Chapter I

Present day

Professor Kathy Allison was tired as she stood at the counter of the small gas station. She wished for a moment her ex-husband was here to help her, something she had not thought since their divorce almost seven years ago. 

She placed the credit card on the counter beside her purse as she scanned the store looking for her charges. 

“It’s kind of late in the season for hiking, and if you’re here for skiing, I’m afraid you’re a bit too early.” The clerk attempted to engage her in friendly conversation. 

She glanced at the elderly gentleman with his warm smile, and relaxed just a little bit. “You’re probably right. Still, I had to come this way to visit someone, so I thought it might be a good chance to do some late season hiking.” 

“Well one thing’s for sure, you won’t have much competition for the hiking trails this time of year. Most of the tourists have already left, and the locals are too busy getting ready for winter to worry about hiking. I always thought the early fall was probably the best time of year to go hiking in this area; the Cascades are beautiful now.” 

Kathy listened distractedly to the man’s comments as she continued to scan the store for her daughter and the two boys that had accompanied them. Although she had no reason to be concerned, something in the back of her mind bothered her. Quickly, she located her daughter, Sharon, moving toward the ladies’ room. Not far away, she saw the two boys talking to another gentleman at the far side of the store. Everything seemed to be under control, so she turned her attention back to the clerk. 

She had lost the thread of their conversation and saw that her inattention had caused the clerk to stop talking. Now she suddenly felt embarrassed at having been so rude. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ignore you. It’s just when you have a group of teenagers with you, it’s important to know where they are every minute.” 

The elderly gentleman smiled paternally. “Oh, that’s all right, I understand. I get teenagers in here all the time and I know they can be a handful. The kids with you seem to be pretty well-behaved. I can see the resemblance between you and the young woman right off, but I’m not quite sure about the connection between you and the boys.” 

“They are friends of my daughter’s. They go to the same high school and decided they wanted to accompany her this weekend. When you’re a high school girl and the quarterback and the star defensive player for the football team are vying for your attention, it’s impossible to say ‘no.’ It’s twice as difficult for a mother to say ‘no’ to her daughter under these circumstances.” 

The old man grinned warmly and shook his head in acknowledgment. He turned away from the counter and started processing the gasoline charges as Kathy turned her attention back to the teenagers. Before she could locate the boys, there was a commotion at the back of the store; shouts could be heard. It sounded like Alfred, one of the boys traveling with her. She moved hurriedly toward the commotion, forgetting all about her credit card and wallet lying on the counter. 

“Get your hands off me, man! I don’t know who you think you are, but you better let go of me!” 

Alfred was in the grasp of a dark-haired gentleman, trying to force him out of the back door. As the man saw her approaching, he quickly abandoned his effort and fled through the rear entrance. She hurriedly scanned the store for Sharon, her daughter, and saw her coming out of the ladies room with a look of confusion on her face. She started looking for the other boy, Jeff. He was standing over near the ice cream counter facing a second man. From the look on the man’s face, she knew immediately it was not a friendly encounter. When the man saw her looking at him, he suddenly exited the store. For a moment, she was confused as to what was happening, then her imagination took hold and she began to fear the worst. 

“Alfred, are you alright?” Kathy approached the large teenager. 

He seemed strangely indifferent to her request and stood facing the front of the store and his friend. As she turned to follow his gaze, she saw a look pass between the two boys that she did not understand. Quickly, Jeff came over to join them. 

“What is going on here!” she demanded. “Are you all right?” 

For long seconds, the two boys seemed to ignore her questions. Then, almost reluctantly, Jeff answered her. 

“I’m sorry, Professor Allison, but it wasn’t our fault. That old guy was trying to hit on Alfred. I think he got the point that Al wasn’t interested.” 

The revelation from the boys stunned her. By now, the few patrons in the store had begun to congregate in the area. The elderly clerk who ran the place was coming down the aisle to see what the matter was. A small, dark-haired girl was making her way through the crowd toward them. It was Sharon. 

“Mom! Mom, is everything alright? What happened?” 

“That’s what I’d like to know, young lady,” the clerk said as he approached. 

Seeing the sea of confusion around her, Kathy did not wait, but took control of the situation. “I don’t think there’s much to be concerned about,” she began tentatively. “Apparently, there was some misunderstanding. The situation is over now, so there’s no need for anyone to get excited.” 

“Yeah, it was just a little misunderstanding with some old guy,” Alfred added smiling brightly. “We’re sorry if we caused any disturbance.” 

Hurriedly, he and Jeff began to pick up objects that had been knocked on the floor in the minor scuffle. With the damage to the store being repaired, the clerk seemed satisfied. Very quickly, the onlookers began to drift away and everything returned to normal. 

Sharon moved close beside Kathy and whispered quietly, “Mom, what happened?” 

“You know just about as much as I do, Sharon. There was some altercation between the boys and two strange men. Alfred seems to think it was some effort by two homosexuals to hit on them.” 

“Alfred always thinks any unusual show of interest by another man is homosexually based,” Sharon laughed softly. 

As the two boys finished their cleanup, Kathy put the entire situation out of her mind and returned to the counter. The elderly clerk, who had been so friendly before, was now noticeably cooler. Hurriedly, she signed the receipt and beckoned for her daughter and the two boys to get into the car outside. Within a matter of minutes, they were on their way to their final destination.

This trip was supposed to be a simple outing for her and her daughter. She was going to make a stop to evaluate some plates a large contributor and former alumni of the college was considering as a gift to her department. Then the rest of the trip was to be their time alone. At least it had started out as the plan before several things had changed it.

David Earl, the former alumni she was to meet, was an extremely wealthy man. He was also a man who set great store by the university, which had trained him. This fact made him a special case to the university and to her. Having made his fortune in the Internet boom of the late 90s and having had the good fortune to get out of the market before the resulting crash, he now spent most of his time roaming the world looking for artifacts of importance to donate to the university. Over the last several years, he had made several significant finds and many not so significant. Despite this fact, because of his generous donations of time, money, and material to the university, as head of the Department of Archaeology, she felt an obligation to meet with him and at least evaluate this new object before making her recommendation to the university officially. This way, if the object was worthless, she would save Earl embarrassment and the university damage to its relationship with him. She was planning to spend no more than thirty minutes with him. The rest of this trip was her effort at bridging the growing gap between her high-school-aged daughter and herself. It seemed so easy in the beginning…until two of her daughter’s friends from the football team invited themselves along. When she told David Earl about Jeff and Alfred, he had said, “No problem; there is plenty of room.” Then she was trapped with no way out. This incident only made an already difficult situation more difficult. They could not reach David Earl’s cabin too soon.

* * * *

As she made her way in the darkness up winding Highway 2 through the mountains of the Cascades, she glanced over briefly at the young lady who sat beside her in the front seat of the Bronco. Sharon had turned into a beautiful woman indeed. With long, dark hair like her own and the same hazel eyes, she was now almost a mirror image of Kathy. Both of them stood five feet four inches tall and weighed one hundred and ten pounds. Their delicate facial structure was a symbol of their mixed heritage. There were times when people honestly mistook them for twins. 

Her daughter was smiling brightly, as if she were a queen being courted by two knights. Jeffrey Wayne, the high school quarterback, sat idly in the rear seat of the Bronco watching the passing scenery. At six feet tall, two hundred and ten pounds, and a full head of blond hair, Kathy had to admit to herself any girl would be foolish not to want his attention. His companion, Alfred Smallwood, was almost identical in size and weight, except that he was black. Aside from the skin color and differences in hair texture, the two could have been twins. The boys had just recently arrived at Sharon’s school and almost immediately they had become star players on the football team. Both had taken an instant liking to Sharon. Despite her early concerns, the two boys were the perfect gentlemen and treated her daughter as if she were a prized younger sister. Since their arrival at the school, they had been her constant companions. 

The trip had started out without any difficulty except for Jeff and Alfred’s bickering over who was going to sit next to Sharon. Kathy had resolved that discussion by putting Sharon up front with her. The remainder of the trip had settled into a comfortable, if boring, monotony until they had stopped at the service station to get gas and refreshments. 

“Mom, isn’t that the car from the service station behind us?” Sharon asked softly. “Are they following us?”

The all-but-forgotten incident was suddenly thrust back into her consciousness as she noticed the same car from the service station. Was it following them?

“I think they are following us, Mom.”

Kathy glanced at the rearview mirror. “I don’t think so.”

“They’ve made every turn we have, and they are staying a few cars back like they don’t want to be noticed.”

“Sounds like a good detective novel scenario to me.”

“Mom, I’m serious. I think that car is following us.”

Sharon was convinced it had been following them. Kathy downplayed the matter until she spotted the same vehicle in the rear view mirror several times. The two lane road made it difficult to follow another car without being seen. The car could be following them. She almost bought into Sharon’s paranoia until she made herself realize they were probably just other people going to the hiking trails, too. The late fall was not the premium time for hikers, but in Washington, people loved the outdoors. 

“It’ll be okay, honey. We should be at the road to Mr. Earl’s cabin soon, and you’ll see. They will keep on going. There’s nothing to be worried about.”

“Yeah,” Alfred mocked, “if you don’t count homicidal nuts with guns.”

Jeff punched him in the shoulder and turned his head quickly. Kathy noticed he was not laughing.

“Alright, you two,” she said sharply. “There’s no need to make a bad situation worse, Alfred. To you this may be some game, but some of us take it a tad more seriously.” 

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Allison,” Alfred said dejectedly. “I didn’t mean to upset you or Sharon. It’s just a—you know, a guy thing.”

“Yeah!” Jeff tried to bail his friend out of trouble. “We just take things differently. He didn’t mean anything by it.”

“That’s comforting. If men with shotguns stop us, you two can tell them all about the guy thing.”

The boys became suddenly quieter in the back. Sharon fixed her eyes on the rear view mirror. 

They had finally reached the exit for the Earl cabin. Kathy was growing more relieved when she made the turn onto the road which led to the small complex of cabins. She had driven only a half-mile down the road when Sharon spoke.

“Jeff, what kind of car was the one those men from the service station drove?”

“A mercury cougar, I think. Why?”

“Could that be the same car about three cars back?” 

Both boys turned to look at the vehicle as Kathy’s gaze went to her rear view mirror. They were all straining to see the vehicle.

“I’m not sure. Could be, but why would they be following us?” Jeff asked.

“I don’t know,” Sharon speculated, “but they have been following us for a while.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions, sweetheart,” Kathy responded, feeling less sincerity than she tried to put into her voice.

“It’s them, Mom, I’m sure. They left from the service station the same time we did; they made every turn we did.”

Kathy Allison accelerated down the road. She knew she might be overreacting, but the coincidences were getting too strange. The cabin was just a few miles ahead according to the instructions. She saw the other car falling back in the mirror. She pushed the accelerator even harder and was relieved to see the other car disappear from view for a few seconds. Their exit was approaching very fast, and she waited until the last minute before braking to make the turn. After about a quarter mile, she skidded to a stop and turned off the lights. Turning to the rear window, she watched as the other car continued by. There was a collective sigh of relief. Kathy waited for only seconds before starting the car and racing down the road. She hoped that whoever was in the other car would not think to backtrack, or if they did, she would be safely at the cabin before then. There was no reason to be so paranoid about the car. Still, in today’s world, discretion was the better part of valor, she repeated to herself. As she continued into the darkness with her cargo of frightened teens, she couldn’t help but notice there was no more talk about guy stuff.

Kathy was very relieved to see the shape of the cabin on the road ahead. She felt three sets of eyes straining with her own to read the address on the mailbox. When the numbers finally came into focus, she felt more than heard a collective sigh escape from the car. As she slowed the vehicle and turned into the driveway, she noticed for the first time that her heart had been racing wildly. She drew in a ragged breath to calm herself while hoping that the kids in the car would not notice. She drew several more deep breaths and felt her heart begin to slow almost in unison with the car as it coasted to a stop in the small driveway of the cabin. Her hands felt cramped from gripping the steering wheel and the muscles in her back were aching with tension. 

She forced her mind from her own pain and surveyed the others in the car. Sharon, she could see, was as tense as she was. Her hands were stiff from clutching the fabric at the edge of the seat, her knuckles white with effort. Forcing her stiff and sore muscles to obey her, Kathy raised her hand to stroke the head of her daughter to comfort her. In almost a reflex response, Sharon’s head moved to seek greater contact and comfort. She saw the tension leave the girl’s body in response to the reassuring touch. Even with all that was happening around them, Kathy felt a joy race through her at being able to find this closeness. The age-old bond between mother and child was there between the two of them. It had not died. 

She turned after a moment to evaluate her other charges. Jeff and Alfred were idly scanning the area around them, to all appearances oblivious to all that had happened in the past hour. The two boys could have been on a scheduled Sunday outing for all the concern that showed in their faces. Kathy was at once frustrated and amazed. The boys dealt with their stress by avoiding it or denying its existence. For them, the events of this day had never happened. She could only sigh to herself, marveling at this difference.

“Okay, we made it here intact. Jeff, you and Alfred need to let your parents know you’re okay,” she said, handing him her cell phone. She opened the door and got out, leaving the two boys to make their calls as she and Sharon went to the cabin. There was a note on the door from Earl. 

To Prof. Allison:

Went down the way to a neighbor’s cabin and will be back shortly. You and the kids go on in and make yourselves to home. There is plenty of food and drink in the fridge and the cable is up and running.

See you shortly, 

Earl

She removed the note and entered the cabin. The place was not at all what she had expected. The word “cabin” conjured an image in her mind of a smallish hut with an outdoor toilet. This was far from that. 

As they entered the door and turned on the lights, she forgot the other issues of her life. Standing in the foyer, she was surprised at the opulence of the interior. She heard Sharon’s breath expel in a small gasp.

“Mom, can we get a cabin like this someday?”

“Only in your wildest dreams, sweetheart. The man who owns this place has got money to burn.”

As they stood there absorbing the beauty of the place, Jeff and Alfred entered behind them.

“Whoa, look at this.” Alfred handed her the cell phone and moved past them into the living room followed closely by Jeff. It was not the splendor of the decor that attracted them but the large screen TV that sat off to one side of the room. Alfred grabbed the remote for the set and quickly turned it on, flicking from one channel to the next in rapid succession. Jeff had grabbed the manual next to it and was eagerly reading. 

“Look at this, Al.” He shoved the manual in Alfred’s face. “They must have over a thousand channels here. Look, they even get overseas sports packages. Oh boy, I think I just died and went to heaven.” 

The two of them sank to the floor surfing from channel to channel, oblivious to the larger world around them. Kathy looked at her daughter and saw the same look of disgust on her face. The two of them watched the boys for a few seconds before closing the door. They made their way to the kitchen and the refrigerator. Kathy was not surprised to see it was well stocked with food and drink. Earl made sure it was prepared for use at a moment’s notice, a fact for which she was more grateful a few minutes later as the two large male children almost knocked them over as they momentarily broke away from the TV set and raided the fridge. Loaded with sodas and a plate of cold chicken, they retreated like the tide, moved irresistibly by the pull of the orbiting mass of a thousand-channel cable TV. 

Kathy looked at Sharon, who stood smiling at her. Shrugging her shoulders, she said, “It’s the way of the universe. “

“Mom, can I talk to you about something?” Sharon asked after a second or two had passed. 

“Sure, honey, come here and sit down.” She the change in Sharon’s mood concerned her. 

Sharon joined her. At first she did not speak but sat there looking at her hands. Then, softly, she began. “You’re going to be mad at me for this, I know. I got a C on my midterm in history. I’ll make it up the next quarter, I promise.”

Kathy looked at her and smiled. “It doesn’t matter. I love you, and you’re my daughter, that’s all that matters.”

“You won’t get mad and leave like Dad, will you?” 

Kathy sat looking at the child in bewilderment. Where had that come from?

“Listen here. I’ll never leave you, although sometimes you may wish I had. Now stop fretting, and c’mon, let’s see what else they have here. I can’t wait to see the rest of this place.” 

She rose spryly, taking Sharon’s hand and grinning with her daughter like a school girl sharing a tasty secret. They headed off to inspect the rest of the house. For the moment, reality was left behind. She let herself be drawn along into this illusion of normalcy. Besides, they were safe here—at least for now. 

After a brief tour of the cabin, Kathy found herself sitting alone on the sofa in the living room as her daughter argued with the two boys over control of the TV remote. Sharon had been captured in the irresistible pull of two teenage boys who were not paying attention to her. She had made it her business to insert herself between them and demand equal time with the remote control. This, of course, had produced a round of arguments which were only now subsiding.

Kathy had kicked off her shoes and was doing her best to work off the stress of the last few hours. Listening to the kids argue, she was finding it harder to believe that anyone was actually trying to hurt them. Closing her eyes, she let herself revel in the sounds of the bickering, in its feeling of normalcy. 

“I’m glad to see you found my note,” the voice was directly in front of her. 

Startled, she sat up on the sofa and came face-to-face with David Earl. 

“Mr. Earl, I didn’t hear you come in,” she scrambled to put her shoes back on. The children in front of the television set were likewise startled by his sudden appearance. They had all turned and sat watching him. The gray-haired, well-appointed man standing in front of Kathy was smiling pleasantly. His appearance had caused more embarrassment than any hint of threat. 

“It’s okay, don’t mind me. You guys just go ahead and make yourself at home.” He waived to the children in his living room in front of the wide-screen television. “I’m glad to see you found everything okay.” He motioned with his head to the scattered plate of chicken bones and empty soda cans on the coffee table. 

Kathy could only smile as Earl’s southern roots showed through in his words. She rose and extended her hand in greeting. “I must have drifted off. It’s very nice of you to allow all of us to stay here at your cabin.” 

“Think nothing of it. After all, when the head of the Archeology Department for my university drives all the way up to the Cascades to look at one of my artifacts, it’s the least I can do. I’m sorry I wasn’t here to meet you when you arrived.” 

“It wasn’t a problem, I assure you. As you can see, my trustworthy crew wasted no time in making themselves at home.” 

“I am being rude. Might I offer you a drink?” 

“No, thank you, I’m fine. I must admit, though, I am somewhat curious to see these new artifacts you’re so excited about.” 

“Of course! They’re in my study.” 

He led the way out of the living room, down a hallway, and finally to a room which overlooked the forest at the back of the house. As she entered the room, the cluttered desk immediately caught her eye. This surprised her because from what little she knew of Earl, he took all of his endeavors very seriously. 

As he motioned her to a seat, he sat behind the desk and opened a drawer, taking out a wooden box. The box itself was nondescript, the type commonly used for shipping items that were fragile in nature. He placed the box on the desk in front of her, then sat silently. Without hesitation, she carefully removed the lid and examined the contents. Inside with a smattering of straw used as packing material was a single object wrapped in cloth. Her first impression was one of astonishment. The cloth material in the box was of a type she had seen before; several ancient European cultures used it to wrap important artifacts for burial with the dead. 

“What have you done to date the artifacts?”

“I tried to be as thorough as I could, Professor Allison. There’s been minimum contact with the artifacts to prevent any contamination. I took a sampling of the cloth for dating to the lab at the university, and I believe their reputation speaks for itself. The figure I got dates the cloth around 1100 A.D.” 

“If that’s the case, then you have an extremely valuable artifact.” 

“I don’t want to be presumptuous, Professor Allison, but I think that’s the least of the surprises in store for you.” 

Reaching into the box, he gently removed the object and unwrapped the cloth, revealing two golden plates approximately four inches in width and six inches in height. They were beautifully preserved and appeared to be engraved in some manner. 

“When I first saw these,” Earl said with a tinge of awe in his voice, “they took my breath away then, and they still do. If you’ll notice the engravings on the faces, they appear to be organized and not just ceremonial. For each plate, the engravings continue on the back surface. After studying them for a while, I realized I had seen these types of engravings before, so I started culling through databases until I found the article you wrote a year ago. If you look closely at the markings, I’m sure you’ll see the similarities as well.” 

For a few moments, she sat studying the markings until recognition dawned on her. “Oh my God, you’re right. They’re very similar to markings I found at the site in northern Europe last year. The site had been so badly contaminated it was impossible to tell if the markings were genuine or not. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear someone intentionally destroyed the site.” 

“I remember your statements in the article of the strange impression you felt upon entering the cave. It’s the same way I felt when I first saw these plates. But look closely at the markings on the plate; they are too similar to what you found in the cave to be coincidence.” 

Kathy studied the markings for many minutes before looking up at Earl. “From what I can see and remember, there seems to be some similarity, but without further study, I’m not prepared to go further than that.” 

“Spoken like a true professional, Professor Allison. Perhaps the dating of the metal will entice you to speculate a bit further. I had the same lab date the metal of the plates, and the number they came back with is startling. Their estimate of the plates puts them at around twenty-two thousand years of age.” 

“That’s impossible. You’d be talking about an artifact that predates the earliest known examples of writing in human history. Do you truly believe the symbols on these plates represent some type of organized symbols or writing?” 

“I’m not the expert, Professor Allison, you are. It’s the reason I asked them to send you specifically. I believed that with your previous experience with this type of writing, you were the ideal person to establish authenticity.” 

“Let’s not get premature, Mr. Earl. Before we start calling these markings some type of writing, we need to do a lot more analysis. Right off the top of my head, I would say to claim these markings are anything more than ceremonial is a bit of a stretch. In the time frame we’re talking about, modern man was just beginning the second migration out of Africa, if you adhere to the ‘Out of Africa’ theory.” 

“I’m familiar with the theory, Professor. The ‘Out of Africa’ theory is the prevailing point of view in the theories of how human civilization may have developed. It is believed that all species of man evolved from a single ancestor some five million years ago with the divergence of the single species of apelike creatures into two separate lineages. One line initially gives rise to our closest living relatives, the African chimpanzees; the other was the hominid lineage, which led to modern human beings. Moving up the evolutionary tree, the prototype of modern man migrated out of Africa about two hundred thousand years ago in what has commonly been called the first migration and spread throughout Europe, Asia, and the world. It is now largely believed that for some reason that is unknown, or unexplained, a second migration occurred sometime between fifty-two thousand and twenty-two thousand years ago. It is this migration which is associated with modern man, Homo sapiens.” 

“Exactly! You’re no doubt aware that the latest advances in genetic research have provided strong evidence that the population of humans—modern humans—descended from common ancestors who lived about fifty-two thousand years ago plus or minus twenty-eight thousand years.” 

“I understand the theory, but I must admit I have never been one hundred percent convinced it is the correct model. I tend to be more of a multi-regionalist. The ‘Out of Africa’ theory is based upon fossils, which are fragmentary and poorly dated.

“The dating of bones and fossils less than fifty thousand years old is a simple process of carbon fourteen dating. All living organisms contain carbon fourteen, a radioactive isotope of carbon. The problem in dating fossils occurs when determining the age of older fossils. The established method of dating fossils beyond the age of fifty thousand years is the use of the potassium-argon method. It is only effective in areas where there had been volcanic eruptions. During an eruption, the molten lava traps small amounts of radioactive potassium. Once the lava has cooled and solidified, the radioactive potassium in the rock crystal decays at a regular rate, changing into argon. Unfortunately, in many parts of the world either volcanic eruptions or potassium, or both, are rare. Researchers are often forced to use other less precise dating techniques. Consequently, this results in poorly dated specimens, which leaves room for speculation and doubt about how they support one theory or another. I think this is the problem with the ‘Out of Africa’ theory.

“Like most multi-regionalists, I believe an individual population spread throughout Europe and Asia which gradually evolved into modern humans. There certainly is ample evidence of enough contact between various populations to maintain one widespread species, but with each population sufficiently isolated to evolve regional racial characteristics. According to this scenario, modern Africans, Asians, and Europeans are direct descendants of Homo erectus populations or of intermediary hominids between Homo erectus and Homo sapiens. 

“There is certainly enough information and facts to support either theory. What remains undisputed is an absence of any documented records of the existence of a culture sophisticated enough to produce tablets like these in the time frame you’re talking about,” Kathy countered.

“I know the arguments and have made them to myself over and over again since I found the plates. Yet, the plates exist, and I am convinced the markings on their surfaces represent writing.” 

For the first time since she arrived, she caught a glimpse of Earl as the eager beginner rather than a seasoned professional. All people who engaged in science went through stages of their own evolution. The first stage was the enthusiastic and often too eager beginner. The second stage came after being burned a number of times by their over enthusiasm, which led to a pragmatic and cynical individual. Many in the scientific world often stayed at this stage of development, never progressing farther. For a chosen few, there was a third stage. It allowed some of the enthusiasm of the first tempered with judgment and age. They enjoyed the discoveries of science but resisted the urge to charge headlong over every cliff they came to. 

“I appreciate your enthusiasm, but without a great deal of supporting evidence, the plates are little more than an oddity.” 

“That’s what I thought…until this.” He turned over the second plate. 

On the back of the second plate was what appeared to be a map of some type. The symbols from the first plate were repeated in organized patterns on the map. She sat mesmerized, looking at the plate for a long time. 

“Do you have any idea what this is a map of?” 

“No. I was hoping with the resources of your department, you’d be able to tell me.” 

Kathy felt the return of an enthusiasm she had last felt in her early years in archaeology. Mentally cautioning herself, she reined in her eagerness. “Mr. Earl, you have to understand the significance of what you’re suggesting. There are a number of sites all around the world which have been uncovered demonstrating modern man had the ability to make primitive tools. There are some unsupported theories of an early ability with art, but nothing on this scale. We don’t begin to see the ability to work with precious metals or the skills necessary to create these tablets until many thousands of years later. During the time frame you suggest for these tablets, the human race was little more than hunter-gatherers trying to survive.” 

“If we talk about only one species alive at that time, you’re right. But, man wasn’t the only intelligent hominid at the time.” 

“Homo erectus was the only other hominid alive on the plant during the time frame. As a predecessor of modern humans, he was little more than an ape.” 

“You carefully ignored the other human-like creature on the planet at the time, Professor Allison: Neanderthal.” 

“I didn’t ignore him; I’m simply acknowledging the dispute about his classification. Anthropologists are still divided as to whether to classify Neanderthal as a distinct species, Homo neanderthalensis, or as a subspecies of modern humans. It’s true Neanderthal lived from about two hundred thirty thousand until around twenty thousand years ago. The oldest fossils of modern humans date back to around forty thousand years indicating that Neanderthals and humans shared the planet for approximately twenty thousand years. The latest DNA evidence clearly rules out the possibility of Neanderthals adding to human evolution.” 

“You’re ignoring the most important factor about Neanderthal: the brain size. They had a brain that was one fifth larger than modern man. It is not inconceivable for them to develop a culture of their own, which might include some type of writing.” 

She was about to dispel the remarks as amateurish conjecture when she was stopped suddenly by a voice from the door. 

“I thought the prevailing view of Neanderthal painted him as a primitive brute that lived in the frozen wastelands of Europe?” Alfred asked, now standing in the doorway to the small study. 

“That’s right, Alfred, it is. To speculate beyond the established record without proof is rank amateurism,” she said firmly. 

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your discussion, but I couldn’t help but overhear what you were talking about. Are those the tablets?” 

“Yes they are,” Earl said. “Would you like to come in and take a look at them? I’m sure it will be okay as long as you don’t touch the surfaces. Until Professor Allison can take these little beauties back to the university and complete a full study on them, we need to keep contamination to a minimum.” 

“Thanks.” The boy entered the room and looked at the plates as if mesmerized. “They’re so…pretty. How did they manage to stay so shiny for all those years?” 

Kathy smiled at the comment. It was the one thing that disturbed her about the plates and their purported age: they had been remarkably well preserved. She looked at Earl who simply smiled back at her, apparently unconcerned by the comment. 

“You’re very sharp, young man. I must admit when I first saw them, it was my first concern. I’ve since had a chance to do a background check on the merchant who sold them to me as well as dating the plates themselves. There’s nothing to indicate skullduggery. The man who sold them to me was a merchant in Hong Kong with impeccable credentials. He claims the plates were in the custody of a Chinese general and his family for many generations. They have cared for the artifacts as a family heirloom. That was how he explained the remarkable condition of the plates.”

“And they decided to part with these heirlooms because of your charm?” Kathy remarked.

Earl continued to smile, apparently ignoring her barb. “The Chinese are a strange people. They value appearance over most everything else. Seems this fellow’s family had fallen on some lean times and he wanted a discreet sale. Who better than a rich barbarian? Even if I told someone who knew him, he could always have creditable deniability.” 

“Still, to think of something like a Neanderthal capable of making something this beautiful…” Alfred placed his hand idly into his pocket. 

He never got a chance to finish his comment as Sharon and Jeff came into the room in a state of excitement. 

“I’m sorry to barge in, Mom, but were you or Mr. Earl expecting visitors? There are several men coming up the road toward the cabin.” 

Kathy could see the concern etched in her daughter’s face and turned to Earl, who still sat smiling and unconcerned. 

“It’s probably just a couple of would be hikers who got lost and want to ask directions. It happens all the time. I’ll go out, talk to them, and they’ll be on their way. No need to get all upset about it, young lady.” 

Rising from the desk, he left the study and proceeded to the living room and the front door. Kathy followed in his wake and could feel the presence of the two boys and her daughter behind her. 

Earl left the cabin and walked toward the people approaching him. Kathy could see him raising his hand in a gesture of greeting when one of the men removed something from his jacket pocket. There was no sound, only the vision of Earl crumpling to the ground. In that instant, Kathy recognized the man from the service station. Kathy knew what had happened and turned to the watching children. She was relieved to see none of them had seen what happened.

“We need to get out of here now!”

The boys’ faces wore blank expressions. Kathy bit her tongue and drew a calming breath before continuing. “The people from the car following us earlier? They’re here. Come on. We need to get out of here, now!”

