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COPYRIGHT:

This entire Novel (manuscript) is the concept and work product created by the author, Mike D. McNally of Fresno, California, written in 2006 & 2007.  All aspects of this book remain the sole property of the author.  No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.
PHARAOH’S SECRET - Synopsis

The mere act of surviving each day for the ancient Egyptians required much skill and cunning.  Their beliefs and the daily practice in a system of many mysterious and awe-inspiring gods were no less difficult to cope with.  It meant they had to be ever vigilant to worship and appease these powerful gods lest they curry disfavor and suffer the consequences.  This panoply of gods rigidly controlled every aspect of daily life they believed, as well as the Afterlife.  
The time would eventually come for all men to depart the mortal world and, if deemed worthy, they could expect a peaceful eternity in the Afterlife if the passage was properly arranged.  This lengthy journey to the Netherworld, while in the direct presence of these very gods, could be very treacherous and problematic for the average man.  Therefore, it was also deemed paramount that the sanctity of their tombs, once ensconced there could not be violated – in any way - ever.  
This was no truer than for a Pharaoh, who was also considered a true living God.  Individuals, especially pharaohs and their survivors would go to great lengths to keep their journey in the Afterlife undisturbed, utilizing many strategies including, guards, traps and the occasional curse.
.  
All pharaohs feared the damage looters could inflict on their tombs.  If violated, they would be forced to walk in a horrible, no-man’s land for all eternity.  This was the greatest fear any Pharaoh could face as they edged inevitably closer, to their final years on Earth.

So, by necessity, a plan of great courage and imagination was hatched by Amenemhet-I’, his priests and successor Pharaoh-son, Senusret-I in the 12th Dynasty to foil any future attempt of robbing his tomb.  Never before, in all the stories of the empire’s past, had anyone heard of a scheme of such great and far-seeing vision - to protect the body and all of the fabulously valuable belongings of a Pharaoh.  

So it was finally written by the Royal Scribes;  The Great Pharaoh Amenemhet-I went to his death in 1885 BC,  expecting his reward for an eternal life in the Netherworld, without a single worry that his tomb would ever be found and violated.  He knew with great certainty that no one would even remotely come close to finding the location he and his son had chosen for his final resting place.  The Pharaoh’s secret gave him such contentment that at his moment of his death, though violent, he departed the mortal world smiling.  For he knew that as long as there was time left in the world, air to breath on Earth,  the great Mother Nile continued to flow, and the Sun God RA made it’s daily race across the sky, he would rest undisturbed for all eternity!  Or would he?   
PHARAOH’S SECRET
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Amenemhet’s Cartouche
I am Today for untold nations and peoples. I am he who protecteth you for millions of years. Whether ye be denizens of heaven, or of the earth, or of the South, or of the North, or of the East, or of the West, the fear of me is in your bodies. I am he whose being hath been wrought in his eye. I shall not die again. My moment is in your bodies, but my forms are in my place of habitation. I am "He who cannot be known." The Red Fiends have their faces directed against me. I am the unveiled one.

Text from the Ancient Egyptian “Book of the Dead”
CHAPTER ONE – MEMPHIS

12TH DYNASTY EGYPT – 1885 BC

(Memphis, Egypt is now Cairo)
Being the Great Pharaoh’s Captain (or Pilot as navigators were called in those days) of the Royal Barge had never been easy.  Regardless the great daily effort, it did provide many privileges in this mortal world that very few would ever get to experience.  For these privileges, Senenmut had given his entire adult life in service to the God King, Pharaoh Amenemhet-I.  In many ways, he was regarded as his master’s slave and at other times, a beloved friend, and secret confidant.  This was no truer than when they were sailing down the majestic Nile together as they often did, leaning along the railing, forearm touching forearm as seeming equals – debating the great mysteries of the world around them.  
The Pharaoh had had to place great trust in the captain since he confided to him that he had never learned to swim and was deathly afraid of drowning.  This rare admonition of mortality for a Pharaoh, was promulgated by necessity, as he learned at an early age, there would be many times throughout his reign that he would have to traverse the great Nile to Karnak and Thebes and other holy places along the river’s banks for religious ceremonies.  Because of the trust given to Senenmut by the Pharaoh to guard against sinking and drowning, there developed an unusual bond over the ensuing years between the two of genuine friendship - if such a thing were at all possible between a mortal man and a living god.

This was the beginning of the 12th Dynasty, almost 2,000 years before the birth of Christ, and for that period of time in the development of Earth’s civilizations, Senenmut and his family had come to enjoy for nearly twenty years now, all that this new world offered in his devoted service as the Pharaoh’s trusted Captain.  Although life was extremely hard in these times, even for the special overseers of industry like himself, Senenmut and his family could imagine no better lifestyle.  They felt very lucky and naturally, somewhat superior to the common working people who also inhabited their crowded and dusty village – something that the ever humble Senenmut never took for granted or allowed his family to overlook.  With their elite social status, they could not imagine anything more in life that they needed or wanted, or that they did not have on a daily basis.  Regardless the many years of sweat and toil to reach his privileged position in life, Senenmut never forgot his roots.  As thanks to the gods and from their hearts, he and his family always felt deep empathy for his neighbors and regularly practiced charitable acts by giving to those in need – clothes, food and sometimes money.  For this, his family was truly beloved by his neighbors, who always included prayers to the gods for them in their nightly offerings.  He was proud of his family and all that he had accomplished, giving him genuine warmth deep down inside.
A large wave crashed over the deck, splashing in all directions, sending an icy handful of water up to Senenmut’s cheek, bringing him from his dream of family and home to the present.  As the Royal Barge continued to sail west and out of sight from the fabled “Gates of Hathor”, into the un-charted, and never before traveled “Sea of the Underworld”, Senenmut shivered with fear, watching his crew sloshed about the decks below -  suddenly realizing he and his ship were ill-equipped for such a journey.  His fears were becoming far more chilling than the frigid waters that were attacking his wooden vessel and Senenmut had a niggling fear that his life would come to a terrifying end sometime soon in this unknown place.  At the very least, he felt he would probably never see his family again or ever enjoy his daily lifestyle, even if the mission were somehow a success.  High atop his place on the bridge of the barge, the cold seas would rarely reach him and he stayed comparatively warm and dry.  Now though, his vivid imagination was creating a more palpable and fearful coldness, deep inside his soul – a journey of the mind that he was unaccustomed to taking.

All things considered he pondered; it was really the Pharaoh’s unusual belief in the God Taweret that he feared most.  Sailing this particular ocean belonging to the god Osiris herself – an ocean no one dare go, along with the mission assigned to Senenmut by the high priests months before, and, the Pharaoh’s strange God, collectively were more than Senenmut had the strength for.  This filled Senenmut with a tremendous fear and trepidation for he and his crew’s future well-being.  He realized, this was no place for any sane person or mere mortal man to be - even with the remains of the god-king himself safely ensconced in his cabin as a passenger, which, he reasoned, would normally protect them on this most perilous voyage.

Grabbing the railing against the ship’s rocking, he now thought back, recalling the exact day, when the Pharaoh Amenemhet-I had died - some six months before, and when both the Pharaoh’s high priest and the Pharaoh’s oldest son Senusret-I came to him and asked him to undertake a most unusual mission - one that had never been accomplished or ever envisioned before.  Even before the Pharaoh’s death he was to learn later, there had been considerable discussion between the Pharaoh, his son, and the priests about what to do with the remains of the God-King when that eventful day finally arrived.  It was paramount in their belief system that the Pharaoh’s mummified remains, all of his possessions including his family, slaves, dogs, and daily accoutrements needed to accompany him to his grave.  Once safely there, if the Pharaoh was pure, worthy and wealthy enough, the gods would come and help him travel to the Netherworld, where the Pharaoh would live forever with his fellow gods.  If, however, the tomb was violated or disturbed in any fashion after burial and his possessions taken, then he could never proceed into the promised afterlife.  His soul would be unequipped to make the long journey, and the gods would abandon him and he would be doomed forever to wander aimlessly in a sort of limbo, miserable for all eternity.  This was any Pharaoh’s greatest fear as he approached the end of his relatively short, Earth-bound life in ancient Egypt.

To this end, the great Pharaoh and his heir apparent son had already taken considerable lengths to build a monumental system of secret underground tombs at the sacred burial site in Thebes.  Never-the-less, there was always that lingering worry that grave robbers would eventually find and someday plunder the royal chambers.  The ever-present tomb-robbers were well known for doing just that, despite great secrecy and the design of the underground tombs.  Preceding centuries in The Valley of the Kings and elsewhere proved that point.  The very thought of such desecration to the tombs sent chills through the priests and especially, the royal family.  Therefore, the plan was hatched, that after the Pharaoh’s death they would pretend to bury the God-King in the elaborately finished tombs, and then sneak the entire, real affair to another, even more secret location.  Obviously, this necessitated the secret manufacture of replicas of everything the Pharaoh owned including the murder and subsequent rituals of one of the Pharaoh’s look-alikes. Surrogate mummies of sacrificed slaves who would then be buried in the tombs during the prescribed rituals, completed the slight of hand.  Thus, if any grave robbers were to desecrate the tombs afterwards, they would only be robbing worthless Nubian slaves, with no treasure being lost to the Pharaoh and no disruption of his travel plans to the Netherworld.
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PHARAOH’S SECRET
CHAPTER TWO – REVELATION 
PRESENT DAY, Wednesday
Rachel Craig, Professor of Archaeology, sat at her old oak desk in her smallish and very cramped university office.  After several years in the same office, she had grown accustomed to the musky smells of age that permeated the old building.  In fact, she actually liked it and equated the strong odors of dust and mildew to history itself and her chosen profession – it suited her just fine.  Finding a few inches of the crowded desk corner to rest her lanky legs on, she leaned back in her old creaky oak chair and stretched, while rotating her feet in small concentric circles to ease her stress.  It had been another long day for her and the call only added to this stress.  
She had just had a very puzzling telephone conversation with a stranger and was trying to digest the information she had received.  After hanging up from the ten-minute conversation, her first thought was, “Of all the archaeologists in the world, why had she been selected by this stranger?”  Following that thought, she immediately wondered whether the call was a hoax or perhaps someone’s elaborate gag.  She would begin to make that determination soon enough, if the stranger was true to his word and faxed a photograph of the object of their discussion.  Many other, lesser questions rapidly dashed across her mind as she sat waiting for the FAX to arrive. 

Deep in thought and pondering the mysterious call, she nearly jumped a foot out of her chair when the FAX machine on the office credenza behind her blasted out its first ring tone.  The machine picked up half way through the second ring and began groaning out a single sheet of a black and white image that she had been expecting.

Though not as good a quality as an original photo, she was nonetheless able to easily make out all the relevant details.  There was a yardstick lying alongside the object in the picture that the photographer thoughtfully added to help the viewer determine scale.  Even with this monotone image, she could well imagine the remaining vibrant colors the caller had described only minutes before, and true enough, it did look like something from ancient Egypt as he had promised.  The object appeared to be roughly two and half feet wide, by three and a half feet tall, made out of wood, and very old and authentic looking.  What she was unable to determine as she sat there studying the faxed image, was what the many pictograms or hieroglyphs on the flat surface were trying to say.  Oddly enough she thought, this caller had picked someone with the wrong specialty in archaeology – whether intentionally or unintentionally.

That thought made her instantly think about Marta Pruitt, a fellow professor, also at the University, who specialized in Egyptian history.  Of all the people, she knew, near or far, Marta was considered tops in her field and. lucky for her, just down the hall.  She looked at her wall clock and found it was now a quarter to five.  If she wanted to see Marta right away, she would have to do it now, as she normally left from her posted regular office hours promptly at five.  Rachel grabbed the FAX and hurriedly walked out of her office and down the hall a short distance.

Marta’s dark walnut stained door had a small sign posted on the upper obscure glass panel that read “PRIVATE OFFICE.- PLEASE KNOCK BEFORE ENTERING”.  Rachel gently rapped on the glass and was told, “Come”.  As she entered the equally old and tiny cubicle, Marta was just finishing what seemed to Rachel to be a personal telephone call.  She awkwardly tried to get rid of the person on the other end, and, unlike her normally calm demeanor, actually blushed, surprising Rachel.  Marta was unusually effusive in her greeting and asked Rachel to take a chair.  Rachel could not help but notice, how clean and organized Marta’s office was in comparison to her own.  The chair was free of the usual books, magazines and various and sundry trade journals that occupied her few office chairs.  She took the offered seat as Marta graciously asked her about her reason for the rare visit.

Rachel produced the faxed photocopy of the supposed Egyptian artifact and asked, “What do you make of that?”  Marta tossed aside her long golden hair and reached to the corner of her spotless desk, retrieving a large magnifying lens.  After several minutes of careful study, Marta laid down the glass and asked Rachel “Where did you get this?  It appears to be a genuine artifact of Egyptian origin, but the contents that I have roughly translated, indicates that it couldn’t possibly be real!”  
“That’s what I was hoping.  That you would be able to translate this and tell me exactly what the hieroglyphs say.  Can you?” Rachel anxiously asked. 
 “Well.  If I were to believe what seems to be written here, history as we have come to know it Rachel would have to be drastically rewritten!” Marta said with a slight display of sarcasm.  
“Oh? Why?” 

Marta shoved the image closer to Rachel’s side of the desk and began pointing out the individual hieroglyphs as she made a loose translation.  Rachel quietly listened to the translation, storing many questions in her head to ask Marta when she was done, but her heart began to race at the infinite possibilities her mind offered to the new questions.

Five minutes later, when Marta stopped speaking, Rachel could only sit there in complete disbelief at what she had just heard.  “So you’re telling me…”’ as Rachel slowly and carefully chose the correct words, “…that this says an Egyptian Royal Barge actually made a trip west, thousands of miles and across the Atlantic Ocean with the remains of a deceased Pharaoh?  I have never heard of anything as preposterous as that!  This has to be a hoax!”

Marta just sat back in her black leather chair with her hands clamped behind her neck and let the other woman say all she had to say in response to her translation.  When Rachel finished her sputtering, Marta slowly leaned forward, put her hands flat on the desk and said, “I know, I know!  As you may know Rachel, there aren’t many people in the entire world who know Egyptian history as well as I do?  Unless there were records that once existed in the ancient library at Alexandria that were long ago incinerated, there has never been the slightest evidence found to show that the ancient mariners of the Mediterranean ever ventured very far outside of the Straight of Gibraltar and into the Atlantic Ocean, much less sailed across it to western shores.  There simply is no evidence of ancient sailors from that period ever venturing into the Atlantic or any remains found in the Western hemisphere, that they ever made it here.  If it were somehow true, like I said earlier, history would have to be totally rewritten.  As I sit here and think about it Rachel, the implications that such a find would generate, would be profound to the extreme!  Why, just think about the relevance to the Mayan, Aztec, Incan and other indigenous peoples of this hemisphere and our current belief of their history?  If this was true, then all of that would by necessity, have to be re-examined and history re-written.  However, without seeing this artifact in person, and just from this image alone, I would have to say, that it does look like the real thing, which begs this statement - if true, you are on to something very, very big here!”

As before, Rachel sat dumbfounded, working the facts over in her head of what Marta had just calmly laid before her.  “So you think this isn’t a hoax and is really worth pursuing?”  
“Rachel, I have great respect for you as a Native American Archaeologist and a colleague of mine here in Albuquerque.  So I will say this with all seriousness; I could never imagine telling you anything other than the plain, unvarnished facts from my observations, without, may I add any embellishment!  My last comments on this subject is, whoever passed this along to you and for whatever reason or reasons, I am fairly convinced this object is worthy of further study, and you should do whatever you need to do, to get this in our…oops…excuse me, your possession!  Where did this man say he found this?”

“I didn’t” Rachel sighed as she digested what Marta had just so emphatically offered.  “The man, who called less than an a half hour ago, claimed he was calling from a suburb of Corpus Christi, Texas.  He said he found this piece of wood sticking out of the sand on a beach just south of there after a recent tropical storm.  I suppose, from what you’re telling me, I need to make arrangements to go there and retrieve the artifact so that you can see it up close and personal?  Once I’m back, you and I can do a carbon dating procedure on it to verify its age.  Are you interested in collaborating with me on this Marta?  I know nothing about ancient Egypt and really need someone of your expertise.  By the way Marta, one other thing…about how old would you guess this object is?”

“The pharaoh depicted in these three symbols or cartouches, clearly spells out the name of Amenemhet-I, and we know from old archaeological digs in Thebes, Egypt at the royal tombs found there, that he dates from the beginning of the12th Dynasty.  That extrapolates to roughly 4,000 years ago Rachel!  And, as an added thought to ponder, the remains of what we believe to be the royal mummies of both Amenemhet-I and his son Senusret-I, were also found there, at Thebes, although ancient grave robbers presumably took everything else worthy of study - long ago.  Nevertheless, we have very vivid wall writings left there that tell us both were in fact buried at that location and not somewhere else.  Actually, there were far more indications of this fact.  Far more than any other place we have yet to discover in any royal tomb in Egypt as a matter of fact.  It’s too bad that the royal chambers were looted though, because there is very strong evidence and speculation that the treasure buried with the two pharaohs would have been monumental in size and scope!  If we are to believe this new evidence, I hesitate to offer any further conjecture on what we might be looking at.”  

Marta continued her history lesson, “Let me also give you a brief rundown on what we Egyptologists already know about this Pharaoh.  Amenemhet-I built his tomb at Thebes and was buried there by his son and successor Pharaoh Senusret-I around 1962 B.C.  This story comes to us mostly by “The Story Sinuhe” – the Royal Scribe of the Pharaoh.  If that name somehow sounds familiar, it’s because Hollywood made a movie called “The Egyptian” in the 50’s but incorrectly placed Sinuhe in a later Dynasty and time and with a different Pharaoh.  Anyway, as Sinuhe’s story goes, Amenemhet-I was the 1st ruler of the 12th Dynasty, which we also now call, the beginning of the Middle Kingdom.  Also, according to the story, his son and some think co-regency or ruler for his father’s last ten years, hurried back from a military campaign in Libya, when he heard about a plot to murder his father.  He arrived too late to save his father, but somehow managed to escape the same fate planned for him.  Supposedly, Amenemhet’s own personal bodyguard was the assassin.   He was buried in the ancient village at el-Lisht just south of Cairo in a pyramid near the three largest one’s we all know about, 3,997 years ago.”

“Well then, it’s settled then isn’t it Marta?!  I’ll go back to my office and make arrangements to meet with this mysterious telephone man as soon as possible in Corpus Christi, negotiate a purchase of the artifact, and see you back here in a day or two.  I can’t even begin to understand how or why he picked me to tell this to, but I’m certainly up for the game.”
“Please be careful Rachel.  This man is a total stranger and who knows what sort of nefarious reason he has in mind besides wanting to make a quick buck?”
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As Rachel winged her way southeast toward Corpus Christi aboard the Southwest Airlines commuter turboprop, she carefully reviewed all that she had learned the day before and practiced how she would handle this stranger who had called with the seemingly incredible find.  All things considered, this had to be a hoax or, at the least, some strange anomaly caused by ocean tides that delivered this piece of flotsam across two seas and one ocean and then depositing it on a distant shore.  It just couldn’t be real.  According to Marta, though, the object appeared real, and for that at least, even a piece of washed-up 4,000-year-old wood was worth acquiring!  However, the only way to really determine that was to buy it and fly it back to the University for extensive testing and scrutiny – hoax or not.

The 720-mile trip took about three hours, leaving her at the curb of CCI Airport waiting for the next taxi to the Sandy Beach Motel around eleven AM that morning.  It had been a long time since she had been to the seashore and she was looking forward to the salt air and the memories of her teen years on the beaches of southern California.  It was for this reason she decided to stay in a seaside motel rather than the Hyatt Regency downtown. As she stood in the shade of the portico, she began to notice the humidity and the promise of a very hot day in mid-June.  She also felt that this was probably a typical day along the shores of the Caribbean this time of year.  She vowed to enjoy it regardless the uncomfortable feeling.
After settling into her ocean view room and opening the French doors to the gentle breeze, Rachel figured it was time to call the man who found the object and the reason for her visit.  “Frankie” was all the name she was given when they first talked.  He told her she didn’t need to know anymore than that.  Now she wondered if that is his real name.  Frankie answered on the first ring and insisted that they take care of business sooner, rather than later that same day.  Since she was anxious to get back to Albuquerque on the earliest flight the next morning, she agreed to meet “Frankie”, at his request, in the neighboring Perko’s Restaurant waiting area in one hour or about 2:00 PM.  

When she walked across the lot about five minutes to the designated meeting time, “Frankie” was already there, leaning against a dented and rusted old lime-green Jimmie pickup watching her.  He was short, wore baggy “gangsta” style clothes like those that the younger kids wore and had a toothpick dangling from his mouth.  His voice was scratchy and had a distinct Bayou twang to it, signaling to her, his true origins.  “Frankie” wore a smirk on his mouth and was obviously checking her over from head to foot and back again as she approached.  His jet-black hair was “slicked” straight back and matched his heavy eyebrows that nearly joined in the middle.  To complete the sleazy image, he wore an assortment of cheap jewelry consisting of a gold and black onyx pinkie ring on his left hand, a heavy gold necklace exposed and laying on his purple short-sleeved shirt and an old-fashioned silver I.D. bracelet.  However, what was most disturbing about his image to Rachel, was the featureless, solid black eyes, that stared, unblinking into hers as they talked.  They reminded her of Adolph Hitler or Charles Manson pictures she had seen.

He dismissed her idea of going inside and having something cool to drink and was quick to tell her he wanted to get down to business instead.  He dropped the squeaky tailgate and pulled a grungy blanket towards the rear that apparently held the artifact.  There he hesitated and turned to ask Rachel if she had brought enough money.  
Surprised by his eagerness she stuttered, “Why no! If, and that’s a very big, we’ll talk about money when I decide this is not a hoax…”  
He interrupted “Ain’t no hoax lady!”  I assure you I found this here object like I said, not too far south of here on the beach.  I’m pretty sure it’s real, cause I think they are doin some kinda dig there right now, where I says I found this here thing.”  
She asked how he managed to get her name and number.  He let a long pause go by and answered, “I done me some research and asked round, got me some names and numbers, mostly men and, bein’ a lady’s man, decided I liked yours best.  So I called and bingo, here y’ar.  Ain’t no more complicated than that.  Okay?  Your curiosity satisfied?”  
“Okay.  Okay.  Let me see what you have there.”  
Without further discussion, he roughly tore away the blanket and, in doing so, tore off a small splinter of wood near one corner.  Rachel’s breath caught in her throat as she was already thinking this was a 4,000-year-old relic and was now being further damaged by this country bumpkin.  It was as she had envisioned the size to be – thanks to the picture-incorporated yardstick and even more realistic looking than the FAX photo had managed to display.

After studying the object for several minutes and running a thumb carefully over the corner surface where he had broke off the chunk of wood, Rachel asked how much he wanted.  “I figure this here thing might be worth some big money, otherwise you wouldn’ta been here so damn fast.  Would ya?  I was kinda thinking maybe bout ten thousand dollars.”  
His cold and calculating dark eyes locked on to Rachel as he made his demands.  Rachel unnerved by his stare, choked at the number proposed, making Frankie say, “You got a problem with that number lady, cause I can take it ta someone else and see ifin they want it for that amount see?” 
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t pay what you asked, but I have settled on a number already of around $4,000 if, it is real, and if I find out from the local police that something of this nature hasn’t been recently stolen.  You do seem awfully anxious to part with it and collect your money.  Why is that Frankie?  How bout I offer you instead $4,000 here and now and include a promise not to visit the police?”

Frankie thought the offer over.  Finally he took the toothpick from his mouth, making a smacking sound as he did so.  “Make it $5,000 right here and now Ms. Craig and you got yourself a deal!”  
Though Rachel was equally anxious to consummate this deal and take her latest possession back to her motel room, she let Frankie simmer a few minutes in the blazing afternoon heat, pretending to ponder the very generous counteroffer.  “Okay, five it is.  But I don’t have that on me, so you will either have to take a check or follow me to the nearest Bank of the West, if they have one here, where I can get cash to give you. Your choice?”  
Frankie quickly shot back “What?  Fuck.  You mean you ain’t got the money with you!?  Damn women!  Look here then.  Since there’s one of those branches I know of not too far from here, and since you ain’t got no car, I’ll drive you to the bank, get my money and be done with it and you.”  
She nervously agreed to ride with this stranger the short distance to the bank.  Once at the bank, it slightly unnerved her that he actually followed her into the building, and watched her every move from a center work island.  A half hour later, he deposited her and the blanket-wrapped artifact back at her motel room door and peeled rubber from the parking lot as he and the money in his lime-green “junker” disappeared around a corner.

Rachel was glad that she and the artifact were now safely locked behind the door of her motel room and away from the disturbing Redneck.  He gave her the serious creeps.  In the relative cool comfort of the dehumidified and air-conditioned room, Rachel carefully unwrapped the blanket that he had loosely surrounding the artifact.  There it was, in all its true presence for her to touch and study.  It was amazing, that after all these years; there remained some faint pigmentation on the ancient, carved wood.  There were reds, various shades of blue, white, and yellow.  Here and there in a few crevasses, was the glint of the remaining gold leaf once used.  Even more amazing, was the wood hadn’t rotted from exposure to the salt water on the beach.  True, it was very soft and delicate, but intact nonetheless. After more than an hour viewing the object, Rachel wrapped the object in bubble-wrap she had brought along and placed it in an oversized suitcase-like box provided by the university’s archaeology department, applied a small padlock, and slid the case under the bed.  She eschewed the idea of leaving it alone and going out to dinner, instead ordering a pizza delivered from a nearby pizzeria advertised on the nightstand placard.  

She had a hard time falling asleep later that evening. Even a steamy new Daniel Steele paperback failed to take her mind off the object stowed under her bed and the sleazy “Frankie” character.  It seemed, he unnerved her more than should would have guessed and for some inexplicable reason, his comments repeatedly replayed over and over in her mind as she struggled to fall asleep.  It would be a long and busy day tomorrow she reasoned – The airport, the flight, taxis, and later in the day, meeting with Marta and beginning the testing and analysis at the university.  Slowly Rachel found peace in the myriad details of the following day’s business and drifted into a deep sleep.
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CHAPTER THREE – 12TH DYNASTY EGYPT – 1885 BC
In the Mediterranean Sea
The Great Pharaoh was dead - Not from complications of old age, but from an assassin’s knife.  Senusret-I rushed back from a military campaign to assume command, arrange for his father’s funeral and to capture his murderer.  Shortly afterwards, Senenmut was told by Senusret-I, to “prepare the Royal Barge for a long trip that would involve great dangers to a place he had never sailed before”, and to “make the Royal Barge as tight and strong as he knew how.”  He was also told, “To assemble his crew with nothing but the best men he could find and to do so in utter secrecy.”  
As the nearly six months went by and the Pharaoh’s remains rested and were painstakingly prepared for the afterlife in the House of the Dead, Senenmut speculated about the mission yet to be revealed to him and wondered where in the known world he could be sent. He hadn’t been given any clues about the false burial or the task that was about to befall him.  He simply did as ordered by the priests and the new Pharaoh and, of course, did the tasks with honor and a true belief that the gods themselves had ordained his future, regardless the severity of the pending assignment.

Senenmut was very proud of the Royal Barge that he commanded.  It was unlike anything that sailed the Nile in size, shape, and grandeur.  The boat was constructed of Cedar wood from faraway Phoenicia (modern Lebanon) and was tightly linked together with leather straps and mortises of ebony wood - much in the style of the common boats that plied the Nile everyday.  Except for the general shape or outline as viewed from the side by anyone who looked.  That is where the similarity ended.  The Royal Barge was significantly larger in every direction.  Its hull stood nearly two times the height of a tall man from the water line at the sides, was 60 cubits wide and nearly 200 cubits long (A cubit is approx. 20.63 inches).  It had three different levels below deck and two above – one at the bottom for ballasting of rocks and a level above that for rowers, slaves, and food provisions.  The level just above that and just below deck was for cargo, tradesmen, and priests.  The upper level housed all of the normal royal functions – royal living chambers, dining hall, kitchen, temple and of course the captain’s quarters - as small as it was.  At the rear was a large tiller, which steered the rudder below, along with other miscellaneous navigational equipment.  Four large round Cedar masts held huge, square, and heavy linen sails when the wind was strong and oarsmen weren’t needed.  All visible surfaces were covered and adorned with vivid paint or gilded in precious gold leaf.  Whenever the Royal Barge sailed up or down the Nile, the banks were packed with the curious, the awe inspired, and the dutiful worshippers of the Pharaoh.

The time had finally come when the plan was revealed in much detail to Senenmut and he listened with much humility, all the while wondering at his own strength and abilities to carry out such a Herculean task.  To avoid future desecration of the Pharaoh’s tomb, it was decided, that the Royal Barge would be secretly sailed down the Nile and then west across the great known sea to the North, into the “Sea of the Gods” (once out of the sacred Nile River).  Further west, they would sail through the “Gates of Hathor” at the westerly end and into the dreaded “Sea of the Underworld”.  That was something that no mortal man had ever heard of, or, for that matter, that Senenmut had ever dared to do.  His ultimate task was to sail westward across this unknown sea until a similar geography closer to the supposed location of the Netherworld could be found.  There, they would search for a suitable spot, construct a new tomb, perform the requisite rituals and leave the Pharaoh and his property far from the reaches of the bravest of grave robbers –untouched hopefully by the great unwashed for all eternity.  

After the prescribed period of mourning and the lengthy preparation of bodies and tombs, the ritualistic burial in the underground tombs at el Lisht (near Cairo and the three prominent pyramids) took place with ritual and celebration.  Afterwards, began the secret loading of the real Pharaoh and his possessions aboard the barge.  One last act of vital importance remained – to silence anyone who had knowledge of the secret plan.  Thousands of workers at places like the Royal Barge, The House of the Dead, the burial tombs and even subordinate priests and their entourage were silenced for all eternity and buried in a mass grave deep in the desert.  This would help insure the Pharaoh’s chances of making his required afterlife passage to the Netherworld.
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It all seemed so daring and important to Senenmut months before, when he first heard the details, and just shortly before departing Egypt.  Now months later and far from his home and in the sea of the gods, he had other thoughts - thoughts about his homeland, his family and his possessions.  Aboard the Royal Barge, were minor priests who would protect the passage and he felt comfortable in his knowledge and faith, that they would protect he and his crew.  Senenmut so deeply believed in the new deities the Pharaoh worshipped, that he wondered, how could they not protect his ship and crew?  Regardless of the god’s protections, there came nagging thoughts about the potential dangers and future that beset him during the quiet hours alone in his small cabin.  Moreover, it would be all the more perilous once they passed the “Gates of Hathor” and into the unknown, mysterious and frightening Underworld Sea to the west.

Here, in his private cabin, Senenmut would lay atop his straw covered narrow bunk listening to the constant creaking of the ship’s wood components.  A small oil lantern hung over his built-in desk that cast a pale glow over the smallish and sparse interior.  At 37, Senenmut knew he was reaching his golden years and that, typical for his time, most men rarely made it past their fortieth birth date.  He reckoned though, he still had a few more years to spend enjoying the fruits of his many years of hard labor in total dedication to the new Pharaoh.  At home, he had sons and other subordinates that would handle most of the strenuous daily work, which left him with many idle hours to spend leisurely lying in his courtyard or interacting with one of his many wives or grandchildren.  He was thinking now, in his cabin, about the shade from the olive tree that cooled his home’s courtyard and the usual mead beverage he would slowly sip while relaxing at the end of his long workdays.

Tall for his time at five feet six inches, Senenmut was in excellent health, broad-shouldered with tufts of graying hair covering them, which fell down his back.  The hair on his head was still mostly dark brown but unlike his shoulders, was thinning at the crown of his head.  His skin was like that of cured olives and with large green piercing eyes, muscular upper body and trim midsection, made him a formidable sight to whomever he encountered.  Born to a poor family, he had worked hard during his young apprenticeship years to learn the skills of sailing various types of boats and of the vagrancies of the life-giving Mother Nile.  Eventually, a merchant ship owner had rewarded him with his own captaincy of a large grain vessel where he came to the attention of the Pharaoh’s court, and for two years, hauled giant granite obelisks from the quarries to Karnak.  Shortly afterwards, he was assigned his permanent and privileged position as the Pharaoh’s captain on the Royal Barge, and, as they say, the rest was a matter of history as he spent nearly the next twenty years serving the royal house and his King.

In short, there was no one in the entire known world who was deemed as capable by the Pharaoh’s son Senusret-I, to captain this large ship to its intended destination.  Besides his years of sailing knowledge, there was his cantankerous nature and muscular physique that assured the well-wishers and the crew alike, that he indeed was going to be the master of his ship for as long as it took.

It was here in this tiny cabin that Senenmut, ever the consummate captain, scribbled his thoughts onto papyrus sheaves.  With quill and ink, he carefully chronicled events, both past and present, into this daily log.  When full, he assiduously sealed them with wax in fired clay jars against the moisture of the sea.  In this manner, he was like all Egyptian captains of industry, who learned to record their efforts.  Here he also wrote about his lifelong friend Amenemhet.
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER TWO – REVELATION TOO

Thursday

Early the next morning, before Rachel checked out of the motel to go to the airport, and while it was still cool outside, decided to take a short walk along the beach.  The sun had just begun to rise in the East and there was no one besides her that she could see, who had claimed the expansive beach.  With a small grin and a purposeful stride, she headed south, walking on the firmer wet sand nearest the gentle ripples of water of the bay, stopping occasionally to admire the odds and end flotsam washed up during the night’s high tide.  

She reveled in the memories of the beach from her teen years and the “beachy”, primordial smells that bombarded her senses.  She always took pride in her physical appearance and viewed power walking as a way to keep trim.  Especially, she thought, her shapely legs and golden tan.  Rachel easily forgot about the time and the distance she had walked.  Barely visible in the distance was some sort of activity on the beach.  She was curious about what it might be and continued in that direction, forgetful of her early morning flight.  As she approached, it was readily apparent to her trained eye, that this was definitely an archaeological dig, with a grid work of yellow nylon strings, multiple and varying levels of cube-shaped excavation, and the constructed sand berms on the bay side to ward off the twice daily high tides.  

A lone night watchman slowly came around to her side of the site, where she was standing against the perimeter rope barricade.  The friendly young man informed her, that this was indeed an excavation of a surprising find that he knew little about and suggested that, “If she’s interested, the head guy should be here around eight, if she’d like to wait a short while for him to get here.”  It then occurs to her, that she has a taxi and a plane to catch.  Looking at her watch, she is startled to find she has already taken a half hour longer than she intended and there is now no way to walk back and make her reserved flight time.  She decides to stay and wait since it is also apparent this archaeological site is unearthing a very large and odd-shaped ship from beneath the densely packed wet sand.  “Could this be the same place where her artifact came?” Rachel asks herself.

Fifteen minutes later, Dick “Swede” Johnson appears from over the nearby sand dune with a small army of college students and other volunteers trailing behind him.  Always a congenial man, he walks up to Rachel and introduces himself as Swede, the chief surveyor of the dig.  They recognize each other’s names from within the small community of archaeologists though they have never had the pleasure of meeting.  
As a professional courtesy, Swede informs Rachel, “That what they have found here goes beyond all expectations and is becoming much discussed in the local area as the find of the century!”  
When she comments, “It appears to be a large and odd-shaped ship, and doesn’t seem to fit with anything she’s studied in this hemisphere!”

 Swede blurts out, “I should say not Professor Craig!  Unbelievably, I think we have something here from antiquity! From what we’ve unearthed so far, with this vessel’s unique carvings and construction, etc. it leads us to strongly believe, a craft from the Middle East.  More specifically, not just anywhere in the Middle East, but somewhere in Egypt!  Stranger yet, is that we think this ship is thousands of years old and may even pre-date the Spanish and the Vikings arrival here in the Western Hemisphere by a significant period of time!”

Becoming quickly caught up in the action before her, Rachel asked in a high-pitched voice, “So have you found any artifacts yet that you can show me Dr. Johnson?” 
“Indeed we have professor.  Moreover, please call me Swede.  Come along with me to my trailer and I will show you the remarkable pieces collected, mapped and photographed thus far.  We haven’t had time to have anyone with the proper expertise to analyze the artifacts yet, so we can’t tell with any certainty, whether or not my preliminary observations as to age and origin are correct.  Nevertheless, you can see for yourself okay?  Come!” 

Rachel found herself holding her breath in anticipation while they walked the short distance up the beach to the trailer nestled against the high sand dune, which was covered with wild grasses and indigenous wild flowers.  As they entered, there was little room to walk with almost every conceivable space occupied by large and small artifacts – almost all carved entirely from wood, some with paint, some without, but all clearly ancient Egyptian in appearance and origin.  Rachel exhaled loudly as she stood there taking it all in.  Her knees were wobbly and she slid down against the open door jamb to sit on the sandy metal flooring surprising Swede who inquired to her health.

Nodding her head that she was okay, she reached up for Swede’s offered hand.  Rachel found herself easily comforted by this stranger.  Not just a fellow archaeological colleague to Rachel, his mannerisms invited a sort of professional kinship.  He was also an easy-going and likeable man with a pleasant face.  Swede, typical of most archaeologists who spent considerable time baking under the sun at many excavation sites, was prematurely aged with tanned and leathery skin, replete with an outdoorsman’s wrinkles.  That, along with his pre-mature baldness, gold wire-rimmed glasses, and forty extra pounds, suggested a man in his late fifties rather than his real age of 43.  Despite the similarity to her own age of 36, Rachel readily felt relaxed by someone she felt she had known for a long time and thought of this man as more of a father-figure type than her contemporary.

As Swede was assisting her from the floor, Rachel said, “I’m fine Swede! Just let me catch my breath.  “This is all so totally amazing and hard to digest! The day before yesterday, I got a FAX photo image of a similar artifact from someone here in Corpus Christi.  I had our resident Egyptian expert, Dr. Pruitt look over the object in the image.  From what she was able to determine from what was sent to us, it appears to be very real and her translations of the old hieroglyphs place the artifact at roughly circa 2,000 B.C.!  Moreover, that’s exactly why I’m down here.  Yesterday, I purchased that rather large artifact, just like the ones I’m seeing here, from a questionable person for $5,000 to take back to New Mexico for further study.  I was totally unaware of your current project and am now flabbergasted to find the potential source of that artifact I bought.  In addition to all I have mentioned, your excavation is so unbelievably far along, which is sort of disorienting to me.  I am now left with the suspicion that the piece I have came from this very site and perhaps was stolen from your collection, since I had a very hard time believing anything this man told me.  Have you noticed anything missing Swede?”

“Yes! I’m aware of Dr. Pruitt’s expertise Dr. Craig.  She is highly recognized in her specific field isn’t she? Swede asked Rachel.  
“The best I’m told.” Rachel answered.

Swede continued, “We really haven’t had the time or the budget to have everything cataloged yet Rachel.  We have just been storing whatever we find under lock and key in this trailer and posting a private security guard at night when we go home.  It’s likely your artifact came from this site.  Whether taken before we started here or afterwards, I can’t say.” Swede told Rachel.  “I suppose it is possible that someone got into the trailer and helped themselves to the artifact you now own.  Or… maybe, now that I think about it, with the help of that young man we hired to guard the place at night.  In either case, it’s not all that important.  Because of the size of our recent find, we haven’t even had the time to write up our discovery and post the story in the trade journals.  If what you’re saying is true from Dr. Pruitt’s observations, then perhaps it’s high time we get the necessary funding and begin seriously processing and documenting our work?  I would be grateful if I could have you and your fellow colleagues in Albuquerque work with us on this Rachel.  It seems you have the necessary resources and proper credentials in the subject that we lack here in Texas.”   
Rachel agreed without hesitation, adding, “That if this find were authentic, it would have serious implications about accepted written history for all of the North American Continent, and perhaps the entire civilized world!  By the way Swede, what are those sealed clay jars about?  Have you opened any yet to see what’s inside?”
“Yes we have.  We have opened several already.  At first, we suspected that they were food vessels much like Roman amphora’s containing wine, olives, or other perishable things, even though they seemed too small for that purpose.  What we found are very brittle papyrus writings in hieroglyphics that we haven’t had the time to translate.  They appear to come from a small cabin area within the perimeter of the ship.  We now suspect them to be some sort of journal or daily log perhaps kept by the captain.  Which reminds me…We haven’t found any skeletons amongst the ruins.  Either they have washed away eons ago or this wasn’t a wreck caused by some ancient hurricane and this large ship was deliberately “beached” here.”
Rachel asked, “May I take the few journals that you’ve already removed with me back to Albuquerque for analysis?”

“Anything you think you can safely carried with you Rachel, you are most welcome to since we seem to now working together.”

____

Using her cell phone, Rachel was able to change her takeoff time until early afternoon and stay and converse at some length with Swede about their new master plan. Swede even agreed to her bringing in another knowledgeable colleague to help, whom she had yet to pick. Later, Swede offered to drive her back to her motel in his old and battered Jeep, collect her things and deposit her at the curb of the Southwest Airlines terminal by early afternoon.  

Flying westward and home that Wednesday afternoon, Rachel’s head was overwhelmed with all she had seen and learned in the past few days.  However, she was very happy to have stumbled onto the shipwreck site and more than glad to meet the charming Dr. Johnson.

However, Rachel kept coming back to the odd set of circumstances that seemed to have dumped this whole thing, magically in her lap.  “Were they just merely coincidences, or was there some other action at play?  In addition, how was it possible that a small-time, little-known Indian archaeologist like her selected by Mr. Beaurigard?  She was 800 miles from Corpus Christi, in Albuquerque, and somehow got selected from random, out of the possible thousands of archaeologists practicing in the US?  Why was Swede so eager to share his discovery with such a stranger?  “I sure wouldn’t, if I were in his shoes!”, she thought.“ Why not keep all the accolades to himself?”
She wondered most of all, “If it was even remotely possible that early North American Indians were somehow influenced by contact with ancient Egyptians?  Certainly, there were many in her field that speculated for over a century now, on the similarities between the Egyptian and Mayan pyramids, hieroglyphics, mathematical skills and astronomical knowledge.  For that matter, the Aztecs, the Inca and even the southwestern Indians all were as equally skilled or exhibited much the same high degrees of advanced knowledge in the those subjects.  Some even speculated on an ancient land mass called Atlantis that no longer existed, that aided the ancient mariners in reaching the new world.”  Her mind was rocked by this monumental new theory and its implications.  She eventually fell asleep during the last hour of her flight in her cramped seat, waking as the small commuter jet’s wheels touched-down at Albuquerque’s airport later that afternoon.  
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CHAPTER FIVE – 12TH DYNASTY EGYPT – 1885 BC
The Atlantic Ocean 

Westward the ungainly river barge sailed for 163 risings and fallings of Ra the God of the Sun.  Strong storms threatened the mission on many occasions and accidents took the lives of 17 of the crew, while seasickness and other unknown maladies claimed the lives of another 12 – all totaled, about 10% of the ships compliment.  Some of those lost had worked for Senenmut for many years and he genuinely grieved for their loss and hoped the gods would look after them.  Despite the great loss of life, Senenmut was sure he had enough men to fulfill the task required of him – to safely arrive in the Netherworld and to build a suitable tomb for the Pharaoh.

During the long passage, heavy linen sails were damaged or completely lost in storms and were either repaired by skilled crewmembers or replaced by spares that were brought along for such eventualities.  Broken or damaged pieces of the wood structure on the barge were handled in similar fashion and the royal assemblage continued to sail westward, following the stars, into the unknown.  Since Senenmut had no experience with a sea as large and turbulent as the Atlantic, he had no reason to fear the integrity of the ship’s construction. With the best cured Cedar beams, timbers and planks from Phoenicia and quality craftsmanship using mortise and tenon joints, there was, in his mind, absolutely no reason to fear any rough sea.  The Egyptians, he knew, were the world’s best ship builders.  For this, he was grateful since this new sea was far worse than anything he had ever imagined or experienced in the Mediterranean.

Long before, ancient mariners who sailed lengthy voyages down the East coast of Africa or to India, discovered sea-grass to supplement their own diets and any animals they brought along.  Naturally, they were unaware of the necessary vitamin C that prevented scurvy, but knew that whatever was in the grass, was something they couldn’t do without.  Therefore, a huge stock of sea grass was fed to both the men and horses aboard the barge daily.  Horses were kept in the hold and fed, groomed and exercised continually by the large contingent of the Pharaoh’s Cavalrymen.  Fortunately, only one horse died to the lengthy journey.
Weeks and months passed outside the Gates of Hathor and the temperature of each passing day seemed to be getting warmer and more humid he noticed.  Perhaps this was an indication they were getting closer to the land promised by the priests, in their visions, which would be much like their native Egypt.  They sailed close to many landmasses, some small and some very large, all having very dense vegetation and not being very worthy of consideration.  At times, Senenmut could actually see sandy shoals not far below and through the clear waters flowing past the barge.  Unusual fish appeared as well and he took these to be either gods, hitherto unknown to mortal man, or emissaries of the gods and a portent of their arrival.  Almost daily, another crewmember would come down with some strange illness or complain of dwindling water and food.  He knew full well, that either they arrived at the final destination soon, or the mission would come to a tragic end in the mysterious “Sea of the Underworld”.  “Perhaps that is what the gods intended all along?” he speculated to himself, “Since no mortal man should ever have dared entering such a forbidden place!”
Senenmut prayed in his cabin every chance he got to every god he knew of and especially for deliverance by the Pharaoh’s new God Taweret, which meant “The Great One” and “Mistress of the Horizon”.  He knew this new god was also linked to the most powerful Osiris, The “God of the Underworld” in whose kingdom they now trespassed.  Carved into a beam over his small bed, was the single “eye” of Osiris that looked after he and his crew’s welfare and whose image he made his daily shrine for prayer.  There was no more powerful god in all of ancient Egypt except for Ra and Senenmut did all he could to worship these and make peace with the two gods, Osiris and Taweret.

Often times, he would think about the new god Taweret and the many whisperings he had overheard between the priests aboard the barge when they thought no one was around.  They themselves were not sure of this new deity championed by the late Pharaoh and his son Senusret.  To be sure, they felt that an association with Osiris made the god Taweret a powerful one indeed.  They whispered discretely about various odd happenings that gave them concern, that this new god may perhaps be more powerful in certain ways than Osiris.  If Taweret was not more powerful, he had at least had new, different, as or an as-yet experienced power(s) that Osiris did not have.  He could hear the worry in the priest’s muffled discussions when they gathered on the deck in the coolness of the nights.  If this weren’t enough to raise the hairs on the back of his neck, then the very thought for Senenmut of the images of the twin sarcophagi in the hold did.

The twin sarcophagi, one for the first wife of the Pharaoh and one for himself, were carved from a very rare, indigo colored and slightly translucent alabaster stone quarried from the Upper Nile region.  These images represented Taweret who was considered, among many other things, the “God Protector of Childbirth”.  The Pharaoh had reasoned, that by resting his sacred remains in such a vessel, both he and his wife would perhaps be “re-born”, fresh, together in the Afterlife.  The indigo shapes fully resembled that of stone Hippopotami.  At first glance Senenmut thought, they were as comical in every way as the real ones that he had often seen on the Nile.  However, he noticed every time he started to walk away as the image of the two sarcophagi waned in the corner of his eyes, both pairs of Hippo’s eyes seemed to follow.  Not only follow, but also seemed to leer in a frightening manner.  The very recollection later in his cabin would cause him to tremble as he felt there was some evil or foreboding warning associated with the stare of those following eyes.  To do nothing but conjure up the god’s name Taweret on one’s tongue, it was said, was to invite catastrophe to yourself and your family in the way of unspeakable events.  The sooner this mission was done and he returned east to his homeland and family, the happier he would be!  

The captain wholeheartedly believed in what the Pharaoh and his high priests told him about the world.  For it was through their divine connection and relationships with the unseen gods that the true living god of Pharaoh kept balance on Earth.  Without that balance, there would be chaos upon the land – crops would fail, women and livestock would become barren, and pestilence would visit the land in unspeakable ways, etc.  Therefore, it was truly incumbent upon this captain of the Pharaoh’s royal barge to reach their destination and fulfill the mission given him. 
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They sailed for weeks and then months in a more or less direct line westward using the ever present stars as their guide, constantly fearing failure and destruction at the hands of the very gods that they worshipped daily.  Every destructive storm and rough sea was likely to bring with it, their last breath in this land of the living.  The captain and his large crew had no way of knowing whether the gods favored their trespassing on these sacred seas.  “Perhaps the gods created the many difficulties they experienced, to test their resolve and worthiness?”  Senenmut said openly to himself in his cabin.  For deliverance, he prayed in the privacy of his small cabin as often as he could. 

Then came weeks of windless doldrums, where slaves monotonously beat the waves to keep the large ship going in the proper direction.  On these increasingly windless days, the heat became unbearable and Senenmut took refuge from the midday Sun in his cabin.  The shear boredom of these long days gave him time to reflect on his life in Egypt.  He thought about his family and home and of his departed friend - the Pharaoh.  He realized for the first time, he truly missed his friend of twenty years, regardless his peculiarities and eccentricities.  In his usual fashion, Senenmut wrote about his friend on papyrus, which unwittingly, was likely the world’s first biography.
When I was still a very young man and by the good fortune of the gods, I was brought to the Royal Palace and presented before the Great Pharaoh Amenemhet-I in the royal court.  I had no way of knowing that he was younger than I was.  Despite the appearance of his youthful age, he was still a living-god, to be revered and feared.  Naturally, I humbly prostrated myself before him as instructed.  When he rose and began walking towards me my bowels began to weaken for fear that I had done something wrong.  Surprisingly, he called me by name and asked that I rise and follow him into the nearby garden.  It was here that we first became acquainted with each other and began to develop our lifelong friendship.  It was here that his large black eyes smiled across at me and he asked if I was a good swimmer.  When I told the Pharaoh I was, he confided in me, his deep-seated fear of drowning and that if he made me the royal captain of the barge, I would have to swear an allegiance to save him from drowning before anything else.  I did.  Naturally, I wondered why it was that a god-king had needed to worry about drowning.  Before that day, I assumed a god could simply walk or fly across water.  In this, our first meeting, I quickly realized the normalness and frailties of this human.  I gathered strength from this observation and began to relax with this powerful person.
The years flew by as our friendship grew during many a river passage, talking at the railings about this and that.  We were as different as the night is from the day.  He was tall and lank, while I was short and round.  He was the color of white alabaster, while I was deeply darkened by the Sun.  He was educated and I was not.  He talked of the many gods, and his duty and responsibilities to his people.  I talked mostly of sailing, the river, and the animals that populated it.  We both talked of our love for our families, life, religion, and the afterlife.  Looking back, I can see now, we were very different but, in many ways, it seems, were much alike.  We laughed together often in all those passing years, to the constant frowns of the court aides and the priests who always hovered close by.

Of the many subjects we discussed in our travels, religion was the one topic we seemed often to disagree.  The Pharaoh was educated by his priests to worship many gods, while I felt only the need for a few.  Mine were simple and straightforward, born of necessity, while his were many and complex, like his life.  To think back, none gave me greater fear than to listen to his belief in Taweret and that god’s mysterious ways and powers.  Of all the gods he worshipped daily, Taweret was the one god he took most seriously.  It seemed even his priests voiced their concerns when the Pharaoh mentioned the name in their presence.
As I write this journal, I shudder to think about the images of those gods in my hold.  Out of respect for my beloved Pharaoh and dear friend and for preservation to crew, and myself I pray often.
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PHARAOH’S SECRET
CHAPTER SIX – HELP WANTED

Thursday and Friday

Rachel met Marta at her lab as planned during her call from the night before, to update her associate on her trip and the details of what had transpired.  For the first half hour, Marta and Rachel made a list of all the research and tests they would perform on the artifact and the hundreds of other items due to arrive soon from “Swede” in Corpus Christi.  Marta was extremely excited about all that was happening and equally enthused that she was to be brought in on these newly proposed efforts with “Swede” and Rachel.

The first order of business was to begin carbon-dating very microscopic portions of the wood and pigmentation from the artifact brought by Rachel to Albuquerque.  She would assign this task to bright young students who knew the process and were very capable.  Marta suggested she be used mainly for translating the many jpeg images that were due to begin arriving this morning via E-Mail from Swede’s staff.  There was sure to be many new secrets to be unlocked once she began her hieroglyphic translations.  Though the current revelation on the artifact in hand was monumental, to say the least, they anticipated many more new disclosures.

Rachel had one item of “New Business” she wanted to run by Marta who quietly listened.  Swede had agreed with her the previous day that they needed to elicit the help of at least one other professional archaeologist since the scope of their investigations was rapidly growing.  Marta, for some unknown reason, hesitated in responding and at first, had a frown etched upon her brow.  After a long moment’s thought, she agreed, and asked if Rachel had anyone in mind.  Rachel didn’t, so Marta offered several names of people she knew or, more precisely, had heard of.  Eventually, they both agreed upon Dr. Daniel Garrison, PhD at Cal-Berkeley – a nationally recognized expert on Middle East history in general.  Marta told Rachel she had never met Dr. Garrison but that she had read many of his published papers over the years and that he would probably be satisfactory for their upcoming project.  Rachel volunteered to call him when she got back to her office.

Before leaving, Rachel remembered to bring up the subject of funding.  She mentioned that Swede would contact the necessary people in the State of Texas for additional funding for work done at his end in Corpus Christi, but that left their side of the investigations in New Mexico.  They had a reasonable idea of what the immediate future’s scope of work would entail, but neither could foresee where the new clues would ultimately take them.  For that, they both agreed, they would need serious money.  Marta volunteered to make certain contacts to people she knew politically and handle the financial end, while Rachel would concentrate on the “nuts and bolts” of the science.  Rachel had an afterthought of contacting the National Geographic Society, which Marta cheerfully agreed to, adding, “Perhaps, they will be interested in doing a filmed documentary for TV and their monthly magazine?”  Both thought this was a pure stroke of genius and Marta lightly applauded Rachel’s idea.  

Rachel then left for her office down the hall.  It was 9:35 that morning and Rachel’s stomach was already churning from the thought of all the work that was expanding exponentially by the minute.
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With a fresh cup of coffee and a day-old doughnut in hand, Rachel let out a long breath and reached for her “Registry of Internationally Accredited Archaeologists”.  Finding Dr. Garrison’s California number at Cal-Berkeley, and mentally noting that it was an hour earlier there; she dialed the University’s operator and asked for his office.  Expecting an answering machine at 8:45 AM, Rachel was startled when Dr. Garrison himself answered after the first ring.  Introductions were made and Rachel gave him a quick synopsis of what had transpired in the last few days. As they spoke, the two slipped into an easy conversational dialog.  They considered each other equals in the archaeological business and both slipped into an easy exchange of professional courtesies, which normally occurred during such exchanges.  They had never met, but she enjoyed the tone of his soft voice and his well thought out manner of responding and with the probing questions he asked.   Rachel even noticed how smoothly her conversation was going with this man. “Hmm?”

They spoke of nothing but the current project for over an hour.  The exchange of information was definitely smooth and easy.  Abruptly, Dr. Garrison announced, that due to the significance of this new discovery he would drop his current projects and take the first flight out of Oakland International Airport and come to New Mexico right away to help.  Apparently, nothing on his plate was remotely as interesting as what Rachel was discovering and telling him that morning.  His school would grant him a short sabbatical and he wanted to be a part of this and thanked her profusely for thinking of and selecting him to help with the project.  As he spoke, he queried his laptop for the next available flight leaving that afternoon, and told Rachel he would arrive that evening on the 8:10 flight after a necessary and short stopover in Phoenix.  She would pick him up at the Delta terminal and suggested they should have a late dinner together.  She spent the rest of the day making notes on various thoughts she was developing and an outline of the process she imagined would happen in the days to come.  Those thoughts had been interrupted occasionally by thoughts of Dr. Garrison’s voice earlier in the day.  She couldn’t help but wonder what he would look like.  Probably old and decrepit.
At 8:25 that evening, Rachel was waiting near the baggage claim area pronounced on the monitors as the correct carousel for incoming Flight #721 arriving at 8:10 from Oakland. She checked her watch, noting the fifteen-minute difference.  There were only a dozen or so people standing around the carousel as the red light began blinking and the ramp started spewing out an assortment of baggage.  She relaxed in the knowledge she hadn’t been too late for the dispensing of baggage or the passengers waiting to collect them.  She looked around for the elderly man she had been expecting, but the only male around that would remotely fit her idea of a university professor, was tall, too handsome and way too young.  Several minutes passed, leaving the pair as the only people in the cavernous baggage room.  She was puzzled and thought that Dr. Garrison must have somehow missed the flight, so she started to turn for the exit and see if by chance, he hadn’t somehow slipped by her..

The tall, handsome man with minimal luggage intercepted her halfway to the exit doors, smiled, and said, “Dr. Craig I presume?”  
Rachel stammered, “Why, why yes!  I expected someone much older.  I’m sorry.  Pleased to meet you Dr. Garrison.  Here, let me take some of those bags.”  
“Other than my laptop here, I’m quite fine. How bout showing me to your car and lets be out of here.  I’ve had enough of airline travel for one day with all the added delays of security checks these days and everything else.”  Rachel took the one small padded black cloth laptop bag and led the way to her Ford Explorer still parked illegally at the white curb just outside the baggage claim area.  A “rent-a-cop” was approaching along the concourse with a look in his eye of disappointment in issuing a citation or an order to tow.  Rachel smugly smiled at the approaching security cop, stored the few pieces of baggage in the rear and opened the driver’s-side door.  The pair quickly departed the flat and expansive Albuquerque International Sunport and merged onto the nearby state highway.

Leaving the chaos of the terminal and settling into the easy rhythm of the late night highway traffic, Dr.Garrison offered, “It’s good to be here. I’ve never been to Albuquerque before, so besides the promised dinner, I’d like you to tell me about the tourist “points of interest” if you please.”  
Rachel was still in an altered state of mind from the age anomaly and the handsomeness of the man sitting next to her in her car.  She blurted out, “Okay then, that’s the Air Force base called Kirtland over there.  You’ll see modern fighter jets taking off and landing all the time.  Over there is a typical modern version and poor adaptation of an “adobe-style” apartment complex painted in “baby-shit” brown.  Excuse my language Dr., but you’ll see a lot of those here and I find those to be one of the ugliest things about this city in my opinion.  And over there, you’ll…”
After fifteen minutes and much insipid, nervous chit chat on her part, Rachel finally pulled up in front of her favorite Tex-Mex restaurant, let the engine idle and asked, “Is Mexican food okay by you Dan?  This is the best in the west in my opinion.” 
 “Lead the way!”  Dan smiled.  She killed the engine and they entered the nicely chilled restaurant that was filled with scrumptious food smells and just the right atmosphere.  “Ahh man!  The smells in this place are making my mouth water and stomach grumble Rachel.  I haven’t eaten since before your call this morning, and that was only a bagel and cream cheese at that!”  
Rachel said, “That makes two of us now that I think about it Dan.  I haven’t eaten since before I called you and coincidentally, my breakfast consisted of a day old, stale doughnut!”  They both laughed as they placed skimpy yellow paper napkins on their laps and ordered two icy-cold Corona Light beers. 

Dan was an accomplished conversationalist and Rachel sat and admired the man across the booth from her as he easily told her about how he came to become involved in archaeology and his California school life.  She figured this tall “drink of water” was about 6’-4” tall, well tanned, obviously a sun-worshipper, hazel colored eyes, extremely sexy salt and pepper hair, perfect teeth and muscles enough to make a sane woman crazy.  No visible tattoos or body-piercings – that she could see - a turn-off for her, and a soft and easy manner that had her completely intrigued.  Except for a few questions she offered now and then, she mostly sat and listened while they waited for their food and slowly sipped her frost covered beer straight from the bottle.

With the exception of a handful of university teachers Rachel had dated without much interest over the past five years since arriving in New Mexico, she hadn’t been seriously attached to anyone since “abusive” Ray in her senior year at USC.  Actually, there hadn’t been much time to take men seriously since she was fully devoted and enveloped in establishing her new career and position at the university.  Aside from that, Rachel spent any vacation time, lengthy holidays, and any other available time, researching her special interest and reason for coming here in the first place – the detailed history of the American Indians of the Southwest.  Now, as she sat enjoying the man across from her, her mind stirred, allowing the long-dormant topic to pique her awareness.  “Gawd he was something.” she found herself just thinking and allowed her smile to grow wider, seemingly responding to something witty he had just said.

Their food arrived and they both eagerly ate every last morsel.  Afterwards, he insisted on paying the tab as a thank you for the lift and in saving on a rental car expense.  Afterwards, on the drive back to the campus, Rachel told him, “You’re in luck.  You will be saving even more money this trip Dan.  Since graduation was just last week, most of the seniors have left and there are many empty rooms available in the men’s dorms across campus from where we’ll be working.  You should be able to have a room all to yourself and I think you will find the newly built accommodations to your liking, as well as the cafeteria on the first floor, that I hear, serves pretty decent food for next to nothing.”  
“Well then, I guess I can’t ask for anything more…, he said.   “…except, perhaps to have you accept a dinner invitation from me tomorrow night to a nice restaurant?”  
After a long pause, Rachel uncharacteristically giggled and said “Sure. I guess that will be okay?”  They arrived at the three story neo-modern concrete block building, where she popped the rear door latch, letting him get his own bags, and said, “goodnight and see you in the morning” to each other.  She let the car idle at the curb while she watched him walk away and towards the main dorm entryway.  “Cute ass too!”, she softly said to herself, put the car in drive and drove away to her small home 10 miles across town.
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Rachel was determined to get to her office before eight that morning so she could call Dan and give him the instructions that she had forgotten to give him the night before, on how to get across campus with her office building name and room number.  As she turned the corner in the dimly lit corridor, she was surprised to see him leaning against the wall alongside her office door reading the newspaper.  “I guess I shouldn’t be so surprised that you figured out how to get here all on your own?”  
Dan stopped reading, folded his morning newspaper, and said, “No you shouldn’t be surprised.  I am an archaeologist and we’re quite used to finding all sorts of things on our own.  I came here early in hopes of catching you before breakfast to have you show me where a good place to eat might be.  The cafeteria menu just didn’t appeal to me Rachel.”  
“Sorry Dan.  I have a meeting with Dr. Pruitt first thing at eight this morning that I hope you can attend as long as you’re here so early?”  
Unruffled by the response, Dan asked, “No problem! Let’s just find her and see if she might be interested in breakfast also, and we can do business over breakfast.”  
After meeting Dan for the first time that morning, Marta readily agreed to join them for a light breakfast in the small dining concession at the other end of the building.  The dining facility was homier than the dorm cafeteria and was off-limits to all but college staff and special guests.  Surprisingly to Dan, it featured a very sophisticated menu and an excellent chef.

After being seated, introductions were made, food ordered and Rachel dove right into her agenda from the previous afternoon as she had planned.  A little tweaking of her ideas here and there, were made and all agreed to her basic work plan in rather short time, which left them with the opportunity to talk casually over breakfast of things other than business.  It didn’t take long or require a degree in rocket science, for Rachel to see that Marta was flirting with Dan on her first meeting.  Being platinum blonde, long-legged, big chested and single, would have switched any man’s glow plug to “full-on”.  To his credit Rachel thought, Dan just conversed politely and seemed to be un-phased by her obvious flirtations, even to decline an invitation to do something “fun” over the coming weekend.  This intrigued Rachel since Dan was apparently single in her mind, by virtue of the absence of a wedding ring or any telltale tan marks on his left ring finger.  In addition, last night, while telling her virtually his entire life story, he failed to mention any girlfriends or serious relationships.  “Maybe this gorgeous hunk of man was gay?” she asked herself while Marta was into one of her patented, attention getting giggles.  “He was from the San Francisco Bay Area wasn’t he?  That had to be the reason he seemed unaffected by Marta’s advances,” thought Rachel.

After breakfast and back in the department labs, a student handed Marta the test results from the carbon dating completed only minutes before from the microscopic samples of the wood chip.  As Marta passed around the piece of paper with a printout of the results from the computer, she said, “Well then!  It’s conclusive.  Our little piece of Egypt from your friend in Corpus Christi is genuine.  At least the age seems to suggest that of around 3,800 to 4,000 years old, with a plus or minus percentage of error of 3%.  So it would seem like we really do have something!” Marta said.   
Rachel offered that she still wasn’t 100% positive that this artifact actually came from the same site as Swede was working on, but it was highly likely.  She suggested they confirm the age with more dating tests, when other samples from the site were to begin arriving the next day.

“But, for all intents and purposes Marta, I would tend to agree.” Rachel added.  
Dan nodded his head in agreement and said, “What next ladies?”

Rachel suggested they start by enlarging the newly arrived jpeg images being received from Texas on their large format black and white Kyocera copy machine, and from there, have Marta and her talented staff begin translating anything noteworthy in the hieroglyphics.  Rachel also gave Marta the papyrus sheets she had gleened from Dr. Johnson during her trip.  

Marta agreed and left with the documents for her office to begin downloading the hi-res images onto a CD for dispersal through the lab’s LAN connected computers.  Dan and Rachel would begin to discuss the ramifications in detail of what the finding of a ship this old and this big, here, in the Western Hemisphere could mean.  Specifically, he noted, the historical interface with indigenous peoples.  They all agreed to meet the next morning at the same staff restaurant and share whatever news there was from the day before.  It was a very productive day as each worked on their respective assignments, quitting around six that evening while it was still light out.  Rachel asked for a rain check on dinner, stating she was too exhausted.  
Dan easily smiled and said “No problemo!” He then walked Rachel to her car parked in the lot nearby and said he was going to do a little jogging on his way back to the dorms, said goodnight and closed her car door.

Rachel sat in her car, keys in hand and watched Dan walk away.  “Damn!  She sure found that view exciting!”  She found herself just a little disappointed that he left without the least suggestion of a quick after hours drink.  “Whoa girl! What has gotten into you?  You just met this man and you aren’t even sure yet, whether or not he has a significant other – either female, or God help me, male!  Get a grip woman.  Remember the last relationship you had?  Yeah…that was a bust!  You swore you wouldn’t get involved with another man until you really got to know him much, much better than the last serious one!  They’re all no doubt cheats and liars like Ray was.  And also, you just told him you were exhausted!”  
She laughed to herself, started the Explorer and began the drive home with a reminder to herself to stop and buy cat food and a few other essentials at the grocery store.  “Things are beginning to spin out of control and become very overwhelming lately.  And you know how you love normal routines?” She thought.  “Go home tonight, relax, and sip a little wine over a nice salad and go to bed early…because tomorrow promises to be a very long and busy day.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN – 12TH DYNASTY EGYPT – 1884 BC

The Caribbean
They continued to travel past tropical looking islands and into calmer waters, soon ending up, intentionally run-aground on a hot and barren sandy beach. Scouts sent to survey the area for its suitability, came back with the word that there was one more inland lake to cross before what appeared to be unending land beyond.  The captain decided to wait until high tide, push off and set sail again, to travel further down the new coast until he was perhaps lucky enough to find an opening or inlet to this smallish sea.  Finding an opening and finally inside the calm bay, they sailed west until later reconnaissance showed an unending landscape similar to that of their native land.  Their long voyage had ended and they began to offload the barge of its precious cargo.  Unloaded of all its sacred contents, the magnificent Royal Barge was left anchored to the tranquil beach awaiting their return sometime in the distant future.

It was now, that the lesser priests who made the long and treacherous voyage were to begin their duties.  Their superiors gave them imperative instructions.  Once they had found the proper land, they would then travel overland to find a suitably dry place, similar in appearance of both their native land and the Valley of the Kings.  When this favorable land was found, the accompanying ships crew would then create an underground temple of indigenous stone, worthy of any such temple in Egypt as the final home and resting place of this Pharaoh.  A Pharaoh whose relationship with his god Taweret, it was known made even the priests tremble with fear and subservience.  

The large entourage trekked westward across the ever increasing sparseness of arid deserts encountering strange new animals and serpents along the way.  Occasionally, emissaries of the gods themselves were seen at a safe distance, with dark red skins and feathered costumes, who withdrew into hiding as the entourage progressed through the hostile lands.  The strange designs, the glint of all the polished gold, the many idols and daily belongings of the Pharaoh, scared the indigenous people away.  

To the indigenous peoples these white and black travelers must surely be gods, for they had large beasts that they rode or that pulled glistening yellow wagons with strange round objects that carried them above the ground.  Horses hadn’t been seen on the North American Continent in nearly 6,000 years and those were miniature cousins of the modern horse these strangers actually rode upon.  The Indians naturally gave these strangers a very wide berth.
____

Eventually, the priests agreed they had found a site worthy of the great Pharaoh with the particular dryness and necessary stone for quarrying.  Here, they felt, was a place far enough away from mortal men and close enough to the gates of the Netherworld, that they were quite comfortable in the knowledge this Pharaoh could rest for eternity without ever being disturbed or having his tomb desecrated by grave robbers.  This would also insure a perfect balance in the daily lives of those in the upper world and land of the living.  Again, all who knew this Pharaoh and the gods he worshipped, still feared what would likely happen if they failed their mission and their assigned task to hide this tomb properly.

Hundreds of expert stonemasons made the trip along with their tools and found the dark stone in the quarry of a small and hidden canyon to their liking.  It was not the same kind of limestone or sandstone they were used to in Egypt, but it was easily workable and they quickly set to their individual jobs, creating the new underground tombs in this strange black rock. The skilled crew of artisans, alongside the priests and mariners worked for many, many years in the hot desert, quarrying a tomb out of the solid rock.  The original plan called for a design of the same size and dimensions as the one they had previously carved in Thebes.  Unfortunately, the site confounded the chief architect in such a way as to cause significant plan revisions.  Like today’s modern architects, they were quite flexible and well versed in engineering and were able to effect an even more elaborate and functional scheme on the fly.  
On the plus side, the small canyon they found, afforded shade in the early morning and afternoons and provided much needed relief from the dry desert air when work breaks were given.  There was even a small river nearby to the south, so that frequent work parties were able to bring back fresh water to fill the many water cisterns at the work site.  The Egyptians even received food offerings from the red-skinned servants of the gods – a good sign, they believed.  The gods were obviously accepting their presence and efforts.

___

The myriad details of the tomb were unquestionably left to the priests to oversee.  Senenmut as captain however, oversaw the running of the camp.  His usual daily routine was filled with providing food and water for nearly 175 men and to dispense punishment or praise to any man deserving it.  Like his authority on the ship, it was never questioned.  Though he deferred to the priests in matters concerning religion, he was without question, the master of all else.  There was never any resentment by his men, for they had all respected the way he mastered his ship during the long and dangerous passage.  Yes, he could be as tough as a bull, but they also regarded him as fair and reasonable.
The god RA unendingly continued to make his way across the skies for many seasons, while the endless days took its emotional and physical toll on Senenmut as well.  He genuinely missed his homeland, family, but most of all, the comforts of his home and old Olive tree.  The ever-increasing aches, pains and more-than-usual tiredness, told him he was nearing the end of his natural life.  He spent more and more time in his tent at the bottom of the canyon, writing his daily journal.
The day the workers and priests placed the two sarcophagi of the Pharaoh and his queen, Senenmut was present for the elaborate rituals.  Seeing the likeness of his friend carved on the inner coffin being set into place, caused Senenmut a unexpected melancholy.  Later in his tent, he reflected back on the many things he and his friend Amenemhet had done during the last 20 years.   They played board games together, drank, learned to hunt on chariots together, and laughed and cried together.  He remembered all of the light-hearted conversations and the serious talks of religion and philosophy the shared.  He remembered listening while the Pharaoh talked about his responsibilities to his family and subjects.  
His friend the Pharaoh never told Senenmut why he was chosen for their unique friendship.  He always suspected it was due to the similarity of age and the lucky coincidence of his profession bringing together a young captain who could swim and a Pharaoh who had a phobia about drowning.  In truth, it was Senenmut’s easy manner with the young Pharaoh when they first met, his honesty and a lot of chemistry between the two.
The only times they ever disagreed on anything, was when they talked of philosophy or religion.  The Pharaoh had been taught from childhood by his tutors and priests about the complex world in which they lived and the role the gods had with every aspect of it.  His gods were too numerous to mention and worshipped them all as if his very life depended upon them.  Senenmut on the other hand, only truly believed in two or three of the gods.  He also believed that other, more powerful forces, which had little or nothing to do with the gods, guided the world around them.  The animals, Senenmut believed were not gods cloaked in mysterious shapes, but were lesser animals like himself.  They spent many hours arguing this point, but neither was able to convince the other of from his belief.  The Pharaoh would sometimes grow angry with Senenmut.  Not because he chose to disagree with his ruler, but because he was worried about his sole and his chances for a good afterlife if he did not properly, worship all the gods.
In the Pharaoh’s later life, he took particular interest in a little known god called Taweret.  Because of his fascination with this particular god, the priests followed suit to curry favor from their king and expanded the god’s importance and standing.  After many years, this relatively unheard of god begin one of the more significant and powerful deities that the Pharaoh gave credence.  The Pharaoh actually believed that this god would be his sole protector during his eternal travels in the afterlife, so he prayed and made offerings to Taweret several times a day.  He did so more and more as he grew older and near his last years.  Only Senenmut remembered the early years when there was no such god and so he chided his friend about spending too much time worshipping the wrong god.
Now at his own threshold to the afterworld, he began to wonder about his years of transgressions in not worshipping this god or that.  Every time he saw the two indigo sarcophagi sculpted in the image of Taweret, the hair on the back of his neck would rise and he would wonder about the god’s powers.  Secretly, he said the occasional prayer to this god – more out of respect for his friend than for his own future welfare. 

___

Eventually, the stonemasons and the artisans completed their task of carving, chiseling storyboards with hieroglyphs, plastering, and painting the walls in the vivid colors, like those used in their native Egypt.  Pigments came from indigenous plants, animals and minerals that made the customary pallet of colors like they knew.  
Next, the retinue of priests performed the lengthy and elaborate rituals that were necessary if the Pharaoh were to navigate the underground river successfully to the Afterworld.  Finally, when all was done, the Book of the Dead was placed alongside the twin coffins and the great stone door was swung into place.  As was customary and proper, an official seal was affixed on the exterior’s left hand side over the tight joint made by the door and the canyon wall - Sealing it against the outside world and locking the sacred mummified bodies of the Pharaoh, his family and servants safely away for all eternity.  Safely away from grave robbers and more importantly, they all felt, that the God Pharaoh and his newly acquired personal gods were finally, safely away from them!  The last thing the priests did was to affix a carved limestone tablet over the edge of the great stone doorway seal.  The hieroglyphics thereupon read a curse to any and all that violated the pharaoh’s tomb – a curse to last for all eternity!

The opening to the tomb was then covered by false work to hide its existence.  Then Mother Nature added her handiwork with eons of sand blown by the incessant winds of the desert to further bury and hide the great tomb.  There, amongst the emptiness of the desert, the Pharaoh, his most-feared god Taweret, his household retinue of family and slaves were ensconced peacefully for millennia.  Free to travel on that eternal river of the Nether World and to commune with the gods unbothered for all time.

___

Once completed, most of those who survived the nearly three years of grueling work knew it would be impossible to try and return to their homeland, so they set out in small groups in a southerly direction seeking more hospitable environments rather than try and survive another lengthy trip back across the “Sea of the Underworld”.  
Breaking with the majority, a small band of ten men decided to set out on the long trek back to the royal barge to at least live in its shelters if they were unable to re-float the immense ship and return home.

Senenmut was not so fortunate as to be among the men returning to the barge and home.  The rigors of the long desert journey and years of toil helping to build the tomb for his friend and Pharaoh, acted in concert with his advanced years.  At the relative old age of 41, Senenmut expired just before the project was completed and was given a funeral befitting a man of his position – his remains were consecrated, mummified, and placed in a simple, but elegant wood sarcophagi in a chamber all to himself – but not far from his life-long friend Amenemhet.  Before his last breath, he insisted on having the image of Taweret painted on the wall of his tomb along with the curse – taking no chances.
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER EIGHT – DECIFERING

Saturday

Well rested, Rachel did a few household chores and left for her office around nine that Saturday morning.  This time, it came as no surprise to find Dan again waiting at her door.  “I guess I should get you a master key to the building and my office since you’re going to be staying here for a while?”  
In his now familiar easy way, he said, “Yeah that would be a good idea since I’m usually up by five each day.”  
Rachel added “Good grief!  Are you insane?  I’m a late night person myself and find it hard to get up much earlier than 6:30 or 7:00.”  She unlocked her office door and invited him inside, apologizing a second time in as many days for the office clutter.  At least this time, the one guest chair she had, was empty of book stacks.

Dan stood in the opened doorway watching Rachel turn on the lights, and bend over to straighten a pile of toppled books on the floor on her way to her old squeaky oak chair.  He remembered his initial encounter of Rachel at the airport terminal two days before, and to his mind, she was just average and there seemed to be nothing of particular interest for him in this woman.  In his mind, she was just another female business associate.  Now, it suddenly hit him, while standing there, watching her movements, he enjoyed her company more than he usually would of other women.  “What had changed?”  Dan asked himself.  “She certainly wasn’t any Playboy Centerfold.  In fact, she was sort of average looking at first glance.  What was it then that appealed to him now?  The answer quickly popped into his conscious mind – Rachel was different in some intangible.  Though not a beauty queen, she was very attractive in a clean and wholesome sort of way.  She was a great conversationalist, above average intelligence and had a great sense of humor.  She was above average in height at around 5’-9”, which he subconsciously preferred.  She wasn’t especially trim or fit and carried maybe 15-20 extra pounds, but to his eye, all was nicely placed in the right spots.  He found himself also admiring her large green eyes, shoulder length shiny auburn hair and her always present, beautiful smile.  He was primarily, an “eyes” man, though he could see a nice ass and very shapely legs as she was bending over.  Eyes were the windows to a woman’s sole he felt.  The combination of eyes, hair and smile was all too intoxicating to him as he watched her fuss with papers at her desk.  He knew he also gravitated to independent and self-assured women, as Rachel was proving herself to be.  Also, Rachel was not one that would try to snare a man with trappings of make-up, perfume and hip clothing.  All in all, a very appealing package, he thought.  Dan grinned to himself, while standing in the doorway, “A very nice “package” indeed.  One that I’d like to get to know better I think.”
Rachel finally looked up from her papers to see Dan standing there with a silly grin on his face.  “What?” she asked, more perturbed by the look than his casual manner?  
Dan responded, “Oh, nothing!” he said, and started for the empty chair.  Once seated, Dan said, “This morning, while in the shower, where I do my best thinking, I couldn’t help but focus on the similarities of this new find to your line of expertise Rachel.  Have you, by chance given this any serious thought in the last few days?”  
“That’s odd that you should mention that topic first thing this morning Dan.  That’s exactly the subject I wanted to talk to you about today!”  
“I’m all yours!” He said with another small grin, using the double entendre purposely.  
Rachel caught the double meaning and wished that that was actually true, then just as quickly dismissed this mental intrusion as childish.  Keeping her eyes on her desk trying to avoid eye contact that might betray her inner thoughts, she said, “Okay!  Now business.”  She felt it necessary to begin, by first telling him of her past and recent research while spending the last five years at the University of Albuquerque, New Mexico.  “This university has quite a prodigious library that has within it, just about every research, study paper and book ever written on the native Southwest Indians.  However, I have always felt that a substantial amount of ancient history has been missing.  Except for the tales taken from old written and modern tape recordings of tribal shaman, there’s not much in the way of real recorded history that dates back more than 200 years.  We know now, that the ancestors of the North American and South American Indians possibly date as far back as 22,000 years.  We also now know with some degree of certainty that the ancestors of these people came across the Bering Sea during various Ice Ages.  They hunted and camped on land that is now 200-300 feet below what are the mean tides of the Pacific Ocean, and that were mostly free of glacial ice at the time.  Some underwater archaeology in the Northwest on the Continental Shelf, found old Indian middens and bears this out.  What we don’t know, and can’t seem to answer with all of our modern research, is how these advanced civilizations, beginning with the Southwest Indians, south to the Incans of Peru, became so quickly advanced in so many areas of science.”

Dan offered his own thoughts, “Precisely what I was thinking Rachel!  This recent discovery may answer a whole lot of questions and fill a whole lot of missing pieces to the puzzle that have plagued scientists for a very long time.  From what I’ve been able to learn before I left Berkeley, was that most people in your chosen field of expertise, regard you as one of the leading researchers of Southwest Indian History.  Having said that, tell me Rachel, what have you found thus far and what are your own, personal theories?  Perhaps we can start from there?”

Feeling a slight flush from the compliment, she nodded her thanks and began, “Well besides reading everything I could get my hands on both here, in other libraries and the Internet, I have spent every moment of my free time in the southwestern deserts doing extensive field work.  So it should come as no mystery then, why I’m still single at age 36 and getting pre-mature wrinkles from too much sun exposure.  However, what I’ve found thus far is pretty much a co-aberration of all the preceding research.  Except, that is, how they, the indigenous people came to acquire so much knowledge on astronomy, mathematics, architecture, etc., at a given point in time, in the not-too-distant-past – say about 3-4,000 years ago.  Then, for no apparent reason, they lost all this knowledge about 1,000 to 1,500 years ago and their complex civilizations simply died out.  I have always been puzzled about this and have constantly sought answers primarily in the old desert sites of the Southwest.  So far, I haven’t been able to come across any meaningful evidence.  Except, like I said, the old tales from the Shaman that are somewhat worthy of discussing.  I have even researched Mayan, Aztec and Incan archaeological history to see if anyone in the past or present has stumbled upon anything of value.  Nadda!  There have been plenty of half-baked theories about alien interference and an ancient Atlantian or Egyptian presence, but so far, no one has found any evidence to prove either case.  Everyone seems content to believe that the Indian’s mastery of these skills was just a matter of immaculate intellectual transference.  That doesn’t wash with me.  They had to acquire these skills by two methods; either over a very, very long period of civilized culture and evolution, which was too short a period, or by someone teaching them.  I choose the latter and I have always favored the Egyptian theory due to the many strong similarities of that culture.  Naturally, I am alone in this theory and am often criticized by my colleagues.  I just can’t find anywhere, as they say, the proverbial “smoking” gun Dan. There you have it” Rachel finished.

“I tend to agree with you Rachel”, Dan said.  “Except for one thing!”  
“What’s that?” Rachel asked.  
“That thing about the wrinkles.  There’s hardly any wrinkles worth noting and what few you do have, are rather cute and give you character.”  Rachel was sure she was blushing profusely again as she thanked him this time for the nice compliment.  To help alleviate the awkwardness that followed, Dan quickly added, “So perhaps this new discovery in Corpus Christi might help shed some light on your missing pieces of the puzzle?”  
Rachel suggested that unless they found something truly worthwhile as to what these ancient mariners did after allegedly landing on the shores of Texas, then there wouldn’t be much to add to the records, which could help persuade mainstream scientists toward the Egyptian connection.  “No more than what has already been depicted as just humorous conjecture by a handful of discredited archaeologists.” 
Dan concluded, “Then we need to keep our fingers crossed.  Hopefully, there will be some clues in the items Dr. Johnson is unearthing and sending us.  Marta and her staff seem very capable of making sense of both the written and historical evidence.  We just need to wait.  So please continue Rachel.  Tell me more about your field investigations.”

“First off, you have probably already acquired enough knowledge about the Southwest Indians in your own travels Dan?  There’s nothing much new since your own school days, except, perhaps that the age of new finds seem to be getting older and older.  With every new find, we seem to push the clock back another thousand years.  As to artifacts, there’s not much to report there either.  We keep collecting the same old implements – arrowheads, campsite or midden items, etc. and stuffing warehouses full of the same old things.  All of what we get just shows that the “finds” are getting cruder or less sophisticated the further back in time we go.  Therefore, I have been concentrating all of my efforts the last five years on the truly unique settlements like Chaco Canyon and others in this area, in hopes of finding new evidence of these past “high” days or the Indian’s “zenith” period.  I have also scoured the desert for new sites where smaller bands of Indian tribes congregated, like the Laguna tribe not far from here - with little or nothing to show for my efforts I might add.  As you may know Dan, certain Western Hemisphere peoples had thriving civilizations thousands of years ago.  They were highly advanced in many ways, especially as compared to the peoples of Europe, who were just crawling out of their caves in the earliest beginnings of the Bronze Age.  While Europeans were well into the Dark Ages, Central America and the Middle East were flourishing.  However, I just haven’t been able to make the connection between the two or find anything to help understand how this may have happened.  Also, of some particular note, is the question I always keep asking myself and is why I came to this part of North America to study the ancient Indians;  And that is, why did so many people and tribes come here of all places to congregate? ”

They concluded their brainstorming session with Dan asking to see some of the more tantalizing findings from her previous desert surveys.  “Perhaps, a fresh set of eyes may see some clues that you may have overlooked in the past as inconsequential.”  
“I’d be glad to show you Dan, but it really doesn’t amount to much as you’ll see.” Rachel added.

At mid-morning, Marta came into Rachel’s office with a piece of yellow lined legal paper covered with pencil notes.  She appeared out of breath and very excited, waving the paper in front of their eyes.  She seemed surprised to find Dan in Rachel’s office, although she knew the two were working together.  “You won’t believe what we just translated from one of Swede’s recent digital jpeg images.  As she took the large roll of papers from underneath her arm, the telephone rang.

“Rachel?  Hi! This is Swede calling via my satellite cell phone at the dig.  We uncovered a few extremely important objects a few hours ago.  It is unlike anything we’ve dug up thus far and was located just outside of what we believe to be the perimeter of the large ship.  As you know, we have been concentrating our efforts in the last few days, on trying to establish the true size of this rather large vessel, and in doing so, stumbled upon a cache of clay tablets.  We photographed them and sent all the photographs a short while ago to Marta’s computer via E-Mail.  Has she received them yet and been able to translate any of the cuneiform thereon?  We here believe they have some special importance.”

Rachel said, “Hi Swede.  As a matter of fact, Marta just came into my office excited about something.  Maybe it’s the same thing you’re asking about?”  Marta was shaking her head up and down as she listened to Rachel’s end of the conversation. “Here Swede, let me put this call on the speakerphone, so we can all here you.”

All tendered quick hellos and good mornings and Swede repeated his question about the clay tablets to the group.  Marta was unrolling 24” x 36” black and white, large-format photocopies of the artifacts as Swede spoke.  When he finished, Marta jumped in, “That’s exactly what I came in here to show Dan and Rachel Swede.  What we just finished translating is huge by anyone’s standards.  These artifacts appear to be ancient equivalents of notepads made, as you say, in clay.  It was made, no doubt, by a trained and skilled scribe of the time, to record a very noteworthy piece of information that they wanted to convey, by all appearances, expected future followers to their location.  As nearly as we can decipher thus far, it reads, and I paraphrase for clarity: “Twelve members returned to ship from the West and a distance of 123 itrws each way and four years later.  The Royal Barge is damaged and cannot return to Egypt.  Royal burial party went South after entombing the Pharaoh Amenemhet-I.  This group will stay here.  
”Swede whistled in amazement and said, “I’ll be damned!  I can’t believe it!”  
“Wait, Wait” Marta chimed in reclaiming the spotlight, “There’s more, much more.  We’ve also translated a large piece of hieroglyphic-covered wood that appears to have come from an interior, upper portion of the ship or former cabin according to the memorandum you sent along with it.  It translates to:  “Pharaoh Amenemhet’s Earthly remains taken to the entrance of the Netherworld, west past the Gates of Hathor, across the Sea of the Underworld to be buried there.  Again, I paraphrase for your understanding, but you get the picture?  I am also thinking that last engraving was likely made before the ship departed Egypt.” 

The room went completely silent in thought at the new revelations.  Rachel broke the tenseness by asking Marta “So what exactly does all this mean Marta?”  
Marta answered enthusiastically, “A whole lot people…A whole lot!  Let me begin by first telling you what we know about the last bit of information.  The Gates of Hathor we believe to be today’s Straight of Gibraltar.  A point no ancient Egyptian mariner would dare venture through, since it was believed to be the gate or passageway to the world of the gods and certain death for anyone foolish enough to enter that large and foreboding body of water.  That body of water would be called then “The Sea of the Underworld” and is what we today, call the Atlantic Ocean.  From what I gather here, they were trying to find the beginnings of the Netherworld, where, I believe they felt the Pharaoh could be buried closer to the gods associated with the afterlife.  Since the Sun or their god RA set in the west, they quite naturally would assume that if they traveled as far as they could in that direction, they would come upon the opening to the underworld.  So it’s safe to make the assumption, that by traveling here, they would to be completely safe and secure from tomb robbers - for all eternity at this new, secret location.  It would appear, then, that this hitherto unknown large ship of ancient Egypt sailed North out of the Nile and into the Mediterranean, where it went due west, through the Straight of Gibraltar, somehow managing to cross the Atlantic, through the Caribbean where it eventually made land on the beaches of today’s Texas!  If you take the information written by the scribe(s) on the clay tablets, this gives you co-aberration as to what actually took place nearly 4,000 years ago.  All in all”, Marta wound down, “A pretty damn important discovery folks!”

Again silence.  Dan was the first to speak this time, by asking Marta, “You mentioned something called “it where” earlier?  What exactly is that?”  
Marta responded, “Itrw, spelled I t r w and pronounced like you just repeated Dan, was a form of measuring the longest distances used by ancient Egyptians.  We know that itrw or what we Egyptologists commonly refer to, as the “river-unit”, because it was used then to describe the long lengths of distances on the river Nile to Karnak, Thebes and other places.  The “river-unit” is exactly 20,000 cubits and equal to roughly 10.5 kilometers in length.  That equals about 6.53 miles per kilometer.  If you multiply that number by the 123 itrws mentioned on the clay tablets, that translates into roughly 800 miles” Marta finished by consulting her penciled notes.  Marta then stood and using a wooden scale she brought with her, stepped over to Rachel’s USGS topographic wall map of the Southwestern area.  Measuring the scale to get her bearings, she then held her thumbnail at the point on the scale representing 800 miles and swung an arc across the map in a westerly direction with Corpus Christi as the center of the arc.

Swede asked through the speakerphone, having quietly listened to everything said at his end, “So where does that put you Marta?”  
Marta checked the map again and raised her voice slightly for Swede’s benefit at the other end, “Using a 90 degree delta angle to encompass and to limit a “west” direction per se, would put us roughly somewhere between Tucson at the bottom to Colorado Springs at the top of the arc.  Needless-to-say, that’s a whole lot of territory they could have wandered off to!”  

“Not necessarily true!” Rachel chimed in.  “Correct me if I’m wrong Marta, but wouldn’t they be looking for a burial site that was similar in appearance to the Valley of the Kings in their native land of Egypt?”  
Marta agreed by saying, “I would imagine that to be a fair assumption Rachel.  If that were true, you of all people then, would have a good idea where that might be.  If you were to guess at a possible similar location, where would you end up Rachel?”

Rachel consulted her map and imagining the arc Marta had just described said for the other’s benefit, “The tail end of three, north-south oriented mountain ranges, beginning with the San Pedro Mountains just east of Tucson, the San Mateo Mountains just west of us and, further north, the Rocky Mountain range.  However, if I were to guess at the easiest route geographically speaking and considering that they didn’t have compasses but stars to guide them, then my first choice as a possible ending point, would have to be the San Mateo Mountain Range.  I hasten to add, that I’ve been over every inch of those volcanic mountains in the last five years and needless to say, haven’t come across anything remotely Egyptian.  Or, for that mater, a vast treasure trove in a King Tut-like tomb!  I might add to that comment; had I found a treasure trove like that, I sure as Hell wouldn’t be here now, but retired in splendor in St. Croix or someplace of that nature!”  The last comment brought a few chuckles.
Rachel waited for the group to digest her latest attempt at locating the possible destination of the ancient wayfarers.  Marta added, “From all that we know of their previous practices and customs, they would have done everything humanly possible to hide the entrance and any other evidence  that would or could be discovered by anyone afterwards.  Additionally, after all this time, Mother Nature would have done an even better job hiding the entrance and campsites with wind, sand, water erosion and possible rock falls.  We are talking about roughly 4,000 years since the 12th Dynasty and Amenemhet’s time.  the span of millennia people, a lot can happen!  Then too, there is also the possible discovery immediately after burial by Native American Indians, who were definitely there at that point in time, so they might have found it already.  Also, they could have long ago, either interacted with the Egyptians and / or discovered the burial tomb themselves and plundered them already.”  

“If that were true Marta…”, Rachel offered, “…then we would have likely found some artifact by now that was foreign and Egyptian in our explorations and wanderings - not the Pre-Columbian artifacts we typically see.  Wouldn’t you think?  Or, maybe, the Spaniards got their hands on all the gold, melted it all down into ingots, not making, caring about or seeing the distinction between Egyptian, Aztec or Incan origin, and shipped it all back to the Queen in the fifteen hundreds as ingots?  Who knows?” 

“True” both Rachel and Dan agreed.  
Then Dan added, “That last comment made me think though, of the fabled tales we’ve all heard about El Dorado and the so-called “Lost City of Gold”.  Perhaps this is what the old stories were referring to?”

Dan continued, “This is all just too much to digest for me.  I am having a hard time getting my mind around how truly monumental this all is and of course, how it will ultimately resolve.  There’s something that’s bothering me a little also – and that’s how coincidentally close we are to a possible burial site.  Is it simply coincidence, kismet or something else?  I can’t put my finger on those feelings yet though.  Why, for instance, do all of us experts just happen to be coming together at this very moment?  There’s just something that’s bothering me about how all of this is fitting together so smoothly and quickly.  Know what I mean?”  

Rachel countered, “In the field of observation, chance favors the prepared mind” - Louis Pasteur.  I learned that in school.  So quite simply enough Dan, that’s why this is happening to us this way?   Nothing more, nothing less.”  

“Maybe.” As if agreeing with Rachel, Dan replied.  “Along those lines Rachel, I’ve got one for you – “If you do not expect it, you will not find the unexpected, for it is hard to find and difficult.” -  Heraclitus” 

They all smiled.  Rachel was quietly impressed.
“So what next everyone?” Dan asked the two women in the room and Swede still listening on the speakerphone.  
Swede started, by saying he was going to take the next available flight to Albuquerque and that everything was being handled at his end smoothly and efficiently and that he could be spared there for a quite a while. He said he wouldn’t miss this part for all the tea in China and told them he would contact them soon regarding time of arrival.  Dan suggested that for their part, they would collaborate on a plan to ascertain where to begin looking for this supposed burial site, provisions that they would need and a time schedule.  Marta said she would go back to her chores of translating and examining artifacts and leave Rachel and Dan to make the necessary plans and decide their next step while they waited for Swede to join the threesome. As Marta was beginning to stand and leave the room, her pager vibrated and she looked down at the number displayed and excused herself, rushing out of the room.  Both Dan and Rachel noticed how awkward the moment seemed, but neither said anything when the door slammed shut as Marta made her hasty departure.  They just sat and held each other’s raised eyes for a moment.  In the silence, Swede said, “Bye” and hung up.
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER NINE – STRATAGIES

Saturday

Marta returned to her office, locked the door, sat at her desk, and dialed the eleven digits that she read off her pager, which she had laid next to her phone.  The man at the other end picked up quickly and he said in a hushed voice, “Yes?  How are things going at that end?  Have you discovered where you might be going yet?”  
“For Christ’s sake!”  Marta said raising her voice an octave or two.  “What the Hell do you think we’re doing?  Following a damn treasure map?  These things can take months or years!  However, I will tell you that we’re zeroing in on a specific area as we speak.  There haven’t been any plans made yet as to exactly where or when.  When I know that, I’ll give you a fucking phone call.  Until then, do as I say and don’t call this number again.  Our plan is for me to be in contact with you, you imbecile, not the other way round.  Do I make myself clear?”  
The man at the other end answered sheepishly, “Okay, okay!  I get it.  I hope it’s soon, cuz I’m getting antsy sittin round here doin nuttin.”  Marta slammed the phone down without another word.

She sat at her desk for a few moments of thinking when her interoffice line rang.  The red light indicated Rachel’s line and she answered sweetly, “Yes?  What can I do for you Rachel?”  
“I just got a return call from Swede and he’s coming in on the 3:40 flight this afternoon.  I can’t take the time to go get him this afternoon.  Would you mind terribly doing that?”  Marta welcomed the diversion and said she would.  She knew it would do her good to get out of the office on a Saturday afternoon, even if the reason for being out of the office was a good one and worth a king’s ransom.

After hanging up, she dialed Swede’s cell phone and told him she would be the one picking him up and to look for her silver, late model 325 BMW.  He told her he was arriving at 3:40 via Southwest Airlines and that he would look for her at the curb around 4:00 that afternoon.  He then asked, “Have you been getting everything I’ve been sending you?”  
“Yes Swede.  But let’s not go into that right now okay?  There’s plenty of time for that once you get here.  We can have an early dinner after I pick you up and we can talk about all of that then.  
Okay?”  “Sure.” He responded.  “See you later then old friend.”

At the moment, Marta felt like a juggler with too many balls in the air.  “This whole thing could get out of control if I’m not careful.” She thought to herself.

An hour later, Rachel called again, “Marta, have you got a little while to meet with Dan and me?  We’ve been doing some serious planning and I think we’re ready to make some decisions, which naturally include your input before we do.”  
“Sure!” Marta said.  “I’ll be right there.”  

Once Marta was there, Rachel stood and approached the same USGS wall map they had used that morning, cleared her throat and began, “As you both know, there are three different geographic locations our alleged and suspected burial tomb could be.  Notice I use the term alleged?  I’ll talk about that later though.  If we were to consider all three possible locations over a distance of roughly 300 miles and who knows how many square miles, we could be searching for the next 20-30 years.  Therefore, Dan I both propose narrowing our first serious search down to the most logical place.  As I said earlier this morning, it makes the most sense, to go where the easiest route was that a large party of people on foot would take – speaking that is, avoiding rocky, mountainous terrain or major rivers.  Especially, if they were carrying heavy loads as this party probably would have most likely had.  That location is the Southern part of the small range that I’m pointing to, called the San Mateo Mountains.  It is also logical that we start there first, in that it is very close at roughly 80 miles due west, just north of Interstate 40 and is an area I have explored many times and know quite well.  If we need anything that we’ve forgotten once we’re there, then it’s a no-brainer to come back to the campus and get it.  The closeness also saves us travel time and money in shipping costs and rental vehicles.  If for some reason, we happen to come up empty handed, then we can get additional funding and widen our search to the other two likely areas.”  Marta and Dan both nodded their heads in agreement of the location.

“Secondly” Rachel continued. “There is a small town nearby called San Fidel where we can easily get extra supplies if we need them, and the Laguna Indian Reservation, where unemployment runs high after the close of the old Uranium mine years ago that was on the reservation.  There would probably be many men there that would welcome a chance at paid employment if or when we might need them.  The small hotel located in San Fidel will be used to house anyone of importance that may need to visit our field encampment.  This may prove important when we discuss funding this expedition, which we’ll also get to later in our talk.”  Both Marta and Dan sat quietly and let the logic of the plan play out.

“From a business or legal perspective, the principal and named leaders of this expedition, who will all share the notoriety equally, will be Dr. Pruitt, Dr. Garrison, Dr. Johnson and myself.  Both Dan and I feel that we all bring equal strengths to the cause by way of our areas of special expertise and we feel all will contribute equally in the work ahead.  This may need to be changed by a major contributor who might fund us, which we can discuss in a second.  However, I propose that we all stand firmly in our principal of equal status.  Now as to funding.”

Marta jumped in, “Oh! I think that’s already settled.  At least it will be if you both agree.  I forgot to mention that during this morning’s meeting with all the excitement.  Yesterday afternoon, I contacted an old college boy friend of mine who now works for PBS in Boston.  He made a few calls on my behalf and called back late in the afternoon to tell me, that he had the major honchos from both the PBS network there in Boston as well as the National Geographic Society President.  Both are very much interested in totally funding the entire venture – whatever the costs.  As you know, WGBH in Boston produces most of the higher quality documentaries for international public broadcasting distribution and National Geographic is, of course, one of those prime documentaries shown on PBS.  Their only caveat is that they have exclusive rights over all public media via TV and the NGS magazine.  I didn’t think that would be a problem for us, so I tentatively told them we had a deal pending both of your approvals.”  
Both Dan and Rachel responded in unison, “Wow!”  “You did yourself proud Marta!” Rachel added. “That takes care of that important part of the problem!  Thanks Marta.  Can they get on board really soon?  We’re talking weeks not months or years here.”  Marta said that she would call first thing Monday morning and try and get things expedited.

“Technically speaking” Dan added, “I think we need to wait for Swede to make any legal votes on these matters, since we are planning to include him as an equal partner.  However, I suppose we can get his “Patrick Henry” when the paper work is completed.  Before the paperwork is done, we’ll simply tell him about our decisions.”  

Rachel was still standing at her wall map with notes in hand that she glanced down at and then continued her summary.  “This is mid-June.  If we’re to get any serious work done while our post graduate students are available during the summer vacation period and before the monsoon season starts by late August, I would suggest we begin as soon as possible!  I have also picked a small area that I have never explored very well at the southwestern foot of the San Mateo Range as our first spot.  So Marta, when you contact the PBS guy Monday morning, see if it is possible to have them begin funding from their end in about two weeks from now.  Do either of you see a problem with this time schedule versus your own schedules?”  
Dan said, “I’m here aren’t I?”, followed by Marta’s response, 
“Are you kidding me Rachel?  This may be the biggest thing an Egyptologist has done since Carter found Tut’s tomb way back in 1922.  I wouldn’t let Hell or high water come between me and this expedition!  Who cares about time?”

“The comment about Tut’s tomb reminded me of something I’ve been meaning to add to our list and forgot to.”  Rachel interjected.  “It’s probably a sub-conscious thing, since it has to do with money or fabulous riches.  And I do mean lots of money!  We need to address the unlikely prospect that we might just find a huge treasure trove similar to King Tut’s.  So my question is; who owns the contents; us, the State of New Mexico, the U.S. government, the Egyptians, our financial backers, the universities, all of the above?  Everyone will naturally want a piece of this once there’s anything of real monetary, historical or aesthetic value if found.  They’ll be like a school of Piranhas feeding on a side of beef once they find out! Also, how much do we want to sell to museums and / or the public if at all?  Who has legal rights over our find?  What are the tax consequences?  These are just a couple of things that come to mind at the moment.  This is the downside of finding something of that nature – albeit very unlikely.  However, we do need to know the answers now, both legally and about our own personal feelings on the subject.  Don’t you think?” Rachel concluded  

Dan volunteered that on Monday morning, he would call an attorney in California that had helped his department in the past and that he was very knowledgeable in this area.  Perhaps he would have a preliminary report that Monday afternoon.

“That conveniently helps me segue to the subject of confidentiality.”  Rachel went on. “As of this moment, none of us is to tell a sole outside this group except for any students we get to come along on our field exploration.  While we’re at it Dan, I think that you should have your attorney friend draft up a non-disclosure statement for us to use for all involved.”  
“Agreed and done!” Dan added.

Since Dan now had the floor, he said, “That brings us to the logistics of equipping the expedition.  Since both Swede and I have extensive pasts in large field archaeological excavations, I will get his help in making plans for people and material.  With school commencing in earnest around September 1, we have a window of opportunity here of only two months.  Until and unless we find something substantive, Swede and I will only plan provisions for a two-month period.  If we conclude at the end of August, that we’ve turned over every stone in that part of the continent, we can decide then, whether or not to stay longer or find another location to begin searching anew the following summer.”  No one offered any objections, so Dan said “Great!  I’ll add that to my list.”

“Last on my list of things to talk to both of you about that I’m sure will seem trivial, but I think necessary.  That is our odds of our success.” Rachel coolly stated.  “I am probably as excited by what has been discovered in the past few days as the both of you.  However, I am having some anxiety about allowing myself to feel any surer of our success than a 50-50 shot at best.  Maybe I’m just trying to temper my real feelings, but I would nonetheless like to hear your thoughts on this subject.  The reason I bring it up now is that I think it will have some bearing as to our demeanor as the expedition moves forward.”  Both agreed with Rachel even though both thought her worry was a non-issue.  For now, all would act as if their chances of finding an Egyptian Pharaoh’s royal burial tomb in far-away North America would only be 50-50 – or less!  

The meeting broke up after roughly an hour, with Marta announcing she would be meeting Swede later that afternoon and bringing him to the school, first thing Monday morning.  They seemed perplexed that Swede would want to wait that long to get together and begin working, but Marta suggested there wasn’t really anything to do until then.  The students were asked to take the next day, Sunday off and be prepared to possibly work 24/7 for the next two and a half months after that.  Marta left for the building exit and Dan and Rachel decided lunch was in order.

Once in the privacy of her BMW and outside the campus parking lot, Marta hit the speed-dial button, calling the man she had talked to earlier in Texas.  “Listen up!  It’s set, so take some notes.  We’re headed to San Fidel, New Mexico in about two weeks if all goes well with funding and packing.  Get there before then and take a room at the old San Fidel Hotel downtown and try and make yourself as discreetly invisible as possible.  While you’re there, I want you to look around and get the lay of the land and also pick out a few good men who you might hire later to aide us in our work.  Use cash whenever possible and keep a low profile for Christ’s sake, it’s a very small town, so don’t do anything to stand out!  Do I make myself clear?”  
“Uh…yes!?” the man shyly muttered.  Marta then abruptly closed the clamshell on the phone ending the conversation.  She then exited the freeway for the Albuquerque International Sunport to meet Swede.  She was a bit early, but she needed the extra time to think.
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CHAPTER TEN – GETTING TO KNOW EACH OTHER

Sunday

On Sunday morning the only person in the Science Building at the University was the janitor polishing floors and emptying wastebaskets.  Everyone, including the professors decided to take the day off in anticipation of a tireless and grueling schedule, as plans were to be put in motion beginning very soon.  At the Corpus Christi end though, the students continued to work on the ship excavation and continued to send jpeg images of artifacts being exhumed there, off to Marta’s office via E-Mail.

Rachel spent a leisurely morning lounging in her bed with goose down mattress pad, crisp linens, coffee and reading the Sunday paper with her Persian cat Brittany.  The CBS “Sunday” program played across the room on her wall-mounted flat screen TV and she listened for anything of interest, occasionally glancing up from the paper to watch.  They were doing a piece on the popular Internet dating channel called E-Harmony and its founder Dr. Neil Clark Warren.  It occurred to her that she should probably consider secretly signing up to see if anyone out there was a potential match and if she might find a man that, she was truly compatible with.  While watching, her mind drifted to Dan, wondering more about his personal credentials than his professional curriculum vitae.  While the tube was hawking the 29 points of in-depth personality profiling, she couldn’t help but wonder how Dan’s profile would read.  Next time she saw him she decided, she would probe this area given the opportunity or the right opening.

Across town, Dan sat in the dorm cafeteria, sipping his third coffee and reading the morning paper.  He was an avid reader of the Op-Ed page, Sports Section - His favorite baseball team the Giants, and he saw they were running neck and neck again with the Dodgers early in the season for the NL West Division – typical!  He was also an aficionado of the New York Times Crossword Puzzle – the easier one.  At the moment, he was trying to find a 9-letter word for the question “significant other”, beginning with a “C”.  The answer popped into his head – “companion”.  It fit and he was rather self-satisfied with himself for filling-in an important key to this puzzle.  As the word companion rattled around in his head, he wondered what Rachel might be doing late on a Sunday morning.  He was getting very bored with his Sunday routine thus far.  It was uncommon for him to have a moment of quiet to think of things other than work in his otherwise hurried life.   That peace gave him time to dwell on Rachel and he felt he was somehow becoming attracted to her.   Deciding he would give her a call, he rushed out to the pay phone in the dorm lobby.  
“Rachel?  Hi.  This is Dan.  I wondered what you were doing this Sunday morning?  Me?  Oh, I’m just sitting around the dorm, bored out of my mind.  You too huh?  Then how bout us getting out to do some sightseeing of the area?  Yeah?  Great! I’ll even pay for the gas and lunch.  No, no, I insist.  Fantastic!  Then, I’ll see you here in an hour!”  Dan rushed back to his small room to shave, put on a different shirt, brushed his teeth and applied a dab or two of very sexy cologne he had been told once by a date, was very appealing.  Catching himself thinking that one over, he wondered what he was trying to get himself into and whether or not, Rachel was even available if she was approached.  “Surely, someone as attractive as she was, had to have…what was that term?  A ”Significant” other…in her life.  No harm in asking is there buddy?  Carpe Diem”  He told himself.

An hour passed and Rachel showed up in her Explorer.  “So Dan, what exactly did you have in mind?  Rachel asked with a wide grin.  
Dan answered, “I don’t know.  I do know that I don’t want to see anymore of those pseudo, adobe-style, apartment buildings!  How bout you show me some of the better highlights of the area?  Maybe show me the Rio Grande River, which I’ve never seen, and then perhaps head north to Santa Fe?  I’ve always imagined that to be an exotic old western town from my childhood western film days.”  
“Sounds perfect to me!”  Rachel offered. “I’ve never taken the time to drive north and see Santa Fe either.  We’ll both discover it for the first time together.  First, I’ll show you the great Rio Grande, although I suspect you’ll be as unimpressed as I was the first time I saw it.  The name doesn’t exactly fit the dried up, over-pumped, sand-filled stream.  But you might like the Cottonwood trees that line certain parts of the river channel and the nicer homes there. Our route north out of town will actually take us by there.”

Soon, the two were headed north out of Albuquerque to Santa Fe and were well into small talk, each agreeing to avoid any talk of their profession, the upcoming search or of anything Egyptian or Indian.  Time flew by with each briefly outlining their own philosophies about, religion, politics and life in general – all taboo subjects that they surprised themselves as comfortably discussed between them.  As they were approaching the outskirts of Santa Fe, something Rachel had said, gave Dan the opening he was looking for.   
“So Rachel, I take it then, by what you just said that you don’t have a particular man in your life right now?”  
Rachel took her eyes off the road and looked Dan directly in the eyes feeling blindsided by his directness, turned back to the road, and after a long pause, let out a long breath.  After what seemed to Dan like his question wouldn’t be getting answered any time soon, Rachel said, “To be totally honest with you Dan, no I don’t have anyone in my life.  As a matter of fact, I’ve been so involved with my work here in the last five years that I haven’t really been dating seriously.  With perhaps the exception of a professor here and there, which I hasten to add, was all pointless and meaningless – more professional than personal.  Or, as I suspect now in retrospect, safe.  I guess I sub-consciously like it that way.  It seems lately though; my mind does wander to the subject of men and companionship.”  Cleverly shifting the subject back to Dan, she asked, “So how bout you Dan, any significant “others” in your life?  I’d like to hear all about the internationally acclaimed Archaeologist Dan Garrison of the sexually liberated city of Berkeley.”

As Rachel finished asking her question, they reached the edge of the small town.  Dan said, “How bout we find a nice little restaurant in Old Town and I’ll be glad to answer that question over lunch.  I haven’t eaten today and I’m famished!”  Within a few minutes, they found a neat little restaurant that featured BBQ as their specialty on the marquee and pulled into a nearby curbside space.  The grilling smells coming from the back were a portent of what was ahead.  Once inside, they both ordered the “five combo” special, featuring brisket of beef, dry-rubbed tri-tip, wild-Boer sausage, and chicken and pork ribs with all the extras.  
“That oughta hold us till tomorrow morning!” Rachel said while being served the Pacifico beers being set on the table by the waitress.  “So Dan, I haven’t forgotten, it’s time to tell me all about yourself.  I’d figure a guy like you has women swarming all around him if he isn’t the type of guy I’ve heard about that that wears those San Francisco slippers.”  

The subtle joke caught Dan off-guard and he laughed loudly.  “That’s funny Rachel.  I haven’t heard that one before.  No, I’m straight and, no and I don’t have a bevy of women swarming around me.  Not true at all Rachel!”  Dan responded.  “As a matter of fact, I guess I’ve sent out enough negative signals that women have quit trying in the past few years.  I was married to a wonderful woman for about nine years, but she died of cervical cancer about four years ago.”  
“Oh!  I’m so sorry Dan.”  
“No.  That’s all right, I finally got over my “funk” a year or so after she died.  About that time, I met and fell in love with another woman named Clancy, who after an on and off three year, serious relationship, dumped me, saying we have “issues” but..;.and here’s the funny part…she said she still loved me!  She never bothered to tell me what those “issues” were and I was heartbroken for a very long time.  I really did think she was my perfect match and I loved her with all my heart and soul.  That really took the wind out of my sails!  It was uncanny how many likes and dislikes we shared in common and were perfectly content being together.  We weren’t to bad in the sex department either.  So it’s still hard to comprehend how two people so closely matched could end up that way.  That was about two years ago and I think I am just now beginning to normalize.  Between my break-up with Clancy and until the last year or so, friends were all trying to hook me up with this woman and that woman, to no avail and their obvious disappointment.  I guess I finally said “no” often enough and with such conviction, that even the friends quit trying!  So, for the last year or so, I have been applying myself to my work and being a celibate hermit in my off-hours.  Fortunately, my wife and I had no children, but I must admit, though, that there are times lately, when I feel very lonely and am slowly coming out of my self-imposed cocoon and looking for another person to fill the void in my life.  That’s not an easy thing for me though, since I’m kind of particular about who I date.  I mean, I’m not a snob, but I do find myself attracted to very certain types of women.” 
“So.  You sound like you’re still mad at this Clancy for dumping you that way?  Are you?” Rachel asked.

“No.  Not at all.  Well, maybe a little still a little angry that she wasted three years or so of my life, because I think she didn’t really know what she wanted or was looking for in a man.  The first six months I actually thought she would come back like she had the from the first break-up.  She didn’t, and I started to pine for another year.  A big waste of time in retrospect that I think has hardened me and made me somewhat skeptical of all middle-aged women.” 

“I’m sorry” said Rachel.  “I guess “us” women can be very perplexing at times.  What’s that they say?  Women are from Venus and men are from Mars?  So from what you said before, what exactly would the “type” of woman be that you’re now looking for?”  
After a second or two of hesitation, and a slight blush, Dan said, “Why, Someone just like you Rachel!”

Rachel was taken aback by Dan’s straight forthrightness and showed her feelings by reeling back in her bench seat. “Why Dan!  You don’t mince words do you?”  
Dan shook his head, smiled and said, “Life’s too short for that Rachel.  That’s one thing I think I’ve learned in the last six years since Mary was first diagnosed with cancer, and more recently, what I’ve learned on my own in the last year.  Life will simply pass you by if you let it, and one day, you’ll find yourself, sitting at home all by yourself writing books or watching way too much TV.  When someone comes along who you think is compatible or feels like the right soul mate, you need to be able to set aside your fears and reach out.  If you don’t, I’m afraid, that Ms Right will simply come and go, leaving you with an opportunity missed, and then you end up possibly regretting it for the rest of your life!”  “Funny thing though.” Dan continued.  “When you least suspect it, “boom!” there’s someone standing in front of you who seems to fit your job description to a tee.  So, I guess that’s what I’m trying to do with you Rachel – reach out in my typical clumsy was and see if my hypothetical Ms Right is at all interested?”  

Rachel thought these well-chosen words over carefully for a second or two and responded, “Geeze Dan.  We just met each other.  How can you be so sure of your feelings?  On the other hand Dan, to be perfectly honest with you, I’ve had those same thoughts somewhere in the back of mind lately, but I haven’t taken the time to verbalize them as succinctly as you just did.  I think I agree with what you just said too.  But to answer that very direct question, I’d have to say, “I am!”  Since I’ve met you, I have truly enjoyed your company both at work and away from the campus – especially today, talking about so many different things.  I do find us strangely compatible from our short time together. I also have to admit, that I have thoughts about you in the same way and wondered if you were available or not?”

Rachel thought back five years to her tragic relationship with Bobby and her vow of waiting to commit her heart to another man until she knew him better.  Much better!  From the back of her mind came the notion that something was different about this man and not at all like the Bobbies of the world.  What was it she wondered to herself?  Her mind accommodatingly answered the question for her – he was easy going, older and more mature.  He was a hunk as well!  Maybe it was time to reconsider this “man” thing?
As if saved by the proverbial bell from having to think on that subject too deeply, two large oval platters of succulent meats with overpowering aromas arrived at their table, complete with a dill pickle, potato salad, chili beans, grilled onions and homemade rolls.  Distracted for a moment from what Rachel had just revealed to him in complete candor he said, “Whew!  This is way more than I expected and than I think I can handle!”  Dan said to the waitress.  “I sure hope you have doggie bags for take home?”  She said she did and asked if there were anything else she could bring them.  Dan said, “Yes.  Dos mas Cervesas por fa vor.”  In his best Spanish.  The older woman said she’d be right back with “those” and left them both sitting sheepishly looking at each other and the mounds of food before them.  Dan broke the spell, by saying, “So where do we go from here Rachel?”  
“Well…I suppose we keep enjoying each other’s company like we’re doing right now and see where that takes us.”  It seems like we’re going to be spending an awful lot of time together for the foreseeable future.  It’s not like we need to rush anything.”  
“Sounds like a plan to me!”  Dan said as he put the first slice of brisket in his mouth dribbling au jus down his chin and causing a giggle from Rachel.

After the hearty meal, with doggie bags in hand, they decided to work off the meal by walking the streets of Old Town Santa Fe and doing some window-shopping.  Before long, a feeling of contentedness came over Rachel and she slipped her arm in his and nuzzled his shoulder.  Dan looked down at her smiling, while she looked up with a smile of her own.  He stopped, grasped her shoulders and drew her close, and while looking into her smiling eyes kissed her deeply.  She enjoyed the sensations for a few seconds then carefully pulled herself away.  Puzzled, Dan continued walking with her in his arm in the same direction.

The pleasant afternoon slipped away with a few art galleries, clothes boutiques and an ice cream cone they shared while enjoying temperate weather and the unique and real Pueblo architecture of the old western town.  They decided to head back to the modern world of Albuquerque as the sun began to set in the hills to the west.  Dan drove going back and they passed the time by venturing into discussions that were more personal and with an occasional foray into sexual matters - each testing the waters.

Once back at the dorm building, Dan asked Rachel to come up to his room and have a cold bottle of diet soda he kept in his mini-fridge.  Rachel thought it over for a second or two and said, “That’s a very appealing proposition Dan, but I think it’s prudent of me to pass for now.  And, tomorrow begins a very hectic period for both of us.  Don’t forget that we’re going to be seeing a whole lot of each other in the weeks and months to come.  You might just find, that I’m not that soul mate you first thought I was after getting to know me better.  Let’s just see where this goes.  Okay Dan?”  
“You’re probably right Rachel.  Excuse me for being so forward this afternoon.  I’ll see you first thing tomorrow and thanks for showing me the sights today!”

He closed the door and began walking toward the dorm building; stopping, turning around, smiled and waved back to Rachel even though being frustrated by the putdown as any typical male might be under the same circumstances.  

“Damn!” she thought, “What a fool!  I could have been wrapped in those muscular arms tonight and enjoying my favorite pastime!”  She shook her head in frustration, put the car in reverse, and enjoyed a repeat performance of Dan’s backside walking away.  “I think I’m in love!” was her last thought as she began concentrating on driving home and of the myriad details of the work before them the next day.  

Across town, Marta and Swede were meeting at her house and discussing their plans for the weeks and months ahead.

[image: image18.bmp]
PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER ELEVEN – RULES

Monday

Monday morning began at eight, like the past three workdays with Marta giving her post-graduate students instructions in her lab and Dan and Rachel meeting in her office. Dan arrived a few minutes after Rachel and when he got seated opposite her, she said, “Thanks for yesterday Dan.  I had a really good time in many ways.”  
“Me too Rachel!  I’m looking forward to working with you and getting to know you much better.”  
Rachel grinned.  “Oh, I’m sure you will Dan.” She countered.  “Now, unfortunately, business as usual.  I’d like to go over our schedule and agenda one more time.”  

Dan reminded her,  “They were waiting on two key elements; first, he and Swede needed to get their heads together and finalize the expedition material and personnel needs, which he had already started.  Second, now that they knew PBS Boston and the National Geographic Society covered funding totally, they still needed to know from Marta about the film crew’s ability to start sooner rather than later.”  
“Both of those should be answered this morning.”  Rachel responded.
At that point, Swede knocked on her office door and stuck his head in.  “Ah, there you are!  Marta told me you’d likely be in your office Rachel.  It’s good to see you again!”  Rachel rose from her desk and gladly shook his hand and introduced the two men.  As she sat back down, she complimented Swede on all the work he and his staff had done in the past week that allowed them to have something new and bigger to reach for.  She then asked if Swede was willing to work with Dan on finalizing all of the expedition needs, trying to have it all ready to go within one to two weeks.  
“That would be a pleasure to work with the esteemed Dr. Garrison and it should also be fairly easy, since both of us have lots of experience planning field explorations over the past years.  As to the timetable, I believe that we are going sooner than later, based on what I overheard from Marta’s phone conversation right before I left her office.  It sounded as if she was getting a positive response from the PBS CEO.  I guess it pays to have people on the East Coast two hours ahead of us when it comes to business?”

Rachel detected a note of familiarity in Swede’s comments regarding Marta and asked, “So Swede, I get the feeling you’ve known Marta longer than just the past few days and our recent communications over the discovery of your Egyptian ship?”  
Swede seemed mildly flustered by the question, but seemed to gather his composure quickly and said, “Oh yeah!  I contacted her when we discovered the first few artifacts.  Those objects being so easily recognizable as ancient Egyptian and Dr. Pruitt being internationally renowned as one of the few eminent Egyptologists.  And, as luck would have it, closest one to Corpus Christi!  I guess you could say we’ve known each other a short while.”  Rachel commented on how fortuitous it was to have everyone being so familiar for the upcoming project.  Swede and Dan agreed.  Never the less, Rachel harbored a passing notion that they were somehow more familiar than just colleagues that began working with each other only weeks before.  Rachel offered the two men her office to work while she went down to Marta’s office in hopes of good news and then off to other chores.

Within a matter of seconds, Rachel was knocking on Marta’s door.  Entering, she was surprised that both the Dean of Science and the school’s president were there.  The president himself had opened the door and was welcoming her in, which came as kind of a shock since she hadn’t seen the man all that often and here he was in the flesh with a huge grin on his ruddy face.  He pushed back his gold wire-rimmed glasses and said to Rachel, “Congratulations young lady!  We understand from Marta, who called me over the weekend that you may have made the find of the century!  From what she has told me, it all sounds very promising and of course, it goes without saying, that regardless the outcome, the school is extremely happy and excited about what it will mean for our future prestige in this field of science.  Don and I are here to offer any help that we can and to give you our blessings.”  Dr. Growden gave his concurrence  with a Cheshire grin.  

When done, Marta stuttered, “I, I’m sorry I blindsided you about this Rachel.  Over the weekend, I realized we had failed to bring in the school’s administration about our planned project.  It seemed to me, that we had to get their approval before we took on such a large venture, especially since we are involving students and national media in our efforts.  It just seemed like an important thing to do.”  When Marta had finished her apology Growden added, “Dr. Pruitt is absolutely correct on this matter Dr. Craig!  As a matter of legal and technical correctness, you will in fact need our approval in writing, to cover the school and allow so many people in the department to take a sabbatical of sorts, for this endeavor, even if most of you will be on your own time during regular summer vacations.  You see, both of you are on contract with the school, so anything you do in the manner of your chosen field, needs to be coordinated with the school in general – both legally and as a matter of course for approval.  I might add, we are very pleased that funding for this expedition seems to be covered in full by PBS Boston and National Geographic, as I’m afraid our funds for such a venture at the moment are very limited.”  
Dennis Schmidt, the elderly Dean of Science added, “That’s correct.  It’s not something we advertise, but this department works under a very stringent budget.  To be frank with you, it’s not like our sports department and football foundations that get all the really big donations.  We’re the poor stepchild of this school it often seems.”

“Now that that’s settled ladies, there’s one more important matter that Don and I talked about yesterday that we need to address.  Regardless the nature or scope of your findings in the months to come, any and all items found are the property of this school and any news releases on anything, no matter how trivial, will be cleared through my office first.  We have no problems with assigning media rights to WGBH or the Society as they’ve earned that right with their generous funding.  However, I warn you both about how adamant we are about getting press information being cleared through me and for all property to belong to the university.”  Neither woman added a comment or made a move after the president’s threatening command.

Marta, waited patiently for just the right opportunity, and finally said, “Mr. President, there is an important matter that we all need to discuss here before you two leave.  It’s regarding something of great value to this venture that only occurred to me late last night and likely involves some “seed” money from the school.”  
Dennis Schmidt wasted little time injecting, “Didn’t I just say a few minutes ago, the school has limited funds available?  Unless this request is of paramount importance, I’m quite sure I speak for Dr. Growden when I say this.  No!”  
Marta only smiled as Schmidt began his second sentence and waited politely until he uttered his categorical “No!” in response to her request.  She realized belatedly that her normally used beauty queen smile only irked the Dean.  Changing her expression to a more politically correct business face, she began, “As the university’s resident expert on all things ancient Egyptian, I know that the National Museum of Egyptian Antiquity in Cairo happens to house, as I just said, something of “great” value to this expedition.  That is lady and gentlemen, the supposed mummified remains of both Pharaohs – Amenemhet-I and his son Senusret I.  If we are to believe this story, then it is possible that the mummy of Amenemhet-I is not the person who is museum and who they found in the tomb at Thebes.  It is also possible that the mummy of Senusret-I may be a fake as well.  Since they were discovered decades ago, I am aware, that there has never been any effort to use modern DNA testing and confirm the relationship of the father and son duo.”  

As she said that, everyone’s expressions looked as if light bulbs had been switched on by looks of their eyes.  Rachel said, “That’s right!  Why haven’t we thought about that before?”  
Marta explained a little too arrogantly, “That’s because no one here has the knowledge I have on Egyptian antiquities like I do!” The statement produced a slight frown on Rachel’s face that Marta recognized, so she chose her next words more carefully.  “I suggest Swede and I take the next available passage to Cairo and ask the Director there so we can perform the necessary tests that will confirm or refute the relationship between the two supposedly related mummies.”  

After a lengthy and puzzling few moments of observable thought on the subject, Dennis Schmidt said, “We really don’t have money to throw away on this or any venture, for this department, any department or the school for that matter.  However, I am faced with the dilemma, that if we don’t invest a small sum to verify what we believe could be a major issue that the two mummies are unrelated, then all the rest of our school’s time and money would be a huge waste!  Yes, you two have my blessings to make the trip as early as tomorrow and spend whatever you think is reasonable in getting your answers once there.”  
Marta and Rachel both said “Great!” at the same time while the two men were nodding their heads in agreement.

Rachel had still been chewing on the ownership issue.  After a moments silence and like a dog with a bone that wouldn’t let go, Rachel was ready to scream.  Finally Rachel softly but adroitly mentioned to the president, “Sir, Back to your original statement, chastising us for not coming to you earlier.  I’m sure I speak for Marta that we apologize for not bringing the school into this sooner.  With all the excitement here in the past week, I’m sure you can understand, it was just an oversight.  We probably would have thought of it sooner or later, so I appreciate Marta’s awareness and her call to you.  Also, I can agree about the press releases going through your office.  That will actually save us a lot of grief out in the field if we don’t have to write and / or deal with the press.  However, as it pertains to the matter of ownership of anything we might find, I think you will find the laws rather vague on the subject of archaeological and treasure trove finds.  Actually, Dr. Garrison is already having his department’s attorney in California researching national law on the matter for us.  In a day or two, we should have some definitive direction and solid law on this subject.  You can easily imagine, all sorts of jurisdictions having interest and claims should we find something of great significance or value.  Therefore, it is incumbent upon us to have our ducks in order before anything is found to insure anything we do afterwards is legal and aboveboard.  Wouldn’t you agree Mr. President?”  

The president could only remain quiet, since his initial research with the school’s legal staff on the matter, showed Dr. Craig to be one hundred percent correct in her appraisal of the subject and she, without knowing it, was calling his bluff and manipulating him away from the outcome he desired.  An expert opinion from another attorney who happens to specialize in that area, he agreed would be of value.  As the president walked to the door to leave with Dennis Schmidt in tow, added, “Whoever ends up with legal ownership, I at least want us to be together on this one point ladies - No one is to obtain any artifact you may find, without the school having control and final say-so.  Got me?”  They nodded their understanding as the two men left the office.

“That was intense!”  Rachel said to Marta once the men were out of hearing range.  
“Yep.  I guess it was necessary though - all things considered?” Marta responded.  
“So, Marta, I heard from Swede, that your money people might be ready to go fairly soon?”  
“That’s the best thing that’s happened thus far today Rachel!  It seems, they have a crew ready and waiting for projects of this nature that tend to pop up quickly from time to time.  Pending the signing of a ton of boilerplate legal documents about who has what rights, etc., the crew can be here as early as next Sunday!  From what I gather, they will be sending a crew of five to us from various locations around the United States.  There will be a camera operator, soundman, screenwriter, general assistant, and a big shot documentary producer.  They also promise us, that when they’re not doing their thing, filming and all, they will be engaged in physical work helping us if we need it!  So it seems, Rachel, that except for some legal hurdles and pulling together all of the necessary supplies, we’re cleared to go next Monday at the earliest!  That is, provided Swede and I can get to Cairo, get their permission for DNA testing, expedite that aspect, get the result we’re looking for and be back here by next Saturday. I’m so excited Rachel!”  
“Me too Marta!  I guess you need to notify your students about next Monday and your trip.  I’ll also remind Dan of the importance of his attorney researching the legalities of ownership.  I have a sneaking hunch that will end up being very important!  Later girlfriend.”

After Rachel left Marta’s office, Marta placed a cell phone to cell phone call.  “Hey!  It’s me.  Where are you?  Good.  Are you keeping a low profile as I asked?  Good.  Now listen.  I’m making a last minute trip to Cairo, Egypt tomorrow and will be back here by next Saturday at the latest or sooner if all goes smoothly.  Until I get back and contact you, do not try calling me and keep your head low!  We expect to be arriving in San Fidel next Monday or Tuesday.  Most of the important people will be staying at the San Fidel Hotel for a day or two, so while we’re there, make yourself scarce.  I don’t want to even see your face!  Good!  Now, how’s it going?  Good, good! Bye.”  Marta hung up and walked to Rachel’s office to make a list of how many people needed reservations at the San Fidel Hotel and other smaller motels in the area.  She also wanted to have Rachel verify her list of proper procedures used in ancient DNA forensic testing since she knew Rachel had done this several times before and she had never done one or had needed to do any until now.
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CHAPTER TWELVE – WHERE IT ALL BEGAN

Tuesday 

The following Tuesday evening, Marta and Swede were on the last leg of their lengthy trip to Cairo.  Fortunately, Marta was able to use her previous trip’s contacts to make all of the necessary arrangements prior to departing.  If everything went well, and they often didn’t in other countries, they might be able to return to Albuquerque in a matter of days.

The French UTA 747 Airplane was scheduled to arrive in Cairo International Airport at approximately 10:35 PM local time.  The two archaeologists had been traveling over fourteen hours and had long since had their share of ticket counters, security screenings, cramped seating and de-humidified air.  Conversation ended somewhere during their Atlantic crossing and any chatting from that point on was only to aid each other in getting where they needed to be inside the Paris Airport.  As with most lengthy trips, irritability simmers just below the surface and physical discomforts reign supreme, while notions of sleep and cozy beds prevail.  However much good friends, they both teetered precariously on the edge of their patience, but remained civil as the plane descended on its final approach to Cairo and the late night arrival.

It was pre-arranged, that a staff member from the Cairo Museum would meet them outside the baggage area of the airport and take them to their hotel - The Grand Hyatt.  After nearly forty-five minutes waiting, mostly for the carousel to begin disgorging luggage, they finally made their way outside of the baggage area with their minimal baggage gripped tightly in hand.  The conditioned air of terminals and planes of the last eighteen hours traveling, gave way to the exotic aromas of warm, moist air, scented with Lotus blossoms and ancient soils.  A typically dressed, dark complexioned man was standing nearby, holding a small paper sign with poorly written “Dr. Pruitt” on it.  He eagerly took their luggage and placed them inside the back hatch of a well-worn tan Volkswagen Bus while they took the middle seating section.  The man wasted no time in speeding away from the airport and to their hotel.

This was Marta’s third trip to Cairo and Egypt and Swede’s first.  Although the time difference should have had him snoozing, Swede was wide-eyed, taking in as much of the passing city sights and sounds as he could.  His attempt at conversation with the slumping Marta was met with a dismissive hand wave and a grumble.  Swede tried to ask the driver how long the trip to the hotel would take and quickly found their driver spoke no English, so he absorbed as much of the late evening street chaos on his own.  By the time they arrived at the Hyatt, it was nearly midnight and the lobby was almost bare, save for a small contingency of hotel staff and two desk clerks.  Fortunately, they spoke perfect British accented English and welcomed them to Cairo and the Grand Hyatt.  Their respective rooms were waiting and a bellman was already eagerly loading their bags onto a brass cart.  As they began to leave and follow the bellman to the elevators, one of the clerks handed them a message, “Dr. Zawi Hawass, Director of Egypt’s Supreme Council of Antiquities would be here in the lobby at 7:00 AM to take them to breakfast and the museum.”  Asking for a 6:00 AM wake-up call, they left the check-in counter and drudgingly followed their bellman to their separate rooms with the promise of Egyptian cotton and down comforters.  
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At 6:45, Marta and Swede found each other in the lobby and waited together reading individually selected sections of USA Today in plush leather lounge chairs.  Dr. Hawass was not far behind and ushered them into his chauffer-driven white Jaguar parked under the porte-cochere outside.  An energetic man with a pleasant face and speech smiled effusively and welcomed them to “his country”.  He told Marta, “He was happy as always to see her again and have her back to where it all began.  To Swede, he made him feel as if he had known him a lifetime.  He announced that he was taking them to his favorite sidewalk bistro and once there, after their food had been served, could begin talking business.  As always, he was unabashedly anxious to be involved with two distinguished American archaeologists in pursuit of knowledge of his ancient Egypt.  Along the ten-minute drive, he occasionally pointed out various points of interest – obelisks, statuaries, government buildings, etc.  Dr. Johnson was in an Egyptologist’s heaven, with Dr. Hawass the eager and prideful tutor of his beloved country. 

The café was beautifully located in a quiet neighborhood with little street traffic and many shade trees.  The low, plastered walls enclosing the courtyard bistro gave a sense of being cloistered yet, felt free and open, while the water from a carved stone fountain nearby trickled serenely down onto lily pads floating at its base.  Birds sang and darted back and forth to the limestone tiles on the courtyard floor looking for anticipated crumbs.  The fine, white China, crystal stemware, solid silver settees, and linen bespoke of the upscale nature of the place and the possible portent of the good food to come.  Dr. Hawass was warmly welcomed by the white tuxedo dressed maitre’d and it was obvious that the Director came to this place often as he took the liberty of ordering immediately in his native tongue while they were being seated.  Demitasses of strong espresso were quickly served while another waiter poured bottled ice water into crystal glasses with lemon slices added.
Before any other amenities were delivered, Dr. Hawass said, “So tell me doctors about the crazy find in your country I have been hearing about.  I’ve gotten so many calls about it in the last few weeks.  I’m really very interested in whatever it is they tell me you’ve found there.  Where is it they say?  Texas?  Ha ha ha… I can’t find any of this more than a grand hoax, but I’m really interested in what you think you’ve found there.”

After looking to Marta, Dr. Johnson was the first to begin explaining what he had found weeks ago on the inland shore of a large lagoon in Corpus Christi.  Marta followed with what she knew in even greater detail.  
After their stories Zawi only laughed louder with disbelief than he had the first time. “Surely you two can’t believe that what you have is a 4,000-year old piece of Egyptian history?  We know for a fact that Egyptians where the greatest sea-faring sailors perhaps 2-3,000 years before Christ.  In fact, they were known to travel as far away as India, down the eastern shores of Africa and perhaps some of the western shores as well.  But we’ve never seen any evidence much less heard of anything so preposterous as to have sailed across the dangerous Atlantic and into the Americas. I simply can’t believe it’s true!”  
Marta responded by saying, “We find this as incredible to digest as anyone Dr. Hawass.  However, we have run extensive tests on everything we’ve found thus far, including carbon testing, and find that everything seems to be the real deal!”  At that point, she produced some color prints made from her desktop color business printer and handed them to him along with some printed lab results with the university’s letterhead.  Dr. Hawass could only sit and stare dumbfounded and speechless at what he was now coming to be convinced was in fact real.

“Of course, I must remind you as the Director of the Supreme Council for all Egyptian Antiquities that we will formally request return of any and all items found there to be returned to its native land as we have done often in the past.”  Dr. Hawass let that last comment dangle for effect.  Neither Marta nor Swede were eager to respond and had talked about just such contingency.  However, neither expected the good doctor to bring it up so soon and it took them back.  
Marta lingered over her espresso gathering valuable time while she thought out a good response, then said, “That is something I’m sure the university would be most eager to talk to you about some point in the future Dr. Hawass.  Right now, we are much too involved in the hunt to even begin to consider such things.  There is one unique difference however from those antiquities you requested and these.”  
“And what might that be Dr. Pruitt?” Dr. Hawass asked rather curtly.  
His tone of voice wasn’t lost on Marta and so she placed a gentle smile on her face and answered, “All of those previously requested items for return were taken at one point in time from Egypt to other countries – mostly Great Briton and France.  What we have here, are artifacts found or placed on American soil by ancient mariners from your country!  That’s definitely a big, big difference don’t you think?  I don’t think international law is very clear on that subject either, and we’ll just have to wait and see what our government and school allow us to do.”  Dr. Hawass had no reply and instead coughed in his water glass, mumbling something unintelligible while dabbing at the spill dribbling down his chin and silk tie.

There followed, the most elegant looking and by far the best tasting Eggs Benedict that was ever served Marta or Swede.  Instead of the usual fashion of poached eggs resting on Canadian Ham and English muffins topped generously with Hollandaise sauce, this version included a large bed of pickled red cabbage sandwiched between the eggs and the thick Ham slice and a side rasher of fried tiny red potatoes with tons of butter.  The meal would suffice most surely for the rest of their lengthy and hectic day in research.  After an extremely enjoyable breakfast, the director signed the tab indicating once again his regularity with this particular restaurant and they were quickly on there way to downtown Cairo.
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When the threesome entered the Cairo Museum a short while later, every single person encountering Dr. Hawass greeted him as if he were the king of Egypt including the many busy janitorial staff.  Indeed he was to these people, for no single person in all of modern Egyptian history had done so much to restore the country’s national pride in its antiquities or have so many valuables returned than did Dr. Hawass.  To say he was much loved and respected by most of the people of Egypt was an understatement.  Those who’s living grew from the museum’s renewed popularity as an international tourist Mecca, were especially fond of him.

Zawi first gave them the “cook’s” tour of the museum, stopping at the room, which displayed the artifacts from the 12th Dynasty.  There, under very guarded security and environmental safeguards were the two mummies purportedly of the Pharaoh Amenemhet-I and his successor son and Pharaoh, Senusret-I along with various and sundry items from their tombs and the period.  He announced that he would have his staff bring the two ancient mummies down to the labs shortly to begin the requested testing.  They took a nearby large freight elevator down three floors to the basement labs where they were introduced to the scientists and technicians who worked there.  He made it quite clear and said with a certain pride, that all of the tests could now be performed on-site, unlike years past when they neither had the funding or the expertise to do so, and everything had to be shipped to England, France or Italy for testing.  All three were presented clean white robes by the museum director Dr. Patricia Habib and led to a large antiseptic room that reminded the visitors of an operating suite in any large, modern hospital.

That of course is basically what it was – kept as sterile and spotless as could humanly be, so as to prevent cross-contamination and wrong or false data results.  As the lights were brought up and the four professors were dawning latex gloves, cotton skull caps and paper robes and masks, the two Lexan encased mummies where wheeled in and parked head to toe along an empty, glossy white ceramic tiled wall.  Numerous technicians flooded into the room, so that which was once an ample space to work in, became quickly crowded and a beehive swarm of activity.

Dr. Hawass asked that Swede please call him Zawi for the rest of their stay and immediately began to give instructions to Director Habib and the technicians in the native Farsi.  The mummy of the Pharaoh Amenemhet-I was wheeled to the center of the room and the clear, heavy display case was slowly and carefully removed.  Zawi commented that with all the recent finds in his country the museum had never had the time to do a thorough and proper investigation of the two mummies found nearly seventy years before.  This request made it a welcome opportunity for them to do so now.  As he was saying that, a half dozen technicians were painstakingly lifting the elder’s remains from the display case to a wooden slab inches away.  When this was accomplished, a large, portable CAT Scan machine was wheeled into place, that would encircle the body, slicing minute images from the pictures it received of everything hidden below the crusted linen bandages.  In this non-invasive manner, they were able to view and record all of the bones and anything else that might have been sealed inside during the embalming process.

During the CAT Scan, those viewing the monitors outside the room were surprised to find that there was a rather large hole in the forehead of the skull.  This confirmed the long-held notion that the Pharaoh had died from an assassin’s knife.  Aside from that discovery, there was nothing to be seen inside the mummy except bones.  Even the telltale remains of shriveled internal organs were absent as was normally the case.  All internal entrails and organs were always removed during embalming and placed in individual canopic jars - usually of fine translucent alabaster stone.  There was no jewelry expected either, as both tombs were suspected of having been looted millennia before.

After the lengthy CAT Scan came the delicate removal of DNA samples.  As always, the caretakers of such priceless artifacts insisted that no evidence of these tests should be observable later.  Therefore, a special drill was used to remove very minuscule samples from behind the upper front teeth, the pelvis from near the backside and several hair follicles still in abundance.  Once done, the carefully packed and uncontaminated samples were taken by a special group of technicians to their lab, in hopes of extracting any viable DNA material.

Last, but not least, very careful measurements were taken of every portion of the Pharaoh’s remaining cadaver, especially those dimensions and prominent features of the skull.  By having this relative data, forensic analysts could compare facial structure of the Pharaoh son and also reconstruct a very accurate, three-dimensional likenesses in both clay model and computer graphic imaging.  Once completed, the bone-dry mummy was very gingerly returned to his display case and sealed once again.

In exactly the same process, the mummified remains of Senusret-I, the Pharaoh son was examined.  Nothing of any consequence was discovered during the CAT Scan, but is was apparent that facial dimensions differed dramatically from the first set.  There was always some skepticism of the two mummy’s resemblance, even though both sarcophagi bore inscriptions as to their supposed identities.  This was always chalked up to the deformities associated with the embalming process and shrinkage of facial tissues, etc.  Now, with real measurements of both skulls, it was hard to dispel the fact that there was no kinship between these two mummies.  DNA testing would reveal shortly, if this facial anomaly was indeed fact or simply a quirk of nature.

Dr. Hawass promised preliminary reports by the end of the day and a full print-out that would be carefully documented with scan images, measurement data and DNA results inside 2 or 3 days.  

Within a mere two hours, the technicians handed Dr. Habib the results of the DNA tests.  Normally, these tests take several days to several months depending on the back load of work, number of lab technicians and the sophistication of the equipment.  In this instance, the museum had no other assignments and many technicians using the best that money could buy, state-of-the-art lab equipment quickly finished their assignments.  Hawass, Johnson and Pruitt waited anxiously for Patricia Habib to interpret the data before her.

To no one’s great surprise, the DNA tests could find no similarities between the two mummies.  The report went on further to speculate that the male was similar in stature, but facial features of the remaining bones also pointed to the two being un-related.  Last, the forensic scientists were quite certain that the male believed to be the Pharaoh Amenemhet-1 was murdered.  The hole in his skull was not surgically removed as was commonly practiced by royal physicians of the time, but was very crudely splintered and exhibited evidence of a blunt trauma.  Microscopic examination of the opening also showed scrapings of a metallic tool along one edge suggesting brain removal there, rather than through the typical nasal opening.  It was quite clear to everyone, that the two mummies were not related and that there was indeed a strong likelihood the real Pharaoh was somewhere else – possibly on American soil as all the evidence here and abroad now suggested.

Dr. Hawass asked if the two archaeologists would be staying on to wait for the final, printed report.  Marta said, “No.  I think we have found what we came here for already.  There doesn’t seem to be much reason to stay any longer.  If you would be so kind as to have those final reports Fed-Ex’d to me when they’re done, we would be much in your debt Zawi.  I think Swede and I will try and make the earliest flight out of Cairo tomorrow morning.”

“Ah, that’s too bad Marta, I shall miss you both.  Please always feel free to come pay us a visit, or better yet, stay longer and help us with our field research.  We have so many newly discovered sites to inspect and catalog like the ancient port and boat works at Wadi Gawasis on the Red Sea.  Not to mention the many artisans’ tombs recently discovered in the Worker’s village in Giza!  I will most assuredly send as soon as possible, the final report to you.  In turn, I would hope you share your new findings with us via the Internet when you have moments of opportunity.  As to the legal ownership of Egyptian artifacts, we shall let time and the lawyers take care of that for us.  Yes? You know my feelings on the subject? As a last gesture of our relationship, please allow me to offer my car and personal chauffer to drive you both to the airport tomorrow morning.”  

“Oh you don’t need to do that Zawi.”  Marta said. 
“Ah, but I do insist Marta.  Just call my office and tell my personal assistant the time you need to be to the airport when you know it, and they will see you get there in comfort and safety.  With that said, I bid you both farewell and the best of luck in your recent endeavor.  Please always feel free to call on me or my department at any time.  May God go with you.”  Marta hugged Zawi and Swede shook his hand vigorously and each said their goodbyes to Dr. Habib and some of her staff.  When they turned to leave, Zawi had already left the room and in his place was the same well-dressed driver from earlier in the day offering to drive them back to their hotel.

Back at the Grand Hyatt and ensconced in the well-stocked cocktail lounge, Marta placed a call to Rachel in Albuquerque, New Mexico, USA.  It was 5:45 PM in Cairo and 12:15 AM there.  Marta picked up her beside phone on the fifth ring and asked in a groggy voice who was calling that late.  “Rachel!  Hi. It’s me.  Marta!  I’m so sorry to call you at this time.  It must be late in the evening there?”  
Rachel sourly replied, “No!  It’s early in the morning – like 12:15 AM Rachel.  But what can I do for you, now that you’ve interrupted my beauty sleep?”  
“So sorry Rachel.  We’re so excited here about the test results, that in my haste to call you I forgot to calculate the time difference.  However, I think you’ll want to hear the results regardless the time there!”  
“Okay.”  Rachel answered.  “Are they what we wanted to hear?”  Marta then gave a brief synopsis of what they had learned only an hour before and told her they would be home in less than two days.  “Great!  Just great!  See you guys when you get back.  Travel safely.  Goodnight!” Rachel pushed the “end” button and laid back in her bed thinking how well things were going.  She fell asleep envisioning discovery of a spectacular royal tomb.

Nearly asleep, a knock on the adjourning room door brought Marta wide awake.  Opening the door, she found Swede standing there with a flute of champagne in each hand and a huge grin on his face.  “I thought this might be as good an evening to celebrate as any.  For old time’s sake?”

Marta stood rigidly across the opening thinking about the offer.  Not being one to turn down such offered goodies, she said, “Oh, all right Swede.  But just this one time!  I mean that!”
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER THIRTEEN – WEEK OF PREPERATIONS

Tuesday through Sunday

The week passed very slowly in the preparation of the upcoming field trip to the Southwestern flanks of the San Mateo Mountains.  Everyone was anxious to leave the confines of the labs and offices and be out in the clean air of the desert and looking for the supposed Pharaoh’s burial tomb – a nice change of pace for everyone.  There was much work to be done in the short period of time they had.  Normally, planning and execution of such a field trip would take months at the least.  The various tasks were divided evenly amongst different groups depending on their experience and expertise.  By Friday and towards the end of the week, tempers flared and patience was in short commodity.  

All totaled, there were twenty-four people leaving from the university that would be making the short drive; the four professors, fifteen post-grad students and five media crew who had flown in on that Saturday afternoon.  All were as excited about this pending mission as were a handful of five-year-olds on Christmas Eve.

By Sunday afternoon, nearly every piece of necessary equipment and supplies were loaded aboard the university vans and rented trucks and ready to go, except for personal baggage that would be loaded in the early hours of the following morning.  It was time for Dan to give a last-minute speech and have all sign the requisite non-disclosure forms.

He began, “As you all know by now, we leave tomorrow morning promptly at seven AM.  Those who fail to leave with us at that time for whatever reason will need to get to the field site by their own means of transportation afterwards.  I ask that everyone get here by at least six tomorrow morning.  I will be here no later than five in case anyone wants or needs to come in earlier.  Except for the four professors standing before you, none of you have been told anything about this expedition except that we’re headed for a Southwestern desert locale and, of course, what many of you have been able to surmise, to look for a hitherto, unheard of Egyptian burial tomb.  Before we reveal that information, we have non-disclosure forms for all of you to sign with Dr. Craig here. So let’s take a brief 10-minute break to get that accomplished and be back here for more instructions.”  When Dan finished, everyone surged forward to do as requested.  Not so surprisingly, there were no dissenters – all wanted to do whatever was required to be part of this historical venture.

Ten minutes later, all twenty-four documents had been signed and everyone was seated once again on the bare concrete floor of the cavernous warehouse anticipating a detailed explanation of the archaeological expedition they were about to begin.  Dan stood before them and said, “First of all, I will apologize for what I’m about to tell you; No one will be told our destination until just before departure tomorrow morning.  If just one parent or boyfriend is told, it could potentially set off a stampede of treasure hunters that would make the California Gold Rush of 1849 look like a Campfire Girl picnic outing.”  Heads nodded in agreement, while a few disappointed moans and chuckles greeted Dan’s analogy.  “What I will be telling you tonight is a few rules that I and the professor’s feel are important.  You will be spending somewhere around two to two and a half months in a very inhospitable environment.  All of you should have been told by now, the period of time you will be working.  So, if there is anyone out there who didn’t already hear that and can’t allocate that much time, please let us know now.”  There were no hands.  Dan continued, “Okay! As some of you already know, the deserts of the Southwest can be very unforgiving and have been known to cause injuries and sometimes, death.  We have a well-stocked medical supply and Dr. Pruitt, it seems, is fairly well versed in emergency medical treatment.  With a group of this size, we can expect our share of colds, flu and various cuts and scrapes. There is nothing that we can do about those sorts of things.  However, you need to always be cognizant of the following; heatstroke or de-hydration and where and how you walk – for two reasons, physical injury to body and limbs due to rocks and / or broken or sprained legs from ground rubble.  And, also from the fauna of the region; (Dan held up large color images of each) Diamondback Rattlesnakes, Gila Monsters, Scorpions, Fire Ants, possible hives of African Killer Bees, Tarantulas (non-poisonous) or other insects and spiders that can at the very least, cause infections.  Watch where you step and what rocks you turn over people!”  Nervous laughter followed.  “So go home, get a good nights sleep and we’ll see you all back here tomorrow morning, no later than six!”  

___

The following morning, all twenty-four people were milling around the warehouse by five-thirty, raring to get started.  Dan asked for everyone’s attention and they quickly quieted down and remained standing.  Dan said, “This is it people!  As soon as everything’s loaded, we’re hitting the road!  Oh yeah! I suppose, most of you want to hear where we’re going?”  His question was met with whistles and applause.  “Alright, we’re heading only eighty miles west of here on Interstate 40 to the Southwest corner of the lower San Mateo Mountain Range to establish a camp.  The drive, including one rest stop, will take us about two hours at most.  Now that I’ve told you where we’re going, I’m afraid we’ll need to confiscate everyone’s cell phones, especially the satellite type that don’t rely on cell sites nearby.”  This was greeted by the expected grumbles and Dan just laughed and said, “I expected that, but I hope you can understand why we’re doing this for reasons of absolute secrecy?  Once we’re at the site, you’ll all be issued new Motorola walkie-talkies with a one-mile range so that we’ll all be able to stay in communication with each other.  Letter writing will be permissible but all out-going mail will, naturally be censored I’m sorry to inform you.”

“The next thing we’d like to tell you is the exact details of our intended mission.  That is, to hopefully find the hidden burial tomb of a 12th Dynasty Egyptian Pharaoh named Amenemhet-I, pronounced as Amen-em-het, that we believe to have been buried about 4,000 years ago, and about 800 miles somewhere West of Corpus Christi, Texas.  From all of the evidence Dr. Johnson and his staff have discovered and Dr. Pruitt and her staff have translated, this unbelievable piece of history seems to be the real McCoy!  We tend to agree, that a royal tomb possibly exists somewhere in the Southwestern area of the North American Continent, but we’re just not positive on exactly where that might be.  However, using some clues given us from ancient clay tablets we’ve found and our own educated methods of deductive reasoning, we believe it to be somewhere due West of us in the spot I’ve just told you about.  We will give this first site a month’s worth of intense scrutiny and, if that fails to turn up anything, we’ll move East to the Southeast corner of that same mountain range and try a month or so, there. In the event we find nothing in either location, depending on a variety of factors, we’ll try other, less likely spots across the Southwest we feel could also be their final destination.”  

At that point in the dissertation, Rachel added, “Most of you know, especially my students, that I am an expert on Southwestern American Indians.  I have been over this area many times as have some of you and have failed to find anything as remotely Egyptian related.  Also, this entire volcanic region has been easily accessible to the general public, archaeologists, geologists, volcanologists, spelunkers, and hikers, not to mention the many past and present Indian tribes of this region.  Hundreds of thousands of people have traipsed all over this area in the last one hundred and fifty years or more, with nothing more found, other than what has already been added to our present history and geology books.  To my knowledge, no one has ever stumbled upon anything like what we’ll be looking for.  So it is either really well hidden as we suspect, or quite frankly, not there.  So don’t get your hopes up too much.  We will be having a good time though regardless what we find – especially in the evenings.  I promise you that much!”   

Are there any questions?” Dan asked, wrapping-up what Rachel had just said.  There were none and Dan said, “Okay people, you’ve already been assigned a vehicle to ride in, so, let’s mount up and get this show on the road!”  Again there were whistles and hoots as the crowd of most young people dispersed to their respective rides.

The four professors all got in Rachel’s Explorer that had the roof and rear cargo area loaded in every conceivable niche with all of their personal items and some research paraphernalia.  All four passengers agreed that the past week and especially the last day or so went extremely well.  All four seemed as giddy as the students in starting this mission.  Dan drove Rachel’s Explorer and led the small convoy of trucks out of the university warehouse. 

An hour later, Dan pulled the convoy onto a small dirt road heading north into the barren desert and stopped when there was sufficient room for all the trucks to get fully off the interstate highway.  The professors began handing out boxed lunches to the dismounted crews and telling everyone to enjoy a half hour break and use the “porta-poddy” trailer tethered to the last truck if they needed to.  Everyone was in high spirits.

Exactly two hours after leaving the university, the convoy was exiting Interstate Hwy. 40 for the parallel county road that led to the small town of San Fidel north of the highway, where all vehicles gassed-up to make the final north bound leg through the desert on dirt roads to their eventual camp site.  All twenty students and film crew were watched and kept corralled within the small filling station’s property.  Since the only telephone available was in the office, it was easy to keep an eye in that direction.  Feeling a little like prison wardens, the four sheepish professors never really felt anyone would intentionally divulge for nefarious reasons, their mission to anyone in particular. Never the less, they simply couldn’t afford word getting out until they were done scouring this area completely and either found the alleged site or moved on to another southwestern locale.

From across the street, a pair of hidden eyes watched the commotion at the filling station through the old yellowed blinds of the San Fidel Hotel.  A slight smirk crossed Frankie’s mouth and he told himself “the show was about to begin!”  Marta carefully glanced that way noticing the old two-story hotel, but failed to see anyone watching her back through the blinds.

Having finished their business at the filling station, the convoy drove North through a few residential streets that emptied onto a posted dirt road to both the Laguna Indian Reservation and the San Mateo Mountains.  Rachel gave Dan, still the lead driver, directions from her plastic laminated USGS map.  It wouldn’t take long to get to their final destination and they had plenty of daylight left to set up camp and get comfortable.  “Tomorrow would be a busy day!” she thought.
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER FOURTEEN – CAMPSITE

Sunday night and Monday

The camp was fully set up and remarkably organized by late afternoon with three groups of tents arranged near each other – the four one-man professor’s tents, the one-man PBS crew tents and the five, three-man student tents set directly across the center fire pit from the professors.  The evening meal was served that first night from pre-made, boxed dinners and though simple, had fried chicken, biscuits, pickles and whole peaches and tasted five-star to all.  Afterwards, everyone remained gathered around the center fire pit for a bonfire while the Sun set.  There was an assortment of folding chairs and stools that each had brought and all enjoyed the first night out beneath the stars soaking it all in.  Two of the students were amateur musicians – both a young man and a young female brought guitars and took great delight in playing requests of popular songs when the meal was over.  To add to the moment, the professors brought along a few cases of wine and non-alcoholic beverages for just such moments, which added to the festive mood.  Everyone’s overall satisfaction of a job well done of that afternoon’s work and the sheer delight of being outside camping contributed even more to the moment.  Most everyone joined in singing the requested songs that the two guitar players strummed simple chords to.

By ten that night, the strain of the long day took its toll and individuals began drifting off towards their respective tents.  A few diehards sat closer to the fire trying to ward off the chill of the desert night and were paired off and engaged in serious discussions.  Dan watched Rachel walk to her tent around nine thirty and decided that perhaps it was time for him as well.  As he passed her tent, he had the urge to stop and knock on the front tent post.  “Rachel?  It’s Dan.  Got a moment?”  
She replied, “Sure!  Come in Dan.”  
Dan was offered a folding chair adjacent to the cot and began, “I just wanted to spend a few moments to chat since we haven’t seemed to have had much time alone together in the last week.  Besides talking a little business, I also wanted to tell you how much I’ve been thinking about you lately and enjoying your company.”  
Rachel paused for a moment of thought and then said, “Me too Dan.  I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about you as well.  And yes, I do want to hear what’s on your mind about that and business.  I’m kind of tired tonight Dan, so please, let’s keep it kinda short okay?”

Dan decided to leave his inner feelings go unexpressed for tonight, feeling he had probably said enough already.  He did feel it was worthwhile to ask Rachel about a thought he had while setting up camp earlier.  “I know you’re an expert on the American Southwest Indians Rachel, so I will always defer to your abundant wisdom on that subject.  However, as we drove in this afternoon, I couldn’t help but notice the Laguna Indian Reservation we passed and was wondering if it wouldn’t be wise for us to go pay the tribal elders a visit first thing tomorrow morning?  I’m thinking that there may just be someone there who has enough knowledge of ancient Indian history and the area to help our cause.  Whadya you think Rachel?”  
“I think that’s a great idea Dan!”  She said with all sincerity.  “I think that you and I should go pay them a visit right after breakfast, early tomorrow morning.  I hope I’m not that self-centered that I can’t be open to hearing and hopefully learning any new stuff.  As for a “guide” who might know the area better than anyone else other than the local Indians?   That had crossed my mind before and I think that’s also well worth pursuing Dan!”

Dan got up from the folding canvas chair and feeling short-circuited or rejected by her “time” comment, forced himself to take his leave, saying as his back was to Rachel, “Then we’re agreed.  I’ll be turning in then myself.  Goodnight Rachel.”  As Dan began to pass through the tent flap to leave, he stopped and turned around, expecting to see Rachel still sitting on the edge of her cot and, at the very least, make eye contact.  Instead, she was inches away from his face smiling, which caused him to jerk back slightly in surprise.  
With promise in her voice, Rachel said, “Leaving so soon Dan?  I didn’t mean I was so tired that you had to leave in two minutes!”  Dan’s heart was racing and after a few seconds, he impulsively put his right arm around Rachel’s trim waist, steadied himself against the tent pole with his left arm and pulled her firmly against him, pressing his lips to hers.  Taken by surprise at the response she had seconds before wished for, she nonetheless, eagerly kissed him back without any hesitation.  Rachel’s heart was now beating out of control as Dan’s hand worked its way up from the small of her back to her shoulder blades and back down to her rear.  They remained locked in a deep and passionate embrace, both wanting more but enjoying the magic that always comes from those first serious kisses.  She hadn’t felt like this in many years and savored the moment, wanting more, her heart fighting against the rational of her logical mind.  She trembled from the emotional battle waging inside her.

Rachel though, was the first to break away and catching her breath said, “I’m so glad you’re still interested Dan.  As much as I’d like there to be more tonight, now that you’ve got me all steamed-up, I’m sorry to say, that I do need to get to bed and get some much needed sleep.”  
Dan pulled her close once more and gave her a second hard and passionate kiss – then, just as quickly released her saying, “You’re right Rachel.  It’s hard for me, but I will leave you be for tonight.  Tomorrow though, I may not be so easily dissuaded Rachel.  I’ve never been so happy being around a woman and you definitely set off all kinds of new emotions in me!  So, once again, goodnight sexy lady.”  
“Yeah Dan, I noticed how hard it was, while you had me in your arms!”  Rachel said grinning from ear to ear.  “Tomorrow night it’s a date then Dan!  But for now, Goodnight Dan!”  Dan grinned as well, turned, closed her tent flap and feeling disappointed and confused, walked the short distance to his tent to rest himself from the long day.

___

Most everyone in the camp woke with the rising Sun around six that morning.  Two students, whose turn it was, by way of drawing numbers from a hat the night before, began all the cooking chores for the first week.  They were busy becoming familiar in the makeshift kitchen in one of the vans; aka, the “chuck wagon”.  There was a 10-gallon coffee maker set to one side of a large rectangular folding table next to the Chuck Wagon that was steaming and indicating to all, that a hot cup of “Joe” was available for the taking.  Rachel saw Dan sitting by himself going over some papers and sipping his coffee from a large tin mug.  Filling a mug herself, she joined Dan. 

“Good morning Dr. Garrison!”  Rachel said as she pulled up a folding chair alongside him. 
“Why… good morning yourself Dr. Craig.” Now lowering his voice, Dan asked, “Why such a formal greeting this morning Rachel?”  
“Oh? Hmm?” Rachel responded, “I got to thinking after you left my tent last night Dan, that if you and I are starting something as I suspect are, out here in front of the students, God and the snakes, we probably should keep it hidden for obvious reasons.  Don’t you think?”  
Dan agreed and responded, “Sure!  That’s probably a wise thing to do.”  Leaning closer and lowering his voice even more, he continued, “I just want you to know lady, that I got very little sleep after I left your tent last night.  I lay in my cot and stared at the tent’s ceiling until the wee hours of the morning thinking about you a mere ten feet away!  And!  I might add, there was an unwanted third tent pole I had to put away after I quit thinking about our nice moment together!”  Rachel giggled softly after she figured out what he was saying.

Breakfast was soon announced and those who were nearest were the first to experience scrambled eggs, bacon and wheat toast, which, surprisingly enough, was actually pretty good all things considered.  There was to always be fresh fruits and juices available for those who wanted, but the daily meals would vary all through the expedition.  The smell of coffee and bacon drew the late sleepers out of their tents and before long; everyone was well fed and eager to begin their new adventure.

The plan for the day was to divide everyone up into pairs, including the film crew and the two professors, assign them quadrants that were pre-selected and delineated by grids. These plastic laminated topographic maps had numbers in each grid showing Day-1, Day-2, etc.  By this method, they could systematically search the entire area more thoroughly than a lone person meandering about with no set plan.  Each person was instructed what clues to look for and to be especially observant in the many small volcanic canyons that lay nearby and within their respective search areas.  They were also asked to look for possible evidence they might come across, of any quarried rock with chisel marks, or any brightly painted or odd-shaped rocks and anything that looked out of the ordinary.  Again, they were cautioned to be vigilant for snakes and other “critters” of the desert and to keep their buddy in site at all times.  Each two-man team took along a two-way walkie-talkie in case of an emergency or in the remote event anyone found anything exciting.  Individual canteens were filed with Gatorade and food was selected and stuffed in their backpacks to last the day.  

By eight that morning, the campsite was deserted except for Dan and Rachel and the two students who were to remain behind to begin fixing that night’s dinner and watch the camp.  Dan and Rachel decided it was time to take the rather short drive to the Indian Reservation and go introduce themselves to the tribe’s elders.  During the drive, both were quiet and into their own thoughts.  As they arrived at the entranceway marked by two weathered posts and a log as a cross beam with a carefully painted but old sign, Dan suggested, “I think it would be prudent if we kept out the part about what we’re looking for when we talk to anyone.  All they need to know is that we’re doing a long-overdue and thorough archaeological search of this area for any Southwestern History that may have been overlooked in the past.”  
“I couldn’t agree with you more!  There’s no need to get anyone excited about hidden treasures of gold.”  Rachel finished saying.   Shortly, they drove up to the main whitewashed plaster, adobe building that had a sign posted overhead, reading “OFFICE”.

__

As they opened the well-weathered wood and glass door, the hinge squeak announced their presence to the five older men grouped around an unlit pot-bellied stove sipping tea and coffee.  The air was still and the essence of very old wood and mold permeated the air. Dust particles swirled in the shaft of window light across the room.  One of the men stood and with all heads turned around towards the intruders, he introduced himself as Tony Black Rock, the Tribal Chief.  He then asked what he could do for them.  Rachel introduced them and explained why they were there.  
“Ah yes!”  Chief Black Rock said.  “We’ve been expecting you doctor.  There’s not much that happens around here without us knowing about it.  Especially when white folk set up camp next to our Reservation Boundary.”  He laughed in a course, gravely manner and said, “We been doin dat since dem Spaniards first came here four or five hundred years ago!”  He laughed some more then said, “Let me tell you who dis uder men are…This here old coot is the Tribal Shaman and he’s name is Sammy Two Feathers.”  Sammy smiled.  “That youngster over there in da suit is our Legal Counsel and his name is Ben Clearwater.”  Ben stood and nodded and sat back down.  “That uder gray-haired man is also an elder of the tribe and our Head Maintenance man an he’s name is Eddie Running Stick.” Eddie raised his dark-stained coffee mug in a salute fashion as a greeting.  “And last man dare, is the troublemaker of the group and also a tribal elder, Joey Dark Cloud.” They all laughed out loud except Joey who simply grinned and kept his head lowered, shaking it back and forth.  Sammy Two Feathers offered, “He been like dat since he was a leetle boy, dats why he got dat name “troublemaker” you see.”  All four men except Joey again laughed at Joey’s feigned discomfort.  

After introductions were made, Dan and Rachel asked the five men about their knowledge of the area and if they could provide any new clues that the history books either missed or didn’t know about.  
At that point, Ben Clearwater the well-dressed tribal legal counsel stood and said, “For that, you won’t need a youngster like me!  Every one of these four men has forgotten more than I ever learned growing up here about that stuff.  You see, the practice of telling the stories about our history has somehow been lost along the way.  You’re in good hands though, especially with our tribal Shaman Sammy Two Feathers.  He’s got every last detail locked away in that grizzled old mind of his.  I hope to see you both in town sometime soon.”  Slipping them both his business card, he concluded,  “Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you – legal or otherwise.  Good morning all!”  

Ben left by way of a back door and Dan noticed through the dirty front window that Ben was driving a newer model white Mercedes.  Rachel said, “He sure seems well educated and dressed.  I didn’t expect an Armani double-breasted suit way out here in the desert southwest.”  
Tony Black Rock replied, “Yep!  Dat boy has gone to Harvard back east and has two offices for he self.  One is in San Fidel and the uder is in Albuquerque!  He’s doin real good too.  Gives us free legal advice when we need it.  Dat boy real smart!”  Rachel and Dan let that thought sink in.

Tony pulled up another metal folding chair and asked the two to please sit and offered coffee to each.  If it weren’t for the new, clean looking foam cups he was holding, they likely would have passed but each took a cup of the strong brew and the group settled in for some story telling.  Rachel kept her knowledge of Indian history to herself in an effort to extract as much info as she could without alienating these men by sounding too book-smart and “know-it-all”.  Sammy Two Feathers, the Shaman began, “Our people, the Lagunas are part of what is now called the Zuni, which comes from the name of the Zuni River up in Colorado.  We call the Zuni by the name of Ashiwi, pronounced Ahhh-she-we.” 

“There are 19 tribes that make up the Zuni and the Laguna is one of those.”  Sammy continued.  “Our ancestors came up to the Earth from the Underworld at least 3,000 passings of the seasons or 3,000 years ago.  We believe that we are like the nearby old Anasazi tribe, because we are closest to the birth of our ancestors in what we call the “center” or “middle place”.  As you know, New Mexico is full of ancient volcanic mountains, lava flows and hidden vents and all.  We believe this to be very sacred ground and we feel the gods still live there today.  What modern man calls Mt. Taylor and the highest volcanic mountain in the San Mateo Mountain Range, is our great chief’s birthplace from the Underworld.  Even though modern science shows the American Indians to have been around for longer time than that, we still believe that’s where our tribes got their start.  We think the Anasazi came before us and that we are a band or tribe that split away from them some time ago.  The Anasazi go back about 4,000 passings of the seasons or at least 1,200 years BC as the scientists now tell us and are older than us.  Both of our tribes worked mainly as farmers and agrarians in that lifestyle with small amounts of local small animal meat that we hunted to fill out our diets and give us protein.  This was very common in the arid deserts.”  Sammy stopped to take a long gulp of the now-cold coffee and catch his breath.
Dan and Rachel shared a quick sideways glance at each other when the 4,000 year comment was made.  

“As you may know, our ancestors were also very good at astronomy, math and architecture.  They built many sophisticated pueblos including the famous Chaco Canyon settlement all across the southwest.  Some tribes built mounds that looked like the pyramids from as far west as the land now called Arkansas up to the Illinois or a place we call Cahokia.  Your scientists call us all Mississippians. That great knowledge that came down from our original ancestors of the Underworld was beginning to be lost by the time the Spanish conquerors came along in the mid-fifteen hundreds.  When that happened, the many tribes were scattered to the winds like eagle feathers do, and much of what they knew was lost.  If it weren’t for our good luck after World War II in finding uranium on our reservation, we would have been much, much poorer that we look today and dispersed even further.  Until they shut the mine down about ten years ago, we were doing much better and every one of our people lived well.”  Sammy finished and sat silent waiting for any comments.

Rachel stopped taking notes on her small notepad and asked, “I have several questions.  One, How well do you and your people know this desert area and nearby mountains?  Two, Has there ever been or have you ever come across anything out of the ordinary.  You know, something that doesn’t seem to fit with your knowledge and understanding of your customs and history? Three, Should we find it necessary to do any excavating, do you have men that are willing to come work for us for a fair and reasonable hourly rate?  Lastly, do you have anyone who might know the area well enough to hire on with us as a guide?” 

Sammy and the other two looked to each other and after a long silence, Tony spoke first saying, “We know dis area and the mountains better dan anyone including the park rangers.  But there are many, many places in the black volcano mountains that are so well hidden, dat no one know what is dare.  You spend many years dare and still not see all.”  After taking a long look at Tony and getting an approving nod, Sammy then answered question number two, “We have many tings handed down from Shaman to Shaman.  I have got many tings I know and some I do not know.”  With that, Sammy got up and walked a short distance across the gritty bare wood floor to an old metal 4-drawer filing cabinet, inserted a key he took from his well-worn vest pocket, unlocked the bottom drawer and withdrew two odd-shaped objects that he placed in Dan’s lap.  These tings we do not know about.  They are not like any ting we have seen before.  I got dem from my fadder who was the tribe’s Shaman before me, who got dem from the Shaman before him.  There are no stories that go with them.  No one ever sees these tings and we just keep dem locked away.  No one has asked us that question before. Do you know what they are?”

Dan carefully picked up the two smallish objects from his lap and carefully examined them in turn.  Both he and Rachel knew exactly what they were, but for the moment they decided answering Sammy’s question was not the correct course to take.  Rachel said, “If you will trust us with these objects gentlemen, we have someone back at camp who might know what they are and when and if we have an answer for you, we will tell you when we return them soon.”  They all nodded their approval for Rachel and Dan to take the unknown objects.  Frankly, they held little or no value to the tribe, so it was more than safe to let them out of their sight.  

Tony the Tribal Chief, said, “I’m sure we got many young men who will work when you need dem.” answering the third question.  “Just come ask me. Joey Dark Cloud here can be your hired guide.  He know the area as good as any man I know!”  With that, Dan and Rachel bid them goodbye, asking Joey to be at the camp by eight in the morning and taking the two artifacts with them, leaving the reservation for the campsite.  It was mid-morning.

“Damn!”  Dan said as they drove away.  “These things are obviously ancient Egyptian in origin.  I’m surprised that those guys never made the connection before?”  
Rachel, the Indian expert had an answer for Dan.  “That’s because men of that age had no formal education and likely take little or no interest in watching anything on TV of an educational or documentary nature. Their children and grandchildren no doubt have, but formal education is foreign to these old guys.  They simply don’t know what they have.  More importantly Dan, it’s safe to assume, that given Sammy’s assertion that they have been handed down for many generations, their origin had to be from around here.  The bad news is, we have no clue exactly where!  The good news however, is that we are likely in the right part of the southwest!”  

“Great! That’s the best news I’ve heard all day!” said Dan.  
Rachel added one additional thought that burst Dan’s bubble, “Unless, that is, they had been transported over a long distance by nomadic tribes or visitors carrying it around with them and just ending up here.  The very, very good news we come away with is this:  This tribal Shaman, Sammy Two Feathers, just gave us some ancient history that, until now, I had ever heard.  Yes, some parts I already knew, but not the part about the underworld and the 4,000 years ago stuff!  I know you also see how closely his stories parallel the arrival of another culture?”

“Hell yes!  It’s too much of a coincidence to be anything else.”  Dan replied.

As Dan drove out from under the rickety entry sign, he took a left turn toward town.  “Dan!  Why are we going to San Fidel?” Rachel asked.  
“Two reasons.  A) To reconnoiter the town and B) To have a very cold beer over lunch in an hour or so.  And C) to gas up the van.  Any objections?”  Rachel just grinned and suggested they try the old San Fidel Hotel as a place to find something to eat.  Dan stepped down a little harder on the gas pedal sending the dust spraying and the Explorer bouncing over the rut-filled dirt road.
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After topping off the Explorer at the only gas station in town, Dan drove around the small, sleepy town.  It was late morning and still relatively cool outside, but not many people were seen out walking the downtown area.  Children were playing as children do in front yards of neighboring residential streets, but the town remained typically quiet for a weekday summer morning.  After forty-five minutes or so of getting the layout of the little town, Dan pulled up into an empty diagonal slot in front of the old San Fidel Hotel located on Main Street.  

The rows of street side parking stalls were all filled with old and battered pickups.  A sun-bleached wood hitching rail for horses, a remnant of the old west, oddly grew from the more modern era concrete sidewalk.  The hotel itself looked as if its pedigree wasn’t all that far behind the railings’ age when first constructed.  The two-story structure appeared to have had several renovations over the years and was easy to identify, even for someone with an untrained eye.  Though mostly a handsome brick structure, it looked ungainly with the insensitive aluminum storefront, which was probably installed in the late fifties along the street side ground level.  The left half of the ground floor had large plate glass panels set in an unimaginative aluminum framework with a small plastic sign declaring the diner was “open” and an overly large neon sign at upper dead center that glared “Good Eats”. 

Through the large windows, Dan and Rachel could see that the restaurant was nearly full of locals engaged in serious conversation, either having lunch or merely discussing farming or politics over endless mugs of coffee.  This was the typical small town gathering place, due to location, good food, low prices, lack of competition – and most likely, all of the above.  As the tiny bells that hung from the inside aluminum door’s push bar tingled, fifteen heads swung their way and thirty pairs of eyes checked the newcomers over thoroughly.  After a few seconds of inspection and assurance by the locals that it wasn’t Clyde Barrow back from the dead to take their hard earned money, they went back to their conversations and their meals.  Dan and Rachel opted for the two remaining stools at the bar and ordered two cold beers from the buxom waitress who seemed a tad too friendly for Dan’s liking.

The waitress shouted across the dining area and above the heads of the patrons to the dark room on the opposite side of the hotel, “Two cold Dos Equis!”  After wiping her hands on a heavily soiled towel, she thrust her right hand across the bar and said, “Hi! My name’s Pam Brown.  I own this here dump!  You might say I’m the chief cook, bottle washer, clerk, linen changer, waitress, bookkeeper and at night, barmaid.  Don’t get many out-of-towners here this time of year.  Nope! Too damn hot fer’em. They mainly come when it’s cooler in the spring or fall on the way through to explore the volcanic mountains and caves.  Y’all here for some lunch?  Got some great homemade peach and rhubarb pies.  I know, cuz I made em myself!”  Ms. Brown laughed hard enough that her ample breasts jiggled.  Dan and Rachel introduced themselves and both ordered the grilled ham and cheese sandwiches with Pam’s homemade “tater” salad – and of course, one each of the peach and rhubarb pies to share afterwards.

“Gotta tell ya.”  Pam said leaning over the bar and purposely exposing her ample cleavage. “I done heard about y’all plenty in the last few weeks.  Ain’t sure why exactly y’all come to these miserable parts looking for Indian stuff tho?  Ain’t nothin’ to find out there that ain’t been already found six gillian times t’for!”  Dan asked from who and exactly what she had heard.  “Why mister, when you’re tending bar and listenin’ to gossip in a small-town coffee shop slash bar, people hear all sorts of rumors and make’s all kinds of conjectures, bout what’s happenin’ in their small town.  They think you’re invisible when you wait on em. Ain’t nothin’ much else for the locals to do, cept gossip.  You know?  Why, there’s even been a few strangers around town talking kind of secretively bout some crazy lost city of gold and whatnot!  Now, ain’t that a hoot?”
The two professors calmly and politely listened to the jovial waitress and owner, but deep down, butterflies were fluttering in their stomachs.  “How about two more of these Pam?” Dan asked holding up an empty beer bottle.  “So tell me madam barmaid, who exactly has been telling you that?  Tell me this thing about gold being out there.”  
Pam’s eyes swept back and forth, quickly scanning the dining room, then leaned even closer an lowered her voice considerably to say, “Got this here feller came to town bout nearly two weeks ago.  Staying here at the hotel too.  Feller likes to drink a lot at night in my bar.  Mainly cuz I don’t charge too much and cuz of that, lotsa locals come here too.  This here feller meets with some of the local young men, bad or worthless types, know what I mean?  He talks a lot to em’, buys em’ drinks acting like a bigshot and all, and I hear’s more than my fair share!  So, the truth now!  You big city scientists here to find that whatchamacallit Canyon Del Oro?  People been talkin’ bout that for over a hundert years now.  We town folk all figure it’s still out there waiting for someone to stumble on it.”

Dan laughed and said, “Hell no! We’re just here to do one last thorough going-over this area to close the books on southwestern paleontology once and for all.  Who ever told you that cock-a-mammy story doesn’t know what they’re talking about.  Perhaps some evening, you could point this newcomer out to me Pam and I’ll buy him a drink and clear up any confusion he might have?  If there’s anything you want to know Ms. Brown, you have but to ask!  We’re two of the four leaders of this field expedition.  But for now, I’d sure like to sink my teeth into that grilled cheese and ham followed by an ice-cold slice of your rhubarb pie and a dab of vanilla ice cream!  By the way, what did this “feller” look like?”

That reminded Pam that the sandwiches were still on the grill and she blurted, “Oh shit!”, and dashed back to finish their two new orders and a few others that she hadn’t got round to while gabbing.  Dan and Rachel whispered their concern to each other while Pam was out of earshot.  
The old man sitting on the stool on Rachel’s side interrupted and said, “I hear tell you guys are them X-File gov’ment guys in disguise, out looking for UFO remains like down at Roswell and at the place they calls Area-51.  Seen me plenty o’those out here.  Flying Saucers ya know? Tell ya that much I can!”  Again Dan laughed.  This time fairly loud, so that the noise level in the diner dropped considerably as eavesdroppers wanted to hear what “was so damn funny?”, always afraid to miss anything worthwhile hearing about.  Dan assured the old man that simply wasn’t the truth and they excused themselves to enjoy the platters Pam had just placed in front of them.  She finished answering Dan’s last question, “Bout how that fella looked?  He’s on the short side, ruddy complexion, slicks his hair back and talks in a funny accent.  You know, kinda like those Cajuns talk.  Oh yeah!  Got a gold and onyx pinky ring on his left hand too.”

Pam left them at the counter to serve refills of coffee or iced tea from a pitcher in each hand, so Rachel took advantage of the opportunity and said, “This place is unbelievable Dan!  First we get those items from the chief.  Then we hear some man has been here for two weeks talking about us.  And from Ms. Brown’s description, it sounds like that dreadful character “Frankie” I met in Corpus Christi and where I bought that first artifact.  And furthermore, no one should have even known we were coming!  Now we also have conspiracy theories about UFO’s and such.  Truly unbelievable!  But the sandwich is great and the company even better!”  She nudged him with her shoulder and took another swig of her frosty beer.  
Dan replied, “Not a whole lot you can do about it my dear!  People will think what they want to think regardless what the facts might be.  However, I do have the same concerns as you, about this man who knew of our arrival.  Would you recognize him, this Frankie, if you saw him again?”  A few silent moments passed as each enjoyed their lunch and listened to the murmurs and clanks of the dining room.  Dan spoke again, “I agree, it would seem that we have a leak from someone on our team.  That concerns me a great deal!”  He whispered, “I’m also quite anxious to get those two things the chief gave us back to Marta for translation!”  

“Okay Pam…I’m ready for that famous rhubarb pie of yours.  Bring it on!  Also the check hon. So what times does your bar run?”  Dan asked.  
“Why handsome?  For you?  Anytime! Got yourself a cutie here miss!  I’d take this horse for a ride anytime!”  She laughed heartily at her bold comments and finished, by saying, “Normally, I start servin’ round five every afternoon, cept Sunday.  That’s my day of rest!  Closin’ time is whenever there’s no one left to serve or they get too roudy.  Usually somewhere round twelve to two in the mornin’ though.  You two come round and I’ll buy ya a beer. K?  I’ll bring them two pies al a mode and the check right on out hon.”  Pam took the empty platters to the kitchen and returned with two huge helpings of her homemade pie a la mode.

By the time Dan and Rachel finished eating and walked outside, the time was well past one in the afternoon and the shade on that side of the street had disappeared. The temperature was now approaching one hundred and ten according to the wall mounted, old enameled tin “Texaco Sky Chief” thermometer screwed to the shady side of the door recess.  “Whew!”  They both moaned at the same time as they replaced the air conditioned chill with the sweltering heat of the concrete walk.  Entering the Explorer, they further added “Arrggh!”  “Remind me to keep the windows cracked a little in the future to vent out some of this ungodly heat!  Otherwise, either the car or me will explode in flames from spontaneous combustion!”  Dan said.  
Rachel smiled as she turned the A/C knob to the highest fan setting.  “Let’s hurry and get back to the campsite Dan!  I can’t wait to hear what Marta translates from the two artifacts the chief gave us.”  As she said that, she reached under her seat for the rag covered artifacts and placed them in her lap to examine once again.  They were very obviously ancient Egyptian and appeared to be whole and intact small rock bas-reliefs - flat sculptures with nothing but hieroglyphics carved into them. They were both keenly puzzled by their find and talked little on the half hour ride back to camp.

From the darkness of a corner booth on the far side of the building, Frankie sat and watched the two strangers sitting at the counter conversing with Pam.  When they left, he made a mental note to keep a lower profile now that the expedition was in town.  He certainly didn’t want to incur the wrath of Marta if she found out he blew his cover.  She was his meal ticket only as long as he pleased her.  That part, he had learned very well.

__

Back at the camp, there were only the motions of the two students sitting in the shade peeling potatoes while listening to a portable radio and the typical Gen-X hip hop crap that Dan disliked.  He took a walkie-talkie from the table where it sat in a battery charging rack and called Marta on her frequency-matched unit.  Her field partner Swede answered, “Yessir Dan.  What can we do for you?”  
Dan replied, “How’s it going out there?  Hot enough for you?”  
Swede answered, “Sure the Hell is!  But I’m sure we’ll all get used to it soon enough.  You and Rachel have any luck at the reservation?”  
Dan said, “That’s one of the reasons I’m calling Swede.  If you don’t mind, could I get you both to come in?  There’s something we’d like your opinion on.”  
“Sure!”  Swede answered.  “we’ll be there in about thirty minutes.”  Dan’s radio squelched as Swede signed off with the typical “Over and out” jargon.
Roughly thirty minutes later, Marta and Swede came briskly walking into camp, passed the refrigerator powered by the remotely placed gasoline generators, grabbed four Diet Cokes and joined Dan and Rachel at the rectangular table under a shady lean-to.  It didn’t take but a few seconds for both to notice the two artifacts lying on the table, atop the cloth towel.  “Whoa!  What have we here?”  Swede exclaimed and then let out a short whistle.  
“We got these two objects from the Tribal Chief at the Laguna Reservation this morning.”  Rachel offered.  “Apparently, so their long-held story goes, they were found somewhere in the desert many, many generations ago and have been passed down – Shaman to Shaman.  They haven’t a clue what they are and for that reason alone, place no value to the tribe in them.  We’re anxious for you to make out the hieroglyphics Marta!  What do they say?”

Marta picked up both in turn and quickly examined them. Then she pronounced, “They’re both authentic.  I can tell you that for sure.  What I think these are, are two identical signs.”  
“Signs?”  Dan questioned Marta.  
“Yes signs.  And not just any old signs!  I would say, because they’re identical in size and verbiage that it’s my guess by the wording, that many more were made than just these two and placed about the desert some 4,000 years ago.  They are what I think we might call “warning” signs, but in the ancient Egyptian manner.  Kind of like a sign you put on your fence saying “Beware, Big Dog”. They’re trying to tell anyone that comes upon the stone tablet, wherever they were originally placed, to “Beware. Death and a curse to all who go forward or beyond this point.”  A little naïve too on their part don’t you think, to expect whoever came along, to be able to read their language.  Also, it’s too bad we don’t know exactly where the tablets originated?  That would have helped our search immensely.”  Marta concluded.

Rachel chimed in, “Kind of dumb on their part if they were trying so hard to hide the tomb.  Doesn’t this just advertise the fact?”

The four professors spent the remainder of the afternoon under the relative coolness of the white canvas covering, comparing notes and discussing theories each had from the history told them by the Tribal Shaman that morning.  Each felt they were without doubt, in the right part of the Southwest and, because of that, chances were fairly high for finding the tomb.  By five-thirty that afternoon, the film crew and students came trickling back to camp, shuffling their boots and stirring up little dust devils.  All appeared grateful to sit in some shade, sip a cold drink and wipe the grime and sweat from their brows.  Aside from Dan and Rachel’s find that morning, no one had anything new to report, though none seemed disappointed.  It was just expected in this line of work.  Even the film crew expected as much from all of their previous filming projects.

Just before the four professors broke to go clean up for dinner, Dan asked both Swede and Marta if they had told anyone in the past two weeks about our coming here.  Swede was very matter-of-fact sure he hadn’t, but Marta seemed to Rachel to be slightly rattled by the question, and she said, “Of course not!  That’s not a wise thing for us to do.  Isn’t that what we all agreed on?  Why are you asking this Dan?”  
“Because we have reason to believe from our conversations in town, that someone new to town has been talking for the last two weeks about our pending arrival.  The whole town and reservation knew we were coming!  No damage done so far that I know of, but we must keep our true reason for being here hidden from the locals!  Okay?”  All heads nodded their agreement with what Dan had just said.  
Once away from pair, Rachel said to Dan, “Women can read other women far better than men can Dan.  I’m sure your question rattled Marta just enough for me to see, that she’s our likely leak.”  
“But why?” Dan asked.  Rachel could only lift both shoulders in a shrug and enter her tent to clean up and change her shirt.  After the large and recent lunch she wasn’t eager for dinner, but was interested in relaxing, sipping some wine and perhaps spending some quality, alone time with Dan later, after the Sun went down.
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All enjoyed dinner that evening and many compliments were given to the young chefs who toiled all day over its preparation.   It wasn’t hard to see they were visibly pleased by the welcomed comments judging by the ear to ear grins.  Most sat around the campfire afterwards and just listened to the two guitarists play some tunes, but soon, most drifted off to their respective tents - earlier than the night before, having spent a grueling day in the hot New Mexico desert.  Rachel had spent nearly two hours sitting peacefully by herself sipping several glasses of wine and just quietly taking everything in.  She and Dan had made furtive eye contact and a few discrete smiles more than once in that time from across the campfire.  Dan especially liked the mischievous twinkle in her eyes as the campfire’s light played upon them.

An hour after dark, she rose and started for her tent, once again catching Dan’s eyes that were now following her with concern.  She gave him an ever-so-slight sideways nod of her head and said “Goodnight all!” and walked off into the darkness of the shadows toward her tent.  Dan was sure he hadn’t mistaken the head gesture, but wanted to wait a sufficient length of time to assuage anyone’s suspicions.  After fifteen or so minutes, he too left the party and headed in the opposite direction Rachel had taken to further throw the potential tongue-waggers off.  One “pit” stop and five minutes later, Dan was silently standing before Rachel’s tent listening to his heart beat in his ears.  “I’m acting like this is my first date in college” he told himself while he contemplated knocking.  “Geeze!”
He mustered the courage to lightly rap on the center tent support and received “Yes?  Come in.”  After entering and closing the tent flap Dan got, “So what took you so long mister?  Have a seat and open that bottle of wine I purloined from the supply stores.  I forgot to bring any glasses I’m sorry to say, so we’ll just have to chug it straight from the bottle if that’s okay with you?”  
Dan sheepishly answered, “Yeah.  Yeah. That’s perfectly fine with me.  What’s on your mind sexy lady?”  Rachel said, “Relax.  I thought we’d get to know each other a little better is all.  Do I scare you Dan?  
“No Rachel.  Not at all.  I’ve already told you how I feel about you.  It’s just that I’m a little nervous as I haven’t really been in a situation like this in many years and I’m just plain nervous is all.  I’m also afraid of saying or doing something really stupid!”  
“Oh hush!” Rachel said.  “Come sit on the floor with me.  The padded mat is comfortable and we can lean against my cot for a backrest.”  She patted the floor next to where she was already sitting.  Dan obligingly followed orders and proceeded to uncork the dark green bottle with the cheap wooden corkscrew opener she supplied.

Once the bottle was open, he passed it to her for the first swig.  When she had finished and gave it back.   Dan took a hearty gulp himself and then set the bottle aside, reached around Rachel and pulled her close, kissing her tenderly and said when they came up for air, “I’ve thought all day about doing this.”  
“Me too!” she whispered, giving him a not to subtle clue to lower his voice.  
“This is nice being here with you Rachel.” Dan whispered, taking the hint.  

Rachel realized that from somewhere deep inside her, volumes of stored female intuition that she would have to be the aggressor in this situation.  Dan was much too out of practice and too much the gentleman to push the envelope.  So without hesitation, she put her left hand on top of his outstretched leg next to hers and he in turn followed by putting his right hand atop hers.  He then wove his fingers down in-between hers.  That was all she could take.  Her deep seated passion caused her to throw her free right arm around and over his opposite shoulder and planted her moist lips on his, kissing him eagerly.  They released their fingers and immediately began groping at buttons, while Dan gently worked Rachel over onto the floor in her direction.  “Not on the floor Dan.  Let’s use the cot!” Rachel said breathlessly rising from the sandy floor.  She first turned off her kerosene lantern with a twist of the knob and then finished removing her khaki top.  Following her example, 
Dan removed his shirt while Rachel began fumbling with his belt. In a frenzy of clothes being removed, Dan said, “Are you sure about this Rachel?” 
 “Oh for Christ’s sake Dan.  Just shut up and take me!  You keep asking dumb questions like that and I might just change my mind!”  

In a blink of an eye, the two lovers were naked and each stole quick glances of the other, as they stood alongside the cot in the faint glow of the moonlight filtering through the white canvas tent.  Each secretly approved of the other’s appearance, which only fed their hungry lust. They tightly embraced, falling carefully onto the cot with each breathing heavily.  They hadn’t noticed the wine gurgling out of the spilled bottle, nor did they care much about anything else except the responsive, sweaty bodies that they now held in each other’s arms.  
“I can feel that “emotion” thing again.”  Rachel childishly taunted. 
 “You can huh?” Dan responded to her comment and ran his hands over her bare back, thoroughly enjoying the sensation of the texture of her skin as he did.  Rachel grabbed his butt with both free hands and squeezed, pulling his body close and his erect penis firmly between her closed legs.  In that position, Dan worked in and out slowly, allowing her wetness to cover him as she moaned.  They kissed frantically; tasting each other’s wine-sweetened mouths and grabbed at each other even harder.  He backed away from Rachel’s mouth and began kissing her neck and ear lobes causing her to raise her mid-section and squirm with delight in the faint moonlight.  Sensing her pleasure, Dan slowly worked his way down her shoulders from her neck to her breasts, carefully and tenderly caressing them, fondling and licking her now erect and sensitive nipples.  Rachel resisted the urge to scream and instead let out a deep guttural moan, enjoying every touch this sweet, wonderful man offered.  It didn’t take him long to work his way downward, first stopping at her navel and then begin lightly playing with her soft pubic hairs.  Rachel responded by slowly spreading her legs allowing him access and further approval.  

Much later that night, they fell asleep in each other’s arm and woke the next morning at dawn embarrassed but happy they had got to know each other finally.  Dan quickly dressed and slipped out of her tent after making sure no one was watching.
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN - ANXIETIES
Safely away from Rachel’s tent and any prying eyes that might have noticed his departure, Dan washed, put on fresh clothes and casually made his way to breakfast.  Being one of the last to arrive, there were only small portions of food left and luke-warm, strong, and grounds-laden coffee from the bottom of the industrial sized maker.  He found a spot at the table across from Rachel who was engaged in conversation with a dark-haired, older man, who he was slow to remember as Joey Dark Cloud.  Rachel gave Dan a very warm, Cheshire Cat grin and said, “Well good morning! Dan, you remember Mr. Dark Cloud from the reservation yesterday don’t you?”  
Dan returned the welcomed smile and said, “Sure do!” Stuck a hand across the table and finished, “How you doin this morning Joey?  Come to help us with exploring the area as our guide?”

Joey shook Dan’s hand firmly belying his age and just said, “Yup!”  
Hurrying to fill the conversation gap, Dan washed down a mouthful of powdered scrambled eggs with the nasty coffee and asked, “I guess we can attach you to one of the crews closest to the mountains Joey.  That’s where we figure we need the most help in that labyrinth of canyons.  Swede at the end of the table will assign you to one of those crews doing that grid.  How’s ten dollars and hour, cash, sound to you?”  
“Good.”  Was all Joey could say.”  
“Well, then that’s that.”  Dan added.  “So how long do we have you for Joey?”  
“Long as you need me.” Joey said.  Obviously Mr. Dark Cloud was not one for verbosity, so Dan got up from the table, excusing himself to both Rachel and Joey, dumped most of the food on his metal tray in the garbage and walked back to where Swede was sitting and talking to Marta.  He informed him of Joey’s help and volunteered his and Rachel’s services for the day to explore another mountainous grid.  He also implored Swede to remind the team he had hired Joey to help and to refrain from mentioning their true mission.  Swede suggested Joey go with he and Marta for the foreseeable future since they were surveying mostly mountain grids anyway.

By eight that morning, eleven teams set out for the mountains and desert to explore yet another set of grids and look for more Egyptian evidence.  Dan and Rachel took the mountain grids as did the other two professors, since these small canyons were likely to be the best places of finding a tomb entrance and the least likely to be explored by anyone.

Even though every team was given the same food, water and instructions, each worked at their own respective pace, depending upon the terrain and their resistance to the daily heat.  All were reminded to take breaks as often as they felt necessary and to drink plenty of water and, an occasional salt tablet.  In this manner, each team thoroughly scouted their respective grid for seven hours each day – eight-thirty until four-thirty.

On the second day of exploring there were two surveyors who needed medical help – one from a sprained ankle twisted by stepping on a loose rock and the other from a mild case of heat stroke.  Both were given the following day to rest and their partners placed together as a new team to explore the next grid.  There were, of course, daily screeches and complaints about ants and black scorpions hidden in their clothes.  Learning about the vagrancies of living in the desert was quite literally a baptism by fire for these young kids.

The second day also saw two elderly men waiting when the crews returned to camp sitting at the dining table passively sipping soft drinks. They offered no facial expression as a clue to their visit.  Tribal Chief Black Rock and Shaman Sammy Two Feathers sat and waited for Dan to approach before the chief spoke first, “Morning Dr. Garrison.  We decided to save you a trip by coming to get Joey and the two objects we gave you yesterday morning.  As you say, “kill two birds with one stone.”  Dan went to his tent and returned with the retrieved artifacts, thanking them for the loan.  Joey was now sitting at the table, and as he did earlier that morning, said few words.  It became quickly apparent to Dan as he handed over the two objects that Sammy and Tony however, wanted to sit and visit.  Their line of questions and comments made it clear, they were curious about the mission and on a “fishing” expedition of their own.  Dan stuck to the script and said nothing of any consequence to further their interest.  After a half hour of not-so-subtle questioning, the three men finally decided it was time for them to leave.  Dan informed the other three professors later that afternoon of his concern for the Indian’s inquisitiveness questioning. 

Late in the first week, one of the teams of students found another matching clay “warning” tablet late in the afternoon.  That evening there was much celebration about the find.  Everyone, including the four archaeologists felt this was a very positive indication they were in the right location and presumed they were very close to finding the main object of interest.  No one had a clue if the supposed burial tomb was in the desert floor or a mountainside.  General speculation and a few small bets amongst the PBS crew members favored finding an opening on some well-hidden stone edifice carved into an Eastern facing wall of the San Mateo Mountains.  The find of the tablet helped energize the entire team and most felt they were only a few days away from the discovery.  It was not meant to be!

__

Despite the find of the clay tablet on the desert floor, the next few weeks went day after day, exactly as the days and weeks had before them.  Sundays, the one day off each week, were spent resting and doing anything the students and PBS crew wanted to do.  Some washed a week’s worth of sweaty, dirty clothing, some wrote letters or kept diaries, many card games were played, some hung out with newly budding friendships of gal or boyfriends, and some just lounged around or slept a lot.  The professors always made it into town to replenish perishable foods, restock anything that they were low on, and of course, visit their favorite haunt – the San Fidel Hotel and madam Brown.  It was on these weekly visits, that they became aware of the local citizenry’s growing interest in their work.  What concerned them most about the questions they were receiving, were the types of people asking.  The types went from the elderly and demented before, to the young and hungry looking.  And the theories seemed to be narrowing from the bizarre to the more specific topic of comments about buried gold or something else they speculated might be of uncommon worth and hidden in the nearby hills.

There were reports coming back after each day’s surveying about the increasing number of people wandering about the desert seemingly looking for something.  Though they didn’t know what the archaeology team was specifically looking for, they still felt they should be looking for whatever it was out in the desert that the archaeologists found so “damn” interesting.  Rachel had even seen reflections from the Sun bouncing off binoculars or seen people standing on the nearby mountain cliffs or mesa edges watching.  The four professors all agreed that if they were to find anything of significance, it would hardly remain a secret given the close scrutiny they were receiving.  Therefore, the solution was to be as nonchalant as possible when and if a major find was made and to get a paid, top-notch security team on the site as soon as they could.

On the third Saturday after they set camp, Dan and Rachel were called into town to pick up the University President and the two men who were financing and producing the PBS documentary.  They had informed the president of their interest in seeing, first hand, the actual location where the filming was taking place and insure themselves that their hired crews were indeed working.  In short, Dan and Rachel translated that to mean, curiosity was getting the better of them - no different from the growing interest of the locals.  Everyone was lured by the prospect of gold!
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN – A BAD WEEK 

Nearly three weeks had been devoted to exploring the southwestern corner of the San Mateo Mountains and surrounding desert.  Every square inch had been explored and every single rock in that part of the desert had quite literally been turned over.  Aside from the engraved “Warning Sign” tablet that was found during the first week, nothing new or of any consequence had been found.  Moral was running very low despite attempts by the four archaeologists to the contrary, creatively using any reason for a nighttime party or amateur plays – some were successful to a point, but most failed to affect the students as hoped.  Unless something significant turned up soon, it would only be getting worse for the camp.

Then there was the broken leg of one young male student.  The story circulating the camp was that he had been showing off to his female partner while exploring and failed to notice the large crack between two boulders he was traversing.  His lower leg fell into the crack and his body continued in a direction opposite its normal hinging movement.  One of the post-graduate students had to drive him all the way back to Albuquerque to have it set.  The good news was, if that were possible, that he volunteered to return and serve full time in the camp mess as a cook, and he was one of the better cooks as it turned out.  Regardless the expedition’s good fortune at staying relatively healthy with all things considered, it was beginning to unravel from a moral perspective. 

Some of the more superstitious of the students, who, after the accident, believed the curse found on the stone tablet was coming true.  A few more joked and laughed the curse away, but still harbored some lingering doubts about its validity.  Over dinner, the infrequent spilt drink or dropped food would bring out quips like, “Yep!  There’s that curse again!’ or more simply uttered, “The Curse!” followed by nervous laughter. 

To make matters worse, the skies, like their moods had been gray and overcast in the last two days.  Someone mentioned that the Monsoon season sometimes came early in these parts and this could be the beginning of the truly wet and long rainy season.  So far, it had only sprinkled here and there and caused no disruption in the daily procedures.  However, the morning radio broadcast called for possible thunderstorms and heavy rains that evening.  There could even be flash flood warnings if the incoming front intensified as the meteorologist had speculated it might.  This news was relayed to the groans of the students over breakfast that morning as just another example of “The Curse!” they were sure the group was now experiencing.

Weeks continued to drag on and as usual, partners paired up and all but the two student cooks gathered up their gear and headed out into the desert to survey their respective grid areas.  To keep the distances to and from the grids to a minimum, the camp was relocated twice during the past few weeks and after each successive move, the general looks of things deteriorated.  It was looking less and less like a serious and professional archaeological encampment, and more and more like the camp of a bunch of rag tag nomadic sheepherders.   Few of the students seemed to care where or how their tents were set and maintained.  Laundry hung from tent poles and flapped in the breeze and litter was becoming a sore subject for the organizers.

___

Exaggerated rumors and speculation in town continued to grow and the number of people roaming the desert seemed to grow in exponential relationship.  Toward the end of the third week, the main trailer, which was being used as a business headquarters and safe of sorts was broken into and vandalized with graffiti inside and out.  Nothing of any great value was stolen except the clay “warning” tablet kept there, out of the elements.  The most surprising aspect of the “break-in”, was the small metal safe containing the expedition member’s personal valuables being left behind.  Either the burglars knew exactly what they were looking for in the taking of the tablet, or they were amateurs, who grabbed the first thing that looked of interest and fled.

The spray paint graffiti was easily removed from the outside enameled metal panels and from most of the hi-gloss surfaces inside.  No report was made to the nearby sheriff’s office and the issue slowly faded from the consciousness of all but the four archaeologists.  Some talk was made of hiring a small security staff, but was deferred until a later time when and if they would really need one.  The tablet itself was of some value, but they knew where two more tablets were safely stored on the reservation.  So, even that was of little seriousness.  The daily routine continued as if nothing of any consequence had happened.

___

On the morning of the beginning of the third week, Dan and Rachel walked out from the camp to their assigned grid area, where they talked about the possibility of moving camp to the southeast quadrant of the mountain range and begin looking anew in that location.  Rachel thought they should stay at least two more days to insure there was nothing left unexplored.  Dan begrudgingly consented to moving two mornings hence.

For them, life was somewhat more exciting, as it always seems to do when two new lovers are in the early stages of a romance – the honeymoon had a long way from becoming everyday and mundane.  They continued to sneak evening rendezvous, alternating tents and finding remote spots outside the camp to meet, thinking no one was aware of their actions.  However, by this time, everyone in camp was well aware of their relationship even though they still went through with the daily machinations to avoid gossip.  They suspected some knew from the stolen grins and smirks, but no one came straightforward and talked about it.  Least of all Marta, who, for some unknown reason, was becoming less friendly to everyone as the days slowly droned on.  Rachel excused it away as nothing more than the same bad moral that each felt to a greater or lesser degree.  She knew it couldn’t be jealousy, since it also appeared to her that she and Swede got along so well.  Indeed, one might even suspect they had a blossoming romance of their own going on.  Something was definitely “Up with that!” she had told Dan one afternoon exploring another fruitless grid.

Near to the designated work area for the day, Dan asked Rachel for the third time in as many days, what she made of the trailer break-in and vandalism a few days before.  Rachel responded, “There’s really not much to make of it Dan.  Nothing of any value was stolen and the graffiti left was easily removed.  It had to be a coincidence that some kids happened by while the camp was vacant the one afternoon during the week students go into town for provisions.”  
“That’s what I thought also until it occurred to me last night, given all of the town gossip about what we’re doing out here and the weekly routine the students keep.  It may not be as coincidental as we might think.  You’ve heard some of the stories going round lately?  Some actually think we’re looking for the lost Indian or Spanish city of El Dorado for Christ’s sake!  Seriously though, I think there’s a strong likelihood that someone has been studying our patterns from in town, and came by while they knew the camp was empty and ransacked it looking for gold booty!  The childish looking graffiti was done, I think, to throw us off.  That’s what I think Rachel.”  
Rachel said in return, “Maybeee!”

“You want to hear the latest and funniest thing I’ve overheard lately Dan?  It’s that we’re looking for some long-lost Aztec Chief like Montezuma who some say is buried here and that we’ve already found his tomb complete with enough gold to rival Fort Knox!”  
They both had a hearty laugh, but Dan added, “That’s rich, but whoever said that wasn’t too damn far off were they?  Kinda makes you wonder who and what is being said about our expedition in town doesn’t it?  All of us out here are suppose to be quiet about what we’re here for yes?  So how or why are the townsfolk getting so accurate with their guesses?” Rachel just shrugged her shoulders.

That evening when everyone returned back to camp with nothing of any value and no new stories to tell, it became unusually quiet as they went about cleaning up for dinner.  No one was in a playful or joyous frame of mind and the routine of daily life was taking its toll.  Even the weather seemed gloomy that afternoon as they returned to the camp.  Dark clouds loomed on the horizon and the air was completely still and unusually humid.  Fortunately, the student cooks chose to make a light and cool dinner for the evening’s meal.  Everyone drank chilled beverages and ate very little, retiring to their own little worlds and tents.  It was not an evening for merriment or campfires.

As sunset approached, the weather doldrums were replaced by a welcomed breeze to evaporate away and cool the sweaty and sticky bodies.  As the sun’s last rays peeked out from over the flat western horizon, the clouds moved ominously closer and the winds rose to a steady 20 mile an hour blast with guts somewhere around 30 miles per hour.  Tent flaps began to flap loudly in the wind and anything small and not tied down was swept away with some student following in hot pursuit.  Dan and Swede went around the camp to admonish all to gather everything inside their tents and make sure the canvas tops were firmly fastened to tent pegs and, most importantly, into the ground.  “It looks like we’re in for a real monster of a storm front!”  Swede offered
Less than an hour after sunset, the winds roared to an estimated 50 miles per hour and some tents were now sailing from ropes and tent pegs, whipping high into the air.  There were loud curses and shrieks around the camp as the odd co-ed wrestled with their tents that lifted skyward, with all indications of joining Dorothy and Toto in Kansas or Oz.  In the middle of all the chaos, the darkness was cast aside by huge strobes of lightning bolts, loud rumbles of thunder and, within seconds, a torrential down pouring of rain.  Once again, Dan and Swede ran around to every tent and collected everyone to take shelter in the metal storage trailer. It was grounded to the Earth anticipating the occasional summer lightning storm and deemed the safest spot in such conditions, and they assured everyone once inside, including a few students counting the intervals between thunder claps, that this was by far the safest place to be at the moment.  Anywhere outside he told them, and they could end up being the preverbal lightning rod to end up looking like a “crispy critter” if struck!  Some grumbled about their personal effects being exposed and ruined.  Dan simply told them it was too late to do anything about.
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The following morning, the storm front was long gone, taking the lightning and thunder with it, and the rain abated somewhat, allowing people outside to retrieve their personal belongings.  It didn’t take long for everyone to notice the big change in the camp’s appearance.  Someone who had a portable radio reported there had been over three inches of rain in the last eight hours and that numerous flash floods were happening in the mountain foothills.  Several students, who had placed their tents in the soft sandy arroyo found to their chagrin, were washed away.  Most of their personal belongings were found some time later completely soaked and muddied.  That was when it was decided by the four professors to move the camp east 20 miles to the southeast quadrant.  The students were instructed to load everything aboard the trucks as they had been doing so that they could be underway by late morning.

By early afternoon, the trucks arrived at the new site previously selected from aerial photographs and everyone took a break to eat lunch first.  This location was unlike the original desert environment, with yellowish sand being replaced by a rockier, volcanic stone and darker soil.  Even the vegetation seemed more sparse and of a different variety.  The students found the soil harder to drive the tent pegs into and instead used large black boulders to secure their tent ropes to.  Some students complained that it seemed hotter in the new spot, which it actually was due to the “heat sink” nature of the dark volcanic bedrock beneath them.  The storm had spent itself and moved to the eastern horizon, leaving a warmer, steamier air behind.  

After an hour or so of camp set-up, the four professors gathered everyone around the central area and seated at the dinner benches.  They were told that they had roughly another two weeks to explore this new location and hopefully find what they were looking for.  If not, the Monsoons would most assuredly arrive in full force and that any remaining areas of this sector would have to be saved for another summer field trip.  One of the wise crackers in the back of the group hollered, “Monsoon season?  What was last night?  A sprinkle?” Another followed with, “Just The Curse!”

“Okay boys and girls!” Dan suggested trying to stem the hooting and hollering.  “Take the rest of the afternoon to get yourselves organized and rested, because tomorrow morning, bright and early, we’re gonna hit it hard!  Any questions?”  There were none and the students wandered off to their tents to escape from the summer heat.  Shortly thereafter a female screamed causing everyone to run in that direction.  Her tent mate was pointing at a mashed black scorpion of about three inches in length that was not far away from its female victim, who was screaming and rolling in pain on the canvas floor.  Someone in the gathered crowd mumbled “The Curse!”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN  – A GOOD WEEK

The first day in the new Eastern location had begun like any other day had over at the former western encampment - hot, dry and dusty and full of the promise of the same old routines.  The only difference was the dark color of the ground and the imposing mountain face to the Northwest.  The light brown sand from the lighter granite erosion, was replaced by mostly a hard scrapple of gravels and underlying solids from millennia of volcanic activity, leaving dark basalt rock.  Also, because of the darkness, the rocks absorbed and radiated more of the Sun’s energy causing a marked temperature increase in the new location.  Because of this new physical threat, Dan and the other scientists often repeated their cautions against dehydration and heat-stroke by losing too much salt and had to protect themselves more with artificial shade and to drink more water.

On this particular day, Swede decided he needed to go into town, as he said, for “personal” business and left Marta to go out with the student abandoned by the recently injured student.  Except for the new shift of student cooks, the camp remained fairly quiet when all had marched out into the darker desert near seven that morning, determined to find the pharaoh’s tomb -   A tomb that if existed, eluded the team thus far at the Western side of the San Mateo Mountains.  If it were to exist at all in this region of the continent they theorized, this is where they would find it, and they were all feeling positive vibes for that reason.  Either that or wishful thinking derived from the hardships of the previous weeks that got the better of them.  Thus far, they had only found one “Stella” with the ubiquitous warning message, but that was more than enough to convince the troop that the tomb was nearby.  They were all bound and determined to find it here before the real Monsoons arrived and literally washed-out the dry search season.  Every rock had been overturned, every nook and cranny had been peeked into, and every small canyon looked into.  Had there been any resemblance of a tomb or tomb’s entrance, they were confident they would have found it.  By elimination then, they were equally confident, that it had to be on this southeastern face of the Mountain or not at all!

By the end of the first day, everyone returned around four and they were as bedraggled and dirty as any of the other days searching the arid desert of New Mexico.  However, the mood was more upbeat than at the previous camp and when one of the last arrivers and male student mouthed the word “Curse”, they all had a good laugh – taking the implication much less seriously than before.  As they finished another excellent dinner in the wilderness and began to settle into the regular evening routines, the Sun began to set on the western horizon.  This night, the sky was streaked with all the dust-inducing colors of the spectrum and the southern tip of the mountain range framed the right side of their view of the setting Sun.  Everyone stopped conversations and whatever else they were engaged in and simply admired Mother Nature’s spectacular display.   The soft hum of the gas generator at the far edge of camp and the sharp chirps of a nearby cricket accompanied the overall sensation.

Near dark, Swede returned to camp in the university van, bouncing along the rutted dirt road, throwing up clouds of dust and swerving noticeably to all of those that watched.  Sliding to a gravel and dust-spitting stop, fortunately downwind of the camp, he killed the motor, exited and staggered in a more or less straight line to his tent where he disappeared for the night.  Dan and Rachel, who were sitting together near the campfire noticed Swede’s behavior and commented to each other afterwards, that he seemed very drunk and very mad.  Since he had gone into town for personal reasons, they agreed they would leave the subject alone when they saw him again in the morning.  Wondering what his reasons were for being in that state would just have to remain a mystery and logged as a “personal” issue.

Like the students, Dan and Rachel found confidence and a renewed sense of hope from the current location.  They were also enjoying the inner glow and warmth that came from a budding and genuine romance.  They both discovered that as the days wound down, so did the layers of the onions, they peeled back from their years of voluntary isolation, allowing themselves to become closer, less vulnerable and more receptive to each other’s love and growing friendship.  By now, everyone was well aware of their romance and few gave it any consideration.  Even Dan and Rachel were themselves, less and less creative in masking their nocturnal rendezvous. 

Unbeknownst to the rest of the camp though, was the pairs recent discovery and use of the many small canyons that they had primarily assigned themselves to search along the edge of the mountain range.  Somewhere in the past week or so, lunch breaks taken in the shade of the western-facing escarpments, evolved into more than just eating and relaxing.  Piles of clothes were lain out atop the flatter, black volcanic rock surfaces for their daily physical pleasures.  Every encounter seemed more intense and enjoyable to each.  When Dan mentioned it was eleven o’clock and lunchtime, each wore the silly grin of a child, who just discovered the secret hiding place in the kitchen of the prized cookie jar, full of Mom’s famous chocolate chip cookies.

In this fashion and in all the time they spent together, their love for each other blossomed quite unexpectedly.  Given their respective baggage of well-honed adult hang-ups, neither person expected the relationship to grow to the depths that it had.  Each constantly checked and re-checked their feelings, concluding there was, indeed, genuine happiness where they were headed and slowly, very slowly they each let go of their long-held reservations.  Sometimes, Rachel caught herself thinking, that even if they didn’t find the pharaoh’s tomb, the expedition would be an unqualified success, because she had found Dan and true love once again.  There would always be this or other adventures waiting to be discovered in future summers.  This was real and this was now!
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In this way, the first week in the new location rolled by uneventfully.  Nothing of any consequence was discovered and before long, the camp settled into a routine that was less enthusiastic than before in the other camp.  On the beginning of the eighth day and start of the second week in the new location, Rachel made an announcement to the breakfast eaters, “If there’s a tomb out there to be found at all folks, I suspect we’re closing in on it with our focused and ever-narrowing search patterns.  So keep a sharp eye out for anything unusual…this just might be our lucky week.  Also, as you may have guessed, our window of opportunity before the Monsoons begin in earnest, is only about one, maybe two more weeks!  Most of you will need to get back to Albuquerque by then, regardless of whether it begins raining or not, and get ready for the beginning of the new fall semester.  So be sharp guys!”  With that said, Dan and Rachel in unison, got up from the table, emptied their metal trays of scrap, tossed the remaining coffee from the tin cups on the parched ground and marched off into the desert and the still chilly and pale morning light.  The area assigned themselves this particular morning was a new niche in the wall face just to the east of where they had searched thoroughly the day before.  It didn’t show on the satellite images they had studied the previous evening, but they noticed it barely, as they exited the last small canyon for the day and began their return to camp.  The opening was barely discernable and, were it not for the strong vertical line of dark shadow at that precise time of day, neither would have noticed it.  Instead, they would have simply followed the coordinates to the next larger opening showing itself clearly in the black and white aerial photos.

Using a Global Positioning System (GPS) and the coordinates taken from their notes of the afternoon before, they arrived that morning without difficulty to where the location of the small opening in the canyon was supposed to be.  Only now, as the Sun broke over the Eastern Horizon they couldn’t see it.  At this angle, the sun easily filled every small and large crevice in the dark rock face with brilliant light.  Puzzled by not seeing the obvious opening at first, they both agreed that it wasn’t a mirage or had their imagination been at play.  What they had seen in the afternoon of the previous day was real.  So they walked to within touching distance of the rock face and spread out in opposite directions, feeling for a large opening as they looked more closely than at first.  After ten minutes, Dan faintly heard Rachel west of his spot, hollering his name.  He stopped and ran to where she was standing alongside the volcanic cliff waving excitedly to him.

Glad they had once again found the same shaped opening from the evening before; they peered inside the dark opening and allowed their eyes to adjust and saw what seemed to be a passageway.  Looking around, they also discovered at eye-level on the rock face perpendicular to the mountain face, an Indian Petra glyph drawn from basic organic paint colors, evidently very old and sun-bleached.  Rachel interpreted the ancient symbols as a marker indicating “The place of the Gods”, much like historical roadside markers used today. What appeared to be a rather large opening in the mountain face the day before was now much smaller but yet still several yards wide.  However, as they stood there, straining to look deeper inside, they noticed the passageway got narrower and shrouded in deep darkness, winding its way around a sharp bend further back.  Taking a precautionary flashlight out of his backpack, Dan led the way into the mystery path with Rachel following.  If nothing else, each archaeologist enjoyed the closeness and familiarity of the confining and dark space as would any seasoned archaeologist would under the same circumstances.  It was even pleasantly cooler than the flat expanse of the desert floor outside.  There was the excitement and mystery of what might await them around the next bend or end of the passageway, even if it were to be a dead-end.  Naturally, there was that fear a veteran archaeologist has of finding just another dead-end.

They continued twisting and turning in widening, then narrowing paths, occasionally scraping themselves against the glass-sharp edges of obsidian rock.  Dan said, “I feel like I’m the fictional Dirk Pitt with one of his beautiful scientists in the Clive Cussler Novel Inca Gold!  Only I’m not below water with a SCUBA tank on my back!  Instead, I’m high and dry and hyperventilating like I just got six out of six numbers on the lottery and waiting for the mega number to be called”  

About five minutes and an estimated 100 feet had gone by and a noticeable ceiling had now come into view, high over their heads.  As they progressed, the ceiling of rock sloped ever downward and closer to their heads.  Finally, as the ceiling drew closer, they had to duck their heads to pass underneath.  It was at this point; Rachel stopped Dan and asked him to shine the flashlight over something she had just seen in the ceiling caused by the angle and glow of the incandescent light in front of her.  “Dan stop!  I’m sure I just saw something reflected off the ceiling rock that looked man-made and not natural!”  After taking the lamp from Dan and playing it across the ceiling’s surface carefully, the illuminated spot turned more natural looking than she had first imagined, though they both weren’t quite sure if what they were seeing was in fact, artificially created or not.  “I thought I saw chisel marks.”  Not certain what they were seeing, they agreed to continue on to wherever this winding path took them.  The uncertainly of their recent discovery only heightened their sense of anxiety and they walked with a faster pace in the undulating tunnel.  

At another point, there seemed to be a small side room to the right.  Dan slowly poked his arm carrying the flashlight around the near corner, shining it first against the black shiny wall only 4-5 feet away.  Suddenly as he was about to direct the beam at the floor, they heard the unmistaken warning sound of a rattlesnake.  Instinctively, they both jumped back up the tunnel, playing the flashlight quickly back in the direction of the hair-raising rattle sounds.  The largest rattler either had ever seen was coiled against the far wall.  Dan estimated the snake to be perhaps 7-8 feet in length, but unable to effectively reach or strike them if they kept to the opposite wall of the tunnel.  Simultaneously, he blinded the snake with the bright beam of light.  He hadn’t stopped to consider the snake possessed a tongue that acted as a heat-seeking guidance system, fully capable of locating, without sight, any warm-blooded mammal – flashlight or not.  As they slowly edged themselves along the opposite wall and keeping the light trained in the snake’s eye, Rachel’s arm knocked some rubble loose from the wall she hugged.  The ensuing echo of falling rocks caused the snake to strike in her direction.  The large head of the snake lunged at her, bearing huge, white, gleaming fangs. Dan yanked her arm he was holding at precisely the right instant and the snake fell only a few inches short of its mark, 

They slowed their pace from a run to a walk, each making mental notes to watch for that snake on their return trip.   It was then that they noticed the ceiling angling upwards, the walls widening apart and a faint light growing in brightness as the continued to follow along.  In an instant the bright, sun-bleached sky erupted above them, causing momentary blindness.  Stopping abruptly, Dan switched off the flashlight, stuffed it back into his backpack and both waited while their eyes adjusted to the light.

There in front of them, sprawled an unusually shaped canyon. Actually, Dan commented that it felt more like the bottom of a glacial crevasse, but instead of the hues of blues and whites, was painted with the black colors of volcanic rock.  The walls rose almost vertically in every direction they looked and they estimated they were perhaps 150-200 feet below the volcanic mesa above.  Large and small boulders were strewn generously across the entire floor of the canyon and gave the appearance of a giant’s trash bin.  The canyon was cigar-shaped in that, the middle where they stood, seemed to be the widest section of the width that tapered down and ended in flat stubs at either end of a length of canyon they estimated to be 300-400 feet in both directions.  According to his compass, the canyon’s longest configuration was aligned or pointed in almost an east-west direction.  Other than the feeling of being at the bottom of an inescapable gorge it seemed to be natural in every respect, and not man-made.  

They both stood there, absorbing as much detail as their eyes would allow from that vantage point.  Dan noted the time as being 8:47 AM, with plenty of daylight for them to thoroughly explore the canyon entirely.  He suggested first exploring together, the nearest south face toward the eastern end-wall, then making their way back west along the north face and breaking around midday for lunch.  Rachel took her eyes away from the Canyon walls to look Dan in the face, finding his now familiar smirk.  She made a fist and struck his shoulder in jest, causing him to lose his balance over a small rock.  He laughed out loud and was greeted in kind by a loud and repetitive echo.  He added a loud “Yo!” that again echoed back to them repeatedly.  Rachel giggled and added her own “Helloooo!” to the mix.  After a minute of self-allowed, giddy childish fun, they set out carefully exploring the southeast face and surrounding canyon floor.

Within minutes, Rachel’s well-trained eyes noticed again the rocks that at first looked natural and randomly littered the canyon floor were in fact rubble.  Rubble from a man-made stone quarry it seemed to both, after closer examination.  Nearly every piece they examined had evidence of chisel marks on the surface.  None however, seemed block-like or more geometrically shaped into familiar patterns as one would expect from a quarry.  To the contrary, it seemed as if someone had gone to great lengths to make the former shapes less noticeable by rounding off corners and breaking into smaller, less identifiable pieces.  The canyon face closest to a nearby rock was scrutinized to see if perhaps, it had originated and fell from that spot.  All the walls they studied suggested not and appeared to be quite natural in appearance.  “Curious indeed!  Where could these man-made rocks have originated?”  Rachel asked Dan without expecting an answer.  
“I don’t see any clues at all Rachel!  However, wherever they originated, I have to believe. It’s somewhere nearby.  Don’t you?”  
Rachel calmly said, “Yes.”

Hours past in study with nothing having been found - other than thousands of chiseled volcanic rocks on the canyon floor.  Before long, Dan indicted it was time for lunch and they should stop and rest.  Rachel looked to Dan to see if he displayed his usual leer and was surprised to find a dead-serious expression.  “Not today hon.” He said.  “I don’t know about you, but I feel we’ve stumbled onto the real deal here.  The sooner we eat, drink and get back to it, the sooner I feel we’ll be rewarded with the find of the century!”  Rachel added her agreement; apologizing for thinking she thought he would place his carnal needs above today’s incredible discovery.  They quickly ate and drank some lukewarm Gatorade, sitting in the shade of an overhanging cliff along the north wall, just about mid-point of the length and opposite the tunnel entrance that could barely be seen from their vantage point.  Between gulps of cucumber sandwich, they mumbled to each other various thoughts and theories about what might be expected.

By eleven thirty, the two were again, carefully examining every inch of canyon floor and wall facing, nearest the ground in hopes of finding the elusive but probable steps down to the tomb entrance.  They moved in the same direction they had before lunch, toward the western end this time along the north canyon wall.  Slowly through the afternoon, they had surveyed between 2,000 and 2,500 lineal feet of canyon walls and floor, returning to the tunnel opening and the spot they had begun searching, nearly eight hours before.  “Nothing! Zilch! Nadda! Not a God Damned thing!  I was absolutely positive this was the place!”  Dan said out of frustration to Rachel, whose eyes, looked to be as equally tired and frustrated as his were. They both found a clear spot along the southwest wall big enough for two and collapsed in a heap of disgust and exhaustion.

Rachel, who was sitting to Dan’s right and toward the east end, reached into her backpack and pulled out the remainder of her Gatorade to squelch the dryness in her throat and wash down the mounting bitterness at finding nothing.  She held the fat end of the plastic bottle aloft to tip the remaining contents into her mouth, and turned to say something to Dan afterwards.  As she did, she stopped dead and glared at the west end of the canyon trying to adjust her eyes to the interplay of light and shade the late afternoon Sun created on the irregular wall face.  Dan, who was hanging his head between his legs in dismay, looked up to observe Rachel seemingly studying something of importance, contorting her facial features first in puzzlement and then in a wide grin.  He quickly swiveled his head one hundred and eighty degrees in the opposite direction and saw what she saw.  “Well I’ll be damned!” he said.  “Even a blind squirrel finds an acorn occasionally!”

For what seemed an eternity, both sat there dumbfounded and said nothing, looking at the aberration half way up the wall face, growing more distinctly into a rectangular form, and quite obviously, the general shape of a mad-made doorway or decoration of some kind.  From their distance it was hard to make out anything more of what they were seeing.  Rachel finally broke the reverential silence and said, “I’ll second that “damned” curse Dan. You know, we probably didn’t see it when we came in this morning because it was completely bathed in sunlight and there were no discernable features caused by the exact timing of the Sun’s angle as there is now.  We’ve been expecting to find a tunnel leading down, like how the Valley of the Kings tombs were built, so we’ve had our noses near to ground all day, never looking up.  Come to think of it, that’s probably why I have such a horrific back ache now.  If we hadn’t sat in this exact spot at this exact moment, we probably wouldn’t have noticed it!  Do you realize just how lucky we are?”

Dan could only nod in response, with his mouth hanging open, showing utter amazement.  Seconds later he jumped up and grabbed Rachel’s hand, pulling her up saying, “Come on Rachel, let’s get closer and see if we can differentiate anything else between the canyon wall and that rectangular opening.”  As they neared to within 20 yards, looking up, more features popped out of the light and shadows in distinctive and familiar Egyptian bas-relief patterns.  The rectangular indentation appeared to be from their vantage point, about 14’ wide by 12’ high and located halfway up the roughly 200 foot high wall face, dead-center on the roughly 50 foot wide flat west end.  “Look there Dan!” Rachel said pointing with outstretched arm and pointing index finger.  “See that smallish blob on the left-hand side, halfway up the opening?  I’ll bet any amount of money, that once we get closer, we’ll find that that’s the royal seal on a large stone door!”  
As she was saying that, Dan had a thought pop into his head and turned to face the opposite end.  He blurted out, “Well I’ll be damned again!”  
Rachel looked toward Dan standing slightly behind her and found him looking to the opposite end of the canyon.  “What?” she asked.  
“Correct me if I’m wrong Rachel, but don’t Egyptian tombs always face due east toward the rising Sun?  Toward Ra?”   
“They surely do!” Rachel agreed.  Looking back toward Dan, she noticed the compass held near his waist, with the red tip of the dial pointed to magnetic north, indicating that East was exactly where the tomb’s face was pointed.  “Holy Cow!  This is it!  How fantastic!  And look!  Halfway up to the opening, are more painted Indian Petra glyphs.  I can’t make out what they mean from this distance, but I’m quite sure, taken with the one at the entrance, it means something very special! Let’s hurry back and tell the camp what we’ve found Dan.  I can hardly wait!”

“Not so fast lady!  I have a little celebration kit in my bag that I’ve been hauling around with me all summer long for just such a moment.  How bout us taking a break and savoring this truly special time?!  Okay?”  
Dan’s impish grin was so obvious that Rachel could barely suppress a giggle, which made it all the more difficult to resist his cheap temptations.  “That’s a great idea Dan.  So what are we pouring today?” Rachel asked as she got comfortable amongst the scattered rocks.  
“Oh, just a nice little single malt Scotch.  I even brought clean glasses and some gourmet crackers!”  Laughingly, Dan placed two plastic cups alongside a paper napkin he had spread on the canyon floor and poured the warm Scotch from a silver hip flask.  With a theatrical flourish and great ceremony, he opened a restaurant-sized packet of Nabisco Saltines that he placed on the napkin.  
Rachel laughed aloud and said, “You’re so transparent mister - and so smooth!  I suspect what you’re up to, is an elaborate scheme to separate me from my panties!  And where is the caviar to spread on those crackers?”  
Pretending sheepishness, Dan looked down and mumbled, “That’s not true!  That thing about your panties I mean.  Although, if the Scotch got you in the mood, I sure as Hell wouldn’t resist your advances Ms Craig!  It’s not like anyone is gonna find us in here!”  Dan handed Rachel her half-full plastic cup and raised his, saying, “Here’s to our future success - in our recent discovery and in us!”  
Rachel thought a second on his toast, then slammed the Scotch down.  With a wicked smile, she attacked Dan, spilling the remainder of the Scotch and crushing the crackers.  “You’re so damn irresistible Dan!  You know that?”  Minutes later, the canyon echoed with the sounds of their lovemaking.
An hour later, they began re-tracing their original route back through the tunnel and passageway, this time going slower and looking for their friend the rattlesnake.  He was never seen again, but the slower pace took longer and had them at the desert entrance by sundown.  First double-checking their coordinates and duly noting them, they set out in the direction  of camp, Dan’s arm around Rachel’s shoulders and Rachel’s around his lower back, both with grins as wide as their faces.  Rachel started singing “Hi Ho, the darry-o, sing it high, sing it lo…”  Dan looked down at her as she grinned up at him still singing and pulling him closer.  He joined her in song, kicking a loose rock along the dusty desert floor, “…ding dong, the wicked search is dead.”
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER TWENTY  – CELEBRATION

Dan and Rachel were the last pair due to arrive back at the camp. All the rest, were now finishing their evening meal, grouped at the bench tables nearest the cook’s station and the edge of the camp.  Some harbored secret concerns that something had happened to the missing pair and some teased they were engaged in some after hours, extra-curricular activities.  One of the female students facing the direction of the desert was the first to discover the arriving pair coming closer and into the distant reach of the camp lights.  She pointed and said, “There they are!”  All utensils stopped and everyone watched as Dan and Rachel merrily strode toward the camp’s diners, appearing as frolicsome as two children on the last day of school on their way home for summer vacation. 

Without saying a word, they just stood in front of the frozen group grinning like Cheshire Cats until Marta finally broke the lengthy silence and asked, “So where the Hell have you two been? And what the Hell’s so damn amusing?”  Rachel wasn’t sure at that exact moment, what was more enjoyable; finding the tomb or the great sex with Dan.  After a deliberate pause that he and Rachel had planned for effect, Dan said, “Break out the fucking champagne!  We’ve found it!”

It took a few seconds for the words to sink in and then the camp erupted with applause, whistles, cheering, and then mobbed Dan and Rachel like two rock stars after a concert.  The pair were ultimately ushered into seats at the head of the table and urgently asked to “tell all!”  Rachel and Dan grinned again at each and at first said nothing causing more complaints and catcalls from their audience.  As the first tin cups with champagne were placed in front of the two heroes, Dan slowly began telling their day’s adventures and discoveries as more champagne bottles were popped and question after question flew at them in rapid succession.  An hour or so later, and everyone was flying high on the champagne and good news.

Around ten that evening, Dan announced to the still assembled group that they should try and get some sleep, because they would be getting an earlier than usual start the next morning.  All of them, this time, would accompany them to the place of discovery!  He also admonished everyone to again, keep everything to themselves and asked that the professors stay for a few seconds afterwards for some minor housekeeping issues.

Once everyone was gone except the four scientists, Dan made several requests.  First, Swede was to use his cell phone to call the Indian Reservation and try and reach Joey Dark Cloud and cancel his services for tomorrow morning.  Secondly, he reminded the group, once again, about their need for continued secrecy and to tell no one, not even the school’s administration – at least for the time being.  Especially now, that the actual site was found and their suspicions of a tomb was real.  Lastly, he asked the small group about their thoughts on moving the camp to the actual entrance of the passageway or nearby for added convenience or keep it here, where it was.  It was argued, that no matter what precautions were taken, sooner or later word would get out about the find, and so, for security reasons, they unanimously agreed to relocate the camp to the canyon’s entrance.  Marta suggested the entire group go there first light in the morning and see, for themselves, first-hand, what they had all been looking for.  She also suggested that once there, the PBS crew should be allowed to enter first and record the pristine nature of the place before 24 pairs of feet trampled the place to smithereens.  Swede asked about the need to hire an armed security company sometime soon to protect the find.  They agreed that could be considered in coming days and they retired around 10:30 for their respective tents.  Not surprisingly, no one in camp could sleep that night.  There were twenty-four separate visions of what they could expect the next day and the thrill of the hunt - moving into the next exciting phase.  Every two-person tent was abuzz with speculation, well into the small hours of the morning.

As the first hint of sunrise was approaching and the sky was slowly changing from dark indigo to a lighter shade of cobalt, everyone was up, dressed and munching or sipping on muffins, bananas and coffee or juice.  The cooks anticipated a lack of interest in a big breakfast and had only laid out a quick, continental-style buffet.  They were planning on coming along as well and wouldn’t let their voluntary servitude stand in their way on this, of all important mornings!  So while the Sun was still below the horizon to the East, the entire camp once again, crowded into the fleet of vehicles and drove rather than hike in a Northwest direction, the relatively short distance to the GPS coordinates Dan and Rachel made the evening before.  

Dan drove the lead vehicle with the other three archaeologists accompanying him.  Swede commented that he had talked with Joey Dark Cloud the night before.  He was up watching that “Survival” show.  “I told him the reason for not coming in today, was we were taking a much needed day off and resting.  I don’t think he believed me though, judging by his comments.”  Swede concluded.

As they drove, the foursome speculated at length on what they might find in the days to come and the various details the new find would require in planning, public dissemination of information and basic organization.  It was clear; they were all exceedingly happy and excited about the find.

Upon arriving at the exact coordinates of the GPS readout, the passageway was now easily visible, unlike the morning before when he and Rachel were slightly out of position.  Dan volunteered to stay behind and guard the entrance and the vehicles, allowing Rachel to lead the caravan into the passageway and canyon beyond.  Dan cautioned the group against disturbing anything and to please be watchful of snakes and sharp rocks.  He invited the full PBS crew to enter right behind Rachel the leader.  Two digital cameras with sound and battery technicians in tow with cables attaching each pair, began filming the group and the entrance to the passageway.  They slid inside the entrance one by one and followed Rachel slowly, but purposely along the path, flicking on battery-powered Klieg Lighting after the first curve.  Two archaeologists and nineteen eager students flowed closely behind.  

Rachel took them only as far as the opening to the canyon, where she allowed then to spread out slightly and take as much of the sights in as they could with their cameras.  For the entire half-hour stay, the spoke in hushed voices as if being inside some holy place and feared disturbing the otherworldly God of the place.  The moment was duly recorded by the cameras, catching the subtle comments and the fingers pointing in the direction of the rectangular indentation at the far western end.  The cameras used as high a power of the zoom lenses as they could, but were still unable to make out much more detail than Dan and Rachel had some 20 yards away from the wall.  Finally, one female student asked the obvious that no one to that point had yet considered, “So how are we going to get up there?”  Rachel replied, “Now that you’ve all seen what we have, I suggest we head back to the entrance and then begin discussing those very details.  We also need to go back to base camp and pack and relocate.  The sooner, we get that done, the sooner we can begin extensive field research!  Oh! One more thing.  Keep looking for those snakes!”  Someone hidden at the back of the crowd said, “Oh no! Here we go again; the “Curse” is back upon us!” Everyone laughed and that helped break the tension of the moment.

It took the better part of the day to return to the vehicles, drive back to the base camp, pack, and load and re-establish the new camp outside the newly discovered passageway at the southeastern corner of the San Mateo Mountains.  They agreed that serious archaeological exploration would begin at eight the next morning.  This would give them enough time to unpack the necessary tools, logs and equipment they required now that they were in Phase-II of the exploration.  Also, the PBS crew went into hyper drive writing a new script, blocking out cartoons of preferred camera shots, and cleaning cameras and other gear.  Their work was really just beginning.  They had more than enough footage from the daily routine of the last five weeks.  Now was the moment they had hoped for - The possible filming of one of the greatest finds of the last one hundred years.  If their luck held out, a king’s treasure awaited their lenses and they would all be winning awards and accolades from around the world and, of course, getting much better assignments and commissions afterwards.
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Early the next morning everyone was once again anxious to get started.  During the night, Dan had devised a temporary method to get up to the carved rectangle and he wrote down a list of materials he would need for a more permanent and workable access tower.  Asking for volunteers, two young gals stepped forward and agreed to drive the two largest vans back to Albuquerque and hitch up the trailers of supplies that would be waiting at the shipping and receiving dock for them.  There was no reason to ask for them to hurry as everyone was quite certain they would return as fast as the trucks-trailer speed limit would allow.

With that settled, the film crew led the way back inside the canyon.  Once inside, students fanned out in every direction to begin closely examining their assigned areas of canyon floor and every single rock thereon.  Meanwhile, the four scientists moved to the west end of the canyon, to the spot where Dan and Rachel had stood two days before.  This time, armed with an 8x50 self-focusing pair of binoculars, Rachel was finally able to make out the Indian petraglyphs high above their heads on the canyon wall.  Although extremely faint and faded from the constant exposure to sun and the other elements, she was slowly able to understand their meaning.  “Okay!  There’s quite a few up there that I can see from here.  How they got there is anybody’s guess?  However, this is generally what the symbols translate to:  This is the sacred home of the Sun God.  This is sacred ground.  And the second one means; “Only Shaman can come here – Go away.  You will die.”  That’s it.” Rachel said, wrapping up her translation.  
Swede joked, “Another Curse?  How unexpected!”

At that point, Dan unloaded the contraption from his backpack he had been working on from the night before and laid the various parts on the ground.  “What in the world is all that stuff?” Marta asked as he plopped the large bundle of yellow nylon rope atop the pile.  
“Well gang…” Dan began, “…if I still have anything left in my old quarterback’s throwing arm, I’ll show you in a few minutes what I’m hoping will be our quick access 100 feet up to the rectangle.”  They patiently stood, gathered around Dan while he fiddled several minutes with his gadgets.  The grappling hook, rope and pulley were easy enough to identify, but no one could fathom how it was all going to work.  Finally, Dan stood while holding the lightweight, 14” wide aluminum grappling hook in his right hand.  Immediately attached to the rope and just below the grappling hook was a finely machined metal pulley with a single wheel and a generous amount of a lighter rope winding its way through it.  

Dan asked for everyone to please stand back and gave the hook a tremendous overhand throw towards the top of the cliff.  His first attempt missed by only a few feet, but his fellow scientists got the gist of what he was trying to accomplish.  The second mighty throw cleared the rim above but failed to find purchase and slid off the precipice and back it fell, 200 feet to the ground.  Dan was counting on an unseen grouping of substantial boulders up above to wedge the grappling hook into.  He honestly didn’t expect it to work, but was willing to give it as many tries as his arm would allow.  On the third attempt, the jury-rigged contraption caught and Dan tested it with a slight tug.  After he was certain it was somewhat secure on whatever it had grabbed onto, he attached the trailing end of the light rope to the leading edge of the heavier, yellow nylon rope, binding them together with an ample, but skinny wrap of duct tape.  Once this was done, he began pulling the opposite end of the light rope towards him.  They watched as the yellow rope clearly stood out from the dark surface and made its way skyward and toward the gleaming pulley above.  They all held their breath as Dan reeled in the lighter line, which caught for a slight moment when it reached the pulley. “I guess the bulge in the taped splice was a little too fat?  But I’m okay now!”

They continued to watch in admiration as Dan’s device seemed to be working as planned.  Though no one said anything, the three scientists were wondering to themselves, who was going to be the guinea pig to climb the yellow rope?  Once the leading edge of the yellow rope returned to Earth, Dan unwrapped the tape bond and disconnected the light rope from the heavier rope.  He then used a number of specialized fasteners to secure the rope to a harness.  Reaching again inside his backpack, he pulled out a rope and aluminum tubing contraption. To this, he firmly attached the harness and once again began lifting the opposite end of the yellow rope.  As he did so, a sturdy rope ladder unfolded from the heap and jiggled its way, magic rope trick-style, toward the rectangular opening.  Again the three stood in awe of Dan’s inventiveness.  Once the ladder’s top rungs reached the top of the opening, he tied the yellow rope around a very large boulder with an impressive knot that would make any seaman proud.  “Now for the moment of truth guys!  I want all four of us to put as much of our weight as we can on this ladder and see if the hook from above will dislodge.”  

They complied and the ladder stretched a little as the rope became taught for the very first time. “I’ll go up a considerable way and test it first.” He said. “And then Marta, if you’re game, maybe you would like to be the first to have the honor of viewing the door up close and personal?  I think you should go since you’re our most expert Egyptologist and the only one who can read hieroglyphics?”

Dan climbed the ladder about 50 feet or halfway up to the opening and returned.  Satisfied of the ladder’s strength now, Marta slowly climbed up the ladder with a digital camera strapped around her neck.  Once at the opening and several minutes later, she let out a loud “whoopee” yell.  “I’m coming back down!”  Back on terra firma, Marta replayed in sequence the dozen digital images back for the other three explaining each of the LCD images.  “There’s a cartouche on the stone door that says “Pharaoh Amenemhet-I” and lots of other semi-important hieroglyphics covering the entire surface.  The lumpy thing we saw on the left side of the door is a royal seal that appears totally intact and unopened!  It has markings on it that basically says; “Death will visit anyone who enters the sacred burial chambers”.  So there really is an old curse, but one us modern men shouldn’t take seriously..  The important think is; I believe we really have found an unopened tomb of an important 12th Dynasty Pharaoh, intact and waiting for us to discover what worldly possessions he managed to bring this far to be buried with him!”

That afternoon over lunch, the batteries had to be changed three times after every person in camp ogled the 3” by 2” LCD pictures.  It was decided that no serious attempt to attack the stone door would be made until after Dan’s more permanent, access tower was in place.  After lunch, the four scientists sat around the camp discussing this and that, while the students went back to their rock studies.  That evening, everyone gathered round while each pair of students reported their findings.  From the whole, it became obvious, that all of the rubble on the canyon floor was darker in color than the sun-bleached canyon wall material and indicating that it had all been excavated from within the mountain and was thus, newer looking material.  Almost every piece of rock, regardless how large or small had indications of man’s chisel or hammer marks.  It also appeared as if they went to great lengths and efforts to reduce the leftover evidence into smaller, less recognizable pieces.  Clearly this was the spot they were looking for all along!

After dinner, the four scientists remained huddled around the table and discussed the issue of reporting the find back to the public and the university.  It was decided that no news of the find would reach the outside world until after the tomb was opened and carefully surveyed.  This would eliminate unwanted distractions of a media circus and the embarrassment of finding little or nothing of value once the tomb was opened.  The four were also girding themselves against possible disappointment.  Since the two women returned that afternoon with the access tower supplies, it was acknowledged that everyone, led by Dan would begin transporting the supplies and erecting the structure first thing in the morning.  
Again that night, no one got much sleep.  Dan woke somewhere around 4 AM, having had a disturbing dream about the Pharaoh whispering to him, something terrible was about to happen to him.  After waking, he tried to recall what the Pharaoh’s words were, but was unable to.  Disturbed by the dream, he dressed and made his way to the chuck wagon for something to eat or drink.
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The following morning after an early and hearty breakfast the entire troop was anxious to begin.  Dan instructed everyone to carry at least one piece of the scaffolding equipment to the canyon and place it at the end near the tomb entrance, being careful to set the pieces to one side.  Dan awkwardly carried two heavier pieces and led the morning-long procession to the canyon through the passageway.  In doing so, he couldn’t help but ponder the notion that the ancient Egyptian workers must have done exactly the same in carrying the pharaoh’s objects through this very passageway and in this very fashion, four thousand years ago.  He also couldn’t help but reflect on the size of the passageway relative to the size of the possessions that may have been taken to the tomb and eventually placed inside.  Except for a few tight spaces width-wise, there was ample height everywhere along the way, to carry even something fairly large through the maze.  He wondered what there might be inside, or if there was to be anything at all to discover.

All through the morning, the small army of bearers brought the aluminum scaffolding pieces to the intended location, while Dan and Swede began the tedious process of erecting them.  Dan’s plan was to make a staircase-like structure leading straight out from the face, perpendicular to the tomb opening.  Once completed, he hoped it would provide a safe access to the one hundred foot high entrance.  Everyone labored tirelessly throughout the morning carefully erecting each and every piece and locking them safely in place.  As the structure grew in height, it also grew in length away from the canyon’s west façade.  There were numerous occasions, where large boulders needed to be moved from the canyon floor to allow for the legs to firmly stand on the hard volcanic base rock.  They were lucky that the floor was not only a hard surface strata of volcanic rock, but fairly level, requiring no further site preparations, other than the minor adjustments to the built-in, jack-screw leveling feet.  This saved much time and also made the entire contraption very solid.  Most of the workers didn’t have any idea what Dan had planned except Swede, so as the structure grew, they could begin seeing the methodology to his madness and began complimenting him on his idea.

By early afternoon, the new aluminum stairway had been completed along with the much needed safety railings along each side.  Rachel jokingly referred to it as Dan’s Tower of Babel and someone hoped, unlike Jericho, it wouldn’t come tumbling down anytime soon!  All took a late and lengthy lunch break when the task was finished and waited for the four scientists to begin their ascent to the tomb’s door and begin the much anticipated entry process. 

___

When the time finally arrived, the scientists were equipped with all of the necessary tools any good archaeologist would have in their possession to properly and adequately address a project of this import and significance;  notebooks, pick axes, shovels, flashlights, brushes, scrapers, dental picks and several high-resolution digital cameras, among the many various and sundry tools.  Besides the four scientists, there were the two PBS camera crews. One would be on the ground with the students facing upwards, while another looked literally over the shoulders of the four archaeologists as they ascended the metal stairway and worked on the stone door itself.

The big moment had finally arrived by mid-afternoon as the four scientists accompanied by one PBS men stood on the upper eight foot square, flat platform Dan had created.  The platform was anchored to the adjacent stone faces with pitons driven into small cracks in the stone facades with nylon ropes tied to the metal scaffolding framework.  The platform itself was set about six inches lower than the bottom of the rectangular depression.  Marta’s first act was to take numerous digital images of every square inch of the door and seal.  The camera automatically adjusted to the correct light levels, so there was no need of any artificial lighting during the daylight hours.  Next, Marta made a quick and very loose translation of the hieroglyphics that were carved into the entire surface of the 14 foot wide by 12 foot high stone door.  She carefully inspected the plaster seal as well for the second time in as many days and again confirmed, verbally, that it did not appear to her, the seal had ever been broken or that the tomb had ever appeared to have been opened – thankfully!  She also read again, the translation of the warning message pressed into the plaster seal.  This time, no one made any disparaging comments.  Rachel acted as her secretary by taking copious notes in the official logbook from the things Marta was describing.  All the while, the PBS crews, both on the platform and on the ground, documented every last sight and sound, and were also given ample time to film the door and the official seal very close up and in macroscopic detail.

Convinced that they had done everything that was required of professional archaeologists to properly document anything of significance, they agreed, it was now time to attack the stone slab and see what lay beyond.  There was no logical way to remove and preserve the entry door while gaining access, so, with pickaxe in hand and the remaining five people a safe distance behind, Dan stood facing sideways to the massive looking slab.  He hesitated for several long moments, in general reverence to the 4,000 year old artifact and in difference to the anxieties he and his colleagues were now experiencing.  It was Swede who broke the tension of the moment when he said, “I sure as Hell hope this isn’t one of those Geraldo Rivera moments, where the whole world is watching us knock down a wall only to be embarrassed to find nothing beyond?”  Given the tension of the moment, no one laughed or commented, except Dan, who said, “I’ll second that!” 

For what seemed an eternity, Dan finally lifted the pick and took his first swing at the carved edifice, sending small chips of stone and plaster flying.  As he worked, smaller chips gave way to larger chunks that had to be cleared from the platform.  A relay was orchestrated by the students at various points up and down the stairway to help carry away the larger debris and place them in a safe location at ground level.  It didn’t take long to realize the door was of considerable thickness and much more substantial than they had estimated.  Dan was exhausted by the continuous efforts and the summer heat, finally giving Swede his chance at the demolition process.  

Several hours elapsed and they had still not breached the opening, though there was a considerable crater growing at mid-point in the stone door.  Between shifts, Rachel questioned how it was possible that such a large and obviously heavy stone could have been place in the opening so high up.  No one could offer any reasonable explanation at the moment.  There were several cracks in the stone face that were becoming apparent and were widening with each swing of the pick.  On one swing aimed at the center point, the pick Dan wielded, seemed to sink a little deeper and have a little less resistance than before.  Removing the tip also required a little more effort and he was finally rewarded with a small hole, opening to total blackness beyond.  It was then, that Dan estimated the total slab thickness was about 24 inches.  Shortly, he had managed to enlarge the opening to about two feet high by one foot wide, taking precious time to carefully remove the larger chucks of rock outwards and to the platform.  Trading the pick for a Mag Lite , he depressed the rubber “on” button and stuck the lens and his head simultaneously inside the opening.   The lengthy silence was broken by Swede who said, “Well?  Come on Dan!  For Christ’s sake, tell us what you see!”  Dan lingered a few seconds longer than the rest would have liked, not out of any perverse joy at making them wait, but out of shear awe at what he was seeing - Seen for the first time by any human eyes in four thousand years!

“Holy Cow!  You’re not gonna believe your eyes folks!  This is truly unbelievable!  Here…”  Dan stepped back and handed the closest person - Rachel the flashlight for her to peer inside.  After several moments, she stepped back and allowed the two other scientists their chance at a peek.  She turned to the edge of the platform, looked down at the gathered and anxious crowd of students to give them a simple thumbs-up.  They let out a collective cheer.  After the PBS crew stuck the large digital camera snout with mini-light inside the hole and had a chance to film for several minutes, Swede and Dan finished tackling the remainder of the door, while the students hauled away the large chunks of debris.  By late afternoon, the entire stone slab had been removed, leaving a gapping rectangle open to the bright, east-facing afternoon sky and the six people on the platform, staring in awestruck disbelief!
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The first impression was that of a truly unspoiled space, crammed with an assortment of recognizable and many undistinguishable artifacts.  Some were quite plain in appearance and some were adorned with pigmentation that seemed as bright and livid as the day they were painted and placed there.  There were glints of gold, lapis lazuli and alabaster emanating from the assortment of artifacts they were viewing.  Large and small objects were stacked very carefully and in seemingly purposeful ways along both walls leaving a corridor some two feet wide down the center.  The chamber wasn’t much wider than the opening, or much taller.  Dan shone the flashlight to the opposite end of the chamber,  revealing a rear wall with openings to either side that were as black or blacker than the stone from which the tomb was carved indicating the possibility of more chambers.  Numerous still pictures and ample moving pictures were taken from outside on the platform.  A portable gas generator was hauled to the base of the scaffold and a lengthy extension cord was hauled up to a halogen work light set on the platform to illuminate the Chamber.  Next, a circular exhaust fan was placed just inside the entrance to remove the stale and potentially lethal contaminated air. All agreed, that further exploration, deeper inside should take place later, after a dinner break, where the four scientists could devise a simple plan for a careful and systematic study.  A guard was posted and all of the students were invited to take turns climbing the stairway and viewing the magnificent find from the platform.  
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE  – THE FUN BEGINS

That evening, after the entire troupe had returned to the camp, there was much excitement and the general clamor of conversation.  For a second time in as many days, the chilled champagne flowed abundantly.  When a light dinner was served, Swede once again excused himself from the camp by claiming he had personal business to attend to in town.  Marta asked him, “At least stay and have some dinner Swede!  You haven’t eaten anything since this morning, and at that, it wasn’t very much!”  
Swede replied, “No, that’s okay, I’ll grab something later at the hotel restaurant after my business is done and before I return.  I probably won’t be back before you guys turn in tonight, so don’t worry about me and I’ll see you all in the morning.”  Marta seemed genuinely agitated by Swede’s departure.

As Swede left in one of the vans, the three remaining scientists looked at each other with puzzled expressions.  After a lengthy silence, Dan said, “I hate to say this, but I sure the Hell hope he remembers our vow of silence?”  
Marta added, “Oh, come on!  That man of all people should know better than to go blabbing about our find to the general populace.  I mean, he’s been around a long time in this business, and if anyone ought to know what the consequences could be, he certainly should!  And who would he be talking to in San Fidel?”  
Dan added another thought, “I don’t know Marta.  Something odd seems to be going on.  I hope I’m wrong, but I just have a bad feeling that whatever he’s doing, it sure isn’t just checking with his stock broker.”  The two ladies laughed but remained privately guarded with their inner thoughts on the subject.

After dinner, the three talked about their plans for the next day’s exploration of the tomb.  They agreed that it would likely be a very slow process to document in situ, all of the objects in the recently opened Antechamber.  However, it would proceed at a speed many times faster than Howard Carter’s documentation of King Tut’s Tomb way back in 1923.  With today’s digital cameras and modern surveying equipment, the process could proceed hundreds of times faster than the full ten year project Carter had had to endure.  Time spent on the removal of objects in the Antechamber were relative to their general physical condition – the more decomposed or delicate an item was, the longer it would take to safely encase it for removal.  Once photographed and the location carefully recorded, all of the objects in the first chamber would be carefully moved to a waterproof tent-like structure on the canyon floor erected first thing in the morning by the students.

An early retirement, followed by an early rise, was the preferred itinerary for the three scientists that first night.  However, before Dan called it a night, he first advised the PBS crew of the agenda and timing for the next day.  They, like everyone else in camp, had too much champagne and were quite keyed-up at the prospects of the preceding day and of the days to come.  This indeed, was the mother lode for this documentary crew. To be able to record for posterity, a first-hand account of the entire adventure, would spell certain success and fame for all five members.  And, having exclusivity was the icing on the cake!  Dan retired to his own tent around 9:30 and made a mental note that Swede had not yet arrived back at camp.  “God, I sure hope he isn’t getting drunk at the bar and giving away the farm?”

The following morning, almost everyone in camp was up at sunrise, anticipating the wonders that awaited them inside the newly opened and untouched tomb.  As Dan sat with the two female archaeologists and took his first sip from his mug of black coffee, it suddenly occurred to him that Swede wasn’t anywhere around.  “I see the van Swede took yesterday is still missing.  Has he come and gone already without me noticing, or has he failed to return?”  
Marta said, “I haven’t seen or heard from him myself and to tell the truth, I’m a little worried.”  Rachel parroted the same words.  

“Well, if he isn’t back in the next hour, before we set off into the canyon, I guess I will need to drive into town and try and find him.  This just seems mighty peculiar to me!  I just hope he’s all right?” Offered Dan.
An hour later, Swede had failed to show back at the camp and Dan angrily did as he said he would, and set off to town to search for him.  He planned to have a few words once he tracked him down.  This was behavior unbefitting a professional of his stature and certainly odd at the minimum, and considering yesterdays monumental revelations, very bizarre at the maximum.  “That damn son-of-bitch!  Not like I’ve got the time today of all days to be playing his damned nursemaid!”

Once in town, Dan tried all the obvious places to no avail.  Some people had seen him the previous afternoon or evening in the restaurant bar, etc., but no one had seen him that day, nor was the van seen parked anywhere in the small town.  Under the circumstances, with as much that was at stake, he had no alternative but to go to the local sheriff’s office and file a missing persons report.  As Dan waited in the front area of the small office for the sheriff to come out of his glass-walled office, he reflected on what they were doing and what he could safely say to the sheriff.  Naturally, he expected the usual lines he had heard on all the TV murder mystery shows; “They’ve been missing how long?  Is there any reason to expect foul play?  Is there anyone that might have a reason for doing the person harm that you know of?”  So it came as no surprise when the sheriff asked those same stock questions and a few more.  Because of the sensitive nature of their recent find, Dan was hamstrung in saying much of anything by way of an answer to the sheriff.  

The fat walrus of a man slouched on the counter that separated the two men and simply sucked on a toothpick.  “Nothin’ I can do about it right now mister.”  

Dan was extremely irritated by the sheriff’s arrogance and asked, “How bout this sheriff?  I’m a little more than concerned about my friend.  Okay? Would there be any harm in looking for him while you’re out and about?  And if you should find an off-white van with the University Emblem on the door, please give me a call!”  
After a few more smacks on the toothpick and a moment’s pause, the sheriff removed the offensive instrument, snicked saliva between the gap in his front teeth and said, “Yep!  I could do that.  Just leave your name and cell number and if I see anything, then I’ll holler atcha.  Okay?  I know this small town pretty damn well and I ain’t seen this here fellar at all today.  I’m bettin’ he skedadled back to that place you said he was from in Galveston, Texas or wherever.  I’ll do what I can okay?  That nuf fo’ya?  Is there any other part of the puzzle you left out or haven’t told me yet?  Cuz I’m hearing all kinds of rumors about what you folk’s are doin’ out there in the desert!”  Dan disgustedly shook his head and left before he lost control and reached across the counter at the slovenly excuse for a lawman’s fat neck.

There being nothing more of any consequence Dan could do in town, he reasoned that he was probably needed at the site pretty badly by now and he should head back.  It was almost eleven that morning and half the freakin’ day was already lost.  “Fuckin’ Swede!  Dan said out loud. “He’s probably got the van hidden in some gal’s carport, while grabbing one more ride in her rundown trailer house, while working off a hangover!”  

When he got back to the camp, everyone was off to the canyon, except the two volunteer cooks and half the world!  “Jesus Christ!  Now what?  Well I know one thing that Swede didn’t do last night; Keep his mouth shut!” Dan thought to himself.

Along with fifty or so local looking folk - including all of the Laguna tribal elders he had once met, there were TV remote broadcast trucks advertised as being from Albuquerque and El Paso along with a radio station from nearby Grant, New Mexico.  And, if that weren’t enough to raise his blood pressure, a crew from the History Channel wanted to get the facts on the recent rumors and seriously wanted to be included.  As he made his way from the van through the camp and on to the passageway opening, Dan was surrounded by every last one of them, with microphones and cameras stuck in his path, all yelling questions at him.  He held both hands aloft and just shook his head from side to side looking to see who was at the entrance keeping the wolves at bay.  It was Rachel and Marta.  “I don’t understand this Dan.”  Rachel said.  “They started showing up right after you left this morning.  Don’t worry, I haven’t said anything to them yet because I wanted to wait until you got back and offered some insight about Swede.  What shall we do?”  

Dan told the two women, “Couldn’t find Swede anywhere in town, so I asked the local sheriff, Jabba The Hut to keep an eye open and let me know if he hears or sees anything and gave him our cell number. I can’t say that I expect anything from that fat ass though.  As for this…”  Dan turned to face the crowd holding his hands up, palms out in a pleading fashion, and said, “Please, please!  Everyone quiet!  I suspect I know why you’re all here.”  More pushing, shoving and a chorus of questions ensued.  “Please!”  Once the noise died down, Dan raised his voice a few decibels and continued, “Yes, you’re right, we have made a major archaeological find!  However, we are just beginning to explore the contents and we aren’t prepared to offer any conclusions or opinions right now.  When we feel we know more, we’ll make a public announcement by way of a press conference at the appropriate time.  Please go now.  When we feel it’s the right time, we’ll call for that press conference fairly soon and everyone will be told the details at the same time.  Please go, there’s nothing forthcoming for at least a few more days!’  

Some, but not many wandered off from the back of the pack.  Most continued to repeat the same questions from before, themselves getting louder with each asking and all drowning each other out.  Dan just shook his head in dismay and asked Marta to go back to camp and see if she could find a security firm in San Fidel or Grant she could hire that would send some men immediately to the camp.  Dan and Rachel stood their ground, resolutely blocking the only known way to the canyon and watched while the crowd slowly dispersed.  Some of the more seasoned reporters lingered in hopes of getting one last tidbit or clue or perhaps figuring to wear their prey down some.  When that failed, they too wandered back toward the camp.  To Dan and Rachel’s dismay, a half hour later, some began pitching tents of their own not far from the camp, obviously with the intent of simply waiting things out.  “Can’t say that I blame them.”  Rachel said.  “If I was a reporter and heard a rumor like that, I’d probably camp out and wait myself.  For them, this has all the ear markings for the “Story of the Century”!

Dan and Rachel stood guard at the narrow entrance and conversed amongst themselves about various matters – Swede, the crowds and their little assemblage of tents, the added difficulty of secrecy, general security and the state of the work inside the canyon.  About noontime, Dan got a call on his cell phone.  He answered and heard the local sheriff say, “Mr. Garrison, I just got a call from someone at the Laguna Indian Reservation.  Your friend Swede has apparently been located at the old Spanish Mission there I’m told.  I think maybe you ought to come meet me there as soon as possible!”  
“Oh no!”  Dan said when he closed the cell flap ending the call.  
“What is it Dan?” Rachel asked.  
“The sheriff wants me to meet him at the old mission.  Someone has found Swede.  Your guess is as good as mine what that means.”  
“Oh my!  I’ll come with you.” Rachel offered.  
“No hon.  Someone needs to stand guard at the entrance until we get a security team on board.  I’ll handle this myself and call you from the mission, once I find out if it’s as bad as it sounds or not.  Seeya later.”

Dan drove the short distance over the parched and rutted dirt road leading to the nearby reservation trailing a cloud dust, while preparing himself for the worst.  When he drove into the main area of the reservation, the old whitewashed, plastered adobe mission stood out above and at the rear of the small reservation homes, trailers and numerous shed structures.  As he meandered his way through the gathering of rundown shanties, he could see the sheriff’s dirty truck with the official looking, roof-mounted, bubblegum machine light that was parked askew in front of the main entrance.  Exiting his van, a tall and skinny deputy stepped out of the shadows of the entrance recess and advised him to go round the back - the sheriff was waiting for him there, in the old cemetery.  He walked down a narrow path hemmed-in by cactus and sage brush on one side and the bare, two-story walls of the mission on the other - toward the low standing plastered wall that enclosed the cemetery at the rear.  Passing through the two foot wide opening with the weathered wood gate hanging loosely to one side, Dan scanned first left and then right to the shade of the mission’s backside, with a flat-slabbed wall.  What he saw, made his stomach churn.  The sheriff was kneeling over the prone body of Swede, which had a nasty looking hole right below his sternum and a large, dark-red pool of blood already congealing under his torso.  The parish priest was also there quietly standing to one side, mumbling in-coherently and rapidly twiddling the beads on his rosary.

“This the man you looking for Mr. Garrison?”  
“Yeah.  Fuck me!  What the Hell happened here sheriff?”  Despite his many years of gruesome archaeological finds, nothing had prepared him for this.  His stomach was doing flip flops and he was near losing his breakfast.  
The sheriff said, “Father Tomas here found him a little while ago when he went out back to do some watering and gave me a call.  Obviously, there ain’t no doubt about foul play here, judging from the many scuff marks in the sand all around the body and this here big hole in his body.  I’d say right off hand, that your man got the bad end of an argument.  Any ideas who mighta done such a thing mister?”  
“Not a clue sheriff.” Dan responded.  “Okay then Mr. Garrison, that’s all and thanks for coming out and givin’ me a positive I’D so fast and all.  If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like you to come by the station in town this afternoon or tomorrow morning to answer some questions I’ll be puttin’ together and sign a few forms me.”  Dan agreed and quickly left, feeling he couldn’t get away from the grizzly scene fast enough.

All the way back to camp, Dan couldn’t understand how such a nice, old archaeologist like Swede could get involved in something as nefarious as this seemed or mixed up with the wrong sorts so quickly in a new town.  Was it a jealous husband who’s wife he’d been poking or what?  He had no clue.  Regardless, this whole morning’s events, and without his guidance, would now set the project back considerably.  Monsoon season was a short week or two away and no doubt the students were sitting around on their butts, waiting for instructions.  He finally got back and told Marta and Rachel the bad news.  Marta took it really hard.  Unusually hard they thought from her reaction, but Dan and Rachel figured the two had probably got more than close, working together as they had for all these many weeks.  Still?  Dan made a mental note to call a friend of his and have his agency do a little background checking on Swede.  There was more here than met the eye he thought to himself.

A short while later, Rachel took Dan to the passageway and introduced him to the main security supervisor Marta had just hired.  The person Marta had talked to in San Fidel, had sent out two of his “best” to secure whatever they needed securing.  The one at the entrance was named Juan Esteban and the other inside the canyon was a local Indian tough called George Grinning Fox.  They came at a nice, low rate of $10 per hour – but only in the preferred cash!  
“Geez!  That’s the best Marta could do?” He whispered to Rachel as they entered the canyon to finally begin the day’s work with the aid of the students and the PBS film crew, who were waiting on him for guidance.  There was much to be done if they were to meet their intended schedule and before the heavy rains began.  Most of the day was gone and obviously nothing good had come of it so far.

That night, in the privacy of his tent, Dan called a friend in the Berkeley Hills area of the East Bay, enlisting his professional skills in researching a Dr. Richard “Swede” Johnson of Corpus Christi, Texas.  

___

Marta also received a call in her tent that night.  It was from Zawi Hawass in Cairo, Egypt saying he had received several inquiries that day concerning Egyptian antiquities her team had purported to have recently made.  Despite Marta’s objections and gentle efforts to the dissuade him,  Zawi politely demurred and announced, he was on the next available plane out of Cairo to come visit the site and add his expertise – wanted or not!

Marta also made one short and angry phone call before retiring herself that horrible night.  Despite their relationship, she would miss Swede terribly.  “How could things have gone so wrong?” she asked herself before fitfully falling asleep.
PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO – RESEARCH

Something was going terribly wrong with this expedition, Dan thought to himself as he was traversing the dark passage on his way back to the canyon.  “Things like this only happen in the movies, not real life.”  He, of all people didn’t believe in curses, especially the Hollywood styled curses from 4,000-year-old burial tombs and their creepy mummies.  “But!” the thought began to seep out of his sub-conscious to his conscious mind. “Maybe there was a little bit of truth here – everything considered?”
Once he reached the canyon and ascended the lengthy stairway, Dan worked once again at the laborious task of assisting Marta, Rachel and the students in cataloging and removing the artifacts in the antechamber while the PBS crew recorded every last detail.  The methodical work helped take his mind off the mental images of Swede’s lifeless and bullet punctured body, he had last seen only few hours before.  There was plenty of time for details on the murder and no doubt much to learn about it in the days ahead.  For now, Dan forced himself to concentrate on the task at hand and simply filed the incident away in his head as that of a jealous husband seeking the ultimate solution to a promiscuous wife.  Not your everyday ending to the typical affair, but something that happened occasionally in the real world.  “Poor Swede!” he thought.

As his mind slipped in and out of thought that afternoon over Swede’s tragic demise, Dan somehow managed to marvel at the various artifacts they were encountering, one after the other.  Thus far, no one had ventured beyond the antechamber and through the two pitch black openings at either side with imagined chambers and other treasures lying beyond.  That was to be saved for another day - once the antechamber had been totally cleared and studied.  Even after removal of all the items, there was still the task of studying and photographing the walls, ceiling and floor.  The decorations both painted and carved thereon, rivaled the artifacts themselves for splendor and historical significance.  These would need to be meticulously recorded as well.

Clearing the antechamber of the myriad large and small articles would take several days.  Surprisingly, most of the objects were in nearly pristine condition.  Unlike most of the burial chambers in Egypt’s Valley of the Kings, where tombs were placed below grade, allowing flash floods to flow unabated inside and thus acting as subterranean cisterns, this tomb fortunately was well above the desert elevation by at least one hundred feet and kept very dry.  True, there was another eighty feet of rock above to the top of the Mesa, but somehow and miraculously, what little rain fell in the desert Southwest never managed to seep this far down.  Therefore, the most delicate objects discovered and dealt with, were organic in nature and suffered only dehydration and normal decay; baskets of breads and grains, flower offerings, etc.  Towards the back of the hall, they discovered two piles of dry bones from formerly armor-clad men.  Ostensibly, they had been buried alive and were intended to act as guardians to the burial chambers beyond – a great honor for the volunteers at the time.  Their flesh was long ago eaten away by bacteria and other flesh devouring insects Mother Nature abundantly supplied - regardless of the location or how well the tomb had been sealed from the outside. 

Very much like the chambers found in the burial tomb of King Tutankhamen by Carter in 1923, this chamber was also filled with the everyday trappings of a King who expected his Earthly possessions to accompany him to the afterlife in the comfort to which he was accustomed.  There was his striking gold chariot and throne, various foot rests also made of solid gold, gold gilded wood statuettes, baskets of royal clothing woven with gold threads, games made from ivory and alabaster and jade, toiletries, and many pots containing ample food.  However, unlike the burial chambers of King Tutankhamen, this site had thus far appeared to have avoided human plundering after having been sealed.   From time to time, someone would mutter, “Unbelievable!” or “Fantastic!” or some other suitable adjective or worse, string of expletives.

When anyone stopped to consider the spectacular items that remained of Tut’s possessions in the Valley of the Kings after successive plundering, it always defied comprehension, as to what must have been originally placed there after his burial.  Its magnificence had to have been beyond description.  And to consider, the boy King Tut had little time in his reign to amass much in the way of wealth, recognition or a loyal following.  It is estimated, that many other longer ruling and more successful rulers like Ramses-II had tombs that far, far exceeded Tut’s and that were also plundered to virtual nothingness.  The historical and artistic loss is clearly incalculable and far beyond anyone’s wildest imaginations!

Fortunately, this Pharaoh had ruled Egypt for a rather lengthy time and was in fact very popular as well as wealthy, having a loyal son to succeed him and protect his estate when death came.  It was beginning to look from just the contents of the first chamber, that the expedition had uncovered the largest treasure trove ever!  Add to that, what they were now cataloging was only of the first chamber! What remained to be found and still hidden from view beyond those black openings, they could scarcely imagine!  It sent a tingle down Dan’s spine.

___

The night the canyon was discovered, Marta called the school and producers of the documentary.  All three parties could hardly resist the temptation to visit the site and be some of the first people in 4,000 years to see the inside of the tomb when it was opened.  They dropped their daily chores and shuttled to the site as fast as their legs could carry them.  The PBS and National Geographic Presidents flew together in the latter’s, private Gulf Stream-V jet.  After spending only two days in the sub-standard rooms at the Hotel San Fidel and visiting the tomb, the two execs and the school administrator long since tired of the slow removal process, and with curiosities thoroughly satisfied went back to their daily routines.  They became smug in the knowledge that great things were, in time, coming their way - Be it just fame and success or mistakenly thinking some token of great value from the tomb would surreptitiously come into their possession.  They too were well aware of the curse placed on them, but just like the supporters of the early 20th century King Tut find, had also dismissed the words as meaningless.  Belief in an ancient curse or not, no words were truer said than by Horace Greeley, “The darkest hour of any man’s life is when he sits down to plan how to get money without earning it.”

___
The two men were the first dignitaries to arrive, but certainly not the last, and true to his word, Dr. Zawi Hawass arrived from Egypt at the site on the second day.  Dressed only in his usual faded denims and broad-brimmed hat, Dr. Hawass was undeterred by the guards from entering the canyon, insisting upon seeing the four archaeologists immediately on urgent matters of “international importance”.  His air of authority was not gained from any legal or diplomatic rights, but from his own sense of importance and public notoriety.  Word had reached the three professors inside the first chamber long before Dr. Hawass entered the canyon and the trio was able to intercept him as he arrived at the tent structure that acted as their office on the canyon floor.  Marta and Zawi hugged and kissed on each cheek as was their custom, and she introduced Rachel and Dan in that order.  It wasn’t until he had inquired about Dr. Johnson’s whereabouts, that he learned of his recent fate and sincerely seemed hurt by the news.  The news was still so fresh in their minds that no one had anything further to add and an awkward silence befell the group for several moments.  Zawi offered his sincerest condolences, adding that he truly took a liking to the man he had recently met in Cairo.

Before too long, the four professors were again talking business, due in some small part, from a desire to distance themselves from the recent tragedy of their colleague, but mostly from the insistence of the surrounding artifacts beckoning to them.  Consistent with his everyday demeanor, Zawi’s unbridled enthusiasm bubbled over at the news of the details of the archaeological discovery and the fact that he was now here, at the nexus of it all.  All about him - under the shelter of the canvas roof top, he could see for himself the magnificent artifacts taken from the first chamber carefully spaced about the floor.  Though seeing objects similar to these each and everyday in the Cairo Museum, he was never the less awestruck at the quantity and quality of the items now laid before him.  The ever ebullient and verbose Dr. Hawass was at a loss for words as he slowly walked among the artifacts casually lying on individual wood pallets.  Since Dr. Hawass was one of the worlds leading experts on Egyptian antiquities, there was no need of describing any of the objects and he quickly inspected each in silent reverence. He was also shown digital prints of the entry door and slab that had been demolished earlier and in that way, also gained his verification as to it’s authenticity.  After nearly a half hour of careful study under the tent, he was invited to visit the first chamber.  Before leaving, he admonished the team to get the artifacts into a humidity and temperature controlled warehouse as soon as possible. Rachel told him plans were already underway for just such a thing.

He was led up the lengthy stairway and into the partially emptied antechamber.  Bathed in both natural and artificial light, the remaining objects and brightly painted frescos on the walls and ceiling combined to take his breath away.  He stood speechless for several moments rapidly taking it all in. A single tear rolled down his cheek.  He agreed to the system of investigation even though he desperately wanted to see more of the underground chambers that all knew must lie beyond.  Many questions were asked and he and Dr. Pruitt assisted each other in making some cursory translations of the wall hieroglyphs that a helpful student transcribed to a yellow legal pad.

After several hours, the team quit for the day and made their way back to the camp for dinner and more casual conversation.  Dr. Hawass brought with him a case of vintage French Chardonnay wine, which he presented as a gift and reward for the American’s discovery.  Conversation among the four professors that evening focused on the unquestionable implications the find would have on re-writing the history books.  Not only did the issue of accounts of ancient man’s historical seafaring abilities come into question, but centuries of historian’s speculations about the developments and interactions of the major civilizations in the Americas, all would need gross overhauling.  

As the hour drew late and the tongues were loosened by the wine, Dr. Hawass finally revealed his secondary purpose for coming – to restate Egypt’s claim over the entire find.  As was his nature as an educated gentleman and 21st century businessman, he asked most politely and diplomatically.  And just as politely, Marta re-stated her comments made weeks before while in Cairo that nothing was taken or stolen from Egypt.  This was truly property found on American soil not brought here afterwards.  Dan added that someone with the appropriate expertise on this legal matter was already in the process of studying U.S. and international law.  Dan said he would be happy to provide Dr. Hawass a copy of the study when he received it.  The three also agreed to let Dr. Hawass stay on as long as he cared, to help in the processing and exploration of the remaining chambers.  Extra hands and knowledge would be a blessing of great order – especially after losing Dr. Johnson
Dr. Hawass graciously accepted their responses and excused himself for the night, retiring to his rented 40’ motor home at the edge of the encampment.  After a brief discussion, the three remaining professors also retired to their respective tents.  Once again, Rachel somehow found her way to Dan’s tent without being noticed.

___

When it rains it pours!  As the following day also brought a renewed frenzy by the media, who caught-on to the arrival of Dr. Hawass.  The afternoon also brought representatives from the U.S. State and Justice Departments as well as the Lt. Governor and State Attorney General from the State of New Mexico.  All were there to see for themselves the magnitude of the find and to also assert their agency’s claims on the find.  Greed knows no boundaries when it comes to rumors of gold!  As with Dr. Hawass, the representatives were politely given a tour and sent packing after several hours with the team’s promises of careful legal review when the time came would, for the time being, be cautious trustees.  It was obvious to the team, that each was trying to stretch current law(s) to fit their desired goals and win authority over the entire treasure – sure to be valued in the billions!

When the three men had gone, Rachel said, “Just think!  The amount of gold discovered so far, if melted down and given to any one of 95% of the countries in the world, would,l no doubt, have incredible and immediate de-stabilizing effects on their economy!  There’s just so damn much of it in one place!  It’s unbelievable.”

Following Dr. Hawass and the three dignitaries the next day, was a caravan of vehicles, strung out across the desert, trailing a long ribbon of dust into the distant horizon.  Had the group given it any thought, they would have been expecting it.  However, they hadn’t and it took them by surprise.  Broad public knowledge of the find had been transmitted by modern communication to every corner of the globe.  And just like the discovery of gold in Sacramento, California more than one hundred and fifty years before, set off a stampede to the deserts of New Mexico.  They began arrived by any manner of conveyance available; foot, horseback, car, buses and RV’s.  Before two days had passed, the adjoining areas of the desert encircling the news media, was awash in a new encampment that made the Hooverville shantytown of the last century, look like Dollywood.  Among the growing crowd, were the inevitable thrill seekers, the curious, those who simply wanted to be a small part of history, the con artists, hucksters, pick-pockets and drifters.  Then there were the tents containing prostitutes and trinket sellers and the ever-present evangelists who warned about false gods, who sold their brand of commercialism as easily as any corporate business rep.  By day three, the State of New Mexico had to send health care personnel and state troopers.  Woodstock looked like a Girl Scout picnic by comparison!  The local sheriff and his deputies spent endless hours at the encampment dealing with minor disturbances and misdemeanors.  To say he was upset about the added work and stress, was an understatement.
___

Due to the surge of public interest - now swollen to near riot proportions, it was evident that the team needed to do two things: Give a preliminary press conference and hire a top-notch security team.  

Dan agreed to be the spokesperson for an impromptu news conference to be held the following morning outside the passageway entrance and Drs. Craig and Pruitt would be on the dais to help answer any questions and be available for pictures. Dan made the arrangements for the platform construction and notification to the gathering media hordes.

With the increased publicity, it was determined that enhanced security was of paramount importance.  The two San Fidel men at the entrance to the passage would be woefully inadequate once the news of fabulous treasures were broadcast to the far corners of the world using today’s modern communications.   Fortune seekers, the curious, added press, religious zealots, Indian representatives and tourists would continue to swarm to this remote part of the country in mass, and they realized they were ill-equipped to deal with the crush of numbers and indeed, could barely handle the numbers present.  If any work was to continue and the future safety of the artifacts was to be preserved, then a professional security team needed to be hired.  For some inexplicable reason, Marta balked at hiring an outside company to take on this function.  She argued that additional people from nearby San Fidel was all that were needed and would probably cost far less.  Both Rachel and Dan held out for greater sophistication – expert personnel and equipment and “be damned the cost!”  Marta lobbied to at least retain the two San Fidel men presently stationed at the entrance to the canyon and won their continued employment.  Dan cautions that the two men will be subject to oversight and control by the newly hired firm.  Rachel is to research and hire the best company ASAP.

___

After nearly four days of painstaking cataloging, recording and emptying the first chamber, the crew was ready to enter and begin exploring the rooms beyond the two flanking doorways.  Things remained unchanged outside the canyon and there had been no word yet from either the sheriff or Dan’s P.I. friend in Berkeley about Swede.  During the evenings, Dan thought on this and was becoming concerned about the remaining unanswered questions surrounding Swede’s death and the possible implications it could have on the team.  He and Rachel frequently discussed these thoughts while spending time apart from the group.  She also expressed concerns over Marta’s strange behavior and the two guards hired to protect the passageway from outsiders.  Dan reminded her of the P.I. he had doing a silent investigation.  He would share it with her once it arrived – probably very soon.  The stress of the entire ordeal was beginning to affect everyone and in particular, strain the new relationship each noticed secretly to themselves.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE – UNCOVERING THE PAST

On the fifth morning of opening the tomb, the group was prepared for a new chapter in their explorations of Amenemhet-I’s final resting place.  The entire antechamber had been cleared, recorded in minute detail and thoroughly investigated for anything regardless how small.  The walls were covered with freestanding padded plywood panels to eliminate direct physical contact and environmental damage as work proceeded deeper into the tomb.

There was much conversation that morning over the breakfast table about what might be found as they moved deeper into the tombs.  Dan and Rachel were not without their detractors, who complained about having to wait until now to see the entire scope of the tombs.  Both had given very logical and sensible reasons as to why they should wait.  First and foremost, they explained more than once, was the need to keep from contaminating deeper rooms with extraneous foreign materials – materials carried into the first room by workers from the exterior.  Secondly, the first room, now protected, could act as a more permanent staging area and satellite office from which to work more efficiently as the exploration progressed.  Thirdly, Rachel and Dan wanted to insure the first chamber received as thorough a study as was humanly possible.  They reasoned with the staff that this would likely have been short-circuited had they been pre-occupied with whatever contents lay beyond.  Lastly, they both simply wanted enthusiasm to build, exploring one chamber at a time for the student’s sake and also simplifying filming by the PBS and National Geographic writers and cameramen.

Breakfast was hastily consumed and everyone who was authorized to be at the canyon impatiently awaited the four archaeologists to lead them. 

___

Just moments before heading into the passageway, the Valencia County Sheriff arrived from his substation in San Fidel with questions to ask.  “Before y’all head out, how bout sitting back down and answering a few short questions I have?”  Dan excused himself from the larger group and Dr. Hawass, along with Rachel and Marta sat back down at the dining table as requested by the sheriff.  Dan’s attitude clearly annoyed the sheriff from the scowl across his chubby face.
Ignoring the snub, the sheriff started, “This shouldn’t take too long.  I have a few questions for each of you and then I’ll be on my way.  Also, I don’t mind tellin’ ya, I’m really pissed about this three-ring circus you spawned out here in my desert! Ain’t your doin’ directly, so there’s not a lot I can do about it.”  The four scientists nodded to acknowledge the comments in the direction of the Sheriff, now seating himself on the opposite side of the picnic table.  “First thing I need to tell you; is that in the last few days me and my boys have been asking around town about Dr. Johnson.  Near as anyone can tell, he was only seen several times with one person and it weren’t no dame as we first thought!”  He paused for effect and closely watched the expressions from the three seated professors of his news.  Continuing, he added, “So, as I said, that pretty much eliminates my early hunch about a jealous husband.  Also, I’ve found out from the local telephone operator, he hadn’t placed or received any outside calls nor had he any interactions with any local business people.  We definitely have us a murder here, but so far, I haven’t any evidence of foul play from any locals.  Aside from the man he was seen talking to and who we’re investigating as we speak, I have to tell ya folks…we’re looking to someone out here in your camp who mighta had a motive.  So I thought I’d start with you.  Anything you folks can tell me that might help my investigations?”  All four slowly shook their heads to indicate they had not.

“Don’t mind tellin’ y’all that you could easily become suspects the way things are goin and I don’t want anyone leaving my jurisdiction without my approval!”  Rachel told the sheriff that neither one of them knew Dr. Johnson before the day she met him on the beach in Corpus Christi several months before.  Dan and Marta nodded their heads in agreement.  “Besides,” Rachel said, “Dr. Johnson was very likeable and very much needed by our team!  What would be the motive for us to do something like that to such a sweet man?”

“I truly don’t know” said the fat sheriff.  “However, I know this much…When it comes to gold and riches, people do the damdest things!  He then smacked his lips in that annoying manner Dan found so aggravating on their first meeting.  
Dan’s mood turned to impatience at the irritating sound and stood, saying, “Look!  None of us were or are in this “dig” for any personal gains.  We’re here strictly for scientific reasons.  Dr. Johnson was our friend and colleague who we needed desperately, to help us continue our work.  There are simply no motives that I can think of for anyone of us to have murdered him!  Now why not go back to town and follow up on your “mystery-man” lead and let us get back to work?”  With that, Dan turned and began walking to the passageway entrance.  Rachel and Marta, now left seated at the table, slowly got to their feet, and followed in the direction of Dan’s dust trail.  
After a lengthy pause, the sheriff rose and said, “This damn zoo keeps up, there’s gonna be a lot more trouble here abouts than any of us care to think of!”  He again “snicked” his ever present toothpick and then waddled off to his squad car, mumbling, “Thar’s trouble here in River City.  That’s for sure!”
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The time finally came, when the expedition was to begin exploring the twin openings on either side of the first chamber.  The PBS and NGM guys were present with cameras at the ready and standing immediately behind the four archaeologists, all standing towards the back of the 20 meter deep room.  Dr. Hawass said, “No matter how many times I have done this, I must tell you, I still get a shiver up my spine!”  He was met by a chorus of “Amens”.

During the evacuation of the antechamber it was only curious human nature for everyone to stick their heads inside the openings and try to ascertain what lay beyond.  The chamber work lights only offered so much reflected illumination into the openings, and all that anyone was able to determine, was they were identical, long corridors that seemed to somehow change direction in the murky distance.  The black volcanic rock seemed to absorb what little light there was in the corridor and the eye could only make out just so much detail before becoming confused. 

It had been agreed, they would travel down one corridor until such a time that they either came to a dead end or a chamber.  They would then retreat and explore the remaining tunnel.  Dan dug out his well worn 1923 “lucky” silver dollar from his jean pocket and balanced it on top of his right thumb and said,  “Call it Zawi.  Heads, we go north. And tails we go south.”  
Dr. Hawass said, “Tails!”.  
“Then left or south it is gang!” Dan readily exclaimed.  Several high candlepower flashlights were clicked to the “on” position as were two sets of Klieg Lights atop digital cameras. Dan said, “Okay gang!  Follow me and please, be especially careful about touching anything.  Please no talking and if I say “back” we turn around quickly, without any arguments and come quickly back to this room!  Am I understood?  Okay.  The film crew should be right behind me, followed by the professors and then students.  And for cripes sake - no shoving!”  That drew a laugh.

Dan stood at the 2 by 4 meter opening shining the 8” diameter light beam warily down the tunnel.  This was the first time any direct light was channeled into one of the openings and new details quickly emerged from the dark stone walls, revealing crisply carved hieroglyphs on either side.  He took his first step inside, waving the flashlight randomly from side to side then to the floor and ceiling showing every square inch of the walls and ceiling to have carvings.  The ceiling had an inverted “V” shape, while the floor was definitely sloping in a downward inclination, while the roof paralleled the floor’s inclination.  As they could barely tell from previous days, the tunnel did indeed make a turn after about 20 meters deep, in a ninety degree left-hand turn.  The tunnel continued in the same style and slope for another 20 meters then made another ninety degree turn – this time to the right.  In this section of corridor were carved niches every 5 meters or so that all contained gold statuettes that appeared gilded wood, judging from the grain that telegraphed through the ancient metal leaf covering.

In this slow and deliberate manner, the entire entourage slowly worked its way down the third length of passage - all trying to sneak a peek over Dan’s shoulders to see what was next.  What appeared to be another dark opening into a third corridor, turned out to be a circular chamber with lotus-capped columns evenly spaced around the perimeter wall.  Between each column stood an artifact as perfectly preserved as the first chamber.  The room was approximately 8 meters in diameter and 4 meters tall with a slightly arched or domed ceiling.  The volcanic rock of the wall and ceiling were covered in an off-white plaster.  The only decoration here came from minimal painting on the columns in vibrant reds and blues and yellows.  The ceiling was painted in dark blue with varying sized yellow stars scattered about the surface.  One star had a painted tail indicating a shooting star and was probably of some religious or funerary significance.  The singular star was traveling in a direction that seemed to point the way to the only visible opening at the far side.  As before, this opening led into pitch blackness beyond.
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It was at this point, the end of the third corridor, that Dan noticed the staleness of the air.  If he was having trouble breathing, then too he noticed, was the remainder of the group.  He couldn’t tell if it was from the air being so ancient and contaminated or simply from the exhalations of the twenty-some people in so small and confining as space with all that carbon dioxide and humidity – or, maybe both, he reasoned, that made the air so bad.  “Time to go back anyway!” he thought.

Responding as they were told, Dan issued his “stop” order, then stepped aside and back up the tunnel from where he came, to allow the camera crews to film as needed and everyone else to view their share before returning to the first chamber.  Once everyone had made it back and heads were counted, they began their entry into the opposite side northern tunnel.  After thirty minutes inside this tunnel, they found it to be the mirror image of the first or southern tunnel - including niches, circular chamber at the end, and again, stale air.  Once again, Dan stopped the group and allowed filming and viewing to happen while he walked back to the antechamber at a leisurely pace.

When everyone eventually returned, he asked them to please take a thirty minute break back down the stairs to the canyon.  Besides wanting some “alone” time with his colleagues, he secretly wanted the students to get some fresh air outside. The remaining archaeologists then discussed what they had found and how they were going to proceed.  It was agreed that the Southern tunnel and chamber would be tackled first - mapped, recorded, filmed and evacuated as was done to the first chamber.  When that was done, the crew could repeat the process on the opposing, northern tunnel and chamber.  Until both were completed, no further exploration would occur any deeper into the mountain.  In this way, the painfully slow process of the Pharaoh’s tomb would progress until such time as everything there was to discover was found and processed.  No exceptions!

Work began that afternoon by the entire expedition and continued in that familiar fashion for the four full days it would take to properly clear both of the tunnels and chambers.  Artifacts now were handled in a slightly different manner than the first chamber items were.  Instead of moving them directly from the first chamber to the large covered tent repository on the canyon floor and left there, the entire process had now evolved into a three-stage affair.  After photography and recordation in situ, the artifacts were very carefully hand-carried to the first chamber where they were wrapped and boxed for moving.  From there, they were carried down the scaffold-like stairway to the tent for a temporary stay until such time as an armored truck service could transport the items to a secure warehouse back in Albuquerque on the university campus.  This is where all long-term study and research would eventually take place over the many years to come.

___

By mid-afternoon of the first day the tunnels were explored, Dan received the first of two phone calls on his satellite cell phone.  The first was from his private investigator friend back in the East Bay Area.  Dan had known the man for over twenty years and trusted any information received from him as unquestionable.  If something had not been verified, then his friend simply wouldn’t talk about it unless they were into the “speculation” phase as they sometimes would need to do.

It took Dan a few seconds to recall the request he had made of his friend several months before.  That was, to find some details about Dr. Johnson and a character a.k.a. “Frankie” of Corpus Christie, Texas.  Also, he was asked to do some research on Dr. Pruitt of New Mexico while he was at it.  “So have you got anything on the three people we talked about Tim?”  Dan asked.  
“Sure do buddy!”  He began with the most colorful of the three – “Frankie” and spent nearly twenty minutes discussing the man’s lengthy “rap” sheet with the majority of the crimes being smalltime, petty larceny and drug dealing stuff.  He then told Dan what he had found out about both of the professors.  All told, Dan had spent nearly an hour with his friend hearing about the threesome.  When he finally ended the call and sat at his makeshift desk in the shade of the canyon tent, he was more puzzled than before the call.  He decided to keep his information to himself because he wasn’t able to fit the pieces of the puzzle together yet and he certainly didn’t want to speculate even with Rachel, until such time as he was able to figure it all out.  He would however, let the sheriff know, next time he saw Chubby Checker, about “Frankie’s” criminal past. 

Regardless or perhaps because of the news he had just learned, he was even more concerned that something was “not right”, but he couldn’t make it out yet.  From the first week, he was sure something was slightly amiss in the way things had all so neatly fallen into place.  Nothing he could actually put his finger on, just a nagging suspicion in the back of his mind – that all was not what it seemed.  For the moment, he put the subject to rest and opted instead, to do some much needed transport paperwork while here in the tent.   As he picked up the clipboard with the entire inventory of those items already sent to Albuquerque on it, he couldn’t help but reflect on the huge monetary worth of artifacts that were piling up there.  Kings Solomon and Midas would surely be green from envy.  “I sure the Hell hope Rachel got a top-notch security company guarding that place?”  He told no one in particular.

Around seven that evening and shortly before he was going to call it quits for the day, Dan received his second phone call.  This one was from his attorney friend in Berkeley and concerned legal rights to the treasure.  It was pretty much what Dan had known from previous seminars and round table discussions, but his friend helped fill in a few blank spots and brought the facts up to the present, regarding international laws.  The crux of the news brought a nice smile to Dan’s lips as he hung up.  Again, there would be a time in the not-so-distant-future, that this information would have its value.  For the time being and for logical reasons to himself, he would also keep the details closely to his vest.

___

As with most relationships, there is the initial “getting-to-know-each-other” period or “honeymoon” as some prefer to call it, and there is the “cooling-off” time after you get to know each far more intimately.   Sometimes the familiarization period reveals far too many negative traits of the partner or partners and each begins to slowly drift away.  This was not the case with Dan and Rachel.  However, for some unknown reason Rachel and Dan began seeing less and less of each other.  Not because of anything tangible that they could identify, but just little things, that collectively took their toll on the middle-aged couple.

The sudden impulse to be with each other morning, noon and night was slowly dissipating.  Neither one mentioned it, but both felt the daily reality of becoming disconnected little by little.  Their own rationalizations for what was happening coincidentally ran parallel to each other.  “Of course there were the daily tensions”, they both hypothesized.  “That in and by itself, could ruin most relationships!”   “Maybe they were simply seeing too much of each other – almost 24/7 in the last month or so!”  “How many relationships could withstand that?”  “Maybe the proverbial honeymoon period was finally over and this was the end result?”  “Would they need to settle for the everyday and mundane relationship?”  “Surely their attraction was stronger than that”, they each pondered separately.  Neither one could blame any outside influences, because there simply weren’t any.  

Being drawn together three times a day at the beginning, had evolved into once a day and then ever other day, with very personal times finally settling into a few times a week at best.  Most conversations were kept short and mostly had to do with business.  “Maybe they had run out of things to talk about”? Each speculated.  Whatever the reason(s), both were unhappy about the situation, and for the time being, nothing much, seemingly, could be done to change things.  Neither partner could or would bring the subject up for fear of making matters worse, so weeks of routine work began to take its toll on this budding romance.

Others in the encampment began to notice but no one dared bring the subject up and all secretly hoped the well-matched coupled got things resolved.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR – MORE DISCOVERIES
As Rachel and Dan drudgingly entered the passageway at the end of their work day to return to camp, neither one had much to say to each other.  The semi-dark passage was traversed without a word between them.  Both were deeply concerned about this development, but it was Rachel who offered a possible solution.

“You know Dan?  We’ve been under a considerable workload lately, and a monotonous routine.  How bout we forego the nightly camp dinner and routine and treat ourselves to some of Pam Brown’s home cooked at the San Fidel Hotel?” 

“That sounds like a great idea Rachel!” Dan readily agreed.  “I haven’t got my ration of Brownisms’ in quite some time and could also use some fresh baked rhubarb pie and a nice change-of-pace.”

Both privately hoped the respite from the camp would light a new ember in their dying relationship.  It had gone from a bonfire at the beginning to a few glowing coals recently.  

___

As they straddled the round red Naugahyde bar stools at either side of the bar corner, Pam Brown recognized the pair and came scurrying to the bar opposite them with a huge grin on her round face.   “How y’all doin’?  I haven’t seen you all in a quite a while!  You been busy findin’ all that king’s gold thingies I suspect.  Whole town’s been talkin’ bout it.  Seen those pictures of some of them things on TV the other day.  Oohwee!  Imagine all that stuff and riches sittin’ so close all them years and none of us had a clue?  I know I ain’t gonna git my hands any of it, but I don’t give a hoot cause business has been been real good lately!  I got people eatin’, drinkin’ and sleepin’ here 24/7!  Pardon my manners. Welcome back to the San Fidel Hotel you two.  What can ole Pam getcha?”

“Thanks Pam.  How bout for starters, you bring us two of your coldest Pacifico beers and two menus?  Any “specials” tonight?”  Rachel asked.  
“Matter of fact, we got whatcha call my “signature” dish, local folks tell me is pretty damn good  - Pot Roast with my special gravy and all the trimmins’.  Let me get those beers and menus first and then you can decide for yerselves.”

As Pam left for the beers, Rachel leaned close to Dan and whispered, “I’m pretty sure I saw Frankie toward the back in a booth with a woman when we first walked in.  That guy and his eyes gives me the creeps Dan!  I’m not real positive that it’s the same guy in Corpus Christi I met, but, if it isn’t, he could be the guy’s twin brother.  I just stole another glance that way and he appears to be gone now, so don’t bother looking.”

At that moment, a local man sitting to the left of Rachel on the short side of the bar, leaned into her and slobbered, “So I guess you people making lots of money finding all that gold and such?  Don’t suspect any of us locals gonna be any better for it when you’re all done, packed up and gone?  A real damn shame, that’s what it is!  A real damn shame!”  He continued to lean on Rachel’s shoulder and exhaled directly in her face.  His breath could have made an recovering AA member of ten years fall off the wagon and her head reeled back against the assault.  
Rachel gently straightened the old man back onto his barstool and said, “We’ll talk about that when we’re finished mister.  You never know what this will all mean when our research is done.  For now, just enjoy the celebrity status.”  She returned her attention once again to Dan as Pam was laying down menus and two ice cold beers.  The pair both ordered Pam’s “signature” pot roast dinner and tried to settle into a relaxing dinner.

They nearly made it through the main course, when they were recognized by several of the news media passing time in the bar adjacent to the diner area.  All three men approached the bar as one and began asking questions.  There was nothing new to offer the trio that hadn’t been said in the last press release, so they fielded the questions as politely as they could and returned to their dinners when the men had enough and walked away grumbling.

When the meal was finished and the last crumb of Pam’s rhubarb pie was consumed, Pam leaned across the bar for a little quiet conversation.  After a quick peek to both sides Pam began, “You remember that stranger I pointed out to you the first time y’all was here?  Well…he’s been hanging out here an awful lot the last month or so and been talking to all sorts of people too!  Some rather nasty lookin’ dudes they were.  Always has a different lady friend in tow too. Why, I think I even saw him talking to one of your people a week or so ago.  Looked real secretive too!  You know that older looking professor dude?  Don’t mind tellin’ ya, I think that stranger feller is up to no good.”  Pam finished.

Rachel asked Pam who the woman was and was told it was too dark at the back of the bar to make out for sure and she hadn’t ever seen the gal in the bar before.  Said she thought she was a blonde though.  When Dan thought to ask Pam about whether or not he was staying at her hotel, Pam answered that he had been earlier on, and that he checked out shortly after the school’s arrival in town.  Her helper at the hotel, Pete was the one who had checked him in and out.  She didn’t have a clue where he was staying, but volunteered, “he comes here almost every afternoon or evening to meet and drink.”

Dan and Rachel thanked her, paid their tab with a generous tip for the information and started to return to the van.  Just outside, Dan stopped Rachel and shared with her, the info he had recently received from his P.I. buddy on “Frankie”.  Both agreed that whatever his motive for being in San Fidel couldn’t be coincidental or for any good purpose.  Dan dismissed Rachel’s notion that he might be “stalking” her but didn’t entirely rule it out either.  As they approached the university van, a hefty man jumped at Dan from the shadows of the nearby alley.  

Fortunately, Dan caught a small reflection of light from a nearby streetlight out the corner of his right eye as the man came charging out of the darkness, allowing him just enough time to stop and dodge the stranger’s lunge.  Instead of landing squarely on his intended victim, Dan’s sudden move caused the man to grab only a sleeve of Dan’s khaki shirt and tear it while heading downward, toward the concrete sidewalk.  Rachel was pushed aside by Dan’s lateral movement and screamed as she realized what was happening.  Stunned momentarily by the impact with pavement instead of a body, the man gave away precious seconds that Dan used to his advantage.  Turning to a right angle from the assailant, Dan was able to put his entire body weight into a downward arcing right punch, hitting the man near his right ear and temple.  The man’s head jerked downward and whacked the pavement, causing him to once again, momentarily lose consciousness.

Dan stopped and squared-off against the opponent waiting for the stranger’s next move and totally prepared to deal with it when it did come.  However, the large man just shook his head once, realizing the element of surprise was no longer his, and dashed off down the sidewalk as fast as his legs would carry him.

“What in the world was that all about?”  Rachel asked Dan as they watched the stranger round the first corner.  
Dan offered, “If I had to guess, I’d put my money on some “liquored-up” local who probably thinks we’re carrying around a king’s ransom in ancient jewels, or something of that order.”    
Rachel asked, “You don’t think there’s any connection to that Frankie guy Pam was just telling us about do you?”  
“Nah.  Good thing for me though I saw the man coming when he leaped out of that dark alleyway!  Come on, let’s get back to camp.  I’ve had all the rest and relaxation I care to for one evening.”  Privately, Dan was pretty sure it did have something to do with that Frankie guy.  
“Let’s head back to my tent...”  Rachel dead-panned,  “…and I’ll show you some real R & R!”

___

Frankie watched the pair get in the van and drive away.  He was safely out of sight a half block away behind a large Cottonwood tree in the postage-sized downtown park.  When he wasn’t too busy scheming and planning, he could easily watch the hotel and the people that came and went from his favorite vantage point.  Tomorrow would be a big day and he couldn’t allow for any complications or distractions.  His plan to rough-up the good doctor and put him out of commission failed, but his more important plans for tomorrow wouldn’t.  He had planned it all too well.  He also just learned an important lesson, that he couldn’t rely on any of his hired charge to have access to liquor.  The results were all too obvious.

As the van drove out of view, Frankie quickly made his way to his rental Taurus around the corner and kissed the peroxide blonde waiting in the front seat on the cheek as he started the car.  At a select point, he pulled well off the road and made some instructions on his cell phone, “Hide the cars with whatever sage brush you can find and just wait for me.” He needed as much time as possible in the next few hours to perfect the many details of his plan and to get some small relief from the woman at his side who he met a scant hour earlier.  The girl pretended not to be interested in his phone conversation and distracted Frankie by rubbing his crotch.  Frankie thought she was too dumb and too drunk to understand what was being said and easily dismissed his initial concerns, instead, enjoying the sensation of the massage.
“So sweetheart, what motel did you say you were staying at?”  Within a few minutes, the pair was hurriedly striping off each other’s clothing in the cheap motel room.  Without preliminaries, the blonde dropped to her knees and grabbed his flacid penis, and began sucking, simultaneously looking up and grinning in hopes her specialty met with his approval.  It did!  Frankie was easily aroused and anxious to be inside the stranger, so he grabbed her under the armpits, pulling her up and then turning and dumping her onto the unmade bed.  With no air conditioning, it didn’t take Frankie long to work up a heavy sweat.  His greasy hair now soaked, hung down and dripped shiny globs of sweat on the woman’s bare chest.  He worked her hard and fast wanting to finish with this “sex”as fast as he could.  He didn’t care at all for the tiny breasts, preferring instead double D’s, so in his twisted mind, he took an immediate loathing to the woman beneath him.  It was all he could do to concentrate on the pleasurable area of his body and force himself to climax as fast as possible as he always would.  Showing his version of contempt, he withdrew at the last moment and ejaculated in the woman’s face.  Contrary to the reaction he was “shooting” for; she surprised him by smiling and rubbing the gooey liquid into her skin making appreciative cooing sounds.  For some deep-seated reason, this angered him all the more and he mumbled some expletives, while walking across the room to get dressed.
“Well thanks sugar!  That was short and sweet but was that good for you?  So how much you gonna pay me sugar?  I feel that was worth maybe $200 or so.  Whatya think homey?  Was that worth at least that much?  You know a gal don’t live off of cum alone sugar?”
Frankie turned and glared with a menacing look causing the woman to pull the sheet up around her neck in a meaningless defensive posture.  “You got to be fuckin’ kiddin’ me you skinny fuckin’ piece of worthless white trash?  You never told me you wanted any money back at the bar.  And I ain’t no “homey”! Now shut the fuck up!”

“No I ain’t kiddin’ Mr. Frankie whatever your name is.  I want $200 before you leave or I’m gonna tell somebody about those telephone conversations I been hearin’ you make all night.  I fugure that’s not whatcha call legit business.  Is it?  So pay up!”

Frankie came to the realization the booze hadn’t made the gal deaf as he had hoped, but it sure as Hell made her dumb!  The anger had built up inside him as much as his internal pressure valve allowed.  Seeing nothing but red, Frankie reached for the heavy glass ashtray laying on top of the portable TV in front of him, swung around in one swift arc, catching the blonde on the temple and sending her crashing backward against the headboard.  The woman dropped lifeless, spread eagled across the bed.  Her head had a large dent in it and blood was beginning to ooze out of the gash the squared-off corner of the ashtray created.  Frankie knew he had killed the bitch and he was both scared and glad he had done it.  Adrenalin was coursing through his body and he liked the rushing sensation it created and the whooshing sound in his ears.   He wiped the ashtray of prints and tossed it on the bed, finished dressing and silently left to join his compatriots in the desert with an evil grin on his face.  He had little concern for all the evidence he had left, spattered across the woman’s torso.  He was too anonymous for that and besides, he was from the bayou country in another state.  “Who would ever put the pieces of that puzzle together?” He thought to himself.
___

Despite the brief attempt the previous evening by a sophomoric burglar, Dan and Rachel were both in good moods that morning.  The night out on the town was in many ways good for them.  Though they hadn’t got around to discussing their romantic malaise as each had intended, the change of scenery had never the less, met its purpose, to say nothing of their encounter afterwards.  Aside from a torn shirt, nothing negative came of the outing and each was glad, once again to be in each others company - at least for the time being.

This particular morning was no different than the many before, except that early this morning, Dan and Rachel had to oversee the loading of the next armored truck to carry the latest finds back to the university.  That meant inventorying all of the artifacts temporarily stored in the canyon tent and supervising the entire staff in the lifting, portage through the passageway and delicate loading of the truck outside the entrance.  This was the seventh truck to be regularly crammed with priceless objects and safely removed away from the site.  

The Brinks Company was quite expert at their job and demonstrated at every session that they were well aware of the delicate and inestimable value the items entrusted to their custody was worth.  They took their job very seriously and the four professors who watched over the loading like mother hens always came away confident the cargo was in good hands.  However, until they received word by cell phone later in the day of the trucks safe passage, the foursome would always collectively hold their breath.

It was no secret what an arrival of the armored truck to the encampment meant.  With a small army of media filming and recording every little move at the passageway, the entire world learned of each shipment within hours – sometimes sooner.  By now even CNN was broadcasting live coverage of the daily happenings and an occasional glimce of artifacts.  When there was nothing new to show or report, the “talking heads” filled the down time with personal assessments of what the discovery would mean to historians and the economy, and also showed various slides distributed by the team.  Some of the objects had been shown so many times during the continuous broadcasting that they were already becoming as recognizable to the world as King Tut’s now-famous gold funerary mask.

This morning, a “live feed” was being transmitted to the world, showing glimpses of gold and faience that showed through the openings of the wood crates on their way between the passageway opening and back of the truck.  This latest load would be the more valuable of the findings, recently taken from the two tunnels and round chambers.  Not only more valuable in terms of total gold weight, but also in terms of historical content.  For each item had displayed individual significance in describing the Pharaoh’s possessions and their relevancy to his afterlife.  They had all been kept to the last for the experts to glean as much information as was possible before shipping back to the university for safe keeping.  

Tens of millions, if not hundreds of millions of people around the world were watching “live”, the latest treasure being loaded aboard the truck.  Some secretly were desirous of having for themselves, even a tiniest amount of the vast fortune.  Some secretly wanted it all in their wild flights of fantasy.  Most just sat and marveled at the sheer beauty and historical significance of the objects, knowing that they would be lucky someday to see, first-hand the collection in a museum or have a coffee table book depicting all.  For whatever reason, the entire world seemed to stand in awe and wonder at all things ancient Egyptian.  They had done so for centuries.  The general public had had a love affair with the ancient mysteries ever since the seventeen hundreds, when Napoleon conquered Northern Africa and sent back to Europe reports, drawings and then artifacts from the banks of the Nile

___.

Five miles away, Frankie was standing in the shade of a large boulder watching the small color images being broadcast to his video cell phone.  It wasn’t the impossibly small images that necessarily held his interest, but the commentary that followed.  Around eight thirty that morning, he gave instructions to the men around him to “get ready” and “make sure you do your job well or else!”  They all took their assigned positions and waited.  Frankie thought back to the motel incident more than once that early morning.  He began to have second thoughts about leaving clues to his identity and now wondered if he managed to get all his prints cleaned before leaving.  He was sure he had.  “No big fucking deal!”  He told himself.
Traveling at no faster than 10 miles per hour over the bumpy and rutted desert road, the armored truck slowly wound its way through the desert road and scorching early morning Sun, toward San Fidel.  The routine was long ago set and the three men aboard became complacent about this stretch of the “run”, talking instead, about last night’s victory of the Arizona Diamondback’s over the Colorado Rockies.  As they approached the familiar narrow spot in the dirt road between two small hills comprised of large volcanic boulders, they were talking of Alex Gonzalez’s two homerun game.  Everything seemed normal and commonplace and neither of the three noticed anything out of place. 

As the truck reached the midway point of the tiny valley, a plain white Chevy pickup truck drove out from behind a large rock and stopped perpendicular to the roadway in front of the armored truck.  The Brink’s driver slammed on the brakes and yelled “Hey!  What the…?” alerting his comrades.  At almost the same moment another truck drove from its unseen position onto the roadway behind the Brink’s truck and effectively blocked both directions.  The driver immediately threw the larger truck into low gear and tried to push the smaller pickup truck clear of the road.  The maneuver caused considerable damage to the side of the pickup, but failed to budge the pickup that was at right angles to its four tires.  The man in the rear compartment alerted the driver about a pickup at the rear.  Now putting the truck in reverse, he tried ramming and dislodging the pickup at the rear – also to no avail.

What neither of the three could see because of the close proximity of the boulders surrounding them, was the hooded men scurrying around both sides of the vehicle and the men still hidden behind the rocks.  All three men inside the armored truck carried older versions of the Colt 45 Automatic, and had now drawn them from the holsters.  They were prepared to use them on any man seen within the latitude of the horizontal slit portals along both sides of the truck that served as gun ports.  Outside the 2” think bullet proof glass they could easily begin to see several masked men.  These men were careful to stay well outside the arc the pistols could shoot, robbing the guards of the chance.

The middle man suddenly shouted “Gas!”, and each man scrambled to find their assigned gas mask.  By the time they found them haphazardly stowed, it was too late.  Half inch hard rubber hoses had been jammed into every gun port and a thick fog of gas was flooding every compartment.  The middle man tried desperately to raise the police on a special radio band assigned to them, but could get nothing but static, caused by a cold war surplus Air Force jet radio frequency “jamming” device inside a nearby vehicle.  Within a matter of minutes, the gas had its intended effect and all three men had slowly succumbed and were out cold.

Next, a two-man team inserted liquid explosives into the door locks and detonated the precisely measured explosives, which destroyed the locking mechanisms, allowing access into the van.  A team of men quickly removed the uniforms from the three guards and carried the underwear-clad men behind a nest of boulders and bound them tightly without any injuries.  

The pickup trucks were removed and the roadway was brushed carefully to remove all telltale signs of footprints and tires track.  Three new uniformed guards began driving the armored truck down the road toward San Fidel and in the general direction of the university.  The remaining men and vehicles followed at a safe and timely distance, once the evidence of the hijacking was safely removed.

As they drove through San Fidel on their way to the nearby state highway, no one gave the plain gray trucks a second notice, having long since tired of the spectacle of trucks that were carrying millions of dollars worth of the Pharaoh’s treasure through the streets of San Fidel.  Once at the highway, instead of going East on Highway 40 toward Albuquerque, the Brink’s truck turned West in the direction of Grant, New Mexico.  

Later that afternoon, the day-supervisor of the security company called Dan to inquire about the latest shipment.  It hadn’t arrived at the usual time and he was concerned.  It didn’t take long or a degree in Paleontology to figure the truck had been hijacked.  By then, it was long gone and well hidden.  The three guards were found the following morning by the sheriff’s deputy - a bit worse for their overnight exposure, and the gas induced hangovers, but otherwise, none the worse for wear. 
FBI agents were called in to help with examining the rocky hill and begin following any leads they might find there and track the missing shipment.

Later that afternoon, the sheriff got a call from the day manager at the Tumbleweed Inn to say he had found a murdered woman.
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CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE –  BETTER AND BETTER
Somewhere around midnight the night before, the four professors finally called it quits for the day and dragged themselves to bed.  Each one agonized over the loss of the truckload of irreplaceable historical items and spent the afternoon and evening trying to find answers and clues to the hijacking.  When two FBI people showed up at the campsite around six that evening, the four co-operated the best they could, as did the students and the film crews.  However, there was really nothing substantive they were able to give the FBI that could help.  It was if the large gray truck evaporated into thin air.

The two female “special” agents assigned to the case were no closer to finding any clues than the staff was.  Everyone was sick about the loss, even though it only represented about an eighth of what was discovered to date.  They blamed themselves as the public trustees, to safeguard this valuable collection against any loss and they had failed.  Rachel and Dan offered the agents what information they had about the Frankie character raising the eyebrows of Drs. Hawass and Pruitt.  There was little else the team could say or do to recover the artifacts.

To add to their woes, Rachel had received a cell phone call from the school announcing the death of the National Geographic Society’s President the previous day.  It was announce on the late news that he was killed in a freak car accident that morning.

The FBI along with the local county sheriff promised more clues would be forthcoming starting fresh in the morning.  One by one that morning, members of the staff shuffled to the coffee makers and the breakfast tables – all with that “hang-dog” look of despair.  That was not the case with the agents, who arrived somewhat later exuding confidence and enthusiasm.  Dan wasn’t sure how he should react to the dissimilarity between his current frame of mind and theirs, so he opted to park his emotions in “neutral” and go with the flow – so to speak.  Rachel and the others took their queues from Dan, so that by the time the two special agents sat down, no one at the long table responded as the agents had expected.

The two agents seemed oddly matched in physical characteristics and demeanor, also surprising the staff at both being females and not, the stereotypical Hollywood male duos.  The first agent Tracy Zukor was a very petite and pretty short-haired brunette at around 5’-0” and 100 lbs., very solid and trim but introverted.  In contrast, the other agent, Sally McCully was a large-framed blonde woman of about 6’-2”, of average build and looks and was extremely outgoing.  Each dressed smartly in fashionable pant-type, two-piece business suits and each packed huge automatic firearms in their shoulder harnesses.  Though the smaller woman was the senior of the two agents, she deferred to the larger woman to do most of the socializing and public interfacing when necessary.  Her forte’ seemed to be listening intently to what people had to say – a thinker Dan surmised.

Marta was the last to join the group at the breakfast table and acted unusually quiet that morning.  When asked by Zawi if she was all right, she said, “I just didn’t get much sleep last night thinking about all those antiquities now gone.”  However, Rachel noticed a slight change in facial expression when agent McCully asked the group in general again about the man named Frankie.  Rachel was fairly certain the name had some sort of subtle importance with Dr. Pruitt, judging from her reaction.  She wasn’t positive of her observation, but stored the information away in her head none the less, under the category or “woman’s intuition” – nothing more.

The two agents announced they would go into town that morning and interview residents in hopes of gathering some new bit of information.  Dan announced the crew would be working in the canyon as usual and that they would be moving beyond the tunnels and round chambers very shortly.  When asked when the next shipment might be to the university, Dan said, “possibly in a week or two, depending on what we find next.”

As the six people were leaving the table an insurance investigator for Brink’s arrived.  Dan had no patience with this end of the current problem and put the man on to the FBI agents.

The entire staff began filtering back to the canyon for another long day’s work.  As if  mirroring the group’s mood, the skies opened-up with a huge deluge of rain.  The monsoon season was finally at hand and certain efforts would be needed before all else, to protect the workers and any new discoveries.

___

The archaeologists gathered the entire staff under the tent for protection from the surprise downpour.  This was also as good a place as any for a brief speech.  Dan, as was customary delivered the subject matter, “I know everyone here is very saddened by the apparent theft yesterday of some really valuable artifacts.  However, as there seems nothing we can do about it now, we need to continue our work as before, but alter our methodology substantially by accounting for A.) The wet weather, and B.) Security.  The rain, which will likely continue in frequency, will be troublesome in us having to protect any new discovered items and, more importantly, protecting the safety of the crew!  As for security, we are already in the process of improving our security measures, so something like what happened yesterday can’t happen again.  It seems whoever did this was very expert and knowledgeable.  They may never find that truckload of items, and for that I apologize to all here for not doing more.  We’ll do everything we can to see that nothing like this happens again.  I promise.”
Dan paused here for effect.  Then said, “Beginning this morning, we will be going past each of the two round chambers and exploring what lies beyond.  We have every reason to believe that what we find in the coming days and weeks will eclipse anything found to date.  So unless anyone has any questions or something to add, let’s get back to work and good luck.  Oh yeah!  One more thing people!  With this wet weather, please, let’s work safely!”

With that said, every member of the group began helping to waterproof the canyon work areas; covering the scaffold staircase with plastic tarps, raising the floor under the tent with wood pallets, etc.  Since this was the first truly heavy rain, they had no way of knowing how the water would collect in the canyon.  There was no physical evidence that the passageway was ever a water canal, so they felt relatively at ease on that aspect.  What they did find to their surprise as heavy volumes of rain cascaded over the surrounding canyon rims, was that the rock of the canyon floor, somehow drained the water away.  They couldn’t be sure if the multitude of small fissures in the rock allowed the water to flow to subterranean aquifers, or if the material itself was pumice stone like and simply absorbed the water as a huge sponge would do.  Regardless, there was one less major problem to deal with.  As long as you stayed away from the mini-waterfalls around the canyon rim, you stayed fairly safe and dry.  

By late morning, the crew had done everything they could conceive of to protect the site from water.  As is always the case, once their work was completed, the clouds parted and blue sky and sunshine returned.  The sunshine on the dark canyon wall created steam and gave an eerie appearance to the canyon.  Instead of cooling and refreshing the canyon, the combination of water and heat, only added to the overall humidity level and discomfort.

___

By early afternoon, and just before the crew was set to begin exploring deeper into the tombs, a new observation was made – people were observed watching from the canyon rim.  This was very disconcerting to the archaeologists for several reasons; the privacy and security of the “digs” were possibly being compromised, and secondly, they were chagrined that no one had bothered thus far to get on top of the canyon walls to explore above the tombs.  It was even puzzling has to how all these people got up there in the first place.  If they could easily get up there, why had no one ever discovered the canyon opening in the mesa from above?  Those observations made Zawi ask if anyone had bothered to get an aerial photograph of the area from above, using the exact canyon coordinates as a focal point.  No one had thought to do that and Marta made a written note to have that done very soon.

Standing at the entrance to the antechamber on the scaffolding landing 100 feet above the canyon floor, Dan hollered up to a nearby Indian boy.  The two men working together and with the use of a long, weighted rope, were able to soon secure the old rope ladder up from the landing to the canyon rim some 100 feet above.  Dan bravely climbed the ladder and was now standing on the relatively flat mesa looking down at the cigar-shaped canyon below.  Again, he was embarrassed that he hadn’t thought of investigating this obviously important place above the tombs.

The man that helped him, turned out to be a teenaged Indian by the name of Two Clouds, who asked to be called Tommy.  When asked how he and everyone else managed to get up here, Tommy eagerly took Dan on a lengthy trek over the very hot, black volcanic rocks, through winding rills and twisting passages until they finally arrived at a sort of steep chute leading down between a dark and narrow canyon to the desert floor below.

Tommy volunteered, “We been coming here since we were kids.  Almost everyone knows bout this place.  As young boys, we pretend to be old warriors and explore all these mountains.  Until now though, no one ever bother to come to the big hole in the top of the mountain.  It was always too far down to get to the bottom and there never looked like there was anything down there worth going to the trouble for.  Besides, we always here stories as young kids about spirits and such up here.  Even if we try to act tough, we all still have a little bit of fear being up here.  Now that we know where your dig is, we came back to watch.  Are we okay doing that?”

Dan noted that it was not particularly easy to get to the top and he would probably get lost finding his way back if it weren’t for Tommy as his guide.  He asked Tommy if he wanted a job.  
“Sure!  Doin’ what?” he asked. 
“First thing I want you to do is show me around up here.  Anything you can think of that might be important.  Secondly, I want you to act as my scout up here.  Let me know if anyone comes up here.  Anyone you don’t recognize from the reservation.  Also discourage any strangers from following you up that little stone stairway in the hidden canyon.  Would you do that for me?  I’ll pay you $75 a day for your efforts Tommy.”  
It didn’t take the unemployed teenager long to answer, “You got a deal mister!  I can show you round the mesa top right now if you like?”  
Dan smiled and said, “Nah.  Let’s wait until tomorrow when I can have a film crew and one or two archaeologists up here with you.”

Tommy led the way back to the canyon rim and the rope ladder.  As they walked back, Dan made a mental note of how remarkably flat and featureless the volcanic mesa was.  With the exception of a hodge-podge smattering of big and large boulders and an occasional scrub brush tenaciously clinging to a crack, there was nothing else.  Even the canyon was not discernable to the eye until you were almost at the edge.  It reminded Dan of a river canyon he had seen once west of Bend, Oregon, where the Deschutes River, carved out a deep canyon in the limestone rock.  You drove nearly right up to the gorge on very flat ground and couldn’t see the chasm until you were standing at the railing along the edge, looking down.  The feeling was a very disconcerting then, as this was now.

___

With flashlight in hand and film crew at his shoulder, Dan was ready to explore the passageway leading from the far opening in the curved wall of the south round chamber.  These two rounded chambers were named “Deity Chamber – South” and Deity Chamber – North” because of all the major and minor god statuettes displayed around the perimeters.  As Dan stepped through the opening in the southwest edge, his flashlight revealed two things; unlike the tunnels before that descended at a shallow pitch, this one rose upward at a fairly steep angle and his flashlight failed to reach the entire length, showing only fuzzy blackness beyond.

The new “Ascending Tunnel” climbed in a uniformly straight Southwest direction for nearly 50 meters until it leveled out and turned in a true Southerly direction.  As with the previous “Descending Tunnels”, the size and shape were the same.  However, this new tunnel was devoid of any carvings, with the exception of small niches high up on the sides of the black rock walls that were clearly used for torches.  The placement of the small niches staggered back and forth from one side to the other, ostensibly to provide more uniform lighting for the Egyptian workers and priests.

As the troupe reached the level north-south section, they noticed the air become considerably warmer and staler.  It was at this point Dan ordered everyone to return to the artificially lit round chamber and wait until the air situation could be resolved.  After an hour or so, the crew managed to rig up a fresh-air duct system using hundreds of feet of expandable, “slinky-type” 4” ducts connected to a squirrel-cage fan near the opening of the antechamber and the canyon.  The large quantity of duct was packed as a supply by some far-sighted individual before they left the university and was now used for its intended purpose.  The duct was the same used as vents for residential driers to vent moisture to the exterior.  Every 20’ standard section was duct-taped together and was now blowing both fresh air into the tunnel as well as sucking the foul, warm air back out.

The scientists speculated the area was warmer because they had risen in elevation sufficiently high enough to become closer to the plateau of sun-baked black rock above their heads.  This new passage seemed to be short by comparison to the last “Ascending Tunnel”.  Standing at the level beginning to the new tunnel, Dan could see a flat, white plastered wall at the end some 40 meters further.  Also, there were dark, rectangular openings exactly opposite each other along the corridor walls.  This corridor had white plastered walls with elaborate fresco paintings – a clear sign that this area had some religious significance.

Each of the six openings were investigated and proved to all be identical in size and shape.  The 2 meter by 4 meter rectangular openings continued at right angles to the main corridor for about 2 meters each and then opened into a chamber that appeared perfectly cube shaped and roughly 5 meters in each direction.  In the center of each room was placed a stone pedestal, a mummified animal; a horse-shaped figure in one, dog in another, cat, falcon, etc.  This they believed was the resting place of the Pharaoh’s favorite animals while alive, slain to accompany the king to the afterlife.  It was a truly bizarre and disquieting collection.  Most of the students had a hard time turning their backs on the mummies and walking back to the main corridor, especially those who had never seen a mummy before, or in its natural setting.  This eerie feeling included almost every student and crew member present.  One of the students nervously joked, “I sure hope that dog isn’t the mummy endowed with the power to act upon that curse!”  That caused some nervous laughter and sent shivers down more than one spine!

Continuing to the end of the level corridor, it was discovered that were now two tunnels running at right angles to the corridor they were in, each, descending steeply in opposite directions – one due west and one due east.  The ducts were extended and the air quality slightly improved.  While this was done, the camera crews re-loaded their digital cameras with new “smart” memory sticks and prepared themselves for more of whatever was beyond. 

Both tunnels became narrower and taller than the “Ascending Tunnel” earlier and Dan could see no end to either one in his flashlight beam.  He chose to go solo down the tunnel to his left first.  Since there was little side to side room in the tunnel, he asked that everyone “stay put, while he did a cursory survey alone.”  As his boots encountered patches of sand on the polished stone floor, the footing became difficult and he slid from time to time, bracing himself against the sidewalls.  Approximately halfway down, he found a large stone portcullis or door that had not been lowered and closed.  The two foot thick slab hung down from the tall ceiling halfway into the corridor’s height.  He wondered briefly why the large stone door hadn’t been closed by the builders.  About 30 meters beyond the open portcullis slab, he finally came to a dead end chamber.  The rectangular room was about 6-7 meters wide by 10-12 meters deep and had a tall and very steeply carved ceiling approximating a 45 degree angle in gable roof fashion above.  The spring line at the cornices were about 10 meters off the floor.  Again, white plaster covered the black rock, but was unadorned and the room was totally devoid of any art, written messages or artifacts.  He presumed this room to be the typical “False Chamber” – a room that would lead would-be tomb robbers away from the real tomb.  If that were true, then the opposing tunnel was likely the real passageway to the king’s burial chamber.  This was true of the large pyramid of Khufu and others near Cairo.

The return trip up the narrow tunnel was exhausting and after a half an hour’s absence, Dan returned to the rest of the group, where he apprised them of his two main finds – the unclosed slab door and the empty chamber.  Dr. Hawass speculated that the tomb could have also been intended for the queen if she died someday.  If it was empty, he speculated, then she probably died at a later date and this long trek was never repeated.  If the barge now on the beach in Corpus Christi and its crew never returned to Egypt, then it would be assumed they met with a terrible so that a repeat effort to try again and reach the entrance to the Netherworld.

After catching his breath in the relatively clean air, he suggested a two-man camera crew go film the south tunnel he just explored, while he set off down the north tunnel.  This tunnel appeared identical to the last one, with one exception:  There was another large stone protective slab door and this one was solidly closed.  He ran the flashlight around the perimeter and was able to tell that all four sides of the large rectangle disappeared inside carved tracks of the surrounding stone. He could see no leading edge in the smallish gaps.  He guessed the stone was lowered after the king and his most sacred possessions were placed in the tomb, protecting against future robbers.  There even appeared to be what remained of a small clay seal at one edge.  Unless there were matching corridors on the north side of the antechamber that were still open, one or more doors would have to be broken to pass.  There was the possibility there was nothing beyond the slab and this was only a decorative panel.  There was no way to tell without drilling a viewing hole or using expensive x-ray equipment.  He considered his options as he headed back to the group and ultimately the canyon for daylight and fresh air.

Once there, the four professors opted to leave the six animal mummies where they were for the time being and try in the afternoon to see what was beyond the round chamber on the north side of the antechamber.  Two new pieces of equipment were radio ordered from the university that afternoon before they went back down – a small, high-powered, portable x-ray unit and a small and lightweight stone drilling auger.  Both would arrive sometime in the next few days they were told.  Unless there was a similar corridor on the north side with its door still open, they would either have to wait for the equipment or remove one or both stones to see what lay beyond.  It was that simple.

That afternoon, they began the exploration of the tunnels beyond the north rotunda.  The tunnels on this side, to no ones great surprise, were exact duplicates and mirror images of the south side explored that morning.  However, in the six rectangular vaults off the level corridor, four were empty and only two had mummified remains – not of animals this time, but small humans - presumably either deceased children of the king, or young relatives.  These would be immediately removed and taken back to the university to begin DNA quantifying.  They would compare those DNA tests with any other human remains they might discover.

The biggest disappointment that afternoon was again the stone portcullis blocking the downward sloping corridor.  The four professors sat around a table in the antechamber that afternoon and drew a rough sketch of the corridors and rooms from below as they remembered them.  Though accurate surveys, engineering drawings and CAD developed 3D views would be shortly forthcoming, they needed to agree now on the general layout if they were to proceed any further the next day.  As their sketch developed, it was easy to see that the blocked tunnels both led back to a central point and that something likely was in-between.  Most likely, the King’s Burial Chamber!
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It was fairly conclusive by looking at Dan’s sketch that a room of some sorts laid in-between the two opposing tunnels, they decided to forego the drilling and x-rays and instead knock down one or both of the two doors – in the same fashion as the main entrance door was removed.  They would begin the next morning.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX – CLEARING THE AIR
Back in camp that evening, everyone went about their routines in much the normal fashion.  A stronger than normal evening breeze, scattered cloud cover and lower than normal temperature, were all gifts from the departing storm.  A variety of conversations were heard around the dining tables that night.  Some were excited speculation about what might lay beyond the protective stone doors, while other groups gathered in quiet conversation on assorted subjects.  Dan and Rachel sat eating without saying two words to each other.  What had passed for conversation was just small talk having to do with business.  Dan had sensed earlier that something was bothering Rachel and intuition suggested he let her take the lead tonight.

Marta joined the pair nearly a half hour after they had begun eating.  She made quick work of the smaller than normal tray of food, then told them she was going into town after dinner and was going to indulge herself in some drinking and dancing if she could find a suitable dance partner at the hotel.  To Dan and Rachel, she seemed distant, slightly frazzled and a bit too much in a hurry to finish her meal.  Before Dan and Rachel could finish their fruit cocktail and dinner, Marta was up and excusing herself.  

As she hurried off to one of the vans, Rachel said, “Wow!  That must be some hot date she’s got tonight?”  
After a long pause, with head down, Dan quietly responded, “I wouldn’t be so sure that’s what she’s going to town for.” 
“What are you talking about Dan?  Is there something you know that I don’t?” Rachel asked.  Embarrassed by the slip of the tongue, Dan tried in vane to end the topic by saying, “Ah…no!  Just some silly sub-conscious notions rising to the surface is all. I’m sorry.  Forget I said anything Rachel.”   
“You know Dan, you do that a lot and it really bugs me!  It’s like you haven’t learned to trust me after all this time together.  Sometimes I feel our relationship is growing further apart than closer!  Geeze Dan!”  With that, she tossed her paper napkin on her metal tray and got up from her seat and started walking out away from the camp and into the desert.

Dan begrudgingly congratulated himself on being right about his observation – something was bugging her tonight.  What, he didn’t know, but decided to give her space tonight and not go after her.  And besides he figured, she wouldn’t be out there long, and so he lingered at the table with a small glass of wine, hoping she would return and apologize.  By the time he had finished, she still hadn’t returned and, like most men, wrote her absence off as typical stubborn women’s manner.   Breaking through the stone door tomorrow morning would be very exhausting, so he opted to call it an early night – with or without Rachel’s company.  “Damn Women!”

___

The next morning was Friday and Dan had slept well and was impatient to begin tackling the stone obstacle.  When he got to the breakfast table, showered and shaved, the other three colleagues were in a noisy debate over something and barely acknowledged his arrival.  Rachel however, managed to look up at least and met his eyes with a look that bordered, he thought, somewhere between friendship and sadness.  As he sat, listening, trying to absorb the gist of the conversation, his mood went from cheery to dreary.  From the sound of things, they would have to postpone the morning’s exploration work and re-schedule.  The three professors were largely in agreement that several housekeeping items should be dealt with sooner than later.

Marta and Rachel took turns delineating the various subjects to Dan.  First of the lot, was the conditions of the students.  From their observations, which Dan was too immersed in his work to have noticed, the student’s moral and energy were worrying low.  They had been at this effort almost continuously now for three months.  Secondly, there had been two recent telephone calls from various agencies wanting to begin legal proceedings to address ownership of the treasure.  They were anxious to force the issue it seemed.  Zawi nodded his agreement on the subject.  Third and last item needed, was to get caught-up in basic paperwork and housecleaning.  

Dan sat for a few moments and collected his thoughts.  He really wanted to be in the tunnel, doing what he enjoyed most that morning, but could easily follow their rationale.  “I tend to agree.  Since today is Friday, I suggest we ask the students and film crew to help us with camp clean-up for this morning only and then excuse them for the weekend.  There hasn’t been any issue of secrecy for quite some time and it’s selfish of us to keep them restricted any longer.  I’m sure they could use a little time to blow off some steam.  Maybe some of us could as well?”  Dan stole a sideways glance at Rachel.  “As for the matter of legal ownership, I have already received a phone call from my attorney friend a few days ago and I believe the matter of ownership is rather mute from what he tells me.  I suggest we have him write a letter to all parties concerned, stating current international and national laws and that should suffice in stalling the hungry jackals long enough for us to finish.  If no one has a problem with that, I’ll make the call?”  No one did.
The foursome agreed and gathered the students and film crew around the dining area for a short address.  When Dan finished, the group let out a loud cheer.  With little or no coaching, everyone in the camp became a self-starter at finding things he or she could do to clean and straighten the camp, while the four professors tackled the mounting paperwork.  Noon arrived quickly and most of the young people squashed themselves into two vans and headed to town for some fun.  Dan cautioned everyone to be back at camp no later than 6 PM Sunday evening.

___

With the camp nearly empty and the new security company safely “on-guard”, Dan asked Rachel if she would like to go to the Indian Reservation with him that afternoon.  At first she said no, but changed her mind and agreed to keep him company on the short drive.  He had wanted to visit the elders for some time and bring them up to speed on everything that had been done to date.  In his mind, he figured that the local Indians, more than anyone else, were entitled to at least the courtesy of knowing, first hand, what was happening near their reservation.

Driving down the dusty dirt road in the early afternoon, Rachel uncharacteristically sat against the far side of the cab, arm draped out the open window and quietly watched the desert scenery roll by.  From time to time, Dan would steal a look in her direction.  Several times, he caught her either looking his way or straight ahead, and each time, she just as quickly turned her view out the window.  “What did I do to deserve this?”  Dan asked himself. 

As he drove, he realized, it was silly of him to try and analyze what was nagging her.  It was better to simply let her work it out without interruption and keep his mouth shut until she chose to speak to him.  “If Hell doesn’t freeze over first!” he concluded on his own.  

What Dan couldn’t have known and what most men were ill-equipped to comprehend, was that women tended to dwell on most things, coming to different conclusions in entirely different manners.  In this instance, Rachel was wrestling with her own conscience over her feelings for Dan and all her other botched and failed attempts with other men.   She knew it wasn’t fair to Dan to act this way, but until she got it all sorted out, it was better to keep her distance, both physically and emotionally.  She would try and find the right moment sometime that weekend to have a heart to heart talk with him.

___

As they arrived at the Reservation’s Office that Friday afternoon, they were surprised to find more than a few cars parked outside in the dirt parking area.  When they walked in the main entry door, some twenty people were gathered and in a heated debate it appeared.  As the door closed, everyone looked in their direction and the raised voices faded away to silence.  Rachel and Dan stood for a few seconds taking the measure of the group, smiling like the village idiots.  It was Rachel who broke the silence by saying, “Excuse us for interrupting what looks like an important counsel meeting.  We came by as your friend and neighbor to tell you what we’ve been doing all these months and to answer any questions anyone might have.”

Another moment of uncomfortable silence passed and the Tribal Chief, Tony Black Rock, stood at the back of the crowd and said, “Please, please!  Come in.  It’s good to see you two agin.  You come at just de right time.  We been talkin’ sure nuf about dis same ting.  Me and my people welcome you.  Please come up here.”  Dan and Rachel edged their way through the tight-packed grouping of people toward Tony, not entirely sure if they were in a friendly crowd.  When they got to the back of the room, Dan said, “Now I know how General George Armstrong Custer must have felt at Little Big Horn!”  That got him the calculated response, and as the laughs died out, Tony asked, “So what you got to say meester Custer?  You got de floor.  We want to hear what you got to say.”

Rachel spent nearly a half hour explaining everything of what had happened in the last four months – from her surprise phone call and trip to Corpus Christi to the many details of the excavations, including the stolen Brink’s truck and artifacts.  The assembled group of people politely let Rachel finish without questioning and listened intently, hanging on every word – especially the parts about gold and jewels.  When she finished, there were a few questions about some details they had either missed or wanted to hear again.

Finally Tony asked the ultimate question that the pair should have seen coming.  “So what happen to us when you all done and leave?  Agin no jobs, no money and nobody care bout us Indians.  Why we got no right to some of that gold for our people?  Dat only seem fair.  We git nothing.  Just like it always been when white folk come on our sacred lands and leave.”  With that said and left hanging, the group’s collective voice rose as one, announcing their agreement with the statement, but showing the centuries of practiced temperament toward the two white outsiders.

It came as quite a surprise to Rachel, when Dan spoke up and actually seemed to have a satisfactory answer as if already prepared for just such a question.  Dan raised his hands in the air, palms out, to quiet the crowd.  “I sure as Hell don’t blame you for having these thoughts and feelings people.  You have every right to naturally believe this is once again another federal “taking” of what must seem rightfully yours.”  That statement begat another round of vocal grumblings.  Dan grinned and continued, “What we have found in the last few months is monumental in its scope and importance!  I’m not just talking about the dollar value of the find.  You aren’t the only ones trying to claim this treasure for their own.  Everybody and his brother have similar ideas.  What we have here is a national treasure no different than a preserved national park to be enjoyed and cherished by everyone, not just a few.  Imagine we sold off every artifact to the wealthy to enjoy in the privacy of their homes and melted down every piece of gold and converted all to cash?  When that’s done, I guess we could distribute equal shares to everyone who thinks they have a claim in this treasure.  Your tribe’s share would probably be a paltry fraction of those making claims – legal or not.  When the whole process is finished, there really wouldn’t be anything left worth squabbling about.”

Dan let the ideas he was espousing sink in, then added, I have an idea slowly hatching in this old head that I think could benefit your tribe and the entire area handsomely.  I’m afraid I can’t into the details just now, because there are too many variables.  All I ask, is that you give me some time to see how this all sorts out?”  No one said much after that to Rachel and Dan, so they bid their farewells to Tony Black Rock and the group and left.

“What was that all about?” Rachel asked.  
“Like I told them, just give me some time!” Dan said. 

___

When they got back to the camp it was late afternoon and with the exception of a few students, the security guards and Marta and Zawi, the place seemed deserted and calm.  Zawi approached the two as they sat down with a cool drink in the mess area with a large manila envelope.  He handed the packet to Rachel saying, “We just got these a short while ago by Fed-Ex courier.  I took the liberty of ordering these aerial photographs the day the Indians showed up on the Mesa above the canyon.  It seemed only logical.”  
As Rachel bent the metal clasps back she said, “Well thank you Mr. Spock!”  Zawi looked puzzled at the comment and she waved him off, instead removing the 10 x 20” black and white matte-finished prints from the packet and laid them on the table between the four to study.  

The the first of the small collection of photos was an aerial view showing the entire southern end of the San Mateo Mountains including the main crater of Mount Thomas.  The other pictures got progressively smaller in surface coverage, ultimately ending with an enlarged image of the canyon and surrounding area.  After spending a few minutes with each picture, they began focusing their attention to the enlarged canyon shot.  It was comical how the dark depression that was the canyon looked like a cartoonist’s rendition of a cigar.  The time of day the picture was taken, was apparently late morning or afternoon since the canyon walls cast the valley floor in total shade and black.  After a moment’s orientation, Dan was able to discern from the direction the shadows were pointing versus the compass symbol at the corner of the document that it was taken in late afternoon.  Rachel suggested that was probably fortuitous, since the shadows would help accentuate minor blemishes on the mesa and aid them in differentiating the natural from the man-made. 

All four studied the close-up image intently for the next half hour trying to distinguish between rocks, shrubs and other surface irregularities.  Before long, they could easily identify between rocks, boulders, shrubs and bumps in the surface, all casting long shadows.  Try as they did, they could not find any man-made artifacts or markings.  They were sure though that there had to be some connection with the surface, given the tomb’s apparent proximity to the flat mesa strata above. 

Dinner that Friday evening was limited to a cold cut buffet, prepared by the student cooks and left out under plastic domes for anyone who was hungry to pick and choose.  Rachel had gone back to her tent saying she was tired and wanted to take a leisurely nap before dinner.  Around six, Dan, Zawi and Marta gathered at the picnic table at various times and with varying selections of dinner fare.  As they were sitting silently eating, the two FBI agents drove up and joined them, taking seats at the end of both benches.  They had come to give an update on the missing Brink’s truck and treasure.

The first bit of news was they had found the Brink’s truck sitting in the empty parking lot of the Arizona Cardinals Football team’s new Sportsman’s Park Stadium.  “There were no traces of fingerprints or anything usable by the FBI.  Likewise, there was no indication where the treasure was off-loaded.  It could have been anywhere in the 250 miles stretch between San Fidel and Phoenix – a warehouse, buried in the desert – any place.  The three Brink’s driver’s have all been checked for security clearances and seem spotless and neither of the three can remember anything beyond the gas entering the truck.  From trace residue of the gas used in the truck, we have analyzed it in our Albuquerque lab to be an exotic “sleeping” gas cocktail first made in Russia and technically called halothane / fentanyl.  This was reportedly the same gas used in the opera house terrorist suppression a few years ago by the government. Because of its suspected origins, we’re currently checking out any Russian “mob” connections.  The heist seems far too sophisticated for any small-time hood to have pulled-off, without help.”  As Agent McCully took a pause to consult her notes further, Agent Zukor picked up the narration.

“We’d also like to announce that Mr. Francis Beaurigard, a.k.a. “Frankie” was seen at the San Fidel Hotel bar the other night, where we questioned him as thoroughly as we could before he threatened “lawyering-up”.  Unfortunately, he has a rock solid alibi that we have already confirmed and, so far, it seems to be standing-up.” Agent Zukor also told the three professors.  “He also claimed as his reason for being in San Fidel, was his curiosity in the discovery after hearing about it on the Corpus Christi news broadcasts.  Apparently, the news media there had taken more of an interest and followed things from the beginning, because of the beach discovery by the late Dr. Johnson.  Incidentally, we also have strong suspicions his murder is connected somehow to the theft.  Though we have no jurisdiction at this point in a localized murder case, we are none the less investigating that as well.  Anything you care to add to that Agent McCully?”  Zukor asked.  Agent McCully shook her head and the supervising agent said, “I guess that’s it.  If there’s anything that comes to mind, please let us know.  We’ll also keep you posted if anything new develops in the case.  Goodnight!”  The two agents rose and left.  

What the agents kept from mentioning to the three professors was they had seen Dr. Pruitt and Mr. Beaurigard briefly together the previous evening in the bar of the San Fidel.  They watched her reaction to the “Frankie” news with interest.  She acted very calmly to the news, they were surprised to find.

Dr. Pruitt seemed subdued afterwards by the information given by the two agents, while Dan and Zawi exchanged thoughts about the possible Russian connection.  After a few moments, Dr. Pruitt excused herself and walked to her tent.  Dan had also watched her reactions closely out the corner of his eye, while the agents dispensed their news.  “If she was rattled by the “Frankie” information,…” he thought “…she sure didn’t show it!”

Zawi and Dan decided to play gin rummy the rest of the evening.  Rachel and Marta stayed in their tents and the majority of the students and film crew were in San Fidel doing whatever the generation–X crowd did for entertainment.  “It would be an interesting weekend and week to come!”  Dan thought as he was losing terribly to the Egyptian Supreme Council of Antiquities’ Director.  He was already out $11 in as many hands and Dr. Hawass was grinning broadly.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN – INSIGHT
During the past several months, where everyone was required to remain on the premises for security reasons, activities always continued in some way, and the camp was full of people busy with personal chores and interaction.  Unlike those weekends, this Saturday seemed very odd and strangely calm with so many people missing.  The lack of commotion within the encampment carried a particular disquiet that bothered the few who stayed behind of their own choosing, and both Dan and Rachel especially seemed effected by the calm, mostly due to their fragile relationship.  Somehow both managed to avoid each other throughout the long day.  Even the nearby camp of media hounds was deserted as the news of the weekend break also allowed the weary crews to head into town or take quick flights home.

The days were growing shorter as the longer days of mid-summer began to wane and the monsoonal clouds increasingly darkened the sky.  This Saturday afternoon was one of those days, where the dampness of the still air combined with the heat and overcast sky to create a totally miserable afternoon.  If you were in California, you would likely call it “earthquake” weather.  If you were in the mid-west people would recognize it as “tornado” weather.  Here, they just called it miserable.  If there were any relief from the oppressive muck, it was the gentle five mile an hour breeze that began late that afternoon and cooled the sweat-moistened skin of those who ventured outside their tents.

Dan and Rachel exited their adjacent tents at the same time in search of relief from the afternoon heat.  As they stood outside their tents, enjoying the feel of the wind on their skin, they noticed the other standing nearby.  There was an awkward moment, where neither one dared speak.  Finally, Rachel broke the silence by saying, “Okay Dan!  Come with me.  I think it’s time we had a nice long chat.”  Dan followed Rachel who walked east out into the empty desert.  They walked side by side for some time without saying anything.  When they came to an area with random boulders, Rachel signaled that they both take a rock and sit.

Rachel began, “First things first Dan.  I want to apologize for the other day, when I bit your head off.  That really wasn’t me.  You need to know what I’ve been going through lately and maybe; you’ll understand me a bit.  When I’m done, explaining things, I might even begin to understand myself!  Again, I’m sorry for the way I’ve been behaving Dan.”

Dan could only say, “I’m glad we’re finally talking Rachel.  My hope is, we can clear the air of whatever it is that I may have said or done, so we can get back to our normal relationship. I also want to apologize to you for whatever it was I said or did.  I wanted to tell you…”  
He was stopped by Rachel’s raised hand.  “Wait a little before you say anymore Dan.  You need to hear what I say before you say anything else.  Please?”  
“Okay” was all Dan could say.  There was a sense of foreboding in how she was phrasing her words and Dan feared what was to come.

“As you know from what little I’ve told you, when we first met, I have had several serious relationships down through the years.  What I didn’t tell you was that they all ended poorly, with each leaving some rather large scars on my mind and psyche.  One ended quickly one night when my boyfriend came home drunk and began to physically assault me.  I saw signs coming, but dismissed it as job related stress.  It wasn’t until he had me pinned up against the corridor wall in a choke hold at my neck that I decided to leave.  The next day, while he was at work, I packed my bags and left his house, seeking refuge at a girlfriend’s.  He tried to find me for several days, and when he did, tried to apologize and ask me back, saying it would never happen again.  It didn’t, because I never gave him a second chance!”

Dan apologized for his species in general and said, “I sure hope you don’t think I’m gonna be like that?”  
Again, she raised her hand and continued, “Then there was the last relationship with a professor at the university.  I suppose I was crazy for getting involved with a colleague, so close to where I work, but he charmed me much the way you do.  We spent three years living together and all in all, had a fairly comfortable time together.  It started out hot and heavy but quickly digressed into mediocre.  Aside from his not sharing the daily chores at home he was still very nice.  What I didn’t know, was that he was “banging” his Latin secretary all the while.  I caught him outside a restaurant one evening, when I was coming out of a convenience store next door.  He was supposed to be working late and there he was on the sidewalk, holding her tight and madly kissing this stuffed burrito!  I found out later from some of his friends, that he had been boinking her for nearly three years, while he was pretending to be serious with me!”   

Rachel took a deep breath and continued.  “So you see Dan, I don’t have a whole lot of good luck with the men in my life.  You’re probably nothing like either one of those slobs, but in my mind, I’m afraid sooner or later, you’ll will end up displaying some strange male behavior.  I know that I’m dumping you into the same box that I’ve labeled “All Men”, but I can’t help myself.  I’m just too afraid to allow myself to continue this relationship.  I think I need to concentrate instead, on my career and get to know myself a little better before I get serious again.  I’m sorry that I’ve allowed this to go so far, but I guess I was lonely and you somehow swept me off my feet.  There it is Dan.  Again I’m deeply sorry for leading you on this way. And for the record, I really do love you.  I think I will always love you.  In many ways, you seem to be everything I’ve wanted in a man.  And the sex is great with you.  No complaints there!”  She smiled.  “I do have some “issues” but they seem trivial and, under the circumstances, not worth getting into.  Maybe it has everything to do with “timing” Dan.  If you had come along a few years distant, maybe I’d be ready?”

Dan could only sit on his little rock, speechless and digesting everything she had said.  Rachel had said everything she had needed to and silently gave him the opportunity to consider her words.  It was now his turn to speak if he chose to.  After a lengthy silence, Dan shook his head in disbelieve while looking at the pebbles at his feet.  He let out a deep sigh and slowly began to respond, while still putting his thoughts into logical order for a rebuttal.

“Wow!  I didn’t see that coming at all.  You really blind-sided me with that one Rachel.  I was thinking we would walk back to camp with our problems resolved and instead, I get this.  I too am sorry you choose to put me in the box with all the other men you’ve known.  For the record Rachel, I am not like any man you’ve ever known and I will never be!  It’s too bad that I come along later, rather than sooner in your life and actually had the chance for you to experience a truly good man before your mind was poisoned against “all” men.”  

Dan stopped to further collect his thoughts and Rachel started to open her mouth to say something.  This time Dan raised his hand saying, “Uh uh.  It’s my turn to talk.  So just listen please.  You’re not the first woman in my life who has told me pretty much the same thing.  It seems this is an epidemic among middle-aged American women – not knowing who they are, what they want and where they’re going!  Jesus Christ!  I’m sure getting tired of this same old broken record!  You think you have a monopoly on stereotypes and emotional scars Rachel?  Considering you’re the third person for me in the last ten years who has ended a serious relationship with the same rationale, I shoulda been the one running scared and putting all my women in a “special” box!  I didn’t, so unfortunately, it’s once again to my detriment - as it now appears!”

“About two years ago, as I have told you, a woman named Clancy ended a three year relationship in much the same way and in much the same words.  She also told me she loved me immensely and that her decision had nothing to do with that.  She also said there were a few minor “issues” that she never bothered to tell me about during or after she broke it off and I’m still puzzling over whatever those might have been.  She blind-sided me also one day over hamburgers, saying that she simply needed to attend to her personal life and couldn’t afford having someone so serious in her life distracting her.  What makes that all the more crazy to my way of thinking is that we both loved each other deeply – or so it seemed.  At any rate, I was 110% in love with her.  She was everything I wanted.  In every respect, we were as compatible as two people could be.  At least it appeared that way to me.  She never mentioned any problems or chose to discuss any of our “issues” at any time during our three years together.  So I was left high and dry, always wondering whether she had just used me as a go-between from her past to her future.  Contrary to her stated reasons for leaving, she was in another serious relationship soon afterwards, engaged to a man that looked 20 years older!  Last I heard, she was moving soon back East to live with him.  Was I mad and angry at her?  Hell yes!  Am I still mad? Nope!  I’ve long since gone from hate to pity.  Know why Rachel?  Because I can’t fathom how someone could have thrown away a love and a friendship as pure as the one I was offering. To say I have reasons for not trusting women ever again, is an understatement!  But I did finally and it was over you Rachel!  I think I have some how been lucky enough to find a woman that fills me up with love and happiness once again.  Most people are only lucky enough to have that happen to them once in life.  That’s what I thought until you came along.  Now it’s deja vu all over again.  Cripes!  Not to worry Rachel.  If you don’t want this good man in your life, I’ll respect your wishes and give you your leave without any hysterics.”

“Again - I’m sorry Dan!”  They both stood and walked together in silence back to the camp, Dan headed to the mess area and Rachel to her tent, where she cried the rest of the night.

____

By Sunday afternoon, students and film crew returned to camp in the two vans.  It was obvious from the haggard-looking faces that some serious partying occurred.  Hangovers were quite evident as they nursed mugs of coffee and other highly caffeinated drinks in the mess area.  Several female students reported to Rachel, they had been approached at individual times by men they didn’t know, who wanted them to work for large amounts of money to get insider information.  They had all claimed to have been reporters looking for a different angle or exclusive information.  When they were asked for credentials, they excused themselves and quickly disappeared.  The girls shared the feeling that the men weren’t reporters at all and had other reasons for wanting inside info.  Rachel said she would pass the news to the FBI agents next time they visited.

That reminded Rachel she hadn’t seen the two agents in the past two days and wondered if they had come up with any new clues or not.  In her heart she didn’t have much faith in the dynamic duo, but was smart enough to realize it may be her female jealousy or some stereotyping coming through.  She would be careful to keep her opinion to herself until this was all over.

Rachel gave one ear to the camp activities, not particularly caring about the book she was trying to read.  Among the students arriving back at camp that Sunday afternoon, she overheard two who complained about physical injuries sustained after having drunk too much.  One female had a sprained an ankle from slipping off the table she was dancing on, while the other; a male had a nasty bump on his forehead from a scuffle outside the bar with a local Indian.  There were a number of students in the mess area decompressing, reliving the events of the weekend and laughing.  Rachel overheard one male student again joke about “The Curse!”   

___

Near eight thirty that evening, the two FBI agents showed up with a memo pad in hand to inform the professors of the latest news.  Among the group were Marta, Zawi and Rachel.  Dan was still making himself scarce elsewhere.  The agents reported seeing Frankie earlier at the hotel bar with a number of men.  Unfortunately, they slipped out the rear exit and disappeared before the agents noticed.  One or two of the men were recognized as locals, while the other four were unfamiliar to the agents.  The sheriff who was with them for a while, thought he knew one or two from nearby Grant, New Mexico, but wasn’t sure.  The agents stated they had a strong feeling the men were gathered in secret, plotting something new and to be on guard.

___

Near midnight that same night, a dozen men met in a barn well outside the city limits of Grant.  On a small table with a bare bulb droplight was spread a large sheet of butcher paper with a hand drawn schematic of the canyon, mesa and nearby desert with the single connecting passageway.  Several of the men, including Frankie, had seen the canyon from the vantage point of the mesa and they compared mental notes about the entire layout. They also tried to ascertain the interior features of the excavation’s layout they had received from CNN broadcasts and other assorted news reels.  Of paramount interest among the press releases, was the news the archaeology team would soon be attempting to enter the king’s actual burial chamber.  It hadn’t been found yet, as was frequently reported, so the chances were high that it lay close by.  No one was absolutely sure it was on the other side of the stone doors, but if it was there, then this would ultimately be the place of the greatest and concentrated wealth.  Anyone who ever learned the smallest of details of ancient tombs, knew the linen wrappings of pharaoh’s mummies, were wrapped with tons of gold and precious jewels, and hence the focus of every ancient and modern tomb robber’s attention.  

With one highly successful burglary under their belts, the assembled group of criminals was now emboldened for even more and greater success.  The group expected a potential windfall from the last “haul” to be in the millions, once the cache was slowly and secretly sold to collectors around the world.  Therefore, they were primed and ready for exponentially larger riches if their current plans could be successfully implemented.  Numerous schemes were hatched and discounted by the group until one stood out as the one with the greatest chance of success.  Unfortunately, this time, they would have to rely on physical force; guns, surprise, stealth and possibly some violence if the plan were to have any chance at success.  There might be one other opportunity later, to take possession of this expected “Mother Lode” of riches, but he knew the odds would be slim then, and this complicated plan was the only one he felt had some measure of working.  Not that Frankie was intelligent enough at understanding mathematical equations.  He felt in his gut though, as a hungry Lioness would, the best likelihood of culling the weakest animal from the heard.

This final plan was discussed and re-worked many times during the early morning hours of that Monday morning with Frankie acting as the group’s director.  His criminal instinct’s told him this could work – he was satisfied.  He had never put together a “job” or anything this complicated, but felt certain that if their timing was perfect, they could pull the heist off without anyone knowing about it for hours afterward.  Like everything else in life, Frankie also relied on “timing” and his luck. 

___

That Monday morning around the mess area, the four archaeologists announced they would begin drilling a small bore hole into the North stone door slab.  Everyone except those essential to the effort would go about their daily routines until this task was accomplished.  Dan, Zawi and the film crew of four would be the only people inside the narrow tunnel during the drilling.  Dan and Zawi could easily handle the small auger, while the film crew recorded the event.  Afterwards, they would immediately inform the entire group and the press about their results.

___

By mid-morning, Zawi and Dan had the cumbersome drilling rig set in place to begin boring a small hole into the solid granite slab.  The ‘Norton’, Model 2035 electric hammer-drill stood on a heavy gauged, steel frame platform, sitting at a right angle to the door’s surface about five feet above the floor.  The one inch carbide-tipped drill bit sat poised against the surface and Zawi asked if everyone was ready to begin.  Klieg lights were switched on and the “okay” was given by everyone.  Dan flipped the large red and yellow paddle switch and the drill screamed to life.

Unlike normal drills that were small in size and power that merely drilled, this auger employed a heavy-duty 5 HP electric motor and an “impact” or hammering motion along with the rotary motion of the drill bit.  There was attached to the metal frame, a vinyl container with several gallons of water that was pumped and squirted at the circular opening to help cool the two foot long bit as it was advanced.  Dan gave the “thumbs-up” signal and Zawi turned the five-handled star-wheel a few degrees to engage the drill’s bit against the hard granite surface.  Besides the whine of 3,600 RPMs of the electric motor, there now came a deafening clattering of the oscillating drill bit against the stone.  The noise scared Zawi at first and he withdrew the bit and flipped the paddle switch quickly to “off”.  “I didn’t expect it to be so loud!”  He told the six co-miners.  “I think we’re okay Zawi.” Dan said. “However, I think we could also use some ear plugs or coverings in this confined space. The machine came with two sets of ear covers that we can use and the film crew will have to use those foam ear plugs I saw in the camp’s OSHA approved medical kit.  Let’s get those and meet back here in fifteen minutes.”

With ears now protected as best they could, the machine was again turned on and drilling of the slab resumed.  The process was excruciatingly slow, the bit only advancing into the stone about an inch every ten minutes.  A wet slurry of powdered granite oozed its way out the hole and ran down the granite face.  As the impact drill hammered away at the door’s solid surface, dark, volcanic sand fell on the hard helmet heads, shoulders and into the shirts of the group.  Some of the sand came from the joints where the door met the solid volcanic rock at the incredibly tight common joints.  The remainder of the sand came from unseen, small cracks in the rock itself.  Aside from a little discomfort, the drilling crew ignored the sand and cacophony of noise and continued drilling and filming.

After nearly two hours, the steaming bit was removed for the umpteenth time and the depth was checked against the amount of stone dust collecting on the new bit.  It was measured at close to twelve inches or so - approximately half way of the estimated slab thickness.  Dan switched places with Zawi and, once again the drilling continued.  Because his stature was larger and because he was more impatient than Zawi, Dan’s pressure on the star wheel was heavier.  The added pressure caused more vibration and noise than they had heard in the last two hours under Zawi’s application of bit to stone.  After ten minutes or so, Dan eased back on the star wheel thinking he heard or felt an unusual noise from somewhere.  He looked back at Zawi to see if he had said anything and got only a puzzled expression.

Impatient and undeterred, he re-applied pressure to the star wheel, which forced the hammer drill, once again, against the slab at even greater pressures than he had moments before.  As the newly applied pressure built within the slab, a harmonic wave began to radiate outward, unseen from the center of the slab’s orifice to the volcanic rock of the walls and ceiling.  Dan felt a very distinctive vibration in the soles of his feet, and before he could ease the drill back, a low rumbling sound within the mountain started.  It was low pitched at first and then increased in very noticeable volume.  Zawi, also hearing and feeling the sensation, reached over and immediately shut the drilling machine off, while the entire six-man crew listened in perceptive dread of what the noise meant.  The rumbling sound continued and increased in volume for only a few seconds - before the ceiling collapsed! 

What the scientists thought was a solid, monolithic stone, abruptly revealed its true nature, caused by the vibrations of the machine.  Hundreds of pounds of black rock and sand tumbled down from weak pockets of millennia-old heat fractures - onto the heads and bodies of the crew.   The cave-in stopped as quickly as it started, leaving a coal like dust permeating the tight space.  An odd silence prevailed and there were no sounds heard from either the mountain or the crew.  The only sign of life was one remaining Klieg light now lying of the floor, struggling to shine up through the thick, swirling dust cloud.

After several minutes the six men began to stir as consciousness returned in varying intervals depending upon the extent of their respective traumas.  Moans were heard and calls of “is everyone okay?” and “yeah I’m fine”.  Before long, all six men were gingerly standing amidst the rubble on the floor, collecting themselves and checking for bodily injuries.  Fortunately, the hardhats had thankfully saved a few skulls by dampening the blow of the falling rock.  Aside from a few bruises, an assortment of scratches, one badly mangled camera and Klieg light, everyone had somehow, miraculously escaped serious harm.  

The rest of the day was spent in cleaning up the debris and bracing the damaged walls and ceiling against further collapse.  The only damage the rugged drilling machine sustained was a severed power cord.  They would be back in business the following morning – Ancient God’s willing and the ceiling didn’t fall again.
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PHARAOH’S SECRET

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT – ROYAL CHAMBERS
At long last, the “big” day was at hand.  At least, everyone hoped so.  This could be the day.  The day of unparalleled historical significance. After so many long months of analyzing, planning and searching, they were drawing closer.  It all came down to this day, this place, and this time.  Deep within the black volcanic strata of a small, little known mountain range of northwestern New Mexico there could possibly rest the tomb of a 12th Dynasty Pharaoh of ancient Egypt.  Today, if all went well, the drilling machine would punch through the stone slab and hopefully reveal something significant beyond.  If they managed to uncover a hither to fore, unplundered tomb, as all things thus far, pointed that way, then the consequences would be truly monumental.  It would be monumental from a historical perspective - ancient travel outside of Africa and the Mediterranean and ultimately, the relevance to the history of all of the Americas.   Monumental from knowledge to be gleaned from the artifacts found inside the tomb.  And monumental as to the riches they expected to be found, for their shear intrinsic value.

Akin to the first astronauts landing on the Moon in the late sixties, millions of people around the globe watched the previous day’s exploits with anxious expectations, only to end in disappointment as the ceiling collapsed and the signal cut.  One of the two cameras used, had sent out a “live” broadcast to approximately 140 million worldwide viewers, who watched breathlessly during all hours of the day and night.  In addition to these passive viewers, were the self-anointed.  Viewers, who salivated over their TV sets waiting, and in some cases, fully, expecting to get their hands somehow on the “Treasure of the Millennium”.  That title was coined by the FOX Network days before and seemed to have become the preferred “handle” used by most of the media these past few days.  Then, there were the truly greedy groups and individuals, who somehow thought they had legal status or rights to the treasure.  There were also the few, who salivated and waited patiently in the wings, expecting non-legal ownership.

As the world outside waited for the live broadcast of the drilling to resume, the six-man crew made its way down to the drilling machine and the slab door deep within the mountain to finish what they had started the day before.  They too were anxious and impatient to see what lay beyond.  When they finally arrived, wall and ceiling braces were checked and double checked.  Zawi gave the thumbs-up signal to the film crew, who then commenced their live broadcast.  The viewer audience was even higher than the afternoon before at somewhere around 160 million.  10 million or 160 million, the numbers had no meaning to the six men.  They were nervous enough at making the slightest mistake on international television, or worse yet, finding nothing beyond the door.   The “Geraldo Rivera” moment!

The moment was at hand and Dan flipped the switch to “on” and advanced the star-wheel, applying pressure once again to the hammer drill.  Zawi held back a short distance from the drilling platform and gave commentary to the TV audience, raising his voice enough to be heard over the din of the machine.  Every fifteen minutes or so, the drill was removed and the depth was checked by Dan using a simple metal tape measure.  Zawi reported the increasing progress back to the masses as Dan shouted the news over his shoulder.  

Before two hours had elapsed, Zawi, the crew and the entire world watched the star-wheel slip out of Dan’s palm, indicating a lack of resistance.  They were witnessing the exact moment of “break-through”!  The two foot long drill bit was retracted and the encrusted granite dust on the drill indicated the slab was two inches shy of the total length, meaning the slab was about twenty-two inches think at the point of drilling.  

The drill was fully retracted back inside the tunnel and the wheel locks at the bottom of the metal platform were disengaged, allowing the entire platform to be wheeled back from the door face.  A small black suitcase was relayed forward and both Zawi and Dan removed the delicate instrument from its padded resting place.  What they were manipulating, was a state of the art fiber optic scope.  This particular scope came with a 36” L. “obedient” cable, night vision and standard camera coupling.  Obedient was the preferred design in modern optical viewers, because the operator could simply maneuver a small toggle at his end, while the “business” end, including a miniature camera lens and LED light, would twist or turn to the desired direction of viewing.

The ¼” diameter end of the cable was inserted through the bore hole and the hand-held device at the trailing end was turned on to allow the camera receiver electronics to process the incoming image.  The cable end also was equipped with a small light emitting diode (LED) that provided a surprisingly bright source of light for the camera and night vision electronics.  All night vision optics required some light to process - natural with as little light offered from stars or artificial light, like a distant incandescent bulb.  Whatever void or chamber that lay beyond, it would be totally devoid of any light source and therefore needed the LED.

There was a tremendously long period of silence, as the film crew closely filmed Zawi rotating the toggle switch about its full axis with one eye closed and the other tightly held against the rubber boot of the eyepiece.  At long last he said, “Incredible!  What I’m seeing with some difficulty, is a very large space receding into darkness at the center of my vision to clearly defined and well lit objects along walls nearest my scope of vision.  I see fabulous objects along the nearest walls that seem to suggest they are gold and very ornate.  I think it is safe to say, we have finally found the royal tomb and chamber of the Pharaoh Amenemhet-I.  Dan, won’t you please have a look see?”

Dan traded places with Zawi in the cramped space of the narrow tunnel and took his turn at the viewing lens.  “Holy Cow!  You’re right Zawi.  It does appear as if this is what we’ve found!  An added bonus is there is nothing nearby that could be damaged if we knocked the door down with our picks.  You’re right Zawi, this appears to be a huge chamber!  Son of a bitch!”  

Dan switched places with the live feed camera man and allowed the young technician to attach his camera lens to the standardized docking collar of the night vision device.  After a few seconds the sophisticated camera automatically focused the lens and made slight adjustments for brightness and contrast, allowing the entire world, to see as one, what Dan and Zawi had just seen.  Back in the comfort of the air-conditioned trailer outside the canyon, the announcer filled the ensuing silence by reverentially saying in a low voice, “Ladies and gentlemen, what you are seeing hasn’t been seen by anyone in almost 4,000 years!”  The words were quickly translated in fifty different languages and dialects around the world.  He let the images speak for themselves after that.  Another half hour of nearly silent filming was allowed before the live feed was discontinued.  Historians and Egyptologists around the world were queried in a multitude of cable TV studios by news anchors for their interpretations of what they had just witnessed.  The unanimous conclusion was that the royal chamber was likely discovered.  Most would reserve their opinions until the chamber door was breached, to see if indeed a real king’s tomb was discovered inside.

___

Not more than 100 feet above the very chamber, where images were being broadcast, twelve men sat in the shadows of a fractured volcanic rock outcrop that was the remains of an ancient vent tube that rose above the flat plain of the mesa.  They too were watching the live broadcast.  “Do we start now?” one man asked.  “Not yet we don’t you dumb ass!  They haven’t reached the tomb yet and until they do, there’s nothin’ we can do yet, so we stay hidden!”

___

The drilling sled was dismantled, and along with the optical viewer, removed with student help from the tunnel maze and stored in the antechamber in case it was needed later.  By late morning, the film crew filmed the laborious process of widening the 1” bore hole and ultimately removing the entire slab with pick axes.  Dan and Zawi went to the canyon for fresh air and a much deserved break while Rachel and Marta took turns supervising the slab demolition by a few of the huskier male students.  The entire process was again being broadcast live to the world audience.

After several hours, the hole had been enlarged enough to stick a head through.  Dan and Zawi were summoned by Rachel through her walkie talkie, “Get your butts down here ASAP!”  The three archaeologists agreed, this was Rachel’s project and she should have first viewing rights.  With a very intense search light in hand, Rachel first put her arm and lamp inside the opening and followed with her head as far as her shoulders allowed.  The tiny walkie talkie, now clipped to her shirt collar broadcast her voice and impressions loud and clearly to Dan’s unit and from there, by camera crew to the outside.

“Unbelievable!  Truly unbelievable!  I can make out two very large rooms somehow connected and with tall ceilings.  At the center of the closest room, I can easily make out a large black stone tomb.  There are an incredible number of large and small artifacts filling each chamber, adjacent to the perimeter walls of each.    The colors and sights are truly beyond description!  Oddly enough, I don’t detect any bad air inside these rooms.  In fact, if anything, I think the air in here seems more breathable than outside in the tunnel!”  With that, she removed her head and allowed the other scientists to have their turn at viewing, followed by the camera crews.  

PBS and National Geographic Society’s top brass were just now beginning to comprehend the unfathomable prestige and profits that would flow from the broadcasts and all of the ensuing copyrighted documentaries, magazines and other sundry materials that would benefit them for months and years to come.  Income alone from the current syndicated broadcasts to the worldwide network of stations and viewers was going through the roof.   The film crew was once again, deep into fantasies of Emmy’s, Pulitzer Prizes, plum contracts, etc.

By late afternoon, the entire slab had been totally dismantled and removed, chunk by chuck to the canyon below, where it was segregated for future analysis.  Though the hour was late, no one in their right mind could keep from doing a cursory examination of the chamber contents and postponing this moment until the following morning.  Due to the extreme likelihood of valuable archaeological evidence laying everywhere inside the tomb, there would be no “mob” exploration at first.  The decision was made, that Rachel would enter alone.  Marta lobbied the group of scientists somewhat, that she should be the logical person to go in first with her expertise in Egyptology. When the two men voted her down, she seemed visibly angry from Rachel’s vantage point but managed to keep her feelings in check.  

Rachel would have to delicately and deliberately walk a circuitous path around the two adjoining chambers.  She was to be mindful of any extraneous object on the floor in these rooms, that were sealed from all outside contamination for 4,000 years.  Even the dust could harbor valuable evidence for scientists to later study; pollen, seed pods, fibers, etc.  Everything was scientifically important and sacrosanct in the place! 

Standing at the threshold of the newly opened northern Chamber, Rachel was bashful to express her true inner feelings to her colleagues and the eaves-dropping world.   With a walkie-talkie in one hand and a high-beamed searchlight in the other, she wondered if anyone was noticing her shaking legs and the goose bumps on her neck and arms.  As she stood there, looking inward, she considered carefully, all of the emotions and thoughts that overwhelmed her at that precise moment.  

First, there was the unquestionable joy at having successfully discovered this tomb – battling against the odds of such a remarkable stroke of luck; beginning with that first strange and maybe not-so-coincidental phone call from Frankie.  The thought of him possibly lurking somewhere nearby gave her the “creeps” and also added to the goose bumps.  Secondly, Rachel was highly intimidated by the magnitude of her being the only human being to enter this sacred space in the last 4,000 years.  She was also keenly aware of a camera filming her every step, watching her every move, listening to her every word – all, ever so carefully in high definition.  And, not just by a few colleagues, but by millions and millions of viewers!  Finally, as she swung the flashlight randomly around the room, the bottomless shadows, the dark recesses of the furthest chamber, the overwhelming unknown of it all, and yes, even “The Curse” collaborated in filling her with dread apprehension.

Zawi tapped her on the shoulder and whispered everything was ready for her to begin.  The camera crew would use their zoom lens to follow her around the room and she was instructed to go as slowly as possible, hold the light steady on each object and try to be as descriptive as possible. It was here, at this thought, that she wished Marta was doing this rather than her, because of Marta’s expert knowledge.  Regardless her present apprehensions, it was now too late for that and she would just have to suck it up. 

As she prepared to take her first tentative step through the gapping opening into the first chamber, the flashlight aimed at the floor illuminated a slight anomaly that caught her eye.  Kneeling for closer examination, she discovered a woven hemp fiber mat that was painted the same black color of the floor.  The other scientists, seeing this, huddled closer, while Rachel poked and picked at the fiber mat carefully removing small chunks of debris from the slab door.  The object was nearly overlooked - due to the fine sprinkling of dust covering it and giving it the same appearance as the adjacent floors.  Before long, it became evident the mat was set into a slight recess carved into the stone floor, intentionally making the two seem to be on the same plain.  At first, she thought this was much like your everyday, household “welcome” mat on the front porch.  Maybe it was a place to wipe dirty worker’s feet or some sort of symbolic foot cleansing mat used before entering the sacred tomb.  Before long, she was able to lift a near corner that easily came detached from the gritty recess.  Shinning the flashlight underneath the lifted corner, she noticed a dark hollow beneath.  Now eager to remove the entire covering, she began slowly and carefully lifting, careful to stop if resistance were met or if the object began to break.  The ancient weaving seemed nearly as pliable as if it were made only years before, so she continued lifting.  In all, the mat was about 1 meter in each direction and came away cleanly to be slid aside onto the chamber floor.  Now directing the light beam into the opening beneath the erstwhile mat, it quickly became apparent to all four observers, this was a booby trap for the unsuspecting tomb robber!  A square shaft had been cut about 4 meters straight down and pointy wood spears projected upwards from the dark bottom.  This was an ancient “punji trap” like those used by the NVA/VC in Viet Nam to kill the unwary.  

Rachel stood back up and shuddered noticeably.  Dan gave her a bear hug and told her, “It was okay.”  He directed some students to get a couple of extra 2x12 scaffolding planks to lay across the opening.  He also cautioned the gathered staff, “Until now, we have never had any reason to believe ancient Egyptian tombs contained “booby” traps.  Hidden rooms and unexplained passages, yes!  So from here on out, we must expect the unexpected and conscientiously be on the lookout for anything unusual.  That also goes for the places we have also traveled and explored.  There could easily be some “un-sprung” gizmo waiting to kill or incapacitate one of us!  Pretend this is one of those tunnels in an Indiana Jones movie okay?  Let’s have some students carefully go back and inch by inch, inspect where we’ve been for any devices.  I repeat the careful part again my friends!”  To Rachel he said, “That settles the issue about who goes first into the chamber I’m afraid, Rachel.  It has to be me, since I have military training for this very thing, albeit minimal and long ago.  Never-the-less, I am the only one qualified here to continue.”  
Rachel would have none of his arguments and stated firmly to his face, “Look mister, I’m finally emotionally ready to enter this damn place and I have two eyes just like you that are equally capable of differentiating things that look out of place.  So kindly step aside and let me get on with my task!”  Rachel was the defacto leader of the expedition and clearly a determined woman set in having her way.  
He shrugged and took a step sideways allowing her to cross the wooden bridge now being placed across the opening.  “Please be careful!” he said.

The flashlight was once again directed at the floor in front of her feet and beyond the now covered pit, which easily lit the periphery so that her eyes could make out details of the objects now beginning to surround her.  She chose a path to the right between the black, centrally located tomb and the objects placed along the walls.  After a dozen or so, well-chosen steps she stopped and slowly raised the light beam to deliberately shine on the many facets of the tomb she was now immersed.  Her first foray with the beam was to illuminate as much of her surroundings as possible to get an overall impression and general lay of things.  
She slowed her scan and started describing, “The chamber appears to be square and quarried from the solid rock of the mesa.  Every surface except the floor appears to have been plastered over and painted, including the ceiling.  The square-shaped room’s dimensions seem be approximately 12 meters by 12 meters, with a wall height of about 12 meters.  The ceiling is pyramid-shaped and looks to be a uniform 45 degree pitch or a 12:12 ratio of rise to run.  The entire black rock floor is covered in a light coating of fine dust.  Judging by where my soft, rubber-soled boot footprints disturbed the dust, I’d say, the floor has been highly polished and resembles Obsidian glass or polished, black, seamless marble. The corner opposite the entry door overlaps the distant chamber and forms an opening there of approximately 4 meters by 12 meters, to where it meets the ceiling slope.  There doesn’t seem to be any other openings or doorways that I can tell by moving my light around the room.”  Rachel stopped her commentary to let the light beam and distant crew film the images from the entry door. 

Resuming, she said, “As you can plainly see, every length of wall at all four sides, has been painted in elaborate murals that seem to be depicting daily life.  Also, along every inch of wall, there has been placed fancy artifacts in every conceivable size, shape and description.  From what I can see so far, I would have to say, these objects look like they are more feminine and seem to be that of a female companion to the king, and most likely the queen’s possessions.  I would therefore guess this room and tomb at the center to be that of the queen or at the very least, his favorite concubine.”  Rachel instinctively knew this was not the time to try and be overly descriptive of the objects themselves and let the light linger just long enough without narration, so the distant camera could record the sensation and overall impressions.

“Okay, I’m now going to make my way around the centrally placed tomb to the distant chamber, describing the tomb as I walk by it.  It seems to be quite large in all directions – width, length and height, as you can now probably see by my body as a reference scale against the vault.  My estimate of its size is 2 meters by 3 meters by another 3 meters to the top of the lid.  The overlapping lid is about 8 inches thick and appears to be cut from a solid slab.  Failing to see any joints at the base perimeter, I suspect the tomb to be carved directly from the base rock.”

“I’m now getting close to the far opening to the distant chamber.” Rachel said, while slowly walking forward.  Now, a few steps inside the new chamber, she stopped and repeated her description of this room in the same manner as the previous room, “This room seems to be a mirror image of the earlier room in very respect, except for these distinctions; First, the artifacts around the room are male in gender including the much larger gold throne. Second, there are four, dark square holes randomly appearing in the four ceiling panels or plains of the pyramid. And third, there is a slab panel at the opposite corner that I would guess to be the door we encountered in the south tunnel and the duplicate of the one we entered today!  From all respects, I would presume this room to be the Royal Chamber and the final resting place of the Great Pharaoh Amenemhet-I of the 12th Dynasty, Egypt!  To put an exclamation mark on things, that appears to a genuine copy of the “Book of the Dead” sitting on a small altar next to the central tomb if I remember the lessons correctly from my college days.  As I recall, copies of the great book were always left in the same room as the Pharaoh so he had a guidebook or roadmap to help him find his way to the Netherworld. Correct Marta?”  
Marta said, “That’s correct.”  And that carved alabaster chest over there…”  Rachel spotlighted four bizarrely carved heads of small statues, “…  are the four canopic jars containing the internal organs of the king?” 

As she moved a little deeper into the second chamber she abruptly stopped and gasped, “Oh my!  Hidden from view and laying about the floor, are piles of small animal skeletons.  They seemed to have been place roughly together in four different locations about the floor as if in sacrificial groupings.  That seems rather odd to me.”

With those words said, Rachel announced she would be returning, following her same footprints, to the entry door and her colleagues, signaling the next phase of the exploration.  Dan told the cameras and world that that would be all the live broadcast for this day.  If everything went as planned, live coverage would resume early the next day.  There would be much in the way of mundane preparations that would immediately begin so that the contents of the rooms and tombs could be systematically explored.

As one, 160 million viewers in every far-away corner of the world, collectively groaned as the cameras were switched off and the various networks took control.  Hundreds of television commentators let seconds slip by as they joined with their viewers in speechless awe and wonderment of what they had just witnessed.  The world had become captivated and overwhelmed beyond comprehension by what they had just seen and TV analysts’ stumbled in their attempts at trying to put it all into words.

Two security guards were placed at the entry door and the entire staff took a much needed dinner break back at the camp to collect their thoughts, plan the next phase and recharge their batteries – both literally and figuratively.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE – HIPPOS IN THE DESERT
“Yeah!  We’ve been sitting here in this damned spot all day!  My ass is sore from sitting on this shitty black rock – all rough and stuff.  S’not fit for a man’s ass I tell ya.   What? Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me?  We been hide’n out all day long in this nasty ass place and now you’re tellin’ me to go home for the day?  What?  You’re fuckin’ shittin’ me woman!  No I ain’t watchin’ my mouth!  I’m real damned sore and tired from bein out here fo the last eight hours and now you tellin’ me this gig might not happen for a long time?  This fuckin’ sucks you know?!  Okay, okay!  We’ll leave when it gets dark and be ready to come back when you tell us to.  Yeah? Well bye to you too bitch!”  Frankie hung up the cell phone, stood, and mumbled some choice words under his breath, pretending to his men that the caller was still on the line.  Afterwards, he started to throw his cell phone into the hard face of the mesa, but restrained the impulse at the last second.  Instead, he moved out into the glaring sunshine and began walking in random patterns, brushing his greasy, unkempt hair in a contemplative manner.  The remaining crew stayed in the shadows of the outcropping of rock, watching Frankie’s peculiar actions. No one wanted to disturb or anger the already agitated man, for they had already come to know this person as one with a quick and violent temper.   Most of the crew already had seen for themselves or heard about the consequences of getting on his “bad side’!  The twelve men rose and began their hike back to the hidden crevasse and the carefully stashed vehicles.
____

Not more than a mile away, the archaeologist’s campsite was abuzz with more than its usual swarm of activities.  The four scientists were huddled over a dinner table discussing the methodology they would use in the tombs for the coming days and weeks to come.  As they all took turns talking, Dan was busy sketching a semi-detailed plan of the underground warren of rooms and tunnels as he imagined them to look.  There would be civil engineers who would later come and provide incredibly detailed and accurate measurements and plans of the burial chambers, but for now, Dan wanted to see for himself, how everything fit.  When he felt he had pretty much captured the correct plan, he put his pen down and said, “Well guys.  I think that’s about what it all looks like.  I think our discovery this morning fills in the large gap that I envisioned earlier.  There may still be a few more surprises, but I think this is pretty accurate!”  Letting the crew admire his handiwork, he got up to get a cold drink.  Zawi followed. 
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“You know Dan, I oppose any quick or hasty survey of the two tombs.  I hope I can get you to change your mind and make this site a place of long-term study.  In situ as they say.”  
“Sorry Zawi, this is Rachel’s project and call, while I’m merely a guest worker.  I’ll have to go along with whatever she wants to do.  If she feels that it’s best we remove everything as quickly as possible to a safer place, then I have to respect that!  Besides, I think you would have to agree, now that we’ve opened the chambers to the environment, we need to get most of the items to a place where we can begin applying temperature, security and humidity controls?  Not to mention the huge cost of maintaining this encampment every day!”  
“I can’t argue with all that Dan.  But I’m also concerned that if we go too fast, irreparable damage could be done to many objects!” Zawi retorted.  
“I agree Zawi, so we’ll proceed at a pace fast enough to get the job done, but yet slow enough to safeguard against damage.  Okay?”  Zawi reluctantly nodded his acceptance and went back to the table.

It was agreed, that the following morning, the entire staff would be let into the two chambers to begin recording and removing the artifacts.  The four scientists would separately begin removing the cover stones to the two large sarcophagi after Marta translated the hieroglyphics carved on their tops.  They would begin with what they believed was the Pharaoh’s tomb first.  Again, it was agreed that the PBS film crew could broadcast the activities live.  Dan would inform the media pool later of the plan.

Students began filing in for dinner.  As when the canyon was first discovered, everyone was engaged in high pitched discussions and ate way more than their usual fare.  After dinner, no one wanted to or could go to sleep, so the normal camp bonfire was kept burning into the late night, while gallons of wine and non-alcoholic beverages were consumed.  Sadly, Rachel noted, she and Dan sat on opposite sides talking to Zawi and Marta respectively.  The recent split did not go unnoticed by anyone, 

What also did not go unnoticed that night was Marta’s behavior and appearance.  While they sat and talked details of the coming day and speculated about what they would find, Rachel reflected on the subtle changes she had seen in Marta over the last week or so.  Her moods were becoming darker, quickly barking at anyone or becoming argumentative over little issues.  Even her normally radiant complexion seemed missing.  Her face was absent its usual glow and looked dull and ashen with eye dark and sallow looking.   “Surely”, Rachel thought, “the discovery should brighten and cheer any Egyptologist and cancel out any stress that we all have been experiencing?” “Maybe” Rachel pondered, “Swede’s death meant more to her than she has let on.  They did spend more than enough time together in the last few months and got really close before he was murdered.  That was probably what it was”  

She let her thoughts percolate, while she merged back into Marta’s dialog and took another long swig of wine.  As she did so, she looked across the flames to where Dan was sitting.  As if by some sort of ESP, Dan looked her way at the same instant, locking eyes with her across the distance.  Her heart fluttered and she allowed herself a long and quiet sigh, wishing she had the courage to make it work with Dan.  He was such a good man and she knew deep down in her heart, that she would probably never find someone as compatible and decent as this - even if she managed to live to a hundred.  “I guess it’s time for me to call it a night.”  Rachel said to Marta, who was in mid-sentence sitting across the fire pit from her.  She was surprised by Rachel’s abrupt departure.  In truth, it angered Marta some and she couldn’t decide why that was.  Normally, she wasn’t so easily bothered by such trivial things.

Dan sat off to the side by himself, alone in his own thoughts and never acknowledged Rachel’s departure.  This puzzled her some as she turned for her tent.

Sunrise arrived sooner than most people’s achy brains and bleary eyes cared to accept.  However, it didn’t take long before brains remembered what was awaiting them that day and their bodies responded to the brain messages with eager, if not sluggish purpose.  Dan had that same dream again about the Pharaoh.  This time he almost remembered the words the Pharaoh was trying to say to him in warning.  “Funny thing was…” he recalled to himself over coffee, “…he spoke to me in ancient Egyptian and I understood him!”
___

Ten miles away, Frankie woke and kicked a nearby boot as he thought about dragging the whole affair on more days than he cared for.  His naturally criminal mind screamed about spending too much time in one place.  “That’s a damn good way to get caught.” He told himself as he peed in the crusty toilet bowl of the tiny rental house along the edge of town. “That bitch better be calling soon is all I’m sayin’” He spoke aloud as he made his way to the kitchen. “God damned sons-a-bitches!  Hey!  Why the fuck can’t you assholes pick things up once in a while?”  Eleven heads rose from floor, sofa and shoulders as Frankie crashed and banged pots and pans in the kitchen to drive home the point and make his anger known.

___

As the entire crew filed back into the two chambers that morning, they were extremely careful not to disturb anything that might prove valuable from a historic perspective.  The first order of business was to set up flood lights in each chamber to give adequate illumination to work safely.  After this was done, Dan allowed everyone to take a half hour to tour the two rooms on their own.  Meanwhile, the cameras broadcast live images back to the outside world of the more interesting objects scattered about each room.  The huge solid gold thrones and the two central vaults were the most prominently feature objects.

During the casual tour, Zawi discovered a stairway partially hidden behind the Pharaoh’s Royal Bed.  For the moment, there was no way to get to the stairway carved in stone, but it lead upwards.  “To another chamber?” he wondered.  The bed would have to be one of the first artifacts removed he instructed a supervising student.  The animal skeletons were photographed and carefully removed allowing unfettered access and working space around the central vault or sarcophagus.  A wood platform was constructed outside and assembled next to the vault.  Marta expertly translated the hieroglyphics carved into the black stone of the cover plate.  Again, the curse was mentioned below the cartouche that spelled out the name of Amenemhet-I.  There were also carved below the “curse” warning, the many, lesser titles often given to the kings of Egypt;  “Ruler of Upper and Lower Egypt, God-King of All of the Egyptian Empires, King of Ethiopia, etc.

Pry bars and cameras were at the ready as eight of the stoutest men took positions around the edges of the vault lid.  The weight of the large stone lid was lighter than they anticipated and moved upwards rather easily.  Grunting and groaning, the eight men waddled sideways to place the lid on the wood platform nearby.  Camera lights immediately moved from the lid, being transferred back to the now open vault.  As they all stood and gazed inside, an extremely large, Hippo-shaped carving nestled tightly inside the boxlike tomb.  It was carved from a very rare, indigo colored alabaster or Calcite stone.  Against the dark matte stone surface that represented the creature’s back, were painted in light colors, lilies and other recognizable images from ancient Egypt.  On either side of the head, were embedded, large glass bead eyes that seemed disturbingly real.  It was Dan who said, “Holy cow!  Have you noticed how those eyes seem to be following you no matter where you move?”  
“Yeah!” A student answered back.  “They really “creep” me out!  I get a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach looking at them!  What kind of tomb is this Dr. Pruitt?”

“In all truthfulness Tommy, I’ve never seen the likes of this in a pharaoh’s vault before.  Have you Zawi?”  
“No.  No, I haven’t.  This is a first for me also.  There’s no sarcophagus ever found that looks like this one.  However, about this time in Egypt, there were many depictions and a few carvings of Hippopotamus that had significant religious importance.  In fact a very famous Blue Hippo with a “Happy Face” that resides in your Metropolitan Museum and exact replicas have been made and collected all around the world.  People think they’re cute.  This do not.  The Hippo represents a little known God named Tawaret and pronounced Taw a ret.  There are at least three different interpretations given to this god that we know of; “God Protector of Childbirth”, “The Great One” and “Mistress of the Nile”.  Generally, we have found it most often used in context with the second usage as “The Great One” and is meant to instill fear and foreboding to all who come upon the god’s image despite the happy smile that is likely hidden from our view.  Most people see the smile as sinister rather than friendly.  In conclusion, I would have to say, seeing the large alabaster carving of this god in this tomb, was meant more to scare someone than anything else!”  
Tommy said from over his shoulder, “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know doctor.  That’s exactly what I’m feeling right now.  I warning of something evil!” No one said anything for a long period, while the camera continued to silently and surreptitiously recorded the moment 

Rachel broke the spell by asking, “I forget what the correct terms are for the outer stone vault and the inner stone coffin we’re looking at.  Can you help me Marta?”  
“They both are known as Sarcophagus or Sarcophagai in the plural usage, and can be in either stone or wood.  The word comes from the Greek, meaning “flesh eater”.  For our purposes, I suggest we call the chamber the King’s Tomb, the outer stone the King’s Vault and the Hippo Sarcophagus, we’re looking at - just that.  We can assign names later, if, like I suspect, there are inner coffins.  Let’s record this outer case and see if a lid can be removed?”  As she said this, she was feeling down between the black vault and along the smooth sides of the Hippo Sarcophagus for a seam.  “Ouch!” Marta screeched and quickly withdrew her hand.  “Something nicked me!”  She held her index finger aloft, displaying a single drop of bright red blood.  After she sucked off her own blood, she said, “Something down there got me!  Let me see that drop light.  Nope! I don’t see anything.  Whatever got me, I can’t see, but there is a seam as I suspected, so let’s all reach in and see if we can’t lift the top of this nasty Hippo off, being mindful of any sharp objects?”  None were found.
A few minutes later, the indigo colored alabaster lid gave way and slowly rose inside the black vault.  It was gently laid on the floor out of the way, with the glass bead eyes attached to the upper portion of the carving, setting just above the floor and peering out at the intruders of the Pharaoh’s Royal Tomb.  No one noticed this odd apparition as they were now intently gazing at the next phenomenal layer inside the vault.  It was a carved wood mummiform figure that gazed in stiff repose, back up at them.  The carved detail was exquisite and there were fine, multi-colored glass beads embedded in various places about the top of the expansive chest area that featured the familiar crossed-arms and the traditional scepters.  Marta explained while pointing, “These are known as the Crook and the Flail - Emblems of the god Osiris and badges of royal authority.  The Crook stands for kingship, the Flail for the fertility of the land.  Their presence here also suggests this to be a pharaoh’s resting place.  I might also add, only royalty had their arms crossed at the breast like this.”  

Rachel suggested filming end for a short while as they did a little housekeeping.  The scientists gathered to plan their next move, while students took either short breaks or resumed their jobs at recording individual artifacts about the tomb.  

___

Nearly two hours sped by in what seemed like a blink of the eye as the crew and a worldwide audience absorbed every titillating and intriguing second.  Frankie at his little black and white TV set, miles away in the rented house, was no exception.  “Soon baby!  Soon!” 

___

The time soon came to remove the upper wood lid on the latest sarcophagus.  The slightly smaller lid was lifted with little effort by only four people this time.  The work continued slowly, not because of weight, but because of the dryness and fragility of the wood.  Once removed to another bare spot on the floor, the crew and viewing audience was treated to another or third wood coffin, even more intricate and spectacular than the second.  This coffin was entirely covered in gold leaf and with exception of a few curled corners, was perfectly in tact.  The pose mimicked the lid of the coffin above it, except for the face.  The artists, who made this coffin, seemed to have come from a different shop or were done by a different person.  The face, was smiling in this rendition, as opposed to the expressionless mask of the other.  The human expression exhibited a peaceful countenance that brought the viewers back to the reality that a person resided inside and had once been a mere mortal like they were.  

Lying loosely around the perimeter between the new coffin and the upper or second one that now cradled this one, where sheaves of dried flowers and herbs.  The essence of sage and rosemary could still be faintly detected along with the strong aroma of Cedar wood used in making the coffins.  Dan asked, “So how many of these “nested” coffins cane we expect?”  
Marta answered, “Usually, with most pharaohs two or three.  We are now at the third coffin.  It’s possible that the mummified remains are inside the coffin we’re now looking at, but I doubt it for two reasons.  The first reason is; the size is far too big.  Usually, the final coffin is closer to the king’s actual size.  Secondly, the final copse or resting place is usually made of solid gold and is either a full body enclosure or a heavy covering mask.  We won’t know until we remove this lid.”  
Dan said, “It all kind of reminds me of those famous Russian Matryoshka or “nested” dolls!” 

This sarcophagus also differed from the last lid in ornamentation.  As the droplight moved and played across the surface, sparkles reflected from a multitude of semiprecious stones embedded across the gold-leafed background.  Marta explained, “The pretty dark blue stone that’s prominently displayed is called Lapis Lazuli and was prized by the pharaohs dating back about 5,000 years.  Most people think that it is a precious stone or gem, but it is really a rock comprised of various minerals.  As you can see, ancient Egyptian artisans were highly skilled and could produce very delicate and beautiful objects in their unique stylistic fashion.”  The PBS camera silently filmed as the room reverently watched and listened.  
Marta continued, “The ancient Egyptians were also highly skilled in making glass which some believe they discovered and worked to a fine art.  Like the eyes of the Hippo we earlier observed, a lot of the surface ornamentation here is also colored glass beads.”  Pointing to a row of patterned decorations, she said, “Here are very good examples of a craft called faience or glazed beadwork.  There is some semi-precious Amethyst and Turquoise scattered here and there, but the really precious gems are reserved for the mummy itself.  Those would likely be Emeralds, Rubies and perhaps Diamonds!  There are very few examples for us modern day scientists to discover, as those were the primary objective of ancient tomb robbers and why so many important mummies were found in disheveled conditions.  If we are going to find really precious stones, it will be inside the last coffin and likely would in with the linen bandages!”  Marta finished her last few sentences as an informative lecture that she emphasized for the camera while looking directly at it.

Zawi added his expertise, “All of that is correct Dr. Pruitt.  I am also expecting much the same as this when we open the Queen’s vault sometime soon.”  

With that said, they decided that 4 PM was a good time to end the day.  Again, two guards were placed at the tomb entrance, while the crew returned to the canyon for the day.  Both men were in their fifties and looked like typical pork rind eating rednecks of the Southwest – about 75 pounds overweight.  Never the less, each at least, conveyed a strong sense of security with their revolvers hanging from their hip holsters.
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“That which has been shut fast [dead] hath been opened by the command of the Eye of Horus, which hath delivered me. Established are the beauties of the forehead of RA”  From the Pyramid Texts

CHAPTER THIRTY – GHOSTS
Dinner was served back at the encampment and everyone went about their business in the usual fashion afterwards.  Dan and Rachel still did not talk except for business and were in their respective tents for the remainder of the evening, both reading their favorite authors; Rachel enjoying John Jakes’ “California Gold” and Dan nearing the exciting finish of Clive Cussler’s “Inca Gold”.  There was a fairly stiff and chilly breeze that evening, so most everyone was snuggled inside their tents, while Marta and Zawi preferred the warmth of the fire.  Marta and Zawi enjoyed each other’s company at the camp’s fire pit, sipping a good Merlot and debating the various subtleties’ of early Egyptian Dynasties – their favorite subject.  

Around 10:15 that evening, one of the two guards left guarding the entrance to the Royal Chambers, came running into camp, breathless and babbling incoherently.  As he ran toward the brightest place in the camp – the fire pit, Zawi stood and grabbed the man by both shoulders.  “Good heavens man!  What’s the matter?”  The security guard was clearly hyperventilating.  Marta said, “I think the man’s name is George.  George, tell us what happened?”

The man could only sit on the folding chair, looking directly forward, while gasping for air.  Zawi knelt down in front of the guard looking the man directly in the face and blocking his view of whatever he was staring at.  “George!  Look at me!  It’s alright.  George!”  The man snapped his head slightly and focused on Zawi’s eyes.  Knowing he had the man’s attention by using his name, Zawi continued soft-naturedly, “George.  Relax.  It’s alright.  Can you tell us what happened?  You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”  

Marta and Zawi didn’t have to be psychologists to realize, that the last question was the wrong one.  George’s eyes began to scan from side to side and his breathing increased once again.  Fearing the expedition had been robbed once again, Zawi asked, “Where’s your partner?  Is he still guarding the tomb?”  By asking about the man’s partner, he had inadvertently regained George’s attention.  “I…I don’t know!” He mumbled.  “The last thing I heard as I was leaving the tunnel, was a loud, sickening scream.”  “So why were you and your partner running?”  Zawi said, asking the obvious.   

George’s eyes got big as saucers and then his stare became fixed, saying, “All evening long we had been hearing moans and groans coming from the furthest chamber of the king.  Not just imagined sounds doctor!  These were very loud and clear.  I’m in my late fifties and my partner Pete his late sixties.  We’ve seen and heard just about everything and neither one of us is much afraid of anything, so the sounds didn’t really bother us much!  They were real and eerie sounding, but Hell!  Weren’t enough to scare us!  Those sounds weren’t near bad enough.  No sir!  Then, we started hearing things bang and bump in the far room.  At first, we kinda thought it was a small animal.  Like maybe a rat had somehow got into the chambers or somethin’.  That’s what it sounded like.  Smallish soundin’, you know?  That’s when Pete shines his flashlight into the next chamber and the beam falls on those glass eyes of that freakin’ Hippo whatchmacallit thing, sittin on the floor in the other chamber.  While we’re lookin’ at those creepy eyes, we both hear this loud bang come from the other room and that did it!  We both start running!  I’m tellin’ ya…that Hippo thing did somethin’ weird!”

Zawi and Marta listened patiently, keeping their composure, having heard stories like this often during their careers.  It was a common occurrence after Hollywood fictionalized stories about mummy’s curses and all.  A significant portion of the population these days actually believed in the paranormal and were easily convinced or spooked by the naturally occurring.  In their minds, what George and Pete experienced, was likely, easily explained.  Marta asked in a low and calming voice, “So George, where’s your partner Pete?”  
George’s head snapped upwards to meet Marta’s face and he said, “Last thing I saw, was when I heard Pete’s scream from behind me, while we was running, and with my flashlight, I looked back.  The tunnel at that point was kinda dark, but I sees Pete laying on the floor and some sort of creature running up his back with them creepy eyes!  That was all I needed. So I kept running fast as my legs would go.  I didn’t go back!  I’m tellin’ ya…something got Pete!  Whatever it was, I saw it with my own eyes!”

“Okay George.  We believe you.  Someone get George a blanket and some hot chocolate.  We’ll go take a look.  Marta?  Why don’t you go see if you can get Dan and Rachel and we can go find Pete?  He’s probably somewhere in the canyon.  You stay here and relax George.  We’ll be back with Pete and everything will be just fine.”  

Twenty minutes later, the foursome was descending the long, narrow tunnel leading to the Royal Chambers.  Lighting was very minimal and created several lengths of near blackness.  Not far from the chamber entrance, their flashlights fell upon a prone body.  Marta instantly recognized the man as one of the guards, and confirmed this by the name plate affixed to the chest of his uniform.  The man was lying with one shoulder on the floor of the tunnel and the other resting against a wall, looking up at an odd angle.  His face was contorted in a painful expression with eyes open and a fist clutching an unmoving chest.  Dan reached down and touched his neck, feeling for a pulse.  There was none.  “Shit!” Dan said.  “This man is dead!  Rachel, would you please go back to the canyon and use your cell phone to call the sheriff and ask for a coroner?”

By 3:00 that morning, the sheriff and the county coroner had removed Pete’s body, with the coroner tentatively diagnosing an apparent heart attack.  “The man was elderly and very much overweight.  The self-imposed fright and energetic running, probably was too much for his heart.  We’ll do an autopsy tomorrow…er..today, and let you know for sure.”  The sheriff and coroner were thanked as they left with Pete strapped to a gurney.  The foursome investigated the chambers and found small animal footprints in the dust along the perimeter of the chambers.  Presumably, a rabbit’s, which was later confirmed, when a wild jack rabbit with a broken hip was found cowering in a corner of one of the earlier discovered side tombs. As to the moaning and groaning George described; the archaeologists agreed, it was likely coming from the four small portholes in the King’s Chamber ceiling and the high winds outside on the mesa above. It appeared, with everything said and done, the two guards had managed to let the fear of an Egyptian burial tomb get the better of their imaginations, which got the better of Pete in the end.  Not another “Mummy’s Curse” at all.  Still, that morning, students gathering for breakfast and hearing of the night’s events for the first time, couldn’t help speculate about “The Curse”.  The scientists privately shook their heads, discounting the comments as usual.
___

The death of the security guard, though believed to be self-imposed, still caused a disturbance that morning inside the camp.  The staff downplayed the incident for what they believed it was – a heart attack of an older man – nothing more, nothing less.  Fortunately, no member of the press had heard anyone mention anything about “The Curse”.  Otherwise, they would have been jumping all over the obvious headline grabber.  Marta insisted on personally replacing the missing guard and later told Dan, Brink’s couldn’t get a man out there in a week, so she was forced to use a local San Fidel man.  Though Dan had concerns, he kept his thoughts hidden and thanked her.

As the crew re-entered the pharaoh’s tomb that morning, they were in an unusually quiet and somber mood, despite the fact that they would likely be viewing the last and possibly most spectacular coffin.  If time permitted, they would also be opening the tomb of what was believed to be the queen in the first chamber.

When the entire crew entered the second chamber, all three of the sarcophagi had been removed by students from the stone vault and lain, side-by-side on the heavy wooden table off to one side of the large room.  First in the row of three, was the indigo Hippo with its inner coffins removed and the lid now mated with its base.  Seen in this fashion, high upon the table, created an even more sinister-looking construction. Secondly, was the first elaborately carved wood coffin found inside the alabaster, stone outer coffin.  It was also mated with its base, and each formed two, separate, complete and empty figures.  The third coffin covered with gold leaf sat off to one side of the expansive wood table allowing for some work space.

The third coffin was checked and inspected for any hidden seals and its general condition.  Finding everything satisfactory, the scientists removed the gold covered, wooden lid of the third shroud and set it to one side.  Scientists, students, camera crew and one hundred and sixty million people then viewed the newly exposed inner coffin, together for the first time, after nearly four millennia.  This latest mummy covering revealed a prostrate and resplendent, near life-sized gold figure, gleaming under the bright lights, gazing, as it were, wide-eyed at the ceiling high above.  No one moved, breathed or said a single word for several moments as the object they were viewing stunned all with its unimaginable magnificence.  

Zawi reached inside the crypt and first felt the cold, metallic firmness of the surface.  He then rapped it with his knuckle, pronouncing it made from solid gold and probably an inch in thickness.  The edifice was similar to King Tut’s famous funereal mask, but was at least twice as spectacular and, unlike that famous head mask, was full sized.  The entire surface was inlaid with lapis lazuli, glass beading, turquoise and precious gems, and to everyone’s great surprise, rough-cut emeralds, rubies, garnets and diamonds were lavishly scattered about the folds and depressions of the stylized surface and down, along its sides!  Zawi commented, “We have never seen this before is all the tombs we’ve opened.  When we see them, it is always after the graves have been robbed, including King Tut’s tomb.  We have always imagined what might have been inside, but have never been able to confirm it!  This is truly splendid!”

Rachel added, “I’m very impressed with the detail.  Especially on the crossed arms and the Crook and Flail he’s holding.  Dan said, “Just look at those eyes!  It’s almost as if they’re real.  I feel like he’s looking at me right now.  Totally mesmerizing is an understatement!

The four archaeologists stood back a few steps and let the movie and still cameras capture the sight from every conceivable angle for the viewers and for recorded posterity.  After they were done filming, Zawi stuck his hand back inside the outer coffin and ran his fingertips down the side to find a seam running horizontally around the new coffin’s perimeter, hoping to perhaps find a gap large enough to place some flat lifting hooks into.  Marta suggested they use instead, lifting straps that could be slung under the head and legs of the two piece figure.  The other three concurred and a wood tripod hoist was erected, straddling the solid gold sarcophagus.  

Heavyweight lifting straps were slid under the top and bottom and attached to the safety hook dangling from a system of pulleys near the apex of the tripod.  Finally, the rope was pulled and the entire gold coffin rose slowly from its wooden nest, straining the fibers and pulleys to their maximum.  It was mentioned that the method chosen, had been fortunate, since they had obviously miscalculated the overall weight by a considerable amount.  Once clear of the outer wood coffin, the former enclosure was moved sideways on the work table and the solid gold coffin placed back down in the clear space.  The precious gems were recovered from the bottom of the outer coffin and placed in a metal lock-box and set back inside until further study could be done.

The time finally came to remove the upper, solid gold cover.  Still no one knew if a mummy existed beneath and whether or not it was the true Pharaoh Amenemhet-I.  Numerous people inserted fingers into the wide peripheral joint that formed the upper and lower halves.  Someone suggested that this was probably the way workers in the House of the Dead did it back in Egypt all those many years ago.  There was some grunting and groaning as the lid was gently lifted and very carefully set to one side.

Another mummiform image stared back up at the assembled group.  This time it wasn’t a craftsman’s rendition of the pharaoh, but the pharaoh himself, wrapped in age darkened, resin covered linen bandages.  Once again, the arms were crossed in the pharaonic posture across the chest with the highly detailed Crook and Flail he had used during his ruling years.  The chin was lifted in a noble-looking position and under the shrunken neck and about the upper chest was a splendid fan-shaped necklace consisting of solid gold, multi-colored glass beads and many precious, rough-cut gems. Marta announce this was an Amulet of great religious significance and never actually seen before on a pharaoh – just in hieroglyphs.  It was The Eye of Osiris, she told them and was a familiar object to most people who knew even a little about Egyptian artifacts.  It was also known as the Eye of Horus and associated with the God RA.  She recalled a specific sentence from the ancient Pyramid Texts; “perfect is the Eye of Horus.  I have delivered the Eye of Horus, the shining one, the ornament of the RA, the Father of Gods.” There was also one particularly large diamond placed in the pharaoh’s partially opened mouth cavity that Marta estimated to be 50 carats or more.

At this point, Marta pulled a stack of 8 x10 black and white photographs out of a manila envelope she had brought with her that morning to the tomb for this moment.  They were images taken back in Cairo of the supposed Pharaoh Amenemhet-I and his successor-son Senusret-I.  The first half dozen images she separated from the stack were of the purported king, and she now held the various close-ups against the real mummy in the same viewing direction as they had been taken months ago.  It was very obvious to all that the two mummies had no resemblance.  However, as she repeated the process with the images of Senusret-I, each view was as if the two mummies had been twin brothers.  Rachel said, “Oh my!  I can’t believe how close the two resemble each other!”  
Marta added, “Until later, when we can unwrap some hair or fingernails, we won’t be able to do any DNA tests for comparisons of the man here against the two men back in Cairo.  For now, though I agree with you Rachel, I think we can say with some degree of certainty, this is the real pharaoh and the one in the Cairo museum is an imposter.”  Zawi agreed, but of course deferred final assessment, citing the neutrality his official position required, until final DNA testing was complete.

The exposed mummy was left to rest in its gold basin, which would provide a perfect transportation vessel back to the university, where non-invasive tests could be performed later.  The time had flown by that morning and the crew broke for an early lunch, while Dan and Zawi volunteered to stay behind and supervise the chamber’s organization and address some minor housekeeping issues.  Zawi again complained to Dan about the haphazard manner in which the investigation was proceeding, but quickly added he understood the necessity of it.  

Each spent the next hour working together to catalog and record the morning’s find, along with an accurate count and description of the precious gems in the metal lockbox and on the mummy.  They agreed, as long as the artifacts were deep inside the tomb, they were safer than being removed to the canyon staging tent.  That could wait until after they opened the queen’s tomb and investigated the hidden stairway later that afternoon.  The crew was scheduled to have the royal bed moved by mid-afternoon allowing access to the mysterious stairwell beyond.

An hour later, the entire crew returned to tackle the queen’s tomb resting inside the first chamber.  The outside black stone resembled the king’s vault in all dimensions and appearance and the lid was raised in the same manner.  Inside the voluminous space, was another indigo-colored Hippo carved identically to the first one.  Once again, the uncovered object gave all who viewed it an uneasy feeling.  The lid was quickly removed and set aside on the wood platform or bench also created for this room.  Inside, was a solid gold coffin of approximately the same size as the final coffin discovered earlier, belonging to the king.  The detailing was equally exquisite and the only two notable differences were the feminine-styled clothing design and the head orientation.  Instead of the pleated kilt worn in the king’s coffin, the queen wore a long pleated skirt looking like flowing silk.  In lieu of looking skyward, her head was turned completely to one side and in the direction of the king’s chamber.  There were no outer wood coffins and the life-sized enclosure seemed lost within the bowels of the much larger Hippo figure.  As before, the tripod was erected over the tomb and the gold casket was removed to the wood platform and the lid carefully lifted.  Inside was a female appearing mummy draped with a large, ornate necklace and sprinkled liberally, once again, with precious and semi-precious gems.  Like before, these were placed in another lockbox for safekeeping.

Any further investigation of the tombs was left for extensive and in-depth research back at the university when everything could be safely removed to that final destination.  The students had finally cleared the chamber’s perimeter ring of clothing and other personal artifacts in the king’s chamber, allowing the careful removal of the royal bed and full exposure of the staircase behind it.  Unless there were any further discoveries, the expedition would be soon coming to an end.

By late afternoon, with flashlight in hand and camera crew in tow, Dan climbed the upward spiraling staircase cut into the side of the king’s chamber.  The stairway was at least a meter and a half wide and twisted upward in a counter-clockwise manner, rising six or seven meters in the process.  Before long, the stair opened into a perfectly square room that held a richly carved wood coffin with many prominent hieroglyphs on the top cover.  Marta worked her way up the stairs to translate in front of the live cameras.

With pencil and pad in hand, she expertly translated the inscriptions carved about the top.  Marta announced, “I’ve identified the occupant of the wood coffin!  From what I can decipher thus far, is this is the remains of the Captain Senenmut of the vessel discovered by Swede on the beach in Corpus Christi months ago.  It also says he was a close friend of the Pharaoh.  Apparently he was held in very high esteem to have been buried in his own chamber and alongside the Royal Tomb.  He must have died during the journey or sometime after arriving.  However, I would guess the stairway and tomb were an afterthought, judging from the way the stones of both were so roughly cut and without any decoration or adornment.  I would also assume the artifacts all about the walls are his personal property, left to be used by him in the afterlife.  Incidentally, did anyone happen to notice the large slots flanking the new chamber opening at the head of the stairs?  I’m not sure what the significance of that are, but the entire works seem to me to reflect an unfinished appearance.”  Everyone nodded agreement.  “I want the cameras to take note of the large painted depiction of Taweret on this wall.  It appears our captain was also a devout worshipper of the same god our king and queen believed in.”
Back down in the king’s chamber, the gathered crew took the information of the captain quietly and in stride as this new bit of historical significance, somehow seemed lost in the overall immensity of the whole.  Any one of the discoveries, taken alone would have become hugely publicized, were it not for the stupendous grandeur and awe-inspiring significance being revealed in these two royal chambers.  The film crews climbed the stairs and took ample footage of the captain’s burial chamber – filming the Hippo image as instructed.
A short while later, the four scientists gathered the entire crew around the black vault in the king’s chamber and Dan announced, “Today ends the primary phase of this exploration into the Pharaoh’s Tomb.  Tomorrow, we begin removing everything we’ve found by security trucks to the university back in Albuquerque.  After that, Marta and her department will begin the lengthy process of carefully studying every artifact and surveying the empty tombs for any further information.  This process will likely keep her and her class very busy for years to come.  As for live TV transmissions, I’m afraid to tell the audience, that ends right now.  The PBS and National Geographic crews are free to stay here and film or continue filming back at the university depending on what they want and need for their respective assignments – or both.  Tomorrow morning, the archaeologists will briefly study the newly discovered upper chamber and then begin the lengthy process of packing up and heading home.  Together, we have discovered the “Treasure of the Millennium” to use the popular title from the media.”  Dan raised his hands over his head and applauded saying, “You did good people!  We’re all very proud of your efforts over the past few months and all the sweat and hard work everyone has given.  Thank you all!  In the coming days and weeks, we will be sorting out all the legal questions and other issues still looming over our find.  You will be the first to know what shakes out from all of what we’ve found – especially the authenticity of the pharaoh!  Everyone get a good night’s sleep and we’ll see you back here first thing in the morning.”

The students and camera crews milled around some in the two chambers, then shuffled back down the tunnel toward the antechamber and encampment for the night.  The four scientists stayed behind for a few minutes to discuss some minor business.  Afterwards, Marta instructed the two guards to start their night watch at the opening to the queen’s chamber.  Dan once again kept his concerns to himself, but figured there really wasn’t anything a single individual could accomplish deep within this mountain, or for that matter, sneak past the two Brink’s guards at the exterior of the passageway leading to the desert.

___

Back at the encampment later that afternoon, Marta found a quiet place and made a brief telephone call.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE – A TOMB FOR THE LIVING
“I shall see the Gods of the Eye of Horus burning with fire before my eyes.”  From the Pyramid Texts

The last of the students left the tombs, having completed their daily chores and the two guards began their long and boring nightly vigil at the entrance to the Queen’s Tomb.  When they felt things had quieted down and they were finally alone, the older and more experienced guard gave the newcomer the exciting tale of the previous night’s escapades.  The younger replacement guard politely listened and feigned interest, and at the end of the story, acted mildly scared in his macho persona way.  When finished with his highly embellished story, the older Brink’s guard complained of his weak bladder and need to use the porta-poddie back in the antechamber.  As with most ventures, the security company’s true motive in having two men was to watch each other as well as the treasure.  It was an effective tool when matching two strangers in a highly challenging situation, to which these two were oblivious.

When the older guard’s footsteps faded into the darkness of the descending tunnel, the newly hired, younger guard began to search the room for a perfect hiding space to place the package he was carrying inside his oversized uniform shirt.  He found several locations that would more than adequately suit his needs and returned to his post.  Shortly, the older guard came back carrying two iced sodas he found in a chest back in the antechamber.  They resumed their easy chit chat that helped pass the many boring hours that lay ahead.

___

The four archaeologists sat together that evening eating their dinner at the same table, as was their usual custom.  Rachel mentioned toward the end of the meal that she felt they should go back to the Captain’s Chamber and finish examining the space before they pulled up tent stakes the following morning.  It would only take an hour or two and they could feel they had done at least, the minimum requisites of research on the last of the discoveries.  Both men agreed to accompany her, but Marta complained of a stomach ache and said she was heading to her tent to retire early.

Around seven that evening, the three archaeologists, without Marta walked back into the canyon, up the ramp and, once again, deep into the bowels of the volcanic mountain.  As they made their way up the narrow tunnel to the queen’s chamber the two security guards came into view - standing sentry on either side of the opening.   Dan was the last to walk through the opening and past the two sentries.  He acted as nonchalant as he could given his hidden suspicions and tried to detect any abnormal facial expressions on the new guard.  The guard’s face however, was a blank slate arousing no eminent concerns with Dan, so he relaxed and followed his fellow scientists to the far chamber and up the winding stairs to the Captain’s Chamber.

Once inside the chamber, they were surprised to find a newly constructed wood platform made of 2x4’s and plywood with the Captain’s Sarcophagus resting neatly atop it.  Two 1,000 watt, high-intensity halogen work lights had been set in opposite corners of the room by the students.  Rachel turned them both on and Dan switched off the flashlight he had brought along.  The three immediately dove into their evening’s task by conscientiously recording the room’s contents and lastly, opening the wood coffin.

___

Seven meters below, the older guard raised his hand, trying to stop the latest story telling session from the younger guard.  “I thought I heard something peculiar in the far room.  What’s that one called?”  
“They call that the King’s Chamber kid. Ain’t you been watchin’ TV lately?  And I sure hope that noise is not the same damn thing that I saw here the other night?  They tried and tell me what I saw was nothin’ but a little rabbit that had fallen down one of those vent holes in the ceiling, but I know different.  Whatever it was I saw was a damn site bigger in that!”

I’ll go take a look.  You stay here.  K?”  
“Sure thing buddy!”  The younger guard said.  As the older man set off to thoroughly explore the two large rooms, the younger man hollered out, that he would go the opposite direction and carefully inspect all the outer rooms, just in case the sound came from that direction.  They agreed they would meet back at the portal in fifteen minutes.

Instead of checking individual rooms as he said he would, the younger man raced back to the antechamber, opening to the canyon and dialed his satellite cell phone. 
“Yeah? What?”  Frankie asked from the front seat of a rented cargo truck parked nearby in the desert.  
“We’ve got a new problem chief!”  The young guard said.  “Three of the archaeologists came to do some late night work in the upper chamber.  Do you want me to wait until they leave?”  
Frankie responded, “Yeah, I already heard.  And no, don’t wait, we can’t afford the extra time. Those three dumb fucks are gonna “seal” their own fate in that tomb by being such god damned work-aholics!  Frankie started laughing at his own joke, but the younger man was too dumb to get it.  
Finally, he said, “Hey man!  I didn’t sign on to do this kinda thing!  No way man!”  
“Listen you dumb shit.”  Frankie interrupted.  “You’ll do as your goddamned told or you’ll be answering to me!  Besides, your share of this stuff will be worth a king’s ransom.  Now, do as we planned!”  Hearing no further arguments, Frankie disconnected and ordered the driver to start the truck and head to their previously arranged spot.  Three other cargo vans and two 9-passenger mini-vans followed in their dust.

The speaker in the cell flap clicked, signaling the call was ended and the young guard slowly closed the phone, waking to the seriousness of his role in this ballsy scheme.  Before leaving the tomb entrance, he removed one of the two small packages he carried and reluctantly placed it atop the outside landing and pressed a button.  A red-blinking light assured him all was working and ran back to the opening of the Queen’s Chamber to meet his co-worked as planned.  When he arrived, the older guard was leaning against the door jamb and asked, “Where the Hell you been kid?  I been here waitin’ for the longest time.”  
“Oh sorry, I went almost all the way back to the first chamber looking and when I got there, figured I needed to piss as well.  Sorry.  You find anything?”  
“Nope!  I didn’t think I heard anythin’ in the first place.  It musta been my story spookin’ ya kid.  I’m thinkin’ you ain’t as tough as you try and act.”

The older man turned to re-enter the Queen’s Chamber and the younger guard, without hesitation, removed his pistol from its holster and clubbed the man on the back of the head with the handle of the gun.  The guard collapsed on the polished black floor and was then drug to one of the six small chambers further back up the maze.  There, he was gagged and hog-tied to prevent any interference.  When finished tying up the older guard, the younger man kicked the prone guard in the ribs, saying, “Don’t be calling me no pussy you old fart.  Let’s see how you like that big-ass headache tomorrow?”  

Running back to the portal and through the Royal Chambers, the younger guard went to the opening of the captain’s upper chamber and stuck his head inside the stairwell to listen.  Hearing only faint voices from the room above, he took out the second black device and planted it in the hollow at the top of the door opening and pushed a button.  Again, a red blinking light came on and he ran back to the narrow tunnel.  This time, there was no hesitation
___

Halfway through their evening’s work, each of the three scientists silently went about their respective chores in the eerie silence of the small tomb.  Each was hoping to be done sooner rather than later and find some much needed rest for themselves after such an exciting, albeit, draining day.  Without warning, I loud, ear-piercing bang came from the stairway, followed by a deep, earthquake like rumbling.  Before either of them could fathom what had happened, the harsh and familiar sound of tons of crashing stone echoed from the bottom of the stairwell followed by flickering lights and clouds of dark, billowing dust that rushed into the chamber.

As the lights flickered, announcing the pending blackout, Dan instinctively searched for and found the unused flashlight before joining his two colleagues dashing below the wood platform for protection.  As quickly as it took the three to skitter under the safety of the platform, the sound of falling rocks ceased, with the exception of the last remaining clattering of smaller rocks and pebbles.  The lights flickered for the last time and went out, leaving the trio in absolute pitch blackness and lung clogging dust.  Dan turned on the flashlight in hopes of restoring some vision to the darkened chamber, only to find the effort totally ineffective with the huge quantity of thick black dust filling the small room.  “Are you two alright?”  Dan asked.  Coughing, both responded that they were untouched and okay.  Dan commented that he thought the rock fall was confined to the lower stairway and he felt they should be okay.  

Rachel asked, “So did we have another cave-in?”  
“I don’t think so Rachel.” Dan answered back. “Did you both hear that loud bang a split second before the rocks started falling?  I’m reasonably sure, that was some sort of blasting device, calculated to trap the three of us in here, and planned by someone for nefarious reasons.  Sealing us off was likely designed to give that someone, unfettered access to the chambers in the two rooms below.”  
Zawi said, “How could that happen with the two armed Brink’s guards watching over things?”  
Dan offered, “One of them was a new, temporary hire from San Fidel, who I now strongly suspect is acting in concert with one or more people in some grandiose scheme to plunder the tombs.  Most likely, the same people who orchestrated the truck heist.”  
Rachel nervously interjected, “It just dawned on me!  We’re trapped here in this tiny cell with no air and no way out! And worst of all, no one will even know we’re here until sometime tomorrow morning, when it’s too late!  Oh my God!”  Rachel started to hyperventilate.  
Dan slid across the dusty floor and put his arm around Rachel, and in an effort to comfort her, said, “Hey. Hey!  Don’t worry.  I don’t think the air will run out by then and I’m reasonably certain someone may have heard the loud explosion and come to investigate.  We should be fine!”  Rachel felt compelled to kiss Dan and tell him she loved him before it was too late.  She hesitated a second too long and the moment was lost.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO - RELEASE
Back in the narrow entrance tunnel, the young guard slowly stood and nervously walked back to the antechamber entrance.  Once there, he inspected his handiwork with the landing, finding a twenty foot chasm between the cliff face and the metal structure still standing beyond.  He punched the redial button on cell phone.  “Hey boss!  I did it!  It’s done.  Where y’all at?”  
Frankie responded from somewhere in the ravine leading up to the Mesa, “Shut the fuck up and jus lissin’ kid!  Stay where you are and wait to we get there and set up.  When we lower the cable, grab it and tie it off against somethin’.  You done good kid!  Everything okay there?” 
“Seems to be.”  The young guard told Frankie.  “The other guard is bound and gagged and can’t bother us and I blew the captain’s chambers to smithereens boss.  I think I probably killed three people inside that upper chamber!  Aw Shit!  What have I done?”  
Frankie interrupted, “You worry about that when you’re counting your millions kid!  Meantime pay attention and let me know if anyone comes into the canyon.  We didn’t hear any explosions and maybe they didn’t either.”
Frankie had hoped to be already set up and in place before the explosion, but despite that glitch, the timing was working out well and he was either on or ahead of schedule as he had hoped.  All was working well and he prayed his good luck would hold for as long as it took to get this part of the job over with.  Fifteen minutes later, he stood near the edge of the canyon and watched his men erect a portable steel hoisting winch at the canyon rim, directly above the antechamber opening.  The steel framework affair was anchored into the black rock using a portable impact gun and concrete anchors.  A long boom was swung ten feet out over the canyon rim and the steel cable was lowered to the young guard below.  Frankie got a smug feeling of inner-satisfaction that his plan was working better than even he had expected. “Damn I’m fuckin’ good!”  he thought to himself.
One by one every man except Frankie lowered themselves the hundred feet down the steel cable to the Antechamber entrance below and the treasure troves beyond.  However, each knew, it would take hours of hard labor before the entire treasure was gathered together in the antechamber and ready for removal to the Mesa above.  Frankie’s scheme was working brilliantly and he had only to wait patiently while the Mother of all Treasures came into his possession.  Stepping back from the edge in the moonless plateau, Frankie pushed a pre-selected number on his cell phone.  “Yo? You there? Okay. Just thought you’d like to know we did it and everything is going as planned.  I’ll call you when we’re on the highway.”  

___

Two hours had passed since the explosion and the dust had settled sufficiently for the single flashlight to be useful once again.  Dan used it to trace the black rubber electrical cord down the dusty stairs to where it disappeared under the rubble of black rock.  A slight tug caused a severed end to pull free, confirming the source of power loss.  Careful to minimize stirring the dust, Dan slowly worked his way back up the winding stairway to the small chamber and back under the protective roof of the wood platform.

“The good news is, the rubble seems to be confined to the bottom half of the stairway.  The bad news is, it looks like there’s a lot and I don’t think we could dig our way out anytime soon.”  As he said that, the Mag Lite he held began to flicker and dim. “Shit!  More bad news!”  
Zawi made an astute observation, “After two hours, wouldn’t you think the air would start becoming stale in such a small room as this?   
Rachel and Dan had to answer in the affirmative, curiously wondering why.  “Now that you mention it Zawi, the air seems remarkably fresh and clean for such a small place and three people!  Also, I would at least expect it to be getting warmer and stuffier in here instead of cool – wouldn’t you?  I wonder….?”

With that, Dan slid out from under the platform and climbed atop it, straddling the still unopened wood coffin.  Playing the fading beam across the ceiling, he detected a small, straight line he hadn’t noticed before the cave-in.  The light quit.  “Not now, dammit!”  He said.  Banging it against his thigh failed to produce any return of light, so he tossed the appliance in the far corner. Removing a small penknife from his pant pocket, he opened it and groped in the inky darkness with his fingertips for the seam he saw just moments before.  Using his photo like imagery of what he saw only seconds before he quickly found the ends of the small crevasse and began scraping straight extensions with the small blade.  Before too long, he discovered the seam made a right angle turn and he continued along in that direction until he came to another right hand turn, 2 meters further.  “Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle! Dan exclaimed.  
“What is it Dan.  What have you been scraping on up there in the dark?”  Rachel asked from somewhere underneath him.
“There seems to be a square panel about six feet in each direction, intentionally concealed with old, crumbling black plaster in the ceiling.  Where it could lead, I haven’t a clue.  But I will tell you this.  I can feel little puffs of cold, fresh air every once in a while on my face, apparently coming from the small slits!”  It was then that Dan thought he heard a strange voice calling to him through the stone above.  He wasn’t sure whether it was the cold air from outside, blowing down on his sweaty neck or the eerie similarity of the Pharaoh’s voice from his dream that gave him the chills.  Strangely enough, he had some inexplicable sensation it was the captain, who had laid silent forty-five hundred years in this very tomb, who was now talking and trying to tell him something important.  Dan tried to shrug it off but the thought lingered like a bad odor.
Zawi and Rachel joined Dan on the platform and bending against the low ceiling, felt for themselves, the seams and fresh air in the darkness.  Rachel asked, “Are you okay?  You’ve been kind of silent for a while now.  Do you suppose it’s a hidden panel to the outside?”  
“Right now, I really don’t know the answer to that.” Dan replied.  “So how do we remove the panel, if indeed it is a panel?” 
Zawi asked. “Let’s try all three of us to dislodge and lift it now.”  Dan said.  

All three pushed upward with everything they had and only managed to cause a slight grinding sound and considerable sand to fall in their faces.  “Well that’s something anyway!”  Rachel said.  Dan sat down at the edge of the dark platform to think.  Zawi and Rachel followed suit and the three discussed the situation.

“Okay!  The facts before us are these.” Dan said matter of factly.  “We are presented with what appears to be some sort of deliberately concealed panel in a flat ceiling above us.  Because of the fresh air coming through the slits, the other side must either lead to an air shaft or another room that we haven’t found yet or the exterior given our height inside this rabbit’s warren of rooms.”  
Rachel quickly added, “I agree Dan…since we have been climbing with each successive chamber and tunnel, it is very likely we are near the plain of the upper Mesa and the fresh air is directly from the exterior.”  Zawi and Dan both voiced their agreement sitting alongside her in the darkness.  
Dan continued, “Yesterday afternoon, Marta made a comment that I didn’t take too much stock in at the time.  Remember, she said she thought the stairway looked “unfinished”?” “Yes” they both said.  “Well, I’ve always had a problem with the narrow tunnel leading up into the two Royal Chambers - especially where it concerns those two big Hippos.  Now that I think about it, there is no way those big, ugly things could have been carried down that narrow tunnel, even in two pieces!”  
“Which means what Dan?” Rachel asked.  
“Think about it you guys!  The width of this stairway and the fact that it was left unfinished indicates to me, all of the possessions of the two Royal Chambers were likely brought down from above, rather than through the canyon!  I have always wondered how some of the larger items could have even managed the width of the first passageway from the desert to the canyon.  Even the fact that the stairway winds in a circular pattern may have been intentional to throw off would be tomb robbers expecting to find the usual straight stairways.  And, I’ll bet good money; this room we’re in now, was an afterthought and carved out long after the stairway was used.  Now I’m beginning to see the whole picture!  I think we need to devise a way of lifting that heavy stone above us. I’m assuming it’s not as heavy as we think, given the pumice stone nature of this volcanic rock.  However, we still need to be real creative!”

___

Items were beginning to stack up inside the antechamber awaiting transfer to the Mesa above by the ingenious sling system attached to the hoist.  The first items to go aloft, were the two solid gold coffins with the two lock boxes containing the gems, tucked safely inside.  As the heavy gold coffins cleared the rim of the canyon, Frankie grabbed the cable and swung the items inland and onto large, soft-wheeled, carpeted pallets similar to mover’s dollies, safely away from the edge and the two hundred foot tall cliff.  
Frankie was very pleased at the progress and made a phone call after the latest and most valuable load was safely at the top of the Mesa.  “Yeah it’s me.  Hey!  Who do you think you’re talking to?  Yup!  The most valuable items are sitting right beside me.  Listen.  Don’t worry woman.  Everything is working out just fine.  I haven’t seen a living soul in the canyon and by the time anyone back in camp realizes what’s happened next morning, we’ll be long gone.  Yeah. Okay.  Bye!  I hate the way she hangs up on me.  Who does she think she’s talking to?” He yelled to the stars above.

The walkie talkie squawked, signally the next load ready to be lifted.  Frankie sent the hoist’s line back down and smugly watched the gleaming metal disappear over the canyon rim.  Deep in self-indulgence and not paying attention, his body leaned forward, following the hook downwards.  Suddenly, Frankie wobbled at the 200-foot precipice as his arms windmilled in an effort to regain balance, at last hitting the boom of the hoist in the process.  In a last second move, he was able to grab the boom, regain his balance and stop his forward motion.  With his heart thumping in his throat, he told himself to be more careful.  He couldn’t spend the millions of dollars if he were dead.  Could he?
___

In total pitch black darkness, the three entombed archaeologists finished resting the Captain’s Sarcophagai on the rough cut stone floor and turned to face the imaginary wood platform in the center of the room.  It didn’t take long for the three to pry the structure apart into individual pieces with brute force and shear determination.  Dan groped in the darkness, Braille-style to try and ascertain the list of materials at their disposal, while Zawi and Rachel helped by making a mental material lists as Dan described each piece he lifted in turn.  Afterwards, they sat trying to imagine how they might use the various pieces to assist them in dislodging the heavy ceiling plug.  Nearly a half hour went by before Dan jumped up, unseen in the darkness and said, “I got it!  I think we can make this work!”  

It took all three working as a team to gather the few simple pieces, bend the nails over and then balance them in the manner Dan had envisioned and described.  Several shorter 4x4’s previously used as table legs, were laid atop each other on the floor, slightly to one side of the center of the room and the imagined square slab, centered in the ceiling above.  A shorter 6’ long 2x4 from the table perimeter was set on edge, lying across the center of the 4x4’s and held at roughly a 30-degree angle to the floor by Dan.  Held in check by Rachel and balanced over the thin, upper edge of the 6’ 2x4, was an 8’ 2x4 side rail that they ran vertically up to a smaller piece of ¾” thick plywood, held in place, against the ceiling, by Zawi.  Zawi stood on tiptoes and held the vertical 2x4 slightly off-center from the slab and plywood centroid point.  They figured the slab itself could also become moved against the supporting rim in a fulcrum like fashion if the lifting point were offset.  Dan exerted just enough downward pressure of the jury-rigged handle to keep the entire fulcrum lever and device from wobbling and coming apart.

“Okay guys!  Here goes.  I really don’t know what will happen, but, as they say, nothing ventured, nothing gained!  You know, I just thought, we have plenty of fresh air and could just stay in here until rescuers removed the rubble and discovered us waiting inside?  No one will get hurt that way.”  
Rachel said, “No way!  I’m for trying this and getting out of here right now!”  “Me too” Zawi said.  
“Okay.  I just hope the slab doesn’t come crashing down on us if we manage to dislodge it!”  Dan enthusiastically replied, “Once again guys - here goes nothing.  Jump back quickly if it does come crashing down.”

Dan pressed down on the end of the 2x4-fulcrum arm, applying a heavier downward force, which in turn directed an even stronger upward motion of the longer, offset 2x4 against the plywood panel above.  Dan’s 2x4 handle cracked and protested but held together, moving downward ever so slightly on his first attempt.  Zawi announced, “it moved!”, if ever so slightly.  He sounded very excited, so Dan exerted even more upper body weight, stressing the wood handle to the breaking point.  Suddenly, there was a loud grinding of stone against stone and the handle flew out of Dan’s hand as the resistance immediately abatted.   Zawi grabbed the now loose and falling plywood, then stuck his free hand up to the imagined ceiling.  “We moved it!  We actually moved it!  I think it moved about four inches or so.  Let’s give it another go Dan!”  Their second attempt was more precisely placed and their efforts were rewarded with the slab rotating upwards another 12”, now large enough according to Zawi’s thinking, to crawl through.  Zawi also reported it was dark on the other side, but it felt like cool evening air rushing through! 

Not being sure how the stone slab stayed open on its own, they could only speculate at few small pebbles fortuitously lodged in the tight space, barely keeping the heavy lid from falling back down.  Dan hastily placed one end of the longer 2x4 against the lower side of the lid and wedged it against the floor at a slight angle to the ceiling.  He then volunteered to be the first to inspect the opening.  
Zawi provided a cupped handhold for Dan to step in while Zawi lifted and Rachel allowed her shoulder as a balance for Dan being lifted off the floor.  Zawi’s upper body strength easily catapulted Dan through the invisible 6’ long by 16” wide opening.  In the darkness, Dan could see nothing and could only hope there was a flat resting place above for his forearms and good purchase - once he was through the opening.  Fortunately, there was, and he pulled the rest of his dangling body up and through the tight opening into what he felt, was a dark cavern.  He sensed the presence of walls around him rather than saw them as he slowly began to stand, instantly banging his head on rough rock, 4-5 feet above the floor of the cavern.

Slowly pirouetting around back in a crouched position, Dan stopped after only completing half a circle.  He could faintly make out light coming from what appeared to be an irregular opening some short distance away.  Waddling, duck-fashion toward the faint but brightening light, he stumbled a few times on unseen rocks strewn about the cave floor.  At the entrance of the tiny cave, he slowly straightened and looked around in the pale starlight of a cloudless night seeing the familiar plateau of the Mesa.  Dan confirmed the opening had been used by the Egyptians as their primary entrance to work and later stock the tombs.  The jumble of rocks over the opening must have been an artificial construct, made in an attempt to hide the opening from future travelers.
Suddenly, a bright light caught the corner of his vision and he turned to face the source.  About 100 feet away, across the nearly barren plateau, could be seen a person, standing in silhouette against the barely lighter sky beyond, waving back and forth, what appeared to be a flashlight.  Dan also thought he faintly heard the person talking to someone though no one else was close by or visible to him from the cave entrance.  Dan took a few cautious steps out onto the plain and confirmed no one else was nearby.  Whoever was standing there, was probably on a cell phone or walkie talkie and having a conversation with someone else, out of Dan’s view.

Catlike, Dan returned to the cave and slab opening and whispered it was time for Zawi and Rachel to join him.  Once he had helped pull them up through the small opening into the tiny cave, he informed them about the solitary person not far away.  They were all reasonably certain the person was connected to the explosion and was therefore a “bad” guy.  If so, the person was also likely to be armed and dangerous.  If they were to succeed in subduing this person, they would have to be really cautious and stealthy. Their plan was for Rachel to stay safely out of sight in the cave entrance, while Dan and Zawi took alternate and opposite paths across the plateau, closing together and surprising the lone person at the last second.  It was hoped, whoever it was, was looking away when they got close and with another little piece of luck, slow to react if he or she heard or saw them approach.

Zawi was barely discernable, but easily seen on the distant plateau bathed in starlight. Dan suddenly realized that if he could see Zawi so easily, then their quarry must as readily see him also.  As he stepped closer to their prey, Dan’s heart began to beat loudly in his ears.  He could only hope his stealthy approach was somehow aided by the person’s flashlight, causing them temporary night blindness should they try to see his way into the darkness.  “So far, so good!” Dan thought as he approached to within a few yards of the dark silhouetted person.  A step closer and he could begin to pick out enough detail to tell the person was facing toward the canyon and still talking on the cell phone.  Dan finally heard a man’s voice say, “…so hurry it up!  Time’s wasting!  We gotta be outta hear real soon!  It’s nearly sunrise!”

A that very instant, a small pebble crunched under Dan’s boot, causing the man to wheel in his direction, aiming the flashlight directly at him.  Frankie immediately recognized the man caught in his flashlight beam and stood, motionless for a split second in total disbelief and surprise, wondering how the man could have escaped his burial tomb.  With the bright light in his eyes, Dan was blinded, but quickly ascertained he had two options;.  Stay still or charge toward the light in hopes of taking the man before he could react.  After a nano-second deciding, he chose the latter and charged!  That second Dan spent deciding was all the difference it took Frankie to raise his pistol from his waist belt, and aim - just as his intended target jumped and was now flying toward him.  He pulled the trigger.
The gun’s discharge echoed off the nearby canyon walls, allowing Zawi to come running from the man’s backside unheard.  Zawi had seen Dan caught in the light beam and saw the gun being pulled from the man’s waist belt.  From his location, he was just far enough away from the confrontation to be ineffective no matter what he had wanted to do to intervene and help Dan.  It had all happened so fast, that when the gun discharged, he flew at the assailant without any further thought or plan.  He had watched Dan fall to the ground and was now seeing red as he quickly closed the short distance to his target.  Fortunately for Zawi, the gunshot’s blast caused enough deafness that his target failed to hear his approach and he was able to tackle the man square on and in full charge, knocking the gun, walkie talkie and flashlight from his grasp as both bodies slammed to the stone Mesa.  

The two began to pick themselves up from the ground with Zawi having the slight advantage over his stunned and surprised adversary.  Zawi could clearly see the man was looking for his lost revolver and he pounced before he could find it.  The two men wrestled and traded blows on the flat Mesa, with Zawi, the huskier man, getting the better of the contest.  At one point the two men, locked in bear hugs, rolled precariously close to the canyon rim.  Zawi saw the black chasm below and reacted by rolling in the opposite direction before the two could fall to the bottom locked in each other’s grip.  

Away from the edge and back on terra firma, Zawi lost his grip and the man was able to wriggle free.  Both men stood facing each other in the faint starlight, sizing up the other and thinking of the next move, which came first from the wiry and quicker Frankie.  It was a wild, roundhouse swing that Zawi was easily able to dodge, throwing Frankie off balance as his weight carried through without hitting anything.  At the same moment, Zawi came up from his crouch and threw a wicked backhand punch that hit Frankie squarely in the temple, putting him into a semi-conscious state.  Zawi watched the stunned Frankie stagger in several directions, then took one giant step backwards toward the rounded lip of the canyon rim.  

Frankie’s glands pumped out a huge blast of adrenaline to the brain causing it to come fully awake and alert after the blow to the temple.  His mind now comprehended the deathly position it found itself in, and his precarious predicament.  Teetering over the edge, Frankie’s eyes bulged in shear panic, only split-seconds before he finally lost all balance and toppled over backwards.  Zawi reached a half second too late for the man’s outstretched hand as Frankie fell away and out over the canyon rim and into the darkness below, screaming all the way!  He heard a sickening thump below and without remorse, turned his attention to where Dan had fallen moments before.  He was certain Dan had received a fatal gunshot wound from such close proximity to Frankie’s gunshot.

As he began to lift Dan’s lifeless head, Rachel came running saying, “I heard a loud gunshot!  Oh my God!  Dan’s been shot!  Is he alive?  Why isn’t he moving?”  
Zawi asked her to retrieve the nearby flashlight, still shining aimlessly across the Mesa and out over the black hole of the canyon.  She returned and knelt beside Dan’s inert body, handing the light to Zawi so she could place both hands on his arm.  “Dan!  Please Dan, talk to me.  Don’t die.  Don’t die on me before I tell you how very much I love you!”  
Dan’s eyes flickered open and with a huge grin said, “S’bout time woman.  I love you too!”  
With tears streaming down her cheeks, Rachel leaned over and smothered Dan’s face in kisses trying to hug him at the same time.  “Ouch!”  That really hurts!”  
Rachel jumped back. “Just don’t leave me Dan.  Don’t leave me ever!  I love you so much!”  
“I love you too Rachel!” he said.

Dan looked around and asked what happened.  
Zawi said, “First of all my friend…” laughing in relief, “…you appear to have a very large gunshot wound in your right shoulder and are loosing considerable blood.  I think you’ll be okay if we can get you to a clinic or hospital soon.”  
With his good arm outstretched and pointing, Dan said, “I believe there’s a way down from the Mesa in that direction if you can help me to my feet.”  
“Stay put cowboy.” Zawi said, “While I put a bandage on that hole to help stop the bleeding and we’ll get help somehow.” 
At almost the same moment, the three heard a loud thumping noise coming from the direction of the canyon.  As one, they turned their heads to see a very bright light approaching from above and beyond the far end of the canyon.  The noise increased from a dull thump into a loud whine.  The light suddenly stopped its wide swinging arcs, and focused directly down from a position about 100 feet up and 100 feet out from their relative position at the end of the narrow canyon.  After a few moments, the light lifted and shone directly on the three people squinting into the intense light.  

The helicopter’s rotor wash advanced and swept over the people below, setting down a good distance away on the Mesa’s flat plateau.  The three could hear the turbine engine and rotor sound wind down in the distance, but could see or hear nothing, owing to their blindness from the searchlight aimed in their direction.  They could only hope the helicopter brought “friendlies”.  

The two FBI agents came running up asking what happened and why Frankie was laying down below.  Zawi interrupted by asking, “Is someone else flying that thing?  If so, we need to get this man to the hospital right away.  Once that’s done, I can answer all your questions and then some.”  The four people carried Dan to the waiting helicopter rental and the pilot quickly air-lifted Dan and Rachel to Grant’s and the medical clinic there.

“How the Hell did you two manage to find us here?”  Zawi asked the two FBI agents once the helicopter’s noise abated.  Lead FBI Agent Zucker explained, “We had managed to trace Frankie to a small house on the edge of San Fidel yesterday, staked it out and watched as men and trucks arrived earlier in the day.  When they left earlier this afternoon, we figured something was going to happen, but we couldn’t follow them out in the flat desert without being seen.  So we drove as fast as we could to Grant and rented the helicopter from a crop spraying company to try and find them and track them from a discreet distance in the air.  By the time we got back it was dark and we had lost them.  We were about to give up as we were getting low on fuel and were heading back.  Since we had to fly back in this direction, we took a chance on a hunch to swing this way and take a look.  Luckily we found you!  Now it’s your turn to tell us what happened here Dr. Hawass?”

Before he could answer, the walkie talkie Frankie was using came alive.  “Hey man!  You there Frankie?  We got another load for you.  We heard a gunshot!  S’up?”  
Zawi walked over and picked the fallen walkie talkie off the ground and punched the “send” button, saying, “No.  I’m so sorry, but Frankie isn’t here at the moment.  I’m afraid he won’t be around much to help you right now either.  Have a nice day!”  He switched the unit to “off” and walked back toward the two women standing where he had left them. Watching him swagger back to their position, the women heard Zawi grumble, “That’s what’s up dudes!”  It was so totally out of character for the stalkie man and his Egyptian accent that the three women began laughing.

Trying to regain his dignity, Zawi said, “As you can see ladies, from the objects near the cliff, we were in the process of being robbed.  I suspect you’ll find a few men trapped down below needing the hoist to lift them to freedom.  That should be rather easy pickings for your arrest whenever you get around to it.  However, I suggest we first find a way down from this Mesa in the direction Dan indicated and I will fill you in on all the missing details as we go.  Those men can just wait a little while longer.  Actually, it’s probably a lot more spacious than where they will be living in the near future.”
PHARAOH’S SECRET

EPILOGUE

A bright midday sun of an early fall day spilled through the nearby window and lazily crossed the post-op recovery room to wash across Dan’s face.  The bright light finally broke Dan’s anesthesia-induced sleep and he slowly opened his eyes, squinting against the intense beam.  “Where am I?” He asked no one in particular.  
Rachel looked up from her newspaper, and seeing the light in his eyes, rose to change the angle of the slats in the nearby window blinds.  “Oh Dan!  I’m so happy to see you.  You’ve had a very rough night.  How are you feeling?”  
Dan groaned and reached for his throbbing shoulder with his good, left arm.  “I think I need a little water.  My mouth tastes like I’ve been working in the desert for the last few months or something!” He said in a strange sounding, low and raspy voice.

“Do you remember anything from last night?” Rachel asked, testing his ability to recall.  
“Well I know I remember one thing very clearly!”  
“Oh?” Rachel queried.  
“Yep! I remember you telling me how much you “loved” me and how you never wanted to be away from me. How’s that for a post-op recovery woman?”  
Leaning over the bed to kiss him on his parched, operation room lips, she said, “Pretty damned good mister!”  

The post-op recovery nurse came with a small glass of room temperature water and a straw, checked his monitor, felt his forehead and left.  After a healthy sip, Dan said, “I also remember this Rachel.  I think I told you that I also loved you. Didn’t I?”  
“Yes you did Dan.”  “What I don’t remember saying to you last night Rachel, was this;”  There was a long pause as Dan gathered his courage.  “Will you marry me?”  
“Oh yes Dan!  Yes I will!”  Rachel threw herself over Dan’s upper torso eliciting a very loud moan from Dan.  
“Just one more thing please Rachel. Have that nurse bring me some damn morphine please!  I’m afraid our engagement will be short-lived without it, if you keep doing that.  Now that I think about it, I suppose asking a woman to marry a man, while laying in a post-operative recovery room bed isn’t the smartest of things to do - is it?”  She gently leaned over and kissed him on the lips one more time with great warmth and passion.

Zawi knocked on the open door.  “Am I interrupting something?”  After hearing the couple’s great news, he eagerly shook their hands.  After the brief bedside celebration, he filled them in on the past eight hours.

___

Early in the morning Zawi told the two, they had found Frankie splayed across the remainder of the scaffold ramp inside the canyon, still alive, conscious and paralyzed from the waist down with his lower spine broken.  The agents noted how odd a sight it was when they found him that morning.  His head was draped over the missing edge of the landing in the direction of the tomb, while his eyes were transfixed on the Hippo Sarcophagus at the edge of the chamber, awaiting removal.   They said it was like the Hippo was looking directly at Frankie and visa versa.  Very weird and creepy they had said.  Frankie was babbling something about how he was cursed.  He was arrested along with his crew, stranded in the antechamber and taken away.  Many of those arrested were local San Fidel toughs.

On his way to a hospital in Albuquerque, Frankie told the accompanying FBI Agent everything and implicated both Swede and Marta as his accomplices.  Marta was arrested while still in her tent that morning waiting for Frankie to call her.  She was expecting his call announcing that he had finished the job and had successfully got away.  Instead, she was greeted by the local sheriff and FBI and was handcuffed while still in her pajamas.  Zawi overheard Marta screaming about seeing her attorney, while being stuffed into the sheriff’s truck and carted away.  She was arrested on charges of conspiracy to commit murder and aiding and abetting grand larceny with a known felon: Frankie Beauregard.  

Zawi had told the pair that he was taken by surprise to hear that his long-time friend, Marta was involved.  Frankie also said, he had blackmailed Swede into finding a treasure, if one existed, once the Corpus Christi newspaper reported the beach find of Egyptian artifacts.  Apparently, Swede, had some past criminal history that Frankie, with his connections was able to uncover and use against him.  Apparently, Swede had become a tenured and respected member of the university and community and couldn’t risk exposure of his past in New England, where he had came from.  So Swede called Marta and asked for her help since he knew of her from her well publicized expertise on all things Egyptian.  It was Marta’s idea to have Frankie call Rachel and get her involved to draw attention away from herself, should something go wrong.  It would look more logical for Rachel to ask Marta for help than the other way round.  They presumed with Marta’s expertise, she would.
Dan informed Zawi and Rachel that he had held out on them about the information he had received weeks before from his East Bay P.I. friend.  Dan knew that Marta and Swede were formerly married and lived in New Hampshire, where they both had criminal records for the same petty drug crimes, while in college there.  From that bit of news, the three scientists were able to see how Marta became quickly involved.  In fact, they speculated, it was probably Marta who put Frankie up to calling Rachel all those many months ago.  Meeting Swede on the beach that morning was probably nothing more than a strange coincidence.

The sheriff stopped by Dan’s hospital room to pay his respects.  “So is this circus about to pull tents and leave town?” He asked the assembled trio.  
Rachel told him, “they were packing up as they spoke and would be totally gone by sundown!”  
“Good deal!”  The sheriff responded.  “Thought you might like to hear a little tape recording I made this morning from your friend Mr. Beaurigard?”  
Zawi, Rachel and Dan had the biggest revelation of all listening to the sheriff’s tiny recorder; “My name is Francis K Beaurigard and I’m confessing here to this hick sheriff like he wants.  I figure I ain’t got nothing to lose since I’m now paralyzed for the rest of my life and there ain’t nothin’ more worse they could do to me.  So yeah, I admit that I was the one who shot Swede at the old church during a short fight, after Swede threatened to blow the whistle on us.  The “old goat” was having second thoughts seeing Marta get so “into” her job and getting to know all them god damned other people so well.  He also said he was becoming concerned about the damned students.  Yeah I did it!  I also killed that white cunt in the motel the other night too.  Fuckin’ bitch actually thought she fucked good enough to deserve real money.  She gave bad head with her teeth scrapin’me and all and had them tiny tits I can’t stand.  I sure the shit wasn’t gonna…”  The sheriff stopped the tape and left the room.  As the door was closing, he said over his shoulder, “Be seein y’all.  Have a nice trip y’hear?  It’s been real fun havin’ y’all here!”
The stolen treasure from the Brink’s truck was found that morning, where Frankie said it would be in Tucson, Arizona by special agents there, in an abandoned warehouse. It was being transported back to the university in Albuquerque as they spoke. 

___

Months later, a U.S. Court of Appeals ruled on the ownership of the vast treasure found in the hills of New Mexico.  Citing well established international and U.S. Federal statutes.  The ownership was deemed the property of the University of Albuquerque, but before the university president could even begin to work up a good drool, Rachel reminded him of her contract, which clearly stated that any archaeological finds, was hers to oversee and supervise the disposition as she saw fit.  Dan’s lawyer friend confirmed International policies during the trial.  His expertise on the subject was well known.
Given the tremendous interest in the school, derived from the news media fallout and the large royalties the school received from PBS and National Geographic magazine, the president was easily appeased by Rachel’s decisions concerning the disposition of the huge treasure.

Rachel gave both mummies of the King and Queen along with their many splendid Sarcophagi to Zawi, the Cairo Museum and the Egyptian people.  The day they arrived by an ocean freighter in Alexandria, Egypt, hundreds of thousands of shouting, American flag-waving Egyptians were there to greet the country’s long-lost monarchs.  Dr. Hawass returned to his native country an even bigger hero and more beloved than when he left months before!

The remainder of the treasure, once thoroughly studied at the university would be given, with one exception, to the Laguna Indian Tribe of New Mexico, who were in the process of building a new and secure museum.  The funds for which, came from a generous grant given by the federal government and was to be built on the old encampment site outside the hidden passageway at the base of the San Mateo Mountain Range.  When the millions of tourists finished their tour of the museum, they could walk through the same passage as the ancient Egyptians did 4,000 years before and tour the magnificent tombs inside the canyon.  Later, the tribe would build on their reservation, a five-star hotel and casino that had a curious blend of Egyptian and Southwestern Pueblo architecture. Every member of the tribe, including those that had moved far away, became wealthy beyond imagination.  The Tribal Counselor, Ben Clearwater, closed his Albuquerque office and built a new office on the reservation.  He also bought a new yellow Enzo Ferrari with his new-found wealth. 

The city of San Fidel also benefited tremendously, as the new tourist “Gateway to Egypt West”; building restaurants, motels, gas stations and a multitude of Egyptian boutique and curio shops.  It wasn’t long before Hollywood came to town and filmed their version of the Miraculous journey made millennia before, infusing the town with more outside money.  A new, K-12 school and hospital clinic were built from the increased tax revenues.

Pam Brown was one of the locals who built a new building in the old downtown area of San Fidel.  Her place would be unique from the many new motels being built across town.  The new digs feature a genuine old-West bar with adjoining restaurant and the actual booth sat in by “Frankie” Beauregard, while two of the original bar stools from her old restaurant, sat in by Mr. and Mrs. Dan Garrison, were installed.  In her inimitable fashion, she furnished the hotel’s upstairs rooms with garish colors and fabrics, the idea stolen from her favorite place, once visited on her first honeymoon in San Luis Obispo, California – The Madonna Inn.  In honor of Dan and Rachel, her famous rhubarb pie was named the “Dan and Rachel Rhubarb Pie”.  Pam still waits on tables and the bar.

The students who helped that long and exciting summer received worldwide acclaim and adulation by their peers.  Some were even hired by the movie company as “extras” in the film “Pharaoh’s Secret”, that opened to box office records the following summer.  One of the post-graduate students was hired by the university to fill Marta’s vacant post as Professor of Egyptology that had students enrolling by the droves from around the world.  Another post-graduate student involved with the exploration also was approved to fill Rachel’s vacant post. 

Like the years following Carter’s King Tut find, the entire world came alive to everything Egyptian – art, furniture, clothing, books, movies and all.  PBS and National Geographic Magazine, both enjoyed huge membership enrollments and benefited hugely from the sale of the TV special series and the many special magazine publications that followed.  Both sold tens of millions in artifact reproductions and other online offered DVD’s and bi-products.  The five-man crew who filmed the entire affair all received top awards in their respective venues and were sought by every producer and magazine thereafter.

Corpus Christi finally finished exhuming the entire Royal Barge from the beach, painstakingly preserved and re-assembled the entire ship, putting it on display in the new Maritime Museum, built on the highway up from where it was found.  The new building was named “The Johnson Maritime Museum” and proudly displayed his picture just inside the entrance foyer.  The most significant aspect of the huge barge on display there was the hitherto undiscovered “V” bottom and large keel on the four-story vessel.  A marine architect and engineer, who had previously done studies on Noah’s Ark from Biblical accounts, determined from the evidence found, that the structure was more than strong enough to have weathered any storm the Atlantic or Caribbean could have throw at it.

The Indigo colored Hippos still reside where Frankie’s crew left them - near the edge of and just inside the antechamber, glaring at the multitude of passing tourists and out over the canyon facing due East.  The Gods, according to the Indians would be happy for all eternity, even though the evil glare from two pairs of glass eyes seemed to suggest otherwise.  The curse on the displayed royal seal and the ominous visage of the two hippos helped perpetuate another round of silly Egyptian myths for the next seventy-five years - though no one but Swede, Frankie and maybe the NGS President ever came to any harm.

The Indians believed the Hippo God Taweret was actually a beneficial, rather than harmful god.  They took the old meanings of “The Great One” and “Mistress of the Nile” to roughly translate into “Mother Nature”, for whom their peoples had always given much respect.  Consistent with their own ancient beliefs of being guardians of the Earth, Taweret was seen as a returning god to bestow great riches to their desert land.  And so it was.

History books were quickly re-written to include the new findings.  It didn’t take long for every archaeologist to revise their theories on North American Indian history and make the obvious ties to astronomy, agriculture, architecture, math and religion. Among them were the local Zuni Indians, the distant Mayans, Aztec, and Incans.  The pieces of the puzzle now neatly fit together without benefit of any far-fetched theories of a lost Continent of Atlantis or alien visitations.  Pre-Columbian knowledge by these indigenous peoples had indeed sprung from ancient the Egyptian civilization’s wellhead, founded millennia ago along the shores of the Southeastern Mediterranean.  It wasn’t hard then, to imagine the surviving artisans, sailors, priests and laborers wondering off to more hospitable climes, when finished with the tomb, to live out their lives, meeting well-establish native cultures and imprinting their unique knowledge.

Dan and Rachel married soon after the courts decided ownership and moved to the little fishing town of Newport, Oregon, where they had two beautiful children and a small, Cape Cod-styled home overlooking the quaint harbor and steel bridge at the entrance.  Both made the TV talk show circuit for many months after the find, and by selling the copyrights of their collaborative book to the movie moguls, both never needed to work again. Both quit their jobs in archaeology having reached the penultimate goal of their chosen careers.  Likewise, both eschewed public appearances and happily spent the rest of their lives without any further public appearances, wealthy and content in raising their two children and loving each other, watching the Sunrise come up every morning in the East – for all eternity!
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