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      February, 1791 - Just north of the Potomac River

      The bubble-shaped submarine came to a slow halt. Its pilot looked through the bent glass in the craft’s top section to get a visual of his target. This shallow section of the river was interrupted by a deeper divot in the river’s bottom; a small well-shaped valley that sunk into the riverbed about eight feet. 

      It was into this hole that David’s sights were set.

      He maneuvered the small submarine — an exact copy of one of his previous inventions, the Turtle — into position at the edge of the small well. The watercraft wasn’t exactly easy to control — a combination of foot pedals and hand cranks were required in perfect unison just to move the semi-buoyant craft forward, much less side-to-side. He needed to turn completely around, slowly moving Turtle II's stern toward the hole.

      His hands flew over the controls and cranks, ensuring there were no over-corrections or fast movements that might send the vessel spinning out of control. The Turtle II was groundbreaking in many ways. David Bushnell designed the first American submarine, and this second version, using a water-based ballast system for controlling depth. This newer version incorporated a screw-type propeller to push the craft forward through the depths. To the untrained eye, this newer copy was exactly the same as its first incarnation. 

      The major difference between the two versions, however, was that Turtle II was not fitted with the large detachable mine that the Turtle employed. The Turtle’s mine had been something David included as an afterthought — given the turmoil of the British occupation of Boston and the surrounding colonies, he'd had enough foresight to fit his underwater vehicle with a functional — though limited — weapons system. 

      Combining the detachable mine with the stealth of a vessel that could travel sight unseen below the water's surface, Bushnell had hoped to create a vessel that could one day be used in naval and military applications. If the Turtle succeeded in deploying its timed explosive onto the underbelly of a British battleship, the young nation might gain an advantage over its powerful British opponent. David hadn’t been able to get the mines to “stick” to the undersides of the ships, so while the intended effect — destroying British ships — hadn’t been achieved, the outcome was still the same: the timed mines erupted from the ocean’s floor, and the British pulled their fleet back out of the harbor, unsure of what had caused the explosions. Overall, Bushnell’s mission had been a success.

      Today, the Turtle II had a different mission. Rather than a detachable mine on the submarine’s backside, a 200-pound detachable box was added. Its contents were unknown to David — he was simply contracted to navigate to the proper location beneath the surface of the Potomac River and detach the box, placing it precisely where his employers designated — the well-shaped depression at the river’s bottom, the corners of it now marked with temporary wooden rods.

      With his turn finally complete, David was now directly above the drop zone. He unscrewed the large connecting rivet and pressed the clasp holding the detachable unit in place. He heard a soft pop as the box disconnected from the rear wall.

      After waiting thirty seconds to ensure that the box had reached the river bottom, he turned the submarine ninety degrees to his left — facing the craft almost due north. From this angle, he could see his handiwork through the submarine’s small, bubble-shaped viewing window. The large crate, bound with metal bands and locked in four places, sat nestled at the bottom of the shallow well, half submerged in silt and pebbles. Satisfied, David began spinning the propeller with his feet and guided the craft up to speed toward the shore. His work was done, and his payment could be collected.

      [image: ]

      From a rise above the northern edge of the river, three men watched silently — two on horseback, the third standing next to them. The Turtle II was submerged for an hour or so, yet the men looked on. They said nothing to each other until David’s ship resurfaced, proceeded by a growing circle of lapping water and bubbles from the emptying ballast.

      As the submarine slid toward them, the man seated in the middle spoke to the man standing next to him. “Benjamin, the mission has met with success. Finalize the plans for the layout at dawn, then return here and deliver the letter to our associate, Mr. L’Enfant.”

      “Yes, Mr. Washington,” Benjamin replied. He left on foot, heading west.

      Bushnell disembarked and returned from the river’s edge. He looked up the hill at the two remaining men and gave a slight nod. It was finished.

      Washington looked to his companion. “See that Mr. Bushnell is compensated for his fine work here today — the object should now be safe from prying eyes.” He let out a tired sigh. “I suggest that you forget it as well; all that is left in this matter is the drawing of the new city’s layout.”

      The man responded, “I am afraid that our dear Charles will not welcome the news. He has struggled for months to perfect the layout for our nation’s capital, and he does not always respond well to criticism.”

      Washington took a long moment to answer. “Mr. Jefferson, I have personally appointed Charles l’Enfant to oversee this project, but the situation has changed. Our enemy is close to discovering our secret; we cannot continue to burden our nation with its protection. We shall leave it for another generation.”

      “Please see to it that Mr. Ellicott takes over the surveying and layout of this area, and that Mr. Banneker remains behind as his personal scribe and assistant. I am confident they will give our capitol a foundation worthy of the secret it is built upon.”

      Washington knew the secret could tear apart the fledgling nation. He also knew from experience how the promise of wealth and prosperity could tempt even the best of men, and the contents of the now submerged box would prove a terrible temptation indeed.

      Washington and his colleagues had come so far in this new land, and had taken great pains to ensure that they would leave their families and friends with a solid foundation. If left unguarded, the whispers and rumors of this secret could eventually lead to an uprising — men would do anything to possess the knowledge it would provide. Washington knew the young government was not yet capable of dealing with this powerful object. It must be hidden away, until someone worthy of its power might find it.

      Jefferson and Washington continued watching the great river before them as the sun sank into the water’s far edge. The Potomac would make a wonderful backdrop to a marvelous city, one that would hopefully see many centuries of growth and prosperity, and serve as a beacon for the people of the great land.

      And one day far beyond the end of the two mens’ lives, someone would discover the secret the Founding Fathers had tried to conceal in the layout of their new capital city. Washington was sure of it, and he only prayed that it was someone worthy of the knowledge.
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      Present Day

      The air smelled like burning tar. Smoke, billowing from the mouths and openings of caves, blocked out the sun and caused a deep-gray shadow over the low, rolling dunes.

      Captain Bryce Reynolds had a hard time breathing, and crouched lower still, his face nearly touching the gritty sand. He winced, trying to see through the thick clouds of fire and smoke, and crawled forward slowly. The top edge of the dune he was on was merely feet in front of him, and would offer his team much better visibility of the area in front of them.

      A mortar shell blasted fifty yards from his location, opening yet another hole in a previously unknown cave system. A sergeant nearer to the explosion, Arturo Rodriguez, rolled back on his heels and fell backwards onto the sand. “Shit!” he yelled. “Forget these Republican Guard guys, the friendly fire’s gonna kill us first!”

      Bryce dismissed the man’s complaint and instead focused again down the sights of his M-16 assault rifle. The mortar blast had opened the roof of a large underground cavern, and Bryce could see numerous Iraqi Republican Guard units scurrying away from the collapsing rock formation. One of the men lifted a gun, aiming toward Bryce’s team on the hill. The man next to him, Joseph Strahan, fired two rounds down into the cave, dropping the Iraqi soldier before he could shoot.

      “Nice shot,” Bryce said. He and the other four U.S. Army Rangers next to him on the dune waited for a moment to see if any more Iraqi Guards would run out from the cavern, but none came.

      They inched forward, slowly reaching the top of the dune. More artillery shells smashed down onto the sandy field in front of them, and each explosion caused the team to retract a bit, tensing in anticipation of a sudden counterattack.

      A break in the dusty air came momentarily, and Bryce could see the city of Samarra, Iraq to the northwest; the Tigris to its left, winding through the sand and rock plains like a mirage. Immediately ahead, he saw the huts and tents of the Iraqi Republican Guard, and men running about in preparation. Mortar blasts continued to launch debris and rock upwards, causing even more commotion among the opposing forces.

      “There,” Bryce called out to the rest of his team. “That’s where we’re headed. We need to secure the perimeter first, and Strahan and I will grab the package. Eyes up; on me.” He didn’t wait for his teams’ response; they knew the mission objectives.

      He rose to his feet, the Ranger team following. Master Sergeant Andreeson and the kid, Private First Class Jason O’Neil, took the left flank. They ran a straight-line path down the front side of the dune, pacing their advance carefully toward the camp they had been ordered to infiltrate. The small command and weapons depot sat just outside the city of Samarra, and their mission was to locate and retrieve the “package” — a list of firing orders and coordinates. Their cover would be an ongoing onslaught of friendly artillery fire, raining down on the area from the north, hopefully causing the Iraqi soldiers to anticipate an attack from that direction. His team spread out over the wide expanse of sand dunes and rocky plains, and he heard his second-in-command recite the mission objectives to the rest of the men through the radio transmitter.

      At least they knew their mission objectives, he thought.

      Captain Reynolds, however, had one more objective that was not known to the other members of the small five-man Ranger team. Prior to their airdrop, Major Dwight Maynes had pulled Bryce aside near the cockpit of the cargo plane and away from the rest of his men. The noise in the fuselage was deafening, but thanks to the ear-mounted two-way radios they’d been equipped with, the noise-cancelling devices prevented them from needing to shout.

      “Reynolds — there’s one more thing.”

      “What’s that, sir?” Bryce asked.

      “In addition to your current objectives, I need you to locate another package.” Maynes answered.

      “Yes sir. What’s the item?”

      “It’s a book — a notebook, I guess. I have no idea what’s inside; just locate and retrieve it. I’ll take care of it from there.”

      “Affirmative. So, what exactly is this all for? I mean, a notebook? And you don’t even know what’s inside?” Bryce asked.

      “Look, Bryce. I don’t understand it all either. This is definitely a need-to-know mission, and — “ he looked to the men in the cargo plane’s interior preparing for their jump, “I expect that you’ll keep this under wraps as well.”

      “Of course. Say no more. See you on the other side, Major.” He turned and walked down the middle of the fuselage, the two facing rows of seated combat soldiers suited and ready for deployment. Bryce nodded at them and took his place at the front of the line, readying himself for the drop.

      Another mortar shell explosion brought him back to the present. So far, the attack had been executed flawlessly. The Iraqis didn’t seem to know there were enemy troops on the ground in their area, and the Ranger team was moving steadily and quickly toward the camp.

      O’Neil and Andreeson reached the clearing on the southwest side of the camp, and went prone behind a cluster of boulders. On the right flank, Sergeant Rodriguez moved into position and prepared to strafe the outside of the quartermaster’s tent. Bryce lifted a fist to his head, then counted to three on his fingers. At three, he lifted his gun and squinted down the scope of his assault rifle. Next to him, Corporal Joseph Strahan did the same.

      “Mortar team, open fire.” His own men also opened fire on the eight scattered tents and mobile buildings.

      Bryce’s order signaled the beginning of the attack. While the mortar unit had been laying covering and distracting fire from the north, the real fireworks were just beginning. Bryce had timed their attack with the mortar team, stationed less than a mile away, and now the infantry unit there was using all three of their mortars in tandem, launching explosive rounds on the camp once every other second.

      The effect was chaotic — the twenty or thirty Iraqi men hunkered down in the tents and buildings snapped into action. They ran in every direction, some chopped down immediately by Ranger fire, and others hit by falling mortar rounds. The few that weren’t hit ran for the tunnels and bunkers surrounding the base.

      Bryce shouted orders as the team closed in. “Strahan, with me! O’Neil, Andreeson, keep punching through that line! Don’t let them get to the 50-cal!”

      He popped two shots into the nearest Iraqi, a man running for his life toward Bryce. The next two Iraqis almost made it to the sandbagged outcropping just to the west of the base, where a 50-caliber machine gun turret had been set up. Bryce missed the first man, but Strahan clipped his leg just before he reached the half-circle of sandbags. The second man dove for cover behind his fallen comrade, just as a mortar round blasted into the ground and turned the whole area into a crater.

      Taking advantage of the moment, Bryce sprinted for the main circle of tents at the center of the camp. Strahan followed close behind, while the other three American soldiers continued their pummeling of the Iraqi camp. Bryce hoped to get in and out in less than two minutes — an eternity in the midst of battle.

      As he entered the nearest tent, his in-ear radio squawked to life. “Captain! O’Neil’s down!” The voice was Martin Andreeson’s, a man who’d been part of Bryce’s team for only a few months. “We’re under heavy fire from our six, sir! These bastards came out of nowhere!”

      From their six? Bryce’s mind went into overdrive. How was that possible? Thermal scans showed no movement outside the 500-yard perimeter surrounding the base. Further, ground-penetrating radar confirmed that the Iraqi troops were mostly above-ground, and not in the small tunnel system that ran throughout the area.

      But they were under fire from the west, behind O’Neil and Andreeson’s position. “I’m guessing about five, maybe six men, sir,” Andreeson continued, and Bryce could hear the sound of gunfire in between the soldier’s words. “Heavy firepower, and they seem to know our exact locations. I’m trying to hold them back, but it’s — “

      The voice in Byrce’s ear died, replaced by an eerie silence. Shit.

      Two of his men were down, and he still hadn’t located either objective. Thankfully, moments like this were Bryce’s forte, and the reason he was in charge of the small Ranger unit. His mind ran through the different scenarios while he continued searching the tents. Why hadn’t the scans picked up the enemy forces to the west? Even with the river, they’d have seen their advance, and would have warned me.

      Bryce came to a small tent, almost dead-center of the camp. Strahan picked off two straggling Republican Guardsmen who were fumbling with their weapons, and then entered the tent behind Captain Reynolds.

      “Bryce, what’s up?” Strahan asked. “We’ve got two guys down, and they were hit from behind. Who the hell was doing recon for us?”

      Before Bryce could respond, he noticed a satchel that seemed out of place on top of a filing cabinet in the corner.

      “Yeah, I know. Just help me find the package and we can get out of here.” He motioned to the other tent, and Strahan nodded and walked over. Bryce waited for Strahan to leave the tent, and he grabbed at the satchel. Rifling through the contents — nothing but paper and maps — he threw the bag aside.

      And then, on top of the cabinet, underneath where the bag had been placed, Bryce saw it. Unassuming, it was a simple brown envelope. It was too small to hold letter-sized paper, but its thickness implied that it was meant for weightier items. It was sealed and wrapped in packing tape for additional security, and fastened with a brad. Bryce snatched it and ripped open the top.

      From the adjacent tent, Strahan yelled out. His voice, echoed by the radio, startled Bryce. “Boss, I got it — two sheets, double-sided. This has to be it!” He opened the flap connecting their tents, and Bryce saw him waving the documents in the air. Coordinates ran down the left side of the page, itemized and ordered in some unknown way.

      “Great — let’s go.” Bryce had dropped the envelope onto the mess of papers and boxes strewn about, and he waited for Strahan to leave first. As the tall man stooped to exit the tent, he turned around and flashed a grin.

      “And you thought this shit was gonna take two minutes! Ha!” He chuckled a bit, and reached around his back for his rifle. Through the open tent flap, Bryce could see a shadowy figure approaching.

      “Corporal! Get down!” Bryce yelled. Joseph Strahan jerked away from the tent opening, but it was too late. An Iraqi soldier appeared in the doorway, and one hand reached out for Strahan’s head, while the other disappeared behind the American’s back. Strahan let out a pained whimper, and Bryce could see a flash of a knife’s blade and then a splatter of blood on the tent’s canvas wall. He pulled up his weapon and aimed toward the two men, hoping to find a shot.

      Finally, a break in the struggle allowed Bryce to fire a short burst from his assault rifle. The Iraqi man tumbled forward, pushing Strahan down with him. “Shit! Joseph, you all right?” he called out.

      But as soon as Bryce saw his partner’s open wound, he knew the man was doomed. The knife had cut deep, catching him just beneath the ribs and pushing upward, through his lung. He was bleeding out, and there was no way he was going to live. His eyes flicked to Bryce for a long second, then closed as he coughed a mix of blood and bile. He reached to his side, struggling with something at his belt. Bryce started to walk toward him to offer aid, but within seconds the man was dead.

      It was then that Bryce noticed two things: first, the group of three Iraqi soldiers running toward the tent, where they’d just seen their comrade fall. Second, he saw the metal object Strahan had wriggled free from his belt just before he’d died.

      The pin of a grenade.

      Bryce reacted instinctively. He jumped backwards, trying to put as much distance between himself and the downed soldier, and then covered his head. The grenade blew, just as the Iraqis had neared the tent. The blast tore into them, throwing their bodies back and out onto the open desert ground. Bryce felt the wind rushing overhead, pushing the shockwave and fiery air along with it. A few chunks of debris and smaller bits of rock rained down around him, but he was okay.

      Standing, he took in the ensuing scene. The mortars have stopped, he thought. Or had he been shellshocked? Maybe he was momentarily deafened by the explosion. Raising his hand to his ear, he strained to hear the update coming through his radio. “Bryce — you guys okay? I saw the explosion.” It was Sergeant Rodriguez, from the eastern front. “I think the mortar team bailed; we’re not getting any cover fire anymore, and I think I can see about ten guys moving in to your location.”

      Bryce listened to the message, and frowned. The mortar team bailed? And now there were ten men approaching? He looked off to the right, where Rodriguez would be stationed, and responded. “Yeah, I’m good. Strahan’s gone. We need to get the hell out of here, and quick.”

      He didn’t wait for a response. Bryce’s mind flared once again as the adrenaline coursed through him, igniting his capacity for reason and deduction. His world slowed as he thought through the protocols; the by-the-book training he and his men had gone through for these instances, and he calculated the risks and probabilities of each chosen strategy. His ability to think and process under pressure were unmatched in his field, and his superiors had taken notice. Bryce was the whiz-kid of the Rangers, and his analytical and data-driven mind had gotten him several quick promotions during his short career in the military.

      It was time to leave. Each option that Bryce ran through seemed to end in disaster, especially now that the mortar team had gone silent. The coordinates Strahan found were obliterated, as was most of his team. He called back in to Rodriguez to prepare for extraction, and then noticed again the small envelope on the sandy floor. Picking it up, he read the simple inscription on its front:

      M.J.

      He tore open the top of the envelope, and let its contents slide out onto his hand.

      A notebook.

      Perfect, he thought. This has to be it. Bryce was about to open the book and see for himself when the spattering of an AK-47 sounded behind him. He jumped forward, bounding through the three tents and out onto the dusty plain, heading east. Just over the rise, he could see Sergeant Art Rodriguez still firing intermittent bursts down onto the base camp. A scream wailed from behind Bryce as he was running, and he heard a curse in Arabic — or Kurdish, he wasn’t sure — as the man fell.

      Clearing the outer edge of the camp, Bryce calculated the distance between him and Sergeant Rodriguez to be less than 100 yards; easy enough to make in a full-on sprint. By now, Rodriguez had seen his commanding officer break through the perimeter and was busy covering Bryce’s retreat. In the distance, Bryce thought he could even hear their extraction unit — a helicopter’s rotor wash flying in from the south.

      As he closed the distance to Rodriguez, he heard a break in the soldier’s shooting and looked up. The younger man was busy reloading — and Bryce knew he was vulnerable. He hoped to reach the spot in a few more seconds, and together they might be able to hold off the Iraqis for the few minutes it would take for the chopper to reach them.

      But as Rodriguez finished reloading, another shot rang out, and Rodriguez’ head jerked forward. Bryce frowned, and his pulse quickened. That wasn’t AK-47 fire, he thought. Another shot rang out, and Bryce saw the telltale twitch in Rodriguez’ body, like a jolting electrical shot. He’d been hit.

      “No!” Bryce screamed out in vain as he climbed the last few steps of the shallow hill. He dove for Rodriguez’ gun, simultaneously checking the man’s vitals. Dead.

      “Dammit!” He cursed, swiveling around again to continue firing at the fast-approaching Iraqis. As he turned, however, he caught a glimpse of the other approaching Iraqis — the ones coming up the hill from the east, behind Rodriguez’ position.

      He was being crushed between two oncoming forces, and he was the only American soldier left. At least five men were coming up from the west, and now he saw the silhouettes of three more. One carried a sniper rifle and was no doubt the one who’d killed Rodriguez.

      Shit. This was going to end very painfully. Bryce readied himself, and lowered his torso to the ground. He fired three bursts at the men coming from the direction of the camp, and two of the men fell. Turning, he aimed for the three coming from the east.

      They were aiming back at him.

      A muzzle flash flared outward from the gun held by the man on the left. A split second passed, and Bryce felt the round pierce his shoulder. He screamed, and dropped completely to the ground. Blood trickled down his forearm, and he loosened the grip on his gun.

      A second flash twinkled in Bryce’s eyes, this time from the sniper. He heard the round whiz by, just over his head.

      I’m going to die here, he thought. He tried lifting his rifle to his eye, but the pain from his shoulder wound was too great. Then his knee lit up in a fiery wash of pain. Too weak to scream, he let out a low wail as he buried his face sideways into the sand, calmed by the gentle warmth of the Iraqi desert ground.

      His left hand reached up to his shirt pocket, and he shifted a little, slowly, trying to grab at the small notebook he’d stolen from the camp.

      If I’m going out like this, I’m going to at least figure out why, he thought.

      He brought the book up to his head. Straining to open his eyes, he let the cover fall open and glanced down at the first page.

      Nothing.

      It was completely blank.

      What? No! He flipped through another ten pages, each of them devoid of content.

      All blank.

      He wanted to scream. Had he been set up? Why would this notebook — this blank notebook — be the subject of so much scrutiny, so much bloodshed?

      And why was it addressed to someone who had the initials M.J.?

      He moved his hand down, closer to his chest, and pushed the book under his body. He’d wanted to throw it, but he didn’t have the strength. If it was an object that was never supposed to be in enemy hands, he intended to make it that much more difficult for them to find.

      One last shot rang out as the men started up the hill. One more time Bryce felt the piercing burn of metal, punching through flesh. This time, his left arm took the brunt of the shot, though the bullet had only strafed. He thought about home; about his mom.

      Mom. He wasn’t going to be able to get to her now.

      To save her.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and let the sand blow over him, willing the desert to swallow him.
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      9:13 am - White Rock, New Mexico, USA

      Cole's morning was shaping up to be one of the best he'd had in a while. The sweltering heat of summer had finally faded into a bearable warmth that made his early morning runs quite enjoyable. Throughout college, he'd slowly gained weight and gotten less fit, and as he continued to eat whatever — and whenever — he liked, he watched his high-school football player’s body morph into a middle-aged storehouse of excess flab. At 27, Cole finally decided this "extra baggage" was unacceptable.

      14 months and 67 pounds later, Cole was well on his way to being more healthy and fit than he'd ever been. His parents were proud of his weight loss and fitness accomplishments, but they feared that Cole was addicted to working out and that this new lifestyle was going to consume him. Already he'd gone through three girlfriends in three cities in just over five years, and each failed relationship had left him feeling emptier than the one before.

      But now, with just the open road to contend with, none of that mattered. He enjoyed this run — the 7.2 miles from his home outside of White Rock to the second switchback, where he'd turn and head home. New Mexico's mountainous landscape stretched for miles ahead and to his left, and a sheer cliff face flew upwards on his right. Running used to daunt him but in this setting it was different; more relaxing.

      As he approached the second switchback, his mind wandered, comparing his past failures and disappointments with his present health and potential. A year ago he couldn’t have walked this route without oxygen. Today, he'd finish the run, take an ice bath, and not even feel strained in the morning. Maybe he'd head into Santa Fe tonight and meet up with some new friends, or maybe he’d relax at home with a movie and a beer. Cole loved the freedom of living one day at a time, accountable only to himself.

      The switchback appeared ahead of him, and he slowed to a jog for the last hundred yards. Just as he started his turn, he caught a flash out of the corner of his eye. Three hundred yards away at the base of the cliff, he could barely make out a destroyed vehicle.

      Cole stopped and stared. That wasn’t there yesterday. Surely the police should know about it by now. He squinted, unable to make out any details. He started jogging toward the wreck — from here, he couldn’t see any signs of other cars or people. There were no sirens either.

      He got closer. The sedan was almost completely crushed — obliterated, really. He wouldn’t have been able to even recognize that the thing used to be a vehicle if not for the tires — one was smashed, but still connected to the axle, and he saw another one resting on its side about a hundred paces off. He looked up, knowing that the stretch of road he was on climbed up and around this mountain. These highways in and out of White Rock and the surrounding area often had switchbacks and tight turns, and someone must have driven their car off the road, landing on this lower section of road.

      There was a blackened wall of rock to the car’s left, and a small crater beneath it, spreading and cracking onto the two-lane highway. Bits and pieces of charred vehicle and metal components were strewn outward around the wreckage. The whole mess was steaming and smoking, and he could hear hisses and pops every few seconds.

      Cole kept his eyes forward as he neared the wreck. He slowed to a quick walk and eyed the car carefully, looking for survivors. The smoke stung his eyes, and the heat of the dying fire was still intense. The acrid smell assaulted his nose and mouth.

      “Hello?” he called out. There was no response — he knew no one could have survived such a crash — but still, something about the situation wasn’t right.

      He crouched down, trying to peer through the smoke and twisted metal into the car’s interior. Straining to see through the smoke and hot air, he tried to discern any signs of life from within the vehicle. Seeing none, he bent down closer to the ground.

      The crunching of heavy boots on gravel sounded behind him. The hairs on the back of Cole’s neck stood up, and he scrambled backwards, away from the wreckage.

      “Stand up. Place your hands on your head and step back away from the vehicle.” The voice was deep and menacing, with a gravelly strain that suggested its owner preferred not to speak unless absolutely necessary.

      Shit, Cole thought. The cops are here, and I’m the only one around. He placed his hands on his head, and turned slowly to his left —

      “Do not move! Do not turn around.” The bellowed command seemed very out of place for a police officer at a crash scene in the middle of the desert.

      Cole tensed, then continued to back up. After several paces he stopped and hesitated, awaiting further instructions. Who does this guy think he is?

      “Here.” There was a metallic clang and a thud. Cole looked at the ground to his right, seeing a crude set of shackles. “Put them on, then turn around.”

      Cole’s heart was pounding. He had no desire to put on handcuffs and place himself at the mercy of some stranger — who wasn’t acting much like a cop at all. What if this was just some wacko looking to rob him, armed with nothing but rusty shackles and a scary voice?

      Cole decided he’d take his chances. He spun around to his left.

      …Straight into a crushing blow, square on his cheekbone. Stars flashed inside his head. His eyes blurred, and he dropped to one knee. The pain was unbelievable — he had been hit before, in schoolyard fights mostly, but this was something else, like getting hit by a truck.

      Cole got up, wiping his eyes with his wrist. Struggling to clear his vision, he looked up into the face of a behemoth; a broad-shouldered man with a slightly hunched back, dressed in military fatigues and holding an assault rifle loosely in his massive hands.

      “Get up, boy, and hurry.” Cole realized the man spoke with an accent, but he couldn’t quite place it. Russia? Eastern European?

      Then, as his eyes finally re-focused, Cole saw the other three men.
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      9:20 am

      Vladimir Beka watched the young man standing next to the wreckage, his back to the soldiers, and he could almost hear him assessing the situation. He was nothing special — average build, neither fat nor skinny. Vladimir wondered if he was scared.

      They’d needed a body last night, so they had caused the car wreck. Beka himself had wired a simple explosive charge to the road, set to detonate on impact. The first vehicle that came down the winding road at the top of the cliff hit the strand of explosives and careened down here. The car was almost immediately engulfed in flames, but the driver — a man of about thirty years — was able to crawl out before the sedan caused him too much harm.

      It was amazing he’d lived, actually, but it made it easier for the Vilocorp team to pluck him off the side of the road, wounded and in a daze, and bring him into the lab.

      There, Beka knew, the man would die. Not right away, but eventually. He would be subjected to many tests — painful tests — and he would eventually succumb to his injuries. So far, none of their subjects had survived, and that man — and this kid in front of him now — would be no exception.

      Beka had been a part of his boss Tanning Vilocek’s guard unit for more than a year and had mostly enjoyed the work. His commander, Johannes Karn, was something of a slavedriver who expected more from his than most military combat units, but Karn did allow his men autonomy most of the time. Karn didn’t care what the men did off-duty, and on-duty he certainly didn’t care how the dirty work was done — as long as it was done quickly and completely.

      Beka had no doubt that this type of dirty work was his personal talent, a sadistic calling that made him perfect for Karn’s team and for Vilocorp. His childhood priest had often talked about the importance of “calling,” and Vladimir now understood that the priest had been right all along. Beka was a killer, and he was brutally good at it.

      He heard the whump of Karn’s rifle butt as it struck the young man’s face, and Beka came back to the present. He licked his lips in anticipation of a fight, though he knew it would take very little to beat the American into submission. He stepped up to receive his orders.

      “Cuff him and bring him back to the facility. Dr. Vilocek wants to run initial tests within the hour.”

      “Yes sir.” Beka responded without emotion. He reached for the shackles at the young man’s feet. As Beka squatted down, Cole suddenly lashed out and kicked some gravel into Beka’s face.

      Then he bolted, leaving Beka and the others momentarily frozen in place.

      The soldiers behind Karn lifted their rifles in turn, preparing to fire at the fleeing man.

      “Stand down,” Karn rasped. He swung his assault rifle up and aimed steadily down the sight. Beka stood obediently by, watching as Karn tensed his upper body and relaxed his core, preparing for the recoil.

      The rifle let out a thump, not unlike the sound of a cork popping from a wine bottle. Instead of the quick and deafening bang of a normal assault rifle, the thump hung in the air — a pulsating, rhythmic zzzzz. The sound resembled an electric discharge, but deeper.
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      Cole couldn’t hear any footsteps, and he was just beginning to wonder what was going on behind him.

      Then the shockwave hit him.

      His body convulsed with tremors for a split second. He felt everything go weak. He tried to force his legs to keep moving, but a loud, pulsating hum overtook his thoughts and filled his brain. His entire body felt tingly, like a limb fallen asleep. He was completely paralyzed.

      Still conscious yet unable to look around or even blink, Cole had a sudden sense of vertigo — it seemed the road beneath his feet was slowly receding.
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      Forcing his eyes open, he tried to blink back the fuzziness in his vision and look around. Bryce couldn’t believe he was alive.

      He also couldn’t believe how much pain he was in. The bullet wounds felt tight, like someone was pushing down on them. A quick glance down revealed that they had been cleaned, wrapped, and bandaged, but he felt like other areas of his body had been under attack as well. His head felt swollen, like it was under pressure. His legs were weak; it was almost impossible to shift his body to the side to see his visitor.

      His visitor.

      Who is that? The fogginess in his eyes cleared, but his mind seemed reluctant to operate fully. He squinted, trying to see who was sitting next to his bed. A man, he could tell from the wide shoulders and lanky frame. He was older, maybe mid-fifties, and his thinning salt-and-pepper hair sat in a small swirly wisp on his head.

      “Ah, Captain, it’s good to see you awake,” the man said.

      “Who — who are you?” Bryce asked, still groggy.

      “My name is James Whittenfield, Jr. My company, Whittenfield Research, is one of the leading philanthropic environmental organizations in the world. I’d offer to shake your hand, but considering — “

      “It’s ok. What exactly can I do for you, Mr. Whittenfield?“ As he let the man continue his introduction, Bryce got a look around. He was in a hospital, and from its dingy appearance it seemed it was a small and all but forgotten one at that.

      “Call me James. Well Bryce, I’m interested in you. Your performance last week in Samarra was quite impressive. I heard about it from Major Dwight Maynes — “

      “Maynes? He wasn’t there,” Bryce said, confused.

      “Actually, he was there just in time to snatch you right out from under the grasp of the Iraqi Republican Guard. His chopper team gunned down five or six Iraqis just outside their camp, and saw you on the ground. Good thing, too — you weren’t in such great shape. A few more minutes down there and you’d have bled to death.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m starting to think maybe that would have been better,” Bryce said, trying to stretch out his tight muscles.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Whittenfield said, reaching for something in his coat pocket. As he did, Bryce noticed the man’s attire for the first time. A pressed suit, Brooks Brothers or another high-end tailored variety, with a fitted white Oxford shirt. Conservative, yet contemporary. His left hand was inside the coat, and the man’s wrist and watch was exposed. A Cartier Chronograph, 1953 edition. Bryce knew it was worth upwards of $20,000. So this guy really does have some money. He also didn’t fit at the hospital, either. The walls behind the man were dusty, and Bryce could smell the faint hint of the dry sandiness of the desert. They were still in Iraq, or at least somewhere in the Middle East. Maybe in a civilian hospital, though it was hard to tell.

      He looked back to the man at the side of his bed. This guy, James Whittenfield, was American, judging by his accent. Possibly from the northeast — Philadelphia, or Boston.

      Whittenfield retracted his hand from his coat pocket, holding the notebook.

      Bryce’s eyes narrowed; the events that day on the battlefield coming rushing back.

      “If you weren’t rescued, we might never have found this little gem.”

      “So what? There’s nothing in it — it’s blank,” Bryce responded.

      “I noticed. Lucky thing, too — the others aren’t.”

      “The others?”

      “Right. I’ve got plenty more of these little notebooks,” Whittenfield said, flipping through the blank pages. “They were my father’s — James Whittenfield, Sr., that is. He started Whittenfield Research, and these books, about thirty of them altogether, were his personal journals. Research, hypotheses, experimental results — it’s all in there. This one — the one that was stolen from my lab a few months ago — is the last notebook; one he hadn’t started writing in yet,” Whittenfield explained.

      “What kind of research? What does the company do?”

      “Captain — Bryce —“ using his first name as he continued, “my work has always been a roller coaster ride. There’s always someone you’re pissing off one day, and the entire scientific community’s in an uproar because of you the next. We are an environmental research firm, and most of our clients are multinational corporations. Pharmaceuticals, defense systems engineers, even oil conglomerates — they’re all waiting in line to talk to us. We provide a unique form of insurance to our customers: future proofing.

      “You see, Capt. Reynolds, most companies are more afraid of the future than anything else — are they going to remain profitable? Are they going to consistently deliver on their numbers and keep their shareholders happy? Are they even going to remain solvent in this economy? These are things they’re worrying about every day, and companies like mine offer an insurance policy against these fears. We can research and deliver the next line of products that will redefine their industries, before their competitors even know they’re working on it.”

      Bryce interrupted, frowning. “So, you’re a gigantic research firm working with the world’s largest companies; why haven’t I ever heard of you?” he asked.

      “Well, first — we’re not exactly a ‘large’ research firm. We only work with a few clients at a time, though conveniently they usually want the same thing — immunity from their competitors’ attacks. Immortality, if you will. They all want to maintain their position at the forefront of their respective marketplaces, and it turns out we can usually deliver on that wish. Due to this extremely proprietary nature of our work, we aren’t well-known outside the small circle of businesses we’ve worked with — and we intend to keep it that way.”

      “Ok, great. Makes sense,” Bryce said, finally sitting up fully on the hospital bed. “But what does this all have to do with me?”

      “I know about your mother, Bryce,” Whittenfield said, almost cutting Bryce off. “I know she’s suffering from a rare viral infection; a strain that’s rendered her mostly paralyzed.”

      Bryce’s eyes flashed in anger, then to a steely burn. “She’s not going to be able to heal. They have no idea what it is — or how to fix it.” He pictured his mother, Diana Reynolds, in bed in her Utah home. A nurse, basically a hospice worker from a local retirement community in nearby Salt Lake City, stayed with her most of the morning and evenings to provide basic care — cleaning, feeding, and the occasional one-way conversation.

      The memory pained him, but he knew there was nothing he could do for her. He’d already spent both of their life savings on treatment, flying doctors to and from the small cottage, only to be told the viral infection wasn’t contagious. He’d run out of money, and the military’s insurance plan forced him to continue serving on active duty to continue paying for her care.

      “How do you know about that?” Bryce asked.

      “There was a small article about it in a medical publication not too long ago,” Whittenfield replied. “One of my doctors found it. What I found most intriguing about your mother’s case is that we had two similar instances like it not six months before the article was published.”

      “Two others? I thought it was an isolated incident,” Bryce said.

      “As did we. But it’s not — while we haven’t been able to understand the source of the infection, I do believe we’ve found a treatment.”

      Bryce’s hair on the back of his neck stood up. Could he be telling the truth? After so long; so much time spent chasing a dead-end… “A treatment? Like an antidote?”

      “Yes — well, we’re not finished yet. The first two subjects didn’t survive, but I think we’ve isolated the culprit in the viral cell’s makeup, and I think we can figure out how to heal your mother.

      “But Bryce, I need something from you in return. Your performance in the Rangers hasn’t gone unnoticed. I know about your accomplishments so far; your quick mind.

      “Dwight Maynes is a close friend of mine from Cambridge — we studied together in our introductory courses, and I’ve been picking his brain lately about his men here in the special forces. You see, we need someone like you out at the research lab,” Whittenfield said.

      “Someone like me?” Bryce asked. “A soldier?”

      “No — not just a soldier. I saw your test results. The comprehension, deductive reasoning skills — off the charts, Bryce. I don’t want someone who can wield a gun; any grunt with two eyes and arms can do that. I need someone who can protect our interests; interests that I’m afraid will be under scrutiny very soon. This notebook was just the first incident: whoever’s after my father’s research — my research — is going to continue snooping around until they find what they’re looking for.

      “If you agree to leave with me now, I can fill you in with the specifics of the job on the way. I am prepared to make you an offer up front — take it or leave it — of one million dollars. If you stay with me for all six months, I’ll pay you another million. I know you’d like to get back your mother, but give me the next six months of your life, and you’ll be set for the rest of it.

      “Oh, and suffice it say, anything we can do for your mother’s health will be done. If we find a treatment — and I believe we will — for your mother’s paralysis, you can consider her healed, all expenses paid.”

      Bryce was stunned. Two million dollars in six months? He couldn’t imagine what this guy would want him to do — it seemed too good to be true. “Well, it sounds like a pretty fantastic offer, but I don’t know anything about your company — what’s the catch? Why are you so interested in protection?”

      Whittenfield sighed, but didn’t hesitate in his response. He stood and walked to the foot of Bryce’s bed. “The reason you have never heard of us is that we have been continuing along the same line of research since the mid-1930s that has paralleled a similar, yet much more popularized topic in American culture.

      “My father’s initial experimentation in the field of crystal-Uranium synthesis led to a small team of researchers — my father included — discovering the unique characteristics of the Uranium element’s isotopes. The work was highly classified, but of extreme importance to the U.S. Government, and in 1939 an official project was initiated, called the ‘Development of Substitute Materials.’”

      Bryce glanced up sharply at the man standing before him. His mind raced as he tried to place what this man — James Whittenfield, Jr. — had just said. Where had he heard of that before?

      “My father’s research was paramount to modern American history. What my father’s discoveries led to — what that team ended up becoming — was the foundation for the atomic bomb. Their project was called the ‘Development of Substitute Materials,’ but the American population now knows it by its codename: ‘The Manhattan Project.’”
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      10:46 pm - University of New Mexico - Department of Ancient Studies, Albuquerque, New Mexico, USA

      Professor Jensen Andrews felt exhausted, and it was only Wednesday. It seemed like as he got older, the days got shorter, yet somehow he ended up even busier. Tonight he had a stack of papers in front of him that needed to be read and graded, but he’d pushed them aside and was now hunched over a National Geographic magazine, fighting back much-needed sleep. He had intended to take a break from grading the essays — an hour ago. It was approaching midnight, and he wondered if it would be easier to just sleep on his office’s futon mattress instead of driving all the way home.

      

      The hall outside his office was darker than usual. The exit signs at each end and the safety light at the restroom door were the only illumination. During the day and throughout most of the nights during the school year, the halls were filled with the whitewashed glow of florescent ceiling lights. The Geography and World Studies wing of the college was one of several 24-hour facilities on campus, and most of the professors and even some of the students often stayed after hours to finish up grading and assignments. Must be the football game tonight, he thought.

      His eyes wandered over the page on his desk in front of him, sleep sneaking in and causing him to drift away. Finally exhaustion won out, and his eyes closed for a brief moment, his head propped up by his fist. No sooner had he drifted off than his head snapped back upright, and his bleary eyes blinked back open into focus. What was that?

      He could have sworn he’d heard a noise outside his office. He sat dead still at his desk for a full minute, not hearing anything. Finally he rose to his feet and walked — quietly — to his office door. His heart was suddenly pounding, and he stood at the doorway for a moment to catch his breath. Why was he so shaken up tonight? Most likely it was just some kids down the hall, or a night janitor on the other side of the building, nothing to worry about.

      Thwap.

      There it was again, only this time louder. He tensed, frozen in place, straining to hear around the corner. Absolutely silent, he reached out and pulled open his office door. The gentle click of the handle retracting made him stop for a second to listen again, but there wasn’t a sound.

      With the door half open, he leaned his head out slowly and pushed his glasses upwards on his face, as if somehow it would improve his sight in the near darkness. Squinting, he could make out the exit sign at the far end of the hall to his left; to the right he could see about twenty paces until the blackness overcame the feeble light.

      “H-Hello?”

      The silence seemed to intensify. After what seemed an eternity, he let out his breath — he hadn’t realized he’d been holding it — and took one step into the hallway.

      Ever so slowly, he turned to the left and moved tentatively toward the exit. After a few steps his pace quickened, and his timidity gave way to curiosity.

      He was about halfway to the end of the hall when his instincts kicked in. He slowed, suddenly unsure, and tried again to focus on the exit, now about fifty feet ahead. What is that? he thought, as his eyes passed over a large, dark shape on the floor in the corner.

      His heart raced again. The shape slowly became clearer to him. A pile of clothing… no, a coat, and a…

      Oh my God.

      It’s a body.

      As he drew closer, he could make out that the person was unnervingly still — not at all like someone sleeping or even passed out drunk. Jensen had never seen a dead body before — yet he somehow knew that he was looking at one now.

      His heart was racing. Who was this, and what had happened?

      He rolled the facedown body over, and only then noticed the growing pool of blood on the floor underneath. That alone would normally have caused him to jump back, but it was the round bullet hole directly between the man’s eyes that pushed him into a state of panic. He dove back against the wall, fighting to keep from hyperventilating.

      As he stared in shock, he realized the dead man was a security guard. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he actually recognized the man — perhaps he’d spoken to him once or twice before.

      Ok, Jensen, what the hell do you do now?

      He never had time to come up with an answer.

      Thwap.
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      Bryce’s week had been a blur. After Mr. Whittenfield left him at the infirmary, Bryce made his final preparations and packed for his departure. The last 72 hours he’d been traveling nonstop, first from the forward operating base to the airstrip four hours south. From there, he’d been flown to an aircraft carrier off the coast and then to a military base outside of London. His wounds, healing quickly, still hurt and provided him with an excuse to continue taking the powerful painkillers the doctor in Iraq had given him. While he was at the base in London, he charged his cell phone and placed a call to his mother’s home in Utah.

      Linda Ortiz, the nurse charged with providing the at-home care, answered and updated him with details on his mother’s health over the past few weeks. It had been awhile since he’d called, so he listened quietly as Linda gave the same response he’d heard countless times.

      “She’s doing well; about as well as can be expected. She’s not hurting, but the symptoms haven’t changed. I’m sure she misses you, too, Mr. Bryce.”

      “I know. Thank you, for everything — actually, I may be able to get back sooner than I’d expected. I’ll let you know for sure. Thanks again, Linda.”

      He hung up and put the phone back in his pocket, slowly, as his left arm was feeling tight. He stood, walking to the window, and tried to picture his mother before the virus had taken her livelihood.

      She was a great woman; strong, but in a gentle way. After his father had passed away six years ago, she’d moved from Denver to the quieter life of a sleepy Utah town. Bryce moved regularly during his first few years in the military, but he had recently rented an apartment in Salt Lake City, less than an hour from her place.

      Good thing, too. He remembered the night she’d called. Confused, frantic, unable to feel her feet or hands. It had taken her three tries just to dial his number.

      By the time he got to her house, she was on the floor in the living room, unable to move.

      The doctors kept her in the hospital for two weeks, but weren’t able to figure what was wrong. Experts in viral and bacterial infections were flown in, but could not isolate the foreign strain that was holding Bryce’s mother hostage. It seemed to be a rare occurrence of an infection chemically similar in composition to Encephalitis, but without the continuing negative side effects. Instead, she was paralyzed from the neck down but stable. Bryce had argued and negotiated, but he had finally persuaded the hospital staff to set up a bed in his mother’s home where she could be continuously monitored and cared for.

      That had been over two years ago.

      Bryce’s life now was split between the Army and caring for his mother. When he wasn’t deployed, he stayed at his mother’s house, taking an odd job here or there to pay her enormous bills.

      As he thought more about the mounting stack of bills he’d be facing upon his return to the states, he remembered the great deal he’d been offered. Sure, it was probably dangerous — you didn’t offer someone two million dollars just to play security guard — but like Whittenfield had said, he’d be able to pay the remainder of his mother’s bills and have more than enough to keep them both comfortable for a while afterward. He sighed, the swelling in his arm and shoulder reminding him of his healing injuries, and walked back to the main hallway.

      Surprisingly, Whittenfield was there to meet him. They shook hands and Bryce followed the older man out to the tarmac where a sleek, business-class Learjet was waiting. Next to the military planes and vehicles surrounding it, the jet seemed out of place. This guy must have some friends in very high places, Bryce thought as he boarded the plane.

      A flight attendant, wearing the Whittenfield Research logo on a blue button-down shirt, appeared and guided Bryce and Whittenfield to a seat toward the back of the plane. They were the only two passengers. This must be Whittenfield’s plane, Bryce thought.

      Promptly, the attendant brought forth two cocktails, a mix of some hard liquor and a fruit juice. Whittenfield swirled his glass and took a drink. Bryce did the same, all the while examining the interior of the fancy plane. Its seats were rhubarb-colored, accented with a rich mahogany. The center of the fuselage had been stripped of the rows of seats and in their place a large, square room stretched toward the cockpit. A sign on the door facing Bryce said “Command,” and Bryce realized then that this plane wasn’t just a means of transportation for the rich businessman.

      It was a mobile command center.

      “So, Bryce, let’s dive in. I’m sure you have a lot of questions for me,” Whittenfield began, “and seeing as we have only eight hours of flying time in front of us, we’d better get started.”

      Bryce smiled, the obvious sarcasm not lost on him. “Mr. Whittenfield, I appreciate your hospitality here, and I am interested to get to know what it is exactly that your company does. However, it’s just…” Bryce fumbled for his words, hoping to not insult the man seated across from him. “I guess I just need the reassurance of knowing that this deal you offered me — it seems great; uh, amazing, actually — is going to turn out to be something…” he hesitated, not finding the correct words. Whittenfield held up a hand to interject.

      “Captain Reynolds,” he said. He reached for a small laptop next to him. “I understand that this seems to be quite an unbelievable opportunity for you. However, I promise you that I am more than serious. In fact, I’ll go ahead and transfer the initial one million into an account of your choosing. Further, if you’re not satisfied with the position one week from now, I’ll request half of that amount be wired back to me, and we can go our separate ways. The half-million dollars remaining will be yours as a gift. Consider it the most lucrative workweek of your life.” With a smug grin, he turned the laptop to Bryce and waited for his response.

      The plane started to taxi, only minutes away from takeoff. Bryce sensed that he was also only minutes away from a turning point in his life. He leaned forward in his seat to enter the bank account information, and his new boss — James Whittenfield, Jr. — looked out the window, content.
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      He blinked. Am I dead? He blinked again, and the blackness surrounding him slowly became an image. Blurry at first, but gradually more clear.

      He had a splitting headache. Professor Jensen Andrews blinked again and slowly tried to sit up.

      The pain in his side was excruciating, and it took him a couple of tries to fully prop himself up on one arm and look around. He was in a room that was all metal, with no windows or furnishings except for a bed and small toilet in opposite corners. The toilet and bed frame were metal as well. The bed held a thin mattress with several springs protruding from the top.

      The floor was made of double-layer reinforced steel as well, and the only break in the walls was a small square window, no more than a foot in diameter. The window was reinforced with vertical steel bars a few inches apart. Clearly he was not intended to leave.

      Great.

      Jensen looked down at his body to see what was causing the pain in his side. His shirt had been unbuttoned to the waist. His torso was wrapped in a thick gauze bandage. The bandage had a dark, round stain on it, just to the right of his stomach.

      He had been shot. The recollection surprised him. He carefully probed around the spot, getting a feel for how severe it was.

      Suddenly he remembered the security guard; saw perfectly in his mind the hole, placed so precisely in the center of his forehead.

      He looked again at his own wound.

      Whoever had shot him was certainly the same person who’d shot the security guard, yet he was still alive. Somebody wanted him alive — needed him alive.

      Who?

      Just as the question crossed his mind, he heard a loud clang outside the door. Jensen looked up at the small window on the door. There was a brief pause, followed by a shifting sound. Somewhere inside the cell wall a latch was lifted.

      The lock disengaged and Jensen Andrews used all his strength to pull himself into a sitting position.

      “Uncle Jensen, you’re awake!” a young woman’s voice addressed him. “It’s been almost four hours — I was afraid the sedatives you were given were too strong.”

      Andrews blinked again, still not completely lucid. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. The person in the doorway was silhouetted by the light from the hall outside. He had recognized her voice immediately, and seeing her silhouette in the door proved his ears correct, but he still couldn’t believe it was actually her.

      “Uncle Jensen — I’ve been so worried about you. They said you wouldn’t be harmed, but when I saw you come in, bleeding and all, I…“ She choked up. “I thought they’d hurt you,” she sobbed, entering the cell.

      He rushed forward, fighting the pain in his side to embrace his niece. Then he realized that she wasn’t alone. There was a large shadow just outside the cell door.

      A voice broke the silence. “My boss wishes to speak with both of you immediately.”

      “Who are these people, Corinne?” Jensen asked his niece. “What do they want with us, and why was I shot? Did they hurt you?” The questions came quicker than Corinne could respond.

      “Uncle Jensen, I’m fine — they didn’t shoot me, if that’s what you mean. ’And I don’t know why they’d want to shoot you,” she said, with an accusing glance back towards the doorway. “They’re interested in something they think you or I have. I don’t know what it is, but I heard them talking about some sort of an expedition.”

      They were suddenly interrupted as a man strode in from the hall. “Party’s over — let’s go.” His English had a slight accent that Jensen thought could be Eastern Russian. The man jerked a thumb toward the door and stepped back into the hall. Corinne supported her uncle with an arm, and they reluctantly followed.

      As they fell in behind the large guard, a second, slightly smaller man also joined them, cutting off any chance of escape that way. Why bother? Jensen thought. The pain in his side was reminder enough that he didn’t want to take any more chances with these people.

      At the end of the stark hallway, the group ascended a flight of stairs to a set of double doors. Another guard opened the doors, and as they passed through, Jensen felt the air get cooler. Once inside, they found themselves in a high-ceilinged room with a tiled floor, artificial lighting and metal trim. It had the appearance of a gymnasium that had been finished in metal, but judging by the tables and chairs arranged in the center of the room, it looked like it was currently being used as a meeting hall.

      One of the tables was cluttered with a variety of maps, papers, and equipment. Two men were seated at one table on the opposite side of the room. The only person who seemed to notice their entrance was a man dressed in civilian clothes who stood at the central table and greeted them warmly.

      “Professor Jensen, Ms. Banks! It’s good to see you — I’ve been expecting you!” He smiled at them as the large guard took up a position to one side, blocking the exit. “Please pull up a chair, we’ve got some work to do,” the man continued. He held out a hand, as if greeting an old friend over drinks and a cigar. “We have been working diligently for the past few months, trying to plan our trip, but I’m afraid we’ve run out of time.” He looked at Jensen. “We needed to call in an expert.”

      Professor Jensen frowned. “You have a very indelicate method of ‘calling in’ your experts. What do you want with me?”

      The man smiled again. “Jensen Andrews, 52 years old, native of Santa Fe, currently serving as Regents Professor of Ancient and World Studies. Your work in ancient civilizations — specifically the study of prehistoric peoples — has always fascinated me. But you recently published a paper in a research journal called ‘The Golden Civilization: The Original Discoverers of the Number Phi and the Golden Ratio.’”

      Jensen looked at him, confusion settling on his brow. That paper had been a side project he had been interested in for some years, but completing it was nothing more than a “notch on his belt” for his accreditations list — something to publish in order to keep his tenure. He’d spent a few months researching the “Golden Ratio,” represented by the Greek letter ‘Phi’. The so-called ‘Golden Ratio’ referred to a mathematically irrational number — 1.618, and the ratio 1:1.618. In the paper, Jensen had written that this number appeared numerous times in nature — from the spiral shapes of some shells and mollusks to the growth patterns of certain plants and trees — even in human anatomy.

      Many groups of people throughout history had recognized the ubiquity of this number and its relationships to the human and natural world. Some groups had ascribed mystical properties to it, and some artists and architects paid homage to that mysticism by incorporating it into their work. Da Vinci, the Greek Parthenon — even in modern design, reflected in the layout of streets and buildings around the world.

      But the true roots of the number — rather, the original “discoverers” of the ratio — were still unknown to modern historians, and it was this puzzle that Jensen had tried to solve in his paper. The results were compelling, yet many of his colleagues and contemporaries at the academic level dismissed the treatise as far too bold of an idea with too little supporting evidence.

      The work had been an interesting aside to his professorial duties at the university, and it had helped to keep him occupied during the previous summer. Still, even he didn’t think the paper was definitive enough to warrant much attention after it was published.

      “Professor Andrews, I feel that you would be a valuable asset to our team. My name is Dr. Tanning Vilocek, and I have spent the last thirty years of my life trying to find the solution to one problem. I believe you can help me solve that problem.”

      “Dr. Vilocek, I don’t understand — what exactly is it that you’re trying to accomplish?”

      “And why were we kidnapped?” Corinne suddenly interjected. “Why not just ask for help?”

      Dr. Vilocek didn’t respond. Instead, he sat down and sifted carefully through a stack of papers on the table. He gently extracted one document from the pile. It was old — very old — two yellowed and cracking pages loosely bound together. He carefully slid it toward Jensen and Corinne.

      “If in fact this item is one of a larger collection, we have underestimated immensely the gravity of the situation. As the men here have seen firsthand, the item has already shown some intriguing characteristics.

      “On the first day of the month, we had placed the stone next to a wilted flower on the sill. Within the night, the flower had begun to heal; it was a most unexpected reaction, and we have since determined that the stone itself was the cause of this reaction.”

      Jensen faced Vilocek, shocked. “Where, exactly, is this ‘item,’ or ‘stone,’ now?”

      Vilocek reached into his suit pocket and withdrew a small rectangular box, no larger than a bracelet gift box or eyeglass case. He placed it on the table and slowly, deliberately, lifted its lid. As the lid came off the box, a slight bluish glow emanated from within.

      It’s beautiful, Jensen thought. Inside, resting on a bed of what looked to be cotton cloth, was a very small sliver of stone, clear and mostly translucent. It was no larger than a common sewing needle, thinner at one end and rounding out into a head at the other, as if it had in fact been chipped off of something larger. The whitish-gray sliver itself was hardly distinguishable against the white of the cloth beneath it, but the glow it emitted could not be missed.

      “We’ve been running tests on the material for some time now,” Vilocek explained, “and we know that it reacts with different elements, but for the most part, we have no idea what it really is. Obviously, one of the first experiments we ran was to measure its healing capabilities with small plants, like the ones referenced in the letter. It works better than we’d expected — taking a completely dead, dried-out plant to a robust, exceptionally alive state.

      “Subsequent experiments with other life forms, unfortunately, have not been as successful. We’ve been able to resuscitate small mammals like mice and gerbils, but only for a limited amount of time. Each test subject showed a small flicker of life for a moment, but then perished.

      “For small wounds in larger animals, including humans, we’ve seen improvements in healing speed and have been able to replicate the material’s effect in isolated incidents. For the most part, though, we believe this sliver of stone is just not large enough to cause any lasting regenerative effects for larger life forms.”

      Vilocek continued, “Further, we’ve found that this element — whatever it is — bonds quite easily with almost any pure substance, at least temporarily. That’s how we know it becomes active in different states with different materials…”

      His voice trailed off as Jensen and Corinne gazed at the small glowing sliver of crystal. Its beauty was certainly evident, however small it was. Vilocek let them gawk at it for a few more seconds, then called their attention back to the document in front of him.

      It appeared to be missing the second page, but concluded on a third, offering some hypotheses the author had come up with to explain the stone’s mysterious properties. It ended with a single symbol in the place of a signature.

      It was the symbol of the Greek letter Phi:
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      “You see, Professor,” Vilocek said, “there may in fact be some use for you here.”
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      Dr. Vilocek continued to explain his thoughts on the ancient letter. The large guard, whose name tag read ‘Karn’, was joined by two more guards; one named Beka and another, younger man named Rogers. As Vilocek went on, Jensen and Corinne listened with increasing interest, forgetting for a moment how they came to meet this man.

      Jensen found himself getting lost in the compelling results of Vilocek’s research, and had to keep reminding himself that Vilocek had abducted them — and shot him. The fact that he had a bullet hole in his side reminded him that there was something sinister about this whole thing, regardless of how interested he might be in Vilocek’s research. Jensen wondered how Corinne could have any role in this. She was a smart girl, with a degree in Applied Physics and Mathematics, on a fast-track to a career at NASA. But with NASA’s budget dwindling, her interests had shifted to a research career, or eventually a teaching position. She’d reached out to Jensen six months ago, hoping he could find her a position in his department. He had an opening, and they’d been working together since.

      They made a pretty good team, Jensen thought. It wasn’t every day that Jensen got to do some old-fashioned research, the kind that had turned him on to ancient history in the first place. But having Corinne around helped his preliminary information-gathering process go twice as fast.

      Corinne spoke several languages, including German and Spanish, but most notably native Hawaiian — she’d lived there from the age of eight. Now, her knowledge, wit, and linguistic skills helped her to quickly grasp new concepts and tie them into historic contexts. Maybe having her here would be good for him to keep his head in the game, though he knew it was a selfish thought — she would be, or already was, in more danger being here than back at her apartment in Santa Fe.

      Vilocek continued, explaining that the letter had been written by Thomas Jefferson and addressed to Benjamin Banneker in 1791 — prior to the founding of the nation’s capital. Jefferson and Washington apparently believed there was a legendary “source of power” that provided supernatural abilities to whomever possessed it. The item mentioned in the letter had been in the care of a group of men — referred to by Vilocek as the ‘Phi Group’ — who had discovered its strange characteristics. They believed this item was a smaller piece of a much larger power source, and that they must retrieve and protect it, eventually using its magical properties for the benefit of the nation.

      “So,” Corinne interrupted, “the Founding Fathers wanted to protect the nation, and this would be a huge insurance policy for them, but they didn’t already possess the main source of power? How did they know it was part of a larger piece?”

      Vilocek looked at her. “We believe that they knew it was part of a larger piece because someone in their group had found it. Whoever it was, we don’t know. But they did seem to believe they knew where on Earth the larger item was located.

      “We don’t have the whole letter — there’s a page missing — but we do know that the group wrote Banneker to request that he approach the man in charge of laying out the city’s streets and buildings — Charles Pierre l’Enfant — and have him slightly alter the city’s layout. The letter’s middle page was the only written account of the actual location, and Washington ordered it to be destroyed after Banneker read it. They wanted to design into Washington D.C.’s streets a secret map to the location of the power source — forever hidden in plain sight.

      “We know Banneker at least partially succeeded, because within a few months Charles l’Enfant resigned from the job and took his original plans with him. Benjamin Banneker became the assistant to the new surveyor — Andrew Ellicott — and they created the layout that remains to this day.”

      “So what were the changes they made?” Corinne asked.

      “An excellent question — one that had baffled me for years. Since there are no surviving copies of l’Enfant’s original map, we can’t know for sure what the differences are between his and Ellicott’s designs.”

      “We had been analyzing the street’s angles and shapes, expecting to find some kind of markings that might point us in the right direction. There are so many obvious symbols, and recent popular culture has often pointed to these as symbols of Satanism, Freemasonry, and even more obscure possibilities. But your uncle’s recent paper,” he said, nodding toward the article on the table, “led me to what I believe can only be the proper explanation.”

      With that, Karn pulled a map from among the papers on the table and laid it out before them.
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      “Look familiar?” Karn asked them.

      Jensen examined it. “Sure,” he said, “it looks like the layout of Washington, D.C., obviously before the modern additions, like highways and city expansion.”

      “It’s actually before any construction had begun on the city at all,” Vilocek said. “This map is one of the preliminary documents created by Banneker and Ellicott’s team, borrowing heavily, we assume, from l’Enfant’s original sketches.”

      “This,” Karn said, “is the layout approved by President Washington, his advisors, and Thomas Jefferson. After Banneker had Ellicott change the plans according to that letter.

      “As we found out, there are numerous places in this city plan where crossing streets and their shapes create angles that are closely related to the Golden Ratio and its derivatives. Professor, when we read your paper on the Ratio, we were struck by the fact that there were also numerous angles found in the Great Pyramid of Giza that are related to the Golden Ratio — some of them exactly the same as those in the city’s plan — here, look for yourself.” He pulled out another diagram detailing the dimensions of the Great Pyramid at Giza, in Egypt:
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      “But,” he continued, “what if the nation’s capital city had been altered, not be a map to a location, but a map of a location?” He asked this rhetorically, obviously knowing the answer.

      Jensen’s mind was racing. Corinne wasn’t as quick to pick up the implication. “What do you mean, ‘a map of a location?’” she asked.

      “Well,” Vilocek said, “it turns out that it is not just angles that the two locations have in common.”

      “Here’s a diagram of the interior of the Great Pyramid,” Karn said, flipping the paper over. “A cross-section from the side. Look familiar?”

      
        
          [image: Giza]
        

      

      Corinne gazed at the picture, and pointed out elements of the diagram. “Here’s the main chamber — the ‘King’s Chamber,’ I believe. And this smaller one must be the ‘Queen’s Chamber,’ but I’m not sure about the bottom box or the other lines.”

      Vilocek nodded approval. “That’s correct — and although the bottom chamber is simply referred to as the ‘Lower Chamber,’ or ‘Subterranean Chamber,’ as it’s completely underground, directly opposite the pyramid’s apex, the lines on the diagram are actually passageways inside the Great Pyramid — the ‘Ascending Passage’ and ‘Descending Passage,’” he continued, pointing out each in turn. “There’s a central shaft down the middle, and the double-lined section is the ‘Grand Galley’ — part of the ‘Ascending Passage,’ leading directly to the ‘King’s Chamber.’”

      Professor Jensen silently took it all in. He knew the diagram from his own research, and had seen it used on websites and in Giza books. He also knew now where the two men were going with their mini-lecture, but he let Vilocek continue.

      “We immediately noticed a similarity between the two diagrams,” Vilocek said, “and with a little resizing, we came up with this,” he pulled yet another paper from the stack, this one much larger:
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      Although Professor Jensen had anticipated this, it took him by surprise how well the two images — one of the Great Pyramid of Giza, and one of the original Washington, D.C. city layout — fit together, now superimposed.

      Labels of the pyramid’s main features had been added, and in parentheses under each element was the corresponding street or feature on the D.C. map. The Ascending Passage was Pennsylvania Avenue, leading directly to the King’s Chamber — the White House map. The northwestern side of Pennsylvania Avenue was the Grand Galley, starting on the D.C. map perfectly where the Capitol Building was located.

      The Descending Passage lined up with Potomac Avenue, the Subterranean Chamber corresponded to a point in the Potomac River. The shaft section of the pyramid had a similar shape to D.C.’s canal, and Vilocek explained that there were some liberties taken by the architects of the canal due to the natural topography of the area. Still, the similarities were uncanny. After a full minute examining the map, Corinne and Jensen looked up at Vilocek’s wide grin.

      “You see, Professor, you’ve helped us determine the location of this power source — hidden in plain sight for more than two centuries. The Founding Fathers needed to protect the location of the secret if they were unable to find it in their lifetime — in some way that would go relatively undisturbed over the years.

      “The small sliver of crystal you see before you was originally found at the bottom of the Potomac River, in Washington, D.C. by a team of divers I hired. As a matter of fact,” he said, pointing now at the superimposed pyramid/street map image on the table, “they found it right here. It was in a rotted box, completely buried in silt, directly where the Subterranean Chamber on this image lies. It turns out they were pointing us to Egypt; to the chamber beneath the Great Pyramid.”

      Jensen Andrews and his niece shared a puzzled look, then one of shock.

      “I require you and your niece to join us on this expedition — your knowledge of the Golden Ratio and ancient Egypt dwarfs even my own. We may need that kind of expertise.” His eyes moved slowly from Corinne to the map, finally resting on Professor Andrews.

      “Mr. — Dr. — Vilocek,” Jensen stammered, “I appreciate your acknowledgement of my expertise, but why help you? What’s to say you won’t just kill us when you no longer need us?”

      Vilocek nodded toward Karn.

      Karn smiled almost imperceptibly. He stood up, grabbing a fistful of Corinne’s long, red hair. She gave a yelp as he yanked her to her feet and forced her toward the far wall behind the table.

      When they were about twenty feet away, Professor Jensen screamed in pain.

      “What the hell!“ Corinne yelled, as Jensen fell over backward in his chair, clutching his side. He struggle to his hands and knees, crying out in short gasps.

      “Help… I… can’t breathe… Please!” Jensen gulped for air, his right hand clutched tightly over the bullet wound in his side.

      “Professor Andrews,” Vilocek said calmly, “you were not shot with a ‘normal’ bullet last night. We have developed here at Vilocorp a very unique instrument — one based on the crystal piece our Founding Fathers left to us.

      “In addition to its miraculous healing properties, we’ve found that by synthetically bonding the crystal with particular elements — in this case, lead — we can produce some interesting results. You were shot with a lead-infused synthetic crystal that acts as a magnet of sorts — dormant when close to another piece of lead-crystal like it, but when pulled a certain distance apart, it becomes active, turning into a heated piece of metal.

      “You,” he continued, looking at Corinne, “are wearing a counterpart piece of this crystal substance, locked to your leg.”

      Corinne looked down in horror, only now noticing the small handcuff-like metal band on her ankle, with a grayish-clear rock attached to one side of it.

      “Your uncle is experiencing this phenomena firsthand,” Vilocek continued, waving a careless hand at Jensen. “Eventually, if you get far enough apart, the heat will become so intense that it will literally burn a hole through his body. He’ll be in pain, but eventually he’ll be knocked out from catalytic shock. Our test subjects lasted about twenty minutes, depending on where the bullet wound was on their body. Eventually, though, they all bled out — and I expect the same outcome for your uncle, should you remain separated for that long.”

      Corinne had tears in her eyes. “You bastard…“

      “You should also know, Ms. Banks,” Vilocek said, ignoring the insult, “that each of us is carrying an identical substance, designed to react with the bullet inside your uncle. If you try to get away, alone, from the men on my team, he will die. Slowly, and very painfully, I assure you.”

      Jensen silently rocked back and forth on the floor, seething in pain.
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      12:13 am - Whittenfield Laboratories Headquarters, Washington, D.C., USA

      Bryce sighed with weariness, less from exhaustion than extreme boredom. His wounds hardly bothered him, save for the occasional flare-up in his shoulder where the tendons had taken a little longer to heal properly. His security detail tonight had him walking quite a bit. His route through the complex was essentially a circle he shared with two other men, one named Eric Benson and the other a fat lumpy fellow named Behar. Bryce couldn’t remember the guy’s first name — kind of sad, since he was Behar’s boss — so he usually just called him “Behemoth;” only in his head, of course.

      He shook his head, laughing to himself. He walked up the stairs out of the tall tower encasing the facility’s combustion core unit — the power center for the Whittenfield Research center. Except for his two “recruits,” part of the compensation package Bryce had worked out with Whittenfield two months ago in Afghanistan, his team was a pretty shoddy excuse for a security detail. He’d have been happier with some “rent-a-cops” from the D.C. Police force. “Behemoth” Behar was a nice guy; mid-forties, wife and kids in the city, probably liked long walks on the beach, that sort of thing. He just wasn’t much to write home about when it came to physical appearance or agility. Or target practice, weight training, or anything else related to being a security guard at a high-security research firm.

      The other five members of the team weren’t much better. He had only really met one of them, and even then only because the kid had been out drinking the night he was supposed be on the clock with Bryce. Not well-suited to dishing out tongue-lashings, Bryce had just stared him down when he finally returned from his “night out,” two hours late for his shift. The kid’s conscience seemed to have taken over from there, and he’d caused no more trouble. Bryce thought his name was Adams… Adamson? No, Adam something. Whatever, he thought. The remaining three men didn’t strike Bryce as anything more than the standard career-type guards. At least they were all nice enough, and got along pretty well together, but not one of them was higher than average in any regard. They were all just guys punching a clock, looking forward to quitting time. They all went home at the end of the day, forgetting about work until their next shift.

      Only Bryce and his two hand-picked recruits — Privates Wayne and Jeff Thompson — lived at the firm’s headquarters, in the same residence wing with the scientists and some of the other staff. The three of them shared a room, Bryce on one side and the brothers on the other, in a bunk bed unit. Wayne “Ranger” and Jeff “Hawk” Thompson were actually out tonight enjoying the D.C. nightlife, but Bryce expected them back within the hour for the shift change. They were good men, and great soldiers — Bryce had trained with them a few years ago, and they’d been close with Bryce since college.

      The Thompson brothers were from Texas, raised on a ranch north of Abilene. They had grown up most of their lives farming, hunting, and wreaking havoc on their sleepy town. Their father was an avid farmer and rancher, and their mother was a housewife. Both the boys enjoyed a comfortable existence living the American Dream.

      To outsiders like Bryce, the family of four seemed to have a normal existence, but their commonalities with the traditional American way of life ended with a home-cooked meal each night.

      Their father, Mr. Thompson (Bryce hadn’t ever heard his first name used), was an ex-Marine who had served in Vietnam and the Gulf War, and had a distinguished service record that contradicted his nonchalant farming life. As boys and young men, the Thompson brothers were trained by their father to track, hunt, and shoot like soldiers, and the three of them had even spent weeks at a time on numerous occasions living off the land on camping trips and survival expeditions on their 100-plus acre Texas farmstead.

      In college, Bryce loved to listen to their stories, often told by the brothers via intense bickering and arguing matches; Wayne staying coolheaded and understated, while Jeff would exaggerate the stories beyond recognition. The effect was a hilarious hours-long epic, complete with animated descriptions and accounts acted out by the pair.

      One of Bryce’s favorites was the time when twelve-year-old Wayne and ten-year-old Jeff, home for the summer from middle school, had decided to go on a camping trip for the weekend down by the farm’s brook — this time unaccompanied by their father. They’d gone to the same location plenty of times and had long before stashed gear and supplies at the campsite for a quicker setup. This particular weekend the boys had forgone their mother’s prepared picnic-style meals, planning instead to catch or hunt their own. The only food item they brought, however, was a plastic 12-ounce Coca-Cola bottle Jeff had filled with dry ice from the supermarket on the way home from school. He didn’t tell Wayne he’d brought it, and when they were about to cast their lines, Jeff filled the bottle with water, tightened the cap, and threw it in a bit farther upstream. As it floated past, he casually asked his older brother to grab it, claiming he’d accidentally dropped it in.

      As Wayne reached for the bottle, the pressure inside from the reaction of the melting CO2 and water forced the plastic to expand and explode — right in Wayne’s face. Half of the busted cap left a shallow yet bloody gash from his left cheek to his ear.

      At first Wayne didn’t respond. The pain of the small cut didn’t immediately set in, so Wayne’s first reaction was to chase Jeff through the campsite and neighboring farmland. Being older and faster, he eventually caught Jeff near the house and started to deliver a memorable beating — which was abruptly interrupted by their mother, who happened to glance out the kitchen window just in time. The tongue lashing she gave both boys was almost as bad as the beating Wayne had tried to give Jeff; to make matters worse, their father came home and restricted both boys to the house for a week.

      Bryce had met the brothers in college in a required physical fitness course and liked them instantly. They tried to meet up often, to work out, grab a pizza, or just hang out. By the time they’d finished their degrees — Wayne’s in Agricultural Economics and Jeff’s in Recreation Studies — Bryce had watched them grow into two of the finest men he’d had the pleasure of knowing.

      When they trained together — in college or as young soldiers — they would usually get into competitive lifting sessions that would leave them sore for days afterward. Bryce loved their charismatic personalities; wherever they were, people seemed to flock to them. They had great hearts and cared for people, a trait instilled into them by their parents and cultivated over years of hard work managing the farm’s cattle, fields, and the multitude of daily chores. Bryce considered them his closest friends, even though he hadn’t seen them for more than three years prior to hiring them for this job. It was great to be back together — almost like college again.

      Bryce shook off his nostalgia as he approached the final checkpoint of his round. After this stop, he’d reenter the research base for a brief 15-minute break. Following that he’d start the entire loop over again for a final round, a one-hour trip around the facility’s buildings and research labs, followed by one more check of the power plant’s core unit. Finally, after six trips around the base — equal to about a 7.5-hour shift — he’d retire for the night as the Thompson brothers and a few of the other security guards took up the early morning shift.

      His last stop for the route was a small building set apart from the main facilities. Its construction was similar to the rest — white, stucco exterior with few windows — but Bryce wasn’t sure what was inside. The building had only one door on the southeast side and was simply labeled “H.” As the building was set on a small hill, he liked to take a brief pause at its north side and look out over the rest of the complex. Getting a bird’s-eye view of the entire place let Bryce see how sprawling the Whittenfield Research firm’s grounds were. From here, nine buildings filled his vision. All painted an eggshell white, all mostly the same size and roughly the same shape — one or two stories tall.

      Looking down, Bryce noticed the Thompson brothers returning from their trip out on the town. They were too far off to make out the details, but he instantly recognized their walk — an ambling gait, sort of a hybrid between a duck and a cowboy who’d been on a horse for too long. Stealth wasn’t in their nature. Bryce chuckled to himself as he watched their lazy stroll toward the building’s glass entranceway, their motions indicating that they were again engaged in a heated — though certainly trivial — argument.

      As they closed in on the front door, Bryce noticed something else. Something moving behind the brothers, around the next building to their north. His eyes darted over to the spot, the rest of his body instinctually going stiff.

      There it was again.

      If he hadn’t been focused at the spot, he would have completely missed it. It was a very large man, crouching down and clad in black. It looked like Quasimodo from The Hunchback of Notre Dame — if Quasimodo had been a larger-than-life football player. The man was clearly stalking something — sneaking toward the building the Thompsons had just entered.

      Bryce unclipped his handheld radio unit and lifted it to his mouth.

      “Attention all detail. We have a breach. Single male suspect appears to be entering the main hallway of Building ‘E’. Remain on high alert and await further instructions, out.” With his other hand, Bryce lifted his pistol from its holster.

      If the brothers can just get to the room, I can reach them on their handsets, he thought. I can keep watch until they’re in the room, call for backup, and approach the intruder myself.

      As the black-clad man slowly crept forward, keeping to the shadows, Bryce reconsidered. Wayne and Jeff wouldn’t make it to their room before the intruder reached the doors; there was no time to wait. Bryce needed to get control of the situation right now. He wasn't sure who this guy was, but he certainly wasn’t here for a business meeting. 

      With a flimsy outline of a plan — overtake the intruder first, ask questions second — Bryce stood and quickly plotted his route down the hill. Before he could take a step forward, the hair on the back of his neck stood up. Someone was behind him. 

      Turning on a heel, he swirled his body around and down, planning to land prone, gun drawn and forward. As he dropped, something hit him on the left side of his neck, causing his mind to jumble. His body went weak as he fell forward, but he could just make out a figure in front of him. 

      Black cargo pants, military combat boots. Voices above him, speaking another language. Russian? The figure moved closer, and bent down to retrieve something from the ground. Bryce hadn't realized he’d dropped his pistol when he was struck. The figure straightened, and Bryce drifted into unconsciousness onto the grass.
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      Wayne and Jeff had been inside the building for barely two seconds when the two security officers on duty rushed past. Behar was already dripping in sweat and heaving as he waddled by. “Captain Reynolds issued an early alert order,” Bensen called as he passed. "Must be some kind of drill; we haven't heard any update," he finished. 

      The brothers picked up the pace toward their shared room, their ongoing argument about which lady at the bar was single suddenly unimportant. "You think there's something going on?" Jeff asked his older brother. 

      "No idea, seemed pretty quiet out there tonight.”

      "Yeah - let’s just grab our gear; we can change later if we need to."

      As they entered their room they could hear scuffling in the hall ahead, around the corner to their left.

      They both froze at the unmistakable sound of a gunshot.

      "What the hell?" asked Wayne.

      "Watch my back,” Jeff said, tossing Wayne’s gear toward him. “I’ll see if I can get a look around the corner.” He grabbed his handgun and radio and hustled back into the hall with his brother close behind.

      At the corner Jeff crouched, peering carefully around the corner.

      A shot from somewhere down the hall narrowly missed his unprotected head. 

      "Shit!" he yelled, ducking back undercover. 

      Wayne grabbed him by the collar. “Let’s go around — we can block their exit from the north wing!”

      Jeff followed his brother the other direction, crouch-running in the dimly lit hall. With no sounds from behind them, they focused their attention forward, expecting a threat at any moment. 

      This building housed the scientists' quarters — mostly dormitory-style rooms along the exterior wall. The rooms on both floors opened onto the inner perimeter hall, with a single large amphitheater and meeting hall taking up the center of the structure. The brothers intended to intercept the shooters — whoever they were — by cutting off their escape route either through the theater or around the hallway. 

      The theater entrance was directly in front of the main doors. Wayne slowed and took up a position outside the theater doors, careful to stay out of the light coming through the glass doors of the main entrance. He signaled for Jeff to stay put.

      Jeff turned, automatically taking up the rear guard. "If they come through the theater, they'll have a straight shot through the main doors," Wayne whispered almost inaudibly. "Stay here and don’t let ‘em get past you. I'll move up to the next corner and see if they're trying to get around the back way.” Without waiting for a reply, Wayne ran forward, hugging the wall. He paused for a second at the corner, peered around it, then disappeared from Jeff's view. 

      Wayne could see the far end of the hall clearly. Two men were standing against the wall, looking the other way. One of them eventually caught the movement in his peripheral vision. As he turned the soldier lifted his assault rifle to his eye — just as his head disappeared in a cloud of blood as Wayne’s hollow point impacted the bridge of his nose.

      Wayne’s Smith & Wesson Compact 9mm wasn't silenced and in the closed-in hallway the shot was deafening. Without slowing he targeted the second man — now fumbling around, trying to bring his weapon to bear — and fired two more shots, putting the man down. As he fell, Wayne continued his quick jog, only slowing as he reached the bodies and the next corner. As he dropped to one knee to check for vital signs and move the weapons out of reach, Jeff ran up. Taking stock of the situation, Jeff breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Let’s get to work,” Jeff said, almost solemnly. His entire demeanor had changed. Five minutes earlier he had been a fun-loving, carefree kid brother. Now Wayne saw Jeff’s face take on a steely resolve; the quietly indignant look of a cowboy who’d just learned that there was a trespasser on his land. Wayne knew from experience that in situations like this it was best to point him in the right direction and stay the hell out of the way.

      They looked around the next corner expecting an immediate onslaught of gunfire. Instead, there was almost complete silence as they cautiously moved ahead. The only sound was a faint beeping. Wayne pinpointed the source at the same time: About 200 feet ahead on the left wall was a tiny blinking red light — each pulse corresponding to a muted beep.

      “Get back!” Jeff yelled, pulling Wayne off his feet as he turned to get away. They ran together toward the safety of the corner wall, both men stretching out into a full sprint.

      The explosion lifted them off the floor and flung them toward the two dead soldiers. A shockwave and billowing heat enveloped them, close enough to choke them with scathing, burning smoke but not close enough to injure them. Assuming that whoever had set the charge had planned it as an escape route, Maybe scrambled to his feet and charged back through the smoke, determined not to give the intruders any room for escape.

      Two soldiers burst through the rear theater doors ahead of them, but the first was dropped instantly by Jeff’s 9mm. Wayne’s shot missed the second man, giving the soldier enough time to fire a wild round toward them before leaping out the newly formed exit.

      They dropped behind an overturned table to reload. Before they finished, a flashbang grenade popped to their right — thrown out the door by someone still inside the theater — and Wayne’s entire world went white.

      Jeff, being closest to the grenade, was knocked out. Wayne fared slightly better, momentarily deafened and seeing double, but able to see nonetheless. He ensured that Jeff’s arms and legs were out of the line of oncoming fire and rolled sideways into the theater.

      Luckily there was no one near the door as Wayne entered — no one jumped out to finish him off. Regaining his footing, he shook off the flash grenade’s effects, checked left, right, and center, and ducked behind a row of seats. He looked toward the stage. A red curtain was pulled across it, but a section of it was billowing softly. He could see a light behind the curtain interrupted by moving shadows. Someone was on the stage.

      Wayne moved quietly toward the side aisle leading to the stage right entrance, but he didn’t get far. There was a loud crash from behind the closed door, prompting him to duck down behind another row of seats.

      A man burst through the backstage door, fuming. He was followed by two more soldiers, and they were dragging along a younger man, probably in his mid-twenties.

      “I thought there was to be little resistance!” the man in the lead shouted to no one in particular.

      “Sir, we expected a light security detail, and our intel indicated there would be no more than three guards on duty at any time,” one of the soldiers said. The men were moving toward the exit, directly across from where Wayne was now hidden on the floor. If they continued through the doors, they’d see him for sure — the seats would not keep him hidden as they walked past.

      “I don’t care if they had a small army of attack dogs — this was supposed to be a covert mission! In and out — but then you shot that scientist and woke up the entire complex!”

      Wayne took it all in as the group closed in on his position. If he could swing around, somehow get a straight shot from under the chairs, he might be able to take out the leader — possibly give him a fighting chance.

      He tried to shift his position, but the row just wasn’t wide enough for him to do it without standing up. Oh well, he thought. He’d have to make a stand from here, lying on the ground and firing underneath the chairs at their feet. He didn’t want to take the chance of their finding Jeff sprawled out helpless in the hall.

      He waited until they were three steps away from the exit and only two away from spotting him. Wayne was good with a rifle — damn good — but firing a handgun, laying on his side, through two rows of chairs at a moving target — well, the closer, the better.

      He fired off two shots in rapid succession — missing the lead man’s foot but shattering the man’s shin. The soldier crumpled to the ground, screaming and clutching his leg.

      The leader and his remaining backup raised their weapons and looked for the source of the shots. Wayne was way ahead of them. They were reacting to him, and he wanted to keep it that way. Another shot, and the leader flew backwards against the wall. The other soldier grabbed the unarmed younger man’s arm with one hand and fired two quick shots in Wayne’s general direction. Not wanting to let the young man go, he dropped his gun, snatched a round object from his belt, and flung it toward Wayne.

      Grenade. Not a flashbang, but a live military-issue fragmentation grenade. Time slowed down as Wayne took a fraction of a second to evaluate his options:

      Run or crawl away — running would leave him vulnerable from the waist up, and crawling was too slow — he had no time to get away.

      Try to catch the grenade and throw it back toward the exit — he might have a chance at injuring the last soldier or at least cutting off his escape route, but he also had a good chance of hurting his brother or the hostage.

      Wayne reached up and followed the grenade’s trajectory. He got a hand on it and, sitting up, risked the temporary exposure. He threw it as hard as he could over his head onto the stage. It rolled under the curtain and out of sight backstage. Wayne crawled as fast as possible toward the exit as the other two men ran…

      And for the second time in five minutes, his body was rocked by an explosive blast.

      The fireball that erupted from the stage obliterated the raised platform and engulfed the walls next to it, but the blast was far enough away that the only immediate effect on Wayne was a renewed ringing in his ears. He lurched to his feet and ran for the door in pursuit of the two men.
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      Jeff groaned and sat up. Have I been unconscious?

      The blast from the flash grenade had rattled his brain, and it took him a minute to clear his mind. He heard gunshots in the theater, but he couldn’t yet get to his feet. He waited by the table for a moment, trying to clear his head and gain his bearings.

      Where is Wayne?

      After a few seconds, two men ran from the theater, the younger one dragged along by one of the intruders. Jeff didn’t recognize either man, but he knew what he had to do. He reached for his gun, but found only the cold, empty floor. Where is it? He guessed that it had been knocked from his hand by the flashbang…

      Another explosion went off in the theater, sounding like a thunderclap.

      At the same time, the hostage stumbled, dragging his captor down with him. Jeff saw his chance.

      I may not have a gun, but I can sure make these assholes’ escape a little more difficult.

      Jeff’s high-school football coach would have been proud. The tackle was hard, fast, and incredibly effective. Jeff placed the crown of his head right in the soft part of the soldier’s gut, driving forward with his legs. Though shorter and more slightly built, Jeff took down the soldier in a tumbling heap that left them intertwined, rolling on the floor. Before the man could react, Jeff landed a devastating punch between the man’s eyes — a blow that would have been strong enough to shock a bull into motion back on his parents’ ranch. He followed with a few quick jabs to the man’s side — aiming for his liver. The sudden attack only kept the man off balance for a moment. Obviously trained to fight, he quickly regained his composure and started slipping Jeff’s punches.

      Jeff tried to step up his barrage, but he was still feeling the effects of the flashbang and couldn’t get the upper hand. Suddenly, the soldier shot a fist hard into Jeff’s face. Jeff heard his own jaw crack. He instinctively raised his guard against the next blow, but the soldier went to his gut instead. The air left his body, and it was all he could do to reach up and try to wrap his arms around the man, trying to get him into a wrestler’s hold. He held fast, but the larger man was still on his feet and fully in control. With a swift elbow to the head, he dislodged Jeff from his body and fled through the hole in the wall, leaving his young hostage behind.

      His legs like rubber, Jeff collapsed, beaten. He felt his consciousness slipping again, even as he was filled with rage at losing the fight.
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      The other man in the room, Johannes Karn, was still slumped against the wall where he’d fallen, having landed there after the American man’s gunshot had knocked him off his feet. The bullet had punched through his clothing, but had stopped only a few millimeters into his Kevlar bulletproof vest. He’d watched as his second-in-command, Vladimir Beka, dragged Cole Reed from the theater, and he’d also watched the American security guard — surprisingly agile for his size — throw Beka’s grenade onto the stage. An impressively quick reaction, Karn thought.

      He had remained motionless against the wall since the bullet had knocked him there. The explosion on stage had rocked the room, but had missed him entirely. He stayed still as the American ran out; he could not let this obviously well-trained guard know that he was still alive, still a threat.

      As soon as the American was gone, Karn rose from the floor and used the cover of smoke to bolt onto the stage and out through the other exit. He would see this “security guard” again — he was sure of it.
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      James Whittenfield, Jr. barged into the lounge. He’d been asleep at his estate ten miles down the road and had been alerted to the intrusion before the firefight was even over.

      “What happened?” Whittenfield asked. “What did they want from us?” Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “Is everyone ok?”

      He gasped as he took in the destruction of the lounge area inside Building E. A gaping, smoking hole was all that remained of the wall that used to separate the backstage area from this room, and debris and rubble from the grenade blast was scattered everywhere. One table had been wiped clear and turned into a gurney, which held the bleeding Alan Behar, who had been shot in the shoulder by the intruders.

      On the floor next to Behar’s table was a rumpled heap of the stage curtain in the shape of a man. Officer Eric Bensen hadn’t fared as well as Behar — a bullet in his chest had left him bleeding and dying on the lounge floor — until the grenade detonated on the other side of the wall, sending a shard of brick through the back part of his skull and killing him instantly.

      Bryce, seated at a table with the Thompsons, explained to Whittenfield what had happened. “We were breached by a well-armed force, one we estimate at least seven or eight strong. They were apparently looking for something. I was running the perimeter check and was ambushed next to Building H. The two guards on duty,” he continued, glancing toward Bensen’s corpse, “were also overpowered.

      “The Thompsons were inside Building E at the time of the attack, and they were able to delay the intruders briefly, but they were eventually outnumbered and outgunned. This man — Cole Reed, was with them. He claims he was abducted and brought here against his will.” Bryce nodded in the direction of a young man leaning against the wall with his hands behind his back. Jeff Thompson was watching the man with barely concealed suspicion.

      “Whoever broke in was looking for something, which they apparently found,” Bryce finished.

      “Any idea what they wanted?” Jeff asked, not taking his eyes off of Reed.

      Whittenfield looked around at the group. He took a deep breath, calming his nerves, and sat down heavily. “Captain Reynolds, when I brought you here I mentioned that my research firm had originally been started by my father.”

      “The ‘Development of Substitute Materials’ project, or something like that.”

      “Exactly. His team was tasked with developing the bomb — the infamous Manhattan Project, as it came to be known. They were supposed to build a laboratory for that project — the Las Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico — but my father declined. He wasn’t happy with the direction of the project, and withdrew in search of a more ‘philanthropic’ breakthrough.”

      Wayne interrupted. “A breakthrough in what? If my memory is correct, they finished the bomb and built the lab anyway, right?”

      “Good question,” Whittenfield continued. “The project was first called ‘The Development of Substitute Materials’ because that’s exactly what it was — my father and two other scientists on that first team accidentally created a synthetic material that reacted with other elemental materials in strange ways. Not strongly — the material they created was only microscopic and couldn’t be produced on a larger scale — but they saw miraculous results nonetheless.”

      “What kind of results?” Reed blurted. The others all turned, looking at him with uniform disapproval. “What?” Reed protested. “So I’m curious — it’s a good story.”

      Whittenfield paused long enough for the silence to make Reed uncomfortable, then continued. “In one experiment, the scientists mixed the material with water — hydrogen and oxygen, as you know — and the solution solidified immediately. Not like ice, or epoxy, but different. It was still fully water, yet something entirely different.

      “My father began experimenting with different pure substances — helium, potassium, eventually uranium. A year or so after the project commenced, he ended the research abruptly and stopped the project. He withdrew from the team and launched Whittenfield Research Laboratory the next year. He worked in isolation here outside of Washington, D.C. The government was never aware that he’d stumbled onto something big, and they assumed he’d just gone off the deep end.

      “However, we’ve been able to piece together his research over the years. He kept diligent notebooks and diaries, and I believe that he found something so spectacularly powerful in his combination of the synthetic and uranium that he had to keep it under wraps until he could make sense of it and stabilize it.”

      Bryce was having trouble keeping up. “Tell me more about this ‘synthetic material’ you mentioned. How’d they create it? Or where did it come from?”

      “Well, there’s no explanation in his notebooks — his diaries begin during the middle of the first experiments. However, he does mention in one early entry that ‘since we were able to successfully duplicate the properties, initial tests are underway.’ We think it means that his team had some sort of material in their possession already, something they were trying to copy. Maybe a pure form of this ‘synthetic.’”

      Suddenly, Cole snapped to attention. “That’s it! That’s what they were looking for!” The others glared at Cole again, but he ignored them, addressing Whittenfield directly. “You said your father kept diligent journals, but he didn’t mention anything about how he came across this synthetic material.”

      “Correct,” Whittenfield replied, still suspicious, but growing curious.

      “Well, while I was… with those guys who abducted me, they did tests on me. Not like anything weird, just IQ tests, physical fitness exams, stuff like that. They kept referencing some ‘crystal substance’ that I think they were trying to learn about. This rock was something they already had there at their place — they mentioned ‘keeping it safe’ and stuff like that. Actually, their main guy kept it on his possession at all times I think.

      “Anyway, I asked one of those guards — I think his name was Karn or something — about it, and he actually told me a little. Apparently their leader had acquired it somehow, but Karn thought it was something that had been passed down through some society or organization that he had ties to. I think he sent those guys here to see if your team had any more information about it. If your father did have a journal that explained where he got that material, it might also explain how it was originally made!”

      Whittenfield’s face darkened as Cole finished. “Who was their leader? Did you hear his name?”

      “Tanning, something. Tanning Vilo — “

      “Tanning Vilocek! Dr. Tanning Vilocek, the founder and owner of Vilocorp!” Whittenfield said, his fury and exasperation building.

      “Who the hell is Tanning Vilocek?” Bryce asked.

      “Dr. Vilocek,” Whittenfield said, exhaling as though he’d just run a mile, “is a genius entrepreneur, owner of one of the most successful private pharmaceutical research firms in the world. That firm, Vilocorp, has made strides toward defeating well-known viral killers as well as other major diseases — bird flu, cancer, those sorts of things. He’s also quite insane — bent on transforming the human body into a science project; striving toward physical and mental perfection in the human race.

      “His ultimate goal, I’m afraid, is to become — himself — a perfect form of the human specimen, and then create a world around his superiority.”

      “Seems like a pretty humble guy,” Cole muttered.

      Whittenfield ignored him. “He’s convinced that something my father discovered — something I’ve been slowly re-discovering myself — can alter the human psyche; change the physical makeup of the brain altogether. I’m guessing he’s stumbled onto this ‘material’ as well, and now he’s hell-bent on figuring out how to use it to his advantage.”

      The Thompson brothers took in the information silently, thoughtfully, as if chewing on each piece and swallowing it slowly; letting it sink in. Cole Reed stood, fascinated yet confused. Bryce was the only one — except for the sleeping Behar — who seemed unfazed by the conversation. Yet internally, his mind was flying through the scenarios, trying to fit it all together; the events of that night, and the possible implications.

      He thought back to his first encounters with Whittenfield; their talks in Iraq and his briefing on the plane. He also thought about the strange notebook; blank, but still addressed to someone named M.J. Whittenfield had hired Bryce and the Thompsons not just for their experience on the battlefield, but because of their intelligence and sense of honor — their intense drive toward doing what was right.

      Bryce realized then that Whittenfield had anticipated this; had even prepared for it by hiring a military-trained security detail.

      And Bryce had failed him.

      The realization of that failure came on him like a brick to the head. He was upset with himself for letting Whittenfield down; for getting Behar shot and Bensen killed and the Thompsons beat up; but one piece of the puzzle nagged at him, keeping his mind in the game.

      “If Vilocek wanted something from you, your father’s journal, how did he know about your research? hell, how did he even know about you and this place?”

      Whittenfield sighed heavily. “Bryce. All of you — I need your help. Tanning Vilocek must not achieve his goal. This pure substance — whatever it is — must not end up in his hands. Vilocek will do whatever it takes to acquire that substance, and he will destroy anyone or anything in his way to do it.

      “You see, Vilocek is a man I feel I know intimately. I have never met him, but my father knew his father well. They were close friends and colleagues.

      “I remember their long talks in my father’s study when I was a boy — I understood little about what they talked about, but they would stay in there for hours together, arguing, talking, laughing.”

      Bryce had a feeling he knew where Whittenfield was headed.

      “Tanning Vilocek’s father was also a member of that original research team that made up the ‘Development of Substitute Materials Project.’ Enko Vilocek wanted to push forward and help create the bomb, and he went on to work at Los Alamos during World War II. My father and Enko Vilocek had different opinions on what to do with their research, and when my father resigned from the project and took his research with him, Enko never forgave him. He tried stealing the research a few times over the years until his death in the sixties, but he never got far.

      “However, I suspect he did take one thing from my father: the original piece of the material that my father was able to duplicate. We’ve been working with the duplicate ever since, knowing that it was a copy, a synthetic replica of a pure substance, but I never imagined that it might already be in Vilocek’s possession,” Whittenfield shook his head.

      “So,” Cole said, “they’ve figured out that you’re close to a breakthrough, and wanted to see if your father’s old notebooks had any insight into where this object came from. Mr. Whittenfield, do you have any of these journals we could take a look at?”

      “Of course — but I’ve scoured the notebooks numerous times, looking for some sort of earlier reference to the substance, and I’ve not found anything. But if you’d like to try, I’ve got one right here.“

      He walked to a far corner of the room, where an overhead projector sat on a rolling cart, somehow still unharmed in the midst of the destruction. There was a stack of files on the projector, with a brownish, faded leather journal wedged in between.

      “We had a public presentation this afternoon,” Whittenfield explained to Cole. “It was a small gathering of members of the scientific community in the area. I’m part of a philanthropic outreach team that meets once a quarter to discuss the impact of our research, and I used one of the journals as an exhibit.” He handed the journal to Bryce. “It had nothing to do with the material Vilocek was after…” His voice trailed off.

      Bryce flipped through the small notebook, scanning sections of text every few pages. Shrugging, he held it out to Cole.

      Cole reached for the notebook, but his hand stopped in midair.

      “What the… ?” Cole breathed. Bryce, holding out the journal, looked down. The journal was inches away from Cole’s hand, which was emitting a faint bluish glow from the tips of the fingers to a few inches below the wrist.

      Cole jerked his hand back, wide-eyed. Everyone in the group leaned in to look, but his skin had returned to its normal hue.

      “Woah,” Wayne muttered.

      Bryce moved closer to Cole, who was visibly shaken. Bryce extended the journal toward Cole, whose skin — this time over his entire body — again turned a light blue, causing him to glow like a faint blue lightbulb.

      Cole reluctantly took the leather-bound journal from Bryce. As his finger touched the first page, a swirling text begin to appear, superimposed on top of the original entries from Whittenfield’s father. Whittenfield — immediately recognizing his father’s handwriting — grabbed both the journal and Cole’s open hand, letting it continue to touch the page.

      He read the newly revealed handwriting aloud from the top of the page: “After countless efforts and countless days of trial, it seems as though there is no immediately substitutable elemental material that can warrant the same effects as the original. We are lucky to have the duplicate, though without the original source, our attempts at creating a suitable alternative have failed.

      “We will continue to test the properties of this duplicate material, and our assumption and hypothesis shall be that the pure form of the material, now lost to us for some years, would have the same reactions with the elemental matter, though on a much more powerful scale.”

      Whittenfield’s voice and hands started to shake. “They created the substance as a duplicate. Vilocek’s father must have stolen the original, leaving the much-weaker substance to my father. And you, Mr. Reed — they must have injected you with something that reacts with whatever this ink is made of — do you remember anything of that sort?”

      Cole looked around at the group and shook his head. “No — I told you, all I remember were the physical exertion tests, fitness exams, IQ assessments, and — “

      He stopped for moment. “Now that I think of it, I only remember about two days of my time there. On the third morning I woke up and felt like I’d been asleep for much longer. Maybe I was drugged…”

      The group sat silently, trying to piece it all together.

      The break-in by Vilocek’s men, and the attempt to steal one of the journals.

      One of their own killed, and another seriously wounded.

      The rescue of Cole Reed, who for some reason glowed like a blue firefly when close to the journal.

      And finally, the fact that they were the only people besides Vilocek and his team who knew about the material and its potential. And Vilocek was obviously willing to kill to get the journals.

      Whittenfield gathered himself. “Gentlemen, we have work to do. Reynolds, get your men ready to travel. I’m going to call in a few favors and see if I can’t get us some help. Mr. Reed, I hate to impose, but it seems that you have a unique… ability… If you’re interested — “

      Cole cut him off. “I’m going. There was a girl there — next to where I was held. I’m not sure who she was, but I know she was there against her will. If there’s any way I can do something to help her, I’m all yours.”

      Bryce took in Whittenfield’s reaction. He knew dragging a civilian along would only complicate things, and possibly threaten their mission. But he couldn’t deny that if there was something in that journal that might lead them to the substance, they needed Reed with them in order to read it. He gave Whittenfield an almost imperceptible nod.

      “I hate to burst your bubble, guys,” Wayne said, “but where the hell are we supposed to go? We have no idea where this Vilocek is…”

      Jeff broke out into a wide grin. “I might be able to help with that.”

      The others all looked at him.

      “When I tackled that gorilla earlier, I didn’t have anything to hit him with. I knew I couldn’t slow him down for long, so I stuck my cell phone into an empty pouch on his equipment belt.”

      Wayne grinned, slugging his brother’s shoulder.

      “We can use the GPS on the phone to pinpoint their movement, but let’s just hope you don’t get a call anytime soon!”

      Whittenfield looked at Bryce. “Let’s get going. We’re already well behind, so we’ll be playing catch-up for a while. I’ll get you a laptop rig for tracking Vilocek’s team. Be ready to lift off in two hours.”
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      6:59 pm - Atlantic Ocean

      The main laboratory inside Whittenfield’s large personal jet had been rigged as a communications facility. Whittenfield couldn’t accompany Bryce and his team in person for the more physical portions of the mission, but he wasn’t about to be left out entirely. He would contribute from the airborne lab, where he now sat at a small desk, configuring the numerous modems, cables, and wires that would serve as his command post for the next few days.

      The Thompson brothers were asleep in the passenger compartment, reclined in their leather seats and surrounded by duffel bags full of equipment.

      The remainder of the group was spread out throughout the plane’s cabin. Bryce Reynolds was planning and organizing his thoughts on a laptop while Cole Reed napped in a seat across the aisle from Bryce. Two new team members sat toward the front of the cabin, keeping mostly to themselves. Sean Bartlinski and Gary McGowan were soldiers-for-hire with connections in Whittenfield’s organization, and though they had been cordial enough when they joined the team at the airport, it was obvious they weren’t here to make new friends. Bryce hoped they were able to follow orders, but judging by their smirks and snide comments he figured they’d be more of a nuisance than an asset. Bryce just prayed they’d know which direction to fire when the shooting started.

      The plane was heading toward Barcelona, Spain, for a refuel, followed by a short hop over the Mediterranean to Cairo. Jeff Thompson’s jury-rigged tracking device was working admirably, allowing them to track Vilocek and his men all the way to Egypt. The only problem was that they weren’t sure how much battery life was left in the phone. Or if Beka had figured out that he’d been duped and had just them on a wild goose-chase around the globe.

      [image: ]

      Cole had been put to work after the briefing, Whittenfield telling him to read through the pages of the journal. Since he alone could read the invisible ink, he’d painstakingly copied down the texts written in invisible ink into another notebook, and when he’d finished the entire journal, Whittenfield had come in with an entire box of his father’s journals and notebooks. Cole spent the rest of the night and into the following morning translating those.

      Most of the journals were filled with research regarding other projects and assignments Whittenfield, Sr. had worked on over the course of his long career. Most of the journals had no secret writing inside — they had nothing to do with the strange substance that had consumed his son’s professional life, but they made for fascinating reading nonetheless. Cole read about defense contracts and weapons developments that had never seen the light of day, mostly due to a lack of financial backing. In some cases, however, the projects had been fully funded and the research and consequent prototyping had been completely successful. These projects — about 40 percent, by Cole’s best guess — were simply abandoned for economic or political reasons: the end of a major war, change in administration. It seemed like most of Whittenfield Sr.’s work was groundbreaking and cutting-edge for its time, but it had, for the most part, been all but forgotten.

      Some of the journals, however, did have references to the mysterious substance. Apparently it was a crystalline solid — like a piece of quartz, the almost perfectly translucent crystal mineral that was found inside geodes and used for things like jewelry and industrial and commercial products. One journal, dated April 1946, described the mineral:

      …The substance appears similar in structure to the common mineral quartz. It is solid, sharp at the edges. In the presence of natural and artificial light the rock emits an almost bluish glow, faint but bright enough to be noticeable. It is this particular characteristic of the mineral, though we do not at this time know what it is, that we believe to be the variable that creates the mysterious properties we’ve experienced.

      As well, it is through the extraction and attempted duplication of this substance that we have continued the study of the mineral’s properties. Last month, Dr. Enko Vilocek stole the original artifact and disappeared with it. Half of my team left with him, and I am now struggling to recreate my experiments with the duplicate substance, though the properties are not nearly as powerful…

      The earlier journals had no mention of the rock, nor did they have any bluish hidden ink at all. Cole explained this to Whittenfield, who had a theory as to why.

      “Well, assuming your ability to read this ‘invisible ink’ is related to whatever sort of tests and injections Vilocek subjected you to, I’d wager that it’s also related to whatever they’ve found within that rock. Remember, Vilocek also has had a ‘duplicate synthetic’ copy of the original, and he’s had the original in his possession for many years.”

      “So whatever it is that causes this rock to emanate the bluish glow is also what your father extracted from the original mineral?” Cole asked.

      “Exactly — and he somehow managed to transfer that property into a liquid — his ‘invisible ink,' except that instead of being visible in light, he made the ink only visible in the presence of the mineral. Knowing that whoever would find the crystal later would want to know more about it and therefore search for his journals, he made sure that they would have to have both the journals and the rock in their possession.”

      “…Or in their bloodstream,” Cole added sarcastically.

      Bryce chimed in as the plane lurched through some turbulence. “So, we know that Vilocek’s on his way to Egypt, but do we know where exactly?”

      “No,” Whittenfield said, “but I ran another trace a moment ago. Jeff’s phone is still transmitting, and their movement has all but stopped somewhere just south of Cairo. I don’t know for sure, but I’d bet they’re heading to the Great Pyramid of Giza.”

      “Actually, that makes sense,” Cole said, reaching into the box at his feet and pulling out one of the journals. “I found something here that I couldn’t figure out, and there’s no mention of it anywhere else.” He thumbed through the book, finally stopping near the back.

      “At first I thought it was just a random doodle, or something unrelated to the crystal. But the more I thought about it, I realized he wouldn’t have used the invisible ink to write a doodle.”

      Whittenfield and Bryce leaned in, looking at the page Cole had opened to.

      “It looks like Washington, D.C.,” Bryce said after a moment, “but just the streets and intersections. See, here’s where Whittenfield Research would be.”

      “I think you’re right, Bryce,” Whittenfield said. “I can make out Pennsylvania Avenue — this main line running through the center of the image. And there’s where the Capitol Building and the White House would be.”

      “But what’s the triangle around it?” Cole asked. “And the circled area at the bottom?”

      “It does resemble a pyramid…” Whittenfield said. “Could the Giza pyramid be what my father was intending to get across?”

      “But why would he put a map of an American city behind it?”

      Whittenfield looked for a moment at the bluish writing on the page, then ran his thumbnail across the bottom edge. There was a small, almost imperceptible fold that subtly interrupted the pattern. He gently flattened out the fold, revealing a string of words directly below the drawing, where the bottom of the pyramid would be.

      Potomac River, location of original (Lower Room?)

      “The original?” Bryce asked. “Is that the original piece of the rock he’s referring to?”

      “Could be — maybe his team found the crystal at the bottom of the river. The reference to the Lower Room fits the description of one of Giza’s inner sanctums. Maybe that’s where Vilocek’s headed now, thinking that’s where the pure crystal, the original original substance is hidden there.” Whittenfield stressed the first “original,” as if implying that the ‘original material’ Vilocek and Whittenfield, Sr. had been in contact with was a small part of a larger crystal.

      “So,” Bryce said, “we go to Giza. Follow Vilocek into the Great Pyramid, and figure out what he’s looking for. We get it before Vilocek does, and get out alive — all while dodging the Egyptian authorities and a couple of thousand tourists.” Bryce’s assessment didn’t seem overly optimistic.

      “Exactly,” Whittenfield said. “Like I said, we have our work cut out for us.”
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      7:19 pm - Giza, Egypt

      Karn scanned the area below him through the scope of the Vortex Tactical Range Finder binocular/camera system. He had the tripod set up southeast of the Giza necropolis, on a ridge overlooking the dunes that formed natural sand moats around each of the three large pyramids. His lookout point was far enough away to deter detection, and the kit allowed him to peruse the surrounding grounds, zoomed in so close and so accurately it was as if he was walking around among the scattered guards.

      Beka and another of Vilocek’s men, Rogers, were with Karn. Corinne and her uncle, Professor Andrews, were lying in the sand behind them. They had waited there for almost an hour, until the sun was about to set — waiting for the guards to change shifts.

      Karn noticed that there a lot of men milling about the premises, all of them well-armed.

      It’s a good thing Vilocek has connections.

      [image: ]

      Vilocek radioed in and ordered Karn’s team to wait on the rise until right before sundown while he called in a few favors. He didn’t want to take any chances. Getting out of the area would be a hellish affair if they had to fight off the guards and the Ministry of the Interior troops.

      Plus, one of his men had found a cell phone in his pocket when they’d arrived in Egypt, so Vilocek knew Whittenfield’s team would be right on their heels.

      Vilocek dialed the number from his hotel room in downtown Giza. Madu Jabari answered almost immediately, speaking in an even, collected tone of voice. Many years of service in the political sector had allowed Madu time to perfect his balanced, non-biased voice. “Jabari speaking.”

      “Madu, you old fiend — what are you doing awake at this hour?” Vilocek knew Jabari worked irregular hours and didn’t get much sleep, and his sarcastic tone was not lost upon the Egyptian.

      “Dr. Vilocek, my friend! You know we Egyptians work harder than you lazy Americans, so perhaps I should be asking you that question! I also know you do not call me unless there is a favor to ask — just like a good friend,” he chuckled.

      “Listen, Madu,” Vilocek said, cutting off the pleasantries. “I’ve gotten to a turning point in my research, and I believe there’s another piece to the mystery hidden in your country. I’d like to snoop around a bit, and I already have a team assembled.”

      “I assume you are looking for access to one of the ancient sites, yes?”

      Vilocek hesitated for a moment. “Giza, the Great Pyramid, actually.”

      “My friend, you know that place is as good as empty — there are no more artifacts inside.”

      “I understand — still, I’m compelled to see for myself. It would just be for a short while, and my men won’t create a scene. We can be finished in a few hours, but listen — we’re going to need to hurry. One of my found a tracking device, which leads us to believe we’re being followed by another force, only a few hours behind. If we can gain access before nightfall, I give you my word that we’ll be gone before midnight.”

      “I trust you will share your findings with me, as always?” Jabari asked.

      “Absolutely.”

      Jabari paused briefly, letting Vilocek squirm just a bit. “Then I suppose I can open it to you until dawn tomorrow.”

      “Madu, I cannot thank you enough. You’ll be hearing from me soon. Take care, my friend,” Vilocek hung up the phone. If everything went according to schedule, he wouldn’t even need all the time Jabari had given him. Going over the plan once more in his head, he left the hotel. Rather than calling Karn, he thought he might tag along for this trip. No sense watching the fun from a distance.

      After a short drive, he pulled his rented black Suburban to the curb and stepped out. The hill where his team was waiting was directly ahead, and from where he stood he could just make out the upper section of the Great Pyramid.

      As he climbed the hill, Karn spotted him and raised a hand in greeting.

      “I wouldn’t miss this for anything,” Vilocek said. Karn didn’t have a weapon for Vilocek to use, so he handed over his own sidearm.

      “Everything’s in order, then?”

      “Everything’s in order, yes. We’ve been granted access until dawn, but we shouldn’t need that much time. Beka, help Karn secure the entrance. I’ll keep an eye on them,” he said, glancing toward Jensen and Corinne. The two nodded, then silently moved off down the opposite side of the hill, toward the main gates. Vilocek took over Karn’s post and scanned the area with the military binoculars.

      Beka and Karn were an ominous pair, both large, hulking men wearing all black clothing and body armor. Beka’s rifle was slung over his shoulder, while Karn held his loosely at his side. As they neared the gates, two guards ran over and barked a halt order in Arabic, the chain-link fence the only barrier between them.

      Beka spoke in English. One of the men inside the fence, clearly understanding, came closer. Vilocek and his two captives couldn’t hear the exchange, but eventually the two guards relaxed and the gates swung inward. Beka entered and followed the two guards toward the main facility, but Karn held back, just inside the gate. He withdrew a small object from his shirt pocket and fastened it on the gate’s locking mechanism. Satisfied, he stepped away and turned to follow Beka.

      Vilocek watched the entire scene unfold, zooming out a bit with the binoculars to capture the whole panorama. No more than five seconds passed before Beka sprang into action. Drawing his pistol, he dropped to one knee and fired two shots in rapid succession. Both guards crumpled and fell, gaping holes smoking in the backs of their heads.

      Vilocek smiled. So far, so good.

      Beka’s shots were more meant to draw attention than to eliminate the guards.

      Two other roaming guards and a few from the surrounding buildings were running in the direction of the gunshots. Too far to get an accurate shot, Beka retreated about twenty paces back toward the gate while Karn covered him.

      Two more men burst from behind a building to the left. Beka quickly fired on each of them, moving from one to the next with machine-like efficiency. Another guard ran toward Beka from behind, but Karn whipped his combat knife from his boot sheath and threw it. It landed with a sickening thud in the man’s throat, severing his windpipe and dropping him in his tracks. The man pawed helplessly at the knife, but lost consciousness before he could pull it out.

      Finally the rest of the guards in the complex began running toward the chaos near the main gate. There was a great deal of shouting as the remaining eleven men closed in on Beka on three sides, their guns raised but all of them waiting for someone else to take charge. Karn had moved, unnoticed, to the side, partially concealed near the corner of a small building.

      One of the guards finally stepped toward Beka and yelled again. Assuming the man wanted him to drop his weapon, Beka complied and threw his pistol to the ground. The man wasn’t satisfied however, and motioned for Beka to lose his rifle as well.

      Beka shrugged nonchalantly and set his rifle on the ground at his feet. Then he turned toward the gate and raised his hands behind his head.

      Now facing Karn, Beka paused for a moment and then fell forward. At the same instant, Karn fired his rifle toward the group of guards.

      An electronic whirring sound emanated from Karn’s weapon, and a line of pulsating energy sprang toward the group. Narrowly missing Beka, it hit the first few guards and spread outward, jumping from one man to the next like a crazed wildfire in a forest of dried-out trees. Within a second and a half, all of the men were frozen in place, their eyes unblinking, their guns still drawn and pointing in Beka’s direction. Some of the guards had their mouths open in shock.

      Vilocek watched the rifle — one of their newest developments — work its magic. None of his scientists had any idea how the electromagnetic field was able to spread and solidify the gases found in the atmosphere, but it made for a devastatingly useful weapon. The pulse would reach out until it came into contact with anything that “broke” the gas field — namely, solids or liquids — then paralyzed those molecules in place.

      The effect was that, by tinkering with the power and direction of the beam, Vilocek’s team could use the pulse to “freeze” whatever they wanted for a short period of time.

      From Vilocek's vantage point he could see a pulsating cloud of semi-opaque air that seemed to have consumed the guards. Beka was wriggling out from beneath the cloud, hurrying to avoid coming in contact with the slowly descending particles. Content that the security force was completely contained, Vilocek stood, packed up the tripod and binoculars and headed down toward the facility. “Come,” he ordered, not even bothering to look over his shoulder at Jensen and Corinne.

      He entered the complex confidently, an air of ownership surrounding him. Everything was perfectly under control: Karn had set up his modified assault rifle on a separate mount and shifted the trigger to a fully open position — one of the small tweaks they’d made to the rifle. Beka joined Karn at the gate as Vilocek entered. Professor Andrews and Corinne followed behind, still in shock from what they had just witnessed.

      Once inside the gate, Vilocek nodded at Beka and Karn. They hustled into action, Karn turning toward the small box he’d mounted on the gate and Beka rushing toward the group of paralyzed men.

      Beka approached the first two men, still held in the powerful force from Karn’s rifle. He stood face to face with the first guard, a young man no older than twenty.

      Slowly, meticulously, Beka took the gloves Vilocek’s scientists had coated with the special material out of a breast pocket and slipped them onto his hands, then retrieved a long, straight-bladed knife from his belt.
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      8:07 pm - Outside of Cairo, Egypt.

      Whittenfield’s plane landed at the Cairo International Airport. They were making exceptional time, and Whittenfield was pleased. He had never met Vilocek, but if his fathers’ journals and the current media opinion were even moderately accurate, Whittenfield felt he knew him enough. Dr. Tanning Vilocek was known to be aggressive, confident, and egotistical, as well as charming and disarming at the same time. Newspapers, magazine articles, and websites proclaimed him as the “new face of popular science,” for his extensive pharmaceutical and bioengineering work around the world. The man attracted more reporters and gossip columnists than most celebrities. He was undeniably intelligent — possibly even a genius — and there was no doubt his business sense matched his expertise in research and science. Still, Whittenfield had always had a bad taste in his mouth regarding the man — despite all the public praise and media fawning, there was always something that seemed sinister about Vilocek, just beneath the surface.

      Whittenfield didn’t need anyone to remind him of the disgrace Vilocek had caused his father — and he didn’t need to be reminded that this same man, long loved by American culture, had orchestrated a break-in at his company, stolen precious documents, and apparently was holding people against their will in his laboratory. Whittenfield was tantalizingly close to discovering what this was all about, and with any luck, equally close to snatching his father’s most prized possession out of the grasp of his rival. He had to recover the stone, and he had to prevent Vilocek from cashing in on its potential power.

      Not to mention that finding the stone and eliminating Vilocek would provide an unbelievable boost to Whittenfield Research.

      He turned to his computer and pressed a button next to the display. A satellite-fed image flickered a few times and a grainy black-and-white silhouette of a triangular-shaped structure appeared on the screen. The image was extremely shaky, evidence that the low-resolution video was being captured by a helmet-mounted camera, except in this case the camera was mounted onto a shoulder pad of Bryce’s body armor. Bryce’s team was bouncing over the road leading into the heart of the Giza necropolis in a rented Jeep, and the resulting video feed was less than ideal.

      As he tried to focus on the feed without getting motion sickness, Bryce’s voice crackled over the speakers. “Time to target, under 2 minutes. Nothing unusual, no personnel in view. Stand by for arrival.”

      The camera panned left, toward the driver’s seat, where Sean Bartlinski sat. Sean was guiding the Jeep around the larger potholes on the road toward the tourist station outside the grounds of the Great Pyramid, followed by the Thompson brothers and Cole Reed in another Jeep directly behind. As Bryce turned right to left in the passenger seat to offer the camera an unobstructed panorama of the scene, Whittenfield could see the old village of Nazlet el-Samman situated to the east of the pyramids. Behind the main pyramid, the rest of the landscape was dotted with buildings ranging from the ancient structures of the Egyptian builders to modern security and communications huts. Two other looming figures on the plain mirrored the shape of their larger sister: the Pyramid of Khafre and the Pyramid of Menkaure. Each of the three massive structures been built for a different Pharaoh who had reigned over the Egyptian dynasty. Each was a spectacular achievement of engineering, and Whittenfield knew that the grainy image in the failing light of dusk didn’t do the complex justice.

      He would have given almost anything to be there with the team and see the sight for himself, but he knew the risk was too great. If Bryce’s team couldn’t retrieve the stone, or if they were eliminated by Vilocek’s group, Whittenfield would find another opportunity to take it from Vilocek. Plus, at his age, Whittenfield knew he wasn’t suited for a chase through the small crawlspaces of the pyramid’s internal passageways. He was only ten years older than Vilocek, but the younger man moved and acted as though he was no older than twenty. It was fascinating what the human body could achieve when habitually trained and optimized.

      The Jeep pulled through the abandoned ticket station. Around a bend in the road ahead, Bryce thought he saw a stream of rising smoke emanating from somewhere out of sight.

      “Boss, you see that smoke?” Gary McGowan asked Bryce from the back seat. “Looks like they took the easy way in.”

      “Yeah,” Bryce said, “but I can’t see where it’s coming from — Bartlinski, pull over here and we’ll walk the rest of the way in. If they’re waiting for us, we don’t want to let ‘em know we’re here.” He clicked a button on his headset. “We’re going quiet, Whittenfield, but we’ll keep the feed on.”

      “Roger that, Bryce. Be careful,” Whittenfield replied. He heard the click of the microphone, and the video feed lost its sound. He leaned toward the screen, trying to capture as much of the mission as possible.

      The teams dismounted from the Jeeps and Sean and Wayne parked them near a small rock outcropping, hidden from view on two sides.

      As they approached the pyramid on foot, the smell of fried electronic components stung their noses, and they saw some charred earth — sand that had been blasted into glass, and twisted metal from what could only have been an entrance gate. Next they found the open hole in the fence leading toward the main visitors’ entrance, as well as several bodies strewn about.

      “God, what is that?” Bartlinski whispered. His eyes were glued to the area in front of the pyramid, a few hundred paces ahead. Wayne and Jeff ignored him and focused on the perimeter, taking up flanking positions.

      “They look… frozen,” Cole whispered.

      A cluster of men, all dressed similarly, stood in an unmoving half-circle facing the gate. As Bryce and the team cautiously entered, they could make out a faint cloud of air encompassing the group.
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      Something in Cole’s mind clicked. Frantically looking around, he spotted something to his right and ran over to it. “Here it is,” he muttered.

      “What? What is it?” Bryce called, his weapon still trained on the catatonic group to his front.

      “They’re under some sort of trance — like, frozen or something. The same thing happened to me — I was running away from those guys back in New Mexico, and they shot me — with this, I guess — and I couldn’t move. It’s like temporary paralysis or something like that. Completely harmless afterwards.”

      Cole was standing next to an assault rifle, mounted on a folding tripod, with the trigger locked in its pressed position. A small canister, about the size of a camp propane tank, was laying next to the rifle with its hose connected to the weapon. An almost invisible line reached straight through the air and stopped at the strangely motionless group of men.
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      His pace quickened as he got closer to the guards, all frozen with their eyes open. He wondered if they could see him as well — it was like they were made of wax, uncannily lifelike figures cast with glass eyes. He approached the first man in the line, but took care to stay clear of the translucent line emanating from the rifle. He squinted, his eyes drawn to something just below the man’s chin.

      “Cole,” he said, “don’t touch that rif — “ but he was too late.

      Cole had already disengaged the wire around the trigger, and released it before Bryce finished speaking. The cloud surrounding the guards dissolved and disappeared.

      Bryce jumped back. Eyes wide, he watched as the men were released from their invisible bonds and began moving.

      He suddenly realized what he’d seen on the first man’s neck.

      A thin red line.

      Blood.

      He watched as the men woke from their paralysis. Some grabbed at their necks, the blood now flowing forcefully through their fingers. Some of them dropped to their knees, either too weak to fight.

      They all dropped to the ground until one man remained standing.

      About forty, his eyes were dark and set deep into his face. He looked toward Bryce, and opened his mouth to speak. Then he grimaced and suddenly clutched his side. Blood began to ooze from multiple bullet wounds, staining the shirt beneath his hands, as if he’d been shot no more than a second ago. The man tensed, then suddenly started convulsing as he, too, collapsed.

      Bryce caught him as he fell, cradling his head in the crook of his arm. Groaning in agony, the man fixed on Bryce with his intense eyes. Bryce knew he couldn’t help the man.

      To his surprise, the man muttered in English, “they enter,” and raised an arm slowly and pointed to the entrance to the pyramid. His energy gone, he closed his eyes and died.

      By now the rest of the team, except for the Thompsons, who were still guarding their flanks, had gathered behind Bryce.

      Bryce tried to piece it all together.

      The blasted gate.

      Sixteen guards brutally murdered and frozen in place at the instant of death.

      He wasn’t sure what exactly had happened here, but he knew it would have to wait. Right now they had to get inside the pyramid, find the Lower Room, get the stone, and escape from Vilocek’s men.

      “We’ve got company,“ Wayne announced suddenly. “Heading in from the northwest; looks like government,” At the head of a growing dust cloud, six vehicles were bearing down on the pyramid. The first three were unmarked, jet black SUVs, followed by two troop transport vehicles, and finally a Humvee with an Egyptian flag flying from its antenna.

      “All right, everybody move out,” Bryce ordered. “Let’s get in and out ASAP. I don’t know who called the federales, but I don’t want them to think we crashed their monument and wiped out their security.” He took off toward the pyramid at a run.
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      7:42 pm - Giza, Egypt

      Vilocek’s team was making good time through the pyramid’s inner sanctums. Vilocek crawled ahead down the Descending Passage and through the antechamber outside of the Lower Room. He knew this pyramid had been scoured and studied, and he knew from his research that there were only two paths through the pyramid system — up or down.

      As Professor Jensen had confirmed, any uncharted passageways or secret chambers would most likely be hidden down below the pyramid itself, inside or near the Lower Room — Professor Jensen had argued that since most archeologists and Egyptologists felt that this subterranean section was unfinished, their best shot for finding any clues would begin there.

      Besides, Vilocek had it on good authority that there was something more to be said about the Lower Room. Even though he hadn’t found any reference to it in Whittenfield Sr.’s journals, he had seen the layout map of Washington, D.C. On it, at the bottom of the Potomac River, exactly where his father had told him the original crystal stone had been found, was exactly where the Lower Room of the Pyramid of Giza had been superimposed.

      The Founding Fathers had been wise enough to hide the stone in a location that was protected, unknown, and unlikely to be undisturbed. They mentioned nothing of the stone in their writings.

      Thankfully Vilocek hadn’t needed to waste his own time hunting down the rock — it was given to him by his own father, who had done much of the legwork with Whittenfield Sr. Now, almost 30 years later, Vilocek was going to finish their work. It was only a matter of time.

      Vilocek hesitated for a moment at the threshold of the Lower Room. The magnitude of the crystal’s potential came on him like a flood — the idea that he was so close to finally finding it made him hesitate with near-reverence.

      But only for a moment. The promise of the crystal’s scientific value and immense power got the best of Vilocek’s greed. He entered the room, eager to make the groundbreaking discovery he knew he would find there. The rest of the team followed him in, dispersing around the small room.
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      No had one bothered to look in the well in the center of the room except Corinne.

      “What’s this?” she asked. Corinne could see that the inside of the shaft had been filled with rocks and dusty debris, to about eight feet from the top.

      “It’s a shaft,” her uncle answered. “No one knows its true purpose, but since it’s been filled in almost to the top, many people believe that it may have been the original burial tomb, meant for Pharaoh Khufu.”

      “But isn’t there already a King’s Chamber up above us somewhere?” she asked.

      “Yes — he is believed to have been buried in the King’s Chamber, but no one ever found his remains. The Lower Chamber is commonly used as the burial chamber in Egyptian pyramids, and that’s what makes this one special. For whatever reason, not only was this room not used as a crypt, but it wasn’t even finished. You see that the south hallway doesn’t go too far before there’s a dead end — why would the ancient builders build a hallway that just ends?”

      As Corinne listened, they both walked the length of the south hallway. Reaching the end, she noticed that it didn’t appear that the hallway had been left unfinished; the passage seemed intentionally designed.

      “It’s perfectly finished — carved and everything! There’s no room to even slide a credit card through the cracks in the stones, much less a finger or hand.”

      “I know,” Jensen said. “It truly is something. The craftsmanship and placement of the individual stones here rival that of the rooms and passageways that are considered ‘complete.’ Obviously the work here was not abandoned — it seems purposeful; intentionally built this way.”

      To Corinne, Vilocek was beginning to look a little worked up — apparently his five minutes of searching the chamber’s already-excavated areas was long enough for him. He called out to the pair at the end of the hall. “Did you two find anything over there, or is this place a waste of my time?”

      Jensen shook his head. “There doesn’t seem to be anything here, Dr. Vilocek.”

      Vilocek let out an exasperated sigh. His normally impeccably-moussed hair had become disheveled, and he looked fatigued. Clearly he had lost sleep in anticipation of what he might find down here.

      “Come on, then,” Vilocek said. “Let’s get the hell out of here. We need to figure out what this D.C. map means, since it clearly wasn’t telling us to come to the Lower — “ Vilocek cut himself off as his eyes fell on the wall next to Corinne. “What’s that?”

      Their eyes followed his. On the wall at Corinne’s side, about three feet off the floor, was a square, outlined in bluish light on one of the blocks of stone. The stone itself was smaller than the surrounding stones, like an afterthought or filler of some sort. As Vilocek drew nearer, the blue glow intensified. As he faced the stone the blue lines went from a throbbing, pulsating glow to solid, constant lines of light.

      “Amazing,” Vilocek whispered. “What did you do?” he asked, looking sharply at Jensen.

      “N — nothing,” Jensen stammered.

      “Well, something must have caused the stone to light up like that, “ Vilocek said. “Everyone, lights off. Let’s see if there’s anything else in this pyramid we’re missing.”

      All throughout the Lower Room and hallway the men’s lights flicked off. All at once they were bathed in heavy darkness — even after their eyes adjusted to the pitch black, the glowing blue square didn’t light much beyond the immediate area.

      “Vilocek,” Corinne said, “look at your pocket.”

      From inside one of Vilocek’s pants pockets a blue hue of light was shining through the fabric like a fading star. He reached in and withdrew the object.

      Opening his palm, he revealed a beautiful, spherical crystal.

      Dr. Vilocek held the ball close the square stone at the end of the hallway and immediately the lines around the block glowed a bit brighter. Then, dead in the center of the block’s face, a strange symbol appeared:
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      “It looks like hieroglyphics,” Beka said in amazement.

      “Could be,” Vilocek said. “But we don’t have time to figure it out. There’s got to be a way to…” His voice trailed off as he brushed the symbol with the hand holding the crystal. The ground below them began to gently shake.

      “Do you feel that?” Corinne whispered.

      Jensen nodded. “I think it’s some sort of door. It’s moving.”

      The small stone block began to slide backwards into the wall. It moved slowly and steadily for about three feet, stopped for a split second, and then moved sideways into a hidden space behind the wall.

      The scraping of the small block continued for a few moments before stopping completely. From somewhere deep beneath the pyramid, the grinding and gentle shaking also eased and stopped. Karn and Beka flipped on their lights. The moving block had left behind a hole in the wall the size of a small crate.

      Corinne knew immediately that it was a passageway to a yet undiscovered section of the pyramid. The synthetic crystal had somehow activated the mechanism. Corinne heard Vilocek grunt with satisfaction, then he headed into the new tunnel.

      The rest of the group followed, Corinne taking care to stay close to Jensen so as not to activate the strange — and painful — effects of the crystal they’d experienced back at Vilocorp.
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      But Jensen wasn’t thinking about the crystal’s side effects as he crawled headfirst into the tunnel. He was thinking about something else.

      Vilocek was wrong about the marking on the stone.

      The glyph on the keystone was not Egyptian hieroglyphics. In fact, it was not Egyptian at all — nor was it part of any script Jensen had ever studied. He had a vague thought that he’d seen it somewhere before; it reminded him of an ancient written language that very few people knew anything about.

      He crawled along in rapt silence, struggling to remember why that symbol seemed so familiar.
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      8:35 pm - Giza, Egypt

      The entrance corridor didn’t seem to match the scale of the pyramid itself. The tiny passage was no more than three feet high and about three and a half feet wide, sloped downward at an angle of 26 degrees into the depths of the earth. The musky, ancient air seemed to hang in place, compressed by the extreme weight of the massive blocks of hand-carved limestone above.

      Bryce and his team cautiously entered the tomb. With Bryce in the lead and Wayne Thompson bringing up the rear, they crept, doubled over or duck-walking, down the shaft. The passageway was lit by fluorescent fixtures at irregular intervals, spaced every ten or so feet above their heads, and all of Bryce’s team wore headlamps. Still, the passage seemed oppressive and dim; the feeble headlamp beams only extended a few feet ahead, swinging erratically back and forth.

      They descended about 90 feet until they came to a small hole in the ceiling of the passage. It was the entrance to the Ascending Passage, which led to the Grand Gallery and the Queen’s and King’s Chambers. Holding up a hand, Bryce peered upward into the Ascending Passage, checking for movement. They had no idea where Vilocek and his men were. Bryce doubted they’d gone up the Ascending Passage, but he needed to be sure. He switched off his light, motioning for the others to do the same. His eyes slowly adjusted to the increased darkness.

      As he gazed up the Ascending Passage, straining to see, Jeff whispered over Bryce’s shoulder. “Hold up here, Captain. I think I hear something down below.”

      They all tensed, silently waiting and listening. From somewhere far below, Bryce could hear voices, though they couldn’t discern what was being said.

      Bryce silently waved his hand forward and moved off down the passage, his rifle in a low ready position.

      The men all carried M4 Carbine assault rifles, fitted with SOPMOD (Special Operations Peculiar Modification) kits, which allowed them to modify their load-out on-the-fly, depending on the mission. In this case, since Bryce wasn’t sure of what sort of situation they’d be in, he’d outfitted the men with 4X zoom day scopes and mini night-vision sight attachments, suppressors, and sidearms. Wayne was the team sniper, so he’d been given a high-magnification scope, while his brother Jeff got a bottom-loading M203 9-inch grenade launcher. Bryce had given Cole Reed his own assault rifle and kept the modified assault rifle left by Vilocek’s men — the same rifle that had immobilized the Egyptian guards outside the pyramid.

      Huddled together in a line, they continued their descent. After a solid fifteen minutes, the passage leveled off and continued for another 30 feet. Bryce knew from Whittenfield’s briefing that they’d reached the bottom of the Descending Passage, and were now entering the Lower Room, about 345 feet down the Descending Passage.

      They halted at the opening as Bryce peered cautiously into the chamber. Immediately, he knew something was wrong.

      “What’s up, boss?” Jeff asked in a whisper.

      “There’s no one here,” Bryce replied, taking a few more steps into the Lower Room. “It’s empty.”

      “Maybe they went back up another way.“ Bartlinski offered.

      “No, Whittenfield said specifically that there’s only one known entrance or exit to the Lower Chamber, and this is it. Besides that, there are only two entrances to the entire pyramid, both off the passage we just came through. The original built by the Egyptians, and one created by excavations years later. If they came down here, we’d be looking at them.”

      “Unless,” Wayne said, thinking aloud, “there’s another exit from this chamber. An unknown exit…”

      Bryce looked at him, considering the possibility. Surely any passageways or tunnels large enough for a man to crawl through had long been discovered, excavated, and mapped — after all, this was one of the original Seven Wonders of the World, and the only one still in existence. The pyramids were more heavily visited, studied and excavated than almost any archaeological site in the world. How could all that attention over the years have missed a back door?

      As Bryce considered what to do next, Cole walked toward the right wall, wanting a closer look at some scratches or markings there. He reached forward to rub some of the dust off the stone, and abruptly jumped back.

      “Hey, check this out!“ he said, no longer whispering.

      His hand was inches from the wall, but he held it in place as he glanced back to the group. “I think there’s something written here — hieroglyphics or something.”

      The others gathered around. On the stone surface, bluish lines curled and zigzagged in seemingly random patterns, only visible as Cole’s hand drew near. They were symbols, individual pictograms, shapes that twirled around each other from left to right. Cole moved his hand sideways along the wall, revealing more pictograms as he went, the symbols vanishing again as his hand moved past. Bryce leaned in, shining his headlamp on the wall where Cole’s hand had passed. He ran his finger carefully over the spot. There was no etching, chiseling, or break in the stone whatsoever, and without Cole’s hand close to the surface, the blue script was completely invisible.

      “I don’t think they’re hieroglyphics,” Wayne said. “These are more curved; rounded. Plus, I’ve seen ancient Egyptian writing in museums, and this isn’t it at all. It’s some kind of script, for sure though. See, there’s sections of the text that repeat, using the same symbols but in different orders:”
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      “What is it, then?” Gary McGowan asked, speaking for the first time since they’d entered the pyramid.

      “No idea,” Bryce said, “but let’s get some pictures for Whittenfield so he can analyze them. I don’t know that they’ll be visible in this light, or even if there’s enough of a signal from down here under all this rock, but it’s worth a shot.” He aimed his shoulder-mounted camera at the wall, following Cole’s hand as he passed it over the wall, revealing more of the blue writing at each section.

      Suddenly they heard shouts coming from the passageway behind them. Bryce ran to the entrance, peering around the edge with his gun at the ready.

      “Egyptian military,” Bryce said. He felt trapped between two opposing forces, one of which surely wanted them dead, and another that certainly wasn’t excited to see them. He needed a plan, and quick, but the Egyptian team was closing fast, and his team was in a corner.

      “Bryce! Over here!” Cole frantically called from the corner of the room, next to the hole that was the Descending Passage’s exit. He’d reached the end of the line of ancient symbols, moving all along the wall left to right, and now he stood wide-eyed and impatient. “I may have found another way out!”

      Cole raised his hands up above his head, revealing a thin blue line on the wall. He moved his hands apart and down, and the line continued, outlining a man-sized stone set in the wall. Where the line highlighted the stone’s edge, a hair-thin gap was barely visible.

      Cole brought his hands in toward his chest, and immediately in front of him there appeared another symbol. They’d seen it repeated in the line of text along the wall; some sort of man-like creature emerging from the sea, arms outstretched:
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      Cole placed his open palm on the stone, covering the symbol. Almost immediately, a low grinding noise emanated from the cracks around the block, and it slowly receded into the wall, going about two and a half feet before stopping. In its place was a large rectangular hole in the floor — a hidden opening to some unknown shaft. The rush of air that escaped the pitch-black hole smelled of earthy antiquity — similar to the “breathing” effect in caverns and cave systems.

      Bryce made a snap decision.

      “Everybody in. I’ll take my chances with the dark scary hole. At the very least, we can assume there are no guns down there.”

      Cole led the way. If this was a secret passageway built by the same people who’d left the invisible script, Bryce knew Cole was the only one who could guide them through it. Most likely no one but the original builders had ever traversed this passage, and it was completely unknown to the many archeologists, geologists, and lucky tourists who’d been this far inside the Great Pyramid.

      The hole was about three feet deep, and Cole’s torso stuck out the top when he stepped inside. He crouched and knelt down, looking around to find an opening. At the back of the hole, he could sense an opening before him in the darkness. He shuffled forward on his hands and knees and realized that his head was no longer underneath the entrance block. He carefully stood, and with outstretched hands found the ceiling of the new passageway about five feet above the ground. They would need to stoop over a bit, but they’d be able to walk upright nonetheless.

      Bryce followed after Cole. His headlamp was still switched off, but as he stood up next to Cole, he realized he wouldn’t need it anyway.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?” Cole asked. Bryce looked around, blinking in awe.

      The entire space was filled with bluish light — the walls, floor and ceiling sparkling in a polished sheen. More pictograms in the same strange style covered the passageway. Bryce and Cole could only see a few paces ahead, but the tunnel appeared to curve downward — completely unlike the rest of the pyramid’s passageways, which were straight and angular. Cole took a few steps forward and the glow seemed to follow him — lighting the way a few steps in front and behind him.

      “Hot damn, this is pretty cool,” Jeff muttered as he stepped into the tunnel. As the rest of the group entered in single file behind him, the giant entrance block suddenly slid back into place. There was no visible mechanism, yet the two-ton piece of stone moved as easily as if it were on a well-oiled track.

      “You think it’s on a timer?” Wayne wondered aloud.

      Gary voiced the concern they were all feeling. “I hope there’s another way out… it looks like this was a one-way door.”

      As the slab settled back into place, its edges were as flush with the adjacent stones as if it had never moved. No visible gaps, no thin blue line, and no cryptic symbol marking the stone’s location. It was just another massive block in a very solid, impenetrable wall.
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      Madu sniffed the air. He wasn’t sure if there would be any noticeable difference between the two passages, but his sixth sense about things like this usually didn’t fail him. Raising one hand to halt his men, he looked up at the Ascending Passageway and then down again. He decided the men he was after had gone downward, and shouted a curse after them.

      The massacre they’d stumbled upon outside the pyramid was beyond mention. The poor souls had been remorselessly slaughtered. Some of them had been esteemed security officers, with ranks and awards that demanded respect. Jabari had worked with some of their fathers on occasion — he only hoped he would not have to deliver the news of their sons’ deaths.

      If not for his friend, Vilocek, the killers may have escaped unnoticed. But Vilocek had called him again, frantic, stumbling over his words.

      “The — the men — we’ve taken casualties — Madu, send in a force! We’ve been ambushed!”

      Madu told him to slow down, to repeat what he’d said.

      “Send reinforcements! The security force is taking heavy losses, and I’m not sure if we’ll be able to get out of here — we’re inside the Pyramid of Khufu, descending toward toward the Lower Chamber — hurry!”

      “Tanning — who ambushed you? What other force is there?”

      “I think we’ve been followed by one of my competitors. He’s been shadowing us ever since we left the States. I never thought he’d — “ his voice trailed off; for a moment Madu thought he’d lost the signal. Then Vilocek continued, his voice hushed. “I never thought he’d come in force. And now — Madu, I’m so sorry…”

      “No, my friend,” Madu reassured him. “You have done nothing wrong — retreat to a safe place inside the pyramid, and stay down. I can have a force there within the hour.” Madu was already planning the mission, his years of combat training and teaching wartime strategy instantly putting his mind in motion.

      “Madu — “ Vilocek went on, “I don’t know who this man has hired, but you’re going to need the best men you can find; and as many as you can find.”

      “I understand. Give me an hour, and I give you my word I will be there.” Jabari hung up the phone, and immediately dialed another number. Within fifteen minutes he’d assembled a force of forty special forces troops. A few more calls and he’d secured transport vehicles and weapons. As promised, Jabari was headed out toward the pyramids within the hour, determined to rescue his friend from the forces who’d desecrated the sacred site and violated his country’s territory.

      Now, descending into the pyramid, he could taste revenge in his mouth — the distinct combination of anger, pride, and humiliation that had driven him to overcome and decimate his enemies since he was a young man. He was a proud leader, and he knew that these forty men were perfectly suited for this situation. They were all professionals who would follow his commands without question or hesitation. Jabari felt a rush of adrenaline in anticipation of the coming fight.

      He had left half the men to stand guard outside, establishing a perimeter around the base of the giant structure. Even though there was only one entrance, he didn’t want to take any chances. He’d split his remaining men again — ten with him, and ten spread out throughout the passages inside. If anyone so much as heard a squeak — from inside the pyramid or otherwise — he was to be alerted immediately. He’d also given a kill-on-sight order for any unauthorized personnel inside besides Vilocek and his team. Madu was certain that anyone — friend or foe — who dared enter or exit the pyramid would have to answer to him and his men.

      Jabari continued down the Descending Passage. Behind him, his men moved like robotic clones, mutely following their leader downward. They made no pretense of stealth, their weapons and gear clanging and rattling around, and their boots and helmets scraping and banging the rock as they went.

      Madu stepped into the small antechamber leading into the Lower Room. Seeing no trace of any people, he started to second-guess his decision to come this way. If there was anyone down here, he thought, we would see or hear them by now. Maybe his instincts had failed him, and the enemy was already returning down the Ascending Passage behind him.

      As his men came in behind him, Madu quickly scanned the entire room.

      Nothing.

      He walked in a circle around the room, checking every wall. Then, he turned and looked toward the “well” in the center, the shallow shaft filled with thousands of years of debris and dust. He had seen it countless times, on trips here as a child, and a few times as an adult. Nothing out of the ordinary. The rounded shaft carved vertically into the rock, the smooth walls without hand or footholds. About eight feet down, the dim light couldn’t penetrate any further, and the well became a seemingly bottomless pit. Madu knew better though — the well was barely deeper than the eight feet he could see. He did not need to shine a light into the shaft to know that it was empty.

      Madu had two immediate objectives: extract Vilocek and his men safely, and second, overwhelm the intruders, drag them outside the pyramid, and kill them as they had killed the guards — slowly and painfully.

      He looked forward to it. As a politician, he knew exactly how to play the media, and he also knew how to use the guards’ deaths to fan certain political flames that interested him. Even now, his men outside would already be taking pictures and preparing stories that he would later feed to the press. He grinned slightly as he thought of how well his “rescue” here would further his career.

      His sergeant suddenly interrupted his thoughts with a shout.

      “Commander! The men have found something in the pit!”

      How could that be?

      Madu moved over to the well and looked in.

      He expected it to be, as it always had been, filled to the top with random rocks and debris.

      But not this time.

      The well was empty.

      Instead of the usual solid floor of debris eight or nine feet down, the perfectly formed circular rock sides continued straight down for at least a hundred feet. Even combined, the beams from his team’s lights weren’t powerful enough to light the well to the unknown depths at its real bottom — now somewhere far below where they stood.

      “Impossible…“ Madu couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but there was no denying that the well, which had for millennia been completely filled in — was now empty. One of the men snapped a glow stick and threw it in; its green luminescence easily visible against the stark black shaft. The stick fell a long time before it simply disappeared from their view without a sound.

      Madu was stunned. He didn’t know of any projects underway at the Great Pyramid, and certainly nothing so ambitious as clearing the well of debris. Whoever had emptied the well had done it in record time. There was no place to put the rubble, much less any time to move it without anyone noticing.

      He had no idea how he was going to search for the intruders now. He could scour the remainder of the pyramid, but by now the rest of his team had likely checked all of the known chambers and passages, including the small ventilation shafts leading outward from the pyramid’s center. Since he had not yet heard otherwise, he assumed they had found nothing out of the ordinary.

      They had to search the well if Madu was going to declare the mission complete. But without proper climbing equipment — or even just a good rope long enough to get even one of them down the shaft — there was no way to know for sure if anyone had escaped that way.

      “Hafsa, Gahiji, remain here,” Madu ordered. “Guard the shaft; the rest of you––come with me.”

      There must be another way down. Desperate, he strode toward the passage on the South wall. He knew that at the end of this hallway would be a —

      It couldn’t be. Five feet from the end of the South hallway, he noticed something different. There was a square hole in the wall about 3 feet tall and 3 feet wide. It was easily large enough to fit a man, though they would have to crawl. Still, it was much larger than the numerous ventilation shafts throughout the rest of the pyramid. This was something different. Until today, this hole simply hadn’t been here.

      But because this shaft was horizontal, they didn’t need extra gear to explore it. Jabari sent two of his men into the shaft, then he and the remaining six men followed. The small passage almost immediately turned at a right angle straight down. Unlike the well-shaped circular shaft of the well, this section had hand and foot holds carved out of the rock, allowing the team to get down with little trouble.

      They descended with a purpose, quickening their pace. Madu felt much more comfortable descending this new passage, as it was meant for human use. The rungs were spaced about every foot and a half, and were carved about four inches into the stone, providing a solid hold at each step.

      Madu estimated that they had climbed straight down for about 30 feet when heard the first man in the line reach the floor. Madu could see that the man was standing on a large, flat rock; but he also saw that the shaft continued through another hole in the wall at a shallow angle. It seemed that it was doubling back in the direction of the Lower Room. From here, they would have to crawl again on their hands and knees. The first man in line hesitated for a moment, caught his breath, and disappeared into the new tunnel. Madu’s mind was racing, trying to analyze potential threats as he came to grips with the immensity of their discovery.

      A new passageway in the Great Pyramid of Giza; one that had lay undisturbed and unknown for centuries. How had it simply “appeared” in the Lower Room? And the well shaft — how had it miraculously been excavated, within what seemed like the span of only a few hours?
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      They had been running for almost an hour. The sheer size of the tunnel system they were in was daunting. Vilocek himself was getting tired, something he was not used to.

      He had been trained by the most elite martial artists around the world — not for fighting, but for forming his body into the best shape possible. He had studied with Tibetan monks to gain control of his mind and consciousness, which had helped him develop an extremely keen sense of awareness, attitude, and edge.

      A certified genius, he had excelled as a child, spending most of his grade school years traveling the world with his father. Dr. Enko Vilocek had stressed to his son the value of not being tied to one place, and consequently young Tanning had few friends or girlfriends growing up, choosing instead to spend his time studying chemistry and physics with his father. He was fluent in English, Spanish, Russian, German, French, and Japanese, but understood most spoken languages without trouble. Vilocek was an exceptional example of what the human mind was capable of, and his most coveted goal in life and business was to find a missing link between the mind and the body.

      For Tanning, most of the people he had met who’d had impressive IQs — his father included — were seriously lacking in the “brawn” department. Not just a cliché, Tanning had found that for some reason, most of his subjects who displayed high test results had a harder time becoming more physically fit than their lower-IQ counterparts.

      This dilemma troubled him. He had spent countless years of his life developing the habits, tactics, and regimens that would keep his body operating most efficiently, but he had never had trouble doing geometric proofs or understanding complex chemical conversions. Why were the intelligent people more prone to weakness — and why did the bodybuilders of the world typically get the proverbial short end of the stick?

      Vilocek thought that the crystal had the answer. The rock his father had shown him so many years ago pulled at Tanning; it seemed to beg him to understand its powers. Father and son had experimented with the rock — first on small mammals and then humans — and most of the test results had been nothing short of miraculous. From aiding in the adoption of new languages to somehow providing extra motivation to weightlifters during workouts, the crystal seemed to invoke magical properties that no one understood.

      Upon his father’s death, Tanning Vilocek dedicated his life to understanding the crystal; he built one of the most impressive research firms in America and hired the most intelligent — and discreet — minds the world had to offer. It wasn’t long before the results poured out — first strides in mental and physical aptitude, then results that proved to be a bit more… abnormal.

      His firm had already begun weaponizing the crystal — using it to cause paralysis and other effects, and because of those results, his firm had a promising future as the world’s foremost provider of advanced weapons technology.

      But for Vilocek, it wasn’t enough. The same problem that had nagged at him since childhood antagonized him now. He knew the answer lay in the crystal. He knew there was a way to jolt the brain’s receptors into action — creating neural connections that would enhance the human body’s ability to grow, heal, and understand the world around it.

      He just needed more of the crystal.

      He was close now; he could feel it. The rock in his pocket — a mere synthetic copy of the original — hadn’t stopped glowing since they’d entered the tunnel. Every fifty feet or so, he would hold the stone up to the walls around him, and the hieroglyphic-like symbols would appear before his eyes, each one reminiscent of invisible ink, only seen near the presence of the stone. He had no idea what they meant, but the fact that they were only visible when the crystal was near was enough for Tanning. No one but the original builders had ever seen this passage, and no one since then had ever spoken of blue lights in the Pyramid of Giza. Vilocek knew he had found the answer to his problem.
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      Karn knew Vilocek was lost in his own thoughts. He’d worked for the man for fourteen years, the past seven of which he’d spent as Vilocorp’s head of security and Tanning’s right-hand man. He was tasked with protecting the man, so he traveled wherever and whenever his boss did. As a result, he had come to know Tanning pretty well, and understood his nuances and quirks better than anyone.

      Even now, when Karn himself was beginning to get excited, he knew Vilocek was only getting angrier. Although they were just steps away from discovering secrets the Pyramid of Giza had concealed for countless centuries, the novelty was lost on Vilocek.

      Karn knew Vilocek’s initial reactions to the discovery of the passageway were like anyone else’s — joy, excitement, amazement. But those feelings would have been replaced almost immediately by resentment, anger, and impatience. Karn had worked with the man long enough to know that he would resent the fact that the answers he sought, though closer than ever, were still just out of reach. Vilocek would be angry and impatient at the need to spend more of his precious time to end the search once and for all. Karn didn’t get it — he liked his boss, but his impatience and lack of appreciation for the simple things in life still were beyond belief.

      And since Vilocek was more interested in finishing this race than paying attention to where they were going, Karn had to maintain situational awareness for him, to prevent them all from running headlong off a cliff.

      Karn had a small field notebook, where he had been scribbling hasty notes and sketches of their progress. So far, they had been running through a curved passageway. He knew they were constantly curving to the left and getting deeper with each footfall, but without a GPS device or a depth-tracking device, he had no precise idea how far or how deep they had gone.

      His best guess was that they were spiraling downwards — every few hundred feet the curve of the passage tightened — toward some sort of exit. Eventually they reached a section of the tunnel where the wall bowed inward slightly — Karn assumed that the tunnel at that point had intersected the outer wall of the well shaft they’d seen in the Lower Room. They squeezed past the choke point before picking up their pace again.
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      Karn and Beka were in pretty solid shape; they each ran five to ten miles most mornings, but they couldn’t measure up to Vilocek. The man was an anomaly — a purely pristine specimen of the human form, and both men were amazed at how their boss pushed forward, even though he was clearly getting tired.

      Corinne and professor Andrews were having a hard time. Andrews was a pitiful mess; a man who’d clearly spent most of his adult life avoiding any physical exertion. His niece was a little better off — she was much younger — and healthier. Karn didn’t miss any opportunity to steal a look at the pretty redhead, in spite of the pace Vilocek was pushing.

      Corinne’s hair, pulled back in a bouncing ponytail, was a deep crimson that contradicted her light complexion. She had the body of a gymnast; broad shoulders for a woman, and the rest of her body was thin and tight, curved yet not too full. Karn had more of a taste for women with a bit more meat on their bones and women who had more “experience” in their lives; but Corinne’s youthful nervousness, combined with her defiant and indignant attitude toward Vilocek and his team got Karn’s attention.

      Maybe after their mission was completed, Karn would have a chance at the young lady. He smiled at the idea.

      Finally, the curved passageway ended at a solid wall. Vilocek held the stone up to the wall and another marking appeared in the center. It was the same symbol they’d found on the stone at the entrance to this tunnel. Vilocek placed his hand in front of the symbol, the bluish symbol lit up, and the block slid out of the way, leaving another hole exactly like the one they’d entered before.

      Karn followed Vilocek through the hole and into the space beyond, and both men stood and stared in amazement.
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      The hole was no more than 30 feet square and seemed to have been cut from basalt, a stone not common to the area.

      To Vladimir Beka it seemed like a cave — a cave that had been formed into a perfect square. There were no lines showing the edges of individual blocks — the walls were perfectly smooth. The only breaks in the solid interior were two holes, each about four feet in diameter; the first in the ceiling and the second exactly below it in the floor, directly in the middle of the room. Beka peered down the hole in the floor. He knew they had no gear for climbing, so they would not be able to discover where the shaft led.

      Beka scanned the rest of the room for clues. What he was looking for he didn’t know — they were breaking new ground and had nothing to go on.

      The room was bare, completely devoid of visible markings. Vilocek took out the piece of crystal and held it down the well. Immediately the shaft’s sides lit up with the same blue glow as the tunnel, with lines and markings dancing throughout the well’s interior. Likewise, any section of the room’s walls he held the stone in front of displayed the same symbols, arranged in different rows and columns. The strange hieroglyphics were indecipherable, yet they had a certain order to them — they seemed to be thoughtfully and delicately placed. The script had the look of long, careful planning and patient implementation over a very long period of time.

      Vilocek was becoming visibly agitated, his impatience with the search rapidly wearing him thin. “Look around for anything out of the ordinary — there’s got to be something here related to the crystal.”

      As he spoke, he placed the crystal back in his coat pocket. Expecting the symbols on the wall to fade, he fumbled with his flashlight.

      Before he could flick it on, the rest of the room got a bit brighter, bathed in the blue light. “Everybody, turn your lights off,” he ordered. To their amazement, the visibility in the room actually improved. Whatever had activated the blue writing in the chamber had a much more lasting effect than Vilocek’s small crystal.

      “How is this happening? Did someone touch something?” Beka asked from a corner. Heads around the room shook in denial. They gazed around the room, circling around each other, trying to make sense of the odd symbols and figures.

      Now every section of the room was lit up. It was as if they’d stepped into a giant planetarium, and cast on every wall, floor, and ceiling were the strange blue symbols. They were getting brighter and brighter, slowly increasing in intensity until the light was not just a dim glow casting deep shadows but a luminescence that filled the entire room. As the light grew there was a sudden jarring noise, accompanied by a grinding and rumbling shake. As if there had been a distant earthquake, the room shook slightly but steadily. Eyes wide, they all searched for the cause of the shaking.

      Karn was the first to spot it.

      “Over there!” he shouted, pointing to the corner across the room. A section of wall the same size as the entrance corridor was sliding away, sinking into the wall around it. It gaped wide, looking exactly like the way they’d entered.

      “It must be the way out,” Vilocek said. “Somehow we activated the chamber — that’s why the symbols lit up, and why this door opened.

      “I’ll bet the builders wanted to make sure they’d have another exit, in case of an emergency,” he continued. He walked toward the new opening, but stopped short of the threshold. “What — “ he blurted out to no one in particular, and at the same moment a head poked out from the opening.

      Beka watched as Vilocek unholstered his pistol and bent down, putting himself face-to-face with the young man who had just emerged.

      “Ah, Mr. Reed; how good to see you again! I thought we’d lost you back in D.C., but I see now that you just couldn’t leave well enough alone. Why don’t you and your crew step out of there and give us a hand?”
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      Bryce stepped out of the tunnel, arms up, with his gun in his right hand. He could see Cole in the opposite corner of the room, weaponless and held at gunpoint by one of Vilocek’s goons. Both Thompson brothers recognized the men with Vilocek immediately from the break-in at Whittenfield Research, and Bryce had to grab Jeff’s wrist as he stepped into the room to prevent the younger man from doing something that might put them all in a more dire situation.

      “Well, well. Seems Whittenfield wasn’t up for the trip himself — old age gets to him, I guess,” Vilocek said, snickering as the group came into the chamber.

      “You know, it seems like only yesterday his father and mine would stay up late at night, discussing the possibilities of their latest research. It is a shame they could not be here today, to see the culmination of what they’d sought for so many years.”

      “You’re a thief and a liar,” Bryce interjected. “You stole the crystal from Whittenfield Research to further your personal cause.”

      “Ha — is that what he told you? James is quite the storyteller! Yes, I was given the crystal by my father, who indeed had taken it from Whittenfield Sr. But you must understand, Captain Reynolds,” he continued, “Mr. Whittenfield’s father needed my father — and now me — to continue his research.”

      “What do you mean?” Cole asked.

      “My father and the senior Whittenfield found that by combining the crystal’s components with different elements, strange effects can be achieved. We’ve been able to duplicate many of these effects in our own laboratories, and some of the results have been truly miraculous.

      “However, they also found that the duplications they tried to make had minor flaws — none were materially ‘perfect’ in their makeup. Any experiments they produced in the lab with the original, unaltered crystal, were effective — however weak. But any experiments using the ‘synthetic’ crystal substances were more powerful, but the effects didn’t stay.”

      Bryce pondered this for a second. “So the tests they ran with the real crystal weren’t strong, but they were effective — and the ones run with the fake material were much more powerful, but not lasting? Like after a certain amount of time, the effects wore off?”

      “Yes. After 48 hours, the effects of the tests had completely disappeared. However, it was the after-effects that concerned our fathers: About 72 hours after the testing, the subjects seemed to enter a state of confusion — they lost their peripheral vision, experienced short-term memory deficiencies, and general degradations of their minds.

      “They discovered that the tests caused symptoms similar to Alzheimer's and in rare occurrences, even mild autism. But it didn’t stop there — after a certain amount of time, sometimes months, sometimes years — all of the patients succumbed to the ailments eventually.”

      “Meaning?” asked Wayne.

      “Meaning that all of the tests were a complete failure. Every one of the test subjects was deceased within five years.”

      The weight of the statement hit everyone. Whatever they were all after down here — if it was even here — was dangerously powerful. In the back of Bryce’s mind, he began to hope they wouldn’t find anything here.

      “Needless to say, the possibilities of this crystal are endless — I’m confident we can unlock serious potential in the advancement of non-steroid human enhancements. And, of course, the associated health benefits,” Vilocek finished.

      “But what about Whittenfield’s father? Why did he need your father to continue the research?” Wayne asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious? Like I said — the test subjects injected with the crystal substances all experienced heightened senses, followed by a drastic — and fatal — crash. My father needed to find either an antidote to the crystal synthetic or the pure form of the crystal itself — in order to save the lives of the subjects involved with the study. Whittenfield’s father included.”

      Bryce cocked his head slightly. “Wait — you mean — “

      “Yes, Captain Reynolds. Whittenfield, Sr. was one of the first subjects who received testing with the crystal material. Like the others, he had a brief period of extremely impressive intellect, and — also like the others — he was gone within five years.

      “Before he died, James Whittenfield, Sr. asked my father to continue the research they had started together — and that, Bryce, is why we are here today. I am trying to continue his research and find the answers to life’s most intriguing questions — you, on the other hand, are here to prevent us from doing that. Also, I’m guessing, you have been tasked with tracking down whatever it is we’re looking for, to reach it before we do, and bring it back to your altruistic benefactor.”

      He looked down at Bryce. Vilocek was growing more impatient and upset by the second, and Bryce wasn’t sure if he wanted to be in his line of fire when the man’s wrath became too much to hold in. Staying calm and collected, he looked to the others in the room and then back at Vilocek. “Look, man — we’re not here to hurt anyone. We just want the same thing you want, and it seems to me that it’s not here. I don’t know where it is, just like you don’t, but if we put our heads together we can figure this out. I’m more interested in getting my men out of here alive than in meddling between you and my boss’ petty differences.”

      “Well said, Captain. However, I’m failing to see how exactly you are going to be of any help to me,” Vilocek responded.

      “What if I told you I know where the crystal is?”

      Bryce walked toward the center of the room, watched closely by Vilocek’s men. “I noticed that when entering this chamber from the passageway, a square stone was blocking the way. On this stone was a symbol that we also saw on the door that led into the passageway.” Looking to Vilocek, he saw the man nod in agreement. Over against the far wall he could see Professor Jensen Andrews perk up just a little, his interest in the conversation now heightened.

      “Two doors, each with a symbol on the center of it. What of it?”

      “Well, at first I thought it was just a simple marking — a method for letting outsiders know the way.”

      “Like ‘entrance’ or ‘passageway’ or something,” Vilocek said.

      “Right — except, both our passageways had these markings, and they both led here. You would think that one would be an entrance, and one would be an exit, no?”

      “Go on.”

      “So, it must be something more — it must be a way of pointing to the crystal’s hiding place. So in here, if we can only find the same symbol…“ Bryce’s voice trailed off as he looked down into the well shaft.

      Vilocek hustled over and they looked down the well. About thirty feet down, at what they assumed was the floor of the shaft, was a large symbol, again outlined in glowing blue.

      “Ha! That must be it!” Vilocek’s excitement was impossible to hide. “Well, what are we waiting for? Find out what that symbol is leading us to!” he shouted to his men.

      The men exchanged uneasy looks, and Vilocek remembered that they were not equipped to climb down the well shaft. He was about to fly into a rage when Beka spoke up. “Hey boss — maybe this will help?”

      Vilocek looked over at Beka, who was holding in his hands a silver arrow-shaped object. He unfolded it, the single point dividing into three separate arms. It was a Botach Technical MR Grappling Hook, rated for up to 3,000 pounds on just two of the blades. Beka had produced the hook and 200 feet of rope from Sean Bartlinski’s pack. Bartlinski did not seem happy about it.

      Vilocek’s smile came back. “Great — you and Karn stay here and watch the rest of them; I’m going down right after our friend.”

      Bryce knew Vilocek was referring to him, and his mind began to race. He couldn’t go down the shaft and ensure his team — and the two civilians — would be safe up here. At the same time, he didn’t want Vilocek getting his hands on the crystal.

      He drew a deep breath.

      He would be putting everyone — including himself — in more danger now, but there was no other option. They had been relieved of their weapons and had no way of getting free. He looked toward the shaft —

      — And had a revelation. They had been relieved of all their weapons, but like Sean’s grappling hook, they still had most of their gear.

      He needed to get to higher ground, someplace where he could get a signal out.

      Slowly formulating a plan in his mind, Bryce stepped forward and walked completely around the shaft, looking closely at every side. Finally satisfied, Bryce took the grapnel from Beka, secured it to the lip of the well, and cautiously swung his body into the shaft.

      With a quick glance up at Vilocek, Bryce pushed back with his feet and plunged downward into the well.
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      9:42 pm - Giza, Egypt

      There’s nothing here.

      Bryce and Vilocek stood on the center of the symbol, its flailing arms outstretched almost to the edges of the well. Here at its bottom, the well ended in a circular room about fourteen feet across. The floor was carved out of the same stone as the walls, perfectly smooth and level.

      The symbol was the same they’d seen before, but about 100 times larger. It spanned the entire floor. Besides the giant blue symbol, however, there were no other markings or symbols, and the room was completely empty.

      This irritated Vilocek beyond belief. “Where is the crystal? What is this supposed to be — some sort of tomb?” he cried out, his anger flooding the room.

      Bryce stayed calm. “Tanning — listen to me. I’ve been thinking about this since we came down here, and I think we can help each other.” Vilocek looked at him, suspicion clouding his features.

      “I know it was you and your boys who murdered those guards outside, and I know it was you who called in the Egyptians. However, I’m sure you didn’t admit to your contact that you murdered his men, which means that whoever’s after us now is probably going to be just as pissed at you when he finds out he was duped.”

      “What’s your point?” Vilocek snapped.

      “The way I see it — “ Bryce continued, “you can run out of here and leave us all behind, knowing that we’ll be killed — or worse — by those guys. Or, you can admit that you need our help. Whittenfield’s resources, like his father’s journals, aren’t here — and you won’t get to them without us.

      “My offer is that you help us get out of here — alive — and we’ll help you find your rock. Whittenfield wants the same thing you do, so it seems like you’d both be better off working together — at least until you find what you’re looking for, and we get these Egyptians off our back.”

      Vilocek stared at him, deep in thought. He had already played out every possible scenario in his mind — if he left Bryce’s group here, they would certainly tell Madu’s men what had really happened. Whether or not they ended up killing Bryce and his team, Vilocek knew Madu would suspect who the real killers were, and would want vengeance.

      And he couldn’t just walk out of the pyramid hand-in-hand with Bryce, either. Then Madu would know they were working together and would never let any of them leave Egypt alive. At the same time, he’d run out of options down here — the crystal had obviously been moved, and Vilocek was out of leads.

      He hated to admit it, but Bryce was right. They needed each others’ help.
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      10:55 pm - Giza, Egypt

      The run back up the tunnel had proven more exhausting than Cole had expected. Bryce’s team had been given their weapons back, save for Cole — he’d had to give up the weird paralyzing rifle he’d been carrying — Vilocek had wanted it back. Instead, Bryce gave Cole his own sidearm and some ammunition. Cole was in good shape, and easily the most experienced distance runner here, but the lack of air and constant curving incline seemed to take its toll on him. He saw the blue symbols on the walls around him as he ran, each section seeming to pulsate even brighter as he passed. He wondered if whatever had been injected into his bloodstream would have lasting side effects. Vilocek’s men hadn’t mentioned it — but if the crystal caused long-term damage, they would certainly know about it.

      Cole ran toward the Lower Room, following his new teammates. They’d all decided to leave the hidden room through the hole Cole had popped out of, since it led to the antechamber of the Lower Room — closer to the Descending Passage, and closer to freedom.

      Vilocek had agreed to protect Bryce’s team until they were out of Egypt, in exchange for Whittenfield’s resources back at the lab and his team’s continued help tracking down the location of the crystal.

      As soon as one team or another reached the crystal, however, all bets would be off.

      Cole hoped he would be long out of the way by then. His main reason for being here, at least initially, was Corinne Banks. They had barely spoken, but something about her seemed compelling. The little he knew about her had given him enough of a reason to want to stay along and help.

      Corinne, on the other hand, hadn’t looked his way since they’d been inside Vilocorp headquarters in New Mexico. He hoped her apathy toward him was simply a result of her protective focus on her uncle, but still, it was nerve-wracking to not even get a look in his general direction throughout this whole ordeal.

      He was behind her now as they ran up the tunnel shaft. Not a bad view at all, he found himself thinking. Her hair bounced from left to right, lit by the bluish light of the symbols as she ran. He noticed her legs as well — long, lean, and hinted with a summer tan. He slowly took in the view, down to her feet, where the strangely shaped anklet rested around her ankle. She was in fine shape, and he wondered if she was into working out or running at all. It was a shame that she didn’t seem to care that he was there.

      [image: ]

      Vilocek slowed to a stop. They had reached the top of the tunnel, and Karn and Vilocek both poked their heads out of the hole to look for Madu’s group. Seeing nothing, Vilocek pulled himself up with his hands and stepped out of the tunnel shaft, followed by Karn. The remainder of the group did the same, one at a time, until they were all gathered inside the antechamber of the Lower Room.

      “Everybody keep your heads down,” Vilocek said in a low voice, “and keep moving no matter what. Madu Jabari must have missed this tunnel shaft when he came through before, and I’m assuming he’s down below now — but he’ll be back when he finds that room empty.”

      One after another, they crawled on hands and knees upwards. Karn again led the way, followed by Beka, Bryce and the rest of his team, and finally Corinne and Professor Andrews. Vilocek had felt safe leaving them at the back of the line since they knew that Madu’s men were the only thing they’d find below. Besides, he needed as much firepower at the front of the line as possible in case they ran into any of Madu’s team waiting above.

      Vilocek expected this possibility — he could almost guarantee it. Madu Jabari was habitual in nature and therefore predictable. The man had few tricks up his sleeve, and Vilocek was sure Madu would approach this problem without much creativity.

      Madu––never one to shy away from a fight––would have been leading the charge down into the pyramid. Also, Vilocek assumed, Jabari would have taken half of his men with him and left the remainder up on the surface or spread out elsewhere throughout the pyramid. Vilocek couldn’t help but chuckle. Madu was a decorated military officer, now serving more as a political puppet than an actual soldier. Vilocek knew Madu hadn’t succeeded in his military career through a distinguished level of intelligence, but rather a will and ability to charge forward without regard for the risk of failure.

      A sound up ahead alerted Vilocek and Karn to slow. Both men listened intently for a few seconds. It sounded like a whispered argument, too faint to make out the words. Vilocek nodded once to Karn, and the big man moved forward quickly.

      Vilocek watched as Karn ran toward the split in the passages, pulling his knife from its sheath at the same time. One of Madu’s men dropped down into the Descending Passage at about the same time Karn got there.

      The Egyptian soldier yelled out just as the 8 inch blade sunk into his neck. Karn smoothly rolled forward, carrying the stunned man with him past the split in the passage. A second soldier gaped at the scene before realizing what had happened and springing into motion.

      Karn was much faster.

      Giving the knife a quick twist and a pull, he grabbed the blade with his left hand and swung it behind him. The knife caught the second soldier just above the groin. The man stopped dead in his tracks and he dropped his gun. He looked up at Karn, just as the bigger man crushed his face with a right hook. Crumpling, the soldier fell unconscious as Karn stepped back over him and spoke to Vilocek.

      “All clear,” Karn said as he casually wiped his brow. The entire attack had taken less than 5 seconds, and Karn wasn’t even breathing hard. Bryce, Wayne, and Jeff all stared wide-eyed while Beka smirked.

      “Well done,” Vilocek said. “Let’s hope there aren’t too many more of them––we don’t want you getting tired, and I’m not sure Bryce and his friends will be much help.”

      They continued the short climb in silence, and after about 10 minutes reached the exit. Beka and Karn stepped outside and stood on either side of the exit, on the lookout for more of Madu’s men. Vilocek held back just inside the entrance of the pyramid. Bryce, the Thompson brothers, and Bartlinski followed Karn and Beka outside.

      [image: ]

      As Gary McGowan lifted his head from the Descending Passage, one of Madu’s men finally noticed the movement at the pyramid’s entrance. He fired a single shot that found Gary’s left cheek.

      The force of the impact took half of Gary’s skull away. His body slumped forward in the entrance as blood splashed over Vilocek’s face.

      The Egyptian, possibly stunned by the sudden appearance of enemies and the accuracy of his own hurried shot, hesitated for a heartbeat before realizing he was still in mortal danger. As he hurried to adjust his aim, a torrent of gunfire ripped into him. Two other men standing near were also hit.

      Almost immediately the remainder of Madu’s rear guard converged on the entrance. Bryce, Jeff, and Beka fired at the men coming around the north side of the pyramid while Karn, Sean, and Wayne engaged the men coming from the south.

      The battle was over within seconds. Madu’s men were spread out and hadn’t gotten to the fight at the same time. They were easily cut down as they arrived. Vilocek’s and Bryce’s teams had the higher ground and the numbers to stop the advancing pairs dead in their tracks — literally.

      As soon as the shooting stopped, Vilocek bounded from the entrance. Covered in McGowan’s blood but seemingly unfazed, he ordered them to move out. “Get their vehicles. I’m sure Madu could hear the gunfire from down below. We need to get out of here before they lock down the entire country.”

      They all set off toward Madu’s unmarked SUVs. Bryce’s team split up and headed toward the first two vehicles in the line, and Vilocek and his men headed toward the third. Beka, however, turned left toward the end of the line. Realizing what he was going for, Vilocek changed course and joined him.

      The SUVs in the line accelerated away from the scene, followed by the black Humvee with Beka at the wheel. Blocky and huge, its clumsy lines belied the speed at which it was moving to catch up. Karn sat shotgun, and Vilocek, Corinne, and Jensen sat in the back.

      They followed the lead vehicle to their chosen rendezvous point about 30 miles from the pyramid complex. While they drove, Bryce pressed a button on his shoulder-mounted camera, uploading the images he’d captured inside the hidden chamber beneath the Lower Room. He hoped that somewhere not too far away, Whittenfield would download the files and start piecing together the idea Bryce had started forming.
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      11:37 pm - Egyptian Supreme Council Office

      The group sat around a large oak table in the center of the room. Major General Horus Alexander, Commander of the Egyptian Border Guard, was seated between Major General Mohamed Hafez and Ms. Nena Dendera, advisor to the Commander of the Second Field Army. The three were there under the guise of “preparation for the upcoming meeting of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces,” an explanation that was readily ignored by the press. On the surface, it seemed about as interesting as a U.S. Congress committee meeting; sometimes mentioned, most often ignored as “business as usual.” This place was completely unknown to the outside world, and the topic of the meeting was a closely held secret.

      But today was definitely not business as usual. Twenty-two men had been killed in active duty, and sixteen others had been brutally massacred at a national — and global — heritage site. The perpetrators had fled the scene only moments before the remainder of the Egyptian squad had emerged from inside the pyramid. To top it off, they had no idea where the enemy had gone — the GPS units inside the stolen military vehicles had apparently been destroyed.

      On the table in front of Horus Alexander was an open laptop. It displayed the fullscreen pixelated video image of Madu Jabari’s face. Reddened and breathing heavily, the man was seething. The committee members around General Alexander sat in hushed silence, awaiting the man’s next words.

      They all knew Madu’s temper — slow to build, and quite mild by most standards. But when he reached the point where he was today, having been humiliated and embarrassed — as well as losing some of his own men and barely escaping death himself — it was best to let the man talk himself down from the proverbial ledge.

      “I — I have no idea how this could have happened — “ he stammered, more upset than dumbfounded. “These men were exceptionally trained; they seemed to anticipate my every move.”

      Ms. Dendera was the first in the room to speak. “Jabari, it was an accident. As long as we clean up the mess — and I’ll have one of our typists prepare a statement for the press — we should be able to fend off any prying eyes.”

      “Right,” General Hafez chimed in. “We can blame it on a local terrorist cell — interested in some over-hyped conspiracy theory. After a few weeks, it will be all but forgotten — ”

      “But this must not go unpunished!” Madu interrupted, still in a state of rage.

      “No Madu,” General Alexander replied, “you are correct — we will retaliate. But this time we will proceed with caution. We do not know where or when, but we will respond to this outrage accordingly.”

      On the screen, Jabari’s crimson-colored face bobbed up and down in agreement. He opened his mouth to speak again, but Alexander held up his hand to interrupt. “But Madu — we have been discussing one thing here that does not add up.

      “This American — Tanning Vilocek, you say — was a friend of yours, no?”

      “Yes, he is — was,” Madu responded, catching himself. “He and I worked together on some projects about ten years ago, but other than the occasional email or call, we hadn’t spoken, and I hadn’t seen him in person since then.

      “However, his colleagues in the pharmaceutical industries — what few he has — say that he is a habitually reclusive man who keeps to himself and has a profound carelessness for personal relationship.”

      This last revelation seemed to placate the General just a bit; the truth about what had happened today seemed painfully obvious now.

      The silence was palpable until General Hafez spoke again. “Madu, this is an unfortunate event. It seems that your ‘friend’ was playing you — he tricked you into believing there was a second party at the pyramid today. Whether or not that was true is irrelevant now — if there was another group, it joined the first and they retreated together, and you yourself saw Vilocek climbing into one of the vehicles.”

      “Yes, and if they hadn’t disabled the other vehicles, we could have followed them,” Madu added hopelessly.

      “Wherever they’re heading, it is too late to follow them now,” said Dendera, “and I believe the most prudent course of action might be to put a call in to the United Nations and close our borders for the time being.”

      “That is unacceptable!” Madu’s voice rose. “If we act now, we can find Vilocek and his men and make them pay for what they have done! We must assemble a team now, and track them down!”

      General Mohamad Hafez pounded his fist on the table. “Jabari, you speak foolishness. At what expense do you expect to find and punish this man? Why is it worth more men, resources, and trouble?”

      Jabari looked down for a few seconds, then returned his gaze to the camera on his monitor. He took a deep breath and began speaking slowly and meticulously. “You and I both know why I have called this meeting. If this were simply a matter of revenge, I could have simply hired a kill squad to track them down and take the necessary action. If it were a matter of personal interest to me that we seek political action against these men, you know I would have sought out the counsel of the entire Supreme Council of the Armed Forces.

      “No, there is something else that has been troubling me since I left the pyramid. All of us are of Egyptian descent as far back as we can recall. As such, I know that you are all as interested as I in our ancestry. I have called you here today on a matter of national interest; perhaps even of national security.”

      “Madu, what are you speaking of?” Alexander asked.

      “Vilocek’s men descended into the pyramid and converged upon the Lower Room. We followed them down, reaching the chamber after they left. As you know, half of my men were stationed outside the pyramid, forming a perimeter. A quarter of my men were spread throughout the Ascending Passage. None of my teams called in any enemy movement whatsoever, much less their escape from the pyramid.

      “As I have reported, the attack on my men first came from below, at the convergence of the Ascending and Descending Passages. I found the bodies of two of my men as we ascended up the shaft, and the others––all dead––outside the pyramid. This means that Vilocek and his team were not only inside the pyramid, but somewhere below the Lower Room. As I mentioned, we found a new shaft in the Lower Room; one that had never been discovered before. We traveled down it, assuming Vilocek had taken the same route, and found the hidden chamber beneath the pyramid. That is where we came upon another shaft, leading out of this hidden chamber.”

      “Yes, Madu,” Hafez answered. “We know this already. And you know that we are sending a team of geologists and archaeologists to Giza now to study these miraculous finds.”

      “Yes, General,” Madu said, “and I am grateful for that. But I have failed to mention that these new shafts are unlike any other found in the pyramid––or in any other pyramid at Giza, for that matter. These shafts are curved, descending below the rock foundation in perfectly formed spirals. The passage walls are covered with strange markings written in some sort of bluish ink. As we descended and drew near to the hidden chamber, the markings disappeared behind us. Eventually, after we had been in the chamber for about ten minutes, we were plunged again into total darkness –– the markings and symbols completely disappeared.”

      “And these symbols,” Dendera asked, “they were of Egyptian origin, perhaps predecessors to the hieroglyphic script?”

      “No, they were markedly different. They were beautiful, filled with swirls and shapes that I have never seen before in any written language. I do not believe these passageways, nor the hidden chamber itself, were built by Egyptian hands.”

      General Alexander spoke up. “Madu, you have a hypothesis, no? If so, let us hear it.”

      “Yes, please enlighten us,” added Hafez.

      “Very well. I am still piecing together a theory. Although I had never seen these passages prior to today, nor have I come across this script before, it all reminds me of stories my father used to tell––stories that I always thought of as folklore and legend. But I was recently made aware of the possibility that some of the stories might be true. In fact, just last month I was anticipating the arrival of a document that could have clarified some of my questions about these ‘fairy tales’, if you will. It was en route to me, and in the hands of the Iraqi Republican Guard, when it was intercepted by an American special forces unit.

      “I believe that this document — a notebook, I was told — had within it some of these answers to the questions we are faced with today. The new shafts, the hidden chamber — this notebook may tell us more about them.”

      The people on Madu’s screen nodded in unison. He knew they were aware of the events in Iraq — He himself had sent them each a memorandum with the details.

      “My friends,“ he said, “are you familiar with the story of the "al-Bal'laorah al-Qadeem?”
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      12:57 am - Airspace Above Egypt

      James Whittenfield, Jr. paced back and forth in his plane’s laboratory as he waited for the images to finish downloading. About fifteen minutes earlier, he had received a transmission from Captain Reynolds from somewhere near Giza. It was unencrypted, and Whittenfield worried about prying eyes intercepting the message. Also, the signal strength had been too low to download any of the images without stopping and restarting numerous times.

      He’d downloaded three of the seven images so far, and the first had made him do a double-take. The grainy, pixelated image showed the interior of some kind of ancient room beneath the Great Pyramid. He could just make out the well–shaped shaft in the center, and some of the men around the room. He couldn’t recognize most of them, but dead-center in the first picture was a face that caused Whittenfield to look again.

      Though he had not seen Vilocek in many years, the man’s tall, wiry frame and wispy gray hair gave him away immediately.

      What the hell is Bryce doing with that man? He asked himself as he gazed at the screen. Vilocek was clearly not in motion in the image — much less attacking Bryce or the others, but Whittenfield thought he could also see a row of people standing against the wall, facing what appeared to be a man holding them at gunpoint. He wondered what had happened — obviously Vilocek had most of Bryce’s group captured, or at least corralled together against the wall, but what of Bryce? Why was he separated from the others, free to allow his shoulder cam to record the scene?

      As Bryce had told him before, Whittenfield knew that the camera on Bryce’s shoulder was difficult to spot –– no lights to give it away, and the tiny lens was matte-coated to prevent reflections. Surely Bryce was getting away with filming in secret, but why would Vilocek allow him to walk around freely?

      He wasn’t sure what he was looking at with the second, third, and fourth images. The first had been a semi-panoramic view of the chamber — a way of “setting the scene” for Whittenfield, who had been out of earshot since they’d entered the complex over an hour before, and therefore couldn’t be updated minute-by-minute.

      Obviously Bryce had survived his initial encounter with Vilocek, or he wouldn’t be sending this update now. But had Vilocek allowed him to leave the pyramid unharmed? Or had Bryce and his team overpowered Vilocek and his men?

      Either way, the images definitely didn’t show an emergency situation. The most remarkable feature in them was the well-shaped protrusion in the center of the chamber. This well had to be connected to the mysterious filled-in shaft above.

      The third image was stunning. Whittenfield could see the well shaft almost perfectly in the close-up shot. Even though the image was black-and-white, he could still make out strange symbols dotting the parapet of the well. The symbols appeared to be nothing like common hieroglyphics; they didn’t resemble anything of Egyptian design at all.

      Confused, he tried to enlarge the low-resolution image as best he could, but the pixelation became too pronounced to get a clear view of any of the markings. As he was about to move on to the next image, his cell phone vibrated on the table.

      “Bryce — is that you?”

      “Yeah,” Bryce said, “but I don’t have much time to chat. We’re just outside of Giza, planning to fly to the Sudan in Vilocek’s plane. Don’t really know where the plane is, though — I’m not really sure exactly where we are now…”

      “OK,” Whittenfield said, still not sure where Vilocek fit in to this. “Do you have the stone?”

      “Negative — there was a hidden chamber below the Lower Room, probably made by the crystal’s original owners. The room was empty — did you get the images?”

      “Yes — I’m going through them now. Do you have any idea what the symbols mean? Or their origin?” Whittenfield asked, looking through the next few images that had appeared on his screen. He could see a full-circle view of the shaft now, indicating that Bryce had walked completely around the well in the center of the room. Strangely, he hadn’t included any images of the remainder of the room.

      “No, no idea — we were hoping you’d be able to enlighten us. But there is something else I noticed; I wanted you to take a look at it.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The images you have are all of the shaft in the center of the hidden chamber. You probably can’t see the details very clearly, but the writing is written in the same blue ink stuff that we found in your father’s journals. I think whoever made this room used the same method to ‘hide’ their clues in plain view — they’re only visible if you have part of the crystal with you.

      “We were able to see the symbols because of Vilocek’s crystal that he’d stolen from your father. But we were also able to see the same writing in the tunnel that led to this room, thanks to Cole Reed. Whatever that crystal is made out of is also inside his bloodstream. It’s a part of him now.”

      Vilocek must have injected Cole with the substance, allowing him to read the script on the walls and in the journals. He hoped it wouldn’t cause strange side effects for the young man. He also hoped they’d be able to keep Cole around long enough to continue to find the rest of the clues left behind by the makers of the crystal.

      “Anyway,” Bryce continued, “Cole found the room for us by discovering a row of these symbols leading to the entrance of a new shaft. That marking was exactly the same as the one on the entrance.”

      Bryce described the symbol to Whittenfield even as the picture appeared on his monitor, the man-shaped object, arms outstretched, coming out of what appeared to be a body of water.

      “I didn’t see any other instances of this symbol anywhere in the tunnel, nor in the chamber itself. However, as you’ll see from the pictures, that same symbol appears numerous times on the outside of that well shaft.”

      “That’s right — I see that now. There are a few of them in each image; maybe seven or eight times around the whole shaft?”

      “Yeah, that’s about right. That’s what I wanted you to look at — I don’t know where to begin with this, but it seems to me whoever put the symbols here used this one as an identifying mark — a sort of ‘x marks the spot,’ if you will.”

      “Yes, yes, so these may indicate the locations of the creators of this room — or the locations of something else they’ve created!”

      “Exactly — if we can figure out this map, I’ll bet we’ll discover who built this chamber — and I’ll bet that one of those locations is the final resting place of our lost crystal,” Bryce added.

      “Bryce — outstanding work. I’ll send you an update once I make some headway.”

      Whittenfield paused for a moment. “Bryce,” he said, “do not share anything with Vilocek that is not absolutely necessary to finding the crystal. I don’t want him gaining any more leverage than he already has. I’m not excited that you’re all currently under his thumb, but I also know that we’ll need to keep feeding him enough information to hold his interest — and reinforce your value to him.

      “Do what you can to find the crystal, and by all means take it before Vilocek can. I’ll catch up with you when we find out where these symbols are pointing.”

      “Sounds good. Let me know what you find.”

      Bryce clicked off his phone and focused on the winding road ahead. The bullet scar in his shoulder was aching again. He looked out the window at the dunes and endless expanse of arid desert surrounding him. If he hadn’t known better, he might have thought he was back in Iraq. He shook that off, trying to piece everything together.

      He thought about the notebooks and the symbols inside the pyramid — and suddenly he realized something. The name Vilocek had mentioned, during the fight at Giza.

      Madu Jabari.

      M.J.
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      1:34 am - North Sudan

      “Start talking, old man!” Beka shouted at Professor Andrews. Beka was standing in the corner of a cavernous room, dark and damp and mildewy with age. The aging professor was curled at his feet in the fetal position, whimpering softly.

      “He doesn’t know anything!” Corinne shouted from across the room. “Let him go!” Karn had his arm looped behind Corinne’s elbows, easily resisting her attempts to break free.

      They’d been interrogating the professor for almost half an hour, asking about what he knew about the strange symbols. Every time they got an “I don’t know” from him, they would drag Corinne back a few feet, causing the painful wound in the professor’s side to flare up. Every few moments he groaned in agony, cursing under his breath. Corinne would struggle briefly and then slump over, red-faced and defeated. Karn could feel her trying to wrap her bony arms and legs around his own, desperate to find any leverage she could use to wriggle away. He enjoyed her struggling––perhaps too much––and used his free arm and hand to pin her tight against his own body.

      The radio on his belt suddenly crackled to life. “ Karn–– Beka; report back up here in five. Captain Bryce Reynolds may have some information for us––” Vilocek’s voice snapped Karn’s mind back from where it had been.

      “You heard the man––let’s go,” Karn snarled. Vladimir Beka abruptly yanked the professor to his feet and dragged him out the door and up the stairs. Karn followed with Corinne, and the four made their way back to the rest of the teams.

      After reaching Vilocek’s plane, they had flown to the Sudanese frontier. There they stole two vehicles and drove to the house they were in now, just north of the Sudanese city of Wadi Halfa. It was an abandoned Israeli safe house; the owner, another of Vilocek’s many “friends” had allowed them to use it, no questions asked. Vilocek’s plan was to regroup, get whatever information he could out of Whittenfield’s team, and head to the real location of the crystal by tomorrow morning — no later.

      While Jensen and Corinne were led down to the basement, Bryce and his team gathered in the dining room, attempting to map out their own plan of action. They had argued for quite some time — Bryce livid at Vilocek’s rash actions at the pyramid, and Vilocek’s fury over Whittenfield’s blatant attempt to intercept them and claim the crystal for his own. Each man believed he had a claim to the crystal, but Vilocek had the upper hand now — and he knew it.

      He’d explained the small band around Corinne’s ankle and the wound in Professor Andrews’ side. The price of their resistance — even Whittenfield’s, who wasn’t physically with them — would be the death of the old man. Vilocek was no fool — he knew that Bryce would be in contact with Whittenfield, most likely with a cell phone. However, he also knew that Whittenfield could add valuable information — the man’s father, after all, had been the first known scientist in possession of the crystal. Whatever Whittenfield knew, Vilocek would coerce out of Bryce.

      For the time being, Vilocek was putting on a cooperative front to ensure that Bryce’s team felt safe and at ease. He’d even allowed them to keep their weapons. On the flight from Giza, however, Vilocek had pulled Karn aside and warned him to “stay on his toes.” After they tracked down the crystal, and it was safely in Vilocek’s possession, Karn was to “dispose” of the opposing team. The scientist and his pain-in-the-neck niece would also no longer be needed.

      Cole Reed had already been tested with a new strain of the synthetic crystal. In the lab, no physical changes had been evident in the boy but his vital signs had been abnormal for the first few hours after the injections.

      After testing for radiation, pupil dilation, and physical mutation, Vilocek’s physicists and doctors had declared the infusion a “complete success” — meaning no long-term effects should occur in Reed’s future. The crystal sliver would glow bright blue in Cole’s presence — as would his exposed skin — but other than that, he seemed to be the first subject Vilocorp had tested that showed no adverse side effects.

      But then, Reed was not the only test subject.

      Vilocek wasn’t sure what the current body count was — there were still a few patients locked away in New Mexico who were hanging on by a thread, expected to die any moment — but he knew they had brought in more than twenty human specimens, from all walks of life, and close to a hundred species of animals.

      Cole was the only one lucky enough to survive without strange physical deformities.

      Vilocek hoped that he would be able to replicate the experiment — but next time with the original crystal. He believed the pure specimen would provide much more powerful effects.

      He would be the first successful subject. He was not a man to waste time pondering after effects or waiting for focus groups, multiple human trials, and the worthless bureaucratic posturing of the United States Food and Drug Administration. He wanted nothing to do with publicizing the results to the world, anyway. Whatever he was able to accomplish with the crystal, he would keep to himself.

      He even had plans in place for the removal of the doctors and scientists who would aid him in the experimentation.

      Once all was said and done, he alone would be able to enjoy the fruits of his labor for the rest of his life.

      The rest of his long life.

      Thanks to his father’s secret memoirs, Vilocek knew that the crystal not only had miraculous healing powers and benefits when mixed with other pure substances — a fact he had proven inside his own laboratory — but it also held the secret to sustained life.

      Dr. Enko Vilocek, after stealing the crystal from James Whittenfield, Sr., had discovered that not only could the crystal resurrect a healthy plant from a wilted shrub, but that the same plant had blossomed and grown to thirty percent larger than the control specimens, and had outlived the others by almost fifty percent.

      When tested on small rodents, the same results were found. Screech, an aptly named guinea pig Tanning had actually grown quite fond of, had outlived his brothers and sisters by almost four years — an insanely long life for a common house pet.

      Vilocek knew that by acquiring a much larger — and more potent — sample of the crystal, he would be able to streamline and expedite his research tenfold. Maybe more, depending on the actual size of the stone. Either way, he would be able to enjoy an extremely long lifespan, his aging slowed to a crawl as the physical effects and healing properties worked their magic.

      Now, as Beka and Karn marched the prisoners back into the room, Vilocek turned to Bryce. “Captain Reynolds. I know you’ve been in contact with Whittenfield — please share his thoughts on all of this.” It was an unmistakable command, yet Vilocek added a raised inflection at the end of the statement, making it seem as though he was asking a question.

      “Look,” Bryce said, “I already told you. He doesn’t know any more than we do. I told him everything I told you, and sent him the images from the well shaft.”

      “Well, you mentioned the well shaft had some markings on the outside that you recognized, correct?” Vilocek asked. “Let’s see if the good professor here can offer his input.” He glanced over at Andrews, gasping in the corner of the room.

      “I didn’t recognize them from anywhere, but they were on both the door to our tunnel, and to the entrance stone blocking the hidden chamber,” Bryce said as he pulled up one of the images on a laptop. Vilocek again looked toward Professor Andrews.

      “Well?”

      Beka propped the older man up, keeping him from collapsing under his own weight. Clearly he was still in excruciating pain, but he spoke up in a firm, confident voice.

      “I don’t know about those symbols — I’ve never seen anything like them in my life. But I can assure you, they are not hieroglyphics.”

      “Well, Bryce has Whittenfield cross-referencing the symbol with other known glyph-based written languages, and since he will have a much better connection from where he is, I guess we’ll just have to be patient.” He motioned to Karn and Beka. “Clearly Professor Andrews is of no use to us any longer. I was mistaken to think that he would be some help to us here. Gentlemen, dismiss him from the expedition.”

      Corinne’s and Jensen’s eyes widened simultaneously. The guards tightened their grips on their captives, and Beka’s characteristic smirk appeared.

      Bryce stood, making eye contact with Sean Bartlinski in the corner of the room. Wayne and Jeff Thompson also exchanged glances, both gripping their pistols. Vilocek raised his hands in front of him, acting like a referee. “Gentlemen, please do not try anything rash. It makes no difference if we end this in a bloodbath or a calm, professional execution. Miss Banks and her uncle are no longer needed, and regardless of what you do, they will be eliminated.”

      His eyes landed on each man individually for a moment, before settling on the band around Corinne’s ankle. Bryce knew why. If anything was out-of-line with this man’s plan, he could instantly cause unbelievable pain to the professor — or worse. Bryce wasn’t about to test what “or worse” might be.

      But before the guards could haul them off to wherever they would be murdered, Professor Jensen spoke up, almost yelling.

      “Wait!” he cried. “I know — I mean, I think I know — “

      Vilocek turned toward him. “Yes, Professor?”

      “It’s just that, well it seems — “ Jensen paused for a moment. “Well, I’ve been thinking about the relationships between the Golden Ratio — 1.618, as you know — how it appears numerous times both in the street layout of Washington D.C., and the Pyramid of Giza.”

      “I remember your paper,” Vilocek said, his voice indicating his diminishing patience.

      “Right, well, I have been struggling to find the connection between the Golden Ratio and this new information. Either through the symbols themselves, or some other manifestation entirely, there should have been at least one more representation of the Golden Ratio in the pyramid. One that we haven’t already documented.”

      “Why? Couldn’t it just be a coincidence that Phi shows up a few times on some old map and inside the Pyramid?” Karn asked.

      “No. No, it’s not that simple. I thought of that, but the fact remains — the ‘Golden Ratio,’ ‘Golden Number,’ whatever you want to call it — has been known to man long before the layout of the capital city and even before the pyramids. Some even say that both were built according to the number — a claim that actually has scientific merit. It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve seen men constructing buildings and designing architecture that incorporates the number Phi.

      “So, the city was built in a specific way that not only pointed us to the Great Pyramid, but also maintained the angles that would mathematically support the Golden Ratio. Likewise, historians believe that the Egyptians, or whoever built the Pyramid at Giza originally, built it using those angles and, again, the Golden Ratio.”

      “So the Golden Ratio shows up in nature, art, and architecture.” Vilocek said. He was getting visibly annoyed. “Why is that so important now? I read your article, Professor, and though it’s fascinating, I’m not sure we need a lecture on the Golden Ratio at this particular time.”

      “But understand, though,” Jensen said, suddenly more animated than he’d been in two days. “No one knows exactly who was the first to ‘discover’ this unique number. Some attribute it to the ancient Greeks, others argue it was given to mankind by God himself. Either way, the number is certainly linked to some miraculous things. If we think back to the hidden chamber, the tunnels, the symbols, everything — we should be able to find another reference to the Golden Ratio that might reveal a great deal.”

      Vilocek sighed slightly. He knew Andrews was intelligent, but he still couldn’t see the benefit of chasing after a number — after all, what difference would it make if they did find another link to the Golden Ratio? What bearing could that possibly have on the crystal?

      Karn reached into his front pocket and withdrew the small field notebook he was constantly scribbling in. “I can maybe help with the tunnel thing. I made a rough map of the tunnel in case we got turned around down there. Turns out it was just a curve that tightened in on itself as it descended.” He handed the notebook to Professor Andrews.

      The Professor stared at the page in disbelief.

      “It’s right here! This is it — the Golden Ratio is part of the crystal’s history!” The others stood and gathered around the small notebook.

      “What are we looking at?” Vilocek asked.

      “The diggers of those tunnels,” Andrews explained, “ — the original owners of the crystal, left us a clue pointing back to the Golden Ratio.”

      He grabbed the simple map Karn had drawn and drew in some of the other features they’d seen in the ancient site, then turned it around to show them:
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      “It’s a spiral,” Bryce said, confused. “So what?”

      “It is a spiral,” Andrews said, grinning in spite of the situation. “That alone would be cause for interest, as the rest of the Giza pyramids — and all other pyramids known to man, for that matter — consist of straight, angled shafts, leading into rectangular or square-shaped chambers.”

      “But the spiral passage in this drawing — which leads to the hidden chamber — is exactly the same shape of the other passage as well — the one leading out of the hidden chamber back up to the Lower Room.”

      He took the pencil from the binding of the notebook and quickly sketched out the other passageway — an exact copy of the first tunnel Karn had drawn, resulting in a mirror image.
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      “As you can see, the spiral is repeated with the two passageways. This is a perfect representation of what’s called a ‘Golden Spiral.’”

      “A ‘Golden Spiral?’” Bryce asked. “Is that tied in with the Golden Ratio?”

      “Exactly!” Andrews was in full professor mode, happy in his own element. “Watch this.” He continued to scribble on the page, this time sectioning the spiral into quadrants. On the next page he drew a simplified version of the shafts, and continued his lesson.
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      “As you can see, each section of both spirals can be split into quadrants — getting progressively smaller and tighter with each curl; specifically, each quarter-turn is proportionately smaller than the preceding turn.

      “Or — looking at it from the opposite way — each section of the spiral, starting from the center — which in this case is the location of the well shaft — each quarter turn in the spiral gets progressively larger by a specific ratio, or number, each time. Anyone want to guess what that multiple is?”

      Wayne Thompson spoke up from the back of the group. “Phi — 1.618?”

      “Correct!” Andrews beamed.

      “Again, Professor,” Vilocek said, more insistent now. “What exactly does this have to do with the crystal?”

      “Well, Dr. Vilocek — “ Professor Jensen said, starting to theorize out loud, “this ‘Golden Spiral,’ as it has come to be known, and other instances of the term ‘Golden Mean,’ ‘Golden Ratio,’ etc, have all been labeled as such due to their appearances in nature. Some have even gone so far as to say that God himself used the Ratio to design the heavens and the earth, with the ubiquity of its appearances arguably more than a coincidence. The ancient Greeks — specifically Pythagoras — have been designated as the true ‘discoverers’ of the Ratio, and have used it in their art and architecture for centuries; even to the present day.

      “But what if the Greeks were not the first to discover this ratio? What if there was someone else — some ancient civilization even — who’d found out about the Golden Ratio and used it in their engineering and construction as well? Further, what if the Ratio was used somehow in the creation of the original crystal?”

      “What, like the crystal wasn’t natural to begin with?” Cole asked.

      “Maybe it was — who knows?” Jensen asked. “But there’s nothing else like it anywhere in the world — as far as we know, right? So why couldn’t someone have actually created the crystal from something? Maybe using the Golden Ratio as a blueprint?”

      They all pondered this for a moment. Vilocek seemed surprised; surprised that he had not questioned the crystal’s creation, much less that it might have something to do with the Golden Ratio. He knew Andrews made a strong point, but they would need to see more evidence of the crystal’s relationship with the Ratio before he would accept such a theory.

      As Jensen continued to explain and clarify the mathematics, Bryce’s cell phone started vibrating in his pocket. Surprised he even had service out here, walked into the kitchen, where there were more windows and the potential for a stronger signal.

      “Reynolds,” he answered.

      “Bryce — it’s Whittenfield; I’m on a secure line. I just wanted to check in. Have you made any progress?”

      Bryce explained what had unfolded so far; the near-executions and Jensen’s theory of the Golden Spiral. He added Jensen’s belief that the crystal might have been created by some ancient civilization, possibly with the help or use of the Golden Ratio.

      Whittenfield asked more questions, and Bryce promised to try to send an image of the page in Karn’s notebook. In turn, Bryce asked Whittenfield about any headway he’d made regarding the symbols on the outside of the well shaft beneath the Lower Room.

      “Actually, yes. That was one of the main reasons I called.”

      “Really?” Bryce perked up.

      “It turns out that the symbols on the shaft were exactly what you thought — a map.”

      “Really? To where?”

      “That’s just it — I’m not sure exactly where, but it’s the results I have here that led me to call. Bryce — this map, these symbols — you won’t believe this,” he continued. “This map is actually a sort of circular diagram of specific spots on the earth’s surface.

      “The shaft itself, I’m willing to wager, is representative of the center of the earth, and therefore the symbols around the center mark geographic locations around the world.”

      “So it’s like a globe?” Bryce asked, slightly confused.

      “Sort of,” Whittenfield said, “only it’s a globe in two dimensions, as if you looked at the North Pole from directly above it, and the equator was the circle that represented the diameter of the Earth.

      “In this case, the north pole would be somewhere in present-day Alaska, and the equator would be what we call a ‘Great Circle’.”

      “Ok — I’m with you,” Bryce said. “The rim around the well represents the circumference of the earth. The bottom of the shaft, the ‘center’ of the earth.”

      “Exactly,” Whittenfield said. “And the symbols on the well shaft’s outer surface represent points along that Great Circle. Including the Pyramid of Giza, there are nine points altogether designated by those symbols.”

      Bryce let this last statement sink in. “So there are ten symbols, and each one represents a physical location.”

      “Precisely correct — the symbols line up perfectly with the corresponding spots around the world, and they are most certainly not random, arbitrary geographic points.”

      “What do you mean? They’re known locations?” Bryce asked, beginning to share the older man’s excitement.

      “Yes. Absolutely, yes. Bryce — I don’t know how it has escaped modern-day geography, but these sites — these places that your hidden chamber points — all exist on the exact same diametric line around the earth. If you drew a straight line around a globe, connecting these dots, each one of these ancient sites would appear exactly on that line.”

      Bryce felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. “What exactly are these locations?”

      “Whittenfield was triumphant. “Starting with the Great Pyramid, of course, the remaining sites include the location of the ancient temple of Ammon-Ra, home of the Oracle at Siwa, the first known inhabited city on the planet, Ur — in Sumeria, the group of monuments at Khajuraho in India, and the ruins of Mohenjo-Daro, also known as the Mound of the Dead.”

      “I think I’ve heard of most of those — all ancient historical sites, right?” Bryce asked.

      “Not just historical sites — some of these are UNESCO World Heritage sites, while others are the pinnacle of their civilization’s architectural achievements. Overall, however, these sites all define and represent their respective cultures. In short, these places are sites of such significance they’ve impacted and shaped world history.”

      “Damn.” Bryce was stunned.

      “And don’t forget, there were nine sites mapped by the symbols — I’ve mentioned the first six only.”

      “So what are the others?”

      “Well, completing the circle around the well shaft, we have the Incan city of Machupicchu, the ‘Lost City’ of Petra — “

      Bryce interrupted. “Wait — the Petra in the Indiana Jones movie?”

      “The same. Lost for centuries, and found in the early 1800s by the explorer Johann Ludwig Burkhardt.”

      “What’s the last site?”

      “This is one of my favorites,” Whittenfield said. “Easter Island.”

      “The island with those giant stone heads?”

      “Yes, known the world over for its sculptures, called Moai, somehow built and placed individually by the Rapa Nui people.”

      “Wow. You’re sure this is accurate? I mean, those are all pretty significant places, and you mean to tell me they’re all points on the same line?”

      “Yes, exactly on the line — almost as if they were placed there to coincide with the Great Circle around the globe. Here — check your messages. I just sent some images rendered on my lab computer. I plugged in the longitude and latitude coordinates of each of the symbols’ corresponding sites, and then had my terrestrial mapping software simply ‘connect the dots.’”

      Bryce checked the his messages, finding the first image.

      “The first is one of the earth, in its standard elliptical shape. You’ll see the equator mapped as well. But you’ll also notice a second line — which also completes a full circle around the earth, but starts at 30 degrees south of the equator and extends to 30 degrees north of the equator.”

      Bryce listened as he stared at the small screen. Frustrated, he wanted to upload the image to a computer and view it in its full-size. He knew Vilocek would be eager for Whittenfield’s update as well, so it wouldn’t be out of the question to ask for the use of the laptop again.

      “The next image,” Whittenfield continued, “which I’ve just finished and sent to you, is of the earth in a two-dimensional typical map distortion, with the same circle stretched across from left to right as a line on that map. As I’ve kept true north and south intact, you’ll see the equator still runs through the center horizontally, so the ‘circle’ from before actually appears like a waveform.

      ”Finally, on both of the maps, I’ve plotted the coordinates of each of the sites. You’ll see them on the line as well.”

      “Bryce — you all need to understand something. This crystal — or whatever it is — has a larger implication than we originally thought. The creators of this crystal we’re looking for — the same people who probably created the hidden shafts and chamber below Giza — have obviously laid clues throughout the entire world pointing to the crystal.”

      “Obviously,” Bryce said. “They want us to find it, right?”

      “Perhaps — but we must not ignore the possibility that this is all something else entirely. Maybe the creators of the crystal weren’t trying to lead us to the crystal, but away from it. Bryce, this could be a warning — do you think there’s something about the crystal that would require it to be locked away forever?”

      “I don’t know,” Bryce said. “I’m not sure exactly what we’re after here, but I’ll let you know as we get closer.” He let out a tired breath. “I’m going to go and present this to Vilocek; thanks for the input. Oh — and one more thing,” he added.

      “What is it?”

      “We don’t have time to search all of these sites. Which one do we check?”

      “That I don’t know. The symbols, other than their individual locations around the well shaft, are all exactly the same. There’s nothing to differentiate them from each other. Unfortunately, you’ll have to depend on Vilocek and his men for that.”

      “Sir…” Bryce hesitated.

      “Yes?”

      “Those notebooks of your father’s — I kept meaning to ask you. I saw one before we met, back in Iraq. I was given orders to locate and retrieve one from the encampment there, as you recall.”

      “I remember.”

      “Well, it was in an envelope, one addressed with only two initials. We were attacked back in Egypt by a man who Vilocek believes will be after us from now on. Do you know anything about that? A man named Madu — ?”

      Bryce was interrupted when he noticed a shadow moving behind him. He quickly hung up the phone and turned around, finding himself face to face with Beka.

      “Dr. Vilocek has been waiting — and he wants to know what your boss knows.” Beka turned toward the living room, but quickly spun back to face Bryce. “Captain,” he said mockingly, smirking at Bryce, “I shouldn’t have to tell you what’ll happen if you try to hide something.”

      Bryce simply nodded, and followed the giant of a man into the living room of the run-down house.
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      1:36 am

      “So which is it, then?” A frustrated Vilocek asked.

      “He didn’t know,” Bryce said. “He’s only figured out the location of each site, and that’s it.”

      “We don’t have time to search each of these locations, Captain. We need to know exactly where the crystal is, extract it, and — “

      “Why?” Bryce interrupted. “Why do you need it now — can’t you send teams to each place? What’s your hurry?”

      Vilocek glared at him. “We have a deadline; imposed on us by the crystal itself.”

      “What do you mean, a deadline?” Professor Andrews asked.

      Vilocek kept glaring at Bryce as he answered. “The crystal, as we’ve found from the original sample in the lab, has a half-life. It is actually degrading. From what we can tell, it’s close to 12,000 years old, and it degrades at an increasing rate with each passing day.”

      “So it’ll be completely broken down sometime in the near future?” Wayne asked.

      “Yes — in June, my scientists back in New Mexico determined that it will be completely degraded by sometime late this year. We’ve been unable to pinpoint the exact date, but we can assume that we have only about a week to find and stabilize the crystal.”

      “And — you do know how to do that, correct?” Professor Andrews asked.

      Vilocek grinned. “We’re working on it.” His smile quickly faded. “But for now, we need to figure out where the stone is hiding. Professor Jensen, I suggest you and Bryce put your heads together and get me something I can use.”

      Jensen Andrews nodded, and then frowned; he stared vacantly at a point on the floor, perplexed.

      Corinne looked at him, realized that he’d just remembered something, and was trying to piece it together in his mind. “What is it?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “There’s something we’re missing. The locations, the symbols — they’re all trying to tell us something, but I can’t figure it out. So far, everything we’ve seen from these clues — and whoever left them — is a pattern; there’s order in this all. We need to look at the data from that perspective, and we should be able to — “

      “Petra.” Corinne was staring at a map that Karn was scribbling on a large sheet of paper.

      “Petra?” Vilocek and Jensen asked simultaneously.

      “Yes! Look,” she said, shoving Karn aside to get closer to the map. He shot a murderous look at her, but Vilocek shook his head as Corinne examined the drawing. “It’s the northernmost point of all the locations, and since the line travels both north and south of the equator, don’t you think they would have acknowledged the significance of Petra’s location?”

      “Each of the sites are perfectly aligned to the cardinal points,” Jensen said, considering, “so they certainly included magnetic direction in their considerations.”

      “And we don’t have anything else to go on,” Vilocek said, making up his mind. “I’m not completely convinced, but we can look into it more on the way. Load up. We’re leaving.”

      Plus, he thought to himself, we’ll be in a much better position to meet up with the others. Vilocek knew that they couldn’t maintain the status quo with Bryce’s team for much longer. They were at an impasse, and he knew that if it wasn’t for Whittenfield’s orders and the three civilians, Bryce would have organized some sort of mutiny by now.

      It would only be a matter of time before Bryce realized this as well. Vilocek needed help, and he knew Madu Jabari was no longer willing to provide it. Although Vilocek had other friends in low places, he wasn’t entirely confident in their loyalty.

      Loyal or not, money was an excellent motivating tool — and Vilocek had plenty of it. He went to a back room and opened his laptop to make a call. After three rings, the screen expanded and a quiet voice greeted him.

      Vilocek quickly explained the situation. The other man needed no clarification, and asked no questions. The entire conversation lasted less than a minute.

      As Vilocek shut down the computer and collected his things, Karn rushed through the door.

      “Boss, we got something — “ he blurted. “Beka’s contact in the states just radioed in with news. They’ve been monitoring the frequencies around Cairo and Giza. Your guy Jabari’s on the move.”

      “Where are they headed?” Vilocek asked, shouldering his bag and hurrying out. The others were already packed, all of them grabbing gear and starting outside.

      “We don’t know yet,” Karn said, “But they left Giza around 0200 hours, headed almost due east.”

      Vilocek pulled up short. “East? They’re heading to Petra!”

      “Looks that way, sir.”

      “Bastard! He doesn’t even want the crystal! He just wants to keep us from getting it!” Vilocek cursed and paced around the room. Everyone had stopped what they were doing, and all eyes were on Vilocek.

      Madu Jabari was sharp, Vilocek knew, and that attribute only increased when the man was angry. Now Jabari was out for blood.

      Their blood.

      Jabari had had enough time to amass a small army of killers and beat them to Jordan. He’d be waiting for them.They’d be walking into a trap. Vilocek wasn’t about to let that happen without stacking the odds in his favor.

      He looked around the room, his features betraying nothing of his inner turmoil. He cared nothing for these people — they were here to serve him; to deliver what he’d fought to preserve and control for so many years. His own men, though loyal, were no more important to him than an old pair of shoes, just waiting to be replaced. He’d used them many times, and he would use them again now. Their death or survival meant nothing — they were all easily replaced.

      But for now, they were his only path to the crystal. “Everyone outside,” he ordered. “We’re going to Petra, but we’ll stop along the way for reinforcements. Jabari won’t know what hit him.”

      He hoped he was making the right call.
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      2:22 am - Petra, Jordan

      Madu Jabari walked up and down the corridor at the entrance to Al-Khazneh, the City Treasury at Petra. The large inner room was barren, except for a few tourist brochures that had yet to be retrieved by the morning cleaning staff. Two men were with him, and their crisscrossing flashlight beams danced from one wall to the next, taking in every feature of the room. The stark contrast between this plain internal room and the impressive façade outside amazed Madu. From the outside, this new Wonder of the World was a stunning example of the pinnacle of ancient architecture and design.

      Popularized by the Indiana Jones movie that used Petra for its climactic scene, the city had been unknown to the western world for centuries. It was originally a Nabataean outpost, built around the 6th century BC, and was known as a trading center and the capital of the Nabataean kingdom. Its impressive water delivery systems made it a long-standing powerhouse, and when the Romans conquered the area shortly after the 1st century AD they continued to expand and build out the incredible site.

      A massive earthquake in the 7th century brought much of the water system to ruins, rendering most of the city useless, and after Saladin conquered the Middle East in AD 1189, Petra was all but forgotten to the West, until a Swiss explorer named Johann Ludwig Burckhardt rediscovered it in the late 1800s.

      Madu had been here many times before, as a boy. His father had wanted Madu and his brother Heri to be well-versed in their ancestry, so they spent a significant portion of their childhood traveling with him and his books. He trained them in the world’s important languages — which proved useful later in Madu’s political career — as well as the ancient histories of both eastern and western worlds.

      But part of their learning included tall tales of treasures, legends of gods and their epic battles with men, and the centuries-long dramas that seemed to put classic literary works to shame. While most fathers would readily admit to the stories’ fictional nature, Madu’s father insisted that they were not myths, but actually true stories that had been passed from generation to generation, becoming twisted, contorted, and misconstrued throughout the ages. He told the stories with a sense of wonder and pride, and told the boys that beneath the layers of human hyperbole were stories that had become famous not because they were fantastic, but because they were true historic accounts of their ancestors.

      One story in particular that had stuck with Madu was referred to by his father as the “al-Bal'laorah al-Qadeem,” or “Ancient Crystal.” Madu could still hear his father’s voice, softened by the thick red Omar Khayyam wine that he constantly drank, telling him and his brother about an ancient race of people who had built a perpetual power source from a mysterious crystal, only to have it eventually consume them and wipe their civilization from the face of the earth.

      He told of the few survivors who eventually rebuilt on a much smaller scale. They took the crystal and hid it away, insisting that no race of men would ever be worthy or capable of controlling it. They believed that the original crystal had been given to them — or left behind — by a visiting race from a distant planet.

      Their goal, Madu’s father had told his boys, was to build a map leading back to where they hid the crystal, so its rightful owners could one day return for it. They wanted to ensure that no human being could ever find the crystal, and to that end they built their map in such a way that would also be nearly impossible for people to find. This map was thought to be a line made up of places that, when viewed properly — from above, as the aliens would have seen the earth — would reveal the location of the crystal.

      Unfortunately for Madu’s father, no one knew where any of these places were, so a worldwide “connect the dots” was impossible.

      Madu wasn’t sure how much of it he believed. Most great civilizations fell, and many idolized or even worshiped symbols or objects. This civilization sounded no different, and yet his own father had been so carried away with discovering the treasures of this lost race that he’d dragged his children around the Middle East looking for symbols and artifacts that might lead him to the crystal.

      Madu’s mother had passed away when he was five and Heri only three. Taking it as a sign that he was then free to spend his life wandering and searching, he and his sons became no better than gypsies; the boys spending no more than a few months at a time in one school or another. By the time Madu was old enough to move away, his father had drank himself into a perpetual state of incompetence, and Heri had joined the Egyptian army. Heri died two months later in Operation Badr in 1973, and six months after that Madu was attending his father’s funeral in Cairo.

      Now, almost 40 years later, Madu had reached a high point in his political career and was only a few years from retirement. He had climbed high up the bureaucratic ladder, and his life and achievements would be considered a success to most of his peers.

      But there was one small thing that Madu could never let go. His greatest weakness, his superiors (and his father) had always said, was his anger, brought on by a need for revenge.

      Madu felt that anger now. He had been duped; humiliated by someone he thought he could trust. Vilocek had destroyed and desecrated a sacred archeological and cultural site, and wreaked havoc on Madu’s homeland. The men who had been killed at Giza would be avenged.

      He would punish Vilocek for what he had done. And if, in the process, the criminal led him to the prize his father had longed for, all the better. Uncovering an ancient artifact alone would be a boon to his career, but if his father’s legend was even the least bit true, it might be worth much more.

      He looked once more around the great hall.

      “There’s nothing here,” he snapped.

      One of the soldiers looked at him. Nervously, he asked, “Are you sure this is the place?”

      “My father would not have dragged me here 20 times if he thought the legend pointed somewhere else.” The other soldier’s eyebrows arched slightly, and Madu wondered himself whether or not his father had simply been crazy. He sighed under his breath and resumed looking around the room. He called for his second-in-command to report on their preparations, then left the Treasury.
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      3:24 am - Petra, Jordan

      Vilocek and his strange entourage had arrived in Jordan and met up with the Israeli team Vilocek had hired, and the entire group was now en route to Petra. The four Israelis were all ex-special forces; now mercenaries-for-hire who certainly looked the part. They briefly sized up their new commanding officer and his ragtag team of misfits, then fell in, chuckling to themselves.

      Vilocek didn’t bother with pleasantries. He scrutinized his new men, clearly trying to assess what he’d gotten for his money. Finally he turned and addressed the group.

      “We will enter the city from the east, from the main tourist booth and gates through the area they call the Siq — it’s a crevice in the cliff that runs from here to the open plaza in front of the Treasury.”

      He turned to the Israelis. “You are to remain on high alert throughout this mission. Our intel indicates that we may be walking into a firefight. We are expecting resistance; we don’t know how much.”

      “Firing orders?” One of them asked in a thickly accented voice.

      Vilocek pondered a moment. “We have no reason to believe that we will meet any civilians inside the city –– you are to engage and overcome any hostile forces, but your primary objective will be keeping the rest of us alive.”

      The Israeli nodded and stepped back. Vilocek turned to Bryce. “Madu probably has the jump on us. If he’s not already here, he’ll be right behind us. We need to get in and get out as quickly as possible — no screwing around, and don’t try anything stupid.”

      Bryce’s tongue pressed against the back of his bottom teeth as he clenched his fists at his side. He knew any escape attempt here would be futile, especially with the new mercenaries to consider. As much as he wanted to punch Vilocek in the jaw, he knew he had to wait it out until they’d found the crystal. There was no way to get himself and his men out of there alive — especially with three civilians in tow. The bastard might be in charge now, but Bryce had his own orders — and they didn’t involve Vilocek getting out of here with the crystal. He exhaled softly, choosing to bide his time.

      The four Israeli men watched this exchange in silence. They didn’t know the details, but they weren’t paid to care. As the group started moving toward the opening in the cliff face, two of the Israelis jogged to the head of the line while the other two waited to bring up the rear with Beka.

      Sunrise was at least three hours away, but the moon was just bright enough to see about a hundred feet ahead. As they neared the cliff face, they could begin to make out the details of the Siq and the surrounding rock walls. Formed naturally over countless years, the Siq — or shaft — served as the main passage into the city.

      Part of the mystique of Petra was its isolation and inaccessibility. The Siq played a significant role in protecting the city, as it was one of the only entrances into the site, and it was easily defended. It was thought that the Siq was once actually a stream bed filled with running water, though it had long ago been filled in for use as a walkway for the burgeoning tourist industry in Jordan.

      Vilocek held up his hand just before they entered, motioning for one of the Israelis and Karn to move ahead and recon the area. Several seconds later, Karn radioed back to Vilocek, whispering an all-clear signal. With that, Vilocek, Corinne and Professor Andrews entered the narrow chasm with the second Israeli soldier. The rest of the group followed at short intervals, two-by-two into the heart of Petra.
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      3:37 am - Petra, Jordan

      As they walked, Bryce noticed a drop in temperature. He wasn’t sure if the weather was actually changing, or if he was simply hyper alert to his surroundings. His body tensed, though his eyes continued to scan the narrow path ahead. The Siq was only a few meters wide in some spots, and it made him feel caged in. He glanced over his shoulder, and the Israeli bringing up the rear returned his glance with a dismissive grin that seemed to say, “I’ve got it covered, mind your own business.”

      Again, he noticed a chilling breeze that washed over his bare arms and face. He looked to the front of the line, but most of the group didn’t seem to notice anything.

      But Vilocek did.

      He suddenly whirled around, tense and alert. He stood still as his eyes darted to and fro, finally settling on the rest of the team.

      Corinne was frozen in fear.

      “Wh-what is it? Did you see something?”

      Vilocek held a finger to his lips as he took another breath and held it. The others, eyeing Vilocek with interest, found themselves doing the same. He looked slightly silly, crouched there in front of them like an ape — but he radiated an energy that was contagious. The armed men each dropped wordlessly to one knee, training their weapons outward in every direction.

      Vilocek cocked his head to one side and whispered almost inaudibly, “Stick to the sides. We’re not alone.”

      The team shuffled around, unsure of what the older man had seen or heard. Bryce retreated to the safety of the canyon’s northern wall. His three remaining men, Wayne, Jeff, and Sean did the same farther ahead. Beka moved forward, passing Bryce and the two Israeli soldiers, and knelt at a spot farther up the canyon. They had all barely made it to the sparse shelter of the cliff walls when the world around them erupted in a chorus of gunpowder.

      “Get down! Get to cover!” Beka shouted.

      Bryce spun on the ball of his left foot and dove toward a protrusion of rock in the cliff face. As he crashed down to the hardened sand, he caught a movement from the corner of his eye.

      Corinne was throwing her lean body over her uncle’s squatty bulk — what little help it would be — pushing them both into a small recess in the otherwise unbroken southern cliff face. Bryce watched her trying to protect her uncle, and he was struck with admiration at her selflessness.

      A bullet ricocheted off the rock inches from his face, forcing him to get back in the game. He looked around, careful not to present an inviting target.

      Then Beka’s strange weapon hummed to life with an other-worldly whirring noise.The rhythmic pulsation filled Bryce’s ears as the rest of the group finally began firing back at their unseen attackers.

      Bryce heard the crack of a rifle frighteningly close to his position. One of the Israelis fell backward against the cliff face, shot through the throat, blood pouring from his open mouth. More bullets slammed into him as he fell.

      Another Israeli stopped firing to turn and gape at his fallen comrade.

      “He’s gone! Forget it — return fire!” Bryce yelled, unsure if he could be heard over the din.

      The Israeli dove next to his dead countryman, lying sprawled against the wall.

      “This guy has a death wish,” Bryce thought.

      Bryce opened fire on the top of the canyon as the man grabbed the pack around the corpse’s waist and ripped it from its Velcro straps. Rolling back out of the line of fire, he pulled a small tube from the open pack, looked intently at it, and then heaved it toward the top of the cliff.

      Bryce continued firing as bullets smacked the rocks all around him. He felt a controlled rage building, pushing aside the anxiety of being trapped and under fire in favor of a righteous indignation directed at the hidden attackers. As the Israeli rolled back to cover, the tube he’d thrown exploded with a fury.

      The explosion ripped apart the upper tiers of the canyon walls. The beautiful sandstone rocks became a crumbling, smoking mess, smashed into a thousand pieces of sediment. Visibility was lost behind a thick wall of smoke and debris, and Bryce struggled to withdraw farther into the little recess.

      Above him, the three men who had ambushed them got the full force of the explosion. Two had been kneeling on opposite sides of the crevice, firing down into the narrow defile. They were killed instantly, their body armor shredded by bits of stone and shrapnel. The third had turned to run when the Israeli threw the explosive. He only got a few steps before it went off, leaving him unconscious, bleeding and barely alive.

      Now four more men had taken up positions on the cliff top and were pouring fire into the crevice.

      Covered by the explosion, Bryce quickly shifted left to a spot that offered a better view of the cliff top. He could see two soldiers poking their heads over the edge, taking potshots at the group ahead. Wayne Thompson returned fire, hitting one of the men in the chest. The man slumped forward, then slid over the edge and fell the 100 feet to the canyon floor, nearly landing on Sean and Jeff, who were crouched directly across from Wayne. The remaining men above concentrated their fire straight down onto Wayne’s position.

      Bryce found a target and took careful aim. He fired a quick burst, and the man lurched backwards and disappeared. As Bryce looked at Wayne to see if he was still in the fight, he saw his friend swing his rifle around and point it directly at him. He had no time to react before he saw the muzzle flash. He flinched as two shots snapped past his head. Opening his eyes, he caught Wayne grinning at him. Bryce turned, and saw two dead soldiers crumpled on the ground several yards behind his position. Wayne had just saved his life. When Bryce looked back again, Wayne was already scanning the wall above, searching for new targets.

      Bryce and the Israeli soldier both turned to guard the way they’d come, wary of any additional troops creeping up from the rear. They didn’t have to wait long.

      About two hundred yards from their current position, a small army of men came into view around a bend in the Siq. Bryce knew they were trapped. They couldn’t climb up the walls, and they couldn’t break through the larger force now blocking their retreat. Bryce knew that Jabari now had them exactly where he wanted them — their only option was to get through the Siq and into the main plaza — where Madu would certainly be waiting.

      “Shit!” he yelled, as he and the Israeli fired a few shots down the canyon, then turned and ran the opposite direction. Wayne, Jeff, and Sean were busy fending off the men on the plateau above when their commander ran by.

      “They’re behind us! We need to move, now!” he shouted as he passed them. The force coming up the Siq had broken into a run, every few seconds firing a wild shot or two. Bryce could see about twenty men, and he suspected there were more coming up behind them.

      “Jeff — you got anything for that?”

      “Already on it,” Jeff said, taking up a spot next to Bryce at the next bend in the path. He pointed his M203 9-inch grenade launcher down the Siq toward the advancing troops, fired a round that fell a few meters short, and reloaded. He took cover briefly to dodge return fire, then launched two more grenades. The second and third shots hit their mark, blasting a swath through the center of the advancing group and scattering limbs and bodies against the sandstone walls.

      Meanwhile, Wayne and Sean ran through a hail of bullets to grab Corinne and her uncle. They had gone mostly unnoticed as they huddled together to one side, but their position was far from safe. Wayne grabbed her by her collar, causing her to yelp in surprise. Sean grabbed Jensen under his arms and dragged him to his feet, and the four retreated deeper into the twisting canyon.

      About fifty feet ahead, Beka fired off a few carefully aimed rounds. He was flanked on one side by Vilocek, red-faced and barking orders that no one could hear, and on the other side by Cole, flat on the ground with his hands covering his head, trying to get as small as possible. Another Israeli was taking potshots at the men on the rimrock above, forcing their heads down.

      “Keep moving!” Bryce shouted at them. “Get to the plaza!” Vilocek glanced up as Bryce’s group charged past his position. He opened his mouth to contradict Bryce’s order, then shut it when he saw the troops coming up the Siq from their rear. He yanked Cole to his feet and followed Bryce. As Vilocek moved, Wayne dropped into his spot and turned to cover their escape. He fired another grenade down the path, followed by two quick shots from his rifle at the men on the cliff. One toppled and fell into the chasm. His body hadn’t hit the bottom before Wayne was moving again, toward the main plaza and safety.

      But as Bryce rounded the last bend in the Siq, he saw Karn and another Israeli busily firing away at another group of Madu’s forces — this time, advancing from the western side of the Siq.

      This is getting ridiculous, he thought as he ran to join the new fight up ahead. The sooner they could punch a hole in one of these flanking units, the sooner they could concentrate their firepower on the remaining threat. Jeff and Wayne ran up the middle of the narrowing shaft to join them, while Vilocek, Beka, and the Israelis fanned out toward the sides of the Siq.

      Even pinned down as they were, they formed a pretty formidable team. Between the standard military-issue weapons from Bryce’s team and the otherworldly weapons of Vilocek’s, Bryce knew they’d be a tough nut to crack — if they could just focus on one front or another. But if they got stuck in the narrow canyon and Madu was able to attack them from east and west — well, Bryce didn’t like their chances so much.

      Finally they reached the western end of the Siq. The shaft ended in a narrow, craggy exit point that spilled out into a large, flat plaza, but it was the opposite side of the plaza that immediately held his attention.
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      3:45 am

      Cole rounded the last turn in the Siq and almost tripped over his feet when the Lost City of Petra came into view. He’d seen pictures of the magnificent Treasury of Petra, but its grandiose artistry and sheer height — about 150 feet — was truly staggering up close. The perfectly symmetrical facade was lit by glowing spotlights, giving it a brilliant contrast to the dark surrounding cliffs. Ornate carvings surrounded the gaping door, which yawned wide like a huge mouth. Corinne drew in a sharp breath as she came alongside Cole and took in the incredible view.

      They had only paused a moment before shouting and gunfire goaded them back into motion. The entire group poured out of the Siq and into the main plaza, breaking into pairs and taking cover in several small tombs and doorways along the cliff face.

      Cole followed their lead, grabbing Corinne’s hand. “Come on!” She followed him to the right toward a large tomb cut into the side of the cliff, north of where the Siq opened onto the plaza. As they ran, Jensen grumbled something about the blasphemy of firing upon ancient treasures. No one was listening — self preservation trumping conservation.

      Safely crouched in the opening of the tomb, Cole watched the firefight. Bullets spattered all around Jeff, who whirled and fired madly at two oncoming Egyptians. One crumpled, the other screamed in agony as a bullet tore through his left shin. He fired a wild volley as he collapsed on the plaza floor. From his perch, Cole couldn’t see many Egyptians — he wondered if the unit that had chased them here was close to his position, but he couldn’t see from this angle.

      There was a few moments of desultory fire back and forth, with no result either way. Jeff seemed to be struggling to load a round object into his rifle, then — Boom! — an explosion rocked the tomb, filling the chamber with debris and dust.

      Coughing, Cole looked again and saw Jeff yelling profanity toward the smoking mouth of the Siq. In the bright moonlight, he could see a mound of rocks and boulders at the entrance to the plaza. Bryce said something to Wayne and his younger brother, who grinned and kept firing at the Treasury.

      Cole wanted to help them, but unarmed and unprotected, he knew there was nothing he could do.

      “Any bright ideas?” he asked, glancing at Corinne.

      “For what?” she said. “I don’t even know where the hell we are — we wouldn’t get ten feet without getting shot.”

      Cole frowned. “That’s kinda what I figured, too. But this is a standoff, and I don’t think anybody’s spotted us yet. We could — “

      Before he could finish a shadow abruptly appeared at the tomb’s entrance, blocking out the light. Corinne’s eyes widened as Cole turned.

      “Good morning.” The man standing at the opening raised his assault rifle, pointing it at Cole’s chest. “Get up.”
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      4:05 am

      They were taking major damage. Bryce looked around at the others — Karn and an Israeli in one tomb, Wayne and Jeff Thompson in a second, and Sean and himself in another. Vilocek, Beka, and the other two Israelis were somewhere behind them — and he knew they’d only be able to keep this up for another few minutes. The lucky avalanche of rocks that had blocked Madu’s eastern forces would only have killed a few men, and the rest were surely looking for a way around — or over — right now. The remaining force was spread out, sheltered behind the Treasury’s columns, the small alcoves in the rocky cliffs, and on top of the cliff itself. They’d only hit five or six men — even Wayne’s impeccable aim wasn’t much help from their severely disadvantaged position.

      As much as he hated to desecrate an ancient structure, Bryce stubbornly kept firing on the Treasury; even an accidental collapse of a column or part of the facade would give them a small chance.

      “Bryce!” Sean yelled. “Three o-clock!”

      Bryce looked quickly to the north. In the distance, five people were running away from the fight. Three of them were indistinct in the poor lighting, but he recognized Jensen’s round shape and Corinne’s red hair immediately. “Shit!” he knew his options were drastically limited.

      Run after the civilians, and he’d be hit. Stay and try to fend off the remaining men, and he might have a minute or two left before he ran out of ammunition and became a sitting duck. Jeff’s grenades were running out. He looked toward Vilocek and his two guards. The two men had switched their electronic weapons to fire standard rounds, and were doing their best to fend off the attackers, but they couldn’t keep it up indefinitely, either.

      They had to get out of these tombs and make a run for it. Suddenly, Bryce had an idea. The plaza wasn’t very large — they just needed a decent head start. He shouted over the noise at Beka, who nodded back at him, grinning.

      Seconds later, Karn and Beka opened up on the Treasury entrance, driving the men there under cover. “Now!” Bryce shouted. Simultaneously, seven grenades were flung toward the great Treasury’s rock exterior. As if on cue, the Egyptian men ceased firing as the strange counterattack took them by surprise. Before the Egyptians could return fire, the grenades exploded in a deafening reverberation that shook the canyon walls.

      Perfectly timed, the explosion erupted from the sandy floor, shooting rock fragments, debris, and shrapnel straight up in a thick cloud.

      At the same time, Karn and Beka switched their rifles back to the “stun” setting and fired them into the cloud of debris. The entire cloud immediately froze in place, a semi-transparent, sand and rock formation in some places more than twenty feet tall. The electronic wave that froze the air between the molecules of dust and debris hummed to life as Beka held the trigger.

      The men in the Treasury stood stunned, their view suddenly blocked by a wall that hung in front of them, defying gravity and common sense. After a few seconds, two of the men clambered down the Treasury steps and tried to get themselves through the thin wall, noticing that they could see through it in most places. But as soon as they came into range of the invisible force holding the cloud together, they immediately froze in place as well — paralyzed with an arm or leg halfway through the wall. Confused and shocked, the rest of the Egyptians hesitated, wasting precious seconds before resuming their attack.

      But it was too late.

      Bryce and the others had made a break for the canyon to the north where Cole, Corinne and the professor had gone. Karn and Beka continued to fire their rifles towards the Treasury as they ran, holding the wall of sand in place. They were almost around the bend in the canyon when the Egyptians recovered and opened fire again. A few stray bullets bounced off the walls around them, echoing through the towering canyon, but no one was hit. Safely around the bend, they paused to catch their breath.

      “Impressive, Captain,” Vilocek said. “You could be a useful part of my team.”

      Bryce glared at him. “I don’t work for you, Vilocek. We just happen to have a shared interest at the moment.”

      Vilocek smiled, full of self-confidence. He seemed amused by the younger man’s response. Karn smirked.

      They jogged along the edge of the canyon for another fifteen minutes until Vilocek stopped them.

      “Here,” he said.

      Bryce looked over and noticed the small, single symbol that had marked the passageway opening at Giza. It was dim in the moonlight, but Vilocek held up the small sliver and passed it over the symbol, causing it to pulse brighter.

      “It’s nothing but a tiny hole,” Bryce said. “Can we even fit inside?”

      “We’ll have to,” Vilocek answered. “It’s the path.”

      Bryce shrugged off the feeling of claustrophobia and followed Vilocek inside. When they had all entered the tiny cavern, Vilocek allowed his tiny beacon to guide them. He found another symbol on the far wall.

      “That explains why no one’s ever been able to find this place,” Bryce whispered to himself. “It would be nearly impossible to find the correct path without a piece of the crystal.”

      They entered another small room and looked around.

      “Check it out!” Sean shouted from about thirty feet away. “Looks like somebody’s been down this way.” He was staring at the ground where a narrow cleft opened in the rock face, just wide enough for a person to pass through. There were several footprints leading into the cleft.

      Karn walked up. “Crack doesn’t go all the way up,” he said. “Probably can’t see it from above. Lucky we stumbled across it at all.”

      Vilocek held up the crystal and another symbol appeared near the hole. “What are you waiting for, then?” Vilocek asked, impatient. “Let’s get in there and catch that bastard. He’s got something that belongs to me.” Without waiting for a response, Vilocek plunged into the tight crevice. Karn and the others followed, one by one.

      Bryce sighed and followed them deeper into the cave system.
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      4:35 am

      The fissure took a hard turn to the right. The narrow, A-shaped opening forced the men into a crouch almost as soon as they entered. The entrance was nondescript, but as they got further in it became obvious that the passage was not a natural feature. The tunnel quickly took on the shape of the elliptical shafts below the Giza pyramid. It curved slightly to the southwest, back toward the Treasury. After about ten feet, the walls became perfectly smooth.

      Bryce knew it was an exact replica of the shafts they’d found at Giza — he also knew that somewhere due south of their location, they would probably find a mirror image of this shaft. Like the Giza shafts, there would be two conjoined “Golden Spirals” beneath Petra.

      Vilocek had come to the same conclusion. He pulled out the shard of crystal he’d been carrying and held it up to the wall. The familiar blue symbols came slowly into focus. The three Israelis looked around in wonder as the symbols appeared on the walls, floor and ceiling. Vilocek kept moving forward, calling for the rest to keep up. Where does he get his energy? Bryce thought. Tanning never seemed tired; never seemed out of breath. He doesn’t seem human.

      As they continued down, the symbols grew brighter and Bryce saw Vilocek put the sliver of crystal back in his pocket. Cole must be down here, Bryce thought, remembering how the writing on the walls of the pyramid and in Whittenfield’s notebooks lit up in the presence of the young man. They were getting close.

      “Whoa — hold up!” Vilocek said, pulling up suddenly. “Shit!” Bryce came up behind, nearly piling into Karn, looking to see why they’d stopped.

      In front of Vilocek and Karn was a gaping hole. The shaft ended at the edge and a deep, empty space stared back at them. Karn pointed his light into the void. The darkness consumed the anemic beam like a black hole. About fifty feet ahead on the other side of the chasm, the shaft continued slightly below them. Karn’s light barely illuminated the circular opening, but they could just make out more of the bluish symbols glowing in the interior.

      Bryce realized something else: they were not standing in a tunnel, but in something more like a large tube, somehow suspended in an immense cavern as if it was held by an unseen hand.

      “Now what?” Karn asked no one in particular. “How the hell do we cross this?”

      “Beats me,” Wayne said. “How did Madu and the others get across?”

      “Look!” Jeff pointed his flashlight toward Vilocek’s feet. Wedged tightly in a crack in the wall was a grappling hook attached to a thick piece of climbing rope. Karn hauled up the rope, finding the end slashed. The remainder was too short to reach the other side. “Bastard cut it so we couldn’t follow him. Damn,” Jeff said.

      Bryce noticed Vilocek backing up out of the corner of his eye. He turned to face the man, realizing then what he was attempting.

      “Vilocek, it’s too —“

      Vilocek ran forward and launched himself out and over the edge of the tunnel. The corresponding tunnel across the chasm was a bit downhill and to the left, and Vilocek had aimed his jump perfectly.

      Still, he wasn’t going to make it.

      Bryce was helpless as he watched the older man writhing in the air, falling faster than any of them had expected. Vilocek reached out as he passed the ledge…

      And his upper body hit it with a thud. He grabbed at the smooth floor, hoping to catch something. His hands and fingers worked against gravity, and finally he found a slight purchase on the very edge of the tunnel floor. His body stopped falling, and suddenly he was dangling from the edge of a cliff, both arms outstretched.

      Bryce was already impressed with the man’s agility, but now he was interested to see if Vilocek could perform a perfect pull-up.

      He could. Vilocek pulled himself up and over the edge of the tunnel, and only paused for a few seconds as he shifted his weight, testing, trying to make sure he had a solid hold and center of gravity before he brought his leg up and around and onto the floor. Finally, with a flourish that would have fit in at a gymnastics competition, he stood up and bowed.

      Beka clapped, and Karn whistled.

      Bryce, however, stood silently and watched. He knew what Vilocek would ask of them next.

      “Well, gentlemen,” Vilocek said, not even a hint of exhaustion in his voice. “If an old guy like me can do it, you can, too.”
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      4:57 am

      It had taken them an extra ten minutes to string together a grappling hook and rope swing and get everyone across, but they were here.

      Madu and Sergeant Aines stared, wide-eyed.

      They had reached the chamber at the bottom of the twisting, turning shaft, and they were all breathing heavily from the exertion.

      They were standing before an unbelievable amount of treasure that towered in the center of the room, spilling over to each corner and piled in some places to chest level. Jensen, Corinne and Cole stood just inside the room, dumbstruck.

      For an entire minute, no one spoke.

      The hoard would net millions on the open market, not even considering its historic value.

      Madu finally found his voice.

      “It’s the treasure of the Pharaoh,” he whispered. “It’s the reason they named this place the ‘Treasury.’” He walked slowly around the cache, shaking his head.

      All my life, he thought. All my life I thought it was a myth. A hoax. Madu’s father had dragged him and Heri around the world trying to find this very thing. To think, they could have had a much different life if they’d only known where to look so many years ago.

      Madu shook his head, more forcefully. No. My father was a drunk and a loser. He got what he deserved. Besides, this is not about the treasure. Not anymore.

      “I thought there was no treasure,” Jensen said. “Wasn’t it just a myth?”

      “That’s what we’d been led to believe,” Madu explained. “When the Pharaoh chased Moses out of Egypt, it was said that his army brought with it the massive treasury. Pharaoh decided that its weight had been slowing them down, and he therefore ordered the men to create the ‘Khaznat al-Faroun’ — the ‘Treasury of the Pharaoh.’

      “But how could they find this place? The tunnel system?”

      “Maybe they got lucky — it’s always been there, just hard to see without the crystal guiding the way.”

      All eyes turned to Cole Reed.

      “Or a guy with the crystal in his bloodstream.”

      “Maybe they did have the crystal,” Madu said. “Or at least a piece of it. That could have been one of the reasons this place was so sacred to them, why they invested so much in finding it and dumping a massive treasure here.”

      “It was supposedly nothing but a myth, but many people used to shoot at the urn above the Treasury’s main entrance, hoping that gold would begin to fall out.”

      “But that was just a myth,” Jensen said.

      “That’s the thing about myths,” Madu said. “Usually they originate from somewhere or something based in truth. It seems as though we are standing directly below the Treasury now, so perhaps those treasure hunters were looking in the right place, just not deep enough.”

      Cole grabbed a handful of gold and silver coins. As he poured the coins from one hand to the other, his eyes fell on the wall behind the pile. “Look! The symbols!”

      The others all turned to look. The now-familiar symbols shone with an intense bluish light from the walls, ceiling, and floor.

      “What about it?” Corinne asked, exasperated. “They look the same as they have all along — “

      “I can read them,” Cole said, pointing to the wall. “This one — the one that looks like a creature coming out of water — I think it says ‘our people,’ or something similar.”

      “What do you mean you can read them? They’re gibberish!” Corinne’s voice climbed an octave. ‘This is all gibberish — the myths, the legends, the treasure — “ she flung a coin against the wall. It’s probably not even real!”

      “Stop,” Madu said softly. “I assure you, this treasure is real. The myth, the legend my father told me as a boy; it seems all of it is very real.” He turned to Cole. “What can you read? How?”

      “I don’t know,” Cole said. “It’s not like reading in English. It’s like I see the symbols — some of them — and I just understand.” He looked around, his eyes darting back and forth and finally falling on another symbol. “Like this one. The squiggly lines that intersect. I look at it and I think — no, I know — that it means ‘journey,’ or ‘travels.’ I can’t read them all, but from what I can read, these symbols were written by a small group of ‘travelers’ who came here and built these passageways — long before the city was erected, I think.”

      They all stared at Cole as if he’d lost his mind. He was busily perusing the countless symbols in front of him, his tongue half out of his mouth and his skin radiating a pale bluish hue. He looked otherworldly.

      “Yeah. Yeah, it says they came from ‘the opposite world,’ or something. An island tribe — that’s why they use the person-water symbol as their mark.”

      Madu’s head snapped up. “‘Island’?” From the other side of the globe, by any chance?”

      “Yeah — I think they’re referring to an island somewhere beyond the horizon — “

      “That’s right,” Jensen said, his voice low. Madu looked at him. “The island is a place I’m quite familiar with. I can’t believe it hasn’t struck me until now.”

      “What island, Uncle Jensen?” Corinne asked. “How do you know?”

      “Because this language — the symbols — it’s called Rongorongo. It was, up until right now, indecipherable.”

      “Like Sumerian cuneiform?” Sergeant Aines asked.

      Jensen nodded. “There are only two languages known to historians that remain to this day completely indecipherable. One of those is Sumerian cuneiform, and the other is Rongorongo. The language of the Rapa Nui people of Easter Island.”

      “Easter Island?” Madu asked. “With the heads?”

      “Yes — the Moai are statues built as shrines of supposed Rapa Nui leaders and chiefs, and there are over one hundred of them on the island altogether.”

      “The Rapa Nui must be the original owners of the crystal,” Cole said. “They built these tunnels and chambers, and added the symbols on the walls as a way of marking where they’d been. I can’t read it all, but maybe they were planning to use this chamber — and the one at Giza — as a secret storage place for the crystal?”

      “That would make sense, I guess,” Jensen said. “They may have wanted to ensure that the crystal would be safe, but never lost — if they ever came under attack or catastrophe, they’d have numerous locations available to hide it in.”

      “What does this mean for us?” Madu asked. “Is the crystal here somewhere? Under all of this gold?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think so,” Professor Andrews replied. “Surely Pharaoh’s men — the people who would have found this chamber and stashed this treasure here — wouldn’t have left something as powerful as the crystal if they’d found it here. More likely they were looking for it here, just as we are today. Either it’s somewhere on Easter Island, or…” his voice trailed off.

      Suddenly they heard shouts from behind them, in the shaft.

      “They’ve gotten across!” Aines said as he crossed the chamber to the exit on the opposite side. “We need to get out, commander!”

      “Prepare the passageway,” Madu said. “The rest of you, look around — quickly!” He started rifling through the piled treasure.

      Cole started digging as well. The rest joined in, every few seconds glancing back toward the passageway.

      A sudden sound like a thunderclap burst from the passage into the small chamber. “They’re here! Go, go!” Madu yelled, waving his weapon. The captives had no choice but to comply, and they headed for the exit.
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      5:19 am

      Cole felt the sides of the tunnel as he ran up the passageway. The blue glow did little to light their way. Madu’s flashlight shone from behind, casting a jittery, bouncing glow with every one of the man’s footsteps. Aines, with the other light, was up ahead somewhere.

      Cole wondered how the others were doing. Corinne was probably fine, but her uncle was hacking and heaving for air, his feet landing heavily as fatigue and stress began to take a toll on him. Cole hoped he’d be able to stay on his feet — if he fell now, he knew Madu wouldn’t have the patience to wait around for him.

      Finally Cole saw a dancing light in the tunnel ahead. Then Aines came into view, hunched over a small boxlike object, intently focused. As they approached, jogging and sweating, Aines stood up, nodded at Madu, and fell in next to him at a trot.

      Gunshots sounded from behind. Cole ducked, as did Corinne and her uncle, but Madu ran past them, zigzagging his way around the three civilians. The gunfire continued as Vilocek and his man Karn emerged around the corner. They stopped shooting, but ran faster as they saw Madu retreating up the tunnel.

      Cole realized suddenly why Madu had kept running — it wasn’t out of fear of being shot. He looked at the small box, inconspicuous in the dim light. Terror rose in his chest as he grabbed Corinne and Jensen by the arms. “Come on!” he shouted. “Run!”

      They got about twenty paces past the block of explosive before Sergeant Aines detonated it. The deafening blast shook the tunnel, lifting them off their feet and throwing them to the floor. They slid and rolled out of the tunnel and into a small square chamber, as the shock wave blew over their heads and dissipated in the closed-off room.
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      5:22 am

      Bryce heard the shots ahead. Unsure of what was happening, he sped up and tried to see around the bend. Beka and another Israeli guard passed him as Wayne, Jeff and Sean came up behind.

      Then he caught sight of the three civilians, running up and away from the shooting. He couldn’t see Madu or the other soldier who’d been with them. The numerous gun-mounted flashlights almost fully lit the passageway now, and his eyes caught something small on the floor close to Vilocek and his men. He strained his eyes, trying to make out the object. Then he froze. “GET DOW — “

      Oddly, he didn’t hear the explosion. But he saw Vilocek and Karn outlined in darkened silhouette as they were violently thrown forward. He couldn’t see Beka, but assumed he’d fared about the same. One of the Israeli soldiers had been flung backwards, almost to Bryce’s feet, and the other soldier had simply disintegrated.

      Bryce turned his attention to the soldier laying on the floor in front of him, and knelt to get below the smoke. As he crouched, the Israeli wriggled toward him, more shivering than crawling.

      He did a double-take. The man wasn’t moving — at least not on his own. Instead, the floor beneath the man was snaking into thousands of tiny cracks. A larger crack was approaching the man’s feet…

      Shit. Bryce lunged forward, but it was too late. The floor beneath the soldier gave way, the entire section falling into oblivion. The man’s feet and torso sunk down into the new chasm, but he remained hanging by his arms from the edge. Bryce stretched his rifle toward the man, and he grabbed hold of the barrel. Wayne started to come up alongside Bryce to offer a hand but Bryce waved him off.

      “Stop!” he shouted. “There’s not enough support anymore — the three of us together will be too heavy. See if you can find a way out of here.”

      Wayne turned back.

      The soldier was heavy. Bryce could barely hold on to the rifle, much less pull the man up. He struggled against the weight, worried about the shaft disintegrating.

      The cracking continued, though it was almost inaudible. It was emanating from within the thick floor and walls of the tunnel, and Bryce knew he wouldn’t be able to hoist the man up and over the ledge without the shaft crumbling away.

      The Israeli cursed — he heard it too. “Hang on,” Bryce yelled, not even sure the man understood English. “We’re going to get some rope or something,” he said. A louder crack rang out.

      He heard footsteps coming up from behind. Wayne must have found something. Bryce shifted his position, trying to get as much leverage as possible to buy them time.

      “Hey, I got something,” Wayne shouted. The footsteps were now accompanied by a heavy dragging, clunking sound.

      A few more chunks of floor fell away, and Bryce knew Wayne wouldn’t reach them in time. The Israeli, muttering something to himself, pulled himself up on his elbows.

      He looked at Bryce, nodded once, and released his grip on the gun.

      “No!” Bryce knew it was too late. The man was already gone. He didn’t scream as he plunged to his death, and they couldn’t hear him hit anything at the bottom — if there was a bottom. Bryce was stunned, knowing the man had sacrificed his own life to save the team.

      Wayne, Jeff, and Sean all watched over Bryce’s shoulder. They stood for a moment in silence, then Wayne spoke up.

      “Found this.”

      He was holding one end of a large gold chain, the rest of it trailing on the floor at his feet. It looked heavy — each link was about half an inch thick, and the whole thing must have weighed almost seventy pounds.

      But how to get it over the gaping hole in the floor? Deja vu, Bryce thought. Although the gap this time was much shorter — probably no more than eight or ten feet — this time the opposite side was slightly uphill. He looked at the chain, then back at the hole.

      Without a word, Jeff suddenly burst past him.

      Bryce only had time to look up before Jeff launched himself from their side of the broken passageway into the air. He flung his body forward with a grunt, his arms outstretched toward the far edge of the tunnel. With a heavy thud, he landed awkwardly, his arms barely holding on to the floor, the rest of his body dangling in space — just as the Israeli had done.

      It seemed impossible, but Jeff slowly pulled his torso, then his lower body up and over the edge. Finally he collapsed on the floor. “Nothing to it!” he shouted back. “Send the rope!”

      Bryce shook his head and grinned as he hurled the end of the gold chain up and over the gap. Jeff caught it with one hand. Pulling it tight, Jeff and Bryce braced it for the other two men to cross.

      Wayne, the largest of the four, almost dragged the three of them into the hole, but luckily there wasn’t far to go. Bryce motioned for Sean to follow, but Sean hesitated.

      “I’m a little smaller than you,” Sean said. “I should go last, since I’ll need to jump. I’ll tie the chain around my waist in case I can’t get over.”

      Bryce agreed, and climbed hand over hand to the other side. He reached the edge with no trouble, and the Thompsons lifted him onto the ledge.

      Three down, one to go.

      Sean breathed deeply a few times to calm his nerves, and looped the heavy gold chain around his waist.

      [image: ]

      He took a few steps back, to give himself room for a running start. He pictured Jeff making the jump a few minutes earlier, and tried to memorize his technique. Another deep breath, and he started running. At the extreme edge, Sean leapt as high as he could and felt the sudden sensation of flying.

      The others gathered on the far side, holding out their arms to grab him. Then he began to fall, and like Jeff, he hit the opposite floor with the upper part of his torso.

      Unlike Jeff, however, Sean wasn’t able to get a grip on the ledge, and he bounced back and down, until the chain jerked tight around his waist. He held on like a rock climber waiting for the rope to stop swinging, and looked up at Bryce, peering over the edge. “Hey boss,” he said, grinning. “I think you’re gonna have to pull me up.”

      The three men hauled on the chain, slowly raising Sean toward them.

      There was a sudden splitting sound. Bryce and the others froze. Sean looked up and saw a new a crack forming in the floor, where the chain and the rock met.

      “Guys…”

      Sean noticed a single weakened link in the chain just above his head, now close to separating from the rest of the chain. It had been pulled tight, and the soft gold had stretched slightly under the weight of the men hanging and pulling on the chain. Now it was barely holding together as Sean dangled helplessly, inches from safety.

      They started pulling again, slower this time, not wanting to widen the crack in the floor. Sean held as still as possible, and looked at the chain.

      His eyes widened as the single link of gold that held his life in the balance was now almost bent completely straight. “Shit,” he muttered to himself. Slowly, carefully, he reached with his left hand up and over his head, trying to grab the chain above the weakened section —

      The chain snapped.

      Sean seemed to hang in the air for a brief moment, as his left hand closed around empty air. Sudden weightlessness pushed his stomach into his throat as the animal fear of death took over. He writhed around, looking for something — anything — to grab. The lights from his teammates’ flashlights flickering above him receded into tiny pinpricks of light. He didn’t scream — he couldn’t. He swallowed once, then again, and tried to turn his body around to see —

      Everything went black.

      Bryce and the Thompsons stared helplessly down into the depths, their lamplight lost in the immense darkness.

      [image: ]

      Bryce clenched his jaw, his eyes darting around, hoping to see Sean hanging on to something below. But he knew the answer — Sean hadn’t hit anything. They’d heard only the faint metallic snap of the chain as the weak link had separated.

      “Oh, man,” Jeff said. “What the hell?!” Wayne frowned, not saying anything, then pulled the rest of the chain up and heaved it away. It disappeared into the darkness.

      The three turned and wordlessly continued along the shaft. Bryce didn’t need to give orders — they would regroup at ground level and figure out what had become of the rest of the group. If Whittenfield was still online somewhere out there, he’d brief him and ask if anything new had happened.

      And he would make sure somebody would pay for this.
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      6:07 am

      The shaft dumped them out slightly to the southwest of the Treasury, facing south toward Petra’s Sacrificial Palace. Again, the exit was hidden from the world by a strangely misleading right-angled crack in the cliff. Without having a beacon of blue light to guide the way, it would have been impossible to find.

      Cole, Corinne, and Jensen squinted and blinked in the dawn light. It wasn’t necessarily bright, but the morning sunlight was a marked difference compared to the heavy darkness and light blue hue their eyes had grown accustomed to in the passages below. Madu and Aines were busy jabbering about something, but Cole could only tell that it wasn’t in English. A few seconds later, Madu looked to the three civilians, scowled, and turned on his heel toward the south. Unsure, Cole looked at Aines.

      Aines glared back and waved them over. In halting, choppy English, he said, “My commander has ordered me to remain with you until he finds the crystal. We are to head to the island as well, but he has insisted that he not waste any more time — how should I say? Yes, babysitting you.”

      Cole hardened his eyes at the scrawny man in front of him.

      “Why do we even need to be there?” he asked. “This whole wild-goose chase hasn’t turned anything up anyway.”

      “Yes, well,” Aines said. “I would happen to agree with you. My commander is not one to be questioned, however, and it seems he’s also now searching for some sort of lost part of his childhood. Nonsense or not, I have my orders.

      “We are to go to the helicopters; about a kilometer south of here. Commander Jabari is meeting with the rest of our men, and they should be reaching the lift-off point in about ten minutes. I would like to be not much longer.” Aines looked pointedly at Professor Jensen, huffed in disapproval, then collected his gear and walked away. “Let’s go,” he called over his shoulder.

      Corinne seemed to be growing more worried as her uncle’s strength diminished. Cole wasn’t sure what to do, so he grabbed Jensen’s left arm, steadying him, and began walking. He thought he heard a sniffle from Corinne but kept his eyes focused on the ground ahead, unwilling to embarrass her.

      They were halfway across the plaza when they heard a shout from behind. Turning, they saw Vilocek, Karn, and Beka emerge from the passageway in the cliff. Cole didn’t see anyone following them — he knew what that meant.

      Professor Jensen let out a yelp, and Cole felt the man being tugged backwards. He turned to see Aines holding the professor by a tuft of his hair. Aines held his sidearm to the professor’s right temple. Jensen’s face was contorted in fear and surprise; his hands hanging limply by his sides. “What is this? Take your hands off me!” he protested.

      The three Vilocorp men were closing in. Aines shouted for them to halt and drop their weapons.

      Cole launched his body at Aines in an attempt to tackle him from the side, knock the professor from his grasp and hopefully give Vilocek and his men a shot.

      Cole’s aim was spot-on, but his strength had suddenly left him. His legs were moving, but they felt rubbery and weak. He couldn’t build any momentum as he lunged at the Egyptian. Aines was focused on the advancing Vilocek and his men. Cole brought his arms up, hoping he had enough power to knock Aines down before he saw the attack coming.

      Then Cole’s face was crushed by a devastating left backhand. Aines was much stronger than his wiry frame had led him to believe, and his reaction time took them all by surprise.

      Cole’s nose erupted in a spattering of blood and mucus, and his eyes teared up, blinding him. He collapsed to the ground beside Aines and Professor Jensen. Corinne cried out and knelt beside Cole, who was groaning and spitting blood.

      “You’re lucky I have this sack of bones to contend with, boy, or I would have ended you.”

      Vilocek and his men spread out, and a standoff ensued. “Let that man go — he’s innocent,” Vilocek said, putting on a mask of nonchalance.

      “I believe he is of no help to us,” Aines replied.

      “Actually, you’re right,” Vilocek said, his voice raspy and dry. “This man is of no use to us either. He has played his role, but now he seems to be slowing things down.”

      Vilocek suddenly flipped his wrist, unholstering his pistol in a blur. He fired twice in rapid succession, and Jensen Andrews crumpled, slipping from Aines’ grip. The gunshots reverberated through the canyon, ringing in their ears.

      Corinne stared, bewildered and unbelieving. Her mouth opened slightly, but no words escaped. Cole blinked a few times, still trying to clear his head and unsure of what had happened.

      “You bastard!” Corinne screamed. “You killed him!” She ran at Vilocek like a deranged cat, rabid and fearless. Karn stepped forward to grab the kicking, screaming young woman.

      “Calm down, girl. He was not going to make it much further, anyway.” Karn said, as he pinned her arms at her sides.

      Tanning addressed the dumbstruck Aines. “I do not like it when my plans are changed — especially when it is not my idea. That little stunt back there in the shaft is a good example.”

      Rather than wait for a response, he fired once more. The soldier dropped to the ground, dead immediately.

      Opening her eyes, Corinne was horrified at what lay in front of her.

      Aines lay twisted and sprawled on the ground, blood and sand mixing in an ever-increasing puddle of thick black liquid around his body.

      Vilocek kicked a bit of dirt at Aines, spat, then stepped over the dead Egyptian. Beka, grinning, followed his boss. Karn, with a shocked Corinne in tow, pointed his gun at Cole and flicked the barrel in Vilocek’s direction.

      Cole picked himself up — still shaken from Aines’ backhand — and started to walk.

      He looked once more at Aines, laying on the ground next to the corpse of Professor Andrews, and wondered how he’d somehow ended up in this hell.
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      6:12 am - Atlantic Ocean

      “I’m going to kill him, Whittenfield.”

      “Bryce — calm down. What’s the situation?” Whittenfield’s voice was distant in Bryce’s earpiece.

      Bryce breathed a deep sigh. “We got separated from Vilocek’s group. Bartlinski is dead. I’m with Wayne and Jeff. We’re following the Egyptian convoy heading out of Petra. Corrine and Jensen said they are heading to Easter Island.”

      “Yes, what about the civilians?”

      “Jensen is gone — Vilocek murdered him. The girl is with Reed and they’re under the guard of two Vilocorp men and the last Israeli soldier.”

      “I see. That’s unfortunate. And this other team? The Egyptians?”

      “Vilocek murdered their second in command before he bugged out. The rest of the Egyptians left before we got there. We probably cut down about half of them in the fight at the plaza, but I saw at least twenty, maybe thirty more.”

      “Right — listen to me, Bryce.” Whittenfield’s tone grew dire. “We absolutely must get to Easter Island and intercept them. I know this has been mostly a business and philanthropic venture for me, but I think there’s reason to believe now that we’re running out of time. We can’t afford to let Vilocek get there first, and we really cannot afford to let this situation go unresolved.”

      Bryce frowned. He was getting angrier as the conversation went on. “What does that mean? Unresolved? Can’t we just steal the crystal from Tanning later?”

      “No, we can’t,” Whittenfield answered. “Bryce, I’m uploading a video feed from the night before my facility was breached. One of my computer scientists recovered it from the Vilocorp Laboratories headquarters in New Mexico. It seems the break-in was initiated because Vilocek discovered something about the crystal that puts this entire expedition in a much different light.”

      Bryce was confused, but he let Whittenfield finish.

      “I’ll let you watch the video for yourself, but Bryce — we need that kid. Reed is now playing a larger role in all of this than I’d expected, and we’re going to need his full cooperation.”

      “Affirmative, sir,” Bryce said. “I’ll take a look at the video, and report back after we get to Easter Island.”

      “Very good, Bryce, thank you. I’m looking forward to seeing you and your mother again. I’ve been told that my research team has been getting closer to a breakthrough. I’m optimistic.”

      “Me too. Thanks for that,” Bryce said, thinking of his mom. He’d have to see if there was a way to call her from the plane later.

      “Bryce, there is one more thing,” Whittenfield said.

      “Yeah?”

      “You asked about this character Jabari.”

      Bryce paused. Something about Whittenfield’s tone struck him as odd. “Yeah — thanks for reminding me. What about him?” Bryce asked.

      “I don’t know him personally, but I know of him,” Whittenfield said. “He’s a politician; a snake. He’s also a treasure hunter — it’s his hobby. He’s after the crystal, like Vilocek, but he wants it for himself. As a prize.”

      “I gathered that,” Bryce said, not bothering to hide his annoyance. “He seems to be pretty intent on preventing us from getting it, by the way.”

      “Yes, he’s got quite the temper, I’m afraid. My recommendation is to stay away from him — just get to the crystal first, and get it back to me. Work with Vilocek only if necessary, but under no circumstances let either of them get away with the stone.”

      “Fine,” Bryce said, his voice hardening. “See you on the other side.”

      He switched off his headset and turned to the Thompsons.

      “All right boys. Looks like we’ve got one more stop before home.”
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      8:02 am - The Next Day

      Bryce could tell Whittenfield was getting impatient, unsure of how much time they had until the crystal broke down. After leaving Jordan they’d made one stop to refuel the plane. The 90 minute layover had barely broken up the monotony of the insanely long flight. The trip gave everyone ample time to rest and prepare for whatever lay ahead, but Bryce was unable to get more than a few brief hours of sleep.

      He thought about the men that had been lost in pursuit of the prize Whittenfield and his enemies were seeking. He thought about Vilocek, the cold, calculating man who unflinchingly murdered — in cold blood — an enemy and a feeble old man. He thought about Madu Jabari, a man he initially thought was only interested in revenge, but who for some reason was now leading the charge toward Easter Island, apparently intent on acquiring the crystal for himself. None of it made sense, Bryce thought. But he had a simple solution.

      Get to Easter Island, find and secure the crystal, and keep it out of the wrong hands.

      He thought about Cole — he’d seemed distant the whole time, sort of lost in his own thoughts. Through it all, Cole hadn’t tried any kind of escape, and that somehow surprised Bryce. He knew that the boy was strong and smart, and probably capable of making a run for it without getting caught. Especially since the old professor was now gone, Bryce would have almost bet that Cole would make a break for it with Corinne. Something was keeping Cole grounded, and Bryce couldn’t figure out what it was.

      Bryce also thought of his mother. Linda, his mother’s caretaker, had left three messages since he’d left America. He knew that they were most likely just updates; he’d asked her to check in once a day to keep him posted. He knew he could use the plane’s phone to check them later.

      Finally, Bryce thought about the video Whittenfield had uploaded to his server before leaving his personal jet to Bryce and taking a commercial jet home. Bryce had watched it alone in the airborne lab, and he was still shaken by what he had seen.

      When he double-clicked the video, it opened and began playing. The video was about five minutes long, and was obviously a stolen recording from a security feed. The shot jumped from one camera angle to another, hovering at each for five seconds, cycling to the next and then starting again. A counter in the bottom-right corner of the screen showed the time and date — three weeks ago. Bryce couldn’t tell where it all took place, but it looked like half of the cameras were in some sort of laboratory, while the others were in a smaller, closed-off area.

      The laboratory shots were unremarkable at first — it was the feed taken from the smaller room that made Bryce sit up and stare.

      At 1 minute, 33 seconds into the film, a young boy was dragged into the room — stripped naked and slightly malnourished. He was pale and bony, and only about twelve or thirteen years old — and he was strapped to a wheeled metal table. There was no sound, but Bryce could see that the boy was awake, and he saw him scream when an older man — Vilocek, from the way he walked — came into the room. Two scientists were in attendance, one checking and rechecking an IV unit and heart monitor in the corner, the other acting as an aide to Vilocek.

      Vilocek reached into a pocket of his white lab coat and removed a small object. It glowed with an intensity that caused the camera feed to temporarily pixelate with bands of color. The young boy on the table stared wide-eyed, never letting the object out of his sight. Ever so slowly, Bryce saw the boy’s skin begin to glow. It soon lit up the room, and the scientists donned sunglasses to diminish the effect. Bryce watched as Vilocek waved the object up and down over the boy’s spasming body.

      After a few more seconds, the feed switched again to the empty laboratory. Bryce moved to fast-forward through the section, but then the three men came into the room. They fixed their attention on a bank of monitors that were just off-camera.

      They stood there for almost a minute. Suddenly, their expressions changed from blank nonchalance to frantic confusion. Whatever they’d seen hadn’t made them happy, and they all turned at once and ran from the lab.

      A few seconds passed before the camera switched back to the smaller room. Bryce leaned closer, trying to get a better view of the now blurry shot. He thought something might be wrong with the feed until he realized the small room was filling with smoke, which was obscuring the camera. Shit, he thought — he didn’t want to see what that meant.

      Ever so slowly, as the shot jumped from one camera to the next, the smoke cleared and Bryce held his breath in horror at the sight on the screen.

      The boy lay motionless on the table. His body still glowed, but the luminescence was much weaker, and seemed to be fading. There were dark, curving streaks of blood all over the boy’s skin, rolling off and puddling around his sides and legs on the metal table. The boy was obviously dead, which was upsetting enough, but it was his eyes — the young kid’s eyes — that made Bryce swallow hard and almost lose his breath.

      They were empty. Not in an emotionless, dead way, but physically empty. Where moments before there had been the confused and scared eyes of a young, helpless boy, there were now only deep, hollow sockets. The cadaver on the metal table reminded Bryce of an autopsy procedure in a morgue, though the holes in the skull where eyes had been seemed more fitting of a skeleton that hadn’t fully decomposed.

      It was a terrible sight. Whatever had happened to the boy was the direct result of the actions of the three scientists. Most likely, there was some sort of serum or poison in the IV drip that had been transfused into the boy’s bloodstream. And it was quite obvious that the object — either the original, pure sliver of the crystal that Vilocek’s father had stolen from Whittenfield Laboratories, or the synthetic version he said they’d been experimenting with — had caused the violent reaction in the boy, and his horrible death. Bryce had just witnessed Vilocek commit a third murder, and this one especially made his blood boil. What the hell were they trying to do here, he thought, rage building inside him. What were they trying to accomplish? How many other “experiments” like this one had gone wrong, and…

      Bryce knew the answer to his next question almost before he’d finished the thought.

      There was only one other person he knew whose skin lit up that way in the presence of the crystal. Bryce suddenly knew that Vilocorp had, in fact, gotten past their failures, however many they might be, gruesomely and collectively depicted in the video.

      Their successful experiment — their breakthrough —was Cole Reed.
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      The morning sunlight trickled down through sparse clouds, revealing an overly blue sphere of ocean below. Bryce could see the plane’s reflection like a mirage on the glassy surface of the water. Beyond the reflection, he could see three small mountain peaks rolling out of the sea and forming the triangular shape of Easter Island.

      It wasn’t big — only fifteen miles long, and less than eight miles across at its widest point. Bryce could see the whole island as the plane descended toward its southwestern point. There he could see the small Rano Kau volcano, with its divot of a crater just beyond. To the right of Rano Kau there was layer of fog that had settled in the morning hours and hadn’t quite dispersed. Just below the fog was their destination — the single runway of Mataveri International Airport.

      But Bryce’s attention was focused toward the most recognizable feature of Easter Island — the giant Moai statues that dotted the beaches and hilltops, facing inland toward the larger volcano at the center of the island. The stone statues, each hand-chiseled from blocks of solidified volcanic ash, were believed to be monuments to fallen deities that offered protection to the islanders.

      These people, the Rapa Nui, still lived on the island — mostly in the city of Hanga Roa near the airport, but the true origins and the written language — Rongorongo — of the Rapa Nui were completely lost to the world. No one had ever been able to decipher the surviving scripts of Rongorongo writing — not even the descendants of the Rapa Nui themselves.
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      8:37 am - Easter Island

      Vilocek’s team was just leaving the airport when they heard the unmistakable sound of an aircraft. Vilocek whirled around, quickly spotting the business jet. He saw the Learjet’s sleek frame as it began its descent toward the runway.

      Vilocek turned back toward the airport. “Come on!” He yelled over his shoulder. “We need to get there before they land!” Beka and Karn exchanged an annoyed glance but turned to follow, pushing the captives ahead of them.

      Vilocek headed for the main hangar, and found a spot inside to wait as the jet taxied in.

      The aircraft came to a stop outside the hangar and the three soldiers disembarked. They all had sidearms, but were otherwise unprepared and off guard.

      “Well, gentlemen,” Vilocek said as he stepped from the shadows. “I thought we’d lost you back in the East.”

      Bryce pulled up short and stared coldly at the older man.

      “Don’t you want to continue our partnership?” Vilocek asked innocently. “I thought we were doing rather well together.”

      “Yeah,” Jeff said. “Until you left us to die in that shaft.”

      “And don’t forget about that little incident in the Plaza,” Wayne added.

      “Ha!” Vilocek laughed. “That was just ‘cleaning house,’ a little, as they say. Can’t have too much extra baggage, you know.”

      Corinne looked sick.

      “You’re a bastard,” Bryce said.

      Vilocek ignored the slight. “Why don’t we get started? Madu is already here — hell, he might have already found the entrance to ‘Te Pito,’ so let’s not waste more time crying over what’s already done.” Corinne’s shoulders sagged in defeat. Vilocek motioned to his men standing guard behind, and they lifted their rifles.

      “Fall in. You will be allowed to carry a weapon, but understand that this is still my expedition, and you are under my command. If we’re successful, I may even spare your lives.”

      With that, he turned and strode away, toward the outskirts of the town to the northwest. Above the horizon, directly in front of them, stood the Terevaka volcano. Somewhere beneath its enormous mass, like a needle in a haystack, lay an ancient crystal of unbelievable power.
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      9:48 am - Easter Island

      They had walked for an hour, stopping once to share a few canteens of water and an old granola bar. Bryce’s team wasn’t prepared for a long hike. He hadn’t expected to be accosted by Vilocek and his men immediately after landing.

      The two Vilocorp guards seemed perfectly at home jumping from rock to rock as they explored different Moai statues and volcanic caves that pockmarked the island. The men seemed distracted by the numerous cave paintings, artifacts, and occasional skulls that adorned the caverns. But Vilocek was dead-set on finding something — anything — that would point toward the crystal, or indicate the direction Madu’s small army had gone.

      Every now and then they’d come across a cave opening that was set back from the main line of caverns along the volcano’s hillside. Beka or Karn, taking turns, would run up the side of the hill and peer inside, waving the crystal sliver around and scouting out the interior for special markings, passageways, or anything that seemed out of the ordinary. Each time, they would shake their head and again fall back in line, and the search would continue.

      Finally, they came to the Ahu Akivi, a set of Moai atop an elevated platform that faced the ocean — the only ones of their kind on the island. As they neared the platform, Bryce blinked in disbelief.

      “Did you see that?”

      “What?” Vilocek asked, looking around him.

      “I — I could have sworn they — changed, or something,” Bryce said.

      “I think I saw it too,” Cole said, taking a few steps closer to the Moai. As he approached, a luminous sheen appeared on the surface of the sculptures, beginning with the ones closest to him. He stepped closer to the first in line and slowly reached out to touch it.

      In a flash, the statue lit up with a flaring blue light, forcing all of them to look away from the surprising brightness, even against the morning sun — which was now beginning to bear down on them.

      “Geez — that’s bright,” Jeff said, shading his eyes with a hand to look toward the Moai.

      The rest did the same in time to see Cole’s arm and body turn blue, matching the shade of the now-glowing Moai. Cole gazed down in wonder, no longer surprised at the effect, but still in awe. Then he began to tremble.

      Slowly at first, then more quickly, Cole’s body convulsed in a series of spasms of increasing intensity. Corinne wrapped her arms around him, holding him up as he shook. He withdrew his hand from the statue, and the shaking stopped, but his skin retained its blue shade.

      “That was weird,” he said. He seemed unfazed, to the astonishment of the others. Vilocek muttered something and turned away.

      “What the hell was that?” Bryce asked, directing the question more toward Vilocek than Cole.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Vilocek said. “It’s just a reaction to his — uh, injections.”

      “What injections?” Bryce asked. “You mean like the experiments you did in New Mexico, on that little boy?”

      Vilocek whirled around. “Oh, you saw that, did you?” He seemed suddenly giddy, like a child bragging about a newfound skill. “What did you think? We’ve almost perfected the algorithm to minimize reactions, but the power — the absolute power! You saw that, right?”

      “I saw a young boy brutally murdered,” Bryce said through clenched teeth. “By you.”

      “No advances in science or intellectual thought come without a price, Captain Reynolds,” Vilocek said.

      “Obviously Cole’s reaction has something to do with this crystal, or whatever it is, right? What are you trying to accomplish by injecting it into people like that?” Bryce asked.

      “Don’t you see?” Vilocek said, spreading his arms in frustration. “It’s not just the sheer power of it that intrigues me — haven’t you wondered yet why Mr. Reed can actually make some sense of those symbols we found?”

      “Wait — he can read those?” Wayne interrupted.

      “How did you know about that?” Cole asked.

      All eyes turned to Vilocek. He sighed heavily. “Yes, to an extent, yes. Cole has the crystal’s properties — basically the main elemental ‘ingredients,’ bonded with another isotope — coursing through his veins. It’s not perfect yet, though it’s much more stable than what we tried on Mika, which you saw in the video.

      “This crystal — we don’t know what it is, and we may never know. You see, in classifying elements, minerals, pretty much everything — we use specific and comparison-based taxonomies, using what we already know about common materials to determine what an unknown substance is made of. Unfortunately, we’re not sure where this ‘element’ is from — it’s unlike any other known element on the planet.

      “My scientists and I have been applying all the knowledge we have toward figuring out what the crystal substance is capable of, but it’s been slow going, and only in the past five years have we made any type of real advancement. It turns out that there are two specific elements — for lack of a better word — that make up the substance, working in some sort of mutually beneficial relationship.”

      Bryce cut in. “And these two elements break down, and then bad things happen?”

      “Well, sort of,” Vilocek said. “One of the materials, at a microscopic level, of course, is decaying much faster than its counterpart. We haven’t been able to accurately measure the decay in what we’re calling Material B, but Material A seems to be breaking down at an exponential rate of about 0.00414% each year.”

      “Damn,” Jeff said sarcastically, clearly having no idea what that meant. Bryce shot him a look.

      “Judging by what we have seen in the lab,” Vilocek continued, “we haven’t been able to correctly replicate the relationships between these two elements. First of all, they’re not exactly ‘extractable,’ so we can’t isolate them under a microscope. Second, because of the principles of quantum physics — the idea that the act of measuring something actually alters its state so a measurement cannot be acceptably accurate — we could never grasp at what rate Material B was breaking down.”

      They had started walking again as Vilocek spoke, searching for anything that would be lit in the presence of the strange symbols. They fanned out, Cole and Corinne on the ridge above the platform with Vilocek and Karn, while Beka and Bryce’s team walked down behind the Ahu Akivi Moai figures. They were still well within earshot, and Vilocek continued his monologue.

      “We needed to find out when this substance would reach its tipping point, and complete its breakdown cycle. We searched high and low for an explanation — anything under the sun that might be even remotely plausible.

      “It turns out, Ms. Banks, that your uncle helped us find the answer.”

      Corinne glared at Vilocek, but didn’t speak. Cole felt her thin, ice-cold fingers wrap around his hand and squeeze. He spoke for her.

      “How? You mean with the pyramid stuff?” Corinne had told Cole how they’d been abducted; how her uncle had been shot and brought to the laboratory in New Mexico, and about their first conversation with Vilocek and the guards. Cole had also had flashbacks and brief recollections of Vilocek and some of the scientists mentioning ‘pyramids,’ ‘ratios,’ and other strange things that hadn’t made sense to him at the time.

      “Actually, it was the paper he published awhile back. It not only led us to what our Founding Fathers were trying to hide within the layout of Washington, D.C., but also what was being hidden in our little crystal substance here,” he said.

      Bryce connected the dots. “The Golden Ratio — the same thing that you guys used to figure out that we needed to go to Giza, and something about the passageways beneath the pyramid and at Petra,” he said.

      “Exactly,” Vilocek said. “When Andrews’ paper came across my desk, we applied the idea of the ratio toward the crystal, and it worked — almost too well. You see, our synthetic recreations of the crystal — combining the two materials, A and B, as best we could with each other in different ratios, they would inevitably begin to break down, or decay, eventually to a 1:1 ratio — one part Material A, and one part Material B; perfectly balanced.

      “No matter what we tried, it always seemed to cause disastrous side effects,” he said, looking knowingly at Bryce. “We tried to use an isotope of another element as a stabilizer, and it usually worked, to an extent, though with some unforeseen side effects. In some tests, it was like creating a magnet — the reaction was a physical one. In others — “ he went on, looking at Cole, “it was a chemical change, sometimes accompanied by a heightened state of consciousness and awareness, though only for a fleeting time,” he said.

      “Until the materials ‘balanced out’ again?” Wayne asked.

      “Right — we needed to find out what ratio to start them at. We naturally tried 2:1, 3:1, etc., never with any luck. It was a futile effort — just plugging numbers into a system, hoping it would stabilize.” He looked down. “But it didn’t. It never worked right. Until your uncle’s paper gave us an idea.

      “What if whatever, or whoever, had created the crystal substance originally had used the Golden Ratio — it had to come from somewhere, right? What if —“

      “Hey, check this out!” Cole shouted from a few yards away. He was standing before a small hole in the side of the hill, no more than three feet tall by four wide. From a distance, it looked like nothing more than a small boulder; another drab feature of the landscape.

      But there, right above the hole, was a small piece of smoothed stone. The dirt and grass had been cleared away from the stone’s surface, but it seemed otherwise nondescript. On it, however, shone a bright blue symbol:
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      “This is it — it has to be it!” Cole said, excitedly. Once again, his presence had lit up the strange symbol, which glowed a bright blue hue, visible even in the growing daylight. Vilocek and the others ran over as Cole crawled headfirst into the cave.

      “Wait!” Bryce called. Cole stopped, pulling his head back out. Vilocek looked at Bryce, waiting for an explanation.

      “Tanning,” Bryce said, “finish what you were saying. What are we up against here? What’s so important about the Golden Ratio?”

      Vilocek looked impatient. “We need to get down there,” he argued. “Madu’s probably already inside.” Bryce didn’t move.

      “Fine,” Vilocek said through his teeth. “We used the Ratio to balance the two materials in the substance. If we set Material B at ‘x,’ or ‘1,’ we’d set Material A at 1.61803399 times that amount, or ‘x times 1.61803399,’ the ‘perfect’ balance of the Golden Ratio.

      “We already knew that Material A was breaking down at the exponential rate of 0.00414%. Then, it was only a matter of calculating how long it would take for the ratio between the two materials to dwindle back down to 1:1.”

      “But wouldn’t you also need to know how fast the crystal was breaking down?” Bryce asked.

      “Of course,” Vilocek answered. “We did have to make a few assumptions, though.”

      “Assumptions?” Jeff asked. “Like what?”

      “Well, the crystal is made up of elements that are not found anywhere on Earth. More than likely, it was brought here from somewhere else and given to some ancient civilization; one that predated the Rapa Nui by thousands of years.”

      “So, like, an ancient, advanced, human race?” Wayne asked.

      “Well, yes, basically — but we’ll need to find the crystal first, before we can prove that,” Vilocek said.

      Cole suddenly spoke up. “You’re talking about Atlantis, right?”

      Vilocek looked at the young man, then at Bryce and rest of the group. “Yes,” he said, nodding his head. “You see, there’s a method to all this madness, I assure you. If we can find and secure the crystal, it will solidify this theory, this ancient story — passed down through centuries of tradition and no doubt getting muddled and confused in the process. It would explain everything — the passageways, the significance of the ‘Golden Ratio’ in the world’s great architecture, the pervasiveness of a common origin legend in civilizations that never had contact with each other — “

      “Like a flood story,” Wayne said.

      “ — Like a flood story, to name the most famous example. But what about pyramidal structures like ancient tombs, temples, and worship sites? And what was it exactly that these civilizations worshiped? Did you know that many ancient civilizations, even those worlds away from each other that have never had contact with one another, share a very similar story of their ancestry? Most tell of a bearded white man, rising from the sea and walking onto land, then teaching them agriculture, civilization, and other things. These ‘bearded visitors’ were said to be wise, powerful, and were worshipped as gods, even though they did not refer to themselves as gods.

      “So if there’s a way to prove the existence of such a supremely intelligent race, something that offers conclusive evidence — well, I think you all understand the gravity of something like that.”

      He looked around the group, analyzing their reactions. Corinne looked at Cole, searching his expression. Bryce and the brothers exchanged glances.

      Bryce knew that it wasn’t just scientific evidence of an ancient prehistoric civilization that Vilocek was after. There had to be a source for their power, a reason for their superiority. Bryce knew that was all that really interested Vilocek.

      “Sounds intriguing,” Bryce said finally, trying to sound less anxious than he felt. “Let’s get on with it then. You can explain the rest of it on the way, Tanning. I’d like to hear more about why the crystal breaks down the way it does, but we need to get moving.”
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      10:03 am - Easter Island

      They began the descent in silence, all pondering Vilocek’s words. As they followed the cave into the volcano’s side, they were guided by the numerous blue symbols glowing along the walls and ceiling. The symbols, though, were the only resemblance to the other passageways so far. Unlike the symmetrical, mirror-image passageways beneath the Great Pyramid and Petra, this tunnel was nothing more than a smooth-walled cave, sloping slightly downward, devoid of any stalagmites or other irregularities. As they went, Corinne thought of everything that had happened in the past few days, and tried to block as much of it out as possible.

      She couldn’t bring herself to speak to the man that had shot and killed her uncle. She despised Vilocek, wanted to see him suffer. He had caused them all unbelievable pain even before he’d lifted his gun, first with her uncle’s kidnapping, then throughout the time they’d spent as Vilocorp’s prisoners. From the strange crystal-based bullet they’d shot into Jensen’s leg, which caused enormous pain when he got too far from Corinne, to the random beatings and general torture they’d endured — it had all worn her down to a point that she would rather have just stopped, laid down on the floor of the cave, and died.

      But something nagged at her. Something Vilocek had said earlier, about “Te Pito.” She’d heard that term once before, while studying the island for a class that seemed a lifetime ago. Although she wanted nothing more than to hold a gun to Vilocek’s head and pull the trigger, she wanted an explanation for all this first. The group had paused in a larger cavern that had Birdman cave paintings and an old fire ring in it, when she finally found the strength to speak.

      “Vilocek,” she said, her voice sounding stronger and more confident than she’d expected.

      “What you said earlier — about Madu finding ‘Te Pito?’” she said.

      “Yes — ‘Te pito o te henua.’ You’ve heard this term?”

      “Once, a long time ago. It means ‘The navel of the Earth,’ right?”

      “Yes, or ‘the ends’ or ‘the center’ of the Earth, as well, and it was how the Rapa Nui used to describe their island here.”

      “I know — ‘Pito’ means ‘navel’ or ‘umbilical cord,’ and they thought that this was the link between the living world and the spirit world, ‘Po,’ in the sea,” she said. The rest of the group was silent, collectively surprised at her sudden interaction with Vilocek.

      “That’s right,” Vilocek said, “but we thought the ‘Te Pito’ was actually a sort of literal path between the two worlds — one above ground, and one below — where their power source was kept.”

      “But wasn’t the ‘living world’ said to be some other place, ‘Hive,’ or something like that?” Corinne asked.

      “Yes — Hiva,” Vilocek corrected, “was said to be their ‘living world,’ whatever that means. Whatever it was, Easter Island wasn’t it — Rapa Nui, as the island was originally named by its inhabitants, was settled much too late to be considered Hiva. But most of the Polynesian islands and settlements today — including Easter Island — have a unified thread amongst their histories — they all came to their respective islands from another home — their legendary homeland, or Hiva.

      “So, no one really knows how or when the first people landed on the island. They came from this ‘faraway land,’ and shortly thereafter a completely original written language appeared, as well as religion a and way of life. Out of nowhere. There is no documented evidence — like there is in literally every other culture known to man — of a slow progression. Hunter-gatherers first, then subsistence farming, then agriculture, for example. It just… appeared. Out of the blue.”

      It took Corinne a moment. “Oh my God,” she said, realizing what he meant. “You think the Atlantians settled Easter Island?”

      “Well, doesn’t it make sense?” Vilocek said. “The Rapa Nui people had to come from somewhere, and Easter Island’s not that close to anything… at least, nothing we know about today.

      “Their language, their culture, it was all very secretive, you see. They were known for defending these cave systems, and their entire population eventually even became a ruthless, cannibalistic cult.

      “What was left of the Atlantian civilization, after the famed continent was ‘sunk in a day and a night’ — according to Plato’s manuscripts — may have been a few stragglers. It would only take a handful to secure the crystal and bring it to a new island; to start again,” he mused. “Maybe this was their second home — a much smaller, much weaker version of the original Atlantis.”

      “And the destruction of the Atlantian continent — the crystal’s doing, I assume?” Bryce piped in, still skeptical of it all.

      “Why, yes — we know for a fact that the crystal is breaking down at an exponential rate, year over year. And in the lab, even though our synthetic versions have not been nearly as stable, all of the experimental tests have eventually ‘reset’ after a complete breakdown.”

      “Reset? Back to a stable state?” Wayne asked.

      “Yes — at least somewhat stable. It seems the two materials always reach a unified point, where their ratio to one another is 1:1 — then they break down and cause the reactions you witnessed on the videotape, Captain, and then revert back to their original states, for the whole process to start again.”

      “So,” Cole asked, “the original crystal has done this before? And you’re afraid it’s going to do it again?”

      “That’s what we believe. We’ve been able to cross-reference dates within the literature out there for when the Atlantian civilization existed, and when it was destroyed. Most of what we’ve found points to the year 9610 B.C. — over 11,600 years ago — as when Atlantis sunk beneath the waves. According to the calculations I mentioned outside, at the breakdown rate of around 0.00414% per year, that would give Material A exactly 11,622 years to break down.

      “Meaning, of course, that the crystal’s primary two material substances would reach a ratio of 1:1 this year, on December 21, 2012.”

      “Why December 21?”

      “Remember how I mentioned how there are some coincidental similarities between a few completely isolated civilizations?”

      “Yes,” Cole answered.

      “Well, one of those strange similarities is the shared belief that the world will come to an end — on December 21, 2012. It’s usually a phenomenon attributed to the ancient Mayan civilization, but threads of the belief system have turned up around the world, in the Celtic calendar — the date of the winter solstice — and on,” Vilocek said.

      “Wait a second — “ Cole said. “December 21st is tomorrow.” He looked at Vilocek.

      “I realize that,” Vilocek said. “Even more reason to get that crystal — we’re not sure what time the crystal will reach its breaking point, but we’ll be able to see the telltale signs for sure in the next few hours.”

      “And if we do find the crystal,” Corinne asked, “how exactly do you plan to stop this ‘breakdown’ from occurring?”

      “With this.” Vilocek reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small test tube. The liquid inside glowed with the same color as Cole’s luminescent skin. “It’s an elixir we created by extracting ‘Material A’ from the crystal. As I said, we can’t isolate it completely, so there’s still a small remnant of Material B on each molecular formation, but we’ve ‘rounded out’ the mixture with a Uranium isotope to stabilize it. It’s part of what my father and the Sr. Whittenfield were researching many years ago.

      “Again, it’s nowhere near perfect — it comes with its own side effects — but it’s all we’ve got right now, and as long as the crystal is no larger than a basketball, it shouldn’t react too dramatically with the serum.”

      Corinne watched Cole look down at his skin. She wondered if the “side effects” Vilocek referred to were like his — the bluish glow on his skin in the presence of the crystal — or if there was something more to it. Corinne took his wrist and gently started pulling him toward the opposite side of the cavern.

      They moved on. It seemed to Corinne that they were constantly delving into caves, and she hoped they’d find the crystal soon — if at all. As she walked, her hand gently dropped from Cole’s wrist into his hand. It was cold and damp — Cole seemed fine, but his eyes weren’t focused, and he stared vacantly as they walked.

      She hoped he was all right. After everything that had happened, she needed something to remain constant.
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      9:46 am - Unknown

      The crackling of Whittenfield’s headphones alerted him to an incoming transmission. He jumped — whacking his knee against the tray table in front of him. His coffee, sitting cold inside a much-too-small styrofoam cup with the airline’s logo emblazoned on each side, tipped over and splashed a few drips on the table adjacent to his.

      The woman next to him — a burly, slightly smelly 50-year old with the faint peach fuzz of a mustache gone unnoticed — gave him a condescending glance, huffed, and looked toward the front of the plane.

      Why in the world did I offer to take a commercial plane, he thought, apologizing and wiping the centimeter-wide drip off of her tray. He’d wanted to remain under the radar — even with his prosperity and recognition, most of the people who might recognize him would be sitting in first class. In a moment of stupidity — he knew now — he’d traded in his first-class ticket for this coach seat, squeezed between this sack of fat and a black-haired teenager who’d done nothing but look out the window the entire flight. He almost wondered if the kid was alive — he hadn’t moved or spoken since they’d taken off.

      He clicked the trackpad to wake up his laptop. He closed several windows that popped up, ensuring that there would be no peeking from his cabin mates, and clicked the blinking ‘receive’ icon on the task bar.

      He positioned the earbud-style headphones more comfortably in his ears, and adjusted the volume.

      “Check, 1-2,” Bryce’s voice came across in a raspy whisper. “Come in, Whittenfield.” There was a slight delay. “Whittenfield, I can’t hear anything — if you can hear me, I’m beginning the transmission now. We’re about to begin the search for the crystal, but we have been intercepted by the Vilocorp group.

      “Vilocek is here, and we’re currently, uh, with him. I’m going to keep this line open, see if I can’t get him to talk a bit. I need to know what we’re up against. If you’re there, you might want to record this.”

      Whittenfield started the recording device on the software program. He reclined a bit more and closed his eyes. For the next hour there was nothing but static, but he let it run.

      Eventually, he heard them begin to talk — something about one of the big Moai heads he’d read about — then about the video feed he’d sent to Bryce. After a while, he could hear Vilocek begin one of his monologues, this time about the crystal and what they’d discovered about it so far.

      He listened closely. Quickly, Vilocek’s description went beyond Whittenfield’s level of understanding and knowledge about the crystal — from his and his father’s own research — and Vilocek described things Whittenfield hadn’t even imagined. He opened a text file and quickly started typing notes.

      A few minutes into Vilocek’s speech, Whittenfield turned the headphones up again. This was it. This was what he — and his father before him — had been trying to discover about the crystal.

      It was what he needed to know.

      It was everything.
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      10:23 am - Easter Island

      “How much longer does this cave go?” Corinne asked.

      “Captain Reynolds said something like 5 or 6 kilometers, right?” Cole asked.

      “Yeah,” Bryce said, “the article I read said a ‘new cave had been discovered,’ going on for about 6 kilometers until reaching a — “

      They came to a turn in the tunnel and were faced with a looming wall of stone.

      “ — dead end.”

      “This is odd,” Corinne said. “Usually cave systems that descend like this one dwindle in size, gradually ending in a much smaller diameter. This one has been getting larger — the height of this section alone is twice that of the cavern we stopped in earlier.”

      “You’re right,” Bryce said. “This wall seems too abrupt,” Bryce said.

      A muffled boom suddenly sounded from somewhere in the distant reaches of the cavern, followed by a tremor that made them all stumble and grab at the walls for support.

      “What was that?” Bryce asked, to no one in particular.

      “Sounded like dynamite,” Jeff said. “On the other side of the wall.”

      Cole stepped closer to the wall. As he approached, the now familiar symbols lit up all over the surface.

      He knew what to look for, and quickly found the familiar symbol of the open-armed man, rising from the sea, directly in front of him. He placed his palm over the symbol, and almost immediately the ground began to shake.

      The rumble increased in volume as the entire cavern quaked gently. The rumbling continued, but nothing else happened.

      “Are you sure you did that right?” Jeff shouted over the growing din.

      “There’s nothing else to do!” Cole shouted back. “It’s worked everywhere else we’ve been so far.”

      Then, with a deep groan, the enormous wall slowly started to slide backwards. Loose pebbles danced at the threshold, and the team took several steps back.

      “I guess there’s more to go through after all,” Jeff said. Wayne just nodded, watching the huge slab slide back. One side ground to a halt as the other began to swing back, like a great hinged door. Trapped air from behind rushed into their side of the cavern, bringing a stale, distilled scent of age and earth washing over them.

      “This is like one giant tomb — and we’re about to walk in with the mummy,” Karn said, trying to peer around the now slightly open door.

      “Well,” Vilocek said, “considering most of the cave system so far has been relatively straight, and adjusting for the few hundred feet we’ve descended, we should be almost exactly at the center of the northern third of the island.”

      A large cloud of dust billowed from the door, and Corinne covered her eyes and mouth with the sleeve of her shirt.

      “You mean,” Bryce said, “right in the center of the — “

      “— volcano?” Cole finished his sentence as he took a tentative step through the doorway.

      As the dust settled, they saw the cavern beyond was more of a subterranean biosphere — the path ended about twenty yards ahead in a massive cliff, falling straight down to meet the cavern floor. Above, the ceiling catapulted up in a dome shape, with a small hole in the center. The cavern wasn’t unlike a Yucatan cenoté, or like a naturally-created observatory, except larger — much larger. It was actually difficult to see the other side; from somewhere in the middle part of the upside-down bowl there was a steaming wall of white mist from falling water somewhere above it. There was light leaking into the massive cave from somewhere, but the misty fog caught and converged on the upper half of the upside-down bowl, diffusing it to a dim glow.

      “Whoa,” Jeff said.

      “You got that right,” his brother answered.

      The immense hollow dome would certainly have been impressive enough — geologists and archeologists alike would go nuts over a find like this — but it wasn’t the dome by itself that caught their attention.

      “It’s a — “ Cole paused as he stepped farther onto the ledge.

      “A city,” Vilocek finished.

      To their left the pathway continued, sloping downward and around where the dome met the floor of the cavern, like a huge spiral staircase. Below them, spread across the immense cavern floor, was an abandoned city — complete with towers, stone temples, and rows of cookie-cutter houses.

      “Unbelievable,” Bryce said. “Who’d have thought something like this could exist?” he said.

      “And look,” Corinne said, “it looks like they even had churches, or some kind of worship centers.” She pointed toward the center of the city, where two large spires reached almost to the dome’s ceiling.

      The group walked to the left down the path. Corinne and Cole took turns pointing out different features they could see, while Bryce made sure that his shoulder-mounted camera was recording everything.

      As they walked around the outskirts, more of the city came into view. It was circular, with the two towers and what looked like a massive temple building on a rise in the center. Circular moats segmented the city into four distinct sections — one for the central temple, the other three in successive rings radiating outward.

      On the cavern floor, a large causeway spanned the four circles, ending at a large gate in the center. Clearly the central area was intended to be the heart of the city and the seat of power.

      “Do you see that?” Karn pointed to the area around the largest of the concentric circles. “Those look like fields.”

      “How would they be able to grow crops without sunlight?” Wayne asked.

      “And I don’t see any way of getting water into this place; at least not anything but seawater,” Cole added.

      “Maybe there was some sort of aqueduct system that pumped water from somewhere else on the island,” Corinne said. “Or some sort of underground canal system. The same water source that could have formed the cave that we got here through. That would explain the moats.”

      “But even if they had water, they’d still need light in here if they were actually growing crops in those fields,” Cole said.

      “Well, only time will tell––it could be that our crystal had something to do with that as well,” Bryce said. “I’ll bet it’s either hidden inside that temple, or there are at least a few clues in there. Let’s go and find out.”

      “Agreed,” Vilocek said, “but we should spread out. Once we’re over the first moat, we can split into two groups and approach the central area from opposite sides. No sense in bunching up and missing something in the process.”

      He continued down the path toward the causeway, the first humans in thousands of years to enter the ancient city of the Rapa Nui.
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      10:19 am - Easter Island

      Madu’s knees were still creaky. He hadn’t realized how much his political position had aged him these past ten years, and the past few days seemed even worse. His disheveled hair wouldn’t lay flat on his head, no matter how much he meddled with it.

      He and his twenty-two men now stood atop the volcanic mountain of Terevaka. Without a second-in-command, Jabari was frantically trying to plan his troops’ movements, though his expression gave away none of his anxiety. He ordered two of his men to organize sticks of unidirectional explosives around the perimeter of the old crater.

      Initial geological scans of the island showed that the topographical “top” of the island — this volcano — was actually still relatively cone-shaped, and a small cap of rock and built-up earth had blocked the main shaft of the volcano from opening at the top. The plan so far was to blast their way into the volcano using dynamite in tandem — first one side of the crater, then the other — to hopefully not only open the shaft again, but also to blast the debris up and away from the crater. They didn’t want the loose dirt and rock falling down into the mountain again, causing yet another blockage.

      A glance over the rim of the crater showed that his group was in place, and he signaled for the rest of the men to clear the area. He radioed the all-clear to his demolition team.

      Madu cupped his hands over his ears and turned away from the crater’s mouth. Within seconds, the ground trembled as a hollow explosion sounded beneath his feet. The air filled with dust, small fragments of rock rained down around him, and he turned to see the results — just as the second set of explosions began.

      This time, facing the crater, the bang rocked the earth around him, and Madu couldn’t help falling to the ground. He landed on his back, and two of his officers grabbed him and pulled him back up. Embarrassed, he shook them away, brushed the dust off his clothing, and continued barking orders.

      “Bayoumi! Mounier! Get that belay line and mark off the initial descent!” The rest of the soldiers got busy, milling about in the crater as they unloaded boxes, checked magazines, and reloaded weapons.

      The two soldiers he’d yelled at joined two others — Madu’s snipers — by the gaping hole in the center of the crater, and together prepared the safety harnesses and belay lines for the impending rappel. As he watched them work, Madu’s thoughts turned again to his father.

      He and his brother Heri sat on a rock outside their childhood home, while their father ranted on and on about the al-Bal'laorah al-Qadeem. Ancient Crystal, Madu thought now, as he remembered his fathers’ words.

      “This will be the discovery of a lifetime — this crystal, you see. You and Heri will see, you know,” his father said, sloshing his words like the wine bottle he’d been sipping from. “When I find it — when we find it — you see, it will be ‘beneath the earth,’ as the ancients have left it. We shall find it by journeying together, my boys, and what an adventure it will be!”

      Madu remembered scoffing at his father while Heri sat in awe at the tale. He remembered feeling the same awe and inspiration when he was as young as Heri; the promise of riches and fame pouring from his poor father’s mouth as they sat together — sometimes at their dirty table in the slums of their neighborhood, other times in a cheap motel room in some far corner of the Eastern world, following a myth and a dream.

      Now, as he looked out over the volcano, he wondered if it truly could be real. al-Bal'laorah al-Qadeem was certainly more than a legend to some, but Madu still had doubts.

      But it didn’t matter.

      He wanted to find the crystal, yes. But what Madu Jabari really wanted was revenge.

      The anger that had been welling inside of him had only grown deeper and darker since they’d left Petra. His scouts had reported the fate of Sergeant Aines, and while he could never truly understand the depth of his own anger, he knew how to satiate it.

      He had to feed it.

      Finding the crystal was a mission he would love to fulfill — accepting the highest praise from his country — and even the world — would be a major boost for his next campaign. The Journal of Egyptian Archaeology would run a front-page story on him and his find, and he’d be a celebrity in most of the Eastern world.

      But revenge has brought me here.

      It was revenge that had fueled him to track them down. His intelligence officers had claimed that Vilocek’s team was now split into two units, both headed slightly south. When he had his radio operator hack into the network Vilocek’s team was using, he was able to find out that they’d been running along a line of ancient sites that spread around globe.

      He heard names of sites he’d actually been to as a boy, following along on his father’s drunken treasure quests. Angkor Wat, the Great Pyramid of Giza, Petra.

      He’d heard names of places his father used to speak of, even recalling evenings when his father would sprawl out maps of locations and plan future trips, to places like Machupiccu, the Oracle at Siwa, and the ancient city of Ur.

      He was amazed to hear that these locations were all on the same great circle — a line that stretched around the world like the Equator. During the flight he’d confirmed for himself that all of the points were either directly on that line, or within a mile or two of it.

      Maybe his father had been on to something.

      It was too bad he couldn’t be here to share in the discovery — if there was one to be made.

      He pushed the nostalgia aside, focusing on the tightening ball of fury growing in his mind. The anger was a catalyst, a fuel that would drive him to success today, deep beneath the earth.
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      10:26 am - Easter Island

      The rappel into the volcanic shaft was much quicker than Madu had anticipated. He had much less difficulty than he’d feared, and his aging body fared quite well. He knew that rappelling down was much easier than climbing up, but he still thought the sport fit more for youth than crotchety old politicians.

      I guess there’s some soldier left in me after all, Madu said to himself as he landed on the narrow edge at the bottom. He nodded to his belay man, Mounier, who unclipped Madu’s carabiner from the climbing rope and clipped it to another line on the other end of the ledge. Madu looked at the rope, dangling into the blackness at his feet.

      One of the snipers spoke at his side. “Jabari — we will lower you down, it’s only twenty feet. There, you will land on a small circular platform, attached to a stalactite next to this shaft.”

      Madu only nodded, still staring into the void.

      “From there, you will need to use the marked handholds to continue. Private Rafeil went down already, and marked the route with luminescent paint. We’re atop a large dome. You are still belayed, but it is mostly a hand-over-hand climb for the initial fifty feet. Rafeil is waiting at the base of the dome for you. On your count.”

      Madu listened as the soldier recited the instructions, and glanced down at the rope — his lifeline — that would bear him to the platform. It wasn’t a proposition he liked, but it beat climbing up.

      His muscles quivering, he let out a sigh and clung to the rope. As he descended, he tried to see the area below him. It was dark — almost pitch black — and the mist that hung in the air made it seem as if he was descending into a cloud. The hollow echoes of sound from below gave the impression of an immense vacant space. He barely had time to contemplate that before his feet struck the circular platform.

      Madu’s knees shook as his feet made contact. He felt the smooth, hard surface under his boots, and caught a quick glimpse of the protrusion before continuing his descent. The floor was definitely circular and he thought he could see slight glints of light in the stone, almost like small fragments of glass in a sandstone rock fragment.

      Shouting up to his men, he detached the first rope from his waist and looked for the painted handholds that would lead down the dome’s face.
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      10:34 am - Easter Island

      The wide, railless causeway led them over the surrounding fields and into the city. The moats had once, in fact, held water, as evidenced by the greenish tinge showing a millennias-old high water mark. Into the first section of the city, they could see that most of the houses were cut from stone — multiple slabs of volcanic rock that were slid together like interlocking puzzle pieces. Some sort of mud or clay acted as mortar, gluing the stones in place and forming airtight seals. None of the smaller buildings had windows — just one or two doors facing the narrow streets. The larger buildings, at the street corners, were similar in some ways to modern log cabins — they had doors, windows, and in some instances more advanced roofing, though most of the roofs had been wooden and were either completely rotted away or had become petrified.

      Because of the curvature of the streets, the houses had narrow fronts and wider backs, with open areas that ended at the encircling moat.

      The second moat they passed was deeper than the first. This section of the town seemed to be a commercial sector — the long, flat buildings often had no front walls, and the roofs extended over the edges of the circular street, forming an open-air market. Three rows of long steps fronted most of the buildings, reminiscent of Roman architecture.

      “This is unbelievable,” Cole whispered, as if they were in a sacred place that demanded silence.

      “Yeah, I almost don’t believe it’s real — but it’s hard not to believe what’s right in front of you. Do you think people actually lived here once?”

      “It’s hard to say — I mean, you’re right. Everything’s just like you’d imagine an abandoned city to be. But the fields — and these stables; how could you support life beneath a volcano?”

      Bryce knew that Cole was right — it seemed too unreal, too crazy, that a civilization had once blossomed here. Even with advanced technology, humans needed sunlight to thrive. He looked back at the fields, now nothing but dirt and rock tilled bare. Some of the stables — if that’s what they were — had small piles of bones in them. Were these all that remained of their livestock?

      It was all miraculous, even unbelievable. What had happened here? A busy market area, workers tending the fields, children playing in the streets. Was this the original Rapa Nui? A great civilization, long forgotten?

      Cole and Corinne picked up their pace. Bryce saw where they were headed — a towering statue just past the second-to-last moat. It was a dark grayish-black color, standing just to the left of the causeway. A second statue — a perfect twin of the first, stood on the right side of the causeway. Together, the sculptures formed a portal, guarding the bridge that spanned the final moat. Both statues looked toward the central mound, upon which a massive stone temple sat, looking back at the bridge and its two guardians.

      “Check this out — these are Moai heads!” Corinne yelled as she half ran across the stone bridge.

      It was indeed a Moai, like the 800-plus that dotted the landscape all over the island. This Moai, as well as its twin, was a large head and torso, with the head taking up most of the mass. It was a perfect replica of the famous Moai heads that made the island famous, but these two seemed somehow more “original” than the others — their features were not worn, and their eyes, noses, and mouths were perfectly embossed onto the stone’s faces.

      Vilocek, Karn, and Beka made their way over the bridge. “This must have been the Rapa Nui’s original homeland — not on the island, but in it,” he said.

      “Hurry, let’s check out that temple up on the hill!” Corinne called back, already looking for the next treasure. Cole followed eagerly, but Bryce couldn’t help but notice how easy it had been to get this far.

      For a civilization that had prided itself so much on hiding from the world — even going so far as to create hidden chambers and passageways that were only accessible to people holding their beloved power source — it seemed a bit off-kilter that they’d just been able to waltz over the bridge and into this once great city. Something else bothered him as well.

      Where is Madu Jabari and his army? They’d seen Madu leaving Petra, and Bryce knew he would be heading straight for Easter Island. Why hadn’t we seen them yet? Was there another entrance to the city, perhaps on the other side of the huge circular metropolis?

      He didn’t have much time to contemplate the question. Cole and Corinne had reached the gates of the inner circle, where the mound of earth rose to meet the foundation of the beautiful temple. The stone gates were open, beckoning the group to ascend the hundred or so stairs leading to the palace. A small plaza extended outward from the doorless temple, ending in a dry fountain at the top of the stairs. He watched as Corinne and Cole paused at the top to gaze at the ancient building.

      As Bryce and the rest of the group reached the top, they all continued toward the main building. The air felt heavy, as if a giant hand was pressing down on them. Bryce’s nerves were on edge; his senses intensely focused. He wondered if it was just the strange location — trespassing into an ancient Roman-style city, one of the first people to see it in probably thousands of years. He wondered if it would have been smarter to split up like Vilocek had said, but knew that they were probably better off sticking together. Who knew what dangers this place held?

      The entranceway to the temple was much larger than it looked from the top of the cavern. The two spires towered upward, like arms that held the rock far above at bay. The temple itself reached halfway to the top the dome, ending in a pointed obtuse triangle. Columns stood all around the square building. It was similar to the Greek Parthenon, but less crumbled and dilapidated.

      As they stepped up to the threshold of the great complex, the entire group hesitated, taking in the immensity of the place. Finally, Bryce stepped forward and entered.

      10:39 am.

      The inside of the temple was stark. Its walls of stone were nothing more than smoothed slabs of tuff, the volcanic material many of the Moai were carved from, and the only decorations were a few small Moai statues in the corners of the great hall. The square building was roofless — the central atrium surrounded a smaller square hole in the center.

      “This is a little disappointing,” Jeff said under his breath.

      “You expecting a welcoming party?” Wayne asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Vilocek snapped. “We’re not here to marvel at the architecture. We need to find that crystal, and we need to find it fast — Madu’s team must be here somewhere. We don’t want a repeat of Petra on our hands.”

      No, we certainly don’t, Bryce thought. As he walked, his nerves and instincts seemed to play with his mind, as if his intuition was keeping something from his brain.

      He wasn’t alone in his unease.

      “What’s that? An earthquake?” Karn asked.

      “Spooky,” Jeff said, taunting. Wayne and Bryce simultaneously shot him a “shut up” glance. They raised their weapons, backing against the nearest wall. Corinne reached for Cole’s hand, but he yanked it away.

      Cole started running toward the shaft in the middle of the atrium. “What is it?” Corinne said in a half-whisper.

      “I’m feeling something — like outside, around those other statues.” He ripped up his shirt sleeves and looked at the underside of his arms. After a few seconds, the unmistakable bluish glow appeared just below his wrists. Something had triggered the effect, and now the rest of the atrium reflected it as well. Starting at the floor and moving up the walls, the mysterious symbols appeared all around them. They were bright enough to light the entire space. A door, a mirror-image of the one they’d come through stared back at them from the rear wall. The symbols grew ever brighter until it was almost hard to look at them head-on — like lightbulbs without shades.

      A sudden eruption of light caused them all to recoil. Cole jumped sideways against the right wall, and Corinne backed into a corner. The shaft in the center of the room suddenly and violently began emitting a thick, slightly blue-hued beam of light. It shot straight up into the top of the dome.

      But it didn’t stop at the domed ceiling. They hadn’t noticed it before, but the temple was on a raised mound directly underneath the small hole at the top of the dome. Now, the light shot through not only the open top of the square temple’s roof, but through the top of the dome itself.

      The effect was immediate and near-blinding. Some sort of architectural feature split the beam of light into millions of directions and reflected it back down over the gigantic underground metropolis. The entire city became lit by a vibrant, living light source. As the group straggled out of the temple to escape the intensity of the beam, they looked in awe over the causeway and sectioned areas of the city below. Far in the distance, they could see the fields they’d passed on their way in. As they looked out across the city, dots of blue light begin to appear outside of buildings and houses, like individual porch lights and lampposts.

      It was beautiful.
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      10:34 am

      Madu unclasped the carabiner from his belt and wiped a drop of sweat from his forehead — he’d been sweating heavily throughout the traverse over the inside wall of the giant dome. Most of the men had already crossed, obeying their orders to scout ahead and remove any unforeseen obstacles. He’d gotten radio confirmation some time ago that they were, in fact, in a dome, and once he got through this upper layer of fog, he’d be able to see down into the center of the bowl.

      Madu had just started walking down the pathway on the side of the cavern when his radio crackled to life. “Sir, we have reached a protruding ledge on the side of the cavern. It is close to the floor of the cave, and we are holding up here to wait for the rest of you.”

      Madu lifted his radio to respond, but the man on the other end of the line continued.

      “…And, I do not know how to say this, Commander. You need to see this for yourself.”

      Madu frowned and continued on. The descent was now a simple hike, the path leveling to the point that he barely needed to use his hands to steady himself. He couldn’t help but notice that the route they’d taken on did seem almost like a pathway — a trail intentionally cut into the side of the gargantuan cavern.

      A few more paces down the ledge and Madu reached the remainder of the team. The men were mostly sitting, kneeling, or lying down, catching a quick break. Four of the soldiers maintained a watchful eye over the center of the cavern, its hollowed-out interior large but completely in front of them, offering an easy view.

      As Madu stepped around a large stalagmite jutting from the floor, the sight of an ancient city, steadily revealing itself with each step, made him catch his breath.

      A soldier strode up, and both men stood staring at the expansive city. Madu’s mind was racing; the city was abandoned — not a sign of life — yet everything else was in place. What looked like farmland stretched out below, followed by rings of ancient water systems that divided the city into specific areas. One segment was made up of small rectangular houses, and the next seemed to be more commercial — open-air markets, trading areas, and larger buildings. Beyond it all, Madu saw the raised mound in the center of the old city, with its large temple on top.

      Running toward the temple was Tanning Vilocek and his team.

      “Get down there! Intercept them!” Madu shouted. They all bolted from the small ledge and took the path toward the city. Madu hoped they’d be able to corral the opposing forces inside the temple. If Vilocek decided to head somewhere else in the city, Madu would have a much harder time tracking them down.

      He thought through his options, and remembered that he already had eyes up above.

      “Musim!” he barked into the radio. He hoped the two snipers were still up on the platform at the top of the dome. “Hold your position — try to get a clear shot,” he said.

      “Copy that, commander,” Musim answered. “We are with Bayoumi and Mounier. We’ll wait for your orders.”

      Jabari confirmed the order, and watched as the rest of his team reached the second ring and crossed the stone bridge. They were making excellent time — and assuming Vilocek was still inside the temple, they’d be able to catch up and trap them in a firefight inside.

      Looking up, he tried to see the four soldiers posted somewhere above. It was difficult to see anything through the mist, but he thought he could make out the bottom of the platform attached to its hanging stalactite.

      As he squinted into the darkness, a low rumble came from the center of the city, followed by a flash of light. Looking toward the temple, he saw the light grow in intensity and fill a square hole cut in the temple’s roof. The light didn’t subside, and it took on a rounded shape as it shot from the ancient stone building.

      He watched the beam’s trajectory, following its path upward to the ceiling of the dome — directly toward the platform with his four men.

      Madu realized what the “platform” really was as the city around him was bathed in light. The platform acted as a natural chandelier, reflecting the beam of light into the far corners of the large cavern.

      He also noticed that the platform was transparent.

      The fog had dispersed, and Madu could clearly see that the stone platform was made of a quartz-like mineral — which acted as a prism and reflected the light throughout the city. But it also allowed the beam to pass through it — directly to where his men were standing.

      As he watched, he saw a single rifle fall from the platform, followed by a boot still tightly laced around part of a soldier’s leg.

      The beam of light had vaporized his four men.

      His remaining men had just about reached the final bridge separating the smallest ring from the rest of the city. Having nothing else to do, he jogged down the pathway toward the ring of farms around the metropolis.

      He knew that the beam had likely been triggered by their entrance into the city, but he entertained the thought of Vilocek purposefully using the light as a weapon. The idea added fuel to his rage as he ran.
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      10:40 am

      “Amazing,” Bryce whispered.

      “It’s like the city just woke up,” Cole said. “Like it’s all on some central power grid!”

      “The light must have some sort of ultraviolet properties, to maintain life down here,” Karn said to Vilocek.

      “I’m starting to recognize the layout of this city,” the older man replied.

      “And,” Beka added, looking toward the central shaft of light, “I bet you I know where your crystal is.”

      Vilocek smirked a little, then cocked his head sideways. “Did you hear something?”

      Bryce had heard it too — something from the other side of the temple, in the other entrance. “Get to cover — I think Madu’s team just got here!” he shouted.

      They all dove behind Moai statues. There wasn’t enough cover for everyone, and Bryce quickly changed his mind. “There’s no way we’re going to be able to hold them off in here — we need to get back outside and try to flank them around either side of the temple.”

      Vilocek had other ideas. “I’m not walking away from that crystal! You go out there, and you’re on your own.”

      Suit yourself, Bryce thought as he turned and ran out the entrance. He turned left after scaling the three large steps, Wayne and Jeff on his heels.

      “Shit!” Bryce had almost forgotten about the two civilians still inside. He had absolutely no trouble abandoning this mission and hightailing it out of there, but he did have an issue with leaving innocent bystanders in the middle of a firefight.

      [image: ]

      Wayne and Jeff took positions outside the door of the temple. Wayne watched as Bryce ran back inside, just as Madu’s forces converged on the opposite entrance 200 yards away. Vilocek and Beka had pushed over a few of the Moai onto their flattened backs to use as cover. The Israeli soldier and Karn were on the right side of the temple, where Cole and Corinne were ducking in a corner. They crouched behind the Moai and waited.

      [image: ]

      Cole and Corinne bolted from their corner and headed for the door. Bryce was about five feet into the temple when he saw them coming. He dropped to one knee to cover them, just as Madu’s team opened fire.

      Bullets pinged from every wall and surface inside the temple, and Bryce instinctively ducked. Cole and Corinne made it to the exit, but Vilocek shouted after them. “Take another step and I’ll kill you myself!”

      Corinne was crouched near the entrance, looking at Bryce in confusion. “Forget that, Vilocek!” Bryce yelled. We need to get out now!”

      “I’m not forcing you to stay,” Vilocek shouted back. “Take the girl and leave — but the boy stays with me!”

      The implication suddenly struck Bryce.

      Whittenfield had cryptically mentioned something about Cole being the key to this whole fiasco. Vilocek had obviously injected him with some sort of serum based on the crystal’s properties, and needed Cole for whatever it was he had planned.

      Shots rang out as Madu’s men continued their assault.

      Vilocek and his team ducked down. Wayne and Jeff yelled at Bryce to fall back. Cole and Corinne were standing in the open, frozen and exposed.

      The Egyptians had the benefit of numbers. They were split into two groups, leap-frogging each other from statue to statue. They were almost to the center of the chamber, where the rectangle of brilliant light made it almost impossible to see anything beyond.

      They were out of time. Corinne squeezed Cole’s hand, and he could hear her breathing quicken. He knew they had to move, but it was like his body was locked down.

      He looked toward Bryce, silently begging for help. Bryce was already barreling toward the pair at full-tilt. “Come on!” he shouted. “To your left!”

      Cole braced himself. Bryce’s forehead drove into his chest, and Cole heard something crack. His mind went blank and his vision filled with stars. He felt himself falling; the serene calm of unconsciousness washing over him.
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      10:57 am

      Corinne was still holding Cole’s hand when he went down. She too had seen Bryce coming, and though it seemed like he’d slowed a bit just before the tackle, it still sounded like a pretty hard hit. She noticed Cole’s eyes roll backwards a bit, and as he fell she reached for his arm to help stabilize him, grabbing him under the right armpit.

      Bryce wrapped around Cole in a textbook tackle, but rather than taking the boy to the ground, he rolled to the right, pulling him down. Corinne was yanked along as well.

      The three of them tumbled to the left. Wayne ran from behind the Moai, anticipating Bryce’s move. He grabbed the three and dragged them together to safety while Jeff, Karn and the Israeli laid down cover fire.

      Corinne collapsed on the floor, safe behind the giant Moai. She closed her eyes and tried to focus on not hyperventilating. She was struggling to keep it together.

      As she regained her composure, she looked immediately to her left, where Cole lay on his back. Her first thought was that Bryce’s hit had been much harder than either of them anticipated, but she soon realized that something else was wrong.

      Bryce was rifling through his pack, looking for something. Wayne and Jeff were firing on the advancing forces. Corinne placed her left hand next to Cole’s head, leaning over to try and see what was wrong. As her hand touched the floor, she felt warm liquid near his shoulder. Her heart skipped a beat as she realized it was blood.

      Cole had been shot. Now, from the safety of the statue and the penetrating light of the crystal’s beam, she could see the open wound in his right shoulder; it was bleeding steadily and forming a large pool under him. Bryce looked at her.

      “He was hit right when I got to him — it’s a flesh wound; went right through. But if we can’t get it bandaged up, he’ll lose a lot of blood.” He went back to rummaging through his pack.

      Bryce finally found a syringe and a roll of gauze. After examining the syringe and removing its safety tip, he prepared to insert it next to Cole’s wound.

      “Don’t!” Vilocek shouted, looking in Bryce’s direction. “I don’t know how his body will react to that — it hasn’t been fully tested!”

      Bryce clenched his jaw. Without the medication, the blood wouldn’t clot quickly enough. He set down the syringe, and looked back at Corinne.

      “Here — help me prop him up. We need to keep him relaxed so his heart slows down.” Corinne helped Bryce lift Cole to a sitting position. She wiped a single tear away with her free hand. Am I concerned about Cole this much?

      Bryce started wrapping Cole’s shoulder to provide support, bringing the bandage behind his neck and finally around the seeping wound. Corinne watched him work, gently lifting Cole’s arm each time Bryce came around with the bandage. After a few wraps, Bryce brought the bandage down and prepared to cover the open wound. Corinne grabbed his wrist. “Wait.”

      “Why? What — “ Bryce looked intently at the hole in Cole’s shoulder. A bubble of blood had formed, but didn’t pop. The seeping seemed to slow, then actually stopped.

      “It looks like his blood’s thickening up already,” he said. He watched as the young man’s shoulders heaved slowly up and down with his breathing. Bryce used a section of gauze to wipe away some of the blood on the wound, and waited for the bleeding to continue.

      But there was no more bleeding. The oozing had stopped, and when Bryce removed his hand, they could see the clean hole the bullet had left. “Are you seeing this?” he asked.

      “It looks like it’s getting smaller. Is that normal?”

      Bryce thought back to his own gunshot wound — months in the hospital, weeks in therapy. “Yeah. After a seriously long stay in a hospital and proper medical care, it’s normal. This is healing right now.”

      As they watched, the hole diminished to a barely noticeable mark on his shoulder, and Bryce wiped away more blood. He broke out into a grin. “Whatever he’s got inside him seems to be not only stopping the bleeding, it’s actually healing the wound!”

      “I think he’s waking up!” Corinne said, as Cole’s eyes beginning to flitter and he let out a small yawn.

      Slowly, his cheeks regained their color, and he coughed and cracked his eyes open a slit.

      “Cole!” Corinne was almost laughing. “How do you feel?”

      He coughed again, clearing his throat. “Not too great, I guess.” He tried to move his shoulder and winced. After a few more seconds, he opened his eyes completely and shook his head a bit. “Actually, I am starting to feel better now — my shoulder feels okay — I just have a headache.” His shoulder now looked completely healed; only a few streaks of dried blood remained. Bryce couldn’t believe what had just happened — whatever was turning Cole’s skin blue was also acting as a rapid platelet-dispersal , causing the open wound to heal and rebuild at an extremely rapid pace.

      Vilocek had been watching from his hiding place. Bryce looked in his direction, raising his eyebrows. Vilocek nodded, and frowned a bit. It was as if he was deep in thought, calculating. Bryce turned his attention back to the battle.

      It seemed at first that they were holding their own, keeping the Egyptians at bay. Then Bryce realized that the Egyptians weren’t trying to overrun his position; they were only advancing to the central area, where the square shaft was in the temple floor. There they stopped, forming a perimeter around the shaft, and Madu Jabari himself walked forward and peered into the open hole.

      He’s going for the crystal, Bryce thought.

      And if what he had just witnessed with Cole was any indication of what this crystal was capable of, he was starting to understand how important it was to get to it first.

      “Okay, Captain,” Vilocek said. “You win — let’s get around the sides. They’ve still got to get down that shaft, so that should buy us time. There’s no way we’re going to get through their perimeter anyway — let’s see if we can flank them, or at least split up their forces.”

      They took turns running out the front door of the temple, turning at the entrance to lay cover fire for the next person in line. When they were all out, they followed Vilocek around the right side of the temple. Bryce took a last look inside, and saw five men peel off from the rest of the group to chase after them.

      10:59 am

      They ran along the outside of the temple wall before coming to another open doorway. It was halfway down the wall, adjacent to where the shaft in the center of the temple would be inside. The door was only about five feet tall, and they had to duck as they entered. Madu’s men hadn’t yet rounded the corner, so their re-entry went unseen.

      Inside, a hallway turned ninety degrees to the right — leaving only one way to run. “I guess we go this way,” Beka said. The rest followed, and as they walked Bryce noticed the ground sloping downward at a slight angle and veering to the left a bit. It was just like the passageways he’d seen in Egypt and Jordan, but here there were no symbols covering the walls.

      Bryce noticed something else that was different about this passageway — at the top of the wall, before it joined the ceiling on each side, a shallow trench had been dug at about eye level. It was about three inches deep, and filled with a hardened epoxy-like substance. The material had a translucent appearance, and transferred light fairly well, as a blue-tinted light bathed the walkway in an eerie glow.

      “Wow,” Corinne said.

      “‘Wow’ is right,” Cole said. “There’s no way to reflect the main light source in here, so this must be like a power line or something, used to light these tunnels. I wonder if it’s electrically charged too?”

      “Probably not,” Wayne said. “They wouldn’t have any need for electricity, I’d guess. We didn’t see any machines or anything that you’d ‘plug in’ on the way over here — it probably just gives off UV light to keep life going smoothly, then acts as a general light source for other places throughout the city.”

      Bryce nodded. “I wonder if this is some sort of maintenance shaft — there aren’t any decorative symbols on the walls and ceiling like the other two.”

      “Either way,” Vilocek said, “this hallway seems to be curving back toward the center of the temple, right below that square hole. More than likely we’ll come across another subterranean chamber — one that might even have the crystal inside.”

      They continued walking in silence. They finally came to a section that was brightly lit from up ahead. As they got closer, they could see that the source of the light was the same beam that shot up and out of the temple’s open roof. This part of the beam was held within a large, clear tube, made from the same material lighting the curved hallway behind them. The giant tube was contained in an underground room, similar to those hidden beneath the Giza pyramid and Petra’s Treasury.

      The room itself was small — barely large enough to allow them all inside, spread out around the tube.

      “Look,” Corinne called out. “Here are the symbols! There aren’t many of them; just a few rows.”

      “Looks like some of them are upside-down,” Jeff said.

      “You’re right,” Bryce said. “I didn’t notice it in the other places, but it does seem like some of the rows are upside-down. The top, third, and fifth lines are right, but the even-numbered rows are reversed.” Bryce followed the lines of symbols around the room with his eyes, finally ending back where Corinne was standing.

      “You know, my uncle,” Corinne said, stopping to collect her breath. “My uncle said something like that in Petra. That the Rongorongo script was written in an odd way: top to bottom, skipping a line, then reversing the canvas — like completely flipping it over — and going again top to bottom. In that case, it would look like this, with one line right-side-up, the next upside-down, and so on.”

      Cole stood next to Corinne, swaying slightly back and forth as he stared at the wall. “You ok?” Corinne asked.

      “Yeah, I — I think. I feel weak, or lightheaded. I don’t know.” He blinked and shook his head. “I’m okay. This writing — it took me a second, but I think I can read it.”

      He squinted, frowning at the script.

      “It’s their history. The Rapa Nui, I mean. They lived here! This was their city, at least for a while — I can’t understand the dates though.

      “It says that they came here long ago, led by the first high chief from their original homeland — “

      “Hiva,” Corinne said.

      “See this symbol here? It’s like a boat, or a canoe — this is how they got here. They came with descendants from nine original ‘clans’ or ‘families, I think.” Cole stepped closer to the wall, trying to decipher the timeline. He followed the symbols around the room, and the group followed at his heels. “Ok, so, this section is referencing their history. It’s saying that they experienced a long period of expansion and even Imperialism, though their main center of operations was their central city-state. Eventually, there was some kind of great catastrophe; something that caused them to seek a new home ‘at the ends of the earth,’” he continued.

      “Imperialism,” Vilocek said. “That must be what we’ve seen at Giza and Petra, and I’ll bet there are underground chambers just like them at all the other points on that great circle line we found beneath the pyramid. What about their original land? Where were they from?”

      Bryce couldn’t help but notice that for a man as bent on personal gain as Vilocek was, he was still caught up in the mystery as well.

      “It doesn’t say, I don’t think. At least there’s no name for it here. But they built their new home ‘beneath the earth,’ to protect them from the world’s watchful eye.”

      “That must be why they’re in a volcano,” Wayne said.

      “No, wait, that’s backwards — “ Cole said, stopping short. “I think it actually says they built their home beneath the earth to protect the world from their ‘watchful eye’ — whatever that means,” he said.

      He looked at Corinne, then at Bryce.

      “It means they had something to hide; something they needed to protect the world from,” Bryce said. “Go on.”

      “Ok, yeah — they built their new city here — that’s what this symbol is.“ Cole pointed to a small symbol on the wall made up of intersecting circles. “It’s a reminder of where they came from; this city is a copy of their original home.” As he pointed at the symbol that represented the word “city,” Corinne’s eyes widened.

      “Of course!” she cried out. “That’s it — I knew it looked familiar! The city up there, if you remember, is a set of concentric circles, each getting larger the farther they get away from the central temple,” she said. She looked around at their blank expressions.

      “Guys — this city is an exact copy of the city of Atlantis.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 58

          

        

      

    

    
      11:20 am

      Cole continued. “Ok, so, they lived here for many years, maybe centuries — again, I don’t completely understand the date system. They were able to grow crops here, underground, and there was a supply of fresh groundwater they used throughout the city. Looks like this was quite a civilization. They had nine distinct family lines, each mostly living in harmony with the others.

      “Their government was essentially made up of the high priests of each family, and they met here in the temple. Seems almost democratic, actually. It looks like they were also sort of xenophobic — it doesn’t look like they took too kindly to outsiders.”

      “Wait — here’s what we’re looking for!” Cole was getting excited. “The high priests used their ‘gift’ as a way to have superiority over the normal people. It keeps saying something about this ‘gift’ being an object — maybe the crystal we’re looking for?”

      “Maybe,” Vilocek said. “What do you mean by superiority?”

      “It says that they were considered the wisest of all the clans; that somehow they were capable of performing feats of physical strength and mental agility, and they lived much longer than the average people. As such, they guarded their secret of the ‘gift’ closely. It also says that their ‘gift’ was the reason they had to find a new land; the reason for the great catastrophe.

      “I think this ‘gift’ is your crystal, Vilocek,” Bryce interrupted. “And I think that by using the crystal’s powers for themselves, they inadvertently caused it to break down, like you were saying. Maybe by using it too much or — “

      Vilocek held up a hand to stop Bryce. “Keep going, Cole, let’s finish this and find that ‘gift’ of theirs.”

      Bryce frowned, but Cole kept reading. “Their leaders — the ruling group of elders — were the only Rapa Nui who could use the power source. Something about it being in their bloodline; it’s how they argued that they were ‘divinely chosen’ to lead.” As Cole read, he thought of his own strange abilities — his changing skin color in the presence of the crystal, and his ability to innately understand what these symbols meant. A quick look to Vilocek revealed that the older man was contemplating the same things. He pushed the thoughts out of his mind to focus on the task at hand.

      “They were divinely chosen — but their power eventually led to the destruction of their homeland,” he said, looking toward Bryce in confirmation, “and they wanted to make sure they wouldn’t repeat the same mistakes here. That’s why they lived here in secrecy — trying to prevent their world from colliding with the outside world, as it had so many years before.”

      “That makes sense,” Wayne said. “Whatever catastrophe they’d suffered originally almost killed them off; most likely it impacted the rest of the world to some extent, too.”

      “So then what happened?” Jeff asked. “And hurry it up. The Egyptians have to be getting close to the doorway that leads down here.”

      “Well,” Cole continued, now reading from the last wall of symbols, “it seems like their story ends here — they eventually died off.”

      “And since they didn’t want the world to find them, they probably had some sort of population controls in place — preventing reproduction or something,” Corinne said. “I seem to remember that Easter Island’s known history includes a period when a cannibalistic cult called the “Birdmen” ran the island. Maybe they were a remnant of these same people, emerging from this city after hundreds of years. Eventually, the island’s people depleted the resources they had and also suffered from disease brought by Western explorers.”

      “And remember the way we came in?” Cole asked. “The Moai emitted that blue light, and the door opened itself after I touched it. Maybe the crystal has to be present to move in and out of the city — that’s how they could have kept people out for so long.”

      “…And kept people in for so long,” Jeff said.

      “It makes sense that no one else before us was able to find this place,” Cole said. “Nobody else had the crystal — or a human host, like me.”

      “That doesn’t explain Jabari,” Vilocek said, wondering how the Egyptian had gotten into the city.

      “So, this room,” Corinne said, “is it like a power plant? All of these light tubes seem to be connected to this main shaft.”

      “Actually, I don’t think so,” Cole said. “See the two symbols above that doorway? And the same symbols above the doorway over by Beka? I can’t understand the first one, but the second symbol is pretty basic. One word in English pretty much sums it up.”

      “Well? What is this place if it’s not a power plant?” Vilocek asked.

      “It’s a library.”
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      The others looked around the room in surprise.

      “This?” Bryce asked. “There’s nothing here besides that tube in the center, and the rows of symbols on the walls. How can this be a library?”

      “Remember, we’re dealing with an advanced race,” Corinne said, moving next to Cole. “A civilization that’s long been extinct. Who knows what ‘library’ means to them, or if there’s some technology they had that we can’t understand yet.”

      Vilocek frowned as he looked around the chamber. Karn and Beka were focused on the doorways, half expecting Madu’s men to barge through, guns blazing.

      “What are you thinking, Vilocek?” Bryce asked. “You look like you know something.”

      He shook his head, then subtly flicked his eyes in the direction of his two guards. “Just a thought. I don’t suppose our friend Cole here would care to help us with a little experiment?”

      Corinne’s mouth tightened in rage. She started toward Vilocek, her hand raised to strike him. Karn swiftly grabbed her wrist in mid-swing, wrapping his other arm around her body. “Let’s not get carried away,” he whispered into her ear. His voice was hollow and cold. Corinne struggled to get away, but he held fast.

      “Stop it — leave her alone!” Bryce yelled, raising his weapon and aiming at Vilocek. Vilocek just smiled, as the Israeli soldier hit Bryce in the back of his neck with the butt of his rifle, dropping him to his knees. Beka lifted his pulse rifle and fired it at Wayne and Jeff, who were standing too close to one another. They immediately froze in place, helpless.

      11:24 am

      Bryce groaned in pain and looked up. Vilocek was standing against the opposite wall, close to the other door. He had a pistol against the side of Corinne’s head. Beka still had the Thompsons immobilized, and the Israeli had his rifle aimed at Bryce.

      Bryce wanted to scream; to just lash out and finish this deadly game. Who cares if we don’t make it? He thought. We won’t get out of this hell alive, anyway. Then he thought yet again of his mother — and knew he had to see it through.

      Karn had donned a pair of gloves and was moving toward Cole. He grabbed a fistful of Cole’s hair and yanked him toward the central shaft, forcing him to stand facing the bright light.

      Corinne screamed at Vilocek, and Bryce cursed under his breath. Wayne and Jeff stared straight ahead, their faces still and expressionless.

      Karn raised Cole’s left arm like a puppet. Cole was having a difficult time just maintaining his balance. As his arm came within inches of the shaft, it lit up in a brilliant shade of blue.

      Karn paused, looking back at Vilocek. Vilocek nodded, and Karn immediately thrust Cole’s arm against the shaft.

      The effect was instantaneous.

      The entire room erupted in a blinding flash, forcing all of them to shield their eyes.

      The light quickly faded, revealing Karn backing away from Cole, who was locked in place against the lighted tube.

      After a few seconds, Cole’s body convulsed a bit, and his head lolled backward. The veins of his arms became vibrantly exposed, bluish-tinted ridges crawling over his exposed skin. Soon his entire body was completely blue, with darker-blue lines webbing outward over his skin. It was horrifying — even the Vilocorp men seemed shocked at the result.

      Cole’s body remained stationary, silently and slowly pulsating as his palm stayed rooted to the tube. Vilocek winced, thinking back to the experiments they’d done with the small child, and others on chimpanzees, guinea pigs, and even an unlucky shark during a more peculiar underwater version.

      In all of the experiments, the subjects had been injected with a serum that Dr. Enko Vilocek had developed thirty years ago. Tanning Vilocek had altered it slightly, optimizing it with a more precise replica of the crystal’s properties. It had taken over 130 batches, and many failed experiments to get to a point of consistent results, but they almost had it down.

      The goal was to prolong the lifespan of the live specimens. They planned to eventually inject humans with the serum, increasing the brain’s speed and ability to heal and develop neural connections. The effect in isolated incidences had been staggeringly successful — for short periods. The chimpanzee had become able to read simple word problems, and draw the result on a chalkboard. The guinea pigs escaped their enclosures almost every time, working in tandem with one another like a team. And the shark, much to its keepers’ dismay, had to be put down swiftly with a bullet to the head, as it had become furiously ravenous and actually jumped from the water out onto the laboratory floor, taking a scientist’s arm with it.

      Most of the experiments hadn’t ended well at all. Once they were able to successfully keep the animal subjects alive for longer than a week, they began the initial human testing of the serum. Some of the subjects had shown marked improvements in awareness, reflexes, and retention. But they all deteriorated rapidly after a few days to a week. They suffered extremely painful seizures before succumbing to massive failure of their internal organs.

      The child hadn’t even made it as far as the increased brain activity before failing. They hadn’t even had time to test his reactions to the presence of the crystal sliver — much less bringing the crystal into actual contact with his skin — before he hyperventilated and his body temperature rose to over 120 degrees. He was dead within minutes — excruciatingly long minutes, Vilocek admitted — but he was a useful learning experience, and had served Vilocorp’s needs quite well: he was the last human experiment they’d run before they injected Cole Reed.

      Vilocek had learned one important fact by testing on the young Panamanian boy: The serum was specific to species, and even more specific to certain sized species within one genus. By testing the serum on numerous human subjects of differing gender and size, his scientists had found out that the sex of the subjects was trivial compared to the balance of chemicals used in ratio to the size of the subject. The boy hadn’t fared well, but Cole was within the range of sizes his lead scientist had declared as “acceptable transferrable size.”

      But it wasn’t a perfect match. They still didn’t understand how the serum worked, as it was based on the crystal that they hadn’t yet been able to accurately measure. They knew, however, that by forcing the serum into contact with the crystal synthetic — or the crystal sliver itself — caused the crystal to break down more rapidly, along with the subject’s body. But by adding a “parasitically beneficial” element to the crystal, they were able to slow the process.

      And the only thing they’d found that acted as a parasite — leeching one of the materials and nullifying deterioration of the crystal — had been the same substance that had been so pivotal in his father’s career, and helped shape the history of the United States.

      It was the isotope-form of the element used in many nuclear applications: Uranium.

      Somehow, Uranium-233 almost completely nullified the breakdown of the crystal’s “Material A.” It wasn’t a perfect match, though, and it merely slowed the process to a crawl. They hadn’t been able to reverse the breakdown, and all of the subjects thus far had failed.

      When his guards had come across Cole Reed in New Mexico, just minutes from the lab, Vilocek knew he’d found a perfect specimen to test the latest batch of serum. He’d come across another near-perfect specimen in Corinne Banks when his men had brought in her uncle, professor Andrews. Corinne had gone to her uncle’s office only minutes after he’d been abducted. Karn had jumped at the opportunity to bring her in as well, though Vilocek knew it was out of lust — not for the sake of experimentation. Only after sizing her up himself had he let Karn off the hook. He might have some use for her after this, depending on how Cole’s body reacted to direct contact with the beam of light.

      Vilocek watched in fascination at the slow electrocution unfolding in front of them. Cole’s skin had lost all of its natural color, replaced instead by the blue tint. His eyes were hollow, making him look possessed. The only sound in the room was Corinne’s hopeless crying.

      Vilocek began to lose hope. After the 45-second mark in almost all of the human experiments, breakdown would begin, or the subject’s body temperature would rise to an unsustainable level and crash the internal organs. Cole had passed the mark with flying colors in all of the lab tests. Now they only had the breakdown of the synthetic crystal to contend with. Vilocek hoped that by using the larger, purer crystal here, they’d be able to eliminate that problem as well.

      If Cole could get past the initial shock of the “transfusion” of energy in his bloodstream, his brain should be able to return to a normal operating mode, with the addition of the heightened abilities.

      He silently cheered for Cole to make it through the initial gauntlet of energy transfer, but only in the interest of declaring the experiment a success.

      After all, the whole reason they were here — the only reason they were here — was to find a solution to his problem. The ultimate goal certainly wasn’t money, or fame — he had enough of both — it was for his own survival.

      Tanning Vilocek hadn’t spent so many years of his life trying to crack the code of human life for philanthropy’s sake — that was for fools like Whittenfield and the rest of the scientific community. No, Tanning had a much greater goal in mind.

      Like the high priests of the Rapa Nui before him, Vilocek wanted what every powerful man craved — more power.

      He wanted the ability to control people — to reign over them as a man capable of superior thought. A man made of flesh and blood, but susceptible to none of the ailments and weaknesses that made the rest of the human race so pitifully frail.

      He wanted the heightened intelligence and senses that they’d found in many of their test subjects. He’d be able to not only outthink and out-maneuver his opponents — he would be able to utterly destroy them.

      But even those benefits paled in comparison to the real reason he was here.

      Vilocek wanted to live forever. He knew that a successful experiment with Cole Reed meant that there was definitely a chance at prolonging his life far beyond what current scientific estimates showed.

      11:26

      Only half a minute had passed, but it seemed as though the shining beacon of light had been holding Cole for ages. The men around the room watched in awe, and Corinne had even fallen silent. Cole’s body was no longer his own; it had been completely overtaken by the substance Vilocek had injected into his bloodstream. It was controlling his nervous system, holding him in place, fused to the glasslike surface containing the beam. Vilocek wondered what was going on in Cole’s mind; if he was even able to comprehend his surroundings or form a thought at all. As this wasn’t a controlled experiment, Vilocek couldn’t measure Cole’s vitals. He knew that in prior experiments, though, no subject had ever made it past the 1-minute mark — the smaller piece of crystal had either started to break down, or the subject’s internal temperature would spike catastrophically.

      Cole just seemed stuck. For the last few seconds, even the gentle pulsation of the slow-motion electrocution of the energy transfer had stopped.

      “It worked!” Vilocek breathed. “He’s stable! It actually worked — his body accepted the transfer.” He nodded to Karn, who stepped toward Cole and reached out with his black gloves. He gripped the boy’s shoulder and yanked him away from the shaft. A ring of pulsating energy on the other side of the glasslike surface appeared like a ripple, dispersing after a few seconds.

      Cole fell backwards against Karn, who laid him roughly on the floor next to Vilocek. They watched as he came to, his eyes twitching and gradually opening.

      His breathing became regular, and he slowly sat upright. His eyes widened as he noticed the others, and he jumped up and scurried into a corner.

      “Cole?” Corinne said.

      Cole looked at her, not understanding. His face contorted and he became agitated. He looked nervously around the room, then at his hands and feet. Corinne spoke again. “Cole — are you ok?”

      Cole suddenly froze, crouching slightly and lifting his nose into the air. He looked like a primate, sniffing the air for danger.

      “What’s he doing?” Beka whispered to Vilocek. Wayne and Jeff were still held in place at the mercy of Beka’s pulse rifle. The Israeli had forced Bryce flat on the floor, where he watched uncomfortably, his fingers laced together on the back of his head.

      “I don’t know,” Vilocek said. “We’ve never gotten this far in the tests.”

      “It’s like he doesn’t recognize us,” Karn said.

      Bryce had seen enough. He glanced around — Beka would have to move to react to an attack; that would free Wayne and Jeff, who were still watching from their invisible cage. Vilocek might release Corinne, as she wasn’t much of a threat, and she could grab Cole and make a break for it out the other tunnel.

      He didn’t have much to lose. Madu’s forces would certainly find the doorway in the side of the temple soon, if they hadn’t already, and they would bring a lot more trouble to the party. He had no choice.

      Bryce kicked the Israeli’s legs out from under him, and grabbed at his gun as he went down.

      Beka released his trigger and swung the pulse rifle around at Bryce, as the Thompsons collapsed on the floor. The Israeli, struggling to get up, stumbled and fell toward where Cole stood in the corner. Suddenly, Cole spoke.

      His voice was different now. It was raspy; strained. It was much lower than normal, with a slight overtone that caused a chorus-like effect. He stared straight ahead as he spoke, and the words made no sense. “Korua te tea-tea kuhane; ‘Atua kuhane ni di maunga di rangi.” Corinne thought the words soundly vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t understand.

      They all stared at Cole. He opened his mouth as if to scream and raised his right hand, palm out, toward the Israeli. He spoke again. “Te hare ‘Atua, ni kahune rake-rake.” A small blue orb appeared in Cole’s outstretched palm, inches from the Israeli’s face. The soldier looked around in desperation as the others backed slowly away.

      Cole stared through the Israeli, and the soldier looked panicked. Then Cole threw the orb into his face — causing him to stumble backwards and trip over Bryce’s foot. Cole then collapsed into a heap in the corner. The others watched in horror as the Israeli writhed on the floor for a few seconds, as if burning from the inside out. His skin became parched, then blackened, and finally started smoking. He screamed, the noise reverberating in the cramped space. The orb split into fragments, each becoming a string of light that coursed over the man’s body like lightning.

      Bryce lifted his rifle and fired a single shot into the soldier’s head, killing him instantly. He thought back to the video he’d seen of the Panamanian boy. No one deserved a death like that.

      Then he looked at Vilocek.

      Almost no one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 60

          

        

      

    

    
      11:29 am

      Vilocek watched Cole as he lay in the corner and struggled to catch his breath. Corinne had broken free and was bent down at Cole’s side, trying to help him to his feet. Tanning was annoyed with Bryce for shooting the Israeli, but not out of concern for the soldier’s life — Vilocek had wanted to watch him die. Cole could be used as a weapon. He had used the crystal’s power against the Israeli with gruesome efficiency.

      Just like in the lab, except this time they didn’t have to inject the subject with anything.

      It was an unforeseen twist in his plan, but Tanning knew they’d need a weaponized form of the crystal anyway, so he was quite delighted — Cole had unknowingly pushed his research ahead many months, if not years — if they were able to find out just how he’d done it — and how to replicate it.

      Corinne pulled Cole to his feet. He seemed more normal — the possessed look in his eyes had faded, replaced by confusion and strain.

      Bryce knelt next to the dead Israeli. He reached into the man’s collar and removed his dog tags. He handed them to Karn and approached the two civilians. He looked down at them and spoke quietly.

      “I’m done, Vilocek. We’re going home.”

      “Strong words, Captain. If we were still in Egypt, I might even allow that. But seeing how effective your team has been against Jabari’s forces, not to mention how easy you have been to keep in line, I think I’ll decline the offer.”

      “It wasn’t an offer, old man. We’re out of here.” Bryce looked at the Thompsons and gestured toward the door. “Get your gear, help these two. Let’s get out while we can.”

      Vilocek chuckled slightly. “You think you can just waltz out of here? Have you forgotten the twenty pissed-off Egyptians out there?”

      “We’ll take our chances.”

      “No, you won’t,” Vilocek said, inclining his head toward Cole. “I need the boy. He’s a vital part of my research. Now, Karn, if you don’t mind, please assist our friends in finding the way out, and remind them who’s leading this expedition.”

      Karn stepped quickly to Corinne and grabbed her by the hair. His other hand found her side, pulling her close to him as he half carried her to the door. She gagged at the dirty smell of the man as she tried to break his grip.

      Bryce knew Vilocek had the upper hand. He also knew enough about Madu Jabari by now to know that he wasn’t the negotiating type — especially when he still had overwhelming numbers.

      Muffled shouts and footsteps came from the passage outside. It was time to leave. They all turned and ran up the opposite passageway, hoping that Madu hadn’t already found that route as well.
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      The passage was much smoother and shorter than the others, the exertion of the past few days was slowly catching up to all of them. They’d jog for a stretch, then Vilocek would pick up the pace, and they’d all follow suit. After a few minutes they reached the ground-level exit on the other side of the temple.

      Bullets immediately started spattering the stones around them as they stepped from the doorway. Vilocek and Bryce both ducked behind a stone block just outside the threshold.

      “They waited us out!” Bryce shouted. “Figured we’d have to come upstairs eventually.”

      Karn was the third man to exit. He somersaulted to the ground, popped up and fired a few shots toward the attackers, and then sprinted down the side of the temple mound.

      “Where’s he going?” Bryce shouted. But as they watched him racing down the slope, he understood.

      About fifteen yards away, one of the towers surrounding the temple rose toward the volcanic ceiling. Its base was easily wide enough to conceal the eight of them. Karn ducked behind it, then motioned to them to follow.

      Bryce yelled to Jeff and Wayne, who laid cover fire for Beka, Corinne, and Cole. They paused behind Bryce’s stone, then bolted for Karn’s position.

      Bryce saw two of Madu’s men peel away from the rest and jump into the circular ditch surrounding the temple mound. He yelled at Wayne, but he was already moving. He snuck down to the side of the tower nearest the ditch and found the men with his scope.

      Bryce didn’t need to watch any longer. Two shots rang out in quick succession and he knew they weren’t going to be flanked anytime soon.

      The volley between Vilocek and Bryce against Madu’s forces went on for another thirty seconds before Bryce realized where they were sitting. He turned his attention back to the troops at his front. Then he realized that the open passage was still behind them, unguarded. “Vilocek, we need to leave. We’re sitting ducks here.“

      A single gunshot exploded behind him, ringing in his ears. He turned — to see an Egyptian officer pointing a smoking rifle directly at Vilocek.

      Vilocek moaned and fell sideways, slumping against Bryce.

      Shit.

      The Egyptian swiveled the gun toward Bryce.

      Bryce tried to get his own rifle around, but it felt like he was moving in slow motion. He didn’t have time.

      He saw the man’s finger as it squeezed the trigger.

      He heard the muffled explosion.

      And saw the Egyptian’s head explode.

      Bryce flinched involuntarily. The Egyptian didn’t make a sound as blood splattered Bryce’s face and shirt. He stared at the dead man for a moment, until somebody whistled from down the hill.

      Bryce turned to see Jeff grinning at him. He couldn’t help grinning back.

      He owed that guy his life.
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      Karn had been keeping a close watch on the advancing soldiers, and Bryce and Vilocek were right in his line of sight. As Wayne took out the two men to their left, Karn, Jeff and Beka had focused on keeping the rest of the force pinned down.

      He’d missed the first soldier emerging from the side of the temple, but he didn’t miss the two who followed. The first got a bullet to the chest, the second in the arm and stomach. Beka shot the fourth man exiting the tunnel just as Jeff hit the first Egyptian in the back of the head.

      But it was too late.

      Now Vilocek was down, slumped over Bryce’s shoulder. Karn leapt up and sprinted to his boss’ side. Bullets kicked up dust and shards of stone around him as he ran, but he slid to a stop next to Bryce, unscathed.

      “Is he all right?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      “Let’s get him to the tower — there’s better cover.”

      Bryce looked at Karn — noticing the streaks of gray hair and the weathered, pale face. He seemed to have aged more in the last thirty seconds than in the last ten years of his life. His scraggly stubble and disheveled hair made him resemble a drunk who’d fallen asleep behind a dumpster.

      They lifted Vilocek and ran with him back to the tower. Karn frantically dug through his pack for bandages, but Bryce already had a first aid kit open. Karn reached out to take it from him, but Bryce pulled back.

      “Wait a minute. For all I care, we should leave him here to die.”

      Karn looked at him, his eyes half pleading, half enraged.

      “Fine,” Bryce said. He tossed him the bandages. “You want him fixed, do it yourself.”

      “If there was ever a good time to leave, it’s right now.” Bryce looked at Cole. “Can you walk? Do you understand me?”

      Corinne answered. “He’s breathing steadily, and he said my name a minute ago. I think whatever possessed him is gone — or at least dormant. Anyway, he seems to know what’s going on, and he can walk.”

      Bryce nodded. Good enough.

      “Wait a minute, Reynolds.”

      Bryce whipped his head around.

      “I already told you, the boy stays with me.”

      Tanning Vilocek sat up as he scrutinized the others. The shock in their eyes made him grin. He pulled himself to his feet.

      “Let’s get that crystal. I have a feeling Mr. Reed can lead the way.”
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      “Poraku Kora.” Cole’s voice sounded deeper again, this time guttural.

      He walked toward the ditch as Wayne fired two more rounds. Two more Egyptians fell.

      “We need to jet, boss,” Wayne said to Bryce. “I count about fifteen more of ‘em. Five more minutes of this and we’re toast.”

      Bryce nodded, and they took turns covering each other as they all ran for the empty moat.

      Cole took the lead, following the slight curve left around the moat. He stopped abruptly just before the bridge connecting the temple mound with the rest of the city on their right.

      “What is he doing? Why did we stop?” Beka asked, sucking deep gulps of air and firing back at the Egyptians.

      Cole looked at Vilocek and held up his hand, palm upward. Confused, Vilocek backed away.

      “PORAKU KORA!” Cole spoke even louder this time.

      “He — he wants me, for some reason,” Vilocek said. He hesitated, then stepped closer to Cole. Cole began humming; a deep atonal string of notes with strange-sounding words thrown in.

      “Anybody know what he’s doing?” Jeff asked. “Or saying?”

      “It sounds like Hawaiian,” Corinne said. “I don’t know most of the words, but I recognized part of it. ‘Pohaku Kula’ means ‘rock of gold,’ in the Polynesian Hawaiian language. Something like that; slightly different.

      “Maybe he’s speaking the original language of the Rapa Nui — developed long before Polynesian Hawaiian came to be.”

      They pondered this as they took up positions along the moat, each man picking a zone to cover. It was becoming harder to hold off the Egyptians; Bryce’s men now had the lower ground, and they were trying to withdraw.

      Corinne went on. “I think he wants you to stay here.”

      Cole turned toward the moat wall and placed his palm on the surface. Instantly the wall lit up with the Rapa Nui script — all condensed into a circular formation. A line stretched around the circumference of the circle, and the symbol of the Rapa Nui appeared twice on its axis. Cole pointed down at the floor of the moat, and then at the bottommost symbol on the circle.

      “It’s a map,” Bryce said. He understood it now. The circular formation on the wall was a map of the moat — with the temple, the library below it, and the crystal — labeled with a symbol of two concentric circles, similar to that of the city’s marking — below that. “We’re here, see, and there’s another place just like this one up at the top of the map.” He pointed to the symbol. “Here. There are two points that need to be accessed simultaneously to gain access to the innermost chamber of the temple. The crystal’s down below the library — and this is how we get in.”

      “How do you know?” Wayne asked.

      As Bryce spoke, Cole took off again and continued down the shallow moat. Corinne followed him, and Vilocek ordered Beka to stay with them. Wayne, Jeff, and Bryce stayed behind with Karn and Vilocek.

      Bryce guessed they were heading to the other entrance — the other side of the moat. “It’s a hunch, but I’ll bet they built it with two simultaneous access points as a failsafe; a way to keep any single ruler from having too much power — they needed at least two to access the crystal.”

      As he explained, something else dawned on him: Professor Andrews was more right than he’d thought. The two points situated around the circle’s edge were directly across from one another — the point where they currently stood was at the bottom of the circle, but the other was offset from the top just a bit to the left.

      “Vilocek, you said the two materials that make up this crystal, whatever they are, are in some sort of relationship to one another? A ratio?”

      “The golden ratio — yes. 1.618 to 1. And even though it was supposedly ‘discovered’ long before it was dubbed ‘golden,’ many ancient tribes and civilizations that recognized its ubiquity in nature gave it special connotations — it’s no wonder Cole was calling it ‘kora’ or whatever. That was probably the name given to it by the ancients, knowing it was made in the same ratio as so many more things throughout nature.”

      “And that ratio is roughly two-thirds, right? It would take some more accurate measurement, but I think if you assumed the crystal was dead-center in this circle — right below the library under the temple — and you drew lines from each of the points around it into the center, you’d have a sort of pie chart, with one slice about two-thirds the size of the circle, and the other about one-third.

      “That angle at the center would then form what’s called a ‘golden angle,’ according to the end of Jensen’s paper.” he said.

      Vilocek nodded, and Bryce went on. “So then why does Cole want you to stay here? Is it because he healed you back there?”

      Vilocek weighed his possible responses. “No — Cole had nothing to do with my healing. He’s got his own demons to worry about, it seems.

      “Captain Reynolds, I told you — he is critical to this mission. Not just for his ability to point us in the right direction and read hidden symbols on walls — it’s because his bloodstream holds the second most successful version of the serum I was able to develop.”

      “You mean — “

      “Yes — I have the same chemicals running through me — though at a much more optimized level. Cole has been quite indispensable to us thus far, especially in testing the depths of the serum’s potential. For example, whereas he could simply find the symbols due to the blue hue of his skin in their presence, that side-effect is greatly lessened in me. I had to carry the sliver of crystal with me to see the symbols.

      “Since I know that it is stable when in direct contact with the crystal in its active state, I’m worried much less about what would happen when I hold it in my hands. And these side effects — the blue epidermal hue, the shared eidetic memory through transferrable energy — they’re nothing compared what the crystal will allow me to do! Don’t you see? It’s the absolute perfect stimulus. A long-lasting effect that heightens every perceivable human sense, including the physical abilities you’ve already witnessed.

      “As well as my personal favorite — a much improved lifespan.”

      Bryce was less surprised than he might have expected. He knew parts of what Vilocek was planning to do, and he now realized that he’d been thrown into the middle of this — rather unknowingly — by James Whittenfield, Jr., who likely only wanted to find the crystal for its benefits — not its power alone.
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      The men spread out and focused on keeping Jabari and his soldiers at bay while Cole, Corinne, and Beka ran around to the other point indicated on the map. Vilocek stayed down, watching for any change in the map itself, or anything else that might indicate Cole had reached his target. Every few seconds he snuck a glance over the top of the wall to keep tabs on the ongoing battle.

      The remaining Egyptians had all paired up and found cover, and were taking turns hammering bullets into the ground around the moat. Vilocek still hadn’t seen Jabari himself anywhere, but he figured he was behind a stone Moai somewhere, letting his men clear the path.

      They were holding their own, but Vilocek knew they were slowly running out of ammunition. Wayne had grabbed rifles from the two soldiers he’d downed in the moat, but they only had one magazine apiece.

      Suddenly, the map moved.

      “I think they made it!” Vilocek shouted. “Look!” He watched intently as the map slowly started to turn. He noticed that it wasn’t a solid piece of stone — the map rotated around a circular hole in the wall. It was about the size of a common manhole cover, but mounted vertically and set perfectly flush with the rest of the wall.

      As it rotated, Vilocek noticed the two points — their location at the bottom, and the point where Cole and the others had gone — and their adjacent symbols light up. The map rotated a full revolution on its axis, and then fell backwards with a slight hiss.

      Vilocek knew he was finally close to achieving his life’s goal.

      The map and the slice of stone it was cut from fell away from the surface of the wall, revealing a small lighted tunnel. Perfectly round, it didn’t curve around like the others they’d seen — it descended straight toward the temple on the mound.

      Vilocek didn’t wait around for the rest of the group. He dove headfirst into the cramped space, and crawled on hands and knees down the tunnel.

      The others fired a few more shots before following him. Jeff paused at the opening, and dug out his last block of explosives, and placed it on the floor of the moat, just below the opening.

      “It’s not going to get ‘em all,” he said as Wayne followed Karn into the shaft, “but it’ll knock a few out and maybe block the entrance. Just hope we don’t have to come back this way.”

      After setting a delay, he followed the others into the shaft.

      The charge blew about two minutes later. The air in the shaft became thick with dust, and the concussion rang in their ears. Coughing, they pushed through the cloud and continued their descent, finally safe from pursuit — for the moment.
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      This was taking longer than he’d thought. Madu had already lost about fifteen men, and now the five he’d sent toward the moat weren’t answering the radio. Finally, the radio came to life. “Commander Jabari,” the voice announced, “Private Wamse has just reported an explosion at the moat. Four men down, and the entrance to a shaft that Vilocek and the others escaped into is now closed.”

      Madu cursed in Arabic, almost throwing the radio against a statue. Seething, he looked down at his men — they had ceased fire and were looking around for orders. As he scanned the area to his left, something caught his eye.

      Directly below him, running through the moat, he saw the fire haired girl, the man named Cole, and a Vilocorp guard. They had used the moat as cover, and now they stopped just shy of Madu’s position, just past the bridge he’d used to enter the city.

      Cole reached out and touched the wall, and Madu could barely make out a bluish circular glow that appeared at his fingertips.

      The guard seemed to be scanning for enemies, but at least he had shouldered his rifle. He kept looking around as Cole pressed the circle, revealing a shaft that led into the side of the temple mound.

      Madu radioed instructions to the units above in the temple yard, then climbed down from his perch and followed the three into the tunnel. He would neutralize the guard and use the two civilians — like at Petra — as a bargaining chip with Vilocek.

      Three of his men hopped down into the empty moat and walked toward Madu. He waved them over, then poked his head into the round hole. Motioning for his men to follow, he led the way into the darkness.
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      Almost there, Madu thought. He hadn’t been spotted or heard. He’d lost sight of the trio ahead as they turned a corner. He could hear their voices ahead — apparently there was some sort of large opening, like another hall — they’d come across.

      Another fifty feet and Madu reached a section tall enough to stand up in. This section stretched ahead about a hundred feet, and he could see the three others just at the edge of a great hall. He quickened his pace, careful to remain silent, fingering the long straight-bladed knife in his hand.

      He calculated his attack. He’d walk, then start to run only at ten feet out, when it would be too late to react.

      It was an easy kill, but Madu knew that he was getting old and out of practice. He had seen the Vilocorp guards in action at Petra — and their work at Giza — he knew what they were capable of.

      Head to head, Madu knew he wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Usually he would leave those types of battles to the expendable men outside. Their numbers alone should still be enough to squash any lingering resistance.

      But he still had a thirst for action.

      His anger was growing constantly. The longer he had waited, calculating and collecting his thoughts — the stronger the drive to kill had become.

      He was excited to get an opportunity like this — approach from behind, sink the knife deep, and twist. He remembered the feeling of such a kill — it was ruthless; cold.

      But it was effective.

      He didn’t want a prolonged death, one where he could stand over his victim and watch him die. That was a type of arrogance and foolishness that had gotten many good soldiers killed.

      He wanted revenge — swift, effective, and delivered by his own hand. A quick thrust in the back, followed by sudden death.

      He was almost ten feet away — he could smell the guard’s blood.

      He licked his lips and began to sprint.
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      “Go!” Beka shouted in his heavily accented staccato. “What are you waiting for?”

      Moments earlier, They had stumbled to the end of the small tunnel. It opened into a large, high-ceilinged room, stretching far out in front of them. It was almost the same size as the temple three or four stories directly above.

      Rows of five-foot thick, floor-to-ceiling pillars lined the hall on each side. They stretched off in every direction.

      But it was the shining beam of light ahead that drew his attention.

      The bluish light poured upward through a small hole in the ceiling, and emanated from a stone pyramid at the center of the hall.

      The pyramid looked similar to the ones at Giza — the stone was different from the indigenous volcanic rock the many Moai and buildings here were carved from.

      The light itself was coming from the top of another pyramid — much smaller, perched atop the larger base. It was difficult to see the details from where they stood, but it appeared to be about a foot tall and translucent.

      Beka immediately knew what it was.

      The crystal.

      It was unimpressive at first glance. There was no mysterious aura, no feeling of revelatory awe upon finally seeing it.

      But he had a job to do.

      Why was Cole not moving? The boy had just stopped; staring straight ahead.

      He had mostly been aware of them as they descended — he wasn’t talking much, but he’d responded to questions and statements from Corinne with grunts and one-word answers. Though he wasn’t channeling the odd voice like he had in the library, he was clearly not himself.

      “Cole, you ok?” Corinne asked, gently touching his shoulder. He didn’t respond. Beka had had enough.

      “Move, boy — “ he brushed Cole out of the way, and stepped forward into the great hall. Cole sidestepped him, ducking and rolling backwards along the tunnel wall.

      Beka lost his balance, stumbled forward, then regained his footing about five feet from the tunnel exit.

      “What — “ Beka suddenly dropped downward. He’d stepped onto some kind of trapdoor. The fall was sharp, but short.

      He dropped only five feet before landing again on the stone slab. He was uninjured, standing in a rectangular hole — the floor of the hall stretched away from him at eye level.

      Then he saw Jabari. The Egyptian was sprinting from the tunnel toward Cole and the girl, and he had a wicked looking knife in his hand. Beka tried to bring his rifle around. Corinne was backing away from the exit, staring at the Egyptian. Cole didn’t seem to notice — he just stared at Beka without expression.

      Then Beka felt the heat.

      It was a warming sensation that started at his feet and was making its way quickly up his legs. Looking down, he saw a sun-colored liquid seeping around his boots — melting through them. Panicked, he tried to jump up to the rim of the stone box.

      His boots had become a rubbery mess, and what wasn’t already burning was stuck to the stone floor. They sucked at his feet, reducing his jump to an ineffective hop, and he landed again in the lava, splashing more of it higher up on his pants.

      He screamed as the droplets burned through the fabric and sizzled on his thighs. His feet were on fire, and he felt himself sinking — slowly — into the deepening lava.

      Every inch brought fresh, terrible pain. The excruciating shock now held him in place, unable to move.

      He noticed the smell — the charred, fleshy scent of burning death, mixed with a pall of smoke that made his eyes water.

      He lifted his eyes to the others. He thought he cried out to them, though his mind was quickly shutting down — all he could hear were the sizzling pops and squeals of his own flesh melting and dripping from his bones.

      Vladimir Beka was an extremely tough man — and he’d often prided himself on that very fact. As he sank deeper into the molten rock, slowly fading, he wished that his resilience was weaker. He pleaded with God to somehow save what little he had left, but it was in vain.

      No hand reached out to him. There was no angel of mercy to pull him from this personal hell.

      He was alive until the liquid reached his chest.

      Finally Vladimir Beka slipped beneath the surface of the lava, just as it matched the level of the floor and quickly began to cool.
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      “Did you hear that?” Vilocek shouted over his shoulder as they ran down the passage. “It sounded like shouting.”

      He was slowing slightly as they approached the great hall.

      Bryce had heard — it sounded like Beka — but he was more concerned about running blind into another wide-open room. If there was shouting, it probably meant Jabari’s men had caught up with Beka and the others.

      Vilocek stepped into the large hall. The stone floor blocks were large, about four feet on each side. They looked like large tiles, as if they were stepping into a hall built for giants.

      Vilocek’s eyes were fixated on the pyramid in the center of the room. Bryce saw it too, sitting on the top of another pyramid made of dark stone. Vilocek knew this was what they’d been searching for.

      As Vilocek’s foot landed on the first stone, he felt a mechanical disengagement from deep below. His reflexes, heightened in the presence of the crystal, reacted and he tried to jump onto an adjacent stone. He managed to plant one foot, landed, but the other fell with the receding block of stone. Bryce reached out and grabbed the collar of his jacket, just as the others ran up behind him.

      They saw Bryce holding Vilocek up as he caught his footing. He gathered himself and looked back at Bryce. As they watched, the hole in the floor started to fill up with steaming lava. A cloud of sulfurous smoke rushed upward on a wave of oppressive heat.

      “Th — thanks,” Vilocek said, clearly shaken.

      “Don’t get used to it — it seems you’re the only one of us who can get to that crystal, Dr. Vilocek.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look on the other side of the room.” Bryce pointed. “Cole’s standing on the corresponding slab you’re on. The first stone to the left as you enter the hall.

      “It’s like another form of balance — this machine, whatever it is, requires two people to approach the crystal at the same time. It’s not just about being infused with the serum — there’s still a failsafe built in. You both have to advance to the center at the same time.”

      Vilocek frowned, but he didn’t hesitate. He jumped with both feet onto the next stone directly in front of him.

      Bryce watched Cole jump as well — to the stone directly in front of him. As Bryce had thought, neither movement triggered any traps.

      Vilocek jumped again, his confidence growing. Cole copied his moves on the other side of the hall. Bryce took a deep breath. He didn’t want Vilocek out in the middle of the room with Cole alone. Here goes nothing.

      He grabbed Wayne’s hand and stepped onto the first stone Vilocek had used.

      Nothing.

      He exhaled, nodding slightly. As he did, a shriek rang out from the other side of the room. He knew it was Corinne.

      He jumped ahead again, then was startled to hear gunshots.

      “Stop! Cease fire!” Madu Jabari yelled from somewhere on the other side. “Wait for my command!”

      The three men behind Bryce sprang into action, following his route carefully into the hall.

      The two parties advanced toward the pyramid like two lines of ants methodically approaching an anthill.

      Vilocek and Cole reached the area surrounding the pyramid at the same time. The floor here was one large piece of stone, cut in a circle that completely surrounded the base pyramid and the crystal at its apex. The final circle in the center of the city, Bryce thought.

      He noticed that the pyramid below the crystal was darker than the surrounding floor. It was a different type of stone altogether —

      — it wasn’t from this island at all.

      Bryce guessed its height, in total, was about thirty feet tall from base to apex — including the crystal on top. As Vilocek paced around the side of it, inspecting the workmanship and engineering, recognition struck him as well.

      “Captain Reynolds — you realize what this is?”

      “Yeah — it belongs back in Egypt.”

      “Right — I can’t believe it really exists!” Vilocek’s excitement was evident.

      “It’s the capstone of the Great Pyramid of Giza!”

      They stared for a few seconds, until the rest of the party caught up. Suddenly Corinne’s voice broke the silence, from the other side of the pyramid.

      “Let me go! You ass!” her high-pitched shout was followed by a groan from Madu — it sounded like she’d hit him in a soft spot. She came running around the capstone with Cole in tow. Vilocek ignored Corinne completely and grabbed Cole by the shirt.

      “Cole — the crystal! How do we get it down?”

      Cole looked at him, his hollow eyes wandering from Vilocek to the crystal and back. He closed his eyes and started humming the strange atonal melody again.

      Suddenly, a large crack appeared in the side of the capstone, just as Madu’s men started shooting at them from across the room. Wayne and Jeff ducked behind the capstone, returning fire.

      “What’s happening to it?” Bryce asked Vilocek.

      More cracks formed in the capstone, and the crystal on top shifted slightly. The bright beam of light deflected slightly, and a rumbling noise surrounded them. Cracks appeared in the ceiling and spread quickly as the earthquake intensified.

      Madu, enraged and with his face covered in running blood — appeared from around the other corner of the capstone, wielding his large combat knife.

      Karn saw that Madu was going for Corinne, desperate to exact revenge on someone — anyone. Corinne was holding Cole as he stood, trancelike, humming the strange tune. Her back was to the Egyptian.

      Karn lunged with his arms outstretched at the older soldier.

      The knife met with flesh as he tackled Madu.

      [image: ]

      Jabari expected to find his knife buried deep into the girl’s back.

      Instead, it was wrenched from his hand as he was struck once — twice — in rapid succession. Stunned, he realized Karn was sitting on his chest — with his knife lodged firmly in Karn’s arm — as he pummeled Madu brutally.

      The pain was unbelievable, taking Madu’s breath away each time a punch landed — to his broken nose, to his left eye, again to the nose. His face was a bloody pulp, and he couldn’t understand how this man — even as large as he was — could still hit so hard with a knife sticking through him.

      12:02 pm

      Karn didn’t notice the knife. The mad rush of adrenaline that had surged through him when he saw Madu charging Corinne had numbed him to pain.

      It inspired a rage Karn hadn’t felt in many years — not since his childhood, when his father would beat his mother — and then him.

      Today, he’d feel the same satisfaction killing this man as he’d felt when he killed his father. Although the weapons would be different — he’d strangled his father with a garden hose — the feeling would be similar.

      After several more punches to Madu’s face, Karn stopped. Breathing heavily, he paused to see if Madu was still alive.

      Blood splattered from the man’s mouth as he struggled to breathe.

      Good.

      Karn waited for Madu to open his eyes, then grasped the knife by the hilt. Clenching his teeth, he drew it slowly from his arm.

      Then he kicked Madu — hard — out onto one of the blocks on the main hall floor. The block immediately dropped, but Karn held Madu by the hair over the hole.

      Then he jammed Madu’s own knife through his chest. He felt a few ribs break, possibly puncturing a lung. He released his grasp on the man’s hair, and Jabari fell into the square pit.

      The lava had already begun pooling in the bottom, but all Madu could manage as his skin scorched was a bubbling groan.

      Karn wiped his hands on his pant leg and grunted in disgust.

      He looked at Corinne. She had seen the entire fight, and had a look of terror on her face as he started toward her.

      Karn smiled.
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      12:02 pm

      At the other end of the capstone, Bryce and the Thompsons were firing short bursts at the Egyptian soldiers. In spite of the rumbling of the earthquake, it was almost like shooting fish in a barrel.

      Some of the Egyptians had tried to run for cover — out into the great hall, away from the small passageways.

      Their movements triggered the trap, and inevitably they would fall into a pit. One of the younger soldiers had made it almost to the pillars — two stone slabs away — when he fell into the second-to-last pit. He reacted with amazing speed, propping himself up with his hands to climb out of the pit. As he shifted his upper body weight, that slab dropped out from under him. He landed back in the puddle of lava, and Bryce winced as the soldier looked at him in determination, then fell below the floor level — for good.

      The last few Egyptians, now leaderless, fell into disarray. They managed only a few more shots before they were picked off one by one. The tremors in the hall continued, and every now and then a strong quake would surge and shift everyone off balance. Finally, the last of the Egyptian soldiers fell, and Bryce realized that the room — and most likely the temple above — was toppling around them.

      “We need to get out! This place isn’t going to hold much longer!” He yelled.

      “No!” Vilocek snapped. “I need that crystal!” He didn’t take his eyes off of the crystal. He screamed at Cole.

      “Reed! Turn it off! Get the crystal and let’s go!” The young man didn’t respond.

      The capstone shifted again, lurching violently left and right, and finally settling a few feet deeper. Everyone except Cole seemed anxious.

      The capstone fell deeper still, now beginning to completely break apart. The crystal dropped down to eye level, and Vilocek reached for it. Cole reached out and touched his outstretched arm, sending an electric shock into the older man. He quickly withdrew his arm, rubbing at the sore spot.

      “No,” Cole said simply, continuing to watch the self-destructing capstone.

      “Ok, that’s it — we’re out,” Bryce said. “Come on — grab him,” he nodded toward Cole and reached for Corinne’s hand. Pulling her along, he stepped onto the slabs, trying to recall the path they’d taken to get here. A pillar collapsed and fell directly behind them, smashing a row of blocks to pieces and throwing up a wave of lava.

      “Stop! We don’t leave until I have the crystal!” Vilocek shouted as they started to leave.

      Wayne turned toward Bryce and Corinne, but was suddenly knocked off balance by a blow to the head. His rifle clattered to the floor and slid into an open pit. He looked up to see Karn, bleeding and full of rage, looming over him. Wayne rolled out of the way as Karn swung a kick at his head, coming up next to the capstone.

      12:04 pm.

      Jeff grabbed Cole and pulled him aside. Vilocek was still preoccupied with the crystal. The beam of light was flickering now, like a lightbulb slowly fading and dying. Up close to the shimmering blue stone, Vilocek could now see the area on the crystal that had been chipped off long ago, a void left by the shard that had ended up in the hands of the Founding Fathers and eventually came to him. He turned as Jeff dragged Cole away. “Don’t move! Leave him with me!”

      Cole was slowly waking from his daze. He’d started to move on his own, propelled by Jeff’s hand on his collar. They had barely stepped onto the first stone, just one tile behind Wayne.

      Jeff didn’t hear the shot, but the impact caught him by surprise. The bullet slammed into his back and took his breath away. He coughed and gasped for air, even as he turned to fight back.

      He raised his hands to retaliate, but Vilocek fired twice more, hitting Jeff full in the chest. A fourth shot struck his stomach, and he fell to his knees.

      He coughed blood as Vilocek came closer, standing over him. Jeff stared into his killer’s eyes. He spat droplets of blood in Vilocek’s face.

      Vilocek reached up, placing the barrel of the gun directly between Jeff’s eyes.

      Jeff didn’t flinch.

      The blast blew Jeff’s head straight back, and he crumbled onto one of the stone tiles. It dropped into the lava pool below, and his body was quickly incinerated. Cole turned away and headed toward the fallen pillar, where Bryce and Corinne stood, staring in disbelief.

      12:04 pm.

      The bottom corner of the capstone was made up of many smaller bricks of stone, and Wayne gouged his back on a sharp protruding edge as he rolled away from Karn’s boot. He kicked at Karn’s knees, connecting with a satisfying crunch.

      Karn roared in pain, hopping around on his left leg as he brought his rifle around.

      Wayne jumped back up and stood with his back to the capstone, facing Karn. He swung a left backhand as Karn raised his weapon, and swatted the gun from his grip. He followed up with a right hook to the face, but the blows hardly made Karn flinch.

      Weaponless, Karn shoved his head into Wayne’s chest, driving him backwards against the side of the capstone. Wayne grabbed Karn’s ears and swiveled underneath his tackle, using momentum and gravity to smash Karn’s face into a jutting piece of stone. A deep gash split Karn’s face, running from his forehead diagonally down to his cheek.

      Karn tried to pull his knife from his belt. Wayne brought his right arm up and down again, smashing into Karn’s bent left arm where Jabari’s knife had laid open the flesh. Karn let out an animalistic wail, and dropped back to one knee in front of Wayne.

      Then Vilocek’s gun went off. Wayne looked out the corner of his eye and saw his brother turn to face Vilocek.

      “Jeff!” Wayne yelled, forgetting about Karn. Vilocek fired again, and again, and Jeff collapsed to his knees.

      Wayne closed his eyes just as Vilocek’s last bullet exploded from the chamber. The report made his ears ring, and as his brother’s lifeless body fell backwards into the pit, he felt a powerful rage building in his stomach.

      He clenched his teeth and turned back to Karn — just in time. The large man had picked up a loose block and lifted it over his head. He was about to bring the rock down on Wayne’s head.

      Wayne moved with startling speed. He shot out a fist, punching Karn in the gut. The man toppled forward and dropped the stone. Wayne withdrew his hand, revealing Karn’s own knife clenched in his fist. Karn’s eyes widened as he tried to back away, gasping for air.

      Wayne had never killed with a knife before — he was more of a long-range marksman — but there was always a first time for everything.

      With a furious grunt, he jammed the knife through Karn’s left eye — and deep into his skull.

      Karn collapsed to the floor of the stone platform in a messy heap.
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      12:05 pm

      Wayne pounced on Vilocek like a rabid dog — bloody, sweating and enraged.

      Although Vilocek was in great shape for his age, he didn’t stand a chance. Wayne hurled him against the capstone as it continued to slide into the earth, then pulled him by the collar.

      “You bastard — you killed him,” Wayne said under his breath, “and you deserve to die.”

      Chunks of rock rained down around them, threatening to crush them at any moment. “Wayne!” Bryce shouted from behind the fallen pillar. “Let’s go! We don’t have much time!”

      Wayne glared at Vilocek, weighing his options. A flick of the knife in his hand would slash Vilocek’s throat, killing him instantly.

      But he didn’t want instantly.

      He wanted Vilocek to pay for what he’d done to Jeff — to all of them.

      He looked over Vilocek’s shoulder. The capstone had now slipped below the floor of the hall. Spurts of magma shot up from below, and a crack was forming in the center of the platform.

      Wayne made up his mind.

      As the crack opened wider, he reached inside Vilocek’s coat, finding the small object next to his empty pistol. Then he shoved Vilocek away from him. Tanning stumbled backwards, tripping over the edge of the capstone still sticking out of the ground, and almost landed on the crystal.

      [image: ]

      Wayne was already moving — jumping from one stone to another — catching up to the others. Stones fell away behind him as he went. “Run!” he shouted, just as Vilocek stood up — and finally noticed the object Wayne had dropped at his feet.

      Grenade.

      Vilocek didn’t think; he dove to one side, instinctively trying to put as much distance between himself and the grenade as possible.

      He landed at the edge of the platform as the capstone collapsed away and the crystal fell into the unstable earth, when the grenade exploded.

      The blast sent chunks of stone flying in every direction. Vilocek covered his head with his hands and let the shockwave wash over his body.

      The others were retreating, taking the route Madu’s team had entered from. Vilocek saw them dodging falling debris and pillars as the world collapsed around him.

      The entire hall was falling apart. The capstone had almost completely disappeared into the earth, as a large rift split the floor from the constant earthquakes.

      He looked at the crystal; his prize.

      It was too late — there was no way to get it and still escape alive — the room was caving in, and most of the floor was flooded with lava pushed up from underground.

      The opening in the floor grew wider, and the crystal fell through a crack in the top of the capstone.

      He lunged for it, but it was no use.

      The crystal disappeared, and Vilocek scrambled over the rubble to see where it had landed.

      It was on a ledge about fifty feet down, safely perched above the flow of lava.

      A sudden flash of light shone from the crystal and the room quaked violently. Vilocek lost his balance, falling headfirst into the rift.

      His head slammed against a rock, knocking him unconscious.

      He landed in a contorted position, on the floor of the newly formed pit. The earth continued to shake around him and the cliff faces fell inward on each other, trapping him in a deep pit. The only way out was fifty feet straight up.
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      2:19 pm

      Tanning Vilocek looked up the shaft, an almost perfectly formed cylindrical tube pointing directly up to the surface. He had done it. 

      He, Dr. Tanning Vilocek, had found the original pure form of the uranium-crystal material. Down at his feet, the pyramid-shaped object glistened with a blue-silver hue that made it look as if it was filled with water. It was so small — so unassuming — for the powers it held within.

      The effects of the bond would be similar to those he'd seen numerous times in the lab. The two elemental materials would stretch and then implode together, colliding into a dust that would hang in the air for a moment. The dust's particles from the experiments in his lab had provided a fleeting flash of light that would encompass any organism nearby in temporary lucidity — a "beacon," of sorts — that would allow the subject to experience an unbelievable "awakening" of the mind. As quickly as the experience would begin, it would die out, leaving the subject unharmed but — to their dismay — unchanged. 

      But not this device. Tanning knew that this object at his feet would react over one-thousand times more powerfully than the small amounts of crystal-uranium in his labs. This pyramid of crystal would provide him that superior knowledge and intelligence, but for a lasting amount of time. He would be able to wield the power of that knowledge like the high priests before him--lording over the rest of the world as a god. 

      Perhaps, even, as God himself. 

      Tanning hurriedly slipped the small vial of liquid from his pocket and untwisted the cap. 

      This was his calling. This moment was the moment that would define — no, redefine — him. He was about to inherit the knowledge of the ancients — and nothing was left to stop him. Standing above the crystal stone, looking upon it in fascination, he turned the vial and let its contents pour out. They seemed to fall in slow motion toward the rock floor of the small cavern. 

      Finally, the vial's liquid made contact with the tip of the small pyramid on the ground. The sound in his ears was no more enlightening than a cup of water being poured onto a rock, and yet he knew it was life-changing sound. In a few seconds the crystal would begin to react with the liquid and the transformation — his transformation — would take place. 

      The liquid fell down the sides of the pyramid, almost completely covering its four faces. The clear glass vial he held in his hand became empty as the final drops ran out of the tube. He watched in slow motion as the fluid ran to the base of the crystal.

      A blinding light arose from the crystal’s center that expanded to fill the small space Vilocek was in. He grew even more excited, even more impatient. The light became too overbearing for his eyes, and he sensed a humming sound in the back of his mind as the ancient power source awakened. Finally, the light and sound grew to an almost unbelievable level, and had he not been holding the vial by his side, he would have felt compelled to cover his ears. His skin felt prickly, almost as if he was burning from the inside. The hair on his body rose. Vilocek wondered if something had gone wrong.

      At that instant, almost as if reading his mind, the power source went completely dark for a split second — completely silent — and then Tanning Vilocek’s world exploded in light.

      The pyramidal power source suddenly emitted a bathing glow that encapsulated Vilocek in a constant warm light, like being directly in front of an overhead projector the moment the on switch was flipped. His eyes didn’t have time to adjust to the light, but his mind immediately responded to the powerful emission, and his enlightenment began.

      Tanning saw the entire history of the world, laid out in front of him like a chronological timeline of events — every moment of every day that had passed on the earth. He saw the rise and fall of great civilizations, and knew the reasons for their successes and eventual collapse. Thousands of years of human history flashed before him and long-lost secrets and mysteries were revealed.

      The location of the Library of Alexandria.

      The building of Stonehenge, The Great Pyramid of Giza, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon.

      He saw Eve in the original Garden.

      He watched the rise of the Atlantis civilization, and the creation of the power source he now controlled, and their horrible fall and self-destruction.

      He saw each and every written document crafted by the hand of man — understanding all of them, no matter what language.

      And it had only been one one-thousandth of a second.

      Tanning’s mind slowed to a crawl as the endless and thorough knowledge of the ages was made aware to him. He took it in and relished each piece of information as it appeared. It was hard to explain, this knowledge. It was not like coming to grasp with something one might read — this knowledge; this ancient intelligence — was as perfectly clear and immediately recognizable to him as a color or shape or smell. The full effect of the crystal’s awesome power was overwhelming and unbelievable beyond his wildest dreams.

      Armed with this power source, Tanning would return to the modern world a prophet — a superhuman being, as omniscient and omnipotent as God himself. People would put their faith in him, and they would follow him.

      They would fight for him.

      As each of these thoughts entered his mind, the answers and solutions to problems he hadn’t even considered made themselves clear — how he would rule over the earth; how he would conquer each enemy that would stand in his way.

      All he needed to do was return to the world and begin his succession to the throne.

      But the source of power at his feet continued to grow and burn its great knowledge into his mind. The neurons and pathways of his brain were lit up and were downloading incredible streams of data every second, and his mind was completely entranced by the emission of light, and yet the rest of his body seemed asleep.

      Or paralyzed, to be more precise.

      He couldn’t move. His feet were locked in place, and the vial he had held in his hand had apparently fallen to the ground at some point. He tried to blink — to will himself to move — but to avail.

      He suddenly wished there was a way to turn off the pyramid’s light. He had only been in its presence for five seconds, but the overwhelming amount of information and knowledge he possessed had overtaken his mind’s ability to function as a command center for his body.

      Tanning was trapped in the gaze of this power source, and nothing he could do would release him.

      His face burned, and the tickling sensation on his body returned, slowly at first, then built to a crescendo of fire underneath his skin. He wanted to scream — to respond physically in some way, but he no longer had the space in his brain to give his muscles orders. The power source was throbbing now — or maybe his eyes were. His vision blurred and sharpened intermittently, pulsating with the beating of his heart. A pressure began to build from the back of his neck, growing larger and encompassing more and more of his head with each passing moment.

      The fiery feeling underneath his skin sent signals to his brain that he could do nothing about. He wanted to drop to his stomach and roll around, to attempt to put out the fires that he was standing in. He could feel the hair on his arms; on the back of his neck, heating and smoking. The blood coursing through his now-defunct body reached a boiling heat, and although he couldn’t move his head down to see, the skin on his body bubbled and even burst in spots, the internal pressure and heat building to an uncontrollable level. The throbbing in his eyes become too much, and his vision turned into a fading blur.

      It had taken him all of half a second to create every possible scenario and outcome in the limitless computational power of his brain, but each led him to the same result: this wealth of knowledge would consume him. More and more information and knowledge entered his brain, and by now his body was a living hell — most of his internal structure had been heated to a point just below combustion, and some of his organs — spleen, appendix — had burst. The pain was unreal and unbelievable, but somehow it still registered in his mind.

      The more the knowledge poured into him — transmitted from the ancient power source — the slower his world became, and the more agonizingly drawn-out his destruction became. His clothes finally caught fire and his eyes, no longer able to provide sight, finally burst outward. The remainder of his skin, bleeding and cauterized, melted and oozed from him like an oily clay.

      His last realization was also immediate and complete: he understood that this device, one created by man, had been created imperfectly. As man was created from His perfect image, so too will be this device, from the image of perfect power and knowledge. Man was created; beautiful, and yet flawed from their own falling. This power source was merely an image of power, an image of what the ancients believed to be God’s omnipotence. But it was created by man.

      It was imperfect.

      And so was he.
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      1:32 pm

      The earthquakes and tremors caused by the unstable breakdown of the crystal had subsided. Throughout the trip back up the passageway, through the city, and out of the underground cavern, Bryce, Wayne, Cole, and Corinne could feel the island slowly breaking apart. It was as if enormous hands, deep below them, were stretching the island and tearing it apart. The groans and creaks of the cavern system, desperately trying to remain sturdy, called out to each other during the team’s ascent. The hollow-sounding cries of twisting and popping rock, rising from below them in the dark, hurried them along through the passageways and rock-cut tunnels.

      Finally they saw sunlight peeking from around a corner in the cave. They picked up their pace, eager to leave the haunting caves and ancient city.

      Three hours had passed since they’d entered the cave. Another fifteen minutes of jogging and they’d reach the island’s airstrip and their ride home.

      About ten minutes later, Bryce halted.

      “What’s up?” Corinne asked. She was holding Cole’s arm as they ran; though he was almost back to normal after being freed from the grasp of the crystal’s glow, he still had clammy hands and seemed cold. His voice had returned to normal, and most of the color had returned to his face.

      They peered over the small rise where Bryce had stopped. Looking down to the city, they could just make out the airstrip and the small hangars that dotted the beach leading to the ocean.

      “See that?” he said. “Looks like smoke.”

      “Coming from that hangar,” Wayne added.

      They knew what it meant.

      “Shit — let’s go.” Bryce sighed and unstrapped his rifle from his back. He tightened his pack and started to run toward the city.

      1:47 pm.

      Bryce reached the hangar and knew immediately that there was something wrong. The smoke was wrong — it smelled of explosives. They stopped around the corner when they saw a large black helicopter parked directly in their path.

      The helicopter was out of place on the overgrown airfield — a perfectly shined, freshly painted mechanical vehicle, its rotor still spinning.

      “Whittenfield!” Wayne yelled. A man appeared at the door of the helicopter and stepped out onto the tarmac. Behind him, the black smoke billowed out and up into the air, mixing with the pouring smoke of the volcano to the north. A second man stepped out of the helicopter behind Whittenfield.

      “Captain Reynolds, it’s good to see you again! You know, we haven’t been able to get a feed from your shoulder cam for quite awhile,” he said as the team approached.

      Bryce kept his grip on his rifle tight and prepared. Something didn’t seem right.

      “There’s not much reception under volcanos,” he answered.

      “Not a problem. I’m sure you’ve made the anticipation worthwhile,” Whittenfield said. He glanced at Bryce’s pack, then to the rest of the group. “Are you — the only ones?”

      “Yes — Vilocek, his team, everyone — they didn’t make it.”

      His eyes sabotaged his frown and feigned concern. “That’s unfortunate. I was hoping he’d be an asset to our team. No matter.“ He quickly changed the subject, “Bryce — do you have it?”

      Bryce looked at his benefactor. He thought of the previous day; of his conversations with this man.

      “What happened to the plane?” Wayne asked from Bryce’s right side.

      Whittenfield seemed confused at first, then annoyed. “What? Oh, that one?” He pointed behind him to the hangar. “You know, we just got here — must have been Vilocek’s men.” And then, looking back to Bryce, his impatience grew. “Bryce? Well? Do you have it?”

      “No.”

      Whittenfield’s jaw tightened. His teeth clenched as he continued. “Well, I see — that’s interesting. Did you at least get a good look at it?”

      “No.”

      Whittenfield inhaled a sharp breath and looked toward Cole, then Corinne. “That’s fine. That’s just fine.” He smiled. “Thankfully, Vilocek has left us with one more piece of this puzzle.”

      Now it was Bryce’s turn to be confused.

      A gentle earthquake rumbled. The helicopter lurched on the runway, and Wayne almost fell to the ground. Cole helped Corinne regain her balance.

      “Whittenfield, we need to go. The crystal — it’s — “

      “Breaking down, yes — I know.”

      He stepped closer to the helicopter. The second man still hadn’t spoken, standing at attention by Whittenfield’s side.

      He was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, but Bryce could see the taught lines of a hardened body beneath the street clothes — this man came ready for business.

      “Stop. Cole, Corinne — get in. Captain Reynolds and I have some business to take care of.”

      Bryce nodded. The two civilians walked toward the chopper and the second man jumped down to grab them. The helicopter’s rotor began to spin faster, and the noise of the aircraft grew to a low roar.

      As Corinne walked by Whittenfield he reached out and grabbed her shoulder. “I don’t believe we’ve met, young lady,” he said to the girl. As he spoke, he reached into his belt behind his back and withdrew a pistol.

      Still keeping his eyes on Bryce and Wayne, he backed toward the chopper with the gun placed close to Corinne’s head. “Mr. Reed! Get in. Don’t make me tell you twice!” Cole hesitantly obliged, turning and jumping into the helicopter. The other man drew a machine pistol from behind his back.

      “Whittenfield, what’s this about?” Bryce asked. “I told you — we don’t have the crystal!”

      “And you don’t need to! I realized after poking around at Vilocorp that Tanning was on to something. You see, the crystal’s materials exist only in that stone. There’s nothing on Earth that can replace it — but we can get close!”

      “What do you mean, get close?” Wayne asked. He stood next to Bryce with his eyes on Whittenfield.

      “Whatever was injected into Cole’s bloodstream has almost the same makeup as the crystal, right? It means we can work backwards — using Cole as the crystal — to see just what it is that makes that rock tick. Since you’ve failed to deliver the stone to me, you’ve left me no choice but to continue the laboratory work at a much slower rate — but we will succeed.”

      “It’s inevitable, really. Scientific advances continue to uncover the real mysteries of the world around us.” He chuckled. “Wasn’t it only within the last five-hundred years that we’ve come to understand that the earth was round?”

      Bryce stared at the man. He knew Whittenfield had been blinded by greed — this treasure hunt had even blinded Bryce to the his benefactor’s true goal.

      “I believe that with the combined efforts of my team and Mr. Reed, we can expect to release an analysis of the material’s composition within a year.” He looked back to Cole. “All we’ll need, of course, is the test subject.”

      Bryce’s mind flashed back to the video feed he’d seen of the room, back at Vilocorp.

      The young boy, no more than twelve years old, strapped to the table.

      He knew what Whittenfield intended to do with Cole Reed.

      1:52 pm.

      Corinne was watching the exchange with a troubled expression. She hadn’t seen the result of the experimentations in the New Mexico lab, but she still remembered the screams and horrifying sounds coming from the upstairs labs while she was at Vilocorp.

      Whatever Whittenfield was intending to do with Cole, she knew it wasn’t going to be pretty. She decided to act.

      She threw her elbow into Whittenfield’s side and simultaneously stepped with the heel of her right foot onto the top of his left. He moaned in pain, and dropped the gun.

      He fired a wide shot, clipping Bryce’s shoulder. Bryce fell to his knees, grabbing at his wound while aiming his rifle at Whittenfield with his injured arm.

      Wayne jumped into action as well. He swiveled his gun around but noticed that Corinne was still in his shot — Whittenfield had his hand tightly gripped around her arm.

      The second man, however, was not being blocked by anyone else. He was busy trying to help Whittenfield — Wayne lifted the gun and fired two quick rounds. The man fell to the ground outside the helicopter.

      Wayne tossed the gun aside and dove toward the chopper.

      Whittenfield backed toward the helicopter, hobbling on one foot as he tried to maneuver both himself and Corinne into the open bay door.

      Cole was there to meet them — he kicked Whittenfield just below the chin, launching the man backwards. Corinne broke free and ran to give Bryce a hand.

      Wayne moved toward the front of the chopper and grabbed the pilot by his collar.

      “You work for me now! Get this thing off the ground!” he shouted to the overwhelmed old pilot. The man, unarmed, put up no fight.

      Bryce and Corinne entered the hovering helicopter and Bryce turned to close the door. Before the door closed, he saw Whittenfield scrambling for his gun. He picked it up, stood, and faced the helicopter, only ten feet away.

      He lifted the pistol at arm’s length with both hands, aiming directly at the open door.

      And fired.

      Bryce felt the impact of the bullet before he felt the excruciating pain of tearing flesh. His leg gave out, punctured on the inside of his left thigh, and he fell out of the hovering chopper.

      Wayne lunged forward, but his fingers grasped only air.

      Bryce landed in a dusty heap on the tarmac. He groaned.

      Whittenfield walked menacingly over to him. “Well, Captain Reynolds,” he said as Bryce looked up at him from the ground. “I don’t think this is going to end well for you, my friend.”

      Wayne looked through the cabin for a gun, but Whittenfield yelled at him from the ground. “Stop! Pick anything up and I put a bullet right between his eyes.” He kept his eyes on the three in the chopper, but aimed the gun at Bryce’s head.

      “Your mission was a complete failure — I had to finish it myself! Even Jabari couldn’t get the crystal into my hands!”

      “I knew it,” Bryce said. “You had Madu chasing us from the beginning, didn’t you?”

      “Actually, it was Vilocek who put that into motion,” Whittenfield said. “It just happened to play out rather well for me.”

      “So — the notebooks…” Bryce was confused at how this had all come together. “In Iraq…”

      “I sent the notebook to that camp — eventually to get it into Madu’s hands.”

      “You? But — “

      “For you, Bryce. I needed you. It was all set up; to send your team in, then call off the mortar unit. The Iraqi Guards who took you down were waiting just out of radar distance, and were told to inflict as much nonlethal damage as possible on you.

      “You executed the mission flawlessly. Retrieve the notebook and get compromised — but not killed. I needed someone with something to lose; something to fight for. You were already the perfect soldier, but I needed someone who was in your particular situation at home.”

      “My mother?”

      “Precisely. She was the missing piece. Without the promise of saving her — which, I must unfortunately disclose now, was all a lie — you would have been a loose cannon; jeopardizing the mission.”

      Bryce closed his eyes, trying to calm his fury.

      Bryce felt the chill of pure adrenaline wash over his broken body. He chuckled under his breath, his eyes closed.

      “Are you laughing?” Whittenfield asked. “What in God’s name could be funny? You’re lying on the ground with a gun to your head. Your friends can’t help you, and you can’t help yourself! Your mother’s not going to be saved — it’s over!” Whittenfield began to yell as he grew more and more agitated.

      Bryce opened his eyes.

      “Whittenfield,” Bryce said. “You think you have this figured out, but you’re wrong. When we spoke on the phone on the way — you remember that?”

      Whittenfield frowned, still pointing the gun at Bryce. “Of course. What of it?”

      “I never mentioned to you who was chasing us — Madu Jabari. I simply told you his first name, and that there was an envelope with his initials on it.”

      Whittenfield stiffened. “So what? You knew about his involvement then?”

      “That’s when I suspected you were up to something. It’s all coming together for me now — the crystal, Vilocek, Madu Jabari. It’s all played right into your hand. You hoped to pit all of us against each other, and then make off with the final prize. A good plan, actually, but one I think you’ve miscalculated.”

      “And how might that be, Captain Reynolds?”

      “My mother — you weren’t watching her — “

      “And why would I! We had no intention — hell, no possible way to save her!” Whittenfield shouted.

      “I know that, now. And obviously you have no idea that she’s already dead.” Bryce responded.

      Whittenfield stopped. Wayne, listening to the conversation through his in-ear radio, was also stunned.

      Whittenfield backed up a few steps. Bryce pushed painfully to his feet — leaning heavily to the right, trying to keep from putting too much weight on his leg. He stood and faced Whittenfield.

      “I found out on the flight here. Linda told me. My mother’s gone. I — I guess I knew it was coming, I just wasn’t ready for it.” Bryce almost stumbled over his words — it was the first time he’d admitted, out loud, that his mother was gone, and the words stung harder than he’d hoped. “Either way, you don’t have anything on me now — you’re on your own now, Whittenfield.”

      “That’s bullshit. And even if you are telling the truth, I own you. You think anyone’s going to listen to you? Who do you think you are?” Whittenfield sounded desperate, almost pleading.

      “Your biggest bargaining chip is gone, Whittenfield.”

      Whittenfield knew it was over. “But — the money…“ he stammered.

      “I don’t want your money,” Bryce said. “You’ve transferred enough to me already; enough to last for a while. The rest, well, I’ll get it later if I need it.”

      “Later? What the hell are you talking about, Bryce?” Whittenfield snapped back.

      Bryce hobbled a step forward. He was staring down the barrel of the pistol now, still held in Whittenfield’s outstretched arm. He wasn’t afraid of being shot, but he sensed that Whittenfield wouldn’t — couldn’t — pull the trigger anyway. “I’m taking everything. The company, your research, the lab — you don’t deserve it. I’m taking it and opening it to the world.

      “All that talk of being philanthropic; of ‘the good of society;’ it’s a charade. But I’ll change that. Everything we’ve discovered here, and everything you’ve done — good and bad — will be revealed.”

      It was Whittenfield’s turn to laugh. “Really? Taking it? How do you think you’re going to take an entire company from me?” he asked. His hand wavered, and in the split second it dropped Bryce lashed out and caught Whittenfield’s arm. The gun tumbled away, landing under the helicopter. Bryce winced at the pain the movement had caused him, but he recovered quickly and looked back up at Whittenfield.

      “Glad you asked.” He nodded at Wayne, and a gunshot flashed from the large man’s hand. Whittenfield’s body lifted completely off the ground and he flew backwards onto the tarmac. The gunshot hit him in the chest, but he was protected by a bulletproof vest.

      Bryce stepped forward and stood over Whittenfield. “We’re leaving you here. Your crystal is going to break down completely at any moment, and I don’t want to be on this island — or anywhere near it — when that happens.” He reached out with his arm and caught the edge of the hovering helicopter’s landing rail. The three passengers inside the chopper stepped out and grabbed Bryce, pulling him safely inside the cabin.

      Whittenfield found the pistol that had been knocked out of his hand and started shooting upwards at the helicopter. Bryce turned from the gunshots and listened to them bounce harmlessly off the helicopter’s belly.

      A flash of blue light caught his attention. Cole stood next to him at the edge of the helicopter’s door. His skin was glowing with the blue hue, and in his outstretched arms they could see a growing, pulsating orb — like the one they’d seen in the temple library.

      “Cole? How — how are you doing that?” Corinne asked.

      Bryce stepped to the side. The pilot was ascending slowly, now fifteen feet off the ground, while bullets still pinged the bottom of the craft.

      Cole squinted in anger and turned his hands.

      The small orb dropped from the helicopter, straight down — onto Whittenfield.

      The older man was stunned, unsure of what was falling from above. He stared at it, forgetting about the fleeing helicopter, as the orb made contact with his face.

      The reaction was as instantaneous as it had been with the Israeli, though this time Bryce felt no obligation to put the man out his misery. They watched in solemn silence as the shock of the mysterious crystal properties reacted with Whittenfield’s body, causing a slow internal burn that slowly killed him.

      Whittenfield fell back to the ground, writhing in agony, and the helicopter tilted away from the scene below.

      As the doors shut, Bryce shouted over the noise to Cole. “Ok, what was that? How did you do that?”

      “Just like before — in the presence of the crystal, I’m able to, like, summon it or something.” He replied.

      “But there’s no — “ Bryce stopped as he saw Wayne’s ear-to-ear grin.

      “Sorry boss — I forgot to mention that. Back in the volcano, I was reaching for Vilocek’s gun. I also found this —“ he reached into his pocket and pulled out the object. “And I guess it’s strong enough to let Cole do his thing,” he finished, handing the small sliver to Bryce.

      Bryce looked at the tiny sliver, glowing blue with a shimmering light. So we will be able to finish their research, he thought. He closed his eyes and thought through the last 72 hours. There were holes to fill, for sure, but he had a pretty good idea of what was left to unravel with the crystal. And he had some friends from his college days who would be grateful at the opportunity to work on such an esteemed research project.

      Corinne approached him from the opposite side of the cabin. “Bryce, I couldn’t hear everything you were saying out there, but I don’t understand something. You told Whittenfield you were ‘taking everything?’ What did you mean by that?”

      Wayne looked up at the pair as well. “Yeah. Whittenfield Research isn’t a public company.”

      “Right — but what he didn’t realize was that when he gave me the advance after we first met, it effectively made me the highest-paid executive officer of his organization, after Whittenfield himself.”

      “Who’s now, I guess, out of the picture?”

      “Exactly. As such, I now have the responsibility to hire a replacement. I’m not allowed to advance to the role myself, but I can appoint someone else — someone who would be able to carry on the research arm of the company.” He winked at Corinne as he said this.

      Corinne thought about this a moment, then her eyes widened in understanding. Cole also nodded his approval.

      “Ms. Banks, you’ve been through a few pretty traumatic days. Why don’t you take a week or so to tie up any loose ends at the university, then give me a call. I think I might have a job opening very soon,” Bryce said.

      She jumped forward to hug Bryce, but stopped short as she remembered his wound. “Thank you, thank you! Yes, I accept!” she said, elated.

      “Besides,” he said. “I think the four of us are the only people left who know about a certain massive treasure sitting below the Treasury at Petra. Even if we only get a finder’s fee, I’d bet it would be enough to fund a few excursions.”

      They laughed, and Bryce went over the rest of the plans with the group — Cole would gladly help out with the non-invasive experimentation, things like studying the ability to weaponize the crystal’s energy and help with the mental and physical attributes that he possessed. They’d take a few weeks off first, and then hit the ground running on the project.

      He opened his eyes. In the distance, he could see the volcano spilling smoke from its top, slowly awakening from its long-time slumber. Bryce turned to the others in the cabin.

      Wayne held the watch his brother Jeff had given him three years ago; tears welling up in his eyes.

      Cole had his arm over Corinne, her head on his shoulder. Cole was looking out the other window while he played with a lock of Corinne’s hair.

      Finally, Bryce looked down to the sliver of crystal in his hand. They could make so much money from this object — the possibilities were virtually endless. What Vilocek — and eventually Whittenfield — had seen in it was all true. It was capable of so much; such a powerful piece of science.

      But the world wasn’t ready for this.

      Bryce knew how easily one could be swayed; blinded. He had seen it firsthand, and he knew that not even he could prevent it from eventually corrupting someone else. They had the research; the methodologies. They had the resources and the minds to create and learn — they didn’t need this crystal.

      He opened the bay door and dropped the crystal out.

      It sank through the air, disappearing as it blended into the pure blue of the sea below.

      He had just saved the world — for a while, at least.
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