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      PUBLISHER'S PREFACE

      The King Who Refused to Die. The title of the book in your hands describes our author, and dear friend, Zecharia Sitchin. In 2010 he left this world, but his indomitable spirit lives on, through his astonishing legacy of research and the fourteen books he wrote.

      Our publishing partnership with Zecharia exemplified the classic “good old” days when authors and editors would discuss the nuances of each word choice and how to make the reading experience as engaging as possible.

      Zecharia was a consummate wordsmith and a gifted storyteller. He understood the importance of rhythm and the need to bring readers along on his explorations into the ancient past, detail by detail—never giving the ending away too soon—so they would come to the same conclusions as he did. It was important to Zecharia that readers participate in the discovery experience, for only then could they come to appreciate the true revelations contained in his work.

      With Zecharia’s passing we lost an author who represented another time and place. And yet . . . with his classic flair for the dramatic and sense of mystery, he left us a gift—another work that he had never published!

      The King Who Refused to Die is Zecharia’s first work to be published posthumously and is his first work of fiction. Although it is written in classic story form, it reveals the basis of Zecharia’s unique historical perspective: that “There were giants upon the Earth in those days and also thereafter, too.” In this retelling of the Epic of Gilgamesh, he shows how the history of mankind on Earth is deeply influenced by visitations from the Anunnaki, the inhabitants of the 12th Planet, Nibiru, “Those Who From Heaven to Earth Came.”

      Zecharia spent 35 years developing his theories of the Anunnaki influence on Earth. He traveled around the world viewing artifacts, deciphering 5,000-year-old Sumerian and Akkadian clay tablets, and creating a legacy of research that has inspired another generation to take up his work. The depth of his scholarship is awe-inspiring, but more than that, his desire to enliven his theories and bring them into popular consciousness defined the final chapter of his life.

      We are honored to have a chance to continue our work with Zecharia through his latest literary creation. Yes, Zecharia Sitchin is The King Who Refused to Die.
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      “For the special exhibit, Ma’am?”

      The question startled Astra. She had been to the museum many times before, but never so late in the evening. This time she stopped at the iron gates, awed by the sight of the museum’s columned facade lit by ground spotlights that bathed it in amber. The light drizzle added a haziness to the sight, an air of mystery—as though there was a secret, golden as the amber lights, hidden behind the massive columns. Astra wondered, as she stood mesmerized by the sight, whether the eerie appearance was due to the fact that so many of the museum’s artifacts had come from ancient burial sites.

      “For the special exhibit, Ma’am?” the gatekeeper repeated his question, stepping out of the guard booth into the drizzle.

      “Why, yes,” Astra replied.

      “You have to show your invitation,” he said, blocking her way.

      “Ah yes, the invitation,” Astra muttered.

      The gatekeeper watched her as she fumbled in her large handbag. He could make out, under the khaki rain hat, a squarish chin and a small, full-lipped mouth. Her khaki raincoat was belted tightly around her waist, revealing a well-shaped body.

      “Here it is,” Astra said as she pulled the white card out of the envelope in which it had been mailed to her.

      “Go on,” the gatekeeper said without even examining the card. “You’re rather late. If you don’t hurry, the wine and tidbits will be all gone.”

      Astra was still clutching the invitation in her hand as she began to cross the courtyard, too absorbed in thoughts to remember to put it back in her handbag. By now she knew the words of the invitation by heart—“The Trustees of the British Museum cordially invite you to attend the opening of the Special Gilgamesh Exhibit,” it read, giving the date and time. But even now, as she was mounting the twelve wide stairs leading to the museum’s front doors, Astra could not figure out why she had been invited, or who it was that knew her name and address.

      She was still thinking how odd it all was when one of the guards stopped her to search her handbag, and only then did she remember to put back the invitation. Satisfied that she had neither guns nor explosives, he directed her to the west wing. She checked her hat and coat, and a moment later joined the crowd.

      For the occasion, the museum’s coffee shop had been converted into a reception hall, where free drinks and small triangular sandwiches were being served. The way to the reception led through corridor-like galleries lined with Greek statues and up a flight of stairs, from which the crowd was already spilling out into the exhibition galleries. As Astra tried to make her way to the bar, she found herself stuck amidst the throng. She was pushed and shoved on all sides but finally managed to maneuver herself nearer to the wall, where the crush of people was not as great.

      From that vantage point she looked about her. It was now long past the usual closing time, and the everyday crowds of sightseers had given way to a totally different assemblage of people. Though only a few men wore black tie and even fewer women wore long gowns, the crowd looked elegant, sophisticated. As she overheard fleeting conversations, Astra felt completely out of place. Did she just imagine it, or were they in fact staring at her, dressed as she was in her old airline hostess uniform stripped of its insignia, and now somewhat tight on her? Did they know that she really did not belong here, that her being here was some error or, even worse, a bad joke?

      Her gaze caught the eye of a tall, slim young man, up the stairs. He raised his glass and smiled at Astra and began to make his way toward her through the crowd, his eyes fixed on her.

      “Hello there,” he said as he reached her. “I’ve watched you marooned on an arid island amidst a sea of people, not a drink in your hand, and have come to the rescue. . . . Are you alone here?”

      “Alone and puzzled,” Astra said. “Not only don’t I have a drink, I don’t even know how I got here.”

      “You don’t know how you got here?” he repeated jovially. “Knocked unconscious and carried in wrapped in a rolled-up magic carpet, that’s how!”

      She laughed. “No, I mean I have no idea why I was invited or who invited me. Do you know?” She looked straight at him as she asked the question.

      “Who cares?” he said, “as long as you’re here and I’m getting to know you. I am your knight to the rescue come, Henry by name. And what is thy name, my lady?”

      “Astra.”

      “How wonderful, how celestial. . . . Shall I get you a drink, my charming lady?” He bent toward her as he spoke, his face coming close to hers.

      She jerked her head backward to avoid his mouth touching hers.

      “Why, yes, Henry, I’d love to have a drink, right away, please.”

      “Don’t move,” he told her. “I’ll be back in a whiff!”

      He turned and began to push his way toward the stairs leading to the coffee shop. No sooner had he done so than Astra made her way through the crowd in the opposite direction.

      The crowd of invitees was now backed up all the way through the Greek gallery and the gallery leading to it from the entrance. To relieve the pressure and the risk of damage to the statues, attendants were removing the rope barriers that blocked the way into the museum’s Assyrian section. There was a surge of people into the newly opened area, and Astra made her way there.

      The entrance to this section was flanked by life-size stone statues of guardian deities, their divine status revealed by the horned headdresses they wore. They had been placed at the entrance to greet the modern visitors, just as they had greeted worshippers in ancient Assyria. Passing between them into the section of the museum where she had been many times before, Astra’s unease lessened. Most of the people who were surging in with her turned to the left, lured by the sight of the pair of gigantic sculptures of mythological creatures—bulls with the wings of an eagle and the humanlike head of a protective deity—that had once guarded the throne of an Assyrian king. Astra veered to the right, toward a row of Assyrian stelas from the first millennium BCE—stone columns depicting the king protected by the celestial emblems of the great gods of Assyria. These five symbols were repeated on each stela, and a plaque on the section’s wall offered the visitor an explanation.

      Uttering the words to herself, Astra read out the explanation: “‘The horned headdress represented Anu, the god of the Heavens. The Winged Disc was the celestial emblem of his son, the god Ashur, the head of the Assyrian pantheon. The crescent was the emblem of Sin, the moon god. The forked thunderbolt was the symbol of Adad. The eight-pointed star represented Ishtar, the goddess of love and war, whom the Romans called Venus.’”

      Having read the explanation, Astra moved from stela to stela, studying the emblems on each. She stopped at the stela of the king Ashurbanipal, whose hand was raised toward the celestial emblems, his index finger pointing to the symbol of Ishtar. Ignoring the people around her, Astra put out her hand to touch the symbol, and her pulse quickened as her fingers caressed the ancient engraving. She focused her gaze on the king’s mouth, touched the stone lips, and whispered, “Ancient lips, utter again your immortal message!”

      She closed her eyes, and in spite of the din around her, could clearly hear the whispered words: “Look, Astra, look at your destiny star . . .”

      Her hand flinched and she opened her eyes. She turned abruptly around. Henry was standing there right behind her, a drink for her in his hand. He was smiling.

      “Have you just spoken to me?” she asked.

      “The sweet words have not yet crossed my lips,” he said. “I was going to say, though, why caress the frozen lips when there are living ones to press against yours?”

      “Words were uttered to me,” Astra said. “It may sound odd, but I’ve heard words coming from this monument once before.”

      “How very interesting,” Henry said. “Do go on.” He handed her the glass.

      “These emblems somehow touch a chord in me,” Astra continued as she turned to look at them again. “I come to look at them whenever I can, after work. . . . They seem to be holding a secret, a hidden message.”

      “And the stone then whispers the message to you, is that it?”

      “I’m not crazy, I did hear spoken words—now and once before,” Astra replied, and raised her glass to toast the monument.

      She turned back. Henry was now a few feet away from her, having been pushed away by the surging crowd.

      “You must tell me about your cult,” he shouted to her, raising his glass.

      Astra ignored his words and let the crowd put more distance between them. Everybody seemed to now be in this part of the museum. A man who had stepped up to a small platform placed between the ancient winged bulls was trying to hush the crowd, and after several calls to order, he began the proceedings.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said in a firm voice, “my name is James Higgins, and I am the museum’s curator of western Asia antiquities. It is my pleasure to welcome you on behalf of the trustees of the British Museum to this opening of the Special Gilgamesh Exhibit.”

      He paused for effect and then continued. “The Special Gilgamesh Exhibit is being held to celebrate a kind of centennial. Among the great archaeological discoveries in Mesopotamia in the nineteenth century was the vast library of inscribed clay tablets of Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria, in Nineveh. The tablets, mostly damaged or broken into fragments, were brought to the British Museum. Here, in the basement of this very building, it was the job of George Smith to sort out, match, and categorize the tens of thousands of pieces of inscribed clay that arrived in wooden boxes. One day his eye caught a fragment that seemed to relate a story of a great flood, and he realized that he had come upon a Mesopotamian version of the biblical story of the Deluge!

      “With understandable excitement, the museum trustees sent George Smith to the archaeological site in Mesopotamia to search for additional fragments. Luck was on his side, for he found enough of them to be able to reconstruct the original text and publish it, in 1876, as The Chaldean Account of the Flood.”

      There were murmurs of concurrence from the crowd, and the curator continued, “But as Smith himself had concluded, and as additional finds have by now conclusively established, the tale that was discovered in the library of Ashurbanipal dealt only partly with the subject of the Deluge. It was a long tale, written on twelve tablets. Its original ancient title, drawn from its opening line, was He Who Saw Everything. We now refer to it as the Epic of Gilgamesh, for it tells the story of a king by that name who was restless and adventurous, challenging both men and gods. Claiming to be partly divine, he deemed himself entitled to immortality. It was in search of such an escape from the fate of all mortals that he had gone to the magical Landing Place of the Gods, and then to the secret domain called the Land of Living. There he found an ancestor from long ago who was still alive. The latter turned out to be the hero of the Deluge, the one called Noah in the Bible. It was he who then proceeded to tell Gilgamesh the tale of the unforgettable calamity of the Great Flood.

      “It was thus a century ago that the biblical tales of Genesis were linked to the lore of ancient Assyria and Babylon. In that past century we have also come to know that all those writings stem from an earlier common source, the original written records of the Sumerians—that mysterious people who had created the first known civilization, in southern Mesopotamia.

      “Not only have these ancient Assyrian and Babylonian tales confirmed that Gilgamesh was a historical figure, other epic tales, as well as actual lists of kings that have come down to us, confirm it also. Gilgamesh was the fifth ruler of the Sumerian city Uruk, the biblical Erech. He reigned nearly five thousand years ago. His father was a High Priest. His mother was a goddess named Ninsun, making Gilgamesh two-thirds divine. Until the archaeologist’s spade uncovered the city—its streets, houses, wharfs, and temples, including the shrines to Ninsun—Erech was just the name of an unknown, seemingly nebulous mythological place mentioned in the Bible. But if the Bible was correct about Erech and all the other cities mentioned in it, and if it was correct about the various Assyrian and Babylonian rulers it speaks of, could it be that the other tales—of a deluge and of a Noah, of a Tower of Babel, and of a Garden of Eden—were also factual, a written record of the long ago?”

      The curator paused. “I seem to be getting carried away,” he said, gesturing apologetically. “So let me stop here. Whatever the implications of the discoveries of the past century and those more recent, there is no doubt that a turning point in our knowledge and understanding was reached with the publication of The Chaldean Account of the Flood. It is to commemorate the centenary of that event that the museum has put together this special exhibit. It brings together finds and artifacts now located in several museums in various countries, but the core are the tablets that George Smith pieced together and which have not been on exhibit for public viewing for quite a long time.”

      The curator signaled with his hand, and attendants removed the ropes that held the crowd back from the special section. “I invite you to inaugurate the Special Gilgamesh Exhibit,” he announced in a raised, excited voice, hoping to be heard above the din of the crowd. But no one really awaited his final words, for no sooner had the ropes been removed than the crowd surged forward on its own.

      Astra, who had stayed in the back when the curator began to speak, now had to wait her turn to go into the special exhibit area. There, in the center, protected by a Plexiglas cubicle, were the original fragments pieced together by George Smith. Under another Plexiglas hood, cylinder seals pertaining to the epic tale of Gilgamesh were displayed. These were small cylinders cut from semiprecious stones on which scenes from the tale were engraved in reverse, so that when the cylinder was rolled on wet clay the intended depiction was impressed. There were seals not only from Mesopotamia but from all over the ancient world, dating to the second and first millennia BCE. The most frequent scene shown on the seals was that of Gilgamesh wrestling the lions. Others depicted him in his royal garb, and there were also depictions of his comrade Enkidu, mostly showing him with the animals of the wild among which he had grown up.

      
        He who saw everything,
      

      
        who went to the Land;
      

      
        Who all things experienced,
      

      
        considered all . . .
      

      
        Secret things he has seen,
      

      
        what is hidden from Man he found out;
      

      
        He even brought tidings
      

      
        of the time before the Deluge.
      

      
        He also took the distant journey
      

      
        wearisome and under difficulties.
      

      
        He returned, and upon a stone column
      

      
        all his toil’s tale he engraved.
      

      Astra was still bending down to read the rest of the text when she felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned around. It was Henry.

      “Remember me?” he said, “the knight without armor? I am afraid I said something rash when last seen. I am sorry.”

      “Never mind,” Astra replied. “I really came here for the exhibit.”

      “Gilgamesh is more interesting, then, though long dead, in spite of all his searches for immortality,” Henry said. “Did you know that to keep himself young he roamed the streets of Erech at night, seeking out wedding celebrations? He then challenged the bridegroom to a wrestling match, which he always won. Then he claimed for himself as a prize the right to be the first to sleep with the virgin bride.”

      “He did?” Astra said. “And what if there had been more than one wedding that night?” She chuckled.

      “It says here,” Henry said, pointing to the text of the first tablet, “that Enkidu, a sort of artificial man created by the god Enki, made love to a harlot for six days and seven nights without taking time out. Gilgamesh, equally virile, survived an annual rite of a Sacred Marriage with the goddess Inanna during which he had to perform fifty times in one night. . . . Does this answer your question?”

      Astra now took a closer look at Henry. He was younger than she was, maybe thirty. He had a freckled face and light brown hair and was far from being good-looking. But his smile had an audacity about it, fresh and inviting . . .

      “You seem to know a lot,” she said. “Are you a teacher or something?”

      “Indeed I am. A lecturer on Assyriology. And you?”

      “A has-been,” Astra replied with a shrug. “A damn good cabin attendant, now running the cabin crews’ briefing room, having become more mature and plump.”

      “Curvy, I would rather say,” Henry said, tilting his head as though to get a look at her from another angle. “Not unlike Inanna, better known as Ishtar, as a matter of fact. She used to flaunt her naked beauty, so most depictions of her show her naked or wearing a see-through garment.”

      He took Astra’s hand and drew her away from the display of tablets to the showcase with the seal cylinders. “Here,” he said, pointing at a group of seals, “you can see some of those depictions.”

      “Why did she do that?”

      “She was the goddess of love. I suppose she had to live up to her reputation. . . . The sixth tablet of the Epic of Gilgamesh relates how, seeing him naked, Inanna invited him to make love to her. Will history repeat itself, Astra?” He looked into her eyes, his hold on her hand tightening.

      “Did Gilgamesh accept the invitation?”

      “Well . . . as the ancient tale goes, he did not. He turned her down, citing the instances when she had killed off her human lovers. But I would have taken the chance!”

      “It’s an interesting offer: to reenact an encounter from millennia ago and see if it turns out differently,” Astra said, pulling her hand from his. “But I still want to find out how I happen to be here. Do you know?”

      “I do,” a voice beside her said. Astra turned toward the speaker. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man in his fifties, his thick hair graying at the temples. His eyes were blue-gray, and he was staring at her so intensely that she could not move her gaze to see his other features.

      “You? But why?” Astra blurted out.

      “It’s rather private,” the stranger replied. He held out his hand. “Would you come with me, please?” He was still staring into her eyes.

      “Just a minute,” Henry said. “This young lady is with me!”

      “Nonsense,” the stranger said. “I’ve watched you trying to pick her up, even mocking her when she felt a bond with the ancient monuments. . . . So, please don’t mind my borrowing Miss Kouri for a while.”

      Without giving either one of them a chance to object further, he took Astra by the arm and led her away through the jostling crowd.

      They were outside the special exhibit area when Astra stopped short, pulling her arm away from his hold. “You know my name?” she said.

      “Yes. You are Miss Astra Kouri, aren’t you?”

      Astra could feel blood surge to her face. Her heart began to pound. “How?”

      The stranger smiled. “I am pleased you could accept the invitation,” he told her.

      “Who are you?”

      “My friends call me Eli, but that is short for my family name, Helios. Adam Helios, that is my full name. . . . Now you have your answer, don’t you?”

      Astra nodded.

      “Come with me, then.” He took her by the arm again and led her toward the entrance to the Assyrian exhibit, stopping in front of the stela of Ashurbanipal.

      “Look, Astra, look at your destiny star,” he whispered.

      “You!” Astra cried out. ‘‘What do you want of me?”

      Without shifting his gaze from hers, he took her hand and slid his fingers along its side to where Astra had a barely noticeable, lumpy scar. Then he took her free hand and slid her fingers along his hand’s side, until Astra could feel a similar lumpy scar on his hand.

      “Oh my God!” she said.

      “Yes, I too had a sixth finger that was surgically removed when I was a child,” he told her. “Isn’t that what was done to you, too?”

      “It’s incredible,” Astra said. “Totally confusing. . . . How did you know that? How did you know my name?”

      “Do you believe in destiny, Astra?” he whispered, putting his hands around her waist. “Do you believe that stars can beckon, that stones can speak?”

      Astra resisted his grasp. “How much do you know about me, for heaven’s sake?”

      He let go of her waist. “More than you yourself ever knew,” he said. “Come with me and I will tell you all.”

      He was no longer looking at her, but at the celestial symbols on the monument.

      “I really don’t think . . .” Astra began to say, but stopped as his hand reached out again, and he pressed his lumpy scar against hers.

      “We are one of a kind,” he said. “Uniquely endowed with a sixth finger. . . . Can’t you hear our destiny calling?” His eyes were again gazing straight into hers, demanding and commanding. Astra wanted to say something, but couldn’t.

      “Come,” he said, and took her by the arm. Astra went along.

      “I live nearby,” Eli added as they reached the stairs leading out of the museum. They crossed the courtyard and then Great Russell Street, which led into Museum Street, a narrow street flanked by old buildings that once upon a time were homes of the rich but now housed publishers’ offices and bookstores specializing in Orientalia and the occult. They walked silently, Eli still holding Astra’s arm.

      They turned into an even narrower street, then into an alley. Astra figured they were somewhere in the back of the buildings they had passed minutes earlier, but she couldn’t be sure. There were no street lights in the alley; in the darkness, Eli stopped in front of what turned out to be a door. Deftly he unlocked it, for the first time letting go of Astra’s arm. A dim bluish light went on inside as he opened the door, and a narrow stairway steeply leading up came into view.

      “Please,” he said.

      As soon as Astra was inside he locked the door behind them. “I’ll lead the way,” he continued, as he began to climb the stairs.

      There were landings at half-floor levels, leading through unexpected doors to unseen rooms, all barely noticeable in the dim bluish light whose source Astra could not determine. After walking up what seemed to Astra to be about two full floors, Eli opened a door and led her into a medium-size room where the bluish light was brighter. Astra could see that the room was furnished as a sitting room, with most of its available wall space taken up by ceiling-high bookshelves. There was a smell in the room, a dazzling smell. From her flying days, Astra could recognize, in a whiff, the smells of marijuana, hashish, and the like, but what she now smelled was none of those.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” Eli said, pointing to a large, soft armchair. Astra tucked her handbag by her side.

      “Damn it,” she said, “I left my raincoat and hat in the museum!”

      “No worries,” Eli said. “They’ll be safe there until you pick them up. . . . Sherry?”

      Without waiting for an answer, he filled two glasses from a decanter that was on a small side table. He offered her a glass, and Astra raised her hand to take it, but he held on to the glass for a moment. “You are beautiful,” he said as he let go of it.

      Although her senses were engulfed by the sweet and dazzling smell filling the room, Astra did not let the remark slip by.

      “Is that your usual opening line?” she asked.

      He raised his glass. “Let’s drink to an enchanting evening. I promised to tell you all, and I will. Let me begin with the invitation,” he said as he sat himself in an armchair opposite hers. “To explain this will be the simplest thing I will be doing this evening. You see, I work in the museum. My job is to sort out and restore Near Eastern antiquities. I noticed you in the museum more than a year ago, and then saw you on your subsequent visits. I noticed you, you see, because you’ve reminded me of someone.” He paused to sip his sherry.

      “Of whom?” Astra asked.

      “You’ll meet her shortly,” he replied. “After a while I realized that you came to the museum on certain days, at certain hours, and I made it a point of awaiting you. More often than not, I was not disappointed. I watched you as you stood again and again by certain artifacts. As you have done this evening—yes, I watched you—you would touch some of the stelas and wall reliefs, the celestial symbols sculpted on them. You would pass your fingers over them, over one in particular. . . . I watched you, I watched your hand. . . . Unnoticed by you, I stood near you a few times. . . . Then, one day, as you raised your hand to touch the celestial symbols, I saw it!”

      “What was it that you saw?”

      “The scar, the telltale scar—the scar where your sixth finger had been before it was removed!” he answered, excitement in his voice, “and I knew then that finding you was the omen I had been waiting for. . . .” He paused and sipped his sherry to becalm himself. “The rest was easy. I followed you, I found out where you live and work, I found out your name. Then, when the museum prepared the Gilgamesh exhibit, and I saw the date that had been chosen for its opening, I knew that it was preordained. . . . I knew that the time had come to take the next fateful step. So I pinched an invitation and addressed it to you.”

      “All on account of my sixth finger?” Astra asked, taking a sip of the sherry. “Or was the rest of my body involved?”

      “Just like her,” Eli said. “Sharp-tongued, quick-tempered. . . . How well do you know the Bible, Astra?”

      “We had no Sunday school where I grew up,” she said. “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “I will let the Bible explain,” he replied. He got up and went to one of the bookshelves, picked out a volume, and went back to his armchair. Switching on a lamp that stood on a side table near him, he leafed through the book until he found what he was looking for. “Are you familiar with the biblical tale of the spies sent by Moses to Canaan ahead of the Israelite tribes?” he asked.

      “Not really,” Astra replied.

      “It’s told in the Book of Numbers, chapter 13. They went from the wilderness of Sinai through the Negev and reached the city of Hebron, which was the renowned abode of so-called giants, the three descendants of Anak: Achiman, Sheshai, and Talmai. . . .” He paused and leafed through the Bible again. “These three descendants of Anak are mentioned again: once more in the Book of Joshua and then again in the first Book of Judges, reporting the conquest of Hebron by the tribe of Judah. Each time the three are listed by their names—Achiman, Talmai, and Sheshai. . . . Do you know what the name Sheshai means?”

      “No idea.”

      “He of the six!”

      “Six fingers?” Astra ventured a guess.

      “You can bet your life on it,” Eli answered. “That whole part of southern Canaan bordering the Sinai Peninsula was known in antiquity for being the abode of descendants of superhuman beings, one of whose unique features was a sixth finger. Five hundred years later, King David, fighting the Philistines in that very same area, encountered the descendants of those superhuman beings. There were four of them in the city of Gath. Here, let me read to you from the second Book of Samuel: ‘And there was yet another battle at Gath, and there appeared yet another giant; and he had six fingers on each hand and six toes on each foot, twenty-four in all, for he too was a descendant of the Rephaim.’”

      “Are you suggesting that we have something in common with the giants of the biblical tales?”

      “Of course,” Eli said. “The phenomenon is known to modern medicine as polydactyly, where a small extra digit grows on the side of the hand or the foot. The growth is without question an uncommon genetic trait, passed from generation to generation. Like all such uncommon traits, the erratic gene must be carried by both father and mother for the peculiarity to reappear in their offspring. . . . Sometimes, therefore, the gene may remain unseen, unexpressed, for generations—then reasserts itself when the matching mating occurs. The trait then appears in the offspring—in our case, a sixth finger or toe.”

      “I’ve read about such genetic defects peculiar to certain groups of people,” Astra said. “It’s a matter of heredity, they claim.”

      “Precisely,” Eli said. “Except that our particular trait is not a defect, not at all . . .”

      He did not finish the sentence. Instead he got up and refilled their sherry glasses. He handed Astra hers and remained standing. The lamp light formed an illuminated background behind him, a glow enhancing his silhouette in the room’s bluish hue. Astra was silent, awaiting his words.

      “We—you and I,” he said looking into her eyes, “have a common gene; we are descended from the same ancestors . . . people from days of yore who were already ‘of old’ in biblical times . . .”

      “But you just were saying that this is not a defect,” Astra interjected.

      “On the contrary,” said Eli. “It means we are eligible for immortality!”

      “Immortality? You must be joking.”

      “Not at all,” Eli said. “I’m dead serious.”

      “Just because we were born with a sixth finger?”

      “Because we are descended of the Rephaim, among other things. . . . Do you know what this biblical word means?”

      “No.”

      “It literally means ‘the Healers.’ They are mentioned in the Bible several times as the extraordinary residents of certain parts of the Holy Land in remote times. According to the lore of other ancient peoples, the Rephaim were divine beings who knew the secrets of healing . . .”

      “Like the archangel Raphael?”

      “That’s right, that’s precisely what the name means. ‘God’s Healer,’ or more literally translated, ‘the Healer of the deity called El’. . . . According to an ancient Canaanite tale, a king named Keret was a demigod, the son of El. Having angered a certain goddess, she afflicted him with a fatal disease. But as he was dying, El sent the goddess of healing to the rescue, and she restored Keret to life.”

      He took a sip of the sherry. “And then there is the Canaanite tale of Dan-El, clearly identified as a descendant of the Rephaim. Like the Hebrew patriarch Abraham, he had no male heir by his wife. Like Abraham, residing in the Negev area of Canaan, he had divine visitors who promised him a son by his wife in spite of the couple’s old age. To make that possible, they gave Dan-El a potion called Life Breath, which rejuvenated and invigorated him.”

      “Did it work?” Astra asked.

      “Oh, yes. A son was indeed born. When he grew up to be a young man, the goddess Anat—the Canaanite name for the goddess of war and love—desired him. Knowing the consequences of making love to a goddess except in certain circumstances, he refused. So, to entice him, Anat promised to obtain immortality for him.”

      “Immortality through rejuvenation. Eternal youth. Was that it?”

      “Yes,” Eli replied. “The divine trait of the Rephaim, passed along genetically to their descendants, revealed by the sign of the sixth finger!”

      “Tell me more,” Astra said. “All there is to know.”

      He came closer to her and with his hand lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “It’s a long journey back,” he said, “back to our origins.”

      “Take me back,” she murmured. “I must know it all.”

      She wanted to close her eyes but his gaze was too penetrating to do so. Still holding her chin, he began to bend down over her, and Astra knew that he was going to kiss her. A shiver, like a lightning bolt, passed through her body. But he only kissed her lightly on the forehead, then let her go.

      “Very well,” he said. “Let us begin our journey to the past.”
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      Eli went back to his seat by the table lamp. In the bluish light that engulfed the room, and to which Astra’s eyes had now become accustomed, the bright light of the table lamp bathed Eli in an eerie glow, casting his large shadow upon the opposite wall.

      “The events concerning us happened long ago,” Eli began, speaking slowly, “and their roots are shrouded in the dimmest past. . . .” He picked up the Bible, holding it up. “The beginnings are recorded here, but only enough for a glimpse. The Bible is the entry point, the corridor is the tales of the misty past that are called mythology. And the treasure room is the Sumerian tales of prehistory that are, in fact, the Earth Chronicles.”

      “Like the tale of Gilgamesh?” Astra interjected.

      “From times much, much earlier than his, but the tale of Gilgamesh is more appropriate than you realize. First we have Gilgamesh himself. He claimed the right to immortality because he was two-thirds divine. His mother, Ninsun, was a goddess, and his father was descended from the god called Shamash. Then there was the hero of the Deluge, the one called Noah in the Bible and Ziusudra in the Sumerian texts. Gilgamesh went to find him because the gods had granted to Ziusudra an Everlife. The Bible described Noah as having been of pure lineage. The Sumerian chronicles are more specific; they tell us that Ziusudra’s father was the son of a god, the same Shamash.”

      “Lineage traced back to the gods, a divine gene—is that the secret of an Everlife?” Astra asked.

      “Lineage, heredity, divine origins, a certain gene . . . call it what you want.”

      “Which some mortals have because they are descended from offspring of gods?” Astra shifted uneasily in the armchair as she spoke. “And what is there to support the Sumerian contention that the so-called gods intermarried with humans?”

      “The Bible!” said Eli, waving the volume. “I believe every word of it, literally. . . . Here, in Genesis 6, when the situation on Earth prior to the Deluge is described, this is what it says:

      ‘And it came to pass,

When the Earthlings began to increase in number upon the face 

of the Earth and daughters were born unto them,

That the sons of the gods saw the daughters of Man, that they 

were compatible, and they took unto themselves wives as they chose. . . .

The Nefilim were upon the Earth in those days and thereafter too,

When the sons of the gods cohabited with the daughters of Earthlings,
and had children by them.

They were the mighty ones of Eternity, the People of the Shem.’”

      He put the Bible down. “There you have it,” he said. “In the verse that is usually translated ‘the giants were upon the Earth in those days,’ I read the original Hebrew term, Nefilim. It means ‘Those Who Had Come Down, From the Heavens to Earth.’ They were the sons of the gods and married human females. Their offspring were mighty ones, people of eternity—privileged to an Everlife!”

      His right arm jerked awkwardly and he grasped it with his left hand.

      “Is something wrong?” Astra asked.

      “No, no,” he said. “I was just moved by uncontrollable emotions as I read the sacred words that link us to our past, to our roots.”

      “Listen,” Astra said, “perhaps we should continue another time. It’s getting late, and I have to be at my job tomorrow. I think I’d better leave.” She got up.

      “‘No!” Eli said, quite emphatically. “You must stay! We must continue, tonight!”

      “What’s so special about tonight? The Gilgamesh exhibit?”

      “The timing of it,” Eli said. His arm began to jerk again and he grabbed it again. “It’s preordained, I tell you. . . . Please, you must stay!”

      There was mystery in his voice, and impatience too. Astra hesitated.

      “Please sit down,” he said, the jerking of his arm and the tone of his voice becalmed. “Let me show you some slides.”

      She sat down and Eli went to the wall opposite her seat and pulled down a small white screen. He shut off the table lamp, returning the room to its bluish dimness, then went to a corner of the room behind Astra. There he switched on a slide projector. For a moment there was a blinding light in the room as the projector’s beam went on, without a slide to show. But in the next moment a slide was flashed on the screen—a photograph of ancient ruins showing six remaining tall columns.

      “Baalbek!” Astra let out a cry.

      “Yes, Baalbek in the mountains of Lebanon, in the Cedar Forest. Isn’t it where you come from?”

      “Yes! I was born in the town near the ancient ruins. My family has always lived there . . .”

      Eli flashed another slide on the screen.

      “This is an aerial photograph of the site. The ruins now seen are of Roman temples, grander than any built in Rome itself. The temples were built upon the ruins of earlier Greek temples, for Alexander the Great to worship in. And before that, Phoenician temples stood there. King Solomon aggrandized the place in honor of his guest, the Queen of Sheba; there had been temples there even before there were kings in Jerusalem. But as temples replaced temples, one thing remained unchanged: the vast platform on which all these temples were built. Five million square feet of a platform made of immense stones, and in one of its corners, a massive podium, the likes of which there is none in the world!”

      “We were not allowed to go to the ruins,” Astra said softly. “My parents and grandparents said they were sacred. Our Maronite priest said it was the abode of the Fallen Angels. I heard legends that the place was built before the Deluge, by giants.”

      “So you’ve never been to the ruins, never stood upon the vast platform?”

      “Once, only once. It was before I left Lebanon to come to England. There was something inside me that pulled me to them, like an umbilical cord. . . . So I went there, in spite of the admonitions. I went up the mountain and walked upon the platform, then climbed atop the podium. I stood there for a long time. I could see as far as the horizons to the north, the west, the south. The wind was blowing my hair, and it felt as though the wind would carry me aloft and I would fly away, I knew not where. . . . And then I knew, just knew, that I would be safe on all my flights as an airline hostess.”

      “Did you see the Trilithon?” Eli asked as he flashed on the screen a new slide showing three immense stone blocks forming one of the layers at the base of the podium. “They weigh over a thousand tons each!”

      “Those three colossal stone blocks? Yes, I have seen them before, many times, and several others of immense size,” Astra said. “We children used to sneak up the mountainside and view the gigantic stones from a distance. . . . But we did go and climb upon the companion stone block that still lies in the ancient quarry, in the valley.”

      “Ah, yes,” Eli said. “It’s in my next slide.” He flashed on a photograph of a colossal stone block lying on its side, partly buried in the ground. A man sitting on it appeared as a fly resting on an elongated block of ice.

      “Did anyone figure out how these gigantic stone blocks were carried all the way from the quarry in the valley, up the mountain?” Astra asked.

      “No,” Eli said. “Even nowadays there’s no piece of equipment that can lift a thousand tons, or even the five hundred tons that most of the podium’s stones weigh. Yet in antiquity someone, somehow, did the impossible.”

      “The giants of Christian legends?”

      “And of Jewish legends, and of Greek legends . . . the giants that, in the Bible, are literally called ‘Those Who Had Come Down.’ The Sumerians called them Anunnaki. It meant the same thing: ‘Those Who From Heaven to Earth Came.’”

      “Didn’t Gilgamesh attempt to enter a secret tunnel of the Anunnaki?” Astra asked. “Who were they, actually?”

      “The gods,” Eli said. “The gods of the Sumerians and of all the ancient peoples. They had come to Earth, the Sumerians reported, when our species was still apelike. The leader of the first landing party was called Enki, meaning ‘Lord of Earth.’ He was a brilliant scientist. He was followed to Earth by his half-brother Enlil. The name meant ‘lord of the command,’ for he was indeed put in charge of the Earth Mission of the Anunnaki. Then they were joined by a half-sister, Ninharsag, as chief medical officer. Born to different mothers, they had the same father—the ruler on their home planet, which was called Nibiru.”

      “These are only legends,” Astra said. “Mythology . . . like the Greek tales of Zeus and the celestial wars between the gods and the Titans.”

      “No, facts!” Eli quickly asserted. The Bible repeatedly states that the Nefilim were also known as Anakim, which is simply the Hebrew for Anunnaki. It also states that a specific group of Anakim was called Zuzim, namely descendants of Zu. Have you ever read the Sumerian tale of Zu?”

      “No,” Astra said.

      “Zu’s full name was Anzu, meaning ‘He Who Knows the Heavens’—an astronomer, a space scientist. He was sent to Earth when the Anunnaki had already established themselves, six hundred on Earth and three hundred upon orbiting platforms and shuttlecraft. On Enki’s recommendation, Zu was assigned to the headquarters of Enlil’s mission control center. There, in an innermost chamber engulfed in a heavenly glow and a constant hum, Enlil kept the Tablets of Destinies. Akin to our computer memory discs but undoubtedly much more sophisticated, the tablets were essential to what was termed Dur-an-ki, or ‘Link Heaven-Earth,’ for it kept track of all celestial movements and guided the spacecraft between Nibiru and Earth. Then one day, seeking to seize control, Zu stole the Tablets of Destinies and flew away with them to a hiding place. Their removal brought everything to a standstill. . . . In the end, the tablets were retrieved after aerial battles between Zu and Enlil’s foremost son, Ninurta. Zu was brought down with a missile over the Sinai Peninsula.”

      “Quite a tale,” Astra said. “Space stations, a glowing and humming secret chamber, a mad scientist, aerial battles . . . science fiction from six thousand years ago!”

      “Amazing even if it were science fiction from that long ago,” Eli said. “But all these things did happen!”

      “This is too incredible,” Astra persisted. “In primitive times, Tablets of Destinies that are space-age memory discs . . .”

      “Well now!” Eli said. “What do you say to this?”

      He changed the slides, projecting on the screen the photograph of a circular object, a disc on which there were inscribed various geometrical forms—lines, arrows, triangles, and other shapes accompanied by cuneiform symbols.

      “What is it?” Astra asked.

      “A Tablet of Destinies—rather a replica thereof. The very object whose existence you’ve doubted. An encoded disc, a celestial route map. The key to immortality. Do you recall it, Astra?”

      “Recall? Why should I recall such an object?”

      Eli came around and stood before her, staring at her. “You must recall the tablet,” he said. “It is most important.”

      Astra shrugged.

      “Enlil, Enki, Ninharsag, . . . nothing rings a bell within you?”

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” Astra replied.

      Without speaking, Eli went to one of the walls lined with bookshelves. Touching an unseen button, he made a panel move sideways. From the hollow he took out a jug, and walking over to the small table where the sherry bottle and glasses were, carefully poured a golden liquid from the jug into two small glasses. He walked over to Astra, handing her one of the glasses.

      “It’s a nectar,” he said, “pressed from certain herbs and flowers, a very old recipe in my family, believed to trace back to Assyrian temple rites. . . . Sip from it . . . sip and sit back . . . relax . . . let your thoughts float freely.”

      She took the glass and looked at him. Unexpectedly, he bent down and kissed her on the forehead. His lips were warm, unusually warm, and their touch sent a warm sensation into her brain.

      “Is this some kind of love potion?” she asked.

      He smiled. “My dear Astra,” he said softly, “we have been in love a long time. . . . The nectar will help you remember.”

      He took a sip from the nectar. She stared at him with a puzzled look. “It’s time you told me who you are,” she said.

      “Sip the nectar, and I will,” he told her.

      She took a sip of the nectar. It tasted like a mixture of honey and pomegranates and smelled of jasmine. It had a pleasant, smooth taste, but no sooner had she swallowed it than she could feel a warmth rise within her, like an inner glow. She smiled at Eli.

      “It tastes good,” she said. “Do go on.”

      “I am an Assyrian,” he said. “Not a Syrian from the present-day country adjoining Lebanon, but a descendent of the Assyrians of northern Mesopotamia, of the mighty kings whose stelas you have been admiring and caressing in the museum. . . . The Assyrians proclaimed themselves, with the blessing of their gods, rulers of the Four Regions. In order to legitimize that imperial status, they had to extend their rule to ancient Sumer and to intermarry with the descendants of the kings of Sumer, especially those who, by their lineage, were descended from offspring of the demigods. . . . They married their daughters to descendants of the kings of Erech and Ur, whose divine lineage was ascertained not just from family records but by the one unique and telltale sign, the sixth finger.”

      He raised his hand to show his telltale scar again. “In spite of the passage of millennia, the rise and fall of empires, wars and killings and dispersions, a core of descendants of the ancient Assyrians has remained with unbroken family and genetic links. They were always clustered around the family that carried the divine gene, revealed by the birth of a baby with a sixth finger.”

      “Does it mean that we were related somewhere in the distant past?”

      “Yes,” Eli said. “You and I. . . . Our destinies were intertwined in the past. Fate has brought us together again!”

      He sipped of the nectar and Astra did too. The inner warmth engulfed her again, and perspiration beads appeared on her forehead, although the room was not heated.

      “I feel warm,” she said, and getting up, took off her jacket. Her motions pressed her blouse against her full, well-rounded breasts, and Astra caught the sudden blaze in Eli’s gaze. His right arm jerked and he almost spilled his nectar, and Astra felt a sudden impulse to touch him.

      She came to him and took hold of his twitching arm and caressed it gently until the spasm passed. Neither said a word. She put her scar against his and stared into his eyes.

      “Will you tell me who I really am?” she asked softly.

      He drew her closer to him and her body tightened against his. She closed her eyes. Her lips parted. He kissed her softly on the forehead.

      “You must remember more,” he whispered, “only then . . .” Without finishing the sentence, he led her gently back to her armchair.

      “I promised to let you know more about yourself than you had ever imagined,” he said, “but we must do it gradually . . . we must arrive there together.”

      “Arrive where?” Astra asked.

      He took his glass. “Let’s drink up the nectar,” he said. “To Everlife!”

      She took her glass. “To Everlife!” she repeated, and drank up.

      He went back to the slide projector and flashed the celestial symbol of the Winged Disc onto the screen.

      “Our story,” he said, “begins in the distant Heavens. Eons ago, when our solar system was still young, there appeared a large celestial globe from outer space, a refugee from another star system that had exploded. As a result of the havoc and collisions that it caused, our own planet, Earth, and the asteroid belt and the comets, came into being. The invader itself was caught into orbit around our Sun, becoming a twelfth member of our solar system. Its vast orbit takes it far out into space, then brings it back to our vicinity once every 3,600 years.”

      “Nibiru?”

      “Yes, the planet of the Anunnaki. Once every 3,600 years they could come and go between their planet and Earth. Some 450,000 years ago they landed here in search of gold. On their own planet the atmosphere was eroding. Their scientists discovered that by suspending gold particles in their stratosphere, they could preserve life, and themselves, on their majestic planet.”

      Astra stirred in her seat. “Enki . . . Enlil . . .” she whispered.

      “Yes, they were the leaders who had come from Nibiru,” Eli said. “Do the names ring a bell?”

      “I’m not sure,” Astra said. “Something stirs within me . . .”

      He went to the small table and refilled their glasses with the nectar. “Here, sip some more,” he said as he gave Astra her glass, taking a sip from his own.

      “Don’t stop . . . tell me more,” Astra said and took a sip. “I feel like I am being lifted up—floating . . .”

      He bent over her and kissed her again on the forehead. “Relax . . . relax . . . remember!” he murmured.

      He kept silent for a few moments, but when Astra remained silent, resumed his tale. “The orbit of Nibiru is a vital aspect of our odyssey, Astra. One orbit of Nibiru around its sun is but a year for those who live there. That same year on Nibiru equates to 3,600 Earth years. . . . Yet nothing is immortal in the universe, Astra—even the stars themselves are born and die. That holds true for the Anunnaki, the gods of antiquity. To the humans who worshipped them, the Anunnaki—with their long lifecycles stemming from Nibiru’s extended orbit—seemed to be immortal. No matter how many human generations passed, the Anunnaki were ever present, hardly aging. But they did age, Astra, and they did eventually die.”

      “How sad,” Astra said, “that gods should die.”

      “If an Earthling, a mortal man, could attain just one single year of the Anunnaki, he would indeed live forever in human terms—3,600 years. Ten years of the Anunnaki would mean 36,000 years of life on Earth. . . . Imagine that!”

      “That’s what Gilgamesh was after,” Astra said.

      “Yes,” Eli answered. “Keep sipping the nectar.”

      They both took sips, and Eli flashed a picture on the screen of a female wearing a helmet like a pilot’s, her breasts and belly bare.

      Astra’s hand holding the glass shook. “Ishtar,” she said. “The beautiful, enchanting Ishtar. . . . She roamed the skies in her celestial sphere.”

      “Can you recall?” Eli asked, but Astra remained silent.

      “Her name in Sumerian was Irnina, meaning ‘She Who Gives Joy.’ Her twin brother was Shamash, known in Sumerian times as Utu, ‘The Bright One.’ They were the grandchildren of the great Enlil. Their father, Nannar, was the first Anunnakian born on Earth. When the twins were born, there was great joy, but then the awful truth became apparent. For a while those who had come from Nibiru continued to enjoy Nibiru’s life cycle, Nannar—who was born on Earth—matured faster, and his own children grew older at an even faster rate. It was clear that Earth’s orbital period and life cycle was counteracting their genetic heritage of Nibiru’s life cycle.”

      “Utu liked to fly,” Astra said suddenly. “He became chief of the Eagles.”

      Eli came around to look at her. Her eyes were closed and she was grinning.

      He bent down and kissed her gently on the forehead. “Float back, back in time,” he told her. “Remember more!”

      She opened her eyes. “Go on, don’t stop,” she said. “It’s a fascinating story.”

      Eli went back to the slide projector and flashed on the screen a wall relief depicting a young god equipped with two pairs of wings and two pairs of horns on his helmet. He was shown wearing a circular object on his right wrist, the way one wears a watch nowadays, and holding a rolled-up measuring cord in his left hand.

      “The Anunnaki who manned the space facilities were indeed nicknamed ‘the Eagles,’ for their dress uniform was outfitted with wings. In time, Utu became their commander.”

      “Abgal,” Astra said. She shuddered and spoke more words, but they were unintelligible.

      “Who was Abgal?” Eli asked. “You remember him.”

      “Abgal piloted the Boats of Heaven. Everyone knows that,” Astra said, and giggled.

      “Ah, yes,” Eli concurred. “A spacecraft pilot. Utu was his commander, wasn’t he?”

      “He taught me flying . . . and other things too,” Astra said, and chuckled.

      “There was a spaceport in the Sinai Peninsula, the restricted region. . . . It was called Tilmun then, the Place of the Rocketships. . . . Tell me about it, Astra.”

      She wiggled in her chair. “The Landing Place was in the Cedar Mountain,” she said slowly.

      Eli looked for a particular slide and, having found it, flashed it on the screen. It showed a spherical object with three extended legs. A bulbous protrusion was hanging down from its bottom, and its midriff was lined with eyelike apertures.

      “A wall painting from an archaeological site on the eastern bank of the river Jordan, some seven thousand years old,” he said. “A celestial sphere, a skyship. To roam Earth’s skies. To go to the Landing Place.”

      He paused, but Astra was silent. “Gilgamesh,” Eli continued. “He went to the Landing Place. Ishtar saw him there. . . . There was a tablet . . .”

      “Abgal piloted a Gir,” Astra said emphatically.
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