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Chapter One

Mariah was so stunned when she’d moved
the last piece of debris and very carefully dusted the artifact
beneath it that all she could do was stare at it in shocked
disbelief. Slowly, the shock gave way to comprehension and then a
burst of adrenaline went through her that was so potent she felt
dizzy.

The voices of some of the people that
were helping her on the dig finally penetrated the dull ringing in
her ears.

“What is it?”

The question was almost a chorus from
the spectators/student helpers.

“Junk,” someone responded.
“No way is that as old as the dig.”

It was, though.

Older, she thought.

Mariah’s mind had also
leapt to the certainty that someone had dug down and planted it,
but she knew that wasn’t true—not from a recent encroachment. If it
had been planted, it was still
thousands of years old because the ground above it
clearly hadn’t been tampered with in centuries.

In fact, her gut was telling her that
the artifact she’d found predated the civilization she’d been so
carefully exploring.

It wasn’t just that it was deeper than
anything previously discovered.

It just didn’t belong.

The culture that had built
the civilization she’d been working to uncover had been amazingly
advanced for their timeline—but not this advanced.

Shaking herself, Mariah sent the
students back to their own work. After a few moments, feeling
shaky, she leaned forward and began to work the mud away from the
object until she could see the full measure of it and then she
began to remove the soil around it until she found the thickness of
it. Finally, terrified that she might break something that was
almost entirely intact despite the thousands of years it had been
buried, she began to remove more dirt out from around it until
she’d cleared an area that was big enough to work something beneath
it to help pry it up from its ‘grave’.

It was heavy, far heavier than she’d
anticipated.

Either that or it was anchored to
something.

Deciding to err on the side of
caution, Mariah summoned a couple of the stronger male students and
instructed them to start digging outward from where she’d been
digging until they were at a depth of two feet overall. She worked
closer in to the object because she didn’t trust anyone to get too
close.

And, indeed, it did appear to be
anchored.

Disappointment flooded Mariah—almost
as much as anxiety. If it was anchored, they weren’t going to be
able to move it without a lot more work and that meant it was going
to be exposed to damage and the threat of theft.

She turned that dilemma over and over
in her mind while she worked, trying to decide the best way to
handle the situation.

With great reluctance, she finally
accepted that the only thing she could do was to notify the company
that was funding the project. Hopefully, she wasn’t going to have
to turn her ‘find’ over to the bastards, but she couldn’t risk such
an important find out of sheer ego. Leaving the students to
continue the dig until they reached the bottom of whatever the
object was anchored to, she went to her tent to make the call on
the sat-phone.

“Yes. This is Dr. Mariah
Tyler on the Colombian dig site. We have a … uh … situation and I
need to talk to someone about security at the site.”

The operator transferred
her.

She allowed her mind to wander to the
possibilities of what the object might be while she waited. She’d
just gotten focused on the internal when someone picked up the
other end of the line. “Dr. Tyler … are you there?”

“Oh, sorry. We’ve found
something that could be … uh … important, but we can’t remove it
and we need to get some help with security until we
can.”

“What sort of
thing?”

“I … uh … I don’t think
this is a secure line, is it?”

There was silence for some moments.
“I’ll get someone there to assess the situation as soon as I
can.”

Uneasiness flickered through her.
“Thank you.”

She’d barely gotten the words out when
the man hung up without ever identifying himself, she realized
worriedly.

Unfortunately, the more she thought
about it, the more uneasy she was about the situation.

And, she’d already called. She
couldn’t take it back.

Struggling with the doubts plaguing
her, she hurried back to check the progress on the dig and study
the artifact.

It was made of metal of some kind and
what was even stranger than that was that there was no sign of
rust.

The boys had made so much progress
with the digging that she had to get a ladder to get up to study
the piece—which she decided reminded her a lot of the ‘computer’
that had been found in the Mediterranean sea. She wasn’t sure of
why it did since she couldn’t see inside of it to determine if it
had gears as that one had, but it did.

It almost looked as if it was made of
one, seamless piece of metal—which was almost as bizarre as
everything else.

Metal in a time when there was
absolutely no metal of any description.

Non-rusting.

Not welded.

But it was definitely
metal.

She thought.

A helicopter arrived on scene before
she was any closer to any answers.

She’d set aside her dismay while she
looked it over, but the helicopter jerked her right back to that
place of doubt.

Only one man emerged, but he headed
directly toward her.

She climbed down off the ladder and
studied him as he moved toward her.

Without a word, or even a nod, he
climbed the ladder and looked the artifact over. “You found it like
this?”

Mariah blinked at him and then
shrugged inwardly. “We couldn’t move it. That was why I
called.”

The man nodded and climbed down.
Pulling a phone out, he began walking back toward the
helicopter.

After staring at his back for several
moments, Mariah climbed the ladder again.

* * * *

It was almost dark when they arrived.
Mariah wouldn’t have noticed except that it had gotten harder and
harder to see what she was trying to do.

Then she heard the sounds of
engines—more than one.

Her heart had already begun a dull
thudding of dread before they appeared through the trees, mowing
down everything in their path. She leapt out of the pit then and
raced toward them, waving her hands frantically and jumping up and
down and screaming for them to stop.

They did—at the very edge of the
dig—and she doubted very much that they’d stopped because she’d
commanded it.

What looked like a whole battalion of
armed men bailed out of the trucks and immediately started rounding
up all of the screaming, running students and herding them to the
trucks they’d just vacated. They’d corralled everyone when a new
sound broke through the whimpers and sniffs and mutterings of the
workers and students—the sound of another helicopter.

Instead of landing, however, this one
went straight to the artifact and hovered over it, dropping a cable
that the men on the ground used to secure the piece. Then it was
slowly lifted until it was hanging only a few feet beneath the
helicopter and the machine cut away from the cleared area and
vanished. The view was blocked by the jungle long before the sounds
faded.

Drivers climbed into the trucks the
excavation crew had been herded into. Armed men climbed onto the
backs to guard the prisoners and they headed out of the
jungle.

Mariah, fully as terrified as everyone
else, hadn’t really been able to do much besides watch in fear and
confusion as everyone was rounded up and then the artifact was
taken, but as the shock began to wear off, her brain began to
struggle with the puzzle.

Neither the trucks nor the helicopters
were marked—which they surely would have been if they belonged to
the company?

The men were wearing what appeared to
be military uniforms and carrying what looked like military grade
gear, but there was no identification on them either—no military
patches or insignias.

“What’s going on?” one of
the students closest to her asked.

Mariah stared at the young man blankly
for several moments. “I don’t know,” she replied in a low
voice.

She hadn’t even heard anyone speak,
she realized abruptly.

There was no way to tell who the men
were or where they were from.

There were a few that she’d seen that
might have been Hispanic or Indian, but there were also white and
black men among them. Did that mean American? Or were they actually
company men?

She couldn’t rule out a local military
group, she realized.

And if it was the company, then what
the hell was going on?

They’d paid for the dig. Why would
they treat her and the students like … thieves when they’d hired
them? Well, paid for the excursion.

“I think we should rush
them and then run while they’re down,” another student said in a
quiet voice. “This may be our only chance to escape.”

Fear instantly enveloped Mariah all
over again. “They’re armed … and those are automatics. They could
mow us all down before we could hide and where would we go? We
could die out here in the jungle.”

“I’m not thrilled with the
idea of sitting here until we get where they’re going and
discovering they’re planning on killing all of us.”

“They could’ve done that as
soon as they got there. Why wait? Why take us somewhere else? They
could bury us out here—or leave us for the animals and it could be
months before anybody discovered the bodies,” Mariah
responded.

That bit of logic immediately threw
one of the girls who’d overheard into hysterics.

Mariah could relate and she still
wanted to choke the life out of her. “See if someone can calm her
down before the guards get up and shoot us.”

That had a bracing effect, thankfully.
The girl sent a terrified glance at the guards and got quiet, still
sniffling and whimpering, but quietly.

“Well I say if they take us
to anything that looks like a prison we should try to make a break
for it,” the first student said.

“You’ll get us all killed,”
the whimpering girl said angrily.

The boy glared at her, but apparently
decided against trying to argue.

“Let’s just wait to see if
we have a better or worse situation down the road?” Mariah
suggested quietly. “I mean, if it looks like we’re going to die
anyway, there’s not much to lose in trying.”

For a minute, she thought she was
going to have another two or three hysterical students—young
adults. A mixture of fear and resentment went through her—both for
the same reason. It wasn’t as if she’d ever faced anything like
this herself before. She loved her work, but she didn’t feel an
overwhelming drive to head into the most dangerous countries,
politically speaking, that she could find. There was plenty to
discover in less suicidal areas.

She wouldn’t be where she
was now if she’d thought for a moment that there would be any
serious danger—some, of course, because of the flora and fauna, and
a very minor possibility of being attacked or kidnapped by locals
considering how far out they were. But there would always be
some danger.
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