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      EASTERN DESERT, EGYPT – FIVE YEARS AGO

      The moonlight was a problem.

      Here, on the Western side of the mountain, Amsu was exposed. Anyone in the camp could look up at any time and see him silhouetted against the cliffs. But it was a necessary risk. This was the only path in that was not guarded—a rugged climb over the mountaintop, scaling down a sheer face with only his own hands and feet. A rope would be spotted. It was too risky.

      Amsu was a skilled climber, but that was in the daylight. One poor hold, one shift of stone, and he would plummet. But he knew these mountains and cliffs well. He had climbed them all his life, and always without the aid of ropes or special shoes or any other tools. He was amused, when the Westerners worried after him, practically forcing him to take climbing gear. He always left it on the mountainside, once he was out of their reach.

      It would only have slowed him down. He would not have been able to provide for them the information they needed, about the caves and ridges of this region. His usefulness to them would be limited. They would no longer need him, and that meant they would no longer pay him. It had to be this way.

      It was his explorations of the area that had led to the discovery of the shaft, his current destination.

      Some decades earlier, one of the archeologists from this research site had found something in these hills. Amsu did not fully understand everything the researchers here said about the discovery, but their whispers of it were enough. And he did understand one thing plainly: Within these cliffs was treasure.

      That was worth the risk of scaling these cliffs in the late hours, after everyone in the camp was asleep and the full moon was his only light source. It was worth everything, even his life.

      The shaft had once been a source of light for some interior chamber. It had been covered by a large quartz stone, about the width of a man’s shoulders. During an earthquake, the shaft had widened slightly, and the stone had fallen into its interior. Amsu had found the shaft, had climbed inside, and using one of the small cameras the researchers had given him, he had transmitted images back to the camp. They were astonished by what he’d found.

      Treasure.

      Not gold, but many jewels. Items made of bronze that would fetch a great value, if they were sold. More wealth than Amsu had ever imagined in all his life, and all of it out of his reach, even as he stood inches from it.

      Amsu used the camera to show the researchers a sweeping view of the chamber, and they cheered. He could hear them over the little speakers in his ears. It went on for several minutes, as he stood in the treasure vault, listening to them while studying the jewels and statues and walls of this place. They then told him to come back, and leave everything he’d found.

      He went back, but he took one of the jewels with him.

      It had once been mounted in a statue of bronze, but the falling quartz had knocked it loose. Amsu had not shown it to the researchers but instead had stooped and quickly slipped it into his pocket, careful to keep the eye of the camera facing the other way. In their celebration, no one noticed.

      Once he was back at the camp, he gave the cameras to the researchers and was told to go back to his village. For once, he made no argument or plea.

      He waited several days, to make sure no one from the research camp approached him, to ask questions about the missing jewel. They were busy organizing ways to get into the chamber, to use their ropes and equipment, and to have professional climbers do what Amsu had done with his bare hands.

      No one knew he had the jewel.

      Amsu knew of a man who often came to the village. He was a rich man and drove a very nice car. And he was forever asking about treasure. "Have you seen anything? Do you know of any statues or objects that these researchers have not seen? Can you show me to any places where the archeologists have not yet gone?"

      Amsu knew who this man was, and what he was after. He bought treasure so he could sell it to other rich men. And he could make Amsu rich as well.

      On one morning Amsu found the man in the village, at the small cafe that the researchers often visited for meals, when they wanted to be away from the camp. The cafe owner counted on that business, Amsu knew, and the researchers were selfish for not eating here more often. That was how Amsu and others felt. The researchers had money and could help many businesses in the village if they would just come more often.

      None of the researchers were in the village when Amsu found the man, sitting at a table in the cafe and drinking coffee.

      Amsu approached and stood close, silent.

      “Yes?” the man asked, perturbed. “I won’t give you any money. Go away.”

      “I have something,” Amsu said, quietly. He looked around at the rest of the people in the cafe, but no one was paying attention. Or no one seemed to be paying attention.

      “You have something,” the man said flatly. “Alright, let’s see it.”

      Amsu took a small piece of cloth out of his pocket and placed it on the table, in front of the man.

      The man looked at Amsu’s face for a moment, then carefully folded back the cloth, revealing the jewel. He quickly covered it.

      “Where did you get this?” he asked.

      Amsu knew that it was wise to keep such secrets to himself. Giving anything away meant giving all away.

      “It is a secret place. Only I can reach it, for now. But the researchers know of it.”

      “Is it from their dig site? Did you steal it from them?”

      “No!” Amsu responded. “I took it from a cave. I must climb the mountain to reach it. But there are other treasures there.”

      “How much other treasure?” the man asked.

      Amsu knew he had to be careful. He wanted to entice this man, but giving him too much information would be dangerous.

      “A few things,” Amsu said. “Small things. Bronze. Some jewels.”

      Again the man studied his face, and Amsu wondered if he might be a mystic. Could he read Amsu’s mind? He had heard of such things, and had been warned never to trust a mystic. But this man seemed ordinary, other than his wealth.

      “Can you bring me more?”

      Amsu considered this. It would be difficult, but he believed he could return to the chamber. It would mean another difficult climb. The moon was different now, as well. Less light. But he knew the cliff face well.

      “Yes,” he said, finally. “Will you buy this jewel and anything else I bring?”

      The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a thick stack of Egyptian pounds. It was more money that Amsu had ever seen in his life.

      “Bring me everything you can, and I will pay you for it.”

      “But the jewel,” Amsu said. “You will pay for the jewel now.”

      It was bold, and Amsu knew that the man could ruin him, if he chose. He could raise the alarm, accuse Amsu of being a thief. The authorities would never take Amsu’s word over that of a rich man.

      Instead, the man smiled at him and shook his head. He counted out some of the money he'd been holding, folded it, and put it in Amsu's pocket.

      “Bring me everything you can,” the man said.

      Amsu left the cafe and raced away to prepare, though there wasn't much preparation necessary. He grabbed his cloth sack, and a couple of other useful items. And he carefully hid the money he'd been paid, wrapping it in a piece of upholstery cut from the seat of a wrecked automobile, at the village's edge. He buried this deep in the soil, beneath a stone, and prayed over it, that it would be kept safe.

      Several hours later, as the night came, Amsu once again scaled the mountainside, in the weak moonlight. He was less worried about anyone seeing him, this time, but more worried about a misstep. He held his nerve, however, and eventually climbed into the shaft.

      Once he was a bit deeper in the shaft, he turned on the small flashlight that had been tucked into his pocket—something he'd stolen from one of the researchers. He tilted the light down and held it in his teeth and he made the descent, wedging his knees and elbows against the slanting stone and lowering himself a few inches at a time.

      It was slow progress, but once he reached the bottom, he moved rapidly.

      He would only be able to carry so much, so he would need to make this raid count. Jewels were the priority, as they were lightweight and small, easy to carry. Perhaps some small statutes or other items as well, but the heavy brass would make it difficult to climb out. He focused on the glimmering stones, illuminated and sparkling in the light of the flashlight.

      Using the blade of a knife, he pried at many of the stones, trying to remove them from the brass. They proved much more difficult to remove than he had anticipated, however, and he found he did not have enough strength for most.

      It was taking far too much time. Amsu had started his climb at midnight, and it had taken a great deal of time to get to the shaft. The longer he spent here, the closer it got to dawn. He could not risk climbing at a time when the researchers might awaken.

      He had almost decided to leave, to be content with the money he now had. As he passed the light around the space one last time, however, it landed on the largest of the stones—a red one, the size of his palm. He peered closer.

      This one was set in an amulet of brass, and Amsu had smiled when he discovered it. This would surely bring him enough wealth. The man was sure to be pleased.

      He decided that the amulet was enough, and worth the risk. The rest, he would leave. He would say that this was all he could find. The man would pay him, and it would be done.

      Amsu picked up the amulet and played the flashlight over its surface. It gleamed, red and inviting. He smiled and tucked it into the small sack he had slung over his shoulder.

      He scanned the room one last time, hoping for more items. He decided he could carry at least one of the small brass statues, carved to look like some squat creature, with its tongue sticking out. It was heavy, but he could manage it. He put it in the sack and cinched it closed.

      He had decided this was enough, and was about to make the climb out when he noticed the door.

      It was tucked away, behind a bend in the stone cavern, and he'd only caught a glimpse of its outer edge as his flashlight beam passed over the space. It reflected back at him in a golden hue. More brass, he knew, but still it excited him.

      He walked toward it. Maybe it was a vault of some kind? It could have other treasures! Coins, jewels, objects easy for him to carry.

      The door was indeed brass, and rose high above his head. It was covered in the same strange symbols found everywhere in the cavern. A knotwork of etchings twisted up and around the door's edge. In the center of the door, surrounded by vines of angular symbols, was a face.

      It was smooth, and frightening. Like the face of a ghost. Amsu had seen similar faces, carved into stone and wood, recovered from the dig site by the researchers. But this was the first time he’d seen it cast in brass.

      He reached out, and put his hand on it, running his fingers over its features.

      The face moved under his hand, sinking into the surface of the door, and …

      Its eyes and mouth opened.

      Amsu screamed, jerking his hand away and scurrying back into the main chamber. He clambered up and over stones and statues, quickly moving to the shaft. He scrambled up into it and climbed as quickly as he dared, praying for protection as he ascended.

      When he reached the surface, the moon had dipped below the distant ridgeline, and the light was scant. He picked his way up the cliff face, reaching for handholds out of memory and hope. He was moving too fast, and he knew it. But his fear was giving his limbs increased strength, and he was keenly aware of every crack and crevice in the stone. Soon he crested the top, and he ran now, making speed down the hillside.

      He did not stop until he was back in the village.

      The next morning, he found the man, and after some explanations that this was all he could find, he made the sale.

      It was indeed a great sum of money. It would get him out of this village. He would start a new life, elsewhere.

      But before he could leave, the man grabbed his arm, squeezing hard. “Tell me where you found these?” he asked. “Where is this treasure?”

      Afraid, Amsu told him everything he knew. He told him of the climb, and of the vault of treasure, though he had wanted to keep it secret. He described the statues and jewels. “But there is a guardian in the vault,” he said, his voice going quiet. “A creature guards it.”

      “Creature?” the man asked.

      Amsu told him about the face in the door.

      The man listened, then let Amsu go. “Leave this village,” he said. “Never come back.”

      Amsu was happy to do so. He wanted to be as far from the man and the guardian of the vault as he could be. He never wanted to return here.

      He left the man sitting at a table in the cafe, and the man watched him go.

      When Amsu had disappeared into the crowd, the man looked again at the amulet and the small statue. He touched the amulet, running his fingers around its engraved edges. He recognized the symbols. He knew what this was.

      He cinched the sack closed again, and took out his mobile, dialing a number he had dialed many times.

      “I have found it,” the man said. “How soon can you get here?”
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        * * *

      

      ROSHARON, TEXAS – PRESENT DAY

      Doug's study was a cluttered but serviceable space, with a home-built table festooned with electronics, most of which were scavenged from trash bins and curbsides, and all belonging to previous eras of technology.

      Doug was a hobbyist at a different level from most people. He tinkered with the items he found on his morning drives, repairing discarded flat-screen televisions and harvesting components from scrapped computers. It was unbelievable what people would throw away. The previous weekend he'd rescued a Bose Wave radio with a CD player that only needed a lens cleaning to work again. They'd even tossed the remote with it.

      Now he placed his newest find—what he referred to as "a box of many things"—on the floor beside his desk. This was something he'd picked up from the curb: A treasure left for him on heavy trash day, when he would make a circuit through local neighborhoods, on the hunt for discarded gems. "Scrap or score," he called it, though his buddy Jimmy preferred the term "junk driving." Either way, it was days like this that Doug lived for. The box of many things was his favorite kind of find.

      He opened it and started pulling items out, inspecting them as he lay them on the table. He had a can of Raid at the ready—a first line of defense against a roach invasion. It happened, sometimes.

      There was no sign of roaches or any other bugs as he continued to peruse his find, however. Only a growing sense of excitement.

      From what he could tell, this was someone's "exit box." The sort of box that gets filled on a person's last day at the office. Maybe they were fired, or maybe they retired. Maybe they died. It was sad, but it happened. And inevitably a box filled with random office supplies and useless junk ended up on the curb, where someone like Doug could find it and mine it for anything valuable.

      As expected, the top layer of the box had items that would have been on someone's desk—stapler, daily calendar, a stack of Post-its, that sort of thing. Doug sifted through this and set it aside.

      The next layer was where he found the good stuff. Old electronics. A high-end scientific calculator, an old mobile phone, an even older PDA, and half a dozen things Doug had yet to identify. All of this was nested in a tangle of wires and cables, which made the box look intimidating to anyone other than Doug.

      On his scale of scrap or score, this was definitely a score! Most of the electronics would be put to use right in Doug's own home office. The rest would be sold or scrapped, depending on what it was worth.

      He turned back to the search, sifting through the wires and other debris, and paused.

      There was a familiar object at the very bottom of the box, and it explained why the thing had been so much heavier than it should have been. Buried under the wires and old electronics was a beige, flat, fireproof safe, with a series of numbered dials on its front.

      Doug grinned as he moved things aside, making space on his table to place the safe.

      The dials on its front were a combination lock. Doug inspected these, trying to spot any wear on them that might provide clues to the combination. None of the dials looked particularly worn, however. No hints, then.

      One by one Doug thumbed each dial through an entire rotation, coming back to the digit upon which it had started. Sometimes people were lazy, he knew, and rather than scramble the entire dial they'd move just one digit. After making his way through all six dials, however, the box remained locked.

      Next, he tried a series of common combinations. Basic sequences, mostly, such as one through six, both forward and backward, or all zeroes, all ones, all nines. None of these worked.

      He sighed then, and turned to his computer. Googling the make and model of the safe, he eventually found a YouTube video that showed the "drill point" for this model. He took the safe to the garage, chucked a bit into his power drill, and got to work.

      It took awhile. The metal was tough and thick. Doug had to switch bits at one point, as the one he was using became dulled by the work. But after nearly half an hour he punched through. A puff of white powder emitted from the hole he'd just drilled. He worried, briefly, that it might be asbestos. But he shrugged this off, used a small shop vac to clear it.

      He set the vacuum aside and used a flashlight, peering into the newly drilled hole. He could see the mechanism now, and as he once again turned each of the numbered dials, he could spot when the tumblers were set.

      Six turns, and a click.

      He opened the lid of the safe, his heart beating fast. He tried to keep his expectations low, but when it came to situations like this, where he'd really had to work for it, his hopes were always high.

      And he was not disappointed.

      Inside the safe, in a foam insert cut to fit precisely, was a round metal object. It had a golden hew to it and looked as if it might have been polished in the past. Now its luster was somewhat dimmed with age, though there was still some shine there.

      It looked like a metal jelly donut, if he was being honest.

      In the center of the circular piece of metal was a large, red stone. A jewel. The "jelly." And what a jelly!

      Doug gingerly lifted the object out of the foam insert, feeling its weight in his palm. On the workbench in his garage, he had a swing arm with a light and magnifying glass, used for close-up work. Doug swung this around and clicked on the light. He inspected the object through the magnifier, turning it over in his hands, leaning in to see every detail.

      There were designs etched into the metal. Doug didn't recognize anything, but they did seem somehow familiar. He thought that maybe he’d seen them on the History Channel, or somewhere like that. They encircled the red jewel, on both sides.

      Examining the edges, Doug discovered a slotted hole. He turned the object over, looking into the hole through the magnifying glass. There wasn't much to see there, just a couple of slots extending like wings from a rounded hole in the center. He turned the object in his hands, determined to get a better look at the jewel.

      As it turned, the light from the magnifier shone through the jewel, casting a red glow into the work table. Doug glanced down, and stopped.

      On the table, projected from the jewel, was a strange series of squiggles, as well as three sets of characters similar to those etched into the metal. It looked like writing, though he couldn’t be entirely sure.

      The squiggles, though … he knew what those were.

      A map.

      He adjusted the lamp and held the object—the metal donut, as he thought of it—tilting it and raising and lowering it under the light until the image became clear.

      It was as if he were holding a small projector. The image on the table top became distinct and clear. A map, showing the contours of shores and rivers and mountains. He didn’t know where this was, but he knew it was a map.

      He also knew, for absolute certain, that this was a huge deal.

      He was going to be so rich.
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      PRESENT DAY, MANHATTAN

      "Despite what films and television and thriller novels would have you believe," Kotler said, "archaeology isn't always an adventure."

      He was standing onstage, overlooking a large crowd. Behind him, towering over the scene, were three large, red letters: TED. Above that was a large screen displaying a set of artifacts, photos and video of Kotler and other archaeologists at work at a dig site.

      At one time he would have assumed his audience was comprised of all college students, with perhaps a smattering of academics and members of the scientific community. Most would have been there to tsk at him, at best, or to debunk him, at worst. That was how many of his public talks had gone, throughout his career.

      The events of the past two years had changed all of that.

      With many of his exploits still occasionally finding their way into news stories and YouTube videos, Kotler’s popularity had grown. He had a fanbase now, it seemed. The people coming to his talks were just as often armchair anthropologists and history enthusiasts as anything, and that was encouraging.

      When he’d been invited to speak at TED, he’d considered it a high honor. There was perhaps no more prestigious stage on the planet, and certainly none more recognizable. This was science in the mainstream, and the audience was appreciative, even enthusiastic about the history he’d helped bring to light.

      He smiled. “Of course, sometimes it’s just as much of an adventure as you might expect from Indiana Jones or National Treasure.”

      There was some laughter, which was gratifying, and Kotler continued.

      "What's most exciting to archeologists, especially in anthropology and the study of human culture, is usually going to be pretty boring to everyone else. It's a lot of dusting, really." Onscreen was a montage of people hunched over stones, using small brushes to clear away sand and dirt from statues and pottery. "And a lot of stooping over."

      More laughter.

      "But it's what we're finding as we step back, as we take in the whole picture, that is really intriguing."

      The image onscreen changed and morphed, as if a camera were pulling back to reveal a rotating globe. The continents were recognizable, and floating above all of them, like 3D projections emitted from the ground, were glowing images and video of archaeological sites, of artifacts, ancient temples, statues, and other objects. The effect was impressive, as if the entire world were alive with the discovery of history and ancient cultures.

      “All around the world, from cultures as disparate and separate from each other as time and terrain can make them, we keep running into something remarkable. From cultures that should have nothing in common, we find commonality.”

      Several of the images floating above the virtual terrain moved to the center of the screen, aligning with each other. Each image portrayed a repetitive stack of stones—vertical pillars with a large, horizontal stone as a roof.

      "You probably recognize the image in the middle: Stonehenge, located in Wiltshire, England. Perhaps the most famous primitive stone structure to survive to modern day, and one that we most commonly associate with early Indo-European culture. These others," Kotler used a laser pointer to indicate the rest of the structures. "Their origins are more diverse, but still part of that Indo-European landscape. Ireland. France. Germany. Spain. This isn't surprising. You'd probably expect those regions to host structures like these."

      Now the images enlarged, cycling through a set one at a time as Kotler pointed to each in turn. "But how about India? Jordan? Korea?" He turned back to the audience. "Similar structures, from the same era. And each appearing in cultures that should have known nothing of each other at the time they were built. And it doesn’t stop there. Let’s go further back.”

      The presentation advanced, revealing a grid of images portraying hands painted on cave walls. Kotler pointed to each as he spoke. "France. Borneo. Argentina. Australia. North America." He faced the audience. “At a period in history when none of the humans who lived in these regions had the means or technology to travel the globe, they somehow shared commonalities. Not just structures, not just the impulse to make a mark on one’s environment. There are symbols—the rudiments of language—that appear across history and cultures, completely disconnected from each other.”

      Another image replaced the hands, this time of a single symbol that grew to fill the screen. Kotler watched to gauge the reaction of the audience. There was silence, and he knew why. "The swastika,” he said. “Perhaps the most recognizable symbol of the Nazis party, and one we have come to associate with hate and horror on an unimaginable scale. But …"

      The swastika onscreen pulled back and fell in line within another grid of images. The audience now saw the symbol represented in a variety of presentations, from simple carvings and sculptures to ornate medallions, from bits of broken clay pottery to gold-laden temple walls. Some appeared in ancient artwork, with motifs ranging from seahorses to eagles. Native American artwork appeared alongside a golden brooch from India.

      "The swastika pops up throughout history. Nazi Germany, of course, put it to its most infamous use. It also appears in Russia, no surprise. Also unsurprising, it appears in the US, starting around the 1920s, and not always in anti-Nazi propaganda. But perhaps it would surprise you to see it appear significantly earlier in North American culture, among artwork from early Navajo tribes. These images," he indicated photos of Navajo baskets and blankets, each bearing the Swastika, "predate European settlement of the Americas by hundreds of years. In fact, this symbol is known as the ‘whirling logs,' among the Navajo, and it's tied to the story of a great hero. On a journey down what would become known as the San Juan River, in a hollowed out log, the hero encounters a whirlpool, where the San Juan meets the Colorado River. There he meets a Yéi, one of the Navajo pantheon of gods, who teaches him great wisdom. The swastika—or whirling log—is a symbol of great wisdom, given by the gods."

      He let that soak in, and noted with pleasure the expressions of awe and astonishment among those in the audience he could actually see.

      Kotler began pointing to images on the screen as they moved by. “Further back, we find the symbol in Iraq, Armenia, Korea, and among what we think of as the primitive cultures. The Anglo Saxons. The Thracians. Even in some neolithic artwork."

      He turned and took in the audience. They were quiet, awed by what they were learning. He gave them a break.

      The next image was a series of masks, medallions, statues, and paintings, all of which contained figures with one trait in common: Each was sticking out its tongue. To emphasize this, the famous photo of Einstein appeared, his hair wild and his tongue protruding.

      There was a beat, and then the audience laughed, breaking the tension.

      Kotler chuckled. "We don't really know why the raspberry became a universal symbol among ancient cultures, though we do know that it has a variety of meanings across modern and near-modern civilizations. In Western culture, it's considered a sign of disrespect, while in some Asian cultures it's a sign of chagrin and embarrassment. In Tibet, however, it's actually a sign of great respect. One man’s insult is another man’s honor.“ The audience chuckled.

      He gestured back to the screen, where several examples of protruding tongues floated above their regions of origin.

      "Here we have examples from Ancient Greece, India, France, New Zealand, even the Americas. If we exclude Dr. Einstein..." he paused and was rewarded with a laugh. "You'll note the similarities in all of these figures. Creatures with rounded features, almost like troll dolls, with prominent brows and protruding, pointed tongues. They are typically anthropomorphized beings—human and animal hybrids. We see the wings of birds, as well as tangles of tentacles. You might recognize the Gorgon, Medusa, her face framed by snakes and, of course, her tongue sticking out. The faces of these creatures are similar enough that they could be transposed from one culture to another and it might prove difficult to tell them apart."

      Another grid of images, this time of gods from various pantheons, including an image of Jesus. "Here we see Osiris, Marduk, Adonis, Tammuz, Aliyan Baal, Viracocha, and of course, Jesus Christ. Each of these represents the concept of the ‘Dying-and-Rising deity.' That's the shorthand. But there's a more profound mystery here. In every recorded culture, in every pantheon, there exists a god who died and was resurrected. From the Sumerians and Babylonians, the Greek and Romans, the Celtic Druids and even the Mayans and Aztecs, they each have their god of resurrection."

      "And there are other commonalities in these pantheons. Gods who not only served the same purpose—a god of harvests, and god of rains, a god of sexuality—but who very often shared histories. Osiris shares a similar origin story with Moses, for example. Both were envied by their siblings. Both had family members who feared for their safety and constructed floating vessels to send them down the Nile. Both are found and raised by Egyptian royalty. The order of these events and the ages of the heroes may differ slightly, but the details are all there."

      The audience was wrapt, and Kotler could feel it. Even without being able to read their body language, he could sense what they were thinking, how they were feeling. “In anthropology, we refer to this as ‘comparative mythology.’ We are looking at these great cultures, at these pantheons and myths, to find the commonality. We want to know why these stories appear, again and again, even in cultures that have never been in contact with each other. And we want to solve the mystery of origin, for the various cultures worldwide. Every ancient culture has a mythology of gods and great heroes. The biggest question we ask, when studying all of these, is where did they go? Were these myths based on actual, living beings? And if so, what happened to the gods, and why did they become extinct?”

      On the immense screen, the globe reappeared, rotating slowly, with images and video rising from one horizon and disappearing over the other. The Earth was filling up with the images of archaeological dig sites and ancient artifacts.

      "So many cultures. And every day, as we dig deeper into our past, we're discovering more. There is no doubt as to the similarities between each, but the thing that unites them remains a mystery. Where did they come from? How is it possible that they share so many similarities? There are these artifacts, for sure, but there are also shared mythologies. Similarities in oral traditions, in superstitions, in religious observations. Every major culture has a flood myth, for example. There are also myths of powerful prophets, deaths and resurrections, gods walking among men. Over and over, throughout history, we've discovered and rediscovered the hints of a civilization that remains shrouded and hidden. Somehow, in some way, a culture that unites all of humanity came and went, and we barely have any hint of it."

      He had their attention. They were wrapt by what he was sharing. The excitement was growing.

      "But that's changing. Every day, in disparate parts of the world, we're finding the traces of that extinct civilization. We are writing the history that was lost, with each new discovery.”

      “Archaeology isn't always exciting. It isn't always about hidden temples or unknown dangers. But the small pieces count. They add up. And the more we learn of this lost world and culture, the more we learn about ourselves. We learn where we've come from, and what it means to actually be human. And that … that is as exciting as it gets. That's why archaeology and anthropology are so important—just as important as inventing new technologies and exploring new worlds. By looking deeper into our past, we're learning what it means to be human. And we will carry that knowledge forward, to shape our future. Thank you."

      The crowd erupted with applause then, many people standing, cheering and shouting, and Kotler waved to them as he left the stage.
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        * * *

      

      The talk had gone better than Kotler had expected. He was glad, but he was also exhausted. The excitement, the tension, the anxiety that came with preparing for this talk was finally asking its toll. As he rode in the hired car, provided by his hosts, he felt himself being lulled toward sleep. He could use a nap.

      When they arrived at the bar, however, he exited the car, thanked and tipped his driver, and walked inside. He would have preferred to go straight home, but this was a neutral meeting place. And he wasn’t opposed to having a drink—maybe a small celebration for what had been a good day.

      Looking around, he spotted Agent Denzel in the back and made his way to the booth where he was seated. Denzel was reading something.

      “The Celts,” Kotler read from the cover. “Roland, I’m impressed! I had no idea you had an interest in ancient cultures.”

      "Hard to avoid, hanging around with you," Denzel said. He stuck a business card into the book to mark his spot and placed the book on the table. He picked up a glass, about a quarter filled with some amber liquid. "Scotch?" Denzel asked.

      “Please,” Kotler said, sliding into the booth across from his partner.

      Denzel motioned, catching the attention of their waitress, and indicated he wanted two more.

      Kotler yawned. “Did you catch any of the presentation?” he asked.

      Denzel nodded. "I saw most of it on the live stream, on the flight in. I'm sorry I couldn't be there in person. I just got here about forty minutes ago. I've been in Texas for the past three days."

      The waitress arrived with their drinks. “I assume you’re off duty,” Kotler said, indicating the scotch.

      “I am, but I’m still here on business.”

      “You mean you didn’t come to congratulate me?” Kotler grinned.

      Denzel shook his head. “It was a speech, Kotler, not a Nobel Prize. Something’s come up. And it involves you.”

      Kotler nodded, taking a lingering sip of his scotch. “Ok, you know me, Roland. I’m always willing to help with a case.”

      “No, I mean this one actually involves you. Something you were involved with years ago. A dig in Egypt.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific,” Kotler replied, smiling.

      “It’s about some brass hall you found. And a sword.”

      Kotler blinked, his drink hovering just in front of his lips. He placed the glass on the table. “The brass hall,” he said. “That was … twenty years ago, I think? Have they found something? Did Dr. Warner reach out?”

      Denzel shook his head. "Dr. Warner passed away, about two years ago. His wife passed a few months back. Their kids sold their home and divided up their belongings, but in all that, they threw some stuff out. Some guy found a safe that Warner had held on to, and drilled into it." Denzel turned and opened the leather attache at his side. He fished out an object wrapped in cloth, and placed it on the table, sliding it to Kotler.

      Kotler peered at him, wondering, then leaned forward, opening the cloth to examine what was inside.

      As the cloth fell away, it revealed a circular and ornate piece of brass, encircling a large, red jewel. Kotler reached for it, but hesitated, looking at Denzel. His partner nodded, and Kotler picked up the amulet, to look closer.

      Both sides were engraved with a series of lines and patterns. Kotler recognized them instantly. "Celtic runes," he whispered. He looked up. "No wonder you're boning up. And this isn't in an evidence bag."

      Denzel shook his head. "That's because it isn't part of an investigation. I was called in because local law enforcement knew about Historic Crimes. I've spent the past three days helping to run background and clear the guy who found this. He had brought this to the Houston Museum of Natural Science, trying to sell it. They thought he might be an antiquities smuggler, so they called the police. The guy's story checked out, though. The museum is negotiating the best way to compensate him for the find, and I'm leaving that to them. At that point, I was mostly there to determine if there was anything the FBI needed to investigate. Dr. Warner had worked on some government contracts just prior to his death. We were making sure there was no foul play."

      "And for that, they needed to call you in from Manhattan?" Kotler asked.

      “Well, I think they were angling more for getting you involved,” Denzel replied. “Your name is all over the files Warner kept. What files we could retrieve, anyway. The guy who found this said there were all sorts of boxes filled with files and paperwork, but he left all that for the trash collectors. There were a few things in the box that contained the safe. Most of it was written by you.”

      Kotler shook his head. “I’ve never seen this object before.”

      “But you did find that brass hall?”

      Kotler nodded. "Oh yes. Evidence of a Celtic presence in ancient Egypt. I found it, with the help of a local guide. And before it caved in on the two of us, I managed to retrieve an artifact—a bronze sword. When we made our way back to the camp, and I showed everyone what we'd found, there was a lot of excitement and interest. And then I was told I was no longer needed for the project."

      “Bitter?” Denzel asked.

      Kotler laughed. “At first. But no, I got over it. I tried to follow the progress of the dig after that, but I was usually blocked. As an independent, I spent most of my career being blacklisted from one project or another. This one had the potential for a great deal of prestige. Dr. Warner never liked me much, so he had no intention of keeping me on.”

      “But it was your discovery,” Denzel said.

      Kotler sipped his scotch and nodded. "It was mine. But then it became his."

      Denzel pondered this for a moment, then took something else out of his bag. A sheet of paper. He slid it across to Kotler.

      Kotler took it, examining it, and looked up to Denzel. “This is real?”

      Denzel nodded. "It's not a will or anything, but it's authentic. Sorry, it took a couple of years to come up. It got buried in that box, after Warner's death."

      The paper was a letter, written and signed by Dr. Warner.

      

      To the members of the council,

      Though it pains me to admit it, we must consider including Dr. Dan Kotler in the next phase of discovery, regarding the brass hall and the tomb of Credne. Though funding and local political upheaval have presented near-impenetrable obstacles, our exploration of the Credne vault produced some of the most profound cultural finds of the century. It is a great burden to me that these finds remain hidden from the public.

      I’ll get to the point. I have recently been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. I am not given much time. I have taken steps to ensure that all of my projects can continue, under competent leadership. This project, however, remains a thorn. The overseer of the site, now under Egyptian authority, refuses to work with this counsel or any other exploratory team, unless that team includes Dr. Kotler.

      Dr. Maalyck has made it clear that unless Dr. Kotler is part of future expeditions, the site will remain closed to outsiders.

      I have fought this proviso for close to two decades, and now my strength and my time have come to an end.

      Therefore, I propose that we invite Dr. Kotler to participate and perhaps even lead the exploratory team. The brass hall awaits, gentlemen, and with it, I believe, the answers we seek. There are treasures of history waiting to be discovered, and secrets of our culture waiting to provide illumination. We are close to uncovering something that will change history as we know it. I would like for my legacy to include its revelation to the world.

      Dr. Joseph Warner

      

      Kotler looked up, surprised. "Well, this is unexpected."

      "It's also a couple of years delayed," Denzel said. "Dr. Warner died before he could submit that letter. The council members he's writing to are part of a diverse University-governed board. A joint operation between multiple programs. Warner was one of the founders, based largely on this find. But none of them ever saw this letter, and the whole thing was shelved."

      Kotler sighed. “Of course it was,” he said, and chuckled. “I’m shocked that Warner would even think to recommend me, but I’m not surprised in the least that no one else ever considered it.” He studied the letter again. “Dr. Maalyck …” he said. “I knew someone with that name.”

      Denzel nodded. “Dr. Martook Maalyck. He works with the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities.”

      Kotler started. “Did you say Martook?” he asked. “It really is him?”

      Denzel shook his head. “Really is who?”

      “Martook,” Kotler grinned. “He was the guide! He and his friends found the brass hall in the first place.” Kotler laughed lightly. “Well look what he went and did. He became an archaeologist!”

      “A pretty good one, from what I’ve seen,” Denzel replied. “We reached out to him. He’s just below the Director, overseeing field work and acquisitions. He was very excited to learn about this medallion thingy.”

      Kotler laughed. “I don’t think that’s a medallion,” he said. “More like an amulet, maybe.”

      “Well, whatever it is, Dr. Maalyck was excited about it. Even more excited when he heard your name. He wants to speak with you.”

      “I’d be happy to!” Kotler replied. “I haven’t seen him in twenty years, and then he was just a boy. And not a very good listener,” Kotler frowned. “But he had a real sense of adventure. I liked him very much.”

      “He’s flying here,” Denzel said. “To retrieve that,” he indicated the amulet. “And I figured you’d want to be the one to give it to him.”

      Kotler smiled. “I’d be honored.”

      Denzel nodded.

      They sipped their drinks, and Kotler said, “So, is that the business you’re here on? You’re delivering this to me so I can hand it over to Martook? I mean … Dr. Maalyck?”

      “Well, there’s that, and the map.”

      Kotler frowned. “What map?”

      Denzel grinned and picked up the amulet. He took a small flashlight out of his coat pocket and played the beam through the jewel.

      Kotler gawked at the table between them.

      “That map,” Denzel said.
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