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Аннотация
THEIR FIRST MISTAKE was ever telling the world about the wonders they had found.
They should have kept it all a secret. If they’d kept it a secret, fewer people would have died. When archaeologists uncover the largest ancient safe in the world, the wrong kinds of people will show up: criminals, mercenaries, treasure hunters.

THEIR SECOND MISTAKE was opening it.
Why would an ancient culture devote three generations to build a giant stone safe? Why would they bury it so the jungle could hide it from the world? Why ritually sacrifice one hundred thousand people to ensure its secrecy?

THEIR LAST MISTAKE proved the biggest.
This last mistake hurt the most. Their last mistake was to assume that nothing had been left behind to keep guard….
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Chapter 1

Libby blamed her father.
His love of nature and the endless camping trips with her sister when they were kids. Butterfly nets, ant farms, insect catchers, kiddie microscopes, television documentaries after bedtime when her mother thought she was asleep. Bug books with stickers for every species they found on their daily insect hunts.
From a young age Libby proudly presented strange specimens to her mother for the shrieks they would invariably elicit. Then her father would dash out, wonder in his eyes. 'Whatcha got, Libster?'
She'd sit beside him on the couch watching wildlife shows, absorbing his awe about the wonder of nature and the variation in life. Twenty-five years later, it was a rare month that passed when they didn't find time to continue the tradition. Not this month, though.
Her sister Deborah, two years younger, hadn't shared Libby's enthusiasm. Life led them in different directions, and today they couldn't possibly be more different. While her sister was at home, pregnant with her first kid, Libby was preparing to land a hot air balloon onto some of the most isolated jungle canopy in the world.
This was where the best insects were to be found, and Libby was an entomologist. Hot air ballooning was the easiest way to get here. It proved close to impossible on foot. The inflatable raft hanging under the balloon gave her three-person team access to some of the most wonderful places in the world.
The best way to describe the balloon-raft was to imagine a large white water raft hanging under the balloon in place of the traditional passenger basket. The balloon itself was elongated like a football. The raft could settle onto the jungle canopy, providing them a large trampoline-like platform to work from.
Right now, from where she was sitting, Libby stared over the raft’s edge. She scanned for gaps in the jungle canopy. It was too dark to see the jungle floor. About seventy feet down, she estimated.
'It's a thick canopy,' she said to Joel. 'We'll have to make a hole to get the gear down.'
She discreetly snagged the anchor rope while Joel was busy with the GPS. Something must have given her away, perhaps something in her voice, because her long-standing research companion looked up and pointed a finger accusingly.
'Don't even think about it,' he warned.
'Don't do what?' shrugged Libby innocently.
'Not this time, Libb. We're not properly anchored yet.'
Libby winked and tumbled backward out of the raft.
Joel dived across the trampoline, trying to catch her, but he was neither close nor fast enough.
Libby shrieked as she fell. Her back crashed into the canopy. Foliage collapsed under her weight like spider web under a stone. Greenery flashed in her peripheral vision. She plummeted five, ten, fifteen feet and then — whack — the rope from her climbing harness arrested her fall.
'Whoooop!' she shrieked in delight, spinning on the end of the rope, hanging in the darkness, looking up through the hole her fall had made. 'Gravity, I love you!'
Joel scowled over the side. 'I hope you get sap burns. Right, you can anchor us then.' He threw down another rope to her. 'And do it properly this time. The sat-link indicates a wind change this morning. I don't want to be caught off guard. I'm not in the mood for getting dragged across the treetops behind a loose blimp again.'
Libby yelled up, 'That was just one time. Where's your sense of adventure, Jo-jo?'
She couldn't see him, but he called back from somewhere on the raft. 'Canopy skipping a hot air balloon for three weeks isn't adventurous enough?'
'Well, no.'
He reappeared above her holding the starboard canopy tethers. Libby looked around for a good strong limb to attach the tether.
She called up through the canopy, 'Wake up Perry. We need him.'
In place of Joel's shaggy dark hair and long unshaven face, Perry’s bald head looked down over the raft's edge. 'I'm awake already. Who could sleep through all your yelling. I'm dying for a coffee. Are you going down to set up camp?'
'I'm doing the tethers. Breakfast comes next.'
Perry looked confused. 'Aren't we tethered yet? What are you doing over the side? Ah…you pulled another canopy dive. No wonder he's throwing things around up here. He hates that, you know.'
'Oh, calm him down for me, Perry. He needs to relax a bit more.'
'Tell him yourself. Here he comes.'
Joel's skinny legs appeared on the opposite side of the raft, descending at a pace that hardly disturbed the foliage as his weight pushed through it. Perry tossed more tethers over either side of the raft. Libby snatched hers, but already knew she needed to move again. There was nothing nearby worth tethering to.
'I got nothing here to tether,' she called to Joel. 'I'll go down a bit.'
Joel didn't answer; either he was still genuinely annoyed or focusing on their tricky task. He descended lower too. They both needed to find pretty strong tree limbs further down to tether the raft in place. They generally avoided going too far down the ropes before they tethered. It proved hard to get back up, even if Perry threw down the skinny aluminum ladder.
She started to call out to Joel, but stopped. Let him sulk. They could hardly blame her for being excited. Fifty feet under her feet was ground that she might be the first human to ever touch. The quicker they set up base camp, the quicker they could start with the sampling. The biodiversity in this region was staggering. After only four nights in the field, they had forty-three insect species that none of them recognized. They couldn't be sure until they were back home, but it was certainly looking like an excellent haul. The area's isolation previously prevented deep penetration, even with a balloon-raft, but that had changed with the Plaza dig. Ethan's site provided the perfect staging point to launch the raft. Instead of short sorties from the jungle’s edge, they had a clear area to launch from right in the middle. As soon as her research allowed, Libby was returning to the Plaza to work as a site volunteer.
'Hey,' called Joel, pointing. 'There's something stuck in your hair.'
He didn't sound annoyed any longer.
Libby flicked the big floppy leaf from her hair and watched it spiral down, down, down to the dark jungle floor.
It was right about then, as the leaf hit the jungle floor, that everything stopped making sense.
Perry screamed. But not from the raft. The frantic shrieks were coming further off from Libby's right.
'Christ!' Joel yelled. 'Perry! Perry, what is it?'
'Help me!' yelled Perry. 'Oh, God noooooooo!'
Libby heard a shredding sound, like meaty tearing. She tried to orient herself on the sound, scissoring her legs midair to turn on the spot. Where was Perry? How had he gotten out of the raft so quickly?
There. She spotted him. Twenty feet behind the raft the foliage thrashed wildly. Perry couldn't have climbed right over there without a harness. Something had snatched him from the raft and dragged him across the canopy in total silence. What could do that? Nothing: that was the answer. Nothing could move over that much canopy so quickly and quietly.
There was so much canopy that Libby couldn't even see clearly. Then suddenly she made out two moving shapes, joined together, one Perry and one obviously much larger than Perry.
'Something's up there!' yelled Libby. 'Something's got him!'
Perry’s terrified shrieks abruptly cut off.
'Shit,' swore Joel. 'I see it. I see it! Christ — it's eating him!'
Joel had swung himself to a branch to get a better angle on Perry. 'It's right above you, Libby!'
Libby looked up just in time to see something come thrashing through the foliage toward her. She didn't have time to do anything but shrug her head away from the thing that struck her neck. She glimpsed a hand with a wedding ring. It tumbled off her hip and kept falling.
She watched the dismembered arm spinning down like the leaf she dropped a minute earlier. Perry’s arm bounced on the leaf litter. Libby touched her face. Blood. Perry’s blood.
'It's eating him,' Joel hissed again, clinging upside-down and sloth-like to a tree limb, staring immobile at the spectacle above.
'What is it?' yelled Libby.
'Shut up,' hissed Joel.
'Perry!' yelled Libby.
Joel's face screwed up. 'Shut up, Libby. I think it heard you.'
Libby stopped calling out. She peered around herself, spinning slowly, trying to see where Joel was looking.
Without taking his eyes off whatever was happening above, Joel warned, 'It knows you're there, Libby. It's turning toward you. We need to get down, right now. Shit — it's coming! Now, Libby, now. Go, Libby, get down right now!'
Libby hit the release switch on her harness descender. She dropped fast, but looking up it didn't seem fast enough. Joel was right. Something was tracking her descent, wildly disturbing the foliage. Large branches shook. Walls of leaves thrust aside.
All she could see were leaves. She should be able to see something, but there was nothing but leaves.
Libby hit the forest floor, frantically unclipping her descender. Joel hit the forest floor twenty feet away. He snapped off his descender and yelled, 'Run, Libby, run!'
Libby ran.
* * *
Ethan March sprinted for all his life was worth.
Pieces of ruined Plaza masonry whipped through his peripheral vision. Thankfully, his safety officer wouldn’t catch him running. From any point among the ruins, a dozen different angles of architecture obscured a person's line of sight. Steps leading nowhere. Dangerously leaning half-arches. Rows of columns supporting invisible ceilings of open air. Ethan wasn't sure if the Plaza resembled some monumental piece of abstract artwork or the result of a god-child's gravity-defying tantrum.
In fact, he remained largely unconvinced that anything more substantial than jungle vines held the place together.
He shouldn't be running, but some things were worth running for. Like gold coins emerging on the last dive of the season.
Even as he ran, his mind raced faster. It operated three steps ahead of his body. According to his wife, Maria, this was not an uncommon state of affairs for him.
Gold coins? It didn't make sense. Metal currency wasn't used by early post-classic Mesoamerican cultures. And certainly not gold coins. But Claire's radio message sounded emphatic. Marco had found gold coins in the submerged bunker. He was bringing them to the surface right now.
A crowd waited on the bunker steps. Faces from both the dig and the dive teams. In fact, it looked like everybody. How could he be the last to arrive? He wasn't that far away.
Ethan skidded to a pace more suitable to his position as site leader. He managed to maintain the slower pace for all of three seconds. Who am I kidding? He started running again. Reaching the crowd at the bunker’s entrance, he tried to regain what dignity a breathless man could muster. Very little, as it happened.
'Make a hole!' someone yelled, noticing Ethan’s approach. A human-lined passageway parted ahead of Ethan, down, down, down the steps into the flooded bunker.
More people crowded at the bottom. Yep, everyone was here. Volunteers, staff, security people, his safety officer…only one person was missing. Ethan searched the faces for Joanne, but she was either still on her way or lost in the crowd.
Watching his step over the power cables, Ethan reached where the narrow stairwell fanned out into the first antechamber. The only dry chamber in this underground section of the bunker was usually one-third filled with lighting and diving equipment. On the last dive of the season, most of the equipment was already packed up. The twenty-five or so people on the stairs could have squeezed into the antechamber, but they held back. After three years, something about these underground chambers still made people uneasy.
Arms crossed, feet apart, intently watching the water's surface, only Claire Hudnell shared the antechamber with Ethan. Claire had called Ethan on the radio.
Of all the serious faces searching the water, hers watched most intently.
‘Does anyone have a camera?' Ethan called back up the stairs.
'Here.' A digital video camera came hand-over-hand forward.
'There!' declared Claire. She pointed to the first little disturbance on the surface. A bubble.
A second later, bubbles patterned the surface in overlapping ripples.
Marco and Patrick were emerging from their penetrative dive.
Claire picked up the diving log, checking her watch as she ran her eye down their dive plan.
Ethan said, 'Tell me they're not making an emergency ascent. I don't care if he's found the Holy Grail, they still need to decompress.'
Murmurs rippled up the stairs behind Ethan.
Claire checked the bezel on her Seiko Orange Monster dive watch. Under the peak of her Red Socks baseball cap, green eyes calculated the three 'D's: depth, duration and decompression. 'No, they’re well within our safety limits. They've not been down that long. Marco's a pro. We'll hear his dive computer holler if he screws his ascent.'
Blunt as ever. That's what Ethan liked about his safety officer. She radiated an aura of practical self-confidence that perfectly suited her job. She never complained about living in a tent. In fact, she seemed to thrive on camp life. Her attractively freckled face was tanned from endlessly striding around the Plaza. Tall and broad-shouldered, the constant physical activity kept her lithe and muscular. Her straight blond hair was always under a cap.
And she was right about the divers. There was no hyperbaric chamber in the middle of the jungle, no way of effectively treating a case of the bends, so there was no margin for error. Claire Hudnell ran a very tight shift, including longhand dive plans to manually check her computer simulations. If anyone got the bends, it was because they weren't listening to Claire. No one would be that stupid.
She nodded to the water. 'Heads up, Prof. We’ve got divers on the surface. I think they want you.'
Ethan crossed to where six hundred years ago the now submerged stairs would have led deeper underground. This was the only entry point into the flooded bunker. The divers, Marco and Patrick, were emerging up a section of flooded stairwell. Reaching halfway up the top stair, the water lapped under Ethan's sneakers.
Marco emerged first, hands cupped, lifting his arms. Although Ethan couldn't read the expression behind his dive mask, Marco's body language was crystal clear.
Take this from me.
Ethan cupped his hands under Marco's and felt several small objects patter down into his palms. The golden color was unmistakable. The size and shape were right. Ethan held his breath. It can't be. This just doesn't make sense. Gold was one of the few items that didn't need immediate treatment after recovery. The inert metal wouldn't react with the air in any detrimental way anytime soon. It was one of the few artifacts they could find underwater and bring straight to the surface without a chemical preservation bath standing by.
It should also be heavy.
After studying the objects in his hands for a few seconds, Ethan dropped his chin to his chest and laughed quietly. When he looked up, Marco's dive mask was off. He was finning slowly in the water with a massive grin.
Finning behind Marco, Patrick raised one eyebrow and winked mischievously. 'So, are we rich, boss?'
Everyone behind Ethan, up the stairs and now moving into the antechamber, waited for Ethan's reaction.
This is the last dive of the season after all.
Ethan stood and faced the waiting crowd. He called up the steps, 'Gold coins, huh? Well, maybe we should be looking for a time machine, because apparently the original inhabitants were minting the Mexican coat of arms four hundred years early!'
He unwrapped the gold foil from the chocolate coin and bit dramatically into the confectionary. 'And I think we can safely say that the codex is a recipe for the best chocolate either side of the border.'
Laughter peeled off the stone walls, bouncing back from every direction.
Ethan's face reddened. 'OK, you all got me. Very nice. You got me good.' He tossed the chocolate coins into the crowd. 'Treasure for all!'
Barely keeping the smirk from her face, avoiding eye contact with Ethan, Claire clapped her hands and waved the crowd back up the stairs. 'OK, people. That's the last dive of the day. Let's pack it up. We all got hot showers waiting.’
Ethan squatted to help Marco from the water. 'Whose idea?'
Marco held his hands up innocently. 'Hey, my lips are sealed, chief. You heard the lady. Last dive of the day. I'm officially off the clock. Can't help you.'
'Coward,' Ethan said. 'Besides, there's only one person you'd cover for.'
Marco's eyes glanced to the woman herding everyone up the stairs.
Ethan followed Marco's gaze, not surprised by who had orchestrated the practical joke.
The sheriff strikes again. Claire Hudnell, his safety officer — only she could have done this. How could someone so by-the-book in every other regard be such a prankster? They called her the Sheriff because she was constantly on the prowl, looking for safety breaches.
Claire came to stand with Ethan, waving at Marco and Patrick. 'I don't suppose you two found all our missing steel cable down there, did you?'
Patrick rolled his eyes. 'No joy, I'm afraid. Keep looking, Sheriff.'
Claire finally met Ethan's gaze. 'I can look after these two troublemakers. I'm sure you still have some packing to do. And tough luck about the gold, huh? Maybe next time.'
She couldn't restrain her smile now.
They looked squarely at each other for a full five seconds, speaking only in smiles.
'I know it was you,' declared Ethan eventually.
Claire raised one eyebrow provocatively. 'Well, what are you going to do?'
'That depends. Are you coming back next season?'
'Would you have me back?'
Ethan addressed Marco and Patrick as they removed each other's air tanks. 'Well, gentlemen, is she any good as a safety officer?'
Patrick wouldn't be baited.
Marco pretended to give the question great deliberation, watching Claire from the corner of his eye. 'I suppose we're still alive, so she can't be that bad. You can't believe the rumors.'
'Hey!' Claire playfully whacked Marco’s shoulder with her clipboard. 'Enough of that.'
'There you go,' noted Ethan. 'The people have spoken. Your contract will be here if you don't find another gig in the meantime.'
Claire winked at Ethan. 'Let me think on it, huh? It looks like Nina's waiting for you.'
Ethan glanced over his shoulder. Nina was idling near the bottom of the stairs, obviously waiting for a quiet word with Ethan. Before joining her, Ethan pointed at Claire and said, 'Think on it then. But don't take too long.'
Claire waved her clipboard as though his instructions were bothersome insects to be swatted away.
Nina fell into step beside Ethan as they climbed the stairs. She was shorter than he, so he climbed slower than normal. It was a good idea anyway — the stairs were treacherously angled in a way that if you were to fall, it would be the devil’s job to stop yourself before you tumbled all the way to the bottom. Thankfully, that hadn't happened yet.
'Before you ask,' she started. 'I didn't know anything about it.'
'That's all right,' smiled Ethan. 'I caught the culprit. I remember three years ago when she was wound tighter than a spring. Now she's comfortable pulling this kind of thing.'
Nina shrugged. 'She's still pretty uptight when she wants to be. But you're right, she's softened. I think she just had to do the hard ass thing for a while to get people’s respect. She has friends now.'
Ethan chuckled. 'Well, she will after today. That was truly a Kodak moment, huh?'
Nina laughed afresh. 'You might have been holding chocolates, but the look on your face was pure gold. Last day of the season is practical joke day. I'm surprised you fell for it. I heard that you actually sprinted here?'
Ethan avoided the question. 'And so what were you doing when you heard the radio message?'
'I was planning how to steal all that lovely gold for myself.'
Now they both laughed.
Ethan suspected Nina had broken a few hearts in her day. A woman still beautiful in her late fifties, Nina's intensely intelligent eyes and hazelnut skin had kept several of the more mature male volunteers on their toes. She was the crowd pleaser. She still got letters by the dozen from past site volunteers who kept in contact. She made people feel important, no matter what they were doing. She was twenty years his senior, but they had 'clicked' immediately. Her unflagging support and energy over the last three years was phenomenal.
At the top of the stairs, Ethan turned to face his friend. 'Seriously. Thanks for everything. It's been a great season.'
Nina waved away the compliment.
'I have a confession to make,' added Ethan. 'When I first learned we would be sharing responsibility, I was worried we wouldn't get along. Personality clash or something.'
Before Nina could speak, Ethan continued, 'But it's been the opposite. I think you're awesome. I know you've had other offers, but I hope you'll stick with the project until we get our answers.'
She placed her work-calloused palm on his shoulder. ‘Any archaeologist in the world would swap places with me. You'll have to carry me out of here in a box. Now get home to that family I hear so much about.'
She pushed off from him, heading toward her tent, calling over her shoulder, 'I’ve got three kids and an attention-starved Saint Bernard waiting for me. Plus there's the husband. I have to pack. And so do you.'
Ethan waved and then looked back down the stairs, listening to Claire and Marco’s voices echoing up the stairwell. Leaving the bunker always gave him the strangest feeling of cheating fate, or of overlooking something really obvious. But nothing on this site was obvious. Why would a Mesoamerican pre-metal age culture even need deep underground bunkers? Why such an isolated location? After three years on the site, they still had no idea who had even built the Plaza. The Aztecs? The Maya?
Ethan stared down the bunker stairs. Above all, one question returned again and again. What were the people who built this place so terrified of?
* * *
Abigail Astrenzi's clothes didn't match.
She only just now realized.
Entering her third story lab in the Decary Hall Building at the University of New England, she caught a look at herself in the lab mirror. She winced.
What was she even thinking when she got dressed this morning? Cargo pants and the top half of her old olive tracksuit? She undid the zipper on her tracksuit top. Underneath was the old pink singlet that should have gone into the rag pile years ago. In such a rush to get back to the lab, half asleep, she'd grabbed whatever was hanging on the bed. She heard her mother’s voice in her head: 'Would it be that hard to choose clothes that didn't imply you slept in a cardboard box?'
Apparently so.
Oh, well. No one cared how she dressed anyway.
She threw her swipe card and car keys down on the bench. Her computer was chugging away behind its screensaver.
She rubbed her hands together then tentatively reached out and hit the enter key. Her screen flashed to life.
It was finished!
‘Yes!’ she said, pumping her fist as though she’d just scored a goal.
Her pollen analysis of the Plaza dig flashed up complete. It had been running all night, analyzing the thousands of pollen samples forwarded from Ethan during his excavation. This last season's samples were all in the model now. The results were in.
Excited, she dragged over a chair on wheels.
Right, where to start? Her job was to map the Plaza’s ancient ecology. Identifying the plant and animal remains would help Ethan enormously.
Onscreen she had an aerial image of the Plaza showing the dominant plant species through time. It was amazing.
The entire Plaza had been hidden.
The implications were staggering, and her pollen analysis provided the key. It proved the Plaza’s concealment had been intentional. In order to stabilize the soil, plant species had been chosen for their soil-binding properties. Self-seeding plants were also chosen. Whoever had hidden the Plaza wanted it to stay hidden forever. And they had done an excellent job. Six hundred years later, just weeks before Ethan's discovery, the Plaza still appeared indistinguishable from the surrounding jungle.
The 'big hide' Abigail called it, making Ethan laugh.
Her research confirmed the largest cultural mystery of the century. And right now her new model was revealing even more.
Linking her fingers behind her head, she leaned back and stared at the entire Plaza on the screen.
Abigail described the site to her friends by having them imagine a massive three-tiered ziggurat being turned upside down and stamped into the ground. The resulting shape was the Plaza. That gave the broad picture anyway: three nested tiers shrinking inwards toward the deepest point in the middle, the exact opposite to classic Mesoamerican architecture.
Calling the site a 'Plaza' initially made sense because no one expected to find structures deeper underground. The first season's excavation only found the top ruins.
The next season went deeper, finding the middle tier and the bunkers.
After the bunkers, no one expected Ethan to uncover yet a deeper level.
The Gallery.
The Plaza had saved the best, or possibly the worst, for last. It wasn't like any gallery Abby had ever visited, and if possible, she would never set foot inside the horrible place again. Whoever designed the Gallery had some very sick and twisted ideas about art. The place freaked her out, and that was just walking through its claustrophobic outer corridors. Ninety percent of the Gallery remained sealed. No one could even figure out how to get further inside. No one knew its secrets.
And those vile carvings on the walls….
Abigail shook off the creepy feeling, focusing again on her screen.
Her work was very different. Nothing was out of context in nature. In her science, there were no secrets that enough soil samples and pollen counts couldn't unlock. Already she'd established the site was not self-sufficient. Her pollen counts showed no sign of local agriculture, which meant all the food had to be floated or carried in.
She clicked through the onscreen options to view the Plaza's vegetation six hundred and fifty years ago. Over this image she laid the model she'd been running all night. This should give her an up-to-date picture of what the vegetation was like when the Plaza was in full swing.
She sat back in her chair, amazed at the pattern that appeared.
Thoroughfares. Cutting right through the site from the jungle to the Gallery. They were invisible until all the flora layers were added, because they had only existed in the form of flora. Normal roads were identified by the exclusion of plants, but this was the exact opposite. These thoroughfares were all plants! But why? What purpose was there to have these green corridors linking the surrounding jungle to the Gallery?
Abby sat back and pushed her fingers through her hair. What on earth had she just discovered?

Chapter 2

Striding across the Plaza's top tier, Ethan absently reached into his pocket. It was a mistake. Damn.
The flashlight.
Claire's practical joke had distracted him for a moment. Now all his worries came pressing in again. He'd been carrying the little orange flashlight in his pocket the last two days. That something so innocuous could cause him such mental anguish felt supremely unfair. He wished he'd never found the stupid thing.
No, that's not true. I wish it hadn't been there to find in the first place.
Finding the flashlight in the east bunker was like cracking open an Egyptian pyramid and finding the Pharaoh’s mummy wearing an iPod.
That ain't right in anyone's book.
And then there were the thefts. They were almost as troubling as the flashlight. It started when Marco couldn't locate over one hundred meters of steel cable from the stores hut. They needed the steel cable for Claire's safety fortifications. When the Sherriff's steel cable turned up missing, she immediately conducted a full stock take, finding a bizarre assemblage of items unaccounted for. The missing objects were not especially valuable, not compared to some of the electronic equipment lying around. In common, all the missing items were heavy and bulky, all difficult and costly to transport to the Plaza. Between them, Ethan and Claire estimated that enough steel cable and reinforcing beams were missing to fill the back of a small truck.
But who would want them? Where had they taken them? When? How?
Ethan imagined it must be exceedingly difficult to move large items around the Plaza undetected, and absolutely impossible to get them off the site unnoticed. But if they were still here, then why couldn't he find them? He and Claire had looked everywhere, and there weren't that many places to look. Marco's current theory — 'someone-stashed-the-stuff-in-the-jungle' — seemed the least implausible. There was a lot of jungle after all. They couldn't search it all.
First the missing equipment, and now the flashlight. I'm not liking this at all.
A voice jolted Ethan from his thoughts. 'If you go and start finding gold, I'll need to hire more security staff to protect it.'
Ethan shielded his eyes from the morning sun. 'Oh, Ambrose. I didn't see you there. The sun's a killer today, huh?'
'Summer solstice,' explained Ambrose, stepping out of the glare and to where Ethan could see him better. 'It's going to be a very special day today.'
From the neck up, Ambrose Rourke always reminded Ethan of the quintessential academic. His gaze had that transfixing quality. An inventor, perhaps. Someone pottering in sheds after bedtime. Intelligent eyes, receding grey-flecked black hair, bushy eyebrows arching down into a territory of deep facial lines mapped from long hours of study. Ambrose emanated the pervading calmness of old libraries and musty lecture halls. Claire had remarked on several occasions about his deep, authoritive voice being ideal for the background narration on future documentaries about the Plaza.
The giveaway should have been the tanned skin. The tanned skin and a physique that a twenty-year-old would envy. Rourke moved with the body and energy of a much younger man.
As the Chief of Site Security, Ambrose Rourke knew more about guns and surveillance cameras than libraries and lecture halls.
Ethan wondered again what drew someone like Rourke, quiet and retiringly intelligent, to the life of security management.
'I was a million miles away,' apologized Ethan. 'Sorry, you surprised me. What did you say about gold?'
Ambrose hopped lightly up and over the piece of collapsed wall that Ethan had been skirting. He waved back toward the bunker. 'The gold. I said that we'd need more staff now that you found the gold.'
'Oh, it's chocolate,' explained Ethan, guessing Ambrose had missed the joke. 'It was a trick. Claire’s warped sense of humor.’
'I know,' smiled Rourke. 'But holding a gold coin in a place like this, even a chocolate one, gives you a strange feeling, right?’
Ethan knew exactly what Rourke meant. He had sprinted to the bunker after all. Maria, his wife, teased Ethan by saying there was a little Indiana Jones, a little treasure hunter, in every archaeologist. She had threatened to buy Harrison Ford's whip and hat from eBay last Christmas.
Ethan remembered he had wanted to catch up privately with Rourke for a few days now. He was planning to visit Rourke's security tent next time he was passing, but now was just as good. 'Did you get a chance to question your staff for me?'
Rourke looked confused for a moment, and then he realized what Ethan meant. 'The flashlight? You still worried about that little flashlight?'
'I'm worried about what it means.'
Rourke squeezed Ethan's shoulder. 'It means that you aren't getting enough sleep. That's all it can mean. It's the end of season.'
Ethan looked back toward the bunker. 'That place was sealed for six hundred years! How could the flashlight have gotten in there before our first dive?'
'Lots of ways.'
'Name one.'
Rourke raised one eyebrow. 'We've been through this.'
'Humor me.'
'Somebody dropped it from the surface. Maybe they kicked it in by accident when they were moving around the antechamber.'
'It was too far in for that,' said Ethan.
'OK. It was on your own dive gear, and it fell off, and then you found it.'
'It wasn't part of my gear.'
'So someone got their gear mixed up and clipped their flashlight on your vest by mistake. It has to be something as simple as that. But you won't know until you ask your team.'
'No. I'm not ready for that.'
'With respect, Ethan, I think you're being paranoid. You know these people. Every one of them. From what I hear, half these people learned their archaeology in your lectures. None of them penetrated the bunker before you. It just didn't happen. There's some other explanation, probably staring you right in the face.'
'You're right,' conceded Ethan. 'I know you're right. It's just…it doesn't feel right. The flashlight was way off in front of me, about twenty minutes into the dive, through an archway and well inside another chamber. It was half buried in silt.'
Ethan pulled out the flashlight and hit the switch to light it up. The strong beam of light was obvious on the front of Rourke’s khaki uniform, even in daylight. 'Look, the batteries still work!'
Rourke shrugged. 'Then you explain it.'
'I can't. I excavated the bunker entrance myself. We were practically sleeping in that chamber for three days before the first dive. There's no way someone could get in there before us.'
Ethan found the flashlight on their first dive into the flooded bunker. He was diving with Claire, and at first assumed she had dropped her flashlight. When they'd surfaced, she'd said the flashlight wasn't hers. Realizing something was amiss, he'd asked Claire not to mention the flashlight to anyone. Something like this could throw the entire integrity of his research into question, and as they stripped off their dive gear, he couldn't shake the feeling that someone else had beaten him to the punch. Before the day was out he'd checked the flashlight against everyone's dive equipment, without even mentioning his concerns to Nina. No one was missing their dive flashlight.
So if they were the first people in the bunker in six hundred years, whose flashlight was it?
Rourke changed the subject. 'Do you mind if I ask you another question? Before you break for the season there's something that's been really bugging me. It's about the bunkers.'
Rourke's questions had become something of a lynchpin in a relationship between two men who otherwise had very little in common. His always insightful questions often led Ethan down new roads of enquiry, and were in a large part responsible for Ethan wondering about Rourke's choice of occupation. 'Of course I don't mind, Ambrose, you know that. Ask away.'
Rourke thought for a moment, then said, 'I've seen hundreds of bunkers and fortified earthworks. They're all usually designed with a particular enemy in mind. You can tell from the layout, the way they're constructed, their location — you know, those kinds of things. I've worked security on dozens. I've even helped plan a few. You can tell a lot about what the defenders expected from the way they designed their fortifications.'
Ethan found himself fascinated with Rourke’s train of thought. It had never occurred to him, stupidly, that a modern hands-on security expert might be the best person to help decipher the questions he himself was struggling with.
'And?' prompted Ethan eagerly.
Rourke indicated the entire Plaza with one precise hand gesture. 'Well, why weren't these people defending themselves against attack from the outside?'
'I don't follow,' said Ethan.
'The bunker entrances, the tiers, lines of sight, the high ground locations — they all face the Gallery, not the surrounding landscape. They're all pointing right into the middle of the Plaza.'
'Toward the Gallery? You sure?'
Rourke licked his lips. 'The danger wasn't from the outside. These people were defending themselves from something that was already here.'
* * *
Alone in the bunker antechamber, Claire scanned the six piles of dive gear she needed to prep for storage. Regulators first, then do the scuba tanks.
She couldn't wipe the smile from her face.
The chocolate coins had worked perfectly. The prank was exactly what she needed to break the stifling mood settling over the camp. End of season always had that effect. It felt like a big family breaking up.
Marco and Patrick had already prepped their gear for storage. Good boys, those two. Once Marco had stopped coming on to her, they had gotten along famously. She grabbed up the box of reusable sandwich-bags and began sealing every regulator's mouthpiece.
Apparently the divers found it challenging to work underwater with a mouth full of cockroaches — especially the giant things that passed for cockroaches around here. You couldn't kill one with a shovel. Squatting over the gear, she felt the half a dozen scraps of paper crinkle in her pocket. This last day had been an email and address swapping frenzy. Everyone was trading contact details, and she was surprised by the half a dozen contacts people had pressed onto her. People she actually wanted to stay in contact with, and who apparently felt likewise.
She felt pleasantly surprised. It wasn't that she didn't fit in, just that she was always so busy. She was awake before dawn and usually exhausted and asleep seconds after her head hit the pillow. Socializing, apparently the high point for many of the volunteers and staff, was even more exhausting. They called her the 'Sherriff', but so what? She was paid to kick ass and put out fires. She decided to treat it like a compliment, even if it was partly a criticism. What did they expect when her problem was safety on the most dangerous excavation in the world?
Half of them didn't even realize that the biggest safety risk wasn't actually inside the site, but rather completely surrounding it. An oxbow bend of the river completely surrounded the Plaza. That made her site flood prone. And not just a little flood prone. Six industrial-grade pumps ran twenty-four-seven to keep their boots dry. Without the pumps, the place would be a seven-hundred-meter-wide swimming pool. Same with the silt walls surrounding the site. They kept the river out, but needed constant monitoring. Twice now they had needed the walls assessed to ensure their integrity was up to the task. Ambrose Rourke had been helpful in that regard, sourcing an engineering consultant to perform the assessment and helping Claire oversee the structural upgrades.
And then, to make things even more complicated, she discovered the excavation was polluting the river. Containing all the liquid sediment they pumped from the Plaza became a major headache. It meant more earthworks, isolating their branch of the river, and then forming a silt storage pond large enough to land a seaplane. They could only release the silt back into the natural watercourse gradually, and the resulting silt pond constantly threatened to top the silt wall and flood the dig when it rained.
Her first day on site, when it still looked like the archaeologists were trying to patch the gaps between the ruins with all their khaki tents, she had looked down from the plane and asked about the different colored tarpaulins.
Ethan had pointed awkwardly across her seat through the small window. ‘Blue is for the medical tent. Orange for the kitchen area. Green for the communications tower. Red for security. It's for navigating on site. Until you know the Plaza, it can be easy to get lost. It changes every season after all. Nothing stays in the same place. Every time we dig, the place changes.'
Oddly enough, learning about that little system had made up Claire's mind to accept the job. It was a clever system, and suggestive of the types of practical minds she might like to work with. Sometimes, often actually, it was one little thing that made up Claire's mind. One little sign.
'Flying in at night,' Ethan had gone on to say, pointing down at something, 'is even more incredible.'
He was pointing at the lights. Ten tall floodlight towers were spread around the top tier. For working at night, Claire had assumed. Later, she learned they were security lights.
She smiled at her own naiveté. The two issues giving her the most problems were the two things she’d least expected. Security and the river. She'd never even considered the river encircling the entire site, even though one of her marketable skills was commercial diving safety, which, like right now, was taking up more and more of her time.
She checked everyone's log books were up to speed, signed and dated. The bends could strike a diver a long time after they finished their last dive. Claire had witnessed it during a backpacking trip around Australia. A girl in the bunk across from hers had woken screaming in the night, her muscles all twisting up. Apparently she'd spent the first day of her holiday on the Great Barrier Reef. She spent her first night in a hyperbaric chamber.
OK. You can't put it off any longer. She'd left moving the scuba tanks to last. Those buggers weighed a ton when they weren't underwater. She attached a regulator to every tank and checked the pressure. Too little pressure and air could leak back into the tank and let mildew grow on the inside. Not good for the lungs. Better than giant cockroaches, but only marginally. Her tanks all checked out. She knew they would. Where's that tank trolley when you need it?
She hauled the tanks to the orange plastic enclosure and clipped them into place, sweating under her army-green cargo shorts and yellow polo shirt by the time she'd finished. Now they were ready for the next season's diving.
She hunted around the chamber for anything she'd missed. All the tripods and lights were staying, as well as the cables that kept them juiced up. The tables pushed against the wall were collapsible, but Ethan generally left everything intact to save time later. She didn't bother with Ethan's tape measures and tools in the corner. He knew what he wanted left out for next season.
And apparently he wants me to come back.
She thought about Ethan's offer of another season’s employment.
She had interviewed with Ethan over the phone before he'd initially offered her the job. The seasonal work proved ideal. She'd managed to travel between seasons, and it turned out her coworkers were some of the best folks she'd ever met. The volunteers, the divers, the grad students — the visiting experts in any field she could imagine — at first she suspected pure luck was responsible for such a great pack of people all winding up working at the same place, but then she realized that it wasn't the people, but their shared goal. Someone who might be a seething malcontent stuck in an office was a happy camper out here. The entire experience taught Claire how important it was for people to have jobs that interested them in some way.
Her motivations weren't so simple.
Sure, she appreciated the significance of the Plaza — a mysterious new culture, incredible discoveries, fabulous stonemasonry and all that. It might have interested her more if she was sitting back watching it all on the National Geographic Channel, but she didn't have time to kick back and enjoy it. She didn't share their wonder. To her, the world was full of mysteries. It was cool to be a part of uncovering one, but in the back of her mind she couldn't help think that they would never truly figure out this place. It would end up like Stonehenge or Machu Picchu and all the others — a bunch of theories with no foreseeable way to be proven either way. Truth be told, when she first entered this very chamber, she thought it looked more like a Roman bathhouse with strange artwork scrawled on the walls than anything she'd seen on the television associated with the Aztecs or the Mayans.
She was here because it was where she needed to be.
At nineteen she'd married young and, as it turned out, to a jackass. Thankfully she'd realized this before they started pumping out kids. A broken marriage sounded tragic, but it was nothing like that. No kids, no pets, and they were only renting where they lived. She used the settlement money first to go back to school and then to travel.
When the money ran out, she wasn't ready to stop, so she found a way to travel and work at the same time. So far she'd done safety work in the Philippines, Malaysia, New Caledonia and now here. If it hadn't been for her 'insignificant other' she would never have started this chapter of her life. It had been the best time of her life, but did she still want this kind of life? Sleeping in tents, washing by hand, toilets in the jungle, never really feeling clean….
And her job was getting harder and harder. Every day the Plaza offered new problems. When they started the dig, they never anticipated underwater work, but here she was right now packing away scuba gear that provided people's life-giving oxygen. She loved scuba. In fact, she’d purchased a scuba diving watch meant for a man because the female versions just weren’t large enough for her. But scuba diving and managing scuba safety were two very different things. She was responsible for every stage of their risky penetrative dives. No way she would have signed up for this gig had she known she'd end up doing this. Somehow all the responsibility had crept up while she was just doing whatever it took to keep the site functioning. Responsibility was intimidating.
She lifted her cap and wiped her forehead on her sleeve. That was everything stowed except her own dive gear. She squatted and gathered all her gear. She lifted the awkward load, hugged it to her chest, and copped a nasty whiff of blood.
Oh, yuck.
She sniffed her buoyancy vest. Yep, it was on the gear again. It pervaded everything. That hot copper smell. She didn't know if the silt they were sucking from the bunker was high in copper, but it certainly smelled like warm blood. Others had commented, so it wasn't just her. She'd learned the hard way to shower after every dive. The smell proved impossible to remove from bedding. She had to throw away her nearly new sleeping bag. Every season the smell got stronger, or perhaps her intervals away from the site cleansed her olfactory palate and left her vulnerable again. Whatever it was, she hated it.
Still, the smell was worse in the Gallery where poor Joanne spent most of her time, and Joe never complained.
The Gallery was a place Claire wouldn't miss seeing again. She could deal with the sweat and the leeches. The mosquitoes and mudslides. The scorpions as big as dogs hunting earthworms you could trip over. But the Gallery was something else.
She'd seen bone-weary people after a full day's excavation walk an extra three hundred meter detour rather than take a shortcut through a well lit section of the Gallery.
Artwork isn't what I'd call it. Pornography, more like it. And not the good kind.
At the top of the stairs, Claire dumped her gear and swung shut the double doors. The huge corrugated iron doors were fashioned on site. The Plaza was self-sufficient to the point that Claire often felt she was living in a small middle ages hamlet. They customized and repaired everything on site.
She kicked the bolts down into the stonework and then snapped the padlock shut. As she stood, something caught her eye. She picked it up. For a few moments she crinkled the object in her fingers.
In that instant, she made up her mind about Ethan's offer. Now that she'd decided, she wanted to tell him straight away.
She stuck the gold chocolate coin wrapper in her pocket and went to find him.
* * *
Joel had no idea where the balloon-raft was now.
He ran for his life.
He and Libby had run in different directions. It was probably the smartest thing to do. If only they'd stayed on the god-damned raft….
…thump-thump-thump-thump…
So close together, his heartbeats wetly lapped the sides of each other.
…closer…
Joel was a pure-blooded running machine. A biological organism built with one goal — to drive forward, hurdle forward, at the greatest possible speed. It was a primeval function. Blood code. When something this big was chasing you, trying to eat you, the human body knew what to do. Will power alone seemed to make him move faster. He screamed at himself in his mind. Run as fast as you can. No — run faster!
In a very strange way he felt good. Good like the man who outruns the lion. But this was no lion. A lion would have been an improvement on this thing, whatever it was.
Joel switched left around a thick tree trunk, considering then dismissing a quick-step bluff to the right to throw off the thing. Could he bluff this animal? Best not risk it. Whatever pursued him was driving pretty hard for the hoop.
Man, if ever get out of this, I'll have a story to tell. My God — another one!
The trees off to his right shivered before its branches disgorged the big brother of the freak show behind him.
You must be joking me. Give a guy a chance at least!
He slid to a stop as the ground twenty feet in front began shimmering. A third animal was blocking his path. And he knew what they were.
Joel's heart kept pounding full-tilt. He bent to pick up a length of broken branch. He turned on the spot as the creatures closed in. He wasn't going to be telling his story after all. But that didn't mean he couldn't fight.
And fight he did. Right to the very end.
* * *
Kline walked through the Gallery swinging the canvas bag by its rope shoulder strap.
He couldn't wait to show Rourke. Rourke would flip his wig. Kline smiled at the prospect. Who knew, but maybe what Kline had in the bag might be enough to shock the unflappable security chief. That will be a first.
Kline blinked, stopped, and pulled the flashlight from his belt. The Gallery had two potential entrances, one east and one west. Only the east entrance was open when Ethan excavated the Gallery. No one had figured out how to open the west entrance. With one functioning entrance and no natural lighting, things got real dark, real quick.
Five chambers into the Gallery, a traveler found themselves in pitch darkness. Five chambers passed quickly because every Gallery chamber was also an intersection to those surrounding it. The chambers were perfect cubes, six meters across, each with four archways to its surrounding chambers.
Cubes of spooky darkness, Kline thought. Apparently the archaeologists agreed. They had installed pairs of knee-high fluorescent lights in several chambers leading to their work areas. Giant glowing mushrooms, Kline called them. They were no substitute for a good flashlight.
Even in the Gallery’s lit sections, a very small portion of its total, getting lost was a real risk for the newbies until they learned to follow the power cables back to the exit. They hadn't needed a newbie hunt for weeks, Kline realized. The volunteers must have passed around the navigation tip about the power cables.
Twelve intersections into the maze-like Gallery, Kline looked left and right down two identical corridors.
Hmm….I'm lost again.
Not lost in the conventional sense. He knew exactly where he was in relation to the dirt-jockeys, but not where he was in relation to Rourke.
He needed the goggles. Listening to ensure none of the researchers were walking nearby, he quickly slipped the goggles from his backpack and pressed them to his face. He scanned all around himself — walls, floor, archways — there it was, above the left archway.
OK. I'm back on track. He shoved the goggles quickly away and followed the left corridor.
All these short corridors linking the chambers looked the same to him. Only the ever-present peepshow changed. The wall carvings. His flashlight lit up the walls ahead. Knee to shoulder-high, the continuous strip of gruesome stone carvings extended along both sides of every corridor.
A man lying disemboweled was followed by a man crawling along carrying his own leg. Next was a man running and clutching the stump of his missing hand. The fine detail was amazing. He could actually see the fear in the stone faces.
Pure gold.
He never tired of studying the carvings.
Kline stopped, his path ahead blocked. In theory, every chamber had four exits. One for each compass point. But just to make things interesting, the original occupants added some obstacles. Some archways were blocked by a solid stone slab. Some of these slabs had a triangular hole in the center. The triangle hole seemed to have no purpose except inconvenience. A normal-sized person could squeeze through one, as Kline did now. He dropped his bag, rifle, and flashlight through the hole. Head first, he twisted his wide shoulders through and then dropped down to put his palms on the stone floor. Annoying, but hardly a true obstacle. He wriggled his hips through, dropped down one leg and then pulled his other leg through.
He stood and straightened his uniform in the dark. What had the people who built this place been thinking? This was like something from Alice in Wonderland. Whenever he travelled through the Gallery, he felt like he'd been invited to play a game but not given the rules. It was hard to win a game like that. Kline liked winning.
He picked up his gear, or rather, everything but his flashlight. Where did it go? He hadn't heard it roll away. He felt around with his hands, but only found one of the weird grooves that led under the walls.
Oh well, this area was now out-of-bounds for the dirt-jockeys anyway. Security staff only beyond this point. He could use his goggles freely here, so without his flashlight he wasted no time slipping the elastic strap over the back of his head. This would speed things up; he wouldn't need to travel from memory.
Twelve intersections later, three of which he had to climb through, Kline approached a chamber where bright welding sparks bounced off the stone floor. Rourke was finishing his contraption.
Kline hung back for a moment in the darkened passageway and watched Rourke work. Across the chamber, a statue-like object stood concealed under a blue square of tarpaulin. Kline had only seen under that tarpaulin once, but it had dominated his thoughts, his dreams, ever since.
Rourke lifted his welding mask.
'If you're going to stay back there,' Rourke called out, 'turn your light on and take a look at the carvings. I know you have a fetish for them.'
Kline sighed. He knew I was here the entire time.
'I lost my flashlight back there somewhere.'
Rourke inspected his welding. 'It's at your feet.'
Kline glanced down, saw his flashlight near his boots and picked it up. He weighed the flashlight in his hand, irritated at Rourke’s silly games. 'It's little things like this that freak me out about you, Rourke. We're on the same side, remember? There's no need to sneak up on me in the dark and steal my stuff. That's just weird.'
'I heard a noise and checked it out. Not my fault you're deaf.'
'I was climbing through one of those stupid holes — give me a break. Wait — you heard me from all the way back here?'
Rourke shut down the welder and waved to the floor. 'Those grooves carry the sound somehow. Anyway, it's a good lesson. What would you have done without the goggles if you lost your flashlight?’
Kline tapped the flare tucked in his belt by answer. 'Better than a flashlight.'
Rourke smiled and pointed past Kline to the passageway carvings. 'Behind you is a scene of a man getting dragged backward by his feet. It looks like he's trying to find purchase with his hands on the floor, right?'
Indulge him, Kline thought as he examined the carving. Rourke was right. The fine detail was amazing.
'Look at his body language,' Rourke pointed out. 'The curve of his elbow and the way his hip is turning. It's hard to believe this came from someone's imagination.'
'But what are they all running from?' asked Kline, not really expecting an answer. 'There must be thousands of these carvings, and everyone in them is getting torn apart or dismembered, but you never see what's doing the damage.'
'Now, that's the question, isn't it?' agreed Rourke enigmatically. 'Did you know that artwork was mostly used by early cultures for one of two reasons? Either to record history or predict the future. So I guess the real question is whether these carving are recording what has already happened, or predicting what is going to happen.'
'Or both,' suggested Kline.
The Security Chief seemed to like that answer. He broke off looking at the carving and got back to business. 'So what's the problem?'
Kline remembered the bag. 'I went into the jungle looking for Eli and Carmichael. They didn't come back from their perimeter patrol at 0600.'
Bored already, looking to return to work, Rourke headed back to his welding rig. 'Find them?'
'Not sure.'
Rourke stopped halfway through fitting his welding mask. 'How so?'
'Well, I found their trail. The ground was wet with all yesterday’s rain. Their boot tracks stood out clearly. I followed them about three kilometers until the tracks disappeared. Their boot prints just stopped in a clearing. I found no sign of how they left the clearing.'
'Any shooting?'
'Didn't hear any. I found no shells on the ground. No scuff marks. Nothing looked disturbed. It looks like they disappeared mid-step.'
'Maybe they pulled themselves into the canopy or walked onto harder ground? They might have thought they were being followed.'
Kline had thought of that. He opened the bag. 'No. Just like I explained it. I did find this though. Just outside the clearing balanced in the fork of a tree.'
Rourke looked into the bag, and then pulled out the object. 'A boot. One of ours. So what?'
'Look inside it.'
Rourke flipped over the boot. Inside was a foot, severed at the ankle, still wearing a sock. 'Hmmm… this definitely complicates things.'

Chapter 3

Human sacrifice.
The answer boiled down to people killing other people.
Ethan knew it.
Six hundred years ago, an unparalleled wave of human sacrifice swept across Mesoamerica. Extending for hundreds of years, it colored every part of post-classic Mesoamerican culture. It posed without doubt the biggest unanswered question to arise in Central American archaeology in years, if not ever. The archaeological record provided absolutely no explanation. The cause of the three-fold increase in human ritual killings remained a mystery.
What Ethan did know was the timing.
The wave of human sacrifices started when the Plaza was buried.
The killing spread like a pond ripple extending the breadth of a continent. Ethan couldn't help but feel he stood where the stone had hit the water. The Plaza represented the epicenter. Whatever had happened — something profound enough to change history — it had started here. Then it was buried. The explanation lay here somewhere. All around him. He just needed to coordinate the right intellect and tools to unlock the answers.
Ethan wasn't surprised the answers were so hard to find. To date, their traditional methods of archaeology simply identified which cultures the Plaza didn't belong to. Everything they found was both excitingly new and obscenely obscure.
He couldn't blame their science. His team incorporated cutting edge archaeological methods. Volunteers logged every artifact with a GPS before they left the ground. Abigail was working up a first class pollen analysis. Test pits and trenches riddled the site like an ant farm.
And it wasn't the quality of material they were finding. Ironically, the Plaza remained incredibly well-preserved because it had been hidden and protected from the elements.
The excavation just wasn't turning up the types of artifacts associated with large scale cultural abandonment. Ethan had taught graduate courses specializing in site abandonment, but nothing they found shed any light.
It wasn't famine or war. It wasn't disease or crop failure. It wasn't a natural disaster.
What on earth was left?
A site this large, the most astounding architectural feat of the day, needed a pretty compelling reason to be abandoned. And why take such extraordinary lengths to bury the place? What were they hiding?
Ethan had one other important clue. Subtle changes occurred in cultural relics after the Plaza’s concealment. Depictions of gods became more chaotic and less benevolent. More monstrous and less human. More feared and less worshipped. The pictograms throughout the Plaza were the perfect example.
Ethan pinned high hopes on Joanne's analysis of the east bunker pictograms.
That's why he needed to find her right away.
He had an online lecture to give at 9 am. Hopefully Joe had deciphered more pictograms in the last forty-eight hours. Maybe something fresh and exciting for the last lecture of the season. Unfortunately, Joe's self-confidence prevented her giving the lecture herself. Well, he was working on that too. The Plaza had a way of bringing out the best in people.
Ethan checked his watch and hurried toward the east bunker. No matter how much he planned, the end of season always caught him off guard. He started jogging. He couldn't miss the lecture. Subscriptions to his online lectures helped fund the excavation. He lectured by live feed every Tuesday and Thursday.
Cripes, where’s my cap? Oh, I’m wearing it.
He’d agreed to wear the cap during the feeds. The cap branded him a sellout to his fellow academic, but Ethan didn't care. He got the money he needed to do the research he wanted, and if his contemporaries didn't like his methods, they could sit on it and spin. Public relations were never something he’d thought much about before the Plaza, but he enjoyed lecturing to an ever-widening audience. Why shouldn't archaeology be part of popular culture? His research was exciting. Why should their discoveries be relegated to a twelve second gap filler between the upcoming wedding of some celebrity and the next best way to lose weight fast!
His wife joked that she couldn't turn on the television without seeing him talking into a microphone. She also joked that he’d never taken so much care of his appearance before. That was a blatant tease, because he’d always tried to stay attractive for her. She was clearly the 'looks' of their partnership, but he didn't look so bad for a guy in his late forties. He'd avoided the bookish look of his coworkers, took lots of exercise, jogging mostly, and did the best with what he'd been dealt. He wasn't Harrison Ford, but his features were not that dissimilar. Ethan's forehead was broader, his nose rounder, his chin more pronounced, but their overall coloring and physique were similar.
In truth, Ethan was glad the documentary makers were finished this season. They had packed up their cameras a fortnight ago. Now Ethan's cut-off camouflage pants and white high-collared sun shirt were competing for wrinkle honors. It was hard to tell which was dirtier. Probably the shirt. Thankfully the camera would never see the state of his socks and hiking boots.
I should really change clothes before the lecture.
He wouldn't have time if he wanted to catch Joanne. He didn't want to hold up the boat a second longer than he needed.
Jesus, he missed Maria and the kids.
The whole family thing just wasn't something he'd expected to happen in his life. And to think that it all started because of his dropped shopping list! It was so random. He'd dropped the list and Maria had found it. To save time, Ethan always wrote out the list in the exact order he would find the items if he walked his normal route through the supermarket. He'd dropped the list in aisle three, and Maria had picked it up. From the fresh creases in the paper, she later explained, she knew someone had just lost it.
She said that anyone who had such a well-organized and prioritized list had to depend on it. She noticed that every item was in the order that the person would find if they walked a particular route through the store. Judging from where the list was, she knew where the person would probably be next. Her analytical mind had worked it out perfectly. She had found him two aisles away, staring around at the floor and mentally cursing having lost the list.
She walked straight up to him and held out the folded note. 'Yours, right?'
Ethan asked how she knew. She explained.
He pointed to the list, clicked his fingers and took something off the shelf. 'You were just in time. I was about to walk past the mixed beans.'
'I couldn't help read it,' laughed Maria. 'Looks like you like Mexican food.'
'I do. And I'm Ethan.'
‘Maria.'
He asked her out on a date. They had Mexican food. They got married and had babies. Now their babies were two and five years old. Joshua and Grace.
He kept that shopping list with her old phone number in his wallet. Small things could turn into big things. Ethan had never forgotten that. Dropping that shopping list had led to the greatest treasures a person could find.
He quickened his pace across the dig. He couldn't wait to get home.
* * *
Libby slid her back down the huge tree trunk, sucking down great gasping breaths.
What was going on! What had killed Perry? And Joel. What had happened to Joel? They had run in different directions. Whatever had killed Perry must have chased Joel. That particular one, anyway, because Libby was convinced there were several. In fact, more than several — dozens!
Every time she glanced over her shoulder, more appeared in the canopy behind her.
They moved practically invisibly through the foliage. If she hadn't seen their devastating effect, she could have almost convinced herself it was the wind moving the canopy.
It wasn't the wind. The wind didn't tear people apart.
What should I do? There was no point circling back to reach the balloon-raft. They hadn't even secured the tethers. It was only a matter of time before the wind moved the raft. If she even managed to relocate where they’d landed, there was little chance the raft would still be there.
Subconsciously she must have already decided where she was heading. It came to her now.
The Plaza.
The Plaza had security guards. They were there all the time, even between seasons to guard against looters. The guards had machine guns. She'd noticed them four days ago.
She checked the tiny compass embedded in her watchstrap. One of her responsibilities had been navigation. She didn't have her GPS, but if she kept heading south-south-east, she should find the Plaza. It wasn't that far away.
There was no time to rest. Already the canopy movement was catching her up. She pushed herself up and stumbled on, head down, shoving the fronds from her path.
The Plaza was her only chance.
* * *
Ethan found Joanne listening to her iPod in the east bunker.
She hasn't packed yet. Typical.
She sat cross-legged on the stone floor in front of her laptop. A pair of tripod lights illuminated the section of wall she studied. Chin-in-hand, eyes alert, she stared over the laptop screen at the wall. She seemed tireless when it came to using her Sy-hack program.
Joanne's work involved decrypting the pictograms scattered all over the site.
He'd known she'd be here. The blocked lower sections of the east bunker were inaccessible, but there were plenty of pictograms in the antechamber for her to study. The carved pictograms formed what they were broadly calling a codex.
This was Joanne's expertise. Ethan wouldn't be surprised to see a sleeping bag shoved in one corner. She had pulled all-nighters in here before, not even bothering to walk back to her tent. She broke the rules because she knew he was fond of her. He'd come to see her less as a research assistant, and more like a favorite niece.
The kid would live here if I let her. She never wants to go home.
As usual, she would be the last person to reach the boat. She was always the first off when they arrived and the last person back onboard to go home. He gave her a few more seconds of deep thought before stepping into her peripheral vision.
'Sorry, Boss,' she said, jerking her earphones free. 'Have you been calling my radio?'
Ethan tapped the walkie-talkie on his hip. 'No. But don't let the Sheriff catch you out of radio contact. She'll skin you.'
Joanne winked like she had it all under control. 'Claire and I have reached an understanding. She lets me work my way and I stopped putting those giant cockroaches in her sleeping bag.'
Ethan chuckled, not completely sure that Joanne was joking. He liked that Joanne and Claire were friends. They were both people who habitually spent too much time on their own. Their friendship had been a good thing, if late in starting. Ethan asked, 'You didn't show up for her practical joke?'
Joanne leaned back with her palms flat on the cold stone behind her. She smirked up at him. 'Gold coins? She's been planning that for weeks. I think that everyone on the site knew about it a fortnight ago. I knew you wouldn't fall for it. I tried to convince her to use something better, like a gold mask or something. That would have made more sense.'
Ethan avoided mentioning how he had fallen for Claire's prank, instead asking, 'How's the decryption? I'd like to have something interesting for the last lecture of the season.'
'What time's the lecture?'
'Nine.'
'So let me get this straight — you'd like me to solve all the mysteries of the Plaza by nine am?'
'A little earlier if possible,' joked Ethan. 'It would be nice to rehearse a little. What are my chances?'
'Well, this baby is definitely speeding things up.' Joanne leaned back and slapped where the rail camera was set up between the tripods. The camera could move slowly along the miniature rails and perform a three dimensional scan of the wall's surface. The data fed straight into Joanne's laptop. This was another of her high-tech gizmos. Expensive, but in Joanne's capable hands the camera was paying dividends.
Her hand lingered on the mounted camera. 'I just wish we could get deeper into the Gallery.'
'I was hoping you might have discovered how we could do that,' said Ethan.
'No such luck.' She waved at the wall. 'I do think I have this section of the codex decrypted though.'
'Really?'
'Well, kind of. I think that these are instructions. Or a set of rules. Rules for people called the ‘messengers’. The rules define how these messengers should conduct themselves during the 'safe' period.’ Joanne used her fingers to put air quotes around the word safe.
'Safe period?' Ethan raised an eyebrow. 'You mean, as in the opposite of dangerous period?'
'I know,' agreed Joanne. 'Sounds ominous. There's lots more references to the wind deities too.'
'Give me an example of a rule,' asked Ethan.
Joanne walked around her laptop, tracing her hand on the carvings. 'This set defines what the messengers should wear and who they can speak with. These say what they should eat and drink. These next along indicate the proper length of rest cycles and how long they should stay underground. There are dozens more that I haven't cracked yet. It looks like a system of preparation and purification. All to please the wind deity.'
'Have you ever seen anything like it?' asked Ethan.
'I have, but the only analogy I have is modern. And it would sound stupid to you.'
'Try me,' prompted Ethan. 'Ambrose Rourke just reminded me I need to be a little less conservative in my thinking. Modern examples can be very enlightening.'
'OK, then. These rules make the bunkers sound like modern quarantine facilities.'
Ethan was taken aback. A medical quarantine facility? It sounded strange, but he couldn't fault the logic. The isolated location. Strictly controlled codes of conduct. Safe and unsafe periods.
He asked, 'An ancient quarantine station four hundred years before modern medicine?'
Joanne stared at the wall. 'I didn't say it made sense. It's the only analogy I can think of. We're missing something. Something fundamental that puts everything into context. And I don't think it's cultural. I think it came from outside their culture. The most important piece of the puzzle can't be any of the conventional things we're used to finding. It has to do with the sun. It has to do with human sacrifice. It has to do with anointment of the flower extract. It has to do with the Gallery. And there's violence. A lot of violence.'
'What was the reward?' Ethan asked himself out loud for perhaps the thousandth time. 'What were they after?'
'Maybe we should try your decoder ring,' suggested Joanne.
Ethan reached up and felt the plastic ring under his shirt. His daughter, Grace, had gotten the plastic novelty ring out of one of those machines where you put in a coin and twist the knob to receive a random prize. The ring had a spinning top for deciphering a simple alphabetical code. She'd given it to her father, suggesting it might help at the Plaza. He wore it on a chain.
Ethan suddenly remembered the time. 'You packed?'
'Come on, Ethan. You know how close I am. I can't leave. Let me stay on. Just another week!'
Ethan shook his head. 'You've got enough data to work off site. Don't make me go through this again. You know the rules, and becoming a hermit isn't one of them.'
'Is the pile-of-crap even running on time?' countered Joanne.
By pile-of-crap, she meant their pick-up boat. Everything came in on the river. Emergency essentials could be dropped in by parachute, but that was very expensive. Ethan could employ another grad student for a month for the equivalent cost. Enough of them were clamoring to get on site.
'Actually, it's running early.'
'Well, that's a first.'
Ethan's radio activated on his hip. It was Claire. 'Ethan, where are you? I need to see you.'
'I'm in the east bunker antechamber with Joe,' Ethan answered. 'Can you come and help us pull up stumps? Joanne left it to the last minute again.'
'Yep. There in a second. I'm not far away. I've sealed the west bunker. Tell Joanne she had better be packing when I get there.'
Joanne pulled a face at the walkie-talkie.
'Will do,' replied Ethan. 'See you soon.'
Joanne had stopped with one hand on the wall. 'Funny. I've never noticed this before.'
'What's that?' asked Ethan, pulling down a tripod.
He heard a funny sound.
He looked up and saw Joanne dying.
She spun from the wall with blood spurting from her neck, a grotesque red explosion that sprayed over the laptop and Ethan's pants. Her legs buckled. She hit the stone floor as Ethan fathomed what was happening. There was something in her neck! Something was sticking out of her neck!
He scrambled toward her, tripping over her laptop cord and landing on his palms with his face right above hers. He hesitated for a second and then clamped both hands around the wound. Around the arrow. That's what it was. A gold arrow, sticking up out of her throat.
'Help me!' Ethan yelled frantically. 'Somebody help me!'
Joanne’s eyes were rolling back in her head. Blood gushed around Ethan's fingers. More blood squirted up onto his chest.
Ethan grabbed for his radio, but right then Claire came sprinting in.
'Oh, my God!'
She snatched up her radio and called for more help. Marco came running down the stairs.
Ethan's hands and forearms were saturated with blood. 'Claire! Help me!'
Claire knelt over Joanne. ‘We need to…we need to compress the wound and stop the bleeding.'
'It's not working!' yelled Ethan.
'Holy fuck,' swore Marco. 'You're choking her. You're suffocating her.'
'What do you want me to do!' yelled Ethan in frustration. 'She’s going to bleed out if I move my hands.'
'Don't move your hands,' insisted Claire. 'She's lost too much blood already. We need a donut bandage.'
'She can't breathe,' warned Marco. 'She's not breathing.'
Ethan didn't know what to do. He looked up at Claire.
'Don't move your hands,' she insisted. 'Marco, make sure they're bringing the first-aid kit.'
Marco suddenly grabbed Ethan's wrists and tried to pull Ethan’s hands off Joanne’s neck. 'Move your hands and let her breathe! You're suffocating her.'
Claire surged forward and shoved Marco with both hands, sending him tumbling backward. 'Go find the first aid kit! What's taking so long?'
Marco scrambled up and sprinted from the antechamber. Claire checked Joanne's wrist. 'She's got no pulse, Ethan. You know CPR?'
'Look at all this blood,' mumbled Ethan.
'Ethan!' yelled Claire. 'CPR. Let's go. You breathe and I'll pump. Just take enough pressure off her neck to let the air down to her lungs. Now go!'
Ethan leaned down and delivered the first breath, releasing the pressure with his hand as the air pushed down into her lungs. Her body began jerking under his hands as Claire started pumping Joanne's chest.
* * *
Ethan hung up the radio receiver.
He'd been on the radio for forty-three minutes.
The University seemed as stunned by the situation as himself. They asked him questions for which he just had no answers. They couldn't tell him what was going to happen, but they insisted he leave the accident scene intact. No one was to disturb the body before the police came to investigate. He'd explained to them that the arrow hadn't been fired from a bow, not from any conventional bow that he knew of, but they were still sending investigators. It wasn't even a proper arrow. It was more like a crossbow quarrel. No one seemed to know exactly what was going to happen. All through the conversation, they kept referring to Joanne as 'the body'. Ethan struggled to make that transition in his mind from Joanne the living breathing vibrant person to Joanne the dead corpse under a blood-stained sheet in their first aid tent.
Ethan felt jittery in his arms and fingertips, as though anything he touched might slip through his grasp. He felt like his mind was slipping through his grasp.
Calm down. Pull yourself together. You have responsibilities.
His team had left already. He imagined the somber procession boarding the rickety old flat-bottomed boat. Very much unlike the excitement that filled everyone on their arrival.
Another incoming call flashed on the comm-tent’s single computer screen.
Ethan recognized Maria’s telephone number. He hit the enter button and connected the call.
Maria’s smiling face immediately registered confusion. 'Hey — it’s not like you to be answering my calls directly. To what do I owe the…what is that all over you?'
Ethan glanced down at his shirt. 'It's blood.'
'What the…whose blood? Is that yours?'
'It's Joanne's blood, Maria. Joanne died. Just an hour ago.'
Maria sat back, and Ethan saw the calendar in the background where the kids marked off the days until he got home. 'What happened?'
Ethan took a shuddering breath. He hadn't cried yet, and he wasn't going to start now. Seeing Maria made him realize how much he considered Joanne a part of his family.
'I don't know. We were talking and something struck her in the neck. She lost blood really quickly. We couldn't save her.'
'What struck her in the neck? Did somebody throw something? Was it an accident?'
No, it was like…something came out of the wall. Like a trap or something. It looked like an arrow, but it's still in her neck, so I can't really tell.'
Maria didn't ask any more questions. She knew his limits.
'I'm so sorry,' she finally said. 'I guess you're not coming home today then. I'll have to explain it to the kids.'
Ethan just nodded. He knew Maria would say the right things, just like she did now. 'You're still in shock. I can tell. I love you.'
'Same. I gotta… gotta go. There are more calls coming in. I have to take them.'
'I understand. Hey, be safe and call me when you can. I love you.'
Ethan disconnected from the call, but before he could connect the next, a hand settled gently on his shoulder. It was Nina.
Ethan had no idea how long she'd been standing there.
'I'll take over now,' she said quietly. 'I need to update my people on what's happened. I'll take any calls that come in. I won't call you unless it's absolutely necessary.'
Ethan squeezed her hand in appreciation.
'OK. I'll take this.' He rose from the canvas chair and picked up the cordless satellite handset. It had a limited range, but Nina could forward any essential calls to him on it. He slipped it in his pocket.
'Everyone got on the boat,' Nina told Ethan. 'Not Claire though. She thought the investigators would want to question her too.'
'Makes sense,’ said Ethan absently, striding from the comm-tent.
He knew exactly where he was going. The police had said not to interfere with where Joanne had been killed, but to hell with that. Until they got here, this was his site and he'd do whatever the hell he liked.

Chapter 4

Abigail sat back and rubbed her eyes.
She was driving herself crazy trying to find meaning in her pollen analysis.
Giving her eyes a break, she looked over her computer through the lab window. Her mind refused to be distracted from the problem.
Canopy bridges?
She'd first identified the botanic corridors running through the Plaza as thoroughfares, but now she wasn't so sure. The corridors were really there, but the species composition was all tall trees with thick canopies. No ground cover. Her model showed two canopy corridors reaching into the middle of the site. Six hundred years ago, species were intentionally chosen to form wide canopy bridges linking the Gallery to the surrounding jungle.
The Gallery was plainly the focal point. But why? She’d never seen a site designed to incorporate the local flora like this. The bridges affected everything. They split the Plaza in half. Was the Plaza divided for cultural reasons? If so, why not have ground cover for a clearer division?
At least her analysis answered the mystery of the ‘giant steps’. Since the middle tier was excavated, no one had established the purpose of the giant steps linking the tiers. They were too big for people. The steps, Abby now realized, functioned as massive planter pots between the tiers. They made the canopy’s gradient less severe as the green corridor stepped down to the Gallery.
It’s like they didn’t want even a single break in the canopy.
One mystery solved, at least. But the larger problem remained. Abby pushed off from the bench in frustration. She needed to work on something else for a while. A new problem sometimes cleared her head.
As she rose from her chair, Daniel Hoylan poked his head in the lab door.
'Hiya, Abby!'
Abby groaned inside. 'Hey, Daniel.'
'I saw your car outside and took a gamble. I got us some coffees.'
'Thanks, Daniel, but look — I can't stop now. I'm right in the middle of something.'
'That's OK. You can keep working.' Daniel came in and plunked one of the coffees down on the bench behind her. 'I don't mind working while we drink. I don't have anything for an hour this morning.'
Abby searched for an excuse to leave. He knew she didn't have any lectures to attend. Her tutoring job didn't start until next week. If she said she had to go to the bathroom, he'd just wait.
He’s caught me again. This was the third day in a row Daniel had just 'popped in'. She knew he had a thing for her, but she hadn't given him any signals that the feeling was reciprocated. Unless not being rude was a signal. He was nice enough, but he just didn't float her boat. A graduate student like herself, he considered her lab an opportunity for endless socializing. He should have finished his thesis and graduated years ago.
Maybe next time she'd lock the lab door. If I keep working, maybe he’ll get the message and give me some space.
'I'm doing something pretty disgusting now,' she said. 'You might want to bail.'
Daniel didn’t look disheartened. 'Sounds like a challenge. What are you doing?'
Abby tried to think of the most disgusting job possible. Bingo! She brought a large plastic container over to the bench. On a tray beside the container she prepared her dissection kit. After donning latex gloves and a face mask, she opened the container and transferred the large scat sample onto the tray.
Daniel looked skeptical. 'Don’t I need gloves and a mask?'
'You should be OK.'
Daniel bent over the bench to peer closely at the object she'd placed on the tray. 'What’s this?'
'It's a giant scat pellet.'
He raised an eyebrow, not understanding.
'You know, an animal dropping.'
He jerked back, pointing. 'That's a giant turd? From what, an elephant?'
'That's what I'm trying to establish. There shouldn't be anything living near the Plaza with droppings this large, but that's where I found it.'
'How do you learn what kind of animal laid it?'
'Laid it? It's not an egg.'
'You know what I mean. Passed it, then.'
'Like this.' Abby pushed her fingers straight into the scat. She tore it into fist-sized chunks, breaking it up like wet clay.
Daniel pulled a face. 'Whoa. That's hard core. Look out, you missed a bit. There's a lot of hair in there. Is that hair?'
Abby looked over the broken up pellet. It would help if she could identify the animal’s diet. She pushed a larger chunk across the tray toward Daniel, hoping to scare him off. No joy. He held his ground.
She pointed to the shelf. 'Yeah, looks like hair. Grab that sprayer. No, the one next to it. Spray that piece with water until it breaks down.'
'You want me to water the turd?'
'Yep. I'll do these pieces.'
Daniel gave a few tentative squirts, then sprayed harder when he started to find something. 'Hey, I got something that looks like bone.'
'Great. Keep spraying.'
Daniel sprayed a little longer then twisted his head to make sense of the object he'd found. 'Looks like this thing ate a monkey! It's a piece of jaw, with teeth!'
Abby laughed, and then saw he wasn't joking.
'Wait a second. I'd better grab the camera.'
'Whoa!' said Daniel. 'Forget the camera. You got a serious problem here.'
Abby didn't like his tone. 'What do you mean?'
Daniel pointed into the tray. 'When was the last time you saw a monkey with a gold filling in its tooth?'
* * *
Ethan cut across the site, making one detour to the equipment tent.
Everything was locked away, but his master key opened the box containing the flexible metal tube he needed. He rolled it to fit his pocket. From the same box he took the pinhole camera attachment.
His shock at Joanne's death was over. Now he felt angry.
He would punch the next person who called her death a terrible accident. It wasn't an accident. It was intentional. It was murder. She was murdered by the people who built this place. Killed by the very culture she was studying. The Plaza’s first human sacrifice in six hundred years.
How could a trap last six hundred years buried underground?
The arrow was symbolic. A golden arrow? This was more than a trap. This was a message. A warning.
Ethan's first instinct was to crush the arrow, to melt it in a fire, but he couldn't. It was a murder weapon, for one. Ironically, Joanne was the person who could have shed light on its significance. Her research correlated the Plaza's pictograms against other Mesoamerican sites. She matched pictograms like the police matched fingerprints. If the carved pictogram had ever turned up elsewhere, her computer software would find it. The software even accounted for regional variations and pictogram evolution. It was like having six ancient symbology experts at your fingertips. She'd called it Sy-hack. It was all Joanne's idea. Her brilliant creation.
Ethan wished he'd never put her in harm's way. He had never planned to. He'd been bombarded with offers. Hers stood out. He hadn't been expecting to expand his team, but her email fascinated him. She theorized that biometric technology — finger prints, iris scans, techniques to ID people from video surveillance — could decipher ancient hieroglyphs. She proposed developing a software package based on the kind used in airport security. The computer, she argued, didn't know if it was searching for a face or stone symbol.
It sounded far-fetched, but her arguments made sense.
Ethan called her ten minutes after reading her email. They met two days later, Joanne bringing her laptop and enthusiasm that Ethan recognized would be a crime not to harness. She was immediately hired, and working what seemed like eighteen hour days to get Sy-hack up and running.
She had gone from a random email entity to the single most important member of his team.
And now she's dead with an arrow in her throat.
Crossing the space between two trenches, Ethan overheard a one-sided conversation from someone up ahead. It had to be a security guard up beyond the next section of ruins. Something about the guard’s tone sounded wrong. As Ethan rounded the corner, he saw the security guard leaning on a piece of broken masonry. He was joking over the radio. Joking about Joanne's death.
Half-laughing, the guard continued, 'Nah, seriously, it killed the bitch. Stone cold dead. You should go and have a look.'
The guard smirked with his entire body, listening to whoever was on the radio’s other end.
He spoke again. 'Yeah, right in the throat. She was messing around with something and then, wump, golden arrow right in the windpipe. Pow! She bled out like a stuck pig. Tyler saw the whole show from the stairs, lucky bastard. He said she spurted out blood like a ruptured hydrant. You've seen nothing like it. The dopey dirt-jockeys almost suffocated her trying to stop the blood. She was fucked from the start.'
The guard listened one last time and then said, 'Yeah. And hey, watch out for golden arrows, huh? Seeya.'
Ethan walked by the guard without comment, absolutely fuming inside. He felt the man's eyes on his back. Sure enough, when Ethan turned, the guard was watching him, smirking.
Ethan stopped. He vaguely remembered that this guy was Rourke's number two man, in charge of security when Ambrose was off site. His name was Kline or something.
Ethan’s voice was an arctic hiss. 'Her body’s not even cold, you animal.'
All joviality melted from the man's languid posture. He stared at Ethan as though studying an insect. 'What's that, sunshine?'
‘What's your name?' demanded Ethan, approaching the guard. 'It's Kline, right?'
'Pardon?'
Speaking each word very slowly and distinctly, Ethan repeated, 'What is your name?'
The man pretended to think about it. 'My name? Hmmm. My name is Mr. Go-fuck-yourself. How'd ya like that for a name there, cowboy. You like that one?'
Ethan's jaw dropped.
The man snorted in Ethan's face. 'That's right. I don't work for you. You can't tell me to do jack-shit.'
Ethan pointed in the guard’s face. ‘You work for Rourke. Rourke works for me. Do the math, shit-for-brains. But you don’t work here any longer.’
The man suddenly cocked his head, listening to his radio earpiece again. He raised a finger to keep Ethan's attention. 'Wait. It's Rourke.'
Ethan was done with this fool. He started to turn, but the man grabbed Ethan's shirt sleeve. His eyes flicked up to Ethan again. 'I said wait.'
Ethan jerked his sleeve free. 'Get your hands off me.'
'Repeat that last,' requested the man into his radio, ignoring Ethan. 'I have Ethan here with me now.'
He smiled into his radio and winked at Ethan. 'Confirmed. OK. In one piece. With pleasure.'
He focused on Ethan again. 'Ambrose Rourke has a message for you.'
'What did he say?' spat Ethan furiously.
'This.' The guard punched Ethan full in the face.
Ethan drifted backward on his heels. His face fractured into a mask of numb shock. He hit the dirt and rolled backward.
The man laughed as Ethan rolled onto his hands and knees. 'I bet you weren't expecting that! Man, I love my job. Kicking the shit out of wise-ass dirt-jockeys. This is the life. Who'd have thought when I was at school that I'd end up getting paid to beat the shit out of the teacher? Get up, cowboy. OK then, once more for the cheap seats.'
And with that, the man punched Ethan in the face again. Ethan hadn't even gained his feet properly. He tumbled backward again, the blue sky flashing through his vision as his head snapped back.
'That was a good one,' said the guard. 'I felt that right up my arm. I betcha felt that one, huh? OK, you ready to be a good boy yet? Yeah, I thought so.'
Grabbing Ethan's shirt, the man yanked Ethan to his feet. He spun Ethan and kicked him in the back, propelling him the opposite way he’d been going.
Ethan stumbled a dozen steps and glanced over his shoulder. He'd just been assaulted, and now he was being led through his own site at gunpoint! What was going on? A nasty thought occurred. Surely this wasn't about Joanne's death? Surely they didn't think he'd hurt Joe? That was too ridiculous to contemplate, but what else could it be? In hindsight, he was the only one with Joe when she was injured, and the idea of a golden arrow from a six hundred year old trap did sound implausible. If he had seen it happen and could hardly believe it, then why would anyone else.
Maybe the University's questions over the radio had really been an interrogation. That would also explain why the local police were so vague. Perhaps they were stalling until they could arrange things with Ambrose Rourke. Rourke had his own satellite radio system. He could have been receiving instruction the entire time Ethan was occupied on the other radio. That had to be it. What other reason could the guard have of acting like this? They thought he was a murderer.
They think I killed Joanne.
Ethan asked without turning, 'This is about Joanne, right? Kline, you are making a huge mistake if you—'
Kline interrupted. 'So you remember my name now? That's a first. Stop walking.'
Ethan felt his entire body flinch as a gun muzzle pressed into his neck. 'Get this straight,' started Kline. 'You aren't in charge of this site anymore. Your days of asking questions are over. You now have zero authority. Just shut your mouth and do what I say.'
Kline shoved Ethan savagely forward with the gun. 'Head toward the security tents.'
Ethan obliged, praying that they didn't run into Claire or Nina, the only other two people who had remained behind when the boat left. Who knew what would happen if this madman saw them? Claire had been first to reach Joe after Ethan. Maybe they suspected her too. Ethan had left Nina in the comm-tent, but he had no idea of Claire's movements.
Kline followed Ethan all the way to the security tent, then pulled the cord to concertina back one of the canvas entrance flaps. The security tent was really a canvas addition to one of the more intact Plaza ruins. Kline waved Ethan through with the gun, following closely.
Rourke and Nina were already inside.
Rourke was tying Nina’s hands behind her back.
Ambrose Rourke finished binding Nina's hands and then, grasping her shoulders, pressed her down into a folding chair.
The chair was right in the middle of the tent.
Nina gasped when she saw Ethan enter. 'Ethan….'
'It's all right,' said Ethan. 'Just relax. We're going to sort this out and everything will be fine. This is just a misunderstanding.'
Ethan looked at the man he’d come to know during the last three years. Earlier that day he'd reflected on how Rourke resembled a kindly old inventor or pottering academic.
Now he looked like the scariest person in the world.
Scary because he looked exactly the same as he had before.
Kline shoved Ethan forward. 'I caught the King of the dirt-jockeys to join his chocolate Queen.'
Ethan kept his eyes on Rourke. 'Do you think I had something to do with Joanne's death? Well, Nina wasn't even down there when Joe died. You have no reason to restrain her, and no real reason to detain me. We're in the middle of the damn jungle! Your man here just assaulted me!'
Rourke waited until Ethan took a breath. 'You done?'
'What's going on here, Ambrose?'
Ambrose Rourke considered the question. When he spoke, his voice held nothing of the man Ethan knew. 'Civilization is a thin and fragile veneer, Professor March. And right now you're on the wrong side of it.'
* * *
Claire felt numb.
It had nothing to do with the cold shower she'd just taken to wash off Joanne’s blood. She'd started by just washing her hands and arms, but it hadn't been enough. Even the shower hadn't been enough, especially when she had to put blood-stained clothes back on.
Heading back to her tent for fresh clothes, she tried her radio again. 'Ethan, please respond. What's your location?'
She listened, but got no answer.
'Nina, please reply. I can't find Ethan. I can't find anybody, actually.'
No reply came back. They must be together. But where were the security guards? She couldn’t find anybody.
She stopped and turned around on the spot. Where have they all gone? Why aren't they answering?
The unpleasant answer wriggled its way into Claire's head like a jungle parasite. They're down in the bunker where Joanne died. That was the obvious answer. The radios were unreliable down there. If Claire knew Ethan, he would be down there trying to figure out what had happened, regardless of what the police said. She should really be there too. She should be investigating in her role as the safety officer, if only to confirm the site didn't have any more hazards. Claire looked in the direction of the east bunker. She couldn't face it. Going down those stairs, seeing where Joanne had lain. The fallen tripod. The blood all over the floor and on Joe’s computer.
She turned away and headed toward her tent.
And I'm supposed to be the safety officer….
Not for much longer though. Everything had changed in the last hour. She'd tell Ethan as soon as she found him. This was her last season. She couldn’t ever be happy working here again after what happened to Joanne. She could never feel the same way about the Plaza.
She hated the place.
If she could, she'd bury the Plaza back under the soil where it belonged. It was a mistake for them to have uncovered it. She'd stick around to tie up loose ends, but there was no way she could ever work here again.
Pushing through the flap into her tent-come-office, she stripped off her boots and shorts. Blood had soiled her shorts where she'd knelt to give Joanne CPR. She checked her shirt. Blood flecks. She stripped that off too, throwing the clothes across the tent.
She hunted around in her bag for some cleanish trousers. Yesterday's tan work pants looked all right, but all her shirts were filthy. She slipped on her blue jogging singlet. That'd do. Who cared anyway? She sat on her stretcher and laced up her steel cap boots.
What now?
She checked her watch. Ethan hadn't told her when the police were arriving. It was normally a four-hour boat trip back to their vehicle pick-up. Perhaps the investigators would fly in.
Claire guessed that Ethan, Nina and herself would catch a ride back with the police. And Joanne? Would they be taking her with them? Perhaps she should start packing Joanne's belongings. That would be something constructive at least, and someone had to do it. But then perhaps the police wanted everything left as is. Something awful struck Claire another mental slap.
Did Joanne's parents even know? Joe had sisters and a brother too. Claire didn't envy whoever had to contact the family and break the news, but if it fell to her as the safety officer, she would do it. She should probably contact the family anyway. She was there with Joe until the end, and she could at least tell them that Joe hadn't suffered terribly long. And she could tell them how much Joe had loved her work. And how everyone had loved her.
And how much their friendship meant to Claire.
Claire put her head down and controlled her tears.
As she wiped them away, someone stepped into her tent.
'Hey,' she objected as three security staff barged in. 'This is my tent. Who the hell do you think you are?'
She read their names embroidered onto their shirts. Tyler, Samson and Rainer.
She stood up and pointed at the tent flap. 'Get the hell out of—'
The first guard, Tyler, jabbed a small rectangular box into her stomach.
Claire's world shuddered. Pain eclipsed her entire frame. Her body clenched up and fell onto the bunk.
He just shocked me! The bastard just electric shocked me!
She scrambled back on the bunk and yelled, 'Christ! What? What do you want?'
Rainer lunged at her. She kicked out with her left steel cap boot.
Tyler deftly jabbed the Taser into her leg.
This time the pain was obscene. She jolted rigid. Her face hit the bed frame like a stunned fish whacking the deck of a boat.
She came to her senses yelling in fear. Her body wasn't responding. They were going to rape her! That's all she could think of. Now that the site was practically empty, the security staff was going to rape her.
Tyler scuttled around the bunk to Taser her again while the other two blocked the exit with their machine guns ready.
'No! Stop! Wait! Please stop!' She was crying, holding her hands up begging, things were going blurry. There was blood in her mouth where she'd bitten her tongue. Scrambling backward, she overturned her bunk.
Tyler reached over and grabbed her hair. He savagely yanked her over the bunk and dragged her out the tent flap. Claire tripped but never fully hit the ground because Tyler was dragging her by the hair.
She scrambled to her feet before he tore her scalp off. Someone wrenched her hands up behind her back. She was thrust forward. As her legs started working properly again, she heard the guards speak for the first time.
'Told you it would come in handy.' That was Tyler speaking, holding up the Taser.
'Feisty bitch, all right,' the one holding her arms replied. 'I told you she was. Lucky she didn't connect with that steel cap boot. Those things leave a mark.'
* * *
Kline blocked the exit. Ethan stood before Ambrose Rourke. Nina was still in the folding canvas chair.
Ethan’s stomach felt full of screwdrivers.
Kline shoved Ethan further into the tent. 'Should I do his hands?'
Rourke glanced at Nina. 'No. He'll be needing them in a moment.'
Ethan had no idea what all this cryptic 'civilization-is-a-thin-veneer' bullshit meant, but he knew something bad was about to go down. 'This isn't about Joanne, is it?'
Bemused, Rourke shook his head. Ethan had obviously been way off track.
Nina blurted, 'Is this political? Are we hostages?'
Rourke raised one eyebrow. 'Politics? No. This is purely personal.'
Ethan struggled to understand. 'Personal? How can any of this be personal? We hardly know each other outside of work.'
'Personal profit,' Rourke clarified.
Ethan looked around the tent as though the answers might be on the canvas. 'What profit? You mean ransom?'
Rourke shook his head. ‘Keep trying.’
Ethan grasped for an explanation. Everything that came to mind seemed ludicrous. He chose the least ridiculous. 'You mean the equipment on the site? It's all insured. Take it!'
Rourke scoffed. 'Your equipment is junk! My equipment alone is worth twice as much as any of the gadgets you've brought on site.'
'Your equipment? What are you even talking about? You don't have any equipment.' Ethan glanced at Nina for confirmation.
Nina shrugged, warily watching Rourke hovering beside her.
Rourke stepped up close to study Ethan's face. 'Are you serious? You really don't know what this is about?'
Ethan looked around the tent. He was obviously missing something important. 'I don't know what you're talking about.'
Rourke laughed at Ethan. 'I thought you were faking it all along, but you really have no idea what the Plaza is, do you?’'
Ethan remembered the flashlight. 'It was you! You were in the bunker before me!'
Rourke nodded and waved at Ethan's pocket. 'I lost my flashlight down there. Same one you've been carrying around for two days.'
Ethan reached into his pocket for the flashlight, but his hand found something else. It was the roaming handset for the satellite phone. He'd taken it in case Nina needed to forward him calls from the comm-tent. It could make calls from anywhere on the site. He tried to remember the layout of the buttons from memory. He'd hardly ever used it, but he thought he could remember the layout. He thumbed through the controls, keeping his arm as still as possible.
Kline barked, 'Watch him. He's got something in his pocket.'
Rourke jerked Ethan's hand out of his pocket. He snatched away the phone and read the digital screen.
'We need help!' Ethan yelled toward the phone, hoping someone heard on the other end.
Rourke thumbed the 'Call Cancel' button on the phone as Ethan yelled. He held the phone up to Kline. 'Did you know he had this?'
Kline shrugged, unconcerned. 'It was still in the comm-tent this morning. He must have just picked it up. The range is limited. He didn't use it before. I doubt anything got through, even if the call connected.'
Rourke tossed Kline the handset. 'Check it out. Find who he called.'
Kline caught the handset and started thumbing through the options on the tiny LCD screen.
Rourke unclipped something from his belt. It was a cable tie for joining things together. Ethan used small ones back home for sealing his garbage bags. They used them on site for securing the wooden scaffolding. This one was a heavier grade, like the kind you saw the military using to bind people's hands on the news.
Rourke slipped the tapered end through the eyelet, making a circular strip of plastic about ten inches across. 'I'm only going to ask you once. Ready? Now listen carefully. This little scene has the potential to end very badly.'
Ethan stuttered quickly, 'I promise I will tell you anything, everything that I know, just please don't hurt anybody. It's not worth it. I'll give you whatever you want.'
'How long before the investigators arrive?’
'What?'
'Your little friend died, and now the police want to know how it happened. How long before they get here?'
Ethan answered honestly, 'They couldn't tell me. They're having trouble finding transport.'
Apparently Rourke considered Ethan's answer unsatisfactory. 'Hold him.'
Kline twisted Ethan’s arms behind his back.
'OK. Two hours,' lied Ethan. 'They said they'd be here in two hours. They're chartering a helicopter.'
Standing behind Nina, Rourke placed a large hand on each of her shoulders. He still held the plastic ring in his left hand.
'I'm going to conduct a little experiment,' Rourke began. 'To see what kind of a man you are, Ethan. I guess you could call it research. Are you ready?'
Nina begged, 'Please don't do whatever you're planning to do.'
Rourke dropped the plastic ring over Nina’s head. With one savage jerk, he yanked it tight around her neck. The ring contracted and locked tight.
Nina's eyes bulged. Her hands were restrained. Ethan lunged his entire body weight forward against Kline's arm lock. He twisted and kicked at the same time, not caring that Kline had a gun. He broke free as Nina fell from the chair.
She hit the ground struggling like an insect emerging from a cocoon. From her pinched-off neck to her temples was bright red. Ethan tried to force his fingers under the cable tie. Too tight! It was biting too deeply to get his fingers under. Nina thrashed, her mouth gaping as Ethan found the small locking mechanism.
Shit — he couldn't open it! It felt too small to unlock with fingers!
Rourke tossed a sheathed dive knife to the ground beside Ethan.
Ethan dived on the knife and pulled it — wait — he couldn't pull the damn thing from its hard plastic sheath! He looked at the knife sheath as valuable seconds ticked away to the sound of Nina thrashing wildly on the ground. There was some kind of clip holding the knife in. He pressed it and….there. He yanked the knife free and dived back across to Nina.
Her face looked unrecognizable. Her neck had swollen so much he could barely see the cable-tie.
'I know what you're thinking,' taunted Rourke. 'Where to stick the knife that shouldn't do any long-term damage. I faced that very same question myself once. Well, you've left it a bit late now. You've only got one option left.'
The idea of cutting into Nina’s trachea below the ring flashed into Ethan's mind. He tried to position the knife, but then realized it wouldn’t work. The blood was cut off from her brain. Even if she could get air in her lungs, the oxygenated blood wouldn't reach her brain. He would have to cut down into the swollen flesh of her neck and get the blade under the ring.
Ethan struggled to hold Nina still with one arm. He couldn't cut while she was struggling like this! She was thrashing around so much he'd kill her for sure. She'd bleed to death just like Joanne if he cut too deeply.
Ethan dropped the knife. It was no good. She wouldn’t stop moving. He tried to force the air down to her lungs by blowing hard, but it didn’t work. Her feet gave tiny bicycle kicks as he covered her gaping mouth with his own.
Kline suddenly said, 'He's kissing all the girls today, huh?'
Nina stopped moving. She'd gone unconscious.
The knife! He could cut now that she wasn't moving.
He spun and saw the knife was gone. He yelled, 'The knife! Where's the knife, you bastards!'
'Too late for the knife,' said Rourke. 'You missed that window of opportunity. You failed.'
Ethan charged at Rourke. He made it three steps before Kline downed him with a heavy blow from behind. Ethan felt the world tipping….
….and came to his senses propped up against the spot where the tent joined the stonework.
Nina was lying dead where he'd last seen her. The tent flap was open. Kline was gone. Rourke sat in the folding chair watching him. A rifle rested across Rourke’s knees. 'Nice try. You've got spirit. I'll give you that much.'
Ethan stared at the lifeless flesh that had been his friend. He’d failed to save her. He had a chance, and he’d hesitated. Rourke was going to kill him next, unless he had some new torment prepared. It couldn't get any worse.
Rourke said, 'I need your help. I have a favor to ask you.'
Ethan answered wearily, 'I just want to see my family again.'
'I know,' said Rourke. 'That's why I chose you. And besides, it doesn't feel like it right now, but you still have a lot to lose.'
Rourke pointed to where three security guards were dragging Claire Hudnell toward the tent.

Chapter 5

Daniel stared at the piece of human jawbone in the tray.
'You have to call the police.'
Abby rushed back to the bench and set down the box. 'Not yet.'
'What do you mean 'not yet'? These are human remains you've found.'
'I can see that, Daniel. But what exactly do you think the police are going to do?'
'I don't know — maybe find out who the person was!'
'The first thing they're going to do is put those remains in a plastic bag and take them away. How can I analyze them if they do that?'
'Why would you want to?' Daniel pointed into the tray. 'You've got a piece of a person here, Abby.'
'Look, Daniel. They've recovered human remains from all over the site. This could be the same thing.'
Daniel raised his eyebrow. 'With gold fillings?'
'OK,' conceded Abby, setting up her microscope. 'You’ve got me there. This is recent. I can tell that just by looking at it. It's probably less than a few weeks old. I just need a few minutes, then I'll call Ethan and he can decide about calling the police. This is all his material after all.'
Daniel pulled himself up onto the bench beside the phone. 'I'm going to wait here until you call him.'
'Suit yourself.'
Abby went to her row of filing cabinets and pulled out the site's collection of artifact x-rays. It was common practice to x-ray all human remains found on site to identify bone damage invisible to the naked eye. This was especially true of Mesoamerican sites where the tools and methods of human sacrifice could be discerned. Certain weapons left distinctive marks on bone, and sometimes even left physical remains.
The Plaza remains all shared a type of bone damage found nowhere else. The bone damage had been anywhere and everywhere, inflicted with equal viciousness to every point of the body.
The only common element was the mysterious nature of the tool inflicting the damage. X-rays indicated many of the bones had been sheared from opposite sides at the same time. Abby could easily spot such trauma. The bones demonstrated telltale pressure fractures. The fractures radiated outwards from two points of impact.
It was so peculiar that Abby could spot it immediately, and this gave her an idea now.
She used some forceps to carry the jawbone over to her microscope. She positioned the bone under the lens and then raised the blinds for more light. After checking the damaged section of bone was in frame, she flicked through the x-rays, hoping to find another piece of jaw. She got lucky, finding an x-ray of a jaw sheared further along the mandible line. It was close enough for what she needed.
She slapped the x-ray up to the glass and then while holding the film in place, looked down through her microscope. She adjusted the magnification twice.
They're exactly the same.
The pattern of bone damage was identical.
Whatever had done all the damage six hundred years ago had done the same damage to someone near the Plaza just a few weeks ago. Somehow the bone ended up in an animal’s digestive system. Had something eaten the human remains after the time of death, or had the animal been what caused the death?
'What is it?' asked Daniel.
Abby ignored him. She rushed to the phone. Grabbing up the receiver, she entered the pin number that let her make long-distance calls. She knew the Plaza sat-phone number by heart. It rang out unanswered.
Of course. They've left the site already.
They might be in cell phone range. She tried Ethan's cell and heard the ‘out-of-range’ message.
She bit the side of her mouth. After a moment’s thought, she dropped the receiver in Daniel's lap. 'You want to call the police, then call them.'
She sat down at her computer and started banging off an email to Ethan. She had no idea if Daniel was calling the police, and she didn't really care.
* * *
Claire realized they were bringing her to the security tent. They shoved her through the flap.
Inside, she blinked as her eyes adjusted.
Ethan was slumped in the corner. Ambrose Rourke sat in a folding canvas chair like a king taking court.
Rubbing her shoulder where the guards twisted it, she said, 'Does somebody want to tell me what the—'
She spotted Nina dead on the ground.
Claire stood speechless for a second, pointing. 'Is she…?'
'Dead?' finished Rourke. 'Very much so. Drag her out of here. Kline will show you where to put her. I think I can hear him arriving now.'
Claire heard one of their jeeps approaching. Normally their jeeps towed around the silt pumps, but this jeep was moving too fast for that.
Claire glanced at Ethan, trying to see if he'd been shot or wounded. He didn't look good, but he wasn't sitting in a pool of blood or anything. She hadn't heard any gunshots. Perhaps Rourke had been using the Taser on him.
However he was hurt, he recognized the question in her eyes. 'Do what Rourke says, Claire. Don't make trouble. He's not messing around. Just do whatever he asks. I've agreed to help him if he doesn't hurt you.'
'I didn't agree to that,' countered Rourke.
‘I won’t help you if you hurt her,’ said Ethan.
Rourke ignored Ethan and pointed the rifle at Claire. 'Take the body. If you speak again I'll shoot you.'
Claire came forward and looked for the best way to move Nina outside. There was no way she could lift the woman. Drag her.
She pushed Nina's boots together and grasped her ankles.
After the second heave, Nina's body started shifting. Nina’s skirt rode up, but Claire didn’t stop pulling. A dozen rapid backward steps got Nina from the tent. Outside, Claire dropped Nina’s ankles and swayed unsteadily. She felt dizzy. Not from the exertion, but from the fact she was dragging Nina’s dead body.
'Into the jeep,' barked Kline.
Claire felt her dizziness settle.
She peered through the sun’s glare at Kline, who she’d spoken to and joked with almost every day of the season. She'd even felt disappointed when he hadn't asked for her contact details.
The four guards, Kline and the three from her tent, watched as she struggled to lift Nina into the jeep. The jeep had no roof, just a single roll bar between the front and back seats. After two failed attempts, Claire used her own body to wedge Nina up against the jeep’s spare wheel. Pinning the smaller woman’s body in place with her left hip, Claire tipped Nina’s head and shoulders over the back seat. When most of Nina's weight hung in the jeep, Claire gave one final push. Her friend flopped over the back seat and slid to the floor.
The sound of Nina’s thumping corpse was too much. Claire vomited, just turning enough to avoid splattering the jeep.
She spat out the filthy taste of bile. The guards climbed in around Nina. Not Kline, though. He just pointed into the jeep.
'That's your ride, Sheriff,' he said. 'Have a good time with your new friends.'
Claire reluctantly climbed in, sharing the crowded back seat with Nina, a guard, and a collapsible shovel. The vehicle lurched forward. Nina's head was right under Claire's feet.
This couldn't be the same woman hustling around the site two hours ago helping everyone pack. This slack body bouncing on the floor couldn't be another dead friend.
Claire made herself look.
What’s that? Nina had something around her neck. A black band like something you radio-tagged animals with. Claire recognized the object. Rourke suffocated her with a cable tie. He tightened it around her neck and let her suffocate.
I need to get that thing off her.
'Hey,' she said to the guard next to her. 'Can I take that thing off her neck? She was a good person. She deserves better than that.'
The guard glanced down at the body, obviously suspicious. 'I think she's past caring about fashion accessories.'
The guard driving the jeep sniggered at the sick joke. Tyler was sitting in the front passenger seat with his body turned to keep an eye on Claire. He wore reflective aviator sunglasses. She couldn’t really tell where he was looking with those glasses on.
Claire persisted. 'I won't try anything. I just want to take that off her neck.'
'Let her try,' said Tyler.
The guard in the back seat shrugged.
Claire leaned down and felt around Nina's neck. Her hand came up against abrasions where Nina had torn at her own flesh. But that couldn't be right. Nina's hands were bound behind her back. That meant someone else had been trying to save her. Ethan? What had happened in that tent? Whatever it was, Ethan had looked shattered.
And these three men would do something equally ghastly to her when the jeep stopped. They only kept her alive to carry Nina.
Claire felt the collapsible shovel poking her thigh. And maybe dig my own grave.
These three men were going to murder her. They knew nothing about her. They didn’t care who she was. She could be anybody. She was just another chore to get done.
These are the men who will take my life away. Any second now.
Claire sat up from fumbling with Nina's neck. She couldn't get the damn thing off. She had blood on her fingers.
The guard nudged Nina with his boot. 'If she couldn't get it off, then how the hell did you think you were going to? Trust me — she was much more motivated than you are.'
Claire couldn't help herself. 'But I'm next, right?’
From the front seat, Tyler said. 'Why ask? You're not going to like the answer. Besides, we haven't determined the fine details yet. Needless to say, the next hour will be a pretty memorable time for you. Well, for us, anyway.’
Claire spat back her answer before she could stop herself. ‘You're a gutless pack of filthy dogs! I'm not scared of you. You don't even know me! Why are you even doing this?'
Like a striking snake, Tyler savagely grabbed Claire's left breast. He lunged so fast, so unexpectedly, the bastard had her before she could react. He pinched down savagely on her nipple with his thumbnail. Claire jolted in her seat and pushed at his wrist. It was useless. His fingers held like surgically embedded steel. Claire's eyes bulged. Her cry caught in her throat. The pain got worse with every moment. It seemed to claw right into her brain. She thumped his wrist. The muscles in his forearm bulged. He seemed to be pinching harder — NO, he was twisting!
Claire jerked her head down, felt her teeth connect with his arm, but he jerked away before she could bite.
She pushed herself back in the seat, pressing her breast to dull the pain.
He studied her steadily, then raised his glasses. 'Any more questions, sweetheart?'
Claire shook her head as the jeep drove up and over the silt barrier.
They turned into the jungle. Rourke had pushed several patrol tracks into this section of jungle. These resembled wet subway tunnels, completely cut off from the sky by the meshed canopy that never got a chance to dry out. Claire knew that Marco jogged down a different track every morning, but she had no idea how far they went.
The driver pressed on about two hundred meters before Tyler spoke. ‘Here’s fine. This is deep enough.’
Claire looked at the surrounding jungle. Here. This is where they plan to kill me. She considered making a run for it. The thick canopy made it dark, but it also restricted the undergrowth. The undergrowth looked sparse enough for the guards to have a clear shot at her. Her time was running out. She needed to do something soon if she wanted to live beyond the next two minutes. One patch of thick vegetation started about ten meters behind the jeep.
Tyler dropped the collapsible shovel in her lap. 'Unfold that and start digging.'
Claire looked around uncertainly. 'Where?'
'Just off the track there. Hurry up.'
As Claire hopped out of the jeep, Rainer stepped over from the passenger seat. He and Samson pulled Nina up from the floor by her shoulders and ankles.
Rainer had Nina by the armpits. 'She’s pretty small. Let's see how far we can throw her. Ready?'
Samson tested Nina's weight and moved his hands to better grip her ankles. 'On three?'
Tyler walked around behind the jeep and drew a line with his boot heal about four meters away. 'You'll never toss her over this line.'
Claire didn't miss that Tyler had placed himself between her and the area of thick cover.
Samson and Rainer started swinging Nina's body like a sack.
'One.'
'Two.'
'THREE!’
They heaved and threw. Nina's body flew through the air.
Before it hit the ground, Samson was ripped from the jeep. Everyone else was watching Nina's body flop through the air, so only Claire caught sight of Samson’s legs disappearing into the canopy.
'What the fuck!' swore Rainer, looking straight up.
Blood splattered over Rainer's upturned face.
'Bloody hell,' he cursed, wiping it from his eyes and reaching for his gun.
Claire should have been running, but she gripped the shovel like a weapon and peered into the canopy above the jeep. She couldn't see a thing up there. Just dark foliage and the rare glint of sunlight. She could certainly hear whatever was happening though. From up in the canopy, Samson was screaming for help. Screaming like something ghastly was happening to him.
'Something's got him,' yelled Tyler, bringing up his rifle. He aimed into the canopy, but didn't fire. 'I can't see it!'
A huge section of canopy sprung up like something heavy had shifted its weight.
'There! There!' pointed Rainer. 'What is that?’
'It's dead, that's what it is.' Tyler fired into the canopy above the jeep.
Claire ducked as Rainer fired straight upward from the jeep’s back seat. Something came tumbling from the canopy. Before it landed, Claire recognized the mangled remains of Samson's body. Samson bounced off the jeep's windshield and slid wetly off the hood.
'Holy shit,' cried Rainer, following the path of Samson's body as it settled on the track.
The next attack came so fast that the first Claire knew of it was Tyler's aviator sunglasses flicking through the air like a tiny mirrored helicopter.
His body flew in the other direction.
This time she'd seen what happened. Something shot out from the foliage beside the track, struck Tyler in the chest, and then yanked him back into the bushes. He flew sideways as though struck by an invisible speeding bus. His boots hadn’t even touched the ground. He’d crashed sideways into the same bushes Claire had considered running toward.
There’s more than one, Claire realized. One up in the canopy and one on the ground.
She scrambled back into the jeep as Rainer yelled, 'Tyler! Tyler!'
She wouldn't get this chance again.
Two-handed, she swung the shovel straight into the back of Rainer's skull. He tumbled over the jeep’s windshield. Before he rolled off the hood, Claire dropped into the driver's seat and gunned the engine. She found reverse and floored it. The jeep shot backward, jolting up over something that Claire realized had to be Nina.
The engine roared as Claire kept the accelerator flat to the floor, rocketing the jeep backward and passing the thrashing foliage that had swallowed Tyler.
Twisting in the seat to hold her driving line, she glanced forward again. Rainer was rising to his hands and knees on the track.
Do it now.
She yanked up the handbrake and twisted the steering wheel, making the jeep skid and spin through the first two points of a three-point turn. The back of the jeep ended up in the jungle, but it was all good. These things were made for the rough stuff. She spun the wheel the other way, found first gear and hammered back onto the track and toward the Plaza.
She prayed that Rainer wouldn't recover in time to shoot at her. She glanced over her shoulder, but he was gone from the track.
They've eaten him too.
She looked ahead just in time. Someone ran into the jeep's path. A person had burst from the jungle right in front of her!
It’s Tyler!
But it wasn't Tyler. It was a woman.
Claire slammed on the brakes, struggling to control the sliding jeep.
The vehicle stopped just inches from the woman's knees. Exhausted, the woman steadied herself with one hand on the hood. She was breathless from running.
If Claire had looked ahead a moment later, the woman would have gone under the wheels. And what's more, Claire wasn't sure she would have stopped.
She shouldn't be stopped now.
'Get in!' yelled Claire, suddenly recognizing the young woman. She was with the balloon crew that launched three days ago. Libby or Lizzy or something.
'I heard the shooting,' the woman panted, racing around and climbing in the passenger seat. 'There's something chasing me! I need help!'
Claire revved the engine and sent up two fountains of dirt as she powered forward in the jeep.
'Join the club, lady.'
* * *
Kline watched them approach with rising alarm.
Six heavily-armed men were striding into the Plaza.
They looked of varying ages. The oldest mid-forties, the youngest mid-twenties.
Their plane landed on the silt lake eight minutes ago. He'd hoped they were another one of Rourke's 'special deliveries', but if that were the case, they would have pushed out their cargo in waterproof containers and taken off again already. And Rourke would have warned Kline to be expecting them.
Police then? Investigating Joanne's death?
Too early for that. They weren't armed like any police force Kline knew. And you didn't send men armed like this to investigate an accidental death.
These weren't Police. This was something else. This was trouble painted bright red.
Kline spoke into his radio, 'Rourke, I've got six official-looking bodies still heading my way.'
Rourke's reply came right back. 'Their plane registration doesn't check out as a local. What are they wearing? Any insignia?'
'Not that I can read from here. All wearing green camouflage pants and blue collared shirts. Black belts and boots. All carrying bags.'
'I don't know that uniform,’ said Rourke. ‘Body armor?'
‘All of them. The two in the back are carrying bigger bags. Four up front have rifles ready for mischief.'
Rourke said, 'The local police carry AK-47s.'
'These guys all have carbines. Looks like M4s. Maybe they were having engine troubles and needed to set the plane down. This could be nothing.'
'They can't come on site,' said Rourke. 'Tell them there's been a death and we’re closed to visitors until the police arrive. No exceptions.'
'What if they insist?'
'Then you insist harder.'
Kline did a quick headcount of the guards he’d scattered in the path of the incoming force. ‘You better send everyone over. This could go badly.'
'All right, but don't let it get out of hand, Kline. Find out who they are. If you have to take them down, do it quickly before they penetrate too far.'
Christ, anything else? Maybe you'd like me to juggle and tap-dance while I'm at it. Kline checked his men were in position.
'OK,’ he radioed. ‘Let's show these guys some local hospitality. I want everyone to close in once I make contact.'
The new arrivals were approaching fast across the top tier. Kline needed to halt them before they penetrated much further. He took a deep breath and walked out to meet them, timing his steps so partial cover would work in his team's favor.
'Morning,' called Kline, raising one hand but letting curiosity show in his greeting. 'I'm going to have to ask you to stop right there.'
The six men stopped in a loose cluster. Only the man in front looked at Kline. The rest scanned the ruins alertly.
That's a bad sign. They're expecting trouble. Or planning to start some.
The front man smiled like they were old buddies and spoke with an American accent. 'Sure. It's Kline, right?'
He had black curly hair and what Kline would describe as ‘Greek-looking’ features. To Kline, he resembled one of those marble busts of Greek scholars you saw in museums. They all had big noses, round faces and puffy schoolboy cheeks. Right now those smooth olive cheeks were pulled back into a toothy smile. His smile embodied a casual, understated authority.
When he spoke, he sounded genuinely concerned. 'Nobody came to the plane, so we decided to come in. We thought you might be in trouble.'
Kline didn't give anything away. 'Who exactly are you?'
'Captain Michael Spader. Special Unit on deployment to the Federal Agency of Investigation. We were supposed to be conducting joint exercises with the Mexican police force, but we were diverted here because you had an American scientist killed on site. Isn’t that right? Apparently the local police are having some transport problems, so they asked us to set down here and start the ball rolling.'
Kline nodded, pretending to appear a little mollified by the explanation. His mind raced though. These men weren't police. Barely-checked violence radiated off them like a heat haze.
Kline needed to stall them until his remaining security guards arrived. It wasn't looking good. The rising tension could boil water.
Casually, he ran his palm down his weapon's shoulder strap. His MP5 submachine gun was trigger-ready. A slight hand movement would send death racing toward this smiling prick called Spader. At this range, Kline would practically cut him in half.
It only took one bullet to get the job done. A sobering thought, because bullets would undoubtedly be flying in both directions.
Kline asked, 'Why didn't you radio ahead?'
Spader hooked his thumb back toward the plane. 'We did. No one answered.'
That could be true. Rourke had ordered all Plaza transmissions be shutdown.
Kline held out his left hand. 'Can I see your ID?’
'I can do better than that.' Spader produced a folded paper from his shirt pocket. 'They faxed us a barcode. You should have already received the matching barcode to verify.'
Kline couldn't remember seeing new orders on the fax machine back in the security tent. He'd been handling the legitimate face of the security operation as Rourke spent more and more time in his precious Gallery. 'You have a satellite-assisted fax machine on your plane then?’
Spader nodded to the paperwork in Kline's hand. 'Yes. I just printed that off.'
Kline made a show of scanning the orders, but he never took his eyes off Spader's hands.
'I appreciate the offer of help, but we can handle it. We've been running security here for the last three years.'
Spader nodded, had a listening look on his face for a second, and then tilted his head as though confused about something. 'I don't mean to be rude, Mr. Kline, but I can't help but notice you have men closing in on us from at least four different directions. It's making my team here very jumpy.'
Two of Spader's party, the two at the back, set down their bags, freeing up their hands. They put the bags down very carefully, making Kline wonder what they contained.
Kline nodded and looked up from the orders. 'Here's my problem, Captain Spader. What are the chances of a team of American police on deployment to Mexico being close enough to be diverted, in a seaplane no less, to this site less than two hours after the accident?'
Spader shrugged. 'Pretty good, apparently, because here we are.'
Kline calmly handed Spader back the orders. 'You're not police, and this document is a fake.'
Spader took a very deep breath and let it out slowly. 'You're making a very big mistake here.'
Kline smirked. 'No. You almost had me. The uniforms are a nice touch, but your men's postures are all wrong. Also, you've changed the registration on your plane, so you probably stole it. And for future reference, the Federal Agency of Investigation deals with drugs and corruption, not accidental deaths. Still, all that aside, you might have pulled this off ten days ago, but we stopped using these barcodes last Friday. Nice forgery though. It must have been expensive. You have huge balls to just walk in here like this. Now, I don't know who you really are, but you've picked a bad time to do whatever it is you're doing. I need you to put your—'
Kline wasn't sure who fired the first bullet. But he knew where it was aimed.
The first round of the skirmish hit Kline square in the chest.

Chapter 6

Spader's team opened fire.
The roar of six M4 carbine rifles shattered through the Plaza.
Spader ducked and spun to the right, bringing up his rifle and spraying fire through the ruins where he knew at least two of the security guards had taken station. Even as Kline tumbled backward, Spader's entire party was firing and moving.
Unlike the security guards, Spader's team had been training for a bitch-nasty firefight exactly like this.
Every member of Spader's team could freehand draw the entire Plaza from memory. On a whiteboard mock-up, every man could label the Plaza’s major and minor features in less than twenty seconds. His team had invented names for everything. Names that lodged in their memory. Names for every area of the ruins. Every facility. Every group of tents.
Spader drilled them until they knew the Plaza better than the people who worked here.
He’d planned their incursion route just as carefully. His model showed three locations where they’d likely first encounter Kline. His team's travelling speed across the top tier was a known value, so the only variable was how soon Kline could rally forces to confront them. Odds were good that Kline would confront them before they reached the steps leading to the middle tier.
As it happened, Kline had chosen Spader's preferred option, halfway across the top tier. Spader's team christened this location the ‘Dragon's Teeth' because the ruins stood in ordered man-high columns with regular gaps in between. The Dragon's Teeth position offered areas of hard cover on all four sides. When his team encountered Kline, they’d stopped right in the dragon's mouth.
Spader knew his calculations proved correct when he spotted all his team in hard cover, all apparently uninjured, and all returning heavy fire on the now outnumbered security guards. Every man had a tooth. When the first bullet sounded, every man knew exactly where he needed to be in order to survive the next five seconds and turn the skirmish to their advantage. They had done that superbly.
The guards, however, suddenly found themselves with no cohesion, leaderless, with six wild cards unloading mercilessly on their positions.
During the skirmish scenarios, Spader had chosen a location that offered the security guards a retreat path. It was time to give the guards a chance to do the math and take stock of their situation.
Spader signaled his team to cease fire.
After a moment, the return fire from the guards broke off. Spader counted in his head. After ten seconds, he signaled to Dale. Their three-monthly physicals showed that twenty-three year old Dale had the best hearing of the group.
Dale replaced his protective earplugs with the earpiece for a small handheld audio-scope. The receiver fit snugly into the palm of his hand.
Dale turned the device three-hundred and sixty degrees, listening carefully, and then gave Spader the OK signal. 'They're pulling back quickly. Guess you were right about the location. Sounds like Kline's still alive.'
Spader scanned the ruins to their immediate west and caught a glimpse of Kline zigzagging away.
'Run, rabbit, run,' said Spader. 'He must have been wearing a vest. Good for him. Anyone catch anything?'
They all shook their heads. No one had been injured in the skirmish.
'OK. That's the worst of it. We just have to make sure they pull back and have somewhere safe to hide until we pull out.'
Mercerelli had retrieved the two bags and was squatting to check them for bullet holes. 'Why would tin-badges be wearing vests in this heat? Is it just me, or were those rent-a-cops more overzealous than usual?'
Spader asked, 'Who fired first? Us or them?'
Everyone looked at Fontana.
'That guy Kline was going to drill you, Spader,' Fontana explained. 'He was about three seconds from unloading into your chest. I had to put him down. His hand was inching closer and closer to his trigger.'
'That's true,' agreed Mercerelli.
Spader squatted to retrieve the forged police orders.
'Told you we should have just steamed in,' continued Fontana. 'Pieces of paper just don't carry the same weight as an M4 Carbine now, do they?'
Spader didn't answer. He'd had this debate with Fontana a dozen times, on at least three different jobs, and neither man was going to change their opinion anytime soon.
No matter what Fontana said, the idea of using the forged orders had merit. That barcode had been the costly bit. The piece of paper had the potential to spare bloodshed and turn this operation into a cakewalk.
Well, no cakewalking today by the sound of it.
Spader pocketed the fake orders. 'OK. We’re going to have to do this the hard way. Dale and Merc — you two go and balance the books. Randerson and Fontana — you two take down the blue pin.'
Fontana unzipped one of the big black bags and carefully withdrew an M72A6 Short Range Anti-Armor Weapon. The sixty-six millimeter diameter extendable tube fired a single point detonated warhead. Fontana stroked the LAW rocket affectionately. 'Hello, sweetheart.'
He winked at Randerson. 'You can carry the bag, Randy.'
Randerson raised his eyebrow at Spader. 'I want to swap teams. I'll take Dale, and Merc can go with Fontana. Seriously, I don't think I can handle Fontana today.'
Spader shook his head. 'You're with Fontana. Go.'
Fontana tossed the bag at Randerson. 'You better be careful, Randy, or you’ll hurt my feelings.'
Spader and Gordon covered the men dashing away from the Dragon's Teeth. Dale and Merc went west. Randerson and Fontana went north.
As the four men disappeared, Spader turned to his own operational partner, Gordon. ‘You ready for this?’
Gordon nodded and asked, 'Are you sure putting Dale and Merc together was a good idea? They're worlds apart. They've been at each other for weeks now. You know they had a fist fight in Milan.'
Spader rolled his eyes. 'It wasn't a real fight. Merc would have torn Dale apart. Just the pecking order working itself out. I recruited Dale, and now Merc has to adapt. Same for Dale. The way I see it, they have two options. They can either find a way to make it work, or they can kill each other. Would you rather I sent Dale with Fontana?'
'There's a point,' conceded Gordon. 'I don't know why you keep that mad dog around period. At least Merc is loyal. I have no idea what Fontana's game is. You know when he put that bullet into Kline, he had to have barely missed your shoulder by two inches.'
Spader nodded, unconcerned. 'I told him to. His job was to put down Kline if anything kicked off.'
'And you didn't think to share that detail with the rest of us?'
Spader smiled and looked Gordon up and down. 'No offense, Gordon, but I didn't want it to show up in your body language. None of you can lie like Fontana. That man lies with every fiber in his body.'
'Fontana was right about those orders,' added Gordon. 'Waste of money.'
'The barcode was fine,' said Spader. 'Who knew they'd stop using them. Who pays for a year’s subscription and then stops using the service?'
'Doesn't really matter,' said Gordon. 'It's probably better this way. They might hole up and try to sit it out.'
'Hope so,' said Spader. 'No gunshots yet. They'll be disorganized until Kline or Rourke pull them back into order. They have a standing force of twelve. Rourke, Kline and ten other guards. Hopefully they just want to live through the day and collect a paycheck.'
Spader nodded in the direction Kline had fled. 'You ready?'
By answer, Gordon cut off through the ruins ahead of Spader. Spader followed close behind, wary, but knowing they had to move fast through this stony labyrinth. The two men checked off landmarks in their head as they wove around pillars, ducked under leaning arches, jumped over half-collapsed walls. Before they knew it, the top tier's edge was right under their boots. It must have been the adrenaline working.
Their goal lay at the bottom.
The Gallery.
To Spader, the structure seemed to pin the entire Plaza to the earth.
'You were right. It's beautiful,' breathed Gordon, staring in open adulation. 'I can't believe we're here. I can't believe this is really it.'
Spader smiled at his best friend. 'I knew you'd say that.'
* * *
Claire and Libby dashed toward the Plaza outskirts.
They'd left the jeep in the jungle.
Libby kept searching over her shoulder, scanning the tree line. Claire knew she was looking for whatever had killed the three security guards.
So far, so good.
The women were making a very exposed run over the silt barrier. They’d decided the jungle was more dangerous than the Plaza. They couldn't risk drawing attention to themselves driving the jeep, so they agreed to reach the Plaza on foot.
Claire heard Libby's entire story during the bumpy ride back to the dig. They swapped stories in choppy snippets. Claire made her own story brief: the security guards had flipped out, killed Nina, taken Ethan hostage and sent Claire into the forest with three men to be executed. She had gotten away when something ate her captors.
Libby was setting up camp when her party came under attack by the same things.
Reaching the ruins flanking the top tier’s western outskirts, Claire scanned their path ahead through the site. As much as she wanted to flee the forest, she was having second thoughts about their safety in the Plaza.
Libby said, 'I was only coming back here because I knew you guys had security guards, and now you're telling me they're killing people?'
Squatting with Libby behind an L-shaped angle of jutting wall, Claire caught her breath and nodded. 'I saw how Rourke killed Nina, but we won’t survive back there in the jungle. We have to call for help. We have to find Ethan.'
Libby glanced back toward the tree line. 'I'm hoping those things, whatever they are, will stay in the forest. Did you get a good look at one?'
'I got a good look at one,' admitted Claire, 'but I didn't see anything.'
Libby nodded. 'Like you could tell it was there, you could see its size, but you couldn't distinguish any details?'
'Exactly,' agreed Claire.
Both women hunched lower behind the wall when they heard gunshots from the south. Lots of gunfire. Like a small battle. Claire said, 'What the hell’s going on? Who are they shooting at now?'
Claire had the grim mental image of Ethan standing before a firing squad, collapsing in a hail of bullets from Rourke's security guards. But the firing didn't sound like that. It sounded like fighting. Fighting between two different groups.
'They're fighting someone,' said Libby.
'Are they fighting each other?' Claire wondered if perhaps not all of the security guards were part of Rourke's plan. Perhaps some of them were making a stand.
'It could have been police on that plane,' offered Libby. 'Maybe someone got a call out for help.'
Still crouching, Claire pivoted on her right sneaker. 'What plane? I didn't see a plane.'
Libby nodded. 'Ethan told me you weren't expecting any more planes until next season, but I heard one landing just before I ran into you. It flew right over me. Didn't you hear it?'
Claire thought back to her ride in the jeep. It was possible she missed the sound of a plane in all the chaos.
She said, 'The police were coming because of Joanne, but they wouldn't be here yet. Not unless they were already close.'
'It must be the police,' guessed Libby. 'Who else could it be?'
'Makes sense,' agreed Claire, listening. She guessed the gunshots were coming from across the Plaza, beyond the Gallery. If police had landed on the silt lake, they would likely encounter the security guards around that location. 'If it is the police, it doesn't sound like they're having an easy time of it. They wouldn't have come prepared for this.'
'Is there somewhere safe we can hide?' Libby looked back at the tree line again. 'What about inside the Gallery?'
'Safe' wasn't a word Claire used to describe the Gallery. Most the accidents she attended as a safety officer occurred inside there. Always preventable accidents. People got hurt because they misjudged their surroundings or were rushing. Broken toes and crushed fingers were most common. The Gallery seemed to warp a person's senses, as though the entire alien nature of the place reached into some part of your brain and modified how you perceived it.
Inside, it was so far removed from anything Claire had experienced that it took an extra reserve of mental effort to maintain her normal functions. She felt emotionally drained just walking around in there. Some people even needed to turn their backs on the walls, look away from the artwork, or risk permanent distraction as their eyes constantly drew to the wriggling lines and curves between the dismembered figures. Claire had seen intelligent people unable to hold a normal conversation in the Gallery.
Above all, however, she knew a very good reason to avoid the place. 'Rourke knows the Gallery better than anyone. It's definitely not safe from him in there.'
'Look,' hissed Libby quietly, pointing.
As though Claire's mention of his name had summoned him, Rourke walked into their line of sight. And there was Ethan.
Rourke shoved Ethan ahead with the barrel of his rifle. A black cable tie bound Ethan's hands behind his back.
The men almost immediately disappeared from sight again, heading east toward the Gallery.
'I know what we have to do,' decided Clare, straining to catch a last glimpse of her friend. 'But it's not going to be easy.'
* * *
Crossing the top tier, keeping his rifle covering Ethan, Rourke listened to the gunfire across the Plaza.
He had a bad feeling about the team of six who had just strolled unannounced onto his site.
The mysterious intruders were another annoying complication that he didn’t need.
In an hour it won't matter anyway.
Two years of hard work would pay off in less than an hour. Two years of trial and error, failures and frustrations, dead ends and disappointments.
Two years of squirming through stale stone corridors, working in the dark six hours every night, then pretending to care about site security during the day. Two years of racing a team of so-called experts.
Well, they lost that race, and Rourke had won. On his own, without their years of training and expertise, Rourke had done what none of them could even begin to do.
Really, he'd never had a choice. The Plaza, the Gallery in particular, was just waiting for the right person. One of the first people inside after Ethan had cleared the Gallery's rubble-filled entrance, Rourke had been instantly amazed by the architecture. He would have been impressed had it been achieved with today's technology, let alone six hundred years in the past. To think that people had worked with this kind of scale and precision six hundred years ago was incredible. That very first day he'd developed a craving, a focused preoccupation with the Gallery, an obsession.
He knew this place was built to protect something. The layout of the Plaza was plainly obvious to a military mind, if not the archaeologists.
Rourke's theory came down to the history-proven truth that great need consistently heralded great technical innovation. The Gallery itself, Rourke now understood more than any living person, represented the incredible technical innovation, but what was the great need?
That one burning question had driven Rourke to find the answer long before the archaeologists.
He shoved Ethan again to keep him moving. Ethan hadn't spoken since Rourke cable-tied his hands with the same kind of tie he'd used to kill Nina.
No matter. He'd be talking soon enough. He wouldn't be able to help himself. Rourke was about to show Ethan what he'd been hiding for the last four months. It made a fitting end. Closure, in a way. It wouldn't seem right if Ethan couldn't witness what Rourke had achieved while Ethan's precious team slept. Rourke had planned on waiting a day or two until the site was completely empty of researchers, but Joanne's death meant police investigators would be crawling all over the place within the day. It wouldn't take too much of that kind of scrutiny before someone noted Rourke’s excessive interested in the Gallery.
Keeping Ethan alive was actually quite inconvenient.
Why am I keeping him alive?
He'd told himself, convinced himself maybe, that he needed Ethan to complete the translation. But was that really true? Was that the reason?
No. This close to achieving his goal, Rourke knew that wasn't the real reason. He wanted to rub Ethan's nose in it.
You're a petty man, Ambrose Rourke. You don't even really need him to translate it. You just want to see the look on his face when you show him that you beat him to it.
Rourke was drawn from his thoughts by gunfire cracking across the Plaza again.
Sounds like Kline couldn't convince them to turn around and fly out of here.
Ethan spun toward the gunfire. 'Is that Claire? Did you just kill Claire?'
Rourke listened as another nasty-sounding skirmish kicked off to the west. Even Ethan realized it didn't take that much shooting to kill one person. Rourke shoved him to get him moving again.
Ethan persisted, asking over his shoulder, 'What is going on here? Who are you shooting at?'
Rourke ignored him. When the shooting abruptly stopped, he called Kline on the radio.
'Kline, report.'
No answer came back.
Perhaps Kline had encountered more resistance than he'd expected. Well, that was his problem. Rourke had called in enough resources to deal with the problem three times over. It was Kline's problem if he'd failed to stall the interlopers before proper backup arrived.
Reaching the broad stairs leading down to the middle tier, Rourke repeated in his radio, 'Kline, report.'
Nothing. Idiot. Kline just had to stall them for a few minutes and then he could have taken them easily. He was overconfident, as usual.
Ethan suddenly stopped on the stairs. He turned to face Rourke. 'I'm not moving another step until you tell me what's going on. And I want to see Claire.'
Rourke kicked Ethan in the chest. A big push-kick that sent Ethan tumbling backward down the stairs with his hands still bound behind his back. Rourke regretted the attack as soon as he'd launched it. Hands bound, Ethan stood an excellent chance of breaking his back or his neck. Or both.
Ethan yelped out a startled gasp and then several painful cries as he bounced down the steps. Rourke watched as, surprisingly, Ethan managed to control his fall in a way that took most of the impact across his shoulders and hips. Until he reached the bottom, anyway. Rourke winced as Ethan's head struck the edge of the bottom step.
Ouch. He's not getting up from that.
Rourke walked steadily down the steps, surprised Ethan was still semiconscious. He grabbed Ethan's elbow and yanked him to his feet experimentally, expecting the scientist to collapse, but Ethan kept his footing.
'You filthy animal,' groaned Ethan. Blood oozed from a cut above his right ear. He winced when Rourke shook his elbow.
'No broken bones then?' tested Rourke, giving Ethan a bit more of a shake. 'You're tougher than you look. Let me give you some advice. Next time you decide to make a stand, do it at the bottom of the steps. It's not as far to fall, you idiot.'
He shoved Ethan away from the stairs. 'Trust me — in a few minutes you're going to forget that Claire ever existed. I'm going to show you something that will blow your mind.'
* * *
Dale and Mercerelli didn't speak as they wove through the upper tier ruins toward their goal.
In fact, they hadn't spoken in three days.
Mercerelli was a great slab of a man. On their first meeting, Dale thought Merc resembled his brawny old uncle who he could always rely on for an alibi.
Things changed quickly.
'A face like a mud-sandwich' had been Dale's drunken comment six weeks later which ignited the bar fight in Milan. 'With features,' he'd slurred through bloodied lips after getting up off the floor, 'that impinge on each other’s territory without permission.'
'Well at least I don't talk like a silver-spoon-schoolboy out chasing skirt,' Merc had come back with. 'Does your mother know you're out this late with such bad men, Dale?'
And so on and so forth.
After enough fistfights, a face forgot how it was supposed to look. Merc's face, a perfect example, had settled into a permanent look of belligerence. The fight had been brewing for weeks. Dale felt relieved it was over. Even if Merc, twenty years Dale's senior, had kicked Dale's ass. In Dale’s defense, only Merc's hair revealed his age. The grey-flecked wiry stubble resembled the scouring pads Dale's mother used for scrubbing greasy pots. It had nothing to do with Merc's overall fitness. He had no problem matching Dale's pace as both men wove alertly the last fifty meters to their goal. From behind, Merc's hair looked like sparse, dry grass that badly needed water.
Ahead, their goal stood out like dogs’ balls.
For one, the structure was fitted with a humming air conditioner. As far as Dale knew, the Aztecs hadn't taken to installing air conditioners in their buildings. The archaeologists, however, needed the air conditioner running twenty-four-seven to keep the temperature and humidity constant while treating their artifacts.
Our artifacts, Dale mentally corrected. These babies are ours now.
One of the more intact original Plaza structures, the squat limestone building was the length of two caravan trailers hitched end-to-end. The air conditioner fitted into the space above the door. Tacked to the door just below the air conditioner hung a set of laminated rules. The most important rule stood out in all capital letters down the bottom: KEEP THIS DOOR CLOSED AT ALL TIMES.
Merc scanned the door for security sensors and then cut the padlock with bolt cutters.
Dale covered Merc and then followed him in, pulling the door closed behind him. Just before the door closed, Dale stuck a tiny motion sensor with a twenty-five meter range on the wall. If anything approached the door, Dale would know.
Inside, Dale briefly assessed the interior by the shrinking light of the closing door. No internal walls, just one long room crowded with sealed plastic containers on floor-to-ceiling aluminum shelves. A digital temperature gauge hung on the north wall. Under the device was another laminated sign which read: If temperature alarm sounds, call site supervisor immediately! Under that sign was a spare air conditioner unit still in its box.
Pulling the door completely closed, Dale noted the structure's south end was dedicated to chemicals, safety equipment and a plain metal desk. Just before the light disappeared, he spotted the laptop computer. Hopefully the laptop still contained the artifact cataloguing system. The files would speed things up if Merc could access them.
Merc flicked on a light switch just inside the doorway. A row of fluorescent lights flashed to life along a wooden frame hugging the stone ceiling.
'Hey, the light!' warned Dale.
'This place is hermetically sealed against sunlight,' said Mercerelli, as if to an idiot. 'If no light can get in, then no light can get out. If you want to work in the dark, then close your eyes. I'd rather do things the easy way.'
Dale knew too much sunlight could be a nasty shock to something buried underground for six hundred years. He bit back a nasty remark as Merc crossed to the desk and fired up the laptop.
Merc tapped his carbine impatiently as the laptop went through its start-up.
'What if they've changed the password?' asked Dale.
'If they haven't changed it in three years, then why would they do it now?' To prove his point, Merc typed in the password Spader had acquired. He hit enter and smiled as the login was accepted. 'Told you.'
'Well, at least that worked better than those forged orders,' said Dale. 'Kline wasn't having a bar of that.'
Merc just grunted as he watched the computer screen. Apparently he'd used up his quota of human words for the day.
Standing so his rifle covered the door, Dale glanced at the computer and decided to push Merc further. 'That Fontana really thinks he's really the business, huh?'
Mercerelli didn't comment.
'You know him well?'
Merc shrugged. 'He's got what it takes when the shit hits the fan.'
'Yeah. Except as I understand it, he's always the one who turns the fan on full speed and then throws the shit up in the air.'
Merc sniggered. 'You've been listening to Randerson too much. Randerson exaggerates.'
Dale rolled his eyes. So far, Randerson was the only team member that Dale genuinely liked. He was the only half-decent banana in the bunch.
Merc shook the computer mouse impatiently. 'OK, here it is. Down, down, down, and bingo — artifact treatment manifest. You ready?'
'Yep. Let's have them.'
As Merc read out codes from the electronic manifest, Dale moved quickly up and down the room lifting the coded plastic containers to the floor.
'Where's all the good stuff?' asked Dale, cracking open a few containers. 'This is just pottery and shards. We're hardly going to balance the books with this junk. I can buy this off the shelf at Walmart. Maybe you should let me drive the computer. I have a better eye for it.'
'This is what Spader wants. He said he wanted these exact artifacts.'
'This-is-all-junk,' repeated Dale slowly. 'At least look for something made of jade or gold.'
'There's nothing here made of gold. They haven't recovered any precious metals. Spader told us that.'
'Bullshit,' spat Dale. 'These people were good for two things — finding gold and chopping each other’s heads off. There must be another manifest.'
Merc scanned the manifest again. 'There isn't. At least it's not here.'
Mercerelli shook his head over the electronic manifest. 'I don't even think they know what they're looking for. This dig profile is all over the shop. It's textbook. They haven't targeted any of the sweet spots yet. Looks like Spader and Gordon will do the hard yards today.'
Dale hissed out a frustrated sigh and started cracking open the lids on all the containers. 'I was kind of hoping we could steam in, bag up the goodies and be gone before the dust settles. Now we have to depend on Gordon. Half the time he doesn't know his ass from his elbow.'
Mercerelli smirked as he unzipped their big black bag and withdrew a metal cylinder about half the size of a scuba tank. Next he pulled out a dozen sliver bags, each with a plastic sealing strip and valve at one end. 'If it was that easy, someone else would have done it already.'
'Give me some of those bags,' said Dale. The bags resembled those vomit bags in planes, except these bags were four times as large. 'Tougher the operation, the bigger the bag of booty.'
Mercerelli raised an eyebrow. 'Booty? Man, you've spent too much time underwater. Might not be gold, you know. You worked on shipwrecks, right? You need to get that kind of thinking out of your head. Gold doesn't need any conservation. There’s no need to leave it on site between seasons. There are plenty of other things worth just as much as gold to the right buyer. We just have to make sure it’s intact when it reaches them.'
'Yeah, I know,’ groaned Dale. 'Spader's Chemistry 101 for thieves. I would have gone to university if I wanted to learn all that. I hated chemistry at school.'
'Well, you better have been listening this time, because if you screw up, we're taking it out of your cut.' Merc pointed to the temperature gauge down one end of the room. It's cooler in here than outside, so the packing foam is going to expand when it hits ambient outside temperature. And we'll need to take into account the pressure drop when the plane hits altitude.'
'I know all that,' insisted Dale. 'I just don't know why we're stealing this boring junk.'
'We take whatever's selling.'
'And how do we know what that is?'
'Depends on the market. On the history of the goods. That's why we have Spader.'
'Give me gold any day,' repeated Dale. 'Easy to sell. Maybe they cracked the motherload and have it stashed somewhere. They could have fudged that manifest.'
Mercerelli laid the silver bags in front of every plastic container. ‘The site records show continuous work in the scheduled quadrants for the entire season. If they had cracked a motherload, then you would see it show up in this data as everything was interrupted. People would have been pulled from other pits. Hell, work would have stopped everywhere else. It was business as usual until we showed up. Just relax, Dale. Spader can sell this stuff. It's not a problem. His business plan always delivers. We just have to do our part.'
Dale knew the best way to needle Merc was to criticize Spader. He didn't know what kind of history they had, but Merc fired up pretty quick when Spader was criticized.
Dale said, 'Whoever heard of thieves with a business plan?'
Merc stopped packing the bag he was working on. He studied Dale for a moment, then said, 'This is your first operation with Spader, so just sit back and learn. After all, the whole world knows what happens when you are in charge of a heist.'
Dale heard his own voice go cold. 'The whole world doesn't know actually. Nobody knows except the people who were down there.'
Merc sat back on his haunches, suddenly interested in talking again. 'Well that's a pretty small group of people considering you were the only one who got out alive. Funny that.'
Dale took three slow breaths and tried to stay calm. Even so, his voice shook with anger when he replied, 'You don't know what you're talking about. I bet that all you know is what you read in the papers.'
Merc shrugged, obviously enjoying the response he was eliciting. 'Hmmm…the newspapers said the operation was all down to you. Your planning. You chose the site. You chose the time. You recruited the team. Any of that wrong so far, Dale?'
Dale stood, job forgotten, and stared at Merc.
Merc stared back, pressing the point. 'And you were presumed dead. And yet here you are, standing before me. Very much alive.'
Dale suddenly recognized where all this angst from Merc had originated. 'So you’re saying you don't trust me because of the Paris thing?'
'I don't know you,' answered Merc, bending forward to start work on the bags again. 'I don't know how Spader found you when no one else in the world could. I don't know why he recruited you. And I don't know how you managed to survive in Paris while everyone else died. But you better not try any of that bullshit here, or I'll put you down myself.'
Dale felt his anger passing. He felt more in control again. 'If you had a problem with this, why not say something during the last three months. Why wait until now?'
'Because my life wasn't in your hands for the last three months, that's why.'
'We all have secrets, Merc. Believe it or not, I know a few things about you, but you don't see me dragging them out in the middle of an operation.'
Merc laughed. 'Trust me. You have absolutely no idea who I am.'
'Whatever you say, Mercy.'
Mercerelli paused, not for long, but long enough for Dale to see his intentional slip with the name had hit the mark.
'Enough talking,' spat Merc. 'Let's just get this stuff bagged up and on the plane.'

Chapter 7

Those bastards had shot him! Right in the chest! Shot him, god damn it!
With his back pressed up against the stone, edging slowly along the wall, Kline listened for activity inside the security hut. There was no knowing where the intruders were now.
Kline had never been shot before. Not even during his years working with Rourke in Blackwater. Even with a bulletproof vest, he felt like a herd of racing camels had taken turns kicking him in the chest. Big camels. Double-humpers.
The shocking impact had pushed every wisp of breath from his lungs. For long seconds his lung walls felt stuck together, so no matter how he tried, he couldn't suck in a breath. He'd panicked, thinking he'd survived the gunshot only to suffocate. While he'd gaped like a fish, unable to inhale, the firefight raged just meters away.
Then the first wisp of air slipped down into his chest, then the second, then he was choking down breaths as bullets ricocheted everywhere.
He'd lost his radio while scrambling away. It fell back there somewhere among the rubble. Now he had no way of knowing how the skirmish panned out. It hadn't sounded like his team won the upper hand.
If they ever had a chance, thought Kline.
He knew they’d walked into a trap. The intruders were too slick. Forged orders with a legitimate barcode? What was that about? That kind of resource wasn't easy to come by. And the location of the skirmish, Kline now realized, worked precisely in favor of the incursion team. Almost as though they had planned for the violence to kick off in that precise location. Plus, the very fact that Kline had been the first one shot after he'd intentionally positioned their frontman as a human shield. Whoever had shot him must have come damn close to hitting one of his own people. They had wanted to take him down first to sow confusion among his force. It seemed to have worked. Kline definitely felt confused.
So what was their objective now? Surely they didn't know Rourke's secret. And who in the seven hells were they? It didn't really matter. Kline needed to shut them down as quickly as possible. Well, as soon as he could find a radio to get everyone regrouped.
He inched along the wall and used his knife to cut where the canvas tent joined the stonework. He twisted the knife and peered through the hole. Looks clear.
A sudden noise made Kline spin and bring up his weapon. It sounded like sliding rubble, not too far away. He couldn't see anything though.
Quickly entering the tent, he walked over the scuff marks where Rourke had killed Nina. Shame that. She was hot, for an old bird. Still, it was all for a good cause. Kline still felt surprised how quickly things had changed. Six months ago, something like that would have really bothered him. The injustice of it would have stung him. He might not have actually done anything about it, but he would have known it felt wrong and preferred that it hadn't happened.
What Rourke showed him in the Gallery changed everything. In fact, meeting Rourke had changed everything. Rourke had been Kline’s instructor at his first Blackwater training camp six years ago. He’d become something of Kline’s mentor. Of all Rourke’s lessons, one stood out most personally to Kline: People never really knew themselves until they had the full dimensions of their character tested. If anything, the last six years with Rourke had proven that. Kline felt surprised by what he’d become, but not disappointed. Despite the changes, he didn’t hate himself.
Right now he hated that bastard who shot him in the chest.
Well, he had a perfectly lovely way to settle the score.
He snatched the spare radio from Rourke’s heavy desk. The battery seemed OK. Kline set the frequency and spoke into the unit. 'This is Kline. How many of them did we take down?'
'This is Sirocco,' came the reply after a moment. 'We didn't take down any. We've lost Carmichael. How bad are you hit?'
'I'm still mobile. Hardly felt a thing. I want everyone to rally at the security hut. We need to regroup and take down these guys.'
Rourke's voice came over the radio. 'I need some warm bodies in the Gallery, Kline. You can have six men. I'll take the rest with me.'
Frustrated, Kline almost swore into the radio. He struggled to keep his voice reasonable. 'Rourke, with respect, those guys aren't fucking around. They outclassed us back there on our own turf. They've got an agenda, and we need to address it hard and fast before things get further out of hand.'
'Well, that's what I trained you for, Kline. When I get out of the Gallery, I expect you to have this all sorted out.'
Angrily, Kline had to admit that Rourke was right. They were working to a tight timeline now. 'OK, I'll handle it. But I'm dipping into your stockpile.'
'Use whatever you need to get the job done. You can turn this place into rock-powder for all I care.'
'I was hoping you'd say that. I'll get it sorted.'
'Good hunting,' signed off Rourke.
There were three reasons Rourke had chosen this structure as the security hut. First, it was practically intact, except for where a section of the ceiling had caved in. They had made good use of that hole in the ceiling, constructing an observation point on the roof. Second, the structure branched off into four smaller chambers that were impossible to reach without coming through the front entrance. The third reason was a secret that only Kline and Rourke shared.
Kline yanked back the grey tarpaulin that hid Rourke's stockpile of toys. He scanned the pile of goodies.
There. Those were what he wanted. Shoot him, will they? Well, they were about to get the surprise of their lives.
Kline chose the weapons as three of his team rushed into the hut.
He pointed at Sirocco. 'Grab me two more of these. We’ve got some housekeeping to take care of.'
* * *
Fontana and Randerson settled just inside a three-quarters collapsed ruin with a view of the comm-tent.
They'd picked this spot from the aerial photographs.
Crouched side by side, Randerson studied Fontana and tried to decide what he liked least about the man. Tough call. He pretty much hated everything about him. Fontana had at least twenty kilograms more muscle-mass than Randerson. His washed-out grey eyes were that spooky color you sometimes saw in domestic dogs that went savage and killed a family member. His attention to personal grooming was disturbingly anal, neurotic even. His black sideburns, hair and eyebrows were absolutely G.I. Joe doll perfect. His simian-like jaw started at his temples and dominated his face with a wide mouth crowded with big, chemically whitened teeth.
But it was what came out of that mouth that bothered Randerson the most. If Fontana could just learn to shut his mouth every once in a while, they might be able to find some common ground.
And what was with that tattoo? It was the stupidest tattoo he'd ever seen. It was a compass, a large black eight-pointed star on his left bicep, but the cardinal points were in the wrong locations. East and west were on the wrong sides. It was obviously intentional. No tattoo artist would make that mistake. The tattoo covered his massive bicep.
Physically, Fontana was Randerson's complete opposite. Lean all over, Randerson had a narrow face with a pointed jaw and crooked teeth. He'd had braces as a kid, but they didn't take. His brown hair was shorter than he liked, but twice as long as Fontana’s one inch flat-top. He was a full head shorter than Fontana’s six-foot-four frame of muscle.
What was Spader thinking teaming me up with Chewbacca here? I wish I'd gone with Dale.
Randerson had only known Dale for a few months, but they'd become fast friends almost immediately. Partly because Randerson rarely read the newspaper. He'd remained unfamiliar with Dale’s notoriety until Spader introduced them. 'Dale Brish' was a name he'd read online a few times or caught on the television news, but he hadn't followed it with the same level of interest as some people. People like Mercerelli, for example. Mercerelli had studied the unfolding story closely, and then went out of his way to alienate Dale the moment the two men met. Since then, Dale had made a pretty big effort with Merc, even starting the fight in Paris and taking a beating from Merc to let the man blow off some steam. Just before the fight started, Dale had finished his beer in one long gulp and then told Randerson to stay out of the fight no matter what happened.
'What fight?' Randerson had asked.
Not that he had much of a choice. If he had tried to help Dale, Fontana would have stepped in, just for the fun of it.
Dale had walked up to the bar where Merc and Fontana were laughing and drinking. He'd plonked his empty mug on the bar, turned to Merc and said loud enough for the entire bar to hear, 'How you going, fuck-face?'
Dale had given a good account of himself against a bigger and more experienced man. At least for the first fifteen seconds until Merc got serious. Randerson had taken Dale's stitches out last week.
The fight hadn't seemed to have done much good. Merc was still being a prick. Secretly, Randerson guessed it was the new puppy syndrome. Merc was the old dog, worried the new puppy was getting all his master's attention.
As usual, it all came back to Spader.
And Spader had teamed Randerson up with Fontana.
Fontana held the LAW rocket in his hands like a priceless artifact, obviously savoring the tactile smoothness of the weapons outer casing. 'I've always wanted to fire one of these.'
Randerson grabbed Fontana's shirtsleeve. 'I thought you'd fired one before.'
'Nope.'
'Wait, I heard you tell Spader that you’d fired one of these.'
'Yeah,' confirmed Fontana. 'I wanted to make sure I'd be the one who got to fire it. I think it says something about not standing behind me. You might get a little singed. Your hair's too long anyway, so stay there if you want. We can kill two birds with one stone.'
Randerson scuttled away from behind Fontana. 'You prick. You better be pointing that in the right direction!'
Fontana lowered the weapon from his shoulder. 'Relax. Look, there's a little picture on the side.'
For his own safety, Randerson glanced at the little set of instructions printed on the side of the weapon. A little diagram of a person illustrated the proper way to hold and fire the weapon.
Randerson peered closer. 'Wait, is that your name under the guy in the picture?'
'Yeah — I scratched it on there. Now it's a picture of a little Fontana. A mini-me. Cool, huh?’
Randerson shook his head at the fool with the big gun. 'There's something wrong with you. In the head. There's something wrong with your brain, Fontana.'
Fontana shouldered the weapon and looked over the tube at Randerson. 'That's twice now you've hurt my feelings, Randy. You should be careful, or I might start to take it personally.'
Randerson met Fontana's stare and said deadpan, 'You can take it any way you want. I call them as I see them.'
Fontana broke into a smile and sighted back down his weapon. 'Yeah, I think I like that about you. Now let's make some fireworks.'
The communications tower Fontana was aiming at suddenly exploded. The satellite dish flew straight up in the air like a flying saucer from an old black and white movie. The explosion looked huge, far bigger than Randerson expected. The fireball actually mushroomed like a mini atomic warhead going off. Pieces of the comm-tower rained down everywhere. A square piece of steel the size of a dinner plate clanged off the ruins right next to Randerson. It was still on fire, so Randerson kicked a little dirt over it.
'Geez,' said Randerson, moving away from the smoldering steel and taking in the damage. 'Nice shooting. I half expected you to miss. That baby really packs a punch, huh?'
Confused, Fontana glared at the end of his rocket launcher. 'That wasn't me.'
'What?'
'I didn't fire yet. LAW rocket's still primed. Still loaded. I never got a chance to even fire the sucker. Someone else just blew up that tower.'
Randerson didn't know what to say. Fontana was stupid, but not that stupid. The only other possibility seemed absurd.
Obviously Fontana hadn't reached the same conclusion yet. He growled into his radio. 'Hey! Who just took out my real estate?'
Randerson shook his head. If both other teams were on target time wise, they should both right now be out of radio contact. Spending so much of his time underground, Randerson had a much better grasp of this concept than Fontana. No answer came back over the radio, just as Randerson expected. It meant the other two teams were either underground or within a solid stone structure.
Randerson said, 'Think about it, Fontana. You've got the only crowd pleaser. I saw Spader packing the gear. Dale and Merc will still be bagging the artifacts. Spader and Gordon must be in the Gallery by now. It wasn't either of them. It had to be the rent-a-cops.'
Fontana stared at the fire. 'It was a rocket. I saw it hit. It came from over that way.'
Randerson waved at Fontana’s Law rocket. 'Why would the rent-a-cops have a rocket launcher? That's a bit hardcore for local security don't you think?'
Fontana was still staring at the fire, obviously disappointed he hadn't gotten to shoot off his weapon. 'The tin-badges should be trying to protect their assets, not destroy them. Why would they take out their own comm-tower?'
Randerson watched the smoke spiraling upward. 'I can't think of any good reason, which means it must be a bad one. We need to find Spader ASAP. Something very strange is going on here.'
* * *
Yuck, there's that smell again,' complained Claire.
Libby pinched her nose. 'It smells like a slaughter house. I noticed it last week, but it's worse now. What's causing it?'
'The silt,' answered Claire. 'Apparently it's some kind of organic compound in the buried silt. A flower extract they used to paint on people. It reacts this way on contact with air. The smell seems to go away for a while, and then suddenly you cop a big whiff again.'
Libby recalled the tour Ethan provided when she arrived at the Plaza with Joel and Perry. 'It smelled worse in the Gallery. And the bunker was bad too.'
Claire sniffed her own forearm and then nodded to the tent they crouched beside. 'It gets into the bedding. It's impossible to remove the smell if you sleep without taking a shower. It's worse on hot days when the silt lake warms up.'
Libby crouched in front of Claire with her left hip pressed to the tent. Three green towels hung from Marco’s makeshift clothesline, partially concealing them from anyone passing the tents. Both women's knees were covered in mud. Crawling, Claire had led the way through the little city of tents until they could see their target.
The communications tower.
'OK, it looks clear. Let's go now.'
'No wait,' warned Libby, wiping her dirty hands on her pants. 'We haven't watched it long enough. It's too quiet.'
'I can't see anyone in there,' insisted Claire.
'Listen,' said Libby. 'The shooting's stopped. They've stopped fighting. So where is everybody now? I think we should just sit tight a few minutes and see what's going on.'
One thing Libby had learned studying ecology was the value of patient observation. Concealed observation provided unexpected rewards. Right now her gut instinct told her that she and Claire should not be moving closer to the communications tent. They had taken so long to reach this point, crawling slowly from the workshop to the kitchen to the stores hut to here, it seemed silly and dangerous to rush in now.
Claire waited tersely for another ten seconds, obviously struggling with the delay. The urge to dash for the comm-tent stood out in her every feature.
'Ethan might not have a few more minutes,' Claire argued. 'Every second might count. I'm going to try now. Why don't you wait—'
As Claire prepared to move, the comm-tower exploded.
The explosion threw both women sideways. Their bodies ploughed straight into the tent. Canvas walls and aluminum poles collapsed under their weight. Libby felt something solid in the tent, a stretcher probably, strike her left calf and send her cartwheeling. Her body tumbled straight into a mess of canvas. As she stopped rolling, a torn flap of canvas fell over her legs and hips. Somehow, a wet green towel ended up spread across her neck and chin, half-covering her mouth.
Libby lay still for a moment, waiting for the pain. She had never been thrown around like that in her life.
She was lying on her left-hand side.
Her ears rang. A twist of smoke appeared high above her. She tried to move the wet towel, but her right arm was caught somewhere behind her back.
Rope. Her arm was caught in the tent's guide rope.
She rotated her wrist counter clockwise, uncoiling her arm from the rope until she could bring it around into proper view. Like a tattoo of an orange snake, a fat welt wound twice up her forearm from her elbow to her wrist. As she watched, the snake changed color, developing red dots all over its back as the pinpricks of blood started appearing on the rope burn.
That's going to sting, but I'm lucky if that's the worst of it.
Working on the balloon-raft, she'd had rope-burn plenty of times before. She plucked aside the towel, and then rolled forward enough to get her left arm out from where it was pinned underneath her. Her shoulder sent a painful message to her brain that a muscle was pulled, but that the bones seemed intact.
More comfortable now, she looked at the sky and tried to figure out what just happened. Smoke. The tower! The tower exploded. The force had knocked them into the tent. Where's Claire!
Claire moaned. The moan sounded less than a meter away.
Libby sat up and scanned the lumpy geography of ropes and canvas. Claire moaned again. Her boot appeared through a tear in the canvas near Libby's knee. The fold of fabric over Libby's legs completely covered Claire. Libby drew back the stiff material. Claire sat up, rubbing her neck, moving her head experimentally.
'Are you all right?’ asked Libby.
'I hurt my neck.' Claire rotated both shoulders. 'It's clicking when I move, but I think it's OK. Just landed at a bad angle. Are you OK?'
Libby thought about it. 'I think so. I think the tent helped, actually. But the comm-tower just blew up.'
Claire twisted to stare at the burning wreckage.
'You just saved my life,' Claire said gravely. 'I'd have been in that if you hadn't stopped me.'
Libby swatted the ropes and strips of canvas away from Claire's legs, noting the disoriented look on Claire's face. I think she hit her head. She looks stunned. Hell, I'm sure that I'm still stunned.
Watching the smoke, Libby had a strange thought. Maybe Joel will see the smoke and head this way. Maybe it will help him to reach the Plaza. Did he have a compass? She didn't think he carried one on his person routinely like she did. At least the smoke would give him something to head toward, assuming he could see it through the canopy. One part of her mind kept expecting to bump into Joel. She clung to the hope that he'd reach the Plaza. Surely he would have tried.
But trying doesn't mean he made it. He drew that first creature away from me. He probably gave his life so that I could reach the Plaza. But it's just as dangerous here as it is out there.
'It must have been Rourke,' Claire said, still staring at the twisted metal wreckage of the comm-tower. 'Do you think they knew what we were planning? Is that why he blew it up?'
Libby started climbing out of the canvas. 'It depends on why he's doing any of this. What's it all about? What does he want?'
Claire shrugged. 'Something to do with Ethan, but I don't know exactly what. It's obvious he doesn't want anyone calling for help. There might be another way to call for help though.'
Libby guessed what Claire meant. Universities insisted on backup lines of communication in remote locations. As the site’s safety officer, Claire would know all the fine details. Libby asked, 'You mean another sat-radio?'
Claire nodded. 'Yeah, I saw it this morning. I mean, I knew they had one, but I didn't know where they kept it. I guess they didn't think it would matter if I saw it today. They planned to kill me, after all.'
'Who?' asked Libby, not liking Claire's tone of voice. 'Who's got one?'
'Rourke. Rourke has the only other sat-radio in the Plaza.'
* * *
Merc had recognized Dale from the newspaper photos immediately.
In the pictures, Dale always seemed to be in some pub, his hair waxed into crazy shapes. A fresh-faced, blue-eyed pretty-boy. He'd looked more like a slick pop star than the 'Bad Lad' the British press had nicknamed him. The French had dropped the story pretty quickly, but the British tabloids made it easy for Merc to follow developments, what little there were.
Dale Brish, the Houdini thief.
That was about the only thing Merc found appealing about Dale.
His story.
Spader had gotten Merc interested. Sitting on the train to Liverpool, the only two in an overnight carriage, Spader showed Merc a magazine with an article about Dale.
‘Look familiar?’ asked Spader.
Merc studied the photos. ‘Yeah. That’s the pub on Raspail Boulevard. We were just there a month ago. What happened?’
‘Read for yourself.’ Spader dropped the magazine in Merc’s lap. Merc hadn't noticed the magazine in the carriage when they boarded, so Spader must have brought it with him. It was a French magazine. That was the first strange thing that caught Merc's attention. Why would Spader have brought a magazine back from their last operation?
Pointing to Dale's picture, Spader said, 'If he ever turns up alive, this guy will be fun to watch. He's got loads of potential.'
Merc had first scanned the article and then reread it carefully. He and Spader shared a strange history when it came to reading material. It had all started in Marion. It always had a purpose, and in the past had the habit of changing Merc's life completely.
It turned out that Dale had orchestrated an incredibly complex heist that had gone very wrong. One newspaper headline read: 'Gone sour at the eleventh hour!'
Dale Brish was the only person who escaped both death and the law that day. No one had established how he survived. He disappeared into thin air. A genuine Houdini, locked in a sealed room filling with water. However he had done it, however he had survived the impossible, those skills had bought Dale's way into Spader's team. That's what Merc guessed, anyway, three weeks later when Spader presented Dale to the team.
Until today, Dale's secret was the only interesting thing about him.
He called me ‘Mercy’. A coincidence?
Unlikely. 'Mercy' was a name from Mercerelli's past that Spader had helped him leave behind. No one had called him Mercy in more than five years. No one that was still alive, anyway. No one except Spader.
'OK, these are all ready,' said Dale, sealing up the last of the silver bags into which they had carefully packed the artifacts. 'I'm going to foam them up.'
Merc spoke over the bags. 'Be careful. That foam burns if it touches your skin before it hardens. And don't go over 20 psi. They're going to expand in the—'
Merc's comment was cut short by a huge explosion from the north-east.
'Fontana just took out the comm-tower,' realized Merc, checking his watch. 'Right on time. That's a first for him.'
Dale shook up the can of foaming agent, inserted the nozzle into the first silver bag and squeezed the trigger. The bag expanded like a long silver party balloon. The artifacts in the bag were now encased in a nonreactive, ph-neutral insulating agent. They were safe from heat, cold, moisture and vibrations until Spader released them with a special foam-corrosive. Dale shuffled along the floor filling all the bags, eighteen in total, quickly and with a sure hand. Merc watched the pressure gauges as the foam hardened. He had made a very costly mistake two years ago in highland China when he hadn't taken into account the changes in pressure between altitudes. A week later, Spader had opened the bags at sea level and found half the contents unrecognizable.
Spader had laughed, throwing the powder into the wind, but Merc wouldn't make that mistake again.
Dale capped the foam can. He placed the can in his right cargo pocket. 'OK, we got three minutes before we can move these.'
'Five minutes,' corrected Merc, checking his watch again. 'You touch them a second before that and I'll break your arm.'
Merc knew Dale couldn't last five minutes — hell, five seconds — without speaking. Hopefully he would get the hint and keep his mouth shut for a–
'What's your first name?' Dale asked, interrupting Merc's thoughts.
Merc raised an eyebrow. 'Why?’
'You know my name. You seem to know more about me than I know about you. Like you said, our lives are in each other's hands now.'
Merc shrugged like it didn't really matter anyway. 'Giorgio.'
Dale raised an eyebrow. 'Giorgio Mercerelli? Sounds like the name of a posh shoe designer.'
Merc checked his watch. Could the time pass any slower? He said, 'A shoe designer, huh? Well, you're going to get a steel cap boot up the ass if you don't watch those valves. How'd you like that for some shoe designing?'
'Jesus, touchy,' complained Dale. 'You should be happy you have a suave-sounding name. I bet the ladies love it. Better than Dale Brish. Sounds like a type of paint brush. I might use your name next time I go out.'
Merc sniggered. 'I wouldn't. It's probably more trouble than it's worth. Besides, it doesn't suit you. Stick with Brish. I see Randy took your stitches out.'
Dale felt his forehead above his left eyebrow. 'Yeah — thanks for that. I really didn't think I had enough facial scarring.'
Merc's laugh was genuine, if quiet. 'You fell badly. Not my fault. Makes you look less like a pretty-boy.'
Dale tested the rough edges of the two-inch wound that arched perfectly above his left eye like a spare pink eyebrow. 'Next time you can show me the right way to be beaten unconscious and fall into a table.'
'Why do you pick fights you can't win anyway?'
'Clear the air.' Dale shrugged and didn't elaborate. He checked his watch and started making annoying little smacking sounds with his lips and teeth.
If possible, the irritating noise was worse than Dale's voice. 'For Christ’s sake,' hissed Merc, 'stop making that noise. Do something else. Tell me about Paris then.'
Dale held his hands up in mock-surprise. 'Oh, so now you want the truth? I thought you knew it all already….'
'Cut me some slack. I'm making an effort here.'
After another thirty seconds of silence, when Merc just about gave up on hearing Dale's story, Dale suddenly said, 'You know how in Paris it's common for people to maintain their own security vaults underground, right? No? Well, it is. Nobody trusts anybody over there.'
'I've heard something like that,' confirmed Merc. Spader had talked about it. 'Older the culture, the more elaborate and independent the security system.'
Dale seemed to agree. 'Well, I learned about some merchandise held in an underground vault off Boulevard Raspail. You know that area?'
‘Near the cemetery.' Merc nodded. One of Spader’s favorite pubs was on that street. Merc had downloaded street maps off the internet and sat for hours looking at the place Dale had committed the Paris operation, wondering how Dale had escaped. Part of his dislike for the young man certainly had to do with the fact that he couldn't figure it out. This had Merc feeling mentally inferior before he'd even met Dale. He hadn't been able to establish in weeks of study what Dale had figured out in frantic seconds.
'Well,' continued Dale. 'It's a difficult place to escape if things go south. We wanted to delay discovery for a few hours.'
'Was that your idea?' asked Merc. He knew it was.
Dale shrugged. 'More or less. We leased the building next door. I got a permit to renovate. Then I contracted a builder to excavate a new wine cellar. We paid him to get things rolling.’
Merc nodded, seeing the logic. 'Clever. The builder was the only face people remembered. The guy sounded genuine because he thought everything was on the level.'
Dale grinned. 'The best liar is the person who thinks they're telling the truth. He arranged everything. We only communicated by phone. Once the hole was dug, I told him our financial investors had withdrawn. The guy actually felt sorry for us. He was the nicest guy.’
'But you didn't suspend work?' prompted Merc, getting Dale back on track.
'Clearly not,' agreed Dale. 'We still had all the equipment, and as far as anyone else knew, the building project was going ahead. We dug a horizontal tunnel from the bottom of our new cellar to the vault’s outer shell.’
'How’d you find the vault?' asked Merc. ‘That’s a lot of work if your tunnel misses the target.’
Dale nodded. ‘We drilled a one-inch pilot hole until we hit the vault’s cement shell. After that, the digging was easy. Too easy, actually. That should have been our first sign something was wrong. We just considered it good fortune that we hadn't hit bedrock.'
'OK. You found the vault. Three cheers for Dale Brish. Then what?'
'We turned the cellar into a giant swimming pool. We filled the entire hole and the tunnel with mains water. Then I used scuba gear to swim down our flooded tunnel, lay a time-delayed charge on the vault’s shell, then swim out again. We set off the charge and — Boom! — gravity did her thing. Water flooded the vault and poured up through the owner’s house.'
Mercerelli had heard this before, but hearing it from Dale made it fresh. 'So it appeared the vault flooded because of your construction work. Ruptured water pipes or something.'
'That was the idea. One thing was sure; they weren't going to realize anything was missing in a hurry. The only obvious crime was shoddy building practices.'
'So when did things go wrong?' prompted Merc. 'All sounds pretty good up until then. You'd gotten through the worst part. When did it all go south?'
Dale was quiet for a moment as his thoughts turned inwards. ‘When we dived down that tunnel…there were five of us. The newspapers reported all kinds of numbers, but there were only five. Debris was flying absolutely everywhere. It looked like an underwater sandstorm of dirt and clay and wood and cement flakes and frigging everything. You can’t imagine what it looked like down there.’
'From the vault?' guessed Merc.
'No, from the tunnel,' corrected Dale. 'Ripped from the walls by water pressure. We lined the tunnel with silt fabric and steel mesh, but it wasn't enough. The explosion shredded the tunnel walls. Imagine swimming in coffee. I only knew ‘up’ by tracking my bubbles. When we finally reached the vault, the hole was half the size we expected. Just big enough to crawl through without scuba gear. We had to remove our scuba gear underwater, crawl backward into the vault feet first, then pull our gear through afterwards. Imagine doing that in zero visibility. Inside the vault the water was clearer, but the current coming through the hole was whipping everything around like a bloody washing machine.'
'Sounds delightful,' said Merc.
'Then it got really bad,' continued Dale. 'The current began pushing the tunnel debris into the vault. Lumps of clay started blocking the hole. I mean lumps the size of car batteries. We had to keep dragging the clay and muck through the hole and into the vault to keep our escape route clear. But that made the vault dirtier and dirtier for the two guys working the crowbars. Turns out we should have brought boltcutters, not crowbars. By the time we realized our mistake, the vault had turned into a nightmare.’
We kept dragging all this muck into the vault, making it dirtier and dirtier. It was so messy and confused, at one stage I thought I counted six of us.'
'Six?'
‘Six divers. There were supposed to be only five of us. Not six. Visibility was shocking, but for a second I could have sworn….anyway, right about then something ripped off my mask. Maybe the current. Maybe an accidental kick. Either way, the mask washed up and onto the street. Apparently a policeman picked it up.'
'Unlucky.'
Dale smirked. 'All hell must have broken loose up top. The police had responded to the vault's security alarm. To be honest, it didn’t really matter. We were already being punished. The last thing I saw was our escape hole clogged shut. After losing the mask, I couldn’t see a thing, but I guess the others managed to clear it.’
Merc nodded. ‘And they all squeezed back into the tunnel and abandoned you inside?’
Dale shrugged. ‘Who knows what they were thinking. All I know is they never escaped that tunnel.’
'I never understood that,' said Merc. 'They escaped the vault. Why didn’t they just swim in a straight line back to your cellar?'
'A straight line didn't exist down there anymore,' said Dale soberly. 'When the police drained the tunnel they found our steel reinforcing mesh had collapsed into the tunnel. Anders, Wickerman, Daniels and Reilly found themselves trapped. If I hadn't lost my mask, I would have been in there with them. Losing my mask meant I couldn't find the hole, so I never made it back into the tunnel.'
'Reilly?' tested Merc. 'The unidentified fourth dead diver. His name was Reilly? The police never gave his name. Who was he?'
'School friend,' admitted Dale. 'He came to me because he needed money for medicine or something for his sister. The police didn't know who he was because he didn't have a criminal record. He should never have been down there with us.’
For Merc, this was all new. He hadn't read anything about Reilly or the missing mask or that Dale hadn't reached the tunnel. 'So then how did you get out?'
Dale raised an eyebrow enigmatically. 'Well now, that's the stuff of myth and folklore, isn't it? How does one escape the inescapable? How did young Dale Brish escape the flooded vault surrounded by every cop in Paris?'
Merc waited, but Dale didn’t elaborate. Merc tried something else. 'What was the score then?'
'Huh?'
'What were you trying to steal? They never said in the papers.'
'Three first edition pound sterling coins. Very rare.'
'That's all?'
'Yep. Anything else was a bonus, but it was the coins I needed to complete a valuable collection.’
'Did you get them?'
Dale sat back with his hands on his thighs. 'No. But I know who has them. You've seen one of them. It's the coin Spader always carries around.'
Merc was quiet for a while. He knew the coin. It had been Spader's lucky charm for the last three months. Spader flipped it over his knuckles like it wasn't especially valuable, yet it had led to the deaths of Dale's four friends.
Merc asked, 'So you met Spader after you escaped?'
‘Spader's face was the very first thing I saw.'
'What happened to the builder?' asked Merc suddenly. 'The one you conned?'
Dale brightened. ‘He was the only person who profited from the operation. He sold his story to the tabloids! Ironic, huh?’
Merc smirked. After a moment of packing up the artifact bags, he said, ‘Come on, we got to move this stuff back to the plane. Remind me one day to tell you how Spader recruited me. Now that’s a story.'

Chapter 8

Ethan hurt like he'd been in a car accident.
After being pushed down the stairs, his hip and shoulder throbbed like a son-of-a-bitch. Rourke was correct, no bones seemed broken, but he sure felt like something should be broken. Hands bound, he couldn't probe the cut above his ear. When Ethan tried to check the wound, Rourke shoved him savagely onwards with his rifle barrel. At least the wound had clotted and stopped dripping blood off his earlobe.
A nearby explosion jolted Ethan from his escape plans.
Pieces of metal debris rained down ahead of them. A large piece, still on fire, resembled a twisted piece of scaffolding.
'What was that?' Ethan demanded. 'What just exploded?'
A smoke cloud appeared to the east. Rourke whistled an appreciative note. 'Kline really knows how to get the job done. I can't fault him in that regard.'
Now Ethan could smell the smoke.
What did Kline just blow up? Ethan wondered, scanning in the direction of the dispersing smoke.
The communications tower.
The comm-tower was missing from the Plaza skyline. Kline had just destroyed any possible way for Ethan to call for help. The smoke from the explosion was blowing right into his and Rourke's path, wafting through the Plaza ruins like a warzone. The only difference was that this place had been ruins before the violence broke out. Ethan gagged and coughed. Hands bound, he could only turn his face into his shoulder and use his shirtsleeve as a filter.
A dangerous thought occurred.
Should I run while we're in the smoke?
Was he in any condition to make a run for it? His head had finally stopped spinning, but would his legs do the job? He wouldn't need to get very far before he could dodge behind some ruins, but nothing prevented Rourke from chasing him. Rourke knew the Plaza every bit as well as Ethan. In fact, as it was turning out, Rourke seemed to know the Plaza better.
If he caught Ethan, assuming he didn't just shoot him, Rourke might do something worse than simply pushing Ethan down some stairs.
As quick as they had entered the smoke cloud, they emerged on the other side and Ethan's chance was lost. Still coughing to clear his lungs, he realized he wouldn't have been able to hide or run in the smoke cloud anyway. He'd have collapsed from smoke inhalation before he'd gotten twenty feet. If the tumble down the steps had taught him anything, it was that Rourke was only mildly interested in keeping him alive.
Ethan's life was expendable.
But there must be some reason he's keeping me alive.
Rourke had ordered Kline to send six men to the Gallery. Why the Gallery? Ethan stood little chance of escape once Rourke had another six men on hand.
If I'm going to do something, I have to do it now. I need information.
Ethan looked for an angle to exploit. At once, something occurred to him. The flashlight.
'At least tell me how you entered the east bunker before me,' he prompted. 'That just seems impossible. If you're going to kill me, you might as well tell me that.'
Rourke sounded surprised. 'I'd have thought a genius like you would have figured that out by now. It's quite simple really.'
'Figured out what? It was impossible when I found the flashlight and it's impossible now.'
'If it's impossible, then how did you find my flashlight?' taunted Rourke. 'I think you need to open your mind more, Ethan. Impossible isn't always as final as it seems.'
'All right, keep your secret then,' said Ethan, turning to a new strategy. 'So what was down there that you needed to see so badly?'
'The same thing that you were looking for.'
'What…the codex?'
'The one and same,' admitted Rourke.
Now Ethan was really confused. 'What do you need my help with? What's in the Gallery I could possibly help you with?'
'I need something translated.'
'Translated? There's no codex in the Gallery. I think the artwork in there speaks for itself, Rourke.'
'Not the artwork,' corrected Rourke. 'Although, between you and me, I think you have never paid enough attention to the carvings. I need you to translate something else.'
Ethan's mind locked onto a desperate idea. 'I'll need Joanne's Sy-hack program. I’m useless without that.'
Rourke laughed out loud. 'You expect me to believe that? You really think I'm as dumb as the rest of your dirt-jockeys? You've been humoring Joanne from day one on this site. You've been able to translate the codex almost as quickly as her precious program, but you've been hiding it from everybody. You recognized most of the pictograms before her program even isolated them from its database. I watched your face during the trial runs, and you knew when the program was getting it right and wrong.'
Ethan felt guilty shock. Was he that transparent? He hadn't exactly been humoring Joanne, but he had been letting her think the program was more indispensable than it really was. All researchers needed motivation, and Ethan had played dumb on more than one occasion to let her think her project had unlocked the answers. Answers that he already knew.
But how can Rourke know that? The man must be a master of reading body language or…
Ethan spun to face Rourke. 'You've been learning to interpret the pictograms, haven't you? That's the only way you could know what was happening in my mind. That's why you were using the flashlight in the east bunker. You were reading the submerged sections of the codex.'
Rourke's tone was smug. 'A simple security guard like me? Whatever can you be suggesting, Ethan? How could I possibly learn all that on my own? I didn't spend seven years at University scratching my ass and writing useless papers.'
'OK. I get it,' said Ethan. 'You can read the pictograms. So why do you need me?'
'You can do it better,' conceded Rourke. 'I can get a broad feeling for the themes, but only you can provide the fine details. Like they say, the devil’s in the details.'
Ethan said honestly, 'I might be able to partially translate something, but trust me, the Sy-hack program is really going to help. We depend on it more than you think. If this is something new, and it must be if I don't know about it, then there's a good chance it will incorporate pictograms I'm unfamiliar with. I need that program.'
Rourke didn’t answer, so Ethan pressed on by saying, 'Look, I want this nightmare to be over as quickly as possible. To do that, I'm going to need the program. The only copy still on site is the one we left where Joanne died. It's on our way.'
Rourke waved his rifle toward the east bunker. 'OK. Lead on.'
As they approached the bunker entrance, Ethan sensed that Rourke, suspicious, was being extra cautious. When they reached the bunker, Ethan knew it was time to test his gamble. He pointed with his sneaker at the padlock. 'Only Claire has the key to that.'
Rourke shoved Ethan aside. 'I have the master key, boy genius. This had better not have been a stupid plan to see Claire.'
Ethan waited until Rourke swung open the big corrugated iron door before starting down the stairs. He remembered walking with Nina up similar stairs earlier that morning. Now she was dead by this man's hand.
'Not too fast,' warned Rourke, following a step behind Ethan.
One-third of the way down, Ethan stopped on the stairs, jerking himself rigid. 'There's somebody down there.'
'What?'
Ethan looked straight down the stairwell and hissed. 'I saw movement. There's somebody down there. Who were your guards shooting at?'
Rourke maneuvered around Ethan in the tight stairwell, reaching for his flashlight.
Ethan struck the moment Rourke's hand left his rifle. Lunging sideways, Ethan cracked the side of his head into Rourke's temple. Ethan had timed it well. Rourke's head collided with the wall.
Rourke stumbled, but the man obviously wasn't knocked out. He squawked a surprised grunt, lost his footing slightly, but didn't go down. Twisting, Ethan shoved Rourke as hard as he could in the dark. It was ludicrously awkward with his hands bound, but Ethan managed to use his head to give an extra push.
It worked. Rourke tumbled down the stairs, grunting like a wounded animal for the first ten meters, then silently as whatever punishment the steps inflicted took full effect.
Ethan stood on the stairs, heart pounding, listening until the sounds of Rourke’s rolling body stopped.
Hurts, doesn't it.
There was no telling if Rourke was stunned or dead, so Ethan turned and ran up the stairs. If Rourke was conscious enough to fire his rifle up the stairwell, Ethan would be shot for sure.
No bullets followed him. Ethan reached the top of the stairwell and sunlight again.
Right, first things first. Get these restraints off. After that, I need to find Claire. And I'll need some kind of a weapon.
The idea of going back and claiming Rourke's gun flashed in Ethan's mind, but equally present was the thought that Rourke might not be dead. The workshop would have plenty of tools that should let him cut through his bonds. Or even the tent he slept in. He had one of those Swiss army gadgets in the toiletry bag Grace gave him last Father’s Day.
Just move, Ethan. Standing here is plain stupid.
He reached the middle tier steps and then the denser, safer-seeming ring of ruins on the top tier. The workshop was close, but it was all locked up. He didn’t have the key. It had to be his tent then. He’d have to circle around the top tier to reach his tent. Moving quickly north, he ducked out of sight when he heard footsteps. He scrambled into the first semi-intact structure he could find. Fortunately, its roof was also intact, so there was a dark area he could crouch in.
Ethan held his breath as Kline led five men past. Kline walked by so closely that his shadow crossed Ethan's knees. Kline was carrying a long weapon he hadn’t been carrying earlier.
That must be what he used to destroy the comm-tower.
Rourke hadn't updated Kline about Ethan's detour to the bunker, so there stood a good chance Rourke wouldn't be found anytime soon.
This is my chance to find Claire.
Ethan froze. He wasn’t alone.
Still crouched, he whirled on his heel and found two faces less than a meter away sharing his darkened hideout.
Even obscured by shadow, Ethan knew he didn't recognize the men. They both wore official uniforms. Blue long sleeve collared shirts and dark green cargo pants. One man — the one crouching on the left — was larger than the other. They both nursed short rifles.
The smaller man pressed his index finger to his lips. 'Shhhhh.'
Ethan nodded, listening until the sound of Kline's party moved from earshot. As soon as he judged it safe, he found himself speaking so quickly he was stuttering.
'Thank Christ I found you. Cut my hands free, quickly. They've got my safety officer and I'm pretty sure they plan to kill her. What are you waiting for?'
Ethan suddenly had a dreadful thought. 'Do you speak English?'
'Neither of the men moved, but Ethan knew from their faces that they understood him perfectly. He felt vulnerable. He scanned their uniforms. 'Listen. I'm Ethan March. You're police, right? You've came to investigate the death of Joanne Preece. Now cut me out of this bloody thing so we can find her!'
The men finally spoke, but to each other, ignoring Ethan.
The larger man spoke first. Even crouched in the darkness, his manner had an overbearing, aggressive quality. 'Was Kline just carrying a rocket propelled grenade? Have I missed something here? What are the security guards doing with RPGs?'
The smaller man wiped sweat from his forehead. His voice was calmer, more reasonable. 'Blowing stuff up by the sound of it. This doesn't make any sense. This is all wrong. I am really starting to hate this operation.'
Operation? Ethan's eyes flicked between them.
'You know who this is?' asked the big one.
'Ethan March,' the smaller man replied flatly.
'That's right,' said Ethan, somehow relieved they recognized him. 'Now help me.'
'Who tied your hands?’ the smaller man asked, finally addressing Ethan directly.
'Them,' Ethan pointed with his head at where Kline had passed. 'They've taken over the site. Are you listening to me? They've already killed someone! They've also taken my safety officer, Claire Purcell. I think they're going to kill her too!'
The big man spoke this time. 'What happened to your head?'
'Ambrose Rourke pushed me down some steps!'
Ethan's confusion increased as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Why weren't they helping him already? The man crouching on the right was wiry like a long distance runner. In the low light, his drawn features were unreadable.
The second man's muscular physique dwarfed his companion. He stared at Ethan with hard grey eyes. His black hair was short and stood straight up. He looked more like a policeman, neat and strong and efficient, but he didn't sound like one. He sounded…volatile.
Although the smaller man was asking most of the questions, the bigger guy was taking it all in. He seemed to be waiting for something. He asked, 'You're supposed to be gone, right? Your site team was supposed to pull out first thing this morning?'
'That's right.'
'How many of you are still on site?'
'I've just frigging told you. Why won't you—'
Ethan learned what the big man was waiting for. He was waiting for Ethan to misbehave. His bulk hit Ethan like a bus.
The next Ethan knew he was flat on his back, his hands painfully crushed behind him. The man straddled Ethan's chest, a knee either side of Ethan's face.
The smaller man came around, squatted, and looked straight down, upside down from Ethan's perspective.
Ethan hissed through his pain, 'If you're not police, then who are you?'
The big man's answer was terrifying. 'I'm the man with the knife. And he's the man with the questions.'
With that, he drew a nasty looking military-style dagger from his boot. Ethan squirmed, but he was pinned completely immobile. The man lowered the knife so that its tip rested on Ethan's lower eyelid. Gripping Ethan's face with his huge left hand, he thumbed down Ethan's lower eyelid.
Ethan shrieked in horror as with deliberate slowness the man slipped the point of the knife under his eyeball. The knife wasn't cutting, but Ethan could feel its dreadful pressure inside his eye socket.
Ethan clenched his jaw, holding completely still.
'From here,' the smaller man started, 'things can go three ways. First, he could lower the knife about half an inch and sever your optic nerve. It can't be repaired, so that means you'll be blind in that eye. Or he can keep on pushing and penetrate your frontal lobe through your optic canal. You'll hear a crunch, and then, well, I guess you'd call it a frontal lobotomy. You might live, but you probably wouldn't want to. Or, you can answer my questions as quickly and as accurately as you can, and keep all your I'm-so-fucking-important comments to yourself.'
Ethan tried not to blink. The knife point made his eye water.
Knife man said, 'You want what's behind door number three. Trust me. Those first two options are as unpleasant as they sound. For both of us.’
'I'm alone,' croaked Ethan. 'I sent everyone home. On the boat. Two hours ago. My research assistant died. I stayed for the coroner. My safety officer stayed too. Rourke's got her.' Ethan considered mentioning the police were coming, but it might sound like a threat. Also, he was out of breath and couldn't inhale with a giant straddling his chest.
'You're crushing him,' warned the smaller man quietly.
The weight on Ethan's chest repositioned. The knife was removed from his eye, but it didn't go back into the boot, Ethan noted.
'How many security guards you got working here?'
Ethan sucked in air and rapidly blinked his eye, relieved there seemed no permanent damage to his sight. 'Six on a roster. But they rotate. They all work for Ambrose. There's more here now than there should be. I don't know where they all came from.'
'Fuck,' swore the big man. 'What have we walked into here? And what are we going to do with this one? We could truss him up and leave him. Job's already half done.'
Both men studied Ethan.
The smaller man shook his head. 'The way things are going we might actually need him. We need to warn Spader that things are going deep south out here. Rourke is up to something nasty.'
Ethan found himself hauled up in one smooth motion. The big guy very nearly lifted Ethan right out of his shoes.
'One thing,' Ethan added. 'I think I may have just killed Ambrose Rourke. I pushed him down the stairs of the east bunker.'
'Payback,' smiled the big man. 'I like that.'
'They're very steep stairs,' agreed Ethan. 'And there's a lot of them. Like seventy steps or so.'
'There's seventy-five steps leading down to the east bunker antechamber,' corrected the small man. 'They have an eight-inch depth and a seven-inch rise. The stairwell is 1.25 meters wide and runs fifteen meters down into the ground. You picked the right set of stairs. The east bunker stairs are inclined six degrees less.'
Ethan was amazed. The numbers were right. Dead right. And the man was correct about the slight variation between the bunkers. Very few people knew that. Even fewer could recite the details with such accuracy. 'Who the hell are you people?'
'Never mind that. Why was Rourke in the east bunker?'
Ethan didn't hesitate. He wasn't a good liar, and he didn't see any reason to start now. 'He wanted me to translate something. I tricked him into going down the east bunker so I could push him down the stairs. He was bragging that he had found something in the Gallery, and I'm guessing that's the same thing you're here for?'
The two gunmen exchanged glances.
They pointed Ethan toward the exit. 'Let's find out.'
* * *
Standing with Gordon, Spader ran his palm over the Gallery's carvings.
He'd seen pictures of the wall carvings dozens of times, but the gruesome artwork still stunned him.
'They're so…lifelike,' commented Gordon, following just behind. 'I've never seen work like this. I mean the detail…it's just incredible. I wouldn't have believed that stone as a medium could capture the facial expressions so well.'
'What do you think of the theme?' asked Spader.
'A bit predictable. They're hardly going to use the artwork to roll out the welcome mat. When you think about it, the ghastlier the threat, the more they're trying to protect. If they had carvings of flowers and hummingbirds, I'd think we were in the wrong place.'
'That was my sense too,' agreed Spader. 'So you think we're in the right place then?'
'This way,' said Gordon, smiling enigmatically, passing Spader and following the navigation ropes and mushroom lights. Spader followed Gordon closely. Gordon was excited, and when he got like this, it was best if Spader kept a close eye on him. Also, it was best not to disturb Gordon when he was working.
Overall, what little of the Gallery was accessible seemed fairly uncomplicated. The Gallery was essentially a grid of intersecting chambers.
The strange barricades were the problem.
The random structures blocked the corridors all over the place. One type was negotiable, the other wasn't. One was a barrier with a triangular aperture, the other a barrier with no aperture. Spader couldn't discern any pattern in their locations.
Using a small aerosol spray can, he tagged every intersection they passed with dye. Randerson had suggested the invisible dye. Each of his team had goggles that revealed Spader's navigation marks when donned. Anyone else walking past wouldn't see the marks. Radio contact proved an unreliable luxury working inside stone structures, so this old system of 'chalking the walls' had gone high-tech. Spader knew of some museums that adopted the invisible dye to tag and protect artifacts in valuable collections. The dye glowed with an eerie green aura when viewed with the goggles. There was no mistaking something tagged in the last twelve months. The dye wore off in time, or could be easily washed off, but otherwise it was a handy ace up his sleeve.
Today, Spader was just marking their path. Gordon was the navigator. Leading the way, choosing their path confidently, all Gordon held was a compass in one hand and a blue pen in the other. Amazingly, he didn't need to backtrack even once. Four sets of roman tally marks were growing on his left inner forearm. There was one group of tallies for each compass direction. Each time Gordon chose a corridor, he marked its direction down on his arm. This was what Spader liked about Gordon. He tended to keep things simple. By looking at the number of tallies in proportion to each other, Gordon could tell where they were in the Gallery with perfect precision in relation to the entrance. It was ingenious. An incredibly simple and effective technique that worked. By knowing the length of the corridors and the number in each direction navigated, Gordon could locate their position within the Gallery to within one square meter.
Gordon's system could lead them to the middle. He could not, however, find their way out again. His system didn't record the order in which they had chosen the corridors.
That's where Spader's invisible dye came in.
Gordon had a simple low-tech way to navigate in, while Spader had a complicated high-tech way to navigate out.
They were a good team. They both had their jobs.
Except this time, the 'way in' was going to be a lot more difficult than usual. Gordon would be doing the lion's share of the job if what they were standing in was really what they suspected it was.
And Spader dearly hoped that it was. This job was worlds away from finding hidden antiquities in German-occupied Europe, Spader's specialty. When invading armies were on the doorstep, where did people hide their treasure?
To find the answer, Spader learned as much as possible about the person who’d done the hiding. His work involved understanding human reactions under stress. But the work was dangerous and competitive.
Then Spader had met Gordon and saw a new opportunity. Antiquities lost before modern written records. Objects people weren't sure even existed. Gordon believed that human motivations hadn't changed through time. Cultures always hid that which was most valuable to them.
It was Spader’s job to find them.
It was an invisible, victimless crime, because most of the time, no one even suspected there was anything worth stealing. When he did steal known artifacts, such as those Merc and Dale were right now securing, it was to hide his true goal.
The Gallery was looking like their biggest haul yet. Spader could smell it.
Gordon stopped abruptly in the corridor.
Spader heard the explosion too, even from this far into the Gallery. 'Sounds like Fontana just took out the comm-tower. Nothing to worry about.'
Gordon turned. 'That explosion sounded too big.'
'It's just the way sound travels in here,' explained Spader. 'Fontana will get the job done.'
Gordon grunted over his shoulder and kept walking. 'At least he's good at something.'
Gordon stopped again. He stared at his arm. He turned, put the pen and compass in his pocket, and then placed both hands on the corridor wall. 'This is as close to the middle as we're going to get. Time to set up shop.'
'This is the sweet-spot, right here?' asked Spader. They were in an east-west corridor between intersections. It looked like all the others.
'Good as,' replied Gordon.
Spader swung the heavy bag off his shoulder. 'Okay, you need help?'
'Just be careful with that bag,' warned Gordon. 'I've calibrated all those instruments. We don't have time to check them. Fire up the laptop for me. And get the fluoro lanterns humming. I'm going to need more light than this.'
Spader started with the laptop computer. Gordon was talking to himself, reciting a mental list of the items he pulled from the bag. He placed them in precise order behind him on the stone floor. 'OK, now give me some room to work.'
Spader took a fluoro lantern to inspect the carvings. The extra light revealed even greater levels of detail.
What used to happen in this place? The closest examples Spader had seen elsewhere were of carved sexual acts on Indian temples. These carvings were similar in size, but very clearly modeled on different themes. In fact, there seemed only one theme — extreme violence and damage to the human body. Pain as opposed to pleasure. One conception, the other destruction.
Spader felt the carvings competing for his attention, a perceptible force that redirected his eyes back to the violence when he tried to turn away. Until he blinked away the effect, the carvings forcefully shuttled his eyes from one piece of violent relief to the next.
He shook off the feeling. Interpreting the carvings was pointless. That was another man's game. His goal was far more immediate and achievable.
Spader watched Gordon work.
Using a tape measure and red chalk, Gordon marked up a precise pattern of six red crosses on the corridor wall at chest-height. He gripped the chalk with his teeth as he worked the tape. Beside half of the crosses he'd written a letter 'C', beside the others he wrote a letter 'M'.
Moving along the wall, his head resembled a nude coconut bobbing in the surf. His hair looked like those strings of husk left on a roughly peeled coconut.
The top of Gordon’s coconut was bald.
Spader had seen him simultaneously balance three different sets of glasses on that bald head. Right now he wore just one set, his usual bifocals with the black elastic strap to ensure he didn't need to constantly correct their position. Under his glasses, his flat cheeks looked very smooth for a fifty year old. When working, Gordon radiated energy and always moved like he had the body of a fit forty year old.
Working rapidly now, he glued tiny micro-charges over all the red crosses.
Ironically, in his day job, Gordon was a cultural conservator of ancient structures.
His specialty was ancient construction methods. At a glance, Gordon could deduce the principal techniques applied to construct any ancient structure in the world. From memory, he could map the location of every significant ancient stone quarry in Europe, Asia, Africa and South America. In many cases, he could identify a particular stone's quarry of origin by simply using a hand lens to check its dominant minerals. But Gordon's true passion was any structure that fell outside of this understanding. Anything that didn't fit the mold. Anything that stood out like a sore thumb in the evolution of building practices and technological evolution. These were the only places where Gordon seemed truly alive.
Like the Gallery. This place was his holy grail.
In fact, Spader always felt that Gordon was born in the wrong time. A trip to Gordon's house was always a strange affair. He grew all his own food, and refused to eat anything non-organic. He used a hand-cranked washing machine and had no television. He'd never married. In fact, when he wasn't with Spader's team, Spader suspected Gordon had little to do with the outside world.
Spader ran his flashlight over Gordon's marks on the wall. M stood for microphone. C stood for charge. But it was the spaces in between those marks that were vitally important.
And Gordon was the best person in the world to ensure those spaces were precisely oriented.
Among his valuable talents of growing tomatoes and washing clothes by hand, Gordon had also pioneered the technique of using micro-seismology to map cultural sites without causing damage. The technique drew from the science of locating oil reserves using earthquake tremors. By analyzing the way vibrations moved through the stone, Gordon could map hidden cavities and passageways. Like taking an x-ray of a building.
'Gordon, how are we looking?'
'Almost done. There…done. It's ready to go.'
'How good is this going to be?'
Gordon paused with the detonator ready to set off the charges. 'The more intact the structure, the better the vibrations can travel, the better the model. We'll know in a second. You ready?'
'Do it.'
'Don't move while I do this, OK? And turn your face away.'
Spader turned his head so he could still see Gordon, but wasn't facing the charges.
Gordon pressed the detonator, setting off the pattern of small explosions. To Spader, the sound wasn't very loud at all, and somewhat dulled, like a big firecracker going off underwater.
When he looked back, all the explosive caps had dropped to the floor.
Gordon stared at the laptop screen, hand over his mouth like he awaited a doctor’s prognosis. 'Here it is. Don't you want to…oh, sorry, you can move now. I only meant to stay still during the detonation.'
Spader rushed to the laptop and saw the simple two-dimensional pattern zigzagging to life on screen. The image didn't stop growing, and had to resize itself twice to accommodate the information Gordon's model was synthesizing.
Gordon actually stepped back from the computer, amazed at what was taking shape in front of him.
'This is incredible. This grid work of tunnels goes all the way to the center, but I've never gotten results like this. This place is perfectly intact. It looks as new as the day they built it.'
'How is that possible?'
Without taking his eyes from the screen, Gordon said, 'Let me assure you that in the last six hundred years, building practices have gone backward, not forward. We've lost more than we've gained.'
Gordon frowned and leaned forward to rub something off the screen with his thumb. The mark didn't rub off. It was part of the model.
'We've got a problem,' said Gordon, pointing to a hazy patch in one corridor. 'What is that?'
Spader had seen this before. He was surprised Gordon didn't recognize the anomaly. 'That's us. See? We're close enough to the charges to register as a vibration bleed up from the floor.'
'No,' Gordon shook his head, pointing to a different place on the screen. 'That's us, right there, closer to the epicenter of the charges. This is another anomaly behind us. Back the way we came. It's big too. Bigger than you and I combined.'
Spader reflected on their path through the Gallery to this point. 'I didn't see anything on the way here.'
Gordon glanced back toward the last intersection. 'That's because it's following us.'

Chapter 9

Ben McClintock glanced up hopefully at the computer technician.
The two men were alone in the University's cavernous main lecture hall. Ben waited anxiously in the front row. His department's computer tech, Peter, the only one Ben could convince to attend at short notice, stood at the podium scratching his eyebrow.
Working over Ben's laptop, Peter stepped back and shrugged apologetically. 'There's no video coming through. Everything's working fine. Ethan's just not sending any video from his end.'
Ben asked, 'Are you sure it's not a network problem?'
'I'm sure. Look, I have to go. I'm not even supposed to be touching this stuff outside of our department. The central guys will flip if they see me messing with their equipment.'
'I know,' admitted Ben. 'I appreciate it. Thanks for trying.'
As Peter left, Ben heard the crowd outside. At least two hundred people were waiting for Ethan's last lecture of the season. Ben's job involved coordinating Ethan's lectures from the University end, including all the online subscriptions.
Does he want me to cancel the last lecture or not?
After Joanne's death, Ethan had been completely out of reach. Ethan had never missed a lecture, but then again, he'd never had a close friend killed by a six hundred year old trap before.
News of Joanne’s death hadn't reached the public yet, so more and more people were gathering for Ethan's lecture. In the last six months, Ben had needed to relocate to larger lecture halls twice to accommodate all the extra bums on seats. Enrollments in archaeology and anthropology courses were their highest in a decade.
Ethan was a University celebrity.
A celebrity who no longer answers his phone, apparently. Unable to reach Ethan by phone, Ben had sent an email to his Plaza mailing list, advising all subscribers that he might need to cancel Ethan's lecture. Within minutes, his email inbox was crowded with irritated messages demanding an explanation. Neither the University nor the police had gone public with the news of Joanne's death, so Ben could provide no answers.
This being Ethan's last lecture for the season didn't help things. The last lecture always proved his most popular. If the last two seasons offered any indication, Ethan would reveal a fantastic new mystery. Like the season finale of a popular TV show, Ethan always threaded the final lecture with archaeological cliffhangers.
In the back of his mind, Ben suspected Ethan might come online and present the lecture in dedication to Joanne. It was unlikely, but Ben wanted everything to be ready, just in case.
Ben's mobile phone rang. He snatched the phone from his pocket and checked the caller ID. It wasn't Ethan.
Damn.
The number looked familiar though. It originated from somewhere inside the University.
Ben accepted the call. 'Hello?'
'Hi Ben, this is Abigail Astrenzi. I'm sorry to call you like this, but Ethan told me to call you if I needed help in an emergency.'
'Oh, Abby, right.' It took Ben a moment to remember the postdoctoral student Ethan had running pollen analyses on the Plaza. 'What's the problem?'
'I can't reach Ethan or anybody else at the Plaza,’ she said. ‘I've called there about twenty times. I sent a stack of emails, but they haven't been checked at the other end. They're all just sitting there unopened. That's really strange, right?'
'I haven't been able to get through either,' admitted Ben. 'I'm not at my desk to check my emails. I haven't been able to reach him on the phone for over an hour.'
Abby asked, 'Has Ethan's live feed started where you are? I'm not seeing anything over this side of campus. I was waiting for his online lecture to start but it never came on. I really need to contact him.'
Ben glanced at the blank computer monitor again. 'No. Nothing's come up over here. I'm in the main lecture theatre. I was waiting around in case he was starting late, but it doesn't look like he'll be up to it. You can imagine how he must be feeling.'
'Feeling about what? What are you talking about? Have I missed something?'
Ben slumped forward in the seat. Please don't let me be the one who has to tell her about Joanne. 'So you haven't heard anything?'
'Heard anything about what?' Abigail’s voice was shrill. She hated being left out of the loop on anything to do with the site. 'What the hell's going on?'
'Something happened on site this morning, but I shouldn't be the one telling you. I'm not sure who we're supposed to be telling at this stage.'
Abby’s strained voice declared, 'Well, I know something frigging weird is affecting the ecology at that site, but I can't find anyone to tell!’
Ben dropped his forehead to his hand. Shit, she's banging on about her research. She has no idea. I'll have to be the one to tell her. 'Abby, there's been an accident. Joanne was killed. She died this morning.'
Ben heard something drop and break in the background. 'Are you OK? Abby, are you still there?'
The phone was quiet.
'Abby, are you still there?'
'Yeah, I'm still here. What happened? How did she die?'
Ben was sketchy on the details. 'It was some kind of an old trap, Ethan said. It shot her in the neck. She died of blood loss before they could save her.'
The phone was quiet again. After ten seconds, Ben continued, 'I'm sorry. I heard you two—'
Abby interrupted him. 'So she wasn't attacked by anything? It wasn't an animal?'
Ben pressed the phone closer to his ear, thinking the reception must be bad. 'What? An animal? No. Is that what you heard?'
Ben heard Abby swear under her breath, then she said, 'Not exactly. I just…look, I really need to talk to Ethan, or even Claire. Claire's still on site, right? She'd have to be if someone was hurt.'
'Tell me what's going on with you,' Ben insisted. 'What's happening with the ecology of the site?'
Abby hesitated for a second. 'I think some kind of large predatory animal is attacking people. I think it's been killing people.'
'What kind of an animal?' asked Ben.
'Something new. Maybe a new species. It's big. Real big. I opened up a scat pellet this morning. A huge one. I found some human remains inside. I collected that pellet only a few clicks away from the Plaza.'
‘How are you even sure they're human remains?' Ben asked skeptically, starting to feel a little annoyed.
‘Because it was a piece of jaw with a gold filling, Ben! Look…sorry, I'm just…I need to get that message to them. My pollen analysis has come back and Ethan needs to see it. The entire site is, well, it's not what Ethan thinks it is.'
'OK,' conceded Ben, hearing the seriousness in her voice. 'I'll tell him.'
'I know it sounds crazy,' said Abby.
'Leave it with me,' said Ben. 'I'll take care of it.'
'How?'
'If there's a way of contacting Ethan, I'll find it. I think I know a way.'
'Promise me you will, Ben. Even better, have him call me.'
'I promise. I'll make sure he hears what you said.'
'OK, thanks,' said Abby. 'I'm going to get off this line in case he's trying to call.'
'See you, Abby.' Ben ended the call and stared at his phone. He had absolutely no idea how he could fill his promise.
* * *
In the Gallery, surrounded by Gordon's micro-seismology equipment, Spader darted across to the corridor wall.
'Kill the lights,' he hissed.
Gordon scuttled between the fluoro lanterns, switching them all off.
Spader aimed his rifle into the last intersection they’d passed. What's been following us? My God it's dark in here without the lanterns.
Light appeared. Lights. Two flashlight beams flicked into the chamber where Spader had placed his last invisible navigational marker. Whoever was following them could plainly see Spader's supposedly invisible trail.
I've led them right to us.
Spader flicked the safety off his rifle. The first flashlight-bearer walked boldly into the intersection.
Carrying the flashlight came a man whose swaggering profile Spader recognized instantly. He sighed with relief.
Bloody Fontana. What's he doing in here?
Randerson had the other flashlight. But between them came a man Spader didn't know. Not until they were closer. Once they were all in the same section of corridor, Spader recognized Professor Ethan March.
Spader flicked on his flashlight and stepped in front of Fontana. 'What the hell is he doing here? What are you thinking?'
'Christ!' barked Fontana in surprise, jumping away and raising his rifle. 'Don't jump out of the dark like that, Spader! I nearly fucking shot you. Don't do that shit again!'
'This place is freaking him out,' explained Randerson, flashing his light toward Fontana.
'Have you two gone insane?' insisted Spader.
'Nope,' answered Randerson stonily. 'But you're about to. Put your goggles on.'
'I don't need to see the dye. I'm the one who's been spraying it on.'
'Just put them on,' insisted Fontana flatly. 'You'll see what we mean. We needed to use the goggles to find you.'
Spader lifted his goggles and peered around. He instantly spotted what Randerson meant on the archway behind Fontana.
The entire archway was coded in red dye. The red coding completely surrounded the archway. Spader checked and saw codes marking all the surrounding archways. Confused, he passed the goggles to Gordon.
'Whose code is that?' asked Gordon. ‘It looks fresh.’
Spader raised his eyebrow toward Randerson, their expert on all thing underground.
'It goes all the way back, in every single intersection we've passed,' confirmed Randerson. 'It must be Rourke. It’s navigational, with more than one destination coded for rapid movement. There are also measurements and other mathematical calculations in some of the intersections. Each code looks to identify routes to three different locations. It also details the types of barriers ahead.'
'What's it all for?' asked Spader.
'There's a lot of detail,’ admitted Randerson. 'Those arrows and symbols on the left side of every archway are definitely navigation. I'd imagine they would be for rapid movement in total darkness. That series of symbols on the right, I think one of them looks like an entrance icon, so I would assume that one leads back to the east entrance. Those other symbols on top represent what barriers to expect at the next intersection, just in case he has to skirt around someone or find another route for some reason. Every intersection gives him a snapshot of all the other intersections around him. It's genius, really. This code here, this box with a circle inside, it looks like it navigates to a specific location or destination. These other symbols down the bottom could mean anything — maybe even the locations of booby traps.'
'He's mapped everything,' realized Gordon. 'The entire place. He knows this place back to front.'
Lovely, thought Spader.
'Rourke was trying to unlock the Gallery before us,' suggested Randerson.
'Or he already has,' said Spader. 'Turn the lights up, Gordon.'
'I don't think that's a good idea.' Gordon waved his flashlight toward Ethan.
'Turn them up,' insisted Spader.
As Gordon brightened the fluoro lanterns, Spader watched Ethan's eyes roam around his captors. His eyes stopped on Gordon and narrowed slightly. He hadn't moved or spoken since arriving. He stood listening, taking it all in. He'd been bleeding from the head.
'Did you guys do this to him?' asked Spader.
Gordon started packing up his micro-seismology equipment.
Fontana poked Ethan's shoulder. 'Tell him what you told us.'
Ethan related his ordeal of the last few hours. Fontana interjected comments, talking over Ethan repeatedly. Spader watched Ethan closely. His mouth seemed to be working automatically. His eyes kept returning to Gordon. Gordon was acting strangely too. He was ignoring, or pretending to ignore, Ethan’s story. This was very strange considering the code they had just uncovered. The code proved Gordon had some very real competition in the form of Ambrose Rourke.
'And now my hands are numb,' finished Ethan.
'Cut his hands free,' ordered Spader.
Fontana shook his head. 'He's not as docile as he looks. He took Rourke out. We should keep him tied up.'
Randerson ignored Fontana. He deftly cut Ethan's bonds with a serrated pocketknife.
Spader asked Ethan, 'You think you killed Rourke?'
Ethan rubbed the circulation back into his hands. 'Maybe. Who are you people?'
Randerson rolled his eyes. Fontana bristled, but Spader spoke first.
'That's not an easy question to answer, but I can promise you that we don't want to hurt you.'
'Really,' spat Ethan. 'So why did your pet gorilla here almost pop out my eyeball with his boot knife?'
Ethan glanced at Fontana. 'He shouldn't have done that. He won’t do—'
Spader stopped. Ethan wasn't listening. Again he was staring at Gordon.
'I know you,' Ethan said boldly, cutting off all talk. The comment was clearly directed at Gordon.
With his back to the group, Gordon stopped packing his equipment. He turned and tried to stare Ethan down. 'Keep your mouth shut. You don't know me.'
'Then how did you know he was talking to you,' reasoned Spader, watching Gordon's reaction closely. 'You had your back to us.'
Spader had never seen Gordon try to intimidate anyone. Something very strange was unfolding, and right at the worst possible time. He needed to regain control.
'You two.' Spader pointed to Randerson and Fontana. 'Get out there and secure the plane. You shouldn't have left Merc and Dale out there alone. Go back exactly the way you came in, just in case there are traps.'
'Spader, you're not listening to me,' cut in Fontana sharply. 'The tin-badges wandering around out there have rocket launchers!'
'You've got a rocket launcher too,' replied Spader. 'Are those rent-a-cops too much for you?'
'I don't like this,' said Fontana, not rising to Spader's bait. 'This is going pear-shaped.'
Spader looked to Randerson. He'd matched Randerson with Fontana for exactly this type of situation. 'What do you think?'
Randerson chose his words carefully. 'There's definitely something going down. We're outnumbered, but not outclassed. I think that whatever is in here is worth taking the risk for.'
Spader looked at Gordon, who nodded his agreement. Spader had one rule when it came to making decisions on an operation. You supported an idea or you didn't. He tolerated no fence-sitting. Every member knew that.
'I agree,' said Spader. 'I want to be airborne in thirty minutes. Can you hold it together out there if you hook up with Merc and Dale?'
Fontana seemed happier about that. 'Yes. But don't piss around in here.'
'Then do it.'
Fontana hit Randerson on the shoulder. He glanced between Gordon and Ethan. 'We'll leave you ladies with it then. Enjoy the reunion.'
'Fuck off, Fontana,' spat Gordon. 'Go and do your frigging job. I told you I don't know him.'
Speaking over the group again, Ethan said, 'You're Gordon Merrit. You live at 48 Sandgate Heights. You were born in 1958 and your mother’s name was Agatha. And I'm beginning to see why you haven't been answering my letters.'
'Agatha. Ha!' called Fontana from down the corridor, not yet out of earshot. 'He's got you there, Gordon!'
Spader could see Ethan was telling the truth. One look at Gordon's face was enough.
He said to Gordon. 'You lied to me.'
'I didn't lie. I don't know him.'
'Well, he seems to think otherwise. And I don't think he's lying.'
Gordon started to answer, stopped, and then said, 'I have never lied to you about anything. You should know that by now.'
Spader did. He trusted Gordon, but this didn't make sense. 'Then start talking, and don't stop until I understand how this man knows you better than I do.'

Chapter 10

The beeping sound drew Rourke from his stupor.
Cold stone chilled his back. Wincing, he raised his head to peer around. A powerful headache spiked through his left temple.
Where am I? What happened?
As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Rourke remembered. He was lying at the bottom of the east bunker's stairs. He spotted the shadowy shapes of the two tripods where Joanne had died.
Ethan pushed me down the stairs. It must have knocked me out cold. How long have I been out?
Rourke illuminated his watch. Less than twenty minutes.
Only pure luck spared Rourke a broken neck. That didn't mean he wasn't hurt elsewhere. He raised himself slowly into a sitting position. So far, so good. He stood carefully, testing each limb gingerly for injuries before committing his full weight. Everything seemed intact. He remembered hitting his head on the wall during his fall. That explained the headache.
The beeping caught Rourke's attention again.
The small weather-proof case vibrated in time to the beeps coming from his belt. Snapping open the case, he withdrew the small device. At first glance, it resembled a handheld GPS, but it did a lot more than that. The device alerted Rourke when anyone entered the Gallery. Even Kline didn't know about Rourke's hidden sensors. The trick was to piggyback the sensors onto legitimate hardware, such as lights and power cables. Rourke had hidden the sensors — infrared microchip scanners — inside the first two mushroom lights. The scanners identified the type of electronic equipment carried into the Gallery. Cell phones, tablets, cameras — the unique electromagnetic signatures were all scanned and sent immediately to Rourke.
He always knew what was inside his Gallery.
But not this time. Rourke frowned over the tiny screen. The data looked unfamiliar. The electronic signatures were brand new. Someone carrying new equipment had entered the Gallery in the last twenty minutes. Lots of equipment, in fact. Some of the items Rourke's scanner couldn't even identify.
Only one explanation presented itself.
The incursion force Kline was supposed to stop had entered the Gallery. Rourke knew what they were after. But how did they know? Had Rourke been sloppy? Had Kline betrayed him? He didn't think so, but no one else knew why Rourke spent so much time in the Gallery.
Rourke found his rifle lying halfway up the stairs.
Reaching the top, stepping cautiously into the light, he thought about his work in the Gallery. I'll need at least half a dozen men to finish the job.
No one knew the Gallery like Rourke. It felt like his second home. The incursion force might have gotten in, but they would never leave alive. Rourke would make the Gallery their tomb.
* * *
Randerson led Fontana back toward the Gallery’s exit.
When it came to underground navigation, he trusted his instincts implicitly.
He'd done so all his life. In the last five years, he'd spent more nights wrapped in his sleeping bag in cold cement tunnels than in his own bed. In fact, it was underground on one such expedition he'd first met Spader. He'd thought the meeting accidental. He’d never forget that day.
Checking over his shoulder, Randerson wished he was with Spader now. Instead of Fontana. For such a big man, Fontana moved with unsettling silence. Once again, Randerson realized he knew nothing about Fontana. All he’d heard was that Spader accidentally recruited Fontana. How that arrangement unfolded was a topic Randerson and Dale speculated on at length. Gordon knew all the details, but he’d only spoken of it once. Once when he was angry with Spader, Gordon blurted out about Fontana’s past. When Dale asked the man himself, Fontana simply replied, 'Who says that it was him who recruited me?'
Dale and Randerson had bonded instantly by comparing their own recruitment stories. Randerson wondered if his and Fontana's shared any common ground.
I need to know what kind of person I'm working with.
'So, is it true then?' asked Randerson.
'Is what true, Randy? The sky is blue and I love you? Not likely.'
'Is it true you were a bounty hunter before this?'
Fontana shone his flashlight in Randerson's face. 'Who's been telling you stories, Randy? Gordon? Gordon needs to get his facts straight before he starts Chinese whispers.'
Randerson insisted. 'Yes or no?'
'Let's just say I've spent time in human resource management.'
'Who were you after? Who were you hunting before this?'
'You wouldn't believe me.'
'Try me.'
Fontana shrugged. 'It's not really a secret. I was hunting Spader.'
Now Randerson shone his flashlight back in Fontana's face to see if the man was joking. 'You were hunting Spader? Our Spader?'
'Yep. The big man himself.'
'Well, lucky you didn't catch him.’
'Hey, I caught him all right. How do you think I ended up here?'
'I thought you were supposed to kill the people you catch.'
'No, they wanted him alive. Hey, that's the wrong way.' Fontana paused in the intersection behind Randerson. 'Spader's arrow points this way. Where are you going?'
Randerson waved for Fontana to follow. 'This way's quicker. Rourke's code points this way to the exit.'
'How do you know?'
'I'm starting to get the hang of his codes.'
Fontana stood his ground. 'Spader said to follow the same path back. There could be traps.'
Randerson couldn't resist the urge to explore. It defined him, and trying to fight it was impossible. So long as he wasn't hurting anyone, or putting their operation in jeopardy, Randerson felt OK bending the rules. After all, it was the reason Spader recruited him in the first place.
'Suit yourself,' shrugged Randerson. 'I'll meet you at the exit.'
'Wait. Wait a second. You sure your way is quicker?' Fontana peered down Randerson's corridor.
'Yeah, pretty sure. We can always backtrack if it's not.'
Fontana rolled his eyes and conceded the route. 'OK then, Randy, let's take your little detour. You'd probably get lost without me.'
They didn't need to backtrack. Randerson had cracked Rourke's navigation codes. Six more intersections led them straight into a bright rectangle of exit sunshine. When they reached the light, Randerson felt a small glow of satisfaction that the exit was where he’d expected.
'That was quicker than Gordon's route,' admitted Fontana, squinting against the light. 'We should have marked it with code for the others.'
Randerson peered through the exit, letting his eyes adjust slowly. 'I used both sets of codes to find a quicker way out. If we tell Spader, he'll know we didn't follow his instructions. Let's keep it our little secret.'
Both men scanned the sun-washed ruins visible up on the top tier.
'Looks clear,' decided Randerson. 'You ready?'
By answer, Fontana sprung from cover and dashed toward the bottom tier stairs. He disappeared into the deep shadow beside the stairs. When Randerson reached him, Fontana was squatting low against the tier wall, arguing on his radio with Merc. Randerson heard the exchange on his wireless headset.
'Where were you guys?' Merc demanded. 'I've radioed you a dozen times!'
'In the Gallery,' replied Fontana. 'We had to find Spader. Now we're on the bottom tier beside the east steps.'
Dale's voice came over the line. 'Has Gordon found it yet?'
'Not yet,' radioed Randerson, pleased to hear his friend's voice. 'Looks like we've got competition. Rourke's been searching the Gallery. He's got an entire system of codes in there, like ours, where he's been mapping the corridors.'
'Cheeky monkey,' remarked Merc. 'That explains the heavy artillery. Rent-a-cops are crawling around everywhere out here. We had to stash Spader's booty bags. We’ve bunkered down to keep an eye on the plane. So what now?'
Randerson heard the soft clatter of falling stones. The noise came from the Gallery. He scooted along the side of the stairs until he could see the Gallery’s entrance again. There was nothing to see, but he was sure the noise came from that direction.
Randerson heard the sound again — this time from right above him!
Someone was coming down the stairs!
He didn't have time to warn Fontana. Surely the guards coming down the stairs could hear Fontana talking. Randerson needed to act first. He couldn't see anything from his crouched position, so he bobbed up just enough to bring his weapon on target and…
…the stairs were empty.
Where were they? Already at the Gallery?
He glanced toward the Gallery entrance and froze. What the heck was he seeing? He blinked twice, but it wasn't anything wrong with his eyes.
The Gallery entrance had come to life. The stones twisted and warped. The joints between the stones rippled as though viewed through disturbed water.
No, wait…something is moving in front of the entrance.
Patches of blurred texture moved in and out of focus. Something invisible was crawling all over the entrance. No, they were crawling into the entrance. There were definitely distinct shapes, huge shapes, climbing into the Gallery entrance.
Randerson hissed over his shoulder. 'Fontana! Fontana — quick, check this out!'
Fontana waved him down, still talking on his radio to Merc.
'Stick to the plan,' radioed Fontana. 'Spader wants us to secure his path to the plane and keep the tin-badges in line while they work.'
'How long for?' Randerson heard Dale ask.
'He didn't say exactly. Maybe half an hour. Where are you two?'
Merc replied using their site code. 'Twenty meters north of the dominoes.'
'Shit, you're all the way over there?'
'Don't whine,' countered Merc. 'You start heading this way and we'll stagger a safe retreat path to the plane for Spader.'
Randerson hardly registered the conversation coming over his headset. He blinked and rubbed his eyes. I must be seeing things. The last of whatever was entering the Gallery slid smoothly through the entrance.
'Fontana, hurry!'
'What! What?' hissed Fontana, finally approaching.
Randerson shot his hand out. 'There! Can you see that?'
Fontana squinted beyond Randerson's urgently pointing finger. 'Yep. That's pretty weird.'
As the men watched, the last of the spectacle disappeared into the Gallery.
Randerson felt relieved that Fontana had seen it. 'What was that?'
'I've seen that before,' started Fontana. 'In Iraq. It's heat haze off the stones as they warm up in the sun. Like you get in the desert.'
'No it wasn't,' countered Randerson. 'That was not frigging heat haze! That was not a bloody mirage! Something just went into the Gallery. It was alive! We have to tell Spader.'
Fontana made a halfwit face. 'Tell him what? We just saw some fuzzy air blow into the Gallery?'
Angry, Randerson pointed at the Gallery. 'They were climbing, not blowing. And we should tell him what we saw.'
Fontana screwed up his face, disgusted. 'You're losing it, Randy. The hot stones make the air shimmer. Like a mirage in the desert. Get a grip on yourself. The Gallery is one big radio shadow anyway; you can't tell Gordon and Spader anything.'
Randerson grabbed Fontana's wrist and slapped his palm down on a sunlight step.
Fontana stared at his hand, then easily shook Randerson's grip off his much larger wrist. 'So what. It's still cold, so what?
'If it isn't hot, it can't be heat haze off the stones.'
Fontana was getting angry now. 'So what was it then, Randy? Maybe some hot air came out of the Gallery. Who knows what Rourke was doing in there? Maybe Spader and Gordon caused it. Look, we don't have time for this crap anyway. Merc and Dale are waiting. You remember them?'
Dismissing the event, Fontana leapt onto the stairs.
Frustrated, Randerson had no choice but to follow him up.
He knows it wasn't heat haze, thought Randerson. He's just trying to fool himself. I definitely heard moving stones. Those things came right above us down these steps.
And Randerson knew something else. Had it not been for his quick navigation through the Gallery, he and Fontana would have run smack-bang into them.
* * *
Confused, Rourke retreated into cover.
He'd almost reached the Gallery when his scanner began vibrating.
He'd set the unit to silent mode. The vibrations meant someone just entered the Gallery. He'd been watching the Gallery entrance as he approached, so he was sure no one had entered. That could only mean someone was about to come out.
There. There they are.
Two unfamiliar figures darted from the entrance and into the shadow beside the bottom tier steps. Their uniforms — blue long-sleeved shirts and green cargo trousers — matched Kline's description of the intruders. They hadn't seen him, but if Rourke's security device hadn't activated, he'd have encountered them head-on.
Rourke's sensors had recorded five unique sets of electronic signatures enter the Gallery in the last twenty minutes. Two had come out, so three were still inside.
More troubling was the goggles Rourke had noticed. Both men had familiar sets of goggles pulled down around their necks.
Damn, they can see my coding system! That will lead them right to it!
Perhaps he could wait and take them down when they emerged from the shadows. He didn't really have time to wait when three people were still inside the Gallery following his codes.
He pulled further back into cover and raised his hand radio.
Take a second to calm down.
After a few deep breaths, he keyed his radio. 'Kline, can you hear me?'
Kline's voice burst over the handset. 'Rourke, where are you? I've been trying to reach you.'
Rourke quickly lowered the radio’s volume before he spoke again. He didn't want Kline's voice giving away his location. ‘Ethan got away from me. He pushed me down the east bunker stairs. What's your status now?'
'I've destroyed the comm-tower. The intruders have gone to ground. I'm trying to flush them out.'
Rourke heard rocks clattering from the direction of the two intruders. 'I've found two of them. They just left the Gallery. I expect they'll head back to their plane. You should be able to intercept them. At least three more are still in the Gallery.'
Kline's reply shot straight back. 'Repeat that. Did you say inside the Gallery? Do you think they know?'
'If they don't already, they will soon. They're wearing dye-goggles.'
'Shit,' swore Kline. 'They must know something. Why else would they have those goggles? Can they even move it, just the three of them? I thought you said it was impossible without half a dozen men.'
'I'm not taking any chances. Send six men to meet me at the Gallery entrance. We'll retrieve it now. You take care of things out here, and leave the Gallery to me.'
'OK, the men are on their way.' After a short pause, Kline added, 'Maybe I should come too.'
'If things work out, we should be back out here in about fifteen minutes. I'll need you out here. You just make sure things are secure for the extraction.'
Rourke twisted to check the stairs again. He saw the two intruders dashing up the stairs to the middle tier.
I was right. They're heading back to their plane. Kline should be able to surprise them.
Rourke ducked out of cover and dashed toward the Gallery entrance. For a moment he glimpsed a strange visual distortion around the entrance.
Reaching the Gallery, he peered cautiously inside.
Empty. Weird.
Something wasn't right.
The darkness didn't frighten him. If anything, the darkness and the artwork made him feel connected with the place. He doubted anyone else had achieved the same feeling.
Taking his first steps inside, he sensed something had changed. Something barely perceptible, like a faint smell triggering a subliminal warning.
What on earth was that? Are they using gas in there?
It hadn’t looked like gas. It looked like something moving into the Gallery. It only lasted a moment, but he’d definitely glimpsed the tail end of something.
* * *
Ben McClintock shoved away his keyboard.
He'd checked his emails a dozen times.
Nothing. No telephone calls from anybody at the site. He'd flatly failed to reach Ethan or anybody else at the Plaza. What on earth was happening? Ben understood Ethan missing his online lecture, but totally dropping off the radar was unacceptable.
And what was Abby's strange telephone call all about? Was that what was really worrying him? Yes, he had to admit that it was. Abby struck Ben as sensible, but could something at the Plaza really be attacking and eating people? A panther? Seemed unlikely. Abby would have quickly identified such an obvious predator. Plus, the site had ample security. Ben couldn't imagine any predator outwitting Ambrose Rourke.
An unkind thought occurred. Perhaps it was the kind of discovery Abby wanted to make — after all Joanne had been getting most of Ethan’s attention lately. Still, a promise was a promise. He needed to contact Ethan.
One avenue remained open. He could phone Ethan's wife, Maria.
As though she needs more things to worry about right now.
Ben found her number on his computer. He dialed her home number.
Maria snatched up the phone instantly, 'Ethan? Hello, Ethan?'
Ben raised his free hand to calm her down, as though she could see him. 'Maria. Wait, no, it's Ben. It's Ben McClintock.'
'Oh, Ben. Sorry…I'm waiting on a call from Ethan. I was going to call you. Have you heard from him?'
Ben sighed. 'No. That's why I was calling you. I haven't heard anything at all. Do you have a way to reach him in an emergency?'
'What emergency?’ blurted Maria.
'Well, it's not really an emergency. Abigail Astrenzi called me. She insisted I get a message to Ethan. I've not been able to reach the Plaza since this morning. I thought maybe you knew something.'
Ben could hear Maria tapping her finger on the phone as she thought. She said, 'I had a call from the satellite phone thirty minutes ago. It was a bad line, but I heard Ethan's voice. He was shouting.'
'Shouting what?'
'I don't know. He was cut off. There was lots of static.'
Ben didn't like the sound of that. 'Well, someone just died there. People must be upset right now.'
'It didn't sound like that,' said Maria. 'It was more like a warning or a call for help.'
Ben wasn't sure what to make of that, but he knew he didn't like it. Deep in thought, the seconds got away from him.
Maria prompted him. 'Say something, Ben. Have you heard anything from the police? Anything from the University?'
'Kind of,' started Ben. 'Look, I'm embarrassed to bring this up, but I promised Abby I would. She made it sound really important on the phone.'
'What is it?'
Ben hesitated, not sure how to say it.
'Just tell me, Ben.'
Ben just came out and said it. 'Abby thinks something's been eating people on the site.'
Maria was quiet for a moment, and Ben regretted saying anything. It sounded even more absurd coming from his own mouth. He felt like an idiot for giving her more reason to worry.
After a moment, Maria asked, 'An animal, you mean?'
'I know,' offered Ben. 'It sounds ridiculous. Especially with all the security on site, but Abby sounded convinced on the phone. She made me promise to tell Ethan. I thought you might know a way.'
'What kind of an animal?' asked Maria. 'You mean something that lives in the jungle?'
Ben shook his head, glad that Maria couldn't see him. 'Yeah, I guess so. She doesn't know what it is. Just that it's big. Maybe a new species. She found human remains in some of her samples.'
Maria was quiet while she digested this news. 'Abigail’s a smart woman. There must be something in it. I'm glad you told me. Now we just have to find some way to tell Ethan. I have to go, Ben.'
Ben put down the phone. Let's just hope that Ethan doesn't already know.
* * *
Inside the Gallery, Ethan studied his captors carefully.
The poor fluorescent lighting didn’t help, but now he was sure. One was definitely Gordon Merrit.
Gordon Merrit is on my site, working with a group of gunmen!
Ethan first wrote to Gordon two years ago. When his repeated emails elicited no replies, Ethan posted him a handwritten letter. The emails and letters contained pretty much the same request. An open invitation for Gordon to visit the Plaza in his role as a cultural conservator of ancient structures. A request for collaboration. In the letter, Ethan had offered to pay Gordon's travel expenses.
Gordon had made no reply, and Ethan was starting to see why.
But was Gordon being blackmailed? Was he a captive? Gordon had a gun. A machine gun, no less. Ethan saw it leaning near the technical equipment Gordon was packing up earlier. He wasn't a captive. In fact, if anything, he seemed equally as dangerous as the men around him.
Even the big man, Fontana, had treated Gordon with a rude kind of respect.
Ethan had to face the baffling conclusion that Gordon was here voluntarily. He couldn’t expect any help from Gordon.
Should I make a run for it now?
With Spader and Gordon arguing, it seemed the perfect time. His hands were free. Ethan could dash for the nearest intersection. He could be lost in the dark in seconds.
Walking between his captors earlier, he'd noted their route. But could he backtrack to the exit in pitch darkness? Unlikely. He’d need a flashlight, or one of their lanterns. Two lanterns stood unattended. He could grab one of those and run. Assuming they would even bother chasing him. Ethan just had no idea what their motivations were.
Finding Gordon Merrit on site had given his already nightmarish day an entirely surreal cast.
First Ambrose Rourke and now Gordon Merrit.
Was Ethan just not paying enough attention? Perhaps he should spend less time studying the past and more time studying the present. Perhaps then he could have saved Nina. Part of the responsibility for her death lay with him. Sure, he hadn’t killed her, but a blind man could see that Ambrose Rourke was overly interested in the Gallery. As usual, Ethan's ego was to blame. It had seemed perfectly natural that his Plaza should fascinate everyone. His mistake was in believing that everyone shared his motivations. His mistake cost Nina her life, and maybe Claire’s too.
And Ethan still had no idea what everyone was after. Is that why I haven’t tried to escape yet? He wanted to know. He wanted to know what everyone was doing here, including Gordon Merrit.
Ethan listened to the debate unfolding between his captors. Right now, Gordon was explaining how Ethan knew him.
'He wrote me a couple of letters,' Gordon continued. 'That's how he knows my address.'
Spader raised a dark eyebrow. 'Letters? Let me guess. He wanted the esteemed Gordon Merrit to visit the Plaza and help him unravel its mysteries?'
'That's right,' admitted Gordon.
Spader jerked up one hand, pointing angrily at Ethan. 'And you didn't think this was worth mentioning?'
'I didn't answer his letters,' countered Gordon. 'I've never met him. He wasn't even supposed to be here. I can't help it if your plans go south, Spader.'
'You still should have told me about the letters,' Spader insisted. 'This is going to be trouble.'
'If I had told you about the letters,' Gordon started, 'you would have cancelled the operation. Or cut me out of it. He must have seen a photo of me or something.'
Tired of mute observation, Ethan spoke up. 'It wasn't a photo. It was at a conference.'
Both men stopped arguing and looked at Ethan.
'I sat three seats down from you at a seminar on Mesopotamian stone engravings,’ continued Ethan. ‘At the 2010 Cairo Conference. I tried to find you when the session broke up, but you slipped away. It turned out you weren't even on the conference register.'
‘I'm sorry you found me now,’ said Gordon quietly. ‘You should have just gone home to your family. You would never have known we were even here. You’ve made things complicated.’
Ethan felt bitter resentment at being labeled a 'complication'.
'Complicated?' he yelled. 'You think this is complicated? I'll tell you about complicated! I've lost two people I loved today. People who were like family to me. I've had people I thought were friends turn on me. I've had my site overrun by gunmen. And maybe now I've killed a man. So how the fuck has your day been up to now? Less complicated than mine?'
Spader and Gordon looked at each other, but didn't try to answer.
Ethan walked over to Gordon's equipment and started flipping open lids to examine the contents. Let them try to stop me.
'Don't touch that stuff, warned Spader.
'It's this you’ll want to see,' offered Gordon, moving over to a laptop.
'Gordon…,' warned Spader. 'We don't have time for this. We need to get moving.'
Gordon met Spader's glare. 'Just give me one minute. He might be able to help.'
Spader started rapidly packing up Gordon's equipment. 'Make it quick.'
'I'm not helping you,' declared Ethan. 'I want to know what the hell you're even doing here!'
'That's what I'm trying to show you,' insisted Gordon. 'If you want this site back to normal, then help us find what we're after.'
'There's nothing in the Gallery to take,' insisted Ethan, waving his arms to indicate the empty chambers. 'The season's artifacts are in the conservation hut. We've never found anything in the Gallery.'
Gordon nodded at the laptop and then glanced meaningfully at Spader. Still packing equipment, Spader didn't see Gordon's motion. Gordon was trying to tell Ethan something without Spader noticing.
'It won't hurt you to just take a look,' said Gordon. 'This is your only chance. The clock is ticking.'
Ethan crossed to the laptop and studied the screen. He recognized the diagram instantly. He felt cheated. 'You've done a micro-seismology sounding. I wrote to you about this. This is what I wanted your help with!'
Gordon rotated the laptop toward Ethan. 'Well, now you've got what you wanted. Take a closer look.'
Ethan couldn't help himself. Why waste the opportunity? Gordon is the best person in the world at running these tests.
Ethan examined the complex model, astounded by the details. Practically the entire eastern side of the Gallery was mapped.
It appeared the network of corridors stretched right through the Gallery. The only variation lay in the middle. Ethan bent closer. Gordon's charges seemed to have run out of energy by that stage. The model looked hazy and out of focus. There appeared to be a cavity of some kind though. A room? Possibly. The model certainly showed something.
'What do you think that is?' asked Gordon.
Ethan struggled to tear his eyes away from the image. 'There must be a hundred theories about this place. Where do you want me to start?'
'Forget all that,' said Gordon. 'All your theories are wrong. You're employing the wrong methods. Contextual explanations don't apply here.'
‘Contextual explanations are the basis of all archaeology,' said Ethan flatly. ‘They work.’
'Not today they won't,' countered Gordon. 'Not here. You have nothing to compare this place to. It’s completely out of context. This is the first one you’ve found.'
'First what? If you know the purpose of this place, stop being vague and tell me. You haven't said anything substantial yet. Maybe I was wrong about you, Gordon. Maybe it's good you didn't take up my offer. I think you would have been wasting my time, just like you're wasting it now.'
That hit the mark. Gordon's face twitched angrily.
Ethan saw an opportunity and drove the point home. 'You're supposed to be the expert. If you have a workable theory, then let's hear it.'
'It's not his theory,' cut in Spader, zipping the last bag.
Spader had clearly been following the conversation. 'It's your theory, Ethan. From eight years ago. You got it right almost a decade ago and you've been pissing around in circles ever since.'
Ethan glanced to where Spader squatted beside the two black bags. 'You're talking nonsense. I've only been on this site three years.'
Spader shook his head, and Gordon picked up the argument again. 'Stop labeling it an ancient structure. Try a modern angle. Compare its major observable features to equivalents in the modern world. The simplest answer is normally the correct one.'
Ethan reflected. Eight years ago was about the time he hit on the idea of using satellite images to search for limestone formations. He remembered the papers, his theories…his eyes widened as his mind latched onto one. Gordon couldn't really mean…?
Gordon smiled as Ethan grasped the answer. 'Yep. It was here all along. We're standing in the world's…largest…safe. And I need your help to find the combination.'
* * *
Fontana set a cracking pace through the ruins.
That creepy spectacle back at the Gallery had freaked him out. He couldn't tell Randerson. One of them had to hold it together. Clearly that person wasn't Randy.
The sooner they abandoned this smelly sandpit the better.
Fontana's plan was to cut northeast to the Old Church. On the top tier, the Old Church provided excellent cover and a view of their plane. They'd sit tight. When Spader emerged, Merc and Dale would coordinate to get the payload back to the bird.
Sounds easy.
Fontana spotted his goal ahead. From above, the structure resembled the bombed foundations of a small church. Three internal walls were semi-intact, but the rest resembled a knee-high obstacle course.
Fontana had noted its location on arrival. He didn't share Randerson's innate sense of direction. He needed obvious landmarks to navigate from. Preferably big things he could see from a distance to triangulate his position. For that reason, of the entire team, he’d probably made the biggest effort to learn the Plaza layout.
The truth was that he got lost easily. When he was lost, he felt out of control. It made him look stupid. He hated that feeling, so he always argued for the familiar route.
Hence he suggested the Old Church, arguing Merc down. The Church was a feature that stuck in his head from the start. From the Church, he knew where everything else was.
Without slowing, Fontana wove straight through the low outer obstacles toward a good slice of cover. He didn't want to give Randerson a chance to complain about the location before they were tucked in safely.
Randerson was quick on his feet. Nimble like a rat. Apparently he’d spent a lot of time with them, crawling around in drains or something. He was just two steps behind Fontana when they both stopped with their backs up against the largest intact wall.
'Why are we stopping here?' asked Randerson. 'There's no hard cover from the north or west. We should meet up with Merc and Dale.'
'They won't be at the Dominoes any longer,' countered Fontana. 'They'll be cutting east.'
Randerson keyed his radio to check with Dale and Merc. At that moment, a piercing whistle — an intense chemical hiss — cut through the air above them.
It was a missile. Heading toward the silt lake. Both men spun, tracking the missile's trajectory.
Fontana knew exactly where it was aimed.
The missile struck perfectly. A fireball engulfed their plane.
By some freak of physics, the plane's single propeller launched straight up into the air. It streaked upward, hung in midair for a second, and then plunged down.
Fontana and Randerson watched it hit the water.
'Well, that's hardly polite,' remarked Fontana, looking at the burning wreckage.
'They just destroyed our plane!' barked Randerson.
'You have to admit that was a pretty good shot,' said Fontana, tracing the missile’s trajectory with his finger. 'I mean, from there, right across the site to there. That's a damn good shot. Those babies aren't guided for ground targets. That was pure marksmanship.'
Randerson stared open-mouthed at Fontana. 'They just blew up our fucking plane. Don't you get it? That was our ride out of here. Now what are we going to do!'
'We'll figure out something.' Fontana shrugged. 'We're not ready to leave yet anyway.'
'We have to tell Spader,' blurted Randerson, glancing back the way they’d come.
Merc came over both their radios.
'I got some bad news, Gentlemen.'
'We saw,' cut in Randerson. 'Kline just blew up our frigging plane!'
'That's not the bad news. I can see Kline now. He's got another RPG. He's just climbed the Broken Staircase. Wait, I can't see him now….'
Dale spoke up over the radio. 'OK, I can see him now. He looks like he's…wait…tell me you two aren't anywhere near the Old Church.'
Randerson replied urgently, 'We are IN the Old Church. I repeat, we are inside the Old Church. What's going—'
Dale suddenly yelled over the radio. 'Get down! Get down! You got incoming!
Fontana and Randerson dived for cover. The chemical hiss came again, but much louder this time. Both men covered their ears. The sound intensified until Fontana thought the missile might land in his lap.
Maybe it went over us, he hoped, opening one eye.
The explosion bent reality into a dimension of pure sound and violence. Even with his ears covered, the explosion drilled into his head with diamond-tipped malice. Masonry tumbled off his body armor. Stone chips blanketed both men. The entire structure bucked like a cardboard box kicked by a donkey. One stone wall completely collapsed, throwing up a rolling cloud of masonry dust.
Randerson scrambled to his knees just seconds ahead of Fontana.
Fontana heard Merc frantically calling over the radio. 'Fontana! Randerson! Give me an update on your position!'
'We're still in the Old Fucking Church!' roared Fontana into his radio.
'What's left of it,' radioed Randerson, squinting through the broiling masonry dust. 'We're in deep shit here, Merc.'
'Oh, crap,' swore Merc. 'I can see most of Kline's team taking up position in the Dragon's teeth.'
'Damn it,' spat Randerson. 'They’ve got us pinned in here.'
'Merc, listen to me,' yelled Fontana into his radio. 'We're mincemeat if Kline fires another of those crowd pleasers our way. You need to buy us some breathing room. Just long enough to get out of here.'
'It better be soon,' radioed Dale. 'They just passed Kline another RPG. It looks like he's got a full box of those bad boys.'
'You ready to do some damage?' Merc asked Dale over the radio.
'Watch this,' radioed Dale, and suddenly Fontana heard gunfire from the south-west. A flurry of return fire sounded from the Dragon’s Teeth.
Dale must have been creeping into position the entire time, planning to distract the guards from Fontana and Randerson. A second later they heard Merc's gunfire join the skirmish. It sounded like the two men had separated to launch a surprise rear attack on Kline’s team.
It wasn't soon enough though.
Dale's voice hollered over the radio through the bedlam, 'Incoming! Incoming on the Old Church!'
Fontana and Randerson heard the chemical hiss at the same time. They couldn't see the missile. It was blocked from view by the wall they were sheltering behind. The wall was Kline's target.
'Run!' yelled Randerson, but Fontana was already sprinting from the wall at full tilt. Randerson was right beside him, and they drew even, neck and neck as the missile hit the wall behind them.
The explosion was closer this time. The wall took half the weapon's brunt, but the remaining force sent both men swimming through the air in full flight. A fireball rolled after their heels, filling the ruins in their wake.
The force threw both men clear of the collapsing ruins. Fontana slid to a stop on his stomach while Randerson rolled another ten feet away.
When Randerson stopped rolling, Fontana asked, 'You alive?’
By answer, Randerson pointed past where Fontana was lying.
An off-road motorbike lay toppled just meters away.
Fontana scanned for the bike's rider. The security guards had bikes for riding patrols. A guard must have hidden the bike behind the Old Church while laying their trap for Spader's team earlier.
Fontana scrambled toward the bike. He’d almost reached it when Randerson shouted a warning and pointed.
They were being stalked. Stealthy shapes approached from three different directions. They were the same shapes they’d seen around the Gallery entrance. Now Fontana spotted four of them gliding over the ruins. They were big. Long. Moving with unchecked malice. The closest was just thirty feet away.
Fontana lifted the bike and swung his leg over. Please start.
He kicked over the engine and felt it roar to life. Randerson leapt onto the back, finding the foot pegs and yelling, 'Go, go, go!’
Fontana gunned the throttle and accelerated straight toward the Gallery, for no other reason than that the bike was already pointing that way.
* * *
Dale wove through the ruins, firing over his shoulder, racing to join back up with Merc.
'Merc, I'm just coming around the Taj Mahal,' he radioed. Fontana had labeled this place the Taj Mahal. It looked nothing like it. At the time, Dale suspected Fontana couldn't think of anything better, so he just used the first name that popped into his thick head
I bet he doesn't even know what the real Taj Mahal looks like.
'Keep coming, boy,' Merc replied. 'I'm just west of you. You should see me soon.'
The Taj Mahal was a solid raised platform, about thirty feet across, surrounded by eight sets of steps. Dale wanted to call it the Squashed Spider, which it closely resembled from the air, but Fontana had gotten cranky about changing the name.
Dodging around the second set of steps, Dale suddenly came up short.
The corner where the steps met the main structure was a mess of human gore.
Dale felt something pliable under his boot. He'd stood on somebody's hand. Two glistening bones stuck from the dismembered wrist under his boot.
What has Merc done to this guy?
Scraps of uniform identified the remains of a security guard. Had something been eating him? Pieces of flesh lay scattered all over the place. Entrails stretched from the ruptured torso up the steps. The guard’s head lay raggedly cracked open like a half-peeled coconut. The blood looked just minutes old.
Merc couldn't have done this, could he?
Dale backed from the grisly spectacle and dashed off. He found Merc thirty meters away, crouching behind a pyramid-shaped section of wall.
'What took you so long?' demanded Merc.
Dale couldn't get the dead guard’s image from his head. 'What did you do to that guard back there?'
Merc looked surprised. 'I don't think I'd even hit one yet. Lucky shot, I guess.'
Dale scanned Merc. There wasn't any blood on him. He obviously hadn't been party to what happened back there. So what was it?
Dale jerked his thumb over his shoulder. 'He wasn't shot. Something tore him apart. You have to see this.'
'We have bigger problems,' said Merc. 'I can't raise Fontana or Randerson on the radio. Maybe that last missile took them out.'
Dale insisted, 'No, you gotta see this. This isn't normal. Something just tore him apart a minute ago. It must be close. It's a wild animal or something.'
'Shut up,' hissed Merc.
'Listen. I'm telling you—'
'Shut up,' Merc repeated, holding up one finger, 'Listen.'
Now Dale heard it. A motor bike, revving hard along the top tier. 'That could be them.'
'Quick.' Merc dashed north across the tier. Within seconds they reached where the edge dropped to the middle tier. Both men crouched in cover. The angle provided a good view of the east bunker and the Gallery steps below.
More importantly, they spotted four guards racing to intercept two men hurtling along on a motorbike. One of the guards was Kline. The two men on the bike were Fontana and Randerson.
Fontana gunned the bike like a madman.
He slid the bike through a huge fishtail and accelerated hard along the tier's edge. Behind them, three security guards fired on the run. Kline dashed into the bike's path.
Merc yelled into his radio. 'Keep riding around the tier! We're north-west of the Taj Mahal! Keep coming!'
But Dale saw it was impossible. A huge obstacle lay in Fontana's path.
An obstacle named Kline.
Kline knelt and sighted down his rocket propelled grenade.
Fontana hit the brakes and slewed the bike straight down the stairs toward the Gallery. Kline lowered his weapon. The bike had dropped under his aiming horizon. Dale could still see the riders though.
Reaching the bottom, Fontana accelerated hard across the middle tier.
'He's going for the Gallery,' said Dale. The Gallery lay one tier down. One more flight of stairs. But Fontana was riding too fast. The bike would never take the stairs at that speed.
Kline saw it too. He trained the RPG just ahead of the speeding bike. The weapon bucked on his shoulder and spat its hissing payload straight into the motorbike's path. The missile curved a perfect intercept trajectory toward the riders.
They're not going to make it, realized Dale.
As the missile flew, Fontana gunned the bike full throttle. He had nothing to lose. The bike launched off the middle tier. It flew right over the steps totally airborne. When it hit the bottom tier, it bounced.
Fontana and Randerson bounced as well. Right off the bike.
The missile, the bike and its two airborne passengers all reached the Gallery simultaneously. Less than a fraction of a second separated them.
The small warhead detonated, and Dale saw no more as a fireball engulfed the Gallery entrance and shook the stones under his feet.

Chapter 11

Kline smiled as the fireball engulfed the Gallery entrance.
'Yee-har!' he hollered.
Nice shooting.
Grinning, he tossed aside the expended RPG. He trotted down the stairs to check the bodies. His men took position to cover his approach.
Kline's steps faltered as he drew closer to the Gallery entrance. His handiwork with the RPG wasn't quite what he’d expected. In fact, it was far from it.
Where were the two smoldering corpses? Where was the bike? As he reached the Gallery entrance, or what used to be the Gallery entrance, the two men on the bike were forgotten. They didn't matter anymore.
The entrance was shut. A smooth stone slab blocked the archway.
‘What is this doing here?’ Did the ceiling just collapse? No. The slab blocked the entrance like a cork in a bottle. A perfect fit.
Kline bent and tugged the cables that fed power to the Gallery’s navigation lights. The cables flipped back toward him, sparking, cleanly severed.
The slab must have dropped like a guillotine.
Kline pushed against the stone slab. Nothing. He braced himself and pushed with all his strength. Still nothing.
Worth a try. Maybe we can push it over.
He called his men down. As one they crowded together, each with a shoulder pressed to the stone.
'Ready? One, two, three — PUSH!'
Boots slipped on stonework. Bodies repositioned for better leverage. Bestial grunts bounced off the slab. Four men gave it everything they had.
Shaking heads retreated from the slab and looked at Kline for instructions.
'You two,' panted Kline, picking two men at random, Pieters and Moorish. Keep searching for those last two intruders. They're still here somewhere.'
As the men dashed up the stairs toward the top tier, Kline examined the stone slab again.
I've really screwed the pooch this time. I've locked down the frigging Gallery with Rourke still inside!
Kline had gambled everything on Rourke’s plan. He'd never be able to work in security again. Hell, he was basically a criminal now. His entire future depended on this operation succeeding.
And this slab was in his way.
Kline wished he could just blow the stupid thing to smithereens.
So why don't you?
That was it! He'd dip into Rourke's secret stash and use explosives to breach the Gallery. If primitive savages with bones through their noses could build it, then Kline could unbuild it. He had the tools. He just needed to–
Gunfire interrupted Kline's plans.
He looked up the stairs. Was that Pieters and Moorish shooting? The two guards carried MP5 submachine guns. The gunshots sounded right. The intruders had carried noisier carbines. Inaudible shouts replaced the firing, and then the sound of boots sprinting back toward the Gallery. Kline curiously watched the top of the stairs. Were Pieters and Moorish luring the intruders toward Kline's team?
Must be. Clever boys.
Kline aimed up the stairs, waiting for whatever was unfolding to present itself.
Pieters appeared first. He took the stairs at full sprint. Or rather, he failed to take the stairs at full sprint. His momentum carried him halfway down the stairs before his boots even touched a step. When his boots did hit the steps, they couldn’t keep up with his body’s momentum. They jerked right out from under him. He pitched forward at the worst possible angle. His head and upper body ploughed into the bottom stone steps with life-extinguishing force. If Kline had ever wondered what breaking every bone in your body looked like, he had his answer.
He's not getting up from that, thought Kline, wincing. Ever.
Moorish reached the stairs. Evidently, fear did marvelous things to human coordination. Moorish ran down the stairs at a ludicrous speed, demonstrating incredible agility by just touching the steps half-a-dozen times before he crumbled into a painful-looking roll at the bottom. He was hurt, but he found his feet and began limping toward Kline.
Kline's flanking guards moved to help, but Kline waved them back.
'Hold your position.'
Kline couldn't imagine what motivated the suicidal display of fear-fuelled mayhem. He'd never seen men behave like that. It was, he realized, the first time he'd ever witnessed true terror.
Then Kline saw it. Saw them. Saw something.
The top of the stairs blurred out of focus. The lines of reality grew lumpy. Two shapes manifested themselves from thin air. No, three shapes!
Kline asked over his shoulder. 'Can anyone tell me what I'm looking at?'
No one answered.
Kline checked to make sure the guards hadn’t fled. Shit. I thought they'd run away for a second. His two flanking guards stood in mute shock, staring at the shapes on the stairs.
The shape on the left spat something at Moorish. The pink lightning bolt struck the stumbling guard squarely in the back. Before he could even cry out, Moorish was yanked straight back up the stairs, straight into the creature's mouth.
As its jaws clamped down, the animal's camouflage dropped away.
It stood revealed.
Even stunned by the spectacle, Kline recognized the animal. The scale was all wrong, but he knew the beast. He knew how it had attacked. Its tongue. It caught Moorish with its tongue.
'Hand me another RPG,' Kline demanded.
The guard on his left stuttered, 'That was the last one. We've used them all. Is that a…are they…?'
'Yep,' nodded Kline. 'Now OPEN FIRE!'
His teams' collective brain clicked back into rational thought. Fingers clenched triggers. Gunfire roared up the stairs toward animals that were already racing down to feed.
* * *
Claire and Libby watched the chaos from within the south workshop.
They had hidden here for two reasons. First, the workshop contained nothing worth stealing. It was unlikely to tempt the guards. Second, it offered a clear view of the Gallery. The window shutters unlocked from the inside.
Claire had inched open one shutter just enough to see.
It was pure anarchy out there. A war zone. People were firing missiles at each other. Two explosions occurred just minutes apart. She hadn't seen who was causing them until Kline ran into view.
Kline was trying to kill two men on a motorcycle.
Claire watched with grim fascination as Kline fired another rocket. She felt Libby's presence behind her, looking over her shoulder at the two men on the bike racing for the Gallery.
The rocket curved in toward the riders. It would intercept them right at the Gallery entrance.
'Get down,' hissed Claire, turning and pulling Libby down as the rocket exploded. The explosion was a good distance away, but Claire didn't want to risk collecting any shrapnel. Her safety training was an involuntary habit, although weapon fire wasn't something she normally contended with.
Claire counted to ten before peering out the window again. The Gallery entrance was clearing of smoke.
'What are they doing?' asked Libby, swapping positions to get a better view of Kline's team.
'They're pushing,' replied Claire. 'I think the explosion blocked the entrance.'
That didn't make any sense. She watched the unfolding scene carefully. Kline called his entire team down to help push. He kicked away the cluster of electrical cables serving the Gallery. The cables appeared severed. Was it a rock fall? A structural collapse?
'What are they trying to push?' wondered Libby out loud, echoing Claire's thoughts. 'If the entrance collapsed, they should be digging, not pushing.'
Kline's words were lost over the distance, but he looked agitated. He waved an arm and two guards dashed up the stairs toward the upper tiers.
Claire and Libby dropped down from view.
'Who were those two on the motorbike?' asked Libby. 'Police, do you think? I can't see them now.'
More gunfire sounded outside. Libby peeked out the window again.
'What now?’ asked Claire. They must be finishing off the men on the bike. The explosion might only have wounded them.
'They didn't stay in the forest,' Libby answered gravely.
'What?' It took Claire a moment to grasp Libby's meaning.
'Whatever attacked us,' said Libby. 'They didn't stay in the forest. They're in the Plaza. I can see them. I know what they are.'
Claire jumped up to share the window.
Libby pointed awkwardly, keeping her arm from view. 'Look. At the top of the stairs.'
Two of Kline's team had fallen down the stairs. One had collapsed. The other limped toward where Kline waited, but in a second that changed. With a blurred flash, the stumbling man was jerked backward off his feet. Arms windmilling frantically, screaming, his body was pulled straight up the stairs without touching a single one.
His torso rotated so that he was flying side-on when his hips entered the animal's mouth.
The camouflage washed away.
'They're chameleons,' Libby whispered. 'Giant chameleons.'
Claire drew back from the window, speechless, pointing silently at the massive reptiles. Libby was right. The animals exactly resembled chameleons. The upper and lower eyelids were fused. The eyes bulged out on pyramid stalks. Heavy brow ridges converged on a blunt snout. The eye-ridges made the animals look prehistoric, like dinosaurs. Two more scaly ridges extended both under the jaw and along the animals’ backs to their curled tails. Pipe-work limbs bent at perfect right angles from barrel-like bodies. Their toes were fused, their feet splayed into four giant sets of organic pliers.
The color of dirty concrete, they resembled chameleons in every way except their size.
These animals had to be over twenty feet long.
The specimen eating the guard smashed the man’s head onto the steps. The guard wasn't pacified. He thumped on the animal’s neck, screeching for Kline’s help.
Claire glanced at Libby to make sure she wasn't hallucinating. Libby was closer to the window now, too close, almost leaning out to get a better look. She didn't seem as surprised by the appearance of the giant lizards. Perhaps some part of her mind had already guessed the animals' true nature.
Gunfire sounded from the steps, and Claire glimpsed the creatures surging down toward Kline's team.
Libby turned from the window. 'You wanted to reach the security tent, right?'
Claire just nodded, listening to the frantic gunfire and shouting outside.
'Well, now's our chance. Rourke and Kline have bigger problems than us right now.'
Claire realized she was right. She tried to shake off the shock that was clouding her thinking. Come on. Pull yourself together.
Libby grabbed her arm and pushed open the door.
Before Claire knew it, they were sprinting across the tier to the sound of gunfire and the desperate screaming of Kline’s men.

Chapter 12

Gordon's revelation staggered Ethan.
Because it was so stupid.
A combination safe? Is he serious? A 'safe' was the kind of silly idea thrown up by armchair archaeologists.
Incredulous, Ethan said, 'You think we're standing in a primitive safe?'
Gordon slapped the Gallery wall. 'There's nothing primitive about this place, Ethan. We couldn't reproduce the Gallery with modern technology.'
Ethan waved at Gordon's equipment. 'So what are you guys then, ancient safe crackers?'
'Well, not this second,' said Spader, 'because we're still standing here talking.'
'And let me guess,' Ethan continued, pointing deeper into the Gallery. 'You want to get in there.'
'The middle is that way,' corrected Spader, pointing in the opposite direction to Ethan. 'The core chamber. We need to breach it.'
Ethan felt like he was talking to a couple of first-year students. 'I'm sorry to be the person to break this to you, but you're wasting your time. We haven't found any treasure. There's nothing here to steal. You could have saved yourself a lot of time and watched a few of my online lectures. It would have saved you a trip.'
'I've watched all your online lectures,' countered Spader. 'Never miss them.'
'Then why are you here?' Ethan insisted.
Spader replied calmly. 'I'm here because you invited me.'
Ethan studied Spader closely. Do I know him?
Ethan shook his head, sure of at least one thing. 'I have never met you. I don't know you. I'd remember your face. I invited Gordon Merrit, but I'm sure I never invited you here.'
'I made an anonymous donation to your project in the sum of fifty thousand dollars last year. Do you remember that? That makes me a Gold Level patron. Which means I get a site visit. Now I'm here to collect.'
Ethan shook his head, almost laughing at Spader. 'I'm supposed to believe that was you? OK, how much was it exactly? Only three people know the exact sum donated. We didn't publicize the exact figure. Two different people contacted us after the donation claiming it was their money. They wanted it back. They couldn't tell us the exact figure, so we didn't return the money.'
'I'd never thought of that,' said Spader. 'That's a clever trick.'
'Look,' said Ethan. 'Nothing changes the fact that there isn't anything here for you to steal.'
'Rourke disagrees,' countered Spader. 'Is he wrong too?'
Ethan knew Rourke wasn't the type to pursue a wild goose chase. Rourke believed the Gallery contained something worth killing for.
'How does my model correlate with the codex?' asked Gordon.
Ethan raised an eyebrow. 'You mean the bunker pictograms? It doesn't correlate at all. The symbols deal with dietary restrictions and dress codes and sleep cycles. It refers to a big event. Something the entire Plaza was built to accommodate.'
'What event?' probed Spader.
Ethan remembered Joanne bleeding out on the cold stone floor. 'A cultural ceremony. Hundreds of participants. We've only half deciphered the pictograms. It won't help you reach the core chamber.'
'It won't have to,' declared Spader. 'Rourke will. His navigation codes will lead us right to it.'
Spader and Gordon collected their bags.
Neither seemed worried about Ethan. What am I going to do? Am I still a prisoner? Can I walk away? Should I follow them?
'What about me?' Ethan tested.
Spader looked over his shoulder, already leaving Ethan behind. 'I don't think it's safe for you outside. You're welcome to come with us.'
'Come with us,' urged Gordon, trailing after Spader.
'I can't,' said Ethan. 'Rourke has Claire. I need to help her.'
Gordon stopped and studied Ethan. 'She's dead, Ethan. They killed her. Just like they killed Nina. They'll kill you if you go out there.'
Without stopping, Spader said over his shoulder, ‘Rourke couldn't afford to leave witnesses. They took Claire into the jungle and shot her. If you want to survive, then stay with us. Come on, Gordon. It's his choice.'
Gordon followed Spader, and Ethan, after a few second's hesitation followed Gordon.
Spader walked quickly, navigating by Rourke's codes. They passed no navigation ropes. No mushroom lights. Ethan quickened his pace. If he dropped behind, he'd be lost in the dark. He also matched the men's pace out of curiosity. They obviously knew something about the Plaza. They were here to take something. But what? Whatever it was, Ethan needed to know.
And there was a third reason he followed. Just maybe, if there was something to be found, he could stop them taking it. He'd stopped Rourke after all.
Gordon handed Ethan a flashlight when Spader next paused to study Rourke’s codes. This intersection looked the same as the others. Only the pattern of barriers made it different from any other. Gordon slumped against the wall and lowered the bag.
'Why are we stopping?' he puffed.
Ethan saw why. This intersection wasn't like the others after all. Ethan squatted beside Spader to examine Rourke's handiwork.
Rourke had tunneled right through one barrier.
No, wait. He hadn't damaged anything. He'd shifted the barrier. Rourke had rotated the barrier sideways and pinned the stone in place with rock bolts.
Ethan touched the barrier. It wasn't a solid slab of immobile stone after all. It was some kind of a rotating slab that slid sideways into the wall. Rourke had rotated the barrier about twenty degrees, forming a triangle of space at the bottom. A triangle? That meant the barrier didn't move in a perfectly horizontal plane.
They must swing up into the ceiling.
Spader tapped the rock bolts. 'Rourke must have used a hand jack. He drilled in a bolt, jacked the barrier across a few inches, then braced it with steel rope before he did it all again.’
Gordon peered at the set-up. 'It must have taken him days just to move this one barrier. He was certainly dedicated to the job.'
'A normal hand jack wouldn't work either,' added Spader. 'Must be a custom-made tool. He's been trying to crack the Gallery for months.'
Ethan felt even more of a fool. How long had Rourke been working right under his nose?
Ethan asked, 'But how could he know the barriers even moved?'
'Trial and error,' suggested Gordon. 'He's had long enough to—'
Gordon stopped mid-sentence. An explosion sounded to the east of their position. Vibrations shuddered through the entire Gallery.
'Holy crap!' yelled Gordon.
Ethan spun and saw Gordon diving away from the archway. The barrier behind Gordon was moving!
Ethan quickly shone his light right around the chamber.
Christ, all the barriers are moving! They’re changing!
As abruptly as it started, all the barriers suddenly stopped.
But something was different. Ethan shone his flashlight back the way they’d come. 'Look! It’s all changed.’
A new impassable barrier blocked their route back.
Ethan approached the new barrier and found Spader's bag strewn over the floor.
He shone his flashlight over the mess. Half a laptop…part of a water bottle…scattered items from a first aid kit….
Spader's bag had been under the archway. Now only half the bag remained. Everything inside the bag, everything in the path of the moving barrier was cleanly sliced in half.
* * *
Randerson opened his eyes to total darkness.
Where am I? It's frigging dark, wherever it is.
He remembered Fontana's manic ride down the Plaza’s stairs. Kline had fired the rocket propelled grenade. Randerson watched the missile curve toward them. The last he recalled was death propelling toward him on a wave of spitting sparks.
And now he was lying here in the dark. Randerson checked himself for injuries. He'd lost skin in a dozen places, and questing fingertips found a big lump on the back of his head.
Why aren't I dead?
Fontana. Fontana saved them somehow. On the bike.
He heard someone swearing in the dark. The bike jolted under Randerson's arm. Someone swore again, closer this time. Randerson realized he was lying with his left arm draped over the bike's handlebars. His left leg was propped over the bike's front wheel.
So that means the bike's instrument panel should be about…here.
He clicked on the bike's headlight.
Fontana copped the full blast of light in the face. He reacted like a vampire in sunlight. 'Christ, Randy. Lose the high beam, huh?'
'We're in the Gallery,' realized Randerson.
'No shit. What did you think I was trying to do — jump over the fucking thing?'
'What are you doing crawling around on the floor?' asked Randerson, clicking the bike’s light down to a less dazzling setting.
'Looking for you,' spat Fontana, still turning his head from the bright light. 'Why didn't you answer me?'
'I just woke up,' explained Randerson. 'Just this second. Why didn't you use your flashlight?'
There was a strange unease in Fontana's voice when he replied. 'It's broken. And this chamber isn't how I remember it. The entire layout is different. I didn't need a flashlight to know that.'
'Why didn't you use a flare?'
Randerson knew Fontana carried at least three flares in his hip webbing. Spader had a list of things they must always carry, including backup light sources. Fontana always took extra flares. Each member's flares were color coded to the person carrying them. This seemed like overkill to Randerson, but Spader insisted. Fontana's flares were bright red. Randerson's were lime green. Merc was blue and Dale was yellow. Gordon was orange and Spader was gold.
Fontana fingered his flares. 'Not sure how much air we have in here. Didn't want to chew through the oxygen if it was a cave-in.'
Bullshit, thought Randerson. Flares don't consume oxygen. The damn things would burn underwater. Wait, did he just say 'cave in'?
Randerson tried to orient himself. It was too dark where they were. The chambers immediately connected to the Gallery entrance should be lit with natural sunlight and the researchers’ navigation lights.
'What happened? How long have I been out?’
'Couple of minutes,' replied Fontana, scanning the chamber. 'We both spilled over the handlebars. I rolled further than you. I crawled back toward the sound of the engine cooling down.'
Randerson heard the tick-tick-tick of the engine recovering after Fontana's savage treatment.
'This isn't the entrance chamber,' declared Randerson. 'We must have ridden in further than you realized.'
'Oh, really?' Fontana crossed the chamber through the bike's light beam and picked up some cables. He shook the bunch of severed electrical cables at Randerson.
'This is why it's so dark,' he declared. 'The cables are sliced clean through! All the power's gone.'
Randerson crossed to where the severed cables ended. He knew one quick way to tell for sure.
Quickly donning his goggles, Randerson checked Spader's cave code.
'You're right,' Randerson admitted reluctantly. 'This is the first chamber. This stone barrier must be blocking the entrance. Let's see if it moves.'
Both men braced themselves and pushed the barrier without success.
'We're locked in,' said Randerson.
'What about the air?' asked Fontana.
Randerson jerked up the nylon tether from around his neck. A yellow device slid up from under his shirt. The device was about the size of a cigarette lighter. This was Randerson's lucky charm. It had saved his life twice. He only took it off to shower.
The Yellow Canary was the modern equivalent of its namesake. The handy little device analyzed air samples. Within seconds, it could provide a crude analysis of the surrounding air’s major components. Oxygen content was pretty stable when nothing else was filling the place where the oxygen was meant to be. The Yellow Canary couldn't detect anything as specific as sarin gas, but more people died from a lack of oxygen than from toxins like sarin.
If the surrounding air was determined safe, the device gave three small electronic beeps like a canary. Two tweets meant the sampled air was questionable. One tweet meant it was time to take drastic measures.
Neither he nor Fontana carried breathing apparatus in their packs, so drastic measures basically meant they would suffocate.
Fontana stared at the device as it performed its silent analysis. Randerson held his breath to avoid skewing its sample with his exhaled carbon dioxide.
'Well?' prompted Fontana.
'Wait.'
Fontana waited all of three seconds. 'Well?'
'Just frigging wait.'
'Give me that thing.' Fontana snatched for the Canary, but Randerson turned on his heel, keeping his body between Fontana and the device.
The Canary beeped three times. All clear.
'Looks clean,' reported Randerson.
'I could have told you that. I can't smell anything.'
Randerson shook his head. 'Doesn't work that way. You never smell it. That's why the miners and underground explorers had the live canaries. Many of the nastiest gases are odorless. They're working through your system before you even realize it. I think it should be OK to light a flare.'
'Be my guest,' offered Fontana. 'I'm not wasting one of — wait, did you hear that?'
Randerson hadn't heard anything. Just the echo of their own voices. Something else was concerning him right now. He walked back and righted the motorcycle. The front wheel was buckled, but he managed to push the bike into the west corridor and use its headlamp to light the way ahead. There was nothing new to see down there. It looked the same as when they passed through earlier. They still seemed to have access to the Gallery in that direction.
Randerson propped the bike on its kick stand.
'Shhhhh,' hissed Fontana. 'I can hear something moving. There it is again. Like someone dragging something.'
Fontana peered through a triangle-barrier to the south. He hollered through the hole, 'Spader! Gordon! Is that you?'
No one answered.
Randerson winced at Fontana's echo. Yelling didn’t feel safe. 'Fontana, don't yell like that. We might not be alone in here.'
'I can't see anything in there,' Fontana complained, squinting through the aperture into the next chamber south. 'Give me your flashlight.'
'No. Use a flare. That's what they're for.'
'Give me your flashlight, Randy!'
As Fontana beckoned for the flashlight, something struck him in the chest. He hollered in surprised shock. His torso slammed up against the barrier. His boots lifted off the floor. His arms and legs spread out like a giant starfish.
Something was pulling him through!
Randerson dashed forward and hauled on Fontana's belt. It felt like Fontana was fastened in place with rock bolts. By degrees, something began pulling Fontana through the hole.
It's going to bend him in half backward!
Bracing a boot on the wall, Randerson yelled, ‘Fontana, help me you big bastard. Fight it!’
'I'm……trying….' hissed Fontana. His entire body shook with effort. Tendons strained from his neck. Fontana even used his forehead to push away from the wall. Almost imperceptivity his torso began inching away from the barrier. Randerson pulled so hard he thought his shoulders might dislocate any second. Fontana's hips straightened and began pulling away from the aperture.
Randerson jumped and braced his other boot on the wall. Now his full bodyweight hung on Fontana's hips. He hauled with all the strength in his legs and back. Something tore near Fontana's chest. Fontana shot back into Randerson's arms, knocking all the wind from him as both men tumbled wildly backward into the chamber and away from the barrier.
'What happened?' gasped Randerson, untangling himself from the bigger man. 'Did it let go?’
'My body armor,' Fontana panted between words. 'It ripped off…my fucking…body armor.'
'What the hell was that!' barked Randerson, glancing up at the empty aperture.
'A tongue!' Fontana scrambled backward away from the hole. He found his carbine. 'A giant lizard! On the other side of that wall! A huge giant lizard!'
'Are you sure? What kind of lizard?’
Fontana gaped at Randerson. 'What kind of lizard? The kind with a huge tongue that shoots out and grabs you, that's what kind!'
Randerson only knew one lizard like that.
'It's a chameleon,' he breathed. 'That's why we couldn't see them outside. They can camouflage. That's what we saw coming into the Gallery. It wasn't a heat haze. It was these damn things. There must have been dozens of them. They must be massive!'
‘That’s what I’m telling you.’ Fontana's gunpoint never left the aperture. 'Is it gone, do you think?'
Both men held their breath to listen. What they heard, instead of the dragging sounds Fontana noticed earlier, was the muffled crack of gunshots. Weapon fire coming from outside the Gallery. And then what could only be screaming.
'I don't like the sound of that,' remarked Randerson. 'That sounds hardcore.'
'I'd still rather be out there,' countered Fontana. 'I think we need to — WHOA!'
Without warning, the walls started moving. Randerson was looking toward the bike when it happened. With barely a whisper of stone grazing stone, all the barriers in the chamber suddenly shifted orientation.
Un-fucking-believable was all Randerson could think. The barrier north, previously a bare stone slab, cartwheeled into the wall. A new triangle-barrier settled into its place.
Across the chamber, the motorbike was caught. Randerson had parked it under an archway. Rotating stone crunched the bike sideways. The fuel tank ruptured. The seat compacted like an accordion. Pink-tinged petrol exploded from the ruptured tank, splattering the stone work.
Randerson expected the stone to slice the bike clean in half, but the engine block arrested the shearing edge, wedging against the bottom of the archway. The barrier shuddered to a stop against the pulverized bike.
Randerson smelled the spilled petrol.
A minute earlier, he'd stood where the bike now lay crushed. He could just as easily have been the one pulverized instead of the bike.
Fontana yanked at Randerson's arm. 'Look. It's open!'
Randerson saw what Fontana meant. The barrier separating them from Fontana's giant lizard stood completely open. Randerson didn't bother shining his flashlight into the newly opened chamber. He didn't need to. He could hear the animal. As he warily sidestepped toward Fontana, the reptile’s giant head emerged through the archway into their chamber.
It was a chameleon all right, but its head was more than two feet wide. Its blunt snout emerged from the darkness three feet above floor level. Eyes on pyramid stalks locked on Randerson.
Randerson didn't pause long enough to catch any more details. Fontana seemed to have the right idea.
Fontana was squirming through the triangle of open space above the wedged motorbike. There was nowhere else to go. If not for the wedged bike, they'd be trapped with the monstrous animal.
Within the space of two heartbeats, Randerson was scrambling over the shattered bike. Fontana's boots disappeared through the gap. The speed with which Fontana had scrambled through the narrow gap was astounding. Randerson thrust his head and arms through the hole, smelling hot petrol fumes and feeling the sharp angles of the crushed bike catching on his clothes. But he wasn’t going to be fast enough. The chamber behind him was pitch black now, but he heard the hideous animal surging across the stones toward his still-vulnerable legs.
Suddenly the bike jolted beneath him. He looked back and saw the terrifying outline of the giant lizard devouring his legs. It had him! He imagined the massive shearing jaws clamping down over his legs like a great white shark. Confused, expecting excruciating pain as his flesh tore away, Randerson looked back down his body when his legs still felt intact. The animal's mouth was wedged open.
The back wheel! The motorbike’s back wheel had saved his legs. The animal must have turned its head sideways to attack, and the bike's back wheel had wedged open its mouth.
Randerson didn’t wait for the creature to try again. He began squirming through the gap, but then suddenly his leg was stuck.
For fuck’s sake! What now?
His pants were snagged! He couldn't squirm any further through the hole!
'Help, it's got me!' roared Randerson at the silhouette of Fontana crouching over the front wheel. Fontana grabbed Randerson under the armpits and hauled.
Randerson felt his whole body lifting.
In the Fontana-versus-lizard tug-of-war, Randerson and the motorbike were lifted clear off the floor. The stone barrier reacted by grinding shut another inch toward Randerson’s ribcage.
This thing will cut me in half!
'Pull harder!' Randerson shouted frantically. 'The wall's closing!'
Fontana's knee hit the bike's instrument panel. The bike's orange indicator lights started flashing on and off.
By that flashing light, Randerson saw the horror show trying to eat his legs. The wheel's steel rim started buckling, ready to fail any second. He'd already heard the tire burst.
I see it!
He spotted his cargo pants snagged on the bike’s rear foot peg.
'Let me go!' he yelled at Fontana. 'I'm caught, let me go!'
Fontana stopped pulling, but didn't loosen his grip. Randerson tensed his stomach and shuffled six inches down the bike, just enough to unhook his pants. For that spilt second, he needed to push his leg further into the animal's mouth.
As his leg came free, the back wheel collapsed.
Fontana hauled again. This time Randerson slid through the gap like a greased piglet.
The bike jerked the other way, unwedging the engine block. The barrier swung shut. The bike's front wheel and instrument panel, completely severed, skittered into the corridor where Fontana and Randerson lay on their backs gasping for breath. The bike's headlight, separated from its power source, instantly extinguished, plunging the corridor into total darkness.
Both men lay in the dark, panting at the ceiling.
Without rising, Fontana uncapped one of his precious flares. He wacked the ignition plug on the stone beside him. Red light illuminated the corridor. Fontana lifted the flare and turned his head to check Randerson's legs.
'I thought your tap-dancing day were behind you.'
Randerson stared up at the red ceiling and laughed with relief. 'That is one…angry…lizard.'
'Where's your flashlight?’
'I think that big bastard ate it.'
'This place is starting to make sense now,' said Fontana.
Randerson started to rise, then stopped, seeing what Fontana really meant. Both men stared at the stone carvings. The nearest carving depicted a man missing his left leg. On either side were equally ghastly illustrations of people sporting less than the optimal number of body parts.
'We're in deep shit,' declared Fontana finally.

Chapter 13

'Everyone stay together,' barked Rourke at his six security guards. 'You two, don't fall behind again!'
The two guards hurried to catch up.
'We all move together at the same time,' insisted Rourke when the party reformed. 'I'm not backtracking for stragglers again. If you get cut off, then you're on your own.'
Rourke meant it.
Since the Gallery came alive, Rourke had backtracked three times for lost men. His coding system proved useless once the barriers changed orientation. In fact, he suspected he was further from the core chamber than ever. One thing was certain. He couldn't let his team become fragmented. Six men were optimal for his plan to succeed. Four men, in a pinch. He doubted three men could physically get the job done on time, especially with the shifting barriers.
The Gallery's new dimension didn't surprise Rourke. He'd established that the barriers could move months ago. Although they complicated his operation, part of him felt exhilarated to witness the Gallery operating as designed. The place had enchanted him from day one. And from day one, Rourke knew the barriers were the key to the Gallery. Once he'd established how to move his first barrier, the Gallery's secrets stood revealed.
Rourke shone the flashlight around the chamber, calculating which direction to choose next. Something glinted in his sweeping flashlight. He jerked the flashlight back, illuminating the small object on the floor. Had it not been lying at an angle to reflect his light, he would have missed the item completely.
He squatted to retrieve the little foil disk. A chocolate coin wrapper. From the chocolate coins Claire used for the practical joke this morning. Only Ethan March could have dropped it here. Rourke had wondered about Ethan after the bunker steps incident. It seemed the King of the dirt-jockeys was taking matters into his own hands.
Is he working with the intruders?
Rourke felt the situation slip a little further from his control. He should have killed Ethan when he had the chance. Well, he wouldn't make the same mistake twice. The next time he saw Ethan it would be to put a bullet in his brain. Rourke rose from the floor, contemptuously flicking the gold foil across the chamber. Before the foil landed, the entire chamber began transforming.
It's happening again.
Rourke stood in the center of the chamber. He could see down every intersection. He caught glimpses of barriers reorienting in every direction. The entire Gallery, every corridor, every chamber, seemed to come alive. Rourke felt again as though he were standing among the living gears of some giant engine.
When the engine stopped, when the Gallery became quiet, Rourke saw a new light source. Intensely red light blazed from two chambers removed to the south. The light penetrated down the interconnecting corridors, illuminating Rourke. It was a flare. Rourke squinted into the flare light, trying to distinguish friend or foe.
The flare bearer was big…turning around…raising a weapon!
Fucking hell! Rourke dived from his exposed position. Bullets ricocheted wildly into his chamber.
Two of Rourke's team, one either side of the south archway, hung their rifles around the archway and returned fire. Rourke caught a glimpse of the flare-bearer dodging away, but not before sending another burst of automatic fire between the chambers. The guards firing through the archway started to pursue, but Rourke yelled, 'Hold your position. We stay together no matter what.'
The men pulled back, but kept their weapons trained down the corridor.
'There's at least two of them,' shouted Rourke, taking in the new orientation of tunnels and options around them. 'I think they are heading the same way we are.'
Rourke heard something clatter onto the stone floor behind him. He spun and saw an MP5 submachine gun come skittering across the stone toward him.
Who just dropped their weapon? Rourke would scalp the careless fool.
Rourke panned his flashlight around the chamber. Each man still carried their MP5. Wait…he could only count five men. Across the chamber, in the opposite direction from which the red light had appeared, a flashlight was rolling on its side. There was no one near the flashlight, but Rourke was sure there should be.
What the…?
A ghastly crunching sound emerged from the archway near the rolling flashlight. Rourke took two sideways steps and peered through the archway. The sight stunned him.
Something was eating one of his men. Tearing him apart. Blood fountained up the stonework. The man's limp form lay pinned under one scaly foot. A massive mouth found an arm and pulled, tearing the limb from its socket.
In one gulp the arm was swallowed. No chewing. Just tear and gulp.
Every flashlight in the chamber moved to pinpoint the dreadful spectacle, and by the added illuminated, Rourke remembered the wall carving he and Kline had studied near the core chamber. The scenes looked nearly identical.
A second giant animal moved into the corridor behind the first. There were more!
Rourke shrugged off his initial shock. He fired into the closest animal. His light beam went off target. Three guards joined in firing.
The closest animal twisted from the onslaught. Bullet holes stuttered over the animal's flank. The guard’s mauled body was abandoned. The animal retreated down the corridor.
From the corner of his eye, Rourke suddenly noticed a blazing red triangle.
What now?
The intruders with the red flare had moved. Now they occupied the very next chamber. Just one barrier separated the two forces. The intruders were overtaking Rourke's team by navigating up a series of parallel corridors. They must have heard the gunfire. Now Rourke had hostiles on either side of his team. Thankfully, the Gallery's current orientation provided a new option. There was an open tunnel leading due west.
'Pull back, pull back,' yelled Rourke, keeping a close eye on the red triangle, which now looked brighter, as though the flare-bearer was peering through into the bedlam surrounding Rourke's team.
His orders went unheard. Only Rourke had noticed his team was vulnerable to a rear attack from the intruders. Thunderous weapon fire swallowed his shouted orders. His five remaining guards kept pouring gunfire toward the remaining giant animal.
The gunfire illuminated the scene in flashing orange snatches.
Rourke caught impressions of the animal's sinuous movements along the corridor ceiling. They could climb the ceilings!
This is no good — we're too vulnerable!
Right then, Rourke saw the rifle barrel appear through the blazing red triangle. His team would be cut down.
He sprinted toward the rifle barrel, straight into harm’s way.
It wasn't self-sacrificing bravery. He had no choice. If he didn't take the initiative, they would all be mowed down. Without the team, he could never complete the operation. Whoever was on the other side of that barrier was a split second away from spraying a horizontal sheet of death into Rourke’s chamber.
Rourke reached the barrier in four steps.
He slapped the rifle muzzle aside.
Only by turning his body at the very last second did he avoid having three of his ribs carbine-shredded from his torso. Rourke jammed the barrel sideways as the intruder fired again. Wedged crossways through the aperture, the rifle unloaded its lethal discharge into the chamber's far corner.
Bullets ricocheted around the chamber like the inside of Satan’s pinball machine. One man collapsed, hit god-knew-where by an unlucky ricochet, but Rourke had saved the rest from deadly rear-action gunfire. Had he not charged the barrier, they would all be dead. Pinning the rifle with one hand, he yanked a canister from his hip. He jerked out the arming pin with his teeth. He tossed the canister back through the aperture.
Suck on that one, Gentlemen.
He heard yelling. Someone wrenched the carbine rifle back through the hole.
Rourke swung up his MP5 and fired into the triangular hole after his canister, just in case they were trying to throw it back at him. If the canister ended up back in Rourke's chamber, they were all dead.
It wasn't a grenade he'd tossed. A grenade would have been the humane choice. The object right now clattering around his enemy’s boots was far worse. A grenade was avoidable. There was no way to hide from the effects of the weapon that Rourke had just deployed. In fact, Rourke needed to evacuate his team from the danger zone lest they fall victim too.
He saw the second animal, badly wounded, peeling backward from the ceiling like a twenty-foot-long piece of drooping masonry. His guards had stopped firing.
'Fire in the hole!' yelled Rourke, sprinting west.
As his team charged from the chamber, throwing backward glances toward the falling lizard, the weapon activated behind them.
* * *
Less than sixty seconds before the debacle kicked off, Fontana was holding the flare above his head.
He and Randerson were arguing again. He spun on Randerson.
'Come on,' countered Fontana. 'This place ain't that big. We keep moving, stay alive, we'll get squeezed out somewhere eventually. Maybe the entrance on the far side of the Galley has opened.'
'That's your theory?' asked Randerson. 'Just keep moving and hope it all comes good in the wash?'
Sounded good to Fontana. In fact, it defined his life up until meeting Spader, and that had all been going OK, hadn't it? Well, best not to dwell on that too much. If Gordon and Spader never mentioned it, then why worry? It was all in the past.
Fontana waved at the carvings they passed. 'What about that giant lizard, huh? How'd you like to tackle one of those bare-handed? I bet our Aztec brothers would have done better with some modern firepower at their disposal.'
Randerson seemed to avoid viewing the carvings. 'This place wasn't necessarily built by the Aztecs. No one knows who built it.'
'Pffft,' countered Fontana. 'Aztec, Maya, Inca — whatever, they're all dead and gone. Little brown fellows who liked carving rocks and poking bones through their noses. They're all the same.'
Randerson didn't answer. Fontana didn't enjoy the silence.
'So what's your plan then?' Fontana asked. 'If you've got something better, I'd love to hear it.'
'I’ve got nothing,' admitted Randerson. He shrugged. 'Find Spader. Get out. Go home.'
Fontana wacked Randerson's shoulder. 'There ya go. But we'll stick with my plan. Keep moving and shoot anything not wearing a blue shirt. Case closed.'
Randerson just grunted.
I wish that guy would perk up, thought Fontana. We're not dead yet. Besides, Fontana had an excellent idea. 'I once heard that if you place your left hand on a wall in a maze and keep walking, you'll eventually find your way out. Apparently it works every time. Foolproof.'
Even by the red flare-light, Fontana caught Randerson's withering expression. Randerson pinched his nose like he had a migraine. He spoke as though to a child. 'That only works if the walls don't move. And it wouldn’t save us from the chameleons.’
Fontana shrugged. 'How about that, huh? Real live frigging man-munchers! Who'd have thunk-it? Wonder if they've eaten Spader and the G-man yet.'
'Well,' started Randerson, ‘if we hear their gunfire, we'll know which way—'
'Behind you!' yelled Fontana.
Randerson spun, raising his carbine….only to find a blank barrier behind him. 'Where? What!'
Fontana smiled at Randerson's back. 'Oops. My bad. False alarm.'
Randerson tried unsuccessfully to keep the relieved smile from his face. 'You bastard! I nearly crapped my pants!'
Fontana laughed out loud. 'Dry run. Just keeping you on your toes. If it was a jumbo lizard, I'm pretty sure you'd be toast.'
Randerson pointed out Fontana's missing body armor. 'You'd know. You were practically in its mouth.'
Fontana nodded, wishing he hadn't lost his body armor. 'You know I once saw a man kill a bull with his bare hands.'
Baffled, Randerson stopped mid-stride.
Fontana held up one hand in case Randerson had forgotten what one looked like. 'His hands, brother.'
'What has that got to do with anything?'
Fontana shrugged. 'It just occurred to me. With his bare hands. That's something, huh? This bull kept charging, and this guy just kept taking it in the gut until the bull got tired. Then he twisted its head for about five minutes until he broke its neck.'
'You're talking about a movie. That's in an old movie.'
'Nah, I lost a bet. My money was on the bull. You should have seen the angry brute. You'd have sworn it was going to tear this guy a new asshole. Ended up hamburgers.'
Fontana read Randerson's expression. It translated loosely to How did I end up with this freak? Fontana was used to seeing that expression on people. In truth, he spent a good deal of his time intentionally putting it there.
Randerson said, 'Yeah, well we're going to end up hamburgers if you don't stop talking crap all the time.'
'Lighten up, why don't you. It's just a story. You’re acting like you've never been chased around a giant stone maze by hungry lizards before.'
Randerson had to chuckle at that one. It was pretty funny. He said, 'I feel like we've stepped into a movie.'
'You said it, brother. Last time I ever come to the tropics. I plan on staying home where all it takes to kill a lizard is your boot, not a fucking rocket launcher.’
Right in the middle of Fontana's sentence, the barriers shifted around them again.
Both men froze, ready to run or fight as the situation demanded. Standing in the middle of the chamber, Fontana lifted the flare high enough to hopefully illuminate any hostiles within tongue-launching distance. If one grabbed him again, he was going to jam his flare straight down its god-damn mouth. And that was just for starters….
Fontana spotted movement two chambers away to the east. Unless the reptiles had started carrying flashlights, the immediate threat was of the two-legged variety.
Spader?
Fontana squinted through the corridor at the person holding the flashlight. He couldn't see the face, but he saw one thing: No blue shirt.
Fontana raised his carbine and fired without a moment's hesitation. He fired to kill.
His target dived away, but not before Fontana squeezed off a spray of lead that he hoped would catch the moving target. Dashing from his exposed position, Fontana came up against the archway opposite Randerson.
Return fire came blistering back up the corridor toward them.
'I wasn't kidding that time,' said Fontana. ‘It’s Rourke.’
As they surveyed their options from this chamber, Fontana heard bedlam breaking out down the corridor. At least half-a-dozen MP5s were firing at the same time.
'There's no return fire,' declared Randerson, listening. 'The lizards must have found them.'
Fontana took a quick peek down the corridor again. ‘He must be heading in the same direction as us. Hey, look down there.'
Randerson shone his flashlight the way Fontana pointed. At least four chambers stood open in a straight line. 'We can get around them. Quick — hurry!'
Dashing together, both men cut through the corridors and chambers. The noise of gunfire grew louder.
They're right next to us, realized Fontana. The sound of weapon fire roared from the chamber they were passing. The noise came through a triangle barrier. Fontana saw muzzle flash through the hole. This was too good an opportunity to waste.
'No. Leave it!' yelled Randerson. 'Come on! They're screwed anyway!'
Fontana couldn't leave it. It was too good an opportunity to waste. He'd be disrespecting his enemies not to take advantage of their compromised situation. Besides, he might score a few hits on the scaly bastard that nearly nailed him earlier.
Fontana poked his carbine through the triangle, wishing he could better witness the bedlam he was about to inject into the chamber.
Cop this for your troubles, Rourke.
He pulled the trigger, but felt his carbine wrench violently aside.
Someone's grabbed it! Some cheeky bastard's grabbed my gun!
The weapon twisted sideways. Fontana pulled the trigger again, hoping the bullets would cut the person in half. If not, he'd fill the chamber with a cloud of ricocheting ammunition. He fired off the entire ammunition clip in one long burst. As the weapon ran empty, he reached for his dagger.
His opponent proved faster. Before Fontana could stab through the aperture, an incoming metallic canister bounced off his hip.
'Fire in the hole!' yelled Fontana.
His rifle came free from the aperture. Dashing two steps, Fontana scooped up the offending article for special delivery back to its owner.
He had a fair chance of getting the grenade back through the aperture, although it resembled no grenade he'd ever seen….
As he swung the canister in a sideways throw, it activated.
The combined screams of a million tortured banshees burst from Fontana's hand. The walls warped. The floor buckled. The ceiling sagged. The inner surface of Fontana's skull flaked shards of bone into his brain. His skeleton vibrated like tensile steel wacked with a hammer.
Across the chamber, Randerson stumbled and fell. He curled into fetal position, clutching his head.
Someone had sliced into a dimension of pure noise, and what emerged couldn't fit inside the chamber, so it was looking for room in Fontana's head.
He vomited, seeing the vomit flying before he sensed the act. He should throw the canister back through the triangle, but he couldn't uncover his ears. Instead, he desperately kicked the sonic-weapon away from Randerson.
Bracing himself, Fontana unclamped his ears. He scooped up Randerson. The increased exposure threatened to shatter his teeth, but he stumbled a mule-headed path away from the weapon, bouncing off the walls twice before he put the first corner between himself and the sonic grenade. Only pure stubbornness prevented him dropping Randerson. Randerson was squirming, but Fontana didn't stop. He'd lost his flare. He ran in the dark. The horrible noise barely abated as he increased the distance. Randerson broke free, and Fontana searched for another flare to escape the still-painful sound.
A green flare burst to life, Randerson's flare, and without comment they dashed west again. In a split second Fontana was chasing the flare's fizzy green tail, trusting Randerson's superior sense of direction.
When Randerson stopped running, the noise in Fontana's head was tolerable — barely that of a squealing, retarded piglet hatching from his brain.
By the green flare-light, Fontana wondered why Randerson was pulling faces at him. After a second, he realized. Randerson was trying to make himself heard.
Oh, this just gets better and better. Now we're both deaf!
* * *
Merc ran through a haze of numb shock.
He'd seen Fontana and Randerson blown to pieces. Just like that, both men had been hit by Kline's RPG. And now Kline would be heading into the Gallery to take out Spader and Gordon.
Merc owed Spader everything.
Giorgio Mercerelli was seven years into his prison sentence, stale-in-jail, when the books started arriving. Prink, the skinny librarian, just stood with his arm stretched through the bars of Merc's cell. He clutched a fat book with an old crumbling red cover. Merc could smell the book’s age from clear across his cell.
'I don't want any books,' Mercerelli barked. 'Get your arm out of my space before I rip it off.'
Prink didn't withdraw his arm. The hand holding the book began to shake. Prink avoided looking at Mercerelli's spare cot. Prison had changed Merc in the last seven years, and his latest cellmate, Jacobson, had learned that lesson the hard way. If he ever returned from the infirmary, it would be with a permanent limp and an eye patch. But Merc's 'disagreement' with Jacobson shouldn’t have rattled Prink. Prink looked like he was about to faint with fear.
'Please, Mercy. I need to give you this. I've been told to put this book in your hands.'
'Who sent it?'
'I don't know who it's from,' answered Prink, at the same time deliberately twitching two fingers slightly with his right hand. The Warden.
Curious, Merc rose from his cot. He crossed the cell and, without touching it, studied the cover. The title was illegible. It was a very old book, maybe even worth something….
'Please, Mercy.'
Merc plucked the book from Prink's shaking hand. Prink yanked his arm back, rubbing his forearm with relief. When Prink moved along, Merc slumped into his cot and searched the book. There was nothing in it. No notes, no underlined sentences, no nothing. Merc tossed it. It struck his cell bars, spread open, then tumbled through the bars and landed with a dull thump a meter into the guards’ corridor.
Merc sat on his cot, back against the wall, staring into the corridor and thinking. After a minute he knelt and tried to reach the book. It was out of reach. He tried his towel and then, when that didn't work, Jacobson's pillow to drag the book back within reach.
He took the book back to his cot and started reading from the first page. It was non-fiction, like a textbook or something. The language was very dated. Very formal. The theme of the book seemed to be the search for lost civilizations in India.
It meant nothing to him. He put the book on the tiny wall-hinged table and decided Prink had some explaining to do.
Prink provided no explanation, just more books.
They arrived like clockwork, one a week for the next six months. Magnetic Surveying for Submerged Greek Relics, Archaeology of the Middle East, Chemical Stabilization of Precious Metallic Artifacts — the theme was obvious by the fourth book. By the tenth book, Mercerelli was genuinely interested. Part of that interest stemmed from the mystery of who was sending them (clearly the Warden was having them delivered on behalf of a third party), but part was genuinely down to the subject matter. Merc found himself poring over the texts. Everything he read seemed to stay in his head, especially the sections on the chemical treatment of artifacts.
The guards never touched his books. They acted as though they weren't there. Invisible literature.
'What about the books?' Mercy had asked during his last cell inspection.
'What books?' the guard replied, staring straight at Mercy. 'I don't see any books.'
So the guards had been told to ignore the books.
In mid-September, six months to the day from the arrival of the first book, Mercerelli was prevented from leaving his cell for exercise. He was left alone in the wing for the first time in seven years. No explanation was given. His shouting through the bars went ignored, if there was even anyone around to hear it.
What's this about then?
Fifteen minutes later, lying in his cot reading about the Spanish exploitation of Mesoamerica, Merc heard a pair of shoes he didn't recognize. They weren't inmate issue, and they weren't the guards’ boots. This was someone new. Merc marked his page, shut the book and sat up, placing the book carefully on his table.
A man stopped at Merc's cell. He smiled. The man had black curly hair and intelligent dark eyes.
He was younger than Merc, maybe in his mid-thirties.
He obviously didn't understand prisons. He was standing too close to the bars.
Merc rose slowly from his cot, wary and alert. Visitors weren't allowed into the cell blocks. This man didn't look lost. He looked to be exactly where he wanted to be. He glanced over Merc's shoulder. 'Enjoying the books?'
Merc approached the bars. 'From you?'
The man was Merc's height, but less ruggedly built. He met Merc's gaze steadily. 'You didn't answer my question.'
Mercerelli wasn't used to being spoken to like that. He bristled, but kept himself in check. He jerked his thumb back over his shoulder toward the little bookshelf he'd fashioned. 'Yeah, as a matter of fact, I am. Very enlightening.'
'Nice bookshelf. I wondered where you kept them all.' The man smiled again, reaching through the bars to offer his hand. 'Call me Spader.'
Mercerelli looked down at the offered hand. He looked back up again into the man's face. He had a couple of options here. He could grab the wrist and yank the arm through the bars. From there he could wrench the arm backward against the bars and break the bone. Or he could twist with his full weight and dislocate the shoulder. Both were good options. From there, with the man completely at his mercy, he could break fingers and thumbs. He would have all his answers, even if he had to use his teeth to strip away some skin and flesh.
Looking up, he saw that the man, Spader, knew all this. He had intentionally stuck his arm into the lion's cage. It was a test. He left the arm outstretched, waiting for whatever Mercerelli decided to do.
Mercerelli clasped the hand and shook. 'Giorgio Mercerelli. Thanks for the books. Why send them to me?'
'An investment,' answered Spader. 'Of sorts.'
And Spader explained. And what happened next, the good and the bad of it, was something that would stay forever between Spader and Mercerelli. Spader's investment in Merc had meant a lot of things in the following years, but today, here, it meant that Merc now needed to get back into the Gallery with enough firepower to obliterate Kline. The security tent, Merc reasoned, was where they could re-arm. Between Dale and Merc they had barely one full clip of ammunition remaining.
Skirting Rourke's security tent, Merc felt Dale tug his shirtsleeve.
'What?' hissed Merc. Dale pointed toward the ruins they nicknamed the Roman Latrines: two buildings with walls completely fallen away to reveal a ring of seat-like structures within. Like a primitive meeting hall.
Something occupied the Roman Latrines.
Something unbelievable.
Merc watched a giant lizard stalking through the ruins. He recognized the shape from books, but the size was way out of line. This thing was longer than an Australian salt-water crocodile. Its back arched higher than a full-grown bull. Its tail was curled at the end, otherwise it would have been even longer. Picking its way through the rubble, its silence was nearly as horrifying as its very presence. The animal disappeared from view behind a solid arch of freestanding masonry.
Merc glanced at Dale for confirmation.
Dale gawped toward the Roman Latrines. It looked like the messages from his brain were taking a while to reach his mouth.
When finally the words came, they erupted. 'Did you just see that? Tell me you just saw that! Because if you didn't see that, then I am going bug-ass crazy here! Answer me, Merc. Did you see that?'
'I saw that,' admitted Mercerelli, his own voice sounding a little shaky.
'What was that?' demanded Dale. 'When did things go crazy? When did monsters come into the equation! Did you see that! That was a frigging monster!'
'Shut up. Calm down. Let me think.'
Dale hissed. 'Think? You wanna think? I’ll give you something to think about! I saw someone who was torn apart by one of those things! That's something to think about, Merc! That's something to fucking think about!'
‘Shut up, Dale. Just shut up!' What kind of animals do they grow in these damn forests?
Squatting, Dale shifted on his heel. 'That ain't any kind of right. That's not normal. That's…well, that's something else out there, that is.'
'Doesn't change anything,' decided Merc. 'More reason to get heavier firepower.'
'Couldn't agree more,' said Dale, a moment before he darted into the security tent.
'Dale — wait!' barked Merc as loud as he dared, but Dale was already through the flap and inside. Merc cursed in his head and followed. The 'tent' was just the canvas addition to a mostly-intact original Plaza structure. Four stone chambers interconnected a common central room. Rourke's 'office' was the front chamber, half stone, half tent.
Dale had found something.
Until recently, it appeared that Rourke's desk, a big wooden job, stood on an old green blanket. The table and blanket had been roughly shoved aside, revealing a long wooden trapdoor underneath. The trapdoor was open, and Merc could tell instantly it wasn't of original Plaza design.
The hole underneath was a different story. It looked like original Plaza architecture.
Dale hadn't had time to move the heavy desk. Someone else had exposed the trapdoor. Dale shone his light down. Like the trapdoor, simple wooden steps had been recently added.
'That must be where he keeps the good stuff,' guessed Dale. 'I'll go down. You keep watch.'
Dale sidestepped cautiously down the creaking stairs. The attack came from underneath. A hand darted between the stairs and jabbed Dale's calf. He sensed the trap too late. He shrieked and collapsed down the stairs. His flashlight went flying.
Merc charged down the stairs. He had no choice. He would have to blitz the chamber with his remaining ammunition. Hopefully he'd score a lucky hit in the dark. Dale's weapon would have landed at the bottom. Merc would try to reach it. He'd use Dale's weapon to take out whoever was under the steps. It was a suicidal plan, but it was all he had.
Merc dashed halfway down the stairs, raised his weapon…
…and stopped.
A woman held a scuba tank suspended over Dale's head. Her arms shook from holding up the heavy tank. She could have smashed Dale's head open with one pulverizing blow, but she hadn't.
She was alone in the chamber, apart from whoever was still hiding under the wooden stairs. She didn't seem to have any firearms.
'You, under the steps,' barked Merc. 'If you shock me, I'm going to shoot your friend with the tank. This situation can get really ugly, but maybe it doesn't have to.'
The woman with the tank backed away from Dale. She noticed Merc's uniform. 'Are you police?'
'That's right. We're police,' lied Merc after an awkward moment. 'Now put down that tank.'
The woman set down the tank, but still looked wary. 'I'm Claire Hudnell and she's Libby Fraser. You've come because of Joanne, right?'
Unsure to whom she was referring, Merc just nodded, letting the woman invent her own explanation. They seemed desperate and ready to believe just about anything.
Dale regained his feet and collected his carbine from the bottom step. The woman crouching under the stairs, Libby Fraser, emerged to join the one who’d nearly brained Dale.
Libby had brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore a one piece knee-length blue overall with lots of pockets. She was smeared with mud and grime. Claire Hudnell was more sturdily built. She wore a blue singlet, work trousers and boots. She had dried blood in her hair. Merc realized they must be from the Plaza’s research team.
'I'm so sorry,' stuttered Claire, trying to help Dale. 'We didn't know who you were. We thought you were Rourke or Kline coming back.'
'Hey, no permanent harm done,' said Dale, trying to shake some life back into his left leg. 'I hope.'
'You're not the two on the bike who got locked in the Plaza, are you?' asked Libby.
'What?' said Merc. 'What two?'
'The two policemen on the bike,' explained Libby. 'They were wearing the same uniforms as you. We saw the bike bounce into the Plaza just before Kline sealed the Gallery with the rocket.'
'Into the Gallery?' asked Merc. 'You saw them get safely inside?'
'I don't know how safe they were,' interjected Claire, but when the Gallery sealed up, they were definitely not on the outside.’
Merc and Dale looked at each other.
'They're not dead,' said Dale, smiling cautiously, turning his attention back to the women. 'What are you two doing down here?'
'They're hiding,' murmured Merc. 'They came to find Rourke's radio. Instead they found Rourke’s secret door. When they heard us coming they bolted down here and set their trap. Right?'
Merc was pleased by Claire's surprised look. It meant he'd read their situation correctly. He was rapidly getting a handle on this new development.
'That's exactly what happened,' she confirmed. 'How did you know?'
'Because we're doing the same thing,' admitted Merc. 'Except we're looking for firearms, not radios.'
Merc saw the hope drain from Claire's face. 'So you're in as much trouble as we are. Of course. How many of you are there? You couldn't have been expecting all this. I mean Rourke and all the….'
Claire trailed off.
Dale finished her sentence. 'Monsters? You mean the giant lizards running around eating people?'
'Megafauna,' corrected Libby. 'Not monsters. They're megafauna.'
Merc raised an eyebrow.
'I'm sure of it,' she said. 'I'm an entomologist — insects and their close relatives — but I studied megafauna during undergrad. Scientifically, that's how these animals would be classed. I think the most recent megafauna species was discovered in 1998. A coelacanth. Latimeria menadoensis. Megafauna live on every major continent. Things like elephants and hippos. The oceans have megafauna like giant squids. All those animals would sound unbelievable until you saw one. These are exactly the same.'
Merc asked, 'How can people not have discovered these already?'
'Maybe they have,' suggested Claire. 'Doesn't mean they lived to tell anyone about it.’
Libby nodded. 'New species of megafauna are found every few years around the world. In a remote location, a small population could easily stay undetected. Especially a species with the ability to camouflage.'
'That's a good point,' agreed Dale. 'But that camouflage drops away when they're attacking.'
'I thought humans were supposed to be the pinnacle of evolution,' commented Merc. 'I'm really starting to feel like the underdog here.'
'Nature can swing a big stick when she wants to,' said Libby.
'We've worked this site for years now,' observed Claire. 'Why have they only attacked now?'
'I have a theory,' started Libby. 'It's the exact middle of summer, right? The solstice. We planned our research around it. It's the best time for sampling insects. Reptiles are ectodermic. They need outside heat sources. More sun makes them more active. Summer provides their best chance to build fat reserves for higher reproduction success.'
'The sun!' realized Claire. ‘The Aztecs sacrificed hundreds of thousands of people to keep the sun appearing every day. Then these megafauna start appearing around the solstice when the sun is highest in the sky and the days are at their longest all year. They must have seen the pattern. They probably thought these animals were gods. I bet that's why they built this entire place. That's Joanne's missing connection.'
'That might also explain the smell,' said Libby. 'I think it might be an attractant. Some predator species gather around key botanical indicators of ecosystem health. Some flowering plants are called attractor species. Predators move toward them because they indicate a healthy ecosystem rich in prey. They mark the most pristine hunting grounds.'
'This place isn't pristine,' observed Merc. 'The whole place smells like god-knows-what.'
'That smell is attracting them,' explained Libby. 'It's the pollen extract in the silt. Whoever built this place must have used tons of the stuff over the years. They wanted all the megafauna to converge here.'
'And we're right in the middle of it,' realized Merc.
'No,' corrected Claire. 'The Gallery is in the middle. Have you two seen the artwork in there? It depicts thousands of people being torn to pieces by something invisible. I think this entire place was designed to funnel megafauna and people together into a killing zone. I wouldn't want to be in the Gallery right now.’
Merc and Dale looked gravely at each other.
'Our friends are in there,' said Merc. 'If it's sealed up, we need to find a way inside. We could blast our way in. Rourke might have some explosives hidden.'
Dale shone his flashlight around the chamber. His light reflected off a rippling surface at the chamber's rear. 'What the…is that water?'
'Come on,' said Merc. 'There's nothing down here we can—'
Gunfire interrupted Merc's comment. 'It's Kline. He must be falling back to this tent!'
At least four weapons were firing. Kline wasn't alone. With no other options, Merc dashed up the stairs and grabbed the trapdoor.
At that exact moment, Kline burst into the tent.
Merc and Kline's eyes met for a second before — whump! — the trapdoor slammed shut.
* * *
Kline saw the trapdoor fall.
A flash of blue shirt identified the culprit.
Rourke had discovered the underground chamber eighteen months ago. To conceal the discovery from Ethan, he’d relocated their security tent to cover the site. He’d built the steps, then the trapdoor, then the heavy desk to complete the subterfuge.
Now one of the intruders had used Rourke's trapdoor to flee underground.
Well, if Kline survived the next few minutes, he'd worry about the intruders. He still had five men at his disposal.
'You,' pointed Kline, not really caring who he was pointing at. ‘Get on the roof and keep watch. Stay low. I don't want any of those things seeing you.’
He pointed again. ‘You two, into the back rooms and get all the ammunition.'
The last two guards automatically took position either side of the canvas tent flap. They didn't need to be told. The guards who had lasted this long had the best survival instinct. Kline recognized the faces of Rourke's five most experienced staff. Experience seemed to be counting today. If only Kline felt up to the task himself. He couldn't expect assistance from Rourke. Rourke was sealed in the Gallery. As Rourke's number two man, Kline was now in charge. Problem was, he had no idea what to do. He hadn't had a plan since the animals attacked. Three of his guards were torn apart outside the Gallery. Kline had barely escaped with his own life. He'd radioed for everyone to meet him at the security tent. He'd arrived with one guard, and found four more already waiting.
What he'd wanted was somewhere safe to plan his next move, but rallying at the security tent now felt like a mistake. The tent had no lockable doors. Hell, the front entrance was just a canvas flap.
Kline knelt beside the trapdoor. He bent and pressed his ear near its edge. He heard talking. Whispered, but urgent. One voice sounded like Claire Hudnell’s.
I thought she was dead. Maybe she made it back here somehow.
She wasn't alone. But how many were down there, and how were they armed? As long as they didn't want to come up again, it shouldn't be an immediate problem.
Kline glanced toward the canvas flap. The sun was shining straight through from the outside. The animals might be able to camouflage themselves, but they couldn't prevent their bulks from casting shadows.
Kline waited nervously for two minutes. Nothing attacked, but neither did he think of anything they should be doing. Maybe they could reach a jeep? But then what? A jeep could only get them onto the jungle tracks. Those tracks led nowhere, and the animals would be even harder to see in the jungle. They needed a boat or an airlift. The second option, an airlift, was something Rourke was meant to arrange. Rourke had been tight-lipped on the details.
Should I sit tight and wait for the airlift? Will they even leave without Rourke?
Unlikely, but maybe if they saw the animals.
Kline jerked around as a piercing shriek sounded from above him.
The guard on lookout was being attacked. Kline heard another shriek, then manic scuffling from up on the roof. Wooden reinforcing beams groaned above Kline's head. The chamber serving the lookout ladder darkened as something blocked the light.
Kline pointed and shouted, 'They're coming through the roof. Quick, block that archway. Use the desk!'
Four guards scrambled to barricade the archway with Rourke's upturned desk. They smacked the desk squarely against the chamber's single archway. The desk was wide enough, but not tall enough. At least ten inches of clearance showed above the top edge.
'Hold it in place!' yelled Kline. 'All of you push against it.'
As four shoulders pushed up against the desk, something immensely stronger began pushing back. The men strained. The desk bucked. Boots slipped. They couldn't hold it long.
Kline spun toward the canvas flap. They'd have to risk making another dash through the ruins. But to where?
As Kline took his first step toward the flap, something massive came nosing through the canvas toward him. The blunt head and twitching eyes came into view as Kline raised his weapon. He fired full-auto back through the canvas.
From the angle of the animal's head, he knew where its body had to be. Kline shredded the canvas until his weapon ran dry. The animal recoiled. Through the shredded canvas, Kline spotted more movement outside.
They're surrounding us.
Only one option remained. Kline dashed back to the trapdoor and prayed he wasn't making a huge mistake.

Chapter 14

Dale watched Merc slam shut the trapdoor.
'It's Kline,' hissed Merc, feeling blindly for a way to lock the trapdoor. 'He saw me. He knows we're down here. I don't think this door locks from the inside.'
Dale brought up his carbine to cover the steps.
'We're trapped,' said Merc.
'Where does that go?' Dale asked Claire, tilting his head toward the water.
Claire bit her lip. 'Back to the west bunker, I guess. We found a diver’s flashlight down there. I guess this chamber is how Rourke reached the bunker before Ethan. He’s been hiding this place.'
Dale pointed to Libby. 'Can you scuba dive?'
'Yes. I haven't done it in ages, but I know how.'
Claire waved to the racks of dive gear. 'I checked already. There's not much air left in those tanks, but maybe enough to reach the west antechamber.'
'Underwater?' asked Merc. 'Diving under the water?'
'It's the only way, Merc,’ replied Dale. ‘Can you dive?'
'Dale, I can't even swim.'
Dale glanced at the water. It offered their only chance at escape. ‘Hey, swimming's optional. You don't need to know how to swim.'
Claire started rapidly assembling the dive equipment. Libby chose the four tanks with the most air reserves.
Merc crossed to the dark pool of water. He knelt and probed the depths with his flashlight. 'I'm not brimming over with confidence. It looks dark and deep down there. I'll stay here.'
Dale grabbed Merc’s arm and tried to pull him toward the equipment. 'I know you can do this, Merc.'
Merc jerked his arm from Dale’s grasp. 'You know nothing about me.'
Dale took a deep breath. As it happened, he knew a hell of a lot about Giorgio Mercerelli.
Dale lowered his voice so the women couldn’t overhear him. 'Seems to me that I heard about this real hard nut that used to run things up in Marion Penitentiary. Up in Illinois. Real bad-ass type. Apparently the inmates were terrified of him. He had several guards under his thumb, as I hear it. He went by the name of Mercy. You’re from Illinois, right? Now, correct me if I'm wrong, but Mercy sounds a lot like a shortened version of Mercerelli.’
Mercerelli stared at Dale. 'We're not in Marion now, Dale.'
'Yeah, and you were never meant to be there. You were innocent. It was your wife, Susan, and you took the blame. And then while you were inside she shacked up with someone else. She betrayed and abandoned you, the one person who cared about her. And even then you still didn't drop her in it. You are loyal, even when it's undeserving. That's why Spader recruited you. You and your stupid loyalty. Now, if we're going to help Spader and Gordon, we really need to get the hell out of this vault.'
'This isn't a vault.'
'What?'
'You said 'vault'. We're not in a vault.'
'Whatever. Vault, underground chamber — whatever.'
Merc held Dale's gaze. 'How did you escape the flooded vault back in Paris?'
‘I don’t know.’
‘You’re lying.’
‘I’m not. I decided I’d rather be caught by the police than drown. I tried to swim up the vault’s stairs into the owner’s house, but there were bars blocking the way. I ran out of air down there. I passed out.’
Merc said thoughtfully, ‘So you didn’t escape on your own after all.’
‘No. Somebody pulled me out. Remember I told you I saw a sixth diver? Well, what I didn’t mention was who owned the house above the vault.’
‘Who?’
‘Spader. I think you can work out who the sixth diver was. If anyone knew of a hidden exit, it would be the vault’s owner. Spader’s was the first face I saw when I woke up. I woke up lying in the cellar of a pub across the street. Spader was changing his clothes. He was still dripping wet.’
‘I know that pub,’ said Merc. ‘I didn’t know Spader owned the house across the street though.’
‘Now you know my secret. But the truth is, it’s Spader’s secret. He never told me how he got me out. Gordon won’t tell me either. I guess they don’t want to share what’s in that vault.’
Dale nodded toward the water. ‘So now you know. Do you trust me now?’
Merc looked at the water. 'I don't have to swim?'
Dale picked up a tow rope. 'Nope. Just kick. I'll do the rest. You just need to hold onto me.'
Merc let himself be led to the equipment.
* * *
Claire knew these two weren't police. Underwater, she and Libby floated side-by-side while Dale helped Merc descend to their depth.
How many police can't swim?
She wasn't fooled, but neither was she foolish enough to raise her suspicions. Had she wanted to, she could have lost them underwater, but any enemy of Kline's was a friend of hers, for the time being anyway.
When Dale gave the OK hand signal, when Merc was clutching the rope like grim death, Claire began leading the way through the flooded underground rooms along Rourke's navigation rope. The flooded chambers closely resembled those under the east antechamber. Thank goodness for that. It upheld her theory that the areas were joined.
First in the water, Libby had found Rourke's orange nylon navigation rope anchored onto the fifth step from the bottom. The rope led east, cutting through the flooded chambers. Rourke had evidently spent quite a lot of time exploring these underwater chambers.
What was he looking for?
Following the rope, Claire glanced at the passing wall carvings. Joanne would have loved them. There seemed to be a wealth of information carved into the dozens and dozens of interconnected chambers.
Claire's hand snagged something on the rope. It was a knot. From the knot, a second rope led away south. The second rope was bright blue. Color codes. The blue rope continued south for as far as Claire's flashlight could penetrate. This pattern repeated itself. Every so often, as Claire continued, Rourke's main navigation line branched off into dark side chambers. The ropes’ colors always differed. First blue, then yellow, then red and so forth.
She wondered what the color codes meant. Now wasn't the time to investigate. She had to stay focused. Without the navigation line, it would be terrifyingly easy to get lost down here. Most of the rooms looked alike, although several times Claire spotted chambers filled with the familiar recessed sleeping niches. Ethan first found the wall niches under the west antechamber. The niches were another Plaza mystery. Why did so many people need to sleep underground?
Claire swam true east until she had counted off fifteen chambers in her head. She checked behind herself. Yes, her plan was working disturbingly well. The rooms they'd passed were thick with suspended silt. Merc's erratic fin strokes kicked up loads of the stuff. Claire's light barely penetrated a meter behind where Dale helped Merc along the rope.
Claire stopped when Rourke's rope next branched to the south. This rope was fluorescent green.
Following the green rope, she led the others away from the main line through three chambers. In the third chamber, she reversed and went hand-over-hand back along the rope. The others stopped, confused. Claire made eye-contact with each of them, using hand-gestures to communicate she wanted them to wait here for her. Dale grabbed her wrist, signing energetically that they should all stay together. He wasn't satisfied until he realized Libby was staying too.
Claire pulled herself back to Rourke’s main line.
Rourke's system of ropes had given her the idea. She’d left five full sets of dive gear back in Rourke’s secret chamber. Claire could easily have sabotaged the equipment, but she’d left it all intact. She wanted Kline to follow. Judging by the earlier gunfire, Kline had come under intense attack just seconds before her group descended. If he was forced to retreat underground, he’d have no choice but to use the dive gear. If Claire had read the situation correctly, Kline could be following closely behind them.
She was right.
After less than two minutes waiting, she felt a tug on the main rope. Kline was coming through the silt clouds. Claire switched off her flashlight. She descended and swam a full lap around the chamber, just above the bottom, dipping her fins into the silt with every kick. She kept her right hand on the wall, counting off exits until she was back where she started. Now she couldn't see a thing. Expanding clouds of silt filled the chamber. Blindly, she groped around in the archway.
Where is the navigation rope!
She couldn’t find it. She couldn't use her flashlight to find the green rope because Kline might see her. But if she drifted too far from the archway, she'd never find the others again. They'd all drown down here.
Suppressing panic, Claire reached for her flashlight, deciding to risk the light, but at that exact moment her other hand found the green rope. She clung to the rope. She was hyperventilating. Her own relief was unnerving.
Calm down. It’s all right now.
She checked her diving gauges. Most of her air was expended now. Nearly panicking certainly hadn’t helped.
That was worse than I thought.
In the pitch dark, she pulled herself along the rope for what she estimated was two chambers distance from the main line. She turned and watched. Four lights, barely perceptible, crept across her field of vision. The first light stopped where the main line branched to her green rope. She felt a tug, and at that moment realized her mistake. The silt obscured the rope's colors. Kline was having difficulty knowing which way to go. Don't come down here! Keep going straight ahead!
Another frightening thought occurred. Had they seen her?
In the thickening silt, Claire spotted movement again. Kline continued down the main line, ignoring her green rope.
Rapidly pulling herself hand-over-hand, she reached Dale just ahead of the expanding silt cloud.
Follow me, she signed, frantically ensuring everyone got the message before the silt engulfed them all. She didn't have a second to spare. As Libby nodded her understanding, the cloud swept around them.
Blind, all four moved hand-over-hand back along the green rope. Claire only used her flashlight to ensure three hazy shapes were still following when she reached the blue rope again. Fifteen chambers of murky swimming later, Claire felt where the rope knotted through a stainless steel eyelet. The eyelet fastened the rope to the stone. She swam up the steps she couldn't see, but knew must be there. Her head emerged from the water.
Libby broke the surface beside her. 'You've brought us back to the start!
'Yeah, with no Kline,' explained Claire.
Dale and Merc rose on the steps a little off to one side. Dale tore of his mask. 'You almost killed us! Why did you stir up the silt? I knew we were doubling back. Why blind us all? Kline wouldn't have found us. You're supposed to be the safety officer. That was the stupidest thing I've ever seen in my life.'
Claire waited for Dale to finish. Of the four divers, Dale seemed most traumatized by their experience. The silt seemed to have terrified him.
He must be claustrophobic or something. But it was his idea to dive….
Dale's left hand was still locked to Merc's diving vest. Merc's head was clear of the water. He should be all right on his own, but Claire sensed that helping Merc had been the only thing holding Dale together. Looking after his companion let Dale block out his fear.
Dale hissed, 'I almost lost Merc in the silt twice. He kept turning around and going back the wrong way!'
'Sorry. I couldn't…I couldn't tell which way was up.' Merc rapidly shed his dive gear. 'I'm not going down there again. I'd rather die.'
'I had to disturb the silt,' explained Claire. 'Don't you understand — it was the bubbles from our breathing regulators.'
Dale's face clouded with thought.
'Our bubbles were going to give us away,' continued Claire. 'They were floating up and getting trapped on the ceiling of every chamber we swam through. You were breathing twice as hard as the rest of us, Dale. Check your gauges. I bet you ate through twice as much air as Merc. The bubbles on the ceiling were like a trail of breadcrumbs that would lead Kline right to us. If he'd known which way we'd gone, he could have cut our line. I needed the ceiling and all the trapped bubbles to be concealed.'
Dale checked his dive gauges then slumped down on the steps, thinking about it. 'You're right. If he'd seen the bubbles he could have just cut the lines behind him and kept going. We'd still be down there lost. I'm sorry. I didn't even think about it.'
Merc and Libby had finished shedding their equipment. As Dale unclipped his vest, Merc stepped back down into the water with his combat knife.
Dale grabbed his arm. 'What are you doing?'
'Making sure Kline can't find his way back here. I'll cut the line.'
'Don't cut it,' said Dale.
Merc straightened from the water. 'We all almost died getting away from him, and now you want to help him?'
Claire agreed with Dale. 'It's not about him. It's about the line. You never cut an underwater navigation line. Never under any circumstances. It has a way of coming back to bite you on the ass.'
Merc hesitated, then left the line intact without further argument.
Libby checked where the trapdoor lay torn from its hinges. 'The megafauna got down here. Chasing Kline, I bet. They ripped through the trapdoor. Looks like they didn't hang around when they couldn't find anyone to eat.'
'All right,' said Merc, starting up the steps. 'Let's see what else Rourke has been hiding in here.'
* * *
Maria had been on hold for the last twenty years. It felt like that, anyway. Her ear was sore from the telephone receiver.
Her mother had picked up the kids an hour ago. Maria didn't want to frighten them, especially when it might all be in her imagination.
Don't you dare doubt yourself. Something isn't right.
Finally a voice came on the phone. Maria expected to hear the police operator again, apologizing for the delay, but the deep voice of a man replaced the operator this time.
'This is Captain Oloroso. Mrs. March, is it?'
Maria sat up straight on the kitchen stool. Her back was sore from sitting at the phone so long. 'Yes, this is Maria March. My husband spoke to you this morning. I hope you're the right person to contact.'
The Captain sounded sympathetic, but that was probably a voice he used a lot in his line of work. ‘How can I help, Mrs. March?'
'Well actually, I was hoping you could tell me what's going on. At the Plaza, I mean. I've not been able to contact anyone there. I've called the University, both here and in Mexico, and some of Ethan's colleagues, but no one's heard anything since this morning.'
'We're facing the same difficulty,' admitted the Captain. 'Actually, we're trying to raise the Plaza security contractors right now. They have their own communication system.'
'Of course,' realized Maria. 'I didn't think of that. That makes sense. Can I speak to Ethan on that line then?'
Captain Oloroso didn't sound optimistic. 'Whatever affected your husband's radio seems to be affecting the security contractors as well. I understand all Ethan’s staff were leaving the site today, so he wouldn’t have the technical staff on hand to fix the problem as quickly as usual. Still, I suspect we'll hear from him soon. I'll contact you as soon as we hear something.'
'Wait,' blurted Maria. 'Ethan talked about another group in the area. Just a few days ago. A team of ecologists working from an inflatable balloon platform. It was launching from the Plaza and staying in radio contact with Ethan's team. So they must have some kind of radio too. Perhaps they could help.'
'That's an excellent idea,' agreed the Captain. 'I'll check into it now. Don't worry if you don't hear from us. The satellite reception here is patchy. We'll be coming in and out of communications range.'
'Wait, where are you now? Ethan said you were travelling to the Plaza immediately.'
'We're trying,' admitted the Captain. 'Apparently not a single charter plane is available. Same with the boats. They're either all in dry dock or having engine trouble.'
'Is that normal?'
The Captain said, 'If I didn't know better, I'd think someone was trying to keep us away. I'll call you when I know more.'
He was about to hang up!
'What about a helicopter?' Maria asked quickly.
Captain Oloroso’s voice adopted a strained tone. We aren't as well-funded as your US Federal Police, Mrs. March. My department doesn't have access to helicopters.'
'I'll pay for one,' offered Maria. 'If you charter a private one, I'll be happy to pay. I can transfer the money to your department's account today. I really feel that you need to reach the Plaza as soon as possible. I'm happy to pay.'
Captain Oloroso paused as though considering. 'I'm afraid we have strict rules against that kind of thing, Mrs. March. It can lead to special treatment, which, in a way, is exactly what you’re asking for. I'm not trying to be contrary or obstructionist, and I truly appreciate your concern, but this is my job and you need to let me do it. I assure you I am giving the problem my full attention.'
Maria wanted to yell down the phone, but she contained herself. She needed to keep a cool head if she wanted to get anything done. The police operator could easily filter Maria’s calls if the Captain labeled her as intrusive or pushy. Her first instinct was to catch the first plane to Mexico. There was nothing stopping her from personally chartering a helicopter. But that would take too long.
She needed to impress upon the Captain that something wasn't right at the Plaza.
She controlled herself, and in the most reasonable way she could, explained the message that Abby had passed through Ben. She explained Abby's theory about a large predator in the area. She hadn’t planned to mention it, but it felt like the last card she had to play.
The Captain listened, then asked a few questions for clarification. 'Human remains, you say? Well that's not uncommon on an archaeological excavation. Isn't that the type of thing they're looking for, after all?'
'Not human remains with gold fillings in their teeth, Captain. I know it sounds far-fetched, but Abby is convinced that something there is attacking people.'
The line started crackling. Maria pressed the phone into her ear. She just caught snatches of Oloroso before the line disconnected.
'I've lived here all my life,' he had said. 'I grew up in the jungle, and there is nothing like that around here anymore.'
Maria put the phone down, staring at the receiver. Anymore?
* * *
'What's that noise?' shouted Ethan, turning on the spot to pinpoint the sound.
An intense squealing noise came piercing through the Gallery. The source sounded either very close or very loud.
'Super-siren?' guessed Spader, flicking a glance back to Gordon.
'What's a super-siren?' asked Ethan. He'd never heard of one before.
'Broadly speaking,' Gordon explained, 'it's an emergency navigation tool. The US Navy designed them for navigation emergencies. Sometimes you still find them used at isolated lighthouses. A ship’s captain is supposed to hear them over roaring seas. They've been illegal to purchase since a right wing activist was caught planting one among a G11 demonstration a few years ago. Had it activated, hundreds of demonstrators would have been crushed in the stampede.'
'I still say they were banned because of the whales,' added Spader. 'Sure did a number on them.'
'Is it yours?' asked Ethan, wondering why Spader and Gordon knew so much about them.
'No,' answered Spader. 'We don't use them.'
Gordon added thoughtfully, 'You think someone is using one to navigate? Like a point of reference.'
Spader shook his head. 'Not with the walls moving. You could accidentally get sealed up with the thing. Too risky.’
'What happens then?' asked Ethan.
'Your brain packs up shop and calls it a day,' replied Gordon. 'All your senses go out of whack. If you're too close, say, less than twenty feet from the source, it's completely incapacitating. You're too stunned and disorientated to even run. If you're far enough away to run, depending on how long you've been exposed, or how fast you can run, you get what's called sensory shock. It's not pretty.'
'Sounds like a weapon,' observed Ethan. 'What does it look like?'
'Usually a silver canister. About the size of a drink can. There's a pin on the side like a grenade.'
'Rourke had something like that on his belt this morning,' Ethan remembered. 'I'd never seen them before. I was going to ask him about it. It had a lime green stripe, about one inch wide, two-thirds of the way down.'
'That's the one,' confirmed Spader. 'You say Rourke had one? What about Kline?'
Ethan thought back and then shook his head. 'Just Rourke. Kline wasn't carrying any that I could see.'
'Then Rourke's in the Gallery,' reasoned Gordon. 'And not far behind us by the sound of it.'
Spader stared back in the direction of the sound. 'And he just used the super-siren on someone. He must have realized the siren would be devastating in a confined space. I wonder who he used it on.'
Gordon pulled a pained face. 'Merc and Dale or Fontana and Randy?'
'Neither, I hope,' said Spader. 'Maybe it's just navigation.'
'I've heard of people beating them,' offered Gordon. 'If someone was frightened or angry enough, they could overcome the disorientation and escape the danger zone.’
Ethan read the look on Spader's face. Spader was considering going back. Gordon saw it too.
'If we go back,' pre-empted Gordon, 'there's little chance we'll find them. We're better off continuing to the core chamber. They know that's our goal. If we're all heading the same way, we're more likely to find them.'
Spader nodded, seeing the logic. 'I hope so, because we're not leaving without them. We arrived together, and we're leaving together. And don't start on about Fontana. I don't care how many times he—'
The Gallery's shifting barriers interrupted Spader.
Ethan checked his watch. ‘Four minutes again.'
'Huh?' grunted Spader.
'The barriers change every four minutes,' confirmed Gordon, checking his watch.
Ethan adjusted his own watch to the countdown mode. He set the alarm to activate in three minutes and fifty seconds. If the Gallery stayed true to form, he would have a ten second warning before the barriers cycled again.
Spader donned his cave code goggles to check the newly surrounding corridors. Ethan studied one barrier closely. I need more light. He searched around in his pockets and found Rourke's dive light. It illuminated less of his surroundings than he'd hoped.
'Pull back the sleeve,' directed Gordon, pointing at Ethan's flashlight.
'What?'
Gordon took Ethan's flashlight, gave the front a quick twist, then pulled back the plastic casing around the light. 'Turns it into a lamp. Better for in here.'
It was better. Ethan would hate to be in here with no lights. They would literally be forced to feel their way blindly along the walls. Walls that kept moving.
The barriers are one mystery solved at least.
He now had a fair idea how the barriers functioned. A theory, anyway.
Each barrier turned like a windmill blade. A blade of solid limestone. The windmill turned a quarter rotation whenever the Gallery changed. At any time, with most of the barrier concealed in the walls and ceiling, only a quarter of the turning stone disk was visible blocking the archways. The feature on that visible section defined the barrier's nature. Ethan guessed that each barrier only had two features: an archway-sized aperture and a triangle aperture. The disk's remaining surface was smooth, but the quarter-turn increments often halted the stone between the apertures, presenting the 'flat' impassable barrier.
Counterweights. Ethan looked at the ceiling. His imagination looked higher. Gravity and mass propelled. Momentum increments.
'They must be powered by drop stones,' rationalized Gordon, reading Ethan's mind. 'But how did they reset them afterwards?'
'Good question,' agreed Ethan. 'I'm guessing they manually turned the barriers back the other way. It would be a monumental task. We saw how hard it was for Rourke to move just one.'
'You could never be sure without pulling the place apart,' murmured Gordon. 'Or finding one already falling apart.'
Ethan felt his wonder at the Plaza renewed. He remembered the man he stood beside was Gordon Merrit. He asked Gordon, 'How many examples of modern architecture could function perfectly after six hundred years buried? None, that's how many. Not a single one. This place is a marvel. How did they get the stones here? How did they raise them and cut them and lay them and position them? What on earth is this place even for? It is the only surviving structure of its type ever found, and we have absolutely nothing to compare it too.'
Gordon said quietly, so Spader couldn't overhear. 'You've got nothing to compare it to. You're just assuming nothing like this has ever been found.'
Ethan thought he was beyond being shocked again today. Apparently not. 'Are you saying this isn't the first?'
Gordon didn't answer, which was almost an answer in itself.
Ethan didn't want to raise his voice and alert Spader to their conversation. It was hard to believe that Spader missed anything within earshot. 'Tell me,' hissed Ethan urgently. 'This isn't the first? You've found more like this?'
'Forget I said anything,' answered Gordon, waving for Ethan to keep quiet, then not responding at all to Ethan's meaningful, angry, then imploring glares.
Spader suddenly called from the corridor heading south, 'I've found Rourke's original trail again. Come on — this way, hurry before everything shifts!'
Following Spader, Ethan thought, they know more about this place than they're admitting. What did Gordon say it was? A safe? Ethan needed to start taking Gordon and Spader’s 'safe' theory a bit more seriously.
The idea of a Mesoamerican safe was not, strictly speaking, unheard of. It just happened that the one Ethan had studied ten years ago, the one in particular he spoke about in lectures, functioned very differently from a modern conventional safe.
The 'water safe' had long been a fascinating cultural oddity that Ethan shared with his students. The water safe was a deep, steep-sided stone fissure in the earth. Long ago, volcanic activity formed a tube to the surface. This lighter volcanic material had eroded, leaving an open vertical shaft in the earth. Fed by natural springs and rain, water filled ninety percent of the shaft.
Ethan had scuba-dived into what now resembled a stone-walled tunnel, seventy-five meters across, leading straight down into the earth. He'd been studying the walls. The submerged stone walls held the secrets.
Riddling the walls, thousands of small niches and cavities became the culture’s equivalent of safety deposit boxes. Accessing the boxes, the niches, was the hard part. Young men, from boyhood, trained to dive deep into the safe. But deep diving provided only the first measure of security. Finding the exact niche among thousands offered the real challenge, and one supposedly overcome by the divers remembering and keeping in strictest confidence the exact combination of handholds they used to pull themselves down the wall.
Rather than an exercise in swimming or diving, the maneuver was more of an upside down underwater climb. Only the person who initially placed the item knew the combination of handholds to reach the niche again. Only that person could recover it.
Only that person knew the combination.
It was a big leap from that kind of safe to one Gordon now claimed they occupied. Gordon would know all about water safes, and Ethan suspected if Spader hadn't been around, Gordon would share what he knew about the Gallery. Everything seemed to come back to Spader.
After three more chambers, Ethan rose to his feet after climbing through a triangle barrier. All three men had squirmed through the barrier as quickly as they could, fearful the stone might shift and slice one of them in half.
Ethan brushed his palms on his pants, turning his attention to Spader. 'You don't seem very interested in working out how this place works. You haven't said anything about the moving barriers.'
'I'm very interested,' countered Spader. 'It just so happens that I'm travelling with the two most esteemed experts in the world. The best way I can learn is by listening to you and Gordon talk.' Spader tapped his temple. 'It's all up here. Word for word.'
Gordon said, 'He's got a little tape recorder running in his head all the time.'
Ethan raised one eyebrow. 'Mind like a steel trap, huh? Too bad you're wasting it on crime.'
Spader stopped. His flashlight lowered to the floor. 'That's hardly polite. You don’t know me. It's a little early in the day to be labeling me a criminal. We're not that different, Ethan, you and I. Essentially, we're in the same line of business.'
Ethan spluttered out an incredulous half-laugh. 'The same line of business? You must be joking. You're a thief! You came here to steal any valuable artifacts your team could lay their dirty hands on! I bet you've already cleared out the conservation huts.'
Spader turned and studied Ethan carefully. 'And is what you're doing much different, Ethan? Do you think the original owners of those artifacts had you in mind as their successor? Do you think they intended their property to end up in a museum, or, even worse, a store room? Let me assure you that your goals are not that far removed from mine. We are both here to take something that doesn't belong to us. Lost property is fair game, Ethan, and that is exactly what this place is — lost property.'
Ethan shook his head. 'The artifacts I recover are conserved and protected. The descendants of the civilization that built this place can visit a museum and see the fabric of their past.'
'Really?' asked Spader. 'Were they consulted? Did you go around and perform a census asking if the descendants actually wanted these things removed from the ground?'
'Don't be stupid,' argued Ethan. 'It's a given. Why would they want them to remain a mystery?'
'Maybe for the same reason they buried the Plaza. But you'll never know, because you never asked the true cultural custodians if they wanted their history uncovered and removed and placed on display to the world. The way I see it, if I'm taking it from you, then I’m just taking it from somebody who never deserved to have it in the first place.'
'I can see you've justified it all in your own mind,' said Ethan. 'You've put a lot of thought into this.'
'And you haven't thought about it enough,' replied Spader. 'That's the problem. You think that history belongs to society. It doesn't.'
Spader stalked off, stealing Ethan's chance to debate further.
Gordon nodded for them to follow Spader. 'Just leave it. Just do what he says.'
'Like you do,' spat back Ethan.
Gordon paused and replied simply, 'Like I'm lucky to. Come on. We must be very close to the core chamber now.’
Spader had stopped in the next chamber. 'Wait. I think this is it. I think this is the end of Rourke's trail.'
Everyone scanned the chamber. It appeared identical to all the others. If this was the core chamber, then it was a major disappointment.
Ethan's watch started beeping. He counted down in his head, turning on the spot, watching for the barriers to change again.
Six…five…four…three…wait for it, and now.
To the second, the barriers shifted around the men. Open arches became flat slabs. Slabs became triangles or archways. One new archway led west. All three men shone their flashlights through the open archway into the chamber beyond.
Ethan stood dumbfounded. Now that was a core chamber. But it wasn't the chamber that caught his attention.
It was what stood in the center of the chamber. Awestruck, all three men solemnly approached.
'Are you thinking what I'm thinking?' asked Spader.
Ethan wasn't sure who Spader was asking, but Gordon answered.
Gordon said, almost in a whisper, 'I'm thinking that's a pretty big piece of gold.'
Ethan agreed. The gold cylinder stood five feet high, and was at least twelve inches in diameter. It looked solid.
The gold monolith was covered in hieroglyphics. Inscriptions that Ethan, just from where he stood, could already partially translate. This was where Rourke was bringing him. Rourke wanted the inscription interpreted. Standing before Ethan might be all the answers he was searching for. The answers to the greatest archaeological mystery of an age.
* * *
Spader stared at the gold.
It was, by far, the biggest chunk of gold he'd ever seen in his life. It looked like a giant gold rolling pin, standing on end, with its handles chopped off.
Ethan rushed over to study the pictograms.
Gordon made to approach the gold, but Spader grasped his arm. 'Wait. Give Ethan a chance.'
Gordon looked suspiciously between Ethan and Spader. He lowered his voice, but Ethan seemed too preoccupied by the object to overhear. 'What are you doing, Spader?'
'I'm giving Ethan a chance. This is what he's been after all this time. He’s put a lot more work into finding this than we have. Let's give him a moment.'
Gordon's bearing hardened. 'Bullshit. I know you, Spader. I know how you operate. Nothing is ever that simple with you. You have plans within plans. I know how you got Dale Brish on the team, remember? I know how you got Mercerelli. That dumb Fontana still doesn't know how you tricked him. He brags that he tricked you! And I know how you got me, for God's sake! But you're not doing that today.'
Gordon pointed at the gold. 'Not with that at stake.'
Spader replied quietly, 'You worried about the gold or are you worried about Ethan?'
'Right now I'm worried about Dale and Merc and Randerson and even Fontana. Not recruiting new bodies. And that's what you're thinking about, isn't it?'
'Maybe it crossed my mind,' admitted Spader. 'Why can't we have both? Why can't we leave with a better team than we arrived with?'
Gordon's temper surfaced further. 'Because it never works out that way. What about Dale's friend? The one who needed the medicine for his sister. Are you ever going to tell Dale that was all a lie? His friend died because of you, and he thought he was doing it to help Dale. You conned them both.'
'It wasn't like that,' said Spader quietly. 'You don't know the entire story. They were trying to rob me. I just turned the situation to my advantage.’
Gordon insisted, 'I know he was trapped in that underwater nightmare because of you. I know they dragged his body out of that mud because you put him there.'
Spader shook his head. 'I tried to save him, but he panicked and fought me. It was all I could do to reach Dale in time.'
'And that was it, wasn't it?' said Gordon. 'All to get your manipulative hooks into Dale Brish. You couldn’t just ask him. You had to get him into a position where he couldn’t say no. None of us can leave you, can we? You've set it up so none of us even realize that we should want to.'
'Then why exactly are you still here, Gordon? I thought it was friendship.'
'We're standing in the reason I'm still here, Spader. This Gallery. And you know that. You've been pushing our friendship to its limits for a long time now.' Gordon pointed to where Ethan studied the gold. 'He has a family. What we do, it isn't for him. Not here. Not today. Not like this.'
'You were the same as him four years ago. Would you change anything?'
Gordon didn't answer, and Spader said, 'I didn't think so.'
Gordon crossed to the gold to stand with Ethan.
'Sounds solid,' said Ethan, looking up.
Solid gold, thought Spader, trying to put the sting of Gordon's comments from his mind
Gordon's was the voice of reason. 'How we going to move it?'
Spader assessed the chamber properly for the first time. Fifteen meters across, the core chamber was twice as large as a standard Gallery chamber. Rourke had transformed the chamber into a makeshift workshop. Spader mentally inventoried the items: two folding camp tables covered in tools, a dozen lengths of reinforcing steel, empty water bottles and field rations, fluorescent lanterns, a bedroll….
The rations and bedroll suggested that Rourke had worked here alone. This was a place that Rourke had shown very few others. Possibly Kline, but maybe not.
Imagine working in the Gallery every night on your own. Month after month after month.
Rourke suddenly adopted an entirely new dimension in Spader's mind — like some demented, tinkering dwarf, toiling in the bowels of the earth. Across the chamber, Spader's flashlight illuminated a blowtorch and welding rig. The light also illuminated where Rourke's most recent project stood between the welding rig and the gold.
A trolley.
A trolley designed to move the gold.
Half again as long as the gold, the trolley was mounted on eight, six-inch heavy-duty castor wheels. The rugged construction resembled a rigid metal hammock suspended in a solid outer framework. The metal hammock, a steel sling, would evenly disperse the gold's weight over the wheels. Four eyelets showed how the trolley could instantly transform into an air-sling.
Very clever. Rourke was planning to move this off site by helicopter.
Rourke had everything ready to go. Spader's team had arrived just in time.
'Why didn't he just cut the gold into bricks?' asked Gordon. 'He could have smuggled it out in pieces and not bothered with the trolley.'
'It's worth much more intact,' explained Ethan. 'That's why he wanted it deciphered. He must have recognized some of the symbols. I've seen many of these before. They match the symbols Joanne was decoding in the bunker.'
Ethan ran his finger down the gold. 'These symbols here are rules for entering the Gallery. And these ones above define the 'safe times'.
'Safe times?’ asked Gordon. 'Safe from what?'
Ethan shrugged. 'Good question. The direct translation is 'Wind Deity'. Safe from the Wind Deity.'
'Well, it's not very windy in here at the moment,' observed Spader. 'We must be in a safe time, huh?'
Ethan didn't answer, lost again in translating the pictograms.
Gordon asked Spader, 'How do we get the gold on the trolley? Rourke must have a winch nearby.'
'Oh, that's the easy bit,' said Spader. 'Rourke has everything he needs right here. Here. Help me move the trolley.'
Gordon raised an eyebrow, but helped Spader push the trolley up against the gold's stone plinth. The trolley and plinth were identical heights, as Spader had guessed. Rourke's pedantic planning wouldn't miss a detail like that. Spader checked and, yes, there they were. Rourke had very precisely drilled two holes twelve inches apart into the plinth. Under each hole was a little pyramid of limestone powder. Spader carefully positioned the trolley and pushed. Two metal projections from the trolley slotted neatly into the holes.
Spader walked around behind the gold. 'Better stand back, Ethan.'
Ethan gave Spader a superior smirk. 'Do you have any concept of how much this thing weighs? It would take a dozen men to lift this thing. You’re wasting your time.'
'Trust me,' said Spader. 'You need to move out of the way.'
Ethan ignored him and kept studying the pictograms.
'Suit yourself,' said Spader. 'Don't blame me if you lose a toe.'
'Give it your best shot,' mumbled Ethan. 'You're going to hurt yourself.'
By answer, Spader reached up and pushed the gold with all his strength. If the gold had been any other shape, Rourke's clever design wouldn't have worked, but the gold's high center of gravity made all the difference.
When Spader pushed, the gold began tipping. Just as long as the gold fell straight….
'Christ — NO!' yelled Ethan, leaping clear.
The gold SLAMMED down onto the trolley. Even Spader was surprised the trolley didn't collapse. The weight landed evenly, and although several of Rourke's welds popped free, the trolley held together as it surged several feet away from the plinth.
After a moment, when the trolley didn't cave in, when the risk of injury seemed acceptable, Gordon approached and checked the wheels with his flashlight. 'I wouldn't have thought that was possible. How did you know it wouldn't cave in half?'
Spader shrugged. 'That's how I would have designed it. I bet that trolley could take even more weight.'
Ethan angrily examined the gold for damage.
'If we're going to get this thing out before the walls move,' started Gordon, 'we have about two minutes left.'
'You can't be serious,' barked Ethan. 'You think we're going to push this back through that labyrinth? Are you insane?'
'That's yet to be determined,' answered Spader, pulling a little chemical vial from his pocket. He carefully squeezed several drops from the container onto the gold's surface. The artifact didn't react to Spader's acid test. Nitric acid would react on contact with most other metals, but not gold.
Spader couldn't keep the grin off his face. He raised his eyebrows approvingly toward Gordon. 'It's the real deal. We need to move this before Rourke finds us. We shouldn't underestimate him.'
Ethan examined the trolley. 'He stole this metal from our site. The audacity of the prick. He's been stealing our stuff to steal our stuff.'
'You have to take your hat off to him,' admitted Spader. 'He's been doing the hard-yards to get all this organized in time. He's had to improvise. He's had to work under constant secrecy. And he did all this without raising a single second of suspicion from your team. Plus he had his day job!'
Spader laughed at his own joke.
Ethan didn't seem to see the ironic humor as he looked around the core chamber. 'There’s a lot more missing than this. He stole heaps of stuff. I can't see it here, so what else has he been doing?'
Spader could tell that Ethan felt responsible. Or rather, felt irresponsible. Now Ethan was trying to compensate. He was trying to predict what else Rourke had been scheming. Rourke had operated right under Ethan's nose.
'Don't blame yourself about Rourke,' said Spader. 'I doubt anyone would have detected him. He was in a position of trust. You could hardly have suspected all this.'
Ethan looked like he appreciated the comment, even if he didn't believe it. 'You didn't see what he did to Nina. God knows what he's done to Claire.'
Gordon cut in. 'My watch says we have one minute before the barriers shift again. If we don't all start pushing now, we could find ourselves locked in here.'
Ethan declared incredulously, 'What makes you think I'll help you push this? You must be out of your mind! Why would I help you steal it?'
Spader replied soberly, 'Because pushing it out of here could be the last time you ever see it. This is your only chance to find the answers you're looking for. But suit yourself.'
Gordon and Spader took position either side of the trolley. They bent to grasp the handholds. Both men heaved against the trolley. It barely moved. It felt like a wheel was buckled or stuck.
Gordon straightened and checked his watch. 'Spader, we can't be trapped in here!'
'Again! Try again!’ yelled Spader.
They tried, and got the trolley moving, but it pulled up short before they reached even halfway to the archway. Still pushing, Spader yelled. 'Ethan! If Rourke finds us in here, he's going to kill all of us! For Christ's sake, help us!'
Spader yelled one last time. 'Ethan!'
But then the trolley was moving. Ethan had two hands on the back and was giving it everything he had from behind.
Spader glanced ahead. They still might make it….
The three men thrust their full body weight against the trolley. The trolley reached the archway. Ethan's watch beeped its ten second warning. Gordon began counting down the last six second out loud.
'Six, five, four, three—'
When Gordon's count reached 'three', Spader knew they were in trouble. The trolley was barely inching through the archway. Spader and Gordon were through, but Ethan was still in the core chamber. Only six inches to go….
All three men bellowed with a great final effort, but it wasn't enough.
The swinging barrier slammed into the trolley. The entire rig jolted out of Spader's hands. Tons of shearing stone competed for space with Rourke’s reinforced steel construction. The stone won. The trolley's entire rear section twisted, crumpled, pinched together in screeching protest and then jolted violently away from the barrier.
The twisting trolley knocked Spader and Gordon tumbling to the floor. Spader rolled clear from the bone-crushing castors. The barrier had imparted enough force to push the trolley clear across the chamber.
When the trolley stopped, Spader rose and crossed to where his lantern had fallen. He suddenly realized they were one man down.
Where's Ethan?
Gordon had already reached the new barrier, a triangle barrier, but he didn't have a lamp. Spader dashed to the aperture with the lamp and a ghastly mental image of Ethan minus his hands bleeding to death on the other side.
Ethan's face appeared at the aperture. He started climbing through. He still had both his hands.
'That was frigging close,' he said. 'Almost crushed me.'
Gordon went back to check the trolley. 'The castors look intact. Hang on…I think we may have been pushing with two of the wheels locked. There, that's got it. It should be a little easier to push now. Not sure how we're going to turn it though.'
Sudden gunfire sent all three men ducking for cover. Spader took a moment to realize the gunfire was directed elsewhere. It had sounded close though, only a few chambers away.
Ethan pointed over the top of the trolley toward the north barrier. There was light showing through the bottom corner.
Spader dashed to the barrier and dropped to his stomach. This was another barrier that Rourke had managed to prop partly open. For some reason, Rourke hadn't finished the job. The barrier was only open four inches at its widest point, down the bottom.
But it was enough for Spader to see Fontana and Randerson just two chambers north of their position.
* * *
Randerson's ears rang.
His hearing was returning, but the constant ringing and slight sense of disorientation remained. He swung minute-by-minute from feeling grateful to feeling angry at Fontana. If Fontana hadn't attacked Rourke, they could have slipped past unscathed. But then, when Randerson was incapacitated, Fontana had picked him up and carried him from the danger zone. Fontana had instigated the mayhem, but he'd also hauled their butts out of it.
Fontana had functioned through the audio assault while Randerson's knees buckled. He’d left his own ears exposed to carry Randerson, whose mental facilities fled him in seconds.
Well, this is what you always wanted, wasn't it? This is exactly what Spader offered you. The real thing. Real exploration.
Early in school, Randerson grew fascinated with pioneer explorers. Just as quickly, his fascination became bitter disappointment. He'd never have the same opportunity. Everything had already been found. And what was there to discover in the suburbs anyway? Plenty, as it happened.
Randerson turned urban explorer. He started at age nine. He loved the challenge of finding forgotten places. His first deep penetration underground had been on a modified BMX bicycle. He had lowered the handle bars, leaned low over the frame and half-peddled, half-scooted through a storm water drain from the Sabine River. His weekends were filled with crawl spaces, tunnels and drains. He was generally happier on his own, although a part of him wondered if he was missed. He wasn't missed. Not until he started his first job, bicycle couriering.
Something about bicycle couriering appealed to him. Sure, there was the adrenaline, the rush of beating the clock, but it was also the maps and the shortcuts. Randerson was unbeatable. His coworkers threatened to put a tracking GPS on his bike to learn his secret routes. They joked that his bicycle could transform into a helicopter. The truth was that Randerson just had more options to choose from. More routes. He was never as happy as when he grabbed up the bike and rushed through a culvert, or down a drain or underground service corridor. Bicycle couriering had ended when a coworker tried to follow him and gotten lost in the storm water drainage system for two days. It had made the news, and then Randerson's bike was fitted with a tracking GPS. Forgotten places were off limits. Fun was curtailed. Randerson quit.
It didn't matter, because there was plenty still to explore. It was amazing how much stuff was underground. How much was interconnected. What the public saw was a tiny percentage of what existed. Delivering people's stupid parcels and documents only distracted from his real interests anyway.
He started taking photos underground with his mobile phone. He uploaded the images to a website called longforgotten.com. People kept asking for more. Emails flicked into his mailbox from people like him. He flicked emails back. In truth, he was showing off. But for the first time ever, he felt he belonged to a community. He needed to keep finding new places to photograph. New places were getting harder to find. He turned to poring over old maps for clues, but there were few maps available to the layman, and those available were dated and unreliable.
While scouring the internet for old map archives, Randerson had his big idea. A way to earn money while getting access to all the plans he needed.
It worked. It worked frigging marvelously. He started a small business digitally preserving old maps and documents. He specialized in underground plans. Within a month of registering his business and placing the ads in the paper, he had picked up two probationary contracts with the local council. They were actually paying him, inviting him, to make copies of the plans!
One year later, he had more underground maps than he could ever use. After months of prompting from his longforgotten.com online community, he decided to write a book. The first three chapters flew from the keyboard to the publishers in less than a month. The publishers sent the chapters to a fact checker. The fact checker contacted the Council. The Council contacted the police. The police contacted Randerson.
That was that.
He spent all his savings and more on legal fees to keep himself out of jail. No serious charges were laid, but his business was ruined. He was evicted from his flat. Unemployed, broke, he returned to what he knew. He moved underground, lived underground. Abandoned train terminals, sealed off maintenance rooms, decommissioned electrical switching stations — he occupied them all. In some, he even managed to rig up running water and electricity.
During this time he met Spader. All along, Spader had been behind longforgotten.com. They arranged a meeting. Spader had a proposition.
But in his wildest imaginings, Randerson would never have foreseen a time when he was trapped in an ancient maze with a deranged former bounty hunter fleeing from giant chameleons.
Oh well, it sure beats bicycle couriering.
Randerson shrunk aside automatically as Fontana fired his carbine again.
'Got him that time!' hooted Fontana. 'Right in the neck. That bastard will bleed out now.'
Randerson didn't bother answering. He practically needed to yell in Fontana's face for the man to hear, and right now Fontana was still turned away, peering through the triangle he'd just fired through.
So far they had been lucky with the timing of the barriers. Randerson knew their luck couldn't hold out much longer. Sooner or later they would encounter a chameleon with no barriers to protect them.
Fontana was on a 'Bruce hunt.' Every time they encountered a triangle-barrier, Fontana rushed to the aperture with his flashlight. If he spotted movement, he opened fire through the triangle.
'That's right!' Fontana yelled through the hole into the dark chamber beyond. 'You better crawl off! I'm coming for you, Bruce!'
Fontana was convinced they were being stalked by the same chameleon that had attacked him earlier. He’d named the animal 'Bruce'.
'It's that same one,' repeated Fontana, turning and yelling so he could hear himself. 'He's following us!'
Randerson just shook his head and held up three fingers by way of answer. Three different ones. They're all following us.
Fontana spat. 'No way. It's the same one. He's got that big lump thing on his head. He'll be dead soon anyway. I just got him right in the neck.'
Whatever. Randerson shrugged and checked his watch. Either he'll be dead or we'll be dead. Either way, we’ve got about one minute until this little house of horrors kicks off again.
'How long!' yelled Fontana.
Randerson held up one finger in Fontana’s flashlight and mouthed, 'Stop yelling'.
Fontana pointed past Randerson.
Randerson turned and noticed the skinny triangle of light. There was a gap in one of the barriers. They hadn't noticed the gap in the dark. Now the gap was illuminated because someone on the other side had a light source.
Randerson raised his carbine, but at the same time, faintly, heard someone calling his name. A face appeared at the narrow aperture near the bottom of the barrier.
'It's Spader,' yelled Randerson, motioning for Fontana.
Both men dashed to the barrier and dropped to their stomachs. Randerson looked through the gap. Spader, Gordon and Ethan were on the other side.
Randerson pushed his hand through the gap and grasped Spader's wrist, just to check he was real. Spader squeezed Randerson's hand back.
He’s real all right.
Spader said something over his shoulder to Gordon. Gordon disappeared from view. Randerson couldn't hear what was said, but he could guess.
He sent Gordon to see if we could reach each other through a side chamber.
Spader said something, but Randerson couldn't make it out over the ringing in his ears.
'I can't hear you,' said Randerson, trying not to raise his own voice too much. After all, there was nothing wrong with Spader's hearing.
'We're both deaf!' shouted Fontana, shouldering in beside Randerson to peer through the gap. 'Rourke used a sonic grenade. He's about ten chambers back.'
Spader glanced back at Ethan, said something unintelligible, then raised a fluorescent lantern so his mouth was better illuminated.
'What were you just shooting at?' Spader mouthed carefully. Randerson could just hear it. He doubted Fontana heard a thing, but Fontana must have been pretty good at reading lips, because he answered first. 'The giant lizards! The giant fucking lizards!'
Spader pulled a confused face.
Randerson realized straight away that the lizards hadn't penetrated that far into the Gallery yet. Spader has no idea what's in here with us. He hasn't seen them yet. Or he thinks the weapon affected our speech or addled our brains.
Randerson put up his hand to block out Fontana and said urgently, 'Listen Spader. We are completely lucid. It's just our hearing affected, and Fontana's is worse than mine. There's something in here. Some kind of reptile. There must be dozens of them. They're about twenty-five feet long and they're extremely dangerous. That's what all these stone carvings are illustrating. One tore Fontana's vest right off his back. We saw them enter the Gallery, but they were camouflaged, like chameleons. Their camouflage doesn't work so well in here, so you can see them.'
Fontana was staring at Randerson's lips. He must have understood something again, because he looked at Spader and yelled. 'They stand out like dog's balls! They're fucking huge. There's a big one following us right now! I shot it in the neck!'
Randerson ignored him and glanced down to his watch. They only had seconds left.
When he looked up, Spader was turning his head and talking to Gordon. Gordon was shaking his head. There's no way to reach us, realized Randerson. Our chambers don't link up by any of the nearby passages. Not at the moment, anyway.
Spader spun back around and shouted. 'South. Go south and meet us!'
Spader followed up with hand gestures and finger pointing, but Randerson already understood the plan. Both parties would move south and hopefully the barriers would arrange themselves in a way that brought the parties together again.
Fontana and Randerson nodded that they understood.
Ethan grabbed Spader and yanked him away from the barrier. At that second, all the barriers rotated. Whatever pressures were coming to bear on the small gap finally succeeded in pinching it shut. Their link to Spader disappeared.
Fontana spun to take in the new arrangements of barriers behind them.
Randerson just lay with his flashlight pointing directly at the stone slab. He was stunned by what he’d seen at the last moment before the barriers changed. It had been behind Spader. On a trolley.
Randerson could be wrong, but it looked like the biggest piece of gold he’d ever seen in his life.

Chapter 15

Rourke suppressed his panic.
The intruders were winning. They had beaten him to the core chamber. They would have his gold by now. Anyone with half a brain would see how the gold could be tipped onto the trolley. Rourke had designed the trolley strong enough to handle the impact. He'd set everything up perfectly. He felt like such a fool.
The intruders had his prize.
What could he do to stop them? They could push his gold right past him. It all depended on the orientation of the barriers. Every four minutes Rourke found himself in a new set of circumstances. Everything kept changing.
But he had a plan.
He warily rounded the corner and scanned the chamber for hostiles. It looked clear. He waved his four men forward.
He'd formulated the plan after spotting some familiar cave code. The code pointed to his secret cache. The intruders hadn't found the cache, although their route must have passed very close.
Rourke's eyes inventoried his cache of equipment. His light settled on the coils of stolen steel cable. He checked his watch. Three and a half minutes before the Gallery changed again.
They needed to work fast.
* * *
'Did he just say giant lizards?' asked Ethan. Was he for real?
'I believe him,' stated Gordon flatly.
Spader said, 'Maybe Rourke used a hallucinogen on them.'
Gordon shook his head. 'Take a look around. The people who built this place covered the walls in these carvings for a reason.'
Ethan remembered Joanne's last translation. 'Randerson said they could camouflage like chameleons, right?’
Gordon nodded. 'Sound familiar?'
‘Sounds like a Wind Deity,’ replied Ethan thoughtfully. ‘A large, camouflaged animal could seem supernatural. If it hunted from the canopy it would look like wind.'
Ethan felt answers coming together in his mind. 'The Wind Deities could be real.'
'Why the hell not?' demanded Gordon. 'I bet they built this place because of those animals. Imagine if your God was real and living among you. Now that is a reason to build a monument.’
Ethan said, 'Other deities were in their minds, but these were actually in their midst.'
'You're both making some very big leaps in logic,' cut in Spader.
Gordon sounded excited now. 'What do you think deities are? They were unexplained natural phenomena. They were lightning, they were thunder, they were wind. They were awesome things that seemed removed by several orders of understanding from people's everyday lives.'
'So what is this place then?' Spader asked. 'What are we in the middle of?'
'This is a fox hunt,' answered Gordon, flashing his light up on the wall. 'And we're the little red foxes.'
Spader illuminated more carvings. 'We've been thrown to the lions?'
'That's not so inept an analogy,' added Ethan. 'The direct translation of chameleon is Earth Lion.'
'So what now?' asked Gordon.
Ethan slapped his palm on the gold. 'This gold…are you planning to melt it down? It deserves proper expert analysis.'
Spader chuckled to himself. 'You really are clueless, Ethan.'
'About what?' barked Ethan. ‘If you have something to say, just say it.'
Spader shrugged. 'Ethan, you don't even know any experts. Your little circle of academic peers is exactly that — a little circle. The real archaeology is done by other people.'
Ethan laughed out loud. 'A secret society of archaeologists? What a joke! You must think I was born yesterday!'
Spader ignored Ethan's tone. 'Ever wondered about that guy in the library who always has access to the best resources but is never linked to an academic program. Or some of the top students, the really bright ones, who just seem to drop out? Let me tell you something, Ethan; they don't drop out. They're just upgrading to better teams. It just so happens that you’ve stumbled into one of them.'
Ethan glanced at Gordon for confirmation. Gordon nodded, eyeing Spader uncomfortably.
'I think I have a pretty good idea of how things operate,' said Ethan. 'It sounds like organized crime — pure and simple. So what happens to the people like me? People who get caught up?'
Spader answered flatly, 'We have to trick them or recruit them. Or both, like Fontana.'
Gordon said to Ethan, 'Fontana's the only criminal among us. Well, him and Brish.'
Brish. Ethan knew that name. He had read it, or someone he knew had been talking about it.
Gordon clicked his fingers, turning to Spader. 'Now I get it. That's why you split them up. You don't want both thieves working together.'
'That's part of it,' admitted Spader. 'They're not thieves anymore. Don't let them hear you say that.'
'That's a pile of nonsense.' Ethan slapped the gold again. 'You're here for the gold. Admit it. If this thing was made of horseshit, you wouldn't be stealing it.'
'And you don't care that it's made of gold?' countered Spader. 'I bet if it was made of horseshit, you’d be far less concerned. You're just a thief with a permit.'
'I just want answers,' yelled Ethan. 'I just want a chance to learn what it means!'
Spader shoved something into Ethan's hand. 'Then why are you wasting time? You've got three minutes before the barriers move again.'
Ethan examined the small digital camera. A rugged, waterproof case protected the device. The camera's memory was practically empty. It could take hundreds of pictures.
'That's not a good idea,' Gordon warned Spader.
'He's earned it,' said Spader, watching Ethan. 'What are you waiting for?'
'I need a scale,' answered Ethan.
Gordon withdrew a tape measure from his cargo pants. He tossed the tape to Ethan. 'Be quick.'
Ethan didn't waste another second. He extended the tape alongside the gold. Holding the camera in his right hand, he held the fluorescent lantern in his left hand to illuminate the golden hieroglyphs. He took pictures from every angle, and then started taking close-up pictures of every hieroglyph. He was halfway through the process when his watch began beeping.
Still taking photographs, Ethan heard the barriers change. He ignored everything but his task, trying to record as much as possible before Spader made them push again. It would take Spader and Gordon a few seconds to scout out the new arrangement of chambers.
Spader asked tersely, ‘Ethan, does the gold say anything about avoiding the Wind Deities?'
'Not avoiding them, no,' replied Ethan. 'Why?'
'Ethan, hold very still,' urged Gordon. 'Don't move a muscle.'
'Why?'
'Because there's a Wind Deity behind you.'
Ethan looked over his shoulder. Holy crap.
The barrier behind Ethan had opened to reveal the chamber beyond. The chamber wasn't empty.
A God stood in the archway. Ethan's lamp illuminated the massive head and shoulders of a giant lizard.
It's a dinosaur!
But it wasn't. Ethan recognized the shape. It was a giant chameleon. Eye-stalks like witches hats fixed on Ethan.
Christ — it's going to attack me.
Ethan swallowed, wishing he'd been standing on the other side of the gold. The animal's head rocked from side to side like a branch disturbed by a light breeze.
A Wind Deity.
Ethan moved the lantern across his body, finding his balance and preparing to run. At that moment the animal attacked.
Ethan had no time to react. The attack came in a pink blur. The tongue hit the lantern. The lantern hit Ethan's chest. The impact drove Ethan backward. He heard the lantern shatter against his sternum, and then he was rolling head over heels across the chamber. He rolled clear into the next chamber. Before he stopped rolling, gunfire erupted.
Catching himself on one elbow, Ethan looked back toward the shooting.
The giant reptile thrashed its head as though harassed by wasps. Spader and Gordon kept firing. Ethan saw part of his fluoro lantern swinging from the creature's mouth. The animal spun away from the gunfire and disappeared into the darkness again.
Jesus Christ…that thing just tried to eat me! Like I was an insect. It caught the lantern instead. Only the lantern saved me.
And that wasn't Ethan's only close call. He had been propelled at high speed by the animal's attack. If the archway he rolled through hadn't been open, he would have slammed into solid stone.
Gaining his feet, Ethan brushed plastic lantern shards from his shirt. Two shards left shallow cuts on his chest. The bleeding had stopped.
'I think we hurt it,' called Spader. 'Come on, Ethan. Get in here! Gordon, quick, let's go!'
Gordon spoke as though emerging from a daze. 'Fontana said there were dozens of those things….'
'We need to move.' Spader bent to push the gold. 'Come on, help me turn this thing.'
Ethan stumbled into the chamber and took position behind the gold. On Spader's count, the three men pushed. They pushed straight through two chambers, then turned to get a clear run through four more chambers. Ethan’s legs and back felt on fire when they stopped.
'OK,' puffed Spader, letting them all take a break. 'Now we wait for the barriers again.'
Ethan remembered something important. He pushed off from the gold and dashed back the way they'd come.
'Ethan!' yelled Gordon. 'Come back!'
Ethan found the camera lying up against one wall. The animal’s attack had knocked it from his hand. It must have skidded along the floor. It looked intact.
Ethan shone his flashlight on the archway where the animal had appeared. Blood flecked the stonework. A deity’s blood.
Pocketing the camera quickly, Ethan rushed to join the others. At Spader's nod, he took position behind the gold.
In his head, everything came together. The wind deities are real. It's all real.
* * *
Spader's legs were flagging.
Gordon looked to be having just as much trouble. Rourke had designed the trolley for six men to push, not three.
If only we could find Fontana and Randerson again.
'I've lost track of how many junctions we've taken,' puffed Gordon. He glanced down at the smudged ink-marks on his arm. He pointed south. 'I think we should be heading that way, but I'm not sure anymore.'
Spader turned to Ethan. 'You're not saying much.'
Ethan waved toward the dark wall ahead. 'That's because I know exactly where we are. The carving on that wall ahead is of a man missing his hands.’
Gordon brought up his flashlight. He found the carving Ethan described.
Spader studied Ethan carefully. 'You know the way out?'
Ethan answered, 'I'm pretty sure I could abandon you right now and find my way out. You can't. When this place stops moving, certain sections will seal up. Just like when we found it. Anyone trapped inside will die.'
'He's right,' said Gordon. ‘We need to escape before the gravity increments expire.'
Spader kept his face blank. 'Abandoning us would be murder, Ethan.'
'Yes, it would,' replied Ethan flatly.
'We can stop you from leaving.'
'It takes three of us to push the trolley. You can't watch me every second.'
Spader tried to look surprised. 'You've been planning this all along. You knew this would happen.'
Ethan raised an eyebrow. 'You put the idea in my head. Tables have turned, Spader. Now we're playing by my rules. If you want to get out of here with your life, then I'm in charge.'
'We don't have time for this!' interrupted Gordon.
'I want access to the artifact,' said Ethan.
'I can't do that,' replied Spader.
Ethan glanced coolly at Spader. 'I wasn't asking you. I was telling Gordon. Right now Gordon and I are the only people with any power in this equation.'
Gordon replied, 'Seven days access to the artifact. No assistants. Just you. We choose the location. I'll supply all the equipment you'll need.'
'You don't know what I'll need.'
'Yes, I do. You can use my equipment. Trust me, it's better than yours. I guarantee you'll be satisfied.'
'I have your word on that?'
'You'll get your access,' promised Gordon. 'I'll see to it.'
'OK,' said Ethan. 'Three chambers south puts us on a straight line to the entrance.'
'About time,' hissed Spader. 'Now let's push.'
All three heaved against the trolley. They moved two chambers south before a new sound stopped them. Spader lifted his head from pushing. 'What is that noise?'
Gordon froze with a listening look on his face. 'Not good. Not good at all.'
Spader followed Ethan's flashlight along the chamber wall. The light stopped on something new. Steel cable. About four feet up the wall. The cable ran horizontally along the wall.
Spader illuminated the opposite wall. Yep, there was more there, like some giant robot spider had started a steel web. Ahead, the cables stretched between several chambers. Spader checked behind them. They had pushed right through one chamber without noticing the cables.
Why is Rourke keeping all these chambers open with cables?
'This is our missing steel rope,' declared Ethan. 'Rourke stole all this from the dig.'
'Rourke planned to bring the gold this way,' reasoned Gordon, wincing as the cable made an ominous twanging sound somewhere off in the darkness ahead. 'It means we're on the right track now.'
'Any chance of going around?' Spader asked. 'Those cables are failing. If one snaps, it could decapitate us.'
'This is the quickest route,' said Ethan. 'Do you really want to push this trolley further than we need to? Of course, we can always just leave it.'
'Point taken,' conceded Spader. 'Let's move fast. It sounds like these cables could all snap any second.'
‘Wait.' Gordon pointed to the nearest cable. The cable began twisting right before their eyes. 'Ethan, have you ever seen these fail under high load?'
Ethan watched the cable twist. 'My safety officer was too good to ever let it happen.'
Snick, snick, snick.
'It's not like a normal rope,' continued Gordon. 'This cable explodes in a cloud of flying mesh. When one fails, the pressure might cause them all to fail. We can't be in these chambers then. Anyone inside will be shredded.'
'So what do you advise?' demanded Spader, already knowing where Gordon was leading.
'Leave the gold.'
'Not an option,' barked Spader.
Gordon nodded and prepared to push. 'That’s what I thought. Well, if you hear the cable snap, hit the deck flat.'
We'd never have time for that, realized Spader. Best just to get through as quickly as possible.
All three bent to the task again, ready to drop to the floor at a split-second's notice. In the next chamber, Spader saw every surrounding chamber held open by cables. The pressure on the cables had to be monumental.
'Oh, this just gets better and better,' puffed Gordon.
‘Shhhhh,’ said Spader, switching of his lamp. ‘What’s that sound?’
He heard it again. The sound of whispering. Off to his left. Someone was hiding in the next chamber. Spader heard boots shuffling stealthily into position.
'It's a trap!' he hissed. 'Get back. Get back!'
Too late. Gunfire thundered into their chamber from two directions.
Spader dived into the nearest corner. He spun so the stone wall smacked into his back. Bright sparks bounced off the walls. He glimpsed Ethan dashing back into the last chamber. Gordon was already gone.
Someone kicked Spader in the side of the head. No, wait — I've been shot!
One of the bullets, maybe a ricochet, had cut across his temple. He felt blood running down his cheek. The gunfire halted.
Quietly, Spader brought his carbine up, preparing to shoot whoever entered the chamber to claim the gold. He wouldn't get them all, but he could certainly give Ethan and Gordon a chance to escape.
Rourke must have suspected something, because no one approached the gold. The trolley stood in plain sight in the middle of the chamber. He's holding back his team.
Lights appeared. First one, then two beams probed into the chamber from different archways. Neither light found Spader kneeling in the dark corner. Both flashlight beams stopped on the gold.
He doesn't know I'm here. He's right around the corner, just a few meters away. What am I going to do?
Snick, snick, snick.
The steel cable above Spader's head made threatening noises.
From the start, from his initial recruitment, Spader had always wondered how it would end. The best he could do was give his friends a better chance of survival.
Climbing to his haunches, bringing his head uncomfortably closer to the fraying steel cable, Spader lifted his carbine. He heard boots approaching down the passageway just meters away.
But the boots stopped, there was a pause, and then something metallic bounced into the chamber. It sounded like it was going to bounce right into his lap.
* * *
Rourke tossed the grapnel hook toward the gold.
It bounced twice on the stone floor and then slid without making contact.
Missed again!
He needed to hear the grapnel clanging against the trolley's metal frame. And soon. His position felt unnervingly vulnerable. The trolley stood less than ten meters away, but Rourke suspected a direct approach would elicit shredding gunfire. The intruders hadn't retreated far.
Ethan and two others. Rourke had known by the voices. They had scattered like rabbits and then gone to ground in hiding.
Rabbits with machine guns.
He cursed whichever of his team had alerted the intruders to the trap.
Now Rourke faced an entirely new problem. The gold appeared unattended, but with the adjoining chambers held open by steel cables, the intruders could be hiding in ambush. For all he knew, there could still be someone in the chamber with the gold. He couldn't see everywhere with his flashlight.
The gold offered a dangerously tempting lure. Rourke had men spread over three chambers in a right angle around the gold. Two of those chambers provided direct line-of-sight to the trolley. Side-stepping cautiously a little further down the passageway, Rourke peered into the darkness for the trolley's shape. Two guards waited further back, ready to haul in the prize once Rourke's aim fell true.
Hauling back the rope from his third attempt, Rourke glanced nervously at the cable near his shoulder. The cable hummed and twanged under tremendous strain.
Rourke winced. He kept pulling. The grapnel scraped along the floor to within arm’s reach. He groped for the hook in the dark. Using his flashlight would make him a target.
He recovered the hook, wincing again as it scraped on the floor. His intentions must be obvious. The sound was a dead giveaway. It also revealed his position. He didn't have much room to dodge if Ethan's new friends opened fire.
What was that?
A dazzling flash shocked Rourke's retinas. He blinked away the ghostly afterimage. Had someone signaled with a flashlight? No, too bright and fast for a flashlight. It had been like a single, silent lightning strike. After a second, when nothing else happened, he prepared to throw the hook again. At least he'd gotten a good glimpse of the trolley.
Rourke touched the wall to check his angle. He visualized where he'd last seen the trolley. He swung his left arm back and tossed the hook forward into the dark. Silence as the hook flew and then — Clang!
Got it!
Rourke tested the rope, feeling a satisfying resistance. He played out the remaining rope, backing up to his team's position. 'OK. Turn on the lantern.'
Sudden lantern-light revealed the two guards at the archway, one aiming toward the trolley, one crouching over the lantern.
All three lit their lanterns. So far, so good.
Rourke signaled for the closest guard to help with the rope. The man shouldered his rifle and rushed into position behind Rourke. The other guard kept watching the trolley. By the light, Rourke noted the hook had snagged the trolley dead center at one end, the perfect spot.
'Ready?'
Behind Rourke, the guard wound the rope around his left wrist. 'Ready.'
Gripping the flashlight sideways in his teeth, Rourke mumbled, 'OK. Pull!'
Both men hauled. The trolley shuddered slightly, but hardly moved before someone started screaming.
Rourke stopped pulling and snatched the flashlight from his mouth. What's happening now?
The guard at the archway was gone. Just the lantern remained. The screaming sounded hysterical.
Not again. Not now.
Tracking the screams, Rourke swung his flashlight across the chamber. The guard was in his final stages of struggle. He hung from the reptile’s mouth, frantically thumping its neck.
The lizard responded by smashing the guard’s head into the archway. Once, twice, three times Rourke felt the impact through the floor. The guard stopped moving after the second hit. It spun and retreated with its pacified prey.
So fast, thought Rourke. That could easily have been me.
'Look out!' warned the guard holding the rope.
Another one!
A second animal came shouldering into the chamber. Rourke dropped the rope and bent for his rifle. That action saved his life.
The tongue flew over Rourke’s head and hit the guard behind him. The pink appendage smacked into the guard's face like a wet side of beef.
Rourke saw the man stumble back. Next instant, the tongue jerked him headfirst across the chamber. Legs trailing, he flew like a human arrow over Rourke toward the animal's mouth. Midway across the chamber, he jolted to a complete stop midair.
The rope! The rope still bound the guard’s arm to the trolley. He was pulled taunt between the trolley and the animal.
Thwarted, tongue stretched across the chamber, the reptile began backpedalling, pulling even harder. The guard was suffocating. The tongue completely covered his face. The man kicked frantically. The rope cut a bloody channel into his forearm. Flesh parted. The guard couldn't scream, or his screams couldn't be heard, because his entire face was covered.
The trolley began moving.
The animal was pulling the gold. Rourke let it happen, tracking the approaching trolley. The animal retreated rapidly. The entire rig began accelerating, picking up momentum, careening….
No! If the trolley fell, Rourke couldn't move the gold. The guard’s neck broke with a ghastly snap.
Suddenly all movement stopped. The trolley had anchored itself by tipping precariously sideways against the archway, ready to topple at any moment.
Instinctively, Rourke drew his combat dagger and hacked the rope. The thick climbing rope resisted. He sawed savagely, hearing more cries from two chambers away. In the back of his mind, as he sawed at the rope, the new screams registered in his consciousness: the rest of his team, just two men now, were under attack.
* * *
Ethan dragged Gordon along the floor.
He had Gordon under the arms, pulling him through the pitch darkness.
Is this far enough? I don't know. This is far enough.
Ethan carefully lowered Gordon's head and shoulders. Only the gold had shielded Ethan from Gordon's fate. And Spader? He had no idea about Spader. The three men had scattered from Rourke's assault. Spader had extinguished the lamp a split second before the attack. The darkness had saved Ethan and Gordon. Maybe it helped Spader too. The simple act of extinguishing the lamp might have saved all their lives in those first few terrifying seconds. Probably not, though. Spader had been closest to the attack. Ethan had felt the bullets pounding into the gold before his mind properly registered Spader's warning. Instinctively, he'd dashed blindly away from the gunfire. He'd run less than twenty feet when he tripped over a body.
Whoever he tripped over started moaning.
'Gordon?' Ethan tested.
'Ethan. I didn't know it was you.'
'Are you hurt?'
'I'm shot,' answered Gordon quietly. 'I can't walk.'
In the dark, Ethan dragged Gordon by the armpits. Rourke's team might want more than gold. They might want payback. Ethan had blindly dragged Gordon through two more chambers before setting him down.
‘Spader,' hissed Gordon. 'Where's Spader?’
From back the way they'd come, Ethan heard something metallic bouncing off the stone floor. 'I didn't see him. He didn't run this way.'
'He's got the big medical kit,' labored Gordon. 'I'm bleeding everywhere. I think I've been shot twice. You need to look.'
'I haven't got a light! I must have dropped it when I fell over you!'
Ethan had an idea. He rushed as quickly as he dared back to where he'd found Gordon. This would be risky, but he didn't have a choice.
He withdrew Spader's camera and took a photo down the passageway. The automatic flash blasted a split second's illumination. The dazzling flash was all Ethan needed. He studied the back of the camera. On the camera's small LCD screen appeared his picture. He scanned the little glowing illustration and…there! He spotted the flashlight in the picture. The flashlight had rolled against the left hand wall, halfway down the passageway. Keeping a hand on the wall, Ethan crawled along until his questing right hand found the flashlight.
Got it!
He heard the metallic bouncing sound again, followed by a scraping noise. He didn't dare use the flashlight so close to whatever Rourke was doing. He retreated in pitch darkness, only using the flashlight when he reached Gordon. Gordon's assessment proved accurate. Two bullet holes streamed blood from his left side.
'Take my vest off,' hissed Gordon.
Ethan shook his head. 'The bullets went through the straps. The elastic is keeping pressure on the wounds.'
Gordon hissed, 'There's a…compression bandage. In my…cargo pocket. Left side.'
Searching for the bandage, Ethan heard gunfire and terrified screaming from Rourke's direction.
What's happening back there? Is that Fontana and Randerson?
Ethan tried to concentrate on Gordon. He didn't like the wet sound of Gordon's breathing. He hunted through Gordon's pockets, found the bandage and tore it open. He fed the pad under the elastic of Gordon's body armor. Blood spurted everywhere, painting Ethan's forearm.
He's bleeding so much….
'I need another one,' said Ethan. 'Do you have more?'
'Ethan — the cables….'
'I know. They're okay. Don't worry about them.' Ethan raised the flashlight to study the cables. The flashlight confirmed what his ears already knew. The cables were seconds from busting apart.
'I have to move you again,' Ethan explained. 'We can't stay here.'
'Wait, I need to tell you something.'
'Later.'
'I need you to hear this.'
'Sure — what is it?'
‘I was coming here. Back to the Plaza. After this operation. This was my last one with Spader. I was going to come here and work with you.’
Ethan shook his head over Gordon. ‘I’m sorry you didn’t come earlier.’
Gordon's words were half-incomprehensible. 'Spader…Spader isn't here for the gold.'
Spader wasn't here for the gold? What did that mean? What was Spader really here for then? Either Gordon's mind was slipping or he thought his words should mean more to Ethan.
When Gordon said no more, Ethan grasped him under the arms. ‘Okay — I understand. We need to move.'
As Ethan prepared to drag Gordon, green light flooded their chamber. Ethan froze as the light washed over him and Gordon. Following the light came two running men. Two of Rourke's guards. One had a green flare. They didn't bother about Ethan and Gordon. They didn't bother because they were running for their lives. At that exact moment, as Ethan watched the running men, three things happened.
Ethan's watch timer started beeping.
The two guards spotted a triangle barrier.
A lizard the size of a family sedan surged into the chamber and charged at the man holding the green flare.
Ethan gaped at the green-washed spectacle. His sense of reality felt badly wounded. But as strange as he felt, the guards had to feel worse. In desperation, both men lunged at the triangle barrier. They couldn't both fit. A vicious scuffle left the flare-bearer reeling backward.
The animal struck.
The reptile's mouth engulfed the reeling guard’s hips. Without slowing, the animal lifted the guard off his feet, twisted him midair, and then pile-drove him headfirst into the floor. The impact jarred the guard from the animal’s mouth. Before the stunned guard could react, the chameleon engulfed his leg and started to thrash him around the floor by his foot. The guard’s dropped flare telecast the attack up the walls in ghastly shadow-play. Looking away, Ethan still sensed and heard the guard’s leg tear off.
Across the chamber, the second guard was stuck in the triangle barrier. His head and shoulder were through, but his legs and hips remained in Ethan's chamber. His legs started kicking wildly.
No, wait. Something is attacking him from the other side.
Hostiles occupied both sides of the barrier. The second guard had climbed headfirst into one.
Just then, Ethan's watch finished its countdown. All the barriers tried to move. Ethan knew he should look away, but by the green light he caught every wretched moment of the barrier rolling sideways into the wall and slicing the trapped guard cleanly in half.
The man's hips and legs tumbled into the chamber. Ethan didn't see the severed body parts land, because at that moment, the inevitable occurred. Already straining, the fraying network of cables didn't stand a chance.
Ethan threw his body over Gordon as all the wire ropes exploded.
* * *
Rope lashed the dead guard's arm to the tipping trolley.
The animal hauled on the dead guard.
If the trolley toppled, Rourke couldn't move the gold. It would all have been for nothing.
Rourke hacked at the rope like a maniac.
Somewhere to his left, green light flashed in his peripheral vision. Someone nearby had a flare. The flare-bearer sounded on the wrong end of the giant lizard equation. The screaming was close and hysterical.
With one final slice, Rourke severed the rope. The severed ends snapped away in opposite directions. The creature disappeared dragging its prize up the south passageway. The trolley tipped back onto four wheels.
Rourke smiled, took two running steps at the trolley, then froze.
Not now. No!
The halted barriers were trying to move again. All around him he heard the metallic whine of cables stretching beyond their limits. He never intended for the cables to last this long. He'd planned to have the gold and be gone by now. He was caught in his own trap.
The first cable snapped in the corridor behind him. Rourke dropped to his stomach. Sparks raced down the wall to his left where the severed cable whipped at life-destroying speeds through the chamber.
Rourke pushed up and dived for a corner, praying the next cable wouldn't find his flesh. The second cable exploded in the corridor with the gold.
The cable must have hit the trolley, because Rourke spun just in time to see the trolley launch from the passageway. It flew across the chamber. Only two of the trolley's wheels contacted the floor as it catapulted past Rourke. Only the weight of the trolley kept those two wheels down.
Rourke just had time to see the trolley careening down the opposite passageway before all the cables exploded.
Pressed desperately into the corner, head cradled in his arms, Rourke tried not to howl in frustration as everything came undone around him.
* * *
Fontana and Randerson stood dumbfounded.
'Where did that come from?' asked Randerson.
Fontana moved his red light slowly over the trolley. 'Randy, this looks like gold.'
The trolley had just rolled into the chamber and stopped between the two men. In his initial surprise, Fontana had almost shot it.
Randerson peeked down the corridor that just spat out the trolley. The barriers had changed again in that direction. Seconds earlier, the most ungodly racket had emanated from down there. Even with their diminished hearing, both men heard the hardcore violence unfolding.
'Where did it come from?' asked Randerson again, returning to the trolley.
'You saw,' said Fontana. 'It just rolled down that corridor.'
'No, I mean — how was it moving like that?' Randerson gave the trolley an experimental shove. 'It weighs a ton!'
Fontana didn't care. A fortune in solid gold had just landed in their lap. He didn't need the fine details. 'Aztec voodoo frigging magic, I don't know, but here it is.'
'Wait, I saw this before,' realized Randerson, running his hand over the gold's carved surface. 'Spader and Gordon had this earlier.'
Fontana had just one question in mind. Can we move it?
He inspected the trolley closely.
It looked expertly designed, but one end was buckled. Something massive had struck the trolley side-on. Half the welded joints had failed, popping free, leaving the steel rods sliding against each other. The failed welds securing the metal sling caused the gold to lean to one side. Fontana squatted to examine the wheels and noticed blood flecks.
Not my blood, so who cares?
The wheels looked intact.
Randerson studied the gold with his flashlight. ‘Hey, look at this. There's bullets embedded in this thing.'
'Yeah, there's some blood here too.'
Fontana leaned over the trolley to see where the bullets had drilled worm holes into the gold. Something sharp poked through his shirt. He jerked away from whatever stung him. 'Ouch, what's this? Something poked me.'
Randerson found the object with his fingertips. Unfolding collapsible pliers, he extracted the sharp object from the gold. It was a seven-inches-long sliver of rigid wire. He found three more penetrating the gold. They studied the gold carefully and found wire-like shrapnel had scoured the gold's surface.
Randerson studied the wire sliver in his pliers. Fontana held his light near the pliers. 'I don't know what just happened, but I think that whoever was pushing this trolley is dead. Imagine what these would do to human flesh.'
Randerson's hand lingered on the gold. 'What should we do with it?'
Fontana pulled a face like the answer was obvious. 'Take it, of course! What the hell are you even asking for? It's a giant piece of gold. We don't have a choice.'
'It'll slow us down. I'm not sure we could even push it.'
'Suck it up, Randy. I could push this baby out of here myself.' Fontana searched the trolley for the best place to push. 'Now I'm doubly motivated to escape. We'll get out of here alive and rich.'
‘Surviving wasn't enough motivation for you before?'
'Hey, there's living,' Fontana smacked the gold like a whore's ass, 'and there's living. Which way?’
Randerson took position on the other side of the gold. 'How about away from all that screaming?'
Fontana smirked over the gold. 'That's just crazy enough to work.'
Both men put their heads down and pushed.

Chapter 16

Maria snatched up the phone.
It was Captain Oloroso. He spoke quickly, obviously keen to discharge his obligation and get off the phone. 'Mrs. March, I just wanted to advise you that we've been authorized to use a helicopter. It will take us part way. We'll meet a boat for the second leg. It's not ideal, but it's the best we can do.'
Maria felt suspicious. Why the sudden change of policy?
She asked, 'I thought you said you didn't have a budget for a helicopter?'
'Not normally,’ conceded the Captain, 'but new developments have emerged.'
'What new developments? Have you contacted the Plaza?'
'No. We followed up on your suggestion regarding the ecologists in the balloon. We tracked down their details. Apparently the University enforces strict guidelines about field communications. The balloon team was supposed to submit status reports every two hours during daylight hours. There’s been no reports from them since six am this morning.'
Maria heard Oloroso checking his notes. 'The last recoded log was from Elizabeth Kirkpatrick. She reported tethering in the treetops and preparing to descend to the forest floor.'
‘They needed a letter of support from Ethan pledging assistance in an emergency,’ said Maria. ‘From memory, they planned to sample for a week and then walk out to the river using GPS. The entire platform deflates.'
The Captain said, 'It looks like they descended from their balloon and haven't come back. Perhaps the balloon became untethered while they were all on the ground. Their comms equipment might have been carried away.’
'No,' said Maria. 'They always leave someone in the raft. That's the first rule. Only two people ever go over the side to prevent that exact thing from happening.'
The Captain sighed. 'I thought as much. It's just that I don't like the way this is sounding. Thankfully your tip about the researchers has given us the authority to reach the Plaza quickly. I'll contact you as soon as I'm on site. Hopefully you'll be speaking to your husband in less than an hour.'
Maria hung up the phone and prayed the Captain was right.
* * *
Ethan was in so much pain.
Steel penetrated his body. The exploding cable was worse than he'd imagined. He'd thought a direct impact from the wildly swinging ends would be the main danger. He hadn't accounted for the hundreds of individual wire strands curled together to form the cable.
He now understood what Gordon meant when he'd said the cable would explode. He'd literally meant explode.
Those individual wire strands hand flown everywhere. Hundreds of wire arrows. Like a shrapnel grenade. At least three pieces of wire had drilled into Ethan's flesh like blunt hypodermics.
My God, I've been skewered. I've got pieces of metal going right through me.
Ethan rolled carefully off Gordon, stifling a cry from the sharp agony that bolted through his upper back. A piece of the wire must have scraped the floor when he rolled. He hissed through the pain as quietly as possible. He didn't want to draw attention to himself, especially in his vulnerable position. He couldn't lie on his back. He'd have to stay on his side.
Other things felt wrong with his body — something felt extremely wrong with his legs — but he needed to deal with the wire penetrating his back first.
Half lying on his side to keep his weight off the wire, lying next to Gordon on the stone floor, he reached his right hand up to his neck. His fingertips found the sharp wire. Bracing himself, he tugged the wire experimentally, screwing his eyes shut against the agony. The join-the-dots pattern of pain diagnosed the injury. The wire had struck his back above his left shoulder blade, torn through the flesh and emerged above his collar bone out the front. He couldn't see how long it was. The wire had brushed the floor when he rolled, so at least ten inches long.
With his right hand, he gripped the slippery end of wire emerging from his collarbone. He bit his shirtsleeve to prevent himself crying out when he did what he needed to do next.
Do it.
He pulled, but his fingers slipped from the wire. Not enough wire poked from the wound to properly grip.
You know what you have to do.
Steeling himself against the pain, Ethan pushed back hard against the floor with his back. It was impossible not to cry out this time. A ghastly internal tremor confirmed the wire sliding through his flesh and scraping against his collar bone. When the pain became manageable, Ethan checked and found another three inches of wire poking out the front.
He wiped the wire as best his could with his shirt, pinched it tightly and pulled.
Mouth wide open in silent agony, Ethan dragged the wire from his flesh. Suddenly it came free. He held it up in the green light.
Green light?
Of course, the flare. The guard had been holding a flare. The flare still hissed on the floor. Ethan turned his head and scanned where the giant chameleon had been attacking the guard. The snapping cable had ended their conflict. The deadly steel whips had decapitated the lizard. Ethan saw human body parts spilling from the animal's ruptured stomach. He could only see half the guard, but the man's green-lit assemblage of twisted body parts would never sustain human life again.
Without checking, Ethan knew that another pair of legs, still joined at the hips, lay further across the chamber. He'd witnessed that man being sliced in half by the moving barrier. He avoided looking for the legs, even though they were no worse than the pile of torn flesh lying closer at hand. Seeing the carnage around the chamber, Ethan realized it was a miracle he was alive at all.
OK. Now for the wire through my hip.
Reaching down, he found one end of wire skewered through the fleshy part of his hip. This piece had penetrated at a shallow angle, like on oversized piercing. It slid out far easier and less painfully than the wire in his back.
Two down, one to go.
He'd been trying not to think about his legs. He couldn't see them in the flare light. His body cast a shadow down there. Cautiously, he tried bending his left leg. Pain shot through both his calves. He tried his right leg. Again, pain shot through both calves. He tried bending both legs together. Less pain this time. Very carefully, he rolled over onto his left-hand side. Now he was fully facing the flare with Gordon at his back. Holding that position, he bent both knees together and curled his boots toward his butt. He heard metal sliding over stone and felt a steady drag on his left leg. He stopped when he could reach down and feel the painful area with his right hand. He explored the area with his fingertips, already half-knowing what he'd find.
His legs were pinned together through his calf muscles.
A long stretch of wire had speared right through the fleshy part of both calves, pinning his legs together like a giant staple. He hunted for the shortest end of the wire and swore. The shorter end had hit the stone floor and bent over at a right angle. He couldn't pull that end back through his legs. He couldn't straighten it without doing further damage to his calves. His fingers searched the other way and felt wire stretching away as far as he could reach. From the weight, he guessed it was over a meter in length. The part he could feel was twisted and curly. He couldn't pull that section through his legs either.
Ethan searched his pockets. He felt something in his back pocket. He pulled it out before he recognized the shape. His little notepad. The small spiral-bound pad he kept for the kids. When he thought of something he wanted to talk about, or ask them about, he jotted it in the pad. He read all the little notes before their afternoon sessions over the internet. It was a ritual, like the calendar Maria hung near the web-cam so the kids could mark off the days until he came home.
Ethan slipped the pad into his pocket and then, with the same hand, reached out and checked Gordon's pockets.
He found what he needed on Gordon's belt. A little pouch with a set of folding pliers. Ethan unfolded the pliers on his thigh. One handed, he reached down and pinched the shorter length of protruding wire flush up against the skin of his calf.
Just do it.
He squeezed the pliers hard. Nothing. They weren't cutting through the wire. He braced himself and squeezed again.
Snick — the pliers severed the wire this time. Ethan felt the handles jerk together. He heard the bent wire fall to the stones. Before he let himself think about it, he grabbed the trailing end of wire and hauled it sideways. Minus its bent end, the wire slid effortlessly from his flesh.
He was free.
He climbed carefully to his knees and assessed the pain. Manageable, now the steel was out. Perhaps the shock was numbing him. He wasn't bleeding badly, so no arteries were damaged.
Where did my flashlight go? Right, here it is.
As Ethan reached for the flashlight, the flare's green light petered out, but not before he noticed the pool of blood, like an oil slick, creeping across the floor from the dead chameleon.
By flashlight, Ethan saw a second pool of blood. He was kneeling in it. Ethan's wounds were hardly bleeding, so most of the blood had to be Gordon's.
'We need to move you,' Ethan said.
Gordon didn’t reply. In fact, he hadn't spoken since the cables failed. 'Hey, HEY!'
Ethan crawled closer to Gordon. He shone the flashlight in Gordon's face. Gordon's eyes were open and lifeless. Ethan searched for a pulse and found nothing. He slumped back and looked at Gordon. His efforts to protect him from the cables had been for nothing — Gordon had died from his bullet wounds. Before he died, Gordon had turned his head to stare up at the carvings. His right hand rested on the wall.
Ethan leaned forward and closed Gordon's eyes.
'Is he dead?'
Ethan recognized the voice without turning. It was Spader.
He replied, 'I thought Rourke must have killed you.'
'Is Gordon dead?'
'See for yourself.' Ethan rose painfully to his feet, making room for Spader.
Spader didn't approach his friend's body. 'What happened?'
Ethan turned his flashlight slowly on Spader. 'You happened. He died following you.'
'That's not what I asked,' said Spader tightly.
'Bullet wounds,' answered Ethan, not the least bit intimidated by Spader anymore. 'He died from bullet wounds. He took two bullets in the side back there when Rourke ambushed us for the gold. I dragged him this far before the cables failed.'
'I followed the trail of blood,' said Spader. 'I wasn't sure who was dragging whom.'
Ethan's flashlight found the bloody smear Spader had tracked them by. 'I bet you were praying it was him dragging me. I guess this isn't the outcome you were hoping for.'
Spader ignored the remark. 'We need to get moving.'
'And just leave Gordon's body here?'
'We don't have a choice. He would understand. Come on.'
Spader's instructions had no effect on Ethan. Ethan realized that Gordon had been the bridge between him and Spader. With Gordon gone, nothing bound Ethan to Spader. Whatever Spader wanted didn't matter anymore. Now it was all about what Ethan wanted. Spader could be damned.
'I'm not going with you,' said Ethan. 'I'm not finished in here yet.'
'You said it yourself before,' insisted Spader. 'If this place stops with us inside, we'll never get out. We'll be trapped in here.'
Ethan shook his head. 'No we won't.'
Spader asked suspiciously, 'How can you know that? Wait — you've interpreted the gold?'
'I didn't have to interpret it. I could always read it. I've seen nearly all of those symbols before. They're instructions. They’re rules of how to conduct yourself once you’re inside the core chamber. Rourke never reached the core chamber. The gold was never inside the core chamber. The gold presented a final set of instructions that messengers needed to follow just before they entered the core chamber. If Rourke had spent more time interpreting the pictograms, he would have realized that. But he must have suspected something, and that's why he was bringing me here to see the artifact. He wanted to know if this was the real treasure, or if there was more.'
'So the gold wasn't in the core chamber?'
Ethan shook his head. 'The gold is just an elaborate doorknocker. A welcome mat. It's irrelevant. It's the last ritualistic milestone before you enter the real core chamber. Nothing more.'
Spader's voice was cold. 'You knew all that before we even started moving it?'
Ethan nodded.
'Then why did you stay with us? You could have slipped away and gone back and found the core chamber yourself. Why help us move the gold if you didn't need to?'
'I guess I was looking for some other answers,' replied Ethan truthfully. 'I wanted to understand why Gordon was here. I wanted to understand why he aligned himself with you.'
'Did you get your answers?'
'No. He tried to tell me something before he died, but I don’t know what he meant.'
Spader stood quietly for a moment and then said, 'Check in his top pocket.'
'What?'
'His top shirt pocket. Left hand side. Check in there.'
Ethan knelt and checked Gordon's pocket, sliding his hand under Gordon's body armor. His fingertips came up against the edge of something that felt like paper.
Envelopes. Three envelopes. Ethan withdrew the envelopes and, by Spader's flashlight, recognized his own handwriting. These were the letters he'd posted to Gordon.
Spader held the flashlight steady on the envelopes. 'Your letters. He carried them around everywhere. He read and reread them. He thought he was keeping them a secret from me. It must have been torture for him not to accept your invitation. He'd been searching for this place a long time.'
'You knew,' said Ethan, fingering the well-worn envelopes. 'You knew all along about me trying to contact him? You pretended you were surprised. You actually pretended to get angry with him — but you knew all along?'
Spader gave a very small nod.
'Why do you have to manipulate people like that? And now you're trying to manipulate me with these! What is it you want?'
'I want you to come with me now and get out of this place. I want you to live.'
Ethan lay the envelopes carefully back on Gordon's chest. 'Neither you nor Rourke had what it takes to crack this place. You both turned back one chamber too soon. I won't be making the same mistake.'
Ethan picked up his flashlight, took one look around the chamber, then headed for the nearest open archway. Spader didn't follow. Two chambers removed from Spader, Ethan switched off his flashlight and looked back the way he'd come. By the light of Spader's flashlight, he saw Spader's silhouette kneeling over Gordon.
* * *
Fontana and Randerson straightened from pushing the trolley.
'What do you think?' asked Randerson, nodding toward the triangle barrier.
'You know my policy,' answered Fontana. 'When in doubt, stay the fuck out!'
Their hearing was steadily improving. Fontana seemed about eighty percent recovered. Besides a constant dull ringing, Randerson's hearing felt close to normal capacity. Navigation proved their biggest problem. Randerson had just found another piece of Rourke's cave code. By his best reckoning, they needed to continue straight ahead. Unfortunately, a triangle barrier blocked their path. Randerson didn't want to try another route. The gold was too damn heavy to start making unnecessary detours. Especially detours that could get them totally lost again.
Fontana wanted to go around. His chief argument was that Bruce might lurk beyond the triangle barrier. Apparently 'Bruce' preferred lying in ambush near the triangle apertures waiting for someone to look or climb through. Fontana had discovered that the hard way.
'I think we should use Mr. No Legs,' suggested Fontana.
Randerson glanced back the way they'd come. Two chambers earlier they'd pushed the trolley past a guard with no legs. The man was sliced in half at the waist. From the way he laid, Randerson assumed he'd been chopped in half by the rotating barrier.
'All right,' conceded Randerson. 'Quick, let's grab him.'
Dashing back two chambers, they found the top half of the guard's body face down.
'How are we going to do this?' asked Randerson.
'You take that arm. I'll take this one.'
Randerson couldn't decide where to grip the arm. He made three abortive attempts but couldn't find a good way to grip.
'What are you doing?' hissed Fontana. 'Pick him up already! He's not going to bite you!'
Randerson grabbed the man's wrist, which turned out to be a bad choice. ‘Christ — he's still warm.'
'Maybe you should check his pulse while you're there. He's in for a big surprise if he wakes up.'
'That's not funny, man. Just get moving before we lose the trolley.'
That stopped Fontana's jokes. Each lifting one arm, they carried the nauseatingly-light half-corpse back into the chamber, around the trolley, and carefully up to the triangle barrier. They took position either side of the aperture so the body hung under the triangle.
'On three,' started Fontana. 'One, two, threeeeeeee.'
They lifted the body up against the aperture. Randerson's arms shook from the sustained effort of holding the body at the awkward angle. But not for long. The corpse wrenched with inhuman force through the hole. The man's wrist tore from Randerson's grip like a speeding truck's towrope had snapped taut around the guard. The only sign the man had even existed was a residue of skin and scalp at the top of the aperture.
Fontana edged warily away from the hole. 'Well, that clears that up. We're certainly not going that way.'
'Yeah, we are,' countered Randerson. 'We can't risk getting lost again. We need to go straight ahead. That's our path.'
Fontana pointed back through the hole. 'Randerson, that's some hardcore shit, right there. If we're still here when that barrier moves any second from now, it's crunchy-fucking-munchy-time. Just ask Mr. No Legs.'
Randerson waved to Fontana's useless carbine. 'Well, if you hadn't wasted all your ammo, we could have both fired when the barrier opens. Now we don't have enough firepower to hurt an angry gecko.'
'So what do you recommend? I figure we have less than one minute before this barrier moves.'
Randerson glanced around the chamber. 'I'll distract it and give you a clear shot with my carbine. Trust me, I've got an idea. Help me push the trolley back.'
Fontana helped Randerson push the gold away from the barrier. Randerson hurriedly tied something to the base of the trolley.
Fontana frowned over Randerson. 'How are you going to distract it without being eaten?'
Randerson threw Fontana his carbine. 'Leave that to me. You just get ready. Get in that corner.'
Fontana took two steps before turning and shaking his head. 'Randy, this isn't going to work. Screw the gold, OK? There, I've said it. Screw it. Let's just leave it and go.'
Rising from the trolley, Randerson turned to face the barrier. The gold was right at his back. 'It's too late for that. We're committed now.'
'I'm not doing this.' Fontana shook his head over Randerson's carbine. 'I'm not staying in this chamber. If you want to do this, you're on your own.'
Fontana edged toward the open barrier.
'Stop, Fontana! If you leave now, you're killing me!'
'Maybe I don't care about that.'
'I'm unarmed, Fontana! You've got the only carbine!' Randerson's watch started beeping. Five seconds.
Fontana stopped under the archway. He could take one step either way. One step into the potential safety of the next chamber, or one step back to stay with Randerson. Randerson closed his eyes as his watch sounded its final beeps. With eyes still closed, all around him he heard the stony hush of the barriers changing.
This wasn't how he'd expected to die. He'd always imagined it might be an underground gas pocket, or electrocution, or getting crushed or stuck or lost. His mind had worked through a dozen scenarios. Those risks he'd gladly accepted while urban exploring. That was the life he'd chosen and loved. But he didn't want to die alone. Not in this place. Not by one of those animals.
The barriers finished moving.
Randerson had no idea what Fontana had chosen to do. Either way, the cards were dealt. Fontana had either stayed and they stood a chance, or abandoned Randerson to certain death. Randerson opened his eyes and checked. He couldn't believe it.
Fontana was still in the chamber. He’d taken a step into the room. Back into danger. Now he was sidestepping down the wall to reach the corner where Randerson had told him to wait.
'Don't look so surprised,' hissed Fontana. 'You've got all the extra—'
And then the animal struck.
All hell broke loose, and the first split-second of that hell was Randerson thanking God he wasn't facing it alone.
* * *
Fontana saw the tongue smack Randy squarely in the chest.
The rib-cracking impact smashed Randerson backward. Air gusted noisily from his compacted lungs. His head whipped forward. Like a snap on the end of a gallows, he instantly jerked the other way, back toward the animal.
His body flew ten feet through the air toward the archway and then wrenched to a stop midair.
Gobsmacked, Fontana searched for what had arrested Randerson's flight.
A rope!
That clever bastard tied himself to the trolley! Randerson had locked the wheels on the trolley and tied himself to the gold.
Another kind of rope stretched from Randerson's body armor back through the archway. This one was thick, fleshy, and ended in a gaping mouth that steadily eased through the archway into the chamber. Fontana aimed.
Wait for it, wait for it, wait for it…get a clean shot.
He watched the creature enter the chamber by degrees. Its head, then one shoulder, then the expansive barrel of its forward torso appeared in the red flare light.
'For god's sake, kill it!' hollered Randerson as the animal closed within ten feet of him. 'Shoot it.'
When Fontana had a good bead on about where the creature's heart should be, he squeezed the trigger. Bullets pounded into the animal's side. Fontana felt nasty satisfaction as he imagined the rounds churning flesh and perforating heart muscle.
But that didn't happen. The animal jerked slightly away from the direction of gunfire. That was all. It was a long way from dying. His bullets must have embedded in the animal's shoulder blade or something, because they certainly weren't having the desired effect. Shrugging off Fontana's attack, the animal closed quickly with Randerson. It was just three steps away from the manically shrieking Randerson when Fontana drew his knife and jumped. He landed right on the creature's back and swung down his knife in an overhand slice. He might have misjudged the vulnerability of the creature's heart, but he knew the sweet spot that every living beast wanted to protect.
The creature's eyestalk — a fleshy pyramid with an eyeball apex — spun away from its head.
That hurt it.
Randerson was abandoned instantly. The recoiling tongue dropped him to the stone floor. Randerson scuttled away and lurched across the chamber toward something. Fontana didn't see what Randerson was after, because right then the creature rolled onto its back, first pinning Fontana's boot and then rolling right over the top of him. Stunned by the crushing force, the next Fontana knew the creature was mauling him. One massive raking claw spun him on the floor and pinned him down.
Fontana fought instinctively, thrashing and kicking and bucking and squirming like he was having a fit. He'd be damned if this thing would make an easy meal of him. He couldn't count on any help from Randy. The fool was still tied to the gold!
The animal's missing eye was helping Fontana. Twice its mouth closed in a killing bite and missed.
Red light suddenly flared in Fontana face.
It was Randy. Randy had the flare. With one perfectly-timed, lightning-quick thrust, he shoved the flare straight down the animal's throat. He didn't hesitate. His entire arm was inside the animal's mouth. He jammed the flare in deep and then snatched his hand back before the animal bit his arm off.
The chameleon back-peddled instantly, gagging at the white-hot object lodged in its throat. Fontana rolled away.
Red glare blazed from the reptile's mouth. Its head thrashed from side to side. One claw raked its own neck. It spun and snapped its jaws at thin air as though it sensed an invisible attacker. Twice more it attacked invisible phantoms before making a sudden ramming dash into the wall. Bashing its head and shoulder against the wall, its violent solo-wrestling match led it stumbling down the east passageway. The frantic onslaught continued for as long as both men could see it. Within seconds, they couldn't even hear the chaotic display any further.
Fontana sat up, feeling dazed, looking down the passageway after the animal. He saw where Randerson had used the flare to burn through the rope before he attacked the animal. 'Nice job with that flare, Randy.'
Randerson nodded after the animal. 'Bruce didn't like taking his medicine, huh? See how far I jammed that thing in his mouth. It was right up to my shoulder.'
'Yeah. Heckuva job.'
The two men caught their breath for a minute.
'Thanks for not leaving me,' said Randerson.
'Yeah, well, about that….' Fontana climbed to his feet and brushed non-existent dirt off his trousers. 'You've got all the flares. I would have been walking in the dark.'

Chapter 17

Kline swam fast along the blue guide rope.
Was it possible to get sweaty hands underwater? If it was, then Kline had them. He had never been so frightened in his life. Any second, he expected the rope to jerk freely in his hands, sabotaged from further along the line.
And his stupid buoyancy vest was loose. He hadn’t had time to adjust the straps, and now his entire dive-set seemed to keep moving whenever he stopped.
Obviously several people had used the navigation rope before him. Sections of the rope were cleaner where shuffling hands had wiped away the silt. Also, four dive sets were missing from the first chamber. Once Claire's party found their way out, she would be insane not to cut the navigation line behind her. Kline desperately hoped she'd panicked and become lost in the silt. He suspected she had. Seconds earlier, silt had broiled up everywhere. About a third of the way through his dive, the blue cord had disappeared in billowing silt clouds that ate visibility in every direction. He had no choice but to continue, navigating by touch with the only visual stimulus being a rare flash of light from the guards further back down the line. It felt like swimming in milky coffee. Thankfully he'd emerged from the silt cloud into relatively undisturbed water again. Just in time to find Rourke's intentional break in the navigation line.
Kline hovered with his hand on the line’s end, shining his flashlight into the dark water.
Ahead lay the unchartered space between Rourke's area and Ethan’s area. Rourke had claimed the space spanned ten chambers across, but Kline couldn't remember in what direction. Short on air, realizing he had no time to perform a thorough search, he let go of the blue rope and kept swimming east, praying he'd at least encounter one of Ethan’s side ropes.
Twelve chambers later, Kline knew he'd chosen the wrong direction. He considered backtracking. He looked back and panicked. The four trailing divers had raised a silt cloud completely obscuring the way back. Now they couldn't even find Rourke's lines again!
It was suicide to swim back into the silt without a navigation line. Every second, more and more chambers were filling with suspended silt. Should he abandon the others? Strike out on his own?
Not yet. He had one more idea to try.
One last hope. He had obviously overshot Ethan’s navigation line. He was inside their research area, but unable to find their exit. If he turned north or south and swam in a straight line across their area, a chance existed he would cross Ethan’s navigation line further in.
But north or south?
North. Kline checked his compass and finned swiftly north. The four guards behind him could either keep up or find their own way out. Their lousy diving skills had churned up most of the silt anyway.
After two chambers, Kline snagged something with his knee.
The navigation rope! He'd found the researchers' navigation line!
Kline almost swam right over it.
Ethan had anchored his line lower than Rourke's. Rourke failed to mention that fact. Kline had just assumed the two rope networks would be suspended at the same height.
That simple assumption almost killed him.
Grabbing the line, he pulled it gently, testing for resistance. It hadn't been cut. Not yet anyway. He was on the right track again. The four guards still trailed him, perhaps not realizing how close to suffocating they’d all just come. No wait, only three divers followed now. One was either lost in the silt, or had lost confidence in Kline and headed off alone. There was nothing Kline could do about that now.
He followed the line fast, not caring how much silt he disturbed. His air supply wouldn't last much longer. A few minutes at most. He hadn't started out with a full tank. The intruders had taken the tanks with the most air.
Looking ahead, Kline saw a darkened section that looked suspiciously like…yes! The steps! He’d made it. Ahead were the steps leading up to the east antechamber.
Kline swam slowly, approaching the steps warily, letting the excited guards overtake him in their rush to exit the water. He shared their relief, but after making it this far, he didn't want to emerge into a face full of gunfire.
The first two guards reached the steps and thrashed straight up and out of the water. The third guard ascended beside Kline. They broke the surface together. One fluorescent lamp already lit the familiar antechamber.
The first two guards were shedding their dive equipment. The room looked all clear. Kline turned to say as much to the man bobbing in the water beside him when it happened.
The man erupted from the water. He shot upward as through sitting on a geyser. His entire body rocketed toward the ceiling. When the diver reached the stone ceiling, a mouth closed over his head and shoulders.
Kline squinted up through the spray of falling water. The man's legs kicked wildly from the mouth of a giant lizard hanging upside down from the ceiling. Now Kline saw the animals. They’re all over the walls! At least four of them!
As Kline yelled a warning, the next man was jerked from his feet. None of Kline's team had firearms. They'd expended all their ammunition getting this far. They were all effectively barefoot and unarmed.
Screw this.
Kline dumped the air from his buoyancy vest and sank, thrusting his palms upward to descend faster. His forehead dipped underwater just as the shuddering slap of a muscular tongue struck the water where his head bobbed a second earlier.
Kline descended another two, three, four meters until his knees hit the stairs again. What could he do? He couldn't stay down here for long. His air gauge had bottomed out. His gauges showed he was just a few breaths away from running out of air and suffocating. He had to ascend or drown.
Really, only one option presented itself. He had to try it now. Every passing second decreased his chances. He kicked off his fins so his feet fit the steps. As the fins floated away, he took a deep breath and then shook his head to dislodge the regulator from his mouth. Reaching back, he tore free the velcro flap securing the tank. The tank dropped from his back. Attached to the tank, the regulator hanging over his shoulder snaked away and disappeared. He heard the metal tank striking the steps behind him and tumbling slowly away.
Now the clock was ticking.
Only Kline's inflated buoyancy vent and weight belt remained. The vest tried to pull him up. The lead weight belt kept him down.
Committed, Kline unhooked his weight belt and pushed up off the steps. He shot up through the water. Halfway to the surface, everything above him fractured in a tremendous splash. Jumbled limbs thrashed in his path. Had the last guard dived back into the water?
No. It's one of the animals. One of the lizards had fallen in.
The animal hanging from the ceiling had lost its grip. It thrashed furiously. Desperately. Not desperate enough to release its prey though. Kline saw the struggling guard still locked in the animal's mouth. A blood cloud blossomed from his ravaged torso. Kline veered from the thrashing limbs, kicking hard to avoid the struggling beast and come up closer to the steps.
He emerged into screams and hysterical cries. The first two guards were being massacred. Animals thrashed them both around the floor. One guard had already lost an arm. Research equipment and folding furniture flew everywhere as three creatures competed in the confined space over the two guards.
Finding his feet on the steps, Kline realized the creature in the water was drowning. Its feet were useless for swimming. The densely-muscled torsos and low slung head couldn't stay on the surface.
Racing up the submerged stairs, hauling his legs from the water, Kline unclipped his buoyancy vest. He didn't shed the sodden weight. The vest was the most important part of his plan.
Leaping the dive gear shed by the first two guards, Kline landed agilely and dashed across the chamber, looking for the fastest way to reach the single stairwell to the surface. Equipment lay scattered all over the place. Kline leapt over a blood-smeared collapsible table.
The stairwell looked clear. Thank God for that. Even one creature's bulk would have blocked the stairwell and trapped him in the antechamber.
But he wasn't clear yet. Of the four animals, only three were occupied with the guards.
The remaining creature, its front legs on the floor and its rear legs on the wall, spotted Kline as he crossed its field of vision. In his peripheral vision, Kline saw it pivot to lock its two eye-stalks on him.
Its mouth cracked open.
Kline's bare foot hit the first step. Here it comes. He hugged his arms in front of his body and hunched his head down. The impact struck him squarely in the back. It felt worse than being shot in the chest earlier, like someone had slammed his back with a meaty sledgehammer. Kline's torso drove forward up the steps. A moment later the force yanked backward.
But his vest was pulling him backward, not the tongue, and Kline's plan worked. The loose buoyancy vest jerked from his back and slid down over both arms. The vest flew backward. Momentum shoved Kline up the stairs. His arms shot forward, catching him from face-planting the steps. Not bothering to rise, he scrambled upward on all fours, finding his feet by the fifth step, and then racing up the stairs like he'd found the only fire exit from hell. Outside, under blue sky, he didn't stop running until he'd hurdled three sets of low-lying ruins and stopped with his back against a large wall.
I made it! I can't believe I got out of there!
Barefoot and unarmed. At least he was still alive, which was more than could be said for the guards still being torn apart down in the bunker. He could still hear one of them. Then he heard another noise. He felt it through his entire body. An unmistakable sound. The sweetest sound Kline had ever heard.
Rourke's pick-up chopper came thumping over the Plaza.
* * *
Libby heard the sound before the others.
They were all inside the security tent. Libby and Claire hovered closer to the tent flap, keeping watch.
'Can anyone else hear that?' she called.
Merc and Dale rushed back into the main room, listening.
'It's a helicopter!' exclaimed Claire, dashing from the tent before anyone could stop her.
'Wait,' hissed Merc, catching Libby's arm before she could follow. Dale turned side on beside Libby, peering outside.
Libby wanted to follow Claire, but she also knew running outside wasn't safe. They should find a radio or a signal flare to contact the helicopter.
Claire stopped ten feet outside the tent. She wasn't looking so sure of herself now.
The helicopter came into sight. It hovered over the middle tier steps, about one hundred meters off the ground. The aircraft turned side-on. Libby could see its profile. It resembled a military-style helicopter, not a rescue vehicle. A side door slid open halfway down the fuselage. Merc swore and dashed from the tent, sprinting toward Claire.
'Oh, crap,' swore Dale. 'It's one of Rourke's.'
The helicopter opened fire on Claire. She just stood there, right out in the open, not even ducking as bullets tore up the ground around her boots.
Merc tackled Claire to the ground, making her less of a target. Small, dirty explosions cratered the soil around them. Merc was back on his feet in a second, hauling Claire by her armpits back toward the tent. Dale and Libby leapt back from the tent flap as the two running figures barreled back inside.
'That was stupid!' yelled Merc at Claire, pushing her across the tent and under cover of the stone ceiling.
Claire was shaking. She ran two hands back through her hair. 'I thought it was help! I didn't realize they were shooting at me! I'm sorry, OK!'
'We have to help ourselves!' barked Merc, pointing out the tent flap. 'Everything out there is trying to kill us. Until we get out of here, just assume everyone is the enemy.'
'They must be here to pick up Rourke,' said Dale. 'They probably have orders to shoot anyone else.'
Libby moved to peer out the tent flap for the helicopter. She positioned herself to take in as much of the skyline as the tent flap would allow. She could hear the helicopter, but she couldn't see it.
Her eyes locked on something else. Something moving into the Plaza's skyline. In that second, she didn't care about the helicopter anymore. She was looking at something she never thought she'd see again.
'Oh, my God…it can't be….'
Everyone turned to look at her.
'What?’ asked Dale.
'I see our ride out of here,' answered Libby.
It was her raft-balloon. The white balloon came floating over the Plaza. The still intact craft was passing over the eastern edge of the top tier. Libby remembered the wind change Joel had warned her about. He'd said if they weren't careful, the wind would carry them back toward the Plaza. He was right.
'What is that thing?' asked Dale, moving up beside her and spotting the floating raft.
'That's my ride. I thought I'd lost it. The wind brought it back.'
'Can we use it?'
Libby nodded, excited. 'It will carry four people easily.'
'What about six people?' asked Merc.
'If we ditch all our equipment, then yeah — it should lift with six.'
'How are we going to reach it?’ asked Claire. 'Those tether lines don't reach the ground. It's going to float right over us.'
Libby tracked the incoming raft’s trajectory. 'Just leave that to me. I'll find a way. But I'm going to miss my chance if we don't move right now. The helicopter's the real problem.'
Merc nodded, listening for the helicopter's location. 'You and Claire get the raft. Dale and I will deal with the chopper. You ready Dale-boy?'
Dale nodded and checked the pistol he'd found in Rourke's stash, their only firearm with ammunition.
'Good luck,' offered Dale to Libby and Claire a second before he and Merc dashed through the tent flap and away.
Libby watched them run off through the ruins. Claire asked, 'How are we going to do this? What's your plan?'
'Just follow me,' said Libby. 'If I tell you my plan, you'll try to talk me out of it. We don't have time to argue.'
Before Claire could insist on an explanation, Libby dashed from the security tent and raced straight across the tier toward the researchers' tents. She heard Claire running behind her, keeping pace, but all her attention stayed locked on the raft. It sounded like the helicopter was being drawn to the south after Dale and Merc. She heard the helicopter firing at something, probably the two men. She ignored everything but weaving through the archaeologists' camp at full speed.
'We're not going the right way,' yelled Claire. 'It's going to pass behind us!'
'I have to intercept it!' Libby yelled back. No one knew the way the balloon-raft moved like she did. She didn't have time to argue with Claire. Keeping one eye on the raft, she sprinted clockwise around the top tier's edge. She reached her target barely in time.
The raft floated about twenty meters higher than her position on the top tier. Unfortunately, it was floating across the middle tier. Its trajectory wouldn't come within ten meters of her.
Libby grabbed the base of the floodlight tower and started climbing. She monkeyed up the tower as fast as she could find hand and footholds. Built from interlocking metal tubing, the prefabricated tower stood thirty meters tall on a meter-wide base. The tower tapered to a small platform serving three heavy-duty flood lights. Libby had climbed this tower last Wednesday to take wind readings before they launched. That time she'd worn a safety harness.
Claire reached the base and peered upward, frowning at the distance between the tower and the incoming raft. 'It's too far away. It's not coming within reach. Come back — we'll have to find another way!'
Libby yelled down as she climbed. 'There is no other way. This is the highest point this side of the Plaza. This is our only chance.'
'It's pointless,' Claire shot back. 'You're never going to reach it.'
Libby didn't argue. She focused all her attention on climbing. At the top, she cast one glance at the raft and then yelled to Claire, 'OK. Undo the locking bolt!'
Claire glanced at the locking bolt between her boots. The bolt locked the tower upright. The tower hinged from the other side.
'Are you crazy?' Claire yelled. 'The whole thing will fall!'
Libby yelled back, 'I want it to fall. Claire, do it now. It will fall straight toward the raft. You have to do it right now. Trust me — I can do this. Pull out that damn bolt!'
Claire only hesitated a second. She bent and worked at the locking bolt with two hands.
Grasping two floodlights, Libby finished her climb. Her feet barely fit on the platform. She needed to crouch to keep hold of the lights.
I've done it!’ Claire yelled up. ‘The bolt’s out.’
Libby judged the distance and started rocking her body back and forth. She needed to time this perfectly. The raft was passing her this very second. She threw her full body into rocking the tower and at the same time shouted, 'Claire — push it now!'
Claire pushed. Libby threw her body forward and caught her weight on the lights, imparting her momentum to the tower. The tower moved, groaned, stopped, balanced on its base for a heartbeat, and then started tipping over.
I'm really doing it. Here goes!
The tower tipped out over the middle tier toward the raft.
Wait, wait, wait — NOW!
When the falling tower's arc passed the raft, Libby jumped. She had to leap more sideways than she'd expected.
She flew through the air, arms outstretched, thirty meters above the ground…
…and smacked squarely into the back of her raft. The entire platform keeled wildly under her impact. She grabbed two handfuls of webbing and clung on. Before the raft stopped swaying, she hooked a leg over the side and scrambled onboard.
Her weight was already dropping the raft, but not fast enough. She reached the controls and emptied the emergency descent pockets.
The raft dropped quickly. Before she knew it, the platform was bumping along over tents and then plowing down right in the middle of the researchers' camp. She saw Claire zigzagging through the camp to intercept her landing.
Claire pointed and yelled as she ran.
Libby looked where Claire was pointing and felt her elation deflate. The hovering helicopter turned in the air. Libby saw a gun pointing right at her inflatable raft.

Chapter 18

Ethan easily found his way back to the core chamber.
Or what Rourke had thought was the core chamber.
He panned his flashlight around the room, recognizing Rourke's welding trolley, the pallet where he’d eaten and slept, his fluorescent lanterns, the neat piles of metal off cuts. A row of uncut metal pipes leaned against the left wall. The pipes stood arranged by length. Rourke had been meticulous.
Ethan powered up two of the lanterns. The light illuminated Rourke's tools spread out over three hessian sacks. Ethan imagined Rourke kneeling over the sacks, sorting through the tools for those he needed.
Taking a lantern, he crossed the chamber to the sealed archway. He lifted the lantern to study the blank barrier.
Looks just like all the others. No wonder he missed it.
Ethan rested his left palm on the stone. His answers lay beyond. What's more, he knew how to open the barrier. Or rather, he knew when it would open. The answer had been carved on the gold. The hieroglyphs predicted the barriers would change fifteen times. Knowing when they started, and by counting off the four-minute intervals, Ethan calculated how many times they had already rotated.
Fourteen times.
Just one more change to go.
The last change was the clincher.
The last, Ethan knew, should unseal the core chamber. How many people had stood here before him? How many young men, hundreds of years ago, had been slaughtered for the opportunity to witness whatever awaited Ethan in the next chamber. He thought of Gordon. Gordon had joined their ranks.
A voice rang out behind Ethan. 'I knew you'd make it here.'
Ethan spun, expecting to be attacked, but the speaker hung back in the darkened passageway. Ethan didn't need to see the man's face. He knew the voice of a murderer when he heard it. He knew the voice of Ambrose Rourke.
Ethan's heart thudded as someone was shoved roughly into the chamber. It was Spader, gagged with a twisted rag. Rourke had bound his arms behind his back. Rourke gripped Spader’s collar, pushing him into the chamber, a black automatic pistol held at Spader's head.
Rourke's eyes never wavered from Ethan.
'This was where you were bringing me, wasn't it?’ asked Ethan. 'You wanted me to interpret the gold.'
'And did you?'
'Enough to realize you never reached the core chamber. That was your biggest fear, wasn't it? That you were missing the motherload? You wanted me to decipher the gold to make sure you weren't missing the real treasure.'
Rourke nodded to where the gold had rested. 'I found what I was after, and it looks like you finally have too. So what do you think of the Gallery now, Ethan? Now that you've experienced what it's really designed for. Not what you expected, huh? Not by a long shot, I bet.'
'I still don't know what it was designed for,' countered Ethan. 'That's why I'm here.'
Rourke laughed nastily. He waved to the carving in the passageway behind him. 'Even you can't be that gullible. It was designed to cull the unworthy. I guess the deities found you and I worthy, Ethan.'
Ethan could see this conversation heading to a bad place for Spader. Any moment, Rourke would fire a bullet into Spader's temple. Spader's brains would splatter across the wall. Ethan's would be next. Ethan could see it in Spader's eyes. Spader knew it. He knew Rourke planned to murder them both.
Unless Ethan did something about it.
'We both survived this far,' agreed Ethan. 'But only one of us knows how to open the core chamber.'
'That's why I followed you,' said Rourke. 'Ironic, because for the last two years, you've been the one following me. You've always been two steps behind me. This was my site, Ethan, not yours. You only found what I let you find.'
Rourke turned his attention on Spader. He tapped the pistol on Spader's temple. 'I caught this one trying to carry his friend out of here. Trying to carry a dead man, can you believe it?'
'If he didn't, I would have,' said Ethan flatly. 'That dead man was Gordon Merrit. You probably remember me talking about him.'
Rourke raised one eyebrow. 'The one you kept inviting here? The one who ignored your letters?'
Ethan nodded. 'That's the man you killed.'
Rourke studied Ethan carefully. 'You're a different person than you were this morning, Ethan. It's amazing what a difference one day can make. I wonder how different you are now. Shall we find out?'
Rourke kicked savagely at Spader's legs, knocking Spader to his knees. Something metallic bounced on the floor near Ethan's feet. Ethan glanced down. The knife spun to a stop, balancing on its hilt near Ethan's trainer. Rourke had tossed the knife toward Ethan.
When Ethan looked up, Rourke had dropped a thick cable tie over Spader's head. Before Ethan could cry out, Rourke yanked the cable tightly around Spader's neck. It was the same way he'd murdered Nina. Rourke stepped casually away from Spader, waving at Ethan. 'Have at it, Professor March. Let's see if you can improve on your last attempt.'
Ethan snatched up the knife and ran toward Spader.
At the last moment, instead of stopping to help Spader, Ethan hurled the knife at Rourke.
The knife spun end-over-end toward Rourke's face.
Ethan didn't expect the knife to hit, but it didn't have to. It just had to surprise Rourke long enough for Ethan to close the distance. Rourke dodged his head sideways from the knife, started to bring his pistol up, but Ethan was already there.
Full sprint, Ethan slammed his shoulder straight into Rourke's stomach, letting his body's full momentum drive Rourke from his feet. Locked together, both men tumbled over Rourke's welding trolley. Ethan started punching before they'd even hit the floor. Pinning Rourke's pistol arm, Ethan hammered his right fist again and again into Rourke's head and neck. Pure anger drove his punches. Anger over Nina. Anger over Joanne. He had enough fury-fuelled anger to mash Rourke's head into the stonework.
Mid-punch, Rourke twisted his hips with a powerful jerk. Ethan sprawled sideways. He recovered just in time to see Rourke swing the pistol across his body and take aim. Jumping up, Ethan dashed one step before tripping on a pile of metal off cuts. He fell into the row of steel pipes Rourke had stacked against the wall. He took out all the steel in one flailing fall.
Rourke started firing. Bullets struck the falling pipes.
Ethan tried to scramble away, but the steel was crisscrossing his legs and hips. It would take a few seconds to shove it all away. Ethan didn't have a few seconds to spare. Rourke leapt to his feet, squinting toward the sound of falling steel, aiming into the tumbling lengths of metal for a clean kill shot.
At that moment, Spader struck.
Spader struck from behind, expending what little oxygen remained in his fuel-starved blood to protect Ethan. Head down like a charging bull, Spader rammed his head and shoulder into Rourke's back. The desperate attack was enough to throw off Rourke's aim, but it was also the end for Spader.
As Rourke recovered, correcting his aim, Spader collapsed.
But Spader's distraction had given Ethan time to reach the stone plinth on which the gold had rested. It was just delaying the inevitable. Rourke knew where he was, and Ethan had nowhere else to run. All Rourke need do was step onto the plinth and shoot Ethan where he crouched on the other side. From where he crouched, Ethan saw Spader's body bucking and twisting, choking to death. Beyond Spader, Ethan glimpsed something else. Something ghastly. Something bloody, maimed, and…perfect.
Ethan lifted his hands so Rourke could see he was unarmed. 'Wait. I'm going to stand up. The way to open the core chamber is right in front of me. I’ll show you.'
Ethan rose steadily in Rourke’s line of fire.
Wary of tricks, keeping the pistol leveled at Ethan’s heart, Rourke took three cautious steps. Behind Rourke, Ethan saw Spader's feet making tiny bicycle kicks as his last moments of consciousness sent desperate signals through his body.
'Well,' prompted Rourke. 'How do you open it?'
Ethan checked his watch. The last barrier change was soon.
'It's easy,' admitted Ethan. 'You just have to be the last person alive in this room.'
Rourke smirked toward Spader and then shrugged at Ethan, aiming down his pistol, ready to fire. 'I can arrange that easily.'
'Except that it's not up to you,' countered Ethan. 'It was never up to you. Gordon taught me something, after all. He taught me not to discount other men's Gods. Their gods are here after all, and it's up to them to decide who lives and who dies.'
Ethan flicked his eyes to the right without moving his body even an inch.
Rourke looked confused for a second, but just for one second. He realized what Ethan was doing and peered toward the archway.
'You bastard!' roared Rourke.
The chameleon filled the archway, all the more horrific because of the wounds it carried. One eye was missing completely. Blood from the severed eye-stalk had congealed over its head like a ghastly red mask. The left side of its neck hung open, charred at the edges as though something hot had burned its way out. Rourke and Ethan were both potential prey. Ethan had lured Rourke into range.
For a second, both men looked at each other. Then the animal struck. Rourke had been the last person moving. Ethan had made sure of that.
The tongue smacked Rourke's left thigh. The impact punched his feet away. Rourke collapsed. For a second he disappeared behind the plinth, but then the chameleon hauled in its prey. The tongue dragged Rourke on his back toward the archway. Ethan glimpsed dark, bloody patches along its length. Whatever damaged the creature’s neck had likewise affected its tongue.
Nevertheless, the horrible appendage hauled in Rourke like a whaler's harpoon.
Ethan was already moving. His gamble worked, but he couldn't waste a second. He dropped to his knees beside Spader. When they first found the gold, Spader used something that caught Ethan's attention. Afterwards, Ethan was so preoccupied with translating the gold, he'd hardly noticed what Spader had done with the item. The first pocket turned out empty.
Ethan heard Rourke shrieking from the archway. Rourke lay fully in the animal's mouth now. Massively powerful jaws engulfed his right thigh and hip. Swinging its head violently sideways, the chameleon tried to smash Rourke into an immobilized stupor. The one-sided battle looked totally predetermined. Rourke's sophistication as a human was being stripped away. He was helpless prey.
Shoving his hand into Spader's last pocket, Ethan's fingers closed on something the correct size and shape.
He yanked the bottle free. This is it!
Urgently unscrewing the cap from the concentrated acid, Ethan withdrew the glass applicator and hesitated a moment. He needed to avoid the windpipe and vulnerable arteries. Spader's neck was a swollen discolored mess. Ethan chose a spot, turned Spader's head, then squirted a stream of concentrated acid into the fleshy channel circling Spader's neck. Skin melted instantly, but the melting flesh channeled the acid onto the plastic cable tie. Ethan winced as Spader's skin bubbled, but he caught the caustic whiff of dissolving plastic. Once he smelled the burning plastic, Ethan scrambled over to the plinth. He carefully set down the bottle and then cupped together a double handful of the powder from the drilled limestone.
As he dashed back to Spader, Rourke started firing his pistol.
Ethan ignored the conflict unfolding just meters away. He crouched back over Spader, holding his cupped hands above Spader's still blistering neck.
The cable tie sprung open, eaten through by the acid, and Ethan dumped the lime powder straight on Spader's wounds, rubbing the powder into the raw flesh and at the same time feeling Spader take his first shuddering breath.
He's alive.
In his wildest dreams, Spader couldn't have known the acid he carried to test precious metals would save his life. Not his weapons. Not his team. Not his first aid kit. Just basic high school chemistry. The alkaline limestone powder was neutralizing the acid. Ethan avoided disturbing the nasty poultice of blood and lime powder.
Instead, he looked toward Rourke. Slumped beside Rourke, the giant animal lay dead. Ethan couldn't see any additional wounds. Rourke had scored a lucky shot, or perhaps the wounded animal was already near death. It didn't matter. It had served its purpose. Before it died, the animal had torn Rourke's right leg off above the knee. His leg hung limply from the animal’s mouth. Rourke's left arm had an extra bend between the wrist and elbow, so using his right arm, Rourke was struggling to tourniquet the stump of his right thigh with a cable tie. He didn't have the strength. He needed two hands to thread the cable tie into a loop. He lay back and tried to use his teeth to thread the plastic eyelet. After a moment, with a harsh cry of pain, he threw the cable tie, unable to stem the bleeding.
Ethan felt nothing at the sight of Rourke’s grisly wounds. He had brought it on himself. Ethan's watch started beeping. It was time. The core chamber was about to open. Ethan didn't know what to expect, but whatever it was, it was going to happen now.
Rourke was lucid enough to speak.
'You'll never get out,' he moaned through the pain. 'You're all dead. I made sure of that.'
Ethan didn't even look at Rourke. He crossed to the barrier blocking access to the core chamber. The last three beeps sounded on his watch. 'Maybe. But I'll live long enough to get my answers. You won't. Look where you're lying, Rourke. Look what's above you.'
Rourke looked up. 'Oh, God no….'
The barriers changed, including the archway Rourke's head rested under.
Rourke turned his face away from the incoming slab of stone that pushed his head across the floor and, without stopping, pulverized his skull and brain into a wet mash that was swept away into the wall.
Before Ethan, the last barrier to the core chamber swung open.
Ethan picked up the lamp and walked inside.

Chapter 19

'Now what?' asked Dale breathlessly. 'That helicopter’s not giving up.'
He and Merc were sheltering inside the cyclops. Gordon has christened the structure the 'cyclops'. From the air, the discoloration on the roof resembled a single giant eye. Two small entrance structures resembled ears. Internal stone steps led to the exposed roof.
It was the best cover they could find.
Three times the chopper had blitzed the cyclops with gunfire. Merc and Dale had to keep moving around the single large chamber, listening to keep the chopper at a safe angle. The chamber was an obstacle course. Stored equipment was stacked and scattered everywhere.
'Do you really think that raft can take us all?' asked Dale.
'I don't know. But I'm sure our plane won't.' Merc kicked through the piles of equipment stacked around the chamber. Ropes, plastic bins, old tents, empty gas bottles — he found nothing that could damage a helicopter.
'There's nothing here!'
'What did you expect?’ asked Dale.
'Something. Anything. Just some way to force it down for a minute.'
Dale took a chance and peered out the east exit. He spotted the balloon-raft. 'She made it. Libby got the raft down. They're climbing in!'
Merc knew what would happen next. Once the pilot noticed the women on the raft, he'd cut them down with the chopper's guns. Vulnerable on the raft, Claire and Libby didn't stand a chance. Merc was powerless to stop it. He didn't have even a shred of a plan.
Dale's next outburst confirmed Merc's fears. 'The chopper's turning toward the raft. They're going to shoot!’
Pure desperation made Merc act. He ran for the steps, snatching Dale's pistol on the way past.
'Hey — wait,' yelled Dale. 'That won't do anything!'
But Merc was already halfway up the stairs. He burst out onto the roof and took aim on the chopper. Dale was right. The pistol had no chance of damaging the helicopter. At best, his shots might distract the pilot long enough for Claire and Libby to escape the raft. Merc fired. His first two shots missed, but his next two raised sparks on the chopper's fuselage. The next round seemed to hit the chopper's windscreen, because the pilot suddenly reacted. The chopper swung away from the raft and back toward Merc.
Merc braced his wrist and aimed. He had one shot left, but before he pulled the trigger an earthquake erupted. The entire cyclops shook under Merc's feet.
What the…?
No, not an earthquake. An explosion. To the east. A thick cloud of soil erupted into the air. As Merc tracked the black cloud of approaching airborne debris, he identified the source. The silt wall. Someone had demolished the silt wall with explosives.
'Look!' yelled Merc, tracking with his finger where several pieces of embankment the size of oil drums came spinning through the air, shedding clods like a comet's tail.
The helicopter pilot saw them too. He tried to bank away, but the soil was flying faster than the helicopter ever could. One clod smacked the chopper's tail rotor. The soily explosion completely obscured the helicopter. Next, Merc saw it spinning out of control. The impact had ripped the rotor clean off. The pilot couldn’t recover. The helicopter slammed down onto the middle tier, less than twenty-five meters from Merc. The still-rotating propeller flipped the chopper into a careening roll down the middle tier’s stairs.
Amazed by the spectacle, Merc barely registered Dale's insistent shoving. Open-mouthed and speechless, Dale grabbed Merc by the shoulder and spun him around, pointing toward the silt wall. Rourke's plan became terrifyingly obvious.
Rourke was flooding the Plaza.
The entire Plaza lay below ground level. The silt wall had been a dam. Now the dam had burst. Water came pounding into the Plaza like someone opened the floodgates. Rourke's security tent stood first in the flood's path. Stone stood no better than canvas. Both smashed down as though made from cardboard. Tents and scaffolding, motorbikes and stretchers, the water swept everything along. Folding tables and generators, chemical toilets and showers, pumps and ladders — the whole lot surged directly toward Merc and Dale.
The water hit the cyclops, shaking the structure beneath them.
'We're screwed,' said Merc. It didn't matter the helicopter was gone. The destructive water pounding through the Plaza was a hundred times as dangerous.
'We need to reach Libby's balloon!' yelled Dale. Merc could barely hear Dale's voice over the raging torrent swelling around them.
'There's no way,' Merc yelled back, but Dale was gone. 'Dale — wait!'
Dale had disappeared back down the stairs into the cyclops.
What the hell's he doing? thought Merc. He can't mean to shelter down there from the water. This entire place is going under.
Merc took a few steps down. Flood waters already three-quarters filled the chamber. Dale was nowhere to be seen. The water's entire surface was awash with bobbing objects. Merc yelled into the mess, 'Dale! Dale!'
Dale's head emerged near Merc's boots. He'd been underwater retrieving something.
'Help me with this,' said Dale, dragging a rope up the steps.
Merc helped Dale to the roof. 'What can you do with this?'
'It's not for me,' puffed Dale, tying one end of the rope around his waist. 'It's for you. Tie it on yourself.'
'I'll just drag you down,' Merc objected.
Dale started hunting in his cargo pants pocket. 'This is going to burn OK? But it's better than drowning.'
'What will burn — whoa, wait, wait!'
Dale had the can of expanding foam. They'd used the foam earlier to encase the artifacts for safe travel. Dale was shaking the can and eyeing Merc's shirt. 'I'll spray it under your shirt to make a life jacket. It will mold to your body and make a perfect fit.'
Merc didn’t let himself think about it. Dale was right. It was better than drowning. 'Do it.’
Dale pushed his arm down Merc's shirt and sprayed the foam. The foam expanded under Merc's armpit and puffed out his shirt front and back. For a moment Merc only felt the foam cooling his skin, but then the burning started. 'Christ — that burns like fire!'
Dale winked at Merc, opened his collar, and then sprayed the foam down his own shirt. His eyes bulged as the burning took effect.
Merc tried to shut out the pain. He still couldn't see Dale's plan. If they didn't drown, they'd be pulverized among the churning debris. Whatever Dale's plan, they had just seconds to act. The flood was transforming the eastern side of the Plaza into a tremendous three-tiered waterfall. The cyclops’s roof was the last dry outcrop. Even now water began topping the cyclops. Merc felt the water find his boots. Any moment, both men would be swept off the roof and into churning, debris-filled white water.
'Dale, what are you planning?'
'Don't you see it?' Dale sounded exhilarated, hysterical almost.
'I don't see anything, Dale.' Merc hated the hopelessness in his own voice.
Dale checked the rope around his and Merc's waists. 'Then let me show you.'
With that, Dale sprinted across the top of the cyclops and dived into the water. Merc dashed to the spot through the ankle-deep water already trying to peel him from the roof. Dale was swimming. Merc lifted the rope above his head to reduce the drag. He leaned into the rising water, watching Dale and dreading the moment when something large swept between the two men, snagging the rope and dragging Dale under. It looked inevitable. Any second now.
Merc drew his knife. Dale couldn't drag him through the water. Whatever Dale was planning, it wouldn't work. Dale had no chance tethered to Merc. There was no sense in them both dying.
That kid deserves better than this.
Merc looped the rope around the blade and looked once more toward Dale.
At that moment, he saw Dale’s plan.
Merc lowered the blade from the loop, leaving the rope intact.
Where Merc saw a jumble of chaotic swirling debris, Dale saw opportunity. Like two upside down canoes, Spader's overturned seaplane came careening through the debris. Dale was swimming madly to intercept it.
* * *
Claire leapt into the raft away from the water.
She could hardly believe the unfolding mayhem. First the helicopter was going to shoot the raft. Then it was going to shoot Merc. Then it was ripped from the sky by a ball of flying dirt! It happened so quickly, Claire took stunned seconds to realize the fountaining eruption of dirt was actually the silt wall.
Looking toward Merc when the wall exploded, she’d seen everything. Huge chunks of soil came raining down over the site. She hadn't realized how big the pieces were until the first one hit the helicopter. The back end of the aircraft had torn right off.
Then came the water.
Water like a tidal wave focused on the Plaza. The explosion had breached the silt wall, had been intended to breach the silt wall, and now the entire silt lake was emptying into the Plaza. The white water smashed through the Plaza's eastern structures. Claire saw everything being swept toward her and Libby. Everything came down with the flood. Tents, scaffolding, light towers, the demolished comm-tower — everything came rolling down toward their raft.
'Libby — we need this thing in the air right now!'
Claire saw the tents the raft had landed on start washing away.
'It's lifting. It's lifting!' yelled Libby over the roaring water. 'Quick, Claire, get up this end!'
Claire didn't know what Libby planned, but Libby understood the raft better than anyone. As water smashed over the tents behind her, Claire scrambled over the trampoline netting toward Libby's end of the raft.
As she grabbed the webbing, the wave's full force struck, pitching the raft's lighter end upward. The extra push worked as Libby planned. Claire felt the raft clear the water and gain altitude. The water rose, but the raft rose quicker, and Claire suddenly realized they were doing it. They were beating the water. She remembered Merc and Dale. Where last she'd spotted the two men was now awash with white water.
'What about the others?' yelled Claire. 'Did you see them?'
'Dale dived in with a rope,' Libby yelled back. 'There's a ladder in that box. Get it ready in case we see them.'
Claire ripped open the plastic box and withdrew the rolled safety ladder. She searched over the side of the raft. The rising maelstrom churned just five meters below. Debris jostled and heaved everywhere. At least the debris might give them something to hold onto. Panning her eyes over a larger and larger area, she saw no sign of them.
She saw someone else.
There. On the middle tier. Climbing up a tower. Chased by the water cascading over the tier in a long unbroken waterfall.
It wasn't Merc. It wasn't Dale.
It was Kline.
Their eyes met.
Kline raised his arm. He pointed something at the balloon. His arm jolted. Claire barely heard the crack of a gunshot over the roaring water. She ducked, yelling at Libby, but immediately realized Kline wasn't shooting at her.
'A hole!' yelled Libby. 'He shot a hole in the balloon.'
Claire knew they were falling fast. She dropped the safety line and grabbed the webbing. Down, down, down — wump — they hit the water's surface. Current instantly spun the raft. The current was different now. With the bottom tier now completely filled, the water circled the middle tier clockwise like a giant draining bathtub.
Ethan.
The Gallery was three-quarters underwater.
The tower Kline had climbed was gone, washed away. She couldn't see Kline. He was no doubt caught up in the same current as themselves.
'Help me!' Libby called. 'The balloon is pulling us under.'
Claire was up to her knees in water. The trampoline base let water through. Only the raft's inflated edges kept them buoyant. Countering this buoyancy, the balloon had crumpled into the water behind them and was starting to pull them under. Claire scrambled around the raft, unclipping the lines that tethered the balloon. Working together, both women got the job done seconds before the current pulled them under. With the balloon's dragging weight gone, the raft rode higher.
Claire saw they had made nearly a quarter lap around the Gallery now. She was orienting herself with the tree line when someone called her name. She spotted two people kneeling precariously on debris.
Dale and Merc.
They had reached what resembled two overturned canoes. No, not canoes. They were the landing pontoons of an overturned seaplane. The plane was moving slower than the raft. It seemed to be turning in small circles of its own. The raft would pass the plane, but not close enough for the men to jump. They looked exhausted. Neither looked capable of the swim, or of even clinging to the pontoons for much longer.
Claire hunted around in the water at her feet. She found the safety rope. She clipped one end to the raft, coiled the rest in her hand, and then hurled the rope toward Dale as they drew even.
Her throw was good. Dale snatched the rope from the air and hooked his end onto something below the water.
Claire started pulling, but Dale called out, 'Don't pull. The plane is turning. It will pull us in by itself.'
He was right. The turning plane wrapped the rope around itself, pulling them all together.
* * *
Ethan entered the core chamber.
The chamber was five meters across. A perfect cube. Open archways stood on either side.
Heart thumping, he held up the fluorescent lamp. Stone carvings covered every inch of the walls. His shaking hand made the intricate carvings squirm in the lantern light. At first glance, he couldn't read any of them. He inferred no sense from the clamoring hieroglyphs. The pictograms shouted at his eyes, jostling to be read first, but their order looked all askew.
Ethan studied one area more closely, blocking out everything except one small section of wall.
Wait — there are two stories here. One interwoven within the other. One much older than the other.
The hieroglyphs were crowded together. They looked garbled because there were too many. Twice as many as there should be. Between the original hieroglyphs, a second story had been added.
Seeing the pattern, Ethan realized he could read them. What’s more, they were the answers he was searching for.
It was amazing. It was all here. He had the answers. He knew why the Plaza was built. He knew the purpose of the Gallery. He knew why such great effort had been made to keep the site hidden!
Most importantly of all, he understood why the wave of human sacrifices had started here. In a way, this small chamber was the reason. Ethan felt lightheaded. He'd been holding his breath. He'd forgotten to keep breathing. This was all and more than he’d hoped to find.
A disturbingly familiar sound distracted his thoughts.
Oh, no. Not again. I must have miscounted. The Gallery has one more move to make.
The Gallery’s barriers were shifting again. Ethan prepared himself for whatever happened.
Sunlight.
He saw distant sunlight in both directions. East and west. The Gallery stood wide open. The final transformation had opened all the barriers. A long, unbroken tunnel now stretched between the east and west entrances. The core chamber stood in the very center.
It's finished. The Gallery has run its course.
A huge silhouette cut into the sunlight to the east. Alarm surged through Ethan — a chameleon! — but he saw two smaller silhouettes break from the larger one. The shapes were human, one larger than the other, and Ethan recognized them at once. Fontana and Randerson had pushed the gold into the open tunnel.
Ethan heard Randerson shout, 'Spader!'
Ethan called back. 'He's here. This way!'
The men reached Ethan in seconds, leaving the gold twenty meters up the tunnel. Ethan felt amazed to discover they were so close this entire time. With all the barriers open, the Gallery felt smaller.
Randerson helped Spader to his feet, wincing at Spader's neck wound. Spader was coming to his senses, but unbalanced and groggy.
Fontana looked back toward the gold. 'Where's Gordon?'
'He didn't make it,' answered Ethan. 'Rourke shot him.'
'Where's Rourke?' hissed Randerson.
'He's dead too.' Ethan said. 'Crushed by a barrier.'
'LOOK!' yelled Fontana, pointing up the east tunnel.
Ethan spun to look.
Water.
Torrents of water came surging through the east entrance. In an instant, Ethan knew what Rourke had done. Somehow, he'd sabotaged the silt wall. The wall held back the only body of water large enough to cause a flood. The silt lake contained enough water to completely inundate the Plaza. Ethan saw jumbled shapes start blocking the east entrance. The entire site was washing down on top of them.
'We need to go,' cried Randerson. 'Come on!'
'You go,' yelled Ethan. 'I'll be right behind you!'
'Forget about it,' countered Randerson. 'We need to get out of here. This whole place is going under.'
Ethan shouted back, pointing at Spader, 'I'm coming. Get him out of here!'
Fontana grabbed Spader's other arm. Half-dragging Spader between them, he and Randerson dashed toward the still unaffected west entrance.
Ethan knew his chances of escape were short lived. Water was encircling the Gallery. This entire place might go under, but he wasn't leaving without his prize. He glanced down the tunnel, calculating his odds. The flood waters were tossing a motorbike down the tunnel. Ethan glimpsed a wheel disappearing in the frothy wave.
There still might be time.
He started snapping pictures with Spader’s camera. Standing dead center in the chamber, he turned the camera a few degrees after every shot, ensuring his pictures overlapped. After four pictures, only halfway through, he glanced with alarm toward the terrifying spectacle roaring toward him. The rolling mess of debris and white water approached at breathtaking speed. Ethan took three more pictures and then sprinted, jerking the camera's lanyard over his head. He glimpsed the water bowling over Rourke's trolley. The trolley surged sideways for a second and was swallowed.
Foam engulfed Ethan's abandoned fluorescent lamp behind him.
Bare seconds later, the leading wave smacked Ethan's calves. Water swept into his legs. His head went under. His shoulder slammed into the floor. His face broke the foam long enough to suck down one breath. He glimpsed the west exit disappearing.
Encircling water now flowed in both Gallery entrances, flooding the Gallery twice as quickly. In seconds, Ethan found his head swept along just inches from the ceiling. The current still carried him west. Perhaps it would carry him outside if he could avoid drowning.
Two chambers short of being swept from the Gallery, Ethan's last pocket of air disappeared. He pushed himself off from the ceiling, swimming through the nearest archway toward the grey light.
Just one chamber to go.
Now he was swimming against the current. And the current was getting stronger. Realizing he had just one chance, Ethan stroked madly for the light. As the current peaked, his hands found the exit archway. He yanked himself through and into the light, kicking off the archway toward the surface. His face breached. He gulped air. Current slammed his body up against the Gallery wall.
Oh, thank God, I made it. I swam out of there.
Ethan checked he still had the camera. A voice called out from above, 'Here. He's here!'
Fontana grabbed Ethan's hair. 'Quick, before the current takes him again.'
Randerson reached down from the Gallery roof. The rising water level was just two feet short of topping the structure. 'Ethan, give me your hand.'
Helped up, Ethan saw Spader finding his feet on the Gallery roof. A wet bandage encircled Spader's neck. The men had just gained the roof themselves.
'Will you look at that…,' breathed Fontana.
Standing on the edge, Ethan took in Fontana's meaning.
Water cascaded down the Plaza’s eastern tiers like Niagara Falls. That side of the Plaza was completely decimated. Everything had washed into the bottom tier. Half of the middle tier lay underwater. Ethan could barely identity the debris as once belonging to his camp.
Is that a helicopter?
A metallic scraping sound confirmed Ethan's guess. Among the debris floated an overturned helicopter. The fuselage scraped steadily along the wall with the current. 'Is that your helicopter?'
'Not ours,' said Randerson. 'I think her flying days are over.'
Spader grabbed Fontana's arm and whispered something. Ethan wondered if the acid or Rourke's cable tie had damaged Spader's voice. Whatever the damage, Fontana understood. After a second assessing the water, Fontana dived in right beside the grinding helicopter wreckage.
What on earth is he doing? If he gets caught up in that debris, he'll drown. I can't even see him now.
'What's he doing?' Ethan called to Spader.
By answer, Spader just pointed toward the helicopter.
Right then, the water topped the Gallery roof. It swept toward Ethan's shoes. A second later, Fontana popped up an arm's length from Ethan.
'Help me,' barked Fontana, but Ethan already had him. Fontana hauled something to the surface. 'Randy, pull this up. It's heavy underwater.'
Randerson dragged the long, bulky orange object from the water. Spader helped. When Fontana joined them, the water was surging knee-high and strong enough to worry Ethan’s footing. The four men clustered around Fontana's find.
'Do it now,' Randerson yelled to Spader. 'It's on your side.'
Spader jerked on a cord. Something hissed. The bag burst open, unfolding into something else.
Of course, an emergency raft. Like a large orange wading pool.
'Everyone in,' croaked Spader, the first time he'd spoken out loud.
Ethan fell into the raft just as the water tore his shoes from the Gallery roof.
Two hours later
The four men watched the police boat nose toward the silt wall.
Two-thirds of the wall had washed away. Ethan, Spader, Fontana and Randerson sat on the remaining section. Between the men and the waterline rested the orange emergency raft.
Ethan counted eight police on the boat. No, wait, one was Claire! Claire Hudnell stood on the boat, waving. Ethan felt incredibly relieved. Standing beside Claire was another face Ethan recognized. Libby Kirkpatrick.
Has Libby been caught up in all this?
He'd completely forgotten about her balloon launching from the Plaza last week. Two other people on the boat weren't police. Are they part of Spader's team? What am I going to tell the police about Spader? This could get really ugly.
The boat grounded less than twenty feet away. A senior-looking officer jumped down and approached. He held out his hand as Ethan stood. 'Professor March? Glad to find you alive. We doubted anyone survived after seeing your camp wash down the river. I'm Captain Oloroso.'
'I can't really believe it myself,' said Ethan, shaking the Captain's hand.
'Sorry we took so long. The river is full of debris. We had to untangle the propeller twice. We found these four floating downriver. Claire told us what happened.'
Claire told him what happened? That could have so many meanings. What exactly had Claire told the policeman about Spader's team?
Ethan tried to read the situation. Claire had stayed on the boat. Obviously the Captain had instructed her to stay put. Perhaps he wanted to hear her story confirmed by Ethan. The Captain's face was unreadable.
Ethan took a gamble. 'Rourke's dead.'
Oloroso seemed relieved to hear this. 'You sure? You see him die?'
'He was decapitated. I was right there. He tried to kill me, but…well, he's dead and I'm not.'
The Captain nodded. 'Well, your wife will be pleased to hear that. She's been calling me constantly since she received your message.'
Message? Ethan remembered secretly dialing the sat-phone seconds before Rourke killed Nina. That seemed like weeks ago. Apparently his call had reached Maria before Kline intervened. She must be sick with worry.
Ethan waved toward the boat. 'Have you got a sat-phone, Captain? I need to call my wife.'
'Of course. We'll get to that. Are you OK to travel? Does anyone need medical assistance?'
Ethan noticed Spader's two men moving on the boat. This morning, he would have thought nothing of it, but now he saw things differently. They were taking position to assault the two police officers still onboard. The third officer had climbed down and was carrying a first aid kit toward Ethan. Ethan glimpsed Claire reach a restraining hand toward one of Spader's men. The man pushed the hand away. Claire didn't protest further. The understanding embodied in their body language told Ethan everything. Claire trusted these men. She knew what they were going to do. She didn't like it, but she wasn't ready to betray their identity yet either.
Spader's team could easily take down these police officers. Fontana was already walking down to 'meet' the officer with the first aid kit. Fontana might act before Spader gave any signal. The police seemed oblivious to the impending assault.
More violence.
Ethan spun and raised a finger to Spader. 'Wait, just wait.'
Spader stared impassively back at Ethan. His voice was croaky, but returning. 'I can't wait, Ethan. You know that.'
Captain Oloroso glanced suspiciously between Ethan and Spader. 'Who are these men, Professor March?'
Spader blinked steadily at Ethan.
'Volunteers,' called Claire from the boat. 'There wasn't enough room on the first boat. They were waiting for the next one.'
Ethan felt a plausible story forming in his mind. He nodded. 'They came as a group. Research volunteers. Rourke killed one of their friends. They want to find his body. I've been trying to convince them to ride back with us. They can't stay here. It's not safe.'
Oloroso nodded, addressing Spader. 'It's not safe to remain here. Who is your missing friend?'
Spader answered painfully. 'Merrit. His name was Gordon Merrit.'
Oloroso nodded. 'I've heard of him. I didn't know he was here. No one has contacted the station looking for him.'
Ethan interrupted before Spader could reply. 'He answered my invitation to help with the dig. He chartered a plane. It was last minute. I wasn't even expecting him. These men came with him.'
'Well, you can't stay here,' said Oloroso. 'The rest of this silt wall could collapse any time.'
Ethan looked to Spader. 'Well?'
Fontana had stopped an arm's length from the officer holding the first aid kit. Spader approached the inspector and studied him gravely. 'Thank you for your offer, Captain Oloroso. We'd be very grateful.'
Spader shook Oloroso’s hand before they all climbed in the boat. Ethan embraced Claire and Libby.
'I thought you were dead,' he said, pulling back to study Claire.
Claire shrugged. 'I thought you were locked in the Gallery.'
They sat together. 'I was. I reached the core chamber. Just before the Plaza flooded.'
Claire studied Ethan. 'And? Did you find your answers? Tell me something good came from all this.'
Ethan pulled the camera from under his sodden shirt. 'Wait and see.'
For a time, the only sound was the boat's engine.
Merc finally spoke. 'What happened to Gordon?'
Spader just stared over the boat's gunwale, so Ethan answered. 'Rourke shot him. I was with him. He and Rourke both died in the Gallery. They're both still in there. Down under the water.'
Oloroso listened but didn't ask questions. Perhaps he thought there'd be time enough back at the station. The Captain suddenly reached back and took the sat phone handset from the boat's center console. He passed it to Ethan.
'I think this call will be for you.'
Ethan put the phone to his ear. 'Maria? Is that you?'
It was.
Sixteen hours later
Kline woke up lying on his back in the mud.
Surprisingly, he was very comfortable. He'd crawled up the bank yesterday afternoon before passing out.
He sat up, wincing at the pain in his ankle. The falling tower had crushed his leg. The ankle didn't seem broken, but his nerves were firing random notes of agony up his calf whenever he moved it.
How far had the river carried him? A few kilometers, at least. He'd clung to wooden scaffolding most of the way.
The morning sun had breached the tree line across the river. The glare had woken him.
God, what a day yesterday had been. Those animals….
With alarm, Kline realized he probably wasn't out of danger yet. Perhaps he should have let the river carry him further. When a natural bend swept him close to the bank, it had seemed a good time to make land. Apparently the bend had attracted other things.
Kline crawled back to the river's edge to examine the washed up debris.
What is this thing?
Of course! It was the balloon-thing he'd shot at with the pistol he’d found on the guard’s body. The raft had been flying the last time Kline saw it. He found no sign of its original passengers. He'd fired at the balloon seconds before the tower collapsed.
It seemed his shot had hit the balloon, but missed the raft. Lucky for him.
Kline awkwardly dragged the raft in painful spurts back into the water. It grew easier once the water carried his weight. Once fully clear of the bank, he hauled himself into the raft. He lay on his back and looked at the sky.
The current tugged the raft downriver, away from the nightmare of the last twenty-four hours. Whatever else happened, that was good enough for now.

Chapter 20

Eight months later
American Museum of Natural History, New York City
Ethan spotted Maria leading the kids back to their seats. Too much soft drink in the car on the ride here, Maria had explained. She had been back and forward to the bathroom three times with the kids. His family had front row seats beside Claire and Libby. A little further along chatted Ben McIntosh and Abigail Astrenzi.
Ethan stood off to one side and watched, not entirely sure how he felt. His presentation would be streamed live around the world. He'd given hundreds of lectures before, but never like this. Words couldn't easily describe the discovery, nor the human sacrifice paid to unlock the Plaza's secrets.
He’d labored over the speech. He owed it to Joanne and Nina. He owed it to his family and to himself.
Thinking of Joe and Nina drew Ethan's eyes to the veiled display case. He'd unveil the contents to conclude his speech. Curiosity had drawn several people toward the shrouded case.
One man stood closer than the others. The man's familiar posture caught Ethan's attention. That and his scarred neck.
Wait, he wouldn't dare show up here.
Spader. Standing bold as brass in the foyer.
He won't be alone. Where are the others?
Ethan scanned the hall and found them. Randerson and Fontana hovered beside the display floor entrance. Dale and Merc sat in the back row, closest to the exit. All four men watched Ethan steadily. They covered both the hall’s exits.
Without drawing attention to himself, Ethan wove through the folding chairs to reach Randerson and Fontana.
Fontana spoke first. 'How's it going, chief? You draw quite a crowd.'
Ethan ignored Fontana and spoke to Randerson. 'Are any of you armed?'
'No.'
'Does Fontana have a gun?'
'No.'
'Are you sure?'
'The metal detectors would have gone off,' interrupted Fontana. 'What's your problem? I thought we were all friends now. Seems you forgot to send me an invitation. You hurt my feelings.'
Ethan hissed at Fontana. 'My family is here. You start any trouble and I will kill you myself.'
Fontana rolled his eyes. 'Talk to the boss. I don't know why we're here. I was in the Gallery too, remember? I'd rather forget the place even existed.'
In a way, Ethan knew what Fontana meant. None of them could ever forget. Ethan took a few steps toward Spader, then paused. 'What does he want?'
Randerson shrugged. 'He wouldn't tell us.'
In the seconds it took to reach Spader, Ethan found only one explanation. 'You came to steal it, didn't you? You're going to collect on your investment one way or another.'
Spader turned slowly. 'The arrow? You think I'm here for the gold arrow?'
'Aren't you?'
'I'm not here to steal, Ethan. The opposite, in fact. I'm making a contribution. Merc and Dale cherry-picked the best artifacts from the conservation huts. The packing foam saved them from the flood. We relocated them. They're waiting for you on the museum’s back dock right now.'
'I'm not thanking you for returning things you stole,’ said Ethan.
'If I hadn't stolen them, they wouldn't be safe. Think about that.'
Ethan couldn't bring himself to challenge the morals of Spader's warped logic. Arguing with Spader was fruitless, and Ethan was unsure who he'd be trying to convince, Spader or himself.
Spader added, 'You'll need a weak acid solution to melt the foam, but you seem pretty handy with acid.'
Ethan remembered the smell of Spader's burning flesh. 'I had to do it. It was the only way to save your life.'
'I know. It was weeks before I realized you neutralized the acid with lime powder.' Spader touched his scar. 'Very clever. Brilliant, in fact.'
Ethan shook his head. 'Basic chemistry. Why are you really here?'
'I told you. I'm making a contribution.'
'You didn't need to deliver the artifacts in person. You're taking a big risk. Claire and Libby might see you and call the police.'
Spader raised an eyebrow toward the two chatting women. 'And betray Merc and Dale? I think not. You're underestimating the survival bond. Like the bond between you and I. That's why you lied to the police.'
Ethan and Maria had talked this over at length. At first Ethan thought it was to avoid more bloodshed, but a week after the incident, Ethan still hadn't alerted the authorities about Spader's true identity or motives.
'I'd be dead right now if it wasn't for you,' admitted Ethan. 'I'd be under that silt lake instead of Rourke. Is that why you're here? To hear me admit that?'
'No.' Spader waved to the crowds. 'I'm here like everyone else. I'm here to learn the secret of the Plaza.'
'Then take a seat and listen like everyone else.'
Spader frowned at the crowds. 'I don't want the prepared statement from Professor March. I want the man who burnt through my neck with acid and smashed Rourke's head open. They are two different people.'
Ethan knew exactly what Spader meant. Like the two different men Gordon Merrit had been.
It was disquieting how well Spader understood him. Ethan stood quietly for a moment, deciding whether to indulge Spader or not.
'The core chamber contained two sets of carvings,' said Ethan finally. 'The older carvings revealed the Gallery's true purpose. It was believed that any prayer or request made in the core chamber would be granted.'
Spader raised an eyebrow. 'They thought the chamber granted wishes?'
'More like a direct telephone-line to God,' Ethan corrected. 'They believed the megafauna were Godly manifestations deciding who reached the core chamber. Evidently, whoever reached the core chamber asked for the prosperity of their homeland. Huge pilgrimages travelled to the Plaza. The aristocracy sheltered underground while the messengers entered the Gallery and competed to reach the core chamber.’
'So what went wrong?' asked Spader. 'Why did they hide it?'
'Nature went wrong,' answered Ethan. 'The pilgrims coordinated their arrival from across the continent using a plant. It’s extinct now. It has no Latin name. Abigail thinks the plant flowered the same day right across ancient Mexico. It marked the summer solstice, the day the megafauna began their migrational hunting season. The pilgrims had to reach the Plaza every year before the plants bloomed. Any later and they risked incurring the wrath of their Gods.
'The second set of carvings explains how their system failed. The flowers bloomed early one year around the Plaza. Libby thinks a new beetle disrupted the local ecology. Or it could have been an insect they accidentally introduced during a previous visit. Either way, the pilgrims hadn't even reached the Plaza when the Gods attacked. The megafauna didn't discriminate. They consumed aristocracy and slaves alike. The pilgrims panicked. Some fought back, and several megafauna were killed.'
'I know how they feel,' commented Spader quietly.
'No, you don't,' countered Ethan. 'You and I never believed they were really Gods. Those people believed they had killed the living manifestations of God on earth. Only one place existed where they knew their request for forgiveness would be heard. The core chamber. So they carved it on the walls, explaining what had happened, and then they buried the entire site. But that was just the start. Further 'amends' manifested itself in the wave of human sacrifices that swept across the continent. Hundreds of thousands of people were sacrificed, all because a flower bloomed early one year.'
The men stood quietly for a moment.
Spader said, 'So the core chamber contained an apology.'
'Precisely. It's too bad Gordon never lived to learn the truth.'
'Don't pity Gordon,' said Spader. 'He was exactly where he wanted to be. None of us are that different from one and other. You and I could swap places in a second. You could be doing what I do in a heartbeat. Part of you still wants to. Life threw us different opportunities, that's all.'
Ethan looked across the hall and saw Maria watching them. Still sitting, she had a child pinned protectively against each hip. She looked wary, but not alarmed. She could read Ethan's body language and probably guessed who Spader was. Ethan had told her everything in a great outpouring that took over three hours to see itself out.
Spader noticed Maria's protective posture. 'She knows who I am. I didn't mean to frighten your family. I'm going to leave now.'
'Wait.' Ethan pulled the cord to reveal the display cabinet's interior. 'I need to show you something.'
Spader didn't look at the cabinet. 'I've already seen it. Dale and I broke in here three nights ago with a replica. The real arrow was in my hands before I read your inscription. I could hardly steal it then, could I? But I guess you already knew that.'
Spader walked off, leaving Ethan stunned until a small hand slipped into his palm.
'Are you all right, Daddy? Who was that man?'
Ethan knelt to face his daughter. 'Just a person I know, Darling. It's all right now.'
'Why was he angry at you?'
Ethan composed himself. 'He wasn't angry with me. He lost someone who was important to him.'
Grace’s eyes flicked to the inscription below the arrow. 'One of those people?'
Ethan studied his daughter closely. 'Now how would you know that?'
'I'm not stupid.'
Ethan reread the three names on the plaque. He must have read it over a dozen times by now:
Dedicated to the people who lost their lives in the search for the truth: Nina Honindas, Joanne Fenwick, Gordon Merrit.
'I'm sorry,' Grace said. 'I wanted to say it before. I'm sorry they died.'
Ethan hugged his daughter. 'Thanks. Now go back and sit with your mother, OK?'
Grace rushed back as everyone finished talking and found their seats.
Ethan took a deep breath and started up to the podium, preparing to tell his story to the world.
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