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Note to Reader


The seeds of this story began with a DNA test. Although I was aware of my Spanish Basque, Ecuadorian native, and Irish roots, I was surprised to learn that my heritage also included North African descent. This piqued my interest in ancient Carthage and eventually, my fantasy novel, EXCAVATING FATE, was born. Upon finishing this story, I felt there were a few facts the reader should know before embarking on this time travel adventure with Amara.


Historians have long debated whether the Romans ‘salted’ Carthage when they burned it. However, the fact that much of this city’s grand history was lost after its destruction during the third Punic War (a period 70 years after this novel is set) cannot be refuted. This lack of information left many questions about the everyday life of a Carthaginian. Since this city was known as a cultural hub, it stood to reason that their lifestyles resembled their neighboring countries of Egypt, Greece, Iberia, Rome, and the Levant. Therefore, there were times when I borrowed from these countries’ histories to fill the gaps about ancient furnishings, horse saddles, military uniforms, and some clothing.


It’s also important to note that Adones Barca is a fictional character created to progress the plot of this story. However, much of the information about General Hannibal Barca and Carthage was based on what I gleaned from my historical research.


Last, many of my beta readers have questioned the reason I chose to write a fantastical version of Carthage instead of a pure historical retelling. I answered, “Where’s the fun in that?” I wanted to write an adventure that inspired people of all ages who were apathetic toward history to learn more. This said, I hope you enjoy reading this story as much as I enjoyed writing it.









Pronunciation Guide


CHARACTERS


Adones: Ad-o-nays


Aharim: Ah-ha-reem


Amara: Ah-mar-ah


Andras: An-draz


Aurelia: Ah-rail-ya


Ba’al: Bay-all


Bomilcar: Bum-ul-car


Elissa: El-eesa


Hannibal: Ha-nuh-bul


Imilce: Ah-mil-chay


Jasim: Juh-seem


Moqerhe: Mo-care


Shadu: Sha-do


Tanno: Tan-oh


Tinnit: Tin-it


Vicram: Vick-rum









Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.


– George Santayana









Chapter One


The dawning sun warmed my hand as I brushed centuries of dirt away from a stone in the ground. I paused and lifted my gaze to the ruins of ancient Carthage, admiring the webs of copper and gold across the pillars of the fallen temple and rubble buildings. There was an ugliness to the city’s wounds that spoke of conflict and the fall of an advanced civilization. As always, I wondered, what if? What if Carthage had won and Rome had fallen? How different would the world have been under North African rule?


Voices pulled me from my thoughts. In the adjacent valley, workers and engineers bustled in front of a newly excavated tomb, preparing for today’s exploration. I planned to be on the team that entered, even if they didn’t know it yet. This meant getting back to work on my discovery.


The thought that I had uncovered something of value still seemed surreal. My smile widened as each sweep of my brush revealed a warrior on horseback carved into a stone in the ground. His sword, eroded by time, was extended upward toward lines of ancient script.


“Wow, Amara!” Sophie set an empty bucket beside me. “Looks like you were right after all. That is an ancient grave marker.”


I bit my lip, fighting the urge not to be that annoying know-it-all who corrected everyone. “Ahem, it’s a stela,” came out anyway.


She rolled her brown eyes and huffed. “Semantics.” Wisps of curly black hair escaped from beneath Sophie’s ball cap as she wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her gloved hand. “This heat’s kicking my ass. It’s already ninety degrees and it’s only five-thirty.”


“Yeah, it’s brutal.” I returned my attention to the stela, and swept clumps of dirt into a dustpan. Then I dumped them into the bucket to be checked for fragments of bone and pottery. “Discovering pieces like this are worth it, you know?”


“Judging by the detailed artwork on that warrior and the glyphs across the top, I wouldn’t be surprised if that stela was associated with a noble.” Sophie gestured toward the tomb ahead. “Think it will reveal who’s buried there?”


I crossed my fingers and held up my hand. “Hopefully. This could also be our ticket into today’s exploration.”


Sophie snorted. “You’re dreaming. Lowly interns like us won’t get in until your dad has us logging the artifacts. Can’t wait for that snore-fest.”


Irritation bristled down my back and my eyes narrowed from behind my sunglasses. She wasn’t wrong. Interning was a rite of passage in academia, but that didn’t mean I wanted to hear it from my best friend. “Quit being so damn negative. It could happen sooner. Imagine being one of the first to lay eyes on an untouched place in history.”


“True. That would be cool and all.” Sophie stared at the workers in safari hats roping off the tomb entrance. “First, I need to get past my fear of cave-ins.”


“No danger of that,” I said. “You know Dad and the engineering team cleared the tomb.”


Not like this meant much to Sophie. Last year, she almost passed out from a panic attack when the dorm lift got stuck between floors. I had to block the doors to keep her from prying them open.


“Yeah, well, I signed up to draw and photograph a Roman Circus, not enter a place of the dead.”


At times like this, I wondered how we had ever clicked in the first place. We were so different. “C’mon, a tomb’s more interesting than a Roman racetrack. You would have been bored.”


“At least I’d be safe. Let’s hope your dad didn’t miss something.” Sophie peered past my shoulder. “Speaking of him—”


A shadow fell over us.


“Oríste to kapélo sas.” Dad held out my safari hat which was as dusty as his green tee and cargo pants.


I cut my eyes toward Sophie, who watched our exchange with her brow furrowed, like a person who was left out of the loop.


“Remember what we discussed, Dad? English in public, Greek in private.” I put on my hat, thankful for the shade the rim provided.


“No worries,” Sophie said. “My parents speak Spanish to me all the time.”


“English it is.” Dad bent down and studied the stela. He lowered his sunglasses and glowered at Sophie and me through intense brown eyes. “Why didn’t you grab me after uncovering these symbols?”


Sophie shifted her weight from one leg to the next.


“Uh, we just finished,” I said.


Dad shook his head and held up a finger like he was about to make a point then lowered it. He returned his attention to Sophie. “Get someone to grid this off. Also bring your camera and photograph this, please.”


“Sure thing, Dr. Kalogridas.” She made a beeline for the tomb workers.


Once she was out of ear shot, Dad glared at me. “What were you thinking? I told you to only brush the top layer of dirt away.” His voice was low and measured.


I crossed my arms over my chest, remembering how I’d spent every summer since I was twelve following Dad around dig sites, working my ass off. Now that I’d finally discovered something other than a pottery fragment, I wanted credit for it.


“I was thinking this is my find and I should be the one to uncover it,” I said finally.


“Your impetuousness will be your downfall, young lady.” Dad lifted his hat and combed his fingers through his sweat-dampened salt-and-pepper hair. “Look, you’re only nineteen. Two years of undergrad doesn’t give you the skills of an archeologist.”


“Isn’t that why I’m here, to get the skills?”


“Yes, with oversight.” He sighed. “Consider what could happen if you messed this up? The Credo Museum and the Tunisian government trusted me to lead this dig. If that stela were damaged, you’d return to college like nothing happened, and my career would be over.”


That he felt I was incompetent hurt a little and yet this was also a battle I wouldn’t win. “Sorry, it’s a great find, guess I got carried away in my excitement.”


“Look, I don’t want to be a hard ass. You did well,” Dad said. “Especially since this stela’s just outside the grid of the tomb and we might have overlooked it.”


I inclined my head toward my discovery. “Could those symbols be written in Punic?”


“Perhaps.” He wiped sweat from his forehead. “Let’s take a look before it gets any hotter.” He pulled a small notebook from his pants pocket, flipped through the pages, and glanced at the horizontal symbols on the stela. Then he compared them to his notes. Without averting his gaze, he said, “They’re Punic alrigh—” He paused. “Can’t be!”


“What?” I asked between tense bites of my bottom lip.


“Hold on.” He stuffed the notebook into his pocket and pulled out his cell. After snapping a few pictures, he looked at me. “If this is what I hope, you may have discovered something I feared was lost to the ancient world.”


My heart pounded so hard, I felt the pulse of it in my ears. “Plan to share?”


He chuckled, then coughed. “Let’s head to my tent so I can get a definitive answer.”


I wanted to push for more and thought better of it. He might get pissed and send me to the tomb to bust some fat cells until he figured things out. Best to go with the flow.


We walked quickly and in silence. Talking while moving in the North African heat took too much energy. As we passed through the ruins of ancient Carthage, ghosts of bathhouses built from large sandstone bricks glowed beneath the early morning sun. I wondered, and not for the first time, what the structures must have been like in their former glory. A port city like Carthage with five hundred thousand people was a huge melting pot of cultures. Egyptians, Greeks, and people of the Levant, probably sat alongside the Carthaginians, sharing their adventures while soaking in the baths.


The temple of the Carthaginian god, Ba’al Hammon, was a visual feast with its hundred-foot marble pillars lining the front. How anything of the city had remained after the Romans burned it to the ground was nothing short of amazing.


We soon came to the work-tents. The Tunisian government frowned on us tracking dirt through the visitors’ buildings, so we had to set up at the edge of the ruins. Dad and I stepped into his makeshift office. The air was thick and heavy. Folded coveralls and helmets with headlamps lay across the top of a long table, for today’s exploration into the tomb.


I gave an approving nod. “I wish Greg would take a lesson from you in organization.”


Dad passed another long table laden with a laptop and several pottery fragments sorted by shape and color. Then he stopped before a cubby in the corner. “I’ve tried. Your brother has his own way of doing things. You know that.”


My stomach dropped as he set his hat on a shelf and took a seat before the laptop. I hadn’t noticed the dark circles beneath his eyes since he always wore sunglasses.


“Getting enough sleep, Dad?”


He cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah, why?”


Worry creased my brow. “You look tired.”


“I’m fine. Now stop fussing and let me get some work done.” Dad’s voice was nonnegotiable. With a defeated sigh, I moved to his side and watched as he printed the images from the stela that he’d sent himself. He fed them into a 3-D scanner, and all the symbols appeared on the screen.


My breath hitched. “They’re so clear.”


“Course they are,” he said in a why are you surprised tone. “Punic is a common language found on this dig, so the translation shouldn’t take long.”


“Great.” I fidgeted with the bottom of my T-shirt. Patience was never a strength.


Dad uploaded the scan into the linguistic software, smiling wide as the system sorted through each letter. Differing symbols flashed before us. My throat tightened. This was the first time since grade school that I’d seen him this excited about a discovery. Before Mom’s death nine years ago, his cancer, and the drinking that followed, Dad had been one of the most brilliant minds in archeology.


The pride in his voice still rang clear in my mind when he told Mom about his new software that translated ancient texts within minutes — how this streamlined one of the hardest processes for archeologists, anthropologists, and linguists. His wide smile when he shared how museums all over the world had incorporated this into their systems warmed my heart. Back then, he had seemed unstoppable. Maybe this version of Dad had been resurrected today.


Several minutes later, the printer spat out a piece of paper. He plucked a sheet from the bin and read. “ I was right.”


Adrenaline raced through my veins, and I stepped closer. “What?”


He wrote a couple of notes on the side of the page.


I pushed my hands into my pant pockets to keep from snatching the paper and reading it. “C’mon! What did you find?”


He coughed before responding. “You’ve stumbled on something significant.” Then he read the translation aloud.


“May the great Ba’al Hammon bestow strength upon this warrior, Adones Barca, lost to this world before the summer of his twentieth year in the battle of Cannae. Nephew and adopted son of Hannibal Barca, may he find peace as he ascends to the eternal world of the dead.”


My hand flew to my heart. As the daughter of an archeologist, I knew life spans were much shorter in the ancient world, especially for a warrior like Adones. Yet being a part of the discovery made the connection to the deceased more personal.


I shook my head. “He was my age.”


“Seems to be.”


Adones must not have married since it wasn’t mentioned. He could have been like me, more focused on career and his future than romance, thinking the rest could wait. Then again, ancient civilizations were misogynistic by today’s standards, they would have mentioned Adones’ horse before a wife.


“God, he was so young,” I observed.


“Yup,” Dad said absently as he studied the printout. “An initial scope of the tomb revealed several artifacts inside, with no hint of who was in there.” Dad slapped his hand against the printout. “This, this changes everything. If Adones was killed in the battle of Cannae, that was around 218 BCE, when Hannibal Barca was at his best.”


“Okay, what does that have to do with the stela?”


Dad paced in front of me. “After the Romans destroyed Carthage, little was known about Hannibal or his descendants, which is a tragedy since he almost single-handedly sacked Rome. Maybe, just maybe, this inscription has linked us to one of the greatest generals to have ever lived.”


Crunching rocks signaled approaching footsteps from outside. The tent flap opened, and a man entered. He wasn’t bad looking for a forty-something guy, about six feet tall with wavy black hair streaked in gray, and a short-cropped beard.


He surveyed Dad beneath thick lashes framing dark brown eyes. “Hello, Andras, are you ready to enter the tomb?”


The friendliness in the guy’s voice didn’t fit his body language. He held his chin high and looked down an aquiline nose while speaking, as though he would deign us peasants with his presence.


“Sure am,” Dad said with a nod. “Per your instructions, I had the engineers clear the rubble from the corridor, and your hazmat team has already scoped the place for mold and other pathogens. Infrared cameras tell me—”


“Yes, yes,” the man said with a dismissive wave. “I’ve examined the images you sent. Looks like we’re in for an exciting day.”


“Definitely. Like I was saying, engineering has assured me it’s ready to go.” Sweat beaded across Dad’s forehead as he gestured toward me. “Dr. Jasim Hamad, I’d like you to meet my daughter, Amara. She’s a second year at Harvard, studying history and archeology.”


“So you’ve said on the phone,” Dr. Hamad said with a wide grin.


Dr. Hamad was just like all the other bureaucrats Dad had dealt with over the years. Talk by phone, then show up after all the leg work was done.


Hamad’s dark brown gaze swept over me, appraising, assessing. “It’s good to put a face with a name.”


I held his stare despite feeling like an artifact on display. “Nice to meet you.”


“From what Andras has told me, you’re quite an impressive woman,” Dr. Hamad said in a thick Tunisian accent that lilted around his syllables.


The heat returned to my cheeks. I hated it when people stared at me. “Thanks.”


“You could learn a lot from Jasim,” Dad said. “He’s a curator here at the Credo Museum, and he’s translated texts from at least five archaic languages without the use of software.”


“Wow!” That explained the guy’s edge of superiority. He was an impressive person. “I can barely translate Homer’s writings from ancient Greek to English.”


Hamad jutted his chin toward Dad. “Sounds like you’re following in your father’s footsteps?”


Archeology and focusing on the past were easier than facing climate change, school shootings and looming world wars. The present was such a downer, I often worried about what would be left for me or any of us in the future. Being part of a generation consumed with dystopian novels and apocalyptic movies didn’t inspire much hope either.


Still, I couldn’t deny that summer digs with Dad were some of the best times of my life, and once immersed in art, adventure, and all things ancient, I was truly hooked. I gave a quick nod. “I suppose I am following in Dad’s footsteps. Though as he reminded me this morning, I have a lot to learn.”


“Tu tapeinoo,” Dad said in ancient Greek.


Dr. Hamad chuckled. “Yes, I can see she is a humble girl.”


“Speaking of that, Amara discovered a stela near the dig site.” Dad extended the paper containing the translation to Hamad. “I’ve deciphered the text from the stela, and if I’m right, some of the artifacts photographed in the first chamber could be significant for Tunisia.”


“Oh?” Dr. Hamad took the paper and read it. After a long stretch of time, his eyes glazed, and his throat bobbed. “A Barca? This. Is. Incredible.” His voice cracked and he cleared his throat.


Dad and I exchanged ‘what’s up with Hamad’ glances.


“Could Adones really be buried there?” I asked in the calmest voice I could muster, while inside, every nerve in my body fired like a live wire. Being part of such a significant discovery was a dream. Yet here I stood.


“There’s a strong possibility.” Dr. Hamad’s hands shook as he studied the paper like it was the most interesting thing he’d ever seen. “No wonder there were no markings on the entry door. If this Carthaginian noble is indeed buried there, the family didn’t want the grave looted.”


“Could that be why the stela was several yards from the tomb, to throw off grave robbers?” I asked.


Dad nodded. “That’s very likely.”


I stepped forward. It was now or never if I wanted to take part in the exploration.


“Any chance my team could accompany you today? It’d be great to see where that translation leads.”


Dr. Hamad’s jaw clenched as he pulled his gaze away from the paper. “Your team?”


“I divided the nine interns we have into teams,” Dad said. “My son, Gregory, and a young lady, Sophie, are on Amara’s team. Sophie’s a second-year undergraduate art student specializing in ancient pieces, and she’s also a photographer at Harvard, and Gregory—”


“I’m aware,” Dr. Hamad said. “Fencing champion turned PhD student.”


“Yeah, he’s a student at Georgetown,” I couldn’t help the edge of superiority in my voice.


My brother had always been athletic, smart, and handsome too. In contrast, I was built like a small boy with long untamable curls, and the athletic ability of a sloth. Getting into a better school than him was my one claim to fame.


“I see.” Dr. Hamad glanced at me. “Is it wise to allow interns into the tomb before we get a look?”


Dad coughed again, and he drank some water before answering. “Well, as you know, it would have been just the two of us today. The interns will have to log and photograph all the artifacts before they’re packed off to your museum. This way you can discuss logistics with them.”


Hamad rubbed his dimpled chin as though contemplating Dad’s words.


“My interns are capable,” Dad continued. “Gregory’s two years into his PhD in anthropology and he’s specializing in ancient civilizations. His input will be quite valuable. Sophie could video our entry and photograph many of the artifacts, which could give us a jump on the analysis. She is versed in ancient art. Amara’s knowledge of archeology will come in handy as well.”


Hamad’s grip tightened on the paper as he leveled an intense gaze on my father. “All right, Andras. I trust your judgment as the lead on this team.”


“Wonderful.”


It took every bit of restraint I had not to jump up and down, to school my face and voice into a mask of calmness as I spoke. “Are we in?”


“Yes,” Dad said.


“May I see the stela?” Dr. Hamad still squeezed the printout like he was afraid someone would snatch it from him.


Weirdo alert.


“Absolutely.” Dad returned his attention to me. “Go ahead and give Sophie and Gregory the good news and meet us at the tomb.” He checked his watch. “Around six-thirty. I’ll bring your gear.”


“Will do.” I sauntered toward the tent’s exit hoping to come off as cool and collected. Realistically, I looked like a sweaty nerd in an oversized safari hat. Not that it mattered in a big picture sort of way. In forty minutes, my team and I would be the first people to enter a tomb that hadn’t been touched for thousands of years. I couldn’t wait to see what waited inside.









Chapter Two


Running in the heat took it out of me. By the time I stepped inside Greg’s tent, I was soaked in sweat and holding the stitch in my side. He and Sophie backed away from each other and averted their gazes.


I smirked. “Again? Can’t you keep your lips to yourselves for five minutes?”


Greg tucked a curl behind Sophie’s ear. “Unless the camp’s on fire, you’d better have a good reason for barging in.”


My heart raced with excitement as I stepped forward. “Oh, I do.”


“Um,” Sophie swiped an errant curl away from her brow. “If it’s about the stela, I already told Greg.”


I felt my smile tense. It would have been nice to give the news myself. Since she couldn’t have known, I shook off my irritation and stepped closer. “No, not that, something better.”


Greg grabbed a beer off his desk, which was cluttered with Coke cans and water bottles, then he took a swig before speaking. “What’s up?”


I frowned. Dad had nearly lost everything before getting sober. I hoped my brother wasn’t on the same path. “It’s only six o’clock. You need to take this job more seriously.” How he made straight A’s in grad school was a mystery.


Greg compressed his lips. “I do take my job seriously. You didn’t stay up till one in the morning logging pottery pieces for Dad.” He bent at the waist and stage whispered in Sophie’s ear. “How can you be friends with someone so judgmental?”


Sophie raised her hands and backed up. “Don’t bring me into this.”


“Look, Beer-For-Brains, you should stop drinking now,” I said.


“Name calling? That’s mature.”


He wasn’t wrong, but alcohol was a trigger for me. Although I tried not to project this onto others, Greg was my brother and he, more than anyone else, should have known better. I inhaled deeply and counted backward from ten in Greek, déka, enéa, októ…


“Sorry,” I said finally. “Dad is letting us tag along on the exploration. If he smells beer on your breath, we’ll be persona non grata.”


His jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”


“Yep,” I leaned against the long computer table and slowly crossed my legs. “We’re in.”


Greg twisted his championship fencing ring while staring ahead contemplatively. Beneath the dim light, his short auburn hair was almost brown, just like our mother’s.


“How did you?” he said finally. “Is it because of that stela?”


“Yup, it’s a big deal,” I said. “Dad translated the text and you’ll never guess who might be in that tomb.”


“Who?” Sophie asked.


I paused, fighting a smirk.


Greg huffed and plopped into a chair. “Gonna tell or should we play a game of charades?”


“Be nice,” Sophie said.


“Alright, smart ass. It’s Adones Barca, the nephew of General Hannibal Barca.”


Greg let out a low whistle.


The line between Sophie’s dark eyebrows creased. “Is that the same general we learned about on the museum tour? You know, the one who marched thirty thousand troops and a bunch of elephants over the Alps in winter.”


“The one and only,” I said.


Greg rubbed his chin. “While that’s an awesome discovery, it’s hard to imagine Dad letting us go anywhere near the tomb before he gets a look inside.”


“Well, he is.” I checked my watch. It was ten after six. “Dad wants us to meet at the tomb in twenty minutes. Sophie, bring your video camera, you’ll be filming the expedition.”


She glanced between Greg and me while biting her thumbnail.


I gave her arm a gentle pat. “Don’t flake on us. We’ll be with you every step of the way.”


“Thanks, this means a lot.” She sighed. “I know this is a career maker. I just need to wrap my mind around entering a dark tomb.”


Greg kissed the top of her head before returning his attention to me. “We’ll meet you there.”


Watching them brought a smile to my face. Even if they’d only been together for two months, it seemed my brother, who usually deflected his emotions with jokes and sarcasm, was finally taking a relationship seriously.


Not that I had much room to judge since my longest relationship had lasted nine months, and that ended because I chose this internship over him. Someday, I’d meet a guy who got me. I set my water bottle on Greg’s desk since the trash can was lipping full and gave a quick wave. “See you soon.”


I had just opened the tent flap when Greg said, “Mind grabbing my rubber boots from Dad’s Rover?”


I paused and turned toward them ready to protest when Greg cut his eyes toward Sophie, who was still chomping on the remains of her nails. I quickly surmised that he planned to give her a pep talk so I said, “Okay, I’ll get ’em. Don’t be late.”


By the time I made it to Dad’s tent, my mouth was dry as the neighboring Sahara. I opened the flap and entered. He was dressed in coveralls and rubber boots, stuffing a bunch of gear into a canvas backpack.


“Hey, Dad, where’s the Rover key? Greg needs his boots.”


Dad shook his head. “Ta écho.”


“Good, glad you grabbed ’em. I wasn’t looking forward to walking to your car,” I replied in Greek.


He pulled some coveralls, and rubber boots out of the backpack and tossed them to me. “Since you’re here, go ahead and gear up. It’ll lighten my load.”


“Okay, let me get some water first.” I reached for the metal canteen on his worktable.


His eyebrows nearly disappeared into his hairline, and his hand shot up. “No, not that. Er, it has my backwash. Get your own water.” He gestured toward a case in the corner.


Since when did backwash matter? A familiar heaviness weighed down my shoulders. I grabbed the canteen, twisted the cap off and sniffed. The strong scent of alcohol filled my nostrils. All the neglect, hurt, and anger I had felt as a child pulsed through my veins. Red blurred in my vision. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think above the mounting pressure in my head.


I hurled the canteen against a metal tent pole with all my strength. It hit with a loud clank. Alcohol splashed all over the tarp.


Dad sneered. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”


“What’s wrong with me?” I poked my chest hard, before thrusting my hand toward him. “What’s wrong with you? You’re drinking. Again!” My ribs contracted against my heart. “Your precious digs, that canteen, they’ve always been more important than your family.”


“You know that’s not true. I had to work. My job requires travel.”


I stared at him in utter disbelief. After a year of family counseling and healing, I thought he had changed. He was the same selfish bastard who had left us for months at a time when he was on one of his binges.


“Seriously? You left Greg and I with Yia Yia and didn’t look back after Mom died.”


The creases around his brown eyes deepened. “Your mother was my life. I didn’t know how to deal with losing her.”


“And you think we did?” My body shook so hard, I could barely stand. “You had an eleven-year-old daughter and a fifteen-year-old son who needed you. Do you even know how many nights I sat around waiting for your calls? How disappointed I was when they never came?”


Dad sat in his chair slump shouldered. “I thought we worked through all that.”


“Doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten how you made me feel.”


He sighed. “I’ve tried to be more presen—”


“Save it.” My voice cracked. “You didn’t even tell us about your cancer until you were in remission. How’s that being present?”


He mopped his hands over his face. “Oh, Amara, I put you through enough with my drinking. The last thing I wanted was—”


“To hurt us. What do you think that canteen’s doing? Are you even sober enough to lead the expedition?”


“Yes!” he snapped. “I bought the bottle of vodka a while back. Please, believe me, I haven’t taken a drink yet.”


I raised my eyebrows. “Why fill that canteen?”


“Because I’m in the contemplation stage, I suppose.”


I shook my head. “I can’t believe a word you say.”


“Look, I’m not that irresponsible. I’d never drink and lead an exploration.” He paused. “Amara, listen—”


“To more lies. No thanks.” I grabbed my gear. “See you at the tomb.” I stormed out of the tent.


After putting some distance between Dad and myself, I ducked behind a tent and punched the air just like Greg used to whenever Yia Yia sent him to his room for smarting off. The release of energy didn’t relieve my hurt. I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them to keep from crying. Then I pulled my coveralls over my clothes and yanked on my rubber boots. The whole time, my mind reeled. Why, after beating cancer, seven years of sobriety, and a thriving archeology career, would Dad throw it all away now? Why would he do this to our family? We had mended a lot of fences. None of this made sense.


My cell dinged. When I pulled it from my coveralls, I frowned as a message from Dad appeared on the screen. “You have five minutes to get here or we’re leaving without you.”


I fought the urge to call him a prick and texted, “Heading Your Way,” instead.


While heading to the tomb, I pushed down my emotions. There was no chance of getting answers until after the exploration. If my mind kept reeling, I’d lose it and that could pose a risk to my team. No, I’d sit down with Dad and get answers later. Until then, I needed to focus on this opportunity.


When the tomb came into my view, Greg waved at me from the entrance. He was only a couple of feet shorter than the seven- or eight-foot walls of dirt and rubble beside him.


I pasted a smile on my lips and waved back. He and Sophie were already dressed in their gear, as were Dad and Dr. Hamad.


“Glad you could join us,” Dr. Hamad said, frowning.


Heat flooded my cheeks, and I had to force myself to look into his discerning brown eyes. “So-sorry, I made a pit stop.”


“Get the rest of your gear on.” Dad stood next to Hamad with his legs apart and arms crossed.


“Yeah, okay,” I said.


Dad seemed steady enough. Maybe he told the truth, and he hadn’t taken a drink. Maybe he wouldn’t endanger our team that way. He’d always been such a professional. Except for the time he lost his curatorship at the Smithsonian for missing too much work, for drinking himself into oblivion.


“I grabbed your stuff.” Sophie handed me a hard hat, head lamp, and N-95 mask.


While putting them on, I asked, “You okay with going in there?” Her issues were a nice distraction.


“Yeah.” She pulled back the sleeve on her coveralls, revealing a gold bracelet with dangling hearts. “Greg gave me this for luck. I’ll be okay with both of you by my side.”


“Nice.” I glanced at Greg standing beside Dad at the entrance to the tomb, while staring at Sophie. When it came to money, my brother’s wallet had cobwebs. For him to pull it out and blow off the dust.… Was he in love?


“Gather round. We have a few rules to review before heading in.” Dad’s voice held a command. “Follow Dr. Hamad and me, and don’t veer from the path we take. Understand?”


We gave a nod of confirmation.


“Good.” Dad donned his mask and moved to the front of the line like everything was copasetic.


The rest of us donned our masks. Then Dr. Hamad stood behind Dad, followed by Greg. Sophie steadied her video recorder in front of her and waited behind my brother.


After flipping on my headlamp, I took up the rear, determined to focus on the present, on the untouched piece of history I was about to experience. I followed my team into the darkness, away from the land of the living and into the world of the dead.









Chapter Three


The tomb was at least twenty degrees cooler than outside, and the stale scent of dust and mold clung to the air. I rubbed goosebumps away from my arms and cautiously followed my team down rock steps, flanked by stone walls. Centuries old dust motes danced against the soft glow from our headlamps as we descended.


“This isn’t creepy at all. Why couldn’t they have excavated the circus first?” Sophie said.


I gave her an encouraging pat on the back. “You’re doing great. Just concentrate on filming the others.”


She adjusted the camera in front of her.


At the bottom landing, the silence was intense. Only the steady beat of our breaths could be heard as we navigated a long tunnel filled with rubble. I had to remind myself that trespassing on this sacred space was for the greater good, to recover parts of a past stolen from the world by the Romans.


“Watch your step.” Dad’s voice echoed against the silence as he traversed a wide plank placed over a deep hole in the middle of the ground.


Relief washed over me. No way he could have crossed that plank if he were drunk. Dr. Hamad and Greg made it to the other side. Sophie put her video camera into her backpack and skittered across.


When it was my turn, I forced myself not to look at the dark pit below until I stepped off the plank.


“In my experience, if the architects of this tomb set a booby trap, the artifacts from our images must be significant,” Dr. Hamad observed.


“I couldn’t agree more.” Dad continued down the corridor with our team on his tail.


We soon came to a rough circular opening about five and a half feet high and about three feet wide.


Dr. Hamad eyed the opening. “Did the engineers consider that someone above the age of twelve will have to fit through that?”


“Preservation is key, Jasim. You know this,” Dad said. “I gave explicit orders to disturb as little as possible while making it safe.”


“Well, the engineers will need to expand it once the artifacts are logged as we’ll have to carry them out.”


Dan nodded. “Of course.”


“Let’s see what’s on the other side, shall we?” Dr. Hamad said.


He and Dad pulled large flashlights out of their backpacks and turned them on. “After you, Jasim.”


Dr. Hamad crouched and crab-walked into the unknown, followed by Dad.


Sophie’s eyes were wide as an owl. “I can’t believe I’m actually entering a freaking tomb. This has vampire den written all over it.”


I chuckled. “You’re so dramatic.”


“You can do this. I’m right behind you.” Greg took Sophie’s hand and helped her into the opening. She barely had to duck to get through.


Conversely, Greg had to enter on his hands and knees.


Several gasps, and a “whoa” came from the other side.


My heart somersaulted in my chest as I crab-walked forward with my arms close to my ribs. When I made it to the chamber, I gasped.


The rectangular room was about twelve-by-twelve and loaded with artifacts. Wooden couches with elephants carved into the sides were stacked to our front. Baskets with brass breastplates — furniture and weapons like lances, swords, and bows — wooden chests, statues, and pottery filled the space.


I sniffed. “Cedar?”


Sophie nodded. “Yeah, I thought it was just me.”


“Nope, I smell it too. Those trees are all over Tunis,” Dad said.


Dr. Hamad flashed a wide smile. “How magnificent. The very air we’re breathing has remained unchanged through time.”


Greg stepped forward. “Where’s the sarcophagus?”


Dad waved a hand toward the artifacts. “We’re in an antechamber.”


In this shadowed space, Dad’s face looked deathly pale. It could have been a trick of the light.


“Hmm, everything I’ve read is true. The Carthaginians buried their dead like the ancient Egyptians,” Greg said.


Sophie scanned the room with her video camera. “It adds up. I suppose the countries adopted each other’s customs since they shared the same trade routes.”


“Only the nobles and royalty received this type of burial.” Dr. Hamad made a beeline toward the weapons in the corner. He studied lances with bronze arrowheads, leather shields, and boomerangs. When his eye caught the bronze sword with a blade that had greened over time, he knelt before it. “Incredible.”


“That handle is made from elephant tusks,” Sophie studied it with an artist’s eye.


“I’m aware,” Hamad didn’t avert his gaze from the weapon.


“See anything about Adones Barca?” I asked.


“Not yet.” Dad set his backpack by the opening. “Those are the weapons of a warrior so there’s a strong possibility he’s here.”


Greg slowly moved among the artifacts, touching nothing, just marveling at the workmanship. “These are pristine, and there’s so much here. You know, the Phoenicians believed the deceased remained in their grave for a while before entering the world of the dead.”


“Indeed, young man,” Dr. Hamad said. “Thus, the reason their belongings were buried with them.”


Dad walked to a rectangular chest in the corner. It reminded me of those in pirate movies, made from wood with a flat top. Except this one was more ornate with engraved images of warriors holding lances.


He wiped dust away from the top, revealing an elephant engraving, and coughed before speaking. “Beautiful.”


That nagging voice of dread crept into my mind. The dark circles beneath Dad’s eyes, his paleness and coughing, caused me to think the worst. Had the brain tumor returned? This explained his temptation to drink. If I was right, he was holding it together better than I would have. I shrugged the tension from my shoulders, hating how I had worked myself up without knowing for sure. Yet, I couldn’t stop the bad thoughts from racing through my mind. Crap parent or not, he was the only one I had.


“Careful, Andras,” Dr. Hamad joined Dad. “The Tunisian government would be most displeased if we damage that. Not to mention what could happen to the contents of that container when the air hits them.”


“No offense, I was a curator at one point, and I know my way around an artifact.” Dad pulled a set of leather gloves from his pants pocket and put them on. With the gentlest of movements, he lifted the lid. It opened with a squeak.


Keep it together, Amara. I momentarily set my fear for Dad aside and bent at the waist to get a better look. Inside the chest, we were greeted by a brass breastplate with six sculpted silver discs.


“It’s pristine.” Greg shot me an ear-to-ear smile. “Like it was placed in there yesterday.”


Dad pointed at one of the discs. The symbol of a bearded man with goat horns was sculpted into the metal. “That’s—”


“Ba’al Hammon.” Dr. Hamad studied it through narrowed eyes.


Sophie zoomed in with the video camera.


Dad shined the flashlight on a purple cloak beside the baldric. The neckline was trimmed with gold beading. “See that, kids. Original Tyrian purple. It’s in perfect condition.”


I gave a weak smile. “Yeah, I see.”


Greg approached a wooden table on the opposite end of the room and pointed at a small replica of a ship sitting on top of it. “Look at this Trireme war galley.”


Sophie came up behind Greg. “The workmanship, the wooden serpent’s head at the front of the bow must have taken forever to carve. Not to mention the three stories of little oars there.”


“Yeah, and both sets of sails. I wonder what material they’re made from.” Greg bent forward to get a better look.


“Don’t touch anything!” Dr. Hamad scurried toward them.


“I would never!” Greg protested.


As Dad reached for the lid to the trunk, the part of me that needed answers couldn’t wait a second longer. I leaned in and whispered, “Is the cancer back?”


He closed the lid with a squeak. “Yes.”


A dizzy feeling washed over me. I grabbed his shoulder to brace myself. “H-how long have you known?”


“I received a Zoom call from my doctor yesterday. He confirmed it.”


I wanted to scream at him for holding back, but my more rational side told me to keep it together for his sake. “Are you gonna tell Greg?”


“At some point, yes.”


“What about Yia Yia?”


He sniffed beneath his mask. “Look, this isn’t the time or place to have this conversation. We’ll talk more after we’re finished here. For now, keep this to yourself.”


“Man, I wish I didn’t have to head back to school at the end of the month,” Greg said. “I’d love to be here when they uncover the burial chamber. This would tie into my research.”


Hamad’s gaze landed on Greg. “On what topic?”


“The differences between ancient Carthaginian and Egyptian cultures,” Greg said. “Do you have any idea where the burial chamber is?”


Hamad shook his head. “No, once these artifacts have been cleared, I suspect there’s a seal somewhere that will provide a clue to its whereabouts.”


Dad cleared his throat. “I need some water.”


He stood up and I grabbed his hand. “We’ll beat this together.”


His brown eyes softened. “Love you.”


Despite all I’d just learned about Dad’s illness, I couldn’t bring myself to say it back. I had always struggled that way.


He walked to his backpack. Just as he unzipped it, the floor shook beneath us.


“Earthquake!” Dad yelled.


“Dad!” My voice disappeared into the roar of dropping debris. I grappled for anything to hold onto.


The walls cracked. I fell backward and crashed against the chest. My head hit with a thud. Artifacts fell to the floor around me. A bunch of rocks rained from the ceiling and blocked Dad from my view.


Sophie was shrieking, Greg was yelling, Hamad was screaming.


Then, the rumbling and shaking stopped.


The silence was deafening. I rubbed the back of my head, wincing at the growing knot. Luckily, my hand came back blood free. Lights from the others’ headlamps shined on the ceiling a few feet away. Debris blocked the opening. After coughing up a lung full of dust, I turned onto all fours and crawled to the rubble by the entry. There were a few gaps I could see through. A sigh of relief whooshed from my lungs when I saw movement.


“Amara,” came from the other side.


“Dad!” I yelled through the crack. “You alright?”


“Yes. How are you all?”


Greg and Sophie coughed from somewhere behind me.


“We’re alive and unharmed,” Hamad said.


“I’ll get help. Hold tight,” Dad called back.


I stood on unsteady legs, pulled my cell from my pants pocket, scrolled down from the upper left corner and activated the flashlight. This made it easier to see when combined with the glow of my headlamp. Sickened by fallen artifacts and the lost history, I stepped over them and walked to the others who were now standing and covered in dust.


“You all okay?” I coughed.


“Yeah, just a few bruises,” Greg said.


Tears streamed down Sophie’s face, and she was practically panting. “I knew this would happen. Just knew it.” Her voice was shrill and loud. “We’re buried alive. What if we can’t—”


Hamad grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Snap out of it.”


She blinked.


“This is no time for hysterics, girl. We have water. There’s enough space between the rubble for air to penetrate. We’ll be fine. Until the rescue team arrives, we must conserve our air and energy.”


“Yeah, you’re, you’re right,” she replied in a shaky voice. “Hopefully they’ll get us the hell out of here soon.”


Her words, “We’re buried alive,” rushed through my mind like a runaway train, and it was all I could do not to break down as well. Hamad had also been right. This wasn’t the place to lose it.


“What the?” Greg pointed at an adjacent wall.


My jaw dropped when I saw what held his attention. Not more than a foot away, a secret door that originally blended with the wall had cracked open during the earthquake.


“The burial chamber?” I asked.


“Indeed. It must be,” Hamad observed.


As we all drew closer to get a better look, a soft, golden glow came from the other side.


“Sunlight, could that lead outside?” I asked.


Greg stepped closer to the opening. “Only one way to know for sure.”


Hamad shook his head and compressed his lips so tightly, they almost disappeared. “Absolutely not! There’s too many unkno—”


“I refuse to die in here if there’s a way out.” Greg stepped through the small opening. Seconds later, “What the! You gotta see this,” came from the other chamber.


I swallowed past a huge lump in my throat. My curiosity for all things historical trumped the risks. I looked at Sophie and Hamad. “I have to know.”


As I slid through the opening, Sophie said, “I hope we don’t regret this.”









Chapter Four


I gasped. The enclosed room was swallowed by darkness, broken only by threads of yellow light jutting from a space between the base and cover of a white marble sarcophagus. I tucked my cell into my cargo pants. Gingerly, I inched toward the ancient coffin, careful to keep my distance from the light.


“What the hell?” Sophie said as she entered with Hamad on her tail.


Hamad came up beside me. His face an unreadable mask while staring at the sarcophagus. This reaction seemed odd since we had just entered what could best be described as Indiana Jones meets Stargate. (Watching classic movies was me and Yia Yia’s thing.) I would have expected shock or at the very least curiosity.


“What do you think that is?” Greg asked.


I shrugged. “That kind of glow, maybe it’s something nuclear.”


Sophie huffed. “Yeah, right. Like the ancients had those types of advancements.”


Hamad finally chimed in. “Until we know what it is and how it could affect us, we should return to the other chamber.”


“I’m with him. It’s some kind of booby trap,” Sophie said.


Greg shook his head. “No. It wouldn’t be so conspicuous.”


I took in the sarcophagus which was at least twelve by six. “That’s awful big for a body.”


“Agreed. A bull could fit in that,” Sophie said.


Dr. Hamad waggled his forefinger. “Not necessarily. Normally, a smaller coffin containing the body is placed inside the sarcophagus.”


“True,” Greg said. “If a person is in there, he’s likely an average-sized man.”


Hamad stared us down. “This bears repeating. We should return to the other cham—”


“There.” Greg pointed at a mural on the back wall, “That may provide some answers.”


We all drew closer to the image of men engaged in battle beside a blood red river sprinkled with bodies. Greg pointed at the soldiers in armor wearing red plumed helmets and Pteruges/pleated skirts of leather. “Definitely Romans.”


“Nothing in this mural explains that glow coming from the sarcophagus,” Sophie said.


“Not yet.” I continued taking in the painting of warriors with long hair, wearing helmets with goat horns and leather armor.


They wielded axes with blades, dripping in crimson. At the edge of the battle scene, a man with black wavy hair sat atop an elephant holding a sword in the air. He wore a leather baldric with discs on the front, much like the one we found in the wooden chest.


Greg leaned closer. “That’s definitely a Carthaginian on the elephant.”


“Could that be Adones or maybe Hannibal Barca?” I asked.


Greg shrugged. “It’s tough to say, but I’d lay odds that mural is dedicated to the deceased.”


“Since your stela said Adones died in the battle of Cannae, this is probably a depiction of it,” Hamad observed.


“What’s this?” Greg stood at the other end of the mural studying a round plaster seal with a raised etching of an elephant. “That’s the Barcid family’s signature.”


My brow shot up and I joined him. “How odd. Seems out of place with this mural, you know.”


Hamad crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve indulged you enough. It is likely that Andras has workers moving the rubble as we speak, which could potentially cause another cave-in and—”


“Yeah, it’s probably smart to stay close to the exit, just in case,” Sophie looked at me. “We should go.”


I continued studying the seal.


Greg tapped my arm. “C’mon.”


“Okay, one sec.” I leaned closer and pressed my finger to the seal. “This looks more like a button than a—”


“No! Don’t touch that!” Hamad yelled.


There was a click, followed by another rumbling sound.


The room shook.


I grabbed Greg to steady myself.


Sophie lost her footing.


Greg caught her fall. “Run!”


I scrambled toward the doorway. The ground teetered in all directions. I stumbled forward. The earth was coming to meet my face fast. Greg grabbed my arm just before I hit the ground.


“Come, hurry!” Dr. Hamad’s voice thundered as he stood by the opening to the tomb, blurring in and out of my vision.


The rumbling suddenly stopped and the lid to the sarcophagus moved to the side on its own. A flat golden disc about the size of a bread plate, and surrounded by a 3-D prism, emerged from inside the marble coffin. The three of us stood there transfixed, as the disc floated into the air. Stars and moons lined the inner rim, and they glowed brighter than the sun.


A high-pitched buzzing sound droned in my ears. Pressure mounted in my head, and I dropped to my knees, paralyzed by pain.


When I looked up, the disc was spinning like a top. A massive circle of golden energy exploded from the center and morphed into a vortex. A strong tugging sensation like a vacuum at the top of my head followed.


“No!” Greg yelled.


His voice was barely audible in my fractured hearing as he flew by me. Sophie tumbled head over heels through the air behind him. A shrill scream escaped my lips as my arms stretched and thinned like they were made of rubber. Blue sparks flickered from somewhere far and close at once. And then, a flurry of light swallowed us all.









Chapter Five


What just happened?


I yanked off my mask and headlamp and tossed them aside. The scents of salt and fish wafted past my nose. Sunlight warmed my skin. Guess that meant I wasn’t dead. Wind rushed in my ears. I blinked several times to clear my mind and slowly sat up. As I looked around, the only word that came to mind was, how? How did I wind up in the middle of a beach? The blue waters, brown sands and rocky cliffs resembled those in Tunis. Except this place lacked all the ships and industrial buildings.
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