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PROLOGUE 

 

 

 

Summer, 1996. Roy Swenson clutched the leather-sheathed steering wheel and let his 

mind wander. 

We are such a great fit, so compatible; she is the one.  

Hope she likes the ring. 

His fiancée Julie enjoyed the ride as she spoke above rushing wind and purring 

engine. Roy’s car swept along the forested highway to the coast. Trees flashed past in 

the mirror. 

“Roy, remember when we ran into Murakami at the beach? I have that strange 

feeling…again. Like we’re about to meet another luminary.” 

The woods blurred as the car accelerated on a straightaway. 

“You’re having one of your twitchy moments, huh?” Roy answered as he kept his eyes 

focused on the road and every subtle change in the gray. “You couldn’t stop babbling. 

The guy reminded you of who? Bulgakov?” 

“Yes. The surreal tension. Between magic and reality. And the cats,” Julie smiled as 

her hair blew in the wind. 

Roy, a young college student sporting a dark black shaggy beard, pushed the 

accelerator to the floor as his passenger closed her eyes in the wind. 

Here is that incredible turn. I’ll slide through it, he thought as he lifted his foot from 

the gas-pedal and shifted to the brake. Time slowed to a crawl as he felt the pedal offer 

no resistance. His mind raced. Damn. No brakes. Then the world turned as all the force 

shifted to the passenger side. 

He cranked hard to avoid a head-on with the naked steel guardrail.  

The image of Julie smiling was frozen in his mind as the classic sports car left the 

ground, just missing the barrier. After the gravel there was a massive Douglas Fir. The car 

hit the tree at about 40. Julie’s seatbelt snapped like a paper ribbon. 

She was ejected from the car and hit a larger tree before tumbling a surprising 

distance from the totalled roadster. 

His mind was frozen, in survival mode. 
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Roy left the mangled car. He was dazed from the crash, barely possessing the 

wherewithal to help his lover. 

Julie lay dazed at the base of a tree. Writhing in pain, the medical student told herself 

the truth. 

Recognizing the symptoms, she realized that the sharp pressure building in her chest 

was serious. 

Ruptured aorta. Likely. 

Breathing difficult. 

Dying. 

Roy went to her and lifted her into his arms. That probably wasn’t the best move. She 

was beyond the crude help that he could provide along this lonely stretch of Oregon 

woods. 

“Hold me, Roy. I’m afraid. I won’t make it,” Julie said softly. 

He wiped blood away with his shirt. “Don’t talk. Take it easy. You’ll be in surgery in no 

time. Hang in there my love.” 

She struggled with the pain and the blood entering her lungs, the coughing. She broke 

out of the pain and spoke excitedly.  

“It is beautiful, Roy, absolutely beautiful.” 

“What is?” 

“Everything. I can see the light.” 

“The light?” 

She paused for a few seconds and started to smile. 

“Hi. Yes, it has been a long time. I’ve missed you, too.” 

“Julie, who are you talking to?” 

“My dad.” 

“Your dad died in Lebanon, remember? In the marine barracks bombing.” 

“He is here with me now. Holding his hand out to me. Everything is okay. He is. Telling 

me. Fading out and in. Oh. He says to thank you.” 

“Thank me? I should have had the brake seals tested. My fault.” 

Roy’s eyes welled up with countervailing surges of anger, grief, and numbness. Waves 

of sadness, despair and anger swirled through him with abandon.  He shook as her 

pupils dilated.   

The raw power of loss, so up close and personal, was devastating to the young grad 

student.  She had said she loved him like no other. The moment she died, there was no 
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more emergency. He told himself that was why he stood still instead of rushing to the 

road for help. He was holding onto the moment, wishing it was a dream. 

It wasn’t a dream.  The realization sunk in and the feeling of loss brought a 

devastating churn of memories and dread, intermixed with denial and despair.  Wave 

after wave surged through him. 

He wept as the color left her face. She was completely still. Gazing to the heavens. 

What the hell have I done? What did my love ever do, to deserve this?  

Why? Why? 

He held her there under the massive tree for almost an hour, occasionally pounding 

his fists into the mix of gravel and dirt. A car stopped and the driver offered to call for 

help at the first chance, betraying by his tone that he understood that it was beyond too 

late.  

Then Roy sat alone again until he was bundled into an ambulance, and taken away to 

be fixed up. Julie was zippered for the morgue-bound last ride. 

 

* 

 

More than 25 years blinked away. The seconds before and after the accident were still 

fresh in Roy Swenson’s mind. Speed. Angle. State of the road. Failed brakes. A faulty 

seatbelt. The tree. The blood rising from her gentle mouth as she gasped her last 

breaths. 

It was a different world in the winter of 2020. Roy was now a scientist, working to 

develop a new kind of subtle energy sensor. He’d challenge the world: make it a better 

place. But Julie wasn’t here to see that.  

It was her birthday. Happier scenes from their life together played through his mind 

like a movie trailer.  Then the end on Highway 26 on the way to the beach.  An 

engagement ring that was in his pocket now on his nightstand. 

The world Julie knew? It took a dive into polarization. Bulletproof-vested interests 

dominated science and religion. Everyone read what someone else wanted them to read, 

with the illusion of choice thrown in. 

Free thought, bold experimentation? Dying. Replaced by the dogma of certainty. 

Innovation was a smokescreen. There was improvement in sensor performance, network 

capacity, true. To what end? People were living longer, shallower, and thinking less.  
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The spirit of the intellectual quest that consumed Roy and Julie’s life together was 

becoming increasingly scarce. Isolated into pockets of innovation in a handful of cities 

surrounded by oceans of believers.  Religious believers. Secular believers. Believers of all 

kinds, safely entrenched in belief. 

Roy stood about six feet tall, and was in excellent physical condition, with speckled 

dark black hair, cut close for low maintenance. Gray stubble replaced his scraggly black 

beard. 

Despite the accident, he raced sports cars in his spare time. Maybe he raced because 

of the crash. He acquired vintage police cars from all over California, and housed the 

collection in underground storage near his home in San José. 

The wreck clothed him in grief but didn’t slow him down. Hardly. If anything, it gave 

Roy a new level of intensity. Time became sacred when he lost his love. I will not slow 

down, not for a single moment, he thought to himself as he relived the crash. 

Every moment is sacred. 

Roy was a man of many mantras. 

That tragedy drove Roy to drop out of college and travel the world as if he himself only 

had months to live. 

Always fascinated with the Mediterranean region, Roy spent a month in Italy soon 

after the accident. Most of his stay, he hovered around Damanhur: a temple complex 

located in northern Italy, near the town of Castellamonte. 

While there, he met an expert on Sanskrit.  A strange man named Draco who claimed 

to be a reincarnation of a line of priests whom had served mankind across the ages.  

Draco had a strange command of many languages no longer spoken.  He taught Roy how 

to meditate. Roy picked up a series of exercises aimed at increasing intuitive awareness. 

Deep breathing. Quiet thinking. Sanskrit chants. Everything he needed to open up the 

body’s energy centers. 

The closeness of loss to the beginning of spiritual enlightenment triggered a bizarre 

series of changes in Roy’s life. Flashes. Exotic dream sequences. Ancient temples. 

Bloody swords. Rooms filled with ancient scrolls. Beaches awash in gemstones. Dogs, 

eating dead soldiers. Charred woods. 

Roy returned to Reed and became a top biology student. While he craved success, he 

found himself dropping out yet again – leaving the trail for his own uncharted path. He 

experimented with lucid dreaming. Ancient Rome beckoned from the edge of sleep. 
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No drugs. What was the point of heightening the mind by poisoning the body? He 

swam in the underground river. Offered cocaine, he declined. A polluted underground 

river is a sewer. 

Roy lasered his way through sacred and mystical works. He gathered a massive body 

of knowledge, and dissected it. His dented Kindle stored nearly two thousand spiritual 

texts and sacred works. 

He wasn’t sure what he was looking for. A connection to Julie. Perhaps. 

It played out in his mind again. Julie. A joke about cats. Failed brakes. The flimsy 

seatbelt. A tree. Advance, instead of retreat. Not shying away from fast cars.  

Down the melatonin and 5HTP. Drop the Lemon Balm and Valerian Root. Meditate 

before bed. Stare deeply at nothing, then blink at old photos of a couple torn apart. 

I can bring her back in my dreams. I know I can. 

Deep sleep carried him close to his love. They’d meet in dreams. 

We need to feel a sense of awe again, Roy. Let’s bring wonder back to the world. You 

can do it Roy. 

As the years rolled by, Roy’s dreams intensified. He hunted the most powerful energy 

in the universe. It teased him and thrilled him. Yet it was unseen. Asleep, he attended an 

ancient slave’s lectures on Pythagoras and Archimedes.  

Papyrus, inked with calculus. Talk of vibrations, mathematics, and music. No matter 

the topic, the setting remained constant: a grassy hillside near a temple inscribed with 

Latin.  Distinct Roman architecture, yet new looking.  The temple may have only been a 

hundred years old; the marble looked brand new. 

The passion of his dreams put Roy on a collision-course with the world’s largest and 

most powerful institutions. Those monolithic entities wanted to keep reality as it was. 

Polarized. 

Roy wouldn’t back down. He reached for his mantras. 

Every moment is sacred: every dream a doorway. 
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1. THRESHOLD 

 

 

 

Certainty is the enemy of knowledge. 

Agapito, Roman Slave and Teacher, 1st century BCE. 

 

 

 

 

Europe – December 2020 

Prague is as beautiful as ever, Roy thought as he stood gazing across Old Town 

Square from his hotel window. Here, the revolution will begin. 

He glanced at the falling snow as he reflected on his battles with the certaintists. (His 

term.) Back in the United States, he lost those battles.  

A televangelist and a highly respected scientist had joined forces and forced his 

backers into hiding, and Roy into obscurity. A sophisticated social media campaign 

combined with a carefully crafted series of misrepresentations and video snippets had 

tried and convicted the controversial scientist before he could respond. He was over, as a 

colleague had advised in his office at SRI, sitting beside a life-sized Buddha statue that 

simply didn’t fit in with the rest of the office decor. 

They banned his brain-tissue research. The war went on, here in Prague. 
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These bastards want everyone to stop thinking and simply believe them, he pondered. 

Everything has not been figured out. Far from it. 

In Roy’s mind all that remained was a fight to the finish: a strange kind of zero sum 

game involving everyone who knew everything. I will end the certainty trap. Here in 

Prague. It will end. 

The Reverend Will Hargis depended on certainty for his ministry.  He needed believers.  

Noted physicist and atheist Dr. Guenther Enstadt had convinced the UN to invest in a 

massive research project. Billions were at stake in the construction of a new collider. 

Enstadt was convinced that the answer would come from the discovery of a new particle.  

Roy’s fringe approach could render Enstadt  and his high-profile project irrelevant. So the 

war began.  The scientific community was already under attack by the religious whackos 

and had closed ranks. Then a deal had been reached. 

Science could not be questioned.  Scientific acceptance was critical to careers and 

curriculums. Especially as scientific teachings had been under pressure in the 

classrooms of America, the ever humbler bastion of free thought. 

Innovation by 2020 had slowed to a crawl; disciplines and fields were bloated and 

overpopulated, with bureaucrats preserving status quos rather than challenging them. 

Trench warfare. Groups turned cultish to close ranks. The certaintists had won. 

The world seemed a safer place for true believers of all kinds. Unchanging. Stagnant. 

Predictable. Everything had a regulatory body, from atheism to zoology. 

Scientific and spiritual bigotry was commonplace; casual bigotry was now acceptable 

discourse. The internet was filled with videos dedicated to keeping various factions in 

line. Believing. 

Except out on the fringe. Out there, isolation was an advantage. 

It was very cold in Prague: colder than normal for early December. The dry snow finally 

stopped falling leaving the powder to blow around Old Town Square, clumping around 

statues and stately buildings. Pale fingers wandered into temporary drifts as dusk fell. 

Stained yet majestic granite and marble façades, lit under the streetlamps and adorned 

with colorful holiday lights, gave Prague a winter carnival atmosphere. 

The scent of traditional Czech cooking wafted in the cold as the dry Nordic wind blew 

through the market stands and tourist hubbubs. The noise of the market was made up 

mostly of voices, music and an occasional scooter or horn from blocks away; cars didn’t 

frequent the square. 
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Roy had checked into his hotel intent on contemplating the next move in his war on 

the certaintist establishment. 

He felt a deep sense of attachment to Prague, with its well-manicured surface 

stretched taut over a history of conflict. 

Tension between ancient gods and new heretics would play out here, in this old city at 

the crossroads of east and west. 

Old Town market traced back more than nine hundred years. It had seen more than its 

fair share of blood.  Especially in the dark dungeons underneath the street level. 

The wind gusted into Roy’s hotel room as he opened the massive double windows 

facing the square. Three floors below on the snowy worn cobblestones, Czech carolers 

loudly celebrated the season in heavy fur overcoats and hats. Their voices, accompanied 

by a mandolin, reminded Roy of his childhood. Christmas in the Park. Smiling children 

huddled with their parents. 

A pioneer and provocateur in life sciences, Roy was in Prague on a personalized 

mission to gain access to labs at Charles University. The cold wind brought the smell of 

cinnamon to his  heightened senses. 

Music played, not quite drowning the revellers. Classic rock. Seventies. Heavy on 

guitar. Excessive. Expected. Just right for the time, and all time. His soul pulsed with 

energy. Oldies. 

Pandora’s Box is open. We’re not going back, Roy thought as he planned the days 

ahead. 

He considered how each meeting would unfold, revealing the battlefield with all its 

flaws, surprises, and points of power. 

Hargis and Enstadt want a war, so I’ll give them one. Turn the next decade into 

another Dark Age? We cannot go back. Hell no, we won’t go back. 

Roy felt elevated by the music, empowered. Prague was his new base. The perfect 

place to ignite a revolution. 

They were killing science and religion from the inside. Trivializing wonder. But wonder 

doesn’t exist. Wonder is a fantasy. 

First they took science out of the classroom, now they are killing true religion, Roy told 

himself yet again as he gathered his energy to combat jet lag. He paced about the room. 

His right hand flickered gently as if addressing a classroom. 

But he was no longer in class. 
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The hotel was built in the 13th century as a manor for a minor church official. It was 

converted and updated sometime after the Velvet Revolution against the Soviets in the 

1990s. Roy had a photo of the playwright president, Vaclav Havel, waving from a balcony 

in Prague. That started Roy’s fixation of the matter at hand. 

His corner suite had two very large windows facing the famous astronomical clock and 

town hall on one side, and the rest of the square on the other. The glass offered a 

sweeping view of Old Town’s gothic and renaissance architecture, packed tightly like 

other old cities. 

No American grid-system here. And no American laws restricting brain research. 

The heated bathroom floor was accidentally left functioning all day while he was at the 

labs, and the room was close to 80º inside. The cool outside air felt refreshing as it 

rushed in. 

Now The Rolling Stones playing on the inside accompanied and matched Czech 

carolers singing outside, a combination that Roy had never heard before. A harmonic 

clash of ideas. 

 

* 

 

Prague has always been a kind of crossroads, an amalgam of violent struggles between 

traditions and factions. The chaotic haphazard blending of the sacred with the profane 

over the centuries gave its architecture unique textures and features. 

Cobblestone squares and bridges sat heavily under arcane symbolism from a variety 

of traditions and mystery schools-- Egyptian influences, Greek and Roman gods, and a 

few items not on any list. This was Prague.  

 

Tortured Souls 

Another worn (yet still edgy) genius trudged through snow, considering his fate. He 

couldn’t help but to notice the Prague legacy.  Franz Kafka and Albert Einstein were both 

memorialized in Prague, along with astronomers Copernicus, Kepler and Brahe.  

 

What about you, SteveR? Will you have a plaque, a statue, or a crater? 

The city haunted and inspired Steve Randall. 

Hard to believe he was once at the pinnacle of power in Silicon Valley. 
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Prague served its time under the boots of occupiers or in the midst of competing 

religious groups. SteveR felt as comfortable in Prague Old Town as he once did in the city 

that had become a kind of Ellis Island for the world’s technology industries. He stared at 

the marks he made in the snow. The only marks left worth making. His entire career shot 

down in flames. 

In the heat of the failed experiment. Concrete, melting. A man’s life, engulfed. Soon 

there’d be the discussion with Roy. Bound to bring it up. 

SteveR swigged from a bottle. Clove liquor. Bad idea, in the cold, to mix alcohol with 

the weather. But it was big in the Czech Republic. Healthy, in moderation. He had to dull 

his sense of reason just a touch. Red- faced, mitten handed, singers cheered him on. He 

waved the bottle and smiled. 

A woman in her eighties stood licking a popsicle in the cold. Resilient people, he 

thought. 

“Not bad. For a country of atheists,” he muttered, as he contrasted the bright lights, 

the old churches, and the cheerful, upbeat carolers. Contrasted them with Old Town’s 

bloody legacy. 

He remembered Scrooge from Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. Was he now some ghost, 

observing the cheerful square, lamenting his misdeeds? Whom would he haunt? 

The battle between competing schools of Christianity and the struggles for plunder 

and domination over the centuries; those minor happenings took a toll on the people of 

Prague. Yet the Czechs cheerfully denied victimhood. They carried history’s weight with 

pride. 

A green bronze statue of Jan Hus, an early reformer burned at the stake, rose defiantly 

from the white snow in the distance. What a painful death, he thought. 

“Prague is a bloody miracle, a bloody miracle, I tell you,” he growled to the night as he 

held his glass of Becherovka in an open-air toast to those who sang carols in the blazing 

cold, his self-pity raging. 

“It’s a bloody miracle.” 

He glanced toward the weathered Gothic town hall and the 27 crosses nearby on the 

square, calling to mind particularly brutal and noteworthy executions. 

SteveR circled around, lost the bottle, and wandered to his meeting with Roy. 

Thoughts of tortures and executions carried out across this otherwise pleasant vista 

brought him a perverse sense of calm. He drew on the energy of the lost causes and 

sacrifices made in this bloody square. Keep up the fight, here in this city of martyrs. 
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You lost it all. These people really lost it all. Yet they were back, stronger than ever. 

On a recent torture tour, SteveR stared at the Splayer: a machine designed for 

extracting confessions, then body-parts. It was a cheerless combination of chains, 

manacles and gears ending under a short table extending over a conical pit like a small 

diving-board. Very effective. 

The board had a slight downward curvature at the end. Certainly not built for comfort, 

it supported the base of the spine while allowing 360º access to the victim’s hips. 

It was all so simple: The arms and legs of the nude victim were bound. They could be 

forced apart by crank and gear for easy access to sensitive regions. There, on the rack, a 

variety of excruciating acts went on as the victim lay helpless. 

Many bodies and spirits were broken in the underground chamber close to the Town 

Hall. 

Shallow on the head end, and deep underneath the buttocks, the conical pit collected 

blood, vomit, urine, and excrement expelled by victims experiencing extreme duress. The 

pit tasted of the slaughterhouse. Flies hovered with great courage, as they were attracted 

to the stench. 

The less-important prisoners went first, and contributed to the pit mix. Many important 

prisoners confessed or shared information right after being disrobed and guided to see 

the contents collecting in the conical blood and shit-stained concrete. The rooms were 

lined with knives, rods, pliers, masks and straps that allowed for amputation or 

enhanced control of a head or chest cavity. 

SteveR wondered at his limits. How far could he sink? Investments. Bad decisions. An 

ex-wife. You still have your limbs, SteveR. Remember… 

The case of Hermann Hessiant, the Protestant Minister and father of six who refused 

to confess his heretical ways, impressed the one-time visionary. Hermann didn’t scream 

as he was strapped to the board above a half-filled pit. Yet, no sainthood for him. 

The torturers amputated each arm above the elbow, and each leg above the knee. 

They kept him alive with straps tied to the appendages, to restrict bleeding. He still didn’t 

talk. Hermann only stared peacefully at his torturers. 

The deeply religious (well-compensated) executioners removed the heretic from the 

board, and loaded his sweaty, uncovered body and detached limbs into a cart. Then they 

took the minister to a kennel outside of town. He must have delivered countless eulogies 

and baptized hundreds of babies in those very streets. 
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He watched dogs salivate, thinking of the corpse he would soon be, as he was 

wheeled to the outer fence. 

The torturers held the noble man up on the wagon, to watch the dogs as his limbs 

were fed to the beasts one by one. Still he remained quiet, almost serene. The torturers 

gave Hermann water, and then lowered what was left into the dog-pen. The dogs, already 

fed, would take their time looking for the right place to seize a bite when hungry. 

He remained stoic throughout the ordeal, as though he understood where he was 

going. The man welcomed his fate. 

Hermann died four hours later without raising a sound. Even after his ears, nose, and 

testicles were torn from his body, which impressed even the coldest executioner. The one 

who advised church officials. 

Our enemy is dead. He did not confess. Now he is in hell. He went there peacefully, as 

if going home. 

Inside the cage, in the dirt of the kennel and among the dogs, Hermann died and 

escaped the terror of the Dark Ages. He was liberated. SteveR’s interpretation of the 

grisly details. He sensed Hermann’s peace. 

Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery. 

Galatians 5:1. 

Where’s your resolve, SteveR? In a misplaced bottle? 

A tourist ignorant of Prague’s tortured past could easily find great solace here, in one 

of the few cities spared the bombs of the Second Word War. The landscape was a faux 

tribute to the myth of even-keeled, clockwork Czech progress. But SteveR knew better. 

The Czechs were immaculate record-keepers, and their file was tainted with the blood of 

innumerable dreamers, idealists, and other revolutionaries. 

Guys like Roy. Roy was here as a new kind of Czech revolutionary, this time taking on 

the establishment, and somehow (as a quirk in history) the Czechs were more 

comfortable with his dubious research than were those across the pond. 

“If only these buildings could talk,” he drawled. 

In a way these buildings did talk. They said things in many languages, some long-dead.  

 

* 

 

Roy’s hotel room talked, too. The building had tales to tell. His hotel was completed by 

Mikolas Planer, in 1359. The hotel’s cloudsite had a list of every owner of the building 
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since construction, as well as records of major renovations every hundred or so years. 

Amazing record-keeping. 

Outside, catty-corner on the front left, the clock was still keeping time and tracking the 

phases of the moon: a unique tribute to the city. 

After accepting the remarkable gift from astronomical clockmaker Hanus, officials 

gouged his eyes out. Prague had to remain unique. 

Years later, when the clock stopped working, they invited him back to make necessary 

repairs. This he did, without hesitation. What would the rulers take next? 

Poisons and crude instruments evolved over time, marked by the steady clock. Souls 

broke as the clock’s trumpeter performed above the horrors.  As a result of Roy’s 

penchant for campy tours, he had a good idea of what had transpired outside his 

window, under the shadow of the clock that enchanted tourists. 

Yes. The Dark Ages were quite dark in Prague. Then there was the German occupation 

during the Second World War. The Soviet installation, ending in the late 20th century, 

capped a string of disasters. One could say the Czechs, especially minorities and 

religious communities, had experienced it all. From concentration camps to hell and 

back. Extreme acts of selective persecution were common currency. 

Roy steadily crossed the weathered wooden floors underneath the grand crystal 

chandelier and started the shower in the bathroom insert. A refuge inside the larger 

suite, it had its own walls and ceiling. 

His suite was likely a large ballroom at some stage in the building’s history. Over the 

centuries, the Czechs cultivated incredible efficiency when remodeling old spaces into 

new ones. Scaffolding was common, especially in residential areas. Old buildings kept up 

with the times. 

 

* 

 

SteveR found the place. He wasn’t sure how. His drunken state receded. The hollow 

feeling was neither good nor bad. He missed the bottle. His next drink? Knowing Roy, it 

was decaf coffee. 

 

* 
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New Science and Old Battles  

Roy spent most of the pale daylight in meetings. A world packed with sensors could 

always use more. He ached for the development of a new generation of subtle energy 

sensors. Some called it dark energy. Science indicated the energy existed, but couldn’t 

be measured. Now that’s irony, he frequently thought. He couldn’t go on simple faith. 

Faith backed up by sensors? Now that’s evidence. 

Why call it God? Because it was? Unobservable even with the most modern sensors, 

cameras and telescopes, this was the power that was commonplace yet hidden. An old 

source of fire, untapped, unknown, and long-suspected. Denied by the powers that be? 

Roy was convinced and that made him a threat. Those on top of the certaintist heap 

opposed him with cries of we have enough, change is no longer needed. We know 

everything we need to know.  

Hargis. Enstadt.  Roy was all too aware that the certaintists backed by powerful 

oligarchs had the world confined to a lucrative status quo of dependence. Dependence 

on natural resources which could be owned and sold and burned to run the engines of 

commerce. Energy-driven capitalism paid the oligarchs well. Perhaps too well. 

Try fitting a bridle to an invisible horse. Useless, unless you wanted to raise laughter 

from the Amish. 

The wannabe revolutionary was in Prague with a global team of researchers, for 

detectors weren’t quite his thing. He’d taken the brain so far. Wetware. Now he needed 

the old tools. Software. Hardware. People. His people. 

Roy’s team of misfits joined his quest for the undiscovered. Rebellious and out of 

vogue back in the world of certaintism where brilliant dreams died. Here in Prague, 

people still dared to wonder. 

Go back three turbulent years. 

Access to advanced labs. Brain-simulation software. Not good enough. Use your brain, 

and use brains in tests. God. They’d think you were Frankenstein’s pet doctor, the way 

the high-ups banged on. 

Roy headed for a meeting with the SteveR burnout. Silicon Valley software engineer. 

Icon. A man who spewed his career away working for a failing venture-backed ultrasound 

technology conglomerate that disappeared up its own backside. 

In disappearing, it took two hundred million of the guy’s money. Not just his cash. The 

burnout dragged a few eager investors into the whirlpool, too. The final bill was five 

hundred mil, though, however you sliced the pie. 
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A quick shift to solar cells didn’t help SteveR either. A life was lost. 

As Roy took in the cold air and the narrow curved streets, statues and storefronts of 

Old Town, he kept revving himself up. History must not repeat itself. 

He coolly evaluated the risks of various research proposals. Anything to stay calm 

when talking to the man. The man could be volatile. Would SteveR be sober? he thought 

to himself, as he watched his footsteps. 

Sensors of all kinds were commonplace, providing researchers with massive volumes 

of data, collected simultaneously from tens of billions of locations. Science was a game 

played across ever-larger pools of meaningless numbers. People lived longer. Diseases 

were caught earlier. That was about it. 

Climate study, human behavior, animal communication, genetics. Everything lay under 

the sensor. Yet dark energy remained curiously undiscovered. That suited the oligarchs 

just fine. Better than fine. 

Science funded by private individuals, interested in very specific areas, was powered 

by agendas, not wonder. Companies, Unions, Governments, and even e-vangelists 

funded research. And they displayed the least wonder of all. 

He with the most sensors wins, Roy chanted softly to himself as he trudged along. 

A common expression in the groves of academe and the halls of industry. Roy noted 

the masculinity in the phrase. He, she, or it with the most sensors wins. Yes, give the 

world to the sensors, and remove human error. Everything that can be measured exists, 

plain and simple. That which cannot be measured, with the exception of a few approved 

miracles, did not exist. 

Irony. Miracles were everywhere. Some preserved the peace. Others threatened cash-

flow. The acceptance of a miracle was an accounting consideration. 

As production costs and end-user prices fell, more sensors went into homes and 

appliances. Buildings. Modes of transport. Drones. Sensors even went into the declining 

population of household pets. 

Nature, far out in the wild, wasn’t exempt. Elephants must be monitored. Exotic 

wildlife. You could plant a sensor on a bottle of Becherovka that would indicate optimum 

serving temperature. Same for wine, even boxed wine. Sites like Collaborate had billions 

of layers of data, displayed on real-time maps. Open sourced. Crowd sourced.  Search 

tools being stretched into new contortions by increasingly massive pools of data.  Fringe 

scientists like Roy had to wait overnight for the multivariate scatter grams and gamma 
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coefficients that could expose deeper patterns in the data.  While reams of validation 

were produced for certaintists by the hour.  A cynical numbers game. 

Every fly on a wall has its own fly-on-the-wall. 

Chips with everything, they’d said. A state of affairs driving new generations of 

hardware and the software to match. Roy’s interest lay in bioware. But he had to talk to 

this burnout who likely kept some deep secrets in that pickled brain of his. Roy was all 

for the notion of new technology matched to a radical approach. 

Cloud storage. Big data. World picture. Still, they couldn’t see dark energy. Or. They 

knew already. 

You need this guy, Roy. Does this guy need you? Secure the use of his sensor 

management and brain-imaging software for energy detection and visualization. 

Schmooze. Pay for the date. Your burnout pal blew his financial stack. He’s hardly in a 

position to go large on the drinks for you. 

Roy walked swiftly to the subway before catching the train in the clean, tiled station. 

Warm air from hell welcomed him as descended the stairs. 

 

 

SteveR 

Genius. Icon. Burnout. Failure. Comeback Kid. Golden Boy. The man in the seat 

opposite. He could invent a new technology and the infrastructure to go with it on the 

back of a napkin. Just by blowing his nose on it. 

“Millions of lines of code. No market, yet,” said Steve Randall, the now-broke and 

disheveled entrepreneur. SteveR swilled another chilled glass of that clove liquor, for 

sale in practically every Czech store and restaurant. You go native fast in Prague. So 

much for decaf coffee. 

To Roy and the team, Randall was either known as SteveR, genius, or the flaming 

failure who didn’t know when to stop. The man’s gift was his curse. His saga was filled 

with brilliant incomplete projects spanning the arterial edge of technology. From 

elaborate drawings to prototypes in various degrees of completion, SteveR had done it 

all, dreamed it all. 

He was a Leonardo. He had plans, oh did he ever. A garage of prototypes. He came up 

with a gadget for rural hikers that would repel wild animals. There was a urinal screen 

that detects cancer cells by turning red. Let’s not forget a curious solar puck device, kept 

as a souvenir from his latest failure. Cost a man his life. 
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Yet SteveR hit it big enough with sensor software. His sensors were almost everyone’s 

sensors. His design lay behind 80% of the world’s sensing devices. And giving the globe 

80% of 1.3 trillion sensors raked in cash with every container shipped. 

The magic formula allowed all kinds of data-collection from a single surface. The world 

was tuned and replayed from his Highly-Sensitive and Highly-Dense surface with his 

custom software, replicated beyond belief. Chips with everything. Sensors, sensors, 

everywhere. Secure sensors, too.  The internet of things, the techies called it. 

“What went wrong?” Roy asked sympathetically as he noticed stares throughout the 

small coffee-house. The two met on the west side of Wenceslas Square. SteveR’s 

uncombed hair and scraggly beard, combined with a worn Army Surplus coat, made him 

look beyond bohemian; an intense form of tragic projected from his eyes and the 

strained, almost frozen, contours of his face. 

SteveR was used to being admired for his thoughts by the tech wizards of the Valley; 

now he was more than an outcast; he was a failure who carried the burden of once being 

a tech giant. 

“Our code was developed… to operate on the zeta.  The zeta ICE chip.  For the 

Osborne gadget. The diagnostic glasses.” 

“Why couldn’t you just re-architect it for a more powerful chip?” Roy continued. 

Randall shook his head sideways. “You think you’re the first person. The first person 

to ask? Of course I couldn’t. Not on their timeframe. And they were good.  At setting up a 

tight timeframe. Too good, if you ask me.” 

SteveR continued: “I spent every last dime.  Refining the code. We’re all looking for it, 

Roy. The next glimpse at the unknown. You have to juggle a lot.  In the air. To see the 

overall effect. End-product. A single multi-dimensional image. Beamed through to the 

optic-nerve. That wasn’t enough.  For the greedy pricks.” 

He raised his finger and pointed it at Roy’s left eye, attracting even more attention to 

their table than they wanted. “Directly to the blind-spot. Right where the optic-nerve… 

meets the retina.” 

A nearby couple, noticing the anger in the disheveled man, thought they were 

witnessing a drug deal going bad. They wrapped up their chatter and began preparing to 

exit. 

“Bastards wanted more. They wanted my code.  In exchange for a royalty. A ridiculous 

royalty. Pure crap. Even less than my sensor software. Screw them. I’d rather panhandle 

in Prague.  Than watch the assholes steal from me.” 
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“How much more cash did you need?” Roy asked. 

“I was never that rich. Stock shares don’t mean much. Not when they go south. My 

divorce nailed my cash-flow. I invested in unicorns. Rainbow crocks. Ten cents on the 

dollar. That’s what they offered. I deserved more. At least twenty five percent.” 

Roy wasn’t letting him off the hook so easily. “That was the offer? Ten percent?” 

“Yep.” 

“You would make plenty per pair. Plenty.” 

The previously uncomfortable couple settled back down as they caught parts of the 

conversation. SteveR gave a glance, a paranoid glance.  

The burnout’s gaze was restless as he spoke. “This was about fairness. I soon realized 

Osborne was in cahoots with my investors. They kept giving me new specifications. New 

features. New requests. Strike that. Demands. New ways to tune images. They wanted to 

broadcast.  With full fidelity into two eyes at once. Some ranges into one eye. Different 

ones into the other. It went on and on, Roy.” 

“Contract?” Roy asked. 

“Clauses. They required things. Things I never thought they would insist on. They 

insisted.” 

Roy kept probing. “You ran out of funding options?” 

“They drowned me in dilution. I was set to lose 50%.  Recap.  They called it a recap.” 

“Come on, smart guy. You know five percent of something is better than ten percent of 

nothing…” 

“I thought it over. Trust me, I was all-in. It wasn’t until the bank foreclosed. Foreclosed 

on our house.  That I realized I was being duped. They strung me along. At the moment 

the bank foreclosed, the pricks. They asked me to re-architect.  For the new chip-set.” 

Roy deflected the paranoia. 

“You burned through all of the royalty cash?” 

“No regrets, Roy. No regrets.  Hold that thought. Some regrets. Just no money regrets.” 

Roy sat quietly and looked at what had become of the former technology icon, now a 

broken man. 

There he sat across from Roy, a shambles, a shadow of his dynamic former self. Roy 

suspected that he knew the real problem. SteveR was a hopeless tinkerer. 

The truth of the deal gone badly was likely somewhere in the middle, caught between 

angry investors and an angry and broken inventor who couldn’t manage money. 
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He was once super-rich. Now he was super-poor. All he had left? Brains. And they were 

getting pickled at an increasing rate. 

Roy easily recognized the mix of deep, frozen wrinkles combined with intense eyes. He 

had seen it before in other entrepreneurs who repeatedly struggled and lost. 

SteveR’s face looked like someone who had gazed into the deepest pits of hell and 

barely lived to talk about it. The ache of no money, after having all the money in the 

world, was a deadening thing. He wore it like a garment stuck to his soul. No T-shirt. Just 

a frozen look that wouldn’t depart, even with the biggest smile he could muster. 

There are three paths to that kind of face: too much alcohol, too many drugs, or too 

many failed start-ups. SteveR had two out of three. Maybe all three. There is an 

expression in the Valley. Six months at a tech start-up is the equivalent of six years at a 

large company. SteveR had the serial start-up face. Carved deep, like weathered 

canyons. 

“Yet I didn’t give up. Even then,” the loser continued. “I sold my collection of codices. 

The original Christian gospels, written before 300 AD.” 

Roy almost whistled. 

“I sold them to raise money.  To re-architect the code.  So it would operate on their 

new chip. I came to Prague for the hungry programmers. And this place is much more 

affordable than the Valley.” 

“Prague is great,” Roy offered. 

“I had nothing left in Saratoga. We’re not done yet, but we are getting closer. I’ve had 

to make sacrifices, give up comforts. I still own all of the code.” 

He paused and looked sideways to check on customers before lowering his voice. 

“I want to score 25%.  This time around.” 

As SteveR noted Roy’s observational pause, and the glance at his clothes, he added 

“I’ve never felt more energized Roy. Ever. It will be different this time. Much different. 

What brings you here, besides me? Just me, then.” 

Roy was glad to steer SteveR back on track, to the purpose of their meeting. “How do 

the glasses work?” 

They moved to coffee. SteveR took a long sip from his decaf mocha before answering, 

savoring Roy’s interest. Been a long while since anyone took him seriously. Since his 

crash and burn. SteveR avoided the phrase in conversation with Roy. Roy acted strangely 

when you accidentally brought up the car and the dead woman. Julie something.  What is 

it about tragedy that drives us to new heights if it doesn’t shred our soul. 
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“The projector chip is opaque. Very small. The glasses don’t have lenses. They have a 

set of encased square motherboards. Each is about… about an eighth of an inch thick. 

Ultra-cool look. Think sunglasses with a tiny, foggy, glass circle. In the middle of each 

lens.” 

His passion returned, this time with a sense of pride that emerged despite the 

tortured face. As a software guy, he still loved spilling the statistics. 

“The side facing away from the eye. It has a Zenin retina. Absorbs energy.  Like 

nothing you’ve ever seen. We’re talking a very advanced solar cell.” 

“Zenin?” Roy asked. 

“Developed last year. Graphene-based photovoltaics.  Solar cells. The prototype blew 

up on us. Big time. Subtle of you. Not to mention Dietz. We modified the gear. Results 

were spectacular.” 

SteveR continued after briefly scanning the café. How long, before he was sharing 

details of the accident? 

“Thor batteries. In the spectacle legs.  The frame powers the software. There’s a 

circular mesh mount. In the socket… in the center. It’s the source of the projector beam.” 

“These are the same batteries powering the CX Class home and auto sensors,” Roy 

interjected. 

“Alarms. Doggy chips. Heart monitors. Where’s my luggage at? Emergency power. 

Yeah. Lightweight. Portable. Powerful. Beautiful.” 

The surly-looking inventor pulled out a napkin to sketch the glasses, but Roy signaled 

that it wasn’t necessary. SteveR put the napkin back under the coffee mug before he 

continued. 

“Unlike traditional solar cells. these guys are capable of massive absorption. 

Massive.” 

“Hmmm.” Roy was deciding how much to believe as SteveR continued. 

“My software will convert the signal threads.  Translate everything into a multiplexed 

beam.   Aimed directly at the optic-nerve. Information-wise, that’s five terabytes-worth, 

Roy. Per second.” 

Roy looked intensely into SteveR’s eyes to clarify a key point. “So your software works. 

With the old chip, but not the new one?” 

“Yes. We’re talking energy management software. Modelled after ImageVis3D. The art 

is in how the energy, collected by the cell, is transferred. Into a useful state. A single 
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comprehensible image. Transported directly to the brain. Still the best computer ever 

created.  For visualization.” 

“Why is so much code needed? Couldn’t you make it leaner?” Roy asked. 

“Feel free Roy.  To take a shot. Go for it.” 

“Isn’t it basically video conversion? Electrical impulses converted into viewable 

images, correct?” 

“We are here in Prague talking. Why?  Because deep down, deep down.  You know 

how complex this is.” 

“How complex could any sensor be? Its absorbing and converting energy for 

transport.” 

“The basic problem.  Sensory organ confusion.  Overcoming sensory organs. They 

block data.  Our senses are the enemy when it comes to subtle spectrums.” 

Roy kept steering the madman. “I’m asking about signal conversion, not lens 

absorption. I was taught that the optic-nerve was a blind-spot.” 

“True. Few receptors.  For natural light. Yet there are a million nerve fibers. Highly 

sensitive ganglion cells. Perfect for our purposes. The receptors react to light.  Nerve 

fibers react to stimulus. Stimulus is the key.” 

Roy thought about the irony: natural light limited the ability to detect omnipresent dark 

energy. 

SteveR continued. “We need every lane.  In the optic-nerve highway. The blind-spot is 

the best point. Of reception. We send the beam to sensitive nerve fibers. Not receptors.” 

“That’s a very interesting idea.” 

“The hardest part. Harder than developing the absorptive surface. Much harder.” 

Intrigued by the possibilities, Roy became interested in using the first generation 

glasses. “Do you still have a pair of the original glasses?” 

“No. Why?” 

Roy started his pitch after noticing the waitress picking up a tip from the table next to 

them. The couple. Tourists. He looked back at SteveR. “I could use them in my 

experiments.” 

Impatience was one of SteveR’s weak suits. He turned directly to Roy and continued 

his explanation. “I’m not following you. Who cares about the glasses. It’s the Zenin that 

matters.” 
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Roy met SteveR’s stare, feeling uneasy about SteveR’s inability to understand why Roy 

might be interested in the glasses. Although it wasn’t unusual for software guys to be 

dismissive of hardware. 

“The glasses could simplify things immensely. How did the tuning work?” 

“The glasses are hardware. The surfaces are all that really matter. The original 

hardware was standard. They used a miniaturized f5R sensor architecture. The software 

was developed for the chip.” 

“I think we’re getting to the essence of my question,” Roy clarified. 

“The new advanced chip had little impact.  On mid-range light. The reds, blues, 

yellows. But the set-up wreaked havoc.  With the energy we tried to view. Horrible moiré. 

You couldn’t see squat. Even if we absorb the subtle stuff, we have to tune. Dark noise. 

We’re talking massive.  Massive scales of work.” 

“We’re still just talking wavelengths, right? Vibrating at different rates. Aren’t they 

complementary?” 

“It’s like a multi-marble maze game. Tilt the maze just right. Then each marble 

advances, to the proper hole. Timing is off. Then the signal is crap soup.  That’s what 

Dietz called it. Crap soup.” 

“Multi-path multiplexing. Part of basic communications tech for decades.” 

“More than that. This is new. Dynamic. Unstable environment. Natural light. Usually 

comes from a single source. Or some artificial sources. This new stuff.  Passes through 

matter. Swirls like Van Gogh’s starry night. Strange. Unnatural. Like nothing. Like nothing 

you’ve ever seen.” 

Roy paused for a few moments in order to visualize the marble maze in his head. 

SteveR continued. “Changing out the chip. Was a hardship. Forced me back to the 

beginning.” 

“And you could find no other uses for the glasses. Something to fund development for 

the new chip?” 

“Not for the prototype. Over time, we could see uses.  Astronomy.  Life-sciences.  Law 

enforcement. Military.  You name it. Doesn’t take a rocket scientist.  To see the 

implications. Before the chip change, we were very close.” 

SteveR held up his right hand and gently turned it left and right, in a kind of slow-

motion parade wave. “Roy, I could see the energy in my hand. Blood vessels pumping. 

Nerve synapses firing. Closest thing to a religious experience, that I could imagine. My 

world seemed trivial.  After that vision. Our senses merely skim the surface.” 
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“Yeah?” 

“Think how useful that view would be to a surgeon. Or a sniper.” 

Roy’s interest was piqued. “Where did it all go wrong?”  

SteveR’s tone suddenly went apologetic. “The projector chip overheated. Couldn’t 

handle the signal threads. There were too many marbles. In the maze. They were 

bumping into each other. Subtle circuits melted.” 

Roy’s first instinct was to think of what could have happened to SteveR. “Your optic-

nerve wasn’t damaged?” 

“No. But the projector was. Too much for the beam. Once we absorbed. Spikes, 

flutters. Melted some of the finer circuits.  In the mesh. We looked at sending two sets of 

beams. Into the glasses.  One in each lens. We thought the brain could match up the 

sets. Like the original red-green 3D glasses. Remember them?” 

Roy’s thoughts immediately shifted to SteveR’s backers, wondering if the changes 

were requested in order to prevent another projector melt. “So maybe your partners were 

just trying to make it work?” 

SteveR appreciated Roy’s observation. It helped him feel less gullible. 

“That is what I thought. But you have to realize.  That they had a hardware problem. 

My software worked. Bastards didn’t want sapphire mesh. Too expensive. Millions and 

millions more.  Needed to be spent on re-architecting software. My problem.” 

“Software without hardware, Steve. That’s problematic.” 

“I know. There are two throats to choke. But they wouldn’t consider a custom chip. 

They were done with the work.  The work on their end.” 

Roy nodded. 

“And.  Code errors could burn the retina and the optic-nerve. Leapfrogging to new 

processor architecture was also risky. Hell, even if they were the new standard types. The 

pricks ignored my advice.” 

“Where is your original code, do you have it here in Prague?” 

“In ThunderHead Vaults. I can deliver it to you.  From anywhere.” SteveR paused, 

showing some regret. “The prototype. Another story…” 

“I don’t need the lenses. I have my own energy collectors.” 

SteveR was now fully engaged in the conversation, ignoring their surroundings. 

“Capable of ultra-high, ultra-broad absorption?” 

“I think so. I hope so.” 
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“The glasses cost hundreds of millions. To develop. Bonding highly absorptive 

coatings.  Not trivial, Roy. Graphene is one atom thick. A gram of the stuff, can cover 

three football fields. So you’ll understand my sense of disbelief.  When you say you’ve 

developed something. Something with similar properties.” 

His eyes narrowed and he quizzically touched his temple. “How many of those books 

have you sold?” 

“You can’t find any mention of this technology in my books. We didn’t invent or 

develop the sensors. They evolved.” 

A surge of questions entered SteveR’s mind and he had trouble containing them. 

“Evolution? You are using dog or cat eyes.  Sonar reflection? How would data transport 

work? Would you beam?  To the optic-nerve?” 

Roy focused on transport to keep the meeting on track. He would get to the evolution 

part later. “Beaming to the optic-nerve is way too much work. I’d rather make use of new 

display technology.” 

SteveR looked at Roy and roles were suddenly reversed, with the madman 

questioning the sanity of the scientist. “Please don’t say Ion Screens to me, at least not 

until I’ve had a few drinks. A few more drinks.” 

“What do you have against the new XR-class video display?” 

“Two fundamental problems. First, the new screens can’t compete with brain 

visualization. We are talking about highly unstable energy, displayed in a composite 

image. It’s amazing that the brain operates on maybe 30 watts of power.” 

Roy mulled over what SteveR was saying. It sounded similar to what he’d heard from a 

mystic decades ago in Northern Italy. Draco. He thought about his powerful dreams, 

which must have been running at more than 30 watts. 

“Forget this Roy. The brain. It is vastly more complex. Video tech displays colors in 

threes. The brain can recognize other colors.  Colors with strange properties. Images 

bundled with nuances. Rainbows of mercury swirling into each other.  Blending into new 

colors. Liquid cellophane.” 

“Yes. Wallace Voegel’s Universe and Reality was visually stunning. Never seen 

anything like it; the piece ran on an Ion Screen. Stunning.” 

“Ion Screens. Perhaps stunning. For your conscious mind. That picture only skims the 

surface. Your dog or cat. They would see a different film. The display tech is tuned, to our 

eyesight. Our senses.” 

“Got you. And the second problem?” 
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“Rods and cones, in the retina.  They stand in the way. We view reality through our 

eyes. Mid-range light energy. We’ve made wine, back into water. Not much value add. 

Takes us back, to the base of the optic-nerve.” 

“So we need to beam directly to the brain in order to see other forms of energy.” 

“The optic-nerve is a super-highway. To the best. The best visualization software 

known to man. The brain.” 

“Here is the good news. I’m not looking for visual perfection in the sense that you are. 

We don’t need the ability to see everything across all spectra. I want an enhanced view. 

And I’m not looking to create a new silicon cell or projector. I want to use biology and 

evolution.” 

“Evolution? That’s a long wait.” 

“How familiar are you, with how the brain functions, especially in different animal 

species? The works of Gill and Abrams.” 

“Yeah. Summer of 2018. Inspired by Sheldrake.  Evidence of entanglement. Like in 

Quantum Psychics. Shared learning. Fields of connectivity. It’s been observed. Yet no 

rational explanation. Do dogs have telepathic abilities? I’m still listening. But barely.” 

“At the base of the brain is a tiny gland called the pineal gland. For some animals, 

including sharks, killer whales and other species, this area is much larger and more 

developed. Evolution apparently developed the pineal gland in those creatures, while 

shrinking ours. Apparently we didn’t need ours as much. With speech, the gland became 

less important and shrank.” 

“One of many glands, Roy. We have glands, operating every second. What makes you 

think, the pineal, is magical?” 

“The gland helps animals navigate using the earth’s magnetic field. Sheldrake showed 

animals communicate in sophisticated ways, including sharing 3D images.” 

“Going to plug your book now?” 

“Have you read it?” 

“New Science. Quite a title. Big promise. Especially for a guy in Prague.” 

“The pineal secretes hormones when we sleep. Drugs, tied to dream-states, as well as 

to birth and death.  It is a valid window.” 

“Apologies. Haven’t read your book. Heard it was bombastic. Fringe. So I avoided it. 

Dog telepathy. Pigeons. Sharks. You are way out there, Roy.” 

Roy smiled politely and felt the irony of the wild broken SteveR questioning his 

judgment. 
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“This is not America. I’m cloning the pineal glands of several advanced species, glands 

now much further developed than ours.” 

“The Frankenstein stuff. You have the dolphin crowd after you?” 

“Using some of the labs here. Burch’s pentabs and drugs enhance the productivity of 

the glands and their secretions.” 

“Burch. The guy who had to leave Scotland.” 

“A scientist once based in Scotland. He conducted experiments with drugs and 

compounds…psychedelics for the most part. He is a pioneer.” 

“Was.  Everything illegal. Nothing illegal? Borderline. Gray area. Twilight work. Fringe.” 

“Bleeding-edge. Burch concluded that the brain wasn’t acting alone. It was part of an 

energetic system. The tissue itself was merely a receptor.  A manager of stimulus.  As you 

said, it is software.” 

“Let me guess. It had a friend.” 

“Acting in concert with gland secretions.” 

An apprehensive expression overcame SteveR as Roy continued. 

“We know the pineal glands are filled with tiny sensors, similar to rods and cones but 

smaller and more complex. In sharks they are said to aid in sensing the electrical current 

from another animal in the water. The ability is that powerful.” 

Roy saw dolphin talk as unproductive. Time to change direction. Hit SteveR with 

failure. 

“Tell me about Zenin. Take me through it. I want the inside track on the death of Dr 

Dietz.” 

“We were layering graphene. Looking for ways to enhance, its powerful properties. Oh 

we enhanced it. Worked too well. Turned a man and several feet of asphalt into a greasy, 

smelly mist.” 

“I don’t get it. Where’s the risk?” 

“We layered neptunium with platinum.  3D-printed a block, the size of a hockey puck. 

Coated the heavy metals. 144 layers of graphene,  separated by micro-platinum pillows. 

Properties are amazing. So good.  That the last sheet in the sandwich, still collects 

energy. Concentrated absorption. Runs like a massive sensor-stack. Massive scale of 

absorption. Truly massive.” 

“That’s a lot of power.” 

“Even more than we understood.  At the time. A puck that absorbs more energy, more 

than three hundred X3 panels. Not what we expected.” 
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“You’ve solved the energy problem.” 

“More than that,” SteveR continued. 

“Now I’m listening. Dog telepathy suddenly sounding sane to you?” 

“I’d developed a piece of software. Less than a gig of code. Allows the sensor, to 

operate as a gateway. The software forwards network traffic.” 

“Free universal access to the cloud?” 

“Cheap lunch, not free. Metered. Set your sensor gateway to accept payments. A 

trillion self-powered sensors.  Steering traffic between users and servers.” 

“You kill the middlemen. Obsolete the oligarchs,” Roy added. 

“Yes. We were shut down. The utility companies. The bureaucrats set an official 

standard.  For solar panels. Anything with graphene and heavy metals. Regulated.  

Certified. Too dangerous. Deep down Roy. Deep down I think word of our code leaked.” 

“Nothing to do with Dietz and the accident?” 

“Oh, sure. We faced legitimate concerns. Health. Safety. Lots of power. Risk of 

electrocution. Yet our puck renders everything obsolete. Worth the risk.” 

“You were at the hemorrhaging edge of technology…” 

“We mounted the solar puck.  Mounted it on a perforated titanium rod. Merged 

cables. Meshed into the Zenin. Layered the graphene. Hooked the whole set-up into a 

cloud server. The puck ran my software. We handled the power through Thors. The heavy-

duty Thors.  The kind used in data centers.” 

“Then?” 

“Wheeled the puck into the parking lot. Turned on the server. The meters went to full 

capacity. In a split second” 

“No safety precautions?” Roy asked. 

“Dietz stepped back, when the smoke appeared. Too late. The asphalt under his feet. 

It melted in a flash. He never had a chance. The smell of burning fat. Asphalt. Who knows 

what else.  It overwhelmed us.” 

“He was one smart dude.” 

“Yes. And a friend.  He would want us to continue. We knew, we were onto something. 

We could build a safer machine.” 

“I’m listening,” Roy commented as his interest intensified. 

“The neptunium became unstable. Despite the platinum pillow lining. We don’t know 

when it melted. I suspect, that we generated a nasty vortex. Still don’t know what the hell 

it was.  It didn’t stop, after we turned off power.” 
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“And after discovering you were cooking metal?” 

“We took the sensor into the building. After we collected the remains. Not a stench, I 

want to smell again. Ever. Even my car, smelled for weeks.” 

“Experiment over, huh?” 

“No. Not even then. What remained of the puck, It was still absorbing energy…inside. 

Yeah. You heard me,” SteveR clarified. 

“How did you know?” 

“The puck stayed hot. In a room without natural light.” 

“Cool-down?” 

“Stayed hot. Very hot. Even when the rest of the gear was toast.” 

“Artificial light being absorbed?” 

“We turned the lights out. Still hot.” 

“Holy shit.” 

“Graphene. Who’d have thought.  A byproduct of CO2 could incinerate heavy-duty 

Thors.” 

“Layered graphene with heavy metals.” Roy paused and thought about the 

implications. “Can you get us the puck?” 

“Hell yes. I own it.” 

“Here in Prague?” 

“No. In a friend’s garage. San Jose.” 

“Can we ship it here fast?” 

“Hard to say. Might be restricted.” 

“Maybe we ask the good people at Charles to requisition the item.” 

“Tech like this. Hard to ship, anywhere outside the US…” 

“Do you have the schematics? Let’s just print it from those.” 

“That can be arranged. Planetary Resources. They ship heavy metals. Probably to 

Prague. I know the team at Graphene Tech,” SteveR continued. 

“Steve, I’m sold on you. We need you. So let’s talk big picture. I’m offering you a part 

in the most significant revolution since the discoveries of Newton. Einstein. We’ll unleash 

more innovation in the next five years than in the last fifty.” 

SteveR stared intensely into Roy’s eyes, like a maniac.  Roy had grown accustomed to 

the stares of maniacs. The passionate start-up nutjobs of Silicon Valley. 
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“You want to read minds, Roy? See space-time? Map the world? To the atomic level? 

Look upon the face of God? So what is your plan? Using pineal glands. To collect and 

sense energy. Are you surgically implanting it into a subject’s brain?” 

“With Zenin and pineal tissue we have two pretty good bets.” 

“Why talk to me? We didn’t meet, because of my sparkling personality.  This I know.” 

“You bring software and Zenin. Maybe we don’t see the blood corpuscles floating 

through your hand, but we can see more than we see today. Then we tune.” 

“What’s in it for me.  Beyond the blaze of glory?” SteveR’s sense of sarcasm was 

restrained by his interest. 

“We want to ignite a new scientific revolution. Unleash the ability to view and manage 

subtle energy.” 

“Unlock dark energy? I’m listening.” 

“Science today has no idea what kind of energy circulates around us. No idea. Gravity, 

for example. Maybe it’s simply an imbalance between an energy field and density of 

matter. We sense energy, but don’t grasp its true potential. We manipulate energy with 

dishes, panels, sensors and even our 30-watt dreams. But we can’t tap the power 

around us. At least, not to any meaningful extent. Atomic energy may just be the 

beginning.” 

“You want to retire Albert Einstein. Steven Hawking?” 

“No. We want to stand on the shoulders of giants, the way Newton said he did.” 

“Cure politics too,  While you’re at it.” 

Roy continued as he saw SteveR’s intensity between the heavy wrinkles. 

“If we discover subtle energy, we’ll solve many problems. We’ll drive breakthroughs in 

all areas of science. As the oceans continue to rise, we pump desalinated water to 

deserts. Or ship excess to the moon. We’ll mine asteroids at half the cost.” 

“What’s the bottom line?” 

“I’m assembling a team. All proceeds go into a trust in escrow that distributes 25% of 

net profits equally to members. The trust is self-sustaining. We generate grants in 

strategic areas with near-zero bureaucracy. Minimal oligarchy. Charles University skims a 

tenth off the top. What do you think?” 

“Send me the deal. I’ll review it. I’d grant rights for my software use.  For a fixed 

period, say, five years. Then a tenth as a carve out. Of the first hundred million. To help 

finish my Zenin work. I’ll share. We renegotiate after five years.” 

“Fair enough.” 
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* 

 

Politics, Statistics and Science. You could manipulate two out of the three. 

Roy’s dream-team left mainstream research behind after his New Science book 

escaped into the void. Published as a collection of independent articles from leading-

edge scientists, the narrative was held together by his fringe chapter. 

The argument? Traditional, data-driven science was off the mark. It couldn’t truly 

measure the most common force in the universe: energy. 

Scientists joined statisticians in an alliance that eroded interest in true exploratory 

research. It was too unsettling to an increasingly brain-dead status quo driven by fear of 

others, fear of the unknown. 

Roy was ultimately expelled from SRI for thinking along the lines of hunting for the 

Great White Whale known as dark energy. 

Fringe-friendly. Narcissist. That was the polite version, around the coffee-houses back 

in the Valley. His talk of research into cloned pineal tissue taken from cats, from sheep, 

was enough to scare the villagers. Beyond that, the end-goal of finding hidden energy, 

including the divine, had religious communities up in arms. 

Roy Swenson wanted to find and measure everything, including the Divine. Surely 

finding God would prove faith, through science? No takers? The atheists weren’t exactly 

big fans, either. He postulated that God could be measured if mankind would only invent 

the proper instrument. 

Of course they laughed. To disguise their fear. What if the man is right? Easier to 

dismiss as a crackpot. He wasn’t the only believer. Each of his colleagues wrote a 

chapter on freaks of nature, quirks and quarks of science, unexplained-yet-validated 

anomalies… 

Validated. By scientific methods. Not by faith. Again, the religious types were out 

sharpening the knives. Roy had his own cult now. 

He considered strange effects in animal and insect behavior, in addition to more 

controversial psychic phenomenon. Remote viewing, creativity and intuition linked to 

shamanistic drugs, telepathy, ghosts, you name it. If it could be thought up, it might be 

measurable. 

Animals communicate all around us, across great distances. Not just those with more-

developed brains. All of them. 
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Every living thing contained subtle collective energy, Roy declared to himself. This God 

force is at the heart of what it means to be alive. To possess a small aspect of the 

creative force. A fractal. Slice through an alternative dimension. Devil in the details? Why 

not God, too? 

We still debate the existence of gods. Let science settle this, once and for all. 

 

 

Making The Team 

Roy’s cult. 

Initially the team slid under the radar of public scrutiny. The members started out as 

well-accepted for their own scientific study of unexplained natural phenomenon. 

Everyone thought, here come the debunkers. Debunkers have a way of wanting to 

believe in the impossible. He with the fewest miracles wins.  The rational mind  can 

explain everything. 

Lectures were widely disseminated on the scientific corners of the web, and Roy’s 

people enjoyed small, credible followings within the respective theoretical communities. 

They fed a fragment of a fraction of the audience, tuning to heresy. That is, until Roy 

assembled their works as a diatribe, condemning the science establishment in the USA 

as a brain-dead pool of quants. 

Journalists were quick to ask: Quantitative analysts, or devotees of Mary Quant? 

Roy was off-hand in replying. 

He thought, Did it make a difference? 

So the internal war for Roy began. Hargis.  Then an atheist scientist.  He managed to 

create a common bond between to unlikely allies. 

Surprisingly, Roy didn’t expect an outcry after the publication of his trailblazing 

manifesto. 

His shield, SRI, had sponsored remote viewing research for years. Can we see into an 

enemy camp using something a little more sophisticated than a satellite? Some of the 

projects ran with the support of government grants, under the supervision of former 

NASA physicist Russell Targ. 

Targ’s unit was eventually shut down.  Remote viewers uncovered national secrets 

tucked away in file cabinets buried inside carefully staged government retreats near 

Wash DC. 

Sensitive buildings. 
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We are supposed to be spying on the enemy. 

But we can verify our own secrets. Ideal control group. 

Not good enough for the sponsors, who had stopped paying for research. Officially, 

remote viewing was a bust. Easy to debunk with scare stories of confirmation bias in the 

shallow and narrow test results. 

The SRI remote viewing project withered on the vine, just as remote viewers sketched 

the inside layouts and equipment details in several Russian missile sites. Ultimately, the 

process was validated years later by field intelligence. Russell went on to write a series of 

books about his experience. 

His jury was out. 

Roy’s jury? Tampered with. 

Roy was building his new advanced subtle energy lab at SRI when his book ruffled 

feathers. His online lectures railing against scientists and theologians who claimed that 

everything was known. More ammo for the opposition. Vast controlling bureaucracies 

merely protected weak self-interests. Safe research was funded. Disruptive research 

ignored. 

It was a mistake to separate science and spirituality. The God thing again. He and his 

team were temporary victims of well-coordinated attacks on reputation and research 

methods. 

Roy could not harvest brains from highly-evolved marine mammals. An essential 

requirement for research into life energy. Cloning had advanced to the point where no 

new samples were needed. He had living photocopies of dolphin pineal glands to 

harvest, here in Prague. 

Burch showed the way. Roy was busy creating specialized brain cells through an 

innovative process launched by Glenn Burch. SteveR came back to Roy. Mocking. Where 

was Burch now? Using advanced frontal lobes and pineal glands from killer whales and 

dolphins, Roy felt confident in his aim of trying to create an organ capable of viewing 

many forms of subtle energy. 

He was forced underground. Some thought he might have died, prematurely. 

He’d have to boost the process with the help of psychedelic drugs and visualization 

software, hence his interest in shamanism. And in SteveR and fringe science. 

Charles University had access to the labs and brain-tissue that Roy needed to 

vindicate himself and drive the new revolution. SteveR was the character with the code 
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as Roy’s team called him. Down on his luck, SteveR had the software that could help 

transform absorbed energy into viewable images. Perhaps more. 

The energy is there. When we see it, we’ll believe it. Not through faith. God says let 

there be light, and let the scientists measure that light. What was that light? 

 

* 

 

Grant Poison. With no funding coming their way, the mere association with Roy Swenson 

put colleagues on the American shit list. Lack of cash restricted access to the leading 

biotech facilities. And second-best was second-rate, to Roy. So he had to look elsewhere. 

That atheist scientist sure had plenty of friends in high places.  Friends with cash. 

Friends with power.  Everyone from community leaders to industrialists. What was his 

connection?  Hard to know on the surface. 

The book was a double-edged blade. To develop his subtle energy sensor, he had to 

publish. He went straight from major sales to backlash inside the first week. 

The American public turned against Roy when the Times of NY Cloudsite™ blasted him 

as W.C. Fields with a PhD. The style of writing seemed strangely familiar, although he 

didn’t recognize the author. The social marketing campaign tied to the article and a 

series of video clips assassinated his reputation and his backers. 

With no grant, no lab, and no progress, did he need the American public? He was tried 

and convicted in social media.  

Dr Kost, a visiting physicist, was tainted enough to follow Roy’s fringe research. She 

recommended Charles University in Prague. Roy knew SteveR haunted the streets. 

Destiny? Density? He chose the higher calling. 

Kost offered to persuade the Czech establishment that Roy deserved the chance to 

conduct research at Charles University. Prague was a natural place to start over. Roy 

wondered if he’d get along with Kost and her team. Every seat of learning has an agenda. 

Some of those places even set out to gather knowledge. 

He ditched the thoughts and felt the need to be clean. 

The shower in Roy’s suite ran a steam feature. Sauna settings. Roy relaxed and 

listened to his waterproof cloud headset while sitting on the marble bench. 

He turned off the lights and listened to Chloe Goodchild’s dreamy yet haunting 

melodies and chants in the dark steam, taking deep breaths. He expelled his frustrations 

from the day with each exhalation. 
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In the dark, he was back at SRI. Talking in a hallway he felt he owned. 

 

Recollections 

“At the core of science, we are clueless. Every time a random spark ignites in the field of 

infinite possibilities, countless views are revamped with great certainty predicting exactly 

where the next spark will shine.” 

“We’re clueless. Are you saying give up, Roy?!” 

“The chatter passes as some kind of truth, until the light from the next spark 

disproves old thinking. Then the next theory emerges. The march goes on. No. Don’t give 

up.” 

Who was that, he spoke to? Hell, he had the conversation three times that day. 

Another conversation played in his mind.  This time with a representative of the 

opposition. “You see DR. Swenson, man was never intended to rule the planet.  We need 

robes and smocks and smoke to suppress our beastiality.  When people think for 

themselves the gloves come off. Science has finally decoupled religion from mankind’s 

consciousness. And you want to defrock the scientific community? The world will never 

be ready to question those who are trained to think.  Order requires smoke and robes.” 

 

* 

 

Music. Steam. Darkness. Remembrance of recent ostracism. It seemed so far back, now. 

Just like the crash. A dead fiancée. Smell of fuel. Heart tired out from the excitement and 

loss in such proximity. 

If that crash, the loss, couldn’t stop him, why falter before a failed scientific 

establishment? A failed American one. Relocate. Act local. Think global. Act global. 

Roy was a scrappy fighter. His team was loyal, but not completely aboard. Most of 

those people felt betrayed by the backlash against New Science, holding Roy at least 

partially accountable for the loss of SRI patronage. 

Hell. You lose one Medici, you go and suck up to another. 

A few comrades felt Roy ruined their reputations by personally attacking leading 

scientists. Using the big guns against the big guns. Did it provoke an equal and opposite 

Newtonian reaction? Without Newton’s laws to restrain the headline-hungry press. 
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Instead, Roy should’ve let research speak for itself. Play safe. Advance the cause by 

tiny steps. Let the world replicate your results. Gain acclaim by the droplet, not the 

bucket. 

He personalized his struggles with the establishment. Good for the news, not so good 

for your friends. 

His ego stood in the way of his own progress, detractors sneered. As a scientist, he 

had a strange military-like preoccupation with society as something to be marshalled or 

fought rather than bargained with. He’d take the high ground, concentrate his forces on a 

tough target, and achieve cohesion. 

Every dream is a window, he thought. 

Energy research lay preserved in economic formaldehyde. Tired cultures were fossils, 

courtesy Big Oil.  The disenfranchised blamed various governments and elites, those on 

the stage, oblivious to the puppet masters and their proxies. The certaintists were of the 

people.  That was the myth. 

Yet the power of the cloud gave a broader range of independents a fresh voice, albeit 

outside the fortresses of certainty and credibility.  The grip of cultural, political and 

economic elites tightened in response to the cloud and the rise of social media. For every 

action there is an equal and opposite reaction.  Roy was caught in the vortex between 

the new age fringe and the old age elites. 

In 2020 the noose had tightened and dissent beyond mainstream science and 

religion was effectively marginalized.  Big God and Big Science were now well-oiled 

machines. They had found common ground for unprecedented collaboration, 

unprecedented certainty. 

Roy thanked his book for bringing in the cash. He financed his work with downloads 

and views. They’d reached into the tens of millions, generating a steady stream of ad-

based income. Great. All the cash in the system can’t buy scientific legitimacy. 

So here he was, in the dark, in the cloud, listening to his own theme. An independent, 

drowned out by the institutions with their special interests regarding science. And 

religion. Roy’s disdain for the religious dogmatists was a shade more acrimonious than 

was his scorn for the big science covens. Just a shade. 
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Another Daydream 

In the steam he daydreamed yet again.  This time Roy danced a bottle of cognac and a 

Parisian prostitute around a seedy hotel room. An unlit cigar jutted from his mouth. He 

was in uniform. 

Major Johnson promised his top men he’d drink the finest cognac with a hooker, come 

the war’s end. And they’d all be there to see the day. June, 1945. The war in Japan 

sputtered on, but his war was over.  Even Roosevelt had died.  But the major had lived, 

although wounded by loss.  Countless losses. 

He danced to Walkin’ the Floor Over You, by Ernest Tubb. A shame his top men 

weren’t here to see this. He felt melancholy as he danced, images of dead heroes 

dancing alongside him.  Perhaps they were there with him, cheering him on.  He didn’t 

feel it at that moment. 

The Nazis were done or cutting deals, it seemed, but for now the figurative demons 

that were picked up along the way were hungrier than ever. 

A few dream clips later Roy drove Major Johnson’s new car off an Appalachian cliff, 

and the daydream slowly faded. His soul floated into the night sky, where he met a bikini-

clad woman. She floated beside him, reading Life magazine. The war was truly over. The 

major joined his dead comrades.  Roy jolted and the dream evaporated. 

He left the shower and wrapped a towel around his tired frame. The religion thing 

bugged him, so he tuned to one of the newest evangelists. Electronic versions of the old 

style televangelists of yore, these were cut from the same cloth – a flexible screen fabric 

that took electric current and displayed online. 

End of Days diatribes. Those damn pagans, tree-huggers, and the like. 

What the hell was that? Spiritualism wedded to commercialism, contemptible beyond 

measure. 

“My findings will fix these bastards. Fix them for good.” 

The whisper tailed into rage as he fine-tuned the search and went after his own name. 

There was a man of the digital cloth, with a crusade against Roy Swenson. Roy pressed 

the play button. 

 

* 

 

“And who is Roy Swenson? By his actions, he is known as man who holds nothing sacred. 

He thinks God is energy. Does energy talk? No. Does it perform miracles? No. Was Jesus 
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talking to energy when he was on the cross? No. Was the Bible created by energy? I think 

you know the answer. Why? Because you are a God-loving people.” 

The man clutching the Bible now looked closely into the camera. His suit was 

expensive, tailored by the best. 

“You are way too smart to be conned by this Man of Darkness, this Great Deceiver, 

this Heathen who thinks dolphins can talk to one another; the way I am talking to you 

right now.” 

He held up a small ceramic dove. 

“I offer this dove to fight the Heathen. I have blessed this dove. I will give you this 

blessed dove, and your prayers will go to stopping Roy Olavus Swenson once and for all. 

For a donation of one hundred dollars.” 

Roy closed the window playing the online video, before the exhortation to donate filled 

his ears. 

 

* 

 

Roy thought about the evils perpetrated against humanity in the name of God. And these 

people were worried about dolphins. 

On a single day in 2018, Roy received a call from the Pope, and the President, 

advising him to tread carefully. He listened politely and resumed his work with increased 

vigor.  

The scientific community offered Roy a compromise: publish a simple disclaimer at 

the beginning of the first chapter, calling his quest a patch of idle musing at the fringe of 

science and fiction. 

If he agreed, he’d continue acquiring and modifying the tissues he needed. Access to 

SRI’s advanced labs. A gag, a muzzle. Sidelined, he declined. Roy was going all the way 

to Heaven, to see to the main man. 

Inevitably, he lost two members of his team. They denied him, denounced him, in 

order to preserve a place in the scientific community. He personalized their betrayal. As 

expected, they went for defeatism. 

Couldn’t he have gone in a wiser direction? Realizing, with insight, that the betrayers 

hadn’t yet acquired the means to support themselves independently. They could not 

afford banishment. 
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He had a long way to go this cold December evening. He dressed afresh for his dinner 

meeting. The effects of the rendezvous with SteveR had worn off. Roy felt connected and 

at peace with the universe. He was ready for another tough chat. 

Every battle requires a general in full command of his senses and emotions he 

reminded himself. With that, came the pause before he remembered another saying. The 

plan was brilliant. So both opposing generals used it. 

His gifts as a creative thinker helped him avoid turning into the people he hated most. 

Those fools lived inside the very communities he disdained. The communities he’d 

once relied upon. Scientific bureaucracies. So he was better off, in many ways. To plenty 

of people, he’d always be a dick. 

Many of his enemies were kind, thoughtful leaders who worked their way up through 

systems that rewarded sacrifice and hard toil. They were endorsed and nurtured by their 

peers. They were trapped as well in their own smaller battles. Patronised and stifled by 

them, too. 

 

* 

 

Roy leaped down the smooth stone steps of the hotel stairway, wearing his trademark 

worn jeans, with black button-down shirt, adding a thick gray trench coat. For effect, a fur 

Cossack hat. He was a habitual (rather than stylish) dresser. 

There was a dinner-bash with his international team, but he phoned in with a 

headache and found a small place to dine. He soaked in atmosphere and thought about 

SteveR. Roy finished up and made his way through the snow, determined not to fall as 

far.  Stay on target. 

 

* 

 

Soon after Roy’s return to Prague’s Old Town, he sat in the leather chair at his cluttered 

desk, checked messages, updated his latest pineal presentation, and turned off the pen 

computer. 

The projected screen went darker and displayed a strange-looking Victorian-era clock 

with local time. The display was on a random clock setting, which changed every twelve 

hours. 
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He went to bed and started reading The Master and Margarita as the sounds from Old 

Town revelers penetrated the room. Roy fell asleep as the antique, bladed ceiling-fan 

whirred gently overhead, almost too slow to generate a noticeable breeze. 

 

Another Threshold 

Deep dream: Yet again, Roy was in a large single-floor house, connected to a 1980s 

public library. Somewhere in America.  His college girlfriend Julie stood by the massive 

fireplace, awaiting Roy’s return to the dream world. 

Inside the open fireplace Roy saw a massive blue tiger, sitting peacefully, calmly 

gazing about the room, as if it belonged there. The sight of the tiger didn’t frighten Roy; 

he felt strangely empowered as he approached the beast. The creature purred. 

Roy visited his dream house often, and Julie was always waiting for him. She looked 

just as she had when they were in college together. Julie acknowledged his arrival as the 

massive living room quickly came into focus around them. 

“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said, and smiled. “Remember what Draco told you 

about meditation and intuition.” 

Roy didn’t hear her words. He felt them. Her voice seemed authentic, but the energy 

of her tone and the atmosphere of their surroundings, these things, all reached him 

directly. Brain talk.  

Julie paused and took his arm, bringing him even greater comfort as he felt the warm 

energy of her soul sweeping through him. 

“Roy. If you allow your soul to breathe more deeply, your dreams and intuition will 

become even more satisfying…” 

“I know. I know,” he thought with a tone of resignation. “Thank you for being here for 

me.” 

“I am very glad you are here. You can hear me with little effort.” 

She stretched her arm out gracefully in the direction of the imposing animal. 

“Let’s return to our tiger.” 

She walked him arm-in-arm toward the strangely calm beast, sitting comfortably in the 

beautiful stone fireplace. A tiger’s cave. As they approached the hearth, and Roy could 

almost reach out to pet the animal, the room dissolved. 

Roy was standing on a strange ancient ship. He was wearing Roman-era armor. As 

seconds passed, his surroundings came into sharper focus. He felt like he was on a 
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Roman vessel, surging quickly across the Mediterranean. Roy the young soldier felt 

overwhelmed by a sense of urgency. 
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2. POMPEY’S JAR 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Late Summer, 48 BC 

The empire is falling apart, Caesar thought as the trireme surged ahead across the 

deep blue Mediterranean. We need Egypt’s debts paid in gold and grain, immediately. 

It was fact, even at that time: Wars are expensive.  Civil wars are disastrous. 

Early afternoon. The sea was calm and the warship creaked and rolled gently in steady 

rhythm. The galley oarsmen, some of Rome’s best (recruited from across the Empire), 

were on the last leg of a long trip from Greece to Egypt. 

That blasted drum. I am so tired of hearing it, a fifteen-year-old Roman engineer 

thought as he stood on deck. I wish I were already in Alexandria, feasting my mind on the 

scrolls. 

The sky was majestic. Dozens of giant clouds marched slowly across the deep blue, 

toward the mountains in the east. A cooling wind blew from the north, and eased the 

humid heat of the southeastern Mediterranean. 

In his dream-state, Roy was aware of everything that happened in the days before this 

moment. He felt the gentle wind, from the back of his neck to his ankles, as the ship 

hurried to Egypt. 

He remembered Caesar offering him a chance to leave the Legion. Before the famous 

Rubicon crossing that led to this latest civil war. He even knew his own name in the 

dream: Marcus Agrippa. 
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The music playing in his hotel ended. Roy was in a deep sleep. 

I cannot wait, he thought to himself as his ship approached Alexandria. The massive 

lighthouse grew ever larger. Even with the sails unfurled, he felt the gentle surge of the 

ship as stacked rows of oarsmen pulled to the steady drumbeat of the encourager. 

Agrippa’s mind conjured up precious memories: images of his teacher Agapito, talking 

about the technical marvels of the great city. The Lighthouse, marked a place where 

hundreds of thousands of scrolls collected from around the world, was indeed a beacon. 

Engineering marvels well-ahead of Rome, despite the store of knowledge the Romans 

had already assimilated from the Greeks, Persians and Egyptians. 

What I’d trade to have been here when Archimedes walked the classrooms. Imagine 

what that man might have contributed to Roman sea-power, if he hadn’t been killed. 

Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa as a young engineer was recruited into the tentmates 

program at the age of fourteen, just in time for a civil war that placed his brother on the 

Republicans’ side. That one wrong move put the family’s lives and fortunes at risk of 

proscription. The taking of lives and property from people declared outlaws. 

He was in with Caesar. 

Agrippa imagined walls of scrolls stacked high. He saw ladders on rails, staffed by 

bearded men in togas. It was a far-flung fantasy. The drums vexed him again. Damn 

those drums, how can anyone stand them? 

The balder, leaner and more feminine Caesar was pleased with the progress. We will 

arrive ahead of the Legion. Very good. Worth the risk. 

Caesar had paid his respects to Hector at Troy and the Roman dead at Pharsalus, a 

pivotal battle in the bloody civil war bankrupting the empire. He turned to one of his 

officers. 

“The future of Rome hangs in the balance, here at Alexandria.” 

“Grain?” asked the wrinkled and clean-shaven veteran of the recent campaign in 

Gaul. 

“Grain and gold and trade,” Caesar replied. 

May the Gods continue to bless me, thought the regent as the ship moved quickly 

through the sea. The vessel was loaded with his regular contingent: a few dozen marines 

and some highly-trained bodyguards. 

What a sight to see, he anticipated, Pompey and Caesar together. He looked forward 

to the end of the war, despite the growing presence of the Republicans in North Africa. 
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Alexandria owed massive debts to Rome. Payment of those debts was vital to Rome’s 

stability. Citizens needed to eat and soldiers wanted paying. Thanks to its mixed relations 

with pirates, Rome teetered on the brink of famine. 

The Pharaoh who established the debt, to survive an earlier power struggle was dead. 

He’d left young children from various mothers in charge. It was a staple of Egyptian law. 

Rome operated as a net importer of food for more than ten years. The empire needed 

Egyptian grain to preserve the order of bread and circuses. 

General Brutus was one of several rumored bastard sons of Caesar. Caesar tasted the 

irony in knowing Brutus fought for Pompey at Pharsalus, only for the bastard to trade 

Pompey’s possible whereabouts for a pardon. 

Brutus was also on Caesar’s ship. He dreaded seeing Pompey with Caesar. 

His hallmark nervous twitch betrayed him. Caesar enjoyed watching Brutus squirm as 

the lighthouse grew with the trireme’s approach. This will teach Brutus a lesson to place 

his bets more carefully. He must realize he is lucky to be alive. 

Agrippa continued to wonder at entering the Museum. He was so close to the world’s 

storehouse of knowledge. The boat couldn’t go fast enough. He sensed speech in the 

offing. 

Octavius was thin, short and fragile, while Agrippa was tall and imposing. Both were 

well-educated by Roman standards. They tended to over-think people, places and events. 

“I certainly don’t get what you see in Alexandria, my friend,” Octavius smiled to 

Agrippa. “A bunch of corrupt lazy rulers in palaces, surrounded by poor people. It sickens 

me.” 

“You don’t see it,” Agrippa responded. He pointed to the lighthouse and the port. 

“This is where Alexander is buried. The Museum has the world’s largest collection of 

knowledge. This is where Archimedes studied. This place is the source of much of 

Rome’s imported grain.” 

“This place would be so much better under Roman rule. Roman laws.” 

“That change may be the purpose of our visit.” 

“With a ship and a crew of dignitaries followed by a thinned Legion?” 

“I suspect Caesar will try influence first, as that is his only option here.” 

“With a thirteen-year-old Pharaoh surrounded by rich old men who want to remain so. 

I’m not encouraged by our prospects. It’s politics as usual.” 

“Do we have a choice, Octavius? Pompey might already be here, securing Roman 

debts for the Republicans.” 
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“We could be entering a trap set by Pompey.” 

“Fortune goes to the bold.” 

“You keep saying that. Yet what do you know about fortune?” 

“And you about boldness?” 

They laughed together as the ship slowed after passing the breakwater and massive 

lighthouse. Approached by two Egyptian vessels, the trireme seemed vulnerable. An eerie 

silence descended across the crew. 

A large drum crane made of ropes and pulleys, powered by four men, was lifting 

massive columns for a new palace complex. This was on a finger of land sticking out to 

the east. 

“An entire city of stone, amazing,” Agrippa commented. 

“These barbarians don’t look happy to see us,” replied Octavius. 

“I swear that you see trouble at every turn.” 

“And you don’t smell fear as we enter?” 

“No fear. Opportunity. I feel the presence of the Museum and the Greats. I sense the 

presence of Aristotle, Alexander, Archimedes, Pythagoras. Some of the greatest minds 

studied here.” 

“I’ll feel more at ease once we meet the complete welcoming party.” 

“No you won’t. You’ll fret then, as well. Just as you did at Brundisium, when the arrows 

were flying at us as we tried to trap Pompey. Or when his cavalry charged at Pharsalus.” 

“You are foolhardy. If you are still alive in a year, I will slay a bull for you. I’ll do that for 

you, with my sword.” 

Statues and tributes were everywhere. The figures all had animal heads, and the 

columns possessed a unique ornate design, much different from the Greek and Roman 

styles they had seen. Obelisks pointed to the sky. 

One of the marines spoke up. 

“I heard from a trader that Alexandria was full of cats, bird crap and uppity women.” 

Agrippa couldn’t help himself. “Do you even know who Aristotle was?” 

The marine answered casually. “Being with you on this ship, and hearing you go on 

and on about everything, has helped me learn everything. Boy, wasn’t Aristotle the 

eunuch who screwed your mother?” 

Agrippa, unfazed, answered just as casually. “No. He was a man who loved cats, bird 

crap and uppity women.” 
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The marine slapped Agrippa on the back, laughing with his fellow marines. “So, deep 

down, you are not merely a scholar but a real man. Good to know.” 

Octavius looked sarcastically at Agrippa as he mixed with the marines. 

Caesar came to the front of the ship’s platform and advised the crew about the 

dangers of the city. 

“Romans I need your attention. The city is a pit of vipers slithering among beautiful 

halls of stone. You must be on guard at every moment or one will likely become a victim. 

We leave nothing to chance; the odds are already stacked against us.” 

Alexander the Great’s golden sarcophagus was melted down by one of the Ptolemy 

clan. Egypt needed extra cash to fund a war. The golden caps on the great pyramids near 

Giza were also smelted. Yet the Royal Family still retained a massive golden legacy of a 

treasury, thanks to the now-depleted gold mines in the south. 

A growing complex of palaces forced development further outside the original city, a 

problem magnified by a shortage of land on the isthmus. Alexandria was supplied by a 

canal serving water from a now-parched branch of the Nile. 

The stonework is incredible, Agrippa thought as Caesar warned his officers of the 

perils of the beautiful city.  Of the uneasy alliance between Roman civilization and 

Egyptian resources It is a shame that Rome is mostly wood and brick. It should be made 

of stone, like Alexandria. 

Agrippa’s mind continued to wander. 

Egyptians are hardly barbarians, as many in Rome think. What a gift, to study here 

amid the temples. 

Against a backdrop of the sounds and smells of the city, birds descended upon the 

ship as it headed toward the Royal Marina. 

Despite Caesar’s warnings, Agrippa had little sense of caution. He was still young 

enough to think he was immortal, and he’d not accumulated enough regrets to be a man. 

Agrippa was deep in thought again.  He knew he could figure a plan. 

Romans are killing each other, yet calling those in Egypt barbaric. It makes no sense. 

Why does the boat slow? he asked himself, as the slowing caught his attention. We need 

to go faster! 

“I have to say that the stonework is impressive,” Octavius conceded, as the theatre 

palaces and the emporium came into closer view. “What a great display, for a broken 

civilization.” 
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As Octavius watched the coastline with cold disgust, Agrippa’s combination of curiosity 

and passion overpowered him. 

 

The Warning 

Upon Caesar’s command a trumpet blew; the two Egyptian warships were 

approaching. The encourager ordered crewmen to retract the large oars, making the 

warship look more like a sailing vessel. The giant purple sails were quickly raised. 

Caesar continued. “We had ample time to discuss the situation in Alexandria, since 

our engagement with Pompey. Yet let us take this time to review matters with greater 

attention. This trip to Alexandria will make Pharsalus seem as though a quiet stroll 

through the Palatine.” 

“Chaos in Egypt bodes poorly for Rome, and I fear we won’t have much time to 

observe and act. Be cautious, and stay in proper order at all times. Avoid solitary 

activities and brothels, at least until I give an order to the contrary. We are not expecting 

a friendly reception. Is that understood?” 

Each of the men saluted, momentarily patting the left breast before raising the right 

arm in salute. 

“You were picked for this advance party. You are expected to be honourable, on guard, 

and ready whether awake or asleep. Within hours, the rest of the Tenth will be with us. 

Many will feel compelled to celebrate.” 

The silence and stillness Caesar commanded aboard ship when he paused was 

punctuated by the noises of the city which crossed the water in steady echoes. As the 

wind shifted, a range of smells wafted through the air – from exotic spices and roasting 

meats to lime dust and sand. Rotting garbage and marine-life were well-represented. 

“Rome lost many a soldier to desertion here, thanks to Alexandria’s many attractions, 

temptations and potions. There is something here for every craving imaginable; and for 

many desires which are unimaginable.” 

“You are the best Rome has to offer, and I expect each of you to lead by fine example. 

You will soon discover that the most important and difficult battles are not on the 

battlefield. They are in grand buildings like those before you, where the enemy is harder 

to identify. I promise that in coming weeks we will all be tested in Alexandria.” 

A few men glanced at General Brutus, who had so recently fought against Caesar at 

Pharsalus. There was another salute. 
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“I will countenance no thefts, no rapes, no brawls, no potions, and no hashish. There 

is a good chance that we will engage with the Pharaoh’s army. We will do so on my terms. 

Until then, do not force provocation by offensive stare, slur, or even spear.” 

There was a stillness felt across the ship, even as random noises from the city 

continued to creep across the water. Another salute. 

“One more thing. Some may be tempted to harbor ill-will toward General Brutus, 

because of his misplaced loyalty in fighting for the Great Pompey. We are embroiled in a 

bloody civil war. We have all done the unspeakable. In the spirit of reconciliation, and in 

the quest for a new and better Rome, I plan to embrace my friend Pompey the Great. I 

plan to welcome him to a new Rome.” 

The men roared. 

“Brutus will also be treated with the utmost respect. If you disagree, I ask that you 

step forward and state your case, now, directly. Otherwise, I will assume that you are a 

soldier of the new Rome.” 

No one moved. Brutus avoided eye-contact with everyone, as he felt attention shift 

from him back to Caesar. He almost sighed with great relief. 

An Ibis hovered above the boat, looking for scraps. It stayed until Caesar finished 

talking. Some of the marines thought the bird was honoring Caesar’s arrival. 

The two Egyptian warships appeared alongside soon after Caesar finished his briefing, 

yet only one tied up to the Roman vessel. A plank from the Roman ship was lowered so 

the Egyptians could board. The second ship stayed back, amply armed with archers and 

infantrymen. A moment of vulnerability passed when the plank settled between the two 

ships. 

Tensions eased as two Egyptian officers boarded without additional soldiers. One 

officer briefed Caesar and the ship’s captain in Latin. He discussed proper etiquette for 

warships entering Alexandria’s Royal Harbor, and offered immediate entrance. 

“I’d prefer to greet Pharaoh directly with a small contingent, so we can set the proper 

tone, rather than suffering through each other’s parades and formalities. If that pleases 

Pharaoh,” Caesar declared. 

One of the Egyptian officers then asked Caesar, “How long do you plan to stay with 

us?” 

“Perhaps a week, or two.” 

“You are very welcome to stay longer, of course.” 
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“Thank you. I’ve wanted to visit since the passing of our friend Ptolemy 12, that I may 

share my condolences with the Royal Family. I also plan to enjoy the sights and pleasures 

of this great city.” 

“It is hard for me to imagine a great general arriving in Alexandria in a single ship,” 

commented the Egyptian officer. As the Egyptian spoke, sunlight caught detail in a small 

bronze collar with a square, turquoise stone. 

“The remains of the Legion should arrive before nightfall,” added Caesar. “A couple of 

thousand men, with cavalry. We won a hard-fought battle, and the men deserve a rest.” 

Caesar chose not to share his real motives with these two port officers. His primary 

purpose was to block Pompey’s escape and limit his foe’s ability to raise funds from 

Egypt. Another consideration was Pompey’s capacity to block shipments of Rome’s 

much-needed food. 

“Excellent,” the officer replied. “Pharaoh has a present for you; he has asked me to 

invite you and your officers to dinner tonight, in the palace. There will be music, food 

from around the world prepared by the Pharaoh’s personal cooks, and some of the 

world’s most beautiful women. These women will attend to your every request. Your every 

need.” 

The Romans exchanged subtle smiles. The Egyptian officer gestured. 

“You won’t need your oars; the onshore breeze is adequate to bring you in, and we will 

assist as you approach Pharaoh’s marina.” 

“Please tell Pharaoh that we most graciously accept his generous offer of dinner. I will 

attend with only a few officers and dignitaries. I hope his majesty understands that I will 

need most of my officers to coordinate the establishment of camp.” 

The Romans then shared their disappointment non-verbally, as each wondered who’d 

be selected for the great meal. 

A few hundred Egyptian soldiers lined the waterfront, carefully watching the arrival. It 

was a waiting game. 

As the vessels passed into the grand marina, the city appeared even larger and more 

striking. It was a majestic mix of familiar Greek and exotic Egyptian architecture. The 

noises and smells intensified in the hot, humid air as the Romans sailed among the 

towering, bustling granite and limestone waterfront. 

“Look at the walls and the monuments, inscribed as they are,” Octavius spoke as he 

directed his attention to the palace walls. “The statues with the heads of animals. Such a 

wicked place.” 
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“I think it is amazing,” Agrippa answered. “Beyond my wildest dreams. Agapito would 

have loved to study here.” 

Agrippa’s mind continued to wander in and out of thoughts and conversations. What 

kind of civilization pays such great tribute to animals? From where did they obtain such a 

quantity of stone? Where did they acquire such talented slaves, capable of such 

stonework? 

Agrippa looked at his friend Octavius, hardly able to contain himself. “Remember what 

Agapito told us about the Museum? The Greats studied here. I’m certain I’ll piss if I get to 

stand on the steps at the entrance.” 

“It wouldn’t bother me at all if you pissed on the steps, or on any of these palaces,” 

Octavius replied. “This is what we’re fighting against, Agrippa, barbarians and crooks.” 

“What are you saying? Do I hear you now, insulting the very place that holds 

Alexander’s body?” 

A line of stone lions with the heads of rams served as a tribute to the power of the 

Egyptian god Amon. Agrippa noticed a large lion statue with the head of Alexander. 

Octavius disengaged from his friend and looked off at the city. The Egyptians are in 

debt to Rome, and their people are starving. Yet the construction continues on massive 

palaces. 

There were obelisks quarried from different kinds of stone, etched with hieroglyphs. A 

strange red obelisk stood close to another, where the courtyard intersected with two 

main streets, near the famous theater. Where did they find such a large red stone? 

Agrippa wondered. 

“The smell of the city is quite pleasant, despite the lake behind it,” Agrippa observed. 

“Even when the winds blow north. No smell of marshes or gases. Amazing.” 

They could now see part of Pharaoh’s dock, facing the city from the horseshoe-shaped 

island housing the latest palace. The skies held dozens of strange birds. 

The Egyptians Achillas and Pothinus approached Caesar as he led the Romans off the 

boat and onto the wharf. Pothinus was carrying a large ornamental bright blue and white 

ceramic vase with a striking gold and silver inlaid top. An astonishing piece of 

craftsmanship; images of Alexander the Great and the Museum and Lighthouse were 

painted on the side in amazing detail. 

This appears to be one of those special vases I’ve heard about, Caesar reminded 

himself, as he examined the high-gloss exterior. 

It must contain gold, a downpayment on the debts owed Rome, thought Octavius. 
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Beautiful vase, probably holding spices from Punt, General Brutus considered. 

Expecting a vase with exotic treasure, Caesar took an abrupt step back as he 

inspected the contents. Underneath a milky liquid with fragments of flesh, and a dead fly 

floating on the surface, was the pale, severed head of his son-in-law and former rival 

Pompey, one of Rome’s greatest generals. 

Pompey blankly looked up through the pleasant-smelling fluid, holding a finger still 

wearing his signet ring, like a kind of fleshy curved cigar, between dead lips. 

These bastards. They slaughtered Pompey. Ruined my plan, Caesar realised as the 

image burned itself into his memories. Julia, please forgive me. He was a good husband. 

“What have you done, you ignorant bastards?” Caesar reacted in horror at the sight. 

“He was my son-in-law. He was a Roman general. He did not deserve to be killed this 

way, with his head separated from his body!” 

His hands shook as he placed the lid back on the vase, although his anger and sorrow 

did not get the best of him. He realized that the Egyptians did not understand how they’d 

interfered with his plan to bring Pompey back into the fold. 

“We apologize, Caesar,” the general said coolly, sensing a cynical showing for the 

benefit of his men. “We were advised by our spies that he was your enemy, and that you 

waged a great battle in Greece.” 

“That is true, yet I hoped we could reconcile here in Alexandria.” 

“We erred. Please accept our sincerest apologies,” the elder Pothinus offered. “Our 

Pharaoh is still young and prone to rashness. We shall school him.” 

“Trust me when I say that may be the least of his problems.” 

“You threaten us, mighty Caesar?” Pothinus continued. 

“No. I don’t threaten. It is counterproductive merely to threaten. I simply strike. I was 

referring to rumors we heard that Cleopatra fled Alexandria. There is a civil war going on 

here.” 

“Mere rumor. There is no war. Cleopatra abdicated her throne.” 

“Very interesting.” 

“We had no choice. Her policies were leading to food-shortages and protests. We 

needed to establish order.” 

“The young Ptolemy is a better leader?” 

“Very much so.” 

“We shall see. The head of my friend Magnus does not encourage me.” 

“Again, we can only apologize.” 
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Caesar collected his thoughts. He once told his men to behave under the most 

aggressive duress. He said: “I shall heed my own orders, or lose control here. There will 

be a time and a place where I’ll avenge this cowardly act.” Caesar still lived with regret. 

Pompey the Great. Dead. 

The highly-decorated lion of Rome, whom all were taught to worship for his military 

conquests, and who claimed Alexander’s red cloak, was slaughtered like a common 

criminal. An ill wind blew from the lake behind Alexandria, bringing with it the smells of 

the city intermixed with dust. 

Caesar placed the lid respectfully back and passed the vase to his aide. 

 

 

Flutes and Flames 

At dinner Agrippa was beside himself, comparing the palace to Rome’s Temple of 

Jupiter. 

I am a short walk from the largest collection of knowledge ever collected, he thought, 

as he gazed across the room. Imagine how many great conversations took place here in 

this palace. 

The smell of incense was almost overpowering in the central room. The granite walls 

surrounded a brilliant, rectangular alabaster floor. The great space at the center of the 

floor was tastefully decorated with statues and artifacts, and accented by gold and gems 

embedded in the stone walls. Stunning designs. It all felt strangely Greek. 

A series of highly-polished black marble pillars and braziers stood out from the white 

granite walls, each with the familiar gray fissures. Every pillar had icons etched in gold, 

along with rare inlaid gems looking as if placed there by nature. 

Rome needs more buildings like this, he thought as he appreciated the subtle 

nuances of the room and its design. How cleanly the joints were formed. The subtle 

patterns in the rock. Amazing craftsmanship. 

The mood in the room was somber, not because of the death of Pompey, but, rather, 

thanks to the tense situation between Rome and Alexandria. The great table had 

Romans on one side and Egyptians on the other. 

“Octavius, look over there, on the black table.” 

“That must be Ptolemy’s helmet.” 

“And the solid gold bull.” 

“I’m surprised it hasn’t been smelted.” 
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* 

 

A strange mosaic map of Egypt filled with pyramids, temples and waterways was on the 

far wall. 

Caesar stood with a ceramic wine goblet covered in the same colors and designs as 

the vase carrying Pompey’s head. He raised the cup of red wine underneath a brilliant 

painted ceiling with Alexander, Ptolemy and Aristotle appearing above the clouds. He 

didn’t appreciate the irony. 

“All Romans serve in the shadow of the great Alexander, and it is clear that this city 

has more than his body. It holds his spirit. I hereby propose a toast to Alexander, and 

every Ptolemy who has managed to keep his spirit alive in this great city.” 

As Caesar lowered the cup to drink, General Achillas spoke, causing everyone to hold 

their drinks for a few moments longer. 

“If I may also offer a toast. Let Rome, under Caesar, and all of Egypt united under 

Ptolemy 13 be allies in the service of the living spirit of Alexander!” 

Agrippa was unaware of the political intrigue, and still lay under the spell of 

Alexandria: this time with a room that seemed so well-designed that it inspired a deep 

sense of awe. 

“You could cut the tension in this room with a Spanish sword,” Octavius whispered to 

Agrippa as he kept glancing at the mural. 

Octavius knew the relationship between Egypt and Roman was a losing game; the 

capitulation of one or the other would lengthen the life of the other. Without their gold 

mines and the Nile they are nothing, he thought. Rome has the army and the civilization 

to rule Alexandria. 

“Look how many pyramids are on the map, Octavius. I count 25.” 

“So. What if there are a hundred?” 

“Did you sleep through school?” 

“No.” 

“I wonder what the scarab and the ram stand for?” 

“The things you think about, Agrippa…” 

But there was a reason. 
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The Beginning 

Across from the two Romans was one of Pharaoh’s slaves, a topless olive-skinned 

twenty-year-old. She was wearing a striking broad collar necklace of various stones and 

metals, with a well-worn stone Ankh and a small circular medallion. Her thick black hair 

fell past her shoulders. Her blue eyes weren’t that common in Egypt beyond the city. 

Octavius knew Agrippa’s likes and dislikes, and noticed the slave-girl’s interest in the 

young teen. This will not end well for my friend, he thought. 

Dozens of secret sights and landmarks were on display, letting the priests know 

Ptolemy was educated in the mystery schools of Egypt. 

The intelligent, educated slave and bastard daughter of Ptolemy 12 watched as the 

young aspiring Roman engineer fell more deeply under the spell of Alexandria. 

The teenage Ptolemy, by birth alone, also felt a strange, distant connection to Agrippa. 

Beneath the surface of the occasional glance, there was a powerful sense of anticipation 

building. They both felt it. The chemistry was already there, ahead of their first spoken 

word. 

A wind instrument ensemble played behind the young Pharaoh and Caesar. The 

musicians were all women, wearing Greek-style togas, and the music was unlike anything 

Agrippa had ever heard. The previous Pharaoh loved flute music almost as much as he 

loved women. He’d assembled the group from around the known world, after years of 

auditions and searches buoyed by the promises of vast rewards. 

Agrippa wanted desperately to leave the table and walk up to the map, although he 

was now aware that he was being watched by the beautiful, well-dressed slave. 

“So Roman, what do you think of Alexandria?” the slave asked with a distant, cold 

tone betrayed by her inquisitive eyes. She looked away quickly as their eyes met. 

“I’ve never seen such a place as this, and could never have dreamt of it.” 

“Alexandria or the palace?” she asked. 

“Everything from the lighthouse to the Museum, and an Egyptian slave who speaks 

Latin perfectly.” 

She paused and returned a quick glance. “I am glad you appreciate my Latin. I am 

fluent in several living languages, and some that are no longer spoken.” 

Agrippa shifted to Greek. 

“My favorite teacher was a Greek slave who spoke frequently about Alexandria and 

the Museum, and, as of this evening, I understand why.” 
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Caesar and the young Pharaoh exchanged courtesies as Ptolemy’s advisors hovered 

and showered the air with praise. 

“Did he study here?” She shifted easily into Greek. 

“He applied five times, but was never accepted.” Agrippa shifted back to Latin, where 

he could be more comfortable and express himself more carefully. “It was a 

disappointment for him, as he tried repeatedly. He idolized those who studied here.” 

“That’s too bad, Roman. It is a wonderful experience.” She shifted back to Latin. 

“Do you know anyone who has studied here, at the Museum?” 

“Yes. Cleopatra and I both studied there since we were nine. And, before the Museum, 

I studied in Memphis, with the priests. My mother was from Memphis.” 

“My pardon, I thought you told me you and Cleopatra studied at the Museum. Since 

the age of nine.” 

“Languages, mathematics and history, then astronomy, astrology, religion and 

anatomy.” 

“How did you get in?” 

“It helps if you are a Ptolemy,” she said, surprised by his ignorance of her collar and 

presence at the table. 

Agrippa paused. Strange bedfellows made for even stranger outcomes, he thought. 

“I’m Cleopatra’s half-sister, Samia.” 

“Half sister?” 

“Yes. The Pharaoh fell in love with my mother when she was an aide to a courtier.” 

“Where is Cleopatra?” 

“She will come here when it suits her. It is ill-advised to discuss Cleopatra, at this 

table.” 

Octavius glanced intensely at Agrippa, reminding him to stay distant, formal and 

aware. Agrippa recognized the intention behind the look, yet continued. 

“How does the wonderful blue flame work? I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

“In our country, it is customary, when one is being introduced, to honor the 

introduction.” 

“Apologies Samia; my name is Agrippa, Marcus Agrippa.” 

“Officer Agrippa, could you please now tell me how a man of blood can be so curious 

about Alexandria?” 

“I’m a staff engineer. I joined the Legion a few years ago, in a special program for 

advanced students of engineering.” 
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“Are you indicating that you are not a man of blood, despite the armor?” she asked. 

“It depends on what you mean by man of blood. I enjoy invention and strategy. I’ve 

only…” 

Samia interrupted with some passion. “War is barbarism. You think not?” 

“It is necessary barbarism.” 

“Necessary barbarism. That is quite a popular concept.” 

“This city was founded by Alexander. And if I understood your Latin correctly, you are a 

descendant of one of his top generals. Men of blood.” 

“Can I ask you the question differently?” 

“That’s possible, but I’m still curious how that flame burns blue.” 

“We’ll discuss that.” She paused and looked directly at him again. “If Caesar, that man 

at the far end of the table…” 

Agrippa interrupted. “Yes. Caesar.” 

“If Caesar ordered you to kill me, would you do it?” she asked him pointedly. 

“If done in defense of Rome: Yes.” 

They both looked directly at each other as seconds passed. Each felt a sense of 

anxiety as their sense of humanity grew strained. 

“That makes you a man of blood,” she clarified. Agrippa suddenly felt discomfort. He 

defended himself. 

“No. It makes me a man of Rome. Of civilization. I endure violence so that others may 

live free of barbarism.” 

“And your mission is to eliminate those who stand in Rome’s way.” She glared at him. 

“Am I a barbarian?” 

“No.” 

“But you would kill me if ordered to?” 

“Of course. If you posed a threat to Rome, it would be my duty and demonstrate my 

allegiance.” Agrippa was uncomfortable with the eye-contact and the intense line of 

questioning. “Are you telling me that, as a slave, you can refuse orders? You are spared 

from killing, even in defense of Egypt?” 

“I am not trained in the art of killing. I believe in non-violence. It is my code to harm no 

one.” 

“Then you would never be a threat to Rome…” 
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A strange sensation passed between them as the musicians played their instruments 

softly, and the exotic blue flames continued to dance in the great hall as a local white 

wine was passed around. 

Agrippa observed Samia and wondered what it would be like to have her on the table 

after the banquet, with her legs above his shoulders. 

 

* 

 

The tall, bald general Achillas quietly advised his king that the remains of the Roman 

Legion traveling with Caesar had landed. Romans were establishing camp just outside 

the eastern city walls, next to the barracks. 

The Egyptian people and the army were unsettled by the presence of the Roman 

Legion, however depleted it had become at Pharsalus. 

“About two thousand men, as expected, your highness,” Achillas advised the young 

Ptolemy. “Some Germanic cavalry. About twenty men in need of medical attention.” 

“Offer them our best doctors,” the young Ptolemy barked to his general so that Caesar 

could hear. He then whispered, “Any word of Cleopatra?” 

“None, your highness.” 

“Find her. I have an extra vase waiting for her.” 

“We will uncover her, most certainly, your highness.” 

 

Knowledge is Power 

After some time passed, Samia answered Agrippa’s question about the blue flame. 

“There is a family in Memphis. They have been making flames for Pharaohs down the 

centuries. They are known as the keepers of the flame. They make oils that cause fire to 

burn in many different colors, from yellow to a very bright shade of purple.” 

“Interesting. I see no red in the flame at all.” 

“This blue flame is pleasant-smelling, and yet quite functional. The odors from the fire 

repel insects. The color is the easier part, I am told. The scent is harder to master, 

because of the chemical that causes the flame to burn blue.” 

They continued to talk about Alexandria, the Great Museum and the philosophers, 

mathematicians and great scientists who studied there. Names fell from lips, including 

dozens of Egyptians who influenced the Greeks but whose identities were already lost to 
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history. They spoke of the increasing influence of the Greek language, thanks in part to 

Alexander. 

“The Greeks only partially understood Egypt,” she said. “And some of what they 

understood, they took credit for. That’s why so many great Greek thinkers studied here.” 

“Wasn’t it Aristotle’s collection which started the Museum?” 

“Aristotle contributed. He was also exposed to priestly knowledge passed down over 

the ages.” 

“How did he gain acceptance?” 

“I suspect the influence of Alexander, and qualities as a scholar. Aristotle passed a 

series of difficult entrance exams.” 

“Why study in Egypt, instead of Athens or closer universities?” 

“Egyptian science was centuries ahead of Greek science.” 

Agrippa stared at Samia with a sense of disbelief. She continued. “Yet hidden from 

most Egyptians.” 

“What is the benefit of hiding science?” 

“Science and religion are seen as power in Egypt, and the priests enjoyed the benefits 

of keeping people in darkness.” 

The band took a break, allowing voices to be easily heard. Octavius could listen in to 

the conversation if he chose to. He avoided joining in, only looking at Agrippa on multiple 

occasions in an effort to make eye-contact. 

“So the Greeks projected the most influence”, Agrippa commented, “as Alexander 

collected scrolls for Aristotle. The Greeks discussed science and mathematics openly.” 

“Yes Officer Agrippa. The Greeks also took credit for inventions from other countries, 

including those carried from India and Persia. We are taught that, when Alexander first 

arrived, he was already well-educated about Egyptian religion.” 

“Agrippa is a good enough name. I’m an engineer. Not a soldier.” 

Agrippa spoke cautiously as he looked back into her blue eyes. Her face was not 

painted with Egyptian makeup. 

“Did you study from the Quadrivium?” 

“Yes, but most of our advanced work came from scrolls, and some of those scrolls 

were based on ancient tablets. We also had separate texts used by the priests.” 

Samia thought quickly about what it would be like to control Agrippa’s base passions 

and hold his aroused manhood in her palm, capable of changing his mood with every 

touch. She found the thought increasingly arousing as their minds entangled. 
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“I was told that there are hundreds of thousands of scrolls at the Museum,” Agrippa 

continued, seduced by the slave’s cool demeanor. “Is that true?” 

“I’m sure the priests and scholars have counted them, but I have no idea of the 

number.” 

“Are there that many things to write about?” 

 “There is a core collection of very profound and powerful scrolls. Very few can read 

those scrolls. I think there are perhaps five thousand such scrolls, skins and tablets. 

There are also old tablets carved from rare stones, including emerald.” 

“Fascinating.” 

“There are large collections on history, mathematics, science, astronomy, medicine, 

philosophy and engineering. Widely-read, by anyone who is admitted to the Museum. 

Anyone with knowledge enough to understand. And a thirst for more knowledge.” 

“Incredible.” 

“There are additional copies in certain warehouses, used for trading with libraries 

inside and beyond Egypt. There are also books created here, like the Jewish Holy Book.” 

“What would be in a profound or powerful work, besides geometry or algebra?” 

Agrippa was so very different from the boys of privilege who surrounded Samia here in 

Alexandria. 

“Ideas which, if properly understood, would expand your ability to understand your 

surroundings, or to think differently for a better outcome.” 

She could feel the raw power of his curiosity as they continued. Yet played along. 

“How so?” 

“There is energy around us, but it is difficult to detect simply through our senses. We 

only see the light of the sun as a very bright spot in the sky, or as it is reflected off our 

surroundings. We cannot hear it. Yet we can feel its warmth.” 

“Secret Egyptian teachings? The ability to hear the sun?” 

“Our priests discovered powerful energy well beyond our common senses, and they 

developed disciplines for understanding the energy.” 

“Just like that. Without evidence?” 

“With evidence.” 

“Information we can share? Repeat.” 

“Certainly. But not just anyone, anywhere. Those who can access it may spread the 

knowledge.” 
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“Priests with a stranglehold on power. The notion that one can replicate and another 

cannot seems contradictory.” 

“Your gift of curiosity is not shared equally. Yet it is a very powerful form of energy. 

Some argue curiosity doesn’t exist because they do not feel it.” 

She could taste his mind comprehending hers, gaining a sense of her knowledge, 

deciding if she was worthy of another conversation or merely another bland, beautiful 

slave. 

Agrippa thought about how someone might have knowledge of something that another 

could not access. Never access. Certainly Archimedes had rare gifts, which may not have 

been teachable. Or perhaps Archimedes learned them here. 

“What about the animals carved from stone? Are they gods?” 

“They aren’t gods in the way that Romans worship gods. They represent forces of 

energy, certain periods of time and particular abilities or gifts from the gods.” 

“Interesting.” 

By the look on his face, staring intently at her exposed breasts, her internal wall of 

resentment rose. Being a Ptolemy afforded her some protection. She was no ordinary 

slave. She had boundaries. 

“All living beings are, in essence, combinations of matter and energy. Your every 

thought, feeling, glance and step is made up of matter and energy. Consciousness is 

energy, pure energy, residing mostly inside the body.” 

He thought about her comment as he looked around the room. 

“Are those flames alive, as we are alive?” Agrippa pointed to a brazier. 

“In a sense. But they are not thinking. They are mostly reactions to the presence of 

fuel. Some people live by merely reacting to a stimulus, like a flame that consumes 

itself.” 

Agrippa was quiet as he thought through Samia’s statements. He glanced back at the 

map, mostly thinking about energy and matter instead of the pyramids west of the 

southern Nile. 

“Are you a mystic?” 

“We are all mystics.” 

“What is your faith? Are you Jewish?” 

“If I gave you a term, it would only slow your understanding.” 

“Without a term, am I not already confused?” 
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Agrippa quickly glanced at the other end of the table and noticed Caesar watching 

intently as he spoke with the young Pharaoh who looked bored. 

“If you remove your armor, I can lead you into the Museum and show you the profound 

spiritual scrolls and speculative origins of Egypt.” 

He thought about removing his armor for her, but not for entry into the Museum. He 

felt even more excited by her invitation. 

“The two kingdoms?” 

“Long before.” 

“How captivating a thought.” 

“When the Greeks came along, the knowledge of Khemet, the Black Land, was not 

shared, even with many of those who gained access to the mystery schools.” 

“Black Land?” 

“Yes, when Egypt was even more fertile and more advanced than today.” 

“How does a civilization lose that kind of knowledge?” 

“When men with swords or gold become more important than men with scrolls. Facts 

are changed in the interests of control.” 

The band returned to life. Agrippa and Samia resumed their strained conversation. 

Octavius was now unable to hear the chatter. 

“Are you religious, Samia?” 

“I think the gods are forms of energy which people understand. In my religion, the sun 

symbolizes a single force who is so powerful as to be incomprehensible.” 

“I was taught that Egyptian religion was based on many gods.” 

“Today the popular faith practiced by most Egyptians is based on many gods, and 

much energy. But it wasn’t always that way. The esoteric schools don’t confuse matter 

with energy.” 

“Why did the religion change?” 

“A long story.” 

“Animal worship kept people from being idolized, other than Pharaoh?” 

“Even the animals, as symbols, became an obstacle to enlightenment. People 

worshipped the animals themselves. The priests took more interest in controlling people 

than in equipping them to understand the true nature of creation.” 

“Our friend corruption always appears at the feast,” Agrippa added. 

“The priests became powerful gatekeepers leading to the truth.” She paused. “I’ve 

said too much.” 
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“I’m not sated, not by any means. This strikes closer to Rome than perhaps you 

realize.” 

“Rome has a reputation for putting itself between people and their gods.” 

“I was thinking more about the Roman senate, and corruption.” 

They ate sparingly as slaves brought more food and wine to the table. They were too 

busy talking to feast. 

There were figs, and artichokes, pomegranates with mallows from the marshes, and 

several kinds of meat, including hippo, prepared with exotic spices from around the 

world. 

Shrimp wrapped in fig leaves. Octavius indulged. 

Agrippa now noticed the strange raised metallic lines on the walls and the ceiling, with 

embedded jewels. “What is behind the gold in the walls and ceiling, crisscrossing the 

room with a jewel on almost every line? They don’t serve an artistic purpose.” 

“Part astronomy, astrology, philosophy and theology.” 

“The jewels represent heavenly bodies?” 

“That is only one layer.” 

Agrippa took another guess. 

“It was a star chart…?” 

“Yes. An astrological chart for Ptolemy 2, who built this palace. And more.” 

“Ah. But what does a star chart have to do with philosophy and theology? 

“Everything is made of matter and energy. Vibrations cause reality to take various 

forms, just like the stars and planets that circle our world. As above, so below.” 

Agrippa continued to absorb the moment in the palace, with everything around him 

having hidden meaning as he listened to Samia. 

“See this star with two triangles. It forms a shield.” 

She lifted a small medallion bearing the design of the Shield of Ramose. 

“It carries the same meaning. The symbol reflects the knowledge that we are the link 

between heaven and earth, between energy and matter. It is our duty to unite these 

forces: spirit with matter.” 

“A bronze disk. I don’t see a shield.” 

“Why don’t you come closer to look? I’m not armed.” 

Agrippa stood up from the table, again catching the attention of the Pharaoh, Caesar 

and the rest of the dinner party as everyone else continued to practice cold, diplomatic 

courtesy. 
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In his spirit of boldness, he walked around the table and stood next to her. She stood 

as he approached and encroached on his personal space. 

Samia held the small medallion between her firm breasts and Agrippa gently inhaled 

her exotic perfume as he watched her body respond to his presence. He was aroused by 

thoughts of intimacy, yet did his best to focus interest on the tiny medallion with the six-

pointed star. 

Agrippa felt the struggle between death and life; he stood proud in his metal armor, 

with Samia and her nurturing skin underneath an intricate silver and bronze necklace 

and stone Ankh providing contrast. 

Agrippa felt his first deep connection with a woman. She was definitely not a Roman. 

He looked into her blue eyes, underneath her straight, thick brunette waterfall of hair. 

“They teach here that we are empty?” 

“Yes,” she answered. Their breathing slowed, and, for a moment, they felt both excited 

and afraid. 

“Sensation is everything.” 

Octavius was now standing at his elbow. 

“Agrippa, we must leave now.” 

The two young Romans exchanged glances, as Caesar and the young Pharaoh 

pondered the evolving scene. Caesar nodded from the end of the table, allowing for their 

departure. 

“Thank you for a most enjoyable conversation…” Agrippa said as he turned back to 

Samia. “I hope we get a chance to talk more about the Museum. It has cast a certain 

spell over me.” 

She was speechless as he walked away. Large and smart for his age. Curious beyond 

measure. He may do. 

Agrippa and Octavius departed the hall. They crossed a narrow walkway that 

connected the curved island to a rectangular palace on the city’s waterfront. There, 

they’d each have a utility room with their wooden chests already inside, a rack for armor 

and a water basin on the emporium side of the palace. 

The shutters were open in Agrippa’s room as he stood at the entrance. Octavius 

stopped outside before heading to his room. The cotton curtains swayed gently in the 

warm Alexandrian night. 

“You crossed a line tonight, Marcus. You need to be very careful. Caesar endured the 

whole thing. I saw him watching the two of you. Let’s not speak of this again, my friend.” 
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“Gaius Octavius, she is a Ptolemy. The Egyptians have much more to lose. She was 

educated at the Museum.” 

“She is a slave, Marcus, and likely a courtesan. You are being worked upon. And, 

regardless, you know your orders. Do not betray Caesar.” 

As Agrippa felt a deep sense of regret for his actions, his friend couldn’t help himself. 

“I saw you during Caesar’s speech on the ship. You were in the clouds the whole time, 

Agrippa. You were probably dreaming about the Museum.” 

He nodded to his friend and then headed into his room, where four small ceramic oil 

lamps were already burning, hanging from shiny bronze chains attached to the ceiling. 

The room was covered in hieroglyphs, in bright, bold colors. 

Outside Agrippa’s open window stood a pair of Roman sentries. One of them was a 

tall, long haired blond soldier in leather armor. German cavalry he noticed. The Legion 

had arrived, and was already on duty. 

In the large room outside this utility space, there were more pillar torches and braziers 

burning. The colors and smells were different. After removing his armor and washing up, 

he extinguished three of the lamps and retired for the evening. 

 

* 

 

The next morning would start at daybreak with a staff meeting in the upper palace. 

Caesar had his own spacious room, with ample security on the third floor at the other 

end of the palace. That, and a majestic view of the harbor. 

Cleopatra was already inside Caesar’s room behind a secret panel, awaiting his 

arrival. 

In hiding due to a power struggle with her younger brother’s advisors, most of 

Cleopatra’s navy was away from the harbour. She’d been smuggled in by a decorator 

hired on short notice to furnish the room for Caesar. 

The decorator was a friend of her father’s, and knew Cleopatra and her now-dead 

older sister quite well. 

Cleopatra was hiding in Memphis in an underground collection of highly secret, 

comfortable and opulent, chambers known only to a small circle of priests. 

The legend of Cleopatra being smuggled into the room by rug was invented to protect 

the decorator, his family, and friendly personal guards who disapproved of the recent 

turn of events. 
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* 

 

Agrippa looked out the glass-less opening. The night had fallen and the city’s open 

windows were illuminated by countless oil lamps and torches. The music from the wind 

ensemble filled the air. Looking out the window, Agrippa was still absorbing the last few 

weeks, from the carnage at Pharsalus and the stench of Roman dead to the sights of 

Alexandria and the connection he felt with Samia. 

He saw the roaming beam from the lighthouse gently pulse across the city, and felt 

the cooler breeze from the north. 

The night breeze and lamps were giving him a chance to take everything in and calm 

his senses. 

The last of the merchants were closing up their tables and carting away the remains of 

their inventory from the emporium, a large, paved open space near the Royal Quarter 

and the harbor, next to the massive stone theater. Sweepers were quickly cleaning the 

emporium of sand and garbage. 

Most of the goods traded here were luxury items, out of reach for most Egyptians. 

Now disrobed for sleep, Agrippa settled onto his oversized officer’s cot and retired for 

the night. 

The music continued for another twenty or so minutes, then there was a great round 

of applause followed by laughter and what was likely a closing toast by Caesar to the 

ongoing friendship between Rome and Alexandria. 

Soon voices and sandals could be heard crossing the stone bridge from the island to 

the mainland. 

An hour later, Agrippa was just starting to fall asleep in his strange new surroundings 

when a shadow appeared in his doorway. A woman’s figure, backlit by the brazier flames 

burning in the great room, was standing outside the doorway. The woman glanced 

sideways. 

 

* 

 

Roy rose from deep sleep as his body adjusted to the early morning in Prague. He dozed 

for a few hours until his alarm woke him. Roy remembered little of his dream as he 

started his preparations for the day. 
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3. PINE CONES 

 

 

 

 

Jude the Tzaddik 

The short thin man limped slightly as he carried the blue box to its destination. In youth 

he lost parents, all siblings, and most of his weight. Civil war in Nigeria. Bad luck, born to 

a family living in the failed state of Biafra. 

In addition to stunting his growth, malnutrition led to exaggerated features, including 

an oversized temple and an underdeveloped left knee. 

The limp. 

Nothing compared to the suffering he saw first-hand. Suffering that planted seeds of 

doubt in the most devout heart. But not in Jude’s. He took things in his limping stride. In 

his mind, he was one of the luckiest people alive. 

Bald with a bushy, greying moustache, he was a sight in Prague. Out of place, for 

certain. Yet he had a strange gift: the ability to make everyone around him at ease. 

Animals too. He was a strange man. 

Jude Obah took every pain, every challenge, as it came. His eyes carried a strange 

energy: the ability to project kindness. He often disarmed man or beast with a glance. 

As he walked through Prague’s Little Quarter – past a spa where patrons fed their 

dead skin to tiny fish – the people inside simply returned his smile. They grinned 

effortlessly in response to his eyes. The citizens felt good. They felt loved by something 

greater. Not sure why. Not even sure Jude was the cause. 

Jude was on a mission, carrying a tiny blue box to a stranger. A rescue mission. 

Difficult. Scientists were sceptics by nature. 
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He’d worked with the Jesuits and Doctors without Borders for years in Africa. Most 

recently he’d helped 3D print prosthetic arms and legs for the Sudanese. His gift of 

kindness was noted by a Czech doctor who discovered Jude’s calming effect on 

amputees as they were fitted for new limbs. 

Even the hyenas relaxed around Jude. 

That was Jude’s ticket out of the turmoil. The doctor sponsored him. Jude ran an 

animal rescue shelter. He did good deeds, made a decent living, and had a shot at a 

stable life. Jude saw sponsorship as a chance to expand his influence from the powerless 

to the powerful. So he accepted the ticket to a new life. 

Prague was an inflection point. A new place where he’d have a bigger impact. 

As he walked past the tourists and the hucksters on his way to the Alchemy Lounge, 

people in the crowd felt a wave of peace pass over them. They didn’t know why. Didn’t 

care. Felt quite natural to some, and strange to others. To a few, it seemed suspicious. 

Had they been drugged? 

The strange short man with the wobble in his walk was often sensed but not noticed. 

That was another gift. He blended in. 

Thanks to the open-minded Jesuit mystics near his village, he felt fully aware of 

previous incarnations. Jude was once a Protestant minister fed to dogs during the 

Inquisition. He knew the dark and light sides of humanity quite well. 

Jude had traversed them. The Catholics who tortured and killed him had also saved 

him. 

He took a quick turn left toward the Charles Bridge, then popped into a souvenir store 

selling replicas and relics of chivalry along with beer steins. Made perfect sense to the 

tourists. 

A German contemplated a foot-high knight in bright armor, and considered it as a gift 

for a relative back in Munich. Jude approached quietly from behind and whispered gently 

to the tourist. 

“Save your money. Uncle Franz couldn’t care less about another souvenir. He wants to 

talk to you about your father. A good man-to-man chat will help your troubled family.” 

The man froze, but not in fear. He felt calmed by the comment. 

How does this odd-looking character know my uncle? 

Jude turned and left. He had a bigger challenge ahead. Up the main street, away from 

the bridge, and then a quick left, toward the American embassy. 
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After a few moments, the man decided against the statue. There were more important 

things to see to, back home. 

Jude turned from the street, climbed the stairs, and entered the Alchemy Lounge. He 

was taken aback by the two scientists in a deep discussion. 

Here they are, caught up in the search for dark energy. The next Holy Grail. 

He sat at a table near the entrance and observed. Jude felt the intensity in the room 

filled with neon test tubes and scientific graffiti. 

These guys are difficult. 

I sense their… 

Yearning. 

Jude tapped his right fingers against his raised left palm, and entered a relaxed state 

as he ditched distracting thoughts leading up to meeting Roy. 

Ahhh. 

Here he is. The soul still struggles with an ancient tragedy. 

I have the box. 

He’ll need it. 

Oh my. 

Oh my. 

 Even worse than I sensed. 

Jude watched a scene play out in his mind. A deeply personal execution. A single 

sword plunged down into the clavicle, through her heart. She wears a Roman toga, 

submissively, on her knees, in front of him. 

She falls into his lap as the sword pierces heart and lung. He removes the blade. The 

Roman general’s hands, armor, and sword are covered in blood. This is not a battlefield. 

It’s a palace. A stunning palace. 

Then there’s a heated conversation between two generals. One raises his sword 

against the other. 

Jude stopped reading Roy’s soul record. Each scientist chatted and exchanged 

glances. Jude decided… 

No one should be forced to do what he did. 

While there was little physical resemblance, there was a sense of commonality 

between Agrippa and Roy. Mannerisms, perhaps. The energy in their eyes, facial 

expressions. 

The lesson was: 
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The man of power is powerless. 

He still carries it. 

The guilt. 

Explains much. 

Jude switched focus to the other man. 

Hammer now noticed Jude’s interest. The friendly smile from a stranger disturbed the 

shaman, though not enough to disrupt the conversation. Hammer kept talking. Jude 

looked on, casually. 

Jude peered into Hammer’s soul record. 

Amazing. 

He has experienced the Axis Mundi. 

It’ll only take a jolt. 

He will awaken first. 

Won’t need a Talisman. 

He has already supped from the cup of eternity. 

With the angels, on the mountain. 

Yet his mind still races. In the maze of rationality. 

Jude ended the mind-clearing exercise and placed his palms flat on the tabletop, 

taking careful breaths as he studied Dr Hammer. 

He is here to help Roy. 

A missionary from the old school. 

Yet he doesn’t even know it. 

Jude scanned Hammer’s life. Doctorate at Harvard. Flying over the jungle. Feverish. 

Malaria. Treated by a shaman. 

Educated in the ways of the mind. 

Analytical. 

And in the ways of other things? 

The instrument of the soul? 

Not so much. 

 

The Toast of a Shaman 

The two scientists continued to get to know each other. They had a growing awareness 

of the observer. A guy with a strange smile. An even stranger vibe. 
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“Tell me. What compels one to study a field like shamanism?” Roy asked the tall thin 

man who looked normal, except for the white linen sport coat paired with rotting teeth. 

He gazed directly at Hammer, the eccentric Harvard-trained specialist in shamanism. 

The shaman hadn’t heard that question a million times. He didn’t keep a tally. 

“I can only speak for myself,” Hammer answered as he bobbed his teabag in a mug of 

hot water. “I studied ethnography and botany in academia. Shamanism was a field 

pursuit.” 

“Ayahuasca?” 

“Ultimately. But not initially.” 

“So plants lead to Ayahuasca.” 

“No. But knowledge of plants helped me talk to indigenous peoples. Plants are critical 

to primordial, tribal cultures. The kind that practice the earliest known forms of religion. 

Raw, unrefined spirituality.” 

“You can tell these people more about their plants than they would ever know.” 

“Just the opposite. They know much more about their local species than we do. I knew 

enough to decode their vocabulary.” 

“How could they know more?” 

“Taste. They taste the leaves. That’s how they discovered chemical differences long 

before we did.” 

“What was Ayahuasca like?” 

“The experience starts with nausea and vomiting to cleanse the system.” 

“I’m in.” 

“Then suddenly you’re riding a rollercoaster through a tunnel. Made of energy. Into an 

infinite ocean of energy. You swim in every thought. Every essence. Every sensation that 

ever existed. The awe of a fish as it first creeps onto land. The feeling of a dinosaur as it 

closes jaws on prey. It’s all in the energy field.” 

“You are submerged in power.” 

“Strange shapes appear around you. Out of the plasma. You see things at an atomic 

level. The leaves on a tree. They look like factories. Not merely any factory. Meaningful, 

loving factories. Supply chains of particles up and down. In and out. The fabric of the leaf. 

The membrane where CO2 becomes O2. All in vivid color. It’s miraculous. To witness a 

simple leaf, blowing your mind. Interacting at so many levels. With purpose.” 

“That won you over to shamanism?” 
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“No. An accident. A twist of fate, really.” 

“Someone slipped you a drug.” 

“No. No. No. You’re missing the point. I was studying ethnography and plants. I 

travelled to Bolivia. Into the Amazon region. Then the Andes. I learned the language of 

the locals, based on plants. They introduced me to their raw religion. It felt fresh. Like 

mankind’s original spiritual impulse. The original leap. Before our modern holy man. 

Before the institutions of men.” 

Jude took that as his cue. He stood and approached the scientists. 

“Excuse me, gentlemen.” 

Roy glanced up. “And who might you be?” 

“I’m a kind of angel. I rescue dogs. And people.” 

“We’re not interested.” 

“Roy, Roy, Roy. I think you know better. Deep down, that is.” 

“How do you know my name?” 

“I know a lot about you two. Perhaps more than you do.” 

“I don’t think we’ve ever met” added Hammer. 

“The two of you. So shockingly provincial,” the cheerful man continued. “I have come 

to save you.” 

“You can save us from kicking you to the streets.” 

“Now, now. No need for nastiness.” 

“You have thirty seconds.” 

“Fine. Your decision. Yes. That is what life is about, isn’t it?” He lifted his hand from a 

coat pocket, which immediately triggered a suppressed reflex from the two seated men. 

The newcomer offered Roy a small blue box with a silver bow. “I have a present for you, 

Roy. I dare you to open it. Here. Now.” 

Roy refused to accept the box. 

“Yes. That was always the problem, wasn’t it? You don’t like looking inside. You prefer 

external to internal discoveries. So much pain, Roy. So much hardship. Yet you preserve 

it like a pearl. Like a prize.” 

“Your time is up,” Roy responded. “Beat it.” 

“Relinquish the sword, Roy. Haven’t you suffered enough?” 

The man placed the box on the table and left the lounge. On the way out he looked at 

Hammer and said, “Akul Latiy.” 
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Hammer went still. An intense stare passed between the shaman and Jude as the 

stranger departed. 

“Nut-job. Religious whacko, out to stop us.” 

“I don’t think so,” Hammer answered. 

“Did we witness the same thing? Are you on drugs?” 

“Trust me. I’m not.” 

“Then what did you see that I didn’t?” 

“It’s what I heard.” 

“You mean his goofy goodbye? Gotta latte? Hah.” 

“I’ve heard that phrase once before in my life.” 

“You think there was something important in what he said. At the end?” 

“I know there was.” 

“Gotta latte?” 

“No. Akul Latiy. Very important.” 

“What the hell does it mean?” 

“I’m not sure.” 

“Then why act like he just spoke to your soul?” 

“I believe he did.” 

Roy looked at Hammer. Wondered if he had the right guy for the project. 

“Twenty years ago, I was in Peru. High in the mountains, alongside a beautiful lake. 

Surrounded by snow-capped peaks. Pristine mountains. I hiked with the village Shaman. 

Twelve of us, in the party. We climbed a steep, rocky incline. We sat in a cave around a 

simmering pot. Near the mouth of the cave, two men added various leaves and animal 

organs to the pot.” 

“More than just a meal.” 

“Ritual. They cut my hand with a strange knife. My blood was squeezed into the pot. 

The oldest and most decorated shaman lowered a scoop into the mixture and offered me 

the first drink.” 

“I don’t understand the connection. Did that man remind you of the shaman?” 

“No. It was what the shaman said when he offered me the drink. Before I was officially 

accepted into the brotherhood. The shaman said Akul Latiy to me before I drank. Before I 

entered the mouth of eternity.” 

Roy suddenly looked to the door and window. 
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“No worries. He is gone. I watched him carefully as he walked out. We’ll see him 

again.” 

“Didn’t he say he rescued dogs?” 

“Yes. And people.” 

Roy pondered the box. 

“Open it, Roy.” 

“No way.” 

“Why not?” 

“I don’t want to give that little man any satisfaction. No prank. No video. Maybe later.” 

“Shake it.” 

Roy shook the box. A simple clunk. An object rattling against the lid. Muffled. Perhaps 

it rested on cloth. 

“Back to you, Dr Hammer. Were you converted? Did you become a slave to certainty?” 

“No. I sensed each man’s soul. The village. The living earth. I sensed that everything is 

connected. Nature was my guide. Life permeated matter everywhere. Made sense to 

me.” 

“Do you face-paint?” 

“Only when I’m watching the Red Sox.” 

They laughed. Hammer sipped tea. There was still an awkward sense of unease. The 

visitor. The box. The message that few could decipher. 

Roy thought about the need to bring back the topic to his battle before he spoke. 

“One of my colleagues conducted experiments with the pineal gland, back home. Dr 

Gail Mentor.” 

“I’ve heard the name. The Third Eye Lady.” 

“Yes. She determined that the gland was a kind of antenna. Not just capable of 

determining sun-up and sundown. From the base of the brain. Much more. The gland is 

involved at birth and death, and in dreaming. Altered states.” 

“I think I’m getting a subtle signal,” Hammer mused. 

“What? Really?” 

“Yes. Ah. I have it!” 

“I’m listening.” 

“Yes. You are about to ask me if shamanistic beliefs involve the pineal.”  

“Are we swimming in the same ocean of bliss, Hammer? Your answers will help us 

build the pineal sensor. Or maybe you should do stand-up instead.” 
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“Sorry. I couldn’t resist. Still processing your reaction to the shaman. The unopened 

box. Seems strange. So I was human.” 

“That man was a shaman? Based solely on what he said? Let me try this again. Are 

there any shamanistic beliefs tied to the pineal?” 

“Mostly in North Africa and Asia. Some in the Americas. Energy centers. The kind of 

stuff you put in your book. You’ve been waiting for me to say it. I’ve seen shamanistic 

markings that are likely connected to the Third Eye. Forehead visions. Eye of the pyramid. 

Those kinds of things. I’ve seen symbols of vision, but not always a drawn eye. Not even 

an Eye of Ra, if you get my drift.” 

“Are you on drugs?” 

“Not right now I’m not. Why keep asking?” 

“I’m still getting this dick energy from you. As if this meeting is a joke. I have a few 

more minutes to determine whether you’re a good fit for the project. This asshole vibe 

isn’t helping either of us.” 

“I know what you’re up to. Building a pineal gland sensor that feeds a computer 

screen. I think you should just gain permission to do testing on humans. Let subjects 

note their experiences in journals, case closed. Living sacred science. Not the dark 

science of tissues and secretions viewed on computer monitors. Back to nature. No need 

for cold, inhuman labs. My take on your SRI experiments. Let biology act as your guide.” 

“You’re not interested.” 

“I’m interested. Very. But I think your approach is unnatural, and risks failure.” 

“It’s not my only approach. And I’m not dogmatic. I’ll go with what works.” 

Roy looked at the box. “I think that guy was a mentalist. Not a shaman. I say he was 

put up to this.” 

“Then open Pandora’s Box.” 

“I won’t give him the satisfaction. Not here at the lounge. Maybe back in Old Town.” 

Roy lifted the box and examined it from all angles. He studied every crease. 

“Suit yourself. I think he is dialled in, cosmically. And count me in, too.” 

“Perfect. We meet tomorrow. The Pind. Vinohrady.” 

 

* 
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More Meetings 

A massive Soviet-era clock stood proudly on the hill above downtown Prague as Roy and 

Renee left the underground station and headed gently uphill. The cold winds picked up. 

They rushed around the old brick buildings and nearby trees. 

Inside. 

The rest of the team consumed naan and samosas in the basement restaurant. Cool, 

damp air. Quiet atmosphere. The team played cordial, yet not comfortable. This was the 

first meeting in the flesh since the SRI debacle. 

A 3D pen projector sat ready mid-table so Roy could wireless broadcast from his wrist. 

An infrared beam cast a video player control panel on the table’s surface. The front of the 

pen projected the 3D screen high enough for viewability across the table. 

The Search for Dark Energy appeared in the darkness as waiters served the pre-

ordered meal. Over dinner, the team caught up with travel details, journey incidents, 

adjustments, and gripes. 

Roy clicked to an agenda page. 

Critical procedures. 

Graphene. 

Pineal Gland. 

Jungian Archetypes. 

Resources. 

Risks. 

Initial Findings. 

New Evidence. 

“Team. First, my apologies for that chain of events back in the States. Hardships and 

hassles experienced since. This is not America, and we are free to act here. They can buy 

New Science back home. We’ll make new science in Prague.” 

Roy’s research assistant Daniela smiled in response but quickly went stoic. There was 

an awkward pause. 

“Let’s get to business and review tomorrow’s presentation; we can share the pain over 

a few Martinis. That work?” Another pregnant pause. 

The image of a swimming hammerhead shark appeared in the air immediately above 

Roy’s projector. It grabbed everyone’s attention. 

“I’m going to present six quite different forms of life. Someone tell me what they have 

in common.” 



79 | P a g e  

 

He clicked through to a hive of bees, a herd of elephants, a tree filled with Monarch 

butterflies, an orca whale pod, and then old footage from a Pink Floyd Concert at the 

Berlin Wall. 

Renee shifted in her seat. Roy turned to her. 

“My field is information-sharing, or entanglement. Insects, mainly. I didn’t study 

humans.” 

Polite laughter. 

“At least four of these species have advanced data-sharing capabilities between 

members. With humans, I’m not so sure.” She smiled at Roy with a brief intense stare. 

The gang loosened up and chuckled, except for Roy and Daniela. Renee and Amory 

Steinberger were convinced Roy knew about the eviction from SRI in advance. He’d 

avoided telling the rest of the group, in case his appeal was successful. 

Roy’s need to know tactics alienated his teammates. 

Everyone watching knew Renee long-ago earned the right to criticize Roy openly. She 

functioned as a kind of handler for Roy in these tense team meetings. More food arrived. 

The smell of Asian spices filled the air. 

“I guess I deserved that.” 

Roy glanced at each of his team members as 3D images of the Pink Floyd concert 

repeated in 60-second cycles. No one felt at ease. 

After he finished his glances of apology to each member, he pushed a still image into 

the projector beam. A magnified illustration from inside a human ear: stereocilia fibers 

within the cochlea. 

“It hit me when studying anatomy in college. These tiny ear hairs deep inside the 

cochlea. They allow us to communicate with others. They are stimulated by vibrations in 

the air around us. Just the ones that fall within a certain range.” 

He pointed to the Organ of Corti, and the tiny fibers of varying lengths. 

“When these hairs are degraded, by loud noise, toxins, whatever, we lose the ability to 

hear. Sound exists in abundance all around us, but we cannot hear it. Yes. The tree falls 

in the woods whether we hear it or not.” 

He started a hand movement, then cut dead. 

“The instrument defines reality. It defines our senses: what we perceive as truth, or 

fact. Yet we know that we are missing data. Certainty regarding hidden domains is 

foolhardy.” 
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Roy dipped his open right hand with his palm facing up, almost as if engaged in a 

formal debate. Fingers tapping in air. 

“We also know other mammals hear higher and lower frequencies that we cannot 

hear. Some even communicate unseen over great distances.” 

“Let’s be careful Roy; these animals may be using visual cues,” commented Renee. 

“Let’s keep things precise.” 

“Agreed,” Roy added. “I could say the same thing about eyesight. Some animals see 

better under certain conditions than we do. Many sharks have weak eyesight. They 

detect electrical currents in prey in the water.” 

Roy exchanged glances with each member at the table. 

Win the audience. 

“Sharks have other capabilities, evolved over a long time. Yet we know everything 

through our sensors. Our perfect all-seeing, all-hearing organs.” 

“That is why we are in Prague,” grinned the guy with the meth-like prehistoric smile. 

“Mark, when we were at SRI you mentioned missing data related to plants in Brazil. 

The rainforest, I think. And you weren’t talking about Ayahuasca.” 

“Wade Davis discovered new plant species while interacting with indigenous people. 

They tasted plants, so they knew some similar-looking plants were actually different. That 

inspired a new generation of ethno-botanists.” 

“Before Magnetic Resonance Imaging, we thought we only used a small portion of the 

brain. Reductionism.” 

“I say we communicate at a distance.” 

The projected images of the various animal species faded in and out. 

“Is that an idea that is implausible, especially in the internet era? Thoughts as 

transmissible energy?” 

Roy paced around, making eye-contact with each member of his team. 

“Let’s face it. Original research is dead. The establishment is drowning in dogma and 

religion is sanitized. No awe. No wonder. No beauty. Just dogma. Science isn’t much 

better any more. Original science is a threat. It is time to take a fresh, expansive look at 

the universe.” 

Roy advanced the projector into a rotation of images of God expressed over time and 

across cultures. A depiction of Zeus and a panoply of gods followed. From Aphrodite to 

Zoroaster. An image of a bearded wise man featured repeatedly. An assortment of 

religious leaders and symbols, all appearing in mid-air above his projector, told Roy’s 
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story. The Pantheon appeared at the close of a cycle, showing a dozen gods in a 360º 

degree circle. 

After another awkward period of silence, Dr Jonathan Martin, theoretical physicist, 

spoke up. 

“Hold on there, Roy, I am wholeheartedly uncomfortable with the God angle on this. 

Yes, Newton was a mystic of sorts. He was also careful. Most pioneers were cautious 

about separating their journeys from their scientific quests. John Dee, here in Prague? 

He went off the deep end.” 

“That was a different age, a much different age,” Roy interjected. 

The team reached boiling-point on the issue. Everyone except Roy and his faithful 

assistant came to agreement in a spontaneous outburst of utterances. 

This was the only way to change Roy’s mind. In one-on-one settings, his will was too 

strong to bend with conversation. 

Of course, the shaman also backed out of the God thing. He had other quests to see 

to. 

Roy knew he’d have to trim the last portion of his presentation. He’d replace it with 

the one developed by the woman not seated at the table. 

Dr Gail Mentor left shortly after the fuss began. She was a prodigy, a specialist in 

neuroscience. Her work on the pineal put out the view that the gland was a sensory 

organ that shrank over time through lack of use. Speech and hearing evolved, replacing 

what? Telepathy? 

Culturally, there were taboos against the use of psychedelic plants. Gail’s work was 

radical, without being seen as fringe. Roy invited the shaman in to cover the drug angles 

he couldn’t manage, now that Gail was no longer part of the picture. 

She showed, five years earlier, that the pineal gland was a highly sensitive organ 

especially active during birth and death. What had she said to him? 

 

* 

 

“This little beauty speaks to us in dreams. We have sensors with everything. Well, this is 

a very powerful organic sensor, buried deep in the brain. A factory for DMT. Go back more 

than ten thousand years, and see how civilization dawns. It dawns thanks to the last 

flickering burst of brilliance from a since-diminished super-machine. The power of the 

mushroom lifted us from hunter-gatherer to creator. When we outlawed fungi and turned 
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to alcohol, it was the beginning of a dark age. The Romans replaced mushrooms at 

services for wine that was likely laced with lead. We are left with the broken sphere of 

our birth. Brightly-colored Christmas trees and Easter eggs. Meaningless patterns. No 

longer swirling among us but frozen on shells and metals.” 

 

* 

 

When Gail saw advanced excerpts from Roy’s book, she left. Her speech about the dawn 

of civilization wasn’t attributed to her. She asked him to leave her name off the passage. 

Too fringe. Not like her. Had she been experimenting with drugs? He never asked. 

“Is SteveR in?” Renee asked, changing the subject. 

“Not yet. Almost.” 

He looked back at each of his colleagues. 

“He’ll join. Then we’re done.” 

Roy’s pregnant pause kicked in just as Jonathan moved to speak. 

The piece on the pineal gland would be re-inserted into the pitch presentation, 

replacing the religious section. It was settled. Lose a battle. Win the war. 

Roy ordered a round of Martinis for those who drank, and iced tea for those who 

abstained. Alcohol was on the way out with the in-crowd. Replaced by a new generation 

of designer drinks using plant extracts like THC, alcohol had turned into a sideshow. No 

longer the main event. 

Still, Roy liked to celebrate with Martinis even when he didn’t feel like celebrating. The 

group managed to get slightly sloshed. Roy made his way through the snow alone. Renee 

waited, then went to his hotel room. 

 

 

Old Town 

“What the hell were you thinking?” Renee asked. 

“When?” 

“At Pind. The new angle. Gods floating in air.” 

“Oh.” 

“The team has been through enough crap.” 

Roy shifted attention away from his weathered e-book reader and into the distance. 

“Instinct. I wanted to test the team.” 
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“You wanted to shock them.” 

“Sort of,” he said as he pretended to read. “Gail was gone. I wanted an alternative 

twist.” 

“You were baiting them.” 

“I did like those 3D images of gods floating in infrared. Looked cool.” 

The noise from the market outside seeped into the room, intermixed with Buddhist 

monks chanting to drums on Roy’s player. 

“You have such a taste for conflict. You feel validated. Don’t you? Authenticated by the 

rush of battle.” 

“Bullshit.” 

“I don’t think so. Look at the pattern. You don’t work well with others.” 

Roy spoke quickly, almost stuttering. “We are at war. Gail left. I offered an alternative 

angle. A provocative angle.” 

“What did you expect?” 

“For the team to react strongly. Push me to stay on track.” 

“Which is what you wanted…” 

“Yes.” I needed to see their passion.” 

“Nice, Roy. Trial by red herring.” 

“It wasn’t a bad hypothesis.” 

“We’re scientists. We look for energy and matter. Behavior. Replicable experiments.” 

“You’re thinking too small, Renee. Think bigger.” 

“Now you’re being condescending again.” She picked up her reader. “My view stands.” 

“That I thrive on disagreement?” 

“Yes, you do.” 

“Pure unadulterated bullshit.” 

“Thanks. You just made my point.” 

He went back to reading Madame Blavatsky as Renee returned her attention to Brin’s 

eerily prescient Existence. 

 

 

He Was Vaporized 

Roy meditated. Palms raised skyward, measured breathing, cycled chants from root to 

crown chakra. A surge of cleansing energy flowed up the base of his spine as he 
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unleashed the serpent, the kundalini. He felt refreshed, in sync with the world. He was an 

extension of the planet. Connected. 

He began to regret the argument with Renee, 

He walked over to the bed, where Renee stretched out in her latest lingerie 

acquisition. Black leather. Parts missing. 

“SteveR didn’t disappoint yesterday.” 

“You mean he was sober?” 

“Pretty much.” 

“Impressive.” 

“He still reeked. But he was coherent.” 

“How are Barbra and the boys doing?” 

“We didn’t talk about his personal life.” 

“Why am I not surprised?” 

“I have better things to do than argue. Even though you think that’s what I live for.” 

“Avoidance doesn’t suit you Roy.”  

“Yes. You’re right.” 

“Now you’re playing a role: the monk. I so know you deep down, Roy. You’re a soldier. 

You always have been.  Everything else is an act.  A way to gain the high ground, for the 

next battle.” 

“I think you’ve just proven my hypothesis.” 

“Let’s talk about SteveR.” 

“Works for me. He told me about the glasses, Zenin, and how Deitz died.” 

“He was electrocuted?” 

“More like incinerated. Or vaporized. They were testing a next-gen energy collector. It 

worked too well.” 

“Was Deitz struck by… high-tech lightning?” 

“Much, much worse. The device vaporized a layer of asphalt and obliterated a pair of 

9MW data center battery arrays. The kind used for backup power. Dietz was one foot 

away. Watching the meters.” 

“Vaporized. Sounds wrong.” 

“As if every cell in his body exploded. Simultaneously. SteveR described a horrific 

vapor. Tar. Like bad bacon, he said. Intense for about a minute. And some charred 

mystery fragments were found. Maybe bone. Maybe shoe leather. Alloys. Droplets in the 

brick many yards away. The rest untraceable.” 
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“That was why they cancelled the project.” 

“Part of the story, at least.” 

“A man’s obliteration wasn’t enough?” 

“They were doing advanced software work. Sensors become gateways. Stuff like that.” 

Renee quickly understood the implications 

“Interesting.  Quite interesting actually. A whole new gateway network. Massive 

redundancy.” 

“Capable of passing traffic and collecting micropayments. Game-changing software.” 

“So you think there is a conspiracy. A shift in power threatened the powerful. The dead 

man was merely convenient.” 

“SteveR had his enemies, let’s leave it at that.” 

“A new source of power. A new internet with no monopoly. The ultimate crowd-sourced 

cloud. Most certainly a powerful idea.” 

“Very powerful enemies.” 

“Dietz was murdered, not killed?” 

“Not saying that…” 

“Enemies of innovation. Come on.” 

“Yes. I would say that. A tired status quo protecting its interests.” 

 

* 

 

Roy’s dreams were mixed that night. In one, the Willamette River flooded his alma mater 

with strange beasts as he attended a college reunion. In another, he floated above 

Prague and then appeared at his mother’s grave. After that, he attended a funeral for an 

aging uncle thousands of miles away. He recognized the family farm cemetery, but saw 

lights instead of people. 

He tumbled into a new era. Really an old one. He pried a sword out of a woman’s 

shoulder as she slid into his lap. Blood sprayed everywhere. He woke in a state of grief 

over a long-dead woman. 

Renee cradled his head. He recounted the dreams. 

Is this my brain turning off traffic signals as I sleep…or something more? Why the 

Roman theme? The Egyptian one? 

He recalled the crazy guy’s comment about a sword. Did that mention simply filter into 

the dream? Sleep claimed him again. It was dreamless, this time. 
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The Klementinum 

Roy and Renee spent Saturday morning strolling through the winding, snowy streets. 

They took in the beauty and offbeat grandeur of granite buildings tinted by centuries of 

soot. Roy looked back, expecting to be followed by the box guy. 

Renee spoke of people long-gone. The senses of the inhabitants who walked the 

streets over the centuries. People who shared these vistas. The fearful. The imaginative. 

The bold. The control-freaks. They all walked this street. Turned that corner. 

Roy pointed with his free left hand. “Look at the pine cones. Along the top of the 

building there. They knew. The ancient symbol of the pineal gland. In plain sight. The Eye 

of Ra. The base of the crown chakra. They knew.” 

Renee kept her thoughts to herself. She wasn’t yet on board with the pineal theory.  A 

pine cone was a pine cone. 

They walked through the Klementinum, a Jesuit Library built in the 16th century. Some 

of the modern world’s most notable astronomers studied there and walked among the 

books and astrolabes under the beautiful ceilings. The place evoked memories of the 

Sistine Chapel. 

A pianist played a snatch of Mozart. 

“It must have been a great time here. Way back when,” Roy said to Renee as he 

looked at the ornate carved wood and painted ceilings. 

I would prefer the present, she thought as he continued to gaze at the old books and 

astrolabes. 

When were those astrolabes last used? he wondered. 

After the string room tour, the couple walked across the Charles Bridge. That stone 

walkway’s religious statues each carried its own story. 

Roy had his own shrine on the bridge. A place where a noble Catholic priest was 

thrown to his death because he refused to violate his vows. 

True nobility, Roy thought. They killed him for being a true priest. A man of the highest 

calling. 

They headed back to the Alchemy Museum, a flight of stairs above the Alchemy 

Lounge, where Roy held court. Where he met the crazy with the blue box. 

The place was filled with books and scrolls, murky potions, and stuffed animals in 

assorted cages. From here John Dee, an expert in advanced algebra, spoke with angels. 
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There were dozens of jars filled with organs, some likely from humans, as well as the 

severed heads of various animals including small monkeys, rats, and bats. Strange eggs. 

A few tongues. 

Back in his native Britain, John Dee had one of the largest libraries. He lived for that 

place, before being summoned to Prague by Edward Kelley and others. An alchemical 

quest if ever there was one. Old books. Old formulas. Making gold out of common metals. 

That kind of thing. 

Amazing lab, Roy recollected as he gazed into the neon glass tubes that lit the quiet 

Alchemy Lounge. I wonder if that whacko is hanging around? He thought about the box 

left back on his desk. Then the man. Then Hammer’s story about the cave. 

Roy felt a chill as he sensed he already knew what was inside the box. That’s why he 

still hesitated to open the bloody thing. 

Renee impressed by the surroundings? Not so much. She found the chambers vaguely 

medieval and somewhat ominous. The lounge looked dead. A lone barkeep polished 

glasses as they entered. 

So this is what the fringe looks like, she thought: aging men going mad with 

desperation. 

“Dee was looking for the truth and look where it got him,” Roy commented as he 

drank his decaf mocha under the glowing test tube lights on the ceiling. 

Renee thought about what happens to people if they look too deeply into the 

unknown.  She couldn’t help but to question his sanity. 

“You think he went mad?” She asked. 

“He must have thought he was so close. So very close.” 

“To the Philosopher’s Stone?” 

“Yes.  He was misguided. Thought the stone was matter. He was working with the 

wrong elements.” 

“It all comes down to matter again…” Renee added sarcastically. 

“He didn’t understand the code of the ancients. The hidden meanings.” 

“And you do?” Renee asked in an effort to bring Roy back down to earth. 

“Anyone who takes old scripts literally. Falls into a trap. Contexts and symbols wash 

away with time, like sand castles. Take these older buildings. People have no clue what 

the symbols mean. The symbols are now artifacts.” 

“You think he had access, to some of the sacred texts of Alexandria? Thoth’s emerald 

tablet?” 
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“That is what I think. And that is where we come in. Energy.” 

“This must not be your first trip to Prague…” She laughed. 

“I think all true scientists have been here in spirit, in energy.” 

They left the lounge and walked through the study, near the window where a perched 

mannequin of Dee gazed at scrolls. 

“Look at the images on those scrolls. That isn’t Egyptian. It’s a pre-dynastic script. Like 

the one I saw at Damanhur.  Who is running about Prague writing in pre-Dynastic 

Egyptian?” 

“You are saying whoever painted these…copied from a primary source.” 

“Knew what he or she was doing.” Roy continued to gaze at the script carefully printed 

on the replica scrolls, then turned to Renee: “Let’s grab some dinner.” 

She snapped a picture of the study, showing the caged stuffed animals and the walls 

of scrolls and worn books. 

“What was that for?” 

“Our biography. You know, for that day someone finds the Philosopher’s Stone. So 

that we can get the credit.” 

“We should take that picture by the pine cones instead,” Roy said as he smiled back. 

“Or by the Philosopher’s Sensor.” 

“Or by your collection of desktop obelisks…” They walked down the stairs and onto the 

well-worn cobblestone street. 

 

* 

 

After a few hours of chatting with colleagues abroad, they uploaded and checked the 

meta-files. These files automatically sifted the latest reports and formed scientific 

profiles packed with annotations and links. Essential tools for keeping up. 

“Anything interesting?” Roy asked Renee as she tapped the floating video keyboard 

and screen above her cloudpoint pen. 

“Not really. There was a report on a shark attack near Quepos in Costa Rica. A Great 

White attacked by a pod of Orcas. There are footnotes related to remote communication. 

I should know more tomorrow. It’s a 10TB 36-layer video stack with sensor data. Could 

be useful, especially if they captured the right stacks.” 
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“Still nothing on pineal research,” Roy added. “Looks like Parsons has found an 

asteroid that is heavy in gold content: an estimated thousand tons. He’s raising funds for 

yet another mining venture.” 

“Platinum prices still falling from the last one?” 

“As cheap as gold. By the way…we located a 3D printer for making a few more solar 

pucks.” 

“More careful this time?” 

“Much less Zenin. Graphene Resources can supply us the new graphene, three layers 

printed as a weave. More absorptive than three separate layers. More power. So we may 

just use two woven layers at first. Then carefully add more. Platinum without neptunium 

as well.” 

Renee started thinking about the next move. “You need to get SteveR on board first. If 

you’re playing with Zenin, you want his involvement.” 

“We had a good meeting. He gets it.” 

“I’m not comfortable, being dependent upon him.” 

“We don’t have much choice.” 

“We need him. But we must watch him.” 

“He has been through a lot.” 

“So have you.” 

“You don’t think I’m a mess?” Roy smiled as he looked deeply into Renee’s eyes. 

She stepped over and straddled his lap. “Is there is a place in this hotel room where 

you would be more comfortable.” 

Roy then noticed the missing leather in her panties as she leaned back and raised her 

knees. He lowered his head and gently moistened her in between the leathery fabrics. 

“Don’t you get cold down here?” He asked as he looked up into her eyes. 

“Not for long. I’m already warming up.” 

He reached down between her legs and started gently touching her as he kissed her. 

He felt her arousal and guided her to the bed. They made love with most of their clothes 

on. 

 

* 

 

She rolled on top of him afterwards and placed her head on his shoulders, comforted by 

the thought of his semen inside her. 
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“What kind of potentials would we unleash, Roy. If your sperm mixed with my egg. 

Have you ever thought about that?” 

“If we raised our child right. With love and travel and books. I think she would be 

amazing.” 

“We wouldn’t give birth to a certaintist?” 

“We could.” 

“Tell me, Roy Olavus Swenson, where do you think certaintists come from?” 

“They come from the lands of certainty.” 

She smiled. “Vague answer.” 

“Couldn’t give a certain one.” 

“We should have a child, Roy.” 

“Let’s make the world a better place for our child first.” 

“Agreed.” 

They fell asleep as electronic devices downloaded various reports.  Despite the 2.0 

Hadoop architecture in use in their 4th tier cloud, they still had to wait overnight for 

results. Scraps of cycles were all that was available.  Welcome to the world of fringe 

science. 

Roy fell quickly and deeply, and soon arrived in his dream-state at the house next to 

the library, near the fireplace. 

“I sure like Renee,” Julia mentioned to Roy as they took shape in the room. 

“I do too,” answered Roy, pausing in anticipation of another suggestion. 

“You already know what I’m thinking.” 

“Isn’t that the beauty of these dream-states?” 

“You were always able to read my mind, complete my thoughts. Even when I was in 

the universe of matter.” 

They walked to the blue tiger as it sat oblivious in the fireplace. Roy was suddenly 

sitting at a table, again with complete knowledge of how he got there and who was 

around him…as if he never left. 

He was back in Alexandria, in the old palace, the original palace. The room converted 

with his cot and trunk. There were no electric lights, just a pulsing lighthouse and some 

hanging lamps. The smell of incense was back in the air, yet not as strong as in the new 

palace where dinner was held just hours before. 
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4. SAMIA 

 

 

 

 

“I request permission to enter, Officer Agrippa. For personal reasons. I am not here on 

the Pharaoh’s business. We need to talk further. May I enter?” 

Agrippa thought he was dreaming. He felt immediately aroused. Samia spoke again in 

Latin, just above a whisper. Her silhouette graced the brazier flame. 

“Are you alone?” he asked, also above a whisper. Agrippa remembered the warning 

from Octavius. She might be a courtesan. 

“All are in their rooms. Most are already asleep. Caesar is likely pre-occupied. The 

guards know I have permission to enter.” 

“The Roman guards.” 

“Yes.” 

“You may enter. But carefully note our situation.” 

She looked even better in the dim lamplight. The room that once housed the Royal 

Doctor centuries before was exotic enough without her presence. Samia stood boldly as 

flame shadows flickered across the richly painted walls. 

His arousal intensified. No woman for months, and now look at me. The Museum can 

wait. 

“There is no need to worry, Officer. The outer doors are secure. This room was not 

designed to be spied on.” 

“We’re all on orders not to mix with Egyptians outside of official business. Caesar 

ordered us, to keep a healthy distance.” 

“All are settled in, except for three sentries. They are posted on the second floor 

outside Caesar’s room.” 

“That’s all?” 
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“There are four more outside the main entrance. Twenty more patrol the walls of the 

Royal Quarter, with a few Nubian eunuchs. If we are quiet, we shouldn’t have trouble.” 

Agrippa moved over on the cot to make room for Samia. She slid across the large 

wooden chest next to his cot. 

Just what a woman should expect from a Roman, she thought as she sat on the 

sturdy wooden chest. Images of Mars were etched on each side, along with a bronze 

plate inscribed with Agrippa’s name and the seal of the Tenth Legion. 

“I came here to talk, Officer Agrippa.” 

“You have my complete attention,” Agrippa replied, feeling somewhat put out as his 

arousal subsided. Perhaps she is no courtesan, he thought. 

“I can tell,” she replied. 

She looked straight into his eyes. Had she made the right decision to enter the palace 

and confront him? Is he the same Agrippa I talked to earlier tonight? What happened 

since? She contemplated her situation as her shadow danced on the brightly-colored 

walls. Her familiar perfume filled the air. 

Agrippa broke the silence. 

“What bothers you so much that you approach while I’m prepared for sleep? This 

would be very forward. If we were in Rome.” 

Feeling insulted by a Roman she was coming to respect, Samia replied sarcastically. “I 

did not come here to please you on behalf of Pharaoh. Despite what your low-life friend 

thinks. I came to continue our conversation. Reconcile some… personal issues.” 

Caesar was right, Agrippa thought. These walls have ears. 

She continued. “Yet you are right. I had to talk to you. Even if I appeared to you as an 

object. I should be more careful. Let us continue another time.” She paused again to give 

him a chance. 

“Samia…what bothers you? Do you resent Romans? You seemed agitated from the 

moment we stood together at the feast. When I held your medallion.” 

“Tonight is a mistake. We are not ready to have the conversation. I should have 

known. My sincerest apologies, Officer Agrippa.” 

She prepared to leave. He reached up and gently touched her arm. 

“No. Stay. Let us continue our conversation from earlier tonight.” 

I almost lost her, he thought. 

Samia explored his eyes. I want more of an assurance of his character. 

“Go on, Roman.” 



93 | P a g e  

 

“I loved talking to you today. I’ve never encountered a woman with so much passion 

for the sciences and the great mysteries. I lost myself in our conversation.” 

“Officer Agrippa, have you ever experienced love?” 

“Yes. Many times.” 

“Many times? How old are you?” 

“Almost sixteen.” 

“How does a Roman boy and soldier have so many loves?” 

“There were two brothels where I grew up. Since receiving my toga of manhood, I 

spent much time there.” 

Internally she smiled at his claims of love. 

“And what of love outside the brothels?” 

“Why ask?” 

“I want to share something personal. And yet I’m cautious. I feel we’ll speak of things 

we may both regret.” 

I understand his energy, but not yet his character, she pondered. 

“Samia. It is late and I must meet the security detail at sunrise.” 

I will take a risk on this Roman. It is the only way. 

“We have met before. And we will meet after.” 

All kinds of apprehensions rippled through Agrippa’s being, yet he kept listening. 

“My family served as priests for a very long time. Since the death of a Pharaoh 

centuries ago, during a religious war. Before that war, our family was one of the first 42 

tribes. Those tribes became the civilization that was the original Egypt. It is important that 

you know this.” 

“So you say.” 

“After I was born, the Queen grew jealous of my mother and the Pharaoh’s temporary 

wife. The woman from Memphis. During the Queen’s bouts of anger and jealousy we 

were sent to various temples, sometimes in remote areas, for our own safety.” 

“You survived. So?” 

“During exile, we stayed at a temple to Bast near Memphis. In ancient times, before 

modern Egypt, people believed cats could read minds. The temple guardians fed 

hundreds of cats. I vividly remember priests feeding stray cats on the temple steps.” 

“Letting cats run around a temple makes no sense.” 
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“We didn’t originally worship animals. We worshiped the energy, the potential, that the 

animals represented. Strength. Insight. You’ll see, when we tour the Museum and enter 

the Life Tree room.” 

Samia paused and looked deeply into his eyes, ready to end the conversation at the 

slightest sign. 

“Well, Samia. Cats also catch rodents. Protect grain. Perhaps there’s wisdom in letting 

cats run loose.” 

“One night, when I was six, I had a very strange nightmare. I was killed, on my knees, 

in front of a strange soldier. In the dream, I welcomed death. The dream repeated itself. 

After several nights of waking screaming, I went with my mother to a priest known for 

dream interpretation. He told me I would be part of the conquest of Egypt yet again. This 

time, by Rome.” 

Their eyes locked in silence, this time for the longest period. He had the strangest 

sensation. Then he knew what she was about to say. Agrippa listened quietly as he 

struggled to understand the range of elevated emotions coursing through him. 

“When I saw you enter the hall tonight, I not only remembered the dream but also 

recognized you as my murderer. Your armor was very different. You wore purple in my 

dream, but it was you. I fought the impulse to talk to you, thinking I’d protect myself by 

avoiding you. Ultimately your preoccupation with the palace, the mural, and the Museum 

drew me in.” 

She looked earnestly into his eyes. “I considered whether or not the dream was 

symbolic of something else. Perhaps the end of a stage in my life. Tell me. Do you believe 

dreams are prophetic or symbolic?” 

“I have not given the matter much thought.” 

“Do you dream?” 

“Yes, but dreams mean nothing to me.” 

“Have you ever killed anyone in a dream?” 

“No.” 

“What of being in Alexandria, in a dream?” 

“No.” 

“I must go now, Agrippa. Thank you for listening. I feel better. In exchange for listening, 

I will show you around the Museum. Do you know your responsibilities during your stay?” 

“I’ll find out in the morning at first light. At the security detail.” 
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“I should advise you. We are about to become allies. That is all that I can say. You 

must hear the rest from Caesar.” Samia stood slowly, then reached out to touch 

Agrippa’s shoulder as a gesture of friendship. “I sense we have much, much more to talk 

about.” 

“I do too,” Agrippa responded in kind. 

“Your role in coming events is critical. Caesar will make an important request of you. 

Accept. Good night, Officer Agrippa.” 

“Samia.” Agrippa paused for a few seconds. “My friends call me Marcus.” 

“So be it…Marcus,” she said with a cautious smile. She turned and walked quietly 

through the passage and into a neighboring palace. 

Agrippa’s arousal returned. 

 

 

Chaos Begins 

Three days later, tension between the Egyptians and Romans in Alexandria escalated. 

Caesar spent two of his first three evenings with Cleopatra in the grand suite of the older 

L-shaped palace on the waterfront. He tried to bring Cleopatra’s younger brother into the 

fold by offering a return to co-regency. 

The boy Pharaoh deferred to his advisors. They didn’t want to share the spoils or play 

to two regents. Complicated. Early protests were already taking place outside the palace 

where Caesar stayed. Alexandria was unstable. 

Matters deteriorated further when the Pharaoh’s advisors discovered Cleopatra was 

communicating directly with Caesar, and possibly sleeping with him. 

Events unfolded faster than planned. Agrippa would become part of Caesar’s Plan B, 

the intervention of another Legion into the Egyptian Civil War.  More risks would be taken 

to stabilize an increasingly precarious status quo.  

 

 

The Museum 

Agrippa waited for Samia in the front room of the older palace, the original built by 

Ptolemy 1. Dressed in a Roman toga, he sat on a beautiful marble bench built into the 

wall behind two giant doors. The doors were open to the bustling aquamarine harbor of 

ships and sailors and birds; a view enjoyed by Ptolemy 2 as he grew up. 

If only Rome could be this majestic. 
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The craftsmanship of the place is hard to believe. Everything looks so perfect yet so 

natural. It is a shame that the stone has outlived the spirit of the man. 

“There you are,” Samia called as she climbed the steps into the temple. “I think I like 

you better in that toga than in armor.” 

“Why am I not surprised?” 

It was a short walk from the guest palace to the Museum, along the waterfront, past 

the striking theater and the pair of impressive obelisks. Then they reached the courtyard 

of the Museum. 

They passed amazing fountains and walled gardens as Samia explained the system of 

cisterns that drew water from deep underground. The advanced plumbing generated 

enhanced taste with mixing and aeration. Agrippa had not seen anything like it. 

The mix of shimmering palms and beautifully etched stone, exotic flowers and 

topiaries, was unlike anything Agrippa had ever imagined. 

“You were right,” he said. 

“Did you accept Caesar’s offer?” 

“Yes.” 

“So did I. Then we depart tomorrow. The situation is urgent. I have family, in the area.” 

“I heard as much from Caesar. Cleopatra granted the use of a Liburnian ship. I’ll have 

the chance to study it.” 

“Marcus, I said that I was going with you.” 

“I heard. And understood. But where are my priorities? Liburnians are some of the 

fastest ever built. Until today, I’d only heard about them. Certainly, I love the idea of our 

spending more time together.” 

“And a trip with me, by itself, isn’t as interesting? You are such a Roman. I told 

Cleopatra of your interest in the Museum. We will be allowed to walk through areas 

where only initiates are allowed.” 

“I’ll no doubt see the secret boat designs?” 

“You possess a very Greek sense of sarcasm.” 

Agrippa was already overwhelmed by the architecture, the fountains and the exotic 

hieroglyphs, including the striking obelisk made of reddish stone on the large 

thoroughfare. 

Alexander would be proud of his legacy, he thought as Samia took him into the main 

building. 
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A tall muscular Nubian guard raised his hand as a signal for Agrippa to stop. Samia 

spoke and Agrippa was allowed entrance. 

“What was that about?” 

“You look Roman.” 

“Isn’t it odd that I’m not insulted?” 

“The master of the library is a Ptolemy appointee. My bloodline helps, despite my 

slave status.” 

Up the short, wide entrance steps and past four Greek-styled pillars, Samia and 

Agrippa walked into the stunning central hall. It housed three levels of doors and decks, 

all facing the hall and leading into two dozen rooms. 

At the top was a large, beautiful oculus with the ceiling band decorated in the signs of 

the zodiac. In the middle of the room stood rows of desks and a few tables. Against the 

west wall lay a massive desk, where a long-haired bearded man with a Greek toga sat 

reading a scroll. There were cats everywhere. 

“Is this also animal worship?” 

“No. The rat-hunting you mentioned. Rodents like papyrus and animal skins almost as 

well as they love Egyptian grain.” 

Agrippa pointed. 

“That must be the finest sand I have ever seen. For the cats?” 

In the center of the grand room sat a rectangular sand box flush with the floor except 

for a raised marble ledge. This served for lectures, as patterns were made and erased 

with ease in the sand. No cat entered the sand, which amazed Agrippa. 

The roof contained clever openings which let light in. Agrippa pointed to the unique 

shutters. “They are not designed for foul weather?” 

“It’s not the rain that is the problem here, despite the clouds you see building over the 

sea.” 

Agrippa looked at her quizzically. 

“You haven’t seen the effect yet, but, when the wind switches direction, it fills our city 

with sand. If we do not sweep regularly, all is buried. Like much of old Egypt. The birds 

that stain our statues and streets are not part of our biggest problem.” 

“I really thought you were going to mention bird-shit, from all those birds emptying 

themselves. Especially on the statues. In Rome, those birds are served with pork and 

olives.” 

“In Alexandria and most of Egypt, the Ibis is sacred.” 
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Samia guided Agrippa up a short flight of stairs under a mural featuring Alexander the 

Great. She passed through a set of ornate doors just to the left of the portrait, along the 

same wall. They entered a longer-angled stairway that led downstairs to a large complex 

of classrooms, each with sand boxes on the floor. 

Agrippa glanced at specialized collections connected by a long hallway passing under 

the courtyard. 

They skirted a large hall where scholars and priests talked as Egyptian servants 

brought bread and beer. Samia showed the Roman where Euclid, Pythagoras and 

Archimedes studied mathematics. 

Agrippa noted another room with a plaque crediting Aristotle for donating many of the 

original scrolls, tablets and artifacts to the original building, once called the Temple of 

the Muses. Another plaque was dedicated to the original librarian, Zenodotus, as well as 

to Apollonius of Rhodes. 

“You are about to enter sacred space,” she warned as a large wall with 

unrecognizable writing slid open and they entered a room. The lamps lit automatically. 

The smell of old papyrus, oil and leather wafted into the hallway. The carefully-lit shelves 

bore scrolls, parchments, clay and stone tablets, and strange artifacts. 

“What is that?” 

“The great hall of history.  Also known as the Life Tree room” 

Against one wall was a mural of a room filled with hundreds of wooden statues. 

“This is the other side of the mural you were looking at so intently, Agrippa. A line of 

Pharaohs extending back long before Menes.” 

“You can call me Marcus,” Agrippa reminded her as he smiled warmly at the highly-

decorated slave. She smiled back. “Thank you, Marcus. I was starting to wonder, after I 

discovered your love of ships. Before we look at the scrolls, let me offer you a taste of 

history.” 

“Very well.” 

“Egypt was once called Khemet, or Black Land, because the soil was very fertile. There 

were 42 tribes in the two lands that later became one country. Dynastic Egypt. That is 

why you will see so many mentions of the 42 tribes in temple hieroglyphs, and in many of 

these writings. The priests tied their temples back to the days of Khemet.” 

“Do you think Alexander was aware of this?” 
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“Yes. Aristotle passed many of the entrance exams for the priesthood, including the 

Test of Temptations, in which the priests try to break you by exploiting potential 

fantasies. Wealth, sex, and power.” 

Agrippa glanced around the chamber, which housed an ornate four-sided cabinet in 

the center. The lower half of the cabinet held drawers and the top half had shelves. The 

gold-lined drawers had strange bronze locks. Agrippa pointed to the drawers. 

“Those?” 

“Originals. Irreplaceable.” 

He nodded as he absorbed detail in the shelves, the artwork, and the unique smell of 

old inked papyrus and the oils burning in the stone lamps attached to the walls. The 

lamps were filled from the other side by slaves who had no right to access. 

“If the priests protected their knowledge, how did Aristotle gain knowledge?” 

“He passed the tests, granting access to this room and the locked shelves. He’d know 

many secrets. Plato and Socrates. Here in this room. On these stone floors.” 

Agrippa remembered Aristotle also studied in Egypt. Probably in Luxor or Memphis. 

Egypt’s secrecy. It undermined its legacy. 

“Greeks openly shared knowledge; Egyptians protected knowledge. Is that correct 

Samia?” 

“Many of these writings were never shared beyond the priesthood.” 

“Oaths of secrecy?” 

“Yes.” 

“And you bring me here at great peril.” 

“No. Cleopatra plans to remove the veil of mystery and unite with Rome. The Museum 

would be a treasure of our empire.” 

So many secrets, thought Agrippa. So many ideas hidden away. And to what end? 

Samia continued. “Some believe Alexander was the reincarnation of a Pharaoh. He 

was called to return to clean up Egypt after the spiritual crisis that so divided us. Turned 

many into slaves and exiles.” 

Agrippa couldn’t help himself. The room felt tired, irrelevant, obsolete. “What is that 

picture about?” he asked, pointing at the mural. 

“The Khemetians thought mankind evolved from fish; some interpret the image to 

mean the first rulers came from the sea. Others speculate that we evolved from the sea. 

The sculptors of the first statues are no longer alive to tell us what they meant. So we 

interpret. We guess.” 
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“Fish are food.” 

“Not if Thoth appeared from the ocean after a flood. Then started his lineage.” 

“Oh.” He ran his hands across the fine wood of the center cabinet. “I thought you 

meant that Egyptians started as a race of fish. Or fish people.” 

“I don’t think that is what the mural depicts. There is an actual chamber. Near 

Memphis. With the statues. It is underground. I have seen it.” 

“What about the scrolls on the top shelf here, below the image of the sun?” 

“Most are based on the idea that life as we know it is a mixture of energy and matter. 

We spoke of this at dinner. As energy meets matter, new matter is formed. Then there is 

new energy, more new matter, and so on. The sun symbolizes the energy of the Creator. 

The one God of all.” 

“People are more than energy and matter.” 

“We are a small part of the cosmic evolution. The all-powerful force is energy. Much of 

the energy is incomprehensible to us. It is part of every living thing. It shapes all matter. 

Its power exceeds our comprehension.” 

“The strange tabs of wood and stone?” 

“They explain the content of the scroll. The author is listed. A notation shows whether 

the scroll is an original. And a detail reveals the size of the text in words. This one, for 

example, was copied by the Essenes. The original scroll was written by a priest named 

Melchizedek.” 

I feel her compassion, even here in this cold hall of knowledge. 

Agrippa stared at Samia and his feelings quickly deepened as he saw the beauty, 

intelligence and a well of compassion in her eyes. She continued talking about ancient 

Egypt with such care and gravity, in such a different tone from that of the teacher 

Agapito. 

“The stone tablets on top of that shelf?” 

“I do not know the language. I was told that those stones came from the land before 

the deluge, and that they are very sacred.” 

Agapito would’ve taught differently, had he the opportunity to study here. In the heart 

of the Museum. 

“Is that your opinion?” Agrippa asked with great earnest. 

“That is what I was taught. I have no basis for an opinion beyond the integrity of the 

teacher.” 

“How old did you say Egypt was?” 
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“When the survivors from the deluge arrived, perhaps eight thousand years ago, they 

were more advanced than the Khemetians. They brought ideas, tablets and scrolls with 

them. They consolidated many different gods into a smaller set. Most villages had their 

own gods. That was trouble. Priests sowed the seeds of hate. Thoth fixed the problem 

and united the villages.” 

“What do you believe?” 

“I did not come to the Museum to believe. I came to know. And I do not yet know. An 

old priest who lectured here when I was younger argued that these gods were actually 

the visitors themselves. Thoth was a priest and a scientist. I think that is a worthy 

explanation.” 

“Egypt is eight thousand years old?” 

“Perhaps older. It was eight thousand years ago when Thoth arrived after the greatest 

flood. He forced priests and scientists to compete. The affections of the people were 

important. Knowledge was shared. Ideas were exchanged. Khemet was his great 

experiment.” Samia looked carefully into Agrippa’s eyes. 

“Yet now it is Egypt.” 

“Thoth established the strict tests for the priesthood. These determined intelligence, 

character, discipline, compassion, intuition, and spiritual energy. The priests understood 

certain chants and noises had powerful effects on health. Vibrations healed and 

promoted understanding. Very old words were chanted for effect. Music brings people 

together. Ultimately, Thoth’s approach brought Egypt together.” 

“Not just singing, surely.” 

“Thoth encouraged the development of vast tunnels for transporting water. Even 

though Khemet was originally fertile land, well beyond the shores of the Nile, water was 

required. Thoth brought with him a set of tablets, including those made from rare stones. 

Emeralds and special etched rocks were translated into scrolls. They are in that cabinet. 

And also in underground chambers near Memphis and underneath a great statue.” 

Samia pointed to an eight-foot-high set of drawers built flush into the wall. These had 

ornate, brassy flip-down Ankhs as handles. The front facing of the woodwork held a large 

image of the Egyptian god Thoth, along with another assortment of moons, suns and 

stars. Thoth had a strange light – resembling the sun – emitting from his raised right 

palm. 

“What of this shelf with the shield of Ramose, like the one you are wearing?” 
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She turned toward a large shelf of scrolls marked with the winged sun disk and the 

six-pointed star. She removed a very old parchment carefully wrapped in animal skin with 

an inky stain that let the reader know it wasn’t an original. 

“The scroll was copied by an Egyptian priest named Hakmaat soon after the Temple to 

the Muses was built. The original author was the Priest named Melchizedek.” 

She opened the scroll carefully. He could see the image of the sun and rays emitting 

over the Pharaoh and the people, surrounded by a strange text and an image. 

“See, Marcus. The essence of this scroll. The priest argues there can be but one God, 

and that all have access to or benefits from the single God. As in the other scroll, the God 

is represented by the power of the sun and the role it plays in replenishing life. The sun is 

not a god but a symbol of life power. Melchizedek is one of the early monotheists.” 

“The image of the man with the bird’s head on the other wall?” 

“Thoth.” 

“Is that why there are so many birds in Alexandria, and they are allowed to shit on your 

statues?” 

“Thoth was the first high priest of Egypt. He established the civilization that built the 

Sphinx and the pyramids. These scrolls and the stone tablets over there hold his core 

scientific and spiritual teachings.” 

“Was he the original one god?” 

“Thoth, Isis, Osiris, and Horus were the founders of our Great Civilization. Going by our 

teachings.” 

“So there were four original gods?” 

“Thoth was the first priest, scientist, philosopher, and teacher. Isis and Osiris were 

husband and wife, and both helped to run the new Khemet. Horus was their son, 

responsible for the protection of the land. He is also depicted as a bird.” 

“I see. A variety of competing schools of theology within a unified system. That would 

allow ideas to circulate freely,” Agrippa speculated. 

“The way lasted for thousands of years, many times longer than the Greek Empire you 

Romans hold in such high esteem. The priesthood serves God by serving the people. 

People were guided toward enlightenment through the priest as a person of inspiration.” 

Labeled shelves lay stacked on tables, showing off icons: sun, moon, strange angular 

markings, and again, the six-pointed star. Agrippa took in as much as possible. 

“Eventually a person of power.” 
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“The drawer over there contains copies of the original scrolls furnished by Aristotle. 

Some were collected by Alexander in Persia and India. Others during Aristotle’s studies 

here.” 

“What do they deal with?” 

“Buddhism and Zoroastrianism, and a religion linked to animal spirits including 

elephants. I do not know the languages in some. They appear to use different symbols to 

pay tribute to the Creator’s energy. Love and Compassion. Intelligence. Wisdom is a mind 

exposed to many kinds of thoughts.” 

“Seems barbaric to worship an animal of war. What about that drawer?” Agrippa 

pointed to the Ankh on a rather large drawer. It contained a large collection of scrolls. 

“There are scrolls for every century since the arrival of Thoth after the deluge.” 

“I would think that after a few thousand years, the civilization continues to bear fruit.” 

“The spiritual decline started with little acts. The priest selection process was 

undermined by favoritism. Over time, certain families came to dominate the priesthood, 

by creating exceptions.” 

How much of this is real? he thought. 

“We’ve certainly seen that in Rome.” 

“Many of the priests increased secrecy, asking the people for more food, gold and 

luxuries. Then factions battled for thousands of years. Thoth’s great dream of Khemet as 

an ideal simply descended into an age of militaristic Pharaohs. They built armies instead 

of great works. Each Pharaoh laid claim to the accomplishments of the earlier Pharaohs. 

Outside this room, history was rewritten with almost every Pharaoh.” 

“Favoritism was the fall?” 

“Yes. Then the Pharaohs became solely men, instead of women, and a once-peaceful 

civilization turned warlike in an attempt to raise more gold for the priests. A rise in 

poverty followed, even as wealth was amassed on a grand scale.” 

“We’ve seen that in Rome, also.” 

“The priests seized larger tracts of land and businesses indebted by growing taxes; so 

they owned science, religion and commerce.” 

Agrippa paced into the corner with the wooden shelves built flush into the wall. He 

spoke while glancing at the parchments wrapped in leather. The intricate fobs on each 

scroll fascinated him. 

“I think I know how this ends,” he said, scanning the shelves from top to bottom. 
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“You see the end of Egypt. Here in Alexandria. Most of the rest of Egypt is poor; less 

and less of the land is owned by Egyptians. The priests and Roman businesses today own 

much of the nation. What was once a great land of bounty and prosperity. Alexandria is 

the Nile’s last gift.” 

“Where does Ramses fit into the fall?” 

“A series of Pharaohs led larger and larger armies to further-expand the empire. Many 

of the ethical priests were expelled from temples, cast out to roam the world. Their 

visions inspired many holy texts, all codified here.” 

Agrippa took in the fresco on the ceiling, the zodiac and a single pyramid with a gold 

cap, etched with the Eye of Ra. 

“Chaos.” 

“When Akhenaton became Pharaoh, the idea of one god surfaced publicly. Civil war 

tore the country apart. All about one god versus many gods. Many people died, were 

enslaved, or went into exile. On both sides.” 

Agrippa interrupted. “So priests were fighting priests over who had the best gods.” 

“Yes. Of course.” 

Agrippa made eye-contact with Samia, again noticing the emotions that welled up as 

she spoke about her family’s hardships. “Why did your family stay, Samia?” 

“We were allowed continued access to education in exchange for being servants to 

the priests. Those who won the power-struggle. Many of our family members, most of our 

tribe, left rather than face ongoing slavery.” 

He felt another wave of familiarity as she spoke softly and intelligently about a painful 

subject. 

“Moses led the departure?” 

“We call him Ramose. He was a high minister and general under Akhenaten. The one 

often seen with the sun disk.” 

Samia continued as Agrippa studied the image of the Chamber of the Pharaohs. 

“Akhenaton took steps to overturn the priests, and return to the oneness of a single 

God symbolized by the sun’s energy. The light’s ability to nurture the world. He built a 

new city dedicated to the rising sun as a tribute to the new age. After twenty years, he 

failed.” 

“Did the priests kill him?” 
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“We think so. The city founded by Akhenaten is lost, considered a myth by the Greeks. 

But there are many texts which refer to it as Armana. We believe it is a real place. These 

scrolls are supposedly from Armana.” 

“A city swallowed by the desert. What of power, when Akhenaton died?” 

“After five years trying to convince the priests of his vision, Akhenaten led a 

crackdown. Corrupt priests were killed, or sold into slavery to the Nubians. His harshness 

was his undoing. He died. His son converted back to Amon. The system of multiple gods 

and struggles rose again. Then the son died young, and the priests made an 

arrangement with the adviser responsible for the boy’s death. That is when Ramses 2 

came to power.” 

Samia pointed to the wooden Ramses statue in the Chamber of the Pharaoh’s mosaic. 

“Ramses felt threatened or betrayed by the monotheists. He blamed them for bad 

information received before the battle of Kadesh. A dozen of the original tribes of 

Khemet were given a choice: go into exile, be killed, or serve as slaves in the new Egypt. 

My tribe was one of those twelve scattered into exile by the new regime. My immediate 

family chose servitude to the priests.” 

Agrippa looked back at Samia. “So you are Jewish?” 

“My ancestors loved Egypt and were respected as experts in learned topics. We were 

provided for, and given access to the great mysteries. My people were trusted.  Many 

also served in the army.” 

Probably nothing here in Greek, Agrippa thought as he glanced around. “Those who 

stayed.” 

“A heavy decision. Many family members left with Ramose and his older brother the 

high priest Melchizedek, who changed his name to Ahron.” 

“Exile. Or a tolerable life.” 

“Alexander and Ptolemy courted the priests to govern more effectively. The Ptolemy 

line pursued pleasure and indulgence. More than my family did.” 

“Cleopatra is a Ptolemy, not a slave. Correct?” 

“Yes. She is the daughter of the Pharaoh and a former Queen.” 

“Former Queen? What happened to Cleopatra’s mother?” 

“She was poisoned. When we travel to Antioch and meet Mithradates, we’ll visit 

several people to whom I am tied by blood and faith.” 

“Anything can happen on a voyage.” 

“Trust to the design of the ship. That will be the least of your worries.” 
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“Are you still angry about my interest in ships?” 

“No. Perhaps I never was.” 

“Were these scrolls and parchments written for men who wanted to control others? 

And to perpetuate that control, steer it down the generations?” 

“They were not written for popular consumption.” 

“Then for maintaining order and certainty within the priesthood.” 

“I was taught a scroll isn’t truth. It is a picture and a reflection, because you ponder it 

with your own view. There is distortion. You can never be certain. When you read, you tint 

the words with your own thoughts. Your own experiences.” 

“The true meaning of many of these scrolls may be lost forever.” 

“That, we may only guess at.” 

“I mean in languages, not just symbolically.” 

Samia pointed at the Chamber mosaic again, representing more than eight thousand 

years of Pharaohs. “Yes. Many of these scrolls, written countless years ago, are in 

languages no longer spoken or even written. Speculation is all we have left.” 

Sex with Samia crept into his thoughts again as he watched her form sway in the light. 

“Can our experience of the world be that different over the ages?” 

“If a group is persecuted or secretive then the scrolls are even more difficult to 

understand. Because they are then written in code. Unless we know the symbols and the 

language and the context, we are prone to misread. The priests cherished secrecy.” 

“Aristotle and Alexander knew this?” 

“They collected sacred texts from conquered lands. Alexander sought immortality.” 

“We were taught he grew drunk on power. Didn’t know when to stop.” 

“Much Egyptian history was lost before Alexander’s arrival. This room, the vault near 

Memphis and one more are all that remain of thousands of years of thought.” 

“What was it that moved you to respect these writings so earnestly?” 

Samia walked to another shelf in the center console. “This scroll is about the Life 

Tree. All of life’s actions fall between extreme compassion and extreme discipline. The 

extremes are evil. Compassion without discipline is diluted, and discipline without 

compassion is worthless. In the center lies an enlightened, prosperous life.” 

“Sounds like a Greek philosophy of moderation.” 

Are my thoughts and feelings for her good or evil? Agrippa wondered. 

“There is more. This scroll mentions energy centers in the body, and the importance of 

balance in all aspects. How we are connected to the earth, to family, and even God, or 
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energy. There is matter below and energy above. We choose the matter and energy of our 

being.” 

“The gods are forms of energy?” 

“Matter is temporary and energy is eternal.” 

Agrippa looked again at the mosaic and the lines of wooden statues, with an even 

greater sense of wonder. “The Museum complex is filled with statues.” 

“All gods emanate from the same source through the changing limitations of human 

experience. Energy cast through the prism of human knowledge and interests. It is in our 

limited knowledge and reception where the confusion starts. Those who do not 

understand this suffer disorders. They kill. Solely in the name of their benevolent god.” 

“So you say our Roman images of the gods are imperfect.” He continued to interact 

with Samia as he lost himself in the statues. Each image was different, and represented 

an amazing record of humanity across thousands of years. 

“The purpose of these sacred writings is to prepare the mind for broader awareness, 

beyond tribal understanding. When we read these scrolls we look at ourselves, and our 

situation, from a new viewpoint.” 

“You do not have a god?” 

“My God represents the collection of every thought and feeling that ever existed. That 

will ever exist. The sun shines on all, even those who worship the moon.” 

He turned to look at her again, partly to show his interest, partly to gauge her reaction. 

“There is no statue?” 

“Instead of matter there is abundant energy. I will share more later. After you taste the 

fish.” 

“You would worship Zeus or Mithra?” 

“When I worship my God I pay tribute to the energy that drives awe, every wonder in 

every living thing.” 

“How do you know this energy you speak of, is not a delusion?” 

“When I still my mind I feel overwhelmed with love. I feel connected to all living things. 

I feel truth in ways that matter can only symbolize.” 

“I feel wonder, yet don’t understand your version of events and gods.” 

“Once you experience awe, the truth becomes obvious. As Melchizedek says, ‘Grow 

your soul, and clarity appears first as a stranger then as a loved one.’ Every hardship and 

obstacle becomes an epiphany, a gift from our Creator.” 
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Agrippa saw and felt the love and compassion in Samia’s eyes as she shared her faith 

with him, in this ancient room of thoughts and artifacts. He struggled to balance his 

multitude of desires for her. How could a slave live with such compassion and love for 

the world? 

Deep in this city of stone, amid a circle of corruption amid statues of beasts and evil 

carvings. Here lived this person of such powerful faith and compassion, with a sense of 

mission. 

Does she already have a lover? 

“Did you wish to ask me something?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I sensed a powerful emotion flowing through you.” 

Shut it down, now. He paused and thought of the trip to Antioch, and his 

responsibilities. 

“Perhaps we should prepare for our voyage. I could loiter all day listening. I am 

indebted to you for this. I shall never forget being here with you in this room.” 

Can you sense this my friend? Take that. 

Her thought quickly pierced his soul’s memory, and gave him the feeling of taking a 

step together down a very old cobblestone path in a faraway place. She was a young 

child in rags. He wore Greek armor. The sensation dissipated as he looked away. 

“I think we are ready for the fish.” 

“The fish?” 

“Yes. The dream fish. If prepared properly, it opens our minds and frees us to learn. To 

learn what we need to know, to evolve.” 

“You mean the god fish.” 

“It brings me joy to see you smile in a place filled with so many weighty thoughts. Let 

me take you through the gardens on the way home. As you prepare, I’ll run errands in the 

city. In streets where I cannot take you.” 

“Gratitude, Samia.” 

“Thank you for allowing me to think aloud.” 

As they left the room, the door slid closed automatically. On their way upstairs to the 

main hall they passed a long-haired man dressed in a white flowing robe. He and Samia 

exchanged a gesture of worship. 

“He is an Essene, visiting from a small village near Jerusalem. They reject materialism 

and live off the donations of others. They exist to heal people, and care for the poor.” 
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“What is the purpose of his visit?” 

“The Essenes trade scrolls with the Museum as part of a deal with Ptolemy. You may 

see a few of the locals outside the walls, dressed in white.” 

“They don’t believe in baths? I could smell that man before I saw him. They wouldn’t 

fit well into Roman society.” 

“He is unusual in that respect. The Essenes are clean by nature. They believe Rome is 

the beast that will eventually destroy them in a great war. A messiah will come twice. The 

first time, he will be killed by the Romans. The second time, his faith will conquer Rome.” 

“He ingratiates himself to think that Rome would take interest in a village of smelly old 

men.” 

“You are already on the path to understanding.” 

“The place where our clothes are washed smells better than that man, even before he 

takes a piss.” 

“He alone happens to read and think too much, and skips baths like your hero 

Archimedes.” 

As they left the Museum they headed through the edge of the Royal Quarter, past a 

series of well-kept gardens and fountains. Rome had nothing on Alexandria at this point 

in history, although the presence everywhere of birds and their droppings was distracting. 

Agrippa caught the smell of food and exotic spices wafting through the air, from the 

vendors on the thoroughfare connecting the port of the lake. The wide street running 

from the lake to the sea was remarkable. 

In this area of Alexandria, the influences were mostly Greek, as if a piece of Athens 

were planted in Egypt. There were numerous statues of Greek gods and goddesses, 

beautiful fountains in almost every courtyard, and varieties of flowers unseen in Rome. 

The smells that would usually accompany a lake were notably absent, despite the 

location of Alexandria between a great lake and the ocean. 

Everyday Egyptians would not feel welcome here in the Royal Quarter, despite the 

city’s multicultural reputation. These were homes for the Greeks, the Royals, and those 

who served them. 

Marcus and Samia strolled back to the palace. He packed his clothes and effects into 

his chest, including freshly-washed wool and cotton neatly folded on his cot. His orders 

were to leave just before dawn. 

Plan B 
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Octavius and a Centurion appeared shortly before sunset. Octavius envied his friend’s 

assignment. 

“So you’re the first Roman to spend more than a few hours on a Liburnian, perhaps 

other than Caesar himself.” 

“I am honored, beyond belief.” 

“I’m curious as to how you were chosen.  Yet I have an odd feeling, that your new 

friend had something to do with it.” 

“Perhaps.” 

“The rumor is that she was selected for her tribal ties, with many in the frontier. 

Caesar told Cleopatra a Roman officer had to go along, to ensure certain interests were 

met. You were chosen as an adequate suitor.” 

“Perhaps.” 

“The gods shine upon you, here in this corrupt place, forsaken by the gods,” Octavius 

continued as he looked about the room. 

Agrippa smiled at his friend. “Today I spent time in the Museum. Unbelievable.” 

Octavius didn’t give much thought to the Museum. “Even juicier. This utility room will 

now house our Centurion friend as you gain a nicer place on the third floor when you 

return. Complete with a porch and view of the harbor.” 

“I am fine where I am, in this room.” 

“Your luck continues to amaze me Marcus. Tomorrow you meet a Greek man with long 

gray hair, a deep tan, and an Alexandrian-scale belly. His name is Aristos, your ship’s 

captain. He has his orders.” 

“Do I need to change rooms?” 

“Here are two bundles of scrolls. The bundle with the older seal is in case you are 

spotted by friendly Roman ships and are boarded. Hand over the sealed pouch to the 

commanding officer at Antioch. He will pass the pouch to Calvinus.” 

Octavius handed the first pouch to Agrippa before continuing. “The second pouch with 

the new Caesar seal, the sphinx, is for Mithradates. Specific requests for support during 

the civil war we are expecting. Explains the situation, and promises Mithradates a 

welcome reception after our troubles are over. The Egyptians respect Mithradates.” 

“I understand.” 

“We anticipate the arrival of the Egyptian army any day. Caesar may be forced to take 

desperate measures. You are his only hope, as he cannot send messengers overland in 

either direction. Your ship will not stop for any Egyptian ship. Aristos knows the drill.” 



111 | P a g e  

 

Agrippa had loved ships since his early youth, when his uncle took him to the empire’s 

busiest ports. He saw ships arrive with strange foods and hard goods from all over the 

world. 

He would watch the port for hours that felt like minutes. He had only read about the 

Liburnian ultra-light uni-remes, and was looking forward to studying his vessel on the trip 

to Antioch. 

The Roman Navy was trivial in those days. 

As he imagined the Liburnian ship, Agrippa remembered reading about Themistocles, 

who built the Greek navy that defeated the Persians at Salamis. That act saved fragile 

democracy, and set the stage for the resurgence of the Greek empire. The wealth and 

power generated by the fleet after the battle brought about the construction of the 

Parthenon, led by Pericles. 

On water there is victory, he remembered his mother reading to him. 

Without Themistocles, there was no Alexander the Great. Agrippa’s intellectual bond 

with naval power stemmed from this. Themistocles, Pericles, and Alexander stood for the 

spread of civilization, the arts and learning. 

The sea captured Agrippa’s imagination, as the prospect of being a farmer seemed 

like a trap as he read and was read stories about faraway lands. Mystical, magical places 

with strange beasts and customs. 

He remembered his father settling for farming after a battle that earned the land grant 

and enough silver to buy a failing olive grove. 

In addition to ports, the young Agrippa frequented libraries and read a great deal. His 

favorite books included biographies of the Greek generals as well as Archimedes, his idol 

when it came to innovation. 

I’d like to return to that room in the Museum when we have time. 

Agrippa extinguished the lamps and fell deeply into another age as he slept. He wore 

Greek armor and dug sand on a beach somewhere. Along with Alexander’s army, he filled 

in a waterway so that an island fortress was stormed. He never reached the top of the 

fortress. Bodies fell on him from the topmost walls. 

His dream ended abruptly. He drifted into deeper sleep and stood alone in the 

Museum, with the scrolls, in a chamber filled with papers he couldn’t unspool. A 

frustrating dream. So close, and yet so far from the worlds contained in parchment and 

stone. 
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5. Dogs Sniffing Dogs 

 

 

 

 

The Dreams of Entrepreneurs 

The golden sunrise tinted the tiled Old Town rooftops as silhouettes of spires in the 

east pointed skyward, in front of quiet clouds stretched across the horizon in haphazard 

bands.  The scent of cinnamon mixed with the cold early morning air.  The snow had 

stopped and the early morning market was already busy with food preparation and the 

unpacking of paintings, post cards, key chains, and beer steins into table top displays.  

Jackhammers pounded alongside the towering gothic church at the east end.  SteveR 

and Roy met in front of the church, then walked briskly to a nearby café.  It was already 

packed. 

The small, informal Bohemian diner played to the early morning types. A new breed of 

entrepreneurs bustled among the old Victorian chairs and modest tables. To Roy, it felt 

like the early Silicon Valley in there.  

Dreams and hopes were bounding in earnest between young Czechs, albeit in old 

surroundings.  Yes. California was too new to have buildings this old, and yet had 

become too old to have dreams this young.  Innovators were moving to Prague to start 

anew, beyond the great bureaucracy and safe haven, the quotas and the certaintists; 

those who put the brakes on innovation.   

The state had become a very comfortable place for the worry-free unburdened life. 

As soon as the two were seated on a worn Victorian couch in front of an old Russian-

made coffee table, SteveR didn’t waste time on formalities.  He cut to the chase. 

“Your pitch, Roy. Reviewed the deck a few nights ago.  It set the hook. I couldn’t stop 

thinking about the implications. Dark energy as consciousness.  Or gravity. Or the great, 
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Jungian dream space. Or everything we’ve ever known, but were afraid to ponder. The 

energy of creation.  This is big.  Very big.” 

“We don’t have time for dream space, or for pondering big questions.” 

“Then why discover dark energy Roy?  Curiosity?” 

“Don’t get me wrong.  We want to unleash new energies and potentials for a new age 

of reason, a new Renaissance.  But I want to make it very clear that we’re merely lighting 

another torch.  I want to unleash greater minds than ours.  To cure this certainty cancer 

that is destroying our once-great civilization.  The great minds can take us there.  I won’t 

make it.  They will.” 

There was a quick glance of disappointment from SteveR as the food arrived. 

Sausage. Eggs. Whole wheat toast.  Roy continued, in an effort to maintain his interest: 

“Stay focused. We are fighting a war.  Momentum is vital to long-term success. We 

cannot get distracted or caught in the larger drama that will unfold.” 

“You don’t sound confident.  Frankly speaking,” SteveR continued:  “The Charles 

team. They will want swagger.  By the way, this sausage is excellent. It’s local. I’m sure it 

is.”  

“I’m determined to break the log-jam of interests. Bust balls. But ball-busters rarely 

see the impacts of what they’ve set in motion.  I’m prepared to pass the baton as we 

approach the hour.  It may not be pretty, but it will be successful.” 

SteveR had not given up on the bigger picture. The impact of the dark energy 

discovery on science was looming over their heads. He prodded Roy to speculation. 

“Tell me something.  Are you familiar with the Drake Equation?” asked SteveR. 

“Goldilocks and the likelihood of more intelligent life in the universe?” 

“Life requires water and air -- food source. Moderate temperatures. When the porridge 

is just right, intelligent life occurs.” 

“Faulty logic if you ask me.  We’re dogs sniffing for other dogs.” 

Roy sipped from his coffee as SteveR waited for him to complete his thought. 

“Life is everywhere, Steve. Whether we detect it or not is the question here. Couldn’t 

the same thing be said about intelligence? That it exists whether we detect it or not?  

Yes, we have these people in robes, cloaks, and lab coats. They help us to sleep at night.  

Everything unknown must be like everything known. Drake is great science fiction. 

Eminently digestible by fellow experts, the teaching that we are the center of the universe 

was the certaintist’s myth, nothing more.” 
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SteveR interjected: “I wasn’t going there. With the right sensor.  With the right sensor 

we could see other forms of life.  Life as pure energy.  Forms beyond our biological 

models.” 

Roy mulled the implications. “Tell me, Steve, do you believe in angels?” 

“Absolutely.” 

Seconds turned into minutes as the two men sized each other up. The topic died. 

SteveR sipped his morning Becherovka while he kept more thoughts to himself. Could 

I work with such a self-righteous prick? 

Roy spoke up first. “I don’t mean to pry. But I guess I will anyway. After our chat last 

week, I felt guilty about chastising you over your fall from grace.  Back in the Valley.” 

Their eyes met awkwardly. “I deserved it,” SteveR said. 

“After you left, I thought about how you weathered the storm. How you even ended up 

in Prague, with such zeal.” 

SteveR smiled slowly, thoughtfully. “I forget.  I forget that it isn’t obvious.” 

“The experience was powerful for me, Roy. I assumed everyone knew.  Kind of like 

Drake, I gazed at people and saw them thinking my thoughts. Funny how that works.” 

SteveR looked at his eggs before returning to Roy’s stare. 

“I worked hard in the shadows of the icons. Yes, I did. When my code was designed, 

into the sensor mainstream, it felt like heaven. My bank account went nuts. I could feel 

the blind interest of people as I entered a room. I fell for the illusion.” 

“That must have been one hell of a ride.” 

“I realized I could do anything, go anywhere. Buy anything. I bought a new car. Then a 

new house. There were manufacturers who wanted programmable sensors. For anything 

with a plug. Energy savings. Enhanced control. Tracking. Security. Assembly line. I 

charged $250k a pop to sign a non-disclosure agreement.  And speculate.  I could want 

something, and then it would soon appear. On scales beyond my wildest dreams.” 

“What really happened, Steve?” 

The disheveled burnout angled his head slightly, expressing humility.  It surprised Roy. 

“I fell into the trap.  The trap set for weak souls. It was an incredible rush. I was a 

genius. And an asshole. Especially to my family and true friends.  I was a god to dim-

witted strangers.” 

“You didn’t feel appreciated? You didn’t feel successful? What was it?” 

“After a few months, into the dream I noticed that I didn’t feel, any different. Even with 

hundreds of millions. I bought things… to validate myself. In fact, I felt worse. I became 
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concerned.  Overly concerned with appearances. To keep the dimwits on board. I needed 

the latest.  The best of everything. I could snap my fingers.  Then two hookers would 

show up at my yacht, with a baggie of blow.” 

“The adolescent fantasy gone wild.” 

“Yes.  I had lost touch with my own… authenticity. I lost my bearings.  On life. I wasn’t 

in heaven. I was… in hell, and with every empty pleasure imaginable.  At the time.  I didn’t 

realize it was a trap.  Deep down, I was lost.  I preferred the dream to the reality.  And I 

had the money.  The power to dream big.” 

Roy listened intently.  Something about his tone spoke to him.  Spoke deeply into his 

soul.  He couldn’t describe the effect, but he felt it churning things up. Buried events.  It 

was disturbing at first.  Then a sense of relief. All the while as he listened to the fallen 

icon. 

“Roy, when investors offered me a tenth with advance, my higher instinct was 

sabotage. Start over. That’s the goddamn truth. I was spoiled beyond recognition. I was 

alone. I’d ventured into the desert. I wanted to be back home.  Even to a home that no 

longer existed as it did.  Everything had changed.” 

“Your wife? 

“My marriage was a shambles. My kids didn’t know me--my Valley swagger.  

Worthless. I pulled the pin. Fell hard into the abyss. The place reserved for people with 

more money than soul. It was hell, Roy.  Beyond your wildest dreams.  It is real.  Not the 

hell of Dante.  A more troubling place.  An evil place.  A void of voids. A wilderness of 

anguish.” 

“You’re being hard on yourself, Steve,” Roy said. 

“Then I hit bottom. I eventually got my soul back.  My smile. I was liberated from the 

great illusion. I got a spring in my step, as they say.  The illusion ended.” 

SteveR interrupted Roy as he was about to console him. 

“You asked me about angels, Roy. Yes, I believe my angels caught me. Rescued me 

when I fell. When I thought I was climbing.” 

Roy took the opportunity to ask what he wanted to ask. 

“So deep down…you are a spiritual man.” 

“Aren’t we all spiritual? Don’t we all crave life?” 

“Maybe. Thoreau thinks men are desperate for something. Peace and quiet. A pond 

with a cottage. Fromm thinks people hate the idea of freedom. Perhaps we are stranger 

than we think because we want to feel that grand connection. The spark.” 
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“All enlightened people. They seemed to have suffered, at some point. Suffering… 

opens up the senses. The gates of grace.” 

“Your gift was the abyss.” 

“Yes.” 

“You still look like hell. How are you getting by?” 

“I landed a part-time teaching job. Pays enough to cover basics.  Gives me time to 

refine the code. I’ve spent a few nights on the street, when the weather was… warmer. 

Panhandled a bit.” 

“You begged for crowns?” 

“Was therapeutic. I needed the humility. Trust me on that.” 

“Aside from the issue of whether we work together or not, can I help you in any way?” 

SteveR spoke again after finishing his sausage. “I’m fine. I want to rebuild.  My new 

enlightened empire.  Brick by brick. Make the world a better place. This meeting 

included. I found the sacred space in my soul.  I’m building temples where there used to 

be casinos.” 

“Where do you live?” 

“At a hostel. In the Little Quarter, across the river. Below the castle. And you?” 

“I have a hotel room in Old Town.” 

They each took a few minutes to eat more of their breakfast, until Roy re-engaged: 

“So what do you think about joining the team?” 

“Oh yes. I’m in. Check your messages from cNotary.” 

“Fantastic. We meet in Kepler’s Study at the Klementinum in a week, to prepare for 

our proposal to the Charles team.  We’ll brief them in the med school.” Roy paused, then 

asked, “Do you have any questions?” 

“What do you want from me?  Before the meeting.” 

“I’m sending you the research proposal prepared for SRI. I want your thoughts on how 

we graft the pineal tissue to the I/O cable. If we VDI everything, tell me. Or if it’s a 

dedicated VPC, say so. Printing a graphene sensor. That kind of thing.” 

“How do you keep the tissue active? It isn’t connected to a brain.  Or biological 

feedback system.” 

“Abrams and Gill nurtured and grew pineal tissue in a solution of plasma, DMT, and 

ionized saline. I’m thinking Zenin could play a role as well.” 

“DMT?” 
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“Yes. One of the compounds the pineal secretes. Fenske discovered subtle secretions 

and receptors eight months ago. We don’t know if DMT stimulates the pineal and the 

brain or just the brain. We know it aids functionality.” 

“Have you ever taken DMT?” 

“Trust me, I don’t need to take anything. If you think New Science is fringe, you 

haven’t heard about my latest book.” 

SteveR smiled gently as he spoke. “I thought I was the only dreamer.” 

SteveR changed the subject. “Did you see anything surprising at SRI?  Before you 

packed it up?” 

Roy sipped his mocha slowly before answering. “Nothing but a hazy disk inside an 

even hazier band. We think it’s the Milky Way, with a dark energy sun at the core.  It 

could be the light people see when they leave the realm of their physical senses. Or 

both.” 

“But you have no idea about the bands.” 

“The question is: does the pineal merely absorb a few forms of subtle energy? Or are 

their limitations with our software or visualization? We want you to help us figure that 

out.” 

SteveR expressed admiration in Roy’s capacity for risk. “You’ve put a lot on the line, 

my friend, for a small gland.” 

“I’m obviously also interested in your solar puck. Especially any advancements made 

since the initial brief you sent me. Ideas, implications. The puck may be the winner. 

Platinum is falling, and Charles has contacts with strategic suppliers. We have access to 

enough graphene, and, based on what you sent, we can print Zenin.” 

“You are still interested in the puck. Good.  So am I.  Even after Dietz.” 

“Of course. Trust me, I’ve thought of this from multiple angles. Our team needs 

alternative hypotheses.” 

“All roads lead to Rome.” 

Roy glanced at Steve, fleetingly. 

“What made you say that?” 

“You said there are multiple hypotheses. Yet in our case, all roads really lead to 

Prague.” 

“I’ll toast to that.” 

They raised their drinks to each other, each relieved.  They felt sated, as if they were 

now part of something bigger than they could ever imagine. 
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I’m really starting to like this guy, SteveR felt as each stood from the table and turned 

to depart. 

“Steve. Before you go, I have a question.” 

“Go ahead.” 

“What was it that compelled you to collect early Christian gospels?” 

“You mean the codices.” He paused and turned back to face Roy. “A guy I worked with 

on the glasses.  He was an expert in ancient languages. Worked with Robinson on the 

Dead Sea Scrolls.  And the Gnostic Gospels. Over many lunches, he gave me a crash 

course.  Religion and languages. I became obsessed with learning, and with owning 

pieces of religious history.” 

“Expensive hobby.” 

“I sold them for triple what I paid for them. To the Vatican, of all places.” 

“Fair enough.” 

“Roy. I have a question.” 

“Shoot.” 

“I ran into Hammer.  At the Charles bookstore. He was looking for a work on secret 

history.  The secret history of the world, or something like that. He told me about your 

run-in. With the bald African guy.” 

“The question?” 

“Did you open it?  The blue box?” 

Roy laughed as if to say yes. 

“What did you find in it?” 

“Hah. A dead cat. Mystery solved,” Roy answered. 

“You’re shitting me. Did it smell?” 

“No, I haven’t opened it. Guy gave me the creeps.” 

“He impressed Hammer. Hammer thinks the guy is a shaman. Hammer knows his 

stuff. In that area.” 

“Perhaps that’s why Hammer is a shaman and I’m a mere scientist.” 

“See you soon.” 

They headed in opposite directions. SteveR went to an underground shopping mall 

near Namesti Republiky. Roy headed back to the Alchemy Lounge. The snow had picked 

up, yet was still dry and powdery. 

The ancient statues stood as they had for centuries, through rain and snow and high 

winds. They needed continued maintenance, but stood tall in the elements. 
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Hey Jude 

Roy walked over and reverently touched the plaque of the priest.  Saint John of 

Nepomuk. The Catholic Bishop who gave up his life for integrity. Roy spoke to the plaque, 

oblivious of the people in line behind him. 

Everyone else just wanted to touch the spot where the martyr was thrown into the 

river. Marked by a small cross.  

“I get it that we live in a mixed up world,” he whispered to the bronze memorial as he 

dusted the snow off. He hid his remaining thoughts, suddenly aware that he was 

watched. Trust me. I accept the nobility of your decision. But I won’t go down without a 

fight. It’s about the future of our civilization. Saint John, I pay tribute to what you stand 

for. 

A few coughs from the tourists reminded him of the queue. He turned and apologized 

to those braving the snow, and walked across the bridge toward Mala Strana, past the 

Turret, gift shops, and restaurants. He soon sat gazing again at the markings on the wall 

of the Alchemy Lounge under the neon lab glass suspended from the ceiling. 

The short bald man with a bushy mustache entered and sat at his table. 

“Hello, Roy.” 

“You again. Perhaps I need to move my office to another neighborhood.” 

“Come now, Roy. I meet you on your terms.” 

Roy stared into the joyful eyes of the stranger. 

“I am your Tzaddik, Roy.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

The man seemed amazingly serene and joyful as he spoke. “It has been a long time.” 

“I’m offering you sixty seconds to explain yourself, before I leave this time.” 

“Patience was never your strong suit.” 

Roy looked at the clock on the wall, beneath the neon test tubes and beakers hanging 

from the ceiling. 

“Fair enough, Roy. One minute. Tell me. Why haven’t you opened the box?” 

“How do you know?” 

“Because you haven’t changed.” 

“Changed? Is it filled with makeup?” 

“It will cleanse you. Change your outlook. You’ll feel awe, great sadness, and then 

liberation. Ideas will come to you more easily than ever.” 

“Who are you?” 
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“As I said, I am your Tzaddik. Samia sent me.” 

“What? Who?” 

“You really haven’t opened the box. My transformation was a piece of cake, compared 

to what you endured in Alexandria. I’d rather be splayed and eaten alive by dogs than 

face your destiny. Yet you need to let go. Samia lived to liberate you.” 

“Samia? I don’t know a Samia. I’ve been to Virginia maybe ten times. Never to 

Alexandria.” 

“Open the box, Roy. All will become clear. Make sure you are sitting when you open 

the box. If Draco were here, he’d agree. Open the box. We’re not talking about Virginia. 

Underneath the curtain of consciousness, you know more than you think.” 

“Really?” 

“Does the term Khemet ring a bell? How about Actium, when you let Cleopatra 

escape? You had the fast ships. Those ships you designed with two rows of oars, they 

were quite revolutionary for Rome.  Yet not fast enough to capture Cleopatra’s barge?  

No excuses. Octavian knew why. But events were inevitable, weren’t they?” 

“Wait. How do you know Draco?” 

“Every dream is a window.” 

“Where are you heading with all of this?” 

“It’s my job to know you, to help you. And I know you, Roy. As of today, more than you 

know yourself.” 

“I think we’re done.” 

“Yes, we are.” The disfigured man got up to leave. 

“I’ll open the box.” 

“Also, Julie says hi. Your pet tiger is beautiful. What a great spirit animal. Wish mine 

was a tiger. In case you’re wondering, it’s a rabbit. The kind people in these parts eat for 

dinner.” 

The man left. Roy felt a powerful wave of awe sweep over him. As if a door opened 

inside his soul, connecting two worlds once held apart. He just didn’t know where it was, 

or where it might lead. He thought about the little blue box. Roy didn’t yet remember his 

dreams, but the comments resonated with him. Deeply. 

Roy wondered: How could he know about Julie? And Draco? Could he be a certaintist? 

A spy or stalker? 
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The crash ripped through his mind again like a thunderstorm. Julie’s calm eyes staring 

at the heavens. The light. She saw it. The conversation with her dad, which he heard from 

her lips as she lay dying. 

Waves of emotions ripped through him, old emotions, deeper than memory. From a 

hidden source he could only sense. 

I need to find out. Should I contact Draco? 

 

Crossing the Chasm 

Roy set his pen computer down and gently typed on the infrared keyboard cast onto 

the table top. He opened a temporary secure browser that protected his connection to 

the cloud. 

He questioned his sanity as he clicked through the web, looking up names and places. 

He typed obelisk with eagle into the search menu. Then Khemet. Then Magnus Pompey. 

His soul was deeply stirred as he searched. A wind blew through him from the top of his 

head. A warm, soothing wind. Then he typed Samia and Alexandria. 

Julius Caesar. Augustus Caesar. Actium. The feeling intensified. Pantheon. He started 

shaking. 

Why is it round?  It should be rectangular.  In a flash he saw a brand new Pantheon, 

square at the end of a courtyard.  A tall obelisk with an eagle, his eagle, stood at the top.  

A flock of birds flew overhead.  He was overwhelmed with joy.  It was his tribute to 

something.  The daydream faded back into the lounge.  The here and now. 

“May I help you?” the waitress asked. 

He turned off the computer.  

“I’m fine.” 

“Who was that tall, hairy man who was just here?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“The tall guy. He was sitting right here and talking to you.” 

“He was bald and short.” 

“How about I get you a drink. Maybe tea instead of coffee? Decaf?” 

“Trust me, I don’t need help.” 

“Glasses, perhaps.” 

After the waitress returned to the bar, Roy returned to the internet and ordered a book 

on the Great Library of Alexandria, and a set of novels by Lawrence Durrell: The 
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Alexandria Quartet. Alexandria resonated with him. The warm sensation returned. As if a 

door creaked opened, again. 

He checked SteveR’s signed, notarized document. His thoughts shifted to the war on 

certaintism. He had enough wonder and awe for the day. 

Even with the certaintists, the beat went on back in America, it seemed. 

Sure, there were limitless news items, and social media updates, but the most 

valuable information was still spread erratically at one-off, in-person meetings. Crucial 

developments rarely made it online without being shared between a few dozen insiders. 

Feed subscribers who paid handsomely for the inside track. 

Five US universities were conducting safer, more conventional, experiments with the 

pineal gland, using artificial glasses and custom software. As far as he knew, none of 

them looked beyond minor electrical currents and sleep studies.  There was talk about 

Ayahuasca.  A plant containing DMT. 

I need a backup plan in case the pineal gland turns out to be a dud. Maybe SteveR 

can help, Roy contemplated. 

Roy spent the next half hour anticipating what could go wrong, now that SteveR was 

on board. His mind raced. 

What if Dr Fenske was wrong, and the gland simply excretes melatonin, as the 

medical community infers? What if DMT has little effect on pineal receptivity? What if the 

disk we observed in Palo Alto was merely an artifact of an imperfection? Or a growth in 

the gland, perhaps from dead tissue? A dead mini-crystal? 

The pineal requires plenty of blood. Maybe it functions like a kidney, delivering 

chemicals to the body. Chemicals that allow it to absorb and respond to energy during 

dreams. What if it requires higher blood filtration? Determining how much activity was 

chemical, electrical, or energetic. That’s a stretch. 

Now that Roy had completed stage one of his war on the certaintists, he considered 

the risks of stage two. 

I don’t want to be flanked here in Prague and harm everyone who helps us. Even if we 

have brake failure. We are in too deep to turn back. 

Roy opened a message from Renee. She’d meet him at the hotel with takeout 

dumplings. Meat. Gravy. Moist bread. Delicious. He sat for a few minutes, questioning 

the actions he took, quietly wondering if it was all worth it. Now a wave of apprehension 

flowed through him. Time, space, and emotion were distorted.  He was out of his 

element. An inner storm?  It was too late. The die had been cast. 
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That’s why they call it the bleeding-edge. He put his coat on and walked back across 

the statue-lined bridge, then through the angled streets leading to the Square. The snow 

let up. Tourists and street-vendors were out in full force. A woman reminded him of Julie, 

walking arm-in-arm with her boyfriend. 

He thought about the man. 

What the hell is a… Tzaddik? He paced briskly through the snow. 

Every moment is sacred. Every dream a doorway. 

He returned to his hotel room. Renee was already there, waiting. He joined her at the 

desk, after they greeted each other and caught up from months of living apart. 

 

Assassins 

On a farm almost 50 kilometers outside of Moscow a group of men with elaborate 

tattoos were meeting inside a circle of expensive European automobiles.  The snow had 

stopped and the skies were blue except for a few high clouds scattered to the east.  

A quad copter drone flew overhead, banking then hovering above an army surplus 

mannequin target. Suddenly it flew vertically, exposing it’s underside to the human 

shaped dummy as a shot rang out.  The dummy’s head was obliterated. Small portions of 

the neck still pointed skyward in a jagged pattern. 

“Very good, Doctor Kosinsky.  Very good,” one of the mobsters commented. 

“It still needs some work. It should hit the chest. Not the head.” 

“That should be easy to fix, Doctor,” another added. 

“Not easy.  The recoil has to be managed. I would also like to add some range to the 

hit.  Another ten to twenty meters perhaps.” 

“How long will you need?” 

“Six, perhaps twelve months.  I have to anonymize the software and a few key parts. 

So that nothing traces back to the motherland.” 

“Our client says that our man is already in Prague.” 

“Yes. I know.  It will take him months if not years to complete his research.” 

“My client doesn’t think so.  He wants him disposed of by summer.” 

“Your client needs to be patient…” the greying doctor in heavy overcoat suggested. 

The circle of thugs closed in tightly around the doctor and a diamond-studded 

switchblade soon emerged against the old man’s exposed throat. 

“Your machine already works.  We don’t need you anymore.” 
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The doctor scuffled as his adam’s apple felt the cold, sharp blade each time as he 

swallowed. His arms were held behind his back by a man twice his size. 

“It needs to be refined. The code needs to be refined.  We cannot leave a trace,” the 

doctor warned. 

“So what if it tracks back to a dead scientist.  Who cares?” 

“I have a box in Geneva.  With the down payment and my project notes.  It is to be 

opened by the bank in the event of my death.” 

The man holding him from behind spoke gently into his ear. “They would need to find 

you.  And be certain that it is you.  Our client, he owns a sausage factory.  It also sells 

bone powder.  He charges only one hundred Rubles to make a journalist disappear.  He 

might do you for free.” 

“Every seven days my chip sends my blood pressure readings to the bank.  Any 

changes beyond my six month ranges and they are alerted. To my location.” 

The gangsters back off slowly. 

“That is much better.  I’m already starting to relax.  Very good.” 

“Our client does not want to wait beyond summer.” 

“My work will be completed by May. That will have to be good enough,” the doctor 

advised. “I will also need another hundred thousand rubles. For rush charges and special 

services.” 

“May 7,” said the senior gangster with the diamond knife. “And another hundred 

thousand rubles.” 

“May 7,” the doctor confirmed. “Have the funds delivered to my hotel as lost luggage 

from our airline.” 

“Consider it done.  Let’s get back to work.” 

The team loaded into a small Russian truck and approached the drone as it rested on 

the snow by the headless mannequin. It was six feet in diameter with a camera and 

modified shotgun underneath. It was carefully loaded into the truck, in a special foam 

case. 

The doctor drove off as the team loaded into the cars and the truck followed as the 

caravan drove through a short road of snow packed into tire lanes before it joined a 

lonely stretch of snow-covered asphalt that connected to a major highway leading back 

to Moscow. 
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A Dead Shark 

“Renee, what do you think of the Tarver hypothesis?” 

“The notion that there is nothing truly new. I’ve heard it before.” 

“That’s called irony.  I mean the notion that everything has already existed. 

Permutations play themselves out over time in ever-complex, changing scenarios.” 

“To some extent, it is probably true. Yet matter keeps growing more complex as each 

star explodes. Hydrogen. Oxygen. It’s all been done before.” 

The dumplings were in a rich beef stock, still warm. 

Roy continued with his line of   reasoning. “What about people, then? Are we born 

unique individuals, or are we part of the show? Similarly evolving over time.” 

“Are you asking if our potential existed in the Big Bang as well?” 

“I’m asking if you think we lived before, in different times and in different bodies.” 

“Reincarnation.” 

“Yes. What do you think?” 

“As a scientist, I keep an open mind. I’m more sympathetic to Sheldrake. Morphic 

fields connect everything. I have a bias towards biocentrism. That’s about it. How would 

you prove it?” 

“Conclusively?” 

“Yes.” 

“I’m not sure. I don’t think it can be proven. Replicated, that is.” 

“Then what is your interest?” Renee asked. 

“Curiosity.” 

“Just random curiosity about reincarnation? Feels like denial.” 

“When I was in my twenties, I hit a website about ancient religions. It really put a hook 

in me. Kind of spooky.” 

“Was the site about ancient history?” 

“Early Christianity. Featured a note on how early Christians took mushrooms as part of 

their services. I think it was a Freemason Lodge website. It stirred me up.” 

“You should read Sheldrake, Roy, he offers a more elegant idea.” 

“Did you know that SteveR once collected early New Testament scriptures?” 

Renee placed her cloudpoint pen on the desk and flicked it to projector mode. An 

infrared keyboard hovered in the air five inches above the device. Even higher, an image 
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of a screen appeared. A 3D image that looked so real you could touch it.  And it 

interacted with the touch of an object. Like a real keyboard, suspended in the air above 

the table. 

“I couldn’t care less about SteveR. Come over here.” 

Roy noticed the 2.0 version of the cloudpoint pen. “You got it.” 

“Yes. Today. Still getting used to it.” 

“Putting a keyboard in the air is a gimmick,” Roy said. 

“Not if you’re genetically predisposed to carpal tunnel, it isn’t.” 

“You have the marker?” 

“Markers. Yes.” 

“Never mind, then. Let’s see if it works. I still think a surface to cast on is the superior 

form factor.” 

“Forget about the keyboard. Check this out.” 

“Where is that?” 

“It’s the Pacific coastline of Costa Rica.” 

“What are the dots?” 

“They are six great white sharks.” 

“The GeoTechnica Project?” 

“Yes, with the Zoological Sensor Pack, Mammals and Fishes layers, and the help of 

good old-fashioned screen capture. This was one level of a multi-layer record. Ten 

minutes equals 250 TB.” 

“Did you capture this?” 

“Hell no. This was captured a few months ago. By a grad student at UCSB studying 

orca behavior. Using class C marine sensors. It’s pure luck, but may help us with 

sponsorship. Take a look at what happens.” 

“All I see are six dots moving independently. One circling near an island.” 

“Keep watching.” 

“It’s no longer circling. Now it’s still.” 

“Now watch the other dots…” 

“They are heading away from the sixth dot. Very quickly.” 

“Yes. Exactly.” 

“Play it again.” 

“Absolutely. I suspect we’ll be watching this over and over.  And many more will watch 

it over and over.” 
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Renee made an adjustment then clicked the play button image in the air. 

“Is it what I think it is?” 

“The great white. Dot number six. Attacked and killed. It could likely be a pod of orcas. 

Now watch this. With orcas and sharks. The orcas are the black dots.” 

“What’s the scale?” 

“An inch equals 1.3 miles.” 

Roy played the clip again. 

“This is absolutely amazing. The other five sharks sense danger from eight miles 

away. At time code 01:32:07 they all head away from the shark. As it is met by the 

orcas.” 

“Exactly. They weren’t responding to the scent of blood in the water. They all leave the 

scene at the same time. With blood and current, some would have left before others.” 

“If great whites could sense their own blood and sense danger…” 

“It would take minutes or longer for the blood to travel far enough to reach another 

shark. And that’s conservative. Blood cannot travel that fast in water, especially not in 

saltwater.” 

“Yet the sharks depart as soon as the other shark slows. And they all head directly 

away from the attack scene. This is absolutely brilliant. Let’s have this triple-checked. 

Reach out to Raulerson and ask him to fact-check who recorded this and when.” 

“Already done. Was validated before I viewed it. By Raulerson and Bailey. Students 

tracked orcas in the area. They found this by accident, recorded on multi-channels. They 

saw an orca pod form a circle, then one went into the middle. Soon they all converged. 

The students added a few layers and saw nothing. Then they added the shark layer. 

Wow.” 

“A single orca took out the great white?” Roy asked. 

“Yes. We think it flipped the shark on its back. Induced sleep. Then the other orcas 

attacked.” 

“This is an amazing find. Think of the implications. We see a sign of collective 

intelligence that was never viewable. Amazing.” 

“The question then becomes how are they communicating? Telepathically or through 

sound?” 

“Doesn’t matter. Let’s just call this vibrations or energy at this point. Let data sort it 

out. Then measure directly. Insert this video into our presentation. Work up the text later. 

We lead on the multiplexed overlay with the sharks and orcas…” 
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“I think we’ve just taken everything to a new level. You have the high ground, Roy.” 

Renee noticed the small box on the desk by Roy’s pen PC. “Is that box for me? Are you 

proposing?” 

“It was a gift from a strange man at the Alchemy Museum.” 

Roy had forgotten the small box. He looked at it and contemplated opening it, hesitant 

to gaze inside because of the strange man who knew his name. He decided to unwrap it 

anyway, explaining its history as he opened the thing. 

He lifted the lid on the blue box after removing the paper. Inside, resting on cotton, 

was a very old bronze coin. He raised it closely, to read the inscription, as another feeling 

of awe overcame him. 

The coin bore the legend MAGRIPPAL F COS and the numeral III, around a man’s 

head, with a ship or crown as a hat. 

Another wave of awe surged through his soul, and events swimming in his 

subconscious came to the surface. Holy shit, I need to see that whack-job again, he 

thought. 

Roy went to Renee’s computer and opened the search window. He typed Marcus 

Agrippa, a Roman admiral who orchestrated the battle of Actium and built the original 

Pantheon, into the browser. A profile popped up. 

“What are you looking at, Roy?” 

“I’m not sure. I need to get back to the Alchemy Lounge.” 
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6. The Journey to Antioch 

 

 

 

A Fast Ship 

The top of the lighthouse was already illuminated by early sun. Glowing in the morning’s 

darkness.  Trace threads of smoke still rose from the flame. The city remained 

illuminated by braziers and lamps, in the darkness under a bronze canopy of sunlight 

projecting from the east. There was still a cool dampness in the air, brought by the steady 

evening breeze from the north. 

Samia was coming. Jove be damned. 

Samia approached in the darkness. Agrippa smiled comfortably. He felt the familiar 

sense from their trip to the Museum. 

“Now I understand why you speak Latin so well.” 

“Part of my plan. With Egypt and Rome in civil war, it is wise to blend in. Don’t you 

agree?  A Roman couple visiting Antioch?  What do you think of my toga? No jewels, but I 

think this disguise will do.” 

“You omit one important detail; we’re on a pirate ship, not a Roman ship. Cleopatra 

added a Royal Chamber. Any pirate will sniff us out. Easily.” 

A small steam whistle blew from the Pharos. The contraption, powered by water 

heated from the main lighthouse flame, emitted a whistle powerful enough to reach clear 

across the harbor and into the walled gardens of the royals, priests, and wealthy 

merchants. It could be heard from the depths of the Museum to Lake Mareotis. 

The whistle alerted sentries and time-keepers before sunrise, as the lighthouse 

watchmen saw the sun before the city residents hundreds of feet below. 

Samia walked up and put her arm around Agrippa as they approached the unique 

ship. The unireme sat high in the water. Developed by pirates, it was one of the fastest 

ships on the seas. Light and sleek. 

“Are you as excited as I am, Marcus?” 

“Yes. She is a beauty.” 

“If we are boarded, we have a story that won’t jeopardize us. If the wrong army faction 

boards us.” 
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“That is what you choose to think. Aristos and the oarsmen only speak Greek.  

Correct?” 

“He is Greek, but also speaks Egyptian. The crew is Egyptian. He is Cleopatra’s most 

skilled captain. The rowers are her best galley slaves.” 

“A Roman couple with Egyptian slaves. Romans don’t use slaves for oarsmen. The 

rowers are soldiers. Gives our ships an extra advantage in combat. A great way to stay 

fit.” 

“If Rome had such ships, they would use them. Correct?” 

“Rome will, one day soon. I promise.” 

Aides loaded the provisions and personal effects. Marcus and Samia walked about 

the modified Liburnian. 

There were hidden chambers. A private bathroom and gilded lounge, in addition to a 

comfortable officer’s tent, caused Agrippa concern. They would slow the ship and blow 

the cover. A Roman couple on the way to Antioch. Caesar would laugh at the thought of 

this. We simply cannot be captured. 

“The bags of scrolls are stored in separate compartments. This is the Roman 

compartment and this is the one for Mithradates.” 

Samia pointed out concealed doors. 

“I’ve brought a special basket of scrolls to quench your curiosity. From the Pharaoh’s 

private collection in the Museum.” 

“I look forward to hearing you read them. Why so much dried food?” 

“We are going straight across, not along the coastline. No stops. Dried dates. 

Pomegranate. We have plenty to see us through. There is also dried beef and hippo, for 

those who eat meat. Some of these scrolls are in Greek.  You will have no problem with 

them.” 

“Are we sharing the lounge?” 

“Yes. There are two cots in the lounge.” 

“That’s not why I was asking.” 

“I am not the kind of woman your disgusting friend thinks I am.” 

“He hasn’t said much along those lines since our first night.” 

“You’ve seen him again?” 

“Yes. When we returned from the Museum. He is well aware of your family ties in the 

east.” 
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The ship untied from the dock in the royal marina section of the harbor and pushed off 

into the darkness with sails furled tightly against their masts. Soon the ship surged 

directly into the breeze with the help of the oars, past the massive concrete outer 

breakwater and into the early morning sea. The coastline of Egypt passed slowly along 

the starboard side.  The water was discolored by the Nile. A brownish tint in otherwise 

beautiful blue water was sickening. 

More thoughts echoed… I am already hungry to come back, Agrippa thought as he 

watched the city’s skyline fade in the distance.  I shall remember this time and place 

forever. 

The architecture and especially the stonework, the great lighthouse and palaces, his 

new friend and their trip to the Museum, all swirled inside his mind; his armor felt small 

in stature for the first time. 

I am a mere engineer. What am I doing here? 

Agrippa grew up in worship of the military. Engineering marvels, from cranes to 

ancient artillery pieces, attracted his attention. He saw his future as a great engineer who 

would modify weapons, in the manner of Archimedes. 

Improving the tools of civilization. A worthy goal. 

In the presence of Samia, he felt exhilarated. Capable of much more. The death-ray, 

made of curved bronze mirrors. The claw that destroys an enemy ship. The mega-ship. All 

attributed to Archimedes. 

“Have you travelled far outside Alexandria?” 

“Out of necessity. Yes.” 

“You’re not a handmaiden.” 

Samia exchanged a deep momentary glance with her Roman friend. “Why ask?” 

“Your education.” 

Samia’s silence grew awkward. “Quick. Turn around and look back.” 

The lighthouse glowed in the early sunlight, with Neptune lit proudly above the light 

room. 

Agrippa persisted. “Handmaidens wouldn’t make a trip like this. As a representative of 

Cleopatra, you should tend to her comforts.” 

“Do you think I appear as a Roman, in this toga?” 

“Yes. But you are no handmaiden.” 

She turned away and walked to the colorful stern, which curved over the ship like a 

scorpion’s tail. He followed. 



133 | P a g e  

 

“With every hesitation and distraction you throw at me, I grow more convinced that the 

dinner arrangement was a show. You were placed there to observe. And a report to 

Cleopatra was imminent. The question is, what would you report?” 

“It is better for both of us if you know no more about me. It was a mistake, taking you 

to the Museum.” 

“You are a priestess. You have the strange gift of training. Languages? Diplomacy? 

Priestess.” 

“I’m relieved that you no longer think I’m a spy.” 

“Did I say that you weren’t a spy? When we entered the Museum, I saw how the 

priests responded to you.” 

“I am a Ptolemy. Let’s watch the sunrise together and celebrate life. As kindred spirits, 

from two great civilizations, brought together by fate.” 

She leaned into him. “Do you know how to meditate, Marcus?” 

Marcus shook his head. 

“Let me show you. Meditate with me and I’ll share more with you.” 

Samia walked to the middle deck and sat facing the sun with legs crossed and palms 

upward. She began breathing deeply. Out here on the open ocean she looked much 

different. More vulnerable.  Less comfortable. Slightly pale against the darker skins 

aboard, she was less than invisible. 

“Copy my posture and breathing.” 

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to bend my legs like that. Looks painful. Perhaps that is why 

I have no interest in the priesthood.” 

“You don’t have to be a priest. Simply sit next to me and raise your palms to the sky.  

Offer the energy of your soul to Isis or Zeus, Jupiter, or the great creator. The name does 

not matter. Then breathe deeply. Count to seven with each breath. The priests know 

about this, but it isn’t limited to priests. It comes from the east. To Khemet.” 

Marcus sat on the bench next to her. “Do I need to close my eyes?” 

“Only if you want to. Here, focus your eyes upon a single object in the distance. 

Neptune.  Or contemplate the edge of the water as the sun rises.” 

As he held his arms up he heard Samia chanting softly, beneath the gently morning 

breeze out of the west, as the morning sky tinted the eastern clouds. There were no other 

ships in sight. 

“Concentrate on your breathing. Train your soul to breathe. Inhale deeply. The energy 

of the Creator. Exhale deeply to share that energy. In, then out. In, then out.” 
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The Power of Empathy 

Agrippa thought about the SOMA where Alexander’s remains were buried. He looked 

forward to reading about Archimedes and the Egyptian engineer Nebetka, whose works 

inspired Archimedes.  Samia had brought scrolls on hydraulics, ship design, advanced 

arches, port construction, and even the body’s energy centers. 

When the priestess stopped meditating, she pressed her hands together with two 

forefingers forming a triangle above her remaining thumb and fingers joined underneath, 

showing gratitude to the sun. Then she held the triangle to her forehead, just above her 

deep blue eyes. She was notably relaxed and friendly, especially compared to when the 

two first met at dinner. 

“I think we are ready for the next step.” 

What would a next step be? Agrippa thought. It seemed like an out-of-place comment. 

He stayed quiet, in anticipation. Would we make love on the ship after all? 

“Marcus, when I was a child, I lived in many temples.  I had a strange upbringing, even 

for a royal. As I met people, I sensed their emotions and sometimes even their thoughts. 

Even emotions they’d have in the future or had in the past. I sensed their energy, rising 

above my own thoughts as they were stilled. When my mind was still.” 

“That must have been frightening.” 

“Not at first. I assumed everyone had the gift. Later I learned I’d inherited the ability 

from my mother and her mother before her.” 

“Go on.” 

“When I entered my studies in Memphis, my insight was muted. Too much thinking. I 

could still, however, access the emotions and thoughts of others when I quieted my 

mind. It was my destiny to become a priestess.” 

Agrippa’s curiosity was aroused even further as he listened to Samia talk about her 

abilities. 

“My extra senses drove my curiosity. I went through extensive training and tests for 

the priesthood. For women it is much harder than it used to be. Men dominate the top 

schools.” 

She looked at him carefully to observe his reaction. “The anomaly of my slave status 

served the family well. I am the least-suspected of being a threat. When Cleopatra 

brooded in temporary exile in Memphis, I was at the table. Her eyes and ears.” 
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“Why aren’t priests more powerful? If they sense others’ thoughts…” 

“Many cannot. Today many are corrupt. They are merely reminders of a glorious past. 

They have no intuitive awareness.” 

She looked back to the coastline, towards Alexandria, as she shifted the conversation:  

“Your thoughts and feelings are forms of energy. Pure energy. I sense those as I can 

sense the energy flowing up and down an old tree.” 

“Now you compare my thoughts to those of a tree?” 

“Not yet.” She smiled.  “Perhaps when I know you better.” It felt good to return the 

sarcasm back to her friend. 

“Trees are nothing but wood and leaves.” 

“Energy streams from the ground. From the leaves. It seems strange to people who 

view wood merely as timber for ships.  But the energy of life is more real than the matter.  

Plato understood that.  The idea was more powerful than the object itself.” 

“This ship is made of excellent wood.” 

“Our bodies receive and share emotions, thoughts, spiritual energy.” 

He was doubtful. 

“I grant you that it is an interesting idea.  Perhaps nothing more.” 

“From the life of the earth, the root, to the crown of our heads. For those who see as I 

do, we glow brighter than trees. And in more colors. More complexity.” 

“What kind of knowledge led you to this thinking?” 

“When I was nine, my gift attracted the attention of a priest.  He was from Memphis. 

He asked me to sit in front of a large palm tree.  Then describe what I felt. At first I 

thought I was being punished. I perceived one of his youthful transgressions. The 

mistake tortured him. I sat and felt mild joy drifting from its roots and fronds. The priest 

then put me in classes with much older priests.” 

“You felt the energy of a tree? I could go to this priest.  And ask for the tree test?” 

“Not yet. I was able to see him as a young man when he stole large beautiful grapes 

from a street vendor.” 

“You’re an empath.” I must be careful what I think around her, he reminded himself. 

“When it is noisy, or my energy is low, I am easily blocked. My powers grow when I am 

grateful or in a quiet place. When I meditated, I felt your passions and thoughts. Your 

frustrations came to me. Growing up on a farm, when you wanted to be a sailor. I felt the 

presence of your ancestors. They reach out during times when your mind is at ease.  

When you embrace them.” 
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“I naturally struggle with that idea. Although it is not uncommon in Rome.  I mean no 

offense. I have yet to experience anything that gives me the sense of a tree’s feelings. Or 

the presence of dead people.” 

“I think you are ready for the dream fish, my friend.  My engineer.” 

“You mean I passed the tree test?” 

“For a man with so many worthy thoughts, you have such a satirical streak. Capable of 

theater.” 

“My apologies.” 

“No need with me. I understand your references. Your intentions reveal everything.  

Yet your manner is not one to which I am accustomed.” 

“What is the dream fish?” 

“We call it a dream fish. It is a fish that, when properly prepared and eaten, expands 

the mind. It offers greater insight into our souls.” 

“Can it help me see the future? To know what to do in battle?” 

“The fish does not serve the ego. It serves the soul. Within the Essenes, it is a symbol 

of spiritual evolution. A new beginning.” 

“Are you an Essene?” 

“No. But I know their teachings.” 

“I cannot fathom spending even moments with such a group of wild-haired men. The 

man we met in the hallway of the Museum. He smelled like a freshly dead animal.” 

“He is one of the kindest, most enlightened people you may ever meet. He lives 

outside the walls. In a community of people who have rejected the pursuit of wealth, he 

stands out. He lives only to serve the poor. They are healers.” 

The sun continued to rise in the east, into a thin low bank of clouds, resting above the 

water. 

“I suspect he has read most of the scrolls in the Life Tree room.” 

“How do you get past the smell of such a man?” 

“Your hero Archimedes was known for skipping the bath.  At least when studying at 

the Museum. When we arrive at Antioch, you’ll see things much differently. I am already 

aware. Your spirit is pure.” 

“You see my future?” 

“Glimpses into matters which I don’t recognize. You have the energy, my friend. You 

will be changed when you unleash the serpent.” 

“A snake.” 
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“The snake of Khemet symbolizes enlightenment. It rises when energy from the base 

of your spine rushes up and connects with the power of the Creator.” 

“Sounds like sex.” 

“Infinitely more pleasurable. At least for me. Men may be different.” 

“And you get this sensation from a fish?” 

“Also from plants, and training. Breathing certain ways for prolonged periods.” 

The hours passed quickly, then the days, as the lightweight ship powered by sail and a 

single row or oarsmen surged beneath the surreal canopy of bright white billowing clouds 

and the deep blue sky.  The water stayed calm, even as the winds shifted.  They read 

ancient scrolls, discussed dozens of ancient Egyptian inventions, eating mostly bread, 

dried meat, and pomegranate, with Egyptian wine and beer. 

Both would have been happy with the trip lasting a lifetime as they fed themselves 

under a sky that went from brilliant blue to being populated with uncountable stars and a 

yawning Milky Way. 

 

The Convoy 

After more than a week, the modified pirate ship passed between the island of 

Cypress and the coastline of modern day Lebanon. They were now deep in Roman 

territory, except for areas controlled by pirates, who operated in the area. 

The wooden unireme slowed after a lookout urged the captain to shift course slightly. 

Voices barked in Greek and Egyptian. The tempo of the drum shifted; the course was 

corrected. The wind gently shifted to the east. 

A fleet of Roman merchant ships appeared on the horizon. Based on approach and 

angle, the fleet would pass to starboard. 

The merchant ships and triremes were from ports near Tarsus or Antioch, headed for 

Alexandria. One of the ships was massive, carrying large blocks of granite for the new 

palace under construction.  It was about as large as Pompey’s Theater. 

The merchant convoy wasn’t a danger, as the lead ship would likely move to avoid 

Agrippa’s vessel, which, at a distance, was recognized by its unique design. The triremes 

were the main risk, filled with marines or mercenaries. Adjusting course away from the 

small fleet was a healthy precaution. 

With pirates operating out of this area, the sight of a Roman convoy wasn’t that 

unsettling. Agrippa found it somewhat comforting. 

“Enough about me, Marcus; what about you?” 
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“Don’t you already know everything?” 

“If I were that powerful, Marcus, I wouldn’t be a slave. I’d be Ptolemy 13,” she said 

with sarcasm easily evident. I am getting to like these acts of sarcasm, she thought. 

“I am now even more honored to be in your presence,” he said, returning her smile. “I 

grew up near a small town, southwest of Rome. My father was a farmer who was once a 

soldier.  A Roman soldier.  He earned his land through military service. Grew olives for 

export. We sold oil to some of Rome’s wealthiest families and top inns.” 

“Hard work.” 

“With olives, there is very intense work. Yet only part of the year we are busy farming. I 

had ample time to read and travel, often with my uncle as he visited nearby ports. I grew 

up watching the ships coming and going from different lands. I was enchanted by the sea 

in those early years, I’m told.” 

Agrippa looked at the fleet as the sleek, lightweight Liburnian ship shifted course to 

put more distance between them and the slow-moving trading vessels. 

“I was stuck on the farm until the Julii recognized me. They championed my admission 

into a selective Roman school where I met my friend… Octavius. He is the one you 

despise.” 

“I don’t despise, Marcus. That would drain me unnecessarily.” 

“I’m not an empath. Yet I detect harsh feelings.  By the powers of Jove.” Agrippa 

smiled as their eyes met. “After I received my toga of manhood, I was admitted into a 

special young engineer force within the Roman Army. We are called tentmates.” 

He looked at the largest ship as it passed in the distance, reminding him of the 

Syracuse – a massive ship designed by Archimedes. “I joined the army just before Caesar 

crossed the Rubicon; where he disobeyed the orders of the Senate.” 

“You entered the army at the wrong time. As this war began.” 

“Yes.” 

“You have done well. How did you get selected, for Alexandria?” 

“Three of us were welcomed into Caesar’s tent at the shores of the Rubicon. He was 

there with his senior command. He told us of his decision to cross.  To cross… the point 

of no return. Then he gave each of us a chance to leave.  To return home to our families. 

Sit it out until the war was over. The other two tentmates left in a hurry. I elected to stay.” 

“You weren’t afraid?” 
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“I was quite fearful. Especially for my family. I knew what would happen if Caesar 

failed. I’d have been responsible for the consequences. Loss of lives.  Loss of the farm 

that my father worked so hard to build.” 

“Caesar should have encouraged you to leave.” 

“He did. But I knew that he was one of my supporters over admission to the school. He 

had earned my allegiance. My older brother was already with the opposition. Our family 

would have favor on each side. An optimum position.” 

“What did Caesar say, when you committed to him?” 

“He walked with me outside the tent. Down to the bank of the river. He picked up a 

smooth, light-colored stone from the bank and offered it to me. I was to keep it as a 

symbol of his respect for my courage. I was told that I made a very courageous and wise 

decision.” 

“Your friend from the table. Do you trust him?” 

“Octavius?  Yes. Why?” 

“During dinner, when you approached me to view the shield and ankh, I felt a strange 

force around you, Octavius, Caesar, and the other creepy fellow. The shifty man in the 

silver armor.” 

“General Brutus.  He was at the table wearing silver armor.” 

“Then it was Brutus. For a moment I felt all of you were related. Perhaps sons of 

Caesar’s.” 

“Brutus is a slimy, greedy snake. He surrendered at the last battle and betrayed his 

general. The man whose head was in the jar when we arrived sure learned a lesson. He 

surrendered at Pharsalus to save his life and his fortune.” 

“I sensed the man in silver was a very unhappy man. Very nervous.” 

“He is like Crassus the gold-monger. He would charge people high fees to spare their 

homes from fire.” 

“Have you ever thought that perhaps all of you… are bastards?” 

“My mother was an honorable woman. She brought me scrolls from libraries across 

the sea. She never lied. Neither did my father. Truth be told, Caesar is attacked by all 

kinds of rumors. His enemies spread them. He is a natural leader and therefore a threat 

to many.” 

“Pharsalus. Was that your first battle?” 
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“We were at Brundisium when Pompey left Italy for Greece. He attacked our engineers 

as we tried to trap part of his navy. We saw a few men fall.  Engineers. Pharsalus was 

much bloodier. Before Brundisium, my knowledge of warfare was based on study.” 

“Of warfare?” 

“Alexander, Scipio, Hannibal, even Pompey. Others, too, like Themistocles – the Greek 

admiral who defeated Xerxes’ navy.” 

“I haven’t heard of – how did you say it – Themistocles.” 

“He was a great Greek admiral. Not a child of privilege. He built a massive fleet of 

ships in a short period. A wall of wood, built under instruction from the Oracle at Delphi. 

He trapped the larger Persian fleet and rammed the ships into the depths of the sea.  

With the help of a storm.  I memorized the story.” 

“Why isn’t he better-known, this Themistocles?” 

“He was eventually exiled after his great victory. He tried to enrich himself to such an 

extent that he upset powerful people. Yet it was his navy that enabled Pericles to amass 

enough gold to build the Parthenon and a powerful Greek Empire.” 

“Did witnessing the battle in Greece affect you?” 

“It was like nothing I had ever experienced. We were trapped, with the possibility of 

running out of provisions. Then Pompey made a grave error with his cavalry. The tide of 

battle shifted.” 

“What it must have felt like, to have your life hanging in the balance.” 

“The sight of victory overtook my senses for hours. Caesar walked us through the 

battlefield afterwards. I found it hard to stomach the sights and smells of the Roman 

dead. Have you ever seen a battle?” 

“No. And I don’t want to see one.” 

“There is a certain exhilaration when the bugles blow and the drums and shields echo 

across the lines. When tens of thousands of armed men start marching in great order. 

You feel pride. There is a sense of invincibility. Being part of the greatest army in the 

world. The sound of those pounding shields was thunderous. There is nothing like that 

sound. Quite captivating. Unlike the sound of the drums on these blasted ships.” 

“Then people start to die.” 

“The charge elevates your mood.  That is, until you hear the screams of men cut down 

by swords. The dying are commonly trampled. Roman killing Roman is no way of life.” 

“The sounds of Hades.” 
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“Most men die slowly from loss of blood. Romans are well-armored. Some have limbs 

removed. An occasional head is lopped off.  Most of the infantry battle is stabbing with a 

short sword into the arms and legs. Foes weaken through blood-loss.” 

“I am better off just reading of the exploits.” 

“Unless a stab is better-placed for instant effect.” 

“You speak of it so… casually.” 

“After the battle I saw the dead stripped of armor, weapons, and effects. Even 

clothing.  Many of the bodies were collected into pale piles of flesh and burned in 

bonfires. It was a sight I shall never forget.” 

“That must have had some effect on you.” 

“Caesar walked with us for what seemed an eternity. Across the field of blood and 

awful smells, he cursed the Senators by name. ‘They wanted this,’ he kept saying. Days 

later, I saw him cry when he prayed to the gods and his ancestors for forgiveness, at Troy. 

Caesar is a very emotional man. He was once a priest.” 

Samia gazed out at the horizon and changed the subject. 

“Did you like the Museum?” 

“It was beyond anything I could imagine.” 

Samia pointed to the sun. “Once you see humankind as the mix of energy and matter, 

everything becomes clear. The sun represents energy, in a pure form. Fire represents 

thoughts, feelings and passions. When we first met, I saw through your armor. I saw the 

fire in your soul.” 

“You saw through bronze?  I should call you Pharaoh,” Agrippa quipped. 

“As you looked about the palace and stared at the mural, I felt the fire of your 

curiosity. Your passion for knowledge. It is a kind of life. Whenever thoughts turn into 

emotions. Or when emotions turn into visions. There is an unseen fire.” 

Agrippa looked into her eyes. “You seem quite strange to me at times, I must 

confess.” 

 “As we talk, our minds and senses transform different kinds of energy through 

vibrations. Hold your hand out to me, Marcus.” 

Marcus slowly and reluctantly raised his hand. “Will you set it on fire?” 

Samia looked into Marcus’s eyes as she gently touched his forearm. “Do you feel 

anything?” 

“Yes.” He paused for effect. “Your hand. It touches my arm.” 

“Relax your mind. Look into my eyes.” 
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“I feel your hand. Yes, I do!” Agrippa smiled. 

“Try again to relax your mind.” She stared deeply into his hazel eyes. 

“I’m sorry to disappoint you.” 

“Can I offer you my impression?” 

“Certainly.” 

“You feel a sense of warmth here and here, between your energy wheels, and a mild 

tightness here above your eyes.” 

Marcus pulled his arm away, feeling threatened. 

“Now you feel angry and betrayed. I betrayed your trust. Reached into your soul 

without your permission. The warmth is gone and your mind has closed off your heart.” 

He turned and looked away as she added, “I learned more about you. What a truly 

beautiful person you are. You are bold, curious, and innocent. You were raised in a strict 

home. You possess a great sense of integrity. You have great challenges and potentials 

ahead of you. An astrologer in Greece will soon tell you that you are a child of great 

destiny… It will anger your friend, your brother.” 

“Enough.” He turned further away from her and faced the water as the ship passed 

through it, effortlessly parting the deep blue waters. 

A few moments of silence passed before Samia offered a curt apology, turned, and 

went to the tent on the main deck. Marcus stared at the water, then the horizon ahead, 

suddenly wondering why he was heading to Antioch with an Egyptian priestess.  One who 

might be able to sense his emotions and memories. His future. 

He momentarily wished he was back on the farm. The ship felt crowded. Everything 

had moved so quickly since the Rubicon. The impulsive Agrippa suddenly felt 

overextended.  It was life’s way of teaching him caution. 

 

* 

 

The day crawled on. The motes of thoughts and emotions that once protected them from 

attachment had already been breached; beneath their calm, cool exteriors, they realized 

they were drawn to one another ever more deeply. 

Marcus returned to his refuge on the bow of the modified pirate ship. Samia 

approached him carefully and spoke as he faced forward, away from her. 
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“Marcus, I’m very sorry. I wanted to make a point about energy and matter. I wanted 

to show you how I could sense your energy. I started falling for you. I shouldn’t have been 

scared by my attachment to you. I invaded your privacy. I’m very sorry.” 

He continued to gaze ahead without passion. 

“Marcus, I was wrong. And I am afraid. I know you have feelings for me. But I need to 

know that you are capable of expressing them. Fulfill me. Please say something.” 

Marcus turned slowly to face her. The evening sun was falling behind the Cypriot 

mountains jutting above the horizon, underneath an orange-tinted western sky. 

“I don’t understand it, Samia.  I stand here as a humble young Roman engineer. I have 

no lineage. No great wealth. I cannot debate with you on Egyptian history or religion. Yet 

you show this great interest in me. It unnerves me.” 

He looked at her moistened eyes, then suddenly felt undeserving of her attentions. 

“Marcus, you have everything that was taken from me. You have a life of travel. You 

have parents. You have a family. You build things. I will live most of my life within the 

walls of Alexandria.  You will explore the entire world.  You will see lands covered in snow, 

the strangest of beasts.” 

The boat continued to glide quickly across the darkened blue water as a contrast to 

their stillness. She continued. “The Essenes have a concept called Mirrors, based on how 

one views people and the world around them. Seven Mirrors are blocks. Based on our 

own inner failings or previous lives.” 

“The people who don’t take baths. They talk of mirrors?” 

“I’m being serious, Marcus. They actually are very clean. The third mirror relates to 

someone who had something important that was taken away. After I felt deeply drawn to 

you because of my dream, I was drawn deeper. Because of who you are and your life. 

Your curiosity seduced me.” 

He listened and saw the love in her eyes as she spoke in the sunset. “Marcus, your life 

is everything that my life isn’t. When we bonded in the Museum, you were not threatened 

by my knowledge. We both knew that we were equals. It is too late for me to go back to 

mere friendship.” 

Samia continued: “Remember the life tree and the important balance between 

thought and action. Between compassion and discipline? I have hidden behind the 

scrolls. Life wasn’t challenging my sense of balance. It was easy.  Then you entered the 

palace, with the Roman contingent.” 

Agrippa listened, now with growing shame. 
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“Marcus, I am certain we’ve been together for ages. Perhaps for the purposes of 

waking each other up as we are confused by life’s mirrors. When we bonded, we both 

saw a flash of a previous life. I know you saw it. The road in Greece was thick with blood. 

The time of Alexander.” 

Marcus stopped her by taking her into his arms. Their lips met eagerly. Within seconds 

a roar emerged from the ship. Several members of the crew cheered the couple on, and 

then money exchanged hands. The couple stopped immediately, feeling self-conscious. 

For the remainder of the voyage, they felt very self-conscious. They looked forward to 

land and privacy. 

 

More Scrolls 

At night, under the light of lamps they read more of the scrolls that Samia brought 

from the Museum. They shared their thoughts about Plato and the spread of Greek. The 

science of hydraulics and water pressure. Moving water uphill.  Using water to quarry 

stone.  How Thales and others thought that “All is water, and the world is full of gods” 

more than five hundred years before.  How Plato and other Greeks struggled with myth 

and reason. 

There was a scroll dedicated to the hundred plants of Isis, all valued for powerful 

properties, from healing to strength, to concentration and spiritual growth. Elaborate 

drawings accompanied a strange text. There were scrolls dedicated to strange 

inventions, including a grappling hook designed by Archimedes. 

Marcus gazed at the scrolls dedicated to engineering. He saw designs for screws 

which could lift water. One series of sketches showed how water could cut rock. Samia 

showed him another scroll on arches and domes. 

She reminded Agrippa of how the Egypt of Thoth became an empire of ever-shifting 

dynasties, each more warlike than the previous one. When resources dwindled and the 

weather shifted, the remaining groups fought over shrinking stockpiles. Entire cities 

simply disappeared as if they had never existed. Buried under sand. Massive pyramids 

lay silent. Also hidden from the Greeks. 

While their cots were now pushed together, Samia refused him in the tent – wanting 

to avoid any more outbursts from the grizzled crew. Samia felt safe with Marcus, yet 

vulnerable on a ship filled with men of base interests. 
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Soon a new Roman sail went up, along with the flag of Caesar. The ship sailed with 

less caution through safer waters, yet the captain was still wary of pirates, especially 

around the north edge of Cypress. 

 

 

The Mouth of the Orontes 

After a few more days of leftover food, the ship reached the fast-moving, cold mouth of 

the Orontes River, below a large mountain about twenty miles from Antioch. The great 

city of antiquity sat in a majestic plain of fertile farmland at the intersection of major 

trade routes. It was a strategic city. Had been for centuries. 

The docks of Antioch at Seleucia Pieria were ahead, alongside the river’s opening into 

the sea. The ship sat high in the water and sailed easily to the dock with the aid of oars 

and sail. The air was cooler here. Occasionally, the winds shifted to the south and cooled 

further. 

A Roman sentry noticed the unusual ship as it approached the docks, as well as 

Caesar’s emblem on the recently hoisted flag.  He quickly greeted Samia and Marcus 

with great formality. A diploma was requested from Agrippa, after the officer saw no sign 

of the Regent. 

The young engineer gave over a scroll and port permit, both signed by Caesar. Another 

scroll contained specific instructions for an audience with General Calvinus, stationed 

with his Legion south of Antioch near the Gardens of Daphne. There were also unopened 

scrolls for Mithradates. 

An ass-drawn cart was loaded with their belongings. As they were taken to the city, 

they were advised that they’d meet another officer in Antioch. They stopped at a small 

inn along the way and ate fresh fish and olives. 

They reached the city late in the day as the sun was descending to the horizon. The 

city of palaces and parks bisected by the cold, rushing Orontes had a broad main street, 

and was populated by beautiful stone buildings. Antioch then rivaled Alexandria and 

Rome. 

Roman leaders had invested heavily in this trading and industrial city, thanks recently 

to Pompey’s influence. Agrippa was quick to understand the importance of the city to the 

empire’s eastern front. Alexandria was too far away from the key overland trade routes to 

India and beyond. The distance between the city and the port wasn’t ideal. But it was 

close enough. 
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A centurion approached from a small office near the river. “You can expect an 

audience with Calvinus by midday tomorrow. You are many days earlier than expected.” 

“We took the direct route.” 

“Aided no doubt by a fast boat, I heard. A Liburnian?” 

“An impressive ship.” 

“Still risky, with the pirates and a crew of slaves.  You have big stones. Any 

difficulties?” 

“We avoided a fleet of merchant ships while they were on their way to Alexandria. 

Wasn’t a problem.” 

“With a ship like this, it should be easy to avoid merchant ships. Cedar?” 

“Yes. But treated with something to make it lighter and stronger. I could make a few 

modifications. It would suit Rome well,” Agrippa added. 

“I still don’t have faith in a single row of oars.” 

“It is much lighter than our triremes. Fewer crossbeams are required. I would add a 

second row of oars.” 

“Did the Egyptians modify it?” 

 “It has been repaired many times, with different woods, including palm. Cleopatra 

added a private bath and other comforts.” 

“We thought we would at least have a couple of more days to prepare the Legion. 

Calvinus wants to be present when you meet Mithradates.” 

“Understood.” 

“I will dispatch a messenger to Calvinus immediately. I am assigning you three 

praetorians from his personal detachment.” 

“Gratitude. We also need a place to stay this evening. Some fresh food.” 

“We’ll make quick arrangements. There is a villa on a hillside overlooking the city. It 

once belonged to Pompey. It is east of town, on the gentle slope overlooking the town 

and the river. It was quite a striking place. Some wives of my fellow officers are staying 

there for the time being, with small children. It is very comfortable, with a hot steam 

room. If you don’t mind the noise.” 

After hand signals from the officer, slaves unloaded personal effects from the cart 

onto a smaller cart pulled by slaves instead of the ass. 

“Pompey won’t need the villa anymore.” 

“I should think not. Did you see him in Alexandria?” 

“He is dead.” 
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There was a pregnant pause before the officer looked quickly at Agrippa. “I was told 

he fled the battle for Egypt to collect the debts. At least, that was the rumor.” 

“I saw his head drained of blood and floating in a vase of brine. His ring finger, placed 

into his mouth like a pomegranate in a pig’s mouth.” 

“Assassinated?” 

“We were told that the Egyptians killed him just as he was welcomed ashore by a 

Roman mercenary who once fought at his side. Caesar wept at the sight. Not openly. But 

I saw him deeply troubled.” 

“His daughter’s husband, and a hero of Rome. I would think so.” 

“We live in strange times. Roman fighting Roman.” 

“And Alexandria? Does it still stand?” 

“There is a civil war between Ptolemy’s children. Cleopatra and her younger brother.” 

The officer glanced at Samia, trying to work out if she were Roman, Greek, or Egyptian. 

Her blue eyes stumped him. 

“Apologies. I must introduce you to Samia, sister of Cleopatra and advisor to the Royal 

Family.” 

“Honored to meet you. Cleopatra must certainly be a beauty, if she is your sister.” 

“Where are they taking our things?” She ignored his advances. 

“To the villa I mentioned, just outside town. There is a private bath you may appreciate 

after your journey. You’ll each have a room. Dinner is served at sunset.” 

Samia glanced at Agrippa with a hint of a smile as the officer continued. 

“In addition to the steam room in the basement, there is a wine cellar, and a spa 

nearby. A statue dispenses wine into your glass, with the right amount of water. The villa 

is impressive, very impressive, I would say.” 

The centurion signaled to the slaves, to encourage their effort. 

“Have either of you been to Antioch?” 

“We stopped in Mersin for resupply, briefly, after Pharsalus, with Caesar and his 

contingent. We didn’t stop in Antioch.” 

“It is quite a city, with a remarkable gymnasium on the river, striking palaces, and 

many fountains. It is well worth touring while you are here.” 

“I’ve heard that there is also a great library,” Samia commented. 

“Yes, the library is world-famous, yet still not comparable to the Museum in Alexandria. 

There are many scrolls here from the Persian and Greek days. There are Hittite 

parchments about battles, including a sizable collection on Kadesh.” 
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“We would like to visit if we have time, but it seems that we are in quite a hurry.” 

“Many of the scrolls were translated into Latin and Greek. There are works from 

Persian, Babylonian, and Sumerian collections, if you study antiquity.” 

Agrippa and Samia were obviously more anxious to get settled. They had been reading 

scrolls the whole trip. The officer noted their demeanor. 

“I’m sure you are both ready for a hot meal and a bath. At least, I know that our 

Roman friend here is likely ready for a bath.” 

Samia looked at Marcus. He felt her disdain for the officer and his ignorance of her 

heritage. The baths and plumbing of Alexandria were far ahead of Roman standards at 

the time. The Greeks and Egyptians had introduced many advances in plumbing, 

waterways, and pumps. 

The officer continued with official business. 

“After the meeting with Caesar, Imperator Calvinus headed east to inspect our 

defenses against the Parthians so that we could spare the extra troops for Egypt. He 

returns to Antioch tomorrow or the day following.” 

“How far are we from the villa? I am ready for that bath and hot meal,” Agrippa 

replied. 

“As am I,” Samia added, to make a point. 

“Follow me.” 

The three walked with the slaves from the guardhouse along the narrow river and 

through the streets of Antioch. The main thoroughfare was about 40 feet wide and filled 

with tents and carts, with everything from silks and other linens to spices and grilled 

meats. 

Marcus stopped at a vendor selling olives, and at a woodworker tent that held a 

collection of model ships. There was a model of the massive Syracuse ship designed by 

Archimedes. The attention to detail was remarkable. 

After a walk up the gentle slope to the estates east of the city, on the lower base of 

one of the two mountains, they reached the villa. It was made of wood.  The building 

stood three stories high and inside featured hot and cold running water.  There were 

fountains on every floor in great central rooms. Agrippa was more impressed than Samia. 

The bedrooms on the top floor had porches facing the harbor, with canvas awnings 

pulled across a series of four wide beams above each. On a clear night the awnings were 

pulled back and guests could view the stars from large hammocks. 
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In the main great room, two young boys sparred. They were dressed in leather armor 

and wielded wooden Spanish swords. Their mothers complained about leaving Rome for 

the wilderness of Antioch while sharing a hookah of hash. A slave watched the boys, to 

ensure no harm came as they sparred. 

The belongings were delivered to the second floor, placed in two small rooms 

connected by a shared water room. Each bedroom had a balcony. 

Agrippa’s room had a small shrine in the corner and a pair of wooden benches made 

from cedar. The shrine depicted a priest-like man slaying a bull while riding it. The 

previous occupant must have been a member of the Mithra cult, popular among the 

Roman military. He left Mithra behind as he died in battle, Agrippa thought. Mithra, born 

in a grotto, was killed by challenging leaders and then was resurrected. 

Agrippa stared at mosaics of racing chariots that championed a local team. The Blues. 

The owner of the house was a racing fan. Antioch had a sizable arena. Roman rulers 

were notorious for raising taxes after losing large bets at the track. The practice angered 

local merchants who felt the brunt of tax increases.  They often quietly cheered for the 

fortunes of the rulers; they desired no new taxes. 

Caesar cracked down on charging desperate people unusually high rates of interest. 

Brutus was involved in excessive tax schemes, including here in Antioch. When he ruled 

from the great city, Pompey looked the other way. He gave Brutus plenty of leeway to 

extract more funds from the locals, especially the traders. 

Samia entered the room, wearing a sheer cotton gown. “I feel like a bath. Care to join 

me?” 

“Are you sure you aren’t really a Roman?” he asked while smiling. 

“The baths and waterworks of Alexandria are far superior to all others. Yet you may 

never know, with that kind of attitude,” she answered, smiling warmly as her eyes 

engaged his. 

“I’ll be ready in a few minutes.” 

“I will see you there.” 

Minutes later, Marcus reached the basement. This was split into a bath/sauna on one 

side and a utility room with kitchen and pantry on the other. The heat for the kitchen also 

warmed the water in the baths. Massive wooden storage tanks connected by bronze 

pipes passed through a series of fire-pots fed by wood. There was always a fire burning in 

the villa. 
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The wall between the two rooms was very thick rock, lined with a greenish marble 

from nearby quarries. Along the common wall was a floor-to-ceiling mosaic of a blue 

chariot racing ahead of a green chariot. 

 

The Shower 

The floor of the sauna was cedar. Samia bathed under a perforated pipe. This was the 

first time that he had seen her without clothes. Agrippa tried to act nonchalant. 

He removed his towel and walked underneath the perforated bronze pipe that ran 

across the back wall. As he stood underneath the pleasant warmth, he watched the 

water rush over Samia like a gentle waterfall. 

She felt his attention as she walked under the water to the other side of the space, 

smiling carefully to herself. He thought about walking from his side of the room to hers, 

but decided to wait. He was not accustomed to thinking of women as friends and lovers. 

He wouldn’t cross the line until he fully trusted her. She wasn’t a bathhouse courtesan. 

She stood facing away, toying with him, letting the water run over her provocatively. It 

followed the contours of her body as it moistened her.  She thought about the moment 

he kissed her on the voyage to Antioch. How the act was so quickly interrupted by the 

crew. 

She wondered if he would treat her like a common whore, or wait until they had 

privacy. She turned around and their eyes met quickly and awkwardly as they both 

realized that they were indeed in love with each other. 

He walked to her and they kissed under the sweet water of the shower, picking up 

where they left off on the boat. She felt his tension, his desire against her stomach. 

His arousal pleased her. She stepped out from under the shower and grabbed a towel, 

leaving him at full attention. He finished washing and dried off, placing a towel around 

himself. 

“Let’s wait until you settle,” Samia chuckled as she teased her love-interest. She 

pulled the gown over herself. And so it begins, she thought to herself. 

“You may have to wear something else, to ease my urges.” 

“I think I’ll put this back on after dinner.” 

Marcus thought about what it would be like when they made love for the first time. 

Would she wait until they returned to Alexandria? Or would he have her here in Antioch, 

in the villa? These thoughts swirled through him as he felt her affection. They became 

obsessions. 
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When they returned to their rooms they changed back into their travel clothing and 

prepared for dinner. He wore bronze armor over his toga.  She remained in her Roman 

toga. The look became her. It was a fantasy. 

 

* 

 

 

Lovers 

They had dinner in town. Bread, hummus, and stuffed grape leaves went with an 

imported Roman wine that Agrippa knew. 

Samia started the discussion after they ordered. She compared Antioch to Rome and 

Alexandria. “You treat women respectfully. Even when it isn’t required.” 

“I prefer to treat all respectfully.” 

“You must have been very close to your mother.” 

“I was.” 

“Most men are quick to lunge at a woman, especially in a bathhouse. Tell me about 

your mother.” 

“She helped me memorize Alexander’s Letters to Aristotle. I still remember a few of 

the phrases from letters. ‘Tomorrow we shall turn the tide on the Persians. I will spare 

Babylon but burn Persepolis to the ground. The elephants will be worthless without their 

eyes.’ There. See.” 

Samia smiled and signalled him to continue as she dipped the bread and ate it. She 

followed the flatbread with wine. 

“My mother brought me scrolls on Alexander from a nearby library. We read them all.” 

He was unaware of her intentions as he spoke. “I heard about the strange animals 

and plants. The writings of the Persians were well-known. The horse archers, who move 

and attack quickly. As I said, we also read about Themistocles. I’ve been fascinated with 

this part of the world, from Greece to India, ever since.” 

She smiled and wondered if he’d be the kind of lover she had hoped for since she 

reached womanhood. 

“When we watched the caravan of camels pass earlier today, I was reminded of 

Alexander. He told Aristotle about using camel trails to navigate. He said that camel trails 

would often be the straightest routes between cities.” 

“Did your mother like the farming life?” 
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“Not much. She oversaw our expansion into olive oil. My uncle helped us supply local 

inns. Despite the hard work, we were never able to expand. The man who sold the farm 

to us had the same problem. Too many olives and too few plates. We were not wealthy.” 

He then shifted to her life. “What was it like being the daughter of the Pharaoh?” 

“I too was raised by my mother. Pharaoh looked out after my interests and warned my 

mother of plots against her. Mostly plots by the Queen. I rarely saw my father. I think he 

was a fair man, but had many weaknesses. Especially women and food. He loved music, 

wind instruments in particular. He was not liked outside the quarter. Didn’t speak 

Egyptian.” 

“How did your mother meet him?” 

“He spotted her from his box at the great theater.  He ordered his aides to invite her to 

join him. She accepted. She had dinner with her master and the Pharaoh. Soon the three 

of them were in bed. The mystic from Memphis, as Pharaoh called her, was temporarily 

married to him. My mother’s owner was the third wife. For almost two years she was a 

regular participant in their relationship.” 

“Was she Cleopatra’s mother as well?” 

“No. And while our mothers fought often, Cleopatra and I became friends. She treated 

me as a sister. Our father was a child of the harem as well. She thought the hypocrisy 

was profound. The Ptolemy family had gone downhill for generations. Cleopatra hoped to 

lead a new Egypt for all. She studied the Egyptian languages and participated in local 

festivals. Egyptian, Jewish, and Greek.” 

“What about your brothers and sisters?” 

“They never had enough of anything. Helpless without servants.” 

“What about men?” 

She paused for a few moments. “With a father like mine, it took me a long time to 

trust men. A very long time. It didn’t help that I was surrounded by spoiled children.” 

“Alexandria is a large city. Plenty of men beyond the Royal Quarter.” 

“It is really three cities. The first, you saw: palaces and gardens and great wealth. The 

other is the port area where goods from around the world are traded. Dozens of the top 

traders live there, dreaming of living in the palace district. Many have family connections 

to Pharaoh or to Rome. The third city is made up of people who are poor and hungry. 

Mostly Egyptians.  They are a mob. They own little and live from the scraps discarded by 

the merchants.” 
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“You change the subject so effortlessly. I’m just a Roman soldier who happened into 

port. One of many soldiers.” 

“I’ve met a few of the Romans. The junior Pompey came a few months before Caesar, 

asking to collect debts. He was smart, but spoiled, and didn’t respect women. He raped 

one of the slaves in the bath. Disgusting. Roman men see women as property.” 

“Am I included in that appraisal?” 

“In Egypt, women owned property for centuries. There were even women Pharaohs. 

Anyway, most men bore me to no end. They stare. A man must be the smartest person in 

the room, and must let me know this. Most men have little passion for life and learning.” 

“There are probably more men in Alexandria than women. Educated from around the 

world.” 

“Those who are the most educated come from homes with privilege.  I am bored by 

privilege.” 

“It is unimaginable to me, that you are without a man.” 

“The other challenge is that I’m a slave. I’m committed to serve Cleopatra. 

Relationships are difficult. I work when needed. As a slave, my personal time is limited.” 

“How did you find time to take me to the Museum?” 

A pause told the story. 

“No. You were ordered to take me there?” 

“I’ve been honest with you from our first spoken words.” 

“But when you took me to the Museum you were working?” 

Pause. 

“And this trip to Antioch. You are still working? Were you working when we kissed on 

the ship?” 

“Both of us are still working, Marcus. I chose you to accompany me. Yes, the tour of 

the Museum was on Cleopatra’s order. After I suggested it to her. That is how we were 

admitted to the Life Tree room. It was all part of her plan, including bearing a child. 

Everything else is deeply personal. Unplanned.” 

“Who is bearing a child?” 

“Certainly not me. Cleopatra and Caesar are lovers. Their child is to become leader of 

a united Rome.” 

Agrippa paused and thought about how both were brought together by responsibilities 

and passions. “In your mind, when did we cross the line from work to personal 

business?” 
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“You go first.” 

“I asked you first.” 

“I don’t think you would believe me.” 

“I’m listening.” 

“When you glanced so deeply at the murals and tapestries while your fellow Romans 

kept staring at the women and slaves serving dinner. I fell in love with your energy. Your 

passion. Your taste for knowledge and adventure. That is why I came to your room.” 

“The map was amazing. The Egypt we are taught of has far fewer temples and 

pyramids.” 

“While the others offended and bored me. That is where it began.” 

“And colored flames…?” 

“As we spent more time with each other, I kept expecting you to disappoint. To treat 

me like a body or a possession. You had plenty of opportunities.” 

“I see.” 

“You felt no compulsion to correct me when we disagreed. You didn’t have to be 

smarter. You simply were smart. You are at ease with ideas and women. That is why I 

asked you about your mother. You are the first Roman man I’ve met who has respected 

me. As a woman.” 

“But the Museum trip was business.” 

“Cleopatra had a plan. I volunteered. My personal interest was spending more time 

with you. Resolving the mystery of that awful nightmare. Perhaps caused by issues with 

my father.” 

“The Pharaoh.” 

“I needed to resolve matters related to how he treated women. Before I could even 

consider a physical relationship. And you proved that my father wasn’t like all men.” 

He took a long drink of wine as he looked at her with more affection than he had ever 

felt for a person beyond his family. 

“Even in the shower I waited for you to force yourself upon me. Would you take me like 

a courtesan? You didn’t. I knew then, that we would be lovers of the highest order.” 

He felt his excitement surge as the wine drifted through him. 

“Marcus, I think we are kindred spirits. Now you tell me when we became personal.” 

“When we were on the boat and you meditated. Here was a remarkable woman who 

was also very kind and loving. Yet when you touched me and read my heart, I felt 

violated. It was a shock.” 
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“Marcus. It was wrong of me. Yet it was at that time that I suspected we’d be lovers. I 

had that horrible dream. Speaking of that, I want to give you a present. Something you’ll 

remember forever.” 

“Is it wrapped in a cotton gown?” 

“It is wrapped in spices, leaves, and an oily papyrus. After tonight, you’ll never be the 

same. You’ll remember the experience across every lifetime. From tonight on, it’ll be 

woven into your soul.” 

“I don’t think I will ever forget Alexandria, and our times together.” 

“Yes, we are bound for eternity.” 

They strolled down the thoroughfare and up the private road to the villa. The braziers 

and lamps glowed in the warm night air, blocking out the stars as the old city settled into 

night. Several Roman sentries were stationed along their walkway, assigned to protect 

the couple and passers-by in the upper-income district along the mountainside. The 

Praetorians followed in the distance. 

“Come.” 

They entered Samia’s room. She lit the oil lamps then opened the heavy wooden 

chest. Samia raised the top tray. She carefully set it on a small corner table. This wasn’t a 

shrine. In a second tray lay smelly paper bound in twine. 

She untied the twine and opened the paper. Inside was a dried fish with strange-

looking yellow eyes, wrapped in pungent leaves. The golden stripes were still visible, 

running along the creature’s side. 

She brought out a ceremonial knife; the worn bronze handle was stamped with the 

Greek Alpha letter. A symbol of a fish.  

She cut twice. The head and tail were quickly discarded, leaving the gold-banded 

body. As Agrippa watched, Samia held each piece in an opened palm and chanted for 

several minutes, with her head raised to the heavens as she sat on the wooden bench 

alongside the table. 

“So Da Yo Ma Sandalfon. So Da Yo Ma Sandalfon.” 

She then signalled Agrippa to sit next to her and raise his arms. 

“Meditation?” 

“This is a beginning and an end.  After this journey you will be a different person.  You 

will leave the cave of safety, where all spiritual lives begin.  The veil of your soul will be 

lifted.” 
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She gave Marcus a piece of the fish and directed him to chew it slowly. The fish tasted 

salty and oily at first. Unpleasant. Very dry. Then there was a rush of strange tastes and 

sensations. His tongue tingled, then the roof of his mouth.  As he swallowed, he fought 

his gag reflex. The tingling worked its way down from his head into his stomach. 

As he digested the fish, Samia chanted again. A language that sounded unlike Latin, 

Greek, or even the Egyptian he had heard in Alexandria. 

Within ten minutes, a feeling of euphoria swept through him. He felt muscle spasms at 

the base of his spine. Then his head felt like it gently opened, as if the energy of his soul 

had already started to leave his body. 

The strange experience startled him twice. Each time his fear caused the sensation to 

dissipate, only to return again. His muscles spasmed again. He felt the warmth of his 

soul pushed further and further upward above his head.  

He floated above himself and looked down. He was still sitting upright connected to 

Samia through their clasped hands. Their bodies were shadowlike, with muted colors. A 

pulsing silver chord of energy tethered his soul to the top of his head.  From his head to 

his feet there was a gentle glow connecting a series of colored lights, inside pulsing veins 

and organs. 

His senses were skewed. He felt warm and cold at the same time, as if eased by a 

gentle breeze that passed through now-transparent walls and touched all of his being. All 

of his soul was now exposed, beyond the limitations of earthly senses. 

Wood and rock looked strangely transparent. Anything living glowed. The roof above 

him was transparent. He could see a sky of swirling, pulsing color and a strange tunnel of 

light shining on him like a spotlight. 

Am I dead? Have I been poisoned? 

His fears tugged him gently toward his body. As he became accustomed to his new 

state he floated ever higher, up through the third floor roof and into the transformed 

night sky above Antioch. 

Everyone in the house glowed brightly. They looked magically suspended in faint 

patterns of wood and stone. The ancient city was now awash with lights and lamps and 

braziers. The river glowed faintly; filled with darting shapes and strange tints. 

Suddenly the wild colors and lights faded. Agrippa saw images; living and dead family, 

friends, and acquaintances. He suddenly felt a strong bond of affection with everyone, 

including those he had despised. Those he hated and loved.  He discovered that every 

thought and feeling about them was just another part of him.  Projections of his mind 
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and soul onto others was a rare skill. People strengthened him by engaging his higher 

and lower emotions. Giving his own life color. 

A deep appreciation was felt with every obstacle and hardship that he had ever faced. 

They too were all connected. Part of his soul was at stake. Corrupt officials, despots, and 

even one of Octavius’s friends, whom he had grown to despise, were all now part of him. 

He saw himself in all of them. 

Mycenae, whom Agrippa considered among Octavius’s most arrogant and privileged of 

friends, now looked human and humble as Marcus observed a rush of scenes from his 

life. It was his example of arrogance that taught Agrippa to keep his feet on the ground. 

Agapito, his teacher, looked up to him and smiled, and it was as if he could see 

Agrippa floating in timelessness. Agrippa felt his voice speaking to him from across the 

barrier:  

“I knew that I would see you again, my protégé.  The night after our very first class I 

had a dream of you in Alexandria reading Archimedes at the Museum.  And look at you.  

You have already tasted the fish.  Athena smiles upon you.” 

The scenes of friends and former enemies then dissolved. Suddenly he was pulled 

into a strange room of columns. He saw a pantheon of gods in an infinite hallway. Each 

column showed a god facing in all four directions. Every color was fluid-like, and the gods 

watched him as he looked back. 

He could hear them, but not understand them. They spoke in a collective murmur of 

unknown languages. The first twelve were Roman gods. Behind them, in twelve orderly 

rows, were other figures, including Alexander, Plato, and Archimedes.  

A wave of total awe sweep over him, beyond any sensual experience he’d ever had. He 

was exhilarated beyond belief.  Beyond any experience he could imagine.  He felt like he 

was sharing a room with every noble thought and deed imaginable. His room. 

It was a room of energy. Like no room he had seen. As he felt excited, the room faded. 

As he relaxed, it brightened back again. 

He felt part of every god. As if he was woven into the universe through these fluid 

masks of wonder. So this is the rapture that the ancients describe: the feeling of 

connection. The columns were his sources of wonder. His bond with the energy of 

creation. With passion and curiosity. And love. 

Suddenly the room dissolved.  He was wearing Greek armor, riding slowly on a horse 

behind several officers as they entered a town in western Persia. Strangely, he 
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recognized the town. The small school on the outskirts had a massive well with a 

fountain, just inside the city gates. 

He already knew what would transpire. What would come after the march inside the 

walls of the city. 

The officers dismounted to load their skins with water. A few entered the nearby public 

bathhouse. The well supplied it with running water.  

The remaining portions of the Greek hoplite unit continued marching into town to set 

up camp in the main square. The mayor had met them at the outskirts and surrendered 

the city. Resistance was futile. Xerxes was on the run in the mountains. 

A house by the fountain was part-residence, part-school. Alexander’s translator spoke 

to the owner, who had many children under his care. Orphans. Most were disfigured. 

“Children of outcasts,” the translator told the young Alexander. “The children of those 

who opposed Xerxes. Their parents are dead. They were spared to become wards of the 

state. They are gifted, and trained to absolute loyalty. Yet many are handicapped. 

Perhaps by war.” 

The young Alexander, wearing his red robe, listened carefully and wondered, “Why are 

they of merit?” 

“They are gifted children. Each and every one.  Mathematics.  Astronomy.  History. 

Architecture. They have little memory of their parents. They were all taken at young ages. 

Their parents were scholars who would not support the regime. They are lucky to be 

alive.” 

The children came out to make room for the officers who wanted the building, and to 

be near the gate to watch the rest of the strange army arrive. 

The cavalry were last inside the walls, despite being on horseback. They had 

conducted reconnaissance sweeps behind the army’s flank as it approached the village. 

Having looked for the threat of ambush, they found the area amazingly docile. 

The children wore rags for clothing. One girl was missing a hand. 

Agrippa recognized himself in the dream, walking past the children as they lined up 

outside the house. He remembered each one of them. They spoke fluent Greek. He 

asked a few questions about how the well was made to stream water up from the 

ground. 

The child missing her hand spoke up. She described the contraption made from a 

siphon and a series of waterwheels. Persian inventions, he was told. 
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As the young Greek soldier turned to talk to the other children, she continued talking 

about the virtues of the qanat system that served the city. Wells at each entrance. A 

massive well at the center. The qanats were constructed by a short race of people called 

muqanni, specialists who knew the ancient secrets of well-digging and construction. 

Marcus turned back to her and listened. He explained how Alexander had moved 

massive amounts of earth with the manual labor of his army in order to conquer the 

island of Tyre. The island became a peninsula due to a massive feat of manual labor and 

ingenuity. 

Then he told the child about the island of Samos.  How a massive aqueduct built by 

the engineer Eupalinos carried water 3500 feet from an underground spring through a 

mountain. She had not been educated about Greek accomplishments, although she had 

heard of Archimedes and knew Greek. 

She spoke of the advantages of underground canals in desert climates. How wealthy 

townspeople in one town bribed the muqanni to have their own private wells inside their 

homes. How this corruption led to the premature end of the town.  Too many citizens 

siphoned off and wasted water and exhausted the water table. The town disappeared 

within days as the water ran out. 

“Do you remember your parents?” he asked. 

“They were punished for betraying our fearless leader Xerxes,” she replied. 

“How did you lose your hand?” he asked. 

“I only remember being saved by a strange man. He had a beard and some beautiful 

beads.” 

“Where did you learn so much about wells?” 

“I’ve studied construction my whole life.” 

“Your whole life?” 

“Yes. Temples, palaces, waterways. I’m being raised to serve the King. To build great 

cities like Persepolis. Have you heard of Persepolis? It is the greatest city in the world. 

With massive temples and parks and fountains. It has tablets that are very old, with the 

wisdom of the ages.” 

“How long have you lived here, in this house?” 

“As long as I remember.” 

The hallucination faded as Marcus recalled watching the cart of kids leaving town a 

few days later, headed for Greece. He recommended that the children be moved to 

Greece for more education to find proper homes. Alexander believed in the intermixing of 
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cultures. The cart used for sending works and artifacts to Aristotle would make room for 

the children. 

As he watched the final scene from his fish dream, he realized the little girl would be 

an architect and contribute to building Greek temples. She’d be granted Greek 

citizenship and have a family of her own. She smiled and waved to him from the open 

back of the cart as it departed. 

Samia. She was an orphan I saved. 

He was again overwhelmed with a feeling of love for all people. He felt connected 

deeply with Samia through the smile of the girl with only one hand. He saw her meet 

Aristotle years later. Sent to architecture school, she became a great success by building 

a series of beautiful public fountains that graced Athens and surrounding temples in the 

countryside.  A rich suitor sponsored a trip for her to Delphi and a session with the 

Oracle.  She was told that she would help to birth yet another great civilization. 

As the dream faded, Agrippa opened his eyes.  The world looked drab. There was a 

salty, acidic taste in his mouth. Like vomit. He was back in his body and within the walls 

of the room. The hot and cold breeze was gone. Temperature was felt by his skin. Lifeless 

matter was no longer transparent. He saw through his eyes and listened through his 

ears. 

He could feel himself breathe again.  There was sensation where his clothing touched 

his skin. He was back in the material world, where colors did not flow and vibrate. Samia 

was awake. Sitting beside him. 

He tried to talk. Control the muscles of his mouth. It was easier than he thought. 

“By Jove. Why haven’t I ever heard of this dream fish before?” 

“The fish on its own is very dangerous to eat. It causes nightmares and mental 

instability. It must be carefully prepared with a mix of oils and spices. Special leaves. 

Then soaked in fresh water. And dried.” 

“I am suddenly interested in fishing…” 

“The fish came from the Essene priest in Alexandria. The man we met in the Museum. 

He prepares them himself. There are places in Antioch, east of Jerusalem and 

Pergamum, where you can get the dream fish. I cannot speak to their exact preparation. 

He gave me the fish while you were looking for the door switch.” 

“You were in my dream.” 

“The orphan girl who loved architecture?” 

“How did you know?” 
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“I went there once, when meditating with Cleopatra. You looked very different as a 

Greek soldier. Very short and dark. I thought I recognized your eyes and energy. When 

you entered the palace. I still wasn’t certain. Then memories of the other dream 

appeared. The one where you hold your sword above me as if to kill me. I’m convinced 

that we are connected, Marcus. Deeply connected.” 

“With Xerxes gone, the orphanage would lose support.” 

“Yes.” 

“We rescued brilliant children from bad situations. They turned out some of Athens’ 

finest.” 

Agrippa paused, then offered more about his dream. “I felt as if the curtain of my 

senses lifted. I was exposed to pure reality. It was a part of me. That strange light was 

there, still there.” 

“Enlightenment.” 

“One column had a bull, and a lion on the side facing me. I saw two columns with the 

heads of wolves.” 

“You visited the great hall. The hall of masks.” 

“You’ve been there too?” 

“Yes. Almost every time I eat the fish or inhale a sacred vapor.” 

“There is more than the dream fish? Why don’t they teach this in Rome?” 

“Part of the spiritual traditions. Secret, sacred traditions.” 

“I tried hashish once, but only felt calmness. I did not enter the hall of masks. I did not 

travel into previous lives. I think, now, that I could be a priest.” 

“Every pillar in your hall represented a god from your consciousness. Some were 

masks from this life. Others from previous lives. They are all masks of the one God 

behind the membrane that protects your soul from oblivion.” 

“It is a wondrous place. When I think of masks, I think of orgies and festivals. Not 

sacred places.” 

“We cannot view the Creator’s presence directly. So we create energetic membranes 

for our protection. Another cave for protection.  We worship symbols of energy which are 

beyond our capacity to understand. The more columns in your hall, the broader your 

understanding of energy and manifestations.” 

“I’m impressed with this dream fish.” 
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“The more lifetimes you have lived in this dimension, the more you see God in every 

aspect of life. Every person. When you absorb energy you become more intuitive. A 

powerful creator in your own right. You create the very awe that you appreciate.” 

“Everyone has a hall?” 

“We’re not sure. We know priests described their halls as part of admission trials.” 

“Much like the test with the tree.” 

“The hall of masks was at the core of the struggle between polytheists and 

monotheists. It led to our religious war. The polytheists were convinced the hall was the 

hall of gods. Every column was a god. The monotheists believed that the hall was filled 

with images or symbols, projections of the one Creator.  The columns were 

manifestations.  We could not glimpse the Creator directly.” 

“Not everyone who experienced the fish had the same reaction? Even if they had the 

same experience?” 

“Monotheists by nature think the truth is beyond our direct comprehension from a 

single source. The name of the god is of no consequence. What we perceive is only 

revealed by our senses of wisdom, compassion, and wonder.  When our hearts are open. 

The Creator is omnipotent, omnipresent, and therefore beyond comprehension. Beyond 

labels to which nations are attached. Our minds and senses are too limited to have total 

knowledge. Love is the point where the energy of the Creator passes through our souls.” 

“Why fight over this?” 

“Thoth taught us there are innumerable suns in the sky. Could you see the energy 

produced by all of them? You would likely be blinded or die. Yet there is even more 

energy in the Creator, known by so many names and through so many masks. The suns 

are simply pinpoints in the infinite night sky.” 

Agrippa added: “Plato’s cave of shadows and the hall of masks are created by… 

limitations.” 

“Your dream showed many of your masks. Your filters. Without those symbols, you are 

isolated from the Creator. You risk disorder, greed, and animal passions. Because you 

cannot feel the joy of love and wonder which keeps you balanced.” 

“Are you thirsty?” 

“Yes.” 

“Let’s get some water, my mouth is quite dry. The aftertaste of the fish is bothersome. 

What kind of vinegar was that?” 

“It was made from pomegranate.” 
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They walked to the fountain. The house was quiet. While the dreams felt like they 

lasted for more than an hour, only a few minutes had passed. They tasted the cool, fresh 

water. Slight mineralization. A different taste from that of the cisterns in Rome and 

Alexandria. 

 “Marcus. Would you ever consider living in Alexandria?” 

“I go where Caesar wills.” 

“What if Caesar set up an outpost near Alexandria? Would you stay there? Cleopatra 

would approve, especially if she bears a child.” 

“I would prefer Alexandria to Rome. Would you consider moving to Rome?” 

“I am afraid that I am trapped in Alexandria, by the fates.” 

She approached him and now stood just inches away as she looked deeply into his 

eyes. “Marcus, try to read my thoughts as I stand here.” 

He took her arm and walked her to the balcony outside the room where they’d shared 

the fish. They stood and watched the shimmering river and the traders packing tents on 

the main street under the flickering braziers, in the presence of Roman sentries. 

He stood behind her as she gazed at the sky, and enjoyed the warm night breeze. The 

Milky Way stretched above the ancient city like a path into the center of the known 

universe. 

He started to kiss the side of her neck. She pushed herself back into him, rubbing 

against the leather straps below his chest plate armor. He reached higher and grasped 

her breasts. Within seconds, he raised the leather straps hanging from his bronze plates. 

Then lifted her gown. 

She bent forward on the railing. He lifted her again and entered her. Once inside her 

he simply held still, wanting the sensation of her warm body caressing his arousal to last 

forever. He then surged into her, and their bodies, minds, and souls danced together 

under the starry night above the city. They made love at the place where ships and 

caravans passed between distant lands with fabrics and spices and strange customs.  

Where great cultures and traditions were blended like lovers. 

He was again overcome with more pleasures and emotions than he ever thought 

existed. When it was over, she turned around and kissed him. Each had crossed and 

connected into another consciousness, another person’s world. They shared the soothing 

mix of spiritual and primal passions.  They were meant to be together, here in Antioch.  It 

was all meant to be.  Both were overcome by a sense of fate fulfilled; an alignment 

greater than each as individuals.  The heavens had parted and blessed them. 
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She looked into his eyes. “I love you, Marcus Agrippa. Whether we are near or far, I will 

be with you forever.” 

He smiled. 

She smiled in return. “You don’t have to say anything. I felt the depth of your passion.” 

She looked deeply into his eyes and then laughed. “So you proclaimed your love first, 

even if it wasn’t with your lips.” 

“There is more where that came from,” he added as he gazed deeply into her eyes. 

“I was referring to the energy of your heart. It was very strong.” 

They returned to his room. He removed his armor. They stretched out side by side on 

the bed and held each other. 

“That fish. Even with the hazards, I could see it being popular.” 

“The Essenes of Alexandria use it to meditate. Also certain mushrooms and plants. 

The fish is my personal favorite.” 

“I wonder if Caesar might be interested in reaching out to the Essenes. While he is in 

Alexandria.” 

“I’m not sure that would work.” 

“Why not?” 

“The Essenes are leery of Romans, especially powerful Romans,” she said. 

“Because they don’t like baths?” he said as he smirked. 

“You need to look beyond that. They are a profound people. The Essenes have great 

soul.” 

“What, then, do they have against Romans?” 

“There is a prophecy of a great beast coming and causing a war of wars, bringing the 

fall of Jerusalem. It turned out to be the ultimate conquest by a foreign power. Many 

think Rome will destroy their city and temples. Pompey has already entered the sacred 

hall. After the destruction, then there will be a second coming. Rome will convert to their 

faith, their way.” 

“I don’t see any Roman interest in the Essenes.” 

“Rome is unreliable. The Essenes see Rome levying higher taxes and seizing property. 

Desecrating holy sites.” 

“Yes. And Ptolemy is a paragon of virtue? At least Rome provides bread and circuses.” 

“The Ptolemy line protected the Essenes, the Jews, and other minority groups,” she 

said. 

“Where did the Essenes come from?” 
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“They are Jewish, so they are from Egypt. They are influenced by many schools, from 

Zoroaster and Mithra to Buddha. Each school has powerful halls filled with many masks.” 

“Yet they despise Rome. That does not make sense. The Parthians are barbaric. The 

Essenes should despise them more than they despise Rome.” 

“The Essenes are not just suspicious of Rome; they are suspicious of their own faith. 

Religious leaders corrupt the Temple. Many followers left Jerusalem out of disgust.  

Shame. The community in Alexandria is just outside the city gates. They are easy to see 

because they wear white.” 

“They could make a fortune selling safe fish.” 

“They don’t live to make money. They feed and care for the poor. They read and 

contemplate. The fish is a symbol of their faith, their enlightenment.” 

“There is still something to be said for a hot bath.  Or a steam.” 

“I should take you to their encampment and let you meet them. Maybe you can buy 

the dream fish. I think they would like you. If you joined one of their services, your 

experience would become even more intense.” 

“I’m open to that.” 

“Have you caught up on your rest?” 

“Why? What do you have in mind?” 

“I would like to feel your soul again, this time without your armor and with your eyes 

staring into mine as we are joined.” 

Samia ran her hands over him, and his mind returned to those moments on the porch. 

“And you don’t have to withdraw yourself. I am familiar with the ways to avoid 

pregnancy.” 

He ran his hand along her neck and into her hair, before caressing her hips then her 

breasts. She rolled over him and took him in while staring deeply into his eyes. She 

sensed the intensity of his love as she raised and lowered herself on him. 

Her medallions swung freely between her breasts as he pushed harder and faster 

until he felt the primal force of nature pass from his body to hers. They soon fell asleep in 

each other’s arms. 

In the morning they were awoken by a knock at the door. A Roman sentry advised 

Agrippa that General Calvinus would see him come midday at the inn by the river. The 

same place they ate the stuffed grape leaves. He would have to pack, as they’d leave for 

the Legion encampment south of Antioch and the famous Gardens of Daphne. They 

would meet Mithradates. 
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Before leaving, the Legionnaire stopped for a second then said, “Forgive me, I almost 

forgot. Welcome to Antioch.” 

Marcus answered with a slight hint of a smile. “It has been a pleasure. The city 

certainly has many charms.” 

“I’m sure it has,” the soldier answered with a grin. 

Marcus and Samia packed and changed back into their traditional clothing. He wore 

his armor and she donned traditional Egyptian slave garb, the white cotton pleated skirt 

with collar. She looked strangely out of place. 

The blue-eyed brunette attracted her fair share of stares, even in this trading city 

where visitors came from all over the world. After the briefing, the two went to a pair of 

horses tied to a post. 

Samia paused as they walked toward the animals. “I don’t understand.” 

“The journey will cover hundreds of miles. You don’t want to walk. There are wagons 

as well. Would you prefer a wagon?” 

“I will not ride a beast to Alexandria or any other place. No one here has a chariot? Are 

we not in the land that was once of the Hittites?” 

“We’ll look to see if we can find a chariot. Failing that, the choice is a horse or wagon.” 

“Thank you. I will walk if there is no chariot.” 

“What if we find a double saddle? I’d be happy to steer the horse.” 

“To share a horse with the Roman, yes. But I cannot ride it like a man.” 

A couple of soldiers set off to find a chariot. They went directly to the central shopping 

district and met a trader with a reputation for finding anything, from spices and fabrics to 

prostitutes and mystics. 

 

An Old Chariot 

An old chariot made of a very light wood was found within a couple of hours. It was 

once used for racing in the arena. The trader acted quickly to earn favor from the 

Romans. 

Under Calvinus, there was a tight honor system between the Romans and the local 

traders, as the merchants had access to everything, especially brothels and information. 

Traders were invaluable sources of intelligence. This was critical to Roman rule in the 

outer regions. 
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The most successful merchants moved among factions, crossed borders and 

socialized with everyone’s enemies. Without “the system,” as it was called, chaos and 

strife were inevitable, hence the delicate relationship between taxes and social order. 

Relationships with religious leaders were equally important. Without mutual respect 

between government and religion, order broke down and created division. Local religious 

leaders regularly met Roman administrators, which helped to establish peace and 

prosperity. When trust was missing, trouble ensued. Corrupt religious officials were as 

problematic as corrupt leaders. 

Samia walked around the chariot and shared her thoughts with Marcus. “Larger than 

the Egyptian chariot. Made of lighter wood, wheels centered, instead of at the back. This 

will work. Roman, can I offer you a chariot ride to Alexandria?” 

“I have never driven a chariot.” 

“You won’t drive. I will.” 

“Have you driven a chariot before? What about these horses?” 

“You must learn to trust me as I trust you. Since we are traveling with the army down a 

fairly straight paved road, we should be fine. Where is your courage, soldier of Rome?” 

She smiled as they exchanged looks and Marcus felt the attention of the two seasoned 

Praetorians enjoying his awkward position. 

Despite her formal tone, the nearby Romans recognized how comfortable the two 

were with each other. 

“Egyptian, we’ll steer the chariot to the camp near the road to Antioch at the outskirts 

of the city just beyond the Gardens. You can drive it from there,” one of the Romans 

offered. “There are very tight places in the market. The chariot will have a hard time with 

horses in such tight quarters. We’ll take it there.” 

Some pathways between buildings were barely large enough for a person to fit walking 

sideways, while thoroughfares like the central market were wide enough for rows of 

trader tents. The marble in the buildings was remarkably similar in color and pattern. 

The palaces and fountains were spectacular by any standard, built with the local 

stone. The architecture had layers of Hittite, Persian, Greek and Roman influences. Each 

neighbourhood reflecting the time it was built.  A park near the center of the old town 

surrounded what appeared to be a very old well, a shrine well-preserved by the various 

dynasties. 

The outside of the park had an assortment of trees, many of them massive. Local 

children were in the trees, laughing as they looked down at their earthbound parents. 
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“I could live here,” Agrippa commented as they strolled through the streets on the way 

to the camp. “A great school, library, plenty of orchards and farms. Less of the big family 

politics of Rome. It looks like the privileged here are mostly traders and factory owners. 

Serving the people. No Royals raising spoiled, selfish kids. Perpetuating graft.” 

“Cleopatra wants to change Egypt. Starting with Alexandria. She wants to return Egypt 

to greatness by bringing people together. Honor all of Egyptian history. Not just the Greek 

portion,” Samia said. 

“She probably has more than a hundred very powerful people against her,” Agrippa 

commented. 

“Only a hundred? The man of blood is an optimist.” 

“A hundred who could kill her via poison or bribery or accident. Starting with your 

father’s former advisors.” 

“She has plenty of friends in the city, and many in Memphis. There are genuine people 

in Egypt who want a better life for its citizens. They smuggled her at great risk to see 

Caesar.  Some very powerful people owe their allegiance to her. They would destroy 

anyone who harmed her.” 

“She needs Rome and Rome needs her.” 

“She knows that. Caesar knows that. The two empires have food, gold, and industry, 

connected by a great sea. And Rome can assimilate.” 

“Did you just say that?” 

“I think Rome treats its citizens better than its subjects.” 

“Rome’s citizens live on the backs of slaves. Here in Antioch there are factory workers, 

merchants, farmers living under Rome’s influence. Not the yoke of Rome’s society.” 

“And you have sworn to defend Rome?” 

“I have sworn allegiance to Caesar. The dream of a greater Rome. Where men of 

promise rise and contribute to society. Rather than leech off the teats of influence and 

power.” 

“You are even more idealistic than Cleopatra.” 

“I grew up on a struggling farm with no noble blood. Yet look at me now. Traveling to 

Alexandria and Antioch. Falling in love with a beautiful Egyptian priestess.” 

“Ah, I have what was stolen from you! The third mirror!” 

“After witnessing Pharsalus, I have lived more in weeks than in previous years. Soon I 

will ride a chariot across Cilicia to Jerusalem and Alexandria.” 
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They approached the last outer walls of the city. The buildings looked distinctly 

Roman. There was a massive kiln and factory, surrounded by stacks of terracotta casks. 

The roads widened further in these newer industrial areas on the outskirts, fed by 

smaller roads that converged. 

Beyond the walls and the immaculate Gardens of Daphne, a large square of traders 

and smiths sat next to a vast open field once filled with rows and rows of tents. These 

clustered around a few dozen temporary buildings. The Romans were leaving. Many of 

the soldiers and standards were already gone, suggesting that much of the Legion was 

marching south. 

“Looks like we are a little late.” 

A chariot approached, driven by a Roman sentry. 

“Will we have company on the chariot?” 

“They are large enough to hold four, but I’m hoping we’ll have it to ourselves.” 

“I hope so as well.” 

The rider informed Marcus of the latest developments. “The first four cohorts are on 

the march and the remaining six depart shortly. Let’s go so that you can ride between the 

last two. Drop me off when we reach my unit. I have no desire to ride this contraption any 

more than I am ordered. I felt every stone on the cursed road. This thing was built for the 

arena, not a shitty road of missing stones. We need Roman engineering here.” 

Samia placed a support shirt under her collar and took the reins of the chariot. “I can 

drive this. Follow my stance and it will ease the ride.” 

While they let her grab the reins, they ignored her advice to bend their knees. They 

struggled to stay balanced as the chariot surged. 

They heard trumpets and whistles blowing in the distance, calling units to formation. 

Samia was comfortable on the chariot despite its racing design. Her knees slightly bent, 

she raced the chariot along the road while the stiff-kneed soldiers felt every stone. 

Finally Marcus bent his knees slightly and noted the difference. He smiled at the 

Legionnaire, who quickly followed suit while grabbing the frame and holding on. Riding 

with bended knee was awkward yet more comfortable than standing straight up. 

The sight of two Romans riding a chariot driven by an Egyptian woman was a 

surprising sight to the men waiting to depart. 

The Samia driving the chariot was a different Samia from the one Agrippa had known. 

The quiet, serious, contemplative slave was now racing a chariot with abandon, her hair 
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streaming in the breeze. While he was comfortable at sea, she was clearly more 

comfortable racing a chariot.  On land. 

They entered the north end of the staging area and slowed. Horns blew again; this 

time, the trumpets were much closer. 

“Is that Cleopatra?” one of the soldiers asked as he joined ranks behind the unit 

marching to Antioch. 

His comrade replied, putting his arm on the man’s shoulder, “Yes, that is Queen 

Cleopatra paying off her debts to Rome with a chariot service. Would you like a ride?” 

The circle of soldiers responded boisterously. Some quietly wondered why a chariot 

driven by a woman had entered camp with two Romans. 

Their chaperone quickly left the chariot as soon as it stopped. Marcus lingered with 

Samia. “Another first for me, a ride with an experienced charioteer.” 

“It is my first chariot ride as well,” added Samia. 

“I’m glad you told me now, rather than before we started. Otherwise I may have 

shared my breakfast with this tired piece of Hittite history.” 

“Now you know how I felt the whole time, on the boat ride to Antioch,” Samia 

answered. 

“You were seasick?” 

“Yes. Nauseated the whole time. Even after eating ginger every day, and meditating.” 

“You didn’t show it, not at all.” 

“I was lifted by the trip. And the chance for us to get to know each other better.” 

They disembarked from the chariot as they saw General Calvinus approach in gilded 

armor. 

“We left a few hundred back in Antioch healing their wounds. As they recuperate, 

they’ll join the defences to the east, against the Parthians. I’m still uncomfortable about 

moving our forces to Alexandria, with Antony in Rome. Yet Caesar must be in a dire 

situation to have sent you so soon,” Calvinus said. 

“This Legion fought at Pharsalus for Pompey?” 

“Yes. It was one of Pompey’s.” 

“Noted.” 

“Make no mistake. It is an excellent Legion. There have been desertions, but fewer 

than expected. They are sons of Rome. Some of our finest men.” 

“No grudges, then.” 
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“None. How was the chariot ride? I have never been on one of these racing machines. 

This looks like it is one of the older chariots. Blues. May I stand inside?” 

Marcus moved to make room. “I prefer the horse and the ship.” 

“Are you comfortable traveling with the Egyptian, or would you like a horse?” 

“I will travel with Samia.” 

“I thought so. The power of love.” 

“Are we that obvious?” 

“One of my Praetorians saw the two of you on the porch. It was dark, but still a scene. 

That kind of information travels quickly among soldiers. Especially those in charge of your 

security.” 

“They saw us on the porch?” 

“Mostly the Egyptian. You were behind her.” 

Samia interjected. “Don’t these men have lives of their own? They cackle like harem 

women.” 

“It is good to have bodyguards here, as in Rome. Outsiders are prey to the criminal 

elements.” He paused and addressed Samia directly. “As a slave in Alexandria, you no 

doubt witnessed private moments.” 

“Yes, but I was practically family. Being a woman, I had no place. The men were 

eunuchs.” 

“You’ll be spending the coming weeks with an army. So if you are shy, I urge great 

care. Rarely do women travel among the army. For obvious reasons.” 

“I am glad to be warned.” 

“I will have your tent pitched near mine in the officers’ area, where discipline is the 

highest. Please have your chariot follow us as soon as this cohort departs.” 

Calvinus took a few moments to clarify key details. Resupply points. Rapid stops for 

dried meat and water were necessary. 

“We’ll travel between the two units with the staff and engineers. Marcus, I understand 

that you were in the tentmates program.” 

“Yes. I joined before crossing the Rubicon.” 

“I seek your opinion of the young engineers who joined us. Feel free to talk to them. 

Give me your thoughts on each.” 

“I would be glad to, sir.” 

“We set out soon. Should arrive at the Gates in a day, maybe sooner. That depends 

upon how often we have to slow for caravans. Please join me for dinner after we break 
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camp tonight. I’ve recruited two cooks from Antioch who work magic with the local 

cuisine. I’ll feel deprived when sent back to Rome. I’d like to hear about how you were 

selected for this mission.” 

“We look forward to dinner.” 

The general and staff, with colored robes and plumes, headed out slowly on 

horseback behind the standard bearer carrying the silver eagle. The next unit waited for 

their departure, with a cohort carrying a tall staff bearing a piece of cloth sewn with the 

image of a serpent and lightning. 

The shields were nicked and dented in places, but the sight of hundreds painted with 

the same color and emblem was still striking. 

As the general passed, he took a long look at the chariot. “Agrippa. Let my team 

examine that chariot tonight as well, just to be certain of its ability to make the march to 

Alexandria.” 

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” 

The general nodded in return and pulled his horse forward into formation. Samia 

gently tugged on the reins of the horses, and her chariot pulled in behind the officers. 

Behind them, the Serpent unit started to march in formation. 

“At least during this part of the trip, I won’t have to stand with knees bent.” 

“As we get further from Antioch, I expect the roads will grow a little rougher. Don’t 

become too comfortable. We’ll still feel every bump, thanks to this chariot’s design.” 

Samia was right. The further they were from Antioch, the poorer the conditions of the 

roads. Thanks to Rome, the roads were tolerable, but further out there were missing 

bricks or stones, mixed materials, and places where the road was intentionally damaged. 

Roads were typically maintained by the nearby cities with the aid of Rome. Caesar 

used roads to move armies and material. Along this historical route were cedar trees, 

date palms, fig plants, forests, orchards, and small farms. Rolling hills and mountains 

stood in the distance. 

Agrippa rode slowly in the chariot, his engineer’s mind still struggling with conflicts 

between the measurable and the intuitive. He thought about the hall of masks with the 

rich liquid colors and the distinct columns. The noise of the chariot made it too difficult to 

talk, so Marcus floated with great care through a stream of thoughts and sensations, 

while feeling the presence of his lover by his side as she drove the creaking chariot. 
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Despite his temper for boldness, he kept looking for patterns to emerge. He was 

simultaneously invigorated and calmed in ways that he had never experienced. He lived 

more in small periods than he had in entire years back home. 

Marcus thought about the feel of Samia’s body as he thrust into her and the erotic 

tensions he felt, until his release. He couldn’t remember seeing any Roman guards on 

the street below, lit by oil lamps and braziers. In all fairness, he was preoccupied with his 

lover. Not glancing around looking for an audience. 

The westerly morning breeze, occasionally shifting to a wind from the north, passed 

through the fertile valley. The sun rose above billowing low clouds, greying underneath as 

they pressed up against the mountains to the east. 

In coming weeks, this area would grow very cold. Residents would soon yearn again 

for summer heat. 

Hours passed and the pace of the marching eased. Samia looked at Marcus with 

concern and spoke as the chariot slowed to a gentle crawl. “Why are we slowing? 

Parthians?” 

“Water break, to fill skins. Grab a piece of meat. We are far from Parthian influence, 

and, with Roman garrisons to the east, and the support of Mithradates, we are in good 

hands in the midst of a Legion.” 

“Egyptian soldiers travel lighter. They would not slow so soon for water, especially in 

this cool weather.” 

“Yes. They wear little armor. They carry smaller shields. And depend heavily on supply 

wagons. They are more specialized for warfare. They build very little when it comes to 

battlements.” 

“They are also Egyptians. They have fought for thousands of years.” 

“I think this chariot is having an effect on you. You no longer sound like a priestess.” 

“You are so charming. You have a way of making me smile. Even as you insult me and 

my people. You should be a politician or diplomat so that you can slay with the tongue.” 

“Would you like some water? This will be a very short stop, then we’ll resume the fast 

march after we pass the water wagons. Some bacon or salted meat rations may be 

distributed. I’m hungry.” 

“I’m fine, but thank you. There are grapes in the pouch. Would you like to try the reins, 

since we are going slowly?” 
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“No, thanks. I have no interest in this thing besides being at your side. I think that is 

what gave news of my love away to Calvinus. Why would any Roman agree to such a 

ride? Must be love.” 

The army continued its march. The Syrian Gates lay hours ahead. There sat one of two 

key passes connecting Antioch to Judea and Jerusalem. The army might camp before 

entering the pass as a precaution. The midsections of the mountains were packed with 

thick forests. 

 

Herod 

Dinner with Calvinus went as expected. 

“How did Caesar react to Pompey’s head in the jar?” Calvinus asked Agrippa. 

“He was deeply upset.” 

“I’m not surprised. Caesar is that kind of man.” 

“You are still concerned about the Parthians?” 

“Very much so. The traders still advise me that the Parthians are quite proud of their 

Roman standards.” 

“What was Crassus thinking?” 

“He couldn’t gain any more gold out of Rome, so he looked east.” 

“I wandered into an argument with one of Caesar’s men on the way to Alexandria. The 

standard bearer became very upset with my views on Crassus. He went directly to 

Caesar, to have me dropped off the ship at Heracleion.” 

“I knew Crassus. He was a cunning, forceful man,” Calvinus said. 

“How could a man who defeated Spartacus lose so badly to the Parthians?” 

“Many reasons.” 

“Familiarity? With terrain?” 

“Partly. The Parthians are a well-armed, well-organized army. Spartacus was 

underestimated at every turn.  His genius was in being underestimated.” 

“The man who underestimated the Parthians was the man who beat Spartacus,” 

Agrippa commented. 

“We will reclaim the standards. Trust me. By sword or scroll, we’ll regain the 

standards.” 

“Did they ever find Spartacus?” Agrippa asked. 

“I suspect Crassus knew the fate of that slave’s remains. He also knew there was no 

interest in a shrine built to his memory.  Best he be forgotten by all.” 
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“When I was young, Spartacus was viewed with fear.” 

“Spartacus was made powerful by Roman incompetence. Crassus had enough sense 

to isolate and contain the warrior slaves. But not enough to defeat a real army.” 

“What was Rome thinking? Sending incompetent officers after Spartacus.” 

“Remember this, boy: the more powerful Rome becomes, the greater tolerance it has 

for weakness. That has been its undoing.” 

Two young Romans entered the dining area. 

“Your friend is quiet, Agrippa.” 

“Samia, you are normally animated at conversation.” 

“I am tired by talk of war.” 

“Let me get the chariot.” 

She looked at him glaringly. “I’ll let you drive next time.” 

“Officer Albus told me that you arrived in a modified Liburnian ship. Impressive 

arrival.” 

“It sits very high in the water. Has a very sleek hull. I think we could add an extra row 

of oarsman without introducing much more drag. Three rows would be too much, I think.” 

“Why not three?” 

“The ship is very light and has fewer beams supporting the hull. A third row would 

require much more wood, and force it lower into the water.” 

Everyone stood as Mithradates of Pergamon and his escorts joined the officers’ dining 

tent. Calvinus walked over to welcome the leader to dinner. 

“You are ahead of schedule, Domitius!” 

“Thank our Roman and Egyptian friends here,” Calvinus pointed to Samia and Agrippa. 

“They came straight across from Alexandria. On a Liburnian ship. Made amazing time. It 

is great to see you, my friend.” 

“I have a young man with me who helped gather troops. He is from Jerusalem, and his 

name is Herod. He governs Galilee. His brother Phasael governs Jerusalem.” 

Calvinus shook hands with all three, as did Agrippa. Calvinus pulled Mithradates aside 

and invited him for a walk, leaving Herod, Agrippa, and Samia to dine with the senior 

officers. 

Calvinus walked to his headquarters tent, where he received the scroll from Caesar 

apprising him of the situation in Alexandria. There was a deal offered to grant the Jews of 

Alexandria full citizenship in exchange for their support of Cleopatra. 
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Mithradates was offered land in Egypt for his help. He, in turn, advised Calvinus of 

their success in recruiting soldiers to assist the Legion in liberating Alexandria from the 

clutches of the Egyptians. The army would march past Jerusalem rather than stopping. 

Since Pompey’s intrusion into the Temple, there was a cool relationship between Rome 

and Judea. Agrippa and Herod talked into the evening about architecture, port design, 

and the scrolls Agrippa had read from the Museum. They had plans. Big plans. Starting in 

Antioch. 

The night would be a long one. The two would form a friendship and collaboration that 

would greatly impact trade and the construction of great works, yet both were about to 

face the most trying of times separated by great victories. 

 

*** 
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