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      To Lora

      Thank you for challenging me, encouraging me and being my biggest fan.

      

      To my children, grandchildren and theirs, and anyone else who happens to read this work of my… imagination?

      I hope you enjoy this book and learn something about our world, yourself, and maybe even just a little about the author.
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      Even this far under the city, Jeremiah ben Hilkiah could hear the trumpet calls and the clamor of battle echoing down the tunnel walls. The city of Jerusalem would soon be sacked and her inhabitants put to the sword. He had no intention of allowing the box or the sacred objects it contained to fall into Nebuchadnezzar II’s hands.

      Jeremiah had a God given gift, a gift that came with a curse. Jeremiah was a prophet, a spokesman for the Most High. He was given knowledge of the future for his people. Sometimes knowledge hurts. Knowing Jerusalem was doomed to destruction even before the siege began, Jeremiah conspired to secure a safe hiding place for the most important objects housed in the Holy of Holies, within the Temple.

      After one last, long look at the box, he nodded at the workmen to finish sealing the walls.

      Under cover of darkness the previous night, with the aid of faithful Temple guards, Jeremiah and his apprentice, Baruch ben Neriah, spirited the box away from the Temple into one of the myriad tunnels under the city. Now, just before the city fell, these tunnel walls would be sealed and concealed until such time as the city and the Temple saw restoration as a place where God would once again be glorified.

      It was a violation of Hebrew law for anyone other than the high priest to enter the Holy of Holies. Even the high priest only entered the inner sanctum once a year, at Yom Kippur, to conduct the sacrifice as an offering for sin. So holy was the place and its contents, the high priest wore a rope around his waist and bells on the edge of his garments when he went in there. If the bells stopped ringing, the other priests outside would realize the high priest was dead, killed by the shekinah glory of God, and they could pull on the rope to drag his lifeless corpse back out.

      Jeremiah, even in his capacity as the Prophet of the Most High, entered into the Holy of Holies knowing he risked his life and that of his apprentice. It was only by the grace of God they were not struck down.

      The corrupt high priest and his minions probably wouldn’t discover or dare reveal the sacred objects had disappeared from the Holy of Holies right under their very noses.

      Only five men including Jeremiah knew the hiding place of the box, and the battle conditions assured by the end of the day they would probably all be killed in combat.

      The sounds of battle grew louder and nearer now, punctuated with the screams of women and those falling before the onslaught of Nebuchadnezzar II’s Babylonian army. It meant the walls were breached. Now, the fighting would spread throughout the city until the last defender of Jerusalem fell.

      He warned his people many times, but they would not listen. Knowing what would transpire, Jeremiah’s heart was broken. For this reason Jeremiah ben Hilkiah became known as the weeping prophet.
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      Looking up from the bottom of a pit on the inner edge of a stone walled circle on a South African hilltop, Dr. Jacob Walker tilted his straw cowboy hat back on his head. His view of the puffy clouds in the pale blue sky reminded him of the recent loss of his friend, Phillipe Robicheaux. He’d been killed in a helicopter crash as the result of gunfire from an unknown assailant.

      It wasn’t an odd thought to have while standing in a grave. The discolored soil at his feet and a few small items still half buried were all that remained of someone who’d been laid to rest inside this kraal, perhaps a thousand years before. Here he was, in a hole in the earth, standing above a person long dead, looking toward the heavens.

      His preoccupation with death and the afterlife passed as soon as he recognized it.

      He was alive. Yesterday was a memory and tomorrow was only a dream. Today was the only day he had. Today was a good day to live.

      “Well, Dr. Walker, what do you think?”

      Jake glanced up at his colleague, Professor Angus McPherson.

      “It’s difficult to tell, but it seems to support our earlier conclusion that this kraal is roughly a thousand years old. You’ll have to analyze soil samples as well as identify and catalogue these objects. The earth that’s been removed should be sieved for any bone fragments or other artifacts. Any further digging should wait until all that is finished. I’m disappointed of course. I’d hoped you’d find skeletal remains, but the acidity of the soil in this location makes that impossible. Pretty much all the biological evidence has dissolved.

      To answer your question, Professor McPherson, I think there was only one person buried in this grave. I suspect as you expand the excavation inside this stone walled circle you’ll find additional graves in similar condition.”

      “Yes, I agree. It is disappointing though.”

      “Most of the other kraals are located on more alkaline soils. It’s a shame this kraal is so recent. I’m convinced some of the others are at least ten thousand years old, even older. I’m confident you’ll make significant discoveries when you conduct your archeological research on one of them.”

      “Cursed luck, out of all the thousands available, we picked the wrong kraal to dig first.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. Confirming this is an ancient burial site is still an important contribution to the knowledge base. It proves the kraals in this location were more than just a bunch of old cattle pens. As other South African circles of stone are excavated, there’s no telling what you’ll find.”

      “I suppose you’re right, but…”

      “Help me out of here, will you? I’m still a little stove up.”

      Leaning down to give his colleague a hand, Professor McPherson asked, “What’s it been now, six weeks?”

      “Six weeks and three days. I was in hospital for the first two.”

      “Do the authorities have any new leads?”

      “No. Whoever shot down our chopper knew what they were doing.”

      “Why? Why would anyone want to do such a thing?”

      “There is evil in the world, Professor McPherson. Someone wanted to kill us. They killed my friend Phillipe and the geologist, Dr. Adrienne Whitaker, is still in a coma. I’m the only one who walked away. Well, I crawled away, but you know what I mean.”

      “What’s next for you, Dr. Walker?”

      “I’m going to Israel. A friend contacted me with a very intriguing proposal. When I’m through with that project maybe I’ll come back to help decipher the cultural relevance of whatever artifacts and other discoveries you make.”

      “Let’s hope that happens.”

      “Which part, that I’ll come back?”

      Professor McPherson laughed.

      “Both. I especially like the part about making meaningful discoveries.”

      “I’m sure you will. There’re enough of these stonewalled circles, just here in South Africa, to keep you busy for the rest of your life. I believe what you discover could change history and science textbooks forever. ”

      “I hope so, from your mouth to God’s ear. Good hunting in Israel, Dr. Walker.”

      “Thank you, the same to you.”
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      Because Israeli security at Ben Gurion airport was so tight, Dr. Jacob Walker had to meet his ride outside. There was some congestion, but due to his height and ubiquitous cowboy hat, his Uber driver found him.

      As they drove past Beit Rikva College, the energetic young Palestinian man struck up a conversation.

      “Is this your first trip to Israel, Dr. Walker?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “What brings you to the holy land?”

      “I guess you’d say I’m a tourist.”

      “Terrific, I know everything about Tel Aviv. You will love the beach and the night life is superb.”

      “So I hear.”

      “You have me taking you to Tel Aviv University. It isn’t exactly a popular tourist destination.”

      The statement, accompanied by an expectant expression was framed as a question.

      “It’s the primary international studies University in Israel. I imagine there are a lot of foreign visitors.”

      The highway traffic flow brought them toward the glitteringly modern Tel Aviv skyline more quickly than Jake would’ve expected.

      The young Palestinian driver glanced at him in the rearview mirror.

      “Sure, lots of students and their families go there, but not tourists. Why are you going there?”

      “I have a friend on the faculty.”

      “How long will you be staying?

      “Not long. Tomorrow, we’re going to Jerusalem.”

      “Of course, everyone goes to Jerusalem. Why are you going there?”

      Jake found the questions a bit too pointed.

      “Like you said, everyone goes to Jerusalem.”

      “Is there some special connection, or are you just a history buff?”

      “I’m a history buff. As you know, Jerusalem has been pivotal in much of human history, and it’s an important city to Christians, Jews and Muslims.”

      “Which are you?”

      “I’m a Christian.”

      “Listen, if you’ll tell me where you’re staying tonight, I can arrange to be your Uber driver tomorrow. I’d be delighted to drive you over there.”

      “I think my friend will be driving.”

      The young man shrugged.

      “Oh well, you can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      Jake grinned.

      “In my line of work we have a saying. If you want to succeed, you have to start digging.”

      “Do you mean that literally or figuratively?”

      “…As often as not, both.”

      “What line of work are you in?”

      “I’m an anthropologist.”

      “Wow, that’s a broad field of study. What’s your specialty?”

      Jake chuckled.

      “I’m particularly interested in lost ancient civilizations and how they influence modern humanity.”

      “Oh, you mean like the lost continent of Atlantis and stuff like that?”

      “Right, stuff like that.”

      “Huh, what’s the connection to Jerusalem?”

      Jake decided that was one too many questions to be trusted.

      “None that I’m aware of,” Jake said. “Like I told you, I’m just a tourist.”

      What was up with this guy? The young man’s level of interest in his plans and reasons exceeded that of casual curiosity. Had word of Jake’s coming to Israel reached someone’s ear? If so, whose ear, and why did they care?
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      To Dr. Jacob Walker’s delight, Tel Aviv University proved to be as modern and attractive as any he’d ever seen. He slowed as he walked through the hall of the Institute of Archeology at TAU. There were glass display cases lining both sides. Beautifully lighted amphorae, cuneiform tablets and other artifacts attracted his attention.

      He stopped at one case, studying a terra cotta, three thousand year old plaque depicting a naked female figure. It reminded him of the deity known as, Qadesh. She was standing on the back of a lion holding a lotus plant in one hand and a cobra in the other. The tablet was from just before the time of King Solomon. Jake was reminded of how Solomon was led astray, having married women who were not Hebrews, and followed after other gods. He was seeing a graven image of one of those foreign gods often worshipped in ancient Israel.

      “We found that at Tel Beth-Shemesh”, Professor Mordechai Horowitz said, as he stepped up beside the tall American.

      “Morty! How are you?” Jake shook hands with the man who held the highest position in the Department of Archeology at TAU. Jake Walker was nearly a foot taller than his friend.

      “Even though you’re supposed to meet me in my office, Jake, I figured you’d get hung up out here.”

      “Yep, you know me. I’m a sucker for a pretty lady.”

      “Come along with me. We’ll talk in my office.”

      Once the two men were seated in the glass enclosed office adjacent to and overlooking the research and preservation laboratory, Mordechai got straight to the point.

      “Jake, what I’m about to tell you must be kept in the strictest confidence. Can I count on you?”

      “Of course you can.”

      “I mean it, Jake. This is such a serious matter, what we discuss today must never be mentioned to anyone, and I mean not anyone outside this room. Is that clear?”

      “Tell me, Morty, why are you so concerned?”

      “As you are no doubt aware, archeology in this part of the world is fraught with political and social implications. Jerusalem is an important city to three religions.”

      Jake nodded, so Mordechai continued.

      “There is considerable conflict between the Arab and Jewish authorities whenever there is any kind of archeological research conducted in the nation of Israel. This makes some research impossible.”

      “What type of research are you talking about?”

      “The principle conflict centers in Jerusalem, on the Temple Mount. The Jews believe the ancient site of Solomon’s Temple should, at the very least, be shared and protected. A great deal of destruction has already occurred there. The Muslims claim that according to Islamic law, it all belongs to them because of the Al-Masjid al-Aqsa Mosque being situated there.”

      “Do you mean The Dome of the Rock?”

      “Correct. Any time we tried to conduct research on the Temple Mount they claimed we were destroying Islamic property. Rioting ensued. The last time it happened, three people died and hundreds were injured. Our government has stopped all archeological research on that site.”

      “Didn’t some Arab gunmen bring guns to the Mosque and kill two Israeli policemen?”

      “Yes, and now we’ve installed metal detectors at the approaches to the Temple Mount to prevent that from happening again. As a result, the Palestinian government has broken all contact with the Israeli government.”

      “So, it’s a powder keg. What does that have to do with me?”

      Mordechai looked away, thoughtful for a moment.

      “Listen, Jake, you know I’m not a religious man…Here’s the thing, this situation is religious in nature. There’s no getting around it. We can’t pretend there isn’t a connection to all three of the major world religions. No matter what we do or what we find, there will be tremendous fallout. The University can’t be seen as being involved. The Israeli government wouldn’t touch this with a ten foot pole. In fact, if they knew ‘officially’ what we’re about to do, they would have to stop us. There are militant Muslims who would kill to stop us.”

      “That’s not very encouraging. Why even bother?”

      “It’s about timing. I’m told there is a credible threat to the site. Unless we locate certain artifacts and remove them to a safer location, they will be stolen or destroyed.”

      “Where did you hear this?”

      Mordechai looked down at the faux marble Formica desktop. He pinched the bridge of his nose and rubbed his eyes with his fingers before replying.

      “I can’t tell you, Jake. Let me just say there are many layers and multiple players behind the scenes.”

      “OK, I think I understand, but how did you become involved?”

      “Actually, I’m not involved. I’m just a go-between. All I’m doing is giving you some direction. Officially, the University has no knowledge of your actual intended task. As far as we know you’re a highly respected anthropologist who will be doing some exploratory research about half a mile from the Temple Mount. You’ve asked us to secure the required permits and provide our imprimatur on anything you find or publish. In addition, we’ll arrange for workers and security. There is no connection to the Temple Mount.”

      “You haven’t told me what I’m supposed to find, and I haven’t told you I’ll do it”

      “We need you to do this, Jake. As an outsider, you will not be seen as a threat. We’ve gone to some trouble to set this up so you won’t be implicated.”

      “Implicated in what? What are these artifacts you want me to find?”

      Professor Horowitz looked him in the eye and said, “Jake, we want you to recover the Ark of the Covenant.”
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      Dr. Jacob Walker leapt to his feet, stunned by what his friend was telling him.

      “…The Ark of the Covenant! Are you insane? That’s one of the most elusive artifacts in human history. Some say it never existed. Others believe it was stolen by the Babylonians. There’s even the story about it being in Ethiopia. Everyone saw those Indiana Jones movies, you know, where it ended up being stored in an underground federal vault in the United States. The only thing certain is that no one knows where it is.”

      Dr. Mordechai Horowitz shook his head.

      “That is the prevailing opinion. Are you aware there are stories about it having been located, right here in Jerusalem?”

      “Sure, stories, there’s no end to the stories. That’s my point, rumors and speculation is unending. What’s your point?”

      “We know where it is.”

      “You know, or you think you know?”

      “We have certain knowledge of its location.”

      “You keep saying ‘we’. Who else has this knowledge?”

      “I’m sorry Jake. I can’t tell you.”

      Jake crossed his arms, looking up at the ceiling with his lips pressed together.

      “So, if you know where it is, why haven’t you already recovered it?”

      “That’s what set off the violent confrontations. We had to stop the work. The Muslims didn’t know what we were after, but they knew we were excavating somewhere under the Temple Mount. They accused us of undermining the foundations of the mosque.”

      Jake sighed.

      “Listen, Morty, I’m familiar with the claim made by Ron Wyatt back in nineteen eighty six. He said he’d seen it with his own eyes, but then he sealed up the entrance until the appropriate time to reveal it to the world. He stuck by that story until the day he died.”

      “Yes, I know all about it. He claimed the Ark was directly under Golgotha, outside the walls of the old city. He described in detail what he found, how he found it, and how he left it.”

      “Is that the place? Is it still there? Assuming it was ever there to begin with.”

      “Let’s just say, if it was there, it’s somewhere else now.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Jake, do you understand why it’s so important that we recover it?”

      “If it means so much to the university or your government friends, shouldn’t you go get it yourselves?”

      “We can’t. The Ark is too important and divisive. Everything associated with it is charged with religious, political, even mystical drama. According to Jewish tradition, the exact shape, dimensions and fittings of the Ark were dictated by God himself.  Many believe it has special powers. Some say no army can defeat Israel when the Ark goes before it. If it became known the nation of Israel was in possession of the Ark of the Covenant it would provoke an insurrection, a civil war, or even an all out world war. Jerusalem would go up in flames. Many in our government don’t want to have anything to do with it. They’ve been put in an impossible position.”

      “What position is that?”

      “While our government is secular, the history and heritage of our nation is inextricably linked to the three major world religions. The Jews venerate the Ark. The Christians support the Jews, and the Muslims resent both of the others.

      Some of the Jews intend to rebuild the Temple and reestablish the sacrificial system. Many Christians see that as a fulfillment of end times prophesy. The Muslims won’t tolerate the rebuilding of the Temple on the same site as the Dome of the Rock.

      Our government can’t please everyone. When they learned the Ark was hidden here in Jerusalem, they knew something would have to be done. The Ark must be secured without anyone knowing about it. This must be accomplished quickly in a very clandestine manner. In the event something goes wrong, it has to appear the government isn’t involved.”

      “And that’s where I come in?”

      “It is, if you’re willing to accept the risk.”

      With his brows knit in concentration, Jake stared at the floor. After a moment he sighed and uncrossed his arms. He sat down and leaned across the desk top, extending his hand to shake.

      “Call me a fool. We’re talking about recovering the Ark of the Covenant. It’s the greatest mystery and most holy object in human history. There is no way I can refuse.”
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      Jake stood on the balcony of his room on the eighth floor of the Carlton hotel in Tel Aviv. He was enjoying the sea breeze and the view of the beach and marina. While he was appreciating the remarkably modern resort city in one of the most ancient parts of civilization, his mobile phone rang.

      “Hello, Dr. Jacob Walker, speaking.”

      “Dr. Walker, this is Dr. Leopold Peeters in Johannesburg. I have good news. Adrienne is awake and alert. I believe she will make a complete recovery.”

      Jake found himself grinning from ear to ear.

      “Thank you, Doctor. That’s the best news I’ve had in a long time. How soon can she be released?”

      “She’s been in a coma for the better part of two months. While her body has healed, she’s not ambulatory yet, and she has some catching up to do. Physical therapy is prescribed. If things go well over the next few days, I’ll release her in another week or so.”

      “That’s awesome. Please tell her how happy I am to know she’s going to make a complete recovery.”

      “I’ll tell her. By the way, the big man hasn’t left her side.”

      “Good. He has his instructions, but I don’t think anyone could get him to leave her anyway.”

      “She’s asked about you, and…”

      “…our friend, Phillipe, what did you tell her?”

      “I told her you are well, but the helicopter pilot, Mr. Robicheaux didn’t survive the crash.”

      “Does she know we were shot down?”

      “Recovery from a traumatic brain injury can be complicated. She doesn’t remember anything about that day. The police will want to question her, but she won’t be able to help them. She’s still trying to overcome confusion about her current circumstances.”

      “I understand. When can I speak to her?”

      “You can telephone her tomorrow. She’s being moved from the ICU as we speak. She’ll be on the third floor. You can get the new room number from the desk, or perhaps her guardian will inform you?”

      “Yes, thank you. Please give me a heads up before she is released. I’m in Israel at the moment and can’t get away, I wish I’d been there when she regained consciousness, but I want to be there when she’s ready to leave the hospital.”

      “I’ll let you know. Dr. Walker, there’s something else you should be aware of.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A traumatic brain injury can affect all aspects of a person's life, including physical and mental abilities as well as emotions and personality. We can’t predict what those effects will be.”

      “I thought you said a complete recovery. Are you saying she may be impaired?”

      “Well, yes and no. It is likely there will be noticeable changes, but they may or may not impair her in a significant way. While I don’t foresee any physical limitations, cognitive changes are difficult to assess this early. Most people experience some change in personality. There is no way to predict the outcome. Time will tell.”

      Jake considered the news.

      “OK. Thank you, Dr. Peeters. Whatever she needs, I’m counting on you.”

      “I believe she’ll be fine, Dr. Walker, but some changes are inevitable. She will handle stress differently, her emotions may be unpredictable. As you are the only contact listed, it was important you be told what to expect. We’ll have to wait and see how she progresses.”

      “I understand. Thanks again.”

      “I’m just glad she is making such a good recovery. I’ll keep you informed of her progress. Good bye”

      Still standing on the balcony, Jake was no longer aware of Tel Aviv, the breeze or the surf. His thoughts were centered on a hospital room in Johannesburg, South Africa. If he hadn’t asked the geologist to join the team researching the ancient megalithic structure known as Adam’s Calendar, she wouldn’t have fallen victim to the unknown assassin.

      Even as he thought this, he realized there was no way to control the circumstances. None of them could’ve expected a sniper would shoot down their helicopter. What was the reason? Was there some secret associated with the calendar site or the thousands of stone walled kraals scattered across southern Africa? It seemed unlikely.

      Now that he knew why he was in Israel, he wondered if there was a connection. Could someone have ambushed them in an attempt to prevent him from coming to recover the Ark?
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      Weaving in and out of traffic at highway speeds, the drive from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem took less than thirty minutes. Driving in the old city was another story. Narrow streets and congestion slowed them to a crawl.

      Jake looked over at his friend in the driver’s seat.

      “There’s something I wonder if you can tell me, Morty?”

      Dr. Horowitz glanced at him by way of acknowledgement.

      “When we locate the Ark, is it safe to touch it?”

      The professor’s brows knitted.

      “That’s a good question. I guess you’re familiar with the legend?”

      “Yes, only the priests appointed by the Most High are permitted to touch the Ark. Once, when it was being moved, the oxen stumbled. A man named Uzzah reached out to steady it, he was killed instantly. While it was in the possession of the Philistines they were struck with plague.”

      “That’s the story. I suggest not touching it. The Ark is a box or trunk about four feet in length, and two feet in height and width. You’ll find the poles used to carry it are there with it. Put them through the loops on each side and lift it that way.”

      “May I ask how you know the poles are there, Morty?”

      The man’s face reddened, but he gave no answer.

      Jake was beginning to put the pieces together. For now, he’d keep his thoughts to himself.

      Professor Mordechai Horowitz had other plans. He pulled the car over to a curb.

      “Listen, Jake. I need to know your thoughts and concerns. This isn’t easy for me. I’m not trained for this sort of thing. I don’t know for sure what I can and can’t tell you. My instructions are to tell you no more than you need to know to facilitate your success.”

      “Yes, I imagine that would be difficult. Let me tell you what I think. You can agree with my thoughts or correct me where I’m off. Is that fair enough?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “You know the location of the ‘box’ as you called it, because you’ve seen it yourself. My guess is your government contacted you to verify the authenticity. Is that correct?”

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that, but yes, I’ve seen it.”

      “How long ago did you see it?”

      “It’s been a few years.”

      “If it was that long ago, how do you know it’s still where you saw it?”

      Professor Horowitz sighed.

      “All I know is there is very little chance anyone would’ve removed it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I’m the only man alive who knows the exact location.”

      “Thirty years is a long time, Morty. Secrets leak out. How did you learn the location back then?”

      Professor Horowitz was gripping the steering wheel so hard his knuckles were white.

      “That’s irrelevant at this juncture. Let’s just say the most recent information suggests the artifact is where I last saw it and must be recovered quickly. Can we leave it at that, Jake?”

      “OK. But, I still don’t understand why you haven’t recovered it already.”

      “I told you, I can’t. I’m being watched. Day and night, wherever I go, whatever I do, someone is always watching.”

      “Watching, are you sure, Morty? I mean, who has the resources to do something like that?”

      When Mordechai looked back at his friend, his eyes were haunted.

      “Think about it. We’re talking about the most sacred, controversial and potentially powerful object on earth. Which nations have the resources and ability to conceal it, study it and possibly control it? What would they be willing to do to accomplish that?”

      “You make it sound like it’s an arms race.”

      “To you and me, no, it isn’t. To Israel, Russia and the United States, it might be an arms race. The surrounding Arab countries have an interest in seeing Israel destroyed. They want it for themselves. If they can’t have it, they want it destroyed.”

      “But surely your government could’ve used some pretext or covert mission to recover it by now. Your people are supposed to be good at that sort of thing.”

      “I doubt any operation conducted by our government could be kept secret. The more bureaucracy involved the more tongues to waggle. Still, we aren’t talking about a simple art theft, although it is—sort of. This is a secret mission being conducted by non-military personnel to recover an object of international political and religious significance. Once ordinary soldiers or even covert operators saw something like that, do you think they’d stay quiet?”

      “Well, how do you propose I accomplish the same task without anyone else learning about it?”

      “You are the leader of a very small and highly specialized team. Each man who will accompany you has been personally selected by me. These are men who can be trusted. They answer first to you, ultimately to me. They are all skilled at conducting digs and handling precious artifacts. In addition, like you, they all have military experience and will provide security for the duration of the operation. You give the orders, they’ll do what you tell them, how you tell them to do it, including maintaining complete secrecy.”

      Jake didn’t doubt his friend’s sincerity, but experience had taught him not to trust someone else to choose the team when his life was on the line.

      “What do you anticipate the level of risk will be?”

      “It’s extremely high. Many on the list of people who desire to possess and control the Ark will stop at nothing to do so. If they learn your team is about to recover it, some will try to steal it and they’d kill you all without hesitation. You and your team are in great danger.”

      “Morty, forgive my saying this, but you and your friends in high places should probably be on that same list.”

      “I’ve taken steps to ensure I’m seen in public far from Jerusalem while you are doing your work. I should be safe enough.”

      “That isn’t the list I was referring to.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Never mind, it’s time for you to tell me where the artifact is.”
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      Professor Mordechai Horowitz nodded his understanding.

      “Yes. It’s time I told you the secret I’ve kept all these years. The thing I’ve never told anyone, ever. Before I do, I want to remind you I’m being watched. Where we’re going there will be many people wandering around. Some of them will hear us talking. We’ll have to be careful about what we say until we’re underground.”

      “You say I’ll be conducting a dig about a half mile from the Temple Mount. That’s just a cover for what we’ll really be doing. I suspect the object in question is somewhere else under the city. Where is it?”

      “Remember when I told you we tried to recover it once before? It caused a commotion and people got hurt.”

      “Wait, are you saying the thing is under the Temple Mount?”

      “Yes, Jake. It’s in a chamber more or less directly under the ruins of the site of Herod’s Temple.”

      Mordechai pointed at the glove box.

      “In there you will find a folded piece of paper. It’s a hand drawn map of the tunnels you’ll use to approach and access the artifact. It is the only copy in existence. I drew it myself.”

      Jake took a moment to study the map.

      “Say, this is really good. You’ve included distances and landmarks. Do these red dots indicate hazards?”

      Mordechai nodded as he put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb.

      Jake whistled.

      “This location isn’t just under the Temple Mount, it’s also under the Al Aqsa Mosque. How did it get there?”

      “I put it there. More than thirty years ago, before the complete ban on archeological research, as part of my earliest work, we were experimenting with ground penetrating radar. You may be aware we were the first to experiment with it. Anyway, I found an anomaly. I was the only one with knowledge of the cavity. I kept it to myself.

      As you surmised, after the object was discovered in nineteen eighty six, I was tasked by the government with examining it to determine its authenticity. When they heard my report, they asked me to secure the thing and keep the location secret—even from them. I’ve done so, to this day.”

      “You must’ve had a team with you. You couldn’t find the chamber and move the ‘thing’ all by yourself.”

      “Correct. Then, as now, I personally selected my associates. There were only four of us. I’m the last man standing.

      It took the better part of three weeks to locate and clear debris filled tunnels dating back to the earliest days of the city.

      Secrecy reigned supreme. We worked mostly at night, struggling to be quiet, aware every moment we might be crushed in a tunnel collapse without anyone knowing where we were. As I say, we feared for our lives.

      We were also constantly afraid of discovery. We had no training or instruction on what to do if that occurred. Finally, we broke through a wall and found the cavity I’d seen in the radar images all those years before. It proved to be a small rectangular space, about eight feet wide, maybe ten feet long and nearly filled with debris. There was so much earth and stone in the room, there was only about three feet of space below the collapsed ceiling.

      Naturally, I was disappointed, but it was all we had. The only good news was that everything seemed to be stable. It appeared there hadn’t been a cave in for centuries, probably not since the destruction of Herod’s Temple. We cleared a space just large enough for the object. As fast as we could, we moved it in there and sealed up the wall.”

      “Was that when the Muslims discovered you were digging under the Temple Mount?”

      “No. At that time archeological research in the general area was still permitted, so our work out near the Church Of The Holy Sepulchre site wasn’t suspect. That’s just outside the Old City walls. They had no way of knowing we were actually exploring hidden tunnels under the Temple Mount.”

      “That’s the same subterfuge we’re using this time. What makes you think they won’t be more alert now?”

      “They will be more alert. Everything related to archeological research is suspect these days. That’s why having an outside expert researching a historical site dating back to Roman times is least threatening. The location is a half mile from the Temple Mount. It isn’t even the same place we started from before.”

      “Still, someone will be curious.”

      Sure, that’s why I prepared the site with things we discovered in other places. There actually is Roman graffiti on the walls of the cave and tunnel. I put it there myself.”

      “You defiled an archeological site?”

      “Not as far as anyone else knows. What you will uncover is graffiti and paintings suggesting the Romans may have used the location as a brothel, about two thousand years ago.”

      “I don’t want to be a part of something so unethical.”

      Mordechai gave Jake a penetrating look.

      “This is our one shot, Jake. This is the way we gain access to the Ark. Can’t you lay aside your scientific ethics for something this important?”

      “Clearly, you can. I’m not comfortable with it. How am I supposed to publish findings I know are bogus?”

      “That’s for you to figure out. For now, focus on the real mission. Here we are. This is the location.

      As Jake climbed out of the vehicle he found himself in an area filled with tour buses and tourists by the dozens.

      “That’s the hillside they call Golgotha, or the Place of the Skull. It’s an old stone quarry. Because of the fissures and caves, it resembles the face of a skull. They say Jesus was crucified on the hilltop.”

      “It does look like a skull, but I doubt it looked like that two thousand years ago. I don’t think this is the actual place where Jesus was crucified with two other men.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “For one thing, most of that excavation is too recent and the erosion isn’t old enough. The crucifixion happened at a location called ‘the place of the skull’, not a place that looks like a skull. More importantly, the Romans used crucifixion both as capital punishment and a warning to keep people in line. They stood the crosses along major thoroughfares and at the entrances to a city. The top of that hill isn’t either of those. It’s too obscure for that purpose.”

      “Hmmm. That’s a good point. In the distance there, you see the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. Constantine’s mother, Helena, believed that was the location of both the crucifixion and the interment. It is beside an important road and gateway into the old city. She commissioned the building of that church on the spot she believed was the location of the empty tomb. After the destruction of Herod’s Temple, the Romans built a temple to Venus where that church now stands, evidently to mock and erase the memory of the events that occurred there. Helena had the pagan temple destroyed and the church replaced it.”

      “Evidently she had an eye for detail.”

      “Well, she was here about seventeen hundred years ago. At that time, people still talked about where the Romans did the crucifixions. Also, the church is just outside the original walls of the old city of Jerusalem at the time of Christ. A few hundred years after Helena’s death, the original church was destroyed by followers of Muhammad. It was rebuilt during the Crusades. That’s how Jerusalem is, like so many other ancient cities, it’s just one thing on top of another.

      Now, this location here is outside the walls built by the Romans less than two thousand years ago. It isn’t part of the old city. It’s old, but perhaps not old enough. It doesn’t date back to the time of Jesus, much less Jeremiah and Nebuchadnezzar. For our purposes it doesn’t really matter either way. This is where you’ll start. You see those barricades over there?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s where your team is assembled. The cave entrance is behind the barricade. The university is paying for the security keeping the tourists and everyone else away from the dig site.”

      “Is this where you originally found the artifact?”

      “No, it doesn’t matter where it was when I found it, but it wasn’t here.”

      Jake didn’t appreciate Mordechai’s obfuscation, but there was no point in pressing the matter. They were working their way through throngs of tourists.

      “I guess it’s time to meet your team.”

      “Your team, Jake, they’re your team now.”

      Jake stopped in his tracks.

      “No, Morty, they’re not my team. I don’t know any of these men. It took weeks or months of planning to set all this up. I’ve had nothing to do with any of it, so far. You and your handlers are just using me as a beard. You say it’s my team, but you and they are running this operation. I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it. Just don’t treat me like you think I’m stupid.”

      Mordechai glanced around at the crowd. He lowered his voice.

      “Jake, if you feel that way, why did you agree to secure the artifact?”

      “…Because you’re right. This is too important and potentially disastrous if it isn’t handled with discretion and caution.

      I don’t mind being the false front for the dig. I think it’s a tremendous privilege to be a part of this, but don’t pee on my leg and tell me it’s raining.”

      “It’s not like that, Jake, at least not entirely. You aren’t just flying a false flag to disguise the true purpose of the dig. As far as getting to the artifact and recovering it goes, you’re in charge. Those old tunnels are dangerous. The approach to the uhh…’box’ is your area of expertise. Those men have been told to follow your lead and instructions. The men on your team don’t have much experience underground. I may have exaggerated their archeological experience a little bit too. Let’s just say their skill set is different from yours. If you run into trouble, they have the tools and talent to deal with it. Unless or until that happens, you give the orders.”

      “There’s something more you aren’t telling me, isn’t there.”

      “I was going to get to it, but you’ve been hounding me with questions and suspicions.”

      “Tell me now.”

      Mordechai leaned in close to Jake’s ear.

      “As part of the process of attempting to secure the ‘box’, I took certain precautions to ensure that anyone attempting to retrace our passage through the tunnels wouldn’t live to regret trying it.”

      “Booby traps?” Jake hissed.

      “Yes. Now, don’t worry. There’re no explosives involved. I’m not trained for that and I couldn’t risk damage to the artifact, or too much attention being drawn to the tunnels. We did it the old fashioned way.”

      “Are you talking about deadfalls, snares and pit traps?”

      “Yes, that’s it exactly. The men on your team would get themselves killed trying to travel through those tunnels without your guidance. The thing is; I spent too much time securing the tunnels. Someone became suspicious and attempted to investigate where I’d been. There was a cave in and several Muslims lost their lives. They claimed it was because what we called research was really an attempt to undermine the Al Aqsa Mosque.”

      “Is that what started the trouble? Is that why all archeological research became banned on the Temple Mount?”

      “Yes, it was my mistake.”

      “So, some portions of the tunnels are booby trapped and other parts are caved in? Even with the map, this could take longer than I thought.”

      “Do you see why we need you to lead the team? It has to be done quickly and correctly. I’m told you’ll only have about three days. It isn’t just getting to the location either. As I told you, where and how the artifact is secured will be up to you as well.”

      Jake’s mind was racing. Could he and his men clear the tunnels and extract the Ark in three days’ time? For some reason, his friend seemed to think they could. It was only a half mile away. They could walk that distance on the surface in about ten minutes. Working their way through dangerous and partially collapsed tunnels would take far longer, maybe even days.

      “Jake, the most important thing is to secure the object after you retrieve it. Do you have any idea how you will do that?”

      “I have a plan. There are some things I’ll need.

      “Excellent. Whatever you need I can provide within a matter of hours. I mean anything. Just let me know.”

      “Alright, Morty, I need a stack of large empty cartons with innocuous labels. They should look like they have something in them. They’ll go in empty, but come out heavy. You know the dimensions. Do you follow me?”

      “Yes, it’s ingenious.”

      “Send them in on a pallet with a fork lift. Also, I’ll need some steel pipe, six inch diameter, eight or nine feet in length. Eight or ten of those should be enough. Bring it all in a box truck. Once it’s unloaded, leave the truck here.”

      “And then what?”

      “I have a friend who’s in hospital in Johannesburg. I need to go back to South Africa in a couple of days to see how she’s progressing. I’ll need a charter flight to Johannesburg. I’ll be hauling a bunch of video recording and editing equipment, lights and poles, that sort of thing, for a project in South Africa. Can you arrange it and handle customs?”

      “Yes. Is that where you plan…

      “…One step at a time, Morty.  The sooner we get started, the sooner we complete the mission. Let’s go meet my team.”
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      The team of workers, Professor of Archeology, Dr. Mordechai Horowitz had assembled included only three men, of mixed ages. All were fit and tan, indicating both ancestral lineage and attention to physical conditioning. A man named Ruben was the oldest and had the darkest complexion. Among this group Jake appeared pale and very European. He stood a few inches taller and would’ve matched them for fitness, but he knew the time spent recovering from the helicopter crash had softened him.

      After the introductions were made they all stooped through the low and narrow opening of a small cave to discuss the plans for the approach to the Ark. Inside, the only light was that which fell through the cave opening. In the gloom they squatted in a rough circle.

      “Gentlemen, I’ve briefed Dr. Walker on the true aim of this dig. I chose him because he is the most qualified man I know to lead a mission like this. Not only is he an expert on ancient cultural influences, he’s a highly skilled scientist and explorer with years of experience in the field. He also has a similar background to some of you. He served in a United States Army Special Forces unit.”

      “Army Ranger, weren’t you?” A young man about twenty five years of age named David asked.

      “That’s right. Rangers lead the way.”

      “I understand you’ve been in combat?”

      Jake nodded.

      “I did four tours in Afghanistan.”

      The three men glanced at each other.

      Jake grinned.

      “Now, I’m just a humble explorer seeking to understand how ancient civilizations shaped the modern world.”

      “Well you’ve come to the right place. Hasn’t he, Professor?” David asked.

      “Yes, Israel has probably had more effect on both the ancient and modern world than any place on earth.”

      Jake shrugged.

      “Sure, to some degree. There have been many others as well. The influences of the Roman Empire are also very much with us today. For example, how many coliseums and stadiums are there in the modern world?”

      “Which brings us to the subject at hand,” Mordechai said. “Jake, I’ve already photographed the walls of this cave and the adjoining tunnel. These Roman era paintings and graffiti will support the story of what you are supposedly researching. I know you aren’t comfortable about publishing false information, so we’ll worry about that later. The point is you won’t have to waste any time pretending to study the artifacts here. You can begin the approach to the real objective immediately. I think you’ll find all the equipment you’ll need just inside the tunnel mouth, over there. Do any of you gentlemen have any questions for me, before I leave you to it?”

      “After we secure the artifact, how do we return to our normal routine?” The man called Ruben asked. The oldest of the three men, he looked to be about the same age as Jake.

      “Dr. Walker will tell you when, where and how, at the appropriate time. When you leave here, this dig will be shut down and the site returned to a more or less normal appearance. You men can return to your previous lives shortly after that.”

      Jake had a question.

      “In an emergency or after we retrieve the object, how do I contact you?”

      “You don’t contact me, Jake. I’m going to be on a dig site in Egypt. In the case of an emergency, these men have a certain protocol to follow. I’ll make the arrangements we discussed, but once you’ve retrieved the artifact, you’re on your own.”

      “That’s it then? We never speak of it again?”

      “That’s the plan. Find it, retrieve it, secure it and forget any of this ever happened. Your findings on the so called Roman graffiti will be published with photos in a leading archeological research magazine under the university’s imprimatur. End of story.”

      “Alright, do these men know what we’ve been sent to recover?”

      The men gave the professor a penetrating gaze.

      “Yes, as I told you, I selected them myself. I would trust these men with my life. Because this is such a sensitive mission with a high degree of risk, I had to tell them our objective.”

      “Fair enough.” Jake turned to the men. “I have to trust you guys with my life and the outcome of this mission. So, let me ask you all a question. What are your feelings about retrieving this particular artifact?”

      Professor Horowitz raised his eyebrows. He’d never thought to ask such a question.

      It caught the men a little off guard as well.

      “Ruben, tell me your thoughts on the matter.”

      “Well, Dr. Walker, I never believed there was such an object. I won’t believe it until I see it myself. Until then, it’s just another mission.”

      Jake nodded. This answer told him he’d guessed correctly. These men were probably professional operators, a part of some clandestine intelligence or military unit. Jake looked over at a man who called himself Lorenzo.

      The man shrugged.

      “I must say, it’s intriguing. I’m not very familiar with the story, but I’m looking forward to seeing the thing.”

      “Ok. It’s your turn, David. What do you have to say?”

      “Full disclosure? Professor Horowitz is my great uncle. I believe what he’s told me.”

      Jake shot his friend a look. Mordechai shrugged in response. Jake turned back to the youngest member of the team.

      “What has my friend, Morty told you?”

      “He told me it’s a sacred object to some people, a dangerous device to others. To him, as a scientist, it’s a priceless artifact. If anything were to happen to it, it would be the greatest loss in the history of archeology.”

      That answer told Jake the young man was someone who respected the value to science above any religious or political consideration.

      “Now, you tell us what it means to you, Dr. Walker.” Ruben said.

      Jake thought about his answer. It was complicated for him.

      From a purely scientific perspective finding the Ark of the Covenant was the most significant experience imaginable to anyone involved in researching the ancient world?

      On a more personal and spiritual level, seeing the box that contained the stone tablets carved by Moses, some of the manna that appeared like frost but was both nutritious and imperishable, and Aaron’s rod that budded, was beyond his wildest imagination. As with other, less notable discoveries, it would be an immensely valuable contribution to the evidence for the accuracy of Biblical history.

      On another level, the complexity of the geo-political significance was frightening. The idea that they might be killed in the attempt to secure it was never far from his mind.

      He took a deep breath.

      “For me it’s a tremendous honor. What we’re doing could help maintain peace in the Middle East, secure an irreplaceable object of art, and further my understanding of human history. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity and I wouldn’t miss it for anything. OK, gentlemen, that’s all. Let’s get started.”
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      “Jake, will you walk with me out to my car.” Professor Horowitz asked.

      “Alright, while I’m doing that, you men start breaking through the wall of the tunnel. You will make the opening on the left side, twenty meters from where this tunnel meets this cavern. Work quickly, but as quietly as possible. Do not go through the opening into the tunnel on the other side of the wall. I’ll be right back.”

      As they walked through the crowd of tourists, neither man said a word.

      Professor Horowitz stopped beside his car.

      “Remember this, Jake; three days. Three days is all you’ve got. There is at least one other group coming for the artifact.”

      “I thought you said you were the only person alive who knew the location.”

      “Yes, until now, only I knew the exact location. Evidently there have been some intelligence leaks recently. It would’ve been better to do this some weeks ago, but we weren’t prepared. By now, there are people who know the object is probably somewhere under the Temple Mount. We estimate it will take three days for them to get organized. By then you’d better be gone. Do you understand?”

      “Do you think we can do it?”

      “As I recall the conditions, if you work hard and all goes well, you could reach the room tonight. Unfortunately, we can’t be sure what the conditions are like now. Having to clear a lot of debris will slow you.”

      “How long will it take you to make the arrangements we discussed?”

      Mordechai pulled out his mobile phone.

      “You’ll have the fork lift, the truck, and the cartons within the next two hours. The plane will be fueled and the pilots on standby in the same amount of time. The clock has started. The timing and schedule are all on you now, my friend.”

      “We’ll get it done, Morty.”

      “From your mouth to God’s ear. If anyone can, it will be you. I wish I could be with you, but I’ll be drawing attention away from here.”

      Jake nodded, reaching out to shake hands with his friend.

      Mordechai shook Jake’s hand, saying, “May the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob guide you and protect you in this work.”

      “Well thanks, Morty, but you said you aren’t a religious person.”

      “I’m not, really. I just felt like I should say that.”

      “I’m glad you did. It sounds better than ‘good luck.’”

      Mordechai cocked his head to one side and narrowed his eyes at his friend.

      “Do you believe in luck, Jake?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Neither do I. Not anymore. As I said, God be with you.”

      “…And with you, Morty. I’ll be in touch.”

      Professor Mordechai Horowitz nodded and climbed into his car. With a final wave, he drove away.

      “Not religious, huh?” Jake said, as he watched the car disappear into traffic.
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      Jake found the three men stacking the stones they’d pulled away to create an opening in the side of the tunnel. All three wore body armor, helmets and backpacks. While it confirmed his suspicions, Jake thought this odd and a little bit ominous, considering they would be working in cramped spaces. Looking at them, he felt about half naked, but perhaps not under protected.

      “Dr. Walker, how did you know where to breach the tunnel wall?” Ruben asked.

      “Call it a good guess.”

      “No, I don’t think it was a guess. You knew exactly where we should start.”

      “Let’s just say I have considerable experience with ancient tunnels and the techniques used to seal passageways and disguise them. I’ll need a light to look inside the adjoining tunnel.”

      Lorenzo pulled a small, LED tactical flashlight from his pocket. He twisted it to broaden the beam.

      Jake leaned in through the opening, shining the light up the tunnel. After a moment he tightened the beam, focusing on first the roof, then the edges of the floor.

      “OK. This looks safe. Grab some tools and follow me.”

      The men walked a few yards into the new tunnel, looking around with electric torches. This tunnel was about four and a half feet wide and almost six feet tall, lined with flat stones similar to those they’d pulled out to create an opening. They had to walk in single file. Jake being the tallest member of the team had to stoop to lead the way.

      David was curious.

      “Why did you say this looks safe? Is there danger of a collapse?”

      “Yes, this tunnel is probably at least a couple of thousand years old. It was built without wooden beams to hold up the ceiling; instead, they used these walls to hold up stone slabs. That’s why it’s so narrow in here. It’s a good design and it’s done the job, but it’s ancient. We need to proceed with caution. Ruben, you stay about three meters behind me, then Lorenzo behind you. David, you bring up the rear.”

      “Why did they build these tunnels?” Lorenzo asked.

      “…For several reasons,” David answered from his place behind them. “Sometimes certain people wanted to be able to move about without being seen on the streets. In ancient times, as it is today, smuggling was common. In a time of war, fortified cities like Jerusalem were often put under siege. Tunnels were built to allow people to flee, or to sneak supplies into the city. In a dry climate like this, it was also common to have underground cisterns, and early sewage systems were just tunnels under the cities.”

      Jake was impressed with the younger man’s knowledge. Evidently he was a student of history. Jake was smiling at that thought when his electric torch shone on something in the distance.

      “It looks like there’s a wall straight ahead. It’s a junction with another tunnel. Somebody already pulled down a part of that wall to gain access to it.”

      “Is there someone else down here?” Ruben hissed.

      “No, I don’t think so. It looks to have been done many years ago. Wait here, I’ll check it out.”

      Jake stopped at the pile of rubble. Unlike the neatly stacked stones the three men had organized when they breached the wall behind them, the stones here had been pried out and left where they fell. The opening was too jagged and narrow to carry anything through.

      Jake took a moment to search for hidden booby traps in the rubble or around the opening. Finding none, he waived the other three men forward.

      “We’ll have to clear this opening and widen it. It shouldn’t take the four of us more than half an hour. Let’s start by pulling this rubble out of the way.”

      They formed a chain, Jake lifted from the pile, passing the rock back to the next man and so on. David stacked the stones in a corner.

      While the tunnels maintained a fairly stable and cool temperature, underground and without any airflow, moving slabs of rock in the tight space soon had Jake sweating. He bumped his head on the ceiling more than once. His straw cowboy hat offered little protection. He thought about asking if the men had an extra helmet. This was the most physically challenging thing he’d done in weeks.

      He was somewhat relieved to see that, even though they’d shrugged out of their backpacks, the other men were sweating as well.

      He smiled. How well he remembered that helmets and body armor weren’t designed to wick away moisture. Hunting Taliban guerrillas in the Afghan summer heat had been far more brutal.

      When the opening was wide enough to allow them to carry the Ark of the Covenant through, they took a rest break.

      With their flashlights extinguished, they sat in total darkness. Not only was the blindness a strange sensation, the complete silence was only punctuated by their breathing and the rustle of their garments.

      “I expect we’ll see rats down here, don’t you Dr. Walker?” Lorenzo asked.

      “You guys can call me Jake. There’s no need for formalities from now on. No, Lorenzo, there probably won’t be any rats in these old tunnels. There’s nothing to eat down here but dust.”

      “Sure, just dust and us,” Ruben said, his deep voice rumbling in the darkness. “If you get trapped down here, Lorenzo, in the darkness, you’ll never see them coming.”

      Jake chuckled at that. After a moment he turned on his light.

      “You men wait here. We turn left in this next tunnel and walk about three hundred yards to another junction. I’m going to scout ahead. If you hear a cave in; come running.”

      David twisted his neck and said with a wink, “If we hear a cave in, we’ll be running, but probably not toward you.”

      Jake chuckled and shrugged before he stepped through the opening. Something on the floor of the new tunnel caught his eye. When he touched it with his foot, he discovered it was a length of fabric, covered in dust. So dusty in fact, it appeared to be a wrinkle on the floor of the tunnel. He bent down and picked it up, shaking off some of the dust. It took him a moment to recognize it as a wound bandage. An old, blood stained bandage, probably less than a dozen years old.

      “What do you have there?” Ruben asked.

      “It’s a bloody bandage.”

      “So bloody what?” Lorenzo quipped.

      “No, I mean it’s soiled with old blood.” He handed it through the opening.

      “That’s odd. What do you make of it?”

      “Evidently someone who was injured passed through here.”

      “Right, I get that. What’s your point?”

      “That fabric is modern and intact. It means someone was in this tunnel in recent times.”

      “Is that unusual?”

      “These tunnels aren’t on any map, and this whole area is off limits to any explorers. The last time anyone was reported to be in here was several years ago. I heard there’d been some trouble. It’s the reason no archeological research is permitted on or under the Temple Mount.”

      “Did you hear about anyone being hurt?”

      I did, but just a somewhat vague mention.”

      “How close are we to the Temple Mount?”

      “I’m not sure, but not as close as we will be. This tunnel leads that way.”

      “Then we’d better proceed with extreme caution.” Ruben stood up and slipped into his backpack. “I’m going with you.”

      The other two men stood as well.

      “We’ll all go. It doesn’t make sense to divide the team,” Lorenzo said.

      Jake said, “No. I need David to go back and see if the supplies I requested have arrived. Either way, David, as soon as they do, make sure the cartons I requested are in the truck. After that, come straight back here. Wait a second. In the interest of what you called extreme caution, Ruben, there’s something I should tell you all.”

      All three men looked at him.

      “One or more of these tunnels is booby trapped.”

      “How in the world do you know that?” Ruben asked.

      “Professor Horowitz told me. He said he did it himself to prevent unwanted visitors to the hidden chamber.”

      “What are we talking about, explosives, machine guns or what?”

      “No, they’re just old fashioned deadfalls, pit traps and trip wires.”

      “I guess that’s bad enough,” David said.

      “You should be safe going back and forth from here. I’ve been making sure the way was clear, so far. Still, don’t take any side trips or decide to try something new. Got it?”

      David nodded.

      “Yes, sir, I’ve got it.”

      “OK, as I said, I only mention it out of an abundance of caution. Remember, when you get back here, turn left in the tunnel behind me. We’ll wait for you at the next junction. Off you go.”

      David nodded, turned on his light and began walking back down the tunnel. The three men watched as he and his light receded into darkness.
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      Jake, Ruben and Lorenzo spread out and began walking up through the new, wider tunnel. The dust was especially thick here. Each step raised little clouds. Lorenzo, being stuck at the back of the column, got the worst of it.

      “I always thought mine shafts and tunnels were wet, with water dripping off the ceiling and running down the walls. Why is it so much dustier in this tunnel?” He asked.

      “That’s a good question, Lorenzo. I’ve been wondering that myself. Typically you wouldn’t find this much dust, unless…”

      In the light of his torch, Jakes eyes saw something the others couldn’t see from behind him.

      “Uh oh, this is a problem,” He said, stopping his forward progress.

      “What is it?” Ruben asked, trying to see around him.

      Jake was shining the focused beam of his light on the ceiling above them. He swept it forward so all three of them could see what he’d seen.

      “There’s been a cave in. It looks like the tunnel ahead of us is blocked.”

      “Should we go back?” Lorenzo asked.

      “No, this is the only approach to the chamber where the Ark is hidden. We have to go this way.”

      “So, now what?” Ruben asked.

      “Wait here, I need to have a closer look.”

      “Well, be careful. We don’t want the whole ceiling to come down on us.”

      Jake shone the light on the walls and ceiling around them.

      “It’s safe enough here. No worse than the tunnel we just left.”

      Jake walked on. As he drew closer, he saw a pile of rubble completely blocking the tunnel from floor to ceiling. A more thorough inspection revealed that it might be possible to climb over the pile of debris because there was a gap of a few feet between the bottom of the collapsed ceiling and the top of the rubble. The question was, how far did the cave in extend? He was also curious about what caused it.

      Shining his light along the edge of the rubble field, several feet farther along he spotted what might be another dust covered bit of cloth. He scrambled three or four feet up and over the debris to where, lying on his belly, he was able to reach down to the fabric.

      When he brushed it with his fingers, dust fell away enough to reveal the fabric was heavy and might’ve been dark grey in color. He gave it a tug, but it wouldn’t come free from the rubble. Crawling closer, he pulled some of the smaller rocks and dirt away from the fabric with his right hand. His hand came away with dark hair entangled in his fingers. It gave him a slightly queasy feeling.

      Gripping the light in his teeth, he crawled a little bit closer to where he could see the partially crushed skull his fingers had uncovered. The fabric was the collar of some sort of jacket or vest. The human remains had been buried there long enough to become mummified. The blackened and shrunken face stared at him with empty eye sockets.

      A different person might’ve recoiled from the grisly discovery, but for Jake this was just another day in an explorer’s life.

      Since he was already up on the debris pile, he twisted the light to a tighter beam and scanned over the top of the rubble. He estimated there was about another twelve feet of the ceiling that had come down, nearly filling the tunnel.

      Ruben and Lorenzo were waiting right where he left them.

      In the light of their torches he must’ve looked terrible, because Ruben immediately asked him if he was alright.

      He realized he was probably covered in dust from crawling around on the debris.

      “I’m fine. Evidently someone triggered one of the booby traps. About eighteen or twenty feet of the ceiling came down. I found a body in the rubble. There may be more.”

      “Can we get through at all?” Lorenzo asked.

      “Yes, we’ll have to clear enough to get through, but we can get it done.

      “Eighteen feet? That’s like six meters. How long will it take us to clear that away?” Lorenzo asked, handing him a bottle of water.

      Jake twisted the cap off the bottle.

      “Thank you. The short answer is—too long. The good news is we don’t have to clear it all away. We only need to clear a space high enough and wide enough to move the Ark through.”

      He drank about half the bottle of water, before he added, “I figure we can do that in five or six hours.”

      “What’s the plan?” Ruben asked.

      “We’ll need to go over the middle. If we start on one of the sides, rubble will slide down off the top as fast as we remove it. There’s already two or three feet of open space at the top. We need to make that into four of five feet, so we can carry the Ark through there.”

      “That ceiling is unstable. It sounds like a good way to get killed.” Lorenzo said.

      “…As good a way as any,” Ruben said.

      Jake chuckled.

      “It could be worse.”

      “How’s that?” Lorenzo asked.

      Jake winked and said, “It could be raining.”
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      “I’d rather it was raining,” Lorenzo mumbled into the black and white checkered scarf he’d wound around his face to filter out as much dust as possible. “I’d rather have mud than all this dust.”

      The men had placed their backpacks a little ways back down the tunnel. After seeing the partially crushed skull of the mummified corpse, they kept the helmets on their heads.

      “Mud is heavier than dust and dirt. This is tough enough without the extra weight of water,” David said. He’d rejoined them after they’d been working for nearly an hour.

      Upon his return he reported that everything was in place. He handed the keys to the fork lift and the cargo truck to Jake

      The pile of rubble in the tunnel was now lowered by nearly three feet, although they’d only progressed about three meters in distance. They had to remove debris, pass it back, and then place it along the sides of the open tunnel walls behind them. At first they did this by passing the larger slabs of stone from man to man. Every now and then, they had to use shovels. It slowed them down. The dirt and debris was scraped away from one man to the next. The last man had to toss a shovel load off to the side.

      About one and a half meters into the pile, they exposed the booted foot of another mummified body. It took the better part of an hour to dig the horrible thing out. It was now lying at the edge of the tunnel about five meters behind them

      “How long have we been down here?” Lorenzo asked.

      “Altogether, we’ve been in these tunnels for about five hours. I reckon it’s about three o’clock in the afternoon outside, in the world of sunshine and blue skies.’

      “Right, but down here it’s always midnight.”

      Jake was up on the pile loosening a heavy chunk of rock when it dawned on him he’d forgotten a simple principle. When it’s not important, don’t spend too much time on it. He rolled the rock off to the side.

      Turning to the men behind him, he said, “We don’t have to send back anymore debris. We’ll just shift it off to the sides of the pile. That will be faster and less taxing on everyone. Since the space is so cramped, and there’s only room for one man up front at a time, we’ll take turns. I’ll come down in fifteen minutes or so. Then Ruben can have a go for about thirty minutes. Lorenzo is next, then David. Going at it this way, three men are resting while one is working.”

      “Oh, I like that idea,” Lorenzo said. “How long do you think it will take us to get past this blockage?”

      “Maybe two more hours, tops.”

      “How much farther do we have to go after that?” Ruben asked.

      “This tunnel goes all the way to a corner under the Temple Mount and then turns northwest. I’m not sure where it terminates. To answer your question, we only need to go about another quarter of a mile, but we have to be even more cautious going forward. This cave in was triggered by a booby trap. I believe there are more beyond here.”

      “Why bother with more than one trap? This one killed at least two men and probably injured a few more. I doubt anyone went beyond here.”

      “I agree, but Morty told me there are more traps, just in case unwanted visitors were able to avoid this first one. He wasn’t kidding around.”

      “So, we could find more collapsed sections like this?” David asked.

      “It’s possible, but probably not. We just have to be careful we don’t cause one. Excuse me, gentlemen. I have to get back to work. You may want to turn off your lights to conserve the batteries.”

      “We have more, Jake, enough to keep us all in light for nearly a week.”

      Jake nodded and turned back to his digging. He was wondering what other useful things the men carried in those backpacks.

      An hour later, Jake, Ruben and David were sitting beside each other as Lorenzo labored on the pile of rubble.

      “David is related to him, but how do you and Lorenzo happen to know Morty?” Jake asked Ruben.

      “Oh, we’re all in the same book club. We get together once a month to sip tea and discuss literature. We like romance novels.”

      Jake didn’t find much humor in that response. Getting a straight answer from Ruben was challenging.

      “No, seriously, I’ve known Morty for almost fifteen years. I met him on a dig in Italy. We’ve stayed in touch over the years. How do you all know each other?”

      David spoke first.

      “It’s a fair question. We might as well tell him.”

      Ruben scowled, but made a gesture indicating David could proceed.

      “As you know, Jake, he and I are related. In addition to our blood ties, Professor Horowitz is something of a national treasure. He’s been at the forefront of most of the important archeological research in Israel and the Middle East. Naturally he was the man our government turned to when the Ark of the Covenant was first discovered. Until now, he alone knew the truth about the Ark and where it’s hidden. He’s kept this secret for many years. In certain circles he’s known as ‘the guardian’. While we’ve never known what he was guarding, it’s a term of deep respect. As I said, he’s a national treasure.”

      “What does that have to do with how you all know each other?”

      “I’m coming to that. Because of his work and esoteric knowledge, our government has been protecting Professor Horowitz for decades. Ruben’s been assigned to that detail for what, something like nine years? Lorenzo has been with him for five, and I’m the new guy. I came on the detail in the middle of last year. We’ve all accompanied him on archeological digs, undercover as part of his team. ”

      “So, you’re all in some kind of Israeli Secret Service?”

      “You could call it that,” Ruben said.

      “How does that work, exactly?

      “That’s none of your business. I wouldn’t have told you this much.” He shot David a disapproving glare.

      Jake scowled.

      “Well, it might just be my business. When this is over, I’ll be the only person who knows the exact location of the Ark. Will that make me an Israeli national treasure?”

      Ruben shrugged.

      “That’s above our pay grade. I guess time will tell.”

      “Morty told me he was being watched, day and night. I don’t think he was just referring to his security detail. Who else is watching him?”

      “We couldn’t say.” As he gave that answer, Ruben shot David a warning look.

      “He told me there was a recent leak of highly classified information related to the Ark. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Again, that’s above our pay grade.”

      “Morty also said there is at least one other group who will be attempting to approach the Ark the same way we are. Who is it?”

      Ruben frowned. His dirty face looked grim in the gloomy light emanating from the electric torches.

      “You ask a lot of questions, Jake. You should’ve asked Professor Horowitz if he knows who they are.”

      “I did. He told me to use my imagination. Israel has a lot of enemies and when it comes to the Ark of the Covenant, even her allies can’t be trusted.”

      “I’d say that about sums it up.”

      “I understand there are some Jewish zealots who are planning to re-build the Temple. They would need the Ark, because it is, and would be, the Mercy Seat in the Holy of Holies. Do you know anything about that?”

      David and Ruben exchanged a look.

      “It sounds like you know more about this than we do. Stop asking us all these questions, Jake. It seems you already know the answers.”

      “I ask because I don’t know the answers. You’re making it very difficult for me to trust you.”

      “That’s fine with us. We don’t trust you either. You’re planning to take the Ark and just disappear with it. We’re talking about what may be the most sacred and valuable object known to man. I wonder what you could sell it for, say in a bidding war?”

      “I’ve never given it any thought, but it’s clear you have. I’m outnumbered. What’s to stop you three from killing me the moment I show you where the Ark is hidden?”

      “Nothing, there’s no way you could stop us.”

      Lorenzo had stopped working to listen to the conversation.

      “Alright, that’s enough!” He yelled. “Professor Horowitz trusts this American. That means something to me, Ruben. How about you, David? Is your great Uncle a fool?”

      David looked down at his boots.

      “No, of course not.”

      “And what about you, Dr. Walker? We’ve been closer than brothers to Professor Horowitz, some of us for years. We’ve earned his trust. Do you really think if we wanted the Ark we couldn’t have made him tell us where it is, long before now?”

      Jake took a deep breath. He glanced at Ruben.

      “I’m sure you could.”

      “Well. We didn’t. We’ve all got to trust each other. There’s no other option. I understand your concerns, Jake. You don’t know us. You’ll have to decide if you trust Professor Horowitz’s judgement. Ruben, I’ll remind you, in addition to the Professor’s recommendation; Dr. Walker has been vetted by our superiors.”

      Ruben nodded in acquiescence.

      Jake looked over at him.

      “I’m sorry, Ruben. I had no reason to accuse you of something like that.”

      “Likewise.”

      Jake nodded.

      “The truth is; Lorenzo is right; we have to trust each other. I believe we are all in service to a higher purpose. I’m going to remind myself of that, the next time I start worrying.”

      Ruben chuckled.

      “I’ve spent my whole life in service to a higher purpose—the government of Israel. Considering my experience dealing with that bureaucracy, I suspect it’s not the same purpose to which you are referring. If you’re saying you put your trust in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, yes, I suppose I could give that a try. I’m always open to new things.”

      David nodded.

      “If recovering and securing the Ark of the Covenant isn’t serving a higher purpose, I don’t know what is.”

      Lorenzo laughed.

      “Well then, if we’re all agreed on that, I’ll get back to clearing this tunnel.”
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      David pushed aside the last of the rubble. They now had a passageway about four feet wide and five feet high over the debris field that had been blocking the tunnel. It wasn’t pretty and it didn’t look safe, but it would do to get the Ark back out after they recovered it from the hidden chamber.

      While David and the others grabbed their gear, Jake examined the tunnel on the far side of the blockage. He shone the light briefly on the map before putting it back in his pocket.

      The four men assembled to discuss their next steps. They hunched together as close as the space would allow.

      Jake pointed over his shoulder.

      “I’ll walk up the tunnel about ten meters ahead of the rest of you. I’ll have to go slowly to scout for booby traps. If I accidently trigger one it’ll only take me out. You should be safe enough.”

      Ruben didn’t like it.

      “We’re supposed to be keeping you safe so you can find and secure the Ark. Tell me what to look for and I’ll scout ahead.”

      Jake hesitated. He wasn’t sure what to look for himself, but at least he had the map showing the location of the traps marked by red dots. It was time to make a decision. Should he let them see the map, or try to remember where the dots were in relation to their present location?

      He wanted to trust these men, but the map revealed the resting place of the Ark of the Covenant. He wasn’t ready to divulge that information just yet.

      “According to Morty, the next booby trap is about thirty meters farther along. I don’t know what it is. You’ll have to look for something hard to see. It might be a tiny wire stretched across the tunnel. It could be at any height, depending on what it triggers. It might not even be a wire. Look for any change in the surface of the floor, the walls or the ceiling. That’s the best I can tell you. Like I say, I don’t know specifically what traps or triggers he used.”

      “This will really slow us down,” Ruben said.

      “Right, speed is our enemy at this point. It’s vital that we don’t hurry and blunder into a trap like those poor devils behind us did.”

      “Time is our enemy, Jake. We’ve got to find the thing and get it out of here as fast as we can.”

      “I know. I’ll be happy to lead the way, if you think it will help.”

      “No, I’ll do it. We’re trained to spot things that don’t belong. I’ve just never had to do it in a dark tunnel under ground before. Lorenzo, hand me another torch. With twice the light, I’ll have a better chance to see something.”

      Jake nodded. It was a smart move.

      Lorenzo produced another tactical LED flashlight and handed it to Ruben.

      Ruben set off walking slowly, scanning every inch of the tunnel from floor to ceiling.

      When he was about ten meters farther into the tunnel, Jake began to follow him at the same distance. Lorenzo and David were right behind him. When Ruben was about twenty meters along from the blockage Jake called out to have him go even more circumspectly.

      A short time later, Ruben stopped. Both of his flashlights were pointed at the floor of the tunnel.

      “Jake, come up here. I may have something.”

      Jake walked up behind him.

      “What do you see?”

      “…Nothing, specific. There’s just something about the surface that seems different. I don’t know what to do next.”

      “Here, let me squeeze past you.”

      Ruben shrugged out of his backpack so he could flatten against the wall of the tunnel.

      Jake slid along the opposite wall, and then bent to have a closer look. After a moment he dropped to all fours. Running his hand over the floor he stopped.

      “Ruben, do you have a knife?”

      The immediate ‘snick’ of the blade opening answered his foolish question.

      Jake took the knife and probed with the blade. After a moment he lifted the edge of a piece of canvas from under the dirt. As he pulled the fabric aside the beams of Ruben’s lights revealed a pit in the center of the floor. It was only about three feet deep and three feet in width. The total length was about five feet.

      Ruben whistled between his teeth.

      Anyone who stepped on the hidden canvas would’ve dropped the short distance into the pit. It wasn’t the fall that would disable them. Falling onto the fourteen sharpened steel stakes sticking nearly a foot up from the bottom of the pit would prove crippling, if not fatal.

      Jake used the knife to be certain the ground remaining along each side of the tunnel was solid. Standing with his back against the wall he bent and dragged the heavy, dirt covered canvas toward him. Once the edges were exposed he dropped the whole thing into the pit.

      He looked over at Ruben and smiled.

      Even as dark and dirty as he was, Ruben looked pale in the glow from the reflected light of the flashlights. Jake started to hand him his knife, but Ruben held up a hand.

      “Keep it. I have another. Man that’s some clever work, I didn’t really see anything.”

      “Morty set that trap many years ago. The weight of the soil eventually caused the canvas to sag a little. That’s what you saw. It was the subtle way the light reflected back differently. You have a good eye, Ruben.”

      “How are we going to carry the Ark back across that?”

      Very carefully, there’s more than a foot of solid ground on each side. We’ll just have to straddle the opening. It’ll be alright.”

      Ruben blew out a breath.

      Jake chuckled.

      “Relax, Ruben. The important thing is you saw it. Now, there’re only two more traps ahead of us.”

      Jake turned and waived the other members of the team forward. When they saw the pit they shook their heads in disbelief.

      “Who does something like this?” Lorenzo asked.

      “Pretty much anyone who ever tried to protect something which could only be accessed by a narrow path,” David answered. “This is the way it was always done.”

      “I’ll be glad to walk in daylight again,” Lorenzo said. “How far underground do you think we are?”

      Jake answered him, saying, “Were only around forty feet under the surface here. I think we’re right below the edge of the Temple Mount. I hope you’ve brought some kind of food with you. Let’s take a few minutes to eat and drink something before we move on.”

      Ruben didn’t seem to like the idea. Maybe almost falling into the pit had taken away his appetite. Looking at the others he finally held his hands up, indicating capitulation.

      Within minutes MREs were being consumed. As they ate, they talked.

      “David, you seem to be interested in history. Has protecting your great uncle enhanced your curiosity?” Jake asked.

      Swallowing a bite of his beef stroganoff, the younger man answered.

      “Actually, I have a degree in history from UCLA. After graduation I served in the IDF for four years. Now that I’m assigned to his protection detail, I’ve enjoyed being close to the professor at Tel Aviv University. I have access to the library and every department on campus.”

      “The IDF? That’s the Israeli Defense Force, right?”

      All three men nodded.

      “Tell me, Ruben, How did you come to be on the protection detail?”

      “After my military service, I spent seven years with Shin Bet. Are you familiar with that organization?”

      “The Israeli Security Service? Isn’t that something like our FBI?”

      Ruben shrugged and said, “Magen veLo Yera'e.” Seeing the baffled look on Jake’s face, he translated the statement for him. “It means; the unseen shield.”

      “That sounds like something a spy agency would call themselves.”

      David laughed.

      “You’re probably thinking of Mossad. Now, those guys really are spies and stuff.”

      “Anyway,” Ruben continued, “When the opportunity to transfer was offered, I took it.”

      Jake nodded and turned to the next man.

      “And you, Lorenzo?”

      “My story is similar to Ruben’s, only I don’t have his level of experience dealing with hostiles.”

      “Hostiles, what do you mean?”

      “Hamas, Hezbollah, the PLO, among others, Israel has murderous enemies both inside and outside our country. Ruben was part of an elite anti-terrorism task force. Tell him, Ruben.”

      “Let’s just say I prefer what I’m doing now. There’s much less bloodshed and chaos.”

      Jake nodded.

      “I understand, Ruben. Some of the Islamic countries in the region want to see Israel annihilated. Palestinian factions living among you are also dedicated to the destruction of Israel. Many of them are used as pawns in multifaceted disputes and political manipulations by both sides. There may never be a mutually agreed resolution. When any enemy won’t be satisfied with anything other than seeing you totally eradicated, there can be no meaningful negotiation. In such conflicts there are horrific consequences for both sides.”

      Ruben sighed.

      “Tell me about it. I was a part of the horror for almost twenty years. They fire missiles at Tel Aviv; we knock down whole city bocks trying to stop further attacks. They kill our people with homemade bombs; we drop bombs in air raids. Enough is enough. I’m done with all the political nonsense. These days my mission parameters are clear and they probably won’t include taking lives. That’s fine with me.”

      “Politics is never easy or clean. Speaking of your mission, with the three of you down here, who’s protecting Morty?”

      “Our agency is large and our detail has more than a dozen agents assigned to him providing protection day and night. Officially, the three of us are on vacation, but other agents are on duty. You didn’t see them, but they’ve been watching you from the time you arrived in country.”

      “So, you monitor his communications? Is that how you knew I was coming?”

      Ruben chuckled.

      “No, we don’t invade his privacy. He told us he was sending for you.”

      “How long ago did he tell you that?”

      “I guess it was probably a couple of weeks ago, but when he tried to reach you, he learned you were in hospital in South Africa.”

      “Did he tell you why I was in the hospital?”

      “He said something about a helicopter crash.”

      “Our chopper was shot down. My friend, the pilot, was killed.”

      “Yes, so he said. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that we were attacked by assassins?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you provoked someone at some point in your research.”

      “Or maybe someone who knew about the Ark, also found out Morty was planning to contact me.

      Ruben stiffened.

      “Are you suggesting we were involved?”

      “No, Ruben. I’m not suggesting anything. Have you considered the possibility someone else might be monitoring his communications or listening in to his private conversations? Perhaps even in his home, his office or his car?”

      Ruben and the other two men looked at each other.

      “No, we stopped worrying about that long ago. He’s been silent on the subject of the Ark for all these years. Why would anyone suddenly start doing that?”

      “Maybe it wasn’t sudden. How long have you been working on the plans for this particular mission?”

      “He called us together a couple of months ago. He told us he was being directed to find a discrete and clandestine way to retrieve the Ark and secure its safety. He told us he couldn’t do it himself without arousing suspicion, so he was sending us with one other person. He was thinking of you. We checked out your qualifications and background at that time and began making preparations. ”

      “Morty told me there was some sort of security breach, regarding the Ark. Gentlemen, I believe there’s also a leak in your agency. None of us are safe, not even Morty. Is there some way you can warn him?”

      “We’d have to go through channels. That involves informing our superiors of the potential threat and explaining how we determined there is one.”

      “Maybe you should do that. There’s no time to waste.”

      “We can’t do it from down here. We have no mobile phone signal. Our radios won’t reach the transmittal towers, either. One of us will have to go back through the tunnels to the outside.”

      “I’ll go,” David said.

      Ruben shook his head.

      “I don’t think that’s the best plan of action. He has a security detail. They’re just as well trained as we are. Let them handle any threat they encounter. We need to stay focused on our mission. The sooner we secure the Ark, the better. We have to pick up the pace. Let’s get to it.”

      Jake reluctantly nodded his agreement.

      “Be careful, Ruben, we’re nearly there. There are two more traps ahead. One is just outside the bend in the tunnel you can see from here. The other is right around the bend. I’ll tell you when to stop.”

      “Alright, we’ll spread out the same as before. We may have company before this is over. I’ll look to the danger in front of us, David, you and Lorenzo have our six. Weapons free.”

      The two men nodded and dug into their back packs. In a moment both men had side arms and carried compact automatic assault rifles. Extra magazines were secured to their vests. Now they were soldiers, ready for combat.

      For his part, Jake felt the old pre-combat jitters that come with the rush of adrenaline. He wished he was armed as well.

      As though reading his mind, Ruben handed him a holstered handgun.

      “I imagine you know how to use that. If you believe in some sort of God, you’d better start praying. From here on we don’t know what to expect.”

      Jake clipped the holster to his belt, pulled the pistol out, removed the magazine, checked the load, slid the breach open to look for a chambered round and then replaced the magazine. He holstered the weapon, cocked and locked, and said, “I’ll tell you, Ruben, I’ve been praying since Morty told me why he sent for me. I still believe were serving God’s purpose. We’re in His hands. That’s the safest place I can think of.”

      Ruben smiled a crooked smile.

      “That from a man forty feet underground in a booby trapped tunnel, seeking a relic that could kill us all, while unknown enemies are waiting for us where we can’t see them.”

      Jake smiled back and chuckled.

      “Well, when you say it like that…”

      Ruben shook his head and began walking up the tunnel.
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      As before, Ruben held a tactical light in each hand as he led the team forward through the darkness. The only difference was he now carried weaponry where it could be quickly utilized.

      Jake called for him to stop as soon as he reached the bend in the tunnel.

      “The next trap is right in front of you. Do what you did before, Ruben. Let your eyes see everything, every little detail. Don’t move forward until you know what the trap or the trigger is.”

      Lorenzo and David shut off their lamps so they could look back down the tunnel for any signs of approaching enemy lights. Jake held his wide angle beam on Ruben.

      After carefully examining the ceiling and the walls, Ruben knelt and shone his lights low across the surface of the floor. After a moment he waived Jake forward.

      “I think it’s another pit trap, only this time it’s here along the edge of the tunnel wall. Do you see it?”

      “Yes, I agree, probe along there with your knife. I’ll do the same on the other side.”

      Within a minute, Ruben confirmed the presence of the trap.

      “This one is about two feet wide. The outside edge is flush against the tunnel wall. I’ll bet it’s the same depth as the other one.”

      “Uh huh, and there are two pits here, one on each side. The only firm ground is down the very center of the tunnel. Check it out, but be careful.”

      Jake squatted on his heels as David and Lorenzo walked up to see what Ruben discovered.

      Ruben crawled forward down the center with one of his lights in his teeth, probing as he went. He crawled a little more than two meters before he stood up.

      “There’s only about a half meter of firm ground from edge to edge down the center. The pits on each side are roughly two meters in length. We’ll have to be very careful carrying the package back across here. We’ll have to put one foot in front of the other and maintain our balance.”

      “It can be done.”

      “Should we expose the holes like we did before?”

      “No. this time we’ll leave things as they are. Can we mark the firm track in such a way that anyone else coming through this tunnel might not see it, but we’ll know what to look for?”

      Ruben thought about it for a moment.

      “What if we bury a cartridge with only the base exposed at ground level? Unless they shine a light directly on it, they might not notice a small brass dot. We know where to look for it. We’ll be able to spot it. We could put one at each end of the firm track.”

      “I like it. It’s quick and easy.” Jake agreed.

      David slid a couple of cartridges out of one of his spare magazines.

      “I’m last in line. I’ll stick them in the ground when I come across.”

      Jake nodded.

      “OK. Remember, we have to walk a straight line and there’s no room for error. The firm track is really narrow.” He smiled and added, “For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life and only a few find it".

      “What’s that about?” Ruben asked.

      “I was quoting from the Bible, the book of Matthew, chapter seven. It’s just something Jesus said. Ok, here I go.

      As Ruben shone both lights on the ground in front of him, Jake raised his arms out to the side to help improve his balance. Even though he was hunched down a little so his head didn’t smack the ceiling, he was surprised how easy it was to walk across. Three steps brought him to safety on the far side.

      As though he could see the edges of the pits, Lorenzo stared at the ground as he walked across. His backpack and assault rifle made him top heavy. He wobbled a little, but arrived on the far side without incident.

      Jake and Lorenzo shone their lights on the ground in front of David.

      David knelt and pushed a cartridge into the center of the track, then stepped over it and walked across as if he didn’t have a care in the world. On the far side he turned and placed the remaining cartridge into the track.

      “That’s perfect,” Jake said. “You have to look for it to see it.”

      “How much farther do we have to go?” Ruben asked from his position a couple of meters up the tunnel.

      Because of the bend in the tunnel, in the light of the two men’s torches, he appeared to be standing in a narrow arch of solid stone.”

      “We’re almost there. This bend is really a corner. We’ll stop again where it straightens out. There’s another trap somewhere there, so don’t get in a hurry. You know the drill.”

      The bend was in fact a ninety degree change of direction, but so gradual it didn’t seem like a corner. Thirty paces brought Ruben to where the tunnel became straight again.

      As before, he stopped to examine the ceiling, walls and floor. This time he saw nothing out of the ordinary. He was about to step forward when he thought he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He swung his head around to look at the wall, but there was nothing there, or was there? Raising the flashlights caused another flicker of something like movement. It took him a moment to realize what he was seeing was a very feint and nearly indistinguishable shadow. When he moved the light, the shadow shifted on the wall.

      Knowing this was something new. He took a slow step backward. He lifted his lights to discover a thin wire stretched across the tunnel in front of him at about the level of his throat. The wire was completely blackened to reflect no light. It was a wonder he hadn’t hit it with his arms as he maneuvered the lights around. His throat must’ve been nearly touching it. Another half step forward would’ve brought him into contact with the wire.

      “Jake, I’ve found something. Come have a look,” he called.

      Jake’s light spread across the wall of the tunnel as he appeared from farther back around the bend.

      “What have you got?”

      “Stop there. About two feet in front of me there’s a black wire stretched across the tunnel. Even though I was looking for something, I almost walked into it. Do you see it?”

      It was Jake’s turn to whistle between his teeth.

      “Yeah, I see it and I don’t like it.”

      “What is it, some type of trigger?”

      “Yep, probably for a deadfall, that’s what brought down the ceiling in the other section of tunnel.”

      “How does it work?”

      Jake shone his light where the wire met the wall on his left. Closer examination revealed the wire seemed to go straight into the wall. Examining the opposite wall, he found the same thing.

      “I don’t know how you spotted this, Ruben, but I’m sure glad you did.”

      “I didn’t see the wire. It was the shadow of the wire on the wall. It moved when I lifted my flashlights. If I didn’t have two lights, I wouldn’t have noticed anything.

      Jake studied the wall for a moment as he flicked open his knife. He rubbed his fingers along the surface around the edge of the wire. After a moment, he raised the knife to scratch at it. A moment’s work flaked away the painted surface of plaster, exposing the wire passing through a small pulley anchored inside an open seam where stones joined together. The seam was covered with the same kind of painted plaster shell. The wire disappeared straight up through the seam to the edge of the ceiling.

      Looking at the ceiling, Jake shook his head.

      “If you had hit the wire, it would’ve pulled out some steel pins. Those pins are all that’s holding up a slab of stone. That slab is holding up the whole ceiling here.”

      Ruben shuddered involuntarily.

      Jake said, “You have to appreciate Morty’s work. I’ve never seen a better booby trap. What’s especially clever about is its location.”

      Lorenzo and David were approaching around the bend.

      “Why is that?” Ruben asked.

      “Why is what?” Lorenzo asked.

      “Stop right there.” Jake said. He shone his light on the spot where he’d exposed the wire passing through the pulley.

      “Ruben spotted this trigger wire. If anyone walked into it, it would’ve caused another ceiling collapse. I was just saying that Morty was very clever about where and how he placed this booby trap.”

      “Why is that?” David asked.

      “That was my question.” Ruben huffed.

      Jake squatted, poking at the floor of the tunnel with his knife. He took a deep breath before he answered the question.

      “It’s clever because triggering the trap would accomplish two very important things at one time.”

      “What things?” Lorenzo asked.

      Jake pointed straight up at the ceiling with the blade.

      “No matter which direction the searchers approached from, bringing down the ceiling would probably kill whoever triggered the trap, and it would seal this tunnel right here at the bend.”

      “How is that any different from what happened behind us?”

      Jake nodded as though making a final decision. He pointed over his shoulder with the knife blade.

      “It’s important because the Ark of the Covenant is right behind this wall.”
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      Jake’s announcement that they’d reached their destination brought a silent response. The three men’s eyes all shot to the wall as though they’d been practicing the move.

      “Well, let’s get to it.” Lorenzo said.

      “Not just yet.” Jake replied.

      “What are we waiting for?”

      “The ceiling above us is unstable. The only thing holding it up is some old steel pins. Accidently tripping the wire or too much commotion will probably bring the whole thing down on us. It’s going to take finesse, not speed.”

      “Can’t we just cut the wire?”

      “No, there’s a great deal of tension on it. I suspect the wire is weighted up inside the chamber where the pins are. If the wire is cut the weights will drop, pulling out the pins. Morty is a very clever man.”

      “OK. We get it. Avoid the wire altogether. Fine, let’s get through the wall.”

      Before we try to breach it, I need to remove some of the plaster that’s hiding the surface of the wall. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

      Ruben nodded.

      “He’s right. Now is not the time to hurry. It’s more important to do this the right way than it is to do it quickly.”

      “There’s something else you should know,” David said.

      Everyone looked at the younger man.

      “I must be the first person to approach the Ark.”

      “What? Why?” Lorenzo snorted.

      Ruben frowned and said, “Actually, I think Jake should be the first person to go in to examine the artifact. He’s the best trained and most experienced member of this team. We wouldn’t have made it here without him. One or more of us would be dead if he wasn’t here.”

      “You don’t understand how dangerous it is. Anyone who touches the Ark will be killed. Only the High Priest is allowed inside the Holy of Holies. Only he is allowed to sprinkle blood on the Mercy Seat. Like Professor Horowitz, I’m in the bloodline of the house of Levi. For the past two years I’ve been in training to become the High Priest.”

      Ruben and Lorenzo stared at David as if he’d just announced he was a winged unicorn.

      “What are you talking about? Have you lost your mind?” Ruben demanded.

      “I don’t care what kind of blue jeans you wear, kid. That’s some weird stuff you’re saying.” Lorenzo added.

      Lorenzo’s comment brought a chuckle from Jake, but his response to David was different.

      “David, the chamber on the other side of this wall isn’t the Holy of Holies. It’s just a hole in the ground. Anyone can crawl in there.”

      David shook his head.

      “I knew you wouldn’t understand. It doesn’t matter. Just know that I must go in first and I alone.”

      “Oh yeah, do you plan to bring it out alone, too?”

      “…Of course not, Lorenzo, it’s just a precaution. Once I insert the poles through the loops you can help lift it.”

      “Well, thank you very little. Who do you think you are?”

      “This is something you must trust me for. What harm will it do if I go in first?”

      “It’s OK with me,” Jake said.

      Ruben shook his head, scowling.

      “I don’t understand any of this. What are you talking about? What’s all about priests, Levi’s line and special training.”

      “The tradition is that only Levites can be priests. Only the High Priest has the honor of making the annual sin offering by sprinkling the blood of a lamb on the Mercy Seat. That is the lid on top of the Ark of the Covenant. No one else is allowed to touch the Ark. Do I understand that correctly, David?” Jake asked.

      David nodded.

      “Oh, come on, man. You don’t really believe all that. Do you?” Lorenzo asked.

      David shot him a dark look.

      Jake held up a hand.

      “David, the thing is this; there hasn’t been a proper sin offering since Nebuchadnezzar’s army destroyed the first Temple and the Ark disappeared. That was almost three thousand years ago. There hasn’t even been a Temple since the Romans destroyed the last one in 70 AD. What makes you think it will change now?”

      David smiled.

      “It’s the Ark. We’ve got it back. The Temple will be rebuilt and the ancient Kingdom of Israel will be restored.”

      Ruben crossed his arms.

      “Now I’m sure you’ve lost your mind. Why is it that everything that happens in this country has some sort of religious implication or ridiculous political overtones?”

      “It’s Israel, Ruben. Wake up.”

      “David, I understand what you’re saying. The Torah states that without the shedding of blood, there is no remission of sins. Atonement was achieved through sacrifice. That’s why the Levitical priesthood was so important. As a Christian I believe that the old sacrificial system was surpassed by Jesus. He is the Lamb of God. His blood is the sacrificial sin offering, once, and for all. Jesus died so we can live in a restored relationship with God.”

      “Yeah, so I’ve heard. It’s blasphemy. The point is; I’m going in there first.”

      Jake shrugged.

      “As I said, it’s OK with me. Do you have an objection, Ruben?”

      “Yes, I object to this entire line of conversation. Our job is to find the thing and haul it out of here. That’s it and that’s all.”

      Jake looked at Lorenzo.

      “I’m with Ruben, but I don’t care who goes in first,” he added.

      Ruben threw his hands in the air.

      “Fine, once we breach the wall, you can go in first, David. Does that satisfy you?”

      David smiled and ducked his head in a mock bow.

      Jake said, “Now that we’ve settled the issue of who goes in first, let’s talk about how we open the wall.”

      “I guess Semtex is out of the question,” Ruben said, looking up at the ceiling.

      “Yeah, pretty much. Let’s all go to work on the surface of the wall. If you find plaster, scrape it away. I want to try to find the opening as it was when Morty left the Ark in the chamber.”

      Lorenzo grinned and said, “Now, that sounds like a plan. It’s about time somebody said something useful.”

      The four men used their knives to scrape and chip away painted plaster from the surface of the tunnel wall. The joinery of the stones beneath the plaster began to emerge.

      As they worked, Ruben said, “So, tell me, David, how do you and your friends plan to rebuild the Temple? The Al Aqsa Mosque is sacred ground for many if not all Muslims. Because of the Dome of the Rock, the Temple Mount is currently under the exclusive control of Muslims. They aren’t going to let a bunch of Hebrew Nationalists march up there and build a temple to YAWEH.”

      “All that will change once we have the Ark of the Covenant.”

      Jake didn’t want to say it, but he felt it was important to remind everyone.

      “You’re forgetting something, David. Once I hide it, none of you will know where it is.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Jake glanced at Ruben. In the gloom his face was inscrutable. Could the man be trusted to help him complete his mission?

      A glance at Lorenzo elicited only a shrug.

      Jake turned back to David.

      “You mentioned you’d been training to become the new High Priest. Does your Great Uncle Mordechai know about it?”

      “No. He wouldn’t understand. He’s a man of science. He has no interest in religion.”

      “He might have an interest in a group of people who intend to overthrow and restructure the existing political, cultural and religious makeup of the nation of Israel.”

      “You make it sound like we’re anarchists. That’s…irrational. We’re just a different type of Zionists. We want to see the Kingdom of Israel restored.”

      “A kingdom needs a king.”

      “Yes, it does. In this case it will have to be someone from the House of David.”

      Jake pondered that answer for a moment. From one perspective it was accurate. The Bible made it clear that the future King of Israel would be a descendant of King David. On the other hand, there was something about this David’s attitude that suggested a different perspective. It was too disturbing to contemplate.

      Once he stepped back away from the wall, Jake was able to make out the outline of where the previous wall had been breached and the stones put back in place. The painted plaster was so well crafted; it had obscured the existence of the actual structure of the wall. The finished opening into the hidden chamber would be roughly five feet wide by five feet tall.

      “OK, that about does it,” he said. ”We’ll start removing one stone at a time, from the top down. It’s imperative we don’t touch or loosen the trip wire. Everyone understand?”

      The three men nodded.

      “Before we make the final approach, I just want to say how humbleded I am to be here at this moment. I know it means something different to each of us, but we’ve come here together under a significant threat and overcome some serious obstacles. I’m honored to know you men. Does anyone else have something they’d like to say?”

      Lorenzo raised his hand.

      “You have the floor, Lorenzo.”

      “Good, thank you, Jake. I’d just like to say, shut up, so we can get back to work and get out of here.”

      Everyone laughed.

      Jake held up a hand. He pointed at David with the other one.

      “David, you may have the honor of loosening and removing the first stone. But, before you do, there’s something you should know.”

      David frowned.

      “What is it?”

      “Your training to become the High Priest has been incomplete.”

      “…In what way?”

      “You haven’t washed since you’ve been down in these tunnels. You’ve touched a dead body, and you ate beef stroganoff. Beef stroganoff is meat cooked in milk. What time is it?”

      Ruben glanced at the luminous face of his watch.

      “Almost eight o’clock in the evening. Why?”

      “What day is it?”

      “Friday.”

      “Sure, it’s Friday here, but in Australia it’s already Saturday. For a big part of the world it’s the Sabbath. We only have one planet, so you’re working on the Sabbath. All of these things make you ceremonially unclean. Before you touch the Ark, you might want to think about that.”

      Ruben hid a smile behind a gloved hand, but Lorenzo laughed out loud.

      David looked like he’d been poleaxed.

      “If you want to live under the law, David, be prepared to die under the law. Now, go ahead and loosen that top stone.”
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      The three older men watched as David began prying around the edges, loosening the top stone with his knife. The hand chiseled rock was about half a meter wide and a foot tall. It took some time and effort, but he was eventually able to grasp the edges with his finger tips to loosen it further. Soon he could grip it with both hands and, after considerable heavy breathing; it came free of the wall.

      David dropped the thick stone with a crash, nearly smashing Lorenzo’s foot.

      In a rush of sudden fear, everyone looked up at the ceiling.

      “I’m sorry; it was heavier than it looked.”

      “I think we’re OK, but from now on two men will set the stones on the floor of the tunnel.” Jake said.

      David was peering through the opening he’d created, holding his light next to his head.

      “Something’s wrong! I don’t see anything in there.”

      Jake said, “Let’s move another couple of stones out of the way so we can all get a good look.”

      He and David pulled at a slab on the left while Ruben and Lorenzo pulled at the stone next to it. With four men pulling, the two stones quickly slipped free.

      Once the men set them on the floor of the tunnel they all shone their lights into the chamber.

      It was just as Professor Horowitz described it to Jake, a small rectangular space, about eight feet wide, maybe ten feet long and nearly filled with debris. A space just large enough for the Ark had been cleared at the center of the chamber. It was about five feet wide, two meters long and allowed about two meters of clearance from the base to the top of the concavity of the collapsed ceiling.

      The space was empty. The Ark was not there!

      For a second all four men were frozen in stunned silence.

      “Is this the right place?” David croaked.

      Jake dropped to sit on the tunnel floor with his eyes closed. All he could manage by way of response was a sad nod of his head.

      “Where is it?” Ruben asked the question they were all thinking.

      Jake shook his head.

      “I have no idea.”

      No sooner had he said it, than a sudden loud thud emanated from the far side of the chamber.

      All four men shone their lights inside. The far wall of the chamber shuddered and bulged toward them as another thundering impact struck it. Small chinks appeared around several of the rocks in the wall.

      Jake knew they should flee, but he was fascinated to see who or what was breaking through the wall.

      Dust arose as the far wall was breached, several stones falling into the chamber. Huge spotlights flooded the chamber, nearly blinding the four men peering inside.

      Was it survival instinct, divine guidance, or combat experience that prompted the four men to turn and run into the bend of the tunnel?

      Looking back over his shoulder, Jake saw another set of lights approaching from far down the tunnel behind them.

      All he could think of was to yell one word.

      “Run!”

      Evidently it was unnecessary because all four of them were dashing around the bend as fast as their feet would carry them.

      They skidded to a stop behind Lorenzo. He was shining his light on the floor looking for the brass base of the first cartridge marking the safe passage between the pits. They all saw it at the same time.

      “Go,” Ruben said, turning back with his assault rifle coming up. Lorenzo and David followed his example.

      Jake didn’t argue, he squeezed past Lorenzo and ran across the narrow track. On the far side he knelt, bringing his pistol out of the holster while shining his light on the track for Lorenzo.

      Lorenzo had just accomplished the crossing, with David right behind him, when a mighty, thunderous crash resounded around the bend.

      As Ruben started across, a wall of dust and debris hurtled around the corner behind him. It hit them so fast, it blinded and choked everyone. Jake felt someone crash into him and they both fell to the floor of the tunnel. It felt as if the air was raining dirt.

      When Jake opened his eyes, he could see the beam of a flashlight a few inches from his face. It revealed only a halo of swirling dust.

      The only sound was that of men choking and retching. Realizing this, they all held their breath for a moment struggling to find something to breathe through that might help filter out the dust.

      “Wha, what, happened?” Lorenzo managed.

      “Are we all accounted for?” Ruben’s muffled voice was only a couple of feet from Jake, but he couldn’t be seen in the thick darkness.

      “I’m OK,” David wheezed.

      “I’m here.” Jake said.

      For a moment there was total silence. It was soon punctuated with more coughing.

      “We need to move,” Ruben said.

      “Roger that,” Jake agreed.

      As he struggled to get up, he bumped into someone. A firm grip helped steady him.

      “You alright?” Ruben asked.

      Jake’s torch revealed a hideous grey creature with bloodshot eyes blinking at him through a fog of dust. The voice was the only indicator it was Ruben.

      Jake coughed.

      Ruben called out, “Lorenzo, you’re ahead of us. Show a light.”

      The dust glowed to Jake’s right, indicating Lorenzo’s position. The dust and darkness was completely disorienting. Jake had no idea which direction he was facing.

      Immediately, all around him was the sound of rustling. He recognized it as the sound of men searching through their backpacks.

      “Here, put these on,” Ruben said, tapping him on the arm.

      Looking down, Jake saw a gloved hand holding a pair of goggles. He took them, slipping them on over his head. It didn’t improve his vision, but at least it would help keep some of the dust out of his eyes.

      A light flicked on beside him.

      Another grey shape was briefly silhouetted, before the light swept away to become little more than a weak beacon shining a beam through the dust. The beam struck the back of another grey monster a few feet away. It was someone with his hand on the wall of the tunnel, coughing.

      The thing turned its helmeted head and said, “I’ll lead off. I think the next pit is only about ten paces ahead of me.”

      “OK, Lorenzo. Go slow. We need to all stay together.” Ruben said. “David, you follow Lorenzo. Jake you’re behind him. I’ll bring up the rear.”

      Jake’s light found what he assumed must be David as he loomed in front of him. Through the swirling dust he could just make out the shape of a helmet and backpack.

      There was no way to know how long they traveled that way. Somehow they found the first pit trap and straddled across it. At some point they struggled over the debris of the collapsed section of tunnel. By then the dust had settled enough they could all see each other in the glow of their torches.

      They continued on without talking. Jake’s vision became so obscured he feared he was going blind. It was a relief to realize his goggles were simply dust covered. He took them off.

      When they found themselves at the first broken and breached wall, they picked up the pace, knowing fresher air would soon be found.

      Upon reaching the second opening in the wall of the tunnel that led to the cave, they stopped to rest, flush out their eyes with water and and breathe deeply of the fresh night air.

      Four men entirely covered in thick grey dust sat on the floor of the tunnel with their backs against the wall.

      “What happened?” Lorenzo repeated the question he’s asked earlier.

      Jake answered, “There was another group coming up the tunnel from the other direction. They may have run into the trigger wire, or whoever breached the chamber wall might’ve caused the cave in. Either way, it doesn’t matter, the whole tunnel must’ve collapsed. The Ark wasn’t there.”

      “I don’t understand. Where is it?” David asked.

      “That’s the age old question, isn’t it?” Jake said.

      “But it was there!”

      “Sure, but it’s gone now. The funny thing is, we weren’t the only one’s trying to find it. At least one other group thought it was there.”

      “They weren’t very subtle, were they?” Ruben asked.

      “No, but they were well equipped.”

      “This is all wrong. We were all set to rebuild the Temple. Now we can’t.” David was stuck. “Now what do we do?”

      “David, when Jesus said; ‘Tear down this Temple and in three days I will rebuild it.’ He wasn’t referring to the physical building. He was referring to himself.

      In ancient times the Temple was believed to be the dwelling place of the Spirit of God. Jesus turned that notion on its head. He was saying that the fullness of the Godhead dwelt within him. After his death by crucifixion, he rose from the dead on the third day. When he ascended into heaven, he promised he would send the Holy Spirit to indwell his people.

      There is no need for a Temple any longer and no need for the Ark of the Covenant. We can approach the throne of God by grace through faith.”

      “That’s more blasphemy! Jesus was crucified because he was a blasphemer, just like you. We’ll find the Ark of the Covenant and when we do, you’ll see. We’re going to restore the Temple and then we’ll re-establish the Kingdom of Israel.”

      “Time will tell, David.”

      Lorenzo spat and said, “Whatever! Stop it. I’ve heard enough of this. My question is: What are the four of us supposed to do now?”

      “Morty said I would tell you when it was time to go back to your normal lives. Well gentlemen, I think this is that time.”

      Ruben held up a hand.

      “Listen, do you hear that?” He asked.

      Jake became aware of the sounds they’d all been hearing in the far distance. He’d chocked it up to the normal sounds of nightlife in a vibrant city.

      “Sirens, and… that’s automatic weapons fire.” Ruben said.
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      Ruben, Lorenzo and David rolled to their feet, weapons ready. All of them were caked in dust, their faces streaked and muddy from rinsing out their eyes. The sound of gunfire was more distinct now, suggesting it might be drawing closer.

      Ruben didn’t like it.

      “Something’s happening out there. It sounds pretty intense. Our exit may be blocked if we hang around in here. We’d better get out while we can.

      “David, you have our six. Lorenzo and I are going to go into the cave first, if nothing happens, Jake, you follow us in there. Give me the truck keys. If they way is clear, we’ll make a run for it.”

      Jake couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Was the whole world going crazy?

      Ruben took a quick look through the gap in the tunnel wall. Seeing nothing, he stepped out into the last section of tunnel leading to the cave. Lorenzo followed closely on his heels, his assault rifle pointed back into the tunnel.

      Upon reaching the cave Ruben and Lorenzo knelt, signaling Jake to join them. David came through the gap in the wall right behind him.

      When all four of them were assembled, Ruben said, “I’ll take a quick look outside to see if it’s safe to go to the truck. If it is, we’re getting out of here.

      Ruben, ducked low in the cave opening, could see the truck backed up to the very edge of the level ground. It was only about forty meters away at the base of the hill, inside the barricade. The parking area beyond it wasn’t well lit, but inside the barricade he could see the fork lift and a couple of men talking and pointing off in the distance.  He figured those would be the security guards from the university.

      In the near distance he saw a burning car and farther away occasional muzzle flashes punctuated by the rattle of automatic gunfire. Evidently there was some sort of street fighting going on out there.

      Ruben waived the other men forward.

      “Ok, here’s the plan. We walk quickly but casually down to the truck. The security guards will probably want to know who we are, but they’ve been expecting us to come back out at some point. We climb in the truck and drive away. Any questions?”

      “Should we conceal our weapons?” David asked.

      “No, there’s some kind of riot or other street violence going on out there. I’d rather be safe than sorry. We’re better armed than the security guys. I don’t think they’ll give us any trouble. Anything else? No? Ok. Here we go.”

      The four of them emerged from the mouth of the cave and began a swift scramble down the hillside. At about the mid-point down, the entire area was lit up brighter than daylight and an amplified voice boomed from all around them.

      “FREEZE, DROP YOUR WEAPONS! THIS IS THE IDF. DROP YOUR WEAPONS!”

      Everyone stiffened where they stood. After so long underground operating only by the meager light of tactical flashlights, they were blinded by the high powered spotlights. Ruben lowered his assault rifle to the ground and the others followed his lead.

      “WHICH OF YOU IS DR. JACOB WALKER?”

      Jake held up his hands.

      “I am.”

      From nearby a voice spoke in a normal tone.

      “Dr. Walker, I’m Colonel Siegfried with the Israeli Defense Force. Are you OK?”

      Shielding his eyes from the intense light, Jake could see an indistinct figure approaching along the edge of the hillside.

      “Yes, Colonel, I’m fine.”

      “Let’s shut down some of those spotlights.” The colonel yelled.

      In a moment the five men were able to look at each other in the reduced glare.

      “Are you sure you’re not injured, Dr. Walker?”

      Jake realized that he, Ruben, Lorenzo, and David looked like they’d been buried alive, which they almost were. He couldn’t tell at a glance which of them looked worse.

      “No, we’re all unhurt.”

      “That’s good news. We were expecting you to be carrying a package. Is it still inside the cave?”

      “No. What’s going on here, Colonel?

      “Right, I understand. Let’s walk down to the parking area and I’ll tell you why we’re here. Then, you can tell me where the package is.”

      When they reached the parking area, they found themselves surrounded by heavily armed and armored soldiers of the IDF.

      “I’ll get right to the point. There’s been an incident on the Temple Mount. A couple hours ago there was some kind of underground collapse and the Al Aqsa Mosque sustained serious damage. Evidently a number of people were killed. Immediately following that news, all hell broke loose. There are heavily armed militants attempting to seize the city and at the same time, Hezbollah rocket attacks commenced on Tel Aviv. In Iran the Ayatollah has called for the annihilation of Israel. Troops are massing on our borders.”

      Jake was stunned by the news, but it was typical of the current state of affairs.

      “All that coming together in two hours’ time? How could it be spontaneous?”

      Ruben said, “It never is. They knew something would be happening tonight at the Temple Mount.”

      Colonel Siegfried gave a fatalistic nod.

      “The army has been called up. My unit was tasked with providing security for you and your men as you move the package. Where is it, Dr. Walker?”

      Jake shook his head.

      “We don’t have it.”

      “How’s that again?”

      “It’s not here.”

      “Well, where is it?”

      Ruben stepped up.

      “Colonel, I’m Agent Ruben di Nero, Special Security Services. We were unable to locate the item in question, Sir.”

      “You failed to complete your mission?”

      “No, Sir. We completed the mission. The artifact wasn’t where it was supposed to be. All we found was an empty tomb. I mean room. I expect it’s a tomb now, though.”

      Lorenzo snorted.

      The colonel shot him a quick scowl.

      “Agent di Nero, are you telling me you failed to find the object and you caused catastrophic damage to the Al Aqsa Mosque?”

      “No, Sir. We had nothing to do with any damage to the mosque. Once we determined the artifact could not be found, and hostile forces were converging on our location, we ex-filtrated. Shortly after that, there was some incident behind us that caused a cave in. We don’t know exactly what happened in there. We barely made it out alive.”

      “I can see that.”

      The colonel turned to Jake.

      “Is this man’s story correct, Dr. Walker?”

      “Yes it is. Like he said, we determined the artifact was not where it was supposed to be. There was nowhere else to look. Unknown hostiles were approaching, so we bugged out. We didn’t cause any damage to the mosque. Colonel Siegfried, it is imperative I speak to Professor Mordechai Horowitz immediately. Is there some way you can get in touch with him.”

      The colonel sighed.

      “No there isn’t. I’m sorry to inform you his airplane crashed in the Sinai. Everyone on board was killed. Initial reports indicate it was caused by some sort of explosive. Terrorism is suspected.”

      Jake closed his eyes and drew in a long slow breath.

      “Of course it is. Are you certain he was on that airplane?”

      “I’m afraid so. Is there someone else you’d like to speak to?”

      “No, Colonel Siegfried. I’m all out of words.”

      “Very well, my orders are to get you and the package to the airport. You don’t have the package, but my orders stand. Let’s move out.”
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        * * *

      

      Jake walked down the hall of the South African hospital with some concern for what the reunion with Adrienne might be like. How would she be changed? Her memory was damaged. Would she even recognize him?

      He paused outside the closed door of her room. He reminded himself that everything that happens is for the good of those who love God and are called to be His servants.

      The thought was in direct conflict with his raw emotions.

      How was getting killed a good thing for his friends Phillipe and Morty? How was an airplane full of people being blown out of the sky something that could work for good? Was traumatic brain injury going to be good for Adrienne? Would any of the recent events be good for anyone?

      He would just have to take it on faith.

      Jake knocked on the door.
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      The Ark Approach, is a work of fiction. Where the Ark of the Covenant is now has not been known to the world since it disappeared when Nebuchadnezzar II’s army sacked the city of Jerusalem and destroyed the 1st Temple in about 587 BC.

      It is one of the greatest unsolved mysteries in the history of the world.

      The original Temple complex sat on a raised square that only encompassed about seventeen acres. This raised square was formed by building high walls, and then filling in the interior to create a man-made plateau or mesa, level with the summit of Mount Moriah.

      The original Temple was quite small. It was styled after the tent (tabernacle) Moses and his followers used in the desert after their escape from Egypt.

      The dimensions of the Temple building were in cubits. A cubit is about 18 inches. It was sixty cubits in length, twenty cubits in width, and thirty cubits in height. So, only about ninety feet long, thirty feet wide and forty five feet high. That’s roughly a footprint of only 2,700 square feet.

      The basic design included three sections; the porch, the Holy Place and the Holy of Holies.

      The Ark of the Covenant was housed in the Holy of Holies.

      After the 2nd Temple was built, the Ark was still missing. In his time, King Herod more than doubled the size of the Temple Mount to about thirty seven acres and added on to the Temple building.

      Before the destruction of this Temple by the Romans in 70 A.D., the Holy of Holies had remained entirely empty for five hundred years. It was empty when Jesus was crucified. The Bible says that at the time of Jesus’ death, the curtain that separated the Holy of Holies from the rest of the Temple, and the world, was torn from the top down.

      The theories about the current location of the Ark are even more varied than they were described by Jake in Chapter 4.

      For example, in 1982, Rabbi Getz, the Chief Rabbi for the Temple Mount, claimed to have been within forty feet of the Ark, seeing it with his own eyes. He said it was directly under the Temple Mount beneath the location where the Holy of Holies was in the original Temple at the time of Solomon.

      In 1986, an explorer named Ron Wyatt claimed he found it directly under Golgotha. According to his story he got close enough to it to see the dried blood of Jesus which had flowed down the cross, seeped through a fissure in the earth, dripping onto the Mercy Seat on the day of the crucifixion.

      In both of these stories the men who claimed to have found the Ark said they left it where they found it. The idea is that the world is not yet ready for it to be placed into the 3rd Temple, as yet unbuilt.

      Today, the Dome of the Rock and its grounds occupies the space where the Temple once stood, and the entire Temple Mount is under the control of the Supreme Muslim Council.

      Where is the Ark of the Covenant and when will it reappear?

      Many Christians believe it probably never will be seen again on earth, because its purpose was long ago fulfilled. Through the atoning work of Jesus, we now have the ability to boldly approach the very throne of God, and as His precious children call out to Him as our abba, our Father in heaven.

      Others believe the Ark  will once again be found one day in the Holy of Holies, when the Temple is restored in Jerusalem. There are those who say it was destroyed thousands of years ago. Which belief is most valid?

      As Jake said, “That’s the age old question, isn’t it?”
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      The high priest, Mbulu Njoribe spoke his judgment. His voice was low and resonated with dire warning.

      “Do not force the cave dwellers to delve too deeply into the earth. The spirits of the earth will not forget the wounds we inflict, or the things we steal. We are given what we need upon the surface. With this we should be satisfied.”

      The King, Karib-ilu, nodded his understanding.

      “But, the shining people of the north and the sea folk desire the stone with golden flakes. They will come here in search of more. If we have it, we can trade with them. If they come and find we have it, but won’t dig it out, they will enslave us and force us to dig. It is true, the vein runs deeper than we have ever dug before, but it must be done.”

      “The penalty for assaulting the hidden places will be severe. Do not anger the gods. The Anunnaki will punish us. I say let the sea folk and the people of the north find their rocks somewhere else.”

      “They seek the gold wherever it lies. They say this is the place with the greatest abundance of the golden flakes. We will find it for them and make good trades.”

      “If you will not heed my warning, standing before you today, I pronounce this curse; let the spirits of the earth devour all who dig too deep. May greed suck dry those who desire wealth and power. May they be enslaved by strangers even as we have enslaved the cave people. Let the spirits of disease and decay walk among them. I call upon the demon, Gotu-Noingo, to take the greedy and powerful, twisting them to his pleasure, now and in each subsequent generation. I have spoken. It is so.”

      “No, Mbulu. Do not say this. You will bring destruction on us all.”

      The high priest turned on him.

      “I bring nothing. It is you who choose this path. Let it begin with you.” He pulled his stone knife so quickly the king’s body guards struck too late. The high priest’s blade slit the king’s throat, severing both jugular veins, even as the spears of the guards drove into him.

      His last thought was, “I have spoken. It is so.” He was horrified to find Gotu-Noingo waiting for him.
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Pretoria, new findings, old things

        

      

    

    
      “A Doctor Jacob Walker to see you, sir.”

      The Minister of Antiquities for the Republic of South Africa looked up from his desk.

      “Walker? Oh, yes, the American anthropologist. Show him in, Vasil.”

      Jake Walker made a different impression in person than he did in his Emails and text messages. Even the photograph on his book jacket didn’t represent the man himself. The scientist with two doctorates was almost two meters in height, with wavy dark hair and an olive complexion. The laugh wrinkles at the corners of his eyes were the chief clue to his age, putting him somewhere in his forties. His casual dress and the cowboy hat didn’t exactly fit the image of a typical academic.

      Dr. Stefan Aleksander found himself sucking in his somewhat ample belly as he stood up to shake the tall American’s hand.

      Once the formalities were addressed, Dr. Aleksander got down to business.

      “Dr. Walker, your interest in the so called “Adam’s Calendar” site affords us an opportunity to gain better understanding of what’s up there. The site itself is just a bunch of stones standing in a rough circle of about 30 meters in diameter. Although there is no actual evidence, some claim it’s more than 75,000 years old. Because we’ve heard conflicting opinions as to its origins, there’s been no official recognition of the site. Some of your peers have said it appears to be nothing more than an ancient kraal. These are very common in South Africa. Others have noted there seems to be some alignment of the pillars with celestial objects. This would be consistent with any number of ancient temples. If the pillars themselves were in fact erected by humans, no one can tell us with any certainty, who set them there, when, or why they did. I hope you can shed some light on the subject.”

      “Please call me Jake, Dr. Aleksander. I understand your concerns. I’ve read that the stone itself has been identified to be dolomite, possibly the oldest known sedimentary rock on earth. While that’s interesting, it tells us nothing about when the structure was built. If I’m not mistaken there’s a rock outcropping of the same type of dolomite only a couple of kilometres from the site. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, Jake. Most of those who’ve visited the site agree that the outcrop is the source of the pillars. The stone is used commonly in the region. Many of the old kraals were built using dolomite. By the way, the oldest known caves on earth are near there. Have you ever heard of the Sudwala Caves?”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “They’re especially notable because they’re dolomite caverns.”

      “I’m not entirely familiar with the term ‘kraal’, Dr. Aleksander. I believe it refers to a circular cattle pen. It would be similar to what we in Arizona call a corral. Is that correct?”

      Dr. Aleksander nodded.

      “Please call me Stefan, Jake. Actually, the term refers to any type of fence or wall that is roughly circular. Kraals are usually brush fences or could be stone walls. They might surround a village, or just be temporary livestock pens. Here in South Africa the word has also been used historically to describe any native settlement. The Bantu people introduced them to the region. Kraals are built of whatever materials are abundant at the location. Some of them have been used for centuries and the landscape is dotted with the ruins of tens of thousands of ancient stone kraals.”

      “The images I’ve seen of kraals didn’t incorporate tall stone pillars.”

      “True. As I said, some have suggested the possibility the pillars are erected with astronomical or celestial alignment. That could be consistant with sites like Stonehenge in England, the temples in Central and South America, the Pyramids of Giza and so on. If that proves to be the case, then we have to determine who built the structure and when. South Africa has many ancient cave paintings and other archological sites, but nothing quite like this, if it is in fact some sort of ancient temple.”

      “You mentioned the Bantu people. We anthropologists believe they migrated here from the Niger River country about three thousand years ago. We base that primarily on the linguistic and cultural evidence. But if the structure we’re discussing is demonstrably older than that, it would be very significant. If the site is part of an ancient civilization previously unknown, it would be an extaordinary find.”

      “I doubt that will be the case. I’m familiar with your work. I’d really like to hear about what happened on that expedition in Australia. The news stories were senational, but vague on details. I understand several people died.”

      Jake nodded.

      “That’s right. We encountered something new to science, yet ancient on the earth. That’s why I love my work. Everything new we discover is ancient in its origins. How soon can I visit the site?”

      “We’ll go up there first thing tomorrow. Can I pick you up at your hotel, say eight o’clock? I’ve arranged for a helicopter. It will get us there faster, and from the air you can better see the structure and the surrounding landscape.”

      “Terrific. I’ll look forward to it.”
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The calendar

        

      

    

    
      The flight from Johannesburg up to Mpumalanga, South Africa’s smallest province, went without incident. On the way up, Jake learned the area was a mining district. The largest gold mine in South Africa was only a few kilometers from the site.

      “It’s called the Sheba mine. That name isn’t coincidental.  You may remember the story of King Solomon and the queen of Sheba.” Stefan said.

      Nodding, Jake quoted from the Book of Kings.

      “And when the queen of Sheba heard of the fame of Solomon concerning the name of the LORD, she came to prove him with hard questions.

      And she came to Jerusalem with a very great train, with camels that bare spices, and very much gold, and precious stones: and when she was come to Solomon, she communed with him of all that was in her heart.

      And Solomon told her all her questions: there was not anything hid from the king, which he told her not.”

      “I guess you do remember the story. It’s a prominent legend in Jewish folklore, as well as Muslim and Christian mythology. ”

      “I was quoting from the Bible, but I always thought the ancient kingdom of Sheba was farther north of here, closer to Egypt, and stretching across the gulf into the Middle East.”

      “It’s a legend, so it may never have existed. If it did exist, no one really knows for certain where the exact location was, or how large an area it supposedly encompassed.”

      “I don’t believe it’s just a myth. So many references to people and places in the Bible have been proven true through archeology. This may be one of them. Are you familiar with the discovery of an ancient gold mine in Ethiopia?”

      “Yes, and it isn’t that far north of here. Finding an ancient gold mine doesn’t prove anything, except that humans have been mining for gold on this continent for a very long time. All of southern Africa is dotted with old mines like that.”

      “I understand. The time of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba corresponds to the time the Bantu people migrated to this area, some three thousand years ago. Gold has been considered precious for far longer than that. I’ve found gold artefacts in Central America which may be about ten thousand years old. I understand cave art and artifacts have been found here in South Africa of about the same age, even older. As I said, the story of the Queen of Sheba is about three thousand years old. Some empires or dynasties last for centuries, even thousands of years. There’s no telling how far back the kingdom of Sheba existed.”

      “Hmmph, if there ever was such a place.”

      “I think there was. There are too many ancient references for it to have been entirely mythological. Are you aware the nation of Ethiopia traces its existence all the way back to the son of the queen of Sheba?”

      “Yes, I’ve heard that silly story. According to legend he was the bastard son of Solomon, right?”

      “Yes, and the legend also goes on to say he carried the Ark Of The Covenant from Jerusalem back to Ethiopia, where it remains to this day.”

      “I believe that’s been pretty thouroughly debunked. The thing probably never existed. Didn’t some guy claim he found the Ark of the Covenant in a cave in Jerusalem back in the nineteen eighties? Poppycock, I say. Where is it now?”

      Jake shrugged.

      “I have no idea. There’s so much we don’t know. I’m more interested in what we’ll find next.”

      “Yes, as am I. If you look down there, you’ll see the ruins of dozens of old stone kraals. There are hundreds just like them in this area. In South Africa they’re as common as trees in a forest.”

      The helicopter approached the edge of the Drakensberg Mountains. Shortly later, it banked to the left, and hovered above the more or less flat top of a mesa.

      “There it is, Jake. The so called ‘Adam’s Calendar’. We’ll circle around it a couple of times, before we set down.”

      From the air the roughly circular orientation was obvious, though bearing no similarity to Stonehenge. Two pillars were clearly visible standing in the centre of the circle. The circle itself was on the edge of an escarpment that dropped away from the plateau. The pilot spiraled down and landed about a hundred metres from the site.

      “The view from here is spectacular.” Jake said.

      Stefan grinned.

      “Yes, isn’t it? Most people are too interested in the stones to notice the view. You’re looking at the lowveld. Over yonder is the Barberton Valley. We’re up on the edge of the highveld, behind us are the mountains, and just north of here is Kruger National Park.”

      “This is as pretty as the high country back home in Arizona. The landscape is even similar, with the mountains, mesas and escarpments.”

      “It’s one of the reasons this site is becoming a popular tourist attraction. The mountains and Kruger National Park draw a lot of people to the region.”

      Jake wandered around the edge of the site and then approached the two stones at the centre of the circle.

      “This is interesting. Have you ever seen a kraal that looked like this?”

      “No, most of them are easier to identify. The structures are obviuos. This looks like a bunch of loosely organized individual stones. There are no walls.”

      “Right, very large, individual stones placed here. They appear to be aligned in a specific way. Look at these two. The taller may have been deliberately shaped, or chosen for its existing shape. Can you think of a reason two tall stones like this would be standing in the centre of a kraal?”

      “Not that I’m aware of, but that’s not my line of work.”

      “Do you see the way the shadow of the taller stone falls on the lower, wider stone? I don’t think that’s an accident.”

      “What are you suggesting? Do you think it’s a sun dial?”

      “It could be, but it tracks the seasons, not the hours.”

      “So, is it a calendar, then?”

      “That appears to be a plausible description. The shadow probably moves across from one equinox to the next, then back again.”

      “Huh. That’s surprising.”

      “Why?”

      “They say the guy behind all the hoopla about this place is some kind of weirdo.”

      “Really, in what way?”

      “He believes in time travel, and he says humans were planted here on earth, at this very spot, by extraterrestrial aliens.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      No, he writes books about it.”

      “As I understand it, that gentleman was among the first to recognise there was something here. I’m convinced he was right about one thing. This is not just another cattle kraal. Let’s continue to examine the evidence in the hopes of establishing some facts, and leave speculation out of it.”

      “I suppose that’s fair enough, but I suspect that fellow is just a huckster trying to make money any way he can.”

      “Perhaps, but as I said, let’s examine the evidence. Another thing I find interesting is the number of stones present on this plateau. You’re right, they’re loosely organized, but they are only here on this edge. They’ve mostly fallen; still, you can see they were probably arranged in a circle. It’s possible they were all standing at some point, but even if they weren’t, why are they here?”

      “Perhaps it occurred naturally.”

      “…Only on this spot, at the very edge of the plateau? The nearest natural outcrop is some distance away. These stones are incredibly heavy. How many are there?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “It looks like nearly a dozen are standing, and many more lie scattered about here along the edge of the escarpment. Let’s take a closer look at some of the others.”

      The first stone they examined showed faded tool marks creating a groove on each end. Several other stones had similar marks. One looked almost like the head and torso of a man.

      “Well, Jake, what do you think? Is there anything to this?”

      “Yes, the size of the standing stones qualifies them to be thought of as megaliths. There’s no question the structure could have been built by man, but the site is so ancient and weathered, it’s hard to tell what we’re looking at.”

      “What do you think it is? Is there some simple explanation of why these stones are here?”

      “I can’t speculate. All I know is they’ve been brought here and some of them have been shaped. I’m an anthropologist. Anthropology incorporates four primary disciplines or areas of study. We’re interested in the cultural, linguistic, archeological and biological clues to present and past human development. Where we are now and how we came to be here, are questions whose answers pre-date recorded history.

      The only thing certain at this point is that these stones appear to have been carried here, arranged and shaped, for some unknown reason. The weathered condition of the site and the erosion of the markings suggest they are ancient. How ancient they are or what their purpose was is yet to be determined. That’s the archeological perspective.

      At this point, there is no known linguistic connection or evidence of written language or recognizable symbol.

      Biologically speaking, the naturally occurring vegetation around the stones has not been disturbed. There are some trees growing at the edge of the site. The lichens on the surface of the stone are very well established, meaning they’ve been on the stone for a long time. All that tells me is the stones weren’t put here recently.

      Culturally, we see the stones were carried here fom another location and they’ve been placed in a pattern. We know people don’t go to that kind trouble without a reason. There are megaliths like this all over the world. We know what some of them are. Most of them remain a mystery. Tell me, Stefan, are the native kraals often decorated or given some sort of embellishment, maybe to ward off spirits or something?”

      “It depends. The typical brush kraals aren’t decorated, but some huts are painted, inside and out. I’ve never seen any rock carving in a kraal, so, I don’t know. Again, that’s not my line.”

      “That’s fair enough. More research is warranted. Think about it. On the way here we flew over hundreds of ancient rock structures. All of those stones had to be collected and carried to build up those walls. You said brush was the most common building material. Why were all those ancient kralls built of stone? There’s more here than immediately meets the eye. Are you familiar with the Nazca lines in Peru?”

      “I’ve heard of them. Aren’t they some sort of rock art that can only be seen from the air?”

      “They are. Those geoglyphs cover an area of at least two hundred and fifty square miles. Many of them are hundreds of feet in length. From the ground they don’t look like much of anything. From the air, they’re spectacular. It begs the question—why? Why did ancient people build huge, fantastic representations of birds and animals that they couldn’t even see themselves?”

      “Who knows? What do the Nazca lines in Peru have to do with this site?”

      “I’m not sure there’s any connection. At the same time, you told me there are tens of thousands of ancent stone structures scattered all over this region? Many of them can only be seen from the air. There are lines of stone connecting them. It’s just an interesting piece of the puzzle.”

      The prevailing wisdom is that all those ruins are just old kraals. As you said, they’re common as dirt here. Every village has or had them. Most are built of brush, wood, or cactus. Very few are stone. So, I’m wondering, why would there be tens of thousands of ancient stone kraals, and why would there be lines connecting them?”

      “Wouldn’t the number of kraals be supported by the fact that multiple generations of people built them over several centuries?” Stefan asked.

      “Possibly, but wouldn’t it make more sense to maintain existing kraals than having to go to the trouble of building new ones, especially thousands of them.”

      “There is no way to understand the minds of primitive natives. Maybe they had some kind of ritual that required young men to build stone kraals as part of a coming of age ceremony.”

      Jake looked Stefan and said, “Everything we see in modern times has beginnings in the ancient past. Tradition and cultural heritage are powerful identifiers of any people group. Among the tribal people still living here, do such ceremonies exist today?”

      “Yes. Well, not the building of kraals. But, as an anthropologist, you must be aware that every year hundreds of boys and young women are mutilated or die as a result of circumcision rituals.”

      “While it’s horrible, I’m not sure it’s relevant to the number of kraals. It also doesn’t address the issue of why there are lines connecting the circles.”

      “They’re probably just primitive fence rows.”

      “Are you suggesting the local herdsmen instituted livestock fencing thousands of years ago?”

      “I don’t know, maybe. It had to start somewhere. Isn’t it possible those stone kraals are only a couple of hundred years old?”

      Nodding, Jake said, “Yes, it’s possible. We don’t know when they were built. Another possibility is the rocks were removed from fields and placed in parralel lines that happened to connect the kraals for no particular reason beyond clearing the fields. Perhaps they were used to designate ownership of individual tracts of land.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “No, I don’t have any idea. I’m trying to avoid speculation. That’s why I need to do further research.”

      “Well, Jake, we’re happy to have you look into it, but from an official standpoint, you’re on your own. I see nothing here that warrants spending government money on further research. We call South Africa the ‘cradle of humanity’, because this may be the place where the first humans evolved. Think about it. If that’s true, civilization started right here and spread out over the rest of the world. Here in the Republic of South Africa there are so many ruins, fossils, caves, you name it. The entire country is an archeological site. We just don’t have enough money to research a bunch of old rocks.”

      “Until in-depth archeological research can be done, this calendar site must be protected. Too many archeological sites have been ruined or even destroyed by construction of roads or industry.”

      “Don’t worry. It is protected. This site is within the boundaries of a bird sanctuary.”
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        * * *

      

      On the return flight, Jake pointed out the side of the helicopter.

      “Look over there. That hill has dozens of circular structures and what looks like acres of terraces. That suggests highly developed agriculture. Can we get closer?”

      As the pilot circled over the hill, Jake shook his head.

      “This is amazing, Stefan. It looks like this entire area was some sort of highly developed farming community. Not a city like what we think of today, more like what we would call suburban sprawl. Thousands of people built these structures, but they’re not crowded together. It’s as though they were either large family dwellings or small villages, all connected. They stretch out for as far as I can see. They must’ve used millions of stones in the construction. There’s something very significant here. I see it. I just don’t know what it is I’m seeing. When we get back to Pretoria I’ll make some arrangements. I need to do further research.”

      Stefan shrugged.

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to do it on your own time and expense. Officially, there’s little I can do. You said it yourself. These old kraals are scattered everywhere. We don’t have the time or the resources to waste on ancient rock enclosures.”

      “I understand what you’re saying, Stefan, but there’s evidence of something more. I have to look into it.”

      “Well then, good luck and good hunting. Let us know if you learn anything significant.”
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Sacrifices must be made

        

      

    

    
      Ubara-tutu, the Nephalim King of Atlantis, sat upon his throne, listening to the reports of his satraps.

      “There is another sickness killing the slaves, my King.”

      “Another? Will this never end?”

      When the man gave no answer, the king sighed.

      “Which slaves? None of the household servants are suffering.”

      “It is the children of the cave dwellers. The miners of gold, Sire.”

      “Why? What is happening to them?

      “Their skin breaks out. They run fever. They lose control of their bowels. Then they die.”

      “Is it only the children?”

      “No, Sire, adults die as well.”

      “Send for Ombulu, the high priest. He must find a cure.”

      When the priest appeared before the king, in his entire ceremonial splendor, he bowed.

      “You sent for me, Sire?”

      “There is another new disease among the mining slaves. This time it kills children. It’s some sort of pox. What causes this?”

      Ombulu closed his eyes. After a moment he said, “I must consult the spirits.”

      “Well do it, and be fast about it. We’ve lost over a thousand of those barbaric, brainless slaves, just this year, to one disease or another.”

      “It will be as you say, oh King. I will seek guidance from the gods.”

      The next day, when the high priest returned, he was immediately brought before the king.

      “Well, Ombulu, what is this thing that’s killing the hideous children of the slaves?”

      “It is another manifestation of Njoribe’s curse, Sire. The Anunnaki are angry. The women of the slaves have displeased Nanna. Only the death of innocents can please her. We must sacrifice one of our female infants for every twenty slave children who die. These girls must be fed to the fires of Ba’al.”

      “More sacrifices? Did I not say we have lost too many slaves? Now you would have us kill off our own daughters. Have you lost your mind?”

      “It is the will of Nanna, my King. We can get more slaves. You can have more daughters.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You don’t have to deal with the slave merchants, or our wives. Will these sacrifices stop the disease?”

      “Indeed, my Lord.”

      “Very well, see to it.”

      “I will, Sire, but there is something more important you should hear.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’ve consulted with our astrologers, my Lord. They tell me a time of great change is coming. The portents in the heavens suggest the Annunaki are on the verge of a re-alignment.”

      “What of it?”

      “If this is so, then I fear, my King, your kingdom will experience a re-alignment as well.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I have only seen a small part, my Lord. I cannot discern the extent of the change. I see fire in the heavens and a great earthquake. Then a flood, cleansing the land.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You priests and astrologers are always seeing death and destruction.”

      “I am but a servant of the gods, Sire.”

      “Is that so? Let me remind you. You are a servant of your king. You would also do well to remember from whom I am descended.”

      The priest blinked. How could he forget? The king was a giant who stood nearly twice the height and weight of any other men in the known world.

      “I have not forgotten, Sire.”

      “Good. Well then, Ombulu, go on about your burning of children. But know this, if the disease does not come to an end, I will bring an end to you. I’ll make you stoke your own furnace, before I watch you burn.”
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Layer on layer

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Jacob Walker opened his laptop and began researching everything he could learn about “Adam’s Calendar”, megaliths, ancient stone circles, and the dawn of civilization.

      It didn’t take long to find more information than he needed. There were ancient megaliths all over the world. Some were still being discovered. Who moved those stones, why and how they did it was unknown. Without sufficient evidence, most of the theories were conjecture. Many of the opinions were outlandish. His search inevitably led him back to the Bible and its account of early civilization.

      He was reminded that science had determined the Bronze Age began somewhere around five thousand, five hundred years ago. It was the second phase of civilization, right after the Stone Age and before the Iron Age. Where the first bronze was smelted from copper and tin was not known, nor how the first person to do so acquired the skill set, or even the idea.

      The Bible stated that a man named Tubal-Cain was, (the first mentioned) “instructor of every artificer in bronze and iron.” Tubal Cain traced his lineage all the way back to Adam. The generations after Adam were listed and the number of years from Adam to Tubal-Cain exceeded two thousand, five hundred years. So, if the Biblical numbers were correct, and if the Bronze Age actually started five thousand years ago, the first man (modern human-homo sapiens) appeared on earth about seven thousand years ago. That didn’t jibe with what he learned in University. He’d been taught that modern man- homo sapiens, has been around for at least sixty thousand years.

      Jake rubbed his eyes. “Back to square one,” he thought.

      Then he remembered something.

      Science was puzzled by evidence of civilizations much older than seven or eight thousand years. There were questions about what technology existed at that time and how those people were able to build some of the things they did. He’d been taught the smelting of ore into metal didn’t start until about three thousand B.C.E., the beginning of the Bronze Age. Anything before that time was the Stone Age. Those ancient people were hunter gatherers. They had no agriculture or masonry skills. They wandered the earth seeking only to survive. How could primitive, stupid, cave men, with no tools but clubs and rocks, build complex structures, even cities?

      There was also considerable evidence for an ancient cataclysmic event that destroyed those long lost civilizations.

      What if there were civilized societies with technology different from our own, long before recorded history? Maybe that was the reason none of the numbers added up.

      As a scientist, he was constantly annoyed that so many of his colleagues spoke with authority as though they knew all the answers. They looked like fools when later information proved them wrong. For him, science wasn’t about answering every question, but observing the data, asking better questions and admitting when the answers were unknown.

      Was there human civilization more than a few thousand years ago? Had there been a cataclysmic event that wiped out those ancient civilizations? If so, perhaps civilization got a re-boot somewhere. If his work had shown him anything, it was that some questions didn’t have answers.

      It was time to ask better questions.

      His first phone call was to Arizona. The rest were to local businesses.
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And so it goes

        

      

    

    
      In the evening air the sound of many voices grew louder, penetrating through the walls of the palace. It took Ubara-tutu, the Nephalim King of Atlantis, a moment to understand what the sound was. It was an outcry on the city streets. His people were screaming and wailing.

      From the way they fidgeted and looked about, he could tell it was making his guests from across the southern sea nervous.

      “Mbuto, go see what all that caterwauling is about.”

      Bowing, the servant said, “Yes, Sire.”

      He opened the doors and stepped out onto the balcony.

      On the streets of the city, far below him, throngs of citizens were looking up at him crying out in terror. No, he realized they weren’t looking at him. They were looking at the sky—behind him.

      King Ubara-tutu motioned for the leader of the southern delegation to continue his narrative.

      “Sire, the portents are clear. The celestial…” The man was interrupted by a loud, thundering boom. Odd, there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

      Because his view of the sky was blocked by the building, Mbuto couldn’t see what the people were staring at behind him. He turned back and crossed through the room to the balcony that overlooked the sea. Just as he stepped out, rolling thunder sounded and his eyes flew wide open, wider than at any time in his life. He stumbled back into the palace.

      “Your Majesty, You must come see,” The servant said, as he knelt before his king.

      “Come see what? Whatever it is, I can’t be bothered. You deal with it.”

      “I cannot, Sire. You must come see.”

      “What is it, man? Tell me.”

      More thunder rolled, and this time it didn’t stop.

      “Your majesty, the gods are coming.”

      That news silenced the throne room. The members of the southern delegation looked at each other, wide eyed, the servant’s declaration filling them with dread.

      The king, seeing their distress, and the servant’s almost terrorized expression, slammed his fist on the arm of his throne.

      “Enough! Show me this thing.”

      The servant, Mbuto, leaped up to obey, whirling toward the balcony facing the sea. The king had to make haste to keep up. The southern delegation rushed to follow.

      What they saw was unlike anything any of them had ever seen or heard of.

      The flaming orb dominated the evening sky, its blazing orange light reflecting off the surface of the sea. The enormous cloud of smoke trailing to the far horizon diminished the lowering sun’s brightness. As they looked on, many smaller balls of flame broke away. Each time this happened their ears were hammered with thunder.

      The king’s mouth dropped open and his knees grew weak.

      “S-s-send for the astrologers and the high p-p-priest,” he managed to say.

      Moments later Mbuto returned. He fell to his hands and knees, his head lowered nearly to the floor..

      “What it is it, man? Spit it out.”

      “They cannot be found, your majesty.”

      “What? Where have they gone?”

      “I don’t know. They may have fled the city.”

      “How...”

      His words were extinguished by the sound of a distant explosion of momentous power. Everyone in the throne room stood frozen in wonder as a gust of wind with the smell of the open sea ruffled the draperies. When the shock wave rolled through with a rumble, the palace swayed and the occupants of the throne room were knocked to the floor. Within seconds the walls cracked, and the building collapsed, killing them all.

      The last thing on earth Ubara-tutu, the Nephalim King of Atlantis saw was the falling ceiling stones, revealing the darkening sky above him. As his spirit left his crushed remains, he searched expectantly for the arrival of the gods, but in the abyss into which he fell, those who greeted him were somewhat less appealing.

      The tsunami covered the city, the plains and the low mountains, washing away every last vestige of life. The dynasty and all its glory, drowned beneath the nearly two hundred and fifty feet tall wave, ceased forever.

      The impact of the comet caused massive earthquakes. The earth wobbled, volcanoes erupted, and the continents shifted. Most man-made structures were reduced to rubble as the subterranean fountains gushed forth and the sky became black with billowing water vapor. It rained for forty days and forty nights, and the face of the planet changed. Two thirds of the earth was now covered in water. The poles had become instantly and intensely cold. There, the rain changed to snow and ice, covering nearly half of the exposed landmass, and the surface of the sea froze. Mankind, along with most other living things, was virtually eradicated
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It takes a village

        

      

    

    
      Jake met his team at the airport in Johannesburg.

      His teammates included, Harold “Harry” Truitt, an ethnologist with ancestral roots in the region. He looked like a football lineman, which wasn’t accidental. He’d been a Scarlet Knight at Rutgers only a few years back.

      A lady with a keen wit, and a love of all things in and under the earth, the geologist, Dr. Adrienne Whitaker, was a gorgeous blonde, all five feet three inches of her. The team was completed with the inclusion of the Cajun helicopter pilot, Phillipe Robicheaux. Jake and Phillipe had served together as Rangers in Afghanistan. These days, Phillipe generally worked in the oil and gas industry, but if and when Jake called, he always found time to lend his skills.

      “Welcome to South Africa, the cradle of humanity.” Jake said, as he greeted the arrivals.

      “I thought East Africa claimed that distinction.”  Harry said.

      “It goes back and forth, but that’s what the United Nations calls this part of Africa.”

      “In that case, it’s good to be home. I haven’t been here in ages.” Adrienne said, with a wink.

      Jake greeted his Louisiana friend by his former call sign, “Hello, Boudreaux one. How are you?”

      “I’m good, LT. What’s the mission?”

      “Aerial recon and troop transport. I‘ve arranged for the use of a Bell 212. Will that do the trick?”

      “It depends. The 212 is a twin engine with a range of about two hundred and seventy miles. It does one hundred and thirty miles an hour, so you only have about two hours flying time. On the plus side, it seats twelve or carries a full payload. How old is it?”

      Jake shrugged, waggling his hand.

      “Local maintenance?”

      “Yep”

      Phillipe shook his head.

      “I’ll bet it’s at least thirty years old. We’d better have a look at it.”

      Harry looked skeptical.

      “I thought we were going to explore some kind of ruins. Why are we talking about flying around in an antique helicopter?”

      Jake grinned.

      “Hello, Harry. The chopper isn’t an antique—it’s a classic. The ruins we’re going to explore cover a huge area, and most of them can only be seen from the air or by satellite.”

      “I don’t see how I can be of much help doing that. To become familiar with the history, culture and traditions of the indigenous tribes, I need to talk to people on the ground.”

      “You will, but first I want you to see the scope of what we’re researching.”

      Adrienne slapped the big man on the back. Considering his size, and hers, he probably didn’t even feel it.

      “Well then, Harry, let’s scope it out,” she said.

      Scowling, he replied, “Oh man, do I have to? Helicopters are loud.”

      “Really? They’re loud—that’s what bothers you?”

      Harry chuckled.

      “I’ll be alright, if you’ll just hold my hand.”

      “I couldn’t hold one of your hands with both of mine, but I can probably hold one finger.”

      “Oh, no you don’t. I saw what you did to that guy’s finger in Costa Rica.”

      Adrienne smiled.

      “Well, He shouldn’t have put his hand where he did. A girl has to know how to defend herself.”

      “Ain’t nobody gonna touch you while I’m around.”

      “Thank you, Harry. You always say the sweetest things.”

      Jake and Phillipe looked at each other and laughed.
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Barberton, Ehlanzeni District, Mpumalanga Province, South Africa

        

      

    

    
      After landing in Barberton, the team checked into the Highveld Inn. The hotel had mountain views, a swimming pool, a decent restaurant with indoor and outdoor dining, a bar and even a billiards room. Not that any of it would matter. If past experience held true to this adventure, they wouldn’t be lounging around the hotel. They’d all be out in the field for extended periods. More often than not, their beds would be in the bush.

      Over supper they discussed the approach to the project.

      “The goal of our research is to determine if there was a civilization here in this region prior to recorded history, that means, before the Bronze Age, six or eight thousand years ago.” Jake began.

      “I’m sure there was,” Harry said. “The question is what type of civilization. We should start by defining what you mean by the term itself. What do you consider civilization to be, Jake?”

      “Good point. Until recently it was believed that early hominids were all hunter/gatherers. They roamed in search of the next meal, always struggling just to survive. I was taught that civilization began with agriculture. Once man began to farm, we were able to have a steady and dependable food supply. That stability provided time to explore creativity. This was the dawn of civilization. We developed pottery, weaving, painting, masonry, and so on. We began to build permanent structures instead of living in caves or temporary shelters. Within short order, we began to look to the stars to track seasons and navigate our world. We were taught all this began some eight thousand years ago.

      Today that thinking is being challenged.

      The Gobekli Tepe site in Turkey is a good example. It’s said to be at least fourteen thousand years old. That means it would be about eight thousand years older than Stonehenge. The site is a cluster of multiple circular buildings with complex masonry architecture. There are stone walls, massive stone support beams, paving, and elaborate carvings. The site is so big they say it will take fifty years to research it. As of now, no one knows what the complex is, who built it, or why. The only thing everyone seems sure of is the site pre-dates the Bronze Age by several thousand years. That means it was constructed in the Stone Age.”

      Adrienne began singing, “Flintstones, meet the Flintstones…”

      Everyone chuckled at that.

      Jake continued his narrative, “Here’s something interesting; Gobekli Tepe was buried in the entirety. Someone built a cluster of round buildings that would have taken dozens of skilled workers years to accomplish, decorated them with elaborate carvings, and then they buried the entire complex. Because of that burial the site was protected from most forms of ruin and destruction.

      Here, In South Africa, we find a stone circle being called ‘Adam’s Calendar’. It doesn’t look like much because it’s been fully exposed to the elements for many thousands of years. The builders are unknown and its function is the subject of considerable conjecture. As usual, when science doesn’t know what an ancient structure is, they say it was probably a temple or a celestial observatory. They said the same thing about Stonehenge and Gobleki Tepe. It doesn’t mean it wasn’t a temple or observatory, but the fact is, like the Nazca Lines, we have no idea why they built it. We only know someone went to a great deal of trouble to haul huge slabs of stone, and arrange them in a circle with two standing pillars in the middle.”

      “You mentioned the Nazca Lines. Isn’t building structures, which can only be seen from ‘the heavens,’ thought to be the way ancient people attempted to communicate with the gods?”

      “Yes, among other theories. We can’t rule it out, but we won’t know what the calendar site actually is until we do further research.”

      “Is that site going to be our primary focus?” Harry asked.

      “Africa is rich with archeological sites. The Republic of South Africa alone has more ruins, caves, fossils and mysteries than they have resources to explore. Even I have a limit to what I can afford. We’ll limit our focus to the stone circles. That means the ‘Calendar’ site and the thousands of so called ‘kraals’ that litter the countryside. There are far too many of the latter, so we’ll limit the scope of our research to this general area.”

      “So, that’s where I come in. We’ll use the chopper for aerial recon and transport.”

      “Roger that, Boudreaux One.”

      Harry said, “What about me? I’ve seen enough from the air. I need to talk to the locals”

      “I know, that’s why I rented the four wheel drive, vehicles. You can use one of them for your local travels. When you need to go farther afield, Phillipe will fly you.”

      “What about me? What do you have in mind?”

      “…Two things, Adrienne. First, I want you to thoroughly examine the calendar site. My geology training isn’t as extensive as yours. We need to determine if there was any possible natural event that could’ve created the standing stones in the arrangement we see up there.”

      “Ok, what’s the second thing?”

      “We’re going to have a look at some of those stone circles connected by miles of stone lined paths. What kind of stones are they and where did they come from.”

      “Cool, you know me, I love to get stoned.” She grinned and sang, “…Everybody must get stoned.”

      Jake just shook his head, chuckling.
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Everything old is new again

        

      

    

    
      After supper, Dr. Jacob Walker was in full lecture mode.

      “There’s nothing unusual about any man-made structure that’s basically circular. Circles are commonly seen in nature, straight lines—very seldom. The circle is a universal symbol of completion or continuity. It’s been associated with fertility. In one form or another it’s seen on every continent and in every culture.

      Most of the dwellings of our own Native Americans were cylindrical, whether they were teepees or wickiups, round was the ideal shape to be wind resistant, and shed snow and rain.

      Circles are also one of the easiest symbols to draw without measuring. If you drive a stake in the ground, or lay a stone and walk around it, you can mark a crude circle on the ground. If you use a length of rope, even a vine, tied to the center point, you can create a nearly perfect circle. Trying to create straight lines of equal length and distance is more complicated. This is why nearly all of the local tribal kraals and huts are circular. We saw from the air that this is still the usual way they’re built today.

      What’s interesting here in this region is that even though there are thousands of old stone circle structures which the locals assume are ancient kraals, none of them are being used for holding livestock. Additionally, some of the circular structures are very small and have no openings or doorways. In fact, some of the larger ones have no openings either. That’s odd.

      So, we have these two anomalies to research. One, the calendar site on the edge of the plateau, the other is the innumerable stone circle structures the locals call abandoned kraals.

      Here’s the way we’ll go at this. Harry, you contact tribal people in the area and learn what you can about both the calendar site and the other circles of stone.

      Adrienne, you and I will start at the calendar site. I want to hear your analysis of the geology. We’ll start there and then begin exploring some of the other circles.

      Beaudreaux, you’re our ride. You’ll fly us up to the calendar first thing tomorrow. We’ll all meet back here tomorrow night to discuss progress and determine our next objective.”

      “I’m looking forward to it. I can’t wait to meet the locals and show them some love,” Harry said.

      “You got to give me some lovin’…,” Adriennene sang.
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        * * *

      

      Adrienne knelt at the base of one of the standing stones.

      “Jake, contrary to my first impression, which was the stones are a naturally occurring feature, I have to conclude the arrangement wasn’t caused by an earthquake or other violent movement of the earth. These aren’t a geological accident. These stones were most likely brought here from somewhere else.”

      “That was my thinking, and pretty much everyone else’s. That brings to mind a number of questions.”

      “Right, questions like, when, by whom and why?”

      Jake nodded.

      “Yes.”

      “As a geologist I can offer some general information. The bedrock in the area consists of Greenbelt granite. That’s an igneous rock. The monoliths are dolomite, sometimes called dolostone or dolomitic limestone. It’s a pretty common formation, but it has mysterious origins. You see limestone is derived from sedimentation in a seabed. But dolomitic limestone has a great deal of magnesium in it. There is some speculation that the magnesium may have come from an ancient meteor impact.”

      “How is that pertinent?”

      “It isn’t. I just think it’s interesting. What is pertinent is there is no evidence this site, as we observe it now, has ever been disturbed by anything other than the gradual changes brought by the forces of nature. It appears time has not been gentle. Several stones have fallen over. The circular shape is nearly indiscernible. I suspect it’s because the surface soil of the plateau has been sliding over the edge of the escarpment an inch or two per century.”

      “So are you agreeing with my initial assessment?”

      “I am.”

      “I want to show you some markings I think are man-made.”

      “That too, would be interesting.”

      Jake led Adrienne over to a megalith at the edge of the precipice. He pointed out the grooves at each end.

      “I believe these grooves were carved by whoever brought the stones here,” he said. “What do you think?”

      “Well, they’re not natural. Someone made them. Judging by the extreme erosion on the surface of the stone and the age of the lichen, I’d say the grooves have been in the rock for as long as these stones have been here.”

      “I’ll show you some more.”

      When they’d concluded the examination of the marks, Jake showed her what appeared to be purposeful alignment of the standing stones along a north/south axis. He pointed out how the shadow of the larger standing stone in the center moved across the face of the smaller one.

      “This whole cosmic astronomical connection thing doesn’t interest me,” Adrienne said. “I wonder if these stones have magnetic properties.”

      “Why would they?”

      “Ferromagnetism can occur in rock with a high crystalline content, like this dolomite. It can be caused by lightning. This plateau has probably been hit any number of times.”

      “What brought that to mind?”

      “You mentioned a north/south orientation. That reminded me of magnetic poles. I know a lot about the laws of attraction, Baby.”

      Jake chuckled.

      “It reminded me of the stone circle at Nabta Playa, the only megalithic circle in Egypt. It’s located almost exactly due north of here. Like this place, it has an alignment with the sun and cardinal directions. The similarities between this structure and that one suggest we will need to establish this as an archeological dig site. They found significant artifacts under Nabta Playa. There’s never been any sponsored scientific research here.”

      “Won’t that require permits and the participation of a major university?”

      “The short answer is, yes, it will. I don’t have the time or inclination to pursue that angle, but I’ll recommend it to the Minister of Antiquities. I doubt he’ll do anything about it, but that’s not our problem.

      We don’t know how old this site is, but we know it’s ancient, at least several thousand years old. That’s enough for now. Hello, it looks like we have company.”

      A few dozen yards away, a four wheel drive vehicle slowed to a stop. The man who emerged from the truck wore an angry countenance, barely cloaking his hostile rage with an authoritative manner. He pointed at them as he approached.

      “Who are you people? This is a protected bird sanctuary. You can’t fly a helicopter in here without permission.”

      “Hello, I’m Dr. Jacob Walker. I was here the other day with Dr. Stefan Aleksander, the Minister of Antiquities for the Republic of South Africa. We have official permission to research this structure.”

      “I know nothing about that, and I don’t care. Get back in your helicopter and get out of here.”

      “May I ask who you are?”

      “My name is Dingane Gogo. I am the custodian here.”

      “I apologize for this intrusion. We’ll leave immediately. We’ll come back later by automobile?”

      “No, you are not welcome here. This is a sacred place. Go away and do not return.”

      “I was given to understand this site is becoming a popular tourist destination. Are you saying all people are unwelcome here, or just us?”

      “Those who come with open minds and hearts are welcome. They may learn to hear the gods. You scientific types are skeptics, or worse. You will anger the gods. Go, now!”
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        * * *

      

      As the chopper lifted away from the site, Adrienne asked a question.

      “Jake, what did you make of all that talk about angering the gods? He told us he was the custodian of the site, but you told us the site was part of some sort of sanctuary for wild birds.”

      Jake nodded thoughtfully, as he watched the escarpment disappear from view. After a moment he spoke into his microphone.

      “He was so angry; I didn’t want to annoy him any further. I can understand why landing a helicopter in a bird sanctuary could be inappropriate, but he wasn’t really as disturbed by that, as much as by our just being there. He seems to hold to some traditional belief, with which I’m presently unfamiliar. We’ll have to have Harry look into it.”

      Adrienne winked and said, “That’s what she said.”
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The Khoikhoi

        

      

    

    
      Chief Onga-Oma surveyed the land before him. It was good land. Water flowed in rivers and streams. There were rolling hills, savannahs and mountains. Wildlife abounded. This would be a good home for his people.

      As was customary, the shaman, Inapitak would have to be consulted, but Onga-Oma was confident these lands would serve his people well. The king of Sheba had been generous in directing them here. The only requirement the great king had in exchange was that Onga-Oma’s people locate the golden nuggets and the rocks with the golden lines.

      Turning, the Chief looked out over his people and their herds of cattle and goats. His tribe now boasted nearly a thousand warriors, four hundred head of cattle, nearly as many goats, and hundreds of women and children. Yes, this land would be a very good home for all of them. Their life of wandering was ended. A new life in a permanent home would begin in this place.

      Later in the day, three of his scouts reported finding some odd structures built entirely of stacked stones. In the company of Inapitak and his personal guards, he left the encampment and followed the scouts to the location.

      To his amazement, on the top of a hill, they came upon a circle of stones stacked nearly as high as a man’s shoulder. Within the circle were more, smaller circles, also built of stacked stones. Each stone was about as long as his forearm and about as thick. A few were larger or smaller. Altogether he estimated there were more stones than all of his people combined. The grass and shrubs weren’t beaten down, and trees were growing up among the circles.

      More amazing still, he was able to see other stone circles in the distance. There was a kind of trail or pathway, lined with similar rocks, going from this circle off to the next nearest circle.

      “Have you seen the people who built this village?” He asked the scouts.

      “No. There are no people here and there is no sign anyone has been here in many years. Also, there is no wood for fires, roof beams, or thatch for roofing. Those smaller rings over there are too small to be huts and have no gaps or other entrance.”

      The Chief touched a wall in amazement. “We build our enclosures with thorns and brush. Our huts are made of mud. They built all of this with these carefully stacked stones. Truly, this is a strange thing. The people are gone, but the walls remain. How can this be so? I don’t understand. Where are the people?”

      He turned to the shaman.

      “What do you see, Inapitak? What is this place?”

      “This is the work of both men and gods, oh Chief. The people who built this are here no more. The gods have destroyed them.”

      Chief Onga-Oma whipped his hand away from the stone wall.

      “Is it cursed?”

      “I do not know, my Chief. Tonight I will make my camp among these stones. I must consult the spirits. Perhaps they will grant me a vision. Give me a few days and I will tell you the answer to your question.”
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Gods, serpents and men

        

      

    

    
      “So, you say your people believe the first man came from up on a high plateau near here. He was put there by the gods?” Harry found this information startling.

      The interpreter turned to the old shaman, Obedinga Suptib, repeating Harry’s question.

      “No, not all of our people know this, most are Christians or Muslims. They worship Tiqua. They do not listen to the old tales. If they did, they would know the first man—the one you call ‘Adam’—came from up there.” the shaman said.

      Even though he could make no sense of it, the strange language with its glottal stops, clicks and pops, fascinated Harry. If it weren’t for the young man interpreting for him, the conversation would’ve been impossible.

      There are eleven official languages spoken in South Africa and many more spoken by people from distant lands. Harry suspected the shaman spoke other languages beside the San dialect, but he was enjoying this opportunity to speak the old tongue. Perhaps he was testing the young man.

      Harry asked the obvious question, which the interpreter repeated.

      “Who made the first man?”

      The old shaman chuckled and grinned. He made some sounds with pops and clicks which seemed to startle the interpreter. He turned to Harry and said, “He says, who indeed?”

      Perplexed, Harry caught the old shaman’s eye, asking, “Do you not know?”

      When the interpreter repeated the question, the shaman raised his eyebrows.

      “Do you not know?”

      Harry wasn’t put off by the man’s attitude. He’d worked with drug dealers in Harlem, human traffickers in Thailand, and studied the horse culture in Kirgizstan. A person speaking in unusual ways was nothing new to him. He’d just ask the question in a different way. The back and forth through the interpreter had become natural and wasn’t even noticed now.

      “As a child, when you heard the story of the first man, who did they say made him?”

      The old Shaman nodded thoughtfully.

      “The Zulu say, Unkulunkulu was both the Creator of everything and the first man. He created everything we see. They brought this belief with them when they came here. My people have a different history.”

      “Tell me about that.”

      The shaman squinted at Harry.

      “You must understand, my people the San, are the only, true, first people. We have always been here. CvcgbvCagn is the principle god of the San. Perhaps it was he who made us, but he is not alone. Tsui'goab is the god of thunder and lightning. The plateau is his domain. Gaunab is a god of sickness and death. Where there is life, there is death. I am a servant of !Zu. It is he who gives me power. He gives me dreams and shows me signs and wonders.”

      The interpreter paused for a moment.

      “Is this helpful at all? I’m having a hard time making sense of what he’s saying.”

      Harry slapped the young man on the shoulder, nearly knocking him over. He’d intended to encourage the fellow, but catching him off guard probably frightened him.

      “Yes, thank you. This is exactly what I want to learn. You’re doing a great job.”

      The interpreter shrugged with a crooked smile

      Harry smiled back, nodding for him to go on.

      The young man knit his brows in a thoughtful expression.

      “You know, he may be the very last person to ever speak that language.”

      “No, he won’t be the last.”

      “How do you know?”

      Harry grinned again, and said, “Because you speak it.”

      He offered the young interpreter a fist bump.

      “Ok, ask him to tell me more about the first man…”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll have to pick a spot to set down pretty soon, Jake. Fuel will be an issue if we go much further north. I could fly up into Zimbabwe, but I’m afraid if we try to refuel up there they might greet us with machine guns.”

      “That’s OK, Phillipe. Take us back to that hilltop we passed a few miles to the south, you know the one with all those terraces?”

      “Not for sure, but at least it’s on the way back toward civilization. OK, coming back around, now.”

      Fifteen minutes of flying time brought them to a forested area of rolling hills where circles of stone were dotted all over the landscape. One hilltop had several stone circles connected by lined paths and what appeared to be terraces all around.

      “That looks interesting, Boudreaux One, Let me get a few pictures, then you can set us down over there.”

      “Roger that, LT…approaching the LZ now.”

      As they hovered a few hundred feet above it, the site revealed a series of terraces, stone circles, and what looked like roads lined with stones. The interconnected structures covered the entire surface of the hill. The complex must have encompassed one hundred acres or more. The stone lined paths or roads disappeared into the distance. Jake felt excitement as his eyes took in the sight and his mind raced, attempting to find meaning. This was incredible.

      Once on the ground, Phillipe said he wanted to do some maintenance on the chopper.

      “Hey, Adrienne, I’ve got goodies in a cooler. If you get hungry come on back and I’ll feed you lunch.”

      “That sounds like a date, Sugar. I’ll look forward to it.”

      “You won’t mind if I tag along will you?” Jake said, with a smirk. After all, he was paying for everything.

      Adrienne winked and said, “Of course not, darling. You bought me breakfast.”

      The first stone circle was only a short walk across open ground, at the edge of a forest.

      “All of the kraals we’ve seen are out in the open savannah or on farmland. I wonder if any of them are in the forests,” Jake mused.

      “Maybe, but the woodlands are mostly low-lying, along streams and in the valleys. These structures are mostly on high ground. Forests may have grown over them, but I’ll bet they weren’t built in the forests. Wow, this one looks like it could’ve been built last week. The masonry is top notch. I can’t imagine how long it would take to build a dry stone wall as well-crafted as this is.”

      “No,” Jake said. “It took considerable skill.”

      They were standing outside a stone circle roughly five feet in height, a little less than shoulder high for Jake. The wall was almost uniformly built to a width or thickness of about two feet. Jake reckoned the circumference to be in the neighborhood of ninety feet. Inside, another smaller circle built of the same stones also stood without any form of entrance.

      “This is very disappointing,” Jake said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “This isn’t as ancient as I’d hoped. Either this structure has been rebuilt over an older one, or it isn’t as old as the others.”

      “That’s what I was thinking. But what we saw from the air is all around us. That little hummock over there is part of that path or road connecting all the other structures. The stones are low, silted in and overgrown. You can barely make it out on the ground. It would’ve taken centuries to do that. This whole complex is ancient. Don’t let this one circle of stone discourage you.”

      “Thanks, Adrienne. I guess I was missing the forest because I focused on a single tree.”

      “Right and we’ve seen hundreds of these structures from the air. It almost looks like they’re everywhere. There could be thousands—even tens of thousands of them.”

      “I’ve heard there are more than that, maybe hundreds of thousands spread all across southern Africa.”

      “Where did all the rocks come from? What type are they? I need to examine them more closely.”

      Bending down, Adrienne reached for a dislodged rock which lay near her feet. Suddenly she jerked, staggering backward with her hands out in front of her face.

      Alarmed, Jake grabbed her elbow to steady her.

      “What’s wrong? Are you alright?”

      “No, a snake, it spit in my eyes.”

      Jake looked where she had bent down. He saw a loosely coiled serpent with its head raised about a foot off the ground. The flair of the hood and black and white stripes on the throat told him it was a cobra. He knew it was some type of spitting cobra, but which one? There wasn’t time to research that.

      He helped Adrienne step farther back and eased her to a sitting position on the ground. Shrugging out of his back pack, he removed a bottle of water.

      “Adrienne, we need to flush out your eyes. It may sting and you need to keep your mouth closed. There’s venom all over your face. I know it hurts, but look at me. Keep your eyes open. Ok, here we go.”

      Jake wasn’t shy with the water. Each time Adrienne closed her eyes, he told her to open them. She was trying to claw at her eyes, so he had to bat her hands away from her face. He continued pouring and flushing until the bottle was empty.

      “Listen to me. You’re OK. It hurts right now, but you’ll be fine. Give me your hands. Come on, up we go. You probably can’t see very well. Lean on me. I’ll lead you to the chopper.

      Phillipe saw Jake and Adrienne approaching. Jake was giving the “spin it up” sign with his free hand. Phillipe knew it meant trouble.

      As Jake got Adrienne strapped in, he instructed her to avoid rubbing her eyes. He looked at Phillipe and said,

      “I think the nearest hospital with a landing pad is probably down in Pretoria. Can we make it there?

      “Roger that,”

      “OK, wait for me. I’ll be right back.”
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A night among the stars

        

      

    

    
      Inapitak, the Khoikhoi shaman, fasted during his vigil. Although he only missed one meal, it helped him focus on the heavens. He neither ate nor drank, but stood in the center of a stone circle observing the lowering of the sun. He prayed to the god of daylight and warmth, asking that he be given insight as he observed the stars and planets.

      As the last pink light diminished on the horizon he began to shake his rattle and dance, quietly chanting to himself. He had no idea he was being watched by a small, wiry man on the edge of the forest.

      Seeing the Khoikhoi shaman was disturbing to the hunter/gatherer. It meant sharing this land with yet another group of interlopers. He’d seen these people before, farther north. They were many and they loved to be close together.

      There were never many people in a group of San. The various bands of his people were mostly clans or extended family groups. They only gathered with other clans on special ceremonial occasions. The San had learned through much suffering to avoid other tribes and people. Theirs was a life of freedom and isolation from other people groups.

      The San regarded the Khoikhoi in the same way they did the other recent arrivals, the Bantu people—they were slow travelers.

      His own people were not tied to livestock or agriculture, so they could move without any delay. They wandered the land following migration patterns and seasonal fluctuations. They lived off the land, but called none of it their own.

      Why the Khoikhoi shaman danced in one of the circles of stone, was a great mystery. The San avoided such places. Indeed, the San never returned to any encampment where someone died. These stone circles were constant reminders of death. In this place there would be many spirits watching the shaman dance. Sitting on his heels, the San decided to watch and see what the spirits would do to the Khoikhoi.

      When full darkness descended, the moon grew bright, attempting to dominate the early night time sky.

      The Khoikhoi shaman, Inapitak, paid little attention to the glowing orb on this night. It was weakened, showing only a sliver of itself. Soon enough it would fatten and create mischief, but in its present state he would not be harmed. The sun god alone dominated this cycle and season of time

      Within an hour, his eyes were filled with the wonder of the celestial host. The heavens were filled with more lights than could be counted. He danced, praying for a vision. As he danced he began to see the gods arrange themselves in the grouping of brighter stars, forming constellations.

      The shaman felt himself becoming one with the heavens. In his mind there was no beginning or end, just a vastness beyond human understanding, and he was part of it. He no longer felt the earth beneath his feet or the beating of his heart.

      Shooting stars passed across his vision. At first he paid little heed because there were always some shooting stars at night. As the number began to grow, he became excited. This was a message. Surely it spoke of the gods descending from above. Soon there were as many stars falling as all the people on earth. They were cascading toward the top of a distant mountain.

      At the edge of the forest, the lone San was observing the same phenomena, and he began to understand. That mountaintop was the place where the gods came to earth.
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One down, three to go

        

      

    

    
      “The doctor says Adrienne will make a complete recovery. They’ve given her some medicated eye drops, something for the pain, and put her on antibiotics, just to be safe.” Jake informed Phillipe.

      “That’s a relief. She gave me quite a scare. I knew it was serious. She didn’t make a single inappropriate remark or crack a joke the whole way here.”

      “Yeah, it must’ve been horribly painful and frightening for her.”

      “What kind of cobra was it?”

      “Something called a Ringkhall. It was a beautiful snake. Now I feel bad about killing it, but I thought they would need to see what kind it was.”

      “Well, maybe they did, but I didn’t. When you climbed into the chopper with that thing, I nearly wet myself. I was glad Adrienne couldn’t see it.”

      “It turns out they didn’t need to know either. They treat this type of thing quite a bit. You never told me you’re afraid of snakes, Boudreaux.”

      “Why do you think I fly around in helicopters?”

      Jake chuckled.

      “She’ll be out in a minute. I say we call it a day. How long will it take you to fuel up the chopper?”

      “It’s a short hop over to the commercial aviation depot. I can have us back in the air in no time.”

      “That’s good, she’ll need to rest. I want to get her into bed as soon as possible.”

      “So that’s how you boys talk about me when you think I’m not listening.” Adrienne said, from the doorway.

      Jake hung his head.

      “Hey, Adrienne, am I glad to see you.” Phillipe said.

      “I wish I could say the same, but I’m not even sure who I’m talking to.”

      “Oh no! You’re not…”

      “…Blind? No, but my vision will be a bit blurry for a few more hours. Thanks for getting me here in one piece, Phillipe.”

      “My pleasure, mon chere.”

      “Oooh, I love it when you speak French.”

      Phillipe chuckled.

      “Yeah, LT, she’s going to be just fine.”
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        * * *

      

      “I learned many things today,” Harry said. “I met a shaman of the San people. Those are the people the first Europeans called Bushmen. Evidently they’re the oldest inhabitants of southern Africa and the last of the hunter gatherers. Many were still living in the stone age only a century ago.”

      “Wow, Harry. That’s fast work. We met an angry man and a frightened cobra. Can you top that?” Adrienne said.

      “Maybe I can. The shaman told me this is the place where the gods made the first man.”

      “Here at this hotel? Yep, that tops my story.”

      Harry chuckled.

      “No, he said it was up on a high plateau. Does that sound familiar?”

      “Adam’s Calendar,” everyone spoke at once.

      Harry said, “He called the place something I can’t pronounce. The San language is nearly lost to history. Very few speak it and it sounds really strange to us.”

      “That jibes with what the custodian we met on the plateau said. Doesn’t it Adrienne?” Jake asked.

      “Yes, he told us we shouldn’t go back to the calendar site. He said if we did it would anger the gods. I wonder if he was speaking of the same gods.”

      “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”

      “How’s that?” Phillipe asked.

      Jake smiled and said, “We’ll go back up there and see what he has to say.”
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An unlucky number

        

      

    

    
      “Hello, this is interesting. Remember what I said about ferromagnetism occurring in rocks with a high crystalline content? Look at this.”

      Adrienne was holding an old fashioned plastic compass. As she passed by the largest standing stone in the center of the calendar, the needle swung away from north.

      “Here, Jake, you try it.”

      She handed him the compass.

      Jake walked a complete circle around the stone.

      “Wow, that’s really interesting.”

      Adrienne snorted.

      “I think you’re kind of over reacting, Jake. Sure, a little ferromagnetism messes with your compass, but it’s not particularly significant.”

      “Not to you or me, but for someone whose entire belief system is based on alignments of the sun moon and stars, it could be.”

      “Maybe, if they had a compass. Otherwise I don’t see how they would even notice.”

      “The Chinese were using magnetic compasses almost three thousand years ago. Who knows if they were the only people to do so?”

      “I still say the magnetism was caused by lightning. There’s nothing mystical about that.”

      “We’re trained as scientists. The people who came before us were the first observers of phenomena we take for granted. To them, it was mystical.”

      Adrienne shrugged, conceding the point.

      “Unless or until we do a study to determine the rate of mass movement of the surface material on this plateau, we won’t be able to determine the approximate age of the site. We know these stones are tens of thousands of years old, but we have no idea when they were put here.”

      “Spoken like a true geologist.”

      “That’s my thing, man.”

      “I’m still trying to work out why they were put here.”

      “That would have to be speculative at this point. Wouldn’t it?”

      “Unfortunately, without a full blown archeological excavation, you are correct. The Nabta Playa site is some sort of tomb and worship center. We don’t know exactly what Gobleki Tepe is, but it may be a temple of some sort. We can’t rule out the possibility this site was a celestial observatory.”

      The sound of approaching vehicles caught their attention. Jake looked to where their own four wheel drive vehicle was parked.

      “I guess we’re about to have company,” Adrienne observed.

      “Yep, let’s hope it’s just tourists or bird lovers.”

      As the vehicles drove out onto the top of the plateau, it was immediately evident these visitors probably weren’t any kind of tourists.

      Two light trucks with two or three men in the back of each skidded to a stop, slicing furrows on the soil surface. The men hopped out, trying to look menacing as they waited for their leader to emerge from the first vehicle.

      When that man emerged from the truck, Jake wasn’t surprised to see he was none other than Dingane Gogo the self-described custodian of the site.

      He looked around at the men with him and then pointed at Jake and Adrienne.

      “I told you not to come back here. You have angered the god’s. Leave this place and never return or it will go badly for you.”

      Jake smiled.

      “You know, Mr. Gogo, I asked the Minister of Antiquities if there was a custodian of this site. He contacted the departments of wildlife, conservation, even the local government. None of them had ever heard of you. So, I don’t think you have any authority here.”

      The man nodded.

      “I see, well then, you have brought this on yourselves. I will show you what authority feels like.” He began rolling up his sleeves. The men around him spread out in a semi-circle among the rocks, facing Jake and Adrienne who stood with their backs to the precipice behind them. In all there were seven, rough, angry looking men ready to pounce.

      Adrienne glanced at Jake, and said, “This is another fine mess you’ve gotten us into, Ollie.”
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A city of cylinders

        

      

    

    
      Nguli trotted along the path from his father’s kraal toward his great uncle Bhalele’s. Along the way he passed by the kraals of his father’s three brothers. His uncle Ghuto’s kraal consisted of a dry stone wall higher than his own head, surrounding five smaller stone walled cylinders topped with conical roofs made of reeds. Nguli knew three of those cylindrical buildings were huts for Ghuto and his two wives. One of the smaller structures housed his cousin Maluti, now an adult, but not yet married. The remaining circular structure was Ghuto’s storage building. It protected grain and perishable food items.

      Each of the huts had an additional circular walled area on the inside. The outer ring of each hut was used for social interaction, cooking and the sleeping area for the children. The inner ring was for domestic and private interactions. The walled outer courtyard of the kraal was where the family goats were kept. Beyond, and between the kraals the land was terraced for farming.

      Each kraal was unique in size, positioned within the village according to the social status of the occupants. Just as in all the other villages, each family tried to improve on the design of their father’s kraal and land holdings.

      Nguli was too young to appreciate that he and his family enjoyed the best position of any family in the village. Because his father was the principle man, his family dwellings were on the edge nearest the river. This closer proximity meant less time traveling back and forth hauling water and doing laundry.

      Outside the village, lions and other predators were a constant threat to livestock and children. Lately, word had reached them of another people group attacking and carrying off women and children.

      Nguli found Bhalele sitting in the shade of his veranda.

      “Ho, Great Uncle, it is I, Nguli, the son of Kutoasa. My father sends his greetings and asks you to meet with him and the other elders at the central kraal. Will you come?”

      The old man nodded.

      “Ho, Nguli, son of Kutoasa. You, who are my brother’s grandson, help me to my feet. Yes, I will come. Hand me my spear, boy, so I may lean upon it.”

      Traveling to the central kraal was arduous for Nguli. Because of Bhalele’s advanced years, he was a slow mover. Each time Nguli dashed ahead of him, the old man would chastise him and make him come back to walk slowly beside him. When they eventually neared the ceremonial circle, Nguli couldn’t stand it any longer. He raced away, ignoring the old man’s complaints.

      The central kraal was nearly filled with warriors and other important members of the village.

      Nguli found his father sitting in the seat of judgement.

      “Ho, father, I have brought Bhalele, just as you commanded me.”

      “Where is he? I told you to ask him to join us and aid him in the journey. I don’t see him here?”

      Nguli gulped, his eyes searching the crowd for his Great Uncle. The boy was terrified. If he failed to perform in his duty, his father would beat him in front of everyone assembled in this place.

      “There he is, father. He stands with the other elders.”

      “Ahh, so he does. It is good. Be off with you now, this is no place for children.”

      Nguli couldn’t hide his disappointment, but he dared not anger his father. It would not do to have the principle man’s son behaving badly in public.

      “Yes, father, when you come home, will you tell me what happens here?”

      His father waived him off, indicating he had no time to discuss the matter.

      Dejected, Nguli dragged his feet as he walked around the crowd to exit the ceremonial circle.
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In certain circles…

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Jacob Walker raised his hands.

      “Hang on a minute, Mr. Gogo. There’s no need for violence. I told you the local government has no idea who you are, but I do.

      Dingane Gogo stopped is advance. His men glanced back and forth at each other.

      “Who do you think I am, Dr. Walker?”

      “I’ve done some research. You’re quite well known in certain circles.”

      The man narrowed his eyes.

      “Exactly which circles are those?”

      “You’re a frequent presenter on the lecture circuit, especially those which cater to people who have an interest in ancient origins. I’ve read one of your books and seen some of your videos.”

      “So, what’s your point?”

      “If you’ll look behind you, you’ll see we are not alone.”

      The men turned to find Phillipe and Harry had emerged from the rented four by four.

      Harry had removed his shirt, ready to do combat. His enormous torso, shoulders and arms were covered in colorful tribal tattoos.

      Phillipe grinned at the men, slowly slapping a cricket bat against his palm.

      Jake spoke, returning the attention of the men to himself.

      “Now, it’s true, you outnumber us. But I assure you, if you insist on violence, my friends and I will be the only one’s walking away. Can we talk?”

      Dingane Gogo made a face, his frustration in full evidence.

      “Fine,” he spat. He pointed at the two trucks, a sign for his men to stand down and go back to the vehicles.

      As the men walked away, Phillipe and Harry followed them, keeping their distance.

      Adrienne sat on one of the stones as Jake started the conversation.

      “I understand you not wanting me and my people here.” Jake said. “You’ve found a potential cash cow. You’re considered an expert on the calendar and the mysterious circles of stone. You’ve traveled all over the world giving lectures on the subject. You’ve become something of a celebrity among the ancient origins crowd.

      Being a native of South Africa, you’re in a unique position to profit from the tourist trade. You have that little shop with trinkets and tee shirts and what not. It wouldn’t do to have credible scientists interfering with your business. Have I about summed it up?”

      “No. you haven’t. It’s a museum. I’ve collected artifacts from around the world. You really don’t know what you’re talking about. You think science has all the answers. It doesn’t. There are mysteries and wonders all over the world and you know nothing of my people or our customs.”

      Jake crossed his arms.

      “Is one of your customs making up stuff as you go along?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Jake sighed.

      “I’m talking about your repeated references to ‘the star people’ and your theory they created humans by mixing their superior alien DNA with that of apes. Your theory about the thousands of kraals across southern Africa being some sort energy source used by aliens to mine gold is also popular in certain circles.”

      “It’s as good a theory as any. Can you explain why all those kraals have no gates, doors or other openings?”

      “No, I can’t. All I know for certain is that more research is needed. Listen, Mr. Gogo, We have no interest in your business ventures. We’re not here to ridicule you or debunk you in a public forum. In fact, I’m more like you than you know. I’m as fascinated by the mysteries of human origins as you are.

      Where we’re different is I don’t try to claim I know the answers. All that stuff about ancient aliens seeding humanity throughout the galaxy to mine gold for them is perfectly fine science fiction, but it has no basis in fact. It shouldn’t be presented that way.”

      “How do you know? You don’t. My claims are based on extensive research. There are millions of people who believe the same way I do.”

      “What is it you believe?”

      “My people were here for thousands of years before any white man showed up. We have a long standing oral tradition that this spot, where we’re standing at this moment, is the place where the gods—the star people, made the first man.”

      Jake shrugged.

      Mr, Gogo was just warming up to his subject.

      “What the old ones didn’t know is that there are no gods, at least not like they thought of them. They thought the moon, stars and planets were gods. We now know that stars are distant suns. Each of those suns may be at the center of worlds as yet unknown. There are infinite galaxies and dimensions beyond our ability to view or even comprehend.

      Don’t you see? What the ancient scholars called the Anunnaki or Nephalim are actually visitors from another galaxy or dimension. They came here to this little rock because gold and other precious minerals are fuel for their explorations. They left humans on the planet to mine these minerals and energy sources for them.”

      Jake held up is hand.

      “Mr. Gogo, please don’t lecture me on the subject. No sale, I don’t buy it.”

      “…Why not? There is just as much science pointing to that possibility as there is pointing to gradual evolution from slime. You scientists always seem to go back to that theory. You believe everything is random, accidental and meaningless.”

      Jake shook his head.

      “Please don’t tell me what I believe. This isn’t about belief. It’s about research. Look, all we want to do is examine the evidence. We aren’t going to debate the various theories. We’re not here to cause you any kind of trouble. If you will leave us alone, we’ll do the same for you. Is that OK?”

      Gogo shook his head.

      “Not really, but I guess it’s the best solution for the moment. OK. We won’t interfere with your work anymore. You must promise not to make me look bad in public, especially not here in my own country. I have the right to make a living any way I can, even lecturing in certain circles.”

      Jake nodded.

      “Fair enough, as I say, it was never our intention.”

      Jake held out his hand. Dingane Gogo shook his hand and walked back to the trucks.

      Adrienne stood up, brushing the dust off her pants.

      “All’s well that ends well,” she said. “Too bad we didn’t get to mix it up. I was ready.”

      Jake grinned. Tilting his cowboy hat back on his head, he winked and said, “That’s what she said.”
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Leaving it all behind

        

      

    

    
      Kutoasa regarded the important members of the village who were gathered before him. He stood both to get their attention and to be heard by everyone assembled in the ceremonial circle.

      “Listen to me. The scouts say the raiders from the north will be here within ten days. Nearly a thousand warriors armed with weapons of iron are coming this way.

      The runners I sent to the chief of all our people have not returned. I think they will never return.

      I believe we must leave this place. We can wait no longer. Tomorrow, I want to have all the cattle herded together and all the goats as well. They will be guarded by our warriors overnight. On the morning after that we should be ready to leave at first light.”

      Pausing to let his words have their effect, he held his arms out at his side as he continued.

      “It is not our way to have one man make such an important decision. I will now hear from the elders.”

      His pronouncement caused a general buzz of conversation throughout the circle. Kutoasa gave them all a moment to confer. He held up his hands and shouted above the murmur.

      “Enough! Let me hear the words of the elders.”

      His father’s brother, Bhalele, stepped forward on behalf of the elders.

      “We must hear from Doinga-Potu, the shaman. He will give us guidance from the spirits.”

      Knowing they would say this, Kutoasa had already spoken with the shaman. He knew what everyone was about to hear. He called upon the shaman to speak.

      “Speak to us, Doinga-Potu. What have the spirits shown you?”

      Doinga-Potu stepped forward.

      “Hear me! My soul is troubled. All night have I danced. No food or water have I taken for three days. I have been blessed with knowledge from the spirit world. Hear Me! This is what I know.

      The land no longer has game. Our hunters are gone for days at a time. Now strange enemies come from the north. Have we not angered the gods? Is this not the reason our crops grow less productive every year?

      The graves of our dead are too many. Even now their spirits walk among us.

      Kutoasa has spoken wisely. We have lived here too long. We must leave this place.”

      His words caused an even louder buzz.

      Kutoasa recognized from the way the crowd sounded and moved, fear and insecurity was taking hold of the people.

      Once again he raised his arms and his voice.

      “Silence! Let us hear from the elders.”

      Bhalele, stepped forward again.

      “Before we can give you an answer we must ask a question. Where would you have us go, Kutoasa?”

      That question had also been anticipated. It suggested the elders knew it was time to move the village.

      “We will go south across the mountains. Just on the other side there is good savannah with much game. The streams are abundant to irrigate our crops. We can make the trip easily in about ten days with all our children and livestock. We have enough food and water to last that long, but the hunters will bring us meat and there are streams along the way. What say you?”

      Bhalele looked back at the other elders, who nodded in agreement. He stood tall and announced, “It is time to go. We will move the village.”
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Around and around we go

        

      

    

    
      “These stones are remarkably similar to those we found in the other kraals.” Adrienne said. “You can see they were shaped and smoothed by the hydraulic forces of the streams from which they were taken. Oddly, some of them appear to have been deliberately shaped. How that was done without metal tools is a mystery. We’ve found some that have holes in them, making them bowl shaped. Some of the smaller circles of stone appear to have been ovens or maybe even forges. The wonder of it all is how many there are and how many people it would’ve taken to build all these circles. Can you imagine? Most of these rocks weigh eight or ten pounds. There are thousands of them just here in these kraals where we are today.”

      “Is there any way we can determine how long ago these stone circles and terraces were built?” Jake asked.

      “Not reliably. Each site we’ve examined was from a different time period. Some, like this one, are ancient beyond telling, maybe thousands of years old. Others are more recent, maybe hundreds of years old. I’m sorry Jake. I can’t date them.”

      “Of what kind of stone are these walls built? They aren’t granite.”

      “Yes, they are. They’re igneous in origin with a very high crystalline content, which is why they fractured the way they did. I’m not sure if they all acquired these shapes in the stream beds. Like I say some of them appear to have been altered somehow by the people who built these structures.

      “So, after two weeks research, one spitting cobra and a potentially violent encounter with angry locals, what have we got? Tens of thousands of stone circles spread across the face of southeast Africa.

      We think they represent some type of village which the locals call kraals. We don’t know for sure who built them or why they were abandoned. Does that sum up what we have so far?”

      “Hey,” Phillipe called. “Is this anything important?” He was inside a distant kraal holding something up, something too small to identify at a distance.

      Jake and Adrienne walked along the ancient stone lined path to join him.

      Phillipe handed Jake the object he’d been waiving around.

      “It’s a pottery shard,” Jake said. “Where did you find it?”

      “If you dig around in the soil, there’re a bunch of them in the rubble inside this small circle here.”

      “Beaudreaux, for a helicopter pilot you make a pretty good archeologist.”

      “Really, is that piece of broken pottery important?”

      “It’s not just this piece. The fact there’s evidence of any pottery in a structure this old would be significant. There being multiple fragments in just this little structure is immensely interesting.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It suggests this structure was used either for storage or disposal of unwanted stoneware. Either way, it points to a level of civilization not typical of the other indigenous people who were here in this region at that time. There needs to be a full blown archeological dig at this site.”

      “But, you said the South African government doesn’t have the resources,” Adrienne said.

      “Correct, but this could change everything. Think about it. We have evidence of a network of villages. Each village had domesticated livestock and cultivation of crops with terraces and irrigation. Now we find pottery. These circles of stone aren’t just some old cattle pens. They represent a very real, ancient civilization that occupied a vast area of the continent. If the South African government won’t organize an archeological research team in conjunction with a major university, I will.

      Beaudreaux, my sharp eyed friend, fly us to Pretoria.”
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        * * *

      

      There was little conversation at the beginning of the flight to Pretoria. Everyone’s attention was focused on the circles of stone so common on the South African hilltops they flew over.

      The discovery of a complex society existing for thousands of years beginning in the Stone Age, and continuing beyond the Bronze Age, was thought provoking.

      Jake’s thoughts centered on the theory popular among so many other scientists. The conventional wisdom was that early man was just a smarter kind of ape, slowly evolving from other simians.

      He’d been taught that in a gradual process, over hundreds of thousands of years, each generation of hominids became a little smarter and walked in a little more upright fashion. We began to use crude tools, basically sticks and stones. This was the Stone Age. Early man’s grunted and gestured communication skills, combined with facial expressions, eventually developed into spoken, then written language. Hunter/Gatherers learned agriculture and this was what gave birth to civilization. The Bronze Age began when stones were replaced by smelted metal forged into tools and weapons. It evolved into the Iron Age when machinery was developed and began to replace part of the labor force. Mass production prompted the Industrial Age. The Information Age brought us worldwide communication, space craft, computers and artificial intelligence that would take us beyond the stars.

      Jake had never been able to fully accept that theory. He saw modern humans as being neither more intelligent, nor more sophisticated then early man. What we call civilization was, to Jake, a thin veneer. Was it his experience in combat as an Army Ranger, his upbringing as a Christian, or his research as a scientist that brought him to this thinking? He decided it was all of those things in combination.

      Jake learned through personal experience that when you take the smartest, most sophisticated and cultured “modern human”, strip him naked and deposit him in a wilderness, that man with his wealth of knowledge and intelligence might well die of thirst, hunger or exposure. It wasn’t a matter of not being smart enough. It was his lack of basic skills. If his survival was threatened the same man would kill his neighbor with a rock, a stick or his bare hands. Civilization was merely a construct, not an evolutionary step up.

      Naked in the wilderness, even with all the accumulated knowledge of thousands of years, how long would it take that sophisticated man, using only his bare hands, to create a useful knife or a functional bow and the required arrows? From what would he make them? Sticks and stones. Even if he had the complete knowledge of metallurgy, to forge the metal and build a metal saw or a bicycle would take more time than he had left to live. Would a thousand such modern people in the same circumstance engineer and build a permanent city, or would they be too busy hunting, gathering and making war on each other?

      Jake knew that so called “modern” man was no smarter than “early” man. The difference being the time it took to make discoveries and turn ideas into finished constructs. Each generation expanded on the previous generation’s accomplishments. This was not because each generation was more intelligent, but because they could combine earlier discoveries with current ones. When an entire civilization was wiped off the face of the earth by a cataclysmic event, how long did it take to start over? The few survivors would have little to work with as they struggled to build a new life.

      All over the world there were remnants and ruins of ancient, even prehistoric, civilizations. Little was known about them. The theories about who built them, how they did it and why they disappeared ranged from unknown people, to ancient aliens creating human slaves, possibly even angels or gods manipulating the elements.

      That thought made Jake smile.

      His work had just begun.

      A loud ‘pop’ woke him from his reverie. Alarm claxons immediately began sounding as the helicopter lurched.

      “We’re going down,” Beaudroux One’s words were clipped. He tried to radio a ‘mayday’ call with their current location, but another ‘pop” crazed the windscreen.

      Jake looked at his friend, only to see his head fall forward and blood streaming from a bullet hole through the back of the pilot’s seat.

      Now, the chopper was spinning and rolling over.

      The impact with the hilltop brought searing pain followed by silence and darkness.
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        * * *

      

      The unmarked Bell 412 EP helicopter circled above the crash site, allowing the sniper to scan for survivors. Seeing none, he slid the door closed.

      As the attack chopper banked away disappearing to the east, one person alone crawled from the wreckage among the circles of stone.
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      After previously circling the property, he was now satisfied only two men were posted as night sentries. Each man carried an automatic weapon. On this occasion, it made them enemy combatants.

      From their positions, one by the locked front gate and the other orbiting around the central dwelling, they would only see each other about every three minutes.

      That was all the advantage he needed.

      His reconnaissance concluded, he flipped up his night-vision goggles. He wouldn’t need them for what he was about to do. The interior of the compound was well lit.

      Lowering his head, he brought his right eye down in alignment with the scope of his black M24 sniper rifle. Built on the Remington 700 platform and chambered in .308 Winchester, this was his preferred weapon for this type of operation. It was fine tuned to be accurate to less than a half minute of angle.

      He’d scoped the range to be six hundred and seventy two yards to the gate sentry and roughly another twenty to the place where the foot patrol sentry would appear around the corner of the house.

      A sound suppressor would absorb most of the sound generated by the ignition of the charge sending the one hundred and eighty grain bullet down range at two thousand and six hundred feet per second.

      He steadied his breathing, taking the time to marry his body to the ground on which he lay and the rifle to his frame, until he and the rifle were one.

      “Rangers lead the way,” he whispered to himself.

      Seconds later, the thump of the rifle and familiar red mist around the head of the sentry indicated his rifle had fired and the subject was dead.

      Shifting a little, he brought the reticle to rest on the spot where the foot patrol sentry would appear.

      Forty five seconds passed before he too fell dead without ever hearing a shot.

      A few minutes later, He observed his quarry through a window. The man was talking on a mobile phone while watching a football match on the giant screen which served as both a wall and a television.

      A moment with the lock picks, allowed him to open the sliding glass door from the patio to the dining room.

      Although he’d been confident there was no alarm system, he was none the less relieved to discover he was right. After all, an alarm system this far from help would only serve to alert someone within the house or in the immediate area. It would take at least fifteen minutes for anyone to arrive by road from the nearest town.

      He eased inside and silently slid the glass door closed. As he did so, his heightened senses began screaming an alarm in his head only he could hear.

      Before he even identified the threat, he rolled to his left, bringing his 9 mm Browning High Power to bear on the figure now appearing in the doorway to the den.

      The two men fired almost simultaneously. He felt a tug on his left arm and heard the glass door shatter behind him as he fired his second shot.

      The man in the doorway fell forward, trying in vain to get off another shot. It caused him to land face down on the polished tile without being able to catch himself with both hands. The impact with the floor gave his assailant just enough time to step forward and plant his foot on the man’s outstretched gun hand.

      “Hello, Tommy,” Dr. Jacob Walker said.

      “…You? I thought you were dead.”

      “No. You’ve gotten careless. You didn’t make sure of it. My good friend the pilot is dead and my female friend may not live, but I’m very much alive. You, on the other hand, are dying. You’ll be dead within minutes. There’s nothing I can do for you.”

      Tommy Kirkpatrick closed his eyes and nodded.

      “Aye. You’ve done for me. Sure and certain. How did you find me?”

      “The chopper wasn’t yours. I found the pilot. He sent me in the right direction.”

      “Did you kill him too?”

      Jake pulled the pistol away from the man’s hand and stepped back.

      “I tried to avoid it, but he died of lead poisoning—same as you. Tell me who hired you.”

      Tommy shook his head and coughed blood into the spreading crimson pool on the tile beneath him.

      “Don’t die protecting your employer from what he has coming. Tell me, Tommy. It costs you nothing and you can go to your grave having done one last decent thing.”

      “I can’t. There are rules. I never break the rules.”

      “You break the rules of man and God for a living. In about another minute you’ll be facing God to give an account of your life. Tell me who hired you.”

      For a moment, the man was so quiet and still, Jake thought he might’ve died.

      “Ask the Turk. He knows…”

      With those last words, Tommy Kirkpatrick ceased to be a professional assassin. He also ceased to be alive on this earth. He was no doubt, far, far away, kneeling before a Higher Authority.

      After holstering his Browning, Jake reached down and grabbed the dead man’s blood saturated shirt collar with both hands. He lifted the body so he could look into the assassin’s lifeless eyes. Seeing nothing but emptiness there, he dropped the corpse. After a moment he took a deep breath and sighed.

      Leaving the house and returning to the silence of the night, one question plagued his mind.

      “Who is the Turk?”
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      Circles of Stone, is a work of fiction. Where the first modern humans actually emerged is not presently known to science. It is certain there was at least one cataclysmic event before the dawn of recorded history which could have annihilated cultures and societies existing at that time. The earliest known historical writings speak of a great flood.

      Was there a continent or island called Atlantis? Were there other prehistoric cultures and societies as yet undiscovered?

      The research is ongoing.

      The Sotho people (part of the Bantu language group) were known to build dry, stone walled, cylindrical kraals and huts with conical thatched roofs as early as 1100 AD. Many of the villages had more than a thousand people farming and raising livestock. These villages were spread across southern Africa, and many were interconnected by stone lined paths. The Sotho people made pottery and some of them mined for gold. This suggests a level of sophistication and culture beyond that of the other people dwelling in the region at that time.

      Where or how the Sotho people learned these skills and techniques is another mystery waiting to be solved among the circles of stone.
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      The horses were screaming.

      Captain Abernathy couldn’t focus on the terrible sound. The serpents were lifting him off the ground, rising higher with each beat of their beautiful wings. His euphoria was again interrupted by the horrified whinnies. Why wasn’t Lieutenant Tremaine silencing those blasted horses? He’d kill him for that. Now where was his pistol?

      “Captain, sir, please lower your weapon. It’s me, sir, Lieutenant Tremaine.”

      For one brief fraction of a second the roar of the gunshot drowned out the sound of the crazed beasts. Through the gun smoke and iridescent shimmer of the serpent’s wings, the captain watched Tremaine slowly crumple and fall. What a pleasant sight! He couldn’t help dancing with delight. He floated farther upward...Wait; did this mean the man wouldn’t silence the horses? Ah well, he’d just have to do it himself. Now where were those pesky animals, and where was his sabre?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Professor Charles Madison of the University of Sydney clapped his hands to get the groups attention.

      “Alright, ladles and jelly spoons, I hope you all had a merry Christmas. Let’s get down to business. Here is what you need to know. We’re about to step off into the Never Never. Some of you may be familiar with Barcroft Boake’s poem, ‘Where the dead men lie’. He talks about dancing heat waves and dire circumstances in the wilds of unexplored Australia.

      I don’t think Boake ever got up into the Tanami Desert, but you get the idea. The region is hot. I mean it could be nearly fifty degrees. That’s like one hundred and twenty Fahrenheit. It’s the worst possible time to go there, but if we want to be first at the site, now’s the time. The area will be virtually uninhabited. Even the local drovers will have finished the muster and be off on holiday. We have to do this now before our rival, the University of Western Australia, gets wind of the find.

      Tomorrow we fly into Darwin in the Northern Territory, and then take a puddle jumper to Hall’s Creek in Western Australia. It’s the nearest airstrip with any scheduled service. We’ll spend the night there in a decent motel. You’ll think its paradise. They have air conditioning, proper pubs, fast food, even Target. Enjoy it while you can. The research site is about two hundred kilometres from there.

      Our base camp will be at Yarramalong Station. That’s still more than sixty clicks from the site. At this time of year, in the Tanami Desert, the water holes and most of the creeks are dry. We’ll have to haul water. There isn’t an established track, so we’ll be using rented four-wheel drive utility vehicles to get back and forth. Let me make this clear-- where we’re going, the only fast food is goanna, and the only comfort is shade. Are there any questions?”

      “Do we plan for just a few days, or a whole week?”

      “Plan for ten days, if we don’t find anything significant, we’ll come home sooner.”

      “Do they have laundry facilities at Yarramalong Station?”

      “Yes. While Yarramalong Station is one of the largest cattle and sheep stations in the region, they also provide lodging and outfitting during the tourist season. That’s primarily during the winter of course, but they’re fully equipped, so they’ll have whatever we need.”

      “Any other questions?” Professor Madison asked. “No? Listen up—the heat can kill you. Hydrate every chance you get. We’ll try to work during the coolest part of the day and rest when it’s hottest. Even so, heat exhaustion is likely to happen to any of us. Heat stroke, out there, could well be fatal. So, if you start feeling crook, stop what you’re doing and let someone know.”

      “What if someone gets hurt or falls out?” Becky Davenport asked.

      “Is that your question, Ms. Davenport, what if?”

      “What I mean is; if someone has need, how do we get emergency treatment?”

      “In a grave emergency, the Royal Flying Doctor Service is your best hope. They can land at Yarramalong Station, but we don’t want that to happen, do we? Let’s all work together to stay safe out there. Does anyone else have questions?  Better ask now. No? Alright then, I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t be late. If you are, we’ll leave without you.”

      Becky Davenport was irritated with herself. She knew better than to ask an open ended question, but she’d done it anyway. Once again, Charlie called her on it in front of everyone at the meeting. He seemed to delight in embarrassing her. Maybe it was just his way of deflecting attention away from their carefully concealed relationship. She busied herself cleaning up the rubbish and remains from the food and beverages on a table at the side of the room.

      As the room cleared out, Gerald Showalter walked over to have a word with Charles Madison. Charlie looked annoyed, but nodded his agreement in response to whatever he’d been told.

      As soon as Professor Showalter left, Becky turned to Charlie.

      “What did the Dean have to say?”

      “It seems we’re to have another person join us on the dig.”

      “Oh, who’s that?”

      “He’s some anthropologist from the States. A fellow named, Jake Walker. Evidently he’s here as part of some arrangement with the Uni. I suspect some of the funding for this project came from him or his contacts.“

      “Well, that makes sense.”

      “Does it? It makes me wonder how many other people know what we’re doing.”

      “Sure, I get that, but anthropology is our sister discipline. An anthropologist might be useful to have along. Do you know anything about Mr. Walker? Is he any good?”

      “The Dean assures me he is highly experienced in the field. I’m told he has doctorates in both anthropology and palaeontology. He’s supposed to be an expert on ancient indigenous peoples over there. I don’t see how that’s relevant to our research here, down under. If I wanted an anthropologist, we could’ve taken one of our own.”

      “He’s probably seen some or all of the earliest known habitations on the continent of North America, possibly Central and South America as well. Wouldn’t you love to find and research an ancient pyramid in Central America?”

      “Perhaps, but...”

      “I’d like to hear his opinion on how the native people arrived in the Americas. You know, the general notion is most of their ancestors travelled across a land bridge from Asia. There’s also evidence some may have come by sea from Africa, Asia, or possibly even Europe.”

      “Maybe he’s an authority in the States, but I doubt he knows anything about the history of our indigenous people.”

      “Perhaps that’s why he wants to be included in our research project. Australian anthropology is a fairly new field of study.”

      When Becky opened the door to carry out the bag of rubbish, she startled a tall man who was just about to enter.

      “Oh, excuse me. Hello, I’m Jake Walker. Professor Showalter told me I might find Professor Madison here.”

      Becky smiled, extending her hand.

      “G’day, Dr. Walker. I’m Rebecca Davenport, his assistant. Please come in.”

      Jake Walker didn’t look at all the way she expected. She’d imagined he would be fiftyish, balding and a little bit portly—like Charlie.

      Typically, Australian men were of medium height, slightly shorter on average than most American men. Jake Walker would be a tall man in anyone’s company. She reckoned him at least two meters in height, with tan skin and dark wavy hair. He looked very fit in his chinos and polo shirt. She guessed his age at closer to forty than fifty. He looked more like an American eco-tourist than a college professor.

      Accepting her handshake, Dr. Walker said, “Thank you, Miss Davenport.”

      “Just call me Becky, everybody does. Charlie, our American anthropologist is here.”

      “So I see. G’day, Dr. Walker, I’m Dr. Charles Madison, Professor of archaeology.”

      “How do you do, Dr. Madison? I’m familiar with your work. Please call me Jake.”

      “Right-o, is this your first trip to OZ?”

      “It is, yes.”

      “How’s it strike you, so far?”

      “Well, I’ve only been here in Sydney about a week. It reminds me very much of the way California was when I was a child. The eucalyptus trees, the smell of the sea, even the climate remind me of home.”

      “Is that so? I’ve been to Los Angeles, California. Didn’t care for it much, too many people, cars and urban sprawl.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “Let me bring you up to speed. We’re meeting at the airport tomorrow morning at six thirty in terminal A, at gate 12. Be prepared to spend at least a week in the worst heat you can imagine. Do you have suitable gear for the desert?”

      “I’m good to go.”

      “Any questions?”

      “Several. How did you acquire the satellite imagery of the site?”

      “Google Earth. I routinely have my graduate students study the photos of known archaeological sites, and then search for similar structures in the same area. Becky here was planning a holiday trip to the Bungle Bungle Range. She was curious about this uplift, so she shifted over, zoomed in and spotted the site accidently.”

      Nodding, Jake said, “Unless I’m mistaken, the sandstone formations of the Bungle Bungle Range are part of the Kimberley, only farther east, closer to the Northern Territory.  That uplift is part of a seabed reef dating back to the Palaeocene.”

      Professor Showalter’s eyebrows shot up.

      “Actually, a bit north of east, how in the world do you know that?”

      “I did a quick internet search.”

      “Hmmm, I see. I believe our site is located on a similar uplift to those.”

      “That would seem likely. Technically, I believe the hills are actually exposed ancient seafloor. It’s not so much uplift, as it is the result of erosion of the surrounding soil surface. Do I understand that correctly?”

      “You do. As I said, the hills were once an ancient reef. They’ve been standing exposed for thousands of years. Finding a structure on the top of one of these hills would be remarkable.”

      “Part of the reason I got so excited about this opportunity is how rare a find it would be. My understanding is the Aboriginal people were mostly nomadic in ancient times, especially in arid regions. Like our Plains Indians, they built very few permanent structures. If this site proves to be man-made, it may be the oldest human construction ever discovered on the island continent, possibly the earliest found on earth. Is that correct?”

      Professor Showalter nodded thoughtfully.

      “The oldest in Australia? Yes, it’s possible. The earliest on earth? No, that’s highly unlikely. They’ve found artefacts in Europe believed to be about forty five thousand years old.”

      “They’ve found artefacts in caves, Professor, not construction. Ancient artefacts and cave dwellings don’t qualify as early civilization.”

      “I agree, but the ancient structures recently discovered in South Africa are believed to be more than one hundred thousand years old. Still, our site could date back some fifty or sixty thousand years or more. It’s probably a bit much to hope for, but well worth researching. It took me some time and effort to convince the University to cough up the funding. That’s why we have to do it now. As you know, being the first on the site is the name of the game.”

      “Yes, sir, I do. I’m sure you’re aware there’s still some scepticism about the South African discovery.  If it proves to be as immense and ancient as described, it would completely alter our understanding of human history and ancient civilizations. Either way, I’m honoured to be a part of the team.”

      “Well then, welcome aboard, Dr. Walker. I trust we can rely on you to keep all this under your hat.”

      Looking at the two people standing before him, Jake replied, “It’s your expedition, Professor. Your secret is safe with me. I’m just along for the ride.”
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      By the time everyone was checked into the Hall’s Creek Motel, it was late in the day.

      All the younger members of the expedition were frolicking in the swimming pool, with the exception of Rebecca Davenport. She was having dinner at Russian Jack’s with the professors, Madison and Walker.

      “Tell me, Professor Madison, do I understand correctly there are several dozen tribes among the Aborigines?”

      “Yes, Dr. Walker. Just up here in the Northern Territory there are about a dozen different tribes.”

      “Please, call me Jake. The thinking seems to be they’re all descended from the same original group who came here by sea. As they spread out across the continent they formed tribes based on family groups or clans. Is that your understanding?”

      “As far as I know. Anthropology is your field, Dr. Walker.”

      Rebecca Davenport took advantage of the pause to ask, “Isn’t that the same thing that happened with the Native American people, Dr. Walker?”

      “Jake, Becky. To answer your question—it’s more complicated. The genetic evidence suggests there are at least three or four separate original groups who migrated to the Americas at different times, all within the last fifteen thousand years or so. This is supported by linguistic, archaeological and other scientific evidence.”

      “Oh, I thought the original people crossed from Asia over a land bridge between ice ages, spreading out from there.”

      “Yes, some of them did. The ancestors of the present day Athabasca language groups which include Eskimos in Alaska and Canada and the Navajo people in the south western United States, among others, have a well-defined ancestry in East Asia and Siberia. The evidence suggests there were other sources of people groups from farther away in Central Asia, Eastern Europe, possibly even from the Mediterranean region.  So, some would’ve walked, others may have come by sea. The Inca’s and others were building pyramids in Central America at the same time as the Egyptians. Is that a coincidence? Exactly how and when the first inhabitants arrived on the continents isn’t clear.”

      “That is different from the Aboriginal people.”

      “That and other things, like the oral traditions and creation stories.”

      “How so, Jake?”

      “In the Americas there are a variety of creation stories told among the various different tribes. I believe all of the Australian Aboriginal tribes share the ‘Dream Time’ and Rainbow Serpent creation story. Is that right?”

      “I don’t know. Do they?”

      Jake shrugged.

      “It’s hard to keep up with the latest research and discoveries. Another thing I find interesting is the Native American tribes were often at war with each other. Some of them actually were given or adopted tribal names like ‘enemy of all’. This didn’t occur among the Aborigines did it?”

      “I don’t know. I think the tribes were separate and distinct, but generally cooperative. They had the occasional falling out with each other, but inter marriage was common. It still is.”

      Jake sighed.

      “There’s so much to learn, and so little time.”

      “You seem to know more on the subject than any American I ever met, mate.”

      Jake winked at Becky.

      “I’m just curious by nature.”

      Professor Madison didn’t appreciate the yank’s informal overtures toward Becky.

      “Are you saying the Aboriginal People of the Americas have only been there for about fifteen thousand years, Dr. Walker?”

      “Yes, Professor, that’s what all available evidence suggests.”

      “That’s less than half as long as we know the Aborigines have been in Australia.”

      Jake nodded.

      “You see why I’m so interested in this dig? If it turns out to be genuine and as old as you suspect, it would predate anything in Asia, Europe or the Americas. As far as we know, it would predate ancient Egyptian culture which began at about the same time as the native peoples of the Americas at the end of the last Ice Age. Even the most ancient Chinese culture began less than twenty thousand years ago. This could be a major discovery, Professor.”

      The Professor raised his beer bottle.

      “Well then, here’s to discovery, Dr Walker. Tomorrow we step off into the Never Never. Maybe we’ll find the Bunyip.”

      “What’s a Bunyip?”

      “It’s an Aboriginal term generally considered to mean some sort of evil creature or spirit. There are several theories about how it came about. Like most Aboriginal myths, it’s associated with water. Back home in Victoria, it’s supposed to inhabit billabongs and rivers. Scientists think it was a myth brought about by ancient memories of now extinct fauna, viewing fossils, or maybe seeing some sort of aberration like a seal swimming in a river. It’s just another mythological mystery of ancient Australia, Dr. Walker.”

      “I see, a water demon, hmmm? I don’t expect we’ll see much water where we’re going.”

      “That’s a fact, but facts don’t matter when you’re dealing with a bunch of silly superstitions.”

      “I suppose you’re right. Still, it seems all ancient cultures have or had similar stories. Take for example the original Loch Ness Monster tale. There’s supposed to be a dinosaur type monster in an African river, and others in Canadian lakes. However these stories about monsters get started, there must’ve been some basis for them. Dragons, demons and monsters are ubiquitous on every continent.” Grinning, he added, “At least that’s what Bigfoot told me.”

      “You say ‘monster’. I say non-sense. There’s nothing to them.”

      Jake Walker shrugged, holding up his own beer bottle.

      “Ok then. Here’s to the Bunyip!”
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      As the last of the luggage was being loaded into the rented utes, the morning sky was just growing light. The graduate students were dishevelled and bleary from the previous night’s revelry. A shiny tanker truck rumbled to a stop in the parking lot of the Hall’s Creek Motel. The driver climbed down and walked over to the group.

      “G’day. I’m looking for a bloke named Walker.”

      “I’m Jake Walker.”

      “G’day, mate. Here’s the potable water you ordered. It’s to be delivered to a place called, Yarramalong Station. I’m supposed to follow along with you, if that suits your fancy.”

      “Let me introduce you to Professor Madison. He’s the man in charge.”

      Professor Madison was flustered.

      “What’s this all about? I don’t know anything about a water delivery.”

      “I’m sorry, Professor. I should’ve mentioned it. I took the liberty of contacting Yarramalong Station to see if they might need anything to make it easier accommodating us at this time of year. They mentioned getting sufficient water out to the dig site would be challenging. I figured this was a good way to alleviate the situation.”

      “They assured me there would be enough water for us all.”

      “Maybe there is, there at the station, but we’re going to need water out at the dig site, too.”

      “That’s what the jerry cans are for...”

      “I’m sure you’re right, but there’s no harm in having extra water in the desert, is there?”

      “Well, err, no, but who’s going to pay for it?”

      “It’s all taken care of. I thought it was the least I could do.”

      “I see. Well then, no worries. Let’s get moving. We have some two hundred and forty kilometres of mostly bad roads to drive today.”
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        * * *

      

      When they left the highway, the Tanami Track proved to be a broad, dusty, red dirt road. So dusty, the line of vehicles was forced to spread out some distance from each other behind the lead ute. They saw no other traffic and the only roadhouse they passed was closed for the summer. The terrain was nearly flat, with occasional rocky stretches and the odd hills mostly seen in the distance. Vegetation was limited to tufts of dried spinifex grass, sparse brush and wispy, stunted eucalyptus trees.

      From her seat beside the Professor, Becky turned back toward Jake.

      “Lonely country up here isn’t it, Jake? Desolate. I can’t imagine anything more barren.”

      Nodding, Jake replied, “Yes, it’s beautiful. I love the desert.”

      “Why? There’s nothing out there.”

      Jake smiled.

      “That’s only how it seems, Becky. Actually, there is abundant wildlife in most arid regions. Right now, an amazing variety of insects, reptiles, birds and small mammals are watching us rumble by in our self-made cloud of dust. You have to get out there in it to really appreciate the desert.”

      Professor Madison spoke up.

      “Well, Dr. Walker, I’ve been watching the temperature climb since we left Hall’s Creek. It’s approaching thirty-eight degrees out there. If it’s all the same to you, I’ll continue to enjoy the refrigerated air here in the vehicle. We’ll be out in it, soon enough.”

      “Yes, I’m looking forward to it. Still, I know what you mean. On the other hand, it’s a dry heat. Heat and humidity combined are much more dangerous. Think what a harsh life the local Aborigines must’ve endured. They adapted and learned to live off this land. There are still people living in the region, aren’t there?”

      “Yes, but they mostly live in settlements with utilities provided by the government.”

      “There’s water to be found out there. The Aborigines learned where and how to find it. I believe they continue to teach the old ways to each succeeding generation.”

      “You may be right. I think bush craft is still important in their culture.”

      Becky spoke up, changing the subject.

      “Charlie, how much farther is it to Wolfe Creek? I’d like to see the meteor crater.”

      “We’ll be there in about an hour. I figure to stop at the crater on our way back. I don’t want to waste the time today. Besides, this late in the year it’ll be too hot to enjoy the scenery, or the hike.”

      “Isn’t it close to where we leave this road to drive west toward Yarramalong Station?”

      Professor Madison nodded.

      “How far is it to the station?”

      “Yarramalong Station is about sixty kilometres off this track. The road is primitive and will slow us down. From here it’ll be at least another couple of hours.”

      “Well, after all the water and tea at breakkie, some of us will need a rest stop. I’ll bet there’s some sort of trailhead dunnie at the meteor site.”

      “I presume it’s inevitable?”

      “It beats the other options, mate.”

      “Yes, I suppose it does.”

      “Come on, Charlie. While we’re there, can’t we check out the crater?”

      Professor Madison chuckled.

      “OK. I suppose that, too, is inevitable.”
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      As bad as the Tanami Track was, the road into Wolfe Creek Crater National Park proved even worse. In the distance the edge of the Wolfe Creek Crater appeared to be a collection of low hills a few hundred meters away, undulating in a slight mirage.

      When the dust settled, the whole group was relieved to stop moving and exit the vehicles.

      The once shiny water tanker was now a dull, dusty red, as were the three utes. Still, although the sun overhead beat down with fury, the heat wasn’t immediately oppressive.

      Jake Walker was talking to the lorry driver when the group reassembled after visiting the dunnie. He studied the surface of the parking area.

      “There’s no sign of any sort of vehicle being here recently. The only tire tracks are ours.”

      “Right-o, mate, what do you reckon? Sane people don’t come out here at this time of year,” the truck driver observed.

      “Why? It’s the holidays and it’s not that hot.”

      “This late in the year, summer holidays, the rains are coming, mate. If a monsoon catches us we’ll be stuck out here for who knows how long.”

      “There’s not a cloud in the sky.”

      Nodding, Professor Madison decided to change the course of the conversation.

      “Too right, Dr. Walker. I’m confident we’ll be finished and home before the rain comes.”

      “We’d better be,” one of the grad students mumbled. “My plans for the New Year don’t include being stuck up to my knees in the outback mud, a couple hundred miles from the nearest pub or grog shop.”

      Becky shrugged.

      “Either way, right now, I’m going to have a look at the crater.”

      “Me too,” Jake said.
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      “They estimate the meteor impact was some three hundred thousand years ago. In the sky it would’ve looked like an enormous ball of fire. Can you imagine what it sounded like when it hit. You would’ve felt the shock wave a hundred miles away. The dust cloud turned the day to night, or blacked out the stars. From the rim here, smaller rings spread out for miles, like ripples. Of course back then, the only things out here were probably giant kangaroos, lions and giant goannas.”

      “They say at the time of impact the crater was much deeper, but over the centuries erosion filled it in.”

      “Right, the rim has worn down and the outer rings are nearly invisible. That’s one of the ways we can tell how old it is. We use the geological time scale.”

      ”How do you know so much about it, Jake?”

      “This is the second largest meteor crater that’s easily accessible to the public, in the whole civilized world. The larger one is back home in Arizona. I’ve seen it, too.”

      “What was all that about giant kangaroos? Did you say something about lions?”

      “Yep, when the first Aborigines arrived, there were still giant mammals here, very similar to those of today, only much bigger, giant reptiles too.  Maybe that’s how the Rainbow Serpent story was established. The giants are pretty much extinct now, as are the marsupial lions and the Tasmanian tiger. Still, here in the Australian Outback there are untold species as yet undiscovered.”

      “That’s what the biologists tell us.”

      “New species are identified every year. That includes nearly every genus and family you can imagine. There is no telling what will be discovered next.”

      After a moment, Becky said, “Look at the centre of the crater. The bunch grass and brush are still green there. This is the hottest and driest time of year, but the plants are still green. When the meteor hit, it so compacted the ground, the centre still holds moisture even in this heat.”

      Professor Madison had seen enough.

      “Well, the sun is about to bake all the moisture out of me. Let’s get back on the road. I want to be at Yarramalong Station in time for lunch. Becky, get everybody gathered back at the car park.”
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      After the rugged drive on washboard roads, the choking dust and endless vistas of flat land and dry brush, Yarramalong Station proved to be an oasis. Not the type of oasis with palm trees and pools of water, but a cluster of buildings and pens with some gum trees providing patchy shade. The low buildings were built of clapboard with corrugated steel roofs, and looked to have been there for a hundred years, which most of them had been. The row of little, one room bungalows appeared to be the only new additions. Seeing any type of civilization out here was a relief. Even just these homely buildings floating on a sea of red dirt promised a respite from the sun.

      “Look, they have camels!” Becky pointed at the odd creatures languidly watching them as they drove past their pen.

      The little convoy of four wheel drive vehicles was waived off to park at the edge of the compound. The water truck included.

      Emerging from the vehicles, the group was greeted by a short, barrel chested Aboriginal man, of indeterminate age with sparkling black eyes, peering out from under a stockman’s hat.

      “G’day, I’m Wally. Welcome to Yarramalong Station. You must be the people from Sydney.”

      “I’m Professor Charles Madison, the leader of the expedition. This is my assistant, Rebecca Davenport. This tall fellow is Doctor Jacob Walker from the United States. You can make the acquaintance of the rest of us in due course.”

      Wally nodded, looking over the group. What he saw was five soft city kids. Two of them were sheilas, one, a freckly blond, the other of Asian descent. The three young men looked fit enough, but lacked the mature confidence of the truck driver or the American. Two of them were looking at their mobile phones as if they expected to get a signal. He’d seen their type often enough. The yank was studying him with a mirror interest to his own. The truck driver was flirting with the Asian girl. The man in charge was of little interest. He appeared to be a typical, blustering white academic. His assistant on the other hand was beautiful and looked back at him with intelligence and just a flicker of good humour.

      “You’ll be wanting to clean up. The bath house is over yonder. Shielas, I mean ladies, go first. Dinner will be on the table in about thirty minutes. The dining hall is right behind you. Professor Madison, I’ll meet you down at the homestead as soon as you’re ready. It’s the far house with the flower beds round about it.”

      Having finished his greeting and introduction, Wally turned and walked away.
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      In a time when so many of the cattle stations were owned by foreign corporations, Thomas Colfax and his family was the fourth generation to own and manage Yarramalong Station. In an unforgiving environment, they’d survived hostile Aborigines, floods, droughts and two world wars. Sometimes they thrived, but mostly they worked hard and barely survived. Good years or bad, it was the life they loved.

      “That’s tribal land, and they mean for it to stay that way,” Thomas Colfax said. “We don’t run any stock within miles of there. It’s too dry anyway, but the tribe won’t lease any of it. They never have and never will. They’re adamant on the point. Today, there’s Purnululu National Park to the northeast and another station to the south, but once you leave the boundaries of our pastoral leases, there’s nearly three thousand square miles of tribal land. Where you’re going is virtually unexplored. I’m surprised you were able to get permission from them to even enter that area.”

      “…Money, Mr. Colfax. In exchange for allowing our research, the uni and the government agreed to fund a major solar project for them. After this initial dig, if we find anything significant, the site will be protected from further intrusions without special permission and strict supervision by tribal representatives. The tribe gets a new electrical grid whether we find anything interesting or not. They promised to provide a guide to take us out to the site. Do you know where we can find that person?”

      “You’ve already met him. Wally and his family have been stockmen here for as long as the station has been in operation. Nobody knows those hills, but Wally can get you out to them. Can’t you, Wally?”

      “I wasn’t planning for that water truck. It’s rough country and there’s never been any motorized vehicle in the area. I can get you out there, but if it rains—that water truck won’t ever come back.”

      “Are you expecting it to rain soon, Mr. Colfax?”

      “The rains are already late. Usually we have rain by the middle of November. It’s been fifteen years since the last drought. I hope we aren’t in for another one. What do you reckon, Wally?”

      “It’ll rain when it’s time for rain. When do you want to head out to the site, Professor?”

      “How long will it take to get there?”

      “It’s sixty kilometres, that’s nearly forty miles in a straight line, but we won’t be able to go straight there. The way we’ll have to wander round, it’ll take at least three hours.”

      “It’s rather hot for traveling and then we’ll have to get set up. It might be a bit too much today. Would it be better to go tomorrow morning?”

      “It would be better not to go at all.”

      “As may be, but the uni didn’t send us out here for our health. Can we leave first thing in the morning?”

      “Yes, we’ll leave at first light.” Saying this, Wally pulled on his hat and left the room.

      “You’ll have to excuse his manners, Professor. He’s guiding you out there because he was asked to do so by the leaders of the tribe. Otherwise, I think he’d be off on walkabout.”
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      Professor Madison found Wally in the shade on the porch of Dempsey’s Store. In this remote station, Dempsey’s served as post office, community center, convenience store, and watering hole for both the local stockmen and the winter tourists. Wally was sitting on a precariously balanced wooden chair leaning against the wall.

      “G’day, Wally. Could I ask you a question?”

      “G’day, Professor Madison. Step up into the shade and take the load off. What can I do for you?”

      Professor Madison took off his hat as he climbed the stairs.

      “I wanted to ask if you’d been up into those hills where we’re headed.” He wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief and settled the hat back in place.

      “I know that country round about there, see, but no, I ain’t been up in those hills. It’s a local taboo, you might say.”

      “Do you know of someone who has been?”

      Wally shook his head, waiving a fly away from his eyes.

      “No. I can’t say I do.”

      “Come on, Wally, you don’t know anyone who’s ever been up in there?”

      “Is what I said, mate. Nobody ever goes into those hills. Most everyone gives the whole area a pass. It’s just dry bush land. I’ve had to find lost stock, or I wouldn’t have had occasion to go round there myself. For as long as anyone can remember, the elders have forbidden us to go into those hills and canyons. Generation after generation, I reckon going all the way back to the dreaming.”

      “All this time and not one person has gotten curious? Surely, someone has gone there.”

      “Not from my mob.” Wally frowned and looked away.

      “Why not, what are you afraid of?” Professor Madison was insistent. “Clearly you know something, some story or legend about the boogie man or whatever.”

      Wally looked back at him without answering. His dark features wrinkled and his frown growing deeper.

      “Come on, man. Tell me something.”

      Wally crossed his arms and twisted his neck, working out a kink.

      “Listen, mate. I’m not a stupid child, and I don’t care for your attitude. You think because I didn’t grow up in a city, or attend your fancy university, I’m not as intelligent as the next bloke? I’ll tell you this. There’s a reason we respect our elders and honour our ancestral ways. There are things, ancient things, you couldn’t begin to understand. Do you think you’re the first scientist or even the first white man to come poking around, looking for who knows what?”

      “No, I’m just trying to figure why you won’t go up into those hills. I know there’ve been others. I’ve heard the story about a British army patrol vanishing out there. Then, about fifty years later, Heinrich Von Bulen and three other survivors of his survey party were found wandering in the bush, mad as hatters. They all died before they could be brought back to hospital. One of them had been in the habit of keeping a journal. It was found with his remains. I’ve seen the journal. It indicates their deteriorating condition and mental state. The first entries in his journal were clear and informative, but by the end, all he left was weird drawings and gibberish. I’m sorry, mate. I didn’t mean any insult.”

      Wally slowly nodded.

      “I don’t know any more than that, myself. Like I said, we don’t go there. It’s just desert hills, see? I never heard no stories about booger men or monsters. The elders only tell of darkness. They say there’s evil in the clefts and canyons. We’ve always stayed away. That’s all I care to know.”

      “Alright, Wally, thank you for explaining it.”

      “No worries, mate. Tell your people to be ready at first light. We need to get there and get you set up before the heat of the day.”

      “Yes, thank you. It’s good of you to guide us there, even if you won’t go into the hills. You’ll be welcome to join us if you change your mind. ”

      “Ta, but I’ll pass. I’ll get you out there, but then I’m coming back here to the station. You probably think it’s some kind of silly Aboriginal superstition, but like I said, we take our traditions seriously.”

      “I understand. G’day, Wally.”

      “G’day, Professor Madison.”

      With narrowed eyes, Wally watched from under the brim of his hat, as the university man walked away.

      “You lot don’t understand anything.” He mumbled under his breath.

      

      Professor Madison was relieved to hear Wally’s story. He’d heard the locals weren’t keen to explore the rocky canyons of the funny looking mountains of ancient sedimentary rock in that remote part of the desert. In some other parts of Australia, these mountains would have been seen by the Aboriginal people as a sacred place. The fissures and canyons would’ve provided shelter and burial chambers, but evidently, for some obscure superstitious reason, this particular mountain range had been off limits for centuries.

      He smiled as he considered the taboo. It suggested an ancient fear. Perhaps the earliest Aborigines had encountered the ruins and been frightened off by the strange structures now revealed by satellite imagery. Whatever the reason for their fear, it worked to his advantage. There would be no one snooping around as he and his team did the preliminary exploration. He was glad he would have little cause for concern about looting and keeping the locals away. If it turned out to be a legitimate find, care would have to be taken, or the area would soon be overrun with journalists and film crews from around the world.

      Now if only the weather would hold.
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      By the time full daylight swept away the last of the night-time gloom, the little convoy was well on its way into the Tanami Desert. While the land looked flat and featureless, in reality it proved to be far more rugged. Driving through dry washes, up or around rocky outcrops, into and out of deep canyons, through gum thickets and thick brush, they seldom exceeded nine or ten miles per hour.

      The first vehicle drove out onto a flat, dusty plain.

      “This looks like a playa,” Jake said to Becky, who was seated next to him in the back seat of the lead ute. As the navigator and scout, Wally occupied the passenger seat to the left of Professor Madison.

      “What’s that you say, mate?” Wally asked.

      “I was just saying this looks like a dry lake bed. What we call a playa, back home. It fills with shallow water in the rainy season.”

      “Too right. Even then, the water’s no good for the stock. It never lasts long and animals can get bogged down in the mud. This is outside our lease lands, but the cattle will wander on occasion. Right now, it’s one of the few places we can travel a straight line and pick up the pace. If it had water in it, we’d have to go far out of our way to get around it. See those low hills over there, Professor? Head that way.”

      Jake returned the conversation to the subject of dry lake beds.

      “It’s funny how life adapts to a desert environment. There are brine shrimp and other aquatic life forms lying dormant all around us here. When the rain fills this shallow basin, they emerge from their cryptobiotic state and live out their entire life cycle in just a few days.”

      “I’ve heard of that,” Becky said. “They can lie dormant for years during times of drought.”

      “Yes, some anhydrobiotic organisms, like the tardigrade or water bear, can survive incredible climate changes and conditions in which nothing else can live. They become so dry, there is virtually no water left in their bodies. Some of them lie dormant for centuries. Other organisms like bacteria can lie dormant for thousands of years.”

      “That’s extraordinary.”

      “Indeed, there is ongoing research as to how we might be able to put humans into a cryptobiotic state for the length of time required for interstellar travel.”

      “Do you mean like suspended animation?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “Do you think we’ll ever succeed?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “The organisms that enter into an actual cryptobiotic state are fairly simple organisms with rudimentary systems. In order to survive they change organically. Human beings are incredibly complex organisms with multiple systems which are all interdependent. Other mammals hibernate, and in that state their metabolism slows, but even those animals remain semi-conscious and have to eat and drink as soon as possible. If we shut down every system in a human being, one or more of them will fail—resulting in death.”

      “What about freezing? Isn’t that one of the ways they’re researching?”

      “Yes, that’s called cryobiosis. The problem remains the same. Human beings and our tissues are too sensitive to extremes. If a single vital system fails, the entire organism fails. Also, there seems to be something about human beings that is different from the animals.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Our soul, Becky, there’s more to us than just our physical functions.”

      “Oh, are you saying the fact that we’re sentient beings is a complication?”

      “How do you define the term, ‘sentient beings’?”

      “Well, I guess it means self-awareness or something like that.”

      “Right, from a scientific perspective animals and humans are considered sentient beings because we have minds, wills, and emotions. Science tends to equate intelligence with sentience. However, if you think about it, sentience is an aggregate of things that go beyond intelligence alone. I believe our emotions and motivations are not merely a function of biology. Look at those kangaroos. They’re leaping away because they fear us. Why? What do you think?”

      “I reckon it’s just survival instinct. If they feel threatened, they flee.”

      “Maybe so, but humans are more analytical. We recognize that sometimes our fears have no basis in fact. We seek to understand. Now, you could say that’s just a function of a higher intelligence—a better brain—but I believe there’s more to it.”

      Professor Madison had been listening to the conversation. Once again the professor didn’t like the chummy way Becky was engaging with the tall American.

      “Civilization, that’s the difference.” He said.

      “Are you saying we’re different from the other organisms on the planet because we create civilization, Professor?” Jake asked.

      “Quite right. We’re told that apes, pigs, dolphins, even octopi are nearly equally as intelligent as we are, but you don’t see those building cities, composing symphonies or designing space vehicles, do you?”

      “No, you don’t, but birds build nests, some of them quite complex, and they have a repertoire of songs. Some simpler organisms form colonies. Maybe our civilization is just a more complex form.” Becky said. “That could be attributed to a higher level of intelligence.”

      The professor shrugged.

      Wally spoke up.

      “Better slow down, mate. It gets real rough and rocky from now on. Go around this clump of trees. Try to keep to open ground. When you reach the top of that little rise, stop. I want to have a look on the other side.”

      “How much farther is it, Wally?”

      “You’ll be able to see the hills from the top of the rise. They’re only about ten miles off, but I have to sort out how to get that water truck over there and get us to the exact area you want to explore. Stop here, Professor. You wanted to see those mountains? There they are.”

      The view was panoramic. The “high ground” proved to be the edge of an escarpment. Below them the dry desert land looked almost like wrinkled fabric. Here and there the white bark of the occasional ghost gum rose above the red earth and thickets of yellow brush. The mirage effect showed a large lake in the distance. On the far side, in the bright morning sun, odd, conical shaped hills rose like stacks of orange coloured beehives. They seems to undulate in the heat waves

      “Isn’t that beautiful?” Becky said. “Let’s get out.”

      Wally nodded as he opened his door.

      “I’m going to be gone for a little while. I have to work out the track down from here. You can stretch your legs, but have a care. We’re a long way from help if you get bitten by a snake.”

      Professor Madison, Becky and Jake stood watching the distant hills as the other vehicles drew to a stop behind them.

      “Crikey, will you look at that! We drove all the way out back of beyond to see nothing but a bunch of eroded hills? I’ll bet the tallest one is no more than forty meters.” Bob Overlander observed.

      “They look like a good rain storm would wash them away.” Another grad student named Todd Franks said.

      Jake shook his head and said, “They’re bigger than they look from here. Three or four hundred thousand years of annual rains wouldn’t quite get it done, gentlemen. That sandstone is more durable than it looks. Those mountains are there because everything else washed away. Still, you’re right. Many thousands of years of erosion made them look the way they do. Even this escarpment was formed by erosion. What we think of as flat land or low ground is mostly valleys where the surrounding earth has washed away, leaving promontories like this, and those mountains over there.”

      “How long will it take us to get there?”

      “I don’t know. Wally is scouting the route. He’s working out how to get the water truck down off this high ground and over there. Speaking of water, it’s important to stay hydrated. Don’t wait till you feel thirsty. Drink as much water as you can, every chance you get. Do it now.”

      “See, that’s the problem with you yanks.”

      “What problem is that?” Jake said

      “You’re over-paid, over-sexed and over here. Now you’re giving orders.”

      Professor Madison said, “That will be enough of that, Mr. Franks. Dr. Walker is quite correct. I suggest you apologize and follow his instructions.”

      “I’m sorry, mate. I was just having you on.”

      Jake smiled and said, “Ok. What is it you say, no worries?”

      The young man shrugged and said, “I reckon it’s time for a morning smoke-o anyway. We’re short on tea, but we brought plenty of beer in the esky.”

      “Save it for after dark. Water is your friend in this heat. It’s too early in the day for beer. It’ll only dehydrate you.”

      Before the grad student could answer, Wally returned.

      “Did everyone drink some water? You can’t feel it, but you’re sweating now, and the sun isn’t very high in the sky. A couple hours from now it will be at least forty two degrees and even hotter this afternoon.”

      The truck driver agreed, slapping Mr. Franks on the back.

      “Fair dinkum, mate,” He said

      “Have you found the way forward, Wally?”

      “Yes, Professor, the worst part is just here. Once we make our way off this shelf, we’ll be right. The utes won’t have much trouble, but the water truck will have to stay exactly in our tracks and go very slowly the rest of the way.”

      That last comment was directed at the truck driver.

      “No worries,” the man agreed

      Wally asked, “Exactly where are we going once we reach the mountains, Professor?”

      “I have the coordinates in the GPS.”

      “Coordinates? That won’t help me, mate. I need to know where we’re going.”

      “So, you’ve changed your mind? Are you coming into the mountains with us?”

      “Not bleeding likely. I promised to get you there.  That’s all.”

      “Well, then, get us to the mountains. The GPS will show us to the exact location.”

      “It’s your funeral.”

      “So you keep telling us. How long do you think it will take us to get there?”

      “I reckon we’ll be over there by half past nine. That water rig will be along a little later.”
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      The last ten miles were the most challenging part of the journey. There was no way to make a direct approach to the mountains. The drive down off the high ground was perilous. Once they reached the desert floor, deep gullies, rock outcroppings, dense brush and loose soil kept the little group of vehicles weaving like a conga line of drunks.

      Wrestling with the steering wheel proved no easy feat for Professor Madison. Even in the air-conditioned interior, he was sweating and occasionally mumbling expletives.

      So intense and demanding was the drive across the terrain, the passengers were forced to hold on to whatever they could. After a few minutes of this jostling, Becky and Jake stopped apologizing to each other every time they were thrown together.

      “Do you think the water truck will make it, Wally?” Jake asked.

      “I reckon he will. If he goes really slow and careful like. We need to slow down too, Professor.”

      “I’m about knackered. Can we stop for a moment?” The professor asked.

      “Don’t stop here. The soil is too loose, keep moving ‘til we hit firm ground.”

      Ten minutes later, Wally indicated a good place to stop.

      As the three utes drew up, the people emerged one by one, stretching.

      “Everyone, drink some water,” Wally called out.

      “How much longer till we get there? I need to pee.” The Asian girl said.

      “We’re about half way. Head off into the brush there if you can’t wait, Miss Engooyen,” the professor said.

      “It’s Nguyen. Sounds like ‘win’. Will you ever get it right?” She mumbled as she picked her way through the brush.

      From the lower perspective and closer proximity, the mountains appeared more rugged and formidable than they had from the top of the escarpment only five miles away.

      “I don’t see the water truck,” Jake said.

      “He’s coming, mate. See the little wisp of dust just there to the left? That’s him, maybe one and a half clicks or so behind us.” Wally said, pointing.

      “We don’t have enough bottled water to last more than a couple of days,” Mr. Franks said, as he passed bottles to his mates.

      “There’s plenty more in the jerry cans.” the professor said.

      Wally and Jake made eye contact for a moment. Wally looked away first, shaking his head.

      A scream made everyone jump.

      “Oh, my God! There’s a snake back there,” Miss Nguyen cried as she crashed through the brush, zipping her shorts.”

      “Have a care, Miss. It was probably a Gwardir. What you call a Brown Snake. There’re others about. You can’t go charging blindly through the bush. Snakes can kill you, too right, but so will a bad fall. Almost anything out here will stick you, sting you, or stab you.” Wally said, frowning.

      “Not to mention scratching up my legs,” the girl huffed.

      “Listen up, people. Let me remind you of what I told you before we left. It’s important to be careful. There’s no mobile phone service and the nearest hospital is hundreds of kilometers from here. Yarramalong Station is the closest bit of civilization and it’s nearly a half day’s drive away. The only way back is the way we came in. Think about that,” Professor Madison said.

      “Another thing, you sheilas need to put on more clothing. Sun burn is no joke,” Wally said. “Traipsing about in shorts and tank tops is fine in the city, but it offers no protection out here.”

      The three women gave no response. As different as they were from each other, when it came to choices in fashionable apparel, they all figured they didn’t need advice from a stockman.

      “OK, load up,” Wally said.

      “Professor, would you like me to take a turn driving?” Jake asked.

      “Would you mind giving it a go?”

      “No, not at all. There’s no traffic, so I won’t have much trouble adjusting to driving on the right side.”

      “Yes, I nearly forgot. You Americans drive on the wrong side of the road over there.”

      Jake chuckled.

      “I guess it’s all a matter of perspective. Speaking of which, now that I’m down under I’m kind of turned around. My sense of direction is confused. I have trouble telling east from west.”

      “How odd, I have no trouble at all. The sun always rises in the east and sets in the west.”

      “Right, but east and west feel backwards to me.” Jake said as he buckled his seat belt. “It seems as though the sun sets in the east.” He adjusted the mirror so he could see Becky in the back seat.

      “Well, then, it’s a good thing we have Wally to tell you where to go, isn’t it?” She said, making eye contact with him.

      “People have been telling me where to go all my life,” he said, with a grin.

      The professor was only too delighted to surrender the wheel and be seated next to Becky.

      Wally climbed in and acknowledged the new driver with only a glance.

      “Alright, mate, ease around that ghost gum over there and head toward the mountains. There’s a dry wash just ahead, so don’t be in a hurry. When we get down in it, turn right. We’ll drive in the stream bed for a ways.”

      “Roger that,” Jake said with a wink at Becky.

      Although the terrain remained challenging, Jake drove the remaining distance without breaking a sweat. Driving across broken ground, exposed rock and brush while following Wally’s confusing changes of direction seemed like nothing more than an adventure to him.

      When Wally decided they were close enough, he told Jake to stop.

      “Alright, Professor, we’re here. You’ll have to use your GPS to locate the specific mountain you’re looking for, but this is as good a place to start as any. By this afternoon it’ll be too hot to spend much time working. If you pitch camp over yonder in that canyon, you’ll be in the shade during the hottest part of the day.”

      Up close, the mountains were far more imposing than they’d seemed from a distance. There was no gradual rise or section of foothills. The way they seemed to jut out of the surrounding desert, stark and barren of vegetation, seemed strange and somehow unnatural.  The impression was as though they had erupted from the earth like blood stained teeth.

      The red sandstone mountains were hundreds of feet tall and generally conical in shape, striated with bands of a darker colour.

      Each of the members of the party stared at the alien landscape with different perceptions.

      They still reminded Becky of bee hives. Jake was thinking of sandcastles made of layers of wet sand poured out of buckets. “This is classic sedimentary conglomerate sand stone. It’s just like the Painted Desert, back home. The darker striations are caused by microorganisms living in the sections most capable of holding moisture. It’s probably some form of algae. The rock is too hard for anything else to live.” Jake said.

      Miss Nguyen said, “It’s just what we saw in the satellite photos. They’re like an interconnected series of enormous domes separated by a maze of canyons.”

      The professor was studying the data as it appeared on his hand-held GPS unit.

      “Our research site is only about a half mile from here, directly north from this point. Wally, you couldn’t have brought us any closer without actually going up one of these canyons.”

      “I wouldn’t if I could. You’ll have to hike and climb through those canyons without me, mate. I’m going back to the station.”

      “How do you plan to get there?” Miss Nguyen asked.

      “Me motorbike is strapped to the back of the water truck. Going more or less straight cross country it’ll only take me a little more than two hours to cover the whole sixty kilometres.”

      “Where is the water truck?”

      “He’ll be along in a few minutes. He’s still about two clicks behind us. You’d better get busy setting up camp if you want to have a look around before it gets too hot.”

      The professor nodded.

      “Right, gentlemen, we need to move the equipment into this canyon. Ladies, I leave it to you to find a suitable private location for the latrine. Take shovels with you. You’ll also have to dig the dunny while we set up camp.”

      “I’ll give you shielas a hand,” Wally offered.

      “Hang on a minute” Becky said, “Let’s get something straight. We’re happy to dig the dunny, and pull our own weight, but don’t think that just because we’re women, we’ll do all the cooking and cleaning. Am I right ladies?”

      “Too right,” they responded in unison.

      “Yes, of course, quite right,” Professor Madison agreed. “Once we get set up, here’s the way we’ll divide the routine camp chores. Mr. Overlander, you are on team one, Miss Enguyen ,  Dr. Walker, Mr. Franks, all on team one. The rest of us are team two. We’ll rotate daily. Today team one is responsible for cooking; team two cleans up. The daily menus are all set and printed. Does anyone have any questions?”

      Becky and the other women nodded their approval.

      “Right then, let’s get this gear sorted. Ladies, our digging equipment is in the third ute. Please help yourselves to whatever you need. We’ll haul the rest into the canyon.”

      Wally watched this interchange without comment. He turned his attention to the distant dust cloud, the only indicator of the water truck’s location.
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      The sun was approaching being directly above them as they began moving camping gear and equipment from the utility vehicles. While the entry to the canyon was wide, within sixty feet the canyon walls were almost within arm reach of each other. The floor was sandy, with a gentle upward slope, supporting some dry grass now desiccated by the summer heat.

      Jake was the first to enter the canyon carrying his personal gear in a backpack he wore. He was hauling three, cased tents in his arms. He stopped so suddenly that Professor Madison nearly ran into him.

      “What is it, man? Keep moving, we’ve got a lot to get done before…”

      Seeing what stopped the palaeontologist, the leader of the expedition stopped as well.

      The walls of the canyon intersected with another canyon forming a large open area. Every protected surface here was painted with marvellous artistic depictions of men and wildlife.

      As amazing and significant as this discovery was, it wasn’t the thing that stopped the tall American. The thing that made him freeze was the creature that blocked his path.

      Standing nearly at eye level with them, was the largest lizard either man had ever seen. Its dark tongue flicked out as Todd Franks came up beside them. The belly of the giant reptile was the colour of the surrounding sandstone. Suddenly it opened its maw and hissed, the horrible sound echoing off the canyon walls. Then it slowly lowered itself to the ground. Its outer body was dark brown with mottled splotches of yellowish scales. It was looking at them with a stare as cold as death itself. Even as it turned away, it never took its eyes off them, looking back over its shoulder, until it dashed away up the side canyon.

      “Did you see the size of that thing?” Jake asked.

      “What the hell was it?” Mr. Franks asked.

      “I think that, gentlemen, was a perentie, the largest monitor lizard in Australia. On average they’re usually only a little more than two meters long. But that one was bigger, easily three meters. It’s remarkable. I’ve never seen one that big,” Professor Madison said.

      Jake said, “It looked like a dragon. It has a long neck. It was so agile and lithe. I’ve never seen anything like it. Well, I’ve seen komodo dragons at a zoo, but that thing was different and it was standing on its back legs.”

      “Yes, that’s called tripodding. They stand on their back legs and prop themselves up with their tails when they feel threatened. Extraordinary, wouldn’t you say?”

      “I’d say we’re lucky to be alive. For a second there, the way it looked at me, I thought it was some sort of dinosaur, like a Velociraptor. When it hissed at us, I thought we were goners. Are those things venomous?”

      “Possibly, the research is ongoing. Either way, you wouldn’t want to be bitten by one.”

      “Is it a type of goanna? What do they eat?”

      “The term ‘goanna’ is generic for all of the Australian monitors. They’re carnivorous. They’ll eat anything they can catch. They’re very fast. They’ve been known to run down dingos. They also eat carrion. I’ve heard they were getting bigger. It’s no wonder you hear stories about them killing sheep.”

      “If it could kill a sheep, it could kill a man. I think we’d better keep this to ourselves, for now,” Jake said.

      Bob Overlander arrived, pulling two big, wheeled Eskies. He whistled when he saw the Aboriginal art.

      “This is one of the best preserved examples of early rock art I’ve ever seen, a brand new discovery.  Oh, this is fantastic. We’re onto something. This at least proves ancient habitation in the region,” he said. “We’ll need to take detailed photographs. Are we camping here?”

      The three men who’d seen the giant reptile each looked at each other. They were all thinking the same thing. Were there more of those monster monitor lizards around? Was there anywhere in these mountains where it would be safe to camp?

      “Yes, Mr. Overlander. This seems to be the best place. We’ll be in the shade under this wall in a couple of hours. Dr. Walker, will you and Mr. Overlander see to getting the camp arranged while Mr. Franks and I continue bringing in our gear?”

      “Sure, Professor, the sooner we get set up the better, it’s getting hot.”

      Jake and Bob began organizing the gear and putting it where it needed to be. As they began assembling the pop-up tents, Bob was appreciating the ancient Aboriginal art work. Jake couldn’t stop looking around at the canyon openings, thinking about the cold reptilian hunger in the great goanna’s eyes.
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      On a straight line from the canyon opening, Wally led the women into the bush away from where the utes were parked,

      “They say, in arid regions like this where it gets horribly hot in the daytime, at night it gets cold,” Miss Nguyen said. “Do you think that’s true?”

      “It is at higher elevations, but here, this close to the equator; I don’t think it’ll get cold. What do you reckon, Wally?” Becky said.

      “It’ll get cool enough at about four o’clock in the morning, but it’ll be hot again by nine.”

      “Cool enough to sleep?”

      “I reckon, but you’ll want to be about your business at first light before it heats up again.”

      Becky didn’t reply.

      “This here looks good enough. The ground will dig and there’s a good, stout bush to hold onto while you squat,” Wally pointed out.

      “Charming,” Miss Elliott observed, dryly.

      “I suppose so,” Becky agreed.

      Miss Nguyen disagreed.

      “We should be bagging our waste and hauling it out. That’s the earth friendly way. This is pristine wilderness, we should leave nothing but foot prints.”

      Wally nodded and said, “That’s a good thought, miss, but time has a way of erasing our tracks. The earth will take little notice of your passing this way.”

      “Well then, I guess we’d better start digging.”

      Wally shook his head.

      “There’s no need to dig a latrine. Leave the shovel back by the utes in a spot where everyone can see it. When they need to come out here, they can carry the shovel and dig their own hole. If the shovel isn’t there, it means someone is using it. That’ll solve your privacy concerns.”

      Becky nodded and smiled, but then her expression changed to one of curiosity. Everyone turned to see what she was looking at on the ground.

      “Is that a skull? It’s part of one,” She said. “There’s another over there. Look around to see if there are others. Don’t touch them until we know what we’re seeing. This looks like a horse skull. What do you think, Wally?”

      Wally was backing away. There was no curiosity on his face, just a sour expression.

      “Hard to say, miss. iIt’s mostly gone isn’t it?”

      “Yes, it’s very old. Do you have brumbies out here?”

      “No. Not that I’ve ever seen or heard tell of.”

      “Here’s another. This makes three,” Miss Nguyen said.

      “I guess it’s not uncommon to find animal skulls in the desert. There must’ve been wild horses here at one time. These are so old, there’s not much left.

      Holding her hand high, Becky said, “I hereby dub this spot the crumbling brumby skull, ladies’ powder room and gentlemen’s dumping grounds. Thanks, Wally.”

      Wally frowned and turned back toward the utes. As he walked away, he was mumbling something under his breath.
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      Wally was squatting in the shade of one of the utes, when the water truck rumbled to a stop.

      “Hey, where is everybody?” The driver asked as he jumped down from the cab.

      “They’re all up in that canyon somewhere. Will you help me get me motor bike down?”

      “Sure, mate. Are you pulling out?”

      “Yep, I’ll be back at the station in time for lunch.”

      “Man, after that drive, I’m in no hurry to head back out.”

      “You shouldn’t. It’s too late today, even if you left now, in an hour or so it will be dangerous. It might be safer than staying here, but if you overheat or get a flat out there, all by yourself…No one would even know.”

      “Why did you say ‘safer than staying here’? Isn’t it safe here?”

      “I don’t know, mate. It just isn’t a suitable place for people. You should pull out at first light.”

      The driver considered the warning as he undid the fasteners on the straps. He and Wally used the straps to lower the motorcycle to the ground.

      Wally pushed the starter and fired up the bike. Dragging some goggles out of his pocket, he took off his stockman’s hat and pulled them on.

      As Wally tugged his hat down tight, the driver asked, “Aren’t you going to say g’day to those folks, before you go?”

      “Nope, but I’ll say it to you. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Quinn, Tim Quinn.”

      “Well then, g’day, Tim. If you make it, I’ll see you back at the station tomorrow.”

      With those last words, Wally mounted the bike, gunned the motor, selected the gear and let out the clutch. With a spray of gravel, he took off like a cat with its tail on fire.
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      When Tim Quinn walked into the camp site, he was glad to see the canopies stretched to provide some much needed shade. He was stunned to see the rock art. His head swivelled around from one canyon wall to the next.

      “Hello. Glad to see you made it. I’ll bet that was one of the more challenging routes you’ve driven, eh?” Jake called.

      Tim nodded.

      “Too right, Mr. Walker, I don’t remember one as bad. I’m not looking forward to driving that truck back out. At least it’ll be quite a bit lighter when I do. Wow, this is amazing. It’s like you’re camped in an outdoor museum.”

      “Will you be going back to the station today?” The professor asked.

      “No. Wally said I should wait till tomorrow morning. It’s too dangerous to try going back alone in this heat. If the ute got a flat or broke down, I’d be in serious trouble and nobody would know where I was.”

      “I reckon he’s right about that. It’s at least forty degrees now. We’ve about got the camp set up. We’ll have an early lunch ready shortly. You’re very welcome to spend the night with us.”

      “Ta, Professor, but I’ll probably sleep out in the truck. It wouldn’t be the first time. It should be cool enough come dark.”

      “I don’t know. Those vehicles are sitting out there in the sun. Even after the sun goes down, it’ll take hours for them to cool.”

      “We’ll see. As pretty as this spot is, it’s somehow unnerving at the same time.”

      “I noticed that too.” Jake said. “I think it’s the complete silence here in the canyons. We find ourselves talking very quietly. It’s as if our being here disturbs the peace.”

      “Well, I guess you’ve found what you came looking for.”

      Jake shrugged.

      “Not yet. This find is significant, but it’s just an indicator we may be in the right place to make a more important discovery.”

      “What’s that?”

      Professor Madison spoke up, “We can’t say just yet, but we’re going to start exploring right after lunch. Since you’re a contractor and not officially part of the research team, we can’t include you. I’m sure you understand.”

      “No worries. I don’t care to go climbing around in these rocks in this heat. I’ll just hang out here in the shade.”

      The professor nodded his approval.

      “Did Wally leave? I thought I heard a motorcycle.”

      “He did. He was in some kind of hurry too.”

      The truck driver was watching Miss Nguyen approaching with a bottle of water. As she handed it to him, she said, “We were kind of hoping he would stay on. But he wouldn’t come into these canyons for anything.”

      “So, he didn’t get to see any of this Aboriginal art?”

      “No, we didn’t even get to tell him about it.”

      “Too bad, maybe he could’ve told us what this stuff represents.”

      “We’re familiar with much of the imagery. The rainbow serpent, the wildlife and so on, but some of this seems to tell a story. We just don’t know, yet. If we could upload pictures to the uni we could probably get some answers pretty fast, but…

      “We’ve got no mobile phone or internet.” Jake concluded for her.

      “Right, we’re no better off than the people who painted these walls. They couldn’t tell anyone their story, so they left it here for others to find.”

      There was something about her last statement that bothered the professor. It reminded him of something, but he couldn’t quite remember what it was.

      Miss Nguyen only had eyes for the truck driver.

      “Well, since you’re going to be staying here with us, let me show around camp.” She said.

      The trucker grinned.

      “Thank you, miss...”

      “You can call me Tina, mate.”

      “Ta, Tina, I’m Tim.”
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      As the assembled group was eating lunch Professor Madison called everyone to attention.

      “It’s forty-two degrees here in the shade of these tarps. We need to get started locating the site before it gets much hotter. I’ve studied the satellite imagery and it suggests this canyon behind me splits and goes around both sides of the southern exposure of the mountain we need to ascend. Both branches show additional smaller gullies in the mountain itself, one or more of which may provide access to the summit.

      We can’t be sure which of these canyons will give us the best access route, so we’ll divide into two teams. For now, to keep it simple, we’ll be the same teams as our work assignments. I’ll lead my team, and Dr. Walker will lead the other. Let’s clean up and be ready to move out at noon. Any questions?”

      Mr. Overlander said, “I have a suggestion.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ve got a small drone in my gear. We could fly it around and get a bird’s eye view of the terrain.”

      “Brilliant, mate. I should’ve thought of that myself. What is its range?”

      “About one and a half clicks. It can stay up for about a half hour.”

      “Can we see the imagery on a tablet?”

      “My laptop has a bigger screen and it’s all set up. Give me a minute to get my stuff.”

      Five minutes later, with everyone gathered the around the computer to see the screen, the drone lifted off.

      It was immediately clear Bob Overlander was skilled at manoeuvring the quadcopter and orienting the camera. As it rose above them, the screen showed the entire group gathered around the computer, many staring at the aircraft. They diminished in size as the vehicle rose higher and higher, now the view was from about one hundred meters above them, showing the intersection of the canyons and the colourful campsite.

      Bob was seeing a much smaller image on the screen of the remote control unit.

      “Can you fly it up that canyon there, Mr. Overlander?”

      Bob nodded silently as he manipulated the toggle on the remote control.

      The image swept away from the campsite following the course of the canyon.

      “Careful, you don’t want to hit a canyon wall.”

      “I’m pretty much above them, and the drone has proximity sensors.”

      As the drone flew past an intersecting canyon, something caught Becky’s eye.

      “Wait. Did you see that? Can you stop?”

      “Sure, what did you see? Do you want me to go back?”

      “Yes, go up that side canyon.”

      Seconds later the thing Becky saw came into view as the camera picked up its image.

      “Oh, it’s just a goanna. Wow, that’s a big one.”

      Jake caught Professor Madison’s eye.

      “Yes, well let’s get back to the matter at hand.” The professor said.

      “OK. I’ll just go up and over”

      As the drone rose higher, more of the surrounding red sandstone mountains were revealed. In the distance something could be seen on the top of one of the highest peaks.

      “There, that’s it.”

      “I see it. Let’s get a closer look.”

      Bob’s drone was soon circling above the structure on the mountain top. There was no question about it, what they were seeing was manmade. It appeared to be the remnants of collapsed stone walls.

      “Are you recording these images, Mr. Overlander?”

      “Yes, Professor.”

      “Excellent! Circle out wider. Let’s see if we can get a better idea of how to get there from here.”
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      Looking at a still image on the computer screen, Professor Madison addressed the group.

      “OK, people. Here’s what we know. The research site is only about a thousand meters from here, as the drone flies, but we’ll have to hike through these canyons to get there. It appears our best point of access will be this gully on the east side of the mountain.” He pointed at the screen.

      “We estimate the climb to be nearly a hundred meters from the nearest point on the floor of the canyon. That’s roughly the equivalent of climbing the stairs of a thirty story building. In this heat a climb like that is dangerous. It’s about forty three degrees now. It will be even hotter as the afternoon progresses, too hot. I’m open to suggestions.”

      Jake spoke first.

      “I suggest a scouting trip to finalize the approach. The sun is merciless. We shouldn’t attempt to climb up to the site until its cooler, maybe this evening or tomorrow morning.”

      “Man, I hate to be this close and not get a look at it.” Todd Franks said.

      “We don’t all need to scout the route. Some of us can stay here in the shade.” Professor Madison observed.

      “I don’t feel up to it. The heat has me feeling a bit crook. I have no desire to get out in that sun.” Miss Elliott said.

      “Right, you should stay. We must all exercise caution. There’s work to be done right here. We need to capture images, measurements and characteristics of the rock art here at the campsite. Mr. Overlander, I’d like you to be the photographer. Miss Davenport can take measurements. Miss Enguyen will record and take notes as I direct.”

      “I know I’m just the trucker, but I’ll be happy to help if I can.”  Tim Quinn said.

      “That leaves me and Mr. Franks to do some scouting. What do you say, Todd, do you want to go for a hike in this oven?”

      Todd shrugged, indicating his ambivalence.

      “Excuse me, mate. What am I, chopped liver?” Becky said.” I want to explore the route to the site. If she feels up to it, Miss Elliott can take the measurements.”

      The professor’s jaw tightened, but he made no comment.

      “Well then, we’d better grab some water and get going.” Jake said.

      “Hey, look, I guess Wally was right. That wall isn’t fully in the sun any more. Give it three or four hours and there’ll be some natural shade here.” The professor said.

      “Good thing, too. It’s too hot to get into one of those tents. They’re worse than being out in the open.” Tina Nguyen said. “I can’t imagine how hot those vehicles are now.”

      “Wish us luck. We’ll back in time for tea.” Becky called, as she and the two men walked out into the midday sun.

      Jake noted that at some point Becky had donned a straw hat, sunglasses and a long sleeved shirt. Smart. He liked that. He himself wore a long sleeved shirt, long pants, sunglasses and his straw cowboy hat. In contrast, Todd wore the uniform of the typical Aussie; shorts, a short sleeved t-shirt and a ball cap. Jake wouldn’t say anything now, but almost everyone in the group was acting like this was some sort of day trip or casual excursion. After seeing that giant goanna, he considered strapping on the big bowie knife he carried in his pack.
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      Hiking and climbing through the narrow canyons under the relentless sun was very much like being in an oven. The sun hit the surrounding rock walls superheating the air. Around one bend they found a gully with a strip of shade under a slight overhang. They took a moment to drink some water and lean back against the rock wall, out of the sun.

      There was no respite from the heat because even though they were in the shade, they were still in the oven. Not the slightest breeze moved the hot air around them.

      Todd kicked at a tuft of dried grass and weeds.

      “There’s plenty of sandy soil. I wonder why there aren’t any trees down here in these canyons. I’d love to find a decent shade tree.”

      Jake said, “Look at this gully; it took centuries of water runoff from the rains to erode even this much. When the monsoons hit, these gullies become channels for the runoff. The canyons become temporary rivers washing away anything in their path. Trees wouldn’t have a chance to get established.”

      Becky knit her brows.

      “So, everything that gets washed out of here gets dumped out on the plain, right?”

      “Yep, or into one of the dry stream beds we drove through on our way here. Some of the deeper depressions in these canyons could hold water most of the year.”

      “We found horse skulls in the brush out beyond where the vehicles are parked. Could they have washed out of the canyon?”

      “Sure, I guess, but why would horses have died in one of the canyons? Are there wild horses in the area?”

      “No. Wally said the nearest brumby herds are hundreds of kilometres from here.”

      “Maybe they were horses that wandered away from the station.”

      “Maybe, but the skulls were very old. There wasn’t much left of them.”

      Jake shrugged.

      “I don’t know, but we’d better get moving.”

      A few minutes later, the GPS informed them they’d found the gully they’d seen from the drone images.

      As he studied the terrain, Jake said, “Hmm, this is interesting. This first part should be an easy climb, but about half way up it becomes very steep. Look up there, do you see those indentations? They could be manmade steps.”

      Cupping her hands around her sunglasses, Becky said, “It could just be a trick of the light. It’s hard to tell through the heat waves. We didn’t see anything like that on the drone images.”

      “I don’t know, mate. It could be just wishful thinking.” Todd said.

      “Well, there’s only one way to find out. I’m going to climb up there.”

      “In this heat, are you crazy?” Becky said.

      “I just want to see if those are really manmade.”

      Jake set off up the steep gully, bent low. After a few yards he was on all fours, using his hands to make the climb.

      He didn’t go far. Turning around, he half slid his way back down the gully.

      “I barely made it twenty yards up. The rock is too hot. I need gloves. The rock was burning my hands and knees even through my pants. We can’t climb this until it cools off, maybe tonight or in the morning.”

      “Is it do-able?”

      “Not now. It will be, when it cools.”

      “Man, is this ever the wrong time of year to be here.” Todd said.

      “Archaeology is a competitive field. If Professor Madison waited for more pleasant weather or the winter break, there’s a good chance another university would’ve made this discovery.” Becky said.

      “I’m starting to wish they had gotten here first. This heat is brutal. I’m feeling about half sick and my nose won’t stop running.”

      “We’d better get you cooled off, Todd. Becky, get the rest of our water out of my pack. You’ll find a vest in there. Pull it out, too.”

      Becky examined the vest.

      “No, mate, it’s too hot to add more layers…” Todd mumbled.

      “This is a cooling vest. The fibres are designed to expedite evaporative cooling. The last couple of days you’ve been hitting the beer, but not drinking enough water. You’re probably a little dehydrated. Here, put this on.”

      Jake handed one bottle of water to Todd, instructing him to drink it. He opened another and began pouring it on the vest and over Todd’s head. He spilled out about half the bottle.

      “This will evaporate pretty quickly, helping to cool your core. We need to get you back into the shade. You and Becky may have to take turns wearing the vest until we get there. Your ball cap isn’t much help. The next time you have to be out in the sun, wear a long sleeve shirt and better headgear. It’s important to keep the sun off your skin.”

      He made the last comment as he glanced at Becky’s shaved legs.

      After they’d helped Todd to his feet, they all started working their way back down the canyon.

      After a few minutes, Jake said, “The only way to survive in this heat is to drink copious amounts of water, stay out of the sun and lay low during the hottest part of the day.”

      “So why did you insist on this little trip?” Becky asked.

      “It’s only twelve forty-five. We’ll be back in camp in a few minutes. The hottest time of day will be this afternoon, from about two o’clock to five or so. I wanted to get this done before then. Now, I think we’ll be better off not getting out in the sun in the afternoon, at all. We can work in the evening until dark.”

      “The coolest time of day will be first thing in the morning. We can get a lot done in the six hours before noon.” Becky said.

      “Your right, we can, and then we’ll rest all afternoon.” Jake agreed. “I’d like to get another run at climbing that mountain this evening. I’ll be interested in seeing how quickly the rock cools.”
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      When the three explorers walked into camp, Todd immediately lay down in the shade under one of the canopies.

      His girlfriend, Sarah Elliott asked, “Are you right, mate?”

      “Yeah, just some heat exhaustion. I would’ve been in real trouble if Jake, I mean Dr. Walker, hadn’t helped me. That vest Becky is wearing is a life saver. Jake had it in his backpack.”

      “There’s still a little ice in the Eskies, mate. Do you want me to bring you a cold one?”

      “No, thanks, Sarah. I’ll wait till this evening. We need to drink a lot of water. We’re sweating it out faster than we’re taking it in.”

      “Yeah, we’re going through the bottled water faster than I would’ve imagined.”

      “No worries, we’ve got more in the jerry cans and there’s a whole water truck just outside this canyon. Good planning. You reckon?”

      “I reckon. Check it out. It looks like our fearless leaders are about to have another meeting.”

      

      Jake, Becky, and the professor were talking. While he wasn’t happy about the situation, the professor had to agree that waiting for cooler temps was important.

      “Let me show you what we found while you were off exploring.” He said.

      He picked an object in a plastic bag off the table top. Jake recognized it at first glance.

      “That’s a British cap and ball percussion pistol, an old one. I’d say it’s from the mid Nineteenth Century. Where did you find it?”

      “Here. Right here, in fact. I was moving the table to get it out of the sun and the leg dragged this up out of the sand. And, that’s not all. Look at this.”

      He pointed at a rusted piece of bent metal about fifteen inches in length with a ring on one end and a point on the other. It was made of heavy, forged iron.

      “What do you make of that?” He asked.

      “Did you find this here, too?”

      “No. Miss Elliott stepped on it over there.”

      “Did it appear to have been hammered into the ground?”

      “Yes, I surmised that was the purpose of the heavy ball above the ring. It appears to have bent the tip when it hit the sandstone under the surface soil.”

      “Unless I miss my guess, this is a cavalry picket pin.” He turned and looked at Becky. “I guess this answers the question of what horses were doing in the canyon.”

      “Horses, you’ve seen horses in the canyons?”

      “No, Professor. Becky and the other ladies found some horse skulls in the brush out beyond the vehicles. We think they were washed out of the canyons at some point, a long time ago.”

      “How odd…Unless…”

      The professor was remembering the few things he’d learned about the area in his preliminary research.

      “There’s a story about a missing cavalry patrol that vanished somewhere in the Tanami Desert. The story goes back more than a hundred years and has never been verified.

      They all considered the information and what it might mean. Could this be the place where the soldiers disappeared? What could’ve happened to them? The professor didn’t like it, especially in light of what they’d learned in the process of documenting the rock art here in the canyon junction.

      As if she were reading his mind, Becky asked, “Did you complete your work with the petroglyphs?”

      “We just finished. On more careful examination and analysis we think we’ve deciphered what ‘s depicted here.”

      “That’s interesting.” Jake said. “I’ve been thinking about the difference between Aboriginal petroglyphs and those often found in the Southwestern United States. In our desert regions ancient rock art is frequently seen. There can be hundreds of images found on the rocks all over a really huge area. We aren’t sure even now what some of the images depict. If I’m not mistaken, that many images in a single location would be uncommon for Aboriginal art. Is that correct?

      “I believe so, at least generally speaking. I believe what we see here is an excellent example of their work. There are places where generations of people would add to earlier work, but even then the images are most often in the dozens, not hundreds.”

      “Petroglyphs back home seem to be like Polaroid snapshots of the things the native people held sacred. Is that what you see here?”

      “Well, Dr. Walker, yes and no. Look over there at those images on that wall. What do you see?”

      Jake studied the paintings for a moment.

      “I see animals. There’s a kangaroo, some sort of rodent or possum, maybe an emu and some other animals.”

      “Quite right. Now look at that wall. Tell me what you see.”

      It’s a single image of something that generally resembles…I don’t know, maybe a dragon. Is that the famous rainbow serpent?”

      “We thought so, at first, but we’ll come back to that. What it took me a little while to see isn’t what’s on the walls; it’s what isn’t depicted here.”

      Jake studied the images some more.

      “I’m sorry, Professor, I don’t follow. What’s missing?”

      “What animals have we seen since we arrived here?”

      “Just that giant goanna and the occasional small lizard.”

      “Correct. In Aboriginal art there are usually images of all the local fauna. You’ll see goannas, birds, crocodiles, frogs, turtles and fish, whatever is common in the area. Do you see any goannas, snakes or other reptiles on these walls?”

      Jake slowly shook his head, trying to work out the meaning.

      “Using the images themselves and a little deductive reasoning, we think we know why there are no reptiles painted on the walls.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It’s because all of the animals in these petroglyphs are depicted as being dead.”

      “Then why aren’t there any reptiles? We’ve seen living examples of those here.”

      “Exactly. The art here doesn’t show us what lives here, only what dies here.”

      Jake scowled.

      “That’s a stretch, Professor. What about those images of people?”

      “We believe by the way they’re depicted, black paint, odd postures and so on, they are dead as well.”

      “And the rainbow serpent, or whatever it is?”

      “It’s the only thing in the paintings that looks like it might be alive.”

      “I wonder if it symbolizes evil. Wally told me he wouldn’t go into the canyons because of a long standing taboo. The petroglyphs may be signposts to other members of his people to stay clear of here.”

      The professor nodded.

      “That would be more in your line than mine. I believe you’ve had more experience with cultural symbolism among primitive people.  Personally, I don’t believe in evil spirits or whatever. Still, there must‘ve once been a reason the locals avoid the location. As you say, Wally wouldn’t have anything to do with the place. It kind of sent a cold shiver up my spine when we first realized what we were seeing.”

      “That’s sad. It’s so beautiful here, strange, but beautiful. I wonder why they think there is evil here,” Becky said.

      Jake said, “There is evil in the world, and there is some precedent for associating it with a particular location. That being said, I think we’ll find there’s a more common place explanation.”

      The professor shrugged.

      “Whatever the reason for the taboo, we’ve had no problems so far.” He crossed his fingers. “Here’s hoping our luck holds.”

      “I don’t believe in luck,” Jake said.

      Becky raised her eyebrows.

      “Well then, what do you believe in, science?”

      “I believe everything we observe in the natural world was created by God. For me, science is all about studying and interpreting the signposts of that creation.”

      “That’s an odd perspective for a man of science,” Professor Madison said.

      “Not historically it isn’t. Most of the greatest scientists of previous centuries were believers. Many still are.”

      “Well, I am not one of them. I’d appreciate it if you’d keep your religious opinions to yourself.”
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      As the afternoon passed, the shade slowly stretched across the floor of the canyon until the entire campsite was out of the direct sunlight. Around five o’clock, someone mentioned they were less miserable, others were sleeping.

      Jake walked over to one of the canyon walls which were in full sun only a couple hours before. He was pleased to feel it only warm, not hot, to his touch.

      “As hot as the surface becomes, it cools rather quickly once it’s out of the direct sunlight. We can work at night and in the early hours of the day. This is good news.”

      “Do you think we could haul lights and a generator up to the top of the mountain?” Becky asked.

      “We’ll figure it out. Where there’s a will there’s a way. First, we have to get up there ourselves. Then we’ll have a better idea of what we need and how to get it up there. I think we should eat an early supper and start the ascent while it’s still daylight, maybe seven o’clock or so. That will give us about an hour and a half to get up there, do a quick survey and come back down before it gets too dark. Coming down should be pretty easy.”

      “How long do you think it will take us to make the climb?” Professor Madison asked.

      “Maybe half an hour. I’m basing my estimate on climbing ten feet per minute, which I’m sure I can manage easily enough. I should make better time than that. It’s steep, but not dangerously so. I believe it’s doable for most of us. I have considerable experience climbing, so if it’s agreeable to you, I’ll go first. I’ll carry some climbing gear, but I doubt we’ll need any.”

      “I don’t think all of us should go up tonight. I think a small party to do a preliminary approach and get some photos would be best. Do you agree?”

      “Yes, three or four of us, equipped to climb. That sandstone is rough; it’ll scrape the hide off you. Sturdy shoes, gloves and long pants are a minimum requirement.”

      “I’ll be ready. Who else would you choose to go?”

      “I was thinking you, me, Becky, Bob Overlander and maybe Tina Nguyen. Todd came close to heat stroke earlier today. He still needs to rest. I imagine Sarah will want to stay with him. She wasn’t doing all that well earlier, and Tim isn’t part of the expedition.”

      “Alright, that sounds good. I’ll announce it at supper time.”
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      “Man, I never knew these military type rations could be this good.” Todd observed.

      “Yeah, MREs are not bad for short periods of time. Not having to cook them, but still having a hot meal, is a Godsend, anywhere you happen to be. Still, for all that, after a few days you’ll be ready for some old fashioned home cooking,” Jake said.

      “Sounds like you’ve had some experience with them before, Jake,” Becky said.

      “Meals ready to eat? Yep. I did four years in the army. I saw three tours in Afghanistan. I was fascinated with ancient locations in country. That’s partly what sparked my interest in archaeology and palaeontology. I went to college on the GI Bill.”

      “Oh, what’s that?”

      “It’s a program for veterans. Uncle Sam pays for four years of college.”

      “What did you do in the army, mate?”

      “I was an army Ranger.”

      “Isn’t that some kind of special forces unit?”

      “Yes, ma’am, Rangers lead the way.”

      “Could I have everyone’s attention, please?” Professor Madison called out. “Tomorrow morning will be our first full day on the dig site. This evening some of us will go up the mountain and have a preliminary look at the location. Those who stay behind should take advantage of the opportunity to rest. We will all be busy in the morning. I’d like to have Dr. Walker, Miss Davenport, Miss Enguyen and Mr. Overlander join me on this evening’s endeavours. What say you?”

      Everyone nodded, except Tim Quinn and Tina Nguyen, who frowned.

      “May I stay in camp, Professor? I promise I’ll be first in line tomorrow morning.”

      “…As you wish, Miss Enguyen.”

      “We’ve talked about this, Professor. It’s Tina, or if you insist on using my last name, it’s Nguyen. It sounds just like win, and rhymes with tin, bin and sin. I’m Tina Nguyen, not- en goo yen. OK?”

      The professor’s scowl showed momentary annoyance, but he nodded.

      “Yes, of course. You win, Miss Nguyen.”

      Tina smiled and winked.

      The professor returned to his announcement.

      “Now, those of you who are coming with me will need to wear long pants, long sleeved shirts, gloves and hiking boots or sturdy shoes. The sandstone is extremely abrasive, so be prepared. Are there any questions?”

      There were none.

      “Very well, we’ll leave here at six thirty.”
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        * * *

      

      By seven o’clock the sun was low in the sky, cloaking the approach to the mountain through the canyons in shadow, with a promise of early evening gloom.

      For Jake the climb was barely challenging. The rock was warm but not hot enough to burn his knees. The only thing slowing him down was the professor. He struggled and had difficulty keeping his footing. Behind him, Becky proved to be an able scrambler and any time the professor began to slip she would block his slide with a hand or her whole body. Her feet seldom slipped. The last in line, Bob Overlander, was capable, if a bit out of shape.

      When Jake reached the half way point, he discovered barely discernible indentations, so evenly spaced, they had to be manmade. At some time in the far distant past they might‘ve been stair steps.

      His excitement let him forget those behind him and he quickened his pace. The last hundred feet he was upright and nearly jogging up the mountainside.

      At the summit he set down the climbing gear and took a moment to survey his surroundings. The view was spectacular. To the west the sun cast long shadows from distant mountains, now a hazy purple against the horizon. Here in the sunlight these mountain tops were all a cherry red, glowing as though they were still blazing hot. Cool dark meanders between the mountains showed no measure of the canyons depths.

      The top of this mountain proved to be much broader than he would’ve imagined. He immediately spied the remnants of stone walls. He estimated the nearest and longest line to be nearly a hundred feet, or roughly thirty meters. While he was observing this, the others joined him.

      “Oh, it’s beautiful up here.” Becky said.

      “Isn’t this remarkable? The structure is larger than I imagined. Sadly, barely one stone remains on another.” The professor said. “It appears these walls were never completed. It’s as if they hauled the rocks all the way up here, started the construction on a building of some size, but never finished a single wall. Over time the dry stacked walls collapsed”

      “Still, this is incredible. It would’ve been a pretty large building. Let’s get some pictures and measurements.” Jake said.

      Closer examination showed how the location was flat and nearly level. The bottom stones had been carefully chosen for size and were interlocking.

      “This wasn’t some haphazard experiment” The professor said. “It shows some knowledge of masonry technique. Whoever started this construction had done it somewhere before.”

      “There is sandstone crumbled among the ruins, but the building stones didn’t come from here.” Jake observed.

      “Where do you suppose they came from?” Becky asked.

      “They look more like the stone we saw over on that escarpment.”

      “That has to be fifteen or sixteen kilometres from here, mate.” Bob Overlander said.

      Jake was nodding thoughtfully.

      “Why would they build up here? There’s no water.” Becky observed.

      “We’ve done about all we can do today.” The professor said, glancing at the distant sunset. “Let’s get back to camp before it gets too dark.”

      Becky was looking out over the surrounding mountains.

      “Look down there. Are those two people over on that lower hilltop?”

      The distant figures were side lit by the sinking sun, casting long twisting shadows across the hill top now bathed in crimson light.

      “It sure is.” Bob said. “I think its Tina and that trucker. Crikey, will you look at that. I don’t think they’re wrestling!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn found Tina and Tim standing by one of the three utes.

      “So, Tim, I guess I won’t see you again until we leave here. Will you come back for the water truck?

      “Yes, whenever you leave I’ll come out here to retrieve the truck. Of course if the rains come first, that won’t happen.”

      “If we need anything we don’t have or if we need to get word to the uni; we’ll send someone back to the station. I could arrange to make the drive.”

      “I’d like that. Listen, Tina, about last night…”

      “No worries mate. It was as much my idea as yours—maybe more.”

      “No, not that, I mean the way things went when we got back to the camp.”

      “That was embarrassing. We should’ve realized they were somewhere above us.”

      “I don’t like that pompous ass. What we do in our free time is none of his business. He had no right to dress you down in front of your friends.”

      Tina chuckled.

      “Well, it wouldn’t have happened if they hadn’t seen us already dressed down.”

      Tim grinned and shrugged.

      “Still...”

      “I know, right? He’s having an affair with his assistant and we’re all supposed to pretend we don’t know, but he tried to shame us in front of everybody there.”

      “Well, I’m not ashamed. I really like you, Tina.”

      “Me too, you, mate.”
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        * * *

      

      Tim thought about all of that as he drove back toward the station. At the top of the escarpment he stopped and walked out to look across at the sandstone mountains in the early morning light. They really were beautiful in a strange sort of way.

      He didn’t see the snake until it struck, biting him on the calf just behind his left knee. What was it Wally called it? He used some Aboriginal word for a Brown snake. Crikey. Well, it didn’t really hurt. Maybe he’d be right. What were the odds? Very few people died of snakebite, right? He’d have it checked out when he got to the station. He’d be there in a couple of hours.

      As he walked back to the ute he became aware of a growing headache. The headache was the first symptom. What followed was all too swift and far more destructive.
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      Jake didn’t wait for the others to get organized. He and Becky were already working as the other members of the group arrived on the mountain top in the early morning light, one by one.

      Tina kept her promise to be first in line to make the climb up to the dig site. She hadn’t heeded the clothing suggestions and regretted her choice before she was half way up the side of the mountain. Scraped knees and raw fingers were her reward for climbing the mountain without regard for the precautions. She feared the sandstone, now so cool to her touch, would be blistering hot by the time she would make her decent. By the time they ceased work for the morning she’d nearly ruined her sneakers, actually wearing a hole in one toe.

      The professor oversaw the laying of grid lines as Jake and Becky began an expanded exploration of the mountain top.

      They identified half a dozen gullies leading down to canyons as yet unexplored. They decided to check out one gully that offered an unusual appearance from the mountaintop. About forty feet down they found a broad bowl in the sandstone about twenty feet across and eight feet deep. It was dry now, but they were both certain it would hold a great volume of water.

      “This basin would have water in it most of the year. Much of any rainfall running off into this gully would be captured here. It’s probably only been dry for a few weeks. The rains are late this year. This natural reservoir may be why the wall builders chose this mountain.” Jake said. “From a tactical point of view, building on a mountaintop with a reliable water supply makes sense.”

      “I suppose so, but with the exception of the petroglyphs down in the canyon junction, nothing about this site seems remotely typical of what we know about Aboriginal dwellings. Tactical fortifications are unknown on this continent.” Becky said.

      “You mean they have been, until now.”

      “It doesn’t make sense. How many people and how long did it take to build what we see here?”

      “Probably dozens of people hauling the rocks across the plain and up the mountain, building the walls to the extent they did would’ve taken weeks.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “We have to make some assumptions based on what we’ve learned from other cultures. The Anasazi built fortified dwellings in remote desert canyons where there was a steady supply of water. Other people built on the tops of mesas and mountains.”

      “Yes, but why did they do it?”

      “We don’t know for certain, but generally we believe it was as a defence against hostile enemies.”

      “How long do you think they’ve been here?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d been here for thirty or forty thousand years.”

      “According to you, the walls here are at least thirty thousand years old. If they were built by Aboriginal people, who were they afraid of?”

      “That’s a good question.”

      “On the other hand if the walls were built by someone else, and I believe they were, who were the builders and who were they afraid of?”

      “We don’t know. And the twenty five thousand dollar question is…why did they stop?”
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      Back on the mountain top, Tina was scratching at the itchy skin on her legs, again regretting her decision not to wear long pants.

      “Damn, these mossies are driving me crazy.” She mumbled.

      “What’s that, Miss Nguyen?” The professor asked. He thought he’d seen something moving at the base of one of the foundation rocks. Something so small, he wasn’t sure he’d seen it. Probably some sort of bug, he thought.

      “The mosquitos, they’re driving me nuts.”

      “Mosquitos? I doubt there are any mosquitos up here.”

      “Well, look at these welts. Something’s been biting me.”

      “Indeed. You’ll want to put some lotion on those when we go back down to camp.

      As the day began to heat under the glare of the sun, the itching stopped.

      After four hours work there was nothing left to be done. Every inch of the structure was mapped and photographed. Photos of the fallen walls and surrounding mountains had been shot from every conceivable angle. Samples of the rock were bagged for analysis. Beyond that there was little they could do. Unlike most archaeological sites, here there was no digging to be done. The bare, weathered sandstone could hold no secrets from the trained eyes of the scientific explorers.
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      “All indications suggest there was never any permanent habitation established here.” Professor Madison said, pointing at the computer screen. “Someone started building and then stopped. We have no way of determining how old the walls are, or who built them. Under the circumstances I see little point in continuing our research.”

      “Hang on, Professor. Look at this.” Jake zoomed in on an image. “Do you see the erosion away from the base layer of stones? It looks like a little over an inch at the location in this photo. If we removed the entire base layer, we would see what looked like a raised layer of sandstone, almost like a cement foundation. It took many thousands of years of erosion to do that. The erosion in the gullies would happen faster, but the staircase has almost disappeared. Again, it would take tens of thousands of years to erase those steps.”

      Becky scowled and said, “Like I said before, if the site is that old, who built it, and what did they use for tools? Are there even any examples of stone masonry dating back as far as you suggest?”

      “No, at least none I’m aware of.” The professor said, scratching the palm of his hand.

      “Doesn’t it make more sense that the British soldiers built the wall? They would’ve had steel weapons and implements, and the knowledge of building fortifications.” Becky said.

      Jake shook his head.

      “I understand your point, but no. It would seem to make sense, but the erosion suggests otherwise. How long ago did that British cavalry patrol disappear, Professor?”

      “A little more than a hundred and fifty years ago. The European presence on the Australian continent only dates back a few hundred years. This itching is annoying. I wonder if I’m getting hives.”

      “Geologically speaking, a mere one hundred and fifty years isn’t remotely significant. How many men would you say were in the vanished patrol?”

      “I’m not certain, but typically it would’ve been maybe a dozen men, or less.”

      Jake shook his head again.

      “That’s not enough men to do all this, unless they worked on it for years. Even if they had, it still doesn’t account for the erosion.”

      “Can you even be sure how long that kind of erosion would take?” Becky said.

      “Actually, based on my experience at other sites, I can. Becky, if I chiselled out a groove six inches long and an inch deep on the top of that mountain, in this climate, twenty-five thousand years from now it would still be visible.”

      “But there isn’t any other example of sophisticated stone masonry which is as ancient as you suggest.”

      Jake grinned.

      “Actually, there may be. The stone circles in South Africa may be even older. I don’t know, because I haven’t been there yet. There is evidence of other ancient civilizations lost to history. Many of them are under water, suggesting they were lost in a great flood. Either way, the antiquity of this site is precisely why this could be one of the most significant archaeological finds of this century. Congratulations, Professor Madison.”

      “Hold on, mate. You still haven’t answered the question of how they hacked out those steps. What did they use for tools?” Becky asked.

      “Stone implements, all ancient civilization began with stone tools. That’s the next thing to look for. When this site was abandoned, they may have left their tools here. We’ve only done a cursory examination of the stones up there and we haven’t explored any of the other canyons.”

      “Are you really suggesting the first Aboriginal people to arrive on this continent had masonry skills? The recent discoveries at other archaeological sites suggest they arrived here some sixty five thousand years ago.”

      “We don’t know if the first people to arrive on this continent were the ancestors of the Aborigines. What if someone else got here first? One of the theories about ancient civilizations has mariners from Atlantis traveling all over the world. That civilization was lost to history. If it did exist, their voyages would’ve happened around the time these walls were started. Perhaps there’s some truth to the myth. Maybe there were other people here before the aboriginal people arrived. On the other hand if they arrived later, the walls could’ve been built by people who were afraid of the local Aboriginal people. As the professor said, we don’t know who built it, yet. All we know is that the walls are prehistorically ancient and significant.”

      The professor said, “I guess what it comes down to is we need to do further research before we leave the site.”

      Jake nodded.

      Becky shrugged and winked at him. “Well then, I volunteer to explore some of the other canyons. Care to join me, Dr. Walker?”

      The professor wasn’t having it.

      “See here, Becky. This is my dig and I’ll decide who does what. We’ll be going up the mountain this evening to conduct a more in depth study of the rocks at the walls. That’s what you’ll be doing. If Dr. Walker wants to explore other canyons he’s free to do so. Everyone else takes their instructions from me. Is that clear?””

      Becky’s eyes flamed her annoyance, but she gave a curt nod of her head.

      “Do you understand me, Dr. Walker?”

      Jake was looking intently at the professor. His expression was one of interest rather than concern. He took a deep breath and said, “Yes. This is your dig and I’m grateful just to be here. I’ll take my orders from you as well.”

      “That’s more like it. The others will follow your example. I won’t have any divisive influences. That being said, you shouldn’t go exploring by yourself. Please choose someone else to accompany you.”

      “May I make a suggestion?”

      “What is it?”

      “Perhaps we should have a meeting at supper so you can tell everyone what our current status is and what happens next.”

      “That is my intention, thank you. Until then, we will rest.”

      Becky shot Jake a look, indicating her consternation at the professor’s sudden odd behaviour.

      Jake raised his eyebrows but gave no other sign.

      

      “Everyone give me your attention. Those of us assembled here have made a discovery that will put Australia in the forefront of archaeology. The evidence suggests this site is the oldest construction discovered on this continent to date, and possibly the oldest masonry ever discovered on the planet. Think about that.

      Going forward we must exercise extreme caution. First and foremost I will prevent anyone from revealing anything about this discovery to outsiders. Secondly I will punish anyone who interferes with our research. To that end, I expect each of you to obey me without question. Fail me and you will rue the day. Do I make myself clear?”

      Todd made eye contact with first Jake and then Becky, a sign of his concern. From her sudden paling complexion to biting her lip, Becky indicated how badly she was shaken by the announcement. Tina Nguyen wasn’t paying attention. She appeared to be daydreaming about something unrelated to the professor’s words. Bob Overlander stiffened, narrowing his eyes, while Sarah Elliott was nervously running her hands through her blond hair. She held it between her fingers, studying it as though hoping to find an answer to an unspoken question.

      The professor continued his address.

      “Today we will be examining the rock at the dig site to determine of any of the stones may have been used as tools for excavating or shaping the sandstone.

      Dr. Walker has agreed to explore some of the other canyons in search of artefacts. I will not send him off alone. One of you must volunteer to go with him. Who will it be?”

      Todd raised his hand.

      “Very well, thank you, Mr. Franks.  Everyone assemble here in thirty minutes. That is all. You are dismissed.”

      As they split up, Becky, Bob Overlander and Todd fell in with Jake.

      “What’s going on with the professor?” Todd asked.

      “It’s could be the heat is getting to him. He’s not the only one acting strange.” Bob answered.

      Jake nodded.

      “Something isn’t right. We need to keep on eye on each other. If you see anything odd or feel something strange is happening, let me know.”

      “How much stranger can it get?” Becky said.
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      When the group re-assembled to begin the evening exploration, Professor Madison issued new orders.

      “Miss Davenport, take the others up to the dig site. You know what to look for. I’ll be along in short order.”

      Becky rolled her eyes, but after a quick glance at Jake, she turned and led the others up the canyon. The professor turned to address Jake and Todd.

      “Gather up those two empty jerry cans and help me refill them from the water truck. You gentlemen can begin your canyon exploration after that.”

      The group had adopted the practice of refilling the empty water bottles from the jerry cans. The water bottles were perfect for carrying everywhere they went.

      After a quick glance at each other, the two men did as instructed. As they walked out of the canyon toward the vehicles, Jake spoke up.

      “I’ve been thinking. So far the only artefacts we’ve found were at the campsite. It’s a junction of canyons, so chances are there will be other things buried there. We call the top of that mountain the dig site, but there’s no digging to be done there. Wouldn’t it be appropriate to move the camp and treat the petroglyph site as our primary dig?”

      “Appropriate, yes, but entirely unimportant at this time. We’ll do that on our return trip after I publish my initial findings. When they see what I’ve found the university will be eager to fund another expedition.”

      “The tribe agreed to this one exploration. They may not approve of further research.”

      “Then I will bypass them. This is my find and I will not be stopped by a bunch of backward savages.”

      Todd caught Jake’s eye and shook his head indicating he should stop that line of conversation.

      in acknowledgement, Jake gave a slight nod of his head.

      “Wow,” Todd said. “Can you feel the heat radiating off these vehicles? Be careful you don’t burn your hand opening that valve, mate.”

      He was right. Even with gloves, Jake had to give a couple of very quick twists to get the water flowing. Even then it hurt to touch the steel. He found no real relief as the water flowed into the first jerry can. After the tanker had sat in the sun for days, the water was quite warm.

      When both vessels were full the professor told the men to take them back to the campsite.

      “There are still more than two hours until sunset. That should give you gentlemen enough time to explore one of the other canyons. I’ll expect you back before dark. Run along now. Good hunting.”

      Leaving the man standing by the vehicles Jake and Todd dropped the water off at the camp and set out to explore one of the side canyons. Fifteen minutes of nearly featureless sandstone brought them to another junction at the base of other mountains. They chose to turn in the direction that would take them farther into the range. This canyon was steeper, littered with gravel and undercut in several places.

      Todd stopped and pointed.

      “Look up there, mate. Do you see that ledge?”

      “Yep. Odd isn’t it?”

      “It looks like there’s an opening behind it. Maybe there’s some sort of grotto or cave. Here, give me a leg up. I’ll check it out.”

      Jake bent, cupped his hands and lifted Todd nearly four feet higher. Todd was now able to see over the ledge. He was about to say something, but just as he opened his mouth he was hit in the side of the head with enough force that Jake was unable to catch him as he fell.

      A giant perentie monitor had smacked Todd with its tail. The great lizard slithered down out of the recess with such speed it knocked Jake back onto Todd. As it brushed past him he was pinned to the canyon wall for a moment. The goanna stopped some twenty meters down the canyon and looked back over its shoulder at the men. There was no emotion in its reptilian gaze, just hunger. Relief washed away fear when the lizard turned away and disappeared around a bend.

      Jake stood up, brushing himself off.

      “Sorry, Todd, are you OK?”

      There was no reply. It took Jake a full second to understand the situation. Todd was unconscious, or dead. His hat was lying near his crushed sunglasses, which accounted for the lacerations on his cheek and nose.

      Fearing his neck might be broken, Jake was relieved to find Todd’s pulse and that he was still breathing. When calling to the man drew no response, Jake considered his options.

      The first aid kit in his pack was useless in this situation. If the head injury was a simple concussion he should’ve regained consciousness by now. It was a more serious injury, but was it a fractured skull or a broken neck? It could be either or both.

      The protocol was not to move the man until medical help arrived. There would be no medical help coming. If he picked him up to carry him back to camp, he might well kill him in the process.

      Where Todd lay, the entire canyon was shaded because the sun was low in the sky. It would be fully dark in the canyon within an hour. How long would it be before they were missed and a search party was organized? No one knew which canyon they were in. How long until they found them in this one? Too long, Todd needed to be moved back to camp quickly, and it would need to be done with a stretcher and some sort of back board.

      “Hang in there my friend. I’ll get help and be back before dark.” Todd gave no response, so Jake took off running.
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      Up on the mountaintop Becky called everyone together.

      “Let’s make the best use of the last hours of daylight left. Here’s the way we’ll go at it. We need to get a count of the entire number of rocks. We have to document which rocks were part of the walls and which were yet to be used. The thinking is there may be stone tools present. Something was used to dig the steps, and some of the baseline stones appear to have been shaped. We’re looking for sharp edges on stones which were not part of the walls. If you find something which may have been a tool, sing out, but don’t move it from its location. Bob, I need you to photograph any implements we find. Everyone else, pick a grid and start counting.”

      Bob nodded and began digging the camera equipment out of the rucksack. Tina had her eyes closed and was gently rocking from side to side.

      “Tina, did you hear me?”

      Tina smiled with her eyes still closed.

      “Shhh. I heard you, but don’t you see?”

      “See what?”

      “The beautiful serpents.”

      Becky grabbed Tina’s bare arms, giving her a slight shake.

      “Tina, snap out of it.

      The woman opened her eyes, scowling.

      “What? Oh yeah, counting rocks. That doesn’t seem important right now. I feel so wonderful.”

      “It is important. I don’t know what’s wrong with you. Are you high? Do you need to go back to camp?”

      “No, I’m fine, finer than fine.”

      “Then pick a grid and start counting. If you find a rock which could’ve been a hand tool, let me know.”

      Tina smiled a distant smile and wandered over to the grid lines.

      Becky watched her for a moment as the woman began touching and examining the rocks within her grid. Turning, she found Sarah Elliott had wrapped her arms around Bob. He was quietly trying to get her to let go.

      Shaking her head, Becky set to work in her own grid.

      

      When the professor joined them there was still about an hour of daylight left.

      “How goes the work my child?” He asked Becky. Whatever was wrong with him was much more evident now. He kept looking up at something only he could see. Each time he did this a sublime smile would spread across his face.

      “We’ve gone through five of the grids. That leaves three to do. We’ve counted fourteen hundred and nine stones. They range in size from about the size of a hardback novel to the size of a bed pillow. We identified a pile of unused stones and found three objects which I would say were almost certainly hand tools. They’re the first objects on the mountain we can classify as artefacts.”

      “Excellent. Show them to me.”

      She led the way to the first one, bending down to point it out to the professor. He no longer seemed interested in the stone tools.

      “Have you seen them?”

      “Of course, we all have, and we photographed them from a variety of angles.”

      “No, not the rocks, the winged serpents, do you see them?” He pointed at Tina. “She does.”

      Tina Nguyen was walking away from them with her eyes closed, reaching up in an attempt to touch something unseen.

      Too late, Becky realized Tina was approaching the steep edge of a canyon.

      “Tina, stop.” She yelled, making a lunge toward the woman.

      Before she could reach her, Tina stumbled and fell headlong over the edge. She slid face down on the sandstone slope for about sixty feet, gathering speed before hurtling down into the canyon nearly a hundred meters below.

      Becky stood there, too stunned to move or speak.

      “Now you see them, don’t you?” The professor said.

      Beyond Professor Madison, Becky saw the astounded expression on Bob’s face. He looked over at his girlfriend Sarah. She was swaying as though moving to music only she could hear.

      Without saying a word, Becky raced to the gully and began working her way down off the mountain.
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      When Jake ran into the junction of canyons where their camp was set up, he found no one there. Realizing the others were still up on the mountain, he took a moment to drink from the last of his water bottles. He’d refill them before climbing up the gully on the mountainside. When he went to refill them from one of the jerry cans, he was startled to discover both cans had been opened and turned upside down. All of the water had drained out into the warm sand. Shocked, he paused to consider what it meant. Why would anyone waste water in the desert? It was another indicator of the developing pattern of disturbed behaviour. He didn’t have time to think about it. He had to find someone to help him rescue Todd.

      As he turned to run toward the mountain, he was relieved to find Becky standing at the mouth of the canyon, watching him.

      The look on her face perplexed him for a moment. It was a look of horror.

      “What have you done?” She asked.

      Wiping sweat from his eyes, Jake said. “What? Me? Oh, the jerry cans? I didn’t do it and I don’t have time to explain. Todd is hurt. We need to gather up some things and bring him back here. Where are the others?”

      “Tina fell into one of the canyons.”

      “Is she OK?”

      “No, mate, she fell about a hundred meters into another canyon, off to the east. She must be dead. Everyone’s gone crazy. They’ll be coming here. We have to go. Something is horribly wrong with them, all of them except Bob.”

      As if hearing his name, Bob rushed around the corner

      “Jake, thank God. Did Becky tell you about Tina?”

      “Yes, but…”

      “The professor has lost his mind and Sarah’s not right. We’ve got to get out of here. Where is Todd?”

      “Todd is hurt. I couldn’t carry him back by myself. I need both of you to help me.  Grab that tarp and those two folding chairs. We’ll make a litter.”

      “What happened? Where is he?”

      Grabbing the roll of bandage tape out of the larger first aid kit, he answered the questions in order. “He’s a few hundred yards up in another canyon. He fell and hit his head. Let’s go.”

      The gloom in the canyons increased as the sun slid toward the far horizon. The three of them raced to the scene of Todd’s encounter with the perentie.

      Coming around a bend in the canyon, Jake stopped so suddenly, Becky and Todd ran into him.

      What they saw made Becky scream out loud.

      Two giant goannas were tearing Todd limb from limb, their maws smeared with Todd’s blood and bodily fluids.

      Jake pushed Becky and Bob back around the bend in the canyon.

      “There’s nothing we can do for him now.  We’ll have to go back to camp.”

      “We can’t go back there. They’ve all gone insane, talking about beautiful winged serpents only they can see. Tina just walked right off the edge of the mountain. ” Becky said.

      “We can’t be certain she’s dead. We have to try to find her.” Jake said.

      Bob quivered.

      “Are you crazy too? Do you want to go stumbling through these canyons in the dark, with those things crawling around?”

      “No, you’re right. I wasn’t thinking. It’s not safe here. We have to get to Yarramalong Station.”

      Bob said, “Now you’re talking. Let’s grab a ute and go.”

      “We have to retrace the way we came in. That means following the vehicle tracks. We can’t drive back in the dark. I hate to think where we might end up. No, we’ll go first thing in the morning.”

      “We can’t spend the night here with those crazy people.” Becky said.

      “I get that Tina and the professor went nuts. What about Sarah?”

      Bob hung his head.

      “She’s lost it, too, mate.”

      “I’m sorry, Bob. OK, there’s three of us and only two of them. Did either of them try to hurt you?”

      “No. They barely noticed me when I left them on the mountain. What happened when you left, Bob?”

      “They didn’t try to stop me or anything.”

      “I think our chances are better if we spend the night in camp. We’ll look out for each other, and leave at first light. Agreed?”

      The response was a reluctant and slow nodding of heads.

      “I wish we had some way to arm ourselves.” Becky said.

      “I have my bowie knife in my pack. When we get back to camp, grab a hammer or another tool, even a tent stake. It doesn’t sound like we’ll need them, but I agree with you. Let’s be prepared to do whatever we have to do to stay alive.”
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      The gloom in the canyons gave way to complete darkness as the sun dropped below the far horizon. Other than the sounds of their own movement, the canyons were silent. Knowing danger lurked somewhere both behind and in front of them as they hiked, the walls and floor of the canyons seen only by the light of their torches, left each of them with a sense of deep foreboding.

      At the campsite, not a single lantern was lit. They waited, watching and listening for any sign someone was there.

      After a time, Jake quietly spoke up.

      “I don’t think they ever came back here. The camp is abandoned. Let’s get some lanterns lit and set them at the mouth of each canyon. If anyone or anything approaches we’ll be able to see them before they see us. We need to find water, food and weapons for both of you. When we’ve done that, we’ll take turns keeping watch.”

      There being no dissent, they set about following Jake’s directions.

      After about twenty minutes of effort, they were as prepared as they were going to get. The lanterns gave life to the painted images on the walls. These images no longer seemed beautiful, but had become sinister and threatening.

      The only water they found was in the bottom of one of the eskies that hadn’t been drained. It wasn’t much water, less than a half litre, and it wasn’t clean, but they shared it and drank every drop with gratitude.

      Jake insisted they eat because it was important to keep up their strength and there was some moisture in the MRE’s. When they were done, he gave further instructions.

      “Let’s get some rest. It’s half past nine o’clock. Sunrise will be at about six o’clock. We’ll each take a three hour watch. The most dangerous time will be the third watch, three to six. I’ll take that time. Bob, you take midnight to three, and then wake me. Becky, you have this watch. I don’t anticipate trouble, but stay alert. If you see or hear anything at all, wake us, OK?

      Becky nodded her understanding, but she had a question.

      “What’s happening here? Why is everyone going mad?”

      “I don’t know for sure. Maybe we’ve been exposed to some agent or chemical. The heat may play a role. I just don’t know.

      “Will we all go insane?”

      “No, we’re leaving this place. We’re sane now and there’s no reason to think we won’t remain so.”

      Todd said, “It creeps me out, thinking about them wandering around out there somewhere in the canyons. If those giant goannas don’t get them, there’s no telling what they’ll do.”

      Becky shuddered, wrapping her arms around herself.

      Jake put both hands on her shoulders, looking her in the eye.

      “Don’t be afraid. We’re ready for anything, and tomorrow at first light we’ll be on our way to Yarramalong Station.”

      “It won’t be soon enough for me.” She said.
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      The sky was just glowing pink, as Jake, Becky and Bob moved quietly down the canyon toward the open plain where the vehicles were parked. Each had hopes of escaping the death and depravity they’d found in these mountains and canyons. Jake’s bowie knife was hanging against his thigh in its sheath. Becky held a hammer, while Bob carried a pick axe.

      As they rushed out of the mouth of the canyon, they found Professor Madison standing in the first light of sunrise flooding across the desert plain. It was as if he were waiting for them. He was standing straight and tall with both hands behind his back.

      “What are you doing out here? I didn’t give you permission to leave the dig site.”

      Bob stepped forward.

      “Professor, there’s something happening to you and the others. You saw what Tina did. Todd’s dead, too. We have to leave this place.”

      “Mr. Overlander, didn’t I tell you I wouldn’t allow anyone to fail me or expose this site to outside scrutiny?”

      “Yes, but…”

      Before he could complete his statement, Professor Madison thrust the prying end of a tire iron up through his belly and into his chest.

      Jake was moving even as Bob fell.

      Professor Madison was surprisingly fast, bringing the tire iron up just in time to block Jake’s lunge at his throat.

      The two men grappled for control of the tool. Jake’s training, age, and general level of fitness gave him an advantage over the other man. Jake turned suddenly, slamming his shoulder into the professor as he reversed from pulling to shoving the tire iron away from them. Jake’s arms were longer and stronger, tearing the weapon free from the professor’s grasp.

      As Jake whirled around with the steel bar raised above his head, the professor ploughed into him, knocking him off his feet and back against the fender of one of the utility vehicles. The tire iron flew free as the two men rolled off the front of the vehicle.

      Becky missed most of the action because she was on her knees beside Bob, trying to stem the flow of blood. It was an insufficient measure as the tire iron had torn through several organs and major vessels. Bob gasped and gurgled, drowning in his own blood.

      Jake tore free of the older man, drawing his bowie knife. Professor Madison leapt to his feet, sprinting for the mouth of the nearest canyon. Jake started after him, but stopped at Becky’s anguished cry for help.

      As he dropped to his knees beside his friends in the early morning light, he knew there was nothing to be done. Bob was dead.

      Becky searched his face for some sign of hope. Seeing none, she burst into tears. The rising sun was greeted with the scream of her utter agony.

      Jake pulled Becky to her feet.

      “We’ve got to go. We’ll take this ute and drive to the station. Come on get in.”

      Jake was only a little surprised to find the keys missing. He tore some wires loose from the dash behind the steering wheel. A full two minutes elapsed before he realized he wouldn’t be able to start the vehicle.

      “Let’s try the other one.”

      This vehicle was as disabled as the first.

      “What are we going to do?” Becky asked.

      “We’ll have to take the water truck.”

      As they approached the tanker, they found all six tires were flat. The big truck was sitting on its rims, mostly sunk into the dirt

      “We’re trapped out here, aren’t we?” Becky moaned.

      “No. We’ve still got our feet. We’ll walk to the station.”

      “That’s more than sixty kilometres. It’s desert all the way. How much water do we have?”

      “I don’t have any, how about you?”

      Becky shook her head.

      “I’ve got two empty water bottles in my pack. What have you got?”

      “The same as you.”

      “We’ll refill them from the tanker. Four bottles will have to be enough.”

      Walking around the back side of the tanker, they could both feel the relative humidity change. The valve had been left open. The water had run out onto the ground, absorbed by the sandy soil.

      Jake stopped, staring down at the dampened ground.

      “My God, what was he thinking? None of us can live without water.”

      “Wait,” Becky said. “There’s still a trickle. Give me your water bottles.”

      It took nearly ten minutes to get one bottle half full, and then the trickle gave way to a drip. A half hour’s effort only half filled the first bottle.

      Even this early in the morning, the heat of the sun was already noticeable, wringing the sweat out of both of them.

      They squatted in the shade of the truck.

      “What will we do now?” Becky voiced what both of them were thinking.

      Jake shrugged.

      “We have to get away from here. The only hope we have is Yarramalong Station.”

      “We’ll never make it.”

      “Sure, we will. Like you said, it’s only about sixty clicks. We can walk that far in a single day.”

      “Not in this heat.”

      Jake stood up, offering Becky his hand.

      “We don’t have a choice. The key to survival is not giving up. We’re alive and sane. There’s a reason for that. Let’s put our trust in God.”

      Becky looked doubtful, but accepted his hand. Jake smiled as he helped her up.

      “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” He quoted.

      Becky chuckled.

      “Is that supposed to be a word of encouragement, Confucius?”

      Jake grinned.

      “It’s all I have at the moment.”

      As they began walking, Becky glanced toward the rising sun.

      “It won’t be enough,” She mumbled. “Not by half.”
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      Jake estimated they were averaging about four clicks per hour, but now they were approaching the escarpment.

      As they crossed the plain, they’d been in and out of the shade of trees and brush. Even so, the sun beat down with unrelenting force, sapping them of energy. The escarpment was in direct sunlight. They would have to walk about another kilometre to the slope they’d driven down, and then start hiking up in the full glare of the sun. The heat was becoming nearly unbearable. Climbing the slope would be challenging, so they stopped to rest in the shade of some gum trees among the rocks scattered at the base of the cliff face.

      Both Jake and Becky were sweating profusely now. The sweat evaporated so fast they never felt damp. Jake knew the perspiration was keeping them alive, but also depleting them of vital moisture. Every cell in their bodies depended on water to stay alive.

      He was aware of the rule of threes. Generally, a person can live for three minutes without air, three days without water, and three weeks without food. That rule was applicable under less stressful conditions. Without water, in this desert heat, even resting, they couldn’t expect to live for more than a day or so. They were already nearly half way into that day, with a steep climb ahead of them, followed by more than forty kilometres of broken desert landscape without hope of water. They would be hiking most of that distance in the heat of the day.

      “Best not to dwell on it.”  Jake thought.

      “What did you say?” Becky asked.

      “Nothing, I guess I was just thinking out loud.”

      “I was thinking about how thirsty I am.” She said, scratching her legs.

      Jake watched her fingers moving up and down. There were little welts forming here and there. He spoke to her without showing the alarm he felt.

      “Let’s keep moving.”

      “Can’t we just rest here until the cool of the evening? I’ll bet we’re far enough away from those mountains to be safe now. We can climb the hill at dusk and then rest for the night at the top. We could get an early start in the morning.”

      Jake waved a fly away from his eyes. He wanted to rest as much as she did, but the itching suggested Becky was probably infected with whatever had driven the others insane.

      “No, we have to get to water as quickly as possible. If we lay around for hours in this heat, we’ll die of thirst for sure.”

      He knew it was imperative to get Becky emergency medical attention. He prayed it would be in time.

      “Then we’d better drink our water now.” She said.

      Jake was planning to give it all to Becky, but not until it was critical for her survival. They were both in need now, but not yet in any real danger of dehydration or heat stroke. That time would come in the afternoon.

      “Not now. Come on, we’ve got a hill to climb.”
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      From the top of the escarpment the red mountains in the distance danced and writhed in the heat waves as though they were alive. The mirage effect made the plain look like a vast lake, nearly driving them mad with thirst. Jake and Becky stumbled into some brush and dropped down in the shade.

      “I can’t go on. I’m done.” Becky said.

      Jake was too tired to reply.

      “I mean it. You should go on without me.”

      Jake slowly shook his head.

      “We’ll rest here for a little while. Then we have to get moving.”

      “Say, mate, do you still have that vest in your pack?”

      Jake nodded.

      “It won’t work without water. We can’t waste the little we have. We can’t produce enough sweat as it is.”

      Becky didn’t respond.

      Jake slipped his arms out of his pack and lay back on the ground. He closed his eyes and drifted off.

      When he opened his eyes, for a moment he didn’t know where he was. His mouth was so dry, he couldn’t swallow. His wristwatch told him he’d been asleep for nearly an hour. He scratched at the itch behind one knee, feeling welts forming.

      Looking over at Becky he found her so still he feared she was dead. As he pulled the water bottle out of his pack, Becky moaned and stirred.

      Jake took one long sip from the bottle. Pouring some into the cap, he trickled that water past cracked lips into Becky’s mouth. The relief roused her, allowing her to swallow.

      She sat up, looking at him with eyes filled with abject misery. He knew the only reason she wasn’t crying was because her body was unable to produce tears.

      He handed her the half full bottle of water.

      “Drink,” he said.

      He didn’t have to say it twice.

      Becky swallowed most of the water, stopping herself from drinking all of it.

      She offered the dregs to Jake.

      He accepted the bottle tipping his head back as the last dribble ran down his throat. He drew his knife and carefully split the bottle open.

      “Here, lick up those last few drops. Then we need to get moving.”

      As she followed his instructions, Jake stood. The sun hit him like a hammer blow. He wanted to drop back to the ground, but knew if he did, he probably wouldn’t ever get up again. He reached down to help Becky up.

      “I can’t.” She said.

      He didn’t argue. Instead, he gripped her elbow and dragged her to her feet. She was too weak to resist.

      Keeping his hold on her elbow, they set off following the vehicle tracks.
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      Dr. Jacob Walker couldn’t remember when he started carrying Becky. He barely remembered why he was stumbling through the Tanami Desert, under the sun, in the late afternoon. He was following vehicle tracks...somewhere.

      He stopped, letting Becky slip from his arms. Where was he? Looking around, he found himself on the edge of a playa. A flat, sun baked plain stretched before him. It was devoid of vegetation. In the distance he saw a pool of water. Some part of his mind was trying to tell him the water wasn’t real, but his thirst wouldn’t let the message get through. He tried to pull Becky up, but she was glued to the earth. He took one step, then another before he fell headlong on the ground.

      He lay there for a moment, trying to gather his strength. He couldn’t get up, so he began crawling. He wasn’t sure why he was crawling, something about water... somewhere. He had to get to it. Where was it?

      He lifted his head to see where he was going. Through the heat waves he saw a caravan of camels approaching. No, that couldn’t be right. Was he in the Gobi Desert?

      He looked again, the image undulating in his vision. He tried again to stand, but his body refused the command. He felt the hot sand against his face.

      Above him he heard a voice.

      “Bloody fools,” Wally said.
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      Jake opened his eyes, squinting in the bright light. He was lying on his back, with an IV needle in his arm. The man bent over him spoke.

      “G’day, mate.”

      Confused, Jake managed to croak. “Where am I?”

      “Yarramalong Station.”

      “Where is Becky?”

      “She’s in the next room.”

      “Is she...”

      “Alive? Too right, but it’s a pure wonder. You should both be dead.”

      “How did we get here?”

      “Wally says you walked most of the way. He found you out there. He gave you both water and brought you back the rest of the way with his camels.”

      “Camels? I guess I wasn’t seeing things, after all.”

      The man shrugged.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Toby Warren, with the Royal Flying Doctor Service. Now that you’re both stable, we’ll be transporting you to hospital.”

      “No, you can’t. We’re both infected.”

      “Infected? What do you mean, mate?”

      “I don’t know what it is, but we have itching welts.”

      A snort from the doorway startled him. Jake turned his head to see Wally standing there.

      “Tell him, Wally. We have some sort of bites. We’ll go crazy.”

      “No, mate, you have chiggers is all. A little calamine lotion and you’ll be right. Isn’t that so, Toby?”

      “I reckon.”

      “But, the others...”

      Wally nodded.

      “Yeah, you were going on about how the others in your party went crazy and started killing people. We informed the authorities. They’ll look into it. I expect they’ll send choppers out there tonight.”

      “Tonight, what time is it?”

      “It’s sundown, mate. Don’t worry. They have spotlights and plenty of rescue crewmen.”

      “They’ll be too late.”

      “Maybe, but they have to try. If they don’t, it could be a week or more before they get another chance.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s the monsoon season, mate. The rains will start tomorrow.”

      Jake marvelled at Wally’s bush knowledge.

      “How do you know?”

      “I saw it on the tellie. The weather service says torrential rains are expected starting tomorrow.”

      Jake blinked, startled at the answer.

      “You have television out here?”

      Wally shook his head.

      “Crikey, you yanks are funny. Haven’t you ever heard of satellite TV?”

      Jake chuckled.

      “Thank you, Wally. If you hadn’t found us, we’d be dead.”

      “The heat does funny things to your head. I reckon that’s why you followed the wrong set of tracks.”

      “What do you mean? We came back on the exact same tracks we made going out there.”

      “Too right, mate. That was a stupid thing to do. You should’ve followed me motorbike tracks. The bike tracks would‘ve brought you here much sooner. Why do you think I took it out there? I could’ve driven back in an air -conditioned ute with the trucker.”

      “Are you saying you took your motorcycle out there to leave a track for us to follow?”

      “Well, yeah. That and the fact I wanted to get back here as quick as possible.”

      “I don’t understand. How did you happen to find us out there?”

      “Just a notion I got. I found the ute only about ten kilometres from here. The driver was as dead as disco. I knew something wasn’t right, so I figured I’d set out to see what else I might find. I found you.”

      “Yes, Wally, you did. Thank God. You are an answer to prayer.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that, but I’ve been called much worse.”

      “How did Tim die?”

      “That’s a matter for a medical examiner. I couldn’t tell just by looking at him. It was horrible. He was sitting behind the wheel. Judging by the condition of the body, I’d say he’d been baking in that ute for a couple of days. You can imagine what that did to him.”
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      Early spring in Arizona meant the desert wildflowers were spectacular. Jake sat in his office looking out at them through the window, as he talked on the telephone with Becky in Australia.

      “The autopsy of Sarah Elliott found brain lesions. Under the microscope, infinitesimally tiny worms were observed burrowing through and eating the grey matter. Research suggests these were an immature stage of a previously unknown marine worm. Evidently the adult worms laid eggs which are carried to the brain through the circulatory system. Once there, they hatch and began feeding and growing.”

      “Wait, did you say marine worm, as in an oceanic or salt water species?”

      “That’s correct, Dr. Walker.”

      “How is that possible? We were never near any ocean.”

      “Aren’t you the bloke who mentioned an interest in cryptobiosis? Remember, those mountains are part of an ancient seabed reef dating back to the Palaeocene. There were all kinds of interesting fauna alive then, most of which are extinct now.”

      “Let me see if I’m following you. Are you saying these marine worms adapted to the environment as it changed and the seabed was exposed? They became dormant in the sandstone?”

      “That’s the theory.”

      “How could they stay alive for millions of years?”

      “They didn’t. What we were dealing with was the adapted offspring of thousands of generations down through time. It appears the adult stage is capable of going dormant for an unknown period of time, scores, possibly hundreds, even thousands of years. When the time and circumstances are just right, they revive, feed and reproduce. Isn’t that what those brine shrimp you spoke of do?”

      “That’s astounding. What I don’t understand is why it happened in the heat of summer, the driest time of year. Wouldn’t the rainy season be a better time to revive and reproduce?”

      “No, that’s one way they’re different from some of the other cryptobiotic organisms. These are marine worms from a salt water environment adapted to live in a dry desert environment. In wetter weather there’s too much water and it’s all fresh water.”

      “I still don’t get it. Why do they prey on people and other mammals?”

      “The woman researching this told me the human body, especially the blood stream, is very similar to a marine environment. That’s why we establish intravenous lines with a saline solution. We humans have relatively thin skin that’s easily penetrated by the adult worms. Our bodies and those of some other mammals provide everything they need to feed and reproduce.”

      Jake considered the information for a moment.

      “But how and why did they revive just because we were there?”

      “She says; they felt the heat of our bodies, smelled the salt in our sweat and heard the rhythm of our pulse.”

      “No, that can’t be right. The rock was too hot to touch during the day.”

      “Yes, during the day, but at night it cooled pretty quickly. By morning it was cool to our touch, remember? That’s why reptiles can survive in those canyons. They’re cold blooded. Their body temperature is inconsistent and matches the environment. They weren’t around during the heat of the day or the cool of the early mornings.”

      “I think you just creeped me out. Was Sarah’s body the only one the rescuers were able to find?”

      “I’m afraid so, mate.”

      “No sign of the professor?”

      “No. I reckon the goannas got him.”

      “Perenties.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Professor Madison called those monitor lizards, Perenties. He said they were the biggest goannas in Australia. It’s too bad about his luck, eh.”

      “I reckon. Oh, I forgot to tell you, they found a couple of adult sea worms in Sarah’s body. The adults are only about six and a half millimetres in length and thin as a hair, more or less transparent, almost invisible to sight. They burrow in and feed just under the skin. That’s what causes the welts and itching.”

      “That’s only like a quarter of an inch long, right?”

      “Yeah, mate, but get this…seen under magnification, they look just like that thing painted on the canyon wall.”

      “I thought the petroglyph might be a depiction of the rainbow serpent. What you just told me is amazing.”

      “Too right it’s amazing. The amazing thing is the people who painted it didn’t have any form of magnification. How did they paint a picture of those things?”

      “I guess the research will be ongoing.”

      “Not out there at the site, it won’t be. Those mountains are off limits. The tribe has banned any further exploration. The government isn’t challenging them on the point because of the danger to the researchers and the public. Speaking of research, what are your plans, Jake? Will you be coming back to Oz any time soon?”

      Jake smiled.

      “I don’t know. I’m getting ready to go to South Africa. It’s just a hop, skip and jump from Australia. Maybe I’ll drop in on you.”

      It was Becky’s turn to smile.

      “Good on ya. I’ll look forward to it. So, I guess that’s it for now. I’ll say g’day.”

      “G’day, Becky. Thanks for the update.”

      As Becky hung up the phone, she thought she saw something move at the corner of her vision. It was something beautiful, something that looked like an iridescent serpent, with wings.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for taking the time to read The Lost and Found Collection. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author's best friend and much appreciated.

      Thank you.

      Dan Arnold
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