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Curse of the Ship Burial
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Dr. Ainsworth and his four crew members drove at dawn to their dig site on the plateau of Giza, well outside the extensive area that was reserved for the Great Pyramid. Ainsworth’s group was considered to be composed of light-weight archaeologists, because they took no interest in producing yet another boring monograph on the stellar orientation of known passages in the pyramids, or on the curious absence of visual representations of hieroglyphs inside those supposedly 5,000-year-old monuments. 

Instead, they were digging in ground that was presumed to hold, at most, odd shards and remnants of the tool work that, over centuries, had created the giant stones that formed the structure and facing of the pyramids. If Sir Flinders Petrie had scoffed at digging there, how could the acknowledged experts of Egyptian antiquities do otherwise?

Ainsworth was not concerned about what others thought about his work. He had been focused on the site ever since a discovery in the wrappings of a mummy found in the Valley of the Kings. The find had been unquestionably verified by laboratory analysis, but because no one could explain its presence in an Egyptian tomb that had been carbon-dated at 2,550 BCE, it had been ignored. 

Ainsworth had written speculative papers on the find, but he could not find a reputable publisher for them. Editors’ comments included words like rubbish, trashy, shoddy, irresponsible and, the worst phrase of all, “reprehensible from a supposedly responsible member of the Egyptian scholarly community.” The idea of tobacco leaves having been found in the wrappings of an Egyptian mummy four thousand years before Columbus’s discovery of America held an implication that Ainsworth found ineluctable through the received scholarly tradition. It required a new approach. Only by excavating proofs in the form of artifacts would Ainsworth’s theories hold any weight. 

He had considered writing fictional works about his theory under a pseudonym, but if he were ever discovered to be the man behind the fictional name, he would be ridiculed out of his profession and never regarded seriously again.

What brought Ainsworth to look at the site along the southern boundary of the plain surrounding the Great Pyramid was a set of images made by airborne ground-penetrating radar, indicating what looked like a giant ship buried under sand and stone tailings. He had worked with imagery analysts of the American Navy to produce from the radar image a scale drawing of the outline of the object buried at the site. Unable to find a sponsor in the United States, Ainsworth went to Europe where he pitched his theory and showed his preliminary evidence to a Dutch princess who liked both him and his idea. 

The princess provided seed funding for Ainsworth to prepare a very professional, one-time briefing about his proposed project for other royalty friends and eccentric relatives of hers throughout Europe. She used her own considerable persuasive powers at the briefing to line up funding for a five-person dig with ten-year duration. Then, she personally lobbied the resident antiquities director in Egypt to fast-track the process for approval of the project. Ironically, approval came because the project was deemed not to be a serious, scholarly expedition, but the whim of a European princess.

Finally, the princess presided over the ribbon-cutting that initiated the actual archaeological work. In the press, the event was considered so insignificant it received only a few lines of mention in the Dutch press. A stock photo of the princess in all her finery was used to accompany the text, because the Dutch royal family did not approve of the photo showing her appearing next to “her explorer” and the Egyptian antiquities director in their expeditionary costumes with dust on their garments and sweat stains from the blast-furnace winds that were caused by the sweltering desert heat. The princess returned to her native land and received Ainsworth’s annual reports until her untimely, tragic death by an unaccountable illness. She was only thirty years old when she died. 

She was not the only one to die in a mysterious, untimely fashion. Within six months of her death, the antiquities director who had posed in the picture taken at the opening of the dig site, dropped dead in his office in Cairo. Around the same time, two of Ainsworth’s four crew members had been stricken with a disease that was still undiagnosed, but they had recovered from their near-fatal illnesses and were now in the field again with their major professor. 

Ainsworth himself and his other two workers had some symptoms, but they were never hospitalized. Ainsworth joked with his team that what saved them from certain death of the dreaded disease that had killed the others was their habit of smoking cigarettes. The professor and his crew averaged three packs a day each, and each year, they laid in not cartons but boxes of Marlboro cigarettes that ended up as part of the stash in their tents near the Giza plateau.

It was in the fourth year of their dig that Ainsworth knew his theory held significant weight because he had verified the object shown in the aerial radar imagery was indeed an enormous ship, larger than any Egyptian ship known to have existed from historical and archaeological records. In fact, the ship was larger than any known to have been built until the time of the Spanish Armada in the late Sixteenth Century. 

Ainsworth once again enlisted the help of the U.S. Navy to do detailed design drawings from the artifact that his team had unearthed. The two naval engineers, who worked with him at the direct order of the Chief of Naval Operations, had experience doing detailed drawings of Noah’s ark from biblical records and the archaeological finds high up on Mount Ararat. 

They told Ainsworth they were astounded by the find because the Egyptian vessel would have had the strength and carrying capacity to sustain voyages not just up and down the Nile River and in the Eastern Mediterranean Sea, but all over the world. 

It was their judgment that from the time of Noah to the time of the building of this buried ship, shipbuilding had undergone a radical transformation. They thought such a transformation would only have been possible in a prolonged age of enlightenment and stress, much like the period the world had recently witnessed in the Twentieth Century, which against a backdrop of two world wars had birthed supertankers, aircraft carriers, and container cargo ships.

Ainsworth used the design drawings to catalyze funding for the reconstruction of the Egyptian vessel, but the new Egyptian antiquities director took umbrage with the archaeologist’s project and tried to shut it down on a pretext. Temporarily, the project was shut down, and Ainsworth and his people were forbidden to return to the site until “certain matters” were deliberated at “appropriate levels.” Ainsworth was not faint of heart, so he decided to continue his work clandestinely by poring through scholarly records all over the world.

He targeted the fabled Vatican Library chart, a copy of much earlier documents. It featured an Antarctic Continental chart showing the medial fissure of the continent that had only in the late Twentieth Century been determined by advanced scientific means. That meant to Ainsworth that at some point within the last five thousand years, Antarctica had been ice-free. It also meant some nautical power had the technology to do the charting necessary to produce the artifact that finally was transposed to become the artifact in the Vatican Library in the days of Henry the Navigator in the late Fifteenth Century. 

Of course, the Vatican curia buried the manuscript chart because it was entirely too controversial to copy and deliver to the public. Only privileged members of the black Collegium Romanum were permitted to see and analyze the chart. Since the records of the Collegium Romanum were still in the Twentieth Century kept close-hold among the curial office, Ainsworth hit a brick wall in his attempts to discover Catholic analysis of the chart.

Ainsworth went to visit the library archives of the world’s greatest tobacco companies to discover any record of tobacco growth outside America throughout antiquity. He found no such record, and he was told by the more intelligent and imaginative archivist, who was a scion of the fabled Duke family in America, that only a few channels by which tobacco seeds and products could have been conveyed to Asia or Europe existed until the arrival of Columbus in America in 1492. 

One channel was very early and retraced the migration route of the earliest inhabitants of America, who came from Asia via the Bering Strait land bridge ten thousand years ago. The other channel was Nordic and occurred during the Tenth or Eleventh Century AD. The possibility of an Egyptian channel for transmission of tobacco products was thought remote, but not impossible. 

Ainsworth’s discovery in Giza intrigued the imaginative archivist enough to incentivize his briefing the wise people of the Duke family about his ideas. It was not luck, but good business sense brought about the Duke family’s funding of Ainsworth’s project to build a replica of the ship whose remains he had found in Egypt. Funding was generous enough to support not only the building of the ship but its testing and operational trials that led to experimentation to determine its durability at sea.

The result of Ainsworth’s project was proof a vessel such as the one he built could have explored waters from the Arctic to the Antarctic and from Egypt to China in the third millennium BC. As Thor Heyerdahl in his Kon-Tiki adventure, Ainsworth and his team actually conducted the voyages that proved the Egyptian vessel’s potential. 

Even in spite of the acclaim Ainsworth’s proofs made in the open press, the Egyptian archaeological stalwarts remained uniformly opposed to Ainsworth’s “quirky and unprofessional approach.” Where, they asked, were the documentary records proving the Egyptians had a program of navigational exploration encompassing an area beyond the Eastern Mediterranean Sea? Ainsworth, to his credit, agreed that capability did not translate into accomplishment, and he sought further evidence to advance his theory.

While he was probing the earliest discovered Egyptian records for evidence of some secret, prior Egyptian history involving global navigation, Ainsworth suffered the tragic loss by a mysterious disease of his chief researcher, Mabel Davies. The young woman died in agony of a disease that apparently had no diagnosis. When Ainsworth asked his worker’s doctors to look for commonalities among the symptoms first presented by both the Dutch princess and the director of Egyptian antiquities in Cairo, they admitted similarities existed, but the medical guilds persons still were clueless as to the nature and cause of the disease that had killed them all. 

At first, Ainsworth had been inconsolable about his assistant’s demise. They had been friends, as well as close collaborators. He did not eat properly and walked around in a daze, thinking about the girl he was mentoring for great things. Gradually, though, Ainsworth recovered from his grief. He could think of no greater memorial for her than to complete the work they had begun. Having no replacement for Ms. Davies, he took on her workload himself.

Ainsworth shifted his strategy after Ms. Davies’s death. He began looking for things that might tangentially prove his theory, such as the incidence of mysterious deaths among ancient peoples. He particularly sought evidence of disease that had no prior counterparts in the medical record. 

He discovered in tablets of Mesopotamia the earliest mention of an army’s encountering an unknown disease that decimated its ranks and threw the balance in favor of their enemies. Formerly, it was thought among medical historians that the disease had been the earliest record of the black plague, but Ainsworth was not at all sure of that. 

The stone tablet recording the ravages of the disease did not have the detail or language that would allow a determination, only the disease’s ultimate effect, which was an enemy’s victory in battle. Biological warfare in the third millennium BC might have been possible, but Ainsworth thought another cause might have been just as likely. Forensics was impossible because all the combatants had died and their bodies had returned to dust, but the mummy of the pharaoh who had been wrapped in tobacco leaves remained. 

Ainsworth arranged with the still-hostile Egyptian director for antiquities to have a sample from the mummy sent for analysis at the United States Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases, USAMRIID, in Maryland. His successful argument for the analysis was based on the three deaths that had occurred surrounding his investigations. Ainsworth threatened to give a press conference, at which he would allege that ancient Egypt had been so beset with plagues it was dangerous for anyone to do archaeological research until the possible threat of plague could be explicitly eliminated. He further stated he would sue the Egyptian government and the antiquities director personally for the losses they and their families had sustained due to the mysterious illness that had caused their deaths.

Ainsworth’s sample went to USAMRIID, but he was informed shortly after the analysis began that the sample and all derivatives had been labeled Biological Warfare Level 5 (BL-5) status. That meant that what the scientists had found in the sample they had been given was so lethal it had to be handled with the highest biological security levels possible. 

USAMRIID wanted to seize the mummy and any other samples deriving from it, wherever they might be. A team of four men and three women combed the world for possible derivatives while the U.S. government had consultations directly with the Egyptian government about the disposition of the mummy itself. 

Finally, after significant negotiations and many meetings, the USAMRIID scientists were allowed to take custody of the young pharaoh’s mummy and his coffin, and all other artifacts discovered in the tomb in the Valley of the Kings where the mummy had been found. They extended their immediate impoundment to the lab that had done the analysis for the initial discovery of tobacco leaf in the wrappings. 

In the process of their assessment, USAMRIID scientists found a trail of mysterious deaths, six total at the lab that had found the tobacco and five others at the Egyptian Museum of Antiquities, where the mummy and coffin had been stored.

Ainsworth himself was kept in the loop on what was becoming an urgent epidemiological containment exercise. He was the archaeologist who knew the most about the history and storage of the artifacts, and he had lost a key researcher to the cause, though he and his other colleagues remained alive. Dr. Anne Wayland, the epidemiologist on the USAMRIID team, spent long hours discussing the history of the project with Ainsworth, and in exchange for the information Ainsworth gave the woman, she also gave him periodic reports on the ongoing investigation into the cause of the outbreak. 

For example, Wayland informed Ainsworth that an extremely rare virus was the imputed cause of all the recorded deaths. Its only counterparts were viruses found in bodies of fresh water in the Arctic that had only recently become accessible for analysis on account of global warming. 

Ainsworth asked the woman, “Was the same virus found in any core samples from Antarctica?” 

Wayland seemed shocked he should ask this question since, indeed, one secret group in USAMRIID was working on an analysis of preliminary results suggesting just that. 

She said, “The matter is highly classified, so I can’t go into details, but the answer to your question is, yes.” 

“Can you tell me more?”

“You know what USAMRIID does. Research on top secret biological weapons is a specialty. I must caution you to hold close and tell no one what I’m now going to tell you. I’ll deny I revealed it to you. Chinese and Russian scientists are involved in secret research programs. Their top-level biological warfare engineers are thought to have been weaponizing the virus illegally, as well as developing a vaccine.”

Ainsworth asked, “Have any forensics on early Native American artifacts been done along the lines used on the Egyptian relics?” 

She replied, “I know of no such efforts, but I think if the virus was extant in the Americas, unaccountable deaths should have been much in evidence. Any large-scale epidemic or waves of epidemics might have driven the virus out of the Native bloodlines, making the survivors immune to any continuing ravages of the disease. Other factors might have been involved.” 

“Such as?” Ainsworth pressed her on this because of its urgency.

She said, “One of the lab workers, a heavy smoker of cigarettes and cigars, told his cohorts he probably had the best protection against the virus—his being a heavy smoker. His colleagues had jibed at him for his jocularity in such a serious pursuit, but he told them he was very serious about what he said. He stated that tobacco had a curative value which society had forgotten in the prospect of lung cancer.” Dr. Wayland shook her head at the idea.

Ainsworth thought about this theory for a while, and he emailed Wayland, “Among those I know who made contact with the artifacts, only the heavy smokers, myself included, have survived. The Dutch princess and the Egyptian director of antiquities were non-smokers, and my assistant researcher had been trying to stop smoking in the months before she contracted the disease. The USAMRIID team should probably check on the smoker status of all those who presumably died of the mysterious disease.” 

Wayland meticulously ordered her team to do as he requested. After the findings had been analyzed, she reported to Ainsworth that all who had died were non-smokers. All colleagues of those who died were smokers who consumed two to three packs of cigarettes each day.

Ainsworth brooded over this evidence, and he decided to visit a cultural anthropologist friend from his graduate student days. The man specialized in early American customs. He was a chain smoker who had for many years been fascinated by the use of tobacco among Native Americans before the arrival of Columbus. Ainsworth and Dr. Clyde Forsythe met at an exclusive smokers’ bar and enjoyed cigars while they talked in a low key so none of the others in the bar could hear.

Taking a sip of his double martini, Ainsworth asked the critical question: “You’re probably going to laugh at what I have to ask, but does your research in pre-Columbian tobacco usage indicate that tobacco was used as a cure for pandemic disease?”

Forsythe looked shocked. He then took a long drag on his cigar and exhaled. He looked at his drink and peered into Ainsworth’s eyes as if trying to assess how much the man knew of his research. “Francis, that’s what my whole line of research has indicated, but I can’t publish what I’ve found because I have no hard evidence. Besides, as a smoker, my non-smoking colleagues would say I was doing special pleading to use the argument.”

“So, Clyde, what if I told you that I know of a virus which could only have been active around five thousand years ago in the Americas and evidence of the virus extends from the North Pole to the South Pole?”

Forsythe squinted and gave Ainsworth a funny look.

“Wait a minute—don’t laugh, there’s more. What if I told you the only people who have survived contact with the virus in our time are heavy smokers just like us?”  

Clyde sat up in his seat and became excited. “You’re baiting me, right? What have you been smoking? No kidding though, if what you say is true, it would surely make my day. I’m shocked—actually, I’m bowled over—that you might have stumbled on the very evidence I need to make my case. Why, I could publish my work tomorrow, and no one could laugh at my thesis.”

The bar area was silent, dark and smoky. The only light came from the door on the other side of the room, and then only when it opened. The men smoked their cigars, lost in thought. They drank also, but their devotion was to tobacco, which was rapidly becoming taboo in America. No suspicious movements were detected by either of the academicians. Their desire for privacy had the right environment. Ainsworth reflected this was the closest place to a crypt they might have found.

Nervous and excited, but still speaking softly so no one but Forsythe could hear, he said, “Now that I’ve let you in on the secret—and for now, this is just between us—I have to ask whether you know of anything that might indicate, from American pre-Columbian history, that tobacco might have been used, say, to protect a dead body from the pandemic in the afterlife. I would expect remains in tombs, for example, and in stone representations or manuscripts.” He spoke in a steady, serious voice. His eyes fixed on Forsythe’s eyes with determination.

“I see you’re serious about this. Instead of firing from the hip, I’ll stop what I am researching right now and dig through the artifacts and records to see what fits your vision.”

“Look, everyone knows about Native Americans smoking peace pipes and using tobacco in ceremonies. I’m going to give you, in confidence, another piece of this puzzle. You must promise not to tell anyone about it.”

Forsythe leaned forward conspiratorially and nodded with a serious expression for him to continue.

“My project in Egypt has focused on the remains of tobacco in the wrappings of the mummy of a pharaoh that was interred in the Valley of the Kings around twenty-five hundred years BC. I found in debris around the plateau of Giza, the remains of a ship.” Ainsworth was visibly trembling with nervous energy, and his eyes glittered with infectious excitement as he divulged this secret information.

“Yes, I’ve been following the voyages you and your team have taken to prove how extensively the Egyptians possibly traded and colonized around the world. I’ve frankly wondered whether those Egyptians managed to make it to America. Now, you link tobacco in the mix with scientific evidence. I have to go back to square one to examine whether any but the most obvious connections can be drawn between Native Americans and Egyptians.”

“So what do you mean by ‘obvious connections’?” He was upset about the word “obvious,” which implied a wealth of unstated information. His tone was almost accusatory as he relentlessly probed for more information.

Forsythe spoke defensively after looking to be sure no one else could hear. “Pyramids, for one. Writing in hieroglyphics for another. Some burial customs. Architecture. Many things in Native culture could not have come from Asia. Most scholarship puts Western contact too late to have had influence before the Vikings.” Ainsworth heard Forsythe’s tone modulate from matter-of-fact rendition, to actively delving deeper into their conversation. Both men were now on the edges of their seats, huddling together like a two-man cabal.

Ainsworth excitedly pursued Forsythe’s logic further. “If the Egyptians sailed all over the world in ships that could have reached America not just once but many times over the period, let’s say, of a few centuries, could those contacts have left the influences you cannot otherwise explain?” He took another long drag on his cigar and blew smoke over his shoulder, as he craned his neck to be sure no one had come up behind him to listen to their conversation.

Clyde confided, “Carl Jung ‘explained’ the connections as belonging to the archetypes in all humans, but I’ve never bought into that. It’s absurd. If it were true, why didn’t Native Americans invent the wheel? It’s just like tobacco. You have to transport the plant or the seeds; otherwise, you cannot have tobacco in two widely divergent places any more than you can have a rhinoceroses’ herd without a mating pair to start breeding.”

Ainsworth nodded as he reflected on Forsythe’s deduction. He decided to plunge deeper into the matter and took another sip of his martini to punctuate his observations.

“I have two points of connection: the tobacco and the virus, and I believe those two are themselves connected, the one being the cure for the other. I am struggling to put everything together, but I have some evidence that somehow Egyptians carried both the virus and the tobacco back to their own country after they obtained them here in America. They did not realize at first how the two connected, but whole armies died of the virus—I think I have a contemporary record of that.”

Now Forsythe could hardly sit still. His eyes were wide in anticipation, waiting for the rest of the astonishing revelation. 

Seeing this keen interest, Ainsworth pressed forward, “In Egypt, some magician put two and two together and realized tobacco was the cure, but all the Egyptian traders brought home were the leaves of the plant, not the seeds. So the precious leaves could be used to protect the pharaoh from the virus in the afterlife, but it could not protect the people from dying in a great pandemic. From the Egyptian point of view, the cause of the dreaded disease was the transoceanic contact with distant foreigners.”

Forsythe nodded and took another draft on his cigar before he embarked on an exploratory sequence of ideas that demonstrated he could think through the data, as well as his associate. He put his conjectures together, tying them together with the facts that had just been revealed.

“So—let me guess—the priests inveigh against the whole enterprise of worldwide commerce because all it was bringing home was death and destruction in invisible agents no one understood. The priests convinced the panicking hierarchies that unless overseas transport stopped forthwith, civilization would become extinct.”

“Precisely, so they ordered the great ships to be buried and all records and other evidence of their use to be destroyed. The only evidence they could not destroy were the ships themselves and the tobacco used in the pharaoh’s mummy wrappings.”

“I can see why the mummy survived. The Valley of the Kings was thought to be super secret, booby-trapped and such with all the grave preparers killed. Why not burn the ships instead of interring them?”

Ainsworth said, “Hold your thought for a moment while I visit the restroom.”

“That’s a good idea. All this excitement requires a break. I’ll join you. Go ahead. I’ll order another good cigar and a double martini for each of us. By the way, I’m buying. This is the best academic conversation I’ve had in years.”

When they returned to their seats to break out and light their fresh cigars, they saw only a few other customers remained in the bar area. There were loners at tables near the back, where their smoke drifted slowly to the ceiling. There would be no danger of their overhearing. Even so, Ainsworth and Forsythe continued to speak in low tones, Ainsworth picking up where the conversation had left off before their break.

“Evidently, the Egyptian priests did not see the ships as being the problem, only their use in foreign trade. There might have been a thousand reasons for discontinuing the building of those ships. Perhaps their designers and builders died of the pandemic. Perhaps there was a problem with financing such ships when the Egyptians began conquering other land powers and used their captives as slaves to build the pyramids. Perhaps the genius sailors piloting those ships died without successors. Who knows why the ships could no longer be used?”

He let the question hang in the air while he smoked and drank his martini. He then put the capstone on his conjectures. “The critical thing from the priests’ point of view was that the ships should not be used for long-haul transit any longer. What did the Egyptians do with things whose use had died? They interred them.” While excited by delivering his penultimate conclusion, he was speaking even more softly than he had before.

“So you’ve found no Book of the Dead for ships? As I recall, E. A. Wallace Budge’s translation mentions a number of boats used in funeral rites.”

“Yes, Nilotic crafts were extremely small vessels by comparison with those used for transoceanic travel. Think of the difference between a hearse in a funeral cortege and a supertanker on the high seas. I’ve thought through every reference to water travel in the Book of the Dead and in all the pictures in Egyptian tombs, but only one fits the pattern I am looking for.”

“Then your boat must be the one rowed by the Grateful Dead.”

If he weren’t so well informed, he might have laughed. Instead, he nodded and said, “You’ve got a point. Only the Grateful Dead row a celestial vessel through the heavens for eternity. The rock group of the same name took their name from the passage in Budge, and it has haunted me throughout this project. How could the Egyptians have possibly come to their conception except by having, at some time, sailed and rowed around the known world? For the minute, forget the circumnavigation aspect and think of long-haul voyages. Perhaps with colonization. And, of course, transport of exotica back from foreign climes for the pharaoh’s personal use.”

“Yet, besides the tobacco, you have no artifact to bring to the fight?” This was not academic pedantry speaking. He was merely stating a fact and asking for clarification.

“None with the compelling argument behind it that tobacco has.”

“I’ll do some research on this line because it can help both of us, and if I find anything you might find useful, I’ll let you know.”

The men finished their cigars, lost in their separate thoughts. They had shared critical insights and facts with profound implications. Now, they had to dwell on what they had learned from each other. When he was ready to leave, Ainsworth drank the last of his martini. He took one last look around the smoky bar before he plunged into the sunshine as if into another world. He left Forsythe in the bar contemplating the tab he had volunteered to pay. 

•••

[image: ]


SOMETHING IN THE CONVERSATION he had with Clyde struck Ainsworth as being significant, but he could not put his finger on what it was right away. Some weeks had passed before he discovered what made him uncomfortable: it was Clyde’s statement about the Grateful Dead. If he thought the ancient Egyptians had been so struck with long-haul voyaging that they had made a fundamental reference to it in the Book of the Dead, their most ancient and sacred record for the afterlife, then perhaps the referent for the boat the Grateful Dead had rowed might be the one he had uncovered near Giza. Boats suggesting the heavenly voyage appeared in tomb paintings, but nothing explicitly linking the heavenly voyage to an earthly one. 

Could it be the reason the boat had been interred was that it could then continue in its service after its own lifespan just as for human mummification served the purpose? All this was pure speculation, but Ainsworth wanted to stretch the limits of his imagination in case such brainstorming led to an insight he could use in his archaeological work.

When the Egyptian director of antiquities decided that earning money was preferable to holding a grudge, Dr. Ainsworth returned with his crew to the Giza site where the ship he had found now lay under an enormous canopy. To either side of the excavation area lay enormous earthworks of sand and rocks that had been removed to uncover the ship. To support the hull of the ancient ship, wooden struts and supports had been introduced. Within the artificial underground area around the ship, was a perimeter path of three meters in width. Ainsworth walked the path with his crew, examining the walls carefully for signs of a hidden chamber or entry to a chamber. 

Nothing looked promising along the walls, but on the floor that had been uncovered and swept clear in the excavation process, three areas seemed to be covered with large, apparently flat stones that had been cut to measure. On impulse, Ainsworth directed his crew to clear the edges around one of those stones and fit a pry bar in the space they created in doing so. 

Using the pry bar with much effort, they lifted the stone and saw that an empty volume lay under it. Having removed the stone entirely, they saw an incline leading downwards. Never shy about pursuing a new avenue, Ainsworth grabbed a torch, jumped into the opening and proceeded down the incline with his crew following close behind him with their torches. Typically, they all kept smoking their cigarettes as they went down the thirty feet to a level floor that opened into a gigantic underground room cut out of the native rock under the plateau. 

What they found there astounded them because nothing quite like it existed in any of the scholarly literature about ancient Egypt. On all four vertical walls were painted pictures of Egyptians landing in a ship like the one they had uncovered on apparently foreign shores. They recognized the tobacco plant growing among other American foliage to the left, which was the western wall. They recognized figures that looked Chinese coming to greet the voyagers on the east wall. On the north wall, were figures whose bodies were painted blue and red. 

Ainsworth guessed those would have been ancestors of the Picts in what today was Scotland. He recognized nothing in the mural on the south wall, except for what looked like a stylized penguin. Perhaps that was supposed to be Antarctica. Looking up at the ceiling of the room, the crew made out constellations oriented in such a way that the cardinal directions indicated by the walls could be verified against celestial signs. 

“A little world made cunningly,” Ainsworth said to his crew. Then he told them to fetch the camera gear. 

They had only three hours to take their photographs and then close up the area where they had entered this room because it was clearly beyond the boundaries established for their dig. Under Egyptian law, they could be prosecuted for trespassing and grave robbing if they should be discovered here.

While his people made the photographs, Ainsworth used a sketch pad to make notes about the dimensions of the room and the approximate sizes of the major images there. Here was all the proof he would need to make his transformative case to the scholarly world and change the course of Egyptology irrevocably. 

The crew knew the enormity of the find as well as their leader. They were recording, they were convinced, the counterpart of Tutankhamen’s tomb. The years of their lives they had devoted to working with the professor had finally paid off, and they would be featured in the history books. So, when they retreated from the room back up the incline to the area where the ship lay on its supports, they were both exhausted and exhilarated. 

They chain lit their cigarettes and began to talk excitedly now, where in the depths of their new find, they had worked in tense silence. They carefully placed the flat stone back over the hole that led to the incline and the room. At Ainsworth’s direction, they then swept sand into the cracks around the edges of the stone so the entry would be difficult for anyone else to discover. Ainsworth said they should meet at his tent for a brief discussion before they did anything else.

At their meeting in his tent, the first thing Ainsworth told his crew was that they had made history. He congratulated them and thanked them for their hard work and their faith in their common vision. He then admonished them that what they had found could not be made public until they had gained permission to extend their dig to include the volume of the room. For many reasons, he explained, early disclosure would jeopardize not only their future access and permission to publish but also their ability to enter and leave the nation of Egypt as they saw fit. Early discovery would essentially make them outlaws: they would be pilloried as desecrators of Egypt’s sacred heritage. 

It did not matter, he said, how important their find was or how crucial it was for them to be the ones to announce and interpret it. They would have to be patient and stage the revelation of the room they had found carefully. He swore each person individually to silence, and he collected all their cameras so he could have the films developed by a special expert he had often used. She had the ability to keep a secret indefinitely. 

He said he would be departing with the evidence on the first flight out of Cairo the next afternoon. He ordered the others to break their tents and depart in a leisurely fashion not later than four days after he had left. He asked them all to rendezvous at his university campus office in one week.

Ainsworth felt light-headed from his discovery because it confirmed everything he surmised and more. He was exceptionally watchful just in case someone became suspicious and sent a watchdog after him to find out why he had departed earlier than the Egyptian authorities expected. In fact, his early departure was noticed by the USAMRIID team, who met him at the airport and accompanied him back to the U.S. When they were back in America, the team leader told Ainsworth he should accompany him to visit the USAMRIID facility in Maryland to discuss the latest developments with the viral research that was being conducted.

Ainsworth did not feel constrained by USAMRIID’s request. In fact, he was interested in getting an update, and he felt he needed a change of pace to calm down and gain perspective on his latest find. 

When he arrived at USAMRIID, he was greeted cordially by the director and technical director, both of whom thanked him for coming on short notice. They then led him into an underground conference center where they offered him coffee and doughnuts, and told him they had three hours of briefings for him if he had the time to experience them. 

Ainsworth told them he was agreeable, and the show began. The evidence at first appalled Ainsworth and then alarmed him. The number of unaccountable deaths surrounding his dig and the artifacts associated with it had gone asymptotic. Over three hundred people had died, and another thousand were identified as affected. Of those who were known to have contracted the illness, the death rate was 90 percent. The incubation period for the illness was between two and four years, so the virus had the longest incubation and highest lethality of any previously known predator on the human species.

USAMRIID’s epidemiologist reported the predictive analytic data, indicating within the next five years, over five million persons would have contracted the new plague, and four and a half-million of those would perish. She explained that the USAMRIID scientists were scrambling to produce a vaccine, but the virus seemed to mutate as fast as their research, so when they developed a potential vaccine, the virus had segued to a new strain that was invulnerable when confronted with the vaccine that had been produced. 

USAMRIID had never recorded a faster rate of structural change in another virus. Even flu could not compare. The problem, she said, was that no one would believe the virus was natural. All the major nations would think the virus had escaped from a biological warfare development program gone amok. This put the U.S. in a difficult position. What they needed was a strategy to let the world know the source of the virus was not a biowar lab, but an archaeological expedition with momentous implications not only for the past but for the future.

Ainsworth listened carefully to what the epidemiologist said, and he saw the director and technical director nod their heads in agreement with her judgment. The director thanked the epidemiologist for her presentation and asked her to leave the room while he talked with Ainsworth with his technical director. 

When she had departed, the director turned to Ainsworth and said he had become a party to information that, if divulged outside the room they were in, would render grave damage to the United States. He, therefore, insisted that Ainsworth sign national security papers indoctrinating him into a named caveat and granting him a top secret clearance. The papers he signed pledged him not to divulge anything about the virus’s origin or its spread to anyone unless the information was approved in advance by USAMRIID in writing. 

Ainsworth realized he did not have a choice but to comply, so he did so. With the stroke of a pen, his academic freedom disappeared. His chance to publish what he had found went to zero. When he had left Egypt, he had felt he was on the brink of announcing the discovery of the millennium. Now he felt he had been forced to betray his mission and his crew because of national security.

When he signed the papers, Dr. Ainsworth was informed he was now working for USAMRIID full time, and his university would be informed to grant him a sabbatical of indefinite scope and duration while he performed duties necessary for the security of the United States. He was told his dean had already agreed to the terms. He was also told his colleagues and crew would be informed by the government that he was on special assignment. In this way, the archaeologist became part of the USAMRIID’s epidemiological team to fight against the spread of the dreaded disease that unintentionally he had been instrumental in releasing upon the world.

Now it was Ainsworth’s turn to brief the USAMRIID team on his findings, including his latest discoveries. He was told he should omit nothing because of the critical importance of what he had done. He was also told his latest discovery was the most important part of his briefing since it may have opened an entirely new dimension of the emerging threat. So, Ainsworth was permitted to collect his thoughts for seventy-two hours and to compile a brief that gave first the history of his dig, then the sequence of his discoveries, and finally, the thoughts he had about how what he found came together into a coherent vision of how the virus had affected its environment historically up to the present moment. 

Ainsworth realized that classified as the brief would be, it was the closest he would ever come to publishing his findings. It no longer seemed to matter that publication would be to a very small audience of listeners. What mattered most, was how USAMRIID could mobilize the world’s medical community to combat the disease which was killing people quietly in ways no other epidemic had ever done.

Ainsworth’s brief, which is still highly classified, was a tour de force. In the opening three slides, he focused his audience on his grand theory about the presence of the large ship burial at Giza. In the subsequent five slides, he showed how his team had accomplished their excavation and what they found at each stage of their work. The final slide in this part of his three-part sequence included a montage of the photographs his team had taken within the subterranean room under the Giza plateau. 

The photographs had been developed by a special USAMRIID team devoted to the purpose of assisting the professor in compiling his brief. Ainsworth concluded his brief with statistics on the use of tobacco as an antidote to the virus, showing that heavy smokers survived while non-smokers perished. His final slide showed his conclusion: the plague induced by the virus ended overnight a centuries-old global nautical exploration enterprise by the ancient Egyptians. Vestiges of this ancient maritime trade could be found in certain documents, but ultimate proofs could only be found in the subterranean room he and his team had discovered, but not yet disclosed or published, because of complications of the means of discovery.

The director of USAMRIID requested a copy of the brief, and when he received it, he flew to Washington, D.C., where he briefed the slides to the Director of National Security and the National Security Council. His presentation was a resounding success, and he was invited to deliver the same brief to the Director of National Intelligence, who took the USAMRIID director directly to the President of the United States. 

Meanwhile, at USAMRIID HQ, Ainsworth refined and amplified his brief, and worked with the epidemiological team on a strategy for combating the virus using tobacco in a wide variety of ways. Because of his conviction that tobacco could cure the root cause of the disease, he became a guinea pig for the agency. Increasingly concentrated samples of the virus were injected into his veins and his blood was withdrawn every six hours to determine how his antibodies attacked the virus. 

At the same time, he was encouraged to chain smoke throughout his waking hours. He was also subjected to compresses and poultices of ground tobacco, which were applied to various parts of his body to test their maximum effectiveness by location. Ainsworth lived through this experimentation, and he asked whether USAMRIID had used a control in parallel with him. He was informed that the female epidemiologist had heroically volunteered to be the control, but she had contracted the virus after the second week and was now in critical condition in the USAMRIID medical facility. She was not expected to survive.

Ainsworth was outraged, and he demanded that the woman be given tobacco instantly to thwart the virus. He was told she refused to use any tobacco products because they were harmful to a person’s health. So, Ainsworth realized a Catch-22 situation had arisen, and there was no way to break the deadlock as long as the woman’s free-will was still in the equation. The woman died of the virus within seventy-two hours and received a posthumous commendation for her self-sacrifice. 

Ainsworth, however, was defiant and denounced USAMRIID’s methods and purpose. The director of USAMRIID told Ainsworth to prepare a scholarly article about his discoveries so the government could explain through it to the people just how the virus had entered the present world from the ancient one. Ainsworth did as he was ordered to do, and then he gave his paper to USAMRIID rewrite experts, who tailored his paper to their needs. They explained there would be no need to have his paper refereed in the usual manner for scholarly papers because USAMRIID had its own ways to deliver information to the public. 

Ainsworth’s paper was published in a top epidemiological journal. In the revised version that was published, Ainsworth was made to appear like a rabid archaeologist who would do anything for his own fame. His hubris had led him to a seemingly impossible thesis that turned out to be true but backfired on him and others when a virus hidden in an artifact escaped and began multiplying among the innocent populace.

Ainsworth was distraught with the substance of the article, but the public outcry against him and his team was savage and indignant. Overnight, he became a villain both in the U.S. and abroad. USAMRIID put out the word that it had contained Dr. Ainsworth to get to the bottom of how exactly he had orchestrated the escape of the virus. The agency made it sound as if he had been made a prisoner, who would be punished by the government behind a cloak of secrecy. 

Meanwhile, Egypt flew into a diplomatic rage over the allegation that its ancient forebears had ever ventured on water beyond the Blue and White Nile, the Nile Delta and the eastern Mediterranean Sea. The Egyptian authorities demanded a brief from USAMRIID on their secret findings so an appropriate public rebuttal could be formulated. They also rescinded the dig permit that had been granted to Ainsworth and his team and closed off his dig site from public access. 

Ainsworth’s university expelled him from the faculty and initiated legal action against him for using his affiliation with the university in his infamous article. His crew was summarily dismissed from the university as accomplices.

When Ainsworth protested that he had been treated unfairly by his host agency, he was informed by the director that any formal protest by an employee of USAMRIID must be registered with him first, and he would block it going forward on the grounds of national security. When he objected to what had been published in his name, he was informed the difference between what had been published and what he had briefed was due to redactions in the name of national security and, as such, offered no grounds for a formal objection. 

Essentially, Ainsworth became a scapegoat and a tool of USAMRIID. When he tried to make people understand the importance of tobacco in the solution, he was informed it was impossible to use tobacco in any form, because of U.S. health policy. How could the public be told that smoking would help them survive the plague when they had been brainwashed to think that any use of tobacco was tantamount to taking a poisoned pill? So, Ainsworth realized the tobacco connection was a non-starter. Fortunately, he was allowed to continue to smoke. In fact, the endless supply of tobacco products was the one blessing in the whole mess that USAMRIID created around him.

Every two weeks, Ainsworth was briefed on the progress of the plague, and after the briefing, he was tasked to brief his minders about what he had discovered in the interval since his last brief. Ainsworth realized that what he said would not be regarded seriously, so he extrapolated on his findings in wildly imaginative ways. 

He used the imagery he had seen in the room which, he presumed, no longer existed. He explored the connections his friend Clyde had suggested to draw the ancient world of Egypt together with pre-Columbian America. He drew parallels between the virulent reactions of the ancient Egyptians to international navigation and the virulent reactions of USAMRIID to the global extent of the plague. No one listened to him. Instead, in their briefings, they reported that all of Ainsworth’s crew had died under mysterious circumstances which may or may not have been related to the plague. 

Ainsworth’s friend Clyde had also succumbed, even though he was an inveterate smoker and, in the good doctor’s opinion, should never have perished. In the briefings, the numbers of victims of the plague were reported to have reached over one hundred million, because the plague had reached China and Japan. 

Each nation accused the other of deploying a biological weapon to destroy its people. The Vatican, meanwhile, denounced the kind of archaeological forensics that would bring a plague upon humankind. So, once again, the Collegium Romanum went to work to bury all evidence that Ainsworth had adduced. 

An international group composed of altruists and billionaires demanded that new archaeological investigations around the Giza plateau should be vetted through the United Nations prior to their authorization. This guaranteed no new digs would be authorized until the measures were relaxed. When archaeologists asked about opportunities for them to examine Dr. Ainsworth’s site, they were told the site had been condemned and dismantled, and the artifacts, including the mummy, the coffin, the ship, and the murals were destroyed because of the threat of the plague. 

An outcry went up from the entire archaeological community at the sacrilege of willful destruction of historical artifacts, but the public, in a frenzy whipped up by the international media, insisted that the people involved in the studies that had released the virus be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. 

Jurists speculated on instituting the death penalty for just such offenses. The health industry, noting that tobacco had been invoked as a possible cure for the virus, assailed the very idea that tobacco could be an effective weapon in the war on the plague. The American Medical Association threatened to sue Ainsworth for practicing medicine without a license and to sue USAMRIID for publicizing Ainsworth’s nefarious views on tobacco, which everyone knew caused cancer and was no cure for anything.

The plague raged on while the international health community did everything but find an effective vaccine for the virus. Nature found a cure when the institutions of humankind failed to do so. Analysis showed the virus mutated so fast that before a year had passed, it no longer had any of the characteristics with which it started. Its virulence dropped to twenty-five percent lethality, then ten percent, then one percent. Finally, the virus was not killing victims but only incapacitating them for, at maximum, a week. By the time it was in its last stages, the symptoms reduced to a mild headache and nausea. 

The plague had burned itself out, and only two hundred million people had perished. USAMRIID took the credit for conquering the dread disease, and Ainsworth was dismissed from service with USAMRIID because he was no longer needed now that the pandemic was over. Panic in the press was transformed into retrospection. Now, the even-handed analysts began sifting through all the evidence looking for lessons that could be learned so humanity would not have to go through the kind of torture the virus had represented ever again.

•••
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AN INVESTIGATIVE REPORTER found Ainsworth working at a Walmart store in Cincinnati and asked him whether he would do what he did again knowing what he now knew. Ainsworth screwed up his mouth and said he might, but he would not want to give up smoking in any case. 

The article the reporter wrote was spiked by his editor on account of the remark quoted about smoking. It was the newspaper’s policy not to promote statements that encouraged smoking even obliquely. The reporter was a fighter, so he sold his article as a freelancer to a North Carolina newspaper that was tobacco friendly. 

The same investigative reporter traveled to Egypt to see what had happened to Ainsworth’s dig site. He discovered there had never been such a site. The director of antiquities drove him to the area where the site was supposed to be, and it was an enormous new parking lot for fleets of tourist buses. The reporter could see flocks of people were arriving to visit the Great Pyramid now that the threat of plague had been lifted. 

The reporter was savvy, and he asked the director of antiquities what had happened to the ship burial discovered near the Giza plateau. At this idea, the director shook his head. Egypt, he explained with a sigh, had never been known to bury ships. In the Valley of the Kings, they had buried many mummies, yes, and many of those could be seen in the local museums. 

Of course, he said, boats sailed up and down the Nile just as they did today. He said ancient Egyptians wrote about the sun as if it were a great ship that the dead rowed through the sky. This was recorded in the Book of the Dead. As for the rumors of ship burials, the rumors themselves were a curse. 

The reporter rejoined that the plague was real, and many millions of people died. The director looked sad and said he regretted very much that people died, but what can humans do against a new virus? 

“And now,” the director continued, “the threat has gone away. Do you want to see the Great Pyramid before you leave? I think maybe you have seen enough of the great parking lot.” 

With that observation, the investigative reporter could not agree more.
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The Zombie Tontine
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Hans Grover was getting hot, and it was only in small part due to the weather.

“Leticia Fontaine is a bokor, make no mistake about it, and her claims about finding the manuscript of the monk who followed Columbus is pure bunkum. Besides, even it was true—which I sincerely doubt, a Fifteenth-Century manuscript is not admissible in a court of law.”

Grover paused in his fulmination. Then he continued in a more rational vein. “Haitian law is straightforward on the matter. If a human is in a coma because someone attempted to kill him, we have attempted murder until that human has died. If, on the other hand, a human is buried, regardless what happens afterward, we have plain-vanilla murder. So the real question is whether Cyril Blacker was buried. If we can prove that definitively, we can prosecute Leticia Fontaine for murder. Can I prove it yet? I’m not sure, but I have a method. Witnesses to the burial keep disappearing, and we don’t know what is happening either.”

“Look, I’m just a policeman doing his job. My police work continues, and we’ll get to the bottom of this matter. It’ll take a little time.” Officer Oboku shook his enormous bald head as he leaned back on his six-foot-seven frame and considered the enormity of his task. He rubbed two fingers together indicating perhaps money could speed up the investigation process, but Hans wasn’t having any part of bribery, and he ignored the gesture.

Grover’s eyes narrowed and locked onto the officer’s eyes menacingly. He knew how hard it was to budge the Haitian authorities. In order to compromise, he ventured, “We’ve got precious little time. Would you object if I continue my work in parallel with yours and share whatever I find with you as I go? I’ll take your silence as a YES. So thank you. If you need to be in touch with me, here is my card. Call me on my cellphone number at any time. Cheerio, then. I’ll check back tomorrow to see what progress you’ve made.”

Insurance investigator Grover then drove down to the old cemetery on the cliff above the wide, blue Caribbean. Diggers were working on many of the existing graves. Here and there, backhoes were craning their necks as they drew scoopfuls of rich, black earth. They were forming graves for the newly dead. Port-au-Prince gravediggers were having a difficult time keeping supply in balance with demand. Things were bad enough without their having to deal with zombies always climbing in and out of graves and leaving a mess behind them. 

By day, Grover saw what lay before him now—a green paradise-like complex overlooking the sea. By night, it was the inverse—a zombie’s paradise. Even with the sea breeze, the noxious, pungent stench of decaying human carrion and excrement was unmistakable. No wonder the zombies were drawn here for their feasting. No matter how many times Grover came to this particular graveyard, he shuddered at the thought of the unholy feasting that happened here.

As he walked the immaculately mowed grounds, Grover took out his cellphone and worked his thumbs rapidly to make some notes. From the headstones, he took down names from desecrated graves. He’d check those against his database when he got back to his hotel, but one name was an unmistakable correlation—one who was murdered, or rather buried and presumed to have been murdered. 

Was that a distinction without a difference? Haitians thought so, but Grover was not so sure. When he finished his survey, Grover returned to his air-conditioned hotel, waved at Rene, the maître’ d` as he went up the stairs to his room. When he reached his room, he fired up his laptop computer and checked his email. Finding nothing new from his company, he updated his database. Yes, he was right, Abel Arnette was a witness who had been murdered and buried, but his grave had been desecrated overnight.
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