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Chapter I The Tomb 

 

 There are stories that start with a bang and some earth-shattering events but 

the beginning of most is as boring as a statistics class. This particular story begins 

with a profanity and a cigarette butt furiously cast to the ground on a mild morning      

in Anno Domini two thousand and twelve.  

“Screw it! Nothing again???” 

The man who had thus succumbed to his nerves was in his thirties, tall and 

lean. His weathered face had the color of a ripe olive, a result of smoking two packs 

of cheap cigarettes a day and the countless hours of turning dirt under a scorching 

sun. 

“What’s up, Plamen? Is it a false alarm again?”  

The voice came from under a nearby tree. It had recently turned green and 

offered some protection from the sunrays, which is why Victor and Evgeny, 

Plamen’s treasure-hunting comrades, had sought cover in its shade. The three men 

had been working together for almost ten years. Plamen knew that, with a bit of luck, 

he could find a treasure by himself, but the work was exhausting and often involved 

heavy lifting. Moreover, countless hours of solitary labor on sunbaked excavation 

sites could drive a man crazy. Finally, on pure practical terms, Plamen did not own 

a car. He considered this three-man team an optimal size for the task. There was no 
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need for more people - they would only mess with each other, and more men meant 

smaller profits and longer arguments as treasure-hunters were notorious for their 

obstinacy. In spite of the fact that they were splitting everything in equal parts, the 

other two men considered Plamen to be something of a boss on account that they 

themselves had barely been able to complete high school. He was also a natural talent 

in selecting the places where to search. During the past decade the trio had found, 

excavated, and sold hundreds of coins, arrowheads, bronze oil lamps, statuettes, and 

other antique objects. Their main focus, however, had always been coins because 

their value was more or less clear and they were easier to sell than ancient knick-

knack. Evgeny was the driver of a rusty Lada Niva which was almost as old as they 

were but it climbed hills like a goat and effortlessly absorbed mud, dust, and abuse. 

They used it to haul the tools of their trade around, an assortment of metal detectors, 

spades, trench shovels, picks and hoes, plus, of course, their loot in case they had 

been lucky enough to find something. Presently the Soviet-made rust bucket was 

heating up under the sun by the road and Evgeny reluctantly got up to move it under 

the shadow of another big tree. 

Plamen glanced at Victor and asked: “What now?” Noon had passed and the 

Sun was at its peak. They had been digging for almost five hours in the fields of the 

village Riltsi near the town of Blagoevgrad. The spring sun had gained in strength 

and was quickly evaporating morning moisture into a thin mist. The group would 
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normally start digging when the spring soil had loosened and tractors had ploughed 

it to turn the layers but this year global warming had made the month of March 

unusually warm and the hot weather had lured them into the fields earlier than usual. 

They also needed the money a new find would eventually bring them, as they did 

not work in winter and had spent most of their savings.   

Unfortunately, the start of the digging season was shaping up to be fruitless.  

A half day of heavy work had brought a total of three signals but they had all turned 

out to be phantom ones.  “Shame for the time and the digging”, Plamen thought, 

“most probably these false signals were caused by the soil”. It did happen 

sometimes, especially with highly acidic soil. The group carried two metal detectors 

- an American “Garrett” and an amateur-made one. They both displayed a propensity 

for the same mistakes. Plamen was experienced enough to differentiate the signals 

coming to the earphones. He could determine whether the pulsing noise came from 

a big or a small object and whether said object was made of a noble metal like gold 

or silver. Finding gold, however, was a truly rare event. They had the good fortune 

of unearthing a gold hyperpyron1 coin of the Byzantine emperor John III Doukas 

Vatatzes in a field near the town of Gotse Deltchev in 2004. It was a common enough 

coin but its sale had produced the $ 200 they needed to buy the Garrett second hand. 

 
1  Hyperpyron – a Byzantine gold coin with a standard weight of 4.45 grams introduced by the 

Emperor Alexios I Komnenos. 
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Plamen pondered whether it made sense to keep digging. The day had not 

started well but treasure hunters are superstitious and he would not want to start the 

season empty-handed. He looked to the south where Blagoevgrad was located. The 

area around the village of Riltsi covered a big flat hill about a mile from the river 

Struma or Strimon, as the ancients had called it, but from where he stood Plamen 

could not see the meandering river valley. It was obscured by undulating and already 

green heights which stood by the river as bodyguards by an important person. 

Millennia ago the Romans had built a sizeable military camp to guard this important 

road to the Mediterranean, and the ground here offered ample proof of that. The soil 

of the fields, which were now mainly used for growing tobacco, was richly mixed 

with reddish Roman bricks, sharp ceramic shards and white mortar. This is why the 

place was a favorite for many treasure hunters, especially for the amateur ones, and 

as a result it had been thoroughly combed. Nevertheless, Plamen’s group often came 

here, especially when they had no better ideas in store. Riltsi was in close proximity 

to their hometown Blagoevgrad and the camp area was so big that they could always 

hope to dig up something new.  

It seemed unlikely that they would get so lucky today. Plamen reached into 

the pocket of his worn-out leather jacket and took out a map of the area. It was a 

1:1000 army map which he had acquired in exchange for a bottle of Johnnie Walker 
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Red from a retired army officer a couple of years ago. He drew his finger over the 

line of the slope that led in southwest direction towards the river valley and asked: 

“Have we tried there?  

Victor was not quick to answer. “Don’t think so”, he said while unsuccessfully 

trying to light a new cigarette. At last the almost empty lighter clicked.  

“Let’s go, doesn’t hurt trying’”  

They descended towards the base of the hill, trying to follow some tractor tire 

tracks which were almost washed away by the rain but still clearly visible. 

Experience had taught them that most coins are to be found in the upper layer of a 

recently ploughed field. The serrated tracks led them to a tiny flat bulge flanked by 

anemic shrubbery. The earth rose for about twenty meters reaching the height of 

three feet and then gradually flew into the base of the next hill. There was the 

possibility that it could be the product of human hands but the likelihood that it was 

a natural part of the terrain was much higher.  

“Shall we try here?”, asked Plamen.  

“Mmm, don’t know, it’s very far from the spots where we ever found 

something.”  

Plamen knew that Victor was right. They had an idea where the main buildings 

of the camp had been and the chances of finding something so far away from them 

were slim. The bulge was hardly worth the effort of digging. It could very well be 
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little more than a pile of garbage brought by the tractors. “Let’s give it a try”, he 

sighed. “If we find nothing we will go to the pub and have a drink. It will be beer 

o’clock by then.” He put on the headphones and switched on the metal detector. 

Today he had brought the home-made one which he actually preferred to the Garrett. 

Which of the two devices was better was a constant source of debate between the 

men. Plamen agreed that the Garrett was better when you were searching for 

something big up to a foot below the surface. For all other purposes he preferred the 

cheaper device, which had been assembled in the garage of some capable Bulgarian 

engineer and cost a hundred bucks. Plamen held the detector head near the ground 

and started roaming the area, which he had already marked in his mind. He moved 

in a circular motion, trying to minimize the chance of missing a single square inch. 

His movements resembled the dance of a shaman, praying the heavens to send a 

long-awaited rain. After performing this ritual for several minutes Plamen suddenly 

stopped in his tracks. The metal detector sent a loud signal into the earphones, a 

series of powerful, strong bleeps. “I’ll be damned, sounds like gold”, he said to 

himself and his heart skipped a few beats, but his enthusiasm was soon grounded by 

the thought that it was probably just a new false signal. The bleeping, however, 

stayed there, strong and persistent. Plamen localized its source at a point near the 

center of the mound.  

“Vicky”, he shouted, “Bring me the spade and the pickaxe!”  
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His friend grinned and hurried back with the tools momentarily. As a first 

move Plamen took the spade and stripped about a foot of soil. Next he took the big 

pickaxe and started digging, using precise and moderately strong swings. He had 

struck the earth three times when the metal point hit something harder. Victor was 

excitedly peeking behind his shoulder.  

“That’s a wall”, he said, “what if it’s a tomb?” 

The next strikes revealed short Roman bricks held together by ancient 

concrete. Plamen had to invest all his strength in the next couple of strikes until the 

wall finally gave way and a fist-sized hole opened in it. He tried to have a glance but 

the opening was small and it was pitch dark inside.  

“Did we bring a flashlight along?”, he asked.  

“I think there is one in the car, I’ll go get it”, Victor confirmed and ran towards 

the Lada.  

Looking at his friend waddle to the car, Plamen decided that he could not wait 

for him, struck a match and tried to stick it into the hole. The flame died almost 

instantly but for a short moment it seemed to him as though something sparkled on 

the inside. Victor finally returned, handing him a beaten-up flashlight.  

“Evgeny is gone”, he explained, “he is probably napping under some tree”.  

Plamen started broadening the hole with the tip of the pickax until it was 

shoulder-wide. Then he carefully slid the flashlight inside. The slit was quite narrow 
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but he did not dare enlarging it more for fear of the bricks collapsing.  The space 

below was round, about ten feet in diameter and two feet in height, with a slightly 

domed ceiling into which Plamen was now peering. The middle of the cavity was 

occupied by a skeleton placed on something which might have earlier been a wooden 

platform but was now little more than a pile of organic waste. More of this material 

was scattered around the skeleton which was no more than an arm’s length away 

from Plamen. With time the tomb’s ceiling had caved in to almost ground level. 

Plamen’s attention, however, was attracted by something else - inside the skull he 

noticed a gold coin. Its polished surface reflected the beam of the flashlight straight 

into his eyes. He immediately withdrew the flashlight and instead slid in his hand 

and reached for the coin. His hand felt the skull and carefully moved it aside. He 

grasped the coin with his thumb and forefinger when the back of his palm brushed 

against something cold and yet a. He briskly jumped back when he heard the hissing. 

Victor was impatiently circling behind him.  

“What did you see, is there something there?”, he stuttered with excitement.  

Plamen’s face had changed its swarthy complexion to parchment pale.  

“I think that there is a snake inside!”     
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Chapter II. Snakes 

 

Victor did not like snakes at all. Actually, he feared them more than anything 

else in the world. In his career as a treasure hunter he had stumbled upon many 

different snake species in diverse sizes and colors and he had run away from every 

single one of them with a speed very impressive for his two-hundred-pound body 

frame. If he were a bit better educated, he would know that the name for his condition 

was ophidiophobia but Victor was far from the mastering such complex words. The 

only thing he truly wanted was to stay as far away from these disgusting and 

perfidious creatures as possible. This was the reason why Plamen’s words made him 

jump back with the grace of a ballet dancer and retreat to a safe distance from the 

hole. 

“Is it poisonous?”, he asked panting. 

Plamen shot a surprised glance at him and retorted:  

“How the fuck should I know, you dummy? I did not see it.  Just touched it 

and heard the damned thing. I’ll have another look”.  

He leaned forward to about ten inches from the hole and tried to illuminate 

the spot from a different angle. The first thing he saw was a wriggling ball of at least 

three snakes. All were dark and with a recognizable zigzag pattern on their backs. 

They were entwined and their glistening bodies were moving slowly. It seemed as 

though his pickax work had interrupted their winter hibernation in the comfortable 
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hole they had selected as their home. Plamen tried changing his viewing angle again 

but he did not make out anything else apart from the skeleton. He slightly changed 

the beam’s trajectory and noticed that the bundle was unusually big for three snakes. 

The reptiles were obviously curling around some object. He squinted his eyes and 

managed to discern a vessel around which the hissing community was wrapped.  

 He stood up and went back to his friend, his hand in his pocket as if to search 

for cigarettes. Victor did not notice Plamen slipping the coin inside the pocket.  

“Shit”, Plamen blurted, “there’s a whole snake’s nest there!”  

“Fuck’em!”, Victor expressed his opinion cordially, “did you manage to see 

what was there?” 

Plamen took his time before answering.  

“It was dark but I could make out some pottery. Broken jars and all that. I 

think that they are worthless. It might have been some kind of a camp warehouse but 

by the looks of it it’s been rummaged through. You can go and take a look yourself, 

if you like. Maybe you’ll spot something valuable that I have not noticed.” 

Just at the thought of going close to the snakes Victor made a pirouette 

towards the car.  

“Enough for today. We can come back later during the week.” 

They decided to cover their tracks before they left, just in case. Plamen 

uprooted a couple of small shrubs a hundred feet from the tomb and placed them 



11 

 

into the hole. After that he levelled the ground around it and collected all 

instruments. They reached the car five minutes later where they found Evgeny 

basking in the sun while leaning on the hood. 

“What’s up, guys?”, he asked, “you find anything?” 

“Nothing - unless you count a snake nest. Let’s get lost!”   

Less than half an hour later Plamen entered his small flat in the suburbs of 

Blagoevgrad. His pad was in the residential area of Strumsko, a sad collection of 

panel blocks which had been built in the times of the “advanced socialism” to 

accommodate the numerous migrants from the nearby villages. His parents were also 

newcomers to Blagoevgrad - his father was born near the town of Petritch, and his 

mother hailed from a village by the border with Yugoslavia. Both had only basic 

education which was why Plamen’s graduation from the local technical school 

brought tears of joy to their eyes. Unfortunately, this had happened in 1996, when 

Bulgaria had just entered its largest economic crisis and jobs simply disappeared. 

His older brother emigrated to Canada but for Plamen that was the last option. He 

wanted to stay in his hometown; even moving to Sofia did not appeal to him. On top 

of that he did not want to be a burden for his parents as they were barely scrambling 

by to make two ends meet. Plamen also did not want to live from paycheck to 

paycheck, and it was not in his nature to be somebody’s subordinate. Treasure 

hunting turned out to be the natural, albeit not quite legal, solution to all these issues. 
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He did not have a steady girlfriend and his flat was the typical bachelor den 

but he could not dream of a better one at the moment. Upon entering it he did not 

even open the fridge to get a cool beer. He wanted to examine the coin first, his heart 

beating fast in anticipation. Plamen hastily cleaned the kitchen table from the cutlery 

and food remnants that were piled there. He placed the coin on a piece of cloth, took 

out a magnifying glass from his pocket and examined it at the light of the powerful 

overhead lamp. He hoped that the coin had not been scratched during the extraction 

and the journey in his pocket but luckily its surfaces were as shiny as if it had been 

struck yesterday and there was not the least sign of damage on it. The portrait on the 

front side – or “the averse”, as it is known in numismatics - was of a woman looking 

to the right. Her hair was arranged in a complex wavy coiffure and supported by 

some kind of a small crown or diadem. An unruly curl of wavy hair ran below her 

ear, and her long neck disappeared in the folds of an intricate dress, which formed a 

crescent-like base of the composition. Her face was not very pretty but calm and 

with classical Roman symmetric features. The coin inscription stated simply G 

CORNEL SVPERA AVG. On the reverse was Vesta, the virgin goddess of the 

hearth, family and home. She was holding a scepter in one hand, and something like 

a wreath in the other. The coin was definitely an aureus2. Plamen had some vague 

 
2  Aureus (plural aurei) – Roman gold coin. See “Monetary system of the Roman Empire” at the 

end of this book for more information.  
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memories of seeing the name of Cornelia Supera somewhere. He took out David 

Sear’s catalogue of Roman coins. After a few minutes of unsuccessful page 

browsing he had to use the index at the end of the book. Luckily with the browsing 

of countless catalogues and the watching of Hollywood movies he had picked a bit 

up a bit of English along the way.   

“Let’s see now”, he mumbled aloud, “Cornelia Supera, AD 253. Although 

generally unknown to history, it is accepted in principle that she was the wife of the 

Emperor Aemilianus.”  

Plamen pensively scratched his nose. The catalog mentioned only one coin in 

Cornelia Supera’s name and it was a silver antoninianus, valued at five thousand 

British pounds - a stunning amount for a catalogue written a quarter of a century ago. 

This was tenfold the average price of a “standard” denarius of the emperor Augustus 

and at least fifty times more the price of common silver coins from the middle of the 

third century. The catalog mentioned nothing about an aureus of Cornelia Supera, 

and this was supposed to be the most complete source on Roman coins. Plamen 

reached into the pile of books next to his bed and retrieved several auction booklets, 

some of them more than ten years old. He searched in the auctions of Gormy and 

Lanz in Munich, Rauch in Vienna and even in those of the Classical Numismatic 

Group in New York. It was as if such a coin did not exist, he could not find it 

described in any of the sources. His hands started trembling as he returned the 
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booklets to the shelf and placed the coin in a brand new transparent plastic pocket. 

His heart was racing wildly.  If, as he knew well, a common aureus from that period 

in a similar quality sold for three or four thousand euro, so how much could one that 

did not even feature in the catalogues be worth? Five thousand? Ten thousand? More 

than that? In any case, this did look like the long-awaited ticket to escape the 

comparative poverty in which he lived. The thought of Victor or Evgeny did not 

even cross his mind. As the cynical but time-proven Bulgarian proverb says, “You 

should not play cards if you are blind!”  The coin was a mystery but Plamen sensed 

that it was too big a bite for him to swallow. He had neither the connections, nor the 

possibility to sell such a rarity alone. By the time he finished showering and had 

drunk a cup of black coffee his mind was made up. He picked up his ageing Samsung 

phone and dialed a stored number.  

“Hey Alex, it’s Plamen. We need to urgently talk. When and where can we 

meet?” 

  


