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Author’s Note​
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Imagination is the ability of the mind to be creative. Well, I’ve been blessed with a very creative mind. I remember spending hours daydreaming when I was a young child. I sat on the wide windowsill watching the raindrops falling on the leaves, while my mind created imaginary worlds. Depending on the cartoon I watched or the story I read, in my mind, I rewrote the story to fit my literary taste. I never really liked the funny but senseless brutality of cartoons, so in my imagination, the heroes became wittier, and even the villains were less dumb and cruel.

I love fantasy stories, and while fantasy stories are often separated from reality, I prefer the magical realism subgenre that includes a substantial amount of realistic detail blended with magical elements to create an exciting, almost believable story.
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​Chapter 1
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“Archaeology is the peeping Tom of the sciences. It is the sandbox of men who care not where they are going; they merely want to know where everyone else has been.” ~ Jim Bishop

~~~
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Megyer Mountain, Hungary

The archaeological site near an abandoned stone mill quarry in the mountains on the Northeast side of Hungary had been buzzing with activity for days. Archaeologists found 16th-century artifacts the year before, but when they restarted the site in the spring and dug deeper, they’d unearthed an ancient burial site in the eight-foot-deep layer. As the initial assessment estimated, this layer had been untouched since the 5th century.

The large space near the top of the mountain had been cleared of vegetation, and two more pits were started in the spring. The excited murmurs of the group of four archeology students working at the bottom of the largest, nine-foot-deep hole sounded muffled by the mound of dirt piled neatly around the mouth of the pit. 

The smaller hole was occupied by two students kneeling in the dirt, brushes, and fine chisels in their hands. They carefully scraped away the dirt layer by layer. Next to them laid out on a weathered tarp were weapons, jewelry, and everyday items from around the beginning of the 5th century.

Helen, a plump, middle-aged woman in white cotton overalls, stood by a table carefully labeling and documenting the artifacts. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped the sweat from her forehead. A strand of salt and pepper hair hung loosely, tickling her nose, so she took off her hairband and pulled her hair into a tight bun.

Next to a large tent that housed the boxed artifacts ready to be transported to the museum, sat two men in fold-up chairs wearing security guard uniforms. Bored out of their minds, they played cards, keeping an eye on Helen. Standing with her back toward them, as soon as she moved, the guards hid the cards. If they were caught by the stern woman, they would say goodbye to their well-paying, cushy jobs. 

The group had been working since dawn, knowing that it would be too hot to work after midday, when they would be forced to take a break until around mid-afternoon.

The sound of the soft murmurs of the students and the relaxing chatter of animals coming from the bushes and trees had been broken by a lanky young student in a dusty overall. He ascended the stepladder from the largest hole and yelled out to the lead archeologist, his voice roaring, “Helen, you have to see this!”

Helen froze for a second, and then, dropping her notepad and pen, she started running toward the pit. When she was near the mouth of the deep hole, her chest tightened by the sudden excitement and anticipation, asked, “What did you find?”

“Come down and see!” The student’s head disappeared as he hurried down the stepladder, giving space for Helen to descend.

“Darn!” Helen exclaimed when her shaky leg missed the last step, but the young man broke her fall and steadied her on her feet. “Thanks,” she mumbled. 

“Look!” One of the female students pointed at the horse's skull and shoulder poking halfway out of the soil. “Look at that beautiful headgear!” She looked up at Helen, beaming with joy.

“It’s magnificent!” Helen whispered. “The finest craftsmanship I’ve ever seen.” Crouching by the skull, she carefully ran her fingers through the dry, hardened leather. “The usage of gold and alloy of copper and zinc proves that this warrior had a funeral fit for a noble leader.” She quickly stood up as a realization hit her, and with a sweeping move of her arm, she barked out an order. “Everyone, back away! There might be a human skeleton here as well. This is either the grave of a warrior’s favorite horse or a clan’s revered medicine woman who had been buried here with her horse. We must start clearing the dirt in a circle, from outward to inward.”

The four students complied and slowly moved away from the skeleton. They stood in a circle, their backs touching the wall of the pit. “How do you know?” one of them asked.

Helen stared at her confused students for a few seconds and then lowered her eyes back to the skull and began explaining, “According to Hun funerary customs of the 5th century, a male warrior had to be buried with his horse in an upright position, and the warrior sitting on his horse, upright. But because this horse was laid to rest on its side, it means that either buried alone or with a female medicine woman, who was also a warrior, sitting on its back, also lay on her side.” She stood by the horse skull, calculating where the human skeleton should be, and, grabbing a digging stick, she started scratching a wide circle into the packed dirt around the skeleton. “Okay, we’ll start removing the earth toward the middle of the circle, but very carefully!” she warned the students. “Let’s get to work!”

The group kneeled around the circle and carefully started the tedious work of scraping and brushing the packed dirt inch by inch and collecting the soil into small baskets. One of the students emptied the baskets into a large one with leather straps. He put the basket on his back and started climbing up on the stepladder. While pouring the dirt on top of the growing mound near the mouth of the pit, he waved and smiled at the guards. 

Peter, the gangly, middle-aged guard waved back and stood up, shaking the numbness from his legs. “They must’ve found something,” he said to his stocky partner. “I’m gonna check it out. Helen seemed to be very excited when the student called her.”

“You go check it out, I’ll stay here to watch the tent,” Rowan said and pocketed the deck of cards.

Peter walked to the largest pit and, craning his neck, he peeked while planting his feet firmly on the ground. Some old bones. He thought. Good! I hope they’ll keep finding stuff for a long time to keep my job secure. Not interested in looking at bones, he straightened up with a grunt and started walking around the clearing. He peeked into the other pits and initiated small talk with the students. They weren’t interested in talking, so Peter continued his round.

On his way back to the tent, anger rose in his chest when he spotted his partner still sitting on the chair, but his head tilted to the side. “That fool fell asleep!” He mumbled and hurried over. Rowan was softly snoring. “Hey, wake up, man!” Peter said, keeping his voice down, he punched his partner’s shoulder.

“Uh, what? Nah! I ain’t sleepin’. Just restin’ me eyes,” the balding man grunted with a heavy Irish accent, which he still couldn’t lose after twenty years of living in Hungary. He sat up straight and wiped spittle from the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand. 

Peter scolded him in a hushed voice, “If they catch you snoozing, you can say goodbye to this easy job.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rowan mumbled. “They’re in the holes, busy brushing dirt off of old stuff. And who would come up to this place to steal anything, anyway?” He stretched his hands over his head and let out a loud yawn before reclining once more on the fold-up chair with obvious intent to resume his slumber.

“Just keep your eyes open! I’m gonna drive down to the coffee shop to pick up the breakfast.”

“Okay, hurry up. I’m starving.”

Peter walked down the path between the thick bushes to the clearing where the archeology team parked their cars. Despite his promise, his porky partner’s chin dropped to his chest as soon as he was out of sight. I’ll just close me eyes for a moment, he thought. His breathing slowed as he fell asleep.
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​Chapter 2
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“Archaeology is like a jigsaw puzzle, except that you can't cheat and look at the box, and not all the pieces are there.” ~Stephen Dean

~~~
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Megyer Mountain, Hungary

Jayden, a handsome, young American archeologist, worked in the third pit, alone, oblivious to the excitement just a few yards away. Although Helen wanted everyone to concentrate on the two holes, they’d found the artifacts in, Jayden convinced her to let him try the abandoned pit again. He pulled a crumpled handkerchief from his dusty overall pocket to wipe the sweat off his forehead. “Phew! It’s already hotter in this hole than in the witch’s oven.” He mumbled under his breath while he pulled a hairband off his wrist and tied his shoulder-length, auburn hair into a man bun. I really need a haircut. He thought. 

A few minutes later, his chisel made a nerve-fraying sound as it touched metal in the ground. Energized by the thrill of the potential discovery, he began the painstaking work of carefully scraping the packed dirt around the rusty handle of an ancient sword. “Come on, beautiful! Show me your glorious body,” he whispered.

As he changed position and knelt back down, he spotted a snake wiggling toward him from the dark corner of the ten-foot-wide hole. “Geeze!” he yelled and threw himself backward, not sure if the snake was poisonous or just an innocent garter snake that had fallen into the pit by accident. The moment his elbows hit the dirt and feet still up in the air, an arrow hit the exact spot he was kneeling on a second ago, with such force that the wide obsidian arrowhead nearly disappeared into the dirt with the shaft violently vibrating.

“What the hell!?” He cried out in fright and looked up. Six feet up at the mouth of the hole, he saw his sister staring down at him, holding a recurve bow. She let out a furious scream and disappeared. “Sofia? When did you... How did you get here? Wait!” He yelled and scrambled to get to the stepladder as fast as he could. “Sofia! Wait!” he shouted as he climbed out of the hole.

The stout security guard woke to the high-pitched scream and jumped to his feet, feeling confused and stunned. “Hey! What are you doing there?” he yelled at the young girl running from the pit. She glared at the guard with a murderous expression on her face. Clenching her fists, she growled and ran toward the path between the thick bushes and soon disappeared from sight. The guard grunted and stomped after her as fast as his heavy body could move.

Jayden, finally out of the hole, looked around frantically but didn’t see his sister anywhere. His teammates, climbing out of the larger pit, ran toward him and looked at him questioningly. “What happened?” one asked. “What’s going on?” others shouted.

“A woman just tried to kill me! She fired an arrow into my pit,” Jayden said, running toward the narrow path. He couldn’t tell them his suspicions without proof about the woman being his sister.

His teammates followed, and they saw the small red car speeding down the dirt road and disappearing behind the bushes at the curve. Jayden fished his keys from his pocket and jumped into his beat-up Jeep.

“Comin’ with ya!” Rowan yelled and stuffed his large behind into the passenger seat. 

“When did that woman get here?” Jayden questioned the guard.

“Uhm... I... I was in the tent putting away some tools when I heard the scream. By the time I got out of the tent, she was running toward the cars. I chased after her, but she was running so fast that I could only get a glimpse of her.” His eyes shifted from Jayden to the side mirror as he wiped the perspiration off his forehead.

“Where is your partner?”

“He drove to town to pick up breakfast.”

“Oh, right!” Jayden shook his head. “But you shouldn’t have gone into the tent when everyone was in the holes.”

“I’m sorry, I apologize,” the guard mumbled, feeling relieved that he hadn’t seen him sleeping on the job. “I couldn’t go after her because my partner gave me a ride this morning. I don’t have a car,” he added his excuse.

The Jeep accelerated as Jayden pressed the gas pedal harder. What the hell is going on? Did my sister just try to kill me? But how did she get here? She’s supposed to be in New York! Frantic thoughts chased each other in his mind while driving downhill like a madman. “Did you see her firing the arrow into the hole?” he asked the guard.

“No...” The guard hesitated, giving Jayden a side glance. “As I said, I was in the tent, but she carried a bow and had a leather quiver on her back,” Rowan speculated, holding onto dear life. His body was violently shaken by the speeding Jeep on the bumpy dirt road. “Man, you’re driving like a devil. Slow down!”

Jayden, ignoring the guard’s protest, asked, “Did you see anyone else?”

“There was nobody else.” The guard braced himself, holding onto the dashboard.

Suddenly, the Jeep jerked to the side, and it took all Jayden’s strength to hold onto the steering wheel. He stepped on the break slaloming between trees and bushes for a minute. Finally, the Jeep stopped, crashing into a large tree. “Crap!” shouted, stepping out of the driver’s seat and inspecting the blown tire and crushed front. He pulled his phone from his back pocket and called Helen. “I ran off the road, and I’ll call the tow truck, but could you send someone to take us back to the site?”

Helen sent one of the students to pick them up, and while they waited, Jayden called the towing company to take his Jeep to the repair shop. “I hope they can fix it,” he muttered.

“No worries, Joe at the shop can fix anything,” the guard said with a half-smile on his round face.

As soon as they got back to the dig site, Jayden spotted Helen standing by the largest pit. She called out, “Are you okay?”

Jayden nodded and, walking to Helen, he stood at the mouth of the hole and looked down. What he saw made him forget the attempt on his life and his crashed car. Scanning the half-unearthed skeletons of a horse and human, he stared at the smiling woman, and feeling ecstatic, he shouted, “Helen, I can’t believe it! You’ve found a medicine woman!”

“Yes!” Helen replied, smiling at the young man. “Isn’t that exciting? Let’s go down and take a closer look.”

Both standing at the bottom of the pit, Helen called over to Jayden, “Come, look at the skull. Judging by her teeth, she must’ve been around forty when she was buried in full regalia. And her hand,” Helen pointed at the bones. “Look at that delicately carved falcon into her ring that looks like it was made of jade.”

Jayden took a sharp breath and bent down, staring at the skeleton’s finger. Deep emotions constricting his throat, he whispered, “Helen, I need to talk to you, alone!”

“Okay,” Helen said, looking surprised. “Hey, people!” She called out. “All of you, go up and take a break.”

The student looked surprised but complied and climbed up on the stepladder, one by one.

“Helen, this is my ancestor!” Jayden whispered and turning his head he looked into Helen’s eyes.

“What? Oh, you mean in general like an ancestor of the Huns...”

“No.” Jayden sighed, straightening up. “I mean, my ancestor. The Turul bird with wide open wings holding a sword in its talons has been my family’s insignia since the 4th century, when my ancestors were leaders of the Roaring Falcon Clan for generations. Look!” He extended his left hand and showed his gold signet ring to the astonished woman.

Helen stared at him in disbelief and opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t make a sound. After clearing her throat, she finally managed to say, “Un-freaking-believable! What are the odds of this happening? You’ve joined my dig as a guest archeologist from New York, and now we’ve found your ancestor? I can’t believe this!” She shook her head, glanced at the woman’s skull, and she blurted out, “You’re the lucky charm of this group, and if we get even luckier, maybe we could have a DNA analysis done. This could be the find of the century.” 

Jayden’s head was swimming with thoughts, questions, and his heart heavy with mixed emotions. He remembered to tell her boss about his find. “Helen, I just started unearthing a sword when all this happened.”

Helen looked up at him, shaking her head and replied with a hint of irritation in her voice, “Yeah, okay. I’ll look at it later, now this pit is the priority. Get your tools and join me.” she instructed.

Jayden nodded and started climbing up on the stepladder. Heading toward the pit with the buried sword, he recalled the young woman’s face when she fired the arrow at him. “It’s impossible,” he mumbled. “Why would she... how could she? No way! This crazy person just looked like her.” Shaking his head, he pulled his phone from his back pocket and dialed Sofia’s number.
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​Chapter 3
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“I seldom end up where I wanted to go, but almost always end up where I need to be.” ~Douglas Adams

~~~
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New York

In her jumbled dream or rather nightmare, Sofia stood in the middle of a classroom. She knew she had to give a presentation on something, but she didn’t remember what the subject was. She frantically searched her mind, but when she heard the snickering of the students and watched the boys gawking at her with hungry eyes. She looked down at her body and panicked. She was naked.

Petrified, she tried to cover herself when suddenly, she found herself in the middle of the street with cars rushing by and the drivers angrily honking as they tried to avoid her. She looked down and saw that she was wearing her father’s teal blue “Kiss the Cook” apron. Thank God! At least I’m not naked, she thought in her dream, feeling relieved.

In the blink of an eye, she was on the sidewalk. She saw a dim figure of a woman carrying a screaming baby in her arms. She didn’t know who she was, but she knew she had to save the baby. The woman half-turned her head, looked at her with a cold stare, and when Sofia recognized her, a cold chill ran down her back. The woman was her. No! She just looks like me! Sofia screamed in her mind and tried to run after the woman, but her doppelganger in a thick haze was fast, and Sofia felt as if she was moving in thick honey. Her legs were heavy as lead as she struggled to inch her body forward. She tried to scream but couldn’t make a sound. Suddenly, people moved and left a clear path on the sidewalk. She spotted the young woman again, facing her, and heard the cries of the baby. Suddenly, an old woman appeared, surrounded by shimmering blue light, holding a long, shiny sword. In the blink of an eye, the baby appeared in Sofia’s arms. The old woman now faced Sofia’s doppelganger and plunged the sword into her chest. Sofia stood there with the cooing baby in her arms, stunned and confused.
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