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“Only in the mathematical sciences

does there exist an identity between the things we know

and the things that are known in an absolute sense.” 

UMBERTO ECO
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“Despite its bewildering formulation

and the strange version of reality it presents,

quantum mechanics has never failed an experimental test.

It is extraordinarily reliable,

though not transparently comprehensible.

It is probably true that ‘nobody understands Quantum Mechanics,’

yet it is equally true that,

in some wondrous way,

Quantum Mechanics understands the Universe.” 

EUGENE HECHT

––––––––
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“We only see what we know.” 

JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE
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An Imperfect Heist
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July 19, 2010
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Report attached to the reproduction of the volume filed under case number 001618/74, dated December 23, 1974, belonging to the Archaeological Archive of the Melvin Fitch Foundation, New York

Catalogued title: The Book of Qustul

Text title: The Legend of Mâlik the Persian

Number of chapters: 20

Author: Attributed to the priest Ebner, based on textual content

Date: Circa 5th century BCE

Origin: Nubia

Original language: English

Binding: Leather

––––––––
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Commentary:

The pages included in this volume are a faithful reproduction of the book discovered by Professor Baptiste Venard in 1912, during excavations near a small village close to Qustul. The original leather binding bore a unique engraving on the lower part of the back cover—near the hinge—reading notiGam. (No known references have been found regarding this inscription.)

This narrative was later dated to the 5th century BCE. The authenticity of the events described within remains under investigation; however, both the ink and the volume’s materials have passed originality tests, receiving positive certification of document authenticity.

––––––––
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The sheet was displayed beneath glass, mounted on the wall. Reflected in it was the face of a visitor, fascinated as she read the information with keen interest, while the deep, measured voice of Mr. Graham, the curator of the Foundation Archive, echoed across the room:

“The Book of Qustul is, without a doubt, one of our most valuable and enigmatic holdings.”

The woman, still staring at the display, remarked, “But it's a copy...”

The curator watched her silently. She was an attractive woman in her late thirties, visibly pregnant beneath a loose maternity dress, constantly jotting notes in a small notebook. Yet what caught his attention most—each time he looked at her—was the streak of white running through her long dark hair.

“Indeed,” he replied. “Though ‘reproduction’ would be a more accurate term.”

“And the original?”

“Regrettably, it was lost.” He gave a resigned sigh. “In a fire. Thankfully, due to the foresight of Mr. Nathan Fitch, the Foundation’s former president, this reproduction serves as proof of its existence. Even the binding is nearly identical to the original.”

He gestured toward the book, housed within a transparent display case atop a dark wooden pedestal, lit from above by halogen lights. It lay open to two random pages. Sophie Balmy—as her business card read—focused intently on it. Beside her, her companion, a man of roughly the same age whose card identified him as Pierre Cornet, spoke with a heavy French accent:

“As we mentioned when requesting this visit, we’re researching a thesis on out-of-place artifacts... This may be the most obscure of all those made public throughout history, which is why it interests us—particularly the legend surrounding it...”

The man nodded gravely, like someone who understood more than he was letting on.

“You see,” he began, assuming a didactic tone and emphasizing his words with gestural flourishes, “it’s hard to believe that books in the 5th century BCE would have been leather-bound. But even harder is explaining how the text itself came to be written in English. Modern English, no less. That’s what classifies it as an OOPArt—an Out-of-Place Artifact. Like the Baghdad Battery, the Saqqara Glider, the crystal skulls, or the Piri Reis map. It hasn’t received much publicity, likely because its owner, Mr. Nathan Fitch, was extremely protective of the relic.”

“How did he acquire it?” Sophie asked, notebook ready.

“He learned of its existence in the 1970s, thanks to an archaeologist who then owned it. The man was seeking funding for an expedition into the desert, hoping to uncover the truths hidden in the book’s pages. Mr. Fitch agreed to finance the journey on the condition that he be allowed to join. Sadly, the expedition turned into a disaster—every member of the team, including the archaeologist, perished. Mr. Fitch was the only one to survive, miraculously... and he brought the book back with him.”

He added a touch of triumph to the final words. A short, stoic man of advanced age, Graham was the kind of lifelong employee who had earned his post through sheer knowledge and unshakable loyalty. He wore a perfectly pressed dark suit—far too formal for the sweltering summer day, and a size too large.

Sophie turned again toward the display case.

“A fascinating story,” Cornet murmured, stroking his thick, graying beard. “Tell us—what exactly happened on that expedition?”

The curator shrugged.

“We never found out. Mr. Fitch never spoke of it.”

“A shame. It would have made a perfect addition to our project, don’t you think?” he asked his colleague.

“Certainly,” she agreed flatly, her eyes still fixed on the book’s open pages. “Mr. Graham, would it be possible for us to take a closer look?”

“I’m afraid not, miss. The reproduction cannot be loaned for research. You understand—this is the only surviving copy, and we must preserve it in perfect condition.”

“Just for a few minutes,” Cornet persisted. “With you present, of course.”

Graham adjusted his thick-rimmed glasses, visibly uncomfortable.

“Please don’t take it personally. We’re strictly forbidden from removing the book from its case. But if you’d like, there’s a modest library upstairs. Part of the book has been microfilmed—you’re welcome to consult it there.”

They both put on a mask of disappointment.

“We understand... but it wouldn’t be the same,” Sophie said, her tone pleading. “To touch it—even for just a moment...”

“I’m sorry,” he repeated, a polite half-smile on his lips.

Cornet reached for the camera hanging around his neck and toyed with the lens.

“May we at least photograph it?”

“Of course.”

Graham stepped aside toward a nearby display, mounted along the same wall. It featured a photograph of a peculiar object labeled Orichalcum Medallion. The researcher stepped back, checked his frame through the viewfinder, adjusted the light and distance, then clicked off several shots.

Once they exited the exhibition room—located in the building’s lower level—Graham offered once more to take them up to the library. Sophie claimed she needed the restroom first. The curator gave her directions, and while she slipped down the carpeted hallway, Cornet headed for the elevators, distracting the guide with another question—this time about the Foundation’s acquisitions. Eager as always, Graham followed, answering enthusiastically. After all, he was in charge of proposing additions to the archaeological archive.

The plan—carefully devised in advance—was unfolding as expected. Hidden behind the restroom door, Sophie watched the two men chatting, their backs to her.

Time to play her part.

She stepped out, crossed the hallway silently, and slipped back into the exhibition room. Cornet, spotting her from the corner of his eye, kept talking, adding emphasis to ensure Graham remained engaged.

The room, a low-ceilinged, open space of about 200 square meters, displayed glass cases along the walls and a central row dividing it into two walkways. Every item held archaeological value, as the documentation indicated—but none could match the significance of the Book of Qustul. Alone now, Sophie stood before it once more.

Her legs trembled, and her hands were slick with nervous sweat at the crime she was about to commit.

She carefully lifted the glass lid, reached inside, and seized the treasure. So far, everything was going smoothly. She lowered the cover, glanced toward the door to make sure no one had seen her, and in a swift motion, slipped the book beneath her dress.

Cornet and Graham were still chatting about the disappearance of the Orichalcum Medallion when she rejoined them. Both turned, and the curator smiled.

“Shall we go up, then? I’ll show you the library.”

The elevator arrived quickly—it had already been called. As the doors opened, a young man in casual clothing stepped out and greeted them politely.

“Peter,” Graham addressed him, “I forgot to switch off the lights in the exhibit. Would you mind?”

“Not at all,” the man replied, flashing the visitors a kind smile before heading off.

They entered the lift. Graham pressed the button for the ground floor. Sophie felt a flutter in her stomach—soon to become cold sweat down her spine. She met her partner’s anxious gaze, silently pleading for reassurance. They needed to get out, fast. Oblivious to the truth, the curator carried on:

“As I was telling your colleague,” he said to her, “the case beside the Book once displayed a medallion Nathan Fitch recovered from the temple. A mythical relic, quite unique. It was made of a metal known as orichalcum—said to be the second-most precious to the Atlanteans, supposedly mined from mountains. Experts who analyzed it described it as an alloy of lead, copper, and zinc. In the center sat an amber gemstone, bound to the ring by fine threads of the same metal. It was never publicly exhibited due to its legendary status. For those who believe, the medallion had powers...”

A ding announced their arrival, and the doors opened. With a courteous gesture, the curator invited them out.

“Apologies for this stop—I forgot to fetch the library key.”

They stepped into the lobby and approached the reception desk, where a uniformed woman was working. Graham asked her for the key. While she searched a drawer, he turned back to them:

“The medallion disappeared along with the Book of Qustul in the fire that destroyed Mr. Fitch’s residence in New Orleans. A tragic accident—though for the superstitious, it might be seen as the temple’s curse.”

“Thirty years after his expedition?” Sophie asked.

The man offered a thin, haughty smile.

“At the time of the incident, Mr. Fitch was engaged in another archaeological operation—an attempt to recover a great treasure the Book claimed remained hidden beneath that temple: the so-called Stone of Ilbet. A team had re-excavated the structure and...”

A sudden shout interrupted him from somewhere deep inside the building. He frowned.

“Excuse me. I don’t know what could be so urgent...” he said, stepping away.

Cornet cleared his throat, glancing sidelong at Sophie.

The commotion escalated from the rear stairwell, drawing the attention of the security guard, who stood from his desk.

“Stop them!” the voice yelled again.

Graham and the guard exchanged startled looks. Down the stairs came the young employee—Peter—his face flushed.

“Stop them!” he cried again, breathless, pointing toward the door.

But it was too late. The revolving door was already spinning, a silent witness to the couple’s escape.

Just outside the Foundation, a taxi was pulling away after dropping off a fare. Sophie ran into the street to stop it, nearly getting hit in the process. Cornet yanked open the rear door and dove in. She followed from the other side, her pregnant belly no obstacle.

The car took off just as the three Archive employees ran into the street, shouting. The young clerk and the guard gave chase down East 82nd, but the taxi picked up speed. They fell farther and farther behind, until the car finally turned onto Lexington Avenue—and vanished.
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The Book
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The hostel room was modest, with a single window overlooking a narrow alley. Emergency stairs zigzagged past it, casting long shadows in the fading orange light of sunset. A ceiling fan spun sluggishly, stirring the heavy evening air. Sophie and her companion stood beneath it, trying to shake off the heat clinging to their skin after the tense escape.

“How long do you think we have before they find us?” she asked, worry coloring her voice.

“Not long,” he replied, now devoid of any French accent.

Cornet dropped the camera onto the mattress and peeled off his blue linen shirt. Sophie pulled her maternity dress over her head, revealing the rubber prosthesis secured by straps. He helped her undo the fasteners, and the false belly, which had served as part of their ruse, slipped off. Nestled inside was the Book of Qustul, protected in the hollow of the disguise.

“We should get out of here,” Sophie said, retrieving a canvas bag from under the bed.

Cornet removed his trousers.

“They’re not that efficient. We’ve got a few hours before they trace the cab. I’ll call Al Garner—he’ll tell us what to do. But first, I need a shower.”

She packed their clothes and the prosthetic belly into the bag, leaving the manuscript atop the bed. Then they headed for the cramped bathroom like two exhausted athletes retreating after a long match, their bodies slick with sweat.

As the water ran, Sophie Balmy and Pierre Cornet ceased to exist. In their place stood Virginia Solves and Miguel Corbal—not French, but Spanish. He was a journalist; she had once shared his profession but had since moved into nonfiction writing. The theft had nothing to do with their careers. It was no shared assignment, as they had led the Melvin Fitch Foundation to believe. By then, the act had grown beyond personal motives.

When they emerged, Corbal had shaved his thick beard, revealing a younger, leaner face. He dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, running wet fingers through his curly hair in front of the mirror.

“I’m calling Garner from a payphone,” he told Virginia, counting cash from his wallet while she zipped up her black jeans.

“Don’t take long.”

“I won’t.”

She adjusted her tank top and tied her hair back into a ponytail. As he left, she glanced again at the book resting on the mattress.

Its plain leather cover offered no clues, no markings—yet it held a tale few had ever read. Of those who had, either they’d dismissed it or hadn’t lived to speak of it. Even as a reproduction, it was precious. Virginia knew that its pages contained a secret others would kill to uncover. That was why Garner wanted it out of circulation. But to her, the book was more than leverage. It was a chance to study the original tale, to find critical details for her real goal. That, more than anything, was why she had agreed to the heist.

She picked up the volume and sat on the bed, leaning back against the headboard. Switching on the bedside lamps, she watched the golden glow fall over the manuscript like a divine spotlight. Her hands trembled with anticipation, a mix of excitement and apprehension.

She opened to the first page:

Reproduction of the Book of Qustul, with the title on the first page:

The Legend of Mâlik, the Persian
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Drawing a deep breath—as if preparing for a voyage—Virginia turned the page and plunged into the mystery.
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A Brief Historical Note
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MY name is Ebner. Or at least, that is the name by which I was known through the greater part of my life.

I arrived in the desert of Kush, south of Egypt, so many years ago that even my most lucid recollection fails to summon the precise moment. And here I remained—despite my initial resistance, which, like that of my two companions, was fuelled by a firm yearning to return to the land of our origin.

But fate is whimsical. It grants each of us a singular, irreversible destiny—ours led us to partake in an episode essential to the course of the cosmos and the future of humankind.

Still, I shall not speak of myself in these pages—though I have carried this manuscript since youth, ironically, to write the most pivotal chapter of my existence.

Now, in the twilight of my years, frail and weary, I choose for this account to tell a mythic tale—one never inscribed in public records, learned tomes, or any chronicle blessed by official decree.

I write simply to bear witness to a truth long obscured from the eyes of the world. And I do so in the hope that these words be buried with me, and that enough time shall pass for humanity to finally grasp and face the reality that enfolds it.

So allow me, unknown reader, without further ceremony, to set the stage for this epic.

History recounts that in the year 525 before our era, a king named Cambyses reigned in Persia. Upon the passing of his father—the indomitable Cyrus, whose triumphs over the Medes and Neo-Babylonians forged a vast empire—Cambyses ascended the throne, sharing it with his brother Esmerdis.

Their dominion was recognized throughout the known world, save for one realm: Egypt.

There, along the Nile, Pharaoh Amasis had long plotted in secrecy, weaving alliances with any foe bold enough to challenge Persian ascendancy.

His schemes, however, bore no fruit. One account claims Cambyses sought the hand of one of the pharaoh’s daughters. Knowing she would never be queen, only a concubine among many, Amasis instead sent a descendant of a former sovereign, passing her off as his own child.

Cambyses uncovered the deceit and, so the tale goes, vowed to exact revenge through conquest.

Whatever the reason, the result was the same: the Persian monarch forged pacts with the Greeks and Arab tribes to strike the final blow against the last free land beyond his reach.

Pharaoh Amasis died before the siege of Memphis, leaving the crown to his heir, Psamtik III.

But that chapter of history came to veil truths no chronicler would ever record.

A secret of which no evidence endures—one that, as I have said, dissolved into the folds of legend...
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Chapter I
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The Temple
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TOWERING trees rose more than thirty meters, their leafy crowns forming a dense canopy that obscured the sky. Sunlight filtered through in fractured beams, struggling to pierce the verdant ceiling and touching the wild, stony earth below only in scattered, golden shards. Along the riverbank, vegetation emerged in vivid bursts, nourished by a vigorous current winding beneath emerald knolls. The refreshing coolness of this place—accompanied by the distant, rhythmic murmur of a waterfall—offered stark contrast to the arid lands behind.

The pharaoh, escorted by his slaves and a youthful royal guard, traversed these enchanted lands atop a camel, marveling at how such splendor could flourish beneath the same relentless sun that scorched the desert dunes. No answer came. They journeyed onward, past the shores of a cobalt lake and into a secluded valley where, like the final vision of a dying man, stood an immense structure: the temple of the priest Snefer.

Though few had ever reached its gates, the young sovereign had entered them on several occasions, having accompanied his father Amasis since boyhood. Within those colossal walls lived a cryptic figure the late monarch had revered for decades. Psamtik had grown up hearing legends of this man—always from his father—stories that elevated him to divine stature. But the new pharaoh was not easily awed, nor inclined to accept the whimsical tales his father relished.

Upon arriving at the first pylon—formed by two imposing walls bracketing the entrance—he dismounted and surveyed the area. The only people visible were bent figures harvesting herbs, their gaze locked on the soil.

Advancing toward the gateway alone, he left the guards to care for the beasts and retainers.

Passing through three successive gates, he entered a courtyard preceding the main façade. No other soul lingered there, and the silence conferred an almost sacred tranquility.

Then Psamtik stepped into the hypostyle hall.

The atmosphere within was cool and still. Monumental columns upheld a ceiling so high it seemed to dissolve into the firmament, inducing a vertigo impossible to imagine from outside. Its sheer depth distorted perception, exceeding what the valley observer might have expected. Psamtik moved through the central aisle. On each side, corridors ran parallel near walls etched with sacred scenes he had studied before. Even in his youth, he’d found them unsettling. Figures like men, yet subtly distinct. Egyptian in essence, but with proportions unlike any he had seen.

His attention shifted only when a dark-skinned, broad-shouldered man in priestly garb crossed his path, heading toward a vast doorway. With a silent bow, the man continued walking. In Snefer’s domain, all customs diverged from those of ordinary life—including authority. Here, a ruler and a servant shared equal footing. His father had taught him that, and he had upheld the lesson ever since.

To reach the chapel, he passed through a vestibule. Two tall doors stood open, and several priests emerged slowly, arms burdened with scrolls. Among them, his eyes settled on me—leading the group by a pace or two. As always, he seemed momentarily caught by the scar descending from the corner of my right eye to my cheek—a relic of youthful folly, marked also by a slight limp.

Beyond that chamber—darker than the one before—lay the antechamber to the naos. As one proceeded deeper, illumination waned until all was near-black. Even once the eyes adapted, distinguishing forms proved difficult. This was a sanctum reserved for the high priest. Only two shafts of sunlight offered any clarity: one descending from an opening above, likely central; the other streaming through a round aperture in the far wall, which appeared farther than the actual architecture should permit.

Psamtik discerned a peculiar detail: both round openings allowed light to fall in flawless circles—one upon the stone floor, the other crossing horizontally above the double doors. All else remained swallowed by darkness. And yet, both beams shared the same intensity. If the sun stood directly overhead at that moment, how could this symmetry be?

He pondered the mystery while walking, undisturbed—until a solemn voice echoed around him, as if drawn from every recess of the chamber in acoustic perfection.

“I greet you, my king.”

He froze, startled, as he stepped into the space where the two beams met. Snefer was present, somewhere unseen, observing him. Despite being Egypt’s sovereign, Psamtik felt a chill of reverence course through him.

“Snefer?” His voice wavered slightly.

“Many years have passed since you last stood here with your father,” came the calm reply. “What summons you now to my temple?”

The monarch narrowed his gaze, seeking out the speaker—or at least a clue. For the first time, unease gripped him. He opened his mouth to respond but sensed a presence behind. He turned swiftly.

Nothing. Yet when his eyes returned to the wall illuminated by the horizontal beam, a silhouette emerged: a solid figure seated on a throne, slightly elevated. A streak of light revealed Snefer’s clean-shaven scalp and the tranquil profile of a face with piercing eyes. Though distant, those emerald eyes held his gaze with disquieting power.

“Bloody times loom for Egypt, Priest. The Persians are nearing triumph, and we lack the strength to repel their armies. I beg you—help us, as you aided my father and those before him. I, your king, implore you.”

Snefer’s hand slid slowly from brow to nape, eyes never breaking contact.

“By now, Polycrates of Samos will have pledged himself to Cambyses.” The priest leaned back, vanishing once more into shadow. Psamtik squinted, then flinched—the voice now came from behind.

“And soon, the commander of your Greek allies will follow, taking your admiral with him.”

The pharaoh turned again. Emptiness.

“Despite the oracle of Amun, Egypt shall fall,” the voice intoned from afar. “Even I cannot stop it.”

“I’ve heard the Persian king is guarded by a powerful sorcerer. You must know how to break his shield. You are Snefer—touched by the gods. Without his protection, they are vulnerable.”

Silence returned. Then, the priest’s form reappeared in the light, seated.

“My king,” he said gravely, “an age would not suffice to explain the gods’ designs, nor for you to fathom the universe’s secrets. Even if his defense shattered, the outcome would remain.”

“When Cambyses claims Egypt,” Psamtik insisted, “he will come here—to name himself king of Kush. If we strike now, the threat ends. You have the power.”

Snefer lowered his gaze.

“Power is not always strength. Kings believe so—but it is illusion. Your realm cannot be saved.”

He reclined into darkness once more.

“Not yet, Priest,” Psamtik defied. “If you will not help me, I accept it. But I must demand the Orichalcum Medallion.”

Suddenly, the overhead beam vanished. Psamtik looked up, seeing only darkness. Then the horizontal light ceased, plunging the room into absolute night. The king turned, shaken. His fury faded—replaced by primal dread.

Silence pressed in until his heartbeat thundered in his ears. Then, a whisper:

“The medallion’s power destroys all who wield it. Even if Egypt prevails—you will perish. And who will defend your legacy then?”

He spun. Empty space. Yet the voice filled the chamber once more:

“Submit to destiny, my king. Do not wield the medallion.”

But Psamtik, solemn and resolved, bowed his head.

“It is my duty.”
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The Army of Mâlik
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THE final light was vanishing from the horizon, a slender orange band hiding half the sun’s sphere. Twenty-three riders crossed the desert on camelback, worn and battered. Their silhouettes trailed faintly behind them, as though their very souls were being pulled across the sands.

At the head of the column rode a warrior with almond eyes and a dark, pointed beard, his movement flowing with the camel’s steady pace. Though still young, he carried the gravity of age. Scars and dried blood marked his muscled, tattooed arms—evidence of recent battle. A thick mane of black hair spilled from beneath a worn turban, and the bronze skin of his face bore signs of war.

His name was Mâlik. Renowned for his martial skill and keen mind, he had fought under Cambyses, though his training had begun in the army of Cyrus the Great. His men knew little of his past, save for the brutal slaughter of his kin by enemies of the crown—his father once an advisor to the great king. As for companions, he trusted no one but his brothers-in-arms, and even among them, he remained distant.

In silence, leaving behind the camels’ trail across the golden expanse, Mâlik rode on, haunted by loss. The slain returned to him in thought—those who’d fallen by his blades or perished under his command. He saw again the faces of Persian warriors defeated at Per-Amun, and the last defenders of Memphis.

War, he reflected, often defied reason. Yet he had embraced it from boyhood. Questions of loyalty, cause, or justice had never troubled him. But now, as he journeyed homeward to Babylon, a glimmer of something rebellious stirred inside.

He closed his eyes and drifted, syncing breath to saddle. The cries of combat—rage, terror, agony—echoed in contrast to the current hush, within which other voices rose: his own conscience. Too many throats had been cut, too many lives extinguished. His body had been steeped in blood.

He told himself it was all for the Empire. But truth gnawed at him. No soul could silence it. And so, night after night, those cries returned in solitude, asking through the haunted faces of fallen comrades whether vengeance had sufficed to dull the pain of loss. Always, his answer was the same—silence. Silence facing the void, until he awoke with tears and returned to the field.
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