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WILDFIRE

Matt Hilton


Chapter 1


​‘Be careful, Robbie. If we get bogged down, we’re here for the night.’ Sitting next to the struggling driver, Jessie Davies, stated the obvious.



​‘You don’t say,’ Robin “Robbie” Norris said.


The van rattled as its tyres fought to gain traction on the road. In contradiction the road was at once slick with rain, in the next instant as rough as a donkey trail. The blacktop was in disrepair, potholes marring it like teenage acne scars, and ditches had been worn at the shoulders, traps that could pull a wheel hub directly off the chassis if the driver wasn’t careful. Robbie cursed as he struggled with the steering wheel. His spectacles were steamed up by the effort.

He fought to manoeuvre the van around a pothole the size of a sucking pit. It was an exaggeration, but by now each pothole must have looked like the entrance to hell for Robbie judging by his cries of alarm.


​Behind the two students, Scott Harper and Tia Sherwood shared a bench seat. When they’d both been students at the University of Pittsburgh, they’d been an item. But that was more than ten years ago, and they’d both moved on, Scott marrying Monica, Tia going from one failed relationship to another. Now that they were teachers at the same university, they were simply colleagues. But they were still close enough friends not to be embarrassed whenever the jostling van threw them together. They shared headshakes and half-smiles. They had both experienced field trips like this one before, others where the journey was more taxing. This was a first for both Robbie and Jessie, though. Their excitement was as palpable as their concern they’d never reach the archaeological dig in the Bitterroot Mountains of Idaho alive.



​Scott placed a hand on Robbie’s shoulder. ‘The storm doesn’t look ready to blow over. Pull in at the next rest stop and we’ll wait it out there.’



​Under his fingers, Robbie relaxed. His fight with the steering wheel was taking as heavy a toll on his muscles as it was on his mind. He always was a fraught driver.



​‘I saw a sign advertising a motel a mile or so back,’ Jessie piped in. ‘It shouldn’t be too far away now.’


Scott had also noticed the hand-painted sign among the trees. The motel wasn’t owned by one of the recognisable chains, probably by a mom and pop business offering bed and breakfast. As long as there was a sturdy roof and warm fire, he didn’t care if the motel was carved out the face of the cliffs that loomed overhead. Then again, they’d probably have to pay more to stay in such a unique cave motel and he wasn’t sure that the expenses he’d clawed from the University’s budget would stretch that far.

The rain was battering down, and the frequent squalls of wind lashed it against the van. The wipers struggled as hard as Robbie did at the wheel as they battled to keep the windshield clear. One wheel caught in a pothole and the van lurched. Robbie cursed loudly. He cast back a sheepish apology to his teachers. This time Scott shared a worried frown with Tia. Their student had been driving too long. It was hours since they’d flown into Boise and picked up the rental van. Hell, he decided, he’d blow the entire budget on a safe place for the night. They could take up their journey in the morning, and he’d be the one at the wheel.

Through a squall, Scott caught a faint glow of lights among the trees. ‘There,’ he said, pointing. ‘Pull over there, Robbie.’

Within a couple of hundred yards the motel materialised out of the gloom. It was mostly what Scott expected. An original family home converted to serve the infrequent travellers of these back roads. A large garden had been converted to accommodate a parking lot. There were no other vehicles in the parking bays, but hardly surprising in this horrible weather. Thankfully there were lights above the front porch and a blinking neon sign: VACANCIES.

As Robbie parked the van near the side of the house, Scott said, ‘Grab only what’s necessary, guys.’

‘Women and children first,’ Robbie quipped. ‘And seeing as I’m the youngest, I count myself in the latter category. Hope they have a bathroom…I’m getting kind of cross-legged here.’ He shut off the engine and tossed the keys back to Scott. ‘You mind locking up, Prof?’

Scott still found it odd being referred to as “professor”. Particularly when he was barely ten years older than the kid now evacuating the van. Hell, real professors looked like his mentor, Hugh Williamson; old guys with wild grey hair and leather patches on the elbows of their jackets. Scott preferred to think that it would be a long time before he was comfortable with the honorific. It was pointless mentioning that to Robbie, though, because the young man was already clambering from the van.

Robbie pulled up the hood of his jacket and scuttled for the motel.

Jessie puffed out her cheeks and exhaled. ‘Women and children first, he says? More like a rat leaving a sinking ship.’

As Jessie and Tia carted their bags to the motel, Scott locked the van. The rain pelted his shoulders and roof of the van in a veritable drumroll. He followed the group inside. He stamped his boots on the doormat, shook moisture from his coat and hair. The others had already gone through a short vestibule and were gathered at a small podium, checking out some leaflets and pamphlets. Jessie slapped an old-style brass bell to summon assistance. Robbie hadn’t rested on formalities but had gone off without permission in search of a toilet.

A man came out from a side room. He was carrying a paperback thriller novel bent open against the spine, his spectacles perched on the end of his nose. He was aged around fifty, and though slim and no taller than the girls, he had thick forearms that showed he’d known a life of manual labour prior to opening his home as a motel. ‘Good evening, folks,’ he said by way of introduction. ‘Wasn’t expecting anyone to be out and about on such a terrible night.’

‘To be honest, we didn’t expect the storm to catch us out like this,’ Tia said. Scott moved up close.

‘We were hoping you’d have rooms for us for the night,’ he said.

The man made a mental count of heads. ‘I only have two rooms available.’ He made an assumption about Scott and Tia. ‘If you don’t mind sharing, your young friend can take the other one.’

Scott gave a sheepish smile. ‘We’ve another friend with us. Hope you don’t mind but he went off in search of your bathroom. Me and Robbie can double up; can the other room accommodate Tia and Jessie?’ He indicated the women.

The man realised he’d jumped to conclusions, and had the good grace to offer an open-handed wave of apology. He then swiped a hand through his hair as he cleared his throat. ‘Won’t be a problem,’ he said. He went on to tell them the nightly rate, and that breakfast would be served between seven and ten in the morning. Would they like an evening meal?

‘If you could rustle something up it’d be much appreciated,’ Scott said.

‘I’ll see what my wife can come up with. I’m not sure you’d be happy with anything I would make. Cooking’s not my strong point. Uh, I’m Joe, by the way. If there’s anything else you need, just give me a holler.’

Robbie appeared from a doorway further along the hallway. He was pulling up his zipper, muttering at dark splotches on his light coloured cargo trousers. Catching Jessie looking, he blushed furiously. ‘It’s only raindrops,’ he said without conviction.

Once the formalities were out the way, and their bags had been deposited in their rooms, they convened in a small dining room. Joe introduced his wife Beatrice. She was a homely looking woman with wide hips, and wide cheekbones. Her jet-black hair was dusted with grey at the temples. Scott thought that she might have Native American blood in her ancestry. Beatrice, who demanded they call her Bea, took orders for dinner and then left them to relax in the dining room. Joe brought out bottles of Bud Lite, his only available alcoholic beverage unless they wanted red wine. They all opted for the beer.

The dining room was small, rustic in design, but warm and comfortable, the kind of place you instantly felt at home. It was apparent that Joe and Bea didn’t get too many guests, because Joe appeared more than willing to stay with them, eager to talk the night away.

Once they’d finished their dinner, Joe stood by the doorway, leaning on the frame with one elbow. ‘You sound like you’re a long way from home,’ he said.

‘Pittsburgh,’ Scott said. ‘We’re from the university, here to join an archaeological dig up in the Bitterroot Range. Hope to make it up there tomorrow if this storm lets up.’

‘Archeology, you say?’ Joe ruminated a moment. ‘Might have something you’d like to take a look at. I’ll be back in a minute.’

Scott wondered if the man was going to go and root out a collection of arrowheads or such, dug from the ground when converting his garden into a parking lot. But he was wrong. When Joe returned he was carrying a framed photograph Scott had seen hanging near the podium when first he’d entered. The photo hadn’t held his attention for more than a split-second, being an uninspiring black and white aerial shot of woodland, too uniform in its regularity to be interesting.

‘There was a young man who passed through here about two years ago,’ Joe went on. ‘He was an amateur photographer by all accounts, who gave me this picture in return for a couple of beers. Said the picture was taken from a plane up over Collins Ridge way.’ Joe waved a hand, indicating that the ridge wasn’t too far north of their position. Then he handed Scott the photograph. ‘What do you reckon of that?’

It’s a bunch of trees, Scott wanted to say, not my area of expertise. But being polite, he took the picture from Joe and mulled over the image. Scott shook his head. Joe leaned in and pressed a blunt finger in the bottom left corner.

‘Not too easy to make out at first, granted, but don’t you think that’s too regular to be natural? I took a look one time but I’m no expert, why I thought you might have a better idea of what it is.’

Scott squinted at the picture. The overhead lights were reflecting off the glass, making it difficult to make out any details. On his left, Tia crowded in. ‘Oh, yeah,’ she said, seeing something that Scott didn’t. ‘Would it be okay to take it out of the frame?’

‘It’s only an old thing I had lying around. Don’t worry if you break it,’ Joe said.

‘I won’t break it,’ Scott reassured him. He too could now make out what had caught Tia’s eye, and his interest was piqued.

The frame was something salvaged from a junk pile, simple pine stapled together at the corners. The backing was pressed board, held in place with sticky tape. Scott used a thumbnail to split the tape and then peeled out the backboard. He found that the original photo had been too large too fit and that it had been folded along its outer edges to sit neatly in the frame. As he unfolded the picture he found more of the ‘anomaly’ in the terrain that Joe referred to. His breath caught in his lungs, and he looked at Tia. Her eyes were shining. Across the table Robbie and Jessie picked up on their subdued excitement and watched with open mouths as Scott made a more detailed study of the picture.

‘What do you reckon?’ Joe asked again.

‘Where exactly is this place?’ Scott asked, his voice barely above a croak.

‘Not far. Is it important?’ What Joe really meant was “is there any money in this for me?”

‘It could be, but I’d have to see the place first. It could be a natural formation, but…’


‘It could be man made,’ Tia finished.


Yes, Scott thought as he scanned the image with growing excitement. But by whom and more importantly: when?


Chapter 2

‘We’re not too far off now,’ said Joe.


​Scott nodded, but it was accompanied by a grimace. Joe had said the same thing for the last ten miles of hellish trails. The rental van couldn’t handle the wild terrain, so Joe took Scott and Tia to the site beyond Collins Ridge in his four-wheel drive GMC. Quad bikes or off-road motorcycles would have been better for the rough terrain, both modes of transport they were used to employing on field trips. It might have been wiser hiring a helicopter, because even though Joe said he’d come this way before, it was obvious he was relying only on a general sense of direction to bring them to the anomaly pictured in the photograph. At least from above they would spot the unnatural formation, whereas through the trees the craggy landscape looked uniform in its wildness mile after mile.



​Robbie and Jessie had been left in the comfort of the motel, under the competent supervision of Bea, while their teachers went off on this diversion to their scheduled field trip. Scott was happy at the arrangement, because despite the GMCs roomy interior, four extra passengers would have been too much: the GMC was a working vehicle, and Joe, who sidelined as a carpenter, had many of his tools packed in the back and on the rear seats. He’d explained that he once worked in the demolition business, levelling buildings to create new construction lots, and after destroying so many items he now preferred to create beautiful objects. He’d laughed that he’d been better at blowing things up than carpentry, the reason he had to run a motel to bring in a wage. Tia was sitting in the one empty space on the back seat; her shoulder wedged against the window on one side, a stack of boxes the other. Scott was in the front passenger seat, but even he didn’t have the space to himself. His feet straddled another box of tools in the footwell. The dash was strewn with paper, crumpled cigarette packets and empty waxed cups. This was not travelling in style, but he wasn’t complaining. It was good of Joe to run them out to the site.



​‘I’ve studied that picture loads of times,’ Joe said. ‘Wondering what was in it. Thanks for the opportunity of checking it out.’



​‘No. Thank you for bringing us,’ Scott said.



​‘I’m surprised you didn’t look deeper into it yourself, Joe,’ Tia said.



​‘Many times I thought about it, but what do I know about ancient sites? My wife’s sister is a bit of a historian, but has no experience in the field. She looked at the photo; she seen only rocks and trees. Like I said, I did come out here once but couldn’t tell what the hell I was looking at either. I’ve been waiting a long time for someone like you guys to come along and put me right.’ Joe squinted up at the craggy skyline. ‘Now, unless I’m mistaken, that’s Collins Ridge, so we haven’t too far to go.’



​They pressed on for another mile or two.



​Last night’s storm had blown over, but patchy clouds followed in its wake. Fat raindrops blistered the windscreen. Joe flicked on the wipers, peering ahead, weighing up his choices of a fork in the trail. ‘If we go left it’ll take us above the location. You might be able to get a look down on it from one of the bigger boulders up there.’



​‘I’d rather be on the ground, if that’s okay,’ said Scott. ‘It’s the best way to determine if the terrain has been altered or not.’



​‘Right it is then,’ Joe said, manoeuvring the GMC down the right fork. The trail was barely evident among the trees, more a game trail. Overhanging branches scraped on the roof of the GMC. ‘We get hikers up this way, the occasional hunters, but that’s about it. But I’m surprised that nobody has ever come across the site before and recognised it for what it is.’



​‘Without the benefit of an aerial view I doubt even an experienced eye would have noticed it,’ Tia offered.



​‘When that guy took the picture the woodland was more sparse than it is now. There was a large forest fire a few years earlier, so I’m betting that we wouldn’t have noticed it at all if the forest had been fully regrown.’ Joe scratched behind an ear, looking embarrassed at his theory now he’d spoken it out loud. ‘Not that I’m saying you don’t know what you’re looking for.’



​‘It isn’t in a location that’s been scrutinised before. If we were further east, over in Wisconsin or Ohio, for instance, archeologists would have been all over this site before now. Many ancient mounds and effigies have been studied there,’ Scott said. ‘But as far as I know, and the reason there’s been no major study conducted here before, the land of the Adena people – the mound builders – didn’t extend this far west.’



​‘According to Bea, her people have been in these lands for thousands of years,’ Joe said, confirming Scott’s suspicion that Beatrice was of Native American descent, ‘but she was doubtful that they were responsible for building any mounds. But she told me once of a tribe that preceded hers who claimed to have once been a mighty nation, that they were the children of the gods that fell from the stars.’



​Scott didn’t scoff. He’d heard many Native American legends where the people claimed to be descendants of extra-terrestrial visitors. As unlikely as it sounded, was it any less fanciful to accept that mankind was spawned from clay, or women from the first man’s rib? Scott supposed that it was all metaphor, ancient people of limited vocabulary trying to put into words something of which they had little comprehension.



​‘This looks promising,’ Joe muttered to himself.



​To Scott there was little to distinguish this location from any other they’d traversed in the past hour. But then he looked closer and saw that the embankment to their right was not as sheer as the others hereabout, and if he wasn’t mistaken it rose at an exact thirty-three degrees. The slope was overgrown with trees and some kind of prickly bushes, but it was undeniably unnatural, more like the embankment one would see alongside some modern highways than found in the wilds.



​‘Can we stop here?’



​Joe pulled the GMC off road, though it was unlikely that any other road users would need to get by. Scott was out of the 4x4 before the engine was turned off, and he took a few exploratory steps towards the slope. He glanced back and saw Tia coming around the GMC towards him. Her face was set in anticipation, and he guessed that his was a mirror reflection. He was unaware of the rain pattering down, beading in his hair.



​Tia couldn’t find words as she stood next to him, taking in the sweeping walls of the mound.



​‘Come on,’ Scott said, taking her hand. ‘We need to get up there.’



​They climbed the slope, pushing through the thick undergrowth. Joe followed, knocking down some of the branches with a stick he’d brought from the GMC. It would have made more sense for him to lead the way, to beat out a path, but Scott was too eager to wait. He pulled Tia along with him as he pushed for the crest of the mound.



​They came out on a flat terrace, again the plain of the land too uniform to be wholly natural. Ahead of them another slope reared to block the view of the forest beyond. It stood at least twenty feet high, and was as constant as the terrace on which they stood. The breath caught in Scott’s throat.



​‘It…It’s real, isn’t it?’ Tia said, and her awe was almost tangible.



​‘Come on,’ Scott said, leading the way along the terrace, studying the second mound as he progressed. The second wall curved slightly, until fifty feet along their route it took a sharper curve back on itself, almost like the sinuous coil of a serpent. They could tell that the mound took another curve, then another, before the encroaching woodlands blocked it from view. Scott began jogging. He could hear Tia and Joe following, but all of his attention was on the undulations of the mound. He broke through some thick brush and came to a halt. The sweeping walls of the second mound halted at what looked like a deep sand trap on a golf course, though it too was overgrown and the edges of two smaller walls curving around its rim was obscured by tall grass. Scott ignored those; his attention was on the large cone shape set between the two walls. It reared feet taller than him, and was covered in earth; weeds and even a few saplings had found purchase in the spill of soil at its base.



​Scott stared at the cone of earth.



​This he had not expected.



​Tia scrambled alongside him. She too came to a halt at sight of the extra feature. She gripped Scott’s sleeve.



​‘Could it be…’



​As Joe caught up, Scott gently pulled away from Tia and stepped over the nearest of the smaller walls, down into the depression. The cone was erected at its centre. He glanced back at Tia, and she nodded eagerly. It wasn’t protocol at any new discovery, but they had to know. Scott went to the mound and began pulling away tuft’s of coarse grass, until he found a bare patch of earth where he could dig his fingers in.



​‘Here, Scott, use this.’



​Joe passed him the walking stick. Scott dug into the earth, scraping it away with the tip of the stick.



​‘Careful,’ Tia warned as Scott began dragging away the soil in larger clumps. Scott hardly heard her warning; he was caught up in the task. Distractedly he did hear Joe ask, ‘Do we get to name it?’



​‘If it’s what I think it is, then yes,’ Scott called over his shoulder. ‘What’s your second name, Joe?’



​Joe made an apologetic noise in the back of his throat. ‘Y’know, some people laugh when I tell them. I sound like a character out of one of them old dime store detective novels. Diamond. My name’s Joe Diamond.’



​‘Hmmm, then we’ll have to rethink its name,’ Scott said. ‘We can’t call it Diamond Mound, as it might cause some confusion.’



​He stepped aside to show what he’d unearthed.



​A glassy black stone formation that twinkled beneath the sun that suddenly broke from between the clouds.



Chapter 3

Three months later…

‘Spec-tac-u-lar!’

At ground level there was little to catch the breath. Although some of the land had been cleared, stunted trees and patches of tangled briar made it difficult to perceive any of the beauty that had at first caught the word in Professor Hugh Williamson’s throat, but from up twenty feet on the raised scaffold it was an entirely different view. The word broke from the professor in a stutter of syllables, and it was plain that he was more than impressed.

Also on the platform, Scott Harper was similarly impressed, even after he’d viewed the earthen ramparts dozens of times from the elevated position. He placed a hand on the older professor’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. ‘It’s something else, isn’t it?’


‘Truly,’ said the professor. ‘Though not wholly unique.’


His words weren’t disparaging. They had spoken at length about the similar and well-documented archaeological discovery of the Great Serpent Mound in Adams County, Ohio, when Scott had first reported that a similar earthen structure must be the cause of the unnatural undulations in the land here. Scott had been so certain of the importance of the discovery that he’d abandoned his planned trip to the dig deeper in the Bitterroot Mountains, sending Tia, Robbie and Jessie on without him while he began coordinating between the local authorities and universities to start an investigation of this site.

Three months after first sharing news of the find with Professor Williamson — and having jumped through the many bureaucratic hoops necessary — Scott and his team was back, and local contractors, including Joe Diamond, had been busy clearing access routes to the site, plus erecting the raised platform, under his guidance. Professor Williamson had arrived earlier that day. The old man didn’t drive, so Tia Sherwood had collected him from the airport at Boise and shuttled him to the site. After only a brief welcome discussion Scott had led him to the trestle and encouraged the old man to climb the ladder to the top.


‘I think I might have to disagree with you, Prof,’ Scott said, and he pointed to an area clear of brush some fifty yards along the serpentine shape. ‘That has to be unique?’


The huge monolith jutted from the depression at the end of the mound. It was as black as pitch in places, shot through by striations of multiple hues, smooth as glass, and totally uncommon to the region.

‘Was I right, Scott? Is it a form of jet?’


‘That’s what I first thought, too, but on closer inspection I think it’s some kind of agate.’ Scott indicated the monolith with a grin. ‘As you know, it’s believed that a large stone found near to the Great Serpent Mound once stood in the oval at the snake’s open mouth, but it was only ever speculation. Well, we can tell from evidence here that it was a real possibility. Our discovery is unique, Professor Williamson, as our site is intact.’


The evening light was reflected on the professor’s spectacles as he turned to his understudy. His nose twitched. He’d noted that Scott had called the discovery “ours” and not taken full credit himself.

‘Something else you might want to take notice of,’ Scott went on quickly. ‘They might have to rename Great Serpent Mound as the Lesser Serpent, because ours is a full sixty feet longer than the previously discovered effigy, not too mention ten or so feet wider.’

Scott was stating impressive statistics, as the Great Serpent was over thirteen hundred feet long, four to five feet high and with a width of twenty-five feet. The breath had caught in the professor’s throat again.

‘Something else,’ Scott went on, beaming a smile at his mentor. ‘Students from our university cast some doubt on the date that the Great Serpent Mound was built. It’s now believed that it’s less than a thousand years old, but I think we’re on to the real deal here, Prof. Yeah, I’m throwing my reputation on the line, but I think this really was erected by the Adena people more than two and a half thousand years ago. I’m thinking that the Great Serpent is a later replica of this site, the reason it’s not as sophisticated or that the monolith erected there was a simple granite representation of this beautiful stone.’

The professor was fully aware that students from the University of Pittsburgh had conducted carbon dating sampling of charcoal from the Ohio site and proved that the effigy wasn’t as old as first believed. But he was happy to allow Scott’s wild speculation. ‘The Adena, eh? At least you’re not claiming that ancient astronauts built the mound effigies like some of those ufology nutcases.’


‘Nut jobs or not, you have to admit that the best view of either site is from above. I mean look at it.’ From their elevated vantage their serpent could be seen winding its way more than quarter of a mile along the ramparts built astride a natural crest of land. Now partly concealed beneath the foliage and having suffered many centuries worth of abuse from the elements, there was little distinctive to be noted at ground level, but from above it was breathtaking. ‘When this land was last clear of woodland, I believe that the site would have been observable from way up in the sky. Who knows, Prof: maybe there were little green men cruising by in their saucers admiring the view.’


Professor Williamson nudged him with an elbow.

Scott grinned. He rested a hand on his mentor’s shoulder again. ‘Come on, as beautiful as it is from up here, you must get a closer look at the monolith. I’ve never seen anything like it. Certainly there are no agate formations around here that can explain where this rock came from. Just what you can see above ground must weigh many tons, but its nothing to what we can’t see. You aren’t going to believe me, Prof, but what we can see is only the tip of the iceberg. I’ve had preliminary ground penetrating radar test results, and it seems that the monolith is only the pinnacle of a massive stone hidden below ground.’

‘This area doesn’t appear volcanic.’

Agate formed following volcanic activity, where cavities or fissures in cooling lava were filled over the eons by silica and mineral deposits, producing the concentric bands of colour often associated with the mineral. Professor Williamson was suggesting that the monolith must have been transported here from elsewhere. If the rock was as large as Scott suspected then — all joking aside — it did offer credence to the possibility that the ancient natives must have had the assistance of technologically advanced machinery, perhaps even of flying saucers, to carry the huge chunk of stone to its current location. Scott smiled in good humour, but he had another theory. He cautiously believed that the huge quartz rock might have been deposited here having been carried from lands further north by a glacier during one of the ice ages. When the melting glaciers receded the agate was dropped here and the ancient builders of the effigy erected their mound using the in situ feature as the centerpiece to their work of art. It was speculation, and he had to admit that the land here didn’t show much evidence of having been scoured by a colossal glacier — it was unusual indeed for the agate to have been deposited on top of a ridge and not in the bottom of a valley. Still, there were stranger sights in nature than this anomaly.

Scott went down the ladder first, watching as the professor descended, ready to catch him if the normally unsteady man stumbled. The professor exhibited more alacrity than expected of a man in his late sixties, and came down the ladder as nimbly as his younger understudy. They walked side by side, following a path Scott’s team had cut through the coarse grass and briar. They passed students from their university working at various excavation sites, and waved at Tia Sherwood who had since abandoned the site in the Bitterroots to join Scott here. She was supposed to be supervising the digging of a trench alongside the serpent’s body, looking for indicators of who might have built the effigy. But as was the norm with her, she had taken control of one of the earth moving machines, preferring to join in rather than supervise from the edge of the activity.

‘At first glance I’d say that the head of the snake is aligned with the summer solstice sunset,’ Professor Williamson ventured as they headed east along the rampart.

‘Yes,’ Scott agreed. ‘And the tail end with the winter solstice sunrise. When we’re closer, you’ll see that the “head” of the snake is unusual. It exhibits the same oval shaped depression that can be seen at the Ohio site, but with the addition of an extra feature.’

The professor frowned. ‘What kind of feature?’

‘Wait and you will see.’ Scott couldn’t keep the excitement out of his voice. His pace picked up markedly, but the professor kept up. He led the old man to the monolith that stood taller than Scott’s six feet and at least triple his girth. The afternoon sun’s rays didn’t reflect from the shiny surface as expected, but seemed to sink deep into the semi-translucent surface. The professor reached out a trembling hand to touch the beautiful rock but Scott urged him around it to the extra feature he’d mentioned.

‘What do you think of this?’ Scott crouched alongside a perfectly geometrical slab of similar agate uncovered from beneath a shallow covering of earth. ‘We found it during the ground penetrating radar survey.’

‘Is that…is that…?’

‘Writing? Yes, Prof, that’s exactly what I think it is.’


The professor’s knees creaked as he crouched alongside his student. His breath was again caught in his chest, and he made a succession of short gulps to feed his labouring lungs. He traced a fingertip an inch above a series of cuneiform and logographic symbols etched in the otherwise glassy surface. ‘But there is no evidence that the Adena peoples had a written language: Petroglyphs, perhaps, but not symbolism as intricate as this. The closest I’ve seen to this style is in ancient seals from the Indus valley, but, well, this is different.’


‘Alien,’ Scott said, and this time he wasn’t fully joking.

Professor Williamson shook his head, but not at Scott’s words. He was stunned at the importance of their discovery of a previously undiscovered form of writing, particularly here where it shouldn’t exist.

‘You’re sure this is not some elaborate hoax?’ the professor said.

Scott was positive. ‘What could the writing mean?’

‘I don’t know: an invocation rite perhaps, some kind of prayer to an ancient deity? I’d have to study it in depth before I’d venture any other theory.’ The professor probed closer to the symbols. ‘Hmm, what have we here?’

Etched among the symbols were three shallow depressions. Professor Williamson placed three fingertips into the shallow grooves, and pressed gently down. His fingers visibly sank into the holes. From deep below the ground a faint vibration emanated. Excited, he blinked up at Scott.


​‘What is it, Prof?’


‘Don’t you feel it, Scott? A tremor in the ground beneath us?’

Scott could feel the buzz through the soles of his boots. But more so he could feel the sensation in his gut, as though a subsonic wave passed through him.

‘This is unbelievable…’ The professor sought other symbols. He placed another three fingers in similar depressions on the surface of the slab. His fingers sank into the holes.

He yelped, rocking back on his heels and yanking away his fingertips.

‘What is it? Are you okay, Prof?’

Shaking his hand, the professor blinked up at Scott from behind his spectacles. ‘I got a mild electric shock, that’s all. Not surprisingly. Some forms of quartz are known to hold a small electrical charge. Jet too: when rubbed with wood or silk it builds static that is held within the rock. Maybe it’s similar here.’

‘What caused the vibration?’ Scott remembered a time when he’d been a passenger on a cruise liner. The throbbing of the ship’s engines had been a constant companion, even when the ship was in port. He thought the tremor in the ground was akin to the continuous throbbing of those massive engines. Before he could air his thoughts, the professor reinserted his fingers in the grooves.

The ground shifted beneath Scott’s feet. He braced himself, mouth opening in a yelp of surprise. Yet instantly all had steadied again. The sudden movement of the earth didn’t bewilder the professor: Williamson probed deeper with his fingertips.

The earth moved again, this time in a circular patch several yards across, directly beneath Scott. It rose up smoothly, shedding dirt from its edges, and displaying a growing column not dissimilar to its twin standing opposite him. Scott jumped off the rising column, going to his knees on the ground. He turned, astonished by the pillar rearing over him. It was the same glassy black, sparkling with myriad hues deep within, but whereas the monolith was roughly hewn, this was perfectly cylindrical. Scott came to his feet, staring in disbelief.


‘The slab is some kind of control panel!’ Williamson muttered to himself.


Yes. Scott could see that. But a control panel for what? Nothing he’d come across during his career explained what they had discovered here. He pushed his hands through his hair, dumbfounded, awed. Things grew no clearer when lights sparkled along an oblong seam, and what had appeared to be a smooth and unbroken surface now parted. Scott stepped back as a segment of the pillar swung down on an invisible axis, like the lowering drawbridge of a medieval castle. A cavity was disclosed within the pillar.

Scott and Professor Williamson shared a glance, equally stunned, then Scott’s curiosity got the better of him and he stepped closer. The cavity was cylindrical, lighted from within by the crystals that formed its walls. Steps carved from the same agate descended into the earth. He stood back, one hand massaging the nape of his neck.

‘What is it, Scott?’

He looked at his mentor, who couldn’t see the opening from where he crouched. ‘Nothing that’s ever been found at any of the effigy mounds before,’ Scott croaked. ‘It’s an entrance.’

‘An entrance to what?’

That was what gave Scott pause. This defied everything he knew about archeology. Nothing like this structure existed in ancient history. But hadn’t he studied and trained in his field because he wanted to discover the unknown? ‘I need to go inside.’

‘No. Wait. We don’t know if it’s safe, Scott. The structure might have been compromised: by tripping whatever mechanism raised this pillar, it might have caused other disturbances below us. The entire structure could collapse on you.’


Scott doubted it. The pillar, the monolith, the slab, all were integral cogs of the same machine — that was how he thought of it now — and he believed they were only minor external parts of a much larger structure below ground. The way in which the pillar had slid from its earthen sheath, the way that the doorway had opened, had been seamless: he thought that whatever lay out of sight controlling them was in equal working order.


From his belt he took a flashlight and turned it on. ‘I’ll only be a minute,’ he said. ‘Whatever you do, Prof, don’t take your fingers out of those slots. I don’t want to be stuck below ground if the pillar lowers.’

‘Call for Tia,’ Professor Williamson said. ‘I want someone else here, just in case something does go wrong.’

‘Nothing’s going to go wrong,’ Scott said.

‘Famous last words?’


Chapter 4

A group of Scott’s co-workers gathered around the newly risen pillar, talking excitedly, offering theories and conjecture that wouldn’t be laid to rest until Scott actually descended the stairs. Tia Sherwood was concerned about Scott entering the cavity beneath the pillar, whereas others, among them Robbie and Jessie, were keen to accompany him into the bowels of the earth, their spirit of adventure piqued. Some of the workers had also been attracted by the buzz of activity, and Joe Diamond had rushed over, wielding a pickaxe.


​‘You shouldn’t go down there alone, Scott.’ Surprisingly it was the hotel owner-cum-trench digger who spoke. From his tone of voice he was offering an alternative.



​‘Maybe it would make sense to have someone come with me,’ Scott agreed. He checked out the pickaxe cradled in Joe’s brawny arms, deciding that it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have some way of digging their way out if the worst did happen. Joe nodded, offering his services.



​‘Can’t I join you?’ Robbie Norris raised his hand as if in class.



​Scott didn’t mind risking his own safety for the sake of discovery, and Joe Diamond was his own man, but no way was he prepared to put one of his students at risk. He knew that Robbie would complain about being snubbed, so he gave him something else to do.



​‘I need you to keep an eye on Professor Williamson, make sure everything’s fine at this end.’ The professor had now been crouching for long minutes, with his fingers imbedded in the slab, and must be severely cramped by now. ‘If the prof gets too tired I’ll need you to take over at the controls. Okay?’



​Robbie was about to challenge the decision, but then he caught a flash of envy in Jessie’s eyes and realised he’d just been offered a great honour. ‘I’m on it, Teach,’ he said, with a smirk for the young woman.



​‘I’m coming too,’ Tia said. ‘Monica will kill me if she hears I’d let you go down there without someone with a little common sense.’



​Scott smirked at her, but she was right. His wife would go mad if she thought he was going into that hole without expert back up. Between Monica and Tia, they often ganged up on him to get their way.



​Scott thought for only a split second. There was no way he could divert Tia, not with some half-assed excuse like he had with Robbie. ‘Well, there’s no time like the present. Do you have flashlights with you?’ He directed the question at both Tia and Joe Diamond.



​‘Ready,’ Tia said, holding up a torch.



​‘Okay, let’s do this then.’ Scott eyed the open cylinder, his gaze sweeping the uppermost steps. ‘The stairs look narrow and steep so watch your footing. Tia, if you follow me down, then Joe: will you bring up the rear?’



​Joe looked as if he was checking for where he could jam the head of the pickaxe in the doorway to ensure their exit. ‘Probably a good idea,’ he said.



​Scott offered the professor a wave. Williamson seemed eager for him to get on with it. He gave sharp nod of his head, but threw in a few words of caution. ‘In and out again; a cursory inspection only, Scott.’



​‘We’ll be right back,’ Scott agreed, but knew that his promise was empty. He indicated to Tia and Joe that he was going in.



​The steps were incredibly narrow and steep. The cylindrical inner walls of the pillar pressed tightly to his shoulders as he descended. He found that with every step his toes overhung the step, and understood that they’d been carved for smaller feet than his. The tiny steps were one feature consistent with many other prehistoric sites he’d explored, because ancient humans were generally smaller in stature than modern man, but that was the only familiar feature. He understood that the pillar was actually a sheath that encircled the steps, and must be raised before the steps could be disclosed. He wondered at the capabilities of the primitive natives responsible for building the mechanism and it outweighed everything he knew about the Adena culture. Maybe it was time to begin considering that the ancient mound builders had no hand in this place. Or, if indeed the Adena had been responsible, then they had toiled under the guidance of a more technologically advanced race.



​As he descended he shone his flashlight below, picking out each step in turn before settling his feet. Weirdly, he found that the flashlight wasn’t necessary because there was enough light emanating from the crystal formations embedded in the agate to see by. He glanced up and saw that he’d come about twenty feet. Tia was silhouetted in the open doorway as she peered down at him.



​‘Take it easy coming down,’ he called, his voice echoing. ‘It’s a bit of a tight fit on those steps.’



​Tia’s feet were smaller than his, but even her toes would protrude over the lip of the steps. It was almost as if the access had been built for children. Scott concentrated on his own footing, hearing only the shushing of Tia’s jacket stroking the walls as she came down. He came to the lower end of the pillar and saw that it was set into semi-circular slots in the walls, but there was no hint of the mechanism that had raised it. He peeked out into a domed chamber; it was lit eerily by the ambience of the crystal striations. The arching walls and floor were formed of the same agate as the roughly hewn monolith, but here they were silk smooth. Through them trickled pulses of energy, as if a filament of lace burned within the stone. Scott held his breath as he stepped into the dome.



​He swung his torch beam around the chamber. The light was reflected, refracted, and speared back at him in blinding flashes. He switched off the flashlight. He waited until Tia was almost at the bottom of the stairs then said, ‘Turn off your flashlight, Tia.’



​She didn’t argue, obviously having noted the ambience herself. Joe Diamond was on his way down, coming a step at a time, his boot heels clopping. A couple of sharper sounds had to be the pickaxe knocking against the walls. Scott would have cautioned him, but the axe wouldn’t as much as scratch the surface of the agate: one thing he was certain of was that no primitive men had dug this chamber using flint or bone tools.



​‘This is unbelievable,’ Tia said as she stood beside him, her tone hushed in awe.



​‘Yeah.’ Though he wanted to be more effusive, that was all Scott managed. He was as awed as Tia. They stood, their shoulders touching as they watched the flickering currents of energy darting below the surface of the rocks. Momentarily Scott reached for her hand, but his fingers fell short. Once over holding her hand would have felt natural, but not now while his wife, Monica, was waiting for him at home. He felt a pang of regret that he couldn’t have shared this moment with Monica. Yet, if Scott had to be honest, due to Monica’s absence there was no one but Tia he’d rather share it with. Professor Williamson was his mentor, but Tia remained his oldest and dearest friend.



​Tia took his hand, but only to give it a fond squeeze. She then stepped past him, eyeing the far end of the chamber. Scott followed her gaze. He hadn’t at first noticed that the furthest wall wasn’t arched like the others but was a vertical flat plane. It was a good fifty feet distant, and he calculated that the chamber must be directly beneath the monolith. The apex of the domed ceiling would be, he guessed, below the point of the monolith, the chamber cut from the mass of agate picked up by the ground penetrating radar survey. As Joe moved out of the stairwell, grunting in surprise, Scott followed Tia.



​Joe flicked around his flashlight beam. Light flared, and Scott squinted against the glare. ‘Turn off your light, Joe,’ he said. The man complied, but Scott’s vision was compromised, and different colours swirled as he blinked hard to clear it. The colours weren’t afterimages burned onto his retina but actual colours darting along the walls to where the flat plane of stone stood.



​‘Are you seeing what I’m seeing?’ Tia croaked, confirming that Scott’s eyes weren’t playing tricks.



​The sparkling lights were converging on the back wall, wriggling just below the surface, and forming symbols that were at once totally alien and in the next familiar. Scott saw that some of the fiery symbols were akin to those on the control slab that Professor Williamson had activated. Others were unlike anything recorded.



​Tia came to a halt. She stood, bent at the waist as she regarded the symbols that moved as if through a sequence. Scott moved past her. He was in the exact centre of the dome, and he only distractedly felt his heels rub against a raised seam. In the next instant he was being lifted, as a portion of the floor slid upwards with no sound or hint of the mechanics at work. Scott stumbled, then righted himself, riding the upward thrust of a dais as if he was astride a surfboard. It stopped suddenly, standing a little more than a yard above the glassy floor.



​‘What the hell?’ he said.



​But the sudden throbbing of the structure around him drowned his question. It was a sound reminiscent of the earlier thrumming he’d experienced when first Williamson had accidently tripped the mechanism into life. This time the noise was amplified a hundred times. The first time it felt as if a subsonic wave had gone through him, now he was struck by something tangible that set every cell in his body vibrating.



​‘Scott! Get down off that thing!’



​Tia’s warning came from a very long way off. Or that was how it seemed to his assaulted ears. She was actually standing just below him to his left. Her face was turned up to him and he could see the reflection of the weird lights in her eyes. He also saw fear etched in them. Earlier when in a similar predicament atop the rising pillar, his instinct was to jump, this time he was held static by indecision.



​On the vertical wall the symbols snaked together, converging at a central point. The noise now was a rising shriek.



​‘Scott!’ Tia reached for him. ‘Jump!’



​His legs wouldn’t move. A buzz of energy rushed through the soles of his boots. It’s said that a frog won’t jump from a pot of slowly heating water and by the time it realises that it’s boiling alive it’s too late: Scott experienced a similar sensation. He stood, dumbfounded, even as the singular point on the wall blazed. Scott snapped into sense, and prepared to leap. He held out his hand, waving Tia aside.



​The energy point pulsed.


A ribbon of energy burst from the wall, arcing to his hand, then crackling its way along his forearm like a living thing seeking entrance to his body. Scott shook under the terrific surge of power, his eyes rolling white in their sockets. His mouth opened in a soundless scream, and Tia watched in horror as the energy darted for the open orifice of Scott’s throat. Joe Diamond shouted something and lurched towards Tia. He grasped her by a shoulder and tugged her away as tendril-like energy stabbed the air a yard all around Scott’s convulsing body.

Tia and Joe stumbled to the floor as the energy both engulfed and then invaded Scott. As he doubled over, Scott’s hands made claws as they grabbed at his chest.

Tia tried to get up, to go to his aid, but her boot skidded and she fell on her butt. A rope of energy groped from Scott’s body, almost as if it reached for her. She scrambled backwards across the slick floor, kicking away from the raised dais as a fresh blaze of energy erupted from between Scott’s shoulder blades and reached towards its base. The flaming ribbon grounded on the dais, exploding into colour and crackling energy. Scott rose up, his feet leaving the dais. He was held aloft at the apex of the energy arc. His body twisted agonizingly over on his spine. All the while he screamed wordlessly, flame glaring blowtorch bright from between his teeth.

Joe Diamond grabbed Tia by an elbow, roughly pulling her away. Tia struggled out of his grip, and stumbled towards Scott’s flailing body. Joe grasped her in a bear hug, lifting her clear of the floor and hauling her towards the stairs. He shouted in Tia’s ear. ‘Goddamnit, Tia! Do you want to die too?’

Tia ignored the manhandling, watching in dumb terror as Scott was borne aloft, his entire body now engulfed by a nimbus of fire that reflected off the walls and floor.

Scott experienced pain like no other agony, every cell in his body detonating simultaneously, each one an explosion of sheer torment. He felt his bones petrify, and the skin melt and peel in folds from his charring muscles. And yet he felt at peace. His mind had closed down, except for a single stray thought that echoed throughout the empty cavern of his mind: instinctively he knew what the archaic words inscribed on the slab was now. They were neither invocation nor prayer, as professor Williamson had suggested.

They were a warning.


Chapter 5

The chamber blazed as brightly as Scott did. Ribbons of snaking energy writhed around him, their reflections caught and magnified by the crystals in the walls and floor. Tia Sherwood and Joe Diamond couldn’t bear to look, throwing their hands over their faces as they stumbled for the exit stairs. The thrumming noise was a series of solid waves that broke like a rough sea against them.


​Then everything went dark, and the noise broke in a final crack!



​Tia was first to turn back. Scott lay inert on the chamber floor. Steam or smoke rose from his charred clothing and hair. His mouth was open still, his eyes closed. His chest didn’t rise or fall. She let out a cry and rushed towards him.



​Joe was sprightlier than some would give him credit for. He got between Tia and Scott and held her back. ‘Don’t touch him,’ he warned. ‘Don’t you realise what just happened? He’s just had a massive electric shock and might still have some of that energy in him. Do you want burned too?’



​‘We have to help him,’ Tia sobbed.



​‘We will, but let me check it’s safe first.’



​‘Hurry.’



​Joe brought his pickaxe from where he’d dropped it. He held the steel head away from his body, using the shaft to prod the sole of Scott’s boots. When no residual sparks jumped to the pickaxe, he laid it down, and then used his own rubber-soled boot to nudge Scott’s leg. Scott didn’t respond.



​Tia pushed past Joe, going to her knees beside Scott, placing her hands on his chest. He didn’t move. She cried his name, patted at his cheeks, then probed for a pulse in his throat, mindful of the blistering of his skin as she pressed in with her fingertips.



​‘Oh my god, Joe. We have to do something,’ she moaned in dismay. ‘His heart has stopped.’


There was colour and movement but no sound. No sensation of touch or taste or smell. Neither was there any pain. His agony had segued to euphoria and he didn’t have a concept to measure when one had become the other.


​Figures stood around him.



​He couldn’t see them.



​They were like wraiths in thick fog. He knew they were there only because they spoke to him. But their voices had no volume, didn’t speak to his ear but directly to some deep recess of his mind. Their words held no vibration, they only were. He heard no phrase or sentence or rhythm to the language he understood; yet he thought it all made sense.



​Hands supported him.



​He felt no fingers or palms, but again knew that the hands held him through some deep process in his mind. He knew that those supporting hands delivered their words, and though that was insane it also made total sense.



​Fog swirled and the wraith-like forms moved with it, and so did he, borne along on their memory. He gave in to the floating sensation, laying back and peering up at the dome of sky overhead. It was a sky of many colours. Mother of pearl. Pastels. Vivid splashes of red and deepest black. He saw a blazing orb high in the heavens.



​He had died.



​He knew that with the same instinct that he heard those words and felt those hands upon him, through instinct or external influence he couldn’t say. He had heard of others who’d died, who’d experienced NDEs — near death experiences — but had come back. They told of strange ethereal beings and a blinding white light. The light had beckoned to them, promising to enfold them in its loving warmth. But they had not gone to the light, they had fled back to their corporeal bodies, often against their will, shocked back into being by the intervention of surgeons working on their dying bodies. He knew that no doctors could snatch him back, and he held out a hand to the bright globe in the heavens.



​The orb blazed and grew, and for one brief moment he thought it was because he moved towards it. Yet when next he looked, the shining globe had zipped on a horizontal plane away from him. It now shimmered low in a pale blue sky. It hovered. Then it zigzagged to one side, halted fractionally, and then took off at a perfect right angle, directly upward and out of sight. All that remained of the blazing orb was an afterimage, an afterthought, burned into his mind.



​And with its leaving, everything went blank, and even the words and the hands were gone.



Chapter 6


Scott Harper woke from a deep sleep, feeling refreshed and more alive than he had done for many years. He peered up at the face leaning close to his, and was mildly surprised at the clarity of his vision. If he didn’t know otherwise he’d swear that he’d been fitted with contact lenses that magnified the image threefold. He could see every pore, every tiny hair on Professor Williamson’s nose vividly. He pulled back marginally, but lost none of the clarity.


‘Scott! Scott? Can you hear me?’

Could he hear the professor? God, it was as if the old man was screaming the question in his ears. Scott held up a hand, gently pressing it against the old man’s chest to move him away. ‘I’m fine, Prof. Don’t worry about me.’

‘Don’t worry? How can I not worry? I…I am responsible for your condition.’

‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ Scott repeated. ‘I’m totally fine.’ Scott made to rise from the floor.

‘No. Don’t try to get up. You’ll pull off your wires.’ Tia Sherwood was next to him, her hands on his right forearm.

‘What? Wires? What are you talking about, Tia?’ Scott glanced down and was surprised to find that he wasn’t lying on the floor of the chamber beneath the monolith at the serpent mound, but on a bed. He was dressed in a gown of some kind, his chest bared, filament wires attached to his flesh with suction pads. Alongside him machines beeped and blipped, measuring his pulse rate and other vitals. ‘Where am I?’

‘You’re in hospital, Scott. Have you no recollection of what happened to you?’ Tia said.

‘You got an electric shock from that slab,’ Scott said to Williamson, recalling the professor jumping back like a scalded cat as he’d probed at the strange symbols inscribed upon it. Vaguely he brought to mind movement and colours, but then it was as if his memory clouded over. All he could recall after that was a terrific sense of euphoria — or perhaps incredible pain —  and then cool endless blackness.

‘What I experienced was nothing in comparison to what happened to you.’ The professor adjusted his spectacles. ‘Dear God, Scott, we thought you were dead.’


‘Honestly, Prof. I feel, well, I feel more than fine. I feel great.’


‘How can that be? I watched you being burned from the inside out…’ Tia’s words faltered, and now she had to remove her hands from his arm to wipe away tears. She quickly held him again. ‘I watched you being consumed.’

Scott frowned. He looked again at his body, or what was visible of it. There was no sign of charring or blistering. No pain. Then in a mild state of panic he lifted his hands, checking that they were whole. He turned his hands over, and found everything in order. ‘Tia, I’m good. Look at me.’

‘That’s the thing, Scott. You shouldn’t be. Oh, thank God that you are, but…you should be dead. The amount of power that went through your body…my God!’

‘Don’t you recall anything about what happened in the underground chamber?’ Williamson coaxed.

‘Chamber? What chamber?’

Tia and Williamson shared a look and a shake of their heads.

Tia said, ‘We went into a chamber beneath the monolith. You, me, Joe Diamond?’

‘I’m sorry…’ Scott scrunched his eyes, tried to order a sequence of blurred images in his mind. He thought of wraiths and blazing orbs. Senseless stuff. ‘I don’t remember.’

‘You were struck by some kind of power stored within the chamber,’ Tia continued. ‘We managed to drag you outside, and Jessie and Robbie tried to resuscitate you while an ambulance was called. But it took so long to arrive we were sure you were dead.’

‘Well, sorry to disappoint,’ Scott said, attempting to make light of the situation. ‘Really…I feel magnificent.’ He again attempted to rise, but this time the professor gently urged him to lie down.

‘You shouldn’t try to get up. You may not realise it yet but you’re too weak. Your muscles will have atrophied while you’ve been lying here,’ Tia said.

‘What? What are you saying? I’ve been in hospital for some time?’

Tia sought the professor’s face, seeking support. Williamson grimaced, but leaned in so he could grip Scott’s opposite forearm. He squeezed comfortingly.

‘Scott, please prepare yourself. What I’m about to tell you might come as a shock.’

‘Poor choice of words, Prof. Apparently I already had the shock of a lifetime. What could be worse?’ Scott smiled at the old man, urging him to go ahead.

‘Since you were injured at the serpent mound, well, some time has passed.’

‘How long?’ Scott asked, for the first time feeling any kind of concern. ‘Days?’

‘Weeks.’

‘Weeks! How long, Professor? Tell me.’

‘Six weeks, three days and…’ the professor checked his watch. ‘Approximately six hours.’

Darkness edged Scott’s vision. He shook his head slowly, looking first at Tia, then Williamson, hoping that they would break out in laughter and reassure him they were only joking. Their faces remained sorrowful. ‘No. I can’t have lost all that time. How could I…’

‘You’ve been in a coma, Scott.’ The old man moved his hand to Scott’s shoulder, kneading it gently. ‘We weren’t sure that you would ever wake. Not that we were ever going to give up on you, but…’


​‘Where’s Monica? Where is she, Prof?’


‘She has been by your side throughout your hospitalization.’

‘So where is she now?’

‘I sent her back to the hotel to rest. I told her I’d watch over you. No one expected you to wake up, Scott.’

‘I want to see my wife.’

‘I’ll call her; tell her you’re awake. She’ll come straight back.’ Tia stood, felt for her cell phone but realised she had left it outside the room with her purse and other belongings. ‘I won’t be a minute,’ she said as she hurried out.

‘I have to go to her now, let her know I’m fine.’ Scott sat up. A couple of the trailing wires popped loose. Immediately the monitor alarms began wailing. From beyond the door he heard nurses and doctors responding. The professor’s mouth was hanging open in indecision. Finally he took a step forward, as if to help Scott to lie down once more. Scott gently brushed aside his hand and swung his legs off the bed.
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