something like this, it was pretty important for us.”

Mitch nodded. “True.”

She looked around again, but she couldn’t spot anyone watching them. She held her breath and ripped off the paper wrapping. Inside was a plain white box. She lifted the lid. On top was a typewritten note instructing them to phone the number indicated with the cell phone provided. She pulled out a cell phone wrapped in bubble wrap. It was charged and ready. She then took out a strange palm-sized item, also wrapped in bubble wrap. Alex started to unwrap the item.

She gasped. “Oh, my god!” She re-wrapped it quickly and put the lid back on the box then leaned over it, trying to hide the box with her body. She looked around to see if anyone saw it.

“What? What was it?” Mitch asked, as he reached for it.

Alex pulled away and wouldn’t let him have the box. Her face was burning red, she was perspiring, and her hands were shaking.

Jack and Bob leaned in close.

“Alex?” Jack asked.

She felt like she was about to hyperventilate. “It looks like one of Khamir’s sonic grenades,” she whispered. “I don’t know what to do.”

The expression on Mitch’s face was grim.

“Oh crap,” Jack said, beginning to panic.

“Ok, I’m freaking out,” Bob said, balling his hands into tight fists.

“That won’t help right now, Bob,” Mitch whispered. “Stay calm. Let’s think about this.”

“Should we just leave it in a garbage can or something?” Alex asked. “Then get out of here?”

Mitch shook his head. “It’d be found eventually and a security camera will have spotted us putting it there. It’s a long way home from Egypt. There’d be ample time to apprehend us.”

“Mitch’s right,” Jack added. “It’s a very long trip home.”

Alex looked at each of them. “Well then, that leaves one choice. We might as well call the number and find out what’s going on.”

“Yeah,” Mitch said, “besides if we don’t cooperate, we could be in worse trouble. Someone knows we’re here and they’re sending us a very dangerous message.”

“Do you think it’s our Stasi friends?” Jack asked, dreading the answer.

“Oh, geez,” Bob said, putting his head in his hands. “We’re toast.”

“Most likely,” Mitch said, glancing down at his watch. He looked around, trying to figure out what to do. “Let’s make the call over there, away from the crowd.”

“How could they get something like that in here?” Jack asked as they got up from the table.

“People on the inside?” Alex offered. “Dr. Khadesh said Maximilian had powerful connections.”

“I agree,” Mitch added. “After what happened with the Sphinx, I think anything’s possible.”

The four friends moved to a quieter, less busy area and made the call. Mitch put the cell on speakerphone, but turned the volume down. Alex held onto the box.

“Mr. Carver, Ms. Logan and company. We finally get to speak,” a low, menacing voice said.

“Who is this?” Alex demanded, trying to keep her voice down in spite of her rising anger at the situation they were just thrust into. “What do you want?”

“You can call me Herr Reichmann. And you know what I want.”

Their minds raced as to what to say next.

“I’m waiting,” the voice said, sounding ominous.

Mitch and Alex looked at one another, panicking.

“We don’t have it,” Alex said defiantly, “and we don’t know where it is so leave us alone.”

“You know, I’ve found the four of you to be exceptionally irritating and troublesome.”

“Glad to hear it,” Mitch countered.

“Delighted,” Alex chimed in.

“In fact, I’d say you need an attitude adjustment.”

“Why don’t you just shut up and get lost,” Alex said. “We told you, we don’t have what you’re looking for.” She felt hot, and not nearly as brave as she was trying to sound.

“That’s most unfortunate. You see I was hoping you would be able to save Dr. Khadesh from a rather painful and horrible death. He made the mistake of visiting a close political colleague who was involved in a freak accident. My men were there, waiting for him near the hospital room. What a pity, his friend may not survive from his extensive injuries.” He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Dr. Khadesh is in my company as we speak, but he refuses to tell me the location of the device.”

That took them aback. Their minds raced trying to figure out if he was bluffing.

“Not so insolent now, are you?” Maximilian taunted them.

“We don’t believe you,” Alex said, her voice shaking.

“You’re lying,” Mitch said. “You’re just trying to scare us into helping you.”

“Am I? I also have in my company, Khamir.”

“Khamir?” Alex said. “That’s impossible, he was just...”

“Dropping you off at the airport,” Maximilian finished her sentence. “I know.”

“You’ve been watching us,” Mitch said, locking eyes with Alex. She had gone ghostly white.

“I have people in place around the airport, yes,” he replied. “It’s a shame you were planning to leave Egypt so soon. You see, we’re just about to start having fun.”

They heard what sounded like a kick, then a muffled sound in the background.

“What was that?” Mitch asked, fearful of the answer.

Maximilian laughed. “I think you know. By the way, I took the liberty of passing along a little going away present to you on behalf of Khamir. Did you like it?”

They all glanced down at the box Alex was holding.

Maximilian didn’t wait for a reply. “He didn’t really want to part with it, but I managed to convince him. It’s the least I could do to repay someone who has been spying on my work.” He sounded angry. “On behalf of Khadesh, no doubt.”

Another kick and a muffled cry.

“Stop it,” Alex cried, trying to keep her voice low.

“Oh, come now, let’s not get emotional. Khamir knew he was playing a dangerous game, didn’t you?”

They heard what sounded like a hard slap, followed by a muffled whimper.

“I don’t take kindly to such interference,” Maximilian said, his breathing a little heavier now. “Besides, don’t you think his sonic grenades are...amusing?”

No answer.

“We found them to be very entertaining out at the Sphinx. Caused quite the trouble. So, I thought I’d return the favor.”

The boys all swore.

Alex was wiping tears from her eyes.

“You get my meaning,” he said, his German-accented voice coolly confident. “You have no friends left to help you this time, so you have no choice. You will help me.”

No one knew what to say. They knew he had them dead to rights.

“I’ll take your silence as an implicit agreement to cooperate. I’m playing for keeps and I have found Khamir as seemingly unwilling to help as Dr. Khadesh. That’s why I need your assistance.”

“What do you want from us?” Alex demanded, still trying to keep her voice low in spite of her rising emotions. She knew they had to be careful not to attract attention. “We told you we don’t know where the...device...is.”

“Ms. Logan, Mr. Carver. You underestimate yourselves. The two of you were able to decipher unknown ancient writings to find a secret tunnel underneath the Sphinx. You’ve managed to solve the many puzzles to recover a powerful device previously unknown to our civilization. All of you know Dr. Khadesh well enough. It is in everyone’s best interest if you try to think where he might hide it.”

“How are we supposed to leave the airport now?” Mitch asked. “We’ve gone through security already. We can’t leave now that our luggage has been checked and especially while armed.”

“Not my problem,” Maximilian answered coldly. “You’ve forced me to improvise, now I’m forcing you to do the same.”

Bob slunk down onto the floor.

Jack knelt down and patted his shoulder. Neither of them said a word.

“Why should we try to retrieve it for you when you’re probably just going to kill Dr. Khadesh, Khamir and all of us afterwards?” Mitch challenged him.

“You have my word, if you do this for me, I will not harm you. I will also release Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. I have no interest in any of you. I only want the device. You cooperate, you all live. If not...”

“Don’t trust him,” Jack whispered to Mitch and Alex.

Maximilian heard him. “You don’t have a choice. You no longer have friends here to protect and hide you. You are alone. I now have the upper hand.”

They said nothing. They all knew they were backed into a corner.

“Good. Now that we have that out of the way, you have 72 hours to retrieve the device. I will have my scanner to determine if it’s the real thing so don’t attempt to deceive me. I will call this mobile phone to arrange a place and time for delivery. Have the device with you or the next package you receive will contain pieces of your friends.”

The cell phone beeped as the line went dead.
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Son

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Zhek had finally come for him, but Setar drew back. Zhek kept trying to go forward, calling out to him, telling him he was his father, but Setar was getting further and further away from him. Suddenly flames erupted in front of him. Zhek put his hand up to protect his already burned and ravaged face.

Then just as suddenly the fire was gone. There stood Princess Anjia. ‘You will not take him,’ she said as she held her hand up.

Then the flames rose up again, surrounding him with a searing heat. They were moving in closer...

Zhek cried out, now awake. He was sweating. The flames in his dream had felt so real. He remembered the sensation of his flesh burning so long ago, after the accident involving the device the Royal Family had created, then hidden. He looked at his maimed hands. The rage seethed, unending, within him. ‘The Princess must die,’ he thought, tightening his hands so hard into fists, his knuckles were white.

The next day he sought out Rekar. “It is time,” Zhek said, coughing roughly.

“I see,” Rekar answered. He was a tall, skinny man with a balding head and rough features. The years had not been kind to him.

“I had a premonition last night,” Zhek said. “If we do not move soon, it will be too late.”

Rekar nodded. He had been prepared for this day for a long time.

Rekar and his wife, Shera, had sheltered Zhek Draxen since the desperate and badly injured man had found his way to their home after the catastrophic destruction. Zhek had severe burns on his face, hand and arm, and suffered head and leg injuries. The once ruggedly handsome man was nearly unrecognizable. He was also emotionally devastated at the loss of his entire family and Zazmaria, whom he had loved deeply. Zhek had gone to the Draxen Stronghold after the temple was incinerated. There had been almost nothing left of his home but smoldering heaps of rubble. He had tried to see if he could find anyone in the house who had survived, but the devastation was too complete and his own injuries too great to carry on alone, unaided. He knew it was a futile hope.

When Zhek had arrived on their doorstep in the village of Tessea, outside the main city, Rekar and Shera were taken aback both at his ragged, bloodied appearance, and at the tale he told. They had heard the far-off explosions, which had not reached their small village. Zhek was in shock, he had rambled on about how the Royal Family had destroyed the Draxens and taken his son. He talked about a weapon they had which caused the destruction, but the details were fuzzy and pieced together as Zhek fell in and out of consciousness.

Rekar and Shera took Zhek to a friend who was trained in the healing arts. After several days of hovering on the fringe of death, Zhek pulled through, though a much-changed man. The damage ran deep.

Shera entered the room and immediately registered the looks on the two men’s faces. “Rekar?” she asked.

“Zhek believes the time has come,” her husband replied.

She looked to Zhek, who stared hard back at her, then smiled slowly. “Ahh, good then,” she said. “I will summon the others.” Shera was a short, slightly overweight woman with a severe face and graying hair. In physical appearance, she and her husband made an odd pair, but they had been together since they were teenagers.

Zhek had known exactly where to come after his own family and home had been decimated. This small village just west of the main city was comprised mostly of anarchists, people who strongly disagreed with the decisions and actions of the Royal Family. Their worsening economic situation only reinforced their anger and enormous dissatisfaction. Many of the men had been enlisted to fight in the army that Prince Alaj thought was loyal to him. Though not all the soldiers knew who was actually in power over them, these men had known the army was a trick to get King Traeus and his brother Prince Alaj to annihilate one another. They had been only too happy to fight on behalf of the once-strong Draxen family, whom they believed should be the Kierani people’s rightful rulers.

To inflame the situation even more, after the terrible disaster at the Amsara monument, they had heard the King’s announcement blaming it all on the Draxens. The King had told the people that it was due to a weapon the Draxens had wielded in their bid for power. Once word of this made it back to Zhek, he was livid. Zhek told them the truth, or at least as much as he wanted to share. Knowing they had been lied to again, they all became even more firmly entrenched in their vendetta against the Royal Family.

Fortunately for Zhek, Rekar and Shera both worked as servants in the Palace. Rekar was a Palace gardener, while Shera worked in the Palace kitchen. These were enviable jobs among the Kierani, but that did not matter to them. They hated the Royal Family and held out hope that someday their positions in the Palace could help them find a way to defeat them. Now that Zhek was ready, they were relieved that day had come. Rekar knew the outside of the Palace like the back of his hand, while Shera had access inside. Zhek would use this to their best strategic advantage.

Shera left and gathered the other villagers to her and Rekar’s small, modest home. They seated themselves amongst the old wooden chairs and stools. Some stood. There was a hushed anticipation among them. A time they had long waited for was at hand.

Zhek was pleased at how many people showed up. As they assembled around him, he walked to the center of the room to address them. “My friends, how good it is to see you all.” His breathing was loud and labored.

“We are here for you, Zhek, as we always have been,” one man replied.

“Your father was a great man, we owe it to your family,” another said.

“Thank-you, thank-you all for coming. Your support over these last years has meant more than I could ever tell you,” Zhek said, placing his hand over his heart. “You have been my family, my friends.”

“The Draxen name still lives on!” a woman yelled out.

Zhek smiled a bittersweet smile. “Yes, it does. And I am not the last. My son, Setar, must be told of his true heritage. It is time for him to be joined with his father.”

The villagers listened intently. They knew this would have far-reaching consequences for all of them.

Soft light from lamps flickered, creating shadows across the room as Zhek walked around, looking each person in the eye. “For too long has my son’s life been poisoned by the lies of that overly privileged family. I can only imagine the damage they are doing to him.” He felt his anger grow hotter at the thought of what was taken from him, his love, Zazmaria, and his only child.

“They steal the children of others to raise as royal minions,” someone called out.

“Cowards that hide behind children!” another said, voice raised.

“They are liars, too!”

Zhek nodded. The room was filled with energy. Just as he needed. “They will be punished for their wickedness,” he said, his face grave and deadly serious.

“Here, here!” a villager shouted in reply.

Zhek took in their energy. It filled him with renewed confidence. “We have waited, we have grown strong, we have many arms in store and our military skills have been sharpened. It is time to act. It is time for vengeance!”

His supporters cheered. They were thrilled to see the once-dimmed glory of the Draxens spark again.

Rekar stepped up, placing a hand on Zhek’s shoulder. “This man, our loyal friend, had everything taken from him. The King has ruled during both natural disasters and then the decimation of the city, which was his own fault! Each time our people have been left in worse shape than before. His rule has been a travesty and it must be corrected!”

“It will be!” Shera answered in response to her husband’s assertions. “Zhek, you know my husband and I are at your disposal. For too long we have been passive servants to that miserable family. We would be only too happy to help see that they get their due.”

“Thank-you, Shera. I know I can count on you and Rekar, you have proven that.”

Shera smiled proudly. She thought back to the day when she had witnessed Mindara coming into the Palace kitchen after killing Princess Zazmaria in purported self-defense. Zhek had been most appreciative to have such tightly guarded information passed to him. He had in turn passed along word as to when she and Rekar should escape the Palace.

“Rest assured,” Zhek continued, “I will be taking full advantage of your positions.”

“We have longed for the opportunity to actively seek change,” Rekar replied.

Zhek smiled, he was in an excellent position now to finally put an end to House Selaren’s long dominion over the Kierani people. His grandfather, Lord Draxen, had not been able to achieve this noble aim, and had died trying. Now Zhek would see it done.

“The only thing I have left in this world is my son, Setar. He deserves to be with his true family,” Zhek said opening his arms to the crowd to show he meant them all. This drew more cheers. “My son should be the rightful heir to the Kierani throne. We will not accept that Princess they call the Chosen One.” He practically spat out those words. “First they pretend she was killed, lying to everyone, then years later she reappears out of nowhere to claim the leadership of our people? What kind of people would do such a thing?”

“It is evil!”

“Wicked people!”

Mugs were banged angrily on tabletops. Heated murmurs were heard all around the room.

He nodded eagerly. He was enjoying seeing everyone get as riled up as he was. It would serve him well. “It is shameful how that duplicitous family manipulates and deceives anyone they choose, to any degree they choose.”

“Unforgivable!”

“They should die for their crimes!”

People clapped.

Zhek smiled widely, his slate grey eyes cold with years of hate and pain. “They will, they will,” he said. “But first we need to get my son back and deal with this so-called ‘Chosen One’. I had a premonition last night, which is why you were all called here.”

The room fell silent. A slight breeze blew in. The lights flickered wildly.

Zhek had their full attention. “She will try to destroy me and keep my son from me, just as her father tried to. I saw it in my vision. But this time, we will have a much different outcome. She was dead to us once, so she will be again. This time for good.”

“She is evil,” a woman answered. “Only someone with a spirit of evil would act this way.”

“Yes, exactly,” Zhek said, pointing to the woman who spoke, “and she is part of the devious plot to keep my son ignorant of the truth of his life. Lies and secrets. It is all they know. They must be punished for their treachery.”

Rekar jumped in, “None of us believe the lies about the Princess.” He spoke her title as if it were acid on his tongue. “She is a liar just like the rest of them. She may be some kind of sorceress, masquerading as Anjia, to gain power and control over us.”

Zhek said nothing, he knew the Princess was precisely who she claimed to be, but he wanted to use these people’s fear and suspicion to his own advantage. The more they believed she was evil, an abomination, the stronger would be their desire to kill her.

Shera thought of something. “What are we to do about those traitors who supposedly harbored her all those years? Uta and Ehrim? They have certainly participated in this web of lies and deceit. Surely they will not go unpunished for their crimes?”

“They will get their due, mark my words,” Zhek replied, his eyes narrowing. “We know where they live.”

Mugs and chairs were thumped in support.

Shera grinned with self-satisfaction and nodded.

“Zhek, what would you have us do now?” a man in the crowd asked. “Are we to mount an assault on the Palace?”

“In time, yes, but first, we need to get Setar. I want this done with utmost stealth.” He pointed. “Rekar, Shera, we will be relying on you both to tell us when best to strike. Your knowledge of the inside workings of the Palace will be invaluable. We must secure him before any further actions are taken. Understood?” His voice was hard.

“Yes, Zhek,” Rekar answered.

“Of course,” Shera replied, bowing her head slightly.

“We will begin watching his movements,” Rekar said, placing a hand on his wife’s shoulder, “tracking his activities as best we can. We will determine the best opportunity to get to him. Once he is safe with us,” Rekar said, motioning to those around the room, “we can then mount an attack on House Selaren. Zhek and Setar shall rule our people and we will have the order and prosperity we have been denied for so long.”

The people gathered cheered loudly again.

Zhek stood up straight, acknowledging their support. “My son will one day rule as King, and you will finally have the strong and rightful leaders you deserve. I promise you better days ahead. You will all be handsomely rewarded for your loyalty. I give you my word.”

More loud clapping and cheering echoed throughout the crowded room.

“Once Setar is secure, we will begin an aggressive campaign against that family. We will find a way to permanently undermine them, and to open the Kierani people’s eyes to their deceitful practices.” Zhek’s eyes were alight with purpose and drive. “Once people are listening to us, and hearing the truth, we will also find out if that weapon still exists.”

“But the King said it was no longer a threat, that they had dealt with it,” someone replied.

“The King says many things,” Zhek replied hotly, “and most of it is lies. I suspect it does still exist, hidden somewhere. At the very least, I doubt it was completely destroyed.”

“Should we not seek this weapon first?” a man asked. “Take it and use it against them?”

“No!” Zhek said, his facing contorting in anger at the challenge. “We must get my son first. That weapon nearly killed us all. We do not know how to use it or handle it without causing another accident. I will not put Setar’s safety at risk.” He did not mention it was interference with the device, on his grandfather’s direction, that caused the accident.

“Zhek is right,” Rekar said. “It is too dangerous. We need information about it before we make a move for it, or we may end up repeating the past.”

“Precisely,” Zhek said, regaining some composure. “Follow my lead. I know what to do.”
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Diversion

Present-Day Egypt

“What are we going to do?” Jack asked, pacing back and forth. “We have a very unwelcome present in our possession at an international airport. There’s no way we can go back home now. Not to mention, we can’t leave Dr. Khadesh and Khamir to their fates with that madman.”

Bob groaned. His shoulders sank. ‘We were so close to getting to go home,’ he thought.

“We have no choice,” Alex said. “We have to find a way to retrieve the Pharom.”

“Maximilian will kill all of us after we give him the Pharom,” Bob said, looking up at her.

“He said he wouldn’t,” Jack added.

“And you believe him?” Bob asked.

“No,” Jack shook his head, “no, I don’t. I just wish I could see a happy ending to all of this.”

“Let’s just focus on retrieving the Pharom first,” Mitch surmised. He saw their worried faces. “We’ll get through this,” he said placing a hand on Bob’s shoulder and squeezing it for comfort. He nodded at Jack. “I promise.”

Neither of them replied. Alex stayed silent as well. They all knew they were way out of their league in this situation.

“We need to figure out where it’s hidden. We’ll worry about exchanging it for Dr. Khadesh and Khamir later.” Mitch knelt down beside Bob, and rummaged through his duffel bag. “Our luggage went through security. I don’t think we can get them back. What do we have with us we can use?”

They all sat down beside Bob and proceeded to rifle through their carry-on luggage.

Alex put Maximilian’s box between her carryon bag and the wall, trying to keep it out of sight as much as possible.

They did an inventory count of what they had on hand, which wasn’t much.

“We have 2000 Egyptian pounds and about 300 US dollars,” Alex said, “along with some granola bars and books. All of our clothes and gear are in our luggage.”

“We need to get back to Khamir’s home,” Mitch said. “There are probably things there we can use, plus maybe we can find some clues as to where we can look for the Pharom.”

“What if they’re there waiting for us?” Jack asked.

“Yeah,” Bob said, “with everything they’ve done, they can probably figure out where Khamir lives.”

“Either way,” Mitch replied, “I don’t think we have much of a choice. We need to start somewhere. Besides, they might not know what to look for. Maximilian’s right, we have an edge in that department.”

“Ok, how do we get out of here?” Bob said, glancing up at the heavily armed airport security guards patrolling not twenty feet away from them. “Once we went through security, I don’t think they’ll let us go back out. And especially not when our luggage is probably being loaded onto the plane as we speak. If we leave, they’ll think we put a bomb in our luggage. These guys shoot terrorists on sight.”

“Maybe we can create a diversion?” Jack offered.

“How?” Alex asked. She noticed Mitch eyeing the box Maximilian sent them.

He looked up at her, his eyebrows raised.

She sighed. “Ok, let’s do it.”
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Jack nervously walked towards the security screening area. He pulled a length of chewing gum out of his mouth, rolled it into two small balls and placed them in his ears. He walked towards a young man who had just passed through security. The young man was more concerned with tying his shoelaces than paying attention to his still-open carryon luggage. Jack walked by as nonchalantly as he could and deftly dropped the sonic grenade into the man’s luggage. He continued walking, holding onto the five foot long dental floss tied to the pin of the sonic grenade. With a quick, hard jerk of his hand, a piercing sound screeched through the terminal.

People screamed, covering their ears. Security guards frantically searched for the source of the sound. Jack ran into the main terminal. Mitch, Alex, and Bob were right on his heels.

“Bomb!” Alex shouted as she ran into the group of people going through security. The four friends pushed and snaked their way through the crowd.

People shouted, frantically running towards the exits.

“Stop!” A security guard shouted at the four friends.

They ignored him and kept running.

It didn’t take long for the hysteria to grow. People rushed out of the airport. Soldiers raced into the airport carrying automatic machine guns, which only caused the fear and chaos to escalate further.

“You! Stop!” A heavily armed soldier shouted at them. More soldiers rushed into the scene, colliding with panicked travelers. The crowds and confusion blocked the soldier’s view, allowing the foursome to put some distance between them. They shoved their way through the terminal and finally escaped outside.

“Let’s get to the van!” Mitch shouted as he directed the group towards the parking lot. They fought their way through hordes of people, frantically running in all directions.

They ran towards the spot where Khamir had parked when he dropped them off. It was still there.

Relieved as they were to see the van, they realized it was only still there because of their friend’s terrible misfortune.

“Umm, keys...” Jack said.

“Wait, I think I’ve still got the spare key Khamir gave us before we retrieved the Pharom,” Alex said, fishing around in her backpack. “I left it on my key ring. I forgot to give it back to him.” She found it and unlocked the van. They all piled inside.

Mitch took the wheel. “Now, we just have to remember how to get back to Khamir’s house.”

They sped off into Cairo traffic, past emergency vehicles arriving on the scene.
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Spies

Circa 10,000 B.C.

After his day’s work at the Palace, Rekar sought out Zhek back in Tessea. He and Shera had come up with an idea.

“Ah, Zhek,” Rekar said, finding him working in a small workshop in their village. Zhek had been spending most of his time lately adding new weapons to the arsenal they already had. Amongst the benches and tables were scattered tools and parts. “How goes the work?” he asked, walking across the dirt floor to the workbench where Zhek was hunched over hammering a dagger, which was about ten inches long, with a curved blade.

“I think this could be quite useful,” Zhek said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Let me demonstrate.” He took the knife and threw it at the wall behind Rekar. The knife spun threw the air end over end, hitting the wall, cutting deeply and firmly into the wood.

Rekar jumped. He looked at the dagger sticking out of the wall. He walked over to it and tried to pull it from the wood. It did not come loose easily. He gripped it, then pulled hard. He nearly lost his balance with the effort it took to pull it free.

Zhek laughed.

Rekar steadied his footing, his eyes wide with surprise. He looked at the elegant blade in his hand. He examined the design, which allowed it to be thrown in such an efficient manner. “Quite deadly,” he said, admiring the unique weapon. “Excellent at covering short distances fast.”

Zhek smiled proudly, leaning against a post. “That is the idea. It would also be very effective in cutting a man’s throat, do you not agree?”

Rekar slowly nodded, as he looked down at the curved blade of the lethal weapon. It gleamed.

Zhek walked over and abruptly took it from Rekar. “It was not hard to make once I perfected the design. I think it could come in rather handy.”

Rekar watched nervously, as Zhek made the motion against an imaginary victim’s throat. “Indeed,” he said, taking note of Zhek’s intensity.

“So, you came to see me,” Zhek said, setting the blade down on the wooden table next to his tools. “I hope you have some useful information for me.”

“I do,” Rekar answered, grateful for the change of subject. “Shera and I have been monitoring movements within the Palace.”

“You have been careful about that I hope,” Zhek said, giving him a warning look.

“Yes, as careful as we could be. The only people that have seen us in places we would not normally be were a couple of other staff members. We gave them reasonable excuses as to why we were there. They seemed to believe us.” He took a seat at the workbench.

“They better have,” Zhek replied. “A great deal depends on your positions in the Palace. I do not want to lose that advantage.”

“I assure you, we made our activities seem quite innocuous.”

Zhek was satisfied for the moment. He took a seat across from Rekar. “How do you propose we get to my son, then?”

“Well, our original idea to wait for the right opportunity to get to Setar when he is off the Palace grounds will not work. The King has assigned too much security around the family since Princess Anjia’s return. At first it was only the Princess, but just recently the guard has been stepped up around everyone, including Setar. I do not know why,” he said shrugging his shoulders.

“I see,” Zhek said, disappointed. It had been his hope to capture his son that way, out of the sight of the Royal Palace. It seemed far less complicated than other alternatives.

“The children are also closely guarded even within the Palace,” Rekar said. “Even though the security is tightest around Princess Anjia, none of the children are seen walking freely about the Palace or the grounds as they once were. We have also learned the guards are posted at their bedrooms at night and the Palace is patrolled often, both inside and outside.”

“Then what do you propose?” Zhek asked, his concern growing. He did not like what he was hearing. Something had changed.

“You know that a large section of the Palace is still under construction,” Rekar said. “The east wing.”

Zhek nodded.

“We had a look there today. We were pretending to just be curious about the new wing,” Rekar said, looking proud of their cleverness.

“Go on,” Zhek said, his curiosity piqued.

“Well, it is in a very unfinished state. When we went to have a look we were warned that the area was still quite unstable and dangerous for anyone outside of the construction workers. They said it would be at least a week before it was close to being safe to walk inside.”

“Is that so?” Zhek said, tracing a finger across the flat side of the blade.

“Yes, there were construction materials lying about, rudimentary walkways throughout for the workers, and piles of wood that will be added to the stone for the finishing process.” Rekar paused. “It is all very flammable.” He grinned knowingly.

Zhek caught his meaning. “Construction sites are inherently dangerous. It is not unheard of to have all kinds of accidents occur.”

“Yes,” Rekar said, nodding eagerly, “the carelessness of a worker could result in a fire being ignited. Especially late at night, when there are fewer people around to stop it from growing.”

“A diversion.”

“Exactly,” Rekar said, an evil glint in his eyes. “It would cause tremendous chaos in the Palace if the fire were to spread quickly. They would have to assemble resources quickly to get it under control.”

“We could set multiple fires to ensure such chaos,” Zhek said, leaning in close.

Rekar nodded, his eyes alight with the possibilities.

“The entire Palace would be at risk,” Zhek continued, growing excited by the possibility. “The King would need all the help he could get to fight such a dangerous fire. The Royal guards would likely be ordered to assist in fighting the blaze.”

“Right,” Rekar said, “and in the middle of the night, it would be dark, there would be much confusion. We would know exactly where Prince Setar is.”

Zhek’s mind was racing with ideas. “We would have to act fast. If the fire got out of control, they may decide to move the children. We need to strike before any evacuations.”

“We can set up two teams,” Rekar said, motioning with his hands, “one to start the fires and another to go after Prince Setar. The timing will need to be closely coordinated. The Royal bedrooms are on the opposite side of the Palace from the new wing.”

“They will not know what hit them,” Zhek said, thrilled at what he was hearing. “We are fortunate the Royal Family is no longer able to build on the scale they once did. In times past, such work would have been done much faster, with greater skill. There would have been far less access to such areas.” Zhek laughed at the irony. Their downfall after the widespread destruction led to this chance for him to put things right. He would do the Draxen name proud. “By the time they realize what has happened, Setar will be with us.”

“What about Princess Anjia?” Rekar asked. “We will be very close to her as well. It is a good opportunity to take care of her.”

Zhek took a deep breath, tempted. He thought for a moment, but shook his head. “My primary concern is getting Setar. Nothing must jeopardize our objective. We have enough to handle this time, and too much could go wrong. We will get her next time.”
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Prisoners and Past

Present-Day Egypt

Maximilian Reichmann sat in the cramped and stuffy office of the rundown building on the outskirts of Cairo he had rented. He had chosen the location because the neighboring buildings had also been empty, abandoned. It would afford him the privacy he required. He was watching the evening news on a small TV he had purchased. The young female news correspondent was reporting from in front of the Cairo Airport.


Egyptian police are looking for four individuals on suspicion of terrorist activities.

A white female 25 to 30 years of age, around 5’6” in height with long blond hair

A white male 25 to 30 years old, 5’ 10” in height with brown hair

A white male, 40 to 45 years of age, described as being scruffy and heavy set, 5’9”

A white male, 28 to 32 years of age, described as medium height and skinny, 5’8”

Police suspect that these individuals were planning to enter the United States. From the surveillance video, they entered the secured area of the airport, then detonated a sonic grenade, and managed to escape from the airport. There are unconfirmed reports these individuals have contact with people who may be linked to various Arab extremist groups. US authorities are on high alert.



“They will not be getting back to the US now,” Maximilian said to himself, pleased thus far. But he was also worried about the difficulties this type of scrutiny would bring to their search for the obelisk. He couldn’t afford knowledge of it being found by the authorities. He hadn’t expected them to detonate the grenade. This was an added complication. The four Americans were turning out to be disturbingly unpredictable.

Hans entered the office. “Herr Reichmann, they’ve regained consciousness.”

Maximilian looked up and nodded. “Lead the way,” he said, standing up and adjusting the sleeves of his jacket.

Maximilian followed Hans to a room at the end of a long corridor. The rest of the rooms were still cordoned off and unusable due to their poor condition.

“Good to see the two of you are awake,” Maximilian said in his crisp German accent, as he entered the small, dirty and dimly lit room. It had been the most functional room of what they had to choose from. Dr. Khadesh and Khamir were each tied up with leather straps to old wooden chairs, their faces, arms, and hands bruised and bleeding.

Hans stood by next to the door, watching. His hands, knuckles swollen and bloodied, were clasped in front of him.

Maximilian stood there assessing his prisoners, his blue eyes cold as steel. He wore a finely tailored navy blue suit and pale blue shirt, open at the collar. His goatee, as always, meticulously trimmed. He looked out of place in the dingy hole of a room. His impeccable dress was in stark contrast to the filthy and ragged state of his captives.

“Maximilian,” Dr. Khadesh said as he gasped, spitting up blood, “you can torture us all you want. You will never get the device.” His torn shirt was covered in bloodstains. Sweat rolled down his face, back and chest.

“Oh, I think your American friends will find a way to bring it to me. They seemed quite determined to save your lives. Sentimental lot, those Americans.”

“They do not know where I hid it,” Dr. Khadesh said. “As I said, I told them nothing for their own protection.” His staccato breathing was courtesy of the broken ribs Hans had inflicted on him. “You might as well leave them alone. They will never find it. I have hidden it too well.”

“They have shown they can be quite resilient,” Maximilian said. “However, they are also being pursued by the authorities. That is sure to make things more difficult for them.”

“Leave them alone!” Khamir pleaded. He had a nasty cut on his face and a split lip. “They cannot do what you are asking of them.”

“I disagree,” Maximilian said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a knife. He extended the four-inch blade, still covered with traces of dried blood.

Hans smiled.

Maximilian brought the knife to Khamir’s face, and slid it sideways around the existing cut in his cheek as Khamir winced in fear and pain. Tears fell down his cheek, trickling softly around the cold blade.

Maximilian relished seeing the pain and fear he was causing. He hated these two. They were insufferable. He had been frustrated in his earlier attempts to force the information from Khadesh. He had come very close to slitting Khamir’s throat, trying to coax the information from Khadesh. Infuriatingly Khadesh had called his bluff, refusing to divulge the device’s location. It was clear at that point that nothing would loosen his tongue. Maximilian considered killing them both there and then, but he believed he had one more ace up his sleeve – Mitch and Alex. They would never have the stomach to let their friends die without trying to retrieve the device for him. He decided to use Khamir and Khadesh as leverage to enlist their cooperation.

Khadesh strained against his restraints.

Maximilian watched the blade of the knife as he traced a line down Khamir’s throat, near where a long, thin cut had been left from his earlier attempt at trying to get Khadesh to talk. The cut had stopped bleeding. He rested the point of the blade against Khamir’s chest. “They will find the device and bring it to me. For if they don’t, I will kill you, slowly and in a most agonizing fashion, I can assure you.” He cocked his head to the side to look at Khadesh. He narrowed his eyes, and pressed the point of the blade into Khamir’s chest. “While you watch, Khadesh.”

Khamir cried out as the blade again pierced his skin. Blood trickled down his chest from the newly opened wound.

Maximilian withdrew the knife, and casually wiped the blood on Khadesh’s sleeve. He bent down, his face only inches from Khadesh’s. His expression was dark, full of menace. “Then I will kill you...much, much slower.” He held his gaze. “Understand?”

Khadesh said nothing, his lips pursed, quivering. He tried to fight back a tear that threatened to fall. He lost the fight.

“Good,” Maximilian said. He stood back up. He took a moment to compose himself. “I am being exceedingly generous by giving you this chance for those four to find the device and spare all of your miserable lives. If we hadn’t found them at the airport, this little get-together would be taking on a whole new level of activity.” He turned to face the door, “Right, Hans?”

“Yes, sir,” Hans answered with grim enthusiasm.

“You should be thankful,” Maximilian said, turning back around, with his arms outstretched. The knife was still in his hand. “It’s your lucky day.”

“Even if you possess it, you cannot control the power of the device!” Dr. Khadesh said, shaking. “None of us can. It is far too dangerous.”

“For you, maybe,” Maximilian said, “which leads me to believe you know what it does.” He lifted the knife again. “Tell me.”

Khamir cringed. “We do not know what it is exactly,” he spoke rapidly, answering for Khadesh, “only that it is an ancient power source. No one knows. The truth of it has been lost to antiquity. We wanted to study it ourselves.”

Maximilian scoffed at the response. “I think you two wouldn’t hesitate to lie to me about this, but no matter, I will study it and unlock its secrets. Whatever power it contains will be mine.” He folded the knife up and placed it in his pocket. He straightened his blazer and paced back and forth across the room stroking his goatee. “My father once talked to me about power. Have you heard of my father, Khadesh?”

“Yes, I have heard of him and his illegal exploits and Nazi ties,” the disdain evident in the older man’s voice.

“Ahh, but you have not heard the truth about him,” Maximilian sneered. “You would be most interested to hear this. Then you will know what this device means to me.” Maximilian’s gaze was far off, in another place and time as he thought back to that fateful day that changed everything for him. He told his story.
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Thunder boomed and lightning lit up the evening sky. It was raining heavily. A mini river ran down the middle of the long, winding lane. The moonlight gave it a glistening, silver hue. The large, old house it led to was hidden in the forest several miles outside of Bonn, Germany.

“Maximilian!” Wolfgang shouted. “Come here! Now!”

“You called for me, father?” answered a young man, peering around the door. He was clean-shaven and neatly dressed. He had always feared his father. His upbringing had been harsh and the elder Reichmann had overshadowed him in nearly every respect. But recently, he had begun to grow in his confidence and assert himself more. It hadn’t stopped the beatings and constant berating, but it seemed to cut less deeply these days. Things would soon change for him, he felt.

Wolfgang coughed. The years had not been kind to him. His health was failing. His doctors told him he did not have long left. There was nothing more they could do for him. He shook as he shifted his weight onto his ebony cane. “Get over here!” he ordered.

The young man cringed, and reluctantly closed the door to his room. He made his way down the long hallway, decorated with old paintings of their ancestors. The floors that once gleamed with highly polished splendor were now worn and scratched. The long curtains that adorned every window were faded. Outside, the winds howled, rain lashed the windows. Inside, the house groaned and creaked. Maximilian kept a wary eye on the cane as he walked nearer.

Wolfgang motioned his son into his study. He walked to the large oak desk, and picked up a folder. “What is this?” Wolfgang asked angrily, shoving several documents at him. “You forged my signature?”

Maximilian knew this day would come. He had prepared himself. He was ready. “Yes, father,” he replied, taking the documents. “I did.”

“How dare you!” the old man yelled, as he slammed his cane against the floorboards.

Maximilian winced. He hated that cane.

“Tell me why!” Wolfgang demanded, his face contorted in rage and indignation. His wrinkled hand gripped the handle of the cane. He was vibrating with anger.

Maximilian felt the familiar dread well up in him. He steeled himself. He hated feeling weak and vulnerable. “To do something that should have been done a long time ago,” Maximilian answered as he looked through the documents. He felt a sense of pride at what he had done. He was beginning to feel powerful for the first time in his life.

“What have you done, boy?” Wolfgang shouted, his face turning red with anger.

“Do not call me that!” Maximilian shot back. “What I have done is something great!”

“You insolent thief!” his father yelled, coughing. He gripped the edge of the desk to steady himself.

Maximilian looked at him. For the first time fully noticing how old and feeble-looking his father had become. He felt something stir deep within him. Was it pity he wondered? No, not pity, he realized. Disgust. “I am no mere thief,” he answered, standing taller. “I sold some of the old relics you have collected over the years...”

“You sold my artifacts without my permission? You had no right! I and I alone, make those decisions.” His knuckles turned white as he gripped the desk harder.

“Do not worry father,” Maximilian replied, trying to keep his voice calm and even. “I kept the most important ones. I did it to create Reichmann Enterprises.”

Wolfgang was taken aback. “What is Reichmann Enterprises?”

“It’s a conglomerate company whose main purpose is to find, sell and exploit old relics to create greater wealth and power for the Reichmann family.”

Wolfgang was shocked. He had never known his son to be so disobedient. He had changed. He pulled the chair out and sat down. Age was siphoning his strength. He put his hands over his head. ‘When had this change happened?’ he wondered. He realized he hadn’t been paying attention. “How could you do that? It took me years to collect my artifacts. I treasured each and every one.”

“They served a greater purpose,” Maximilian replied coolly. He looked down on his father with disdain. He was no longer the strong man he remembered. He was pitiful. Maximilian would resurrect their family name, and bring it the greatest glory it had ever known.

“I do not understand what has gotten into you,” Wolfgang said, shaking his head, his voice tinged with tiredness. “Your actions are disgraceful. I sent you to the best schools. You have food and shelter and all you’ve wanted for your entire life. This home and all its lands have belonged to our family for decades. It will be yours one day. I have given you everything.”

“Not everything!” Maximilian yelled as he stepped closer to his father. “The Reichmanns could have been one of the richest and most powerful families in Europe, but instead of focusing on our businesses you’ve wasted years locked up in this house, examining the old relics you collected when you were with the Nazis. There is no profit in archaeology!” He paused, collecting himself. “Unless you sell most of what you find. And there are plenty of buyers on the black market, willing to pay obscene amounts for these useless trinkets. Fools.”

“Archaeology was my life, son,” Wolfgang said sadly. “I was very successful at it. This home was filled with examples of that success. It was something to be proud of. It is a private museum to history and to our own family history as well.”

“Once you crossed paths with the Nazis, yes, you were successful,” Maximilian agreed. “But it was only then that you were able to establish yourself as anything more than a sand rat.”

He saw the shock on his father’s face at the clear derision. Maybe even a trace of shame and embarrassment. He enjoyed it. Maximilian felt emboldened, as his own choices were crystallizing for him.

“Besides, this old house means nothing to me. When it’s finally mine, I’m going to sell it. I won’t waste my life clinging to useless, dusty old relics in a creaky old house long past its splendor like you have!”

Wolfgang stood up quickly, and slapped his son full-force across the face. “How dare you speak to me like this? You know nothing! You are the fool!”

Maximilian’s eyes involuntarily teared up from the stinging slap. He held his face, glaring at his father. In that moment, he felt like that meek little boy again. Humiliated. He felt a deep, dark hatred boiling up within him.

“This home means everything to me and it should to you as well, you ungrateful wretch!” Wolfgang shouted at him. “Your grandfather was born here. I was born here and so were you. Your mother loved this house so much she chose to die here, rather than in the hospital. That is why I refused to sell this house to the developers, no matter how much they were willing to offer. It is a connection to our roots. You should be proud of this home. You should show me and your heritage the proper respect!”

“You let your family live in a drafty old house because of sentimental reasons?” Maximilian said as he walked around the room, his arms outstretched. “Look at this place. It’s been falling apart for years and yet you still refused to sell it along with these lands? You could have made a fortune to invest in our businesses, and allowed your family to live a better life. Clinging to the past only makes you a part of it. It eventually makes you irrelevant and stunts growth until you, too, wither and die.” He pointed his finger into his own chest. “I’m finally doing something about it by selling most of the artifacts. That’s giving our family new purpose, new possibilities.”

“But some of the old artifacts I had collected were not ours. I was wrong to take them. I should not have helped the Nazis.” Wolfgang sighed, sitting down in an old chair.

“Why? You were a strong German in your youth,” Maximilian said as he moved closer to him, closing his hand into a fist. “As strong Germans, we take from the weak to make us stronger. That is our destiny. It always has been. The weak are nothing but parasites. The Nazis did what was best to make Germany strong.”

Wolfgang shook his head. “I once thought like you, but I was wrong. Not until you have seen what the Nazis did firsthand would you realize the errors of your ways.”

“Those were lies and propaganda spread from the Jews and their pathetically gullible friends!” Maximilian replied defiantly.

Wolfgang slammed his cane down. “Now you sound like one of them! I know you’ve been in contact with former officers of the Stasi. What is going on, Maximilian?”

Surprised at the revelation, he did not answer.

“I warn you, stop hanging out with those radical new friends of yours,” Wolfgang shouted, thrusting the cane in Maximilian’s direction.

Before he could help himself, Maximilian took a step back, eyeing the cane.

“Is that where all of this new attitude is coming from?” Wolfgang asked. “The Stasi?”

Still no answer.

“They have corrupted your mind. Do you know what the Stasi did to their own people? With the aid of the KGB, they oppressed and even killed countless people in East Germany. You have no idea what they are capable of.”

Maximilian was undaunted. “Now that Germany is unified again, my friends are now also working for politicians and the police,” he said, his voice full of pride. “It’s wise to have connections to these kinds of people. We might need them to get us out of trouble one day.”

“What do you mean by that?” Wolfgang asked, alarmed.

“Nothing, father, just a precaution,” Maximilian said dismissively, breaking eye contact.

In spite of his father’s suspicions to his ties, he decided not to divulge Reichmann Enterprises other business arms – investing in successful, highly profitable companies run by ex-Stasi officers and even a select few with deeply buried, secret Nazi ties. Sourcing parts for weapons had been especially good to his company’s bottom line.

“Tell me something, father,” he said, walking to the window. He gazed out at the giant old trees, branches swaying in the cruel winds, rains pounding relentlessly down. Lightning lit up the sky, momentarily casting twisted shadows across the grounds. “If you regret what you have done, then why have you not returned the artifacts you helped the Nazis steal?”

“It is not that simple, son,” Wolfgang said as he sighed. “There is much you do not know.” He thought for a moment about what to do next to try to get through to his son, his only child. “Come with me. I will show you.”

They walked in silence down to the cellar that Wolfgang had converted to an archaeological examination room. There were desk lamps, papers, stacks of boxes, magnifying glasses, scientific books and archaeology tools scattered across the room.

Wolfgang walked over to a large ornate cherry-wood cabinet. It was locked. He pulled out the heavy gold chain he wore, which held a pendant and a key. He took the key off of the chain and handed it to Maximilian. “Son, open this for me and take out the artifact within.”

Curiosity quelling his anger temporarily, Maximilian did as he asked. Inside the cabinet was a single item, a large, round object, covered in a heavy cloth. He lifted it. It was incredibly heavy.

Wolfgang cleared off an old wooden table covered in chips, dents, and scratches. “Put it here.”

Maximilian placed it on the table with a heavy thud. He was astonished at how much it weighed for its size.

Wolfgang pulled back the cloth covering to reveal a burnished bronze slightly gold-hued disk, roughly four feet in diameter.

Maximilian’s eyes went wide with wonder. He ran his finger around its upper edge. The metal felt...strange somehow. His fingers tingled at the touch, feeling slightly warmer. The outer surface of the disk was inscribed with hieroglyphs. A large ankh was carved into the center of the disk. The detailing was remarkable in its precision.

“It looks like ancient Egyptian,” Maximilian said, furrowing his brow.

“That is what I thought at first, too,” Wolfgang said. “I found it after a British artillery attack when I was in Africa.”

Maximilian was in awe of the disk. There was something different and strange about it. It was unlike any of the other artifacts in his father’s collection. It looked so new, so advanced, but with ancient markings. It was the most captivating relic he had ever seen. He touched it again. The same warm, tingling feeling came to him, but stronger this time. He felt electric and almost...euphoric.

“Do you notice the effect?” Wolfgang asked, breaking into a smile. He knew that he did, he could see it all over his face.

“Yes, it feels strange...good...” Maximilian said, his expression full of wonder. “Better than good. Kind of amazing, actually. What is it?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Wolfgang said as he shook his head. “It’s a mystery. I’ve studied this disk for years, but the only conclusion I’ve come to is that whoever created it lived before the ancient Egyptians and that they had to have been an advanced civilization. Incredible, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Maximilian said. “Incredible, indeed.”

“What is even more incredible is that those effects become magnified when the disk comes into direct contact with sunlight. When the sunlight is reflected off of this disk onto me, it has this powerful energizing effect,” Wolfgang said. He placed his fingers on his temples. “My mind feels clearer, stronger, and I get almost a high off of it. It’s hard to explain, you must experience it sometime.” Wolfgang’s face lit up at the thought of the disk’s effects on him.

Maximilian regarded his father for a moment, considering what he was saying. His mind raced at the possibility. “What is it made from?”

“That’s where it gets even more astonishing. The metal it’s made of is an unknown alloy. It has defied analysis. There has never been anything like it discovered before or since.”

Maximilian bent down to take a closer look at the glyphs. They appeared laser-carved, their edges were so perfect. “Who were these people that predated the ancient Egyptians?”

“I haven’t been able to find out anything else about them, I’m afraid.”

Maximilian looked at him. “I don’t believe this. You’ve had this since the end of World War II and you know nothing about it? Nothing about this metal?” He was appalled at what he was hearing.

“I wanted to keep this a secret, to keep it for us, son,” Wolfgang said. “If I took it to anyone else I would run the risk of it being taken away from us, of word getting out. I couldn’t have that. I couldn’t bear to lose it.”

Maximilian was furious.

“Here, I want to show you something else,” Wolfgang pulled his necklace out again. He took it off, gently fingering a golden pendant, shaped like an Egyptian ankh. He handed it to Maximilian. “This pendant was found at the same time, on a prisoner who was native to the region. I think the alloys may be similar, or share some common elements. There has to be a link between this pendant and the disk. It has a similar, but much milder effect as the disk, as though it emits some kind of energy. Also, look at the markings on the back of it.”

Maximilian turned it over. Sure enough, there were symbols engraved on the back that looked strikingly similar to the ones on the disk. His mind raced as he ran his fingers over the symbols, cut just as smooth and perfectly as those on the disk.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Wolfgang said as he smiled. “Do you feel it?”

“Yes.” Maximilian gazed at it a moment longer, then wrapped it in his fist. He could feel a faint energy trace from it. Much fainter than with the disk, but it was unmistakably there. His hand felt slightly warmer. He frowned, his jaw clenched, his face tense.

“What’s wrong?” Wolfgang asked.

“So, you’re telling me this is why you’ve kept yourself locked away in this room all these long years? To find out what these things are?” Maximilian’s voice was laced with anger.

“Of course,” Wolfgang frowned. “I am an archaeologist.”

“And yet what have you learned? Practically nothing! You’ve wasted your life and squandered our future.” Maximilian seethed. “You’ve had items this valuable all this time, but our family has gained nothing from them. No money, no power. Nothing! You selfishly kept these artifacts all to yourself, reveling in some mysterious power, and not sharing any of it with me.”

“Boy, you do not understand,” Wolfgang said as he raised his voice. He pointed to the disk and the pendant. “These are only two pieces of a much larger puzzle.” He reverently caressed the surface of the disk. “I believe the disk and pendant will help us answer questions to some of the biggest mysteries of our time, maybe ever. These people were so advanced, and yet we know nothing of them. I believe there have to be other artifacts that are linked to these items. I have searched, but found nothing else.” He looked back up at his son. “Now we can search together. Finding more evidence must be our priority. This can be our shared destiny.”

“If these things are so valuable to the scientific world, why not hire people to help with these discoveries?” Maximilian asked, gripping the pendant tightly. “You would get help from other scientists, people who are experts in their fields.”

“No, son. These items are linked to something big, something so grand that it could change history and could cause fear and greed amongst our society. Through my years and my ties with the Nazis, I’ve learned that certain knowledge, certain items should not fall into the wrong hands,” Wolfgang said. “It is far too dangerous to involve others in this. I don’t think there is anyone we could trust with this.” He reached for the chain and pendant.

Maximilian reluctantly handed them back.

Wolfgang placed it around his neck again and tucked it back under his shirt. He tapped his chest where the pendant lay. He welcomed its warm touch. It gave him more vigor and vitality.

Maximilian eyed his father. “Are you so ashamed of your days with the Nazis?” he demanded. “I’ve noticed you still keep your old Nazi uniform in the trunk there.” Maximilian walked to the trunk and opened it. He took out the uniform. Underneath the uniform was a belt with a holstered gun attached. He removed the Walther P38 pistol from the holster and examined it.

“They made me an officer after I helped the Fuhrer in East Africa. The only reason I’ve kept the uniform and gun was that you used to spend hours looking at them when you were a child,” Wolfgang said, his face full of sadness and regret. “I should have gotten rid of them. Now, put those things away.”

“You can’t bear the sight of them can you, father?” Maximilian asked as he reached into his pocket and took out a gun clip. He slammed the clip into the Walther P38, cocked the gun back and fired into the wall.

A loud bang echoed throughout the basement as the bullet punctured the wall.

Wolfgang jumped. “Where did you get the ammunition?” he asked, panicking.

“From friends,” Maximilian replied.

“Put it down,” Wolfgang ordered, raising his cane.

Maximilian just stood there, looking at his father defiantly.

“I said put it down. Now!” Wolfgang stepped towards his son, swinging the cane to the side, ready to strike. “Obey me, you insolent wretch!”

Seeing the cane in his father’s hand triggered old feelings of absolute hatred. “Ahhh, so there is a little Nazi left in you, after all,” Maximilian sneered.

Wolfgang swung at him with all his might.

Maximilian stepped back as the cane whizzed by his face, narrowly missing him. He was slightly breathless from the near miss. “That was always your answer, wasn’t it Father? Beat me into submission.”

“You left me no choice,” the old man grunted as he took another swing, aiming for Maximilian’s throat. “You were always a difficult child.”

“Little good that cane will do you now, Father,” he said, sidestepping the blow. “Time to retire it. Time to retire you.” He pointed the gun at his father’s midsection and fired.

Hit, Wolfgang staggered back, dropping the cane. His eyes were wide with shock as his hands grasped his stomach. His breathing became heavy. He coughed out blood.

Maximilian walked up to his father.

The old man collapsed to his knees, bleeding profusely. “Help me.”

“Oh, I’ll help you alright.” He knelt down beside him and aimed the gun straight at his forehead. “Help put you out of your misery, you cruel old hypocrite.”

“Maximilian...son, please don’t do this,” Wolfgang pleaded. “Think of what you are doing.”

“I am. Good bye, father.” Maximilian pulled the trigger.

The shot was muted by the thunder outside. Maximilian stood there, looking at his father’s limp and lifeless body crumpled on the floor. Blood pooled around him. Maximilian bent down and took hold of the pendant he wore. It was an exquisite ankh. He knew both it and the disk were representative of great power; he felt it within the mysterious objects. He took the chain off of his father, wiping the blood off of it with his father’s sleeve. He placed it around his own neck. He felt triumphant.

“Here is where our paths diverge, Father. Our destinies are no longer one and the same.”
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Hans, Khadesh, and Khamir had listened as Maximilian had relayed the story of his father’s murder at his own hands.

Hans had not known the truth of what had happened to Wolfgang. It was something that was left unspoken, but there had been rumors he had taken his own life. Everyone knew not to speak to Maximilian of his father, but they never knew why. Until now.

“So you see, you did not know the truth about him,” Maximilian said to his captives, as he finished telling them of the events. “And now I hope you will grasp how determined I am.”

“How did you explain away the murder of your father?” Khadesh asked, sickened at what he had just heard.

“As I said, I have friends, Stasi friends, in the police, in political office, everywhere. I told them that he was about to turn against them and betray some of their secrets. I told them I had no choice but to stop him, to protect our mutual interests. They understood completely. It was deemed a suicide. The story went that he killed himself out of shame for wavering in his devotion to his previously held beliefs.”

The room was silent.

Maximilian enjoyed having them know how ruthless and resolute he was, and how dangerous. It made him feel even more superior. “I eventually sold the family house and most of the artifacts. Of course, I kept the metal disk and the pendant.”

“Where is the pendant now?” Khadesh asked, trying to mask his earnest interest in it.

“Why? Do you know something about it?” Maximilian asked.

“Just archaeological curiosity,” he replied.

“I doubt that very much,” he stated, eyeing him quizzically. “You won’t get your hands on it, if that’s what you’re thinking. Dustimaine is checking the symbols against the chambers below the Sphinx and he’s under heavy guard.”

They said nothing.

“What do you know of the disk my father found?” Maximilian asked.

“Nothing,” Khamir answered.

Maximilian looked to Khadesh.

“We have never seen it,” Khadesh answered.

Maximilian frowned. “But you must know something,” he pressed. “Its purpose, what it may have been used for? Why it has those strange effects when sunlight hits it?”

“Ceremonial, I would speculate, from its description,” Khadesh answered.

Hans stepped forward, waiting for the order to encourage their cooperation.

Maximilian was angry at their insolence, but he gave no such order. He waved Hans off.

Hans took a step back.

Maximilian knew they were keeping secrets from him. “No matter,” he snapped, “I will find out all I need to know in due time.”

He decided not to reveal what he had experienced when he first used the disk in the sunlight. It was his secret. He had placed the disk in a room, angled towards a window that received direct sunlight. It had been remarkable, the effect it had on him. Maximilian had experienced a powerful vision that very first day.

He felt the strange emanations coming from the disk. It was as though it infused every cell of his being with the sun’s transmuted energy. The feeling was transcendent. He saw himself in a chamber, the disk sitting against the wall. Coming from the center of the room was a bright light, formless, but beautiful. It was a power unlike anything he had imagined. He felt magnetically drawn to it. He saw himself enveloped by this light. He felt invincible. He envisioned himself growing more powerful than any person in history. His inner voice told him his supremacy and authority would be undeniable, impossible to challenge if he could possess this power, if he could control it, and use it.

And possess it he would, he had vowed in that moment.

Khamir and Khadesh regarded him in thoughtful silence.

Maximilian took a deep breath, recalling the electrifying nature of his vision. His body tingled at the memory. He straightened his stance, standing taller. “I intend to unlock all of these secrets. Nothing will stand in my way. Especially not small, insignificant people like you. My destiny lies down there, in that chamber.”

Khadesh considered his statement. He looked at Khamir. A silent understanding passed between them.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 31

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
Fire

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The time had come. Zhek and several villagers, including Rekar, Shera and their friends Jonar and Rembes, all clad in black, set out for the main city on horseback. These four were the people Zhek most trusted. Jonar and Rembes were big men, with great strength and skill in battle. Rembes was just a couple of years older than Jonar, but they were friends, they had each other’s backs, and worked well together. Zhek wanted them to go along in case they met with any kind of resistance.

Once they reached the Palace, they all covered their faces and broke out into two groups.

The supplies the small group needed had been carefully concealed on the Palace grounds over the previous days for ease of access. Rekar, being a gardener, knew the layout of the grounds well and so chose a well-hidden spot that saw very little foot traffic. They had brought accelerant, cooking oil that Shera had been stealing, little by little, from the Palace kitchen. She had come up with the idea after witnessing an accidental fire in the kitchen. One of the cooks had received severe burns in the incident, as she had not had time to move away when the oil was unintentionally lit. It was perfect.

They had also monitored the movements of the Palace guards, but security around the area under construction was virtually non-existent. It had been deemed unnecessary to guard it carefully as the section was sealed off from the rest of the Palace and was uninhabited. Members of the Royal Family generally avoided it, allowing the workers space to complete the project, and the children were not allowed to go there due to the risk of injury.

It was late into the night now. They had waited until everyone had long since cleared the site. All was quiet. While Jonar and Rembes stood on lookout, Rekar and Shera went to retrieve the material they would carefully place around the partially constructed wing. They had hidden all manner of flammable materials – mostly wood, linens, and rags. They worked quickly. They had already decided which areas each would cover. They placed the materials around the most vulnerable parts of the wings, corners, and areas that had beams attached to them and poured the accelerant on them. They also left a trail of the oil leading to all of the other piles of construction material, connecting them in a deadly web.

Rekar finished first, and then ran to the location they had agreed to meet at, the place where the fire would be lit. A couple of minutes later, Shera joined him, breathless, her chest heaving. Her heavier frame was not built for speed.

“Are you ready?” Rekar whispered.

Shera nodded.

Rekar signaled to Jonar and Rembes. The men readied themselves.

Rekar dumped the rest of his and Shera’s cooking oil onto a section of wood flooring where the biggest pile of material had been laid. Then he struck the flint he had brought along and threw it into the pile. It ignited immediately. Within seconds it was a blazing fury.

“Move out!” Rekar ordered.

They jumped on their horses. Jonar took up the lead position, while Rembes trailed behind to make sure no one followed. The foursome made a speedy getaway, as the bright flames rose ever higher in the night sky behind the fleeing arsonists.
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Minutes later, the alarm was raised inside the Palace. The accelerant was doing its job exceptionally well. Huge sections of walls and ceiling in the wing were already engulfed in flame. Roiling flames shot out, hot and hungry to consume anything within its reach. The fire was alive and growing. The climate, now increasingly more arid, meant the wood had been quite dry. The heat kept the first people on the scene, Royal guards, at bay. Thick, black smoke poured out of the burning structure making visibility poor and breathing difficult.

A Royal guard pounding furiously on the door of the Royal bedchambers awoke the King and Queen. “Your Majesties! Your Majesties! There is a fire in the Palace!”

Traeus flew out of bed, and opened the door. He did not see or smell smoke, as it had not yet reached this far. “A fire? Where?” he asked.

“In the east wing, the construction area,” the man answered.

“Go find Commander Maraeven,” the King ordered. “Tell him to meet me there at once.”

“But I should help get you and the Queen to safety, in case the fire spreads,” he protested.

“I will ensure the Queen is safe. I want to assess the fire myself, see what needs to be done to fight it,” the King said, shaking his head. “Go. Now!”

“Yes, your Majesty,” the guard answered and took off.

Mindara was sitting up in bed, frightened.

“Mindara, go find the children, make sure they are safe. They will be scared. We need them to stay calm and in one place. Ensure guards stay with you.”

“I will. Please be careful,” she said, her eyes wide with fear.

Traeus nodded as he quickly changed out of his nightclothes. “I hope we can contain it, but if not, I will ensure you are evacuated if the fire spreads to this wing,” he assured her. He then ran off to the scene of the fire.
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Mindara quickly bundled Alaj up and raced to gather the rest of the children.

Just prior to the commotion, Anjia had awoken suddenly. Her pendant felt unusually warm and its energy pulse strengthened slightly. She felt an immediate sense of panic. She had just gone out to see how Tramen and Setar were, when she heard voices yelling. Mindara found her in the hallway. Four Royal guards had positioned themselves nearby.

“Mindara, what is going on?” Anjia asked, worriedly.

“There is a fire in the east wing. We must find Tramen and Setar. We will all stay together, unless we are told to evacuate.” The Queen ordered all but one of the guards to go assist with the fire. If it was under control and they were not needed she told them to come right back. The men nodded and left.
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Royal guards from all over the Palace were summoned to help fight the blaze. Only a very few remained positioned throughout the Palace as the fire rapidly grew in both size and intensity. Thick smoke billowed out from the site.

Commander Maraeven met the King outside the east wing. “What happened?’ he yelled over the din of voices scrambling around in confusion.

“I do not know!” the King answered, holding his arm up to shield his face from the searing heat. The King could not imagine what could have set off such a terrible blaze. ‘How could someone have been this careless?’ he asked himself. When this was under control, he would be having words with Victaren.

“I will organize my men,” the Commander said, not needing to wait for the King’s order.

Traeus went to help a group fighting the fire on the far end of the wing, while Commander Maraeven ordered more water brought in, and went to help out at the south wall of the burning structure. The fire was growing larger minute by minute. The people fighting the fire were forced back by the heat and acrid smoke. The night sky glowed an eerie orange.

Suddenly, there was a huge explosion as part of the south wall collapsed. Screams rang out. Two of the Royal guards fighting the fire were trapped underneath the burning section.

Commander Maraeven yelled out to his men, “Help me! We must get them out!” He ran over to the area. He could see that nearly the whole wing was now ablaze, he knew it would all be very unstable. “Quickly!” he shouted.

But there was nothing they could do. Behind them, the flames grew closer and hotter and the smoke began to choke them. The section of wall that had fallen on the men was still ablaze. No voices or movement came from below it.

Another section of the wall gave way, tumbling down, narrowly missing the Commander. One of his men pulled him out the way just in time. “Commander, it is too dangerous! There is nothing we can do for them!”

The Commander was beside himself, but he knew the man was right. He could not risk more of his men. The situation was far too precarious. “Fall back!” he ordered. They redoubled their efforts to battle the now raging inferno, but it was outpacing them. It threatened to move beyond the construction area, towards the rest of the Palace.
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Abduction

As the fire and chaos raged on in the east wing of the Palace, Zhek, Rekar, Jonar and Rembes, met up with the second group of men who had lain in wait at the assigned meeting place. They prepared to move on the children’s rooms. Shera had returned to Tessea, her work was done. With their faces still covered they made their way to the west wing, where the private sleeping chambers were located. Zhek was wired in anticipation of seeing his son again, the only other surviving member of the Draxen family.

Rekar and Shera had seen to it that a door had been left unlocked. It was a little used side door a few feet from the west wing. It was mainly used as an entrance to a courtyard within the Palace grounds. Zhek had hoped the Royal guards had not checked it.

Armed with swords, the group moved on the side door. Zhek checked it. It was unlocked. He smiled. He turned to the group and nodded. Carefully, he opened it a crack and peered inside. Rekar and Shera had also furnished them with a crude map of the Palace layout, which Zhek and his men had committed to memory. He could hear voices calling out in panic, footsteps running. They had succeeded. The guards were not posted in their usual places.

Zhek signaled his men to move in behind him. They entered the Palace and headed towards the west wing. They paused as they reached the corner. Zhek looked around. They could see the smoke wafting, becoming thicker. ‘The fire must have grown quite large,’ he thought to himself, pleased at the turmoil that was underway.

They continued on, reaching the hallway to the children’s bedrooms. Zhek quickly motioned the men to fall back as a Royal guard came out of a room. Zhek waited, watching what the man would do. The guard positioned himself outside the room. He was the only one in the vicinity.

Zhek whispered to Rekar, “Go back outside and make a noise at the other end of the wing. We need to distract him.”

Rekar nodded, and left to do as ordered. Zhek surveyed the other end of the hallway, he could hear voices, but they were far off. However, they may not be for long. They had to hurry.

A minute later, they heard a loud frantic knocking coming from the other end of the hall. ‘Rekar,’ Zhek thought. He looked. The guard heard the sound and moved to investigate.

This was their chance. Zhek motioned his men and he crouched down and ran towards the guard whose back was to them. With great stealth, Zhek came up behind the man, placed his hand tightly over his mouth, and thrust his sword through the man’s back. He held his hand over the man’s mouth until he stopped struggling. Then he guided the body to the floor. He pulled the corpse around the corner out of sight. A streak of blood was left, but Zhek had other things to attend to.

The group now went to the room where Setar was believed to be. Zhek held his breath and opened the door. The room was empty. He quickly checked it over, but there was no one there.

“They must have moved him,” Zhek whispered to his men. “We must check the other rooms.” Zhek began to cough. He tried to muffle it. The smoke was making it more difficult to breathe, especially for his damaged lungs. He signaled the men to break into two smaller groups to check the other rooms, time was running out.

“Here!” Rembes said, waving them over. He had heard voices coming from within.

The group joined him. Zhek placed an ear to the door. He heard young voices. He nodded. He burst through the door to Tramen’s bedroom, his men following closely behind him.

Inside, Tramen, Anjia, and Setar jumped. The Queen, holding little Alaj, gasped.

Immediately Tramen stood in front of them protectively. “Who are you?” Tramen asked.

Zhek saw the younger boy, hiding behind the Queen. “Setar,” he called out in his rough voice.

“Do not answer him,” Tramen warned.

“I was not speaking to you, Selaren wretch,” Zhek snarled.

“How dare you break into our children’s bedrooms?” Mindara shouted. She was terrified, but she was trying not to show it. “I order you to leave at once.”

Zhek laughed. “Really, your Highness,” he said, taking a step forward. “What will you do if we do not?”

“Guards!” she screamed. Alaj began to cry.

“There is no one here to answer you,” Zhek said, his raspy voice full of malevolence. He brandished his sword.

Seeing the blood still streaked on it, she gasped, shaking.

He had not expected the Queen to be here, but since she was, he intended to kill her. He would have his revenge for Zazmaria’s death.

Though the men’s faces were still covered, Anjia recognized who was speaking. Though she had never met him, she sensed from her vision of Setar who this was. She stepped out from behind her twin brother.

“Zhek,” she said, looking directly at him. Her pendant pulsated with energy.

Mindara was stunned. “It cannot be...” she whispered.

“Well, if it is not the Chosen One herself,” he replied sarcastically, “with her lowly handservant by her side,” he said, leveling a disparaging gaze at Mindara.

She did not respond to the insult.

He turned back to Anjia. “Almighty Child of Prophecy, step aside. I am here for my son.”

“There is no one here you can call your son,” she answered defiantly.

“Unless you wish me to kill everyone in this room, you will do as I say,” Zhek said, stepping forward, swinging his blood-stained sword in front of him. Jonar and Rembes flanked him.

Setar still cringed behind Mindara, afraid and confused as to why this terrifying man wanted him.

“Setar!” Zhek said. “Come forth and meet your true father.” He pulled his face covering off.

Setar was horrified by Zhek’s disfigurement. “You are not my father!” Setar cried out, shrinking away.

“Yes, Setar, I am,” Zhek said stepping towards him. “These injuries were caused by the King. The same King who has lied to you your entire life. He is not your father. I am and I can prove it.” Zhek went to reach for his collar.

At that moment, Tramen unsheathed his own sword. He had had been carrying it since Anjia told him of her vision regarding Zhek, and the fact that Setar was his biological son. He had kept the secret to protect Setar and he intended to keep protecting him.

Anjia read her twin brother’s thoughts. Tramen lunged at one Zhek’s henchmen. She closed her eyes and put the image of a raging fire in each of the men’s minds, including Zhek, temporarily blinding them to what was happening in front of them. They each recoiled, putting their arms up to protect themselves from the imaginary flames and heat. Zhek especially was affected by the vision, knowing firsthand the pain of burning flesh.

In a split second, Tramen struck the closest guard with his sword. He cut the man deeply on his hand. He dropped his sword, crying out in pain. Tramen picked it up and threw it to Anjia. She deftly caught it and swung it at Jonar, cutting him deep in his shoulder. He fell to the floor and she kicked his sword to Mindara. The Queen picked it up with one hand, the other arm holding the wailing Alaj. She stood ready to defend herself and the children.

The men came to their senses, their vision clearing. Zhek saw his two fallen men, writhing in agony. “Get up!” he yelled. “Get them!”

At that moment, they heard footsteps outside the door. It was Assan, followed by two Royal guards and several priests. They were all armed with swords.

“Assan!” Anjia called out in relief.

Assan looked directly at Zhek. Even through his disfiguring injuries, Assan knew who he was. “So, it is true, then. You are alive.”

Zhek did not answer, as his mind raced to find a way out of this.

Assan quickly surveyed the room. Only three of Zhek’s men still stood, ready to fight. “You are out-numbered Zhek. Cease your aggression!”

“I do not think so,” Zhek replied defiantly. “We have ensured our little diversion will aid us sufficiently.”

“I had a bad feeling about the cause of this fire,” Assan said, his eyes narrowing. “And I remembered your vision, Princess. It seems you were right about the threat Zhek posed.”

Astonished, Zhek looked at Anjia. He could not believe what he was hearing. ‘How could she have possibly known I was alive?’ he thought. Perhaps she did have powers they should fear. ‘She could ruin everything, she must be destroyed once and for all,’ he silently vowed.

Princess Anjia looked at Zhek, reading his intent. Her steadfast gaze unnerved him.

Assan saw the unspoken interaction between the two. He needed to get the attention off of the Princess. “We are still one step ahead of you, Zhek. You can never defeat this family. Give it up, now!”

Zhek was furious that his plot to be reunited with his son was threatened. Having a long held hatred of the Head Priest, Zhek let out a loud cry, and rushed at Assan. His henchmen followed his lead, attacking the Royal guards.

Assan fought off Zhek’s blows with his own sword as the Royals watched in horror. Tramen rushed to join the fray, but Jonar, still injured on the floor, tripped him. Tramen fell heavily against the wood floor. Leaving Tramen no chance to react, Jonar got up fast, and kicked him hard in the side of the head.

“Tramen!” Anjia screamed.

Tramen slumped down in an unconscious heap.

“Princess, get back!” Assan yelled out, still engaged in a deadly battle with Zhek.

Mindara grabbed Anjia and Setar, who had just stood there in shock, watching the macabre scene unfold around him. She took the three children to the far corner of the room. She held her sword out as a warning for anyone who dared come near her children. She had had to fight for her life once. She knew what was required and was prepared to do the same again.

Assan and his men were overpowering Zhek’s group, but the fight was furious as swords clanged and clashed against one another. The priests swarmed them. Zhek knew his fight was lost. With furious rage, he pushed Assan, who hit the wall, Zhek then swung around, knocking two of the priests to the ground. He leapt over top of them. Most of Zhek’s men were captured. Rembes managed to escape, with Jonar following behind. Rembes ran around the corner, peering back.

Assan stumbled then righted himself, about to go after the fleeing Zhek.

“Zhek! Lookout behind you!” Rembes yelled.

Zhek turned and saw Assan coming for him, sword in hand. He took his curved dagger from his belt and threw it hard at the Head Priest, hitting him square in the chest. The blade, perfectly aimed, punctured his heart. Assan fell to the ground as bright red blood poured forth from the wound, staining his white robes. Zhek fled, Jonar and Rembes racing behind him.

“Assan! No!” Anjia cried out. Mindara tried to hold her back, but she pulled free and ran to the fallen priest. Anjia knelt down beside him, her tears flowing.

Assan looked at her for a brief moment. “You will be a great leader, Princess...” he spoke in the barest of whispers. “Trust...” he choked, his voice now only a gurgle as he spat up dark red blood.

“Assan, please stay with me,” she cried, stroking his face.

He looked at her as his eyes glazed over. They fluttered, then closed. He was still.

She bent her head down, sobbing, her shoulders heaving.

Tramen came to, moaning.

One of the guards shouted, “Tie them up!” They had the rest of Zhek’s men outnumbered and subdued. Once the men were put into restraints, the guard ordered them taken to the holding cells to be held as prisoners of the Royal Family.

A priest went to tend to Prince Tramen, helping him to his feet. “Your Majesty.”

“I will be all right,” Tramen said, but his head throbbed and his vision was blurred. The right side of his face was swollen and he had a large, red welt where Jonar had kicked him.

One of the guards went over to the frightened Queen. “Your Majesty, are you and the Princes hurt?”

She looked down at Alaj, who was still crying hard, then at Setar, who seemed to be in shock. “No, we are fine. Please, go find my husband, tell him what happened. I will look after the children.”

“Yes, your Majesty, at once,” he bowed.

Tramen, slightly unsteady on his feet, went over to his sister. She was bent over Assan’s lifeless body, crying.

“Assan? I will go get help...” Tramen started to say, but then stopped when he saw the severe wound the Head Priest had suffered.

“He is gone,” Anjia said, through her tears. “It was Zhek.”

“Oh no. Assan...” Tramen whispered, kneeling down next to his sister. He could not believe his eyes. The Head Priest lay there before them, his life force cruelly extinguished. Tramen put his arm around Anjia, and she crumpled into him, burying her face in his shoulder, crying uncontrollably. Tramen, too, was overcome with emotion at the sudden, painful loss of their lifelong friend and mentor. “He was a brave man...”

Anjia nodded. “He saved us,” she said through her tears, her voice cracking. “Assan gave his life to save us.” She touched her pendant, it felt cooler than it ever had. She was devastated, shaken to her very core.

“Zhek will not get away with this,” Tramen said. “He will pay for what he has done. Our family will see to that.”
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The fire raged on in the east wing of the Palace when the Royal guard found the King and the Commander bravely trying to battle it alongside their men. The fire was still intense, and though they had made some headway in containing it, it remained a fierce fight. Reports had already come in of Palace servants who were missing. The King feared the worst.

“Your Majesty! Commander!” the guard called out. “I must speak with you.”

The King and his Commander turned, their faces covered with ash. The guard informed them of the deadly battle that had taken place in Tramen’s room. They were shocked.

“It was all a trick, to distract us,” the King said, sickened at the thought. He wiped the sweat from his face. He coughed from the smoke. “He only wanted Setar.” He looked to the Commander.

“We must find Zhek,” Maraeven said, his voice also raspy from the smoke. “I will send out at once whatever men we can spare to search for him.”

“Commander, you must also keep the fire from spreading any further. If you cannot, we must evacuate the Palace,” the King ordered. “I must go to my family. I will return to help as soon as I can.”

“Yes, your Majesty,” the Commander answered.

The King looked back at the blazing inferno. Once again the Draxens had unleashed a nightmarish evil on his family. He knew it would never end until Zhek was dead.
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At first daylight, once they were certain the area was reasonably safe, workers began to sift through smoldering ruins. The smell of smoke wafted through the morning air, as the city awoke to witness a great grey plume wafting amongst the clouds.

Very little of the east wing of the Palace remained standing. Charred sections of the structure were strewn about. Walls that had once stood tall were burned to less than half their height. Grass and nearby trees were singed and blackened. Birds stayed far away. The sight was eerie and surreal. A grey haze hung over the site like a veil of sorrow.

The King had decided not to reveal to anyone outside his inner circle that the Palace wing was purposely set fire to in an attempt to cover a failed kidnapping. He had said it was an accidental fire and that Assan had died trying to help in the blaze. It was almost as honorable as the way he truly died. The King wanted to downplay the incident primarily to protect Setar from any unwelcome attention. Traeus also wanted it kept quiet how their defenses were broken through. He had grave concerns for the safety of his family and ordered Commander Maraeven to have every security procedure they had reviewed for flaws and tightened immediately. The Royal Palace would remain in a state of heightened security for as long as it took to neutralize the on-going threat.

The hunt was now underway for Zhek.
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Wanted

Present-Day Egypt

The van sped away. The four Americans headed back to the only refuge they had, Khamir’s house. They were all too frightened and shocked to say much on the fast drive back.

Finally they arrived. They parked around the corner from the house, near a hedge away from a street light so the van wouldn’t easily be spotted.

“Do you think we were followed?” Alex asked, grabbing her bag to retrieve the spare house key Khamir had given them before their raid on the Sphinx.

“Not with Mitch’s driving,” Jack replied, watching Bob stagger out of the van. The big man looked like he was about to pass out.

“Where did you learn to drive like that?” Bob asked, hunched over, his hands on his knees.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures, my friend,” Mitch replied, his body full of adrenaline. “Come on, let’s get inside.”

The foursome went in, turning on only one light in the living room. They were trying to attract as little attention as possible.

Alex went into the kitchen to make coffee. She rifled through the cupboards and brought out some biscuits for them all to share, along with a pitcher of water and some mugs. ‘Running for your life worked up quite an appetite,’ she thought to herself.

The hungry fugitives quickly tucked into the biscuits.

“So,” Jack finally spoke up, “now that we have a moment to think, what the heck are we going to do? Besides run from the law that is.”

Alex snickered. Jack winked at her.

“Good question,” Mitch added.

“If you’re referring to the Pharom, Dr. Khadesh didn’t give us any clues as to where he was going when he went to hide it,” Bob said. “I think it’s hopeless.”

“It’s never hopeless, Bob,” Alex said, smiling at him. “Consider everything we’ve done and accomplished just to get to this point.”

“I guess,” he said, “but that was an awfully close call. I’m not too keen on tempting fate any further.” He stretched out, leaning his head back on the sofa. “Plus, I’m beat.”

“Let’s think for a minute,” Mitch suggested, taking a chair to sit down. “If we were Dr. Khadesh, where would we hide the Pharom?”

Silence.

“Ok, I don’t know either,” he said. “Well then, for starters, we could review what we know. See if something jumps out at us.”

“Good idea,” Alex said. “I’ll check on the coffee. That’ll help us get our thinking caps on.”

“More biscuits, too?” Bob asked, his head popping up quickly.

She giggled.

A few minutes later, Alex brought out the coffee and another plate of biscuits. They all helped themselves. The rich aroma of the coffee wafted through the room.

“Alex, have I ever told you that you’re an absolute angel?” Jack beamed as he poured a mug of steaming Egyptian coffee.

It was her turn to wink at him.

He blushed.

Bob rolled his eyes.

Mitch was oblivious to the exchange. He had been busy scribbling down notes. “I’ve been trying to go through things that could lead us to where he might have hidden it. It can’t be something too obvious,” he pondered, scratching his chin. “Let’s see, the Pharom, a device that has enormous destructive powers, was hidden underneath the Sphinx for thousands of years. It’s iconic for the Kierani people, and its old hiding place was symbolic, a monument to Egypt’s greatness. So it would only make sense for Dr. Khadesh to hide it in a place that has some kind of meaning. Knowing him, I’d bet it would be at another monument in Egypt. I don’t think he would have taken it out of the country, as a point of honor.”

“Well that certainly narrows the field down. Hmmm...what monuments in Egypt have significant meaning,” Jack asked sarcastically. “Anybody?”

“Stuff it, smart alec,” Bob said, swatting the back of his head.

“Well,” Alex said, sitting down next to Mitch, “going with that line of thinking, the Pyramids of Giza are well known and have many symbolic meanings, the Temple of Ramses II in Abu Simbel was a tribute to Ancient Egypt’s most powerful Pharaoh and man-god, the Great Temple of Amun in Karnak has avenues of ram-headed sphinxes, the Luxor Temple...”

Mitch ran his fingers through his hair, whistling. “This is going to be a big list.”

“Ok, ok,” Jack interrupted. “Egypt is heaven for archaeologists. How are we going to narrow down the possibilities? We don’t have time to search all of these monuments. We only have until Friday and these sites are in different regions of Egypt.”

Alex shook her head. “None of those feel right. You know, I get the feeling he would have taken a slightly different approach this time,” she said. “The Sphinx is so massive. The Pharom’s hiding place was, in a sense, in plain sight.”

“Right,” Mitch added. “I see where you’re going with this.” He took a sip of his coffee.

Alex got up and walked across the room. “What if he left us a hint of some kind?” she said, turning back around. “If you remember, he’s said some odd things to us on occasion, things that didn’t really make sense to me at the time.”

“Like what?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, a lot of what he said didn’t make sense to me,” Bob chimed in.

“There was something from the last time we saw him...” Alex’s voice trailed off. “It stuck with me, it was so odd.” She thought for a moment, then snapped her fingers. “It was the cryptic answer he gave when I asked him where he was going to store the Pharom. What was it exactly?”

“I remember,” Jack said. “I thought he was just being a pompous...” He stopped himself. “Anyways, he said something to the effect of not lighting our way.”

“That’s right,” Mitch said. He pointed to Alex. “He was also talking about your name having origins in ancient Egypt or something.”

“Bingo!” she said, pointing back at him.

“Ok, your name Alex, short for Alexandra,” Mitch continued, “is the female version of Alexander. Alexander the Great...”

“My dad named me after the city of Alexandria, where the Royal Library once was. Ancient books and history were his life,” she said. “That’s also a significant landmark.”

“There was something else in Alexandria, the lighthouse...”

Alex’s eyes lit up. “Yes!”

“Ptolemy, one of Alexander’s generals,” Mitch continued, “built a lighthouse in the city named after Alexander in 320 AD. That monument was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.”

“One of the seven wonders of the ancient world...” Alex repeated. “That’s pretty significant.”

Mitch nodded. “Last time we were here in Egypt we concluded that the Pharom, which we believe was an earlier form of the word Pharos – the Greek word for lighthouse – was basically built to be used as a beacon of some sort.”

“The way the lighthouse acted as a beacon to guide travelers safely into the harbor.” She looked at Mitch, her eyebrows raised. “What do you think?”

“Well, as you suggested, that would be very different from the hiding place under the Sphinx. It’s a much newer site, relatively speaking, and far away from the Sphinx. And you have to admit, very symbolic, yet out of eyesight.”

“Could that be it?” Alex asked, growing excited at the possibility. “Could the Pharom be hidden somewhere on Pharos Island?”

“But I thought the Pharos, or Lighthouse of Alexandria was destroyed?” Bob asked, helping himself to another biscuit.

“It was badly damaged by an earthquake in 320 AD,” Alex replied, “then totally destroyed by more earthquakes several hundred years later. Most of the lighthouse crashed into the Mediterranean Sea.”

“How can we search for the Pharom there if the lighthouse is gone?” Bob asked.

“Actually that’s not completely true, the Citadel or Fort of Qaitbay was built on the location of the lighthouse,” Mitch replied. “Also some of the fallen masonry from the lighthouse was used to construct the fort. It would make sense to hide the Pharom there. It has significant meaning and it would be very much like Dr. Khadesh to hide it there.”

“It sounds perfect. But, where exactly?” Alex asked. “It’s a big area.”

“Good question,” Mitch said, furrowing his brow. He sighed. “I don’t know how much more we can figure out from here.”

Alex thought for a moment. “Me neither. I think we’re fresh out of clues.” She clapped her hands together. “Okay, that settles it,” she said, her excitement clearly evident in her voice, “we’re going to Alexandria.”

Bob groaned.

“When do we leave?” Jack asked, cupping his mug in his hands.

“We need some rest first,” Mitch sighed. “We’re all pretty beat. It’s been a long day.”

“Agreed,” Alex said. “Plus we need to plan this out with clear, focused heads. I’m crashing, too.”

Bob grabbed the remote control. “How about some mindless TV for a little bit?”

“Sure, then we can figure out something to do for dinner,” Alex said, plopping down between him and Jack, who was yawning and looking a little bleary eyed.

Bob turned on the TV. A newscast was on. They all gasped.

On all channels, news reporters displayed Mitch, Alex, Jack and Bob’s pictures. The stations showed grainy and slightly blurry images from the airport security cameras.

“You have got to be kidding me!” Bob exclaimed.

“Just great,” Jack said. “We’re officially fugitives.”

“We’re going to end up in an Egyptian prison,” Bob said. “We’re doomed!”

“Not yet, Bob,” Alex said, trying to sound hopeful.

They all listened to the newscast, which gave physical descriptions of them, and indicated they were wanted in connection with the bomb incident at the airport.

Mitch took a deep breath and sighed. “Well, it was only going to be a matter of time before that little escapade caught up with us,” he said. “But, the good news is that the pictures from the security cameras are a bit hazy. It’s hard to make out our faces clearly. We were on the run.”

“But they think I’m 40 to 45!” Bob complained. “I’m the same age as Jack. I don’t look that old, do I?” Bob grabbed his large protruding stomach and then put one hand to his once again scruffy beard. “Is it the beard? My belly? What?”

Alex leaned over to Bob and teasingly rubbed his beard. “You would look younger if you shaved it off. Losing some inches off your waistline would also help, and it would add years to your life,” Alex said, eyeing Bob’s big, round stomach.

“Prison should help with that,” Jack said.

“I’m going to strangle you,” Bob said, reaching around Alex for Jack’s neck.

She stopped him. “Priorities boys.”

“Yeah, Bob. They called us terrorists, remember? We’re wanted criminals,” Jack said, sighing. “It doesn’t seem as glamorous as it does in the movies.”

“What are we going to do, Alex?” Mitch asked. “This complicates things.”

She thought for a moment. “It does.”

They all sat there staring at the TV as news reports came on one after the other, all talking about the same thing. Them.

“We can’t stop now,” she said finally.

“Um, yeah, I think we can, Alex,” Bob replied. “How can we possibly proceed while we’re running from the Egyptian police?”

“If only Khadesh and Khamir were here...” Mitch said, his voice trailing off. He thought about the predicament their friends were in. “Alex is right. We can’t leave them to their fates with Maximilian. We have to help them.”

Bob didn’t reply. He knew they were right.

“Then it’s agreed,” Jack said. “We help our friends. They’d do it for us.”

“So, if they’re looking for us, we should change our appearances,” Alex said. “I’m going to dye my hair black,” she said as she grabbed the ponytail of her long blonde hair. “Mitch, you’re going to have to lose the glasses and wear your contact lenses. Maybe we can cut your hair really short, too, a brush cut. Or better yet, shave it,” she said, grinning.

“We’ll cut it short,” Mitch replied.

“Fine, but I’d like to see you bald.”

“I’d like to see you bald,” he shot back.

“Anyways...” she said, rolling her eyes, “Bob, you can shave your beard and we’ll give you a shorter haircut as well, try to tame some of those wild curls,” she said as she mussed up his hair with her fingers.

“Quit it!” Bob said, pushing her hand away.

She sized Jack up. “Let’s dye your hair black, too, and get you some baggy clothes. It’ll make you look heavier.” She looked at her friends and smiled. “We’ll all get makeovers. It’ll be fun!”

“Fun,” Bob repeated, “just what I was thinking.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 34

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
Funeral

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The sad task of planning the Head Priest’s burial fell to Odai and Senarra. They were numb from the loss of the man they had looked to for guidance nearly their entire lives. It was a tremendous loss for them personally, for the priesthood, and for the Kierani people.

The mood of the people the day of the funeral was solemn. Assan had been granted a Royal funeral, befitting the honored place he held for so long in Kierani society. A procession wound its way through the streets of the main city. Thousands of mourners lined the path, tossing flowers and small flowering branches into the streets as a horse-drawn carriage transported the Royal Family through the city. Seated inside with her family, Princess Anjia carried Assan’s ashes in a golden urn draped in rich fabric decorated with both the crest of the Royal Family and symbols of the priesthood. The Head Priest’s ashes would be cast into the river, as he had wished. Assan had wanted to join the life force of the river, to forever be a part of it upon his passing.

Once the funerals for Assan, along with the others who died in the fire, were held and the people had been given time to mourn, it was time to move forward once again.

In light of the recent tragic events, the King arranged for a somber, modest ceremony to take place at the main temple to appoint Odai as the new Head Priest. Ordinarily the ceremony to appoint a new Head Priest, a position that was held for life, was second only in grandeur and scale to the crowning of a Royal King or Queen. But these were not ordinary times. Assan, though having lived a good, long and meaningful life had died with violence and brutality. Odai’s appointment would be reflective of the sad and solemn circumstances with which he came to the position, far earlier than had been anticipated.

Only the members of the Royal Family, Odai, Senarra and their son, Auraelion, and members of the priesthood attended the low-key ceremony, which King Traeus officiated.

As was customary for the Head Priest, Odai’s head was shaved and would remain so for the rest of his life. Gone was his long tight braid, which was custom for both male and female members of the priesthood.

King Traeus stood at the wooden altar before the assembled guests, who were seated on wooden benches with cushioned seats. A large golden ankh hung on the wall behind him reflecting the light of the candles lit all around the main temple. With heads bowed, the King recited an ancient prayer:


‘May the symbol of the ankh bless you with long life

May you guide our people in their spiritual journey for the rest of your days



We pray that your wisdom and your deeds in the days to come

Will bring light and hope and faith to the Kierani people



May you serve your Royal Family faithfully, with courage and sacrifice

As they carry the joyful, yet difficult burden of leading our people



With grace and compassion, kindness and understanding

May the life that you dedicate to the role of Head Priest, be for all time

Remembered well’



The people raised their heads. The King opened an ornately painted wooden box. From it he took the heavy, ceremonial ankh pendant that Assan had worn, which symbolized the position of Head Priest. It was larger than the ones worn by the members of the priesthood, which had each member’s name inscribed on the back and was set with a gleaming stone the color of gold topaz. The ankh of the Head Priest was intricately inscribed with the Kierani glyphs for light, hope, faith, and courage.

“Odai,” the King addressed him, “I know it was Assan’s wish that you succeed him as Head Priest. You have proven yourself to me, to my Family and to the Kierani people as worthy of such a great responsibility. I hereby present you with the ceremonial ankh.” He held it out for all to see. The large, faceted stone shimmered beautifully in the candlelight. “May you honor your duty as Head Priest all of your days, and may this symbol of life protect you in that duty.”

Odai fought back tears. Before accepting the offering from the King, Odai took off his own pendant, walked over to Auraelion, bent down on one knee and presented it to his son. Auraelion’s eyes went wide as he gazed at the precious item.

“For you, my son,” Odai said, as he kissed the top of the young boy’s head. He placed it gently around his son’s neck. Auraelion looked up at him with awe. Odai then stood, glanced at his wife who looked on proudly, her arm around Auraelion and she nodded encouragingly. Odai walked back to where the King stood and bowed his head.

The King carefully placed the heavy ankh around Odai’s neck. “Odai, as your King, with the power of the ankh and the love and support of our people, I appoint you Head Priest.”

“I accept this great honor, your Majesty, and commit myself to the faithful service of the Royal Family and the Kierani people.”

It was done. Those gathered got up to congratulate and embrace Odai. It was a poignant, yet somehow joyful moment, borne of such sorrow and loss.

Princess Anjia came forth to offer her own words of encouragement. “Odai, you have always held a special place in my life.” She looked deep into his eyes. She took his hand and placed her other hand on the ceremonial ankh pendant that he now wore. “I want you to have faith that you are meant to be exactly where you are. Assan would be proud of you. His spirit will forever be with you. Take comfort in that.”

Her words had a powerful effect on him. Odai lowered his head, trying to compose himself. He, Senarra, the Princess and Assan, all had a bond that came from shared pain and shared circumstances. “I will do my best to honor his memory and to be a blessing to our people.”

“I know you will, Odai,” she replied.
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Regret

Odai, in his new role as Head Priest, saw how the King suffered in the days since Assan’s murder. Odai was now one of the closest advisors to the King. He had to help him cope with this latest tragedy, sadly one of many, in the young King’s life. Odai had spent a good deal of time in the inner chamber of the temple recently, seeking guidance and clarity through the use of the Sun Disk. Letting the sun’s rays be reflected off of the metal onto him never failed to help him sort through difficult matters. It sharpened his focus, yet instilled a warm calming sensation in him, as though it could clear away the superfluous, and show him where his focus needed to be, guiding him to better paths.

He found the King one day in the main temple, alone, praying.

Odai sat down next to his King. It was warm in the temple. He looked up at the large ankh that hung behind the altar. A single candle had been lit just below it. A slight breeze blew in. The candlelight flickered, shining on the ankh. “He is missed,” Odai said.

Traeus knew exactly whom he was talking about, but he did not say anything at first. He was unprepared for company, unprepared to share his thoughts. He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “Many died that day.”

Odai understood his King’s reluctance, but he knew the situation must be addressed. He touched the ankh that hung around his neck to give him guidance and strength. “Yes,” he replied, “that is true.” He hesitated, but decided to continue. “Though each life is equal and to be valued, Assan’s death is not the same for you.”

The King felt himself grow tense. He was trying to quell his feelings. He did not reply.

Odai watched him for a moment. He saw his pain, the turmoil he was in. “I know that things had been...difficult between the two of you, since Princess Anjia’s return.”

The King took a deep breath, leaning back in his seat. “Yes, they were.”

“You know, Assan and I talked a great deal about you,” Odai said. “He respected and admired you to his last breath.”

This was not making it any easier on him. Traeus wished the conversation would end.

Odai continued, “In spite of what happened, he considered you family. His loyalty to your family was unwavering. Though the two of you did not speak much after Princess Anjia came home, he was never bitter. He understood your feelings. He expected nothing else.”

“Thank-you Odai,” the King replied, “but perhaps I should have expected more of myself.”

“If I may say, your Majesty, Assan always believed you were far too hard on yourself.”

That hurt him. Traeus looked down at the floor. “I should be harder, then maybe these terrible things would stop happening to my family, to my people.”

“Assan told me you often felt like a failure as a King. I think his death has caused that feeling to grow.”

Traeus pursed his lips. Odai had touched a very raw nerve. He swallowed hard. Suddenly the temple felt even warmer.

“Please understand,” Odai said shifting in his seat to face his King, “I do not say this to make your pain over his death any worse. I only wish to let you know that Assan did not harbor any ill feelings towards you.”

Traeus still did not look up from the floor. The feelings inside him were welling up.

“He accepted full responsibility for his actions. He had hoped one day he could help you to deal with your feelings. He never got that chance,” Odai said as he lightly touched the King’s arm, “but perhaps I can now.”

Traeus bent his head down and squeezed his eyes closed. “Some people you think will always be there, that there will be time to one day try to mend the hurt, the anger, to talk, to resolve even the most bitter of differences, but...” He shook his head, as he choked back tears.

The truth was he was haunted over Assan’s death. Traeus had never forgiven him for what he had done. Even the joy at having Anjia back, alive and flourishing, had barely been a consolation for what he felt he had lost. Not only the years, but the loss of trust in the one man he had always trusted above all others. It had shaken Traeus to his core. Now that Assan was gone, Traeus felt empty and isolated and conflicted.

“I do not know that you can help me, Odai,” he whispered.

“What do you mean?” he asked, his brow furrowed.

Traeus put his head in his hands. “How can you help someone who cannot move past something, even though the other person is now dead? Assan kept his secrets from me, but he also died protecting Anjia, my family, and yet...”

Odai waited a moment. “And yet?”

“Some secrets cannot be forgiven,” he said, his voice sounding hollow. “Or perhaps I am just not strong enough yet to do so. I agonize over that. I do not know which it is.”

Odai placed a hand on his King’s shoulder. “Look deep within you. The answer is there. Seek to find peace, to find solace in knowing your family is safe. Then you will know.”
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Hide and Seek

Present-Day Egypt

The next afternoon, the four friends packed their belongings and equipment in the van and headed towards the city of Alexandria. They had spent the last evening making detailed plans about how they were going to proceed. They got a few hours of sleep, had a good breakfast, and made a shopping list.

First thing in the morning, Mitch and Jack had made a quick trip out to a nearby market in Cairo and back, to get what they needed to change their appearances. It was decided that it was too risky to have the four of them travel together until they had altered their appearances, and Mitch and Jack were the least likely of the four to draw attention. They had changed into some of Khamir’s clothes, wrapped their heads in a couple of his keffiyehs and headed out for maps, hair dye, large sunglasses, extra hats, and clothes for the four of them. Before they left, Alex had also provided everyone, including herself, with haircuts. She had found some scissors in Khamir’s desk in his office. They weren’t very sharp, but she had done the best she could. Once they returned, she had taken care of changing their hair color as well with the dye they brought back. They all now sported shorter, slightly choppy, black hair.

They were now off to the next leg of their Egyptian adventure. They were scared, but decided they’d proceed with caution and do their best to keep low profiles. The port city of Alexandria was 140 miles northwest of Cairo. While Cairo was typically hot and arid, Alexandria blissfully offered the occasional cool breeze from the Mediterranean Sea.

“I love the smell and feel of the sea,” Alex said, feeling the air rush in from the open windows. She admired the stunning coastline views. It helped her forget for a moment all of the trouble they were in.

“I’m just glad to be out of Cairo. The traffic was nuts!” Mitch said as he shifted gear. “I feel like I can finally breathe again with the smell of the sea air. Much better than Cairo’s thick smog.”

“I know what you mean. This is heavenly,” Alex said as she closed her eyes and breathed in the salty, sea air. “I feel like my lungs are being cleansed, like they’re expanding.”

They approached the city. Alexandria had a population of only 4 million, compared to the 16 million people that lived in Cairo.

“I can’t quite remember, when was the city of Alexandria formed again?” Jack asked from the backseat of the van.

“Alexander the Great founded it in 331 BC,” Alex replied. “In ancient times, Alexandria was an important trading port, linking Europe to Africa. Today it remains one of the top ports in the world, linking Europe, Asia and Africa.”

“Cool,” Jack said.

Bob rode quietly.

“Ok, Jack,” Mitch said, “I’m going to need some help navigating now.”

Jack already had the map open. He gave Mitch detailed instructions on how to get to their destination.

After a short time Mitch pointed, “There’s the Citadel over there, on the island of Pharos.” He parked the van near the site and the four friends got out. They each wore long sleeved cotton shirts, long cotton pants, sunglasses, and headscarves. They didn’t want to stand out as foreign tourists.

The small island of Pharos rested slightly off the coast of Alexandria. It was linked to the mainland via a man-made causeway called the Heptastadion. From a far distance, the Citadel of Qaitbay looked more like a castle than a fort. The parallel towers were designed to protect the fortress’ sides.

As they walked towards the site, the Citadel came into closer view. They could see that there were no windows in the fort except for small openings for gun placement. The citadel stood roughly 50 feet high. Canons were strategically placed along the base and top of the fortress. The golden brown color of the building provided a small glimpse of what the Lighthouse of Alexandria might once have looked like.

“Why was this fort built?” Jack asked.

“It was built in 1477 AD to be part of a fortification system, defending Egypt and all along the Mediterranean coast,” Mitch said. “Sultan Qaitbay used the fort to defend against the surging Ottoman Empire.”

“So, where do we start looking?” Bob asked, looking around the area.

“Let’s take one of the guided tours and see if we can find any clues,” Mitch said, rubbing his eyes.

“Stop doing that, you’re going to get your eyes infected,” Alex admonished him.

“I can’t help it. I’m not used to wearing contact lenses.” Mitch reached into his shirt pocket for some eye drops he had brought along. “Besides, I’m not the only one getting used to the changes. I noticed you playing with your hair all the way on the drive here.”

Alex grabbed her ponytail under the scarf and brought in front of her face. It was much shorter now. She had lopped off a few inches. “Dying my hair black didn’t turn out the way I wanted. I was hoping for a silky jet black, not this slightly grayish-hued black. It makes me look kind of sickly.”

“Speaking of changes, how are you doing, Bob?” Mitch asked, as he noticed him rubbing his face. “You were a little quiet on the way here.”

“Yeah, I don’t quite feel like myself. My head feels a lot lighter with this haircut and my face feels weird without the beard,” he said scratching his face. “I don’t think my skin is used to direct sunlight and it itches so much.”

“Look on the bright side,” Jack said, “just think of us as being undercover.” Jack looked paler than usual since his light brown hair had been dyed black and cut into an almost brush cut style.

“That’s easy for you to say,” Bob retorted. “I’ve had that beard since I was nineteen years old.” Bob looked at Alex, pouting.

“Sorry, Bob,” Alex said. “We had to do something.”

“I miss my beard,” Bob sighed.

“We all look weird, if you ask me,” Jack said. “And our hair is all choppy and uneven. I have spots that are almost bald thanks to you.”

“And you nicked my ear,” Mitch chided her. “You drew blood.”

“What can I say, I’m not a professional hairstylist,” she said shrugging her shoulders. “And Khamir’s scissors were really dull.”

“Sure, blame the scissors,” Bob said rolling his eyes.
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The four friends signed up for a guided tour of the Citadel of Qaitbay. After the tour, they explored the Citadel on their own.

“We’ve been looking for hours and found no clues,” Jack said, exasperated. He downed a bottle of water.

“It’s got be here,” Alex said. “Maybe we’re just not seeing the obvious.”

“I need to sit,” Bob said, exhausted.

They walked a short distance down the causeway that led to the entrance and sat down on the stone steps.

Bob took a hat out of his backpack and fanned himself with it.

“We’ve searched everywhere in the fort and found nothing,” Jack said, leaning back on the steps, exhausted.

“We don’t even know for sure if we’re in the right place,” Bob said. He guzzled some water.

“I’m sure,” Alex said. “I can feel it.”

“I agree with Alex,” Mitch said. “It has to be here somewhere.”

“Maybe we misinterpreted what Khadesh said,” Bob offered.

“I don’t think so,” Mitch said, shaking his head. “It has to be the Lighthouse.” He looked perplexed. “And we are on Pharos Island. And this citadel was built using fallen masonry from the Lighthouse.”

“But we’ve looked everywhere in the citadel,” Jack said. “Unless there’s a secret chamber underneath the fort, just like with the Sphinx?”

“Oh, good grief,” Bob said. “How would Dr. Khadesh have found the time to locate a secret chamber in this fort?”

“That’s it!” Alex exclaimed.

“What? A secret chamber?” Bob asked.

“No, the underwater site.” Alex took a deep breath, feeling a surge of energy. “When the Pharos of Alexandria was destroyed by the earthquakes, some of the masonry fell onto the island and remained here, and further excavations brought more of it up to the surface, but a lot of the lighthouse fell into the sea. There are more ruins under the sea.”

“Under the sea. Just great,” Bob sighed.
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Rage

Circa 10,000 B.C.

After the failed bid for Setar, Zhek and his remaining men had returned to Rekar and Shera’s home in the village of Tessea, Zhek’s hiding place.

Zhek was incandescent with rage. He was out of his mind with anger and frustration at coming so close to his son, yet having him slip through his fingers. Zhek had thought of little else in the years that passed since Zazmaria’s death, than taking his son and making the Royal Family pay for destroying his own family. Zazmaria had been the love of his life, the only one who truly understood him. Now Setar was his future, he was all Zhek had. The thought of having his son by his side had been the only thing that had kept him going through all these desperate and desolate years. And now, he felt as far from that hope as he ever had. Zhek’s blood boiled within him. Once again the Royal Family had defeated him. Once again they took everything from him and left him with nothing.

Rekar saw Zhek’s fury. He knew how much this had meant to his friend. He had no idea what they would, or could, do next. Zhek paced the small living room.

“They now know about you, Zhek,” he said, offering him some spirits.

Zhek waved it away. He continued to pace. “That could not be helped.”

“They will come looking for you,” Rekar added, pouring himself a drink. “You will be a hunted man.”

“I may be, but at least my son now knows who his true father is. I have enlightened him to the lies he has been fed all these years. He may not be with me yet, but he knows he is my son.”

“Do you think they will admit the truth to him now?” Rekar asked, taking a drink.

“They will have no choice,” Zhek said. He stopped by a small, round table, and looked out the window. The soft light from a lamp shone on it. He saw his own reflection. Disfigured. Humiliated in defeat yet again. He breathed heavy, clenching and unclenching his fists. He felt like he could explode.

“He will be under even greater protection now,” Rekar said hesitantly. The implication was obvious. It would be extremely difficult to get to the young Prince now.

Zhek picked up a mug from the table and threw it hard against the wall. It smashed into tiny pieces. It only made him angrier. He wanted to kill Traeus. He would not rest until he was dead and he would make sure it was a painful death. Just like Zazmaria had suffered. He would kill him with his own hands. He would take the life, which had taken so much from him.

Shera heard the mug shatter and came rushing into the room. “Is everything all right?” As soon as she asked the question, she regretted it.

Rekar shook his head, his expression fearful.

“How can you ask that?” Zhek practically screamed at her.

“I-I am sorry, Zhek, I did not mean to...”

“Leave, woman!” he ordered, thrusting his arm out. He could not deal with anyone else right now. His mind was a jumble of hate and confusion. He was filled with bitterness and he could see no way to salvage this situation. He felt lost.

Shera looked at her husband, clearly upset. He nodded. She left the room without another word.

Rekar said nothing about the way Zhek had spoken to his wife in his own home. He knew Zhek was not thinking clearly now. He topped off his mug.

“Ahhh!” Zhek cried out furiously. “I cannot believe I was this close to him.” He pounded his fists against the wall. “This close, and I had to let him go.”

“There will be another chance,” Rekar said, though he knew his words sounded unconvincing. He had no idea what to do next.

Zhek glared at him. “There will be no such chance and you know it.”

Rekar did not answer.

Zhek paced the room like a caged lion. He pulled at his hair. “I have to find a way to end Traeus’ rule. If I can do that, Setar will be easier to get at.” He stopped and thought for a moment. “That is the only way now. Traeus will never let up his guard now that he knows I am alive and have come to claim my son. I have to end his Kingship.” He looked over at Rekar. “Then I will end his life.”

Rekar was exhausted. “Perhaps we should all get some sleep. Think things over a bit. We do not need to rush into anything...”

“That is easy for you to say!” Zhek shouted at him. “It is not your son who the Royal Family is wrongfully holding. It was not your family who was all but annihilated by those people.” Zhek’s face was turning red with rage.

“I do not mean to...” Rekar started to say.

“I will not rest until that family is brought to its knees and they look up at me for mercy!”

“Yes, Zhek,” Rekar said, trying to diffuse the situation.

It seemed to work. After a few moments, Zhek appeared a bit calmer. He took a seat.

Rekar sat down as well.

“We will need to take a very different approach this time,” Zhek said, thinking hard. He rubbed his chin. “Something they would never expect.”

Rekar thought on it. He could not come up with any ideas. His mind felt blank with fatigue.

“They will expect me to make another attempt for Setar, and they are right, but it will not be how they think.” He had an idea. His eyes were afire with new purpose. “I will make sure that they are weakened, crippled, fighting for their own survival first.” He pointed at Rekar, “And when they are weakest, I will strike with full force.”

Rekar just looked at him, unsure of where this was going.

“We must up the stakes,” Zhek said. “Our next actions must decisively move things to our favor.”

“We have already raided the Palace. At least we managed to burn down part of it. They know we can get to them.”

“We need to distract them, take their attention off what just happened,” Zhek said.

“But how?” Rekar asked. “This was pretty big. I cannot imagine what could make them forget that.”

Zhek grinned malevolently, “I can.”
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Evil Unfolds

Zhek said nothing else that night. He told Rekar he wanted a couple of days to think over his idea and plan for what to do next. He also had to avoid the Royal guards the King had sent looking for him. He had little time. His next move would have to be quick and decisive.

After spending the time alone, convincing himself of the perfection of his bold scheme, Zhek finally went to find Rekar. He told him of what he planned to do. Zhek knew the Royal Family would never see it coming and he reveled in the outrage that would unfold.

Rekar was shocked at what Zhek was suggesting. In spite of the Draxens’ well-earned reputation for brutality, this was exceptionally malicious and cold-blooded. Even for a man robbed of the only thing in his life that mattered, it was inconceivable. Evil. He started to protest, “Zhek, what you are proposing, it is not right, it...”

“We have no choice now!” Zhek shouted. He did not want to hear of it. He looked like a man possessed. “I have considered other options. This is the only way to end the Selaren rule once and for all.”

“But...” Rekar started to say.

Zhek waved him off angrily. “We have to turn the people against the King. You and Shera still have access to the Palace and its grounds. We have to do this soon, before they figure out who might have helped me gain access to my son.”

“They will not suspect us,” Rekar argued.

“They will,” Zhek growled. “How else would I have known where Setar was located in the Palace? How else would a plan have been devised to stage the fire? They will know someone had knowledge of the inner workings of the Palace. You told me yourself that you and Shera have been witnessed out of place there. It is only a matter of time before you are found out. They will execute you if they find out you two are spies.”

Rekar inhaled deeply. He realized Zhek was right. He and Shera were in a very risky situation.

Zhek nodded. “So you see, it is not just me who is exposed. You two will soon be as well...unless we give them something else to worry about. Something much, much bigger...”

Rekar began to sweat. His stomach lurched. He hated the Royal Family too, but what Zhek was proposing was beyond comprehension, and far beyond what he felt capable of. But Rekar knew an investigation would soon be launched. Questions asked. Fingers pointed. They were running out of time. He did not know what to do.

“It is the only way,” Zhek said, his breathing labored.

Zhek’s lungs burned with every breath, reminding him of the suffering the Royal Family had inflicted on him. He could never escape it, not even in sleep. Zhek was often awoken during the night by coughing fits. Sometimes they would be so severe that he would cough up blood. Thoughts of revenge haunted him every minute of every day. His sleep, when it came to him, was filled with scattered, disjointed images of fire and swords and the memory of Zazmaria. He still ached for her, but he was alone. Due to the lasting and severe effects of his injuries, he also realized he would not live out a long life. Maybe not long at all. He could feel it. He had nothing to lose. Setar was all he had in the world. Without him, his life meant nothing. Time was also his enemy. He was desperate.

Rekar’s mind raced to find another solution. Something less extreme. Anything. “We should take some time, consider other options...”

“There is no time Rekar! They will find out about you and Shera,” he said pointing a finger in his face, “then they will come looking for you. Then they will also find me. I will not forsake getting my son back. His rightful place is with me! Those contemptible people have filled his head with lies. I will not stand for it!”

Rekar knew there was no arguing with Zhek. For Zhek there was too much at stake, it was too personal. “We have to talk this over with the others,” Rekar said finally. “We will need a great deal of help.”
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They called a gathering of Zhek’s supporters. Many expressed their sympathies to Zhek about the failed attempt to get his son. However, the Palace had not said anything about the kidnapping attempt. The only news given was that there had been an accidental fire in the new wing and that there had been casualties of the fire, including the Head Priest. Nothing else. Zhek would use this short window of opportunity while the Palace tried to sort things out, to his own advantage.

Shera had pulled her husband aside in their bedroom prior to the meeting. “Rekar,” she whispered, “we cannot do this. The man has gone mad.”

“And if we do not, how long do you think it will take them to realize it was us who leaked information about the Palace and Setar? They will figure out that we helped to set that fire.” Rekar was feeling panic rise inside of him. He pulled away from her.

“There must be another way,” she pleaded, grabbing his sleeve. “Why can we not take just a little time like before? Try to come up with a different plan?”

“Because we do not have the luxury of time!” Rekar said, then lowered his voice again. “Zhek is right. We must act quickly to get their attention off of the kidnapping attempt or they will come for us.”

“But at what cost?” she asked, trembling.

“It will not be our cost,” he countered. “Do not concern yourself with what happens to others. Think only of what might happen to us, should we go against Zhek in this.”

She just looked at her husband searching his face. She saw the fear in his eye and felt a cold chill trail down her spine.

“Come, we will be late,” Rekar said. “Zhek is expecting us.”

They joined Zhek and the others, already gathered in their living room.

Zhek took a seat. “I thank you all for your efforts in helping a father be with his only son...the only surviving member of my family,” he addressed them. He knew he would have to heavily leverage their sympathy for his situation and their hatred of the King to get them believing in the plan he was going to put forth.

“We support you, Zhek,” one man said.

“This is not over,” a woman added. “We will help you take back Setar.”

Zhek smiled. “Well, not if the King has anything to say about it.”

“Then we should silence him!” someone yelled out from the back of the room.

Zhek laughed. “Yes, we should. But I have been thinking, we have been trying to do everything ourselves, and it has been hard.”

“We are not afraid of hard work, Zhek,” the first man said.

“No, my friends, you have proven your dedication, your resilience time and time again. I could not ask for better allies.” He smiled, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. He looked around the room. Their attention was riveted on him. He had them, now he just had to convince them to see things as he did.

“My hope in getting my son is fading, my friends,” he said as sadly as he could. “The King will surely increase security beyond anything we can hope to overcome.”

“We are strong, Zhek!” the woman called out. “We are not afraid of him!”

The gathering clapped and cheered.

This was working out just as he hoped.

“I know, my trusted friends. You are the bravest, strongest, and smartest people I have ever known. You have proven that to me beyond any doubt.” He paused. It was time to reveal his scheme. “Which is why I know you will understand what I am about to ask you to do.”

Shera stood at the back of the room. She looked around at those gathered. Zhek’s anger and hate was overwhelming him. Surely she would not be the only one who would see Zhek’s obsession was turning to utter madness.

A hush fell over the room.

“We know that planting false rumors that the King had Assan assassinated as revenge for Anjia’s long absence helped to seed doubt and mistrust in the peoples’ minds.”

Those gathered nodded their agreement.

“But that was not enough. Still people stand by him. Still they obey that evil family.” Zhek felt himself getting caught up in his own anger. He needed to remain calm, to deliver his plan with an even, measured tone. “However, it did work to a point, there have been rumblings of mistrust, so what I suggest is another way, a far more decisive way, of getting the people to turn against him. Something that the King will not be able to overcome this time.”

“What is it, Zhek?” a man asked.

Zhek acknowledged him. “The village Derepet is where Princess Anjia spent her time in exile,” he said.

“She lived with Uta and Ehrim, they came to visit her at the Palace,” the man added. “I found out where they live in Derepet.” He had been the one to follow them back when they left the Palace.

“And I thank-you for that,” Zhek smiled, “that was valuable information to have.”

The man nodded, sitting up straighter.

“Now, Assan was responsible for taking her there, taking her away from her father. It was not all that difficult for people to start believing us that the King would then kill him out of anger and bitterness, and cover it with lies about him dying in the fire, fighting to save others. Anyone with eyes could see how their relationship had deteriorated beyond repair.”

The people nodded their understanding. Discussion broke out about how everyone in the main city had seen how the King’s relationship with the Head Priest had obviously deteriorated. There had been a marked change between the men after Anjia returned. Rumors were already running wild that the King had secretly killed Assan out of vengeance and that he used the chaos at the Palace as a convenient cover-up.

“So then,” Zhek continued, wanting to get the focus of the group back on track, “it is not much more of a stretch to imagine how much he must resent Uta and Ehrim for taking his place in his daughter’s life. How humiliated he was to learn that these filthy peasants cared for her while he was told she was dead.”

“He would be consumed by jealousy,” the woman said.

“His daughter was handed over to lower people,” another added. “An offense to him, I am sure.”

“Precisely right,” Zhek said eagerly. “He would never forgive them for the part they played in the deception.” He walked around the room, “Nine years, my friends, nine years they stole from him. He can never get that time back. What they did is unforgivable.”

“He would want revenge!” someone called out.

People banged their cups on the tables, showing their agreement.

“Yes,” Zhek said slowly, making eye contact with everyone there, one by one, “he would.”

Shera was growing nervous, she did not like the way the people were playing right into Zhek’s hands. They seemed caught up in an almost trance-like state. Zhek’s hold over them was powerful. He had a way about him. Charismatic and convincing at times, while chillingly cold and depraved at others.

“If the King would kill his own Head Priest over this, a very important man in Kierani society, and his life-long advisor, would he allow those mere peasants to live?”

“Never!” someone answered. Shouts were heard echoing the sentiment. The crowd was getting riled up. People were moving around, shifting in their chairs.

“No,” Zhek said, nodding his agreement. “He would have lived with the indignation of their attempted superiority over him. Traeus, the King, supplanted by two lowly, scheming villagers.”

“He would want to kill them!”

“Yes, but not only them,” Zhek said, pointing at the man. The crowd went quiet. “Princess Anjia lived there for nine long years. Everyone in that village is equally culpable.”

Though still in agreement, the crowd was noticeably quieter, more still. Small murmurs were heard as people tried to see his rationale.

Zhek continued. “He would want to seek vengeance on every member of that village, punish them for betraying him, for conspiring against his family. He would want the entire village destroyed along with everyone in it.”

Silence met him as people looked at each other nervously.

“I know what you are thinking. We would need to kill everyone in an entire village, and that is going to take resources and careful planning.” Zhek was lost in a place of his own. He could no longer see that that was not all they were thinking.

Finally, someone ventured an argument, “But they did not know who she was. They were only told she was an orphan.”

“Lies,” Zhek said.

“But they said...”

“Enough! Do not be so stupid! Of course they knew,” Zhek sneered. “The King simply could not bear to admit to everyone just how many people actually conspired against him. It would only serve to make him look more of a fool.”

Those gathered tried to absorb what Zhek was telling them.

“I assure you all,” he said, standing up, his arms outstretched, “this is the only way.”

After a moment’s pause, and the ensuing silence, Zhek continued. “I propose we have Rekar and Shera steal as many Royal guard uniforms as they can from the Royal storerooms. We will dress in those uniforms to wipe them out. When we arrive in Derepet, we will announce that we are there to seek revenge on the village that harbored the Princess. We will say that in the name of the King, they are all sentenced to death.”

Rekar’s face was grave. He felt a cold chill that he and his wife were being singled out in front of everyone as pawns in this diabolical plan. He felt backed into a corner, complicit. He had harbored this fugitive for years.

“But if we kill them all, who will say it was the King?” a man asked, oblivious to the monstrous nature of the plan.

“We will leave only a few alive...to tell the tale.” He knew the group needed a little more convincing. “This is our first real chance to bring down House Selaren once and for all. There would be no going back.”

Zhek walked around the room.

“And just think, that so-called Child of the Prophecy, the King’s daughter who they arrogantly call the ‘Chosen One’, will be brought to her knees in grief. Perhaps she will never recover. She will certainly be in no shape to lead anyone, likely ever again.”

Shera watched, utterly sickened at what was happening. The room was abuzz with conversation, how the plan could work. How they could achieve their aims of destroying the King once and for all. They were working themselves into a frenzy of perverse excitement, swept up in the evil plans of a madman.

Zhek was pleased. He had succeeded in whetting their appetite for revenge. “We must do this soon,” he said. “Very soon. Or the King will come looking for us.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 39

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
Subsea Search

Present-Day Egypt

While Mitch and Alex went to rent scuba gear and wet suits from Alexandria Divers, Jack and Bob scouted for a protected and secluded area to dive. They found a site on the mainland, outside the harbor wall, not far from Pharos Island. They waited for the cover of darkness to begin their excursion. They had gone to an internet café to research the dive location to get their bearings on what to expect and how to best approach the site.

“When did you guys learn to scuba dive?” Jack asked as he helped strap the air tank to Alex’s back. They were up to their knees in the water. It was surprisingly cold.

“We took scuba lessons right after our first year at university,” Alex said as she secured her straps. “After we learned that a lot of lost monuments are buried under the sea, we thought it was an important skill to have to help with our archaeology careers.” Alex took a deep breath, welcoming the cool breeze from the Mediterranean Sea. “If we had more time, we would dive to all the underwater remnants of lost Mesopotamian civilizations.”

“This is a pretty cool place to start,” Mitch added.

They re-checked their underwater flashlights that were strapped to their wrists, their waterproof wristwatches, diving compasses, as well as the rest of their equipment. All was in proper working order. Mitch also strapped their duffel bag to his shoulder. They would carry the Pharom back in it, if they could find it.

Mitch put the mouthpiece on and gave the thumbs up. Mitch and Alex developed a few basic hand signals to communicate with each other underwater.

“This is all moving pretty fast,” Bob said, “are you sure you don’t want to rethink things?”

Alex shook her head. “I think it’s our best shot. Every hour, every day we delay, is time that our friends are at the mercy of those Stasi beasts. It kills me to think of what might be happening to them.”

They all reflected on those implications for a moment. It steeled their resolve.

“For our friends,” Jack said, holding up his fist.

They all fist-bumped. “Our friends,” they said in unison.

“Ok, you guys have ninety minutes,” Bob said. “Good hunting.”

Mitch and Alex walked to deeper water and dove in briefly, testing the scuba gear. They turned around and gave the “okay” sign. Jack and Bob waved goodbye, as their friends dove down.

The Mediterranean Sea hosts a wide range of exotic sea life: large fish resembling swordfish, octopus-looking creatures, eels, shrimps and small fish. They turned on their flashlights and followed their underwater compass. Their lights lit up a colorful and lively underwater world. Mitch and Alex swam underwater for twenty minutes to Pharos Island, carefully avoiding the sea life. The site was only eight to ten meters down, but the water was murky, and visibility was poor.

When they made their way to the ruins by Pharos Island, all they saw was what looked like piles of debris. Mitch looked at Alex and shrugged his shoulders, indicating they were going to have a tough time finding anything there, with the limited oxygen left in their tanks.

They swam around the underwater ruins below the citadel for the next forty-five minutes. They found nothing that could suggest it could be a hiding place for the Pharom. Mitch turned to Alex and pointed to his watch. They had only twenty-five minutes of air left to get back to the site they had secured with Jack and Bob. They could swim on the surface without their scuba gear, but they didn’t want to be spotted.

A feeling of hopelessness engulfed Alex. She was certain the Pharom would be here. It was so difficult to see anything in the dark water. Suddenly, something large and rubbery swam by her legs. Alex, startled, screamed. A gush of seawater rushed into her mouth.

Mitch, seeing her flail with panic, quickly assisted her in re-securing her mouthpiece in place. He took her by the shoulders and pointed at his mask, so she would make eye contact with him. He nodded his head and held her shoulders until she calmed down.

Finally she gave him the okay signal. She told herself to get a grip. Her inexperience was getting the better of her in the dark, murky, unfamiliar waters.

Mitch shone his flashlight towards the large creature that swam by them. The creature turned back and swam towards them again. Mitch pointed to the oncoming creature. They froze. It swam around Mitch and Alex, first circling them, then swam between their legs. The creature was about five feet long, with a flattened body, and broad pectoral fins. Its body resembled a stingray, but its head resembled a shark. The top of its body was a brownish color, the bottom-side was white.

Alex did her best to maintain steady breathing. It wasn’t making threatening gestures, but it was big.

Mitch was enthralled by it. He thought that fear should be kicking in, but somehow he wasn’t afraid.

The creature then swam off in the distance. They followed it with their flashlights. Again, it turned back towards them, circling them.

They didn’t know what to make of it, but this time Alex wasn’t scared. She stared at it, watching its fluid, purposeful movements. She felt a sudden wave of peace and calm. The feeling and the experience was unexpected, surreal. The creature’s movements were almost hypnotic.

Not knowing why they did it, Mitch and Alex continued to follow the creature. They swam past several large stone blocks, and a sphinx statue. The creature swam on, and they kept following it, resisting the urge to stop and examine the relics. It led them to an area resembling a cave of some sort. Schools of fish swam out from the cave. From a distance, it looked like the creature’s arrow-like body was pointing towards the cave.

Mitch and Alex swam on. They looked closer at the opening and realized it wasn’t a cave at all, but man-made architecture. It was covered in algae and thick sea vegetation and was heavily eroded by the salt water. It rested on its side, with a sloping, pointed top.

Alex’s heart raced. The structure looked like it could be the top of a lighthouse. Mitch pointed at it. Alex nodded. They were both thinking the same thing. This had to be what they were looking for.

Mitch shone the flashlight inside the circular structure. It was constructed with columns, and was open, nothing enclosed. The spaces between the columns were by far, large enough for them to enter. He cleared away some vegetation. They swam inside.

There was a light tap on his air tank. He looked back.

Alex was right behind him, pointing to something tucked inside the ceiling of the structure, behind some rocks. They swam over to it, shining their flashlights. It stood out because it looked new, not covered in algae like everything else.

They moved the various sized rocks aside to reveal a plastic garbage bag. It looked very out of place.

Alex reached for the bag. It was heavy. She motioned for Mitch’s help. He felt the bag, inside was a box, the right size and shape for the container Dr. Khadesh had built. He ripped a hole in the bag to take a look.

They had found it.

Alex gave the thumbs up.

Mitch nodded.

Trying to stay calm with their building excitement, Mitch and Alex carefully lifted the container out of the lighthouse. Mitch checked his watch. They only had approximately fifteen minutes of air left. They placed the box, still in its protective plastic covering that Dr. Khadesh had left it in, inside the duffel bag Mitch was carrying with him. He then strapped the heavy object to his back. He led the way as they swam back to the secured site.

After swimming for ten minutes, their air was getting dangerously close to running out. Alex pointed to the surface, suggesting they should surface. Mitch put up one finger, asking her to swim for an additional minute below the water. The longer they could swim underwater, the less likely the chance that they would be seen.

Alex shook her head. She pointed up and swam to the surface. She turned and motioned him to follow.

Mitch complied. He was glad they were not diving deep and did not have to worry about the bends. Many scuba divers have suffered from pressure injuries and decompression sickness.

They surfaced.

Alex coughed as she removed the mouthpiece and breathed the open air. Mitch surfaced beside her and looked around to see how much further they had to swim.

“We have to hurry,” Mitch said. “And this thing is heavy.”

Alex nodded. She took hold of one side of the strap, while Mitch took the other. They pushed hard with their legs and flippers, swimming quickly. Carrying the container had slowed them down and the night air was colder now. Their strength was fading fast and they were still a fair distance from shore.

Nearly out of breath and choking as they swallowed water, while trying to keep their heads above water as they dragged the heavy object along with them, they finally reached the site where Jack and Bob were anxiously waiting.

“We thought you’d never get back,” Jack said, giving Alex a hand out of the water.

Bob reached down and grabbed the duffel bag, lifting the heavy bag out of the water. “Yeah, we were worried sick. Your air would have run out nearly half an hour ago. We didn’t know what to do. We thought something happened to you.” He gave Mitch a hand up.

Mitch and Alex didn’t answer. They were coughing and trying to catch their breath. They had inhaled a lot of water on the swim back.

Bob and Jack helped them out of their tanks and gear.

“Talk to us, guys,” Bob said.

Alex suddenly turned to her side and threw up.

Jack grabbed some water for her and waited for her to stop retching.

Mitch felt sick, too, but being the physically stronger of the two, he hadn’t swallowed as much water.

Finally Alex stopped throwing up, but she was shivering uncontrollably.

“Alex, are you ok?” Mitch asked.

Her chattering teeth were her only response.

Jack handed her the bottle of water. Her hand shook badly as she took it from him.

“Let’s get her into the van and warmed up,” Mitch said.

Bob nodded, and he and Mitch lifted her up and carried her to the van.

Jack started the engine, and grabbed some towels. They got her out of the wetsuit, put some warm dry clothes on her, and wrapped her up in towels. Mitch rubbed her arms, while Jack and Bob each rubbed one of her legs. She looked very pale.

After a few minutes, her shivering began to calm. “Thanks, guys,” she said, her voice cracking. She took some water. “That was a little harder than I anticipated.” She tried to muster a smile. “I think I need to work out more.”

They all laughed, relieved their friend was coming around.

Mitch filled them in on what had happened. “I can’t believe we found the lighthouse. I wish we could spend lots more time out here, exploring. Another time perhaps...”

“We need to go,” Alex said.

“Maybe we should get you medical attention,” Mitch said, still worried about her.

“No, I’ll be ok,” she said shaking her head. “I just need rest. We should get a move on.”

“You’re sure?” Mitch asked.

“Yes, we need to make contact with Maximilian, help Khadesh and Khamir.” She pulled the towels tighter around her.

“Okay, then, back we go,” Mitch said. “Bob would you mind driving this time? I’m exhausted.”

“You bet,” he replied.

“Thanks, man. We need to drop the scuba gear off first. We don’t need to give anyone else a reason to be looking for us.”
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They drove through the night and finally made it back to Khamir’s house in Cairo by early morning. It was still dark outside so they quickly unloaded everything out of the van before anyone awoke and noticed them.

After devouring some pastries Jack and Bob immediately passed out.

Something was puzzling Alex though, so before she turned in to get some rest she turned on Khamir’s computer.

“What are you doing?” Mitch asked as he walked by. “You should get some rest. You gave us quite a scare out there tonight.”

“I will. I just wanted to look something up first,” she said as she typed some words into the search engine. Up popped a familiar picture.

“Hey,” Mitch said, pointing to the monitor, “that looks just like the creature we saw underwater.”

“It is,” she said, staring at the image. “An angel shark.”

“Well, I’ll be,” he whispered.

“Mitch, I had the strangest feeling when it swam around us. I think it was showing us where the Pharom was.”

They looked at one another, then back at the image of the angel shark, both speechless.
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Connections

“It’s past the time. When is Maximilian going to call?” Jack asked as he paced back and forth. “He said we had seventy-two hours to retrieve the Pharom and that he was going to call us on this cellphone he gave us.”

It had been four hours since they got back from Alexandria. They had immediately set to packing their bags, stuffing their new Egyptian clothing, headscarves, and sunglasses into their carry-on bags. They weren’t sure if they’d be able to fly out of Egypt, once this was all wrapped up, or if they’d even be able to return home anytime soon. However, they knew they’d be leaving to meet up with Maximilian soon and didn’t count on being able to return to Khamir’s house. They were fully prepared to go on the run afterwards, if necessary.

After packing they had let Alex rest and try to sleep and recover more in one of the guest rooms. They had taken seats in the living room, near the cellphone. Nodding off occasionally, they were too nervous and wired to fully relax, as exhausted as they all felt.

“Don’t worry, Jack, Maximilian will call,” Mitch reassured him. “I don’t think he’s the kind of person to miss deadlines.”

He got up and peered through the window curtains. It was almost eight o’clock in the morning, as the morning sun cast a bright fiery streak across the sky. The morning seemed unusually quiet or maybe it was just his nerves and mind playing tricks on him.

They heard a door open, and turned around to look.

Alex was up and dressed. “The sunrise woke me. It’s bright out there.”

“Good morning,” Mitch said, happy to see her up and about. “How do you feel?”

“Better, thanks,” she said as she walked into the living room where they all sat around.

“Coffee?” Jack asked. “I made it. It’s not as good as yours, but it’s drinkable.”

“Love some,” she smiled. She looked tired and a little haggard from the evening’s activities.

Jack poured her cup. She sat down on the sofa, wrapping a woven blanket around herself. “No word yet, I gather?”

“Nope,” Bob replied.

She gripped her cup tight. She was very worried about Khadesh and Khamir. She wanted to see them again, and know that they were ok. The last few days felt like a dream, events were beginning to blur.

“We’ve been so focused on finding the Pharom,” Mitch said, “that we haven’t really considered what we’re going to do once we give it to Maximilian. Thoughts anyone?”

“There’s something wrong with Maximilian’s cellphone.” Jack tapped the phone several times and held it high in the air. “The signal is kind of wonky. We keep losing it.”

“Give it to me. I’ll take a look at it,” Bob said.

“Mitch, I know we went to all of this trouble to get it, but we can’t give him the Pharom,” Alex said.

“I know,” Mitch said somberly.

“We’re going to have to think of something.”

Suddenly, the cellphone rang, but it was a broken, choppy ring. The four friends jumped, startled. They looked at the phone. The electronic bars on it showing its reception were going up and down wildly.

“Show time,” Jack said.

Bob, frowning at the phone’s strange behavior, hesitantly turned on the speakerphone.

“Hello?” Mitch answered.

No response, only static.

“Maximilian?” he asked. There was a lot of static, but this time a faint voice could be heard. “Hello? I can’t understand you.”

There was a sudden high-pitched whine, then connection was lost.

“What the hell was that?” Jack asked.

Bob shook his head.

“What’s wrong with the phone?” Mitch asked.

“I’m not sure, but there seems to be some interference with the signal, or maybe a technical malfunction,” Bob said as he examined the cellphone. “That was really weird.”

“He’ll probably call again,” Alex offered. “At least, I hope so.”

The cellphone rang again. The ring was still choppy. Bob pressed the button to answer the phone. The reception was still full of static. Staccato beeps could be heard through the line. A muffled voice was heard, but the sound was badly garbled.

“Hello?” Alex asked. “We can’t hear you. We have a bad connection.”

They waited for an answer. More static.

“Hello?” Mitch asked. “Can you call us back?”

He was answered only by the same sudden high-pitched whine. The phone went dead.

“What’s happening?” Mitch asked.

Bob felt a sudden sense of panic. “Oh no,” he whispered.

“What?” Alex asked. “What is it?”

“Oh crap,” Bob said, “I think the call was traced. The static reception, the spotty signal, I think Maximilian had the phone traced.”

“That means...” Jack started to say.

“We have to get out of here. Now!” Bob exclaimed. He threw the phone on the floor and repeatedly smashed it with the heel of his shoe. It shattered into pieces.

In a total panic they grabbed their bags. Mitch grabbed the Pharom, which was still inside the wet, soggy duffel bag. The foursome rushed out of the house.

Suddenly, police cars sped around the corner. Their lights were flashing, but the sirens were off. They had hoped to catch their targets by surprise.

“Down the alley!” Mitch directed.

They ran.

Two armored vehicles drove into the neighborhood. The back doors swung open. Paramilitary police in body armor and carrying semi-automatic machine guns rushed out. Several police cars were moving into position to set up a perimeter around the block.

The four friends ran as fast as they could, occasionally looking back over their shoulders.

“They’re barricading the area. We’ll be safe if we can get to the open market and get lost in the crowd,” Mitch said. The rising sun did not offer them much concealment. They needed to be among the crowd, but the market was still several blocks away.

A police car pulled in front of them and screeched to a stop. The officers looked in their direction. One officer shouted in Arabic into his radio.

“Halt!” the officers shouted, getting out of the car. Their weapons were drawn.

“In here!” Bob said, as he squared his shoulder and charged into a door leading into a large four story, rundown apartment building. The rusted hinges holding the old, flimsy lock broke away from the doorframe. Bob held the door open and waved everybody through. “Hurry!”

Mitch now took the lead. They raced up the stairs. Mitch took the stairs two and three at a time, in spite of the weight of the Pharom on his back. The others struggled to keep up. The Egyptian police were hot on their tails. Hearing the commotion, residents of the building opened their doors to see what was happening, but immediately shut and locked their doors closed when they realized the police were in the building. Mitch and his friends raced up two flights of stairs and into the dim and dingy main hallway of the third floor.

Down below, the voice of one of the police officers could be heard yelling frantically into his radio. The officer shouted something in Arabic. He repeated himself several times.

“Mitch! Do you know where you’re going?” Alex wheezed, as he led them down an adjoining hallway, then turned right again into another hallway.

“No!”

“Mitch, I need to stop,” Bob said huffing.

He ignored his friend’s pleas. He was trying to open doors. All were locked. He kept trying. He reached the apartment second from the end. He tried the door. It opened. “Hello?” he asked. No answer. He stepped inside. He peered around. It was empty, save for a threadbare curtain partially covering a window, and an empty packing box in the center of the room. “In here!” he said, motioning them inside.

“Are you crazy?” Alex asked, “What if someone comes home and finds us?”

“It’s empty, hurry up!”

They did. Mitch locked the door behind them.

They all stood still as statues, save for Bob, who was hunched over, hands on his knees, wheezing.

While the group caught their breath, Mitch tiptoed to the window, set the heavy duffel bag down, and peered out. Down below he saw two police officers gesturing wildly and heading to a parked cruiser. They were shaking their radios.

“Interesting...” he said.

“What? What is it?” Jack asked.

Bob slumped down on the floor, still winded.

“I think their radios aren’t working” Mitch said, still looking down at the street.

“Really?” Alex asked.

“Yeah, that’s what it looks like,” he said.

She thought for a moment, and glanced at the duffel bag. “The Pharom?” she ventured.

“I wonder,” Mitch said. “I think that’s why they’re not up here pounding on every door in the building. If their radios aren’t working, they can’t communicate with each other and that poses a significant risk to their safety. They could walk straight into a trap, and not be able to alert anyone. They’re probably trying to figure out what’s going on.”

“If that’s so, it gives us a significant advantage,” Alex said. She walked up behind Mitch and glanced over his shoulder. Sure enough the cops were yelling and gesturing excitedly. One even threw his radio down on the ground. The other cop repeatedly shook his radio. She bit her lip. “We should get out of here, while they’re in the midst of the confusion and their attention is occupied.”

“Can’t we rest for a bit?” Bob asked, sweat pouring down his face and back.

Mitch shook his head. He watched as the two policemen got in the car, and pulled away. He looked in the opposite direction of the police cruiser. “No, we need to go, now. They just left, but I don’t know if they’re staying close by. The market’s only a few blocks away. I can see it from here.”

“And there’s a fire escape outside this window,” Alex said, looking down. “We need to hurry, though. Before they come back...with friends.”

“Guys,” Jack said, “let’s change into our Egyptian clothing first, put sunglasses on, and wrap our heads in the scarves. It’ll help us stand out less.”

“Good idea, man,” Mitch said. “And I think we should go two at a time, it’s less obvious than four of us walking together.”

“Split up?” Bob asked worriedly. “What if we can’t find each other?”

“Come here,” Mitch motioned to him.

Bob joined him at the window.

“See that yellow awning?” he pointed. It was the third vendor from the near end of the market. “We’ll meet at that vendor. Don’t go anywhere else.”

Alex and Jack took a look at where he was pointing.

“It’s a plan,” she said.
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Theft

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The decision was made. The village of Derepet would be razed. There had been no further discussions, no opportunities to suggest other ideas. Zhek had his followers completely under his influence, except for Shera. She kept her misgivings to herself, she no longer felt safe around anyone. She and Rekar had fallen into an uneasy silence between them as well. Much was left unspoken. It pained her and left her feeling very scared.

Rekar and Shera were ordered to sneak into the building where the uniforms of the Royal guards were kept and steal as many as they could. Shera wished they could just use the uniforms to intimidate the villagers instead, to break their trust of the Royal Family by striking fear into their hearts without bloodshed. But she knew Zhek had made up his mind.

Instead of returning home to Tessea as they usually did after their duties at the Palace, they waited in the main city, staying out of sight. Later, Jonar and Rembes would meet them on horseback, and the four of them were to return with the stolen uniforms. Nightfall came. The city went quiet as the people tucked into bed for the night. The sky was clear and the moon was bright overhead. Rekar’s intimate knowledge of the Palace grounds had once again proven very useful.

“It is time,” Rekar said. “We should go now. The patrols will be changing shifts soon. We need to be in place before they do.”

They were going to time their break-in for the few short minutes it would take the daytime guards to be replaced by the night patrol. They normally would meet and discuss the Palace status briefly, before the evening guards moved into position.

Shera felt her unease growing, as though she was falling down a steep cliff into a dark, rocky, and jagged valley, unable to slow or stop her momentum. It felt to her like careening down into endless darkness, an abyss from which they could never return. Such was her fear.

Dressed in dark clothing, their heads covered, and carrying large, empty rucksacks strapped across their backs, Rekar and Shera headed back in the direction of the Royal Palace. They followed their predetermined route, approaching from a back corner of the grounds where the trees were the thickest. Jonar and Rembes would show up a few minutes after Rekar and Shera gained access to the Palace grounds, so as not to have too many people in one place and to have a watch to ensure no one saw them.

The couple paused, watching the movements of the Royal patrol. “There, they are going to meet up with the new shift,” Rekar whispered. “Let us go. You two wait here.” The men nodded.

Shera followed her husband through the trees. They crouched down as they quickly ran along a three-foot hedge that lined the grounds. They paused, listening.

“I do not hear anything,” Shera whispered, her heart pounding in her chest.

“Quickly, make for the storerooms,” Rekar replied, his voice low. They ran stealthily and hid behind the building.

“Over here,” Shera whispered, waving her husband over to the door to the room where the uniforms were kept. They had brought along some tools to pry the door open. Her nimble fingers, though shaking slightly, worked fast to break the lock. She held her breath as it released. Every step was a step towards doom, she thought.

The door opened, creaking softly. Rekar quickly pushed her through. “They are coming!” he said. He eased the door closed behind them. They held their breath. They narrowly missed being seen by a passing guard. Standing very still, they heard the footsteps come closer, then move off. They waited a few moments longer.

“We have little time,” Rekar said. “Grab as many as you can.”

Counting fast, they grabbed armloads of uniforms, stuffed them into the rucksacks and headed to the door, for the riskiest part of their plan. They needed to get back unseen, which would be difficult carrying so much. They waited again for the sounds of the patrol. They could hear the footsteps far off.

“All right,” Rekar said, as he used his foot to close the door, “no looking back, just keep running.”

Shera nodded; her eyes wide with fear. She had grave doubts they could pull this off as planned, and deep in her heart a part of her wished they would not be successful, that they would have to leave the uniforms behind and run to avoid capture.

They ran as fast as they could. Not looking back, they focused straight ahead to their destination, a thick grove of trees. They made it, and found their way through the trees to the other side. Jonar and Rembes were there as promised. They mounted their horses and took hold of the bulging bags. Rekar and Shera jumped on the horses behind them to ride double. They grabbed hold of the riders. The foursome sped off into the night with their stolen cache.
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They returned to Tessea, where Zhek had waited on lookout for them. “They are here!” he called out to the other villagers.

A small group met the returning thieves. They saw at once that their bags were full.

“Well done!” Zhek exclaimed as they rode up. He smiled widely, taking one of the bags, opening it and sizing up their valuable cache. “Very good indeed,” he said as he pulled out one of the Royal uniforms. “Perfect.”

They handed the rest of the uniforms to the villagers.

Rekar dismounted, and helped Shera down.

“They were very efficient, Zhek,” Jonar said. “They were in and out in no time.”

“Excellent,” Zhek said, “the four of you are to be commended.”

“Thank-you, Zhek. It is an honor to serve our cause,” Rembes said.

Rekar nodded.

Shera was silent, staring down at the ground.

“Shera, well done,” Zhek said.

“Thank-you,” she said, only making eye contact for a brief moment. “We should get home.”

Zhek looked at her curiously. He read her uneasiness. He would have to keep a watchful eye on her, to ensure that her commitment to their plan did not waver.

The group retired to Rekar and Shera’s home where they stashed the uniforms. Shera excused herself quickly and went to bed, claiming fatigue from the night’s events. The rest of them sat up until the wee hours discussing ideas for the attack. They had been able to steal twenty-one uniforms. They would soon begin their campaign of revenge against the King they hated.

They decided to make their move the very next night. Zhek knew he was running out of time. The King’s military would soon notice the missing uniforms. There was also the risk that patrols might find him, along with his co-conspirators, any time now if they did not act quickly. In addition, Zhek was aware that the faster events happened, the more his people would become swept up in the plans and have no time to second-guess what they were doing.

Finally, Jonar and Rembes assisted Zhek in organizing the men who would make up the death squad. A plan of attack was laid out in detail. It was set.
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Darkness Falls

“You cannot go!” Shera pleaded as she followed her husband around their home as he prepared what he needed. Rekar was one of the men chosen for Zhek’s grisly mission.

“I must,” he replied, pushing her away. “Zhek is depending on me.”

“This is wrong,” she cried, “think of what you are about to do. Please, Rekar!”

He turned to face her. “Shera, I do not relish what needs to be done, but Zhek is right, this will decisively shift the people’s loyalty against the King. It will make it much easier to gain control of the Palace if the King’s hold over the people is severed. As awful as it is, this will accomplish that. It is a sacrifice for a different future.”

“It is going too far, surely you must see that,” she said, grabbing his arm.

He stood still, but did not answer.

“Rekar, please answer me,” she begged.

“Zhek has decided it is what must be done. What can I do?”

“But you could be killed,” she cried, holding on tighter.

Just then, Zhek walked in. Shera jumped, startled. She had thought they were alone. Instantly she was afraid.

Zhek’s face was serious. “Rekar, it is time,” he said, “go out and meet the others. I will join you shortly.”

Rekar nervously looked at his wife, who stood there, still as a statue, her face turned ashen.

“Now Rekar,” Zhek ordered.

Rekar reluctantly left his home. He was too ashamed to look back at his wife.

Zhek leveled a gaze at Shera that made her blood run cold. “I hope for your sake, you do nothing to jeopardize our plans.” He stepped a little closer to her. She shrank back. “For your own safety of course...and for Rekar’s,” he said menacingly. Then he smiled, and caressed her cheek with his rough hand.

She trembled, tears now streaming down her cheeks.

“It would be a terrible shame if something happened to you or your husband, would it not?”

His touch was cold and menacing. “I-I would not...” she stammered.

Zhek cut her off, “Remember what I said, woman.” Then he turned and left.

Shera collapsed on the floor, crying, shaking, and sick with horror at what was unfolding.
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Twenty-one men on horseback dressed in Royal military uniforms readied themselves for the long ride north to Derepet. The remaining villagers had gathered to see them off. Swords gleamed in the moonlight, ready for their macabre task. Unlit torches and oil were packed on the backs of each horse. The faces of the men were grim.

“Loyal men of Tessea,” Zhek addressed them, “you are strong and brave. We will let nothing and no one stop us from gaining our freedom from the long oppression of the Royal Family. What we do tonight, we do in the name of righteousness against an evil King. The blood spilled is on his hands, not yours. Their sacrifice will sow the seeds of our future.” He raised his sword high in the air. “To victory!”

The men cheered loudly, full of adrenalin. The villagers chanted, “House Draxen!”

Rekar wondered what Zhek had said to his wife. Rekar felt a pang of guilt at having left her alone with such a dangerous man, even briefly. He looked for his wife, but could not find her in the crowd.

Shera had chosen not to join the group. She remained home, shaken from her encounter with Zhek. His anger knew no bounds. There were no limits to what he was capable of, she thought. She knew he would easily follow through on his threat.

Zhek rode up to Rekar, reading his expression. “She did not come, did she?”

“No,” Rekar answered.

“As her husband, I am certain you will ensure her loyalty to us remains intact.” Zhek turned his horse to face him head-on. “Otherwise, I cannot guarantee her safety.” His face bore the look of sheer malevolence.

With that, Zhek rode to the head of the group. “For Freedom!” he shouted and spurred his horse forward.

The group rode away amidst loud whooping and cheering, all but Rekar, who was silent, shaken. He did not want to leave his wife, but knew that if he did not, neither of them would live to see the sun rise again. He spurred his horse after them, looking back one last time. But she was not there.

Back in her home, Shera heard the words they had shouted out. ‘Freedom,’ she thought bitterly, ‘a noble cause twisted and perverted, for one man’s revenge.’ She feared what Zhek would become once he gained total power over their people. He would turn on her. He had seen her weakness, her distress. Now, her husband rode off with him to do the unspeakable. He was changing, the man she loved. She did not see how she could face him again if he followed through on this most evil mission. Soon, she feared, even her husband would turn against her too, and she would have nothing left and nowhere to go.

As the night rolled on, Shera reached for a bottle of berry wine. She poured herself a mug, staring into the dying fire in her hearth. She did not have the will to stir the embers, nor add wood for the fire’s life. She just watched it slowly grow dark and cold, as she drank down mug after mug of the strong wine. Tears flowed down her cheeks. Her heart broke. Images of what the men were doing tormented her, playing in her mind in gruesome detail. She imagined the innocent villagers, men, women, children, the elderly being helplessly slain, begging for the lives that were now forfeit. People like her and Rekar. And she had helped to do it. It had all happened so fast. She did not know how they came to be at this place. How could she live with what she had done?
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The Darkest Time

Finally, the group of twenty-one reached the outskirts of Derepet. Zhek halted them, surveying the small, peaceful village from a short distance. All was quiet. He saw the nearest home, the home of Uta and Ehrim. That is where it would begin.

The group covered their faces in black scarves to shield their identities.

“Rekar,” Zhek said, “you are with me.” He then gave orders to the rest of the men to fan out, cover, and surround the village. “Remember, take three prisoners. You choose them. I do not care who they are. Ensure you announce we come in vengeance in the name of the King. Leave nothing but one building standing.” He pointed. “That is where we will keep the witnesses.”

The men hesitated, their swords by their sides. Many swallowed hard. They had never done anything like this before.

“Go now! Unleash your fury!” he shouted, his voice coarse and raspy. “The King will pay for his crimes through the blood of his people. To his undoing!”

The men grunted their acknowledgement.

“Follow me,” he ordered Rekar, without even looking at him. He had a single purpose.

Reluctantly, Rekar trailed behind him.

Zhek spurred his horse on towards the small, humble home of Uta and Ehrim. Inside they slept peacefully.

Zhek rode to the side of their house, and dismounted.

Rekar did the same.

Zhek took out his sword and tried the front door. It was unlocked. He walked in.

All was quiet and dark. He took in the humble surroundings. He saw the two rooms on the far side of the home. One door was closed. He looked behind him. Rekar still stood in the doorway. He nodded for him to follow.

Zhek went to the room with the closed door. He opened it.

Inside, the sleeping couple lay peacefully, side by side, in their bedroom.

“Arise, peasants!” he yelled suddenly.

Uta and Ehrim awoke with a start. Uta screamed, seeing the two masked men standing there, swords in hand.

“Get up!” Zhek ordered them.

In their nightclothes, shaking and holding one another, they did as he ordered.

“What is the meaning of this?” Ehrim asked, terrified. He saw the Royal uniforms.

Rekar took a step back, shaking. His heart beat fast as the scene unfolded before his eyes. He wanted to run. Fast. Far.

“We come to seek vengeance for the King,” Zhek stated, his voice rough and low. He saw the look of shock register on their faces. “He commands that you and everyone in this village are to be punished for your complicity in taking his daughter from him.”

“What?” Ehrim said, frightened and confused.

“But the King welcomed us into his home,” Uta pleaded, gripping her husband’s arm tightly. “He knows it was not us who brought her here. We did not even know who she was until recently.”

“It was not us who decided this thing,” Ehrim implored the stranger. “We are innocent!”

“Lies!” Zhek spat at them. “Your deeds are known. The King had Assan killed for his part in this and now he has decreed that you, too, must pay for your crimes. By Royal command, you and everyone in this village are hereby sentenced to death.”

“Wait, no...” Ehrim cried out, stepping in front of his wife.

She screamed.

Without hesitation Zhek thrust his sword into the old man’s belly. Ehrim gasped, holding the blade. Zhek pulled it out savagely. Ehrim fell to his knees, blood pouring from the wound.

Uta screamed in terror.

Ehrim collapsed.

Zhek pulled out his curved dagger and grabbed her hair. He slit her throat. She slumped to the floor.

“Burn everything!” Zhek ordered Rekar. Rekar grabbed the torches and oil and lit them, quickly sending the small home up in flames.

Throughout the tiny village, scene after similar scene played out as villagers screamed and ran for their lives, only to be mercilessly cut down, their homes burned to the ground. The marauders went through the village methodically, cruelly, efficiently, their purpose clear.

Not long after the slaughter began, it was finished. Derepet blazed hot against the cool night sky. Giant plumes of smoke rose higher and higher into the air, dimming the stars.
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The group returned to Tessea, blood-soaked, weary and numb with shock from what they had done. The men bore the signs of a massacre, the once pristine uniforms stained, ripped and singed. They bore many injuries of their own, some seen, some unseen.

Zhek had a look of wild exhilaration on his face.

Rekar was in shock. None of it seemed real to him any longer, the terrified faces of the villagers, their cries for mercy, the sight of the homes burning, the sounds of their bloodcurdling screams as they were cut down.

Rekar returned home to find his house darkened. Zhek had wanted the group to gather and celebrate what he called their victory, but Rekar’s thoughts had been on his wife. He needed quiet. He needed to hold her, be comforted from this nightmare, have his own wounds tended, and fall asleep in her arms.

Zhek found Rekar a few hours later. Zhek was drunk from his celebrations as he entered the house. Rekar was on the floor in front of the fire, rocking back and forth, holding Shera, sobbing.

“What is it?” Zhek asked, stumbling towards them. Rekar did not answer, but as he neared them, he could see that Shera did not move. He clumsily bent down to touch Shera’s arm, but he recoiled. It was stiff and cold. He looked around the room. He saw the empty bottles of wine and the canister, which he knew held a poisonous herb they used to kill scorpions that found their way into their homes. It too, was empty.

“She did this to herself,” Rekar sobbed. “My beautiful wife, I should not have left her the way I did.”

“It was not your fault, Rekar,” Zhek said, staring at her corpse. He was numb to the loss of life now, even to one who had sheltered and befriended him for years. To him, this was just one more body. It meant nothing. “She made her choice to die in disgrace.”

Rekar screamed at him, enraged. He got up and lunged at Zhek. “You did this to her! What did you say to her before we left?”

Zhek grabbed Rekar, but stumbled in his drunkenness. He managed to throw Rekar off him before he fell. He got up quickly and drilled his fist into Rekar’s face.

Rekar fell backwards, clutching his bloodied nose.

“I only reminded her of where her loyalties should lie, to you and to our people,” Zhek shouted back, his words slurred. “And this was her answer,” he said, pointing to the body that lay on the floor.

Zhek left, slamming the door, leaving Rekar alone and battered with the memories of mass murder and his wife’s lifeless body as his payment for the deeds done.
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Raid

Present-Day Egypt

The paramilitary police smashed the door open with a battering ram. In quick procession, the armed men rushed into the house. They searched from room to room. Several shouts in Arabic signaled that the house was clear.

A masked paramilitary policeman came out of the house. The insignia on his shoulder indicated he was a senior member of the group. He approached the large police vehicle used as communications center. “We found a broken phone in the house.” He entered the vehicle and handed the pieces of the cellphone to Hans. “Could this be the phone we were trying to get a trace on?”

“Yes, Commander,” Hans said, examining the remnants of the phone. “This is it.” He clenched his fist around it, then threw the pieces down on a counter in disgust.

“It’s unfortunate we could not track their exact location before they destroyed the phone. It would have saved us some time searching every house in the neighborhood.”

“It is most unfortunate, Commander,” Maximilian said as he came up the stairs behind them. “We thank you for your efforts, nonetheless.” He eyed the broken phone.

Hans visibly tensed.

“There was something else,” the Commander said, “while in pursuit of the criminals, our radios cut out. We lost all communications. We had to vacate the area. It was too dangerous for my men to remain there or proceed without being able to talk to one another. We’ve never experienced anything like that before. Do you think they were able to jam our signals somehow?”

Maximilian’s eyes lit up, but he quickly tried to cover his reaction. “I can’t imagine how. Strange.”

“Indeed,” the Commander said, eyeing him curiously. “Our communications are back up now, but we lost the fugitives as a result.”

“Most unfortunate,” Maximilian replied, his German accent sharp.

“Yes,” he said, hesitating a moment. “Ah well, do not worry, Mr. Reichmann,” the police commander continued, “we will catch these terrorists. We will not let them get away with vandalizing your excavation site and terrorizing our airport.”

“Thank-you, Commander.”

He nodded and took his leave.

Maximilian grabbed the pieces of the phone and motioned Hans to follow him out of the command center. He walked to the edge of the yard. “I think I know what went wrong,” he said, placing a hand on Hans’ shoulder.

Hans was tense. He was afraid of the consequences of failing Maximilian again.

“Calm yourself,” Maximilian said. “I don’t think it was your fault this time.”

“What do you mean?”

Maximilian looked around to make sure they were out of earshot of anyone who might be listening. “The cellphone trace was working; they just weren’t on the line long enough to pinpoint their location to more than just a four-block radius. But after what the Commander just said, I think something else was going on.” He looked down at the phone.

Hans, perplexed, waited for him to continue. He was still feeling very edgy.

“I think it was the device they procured,” Maximilian said. “They probably had it with them, very close to the phone, to not let it out of their sights. I think the energy it emits interfered with the signal. That’s why the ring was so full of static and choppy. We couldn’t get a clear connection. I believe that is what blocked the police radio signals, as well. It’s just too much of a coincidence.”

Hans was noticeably relieved.

“I hadn’t anticipated this,” Maximilian said, furrowing his brow. “I should have realized.” He thought back to the energy the disk and pendant gave off, and the accident a year and a half ago with the device that killed his spy. He was angry with himself, but this setback made him even more determined to get his hands on his prize. It was powerful, whatever it was.

“So what do we do next?” Hans asked.

“We have no way of contacting them now, but they know we still have their friends. That will motivate them.” His cold blue eyes glinted with determination. “Let’s go.”
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Derepet

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Hours later, word reached the Palace of the massacre. The King was awoken in the middle of the night.

“Your Highness,” a Royal guard said. “You must come at once. Urgent news has been brought to the Palace.”

The guard led the King to a front sitting room where a villager sat waiting, under the watchful eye of two Royal guards. At once the short, thin man jumped to his feet and bowed. “Your Majesty.”

“He came from one of the villages in the north,” guard said. “Derepet.”

The King was taken aback at his appearance. The man reeked of smoke.

“Your Majesty,” the man said, looking up. He had obviously been crying. His face had dark black streaks on it. His clothes were tattered and dirty. “I had been sailing down the river on my way back to the main city after a couple of days of trading in the spice markets north of the village, when I saw black smoke rising into the sky.” He gestured with his arms, thrusting them in the air. His eyes were wide with fear. “I sailed closer...there was fire...everywhere. The whole village was on fire. I pulled my boat in towards the shore. I got out. I ran around the edge of the village. But it was hot...so hot. It burned. I could not get close. The fire was raging out of control.” He paced the room, shaking, crying. “I called out a few times, running here and there, but no answer came,” he said, shaking his head. “I did not know what to do!”

“Calm yourself,” the King said. He nodded to a guard, “Fetch him some food and water and fresh clothes.” He turned back to the villager. “We will also get you some medical attention after we are finished here.”

The man slowed his pacing. “I sailed as quickly as I could here, to bring help.”

“Please be seated,” the King said.

The man complied.

“Have you any idea what caused this?” the King asked. “Were there storms up there this evening? Lightning?”

“No, your Majesty, it had been a clear day and a cloudless evening. I cannot imagine what could have happened.”

The King’s face was grave. “Bring Commander Maraeven here,” he ordered one of his guards. “Tell him we will be taking a contingent of men to Derepet by boat to mount a relief and rescue mission as soon as we can gather the supplies.”

The man nodded and left. The King sent the villager off with a Royal guard to be looked after.

Traeus decided to wait until he had more information to tell Anjia of the news, but he did not have to.

“Daddy?” she said. She had stopped the guard that Traeus sent away and asked him where her father was. “What is going on? I awoke suddenly with a very bad feeling and now there is all this commotion here.” Her pendant had delivered her a stronger buzz as she slept, waking her instantly. Now seeing her father, she could tell something was wrong, terribly wrong. It was written all over his face.

“I do not have much time,” he said, motioning her to sit down next to him. He did not know how to begin.

Anjia’s sense of dread was growing worse by the minute.

Traeus looked at her, he took her hand, “I do not know how to tell you this, Anjia. There is a massive fire burning in one of the northern villages. We do not know for sure what has happened at this point.”

“Which village?” she asked.

Traeus looked at her, his face grave.

Her heart nearly stopped. “No, oh, no...”

He nodded sadly, squeezing her hand. “I am going there right now to assess the situation.”

“I must go with you,” Anjia said.

“It is too dangerous. We have no idea what we are dealing with there.”

“No, I have to see if they are all right!” she cried.

“Anjia, I promise you, I will send word back to you as soon as I possibly can.”

“I could not sleep tonight, I was restless. I kept getting up to stare out the window,” Anjia said. “I could not shake this bad feeling I had.”

“You should go find Mindara, tell her what I have told you. I do not have time to go back to speak with her.”

“Please help them, Daddy,” she pleaded.

“I will do everything I can,” he said as he kissed her forehead.
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The King accompanied by Commander Maraeven set out on the river in the Royal boats. Numerous smaller vessels, carrying relief supplies, healers, and weapons followed them. They did not know what state things were in, and they wanted to be ready for anything.

From a distance, the night sky was glowing an eerie orange hue. Traeus looked to the Commander. They knew what this meant. They were still far from the village, if they were seeing the glow from the fires at this distance, they must be raging and widespread.

As they sailed nearer to the village, they could smell the smoke. It permeated the air.

Traeus stared ahead. A sinking feeling grew within him. He watched the orange glow get brighter as the acrid smell of smoke grew stronger.

Finally, the King and his soldiers reached the shores of the village. The sight was unbelievable. The village had once been a tight knit community of craftspeople and farmers. Now, everywhere they looked, there were flames and piles of burned wood. Structures now unrecognizable. As Traeus and the Commander disembarked, they stood on the landing, speechless.

“Your Majesty,” the Commander said after a few moments, “we should look for survivors.”

“Yes, yes of course,” Traeus replied, still staring ahead at the devastation. “Send your men out at once. If you will accompany me, there is a home I wish to check personally.”

Maraeven nodded and quickly organized his men into search parties. He did not have to ask which home the King wanted to go to. Anjia had described it in detail to her father long ago, along with its location as the first home you came upon when reaching the village. Traeus had seen it. It had also been set ablaze, but the fire had already begun to die down. The King hoped he would find survivors there, a hope he knew was as faint as a wisp of smoke.

As they came upon the homestead, Traeus’ heart fell. The fire had died down because there was almost nothing left of the home. Only charred wood pieces sticking up from the ground indicated where once a house had been.

“We must be careful, your Majesty, the wood still smolders. It is likely quite hot and unstable in places.”

The King nodded, but proceeded forth. He had to bring back an answer to his daughter. He could not leave her unaware of the fate of her loved ones, an unanswered question that would haunt her. Not the way he had been left for so many years.

As the King and his Commander walked amongst the ruins of the small home, they overturned pieces of wood that had fallen here and there, looking for any trace of the people who lived there. Traeus had stooped down to pick up a small object. It was a charred piece of wood with some strings attached to it. Very little of the wood survived, but Traeus recognized the type of string still tied to it. It had been a musical instrument, a deget. He remembered Anjia had told him that Uta had played for the family often in the evenings as they sat around the fire. He looked off where the stone hearth still stood, and imagined them sitting there night after night, listening to the soft music.

He looked away. It was a painful thought in so many ways. As he glanced back over his shoulder, he spotted something. He got up and went closer. He heart fell. It was a hand, blackened, skeletal, sticking out from under a pile of rubble.

“Commander!” he called out. “Over here!”

Maraeven rushed over to where his King stood.

“Help me lift this,” Traeus ordered. The two men lifted the large piece of what was once a thatched roof. It revealed two forms, one on top of the other. Both were burned and blackened beyond recognition.

“Your Majesty, I am so sorry...” the Commander started to say.

The King put his hand up, fighting back tears. “We must help the others. There is nothing more we can do here.”

“Commander! Your Majesty!” one of the guards yelled out. “Come here, quickly!”

Maraeven and the King rushed over to the guard who was standing in front of a grove of trees at the far edge of the village. Behind the trees, several feet away, was a shed. It was the only building still left standing.

“They must not have found this building,” the King remarked.

“With all due respect your Highness, I believe that they did,” the guard answered. “It seems to have been left on purpose. Come,” he motioned to them, “you will see what I mean.”

Inside the small shed were three men, bound and gagged. They were shaking and sobbing. Their eyes went wide with fear when they saw the King. They tried to scream as they shook their heads vigorously.

“Untie them at once,” the King ordered, dismayed.

His guards untied their hands, and removed the gags from their mouths.

The men shrank into a corner, cowering and trembling. They held their wrists, which were raw and red from their struggle.

Traeus held his hands out in a gesture of peace. “Please understand we are not here to hurt you. Who has done this to you? What has happened here?”

The men did not answer. They were terrified.

“Please, you must tell us,” the King said gently. “We are here to help you. Will you allow us to do that? Who did this unspeakable thing?”

One of the men looked up at him, still wild-eyed with fear, his cheeks stained with tears. “You did.”

Traeus was taken aback, confused. “I did no such thing...what are you saying?”

“The men who did this...they were Royal guards. Sent by you,” he replied, pointing a finger, his hand trembling.

“What?” he asked.

The man licked his dry, cracked, and bloodied lips. “The Royal guards who came here...they said, ‘On the order of the King, this village will be destroyed.’ They said it was because you hated the people who kept the Princess from you. They said we all must be punished for our part in it. Just as Assan was.” He coughed.

“Get them some water,” the Commander ordered.

The guard nodded and left.

Traeus felt his knees buckle. He was being framed, and they had used the perfect excuse to do it. He was speechless. He put a hand to his mouth.

“It was a lie,” Maraeven replied, seeing his King badly shaken by the news. “The Royal Family was not involved, I assure you.”

“But they wore uniforms just like the ones you have on,” the man said, shaking. “They had the Royal crest on them. They said you would deny it to our faces, but not to believe you.”

The King’s mind raced at what this could mean. Someone had gone to great lengths to impersonate his Royal soldiers. He looked at Commander Maraeven, who was thinking the same thing.

“Zhek,” the Commander whispered.

Finally, one of the other survivors gathered the courage to speak, “We were left as witnesses and were told to pass on a message to everyone we meet.”

“What message?” Commander Maraeven asked.

He looked at the King, then shifted his gaze down as he spoke, “That these deaths would serve as a warning to anyone who dared to cross the King again.”

The King was utterly sickened at what had been done. His enemies were far more lethal this time around. Again, Traeus was consumed with horror and grief over the work of a Draxen. He knew it would never end until Zhek was dead. He vowed to himself to put an end to Zhek once and for all.
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Sorrow

After doing their best to assure the three survivors that what they were told was a terrible lie, the King and Commander saw that they received food and medical attention. Traeus would ensure that they were well taken care of for the rest of their lives because of the horrific trauma they had endured.

Once they were satisfied the men were resting as comfortably as could be expected for now, the King and Commander Maraeven completed the survey of the decimated village. The Royal soldiers who were assigned to bury the bodies, carried out their duties in silence out of respect for the dead. Graves were crudely marked for the time being.

All present were keenly aware of the sense of terror that permeated the air. The now silent screams of those brutally slain resonated still in the souls of the living. The residual energy of the unprovoked attack on the innocent tainted the very essence of the place. The day had taken a toll on the living as well. The faces of the Royal contingent were drawn, ashen, bearing the effects of seeing a horror that they had been ill-prepared for. This day would haunt them the rest of their lives.

After many hours, the Royal group prepared to leave and return to the main city. They would need to bring more help back to properly mark the graves, recover what they could and to remove and clean up the remaining parts of the village that could not be salvaged.

The journey back was hushed and somber. The survivors from Derepet rode in the caravan under the watchful eyes of the healers. The King observed them from a distance. Whenever they would notice him looking at them, they would quickly hide their faces. He sensed that on top of their trauma, they remained filled with doubt and confusion, in spite of everything he had said. He hoped and prayed that they would believe him, that their trust could be restored, but he knew the road ahead would be long and difficult...for all of them. He thought of his daughter. He could not bear what he would have to do next.
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Back in the Palace, Anjia waited anxiously for her father to return. Mindara and Tramen had tried to comfort her, tried to take her mind off the news of the village, but their efforts felt hollow to her, not in their sincerity, but because Anjia knew deep down this would not have a happy outcome. She decided to wait alone in the sunroom at the front of the Palace. It had a view of the gates to the Palace. She refused the tea, bread and fruit Mindara had brought to her. She could not eat, she felt ill. She did not want to speak to anyone. It was as if a light within her was flickering, threatening to go out. She held on tightly to the small wool lion Uta and Ehrim had brought her.

After disembarking the river craft, and sending the survivors off for further aid, the King and some of the soldiers headed back to the Palace.

Anjia watched and waited. Finally they came into view. Suddenly she felt her pendant grow warmer, then cold. She knew instantly that all hope was lost. She gripped the tiny lion, tears falling down her cheek. She went to the front entrance of the Palace to meet her father.

Traeus saw his daughter standing there. Her long black hair blew in the soft breeze. She held her little lion to her chest. She looked so small, so forlorn. Her family would gather to her, but Traeus understood this pain would be hers alone and she would be isolated in its dark depths. He wished he could suffer the entirety of this heartache and loss for her.

As the King rode nearer, Anjia began to feel shaky, unsteady. Tramen had been watching his sister and came to her side, placing an arm around her. She now welcomed the support. Mindara too, had been waiting for her husband’s arrival. She walked up behind Anjia and Tramen and placed a hand on each of their shoulders.

Traeus dismounted. The rest of the Royal guards stood at attention. The King walked up to his family. He kept his eyes on Anjia, trying to be strong. As he reached the bottom step, she looked down at him, her eyes filled with tears. He walked up slowly and stopped on a stair just below where they stood.

“Anjia,” he said, taking her hand.

“They are gone,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Traeus bowed his head and nodded ever so slightly. He looked back up at her. “I am so sorry. There was almost nothing left of the village. We went to their home, but...” He could not tell her of what he had found. He did not have to.

Anjia wept, her knees buckling. An evil was at hand, the likes of which the Kierani had never known. There were no boundaries any longer.
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Investigation

The question of the uniforms worn by those who attacked Derepet was the primary focus of the King’s investigation. Either they were copied or they were stolen. A quick inventory revealed the latter. The King was further distressed that his enemies were once again so close. Under his own roof.

Everyone who worked in the Royal Palace was brought in for questioning by Commander Maraeven. After extensive interviews and the crosschecking of staff’s whereabouts, two anomalies surfaced.

The Commander went immediately to seek out the King. He found him alone in his office. “Your Majesty, I have completed the interviews. I believe I may have identified two servants whose movements are suspicious.”

The King stood. He had been longing for some news about their investigation. “Who are they?”

“They are husband and wife. Their names are Rekar and Shera. They live in the village of Tessea. Rekar is a gardener and Shera is a member of the kitchen staff.”

“They came to work at the new Palace after the destruction,” Traeus recalled.

The Commander nodded. “Yes, and they travel quite a distance each day to work here,” he said, raising an eyebrow.

“Surely that is not the only evidence pointing to them?” the King asked. He was hoping for something decisive that they could act on.

“No, there is more,” Maraeven said, walking closer to the King, his gaze direct, serious. “During questioning, I asked everyone if they had seen anything out of the ordinary – activities, people being were their duties did not warrant, unusual comings or goings. Three staff members indicated they had seen both Rekar and Shera re-entering the Palace from the south doors two days before Derepet was attacked.”

The King immediately recognized the significance. “They could have been coming from the store rooms,” he said.

“Exactly my thought,” he nodded.

“But they were not seen carrying anything?” the King asked.

“No, but they could have been scouting things out, preparing for the theft,” Maraeven answered, crossing his arms.

“The store room was missing twenty-one uniforms,” Traeus said, placing a hand on his desk.

“Yes, we think they were taken the night before the attack,” the Commander said.

“They moved quickly to strike before anything missing was noticed.”

“Precisely,” Maraeven said. “Our investigation into the Palace fire led to their names as well, though we had no solid proof of their involvement. I would say now we do.”

“Agreed.” Traeus paced the room, “This is unbelievable. Once again people within the Palace betray us. First Zazmaria, now our own workers.”

“Your Majesty, if they are responsible, they would have had designs on betraying you before they ever came here. They just took the opportunity that presented itself after so many people were killed in the destruction. I believe this was planned long ago.”

“They took advantage of our need and vulnerability,” Traeus said, the bitterness evident in his voice. “Find them. Arrest them at once.”
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Threats

Present-Day Egypt

The four friends, having met back up at the vendor’s shop with the yellow awning, walked by a row of merchants. One of them had a TV playing. Mitch kept a careful grip on the strap of the heavy duffel bag, still slung over his shoulder. A news broadcast came on. On the TV, the footage showed a local neighborhood completely surrounded and cordoned off by the police. It was Khamir’s neighborhood.

“Holy crap,” Mitch said, “keep walking guys. Keep your heads down.”

“I was so stupid. Stupid. Stupid.” Bob hit his head, as they hurried on.

“Don’t be so tough on yourself, Bob,” Alex said, putting a comforting arm around him.

“I should have known better,” he said. “Cops have been tracking cellphone calls to catch criminals for years. I’m a tech geek. I should have known they might use it for that.”

“Bob, you couldn’t have known that Max would have ties with the police,” Mitch said.

“Well...actually,” Jack started to say.

“What?” Alex asked.

“After the airport incidents and the excavation permits at the Sphinx he got his hands on, it’s really not much of a stretch to think he has his tentacles into the local police as well.”

“Thanks, Jack,” Bob said, giving him a dirty look. “I feel much better now.”

“I’m not saying that’s all on you, just that in hindsight, it’s maybe not quite as surprising as one would think.”

Bob was really upset. “And now, we’ve lost a place to stay, along with our transportation...” He rubbed his hands over his beardless face.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Bob,” Alex said. “This situation is completely out of control. You couldn’t possibly have done anything different. They have Dr. Khadesh and Khamir remember? What choice did we have, but to wait for Maximilian’s call as instructed?”

“She’s right, buddy,” Mitch said.

They walked on through the noisy, crowded market, Mitch and Bob in front, Jack and Alex following behind. It was another scorching hot day.

Mitch shifted the duffel bag onto his other shoulder.

“Here, let me take that for awhile,” Bob offered, reaching out for the strap.

“Thanks, man, it’s freakin’ heavy.”

“Got it,” Bob said, as he slung it across his wide back.

“There’s so much we don’t know about the Pharom,” Mitch sighed.

“Yeah,” Jack agreed, “and that makes me kind of nervous. Here we are carting it around like a sack of potatoes.”

“I think we’d really only get into trouble with it once it’s activated on the platform,” Mitch said.

“What if it’s emitting some kind of freaky radiation?” Jack asked.

“Well, for starters, we wouldn’t have to worry about hair color anymore,” Alex said, nudging him with her elbow.

Mitch laughed.

“I never thought of that...” Bob said.

“Don’t,” Mitch said. “We have enough to worry about right now.”

A horde of laughing children went running past them. The foursome stepped aside to let them pass. They walked on through the narrow dirt streets of the marketplace. Exotic smells and sights and loud chatter assailed their senses. Here and there was the heady smell of Egyptian incense. Colorful fabrics, clothing, shoes, purses, jewelry and replicas of Egyptian treasures were everywhere. Merchants called out to them as they passed, eager to sell their wares. Some bolder ones would step out, blocking their path. They quietly moved around them like fish swimming around stones in a stream.

They continued on, not sure of their destination.

“I do wonder though, how the Pharom can interfere with cellphone and radio signals. This technology is something else,” Alex said. “Is it constantly emitting some sort of energy or did we trigger something again?”

“Too bad we don’t have more time to study it,” Mitch said somberly.

“What are we going to do now?” Alex asked. “We can’t run and hide for long. We have to help Dr. Khadesh and Khamir.”

“We’re going to have to call Maximilian and setup a meeting for the exchange,” he replied.

“You do realize he’ll mostly likely kill us all, starting with Dr. Khadesh and Khamir once he gets hold of the Pharom,” Bob said.

Mitch nodded in agreement. “Then, we’ll need something to tip the favor to our side. Perhaps we can use the Pharom’s unique properties to our advantage and settle this once and for all.”
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“Excuse me, Mr. Reichmann,” the voice of a female receptionist said on the other end of the line. “Sorry to bother you, but there’s a man who keeps calling Reichmann Enterprise’s Middle Eastern office, demanding to talk to you. He said you gave him a faulty cellphone at the airport.”

Maximilian’s eyes lit up. He had been waiting for contact. “Put them through, Ms. Jones,” Maximilian said as he adjusted his satellite phone in his office in the old rundown building he had rented. She made the connection. “Reichmann here,” he said with his heavily accented voice.

“Maximilian!” Alex shouted over the disposable cellphone they picked up for cash at a local shop. “You double crossing son of a...!”

“Language, Ms. Logan. That’s not something a lady would say.”

Alex shrieked even louder as a tirade of profanity and curses echoed over the phone.

“Alex, calm down,” Mitch said. “Remember why we called him.” The foursome was huddled in an alleyway, out of sight, still dressed in their Egyptian clothes and headscarves. Mitch and Alex held the phone between them, but they had the volume turned up just high enough on the phone so they all could hear what was being said.

“Why didn’t you stick to the plan?” Alex demanded. “We were waiting for your call to make plans to meet. Why the ambush?”

“To put it simply, I don’t trust you,” Maximilian replied. “But don’t worry, it’s nothing personal, I don’t trust anyone really. I prefer to do things on my own terms.”

Alex stifled a scream.

“That’s pretty rich,” Mitch said. “We’re the ones who don’t trust you, but at least we were going to go through with our end of the bargain.”

“I couldn’t be certain of that,” he replied.

“Well, now you have to do things on our terms,” Mitch said. “Because we still have what you’re looking for. Despite your cheap bag of tricks and various inept goons.”

Maximilian was incensed at the insult. “You seem to forget I have your friends, Mr. Carver,” he seethed. “Why on earth would I do things on your terms?”

“Because, if you don’t,” Alex said, her voice tight with anger and frustration, “we will go to the embassy and tell them everything.”

“Oh, really?” He laughed coldly. “Your tough stance is quite amusing, but you’re bluffing. You need Dr. Khadesh and Khamir to get you out of trouble with the Egyptian police. Otherwise you’ll never leave this country. Except in body bags.”

No response.

“Besides, I also know you care about them,” he continued. “A great deal. And that makes you weak and limits your options to one.”

“Not one,” Mitch countered, “two.”

Maximilian was surprised at their resolve. “Let’s hypothetically say you don’t care about your friends and are prepared to go to the US Embassy. The Egyptian police will be monitoring it, since I’m sure they’ll expect you will try and contact them. You would not get within fifty feet of it without an army of police swooping in on you. Even if you could get into the embassy, what exactly would you tell them?” Maximilian waited for a reply.

Silence.

Maximilian continued, “Are you going to tell them all the secrets you withheld from the archaeological and scientific communities about an ancient civilization pre-dating Egyptian history? Or about how you stole an artifact from the Egyptian people? Their government doesn’t take too kindly to such things. You could kiss your careers goodbye. But the best of all is that you are in possession of what could be considered an extremely dangerous weapon. And you’ve already been branded terrorists. You would face a swift death sentence, I assure you.”

Bob and Jack looked worried.

“We’re not going to the US Embassy,” Mitch said. “We’re going to the German Embassy. I doubt the Egyptian police would be looking for us there.”

Maximilian didn’t respond.

“Got your attention now, don’t we?” Mitch continued.

Alex high-fived him.

“We’re going to tell them that you are corrupt,” Mitch said. “We’re going to show the German government the device and tell them you have been trying to steal this priceless artifact from the Egyptian people and that we’ve already told our story to a local reporter, to ensure our own safety of course.”

Maximilian said nothing as he considered Mitch’s threats.

Mitch carried on, knowing they had Maximilian at a disadvantage for once, “We have nothing to lose any longer, you’ve seen to that. We’ll also tell them your father stole another priceless artifact, the Sun Disk, when the Nazis were in Northern Africa. Since the German government has gone out of their way to reconcile and compensate nations for their prior bad deeds, I’m sure they will be most concerned about further embarrassment. Your money and influence may not mean much in the realm of international politics and public disclosure. You’ve always banked on secrecy, controlling things from the shadows. We’re going to remove that option from you. They’ll consider you a liability. One that will need to be dealt with. Swiftly.”

“I will kill you,” Maximilian said, his voice low and threatening.

“But not before we cause you a world of problems,” Mitch shot back. “You hurt Dr. Khadesh and Khamir and we will go to the German Embassy.”

Maximilian burned with silent fury. He slammed his fist down on his desk.

The four friends heard it, and smiled.

“I’ll take that as your implicit agreement to cooperate. This is what you are going to do,” Mitch said firmly. “Bring Dr. Khadesh and Khamir to the Sphinx tonight at eleven. We’ll bring the device and make the exchange. No tricks. No police.”

“Very well,” Maximilian said through clenched teeth. “Your friends and I will be there. The four of you better be there with the device. I will know if it’s real, so do not think you can deceive me. If you try anything, anything at all, I promise you that Dr. Khadesh and Khamir will meet a very grisly end.”

“Wait!” Alex said. “How do we even know if Dr. Khadesh and Khamir are still alive or unharmed?”

“You will have to trust me.”

The phone beeped and went silent.
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Unrest Grows

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Commander Maraeven was reporting in regularly to the King, who anxiously awaited a break in their investigations, but there was still no trace of the missing staff members, Rekar and Shera, nor word of Zhek of any kind. They had traveled to Tessea and searched the home of Rekar and Shera, but it appeared abandoned. Neighbors claimed they did not know where they were, and had not seen them in days. Commander Maraeven suspected the villagers of a cover-up, so he had his soldiers search every home, every building. No trace could be found of them and there was no mention of Zhek Draxen. The traitors had thought things through and the villagers had closed ranks.

The Commander and his soldiers had taken many villagers aside for questioning, but this only further ignited an already explosive situation. People would follow them, demanding their loved ones and family members be released immediately. The interrogations were being taken as a sign that the King was tightening his grip and would destroy anyone who crossed him.

To make matters worse, the desperate attempts to find Zhek, along with the rest of his supporters, and bring them to justice were being hampered by the aftermath of the burning of Derepet. The time and resources it took to cope with the tragedy was keeping them off Zhek’s trail. Zhek had been clever – the King was now dealing with multiple problems on multiple fronts.

After the fruitless trip to Tessea, the Commander returned to the main city without the culprits. He sought out the King.

Traeus could see the frustration on the face of his Commander.

“Your Majesty, they are gone,” Maraeven said. “No one in the village is talking. They are most definitely hiding something.” He shook his head in fury. “Should we take some of them into custody? There is no one there we can trust, I am sure of it. I can feel it.”

“And risk yet another example of the Royal Family trying to punish another village?” Traeus shook his head. “No, I cannot authorize that. Our enemies are clever. They know exactly what they are doing. They expect that we will believe the villagers are all lying to us and hiding the traitors, but they also know that with the unrest caused by the fall of Derepet, we will not act as decisively and aggressively as we would otherwise. Should we do so, the fear and suspicion will only escalate. They have tied our hands.”

“With all due respect, your Majesty, we must contain the threat!” The Commander’s usual cool reserve was becoming undone. “The people will want to know we are acting to protect them. I have heard reports that people in the surrounding villages are terrified they will be the next to be attacked.”

“Yes,” the King answered, “and some may still believe it will be by us!” He took his Commander firmly by the shoulders. He lowered his voice. “We must proceed carefully.”

The Commander huffed. His face was red and twisted with exasperation.

“Commander, listen to me, the Draxen family is a curse on the Kierani people, but we cannot allow them to cause us any more missteps. We must exercise extreme caution. This situation is far too volatile.”

The Commander did not reply. He only listened, slowly calming down.

“Until Zhek is destroyed and his allies captured and punished, no one will be safe,” the King said, trying to keep an even tone. “Our priority must be to find Zhek, or at least find out what he is up to. That is urgent. Keep searching for Rekar and Shera, as well. If we can find them, they can lead us to Zhek. It is all we can do right now.”

“Yes, your Majesty.”
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As the news about the burning of Derepet spread, the King realized the matter needed to be addressed before any more of Zhek’s lies took hold in his people’s minds. He called an assembly at the main temple and informed his people that the village had been laid waste to and that all but three villagers had been slain.

The crowd immediately erupted in shock and grief. Many assembled had friends in the village. Traeus quickly explained that the assailants were at this time unknown. He kept back the truth. He also said the reason for the attack was unclear, except for one thing. He told the people that those who had senselessly slaughtered the innocent and peaceful villagers in their homes were masquerading as Royal soldiers. Traeus had not wanted to divulge that detail, but word had already leaked out. The assailants had known what they were doing in leaving the three survivors. Word about what happened would not stay contained.

The crowd continued to react with an explosive mixture of anger, grief, and suspicion.

Head Priest Odai stepped in pleading, trying to calm the unruly crowd. “Good people, those that did this are trying to frame our King. They wanted to turn the people against the Royal Family.”

“Why should we believe this?” someone shouted from the crowd.

“On my oath as your spiritual leader, this was not the Royal Family’s doing. Please do not fall into this deception. Do not let these evil doers blind you to the truth with their lies!” he pleaded.

Odai continued to beg for their reason and understanding and faith in their leaders, but he could not quell the rising tide of emotion and heated protest.

The Princess then tried to reason with the gathered crowd. “If you do not believe my father, your King, if you do not believe our Head Priest, whose order has always stood for honor and for what is right, then believe me. Not because I am the Child of the Prophecy, but because Uta and Ehrim were my second family and I loved them.”

The crowd shouted angry words back at her.

“How do we know the King was not jealous and vengeful towards those who kept his only daughter from him?” one man yelled.

Voices from all over the gathering began to express fear and suspicion. The situation was rapidly getting out of control.

She put her arms out to try and quiet them. “My father would never do such a thing to them. He would never hurt me like that. You know him, he has never been that kind of man, that kind of leader!”

More anger, more threats, more doubters and dissent.

The Princess kept trying to reach her people. She waved her arms. “Do you think I would stand here in support of him if I had any doubt as to his innocence in this matter?” She was fighting back tears. She knew what was at stake. “You must not let those responsible destroy our society, our way of life. Together we can bring an end to these terrible acts, but only if we do not turn on one another.”

“Who is next?” someone yelled. “Who will be next to die?”

“Anyone who crosses the King!” another person answered back.

“Just like Assan!” a man yelled out, in a clear challenge to the King.

The crowd was abuzz with talk of how the King must have harbored resentment against those who had been involved in keeping his daughter from him.

Dissenters turned again on the King. “First Assan is killed,” the man continued, growing hostile and bold, “and you claim he died accidentally in a mysterious fire. And yet it was he who took the Princess from you. Now the people who kept her from you all those years are dead, and again you say you were not involved. But you are the only one who had been wronged by these people!”

The throngs of people reacted to the man’s angry words. Heads nodded; the word revenge began to circulate.

Traeus was sickened at what he was hearing. His enemies had known exactly how to throw his kingdom into chaos. ‘Who would believe so many people had been viciously and coldly murdered just to get at me?’ he thought. It was an outrageous idea.

Princess Anjia and Odai pressed on in the King’s defense, trying to get things under control. Many present refused to listen to reason and just kept on shouting all manner of accusations at the Royal Family and the priesthood. From not doing enough to protect their people, to being liars, to being complicit, accusations and even a few threats were hurled at them. Royal guards stood nervously nearby.

The King was beside himself at the display. He felt it was nothing short of an indictment of his rule. His enemies knew just how to strike at them and he knew they would not stop with Derepet. Zhek would never give up until he had Setar and had toppled the Royal Family. As the King, the Head Priest, and Princess went to leave, accompanied by Royal guards, he looked back at the angry crowd. ‘Dark days were ahead. Dark days were behind. Dark days were all around them,’ he thought to himself.

He tried one last time to address his people. “I give you my word,” the King said, “I will find those responsible. They will be brought to justice.”

Though he dearly wanted to, he did not utter the Draxen name.
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The Sphinx

Present-Day Egypt

The night was cool and the sky was clear. The four friends, each lost in their own thoughts, walked somberly into the desert towards the Sphinx. The moon shone brightly in the night sky, illuminating their path.

Eighteen months ago, they made an evening march, not unlike this one, to protect humanity from a deadly secret. Now they faced a similar dilemma to protect the powers of the Pharom, but this time the trade-off was the lives of their friends, Dr. Khadesh and Khamir.

Mitch looked up at the evening sky. He could see the stars in the Belt of Orion shining brightly. He felt the connection between the past and present strongly, reflecting on the alignment of the pyramids and the Nile to those stars, and the sense of being part of something far greater than any one person or event. What they were experiencing now was only part of the journey, he knew. ‘Perhaps this is a good omen,’ Mitch thought, as the sight of the ancient stars seemed to give him strength.

On the surface, Alex appeared calm, but inside her mind was a raging storm. She was terrified, thinking of every possible way this could go wrong.

Jack and Bob were extremely anxious. Bob longed for the comforts of home, his video games that he would play until the wee hours, while enjoying his cans of pop, and bags of chips. He wasn’t sure if he would ever see home or feel safe again.

Jack was trying to be brave, trying to remain steady for his friends, but this was wearing him down. They had barely slept. They had all been through so much, he wasn’t sure how much they had left to draw on for what was to come.

On they walked, silently, to whatever fate awaited them.

As the four friends came within sight of the Great Sphinx, they paused for a moment. Alex couldn’t help but stare and marvel at the massive limestone monument. The colossal monolith statue was the largest in the world. The moonlight shone brightly onto the Sphinx, showcasing its unique features – the reclining body of a lion with the enigmatic face of a Pharaoh. It seemed so imposing, so otherworldly...an ancient guardian. She thought about how much she and Mitch had been through in the past eighteen months, and how they were now drawn back to this place...like it was destiny.

Mitch looked at Alex and smiled at her to say he understood.

A few of the lights surrounding Maximilian’s excavation site were on. The heavy equipment that had surrounded the site was now gone. The four friends knew Maximilian and his men were waiting for them out there.

“Are we ready for this?” Mitch asked, checking his watch. It was nearly eleven pm.

“Ready as we’ll ever be,” Jack said, trying to muster his game face. He wasn’t having much luck.

“What he said,” Bob replied, unable to hide his apprehension.

They all hugged.

“Good luck, guys,” Alex said, fighting back tears.

“You too,” Jack replied.

Jack and Bob nodded as they headed off on their own.

Mitch and Alex kept walking towards the Sphinx. They were within one hundred yards of the site when suddenly an armed guard, clad head-to-toe in black and wearing night vision goggles rushed towards them.

“Halt! Put your hands up!” he shouted with a heavy German accent. He lifted the goggles off his face, propping them up on the top of his head.

Mitch and Alex stopped in their tracks.

Two more men, also carrying semi-automatic weapons sprang out of the darkness towards Mitch and Alex. The armed men quickly surrounded Mitch and Alex. They recognized them as Hans’ henchmen from the airport. Then they spotted Hans.

“Where are your two cohorts?” Hans asked as he approached Mitch and Alex.

“What cohorts?” Mitch said with an exaggerated tone of ignorance.

Without warning Hans punched Mitch in the face, knocking him down.

Alex screamed and jumped onto Hans, arms flailing. She dug her nails into his neck. Hans cried out in pain. One of the guards grabbed Alex and roughly dragged her off of him, throwing her to the ground.

She grunted as she hit the ground, hard. Slightly winded and coughing, she pushed herself back up.

Hans drew his gun and pointed it at Alex’s head. “You crazy little witch. I should pop you for that.” He felt his neck. She had drawn blood.

She froze.

Another man came into view, stepping out from behind the guards. “Hans, this is no way to treat our guests,” Maximilian said, in calm and monotone voice.

Hans glared at her a moment longer, then reluctantly put his gun back into its holster. “Search them,” he ordered the other guards. He gritted his teeth, trying hard to control his anger. He hated women who didn’t know their place.

Alex helped Mitch to his feet. The side of his face was bruised and throbbing, but he had managed to turn his head slightly at the last second to avoid being hit square in the face. He was sure Hans would have broken his nose had he connected straight on.

“They’re clean,” one guard said after they had patted them all down.

“Hans asked you a question. Where are your two companions?” Maximilian asked.

Mitch and Alex remained silent.

He stepped a little closer. “Do you want Hans to jog your memory again?” Maximilian asked.

Hans smiled wickedly, as he cracked his knuckles.

“Simian,” Alex whispered under her breath.

That wiped the smile off of his face. He lunged towards her.

She shrieked.

“Don’t touch her!” Mitch yelled.

Maximilian held Hans back.

“He doesn’t like you,” Maximilian said, again sneering at her. “Neither do I. Now answer my question, wretch.”

“Did you think we would bring our friends and the device to you without seeing that Dr. Khadesh and Khamir are okay?” Alex asked defiantly.

He regarded her for a moment, then nodded. “Fair enough,” he replied. “I guess I would’ve been disappointed if you did.”

Maximilian snapped his fingers. “Go get our other guests.”

“Yes sir,” one of the guards replied.

He and one other guard ran over to the large tent set up as Maximilian’s onsite headquarters. They emerged a minute later, forcibly pulling Dr. Khadesh and Khamir along with them. They brought them closer. They were badly bruised and limping slightly.

“Dr. Khadesh, Khamir are you all right?” Alex cried, relieved to see their friends were alive.

“It is good to see you again, my friends,” Dr. Khadesh replied, avoiding the question.

Khamir smiled weakly.

Hans pulled out his knife and walked towards Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. The guards knocked Dr. Khadesh and Khamir to their knees. They grunted in pain. Hans placed the tip of his knife near Khamir’s eye.

“No!” Alex screamed.

“Leave them alone, you dirtbags!” Mitch shouted.

“Answer the goddamn question now, or else,” Hans said, glowering at Mitch and Alex.

“I’ve upheld my side of the deal, now where is my device?” Maximilian demanded. “Or do you want to watch Hans perform impromptu surgery on them?”

“No!” Alex cried. She was shaking. “Okay, we’ll give it to you, just please don’t hurt them anymore.”

“Jack, Bob, bring it in! Hurry!” Mitch shouted over his shoulder, keeping an eye on Khadesh and Khamir.

“Okay, don’t shoot!” Bob shouted back. “We’re coming!” Off in the distance, Jack and Bob made themselves visible.

Two of the guards immediately sprinted towards them. One of the guards roughly yanked the duffel bag containing the Pharom from Bob’s hands. The other one did a pat down of them to search for weapons. Satisfied they weren’t armed Jack and Bob were forced to march with their hands over their heads.

When they were closer, the armed men shoved Jack and Bob towards Mitch and Alex.

“You should not have done this,” Dr. Khadesh admonished them.

“We had no choice,” Alex cried. She was scared that it was all falling apart before her very eyes.

“Hans, open the bag,” Maximilian ordered. “Let’s see what our guests brought us.”

Mitch looked at Khadesh and Khamir. They were clearly distraught at what was happening. He felt awful.

Hans grabbed the duffel bag from the guard. He opened it and took out the heavy custom box. He looked at Mitch and Alex, his eyes narrowing. “It’s locked.”

“Open it,” Maximilian ordered Mitch and Alex.

She looked to Khadesh. Her eyes were pleading with him.

Mitch nodded almost imperceptibly.

Khadesh considered them for a moment. He set his shoulders. “They cannot. Only I can.”

“Then do it!” Maximilian said.

Hans brought the box over to Khadesh.

Khadesh pulled the long, thin key out of a hidden pouch attached to the inside of his belt.

As Maximilian watched carefully over his shoulder, Khadesh opened the lock, punched in his 15-digit security code, and scanned his thumbprint. The container snapped opened, revealing the foam-filled steel casing within. Gently, Khadesh pulled the strange metallic obelisk from its protective case.

Maximilian immediately grabbed it from him. It was much heavier than he expected from its size. He felt its faint trace of energy. “Incredible,” he whispered as he gazed at it. There was no mistaking it was the object he had been seeking. “Finally, it’s mine.”

Khadesh looked at Mitch and Alex.

Khamir shifted uneasily.

Maximilian, holding the Pharom in one hand and leaning it against his arm, unhooked his walkie-talkie from his belt holster with the other. “Professor Dustimaine, Fessel! Come in. Are you ready for us?”

“We are,” a familiar voice answered.

The four friends tensed at the sound of Dustimaine’s voice. It had been a year and a half since they had last seen him or Fessel, and after what had happened in Egypt last time, they didn’t expect to cross paths again.

“And you still have my pendant?” Maximilian asked.

“Yes,” Dustimaine replied. “So far, I’ve found a couple of glyphs down here that match symbols on the pendant. I think there could be more.”

“Excellent,” Maximilian said, smiling. That was progress. His anticipation was reaching a fever pitch. He felt electric. “Meet us at the entrance right now. Over and out,” he said, then he put the walkie-talkie back into its holster. He looked at the group assembled before him. “Let’s go.”

Hans and the guards nodded.

“Go where?” Alex asked.

“To the chamber where you stole my artifact from,” Maximilian said. “I know that there’s a power source down there where we can connect this device. I’ve had your former bosses studying it since you so kindly left the door open for us.”

“A pleasure,” Jack sniped.

Bob was shocked at his friend’s brazen attitude in the face of these dangerous men. “Be quiet, Jack,” he whispered.

“I’m sure,” Maximilian replied to Jack, smirking. He looked to Mitch and Alex. “I think you’ll enjoy being down there again, reminiscing about how my employee met an unfortunate end there. Thanks to your carelessness, I might add.”

Alex’s blood ran cold at the memory of the man’s grisly death.

Maximilian saw her reaction. “Feel a little guilty about his death, do you?”

“Shut up!” she screamed, her intense reaction betraying more of her feelings than she meant to.

“It wasn’t our fault,” Mitch said, putting a calming hand on her shoulder. “We had no idea what we were dealing with or that a spy would sneak down there behind our backs.”

“Regardless, down we go. Great things await me.” He gazed admiringly at the object in his possession. It was remarkable and unique in all the world. ‘This is going to change my life,’ he thought to himself. Nothing would stop that now.
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Prelude to War

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Zhek had been working on two fronts as he stepped up his campaign against the Royal Family. He had known that it was only a matter of time before the King and his guards came looking for both him and Rekar. The two men had left Rekar’s home and moved out to a small hamlet far outside of Tessea. They had scouted it as the perfect place to begin the next phase of their plan to topple the Royal Family.

There, Zhek had continued to marshal his forces. After he and the still grieving Rekar had established a base, he had sent word for the rest of his followers to join him with horses and weapons and other supplies. He was raising an army to take the Palace by force.

The second front Zhek had worked on was the leaking of additional disinformation to the people to further turn them against House Selaren. But this time, it was the Queen he attacked. Word was spread that it was the Queen herself who had killed Princess Zazmaria. That fact had never been revealed. It was said that for a long time Mindara had desired to weave and trick her way into the Royal Family as more than a mere handmaiden. When Zazmaria confronted her about this, Mindara killed her. It was claimed that the Royal Family had knowingly and willingly participated in the cover-up, as the King had long desired Mindara and hated Princess Zazmaria.

Zhek knew how effective these rumors would be. All of it could easily fit the actual circumstances. Much of the fear and suspicion Zhek preyed on was bolstered by publicly witnessed events. It was widely known that Princess Zazmaria had not been close to the rest of the Royal Family and at the end was openly hostile towards them. Assan was responsible for taking the King’s daughter away, and Mindara had married the King. These outcomes served Zhek’s aims perfectly. He spread further lies that the King was slowly turning mad with hate and bitterness and that no Kierani citizen or village was safe from his wanton retribution and madness.

An increasingly tense and tenuous situation now grew much worse. Graffiti was found all over the main city calling the Queen a murderer and opportunist and harlot. Threats against the Royal Family were also crudely painted across the sides of homes and retaining walls. Events were spiraling out of control as Zhek’s influence spread from village to village and throughout the main city itself.

People were being worked up into an angry fervor. The setting was now complete. Zhek would strike his match. This time he would not lose. This time, the Royal Family would fall.
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Commander Maraeven had organized his forces to gather information as quickly as possible. He had received reports of increasing hostility amongst the villagers for the past few days. News of an organized rebellion made its way to him. He and the King had quickly prepared for a possible conflict.

The King and Commander met to go over their preparations.

“The fire weakened some of the Palace’s defenses, but we should be able to fend off Zhek’s army,” Commander Maraeven said.

“I still cannot believe it has come to this, that the people would turn on me because of him,” Traeus said. He was riddled with anxiety and frustration. He had not slept in days. His eyes had dark circles around them, and he was growing increasingly agitated. “How can they believe Zhek’s lies?”

The Commander shook his head. “It is hard to comprehend, that is true.” He had to find a way to help his King stay strong and focus his efforts. “But I think it is not as simple as that.”

“What do you mean?” Traeus asked.

“Resentment among some of the people has been growing for years. Our people have never fully recovered from the catastrophe that decimated so much. It is easy for people to blame someone for all of their troubles.” The Commander paused for a moment, weighing the situation. “Zhek tells the people you are at fault, but at the same time he does not offer any solutions to their problems. The people are confused and angry. Zhek is giving them a means to express their frustrations and then leveraging that anger to suit his own aims.”

Traeus considered Commander Maraeven’s words. He was right. This was a long time coming.
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The Pharom

Present-Day Egypt

Dustimaine placed Maximilian’s pendant and chain in his shirt pocket and steeled himself for this unwelcome reunion. “Come on Fessel,” he said. He touched his pocket where the pendant was, feeling its warm energy. He took a deep breath.

The two of them emerged from the subterranean chambers beneath the Sphinx. The large granite stela, once concealing the passageway to the secret chambers underneath the Sphinx was moved off into the distance. Lights strung up for the excavation cast an eerie glow over the site.

‘Face to face at long last,’ Dustimaine thought.

Alex wasted no time in expressing her feelings. “You stinking lowlife!” she shouted. She glared at him. “How could you get involved with someone like this? Do you know what you’ve done?”

“You left me no choice! You worked with Dr. Khadesh to have me expelled from the archaeology community!” Professor Dustimaine yelled back at her. “Finding this device should have been my discovery. I would have been known as the greatest archaeologist ever. That honor was denied to me. But not this time.” He glared back at her.

“We could have all shared in the discovery if you had just believed in us and our work,” Mitch fumed. “You steal other people’s hard work, take credit for it and punish those who disagree with you.”

“And you,” Alex said as she turned and pointed at Fessel. “You are nothing but a cowardly loser who can’t get anything unless your father buys it for you.”

“Yeah, what she said,” Jack piped in. “We’d like to pound you into the next century, jerk.”

Bob gave Fessel a dirty look. He wasn’t feeling too much bravado with all of the guns still surrounding them.

“Did you notice what your new boss did to Dr. Khadesh and Khamir?” Jack asked heatedly. “Nice company you keep, you degenerates.”

Fessel and Dustimaine looked at Khamir and Khadesh. They took in their battered appearances, the pain still etched on their faces.

Fessel’s eyes went wide as he visibly paled. He looked at Dustimaine, who regarded them with shock and apprehension.

“Yeah, exactly,” Jack continued, “did you also know your new friends are frickin’ former members of the Stasi?”

“Stasi?” Dustimaine gasped, his face reddening. “As in the East German secret police Stasi?” He looked at Maximilian, who gave him an icy smile.

“Oh my god...” he stammered, starting to shake. His throat went dry.

Fessel thought he was going to be sick. He was swallowed by shame and newfound terror. He looked around at the armed guards surrounding the group. He made eye contact with Bob, who mouthed the words, “I’m going to kill you.” Fessel wanted to run. Anywhere. Just away from here.

“Don’t look so surprised, professor,” Maximilian sniped at him. He clapped his hands, “Well, now that our happy, little family reunion is out the way, we have more important matters to attend to.” He looked at Hans and the guards, who stood at attention. “Shall we all proceed down towards the secret chambers of the Sphinx? Let us see what this device can do.”

Hans and the other men started to shove everyone forward.

“We’re going!” Mitch yelled, stepping out to protect his friends. “Back off!”

Maximilian nodded. They took a step back.

“Professor,” he said, “will you and Fessel kindly lead the way?”

Dustimaine felt his throat constrict. He no longer wanted any part of this. He looked around. He couldn’t see a way out.

“Now, professor,” Maximilian ordered, his voice was low and menacing.

Dustimaine’s blood ran cold.

“We have no choice,” Fessel whispered to him. “They have guns.”

Dustimaine felt the color drain from his face. He hung his head.

The group, now silent, descended into the opening, right below the chest of the Great Sphinx. Dustimaine and Fessel led the way, followed by Maximilian, then Khadesh and Khamir. Hans was right behind them, keeping a steady aim at their backs. Mitch, Alex, Jack, and Bob trailed behind, being watched closely by the three guards, who kept their weapons at the ready. Maximilian’s crew had widened the narrow tunnel, which led to the chambers underneath. They carefully walked down the ancient set of stairs that had been hewn into the rock. LED lights had been strung every couple of feet along the long, sloping tunnel.

Tears of anger flowed down Alex’s cheeks. She watched Khamir and Dr. Khadesh walk ahead of her, both still limping slightly. It sickened her to think of what they had been through. She thought hard about what they could have done differently in all of this, but nothing came to mind. They were here now. She was scared as to how it was all going to play out. There were so many variables. So much unpredictability and only so much they could do. She hated Maximilian.

Maximilian carried the Pharom, examining it as they walked. The heavy obelisk, made from the strange metallic alloy, captivated him. He could see faint swirling depths of color within it and could sense its latent energy. ‘This will bring me so much power,’ he thought, ‘unlimited power. There will be no barriers to what I can achieve.’

Dustimaine led the group to the end of the tunnel, past a set of thick metallic doors inscribed with Kierani glyphs, then on into a chamber fifty feet wide by sixty feet long. A dozen stainless steel standing outdoor lamps, positioned around the rock floor, illuminated the subterranean chamber.

The expansive walls in the room were painted with colorful Kierani hieroglyphs, including large scenes of royal processions and gatherings. In one, a seated royal couple was depicted surrounded by close to forty other figures. All were painted with golden skin and long, jet-black hair, and were resplendently dressed and adorned with gold and jewels. The colors of the paintings were vividly displayed by the bright artificial lighting.

At the center of the room stood the exquisitely sculpted five-foot limestone obelisk, carved with ancient hieroglyphs. Four large, round limestone columns extending to the vaulted ceiling supported the chamber. The lighting cast wild shadows on the walls that moved as the group walked past.

Maximilian directed the group to the far end of the room where a single bronze-colored metal door had been left open. Beyond the thick, heavy door was a slightly smaller chamber, hewn from the rock. It was also lit by several of the standing outdoor lamps. The walls in this chamber were plain, unadorned. In the center of the room stood a single feature – a three by four foot rectangular structure, constructed with perfect edges. Its front was inscribed with a set of ancient Kierani hieroglyphs. It was the platform designed to house and power the Pharom.

Leaning against a wall, was a goldish bronze-colored disk, approximately four feet in diameter.

Mitch and Alex noticed it immediately.

‘The Sun Disk?’ she mouthed to him.

Mitch nodded.

The guards took up position behind the group, their weapons pointed at them.

Maximilian took a moment as he surveyed the room. It was exactly as it was in his vision. He had the disk brought down and placed against the wall just as he had seen. Everything was perfect. He smiled.

The group waited anxiously for signs of what to do next.

“Professor, since you have been studying these chambers, would you do us the honor?” Maximilian asked, handing the device to Professor Dustimaine. He didn’t want to be the one placing it on the platform in case something went wrong.

Dustimaine carefully took hold of the Pharom, unsure of the strange relic’s powers. His arms gave a little with the unexpected heft of it. He felt a low-grade electrical-like buzz. His heart rate jumped.

“Professor, don’t do it!” Alex shouted.

One of Maximilian’s guards was about to shut her up with the butt end of his gun, but Maximilian raised his hand.

“Abner,” Dr. Khadesh pleaded, “it is too dangerous. You do not know what you are getting yourself into.”

Professor Dustimaine looked back at them briefly. His nerves were shot. He hesitated.

“Professor, do it, or else Hans will have to come over and help you.” Maximilian’s tone was threatening. He stepped closer to Dustimaine.

Professor Dustimaine swallowed hard. He turned back around, and then cautiously stepped towards the platform.

Maximilian stood not far behind him, peering around his shoulder.

Dustimaine slowly placed the device on the platform. His heart was thundering in his chest as he remembered the gruesome death of the worker who had tampered with it. There was a click as it locked in place. A strange humming sound slowly radiated around the room. It grew louder and stronger. Dustimaine quickly backed away, fearful.

Maximilian confidently stood his ground. He recalled the sensation he had from his vision, but this was far, far greater. He felt the device’s power. It was thrilling. He knew this was what he had come for. Soon, this power would be his. He would be unstoppable.

Dr. Khadesh watched Maximilian, noticing his reaction. There was no fear, no surprise, only an almost maniacal look on his face.

Maximilian’s men, unsure of what to expect, concentrated on what was transpiring on the platform. They were transfixed. The Pharom’s colors began to swirl and intensify within it, until the object itself began to glow. It appeared to almost be in a state of quantum flux.

The Pharom’s humming grew louder and more intense. It was all happening so fast. An overwhelming feeling of nausea hit everyone in the chamber. Two of Maximilian’s men lowered their weapons, as they clutched their stomachs, groaning.

Professor Dustimaine and Maximilian, still closest to the device, groggily backed away from it and fell to their knees. Dustimaine’s stomach lurched. He retched. His body temperature spiked.

Maximilian’s head swam. He grabbed his head with both hands, moaning loudly. He tried to focus in on the vision he had, to seek answers to what was happening, a way to overcome the effects, but this was nothing like he had expected. “What is it doing?” he asked, finally growing fearful.

“What it is meant to,” Dr. Khadesh answered, withstanding the effects slightly better than his enemies.

Maximilian wanted to say something, wanted to question him, but he was losing focus. The nausea and dizziness were debilitating. He closed his eyes, but it only made the feeling worse. He was about to pass out.

Mitch and Alex, expecting this, had braced themselves. Seeing their opportunity, they nodded to Jack and Bob. Then, the four Americans attacked their guards. Mitch punched a guard in the face. Alex rushed and kneed a second guard in the groin full force. The man yelled out in pain. Jack and Bob, also more accustomed to the Pharom’s effects, steeled themselves and wrestled with the third guard. The guards, still reeling from the effects of the strange device, were caught with their defenses down.

Khamir, seeing what was happening, catapulted himself into Hans’ midsection, knocking the wind out of the big German. Hans fell down to the ground, dropping his gun. Khamir jumped on top of him, throwing a flurry of punches. He unleashed his rage over what Hans had done to him and Khadesh, giving him no time to do anything but try to protect his face from the relentless assault.

Noticing the guard that Alex kneed trying to get back up, Dr. Khadesh ran forward. Using a judo maneuver, he grabbed hold of the guard’s hand and arm, twisting it behind him. Crying out in pain, the guard dropped his gun. Dr. Khadesh punched him in the side of his head, knocking him out. Alex was astonished at the older man’s strength, speed, and agility.

Bob had the other guard in a rough bear hug. Using the full weight of his portly body as a sling, Bob threw the man into the wall, as Jack jumped aside.

The Pharom’s hum grew stronger and its dizzying effects intensified.

“We have to shut it off!” Mitch shouted as he took a tumble and fell to his knees. Still struggling, Mitch stood up and weaved his way towards the platform.

Seeing Mitch stumble, Khamir got up off of Hans and onto his feet quickly. As he was about to run towards the platform, Hans reached out with his hand, grabbing Khamir’s ankle, tripping him. He fell head first onto the ground. Hans stood up and kicked Khamir in the face. Hans grabbed his pistol from where it had dropped and aimed it straight at Khamir’s head.

Mitch, on his way to the platform, saw that Khamir was in trouble. He quickly dove towards Hans, tackling him from the side, knocking his pistol away. Wrestling with Hans on the ground, Mitch was able to free an arm. He drove his elbow straight into Hans’ nose. The big man yelped with pain. Seeing Hans temporarily stunned, Mitch jumped up and pulled his arm back to hit Hans again. Hans blocked the punch and held onto Mitch’s fist. Being no match for Hans’ strength or skill in hand-to-hand combat training, Mitch’s fist was locked in a pressure hold. Hans tightened his grip. Wincing in pain, Mitch was forced to the ground in a submission hold. Khamir jumped onto Hans from behind and put him in a headlock. Released from the submission hold, Mitch threw a punch upwards into Hans’ stomach, knocking the wind out of his German foe. Hans doubled over in agony.

The guard that Khadesh had hit, who had been lying on the ground a few feet away behind Mitch and Khamir, now regained consciousness. As he struggled to his feet, he picked up his submachine gun from the ground and tried to aim at it them. His vision was blurred. He shook his head. No effect. Not wanting to accidentally shoot Hans, the guard instead ran towards Khamir, punching him in the side of the face.

Khamir was stunned, but regained his headlock over Hans. Mitch leapt to his feet, kicked the guard in the knee, and tried to wrestle the gun away. The gun dropped to the ground as Mitch and the guard wrestled with each other. The guard got the advantage and threw Mitch to the ground. Mitch slammed into the ground, hard, landing on his shoulder and hip. Ignoring the pain, he quickly got up and took a running dive at the guard. They wrestled furiously on the ground.

Hans spotted the submachine gun close by. With Khamir still clinging onto him in a headlock, Hans drove his body backwards, slamming Khamir’s body into a wall. With a twist of his upper body, he flung Khamir off him. Hans ran to pick up the submachine gun and aimed it at Mitch.

Mitch, catching a glimpse of Hans out of the corner of his eye and seeing what was going to transpire, fought himself free from the guard and lunged to the ground at the last second. A loud series of bangs echoed throughout the room. The guard he was wrestling with was shot multiple times before collapsing, dead.

Hans swore.

“Mitch!” Alex screamed. Hans turned the gun towards her and fired. Jack, reacting with incredible speed, broke away from the guard he and Bob had been fighting, and knocked Alex out of the way.

He cried out in pain as he took a bullet to the arm.

“Jack!” Alex cried. “No!”

Bob seeing his best friend shot, became enraged. He fought like a man possessed against the guards, summoning renewed strength he never knew he had. He wanted to kill them. He wanted to kill Hans. He ducked a fierce blow, and came up fast with his meaty fist. It connected with the man’s jaw, snapping his head back with a sickening crunch. The man fell limp at his feet.

Hans, desperately trying to fight off the Pharom’s effects, turned his attention back to Mitch.

In all the commotion and fighting, Fessel had snuck off and hid in a corner of the room. He watched his former colleagues fighting for their lives. He might have once resented, and even hated them at times, but he didn’t want them to be killed. None of this was right. He had to do something. Fast.

He made a quick decision. He got up and took hold of the Sun Disk, which sat a few feet away from him. With all of his strength, he hurled it towards Mitch. “Mitch, use it as a shield!” The Sun Disk landed with a heavy thud, only a couple of feet away from Mitch.

Hans, seeing the betrayal, fired off a burst at Fessel. Fessel screamed and collapsed as he was hit. Mitch scrambled to the Sun Disk, grabbed hold of it and swung it around just in time as Hans opened fire at him. The bullets ricocheted off of the large metal disk, hitting Hans in the head and chest. He fell hard to the ground, dead.

Mitch ran to Fessel’s side. “Fessel!” He was badly injured and unconscious, but still breathing. Mitch looked around for help. It was chaos in the chamber.

Khadesh had joined Alex, who knelt over Jack, cradling his head.

“Go turn the Pharom off,” Jack said, wincing in pain. “We’ll be in trouble if it goes off.”

“Go, I’ll look after him!” Bob shouted, as he bent down to hoist Jack up.

Khamir, seeing Jack bleeding badly, raced over to help. “I will help you, my friends.” He stopped to pick up Hans’ gun, and helped to support Jack as they raced out of the chamber.

“Alex,” Khadesh said, breathing heavy, “we need to get the Pharom. Disengage it.”

“Right behind you,” she said as she nodded.

With Alex following close behind, Dr. Khadesh ran to where the platform stood. He moved as quickly as possible, as the nauseating effects of the Pharom were nearly overwhelming him. He stumbled. Alex helped him up.

“I remember how to disengage it,” she said. “Let me do this.” Her stomach felt like it was doing backflips. She fought back the urge to throw up.

Khadesh nodded. “Okay, but hurry, we will not last much longer in here.” He was struggling badly with the Pharom’s effects and the injuries that Hans and Maximilian had inflicted upon him.

She stepped in front of him, sweating bullets now, and reached out for the platform.

A shot rang out, hitting Khadesh in the shoulder. He cried out in pain and collapsed. Blood splattered at the base of the platform.

Alex screamed and dove for cover on the other side of the platform.

Hearing footsteps behind him, Khadesh, shaking in agony, turned to see Maximilian holding a gun.

“That’s mine!” Maximilian yelled as he tried to fight off the crushingly intense effects of the Pharom. It felt like wave after hot wave of thrumming energy was assaulting every fiber of his being, right down to a cellular level. “Get away from it.” He swayed as he struggled to stay standing. He started to see large black spots.

“You do not know what you are doing,” Dr. Khadesh said weakly. “It is too powerful for you.”

“Maybe for the likes of you,” he replied, wiping the sweat from his forehead, “but not for me.” He squeezed his eyes closed and then re-opened them, trying to see straight. It wasn’t working. ‘Get a grip, Maximilian,’ he thought to himself. ‘Its power is just far beyond your wildest dreams. That’s a good thing,’ he told himself. ‘It’s more than I hoped for. I will become so powerful that no one will ever be able to touch me. It will change everything....’

Dr. Khadesh spoke, “You cannot hope to control it, Maximilian. Stop now.”

Maximilian felt himself close to blacking out again. His head reeled with the dizzying effects, throwing off his balance. The room started to spin. He staggered towards the platform. He stood over Dr. Khadesh. “I will show you control.” He pointed his gun at Dr. Khadesh’s head, ready to shoot again. His vision was growing increasingly spotty. His hand shook badly. “Professor Dustimaine, do you want the honor of revenge?”

Professor Dustimaine, still crouched on the floor of the chamber, blanched at the suggestion. “What? No!” he said as he crawled away. “You’re insane!”

“So be it, coward,” Maximilian said. He now used both hands to try and steady his aim. Sweat poured down his brow now, stinging his eyes. His breathing became labored.

“No!” Alex shouted, leaping up from behind the platform.

The momentary disruption allowed Dr. Khadesh to kick Maximilian hard in the knee. He screamed, misfiring his weapon. The bullet hit the Pharom, ricocheting off. Echoes of the shot rang throughout the chamber. The Pharom began to shake violently. Suddenly, it began to emit a brilliant blue light. The light surrounded the Pharom, growing larger and more intense.

Dustimaine fled.

Maximilian, forgetting about the pain in his knee and now blind to the risks the device represented, marveled at what was happening to it. His eyes were wild. He was enraptured. ‘This is it,’ he told himself, ‘this device will transform me. I will be unstoppable.’ He laughed, his voice high and shrill, his body now trembling uncontrollably.

“He’s going mad,” Alex said, her voice hushed. She swallowed hard, desperately fighting to stay conscious as waves of energy fought to overwhelm her senses.

Khadesh nodded grimly.

“I can feel its power coursing through me!” Maximilian exclaimed. He was now drenched in sweat. He dropped the gun and reached his unsteady hands towards the ancient device. Nothing else mattered any longer. The now shimmering blue light emanating from the Pharom kept growing in intensity. “It’s more incredible than I ever could have imagined. And it’s all mine...”

“Oh, no,” Alex whispered, kneeling down to help Khadesh. “We have to go. Now!” She helped him to his feet, putting his good arm over her shoulder, and together they raced to the chamber entrance. She fought hard to maintain her balance and her focus as they ran. The humming grew louder. It felt like her insides were vibrating. Her stomach was in her throat and she felt incredibly hot. Sweat poured down her back. She stumbled, but they kept going.

The guard that Bob had knocked out regained consciousness. Confused at what was happening, he ran after them.

Without warning, an intense surge of light and super-charged heat blasted from the Pharom towards Maximilian.

Mitch, ducking behind the Sun Disk for cover, was also caught in the blast. The force of the blast sent him and the last remaining guard hurtling into the wall.

The blast tore through Maximilian. His bloodcurdling scream was cut short as he was incinerated.

The blue light surrounding the Pharom turned into what looked like large blue flames. The angry flames seemed to be pulsating, looking like they were about to explode and devour everything in their path. They surged outwards, engulfing the last guard who had fallen near Mitch. The man screamed and writhed in agony, until he too was gone.

Alex and Khadesh made it to the other side of the chamber entrance just in time. She shielded her face from the heat and brightness of the Pharom’s radiant energy. Her heart pounded. She looked at Khadesh. He was losing consciousness. “Dr. Khadesh,” she said, slapping his cheek, “stay with me!”

He groaned.

She was panicking. She knew the Pharom had to be turned off fast or none of them would survive this. She crawled back into the chamber on her hands and knees.

It was harder to breathe now. The large blue flames that had been coming off of the Pharom, now waning, had sucked most of the oxygen from the chamber to feed on. Alex collapsed. She struggled for every breath. She felt close to passing out.

A gentle voice spoke. “Rise, Alexandra. You must not give up.”

She opened her eyes and saw the face of her father. His eyes were kind as he smiled lovingly at her. She missed him so.

“Daddy...”

“Do not be afraid,” he said. Then the vision vanished.

Alex shook her head. Tears streamed down her face. She looked towards the Pharom. The blue flames surrounding the Pharom had shrunk back further. She watched for a few moments longer as they died away, but she could still feel its pounding energy assailing her senses.

Alex stood up, but she was dizzy and disoriented and stumbled backwards. She then saw Mitch on the ground, unconscious. The Sun Disk lay on top of him, covering him. She could see it rising and falling ever so slightly, in time with his breath.

‘Thank god he’s ok,’ Alex thought, she shook her head to clear her blurring vision. She took a deep breath, and moved with determination towards the platform housing the Pharom.

She saw the inscription, written in the Kierani language, on the front of the platform:

The power of thought is like no other

Only for this may the light shine forth

For those who would wield it for ill purpose,

May they be turned to ashes and cast asunder

Beneath its rays of power

For those who would wield it for good,

May they ever be wise in their ways,

And to them, the ultimate power made known

She remembered the method to deactivate the Pharom. She reached out with a trembling hand, and with the last bit of energy left in her, firmly pressed each of the three instances of the Kierani word for ‘power’. She felt the familiar tingling sensation in her fingertips as she did so. The Pharom’s glow began to dim. Its colors dulled and the swirling patterns within all but stopped. Then she heard a faint click.

Alex collapsed from exhaustion.
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War

Circa 10,000 B.C.

T

he day had come when Zhek chose to act. He was not a patient man. Every day that his son was with those people was an abomination to him.

His army gathered. The loud and boisterous group consisted of one hundred and ten men. It was not a large force, but they were each fueled by deep personal anger, and that, Zhek knew, would be very effective. They gathered several leagues outside of the main city. In the mix were some highly trained soldiers, but for the most part, the army consisted of farmers, blacksmiths and simple villagers. They had very little military training. They carried pitchforks, hammers, staffs, axes, and wooden spears. Zhek, and his small core group of trained soldiers, carried swords and the curved daggers Zhek had designed.

Zhek addressed his army. “We are here today because it is time for the Royal family to step down. We will give the King the opportunity to negotiate a peaceful resolution to this conflict. Once the King sees that his people have turned against him, he will have no choice but to accede to our will.”

The army cheered vigorously.

“If he chooses not to listen to reason, then he forces our hand. We will fight!”

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” they yelled back.

Zhek could feel the swell of energy. They were primed and ready.

“Are you with me?” he shouted.

They roared. They were ready.

He tied his long hair back into a ponytail. He wrapped a dark scarf around his face and pulled the cloak’s hood over his head. “Move out!” he shouted.

Zhek and his army rode swiftly through the night towards the Palace. Rekar had managed to provide strategic information on the Palace. He knew specific areas in the Palace defenses that had been weakened by the fire.

Rekar rode behind Zhek, but his fight and fire were all but gone. However, Zhek had insisted he join them, threatening him if he did not. Rekar just wanted it to be over, for it all to end.

Zhek’s thoughts were private. He considered his plan, a plan he had shared with no one else. He had to do it. He thought of his son, his one last link to the broken promise of a life that would never be fulfilled. Setar was all he had, the only thing he lived for and he would stop at nothing to get him. ‘Soon,’ Zhek thought, ‘soon I will have my revenge, and my son and I will rule as we were meant to.’ His heartbeat quickened. He whipped his horse to run faster, faster to the destiny that awaited them all.
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Finally, Zhek’s army came into view out of the darkness of the evening. The light from their torches grew brighter as they rode closer to the Royal Palace.

The King was ready for them. His scouts had spotted the army entering the city. Royal guards gathered all along the edge of the Palace balcony that ran the length of the building overlooking the grounds. Their defenses had been set.

“Archers, be at ready!” Commander Maraeven ordered. Royal soldiers prepared to light their arrows before firing them from their bows.

Zhek’s army stopped in their approach towards the Palace and began to move into formations for their attack. Zhek was furious to see he would not catch his enemy by surprise. Word had leaked out. If he found out who was responsible, he would slit their throats himself.

“Wait for my command,” Traeus commanded. “Zhek!” he yelled, looking down at the gathered force. “I know you are out there. Do not come any closer! We are well-prepared for you.”

No reply. The army was now in full formation, weapons at the ready.

“Citizens! I implore you,” Traeus shouted. “Do not follow this madman. He is only using you! Everything he tells you is lies!”

A dark figure rode up to the front of the army. The figure removed his scarf, revealing the disfiguring scars on his face.

Traeus and his Commander could not hide their shock at seeing, in the torchlight, what had become of Zhek Draxen.

Zhek saw the looks on their faces. He hated the way people reacted to seeing him for the first time since his disfigurement. It made his anger boil even hotter. It was Traeus’ doing. His invention had turned Zhek into something out of a nightmare. He would make him pay for that. For everything.

“The people no longer follow you. You are not worthy of them, false king!” Zhek yelled back, seething with rage. “We will have change this day!” He pointed his sword up at him “Step down now and we will spare the innocent.”

“I will do no such thing!” Traeus responded. “You are evil, Zhek. I will not leave my people to the likes of you!”

“I expected as much,” Zhek said, sneering at him. “So be it.” He wrapped his scarf back around his face, and motioned for his soldiers to move into an attack position. Zhek’s archers lit and then prepared to release their own fiery arrows.

“Your Majesty,” Commander Maraeven said nervously. “We cannot wait any longer.”

“Fire!” Traeus shouted. The Royal soldiers fired their arrows.

“Now!” Zhek yelled. His archers unleashed a volley of arrows at the Palace. The exchange of fiery arrows lit up the evening sky. While his archers provided cover, Zhek motioned for his soldiers to charge the Royal Palace. They carried large metal hooks, ropes and ladders to scale the structure.

The King and Commander Maraeven directed the Royal soldiers to meet the oncoming assailants. The sounds of weapons clashing and people screaming filled the air. Commander Maraeven saw that Zhek was not involved in the fighting, but had moved behind his archers, directing the fighting. A thought came to him.

“Your Majesty,” Commander Maraeven said, “Zhek is directing his men from behind the ranks.” He pointed in his direction. “Shall I deal with him?”

Traeus nodded his agreement. He knew what Commander Maraeven had in mind.

Commander Maraeven ordered a few soldiers to follow him. They slipped to a side exit, unseen from the fighting. They quickly dashed around the main battleground, using buildings and trees as cover. With lightning speed, they charged towards Zhek’s position. Commander Maraeven and his soldiers fought Zhek and the few men surrounding him. The rest of Zhek’s soldiers were fully engaged in the battle.

Commander Maraeven swung his sword at Zhek’s head. Zhek ducked and parried with his sword. The two men fought furiously. Commander Maraeven was determined to avenge the deaths of the villagers. He ducked and swung his sword at Zhek’s legs, cutting him deeply with a savage blow. While he cried out in pain, Commander Maraeven thrust his sword into his chest. He gasped and fell to the ground, clutching the sword.

The Commander turned back towards the Palace, motioning his King.

King Traeus, seeing what happened, left the fighting with a few soldiers and ran over in the same direction as his Commander. He ran towards Zhek’s body. He wanted to see the face of his enemy, now finally fallen.

The King arrived.

Commander Maraeven stood over the lifeless body. He pulled his sword out of the body.

“Unmask him,” the King ordered.

Commander Maraeven did so.

They audibly gasped.

The King’s faced turned pale as he saw the face of the missing servant, Rekar.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 54

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
Showdown

While the King and his Commander discovered Zhek’s deception, Zhek himself was wasting no time in locating his son. He hoped Rekar was an effective decoy. Zhek did not expect to see him again. He had ensured Rekar was given the exact same disguise as he would be wearing. Rekar had served his usefulness.

“Rembes, Jonar and you three, come with me,” Zhek said. “We are going to find my son. The rest of you, find some weapons and fight the Royal soldiers from inside the Palace. If you see any other members of the Royal Family, kill them.”

The men nodded and set off.

The group, led by Zhek, once again headed for the private sleeping chambers.

They reached them, but this time, Setar was not in the children’s rooms. No one was. They were empty. He had expected as much. Zhek and his men searched the Palace room by room. Outside they could hear the battle raging on. Zhek smiled to himself, he was exhilarated. Finally things would change for him.

With most of the Royal soldiers defending the Palace outside, Zhek and his men were able to search the Palace nearly unhindered. They moved stealthily and swiftly and searched room by room.

They came to a corner, and Zhek held up his hand for the group to stop. He listened for a moment, hearing voices not far off. He ventured a glance, and saw two guards outside a door on the left, part way down the hall. He motioned to his men that they had two obstacles in their way. The men nodded. Swiftly, they attacked. Outnumbered, the guards were mercilessly dispatched.

Zhek pressed an ear to the door. He smiled. He knew he had found the right room. It was the King’s private office. His curved dagger gripped tightly in his right hand, Zhek threw open the door. There was Setar and the guard assigned to him, trying to escape out a window. They had heard the brief fight outside.

Setar looked back. The young boy shrieked as he spotted the intruders.

The Royal guard who was trying to get the young boy out of the window, turned, unsheathed his sword, and lunged at Zhek. But Zhek was too quick for the man. Just as the guard swung his sword at Zhek, Zhek quickly dropped to his knees, plunging the blade into the man’s belly. Savagely, Zhek pulled the blade out again. The curved dagger did an enormous amount of damage. The man fell. The huge, gaping wound poured blood. Soon there was a large pool underneath the body.

Setar was frozen in place, clinging to the edge of the window. He screamed in fear and terror.

Zhek’s men stood guard outside the room.

“Setar, do not be afraid, I will not harm you,” Zhek said, quickly tucking the bloodied dagger in his belt at his side. He removed the black cloth, which had covered his face. “It is I, your father. Come down from there before you get hurt. It is a long way down.”

“Stay away from me!” Setar cried. He looked over the windowsill. It was a very long way down to the ground. He knew he could not make the leap. He jumped back down, and ran behind the King’s desk, cringing.

Zhek paused, and pulled the rest of the covering off his head, his hair still pulled back into a ponytail.

For the first time, Setar saw his entire face and the extent of the disfiguring scars. It terrified him. “Do not come near me!” the boy cried, shaking. Zhek appeared as a hideous monster to him. “My parents told me you are evil, that you are trying to hurt my family.”

Zhek took a deep breath. He needed to approach this very carefully, so as not to further startle his son, but he had very little time. He had to get him out of here. “Setar, I know this must seem frightening to you. The King and Queen have not told you the truth. They did not want you to know about me. I am your true father. I love you with my entire heart and soul.”

“My parents love me! They would never lie to me!” Setar shot back. His seeming defiance masked a fathomless fear.

Zhek smiled. He knew he could win now. “I know you want very much to believe that, Setar, but they have lied. They have lied to you your whole life, to keep you from me.”

Setar’s eyes were filling with tears. “No!” he cried. He did not want to hear what this frightening and monstrous man was saying.

“I can prove it to you,” Zhek said calmly. “If you do not believe me, how about believing your own eyes?”

Setar just blinked, saying nothing. He did not understand.

“I want to show you something, something I tried to show you the last time we met,” Zhek said softly, as he unbuttoned his shirt. “You see Setar, you and I share something very special. It is something that every man in my family has.” The shirt was open, and Zhek pulled it aside. “See this birthmark?” he said as he pointed to the large star-shaped birthmark over his heart. “I know you also have it.” He took a couple of slow steps closer to Setar. “Your mother told me you were born with it. That is how I knew you were my son.”

Setar’s heart pounded in his chest, his eyes fixed on the mark. He recognized it immediately. It was the same as his own. His head spun in a wave of confusion. He felt his face grow hot then his hands go clammy. He was visibly trembling.

“Setar, I do not say this to frighten you, I only want you to know the truth. I am not evil. I am not trying to hurt you. I love you. You are my son. You are everything to me.”

“You...you cannot be, they would have told me,” he stammered, not taking his eyes off the birthmark. He touched his own chest, where the mark was.

Zhek nodded. “That is right, Setar. It is in the same place as mine. They did not tell you because they wanted to keep you from me.” Zhek took another step closer. “Since you were born, I have wanted only one thing – for you to be with me, as my son.”

Setar shrunk back.

“Look at me, Setar,” Zhek said, kneeling down to the young boy’s height. “Look at my eyes, they are the same as yours. The men in the King’s family all have emerald-colored eyes. You do not, you have mine.”

Setar looked into Zhek’s eyes. He saw the same slate-grey eyes, the same shape. He shook his head. “No! No, you are trying to trick me!”

“Think Setar, there can be no other explanation,” Zhek said, trying to remain patient. “I am not lying to you. You are finally hearing the truth. A truth that you can see for yourself.”

Setar did not know what to say, he could not accept this awful truth. He cringed.

Zhek realized his appearance was probably quite scary to his young son. “These scars on my face, my hand, Traeus, the man who has lied to you all of these years, he did this to me. He wanted you for himself, so he tried to kill me.”

“No...” the boy said, horrified at the thought.

Zhek nodded sadly. “You know why else they hid your true identity from you?” Zhek asked.

Setar shook his head.

“Because Mindara killed your real mother. They do not want anyone to know that, especially not you.”

Setar gasped.

Just then, Zhek heard a commotion coming from far down the hall.

“Setar, we must go!” he said, as he held his hand out towards him.

“No, I cannot go with you!” he cried.

“Do you want them to kill your real father as well? Please, you must trust me. I will protect you. I will never lie to you, I promise.”

Setar hesitated, he did not reply.

Zhek took that as an opportunity. He raced around the desk, scooped up the young boy, and ran to the door.

Setar cried out in protest.

Ignoring him, Zhek peered around. He nodded to his men to follow. The voices were coming closer. They would soon see the bodies of the guards in the hallway.

Zhek, carrying the crying Setar in his arms, ran down the hall along with his men, away from the voices. He remembered the layout from the information Rekar and Shera had provided to him. He found a doorway leading to a set of stairs. Down they raced. He knew this passageway would lead him towards a side door.

Setar was too shocked and frightened to protest or struggle any longer as his world unraveled before his very eyes.

Just as Zhek was nearing another door, it opened in front of him.

“Put him down!” Commander Maraeven ordered, drawing his sword.

The King emerged from behind the Commander. “Setar! Are you all right?”

“Do not address my son, liar!” Zhek shouted, his rough voice sounding powerful and authoritative. He felt different now that he had his son. Stronger.

Traeus was livid, he moved forward, but the Commander held him back. Just then, several more Royal soldiers emerged.

Zhek’s men had their swords at the ready. Crouching, they were ready to fight.

“You are far outnumbered this time, Zhek,” the Commander warned, brandishing his sword. “You will not leave with him. Now put him down before he gets hurt.”

Setar wriggled out of Zhek’s grip.

Zhek held his shoulder firmly. “Stay with me, son.”

Setar stood there, unsure of what to do. He looked at Traeus. “He said he is my father. Is that true?”

“Setar, he is evil. He is only...” Traeus started to say.

“Tell me the truth!” Setar screamed, growing more anxious and fearful by the moment.

Traeus looked down, he could not believe it had come to this...that somehow Zhek had gotten to Setar.

The Commander and his men had their swords drawn on Zhek.

“Setar, your mother, Zazmaria, was unfaithful to her husband, Prince Alaj. She betrayed this family to its enemies. She and Zhek...”

“Were in love,” Zhek said, quickly finishing the sentence. “I loved your mother, Setar, I would have made her Queen. This man,” Zhek said, pointing to Traeus, “who has lied to you your whole life, has tried to take every member of my family from me. You are all I have left, my son. I could not let him take you as well.”

“His rightful place is here in this family, Zhek!” Traeus shouted.

“His rightful place is by his father’s side!” Zhek shouted back, his voice raspy and harsh.

“I have been a father to him!”

“A decent father would not lie to his son. I have told him the truth and shown you for what you are – a liar who manipulates people to get what he wants.”

“Then it is true,” Setar said, watching Traeus’ face, and seeing his hesitation. His young heart was breaking. “He is my real father.”

Traeus did not want to answer. “Setar, he is a very bad man. You know I love you.”

“But you have lied to me! All of you!” Setar shouted, stomping his feet and pounding his small fists in the air.

“It is over, Traeus, let us go,” Zhek said, reaching around his side for his dagger. “He knows the truth now. Your lies can no longer wreak their poisonous effects on him.”

“You will not leave here, Zhek,” Traeus warned. “Step away from him.”

“No! Stop!” Setar shouted. “Do not hurt him!” he cried, stepping in front of Zhek.

Zhek grinned at Traeus. He took his hand away from the dagger for the moment. “Seems things have changed, now that the truth is known. You would not harm or kill his father right in front of him, would you?”

“Setar, you must come here,” Traeus said, holding out his hand. “You are not safe with him.”

Setar stood his ground. “No!”

Zhek felt a swelling of pride. “Well, now that is ironic, since your wife killed his mother. You married her knowing that. You married a murderer. Now you are going to try and kill his father,” Zhek said, his rough voice rife with malice.

Setar gasped, a look of terror crossed his face.

Zhek played into it. “See, Setar, that is who these people really are. They are murderers. They wanted your mother and me dead so they could have you all to themselves.”

Traeus was horrified. The damage Zhek was doing would soon be irreversible, if not already. He had to say something. Do something.

“See,” Zhek laughed sarcastically, “he cannot deny it. Now he will try to make some excuse like your mother deserved to die, that Mindara had to kill her.”

“Zazmaria was a traitor, she was poison to this family!” Traeus said, now enraged, taking the bait. “She would have killed Mindara. She had no choice! Mindara was only defending herself!” His chest heaved. “She deserved what she got!” He immediately regretted saying some of those things in front of Setar.

Setar was aghast at what he was hearing.

“Honestly, Setar, you cannot believe anything this man says. He has done nothing but lie to you. He did not tell you that I am your true father and that Mindara murdered your true mother. Now you can see him for what he really is. He is the one that is evil. As I told you, my injuries,” Zhek said, once again putting a hand on his son’s shoulder, “are his fault as well. I did not always look like this. His weapon did this to me.”

“It was not a weapon and besides you tried to steal it!” Traeus yelled. “Your interference caused the accident! It was your own fault.”

Zhek seized on the opportunity. “Always blaming others. Pathetic. Tell me, where is this dangerous thing now?” Zhek challenged him. He wanted to forever ruin Traeus’ status in Setar’s eyes.

“Destroyed, along with nearly everything else that day,” Traeus shot back.

“Lies,” Zhek said, “I do not believe you. It was the cause of the accident. Something that sophisticated and deadly would not be designed to end up a casualty of its own power.”

“Believe what you will, Zhek, I do not care.”

“Just like you did not care what that device could do to your people! What kind of King creates something so lethal and hides it from his people? Letting them walk into such a merciless trap?”

Traeus glanced over at Setar, he saw the look on his face. “It was never meant to harm,” Traeus said to the young boy, trying to reassure him.

“Tell us what it was for then,” Zhek said, taunting him. “What was its true purpose?”

Traeus hesitated, caught in a difficult position.

“So little courage, king?” Zhek said, sneering at him. “You cannot even admit the truth of your horrific mistakes?”

Silence.

“Tell us!” Zhek shouted at him.

Setar cringed.

Zhek squeezed his young son’s shoulder, trying to steady him. He could feel the boy trembling.

“No!” Traeus said. “I will tell you nothing. I will not bow to your demands.”

“What are you really hiding?” Zhek asked. Without waiting for an answer, he bent down and spoke in Setar’s ear, “You see the kind of man he is? Secrets and lies. It is all he knows. That makes him the most dangerous man our people have ever known.”

Setar looked from Traeus to Zhek, scared and confused. He did not know what to say or what to think.

“I have said all that I am willing to say to you about it, Zhek,” Traeus replied.

“If you will not answer, king, then you are both reckless and ignorant, in addition to caring nothing about the welfare your people,” Zhek said, zeroing in on his enemy. “And completely unfit to be either King or a father.”

Traeus knew he was losing this battle. He was desperate. “Zhek, move away from him, this is your last warning.”

“No!” Setar screamed. “You will not hurt him!”

“Setar, please, do not do this,” Traeus pleaded. “I love you, Mindara loves you...”

“You lied to me! All of you! Leave me alone. I hate you!” Setar’s face was now turning a bright shade of red.

Traeus was panicking inside. “None of us knew the truth at first,” he said to Setar. “I did not find out until shortly before Alaj died. We had confronted Lord Draxen and he revealed to us that Zhek and Zazmaria had an affair. The Draxens had used and manipulated your mother to further their political gains. Even though Alaj knew you were not his son by blood, he still loved you and it was his dying wish that I take care of you like you were his son.”

“More lies,” Zhek spat, keeping a firm grip on Setar’s shoulder. “It does not matter though,” he said. “What matters is that Setar is my son. He is my flesh and blood.” Zhek scanned the soldiers facing him. The tension was evident on their faces. He had to play this situation carefully. He took his own sword out, his knife still tucked into his belt. He took hold of Setar’s hand. “Stand behind me, son. I will protect you.”

Setar hesitated.

Zhek grabbed Setar and pushed the boy behind him. He held out his sword. “You will step aside and let us leave, or I can assure you, you will greatly regret it.” His eyes narrowed. His face was grim.

Zhek’s threat was cold. Commander Maraeven suspected what he meant by it. If he could not escape, he knew he would be killed, so he would see that Setar did not go back to the Royal Family, one way or another.

“Your Majesty,” the Commander said, “perhaps we should just back away.”

“What?” the King asked incredulously.

“I do not think this situation is safe for anyone,” he said, giving him a knowing glance, then motioning to Setar. He shook his head.

“At least someone here understands what is at stake,” Zhek said, a cold glint in his eye.

Traeus understood his meaning. His blood ran cold. He could not risk harm coming to Setar. He knew Zhek was capable of anything.

Just then, Anjia and Tramen came running down the opposite end of the hall, inadvertently blocking Zhek’s exit.

“Anjia! Tramen!” Traeus shouted. “I told you two to stay put in your rooms! Where are your guards?”

“We saw fighting in the Palace, some of the prisoners had escaped,” Anjia said. “The guards went to help contain the fighting. I sensed Setar was in trouble.” The energy from her pendant was firing wildly against her chest. She looked at Zhek. “Let him go at once!”

“I do not take orders from you, Chosen One,” Zhek said. “You will not stop me this time.”

“Setar, step away from him,” Anjia said, her voice even, steady. She held out her hand. “Come to me, please. You are my brother. I love you. I would never hurt you.”

“No! He is my father!” Setar cried. “You have all lied to me!”

“Setar,” Anjia said calmly. “Sometimes people hide the truth from us, to protect us and keep us safe. I too had to live a life hidden from the truth, my identity disguised. Just as with you, there was no other choice in spite of the pain it caused.”

Tramen stood beside her. He drew his sword protectively.

“We wanted to protect you, Setar,” Traeus said. “We are your family. You must trust us.”

Their words were having an effect on Setar, but he was torn, confused. Zhek tightened his hold on Setar.

“Do not believe their lies, son!” Zhek shouted. “They proved that you could never trust them again.” Zhek motioned to his men to position themselves in a defensive manner, while they tried to back their way out of the Palace.

“Setar, listen to me, you know you can trust me. I am your sister.” She took a step towards him, holding out her hands.

“Stay away from him!” Zhek yelled. He could not take her presence any longer. He had waited a long time to be rid of her. “Kill her!” he ordered his soldiers.

“No!” Setar cried out.

Jonar lunged at the Princess. Tramen quickly intercepted the blow with his sword. He parried his sword and cut Jonar’s arm, leaving a deep gash. The man dropped to his knees crying out in pain.

Setar, horrified at what was happening, pulled away from Zhek’s grip and ran towards Anjia. She quickly pulled Setar to her, shielding him from seeing what was about to happen.

Traeus seeing that Setar was free and Zhek distracted, attacked Zhek. Commander Maraeven and his men took on the rest of Zhek’s soldiers.

“Get Setar out of here!” Traeus shouted to Anjia and Tramen, as he deflected a blow from Zhek’s sword.

Anjia nodded, and took a hold of Setar’s hand and ran down the hallway.

Jonar, full of pain and rage, picked up his sword with his good arm and attacked Tramen. Tramen saw the blow coming and quickly ducked, clashing his sword onto Jonar’s. He stood his ground against Jonar’s onslaught. When he saw his chance, Tramen thrust his sword into Jonar’s side. Jonar inhaled sharply, then slumped to the ground. Tramen retrieved his sword and raced after Anjia and Setar.

Commander Maraeven swung his sword at Rembes. Rembes struck back forcefully. The two men were engaged in fierce combat. In the hallway, the other Royal soldiers were engaged in their own fight to the death.

Zhek’s attacks were merciless. One of his swings cut Traeus’ arm. Traeus stepped back, grimacing in pain.

“You took my son from me,” Zhek said, his voice hoarse. “I will take your life.” Zhek lunged and thrust his sword towards Traeus, who managed to shift slightly. The blow, aimed at his heart, cut deeply into his shoulder.

Traeus screamed in pain, dropped his own sword and fell to his knees. Zhek, standing over him, smiled smugly as he bent down to pull his sword out of Traeus’ shoulder. Traeus, in a moment of pure desperation, pulled the curved dagger fastened to Zhek’s belt and in one swift move, thrust it up into Zhek’s stomach. Zhek gasped. His eyes went wide, as he fell to the ground.

“Setar is my son now,” Traeus said, shaking, but holding the dagger in a fierce grip, his face covered in beads of sweat. “You can die with that as your last thought.” He spat at him.

Zhek tried to speak, but blood gurgled out of his mouth. He coughed. He struggled to get up, but his strength was rapidly leaving him. He collapsed in a heap.

Traeus kicked Zhek’s sword away. The King, bleeding badly, stepped closer to his enemy, now dying at his feet. He ignored the pain he was in as he took in the sight before him. His mortal enemy felled, at long last.

Zhek looked off into a distance only he could see, then whispered, “Zazmaria...”

The King watched Zhek’s deeply scarred face until his grey eyes turned glassy, and the spark of his life flickered and died out.
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Bombardment

Commander Maraeven quickly called for medical attention for the King and the Royal soldiers who had also been injured. None of Zhek’s men had survived the encounter.

Once treated, Traeus decided to go in search of his family. He knew he had to get back to the battle, but he needed to ensure their safety first. He ordered the Commander back to the front lines where he would join him shortly.

The King found his children huddled together in a room. Setar, holding onto Anjia, looked at Traeus as he approached.

“Father! You are injured!” Anjia exclaimed, seeing the bandages, already soaked with blood.

“I will be fine. I am so glad to see you are all safe. There is still fighting outside the Palace. Let us find Mindara and Alaj,” Traeus said.

Setar visibly tensed at the mention of Mindara.

“Father, is Zhek...” Tramen did not finish his question, as the look in his father’s eyes told him everything.

“Did you kill him?” Setar asked, as his heart jumped to his throat.

Traeus’ face again betrayed the truth.

“No...” Setar said as he began to cry.

“Setar, I had no choice. He was trying to kill me. Look, “ he said as he pointed to his bandaged and bloody shoulder. “I was only defending myself. He was killed in the process. There was nothing I could do. Remember, he came into our home with weapons, not the other way around.”

Anjia put her arm around Setar and held him close as the young boy sobbed.

“Come now,” Traeus said as he gathered his children, “there will be time to talk later.” Along with the Royal soldiers, they set out to find Queen Mindara. They found her and baby Alaj hiding in a room, safe from the fighting. The Royal family quickly embraced each other.

Anjia stopped suddenly, her eyes distant. Strong energy waves pulsated continuously from her ankh pendant. Her heart was pounding. Her instincts screamed danger.

“Anjia? What is it?” Tramen sensed there was something very wrong.

Her eyes went wide. “Oh no, take cover! Everybody get down. Now!” she shouted.

Seconds after they all dove to the floor, a massive explosion rocked the Palace. They felt the shock of the impact and the walls started to crumble. Then, more explosions were heard and felt outside of the Palace. “We must get out of here!” she said.

“What is going on?” Traeus asked. “I do not understand. I did not think Zhek’s army had such powerful weapons.”

“I think I can explain later, but we are not safe here,” Anjia insisted. “We must get as far away from the Palace as we can.”

“No, we should remain inside and find cover!” he said, shaking his head.

Anjia shook her head. “No, we cannot remain here. The Palace could be destroyed.”

Traeus was about to protest, but realized his daughter had a powerful intuition and chose to trust her judgment. The walls and ceilings shook as more blasts hit the Palace. Stone and wood debris rained down on top of them. This made no sense to him, how could Zhek’s army be doing this with what he had seen them armed? They had no information either that indicated such powerful weaponry had been developed.

He pushed those questions away. Whatever the cause, it was happening. “Go!” Traeus shouted, placing a protective arm over Mindara.

The family quickly navigated their way through the halls and rooms. A fiery ball smashed through the roof and exploded in front of them. Anjia and Mindara shrieked, as the roof crumpled and nearly pinned them.

A piercing scream was heard.

“Setar!” Anjia yelled.

Setar’s leg was trapped underneath the debris. Just above him came a loud creak and moan. Traeus knew what that meant, and in a split second he was at Setar’s side. He frantically worked to free Setar’s leg. Once free, Traeus lifted him up and pushed him out of the way. “Run Setar!” he yelled, then he turned to follow. With a loud bang, a section of the ceiling gave way in a huge crash. Dust and debris turned the world into a hazy, chaotic scene.

Struggling to see, and coughing Mindara called out, “Children! Traeus!”

Setar was the first to see him. “Daddy!” he shrieked as he limped slightly to Traeus’ side, tears streaking down his dust-covered face. His leg was not badly injured, only bruised and scratched.

A heavy wooden beam had landed across Traeus’ back and his body was littered with broken pieces of stone and splintered wood. Blood streamed down his face from an angry gash in his head. His arm was outstretched, his hand bloody.

“Daddy, are you all right?” the young boy asked, sobbing.

Traeus blinked, then coughed, trying to answer. The rest of the family frantically gathered round to help.

“Anjia, help me lift this!” Tramen said, as he went to reach for the beam.

Mindara went to set Alaj down to help them lift the beam.

“No, Tramen, stop...” his father started to say, his voice rough. He coughed. His face was scratched and bloodied.

“What? Why? We need to free you...” Tramen started to say, but then Anjia knelt down. She touched her father’s hand. Her head bowed.

Tramen watched her, his heart sinking.

Her shoulders slumped. She looked up at her brother, her eyes filled with tears. She shook her head. She crumpled down beside her father, keeping her hand on his. She wept. “Daddy...”

Tramen knelt beside her, stricken by the realization of what he was seeing unfold before his eyes.

“I-I am sorry...” Traeus struggled to say. He choked and gasped. Every breath was now a fight.

Mindara saw the exchange, and placed a hand over her mouth to stifle her reaction. She knelt at her husband’s side. Little Alaj wailed. His mother held him close.

“Daddy,” Setar cried, “I am sorry for what I said, I do not hate you.”

“I know,” Traeus managed to say, coughing more violently this time. “Please remember,” he wheezed, “none of this is your fault. We...love...you...” Traeus winced in pain and coughed up blood. “We...”

Mindara went white. She could see that her husband must have sustained severe internal injuries. “Shhh, my love...” she said, as she tenderly caressed his cheek, “...save your strength.”

Tramen also reached out to touch his father’s hand. His and Anjia’s hands were lightly touching on top of their father’s bloodied hand.

Traeus pursed his lips to hide the pain. He could feel the blood seeping throughout his chest. It felt wet, as though a floodgate had burst inside him. He could no longer feel his legs. Slowly, he looked at each of them. “Take...care of each other,” Traeus’ voice was now barely a whisper. “You...are...family.”

“My love,” Mindara said as she wept, still touching his cheek, “do not leave us, please, do not go...”

He inhaled sharply. A bright light blurred out their faces and was replaced by a single face. It has been many years since he had seen her beautiful face. She was smiling at him. She held out her arms, welcoming him to join her. A single tear rolled down Traeus’ cheek and slowly he closed his eyes. He was gone.

Another explosion rocked the Palace, very close by.
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Burning Sky

Tramen held a protective arm over both his sister and Setar as they fled out of the collapsing Palace. Mindara and Alaj followed closely behind. It had broken their hearts to leave Traeus behind, but their own lives were now in danger. From every direction walls shook, roof beams broke free and tumbled down. Screams pierced the air. As the family tried to race to safety, they narrowly missed being hit by a falling section of wall. Dust and debris choked the air, mixing with smoke from nearby fires. A state of panic gripped everyone within the Palace.

Anjia guided Tramen as they tried to make their escape. The rest of the group followed the twins, the building crumbling behind them as they desperately sought a way out, dodging falling objects and leaping over broken furniture, fixtures and cracked floors. Screams came from every direction.

Once outside and clear of the Palace, they stopped in their tracks. The sight was unbelievable. There was more chaos and devastation, but on a much, much larger scale. The fighting, near as they could tell, was over. What remained of Zhek’s army had fled. The battle was over, but a new and far deadlier threat had taken its place. Dead bodies and body parts littered the charred grounds. The scene was macabre. Royal guards, Kierani citizens, Zhek’s soldiers – no side was spared. Trees and buildings were on fire. People screamed and ran wildly in every direction, not knowing where safety could be found. Large sections of land were smoking and cratered from the fiery bombardment.

Tramen gasped.

Setar screamed. Anjia pulled him in close to her, covering his face.

“What kind of madness is this?” Mindara asked, as she held her arm protectively over little Alaj’s head. “What weapons could do this?” She thought back to the Pharom, the only thing she knew of that was capable of such destructive force, but she thought it was safe.

Just then, familiar voices were heard.

From one direction Odai called out, waving his arms wildly, “Your Majesties!” He ran over to them. Senarra was right behind him, hanging on tightly to Auraelion’s hand. “We have been looking all over for you!” he shouted.

From the other direction, Commander Maraeven raced over. “There you all are! We must leave!” he said, panic evident in his voice. He motioned to beyond the Palace grounds, “The main temple is nothing but a smoking crater, buildings everywhere have been demolished. Countless fires are raging. The devastation is far and wide.” He was breathing heavy and was covered in dirt and ash.

“The Sun Disk...” Odai started to say.

The Commander shook his head, coughing hard. “There is no way we can retrieve it. It is far too dangerous. It is likely gone.”

“It may have survived,” Odai pressed.

“With all due respect,” the Commander said, wiping dirt and sweat from his face, “you have not seen the area. There is a massive crater where the temple was. There is nothing left, and I will not risk my men to go into a burning hot, unstable area unless lives are in danger. We need to get as far away from here as possible.”

“Understood,” Anjia said.

Odai bowed his head, not challenging the matter any further.

“Is everyone here all right?” the Commander asked as he looked around. He noticed someone was missing. “Where is the King?”

Anjia shook her head, her eyes rimmed with red, her faced streaked with ashes and tears.

Senarra gasped. She pulled her son close to her.

Odai felt as if he had been hit in the stomach. “No...”

The Commander’s face fell. His weary shoulders sagged. “How...?” he started to ask.

Seemingly out of nowhere, a single flaming boulder streaked over the sky on the horizon. They saw for the first time what their enemy was. It was huge. Far off, the explosive force was heard. Trees cracked and shattered. A massive plume of dust rose in the air.

“That is how,” she said, agonized over the sudden loss of her father.

Tramen put an arm around her.

Just then she realized something. “They are getting further away,” Anjia whispered, looking to the horizon.

Tramen looked at her quizzically.

“What was that?” Mindara asked, shaking, her eyes scanning the smoke-filled sky.

“Meteorites,” Anjia said, her gaze drifting to the sky.

“What?” Commander Maraeven asked.

“We need to get out of here!” Mindara pressed. “The next one could be right on top of us!”

“No,” Anjia said, still staring at the sky. “They are traveling away from us. We are safer here for the moment.”

They all looked back at where the dust and smoke cloud filled the sky. A large fire had started off in the distance.

“How can you possibly know...” the Commander started to say.

“Because the first ones hit here,” she motioned to the devastation all around them.

He looked around, then beyond to the billowing plume in the distance. “And killed our father back in the Palace.”

“Why did they hit here?” Tramen asked. “The odds of that happening would be astronomical...”

Trying to push aside her pain and focus on the moment, Anjia looked at him. “I have a guess.”

He frowned.

“The Pharom,” she said.

Tramen nodded. His sister had shared all she knew about the Pharom with him some time ago.

“I do not understand,” Mindara said.

Setar looked at his sister quizzically.

“I believe the energy it emitted,” she said, thinking hard, “both when it was activated and when it was damaged, was cast far into the heavens. It might have attracted those meteors, redirected their path somehow.”

“What is a Pharom?” Setar whispered to Tramen.

“Shh...we will talk later,” Tramen answered.

Setar frowned.

Odai had an epiphany. The Princess was right. “The Pharom was...is...a beacon. That is what it was designed for. A beacon to reach home...”

Anjia nodded sadly. “The devastation caused when it was mishandled by the Draxens was far worse than we realized.”

Setar thought back to the argument Zhek had with Traeus and the device that Zhek wanted to know about. ‘Was this what they were talking about?’ he wondered.

“But why did this only happen now?” Mindara asked. “Why not back then?”

“The amount of time it takes matter to travel through space, which is unfathomably vast, is very long. Energy travels much faster.”

Odai felt proud of her. “You always did excel at your studies. Assan often said you would surpass all of us one day in your knowledge and understanding of the universe.”

She bowed her head a little in acknowledgement of his kind words, and then gazed around her at what had happened. Her heart was broken. She again looked skyward. “We bear witness to the terrible price our people had paid to reach out to the stars. We did this...”

“Do not do that to yourself, Princess,” Odai said gently. “Your father’s vision was a great one. It was the Draxens who corrupted it. They did this.”

The Commander decided to take charge. “Whatever the cause we must move out of this region, we do not know for certain where they will hit next. Or if more will be coming.”

Anjia nodded.

Mindara stepped forward. “Before we go, there is something I need to do.”

“Your Majesty, we should begin our preparations at once,” the Commander said, his face etched with worry.

She shook her head. “No, it is imperative I do this now.” Mindara turned to Senarra. “Would you please take Alaj for a moment?”

“Of course,” Senarra said.

Mindara handed Alaj to the Priestess, and then turned to Anjia. She regarded the young girl whom she had looked after from the day she was born. “Anjia, things have changed now. I was named Queen because I was your father’s wife. Now...” her voice cracked at the pain of losing him. She continued, her lips trembling, “I think we both know that leading our people is what you were born to do.”

Anjia looked at her thoughtfully, but did not yet reply.

Tramen looked curiously from his sister to Mindara.

Mindara looked sadly at the Princess, wishing she did not have to place this burden on so young a person, especially just after losing her father. “I only wanted to be married to your father, not Queen. I love...loved...love...my husband,” she stumbled over the words. The loss was not yet fully real to her. “I do not desire power nor wish to lead. You are our Chosen One, and so I am stepping down. You are the Kieranis’ rightful Queen.”

Tramen’s eyes went wide.

Anjia nodded. She knew what she had to do. Now was not the time for grieving. She could not let her people down. “I accept this responsibility. Mindara, thank-you...for everything.”

Mindara bowed her head. The pain of losing her husband was overwhelming. Anjia embraced her.

“Remember, you are not alone in this,” Mindara said, as she wiped away her tears. “We all stand behind you.”

Those witnessing this exchange also bowed their heads in reverence of this pivotal moment and in honor of the new, young Queen. All but Setar, who looked at Mindara warily.

Tramen stepped close to his sister, and put an arm around her. “I will be here by your side, always, Anjia.”

She rested her head against his shoulder for a moment. “I know.”

Setar watched their embrace. He felt...isolated, somehow, different. He envied the connection they had as twins. He knew he would never be as close to them as they were to one another. He also knew, bitterly, they did not share the same blood. The young boy was still reeling from everything that had happened. His emotions were a bewildering mix of anger, pain and fear that threatened to overwhelm him. He could not make sense of it all. He again looked at Mindara, remembering what Zhek had told him. She looked different to him now. Setar had never felt more afraid, confused, or alone than in this moment.

Suddenly Anjia jumped and looked skywards. Her pendant, which had cooled against her skin, again surged with a warmer pulse.

They gasped, cringing as another fiery ball streaked across the sky, this one now many miles further away from the last one. Another explosion was heard in the distance. Its impact threw up another massive column of smoke. It was followed by dozens of smaller objects that cut across the sky in its wake. They burned up in the atmosphere, never touching ground.

Those gathered were frozen in place, watching...searching the sky for more. Uncertain if they should move.

Then, the group watched in awe and fear as a shower of hundreds of even smaller objects chased across the sky after their bigger counterparts. The meteors lit up at the end of their cosmic journey, sparking brightly one last time before being annihilated in the atmosphere.

The fiery assault seemed to have tapered off. All were silent for a time, holding their breath.

Finally the Commander spoke up, “We should move on.”

“I agree,” Tramen said.

Anjia nodded, searching the sky. “I think it has stopped for now, but as the Commander said, we cannot be sure if it will continue or not or if it will happen again. We do not know what further effects the accident with the Pharom might have had. We should not remain here.” She looked at Commander Maraeven. “We must find a new home. All Kierani must leave. The air will be too dangerous to breathe for long.”

They all looked up at the sky, which was now blanketed in a smoky haze. It had an unnatural fog-like quality, undulating as though alive, menacing.

The Commander nodded, gazing around uneasily at the devastation surrounding them. “Understood, but where?”

“I think I know,” Anjia said. “I have seen it in my dreams.” She thought of the vision she had not long ago. She had not shared it with anyone else. She had not been certain what it meant. Until now. The young Queen looked off into the distance. In her mind’s eye she focused her thoughts to the east, where she saw a long valley leading to a place of rose-colored stone, towering stone walls, and an abundant, flowing water source. She knew this fortress-like place would keep her people safe and allow them the time they needed to heal and to flourish once again. She pictured magnificent edifices carved into the imposing walls. She smiled softly, feeling a sense of purpose restored. She knew this was their path. She knew this was their new home...Sela it would be called.

“I will lead the way. Please prepare our people. We will leave as soon as possible.”
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The Flame Extinguished

Present-Day Egypt

The pulsating blue flames were gone. The chamber was quiet. The Pharom was now inactive.

Alex awoke with a start. Her heart was racing. When she opened her eyes, she saw Mitch and Dr. Khadesh kneeling over her. She tried to sit up.

“Whoa, hang on there, warrior girl,” Mitch said, as he gently placed a hand on her shoulder. “Not too fast.”

She nodded.

He grabbed her hand, and put his other hand around her back, slowly lifting her to a sitting position.

Her head swam, she felt like she was going to be sick.

Mitch saw the color drain out of her face. He ripped the sleeve off of his t-shirt, wet it with bottled water, and placed the cool, wet fabric against her forehead.

“Thanks,” she said, closing her eyes for a moment, trying to catch her breath. She waited until the sensation started to pass. She opened her eyes again. “Where is everybody else? Are they ok?”

“We’re going to go for help right now,” Mitch said. “Jack’s been hurt bad.”

“Mitch, Dr. Khadesh, you’re both hurt, too,” Alex said, seeing their injuries.

“I will be fine,” Dr. Khadesh winced. His shirt was covered in blood. “The bullet went through my shoulder.”

“I’m okay, too,” Mitch smiled. There was a large gash on his forehead where the Sun Disk had impacted with his head. “Just a bit of a headache. Good job deactivating the Pharom, Alex. You saved us all from horrible deaths, which is more than I can say for Herr Reichmann, his goon Hans, and a couple of their buddies.”

She smiled sadly, looking down.

She didn’t notice that the Pharom was no longer on the platform.

“Let’s get topside,” Mitch said, as he and Khadesh helped her up. They walked outside and heard voices coming from Maximilian’s tent. They headed over.

Inside, Bob tended to Jack’s injuries, wrapping his shoulder in a tourniquet he made from his pantleg. Fessel moaned, he was still alive, but barely. Khamir tried to tend to his wound.

The lone surviving member of Maximilian’s team struggled in his restraints. Bob and Khamir had managed to tie him up.

“You need to stop wiggling around,” Bob said as he stepped into his view, holding the man’s gun. “If you don’t I think I can figure out how this works,” he motioned towards Khamir, “he definitely can.”

Khamir looked over at him, nodding towards the gun he had taken from Hans, now resting on his hip.

The man glared at them and spat in their direction.

“I’d adjust your attitude there, mister,” Bob said. “Your bosses, your friends – all dead. We’re all you’ve got. Behave or we’ll leave you to the scorpions.”

“Liar!” he yelled. “I will be collecting my reward yet, just you watch.”

“What reward?” Bob asked.

“Why should I tell you?”

“Ooh, a chicken Stasi,” Bob taunted him. “Some ‘Shield and Sword’ you turned out to be. Pathetic.”

The man struggled wildly with his restraints, practically growling. “We were promised that no matter what happens tonight, if we kill all of you, two million euros would be automatically wired to each of our bank accounts.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, jerk,” Bob said, aiming the gun squarely at his head. “But there’s no one left to send you any money. How about a bullet instead?”

“Police! Drop your guns!” Egyptian paramilitary police, wearing masks and black body armor, burst through the entrance. “Everybody put your hands up!” Police sharpshooters positioned themselves around the room.

Everyone dropped the weapons and raised their hands.

Dr. Khadesh shouted something in Arabic. The police captain walked over to him. Dr. Khadesh and Khamir spoke to him briefly.

The captain shouted a few orders and the police took Maximilian’s guard away. Medical personnel rushed in to tend to the injured.

As they were tended to by the medics Alex looked around at all the police. If they wanted to keep the Pharom a secret, they were going to fail at that. ‘Too many people could potentially see it,’ she thought nervously. ‘They’re going to search the subterranean chambers and want an explanation for what happened there.” Alex was dismayed at the thought of what might happen next.

Mitch looked at her, worry etched on his face. He knew she was thinking the same things he was.

Alex peered out a window. She watched as medics carried Professor Dustimaine away from the subterranean chambers on a stretcher. He had been found cowering in the first chamber behind one of the columns. He looked terrified and was rambling incoherently.

Mitch joined her at the window. They watched as Dr. Khadesh, initially refusing medical attention, walked over to Dustimaine. He whispered something to the Professor. Dustimaine said something back. Then Khadesh reached down and took from his shirt pocket what looked like a gold pendant on a chain. The medics took Dustimaine to a waiting ambulance. Dr. Khadesh held onto the pendant tightly.

Mitch and Alex watched as Dr. Khadesh was also escorted away for further medical care. Khamir and the police captain joined him. The three of them spoke for a few minutes. The captain nodded, and placed a hand on each of their shoulders, then took his leave.

Khamir turned towards the chamber entrance. He stopped, sensing something. He looked in their direction, seeing the questions written all over their faces. He smiled and winked at them, as he disappeared underneath the Sphinx.
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Amsara

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The Head Priest and his wife had quickly arranged small search parties to cover the maximum area in as short a time as possible to see who needed help. Amid all the chaos around them, Odai suddenly stood still. His heart had felt as if it had stopped for a moment.

Senarra, realizing Odai was no longer running alongside her, turned around. “Odai, what is it? We must keep going!”

He wheeled around, facing in the direction of the Lions’ den and whispered, “Amsara...”

Senarra stepped in front of Odai, whose gaze was locked off into the distance and did not flinch. “Odai, did you hear me?” She reached out to touch his shoulder.

Her touch brought him back to the moment. “The lions...Amsara...I must check on them.”

“Do we have time?” Senarra asked gently.

“I could not live with myself if I left them Senarra,” he replied.

She nodded. “I will go with you, my husband.”

“Thank-you,” he said and took her hand. Together they raced off towards their charges.

“Oh no...” Odai said, his voice cracking as the habitat came into view. He could see at a distance that the den was badly damaged. Smoke rose in menacing trails, as if to say it had been victorious. They noticed that one of the sides had been torn apart. It was then that Odai saw the tawny form laying at the base of the of damaged fencing. “Amsara!” he cried out, racing for the downed creature.

Senarra’s heart was in her throat as she said a silent prayer.

Odai’s fears were realized. It was Amsara. He knelt down beside the big form of the lion. Amsara’s breathing was labored. The lion opened his eyes, recognizing his lifelong friend’s voice, but though he tried, he could not raise his head. His mane was charred and sticky with blood. He had been hit on the head. Odai looked around and noticed a massive tree, now blackened, that had fallen near him.

“It must have hit him,” Senarra said.

Odai nodded, the tears that filled his eyes blurred his vision. He wiped them away. Then he noticed the angry, bloody gashes covered Amsara’s enormous paws, his nose and cheeks. His side and underbelly were also covered in long, deep cuts.

“My friend,” Odai said as his tears kept falling.

The lion tried to greet his friend, but only a guttural, raspy utterance came forth as his breathing quickened. The lion closed his eyes, his face twitching with pain.

Senarra stood back, trying unsuccessfully to hold in her own emotions.

Tears kept streaming down Odai’s face. Suddenly, he realized the lionesses and cubs were nowhere to be seen. He whipped his head around to look. They were gone. “The lionesses...the cubs...” he said, looking back down at Amsara, then at the toppled fence. Odai wiped the tears away, he understood. “You tore down this fence. You did it to save the others.” He cried.

Amsara grunted in response. The creature was very near death, this Odai knew. He prayed as he gently stroked his friend’s thick mane. He wished there was something, anything, he could do to ease his pain.

Just then, Amsara’s ears flicked and his eyes opened.

“I heard it, too,” Odai whispered, straining his ears to figure where the sound had come from. He heard it again, a tiny cry not far off.

Amsara tried to lift his head. Odai gently touched his shoulder. “I will go see what that is. You rest, my friend.”

Odai got up and looked around. Senarra’s back was to him. She was kneeling by some bushes.

She stood up, holding a small bundle in her arms. She smiled, her eyes filled with tears of both happiness and sorrow. She walked towards her husband. “Someone did not run far.”

“Jabulani!” Odai exclaimed. Senarra motioned to Odai, and he took the tiny cub from her arms. Jabulani was the runt of the litter, but somehow he had managed to survive. “I think there is someone who would very much love to see you,” Odai said, smiling softly through his tears.

He brought the little cub over to his father. Amsara’s eyes opened at the sound of his cub. Odai placed the small form beside Amsara’s face. Amsara sniffed the little cub, who squealed with joy to see his father again. Amsara licked Jabulani’s face. The cub, excited, tried to climb onto his father, but Odai held him back. “No little guy, your daddy is hurt.”

Jabulani sniffed his dad’s face, searching, mewing. Amsara licked his cub’s little face again, as if to reassure him it would be all right. But all was not going to be all right. Amsara’s head shifted back slightly as he once again closed his eyes. His breathing slowed. Odai held the little cub tight, and touched Amsara’s side gently. He saw the lion’s breathing grow more labored. He felt Amsara’s side spasm slightly, as the lion gasped. Odai then felt the last breath his friend would ever take rise then fall.
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Farewell

Tramen and Anjia rushed around, helping their people to prepare for the long and trying journey ahead. Suddenly, Anjia stopped in her tracks. Her ankh pendant abruptly cooled, then buzzed. Her heart raced. She felt dizzy. Everything went dark.

A vision came to her of Amsara. She was stretched out beside him in a meadow on a small hill watching a lazy, slow sunset, her head resting in his thick mane. She could smell him, a comforting scent, like a favorite old blanket. She fell asleep to the rhythm of his deep, rough breathing. Perfectly content.

But then she awoke after a time. She slowly became aware that his breathing had become labored. She raised her head and looked at her dear old friend. She could tell he was in pain. ‘Amsara,’ she whispered. ‘What is wrong?’

The old lion opened his eyes, weary with life’s burdens. He looked at her. She heard his voice in her mind, ‘My time with you is ending.’

‘What? What are you saying? You are going to come with us, we will build a new home for all of us.’

‘Anjia, I must go now. I am tired.’

‘But you cannot leave me, too,’ she cried, ‘I need you.’ She owed her life to this majestic creature. ‘I love you Amsara. I cannot bear to lose you, please stay with me...’

‘I...cannot. It is time. I am sorry.’ He raised his head and gently nuzzled her. ‘You will find your way, Anjia. Trust your instincts, they will guide you. Do not be afraid.’

As the lion laid his head back down, tears welled up in the young woman’s eyes. Her heart was breaking. She saw the pain he was in. ‘I love you so much.’ Her tears fell and glistened on his rich mane.

His eyes, half-lidded, were still warm with love. ‘Do not be sad for me, Anjia, I am going to a beautiful place, it will be all right.’

She wept and held him tight. She wanted to hang onto him forever. If she could just...but, she knew it was selfish. In that moment she felt his suffering as though it was her own. She knew it was not right to try and keep him with her any longer. His mortal journey was ending. She touched his mane. ‘I know.’ She kissed his forehead, her lips lingered a moment. She pressed her forehead to his. ‘Rest now, my friend, all of your hard work here is done.’

His eyes closed.

‘I love you Amsara, thank-you for everything.’ She watched his breathing as it became more irregular. Then, finally, he let one last long breath out.

He was still.

Anjia lovingly rubbed his mane. ‘Good-bye my dear, brave friend...’

And with that she came back to conscious awareness. Her cheeks were wet with tears. Her heart broke. She knew her friend was gone.

Tramen was in a state of panic, seeing his sister standing motionless all of a sudden, staring off into the distance. He rushed to her side. He saw the sorrow etched across her face. “Anjia, are you all right?” he asked, gripping her shoulders.

“Yes,” she answered as the fog of her vision cleared. She wiped away her tears.

“What happened? What is wrong?” he asked. “You just suddenly stopped moving.”

“I-I had a vision...of Amsara,” she said, trying to make sense of what just happened.

“Amsara,” he asked, puzzled. “Why...”

“He has left us.”
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Energy

The Royal twins headed back to the meeting place at the front of the Palace at the agreed upon time.

Odai and Senarra returned as well, though late. They were exhausted and covered in dirt after burying Amsara in an undamaged corner of the lion habitat. A few larger trees had remained standing, so they decided to bury him there, in his home, with nature standing watch over him. Odai had not even had to say anything, when Anjia expressed her condolences and sorrow over Amsara’s passing.

Tramen stood by her side, amazed. She had been right.

Odai knew that by now he should not be surprised by her abilities, but it was startling none-the-less. However, he was very grateful he had not had to say the words, it felt too painful to bear. He was drained and his emotions were raw. He felt a hollowness in his soul from everything that had happened.

Sensing his sorrow and seeing the suffering etched on his face, Anjia stepped forward and placed her small hand over the Head Priest’s heart. “Amsara lives here, and here,” she said as she touched her own heart, “in all of our hearts, always. He is at peace now.”

Odai bowed his head.

“Odai,” she said, “you know as our spiritual leader that nothing in life is ever truly lost... only changed in form and substance. All those we have lost are still with us, their energy, their essence, is eternal.” She closed her eyes, thinking of her father, her mother, of Uta and Ehrim, and Assan. She knew they would always be a part of her. A soft smile crossed her lips, as she felt the warmth of her ankh pendant spread throughout her body. The heaviness she felt inside lifted ever so slightly. “One day we will all be together again.” She let the words comfort her as well. It was going to be all right. For all of them. She would help to heal her people’s sorrows. It would just take time and patience and caring for one another. Together they would move forward.

In spite of his overwhelming sadness over all of the loved ones they had lost recently, Odai felt the warmth and comfort of her words and her touch. “You are wise, your Majesty. You will be a great Queen.” Then through her touch, the effect magnified by her pendant as though acting as a conduit, he had a vision of Amsara.

His faithful friend’s eyes were clear, he looked happier and healthier than he ever had, his mane thickened, and shone with vitality. The creature bowed his great head, then looked back up.

Odai smiled at him. ‘Until we meet again, my friend.’

Amsara turned and walked away, looking back once. ‘I will wait for you, Odai.’

Tears flowed down Odai’s cheeks. He looked back up at Anjia. “Thank-you,” he whispered, his voice hoarse.

She smiled warmly, withdrew her hand and nodded, holding his gaze, seeing his understanding.

After waiting for a moment out of respect, Tramen spoke up, “Odai, before we depart, we need speak with you about the Pharom. I realize we do not have much time, but this is vitally important.”

He nodded. “Of course, your Highness.”

Tramen looked at Anjia.

“I know that the Pharom remains beneath the Amsara monument,” Anjia said. “I think it was wise to do what you did.”

Tramen listened closely. He knew this was the last detail to be addressed before they left and how significant it was.

“My father trusted you,” she said, “and so do Tramen and I.” She placed a hand on her brother’s shoulder.

Tramen touched her hand, then looked at Odai. “Yes, we do.”

“The Pharom has remained untouched,” Anjia continued, “and undetected for years now. You did well.”

“Thank you,” he replied. “It remains disconnected from the platform and was hidden separately and securely away from it. We ensured it was well camouflaged.”

Anjia nodded. “Very good.”

“However,” Odai continued, “I must admit I do not know if its power has been neutralized entirely.”

Anjia looked off into the distance, towards the once majestic, now headless monument. She could feel its power, though faint, its vibrations were unmistakably there. It resonated with her pendant. “No, I do not think we can undo what has been done. What we began, we cannot go back from now. Its power remains, though I do not think it will be easily detectable unless one knows exactly what to look for.”

“If I may ask, now that we are leaving, what should be done with it?” Senarra asked.

Anjia took a deep breath, she knew what her instincts were telling her, but it was not going to be an easy decision.

Odai looked at her, sensing something. “You intend to abandon it.”

She nodded. “Yes.” Her answer was firm.

“Is that not dangerous?” Senarra asked. “There will be no one here to guard it.”

“It is not possible to do anything else,” Tramen countered. “We must leave here immediately. We cannot transport something so powerful...so dangerous...safely, with the limited resources we have. How could we even explain what we were doing, when we are worried about survival?”

“But, if it fell in to the wrong hands again...”

“It is safest where it is,” Anjia assured them. “My brother is right. Even if we could stay longer, which we cannot, we cannot hide any of our activities any longer. The people have not been told of it for their own safety and to refrain from making promises that may never be fulfilled. I cannot think of a better, safer, or more secure place for it at this time, especially under these circumstances.”

Senarra understood what they were saying, but it was still difficult. “But so much work had gone into creating it,” she said. “To think of leaving it behind...”

Anjia shook her head. “The Pharom and the chamber are made to work together. They are inseparable if the Pharom is to function. It would not be possible to ever have it functional again without that chamber, even if we did not have to leave at once.”

“We do not have the resources to create another such chamber,” Tramen said. “Without a miracle, we never will.”

Anjia nodded and motioned them all to sit down on the Palace steps.

Odai was impressed with the young Queen. She seemed to have blossomed in maturity far beyond her years, he thought as he took a seat along with the others.

“Senarra,” Anjia said, “in spite of all of that, which you know is true, I need you to have faith. I cannot fully explain it, but I believe that the Pharom will not be found unless it is meant to.”

“What does that mean?” Senarra asked, perplexed. “We should protect it.”

“Senarra, please...” Odai began to say.

“It is all right, Odai,” Anjia replied. “Her thoughts and questions are valid. I do not know if I can adequately explain this, but I have a strong feeling that the Pharom has its own destiny, apart from us.”

“Even though our people created it?” Senarra challenged.

Anjia did not feel bothered by the question, rather energized by it. It was all crystallizing in her mind as she spoke. “I know it seems strange, but the Pharom is much like any of us. We are the products of our parents, but somehow, through our continued existence and experience, we become more than the sum of those parts. Something within us, that is uniquely us, emerges. It is there from the start; it comes through at the moment of creation. We have seen this time and again in infants, children, in every species of animals and birds. They have their own personality, their own drives. That is simply part of their being.”

“But we are not talking about an organic being,” Senarra replied, “this technology is...”

“Energy based,” Anjia finished her sentence. “As are we.”

Senarra paused, reflecting on what was said. Something rang true for her. She sat back.

Tramen understood. “We are all made up of energy, our thought energy, our physical energy.”

“Exactly,” Anjia replied. “It is the true essence of all things and can never be extinguished. That energy reaches out to those it is meant to connect with.”

They all sat quietly for a moment, both inspired and comforted by her words.

“The Pharom should be safe,” Odai assured them, “for a very long time.”

“Then here it shall remain,” Anjia stated.

Tramen spoke, “Our father entrusted the priests to protect the Pharom’s secrets and that will not change even though we must all leave this land to get a new start.” He thought for a moment. “We will settle again somewhere, and once we have had enough time to heal and rebuild, when the time is right, some of us will return. Then you will once again watch over it. The priesthood’s responsibility does not end here. You will remain the guardians of the Pharom for as long as it exists.”

Anjia looked off into the distance. “Perhaps one day, others will even be drawn to it...its energy still hums. Those, whose energy levels vibrate in a harmonious way to it, may seek it, sensing it. Or, it may sense them, and draw them to itself. At that time, we must trust that it will be found when it is meant to be found, by those who are meant to find it. Perhaps we can even resume my father’s work with it. I hope so.”

She looked at each of them. “Our own roles in all of this are not yet determined...” She turned suddenly.

Peeking from around a corner, Setar was watching, listening.
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A Secret Told

Setar ran.

Anjia got up and followed after him. “Setar! Please stop!” she yelled. “Let me talk to you.”

“No!” The young boy kept running across what was left of the Palace gardens.

“Setar, please let me explain,” she called out after him. “Let me answer your questions, alleviate your fears.”

He stopped in his tracks. His back remained turned. “You all keep secrets. So many secrets.” His shoulders shook. He clenched and unclenched his fists.

Anjia saw his reaction. She felt his anger, his confusion. She was deeply concerned. She walked over to him.

He turned to look over his shoulder, still not making eye contact with her.

Anjia knelt down in front of him. She tried to take his hand in hers, but he pulled it away. “Some secrets are necessary, Setar,” she said. “To protect people, to keep them safe.”

“What is the Pharom?” he asked, now gazing directly at her. “What is this secret you keep? I want to know.”

She nodded. “Then perhaps it is time you were informed. Let us sit together.” She led him to a soft grassy spot, one that had not been singed.

He sat down a little ways from her. A soft breeze blew his hair away from his face. The air still smelled of smoke, and the sky remained a cruel gray, hiding the sun from them.

Confident that the situation was under control, Tramen and the others let them be to talk alone.

She respected Setar’s wish for some distance. “I will tell you everything,” she said. She took a deep breath. “But know this, it will not be easy to hear.”

He looked at her, his expression curious.

Anjia regarded him for a moment. He had his father’s eyes, and a measure of his intensity. She felt apprehensive. This was going to be hard for him to accept and after all of the other trauma he had recently experienced, she worried how it would affect him. He was still so young, not yet ten years old.

Setar waited. His grey eyes watched her warily.

“Before I tell you this, know that we would have told you the truth when you were older. We felt you were still too young, and so much has already happened.” She saw his expression. He looked anxious and uneasy.

“What truth?” he asked as he nervously ripped up a handful of grass.

“Our father, King Traeus, commissioned the Pharom’s creation. He wanted to give our people something wondrous, something life-changing.” She paused. It was difficult to know how best to say this.

Setar shifted where he sat. His breathing shallowed with anticipation. He ripped up another handful of grass.

“Setar,” she said, “we...” She again paused. What she would say next would change his life forever.

“What is it?” he asked, leaning forward.

“The Kierani, our people, we do not come from this land.”

“We traveled here?”

She nodded. “Yes, from very far away.”

“How far?” he asked, his eyes growing wide.

She looked at him for a moment. She pursed her lips. She pointed her finger. Upwards. Towards the sky.

He looked up at the sky. He watched the overhanging haze changing shape and form. “I do not understand.”

“We came from the stars.”

He frowned. Her answer made no sense to him. “What do you mean?”

“This place, this planet, was not our original home.”

He inhaled sharply. “This planet...what are you saying?”

“Our people crashed here,” she admitted. It was best to get it all out now. “We are from a planet very far from here, another star system entirely. They were exploring this system, traveling and reaching out beyond our home. The effects of a large solar flare disrupted their ship’s systems. There was little warning, and not enough time to react. We were incredibly fortunate that anyone survived. Most did not. Our people have been here ever since.”

Setar got up. His skin crawled, his head spun. He walked over to a nearby tree. He put his hand on it to steady himself. “We are...aliens?”

“To this world, yes,” Anjia replied, also standing up. She walked closer to him. “But to one another, no. We are Kierani. Our home is called Kieran.”

“So, we are lost,” he said. “Alone. In a place where we do not belong.”

“That is why the Pharom was created,” she said.

He turned to look at her. His slate grey eyes were filled with tears of shock and frustration and crushing disappointment.

Her heart went out to him. She needed to explain more. “The Pharom is a beacon,” she continued, “to reach out to our home. To let our people know where we are. So that one day, perhaps, they may find us, and we can be reunited. It is hope for us.”

He looked away. He leaned his back against the tree. He hung his head. “No one has ever spoken of this,” he said feeling deeply hurt, angry, and frightened beyond words. Not just of what she had told him, but also of how so much had been kept from him all of his life. He felt his already fragile trust in his family, his people, shatter. “Not once,” he said, his voice now sounding hollow. Within him, a deep chasm of mistrust in Anjia, and in everyone around him, grew, shaking him to his very core.

“Setar, our people do not know about the Pharom. Our father did not want to get their hopes up. The chances of a signal ever reaching our people, or of us being found is... astronomically small. He used what was left of our ship’s technology to create it. We have no other resources to create another. We had to accept that this was our home now, and keep our people’s focus on that. We had to build a proper life here.”

Setar did not know what to say. His young mind raced with questions he scarcely knew how to articulate.

“This is a lot to take in all at once,” Anjia said. “I can understand how you must be feeling...”

“No, you cannot!” he snapped. “First this family lies to me about my true father. Now this. No one has ever said anything about any of this! Is everyone in on this secret?”

“Setar, please understand,” she pleaded, “we do not speak of it openly to protect the young. When Kierani reach a certain age of maturity, they are told. Not before. We want children to grow up feeling connected to this place, this land. For we may never leave here.”

Setar felt his face grow hot. His hands trembled. “Secrets and lies...that is what my father said.”

“What?” she asked, shocked at what he had just said. She felt a sudden wave of anger from him. Deep, dark anger.

Setar placed his hand over his heart. “He said he would never lie to me.” He glared at her. “He was the only one.”

Anjia watched him. She felt something change within him, a shift. She suddenly felt cold, ice cold. Her pendant’s energy seemed to fade, then surge back with a different rhythm. “Setar...” she started to say.

“I know about Mindara...and my real mother,” he said in a voice that sounded hollow. “I know what she did to her.”

Anjia inhaled sharply. “Setar,” she said, “I am sorry that you had to...”

“You knew,” he said as he took a step back, a look of revulsion on his face, “and yet you still accept her? You say that you love her? You kept all of this from me my whole life?”

“Setar, please listen to me, let me explain,” she pleaded, tears welling up in her eyes.

He shook his head vigorously, taking a few more steps back. “I will never trust any of you again. You are all nothing but liars. You kill anyone who crosses you.” His face looked different now. He appeared almost broken, shattered.

“That is not true, Setar, please understand,” Anjia begged him, growing more fearful of his reaction, “there is so much more to this. Let me tell you what happened...”

“I will never forgive any of you for what you have done.” And with that he ran off.
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Secrets Uncovered

Present-Day Egypt

The four friends were alone in their bright, spacious, private hospital suite, courtesy of Dr. Khadesh. Jack was in the bed, recovering from his gunshot wound. The others sat around his bed in comfortably padded chairs. They were enjoying a huge platter of fresh fruit and bread that Dr. Khadesh and Khamir had sent them, while watching the news on TV. The female news anchor spoke on the television:


“The Cairo airport remains under heavy security. The investigation is finally complete and the official report to international governments and the media was that four Americans were kidnapped. In their attempts at escape they were falsely accused of being terrorists by Maximilian Reichmann, the head of Reichmann Enterprises. Mr. Reichmann is a wealthy German antique smuggler and, as revealed by the police investigation, has ties to the Stasi, the former secret police organization of East Germany. The four Americans were able to retrieve the stolen artifacts and assist Egyptian police in their investigation, resulting in the arrest of the culprits. Maximilian Reichmann, who authorities said orchestrated one of the biggest antique smuggling rings in the world, was killed in a firefight with police. His role in several other murders is also being investigated.”

She continued with her report, “Maximilian Reichmann had help from two American archaeologists, Fessel C. Blothers and Professor Abner Dustimaine. Mr. Blothers was injured during the retrieval of the stolen artifacts, but will make a full recovery. He is cooperating with authorities in this investigation and will testify that he and Professor Dustimaine had helped Maximilian Reichmann illegally excavate near the Great Sphinx, in an attempt to steal ancient relics. How Maximilian Reichmann was allowed to undertake such a shockingly brazen endeavor, which is described as an affront to history and to the great nation of Egypt, will be part of this investigation. Several Egyptian officials are also being investigated for their roles in this matter. German authorities have seized the assets of Reichmann Enterprise and are working closely with Egyptian police to cooperate with the ongoing investigation.”

“The four Americans who foiled this grand caper also work in the field of archaeology. All charges against them have been dropped. In fact, Dr. Khadesh, the Director of Egyptian Antiquities, has stated that we all owe a debt of gratitude to the four Americans for their heroic actions in helping to preserve Egypt’s great history.”



“Wow,” Bob said, thrilled at what he had just heard.

“Heroes, hey?” Jack beamed. He struggled to sit up, his left arm heavily bandaged in a sling.

“Here, let me help you,” Alex said. “You’re going to have to get used to wearing that. The doctors will take it off once we’re back in the States.”

“Could you pass me the jello?” Jack asked.

“Sure,” she said, grabbing the cup of bouncy, green jello.

He struggled with the spoon.

“I’ll help you,” she said, and taking the spoon from him, she spoon-fed him some jello.

“Thanks, Alex. You’re an angel.” He smiled at her. “It’s just so uncomfortable,” he said as he took another bite. He shifted. “And it still hurts a lot,” he winced and sighed.

“I know,” she replied. “You poor thing.” She fed him more jello.

Bob rolled his eyes.

Mitch laughed. “Let’s not let this hero business go to our heads. We still have things to wrap up, you know.”

“That’s right,” Alex said. “Lots of unfinished business, and not the glamorous kind either.”

The four friends had spent the past week in an Egyptian hospital, while they recovered from their wounds. They had all sustained some injuries, but nothing time could not heal. Jack’s injuries were the most serious, requiring two surgeries, as the bullet had lodged in his humerus, but his doctors said with time and a lot of physiotherapy he would likely make a full recovery.

There was a knock on the door.

They all jumped.

The door opened. “My friends, how are you doing this fine day?” Dr. Khadesh asked as he entered the room, accompanied by Khamir who waved and smiled at them all.

They were visibly relieved.

“Still a little jumpy, are we?” Khamir asked. “I can understand that. It will take awhile to recover physically and emotionally.” He set a duffel bag down on a nearby table.

“Yeah, once I can get some shut-eye,” Bob said. “I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed.” He pointed to the cots they had been using. “Those things aren’t built for a man of my stature. I’m seriously sleep deprived and aching all over.”

They hadn’t wanted to be apart since their ordeal, so they requested cots for Jack’s room. Dr. Khadesh had facilitated all of the arrangements for them.

“Actually, I beg to differ. I know that you’ve been sleeping,” Jack said. “It sounds like there’s a freight train in here at night you snore so loud.”

“It’s true,” Alex said.

Mitch nodded. “Totally. Two freight trains I think.”

“Well, I don’t know how you can hear anything, Jack,” Bob retorted. “I’ve seen all the painkillers you’ve been getting. It’s a wonder you’ve been aware of anything at all.”

“Been having some pretty good dreams, too,” he said as he winked at his friend. He stole a quick glance in Alex’s direction.

“Unbelievable, even with a gunshot wound, you never stop,” Bob said, laughing.

“Well,” Dr. Khadesh said, sitting down in a chair near the TV, “I think your recovery is coming along just fine.”

“They’ve been amazing to us here,” Alex said. “Thank-you for everything. We also heard about our status on the news.”

“I apologize that you found out that way. I meant to tell you myself, but we had a lot of things to address regarding what happened. I believe everything is under control now and back in order,” he said, wincing as he shifted in the chair.

Khamir poured him a glass of water, then took a seat next to him.

“How is the shoulder healing?” Mitch asked.

Dr. Khadesh still wore a sling over one arm, but looked amazingly well for someone who had been shot.

“Still sore, but luckily the bullet passed clean through my shoulder,” he said, taking a long drink of the water. Khamir refilled his glass.

“Lucky you,” Jack added. “They keep coming at me with knives getting mine out.”

“We are very sorry for your injury, Jack,” Khamir added. “We wish things had not gone as they did.”

“Further to that,” Mitch said, “Dr. Khadesh, how is your colleague doing, the one that Maximilian used to lure you out?”

“He is recovering reasonably well, thank-you for asking,” he said. “They say he will be in the hospital for no more than a couple of weeks longer, then he will he be doing some physical therapy for awhile. He has some challenges ahead, but he should recover at least most of the way.”

“Our very best wishes for his recovery,” Alex said. She wanted to change the subject away from all of those traumatic events. “We’re sure glad you’re here. We missed you this last week.”

“We can tell you must have been busy,” Mitch said. “On the news they said that the people involved with Maximilian are under investigation. Things are wrapping up nicely.”

“Yes, it took some doing,” Khamir added, “but there will be a few more matters for us to handle in the days to come.”

“Speaking of matters to handle,” Alex said. “Do you mind if we ask you about a certain... relic?”

Dr. Khadesh smiled. “Perhaps we should discuss this behind closed doors.”

Khamir got up and closed the door to the suite. He sat back down.

“To answer your question, Alex, it is safe,” Dr. Khadesh replied.

“Both the Pharom and the Sun Disk were hidden in a new secure place,” Khamir added. “Do you want to know where they are hidden?”

“No!” the four friends replied in unison.

“At least not for awhile,” Alex added, winking. “Maybe after we’ve all healed...”

Bob kicked her chair.

She laughed.

“So, if I might ask,” Mitch ventured, “did anyone else see the Pharom?”

“I managed to hide it away again in the third hidden chamber,” Khamir said, “before the authorities searched the area.”

“What about Dustimaine and Fessel?” Jack asked. “Aren’t you worried that those weasels might tell the authorities about the Pharom’s powers?”

“Don’t be too hard on Fessel, Jack,” Bob said. “I think he’s learned his lessons. He almost died saving Mitch, remember.”

“You’re right,” Jack said. “Plus they didn’t know they were working for ex-Stasi officers. Sorry, Fessel, wherever you are.”

“He is here in the hospital as well,” Khamir said. “He is recovering surprisingly well. It did not look good at first.”

“Really?” Bob replied. “Maybe we should stop by and say hello.”

“Not now,” Khamir said, “he was a little traumatized at first, too. I am not sure he is ready for that yet.”

“What about Maximilian’s guard?” Mitch asked.

“Well,” Dr. Khadesh said, “Fessel and Maximilian’s guard, who is now in prison, sustained serious enough injuries that whatever they saw regarding the Pharom might be mistaken for hallucinations. They are not exactly trustworthy sources, being on the wrong side of the law. As for Abner, he is here as well...in the psychiatric ward. He had a bad reaction to everything that happened, a bit of a breakdown, from what I understand. It will be some time before anybody takes what he says seriously.”

Alex looked down at her hands. In spite of everything Dustimaine and Fessel had done, she didn’t wish them ill any longer. She wanted to let go of the anger and resentment she had been carrying towards them. She was drained.

“What if someone else like Maximilian comes along, snooping around?” Mitch asked.

“Do not worry about the Pharom, my friends,” Khamir said. “We have taken care of everything. It is protected, along with the Sun Disk, and the scrolls. Our society is safe again.”

Alex started to say something, then stopped.

Dr. Khadesh looked at her. “What is it, Alexandra?”

“Speaking of societies...the Pharom...” she started to say, then looked at Mitch, Jack, and Bob. They all nodded. They wanted to know, too.

“It’s not exactly...I mean...it’s...” her face flushed. “Oh, what the hell! It’s alien isn’t it?”

Dr. Khadesh looked at her for a moment, his expression unreadable. He glanced over at Khamir, who bowed his head. Dr. Khadesh set his shoulders and looked squarely at her. “Yes.”

“We knew it!” Mitch exclaimed, thrusting his arms in the air.

“Oh wow,” Jack said.

Bob’s eyes were bugging out of his head.

Alex swallowed hard, trying to stay calm. “The Kierani people, but if they created it...” she said, her heart beat faster, her palms grew sweaty, “if they were the ones, then they’re also...”

“Yes,” Dr. Khadesh answered simply.

“Oh my god,” she said, breathlessly. Her eyes welled up with tears. She had a thousand questions. A million. She ran her fingers through her once-again blonde hair.

“But you four had already figured that out,” Khamir added.

“Well, we suspected, but...” Mitch said, standing up. He poured himself a glass of water. He was overwhelmed with the news. “To know now for sure...it changes so much.”

“Excuse me,” Jack interjected. “I just thought of something. You’ve both been the guardians of this information and these ancient relics for how long?”

“A very long time, Jack,” Dr. Khadesh smiled.

The room was silent for a few minutes.

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir sat quietly, waiting, watching the four. They saw the questions churning in their minds.

Alex grabbed her still much shorter ponytail, twisting it, thinking. “So you said before that you and Khamir had done your own research, and learned of the Kierani.”

“That is correct,” Khamir answered.

“How exactly did you learn all this?” Alex asked.

“Why not just ask us what is really on your mind, Alexandra?” Dr. Khadesh replied.

She felt her stomach lurch to her throat. She was used to her questions being brushed aside. She tried to frame her thoughts. “I mean, if I had to guess, it might sound crazy, but...” she could feel beads of perspiration forming on her forehead, “well, I’ve often thought there was something different about the two of you. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it...” She looked at them intently, noticing, perhaps for the first time, in the bright hospital light, the golden flecks in their warm dark brown eyes.

“I thought the same thing,” Jack added.

“I think we all did,” she said nervously, “So, is it possible...are you somehow...related to them?”

“Do you mean are we Kierani?” Dr. Khadesh asked.

“Yes,” she replied. “Are you?”

“We are.”

“Oh my god!” she shouted, jumping up. “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god!” She thought she could pull all of her hair out at that moment she was so excited.

“No way!” Mitch exclaimed.

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir laughed.

Bob’s mouth was agape.

Jack whistled. “I’m glad we were sitting down for this.”

“You...you...” she stammered, pointing at them.

“We are descendants of the Kierani priesthood.”

She shrieked.

“Alex, keep it down!” Mitch said. “You’ll attract attention.”

“Sorry,” she said, pacing the room. “I...you...I mean...” she could no longer form sentences. Her mind was racing.

“Since Alex can no longer speak coherently, let me try,” Mitch said. “So you’re not from around here,” he winked.

Dr. Khadesh winked back at him.

“Then, back to the Pharom,” he said, “it’s a beacon, right? I mean, that’s what we had figured out from our research.”

Khamir nodded.

“To signal others?”

“Yes,” Dr. Khadesh said. “To let them know we are here. One day perhaps, our people will find us.”

“Geez,” Bob said, “I don’t think I like the sounds of that. Are they hostile?”

Khamir frowned.

“Are we?” Dr. Khadesh asked.

“No,” Bob answered, somewhat reluctantly.

“Then you have your answer, Bob,” Khadesh said, his brow furrowed, his tone indicating he had taken some offence to the question.

Alex started pacing again. “The signal the Pharom sent off, is it still traveling through space?”

Dr. Khadesh took a deep breath. “We wish we knew,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “It is possible. We have no way to know for sure.”

Alex stopped pacing, and stood biting her lip.

“Whoa,” Jack said. “ET is probably still phoning home. We would have hit redial when we connected the Pharom to the platform when we were first here.”

Mitch nodded. “You’re probably right, Jack.”

“It is very likely,” Dr. Khadesh agreed.

“Oh great,” Bob said.

“Unbelievable,” Alex whispered. She looked at Khamir and Dr. Khadesh. “Where do we go from here? People should know.”

Dr. Khadesh looked at her sadly. “The world is not ready for this kind of information, Alexandra. Far from it, in fact.”

“Some of us are ready,” Alex added hopefully.

“But not enough,” Dr. Khadesh said, shaking his head. “We are guardians, we protect this legacy. Now you are, too. But that comes with a heavy burden. The secret must remain just that. A secret.”

They were all crestfallen.

“But,” Dr. Khadesh said, his voice brightening as he stood up, “my son and I have something for you. Something that I think will make up for that, at least a little.”

The foursome looked at each other, then at Dr. Khadesh and Khamir.

“Your son?” Alex asked.

Khamir stood up.

“Get out!” Alex exclaimed. She looked from one to the other, taking note of the resemblance. She nodded her head. “We had a feeling Khamir could be your son.”

“Since you and Khamir didn’t say anything, we thought it was impolite to speculate,” Mitch added.

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir smiled.

“I always thought there was a special connection between the two of you,” Alex said, her head cocked to one side.

“Now you know,” Khamir said.

“Shall we?” Dr. Khadesh asked.

“Yes, of course,” Khamir said. He retrieved the duffel bag he had set down on the table. He handed it to Mitch.

Mitch took it in his lap and shifted his chair so that Jack could see as well. Alex and Bob moved their chairs closer. Mitch unzipped the duffel bag and pulled out a Ziploc bag. Inside was a small piece of papyrus.

“We made a copy for you,” Khamir said. He enjoyed seeing their faces light up.

“The ‘crib notes’ we found,” Alex said, taking the Ziploc bag from Mitch. She looked at the Kierani glyphs, along with the Egyptian hieroglyphs – the Rosetta Stone for the Kierani language.

Mitch then pulled out the other item from the bag. It was a large red bound book filled with pages of papyrus. It felt quite heavy. There were golden Kierani symbols embossed on its cover. “The Book of the Old and New World,” Mitch translated, recalling their previous research. He ran his fingers over the Kierani hieroglyphs on the book.

“Wow,” Alex said. “It’s beautiful.”

Jack happily regarded his friends who, except for Bob, looked like little kids on Christmas morning. Bob looked apprehensive. “It’s ok, buddy,” Jack whispered to him, “we can sit the next one out.”

Bob anxiously nodded his agreement.

“That is also an exact copy we made,” Dr. Khadesh said. “What you learned before with the scrolls you found only told one part of the story of the Kierani civilization. This book tells of another part. The ‘crib notes’ as you call them, will help you to decipher it.”

“Speaking of that,” Alex said, “I have a million more questions. For starters, you haven’t told us where the Kierani are originally from.”

“You do not want us to spoil all of the surprises for you, do you?” Khamir asked, his expression playful.

“I do!” Jack chimed in.

Khamir smiled. He pointed to the book. “Is it not more fun to wait and not unwrap all of your presents at once?”

Mitch smiled. “So then, I guess that’s it for now?”

Khamir looked at Dr. Khadesh, who had a sly grin on his face.

“Gotcha,” Mitch said.

Alex sighed heavily.

“Good grief! You really give up too easily,” Jack said, shaking his head. “I’m going to have to give you two a lesson in hard negotiations.”

“And I’m going to have to give you a lesson in lip-zipping, Jack,” Bob whispered to him.

“You know you want to know,” Jack whispered back. “Admit it!”

“I know I want to go home and get some sleep, and not have people shoot at us for awhile,” he said. “And I’d like to grow my beard back in peace. If we stick around for any more of these shenanigans Alex will have us shaving off our eyebrows or something next.”

Jack laughed.

“I don’t know what to say,” Alex said, her eyes tearing up.

“How does the saying go?” Khamir asked, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder, “but wait, there is more...”

Alex looked at him strangely. He hadn’t gotten the saying quite right. “You know I just realized that you two never use contractions,” she said. “Or have I just never noticed it?”

Khamir winked at her.

“Just like Data!” Jack said.

Khamir and Dr. Khadesh looked at him strangely.

“From Star Trek? The Next Generation?” he prodded.

They shrugged their shoulders.

“Ok, seriously, it’s time for you guys to visit us for a change.”

“Perhaps, one day we will,” Dr. Khadesh said. “But as Khamir said, we have something else for you.”

Dr. Khadesh gingerly reached into his inside jacket pocket. He presented them with a small plain brown jewelry box.

Alex accepted the box and opened it. Inside was a golden ankh pendant affixed with a new gold chain, lying on the soft felt padding. The pendant shone brilliantly as light reflected off it. Alex took hold of the pendant to examine it. At once she noticed a slight zinging in her fingers. She switched hands. There it was again. Her hand felt slightly warmer. She felt a little more energized. “It feels...incredible. Check it out,” she said as she handed it to Mitch.

He felt it, and passed it to Jack and Bob. They were all in awe of its unusual properties.

“Hey Alex,” Jack said, holding it up, “there are glyphs on the back, care to enlighten us?”

She took it back from him, and proceeded to translate the hieroglyphs out loud, “‘May this symbol of life protect you, all of your days’. So lovely,” she said, carefully placing it back in the box.

“This pendant has been in my family for many generations,” Dr. Khadesh said. “Now, we hope it may protect yours. Abner had it on him when the Pharom went off.

“I saw you take something from his shirt pocket when he was on the stretcher,” she said, looking at it. “Was this it?”

“Yes.”

“I wondered why he hadn’t been killed when the pulse of energy burst from the Pharom. Not that I wanted him killed, of course. But he was hiding in a corner on the same level as the platform when the Pharom went off, unprotected. Mitch had the Sun Disk covering him, but Maximilian and the other guard were killed almost instantly. Yet Dustimaine survived. I didn’t know how.”

“Now you do,” Dr. Khadesh said, nodding towards the ankh pendant. “It has some of the same properties as the metallic alloy in the Pharom.”

“Are you saying this pendant has magical powers protecting those who hold or wear it?” Jack asked.

Dr. Khadesh shook his head. “It is more that it is an energy source, very slight,” he answered, “but I believe it offered some protection against the Pharom’s malfunctions through its properties. It has the same energy signature, though on a much, much lower scale. It seems to be able to deflect, enhance, transfer or absorb energy to a degree. The Sun Disk has a much larger and stronger concentration of its component elements, and the Pharom by orders of magnitude, plus it is constructed from a unique alloy.”

Bob’s eyes went wide. He repeated Khadesh’s words, “Deflect, enhance, transfer or absorb energy? Um, that has quite the implications.”

“Yeah, don’t things usually exhibit only one or two of those properties, at least to any great degree?” Jack asked.

“Usually,” Bob answered, his brow furrowed, as tried to make sense of what he was hearing.

“These alloys have the ability to behave differently, under different circumstances,” Khamir said.

“Sheesh. I can’t even begin to figure out the science behind that,” Bob said, running his fingers through his hair.

“Yeah, I’m not even going to try and understand what you guys are saying,” Jack said, shaking his head.

“Unfortunately, most of this sophisticated metallurgical knowledge has been lost to us,” Khamir added, sounding forlorn. “And, apart from the Sun Disk, and Pharom, there are no other sources of the active component elements that we know of.”

“That’s a real shame,” Bob added, “those properties could literally change our world. Saying it’s advanced doesn’t begin to do it justice.”

Jack slowly nodded his head in agreement as he tried to imagine the possibilities.

“These alloys are powerful, but unstable at times,” Dr. Khadesh said, “hence the accidents involving the Pharom. We must not lose sight of that. The pendant is safe, though. In fact, it seems to have some beneficial properties, in that it gives the wearer a sense of warm energy and to a small extent enhances abilities that are already there.”

“Incredible,” Alex said. “I bet there are a lot of scientists that would love to get their hands on it.”

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir looked at her intently.

“But of course, they won’t,” Alex assured them.

“Are you sure you want to give us these?” Mitch asked. “They’re priceless.”

Dr. Khadesh nodded. “It is the least we can do for all you have sacrificed. You put your lives on the line. We will never forget that. The four of you are the now the protectors of these items. Guard and cherish them well.”

“Thank-you,” Alex said, feeling overwhelmed with emotion.

“Yes, thank-you,” Mitch said. “We’re deeply honored.”

Dr. Khadesh nodded.

“You know,” Khamir added, “if you ever want to come back and continue your work, you are welcome to. My father has seen to that.”

“Really?” Alex asked.

Mitch beamed.

“Any time you like,” Dr. Khadesh said, smiling. “We could still use your help. There is so much more to this history that you do not know yet. So much that has been lost...”
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A man, posing as an orderly, left the door to the private hospital suite. He quickly walked away and disappeared into a stairwell. As he ran down the stairs, he pulled out his phone. He stopped on a landing and made a call.

“It’s me,” he said, breathing fast, “it’s true. What are we going to do?” He listened to the reply. He frowned, then shook his head. “I don’t think...” he started to say, but he got cut off. “Are you sure? How...?” He ran his fingers through his hair. “But...”

Again he got cut off. The voice on the other end of the phone was angry, heated.

“I see,” the man said, sighing heavily. He listened. “Yes, I understand. I will.” 
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Turning of the Page

Present-Day Egypt

On the private plane back to the United States, Jack and Bob were fast asleep, their heads resting on plump, fluffy pillows. They were wrapped up in thick, red blankets, with gold stitching on the edges. Bob was snoring loudly. A half dozen empty Coca Cola cans and various dishes littered their tables. A rerun of Star Trek played on their television screens. Their seats were folded back to make comfortable beds. The four friends were the only passengers on the Lear jet that Dr. Khadesh had managed to arrange for them. Mitch and Alex were too excited to sleep.

Alex inspected the golden ankh pendant, mesmerized by it.

“Put it on,” Mitch said.

“What? No, I couldn’t,” she said, shaking her head. “It belongs to all of us. We should put it someplace safe.”

He took it from her hand and gently placed it around her neck. “I don’t think they’d mind,” he said motioning to their sleeping friends. “In fact, I’m sure they’d agree this is the perfect place for it. Besides, we’re always together, the four of us. Thick as thieves, right?”

She looked at the pendant, touching it gingerly. She nodded. She felt the warm, soft tingle of the pendant’s energy signature. “That feels amazing.” She sat with it for a few moments, her eyes closed, letting the pendant’s effects wash over her. After a short while, the initial effects became barely noticeable, but her mind felt clearer, she felt lighter, and more focused.

Mitch watched her, and saw her smile. She looked content, at peace. “You look happy, Alex.”

She inhaled deeply, and then opened her eyes. Her blue eyes were clear and sparkling, alight with life and energy. “It’s a wonderful feeling.”

He hugged her. “I’m glad.”

“But,” she said, fingering the pendant, “I insist on sharing this. We will all take turns wearing it.”

He smiled. “Sure, Alex. Who knows how it might affect us? What portals it might open for us?”

“Exactly my thoughts,” she said, beaming. “I think it might prove very interesting.”

Mitch then picked up the red book Dr. Khadesh and Khamir gave them and placed it on the table in front of them. “Shall we?” He dangled the papyrus inscribed with the Kierani and Egyptian glyphs in front of her. “There are many more mysteries to uncover, apparently.” He smiled brightly.

Alex laughed. “I thought you’d never ask.” Taking a deep breath, touching the pendant and feeling the ancient energy connection, she pulled the cover open...
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Know the world in yourself.
Never look for yourself in the world, for this would be to project your illusion.

~ Egyptian Proverb




A journey from the present...

Those whose destinies are forever tied to the sands of Egypt were called back. Two young archaeologists, Mitch Carver and Alexandra Logan, along with their best friends and assistants, Jack and Bob, were responsible for uncovering the truth about the Great Sphinx of Giza, in ancient times known as the Amsara monument. They learned it is thousands of years older than the history books say; and that staggeringly, its true construction and purpose have alien origins. The guardians of this secret, whom they’ve come to trust and rely on, were not who or what they appeared to be. They descend from an ancient people not of this world.

They’d also found an artifact of such advanced technology and power that it proved far too perilous to handle or to keep. However, such knowledge did not stay a secret and dangerous enemies soon circled. A heavy price was paid to protect this precious knowledge and artifact. Many, many secrets must still be kept...

Will reveal even more secrets from the past...

10,000 B.C. Back in the land, which now goes by the name of Egypt, the Kierani civilization has suffered terrible losses. Zhek Draxen’s ruthless, yet failed, attempt at overthrowing the Royal Family and reclaiming his son, Setar, has cost countless lives. Including his own. Setar is grief-stricken and torn in two when he learns the truth of his family and the secrets they have kept. These secrets and the loss of his father, Zhek, haunt him.

And yet, the Kierani paid a further, frightening price for the sins of the past. The Pharom, which was designed to be a beacon to call to their people in the hopes they would one day be found, was long ago stolen and mishandled by the Draxen family. The explosive energy it sent off traveled into space and set in motion a course of events, drawing forth destructive and unforeseen consequences. A meteorite bombardment many years later destroys their city, kills many, including King Traeus, and forces the Kierani to leave Egypt. To survive, their people head to a land of which their new young Queen, Anjia, has a vision, Sela it was called then. Petra, it is known by, now.

However, many amongst her people will never forgive the secrets that have been kept and the casualties that have arisen as a result. The young Queen Anjia has yet to face her ultimate battle...
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A Deal with the Devil

Present Day

A black Mercedes coupe with tinted windows sped through traffic, weaving wildly past the other cars. A man gripped the wheel. “We lost it. Maximilian is dead,” he spoke into his Bluetooth earpiece. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He bit his lip as he listened to the response. “That might be difficult. Our sources say the item has vanished.” He cringed at the reply. “Understood. I’ll be right there.” He hung up the phone and shifted gears. His boss didn’t want to talk about such sensitive matters over the phone.

The man changed direction, turned onto the off-ramp, and accelerated onto the freeway. He knew they had precious little time before the trail went cold.
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He arrived at his destination, a gleaming skyscraper in Houston, Texas. Its glass windows black-tinged with steel accents, it was an imposing building. The large sign at the top of the building said Global Financial Enterprises, but that was just a front. A valet came up to take his keys as he exited the car. Nodding, he continued into the building. The expansive lobby had a marble floor and soaring ceilings.

He knew that one powerful company controlled all of the other businesses in the building. No company that wasn’t a subsidiary of GFE was allowed lease space in the building, which was secretly owned by Ares Worldwide, Inc. Their mandate, known only in military and government circles, was ‘Military specialists in armed combat advisory services and defense strategies.’ They were mercenaries for hire, most often by certain arms of governments looking to keep a distance from a conflict in which they had a secret, vested interest.

Their often eight and nine figure contracts were a main source of income, but as they also preferred to generate their own funds to keep from being too dependent on anyone external, they had developed their own in-house financial services company, which invested in global currencies based on information they gathered on their top-secret missions. It was insider-trading at its most blatant, but due to the black ops nature of their missions, no one, including the SEC could prove it. It could be a fatal error to try, as one unlucky investigative journalist had found out two years ago; a hit and run accident, no witnesses, and his computer and notes had never been recovered.

The man rushed across the lobby, armed guards eyeing him carefully, but recognizing who he was. He hit the elevator button, got in the first carriage and hit the top floor. The ride was swift and smooth. Seventy floors in a matter of seconds.

The doors opened to an expansive lobby. A tall, attractive brunette receptionist stood up from behind her desk and greeted him. “Mr. Heitner, it’s good to see you again.”

“You, too, Rosalie. You look lovely today, as always,” he said.

She walked out from behind her desk, all long legs and model-like looks. “Thank-you,” she said, blushing slightly and dipping her chin to look up at him with perfectly mascaraed lashes. “Mr. Vetteller has been expecting you. Come this way, please,” she said smiling, as she led him to the double doors at the back of the lobby area. She was immaculately groomed, with light skin and perfectly straight, white teeth, showcased by glossy red lipstick.

He followed her, taking notice of her sky-high heels and form-fitting pale pink Chanel skirt. Her clothes and accessories were all expensive. She turned her head, catching him looking at her derriere. She smiled knowingly, turning back around, her silky, wavy long hair bouncing as she did. He caught a whiff of her perfume. Also Chanel. She seemed to be walking to draw attention.

Thomas knew the type. Always working it. Reveling in attention. He noticed how flirty she always was with him, but he suspected that’s how she greeted all their male guests. Making them feel powerful, attractive, and important. Very good for business.

They reached the double doors. She stopped to knock.

A voice was heard from inside the office, “Enter.”

She opened the doors and stood by to let Thomas pass.

“Thank-you, Ms. Beauchamp,” the man inside said. “That will be all for now.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied. She turned back to Thomas, her hazel eyes sparkling. “I will see you out when you’re finished, Mr. Heitner.” She closed the doors behind her, flashing a bright smile as she did.

Thomas stood waiting. As second in command in Sebastian Vetteller’s privately held organization, which Sebastian had created from the ground up, Thomas was often called upon for a variety of tasks. His military background and special ops experience meant he was versatile, capable of handling whatever mission his boss sent his way, without balking at the sometimes-unsavory aspects of what he was asked to do.

Sebastian wasted no time getting to the urgent matter at hand. “We have a problem, don’t we?”

Thomas gave him a disturbing update from his sources near the excavation at the Great Sphinx of Giza. Their business partner, Maximilian Reichmann, and most of his team, had been killed in the attempt to steal a powerful device they’d had their eyes on. The device, which they suspected was responsible for their deaths, had since disappeared. Only one survivor and potential eyewitness remained from Maximilian’s team and he was in a Cairo prison.

Ares had been in business with Reichmann Enterprises since they began sourcing parts for weapons from them. However, unbeknownst to Maximilian Reichmann, Ares kept a close watch on everyone they did business with. They wanted to know everything about their partners so that they never had any surprises. They operated successfully by anticipating problems, leveraging their position whenever they could, and most importantly, seizing opportunities by any means necessary that could propel their weapons-research division forward. They’d had Maximilian and his team under surveillance during their entire time in Egypt. However, what they didn’t know exactly was what had happened in that underground chamber.

“I want you in Cairo. I’m also going to contact our man Charles, in Brussels, and have him go see the prisoner. We need more intel first. Then we’ll decide our approach.” Sebastian gazed out the window for a moment, thinking.

Thomas waited.

Sebastian turned back to him. “This needs to stay between the three of us. I don’t want anyone else in our organization to get wind of what we’re really after. I have a feeling this could be the find of a lifetime. If that device was responsible for their deaths, it could launch Ares so far ahead in the advanced weapons industry that no one will ever be able to catch up.”

“Of course.”

“Stealth will be our best option,” Sebastian continued. “I don’t want them to see us coming. We will succeed where Maximilian failed, by executing a surgical strike.”

“Perfect,” Thomas replied, nodding.

Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “Whatever happens, we must secure that device. Nothing stands in the way of that. Find out everything you can without being seen. I need to know if that thing really was some kind of dangerous power source.”

“Understood.”
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Thomas Heitner arrived in Cairo and went straight to work on gathering intelligence. He’d given Sebastian an update on his plans. He parked his car in the visitor parking of the hospital, and exited the vehicle dressed as a hospital orderly. His appearance was non-descript; his dark features allowed him to blend in easily with the comings and goings at the hospital. He’d made some calls, asked some questions, and his contact in the local police force had been most helpful. He learned that the survivors of the incident at the Sphinx had been hospitalized.

Scanning a directory, he searched for where the survivors might be. He wasn’t sure. He’d have to do this on a floor-by-floor search of possible areas. Staying as calm as possible, he grabbed a chart off a nurse’s station, so he could look like he was working.

He eventually found the room he was looking for. He stood outside the door pretending to examine his chart and straining to hear the conversation from inside the room. Due to the ambient noise in the area, and loud conversations that passed by, he could only make out snippets of conversation coming through under the half-inch space where the bottom of the door didn’t quite meet the floor. His eyes widened at what he was hearing:

“...the Pharom, it’s a beacon...”

“...no way to know for sure...”

“...protect this legacy... secret.”

“...killed when the pulse of energy burst from the Pharom.”

“...metallic alloy in the Pharom.”

“...energy source... deflect, enhance, transfer or absorb energy...”

“...still use your help.”

Just then two doctors, deep in conversation, walked by. They barely took notice of the orderly standing outside the door examining some papers. The man held his breath and kept his eyes lowered. He let them pass, and then looked around. He didn’t want to risk being caught, and the conversation inside their room seemed to be wrapping up. From what he overheard their suspicions were correct. The stakes were high.

Tossing the chart, he quickly made for the nearest stairwell. Inside, as he made his way down the flights of stairs, he stopped on one of the landings and took out his cellphone. He dialed the private line for Mr. Vetteller. It rang once.

“Go,” said the voice on the end of the line.

“It’s me, it’s true. What are we going to do?”

“Hack into the police database, the Egyptian archaeological databases, the government, I don’t care,” Sebastian ordered. “Find a record of where they took that device.”

That was a big task. One which he doubted he could manage on his own. “I don’t think...”

Sebastian cut him off. “Do it. But I still don’t want anyone else brought in at this point.”

“Are you sure?” he asked. Finding a talented cyberhacker with a more current skillset would accomplish the task much more efficiently. “How...”

Sebastian cut him off again. He knew what Thomas wanted to ask. “We can’t afford word of that device leaking out to anyone, especially someone else from the criminal underworld. Got it?”

“But...”

Sebastian grew angry. “I can’t be any more clear on this.”

Thomas knew there was no arguing. “I see.”

“Get started and keep an eye on those people. I want to know if any of their movements could lead us to that device. Understand?”

“Yes, I understand. I will.”

Sebastian hung up.

Thomas was frustrated. He had many skills, but he still needed a team. Unfortunately, he wasn’t going to get one. At least not right now. There was no crossing Sebastian Vetteller. Thomas left. He had a lot to do.
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Dreams

Present Day

Alex was standing in a chamber, bathed in a soft bluish light. Stone walls soared above her. They felt close, heavy, imposing. She was alone. Her heartbeat pounded furiously in her chest, it seemed to echo through the chamber. She looked for a way out, but there was none.

Suddenly, the light became brighter, now white. It blinded her to the rest of her surroundings. She felt the ancient ankh pendant around her neck vibrate and grow warmer. Just then she heard a whisper. She spun around. Everywhere was the white light. She could hear her heart thumping in her chest.

“Who’s there?” she called out.

No answer.

“Hello? Tell me who you are. What’s happening?”

She tried to feel her way around. The light she was bathed in felt like a fine mist, but it wasn’t wet. It felt something like a faint electrical energy washing over her. Her skin tingled. She felt energized. Alive. Powerful. She closed her eyes. At once, she saw the events of her life flash before her. Her childhood, her parents, her father’s death, her education, her friendship with Mitch, the excavations in Egypt with Mitch, finding the original chest; she saw Jack, Bob, Khadesh, and Khamir, their near death experience in the Sphinx chamber, the accident with the Pharom, then... nothing.

She seemed to awaken. She was lying down. The light was gone. It was dark. The room felt cool. She felt cold rock on her back. Her arms were crossed over her chest. She moved her arms, stretching them out. She felt rock surrounding her. She felt a sense of being buried alive. She was about to scream, when a blast of light shot down from above. It illuminated the area. She was in a large stone sarcophagus. She looked up into the light. Her vision became sharper, more focused. Through the light she could make out stars. Then she heard a whisper again.

She sat straight up. “Who’s there?” she called out. Her voice seemed to echo on without end.

“Rise,” the voice said.

She felt herself floating upwards. She looked down. She was high above the chamber. Just then, a man entered the chamber, cloaked and masked. Alex sensed his cold, menacing presence.

From the shadows Khadesh stepped out.

“Stop!” Khadesh said. “You do not belong here.”

The man reached inside his dark cloak and pulled out a gleaming sword.

Alex tried to scream, but just then a giant serpent emerged from the sarcophagus. It lashed out at the cloaked man, devouring him.

She felt a blast of cold air, then felt herself falling.

[image: 00009.jpeg]
Alex awoke with a start. She gasped, panicked. The pendant was pulsing hot against her chest. The dream was so real. So vivid. The sensation of falling was terrifying. She sat up, brushed her damp hair from her face, and touched the pendant; it was still hot. Her heart pounded. She tried to calm her breathing down and make sense of what she had seen and experienced in her dream. She looked at the clock; it was 2:45 a.m.

“Great,” she whispered to herself. She was so rattled she didn’t think there’d be any more sleeping this night.

Getting up, she took the pendant off, setting it on her bedside table. Just then, her cellphone lit up. She jumped, but realized it was just a text message coming in from Mitch.

“What the heck is he doing texting me in the middle of the night?” she asked herself.

She picked up the phone. The message read, ‘Are you okay?’ She inhaled sharply. ‘How did he know?’ she wondered. She texted him back. ‘Bad dream’.

Half a minute later her phone vibrated. She answered it. “Can’t sleep either, I take it?”

“No, I had a bad dream, too. About you.” Mitch replied.

“What?”

“You are okay, though, right?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” she answered, “just a bit shaken and out of sorts.”

“Want to tell me about it?”

Alex recounted the harrowing dream in as much detail as she could recall. It had felt so real.

Mitch took a deep breath. “I dreamt that you were buried alive somewhere. I was trying to save you. I was so scared. I woke up with my heart pounding.”

“I can’t believe this, Mitch. Our dreams are so similar in some ways, like they’re related, and we have them at the same time.”

“I know,” he said, feeling pretty freaked out.

They both recalled their shared dreams in the past, but this was different.

“I was wearing the pendant, too. It was hot to the touch, and pulsing with energy.”

“Weird,” he said.

There was silence for a few moments as they each tried to process what was happening.

“What do you think it means?” Mitch finally asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, in a hushed voice. “Something bad, though. Very bad.”

“Agreed.”

Alex sighed. “Well, it’s the middle of the night.” She paused, thinking. “Why don’t we meet first thing in the morning? I’ll call Jack, you call Bob, but let’s wait until a more reasonable hour. There’s not much we can do right now.”

“You know, since that pendant seems to have something to do with it,” Mitch said, “and it looked like they were in trouble, we should probably contact Dr. Khadesh and Khamir, too. Tell them. Warn them. Something.”

“Right, but let’s talk about this first. With clearer heads. Try to see what we can figure out before we do.”

“Sounds like a plan. Are you sure you’re okay right now? I can come by if you’d like,” Mitch offered.

“I’m fine, really,” she said, “but thanks. Why don’t we call the boys around 9 a.m.? I know they’re night owls, but I don’t think I can wait too much longer to talk about this.”

“Deal,” he said. “I’ll come by at 10 a.m. and bring breakfast if you make coffee.”

“Sounds good.”

“Try to go back to sleep if you can. Call me if anything else strange happens.”

“I will. You, too.” She hung up the phone. She was rattled. She knew this was a serious warning sign of something...
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The next morning at 10 a.m. sharp, Alex’s door buzzer went off. “Hello?” she asked. She was again wearing the pendant.

“It’s me, Mitch.”

“Come on up,” she answered, as she buzzed him in. They still lived close by one another. At this rate, they probably always would.

He knocked on her door. He could smell the coffee aroma from the hallway, which made him smiled. Alex always made the best coffee.

She opened the door. “Morning,” she said, as he handed her the takeout bag, filled with bagels, peanut butter and jam, and donuts. “Thanks. Coffee?”

“You know it!” he said, as he took his shoes and jacket off and made himself at home. They had spent so much time at one another’s apartments they felt like communal homes.

About fifteen minutes later the buzzer sounded again.

Alex answered. This time it was Jack and Bob, packing their laptops along.

She met them at the door. They both looked bleary-eyed. “Good morning fellas. You look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed,” she commented, grinning.

Jack, the light-brown haired, skinny one of the two, had bags under his eyes. Bob, the rotund one, had a couple of day’s growth in his beard, and his black hair was his usual wild mass of tangled curls. Jack wore a “Jeffster” t-shirt from one of his favorite TV shows, “Chuck”, while Bob sported his favorite “Three Wolf Moon” t-shirt. They were a motley pair of geeks.

“Very funny, Alex,” Jack answered. “Bushy-haired maybe.”

“Hey, your hair isn’t much better,” Bob said. “Ever heard of shampoo?”

“Ever heard of a brush?” Jack retorted.

“Guys,” Alex said.

“You know we’re not morning people,” Jack moaned.

Bob just grunted as they stepped inside. “Is that coffee I smell?” he said, perking up.

“Yup, have a seat. I’ll grab you a couple of mugs. Mitch brought breakfast.”

“Sweet,” Jack said, a smile crossing his face.

They all sat down in the small living room with their coffee and breakfast.

“So, do tell,” Jack ventured between mouthfuls. “What was so important that you had to call us so early?”

“Yeah,” Bob said, “my usual bedtime is 4 a.m. Last night it was 4:30 a.m. That 9 a.m. phone call was painful.”

“Seriously painful,” Jack agreed.

“We wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t important,” Mitch said. He looked at Alex, “Shall I, or would you like to let them in on our night?”

Jack raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really?” he said, elbowing Bob and winking. “Sounds like we’re not the only ones who had a late night.”

Bob’s eyes went wide. “You really don’t need to tell us these things, what you two do on your own time...”

“Put a sock in it, you two,” Alex said.

Mitch gave them a stern look. “This is serious.”

Bob reached for another donut. “Okay, shoot. What’s up?”

Alex took a deep breath. “You remember that on our trips to Egypt there were a couple of times Mitch and I...” she paused. This whole thing seemed absurd, unreal to her. “That we... had the same dreams?”

“Oh, no,” Jack said. “Not again.”

Bob swallowed hard, nearly choking on his donut. “Please, tell me it was just a dream about sports, or fluffy bunnies, or cars, or something.”

“Um, no,” Mitch said, running his hand through his short brown hair. “Something else.”

“What is it with you two?” Jack asked. “I think you’re both slightly loony now.”

“Gee, thanks, Jack,” Alex said. “We didn’t ask for this, you know.”

“We know,” Bob said, dejectedly. He was happy with his uneventful life after all of their crazy, life and death escapades in Egypt. “Out with it. What was it this time?”

“Well, this time,” Alex added, “our dreams were different, but they happened at the exact same time and have things in common, so we’re pretty sure they’re related.”

Mitch and Alex took turns sharing the events of their dreams.

“Whoa,” Bob said.

“Intense,” Jack added.

They all thought for a moment on what it could mean.

“But before, you guys thought your weird, shared dreams were because of the proximity to the Pharom,” Bob said, a deep frown etched across his face. “What explains this now?”

“I think it’s this pendant,” Alex said, holding it up.

They all looked at it warily.

“Remember,” she said, “Dr. Khadesh and Khamir said it was made of an alloy similar to that of the Pharom.”

“And I think our exposure to the Pharom’s energy has a lasting effect,” Mitch added.

Bob rolled his eyes. “Just great. We’re all probably brain-damaged because of that damn thing.”

“Nope, just them,” Jack piped up, winking at Mitch and Alex. “But seriously, maybe you guys are just having nightmares and flashbacks of what happened in the Sphinx chamber?”

Alex shook her head, fingering the golden ankh pendant she wore around her neck. It was warm to the touch. “No. It wasn’t that.”

“I don’t think so either,” Mitch said.

“The dream felt like a premonition,” she said. “I can’t explain it. Those men, Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. It feels like it’s already happened. Or that it will happen.”

“Oh, man,” Bob said, “can we please be left out of that excitement this time?”

Jack elbowed him. “We’re in this together, we always have been.”

Bob’s shoulders slumped. “Stupid alien brain-scrambler,” he muttered under his breath. “Who knows what’s next.”

“Shhh,” Jack whispered, “maybe it can hear you.”

“I’d punch you, if you didn’t have a gunshot wound,” Bob whispered back.

“Bob has a point,” Alex said, frowning. “The Pharom, this pendant, we’re talking alien technology. We really have no idea what we’re dealing with. We need to talk to Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. Maybe they can shed some light on this.”

“Speaking of aliens...” Jack said quietly.

Mitch glanced at him, nodded, but then turned back to Alex. “Why don’t we do some research first,” Mitch said, “see if anything strange has been going on over in Egypt, specifically around the Giza plateau for starters, since that’s where we’ve been, where our experiences were. Plus, we can dive into the Kierani texts some more. We haven’t been home long, and we’ve barely made it through a tiny fraction of that book. There’s still so much we don’t know.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe we can find a clue to what this means.”

Deep down he was hoping this wasn’t going to lead to another experience like they’d had before. He didn’t want to admit it, but he was stalling for time, praying this ominous vibe would dissipate and they could forget about the dreams.

Alex thought about that for a moment, but shook her head. “I don’t want to wait to contact them.”

“Then, how about we do that tonight?” Mitch suggested. “We can use today to do just a little bit of our own research, since we’re all here together.”

Alex bit her lip. “I guess. But tonight, for sure.” She looked down at the pendant she wore. She held it in her hand. It warmed to her touch with its strange, otherworldly pulsing energy. She wondered what this all meant and what the days ahead held in store for them. She sensed they were already heading down a dangerous one-way track with no way to predict where they’d land...
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Connection to the Past

Present Day

Alex had offered the pendant to any one of the boys, if they wanted to take a turn wearing it. After the intensity of her dream and the reaction the pendant was having to whatever was going on, she wouldn’t have minded a break from it. She was still feeling very unsettled by her dream, which was more like a vision and scary real to her. She couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding that had settled into her.

However, she didn’t get any takers on the pendant. None of them wanted to be exposed to whatever it was the pendant was doing, and the strange effects it was having on Alex. Especially not Jack or Bob. Their tolerance for anything in a remotely paranormal realm ended at their television sets and game consoles. So, she continued to wear it for now, since it seemed to be cooler to the touch and not giving off its more intense energy.

When they’d returned home from Cairo, not even a week ago, they had thought they had lots of time to dig into the ancient history of the Kierani people, and make plans for whatever next steps they wanted to take in their lives and careers. They were all frazzled, jet-lagged, and dealing with the aftermath of the traumatic events they’d experienced. They all felt like they’d barely been able to catch their breath. They’d just wanted to relax, unwind, and process things for a while; to get a taste of a normal life again. But apparently that was not to be.

Now feeling pressure and a mounting sense of panic, Mitch and Alex settled in to start their research; including poring over the Kierani texts that Dr. Khadesh and Khamir had given them back in Egypt, who’d said this book, The Book of the Old and New World, would tell of a later part of Kierani history. Mitch and Alex were driven to find out just what took place after the first texts they’d studied. The history they’d learned about had left off at the point when the accident with the Pharom had occurred, blowing the original head off the Great Sphinx, known in the past as the Amsara monument. They knew the Kierani people had suffered as a result of the widespread devastation, wrought by that terrible event.

As the Director of Egyptian Antiquities, Dr. Khadesh held a singular place of prominence and influence. Through his position, he had allowed Mitch and Alex unprecedented access to archaeological treasures and knowledge, both known and previously unknown. What was more astonishing was that he, along with his son Khamir, once confronted by Alex, had admitted they were descendants of the Kierani priesthood, charged with guarding this secret history and its mysterious technological marvels. The fact that they came from a civilization so ancient, and in truth alien, only added to the monumental list of secrets the foursome had to carry.

Mitch and Alex had taken the revelation well, and on the surface, so had Jack and Bob. However, Jack and Bob did not share their friend’s ease with the news, and their trust in the two guardians was now more tenuous. However, they kept these feelings to themselves. They knew such thoughts wouldn’t be welcome.

They had thought they wouldn’t have to worry about the situation or face it again for a long time, giving them time to process it, to consider the staggering implications, and to decide whether they could really trust Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. But time was something they did not have, so Jack and Bob kept the real depth of their reservations and misgivings hidden as best they could, hoping push wouldn’t come to shove any day soon, if ever.

Over pots of coffee and a continuous supply of snacks, they were learning a little more about the history of these people. They learned that the people had left the region, but were having trouble figuring out why. The references were unclear, obscure. There were sections they didn’t have translations for.

In the meantime, Jack and Bob were searching online for any new developments in Egypt’s archaeological community. Jack got up frequently to do the stretches and exercises his physical therapist had given him. His recovery from his gunshot wound was on the upswing, but he still had a little ways to go to make a full recovery. Bob was a good friend to him during this time, helping him and encouraging him along the way.

Frustrated over a lack of progress, Alex, twisted her long, blonde hair into a ponytail, and took a break to do some research on her own. The images of her dream were so clear to her, so vivid, and they kept replaying in her head, making it difficult for her to concentrate. She started looking up images online. Suddenly, she gasped.

They all turned to look at her.

“Alex?” Mitch asked, pushing his glasses up. “What is it? Did you find something?”

She nodded, her blue eyes sparkling, and turned her laptop around so they could all see. “This is it. This is where I was in my dream.”

Mitch’s dark brown eyes lit up. He recognized it immediately. “The King’s Chamber?”

Jack and Bob’s eyes lit up. “You dreamt you were in the Great Pyramid?”

“Yup. That’s it. I know it. I feel it.”

“Have you ever been inside?” Jack asked.

She shook her head. “No, Mitch and I haven’t yet had the honor. We were planning on taking a tour when we were first in Egypt, but then...”

“Things took a turn of their own,” Mitch said, finishing her sentence. “And we got swept up with the Great Sphinx.”

They all gazed at the image of the rectangular chamber, with its high ceiling, pink granite walls and large red granite sarcophagus.

“I wonder what the serpent part of your dream meant,” Mitch said.

“Not a clue,” Alex said, shivering at the recollection of the frightening image. “That sarcophagus has always been empty, at least as far back as known records go.”

“Well, Jack and I didn’t find any new developments related to that chamber, but we can keep digging.”

Alex bit her lip. “Sure, but I don’t think you’ll find anything.”

“Why not?” Mitch asked.

She took the ankh pendant in her hand. “Because I think what I saw hasn’t happened yet. It’s still to come.”

Jack cleared his throat. “Can I say something here?”

“Sure, Jack,” Mitch said.

“What is it?” Alex said, frowning.

“Do you think it’s safe to keep wearing that thing?” he asked, pointing to her pendant.

“Dr. Khadesh said it was. He said it was for protection,” Alex answered defensively. “Why would he have given us something dangerous?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Jack said, pulling a face, “maybe because they’re aliens and we don’t really know what the effect of something like that could have on you. On us. We don’t know a lot of things. Like what the hell they’re really up to. What their overall agenda might be.”

“Jack,” Mitch said, gritting his teeth, “stop it.”

“He has a point,” Bob replied, relieved he wasn’t the only one thinking these things.

“Bob, you’ve never really trusted them,” Mitch said.

“After all we’ve been through, can you blame me?” he replied, crossing his arms over his big belly. “Besides, don’t you think if something dangerous is going to happen in the Great Pyramid, staying safe would mean being anywhere but there?”

“Good point,” Jack said.

“Thanks. And if I may add,” Bob continued, pointing at Mitch and Alex, “I think you guys trust too easily.”

Alex stood up. “I’m leaving it on. It’s trying to tell me something. I know it.”

“Or, it’s having some kind of harmful effect on you, making you unable to see or think straight,” Bob retorted. “If it was doing something bad to you, you might not even realize it.”

“Bob, what’s gotten into you?” Mitch asked.

“Same thing as always, trying to watch our hides.”

Alex stared Bob down. “I may not know everything, but I know I need to see this through.” Her voice rose, her cheeks reddened. “Something is happening. I don’t know what, but I’m not going to hide under the covers and hope it goes away. If I am meant to play a role in this, I will. Maybe it’s destiny.”

Mitch wanted to say something to that, but he held his tongue.

The group fell into an uneasy silence. Alex sat back down and they all turned back to their computers.

A short while later a message came in.

“Mitch,” she said, “check your email. This can’t be a coincidence.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 4

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
A Voice from the Past

Present Day

“What is it?” Jack asked as he watched Mitch logging into his email account.

Alex re-read the message, this time out loud:


‘Someone else knows about what happened in Egypt. They’re looking for the item.’ – FB



“FB?” Bob repeated. “Is that Fessel?”

“Yup,” Mitch answered, his forehead creasing into a deep frown.

“Just the guy we were hoping to hear from,” Jack sniped.

“The Pharom,” Alex whispered. “Someone’s after it. Again.”

“You know, if I recall correctly,” Bob said in a caustic tone, “Dr. Khadesh and Khamir assured us that those things were safe for now.”

“That sure didn’t last long,” Jack added.

Bob looked at him with a raised eyebrow and nodded.

“No. It didn’t.” The disappointment was clear in Mitch’s voice.

Alex let out a long, heavy sigh. “Who could be after it now? Maximilian and nearly all of his team were killed. The one survivor is in prison.”

“Well,” Jack said, “if I had to guess, I’d say those evil Stasi jerks had some other evil friends we didn’t know about.”

“But, they said...” Alex started to reply.

“See what I mean about trusting too easily?” Bob said.

Jack shook his head.

“I’m sorry, but their assurances obviously meant nothing,” Bob continued, his anger and frustration growing. “Or maybe they just didn’t bother telling us they had a super-short expiration date. The world is safe! For thirty seconds. Oh, boy!” He rubbed his face. He couldn’t believe this was happening again. And so soon. It was all utterly insane to him.

“Yeah,” Jack said, “I’d say as guardians, they’re not bringing their A-game.”

“Guys,” Alex said, feeling pissed off at their attitudes, “we don’t know what the circumstances are. So, before we go accusing them of anything, why don’t we get some facts first?”

“Alex is right,” Mitch said, hiding the fact that he agreed with some of what Jack and Bob were saying. This all felt wildly unstable. “Let’s just take a breath.”

“How about, let’s change our numbers,” Bob snapped.

“It doesn’t work like that, Bob. We are involved, no matter what, you know that,” Alex said, trying to soften her tone before this turned into a big argument. “It might not be what we want, but there it is.”

Bob huffed.

Jack pursed his lips and fiddled with his empty mug.

“Maybe we should call Fessel?” Alex suggested. “I don’t feel comfortable talking about any of this over email. Too risky.”

“Yeah, I think so,” Mitch said.

“So, I don’t need to remind you of Fessel’s track record?” Jack asked.

They shook their heads.

“No,” Mitch said, glancing at Alex, “no, you don’t.”

They thought about how their apartments had been broken into prior to their last sojourn to Egypt. People also looking for information on their priceless find, back then. And the trouble it led to.

Alex nodded. “I wonder if he’s been in touch with Prof... I mean Dustimaine.”

They recalled their old professor and how he’d tried to get them in trouble with Dr. Khadesh before he knew he was secretly supporting their work, and then how he had tried to take credit for their find.

Fessel C. Blothers was his assistant, having been granted the position through his father’s ties with the university.

Fessel had also been put to the task of breaking into their homes and lab to gather information on their finds. He, too, had been shot during the showdown with Maximilian Reichmann and his men over the Pharom in the Sphinx chamber. He had pulled through, and from what they understood, made a good recovery.

Their old professor had been temporarily locked up in the hospital’s psychiatric ward after being somewhat traumatized and shell-shocked by the events in the chamber and for rambling on ceaselessly about a deadly machine that could kill everyone. He’d experienced a mental breakdown very shortly afterwards, so no one was taking what he’d said seriously.

They’d lost touch with both of them after what happened in the Sphinx chamber.

“Good question. Let’s ask him,” Mitch said as he and Alex flopped down on Alex’s sofa. Alex grabbed a cushion and held it close. She was looking down at the floor, worry etched all over her face.

Jack and Bob just waited quietly. They’d said their piece for now.

The tension was thick in the room.

Alex was quiet, lost in thought.

“We might as well get this over with,” Mitch said. “Once we figure what Fessel is talking about, we can contact Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. They’ll know what to do.”

“Yeah,” Alex said, her voice soft and uncertain. She fingered the ankh pendant, searching for answers. She knew that whatever was coming, they were going to have to face it. It felt inescapable to her. She just wished she knew what it was.

Mitch leaned forward, pulled out his phone and started searching for a number for their old nemesis. “I’m sure I still have his number somewhere.” He kept scanning through his phone. “Here we go. I found it.”

Alex looked over at him, her apprehension growing.

“Let’s hope it still works.” Mitch turned on the speakerphone and dialed. It rang four times then went to voicemail. The recording was Fessel’s rather distinctive and high-pitched, nasally voice saying simply to leave a message and he’d call back.

Alex motioned for Mitch to leave a message.

“Hey, Fessel, long time no talk. Listen, it’s Mitch Carver. Alex and I wanted to talk to you about the message you sent us. Call me back at this number as soon as you can, okay? We have some questions.” He hung up the phone.

He clasped his hands together. “Now what?”

“We wait,” Alex said.
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The foursome ordered pizzas and sodas while they waited.

A few hours later, Mitch’s phone rang. He looked at the screen. The number was blocked.

“I think we’d better answer it,” Alex said.

Jack and Bob stayed quiet. They still held a ton of animosity towards Fessel, and they’d all agreed it would be better if Mitch and Alex dealt with this conversation by themselves. They’d also agreed not to share anything with Fessel. They didn’t want anything getting out and putting them at more risk.

Mitch hit the button for speakerphone. “Hello?”

“Mitch?” the voice asked. The line was crackly.

“Yes, who is this?”

“Your email buddy,” the voice said, “but don’t say my name on the phone.”

Alex shifted closer to the phone, and tucked her hair behind her ears. “What’s going on? Where are you?”

Jack and Bob leaned in closer.

“I don’t want to say where I am right now. More has happened since I messaged you. I don’t feel safe identifying myself any longer. I’m not using my old phone to make calls, this is a burner cell, and I won’t be doing any more emails.”

“Fill us in,” Mitch said, “what do you know? What’s got you so spooked?”

“I was approached a couple of days ago by someone claiming to be a journalist. He got my private cell number, somehow—that was never listed with the university. The man said they wanted to interview me for a story for a new archaeology magazine out of London. He said since Egyptology is still so popular over there, he’d love to run our story about the Sphinx.”

“What did you tell him?” Alex asked, feeling a sense of dread building up within her.

“I told him I had no idea what he was talking about and that he must have me mistaken for someone else.” Fessel sounded very nervous. He was talking fast.

“And then?” Mitch asked.

“He laughed and said good one. We went back and forth like that for a while, then he suddenly seemed to get angry and agitated. He said he didn’t like people lying to him and then started to mention details that no one outside of our close little circle should know.”

“Like what?”

“Like certain generator accidents being a cover story and German involvement in new discoveries regarding the Sphinx and certain strange technologies. I hung up on him after that. I haven’t heard back from him since.”

Mitch and Alex looked at one another, fear spreading across their faces.

“Did you look into this guy? See if he was legit?” Alex asked, as she twisted a strand of her hair.

“I checked. Both his name and the name of the magazine were fake.”

There was a pause.

“Ok,” Mitch said, “lots happened when we were over in Egypt. There were lots of people around. Maybe word got out, someone’s curious...”

“No,” Fessel interrupted him, the pitch of his voice rising. “Someone’s more than curious. Not long after that call, I had the feeling I was being followed. I wasn’t sure if I was just being paranoid, but then yesterday, I came back to the place where I’d been staying, and had a creepy feeling. Something wasn’t right. I looked around, and it didn’t appear anything valuable had been taken, but I noticed just one small thing out of place...”

“Sounds like what you did to our places way back when,” Alex said, cutting him off. She was still bitter at the memory of the privacy invasion and her cherished angel figurine’s wing being broken.

“I’m really sorry about that,” Fessel said. “I’m sorry about everything.”

Jack and Bob bit their tongues, but they were getting red in the face holding it all in.

“What was it?” Mitch asked, trying to get them back on track.

“It was a small clock I had on a bookshelf. This might sound weird, but I had it turned backwards, to remind myself that we can’t turn back time. There are a lot of things I’d change if I could, but I can’t, I can only move forward. It’s just something that I thought of one day, it kind of helps me cope.”

“It’s not fun having your personal space violated, is it?” Alex snapped, her anger rising.

Fessel sighed. “It was a crazy time. I should never have listened to him.”

“Speaking of that,” Mitch said, “have you been in contact with our old boss?”

“No, not since the hospital. He’s still not himself. Besides, he got me in enough trouble to last a lifetime.”

“We haven’t seen him or talked to him either since... the incident in the chamber,” Mitch said, feeling the weight of that recent memory heavy in his heart.

“And we don’t want to,” Alex added.

She still felt angry towards him for betraying them over and over again and for his resentment of her over her father, his one-time rival. In fact she’d been thinking of her father a lot lately. The pain of his death was resurfacing, becoming more prominent in her thoughts again, and she wasn’t sure why. She always thought of him, but lately something had again been darkening her moods over his death. She had been swallowed by a bad depression when it happened. She didn’t want to go back there.

“Listen,” Mitch said, “keep us posted if anything else happens, okay? At least until we figure out what’s going to come of this.” Mitch glanced over at Alex, who was staring at the floor. “Maybe nothing will.”

Alex looked up at that last statement, her eyebrow raised.

“I’m not holding my breath on that,” Fessel said. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

“Yeah, I know,” Mitch said. “Do you think you’re safe where you are right now?”

“I’ve temporarily relocated,” he answered, sounding tired. “I wish I’d never been involved in any of this.”

“Remember the clock,” Mitch said.

“But they messed with it,” he said. “It’s like the universe is throwing this all back in my face again.”

“It’s just a clock, don’t overthink it. Do the same thing with a clock wherever you’re staying now.”

Fessel gave a heavy sigh. “If only it were that easy.”

Mitch and Alex didn’t know what to say to that.

“Look, I should go,” Fessel said. “I just thought you guys should be warned. Watch your backs.”

“You, too,” Mitch said.

“Bye, for now,” Alex said.

Fessel hung up the phone.

The four friends looked at each other.

“I guess it’s time,” Mitch said.

“It is,” Alex answered. “We need to tell Dr. Khadesh and Khamir about all of this. Hopefully, they’ll know what to do.”
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A New Home

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Queen Anjia knew the transition to a new land, after so much turmoil and upheaval and loss, would be a difficult one for her people to make. They had been uprooted, under terrible circumstances, from a home that had taken a long time to establish. They had put down roots, made it their own, and yet now here they were, refugees once again. Starting over, trying to find their way in an unfamiliar place while coping with the heavy emotional scars of everything they had endured.

In the first few years of their new home in Sela, the Kierani’s focus was on survival and healing, but the young Queen wanted them to put their mark on the place, to remind them of their heritage. In addition to the small and modest cave dwellings they had carved out of the sandstone for their homes, and the establishment of some basic multi-purpose common areas, Queen Anjia had commissioned works with Kierani artisans to create lion carvings in the rocks, including at the entrance to their temple. They were powerful reminders of their home and the good things about their past and their spiritual beliefs. It helped her people feel more connected to this place, and it strengthened their sense of belonging.

Their new home was truly an awe-inspiring place. In spite of the hardships they had faced, they felt fortunate to have found it, thanks to the prophetic vision of their Queen. The huge and visually striking area of red, pink, and white soaring sandstone cliffs and intricate caverns and pathways was still largely unexplored, the Kierani having focused their efforts on survival and day-to-day living.

The young Queen and her twin brother, Prince Tramen worked together along with the priesthood, including Head Priest Odai and his wife Senarra to try and bring some order, peace, and stability to their people’s lives. It seemed to be a never-ending task. Every time they thought they had made headway, something would arise to show them clearly the road to healing and redemption was far, far longer than they ever could have anticipated.

It seemed the dark shadow of the Draxen family, the mortal enemies of the Royal Family who had been all but wiped out, followed them, even across this great distance. Rumors and whispers were heard, lies were told about the Draxen family’s fate. The Royal Family was blamed for Draxen treachery. The Queen feared her people would never be rid of the subversive element that thrived on lies, deceit, and discord. She prayed for answers, but they seemed to elude her.

To her great sorrow, nowhere was this more evident than within her own family. Prince Setar had never really recovered from the trauma and pain he had suffered at the loss of his biological father, Zhek Draxen, and the tumultuous revelations that had rained down upon him on that terrible day, and those that followed.

To try and help over the years, Queen Anjia, now twenty years old, had attempted to forge a bond with Setar, who was now growing into a young man at fifteen years of age. Prince Tramen had also tried all kinds of male-bonding activities with him, and the Head Priest had repeatedly offered spiritual guidance. The Queen had brought Setar into the Royal Family’s affairs, highlighted his place as a Royal Prince in their society, included him in every important event, planned family gatherings to encourage closer relationships, but nothing seemed to work.

In spite of her ongoing efforts and the love of his family, she knew he still felt like an outsider. Though he was a member of the Royal Family, he was the son of Princess Zazmaria, and the man she’d had an affair with, Zhek Draxen. Though once this secret was revealed Zazmaria’s husband, Prince Alaj, as his dying wish, asked King Traeus to raise him as a Royal Prince and to keep the secret of his birth from the Kierani people and from Setar himself. Only, some secrets have a way of being found out, as Setar did just before Zhek was killed in his attempt to reclaim his son.

He had never gotten over the death of his father. He became increasingly fixated on what might have been, in spite of learning of all the evil deeds for which Zhek and Zazmaria were responsible. Losing King Traeus at the same time seemed to begin to sever Setar’s emotional ties to the Royal Family. His sense of identity as well as his trust in those around him was simultaneously shattered.

The pain of those events, and learning by happenstance shortly thereafter what the Pharom truly was, along with the Kierani’s true origins, had resulted in an ever-widening rift in Setar’s relationship with the rest of the Royal Family. In spite of countless attempts to have him bond with his extended family, his mistrust and resentment of them, and of Mindara in particular, his stepmother who was responsible for his mother’s death, had grown to something frighteningly close to hatred. Even though he had been told the truth, that she had only been defending herself when Zazmaria died, he could not forgive her. Over the years, he closed in on himself more and more, his coldness and simmering anger turned to overt disobedience and open hostility.

More recently, much to her dismay, Setar had taken to referring to himself as an orphan. The Queen sensed something else—a darkness, deep and strong, growing within him. Knowing Zhek and Zazmaria, the young Queen feared the same intense anger, resentments, subversive ideals, and drive for power was surfacing in their son. The idea filled her with dread, that a dangerous and deadly part of Kierani history may one day repeat itself...
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Commander Maraeven sought out the Queen. He had something vitally important to tell her. He was the leader of the Royal Army, though the army had taken on a different role in the Kierani’s new lives. Their roles focused on working with the engineers and planners to create and sustain the Kierani’s lives in their new home. They worked in construction efforts, aid, and many other facets of Kierani life, always with an eye towards the safety and security of their people.

He found the Queen having a discussion with Prince Tramen, Head Priest Odai, and Priestess Senarra in a curtained cave room that had been designated for Royal business, because of its privacy. It was accessible by a staircase that had been hewn into the rock, as it sat higher and somewhat removed from the rest of the dwellings.

“Your Majesties,” he said, pulling the red and gold fabric aside, the colors of the Royal Family, and bowed to the Royal Twins. “Your Graces,” he addressed Odai and Senarra. He was a tall man with a solid build. He was a relatively young leader; however, his experience in crises and skills as a soldier had served his people well.

They all nodded their acknowledgement of him.

“Come in,” the Queen said, rising. Her shiny, long, jet-black hair was pulled back from her face, cascading down her back. As he was one of the Royal Family’s most trusted advisors and personal guard, she was always happy to see him. He was responsible for keeping her people and her family safe and secure.

“I hope I am not disturbing you,” the man replied.

“Not at all,” Prince Tramen replied, standing up and motioning him to take a seat with them, “please join us. We were just talking about plans for a Spring Festival. We have not had one since we came to this land.” He was much taller than his sister, his shoulder-length black hair pulled into a smooth ponytail at the base of his neck. He had his mother’s dark-brown, gold-flecked eyes, but his father’s features, strong and regal, with golden skin.

“Yes,” Odai replied. “We thought it might be good for the people, give them something to look forward to. A reminder of the old ways.”

He nodded and looked around as he took a seat. “I agree.” Then he asked, “Is Prince Setar not here?” He knew they tried to include him whenever they could in the plans they were making.

A cool breeze blew in.

Anjia closed her eyes for a moment. “I am afraid not. He has not been attending our meetings for some time now.”

“I see,” the Commander said, his face serious, his eyes narrowing at the information. He could see the distress on her face at the admission. He hesitated for a moment, he did not want to add to her stress, but he knew he had no choice but to tell them what he had learned.

“What is it, Commander?” Prince Tramen asked, leaning forward. He could tell something was weighing heavily on his mind.

The Commander looked from the Prince to the Queen. He thought about how young they still were. He missed King Traeus and he knew they did as well. Life had not been the same for any of them since the dark day of his passing.

“I have received some information from one of my men,” he began. He lowered his voice, “As you all know, Draxen loyalists still exist amongst our people.”

“We know,” Anjia said, her wide-set emerald green eyes filled with worry. She clasped the ankh pendant around her neck. She felt it begin to pulsate softly.

The Commander nodded. “My men keep their ears and eyes open for any kinds of threats to our people.” He cleared his throat. “Lately, we have been hearing rumors that the loyalists are starting to organize more.”

“Oh?” Prince Tramen asked, feeling wary of what he was hearing. “To what end?”

The Commander gave him a knowing look. “Not a good one, I believe, but Setar’s name has been coming up. Often.” He looked at the Queen. “That is not all. Supplies have started going missing. It may have been happening over the last few weeks. Some people were unsure of when they last saw certain items.”

“Our people have had to do without much,” Anjia replied sadly. “Tell us, what has been taken?”

“Strange things, things I would not expect to go missing at the same time,” he replied. “Scrap metal, basic tools, some musical instruments, clothing, bedding, some food. There is also evidence that someone tried to get into the security areas, perhaps to gain access to weapons or additional tools.”

“This could mean many things,” Odai replied, running a hand over his smooth, shaved head. “Do you have a theory on what the aims are here?”

“As you said,” the Commander answered, “it could be a number of reasons; from simple theft due to lack of resources, to illegal bartering, to people stockpiling goods for emergencies or...”

“Or what?” Tramen pressed.

“Or some folks preparing to break off and go their separate ways. Setar may be involved. In what way, I do not yet know.”

Anjia felt sick at the idea. They needed each other. Their society was still vulnerable. She could not bear the idea of losing anyone else. Especially Setar, after everything they had endured. She had to find a way to deal with this, to keep her people together. She felt her hopes for her people’s future threatened, that something was slipping away. She had been having bad dreams lately, she had hoped it was only the stress of their difficult existence out here, but now she suspected there was more to it than that.

“Should we do a search for the missing items, as a start?” Tramen offered, looking to his sister.

Anjia considered his suggestion for a moment. “We could, but I think it would be foolish for anyone to hide these items within our dwellings. There is still so much of this area that is unexplored.”

“That is true,” the Commander agreed. “There are vast areas where things could be hidden. It would be a daunting search, but my men would be willing and able to do it, if your Majesties wished.”

“I will consider that,” Anjia replied. “But first, we need to determine the root of the problem.”

The room was quiet for a few moments.

The Commander broke the silence. “Your Majesties, with all due respect, how is Prince Setar doing these days?”

Anjia and Tramen looked at one another. Odai and Senarra cast their gazes downwards.

Tramen answered first, “He is having very little to do with us these days. In fact, sometimes there are a couple of days when we do not even see him.”

“And where does he go?” the Commander asked.

“We do not know,” Anjia replied in a hushed voice. “We have tried to speak with him, but he often refuses to answer our questions. We do not know who he even spends time with.”

“We will continue to reach out to him,” Senarra offered. “The Priesthood is committed to offering spiritual guidance, especially through difficult times.” As parents of a young boy themselves, it pained her and Odai to see the family suffer like this. She could not imagine her son Auraelion having to go through such a prolonged painful experience. She did not wish such a thing on any family.

Anjia smiled softly, some stray hair brushing against her high cheekbones. A sunbeam peeked through the curtain, her light golden skin glowing in the diffused light. “The priesthood has been wonderful in the many ways you have all tried to bring Setar to a place of peace and belonging. Our family has tried, and will continue to try as well.”

“But,” Tramen interjected, “we may have to admit there is a problem here.”

“I agree,” the Commander quickly added. “This is all adding up to...” he hesitated. He clearly remembered the dark days of their past, the Draxen threat, the horrible turn of events when they chose to act out on their anger and aggression. They all remembered.

“I know,” Anjia said. The Commander did not need to finish his sentence. “I have foreseen this for many years now. I only hoped I... we would be able to stop it. Heal the wounds, the rift, before...”

“Setar is young, impressionable,” the Commander said. “The Draxen loyalists would stop at nothing to seize an opportunity like this. A Royal Prince, the heir of Zhek Draxen, he is valuable to them. He is at an age where he might want to exert his independence more, act out on his feelings of loss, disenfranchisement, even if it is to his disadvantage. I do not think he sees clearly.”

Anjia nodded, looking off into the distance. “He sees through a lens of the past, of pain, of confusion. He could heal, if only he would let us in.”

Tramen placed a hand over hers. “If I may say, my sister, Setar seems far from that at this time.”

She took a deep breath and sighed. “In the last year, when I have had a chance to speak to him, he has often mentioned a desire to move on from here. To go east.”

“Where east?” Tramen asked.

She shook her head. “He does not know. It is just an idea, I believe. A desire to explore, seek out a new life.”

Odai spoke, “He is not happy here. That much has been obvious.”

Anjia cringed at the thought. “I thought he would outgrow it, come back to us in his heart. I have told him how dangerous that could be, how difficult it is to venture out alone or in a smaller group, without the strength of our society around him.”

“With all due respect, Your Majesty,” Maraeven said, “a young man may not see reason, or heed practical concerns. He may feel compelled to establish his own identity. To forge his own path.”

Tramen nodded. “And Setar, being Zhek’s son, may be compelled to lift up the Draxen name. He is the last of that bloodline.”

“When he lost Zhek and my father in close succession, coupled with finding out what happened to his mother, I think it made it difficult for him to form attachments. To feel safe, even under the best of circumstances.” Anjia felt protective of him. She understood his pain. It was his growing anger that she could not get around.

“So what do we do about that,” Tramen asked, “that we have not already done?”

The room was quiet for a few moments.

Odai spoke up, addressing Anjia, “Your Majesty, what does your instinct tell you? Your visions?” It was common knowledge amongst them that the Queen had been born blessed with prophetic visions. Her insight and intuition were nearly clairvoyant in nature.

Tramen was watching his sister carefully, reading her expression. They also shared a deep bond. He had known for some time that something was bothering her, though she would not speak of it.

“I have been worried about Setar. I know he is deeply unsettled. He is seeking answers... seeking a reconciliation of what he knows and what he wants.”

“Your Majesty,” Odai said, leaning forward, his ceremonial ankh pendant hanging around his neck, “what does that mean?”

She shook her head, her expression was troubled. “What he wants is not possible; to know his father and mother, to figure out what it means to be a Draxen for himself, to understand what his life might have been like if they were still alive. He has not been able to let go of what might have been.”

“But we gave him a family,” Tramen said, feeling frustrated, “we gave him love and support. He has wanted for nothing. We have never made him feel like he did not belong.”

“I know,” she said, a lump forming in her throat. “But he is fixated on this.”

“Perhaps it is only a phase, something he will outgrow?” Senarra offered.

“I have been waiting for that,” Anjia admitted, “hoping for it. Only, it has not gone in the direction I had hoped. Quite the opposite, in fact.”

“Do you think it is too late?” Tramen asked.

She gave him a kind smile. “It is never too late, while we take breath, there is always hope.”

“You are right, Your Majesty,” Odai said, “hope remains, but...” he paused.

She looked at him, her emerald eyes gazing deep, trying to grasp his meaning.

He continued, “But things may not unfold as we hope they will. Sometimes the path is much more difficult than we want or anticipate.

Tramen clasped his hands together. This conversation was bringing up some very bad memories.

“I know,” she whispered.

“Should we not do something in the meantime?” Senarra asked. “To try to get ahead of a possible storm coming?”

“Some Draxen supporters were known to us from before we came here,” the Commander said, nodding, “but there may be others. Should my men begin investigating the ones we know?”

Anjia tensed. This was all beginning to feel much too much like events of the past. She knew that such momentum and direction could even light the match. “Not yet. Let me speak with him first. I will try to find out if he knows anything about these missing items.”

Tramen frowned. “He will likely not admit it if he is responsible.”

“I know,” she replied, “but I will be able to read his response, what is unspoken. There is much I will be able to tell from his reaction.”

“That sounds like a reasonable place to begin,” Senarra said, realizing how important this was to the young Queen. She and Odai did their best to guide the young Royals, who’d had so much responsibility placed on them at such a tender age.

The Commander considered her proposal for a moment. “If you wish, Your Majesty. However, I fear that this may become more confrontational in the days ahead. We may be forced into taking stronger measures to protect our people and our resources. We need to identify the threat before things get out of hand.”

“I understand,” the Queen replied. “I just want to try to reach him first. Because once we begin to go down this path, it will change the atmosphere here. It will divide our people. We have already been through so much. I want to keep us whole.”

“I know you do, my sister,” Tramen said, “and I admire you for it. But we must be prepared just in case...” His words trailed off. He did not even want to give voice to what he feared.

She knew. She looked down as she felt the ankh pendant buzz warmly against her skin. “I had hoped we had outrun the darkness of our past. Maybe it is not too late.” She gripped the pendant tightly. “It is worth fighting for, at least.”
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They agreed that the Queen would seek out Setar the very next day and try to talk to him, to get a sense of where he was at emotionally, and any hidden plans he may have.

Tramen had only reluctantly agreed though. He knew the Commander felt the same way, though he did not say anything. They would have preferred to start at once, investigating the missing items and rumors of Draxen supporters gathering in secret. But his sister had insisted. Tramen knew she meant well, that she had a big heart and wanted her family to remain intact, but he did not share her hope that trouble could be avoided.

That night, Queen Anjia slept fitfully. She knew Setar was once again not in his assigned cave room. She wondered where he was, what he was doing. Finally, she drifted off...

She was walking alone in a place that felt familiar, but she was not sure where it was. She was outside, the air was warm, it was nighttime, and the stars were out in full force. She looked up at the inky black sky, so beautifully dotted with countless distant stars. She thought of her mother and father. She missed them so much. She told herself that she would see them again one day.

She suddenly found herself inside a strange room, facing a steep set of stairs. The air was still. From above there was a small sliver of light, a single star shone through a slit in the ceiling. She felt drawn to it. She climbed the stairs slowly. They seemed to stretch out before her, farther and farther she climbed.

A door slammed shut. She whirled around. It was now pitch black. “Hello?” she called out. Her voice echoed. No answer. She then heard the sound of rushing water. She turned again. Before her, out of nowhere appeared what looked like a tall waterfall, glowing with a myriad of colors. She tried to reach out to touch it, to feel the water...

“Stop,” a voice ordered.

She gasped.

Setar stepped around from behind it. He looked older now. His slate grey eyes hardened with a worldly knowledge, edged with fatigue and resignation.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

“I think I am here to find you,” she replied.

“I did not want you to come.”

“But I had to, you were lost.”

“I am not lost. I have found my place.”

She glanced at the misty waterfall. She sensed something. Her skin tingled. “Perhaps we should go. Come home.”

“I am home,” he replied angrily.

She looked from him to the waterfall and back again. His face was set. She sensed something different about him. Or rather connected to him. “I do not think so, Setar.”

“You do not know anything. I have found where I belong.”

Suddenly a cold darkness wrapped itself around her. She felt deep-seated fear claw its way up, gripping her throat. “Setar, we must leave. Now.”

She took a step backwards, sensing a malevolent energy as two shapes began to emerge from the mist. “Setar!” she called out.

Then she was falling...

She awoke, gasping to catch her breath.
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Setar

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Very early the next morning, Tramen went looking for his twin sister amongst the caverns of their newfound home.

He found her standing alone in a small cave area, high above the main floor, looking through a small crack in the rock wall. “Anjia?” Tramen asked.

She had been observing her people down below, milling about, going about their day. Though their people now had adequate shelter and water, and other basic needs met, tension still permeated the displaced civilization. As Queen, she was doing her best to address her people’s needs and uncertainties, but she knew leaving their former home had been a trying and traumatic experience, and that they still had a long way to go to get back the life they once had.

She turned to look at him. “Tramen, good morning,” she answered softly, then turned back towards her viewpoint through the rock. Her shoulders were slumped slightly.

Tramen regarded her. He could see the weariness shrouding her. She looked small, fragile, and vulnerable. She tried to project an air of strength and certainty when others were around, but felt no such need when she was with her brother. They shared a bond that made such things unnecessary, they knew what each other was thinking and feeling, even at great distances and times of separation.

He touched her shoulder, trying to give her strength. “You did not sleep well, last night, did you?” Their rooms amongst the caves were not far from one another. He had first sensed her distress, then he had heard her get up in the middle of the night.

“No, I did not,” she admitted. She told him about what she had dreamt.

Tramen felt alarmed by what she shared. He knew her dreams were not random. They meant something.

“I was just trying to gather my thoughts before I went looking for Setar,” she said, not wanting to talk about the dream any further.

“Why not have Commander Maraeven, or one of his men, go looking for him? You do not have to do that yourself.”

She smiled sadly. “I know, but I do not think it would help if men from the Royal Army were seeking him out on my behalf. It would send a poor message, I think.”

“I see,” Tramen said, leaning against the rocky wall.

“I hope that we are worrying about nothing. He is still so young. Perhaps this dissatisfaction will pass. He may come to realize the truth. That our family has only ever wanted the best for him and for our people.”

Tramen regarded her for a moment. He knew she was trying to convince herself of that more than anything. “I can see it on your face,” Tramen said, looking at her worried expression, the apprehension and fear in her eyes. “You sense that a line has already been crossed. You just do not know how far it has gone.”

Her shoulders tensed. “I just do not want to believe that. I must find a way to reach him.”

“Let us speak with Setar, together,” Tramen suggested. “I will help you look for him.”

She leaned her head on her brother’s shoulder. “I would appreciate that. I cannot do all of this alone.”

“You do not have to,” he replied, wrapping a protective arm around her. “I am here. We will do right by our people, our family. Together.”

Anjia knew that if Setar truly did not want to be found, they would not find him. Sela was a vast place, with innumerable places to hide.

They grabbed a quick breakfast and set out in search of Setar. They had not seen him in three days.
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The Royal Twins spent the better part of the day searching for Setar. They were about to break for dinner, when Tramen caught a glimpse of him rounding a corner. He was certain Setar had tried to duck out of the way when he spotted them.

Tramen nudged Anjia, pointing in the direction that Setar had hidden.

She nodded.

They whispered to each other and then headed off in separate directions.

“Hello, Setar,” Anjia said, coming around the corner. She tried to appear friendly and non-threatening.

Setar, startled, jumped anyway and made to leave the opposite way.

“We just want to talk to you,” Tramen said, appearing in front of him.

Setar huffed, his slate-grey eyes flashing. He wasn’t as tall as Tramen yet, but being a few years younger, he was well on his way. He had the slim build of a fifteen year old, and his black hair was tied messily back.

“What do you want?” Setar asked haughtily.

“Please,” Anjia said, holding out her hands, “we only want to speak with you. We have not seen you in days.”

“Maybe because that is how I wanted it,” he retorted, crossing his arms in front of him.

“We have been worried about you,” she continued.

“You need not be. I am fine.”

Tramen stood by, taking in the young man’s demeanor. Setar had grown even more hostile since he last saw him mere days ago.

Setar noticed Tramen eyeing him, and glowered back.

“We are not fine without you, Setar,” Anjia said in a soft, kind voice. “May we talk with you? Please?”

Setar looked from one sibling to the other. He saw other people taking notice of them and beginning to whisper amongst themselves. He felt self-conscious. He did not want to make a scene. In fact, being noticed was the last thing he wanted.

“I guess,” he said, his countenance unchanged.

“Wonderful,” Anjia said, “it is a lovely day. How about we sit somewhere outdoors?”

“Outdoors, inside a cave, there is little difference,” Setar shot back. “This place you brought us to and left us in, is a far cry from a civilized life. So sure, outdoors it is.”

Tramen and Anjia looked at one another, but said nothing.

They led him to a shaded outdoor area a ways away from the busier sections of their makeshift hidden city. It was an expansive outdoor amphitheater they had created for community gatherings, with several semi-circular rows of seats carved out of the surrounding hillside. The striking rose-colored mountainside enveloped the area, providing a spectacular backdrop. The area was empty today, with no gatherings planned.

Anjia sat down first and motioned Setar to sit next to her.

He chose a seat a bit farther away.

Tramen sat down on the other side of his sister. He was going to let her take the lead. He got a bad feeling from Setar. The boy was visibly tense and angry.

“So, what is so important that you needed to track me down?” He wasn’t making eye contact with them. His gaze was far off in the distance, as his thoughts seemed to be.

Anjia thought about how much he looked like his father. Similar features, handsome, but serious. He was growing up fast.

“Setar,” she said, “we just had a couple of questions for you. But before we get to that, we want you to know that we love you. We are family and we do not understand why you have become so distant lately.” She searched his face. “You seem upset. We very much want to talk to you and try to resolve whatever is bothering you.”

Setar pursed his lips, but said nothing.

“What is it?” she pressed. “Please talk to us. We want to understand, to help.”

“I do not want your help,” he snapped. “I want to be left alone.”

“Why?” she asked.

He gave her a look of disdain. “Where do I even start?”

Anjia was slightly taken aback.

Tramen decided to step in. “Start somewhere, Setar. We are here to listen.”

Setar regarded the two of them and decided that they were not going to leave him alone until he said something. “Let us just start by you two telling me what you wanted to ask me about.”

She regarded him closely, sensing how closed off he was. She also sensed that pushing him too far would not be a fruitful plan right now. “If you wish.”

“I do,” he answered quickly.

She was disappointed. “All right then,” she said, her voice tentative, her expression one of worry and concern, “we wanted to ask you about a couple of things that have been happening recently. Just to see if there is any light you can shed on them.”

Setar once again visibly tensed.

Anjia looked at Tramen. He nodded for her to continue.

She took a deep breath, wading into this part of the conversation carefully. “We have been asking around about these things. Firstly, there have been some items going missing from various places.”

“Like what?” he asked, frowning.

“A variety of things,” Tramen said. “Commander Maraeven told us that it may have been happening for a few weeks now. Some tools, food, scrap metal, clothes, bedding, just basic stuff.”

Setar didn’t say anything.

“Have you heard anything about it from people you might have spoken to? Things you may have overheard?” Anjia asked.

“No, I have not,” he answered flatly.

They waited for him to add something else to the conversation, but he didn’t.

Anjia sighed. “We know our people live under difficult circumstances, but...”

“Do you?” Setar snapped, his eyes narrowing. The grey color of his eyes seemed to darken, almost cloud over.

She blinked. She sensed the barely contained hostility emanating from him. “Of course we do. We live here, too.”

“Yes, but by your choice,” he said, his voice rising a little. “It was your grand vision that brought us here.”

“Setar, this is a miraculous place,” Tramen said, coming to his sister’s defense. We have shelter, water...”

Setar cut him off, “We live in caves. Dependent on rainwater. We are scratching out an existence here. Living in conditions far below what we were used to.”

Tramen bit his tongue at the insolence of his fifteen-year old half-sibling who seemed to be acting like he had all the answers.

“You know why we had to leave our previous home,” she said.

He ignored her statement. “Just how long are we supposed to live like this? When will things change?”

Anjia swallowed hard. “We are doing the best we can under the circumstances. At least we are surviving.”

“But not all of us survived, did we!” Setar shot back. Things were quickly escalating.

“Setar,” she said, trying to get back to a calmer place. “This is a big conversation. We are happy to discuss this with you, listen to your ideas for change.”

“Really,” he scoffed. “Child of the Prophecy. Queen Anjia. Since when have you ever listened to anyone who was not Head Priest? Or your own crazy voices in your head?” His tone was confrontational, taunting. He almost seemed to be relishing the moment.

Anjia’s cheeks flared red at the shock of his response.

“Setar!” Tramen said in a raised voice. “There is no reason for such disrespect. Apologize at once.”

“I will not,” he said, glaring at Tramen. “It is about time someone challenged the two of you entitled snobs,” he said, pointing a finger at them. “You think you know what is best for us all. But you do not.”

Trying not to get baited into an argument, Anjia measured her response. “What do you mean by that, Setar?” she asked, her voice quiet.

He clammed up.

“Answer your sister,” Tramen said.

No response.

“Does this have something to do with the Draxen loyalists?” Tramen asked. “Have they been speaking with you?” He was not planning on using a soft touch if they were going to be treated so disrespectfully.

Setar’s face reddened, his eyes showing a measure of surprise. He could not mask his reaction to hearing that name. “That is none of your business.”

“It most certainly is,” Tramen said, trying to control his own anger. “You know our history.”

“Oh, yes, I certainly do,” Setar said, “I have heard your version of it. And I have heard other versions of it.”

“What have you heard?” Anjia asked.

Setar crossed his arms over his chest.

“Answer her!” Tramen said.

“I will not,” he said, his voice low.

“Why not?” Anjia asked. “Why can you not talk to us about this?”

“I do not have to tell you things I do not wish to share.”

“But why do you feel that way? We are your family,” she said. She felt the ankh pendant start to warm against her skin. “We have done nothing but protect you.”

“Lies!” he shot back.

“Have people been talking to you about Zhek?” Tramen asked.

“Do not speak my father’s name!” Setar shouted. He shot up. He was practically shaking.

Anjia and Tramen stood as well.

“Your father was King Traeus,” Tramen stated. “He is the man who...”

“Stole me! From my true father. Before killing him!” Setar was seething. “And before that, bedding the wretch who killed my mother.”

Anjia and Tramen were momentarily speechless. This was coming fast out of nowhere.

Setar was breathing heavy, clenching his fists. Ready to fight.

Anjia was desperately searching for a way to calm things down. She knew there was no way to resolve those painful, terrible issues at the moment. She needed to redirect the conversation. This was getting completely out of hand. “Setar, please, we do not wish to fight with you. We only wanted to know if you had heard anything about what has been going on with our people lately. To try and fend off problems before they become too large.” She was fighting back tears.

Tramen put a protective arm around her.

Setar glared at her. “That is why you were asking me about the stolen items, was it not? Because I am a Draxen? Because I am Zhek’s son? You still think so poorly of me, my family, my heritage?”

“It does not have anything to do with that,” Tramen answered for her.

“People told me you would turn on me eventually, that you would never fully trust me. Because of my heritage.”

“What people?” Tramen asked.

“I would not tell you,” Setar said. “You look at me with accusations in your eyes. I see it.”

“We were only asking to see if you had heard anything,” Tramen replied, trying to contain his own anger and mounting frustration. “And to find out why you are behaving this way.”

Anjia couldn’t bear what she was hearing. “Setar, you are a member of the Selaren family. Our brother. A Royal Prince. You are one of us.” She held out her hands to him. “Please do not give in to your anger. We can talk about these things some other time when we are all calmer. Come home now.”

He gave a laugh full of derision, rudely ignoring her gesture. “Home. One pathetic cave after another. It is all the same here.”

“Setar...” she started to say, her shoulders slumping.

He waved his hands, shaking his head angrily. “I am done talking.” And with that, he stormed off.

Anjia made to go after him, but Tramen held her back. “Let him go,” he said. “It is no use talking to him right now.”

She gripped the ankh pendant, which was buzzing in her hand. “But I feel like we are losing him.”

“We cannot stop him if he does not wish to engage with us. Let us give it time. Time to calm down. Perhaps he will come to his senses on his own.”

She blinked back tears. “I am not certain he will,” she said sadly, watching him hurry away.
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After the confrontation, Setar immediately set out to find someone in particular. This had changed things.
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Return to Egypt

Present Day

Mitch and Alex had sent word to Dr. Khadesh that they urgently needed to speak on a private, secure line. They received a response immediately.

When they spoke on the phone, Mitch and Alex shared everything that had happened, from Alex’s strange dream to Fessel’s warning.

Strangely though, Dr. Khadesh and Khamir said very little about the subject of Alex’s dream. They did acknowledge that they knew of someone secretly looking for information regarding past events, but they wouldn’t elaborate on that.

Mitch and Alex tried to press them for more information, but they refused to divulge anything else. However, what they did share was that it was absolutely imperative that the four of them, Jack and Bob included, return to Egypt at once. That they had to complete their work or much would be lost.

Alex had suspected that was coming, but Mitch shared Jack and Bob’s concerns for their safety. He tried to press those concerns with Dr. Khadesh and Khamir, but all they would say is that their very futures depended on them returning to Egypt. The doctor and Khamir begged them to trust in their judgement.

In spite of the alarm bells going off in their heads, Mitch and Alex reluctantly agreed.

Right on cue, Jack and Bob launched back into another lecture about them trusting too easily, and how foolhardy and dangerous this seemed. They pointed out how little they were told about what was going on and were given no reason to believe their futures were at stake if they didn’t go back.

However Alex felt, in spite of her unease that they must return. She said she couldn’t put her finger on why, but she also believed their destinies were in Egypt. Whenever she thought about going back, she got a warm feeling from the pendant, a sense that it was the right choice and to turn away from it would have even worse consequences for them all.

The guys tried to argue with her, tell her she wasn’t thinking clearly. They asked her to put the pendant away. At least for a while, but she refused.

Finally, Mitch weighed in, supporting Alex and indicating his intention to return to Egypt as requested. He wanted to doubt this decision, but something inside him said to listen to Alex. That she was right.

[image: 00009.jpeg]
Dr. Khadesh wasted no time in making the arrangements for the four Americans to return to Cairo. Just a few days later, he had a private jet waiting for them.

Jack and Bob had taken a lot of convincing to come along. Mitch and Alex told them how much they relied on their support and expertise and that they needed them there as friends.

Alex also promised to do her best to keep them out of any dangerous situations. She agreed that they’d seen enough action on the last trips. She told them that as part of the bargain, she’d pressed Dr. Khadesh for a tricked out hotel suite for them, with room service as far as the eye could see.

Finally, Jack and Bob relented, and vowed to barely set foot outside their hotel room when in Cairo.

On the long plane ride back to Cairo, Mitch and Alex had settled in to study the Kierani texts some more. They needed something to occupy their minds to keep them from worrying about the future, and unlike Jack and Bob, endless streams of TV and movies wouldn’t do it for them.

They’d left off knowing that the Kierani had left the Giza plateau, but they didn’t yet know the reason why or where they had gone. After a couple of hours of painstaking translations using their crib notes, which had the Egyptian hieroglyph equivalent for many Kierani glyphs, Alex spoke up. “Wait a second. This passage here,” Alex said as she pointed to a section of Kierani glyphs, “this seems to be a name. Sela.”

“What’s it referring to?” Mitch asked.

“As far as I can tell, I think it’s a place. I think it’s where the Kierani ended up after they left their home.”

They looked at one another, astonished.

“Petra?” they said at the same time. Their eyes went wide.

“Sela is another name for Petra,” Mitch said.

“Could it be?” Alex said, turning back to the texts.

They searched their crib notes to translate more of the passage.

“I still can’t understand what it was that drove them out. Something bad, something really big happened,” Alex said, shaking her head.

“Drought may have played a part,” Mitch offered.

Alex held her pendant, it warmed to her touch. “It was something... strange, unusual...”

“Where do you see that?” Mitch asked, searching the passage.

She didn’t answer.

He looked up at her. She had a faraway gaze.

“Alex?”

No answer.

He gave her a soft tap in the shoulder.

She jumped.

“What’s with you?” he asked, noticing she was rubbing the ankh pendant. “Is it that thing?”

She looked down at it. “I feel like I can almost see something... something that happened to those people.”

“See it?” He frowned. “What do you mean see it?”

She looked at him. She saw the confusion and worry on his face. And something else. Fear. She decided to backpedal. She couldn’t explain what she was experiencing and trying would only cause him further alarm. “I’m just trying to put together the glyphs. There are holes. We don’t have enough Egyptian hieroglyphs for some of these sections.”

“No, we don’t,” Mitch answered. He could tell she was hiding something. He knew her too well. But he also trusted her and if she wasn’t ready to share, he wasn’t going to press the matter. At least not yet.

Alex was quiet. She looked like she was drawing in on herself.

“You look tired,” he said. “Why don’t you get some shut-eye? Maybe the pieces will start falling into place while you sleep.”

“But I can keep helping,” she replied, looking down at the book.

He smiled at her. “The subconscious mind can work wonders, you know. You rest for a while. I’ll keep going. Then, we can trade off and I can have a nice, little nap.” He raised his eyebrows. “Deal?”

She was fatigued. Her mind wanted to rest. “Deal.”

Mitch got up and grabbed her a pillow and a blanket. “Sweet dreams, Alex.”

She felt warm and safe. She quickly nodded off.
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Alex fell into a deep sleep.

She was a young girl again, full of energy. It was a beautiful, sunny day. She was playing in the backyard of her childhood home. There was soft, green grass, lovely, big trees, and toys scattered about. She felt carefree and happy.

She was chasing a ball down the expanse of their lawn. She was playing soccer with her father. She screeched and giggled as she ran and caught up with the ball he had just kicked her way. She stopped the ball with her foot.

Suddenly everything went dark. She was no longer in her backyard. She could hear her own heart beating madly in her chest. Her breathing was labored. The air in the room was still, heavy. She felt closed in. She wasn’t a child any longer. She was once again a grown woman. She called out.

“Hello?” Her voice echoed. She could feel the walls around her, close, tight. “Daddy? Where are you? What is this place?”

No answer.

She started to feel a rising tide of panic welling up within her. She wanted to get out. Everything was dark, dank, frightening. She was about to scream.

Then a white light flooded the room, temporarily blinding her.

Once again the light that surrounded her felt like the finest mist, but not wet. She felt like she was bathed in pure energy. It was wonderful. Calming. Peaceful.

She held out her arms and turned around, taking it in. She felt as though the energy mist was moving across her skin, into her cells, her whole body tingled. The mist made her feel more alive than she’d ever felt, as though she could live there forever. A name crossed her lips, “Daddy.” She closed her eyes. A soft smile crossed her lips. “I wish you could feel this.”

A voice answered her. “I’m here, Alexandra. I’ve always been here. With you.”

Alex woke up with a start.
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Alex jumped in her seat, startling Mitch. He knocked over his glass, which had sat empty on his tray table.

“Alex?”

It took her a moment before she realized where she was. “I must’ve fallen asleep.”

“Yeah, well you scared the crap out of me.”

Alex was still in a fog. She felt something hot against her chest. The pendant. She touched it. She felt its faint vibrations. It slowly began to cool.

Mitch looked at it. “Dare I ask? That thing give you wild dreams again?”

She nodded and looked around.

Jack and Bob were fast asleep with their television sets blaring. She didn’t want them to overhear her right now. She wasn’t in the mood for their commentary.

“Want to tell me about it?”

She reached for a bottle of water and downed half of it. “It was so real. So vivid. Just like the last one.”

“The pendant must have something to do with this.”

She felt herself coming back to full consciousness. She squeezed her eyes closed. Her throat felt tight. Her shoulders started to shake.

“Alex?” Mitch asked. “What’s wrong?” He saw the tears start to spill down her cheeks.

She couldn’t answer right away, nor could she stop the tears from falling. She thought of the dream, her father. She missed him terribly. After so many years, the grief at times still felt like an abyss that threatened to swallow her whole. She wept, her heart aching.

Mitch put an arm around her. He waited patiently, letting her get it all out.

She rested her head on his shoulder. Drawing from his steady strength. Compared to her, he was a rock. After a short time, the tears stopped falling. Her breathing steadied, and she wiped her cheeks. “Sorry.”

“Hey,” he said softly, “you’ve got nothing to say sorry about. It’s okay. I’m here. Jack and Bob are here. We’re together. This is a crazy ride we’re on.”

She nodded. A small smile crossed her lips. “I dreamt of my father.”

“Ahh,” Mitch replied. “That explains it. Want to talk about it?”

She filled him in on the details of her dream.

“It was like I felt him. I didn’t see him. But I felt him.” She looked down at the pendant and held it in her palm. “This was hot. But it cooled soon after.”

“Was it upsetting? The dream?” he asked.

She shook her head, her blue eyes lighting up. “No. I mean, parts of it were a bit... unsettling. But the overall feeling was wonderful. I wish I could escape back into it.”

Mitch contemplated what she was saying. “I’ll be very interested to hear Dr. Khadesh and Khamir’s take on this, when we see them.”

She nodded. “Me, too. They didn’t say much on the phone when we talked about our other dreams.”

“Maybe they were just being careful. Waiting to talk in person.”

She thought about that. “I hope so. I’d like to know more about this pendant and if they have any insight on the effect it’s having on me.”

“Yeah, that would be helpful.”

“So, tell me,” Alex said, remembering where they’d left off before her dream, “did you figure anything else out from the Kierani texts.”

“I did. At least I think I did. But something doesn’t make sense.”
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Prison Visit

Present Day

The guards led the well-dressed man through the drab and dirty grey corridors to the visitor area. He could hear voices yelling from all directions. Some angry. Some pleading. Some taunting. The heat was stifling and the smell inside these walls was ripe.

His briefcase had been scanned and searched and he had received a thorough, rather rough pat-down after going through the metal detectors. He’d answered over a dozen questions that had already been covered in the paperwork that preceded him. But he played along.

He’d had a long flight from Brussels, but he was impeccably groomed. It didn’t matter to him where he was sent, he wanted to maintain a certain appearance. It suited his purposes.

He was used to prisons. He’d held many a meeting in various penitentiaries. His client list was a veritable who’s who of the criminal underworld. He was always cool under pressure and always well paid. He took a great deal of pride in knowing he was at the top of so many powerful people’s speed-dial list. They paid him well to clean up their problems as fast, and as efficiently, as possible. This one was going to be a bit trickier. This was Cairo, and they had a whole other set of rules here.

The guard stopped in front of the door to the visitor area and glared at him. He barked an order at him in Arabic and pointed to the area he was to go. This wasn’t the sit down at a table kind of visit, this was the talk to one another through thick glass on phones routine.

“Thanks,” he said.

The guard grunted in response and turned around to take up his post where he’d keep an eye on the exchange.

The man walked forward, then spotted his meeting partner, shackled and nervous-looking sitting in a chair. The prisoner’s eyes lit up to see someone who looked like he was from his own part of the world. Then he frowned as he noticed just how well put together his lawyer was. It was in stark contrast to his filthy garments, his hair that probably had lice in it by now, and unkempt beard. The difference immediately made him uncomfortable.

Just how the man wanted it. He picked up the phone.

The prisoner did the same.

“Greetings,” he said, his accent thick. “I am Charles, I’ve been sent by Reichmann Enterprises to represent your interests. You are Heinrich, I assume?”

“You think? There’s not too many guys that look like me in here.” He instantly disliked this man.

“Yes, I can imagine you stand out,” he said, taking note of the man’s pale skin, blue eyes and dirty blond hair.

“Yeah, and that’s not a good thing ‘round here. They don’t take kindly to foreigners, if you catch my drift.”

Charles eyed the man. He could see the bruises and cuts on his face and the scared look in his eyes. He shook his head. “I am sorry if they have been mistreating you here. I will look into that at once.”

“Look into it? I want out. Now! Why the hell has it taken you so goddamned long to get here? Do you know what kind of cesspool this is? I’ve probably got more diseases by now than I can count or name.”

The lawyer just looked at him, his expression unreadable. “There is only so much we can do when dealing with a foreign state. We must tread carefully, you understand.”

“No, I don’t understand. You guys just left me here after everything I did for you. Why did it take you so long to see me?” His face was red with anger.

“We tried, but they would not let us before now,” he lied.

“Bullshit,” he spat at him.

The guard glared at him.

He visibly shrank back.

“I am sorry if you do not believe me,” Charles replied coolly, “but we need to turn to the matters at hand, not past events that we cannot change.”

The prisoner lowered his voice and spoke through clenched teeth. “You wouldn’t be so relaxed about all of this if it was you on this side of the glass.”

“I am sure you are right.” He switched the phone to his other hand. He was finding this exchange tiresome and predictable. He changed the subject to what he had come here to discuss. “So, tell me what you learned down in that chamber?”

“What? I thought you were here to discuss my case,” he replied, growing wary.

“I am, indirectly. This very much affects your future,” the lawyer answered, his voice turning icy.

“Indirectly?” he asked, his voice incredulous. “You’re my lawyer! You’re supposed to represent me and get me out of here.”

“I have been hired to accomplish a number of things.”

“Just what the hell does that mean?”

“Nothing you need to concern yourself with,” Charles said. He levelled a steely gaze at the man. “I can’t help you unless you help me. Is that clear?”

Heinrich blanched at his statement. He knew this information was all he had to bargain with.

“So, what did you witness in the Sphinx’s subterranean chamber?” Charles pressed. “The reports we got wind of had strange and conflicting information in them. We think the truth is being hidden.”

“I’m sure it is,” Heinrich said with derision. “I just want assurances that the information I give you will be paid for by my quick release from this hellhole.”

“Of course,” Charles said. “You have my word.”

Heinrich eyed him for a moment, still feeling uneasy about the situation. However, he knew he had no more bargaining chips, being locked away as he was. He took a deep breath. He began by describing the subterranean chambers and the object he had seen.

“It was an Egyptian obelisk of some kind. Made of some kind of weird metal. Heavy. In the last underground chamber there was a platform. Meant to work with the obelisk. They latched it into place on that platform. It seemed to activate the thing.”

“Activate it? How?”

“I don’t really know, but as soon as it was in place it began to make a strange hum and the metal looked... well... not quite solid.”

“It melted?”

“No, it had swirling colors in it, which started when it clicked into place. I don’t think that would happen unless it was turned on by that platform.”

“Interesting,” Charles said, then nodded for him to continue.

“The humming got louder and it started to feel really hot in the room. We all felt sick. It was overpowering.”

“Then what?” Charles asked.

“Well, a fight broke out, I got knocked out. When I came to, people were running for the exit. I ran, too. Then there was an explosion. The heat from it was incredible.” He paused as the horrific scene played back in his head. “Maximilian was killed. So were others. I don’t know why or how exactly.”

“Do you know what happened to the obelisk afterwards?” Charles asked.

“No, I was arrested shortly thereafter and thrown in this dump. I never saw it again.”

Charles sat back and regarded him for a moment, thinking on what he had just heard. “That is truly an incredible account.”

“Every word’s true,” he said, shifting in his seat. “Whatever that thing was they had in that chamber is deadly and powerful and...”

“And what?”

Heinrich hesitated, not sure how he wanted to put this. “Strange. Unlike anything I’ve come across and I’ve seen a lot of weaponry. This doesn’t quite fit into a nice, neat category, if you know what I mean.”

“Yes, I think I do. A most valuable item.”

“I could help you guys go after it,” he said, “you know, once you get me out of here.”

Charles smiled. “Certainly.”

“Good,” Heinrich said. “Well then, we shouldn’t waste any more time. Right?”

Charles nodded. He scanned the man’s face as well to glean his unspoken thoughts and feelings about what had transpired. He could see Heinrich had all kinds of unanswered questions about that object, that night, things he would not let go of easily. “Right.”

Heinrich narrowed his eyes, trying to read the man’s expressions. He had one of the best poker faces he’d ever come across. No tells.

Finally, Charles moved his chair backwards. He’d heard all he had come here to learn. “Do not worry yourself further. You will not be here much longer.” Charles looked him directly in the eyes and nodded curtly.

He hung up the phone and motioned to the guard that he was ready to leave. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Heinrich protesting at his sudden departure. He smiled to himself. He didn’t look back.
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Later that night, after lights out, Heinrich was unable to sleep in his cramped cell. He couldn’t shake his sense of unease from his visit with Charles. He felt cast adrift. He didn’t know what to do next. He had limited options. He was dying to get out of this place. He stared at the ceiling for what felt like hours, before finally succumbing to a fitful sleep.

He awoke to feel a strong hand placed over his mouth. He opened his eyes to see the shadow of a large man standing over him. He tried to shout, to struggle, but then he felt the knife...
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Old Friends, New Enemies

Present Day

The plane the four friends were on landed in Cairo. Dr. Khadesh had sent a car to pick them up and bring them to their meeting place. Mitch had quietly told Alex what he had deciphered in the Kierani texts, and she agreed something was very strange. Things weren’t adding up or making sense. They knew they didn’t have all the puzzle pieces.

They decided to keep this to themselves for the time being. They didn’t have answers anyway, and Jack and Bob were already on edge. They knew their friends weren’t too happy about coming back to Egypt so soon after everything they’d been through the last time.

Mitch and Alex did want to talk to Dr. Khadesh and Khamir as soon as possible about what they’d found, to get their insight. They hoped they would know what to make of what they’d deciphered, shed some light on the bizarre, cryptic references that were troubling them.

When Mitch had shared what he’d discovered with her, Alex had felt something stir deep within her. Something about it was resonating with her, but she couldn’t figure out what. On top of that, the pendant had begun warming, its faint energy signature becoming slightly stronger once they had landed in Egypt. Alex knew this wasn’t a coincidence. She felt something coming, something big. So as not to alarm her friends, she kept this to herself. She’d be ever vigilant in the days ahead, watching for signs, letting the pendant’s energy guide her, hone her instincts.

Jack and Bob were unusually quiet and somber once they landed. They barely spoke on the car ride to see Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. Mitch and Alex had tried to lighten the mood for them, to no avail. They could see the tension written all over their friends’ faces. A tension they felt themselves.

The driver seemed to be taking them on a circuitous route. After an hour and a half of weaving like mad through Cairo traffic, the car pulled up to the steel doors of an underground parkade. The driver spoke into an intercom, swiped a passcard, and a moment later the door rolled up to let them pass.

After winding its way down several levels, the car stopped. The driver made a phone call, speaking quickly in Egyptian Arabic and then instructed them to take the nearby elevator to the thirty-first floor. They tried to ask for more details, but the driver refused to answer their questions and quickly motioned them out of the car.

They did as they were told, hauling their luggage with them. Jack and Bob now had full-on scowls on their faces.

“I hope the greeting gets a bit warmer from here on in,” Jack sniped.

Bob just shook his head. “I can’t believe I got talked into coming back here. I’m already regretting it huge.”

“Let’s just see where this goes,” Alex offered.

“Yeah, sure, see where it goes,” Bob replied, “bullets and bullet holes. That’s where it went last time we went poking around. Sounds great.”

Jack’s face scrunched up into a grimace at his words.

Alex sighed. She knew there was very little she could say to alleviate their well-earned apprehension.

They reached the thirty-first floor. The doors opened. A familiar face was there to meet them.

“Khamir!” Alex exclaimed as they all exited the elevator.

“Good to see you, man,” Mitch said, relieved to see a friendly face.

“My friends, welcome back to Egypt,” he said, as Mitch and Alex gave him a hug.

Jack and Bob mumbled something unintelligible and each gave him a quick handshake.

“Come,” Khamir said, “we are glad you have arrived. We have much to discuss.”

Khamir led them down a long hallway to a set of double doors. He opened them and motioned them inside, into a small foyer.

“Dr. Khadesh,” Alex said, beaming. She immediately embraced him.

He gave her a quizzical look, then said, “It is good to see you, Alex. It is good to see all of you.”

Alex wondered what the look was for.

Saying nothing about it, he and Khamir chatted with their guests briefly and then led them farther inside.

“Ahh, so this is an apartment building,” Mitch said, taking in the comfortable surroundings. “We thought it was an office tower.”

“It is,” Khamir said, “but we’ve made other arrangements for this space for now.”

The four friends looked around. It was an open concept space, with a living room, a kitchen with an island off to the right, and on the opposite side, a hallway that had a few doors down it.

“We have been living here,” Khamir continued. “We decided not to go back to our house for the time-being. Too much activity there, you know.”

“We remember,” Jack said, quietly.

Khamir nodded.

They were given a quick tour and shown to the makeshift bedrooms, co-opted from office spaces. The furnishings were basic, but functional and comfortable enough. They dropped their luggage off and took some time freshening up, while Dr. Khadesh and Khamir prepared a meal for them.

Alex could hardly wait to talk to them, but they’d insisted their guests eat first, then they’d get down to business.

After their meal, they retired to the living room. The travelers were in a weird state of wired exhaustion.

Dr. Khadesh got down to it. “My friends, I am sure you have many questions for us, but there are a couple of things I would like to share with you first.”

“Ok,” Alex said.

The rest of them just waited quietly.

“We, too, were contacted a number of times by someone posing as a journalist. Someone who had information they should not have, unless they knew of what Maximilian had been up to.”

“Great,” Jack said. “Just when we thought the bad guys were handled.”

Bob leaned forward. “You know, I distinctly remember you guys saying things were safe for now.” He couldn’t hide his irritation and frustration. “This is a pretty quick turnaround. What gives?”

Khamir nodded his head. “We understand. We did not expect this either.”

“We believe,” Dr. Khadesh added, “that someone else was working with Maximilian somehow, or spying on him. He had some very unsavory underworld contacts.”

“Yes,” Khamir said, “and from what we know of him and our time spent with him, it seemed that he very much wanted the Pharom for himself. We did not get the sense that he would have let that information out, let alone have someone else involved in a plan for the Pharom.”

“So, then, most likely a spy,” Bob said, running his fingers through his thick hair. “Maximilian was a bad guy. Almost as bad as they come. This is not good.”

Jack’s face was tense.

Dr. Khadesh looked at the four of them. “There is something else.”

“Oh?” Mitch asked.

“Maximilian’s man who was imprisoned after the... incident... has been killed in prison.”

Alex put her hand to her mouth.

Jack visibly paled. Bob swore under his breath.

“He was in jail here in Cairo, right?” Mitch asked.

“Yes, and before you ask, I do not think this was random prisoner violence. From the information my contact shared with me, I believe he was executed. He was a loose end. It happened the same night after he received a visit from a man originally believed to be representing him.”

Mitch took a deep breath. “Well, with friends like that...”

“Indeed,” Dr. Khadesh replied. “It appears that someone may be finding out what they can with what they have, then cleaning house. This means they would likely be planning their next steps. Abner will not be a help to them right now. They have already tried with Fessel. No one who knew what happened that night, other than us, is left.”

“So, we’re next,” Alex said, finishing the thought.

“Yes, that is quite likely, I am afraid.”
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Dr. Khadesh and Khamir had excused themselves for a short while to discuss some things privately. That had not set well with Jack or Bob. Mitch and Alex wondered about it, too, but they understood there was a lot they still didn’t know about the Kierani history and the secrets the men had been protecting all of their lives, so they trusted their judgement more than they gave into their own insecurities and fears about the situation.

When they returned though, something seemed off. They all felt it.

Alex in particular felt something in the air had changed. She caught the glances they gave her when they thought she wasn’t looking. The hairs started standing up on the back of her neck.

Mitch had asked if there were any precautions they should take, at the moment, to be safe, but they would only say that they were safest with them and that they had their own ways of determining how to deal with this potential threat. They asked their American friends to trust them for now, while they gathered the necessary intelligence before deciding how to proceed.

Alex thought they were being even more vague than usual, and it was leaving her feeling uneasy, so she decided to press on with her own information gathering.

“So, we did decipher some interesting things from the text you gave us,” she said. “We found a reference to Sela.” She looked at them pointedly.

Mitch observed their reactions. “You’re not surprised, are you?”

Dr. Khadesh gave away a hint of a smile.

“We knew you would figure that out eventually,” Khamir added.

Mitch wagged a finger at them. “You two are very secretive and sneaky, you know. You could’ve just told us.”

Khamir smiled, his face was kind. “Did you not have enough on your hands on your last visit here? Perhaps we should have loaded you up with more things to look into?”

The foursome was quiet at that.

Jack took a deep breath and sat forward. “And just what is the meaning of Sela?”

Bob glowered at them. He was irritated that Mitch and Alex hadn’t shared their latest finds with Jack and him before now.

“It’s another name for Petra,” Alex said. “The Kierani ended up there after some terrible events their people faced. We believe they left their mark on the place in more ways than one.”

“That they did,” Khamir said, his dark-brown, gold-flecked eyes, the same eyes as his father, sparkled with warmth.

However, when Mitch and Alex pressed for more information regarding why the Kierani left, along with the more cryptic and strange passages Mitch had found, Dr. Khadesh held up his hand. “There will be time for this, I promise, but first there is something else we need to discuss.”

Both he and Khamir turned their gazes to Alex.

Her cheeks flared red. “What?”

“Your dream, Alex,” Khamir said, “we need to know more about the nature of it.”

She cleared her throat. She hesitated to answer.

Dr. Khadesh regarded her carefully. His eyes dropped to the ankh pendant she wore for a moment. “Alex? Is there something you have not told us yet?”

She looked at Mitch.

He nodded.

“You have had another vision,” Dr. Khadesh said.

Khamir sat forward, staring at her intently.

Jack and Bob both turned towards her, surprised.

“What?” Bob asked. “When?”

She gave him a sheepish look. “On the plane.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Jack asked.

“Yeah, Alex,” Bob said, frowning, “what gives? You and Mitch are turning just as cagey as these two.”

“Bob,” she said, “that’s rude.”

“It’s not rude,” he replied, feeling heated. “It’s true. We get dragged half way across the world to the apparently still dangerous place where we were almost killed in a very short while ago, and you all treat us like we don’t matter. Keeping your frickin’ secrets. I’m getting sick of this routine.”

Jack sat there silently, watching everyone’s reactions. He agreed with his friend. He rubbed his shoulder.

Dr. Khadesh clasped his hands together and leaned forward. “Please, we must not turn on one another. Especially not now.”

Bob shook his head and turned to stare out the window.

Dr. Khadesh continued, “What we all experienced together during our previous struggles was difficult and it has left many scars, some visible, some not.”

Jack looked down.

His friends glanced in his direction. They had come very close to losing him in the firefight with Maximilian and his men. They knew his gunshot wound had never fully healed. He liked to joke about it sometimes, but they could see the well of emotion behind the jokes.

They all also recalled seeing Khamir and Khadesh after Maximilian had gotten through torturing them for information. Khadesh had also taken a bullet. They were all lucky to be alive, but haunted by the traumatic events of their shared past.

The tension in the room eased somewhat.

“We were fighting to protect a powerful secret, life-changing truths, and our own lives. We did not have time for complete history lessons, plus we knew in time, when we were meant to, we would all come together again.”

“Indeed,” Khamir said. “Some would say it is destiny.”

Alex felt something at that moment. Something that pulled her out of her faraway thoughts. A surge. She inhaled. She looked down. It was the pendant. She touched it. It felt warmer.

Both Khadesh and Khamir noticed her reaction.

“You see,” Khadesh said, “in spite of your understandable apprehension and unease, this is all meant to be. You are meant to be right here, right now. You four have a destiny and it is tied to Egypt. You belong here and you have a role to play in history.”

The four friends let those words sink in, sitting in silence for a few moments.

Mitch spoke first, “As strange as it sounds, those words ring true. At least for me. As many misgivings as I’ve... as we’ve all had, I think you’re right. I feel a pull...”

“An energy,” Alex interjected. “I feel it, too. I know exactly what you mean. It’s like the cells in my body all feel on the right plane of energy or vibration, even though I’m scared and nervous as hell about all of this.”

Dr. Khadesh looked at her, narrowing his eyes. “That is an interesting way to put it, Alex.”

She looked at him. His gaze was direct, as though he were trying to read her thoughts. She suddenly felt exposed, vulnerable somehow. Yet, she trusted him.

“It is a most illuminating observation,” Khamir said. “Getting back to the topic of your vision, would you please enlighten us?”

She took a deep breath and told them all about the dream she’d had of her father.

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir considered her words.

She looked at them. “It’s the pendant, isn’t it? That’s what’s causing these vivid dreams.”

Khamir looked at his father, his eyebrows raised. They seemed to have an unspoken communication between them.

“It may be more than that, Alex,” Dr. Khadesh said.
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Mysterious Find

Circa 10,000 B.C.

After the conversation with Setar did not go as planned or as hoped, Queen Anjia and Prince Tramen had agreed to allow Commander Maraeven and his men to begin a search for the missing items, and to investigate quietly whether or not anyone had overheard anything suspicious or unusual as far as goings on in their expansive sandstone city.

Not long after, the Commander sought out the Royal Twins. He found Senarra, who told him they were in the main temple consulting with Odai. They often conferred there; it was an inspiring place.

The main temple was in a quiet area of their city, set apart from the main housing and work areas, to provide a serene place for contemplation and worship. The area was also a gathering point for their water distribution system. The temple location was selected both for its privacy, and the life-giving streams of water that flowed from there to other areas of the city. Having the temple there was deeply meaningful to the Kierani people.

He hurriedly walked past the monument honoring the lion Amsara, which was an ornate likeness of a standing lion carved into the hillside that also functioned as a fountain with the channeled water pouring from Amsara’s mouth, and running down the hillside. It was a symbolic representation of the lion spoken of in their ancient prophecy, the lion who saved their young Queen when she was just a small child. The Kierani had created a number of beautiful lion carvings in and around their city, as a reminder of their heritage and their beliefs.

The Commander approached the main temple, cut deeply into the hillside. It was a striking sight at the very edge of the sloping hill. Leading to the grand, arched, double-columned entrance was a two-tiered, wide terrace. He walked up the short staircase, crossed the terrace and found them inside with Head Priest Odai. They were deep in a hushed conversation, the pleasant sound of water gathering in the large cistern in the center of the room. He glanced at the small shrine cut out of the back wall where an ankh was placed, their symbol of life.

“Your Majesties, Your Grace,” he said, standing in the tall entrance, “am I intruding?”

They looked up at him, the sound of the water having masked his approach.

“No, Commander,” the Queen said. “Please, come inside and join us.”

He stepped inside the large, deep rectangular room, his eyes adjusting from the bright daylight, to the darkened room. It was cool inside, and very fresh-smelling from the flowing water. It was a pleasing place. One immediately felt relaxed upon entering it.

Noticing the concerned expression on his face, Prince Tramen spoke, “Do you have news for us, already?”

He nodded and joined them were they stood. “I do. In fact, I think it would be best if you followed me. I have something to show you.”

“What is it?” Anjia asked.

“My men found a strange, hidden place out past the edge of our city. I believe it was where the stolen items were being kept.”

“Oh?” Tramen replied. “They are no longer there?”

“No,” he answered, shaking his head, “but there is evidence of recent activity there.” He looked at each of them in turn. “You really must see it for yourselves. I believe something else was going on there.”

“What do you mean?” the Head Priest asked.

“Please come with me, my men are waiting for us. It is important you see this at once.”

They all nodded and followed the Commander out, down, around the hillside, then along the pathway through to the main thoroughfare of their city. They walked in silence, past the outdoor amphitheater and on to the edge of the city they had had the time and resources to develop.

“Where are we going?” the Queen asked as they reached the end of where Kierani construction and city planning lay. Beyond was a rough, unused, and mostly unexplored region.

The Commander pointed to a faint path in the rocky terrain and then up and into the distance. “To the far hillside and around the bend.”

Prince Tramen frowned. He realized that whoever had been out here had definitely wanted to keep away from prying eyes.

“Please watch your step,” Commander Maraeven said. “The way is rough, uneven, and strewn with rocks. Tread carefully.”

They walked quite a distance, beyond the edge of their city, through rubbled terrain.

Finally, the Commander’s men came into view, guarding the way.

“We are here,” he said.

They all gasped as they looked beyond where the men stood, to a very bizarre sight.

“What is that?” Odai asked.

“We do not know,” he answered, motioning them forward.

Towering over them, cut into the high cliffside on two adjoining, perpendicular walls were hundreds of small niches, roughly 30 cm square. They rose twenty feet into the air; the niches all carefully placed in linear fashion up and down and across, with some farther recessed areas. There was a large square entrance carved out of the rock, leading into a dark chamber beyond.

“I do not even know what to say,” Anjia said, breathlessly. She had never seen anything like it. “To say this is unexpected and strange is a huge understatement.”

“Precisely why I needed to show it to you at once,” the Commander replied, nodding and looking around at the inexplicable facade.

The Royal Twins stepped closer to inspect the niches, which had been carved with great precision and in a deliberate fashion. The niches were cut to slope inwards from the top down, providing a narrow ledge at the bottom.

“So strange,” Anjia whispered. “Whatever could this be for?”

The Head Priest was also examining the craftsmanship. Their people had nothing like this. It was a completely new design. “I cannot imagine, especially since this was done with great secrecy.”

“It continues inside,” Maraeven said. He stood in the entryway, the ground sloping down towards the adjoining wall, which was tall enough at that one side to walk through without stooping.

“What?” Prince Tramen replied. “There is more of this?” He followed them inside the cavern.

Once inside, they all gazed around in astonishment. The same niche features were carved into the ten-foot high walls, from end to end. The entire interior was covered in them, hundreds of strange squares, all sloping inwards at the same angle from the top.

“I do not believe this,” Anjia said, taking it all in. “Why would anyone do this?” Her mind raced for an explanation, but nothing came. She had never seen anything like it, nor had such a design ever been discussed to her knowledge.

“We have no idea,” the Commander stated. “I was hoping one of you might have some insight into what the purpose could be.

Prince Tramen looked all around, then down at the sandy, rock-strewn floor. There was evidence of a lot of activity in the cave. Foot traffic and other. He bent down and picked a few things up. “There are rocks here, but also pottery shards, pieces of what looks like musical instruments, and more. A lot of it appears broken, cast about in a disorderly manner.”

The rest of them knelt down, too, sifting through the debris.

“Could they have been using the niches as shelving?” the Commander asked. “These items could have fallen down and broken.”

Anjia picked up what looked like a fragment of a figurine. She examined it and looked up at the floor-to-ceiling niches. She got a strange feeling. Her pendant warmed against her skin. She stood up. “I think something else was going on in here.” She closed her eyes for a moment, gripping the figurine shard, picking up on a faint energy trace in the air, as though it had been energized somehow.

The rest of them stood.

She breathed deeply, trying to home in on what she was sensing, but she did not have words for it. She opened her eyes and looked around the room, trying to imagine what it had been used for. “I am uncertain, but whatever its purpose was, was not in a conventional sense.”

“Not shelving, then?” Tramen asked. “Or simple storage? For all of the stolen goods.”

She shook her head. “There is nothing simple about this.”

The Head Priest added, “The niches are too shallow to have much practical purpose. Why fashion them this way, with the narrow ledge and sloping features?”

Anjia nodded. “No, that would not make sense if they were using this only to store items. Why not have them recessed deeper into the walls? With varying sizes? Why so uniform?”

No one had any answers.

Just then, one of Commander Maraeven’s men came running up to the cave entrance. He spotted the Royal Twins and the Head Priest inside and quickly stood at attention. “Your Highnesses,” he said, out of breath, “Your Grace.”

“What is it?” the Commander asked.

He looked nervous. He swallowed hard. “We cannot find Prince Setar anywhere. His room is empty and there are several others missing as well.” His expression was grave, he lowered his voice. “All Draxen loyalists.”

“Missing?” Anjia repeated, growing alarmed, her heart starting to pound in her chest. “Are you certain?”

The man nodded quickly. “There is no trace of them and more supplies are now gone as well.” He looked at his Commander. “We checked and there are numerous tracks, human, horse, and cart, leading out of the grand passageway.” He was referring to the long, narrow curving gorge in the sandstone that led into the hidden city of stone from the east. “We believe they fled in the night.”

Anjia’s vision blackened and she began to teeter. She knew at once he was right. She felt it. The absence of them.

Her brother caught her and held her still.

“Setar...” Anjia whispered. “Why?”

The Head Priest gripped the ceremonial ankh he wore over his long, white robes. He sensed troubled days were in store for them. From the looks of this room, this had been a long time in the making and there was much more to it than met the eye. But he could not fathom what.

“Shall we send out a search party for them, Your Majesty?” Maraeven asked, his anger rising, eager to act. He despised disloyalty and deception. He’d had enough of that in their previous home. Now it only served to weaken their people further, and they’d had enough struggles and hardships to deal with.

“I think we should,” Tramen said, his arm still draped protectively across his sister’s shoulder. “It is still relatively early in the day. If we go at once, we will not have lost any more time. Perhaps we can catch sight of them, catch up somehow.”

She considered that, her mind stretching out, hoping against hope to connect. But then she realized that Setar did not want to be found.

“No,” she said, surprising everyone else in the room.

“But, sister,” Tramen said, “we cannot just let him get away with this.”

“We do not even know which way they went,” she said.

“You mentioned he spoke about going east. That is a start, is it not?”

“That still leaves a vast area. We are not well-equipped to charge out after him.”

“But, should we not try to get the supplies back at least?” the Commander asked, trying to mask his anger at what had been stolen from them. Their people had precious few resources as it was.

Anjia’s heart sank as she thought about that option. “I understand your point, Commander. We have little extra, our resources are already stretched, but if we were to find Setar and his followers, they would not give those things up easily. It is a hard existence out there, as we all well know. They would fight for them.”

“That would be their own fault,” the Commander said, his military training quickly kicking in. “It would be the price they pay for their theft from their own people.”

Anjia walked over and touched his arm. She could see how fired up he was. “I know they have brought your wrath upon them. Rightly so. But I do not wish to fight.”

“May we ask why not, your Highness?” Odai asked. He did not want a repeat of past terrible, and traumatic events.

“Setar has been deeply unhappy for some time,” she answered softly. She brushed her hair away from her face and held her pendant in her hand. “There is nothing we could say or do right now to change that. He has made his decision. This,” she said, “did not happen overnight.”

“That is most certainly true,” Odai said. “This took careful planning, preparation, and a lot of effort over a sustained period. And to what end, we cannot even begin to guess.”

“Exactly,” the young Queen replied. “If we were to find him, we would have to force him back. And then what? Keep him prisoner? For how long? Years?” She shook her head. “He is a Royal Prince. He is old enough now to think for himself. Make his own decisions.”

“But at our people’s expense?” Tramen asked, incredulously. “The manner in which he is acting is unbecoming of a Royal Prince, and incredibly dishonorable.”

“I know,” she said. “He has much of Zhek and Zazmaria in him.”

“All the more reason we should use a strong hand with him.”

“Brother,” she said, her features softening, “if we do that, we will lose him forever.”

“Have we not already?”

She gazed outside, thinking. “I am uncertain. Perhaps. But perhaps not.”

“I doubt he will come back, he has too much pride, just like the Draxens.”

“He is a Draxen,” the Commander said, the name distasteful on his tongue.

Tramen was offended.

The Head Priest stayed quiet, letting them work this out.

“He is,” Anjia said, “and he is forging his own path.”

“But he is young, immature,” Tramen said.

“That is true, but he knows what he does not want. And that is life here, right now.”

“But it is the best we can offer at this time,” Tramen argued, unable to see his sister’s point of view.

“He needs to find that out for himself. If we try to get that through to him anymore than we already have, and you know we have tried over and over again, he will only continue to resist.” She sighed. Her pendant made her skin tingle as it buzzed against her. She knew that was what she had to do for now.

“I wish you would reconsider,” Tramen said, feeling frustrated and furious at Setar. “He may run headlong into trouble.”

She thought about Setar, thought about his possible paths, his motivations. “I think his destiny branches off from ours for now. But I believe we will see him again.”

Tramen shook his head. “He is a willful young boy, foolish, selfish and dangerous.”

A strange feeling crept over her. “There is something he must do...” she whispered. She tried to see into his future, but there was a heavy veil there. “I do not know what it is, but we must let him go for now.”
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Alex’s Training

Present Day

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir had presented the four friends with a strange proposal. They wanted them to work with the pendant to see what effects it would have on them. They’d assured their American friends that it was safe to do so, that the pendant provided a sense of well-being and clarity of thought, and would only enhance any latent abilities that were already there.

When Alex had questioned them on what the point of this was, they would only say that they felt it was somehow related to what was happening. They thought that because of her visions of them and an enemy lurking in the shadows, it might be able to help them know what to do to protect the Pharom.

Jack and Bob, growing increasingly mistrustful of the situation, outright refused to participate. Recalling their previously frightening experiences with the Pharom, they wanted no part of it. Though they tried to keep it to themselves, they were growing increasingly wary of the unknown nature of this alien technology, as well as its alien guardians.

Mitch also felt uneasy about the situation. He had talked it over with Alex at length and had asked her privately how she’d feel if he didn’t participate. Much to his surprise, she felt that she should do as they asked. She was willing to see where this lead and wasn’t frightened of the pendant’s mysterious effects. She also admitted that she welcomed more dreams of her father. She wanted to feel close to him again, anyway she could.

She promised to let Mitch know if she ever felt something wasn’t right, if she needed help or wanted things to stop.

Mitch was hoping to get a chance to discuss the Kierani texts with Dr. Khadesh and Khamir, but their focus seemed elsewhere right now, and they hadn’t been willing to sit down to discuss it. He could sense the tension in the two of them. They all thought there was a lot their Egyptian hosts weren’t saying. They would leave without sharing the specifics of where they were going, what they were doing, and questions were only given vague answers, including why Alex’s dreams were taking place in what she thought was the King’s Chamber in the Great Pyramid. They kept reiterating their hope that their American friends would trust that they knew what they were doing right now.

In the meantime, Mitch had asked Jack and Bob to help him with his research into Kierani history, specifically with Petra. They’d been happy to help with that, and were glad to resume a more normal role as part of the team.
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To begin their first session, Dr. Khadesh and Khamir had led Alex to what had been a conference room at the end of the hall where their converted bedrooms were. It had a wall of windows, but Dr. Khadesh had assured her that all of the windows on this floor had been treated so that they were one-way glass, no one could see in.

Inside the room was a long, rectangular, wooden table with chairs. The only decoration in the room was an image painted directly on the far wall.

Alex immediately recognized it. “The Sun Disk?”

Khamir smiled and nodded. “Yes. We painted its likeness on the wall. Its dimensions and decorations should be exact.”

“Interesting,” she said as she walked over to it. “I gather it’s too risky to hang the real thing here,” she said, looking back at them and winking.

“Indeed,” Dr. Khadesh said. “The real Sun Disk is being kept elsewhere.”

Alex knew better than to ask where. She gazed at the detailed painting. It was four feet across with the disk’s golden-bronze hue. In the center a large ankh surrounded by Kierani glyphs was painted.

“Beautiful,” she whispered under her breath. She turned around to face Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. “So, where do we begin?”

Khamir motioned to the chair in front of the painting. “Please, have a seat.”

She sat down. The father and son pulled chairs up on either side of her.

“We are going to lead you through a series of what can best be described as guided meditations,” Khamir said.

“Yes,” Dr. Khadesh said, “we will begin with some breathing exercises for you to do, while you are holding the pendant in one hand.”

She looked down at the pendant. She was growing used to feeling its presence, the faint energy it gave off. It was warm and comforting. She took it in her hand.

“Now, after we begin with the breathing exercises, I am going to be speaking in the ancient Kierani language.”

She looked at the older man. “Really? Cool. I can’t wait to hear it.”

He smiled.

“But if you don’t mind my asking, why? I won’t understand it.”

“I know,” he replied, “but it is an ancient prayer, best recited in the original language.”

“What does it say?”

Dr. Khadesh paused before answering. “It may seem strange to you, but I think it is best to just listen to the sound of my voice, the sounds of the words, rather than focusing on the specifics.” He smiled as he leaned forward, his face kind, his dark brown, gold-flecked eyes alight with mystery. He patted her hand. “I think your archaeologist brain would get in the way of what we are trying to accomplish here. Thinking of what an ancient prayer is all about, the historical implications... shall I go on?”

She looked from him to his son. She sensed there was more to what she was being told, but she decided to just go with it. She was taking more and more on faith these days.

“You might have a point,” she said, smiling. “Okay then, what do I do?”

“Just keep hold of the pendant, close your eyes, listen to my voice, and see where this takes you. It is important to just relax and allow your thoughts to float away.”

“Float away?”

“Yes,” he replied. “Do not try to control them. Just let your mind go blank.”

Khamir nodded. “You will find this relaxing.”

Alex doubted that. Her mind was spinning with too many questions. “If you say so.”

Dr. Khadesh gave her a kind smile. “We are grateful that you are willing to trust us on this.”

She looked at them. Her gut told her this was what she needed to do. She knew they wanted to protect the Pharom, but her goals were more personal. She wanted to feel that connection, however she could, to her father again. “I do trust you. I want to see where this leads. Something is happening. I need to know what.”

“We all do,” Khamir said quietly. “I am also going to do the mediation, along with you.”

Alex nodded.

Dr. Khadesh told her they would close the blinds and dim the lights. He said she could get up at any time if she wished, but that the mediation would take less than an hour.

After coaching her to relax, clear her mind, and focus on deep breathing, Alex felt herself start to calm down. With her eyes closed, she listened to Dr. Khadesh’s deep voice and soothing tone guiding her breathing exercises. She held the pendant in her hand. It was warm to the touch. She felt its faint energy signature humming. It filled her with a sense of peace and tranquility.

Dr. Khadesh took a deep breath, closed his own eyes, and began to recite the ancient Kierani prayer. He spoke slowly, each word wrapped with purpose.

Alex listened closely to the strange words. Without trying to grasp the meaning of the forgotten language, she allowed herself to notice the sensations the words were producing in her. She felt herself attune to them. Something resonated within her. Her breathing was slow, even, deep. She felt sleepy as her mind relaxed. The pendant’s energy washed through her like a gentle wave...

Alex felt like she was floating through a sea of tingling energy. The sensation was soothing, warm. It was a feeling of pure bliss. She wanted to stay there.

Then, she felt her heart start to beat faster. She had a sensation of movement. Her bare feet touched the ground. She opened her eyes.

She saw the Pharom in the center of the small dark room, glowing, a kaleidoscope of colors swirling within it. She sensed its powerful energy; she heard its low hum. Then, there was a scraping sound behind her. She whirled around.

Behind her, was a stone statue of what looked like an Egyptian pharaoh. She studied it for a moment, but it was a face she did not recognize. She stepped closer to it. She reached out to touch it, when suddenly its eyes flew open and its hand swept out, grabbing her wrist. She tried to scream, but its other hand grabbed her by the throat and began to squeeze...
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When Alex awoke, startled, from the meditative dream she had, she told Dr. Khadesh and Khamir all about it. How what at first felt and seemed safe and wonderful turned very sinister and frightening, with someone or something trying to kill her. They asked her a number of questions, some of which seemed odd to her, but they agreed that it was likely a warning of some kind, of something to come.

That night, feeling unusually tired and drained, Alex went to bed early. She tossed and turned for the longest time. She kept reaching for her ankh pendant, which felt warmer than usual, but not uncomfortably so. Finally, she fell into a deep sleep...

Alex had the sensation of slowly drifting, down and down, through an inky blackness. Her body felt relaxed, her mind felt free. She floated down, now even more slowly, feeling light as a feather. She felt herself expanding, as though her existence stretched on, beyond time and space. She sensed a gentle energy coursing through her, through everything, as though she was part of a thread that stretched out to infinity.

Then, she heard a whisper carried on a gentle breeze from a far, far distance. She strained to hear it. She heard it again, closer it came, closer, and closer...

The sound became muffled. She struggled to breathe. Everything felt dark, heavy around her, then she had the sensation of water, all around her. She was submerged. She gasped and reached out. She heard the splash of water as her hand gripped a hard, thick stone edge. She pulled herself up, gasping for air.

She was standing in a stone sarcophagus. Panicked, she leapt out. She looked back down into the murky depths of the water. From deep within she saw a tiny flicker of light. It seemed to be traveling at a high speed through an endless abyss. The light grew brighter as it came closer to the surface. Just as it was about to burst through, Alex saw a face.

At first, she thought she was seeing her own reflection, but as she looked closer, she saw that it wasn’t her. It was someone else. A young woman. Someone she had never seen before, but deep down, she felt like she knew her. The woman stared at her through the water, which now shimmered and sparkled with a beautiful ethereal light, like an event horizon.

Alex heard a voice in her head.

“I know you...”

Alex awoke suddenly, feeling instantly alert, her heart pounding in her chest.
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Alex got up, thinking it was the middle of the night. She peeked outside. It was dawn. She felt the pendant lying against her skin. It was warm and pulsed with its preternatural energy. She was shaken by the vivid dream she’d had. It’d felt visceral, utterly real, but inexplicably within the realm of an unreality. She couldn’t understand why, but it felt like an experience she’d had, not just a dream.

She paced around her room for a while, trying to process what she’d seen, what she’d felt. She lay back down for a time, trying to fall back asleep, using the breathing techniques that Dr. Khadesh had taught her, but to no avail. After an hour of trying to calm back down and drift off, she gave up. She got dressed and left her room.

“Alex?” a voice called.

She turned around. It was Mitch.

“What are you doing up so early?” he asked, walking towards her from down the hall.

“I, uh, woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep,” she said. “You?”

“Same,” he replied. He stopped and looked at her. “I actually had a really weird dream about you.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “What?”

He nodded. “I don’t know where I was exactly, but I was looking for you. There was a huge crowd of people around and I felt like it was urgent, life or death, that I find you.”

She swallowed. “Go on.”

“I thought I spotted you in the crowd and I ran after you, but when I caught up to you,” he stopped, running his hand through his hair, “it wasn’t you. It was someone else.”

Alex just waited for him to finish, anxiety building up within her.

“I was about to ask her who she was, I didn’t think I knew her, but something about her felt familiar.” He paused, frowning, thinking on the details of his dream. “Then, it started to rain, hard. I turned around to see a flash flood heading my way. I tried to run.” He looked up at Alex. “Then, I woke up.”

Alex was holding the pendant in her hand, feeling its faint energy buzzing. “You’re not going to believe this.” She filled him on her own dream and the eerie similarities of it to his.

“We need to tell them,” Mitch said.

Alex nodded. “Yeah. I was thinking the mediation exercises I did earlier might’ve spurred this on, but that wouldn’t explain your dream.”

Mitch gave her a playful shoulder bump. “Looks like we’ve got some kind of psychic connection.”

She tried to laugh, but she felt too wired and unnerved. “How about some coffee?”

“Sounds good.”

They headed towards the kitchen. To their surprise, Dr. Khadesh and Khamir were already up. They were standing beside the island, deep in conversation when they noticed Mitch and Alex heading their way.

“Well, good morning to the two early birds,” Khamir greeted them. “We are surprised to see you both up and about at this hour.”

“So are we,” Mitch replied. He looked at Alex and nodded.

They filled them in on their dreams.

The two men regarded them carefully and quietly for a few moments. They looked at one another with an unspoken communication.

“So,” Mitch ventured, “care to shed some light on this for us? Why this is happening? What’s going on here?”

Khamir cleared his throat. “I am afraid we need to do our research first.”

Dr. Khadesh nodded his head in agreement. “We also need answers, I am afraid.”

Khamir offered to cook them breakfast and got them each a cup of coffee.

Breakfast was rushed. Dr. Khadesh and Khamir whispered something to one another, out of earshot of their guests.

Mitch and Alex tried to ask what their next steps were, but they would only say that there was something urgent they needed to figure out, and they would fill them in as soon as they could.

Immediately after breakfast, they quickly tended to some things in the suite, then came back and said they needed to leave for the rest of the day, and that they likely would not be back until the next morning, at the earliest. They asked the Americans to remain in their suite for the time being, to stay off any social media accounts, and not to answer any emails or phone calls. They said they still did not know who might be watching them, tracking their activity. They had furnished them with a burner cell in case they needed to contact them in the meantime, but urged them not to use it unless absolutely necessary. They rushed out before Mitch and Alex could ask any more questions.

After Dr. Khadesh and Khamir said goodbye to their perplexed guests, they hurried down the hall.

“Did you get what we need?” Dr. Khadesh asked.

“Yes.”

“Good. Our first order of business must be to find out for sure.”

As they were about to drive off, Khamir turned to his father. “This plan entails serious risk. There are no guarantees we can succeed, even if what you suspect turns out to be true.”

“I know, but we must try. I have a strong feeling about this. I do not think there is any other way.”
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Back in the U.S., Sebastian Vetteller boarded his private jet, bound for Cairo. He knew precisely what he needed to do next.
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CHAPTER 12
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A Plan is Made

Circa 10,000 B.C.

A few weeks after Setar and the Draxen loyalists had secretly departed Sela in the night, with a cache of stolen goods, Queen Anjia was on her way to the main temple early one warm evening. She had been feeling unsettled lately. She knew that Tramen and others were still bothered by the fact that she had declined to have the escapees tracked down. She was upset and disappointed that Setar had left them, she took it very personally, because she had really tried to reach Setar’s heart, but still there was more to her feelings than that.

She had been having sleepless nights for the last few days. She was troubled by something she couldn’t quite put a finger on. She thought at first it was her constant worry over how Setar was, whether he was safe, or scared, or feeling regret. Since their father, King Traeus, died, she felt very protective over Setar in particular. She knew things had been hard for him. Very hard. His had been a painful upbringing, in spite of everyone’s best intentions.

Still, something was nagging at her, deep down. She felt something tugging at her mind, as though she should know what it was, but what she felt was confusion.

They had also been studying the strange cave with the hundreds of niches in it, trying to determine what its purpose was, but they only ended up with more questions and no answers, at least not ones that made any sense. They could not fathom what it had been created for, and why it was done in secret. Surely, she thought, if it had some practical purpose, it would have been shared with their people. Why it had been hidden and what went on there was a constant source of angst for her. She knew it was important. So much had gone into creating it, finding the perfect spot for it, time likely spent there. But why, she wondered, what was its purpose. She had a feeling that when they found out the truth, much would change, and much may be at risk.

Anjia kept walking and thinking. She rounded the corner on the way to the temple and came upon the Lion Monument. Life-giving water flowed from its mouth, down the carved channel and on into the city. She gazed upon it and reached her hand out into the cool stream of water, reflecting on the past and how much she and her people had been through. She leaned in and splashed some water on her face, to help clear her mind.

As the water touched her face, she suddenly had a vision. She gasped and gripped the stone for support.

Before her, she saw the Amsara monument in their former home. It stood there, regal and beautiful, bathed in moonlight. Its head was restored, like it was before the catastrophic destruction, its gaze knowing and eternal.

She stared up at it, in awe of its majestic beauty. She had an intense pang of longing for home. It had been so long. She gazed up at the night sky, the stars out in full force. She thought of how much had happened underneath those stars, how much more would come to pass. She glanced over at the full moon, which shone brightly on this cloudless night.

Suddenly the moon changed, a whirling white tunnel spiraled down, growing in intensity. As it neared the Amsara monument, it changed color, morphing into a glowing indigo blue.

Anjia backed away as the whirling tunnel of light neared her. Just then, she realized what she was seeing. She was terrified.

The vision ended. Her mind cleared. She looked up at the Lion Monument. She felt a sense of panic rise up within her. The ankh pendant she wore was hot and buzzing against her skin.

“Oh, no,” she whispered to herself, her heart beating faster, “I have to stop him.”
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Anjia immediately sought out her brother. She knew what they had to do.

She found her brother in the center of town, speaking to their Chief Engineer, Victaren, about the possible purpose for the strange chamber they had found. He did not yet have answers, beyond what they had already eliminated as ideas, but was continuing to investigate options.

The engineer bowed when he saw her. “Your Majesty.”

“Good day, Victaren,” she greeted him quickly with a half-smile, and then turned to her brother. “I must speak with you at once. It is urgent.”

Tramen nodded and excused himself from the conversation.

Anjia led him away and spoke in a low tone, “We must find Odai and Commander Maraeven. I had a vision. I think I know where Setar is and what he is doing.”

Tramen was surprised at the news, but not surprised about his sister’s vision. He had long known about her abilities. It was what kept him believing she was still alive during her long absence from the family and presumed death all those years ago. Her ability and their connection, their unbreakable bond, had given him hope during his dark days as a young child, when everyone around him told him his twin sister was gone. In spite of what they tried to tell him, convince him of, he felt her, deep down, sensed her energy, even from a great distance. Since then, he knew to trust in her implicitly. She was the Child of Prophecy and that was rightly earned.

“Of course,” Tramen replied. “I saw Commander Maraeven heading out past the amphitheater some time ago. He may be at Setar’s hidden chamber.”

As they passed through the city, they stopped and asked a member of the priesthood if he knew where the Head Priest might be. The young man pointed in the same direction that Tramen had seen Commander Maraeven go.

The Royal Twins headed that way in a hurry. It would be dark in a couple of hours and they did not want to be caught out there with the rough, uneven terrain and lack of lighting and proper pathways.

As they arrived, the Commander and Head Priest were just exiting the mysterious chamber of niches. They were alone. They waved to them.

“Your Majesties,” Odai greeted them, “we were just discussing this place, still trying to figure out its purpose.”

The Commander nodded and bowed.

Anjia was relieved they had their privacy. “We have come to see you both. It is about Setar. I believe I know where he is and why he left.”

“I see,” Odai said, regarding her carefully. He suspected she had been given some insight from her gifts. He had been hoping for just such an occurrence, believing it could guide them forward, as they were stuck without answers.

She gave him a knowing look. “I have seen the Amsara monument. In a dream,” she added for the Commander’s benefit. Though all of the Kierani knew of her abilities, it sometimes frightened and unnerved certain people and she knew the Commander was a logical, straightforward man.

They all waited for her to continue.

“I also saw what I believe were the effects of the accident involving the Pharom. A whirling beam of light was surrounding the monument. I sensed its destructive power coming. It felt imminent.”

Odai frowned. This was concerning to him.

“Could it be a memory from the past?” the Commander asked, confused at what this had to do with Setar.

“No,” she said, and further clarified the meaning of her vision for them, “I believe Setar has gone to our former home seeking the Pharom. This is an enormous risk.”

Now that they were all together and Tramen had a moment to think about it, a question occurred to him. “But, it is well-hidden. He would not know where to look for it.”

Anjia hesitated to answer.

“Would he?” her brother pressed.

“I am afraid a few years ago I told him about how we hid it.”

It had been decided quite some time ago, due to the state of their society and overall lives, that only a select, very small group of people within the priesthood, along with Queen Anjia and Prince Tramen, would hold this information for the foreseeable future. King Traeus had once asked for that information to be kept within the priesthood alone, even away from the Royal Family, but that was no longer deemed necessary or prudent with all of the changes their people had gone through.

Odai paled at her admission. That was precious knowledge; meant to be guarded carefully. In light of Setar’s recent behavior, this was an alarming development.

Commander Maraeven visibly tensed, but he held his tongue, waiting for her explanation.

“Why?” Tramen asked.

She let out a long breath, she knew this was not welcome news and only complicated their lives to a great degree. “Before we left our former home, shortly after Zhek, Assan and our father were killed, Setar overheard me talking about the Pharom. He had been so traumatized by everything; I had to tell him the truth. Not where it was stored, but what it was, and who our people really were.”

“I do recall that,” Tramen replied.

They all thought back to that terrible and dark time, and the innumerable painful memories it brought back. Especially painful were the memories of Derepet and the deaths of their beloved Assan and King Traeus; terrible tragedies that haunted them to this day.

She continued, swallowing her own pain from all of those events, “He was so upset and confused and angry at the time, actually, for a very long time. He would constantly question me about things.”

Tramen looked at his sister, trying to understand.

“I was trying to assuage his fears, his doubts, trying to build a trust between us. He would become so closed off,” she said, trying to explain in earnest. “He seemed to open up at times, and would come to me with questions, wanting to know more about our family, our accomplishments, our struggles, our private matters. He said that he was trying to feel like a part of the family, but he needed me to be honest and open with him, tell him things, not hide anything. He said he needed that for him to trust us.”

Commander Maraeven kept quiet and just listened to his Queen’s reasoning.

“He was especially curious about the Pharom and the Draxen history of trying to obtain it, what happened in the accident, why we kept it a secret from our people.” Anjia’s expression was one of sorrow. “I never thought he would use what I told him against us. I honestly thought it was his way of closing the gap between us. Besides, he is family. We should not have secrets from one another.”

“Why did you not tell me this?” Tramen asked.

She thought for a moment. “Perhaps I should have, but I did not see it as a risk, only bonding with my brother. It was so long ago, and he was very young. I did not think in terms of Draxen loyalists, or future rebellions. Only hope for a future together, as a family, to heal.” She touched Tramen’s arm. “We would have told him one day, anyway, when he was older. He is a Royal Prince.”

He pursed his lips. He could understand that part at least. “That is true.”

“I also never thought he would go there without us,” Anjia added, heartbroken at what Setar had done, how he had thrown away the trust she had shown him. She had wanted so badly to help Setar feel better about his life that she had let herself be blinded to the possibility of his betrayal.

Tramen nodded, but glanced away.

Odai spoke up. “What is done is done. We are in this situation now. We need to figure out how to deal with it.”

“And how big this problem is,” the Commander added. “He is not alone, and those he is with are no friends of ours, obviously.”

Tramen ran a hand through his hair, his frustration mounting at the predicament in which they now found themselves.

Anjia felt the consequences of her past decisions mounting. It was something she needed to face, head-on. “In hindsight, now that we know he must have become close to the Draxen sympathizers, I suspect they were also feeding him information about his father, about the past.”

“Lies, most likely,” Tramen said with a bitter edge to his voice. He was tired of his family being under an air of suspicion. It had created no end of suffering for them and the Kierani people. Terrible deeds had been committed under the influence of dark lies; people manipulated into the most heinous acts imaginable.

“That is certainly a possibility,” the Commander said in a grave tone. “The Draxen loyalists can be very dangerous, we all know that only too well.”

The Head Priest nodded. “They could have told him anything to try and manipulate him, his loyalties. Things we cannot even predict. We have no way of knowing what they plan to do.”

“Which is why we must go after him,” the Queen admitted. “There are many dangers, but one thing I know is that Setar and those who are with him will not understand what they are dealing with regarding the Pharom. If we do not stop them, none of them might survive.”

Anjia looked up at the strange niches carved from the stone, hundreds of them carefully and methodically cut in lines inside and out of the chamber. There was a strange residual energy in this place. Almost unnatural. She wondered what had taken place in this hidden cave. Somehow, she suspected, she feared, it had a direct link to Setar’s plans with the Pharom. But she could not fathom what that could be. She only hoped it would not be too late by the time she unlocked the secrets of this place and the people they were after, the architects of a new, potentially deadly destiny...
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Early the next morning, word was sent out to all Kierani to gather in the outdoor amphitheater that afternoon for an important announcement from their Queen.

Queen Anjia, Prince Tramen, Head Priest Odai, and Commander Maraeven had stayed up half the night making plans, both for their mission and also for how to address and handle their imminent absence from their people. They knew this decision would come as a shock, and only add to the stress their people were under because of Setar’s rebellious act. But it had to be done. And unfortunately, some information still had to remain a secret.

Preparations, hastily made, were nearly complete. Those who were requested to join them had been contacted, most awoken in the night, startled. But it could not be helped. Setar and his people were likely wasting no time in whatever their plans were. They had to do the same.
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Right on time, the announcement began. The amphitheater was filled to capacity, some people even needing to stand in the aisles and along the back. What the people would be told was carefully crafted, so as not to raise the alarm any more than necessary, and not to open themselves up to endless questions and worries.

Anjia and Tramen did not like keeping secrets, but in this instance, they knew they must. What had been created with regards to the Pharom had been their father’s decision and now they had to bear the weight of that responsibility.

Queen Anjia announced that they were going to try and find Setar and his people, to see if they were safe and to try and convince them to come home. They had the benefit of that being the truth—just not all of the details.

After going over the details of who would be responsible for leadership in their absence, namely trusted, experienced members of the priesthood, Anjia, Tramen and Odai did their best to allay any fears over of their upcoming, temporary absence. They deliberately downplayed the risks involved in their plans.

There was very little time to address all of the questions they knew would be forthcoming, but they did make time to answer several of them. Some were to be expected, such as what they were going to do if they encountered a forceful resistance, how long they would search before they gave up, when they thought they would come home, and many others. However, the ones that were not anticipated were the numbers of people asking if they could also return to their former home.

They were unprepared for that one, but thinking quickly on her feet, the Queen told them that they did not know the state of the region, but would share that information when they returned. Further open discussions and prudent decisions would be had and made at that time.

The young Queen knew that this was an important matter that would have to be addressed soon. She sensed the restless energy, the desire for home, and a need for a change amongst her people. She would have to tend to those needs, somehow, the best she could, but not before they secured the Pharom, dealt with the threat that Setar and his people posed, and ascertained the livability and sustainability of the area. She did not know what state the region would be in after the meteor bombardment, even after all these years. If it were indeed, habitable, she and Tramen would be facing a host of new problems. She hoped it would not lead to a split between two or more places for her people. That would break her heart and it could potentially spell the end of their society, as they knew it.

The days ahead would bring no rest for the Royal Twins, in body or mind.
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After the announcement was over, Mindara asked to speak with Anjia alone.

Mindara had wanted to take a backseat within the Royal Family once her husband, King Traeus, died. She had no desire for a formal position, but supported Anjia and Tramen fully behind the scenes.

She missed her husband, and she loved the twins. She knew how hard it had been for both of them, with all of the trauma and turmoil they had already suffered in their young lives. She was their only parent now, and along with her son Alaj, who was named after the late Prince Alaj, she did everything she could to keep their sense of family alive. To her great happiness and gratitude, she had a special closeness with both of the twins, which gave her a keen insight into how they were doing.

Now, she saw the terribly heavy weight that the young Royals were carrying on their shoulders, with what Setar and the Draxen loyalists had done. She knew Tramen was a rock for his sister, and that Anjia did her best to fulfill her role as Queen and the expectations inherent in being the Child of Prophecy. She saw more than that, she saw how beneath the Royal veneer, Anjia, especially, was suffering and in pain right now, though she was trying very hard to hide it.

The Royals retreated to a private area after the gathering, while Commander Maraeven’s men ensured the amphitheater was emptied in an orderly fashion.

“Mindara,” Anjia said, smiling and embracing her warmly, “where is Alaj?”

They both sat down. Mindara had been briefed on the truth of the mission prior to the official announcement.

“I asked Senarra to look after him for a few minutes,” she replied, tossing her long braid over her shoulder. “I wanted a moment to speak with you privately.”

Anjia nodded. “I am happy to see you. I am sorry this all happened so fast and that...”

“Shhh, Anjia,” Mindara said, brushing her hand down her stepdaughter’s long hair. “I understand. I know what your visions mean. I know how important the Pharom is, and how much danger Setar and his people are in.” She took Anjia’s hand, shaking her head. “I did not ask to speak with you for you to explain anything. I have known you all of your life. What I wanted to say is that I see how difficult this is for you. I only wanted to offer you my support, to let you know you are loved. You are an amazing young woman, so brave and courageous. Your mother and father would be incredibly proud.”

Anjia felt a lump in her throat. Mindara always knew what she was feeling, she could see right through her. Anjia’s eyes began to well up with tears. She had not stopped thinking of her parents since finding out Setar had left. She had begun feeling lost, alone, uncertain, and she wished she had them to be strong for her. Sometimes, it felt as though she did not have it in her to be strong any longer. “I miss them, beyond words. After all this time, it still hurts,” she whispered. “I wish they were here, with us.”

Mindara’s heart melted. “I know, sweetheart, I know.” She gave her a long hug, stroking her hair. “They loved you so much.”

Anjia’s shoulders shook, as the tears she had been holding back spilled forth.

“Let it all out,” Mindara said. “You are safe with me.”

They sat together for a while. Finally, Anjia wiped the tears from her face.

Mindara took her hand and squeezed it gently. “I wish we had more time to talk right now, but I know you probably have much to do.”

Anjia heart sank. She had not realized how much she needed to talk with someone, how much she needed someone to understand all she was going through. It was almost overwhelming. She needed Mindara in her life. “Have I told you how much you mean to Tramen and me?” She could barely get the words out; the emotions were welling up so strongly within her.

Mindara smiled softly, nodding. “It is hard to leave your home once again, is it not? Your family, what has become familiar?”

Anjia was thunderstruck. She had scarcely even realized the truth of that herself. So much had happened so quickly. But now that Mindara gave voice to that, it was clear it was something that was hurting her. Deeply. Her past, the years she spent away, had changed her and imprinted on her, she had gone through so much. Lived two lives in the space of one short one. Now here she was, making a big move again, not intended to be permanent, but without any guarantee of what life would look like on the other side, or if she would lose anyone else she loved. She could not bear that. She took a deep breath. She would do everything within her power not to let that happen. She had to.

“It is amazing,” Anjia said, placing her other hand over Mindara’s, “how you know me better than I even know myself, sometimes.” She looked into Mindara’s light green eyes, her kind face, the face that had been there all of her life. It was comforting to confide in someone who knew her so well. She did not have to pretend to be anything else with Mindara, just herself, flaws and fears and self-doubt and all.

Mindara smiled at that. “Dearest Anjia, you and Tramen are so precious to me. I love you and I care about you like you were my own children. The well-being of my family is the most important thing in the world to me. My family is my world.” She touched Anjia’s cheek. “That is how I know.”

Anjia squeezed her eyes closed as her tears fell again.

“I want you to be safe,” Mindara said. “I know you have to do this, but I wanted to tell you to be careful.”

Anjia nodded. “I will. I promise. As careful as we can be,” she replied. She had no idea what the days ahead held for them.

Mindara looked as though she was going to say something else, but then she was quiet for a moment.

“What is it?” Anjia asked, scanning her face. “I can tell there is something else you want to say.”

Mindara smiled softly. “I just want to be honest with you. As honest as I can be.”

Anjia leaned forward. “I know that. What do you want to tell me?”

Mindara tried to frame her thoughts, but this was difficult to say, “I—” she stopped. She took a breath and set her shoulders. “I have learned, in my life, that sometimes certain things are unavoidable. As much as you may want life to turn out differently, for some things never to happen, for certain lines to never be crossed...” she paused again, hanging her head, her shoulders slumping. “There are some things in life that you cannot stop, you cannot fix, and you cannot prevent.” She looked up at Anjia, the pain of her words evident in her eyes.

Anjia knew she was referring to Zazmaria. Neither of them had to say the name.

“Setar, he has never forgiven me,” Mindara continued, her voice sounding hollow and sad, “and I do not blame him.”

“It was not your fault...” Anjia started to say.

Mindara clasped her hand. “I know. I still regret deeply how it all turned out. I wish so desperately that it could have turned out differently. However, none of that matters to Setar. Over the last year especially, his anger and resentment towards me has grown to something... almost frightening.” She shuddered involuntarily. “I guess what I am trying to say is that I know your heart, Anjia. I know you want to believe you can fix this situation, find a fair resolution, and a way to avoid it getting worse, and I truly hope that you can. But...”

Anjia waited for her to continue, her heart thumping in her chest at what she would say next.

Mindara’s expression was one of worry mixed with the painful weight and sad resignation difficult years can bring. “Just know, that even terrible things happen when you mean good, and good things can happen when someone does something bad. I do not know which way it will go, but be prepared, Anjia. Something may happen that you are not prepared for. In those moments, no matter how frightening, trust your instincts, let them guide you. You can find your way out again,” she paused, pointing at each of their hearts, “If you trust what is in here.”

Anjia was again thunderstruck by Mindara’s insights, how she gave voice to the nameless fears in Anjia’s mind and heart. She had zeroed in on exactly what was weighing so heavily on her. Choices that might need to be made. How she would react. If she could do what may need to be done. It was terrifying to her.
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Finally, allowing for no further delay, the group departed Sela at first light the next morning. It was a huge rush, placing people under a lot of pressure very quickly, but it was agreed that it could not be helped under the circumstances.

Head Priest Odai, their Chief Engineer, Victaren, along with Commander Maraeven and a contingent of Royal Guards, joined Queen Anjia and Prince Tramen. They were well supplied for the long and arduous journey and dangerous mission, as they did not know what they would encounter once they reached their former home, the resistance they might meet, or what they might have to ultimately do to protect the Pharom. No matter what, they intended to do just that. It was of paramount importance.

Anjia had not slept that night. She could not stop thinking about what Mindara had said to her. She thought of the days to come, but in spite of her gifts of foresight, she could not see where they were leading, there was only darkness laid out before her. She sensed they were heading into something they had never faced before, and that they may never be the same again afterwards...
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Returning Home

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Setar had been riddled with anxiety as he and the nearly three dozen Draxen loyalists made their escape from Sela that night, loaded with as many supplies as they had been able to steal and carry with them.

Prior to leaving however, Setar had felt a surge of bravado. The night before, he had boldly announced that he was officially dropping the name Selaren and taking on the name Draxen, emphasizing that he considered himself to be an orphan. He also denounced the naming of the place they were leaving, as Sela had been derived from the Royal name Selaren. He wanted to distance himself as much as possible from a past he was now trying to shed. These moves had sent a wave of excitement through the long-time Draxen supporters, energizing them even more, ahead of their departure. It worked as a rallying cry, uniting them in their shared vision of a new future, free of the Royal Family.

Surprised and caught off guard by his sudden change of mood and outlook, he told no one of his new feelings. How scared and uncertain he suddenly felt as they exited the natural stone fortress that had been his home for five of his fifteen years. He had thought he was feeling brave, being energized by those faithful to the Draxen name. He had been caught up in their fervor and exciting plans for a future outside the looming stone walls, the dream of recapturing the glory of his family.

But now, as reality set in, he felt very different. The bravado and anger he had been wearing like a suit of armor, felt like anything but. It felt as thin and tenuous as a cloud that was drifting away from him. Leaving him feeling vulnerable, exposed, and frightened.

As the seemingly endless miles piled up, he grew more and more fearful, and a sense of regret that he could scarcely admit, even to himself, threatened to strangle him.

As if reading his thoughts, Praten, the oldest member of their rogue group, and a lifelong Draxen supporter, scowled. He could see the turmoil in the young man. He had never had the faith that the others had in Setar. He did not see the same edge of ruthless, fervent drive for power and control that had been abundantly present in his father Zhek, and grandfather, Lord Draxen.

At first, he thought it was just due to Setar’s age and lack of maturity, but the closer he looked, he saw something he did not like. There was softness, and fearfulness, within him, a conflicted nature. He saw how Setar tried to act brave and tough, and strong and certain, but he knew it was an act. The boy was anything but, and he was not sure if he could ever be the leader that the others thought he could be. The leader they needed. But he would bide his time and be ever watchful to ensure the boy stayed on track with their plans. If he did not, well then, additional tough choices would need to be made.

The long and arduous journey was now at an end as a familiar sight came into view.

“Setar, look,” Berad said excitedly. “The Amsara monument!”

Setar looked in the direction he was pointing. His jaw dropped. It looked so surreal to see it sitting there, huge and majestic, though still headless, as though it had been waiting for their return. Waiting for the next phase of their lives to begin with the precious secret it guarded.

Excited chatter started as their group entered the limits of their once beautiful city. It was overgrown and wild looking. Apart from the Amsara monument, one had to look closely to see the extent of the city that had once stood there.

The area was also noticeably more arid than they remembered. Their people had been plagued by droughts at one time. They would need to work hard to establish irrigation and restore the region to a more habitable state.

Everywhere they passed were the marks of the meteor bombardment that had driven them from this region. The devastation was widespread. Nothing stood undamaged. Buildings had burned to the ground in wildfires that had broken out. Anything that had been made of wood was lost. They had no way of protecting themselves against such a furious onslaught. In each direction, they could see why their people had fled. Dark craters peppered the land, with wild growth creeping around the edges of them. It looked strange. Like an alien land.

Setar felt the thrill of anticipation coursing through him. Some of his anxiety melted away, replaced with the sense of nostalgia he felt at seeing his old home again. In some ways it felt as though he had been gone for a lifetime, so much had changed since they left. But seeing some familiar sights brought back a flood of memories—memories of a time when he was a young boy. Seeing this place through older eyes, having moved through childhood and into adolescence, gave the sights a different hue. So much was the same, but so much felt different.

Berad’s eyes were nearly popping out of his head. He was a few years older than Setar, but had become Setar’s closest friend. Berad had lost his parents at the end of the battle between the Draxen supporters and the Royal Family. They had been fighting for Zhek and were killed when the first meteors hit, before anyone knew what was happening. Praten, being a widower with no other family of his own, had taken him into his home after that, and had taught him everything he knew about engineering and construction. Praten had proposed and developed the main plan for their return to their former home, and he and Berad had worked countless hours over the last year preparing for it.

After a short ride into the center of town, the group stopped to have a break and to discuss their game plan. They were all exhausted and thirsty and hungry, but happy and relieved to have arrived.

Praten, being the eldest and most natural leader in their group, spoke first, “We have made it!” He beamed with pride. He put an arm around Setar, who smiled nervously. “We have come many steps closer to our goals. We have demonstrated our independence and have made important progress in creating the next phase for the Kierani people. Under the Draxen name!”

The people cheered and clapped.

Praten leaned over and whispered in Setar’s ear, “You will need to say a few words. Inspire them. Motivate them.” He was a large man, overweight and rough around the edges. He towered over Setar’s slender frame.

Setar’s cheeks flared red. He felt very small right now. His mind raced to find something to say.

Everyone was staring at him.

“I-I thank you all for taking this journey with me,” Setar said, trying to calm his nerves. He cleared his throat. “We will build a new home here. We will do great things, together!”

The people clapped and whistled. Shouts of the Draxen name were heard.

“Good,” Praten said quietly to Setar. “It is important for you to step into your new role, take every opportunity to inspire and motivate the people. The days ahead will not be easy, but they will be meaningful and bring many changes, sorely needed.”

“I will do my best,” Setar replied. He suddenly felt the absence of any of his own family. He had not realized until this moment how much he had taken their unwavering support, kindness, and love for granted. His feelings were a whirling maelstrom within him. And he could not talk about any of it.

Praten nodded and addressed their group once again. “Once we have taken a short rest and had some food and water, we will make a plan to fan out around the city. First, we must survey the state of the place and look for anything we can use for supplies or weapons. We also need to determine where best to take shelter, so bring forth recommendations for possible locations. We will all report back within three hours and decide our next move from there.”

“Will we be scouting the Amsara monument right away?”

Praten shook his head. “For that, we will wait.”

A few people started talking over one another.

Praten held out his big, meaty hands. “Silence!”

The voices quieted down.

“We have waited this long, another day or two will not make any difference. We must find more food and adequate shelter for us all. And we must rest and plan carefully. Our plan will be put into motion, but not in any kind of haphazard way. We have seen the results of that in the past.” He was pointing to the headless monument. “Remember how many died when people acted without fully considering their approach and options.”

There were murmurs of agreement on that point.

“I know it is hard to wait,” Praten continued, “but it will be worth it once you see how quickly we can achieve greatness.” He wrapped his burly arm around Setar’s slim shoulders again. “Right, Setar?”

“Yes, right,” he said, forcing a smile. He wished he could find a way to summon the strength that Zhek had, or even that Anjia and Tramen showed. In the meantime, he was trying to fake confidence the best he could.

“Good,” Praten said, smiling down at him. “All will unfold according to Draxen destiny.” His dark eyes flashed something almost sinister.

Setar felt his blood run cold at the older man’s words. But he did not know why.
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Berad could hardly contain his excitement. He and Setar were paired up as part of one of the small groups sent out around the city to survey things, search for anything they could use, and report back.

They were joined by two older men, Fazil and Dreben, and were given the responsibility of searching the area that had once been the Draxen Stronghold. It was decided that Setar should be given the honor of being amongst the first of the people to set foot on that ground again. It was once his family’s home and military compound.

Setar had heard much about it, but had never seen it with his own eyes. He had been too young and it had been decimated in the aftermath of the accident with the Pharom. Nothing still stood of that place, the place where his father was raised; the place his grandfather, Lord Draxen, had built. He had never met his grandfather, but he knew he was considered a ruthless, fearsome man, strong-willed and responsible for many great feats in his life. He had died a warrior’s death and his name was revered amongst the people Setar was with.

Setar was finding his family’s legacy was going to be a difficult thing to live up to. He had to do it through the Pharom, he told himself. It was the only way he could see that he would ever be able to prove himself, or come close to fulfilling a legacy his father and grandfather had begun.

“This is where it is going to be,” Berad said, beaming. “Our new home will be built right here, where your family once lived.”

Setar knew his friend meant well, but it hurt, none-the-less, to know a big part of his heritage had been obliterated. That family had died right here. That his mother had died nearby. He knew of the events that happened the night Zazmaria was killed. How she had gotten into a confrontation with Mindara, who had been following her during a battle. He had been told that Zazmaria was the aggressor, that Mindara was only defending herself, but as the Draxen loyalists had said, history was told by those still living. The dead had no say in the accounts given. Setar always wondered if that was the truth, but he would never know. It haunted him. There was so much he would never know.

“You are quiet, my friend,” Berad said, walking beside Setar.

No one here referred to him as Prince Setar, as was Kierani custom. He had wanted to feel like one of them, not set apart, so he had requested his formal title be dropped for now.

The older men had headed off in the opposite direction.

Setar shrugged his shoulders. He could not find the words to convey the multitude of emotions he was experiencing right now, and talking about his parents was far too painful for him.

“This must be a little overwhelming,” Berad said, looking at the younger man carefully. Berad was a few inches taller than Setar, but with a slim build as well. He had dark golden brown eyes and a pleasant face with high cheekbones and a long nose. His long, black hair was messily tied back.

“I guess so,” Setar replied in a quiet voice. “I did not know what to expect when we got here. Now, it is almost too much to take in all at once.”

“I am sure,” Berad said. “I want to visit the home where I lived with my parents, too.” He placed an arm around his friend. “Perhaps we can help each other through this.”

Setar nodded and smiled. “That is a good plan.” He held out his hand.

Berad clasped it.

“Together,” Setar replied.

“Together,” Berad repeated, smiling.

Setar was grateful for his friend. He trusted him.

After the widespread destruction caused by the Pharom when Zhek’s team had mishandled it in an unsuccessful attempt to steal it, the Draxen Stronghold had fallen. Afterwards, King Traeus had turned the land into a park with a small temple on it and a simple memorial to the Kierani people. It was his way of showing there was still life after tragedy and that good can take the place of bad.

Of course, the Draxen loyalists had told Setar a much different version of that story, than the Royal Family had shared with him. They had said how the King had tried to blame the accident on the Draxens, claiming they had wielded a terrible weapon against them. They had said if it had not been for the Royal Family’s long list of secrets and lies, that none of that would have ever happened.

It was another area that Setar was frustrated about; that he would never really be sure of what had happened. He suspected that the truth may lie somewhere in the middle, but it made him angry that he had to wonder, that he might only be receiving half-truths and propaganda.

“You can still see parts of the outer wall of the compound,” Berad said, walking ahead. He pointed to some spots in the ground. He was old enough that he remembered seeing the Draxen Stronghold. He had described it to Setar, at least as far as his memory went.

Setar glanced down to where he was pointing. The base of the large, stone, wall that had encircled the compound was still visible through the overgrowth. The stones were huge, heavy, and deeply embedded in the ground.

“We will definitely have to use those straight away,” Berad said.

Setar nodded. “Agreed.”

They looked around the property. The lush parkland that had been created here was now heavily marked with craters from the meteors that had bombarded their city. There was no trace of the temple and memorial that been placed here. The ground surrounding the numerous small craters had grown back, tall weeds replaced the grass, but nothing yet grew where the meteors had left their mark.

Long ago, before the meteors had struck, King Traeus had ordered the salvageable materials from the Draxen Stronghold to be re-purposed around the city. Many homes and other structures had been built from what was left of the Draxen home. The same went for other buildings that had been destroyed. They had needed to rebuild on a smaller, more modest scale, and concentrate their dwellings and businesses in a tighter area. There had been no resources for large-scale projects, unless undertaken by the Royal Family.

Their society had contracted once, after the Pharom’s accident, then again, after the fiery rain from the sky had hit them. Twice they had suffered terrible catastrophes in Setar’s lifetime, leaving them scrounging for a home within caves in a stone fortress, in a distant land, far away from everything they had known.

Now, they were back. Setar wanted to find a permanent home finally; one that he would never have to leave again.

A short while later, Fazil and Dreben rejoined them.

“The foundation stones of the wall are all we have seen that is salvageable,” Dreben said.

“That was to be expected, since this had been turned into a park,” Fazil added. “The land, however, is a good site for our plans. It was already levelled and we can fill in the craters to smooth it out, in preparation.”

Dreben regarded Setar. “How does it feel to walk on the grounds of your family’s history?”

Setar took a deep breath. He did not want to show weakness in front of the older men. “It feels like I belong here.”

Fazil and Dreben smiled widely.

“That is very good to hear, young Draxen,” Fazil said. “Your family calls you to greatness.”

“Indeed,” Dreben replied. “What we will create here will be magnificent, and will be worthy of the Draxen name.”

“Yes,” Setar replied. “It will.”

Berad beamed at his friend, happy to see him trying to represent his heritage well. “You will make the Draxen name live on forever.”

Setar looked at him, grateful for his support. “Together, we will do great things.”

“Here, here,” Fazil said. “And the sooner we begin the better, in my books.”

“Yes,” Dreben said, nodding eagerly, “this will be the place of a rebirth. The first steps to our destiny will be taken right here.” He stamped his foot on the ground. “Your father and grandfather would be pleased, young Draxen.”

Many in their group referred to Setar by that moniker. Setar never protested. He was trying to feel comfortable taking on his new identity, but it was taking some getting used to.

“I hope so,” Setar replied. “I want to do them proud. I want to do right by them.”

“We will,” Berad said encouragingly. “We will ensure they are remembered and that the Draxen legacy lives on.” He waved his arms in the air. “Can you not picture it? A grand place for our people to thrive in once again. We will be able to accomplish things we could once only have dreamed of.”

“If everything works as you and Praten hope it will,” Fazil said.

Berad’s expression flashed a hint of anger at the challenge. He and his adoptive father were the only two engineers present, and he disliked their expertise being challenged. As a younger man, the older men often teased and tested him. They saw it as a rite of passage into manhood. He hated it. He could scarcely wait to shut them all up for good when they saw just what he and his father could do with the Pharom.

“It will,” he snapped. “You have seen for yourself what can be done, back in Sela in our hidden chamber.”

“On a small scale only,” Fazil replied, not backing down. “It remains to be seen if the device can do what you propose it can do on a much larger scale.”

“Oh, it will. And more. Of that I am certain,” Berad replied, crossing his arms.

Setar was feeling uncomfortable with the tense exchange. So much of this overall situation seemed unstable and far from certain. He hoped what Berad said was true. Everything depended on it. Including, his own future.
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Just over three hours later, all of the groups reported back to the central meeting place. They were all exhausted and some looked dejected. The area was rougher and the scavenging less fruitful than some had hoped or imagined.

After taking stock of their supplies and comparing the results of the various scouting teams, it was decided that the group would take shelter in a series of rectangular stone buildings that had once been used for storage. The walls, though partially collapsed and broken, stood the highest and strongest amongst the structures left in the city. As they were not very large buildings, the group was able to affix woven reeds across them for makeshift roofs. It was better than nothing and the best they could manage for now.

As nightfall was coming fast, they quickly organized their supplies and the few items they had been able to salvage thus far, then made camp for the night.

Most of the next day was spent scouting around the area for usable items and locations, and making records of their findings.

Afterwards, Setar, Praten, and Berad retreated for some privacy as they went over their plans for retrieving the Pharom from its subterranean hiding place beneath the massive Amsara monument. Setar had given them the details he had learned from Queen Anjia about how it was secured and cleverly camouflaged. They would be sending out a separate team to excavate for the Sun Disk as well, near its last known location.

Near the end of the day, they rejoined the rest of the group, some of whom were in the process of preparing a simple meal for everyone.

They gathered around a fire under a starry sky, and over the evening meal conversation abounded about the events in their lives that had brought them to this pivotal point.

Setar, feeling full and tired, leaned back and mostly just listened and reflected as he heard people discussing his father, Zhek, and grandfather, Lord Draxen. He was still trying his hardest to hide the maelstrom of conflicting emotions that were gripping him. He had pictured himself being much stronger and more secure once he left Sela and the Royal Family, but it had not turned out that way.

He was torn between his feelings of being the last member of the Draxen family and the pride of that heritage, and the difficultly in forgetting the Royal Family’s kindness towards him over the years. He was surprised that he was missing them, but the reality of leaving had brought a new flood of feelings to the surface. It was hard for him to reconcile his loyalties, which were more divided than he could admit even to himself, let alone anyone here. From what he knew of these people, he was certain that would be a fatal mistake.

As he listened quietly, people spoke openly of their bitterness towards the Royal Family and their mistrust of them, and of Queen Anjia in particular. Her long absence, the claims that she was dead, and her sudden, shocking return nine years later, claiming to be the Chosen One spoken of in prophecy, had fostered deep suspicions of her. The Draxen supporters had always disapproved of the Royal Family’s leadership and decisions, but that still unnerving event had forever severed their trust.

Since then, every word, every deed the Royal Family spoke or did was taken for a lie, for deception. No one amongst their ranks could stomach what had happened, let alone make sense of it, in spite of the explanations that had been given. In their minds, nothing could excuse or explain the choices that had been made.

They talked to Setar about how much his father Zhek had wanted him to rule by his side, the plans he had envisioned for them as father and son, King and Prince, and the greatness they would achieve together. They spoke passionately about how much Zhek loved him, his only child. They told him how beautiful and intelligent his mother had been and that she would have been worthy as their Queen.

Setar fought back tears as he heard the people speak of his birth family, who were nothing but ghosts to him now, memories, fleeting and few. He had nothing to hang onto, except his own frail sense of identity as a Draxen, something he could scarcely appreciate and barely imagine what it really meant. He clung to the stories the others told him about his family and their great deeds, having next to no memories of his own, except the dark ending his father had met. A memory he wished he did not have and could somehow erase. He wanted to undo so much of what had happened to him. Fear and sorrow seemed to be his constant companions, and he railed against them, trying to find an inner peace that would never come.

The conversation eventually turned to their plans to take the Pharom and use it for their own purposes. Then, after that, once they were well established with the plans they had, they would send for the rest of their people, leaving Sela forever. They hated that Queen Anjia had named that place after her own family, the Selarens, as though only they mattered. It had been a constant reminder of the arrogance and dominance of a family they wanted no part of. They were glad that Setar had denounced it and had distanced himself from that legacy and they were eager to take the next steps in liberating the Kierani from Selaren rule. The Pharom was a pivotal part of that plan.

Setar thought back to the past. Anjia had told him why King Traeus had kept the Pharom and its purpose a secret, and why she and Tramen continued to keep it hidden, that the potential for danger was too great and that they did not believe their society was ready to fully utilize it without enormous risk. They also did not want to raise, within their people, hopes that would only be dashed. Using it as a beacon had been a long shot, they knew. Setar had argued that they were wasting an opportunity to leverage their greatest asset, their people’s greatest potential, but his opinions held no sway.

Anjia kept insisting that he would understand more as he grew older, but he felt he understood perfectly. Just because the Royal Family and the priesthood could not handle the Pharom without disastrous consequences, did not mean that he and his own people would make the same mistakes. He had vowed to himself that he would ensure the Pharom would not be treated as a secret, abandoned or under-utilized, if it were ever in his power. He would see it reached its full potential, and help his people do just that as well.

As a first step towards committing himself to that approach, back in Sela he had revealed the secret of the Pharom’s true purpose to the Draxen loyalists, that it was created to be a beacon to try to reach out to their former home, far away amongst the stars. They were shocked at first to hear that news, but then eager and driven to get their hands on it.

The Draxen supporters were also still angry that they had been blamed for the accident involving the Pharom. Setar knew however, the truth behind that; it had been the Draxens who had tried to steal it and had accidentally set it off. But somehow, the supporters of his family did not know about that. Setar had no idea why they did not know, thinking that his father, Zhek, would have informed them of what his group was doing. Somehow, Setar thought, something had been undertaken without their knowledge, or else the Royal Family had lied to him and to everyone else. Either way, he was not sure he wanted to say anything, lest it implicate Zhek in any way. That was a risk he was not willing to take. He would not do anything to further damage his father’s memory.

Once again, he was left with the bitter reality that he would likely never know the truth. It was a choice laid out before him. Whom to believe. Whom to trust. He had decided that since he could trust no one fully, as everyone had their own story to tell, their own motivations and hidden secrets driving dangerous and deadly agendas, he would trust in himself. That was all he could do. That was why he was here, now.

Throughout the evening, Praten kept glancing over at Setar. He could see that the young man was doing his best to keep his emotions in check and not give away how scared and confused he was feeling. But Praten could read him like a book. Setar’s young age and lack of maturity meant that much of what he was feeling inside was written all over his face. The others were not looking for it, but Praten could see it clear as day. It would play perfectly into his plans.

This was exactly what he had expected long before they ever left Sela. That Setar would be malleable, easy to influence because of his fragile emotional state. He would play to the young man’s ego, while also preying on his fears. In Praten’s eyes, Setar’s lack of life experience, his tumult of adolescent emotions and impulses, and blind desire to prove himself, were his greatest weaknesses. Weaknesses that Praten intended to exploit. Soon, he would have Setar right where he wanted him.

That night, as the conversations replayed over and over in Setar’s mind, his sense of homesickness and uncertainty was slowly overtaken by the anger and resentment that had originally driven him out of Sela, pulling him back towards a destiny he wanted to fulfill. After desperately trying to weigh both sides, he was hit with the crystal clear conclusion that both his mother and father had died at the hands of the Royal Family. Reasons were given, excuses made. But that was a fact. They were dead. Surely, it had not had to turn out that way, he told himself. Beyond that, he mused, if there was anything more devious and underhanded about what had actually transpired, the truth would never be revealed to him. How could he ever, truly forgive such acts?

Unable to sleep, and gripped by the pain of being the last of his family and robbed of the father and mother he should have had, Setar’s thoughts turned darker. His heart hardened as it railed against a reality he could not change. In his state of inner turmoil, he grew suspicious and fearful that what may have appeared as love and support over the years from the Royal Family was nothing more than pure manipulation and a desire to conquer the Draxens by any means necessary. He was the last Draxen standing, and he would not fall before them or be subjugated by them ever again. He would avenge his family’s death and achieve what they had wanted all along. Power. Power to ensure a Draxen future. He was certain this was his destiny.
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A New King

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Over the next two days, the renegade group had solidified their position in their newly reclaimed home, setting themselves up for a life there. They further surveyed the grounds where the Draxen Stronghold once stood and planned how they would use their resources to rebuild there. They were going to apply everything they had to making it the future home of their people.

They would begin with the main building, Setar’s residence and a temple, and eventually build out from there. Unlike the Royal Family, Setar did not want a residence separate from his people. He wanted it to be used by as many people as it could comfortably house. Once the main building was established and their lives had stabilized somewhat, they would construct other, smaller buildings for multi-purpose use, as well as small, separate living quarters for those who wished them. People would have a choice of where to live eventually, depending, in part, on their own efforts to build.

It had been decided that they would send out a separate team to try and recover the Sun Disk, while Setar’s group went after the Pharom. Because they did not know the exact location of the metal disk, they realized it could take a lot longer to find.

Long ago, Zhek had recounted to the Draxen supporters how he had miraculously survived the widespread destruction caused by the Pharom’s malfunction. Everything and everyone around him had been obliterated in the resulting blast, but he had been mostly shielded by the disk. He had suffered serious injuries and burns, but he had lived.

Anjia had told Setar how the Sun Disk was made from an alloy similar to that of the Pharom, and that it had been used in the temple for worship and meditative purposes. She had told him how it seemed to transmute the sun’s energy, delivering a sensation of wellbeing and enlightenment. When he shared this information with the secretive sect of Draxen supporters who had approached him back in Sela, it caught the attention of Praten and Berad. They had theorized that the two objects could be used together for their purposes, heightening and directing the Pharom’s power for their own uses.

Of course, this theory still had to be proved, and they were aware of the potential danger of using the Pharom outside its intended purpose. But they were going to be cautious. It would not be connected to the platform until they had a chance to study it up close and in person first, and carefully assess its potential and risks.

With their plan in place, and some supplies in the cloth sacks they carried, Setar and Berad headed towards the Amsara monument, with Praten following closely behind. It was still morning, but growing warmer by the minute. It was going to be a very hot day. They had wrapped their heads in cloths and carried water with them.

They had placed people around the area on lookout. They did not want any surprises while they undertook their important work. While a couple of guards stood watch near the hidden subterranean entrance to the Amsara monument, Setar, Berad, and Praten arrived to begin their retrieval mission.

Setar’s heart had been pounding in his chest. He gazed up at the massive monument towering over them. He could not get over how incredible the workmanship was, how much skill and effort it must have taken to create it. It was truly an awe-inspiring sight, in spite of its badly damaged, headless state.

“It is magnificent, is it not?” Berad said, smiling at his friend. He, too, was captivated by it.

“It is,” Setar said, unable to take his eyes off it. At once though, he felt very, very small. The monument’s size up close was almost overwhelming. As he gazed upwards, his vision became spotty and he wavered.

Suddenly, he sensed something he could not put into words. Something powerful. A tingling feeling, as though two opposing forces were at play within him, one drawing him forward, one warning him to stay away.

Before he fell, Praten grabbed hold of him. “Boy,” he said, before he caught himself using the casual reference, “hold on.” He steadied Setar, who was trembling slightly. “I think the heat has gotten to you.”

Setar nodded and set his pack down as he leaned against the huge stone paw for support.

Berad handed him some water. “It is a good thing we are going underground. It should be much cooler down there.”

Setar took the water and drank thirstily. He wiped his brow, which was beaded with sweat. “Yes,” he said, “that will be most welcome.”

“Get your bearings,” Berad said, trying to be helpful. “We can wait.”

Praten frowned at how fragile Setar seemed. He wanted to push them on, but he bit his tongue. He needed to be patient and stay close to Setar. He could not risk alienating him.

Setar nodded, then took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment. He wanted to believe it was the heat making him feel this way, but he feared there was more to it than that. He had a different feeling now, like he was on a precipice, but unsure which was more dangerous, going forward or stepping back.

His companions were plagued by no such uncertainties, however.

“We should get going,” Praten said, trying to keep his impatience from showing too much. “We do not know how long this will take.”

Berad placed a hand on Setar’s shoulder. “Do you feel well enough to do this? Praten and I can take care of it, if you wish to rest.”

“Perhaps that would be best,” Praten replied quickly.

Setar shook his head. He did not want to miss out on this. “No, I will go. I am sure I will feel better once I am below and out of the sun.”

“As you wish,” Praten said. “Berad, let us shift the blocking stone.”

“Yes, sir,” Berad answered. He glanced back at Setar. He could tell his friend was struggling a bit. He wondered if the emotional weight of all of this was beginning to take a toll on him.

As Berad and Praten shifted the tall, heavy, blocking stone out of the way, Setar went over the details in his head of how to get to the Pharom. He did not want to make any mistakes.

Finally, they shifted the stone far enough to reveal the first step to entering the chamber.

“Ready, Setar?” Berad asked as he wiped the sweat from his eyes.

“Yes,” he answered, and knelt down and then spotted what he was looking for. He reached down to pull out the section of limestone that was shaded a different color.

Berad knelt down to help him and together they pulled it free, revealing a rectangular opening in the ground. He beamed. “This is exciting!”

Setar gave him a nervous smile and reached into the opening, his slender fingers feeling around for the Kierani symbol for ‘power’. He held his breath and pressed it down. He jumped back when he heard a hissing sound as a fissure opened.

Berad flinched and laughed. “Scared us!”

“Sure did,” Setar replied. He was embarrassed at having reacted like that. He tried to steady himself more. He pushed on another section of rock, and it shifted forward, opening to a dark and narrow subterranean passageway.

Praten watched closely, studying what Setar was doing.

“Ahh,” Berad said, grinning from ear to ear, “the way in.”

“Excellent,” Praten replied. “Would you like to go first, Setar?”

Setar swallowed hard. What they were doing was becoming ever more real. He was crossing over the points of no return. “I would,” he lied. He mustered as much courage as he could, grabbed his pack and lowered himself into the opening.

Berad followed closely behind, eager to see what lay beyond.

Praten let the guards know they were entering the chambers and to stay put until they returned. He then squeezed his large frame through the opening, grunting and huffing and silently cursing the engineers for not making it wider.

A little way ahead, they came to a short set of stairs, hewn from the rock, leading farther down.

“We need light,” Praten said.

They stopped, pulled out the torches they had been carrying in their packs, and lit them.

The passageway ahead flickered with strange shadows in the torchlight.

They walked down the stairs, headed farther in, watching their steps as the tunnel sloped downwards, deeper into the earth.

After following the long passageway, they arrived at a set of metal doors.

Setar passed his torch to Berad. “Will you hold this please, while I unlock them?”

“Of course,” Berad said and took the torch, holding it up to give Setar good light.

“Thank you,” Setar said, bending forward to examine the circular locking mechanism.

“How do you open it?” Praten asked, furrowing his brow. He had never seen a lock like it.

“My sister... Queen Anjia said there are two locks, one uses a reference to her, the other to Prince Tramen.”

Praten rolled his eyes, thinking to himself how the Royal Family never missed an opportunity to glorify themselves.

Setar thought back to what Anjia had told him. “I think the first one is for Tramen. ‘Warrior of Light’.” He turned the apparatus to those specific Kierani symbols, one by one. He again jumped as the lock opened with a snap and two handles popped up on either side of the circular lock.

His movement startled Berad as well.

“You are a nervous one, Setar,” Praten said, a slight admonishment in his voice. “We have a way to go, steel your nerves.”

Setar’s cheeks flared red, which he hoped could not be seen in the torchlit tunnel. He said nothing.

“This is quite a place,” Berad said in defense of his friend, “most unusual. Gets the imagination running.”

Setar nodded. “Yes, that it does,” he said. He took a deep breath and pushed the doors open.

Berad handed him his torch and they walked ahead into a chamber that took them by surprise.

“Incredible,” Berad whispered as he gazed in awe at their surroundings.

Setar had heard about the chamber, but its beauty and artistry surpassed what he had pictured in his mind. He felt a thrill of excitement course through him. He wondered what his father would say if he could see him now. He hoped he would be proud.

They took a few moments to walk around, looking at the ornate chamber. The walls were beautifully painted with various scenes, important events, from their people’s life before Sela.

Setar felt a pang of guilt, knowing he was here because he betrayed the family who created this amazing place. But as quickly as that feeling came, he tried to brush it away, turning his thoughts back to Zhek.

Praten took in the four huge limestone columns that stretched up to the ten-foot vaulted ceiling. “What a waste,” he said, “to put so much into something so few were ever meant to see. Selaren arrogance once again.”

Setar bristled at that, but held his tongue. His emotions were again warring within him. He told himself that he was just trying to process everything, including where he was and what he was doing. Nothing could have prepared him for walking into this sacred place, and for all intents and purposes, to steal from it. But he reminded himself, it was not his fault. It was the people who made these decisions without considering the wishes and desires of others, whom their decisions affected.

“Look, the obelisk you mentioned,” Berad said, holding his torch up to examine a five-foot tall limestone obelisk in the center of the room. It was carved with numerous Kierani glyphs. “It has a strange opening at the top.”

“I know what that is for,” Setar said. “We should continue on, what we need will be ahead.”

Praten examined the obelisk as Setar and Berad walked to the other end of the chamber, where it narrowed.

“Another door,” Berad said, looking at the single metal door that stood shut before them. “The second lock?”

“Yes,” Setar said. “I believe the code is ‘Carrier of Light’, for Anjia.”

Praten gritted his teeth.

Once again, Berad held his torch, while Setar pressed on the correct order of symbols.

A door handle snapped up, but this time Setar was prepared for it. He pushed on the heavy door, opening it to another, smaller chamber beyond. The strange feeling he had before coming below was back, his whole body tingled. He tried to shake it off.

Berad touched his shoulder. “Everything all right, Setar?” he asked quietly.

“Yes,” Setar whispered, “thanks. Come, we are getting close.”

The three of them entered the final chamber, smaller than the last. In the center of the space stood a lone, four-foot tall structure with an inscription carved into the front of it.

“The platform for the Pharom,” Setar said, feeling nervous. He thought of what had taken place here in this room, in that very spot. The beacon, calling to home, then the deaths that had resulted from a battle over the device that had been a symbol of hope to one family and a symbol of power to another. The weight of that history was pressing in on him, just like the walls and ceiling of the deep, subterranean chambers. He was finding it harder to breathe.

Praten came around behind them.

They all held their torches up.

Praten read out the inscription:


The power of thought is like no other

Only for this may the light shine forth



For those who would wield it for ill purpose,

May they be turned to ashes and cast asunder

Beneath its rays of power



For those who would wield it for good,

May they ever be wise in their ways,

And to them, the ultimate power made known



Berad let out a long breath. “This place, what it is, how it was built, it is quite amazing. And a little bit scary.”

Praten scoffed. “An amazing secret for a select few, that is. Meant to threaten us. Just more Selaren arrogance and selfishness.” He looked around. “Let us get on with it. The Pharom. Where is it?”

Setar shone his torch higher, scanning the walls. “Hidden still. I must go back to the obelisk.”

Setar returned to the previous chamber and scanned the floor.

Berad and Praten just watched.

Setar spotted it. What looked like a rock in one of the corners on the dirt floor. He picked it up. It had a good weight to it. He motioned to Berad. “Hold my torch again, please.”

Berad did. He followed Setar as he took the rock to the first chamber and stopped next to the obelisk.

“It was made to look like a plain rock, so it would not be noticed,” he said as he scratched the dirt away. Beneath the dirt shone a diamond-shaped crystal.

Berad and Praten watched as Setar placed the crystal in the opening at the top of the obelisk.

“Shine the torchlight through the crystal, towards the back wall,” Setar said, pointing. “I will go stand next to the wall.

They did.

Setar spotted it immediately. A sparkling effect and an image of lion’s head projected onto the wall. “Amsara,” he whispered. He felt around the image and found the faint grooves, indicating the slab that hid the final secret entrance. “I found it! I need one of you to help me here, and the other keep the light shining.”

Praten told Berad to hold the torch, while he walked over to Setar.

Setar had already removed a short knife from his belt and began working the edges of the slab. “This will be heavy. We need to work it out and lower it to the ground.

“Allow me,” Praten said, motioning for him to exchange the knife for the torch.

Setar did and watched as Praten set to work. He was a strong man and he had the heavy slab out in no time.

“Let me see,” Praten said, taking the torch and shining it into the tunnel. It was a narrow passage. “There is no way I can fit through there,” he said, “you and Berad will have to go.”

“All right,” Setar said. He had planned on doing this part of the retrieval, but looking down the long, dark, narrow crawlspace, he definitely did not want to go alone.

Praten went back and switched places with Berad.

Berad took a look inside the tunnel. “Dark.”

Setar nodded, feeling his stomach twist in knots. “And cramped. Queen Anjia said that it is a long crawl to a room too small to stand up in. The Pharom will be there, inside a stone chest. I think it will be a bit heavy to carry.”

“Then it is good I will be there to help,” Berad said, planting a reassuring smile on his face.

Setar felt relieved. His friend was very good at cheering him up.

They went back to talk to Praten and asked him to hold one of the torches at the tunnel entrance so they could have a little light, at least for a while. They knew it would not last the entire way. He secured the other two.

“Would you like to go first, Setar?” Berad asked. “Or would you prefer to follow me?”

Setar definitely preferred the latter, but he knew he had to show some courage and leadership. “I will lead.”

Praten looked pleased with his decision. “Good,” he said. “I will help you up.” Praten gave both Setar and Berad a lift up into the tunnel entrance, which was a few feet up from the ground.

Setar inched forward, tentative at first, but then realized he needed to move faster or this would take an awfully long time and Praten would be there to tell him so. He did not want to give Praten any more chances to criticize or belittle him, not if he could help it. He felt nervous though, about what lay ahead in the dark.

Berad was patient at first, but then the stale air, choking dust and difficulty seeing and breathing started to get to him. “Setar, this is very unpleasant in here. Let us get this over with as quickly as possible.”

“You are right, it is just hard to see,” Setar offered as an explanation. He picked up the pace.

As they crawled through the cramped tunnel, the light dimming as they went, Setar felt as though the diminishing light was mirroring his own sense of certainty and ability to see or imagine what was coming next. Even breathing was difficult in the rough passageway.

In his mind, Setar asked for guidance through the darkness, both literal and figurative. He asked for his father, Zhek, to help him if he could; with this task and with all the others that were coming. Crawling along, with Berad following not far behind, he hoped he would be able to muster the courage and resolve to be what these people needed. He realized that imagining he was strong like his father was much different than proving it in the real world, where failure nipped at his heals at every turn, where consequences could be all too real. And very deadly.

Finally, after what seemed like forever, his hands and knees getting sore from the crawl, his muscles starting to ache and cramp, he felt a ledge.

“I think we are here,” he said, his excitement growing. Then he felt it again, the energy surging through his body, stronger this time. ‘The Pharom,’ he thought.

“Good,” Berad answered, “I thought we would crawl on endlessly. This is very uncomfortable.”

It was now pitch black.

Setar felt around and found the bottom of the final, roughly hewn chamber. He lowered himself carefully, unable to see. He reached back for Berad’s hand. “I will lead you down. Watch your step, the floor is down a short ways.”

He helped Berad in and they felt around for the walls of the chamber, bracing themselves, standing hunched over, under the low ceiling.

“I guess we feel around for it,” Berad said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Sweat poured down Setar’s face and back. “I feel it,” he said, swallowing hard. His heart was pounding in his chest.

“With your foot?” Berad asked.

“No, I sense it,” Setar said, feeling hotter. “Can you not feel it? A surge of energy thrumming through you?”

“No, only my own beating heart and panic starting to rise.”

Setar was trying to make sense of his reactions. ‘Why do I feel this way and Berad does not?’ he wondered. “Perhaps it is just my imagination running away with me,” he said, hoping Berad would buy that. “Do not tell Praten. He will only make fun of me for being so afraid.”

“I will not say anything to him. I know how he can be,” Berad said, his tone revealing an inner pain.

Setar took a deep breath and said a silent prayer to calm himself. “I will bend down and feel around for the chest. You stand still so we do not collide in the dark.”

“Good plan,” Berad said.

Setar located the chest. His eyes were adjusting a bit more to the dark, but it was still very hard to see. His hands tingled as he touched the chest. He said nothing. He pushed it towards the tunnel opening. “It is heavy. It is going to be a slow crawl back, pushing it along.”

Berad was growing increasingly uncomfortable in the dark, stifling chamber. “Then the sooner we get moving, the better.”

“Agreed,” Setar said.

They had some water and prepared themselves to re-enter the passageway.

They decided that Berad would go first this time, but crawl backwards through the tunnel, pulling the chest, while Setar pushed.

At last, they could see some light streaming into the tunnel.

“We are almost there,” Setar said.

Their backs, legs, knees and hands were sore and bruised.

“It is about time,” Praten said as they came into view. “I have been waiting here forever.”

He helped Berad out, took the chest and set it on the ground, and then he gave Setar a hand getting out.

They were covered in dirt and breathing heavily, glad to be able to take deeper breaths now.

They all looked down at the stone chest, its lid carved with two kneeling figures, each holding a scepter that rested on the shoulder of the other.

“That is it?” Praten asked. “Did you open it?”

Setar was about to answer that he did not need to, but caught himself. “We have it. We must go now.”
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While Setar, Berad, and Praten were retrieving the Pharom from beneath the Amsara monument, a second team, led by Fazil and Dreben, had been excavating for the Sun Disk since very early that morning.

Knowing where the main temple had been, they had headed to that general area. What they found was a huge burned out crater. The initial recon team had reported back that there was nothing left of the temple, just scorched ground and a deep crater, so this was not a surprise. However, it was still a striking reminder of what had become of their former home and why they had to flee it all those years ago.

A large team of people spent hours and hours digging in the hot sun. The heat of the day had meant they needed to work in shifts, allowing people to find some shade to rest and hydrate. This had slowed their progress, but it could not be helped.

Finally, several hours later, one of the diggers, Veraz, hit something metallic. They had found it. After years of lying deeply buried in the ground from the meteor bombardment, the Sun Disk was theirs.
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Late that afternoon, Setar had requested that everyone convene on the grounds of the former Draxen Stronghold. He asked for the Sun Disk to be brought there, while he and Berad walked beside Praten, who carried the heavy Pharom still safely nestled in its stone chest, to the area. Praten had stipulated that at least one of the three of them, along with a guard if the other two were elsewhere, stay with the Pharom at all times. Setar had agreed with that decision.

Much to Praten’s frustration, Setar had requested that they not remove the Pharom from the chest, until they were at the site. Setar said it was because he no longer wanted it to be handled in secret; that its initial reveal should be with everyone present. He had allowed the lid from the chest to be removed earlier, once they had exited the Amsara monument’s subterranean chambers, for a quick inspection, but he had not wanted the Pharom touched. He wanted to be the first one to do so, and he wanted to share that moment with the people.

No matter what, Setar was here because he wanted things done differently than they had been in the past, in every way possible. He hoped his father, if he were still alive, would have been proud of him for starting to make some decisions on his own and stand up for what he felt was important. No more secrets and lies.

Everyone had gathered and was waiting anxiously on the grounds. Most were gazing at the Sun Disk, which was propped up against a tree stump at the far side of the area, glinting in the early evening light. They admired its dark golden-hued beauty, four-foot round in diameter, engraved with glyphs signifying Kierani spirituality. Conversation abounded regarding the noticeable effects the metal alloy of the heavy disk had. Their hands tingled and warmed at the mere touch of it. They felt the sense of wellbeing wash over them, almost euphoria, standing before it as the sunlight touched its surface. They spoke of how fortunate they were to be here, experiencing this wonder, free at last.

They all looked over as Setar, Berad and Praten arrived, carrying a chest. Whispers were heard as they speculated that they had the mysterious Pharom.

Praten suddenly stopped at the edge of the grounds, he was breathing heavy and sweat beaded across his forehead. “Wait,” he said, “I need to set this down. I am not feeling well. Something is wrong.” He set the chest down with a thud.

Setar cringed. He wanted the Pharom handled more gently than that to avoid any mistakes, but he said nothing.

“What is it?” Berad asked, kneeling down beside Praten, who was now hunched over, hands on his knees.

“That thing,” he said, wheezing, “it has been vibrating, making a sound. It may be malfunctioning.”

Setar visibly paled. “What?”

“When did it start?” Berad asked. “We did not notice anything like that when we carried it out of the underground chambers. It was fine afterwards, too.”

“It only started a few minutes ago,” Praten said, shaking his head. “I started feeling nauseous, shaky. I thought it was the heat at first, that I may be tired after a long day. I did not know exactly what was going on. I thought it was me.”

“I do not understand,” Berad said, frowning. “From what we were told of how to handle it properly, this makes no sense.”

Praten looked up, glaring at Setar. “Setar, I thought you told us that this thing was powered by the platform in the chamber.”

“It is,” Setar replied, his mind racing. “You must be mistaken.”

“Feel it for yourself,” Praten said. “The sensations stopped as soon as I set it down. Touch the chest.”

Setar, feeling panic rising fast, bent down. With a trembling hand, he reached out and brushed his fingertips against the lid. He gasped, pulling his fingers away. “It cannot be...”

“See?” Praten said angrily. “I am right.”

Berad’s eyes went wide. “Is it going to explode? Have we done something wrong?

They could all hear the faint hum from inside the chest. It was growing louder.

A crowd had now gathered around them, wondering what was happening. Someone asked what was wrong. Praten angrily snapped at them to be quiet and step back while they figured things out.

“That cannot be possible,” Setar said. He pressed his hand lightly against the side of the chest, but felt the same effect and quickly pulled it away again. It was also getting warmer to the touch. “I do not understand how this is possible. Queen Anjia, she assured me that only the platform, the chamber, could power it. That it had only malfunctioned when pried off the platform, when it was not disengaged properly.”

“Then it must be damaged,” Berad suggested, his voice rising. “We must do something. Put it back...”

Setar felt things spinning out of control. This could not be happening. He feared that history was about to repeat itself, with a Draxen taking hold of the Pharom. But he could not believe that the Pharom would have become damaged in the short time between taking it out of the chamber and bringing it here. It did not make any sense. They had been careful. They had not let it out of their sight.

“I will take it and run as fast as I can,” Berad offered, reaching down to pick up the chest.

“Wait,” Setar said, grabbing Berad’s wrist. Setar swallowed hard. “I want to see it.”

“What?” Berad exclaimed. “We need to get it far away from here. From these people.”

People started to panic and back further away.

Praten held up his hand. “Stop, let the boy see it. If anything goes wrong, he will be the first to die.” He pointed at the crowd and yelled at them, “Go if you wish. If you are cowards. Running will likely not save you. If this device malfunctions, it is already too late. For all of us.”

Confusion surged throughout the crowd, but they were frozen in place, undecided, scared of staying and uncertain of going, wanting to see what was happening, and heeding Praten’s words of warning.

Setar knew Praten was right. He had heard the stories of the past widespread destruction. If history were repeating itself, it would all be over soon.

“I must see it,” Setar said, his resolve finding its footing. He reached for the lid, trying to steady his jangled nerves. He told himself that if he were to die, he would see his father and mother again, soon. That gave him some comfort.

Everyone seemed to hold his or her breath as Setar shifted the lid carefully, then slid it off. He jumped back.

The Pharom was glowing, pulsating with colorful light, its hum growing louder. As shocking and frightening as it was to see it active, it was the most beautiful thing Setar had ever seen.

“It is malfunctioning,” Berad said, shaking his head, tears welling up in his eyes. “We must do something quickly.”

Setar was utterly mesmerized by it, as colors swirled within it. His breathing slowed, his eyes glazed over, his ears buzzed with the Pharom’s low hum, its effects were hypnotic.

“Setar?” Praten asked, looking from the young man to the Pharom and back again. “Speak.”

Setar was silent, gazing into the pulsing depths of the Pharom, which was glowing preternaturally. He reached out to touch the base of the Pharom and felt a strange sensation coursing through his body, like an electrical wave, but one that felt... good. He felt a surge of energy. It made him feel different. Powerful.

“Setar,” Berad said, growing ever more fearful, “be careful, we do not know...”

“It is fine,” Setar replied, taking his hand away, but still fixated on the Pharom. “It is not malfunctioning.”

“How do you know?” Berad asked.

Setar shook his head. “I do not know. I feel it.”

“You feel it?” Praten scoffed. “It was making me feel sick. You must be delirious, boy.”

“No, I am not,” Setar snapped back. “I cannot explain it, but it feels like what is happening to the Pharom is not a malfunction.” He looked up at Praten with intensity in his eyes. “You said it only started happening a few minutes ago.”

“That is right,” Praten replied.

The crowd grew closer once again, sensing the danger was passed.

Setar stood and looked past the crowd, towards the land that had once been his family’s. A thought occurred to him. Was this a sign? From his father?

“What are you thinking, Setar?” Berad asked.

Setar glanced at him, and then back down at the Pharom. “Let us retrace our steps. I will carry it this time.” He tone had a hint of authority to it.

“It is heavy,” Berad said, “can I help?”

“No,” Setar stated. “I will do it. You can both follow me.” He bent down and picked up the chest, leaving the lid on the ground. He felt the wave of nausea hit him all of a sudden. He stumbled.

Berad stepped forward to steady him.

“Now do you see what I was saying?” Praten said, as he noticed the beads of sweat start to trickle down Setar’s temple. The boy had paled.

“I do,” Setar replied, “the effects are very strong, holding it close like this.”

“Come,” Berad said, wanting to get this over with as quickly as possible, “let us test your theory.”

They walked away from the grounds. Setar noticed the Pharom’s vibrations and hum start to lessen immediately. The farther they walked, the more the effects decreased, until finally, they stopped all together.

“There,” Setar said, “it is still.” The vibrations had stopped, the hum had become imperceptible, the temperature had dropped, and the swirling colors had slowed.

They further tested their theory, trying to find out where the effects would kick in. They found the edge of the area as they neared the former Draxen Stronghold, but they could not find where it ended as they headed in either direction next to the grounds. They were perplexed.

“Could it have been the meteorites?” Berad suggested, trying to think of a reason for the strange reaction.

They tested that theory by taking the Pharom to other locations around the decimated city that showed a direct meteor impact. They even explored the immediate area around the Amsara monument, which had not been hit by the meteorites. But nothing. The Pharom remained quiet, calm, unresponsive. But as soon as they neared the land where the Draxen Stronghold once stood, it started back up again.

Praten had an idea. “I think I know what this means,” he said, turning to face Setar.

They decided to set the Pharom down.

“What does it mean?” Setar asked, not wanting to share his own idea that somehow this was a sign from his father, some kind of connecting force.

“You, young man, showed incredible bravery in not fearing the Pharom, or fleeing from it. You did not turn away from this important discovery.”

Setar stood a little taller as Praten spoke. Finally, perhaps he would be on his way to being the man his father would have wanted him to be. The man Setar wanted to be, with all the qualities that were expected of a Draxen.

The crowd gathered around again, listening, sensing a turning point had come, eager for a sign of what to do next, of what was coming.

Berad stood still, wondering what Praten would say. Praten had always chosen his words, his path, carefully. He was not a man given to missteps or overstatements.

“It means, Setar, that by retrieving the Pharom, having the idea to bring it to where the Draxen Stronghold once stood, you are fulfilling your family’s destiny. Your destiny.”

Setar’s cheeks reddened as he felt all eyes turn to him.

“You, Setar Draxen,” Praten continued, stepping closer, “have brought the Pharom to where it was meant to be. It does not need the artificial power source of the chamber, of the Selarens. The power source it needs is right where your family was. Where you will be.” He placed his large hands on Setar’s slender shoulders and looked straight into his slate-grey eyes, the eyes of his father. “The Draxens were always meant to be our rightful rulers. This power, in the very ground where the Draxens made their home, a power unlike anything we have ever known, is the last sign we need. You are our new King.”

The crowd gasped, murmurings growing louder and louder, then finally breaking out in cheers and vigorous clapping. “King Setar!” voices called out. “A Draxen is finally King!” someone else yelled. Chants of “Draxen” and “King Setar” were heard over, and over again.

Setar could not believe his ears. His head spun. He fought back tears. He wanted to appear strong, worthy.

Praten gripped him, and shook him gently. “You will do great things. You will make your family proud. You will help our people achieve greatness.”

Setar could scarcely think straight.

Berad laughed with joy and wrapped an arm around Setar. “It is perfect! Meant to be! My friend, the King!”

Setar smiled at Berad, and then looked down at the Pharom, stunned at the sudden turn of events. He wondered what strange paths the days ahead had in store for him. He could not even imagine.

The Pharom hummed, glowed, and pulsed with magnetic energy, as though trying to tell him a very special secret...
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Later that night, as the people celebrated their new King and the powerful device he had brought to life through instinct and destiny, Praten smiled to himself. Things were proceeding far better than he had planned. He was amazed at this fortuitous turn of events, on multiple fronts.

He had managed to slip in the suggestion that he and Berad act as Setar’s second and third in command, since there was no other formal structure to be followed, no other family members alive, or precedent that had ever been set in these new circumstances.

Setar, still reeling from the suddenness of being declared King, had readily agreed, realizing how quickly overwhelmed he could become. Praten knew he needed help, that he would be seeking guidance in the days ahead, being so young and without any substantial leadership experience or family of his own. Guidance that he, Praten, would be only too happy to offer.

Praten steeled himself for the days ahead. He was prepared for the next steps, and committed to achieving his goals, his private goals, no matter the cost. He told himself that it was a sentiment fitting of the Draxen legacy. 
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CHAPTER 15
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Invitation

Present Day

Jack and Bob were none too pleased when they got up and Mitch and Alex informed them that Dr. Khadesh and Khamir had left without telling them where they were going or what they were doing. They were even more on edge when Mitch and Alex filled them in on their shared dreams and the conversation, brief as it was, that followed.

They all gathered in the living room. “That pendant,” Bob said, pointing to the ankh, “might be messing with your head. It may be doing things to you that can’t be undone.”

“Yeah,” Jack agreed, “and Dr. Khadesh’s weird meditation session, plus the fact that they took off without explaining themselves, makes me think they’re up to something.”

Bob nodded; a deep frown etched on his face. “This all feels pretty suspicious to me. We have no idea what they’re really up to, you know.”

Alex shook her head. She pulled her legs in tight as she curled up in a corner of the sofa. “They’ve given us no reason not to trust them. Nothing has changed.”

Bob looked at Jack. They were quiet.

“What?” Mitch asked, sitting near Alex.

“Nothing,” Bob said.

Mitch regarded them closely. “That’s not nothing. I can see something else is bothering you.” He leaned forward. “Spit it out.”

Jack sighed. “It’s not that we don’t like them, but...” he stopped, rubbing his hands together.

“But what, Jack?” Alex pressed.

He looked up at her briefly, but then averted his gaze.

“Guys?” Mitch asked.

“Fine,” Bob huffed, “I’ll say it. They’re aliens. How can we trust anything they say or do?”

Mitch and Alex started to protest his comments.

Jack put up his hand. “He’s right. At least you can admit that, at the very least, they would have their own agendas in all of this.”

“Agendas?” Alex scoffed. “They’ve been protecting their history, a dangerous technology.”

“Alex is right,” Mitch said, “and they’ve cooperated with us and helped us when we came along, snooping through their secrets.”

Jack pursed his lips. He could tell this was a sensitive subject with them. “Look, let’s just keep alert, okay?”

Bob muttered under his breath. “While they keep us on lockdown, doing who knows what.”

Alex was getting mad. Mitch gently touched her arm. “Instead of arguing about this, why don’t we use our time productively?”

“We’re not allowed online, remember?” Jack replied.

“They just don’t want anyone tracking our activity. We can still search for information. We just can’t log into anything.”

“Right,” Alex said. “There’re a few things we need to figure out.” She took a deep breath, and looked at Jack and Bob. “I agree, they’ve been keeping something from us.”

“Finally,” Bob said, slapping his hands down on his lap.

“So what do you suggest?” Jack asked.

“We look for passages in the Kierani texts that refer to this pendant, the Pharom, and...” she stopped, her thoughts drifting back to her visions.

“And what?” Mitch asked.

“The King’s Chamber. The Great Pyramid. I think it’s related somehow.”
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The four friends busied themselves with their research, trying to get insight into anything that could help them understand and prepare for their situation.

Mitch and Alex worked on the Kierani texts, while Jack and Bob searched for information or theories online regarding the Great Pyramid that could account for or even remotely relate to the visions Alex experienced.

They all gathered around the kitchen island with snacks on hand.

“You remember, Alex, that weird reference I found when we were on the plane heading over here?” Mitch asked.

“Yeah,” she replied, tucking her blonde hair behind her ears. “We figured we just didn’t have enough in our crib notes to translate it properly.”

“What was it?” Jack asked, in between bites of a cookie.

“Just a sec,” Mitch said as he flipped through his notes and then turned to the page in the Kierani text. “Here it is.”

Alex peeked over his shoulder. “Right. Bizarre.”

“Do tell,” Jack prodded.

Bob just waited as he was pounding back a Coke.

Mitch shook his head. “The best we can figure for this one is ‘flying rocks’.” He flipped through his notes and found another passage he’d jotted down. “And this one refers to ‘a place not here or there’.” He searched for the place in the Kierani text. “Here,” he said, pointing it out to Alex.

“What the hell does that mean?” Bob asked.

“Precisely our problem,” Alex replied. “We don’t have enough to go on. We can’t make sense of the rest of these passages. We haven’t been able to translate enough for context.”

Mitch rubbed the back of his head. “But the weirdest thing is that both references occur with images of the Pharom.”

“Oh, great,” Bob said, scowling, “our favorite death machine.”

Jack bit his lip.

Their recollections of what had happened with the Pharom in the Sphinx chamber were all too vivid.

Alex sighed. “Let’s keep searching.”

Bob cleared his throat. He leaned forward, palms down on the island. “I’d just like to say that we wouldn’t have to keep searching if our Egyptian, or should I say, alien friends, would help us out.”

Alex gave him a look. “I’m sure they will in time. They just had some urgent things to deal with.”

“Right,” Bob said, a disgruntled look on his face. “Or, they don’t want us to know some things.”

Jack nodded his head in agreement. “They are a little too secretive this time around for my liking.”

“Guys,” Mitch said, pushing his glasses up, “let’s cut them some slack. Someone’s snooping around. Maximilian’s prisoner being killed at the same time is likely no coincidence. They’re being careful.” He looked at each of them. “We need to be careful.”

“True,” Alex said. “And I do believe that there are things they’re trying to figure out.”

“Well, they must be desperate if they were probing your dreams for help,” Bob sniped.

Alex was getting a headache.

“Are you okay?” Mitch asked.

She nodded and took a long sip of water. She felt the pendant. Its warm energy comforted her. “I just feel like there’s something there that I can’t see right now. I feel like I should know these answers.”

“What do you mean you should know?” Mitch asked. He refilled her glass.

“Thanks,” she said, taking another sip. “I can’t explain it.” She gazed out the window. “It feels like... like a puzzle that I don’t have all of the pieces to right in front of me, but that I should know what they look like.”

“She’s losing her marbles,” Jack whispered to Bob.

“Puzzle pieces,” Bob whispered back.

Jack stifled a giggle.

Bob watched her closely. “Alex, seriously, that thing might be affecting you in more ways than one.”

She glanced down at the pendant. “I’m sure it is. But I don’t think it’s dangerous.”

“Yeah, well, the Pharom wasn’t meant to be a weapon either, but it had a funny way of acting like one.” He took another sip of Coke, and then slammed it down on the counter. “We shouldn’t trust any of this alien tech.”

“He has a point,” Jack replied. “This stuff has turned on us more than once. You know that.”

Alex got up to stretch.

“You look tired,” Mitch said. “Why don’t you lie down on the sofa for a bit? Close your eyes.”

Her headache was getting worse. “Maybe I will.”

“Alex,” Jack said, pointing to the pendant, “why don’t you take that thing off for a while? Give yourself a break from it.”

She felt defensive. “No.”

“Remind you of anyone?” Bob whispered to him.

Jack frowned.

Bob mouthed the word. “Gollum.”

Jack’s eyes went wide. “Oh, yeah.”

“Very funny, jerks,” Alex retorted.

“Don’t mess with her precious,” Bob whispered again.

Mitch laughed.

“Ok, I am going to lie down before I come over there and smack you guys.” Alex headed over to the sofa and grabbed a blanket. “Mitch, wake me if you find anything.”

“Will do.”

Alex felt a deep fatigue settle into her. She lay down, pulled the blanket over her and drifted off to sleep...

She was walking down a long, dark tunnel that felt carved from earth. She felt like she had been walking for days. She was getting tired. She was alone, but she felt that she was supposed to be with someone. She couldn’t remember who. She kept walking. The tunnel began to slope upwards, the incline getting steeper and steeper. The air was growing thick. Her breathing was labored. She began to feel claustrophobic. She needed to get out. Get some air.

Just then, she heard rocks falling behind her.

“Hello? Who’s there?”

No answer. She sensed a menacing presence closing in on her. Fast. Panic rose in her chest. She picked up her pace, but the incline rose precipitously and the tunnel darkened. Gravity was weighing her down. She couldn’t see. She took another step, but didn’t see the edge. She gasped as she teetered on the edge of what felt like a deep abyss. She felt a cold wind against her face.

“Let go,” a gentle voice spoke.

“I can’t,” she cried, trembling.

“You must. Trust your journey. It does not end here...”

Alex felt dizzy. She started to fall...

She screamed.

“Holy crap, Alex!” Mitch said, jumping out of his seat.

Bob spit out his Coke.

Jack nearly fell off his stool.

Mitch ran over to her. “Alex? Are you okay?”

She sat up. She was momentarily confused. Her heart thundered in her chest as she remembered where she was. She was shaking. “It was so real.”

“You had another dream,” Mitch said. “You’re fine. You’re here with us.”

Jack and Bob came over to the living room and sat down opposite her.

“You just about gave us heart attacks,” Jack said.

“I think you succeeded with me,” Bob said, gripping his own chest.

She brushed her hair away from her face. “I—I was falling. Someone was chasing me...” she tried to put it all together. “I was...” she stopped, searching the memory of the dream, “somewhere... a tunnel. Someone told me to let go.”

Mitch rubbed her back gently. “Let go of what?”

She looked up at him, tears welling up in her eyes.

He frowned. “Alex? What is it?”

A tear fell down her cheek.

“What were you supposed to let go of?” he pressed.

She paled. “Life...” she whispered. “It felt like dying...”
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The four friends pulled an all-nighter. Alex was too afraid to go back to sleep right away, and with Jack and Bob being night owls, they kept each other company. Mitch cooked them dinner.

They spent more time researching the Kierani texts, but while they were able to decipher some passages, they kept running into roadblocks with translation problems and missing glyphs.

Finally, after exhaustion had won over, they’d all passed out on the sofas in the living room.

They awoke a few hours later to the sound of the door opening.

“Good day?” Khamir greeted them, setting down a large duffel bag. “Camping out are we?”

“What time is it?” Mitch asked, yawning.

“It is almost noon,” Dr. Khadesh answered, closing the door behind them and locking it. “What are you doing sleeping out here in the living room at this time?”

They filled him in on their night and Alex’s unsettling dream.

“I see,” Dr. Khadesh said. “Well, I hope you have all had some rest. You are going to need it.”

“Why?” Alex asked, stretching.

“Because you are all coming on a very important field trip.”

Bob frowned. He didn’t like the sound of that.

“Oh?” Jack inquired, rubbing his eyes. “Where to?”

“The Great Pyramid.”
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CHAPTER 16
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King’s Chamber

Present Day

“Say what?” Jack asked.

“You are coming with us to the Great Pyramid,” Khamir replied.

“First,” Bob said, shaking his head, “I don’t think so. And second, why?”

Dr. Khadesh smiled, looking at each of them. His gaze lingered on Mitch and Alex for a moment. “Because you must.”

The way he said that, sent a chill through Alex. It reminded her of her dream.

Mitch sat forward. “I’m afraid we’re now going to have to insist on some answers here. We’re not going anywhere, especially not there, without knowing why.”

Alex wasn’t surprised at this at all. Her visions had been pointing to this all along. She took hold of the pendant. Its energy pulsed a bit stronger now.

Dr. Khadesh regarded her. “Alex knows.”

“What do you mean Alex knows?” Mitch replied defensively. “Don’t play mind games with her.”

Bob was glad someone else was finally standing up to these two. “What he said.”

Alex was quiet. She closed her eyes. She knew he was right.

“Alex?” Jack asked, noticing her strange reaction, “what is it?”

She sighed. “I just... know that we must go there. All of my dreams or visions, or whatever you call them, have been pointing to that.”

Bob huffed. “Quite frankly, from the nature of those dreams, I think that’s a good reason to stay the heck away from that place.”

Alex looked at Mitch, a question on her face. “You know I’m right, don’t you?”

He hesitated to answer. He didn’t want to give his answer.

“Just say no to death traps, buddy,” Bob encouraged him. “This isn’t going to end well.”

Mitch looked at Alex. He knew.

“Guys, come on,” Jack said, “don’t get all weird on us.”

Alex stood up. She walked over to the window, holding the pendant. She felt its energy. The idea of going to the Great Pyramid resonated with her, she sensed a connection to it, but she didn’t know why, exactly. Something was pulling her there; it almost felt as though she was trying to call up a memory, a forgotten piece of knowledge. She couldn’t explain it.

She turned around to face the room. “I will go,” Alex said.

Mitch stood. “Alex? Are you sure? Your last dream...”

“I must,” she replied. “Something is waiting for me there.”

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir looked at one another, nodding imperceptibly.

“Oh no, no, no, no,” Bob said, getting up and waving his hands. He pointed to Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. “You are not going to pull this on us. I want to know what you’re planning.”

Jack got up and stood beside his friend, placing a hand on his burly shoulder. “He’s right. It’s time to stop being so secretive and cryptic about everything.”

“It has been for your own safety and because we did not, and still do not, have all the answers.”

“So, how does going to the Great Pyramid factor into this?” Mitch asked. “I support Alex, but I also think it’s a fair question.”

She waited and listened. This was different for her, because of her dreams, because of the pendant’s effects on her, but she also wanted to hear what they had to say.

Dr. Khadesh nodded. “It is fair, though you may be skeptical of our reasons.”

“Oh, do tell,” Bob said, rolling his eyes.

Dr. Khadesh motioned them all to sit back down. “Please, have a seat.”

Alex did. Mitch and the boys reluctantly followed.

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir sat down as well.

“Alex,” Dr. Khadesh said, “when you told us of your visions before you came back to Egypt, we knew that your destiny was calling to you.”

“How?” she asked, feeling nervous. “What does that even mean?”

He shook his head. “It was most surprising to us, but somehow that pendant is resonating with you in a very deep way.” He laced his fingers together and looked at her directly. “For you to be having visions the way you are, we believe that you are being drawn to the pyramid, or more specifically, the King’s Chamber.”

Khamir nodded and sat forward. “That is why we did the meditation training with you. We wanted to see if you would again see the chamber. And you did.”

Alex swallowed hard.

“You see, we, the Kierani, believe such things are a message. They are a premonition, a guide, if you will, to what you must do. Where you must go.”

She pondered that for a moment. “But what do I do when I get there?”

“We do not know for sure,” Dr. Khadesh said. “We want you to have this experience. See what comes to you.”

Bob looked at them skeptically. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to this than you’re letting on?”

“Bob, my friend,” Khamir replied, “there is more to everything than meets the eye. Sometimes, you need to take a leap of faith.”

That statement struck Alex. “A leap of faith...” she said, her voice trailing off. “That’s what my dream felt like. That I was being told to take a leap of faith.”

Mitch was alarmed. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You also said it felt like dying.”

Her gaze was faraway. “I know. But maybe there was more to it than that.”

“We believe there is,” Khamir said. “You also saw your father in one of your earlier visions.”

She nodded, tears welling up in her eyes.

“Do you think it was in the same chamber as your other dreams?”

“I know it was,” she said, without hesitation.

“Would he lead you somewhere you were not meant to be?”

“That’s crap,” Jack said, getting hot under the collar. “Don’t manipulate her like that. That’s really low.”

Alex smiled at him, her expression one of deep understanding and compassion. “He’s not, Jack. It’s true. I don’t know how I know that, but I do.”

Mitch wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Alex, why don’t you just think about this for a while?”

Jack snapped his fingers. “What were you two up to before you came home? Where did you go?”

Dr. Khadesh smiled. “Amongst other places, the King’s Chamber. We have made some preparations for a special meditation.”

“Preparations?”

“You must trust us, Jack,” Khamir said. “All of you. Please. This is important.”

“Why?” he asked. “Why is it important?”

“For many reasons,” he answered, “including what these visions are trying to tell Alex. And...” he looked at his father.

Dr. Khadesh nodded. “And learning more about what our enemies might be up to.”

“Aha!” Bob said, slapping his knees. “You’re using her.”

Alex was dismayed.

“You are, aren’t you?” Mitch said, a bad feeling arising within him.

Dr. Khadesh steepled his hands. “We have searched on our own for answers as to who might be asking about the Pharom. We have put feelers out to see what we can find out, but all we get is silence. No answers. Nothing.” He looked at Alex. “You might have a clearer vision in that chamber.”

His gaze bore into her. She understood. “Since I keep seeing it and feeling a menacing presence, you think I might see more if I am actually in there. In person.”

“Exactly. We believe this is the only way. We would not ask this of you if we had a better option.” Dr. Khadesh sounded sincere.

“I don’t like this one bit,” Jack said.

“Yeah,” Bob said, “we’re not going.”

“Do you not want to be there to support your friend?” Khamir asked. “She is going through something she does not understand, but needs to.”

His words were met with silence.

Khamir continued, “These visions are not going to stop until we get answers and know what steps we need to take to ward off this seemingly invisible enemy we have. We could use all the help we can get.”

Jack didn’t know what to say to that.

“I don’t want to force you to do anything you’re not comfortable with Jack,” she said in a quiet voice. She looked at Bob. “Either of you.”

“Good,” Bob said.

Jack shook his head and squeezed his eyes closed. “I know I’m going to regret asking this,” he said, opening his eyes and looking at Alex, “but do you want us there? Would that help you?”

She placed a hand over her heart, her expression softening into a warm smile. “Yes.”

Bob’s face fell.

She shrugged her shoulders. “It’s just a field trip. We’ve all always wanted go there, right?”

Mitch gave a half smile. “Yeah, that’s true.”

“This is no ordinary field trip,” Jack said. “Something else is going on.”

“And we’re going to find out what, thanks to you,” Bob said, glaring at him with a snarky tone. “You just had to ask.”

“Sorry, man,” Jack replied. “It seemed like the right thing to do.”

“It was,” Khamir said, giving him a pointed look.

Dr. Khadesh clapped his hands together. “It is settled then. We leave within the hour.”
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“That quick?” Bob said, his voice going up in pitch. “What the hell?”

Dr. Khadesh nodded and stood up. “Yes, we are going to go in as a maintenance crew. We had the pyramid closed to tourists temporarily, while our ‘repairs’ are made. We wanted privacy.”

Khamir picked up the large duffel bag he had brought in. He unzipped it. “I picked up some worker’s uniforms and hats for you all.” He handed them out to their stunned guests. “I will prepare a quick meal, then we ask you to please get changed.”

“But don’t we need to, I don’t know, prepare?” Jack asked, trying to stall for time. This was happening way too fast for his liking.

Dr. Khadesh shook his head. “Everything we need is there. We need to move quickly. We cannot delay. I strongly suspect we will regret it if we do.”

Khamir nodded. “It is also best not to keep the pyramid closed any longer than necessary. I do not want to draw undue attention to ourselves.”
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Before they knew it, they were heading to the Great Pyramid.

On the forty-five minute drive over to the Giza Plateau, the four friends were lost in thought, thinking of their earlier experiences in this ancient place. There was still so much they’d barely been able to process. Their lives had changed forever and they each sensed they were about to change again. There was no place like it on earth. It was a very special place to each of them. A place of transformation.

As they pulled up, the sight before them took their breath away. It didn’t matter how many times they’d been here before, seeing the pyramid complex and the majestic Great Sphinx, all spread out before them, rising from the otherwise barren landscape, was breathtaking. The size, scope and the sheer magnificence of the structures made them realize how small and incredibly fragile they were and how fleeting time was. Their own lifespans but a blink of an eye in comparison to the ancient creations, many thousands of years old, before them.

Once they parked and exited the van, they made their way towards Khufu’s pyramid. The area was a bustling hive of activity, with eager vendors and excited tourists milling about.

As they passed the Great Sphinx, their eyes lit up. The largest monolith statue in the world, constructed for a hidden purpose, had a powerful presence and an unmatched, otherworldly beauty. They all vividly recalled their previous visits there, some awe-inspiring, some terrifying, and some heartbreaking. The structure seemed regal and timeless, an ancient guardian, as though it existed apart from everything else. But they knew some of the truths and secrets it held. Secrets they kept as well.

Finally, they stood before the Great Pyramid. It towered over them.

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir spoke privately to the guards stationed outside. A heated discussion erupted, with the guards finally nodding and throwing their hands in the air in frustration. They moved off. Large signs indicating the pyramid was closed for maintenance were placed in front of the entrance.

Jack and Bob, in spite of their nerves, looked like giddy schoolboys as they pointed at its various mind-boggling features, its size and lines and sheer boldness of its perfection and presence, along with the unmatched skill it would have required to undertake such a creation.

Alex looked up at the incredible structure that soared a majestic 455 feet into the air, and was comprised of over two million blocks. Seeing it from this vantage point drove home just how staggering a feat it was to construct. It was imposing, magnificent, and exuded a vast sense of mystery and power. She also felt something deep within her stir. She felt a strange yearning, but she didn’t know for what.

Mitch noticed her reaction. He leaned over. “What is it?”

She stared up at the massive, ancient structure and sensed that she was exactly where she needed to be. “I feel like I have been waiting for this moment my whole life, without even knowing it.” She glanced at him. She saw his questioning expression. “I feel connected to this place, deeply. That I belong here.”

He gazed up at the pyramid, admired its perfection, its mystery, its ancient power. He took a deep breath as he said, “It is incredible. How they even conceived of such an undertaking. It’s beyond comprehension. I feel so small standing here.”

She continued to stare up at it. “I feel... like I am a part of it.”

Mitch took note of her reactions. Having known her for so long, it wasn’t what he was expecting, but he didn’t say anything. He was just rolling with the unexpected.

“Please, follow me,” Dr. Khadesh said, as he motioned them towards the robber’s tunnel on the north face of pyramid, the entrance currently used to gain access inside.

The robber’s tunnel, ten courses below and just to the west of the original entrance, which is closed, was cut out of the pyramid’s solid core in 820 AD by Al Mamun and his men, in the hopes of finding treasure hidden within.

With Dr. Khadesh in the lead, followed by the foursome, with Khamir bringing up the rear, they headed over ninety-feet into the pyramid, through the rough-hewn tunnel. After a quick left turn, which was where the tomb raiders tunneled around the large granite plugs, the group continued up, at a roughly 26-degree angle into the ascending passageway.

They were all silent as they walked hunched over through the relatively narrow, cramped passageway, which was just over 4 1/2 feet high and nearly 3 1/2 feet wide, and carried on another 129 feet into the core of the pyramid. The only sounds were the scraping of their feet and their heavy breathing. They could all sense the weight of the pyramid around them.

Finally, the ascending passageway opened into a spectacular sight. The Grand Gallery.

They all took a deep breath in the far more spacious passageway. Over seven courses of beautifully carved, massive limestone blocks, it rose 26 feet above and widened to 7 feet at the floor level. The passageway narrowed to less than half of that width towards the ceiling, giving it the sense of even more height.

“Wow,” Alex said, as she gazed up at the corbel vaulted ceiling, “I can’t even begin to understand how something like this was conceived, let alone created.”

“I know,” Mitch replied, standing just behind her, “to think we are heading into the heart of the Great Pyramid.”

“The Grand Gallery,” Jack said, “it certainly lives up to its name.”

She nodded. “Grand, indeed,” she whispered.

Bob was breathing heavily. He’d been fighting off a sense of claustrophobia as they’d trudged through the cramped passageways. His larger size meant it felt all the more cramped for him. The larger area of the Grand Gallery was a welcome relief for him, although the way it narrowed above gave him a strange optical illusion of the walls closing in high above. He shook his head. This place was starting to play tricks on his mind.

They all took deep breaths as they paused to admire the beauty and precision of the passageway and the engineering marvels and mastery behind it. It was cooler in this part of the pyramid.

“Let us continue on,” Dr. Khadesh said finally, “there is much more to see.”

They followed him up the center walkway, a 3 1/2 foot wide, channeled lower ramp, hanging onto the handrails as they headed up another 153 feet deeper into the pyramid, also at the same 26-degree angle.

At the end of the Grand Gallery, they stopped at the six foot wide Great Step.

Huffing and puffing, they took a moment to catch their breath.

“My friends,” Dr. Khadesh said, “the next part gets a bit tight.” He explained how at the top of the 3-foot high step up, they would need to crouch down as the square passageway to the antechamber beyond was only 3 1/2 feet high.

Bob groaned. His knees were already killing him and he was just starting to get over some of his claustrophobia.

Jack patted his back. “It’s okay buddy, we’ll make it.”

Bob rolled his eyes. “Says the skinny one.”

Alex gave him a look of empathy. She knew he didn’t like tight spaces and wasn’t too fit or limber.

“Will you be all right?” Khamir asked.

“Let’s just get this over with,” Bob said, ignoring, for now, the fact that they’d have to make the return journey, which wasn’t going to be any easier. He was just hoping he could withstand the enclosed spaces they were in for as long as he needed to. He was beginning to regret agreeing to come on this particular field trip.

After some difficulty getting through the crouched initial 4-foot long passage to the antechamber, they were finally able to stand up a bit more.

“We are almost there,” Dr. Khadesh said, smiling, feeling exhilarated by their surroundings. He pointed at the opening to yet another small passage on the opposite end of the antechamber. “That leads to the King’s Chamber.”

“That?” Bob asked, incredulously. He let out a loud groan as he saw the low passageway, again only 3 1/2 feet high.

Dr. Khadesh nodded. “I am afraid so,” he replied, explaining there were several more feet to reach the chamber beyond.

“Crap,” Bob said.

Jack grinned and leaned in close to him, “Want us to drag you?”

“I want not to be here,” he replied, gritting his teeth.

“Come on, Bob,” Alex said, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder, “we’re almost there. It’ll be worth it. Remember where we are. Almost in the heart of the Great Pyramid.” She beamed at him. “It’s really quite amazing, if you think about it.”

He looked at her. He knew she was right. He took a deep breath and motioned to Dr. Khadesh, “After you.”

“Right on,” Jack said, eager to get inside.

Mitch smiled, happy to see his friends being game for the adventure.
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Finally, after squeezing through the cramped passage, the foursome entered the King’s Chamber. The temperature inside was comfortable, not cold, not too warm. The rectangular room was faced with rose granite and measured over 34 feet long, by over 17 feet wide, with the tall ceiling nearly 20 feet above.

“Welcome to the heart of the Great Pyramid,” Dr. Khadesh said, as he beamed at them.

They all stepped inside, awe-inspired by where they were, inside the last remaining place of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world.

Soft lighting affixed part way up the sidewall illuminated the chamber, giving a warm glow off its smooth walls.

“We’re here,” Alex whispered as she took a deep breath. She could sense the immense weight of the gigantic structure all around them. At once, her pendant started to thrum against her chest. She gripped it.

Dr. Khadesh noticed her response. “You can feel that, I take it.”

She nodded. “Yes, the pendant is reacting strongly to this chamber. Why is it doing that?”

He smiled. “You will see.”

Mitch pointed to a heavily tarped structure standing behind the granite sarcophagus. “What is that?”

“A surprise,” Khamir replied. “One of many we have for you in this special place.”

Jack and Bob looked around. They knew this room was typically empty, except for the sarcophagus and a fan for ventilation, but they spotted electric cables on the floor and a small generator in the far corner of the room just behind the sarcophagus.

Jack looked up the wall opposite the sarcophagus and noticed shiny circular objects and what looked like additional lighting mounted high above. “You guys have been busy in here,” he said, with a hint of suspicion in his voice.

Mitch and Alex frowned. They had not expected to see so many other things in the chamber.

“Is this just cover for the maintenance crew claim?” Bob asked. “You’re just making it look like work is going on in here?”

“No,” Dr. Khadesh replied.

Khamir walked around to the far corner of the chamber, reached down behind the sarcophagus, picked something up and slid it into his back pocket. He stood waiting for his father.

Dr. Khadesh motioned them to gather around the sarcophagus.

Inside the typically empty rose-granite structure were items covered in another tarp. He pulled the tarp part way off, revealing a silvery metallic stand. It had four legs and a small platform on top, surrounded by a short metallic cone. The top of it came to about the height of the sarcophagus.

It looked strange. Alex bent over to look closer at it. “What is that for?” she asked.

“It is for this,” Dr. Khadesh said as he reached down inside the sarcophagus. He lifted out a familiar-looking rectangular wooden box. He set it down on top edge of the sarcophagus.

Khamir reached out to brace the heavy box firmly in his hands.

Alex’s eyes went wide. “Is that...” her voice drifted off.

Dr. Khadesh replied, “It is.”

Mitch recognized it, too. “Is it inside?”

Jack and Bob recognized it as well.

“Oh, no,” Bob said, realizing what the metallic platform was meant for. “This is not happening.”

Jack was slightly unnerved, too, but then he thought of something. “It can’t work in here, remember. It’s activated by the main platform in the Sphinx chamber. That’s its power source. We’re good.”

Alex felt drawn to it, but also alarmed at the implications. “You guys brought this from the hiding place you had it in? Was that not maybe a bit reckless, timing-wise?”

“Yeah,” Jack said, his brows knitted together in a deep frown, “considering someone’s been looking for that?”

“We did not have to bring it anywhere,” Khamir said, a sly smile crossing his face.

“What does that mean?” Alex asked, then it dawned on her. “You hid it here?”

“But this chamber has tourists going through it all the time,” Mitch said, looking around. “How is that safe?”

“We did not keep it inside this chamber,” Dr. Khadesh replied.

Mitch looked at him with a look of surprise. He thought for a moment. “It was in the subterranean chamber, wasn’t it?”

He shook his head.

“The Queen’s Chamber?” Mitch pressed.

“No.”

Alex racked her brain for where they might have stashed it. She pointed above. “Did you leave it in one of the relieving chambers?”

He laughed. “No.”

“The antechamber?” she asked. Still he shook his head. “The well shaft?”

“My friends,” Dr. Khadesh said with a soft laugh, “there are places, other hidden places within this great structure, that the public does not know about. In fact, only my son and I know the location of them.”

Jack and Bob looked at one another. Jack mouthed the word, ‘Cool.’

Bob nodded. His curiosity was piqued.

“Unbelievable,” she whispered. “It’s been rumored that there were secret hiding places within this pyramid.”

“So, hiding in plain sight?” Mitch said, a big grin crossing his face. “I have to admit, I’m blown away by this.” His archaeologist’s brain was spinning into overdrive.

Bob piped up, “Couldn’t you guys just stick it in a bank vault or something?”

Khamir laughed. “That would seem like an obvious choice, but...” He looked Bob directly in the eyes with a raised eyebrow, “do you not recall how it affected electronics? Radio signals?”

A light went off for Bob. He remembered how the Pharom’s energy interfered with their cell phone signals and the police scanners when Maximilian’s men were chasing them the last time they were in Egypt. He thought of how, even when it wasn’t connected to its platform, it still emitted low levels of energy. Feeling a bit sheepish, he replied, “Now that you mention it, that does ring a bell.”

“Of course,” Alex said, staring at it, then looking around the chamber. “This is probably the most perfect place on earth for the Pharom.”

Mitch grinned and nodded. “Very clever. Genius, in fact.”

“Thank you,” Khamir said, “we thought so. But those are not the only reasons we hid it here.”

The foursome stared at them.

“Oh?” Alex asked. The pendant was warm against her skin, its vibrations smooth and regular and soothing. She loved the feeling. She felt very connected to it.

“It is best if we show you,” Khamir said, then looked at his father.

Dr. Khadesh smiled as he fished a long, slender key out of his pocket. He placed the key inside a lock and turned it. Up snapped a rectangular hinge that revealed a blinking digital keypad and a small screen. He entered a 15-digit code and placed his thumb on the digital scanner. The lid opened, revealing a sophisticated container with a design similar to a dry cask used for radioactive waste storage.

Immediately the object within began to hum and glow with a bright, preternatural energy.

The foursome gasped.

“The Pharom,” Alex said, as she felt her pendant respond strongly to its presence. She felt her heart beat faster. Her mind raced. The images from her visions sped through her memory in an instant. She wavered.

Mitch steadied her. “Alex, are you okay?”

She took a deep breath and held the pendant in her hand, feeling its vibrations increasing. She nodded. “I think so.”

He looked at Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. “Is she? Is that pendant safe around this thing?”

They gave him a serious look.

“There is no better place for it to be,” Khamir said. “There is no better place for any of you to be.”

Jack was freaked out. “Why is it humming and glowing like that? It never glowed that brightly when it wasn’t connected to the platform in the Sphinx chamber.”

Bob stepped back. “That’s right, it isn’t even plugged in. What the hell?” He was waiting for the usual nausea to begin, but so far it wasn’t having that effect on him.

“It does not need the Sphinx platform,” Dr. Khadesh said, “that is an artificial energy source. This place is different.”

Alex felt it. Deep within every cell of her being. Something about this place was different. “Why?” she asked.

Dr. Khadesh lifted the Pharom out of its container, feeling its energy coursing through his hands, his body, as he did—like a low-grade electrical buzz. He set it down on the metallic platform. It fit perfectly.

They all gazed at the mysterious metallic obelisk. Less than two feet tall, it appeared to have a fluidic surface that swirled with softly changing, colorful wave patterns. It looked like it was in a state of quantum flux.

“Because,” Dr. Khadesh continued, “this chamber, this pyramid, is situated on a natural energy source.

“Say what?” Mitch asked, looking from him to the Pharom and back again.

Jack whispered to Bob, “Do you know what he’s talking about?”

Bob was staring at the Pharom, his mind racing. “Maybe,” he whispered back.

Dr. Khadesh looked at each of them. “The earth has natural electromagnetic areas.”

“World energy grids,” Bob said. “I’ve heard of that. I just thought it was some kind of new-age nonsense.”

Khamir let out a soft laugh. “I think by now, the four of you should be open to the mysteries that are all around you.”

“I guess,” he replied.

“Then, this chamber, the pyramid, it was built here on purpose—because of that?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Dr. Khadesh said, “this area, specifically the area outlined by the granite sarcophagus, is a focal point for a naturally occurring, but powerfully charged electromagnetic energy.” He motioned to the sarcophagus. “Within its bounds is where the field of energy is strongest. The chamber’s design helps to amplify it.”

Mitch’s eyes went wide as he thought about the various theories of this chamber. “So that’s why there was never any evidence that this was actually used as a burial chamber. It was only made to look that way.”

Dr. Khadesh replied, “Exactly.”

“Incredible,” Alex whispered, as she gripped her pendant. Its energy was pulsing stronger, quicker.

Dr. Khadesh nodded. “Yes, and the pyramid structure itself focuses that energy even more.”

“The Kierani built it?” Mitch asked, as the implications of what he was hearing dawned on him.

Jack and Bob looked at one another, then looked around the chamber, which was alight with the softly changing colors emanating from the Pharom.

Khamir answered, “What our people built was about half of the size of what is here today. The ancient Egyptians built on top of it, completing Khufu’s pyramid.”

“The Kierani people, their heritage, their secrets,” Alex said, running her hand along the edge of the sarcophagus, “also hiding in plain sight.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “All this time, the clues have been right in front of us, but we did not see.”

“Alex?” Mitch asked, noticing her emotional reaction. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

She squeezed her eyes closed. She thought back to the dreams she’d been having, the strange visions. Something was beginning to crystallize in the back of her mind. “Nothing’s wrong,” she whispered. “It’s just... I feel that there is more here, more that has been right in front of me.” She opened her eyes and stared at the Pharom, mesmerized by it. “I feel like a veil is being pulled back, allowing me to see. For the first time in my life.”

Mitch frowned. “See what, Alex? What do you mean?”

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir watched her closely. Khamir looked at his father, who nodded.

“It is time,” Dr. Khadesh said, his voice taking on a more serious tone.

“Time for what?” Mitch asked.

“Time to learn why you are really here.”
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Alex tensed. “Why are we here?” she asked, holding the pendant. It was warming, along with the ambient temperature in the room. “You said this has something to do with my visions, the dreams.”

“Yes, Alex,” Dr. Khadesh responded. “But they are much more than dreams.”

“Right,” Mitch said, “you mentioned premonitions. That her dreams could be a guide.”

“And that is true,” Khamir said, “but there is more to it.”

“Guys,” Jack interjected, wiping his brow, “I hate to interrupt your latest round of riddles, but I’m beginning to feel really funny in here.”

Bob nodded, leaning against the back wall. “Me, too. My vision’s a bit spotty and I feel light-headed.”

“Are you sure it’s safe for us to be in here with that?” Mitch asked, pointing to the Pharom.

“It is safe,” Dr. Khadesh replied, “with our guidance.”

Mitch took his glasses off, rubbed his eyes and put them back on. “My vision’s a little funny, too. I feel funny all over.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “But it’s not like the overwhelming nausea we felt in the Sphinx chamber when it was activated. This is more...”

“Gentle,” Alex said, finishing his sentence.

“Yeah,” Mitch said, “good way to put it.” He looked at her, noticing she was beginning to sway. “Alex,” he said, placing his hands on her arms to steady her, “Are you okay?”

She nodded, taking hold of the edge of the sarcophagus. “I think so,” she replied, staring at the Pharom. “But that is definitely having an effect on us.”

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir were carefully observing them, when they noticed Jack starting to rub his shoulder.

“Jack?” Dr. Khadesh said. “What are you feeling?”

Bob looked at his friend, worried. “Buddy? You okay?”

“I think so,” he said, frowning. “It’s just that...” he paused. He felt his shoulder start to ache where he’d been shot. He touched it. The feeling intensified, but it wasn’t painful. It felt almost... good. “Weird,” he whispered under his breath.

Dr. Khadesh smiled. “We hoped it would have the same effect on you as it did on me.”

“What effect?” Jack asked, rubbing his shoulder.

“This room,” he said, waving his hands around, “when activated, it has healing properties.”

“Say what?” Bob placed a hand on Jack’s back. “Buddy, is it your shoulder where you were shot? Is it hurting?”

Jack shook his head. He felt his shoulder tingling where the wound was. He’d endured so many surgeries afterwards that he was used to all kinds of aches and pains and weird twinges, but nothing like this. “It doesn’t hurt,” he said, closing his eyes and focusing on the sensation. “It feels kind of good, actually.”

Mitch’s eyes went wide. “I don’t understand. I thought that was a beacon. To send off signals.”

“That is what is was designed for,” Khamir replied, “and how it operated in the Sphinx chamber with the artificial power source. But for it to come into contact with a naturally occurring focused electromagnetic power source was never anticipated.” He paused, looking at his father.

“It had many unexpected consequences,” Dr. Khadesh added.

“So what does that mean?” Alex asked. “What else does this chamber do?”

Dr. Khadesh stiffened suddenly. His gaze was riveted on the Pharom. He held his hands out for a moment to pause the conversation. He noticed a slight change in the Pharom’s color patterns. He put his hand to his lips for silence.

Just then they heard a soft scratching sound from outside the chamber. They whirled around just as two armed men dressed in black stormed the chamber.

Shocked, they all stared down the barrel of the intruders’ guns.

“Do not move.”
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Ares

Present Day

“Step back, all of you. Now!” Thomas Heitner ordered them at gunpoint. The chamber was now crowded.

They all gasped, holding their hands up. All except Khamir.

“Do tell,” Sebastian Vetteller said, as he trained his gun on the group, “what does this chamber do?” He eyed the Pharom. “Something rather special, I take it.”

Dr. Khadesh looked over his shoulder and whispered, “Stay back. Close to the wall. Do not move.” He looked at Alex, then briefly glanced down at the pendant, then gave her a serious look.

She sensed something very bad was coming. Her pendant warmed even more, its energy surging more strongly against her skin.

“I’m waiting for an answer,” Sebastian said, zeroing in on Dr. Khadesh.

“Who are you?” Dr. Khadesh asked.

“We will be asking the questions,” Thomas replied, sneering at him. “You will do well to remember that.”

“Dr. Khadesh, I presume?” Sebastian said, his gaze moving between him and the Pharom.

“I am,” he replied, clenching his jaw. “But you two do not belong in here. I am the Director of...”

“We know full well who you are,” Sebastian said, cutting him off. He aimed his gun at Dr. Khadesh’s head. “I’d like to point out that since we have the guns, the authority in this chamber is being transferred to me. Understood?”

Dr. Khadesh clenched his jaw.

Khamir glared at the men. “How did you find us?”

Sebastian shrugged his shoulders. “Strategic surveillance. Plus, people talk when they are properly motivated.” A menacing smile crossed his face.

“If you have harmed anyone...” Khamir started to say.

“Silence!” Sebastian snapped.

Thomas shifted position and trained his gun on Khamir.

Sebastian inhaled and exhaled quickly. “You are in no position to speak to us in that manner.” He returned Khamir’s glare. “Besides, it is what I would have done to their families had they not cooperated.” He stepped forward. “Believe me, I do not make idle threats.”

Mitch looked at Alex. She was pale as a ghost.

Jack and Bob stood, shoulder-to-shoulder, wide-eyed.

“I see,” Dr. Khadesh replied. He glanced to Khamir. A knowing glance passed between them.

Sebastian took in the sights before him as Thomas kept his eye and gun trained on the group.

The light emanating from the Pharom bathed the room in a pulsating otherworldly glow. The stone chamber was alight with a kaleidoscope of softly changing colors. It was an extraordinarily beautiful sight. It emitted a low hum that echoed off the tall chamber walls, cocooning them all in a preternatural ambience of light and sound.

“That is some artifact,” Sebastian said.

“Would you believe it was a lava lamp and we’re just here for a new age get-together?” Jack said, unable to suppress his innate sauciness.

Bob tensed. He shushed his friend.

“Sure, sure,” Sebastian said, smirking. “It just so happens I’m in the market for just such a lava lamp.”

“Who are you?” Khamir asked.

“All you need to know is that I want that device,” Sebastian replied, pointing to it.

Thomas kept his gun trained on the group.

“You worked for Maximilian?” Khamir asked.

Sebastian laughed. “Hardly,” he scoffed. “Our business interests crossed paths. I found out he was after something that interested me. He’s not around anymore, so I thought I’d help myself to it.”

“You had his man, the prisoner, killed, didn’t you?” Jack said, his eyes narrowing.

Sebastian levelled a disparaging look at him. “Scrawny man, I admit to nothing. But just so you know, I don’t play games. I simply acquire what I want, when I want it.”

“Figures that dirtbag Maximilian, with his despicable Nazi friends, would connect with a slime bag like you,” Bob said, incensed that they were still suffering repercussions from those events. “What are you? Weapons dealers? Mercenaries?”

“Yeah, you’re sure as hell not art collectors,” Jack added.

“None of your business who or what we are,” Thomas shot back. “You need to shut it, or I’ll shut you up permanently.”

Alex leaned over to Mitch and whispered, “I can’t see them letting us live.”

“I heard that,” Sebastian said, “and you’re right, I may not. However, since you don’t know who we are and you can’t exactly fill out a police report about this unless you want to explain what it was that was stolen from you, I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir did not answer. He was right. They could never tell anyone about the Pharom and hence this holdup.

“So, you’re saying you’ll let us go, if we give it to you,” Mitch said.

“I’m not promising anything, but you have a much better chance of getting out of here alive if you cooperate.” He took a step closer to the sarcophagus. “What is powering that device?”

“It is the chamber itself,” Dr. Khadesh said.

“I don’t understand,” he replied, frowning.

Dr. Khadesh glanced around the room. “We are situated on one of the earth’s natural electromagnetic locations. This chamber focuses that energy.”

Sebastian frowned as he looked from him to the device and back again. “I don’t believe you,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “Show me.”

Thomas stayed a few steps behind Sebastian, his gun trained on them. “Do not pull anything, or else I’ll blow your head off. Got it?”

Dr. Khadesh gave him a tense nod.

“Now,” Sebastian ordered.

“Fine,” he said, stepping forward. “It is perfectly safe.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Sebastian said, waving his gun at him. “It wasn’t so safe when Maximilian tried to get his hands on it, was it? Don’t think I don’t know that this thing was the cause of his death and what happened in the Sphinx chamber.”

Khamir clenched his fists.

The room was quiet, as they all waited to see what would unfold.

Dr. Khadesh closed his eyes, whispered some words of prayer, and then looked at the Pharom. His reverence for it was written all over his face. He reached his hands out slowly.

Sebastian and Thomas watched him carefully. Thomas kept his gun trained straight ahead, waiting for anyone to step out of line.

Dr. Khadesh touched the base of the Pharom gently, feeling its energy pulsing through him.

Everyone else held their breath.

He carefully wrapped his hands around the base and lifted it. He closed his eyes for a moment as he felt the sudden zing of energy coursing through every cell of his body. He did his best to mask the sensations he was feeling, to betray no reaction to the Pharom’s incredible energy. He opened his eyes and looked at Sebastian. “Satisfied?”

Sebastian was watching him closely. He looked from his hands to his face, but saw no ill-effects. He also noted how the Pharom was indeed not powered by anything attached directly to it. “Put it back down.”

Dr. Khadesh slowly lowered it and let it go.

“Step back,” Thomas ordered.

He did.

“What is it?” Sebastian asked.

Dr. Khadesh looked at his son, then back at Sebastian. “It is meant to be a beacon.”

Mitch and Alex were shocked to hear him tell the truth about the Pharom.

“A beacon?” he asked. “For what?”

“To signal other worlds.”

Thomas loudly scoffed at his explanation.

“Aliens?” Sebastian said. “You’re trying to tell me it’s for radioing aliens?”

“Correct,” Dr. Khadesh said simply.

Sebastian laughed, shaking his head. “I think we’re going to need to find a way to motivate you to tell me the truth.” He tipped his head towards Thomas. “You game for that?”

“Always.”

Jack swallowed hard.

Bob squeezed his eyes closed.

Ignoring the threat, Dr. Khadesh pressed his own questions. “You are planning on selling this on the black market?” he asked. “Or do you already have a buyer?”

Sebastian laughed again. “Oh, this beauty isn’t going anywhere. I have plans for this.”

“Your people will not know how to handle it,” Khamir said. “Take me. Let them all go and I will help you. I give you my word. I do not want this device damaged or set off accidentally like before.”

Dr. Khadesh watched their captors carefully.

Sebastian scoffed at the suggestion. “Very kind, I’m sure, but I will not be trusting this to anyone.”

“It is deadly,” Dr. Khadesh added, his voice evidence of the gravity of the situation. “Take him up on his offer.”

“You cannot deal with it alone,” Khamir added. “I can assure you, you will need help. Your team, no matter how well trained and knowledgeable they are, will fail you. This technology is far beyond anything you can imagine. I offer you my services. I give you my word on this. Just let them go.”

“He might have a good point,” Thomas said, feeling unnerved by the energy the device was giving off. “That thing is not at all what we expected.” He gazed at it. It scared him. He knew they were out of their depth on this one. “I’ll make sure he cooperates.” He glared at Khamir. “Or else.”

Sebastian waved his gun. “You are all crazy if you think I will let anyone else near it, or near me while I have it. Besides, if it’s powered by electromagnetic energy, I think I know exactly what to do with it. I don’t need anyone’s help.” He felt the device’s energy permeating the room. He shook his head, staring at the mesmerizing device. He’d never wanted anything more in his life than he wanted that device. It was blocking out everything else. Nothing was more important now than possessing it. “I’m taking it. I will unlock its secrets.”

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir took note of the obsessive look in his eyes. It was the same mind-altering effect that Maximilian had succumbed to. No longer able to see reason or sense danger, only a primal desire to possess it. The Pharom had him in its spell.

Thomas felt uneasy about the plan. They hadn’t anticipated coming across the device right away or they would’ve been prepared for it. He knew they were potentially playing with fire. “I think we need to be cautious with that thing,” he said in a low, tense voice, positioned just behind and to the right of Sebastian.

Sebastian couldn’t take his eyes off it. “You saw him hold it; it’ll be fine.” His need for it was edging out anything else that threatened to come before it.

“With all due respect, I think there may be things about that device that we don’t know.”

Sebastian turned to him; his expression icy. “I have made my decision.” There was no way he could stand any delay, or anything blocking his way to possess that device. He wanted it, and he wanted it now.

Thomas swallowed his frustration at the reckless, sudden plan. He wasn’t used to not having things under proper control.

The pendant was even warmer now, and vibrating strongly against Alex’s chest. Something had to give here. She just hoped it wouldn’t be one of their lives. She motioned for the boys to move behind her. She mouthed the words, ‘the pendant’ to Mitch. He nodded and grabbed Jack and Bob’s arms, pulling them back with him. They pressed their backs to the wall.

“Hiding behind a girl,” Thomas said, noticing their movements. “Real brave,” he sneered. “You guys are impressive.”

“Never mind them,” Sebastian said, his focus still drawn to the mysterious device. “We have what we really wanted. Nothing else matters.”

Dr. Khadesh backed away a little more.

Sebastian reached for it.

“Now,” Dr. Khadesh mouthed to Khamir.

Khamir made his move.
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It all happened in the blink of an eye.

Khamir moved swiftly. With one hand, he hit the button for the lights, while the other yanked the tarp off the structure behind the sarcophagus.

Everyone shrieked as the room filled with a near-blinding light.

“Get down and cover your eyes,” Dr. Khadesh whispered to his friends, holding his arm out.

Khamir had already ducked behind the sarcophagus.

It didn’t take much encouragement to get his friends to drop to the ground. They were all momentarily stunned by the sudden assault of light on their eyes. The room seemed to spin. Then, they heard a loud whooshing sound, accompanied by ferocious, whipping winds, like a deadly tornado had somehow entered the chamber.

Cringing and protecting themselves against the mysterious onslaught of events, they heard muffled screams, then only a couple of seconds later the screams were silenced.

In a split second, the room had become alarmingly hot, then mere moments later the temperature dropped precipitously. The light flared more intensely and the winds whipped into a terrifying howl.

The four friends covered their heads in terror, whimpering, not knowing what was happening.

Alex felt the pendant buzzing strongly against her skin, almost fiery in the heat it was giving off. Tears rolled down her cheeks. Her memories vividly flashed back to the Sphinx chamber. She was terrified of what was happening. They were trapped in this small space, desperately trying to hide from an unknown and unseen force, along with two armed men she was certain meant to kill them. She wondered if this was the manifestation of the foreboding she’d felt in her dreams, if this was the end. Her heart was breaking.

Just seconds later, the lights dimmed and they heard a tarp being draped over something. The room was filled with an eerie silence. All was still. The room temperature had returned to normal.

“It is done,” Dr. Khadesh said softly, his voice tinged with sadness. He sighed. “You are all safe now.”

One by one they opened their eyes and stood up, feeling shaky and scared.

Alex’s hand flew to her mouth as she stifled a scream.

Mitch felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He put an arm around Alex to steady her as she wavered and trembled beside him.

“Holy sh...” Jack said, his hands clenching into fists in front of his face.

Bob thought he was going to throw up. “Is that...” he couldn’t even get the words out.

“Yes,” Khamir answered, finally stepping out from behind the sarcophagus. He knelt down to examine the remains.

His father joined him.

Sebastian and Thomas were no longer there.

They all looked at the two small, smoldering piles of black molten metal, surrounded by grey wisps of smoke and ash. There were two dark, larger marks on the stone floor next to the melted metal.

“I don’t understand,” Mitch started to say, scanning the chamber. “What happened? What... where...”

Alex felt her pendant cool, its vibrations calming down. “It happened again.” She felt sick to her stomach.

Jack felt a clenching anxiety well up within him. “Can somebody please explain what the hell just happened? And what the hell is that?” he asked heatedly, as he pointed to the floor.

“It is what is left of their guns, of them,” Khamir answered, his voice solemn, resigned. “They brought this on themselves.” He stood up and looked at the four friends standing there, staring in shock. “We are sorry you had to bear witness to this.”

Alex collapsed in a heap on the stone floor, she leaned back against the granite sarcophagus, crying. She drew her legs up in front of her and wrapped her arms around them as shock flooded her system. “Why?”

Dr. Khadesh bent down and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Alex, we once told you that the alloys in the Pharom, the pendant, and the Sun Disk behave in different ways, under different circumstances.”

She blinked away her tears and tried to calm herself with deep breaths. “I remember...” She looked at the Pharom, still glowing softly on its platform, showing no signs of any malfunction.

Mitch frowned then looked at the tarped structure behind the sarcophagus. “You mentioned the Sun Disk. Is that what’s underneath there?”

“It is,” Khamir answered.

“Why didn’t you say anything about it?” Bob asked, his nerves beyond frayed.

“If you will recall, we were about to reveal things to you when our uninvited guests showed up.”

He was about to argue with him, when he realized he was right.

Jack’s head was spinning with possibilities. “I still don’t understand. You guys are saying that our two guests were killed. Right there,” he said, pointing to the floor.

“Yes,” Khamir said.

Jack’s anxiety was morphing into a hot anger and he was trying to comprehend what had just occurred. “So, why the hell did you bring us here? We could’ve easily met their fate!”

“Right,” Bob said, catching his drift. “We walked across those very spots getting in here. What was your plan?” He glanced to the passageway leading out of the chamber. Panic rose within him. He wanted to bolt, but he wanted his friends to get out safely as well.

“Please,” Dr. Khadesh said, standing. He held his hands out for calm. “Give us the chance to explain. I promise you, you will understand all.”

Bob shook his head. “I think you two need to step back and let us out of here. I don’t think safety is top of your priority list.”

Alex wiped her face and pushed herself up. “Bob, hang on a minute.” She took another deep breath to steady herself further. “I don’t believe they mean us harm.”

Dr. Khadesh shook his head. “We would never harm any of you. We would give our lives to protect you. There is nothing we would not do to keep you safe.”

Khamir stepped closer to his father. “He is right. We did this to save your lives. To save all of our lives. It was the only way.”

Mitch was trying his hardest to keep a level head, but it wasn’t easy under the circumstances. “What does that mean? What exactly did you do? We don’t understand.”

“I know,” Dr. Khadesh replied. “We have so much to tell you. To show you. But it will not be easy to hear. It might even be somewhat frightening at first.”
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They all stood trying to process what had happened and anxiously awaiting what they would hear next. Their gazes kept going from the Pharom to the two spots on the floor. It was a macabre scene.

Dr. Khadesh took a moment to place a spare tarp over the remains of Sebastian and Thomas.

“I think I want to leave,” Bob said.

Jack nodded. He’d had enough and seen enough. “Me, too. I’ve had enough surprises for one day.” He shuddered. “This place is giving me the creeps. I don’t ever want to set foot in here again.”

Mitch and Alex were quiet. They felt torn.

Dr. Khadesh looked at them. “I understand. This has been a terrible shock. Traumatic. But before you go, before you give in to your fear, please let us tell you the real reason we brought you here. It will change your lives.”

“I think you’ve already done that,” Bob retorted, crossing his arms over his chest. His gaze dropped to the tarp on the floor. “Wouldn’t you say?” He then gave them a look of dismay.

“Yes,” he replied, his shoulders sagging, “this has been most distressing.”

“Guys,” Mitch said, “why don’t we hear them out. Then you can leave and never look back if you want.”

“You seriously want to stay here after this?” Bob asked through clenched teeth. “Two guys just died. By that thing,” he shouted, pointing at the Pharom. “Again!”

“Two men who were going to kill all of us to get it,” Khamir fired back. “We had to do something.”

Tensions were getting heated. Alex stepped forward. “Bob, you and Jack can go if you want, but I’m staying.”

Mitch sighed. “So am I.”

Bob’s face reddened. He was upset and frustrated. “We’re not just going to leave you.”

Jack was feeling conflicted. “He’s right, that’s not how we roll. Let’s all just get out of here. They can tell us whatever they want when we’re safely outside...” he paused, glancing at the Pharom, “away from that thing.”

“We cannot just tell you,” Khamir said, “we must show you.”

“Yes,” Dr. Khadesh said, holding his hands out, “there are things, important things, you must know.”

Mitch tilted his head. “Why do you need to show us? Why not just tell us?”

Dr. Khadesh looked from him to Alex. “Alex, you have seen things. You must feel that what I am saying is true.”

She touched the pendant. She felt its vibrations comforting. She felt as though there was something she was trying to recall. Like a memory. Just out of reach of her conscious mind. “I feel...” she stopped. She didn’t know how to express what she was feeling. She didn’t have the words.

“You feel a connection to this place,” Dr. Khadesh said, “do you not? Something you cannot explain?”

Her breath caught in her throat. Her eyes widened. “Exactly. Like I should know something about this place. That I should remember...”

“Remember?” Jack said, his voice tightening. “You’ve been here before?”

She stared at the Pharom. She felt something tugging at the back of her mind. She tried to figure out what it was.

“Alex?” Mitch asked. “I’m pretty sure you haven’t been in here. We’ve done everything together.”

She couldn’t answer. She swallowed hard. “I—I don’t know.” Tears were welling up in her eyes. Her heart ached in her chest. She felt something deep within her stir, something she couldn’t figure out, but also a deep sadness accompanying it. She looked at Dr. Khadesh, her hand clenching the pendant. Her voice was barely a whisper. “Help me. I don’t understand.”

Jack and Bob fell silent. They could see their friend was in distress.

“We will, Alex,” he replied, “we will.” He gave her a kind smile. “It will not be easy to hear, but when you know the truth, this will all make sense to you. You will be healed. You will be whole.”
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Light the Way

Circa 10,000 B.C.

The evening after Setar had been declared King had been filled with celebrations back in their temporary shelter. Though their people had only the most modest of means, they put together what they could for a special meal in honor of this remarkable new page in Kierani history. They were happy to have something to celebrate, and the occasion seemed to bring them all closer together as a community. They were excited for the days to come, and filled with hope at what the future held for their people.

Setar spent the evening being congratulated and listening to people’s stories about his mother, father, and grandfather. He felt of two minds as people regaled him with tales from the past. On one hand, he loved hearing anything and everything he could about his family. He craved that connection; it helped a tiny bit to fill up the endless holes he felt in his life. However, on the other hand, it filled him with fear that he could never live up to people’s expectations of him, of what they wanted the Draxen name to represent. The mountain ahead felt very high and difficult to climb, and he was gripped with self-doubt that he had the skills to do it. More than ever, he would be relying on instinct, intuition, and the advice of Praten and Berad. He hoped it would be enough.

The strange occurrence with the Pharom was roundly regarded as a sign that they were on the right path. It further ignited their drive and passion to create a new society. Ideas and hopes for what it could mean spread like wildfire. They were all certain great things awaited them.

The people had wanted to press ahead with testing the Pharom’s response to the area, but night had soon fallen, and Praten wisely advised they wait until daylight to continue with their activities. He also reminded them of how dangerous and unpredictable the Pharom could be and that they were now in uncharted waters, which seemed promising, but they needed to proceed with caution to avoid any deadly mistakes.

Praten, Berad, Setar, and a few others were appointed as guards of the Pharom and Sun Disk. Those precious items were to be under close watch at all times, no exceptions.

For the rest of the night, most of the attention was focused on the newly crowned young King Setar Draxen, an important step towards cementing their commitment to this new future.

However, Setar, Praten and Berad discussed theories about the Pharom’s unexpected reactions to the area where the Draxen Stronghold once stood. Setar was convinced it was not a coincidence; that it meant something, but Praten and Berad, being engineers, were focused on the technical reasons for its bizarre behavior. They bandied about theory after theory, idea after idea, but still were left uncertain about it, and with far more questions than they had answers. In fact, they had no answers. They had never come across anything like it.

Setar had gone to bed that night with the Pharom next him, nestled in its protective stone chest. The device was quiet again, as they were away from whatever phenomenon was triggering it. It was the wee hours and he was finding his thoughts focused on the mysterious object, wondering about its power, its potential beyond its intended purpose as a beacon.

Finally, sleep found him and he descended into a vivid dream.

Setar was walking alongside the Amsara monument, alone. It was nighttime and the stars were out in full force. The air was quiet and still, the night warm. He reached the front of the massive monument and was about to round the corner of its paw, when he stopped in his tracks. There, floating in mid-air, between the monuments paws was the Pharom. It glowed brightly with a pulsating kaleidoscope of colors. He heard its hum, but this time it was almost like a song, beautiful, yet plaintive.

He stepped closer to it, captivated by its preternatural beauty. He felt its energy wash over him in waves. His skin tingled. He wanted to reach out to it, get closer to it, to become lost in its depths. It felt strangely alive to him.

Just then he heard a voice. He whipped around.

“Setar,” the voice said.

He tried to see where it was coming from.

“Here,” a man’s voice said.

He turned and looked past the Pharom, towards the heart of the Amsara monument. A shape emerged from the shadows, pointing towards the Pharom, which glowed even brighter now.

“It will bring you closer to me,” the deep voice said. A familiar face came into view.

Setar gasped. “Father?” The man looked like Zhek.

“You will know what to do. Trust your instincts and you will find me.” He began to back away, being swallowed by the shadows.

“No, wait!” Setar cried out. “Do not leave me! Not again!”

But he was gone.

Setar awoke trembling, with tears streaming down his cheeks. The rest of the people were still asleep, crowded around the room. It was hot and stuffy. He tried to keep quiet. He wiped away his tears. His arm was draped over the stone chest that held the Pharom. He gripped the chest tightly and tried to replay the dream in his head, desperately wanting to cling to the moment where he saw his father again. Surrounded by people, he felt more alone than ever.

He had felt so terribly alone for so long. The deep ache of longing for connection stung even more painfully. In his mind, he called out for his father. But he was met with silence. His mind raced to make sense of the dream. What did it mean? How could he find his father? An idea struck him. The Pharom. The land of the Draxen Stronghold. The strange power of the device coming alive on those grounds; grounds that were sacred to Setar. They must be joined. They must be one.

Thinking of that made him feel lighter, more hopeful than he had in a long time. Somehow, that must be it, he said to himself. And he must begin at once.
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Early the next morning, Setar was awake and eager for Berad to rise. He wanted to talk to him about his idea, though he was not going to share how the idea had come to him. He hoped Praten would not stand in his way. The older man made him nervous, even though he was outwardly supportive, most of the time. Still, he knew he had to tread carefully around him.

Finally, Berad was up. Setar sought him out at once, asking one of the assigned people to guard the Pharom for a few moments.

“Berad,” he said, quickly walking up to him. “I need to speak with you.” He could scarcely contain the excitement that was building inside him.

“Good morning, Setar,” he said, yawning. “You look very awake.” He glanced outside. “It is still early.”

“I know, I have been awake for some time,” he motioned him over to the Pharom. He nodded at the guard, who then left them.

Setar lowered his voice. “Sit with me, there is an idea I want to share with you. It is about the Pharom. It came to me overnight.”

They sat down with the stone chest between them.

“Interesting,” Berad replied, smoothing his long hair back into a ponytail. His golden brown eyes sparkled. “I also had an idea about the Pharom that came to me as I slept.”

Setar’s eyes lit up. “I cannot wait to hear it.”

“Tell me yours, first,” Berad said. He could see how eager his friend was.

Setar took a deep breath. He was grateful for Berad, he needed someone to talk to, someone he could trust, and who would listen to and respect what he had to say.

In a hushed voice he said, “I want to build a structure for the Pharom on the site of my family’s former home. Something that will protect the Pharom, but also perhaps be useful to contain its power and possibly even direct it, if we can. A secure place where we can study it. A place of permanence for it.” Setar paused, trying to gauge Berad’s reaction, but so far he did not seem skeptical of his idea. “I was thinking it could even be turned into a temple of some kind down the road.” He shrugged his shoulders. “What do you think?”

Berad’s eyes went wide. “You are not going to believe this.”

“What?”

“I had a very similar idea,” Berad said, then leaned forward. “I woke up with the words the ‘King’s Chamber’ in my head.”

Setar swallowed hard. Something inside of him clicked. His father’s face from his dream popped back into his head. Setar knew they were onto something important.

Berad continued. “I was thinking last night about what we should do about our discovery yesterday, and how to handle the Pharom. I knew we needed something secure.” He placed his fingertips on the lid of the stone chest. “It dawned on me as I woke, that it made sense to first construct something for the Pharom. Permanent, as you said.” He grinned at his friend. “Then I remembered you are now King, and what better way to commemorate how that came to be, than by tying the two things together in a symbolic way?”

Setar was speechless. Everything Berad had said rang perfectly true for him, as though they had just uncovered an elusive answer they had been seeking to a question they had not yet asked. There it was, as clear as day. “The King’s Chamber,” he whispered. He looked down at the chest and closed his eyes for a moment, also placing his fingertips on the lid of the Pharom’s chest. He sensed the powerful object within. He opened his eyes. “It is perfect, Berad. I love it.”

Berad grinned happily. “I thought you might.”

Setar had a thought. “But is it too bold? To do something like this right away? Something that relates directly to me like that?”

Berad laughed softly, shaking his head. “Setar, I realize it is very new, but remember, you are King now. Your wish is my command.”

Just then, Praten walked up. He had a bit of a scowl on his face. “What command is this?”

Berad had not noticed him coming and jumped at his words.

Apparently, Setar thought to himself, he was not the only one that Praten had on edge.

Setar looked at Berad, then back to Praten. The two younger men stood up. “We discovered that we had come up with a very similar idea overnight. We think it is worth pursuing.”

Praten considered his words for a moment, and then measured his response. “Setar, I know you are King now. It was my idea after all, but I would request that I am included in decisions that are made.”

“Of course, Praten,” Berad started to explain, wanting to defend his friend, “we were only talking.”

“It sounded like more than that,” he replied gruffly.

Setar cleared his throat. He may have only been King for a night, but he quickly realized he would have to act the part if he wanted to hang on to it, and not be treated like a child by Praten.

“Praten,” he said, “I think you will agree our idea is a good one.”

“Tell me,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

They filled him on what they had been discussing.

Setar was now feeling almost giddy with excitement. The more he thought about the idea, the more it felt absolutely right.

He continued on, eager to prove his point. “We were going to spend time studying the Pharom outside the Amsara monument first, anyway, to see if it could be adapted for our purposes.”

Praten just listened.

“I think we should plan on making a permanent structure to house it on the land where my family once lived. It obviously needs protecting, now more than ever, since the area seems to power it somehow.”

“We have no idea why or how that is happening,” Praten warned.

Berad spoke up. “All the more reason to start trying to determine why. Slowly and carefully, of course. Which is why this structure would be built strong and solid. It would give us options, but allow us to assess the Pharom in a relatively safe environment.”

“I am not sure safe is a word that can truly be associated with that device.” Praten furrowed his brow as he looked down at the chest.

“I know,” Setar replied. “Down the road, we can always take the Pharom back down to the underground chambers beneath the Amsara monument, to use it as a beacon as it was meant to be. We know how to handle it there. But I want to explore the possibilities above ground first.”

“As do I,” Berad said. “We were planning to do that. However, now it seems to be powered by something we have not uncovered yet.”

“Right,” Setar said, “which could mean even greater potential. I am eager to find out what.”

“Do not forget how dangerous that thing can be,” Praten said, pointing to the chest on the floor. “It is not something to be trifled with.”

“I have not forgotten,” Setar said.

“Nor have I,” Berad added. “But our idea is a way to first protect it and try to contain it, if we can. It gives us a somewhat safe place to study it, to experiment with it.”

“We can also turn it into a kind of temple later on, for the people,” Setar suggested. “A place where they can come and worship.”

“If it proves to be safe to do so,” Praten added. “We must not get ahead of ourselves with fanciful ideas and dreams. We need to ensure we do not kill ourselves in the pursuit of them.”

Berad nodded.

Setar felt frustrated, but then he remembered his own father had suffered terrible consequences at the mercy of something he did not understand. “Agreed,” he replied.

“Setar,” Praten said, “are you certain Queen Anjia never mentioned anything like what we experienced with the Pharom yesterday? Did it ever behave that way, even slightly, when not attached to the underground platform?”

Setar shook his head. “No, never. In fact she had insisted that it could only be powered by the platform.”

“And can you be certain she was not hiding anything from you?” he pressed.

Setar considered that, but quickly dismissed it. “I do not believe there was anything she was not sharing with me, with regards to the Pharom.”

“We will have to hope there was not,” Praten replied, skeptically. “But we never know with the Selarens.”

They decided to join the others for breakfast and talk about their plans more. Announcements would have to be made and people would be curious as to what would happen next with last night’s discovery of the Pharom’s unusual behavior.

Finally, they agreed it was time to begin to put the lengthy experiments they had undertaken back in Sela, in motion. They had no idea what to expect though. Praten insisted they begin cautiously and try their experiments with the Pharom outside the strange effects of the former Draxen land. Setar had reluctantly agreed, but his thoughts were becoming ever more consumed with the mystery of the Pharom and the vision he had of his father...
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Prior to doing any experiments, there were a few things they needed to prepare. Praten was charged with designing and creating a stand for the Pharom, something safe, where they would not have to handle it directly once it was relocated to the site of the former Draxen Stronghold. Once that was done, he was also tasked with overseeing the team gathering stone blocks and other materials from around the deserted city that could be used to construct the King’s Chamber. In consultation with Setar, he and Berad had planned out the size and shape of the chamber, so he knew what kind of materials and how much would be needed for it.

While Praten was busy with that, Setar and Berad were to take a team and begin excavation of the foundation wall stones from around the site. They would need those large blocks of stone as well for the eventual creation of the chamber.

Setar and Berad got the team started on the excavation. It was going to be very difficult, slow, grueling work. In the meantime, he pulled Berad aside to confide in him and ask for his assistance.

Earlier, he had explained to both Praten and Berad how he felt a powerful compulsion to take the Pharom immediately back to the place where his father once lived and see what else it could show them.

However, he had ended up in a heated argument with Praten, who insisted they begin laying the groundwork for their plans before further taking on the additional riskier and more uncertain experiments with the Pharom. They had much to do, a great deal of hard work and limited people and resources with which to do it. Praten had also tried to drive home the point that they could afford no mistakes. They were living on the edge as it was. They still had a tremendous amount of work to do, to further establish their lives here, with housing and food and more, let alone the construction of the new King’s Chamber.

Praten also insisted that the experiments would be safer to conduct within the chamber. It would allow the Pharom to be contained at first, at least to a small degree, while they determined just what was going on with it and that site.

Berad had stayed out of the argument. Over the years, he had learned how aggressive Praten could become when he wanted things done his way. He also felt for Setar, knowing what it felt like to lose his parents and long for a connection that seemed forever out of reach and frankly impossible to regain.

Finally, Setar had given up trying to argue with the older man, who continually reminded him of the life experience and knowledge he lacked. He had an answer for every protest Setar tried to raise, quickly shooting down his ideas, telling him not to behave like an impulsive adolescent. He also reminded Setar that he, Praten, was the one who suggested he become King. He felt Setar owed him his respect and consideration, stopping short of calling it obedience. But to Setar, that is exactly what it felt like Praten was demanding.

Setar was angry, and he felt belittled by Praten. He knew he owed the older man much, but now he was standing in the way of the most important thing in Setar’s life. Honoring his father and living up to the Draxen legacy, which included fighting for what he believed was right, and letting nothing and no one stand in the way of that.

Setar was convinced the Pharom’s reaction to the site of the Draxen family land was why he had seen his father in his dream. He recalled what he had been told to do in his dream, to follow his instincts. He thought about how the Sun Disk had also once saved his father’s life so long ago. All of these powerful signs were pointing to one thing. He knew what he wanted... what he needed to do. Follow a destiny that had been laid out before him. But he kept his vision of his father, and what it led him to believe, a secret for now. He feared people would think he was losing his mind if he told them the truth of the source of his inner drive.

Berad, being a good and loyal friend had agreed to help Setar with his request. He knew there were going to be consequences; however, he could not deny his new young King this wish. He could see how passionate Setar was; he could sense his inner drive to seek out this mysterious path. He felt compelled to be at his side and see it through. He believed that knowledge and cautious reasoning needed to make room for instinct and intuition, that those things must co-exist for great things to be accomplished.

A few hours later, Praten was storming around looking for Setar. Setar and Berad were supposed to meet him back at the shelters before the evening meal to discuss how each of their day’s progress had gone. But they had not shown up.

“Setar!” Praten shouted, spotting him. “What are you doing?”

Setar turned around from speaking to Berad about the important discovery they had just made.

“I think we lost track of time,” Berad whispered to Setar. “He looks angry.”

“I will deal with him, my friend,” Setar said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You will not be blamed for this.”

Before Berad could say another word, Praten stomped over and stopped in front of them.

Praten looked around. They had the Pharom; standing up in the stone chest, it was glowing and humming away. He was furious.

“What is that doing here? I told you... “

Setar cut him off. “Is the stand for the Pharom ready?” He was not ready to share with Praten what they had found, just yet, or what he and Berad had discussed as possibilities for their discovery.

“It is,” Praten replied, narrowing his eyes. “I was doing what I said I would be doing, unlike...”

Setar cut him off again, “Good, and the building materials?”

Praten could not believe the attitude that Setar was displaying. The young man had never spoken to him in this manner before. “We have a solid start, but it will take time to...”

Setar held up his hand. “Tomorrow, first thing, I want to continue our experiments from Sela here,” he said, pointing to the ground, “on this site. Using the Pharom.”

Praten’s hands clenched into fists. In a voice tight with anger, he replied, “I told you we need to wait. You are rushing into things you do not understand. Have you learned no lessons from the past?”

Setar felt something inside of him fire up. “I am no longer a child. I am a Draxen and I intend to honor my family. You do not have my instincts.” He glared at the much taller, older man. “It is you who is faced with something you do not understand. My father did not stand for doubters, or those who did not share his vision.”

“And where did that get him, Setar?” Praten challenged, leaning in towards him, intimidating him with his size.

Berad gasped at his brazen and cruel statement.

“Do not speak of my father that way!” Setar said, nearly exploding with rage. “Do not ever talk to me with such disrespect!” He was shaking he was so angry.

Praten backed off.

Berad stayed silent.

“I have given you my orders,” Setar continued, “and I expect you to follow them. Have the equipment ready. I will speak to the people tonight.”

Praten was fuming. He would bide his time for now. But, he vowed to himself, he would see the insolent young boy pay for his arrogance, an unfortunate trait he had obviously picked up from the hated Selarens.
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Experimentation

Circa 10,000 B.C.

It had been a difficult night. After their evening meal, Setar had asked everyone to gather ‘round, as he had some announcements he wanted to make. Berad stood at his side, slightly behind him as he spoke.

Setar had explained that earlier in the day, he and Berad had investigated every square inch of the land the Draxen Stronghold once stood on. They had methodically taken the Pharom around the area to see if the phenomenon was stronger or would behave differently in certain places.

Much to their surprise, he revealed that they had found a relatively small and mysterious area, near the center of the land, where the Pharom’s response suddenly strengthened. The Pharom glowed and hummed wherever they took it on the land, but from whichever direction they approached, this particular area affected it more. It seemed to be some kind of a focal point for the strange energy occurrence. Once they were a short ways past the outer wall, beyond the borders of the former Draxen land, Setar told them that the effects again diminished, then stopped altogether.

Setar continued by stating that due to this new discovery, he intended to resume the experiments they had undertaken in Sela, beginning tomorrow morning, on the Draxen land. He would be using the Pharom and Sun Disk as part of it. He said he expected the phenomenon to aid their goals immeasurably, rather than hinder them. He had already asked two strong and able-bodied men, Veraz and Mitar, to assist him and Berad with the plan by carrying and maneuvering the heavy Sun Disk, while he and Berad managed the Pharom. The two men had agreed to participate.

When Praten heard all of this news, it only ignited his anger even more, knowing that Setar had purposely kept this information from him when he had confronted him about what he was doing with the Pharom. He saw this as a turning point for Setar. Now, the young King was keeping secrets and doling out information when it suited him, making vital decisions without consulting him or even showing him the respect and courtesy of including him.

Praten had not expected this from him. It felt controlling and devious. He surmised that the Kingship had rapidly gone to Setar’s head and that the young man was becoming dangerously unpredictable. He realized that Setar was rebelling against Praten’s attempts at reigning in his wild impulses, just like he had rebelled against the Royal Family. Perhaps he should have expected it, he thought.

He would have to watch him closely. For now, he would try not to overtly cross Setar, as it likely would only result in more rebellion, but it changed some things for Praten. He was becoming increasingly and alarmingly shut out and he would not stand for it. That was not the way this was to go, he vowed to himself. He needed to be smart, careful, and calculating about his own choices and actions if he was to carry on with his plan.

However, Praten was not the only one who was wary of Setar’s plans and requests. The rest of the people were visibly nervous and shocked when they heard what Setar intended to do. Whispers abounded about the risks of such an undertaking. This was also a much, much faster timeline than they had expected or prepared for. They feared it was too fast. No one had forgotten what the Pharom had done to their people in the past and many present had lost loved ones in the tragedy. Questions were also raised about how radically different this would be from the experiments they had undertaken back in Sela and what the implications of that were.

Setar dodged those last questions, but tried to assuage their fears. He told them that in his role as King, he was reclaiming the land in the name of the Draxens, but said that all of the Kierani who followed him as leader would benefit fully from its wonders. He declared he would not horde discoveries or precious resources, that all would be shared and used for the betterment of their society, for each and everyone one of them. He also told them that he believed this was the right course of action for all of them; that mysterious energy on the Draxen land was a sign for them to act.

That quieted the group somewhat, and gave them much to think about, but still many furtive, worried glances were shared, their fears being silenced only for the moment.

Berad had quietly observed Setar all this time. He was still loyal to his friend, but he could not help but notice that Setar had become ever more single-minded in his approach, and that he was becoming more and more obsessed with the Pharom. He never left it. He took it everywhere he went, along with a guard, to ensure its safety. All of his actions and decisions were influenced by it, by Setar wanting to uncover its secrets. Berad had witnessed him staring at it endlessly. He wondered if it was starting to cloud his judgement. He hoped not. He knew the price their people had paid for that in the past. He hoped that Setar was not blindly leading them back to such a terrible fate. He also sensed there was something Setar was not telling him...
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Setar was now brimming with nervous energy. Today was the day he intended to explore the Pharom’s mystifying reaction to his family’s land. He had had a vivid dream last night, of his father, Zhek. In it, they were walking across the Draxen land on a moonlit night. The moon was larger than Setar had ever seen. Zhek, no longer showing any signs of injury, was telling him a story. It was about how they were meant to journey through life together, that they were connected, inseparable, but that sometimes it was hard to see that. Setar asked him why he left, but Zhek said he had not left. That he was with him and always had been. That Setar needed to believe that with all of his heart and soul.

Setar felt immensely comforted in the dream and when he awoke that morning, it had felt completely real. It lifted his spirits tremendously, and fueled his drive even more to explore the Pharom’s connection to the land of his family, and to his father. He was sure he was being affected by the Pharom’s energy. It was trying to tell him something, he was certain of it. He fervently believed it was sending a message from his father to him. Telling him to go back to the Draxen land and uncover its hidden secrets. To touch something of his father. To Setar, the Pharom now felt almost alive, somehow; it had a presence. He imagined that its energy output was like a heartbeat, one that was beginning to resonate with his own.

It was time. There was a nervous hush over everyone. Setar had told the people that anyone who wished to stay behind, could. But, in spite of their fear and misgivings, their curiosity handily won out. No one wanted to miss out on what might be a momentous day in their people’s history. They wanted to be a part of it. To witness what was coming, no matter what.

Setar carried the stone chest containing the Pharom. It was heavy, but he had become used to it for the most part. He could not bear to be apart from it. Not for a moment.

Berad accompanied him, offering to help in any way he could. Setar had only asked that he remain by his side and told his friend that they would figure things out as they unfolded, together, that he needed his support. Berad readily agreed and swore to uphold his King’s wishes.

This boosted Setar’s confidence. He was grateful for his loyalty. He needed it. He knew that Praten was going to be difficult to contend with, but his unwillingness to see Setar’s point of view, or to consider supporting his wishes, meant that he had to step around the older man to move this plan forward. Since Praten had essentially paved the way for him to be King, he was counting on that for him not resist too strongly to Setar now taking the lead.

Veraz and Mitar had already gone ahead to the site with the Sun Disk. They had been asked to stay back a ways from the focal point of energy that had been identified. Setar and Berad wanted to settle in with the Pharom first, and try a couple of things before bringing the Sun Disk into their experiments. They both believed that the Sun Disk, created from a similar metal alloy to that of the Pharom, would be affected as well, though to a much lesser degree.

Setar and Berad arrived with the Pharom, to a waiting crowd. The people parted to allow them a path through to the Draxen land.

“Hail, King Setar!” one man yelled out.

The cheer went through the crowd, as person after person shouted it out.

“All hail our Draxen King!” someone else called out.

Setar could not help but smile at their salutations.

Berad also grinned. “See, your people love you,” he whispered to Setar.

He glanced at Berad, then back at the crowd. “I also want their respect and loyalty,” Setar replied. “For my father. I hope today will bring me closer to that.” He looked down at the precious item he carried. “I believe this will change the course of my life, of all of our lives.” He felt keenly aware of the low-grade energy it gave off.

Berad nodded. “And I believe in you, my King.” He smiled at Setar.

They continued on. The people gave them a wide berth.

Suddenly Setar felt something akin to an electrical charge course through him. It momentarily stopped him in his tracks. “The Pharom. We have reached the edge of the energy field; I can feel it reacting to it. It is amazing.”

Berad looked down at the chest. “May I?” he asked, gesturing towards the chest.

“Of course,” Setar replied.

Berad touched his fingers to the stone lid. He beamed, as he felt the tingling sensation in his hand course up his arm. It was a gentle sensation, but noticeably charged. “Amazing, indeed.”

Setar’s heart beat faster. He could not wait to see what might be possible with this amazing piece of technology, something that his father and grandfather had sought so fervently. Now, here he was, bringing it to their land, to them, as King. He could think of no better way to honor their sacrifices than to finish what they started, to fulfill their vision for their people and their people’s future.

Praten was waiting for them near the area Setar and Berad had identified as an energy convergence point. He had brought the four-legged stand for the Pharom he had fashioned out of scrap metal. It was a few feet tall, topped by a metal base and made out of a silvery material. A metallic cone surrounded the base, where the Pharom was to sit.

He saw the two young men walking towards him, grinning like fools. Inwardly, he scoffed at their youthful arrogance and impulsiveness. Apparently, he thought to himself, life had not yet taught them well enough the hard lessons to themselves and to others of the consequences of their actions. He scowled. They thought this was exciting, they were enthralled by their enigmatic discovery, thinking that it anointed them as special, wise beyond their years, impervious to danger. He hoped they would not all be paying a heavy price for their lack of foresight and caution. If a price was to be paid, then Setar should pay it alone, he told himself.

Setar made eye contact with Praten. He could tell at once the large man was greatly displeased. He was going to attempt to be diplomatic.

“Praten,” he said, looking at the stand, “my thanks for so quickly making that for the Pharom.”

Berad eyed Praten, inwardly cringing. He feared this was going to be a contentious exchange.

Setar continued, “It is going to be most helpful in this endeavor.”

Praten was incensed. He did not hold back or bother with any pretense. “Our experiments in Sela were nothing like this, Setar. We have no idea what may happen if you do this.”

“My instincts are telling me that this is what I must do,” Setar shot back.

“Your instincts?” Praten scoffed at him. “You are not even yet a man, we cannot rely on the instincts of a boy with little life experience, let alone the wisdom to know how to handle something this sophisticated and dangerous.”

“You forget, I am King now, Praten,” Setar said, narrowing his eyes. “You will obey my orders.”

Praten went red in the face. He wanted to choke the life out of Setar in that moment. He could not believe his rather sudden petulant attitude of late. He had expected a much more malleable young King, one who would follow his guidance and suggestions, but it had turned out nothing like his expectations. This changed things. He swallowed. He needed to govern himself carefully. He still had plans he intended to follow. He changed his tack.

“Your Highness,” he addressed Setar with a hint of a sneer, “should you not take the counsel of your closest advisors? Those who spent countless hours in that cave back in Sela, painstakingly laying the groundwork for this moment?”

“Based on this new development with the Pharom, how it is powered by my family’s land, I have decided to alter our original plans.”

“Without consulting with me,” Praten said.

“I did,” Setar replied. “You did not want to hear me.”

“I heard you with perfect clarity,” Praten retorted. He pointed at the chest. “Something so unpredictable and powerful is too dangerous to mishandle. But you do not know what you are dealing with.”

Setar shook his head. “We would have no way of knowing how the Pharom should or could react to this strange energy region,” Setar argued. “There is no manual for this, because no one ever conceived of it, or suspected such a thing.” He held out his hands. “Face this truth, we are on our own here. I am providing leadership and guidance now, I am following my instincts, which I believe will help us unlock even more secrets about this place.”

Praten glared at him. “It is reckless, Setar. You must see that.”

Setar was beyond reasoning with. Setar thought of his father. He knew that Zhek Draxen would never have stood for this. He felt emboldened by that notion as well as by the energy the Pharom was giving off. “Follow me, or leave. The choice is up to you.”

Praten was taken aback at Setar’s relentlessly myopic view of things.

“Well?” Setar pressed, his slate-grey eyes sending a challenging gaze towards the older man.

Praten let out an audible huff. “We will do it your way, then, King. But mark my words, we will regret it.”

“Perhaps you will,” Setar said, then turned away.
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The crowd had now moved closer to them, but still maintained what they thought was somewhat of a safe distance. Veraz and Mitar waited with the Sun Disk.

Setar nodded towards them. “Wait there until I call for you,” he called out to them.

They waved their acknowledgement.

Praten wanted to stop this, but he could tell Setar was not going to back down.

“How do you want to proceed?” he asked, instead.

Setar looked at Berad, then down at the heavy chest. He set it down on the ground. His arms had grown weary of carrying it, but once he was no longer holding it, he missed its energy thrumming against him.

“Berad,” Setar said, “please place the stand in the center of the area of convergence.”

He did as he was asked.

Praten glared at him as he reached for the metallic stand.

They had previously delineated the area, roughly four feet wide by eight feet long, with thin, dead tree branches they had collected from the property.

Berad cast a nervous glance Setar’s way. “And now?”

“I will place the Pharom on the stand,” he replied.

Praten motioned the crowd to back away even farther. There was no need to state why, they knew.

The sun was climbing higher in the sky. The day was warming up quickly. The Sun Disk glinted in the light.

Berad watched nervously as Setar knelt down and removed the lid from the chest.

The crowd gasped and murmured, as they saw the strange object glowing preternaturally within the chest. Its hum was more audible now.

Praten tensed. He clenched his teeth. He was angry that they were not taking a more measured approach to this. But then, he thought, Setar’s reckless disregard for safety, including his own, could prove useful. Everything was unfolding so fast, that it would prove challenging for Setar to keep an eye on all the moving parts.

Setar gazed at the Pharom for a moment, in awe of its mysterious beauty. His father’s face appeared in his mind’s eye, giving him courage. He smiled. He reached in and gingerly wrapped his hands around the base of the Pharom. At once he felt the familiar zing, now stronger, course through his entire body. It did not hurt, it felt good, incredibly good. It made him feel powerful, more capable than he had ever felt in his life. This had to signify that what he was doing was meant to be, he told himself.

Everyone stood perfectly still, not moving, not speaking, as Setar lifted the Pharom out of the chest. He stood up, holding the Pharom for a moment as he stared at it, watching for signs it was changing. Now free of the confines of the chest, it began to hum a little louder and its colors were glowing, changing, and swirling at a slightly faster rate.

“Are you all right, Setar?” Berad asked, shifting backwards a step as he saw the changes in the Pharom. “Does it seem all right to you?”

Setar nodded, not taking his eyes off it. “Everything is fine,” he said, his lips curving into a grin. “Better than fine, in fact.”

Praten narrowed his eyes. He could see the almost hypnotic effect it was having on Setar. He also took a step back. He wanted to remain clear-headed and focused. He wanted to stay on the lookout for any signs of danger... or opportunity.

Setar walked the few steps to the stand. Slowly and carefully he placed it on the stand. It fit perfectly. Praten had done his job well. He took his hands away and stepped back a little. He watched it for a moment, with bated breath. But it seemed stable.

He turned to Berad and Praten. “See, it is fine.” He beamed, now turning to the crowd. “Behold the Pharom!”

With a great release of tension, they clapped and cheered.

“It is beautiful, is it not?” Setar shouted to them.

“Yes, King, beautiful,” one man yelled back. Many also repeated the sentiments.

Berad spoke up, “Perhaps we should leave it here for a time, to see if anything changes, or affects it, before we proceed with anything else.”

Setar shook his head. “Please, find a large rock. Set it down near the Pharom. Let us see what happens.”

“Not too big,” Praten warned, “just in case.”

Both Praten and Setar stepped back even farther from the Pharom.

Berad understood his meaning. He scoured the area, and found what he was looking for. He lifted the small boulder, several inches in diameter, and brought it over to Setar.

Setar looked disappointed, but did not choose to challenge Praten over this. He nodded. “That will do for now.” He pointed to a spot in front of the Pharom. “Set it down there.”

He looked, and then hesitated for a moment.

“Do you wish for me to do it?” Setar asked.

Berad quickly shook his head. “No, you are King. I will do this.” Swallowing hard, he ducked down lower to the ground and gently rolled the stone to the spot that Setar had indicated. He jumped back, startling everyone around him.

“Did you feel something?” Setar asked, eager to know anything he could learn about the Pharom.

Berad shook his head, his cheeks burning bright red with embarrassment. “No, I think I am just scared and nervous. I apologize for startling you.”

“No need for apologies,” Setar said, returning his gaze to the Pharom and the stone that sat motionless before it. “It is understandable.”

Praten bit his tongue. This careless young man had no idea the degree of fire he was playing with.

They all watched and waited for a time, but nothing happened.

Setar frowned. He had expected for the Pharom to have some kind of effect on the stone, but nothing.

“Perhaps we will have to replicate our experiments in Sela, after all,” Praten suggested, with a slight smugness in his tone.

Setar felt frustrated. “I do not understand why the energy output that is created from being on this land does not impact the stone.”

Berad’s face was scrunched up in confusion as well. He was searching for answers, but they had none. Only options. “What if we try objects made from other materials?”

Setar’s face lit up with hope. “Very good idea, Berad. Would you please get some things?” He returned his gaze to the Pharom. “I will stay here and watch the Pharom.”

Berad looked at Praten. The older man crossed his arms over his chest and planted his feet apart, indicating he would not be helping with this task. Berad said nothing; he knew this was Praten’s silent way of protesting their rushed experiments.

Berad spoke to another man, Fazil, and asked him to find a few objects. A short time later, they returned with the items. They had gathered a couple of tools, a thick tree branch, a couple of different sized pieces of scrap metal, a bowl, a musical instrument, and sack of fruit. They showed them to Setar and Praten.

Praten was silent.

“Excellent,” Setar said. “Let us try the items one by one.”

“Shall I move the stone first?” Berad asked.

Setar glanced over at it. “No, it does not seem to be affected. I do not think that these items will make a difference.”

“As you wish,” Berad replied. He nodded to Fazil to bring the first item over.

The crowd watched as they tried each of the items in turn, taking the previous item away, before setting the next one down. But still nothing. Finally, they just left the stone in place and took the other items away.

“It is not working,” Setar said, feeling disappointed.

“We have no idea what we are doing,” Praten said, no longer able to stay quiet and growing more frustrated by the minute. “We cannot expect quick results exactly tailored to your wishes.”

Setar inwardly cringed at his condescending tone. He wanted to retort back at him, telling him he lacked vision and to stop his endless doubting that this energy field was a significant discovery, but instead he considered his words. He could not deny the reality of the situation. He had hoped for a sign of what to do next, a guidepost, a feeling, something to let him know what his next move should be.

Then he looked up and saw it. The Sun Disk. It was glinting beautifully in the sunlight, its golden-bronze color shining brightly, as though it had never been damaged by the explosions or by being buried for so long. It was as if it were indestructible. He thought of his father, Zhek, reflecting on how it had saved his life. That is it, Setar thought to himself, the missing piece.

He waved at Veraz and Mitar. “Bring the Sun Disk to me.”

They nodded and lifted the heavy circular disk and carried it towards to Setar, giving the Pharom a wide berth and wary glances.

Fifteen feet away, they both stopped suddenly and set it down upright on the ground, each keeping hold of it on either side. They looked up at one another.

“You feel that?” Mitar asked, his eyebrows raised.

Veraz nodded. “I do. The disk is warmer here and my hands are now tingling from touching it.”

“What is going on?” Setar asked, walking towards them. “Why did you stop?”

Veraz looked up, frowning. “It seems to be even more energized now.”

“It is?” Setar asked, excited that the energy in the land was also resonating with the disk. He reached out to touch it gently. Praten and Berad also walked up to see what was going on. They touched it as well.

They all felt it. The metal was very warm to the touch, but not uncomfortably so. More so than could be accounted for by the sunlight alone. The strong tingling effect also gave them a sense of well-being, almost a euphoric sensation.

“What a wonderful feeling,” Veraz commented.

Mitar nodded.

Then, they all heard it. The hum grew louder. They looked back at the Pharom. It was now glowing brighter and pulsating faster.

Berad regarded Setar. “What are you thinking?”

Setar was deep in thought. “They are made from similar alloys. It is not surprising that they both respond to the energy in this area.”

“Indeed,” Berad replied, looking from the Sun Disk to the Pharom. They were amazing items. He wished he knew more about them.

Praten spoke up, “We should proceed carefully here, Setar.”

Setar looked at him. He considered his warning. But he could not bear to stop now. He had to move things forward, to see if they could make some kind of a breakthrough. The proximity of the Pharom and the Sun Disk, situated on this land, was having a powerfully energizing effect on him.

He decided to ignore Praten’s words of warning. “I want the Sun Disk brought closer to the Pharom, on the other side of the rock. I want to see what happens when they are brought together on this energy convergence point. I have a feeling they will react to one another.” His face lit up. “Perhaps this will also prove to be a short-cut to our Sela experiments.”

“Short-cuts are not what we should be concerned with right now, Setar,” Praten snapped.

Setar levelled a challenging gaze at him. “My concern is tapping into the potential of these two objects. There is something special going on here and I intend to see where it leads.”

“It may lead to our deaths, if we are not careful.”

Berad cut in, “I propose a compromise.” He motioned to the Sun Disk. “Let us do it slowly. Move the disk slowly towards the Pharom. If something starts to go wrong, it may give us a chance to mitigate the effect.”

He looked from Setar to Praten.

Both considered his suggestion.

“I think that is reasonable,” Setar said. “Good idea, Berad.”

“Praten?” Berad pressed.

He held up his hands. “The King has spoken.”

Setar noted he did not have a tone of respect, but he did not care about Praten’s attitude right now. He looked at Veraz and Mitar. “We will move it forward slowly, as Berad has indicated.” He pointed towards the Pharom. “Take it to within five feet of the Pharom. That should be the edge of the energy’s focal point.”

The two men looked at one another with concerned expressions, but they silently agreed to accede to their young King’s wishes.

“Very well, Your Majesty,” Veraz replied.

Mitar nodded.

“Good,” Setar said, “I will go stand on the other side of Pharom and keep an eye on it for any signs of trouble. Wait until I am in position.”

He headed back to the Pharom, with Praten and Berad following behind.

Once in position, Setar waved them forward. “Take it a foot at a time. Tell us if you notice anything that concerns you.”

They did as he asked, lifting the deceptively weighty metallic disk and carrying it forward.

The crowd waiting anxiously, whispering amongst themselves, speculating as to what might happen. Some questioned the wisdom of sticking around to watch, but their curiosity was too strong to make the choice to leave. They did back away even farther, though.

Veraz and Mitar, both strong men, took the disk forward, foot-by-foot, pausing for a few seconds in between to see if there were any changes. As they got to within ten feet of the designated area, they noticed something. They set it down.

“It grows hotter now,” Mitar called out. “And the energy it is radiating is becoming stronger.” He rubbed his fingertips together. “It is definitely reacting to something the closer we get.”

Veraz nodded. “Shall we stop here?”

Setar quickly shook his head. “No, not yet. Come closer. Slowly.”

Trying to keep their nerves in check, they did as their King asked.

“The effects are intensifying,” Veraz said, as they stopped again, now eight feet away.

“Is it too hot to touch?” Setar asked.

They shook their heads. “We can withstand it, but the energy it is radiating still grows.”

Setar looked at the Pharom. It was glowing brighter, the kaleidoscope of colors swirling beautifully within it.

“What do you think?” Berad asked him.

Setar glanced to the stone that sat on the ground before the Pharom. He pointed at it. “It has not been affected. It should be safe.”

“Safe,” Praten scoffed. “That is not a word I would associate with that device.”

Once again, Setar ignored him. He waved Veraz and Mitar forward. “Come.”

They both tensed, but did as he asked.

“The effects are still intensifying,” Veraz said as they set it down, now only six feet away. He rubbed his fingers together. “It is like a strong electrical charge.”

Setar considered things for a moment. He glanced at the Pharom. The hum grew slightly louder, but it did not seem to be malfunctioning as far as he could tell. “Come forward, but stop if it gets to be too much.” He did not want anyone hurt.

“Understood,” Mitar replied.

The two men lifted the Sun Disk and took a couple of more steps forward.

From out of nowhere a sudden hot, fierce howling wind started blowing between the Pharom and the Sun Disk, then there was a loud boom, followed by two screams.

Everyone close by ducked for cover. The people in the crowd screamed and scattered.

Off in the distance they heard a loud crash and a heavy thud. A chill in the air descended for a few seconds, then the temperature returned to normal. The winds stopped as suddenly as they had begun.

One by one, they all looked up.

“Veraz!” Berad called out. “Mitar!”

Setar glanced over in their direction. He gasped. They were flat on the ground, unconscious. He ran over to them.

Praten and Berad did as well.

All three knelt down next to them, checking to see if they were still breathing. They were.

The men came to a few seconds later, moaning.

“Veraz, Mitar,” Berad said, “are you all right?”

They opened their eyes, blinked several times to get their bearings and then tried to sit up.

Veraz winced in pain.

Mitar cried out and fell back down.

“What is it?”

“My hand,” Veraz said, holding his wrist, “I think it is broken.”

Mitar was holding his shoulder. “Mine too, and I think my arm is also broken.”

Just then, Setar realized something. “The Sun Disk,” he said, looking around. “It is gone.” He glanced behind him. The Pharom was glowing and humming but not as strongly now.

Berad looked, too. “The boulder, it is also gone.”

They both looked past the men, farther into the field.

Berad pointed. “Those dead trees over there,” he said, “they have been broken, shorn off.”

“The Sun Disk?” Setar asked.

“It must be,” Berad answered.

“We must get these men some medical attention,” Praten said. He called out for a healer and for some men to help them up. “Setar, put the Pharom back in the chest, for now,” he said, and without waiting for an answer, he added, “Do not argue with me on this. These men are injured and in pain. As King, they are your responsibility.”

Setar nodded. He agreed. “I will.” He looked at the two men. “Help is coming.”

They grunted their replies.

Praten got them some water to drink, as help arrived.

Setar went to place the Pharom back in the chest, when he stepped on something strange. He looked down at his sandaled feet and stepped back. “What is that?” he whispered to himself, noticing a scorch mark. He knelt down and felt a powdery grey substance in the center of it. “Berad!”

Berad hurried over. “What is it?” He knelt down beside Setar, frowning. “The ground looks burned.”

“It does,” Setar replied. “And this,” he said, rubbing the grey powder between his fingers. “What do you make of it?”

Berad touched the powder. It felt like fine silt. His eyes widened as a realization came to him. “The boulder?”

Setar’s jaw dropped open. “It was pulverized?” He looked at Berad.

Berad stood up. He ran his hands over his hair. He was trying to figure out an explanation for what had happened.

Setar stood as well, but then felt his vision go dark. He wavered, and then fell, blacking out completely. Moments later he felt water splashing on his face.

“Setar!” Berad said, gently shaking him. “Wake up!”

Setar’s eyes fluttered open. “What happened?

“I think you fainted.”

Setar blinked. Berad helped him sit up. He still felt a bit woozy. “I saw my father,” Setar said, trying to make sense of things. He had felt him, his presence, somehow. “It was like a dream. So vivid. So real.” In his vision, Zhek had reached out to him, whispering the word, “Almost...”
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CHAPTER 20

[image: image]


[image: 00008.jpeg]
Revelations – A Deeper Truth

Present Day

Everyone was quiet for a few moments. Fear, worry, and anticipation were roiling around inside them, each for different reasons.

Alex’s heart was pounding in her chest. She sensed her life was about to change forever, beyond what had just happened, and it both scared and excited her.

“The two men who came after us, after the Pharom,” Mitch said, “did you know they’d be coming?”

Dr. Khadesh looked down at the place where they died. “We knew they would eventually, yes, but we did not know when or where. Or who they were. We did not wish to take a life.” He closed his eyes for a moment, feeling the remorse.

Khamir waited for him, his expression one of resignation.

“My son and I,” Dr. Khadesh said, “we are the guardians of the Pharom, the Kierani heritage, and therefore...” his voice trailed off.

Mitch frowned. “And therefore what?”

Dr. Khadesh looked from Mitch to Alex. His brown, gold-flecked eyes were filled with warmth and compassion. “And therefore, the two of you.”

Alex felt a tingling in the back of her neck.

“Because of our work on the Sphinx?” Mitch said. “Because of what we’ve learned?”

Dr. Khadesh gave him a soft smile. “That is only a small part of it.”

“Small?” Mitch said incredulously as he looked at Khamir with a quizzical expression, but Khamir was holding his own expression in check and remained silent. “I don’t understand.”

Alex just waited and watched and listened.

“The dreams the two of you have shared, guiding you here,” Dr. Khadesh began, “your drive to understand the mystery of the Sphinx, your journeys to Egypt, to this place. It is not mere coincidence you were drawn here.” He looked at Alex. “What you first uncovered here was no accident.”

She considered what he was saying. “The chest that I found... is that what you’re talking about?”

“The one you tripped over the first time we were in Egypt with Dustimaine?” Jack asked, recalling how this had all began. It was a moment that had changed all of their lives forever.

“Yes,” he said. “Alex, you were drawn to it. Every cell in your being was moving to this place, to this experience, to reconnect with something you could only sense.” He looked at Mitch. “You have the same pull.”

“I don’t understand what you mean,” Mitch said. “Are you talking about being interested in Egyptology?”

“Far, far more than that.”

A chill ran through Alex’s body. She looked down at the pendant, her eyes wide with wonder. The pendant warmed in her hand, its pulsing energy resonating with her. A new understanding began to unfold within her. One that felt right on some strange level, but also scared her, deeply. “No, it can’t be...”

They all watched her reaction.

She started to tremble. She looked from Dr. Khadesh to Khamir to the Pharom. Its changing colors and energy rhythms were almost hypnotic. “I know this place. I know...” She suddenly gasped as she sensed something different about the room, almost as if there were a larger presence in the chamber, but one of which she was inextricably a part. A familiarity that extended beyond memory. Her whole body now tingled as a rush of feeling and sensation and recognition flooded through her. “Oh my God,” she whispered, looking at the two guardians. It was as if she was seeing them, truly seeing them, for the very first time. “It’s true...”

“Alex?” Mitch said, growing alarmed. “What’s true?”

Khamir’s face softened as a trace of smile crossed his lips. He could see the change in her as her mind opened to what they were trying to unveil. He knew this was a point of no return. He felt his father’s hand gently touch his shoulder in an unspoken communication.

“It is also no coincidence that the two of you are such close friends and share the same interests and passions for this place,” Dr. Khadesh said, pointing to Mitch and Alex.

She looked at Mitch and inhaled sharply. It was as though she was also seeing him in a brand new light. As if the blinders she had worn her entire life were finally coming off.

“What is it?” Mitch asked, feeling slightly alarmed by her response.

“Could somebody tell us what this means?” Jack pressed.

“Jack, Bob,” Dr. Khadesh said, “your two friends here share more than a passion for Egyptology.”

They looked at Mitch and Alex, perplexed.

“What?” Jack said. “They’re distant relations?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Khamir replied.

“What?” Mitch asked, letting out a nervous laugh.

“The two of you,” Dr. Khadesh said, stepping forward and taking one of each of their hands in his, “are descendants of the Kierani.”

Alex felt the knowledge of that shoot through her on a very deep level. Her mind suddenly sparked, and she felt a sense of giddiness, of relief, with the recognition of a long hidden truth come to light. Shock and happiness and an insatiable curiosity all raced through her at once as her mind tried to put the pieces of this life-changing puzzle together. “We are...” she said, breathlessly. She wavered and began to drop.

Mitch quickly caught her in his arms. He gently lowered her down to sit on the floor with her back propped up against the sarcophagus. “I think I need to sit down, too,” he said, sitting next to her, their shoulders touching.

The rest of them sat down on the chamber floor as well, avoiding the tarped area.

Jack and Bob looked at one another with shocked expressions, trying to make sense of things.

“I guess nothing should surprise us anymore?” Jack asked quietly.

“I guess not.” Bob swallowed hard. “This isn’t just a wild dream, is it?”

“Don’t think so, buddy,” Jack replied.

The two of them fell quiet.

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir waited patiently, giving them all time to let the news sink in.

Finally, Alex spoke, “I don’t know what to make of this, what to do, what to think.” She was breathless. She felt like she could faint; it was such a shock, and yet, something deeper within her wanted desperately to connect to the truth of her existence, her purpose. At once, things on an intuitive level started to make more sense to her, yet, at the same time, a seemingly endless stream of questions threatened to overwhelm her.

Mitch nodded. “Same here. Or where we go from here.” He felt like his world was tilting on its axis. He was desperate to hang on to something, anything for balance as he tried to process the news.

“We understand,” Dr. Khadesh said, “that will take time. We will help you. I promise. It is too much to take in all at once. I am sure you are both feeling overwhelmed, scared, confused...”

Alex let out a strangled laugh. “All of that times a million.”

“Yeah,” Mitch said, feeling the color drain from his face. “A million times a million.”

Dr. Khadesh’s face was etched with compassion. He knew this was going to be a difficult journey for them. “Do not try to grasp this all right now. Just breathe. My son and I will guide you through this. Do not worry.”

They nodded, still looking incredibly nervous and ill at ease.

Jack and Bob were both trying their best to hide how much they were freaking out on the inside. They didn’t want to rattle their friends any further, and they had no idea what to do with this staggering revelation. Fear and uncertainty, coupled with loyalty and intense curiosity, kept them rooted in place.

Dr. Khadesh continued, “As a first step, we have more to show you here in this chamber.”

“Wait,” Jack interjected, “I just thought of something. How do you know they’re Kierani? When did you find out?”

“Good questions,” Bob said.

Dr. Khadesh took a deep breath. “We began to suspect it when Alex started having visions of this chamber. And then Mitch was having companion dreams. This was happening too often, and this time it was not just when they were exposed to the Pharom’s energy.”

“Plus,” Khamir added, “it was happening at the same time as the two deceased would-be thieves were beginning their hunt for the Pharom. We surmised they had a deeper connection to the Pharom than we first realized.”

They all listened intently, hearts pounding, minds racing.

Khamir scooted forward a bit. “The nature of her visions, and how she responded to our meditation exercise got our attention. Only someone with a connection to this place, to the Kierani past would spontaneously start seeing these things.” He looked at Mitch and Alex. “Then we tested your DNA. The morning we left, before we came back a day later to say we needed to come here, to the Great Pyramid,” he paused, a sheepish look on his face, “and after I cooked you breakfast, we took your coffee cups and had them tested.”

Looks of surprise crossed Mitch and Alex’s faces.

Dr. Khadesh continued, “When we got the results back, we knew we needed to bring you here.”

“Why here?” Jack asked. “I mean, I’ve got a million questions, I’m sure we all do, it’s hard to know where to even begin, but why not just tell us at your place?”

“Because,” Dr. Khadesh said, his eyes communicating the importance of what he was telling them, “this place has very special significance, a special purpose. Learning this truth is a life-changing experience, but only the first part of what we want that experience to be for you. For you all.”

“So,” Bob said, his head swimming with questions and fears, “bringing us to this place also resulted in a very bad confrontation. Was that part of the plan, too?” His voice was still laced with mistrust. It was everything he could do to keep his rising panic at bay.

“How do we answer that?” Dr. Khadesh replied, considering his next words. “To be honest, once we got wind someone was snooping around, looking for information about the accident at the Sphinx and the Pharom, we knew they would show themselves eventually. After the prisoner, Maximilian’s man, was killed in prison, we figured whoever was out there would know something about the Pharom and if they kept coming, it was because they intended to take it.”

“By any means necessary, it seemed,” Khamir added.

Alex nodded. “Yeah, I can see that.”

“So, you lured them here? With us in the room?” Bob asked, growing angry.

“No, not exactly,” Khamir said.

Jack huffed. “What does that mean?”

Dr. Khadesh put his hands out for calm. “It means that we believed, because of events that had unfolded, that Mitch and Alex had to be told of their heritage, and shown what it means. Which necessitated coming here.” He took a deep breath. “We, as Kierani priests, believed that it was their destiny. And if that meant the threat was to show itself, that was meant to be as well. All had a role to play.”

Mitch started to say something, then stopped. He paused, gathering his thoughts as he drew a sobering conclusion. He cleared his throat. “You knew that if someone came here, into this chamber, you could neutralize them if you had to.”

“Yes,” Dr. Khadesh replied.

“Hang on a second,” Jack said, feeling heated, “why didn’t you just have them arrested before they got into the chamber? Have guards outside who could protect us?”

“We sent the guards away,” Khamir said.

“What?” Bob asked, the pitch of his voice climbing high. “Were we bait? You gambled with our lives? We could’ve been shot!”

“Some of us again,” Jack added with a grimace.

“Please,” Dr. Khadesh said, motioning for things to calm down again, “I know this will not be easy to hear or to understand, but I ask you to just listen. Hear us out.”

“Guys,” Alex said, “please, I need to hear this.” She pointed to Mitch. “At least for our sakes, let’s let them explain.” Her head was spinning. She needed to understand. “This is all so overwhelming.”

Mitch nodded. He was desperate for answers. “Yeah, please. You can tell how important this is to us.”

“Says the people without bullet holes in them,” Jack muttered under his breath.

Bob shook his head, his face etched with frustration. He understood how much this meant to them and why, but he was still angry for the risks that had been taken without their knowledge. “Fine,” he grumbled. “For you guys.”

Mitch put a hand on his burly shoulder. “Thanks Bob. You’ve always been there for us.”

Jack, feeling a bit mischievous, leaned over and whispered in his ear. “You got touched by an alien, ha ha!”

Alex leaned over and mussed up Jack’s hair. “There, you’re even, you brats.”

Jack turned beet red.

Bob stuck his tongue out at him, scrunching up his face.

“Glad to see your senses of humor are coming back,” Dr. Khadesh commented with a smile. “You four have been through a lot together, and now more than ever, you should stay by each other’s sides. No one else knows your secrets, your truths, what this means to each of you. You are family in a way.”

Alex teared up at that. “We are. All of us are, really.” She looked at each of them in turn. “We’re in this together.”

Khamir’s eyes sparkled, her words touching him deeply. From past experience, he had suspected she would take to these revelations the easiest, the most naturally.

“Yes, we are,” Dr. Khadesh said. “My son and I are your guardians, too. You are extremely important to our heritage, to us. We will always look out for you. And for your friends, of course,” he said, smiling at Jack and Bob.

They sat quietly for a few moments, so many questions and answers swirling through all of their heads.

“I still want to know,” Bob started to say, “what exactly happened in here? How we’re all still here, while our enemies aren’t?”

“Yeah,” Jack said, his eyes widening with curiosity, “good question. And while we’re at it, maybe we should turn that thing off?” he asked, pointing to the Pharom, which was still glowing and casting beautiful swirling shadows of color and light all around the stone chamber. But he knew that beauty had another, deadlier side.

Khamir laughed. “There is no turning it off in here.”

“What about sticking it back in the box?” Jack pressed.

“Still not off,” he replied, shaking his head. “The container is just for protection for when we want to move and store the Pharom.”

“Fine,” Jack grumbled, throwing his hands up, “leave the death rays on then.”

“It is safe as it is,” Khamir said.

Dr. Khadesh stood up. “But we do owe you all an explanation for what happened.” He motioned the rest of them up. “I will show you.”

They all stood up, gathered near the sarcophagus.

Dr. Khadesh pointed to the tarped structure. “That, as Mitch guessed earlier, is the Sun Disk.”

“Which is made of similar metallic alloys as the Pharom, right?” Alex asked, recalling what they had shared with them the last time they were in Egypt.

He nodded. “That is right.” Then he pointed towards the ceiling. “Above, you can see lighting and round, highly polished mirror-like surfaces. Combined with the Sun Disk they are to reflect and direct the light and the Pharom’s energy to the center of this room, in front of the sarcophagus.”

They all looked at the tarped area on the floor.

“Where those men died,” Alex said softly.

“Unfortunately yes,” Khamir said. “They happened to be standing where the nexus of the light and energy occurs.”

“So,” Bob ventured, “when you saw them standing there, threatening us...” he paused, “you did what you had to do.”

“I am afraid so, yes, Bob,” Dr. Khadesh said. “But remember, we did not ask them to come here. They put themselves in that position.”

“And,” Khamir added, “they were not here to negotiate.”

“Men who storm rooms with guns threatening people usually aren’t,” Mitch said.

Alex sighed. “True. You couldn’t let them leave with the Pharom and we couldn’t have stopped them. We didn’t even know who they were.”

“Precisely,” Khamir said. “We did not know them, where they came from, and we have no one else we could ask for help in this. For obvious reasons.”

“No,” Mitch said, “the Pharom’s existence must remain a secret. No matter what.”

“But even more importantly,” Dr. Khadesh said, “they could have killed everyone in this room to take it.”

Jack rubbed his shoulder. “No doubt. We’ve seen what Maximilian was capable of. These guys could’ve been worse.”

They all muttered their agreement.

“Jack?” Dr. Khadesh asked. “Your shoulder. How is it feeling?”

He looked up at him, surprised. “You know with everything that happened, I kind of forgot about it. But... it feels better.” He moved his shoulder up and down, back and forth. It tingled. “A whole heckuva lot better, in fact. Weird.”

“This chamber, with the Pharom present,” Khamir said, smiling, “has healing properties, as we had started to discuss earlier. It is quite powerful.”

“Well,” Bob said, putting an arm around Jack, “it’s good to know this wasn’t designed to be a death chamber. I’m glad you’re feeling better, buddy.”

“Thanks, man,” he said, grinning. In spite of the trauma of what happened in the room, he felt physically better than he had in a very long time. “So, will it last? This isn’t just temporary, is it?”

“No, it is not temporary,” Khamir answered. “The effects are lasting.” He waved his hands. “It is a true healing process that occurs in here.”

“Amazing,” Alex said. “This room can heal or it can kill. I don’t know whether to be scared or happy right now.”

“I think I’m both,” Mitch said.

“There is much more to this space than that,” Dr. Khadesh said. “We have not yet revealed its true purpose.”
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“Seriously?” Jack replied. “What else could there be?”

“Oh, boy,” Bob said, “I’m not sure I even want to know at this point.”

Alex felt a chill go through her. “My visions, they were pretty wild. The one I had of the serpent, that was related to these two men, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Khamir said.

“And my other dreams?” she asked. “The strange sensations and experiences I was having in this chamber?”

“Right,” Mitch said, “but the one I’m most concerned about was where you said it felt like dying.” He pointed to Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. “I don’t want anything to happen to her. Nothing. No risking her safety in any way, for any kind of experiment, to see what happens or whatever. I mean it.”

“Of course,” Dr. Khadesh replied, “we are here to protect you, but also to reveal a very important truth to you. It will change your lives. Forever. Know that.”

Jack and Bob looked at one another, feeling uneasy.

“I’m ready,” Alex stated. She took a deep breath. “I want to know.”

“If she’s ready, I’m ready,” Mitch said, trying to convey a bit more confidence than he was actually feeling.

Khamir nodded. He looked at his father.

Dr. Khadesh spoke. “When our people discovered the interaction of the Pharom with this specific location, they did some experiments in the hopes of enhancing its properties as a beacon. They began by building a chamber to house and keep it, also called the ‘King’s Chamber’.”

“This one?” Jack asked.

Dr. Khadesh shook his head. “No, but it was the original version of this chamber. Same dimensions, same placement...” He paused. “Same purpose.”

“Has anything from that structure survived?” Alex asked hopefully.

He smiled. “All of it has, just not intact.”

“What?” Mitch asked. “Where is it?”

He looked at his son and nodded for him to answer.

“It is also here,” Khamir said, “within the pyramid. In the subterranean chamber.”

Alex and Mitch looked at one another.

“But I thought that was empty. I didn’t think there was anything down there,” Alex said.

“But it’s inaccessible now,” Mitch said to her, “no one goes down there.” She looked at Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. “I’ve seen some pictures, there was nothing in the underground chamber.”

Khamir laughed softly. “Have you not realized by now, that these monuments have many secrets? That all is not known about them?”

Her eyes went wide. “Wow, I can’t believe it.”

“This stand,” he said, he said pointing to what the Pharom was resting on, “was built by the Kierani for just this purpose. For the Pharom.”

They all looked at it, now seeing it in a new light, amazed.

Alex was speechless.

“Cool,” Jack said.

Mitch nodded. “Very cool.”

“I’ll say,” Bob added, gazing around the room. “So, how did they do all of this, anyway?”

“Do what exactly, Bob?” Khamir asked.

“The chamber, this pyramid,” he said, waving his hand. “I mean, the method for the construction of the pyramids is one of the most debated topics in the world.”

Dr. Khadesh’s eyes sparkled. He winked at him. “We thought you would never ask.” He glanced at each of them. “Acoustic levitation.”

“What?” Jack said.

Alex’s eyes widened with understanding. “It makes perfect sense.” She looked at the Pharom. “It has a massive energy output, and when it’s connected to this place it must be incredibly powerful. In so many ways.”

“You cannot even imagine,” Khamir said. “Acoustic levitation is a tiny thing compared to what this chamber can do.”

“Tiny?” Bob squeaked.

“Say what?” Mitch asked. He let out a nervous laugh. “That’s a bold claim.”

“It is the truth,” Dr. Khadesh said. “When the Pharom and Sun Disk combine in this place of naturally occurring energy flows within the earth, and are met with light,” he said, pointing to all of the lights and mirrors affixed to the chamber, “what happens is beyond anything you could imagine.”

Alex tensed. She took a step back from the Pharom. She wanted to know the secrets this place held, but suddenly, at the same time, she was frightened of it.

“Alex,” Dr. Khadesh said, “you have already sensed some of it.”

She shook her head. The vivid images and intense sensations of her visions came rushing back to her. It had felt so real. “But I don’t know what any of it means.”

“This chamber,” Dr. Khadesh started to say, “it contains a truth, a truth of life itself.”

The four friends swallowed hard. They waited with bated breath for what he would say next.

Khamir waited for his father to continue. They were about to share their most precious, deeply held secret. A secret the world would be shocked to know.

Dr. Khadesh inhaled, and then exhaled a long, slow breath. “What our people discovered, so very long ago, when they were trying to boost the Pharom’s energy output through the use of the Sun Disk, light, and the natural electromagnetism of this location, was that the energy opened up a point of convergence where...” he paused for a moment.

“Where what?” Alex pressed.

“Where a different kind of energy was allowed to flow.” He set his shoulders. “You see, the revelation was that all living beings, every natural thing in the universe is connected, as through a very thin thread, if you will, of energy. A consciousness, which is eternal, at least as far as the universe exists.”

They all stared at him dumbfounded.

“Come again?” Jack asked, shaking his head.

Alex’s mind raced.

Khamir spoke up. “Sadly, there was an accident. Someone was killed before they understood what they were dealing with.”

“And what exactly was that?” Mitch asked, frowning. The hairs were standing up on the back of his neck.

Alex was no longer listening to what they were saying. “My father,” she whispered, “in one of my dreams, I felt his presence. He spoke to me. It felt... real.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “I was bathed in light and energy. It felt so good. I felt... close to him. He said he was always with me.”

Mitch put a comforting arm around her shoulder.

“That is because he is with you, Alex. His energy, his spirit, his soul, if you will, remains. No one is ever truly lost.”

“I—I’ve always believed he was with me,” Alex said, her voice trembling, filled with emotion. “I found it comforting to believe that.” She swallowed hard. “Are you saying that it is actually real?”

“Deep down, you know the answer to that already, Alex,” Dr. Khadesh replied.

She gasped. Her mind continued to race. “I’m scared,” she whispered. Being confronted with this was something she was not prepared for, despite her years of longing for such a truth.

Dr. Khadesh watched her expression. He understood what she was feeling. “Knowing the truth will not change what is true.”

She looked at him, nodding. “I know. I’m just not...” Alex pursed her lips. She felt nervous, having truly arrived at a moment where nothing would be the same afterwards. Now, faced with the reality of it, she wasn’t sure if she was ready to cross this line.

“I’m sorry,” Bob interjected, “what exactly are we talking about here?”

“Yeah,” Jack said, nodding, “I feel like we’re on different planes here.”

“Ironically, that is actually a good way to put it,” Khamir answered. “The energy convergence in this chamber opens up a portal of altered time and space. Energy that you have known in your lifetime, that is closely related to you, can be summoned to it. Physical laws as you know them, do not apply within it. It is a focused point of the source of all energy, where distance, time, and other boundaries no longer exist.”

“Other boundaries?” Alex repeated, wrapping her arms around herself. “You mean life after death, don’t you?” She looked at Dr. Khadesh, tears streaming down her face.

He cleared his throat. “Alex, you are scientifically-minded, you know Einstein’s equation.”

She blinked some tears away. “E=mc2?”

“Yes,” he replied gently. “Now think of what that means.”

Mitch raised his eyebrows. He had a sense of where this was going.

“Well...” she stammered, “it’s that energy is a constant.”

“Yes,” he said, “now take what you have always known about that equation one step further.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We, our physical bodies, our nervous systems, we are made of many things... matter and energy. Our brains have electrochemical responses.”

“Yes,” she said. “We are organic beings.”

“But what explains consciousness? Creativity? Intuition? A sense of knowing things you should not know and cannot prove?” he pressed.

“Well,” she replied, her voice laced with uncertainty, “there are certain things that science has yet to explain. We’re more than the sum of our parts, if that’s what you mean.”

“Yes, that is part of it.”

Mitch stepped forward a bit. “If I may?”

“Certainly,” Khamir answered.

“What I think he’s saying, Alex, is that we are matter and energy.”

Khamir nodded for him to continue.

“And if energy can neither be created, nor destroyed, then the part of us that is energy, all of that electrochemical stuff that gives us our awareness of ourselves and the universe around us, that makes us ask the big questions... it doesn’t go away after death. The death of the physical does not mean the death of the rest. The energy is transformed.”

Her emotions were like a maelstrom, welling up within her. “We don’t lose those we love?” Alex asked in a tentative, tremulous voice.

Dr. Khadesh smiled. “That is correct. There is no true death. For anyone,” he said, his voice soft and warm. “Only transformation. It is a universal constant.”

“We can show you,” Khamir said, “let you experience what we are telling you.”

“If you are all willing, that is,” his father added.

They were all wide-eyed, stunned into silence.

Alex’s voice was barely a whisper. Something in her pushed her forward. “I am.”
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Dr. Khadesh looked around the room. He could tell the four friends were nervous, curious, also, but very, very nervous. “I will give any of you the chance to leave the room if you wish.”

Bob looked at Jack. Jack hesitated, but then shook his head.

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir waited to see if there were any takers on the quick exit. There weren’t.

“Shall we begin then?” he asked.

Alex took a deep breath.

Mitch bit his lip.

Jack and Bob looked the most tense.

“Is there a chance this can go wrong?” Bob asked. “Could someone get hurt?”

“No,” Khamir replied, shaking his head. “We know what we are dealing with. As long as you follow our instructions, all will be fine.”

“But,” Jack said, “is there a chance that this could have unintended consequences?”

“Such as?” Khamir asked.

“Oh, I don’t know, turning us crazy or something?”

He laughed gently. “No, nothing like that Jack. But, as we have said, this will be life-changing. So in that sense, we cannot predict how you will feel afterwards, how you will see the world.”

Bob frowned.

Khamir added, “Remember, what we are showing you has always been true, since the dawn of our existence. It is only that you are being shown the truth. In that sense, nothing outwardly is changing.”

“We see the concern on your faces,” Dr. Khadesh said. “We will be limiting your exposure to a very short time, to allow you to experience this without it being too overwhelming.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Mitch replied, feeling a tiny sense of relief.

Dr. Khadesh motioned them to back up. “Please, stand next to the wall. We need to keep the area in front of the sarcophagus clear.”

They did as he asked.

“Now, before we get started, I want to let you know what to expect on two fronts.”

They were listening carefully.

“First,” he continued, “there is the physical aspect. You all experienced it briefly before, when...” his voice trailed off as he glanced at the spot on the floor where their enemies had been vanquished. He cleared his throat. “We will begin with turning on the bright lights again, then Khamir will uncover the Sun Disk. The light is incredibly bright at first, so we will have you shield your eyes and then open them slowly when we tell you.”

“I remember howling wind,” Mitch said. “It was like a tornado suddenly popped up in this room.”

Khamir nodded, motioning to the center of the room. “Where the enhanced energy of the Pharom converges, from the position of the lights and the Sun Disk, it initially creates a funnel-like effect. That is the time-space portal forming.”

Dr. Khadesh added, “You might also recall the temperature spikes.”

“Right,” Alex said, “it got hot, then cold in here.”

“Yes,” he replied, “the winds, the temperature variations, that is just the initial effects of the formation of the phenomenon. It is temporary. Once that passes, the convergence stabilizes and has much calmer outward effects.”

Bob shook his head in amazement. “I have about a million questions about this phenomenon. I don’t even know where to begin.”

Khamir smiled. “Why don’t we address your questions once we leave the chamber?”

“Yes,” his father added, “let us have this experience in here and then we can spend as long as you want talking about it. You will have many, many more questions after this experience, I promise you.” He gave them all a wink.

Mitch nodded. “I think that’s a reasonable plan.”

“My father and I will keep turned away from the vortex that will be created,” Khamir said. “That way, our awareness will be focused on the room and all of you. To make sure you are all okay.”

“Yes,” Dr. Khadesh said, “although there is nothing to worry about. This experience is safe.”

“I know I asked this already, but how can you be totally sure it’s safe?” Bob pressed. “I mean, I’m sure the two of you have had a handful of experiences with it, but who’s to say we won’t react badly to it?”

“Thousands of years of ancient history, though known to few, say that, Bob,” Khamir replied. “Though we understand your reservations.”

“Yes,” his father added, “as long as a person remains outside of where the vortex is created, it is safe. Trust us.”

Bob sighed. “I guess.”

Alex put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I have a feeling about this, Bob, we should proceed.”

He nodded reluctantly.

“Hey, buddy,” Jack piped up, trying to sound braver than he actually was, to comfort his friend, “we’ll have something cool to talk about later, okay? From the sounds of things, this isn’t an experience we want to miss out on.”

“That is absolutely true, Jack,” Dr. Khadesh replied. “It will be simply amazing. And it will be different for each one of you. Something deep within each of you will reach out and connect with the portal. What appears to you may surprise you, or it may not. But it will be of deep, profound meaning to you. Do not fear it. Whether you know it or not, it will already be a part of you.”

After giving them all a few moments to let things settle in, Khamir spoke, “It is time. Please close your eyes. In fact, turn around and face the wall as we begin. Do not worry about the sounds and sensations in the room. We will tell you when you can open your eyes and turn back around.”

They all nodded nervously and turned to face the chamber wall, shoulder to shoulder, taking comfort in one another’s presence.

Alex breathed deeply. She sensed the weight and presence of the Great Pyramid all around them. They were deep in its heart. She thought of its long, storied history and the secrets of which it held. She felt as though she was in a sacred space. Her skin tingled, the pendant was warm, and all of her senses were heightened. She knew she was right where she was meant to be. They all were. All of their experiences, from the very beginning, lead them here. To this place and time. To experience and share this together, whatever would unfold.

“Ready, Alex?” Mitch whispered.

“As ready as I can be. You?”

“Same. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so nervous and scared in my life, though.”

“Hey,” Jack whispered, “not helping.”

Bob just kept his eyes squeezed shut. His nerves were off the charts. His heart pounded in his chest.

“Please,” Dr. Khadesh said, “let us be quiet now. Quiet your minds, find your calm center, a stillness within, so that you may open yourselves to this transformative experience.”

They steeled themselves. Whatever courage they had was borne of faith, in one another, and in their destinies.

“Keep your eyes closed until we tell you to open them,” Khamir said.

The tarp was removed from the Sun Disk and the bright lights were turned on.

The four friends jumped as a loud ‘whoosh’ filled the space. They felt the powerful, whipping winds against their backs, but they kept their eyes squeezed shut.

Alex was shaking. She also felt the pendant warming against her skin as it reacted to the changes in the room.

The room temperature suddenly spiked hot, then just as quickly plummeted to an icy level, before levelling off. The wind calmed down, but they could all sense a rhythmic movement in the air behind them from the convergence point.

Even knowing what to expect, the sensations were frightening.

Bob couldn’t forget that what was happening mere feet behind them was enough to obliterate two human beings. His stomach turned as his heart thudded with rising panic.

Alex gasped suddenly. She felt a presence. She felt the cells of her body tingle and expand. The pendant buzzed wildly.

Dr. Khadesh spoke in a voice meant to calm them. “The phenomenon is stable. There is nothing to fear. Slowly open your eyes, then remaining where you are, turn around when you are ready. You will see what appears to be a small translucent funnel cloud in the center of the room, illuminated from within.”

“Now?” Alex asked.

“Yes, open your eyes.”

They did. Their eyes adjusted to the brightness in the chamber.

“Now, slowly turn around. Khamir and I are right here. You are safe.”

One by one, the four friends turned around. They were entering uncharted territory as down the ancient and rather terrifying rabbit hole they tumbled, a tentative trust being their only guide. They each made eye contact with the guardians first, for reassurance. Then, they beheld the vortex. It glowed and pulsated with the same kaleidoscope of colors and waves of energy of the Pharom. Their eyes went wide as they felt the preternatural energy coursing through their bodies, overtaking their senses, lifting them out of their known reality to a new place of existence.

The guardians watched, seeing them respond to the convergence of time and space before them. Slowly, each of their gazes glazed over. They were very still.

Alex felt her heart rate slow, her breathing, once rapid, became calm and rhythmic. She felt the familiar energy mist of her dreams washing over her, but this time it was real and much more potent. Yet, at the same time, it was the softest sensation. A gentle sea of life-giving energy permeated her very being, making her feel light, calm, peaceful, yet stronger and more powerful than she ever could have imagined. A perfect balance of sensation. Every fiber of her being responded, blending in with the ambient energy, making her feel infinite. From deep within, her true self emerged. A being of pure light and energy, freed from the shackles of the corporeal realm. Her inner self expanded. Her knowledge of this inner self felt certain. She felt as though she’d come home. A perfect moment of true harmony of existence. Nothing was hidden. Nothing was false. A feeling of pure light and coherence where form, thought, and sensation co-mingled into something that felt very close to bliss, to nirvana.

Then, a shadowy being emerged from the vortex, slowly coming into focus.

She recognized it. Her heart soared. “Daddy?” she spoke, but without words.

His face came into clear focus. A face she held in her mind, her memory, clinging to it out of desperation and heartbreak. But all of the sorrow, pain, and loss and fear fell away. She was there with him. Surrounded by pure love.

“My daughter,” he said, in his familiar deep tone.

She felt his hand touch her face. He looked happy and healthy and so much at peace, better than she had ever seen him. His very being glowed with warm radiant energy. “I have missed you, Daddy. So much.”

“I know,” he said, bringing her close and embracing her. “My daughter, my beautiful Alexandra, you know I have never left you. I have been here with you, every step of the way.”

She felt happier and more at peace than she had ever felt in her life. Beyond anything she could have imagined. Suddenly everything made sense. It was all so clear and so much simpler than she’d ever realized. Beyond experience and lives lived, beyond a seemingly narrow existence marked by the illusion of separation, there was only love and togetherness. They were all one. Her heart, her soul, her eternal self knew, in that instant, that she was connected to the source of all things, of all life, they all were. They were beings of vast intelligence and knowledge and their life-force was a shared one, a universal life-force. No one and nothing was separate. All was known to all. All was love.

Alex spent what felt like hours talking with her father, Devlan, without words, a seamless, pure communication happening with ease between them. An exchange of thought energy where nothing was left unsaid, hearts and souls knowing, just knowing...

They talked about their lives together, and Alex understood their roles as father and daughter more fully than ever before. They talked about what they had learned from one another, how they had supported and encouraged one another and how crushing it had been for Alex to lose him. She told him how she’d never been able to accept his passing, how it had never felt real to her, that she’d never been able to conceive of a world, a life, without him. She could never truly let go.

Her father understood. He knew. He had tried to comfort her in the ways he could, through dreams, a passing thought or feeling, other signs to let her know he was always with her. But the human existence struggled between accepting what could only be seen and what could be felt and known by other means. We often deny ourselves the very thing we want most, he told her.

Her father talked to her about letting go of the heavy burden she carried with her, the pain of his loss, the anger she held like a burning wound inside her over losing him so suddenly, so prematurely. He told her how they’d never truly been apart, that their souls journeyed together across time and space, beyond that which she thought of as her life, which is only a fleeting moment, a mere drop of time in the ocean of an infinite existence. He comforted her, and showed her how they have always been together and always would be. Nothing could ever stand in the way of that, he assured her.

She heard and felt and accepted the certainty of his words. She knew.

They transitioned from revisiting their recent past to a past much longer ago, to a place Alex knew well. Egypt. A past before the Great Sphinx and the pyramids, a past she and her father had also shared. They sailed the river Nile on warm day, with sunlight sparkling on the water and song-filled birds nestled nearby, they spoke together in an ancient language that was as familiar to her as their modern communication. Still father and daughter in this time, they were on their way to see old friends, familiar souls...

Then, after what felt like hours, or possibly even days, another voice emerged through the mist of the vortex that had captivated them.

“It is time,” Dr. Khadesh spoke to the group gathered in the King’s Chamber in the Great Pyramid. He looked around. All four friends were in a trance-like state, staring into the time-space portal, their minds and souls traveling the waves of time and memory, along the infinite connected threads of existence. “We will close the portal now. You will be back in the chamber where you were before. Close your eyes. Remain calm. All is well. You are safe.”

Khamir looked at his father and nodded, then turned the lights off. The tarp was placed back over the Sun Disk.

The room was silent. The Pharom hummed and glowed softly. The portal was gone. Reality returned to what they had known before.

Each of the four friends blinked slowly, their eyes, their perceptions, adjusting to the change.

Father and son looked at them, their hearts touched by what they saw. All four had tears streaming down their faces. They looked changed. Emotional and deeply affected, but peaceful, with a new light of understanding sparkling in their eyes. They smiled at them, knowing how powerful their first experience with the portal must have been for them.

“My friends,” Dr. Khadesh said gently. “Let us go home now. From the looks on your faces and what I sense from each of you, there is much to talk about and share.”
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A Sign for Setar

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Setar had been shaken by the visceral and vivid vision he had seen of his father, Zhek. It had happened in an instant, like being struck by lightning.

Berad had been concerned about him, so he had taken him to be looked at by one of their healers. Other than some slight dehydration, attributed to the warm day and all of the frightening, sudden occurrences, Setar seemed fine. At least from a physical perspective.

Setar seemed to withdraw into himself after that. With all of the excitement and drama that had unfolded after the explosion that occurred when the Pharom and the Sun Disk interacted, everyone but Berad had been too busy to notice the change in Setar.

Veraz and Mitar had received care for their injuries, which had been caused by the Sun Disk. They had described how, as they had taken a step closer to the Pharom, there was a sudden force exerted against it. At the same moment, they had closed their eyes as the ferocious winds picked up out of nowhere. Then they heard the loud boom, which sounded like it was right in front of them, as the heavy disk flew out of their hands, hitting them hard as it did, breaking some bones.

After the accident, the Pharom had been secured away from the Draxen site and kept stored in its stone chest. Setar had sent men out to search for and retrieve the Sun Disk, once more. They had located it more than two hundred yards away from where Veraz and Mitar had been holding it. It had crashed through three dead trees, sawing them in half, ending up buried nearly four feet into the ground. Remarkably, when they dug the metallic disk up, it appeared completely undamaged.

For now, it was being kept in a separate building—away from the Pharom. They needed to decide what their next steps were.

Setar told his people that he needed time to determine what had gone wrong. He apologized for the injuries that Veraz and Mitar had suffered. He promised to keep everyone informed. He asked the people to have faith in him, give him time to figure things out, and believe that he was after a higher purpose to all of this, one that would bring them all better lives and a wondrous future.

Afterwards, Setar had asked Praten and Berad to come with him to discuss matters privately. They met in a small former home, mostly demolished, but with half walls still standing, a short distance from their main encampment. Setar, as always, brought the Pharom with him.

They sat down on some wooden stools they had found, which had some burn marks on them, but had otherwise survived relatively intact.

Setar placed the Pharom, nestled in its chest, at his feet.

Praten pointed to it. “Has it acted strangely since you took it from the Draxen land?”

Setar shook his head. He leaned over and removed the lid to show them. It hummed and glowed softly, as though nothing had happened. “It is functioning just as it did before that event. It shows no signs of damage or loss of power.”

Berad rubbed his chin. “Just like the Sun Disk. These objects seem to be almost indestructible.”

“Unlike us,” Praten quickly chimed in. He interlaced his hands over his large, protruding belly and levelled a challenging look at Setar.

Setar had been expecting the older man to be especially antagonistic after what had happened. At this point he did not blame him, but he also was not going to let that stop him. He placed the lid back on the chest.

“I still believe that whatever this phenomenon is,” Setar stated as confidently as he could, “that we can use it to our people’s advantage.”

“Being subjected to an uncontrolled explosion of power is not going to help us, Setar,” Praten snapped, throwing his hands up.

Setar pursed his lips. “Then we need to find a way to control it,” he replied in a cool, measured tone. He turned to Berad. “I want to discuss options, ideas, suggestions, anything. Let us figure this out together. I will not abandon the potential this represents, even with the risks.”

Berad felt uncomfortable being put on the spot like this and being caught in the middle of their argument. He cleared his throat. His mind raced to find something that would be useful to his King.

“It might be helpful to start by going over what we do know,” he said, “then perhaps we can fill in the blanks of what we do not know.”

Setar leaned forward. “That is a very good idea.”

Berad smiled, feeling encouraged. “Well, we know that the specific area, roughly four feet by eight feet, on the Draxen land is different from the surroundings, it has a more focused, more intense energy output. It increases the closer we get to that area, but it is most intense there. Beyond even that, there is some kind of larger energized area on the Draxen land. Something there is causing this reaction, perhaps in the soil, or deeper.”

“Much deeper,” Praten stated. “That is no ordinary place.”

Berad nodded. “Agreed.”

“What would account for that?” Setar asked. “We checked the rest of the city where the meteorites hit and that seems to be the only place that is affected.”

“I wonder if it was caused in the original catastrophic destruction that levelled the Draxen Stronghold?” Berad suggested.

Praten shook his head. “No, I do not think so. That was only collateral damage. We did not find this same effect anywhere else, including near the Amsara monument where it occurred.”

“Right,” Berad realized, “if it was going to be anywhere, it should be there.”

Setar leaned forward over his knees, placing his chin in his palm, thinking.

“Perhaps,” Berad said, “it was a specific, unique meteorite with unusual properties that hit there, or...”

“Or what?” Setar asked, looking up at him.

“Or it is a naturally occurring phenomenon.”

Setar cocked his head. “Could such a thing really exist?”

“I do not see why not,” Berad said, shrugging his shoulders. “I do not know how to explain it, but planets have all kinds of magnetic and electromagnetic properties. This might just be a concentration of such properties.” He looked at Praten.

Praten considered his words. “I cannot see how it could be artificial, which means that it was either a highly unusual meteorite with an exotic chemical and mineral makeup, or something in this region formed an electromagnetism long ago. Perhaps, even when the planet was first formed.”

Setar had a thought. “Which means it could also occur elsewhere.”

Praten nodded. “And likely does.”

“Incredible,” Setar whispered as a myriad of possibilities swam around in his head.

“For now,” Berad said, worried that they were getting ahead of themselves, “we only need concern ourselves with this one particular area.”

“Of course,” Setar replied, being brought back into the moment. He rubbed the back of his neck.

He thought of the visions he had been having of his father. He searched for an explanation. He wondered how this area, along with the Pharom, could induce such a thing. It seemed so strange, so unexpected, so... utterly compelling.

“I do not know that we will come up with an explanation for this phenomenon in a timeframe that can help us,” Praten said. “We can speculate, but I suggest we deal with the other aspects we observed.”

Setar took a drink of water, then said, “I agree.”

“All right,” Berad said. “We know the Pharom became more energized within the focal area. So did the Sun Disk. Separate from one another at first.”

Praten’s expression darkened at the memory. “Veraz and Mitar said the Sun Disk was growing warmer and radiating increased energy as they neared the focal point.”

“That is right,” Berad said. “And since we know the disk was created from a similar metallic alloy to the Pharom, that is, perhaps, not so surprising.” He looked at the chest, then up at Setar and Praten. “What was surprising is why the Pharom and Sun Disk interacted so violently once they got close together.”

“But that is likely only because of that area,” Setar said, holding out his hands. “That had not happened before.”

“But,” Praten said, holding up a finger, “we have not done any in-depth experiments with those two objects to know if something besides that strange land can trigger such an effect.”

Setar ran his hand over his head. “That might be something to explore another day. What I want to do right now is find out how we can leverage what we already have, what we already know, for our own purposes.”

“Well,” Berad said, “we do not know much. Once the Pharom and Sun Disk got close to one another within the focal area, there was a sudden tornado-like effect.”

Setar nodded. “I remember the winds, they were intense, and the air was hot. It all happened so fast.”

“Then the explosion,” Praten said.

Berad sat up straighter. “Which we determined was either the boulder being pulverized or maybe it hit the Sun Disk and sent it flying, and that impact pulverized it.”

“I also recall the heat in the air dissipating fast,” Setar added. “Unless that was just me.”

“No,” Berad said, “that did happen. I recall that sensation as well.”

They all thought for a few moments, trying to recall other details about the event.

“The only other thing I remember,” Berad said tentatively as he looked at Setar, “is you fainting.” He was not going to speak for Setar, but he hoped he would volunteer some more insight into what he had experienced.

Setar looked down at the chest. He thought of Zhek. His cheeks reddened. He needed to give them some details about what happened to him. It was important, he was sure of it. It had felt so incredibly real.

He cleared his throat. “Yes, I did.” He paused. “Did either of you notice anything strange? Perhaps a feeling, an odd sensation, a vision of some kind?”

“A vision?” Praten asked, surprised at the question.

Setar inwardly cringed. Here came the doubt, Setar said to himself.

Silence.

He lowered his eyes. “I—I saw my father, Zhek. I felt that he was trying to tell me something.” He hesitated. He did not want to say what it was, because even he did not know what it meant. “It seemed so real.”

Praten frowned.

Berad spoke up. “I did not say anything before, I thought it was only a reaction to the sudden loud explosion, the fear I felt in that moment, wondering if we were going to die...”

“Because we very well could have,” Praten said.

Berad ignored the comment. “I did see... my parents.” He looked up, embarrassed. “I thought it was because I thought it might be the end for me.” He held Setar’s gaze. “It felt very vivid. Like a moment out of time.”

Setar was riveted and relieved to know he was not the only one. “Anything else?” he asked hopefully.

Tears welled up in Berad’s eyes. “Just a feeling that they loved me, very much. Like a gentle wave passing over me.”

Setar placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “It sounds like a good feeling. In spite of the chaos that surrounded us.”

“It was,” Berad replied, now sounding a little perplexed. “For a fraction of a second, it felt peaceful, beautiful... that is so strange now that I think of it, considering how scary the sudden explosion was.”

“I also felt as you described, as though there was a moment out of time where I existed, separate and apart from where I physically was.”

Praten had fallen silent.

Berad looked at the older man, sensing there was something he was not telling them. “Praten?”

He averted his eyes.

Now Berad knew there was something he was not saying. “Tell us.”

He coughed. “It is likely because I also thought we were about to be blown to bits, but yes, I did see someone. My wife,” he said, feeling a lump form in his throat. “We were married young; it was before either of you were born. She fell ill one year, painful growths began spreading throughout her body; the healers could do nothing for her. She died a few months later.”

A sad hush fell over the room.

“I am so sorry,” Setar said.

Praten was caught up in an uncharacteristically emotional moment. “I got the sense that she was telling me she knew how much I missed her, but not to worry, that she was still with me.” He blinked back a tear that threatened to fall. He shook his head. “It was probably just the moment, thinking I was about to be killed. My imagination running away with me.”

“But it did not feel like that, did it? It felt more real than that?” Setar pressed him.

Praten glanced at him, but then quickly looked away. “I do not know what to say. It happened so fast and everything was so sudden. It was a split second. I cannot remember,” he said coldly, as he did not want to discuss it any further.

Setar could tell he did not want to admit the truth, perhaps not even to himself.

The three of them fell silent for a few minutes, each lost in his own thoughts.

Finally, Setar spoke up. He had made a decision. “I realize that we are not going to be able to figure out everything that happened and why, at least not right now, but I would like to keep moving ahead with our previous plans.”

“Which plans?” Praten asked.

Berad had a feeling he knew.

“I still want to proceed with the building of the King’s Chamber and I want it to be situated around the energy focal point, to contain it, if we can.”

Praten stared at him.

“It will be as we had discussed earlier, I want the design to remain the same for now. It will be a temple for our people to use and I want to store the Pharom there. I do not want to place it back in the Amsara chamber for the foreseeable future.”

Praten scoffed at the suggestion. “You are going to turn that into some kind of death chamber, Setar. Why not choose another location?”

Setar noticed that Praten never called him King.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “That is the only location to choose. It is special. It is unique and I want to harness it, to experience more of what it may yet offer us. However, we will not place the Sun Disk within it at the same time as the Pharom unless we figure out a way that it can be done safely.”

“With all due respect,” Praten said, “we have had this argument already. That was before this latest disaster. Things are worse now. We may never know if it can be even remotely safe.”

“Such is life,” Setar replied. “Would you not say?”

Praten narrowed his eyes. “There is acceptable risk, and then there is foolhardiness. You are apparently too young to know the difference.”

“What I know is that I am King and my instincts are telling me to explore this.” He stood up. “No one was killed today.”

Praten and Berad stood as well.

“By sheer chance,” Praten pointed out. “What if someone had been standing where that boulder was? What if the Sun Disk had decapitated Veraz or Mitar? It could have easily happened. Look what it did to those trees. They are lucky to be alive, in truth.”

“Many dangers lurk, Praten, around every corner,” Setar said. “We all know that. But I want to see this through. It is potentially too valuable to us to quit. We will be cautious... to a point. We will take things one step at time.”

Praten scoffed at that as well. “Oh, really? Just like we took our experiments with the Pharom one step at a time? Like we planned when we got here?” He pointed a finger at Setar. “You pushed us into what happened today. It was reckless and dangerous and should not have happened. And yet, here you are, wanting to charge off into the unknown once again.”

“If you do not have the stomach for this Praten, I will excuse you from my counsel.”

“You would not dare,” Praten said, seething and clenching his fists. “You are where you are because of me.”

Setar’s temper flared hot. “While I am King, you are going to follow my orders!”

Praten glared at him.

Berad felt the tension thick in the air. He did not know what would come of this, but he had a bad feeling about it.

It took all his will to calm himself down and keep his anger from boiling over, but Praten decided he needed to be careful in this moment, lest he run afoul of his own plans. “While you are King, then, Setar,” he said, backing away.

Setar caught the thinly veiled threat, but he disregarded it, chalking it up to an issue of pride, an older man being challenged and dominated by one much younger. Praten had essentially brought the Kingship to him. Setar believed he did that because he ultimately believed in the Draxen name. And Setar was the only one left. That was his strength.

“Do not challenge me too far, Praten,” Setar warned him.

Praten’s cheeks flared red at the warning. He was furious at the arrogance this young man was showing. He had made him King, and now this was how he was being repaid? It was insulting and infuriating. But he chose his next words carefully.

“With all due respect, you need my counsel.” He gave a serious look to Berad. “Would you not agree? You know you are in far over your head with this.”

Berad felt his throat grow tight. He glanced at Setar, a sheepish look in his eyes. “It is true, my King. Praten is the most knowledgeable person here. His insight and advice moving forward would be invaluable and irreplaceable.”

Setar scanned his face to determine if he was telling the truth or whether he was being influenced by Praten’s domineering attitude. But all he read was sincerity.

“If that is the case, I will take your word for it,” Setar said in a kind tone. He turned to Praten. “But understand this. I will listen to your advice, your suggestions, but I will not tolerate your relentless roadblocks to every single thing I want to do.”

Praten huffed. “If I think you are about to get us all killed, I will speak up.”

“I am not trying to get anyone killed,” Setar responded. “Believe it or not, I have a strong instinct about this. I would say it is something that I inherited from my father and my grandfather, Lord Draxen. A foresight, if you will, a sense of where our people need to go.”

Praten said nothing to that. He had been a great believer in Lord Draxen.

“I want the King’s Chamber built around the energy focal point,” Setar reiterated.

Berad shrugged his shoulders. “It would offer some protection for the surrounding area, should another... incident, occur. It would also keep that area off-limits to regular activity and allow us the space and privacy to explore its potential.”

Setar nodded eagerly. “Precisely. It will also be the first step towards rebuilding on my family’s land. We can start building out from there after the chamber is completed.” He directed his next comment to Praten. “If I do choose to experiment with things that either of you feel is too dangerous, I will heed your warnings, but I will make my own decisions. However, I will not force anyone else to be present. The risks will only be shared willingly, and those who wish to help me and participate, can. If not, I will hold no grudges.”

Berad looked from Setar to Praten. “That sounds reasonable and fair, would you not agree, Praten?”

He held up his hands. “Fine. We will all be responsible for our own choices and decisions.”

“That is all I ask,” Setar said.

Berad let out a long breath. “Before we do this, what do you think we are dealing with? The phenomenon between the Pharom and the Sun Disk, the visions, the energy convergence. What does this mean?”

Setar shook his head. “I do not know. The only thing I can think of, is that somehow this brings me closer to my father.” He looked at each of them. “To our loved ones.”

Praten looked away. “Setar, they are gone. They are not coming back.”

“I felt something. It felt good and I want to find out what it could lead to.”

“It might not be what you hope for, Setar,” Praten said.

Setar looked off in the distance. “I do not know what I hope for. All I know is that I have the pain of a loss that goes with me everywhere; is with me every moment. I am haunted by it.” He looked at them. “This feels like that pain may have the chance to lessen somehow.”

Berad felt his own emotions well up inside him.

“Let us hope what you are seeking does not create more pain for the rest of us,” Praten said.
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Setar pushed forward the mandate that the construction of the King’s Chamber would be the next thing their people would undertake. Plans were made, details pored over, and materials were sought out. A buzz of excitement was palpable in the air. The people were eager to be moving forward and putting down roots. This was going to be the first concrete sign that they were moving forward in their lives, that they were truly going to stay and make this their new home.

After a long and exhausting day, Setar finally excused himself and went to bed. Though sleep was not easily found. He was drained, but he could not get his mind off the possibilities that would soon be taking shape. The King’s Chamber. For the Pharom and for him... and for his father.

His mind spun with a thousand different ways this could turn out. He tried and tried to see what the future might bring. So many questions weighed on his mind. Was he moving too fast? Was he misinterpreting things? Was he blinded by his own hopes and fears? Was he fooling himself? Would this be the end of him? Would it be amazing or would it be terrible? Fear and excitement swirled around within him.

He held the chest with the Pharom inside close to his body and pulled a thick blanket up over his head. He tried to clear his mind and just be in tune with the Pharom’s own energy. Sleep finally claimed him as he wished for clarity and for guidance...

A couple of hours later, Berad awoke to the sounds of footsteps. He looked up. Everyone else was asleep around him. He turned over. He saw a form walking out of the sleeping quarters, carrying a stone chest.

Setar.

He sat up, watching Setar walk away into the night.

He looked around. No one else had seen Setar leave. He waited for a few minutes, but Setar did not come back. He rubbed his eyes and decided to get up and see what Setar was doing, where he had gone.

Quietly, he tiptoed out, so as not to wake anyone else.

Once outside in the cool night, he looked around, but he did not see Setar. He listened for the sounds of footsteps. He thought he heard something. He looked off in the direction of the faint sound and realized it was on the way to the Draxen land, so he headed off towards it at a brisk pace.

He stopped. He spotted Setar. He was heading straight for the energy convergence point on the Draxen land. He suspected Setar was going to further test the Pharom’s response to it. He ran. He did not want Setar to do something that was too risky and get himself hurt in the process.

He had nearly caught up to Setar. Berad had expected him to hear him running up after him, he had not tried to be quiet in doing so. But he did not turn around.

“Setar?” Berad called out after him.

No response.

“Setar?” he called out again, this time a little louder.

Setar did not answer.

Berad thought it strange. There was only a soft breeze blowing, so his voice should not be drowned out by the wind and he was certainly close enough for Setar to hear him.

He stepped a bit closer. “It is me, Berad. What are you doing?”

Setar did not seem to hear him. He made no reaction whatsoever to Berad’s presence.

Berad was perplexed. He watched as Setar stood motionless for a few minutes, then he slowly set the Pharom down on the ground. He sat down next to it, cross-legged, and just looked at the chest for a while. Then, he looked up.

Berad tried to see what he was looking at, but there did not seem to be anything of note in Setar’s line of sight.

After a few moments, Setar lifted his right hand and just held it palm out, facing away from him. He nodded slowly, and lowered his hand. He resumed staring ahead as he had before. He did not say a word.

Berad did not know what to make of this, so he inched forward.

Setar still took no note of him.

Berad knelt down beside him. “It is Berad. Can I help you, Setar?”

Still no response. Setar just stared straight ahead, his eyes wide and glassy.

“Setar,” Berad repeated, “can you hear me?” Growing increasingly worried, he reached out and touched his shoulder.

Setar gasped and flinched at the touch. Finally, he looked at Berad, and glanced around, wide-eyed and confused. “What? Where am I... what is happening?”

Berad looked at him, baffled at his response. “I am not sure. I followed you from our camp,” he said. “You got up and walked out with the Pharom.”

Setar stared off in the direction he had been looking before Berad touched him. “My father. I was with my father...” He paused and glanced down at the chest. He removed the lid. The Pharom was there, glowing beautifully in the night. “I do not understand. I do not recall putting this back in the chest.”

“What do you mean?” Berad asked, confused, as he had not seen Setar take it out in the first place.

Setar looked around, then stood up. “Where is it?”

“Where is what?”

“The Sun Disk,” he replied, his voice tinged with uncertainty. “It was here.” He turned around. “And the phenomenon. It is also gone.”

Growing alarmed, Berad placed his hands on his shoulders. “Setar, I watched you walk out of the sleeping quarters just a short while ago. You came straight here carrying the chest and sat down. The Sun Disk is not here. There was no phenomenon.”

Setar suddenly felt dizzy. “I need to sit down.”

Berad helped him down.

“I am confused,” Setar said as he wiped his forehead.

Berad’s brow was furrowed as he looked at him. He had a thought. “Have you ever sleepwalked?”

“Sleepwalked?” Setar replied, surprised.

“Yes,” Berad replied. “Got up in the middle of the night and walked somewhere, anywhere, without realizing it, without being fully conscious.”

“No,” Setar said as he shook his head. “That has never happened to me.” A memory flashed back to him. “But it did happen to Anjia when she was young.”

He filled Berad in on the story that Anjia had told him about sleepwalking out towards the Amsara monument after the Pharom had been installed in the underground chamber and activated.

Berad thought for a moment. “You are never without the Pharom these days. I think that your constant proximity to it may be affecting you even more so now.”

Setar nodded. “That makes sense. The Pharom has a continuous energy output.”

“Maybe you should think about having a break from its effects,” Berad suggested, “for your own well-being.”

Setar shook his head. “No,” he said emphatically. “I cannot. I must have it with me. I am fine.”

Berad noted the tone of finality in his voice. He could see Setar’s obsession with the Pharom. He knew there was no way Setar would agree to be separated from it, even at his own risk. “Very well,” he replied.

Setar closed his eyes for a moment.

“What is it?”

Setar shook his head. He tried to hide it, but a tear fell down his cheek.

“Setar, what is wrong?”

He opened his eyes. “I do not want you to think I am losing my mind.”

Berad cocked his head. “I do not think that.”

“But...” Setar hesitated.

Berad waited for him to continue.

“I saw my father again. I had another vision. Stronger this time.”

Berad took a deep breath. “Oh? What else did you see?”

Setar bit his lip. He looked down at the ground. “Praten will not be happy.”

“Then do not tell him.”

“He will know.”

Berad frowned. “Setar, I do not understand what you are trying to say.”

Setar sighed heavily. “Do you trust me, Berad? As your friend and as your King? Do you believe in me?”

He nodded. “I do.”

Setar felt relieved. “Then I know what we must do next.”
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Some time had now passed. After an exhausting and punishing journey to find Setar and his people, Queen Anjia, Prince Tramen, and their group finally came to within visual range of their former home. Night had long since fallen and they had pushed on in spite of the lack of light or rest. They knew this part of the land well, so they had traversed it in quick order. However, something was now very different.

“What is that?” Prince Tramen asked, pointing up ahead.

All of their gazes fixed upon the stunning sight. Far ahead, a shimmering glow lit up the night sky. It seemed to be emanating from inside a structure, the light spilling out in a long, cone-shaped vortex. It behaved almost like fire, colorful fingers of light reaching out, as though trying to grasp something unseen in the otherwise darkened sky. The effect was deceptive, though. It was so large, it seemed as though they were much, much closer to it than they actually were.

“Oh, no,” Anjia whispered, her pendant hotly buzzing against her skin. “We may be too late.”
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CHAPTER 22
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A New Mystery is Revealed

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Queen Anjia and her group came ever nearer to where the rebels, led by Setar, were gathered. They stayed out of sight. As the sun rose, the blue glow ceased, but a new, equally mystifying phenomenon had taken its place.

They carefully and quietly secured their belongings, camouflaged themselves, and snuck closer on the rim of a small ridge, in an attempt to try and figure out just what was happening.

Prince Tramen leaned over and whispered to his sister, “What do you think is going on?”

Her brow furrowed as she tried to make out the strange activity. “I am not certain, but I have a suspicion.” She turned to the Head Priest, who was crouched next to her. “Odai, do you think this has something to do with the niche chamber back in Sela?”

His eyes went wide. “Oh,” he replied, “you might be right.”

They both looked at Chief Engineer, Victaren, who was studying the scene intently. “I think I might know what this is. Let us keep watching for a bit longer, before I answer.”

They all observed the bizarre scene, riveted. They had never seen, nor heard, nor fathomed anything like it.

Anjia looked around. The area appeared so different now. They had been gone a long, long time. Suddenly she recognized where it was. The land where the Draxen home had once stood. She swallowed hard. ‘What does this mean?’ she wondered.

She held her pendant in her hand. Ever since they had neared this area, it had been buzzing and growing warmer. It was responding to something, but she did not know what it could be. Thinking back to the glow they had seen in the night sky, and having feared the worst, she was at least grateful that the people seemed fine and unharmed.

Gathered not far from a stone structure, in the center of a large open space, were, as far as they could tell, practically all of the Kierani who had left Sela with Setar. They stood in numerous lines of six people, in a roughly 90-degree arc, a semi-circular formation facing several meters away from a central point, also several meters from the stone structure.

Anjia whispered to Tramen, “That must have been the structure we saw from a distance last night. The one where the light was coming from.”

He nodded. “I thought the same thing.”

Directly in front of the lines of people, were musical instruments, horns and drums alternating, ready to be played by the first person in each line.

The people behind the musicians, stood still, waiting, their attention focused on the center of the area.

There, the covert watchers spotted Setar, standing next to a young man named Berad. Not far from them, an older man, Praten, paced nervously, arms crossed. A few others stood away from the main group, talking quietly amongst themselves, and pointing at various aspects of the gathering.

Setar and Berad shifted their stances, revealing a rectangular stone block lying on the ground. Setar nodded to Berad and they walked away in opposite directions, Setar towards the assembled group, Berad towards the stone structure.

They saw Setar kneel next to a metal stand and lift the lid off a stone chest they had not noticed before, with everything else that was going on.

Anjia took in a sharp breath as her pendant fired wildly against her chest. Her heart pounded.

Setar had the Pharom.

“Oh, no,” Tramen whispered. He clenched his jaw as the adrenaline started to flood his system. He looked at his sister. “Should we go down there and try to stop this somehow?” he suggested, knowing there was little chance of success that way.

Odai and the others also looked at her, awaiting her orders.

She shook her head. “No, I want to see what they are doing with the Pharom, as risky as that is.” She shifted slightly. “They have obviously been using it. That light we saw when we arrived, that was the Pharom.”

“But it was only designed to work within the Amsara chamber,” Victaren said, keeping his voice down. “I do not understand.”

“Nor, do I,” she replied. “For now, we must observe. That will inform our next steps.”

Tense, and with their nerves on edge, they all turned back to the strange assembly below.

The Pharom glowed as though powered by an unseen mechanism, as Setar removed it from the chest. He placed it on the simple metal stand, then stood up and waved to Berad.

Berad nodded. Praten had joined him near the stone structure, standing opposite to Berad on the other side of a tall, covered object. Berad pulled the cloth off.

It was the Sun Disk. It was positioned so that its edge faced into the center of the area, its face turned away.

Anjia’s pendant buzzed ever stronger. She swallowed hard.

Tramen was again highly alarmed. “Anjia, are you sure...” he started to ask.

She held up her hand, her eyes fixed on the proceedings below. “Just watch. We need to see this.”

He pursed his lips. He was hoping they would not regret this choice.

The rest of them said nothing, but obeyed their Queen’s wishes, keeping their own fears and concerns to themselves.

Setar turned back around to the people assembled behind the Pharom. He said something to them, but Anjia and her group could not make out what it was. He then quickly walked to the edge of where the people stood. He raised his hand and then dropped it fast.

At once, the drummers began a rhythmic beat. The horns joined in. The people lined up behind started a low chant.

Setar looked over to where the Sun Disk was, then back at the people. He began raising his hand again.

The drums and horns and chanting grew louder, the rhythm growing stronger, carrying farther out.

Anjia’s skin tingled in response to the primal sounds. Her own heartbeat quickened.

Setar then pointed to Berad and made a twisting motion with his hand.

As fast as they could move without toppling it, Berad and Praten each took hold of one side of the tall metal stand the Sun Disk was affixed to and turned it so that it faced the center of the area. They ducked down, still holding onto the edges of the stand.

It all happened so fast.

The sounds grew louder. The Pharom glowed brighter and the stone block began to rise, higher and higher.

Setar dashed back towards the Pharom, crouching down behind it. He carefully moved the stand it sat on forward, keeping the glowing obelisk steady.

At the same time, Berad and Praten, slowly turned the stand holding the Sun Disk.

The hidden group watched on incredulously, as the stone block slowly moved towards the stone structure, travelling through mid-air, seemingly on its own.

Setar pushed the Pharom forward, towards the position of the stone block, keeping an even distance as best he could.

Working in tandem with Setar’s movements, Praten and Berad angled the Sun Disk, keeping their eyes glued to the stone block, assessing its movements.

The three of them worked to move the block closer and closer to the stone structure. As it came within a few feet of the structure, Setar held his hand up and everything stopped, the sounds, the movement of the Pharom and the Sun Disk.

Praten and Berad threw the heavy cloth back over the Sun Disk at the same moment Setar returned the Pharom to the stone chest.

At once, the block dropped to the ground with a heavy thud.

Setar shouted and clapped his hands.

People cheered and clapped.

Praten wiped his brow and Berad ran out to give Setar a congratulatory hug.

“Physical movement through the use of sound and energy,” Anjia whispered.

Odai shook his head. “Incredible.”

Victaren could not take his eyes off the scene that had just played out in front of them. He nodded and said, “This is most certainly what they were using the niche chamber for back in Sela.”

Tramen turned to Anjia. “What do you want to do?”

She hesitated to answer, apprehensive and still unsure of so many things. She glanced over at the stone structure, getting a strange sense from it. She felt a mixture of fear, nerves, and heightened anticipation. Her pendant tingled and warmed against her skin, surging in response to the energy emanating from what they were witnessing. She let out a long breath. “We must do what we came here to do.”
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Anjia and her group were astonished at what they had witnessed. They had not expected to encounter something so extraordinary. This was going to change things. They retreated a good distance away to discuss options for their next move.

Anjia excused herself to have a moment alone. She walked off a short ways, holding on to her pendant, lost in thought.

Tramen was watching his sister closely. He could tell this had affected her a great deal. After giving her some time as she had asked, he decided he needed to speak with her privately, before they rejoined the others.

She had turned to look back in the direction of Setar and the others.

He walked up to her and said softly, “Anjia, may I speak with you?”

Her eyes were filling with tears.

“What are you thinking?” he asked, putting a gentle hand on her shoulder.

She could not speak right away.

He wrapped his arms around her and hugged for a few moments.

She was grateful for his support and caring. He had always stood by her, no matter what, and he knew her, better than anyone. Her twin brother was her strong and loyal protector. She needed that, now more than ever.

Finally, she wiped her tears away.

Tramen waited for her to speak when she was ready.

“I had not expected...” She halted, trying to frame her thoughts. “I mean, I had sensed something, I knew it was imperative we come back here, but seeing that phenomenon, Setar leading it...” She brushed the hair from her face. She held her pendant up, seeing the sunlight glint off it. “I feel differently now.”

“What we saw was incredible...” he started to say.

“It is more than that.”

Tramen frowned, not understanding what she meant. “The vision you had back in Sela, you said it was frightening.”

She recalled the dream. “I know. It was. It still is. However, there is also something else, something compelling; something I need to explore down there. With Setar.” She looked up at her brother, concern and deep worry etched across his face. “I need you by my side. Even if neither of us is certain of the outcome.”

He took her hand. “I am here. No matter what. You can trust in that.”

She smiled up at him. “I see so much of our father in you. And I sense our mother’s spirit in you as well.” She squeezed his hand. “I am so grateful for you.”

He smiled back at her. “We come from great parents, strong and loving parents. They would be so proud of you. How you have risen to so many challenges, so many setbacks, yet your spirit remains undaunted.”

His words got to her. She choked back more tears. She hugged him. “Thank you, Tramen. I needed to hear that.”

They took a few moments to compose themselves, and rejoined the rest of their party to discuss a new plan.

After a short, but heated debated, the young Queen decided that their best approach would be one of restraint. She ordered the contingent of Royal Guards to stay behind. She wanted only Prince Tramen, Head Priest Odai, and Chief Engineer Victaren to accompany her. She did not share all that she had told Tramen. They would keep that to themselves, for now at least.

However, Commander Maraeven would not hear of staying behind. It was hard enough for him to accept that no other guards would come, in case of any trouble. But Anjia was adamant that there would be no show of force.

“I need you all to trust me,” she said, “I want to get close to him, learn more about what is happening here, what their plans are, how they feel about me, about the rest of our people. I need to figure out how to keep the Pharom from hurting anyone.” She looked at each of them. “If this turns confrontational too quickly, our best chance at finding a solution to regain the Pharom, and hopefully the trust and loyalty of our people, will be lost.”

They made their preparations, leaving behind weapons or anything else that would appear aggressive. Back in Sela, they had all dressed in casual attire, no Royal uniforms or other outward signs of their stations. The five of them tentatively headed away from their hiding place, with Queen Anjia and Prince Tramen in the lead, down towards Setar and his renegade group.

Shouts were heard as they were spotted.

The formation that the people were in for their experiments with the stone blocks quickly disbanded. Some people ran away. Most stayed, nervously anticipating what would happen next.

Praten and Berad laid the Sun Disk down.

Setar secured the Pharom back in its protective chest. There was no time to hide anything.

As the small group neared, Setar stepped forward. Praten and Berad flanked him, with a group of men, standing nearby, at the ready. Some started forward.

Setar’s heart thundered in his chest, shocked at their sudden appearance. He knew they must have seen what they were doing. They would have seen the Pharom. He swallowed hard, eyeing the Royal twins. He glanced around to see if others were coming, but there was no sign of that. He motioned for his people to stand back.

He turned back to Anjia. He tried to steady his voice as he called out. “Are you here to fight us?” He hoped he sounded stronger than he felt.

The Queen and her small contingent stopped about fifteen feet away.

Anjia shook her head. “That is not what I want Setar.”

“Then what do you want?” he asked, even though he suspected he probably knew the answers to that.

She took a couple of more steps forward and held her hands out to her side. “May we start by talking?”

“If I had anything to say to you, I would have said it back in Sela,” he snapped.

Tramen held his temper in check.

The others waited on their Queen’s signal, for any response.

Anjia held Setar’s gaze. She could see how hard he was trying to assert himself, but beneath it was the boy she had once known, the boy who was still seeking to find his place in this world. To find where he belonged. If she did not allow for that, and honor this need of his during their interactions, he would be lost to them forever.

“I understand that,” she said softly. “Your leaving Sela was clear in that regard.”

“Then why are you here?” He balled his hands into fists, trying to hide the fact that they were shaking slightly.

Anjia knew her next words would be what tipped this in her favor or not. She chose them carefully. “I do not wish to give up on our family, Setar.”

He was about to reply, but she held up her hand.

“Please, allow me to explain,” she said.

He pursed his lips.

“I am sorry that I did not realize how deeply unhappy you were. I respect you as a member of our family, and I respect your choices. At this moment, I wish only to hear how you are and what your plans are for your future now that you have chosen to be on your own.”

Praten eyed her with obvious mistrust and a hint of malice.

Berad just listened. He wanted to hear what she had to say.

“You have not come here to make me return to Sela?”

She shook her head. “No, I have not.”

He narrowed his eyes at her.

She saw his mistrust, so she explained. “You would only leave again. And I could not bear knowing that you did not want to be with us of your own free will.”

He listened.

“We would not hold you against your will. You may still be young, but you have the right to decide for yourself where and how you want to live your life.”

“Do not listen to her, Setar,” Praten said, his anger surfacing. He did not like the way Setar seemed to be allowing himself to be swayed. “They will try to force their will on you if you do not bow to their wishes. She is lying to you.”

“We are not here to force anyone,” Anjia said, glaring at Praten, but still trying to keep her composure, “and I am not lying.” She calmed herself and looked back at Setar. “I give you my word.”

He considered her response.

“Setar,” she continued, “in spite of everything, you do know me. You know I am not here to force my will on you or those with you. That is not my way.”

Tramen stepped forward. “You know that to be true, Setar. We lived together as a family for a long time. You know our character.”

Berad leaned over and whispered to Setar, “I believe them.”

Berad’s words carried a great deal of weight for Setar. He had always been a loyal and true friend. He knew what it was like to forge his own identity; to find his own way in a world that had taken so much from him.

Setar looked at Berad, who nodded at him, then back at Anjia and Tramen. He was trying to gather his thoughts and decide what to do next. He needed guidance. He thought of his father, Zhek, and then suddenly he had an idea.

“I will give you one opportunity to prove it.”
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Anjia felt herself tense at Setar’s ultimatum.

Tramen clenched his jaw. He was furious over how Setar was addressing her, but he realized that the situation had changed. They would have to abide by his rules. For now.

Commander Maraeven was nearly beside himself, listening to this insolent and disloyal young man order their Queen around.

Odai sensed the Commander’s fury. He gently leaned into him for just a moment, silently conveying the message that they needed to hold still and keep to their word.

“What is this opportunity, Setar?” she asked.

Setar knew this could be a breaking point for them. “Before you agree to even consider it, there is something you should know.”

Anjia held her breath.

Setar glanced at Berad, then back to the Royal twins. He avoided eye contact with the Head Priest and the Commander. He could feel the heat of their gazes and the weight of their positions. He swallowed hard.

“The people here...” he stopped, unsure of how to say this without immediately inflaming the situation. He had no idea how to do that. He had been wholly unprepared for this moment.

They waited for him to continue.

The crowd was palpably on edge, but they waited for a sign from Setar before acting.

He decided to be blunt, and get it over with. “Those here with me are loyal to the Draxen family, and hence to me.”

“We understand that Setar,” Tramen said. “We came here knowing where things stood.”

“Not entirely, I would say,” Setar replied. He took a deep breath, and tried to stand a bit taller. “They believe in the Draxen legacy, and based on what we have experienced here so far, I was declared King.”

“What?” Tramen blurted out.

Anjia’s heart sank though her chest, but she put a hand on his arm. As much as it gutted her to hear Setar say that, she knew that under the circumstances it was probably not unexpected. He had rebelled and launched out on his own with others who no longer wished to be with the rest of the Kierani. She wanted to learn more about what he meant about their experiences here.

“I see,” Anjia replied. She thought of their father, Traeus. She wondered if he would be disappointed in her. She blinked back a tear.

Praten grunted, then crossed his arms and glared at their unwelcome guests.

Commander Maraeven glared back at him.

Odai glanced nervously around at the crowd.

“Do you still wish to hear me out?” Setar asked. “Or would you prefer to leave now?”

“Please, continue,” she said in a conciliatory tone. She was not used to being spoken to in this fashion, but she tried to remind herself over, and over, to try to see this from Setar’s point of view.

He looked around. “Not here.” He sensed the nervous energy of the people around him. No one had expected this, on this day of already heightened energy and trepidation over their experiments with the Pharom and Sun Disk.

Berad suggested a quiet, private location, away from where their people would gather.

Setar nodded, and then glanced over their shoulders. “Before we go, I assume there are others with you.”

Tramen nodded. “Of course. It was too long a distance to safely travel alone.”

Praten scoffed at that. “You wanted to bring force with you. To ensure your predetermined ends.”

“We needed protection and assistance,” Anjia quickly responded. “There are so many of you here. Our numbers are only a small fraction of that.”

“We should not take them at their word,” Praten said to Setar, unapologetically.

Tramen took a step forward, staring down the older man. “Then why do you not come see for yourself?” He motioned to the Commander. “Commander Maraeven can take you there to see for yourself.”

Praten looked up at the much bigger, strongly built man. “I am not going to be taken off into the woods alone, by the likes of him.”

Berad put a hand on Praten’s shoulder. “I will go with you. I trust them.”

Praten looked at Berad with an incredulous expression. “Then you are a fool.”

“Stop!” Setar said.

Praten shook his head, but backed off.

Setar lowered his voice. “Berad, I want you with me.”

“As you wish,” his friend replied.

“Praten,” Setar said, “go find Veraz and Mitar. Take them with you.” He turned to the Commander. “I have your word they will not be harmed, and will be allowed to return at once?”

“Yes, you have my word,” Maraeven replied. As much as he disliked the situation they were in, and Praten just as much, he sensed an underlying decency in Setar. He would not betray that.

“Before you go,” Tramen said to Praten, “we have your word that you will be cooperative and not cause any trouble?”

“I will not start it,” Praten snapped.

Tramen’s face reddened with anger and frustration, but held his tongue.

“Praten, go now, find them,” Setar said, stepping in. “Make haste.” He looked at Commander Maraeven, then to Anjia and Tramen. “I would request that the Commander stay behind with your guards.”

Odai was relieved he was not asked to depart with them. He remained quiet and watchful over the situation.

Tramen was about to protest, when Anjia answered. “That will be fine.”

Anjia could see the Commander’s shock register on his face. “We are the uninvited guests. We will respect our host’s wishes.” She glanced at Odai, who gave her a knowing look.

While Praten and the other two men left with Commander Maraeven, Setar and Berad excused themselves to speak to the people gathered, and explain what had just occurred. They then informed them that they would be having calm and mutually respectful discussions with Anjia, Tramen, and Odai, and that the rest of their party would be staying away for the duration.

In spite of several heated protestations that rippled through the crowd, Setar and Berad assured them that they were confident enough to allow them to stay at least for one night, while matters of mutual interest were discussed. After fielding numerous questions, they asked the crowd to peacefully disperse and leave them to their talks. Reluctantly, the group obeyed their young King’s wishes.

Anjia, Tramen, and Odai watched as some men took the Sun Disk and placed it inside the chamber. Setar told them to keep it there under constant guard.

Reluctantly, he picked up the chest containing the Pharom and handed it to one of the other men. He ordered it to be kept under heavy guard back in the main encampment. He did not want it sitting in front of their unexpected arrivals. It could prove to be too tempting, in spite of Anjia’s claims she only cared about family. However, this was the only time he intended to be separated from the precious object.

A short time later, Praten, Veraz, and Mitar returned and confirmed what they had been told.

“Good,” Setar said.

“Shall we go now?” Berad asked, anticipating their next step. “To speak in private?”

Setar nodded. “Yes.”

They asked Anjia, Tramen, and Odai to follow them as they led them far away from the main gathering places for their people, to the uninhabited edge of their settlement.

They arrived at the remains of what was once a family home, but now had only half a roof left, and huge holes in the stone walls. A few dusty old chairs were scattered about the room.

Veraz and Mitar took up guard outside the former dwelling.

“This is the best we can offer I am afraid,” Setar said.

Praten chose to stand at the edge of the room, leaning against the wall. Head Priest Odai did the same, but kept a careful and respectful distance from Praten. He could easily sense the man’s hostility, which was barely being kept in check.

Setar and Berad, Anjia and Tramen took seats near one another. Tramen brushed the seat off before Anjia sat down.

Setar saw Anjia holding her pendant. He motioned to it, “That is special to you.”

Anjia felt self-conscious. “It is,” she said, looking down at it. “It belonged to my mother. It is the only thing of hers I have left.” She rubbed her thumb over the smooth metallic surface. She had not said anything, but the pendant’s reaction had noticeably lessened the farther away they walked from the stone chamber.

“You are fortunate then,” Setar replied, “to have something of hers. I wish I had something to remember my father Zhek, but I have nothing of his.”

Anjia looked up at him, offering an understanding smile. “You have the star-shaped birthmark you shared with him. Over your heart. You also have his eyes. Those characteristics are as pure Zhek as anything could ever be. He is literally a part of you in the most permanent and deepest of ways.”

Setar fought back tears. Though he could not admit it out loud, she was right. Those were indelible connections to his father. He should not envy a mere trinket.

He cleared his throat. “Let us speak on the matter at hand. Our plans for this evening.”

They all waited for him to continue.

“We are bringing the Pharom inside the stone chamber tonight to test a theory I have been developing. With Berad’s help.”

His friend felt proud to be mentioned.

“May I ask what theory that is?” Anjia ventured.

“No,” is all he said.

She did not press it.

However, Tramen did. “We noticed that you brought the Sun Disk inside the chamber as well. Do you mean to have both objects in there together as part of your test?”

“Yes,” Setar said, glancing at him briefly, but then looking away. Tramen always seemed to convey a tone of authoritative disapproval that made Setar uncomfortable. Plus, seeing him only made him think of Traeus, and that was too painful a place to let his mind go right now.

“And then what?” Anjia asked.

“That is a secret,” Setar replied quickly.

“Then what was the opportunity you spoke of?” Tramen asked, a deep frown on his face.

“To prove to me that you will not interfere with my plans or my decisions no matter what happens.”

“No matter what happens?” Anjia repeated. “That sounds ominous.”

He shook his head. “It is a statement only. Do not cloak it in your own perceptions.”

“Then what of us?” Tramen asked.

“You will wait outside,” Setar answered. “Perhaps when this night is done, I will have more to share with you. Perhaps not. I cannot predict which.”

“You have considered how dangerous that could be, have you not?” Odai said, angry that this young man was paying no heed to the deadly history their people had suffered.

Setar shook his head, then held up his hand. “I have heard that lecture too many times to count. With all due respect, I will not hear it again.” He had not had the courage to look Odai in the eyes.

Frowning, Odai crossed his arms over his chest, finding it difficult to resist the urge to scold this headstrong and careless youngster.

Anjia needed to see where this was going. She felt it was vital that she was there. “May Tramen and I simply observe, then? Inside the chamber with you?”

Setar tensed.

“Only observe, I promise,” she said, once again trying to convey a tone of peaceful cooperation. She held his gaze. “I think, deep down, you want us there.”

Praten scoffed at that. “They will take the first opportunity to steal the Pharom and the Sun Disk. Perhaps that is what they are really after.” He gave Anjia and Tramen the most disparaging looks.

“We believed this to be the rightful place for the Pharom,” Anjia replied, “which is why we left it behind.” She turned to Setar. “Seeing what you were accomplishing with it earlier only confirms that.”

“Tell her nothing, Setar,” Praten said angrily.

Setar did not reply to either of them. He considered all that was said.

“You can trust that we will obey our Queen, Setar,” Odai said.

Setar held the Head Priest’s gaze for a long moment. Then, he shifted his gaze to Berad, who was watching both of them intently.

Berad nodded his head once.

Setar took a deep breath and looked from Anjia to Tramen to Odai. He thought of how Anjia was known as ‘The Chosen One’. He once believed in that. He once believed in her.

Everyone waited for what he would say next.

Setar started to feel cornered. The weight of what was before him began to feel overwhelming. Although he thought he had initially chosen the best course of action under the circumstances, he now feared that there was no right decision he could make to avoid consequences that would somehow spiral out of his control. Just as the way others before him had unknowingly triggered tragic events, the way he had lost so much of his family. He was supposed to be King, but at this moment, he felt scared and uncertain, swayed by all. He was afraid that if anyone knew how he really felt, they would strip him of any title or influence for the rest of his days.

He glanced around at all the faces looking at him with great intensity and expectation. They were all strong people, accomplished in their own rights. Who was he to be the one to decide a course of action that would affect them, and others after them? He felt so small. He realized no matter what he decided, he would make an enemy. An unpredictable and potentially volatile future awaited him regardless. His heart sank. Panic arose in his chest.

He swallowed hard, then closed his eyes for a moment, needing even the illusion of brief escape. Again, he thought of Zhek, picturing his face, fervently needing and wishing he had his father’s guidance. In his mind, he called out to him, pleading for help, and as he did, a surprising feeling came to him, one of calm, of strength, along with the words, ‘all is meant to be.’

Setar instantly felt lifted. Clear of mind. Feeling a burst of energy fueling him inside, he finally spoke. He looked at Odai, then at Tramen, and finally at Anjia. “The three of you can join us, but...”

Praten was incensed. “Setar, are you out of your mind? You cannot let them...”

Setar turned and snapped at him, feeling a newfound confidence surge through his whole body. “Do not speak to me like that. It was your idea to declare me King in the first place. You will respect my position now.”

That was a useful piece of information for Anjia, Tramen, and Odai to hear. As they observed and listened, things were making more sense to them.

Praten’s face was red with both anger and embarrassment at having been scolded in front of his mortal enemies by this young man. He said nothing, but his chest heaved as he breathed hard with fury. He could not believe Setar would put their discoveries and the Pharom at risk and just lay everything out in front of the rulers of Sela. He had no doubt they were going to take it all away from them, one way or another. It was only a matter of time.

Berad, never able to stand face to face confrontation, tried to smooth things over again and get things moving forward. “I think it is clear where we stand. There will be three of us and three of you, with our guards outside the chamber. That seems reasonable. Setar, that was your idea, was it not?”

Setar stood. “It was.”

The rest followed him, standing up as well.

“But there is something else I need to address.” Setar cleared his throat. “Although Praten speaks out of turn, which is something I will no longer tolerate,” he stated as turned and glared at the older man, “there is one other thing I want to make absolutely clear.”

“What is that?” Tramen asked.

Ignoring Tramen, Setar stepped closer to Anjia. He looked deeply into her eyes. “If any of you break my trust on this, I will never forgive you.” He raised an eyebrow. “The people here will never forget it either.”

She realized the truth of what he was saying, as well as the crossroads they had come to.

“I understand, Setar,” she said. “Let us have faith in one another at this point.”

Setar regarded her for a moment longer, then spoke, “You have my tentative trust for now. That is all.”

Praten felt ill over what he was hearing. He could not believe how quickly Setar had let these people back into their lives, and now into their most guarded and valuable secrets. He needed to find a way to stop this. Fast.
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The Chamber

Circa 10,000 B.C.

Night fell fast. A hasty dinner was served. Anjia, Tramen and Odai were kept away and out of sight of anyone else, lest hostilities boil over. Setar wanted nothing to interfere with his plan.

Setar was once again in personal possession of the Pharom. He held the chest close, running his hand continuously over the lid. He could feel the powerful object’s energy emanating from the chest. Even more so than usual. It was almost as though the Pharom could sense it was a special night.

The young King was nearly trembling with nervous anticipation. He kept thinking of all the Pharom had shown them since they brought it to his family’s land. Inexplicable phenomena that they could scarcely wrap their minds around. He thought of his father. The images of Zhek, the way he felt that he was sensing his spirit here. It had to be connected. All of it. And him, too. Now King. The power resting with him. The power to make change. To drive forward a destiny of his choosing. The power to right the wrongs of the past. Somehow. Somehow...

He could no longer stand the wait. He ordered the preparations to get underway at once.

Praten had avoided him, but Setar could sense his hostility from clear across the room.

Anjia had tried to speak to Setar, to ask him questions about what he planned, what they had experienced in the chamber before now, how he had come to this point, but he would not answer any questions. He was keeping so much to himself, locked in a protective shell. It was unnerving for her to walk into such an unpredictable and potentially highly volatile and unstable situation. But Setar left her no choice. He would not say anything about what they would be witnessing.

The people had been told to stay away from the chamber this evening for their safety, as they had on the previous occasion where the Pharom had been brought inside, before the Royal contingent arrived. They were informed that additional experiments would be underway, involving the Pharom and Sun Disk. After what had happened with the Pharom and Sun Disk outside the chamber, no one had any intention of coming anywhere close to the site while they brought the two objects together again.

The Sun Disk had been brought inside first and secured on the stand they had used for their experiments outside the chamber. It remained covered.

“It is time,” Setar said, standing up. “Follow me to the chamber.” He nodded to Berad, who stood as well. Setar carried the chest with the Pharom and led the way to the stone structure, without looking back at the rest of them. Berad carried a lantern with him to light their way.

Anjia looked at Tramen. He looked as worried and concerned as she felt. It was all happening too fast. She was certain that Setar had not thought things through enough.

“Come now, or leave,” Praten said, coming up behind them, standing too close for comfort. He carried another lantern.

Tramen looked at him as he put a protective arm around Anjia. He nudged her forward. “We will be joining Setar,” he said, hoping the subtle dismissive message got across to the older man.

Praten had a challenging look in his eyes. “Setar may tolerate you being here,” he hissed, “but the rest of us will not. Know that, Selarens.”

Anjia’s pendant buzzed against her skin. Praten’s threat was coming through loud and clear. “Let us go,” she said to Tramen and Odai.

The Head Priest stepped between Praten and the Royal twins. “After you, your Majesties,” he said, without even giving Praten a glance.

“You cannot be trusted any more than Assan could,” Praten growled.

Odai’s anger flared at his ugly words. “Do not speak Assan’s name...”

“Odai,” Anjia said, cutting him off, “ignore him. His ignorance is obvious, and unworthy of your response.”

Odai clenched his jaw and gave a quick nod to his Queen.

Without another word, they headed off after Setar and Berad, with Praten keeping his distance, bringing up the rear.

Praten thought to himself how he was going to make the Royals pay for coming here. He could barely stomach the audacity of them insinuating themselves back into a position of influence here, after he and his people had fled their rule. He would see to it that they were run out of town, never to return, or better yet, permanently dealt with.

“Do you have a plan for when we are inside?” Tramen whispered to his sister.

She rubbed her pendant, which was growing noticeably warmer the closer they came to the chamber. She whispered back, “Only to see where this goes. And stay alert. Trouble follows us. We must keep our guard up.”

“Understood,” he said. He did not like the situation they were being led into, but he would not leave her side. She was their Queen and their guide.

Setar and Berad had picked up their pace and were nearing the chamber.

Anjia looked up at it. It stood roughly twenty feet high and had only one thick wooden door in, several steps off the ground. She felt her pendant buzzing against her skin. “Something is different here,” she whispered to Tramen and Odai.

“I feel it, too,” Odai replied.

“What is it?” Tramen asked.

Anjia shook her head. “I cannot ascertain what it is I am feeling, but it grows stronger as we near that chamber.”

“I suspect that whatever it is, that is the reason the chamber is situated where it is.”

Setar and Berad did not wait for the rest of them to catch up. They quickly ascended the stairs, which were situated towards one end of the chamber, opened the door and proceeded inside.

The closer they got, the more Anjia felt her pendant respond. She stopped in her tracks for a moment. “Do you feel that?” she asked. “The sensation is much stronger here.”

“I do,” Odai replied.

“There is much Setar has not told us,” she said.

Praten passed them by. “I hope this means you have decided to go back to where you came from.” He sneered at them, then climbed the steps and entered the chamber, leaving them in the dark.

Without replying, they followed him inside.

Anjia immediately noticed how much stronger her ankh pendant responded to whatever it was in this room. She knew it reacted to the Pharom, but it was still nestled inside the chest. Something else was triggering the reaction. However, she said nothing. She did not want to give away what the pendant was, lest they want to take it from her. It was too precious to her, and too valuable in more than one way.

Veraz and Mitar took up positions outside the door to the chamber.

Setar was engaged in whispered conversation with Berad. He paused when he saw them come in. He gave Anjia a quick nod, then turned his back and continued whispering to Berad.

Anjia, Tramen, and Odai looked around. Placed on the floor at either end of the chamber, lanterns cast small shadows on the stone floor and the lower part of the walls.

The rectangular stone chamber was well put-together. The blocks, relatively uniform in size, were fairly smoothly stacked and secured with some mortar in between. It was a plain space, twice as long as it was wide; about thirty-four feet long and seventeen feet wide. There were no other features in it, except for the metallic stand for the Pharom at one end, closest to the entrance, and the covered structure holding the Sun Disk.

Anjia looked up and saw a starry sky above. She took a deep breath, and for a moment, allowed herself to think of the vastness of space and the fleeting flicker that was their lives. She thought about how each decision, each step of their lives had brought this small group of people together in this specific moment in time, and wondered what the moments ahead would reveal. Somehow, she thought, their destinies were tied together.

She brought her awareness back into the room and looked around at each of them. She took hold of the pendant. But what did that mean, and would any of them survive to leave this chamber again?

Odai kept watch over Setar and the chest containing the Pharom. He knew Setar was acting recklessly. He did not think the young man truly appreciated the danger he was in, that he had put them all in.

“Why is there no roof to this chamber?” Tramen asked.

Berad answered, “For the times when we want sunlight to hit the Sun Disk.”

Tramen frowned. “But you could have that anywhere.”

Setar spoke. “This place is special. As you will see.”

Tramen wanted to ask more questions, but he knew Setar still would not answer. He looked at Anjia, her expression was serious. He could tell she shared his concerns. The longer they allowed this to go on, the greater the likelihood that it would spiral out of their, or anyone’s, control.

“What is your plan then?” Anjia asked. “Surely you can tell us now?”

Setar smiled. “To let the special energy of this place, and of the Pharom and Sun Disk, guide me forward.”

Anjia noticed Praten’s expression darken at his words. She thought she saw him mouth silent words, but she could not make them out.

Praten noticed her looking at him and glowered at her until she looked away.

“Setar,” Odai said, “surely you have considered the events of the Amsara chamber and the tragedy that struck there?”

“We are not in the Amsara chamber,” Setar snapped at him. “Mind your place, priest. We are not in Sela and you have no authority here.”

Odai’s temper flared at the insults, but he held his tongue.

Berad leaned over to Setar. “Perhaps there are too many people in here to do this comfortably?”

Setar gave Odai a challenging look. “Are there?”

“I do wish to stay,” he replied, doing his best to keep his temper in check. He swallowed his pride. “With your permission.”

“Then, observe. Silently.” Setar looked at Anjia, Tramen, and Praten as well. “That goes for the rest of you as well. I know full well what warnings and advice you would give me, and I will not hear it. This is my venture. Accept that or leave.”

Anjia spoke for her small group. “We accept.”

Praten shook his head.

“Do you have something to say to me, Praten?” Setar said, noticing the man’s response.

Praten looked at him, trying to hide the seething anger he was feeling right now. “I hope this venture of yours is a memorable one, Setar.”

Setar regarded him. He sensed the man’s anger and indignation barely hidden below the surface. But he seemed to be complying, and that was all Setar required of him. “Please stay near the door then, in case I need you to summon Veraz and Mitar.”

Praten nodded. “As you wish.” He took his assigned station.

Setar returned his attention to Berad and they once again began whispering to one another, pointing to various places inside the chamber.

Anjia felt a chill go through her, with him standing there blocking the door, shadows flickering across his face. Setar’s people were on both sides of the door. She realized the precarious position she had allowed her brother and Odai to be put in. For all she knew, someone planned to assassinate them in here. A cold fear gripped her.

She nudged Tramen, then gave a nod to Odai. Tramen got his attention the same way. She mouth the words, ‘Leave. Not safe.’

They both shook their heads and averted their gazes. If their Queen was staying, then so were they.

Anjia’s mind raced for some kind of an exit plan, but there was none. She had allowed them to be cornered. She again looked up at the sky and wondered if this was the last time she would be seeing those stars or anyone she loved...
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“We are ready,” Setar said.

Anjia knew they were out of time.

Berad walked over to where the Sun Disk stood covered.

Tramen and Odai now flanked their Queen, watchful over the situation unfolding. The three of them had shifted over so that Praten was not directly behind them.

Anjia desperately wanted to warn Setar one last time about the danger of what he was doing, but she bit her tongue. She knew there was no talking him out of it.

Setar glanced around the room and spoke in a stern voice. “Stay standing at the edges of the room. Do not move into the center of it. That is imperative. Remain absolutely still. Do not interrupt what we are doing.”

Everyone nodded.

Anjia turned to look at Praten.

He narrowed his eyes at her.

She looked away, but still felt his eyes boring into her. She sensed the heat of his anger and hate. She let out a shaky breath and held her pendant, which was firing more wildly than it had ever done. She closed her eyes for a moment and said a silent prayer for protection.

Setar’s gaze fell to Berad.

Berad spoke, “I am prepared, Setar. For whatever we may face.”

Setar nodded at his friend. “I am grateful for your courage and your loyalty, Berad. It will never be forgotten.”

Praten shifted his feet, the sound scratching across the stone floor.

The sound grabbed Setar’s attention. He looked over at Praten. “Thank you, as well, for all you have done for me, in spite of the reservations you had.”

Praten cleared his throat and gave Setar a quick nod. “I have only wanted what is best for our people.”

“I know,” Setar replied. He now turned his gaze to the stone chest lying on the floor. “As do I.”

All gathered waited breathlessly for what would happen next.

Setar walked over to the chest and knelt down. He brushed his hand over the lid reverently, whispering words only he could hear. Finally, he removed the lid.

Everyone gasped. Inside the chest, the Pharom glowed brilliantly, a kaleidoscope of colorful lights filling the room.

Anjia, Tramen, and Odai could not believe what they were seeing. They looked at one another, then back at the Pharom. All thinking the same thing. What could be powering the Pharom? It looked exactly as it had when it was on the platform in the Amsara chamber. They also felt the powerful energy emanating from it.

Anjia shuddered, her whole body tingled with the energetic sensations caused by the Pharom. She knew this would only intensify when the Sun Disk was uncovered.

Setar looked up at Berad. “After I place this on the stand, I will give you the signal to remove the covering.”

“Understood,” Berad replied.

Anjia looked over at him. They locked eyes for a moment. In his expression she read the same nervousness that she was feeling, though he tried to cover it. She also read his own searching. He was hoping for something, something deeply personal, in what was about to happen.

Berad glanced back to Setar.

Anjia realized in that moment, that for Setar and Berad, this was no mere experiment. No bid for power or exercise to assert independence. They were two young people on a spiritual quest. She understood.

Setar smiled at Berad and pointed to the covered Sun Disk. “If this goes well, my friend, we will try it with direct sunlight next. Let these mystical natural surroundings fully power this chamber and what we have brought into it.”

“A grand idea, my friend,” Berad replied, with a slight tightness in his voice.

Setar nodded, then gently lifted the Pharom out of the chest.

Odai and Tramen visibly tensed, but held their positions in silence.

Praten did not move or make a sound.

They all watched with bated breath as Setar carefully placed the Pharom on the stand. He made sure it was stable, then stepped back away from it.

It glowed beautifully, its pulsating light illuminating the chamber.

Anjia’s heart thundered in her chest. She felt her pendant respond to the powerful energy device, almost like it was trying to pull her closer in...

Setar wiped his brow. Sweat beaded all over his face and neck. He could scarcely take his eyes off the radiant obelisk. He held his hand out, indicating Berad was to wait for his signal.

The tension in the room was so thick, no one dared hardly breathe, let alone move an inch.

Setar backed away a bit farther from the Pharom, closer to where Anjia, Tramen, and Odai stood. He then looked over at Berad and swallowed hard. “Now, Berad.”

Without a word, Berad quickly pulled the covering off the Sun Disk.

Suddenly, the room felt like it was spinning and their eyes were assaulted with intense white light. Temperatures spiked and fell wildly, as though they were caught in some kind of preternatural storm.

Anjia gasped, placing one hand on the stone wall for support. The swirling light and wind blurred her vision. Her pendant grew hot. A single thought entered her mind. Setar. He was in danger. Then she heard it, a slight scraping across stone. Without thinking, she reached out for Setar, managing to grab his arm. Roughly, she yanked him to her.

A yell turned to a scream, then was silent. In the center of the room, a white light flared out and the strange winds emitted a preternatural howl. Everyone screamed and ducked, covering their heads.

As Berad dropped to the floor, he knocked over the Sun Disk, which crashed to the floor.

Anjia heard the crash, though it sounded far away. Her vision darkened around her and all was now quiet, except for the beating of her own heart. She sensed herself falling, farther and farther down, drifting away...

Then, she heard a voice in the distance. It was too far away. Down she fell. This is what it must feel like to be dying, she thought. It was peaceful, effortless, just a letting go...

‘Anjia,’ the voice called out, nearer this time.

Someone is trying to bring me back, she thought. But it is too late for me...

‘Anjia,’ she heard again.

The darkness around her lifted.

‘Come to us.’

‘I cannot,’ she heard herself reply, though she spoke no words, ‘I am falling. Far away.’

‘You are not falling, our child, you are, in a way, being lifted.’

‘To where? What place?’

‘No place. To us. Open your eyes.’

She did. Had she been able to feel her body in that moment, she would have fallen to her knees. She felt gossamer tears stream down her face.

Before her stood her mother and father.

‘It cannot be...’ she said, her eyes going wide. She trembled.

Traeus and Axiana smiled at her.

‘Our precious Anjia,’ Traeus spoke.

‘Our beautiful daughter,’ her mother said. Then she tilted her head to the side.

Anjia looked over her mother’s shoulder. Her eyes widened even more. There were Uta and Ehrim, her adoptive parents. They smiled at her and stepped forward.

‘We love you so much,’ Uta said.

‘So very much,’ Ehrim spoke.

Anjia was embraced by each of them. They told her how proud they were of her, how much she was loved, how much she had to give her people, and those closest to her. Anjia reminisced with them for what felt like a wonderfully, blissfully, long time, taking time to tell them all that she had left unsaid, all that was in her heart.

They knew all about her life, and they seemed to know even more than that. They told her how what was done in this lifetime was connected to many others, some far away in both perceived time and place, and that even the smallest thing mattered, beyond one’s own existence.

Anjia asked how this was possible, to see them again, and that if it meant her life had ended.

They smiled at her, and told her that all are beings of light, that time is an illusion, and there is no separation. What she thought of as life and death are merely transitions and that they are all as close to her as her own beating heart, because their souls are one. Time and space and energy are all one. And so, all living beings are one. And will always be.

She said that it was hard to make sense of all they were telling her.

They replied that it was knowledge she already had; and had always had, and would always carry with her. It was easier to feel the truth, that the soul knew, even when the mind struggled and questioned.

She then asked how to move forward, in the face of seemingly endless difficulties.

They said that life has many trials, some that seem unfair, but all is unfolding as it should. ‘Forgiveness, empathy, love, kindness, and compassion,’ they said to her, their voices as one, ‘these are what your life must be built on. You are already strong and wise, you see much. But let us show you a future path to even greater love and strength and unity...’

Anjia awoke. It took a moment for her to get her bearings. A hand reached down to help her up. She took it. It was warm and strong. She stood up and her eyes met Berad’s. He gazed at her with such feeling, his eyes welled up with tears, but he smiled warmly at her.

“My Queen,” he said in a hushed voice, still holding her hand.

Her heart skipped a beat.
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It had all happened in a split second.

Stunned, they quickly exited the chamber. Outside, Setar was now sitting on the ground with his legs pulled up against his chest. His head was bowed, his forehead resting on his forearms, as his shoulders shook with sobs.

Berad sat down next to him and put a reassuring arm around him. There were hardly any words to say after what had just happened.

Berad had informed Veraz and Mitar that Praten was killed in an assassination attempt against Setar, Berad had asked them to stand guard a distance away. He instructed them to keep any curious onlookers away and to say nothing of what had happened here. He told them that their King would address the people as soon as he could.

The Pharom had been secured in the chest and removed from the chamber. Setar had asked for it to be taken away and kept under heavy guard. The experience had been too intense for him to have it near the site for now. The Sun Disk remained inside the chamber, covered once again.

Anjia, Tramen, and Odai were quiet.

Berad looked up, and again locked eyes with Anjia. He now saw her in a new light. A beautiful new light.

She gave him a soft smile, but her eyes filled with tears. However, she did not look away. Instead, her expression was searching, hurting, yet hopeful.

The three of them sat down near Setar and Berad.

Berad spoke, “Praten, I think he would have tried to blame Setar’s death on the three of you. He would have accused you of trying to reclaim power by conspiring to kill Setar, knowing how dangerous the Pharom could be, and using it as a weapon.”

Setar let out a heavy sigh and lifted his head, wiping away his tears. “I should have paid more attention, there were so many signs... I just never believed or considered he would do such a thing. Betray me like that.”

“That is because your heart has not been jaded like his was,” Tramen said. “He saw life through his anger, and to him, the ends he wanted were justified by any means.”

Odai turned to Anjia. “How did you know what he was about to do?”

“I felt it,” she replied. “And I did not question the feeling.”

Odai nodded. He had suspected as much. He just wanted the others to hear it from her.

“If you had, it would have been too late,” Tramen said.

“You saved my life,” Setar said.

“I believe I was meant to,” she replied, looking at him in earnest. “I love you. I knew I needed to pull you to me.”

They all considered the double meaning behind her words.

Setar could scarcely speak; he was so overcome with emotion.

“It is a shame,” Berad said. “I wish he had not been so consumed by anger.” He looked at Setar. “Please know that I do not condone what he tried to do, and I am grateful he did not succeed.” He gave his friend a reassuring smile and touched his shoulder.

Setar nodded.

Berad continued, “I see that he engineered his own fate, but he had not always been that way, an evil man, I mean. He had shown me many kindnesses in the past.” He paused, his voice now strained, his emotions starting to overtake him. “I do not know how to make sense of this day.” He shook his head and covered his face. Tears streamed down his cheeks.

“He lost his way,” Anjia said. “He could not find his way to heal or fix what he thought was broken. But he is finally at peace. Know that.”

Berad looked at her through watery eyes and nodded. He believed what she said. He needed to.

“Speaking of this day and what happened in that chamber,” Odai said, “I experienced more in there. Much more. Did any of you?”

They all looked at him with wide eyes. There was so much to say. They scarcely knew where to start.

Anjia decided to go first and shared all she could remember, save for one detail that she wanted to keep to herself for the moment. She stole a glance Berad’s way. She sensed he knew.

Tramen then spoke, talking of the pain he had carried because of the family he had lost and Anjia’s long absence from his life. The powerlessness it had left with him. He too, had seen their mother and father, Axiana and Traeus, in his vision in the chamber, and they had shared with him many things, including how empowering it is to realize and accept what is beyond his reach to control and know what is not. Accepting that difference will give him peace, they told him. He just needed to let go. And he was beginning to. He could feel a heavy burden, long carried and long suffered, finally being lifted.

Odai then spoke of seeing his predecessor Assan, and telling him how much he missed his company and his guidance and how he had not been ready to assume the vital and revered place Assan once held for their people. Assan had shared how we often doubt our own abilities and the special and unique gifts we have to offer. That it is too often difficult to see and accept that we are enough, just as we are. Then, when we need guidance that cannot be found outside, we can seek within, and an answer will come if we give it time and trust that our own instincts will be true.

Berad cleared his throat. He felt shy. He told them about his own parents and that many of the things they shared with him were about his yearnings to seek the family he had lost, and that for a while he had found that in Praten. They urged him to forgive the soul that is Praten, and not focus on the man who let evil into his mind and heart. They also told him to accept that his life was about to change, and to embrace that which is before him. Berad did not want to elaborate just yet, but his eyes met Anjia’s and he knew she understood. She smiled and he felt his heart heal a little more. Hope flickered.

Finally, Setar worked up the courage to share his experience. He got what he had been seeking. He saw his father and mother, Zhek and Zazmaria. Amongst the many things they shared was the message of forgiveness and not being driven by resentment, jealousy, or revenge, and not to harbor a desire for power and dominion over others. That by rising above such things and coming from a place of mutual understanding and respect, one could achieve far greater things. They told him that love, above all else, needed to be his guide. He just needed to open himself to it and allow it inside his heart and his life. They told him to see their own lives as a lesson and believe in himself, that he was not destined to repeat their mistakes. And finally to know that he was not, nor had he ever been, alone.

After taking some time to process what had happened and what they had learned from one another, they were all struck by how profound it all was. How interconnected many of their experiences were.

Then, Setar and Berad also shared how they had come to this point. They told Anjia, Tramen, and Odai about the energy phenomenon they had discovered, the interaction of the Pharom and the Sun Disk, and the energy convergence point. They shared how it led them to leverage that discovery, to continue their experiments from Sela in the use of sound, and now also energy, to move physical objects. They hoped that this discovery could help them build faster and more efficiently. Setar admitted he was compelled to bring the Pharom and Sun Disk together. In spite of what Praten did, and what happened to him in the end, Setar accepted now, based on what they had experienced in the chamber and the journey to this point, that all was as it was meant to be; the happiness and the sorrow, the discovery and the loss.

They all fell quiet for a time, thinking under the night sky, feeling tired, yet not wanting to leave this place, or break the intimacy they had shared, just yet.

Eventually, Setar broke the silence. He had an expression of quiet determination on his face. “There is something else I must say to you all.” He clasped his hands together and looked at each of them.

Berad looked at him curiously.

“Praten was the one who declared that I should be King.” A huge lump formed in his throat and he struggled to get the words out. “At the time, so much was happening so fast, and he convinced me it was my destiny, that the Draxen legacy must live on through me. That this land, the energy phenomenon here... was a sign.” He paused.

The others waited for him to continue.

“I was not seeking that. I was seeking something else. And I found it. Here. With all of you.” Tears streamed down his face. “What I found means more to me than anything. More than a Kingship.” He wiped his face. “I found connection. To something I had lost. That is what I came here for. And to be honest, I am not ready to be King. I do not know if I ever would be.”

“Setar,” Berad said in a hushed voice, “what are you saying?”

Setar took a deep breath and tried to compose himself. He looked at Anjia. “I do not wish to be King. After today, and to be honest, even before, I realized am not ready for such responsibility. It is too much for me, at least for now.”

Berad spoke, “Setar, are you sure?”

He nodded. “I am. I do not know what the future holds, but I am certain that is not meant to be my role at this time.”

Odai spoke next, choosing his words carefully. “Setar, with respect, Queen Anjia is the rightful ruler of the Kierani people. What are your feelings towards her?”

Setar looked at Anjia. He thought of all of the times she had cared for him, showed him a loving place in the family, and all that she had endured and lost as well. He thought of the messages he had been given in the chamber. He would change what the Draxen name stood for. Forgiveness, love, and family mattered. Not power and status and old resentments.

Setar finally spoke. “She is my Queen and my sister. I am sorry. For everything.”

Anjia broke down in tears and went over to him. “Setar, my brother,” she said as she held him tight, “I love you. We are family. We will move forward together.”

Tramen smiled as a sense of relief coursed through him.

Odai nodded and beamed at the sight. “Then, together, we will work towards healing the rift within our people. If you are all willing.”

Everyone nodded their heads and agreed.

“It will be a long road ahead,” Odai noted. “It will not be easy. Many will resist this.”

Berad spoke next. “I will help in whatever way I can. I have the ear of many of our people.”

Anjia looked at him and smiled. “Thank you.” She looked at Setar, then back to Berad. “I think you would make an excellent advisor to my young brother, and to the Royal Family.”

Setar smiled at that and nodded eagerly. “I would love that.”

Berad bowed. “Your Majesty. I gratefully accept and welcome that role.” He looked up at her. “Then in that spirit, may I make my first suggestion?”

She looked pleasantly surprised. “Of course. What is it?”

“I think the experiences we had in the chamber...” he paused, thinking about his parents, “they were so profoundly moving. Might it be something that you would consider sharing with the people once we understand it more? I mean, I know the Pharom has historically been hidden and...”

Anjia’s eyes widened with further surprise. “That is a wonderful idea,” she said, without even letting him finish the sentence.

Berad blushed, beaming at her response. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

“I agree,” Odai said. “That was too special not to share. I do think it can go a long way to healing the rift that exists between our people.”

Tramen chimed in as well. “I can think of no better way to begin to bring our people together once again. We should also tell our people that they are free to move between here and Sela, as they wish, without any kind of restriction. It could be their choice of where to live, if you agree,” he said, addressing his sister.

“Of course,” Anjia spoke. “I think the time has come.” She took a deep breath. “So much will change.” She pointed to the chamber. “I am excited for what this represents.”

“Even though we cannot yet explain it?” Setar asked.

Anjia replied, “Perhaps we need not have to explain it. Perhaps we can just trust in the experience and share it and be grateful.”

“It is a matter of faith,” Berad said, gazing deep into her eyes. “You can believe without explanations or proof. Belief and faith... can lead to a knowledge more certain, more comforting, than any other.”

“That is beautifully said, Berad,” Anjia replied, holding his gaze. “I would very much like to discuss such things with you at greater length, if you would be willing.”

Setar grinned at his friend.

Tramen’s eyes widened as he picked up on the chemistry between them.

Odai gave a knowing smile.

“I would love to,” Berad said. He had to resist the urge to reach for her hand in full view of the others.

She reached for his instead. “I think we have much to discuss.”

Setar got up and walked around a bit, gazing at the large expanse of land that surrounded the chamber. The stars were still out in full force. They were stunning in their brilliance and immensely vast numbers. He took deep breaths, feeling himself relax. Huge weights had been lifted off his young shoulders. He could see a way forward now. The night air was lightly fragrant and very pleasing. A soft wind blew. It was a beautiful place, serene, yet with this unimaginable gift hidden in the very earth itself. It gave him peace.

Setar turned back around and spoke, “This land had long been known as my family’s land, where the Draxen Stronghold once stood. Even though it had been turned into parkland before the meteor destruction, many still refer to it as the Draxen land.” He thought for a moment. “I want to change that. What happened with Praten makes it even clearer that I need to change that.”

They all listened.

“When I announce I am stepping down as King of these people, I also want to re-dedicate this place. I want it to be known as a place of mystery and wonder, of beauty and truth.” He felt a surge of energy, letting him know this was exactly what he needed to do. “I want to call it Kieran Men-Nefer.”

Anjia smiled.

Berad’s face lit up as he understood the meaning behind the name.

Setar continued, “Kieran after our original home, and Men-Nefer to signify that this is a place of enduring harmony and beauty.”

Anjia’s eyes teared up. “Setar, it is perfect.” She went over and hugged him.

Tramen walked over as well. “Setar, my brother, you are wise beyond your years.”

Setar beamed and Tramen gave him a long hug as well.

“I would say that Prince Setar will have an important place amongst our people,” Odai said, referring to him by his former title. “You have much to offer the Kierani people, Your Highness,” he said to Setar. “It was through your insight that we were guided to this miraculous site, in this way. No one else would have brought together all of these elements in the way you did. It is an achievement that will live on in our people’s history. The Draxen name will be restored and celebrated.”

Setar’s eyes welled up with tears. “I only wanted to find what I had lost, to find out who I really was.” He bowed his head, needing a moment.

Berad put an arm around his friend for comfort and for strength.

“You sought love and family, and to find out where you belonged,” Odai offered. “These things are the essence of our existence.”

Setar looked around at each of them, feeling the bond between them growing. He could sense a fulfilment coming in his life, to replace all of the emptiness and confusion he had felt and suffered for so long. “And I found it. After all that we have been through, I realize those things are as much as anyone could wish for in their life.” A tear fell down his cheek. “It is everything.”

Anjia smiled at him, then looked around at each of them. “What was lost, has been found.”
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Life

Present Day

After restoring the Pharom back to its hiding spot, they all returned to Dr. Khadesh and Khamir’s home.

They were exhausted and stunned from what they had experienced, so their hosts suggested short naps and some time to refresh themselves.

They took them up on their suggestion, and a couple of hours later they rejoined their hosts. Khamir had prepared a sumptuous Egyptian meal.

They ate heartily and talked about what had occurred in the chamber.

A thought suddenly occurred to Alex. “Khufu’s Horizon,” she whispered. She looked up at Dr. Khadesh and Khamir. “The ancient name for the Great Pyramid was Khufu’s Horizon.”

Dr. Khadesh smiled at her. “Yes, it was.”

“Right,” Mitch said, thinking about what that was referring to. “The original gabled entrance to the pyramid, above Al-Mamun’s forced entrance, there are some who interpret it as the ‘door of the horizon’.”

“Why is that?” Bob asked, finishing his meal.

“Well,” Mitch answered, “because of the triangular shape above the doorway and what looks like the hieroglyph for the akhet, meaning ‘horizon’, carved prominently below it.”

Mitch pulled out a scrap of paper and grabbed a pen from a nearby table. He drew the hieroglyph for them, a circle, representing the rising or setting sun, nestled in a dip or valley, showing the horizon.

“Could people be reading more into that than there is?” Jack asked.

“I don’t think so,” Alex replied, shaking her head. “The stones that surround the entrance are absolutely massive, some of the biggest in the entire pyramid. The creation of that entrance really is an extreme feat of ancient engineering.”

“Exactly,” Mitch said. “You wouldn’t go through all that trouble and not have it be incredibly symbolic, like everything else about the pyramids of Giza.”

Alex turned to their Egyptian friends. “The portal that is created inside the chamber, the connection that is made there... that’s the horizon it was actually referring to, wasn’t it?”

Dr. Khadesh smiled. “That is correct.”

Mitch nodded. “Makes sense now.”

Bob nodded, thinking of what they’d experienced inside. He could scarcely put into words the feeling it left him with.

“Speaking of that, how long was the portal active?” Jack asked. “It felt like hours.”

“Days,” Mitch said.

“Yeah, longer even,” Alex added.

Bob nodded.

“A few minutes,” Khamir answered.

They all stared at him, dumbfounded.

“What?” Jack asked.

“No way,” Bob said.

“They’re right, it felt like a long time,” Alex said. “So much happened.”

“It was no more than five minutes,” Dr. Khadesh confirmed.

“Geez,” Mitch said, “I don’t see how that’s possible. Everything I saw, everything I learned and experienced, it felt so real.” His eyes were wide and his expression questioning. “It felt like a really long time.”

“I agree,” Alex said, “I don’t see how that’s possible, that all of that transpired in a few minutes.”

“Yeah, makes me think we’re going a little bit crazy,” Jack said nervously. He really could not see how to make sense of it.

“We know how you feel,” Dr. Khadesh said, “it is perfectly understandable. But what you must know, what you must accept, is that you have all had an experience which transcends what we think of as normal existence. Time, place, and existence change and merge into something different. Something beyond our physical existence.” He tapped the table. “But it is no less real, no less true, than us having dinner together on this night, in this place. It is only a different dimension of your existence.”

Khamir nodded, leaning forward in his chair, a knowing smile crossing his face. “One that you just found out about. It will take time to fully grasp it. Perhaps even, the rest of your lives.”

He then excused himself to go make them coffee and give them time to digest both their meals and what was said. A short while later they gathered in the living room with a large carafe of coffee.

“If any of you wish to talk about what you experienced, you are welcome to share,” Dr. Khadesh said. “This is a safe place and you have all been through the same thing.”

The four friends felt shy at first, reluctant to be the first to share such personal things.

Surprisingly, after a few moments, Bob was the first to open up. He felt compelled to get it out. As though, he couldn’t contain within himself what he’d experienced. He told them about the year when he turned twelve. He had lost his cousin, Wes, who was also his best friend at the time, to leukaemia, and then two months later, his dog, Rascal, passed away. His family had had the dog since before Bob was born. He’d grown up with him and slept with him nearly every night. His cousin had only lived a few blocks away and they were only seven months apart in age. They’d also been inseparable their whole lives, going on endless adventures together as young boys.

When Bob lost his two companions so close together, it had felt like his world had ended. He became inconsolable. He’d taken to barely speaking for months, holed up in his room, playing video games, withdrawing from life. He’d eventually dropped out of school for a time, unable to concentrate or even get out of bed some days. It had nearly ruined his young life. His trust in the permanence and safety of anything was decimated. It had been incredibly difficult for him to make friends or get close to anyone after that. He’d shut down, unable to cope with the intense pain and confusion he felt.

Finally, with a great deal of counselling and after a few months of home-schooling, he’d slowly returned to the life he had known, but it had all felt so much emptier. He’d really only come back to life when he met Jack in college.

Bob described to everyone seeing Wes and Rascal in his encounter with the portal in the chamber. He found the two of them playing together in one of their favorite haunts near a small stream, not far from the home he had grown up in. It was like they were twelve again, but with the knowledge and presence of much older souls. The joy he experienced being with his young cousin and life-long doggy companion again was beyond description. He felt whole again. As though the missing puzzle pieces of his heart were restored.

Bob broke down while telling his tale, but his tears were happy ones. What had been torn apart in his soul felt like it could finally, at long last, heal.

“I feel like I have them back,” he said, his eyes red-rimmed. He placed his hand over his heart. “I feel them here.”

His friends finally understood why he was so reluctant at times to take the risks that had presented themselves over their various trips to Egypt. He had been forced to face death at a young and tender age and couldn’t face losing anyone else close to him.

After a short time, Jack went next. He talked about losing his grandfather when he was in his late teens, just before he went to college. “He was one of the biggest influences in my life,” Jack said, his expression one of sad longing. “Like a father, grandfather, mentor and best friend all rolled into one.” He wiped away a tear. “When I lost him, I felt like I lost my own identity. That a big part of who I was died with him. No one, at that time, knew me as well as he did. No one. Not even close.” He smiled wistfully at the memories this had brought back. “I felt that if he was gone, his memories and knowledge of me were gone, and then...” his voice cracked, “and then, I was gone.”

Bob fought back tears, unsuccessfully, and gave Jack’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. It was unspoken between them how much their friendship meant to each of them.

Jack smiled and took a deep breath, continuing to share what this experience had been for him. “He used to babysit me when I was young, and then when I was growing up, we spent hours doing all kinds of things together. Building things. Collecting stamps. Watching old westerns and documentaries about the war together. And he’d tell me stories of his early life, of my early life, stories of my parents when they were young, stories from my childhood. I loved all of our family’s history that he shared with me. It made me feel important, like I was part of something that really mattered, you know?” Jack took a deep breath and reached for some water. He cleared his throat. “He even helped me get my first car. He taught me about being a man and being loyal to my family, taking care of people...” Jack squeezed his eyes shut. “The important things of life, I learned from him. Then, Alzheimer’s took his memory, then finally his life.” Jack paused and took another long sip of water.

His friends waited patiently for him to continue.

Jack continued, his voice now a whisper, strained with emotion, tears trailing down his face. “I’d never lost anyone I was close to before. I couldn’t believe that the man who had been such a fixture in my life, my source of knowledge of family, of myself, of life... that he was fading away. I couldn’t grasp how that person, all that made him who he was, was slipping away. That I couldn’t just go up to him and say, hey, Grandpa, it’s me Jack, come back, don’t leave.” The words came tumbling fast. “I would pray night after night for him to stay, for his memories to remain. I just wanted my Grandpa back. He was my rock, I needed him.” Jack shook his head and placed a hand over his eyes. “I still do.”

“Did you see him?” Bob asked. “In the chamber?”

Jack nodded, struggling to speak. “I saw him. He looked kind of youthful, full of good health and vigor, but still the grandfather I remember, you know?”

Bob smiled, nodding for him to continue.

“What was his name, Jack?” Alex asked.

“Harold.” His lips curved into a pleasant grin. “I always loved that name. So old-fashioned and strong. Harold,” he repeated, then sighed. “We were back in his study, surrounded by his shelves of old books and photo albums and collectibles.” He closed his eyes. “I can still see it. All the detail. Everything. And his eyes, the same knowing gaze, the look that knew me, could see right into my soul.” Jack opened his eyes and gave a soft laugh.

“What is it?” Mitch asked.

Jack looked around the room at each of them. “He told me you were all good people. The best kind. He said I was lucky to have such good friends and that I had found a place in life to be. A place where I mattered.” Jack beamed at them; his eyes bright. “He’s right.”

“He sounds like a smart man,” Alex said. “Wise.”

“Yeah, he was. He is. He told me he knew all about you guys and the things we’ve been involved in, the work we’ve done. He said he’s proud of me. That I grew up into the man he always knew I would be. Loyal, hard-working, caring.”

“You are, Jack,” Alex said. “You’re all of those things and more.”

“Thanks,” he said, blushing. “I have my grandfather to thank for those good qualities.” Suddenly, he looked sad.

“Jack?” Bob asked.

Jack looked up at him briefly, then looked away. “I’ve never really admitted this to you guys.” He stopped, staring at the floor. “I haven’t really had a lot of self-confidence.”

“What?” Mitch said. “You could’ve fooled me.”

“Not me,” Bob said. “Even though you try to hide it, I’ve seen it. I’ve shared it.”

“I know, buddy,” Jack replied, a look of relief washing over his face. “I think you and I have always known that about each other.” Jack grinned at his friends. “It’s why we’re so sarcastic sometimes. Hides a lot of self-doubt, I guess.”

Alex’s face softened. “I can see that now.” She touched his hand.

“My grandfather told me I can let go of those insecurities now. He said a lot of it came from the fact that he’d been one of my biggest supporters throughout my life and when the disease took hold and started to take his memories, that I’d somehow, deep down, interpreted that as all the good things he believed about me, fading, too. That it wasn’t real. That without his backing, without his knowledge of me to hang onto, I felt like I was nothing.” Jack rubbed his face. Tears came.

He continued, “He told me he’d been watching me all of this time, he’d tried to get through to me that I was okay, that he was still there. That I needed to own what was good about me, about my life, but that my sorrow was too much. He couldn’t get through. He even told me how he’d been aware of me, of everything when his disease was worsening. He just couldn’t communicate that any longer. His spirit was separating from his physical body. But he was there. He’s always been there.”

Alex went over and gave him a long hug. “You have so much to be proud of. And now you have his spirit inside you. You need never doubt yourself again.” She spoke from experience, from her own encounter in the chamber.

Jack nodded, his expression a mixture of happiness and raw emotion. “That’s exactly it. I feel his presence. His strength and humor. I’ve missed that so much.”

“You have that back, Jack,” Khamir said. “You have always had that. You just did not realize it.”

“A cruel irony,” Jack whispered.

“But one that you need no longer suffer,” Dr. Khadesh said.

“Yeah, man,” Bob said. “Make you a deal.” He held out his hand. “I’ll turn away from my emptiness and towards healing and being whole if you will.”

Jack beamed at him. He shook his friend’s hand eagerly. He felt a weight lift off him. “It’s funny, buddy,” Jack said, “I knew we got along right away when we met, that we were meant to be best buds, but now it makes even more sense.” Each was walking around with gaping holes in their hearts, and on some level, they recognized that in one another and sensed what kindred spirits they were.

“Yeah,” Alex said, “two halves of a whole.”

Dr. Khadesh smiled. “You all filled spaces in one another’s lives, where spaces needed to be filled. You found each other because you are family, you were meant to be there for one another.”

“Like you’ve been for us,” Mitch said, “since we got here that first time, so many years ago.”

“Our destinies have always been intertwined,” Khamir responded, “all of us.”

They all fell quiet for a couple of minutes. Khamir went to the kitchen and made another pot of coffee. He brought out some pastries and water for everyone.

Alex broke the silence. “Mitch?” she asked. “Do you want to share what you experienced?” She regarded him carefully for a moment. He was staring into his now-empty coffee cup. She could see something had changed within him. She’d known him a long time, but he’d never talked to her about anyone he’d lost. She wondered what he was going through.

He hesitated to share this. The encounter had shaken him. He hadn’t expected to be faced with this part of his past ever again in his lifetime. His parents had not spoken of it, at least with him, since he was a boy. But he knew now that it was something that had always been with him, even when he wasn’t fully aware of it.

They all waited for him to speak. No one wanted to push things if he wasn’t ready.

“You do not have to share this right now, Mitch,” Dr. Khadesh said. “You can wait until you feel ready to do so.”

Mitch shook his head. “It’s okay, it was just so unexpected. I hadn’t thought of it in a long time. It brought up so many feelings. Feelings I don’t think I’ve ever really processed. I didn’t know how.”

Alex bit her lip. She was worried for her friend. She had no idea what this might be.

Mitch clasped his hands together, staring down at the floor. “I’ve never talked about this. Except to my parents when they told me. And that was half a lifetime ago.” He was stunned at how deeply this was affecting him, after all this time. “The ironic thing is it’s someone I never even knew. Never even met. Until today.”

They waited for him to continue, wondering what he meant by that.

“My parents... there was a baby before me. He was stillborn. I never knew until I was older, when they thought I was ready to hear the truth. They hadn’t wanted to keep it from me, but they knew it would be hard for me to hear.” He closed his eyes. “I would’ve had an older brother.”

Mitch told them about the family counselling he’d attended with his parents. How fixated he’d become, for a few years, on the idea of having an older brother. How robbed he felt. How alone it had left him feeling. He was jealous of kids at school who had older brothers. He was angry and bitter for a long time. It was only throwing himself into school, his studies, that saved him from succumbing to the idea, the sorrow and pain of what might have been.

Khamir topped up all of their coffee cups.

Mitch continued, “I never even really knew how to grieve, if I should still be grieving, I mean, I never knew him. He never entered this world. But, still, something inside me, ached for him, for what could’ve been, all the things we could have shared, the relationship, the friendship we could’ve had. We could have been a part of each other’s lives, sharing so much. I wondered endlessly about what he would’ve been like. I felt so... deprived. Cruelly, miserably deprived of something, of someone I wanted in my life. My brother...” Mitch couldn’t hold back. He buried his face in his hands, his shoulders heaving.

Alex put an arm around him. “Mitch,” she whispered, “I’m so sorry for your loss. And it is a terrible, huge loss.”

Mitch nodded, unable to look up. “His name was Brent.” He tried to wipe away his tears, but they kept coming. “And today I saw him. I met him for the first time. It was unbelievable.”

They gave Mitch time to let his emotions out.

Khamir also topped up his water glass.

Mitch drank half of it down. His cheeks were tear-streaked. The pain evident on his face.

Alex’s heart broke. She’d never seen him hurting so much. She understood why he’d never brought this up, but she wished he had. She wished she could help him.

“Even though I never met him, even though he never had a chance to grow up, I saw him today. I knew who he was immediately. He was a young man, my age, better looking.” Mitch gave a soft laugh.

His friends smiled and just listened.

“He told me he’s walked with me every step of the way, through my life. He knew everything. He beamed with pride at the things I’ve done. The things we’ve accomplished here in Egypt, that finally brought him and me together, closer. He was so grateful for that. He told me that he and I have been brothers for an eternity, in ancient Egypt and even long before. He wanted me to know...” Mitch broke down again.

Alex gently rubbed his back, letting him get it out.

“He wanted me to know that this time, he and I were not meant to walk the same path together, that our relationship would be this way. That we had known this beforehand. That it would teach us new things about life, about one another.” Mitch pursed his lips together. “I want to believe that, it just hurts so much...”

“You love him,” Alex said softly. “He loves you. You both know that. That’s why you hurt so much, you know how much is missing, how much he means to you.”

Mitch looked at her, his eyes pained. “Yes, exactly.”

“Then,” Khamir offered, “this has taught you much.”

Mitch buried his face in his hands again.

“He is with you, Mitch, closer than ever,” Dr. Khadesh said. “You can be at peace with that now. Feel the certainty and truth of it.”

“I do,” Mitch said, clasping his hands together. “I know that with every fiber of my being.” He placed his hand over his heart. “I feel him, I feel his strength, his love... our souls are one. My brother...”

The room fell quiet again. Everyone took a break to sit quietly or walk around, to gather their thoughts.

Finally, Alex shared what her experience in the chamber had been with her father. She had lost him many years ago to the horror of a fatal car accident caused by a drunk driver. She had carried a hot anger within her for a long time; a rage at having her father stolen from her like that, by someone who made a terrible, careless, unspeakable choice.

“I have always wanted to believe that when I sensed my father—he was really with me,” she said, her voice catching in her throat, “but I was afraid that it was just me fooling myself. That what was lost, was lost forever, and I was only telling myself a story, a fairytale that would never be true, just to get through another day.”

“And now you all know differently,” Dr. Khadesh said, his heart going out to his guests, “now, each of you can have faith that no one is ever truly lost. They only transition.”

Alex smiled, her eyes filling with tears.

The boys were quietly reflecting.

Khamir spoke, “Know that through this experience, you can see that we are all much more than our current circumstances. Life is beautiful and what is painful is healed, fully. Pain is temporary, even if it does not seem so at the time. Those who are cruel and unkind to others in this life, those who are destructive, have forgotten more than they remember, but that, too, is healed in the great span of time. Time teaches many things. Sometimes over many lifetimes. “

“Over many lifetimes...” Alex repeated, recalling something. “The end of my vision, if it can be called that, my father and I were here, in Egypt, but a long, long time ago. We were sailing the Nile, but the pyramids, the Great Sphinx, none of that was here yet.” She paused, searching the memory. “We were on our way to see friends...” she suddenly looked up at Dr. Khadesh and Khamir, her eyes wide with wonder and surprise. “I think it was to see the two of you.”

The two guardians smiled. “We have also seen you in the past, Alex,” Dr. Khadesh said. Then he looked at Mitch. “And you as well.”

“Yes,” Khamir said, “when we met you for the first time at the excavation near the Great Sphinx, we sensed it, that we had known you before.”

“I remember we both felt something about you,” Mitch said, looking to Alex. “We knew there was something different about the two of you.”

She nodded. “Yes, it was strange. We couldn’t put our fingers on it at the time.” She smiled warmly at them. She sat thinking for a moment, but then to her surprise her heart started to break again. “In spite of all that’s happened, everything we’ve learned,” she stopped, her voice catching in her throat, “I can’t help it, I still miss him. So much...”

Dr. Khadesh got up and gave her a hug. “This will take time, Alex. Be patient.” Then he addressed them all, “Please know that what we think of as death is not something to be feared. It is only a change. Your loved ones never leave you. The connection between you is pure and it is eternal. Remember that. Believe it. Take comfort in it.”

Alex choked back tears. The boys did their best to keep their emotions in check, but it wasn’t a battle they could win as they thought of those they had lost.

The two guardians, seeing the raw emotions roiling within them, went to each of them in turn, placing their hands on their shoulders and pressing their foreheads together, whispering, “I know.”

They sat quietly for a few moments afterwards, sipping coffee.

Dr. Khadesh spoke up. “Now that you have all had this experience, you can tap into it at any time, for reassurance, for memory, for healing. The portal merely acts like a direct conduit to those you are connected to, to your past. What it leads to has always been there. The door that has been opened within each of you through this experience can never be closed. It is there for you. Within. Always. Know this.”

Khamir nodded. “All of these experiences have shaped you in ways you never even knew,” he said. “Now that you have a new perspective on them, you will need to integrate those experiences and emotions into your new reality. The past has not changed, but your perceptions of it have and will continue to evolve. It is important to pay attention to it, talk about it with one another, let it seep in to your subconscious and conscious minds. Time will do the rest.”

After a time, sitting quietly together, Mitch spoke up. “I feel like I’ve traveled a thousand journeys from when we first arrived in Egypt and gazed up at the Great Sphinx.” He smiled softly. “I remember how thunderstruck I was, seeing it in person for the first time. I recall thinking how huge a moment that was for all of us, to be there, how our lives were going to change.” He looked at his friends and let out a small laugh, shaking his head. “I had no idea.”

“No kidding,” Bob said, then took a deep breath. “I gotta admit, there were so many times I was freaking terrified, I had so many doubts about what we were doing, sometimes I thought you guys were nuts. I wanted to run from it all. I know that’s not really a surprise.”

They all laughed.

“Not exactly, Bob,” Mitch said, smiling at his friend.

Bob grinned, and then gazed at each of them. “And now, after what we just experienced, there’s not a single thing I would change.”

“Meant to be, hey buddy?” Jack said, giving his shoulder a gentle pat.

“Yeah, I guess so,” he replied, his eyebrows raised, his eyes wide, “I just wish I had known earlier, before it all happened, that it would be like this.”

Khamir smiled knowingly. “But would that not take away from the experiences? From the knowledge you have now gained, the insight you have, the stripes you have earned along the way through all of the challenges you faced and the difficult choices you made?”

Bob considered that for a moment, then nodded. “I hate to admit it, but I think you’re right.” He looked at Dr. Khadesh and Khamir and with unusual candor and feeling said, “I can’t tell you how grateful I am for this experience. I can scarcely put into words how much this has meant to me.”

His friends all murmured their agreement.

Dr. Khadesh added, “Yes, life is much richer, experiences felt more deeply, more learning is gained when you trust your instincts and walk out on that ledge called life. That is how you begin to know yourself in this life.”

“But,” Alex said, “just to play devil’s advocate for a moment, wouldn’t it be easier to know what we now know from our experiences in the chamber? We wouldn’t have to suffer so much, question so much...” Her voice trailed off as she shook her head.

“But that is not what this life is for, Alex,” Dr. Khadesh replied. “That is not how we grow in this mortal existence. If you were to take that away, to pull back the veil, so-to-speak, earlier, where would be the desire for invention and change and the seeking of knowledge through other means?” He looked at each of them. “Where would be the impetus to grow, to find new ways to heal, to know ourselves and this world we live in? Our experience would be very different. Much would be lost, as counter-intuitive as that may first seem.”

“Besides,” Khamir added, “the seeds of an ancient knowledge lie within each of us. That is part of what drew you to Egypt in the first place. Something you remembered deep down, from long ago, only you did not know that is what it was. You only knew you had a feeling about things, that you were fascinated by this place and for some reason had theories about it.”

“My son is right, it is why you came here in the first place,” Dr. Khadesh said, “why you embarked on this journey, together.”

They sat thinking on that for awhile.

“You’re right,” Alex said, feeling an awakening stir deeply within her. Clarity was shining through the veil of fog she felt she’d been looking through her whole life. She looked at her friends, at their guardians, and she knew they belonged together. “There’s no place I’d rather be than here with you guys, you’re family to me.”

Not a dry eye was left in the house. Their bond had deepened immeasurably. They knew it would be there for life. And beyond.

They made Dr. Khadesh and Khamir promise that someday, they could go back to the chamber and experience the portal again. They agreed, but said they would all need a good, long time to process what they had already been through. One day, they said, they would regroup there. And what they would experience a second time would build upon and deepen what they had already encountered, but they needed to be ready for that. They would know when the time was right to come back...
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CHAPTER 25
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Petra

Present Day

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir wanted to help the four friends deal with the emotional weight of their experiences in the chamber, so, after a day of sleeping in, eating, and napping, they planned some fun tourist excursions for them over the next several days. They drove them around Cairo, taking in Old Cairo, and arranged a private after-hours tour of the Egyptian Museum. They treated them to a dinner cruise down the Nile one evening, took them to see a local dance troupe, and finally, to the light and sound show at the Pyramids this night.

During the show, the four friends were all delighted by the combination of projections of multi-colored lights and laser beams that lit up the magnificent mortuary complex and the Great Sphinx itself, incredibly striking against the dark night sky. They listened over the course of nearly an hour as a brief history of Egypt’s ancient past was dramatically narrated over the loud speakers.

Standing slightly apart from the crowd, watching and listening to the show in the cool desert night, Alex leaned over and spoke quietly to her friends. “If people only knew how much more there was to this story; what else is hidden beneath the surface.”

“Maybe one day they will,” Mitch replied, his gaze riveted on the light show. “For now, we’re the lucky ones.”

“Too true,” she said, thinking of all they’d experienced here on the Giza plateau.

“Doesn’t that remind you of our own private light show courtesy of the Pharom in the King’s Chamber?” Jack said, as a green laser beam traced the edge of Khufu’s pyramid.

“Sure does,” Bob agreed. “Ours was pretty darned spectacular. In more ways than one.”

Dr. Khadesh and Khamir smiled to themselves. They could tell their young friends were healing and feeling more like their old selves. They had hoped these last few days would give them some needed perspective on things, and reaffirm their love of archaeology, of diving into the secrets of the ancient past. Their banter and mannerisms told them it was doing just that.

After the light show ended, Dr. Khadesh turned and smiled at them as he put his hand on his son’s shoulder. “Khamir and I would like to extend an invitation to the four of you. For your journey to continue, if you wish.”

“Oh?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” he said, “there is still so much we would like to share with you, to teach you about our people’s past.” He looked at Mitch and Alex and said, “Your people’s past. If you still want to know more, that is.”

Alex’s heart began beating faster, her curiosity piqued. “What does that entail?”

“Remember, before all of this happened, when you were asking about Sela?”

“Petra?” Alex replied, her eyes going wide.

He grinned at her. “Yes, we would like to take you there.”

Khamir nodded. “We know you started uncovering some details of the Kierani presence in Petra through your own research, but we can show you firsthand the hidden signs of the Kierani that are there. They are everywhere. And only we know where they are and how to recognize them.”

“Sound intriguing?” Dr. Khadesh asked, his warm brown, gold-flecked eyes sparkling with hopefulness. “It is a guided tour that you will never forget. A trip to explore your own past.” He looked at Jack and Bob. “And for the two of you to share in this ancient and secret knowledge.”

Jack leaned over and whispered to Bob, but loud enough that everyone could still hear him. “They’re all aliens.”

Bob pulled a face. “Right. Should we just back away slowly?” he teased.

“Rascals,” Alex countered. “We’re the same people we were before, you know.”

“They were always a little odd, weren’t they?” Jack said, leaning over to Bob, giving Mitch and Alex a playful side-eye.

“You’re ones to talk,” Mitch replied, laughing. “Anyway, back to the offer of the guided tour.”

Khamir smiled. “It is one that is available to only four people in all the world.”

“Interested?” Dr. Khadesh asked.

Alex hesitated only for a moment, then admitted, “I am. Wholeheartedly.” The moment she said those words, she felt the pendant buzz pleasantly against her skin. She felt her father’s presence, giving her strength, guiding her forward, past the fear and uncertainty, to once again embrace her passion for seeking the truth out of the past. The pieces of her life felt like they were falling into place.

Mitch’s eyes widened. He hadn’t been sure how she was feeling since their encounter in the chamber. He’d been worried that she might want to retreat for a while, from everything. He saw the resolve in her eyes and felt a sense of relief course through him. He realized that more than anything, he wanted to be with his friends, exploring the mysterious, the unknown, sharing these wondrous, if at times, startling and frightening, revelations.

“Same here,” he replied, beaming at her.

Alex felt the tension start to melt away from her. She hadn’t known where things would go after all that had happened recently. It dawned on her now how much she needed her friends, and the sense of belonging and purpose they’d shared over these years.

She turned to Jack and Bob, and in a tentative tone asked, “What do you say, boys? Still in for the ride? As wild as it’s been at times?” She held her breath, waiting for their reply.

“Yeah,” Mitch said, grinning and holding his hands out, “we’re a good team. Always have been.” He too, waited with hopeful anticipation.

Jack looked at Bob, his best bud, his eyebrows raised and a hopeful glint in his eyes. “I can’t imagine just going home now, leaving all of this behind, our friends, the adventure, can you?”

Bob pursed his lips. He looked out towards the Great Sphinx and the pyramids beyond. So much had happened to them here. It had been exhilarating, terrifying, and mind-boggling. He glanced back at his friends, and to Dr. Khadesh and Khamir, all waiting patiently for his reply. If there was one thing he knew, it was that he trusted and had faith in all of them. They were family. They’d been through the fire together and had come out on the other side. He couldn’t picture his life without them. He looked back at the Great Sphinx, its majestic face staring into the distance for all eternity. It seemed to speak to him, to tell him that his destiny lay with those of his friends, to reach back into the distant past to find... a way forward. To truth. Together.

He looked back at his friends. “I’m with you.” His gaze turned to Jack. “Someone’s gotta protect your scrawny butt.”

Jack laughed. “Whatever it takes, man. I think you have a lot more courage than you give yourself credit for.”

“True that,” Mitch said, winking at Bob.

Bob blushed and laughed.

“Yaay!” Alex exclaimed, giving him a big hug. She turned to Jack and hugged him, too. “I couldn’t imagine it any other way.” She motioned them all in for a group hug.

“You will be glad you said yes,” Dr. Khadesh remarked. “Petra is unforgettable and what we have to show you is very, very special.”

“Indeed it is,” Khamir said.

“To the next adventure,” Alex said, beaming.

“And making the journey with friends,” Mitch added.

Alex turned to Dr. Khadesh and Khamir, her blue eyes sparkling. “When do we leave?”

The End
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Lost City of Gold

A dangerous adventure beckons deep in the Amazon jungle...
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Reckless treasure-hunter Rick Braeden sets out into the uncharted reaches of the Amazon jungle in a dangerous search of the fabled Lost City of Gold. It’s a quest for an ancient city shrouded in mystery that he believes will place him in the history books and bring him all of the riches and redemption that have eluded him. He also hopes to succeed where more than one hundred others, who were either lost or died in the attempt, have failed. As he embarks on his journey something or someone deep in the jungle waits and watches...
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