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    Disclaimer 
 
    Names, characters, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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Author’s Note 
 
    The journey of becoming a writer was long and arduous. A little back story; I am a trained and licensed Clinical Laboratory Scientist, seeing as creative writing wasn’t exactly an elective in my degree, I questioned my ability and training to the point of never trying. I spoke of my dream to my husband over a decade ago and he purchased a journal and encouraged me to write down my ideas. 
 
    Over the years when I would complain about my job, his response would be, “Where’s your book?” Of course, at the time I didn’t want to hear that answer, but in the end, it was exactly what I needed. This book is dedicated to my husband, for his never ending support, love, candles, and chocolate as well as designing my website: www.RayneGrath.com. 
 
      
 
    To all of you reading this book and making my dream of becoming an author a reality, I can’t thank you enough! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Prologue 
 
    12,000 Years Ago 
 
    Th’ael stumbled down the hallway as he grasped his stomach trying to prevent his insides from spilling out. He needed to get to the ARC before his energy depleted. He sent out a weak image of his intention to his son Ni’al and felt a renewed energy when his offspring responded telepathically that he would be along shortly. Th’ael used the wall as a support and inched closer to the crystal chambers as the chaos of others scrambling to escape the uprising filled the cavern behind him. 
 
    Thad’gar and a few of his conspirators had launched an attack with thousands of Thrall, armed with helmets that protected them from mind invasion and wielding weapons made of Nae’derium steel from his home planet. Discouraged and overwhelmed, his people scampered off like cowards forcing Th’ael to retreat. 
 
    He cursed his brother-in-arms, Thad’gar, for catching him off guard when he attacked him on his way to the Origin, using a primitive sword instead of their more sophisticated weaponry. He looked down at the bloody hand holding his organs in place and laughed deliriously because he had the last laugh. Th’ael’s injury was serious, but he was moments away from rectifying that fact, while the defensive strike Th’ael delivered in response proved to be superior. He looked back once more, to ensure it was a fatal blow, and was satisfied to find Thad’gar in the same position. He would make sure to put his rotting body on display as a warning to future rebellions when he got out. 
 
    Rumors of the uprising came from other cities with enough time for Th’ael to warn the others, but not enough time to organize a counterattack. His brother, Rh’ael, located in At’lantis, sent notice that some of the Ah’naki claimed their half breeds as Kh’izmets, tying their souls for eternity and gave them superior power over the other royals. He had been blind to the obvious attraction the traitor, Thad’gar, secretly harbored for the Thrall named Zoya, which was a mistake he planned on rectifying as soon as Ni’al released him from his healing sleep. He would make it a personal mission to hunt down the royals who felt the Thrall, half breeds with no special powers, were more than just slaves for his people, the Ah’naki. After he was finished with them, he would erase any trace of the half breeds and leave the planet as they found it, with a primitive species barely capable of communication. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Aarik 
 
    "I want my Mom and Dad." 
 
    "Ah Aarik, I know you do, buddy. So do I," Uncle Jeremy says as he squats in front of me. "We'll always have them in here," as he points to his chest and then to mine. "Your mom and dad wanted you to stay with me if anything happened to them, so I need to gather your things. Is there anything special you want to bring with you?" 
 
    I shake my head as tears begin to fall. Uncle Jeremy means well, but moving from here will only make me miss them more. Uncle Jeremy ruffles my hair just like my dad used to do and I lose it. Pushing his hand from my hair, I flip around and throw my arms out to push through the screen door at a run. Landing in a puddle from the pouring rain, I lunge forward with sloshing footsteps, gaining speed. The trail is muddy and I fall to the ground, ruining my good Sunday clothes, as my mom used to call them. Although today is not Sunday, it’s Saturday and it’s the day of my parents' funeral. Uncle Jeremy says they're in heaven now, looking over me. I told him their place is here, not there. 
 
    The rain pelts at my face and arms as I race to the cave near the creek on our property, where Mom, Dad, and I had many picnics over the years. Sliding down the slight incline of the rocky cave entrance, the cave that served as my room-sized fort since I was 4, I cross the length of the cave in twenty steps. Sinking to the dirt ground near the back wall, I wrap my arms around my knees. 
 
     I remember all the times my dad and I explored and gathered our treasures to hide away in my fort. Mostly pretty rocks, old sticks and driftwood that reminded me of guns, but dad always made a big show of my loot. Looking to the right of the circular cave, I could see our treasures leaning against the cave wall. Wiping my face with my sleeve, I lean my head back against the rocky wall and notice a round object slightly jutting out of the rock wall between two cracks, just above the entrance to the cave across from me. 
 
    Thinking my dad had left a treasure of some kind for me to find, I scramble to my feet in excitement. Walking to the entrance and leaning forward on my tiptoes, I wiggle it back and forth trying to pull it from the wall. Bracing my foot on the wall, I yank with all my might and land on my butt with the treasure in my hands. Turning it over in my hands, I am filled with awe and wonder. 
 
    Pulling my shirt free of my pants, I use it to clean off my find. In the low light of the cave, I can tell the object is made of gold and some kind of shiny silver metal swirling around a beautiful, deep purple gem in the middle. Running my fingers along the surface, the metal feels layered, like the outside shell of a roly poly bug, giving it a scale-like texture. The outside rim is engraved with symbols, or writing of some type, and the rounded edge has three rectangular grooves running along the perimeter. Hearing my uncle call my name in the distance, I rise to my feet and shove the treasure into my pocket before running out to meet him. 
 
    Aarik jolted awake from his dream and grabbed for the medallion around his neck. Tracing the inscription methodically with his thumb, as a form of meditation, he tried to calm his racing heart. It had been years since he dreamed of that day; in many aspects the memory was the worst and best day of Aarik Landon's young life. The day his parents were laid to rest, and the day he found his medallion. The discovery sparked a profound love for treasure hunting and drove him to pursue a PhD in archaeology. 
 
    He felt the familiar, mild, flash of guilt for keeping the medallion a secret from the scientific community throughout the years, but still wasn’t willing to part with the last connection he had with his father. Growing up, he had scoured ancient texts for a clue to help him decipher the inscription on the medallion and the closest resemblance he could find was a cuneiform script from Sumeria. 
 
    His best friend, Taylor Novelle, a linguist who specialized in Sumerian text, was the first person Aarik entrusted with his secret. They met at an archaeological dig site in Montana, during an undergraduate course while attending UCB, and became instant friends. Working together on a translation with only eight characters of the alphabet had, so far, produced minimal success. Aarik had vowed to make it his life’s mission to unlock the mystery of the device. 
 
    With a glance at the clock, he jumped out of bed. That vow had been the driving force that led to today's graduation ceremony, being late would feel like a small failure. When he stumbled into the bathroom and looked in the mirror, his reflection confirmed his need for a shower. His sandy blonde hair looked an awful lot like Einstein in his later years, in its disheveled state. Groaning, he prepared to take the world’s quickest shower. 
 
    Aarik would be thankful to leave the tiny apartment he had leased for the last four years. It was close to the University of Berkeley’s campus, but it had many downsides besides the high rent. The shower was built for someone of a much smaller stature and width. Bending to rinse his hair, he made a deal with himself that his next apartment would fit his six and half foot structure and broad frame. His lease was up the following month and he had faith that one of the numerous copies of his resume that he had submitted would produce a lead. 
 
    Stepping out of the shower, he hurried through his morning bathroom rituals. He had just enough time to brush his hair and teeth before he rushed to his closet. He scratched at his strong, unshaven, jaw and chose his usual; comfy jeans, a brand new pair, and a tight UCB t-shirt that stretched over his broad shoulders. Turning to grab his cap and gown from the hook on the back of the closet door, he shoved his feet into his Vans, grabbed his keys, and ran out the door. 
 
    Skidding to a stop, Aarik vaulted into his 2000 Jeep Wrangler and threw his cap and gown into the passenger seat. Thankful for the warm California weather that negated the need for a top or doors, he raced to the ceremony where he was already five minutes late to meet his Uncle Jeremy. Jeremy Landon was his father's best friend from college and the obvious choice as the young man's godfather. Aarik had always called him Uncle, though he legally became his father after the car accident that killed his parents when he was nine. Growing up he gave up trying to explain their relationship and just said his uncle adopted him. 
 
    While driving, Aarik reminisced about his teenage years and, although he missed his parents daily, he was thankful his uncle was courageous enough to take on the life of a single parent. 
 
    He considered himself lucky, his parents had left just enough money when they passed to pay for his school tuition and his uncle covered his books and rent. He worked a kosher intern job at the school for food and clothes, which made it easy to focus on his studies. He hoped his parents would be proud of his career choice and looked forward to an actual income. 
 
    When he coughed up the money for his official University of Berkeley Doctoral Cap and Gown, he mourned the fact that his food bill would suffer. An age-old tradition dictated that every college had a distinct cap and gown at the PhD level that identified where you graduated from. Aarik’s gown was black with royal blue velvet chevrons and front panels with gold rope. The sleeves were striped in royal blue and lined in gold piping. The royal blue cap was puffy and reminded Aarik of a painter’s beret that made his long shaggy hair curl up at the edges when he wore it. The yoke and tam included in the regalia completed the ensemble and looked official when he tried it on. 
 
    Aarik pulled into the front entrance where he screeched to a stop and jumped out of his car. He pulled his cap and gown over his clothes, folded the tam over his arm and hurried to find his uncle in the throng of people waiting to enter the graduation ceremonies at Memorial Stadium. He spotted his uncle to the right of the entrance and tapped his shoulder when he got close enough. 
 
    “So glad you could make it, Uncle,” he said, as he leaned forward and slouched to hug his uncle. 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Aarik. I’d say it's been a long time coming, but the way you skipped grades to graduate with your PhD four years early, would make it a lie,” Uncle Jeremy responded as he returned Aarik’s embrace. He pushed Aarik back and looked up at him, gripping his shoulders he said, “Your parents would have been so proud of you, son.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m no genius but I needed to hear that. Listen, I’m running late and need to meet with my advisor before this thing gets started. Your seat can be found in the reserved center section three rows back from the stage,” said Aarik, while he nodded and pointed his head toward the stage. “You should consider yourself lucky, we only have 23 in our graduating class so this shouldn’t take as long as my other degrees,” he joked. Aarik clapped his uncle’s shoulder and left to find Dr. Ryerson. 
 
    Aarik weaved through the throng of families standing in the main aisle to the stage in search of his advisor. Dr. Peter Ryerson dressed in his PhD regalia stood out in the crowd with his white hair curled around the edges of his cap, giving him the appearance of an old time colonial, wearing one of those white wigs. 
 
    Ryerson’s exuberant attitude was often expressed in hand gestures and, as Aarik approached, he could see and hear the end of his pep talk to Amy, his far more timely classmate. “..this will all be over before you know it and then you can celebrate,” as Ryerson wiggled his eyebrows and waved his hands like he was performing magic in front of your eyes. 
 
    Aarik’s stomach rumbled and he regretted not having time for breakfast that morning. Ryerson and Amy looked his way and smirked as Ryerson pulled out a granola bar from his suit jacket pocket out from under his graduation gown and handed it to Aarik. His nickname from his classmates was Hangry Aarik, as he tended to be quite grumpy without constant sustenance. Aarik was touched his professor knew him well enough to come prepared with offerings of food. 
 
    “Professor, how’d you know I woke up late and didn't have time for breakfast? I’m touched you thought of me!” Grabbing the granola bar from his professor, he ripped open the package to stuff the morsel into his mouth. 
 
    “Ha! I did no such thing! I did this for everyone else! Hangry Aarik does not need to make an appearance on this most monumental day,” pronounced Dr. Ryerson happily. The smile that followed was enough to dull the sting of his statement. 
 
    Aarik returned a genuine smile and spoke around the food in his mouth, “It was a cwose won for shur!” Amy congratulated him and shook her head as she left to take her seat. Swallowing his food he cleared his throat and said, “Any last minute words of wisdom you wish to depart on me, oh wise one?” 
 
    “It isn't much different from all your other ceremonies, except the lovely yoke and tam that I bestow upon your neck when you get on stage. I think you would much rather hear about the men who are waiting to meet with you after you graduate, huh?” Ryerson winked and waited for Aarik’s brain to process the exciting news. 
 
    Aarik spun in all directions as he searched for men who appeared out of place and blurted, “Men, what men? For me? A job?” 
 
    “Slow down Aarik. Yes, a possible job. They approached me this morning wanting my help on a new Dolmen discovery in Washington state. In my old age, I had to decline, but they asked me for recommendations.” Tilting his head to the left, “I indicated I might have someone they could speak to today,” the Professor paused, “That is, if you’re interested?” 
 
    “Interested? That would be an understatement! When can I start!” exclaimed Aarik. 
 
    “How about you start by meeting them first. I wasn't able to get them to tell me much more than their names and a short description of the job,” replied Dr. Ryerson. 
 
    “A job is a job, and as long as it’s in my field, with an income, I’m in. My worst nightmare is to have spent this much time and money on a doctorate to be forced to take a job in something that isn't even remotely connected to the career of my choice.“ Shaking the professor’s hand, he said, “I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me, Professor. This ceremony will be the longest one yet, as far as I’m concerned! Let’s get the show on the road, I have my first job to land!” 
 
    The ceremony lasted two hours, due to the long-winded speakers, and nearly drove Aarik mad with impatience. The granola bar he consumed earlier was long gone and he worried his lack of food would be the doom of his career. Nervous energy coursed through his veins and, combined with his hunger, had him on edge as he approached Dr. Ryerson, who was in conversation with two men in black suits on center stage. Their outfits reminded Aarik of the movie Men in Black. All they were missing were the black sunglasses to complete the ensemble. 
 
    “Ahh, there you are, Aarik.” Ryerson waved him over and clapped him on the shoulder. “Let me introduce you to Mr. Jones and Mr. Thomas. They were just about to tell me what company they work for, weren’t you, gentlemen?” said Ryerson, pointing to each of the men in turn. 
 
    “Actually, Dr. Ryerson, our employers were very strict that only those employed are on a need-to-know basis. If you don’t mind, we would like to speak to Aarik here in private. Thank you for introducing us,” stated Jones, a tall, thin, black man with gaunt features in a firm tone that brokered no argument. He reminded Aarik of a black Adrien Brody from the movie, The Pianist, with his emaciated appearance. 
 
    Acknowledging the brush off, Dr. Ryerson shrugged and said, “I see, well I can’t say you haven’t piqued my interest, but alas, old age fits me.” Ryerson bowed slightly to the suited men, “Gentlemen.” He turned to Aarik, leaned forward and whispered, “Knock em dead!” slipping Aarik an apple behind his back. Aarik smiled as the professor walked away. 
 
    Bringing the apple to his mouth, he took a bite, swallowed the needed nourishment and turned to Mr. Jones. “My interest was snagged the moment someone said job, but now it is even more so. What’s with the secrecy? Everyone knows about the new discovery in Washington.” 
 
    A large Caucasian male stepped closer and introduced himself as Thomas in a high voice, making Aarik assume he was a steroid user. “Dr. Landon, the secrecy you so astutely picked up on is only directed toward our employer. Until we have your signed non-disclosure agreement, the only thing we are allowed to divulge is the following; we are looking for someone with your credentials to lead a team and report any findings directly to us. The job, as you so called it, is located in Washington and would come with a yearly salary of $100,000 which, as you must realize, is much higher than you will receive anywhere else with your level of experience.” 
 
    Aarik’s jaw dropped at the amount of money, stunning him to silence. 
 
    Mr. Jones smiled at Aarik’s reaction and said, “Still got your interest, Dr. Landon?” 
 
    “Did I hear you correctly? Six figures?” muttered Aarik. 
 
    “Yes, you did. To ensure your loyalty of course,” Mr. Thomas stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Where do I sign? Not to sound too eager, but I can start right away!” Aarik said with excitement. 
 
    “I happen to have the document with me, but I must insist we go somewhere more private to review it,” said Mr. Thomas, as he patted his suit jacket pocket. 
 
    “Follow me, Dr. Landon. We have just the place,” interjected Mr. Jones, as he left the stage expecting him to follow. 
 
    Aarik trailed behind the men in black in a daze until they approached a black utility van that revealed itself to be no ordinary vehicle. Jones entered first while Thomas grabbed the door and motioned with his right hand for Aarik to go next, before he followed him in and locked the door behind him. The interior was set up as a field surveillance van, with monitors and gadgets lining the walls. Another black-suited man, wearing headphones leaned back in his chair and flashed Aarik a devious smile when he entered. Thomas pulled a folded document from his jacket and laid it out on the desk. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” Jones said and pointed to the only available chair left. “On the table next to you is the non-disclosure contract we spoke of earlier. It will need to be signed before we can proceed.” 
 
    Aarik scribbled his name quickly on the dotted line and swiveled back around, looking at them in anticipation. 
 
    Thomas leaned forward and handed Aarik a thick envelope. Leaning back, he steepled his fingers and waited for Aarik to proceed. Consumed with curiosity, Aarik ripped open the envelope and pulled out the thick document with vigor. Scanning the first page, he looked up at Thomas in surprise. 
 
    United States of America 
 
    Department of Homeland Security 
 
    Division of Antiquities 
 
      
 
    T.O.P. S.E.C.R.E.T 
 
    Project W.E.S.T 
 
    World Energy System of Transportation 
 
    Recreating Anti-Gravitational Technology from Ancient Civilizations 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “This is no joke, Dr. Landon. Please read on. Time is of the essence,” replied Jones solemnly. 
 
    Aarik poured over the document and wondered if he was dreaming. Midway through, he gasped in surprise when photos of an undisclosed cave showed writing on the wall that matched the writing of his medallion. “Wow, where did you find this at?” he inquired flippantly, not wanting to seem too interested. 
 
    “Not something we are willing to disclose yet, I’m afraid. Show us you’re loyal and perhaps that will change. Needless to say, sites have been found that indicate an ancient race traveled the world using technology that we lost after the biblical flood. The last site had documents that talked about the existence of a capital city located in North America before the devastation. Our director, Madeline Sorr, expects you to find it,” replied Jones. 
 
    “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but why do you need me? Obviously, you already have an archaeologist in your employment, why not use that person again?” Aarik asked in bewilderment. 
 
    “Unfortunately, Dr. Khara was found dead in his hotel room yesterday morning. He was supposed to meet with the old hermit to negotiate a purchase but never made the appointment. A philanthropist billionaire talked the old man into leasing the land instead for a better profit which allowed more than one outfit to work the land. We need you to get in there first and make sure that if anything is found you report it directly to us,” Thomas said in a somber voice. 
 
    Aarik cleared his throat and said, “This job will either make me or break me, gentleman. I’d like to pick my crew, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    “The majority of your team will be employees hand selected by us of course, but you can pick an assistant,” stated Thomas. 
 
    “I need two; an assistant and a cook. I’ll pay for the chef myself if necessary,” responded Aarik hopefully. 
 
    “Fine, no need for you to pay, but whoever it is must pass a background check,” replied Jones with a smile. 
 
    “Deal. I’ll wrap up everything here and head north. It shouldn’t take me more than a couple of weeks,” Aarik said, as he stood up to leave. 
 
    “Not soon enough, I’m afraid. You have one week, Dr. Landon,” Thomas said, as he opened the door and ushered Aarik out. “Best of luck.” 
 
    Aarik waited until the van pulled away before he leaped into the air and pumped his fists in victory. He patted the medallion once again under his shirt and rushed to meet his uncle at their favorite restaurant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Kiya yawned and drummed her thumbs on the steering wheel to the beat of the music blaring from the radio of her trusty 1994 Honda Accord. After so many miles of hit and miss stations, the familiar channel was a blessing to her ears. The car was a gift from her grandpa the day before she left for college, knowing full well his lessons would not be forgotten when it came to the maintenance of his first brand new car he bought from a dealership. She proudly continued the upkeep, realizing the car would last years and she loved working on it. 
 
    Kiya questioned her sanity after deciding that driving 28 hours straight in said car was a brilliant idea. It was a 1,886 mile drive from Eastern Illinois University, home of Billy the Panther, to her childhood home in Ford, Washington. She wanted to deny the fact that driving straight through had everything to do with money, but her lease had run out the week before graduation and she couldn’t afford to pay another full month’s rent. Instead, Kiya couch hopped from friend to friend until graduation day. Moments after she defended her thesis on ancient acoustic levitation to a panel of judges, she slid into her completely packed car and thanked the gods that it was over. 
 
    Her topic of study was not widely popular in the scientific world and many considered her research to be something out of science fiction books. Most of her colleagues believed manual methods were used in the construction of the pyramids and couldn’t fathom her need to question it. They latched onto the bottle-fed theory that slaves used ropes to pull the stones across logs and up ramps to build the massive pyramids, frustrating Kiya, who strived to keep an open mind. She argued the laborious method of dragging or rolling heavy stones was indeed possible, but those methods could not explain the construction of other ancient sites; like Saksaywaman near Cuzco, Peru, or the tens of thousands of megalithic stone structures, known as dolmens, found in multiple geographic regions across the globe. 
 
    The ancient stones at Saksaywaman were cut with such precision that not even a sheet of paper could pass between them. The stones locked together like a 3D puzzle and, as a child, Kiya always imagined how the stones floated into place like falling Tetris pieces from the sky using a form of technology lost to mankind, which she hoped to uncover. Dolmens, which literally translated to stone tabletops in the Breton language, ranged in popularity from the well-known Stonehenge, to the less popular Poulnabrone portal dolmen in Clare County, Ireland. The majority of dolmens, which looked like the symbol of Pi, were distributed globally and were far less elaborate, but weighed tons nonetheless. They couldn’t possibly have been built using ramps, but none of Kiya's colleagues could see that. 
 
    Kiya Brown’s upbringing was unconventional, to say the least, and played a large role in shaping her decisions throughout her studies. She was descended from a strong line of Native American Women who believed in the Mother Earth who, when shown respect, would bestow on her believers’ unimaginable powers. 
 
    These powers would move objects with sound and grant the ever-loving gift of healing through astral vibration. The stories were passed down through the many generations, but only the gift of healing was still practiced and taught to the female children of her family. When Kiya was younger, she often questioned her grandmother about the lost gift the stories spoke of. She thought that if one of them were true there would be no reason the other gift couldn’t be true as well. Her grandmother always replied the same way, “Child, it’s not lost. Just waiting for you to uncover it, silly goose.” 
 
    Having never known her parents, fond memories of Kiya’s grandma and grandpa brought tears to her eyes as she pulled into the driveway of her childhood home. Kiya’s mother died during childbirth, never having told her grandparents who her father was. Her grandmother reminded her daily of how much she looked just like her mom, with her jet-black, straight as a board, long hair and hazel brown eyes that changed with her moods. She always used to say “Kiya’s mystery dad must have been tall”, because her towering height of 5’8”, didn’t come from their side of the family. 
 
    As usual, Grandma Tashina seemed to sense Kiya’s arrival and was waiting in her rocking chair with fresh lemonade on the wraparound porch of the family home. Kiya hadn’t been home since the day of her Grandpa’s funeral a year after she left for college. She noticed the peeling paint as she ascended the squeaky porch steps, making a mental note to check the garage for any leftover paint, and the hammer and nails, later. Grandma’s hair had completed the transformation to full white over the last three years and was up in her habitual braid slung over her left shoulder. Adorned in her favorite butterfly dress and apron, her grandma poured a second glass of lemonade and handed the glass to Kiya. 
 
    “Welcome home, dear. I must be getting old. I nearly misjudged the time and made this drink a tad early. Nothing worse than watered down lemonade in my opinion. Don’t you think?” Grandma winked and gulped down her drink. She wiped her lips and scowled at Kiya over her reading glasses before she said, “Why the long face? I promise it’s not too sweet.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s perfect, Grams. I suppose the long drive is catching up to me.” 
 
    “Nonsense! When I was your age staying up for two days straight was child’s play. You would think after all those college cramming sessions, you’d be a pro.” Grandma Tashina raised her eyebrows above the rim of her glasses and said, “Now tell me the real reason for the long face.” 
 
    “I should have known not to try to get anything past you.” Kiya shook her head, chugged her lemonade and looked out over the property. “To be honest, Grams, after years of the same horrendous routine, I’m worried that I won’t have enough to do. I’m afraid that all my hard work will never pay off and I’ll be forced to work a menial job just to support myself!” Kiya took a breath and whispered, “But mostly, I’m terrified that no one will take my work seriously.” 
 
    Grandma pushed herself up from the rocker with slow but sure movements and placed her left hand on her hip when she finished standing. She pointed to Kiya and said, “From the day of your birth, you have been nothing but ahead of the times, just waiting for others to catch up. There will come a day, Kiya, that you will seize your destiny and lead future generations with your knowledge. Those same people that mocked you in the past will seek your approval in the future. You mark my words, child.” Gentling her expressions, she opened her arms. 
 
    Kiya wasted no time moving into her grandmother’s open arms. She crouched down to her grandmother’s height and was smothered in her familiar loving embrace. “Sleep on it, Kiya, tomorrow hasn’t arrived yet. You might be surprised with what it has in store for you.” 
 
    Kiya blinked away the tears and agreed with her grandma that sleep sounded divine. “Thank you, Grams. A nap sounds wonderful.” She trudged through the house and up the stairs to her old room where she collapsed onto her bed. She vowed to unpack the car later as her head hit the pillow, sleep not far behind. 
 
    “I feel like I’m having an out of body experience! What the hell was in that lemonade?” Quickly taking inventory of my surroundings, I notice a woman squatting next to a small fire in a cooking pit built into the wall. She is chanting in an ancient language that is familiar to my ears. I don’t understand her but the urgency in her tone is universal. I appear to be in an underground elaborate stone living space of some sort. The kitchen is attached to a main living room area with multiple arched doorways leading out. The walls are smooth and sparkle from the light of the wall sconces around the room giving me the indication they are made of granite. The place is devoid of most personal effects except a single pillow left on the stone bench built into the wall and the pot hanging above the fire in the cooking pit. The emptiness makes me feel like the inhabitants left in a rush. Returning my attention to the woman, I wonder why she is still here. 
 
    The more I look at the woman the more she reminds me of a younger version of my grandma. I can’t help but watch as she runs her right hand protectively over her slightly rounded belly while thrusting a purple crystal in her left hand toward the air. She stops chanting and looks directly at me over her shoulder and says in a deep and clear voice that I can understand, “Origin Passage, child. Find it. Stop him.” 
 
    Kiya startled awake and scanned her old room for remnants of the stone room and woman from her dream. She breathed a sigh of relief that was short lived when she remembered the car, still waiting to be unpacked. She vowed to confront her grandma later to find out what she put in her drink when she stumbled out of bed lethargically. That was the weirdest dream Kiya had ever experienced but she admitted to herself, she hadn’t slept that well in a long time. As she floundered to the door, she checked her watch and was amazed to find it was only 7 o’clock. Kiya was certain she slept longer as she stretched the kinks out of her body that seemed to agree with her assessment. 
 
    As she headed to the bathroom the smell of coffee and bacon wafted up the stairs. She could understand bacon for dinner, but Grams wasn't usually a coffee drinker past 9 in the morning. Seconds ticked by before her brain kicked in and she realized she had slept all night. Kiya skipped a shower and hurried downstairs after relieving herself to apologize for oversleeping. As she neared the kitchen her Grandma called out, just as the phone rang, “You might want to get that.” 
 
    Kiya chuckled to herself, “You are getting old Grams, you barely beat that one!” she turned back towards the living room to grab the call before it could ring a second time. “Hello. Brown residence, Kiya speaking.” 
 
    “Good morning, Kiya. This is Professor Gunner, I hope it’s not too early. I couldn’t wait any longer to call.” 
 
    “Nope not too early at all. Please tell me you’re calling with good news, I didn't forget to turn anything in, did I?” Kiya racked her brain as she began to worry her degree was in jeopardy. 
 
    “Nothing of the sort, dear. Everything is in order and your degree will be mailed to you as discussed. It really is a shame you won’t be attending the ceremony, but I understand your need to be home. I was actually calling you about a job offer that came in this morning. Darn time zone difference, had me chomping at the bit while waiting for a decent time to call you.” 
 
    Kiya jumped up and down in an effort to contain her excitement. As the worry drained away, she turned toward the kitchen to see her Grandma smiling from the doorway. “Oh my Gods, thank you, thank you. What is it? What’s the offer?” 
 
    “A technical research company called S&S Enterprises, is looking for a research scientist to do field work on a recent archaeological discovery in Washington. Before you balk about the field work, let me give you a detail from the email, which made me think this would be perfect for you. The company claims the acoustic characteristics of the site are promising and with the location being so close to your home I didn’t think you would want to pass up the opportunity.” 
 
    “Wow. You’re kidding me, right? No, you wouldn’t do that. S&S Enterprises, huh? Never heard of them, but this could be the break I need. Do you have their contact information?” Kiya spoke in a rush. 
 
    “Of course, you still have access to your school email, until the end of June. I’ll forward you the email. Let me know how it all works out. Best of luck, Kiya.” 
 
    Kiya hung up the phone and ran outside with one thought, find the box with her laptop. She cursed her luck 30 minutes later, as she brought the last box into her room and muttered to herself, “Of course, it’s the last one. Punishment for not unpacking last night.” Boxes littered her room, their contents spilled onto the floor as Kiya rummaged for the power cord. 
 
    “Aha!” she exclaimed, as she pulled the cord free and plugged it into the wall. Kiya tapped her foot impatiently as she waited for the computer to boot up. She entered the network password, thankful it hadn’t changed since she set it up and waited again. She remembered the only thing she loathed about rural country living was its lack of fast internet speed. The email finally loaded and Kiya sent a quick reply to the company that she was interested in learning more. She planned on putting her room together while she waited for a response, but only took two steps toward the closet before her inbox dinged with a response. 
 
    From: dg@ssenterprises.com 
 
    Date: May 17, 2017 @ 07:49 
 
    Subject: Research Scientist 
 
    Professor Gunner was nice enough to have forwarded your resume. Quite impressive. My employer finds face to face interviews a bore and would much prefer to go off the recommendations of others. Your research in acoustic levitation could prove very valuable in Washington and money is not an issue. Our company will supply any equipment needs you may require and a generous salary. A more detailed contract will follow once we have an agreement. 
 
    When can you begin? 
 
    V/r 
 
    D.G. 
 
    Kiya laughed out loud at the email and thought whoever owned S&S Enterprises seemed a bit eccentric to say the least. Her thesis was laughed at most of the time, and she couldn’t fathom which colleague would give her a glowing recommendation. She proceeded to negotiate a beneficial contract by mid-morning and couldn’t wait to inform her grandmother. The archaeological site was located just over an hour away, which meant Kiya would still be close enough to her Grandma in case of emergencies. As she turned to leave the room, she found her Grams smiling in the doorway. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t hear you come up,” piped Kiya. “I was just coming down to tell you the good news!” 
 
    “I can be sneaky in my old age,” her Grams responded, and continued with, “and speaking of old, I’m aging as I wait for you to tell me this good news.” 
 
    Kiya smirked and rushed to tell her, “I got a job! In my field of study, no less! Not far from home and I start next week! You were right, Grams!” 
 
    Grandma Tashina smiled and said as she turned to leave, “That statement implies that I have been wrong in the past, and almost offends me. A good night's rest always does the soul some good.” 
 
    “Ha, I knew it! What did you put in my lemonade!” questioned Kiya. 
 
    “Nothing dear. Why, do you have something to tell me?” she replied innocently. 
 
    “Nope. Two can play that game,” Kiya replied deviously. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Kiya 
 
    The drive was relatively short, but Kiya lived on coffee and the large travel mug she'd poured before leaving was long gone by the time she reached town. She grabbed the latte she purchased from the first little coffee shop on her way into town and drained as much as possible before she headed into the hardware store. 
 
    Kiya planned on buying wood to throw together a makeshift table, for some of her equipment that S&S Enterprises ensured her would be onsite when she arrived at the dig site that day. She should have included it in her list of wants, but she was so giddy to get the best of everything she figured paying for a makeshift table that could be used for the fire later would be a small sacrifice. The dolmen site was about a half hour north of Chewelah, at the foothills of the local ski mountain in the area, and this stop could make her late if she didn’t hurry. 
 
    Dolmens had always fascinated Kiya and she couldn’t wait to see and touch one up close. They usually consisted of a single chamber with two or more vertical stones supporting a large flat horizontal capstone, the largest weighing in excess of 100 tons. 
 
    Most of the significant megalithic structures around the world are located along the Earth’s energy grid. These energy grids, otherwise known as ley lines, traverse the globe and at the major intersections, large quantities of energy can be tapped. Tesla was the last known scientist to have researched this theory, but the government confiscated all of his papers upon his death. 
 
    Many viewed the dolmens as burial grounds, but bones had yet to be found inside to confirm that hypothesis. Others believed the more elaborate dolmens were healing temples or portals to other dimensions. Kiya’s upbringing in sound healing therapy led her to lean toward the healing concept, and hoped her own theory of how these structures were built by using sound waves in conjunction with the Earth’s energy grid would soon be proven. 
 
    Kiya entered the store and followed the signs to the lumber department in search of an 8-foot-long 2x6, that she could have the store cut in half to fit in her car. As she looked for the best selection, she was disappointed to see how picked through the wood was on the floor stack. She noticed the upper shelf was still wrapped and used the small pocketknife she always carried in her front pocket to cut the cord. As she looked around for a ladder or a salesclerk, she became impatient and decided to climb the shelves to get the perfect piece. Just as she reached the top she heard a deep rich like chocolate voice say, “You look like you could use a hand.” 
 
    She almost lost her footing when she flipped her head around to look at the specimen that produced that delicious sound. As she perused the man below her, she took in his chiseled features and sandy blond hair that looked soft to the touch. Kiya longed to run her hands through his shaggy shoulder length locks to see if that thought would be validated. 
 
    His regal nose, square jaw and full lips were model worthy and caused a pack of butterflies to let loose inside her. She felt warm in all the right places and was just about to let him know he could help by grabbing the wood, when he opened his mouth and ruined the perfection. 
 
    “A pretty lady like yourself, should let a man get that for you,” he drawled, smiling up at her charmingly and winked. 
 
    Kiya noticed the dimples that appeared and cursed her year long dry spell for the way this guy so easily melted her insides. She shook her head and frowned down at him and said, “Thanks, but I don’t need the help of a man per se...a woman would do fine as well.” 
 
    His smile faltered, “I can still hold that for you, even if you bat for the same team. I was just trying to help.” 
 
    “I...I didn't mean it like that...I was trying to infer that either a man or a woman is capable of helping ...don’t get me wrong…I like men.” She stuttered out and then ended abruptly when she watched his smile return from her ministrations. Kiya grew red from her embarrassment and stammered out, “Oh nevermind, will you just hold this for me.” She handed him the smoothest piece she could find and jumped down from the shelving unit, landing next to him. His broad chest, height and emerald green eyes caught her attention and made her feel ensnared in his stare. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to hear you like men.” He said seductively wiggling his eyebrows. When she didn’t respond, he backtracked quickly and added in a smoother tone, “Wait, I didn’t mean to say that. Look, I’m not intentionally trying to offend you. I guess what I meant to say is, where I come from it’s considered rude to not offer my services, I mean, my help.” The handsome man appeared flustered as he quickly tried to amend his blunder and ended the statement with a sheepish grin. 
 
    “Where I come from the offer of help isn't usually preceded or followed with lewd remarks,” retorted Kiya, before she grabbed the wood intending to storm away and yelped when a small sliver stabbed into her index finger like a tiny needle. Switching hands, she stuck her injured finger in her mouth and was appalled to find him chuckling at her injury. 
 
    Taking her finger out of her mouth, she grumbled, “What are you laughing at?” 
 
    “I’m not quite sure you know the definition of lewd, my dear. It usually means inciting lust and calling you a pretty lady hardly justifies your remark.” He smiled so wide, his perfect white teeth glowed against his golden tan skin. She shook her head and tried to remember she was not interested in a man who would try to control or belittle her, no matter how good he looked or how long it had been since she’d been to bed with a man before she answered him. 
 
    “Did you just insult my intelligence as well? Where do you get off smiling after a comment like that?” scolded Kiya angrily, when she regained control of her nether regions and her brain took over the conversation. 
 
    “First off, we hardly know each other well enough for me to be able to answer your first question easily. We could easily remedy that if you want to get a drink later. Secondly, you know how some people are known to have resting bitch face? Not me, my natural resting face, is a mischievous smile, the kind that makes people wonder what I’ve been up to,” he said with a genuine dimple producing smile. “That looked like it went deep. Want me to carry that to the register for you?” finished the man, as he pointed to her injured finger innocently. 
 
    Kiya blushed and caught herself before she leaned closer to him. His smile was infectious and she turned away from him abruptly to compose herself and hide the beginning of the smile that crept onto her face. Kiya was hardly experienced in the male department, having just two boyfriends in her life and was positive a one night stand was out of the question. She felt the personal act of intercourse required more of a connection than one night could produce and shied away from men that came on too strong. She reminded herself that she didn't have time for a relationship and he certainly didn't look like he was interested in anything other than a quick romp. 
 
    “No thanks, I can handle it from here. This little sliver is nothing that my first aid kit won’t be able to handle when I get to my car,” she mumbled, as she tried to gain her composure. “I’m not from around here, so I’m afraid you’ll have to find someone else to drink with tonight. Perhaps a real damsel in distress will want a man to come to her rescue, and you can offer her your services,” she retorted. 
 
    The guy was cocky and probably believed a woman’s place was in the home, or some stupid version of that idea. Just because it had been a while didn't mean she had to lust after the first good looking man to flirt with her, even if he was dreamy. Kiya wasn’t looking for a relationship, it took too much energy, and with her career taking off she wouldn’t have the time. Even if she could bring herself to try a one night stand, she promised herself it would be with someone who treated women equally. 
 
    “I like your spirit,” he said as he turned to walk away. 
 
    Kiya couldn’t help but notice his nice backside before he turned the corner, and once again mumbled to herself as she headed to the register, “He just had to open his mouth and ruin it!” 
 
    The old man behind the register was nice but rather slow at getting her wood cut to length, and combined with the bumpy dirt road, Kiya arrived just as everyone started moving towards the center of the campground. She parked in the last spot near the exit and grabbed her coffee as she hurried to catch up with her peers. Kiya had never worked in the field and was anxious to try out her theories outside of the laboratory but was nervous how others would perceive her work. 
 
    As she neared the back of the crowd she heard a familiar voice welcome everyone to the dig site, and shivered as her body welcomed the tingle that followed. Kiya looked at the man speaking and groaned when she confirmed he was the same guy from the hardware store. 
 
    As if on cue, he looked directly at her with that charming smile of his, dimples and all, and winked. Without skipping a beat he talked about himself and the dig site, like nothing ever happened. She thought it was just her luck, that the gods would tempt her yet again with such a yummy, but frustrating, specimen. She listened as much as possible to his spiel but became distracted near the end when his soothing voice touched her in places that had long been dormant. She cursed silently and said, “Well, shit.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Aarik 
 
    As Aarik left with his purchase, he stewed about the woman he tried unsuccessfully to help in the store. Women usually flocked to Aarik like children to an ice cream truck in the heat of the summer with his naturally good looks and gentlemanly charm. But this woman reacted to his gesture like a raging feminist at a women’s hate rally, which normally would have been a major turn off to Aarik, but the small flame of desire in her eyes spoke of intrigue, not disgust, which stole his attention. The fact that she rivaled Aphrodite, with her dark olive skin and sleek black hair, probably didn’t help matters in the least. Her hazel green eyes spoke to him on a cosmic level that made their encounter hard to shake. 
 
    It wasn’t like he intended to flirt with the woman when he first saw her climbing the shelving unit. His honest intention was to help her out, but when she got all hot and bothered, he pushed her buttons and enjoyed watching her get all fired up. Aarik wasn’t normally the type to be involved in long standing relationships because he lacked the time, not the desire, but there was something about the woman that made him want to find time; even with the added complication of working for a secret government organization added to the mix. He vowed that if by chance he saw her again while he was in town he would apologize. 
 
    The previous week was a blur, spent tying up loose ends; like moving all his possessions into a storage unit, talking his best friend Taylor into joining him as his assistant, and hiring a reputable chef. Aarik had arrived the day before and spent the night pouring over documents and research provided by Jones and Thomas, looking for more of a connection to his medallion. He hoped Taylor was there when he got back and couldn’t wait to show him the pictures. The mission was technically not funded by Uncle Sam, but all discoveries would be the property of the United States and would be deemed confidential. The old man leasing the property had two contracts; one with Aarik’s employer operating under the guise of the University of Washington and the second with S&S Enterprises. A group of two employees was scheduled to arrive that day and had requested to use the same campsite to limit the exposure to the land. After an investigation turned up nothing of interest on the company, Jones agreed to the request. 
 
    The drive to the dig site was fast and his Jeep had no problem as it barreled down the dirt road, leaving a trail of swirling dust plumes in its wake. Washington reached record high temperatures in May and the landscape was already parched, literally begging for water. It wouldn’t be long before outdoor fires were banned in the state if rain didn’t come soon. Aarik slowed, out of courtesy, as he neared the small gravel lot adjacent to the campsite and parked in the northwest corner, beside the chow hall tent. The campsite was located directly south of the find, in a rectangular layout. 
 
    Canvas tents lined the south and west sides of the area and faced a massive fire pit in the center. The northeast corner across from the chow hall held the command center tent and the north side of their makeshift compound was lined with tables for the incoming artifacts and the dirt loads that needed to be sifted. 
 
    Aarik dropped off the batteries in his tent and walked by those already congregated around the campfire to make his introduction to those gathered. He turned around, took a deep breath, before he announced, “Welcome everyone, I’d like to get started with the agenda, so we can get to the real work.” 
 
    He scanned the crowd as he made eye contact with each member of the crew until he noticed a female straggler join the back of the crowd. As soon as she looked in his direction he recognized her as the woman from the store and smiled knowingly in her direction. Aarik thought to himself how much of a distraction the woman could be if he let it, and decided he would apologize directly after the meeting to clear the air. He would need to keep their relationship strictly professional if they were going to be working so closely together in the future. 
 
    “For a quick introduction, my name is Dr. Aarik Landon. I graduated with my PhD from UCB, just last week. Four years earlier than the majority of my peers, with honors. I finished high school at the age of 16 and I believe in hard work. I will never ask you to do something I wouldn’t or haven’t already done. IQ’s are overrated and although this is my first time leading a dig, I have been a member of many teams, so I come with a lot of experience.” Aarik tried to look at everyone equally, but it seemed his eyes continued to stray back to the woman from the store every few seconds. 
 
    “The site behind us is a recent discovery and has the potential to rewrite history. Preliminary findings lead us to believe this find could be as old as the last ice age, around 13,000 years ago. Gentlemen, and ladies of course, we have a mission and a purpose to get to the bottom of this mystery, which leads me to talk about why we’re here.” He smiled at the more eager faces before he continued. 
 
    “There are two external dolmens, at forty-five degree angles from the main entrance, of what looks like a megalithic chamber dug out of the base of this mountain directly behind me. The dolmen to the west, seems to be fully intact and is what attracted others to explore this area further in 2015, when it was first discovered. Sadly, the second one did not survive the flooding from the ice dam that broke in Montana, all those years ago, and lies in shambles to the east,” he said. Aarik looked in the direction of the black-haired woman, only to see a clean-cut man standing close behind her. 
 
    “We will break up into two teams. A group of five will work at the standing dolmen, working to uncover the floor and catalog anything of interest. The remainder will work with me, digging out the main chamber located directly behind me, to the north.” 
 
    He drawled on, “Breakfast will be served bright and early at 7am, lunch around noon and dinner at 7pm in the chow hall daily, so don’t be late or I’ll hear it from Doris, our chef.” He nodded towards the chow hall and continued, “That’s the big tent in the southeast corner, or on your left for those directionally challenged,” he chuckled. “Our workday will begin at 7:30 am and unless we find something major, I see us calling it a day around 6 pm. That should give everyone enough time to get cleaned up before dinner. I’ll give you all the next hour to get settled in and then we get to work. I also want to make it clear that, if anything of importance is found, I want to be notified immediately. If this is your first time around, my assistant Taylor will be in the command center tent this morning and will be more than happy to point you in the right direction. 
 
    “I realize I haven’t had the chance to meet a few of you yet, so while you move around and select your tents, I’ll be swinging by to get acquainted,” he finished, and looked in the girl's direction, meaning to visit her first to get the apology out of the way. Aarik watched as she turned and smiled a little too friendly up at the guy who had been standing behind her earlier. 
 
    As he moved through the crowd, with every intention of pulling her to the side and apologizing, he felt like a caveman that had his woman stolen from him. Aarik cringed when she reached out to shake the man’s hand and felt his temper rise. It was almost like he was running on an empty stomach and the longer he watched their interaction the more his anger rose. He shook his head and tried to rationalize his unusual and unwanted reaction. He had only met her that morning, he needed to remember he had no claim on the woman who was practically a stranger and act like a rational human. He reached the conversing couple, who were no longer touching and tapped her on the shoulder. Aarik regretted the way her smile fell as she turned and saw it was him. 
 
    “Listen I know we got off on the wrong foot earlier today, but I need you to be professional, seeing as we will be working together.” Holding his hand out he said, “Hi there, I’m Aarik, lead archaeologist around here. What’s your name and occupation?” he finished with what he hoped was a serious, but professional, smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Kiya muttered to herself about having to swallow her pride and work with the egotistical jerk, now that she had a name to go with the handsome face, when a man whispered in her ear from behind and startled her with his low timbered voice, “He does seem a little pompous in my opinion, as well.” 
 
    Kiya swirled around and backed up to put some distance between herself and the unknown man as she assessed his intentions. He seemed genuine enough but, even though he was clean shaven and had well-manicured light brown hair, it appeared he didn’t appreciate a person’s personal space. His deep voice and facial features reminded her of Aarik in a way, except he was a couple inches shorter, had more of a swimmer’s build, and slightly darker hair, more than likely from his lack of sun. Kiya considered him a looker but felt no tingles, butterflies, or connection to the man in front of her, like she did with the maddening doctor. 
 
    “Oh, you scared me. I didn’t realize I was speaking out loud,” she explained and issued a small smile that she hoped portrayed the friend zone. Even though Aarik had annoyed her from the moment he opened his mouth. Kiya felt protective of him for some reason that she couldn’t put her finger on. 
 
    “Sorry, someone bumped me at the last second. I had heard this was his first dig and when I overheard you talking, I thought you might know more about him. I didn't mean to get so close.” He reached for her hand as he introduced himself. “I’m Diego, it’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    She grasped his hand and was disappointed at his limp handshake. Her grandpa never trusted anyone that couldn’t grab a hand like a real man and shake it properly, or someone that gave an opinion after eavesdropping for that matter. Kiya pulled her hand back and looked around the campsite. In an effort to hide her annoyance, Kiya was about to ask Diego if he had selected a tent when someone tapped her roughly on the shoulder. 
 
    She turned around and was surprised to see that Aarik looked upset with her. He was probably uncomfortable that they would be working together. She hoped her apology would correct their working relationship, but before she could speak he said, “Listen I know we got off on the wrong foot earlier today, but I need you to be professional, seeing as we will be working together.” he said and held his hand out to her in what seemed like reluctance before adding, “Hi there, I’m Aarik, lead archaeologist around here. What’s your name and occupation?” 
 
    Kiya was shocked and amazed at the audacity the man had to address her about professionalism, but needed to keep her temper in check if she intended to salvage their working relationship and play nice. She realized she had treated him a bit harshly earlier in the day, but thought his angry reaction was hardly rational. It looked like his smile was forced as he waited for her to reply. 
 
    “I am absolutely positive I can be professional, Dr. Landon, let’s hope you can return the same courtesy,” she said and shook his hand. The connection she felt earlier from just being around him intensified at their touch. She broke the contact quickly and retorted, “My name is Kiya Brown, you can call me Ms. Brown if you like. I’m here as a research scientist for S&S Enterprises in the field of acoustic levitation,” she finished proudly. “My main focus will be studying the intact dolmen, and if everything works like I predict, I should be able to reverse engineer the broken dolmen.” 
 
    “That’s a mighty big claim, Ms. Brown,” Aarik replied. “I’ve read some of the research that supports your work. Your contributions will hopefully prove fruitful. Who’s your friend?” he inclined his head toward Diego. 
 
    Diego stepped forward and shook his hand in a feeble manner, “I can speak for myself, as we have only just met. I’d hate to be embarrassed if she didn't remember my name. My name is Diego, and I am also from S&S Enterprises. My role will be less glamorous of course, but I’ve been known to lift heavy objects and will be assisting Kiya, so it seems.” He spoke with authority even though he was trying to assume the role of a grunt. 
 
    Kiya’s opinion of Aarik rose slightly when she saw him wipe his hand on his jeans from Diego’s floppy handshake. Aarik looked between Diego and herself briefly before he said, “Most of the heavy lifting is already done at the dolmen, I could really use your help at the main megalith, if you’re interested.” 
 
    Kiya was relieved as she looked to Diego for his answer. “Sure, if that’s where you could use me. Unless, of course, Kiya would prefer my help?” questioned Diego, while he looked over at Kiya and raised his eyebrows in question. 
 
    “I had no idea the company was sending anyone. I’m afraid it would be the blind leading the blind in my area, as I’ve never even been at an archaeological dig site before and wouldn’t be much help in directing you. This first day, all I’ll be doing is setting up my equipment, which I’ve done many times over but, if I need help later, I’ll be sure to keep you in mind, Diego,” she quickly responded. 
 
    “It looks like you’ll be seeing me in the near future Dr. Landon, just need to throw my things in the tent.” Diego smiled at Kiya and said, “Let me know if you need any help,” before he nodded and walked away. 
 
    Kiya expected Aarik to wander away as he met with the other crew members, but he hadn’t budged. “Well, I better go find my tent as well. Do you know if it is furnished, Dr. Landon? I wasn’t sure what to bring and need to know what all to unpack from my car.” she asked politely, trying to fill up the silence as he stared at her. 
 
    “I haven’t seen them all, but mine came with an air mattress that sits on a cot, a small table, a sturdy lantern and a foldable camping chair. All you should need is sleeping gear and clothes and you’ll be set, Kiya. May I call you that? I’m not quite used to the whole doctor thing yet and much prefer to be on a first name basis with the people I work with,” he looked down at his feet before he looked up again and caught her staring. 
 
    As soon as Aarik mentioned sleeping gear her brain instantly thought about what it would feel like to be lying next to him on a small cot and then realized with his size they wouldn’t fit side by side. Even with her dark coloring she felt her cheeks pinken. She almost missed the fact that he asked to use her first name. She liked the way it sounded in his deep timbered voice but was afraid of just how much she liked it. 
 
    “You don’t think using our first names would be unprofessional? I wouldn’t want to upset our fragile working relationship, Dr. Landon,” she replied sweetly, as she turned and walked away from him. 
 
    Aarik called after her, “Like I said earlier, I would much prefer it if everyone called me by my first name.” She looked over her shoulder at him as she entered the last tent available and smiled demurely at him before she closed the flap without answering him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    Aarik 
 
    Aarik watched the flap close on Kiya’s tent and smiled to himself when he realized their tents were side by side. He liked her fire and was drawn to her presence like a ship on the edge of a maelstrom. He shook his head and groaned when he recalled their conversation; what was supposed to be an apology instead came out like an accusation. He had no idea where the feeling of possessiveness or jealousy stemmed from, but hoped a long day of back-breaking work would break his mood. He needed to focus on his work and not on a frustrating, yet beautiful woman. 
 
    Patience was a skill that Aarik felt was innate and not learned. From the moment he signed the contract with the Department of Homeland Security and was provided minimal knowledge on Project WEST, Aarik couldn’t wait to get his hands dirty. A coal sketch included in the government-supplied packet depicted a much larger chamber existed under the mountain and it would be Aarik’s job to uncover it. Aarik had waited for a moment like this since he was a boy. He brushed the medallion under his shirt briefly and wished for luck. 
 
    Aarik looked around for the other guy he hadn’t met and spotted him near the command central tent. As Aarik approached the young man, a growing smile could be seen on his face. The kid couldn’t be much older than 18, but looked eager to get started. “Hi there, you know where you’re headed?” he said, while shaking the kid's hand. 
 
    “No, sir. I mean, Dr. Landon, sir. My name is Lucas Traynor, my friends call me Luke,” Luke rambled on nervously, as he continued to shake Aarik’s hand. “The guy in the tent said I should talk to you, so I was looking for you.” Luke looked down at their hands and blushed as he let go quickly, and cleared his throat. “Uh, sorry about that, I’m a bit nervous. You see, my uncle got me this job for the summer, says it would look good on my resume when I apply for college, and I don’t want you to think less of me for knowing the right person. You might know him, his name is Peter Thomas,” said Luke. “Anyways, I wanted to make sure you were aware that I completely agree in hard work. I grew up wanting to be Indiana Jones and will work hard to not disappoint you.” 
 
    “Do you have any experience, Luke?” Aarik asked. 
 
    “A little, sir. I talked my parents into sending me to Crow Canyon Archaeological Center, in Cortez, Colorado for one of their summer camp programs. I had the opportunity to learn excavation techniques, washing, cataloging and analyzing of artifacts. I plan on attending the same college as you for a degree in archaeology,” replied Luke honestly. 
 
    “How old are you?” inquired Aarik gently. 
 
     “I turn 18 on August 31, sir,” Luke answered nervously. 
 
    “This job not only entails hard grunt work, with long hours and attention to detail, but intuition as well. I’m sure you won’t disappoint anyone if you are a man of your word, but only time will determine that. What I can tell you now though, kid, it’s not like the movies make it out to be. I have yet to find myself in the middle of booby traps or having to run for my life, but if you find pleasure in uncovering lost history or lost treasure, you could be in the right field,” he smiled down at Luke and squeezed his shoulder. “This career can also be helpful with the ladies, by the end of the summer, you’ll have a nice tan and a stronger build from all the hard work.” 
 
    Luke chuckled and said. “I can’t wait to get started, where do you want me?” 
 
    Aarik liked the kid instantly and figured he couldn’t get into too much trouble helping Kiya out, and told him “I have the perfect place for you, Luke. I’d like you to work at the dolmen site, helping out a lady by the name of Kiya. Don’t let her know I sent you, but I’d appreciate it if you’d keep an eye on her for me.” He felt guilty for pulling Diego from helping her and this was his small way of correcting his wrong. 
 
    “I’d be more than happy to, Dr. Landon. How will I know who Kiya is?” Luke asked. 
 
    “She’s a black-haired beauty and probably around your height.” Aarik cocked his head as he calculated, “I’m guessing 5’8”?” 
 
    “Beauty, huh? Is she single?” joked Luke. Aarik’s temper rose at the joke and he reminded himself the kid was harmless. Besides, Kiya wasn’t his and he needed to start acting like it, but only after he made sure the kid was aware she wasn’t available. 
 
    “Not for you, son, if you get my meaning,” he stared Luke down to ensure the kid knew he was serious. 
 
    “I understand completely,” Luke winked and continued on, “It’d be my honor, Dr. Landon! I’ll head up right now and wait for her.” Luke trotted off after a quick salute. 
 
    “What a disciplined kid” thought Aarik, as he watched Luke leave the campsite. He waited for Kiya to leave her tent before heading to his to gather his gear for the day. He picked up his water container and headed straight for the main chamber of the dig site. 
 
    On his way to the chamber he thought about the two employees from S&S Enterprises and decided to hold off on calling Jones and Thomas for a report. At least until after he had a chance to get to know Kiya better and figured out what her employer was up to. He didn’t trust Diego in the least, maybe because he looked out of place with his clean-cut outfit, manicured hands, or his floppy handshake. He didn’t want to admit his distrust had anything to do with Kiya, but regardless he felt the guy warranted watching. Aarik wasn’t an expert in Kiya’s field and had only read a couple of articles on acoustic levitation in the past. He was aware of the progress made in levitating small objects like water droplets and small microchips, but nothing he had read indicated larger objects were being tested with any success. 
 
    Aarik approached the entrance to the chamber, really just a crack in the wall, and turned on his headlamp before squeezing through to other side. He stopped after entering and looked around in amazement. The chamber was large and circular in formation with a cathedral ceiling that looked like it was held up by giant stone pillars carved directly out of the mountain. The pillars lined a walkway from the entrance that led to nothing but a stone wall. At first glance, he could find no other visible doorways. As his team filed into the room behind him, he walked down the dirt incline to the middle of the room on the floor, and when he reached one of the pillars he touched the surface in a moment of admiration. The pillars were massive in height and width, almost three stories high and maybe twenty feet in diameter. 
 
    Flood waters from a glacial lake in Montana had partially filled the chamber with silt as it passed through. It wasn’t until a recent flash flood eroded enough of the entrance that it was discovered by hikers in 2016. They stumbled onto the chamber while in the area looking for the dolmen that had been posted on Facebook with a vague location. Their discovery was logged into the geographical information systems (GIS) database that researchers use to record data from around the world about archaeological sites that might garner interest from those with money. 
 
    Most of the dirt and silt only reached midway into the chamber, so the back wall was visible. The outer wall, next to the entrance, would require the most work and would be where he had his team start. The chamber was carved out of the mountain with such precision that no stone age equipment ever documented would have been able to achieve the results with such accuracy. The granite stone walls were smooth with no evidence of any markings on the surface. Seams ran perpendicular to the floor every ten feet, but no gaps could be seen between the stone. 
 
    Aarik pulled out the small spiral notebook from his back pocket, that he used for taking notes, and sketched a rough draft of the inside chamber. He didn't want to embellish anything later when trying to recall the details of what he had seen. He planned on using geophysic techniques and was bringing in a magnetometer the following week to map the levels of magnetism within the soil of the chamber. He noted that he should also consider using ground penetrating radar, so that he would know where to focus his efforts in finding a secret tunnel. 
 
    He directed his crew to start a chain gain and picked up a shovel to show them how it was done. The crew moved sand, clay, and stone by shovel throughout the day and only stopped for necessities, like water, food, and bathroom breaks. The shovel loads were sifted using screens and the larger items were sorted in racks to be taken back to the main site for careful review before being eliminated or cataloged as items of interest. 
 
    Aarik looked at the progress they had already made and congratulated everyone on a hard day’s work. He looked at his watch and decided to call it a day. “Good job, everyone. I think we are at a good stopping point, but we still have a lot to do before we can get to the meticulous work. Head on out and don’t be late for dinner. I plan on working you hard again tomorrow and you’ll need your strength.” 
 
    The entrance would be completely cleared by the next day and he was proud of the way his muscles ached as he walked back to his tent. They had less than an hour to get washed up before dinner and he didn’t want to piss off Doris, the chef, she came highly recommended and proved her worth at lunch. He lived by a few rules when it came to people to befriend in workplaces, and the people that made your food were always at the top. Who knew what they might do to the food of the people that pissed them off! 
 
    Aarik used the solar shower, to the right of his tent, that he had hung the day before and washed quickly. He was anxious to talk to Luke about how his day with Kiya went and hurried to get ready. When he arrived at the chow hall, Kiya and Luke were both missing. He had just come from the direction of her tent so he headed towards the dolmen to fetch them for dinner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Kiya 
 
    By the time Kiya finally reached the intact dolmen, her arms burned from carrying the load. She set the wood down against a few crates stacked next to the megalith and cursed herself silently for not accepting Diego’s help. She took in the unique structure and looked on in fascination at the immense size and shape. The opening of the dolmen faced the mountainside at a forty-five degree angle and when she stepped inside, it had enough room to fit eight people comfortably. 
 
    The stone pillars and capstone were made of granite and sparkled in the sun like glistening dew drops on the grass. She guessed the pillars weighed in excess of 60 tons each and supported the weight of a 100 ton capstone. The pillars were eroded slightly but only allowed minimal light to filter through each gap. Most of the dolmen was exposed and the few people assigned to her area were already on their knees with brushes. They worked meticulously to reveal the surface of the stones, in the hopes that they would uncover either hieroglyphs or petroglyphs that would give them an indication of when, and by whom, these ancient megaliths were built. Since stone has no way to be carbon dated and researchers are left to make assumptions from artifacts, geology and medieval writings when they add the find to their established timeline, these petroglyphs and hieroglyphs would be critical in the dolmen's correct chronological placement. She quit gawking and decided to get to work. 
 
    Her name, written in bold letters, decorated the outside of the boxes just as promised by her mysterious contact, D.G., at S&S Enterprises. The crates felt a bit old school when she realized she would need a crowbar to open them. She took inventory of the land and picked out a spot for her gear before she headed back for tools. She turned around and squealed when a young kid appeared directly in her path. He stepped back and held his hands up before uttering an apology. “Sorry, ma’am, I didn’t mean to scare you. It looked like you could use some help and I just happen to have a tool belt at my disposal,” he said in an apologetic voice, using one finger to point towards his belt. 
 
    “Whew. Apology accepted, but please call me Kiya. Ma’am makes me feel old,” she paused and waited for him to introduce himself, but instead he only stared at her like a puppy dog, “I could call you my hero, unless you want to give me your real name,” she said with a smile, as she watched the kid blush before he looked away. 
 
    He snapped out of his trance and said, “Haha, you can call me Luke, not that I’d mind you calling me a hero, but I should earn it first.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Luke. Glad to see someone came prepared around here,” she responded, as she put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “What can I help you with?” he inquired, looking at his belt and plucking at the different tools dangling from it with confusion. 
 
    “Hand me that hammer and let’s see about cracking open these crates. I’ll be no good to anyone around here until I get this set up,” she replied, trying to hide her smile at his lack of knowledge. 
 
    “Sure thing, but what do you want me to do? I was promised large muscles and a good tan by the end of the summer. I won’t get that standing around. Well, maybe the tan but not the muscles,” joked Luke, handing her the hammer reluctantly. 
 
    Kiya laughed out loud and decided she liked the young man. “I promise I won’t stand in the way of you building any muscles this summer. Here, take the hammer and make yourself useful by opening this crate,” she said, and pointed to the largest of the three crates. Luke opened the first box with ease and let her explore the contents as he opened the others. 
 
    As promised, the crates contained everything she needed and more. Kiya pulled top of the line transducers from the first crate and practically salivated when she came across gold plated reflector plates. When she informed S&S Enterprises of her plans to build a mobile sound cannon, they spared no expense and never balked at any of her absurd requests. The final box was the icing on the cake, it contained the same wheel and frame setup that was used on the Mars Rover and would be the base of her cannon. 
 
    Kiya worked all afternoon assembling her cannon and workstation with Luke’s help and only stopped once for lunch. She looked at her watch when she heard Luke’s stomach roar and noticed the time. “You should have said something sooner if you were hungry! Dinner’s in a few minutes, if we hurry back we won’t be too late. I’m sure they’ll serve enough to feed that bottomless pit you have there,” she joked, as she stored her laptop in her computer bag. 
 
    “I wanted to live up to your high standards and earn the title of hero by not giving in first. Let’s go, I don’t think I would last until morning,” whined Luke, as he reached to help her up off the ground. 
 
    Laughing, she grabbed for Luke’s outstretched hand and stood up with grace. She was just about to thank him for the help when she was interrupted by a throat clearing. 
 
    “Ahem. If you guys are finished, dinner is about to start,” Aarik growled out, as he stared at Luke and Kiya’s joined hands. 
 
    Luke dropped her hands and stepped back like she had leprosy. Kiya watched Luke’s face turn white as he swallowed hard when he saw who interrupted them. He looked like the cat that ate the canary and was about to bolt. Luke acknowledged Aarik meekly, “Thanks, Dr. Landon. I’m heading there now.” Aarik continued to watch Kiya and made no indication he heard Luke’s response. Luke turned around and stuck his tongue out behind Aarik’s back. Kiya giggled, in spite of Aarik’s grumpy presence, and tried to cover her laugh with a cough. 
 
    “That was rude, you didn't have to scare the kid,” Kiya stated firmly, when she regained her composure. 
 
    “I hardly think it was rude. You guys were practically on top of each other when I walked up here. You are aware he’s underage, right?” Aarik retorted angrily. 
 
    “Ha, maybe you need your eyes checked. The kid offered me a hand up off the ground,” she retorted angrily. Kiya wasn’t sure why her first natural response to Aarik was to rile him up, but she liked the way it made her feel alive inside to provoke the dragon. Aarik’s reaction confused Kiya, it was almost like he was jealous. 
 
    Kiya took her time as she brushed off the dirt from her jeans and stretched her arms up over her head to get the kinks out. “While I appreciate the gesture, you didn't have to check up on us. We were just about ready to head to dinner. I’m sure you have better things to do with your time. I wouldn’t want to think you were paying special attention to me, Dr. Landon,” she stated, and celebrated internally when she noticed he perused her curves in appreciation. 
 
    Aarik seemed to recover quickly before he smiled demurely at her and said, “Still stuck on calling me Doctor, I see. Well, I actually wanted to check on your progress, Ms. Brown. I originally felt bad for stealing Diego, but it seems like you didn’t need his help after all.” 
 
    “I was second guessing myself when I first got here, but that kid, Luke was nice enough to offer his help and stuck around all day,” stated Kiya, and ignored his first question, thinking it didn’t require a response. She gestured toward the chow hall with her hands, “Shall we head back? I’m starving,” she finished and walked away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Aarik 
 
    “By all means, lead the way, Ms. Brown,” he playfully responded, as she sauntered by. 
 
    Following behind Kiya, he recalled the way she emphasized each of her curves with her hands as she slowly dusted her jeans off. He was positive she had done it on purpose. “I should have gone first,” he thought to himself, as he eyed the sway her hips made as she walked. This display, emphasizing her assets flirtatiously, he filed away to chew on later. He was sure she was ready to succumb to his charm soon and, even though he knew they wouldn’t be able to pursue a relationship, he couldn’t stop himself from wanting one. 
 
    Kiya looked over her shoulder and called back, “I noticed you didn’t correct Luke earlier when he referred to you as Doc-” she trailed off mid-word as she stumbled over a root in the trail. 
 
    Aarik rushed forward to catch her before she crashed to the ground. He reached out and grabbed for her stomach, managing to spin her around and pull her into his chest in a move that pushed the air from his lungs. As the air rushed back into his lungs her delicate scent permeated his senses and stunned him for a moment before he realized he was still holding her tight. He loosened his grip and looked down into her dark eyes, expecting she would be annoyed, only to find a look of curiosity. 
 
    Kiya seemed to realize he was still holding her and cleared her throat as she squirmed to get free. “Th..Th...Thank you, Dr. Landon,” she stuttered out in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Geez, not even saving you from a nasty fall earns me the right of being called by my first name?” he responded, stupefied, throwing his hands up into the air. 
 
    “Just pointing out the fact that you didn’t correct Luke earlier when he addressed you as doctor. Why are you adamant that I don’t?” she fired back and threw her hands in the air. 
 
    Aarik paused when he tried to recall what Luke had said before he fled the area like a coward. “I honestly didn’t hear him, but I don’t think I will correct him now that I think about it. It will be good practice with his professors and the like at college to always address people he encounters with their proper title. We need to teach the kid respect and hierarchical organizational structure,” he countered. “There is a caveat to that rule of course, that I don’t believe you are familiar with though. Would you like me to educate you?” he questioned. 
 
    “I’m sure you would tell me anyway, so by all means, please continue,” she answered in an annoyed voice. 
 
    Aarik tried to maintain a straight face as he replied, “If the doctor has asked you to call him by his or her given name, instead of their title, it is considered rude to refuse.” 
 
    Kiya smirked and replied, “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Alright, you caught me, but can you blame a guy for trying,” Aarik replied jokingly. “Look I know I can’t make you call me Aarik, but I can always hope that, one day, you and I will get past this and be on a first name basis,” he finished the statement with a hopeful smile. 
 
    Kiya looked over at Aarik and smiled slowly before she said, “Perhaps one day, Dr. Landon.” 
 
    The noise coming from the chow hall reminded Aarik of the need to end their conversation, but he needed assurance that this would not be the end of their discussion. “Perhaps is better than no, in my book. Which only means we get to revisit this another time. Enjoy your dinner, Ms. Brown.” Aarik entered the chow hall tent and headed for the food before she could respond. He doubted she would argue the point further in public. 
 
    Aarik grabbed his food and looked around for Luke, intending to interrogate the kid on what he walked in on that evening. He found Luke sitting at the end of the last table, away from the food table, gazing into his food like it was his last meal. When Aarik sat down across from him, Luke jumped in his seat and swallowed hard. “Evening,” he quipped, before he shoveled more food into his mouth, trying to avoid speaking to Aarik. 
 
    “When I asked you to look after Kiya for me today and basically told you hands off, you can imagine my surprise when I walked up to find you two almost embracing this evening,” Aarik stated in a firm tone. 
 
    “Kiya worked me hard today, we weren’t fooling around, sir,” Luke replied with a forlorn face. 
 
    “Wow, I don’t think you realize how bad that sounded,” replied Aarik in disbelief. 
 
    “I was only helping her up and might have pulled too hard. I swear to you, Dr. Landon,” Luke pleaded in desperation. 
 
    “I’ll give you one more chance to prove to me we are on the same page, by helping her out again tomorrow,” said Aarik curtly, before he added, “Let’s ensure you have more work than play this time.” 
 
    Luke scooped up the last of his meal and nodded enthusiastically in concurrence. “Scouts honor,” Luke said, as he saluted Aarik and quickly left the table. 
 
    Aarik devoured an excellent dinner of barbecued ribs, corn on the cob, and baked beans before he headed towards the command central tent. He planned to document his progress on the main chamber daily and it was always a good idea to check in with Taylor on anything they might have uncovered at the intact dolmen. 
 
    On his way to the tent he enjoyed watching the sun set on the landscape as he studied the dig site. A figure near the broken dolmen caught his attention and as he got closer, he recognized Diego and veered off the trail to investigate. Aarik approached Diego from behind and regretted not having a flashlight as the last of the sun dipped below the horizon. He could see that Diego was prepared for the night jaunt as the light from his flashlight flicked on. Diego scanned the area methodically in a sweeping motion as if he was looking for something. Aarik was debating either watching or questioning him when he stepped on a twig and Diego swung his light around catching Aarik off guard as he stood in the spotlight. 
 
    “Dr. Landon. What brings you out without a flashlight?” questioned Diego, leaving the light to shine in Aarik’s eyes. 
 
    “It was a beautiful evening for a walk and I lost track of time. I’m pretty sure it’s supposed to be a full moon tonight though, that outta provide ample lighting for the walk back. I was wondering though...what brings you out to the broken site?” Aarik volleyed back, holding his hand up to block the light shining in his eyes. 
 
    “I was just admiring the size of the stones and dreaming up ways our ancestors might have created these immense structures. It makes a person question the validity of what we think we know,” answered Diego obstinately, dropping the flashlight from Aarik’s eyes to the ground in front of him. 
 
    The answer sounded logical, but Aarik was positive that when Diego turned his flashlight on, the beam of light was concentrated on the foliage surrounding the stones, not the stones themselves. Aarik didn’t want Diego to feel threatened and decided to play dumb so that he would be able to watch him more closely without being suspected. “One of the many reasons why I chose this profession was to challenge what we think we know. I believe that we don’t have all of the facts for scientists to be able to establish an accurate homosapien timeline. My field should adopt a more fluid timeline structure. The science books teach everyone that our race didn’t evolve until 200,000 years ago based on the oldest human skull ever found in recorded history. Yet recent evidence brought forward from a skull in western Africa contradicts that timeline by 100,000 years. Who knows when the next skull will be found to push that date back even further,” Aarik responded passionately, as he walked up to the broken dolmen and leaned on the structure. 
 
    “Well, I like to say, you learn something new every day. Perhaps we are not as different from each other as it would appear,” said Diego, as he looked at Aarik with contemplation. 
 
    “Sorry, I can get passionate when it comes to my work. Would you mind walking me back, the moon doesn’t seem to be making an appearance quite yet,” replied Aarik, ignoring Diego’s comment on their likeness. His first thought was that they had nothing in common, but then he remembered how Diego had flirted with Kiya earlier and it angered him. 
 
    Diego’s face flashed a brief hint of annoyance before he covered his reaction and answered, “No problem. I can’t see much out here, anyway.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it. Lead the way, I’ll follow,” Aarik replied, and motioned Diego to take the lead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Kiya woke the next morning exhausted. Her mattress had a pin sized hole that leaked faster with pressure. Once an hour, she found herself laying on top of the metal rods in the cot that forced her to get up and add more air. She dressed in a haze, not caring what ensemble she wore, only the need for coffee pushed her forward, leaving her tent half asleep. She pulled her hair into a baseball cap and prayed that no one approached her until after she had her first cup. Luck was not in her favor as Aarik walked out of the tent next to hers and stretched his arms. He looked perfectly rested and was most definitely a morning person as he looked her way and smiled like the Cheshire Cat. 
 
    “Good morning!” he exclaimed in his deep voice, which was even more pronounced in the morning. 
 
    “Humph,” she grunted back as a reply. She hoped her lack of response would clue him into the fact that she didn’t do mornings. His beautiful voice was soothing to her ears most of the time, but any noise before coffee was barely tolerated. 
 
    “Ah, not a morning person, I see. I’ll talk to you after your coffee, then. I hear Doris makes an excellent strong cup of coffee that would bring the dead back to life,” Aarik responded in a low voice, as if trying not to disturb her zen. 
 
    His response was unexpected and caught Kiya off guard. He walked next to her in silence to the chow hall and poured her a cup of coffee without saying a word. Kiya closed her eyes as she brought the cup to her nose to smell the lifesaving elixir and moaned her approval after her first taste. She opened her eyes to find Aarik smiling down at her before he averted his eyes and said, “I hope it tastes as good as you make it look.” 
 
    “Heaven,” was all she could reply, before draining her cup in the next breath. She waited impatiently to pour herself another as Aarik filled his. “I need one of those cups that has the lines on the side that indicates when it’s a good time to talk to me. It would only need just one line really, at the very bottom that says 'now you may approach'; it usually takes a full cup before I’m human,” she answered finally, once the coffee started working through her system bringing her back to the land of the living. 
 
    “Thanks for the warning. Until later, Ms. Brown.” Aarik winked and walked toward the food table where he loaded up a plate with so much food it looked like he planned on feeding three. When he sat at the first table available and proceeded to devour everything on the plate, she wondered how he kept in shape. 
 
    Kiya poured her second cup of coffee and looked around for the cook to see if she had any travel coffee mugs with lids available. She needed at least four more cups to kick start her morning and standing next to the pot for the next hour while she got her fix would probably not go over well with Aarik. She spotted Doris next to the pastry display and headed in her direction. 
 
    On the way over she couldn’t help but notice a woman, settled in next to Aarik at the table dressed in clothes meant to impress a man, not for working outside. She acted like they were old pals and were perhaps on something more than a first name basis with the way she practically rubbed herself over him like a purring kitten. 
 
    Kiya looked down at her outfit and groaned inwardly at her appearance. She reminded herself that she wasn’t here to impress anyone and thought that, if that was the type of woman Aarik wanted, she didn’t want anything to do with him. Kiya was surprised by her jealous thoughts and tried to ignore the immediate dislike she felt towards a woman she had never met. As she passed, she overheard Aarik’s reply to something the woman said. 
 
    “Please don’t take this the wrong way. I am not taken, but I am also not interested in a relationship with someone I work with. It would make things difficult around here if things didn’t work out, you see. I am also a bear of a man without sufficient sustenance, so I would appreciate it if you gave me some elbow room so that I can finish my meal,” he rumbled out truthfully. 
 
    Kiya wanted to rejoice at the immediate rejection Aarik easily handed out to the clingy woman, until she recalled his vow to not date anyone he worked with. Their constant bantering felt like more, even if they both knew it shouldn’t go anywhere. She wished she could turn around to see the reaction on the woman’s face at the instant let down Aarik dished out, but didn’t want to appear like she was eavesdropping. By the time Kiya reached Doris, her face must have shown the gauntlet of emotions she just went through because Doris raised one knowing eyebrow as if she knew what Kiya was thinking. 
 
    “Mornin’. You responsible for this wonderful cup of joe in my hand?” she queried gently, wanting to get on Doris’ good side. 
 
    Doris looked to be in her late sixties. She had peppered gray hair that was up in a bun and the skin around her eyes and forehead bore deep wrinkles from either constant laughter or frowning. She was slightly bent over at all times from back issues and appeared to be a very grumpy old lady. Her demeanor was crusty on the outside but you could see her exterior crack at times for people who bothered to try. 
 
    “If you’re calling it wonderful, I’ll claim it. If you weren’t, I’d still claim it, but then I’d make you be responsible for making the coffee for the remainder of your stay,” she fired back with a devilish gleam in her eye. 
 
    Kiya having been raised by her grandparents, recognized the challenge in her tone and responded appropriately. “I can make a mean cup of coffee, but yours is definitely superior. In fact it is so good that I was hoping you had to-go cups. I won’t last long without a constant source of fuel,” she asked sweetly, hoping to butter Doris up without overdoing it too much. Kiya’s grandmother could always tell when she was acting sweet instead of being sincere. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you precious. What’s your name, child?” Doris responded, patting her hair back before she realized her movements and dropped her hands to the rag in front of her. 
 
    “Kiya Brown, ma’am,” she replied respectfully with a nod. 
 
    “You’re in luck, Kiya, I scored some stainless steel travel mugs at Costco on my last run into town yesterday. They say it keeps things hot or cold for hours. You can be the first to try it out and let me know how long they really keep the temperature for,” replied Doris, in a friendly manner as she flung the rag she was holding over her left shoulder. 
 
    “You are a lifesaver!” answered Kiya, happily clasping her hands in front of her in exaggeration. 
 
    “Don’t know if I’d go that far, dear. I’m pretty sure you’d survive without it,” Doris replied in a serious tone, searching Kiya’s eyes to see how serious she was. 
 
    “It’s not my life you need to be worried about, Doris. Only the lives of those around me. I’m quite cantankerous without my caffeine and have been known to bite off a few heads and even make small children cry. It’s not something I’m proud of,” Kiya joked with a sly smile. 
 
    “Let me go get that mug for you, and I’ll meet you by the coffee,” Doris replied, before shuffling away to dig through her plastic totes. 
 
    Kiya headed back towards the coffee table and snagged a bagel to munch on while she waited for Doris. Aarik was just finishing up with his breakfast when she passed, and she couldn’t help but stop and grill him on his new friend. “Where’s your lady friend?” she asked playfully. 
 
    Aarik looked around nervously before responding, “Not here, thankfully. I could have used a rescue, that’s for sure. Where were you? I thought my virtue was at stake,” he joked back. 
 
    “I don’t see her around, so it appears you didn’t need to be rescued after all,” she fired back gleefully. 
 
    “I should be okay, I think I scared her off, but don’t be surprised if I use you later as an alibi, when I need to escape her antics yet again. Perhaps you should be warned, I can be an asshole without food, probably something similar to how you feel without coffee,” he replied in warning, as he shoveled the last bite into his mouth and stacked his dishes to leave. 
 
    Doris interrupted their playful banter when she handed Kiya a mug full of coffee and a steaming hot thermos and said, “This ought to hold you over, Kiya. I’ll see you at lunch, my dear.” 
 
    “You’re the best, Doris. I’ll bring the cup back and let you know if the advertisement on this mug is any good,” Kiya quipped back happily. She smiled at Aarik and gave him a half wave with her hands full before leaving. 
 
    “How do you rate so high on her list already?” questioned Aarik, as he placed his dirty dishes in the bin and hurried to follow her out. 
 
    “I gave a compliment where it was due is all. Probably helped that I was raised by my grandparents and know how to handle the antics of that generation,” replied Kiya with satisfaction. She laughed out loud at the surprised look on Aarik’s face. 
 
    “She came highly recommended, but is a bit gruff with people. It’s a good thing her food is delicious, otherwise I might have a problem on my hands. Sure makes it easier to ignore the attitude when you are stuffing your face with food like beignets,” Aarik said with a smile. 
 
    “I get the feeling you are ruled by your stomach,” Kiya said kiddingly. 
 
    “More than I would like to admit. I’m like a hobbit and feel secondsies should be recognized as an actual mealtime,” he replied goofily. 
 
    “You continue to surprise me. I didn’t take you for a Lord of the Rings fan, Dr. Landon,” teased Kiya, hoping to kick start their conversation from the day before. 
 
    “You are looking at a bonafide fantasy and science fiction fanatic, Ms. Brown. I read all the books, if I like the movie or series enough,” Aarik replied seriously and then added, “I better get going. I’m excited to reveal the entryway stones today and hope to find some type of writing that will help give me insight to who built these megalithic structures and when,” replied Aarik, giving no indication that he intended on pursuing their first name squabble from the day before. 
 
    Kiya was disappointed but hoped he hadn’t given up his quest for friendship because, the more she got to know him, the more she realized she wanted one with him. “Sure, no problem. I should get moving as well,” she replied in a disappointed tone. 
 
    “I’ll have to get some pointers from you later, on how you got Doris so easily wrapped around your finger today. See you at lunch,” Aarik said as he trotted off. 
 
    Kiya watched Aarik until he was out of sight before she shook her head and headed off to her destination. She was happy to find Luke waiting by her equipment with two coffee cups in his hand that looked to be an espresso from town. Holding up the thermos and cup in her hand she looked between his cup and her stash and laughed. “Is that espresso?” she asked, in all seriousness. 
 
    “Yes, a four shot mocha to be exact. I wanted to avoid the doc today and thought you might appreciate a pick me up but I see you already have more than enough. I can drink them both but then I won’t be held liable for my junkie-like movements,” Luke replied with a smirk. 
 
    “I live by coffee, if you must know, and I will hurt you if you don’t hand over that cup right now,” she threatened jokingly. 
 
    “Your hands are full,” Luke said, as he pointed out the obvious. 
 
    Kiya emptied her hands and grabbed the still warm espresso with glee. “Thanks, Luke. Dr. Landon is mostly all bark, I think. Don’t let last night’s growl scare you,” she responded, as she turned around to start dialing in her instruments. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, next time he’s chewing me out.” Luke mumbled out the last part so quietly that Kiya almost missed what he said. 
 
    “When did he chew you out?” she inquired, while continuing to work. 
 
    “I over exaggerated maybe a little. He just reiterated that I was hired to work, not play around,” Luke explained and used his hands to quote the word play. “I assured him that you worked me hard yesterday. I guess I shouldn’t have used that particular vocabulary because he took it the wrong way,” Luke said, as he shook his head. “You guys got something going on? He acts like a jealous boyfriend,” Luke asked innocently, while sipping his mocha. 
 
    Kiya was secretly pleased to know that Luke could see how Aarik acted around her. “Nothing, I can assure you,” she replied, glad her back was turned so he couldn’t see her goofy grin. 
 
    “Well, let’s make sure you don’t get into any more trouble with Dr. Landon. Move the cannon into the clearing in the position we marked yesterday and turn it on. I need to do a test run and verify we can achieve standing waves at this configuration,” Kiya replied, changing the subject as she tried to put Aarik out of her mind and focus on her work. 
 
    “What’s a standing wave?” asked Luke. 
 
    “When a sound wave bounces off of something, it creates a reflection wave. As the sound waves cross each other they cause interference waves, like ripples in water, that cross over each other and either balance them out or amplify them. An interference wave and a reflection wave can combine to create a standing wave. Standing waves vibrate in segments back and forth producing a longitudinal pressure wave, where acoustic levitation can occur,” replied Kiya, in a matter-of-fact voice. 
 
    “Alrighty then. Next time I ask something like that, say, 'Luke, do you really want to know?' before you give me a science lesson,” Luke replied in a serious voice. 
 
    “Sorry, I can get carried away. I’ll try to remember and dumb it down,” she joked, looking up from her computer and sticking her tongue out at him. 
 
    Kiya supervised Luke as he maneuvered her baby within the circle and verified the gold plated reflectors were properly aligned before she placed a few pebbles, that ranged in size and weight, on a platform between the transducer cannon and the reflectors and moved back to her laptop. She populated the last fields in the program and said a small prayer to whoever was listening. She motioned to Luke to get behind her and handed him a pair of earmuffs for safety before she pressed go. 
 
    The buzz that made its way through her body when the sound waves flowed over her was a welcome comfort, like coming home. The practice of using sound as healing energy had been passed down through the generations in her family. Kiya’s grandma had passed on all the needed knowledge while she was growing up, but Kiya had only been a bystander during the rituals, preferring to focus her attention on the other possibilities that sound waves offered. Her people were not the only ones to utilize this power and recently it had gained more ground in the United States under the field of vibrational medicine. She looked over at Luke and could tell he was experiencing a similar sensation as goosebumps appeared on his exposed skin and a peaceful expression crossed his face. 
 
    “Let’s see what this baby can do,” she said, and smiled as she turned up the power one increment at a time. Luke stepped up to her side and watched the pebbles for any sign of movement. Kiya became alarmed as the ground underfoot began to rumble but the pebbles stayed stationary. She quickly shut down the program and waited for the tremors to subside. She took off her earmuffs and heard shouts coming from the main chamber. Kiya took off after Luke to find out what happened and to make sure everyone was alright. 
 
    Luke was much faster than Kiya and as the main chamber came into sight, she could see dust rolling out in droves from the entryway as Luke raced in and was engulfed in the plume. Kiya scrambled to catch up as she frantically searched for any sign of a structural collapse before she rushed in after Luke. She reached the entrance just as the dust started to settle, letting her see headlamps shining through the darkness, giving her hope that no one was buried alive. The way the light hit the dust particles floating in the air made it hard to make out any details, so she entered the chamber and headed towards the first beam in a daze while she struggled to figure out what happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Aarik 
 
    Aarik was pleased with himself as he walked away from Kiya, knowing she was disappointed that he didn’t ask her to call him by his first name again. He wanted her to bring it up next time and was prepared to let her stew about it until she did. He wasn’t used to having to work at getting a woman’s attention and even though they would be working together, he wasn’t opposed to the idea that they could be more than friends after this adventure was over. 
 
    Diego was already hard at work by the time he arrived. That impressed even Aarik. He looked at his watch and calculated that within the next hour he would be able to see the surface of the pillars and verify if signs were left from the past to give him clues to what this chamber was made for. “Make sure to pace yourself, Diego. I wouldn’t want you to peter out before lunch,” said Aarik, as he picked up a bucket of sand and carried it to the sifting table. 
 
    “I have plenty of stamina, if you know what I mean. I’ll bet I could run circles around you,” Diego taunted, while tossing a new shovel load of silt into a waiting bucket. 
 
    Diego’s leaner build would make him quicker, but Aarik thought his strength would uphold longer and considered the challenge before he responded, “While that is a tempting offer, I would much rather ensure we use finesse around this ancient doorway instead of making it a race,” scolded Aarik. 
 
    “Nothing like good old fashioned competition to make a job go by quicker, is all I was trying to say. Although applying that kind of work ethic in your field, I could see would be detrimental,” responded Diego, as he let go of the shovel and held up his hands in defeat. 
 
    Aarik picked up the shovel Diego dropped and handed it to him as he passed to drop off the next full bucket. “No worries. That reminds me, what brings a fellow of your nature to a dirty dig site in the first place?” Aarik asked while the opportunity was hot. 
 
    Diego smirked like he had been waiting for the question, “I’m not sure I know what you mean by my nature, but I can assure you my company…” Diego stopped mid-sentence and looked to the ground with a panicked expression as the ground began to rumble beneath their feet. 
 
    “Everyone brace yourself,” shouted Aarik, as he dropped to the ground and covered his head. 
 
    The sound of grounding stone echoed throughout the chamber as a large explosion of old air blasted past Aarik causing him to gasp for breath. The rush of air kicked up the silt still remaining on the floor and created a mini haboob as it rushed out of the only exit. He lost his crew in the billowing dust plumes but could hear their shouts of alarm echo in the room. 
 
    The tremor subsided just as fast as it had begun. Aarik quickly raised his head as he searched for his crew and breathed a sigh of relief when he counted all ten lights moving thru the settling dust. He could hear the rest of his crew calling their names from outside but, before he could form an answer to let them know they were alright, his light caught the cause of the shake that left him speechless. 
 
    A rectangular stone, ten feet thick had inched back a few feet into the wall as if on a track revealing a tunnel leading into darkness. Whatever had started the movement didn’t have a chance to finish because the entrance was only large enough for a man to fit through. Aarik never imagined in his wildest dream that he would make a discovery as big as the sphinx, even with the government’s documented evidence. He decided to wait to call Jones and Thomas until he had more to report on, banking on the fact they already knew he would find another chamber. He convinced himself that they only needed to be called if he found anything outside what they had already told him. A hand on his shoulder brought him out of his stupor. “Who touched something and where!” he demanded. 
 
    Everyone looked at him in desperation as they all shook their heads one by one and looked at each other in confusion. He was about ready to interrogate everyone one by one when Kiya piped up quietly behind him. “I think I did it.” 
 
    Aarik twirled around abruptly, “How?” he demanded. 
 
    “All she did was turn up the power a little bit and it was only on for no more than 30 seconds at the most,” Luke offered in Kiya’s defense. 
 
    “Thanks, Luke, but I can stand up for myself,” Kiya interjected and gave him a quick smile in gratitude before she continued. “When I turned up the power on my instruments, using 1.0467 as the frequency at a low resonance, it had more of an effect than I expected,” whispered Kiya, as she shrugged her shoulders and waited for Aarik to give her a lecture on safety. She was surprised when instead he picked her up and swung her in circles as he whooped and hollered in his excitement. When he finally put her down, she looked at him and said, “You’re not mad?” 
 
    “Quite the opposite, Kiya. Look what you did!” he exclaimed and using his hands on her shoulders he turned her around and peered over her shoulder with his light to illuminate the very tunnel her work had discovered. 
 
    “Oh...My...Gods! Do you know what this means! Because I don’t! But it worked! It really worked, Aarik! Can we go in there?” Kiya asked enthusiastically. 
 
    Aarik squeezed her shoulders and said, “Yes, it appears it really did work. The question is can you do it again, it’d be nice to know for certain. Plus, I’d like to see the door fully enclosed and marvel at yet another ingenious invention that shouldn’t be possible. If you can do that, I’ll find you a hard hat myself and let you be the second to enter!” 
 
    “Second, what do you mean second? If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t even know that doorway existed!” Kiya demanded, with her hands on her hips as she waited impatiently for Aarik’s response. 
 
    “I will forever be in your debt, Kiya, but if you think I would let you go in there first without us having any knowledge of what we might encounter in there, you’re nuts. We shouldn’t go in there at all, until we’ve had a chance to verify it’s safe, with the use of robotics, but dammit woman. I want to know now, so I’m going to ignore your last statement and pray the mountain doesn’t collapse when you turn it on again,” Aarik replied with as much calmness he could interject without sounding like he was annoyed. 
 
    “Okay, if you put it that way, I see your point. If I were you, I would be chomping at the bit to get a peek inside. What would be the harm in having a look-see before I fire up my equipment and cause a possible collapse? I would hate to live out the rest of my life not knowing what was inside, wouldn’t you?” Kiya asked sweetly. 
 
    “Of course, I would like nothing more,” responded Aarik in defeat. “Fine! Let’s get you a hard hat.” 
 
    Kiya skipped happily behind Aarik and struggled with the clasp in her haste. Aarik stepped in front of her and snapped it into place. “Step where I step, please?” he pleaded gently, as he stared into her hazel eyes. 
 
    Kiya nodded once and filed in behind Aarik. “For once, she's quiet,” he thought, as he entered the dark cavern cautiously, sweeping his light from side to side, revealing a precision-cut hallway with unlit metal sconces lining the wall every ten feet. The hallway looked like it was carved directly out of the mountain side using a laser, with extreme heat, to slice its way through. The ceiling was recessed and ran the length of the hallway. The quartz in the wall sparkled like rainbows as the light from his flashlight danced along the wall. 
 
    Aarik turned around to ask Taylor and Cooper to grab more lighting when his flashlight caught sight of an engraving above the door that he knew would make Taylor drool with excitement. Calling out to give him more encouragement he said, “We need more lights. Oh and you might want to hurry Taylor. It seems your expertise will finally get to be used. There is writing above the door.” By the time he turned back around, Kiya was already ten feet in front of him reaching out to touch the sconce. “Kiya, what did I just say before entering?” he called out in surprise. 
 
    Kiya caressed the sconce gently before she turned around and stomped back to him. “Sorry, but I couldn’t help myself and as you can see, I’m perfectly fine. Nothing happened. Besides I needed to verify they were made of metal,” she fired back. 
 
    “And are they?” he questioned. 
 
    “Yes,” she said and smiled up at him in wonder. “They’re cold and smooth to the touch. Holy moly, how in the hell did our ancestors have the knowledge or tools to create something so modern? I literally felt no edges or ridges,” she blurted out in bewilderment. 
 
    “I have no idea, but I hope they left clues for me to find out,” replied Aarik, in reverence. “Cooper! Taylor! Where are my lights!” he yelled out in frustration, only to be surprised to see Diego force his way past the obnoxious woman from breakfast earlier, Larissa. He stood there with a look of vindication. Larissa looked like she might be second guessing her career choice, by the look of fear on her face as she stood unfazed by Diego’s heavy hand. 
 
    Thankfully, Cooper and Taylor were not far behind with the lights, sidetracking Aarik from Diego’s rude and strange behavior. “Well, would you look at that, never thought I’d see the day when history is rewritten!” exclaimed Cooper, as he turned on the large strobe light that illuminated a hallway with additional hallways leading off the main hallway in both directions. Taylor finished bringing in the extension cords to plug in more lighting and stood up when he finished as he focused all of his attention on the cuneiform like writing above the entrance. The hallway flooded with unnatural light and revealed a cave-in blocking the hallway about 100 feet down the hall. 
 
    “Alright everyone, you know the drill. Let’s get some camera’s down here and start documenting everything before one of us messes anything up. Old Coop, over there, hit the nail on the head. If we do our job right, and leave no room for naysayers to wiggle in with possible flaws in our findings we might have a historic discovery on our hands,” Aarik said in awe, as he smiled at each of his crew in turn and was met with equal enthusiasm and grins. 
 
    “Kiya, would you mind finishing what you started?” asked Aarik politely. 
 
    “Not until everyone is out of here!” she whined. “I refuse to be the cause of everyone’s death. I nearly had a heart attack the first time,” she admitted with reluctance. 
 
    “You are absolutely right. Sorry, I’m just excited to start exploring. It’s better than Christmas morning. Alright guys, you heard the lady, clear out. Gather all our equipment and meet near the front of the campsite. Taylor will be posed at the main entrance and will relay progress through the radio as well as record it. Cooper, you are in charge of Riley,” Aarik barked. 
 
    “Who is Riley?” Kiya asked. 
 
    “More like what, Riley is our nickname for the drone we will use if we run into any tricky spots. He can be our eyes and ears if need be,” explained Cooper. 
 
    “Wicked!” exclaimed Kiya. 
 
    “We have another miracle to witness people. Get a move on it,” said Aarik, as he promptly walked out, expecting everyone to follow him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Kiya followed everyone out and jogged to her equipment praying the whole way that she could pull off the biggest scientific breakthrough of the century without bringing down a mountain in the process. She crossed her fingers as she approached her computer and started up the application again. Luke and Aarik weren’t far behind and as her finger hovered over the start button she paused to take a breath. 
 
    “I’m in radio contact with Taylor. Ready when you are, Kiya,” Aarik offered from behind. 
 
    Kiya held her breath and hit the button with trepidation. She increased the power in slower increments this time around and waited with bated breath for a repeat earthquake or more preferably, word from the front lines that it was working. The first crackle of the walkie-talkie could be heard at the same time as the earth rumbled to life again but with less intensity than the first time. “It’s moving! It’s moving! Whatever you’re doing it’s working,” Taylor screamed in excitement over the radio. 
 
    Aarik beamed down at Kiya in approval before answering, “Let us know when the door is flush with the wall. Oh, and if you hear or see anything, from a distance of course, that indicates there are any kind of mechanics involved in the door.” 
 
    “Will do, Aarik. Five feet and counting, it’s moving at a steady rate and should be done in just a moment. Stand by,” said Taylor, in an anxious voice. “Houston, we have touchdown,” Taylor hooted in joy seconds later. 
 
    Aarik radiated gratitude as he gazed into Kiya’s eyes. “Wow. Just wow! Where did you come from?” he whispered quietly. Kiya returned his smile and tried to pretend that his statement didn’t make her want to melt like a twitterpated teenage girl at her first boy band concert. 
 
    “From stardust, I’ve been told,” she chuckled nervously, “Quit staring at me and let’s go find some treasure,” she blurted out. 
 
    Luke laughed at their antics and shook his head before he said, “You two act like you’re a married couple. I’d say brother and sister, but the way you two stare at each other would give me the creeps,” Luke said, and escaped before they had a chance to respond. 
 
    Aarik blushed, but didn’t deny he was staring, before he followed behind Luke in a hurry. Kiya turned off her computer, preparing to follow, when Diego made an appearance from the direction of the campground and startled her. He shoved his cell phone in his back pocket and stepped around the table to confront her. 
 
    “Quite the accomplishment, Kiya. Our employer will be pleased he’s getting his money’s worth,” Diego crooned. “Can you control it?” His voice dripped with venom which contradicted his words and bright white smile. 
 
    “Thanks, I think. Not yet, I have some theories, but will need to run more tests. Maybe change locations tomorrow,” she replied nervously, confused by the conflict between his verbal and nonverbal communication. 
 
    “I see. Why, might I ask, are you not working on it now? You are not being paid to go, what was it you said? Oh yes, treasure hunting. I want to know how to control what you move and where,” demanded Diego, as he stepped closer to her like he was trying to use his size to intimidate her. 
 
    Kiya was flabbergasted by his demands and annoyed by his treatment. “First of all, who are you to talk to me like that? You were around for the first and second tests when the ground was shaking, right?” she asked, struggling to control her temper. “I just admitted that I don’t have control of what is moving or where it is moving to. Do you think that your demand will make the answer come any faster?” she questioned. “I don’t know what will happen next when I change frequencies because this has never happened before in documented history. Knowing people are inside that cavern, there is no way that I will be testing until we can work out a schedule!” she spit out, seething in anger by the time she was finished. 
 
    Diego looked surprised by her vehemence and, right before her eyes, it was as if a switch flipped in his brain and he reverted back to a part he was playing, that of a clean-cut, normal guy. “You are absolutely right. Forgive me, I guess with all the excitement, I forgot myself. I just know when I call in, our employer will want to be able to explore the capabilities of your work. After all, he is a businessman. He’s usually not a patient man, I might add,” he offered, in an awkward apology. 
 
    Anxious to get away from Diego, Kiya moved toward the trail and said, “Well, as soon as I learn more, I’ll be sure to keep everyone informed. You coming?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you. I just want to report your success to our superiors and find out what direction they want us to take,” said Diego, as he pivoted to leave and pulled his cell from his pocket. Holding the phone out looking for a signal, he sighed dramatically and said. “Scratch that. I might be a bit longer. My reception out here is shit. I might need to go into town.” 
 
    With that, he stormed away towards the camp, leaving Kiya stunned with his erratic behavior. She was positive he had been using his phone when he walked up but couldn’t figure out why he would have a reason to lie about not having any service. Filing away the mystery for later examination, Kiya ran to catch up with Luke and Aarik before they could start without her. 
 
    She caught them just as they were entering the chamber and called out to get their attention. “Don’t think you’re going in there without me, Aarik,” she panted out, trying to catch her breath from her record-breaking sprint. 
 
    Aarik chuckled and said, “I wouldn’t dream of it, Kiya.” He made sure he enunciated her first name clearly. Kiya looked confused until it dawned on her that, through the chaos of the day, she had dropped her formal use of his title. She glared over at him until he started laughing at her reaction, causing her to smile in her submission.  
 
    Kiya dropped her shoulders and let her head drop forward as a deep belly laugh grabbed hold of her insides and refused to let go and until she released it in a volatile eruption. Grabbing her stomach, Kiya laughed until she snorted, causing the both of them to erupt in a fit of laughter together. 
 
    “Are you two finished?” said Luke, interrupting their newfound camaraderie. “I want to go in now.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Luke. You are absolutely right. Aarik?” Kiya looked to Aarik for direction. 
 
    “Let’s check with Taylor and see if everything is set to go. I want to make sure the cameras are rolling before we disturb anything further,” Aarik stated, before hurrying away. 
 
    Kiya followed behind Aarik with nervous energy and watched while he rounded up the others and organized their entry into the tunnel. While she waited, her gaze strayed to the hallway entrance in astonishment. The size of the stone door and how it moved with only the force of sound was proof that our ancestors were more advanced than we gave them credit for. She marveled at the advanced techniques employed and envied Aarik a little, it would be his job to solve the mystery. 
 
    The results from her test today were nothing she'd planned on. Her hypothesis of using the earth’s magnetic energy in conjunction with her equipment to amplify the energy needed in order to move large objects had undeniably been confirmed. Her experiment eclipsed what scientists had achieved with any experiment to date in a controlled laboratory using the same technology. At most, they have managed to levitate objects like water droplets, lightweight wood chips and small electronic capacitors. 
 
    Kiya was stumped, it didn’t make sense that the only thing that levitated was the door. She expected the pebbles to be caught in the antinode of the standing wave and lift but instead the ground rumbled, and a door opened. She required more time, without the fear of causing injury, and needed to let Aarik know she was willing to compromise on a schedule if he was. Kiya was torn between wanting to explore the cave and returning to her computer to run simulations with the newly acquired data to see if she could recreate the occurrence with the computer modeling software that she built. 
 
    Curiosity won out when Aarik interrupted her thoughts and called out her name. “Kiya. Earth to Kiya. You in there? Time to get a move on,” he said, jerking his thumb toward the tunnel in a questioning gesture. 
 
    “Yes. Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she said, joining the others. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Aarik 
 
    Aarik ordered his crew members around and appeared calm, cool, and collected to those present in the room, but his mind was reeling. If he hadn’t witnessed the moment Kiya turned on her sound machine and felt the vibration of the sound waves it created for himself, he wouldn’t have been able to rationally believe they were connected, but seeing truly was believing. Taylor handed him a radiation monitor to wear, like the Radiology Technicians wear in hospitals to warn them of high exposure levels. Aarik gave him a thumbs up when he attached it to his belt loop. “Sure hope these won’t be necessary. You ready for this, Taylor?” questioned Aarik, like he was asking himself. 
 
    “When we met four years ago, I thought you were full of yourself. You set this, what I thought was unachievable, goal of graduating with your PhD in half the time. As I watched you take on high credit loads or challenge exams for credit over the years, I came to realize you weren’t full of yourself but aware of yourself. You are aware of your capabilities and what you want, and you don’t let anyone tell you differently. Last week, when you begged me to take a chance on this adventure, I didn’t hesitate. Nothing I do will ever make me ready for what you throw at me next, but I can’t wait to find out. Plus I’m dying to get a look at the entrance again,” Taylor responded with reverence, with a ladder under one arm as he waited patiently to get a chance to view the engravings. 
 
    Aarik looked over at Kiya as she gazed at the stone door in wonder. He called out to get her attention, but she was lost in her thoughts. “Kiya. Earth to Kiya,” Finally getting her attention, he said, “You in there? Time to get a move on.”, jerking his thumb toward the tunnel. 
 
    “Yes. Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she said, and walked over with less enthusiasm than he expected. 
 
    “Yeah, don’t mind me. My brain rat is on the hamster wheel, I’m sure all I need is new stimulus to derail him,” she replied, in an attempt to lighten the mood. 
 
    “If it’s stimulus you need, it’s stimulus you shall receive. Follow me, please, and this time stay behind me until I deem it is safe?” he said in a pleading voice. 
 
    “Alright, everyone. On the count of three, I want all instruments on and the cameras rolling. Hold all flashes until we know what we are dealing with. Three, two, one. Action!” he roared with excitement and walked through the doorway for the second time that day. 
 
    Aarik chuckled to himself as he walked forward, feeling giddy as he marveled at the ancient cavern. Leaving Taylor behind to study the writing on the wall, Aarik took in his surroundings. The hallway was void of any artifacts or additional writing besides, the unlit metal sconces attached to the walls. The earthquake from earlier seemed to have no effect on the internal structure of the cave, as no cracks could be found along the walls. The hallway ended with a cave-in about 100 yards down the corridor, but roughly 30 yards ahead an arched doorway opened to the left. Not one of his crew uttered a word as they crept behind him slowly, until they stopped in front of the archway and looked up at the fifteen-foot entrance. Gasps could be heard as each of them noticed the symbols engraved within the stone archway. 
 
    Aarik called back to Taylor and said, “There’s more up here!” Taylor brushed passed Aarik, craning his neck back the farther he shuffled forward and muttered to himself, “Jackpot!” He reached into his saddlebag and pulled out his notebook, plopped himself down and proceeded to scribble frantically. 
 
    “Cooper, try and get close ups, will you? I think Taylor will be a little busy drawing the two arches to get any for himself. In fact, I doubt we’ll be hearing anything from him any time soon,” Aarik called back, as he squatted next to Taylor and whispered into his ear, “I’ll let you know if I find anything else. Meet me in my tent tonight after supper and we’ll compare notes.” Taylor grunted out a “Yeah,” never taking his eyes off his notebook. 
 
    Standing up with one last glance at the archway, Aarik raised his handheld flashlight up and revealed a sloped tunnel curving down and to the right. Before going down into the unknown, Aarik glanced back to find Kiya close behind, smiling up at him with encouragement. He returned her smile and proceeded down the declining hallway. The longer they spiraled down into the mountain, the more Aarik’s heart rate increased, so that by the time they reached the bottom, he thought he could hear it reverberate throughout the large cavern. Kiya stepped up next to him and butted his hip playfully, “I can’t stay behind you if you’re just going to stand there!” 
 
    “Point taken. Keep your eyes out for artifacts and everyone stick together,” he said, taking a breath before moving further into the room. 
 
    Looking around, Aarik noticed twenty more arched doorways, of differing heights, leading off of the main cavern. He glanced up and was amazed to see the cathedral-like ceiling high above his head. Shaking his head, he joked with the group, “Eeny, Meeny, Miney, Moe, anyone?” 
 
    “Naw, let’s be methodical. Starting clockwise, with that one over there,” Kiya offered with confidence. 
 
    “I like my idea, but that works,” he said, and walked toward the first archway, looking up as he approached, He was slightly disappointed when the archway didn’t reveal more writing. 
 
    Not sure what to expect when he entered, Aarik was only mildly surprised to find living quarters carved out of the rock, with edges that looked rounded and smooth. Crossing the living area, he entered the kitchen and knelt next to the large cooking pot hanging within a fire pit carved into the back wall, straining his neck looking for an air shaft or damper release valve. The walls surrounding the fire pit were free of soot, so he was positive it existed, and growled in frustration when he couldn’t find either. He was turning around to ask for more light when he noticed Kiya hadn’t moved away from the entrance and was staring at the fireplace like she had seen a ghost. 
 
    “Kiya, you okay? You’re looking kind of white,” Aarik called from across the room. 
 
    Blinking, she focused on him and nodded her head submissively before returning her stare to the wall behind him. “Beyond words,” she muttered, and wandered towards Cooper in a daze. 
 
    Two members of Aarik's team, Ivan and Phil, clambered over to offer their lights, and distracted Aarik from Kiya’s unusual response. He would need to question her later and make sure she was alright, after they were finished for the day, but for now he directed his attention to finding the flue. He could see one of the stones at the apex had less soot but couldn’t see what released it. “Not everything will be solved today, that’s for sure. Let’s see the rest of this place and save the puzzles for another day. We still have the other hall to explore as well before the end of the day.” 
 
    Two doorways led off of the main living room that Aarik hoped would lead to a bedroom and bathroom, solidifying his original assumption that these chambers were once used as living quarters. The apartment was stripped bare but, as he passed thru the living room, he swore he could feel the presence of the ancient people as they lived out their daily lives in these apartments. As he headed towards the door closest to the kitchen, he wondered if the other 19 doors would lead to the same cookie cutter living quarters. 
 
    The next room he entered reminded Aarik of an office, or a small child’s room, with an area for a closet carved out of the corner. The same sconces lined the walls in each of the rooms, making Aarik ponder what they used to power the lights and what type of light bulbs they might have used if any. Finding nothing but four walls, Aarik backtracked and headed for the last room. He wasn’t disappointed. The room was large enough to be a master bedroom and directly to the right he could make out what appeared to be an impressive bathing room. Running his hands over the water basin he was trying to imagine how they transported clean and dirty water to and from when a squeal from Kiya startled him into action. 
 
    “Kiya. What is it? Are you alright? Where are you?” Aarik demanded as he swung around searching for her. 
 
    “I’m here,” she said, peeking her head out from behind a wall that Aarik hadn’t noticed when he first entered. Stepping into the hidden room, he was astonished to find a natural pool filled with clear water. He was surprised that the sound of trickling wasn’t more apparent, but watched as the pool water slowly flowed over the edge like a fountain recycling itself. Finding no scent of sulfur in the room, Aarik placed his hand in the water to find it pleasantly warm. 
 
    “Incredible. Cooper, are you getting this. It’s the perfect temperature! Let’s split up in pairs and explore the remainder of the rooms and meet back in the common area when we are done. There are eight of us in total and 19 rooms left. Ivan and Phil, you take rooms sixteen through twenty, Mark and Tanner rooms eleven through fifteen, Cooper and Luke take rooms six through ten, and Kiya and I will look at the next four. If anyone finds something of importance, don’t disturb it before we can get pictures. Holler if you need anything,” said Aarik, with renewed enthusiasm and ushered everyone out. 
 
    He walked quietly beside Kiya as they explored the empty homes, one after the next, until they came to the last apartment and found a single, dust covered, pillow abandoned on a stone seating area carved out of the rock wall. Aarik called out for the camera and walked forward slowly, afraid the artifact would vanish before his eyes. He reached the pillow as Cooper rushed into the room, with the others not far behind, and pulled out gloves and a specimen bag. 
 
    “Coop, make sure you get a close up and some still shots. Luke, do you have the tape measure? Kiya, I’ve got some extra gloves if you want to hold this bag open for me,” Aarik said, as he tried to ride the adrenaline rush, coursing through his veins, and calm his shaking hands while he pulled out another pair of gloves for Kiya. 
 
    Cooper snapped pictures and handed Phil the video camera while Luke pulled out the tape measure and waited as Kiya and Aarik pulled on their gloves. 
 
    “You want me to measure it where it is, or while you’re holding it Dr. Landon?” Luke whispered. 
 
    “There is fine, just try not to touch it. No need to whisper,” snickered Aarik. 
 
    “Sorry. I’ll be careful,” said Luke, slightly above a whisper, as he took the measurements carefully and called them out just as quietly, “Twelve by twelve, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, and handed Kiya the bag. “Hold it open as wide as you can, please.” She grabbed the bag and held it open as Aarik reverently picked up the treasure with open hands and transferred it carefully into the bag. Dirt drifted off the pillow like a comet’s tail, revealing a dingy red color underneath. He couldn’t make out what material it was made from, but thought it might be something fine, like silk. 
 
    “This was our last room and, besides a marvelously constructed barracks, this was the only item found. Did you guys have a chance to get through all of your rooms?” he asked as he searched their faces for hope. 
 
    “Nothing from our area but the pots hanging in the fire pits,” Cooper replied dramatically, as Luke nodded his head in agreement. 
 
    “A couple of the rooms with the large archways seemed to be made for giants. The seating area in the living area built-ins are much higher and small steps were added into the sides, perhaps granting smaller people access when they visited,” added Ivan sheepishly. 
 
    “Every apartment we visited had heated water available in the bathroom and kitchen area. I think we should bring in a geologist to help determine the source,” Mark said, as he looked around the gathered circle with awe on his face. 
 
    “Alright, let’s wrap things up. Although I was hoping for more, the morning wasn’t a complete loss. We discovered ancient living quarters, for a race that varied in height, with circulating warm water and this pillow,” Aarik said, holding it up with as much enthusiasm as he could muster before he added, “Ivan would you mind taking this back to camp?” 
 
    Aarik watched Kiya as her eyes followed the pillow out of the room and puzzled why she was acting so reserved and spooked out. “We still have one more hallway to explore this afternoon,” he paused, looking at his watch before continuing, “It’s almost lunch time. How about we check on Taylor before we break to eat?” 
 
    Aarik was slightly discouraged as they trudged back up to the main level, wishing more clues had been left behind, but tried to remain optimistic that the pillow would yield at least the time frame they were looking at and that Taylor was more successful on a translation of the ancient text. Kiya remained quiet on the way up, completely at odds with her normal exuberant attitude, and when they reached the top, she mumbled something about meeting them after lunch before leaving. Aarik made a mental note to question her later, after he grilled Taylor for updates. 
 
    Taylor hadn’t moved much since the last time he saw him and was completely engrossed in his work. “Taylor, time for lunch. Walk back with me?” he asked. 
 
    “Bring something back for me. I just want to finalize a couple more sketches and try and take some coal etches as well. I’m almost done and don’t want to break my chain of focus,” Taylor said, smiling over at Aarik with glee in his eye like he hit the jackpot. 
 
    “No problem, I plan on stuffing my face quickly. Shouldn’t be gone longer than fifteen minutes,” he replied, knowing they would collaborate later that night and didn’t want to disrupt his momentum. 
 
    Aarik decided Doris was a mind reader and if he could he would hire her as a personal chef. He wasn’t sure how she knew but she had lunch packed and ready to go in a picnic basket, with individually wrapped submarine sandwiches and chips. She was standing next to the basket with one hand on her hip tapping her foot impatiently. “Be a dear and grab the cooler. I’ve got the basket,” she said, as she grabbed the basket and walked out. Aarik stood there looking after her before he snapped out of his stupor, picked up the cooler, and hurried to catch up with the spry old lady, who already had the crew following behind her faithfully. He was out of breath by the time he caught up to them, “You’re a miracle worker, how’d you get this picnic set up so quickly?” Aarik spit out trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “No reason to butter me up, young man. I heard all the ruckus earlier and figured you all would want more time to work. There’s nothing worse than making a bunch of food and having it go to waste,” said Doris, as she walked into the chamber and tsked. “It’s so dark in here. You all will need a little more light, how about in here?” she said, more as a statement than a question, as she sauntered into the hallway where most of the spotlights occupied and continued on as if she owned it. 
 
    “That’ll work. We can setup next to Taylor, so he doesn’t have to move,” he said, walking past Doris so he could set the heavy cooler down. “Lunch is served,” Aarik said as he grabbed his own sub and a water, before the masses converged, and looked around for Kiya. “Anyone seen Kiya or Diego?” he asked. 
 
    “I haven’t seen him since breakfast. Kiya grabbed an apple a few minutes before everyone showed up and said she’d be right up,” Doris replied while sitting on the cooler, “In fact, I hear her coming now.” 
 
    Aarik looked over to the entrance and, although he didn’t hear her approaching, Kiya entered the hallway and appeared to be in better spirits after her quick break. “Sorry, nature called. Why are you all standing around? Haven’t you ever heard of a working lunch?” Kiya asked casually, walking up to the group with her half-eaten apple. 
 
    “Greasy hands don’t work well when trying to handle antiquities,” Aarik joked. “Give those of us who live on more than coffee a few minutes to fuel up,” he said, and proceeded to devour his sub in a matter of minutes. He wiped his hands and checked his shirt for crumbs before he said, “Doris, wonderful as always.” Looking around, most of the guys were finished and Cooper was changing out batteries on the camera. “I think that might have been a record lunch break, guys. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to see what else we have here. We need to start working on that cave-in, I’ll make a call after this next cavern. Kiya, have you seen Diego?” Aarik asked as he turned to see her reaction. 
 
    “I’m not his keeper, but last time I saw him a couple of hours ago, he said he needed to make a call and wasn’t getting a signal.” she replied in a tone that implied they were not connected. 
 
    “I see, that’s an awful long phone call,” he replied thoughtfully, and noted her need to disassociate with the man was genuine. 
 
    “On another note, I do need to speak with you later about working out a schedule of when I can resume my work,” she stated matter-of-factly, while twisting her fingers nervously. 
 
    “Sure, we can negotiate after dinner,” he winked. “Shall we go check out the next hallway you were so anxious to see?” he prodded, as he found himself waiting for her reaction and she didn’t disappoint. 
 
    “Ugh. You were the one asking me questions. Never mind. Go and, before you say anything; yes, I know to stay behind you,” she replied in frustration, tightening her helmet and adjusting her headlamp. 
 
    He smiled to himself as he walked toward the archway, with his crew in tow, and paused to yell out to Taylor, “Hey, Taylor! You’ve got your work cut out for you on this adventure. The archway over here has more writing.” He chuckled to himself as he watched Taylor scramble to gather his things before Aarik flipped on his headlamp and headed down the steep ramp. 
 
    The decline had no turns and when Aarik reached the bottom he stopped short as his light scanned the massive room that he could only describe as once being a hangar bay. He stopped gawking when Kiya bumped into him from behind with an “umph.” 
 
    “Geez, you should really warn a person when you -” Kiya cut off in mid-sentence as she surveyed their surroundings and saw what brought Aarik to a halt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Following behind Aarik, Kiya reminded herself that after dinner she would head home and hoped her grandma would help her come to grips with what she thought was a dream. She wasn’t so sure after their morning discovery. The first apartment was a complete Deja vu, but when they entered the last apartment, with the same pillow from her vision, she couldn’t shake the words the woman had chanted in the fire. Origin Passage, child. Find it. Stop him. 
 
    Kiya needed to find out what her Grams knew, because she had a feeling they wouldn’t have long before this him showed up. She wanted to talk to Aarik about it, but feared he wouldn’t take her seriously and decided if she had any proof besides a drugged out hallucination she would share it with him then. 
 
    In the midst of her jumbled thoughts, she ran into a wall and was surprised to find it was Aarik. She knew he was made of muscle, but his rigid stance enhanced those features and gave her the sense of safety as he stood at attention scanning the room prepared to protect her from the unknown. Irritated with herself for fantasizing about the man once again, she bit out, “Geez, you should really warn a person when you -” she stopped as she looked around Aarik and gazed open-mouthed at the room. She closed her mouth, re-opened it to finish her sentence and closed it again. “Are those what I think they are?” she breathed out meekly. 
 
    “If you are thinking they are some kind of spacecraft and this is a hangar bay then, yes, I would say...most definitely yes,” he said practically laughing by the end. 
 
    The hangar bay room was enormous and was at least two football fields in length. The ceiling had to be over 40 feet high and was covered with crystal stalactites. The only addition to the room that was not natural was a metal walkway attached to the stone walls that led to twenty docking areas that were all empty, except for the first three bays. From where Kiya stood, stairs lead down to the craft floor. The first bay held a shiny metal craft that was half buried under rubble that was possibly caused by the original cave in. The next two bays held sleek teardrop-shaped metal crafts that were docked in their ports with large metal clamps on both sides. 
 
    Aarik looked like an autistic child obsessed with trains getting to see one for the first time as he descended the stairs to the ground floor and approached the second craft in awe. Kiya stumbled after him and shouldn’t have been surprised that, even in his stupor, he pulled gloves out of his back pocket and donned them before he reached his destination and caressed the craft lightly. They circled the ship, clockwise, in silence as Cooper snapped pictures from behind. Luke blinked and rubbed his head before he said what everyone was thinking, “A smooth shiny bottom is great and all, but don’t you want to see what’s on the inside, up there?” 
 
    The comment was the icebreaker everyone needed before they scrambled for their gear. Aarik turned toward Luke and said, “Patience, young one. Come here, pull on some gloves, and touch it. Tell me what you feel?” 
 
    Luke reached out, pulling on his gloves before he put his palm on the surface briefly, yanked his hand back quickly and yelled, “Ouch, that’s freaking cold.” 
 
    “In all my life, I have never felt anything colder. Without curiosity and attention to detail, I wouldn’t know that we should take samples sooner rather than later of the ruined craft over there in the corner and have it analyzed pronto. Is there anything else that you can see, that we should take note of before we move on?” scolded Aarik, folding his arms in front of his chest while he waited. 
 
    Luke looked around with fresh eyes before he answered meekly, “No rivets, nuts or bolts, sir?” 
 
    “Correct. That’s some mighty fine craftsmanship, for something that’s been buried for possibly 10,000 years, don’t you think? How do you suppose these crafts were docked in the air, allowing us to walk underneath them? What do you think powered them?” chastised Aarik, before he turned to the crew, “Mark, any activity on the radiometer we should be worried about? You’re awfully quiet over there,” prodded Aarik, as he headed towards the stairs. 
 
    “Nothing, not even the usual background noise. I’m gonna go get another battery and the spare from the command center tent and be right back,” said Mark, as he was leaving. 
 
    Kiya was the last to leave the floor of the hangar, as she surveyed the ten empty docking bays on the right side of the room. Although they lacked crafts, all of the equipment used to dock the ships was still intact, which would provide ample material for scientists to try and reverse engineer the technology. No wires or electrical outlets could be seen leading into the equipment and Kiya wondered if they were activated by sound just like the door. 
 
    Wandering over to the guys, she squeezed past a few large stalactites that miraculously had missed the walkway when they fell from the ceiling and smashed the front half of the craft only impeding the five foot wide walkway by a few feet as they jutted out from their precarious positions. The crafts were surrounded with walkways on both sides that allowed the crew to gather around as they inspected the advanced vehicle with reverence. 
 
    Standing at the front of the craft, she didn’t believe it was a spacecraft. It didn’t have a roof, or any type of protection from space unless, of course, it had some type of force field that surrounded it when it was on, but that was really pushing the envelope of science fiction. The small windshield at the front resembled a motorcycle’s but obviously wasn’t made from plastic or glass, it looked more like Formica. The interior of the ship resembled an advanced pod racer, with control panel screens that were void of life, a form-fitting, inset, seat and a type of stick shift that was mounted between the legs of the pilot, much like how a helicopter is put together, except with more comfort. The top half of the craft was gold and also void of any nuts or bolts to attach it to the bottom of the craft. The shiny metal bottom appeared to be fused with the gold top, appearing to be one metal on the sides. 
 
    The console of the ship appeared to be made of the same silvered metal as the bottom half of the craft, but had an indented circular area in the center with three golden metal prongs. It looked like it could be the ignition, but it would take a large key to turn it on. Whatever it was, it had to be round and at least an inch thick with three grooves on the back side that would lock it into place. The weight of their discovery was just hitting her when Aarik interrupted her thoughts. “Kiya, how much do you weigh?” 
 
    “What? Didn’t your mom ever tell you, it’s not polite to ask a woman her age or weight!” she blurted out in embarrassment, turning red in the process. 
 
    “Of course she did, but this is important and if you were paying attention, I probably wouldn’t have had to ask you. Are you less than 160? Luke here weighs that much and if you’re smaller I’d like to test the strength of these clamps with you climbing on board. We’ll set you up with a harness and I’ll hold you myself,” he added, trying to soften his chastisement, as he implored her to do his bidding with his eyes. 
 
    “I guess I’m the guinea pig then,” she said and shrugged her shoulders as she looked at the men, refusing to apologize for her comment. 
 
    Aarik sent Tanner to get the harness as Ivan and Phil studied the clamping mechanisms, taking measurements and recordings while they waited. Cooper, Luke and Aarik combined their ropes and carabiners to produce a makeshift pulley system that was supposed to make Kiya feel better when she climbed aboard a supposed 10,000 year old contraption. Tanner didn’t take long, as he appeared in the entryway hardly affected by his sprint, whereas Mark, who had left much earlier, trailed behind him with sweat trailing down his reddened chubby face. 
 
    “Perfect timing, guys! Mark, you got anything?” Aarik asked, as Tanner handed over the harnesses and stepped back to get out of the way. 
 
    “Nothing in here at all, but it seems to be just this room. Both instruments pick up the normal radioactivity we see on a daily basis everywhere else, but the moment I walk into this room, nothing. I still have power, but the dial is flat,” Mark replied, breathless with amazement. 
 
    “Interesting. In your opinion, are we safe?” Aarik inquired. 
 
    “I think so. I always carry a personal radiation tag, and I’m still in the green,” Mark said, pulling back his flannel to reveal a radiation badge hanging from his belt loop with a smile on his face. 
 
    Aarik looked down at something hanging from his belt loop, shook his head before he turned to Kiya and motioned her closer, “Do you trust me?” he said quietly, when she stood close enough that no one else would be able to hear. 
 
    She gave him a small smile and said, “Surprisingly enough, I do. Let’s get this over with before I change my mind.” She reached out to take the harness from Aarik, but he shook his head and pulled it back. 
 
    “Let me help you, there’s not much room to move around up here, and I said I’d keep you safe, and I meant it. I promise to be strictly professional,” he said intensely, holding the harness out for her to step into. 
 
    She was about to argue with him about being able to do it herself but decided he had a point. Her nerves were shot and having a steady hand on her shoulder would give her a false sense of security. “Make sure you have very little slack when I step onto that thing,” she said fiercely, hoping to hide the fact that she was scared to death. 
 
    “I promise,” Aarik said, and held up his fingers like a boy scout. 
 
    Luke piped up, “I’ll supervise and step in to be the hero if needed,” he joked. 
 
    “Ahh, thanks, bud,” Kiya purred back and almost laughed until she saw Aarik’s reaction. She distracted him by placing her hand on his shoulder while she stepped into the harness and wiggled her hips as she pulled it up. He stared down into her eyes as he tightened and adjusted her straps. Connecting the carabiners to her harness, he took up the slack and nodded toward the ship with giddiness. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” she said around the lump in her throat. Kiya lifted her foot onto the craft and tried her weight before climbing aboard. She expected the ancient metal to groan or creak under her weight and turned around too quickly to look back at Aarik, tripping on the rope around her leg and landing in the seat abruptly. She laughed out loud when she realized she was okay and looked up into the faces of the panicked men who had no time to react to her clumsiness. “I’m okay. Obviously this thing can support my weight and unintentional jarring. Anyone else want to give it a try?” she asked, struggling to get up without entangling herself further. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay, but stop moving. Give me your hand,” Aarik said, as he stepped onto the craft, stuck out his hand and reached for Kiya, as Luke and Cooper came up from behind to hold him. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be spotting me. How will you do that with only one foot on stable ground?” she said jokingly, looking up at him. 
 
    “Just grab my hand, please. You said yourself that it seems stable. Besides, I’m afraid you’re going to mess something up squirming around in there like that,” he said harshly. 
 
    “Wow, nothing like the truth to slap a girl in the face, and here I thought you were concerned for my safety,” she snapped back, and grabbed his hand reluctantly. 
 
    He pulled her easily out of the craft and gently set her down in front of him. He raised his hand towards her face like he meant to caress her cheek, but stopped midway and lowered his hand quickly when he heard Luke snickering behind them. Kiya stepped back, cleared her throat and tried to pretend she was interested in removing her harness while she hid her growing smile. 
 
    She could hear Luke humming the kissing song as he walked away with the rest of the guys. The whole crew rushed from the room like they had walked in on their parents in the middle of an argument and wanted to avoid involvement. 
 
    Kiya wanted to stay mad at him, but he made it hard with his consistent pursuit and devastatingly good looks. She struggled with the straps a bit longer before she gained enough courage to look up at him, and barely managed to contain herself when she saw the same need she felt mirrored in his eyes. Hoping to prolong the inevitable, she averted her eyes and said, “I’m stuck.” 
 
    “Is that your way of asking for help?” he asked, raising his eyebrows in a teasing manner. 
 
    The comment surprised her, she had expected something along the lines of flirtatious comments and scandalous brushes along her skin when he helped her remove the contraption, she was now beginning to regret putting it on, as it rubbed against her nether region whenever she moved. She recognized his words for the retreat he offered and decided now wasn’t the time to explore this insane attraction. “Where are my manners? Feeling a little claustrophobic over here, could you please help me out of this thing?” she said with reluctance, and watched as he too tried to shake off their interaction like it had no affect on him at all. 
 
    “Of course, why didn’t you say something sooner,” he said, and ducked as she swung to smack his arm. “Hey, careful. We are still connected and if I fall, so will you.” 
 
    Kiya looked down then back up before she said, “Oops, my bad.” When the clasp clicked open she scrambled out of the harness and dropped it to the floor with gratitude. “Thanks, Aarik. I’m gonna head back and get my equipment secured before dinner. Perhaps we can talk when I get back.” 
 
    “Back? Back from where?” he said, as he trailed behind her barely making it past the fallen crystals. 
 
    “I’m heading home for a few hours to visit my Grams. Shouldn’t be gone more than a few hours, four at the most, I’ll have to drive extra slow at night on that washboard road with my poor car,” she replied, as she turned the corner and headed up the ramp towards Taylor. 
 
    “Why do you have to leave at all? I didn’t realize you were so close, you said you weren’t a local when I asked you out for drinks the night we first met,” he asked, when he reached her side, and nodded to Taylor as he followed her out. 
 
    “My family's land is a little over an hour away, so I technically didn’t lie when I said I wasn’t a local. My Grams doesn’t believe in cell phones and after Gramps died, I like being able to check in with her from time to time. It was part of the reason I came home after school and wanted to find local work,” she replied, hoping she satisfied his curiosity and he would stop pestering her for more information she wasn’t ready to provide. 
 
    Of course he wasn’t satisfied with her response when he opened his mouth and said, “Is your grandma ill? Do you need any help?” 
 
    “Perfectly healthy, but not quite as spry as she used to be. But, thank you for asking. I don’t need any help though. Honestly, my grandma would be too much for you to handle and besides that I wouldn’t want to have to try and explain our business relationship. She would be like a dog with a bone and wouldn’t believe a business associate I just met would want to meet her for no other reason but to be helpful to her granddaughter. I wouldn’t put it past her to start planning our future marriage,” she said, in the hopes he would withdraw his offer without realizing she was making half of it up. 
 
    “You said it would take you longer to make the trip with your car, I have a Jeep if you change your mind. I’m not afraid of your grandma, older women love my gentlemanly ways,” he said and winked down at her before adding, “Besides, how are we supposed to discuss your testing schedule if you get back late?” 
 
    “You have a point, but our discussion shouldn’t require hours of negotiation. I’ll be back before 2100. Will you be asleep by then?” she teased back. 
 
    “Ha. You make it sound like I’m an old guy. You chastised me earlier for asking your weight, so I won’t make the same mistake again, but I don’t think I’m much older than you, princess. I’ll be awake. If I’m not in my tent, I’ll be up at command central, reviewing footage with Taylor and filling out paperwork,” he replied in mock defeat. 
 
    “I’ll find you,” she said and stopped when they reached the trail that would separate them. “Maybe I’ll see Diego in town, checked into a hotel when I pass through.” she half joked, before she walked towards her gear. 
 
    “That would make sense. He seemed out of place out here in the wild, it wouldn’t surprise me one bit if he checked in, just for a shower, when he headed out for a better signal,” replied Aarik seriously. “Drive safely, Kiya,” he said, before he continued on towards the campground. 
 
    She followed his movements for awhile before she hurried to pack up her precious equipment and lock up her laptop before she headed out to confront her Grams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Aarik 
 
    As he headed back to camp, Aarik was torn between feeling relieved she didn’t take him up on his offer of driving and bummed she didn’t want his company. He had plenty to keep him occupied until she returned and needed to call Jones before he got too carried away in deciphering his medallion. Between the three archways, his medallion, and the photocopies, he was hopeful they had enough to make an accurate translation. He just knew the moment he laid eyes on the pictures, this job would bring him the answers he had sought after his whole life. He grabbed his duffel bag from his tent and headed to the shower. He dialed Jones and didn’t have to wait long before he answered, “About time. You were instructed to call the moment you found something,” Jones spit out without even a hello. 
 
    “Hello to you too, Jones. I’m calling you now so don’t get your panties in a twist. After that kind of a greeting, I can only assume someone already reported what we found today?” Aarik said in annoyance. What was the point of having him in charge if they had eyes and ears on the ground? They could leave him to do his real job, instead of feeling like he was a puppet in some secret government cover up. 
 
    “Yes, Mark called us around 1400. You can imagine my surprise to find out you had validated our suspicions earlier in the day and had yet to call,” replied Jones. 
 
    “I figured since you already had evidence of chambers existing under the mountain, it wasn’t something you needed validated. As soon as we left the craft room this afternoon and I had a proper signal you were the first thing on my mind. If you want, I can have Mark call you once an hour with updates?” he fired back, tucking his cell phone into his shoulder he dropped his duffel bag on the ground, near his walled off shower area and dug around for his towel and toiletry bag. 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea, except for the fact that I’m paying you to do that, but I’ll let him know of your expectations. That doesn’t mean you get off on giving us a report when things of importance are found,” Jones said in a smug voice. “Even though I know about the craft, what else can you tell me?” 
 
    “There’s a total of three, two untouched for millennia while the other appears to be damaged from a cave in. Phil was working on collecting a sample when I came outside, so we should know the metal composition by the end of next week if we’re lucky. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. The silvered metal was cold to the touch and blended into the gold top of the craft as if they were one. It almost looked painted it was so well done. The bay-like area where we found them could hold twenty craft altogether. The first hallway we explored was living quarters of some type. Besides the craftsmanship, some old metal cooking pots, and a single pillow, it didn’t provide many leads. We were only able to gain access to two corridors because of a cave in. I’ll need more men if you want me to break through before the end of the month,” Aarik added with satisfaction, standing up after finding his stuff and tucking it under his arm, impatiently staring at the shower with longing. 
 
    “You’ll have your men by Thursday at the latest. Don’t be surprised when someone shows up to collect your treasures. The government can’t afford for this secret to be exposed just yet,” Jones said rudely. 
 
    “Afraid that’s not possible yet. We haven’t figured out how to release them from the clamps holding them, but you’ll be the first person notified when we do,” he retorted quickly, wishing he could see Jones’ face at his statement. 
 
    “Mark mentioned the chamber was opened by sound?” questioned Jones, ignoring Aarik’s claim. 
 
    “The other company, S&S Enterprises hired an acoustic levitation scientist and during her first test run, the massive stone blocking the tunnel moved. I’m set to meet with her tonight to discuss specifics, and planned on giving you an update after I had more information. I believe her contribution to this project will be helpful. I have my doubts about her co-worker, Diego, on the other hand, I found him wandering around mischievously the first night we were here and he left shortly after the original discovery to make a phone call and has yet to be seen,“ Aarik replied carefully, hoping he created enough separation between Diego and Kiya in his suspicions. 
 
    “I’m beginning to feel like you’re keeping things from me. I shouldn’t have to drag things out of you like this. Thomas will look into the company and this Diego fellow a little more. I’ll give you two weeks, Dr. Landon. If you haven’t figured out how to release them by then, I’ll send in a team to remove the crafts and the clamps holding them by force if necessary. Do we have an understanding?” Jones answered without missing a beat. 
 
    “Crystal clear understanding. Landon out,” he said, ending the call abruptly, with satisfaction, before Jones had the chance to do the same. He didn’t want his new treasures to be spirited away by “the man” never to be seen again, without having the proper time to study it first. He needed to figure out a way to stall them if necessary, because he’d be damned if he let that craft out of his sight before he was able to connect all of the dots. He’d have to keep in mind of who was around when he worked on the craft next time, he didn’t want to accidentally turn it on before he was ready. 
 
    Thankful to have finished the call before his shower, he felt like he was washing the guilt of keeping such a major break through from his colleagues away, as he scrubbed his skin roughly before turning the water back on for a quick rinse. His medallion was one thing to keep secret but a whole culture or underground village with astounding technology was a hard pill to swallow. He wasn’t sure how he would look his colleagues in the eye the next time they were in the same room if he was forced to keep it a secret. Grateful Taylor was someone he could confide in, he finished rinsing off and dressed quickly, hoping to find Taylor at the chow hall. 
 
    Taylor was huddled over his notebook in the far corner, when he entered the tent, oblivious to those around him as he stuffed food in his mouth haphazardly while he poured over his notes. Aarik loaded up his plate with succulent Tikka Masala and Naan Bread before he headed over to Taylor’s table. He was excited to find out if they had the means to translate his medallion. “Tell me you have good news, man,” he said quietly as he sat down. 
 
    “Between the five we have in our possession I have worked out a crude alphabet. At first, I thought I was completely off but after your last discovery I’m not so sure,” Taylor whispered, as he turned his notebook around and pointed towards his notes. 
 
    Aarik peered down at the familiar cuneiform script from his medallion scribbled in Taylor’s perfect penmanship but was electrified when he saw the translation below in English, TERRA JUMP. He touched the medallion reverently under his shirt and looked up at Taylor with intensity. They needed to keep this to themselves and sneak off later to put his theory to the test. Closing the notebook with a calmness he didn’t feel, “Amazing! I envy your ability to draw. I’ll be in the command tent after dinner if you want to stop by and give me your report,” he said hoping Taylor would catch on to their need for secrecy and play along with ignorance. 
 
    “Sure no problem. Cooper has a lot of pictures and videos to download, so I’ll meet you there in fifteen,” Taylor said without missing a beat. Aarik knew there was a reason they were best friends. He was the type of friend that asked questions later, most of the time, and only voiced words of caution when he knew Aarik would come to regret his choices. 
 
    “Make it twenty. This meal deserves respect by not rushing it down my gullet; and seconds of course, maybe thirds,” he said, digging into his meal with enthusiasm. 
 
    “You and your stomach, Aarik. You’d think with the amount of adrenaline pumping through your body today, food would be the last thing on your mind,” said Taylor teasingly, as he got up and gathered his things before leaving. 
 
    Dinner had just the right amount of spice. Licking his lips, he looked around for Doris, intending to praise her cooking, when he spotted her recruiting poor Luke to do the dishes. Not wanting his own chore assigned, he snuck out like a coward to meet up with Taylor. The longer he thought about his medallion, the more he knew it would fit the circular notch on the console of the craft perfectly. If Taylor’s translation was accurate, he could have the key in his possession that would change history forever. Aarik opened the flap of the tent and was disappointed to find Cooper still inside with Taylor when he arrived. 
 
    “Ahh, Cooper. Quite a day, wouldn’t you say?” he commented, looking over at Taylor who stood behind Cooper and mouthed the word “sorry” as he shrugged. 
 
    “I’d say. Never thought I would be a part of finding something people thought only existed in myths and stories,” he smiled, and reached over to grab Taylor’s notebook, “I’ll scan in your notes if you want, I’m already here.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer but I’ll do it after I finish writing them up. No need to do it multiple times,” Taylor responded as he pulled his notebook close to his chest protectively. 
 
    Trying to distract Cooper from Taylor’s defensive response Aarik asked him about the quality of the photos, “How’d the pictures turn out? Were you able to capture it all?” 
 
    “Lighting could have been better, but we got some decent shots. Would be nice to figure out how they powered their lighting system but, until then, I ordered more lights. The men will need light to remove the rock in the tunnel without damaging anything else,” Cooper said, as he got up from the computer and loaded the SD cards back into the cameras. 
 
    “Great idea. Let me know if you need anything else. Tomorrow I want to study the clamps, we have to figure out how to release the crafts without damaging them. More men will be on site to dig out the next section by Thursday which will give us time to concentrate on the ships. Thanks for your help today,” he said in his friendliest voice, hoping he got the hint that it was time to depart. 
 
    “No problem, looking forward to the adventure it brings tomorrow,” Cooper said, then looked over at Taylor and said, “Looking forward to seeing your notes tomorrow, I’ve heard you’re an amazing artist.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll load them before I head to bed tonight. See you tomorrow,” Taylor replied with a straight face. 
 
    Aarik waited to speak as he listened for Cooper’s retreat. When he heard silence, he resorted to retelling his voyage through the tunnels to Taylor in an effort to bore Cooper enough to leave. It didn’t take long before they heard his footsteps retreating into the distance. Aarik walked over to the laptop and turned on some music to drown out their next conversation. “We are not going to have long my friend. The very mountain has eyes and ears, it seems, and even though Jones said I had two weeks, something in my gut says we have less,” Aarik said quietly. “What are you going to turn in for notes?” 
 
    “Only the first few drawings, which will only be a hand drawn version of the same thing he took pictures of. I have a few notes in the margins that will need to be modified before I scan them, but all of my translation pages will not be included. I think it might be best if I switched books and hid this gem for a bit. It has years of incriminating evidence that I can’t afford to get out,” Taylor whispered back anxiously. “From your description, I’m positive I’m right, Aarik. The entrance identified the chamber as the city of Vos’rok. The first hallway said Royal Quarters and the second one said Terra Lock. This was definitely an ancient underground facility, that housed roughly twenty royal families. There were twenty docking bays to match the number of families, and we know that only seventeen of the twenty escaped. What happened to the three families left behind? Did they die before they could leave? I mean I know Terra refers to the Earth, but the word Jump gives me pause. Are we talking about a way to jump off the planet? Is that how they are gone? We need to get in there tonight and see if your medallion is the key,” he finished, gasping for breath after his whispered tirade. 
 
    “Slow down. If we really want to be the ones that continue with this project and finish it to the end we need to proceed with caution. This discovery proves that an advanced technology existed on this planet long before we thought was possible. The government is already breathing down our necks and we have spies reporting our every move. I think we should wait until the early morning hours before we make our move and head back in to Vos’rok. It will need to be stealth-like, I’m talking dressed in black, the whole nines,” he replied, with urgency in a hushed voice. 
 
    “You’re right. I’ll sleep in my clothes and wait for you to come get me. Unlike you, I don’t sleep like the dead. Speaking of, how are you going to get up before the crack of dawn without an alarm?” Taylor responded. 
 
    “Not planning on sleeping. Supposed to meet with Kiya when she gets back from her Grandma’s to talk more about what she did today. Don’t look at me like that. It’s an innocent meeting, that she requested I might add, to discuss working out a schedule for when she can test again without worry of squishing anyone in the process,” Aarik replied, with as much innocence as he could muster. 
 
    “Look at you what way? Your attraction to her is obvious. You said you didn’t plan on sleeping and that you were meeting up with her. What would you expect me to think? I’m not stupid,” joked Taylor, with a devious smile. 
 
    “Not gonna lie, that woman drives me wild but she spooks easily. Our meeting will entail business with sizzling desire sprinkled throughout. Enough so that, by the end, I’ll need a cold shower, which will wake me up enough for a second wind and allow me time to take down all my thoughts from today. I’ll collect you around three AM,” Aarik said, leaving Taylor to finish his notes before he uploaded them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Kiya 
 
    The drive to Grams was anything but pleasant. Her brain replayed the vision of the woman begging her to stop some unknown man from finding some unknown passage, on a continuous loop, enough so that by the time she arrived her nerves were frayed and she felt like she was going crazy. Her grandma was descending the front porch stairs when she opened her car door and didn’t stop until she was holding Kiya in a tight hug. “Who is she, Grams?” she uttered after she stopped shaking enough to speak. 
 
    “Who is who, my dear?” Grandma Tashina asked in confusion. 
 
    “The other night when you drugged my lemonade I dreamt of a young pregnant woman that looked a lot like you, but in ancient times. She was crying and talking in a foreign language until the end. I thought you would know since you were responsible for the hallucination in the first place,” she snapped back and regretted it immediately. 
 
    “I would hardly call adding some chamomile to your lemonade drugging you, young lady. I could sense you were tired and had a lot on your mind. When I made up your tea I added some chamomile to help you sleep, not make you hallucinate. Tell me more about this vision and don’t leave anything out,” Grandma Tashina responded, in a firm but gentle tone, as if she realized how close Kiya was to breaking. 
 
    Kiya finished detailing as much of the dream as she could remember to her grandma over tea she made herself, and was amazed at how much better she felt confiding in someone. It felt even better when she looked up at her grandma and saw acceptance instead of rejection at her crazy off the wall story. Without saying a word, her Grams got up from the dining table and headed into her bedroom at the back of the house. Kiya attempted to get up and follow, until her Grams waved her to sit back down. “Be right back, child,” she said and left with a burst of energy she hadn’t seen from her grandma in years. 
 
    “Don’t hurt yourself, Grams. I’ll still be sitting here when you get back,” she cautioned and was surprised to see her Grandma coming back up the hallway with a small jewelry box in her hands. She set the box down in front of Kiya and as she walked back to her seat she said, “Before you open that, let me tell you a story. The week before your great grandma passed, she gave me this box and with it the following warning, 
 
    'Upon your death you will pass me on 
 
    Mother to daughter over the millennium 
 
    Keep it safe, keep it hidden, 
 
    To speak of it is forbidden. 
 
    Shrouded in secrecy it denies escape, 
 
    He’ll come for the origin make no mistake 
 
    Break the cycle when you gleam 
 
    You are visited by me in a dream 
 
    Find the descendant from the royal race 
 
    He will be the one who makes chase 
 
    Together you have a chance at the final stand 
 
    Without him you will lose I’ve seen it firsthand' 
 
    “I have no idea how long this box has been in our family, but I’d say you had a visit from an ancient grandmother many times removed and that you, my child, have a destiny to fulfill. Go ahead, open it. Tell me if I’m wrong,” she finished with a sparkle in her eye. 
 
    Kiya pulled the lid off with caution and set it to the side carefully. The interior, lined in purple satin, contained a brilliant amethyst crystal, no larger than her palm. Her hands shook slightly as she removed it carefully and held it up to the light. “How is this possible?” she gasped. It was an exact replica of the one from her dream, except now it hung from a black leather cord. “I don’t understand. I’m not crazy and this proves it, but all this thing brings is more questions,” she said, shaking the necklace slightly as she tried to make sense of her thoughts. 
 
    “Crazy as the rest of us I’m sure, child, but I must say, I’m feeling a bit disappointed. I believe I raised you to know that anything is possible. At least I thought I did,” she said, and shook her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You did,” she replied like a sullen child, hanging her head slightly in remorse. 
 
    “I think you’ve been away too long. But since we both agree anything is possible, I believe you will find the answers to your questions. I’m glad you came home, but you’re not going to find those answers here,” her grandma said with conviction. 
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to find some guy who belongs to a royal race? I mean, do I wait for some guy to chase me and then ask him flat out?” Kiya whined, while imploring Grams with her eyes for wisdom. “If someone was chasing me I don’t know how apt I’d be to shack up with them to save the world,” she said as a side note, scrunching her forehead together in concentration. 
 
    “I didn’t get the impression it was to be taken in the literal sense. I think it implies the guy would more likely pursue you romantically and, because you are stubborn, he would be forced to keep at it, if he was interested that is, hence it would be a chase. I could be wrong. Only one way to find out though,” Grandma Tashina said nodding toward the door. 
 
    Kiya bit her bottom lip as she thought about Aarik and his constant flirtation. Could his overtures be construed as a chase? Her grandma was rarely wrong, “Why do I get the feeling you are trying to kick me out? Don’t you want to feed me? I thought that was something grandmas got off on,” she said, as she put the necklace on and tucked it under her tank top trying to change the subject quickly. 
 
    “It’s in the oven, dear. Chicken dumplings, I’d already started them by the time I realized you were coming, so don’t complain about the peas,” Grandma Tashina replied. 
 
    “I don’t complain, when have I ever complained? I just don’t eat them. There’s a difference and you know it. I think if I’d made a fuss when I was younger, you would have made me do all the cooking. You raised me to be smarter than that,” she responded. “Can I take it to go? I have a meeting at nine with the archaeologist in charge, to discuss a working schedule for both of us.” 
 
    “Doesn’t give you much time. Your grandpa’s thermos is on the top shelf in the pantry. Should keep it warm until you have time to eat it later, after your meeting. Unless, of course, the meeting runs late. Maybe you should eat it before your meeting,” she winked. 
 
    “Grams! For all you know, Aarik could be a grumpy old man!” she replied in indignation, trying desperately to hide her growing smile. 
 
    “Well then bring him over next time you come down. I could use a distraction,” she replied demurely. 
 
    “I’m going to pretend we didn’t just have this conversation,” Kiya said in mock disgust. 
 
    “I’m not dead, dear. It should give you hope that life doesn’t stop after you’re old. I miss the companionship,” her Grandma answered truthfully. The thought of her Grams hitting on Aarik was comical causing her to giggle uncontrollably. She sobered quickly when she saw that her Grandma looked hurt. “Sorry, Grams, I wasn’t laughing at you. Aarik is not old, but he can be grumpy and bossy, not to mention sexy beyond measure,” she admitted with defeat. 
 
    “Ahh. Grumpy is easy to handle. You find out what makes them happy and give it to them. Bossy is okay if you make it known you only want to be bossed in the bedroom, as a compromise, of course. Problems solved,” Grandma Tashina said, as she handed Kiya the thermos and ushered her out the front door. 
 
    “No wonder Gramps was a happy man. How’d you find out what made him happy?” Kiya asked, not really sure if she wanted to know the answer. 
 
    “We only ever really fought when he was feeling deprived. As long as he had constant nooky he was a happy man,” Grandma Tashina replied with a wink. 
 
    “Wow. I think that’s my cue to take off. Thanks for dinner, Grams,” Kiya said with a smile, as she got into her car. 
 
    “Any time. Make sure you bring that Aarik around next time, I’d like to meet my future grandson,” joked Grandma Tashina, as she waved goodbye. 
 
    “Grandson, huh? Don’t think you’ve ever taken it that far before. I think I’ll hold out on bringing him next time, you’ll scare him away,” Kiya said, before she shut the door and drove away. 
 
    Kiya was making excellent time until she reached the dirt road and slowed down to save her poor shocks from more damage. Living in the Spokane area was rough on a person’s car. The roads were in such sad repair that cops determined drunk drivers by those that didn’t swerve to avoid the giant, car swallowing, holes versus those that did. Kiya hated driving at night on unfamiliar roads, she swerved to miss a large pothole that seemed to come out of nowhere and heard the undeniable swish of air coming from her tire. 
 
    “Dammit. Just what I needed!” she muttered to herself. Popping the trunk, she got out to begin the arduous task of changing a flat tire in the dark. Groaning, she pulled out the jack, tire iron, and donut they called a spare tire and cringed when she thought about driving back to camp on it. She grabbed the flashlight and cursed when she realized the batteries were dead. Instead she pulled out her cellphone and found the flashlight app as a backup light source, balanced it on a large rock precariously as she wrenched on the lug nuts with frustration. 
 
    Kiya looked at her phone and laughed out loud when she saw the time. It took her ten minutes alone to loosen the first lug nut, leaving only ten minutes to finish before she would be late for her meeting with Aarik. She tried to keep positive thoughts as she labored over the tire and repeated the mantra everything happens for a reason multiple times before she got the last nut off and wrestled the tire to the ground. “For all I know, this saved me from a deer,” she said, rolling the flat towards the trunk. 
 
    She wiped her forehead with what she hoped was a clean spot on her arm and paused mid wipe when she saw a car approaching. Kiya squinted towards the car in apprehension, when it stopped with the lights still on, she shielded her eyes with her hand and called out to the driver when the door opened. “Hey there. I could have used your help twenty minutes ago, those lug nuts were a bitch. I’ve got it under control now, though. Thanks for stopping,” she said squeezing her hold on the tire iron while she waited for a response. 
 
    “Never one to be a damsel in distress, I see,” Aarik said in response as he approached. 
 
    Relieved to hear his voice she relaxed her grip and laughed out loud. “Sorry, to disappoint you. I’m almost done but I’ll be crawling on this donut, meet you back at camp in say 30 minutes?” she offered, as she bent over to grab it. 
 
    “I have a better idea. Let’s get this tire on and park your car in that pullout twenty yards back. I’ll drive us to camp and we’ll have someone bring you a real spare tire. Never did understand the point of these things,” Aarik said, as he grabbed the donut out of her hands and had it locked and loaded before she had a chance to form a reply. 
 
    “I don’t know how I feel about leaving it out here. What if someone hits it?” she retorted when she finally found her voice. 
 
    “Do you have insurance?” he countered, while tightening the lug nuts with ease. 
 
    “Of course I do. Ugh! Fine. I’ll park it,” she said in defeat, throwing her hands up in the air in emphasis. 
 
    She stormed over to her car and wrenched on the door in frustration. The donut was a complete joke and by the time she parked she was pleased to leave it behind, although she would never admit it to Aarik. She reached over grabbed her stuff, including dinner, before she locked up and wandered over to Aarik’s waiting Jeep. 
 
    She climbed in and closed the door before she said, “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. How was your visit?” he said, ignoring her sarcasm. 
 
    “Um, good,” she said, grabbing the crystal unconsciously as she scrambled for a better response. 
 
    When she realized what she was doing she dropped her hand and peeked over at Aarik, who was staring at her quizzically. She cleared her throat, “We had a great visit, so much so, that I lost track of time and had to bring dinner back with me,” she said. She opened the thermos and waved it near his nose as a distraction. 
 
    Aarik took the bait when he took a deep breath and groaned out, “Chicken and Dumplin’s. Yum! You plan on sharing?” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it. I missed out on whatever Doris fed you earlier. This is mine,” she said and shoved a spoonful into her mouth, groaning exaggeratedly around the bite to rub it in. 
 
    “Not fair. The least you could do is give me a bite,” he whined, shifting gears to increase his speed. 
 
    “You’re driving!” she retorted, pointing her spoon at the road for emphasis. 
 
    “I’ll pull over,” he pleaded and looked over at Kiya pouting. “Come on, please. Just one bite.” 
 
    “Okay, but just one bite,” she relented with a sly smile. 
 
    He smiled victoriously and slowed to a stop. He turned towards her, closed his eyes and opened his mouth waiting for her to feed him. Kiya normally would have been offended, but as she put the spoon in his mouth and his lips closed around it, she imagined what those lips would feel like on other parts of her body. She removed the spoon slowly and shivered when he hummed his delight. 
 
    “Mm mm mm. Not sure if one bite will be enough,” he murmured, staring deeply into her eyes that gave her the impression he wasn’t referring to her food. 
 
    Kiya looked away first to break the connection, scared of the way he made her feel. She ignored his innuendo and changed the subject. “So I was thinking, since I’m not what you would call an early bird, maybe I can do my work in the late afternoon. I don’t want to stop your progress, but I need to be able to pinpoint the science behind what happened today.” 
 
    “I’ll agree to that if I can have another bite,” he said with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Deal,” she said, as she handed him the spoon. “But I think you can feed yourself,” she said knowing she would crack if she had to feed him again. 
 
    He chuckled and shoveled a few spoonfuls in before handing it back. “Don’t blame me, you gave me the spoon,” he offered apologetically, shrugging his shoulders before he put the Jeep in gear heading for camp. 
 
    “I’ll remember that next time,” she said, as she glowered at him over her thermos playfully. 
 
    “Your grandmother is a good cook. Do you cook?” he asked, as he maneuvered the dirt road with ease. 
 
    “You can’t live in my Gram’s house without knowing how to cook. She considers it a right of passage to cook a full Thanksgiving meal from start to finish at the age of sixteen. No shortcuts either, no turkey bags or store bought pies, everything from scratch. So yes, I know how to cook. The better question would be, do I like to cook?” she explained, amazed to see the lights from the campground so quickly. 
 
    “Huh. Do you?” he said, pulling to a stop next to the chow hall. 
 
    She got out of the Jeep and said, “Guess it depends on who I’m cooking for,” she shrugged and walked away from him to let him stew on her words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Aarik 
 
    Aarik watched as Kiya sashayed away and felt relieved knowing she was safe. Every minute past nine was torture as he had waited impatiently for her earlier that night. She was a grown woman and had it made more than clear that she could take care of herself, but something about her brought out his protective side. He wanted her to need him and was surprised to find he was willing to wait until that day. His longer strides ate up the distance between them and just as she was about to enter her tent he called out to her, “Hey, did you ever see Diego?” 
 
    “I forgot to look but I don’t know what car he drives, so who knows,” she said and looked like she wanted to say more as she stalled outside her tent with the flap open. 
 
    “Weird. Guess he couldn’t hack it,” Aarik said, trying to blow off the nagging feeling something was off. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Do you know which tent he took? Maybe he’s already back,” she suggested as she looked around. 
 
    “No, afraid I wasn’t paying attention. I seem to remember we were having a conversation at the time he left and I must confess, I couldn’t keep my eyes off of you,” he admitted freely. 
 
    “Do I need to go back to calling you Dr. Landon?” she threatened jokingly, tucking her hair behind her ear nervously. 
 
    “Point taken,” he said raising his hands in defeat. “Guess we’ll find out in the morning. I don’t think going tent to tent to validate your theory would garner me much respect. Need to keep the help happy, if you know what I mean. Besides, I’d hate to see what Cooper wears to bed, to be honest,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets. Aarik rocked back and forth on his feet as he stalled their goodnight. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to head to bed,” she said and stopped when she was halfway in. “Damn it! I forgot the air mattress in my car. Gonna be another long night,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “What’s wrong with the one you have?” he questioned. 
 
    “Slow leak, had to keep filling it through the night,” she replied. 
 
    “Ahh, good,” he said accidentally. 
 
    “Good? Good that I didn’t sleep? Did I hear you correctly?” she said in confusion. 
 
     “Did I say that out loud? Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way,” he apologized. “It’s just you were extra grumpy this morning and now that I know about your deflated mattress, it means there’s hope for you yet,” he offered gingerly. 
 
    “Don’t bet on it,” she retorted between giggles. 
 
    “If you want I can go back and get it. Just give me your keys,” he said, reaching out for the keys. 
 
    “That’s not necessary. I’ve slept on worse,” she said adamantly, inching back a bit. 
 
    “I might have a patch kit in my tent,” he offered, in a last ditch effort to solve her problem and extend their time together. 
 
    “That might help,” she said hesitantly, looking up at him with hope in her eyes. 
 
    “Follow me,” he replied nervously, as he licked his lips and walked over to the entrance of his tent. 
 
    Suddenly anxious to be in such close quarters with her, he entered his tent and kept his eyes away from the bed. Kiya followed Aarik and stayed close to the entrance as he rummaged through his bag for the patch kit. “Here it is,” he said, pulling it out and brandished it about like a valued prize. When she made no move to come closer he stood up and walked over to her and said, “Do you know where the leak is?” 
 
    “I didn’t stop to look to be honest. More focused on blowing it up and going back to sleep, if possible,” she answered honestly, as her eyes flicked back and forth between his lips and eyes. 
 
    “Use water. If you get it wet you’ll be able to see air bubbles,” he suggested, and practically groaned when she licked her lips, wetting them in the process so they glistened. He took a step back and handed her the patch kit. “Just make sure to wipe it dry before you apply it,” he added in a trance-like voice, confused by the reaction she stirred in him. 
 
    “Well th..thank you. I don’t want to keep you up, so I’ll just return this in the morning,” she said backing out of the tent without breaking eye contact, holding the patch kit in front of her with both hands. 
 
    “Sure, no problem. Whenever is fine, I’ll be up for awhile,” he replied, on auto pilot as he fought to regain his wits, ravishing the woman was not something on his list for the night. 
 
    “Okay, well, thanks again,” she said, then turned around and headed back to her tent. 
 
    Aarik waited for Kiya to enter her tent and when she turned and gave him a shy smile he felt giddy inside from the little attention she bestowed upon him. He decided, as he sat down to finish his paperwork, that he could become addicted to her smiles if he wasn’t careful. He contemplated how complicated it would be over the next couple of months if they were to act on those feelings and decided whether it ended in torture, or better yet, rapture, he was looking forward to the ride. Now he just had to convince Kiya it would be worth it as well and, if he had to chase her, so be it, he thought. 
 
    He was surprised at how tired he felt by the time he switched the light off at his desk and listened for movement outside that would indicate someone else was awake at the late hour. Aarik crept from his tent as quietly as possible when he felt the coast was clear and cursed silently when he crashed into a camping chair and created unwanted noise. He paused mid-stride, adrenaline kicking in that provided the second wind he needed as he waited to see if anyone heard the commotion. He exhaled slowly and tried to relax his muscles when the campground remained quiet. 
 
    Taylor was awake, which surprised Aarik, when the flap opened and he stepped out with a toothy grin. “Couldn’t sleep. In fact I’m surprised you didn’t wake the whole camp with your clumsiness,” he whispered, looking around in mock amazement. 
 
    Aarik shushed him with his finger and walked to the entrance of Vos’rok in silence with Taylor following behind. He waited until they reached the hallway before he turned on a small flashlight to illuminate the way to the hangar room. He didn’t say a word until they stood in front of the craft, “It feels like I’ve waited my whole life for this,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Most of your life, anyway. What are you waiting for?” pushed Taylor. 
 
    “My heart to get out of my throat, I guess,” he replied, pulling the medallion from around his neck he climbed aboard the craft. “Step back, please,” he said cautiously, holding his arm up in warning. 
 
    “How far? There’s not much room,” questioned Taylor, looking behind him nervously as he inched back. 
 
    “I don’t know, hug the wall or something,” Aarik volleyed back, nervously staring at the medallion intently. 
 
    “Quit stalling, it either works or it doesn’t,” Taylor said matter-of-factly, when he reached the wall and dramatically hugged the wall playfully. 
 
     “Okay, here goes nothing,” replied Aarik nervously. 
 
    Aarik’s hand hovered briefly over the key-like slot of the console before he clicked the medallion into place. Holding his breath he waited for something, anything to happen and was greatly disappointed when nothing changed. The medallion fit perfectly and looking at it in its rightful place gave Aarik a feeling of completeness. 
 
    He looked up at Taylor in confusion, “I don’t get it. It’s an exact match, what are we missing?” he hissed out, trying to keep quiet. 
 
    “Maybe the battery is dead?” offered Taylor, as he inched away from the wall to see the fit for himself. 
 
    “If only we knew it had one. I’m tempted to have them unbury that one over there first. Maybe the crushing rock pierced the insides and we can see what makes this baby run,” he said, nodding towards the wreckage. 
 
     “Yeah, maybe. Will it come out?” Taylor asked, with a look of concentration on his face as he pointed to the medallion. 
 
    “Sure hope so. I wouldn’t want to explain where this came from and I definitely don’t want to lose this,” he pulled the medallion back out with ease and studied the intricacies of the locking mechanism. Smiling up at Taylor he said, “Thank, God,” before he kissed his medallion and stuffed it under his shirt where it belonged. He climbed out of the craft with reluctance and headed towards the door, lost in thought. 
 
    “Aarik, can I ask you a question?” Taylor said, as they headed back up the metal ramp to the main hallway. 
 
     “Of course. Surprised you felt you needed to ask,” Aarik replied, and shut off his flashlight when they got close to the hallway entrance. 
 
    “You said you found that when you were a kid. Did you ever go back to the cave?” Taylor asked. 
 
    “I tried after I got my undergraduate degree, but the new owners wouldn’t let me. Not sure if they believed me. I was by myself, young and backpacking across Europe. Not really sure I thought it through,” he responded. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “We need to find the power source and I just thought it might have more clues. Which brings me to pose my next idea. In all honesty, I think we need to push forward with the cave-in, not the crushed craft. Maybe we will find information on the power source or the source itself. Reverse engineering a battery is not a good use of our two weeks. If we find nothing in the next week, we can always try your plan,” he offered politely. 
 
    Aarik stopped at the entrance to the chamber and said, “You’re right. Like usual, why do you think I keep you around? Need your wisdom and perspective to keep me in line. Let’s head back in silence. Get some rest, we’ll need it for tomorrow.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Kiya closed the flap of her tent and dragged her hands over her face to wipe the smile from her face. She couldn’t believe how much of a fool she made of herself, when she just stood there like she was entranced by his grandeur. She looked down at the patch kit in her hands and blushed when she remembered how good he looked bent over to get the kit, with his bed in the background just calling their names. When he walked over and stood in front of her, her breathing increased as it raced to keep up with her heart. She barely won the fight with herself when she uttered the words to leave, and when she looked back before entering her tent, she couldn’t help but smile when he was still there watching her. 
 
    She needed a cold shower, but settled for a quick splash from her water bottle before she tore apart the cot and focused her energy on fixing the mattress. She located the pin sized hole and had it patched before midnight but tossed and turned with unspent energy as she stared at Aarik’s tent and the soft light that teased her with the knowledge that he was still awake as well. She argued with herself as she contemplated whether or not visiting him would be a good idea. She looked at her phone and moaned when she saw the time, it was close to 3am. She needed to go to sleep but the fire inside her burned hot and with a sigh she crawled out of bed and grabbed her shorts. 
 
    Kiya stuck her head out of tent and snorted to herself when she noticed Aarik had turned off his light. “Of course. Just my luck,” she whispered. She was just about ready to pull her head back in when she saw Aarik stick his head out. She pulled her head back in with a gasp and rushed back to her bed wondering if he had the same idea. Kiya clasped her hands over her mouth as she attempted to contain her laugh when he crashed into something loudly. She waited patiently in anticipation but when he didn’t show up after a few minutes she crept towards the flap and peeked out to see where he went. 
 
    She was surprised to see Aarik and Taylor walking away from camp towards the chamber in silence. Kiya shoved her feet into her shoes haphazardly and struggled to pull them on correctly as she followed behind them from a distance. She paused at the entrance and pulled back quickly when Aarik turned on his flashlight and they entered the tunnel whispering to each other. She waited until the light from his flashlight dimmed before she entered the cavern and tiptoed to the tunnel entrance and knelt by the archway. She felt like a secret agent and concentrated on her breaths to calm herself before she peered around the column to see them entering the craft room. Wondering what couldn’t wait til morning, she swallowed the spit gathering in her mouth and followed after them. 
 
    When she reached the bottom, she hid behind the right pillar and stood on her tiptoes to get a better view of what they were doing. Aarik was climbing into the craft and had pulled out a metallic disk. Kiya wished she was close enough to hear their conversation and watched in fascination as Aarik inserted the round object into the vehicle. When nothing happened her disappointment matched her excitement as she raced back to her tent ahead of them. Knowing he had a secret confused her. On one hand, he was keeping things from her but on the other hand he might understand her story. She sat on her bed and waited for Aarik to return before she climbed under the covers, closed her eyes and passed out from exhaustion. 
 
    She slept in the next morning and prayed as she entered the chow hall that she’d find life inducing coffee. Food was often forgotten for periods of a time, but coffee was sacred and without it she didn’t consider herself human. Doris looked up from her cutting board and pointed to the travel mug on her table without saying a word. Kiya beelined for her next fix and only spoke after she drained half of her mug. “Ahhh. Thank you, Doris. I needed that. Sorry for missing breakfast,” she said, and sat down to enjoy her coffee. 
 
    “No problem, dear. Late night again? You look exhausted,” Doris asked, as she concentrated on her knife and plowed through the vegetables with precision and speed that would put Bobby Flay to shame. 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that,” Kiya replied, lost in thought as she contemplated whether to tell Aarik. 
 
    “Can’t say that I blame you,” replied Doris nonchalantly and winked. 
 
    “Huh? Blame me? Oh...Oh.no nothing like that. My mattress was flat and Aarik loaned me a patch kit and…never mind. Needless to say, I miss my bed, is all,” Kiya rattled off in defense, taking a sip of her coffee as a distraction. 
 
    “I’m not blind, you know, but if you two would rather keep it to yourselves, I can understand and will keep it a secret,” replied Doris, as she swept the vegetables from the cutting board with her knife into a large pot. 
 
    “Not sure what you are referring to, but I can assure you our relationship is strictly professional,” she said, in a last ditch effort with as much honesty as she could muster. 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” Doris said, before adding under her breath. “And I’m Dolly Parton.” 
 
    Kiya realized arguing with the old woman would get her nowhere and hoped changing the subject would get her to drop the conversation. “Um, do you need any help? I have some time before I need to get to work. Oh that reminds me, did you see Diego this morning?” 
 
    “No to the first question, I’m just about done. Remind me which one is Diego?” Doris asked wiping her hands on her apron. 
 
    “I thought a woman like you would know everyone’s name,” Kiya tsked back jokingly. 
 
    “Only the ones with manners,” Doris piped back in defiance, putting her hands on her hips for emphasis. 
 
    “That explains it. Diego looks a little like Aarik, I guess but not quite as tall, dark and...and big,” she finished, barely stopping herself from saying handsome. 
 
    “Oh, that one. Yeah, he was here this morning. Left with the others. Why?” she asked, as she continued to wipe down her workstation. 
 
    “We actually work for the same company, if you can believe it. Met him for the first time when I got here, but after the day we had yesterday, I haven’t seen him is all,” replied Kiya, as she got up to refill her travel mug before she headed out. 
 
    “Don’t really care for that one,” Doris stated, as she walked over to her makeshift kitchen and put the pot on the cooking stove. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Kiya prompted, following behind her closely. 
 
    “He eats with his pinky out, like he’s some type of royalty,” she replied in exasperation. 
 
    Kiya was startled by Doris’ choice of words and chuckled slightly before she answered, “I never noticed, shows you how observant I am. Well, if you’re sure you don’t need me, I’m going to head out.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, but all I need is time now. Will I see you for lunch?” asked Doris. 
 
     “For sure. Aarik and I agreed to split our schedule so I’ll need to fuel up before this afternoon,” she replied heading towards the exit. 
 
    “Don’t work too hard,” Doris added, as she walked over to garbage bins to change it out. 
 
    “You’re one to speak. As you slave over our meal,” joked Kiya over her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s different. This isn’t work to me. If I wasn’t cooking here, I’d be cooking somewhere else. It’s what I do,” Doris said with a smile. 
 
    “I know what you mean. I get lost in my work sometimes and it’s hard to come back to the real world. Have a good day and see you at lunch,” she said, and saluted Doris with her mug as she left. 
 
    With hours to kill, Kiya headed to the chamber to check on the cave-in progress; not to see Aarik, she told herself. Diego looked up when she entered the hallway and headed in her direction. She looked around for an escape and when she found none, she nodded towards him politely and said, “Wasn’t expecting to see you here this morning. I thought you bailed when I didn’t see you return yesterday.” 
 
    “Ah, someone missed me. Don’t worry I’m still here. Company sent me on some errands after my call and I stayed in town for dinner and drinks,” Diego replied in a sweet tone. 
 
    “Speaking of the company, what did they say?” she asked in curiosity, ignoring his insinuation. 
 
    “Something along the lines of what we discussed yesterday. Figure out what you did and basically do what you were hired for,” he said in a know-it-all tone. 
 
    “I was hired to do research in the field of acoustics, which is something that will require time. We’ve only been here for a couple days,” she said in defense, putting her hand on hips in defiance. 
 
    “They say, time is money,” he said with a tsk. “I happen to agree. Did you work out a schedule with the doctor?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied in a flat tone, as she tried to control her temper. 
 
    “Good. I’m anxious to see what new discoveries you encounter,” he said light-heartedly, acting like his encouraging statements would make up for his prior rudeness. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me,” Kiya said, as she brushed passed Diego and headed towards Luke, who was in conversation with Aarik. “Hey there. Need any help?” she said when she got close enough. 
 
    Luke smiled up at Kiya and said, “Yes. Dr. Landon was just explaining to me the proper way to use my legs while lifting. I need you to remind him I’m young and unstoppable.” 
 
    “Ha. You’re on your own. You might think you’re unstoppable, but an injured back is no joke. I’m pretty sure you should listen to him,” she replied, and looked over at Aarik to see him preen. 
 
    “Told you,” Aarik said, and stuck his tongue out at Luke playfully. 
 
    “Real mature there, Doc. Real mature. I’ll lift with my knees but it makes me look like a ballet dancer,” he grumbled and walked away. 
 
    “Hardly. More like you’re taking a dump in my opinion,” Aarik called after him. 
 
    “That’s hardly professional,” she said, and laughed out loud as Luke squatted dramatically to pick up his next load. “But true it appears.” 
 
    “I never lie. How’d you sleep?” he asked earnestly, as he turned to face her more directly. 
 
    “Could have been worse. Took me forever to fall asleep, couldn’t get my mind to shut off,” she replied averting her eyes. She was afraid if he saw her eyes, he’d know she knew about his secret and she wasn’t ready to confront him yet. 
 
    “I know what you mean. We have an equipment delivery scheduled for tonight, so we’ll probably call it quits around three, will that work for you?” he asked, stepping in front of her line of sight trying to establish eye contact. 
 
    “Sure. What can I do to help in the meantime?” she said, clearing her throat, forcing herself to meet his gaze. 
 
    “Taylor could use your help, I’m sure, unless you’re interested in manual labor,” he offered politely, with a small smile that revealed his dimple slightly. 
 
    “I could use some stress relief, so manual labor for me, please. Point me in the right direction,” she replied truthfully, hoping she could burn off some of the built up tension that happened whenever she was around the man. 
 
    “Alright but don’t say I didn’t warn you. Follow Luke, you can either operate the wheelbarrow or fill it,” he said, and walked with her to the back of the cave. “Which will it be?” 
 
    “I’ll fill, thanks. One rock many times sounds more appealing than many rocks many times,” she joked, while she pulled out some work gloves and put them on. 
 
    “Do I need to counsel you on proper lifting techniques,” he asked, in his deep voice that seemed to touch her very soul. 
 
    “No sir. I’m old enough to know better,” she said and saluted him with her hands and her nipples as they stood at attention with arousal. 
 
    The crew worked for two hours before Aarik called them to a halt for lunch. Kiya wiped the sweat from her eyes and stretched her aching muscles as she walked back towards camp. She was surprised how little damage they did to the cave-in after all the rock they hauled away. Diego worked quietly and kept to himself for the most part, except every time she looked his way he was staring at her. Which only creeped her out, because instead of looking away when she caught him staring, he continued to stare as if what he was doing was perfectly natural until she forced herself to look away in frustration, not wanting him to think she was flirting. 
 
    Luke caught up to Kiya when they entered the buffet line and asked to sit with her. “Up for some company?” he asked nervously. 
 
    “With you, anytime,” she said, and filled her bowl with steaming beef and barley stew. She grabbed a couple rolls and headed for the nearest table. “What? I’m starving,” she said defensively, when Luke stared at her loaded bowl with his mouth open. 
 
    “I won’t stand in your way. Ever heard the saying your eyes are bigger than your stomach?” he joked, sitting down next to her with his own heaping bowl. 
 
    “Trust me, I have. I’ll finish it. I skipped breakfast and who knows if I’ll end up missing dinner. This could be it for today, so I need to make it count,” she said and dug in. After a few bites she asked, “Still loving your choice of career?” 
 
    “Yes. The thrill of discovery is addictive, maybe akin to how some people get gold rush fever. I have the itch for sure. Will you need my help this afternoon?” Luke said, before he shoveled in a large spoonful of meat chunks he gathered for one bite. 
 
    “No, but thanks for asking. I’m just running small experiments today and don’t plan on needing your skills,” she said honestly and when she saw the disappointment flash across his face she added. “Probably tomorrow. That is if you’re not that tired after your back-breaking workday.” 
 
    “Tired? Me? Never! I have stamina you know,” Luke said, in mock defense, while wiggling his eyebrows suggestively and flexing his muscular arms dramatically. 
 
    “Save it kid. Work your charms on somebody more your age,” she snorted out, as she ripped a piece of her roll and dipped it into the stew. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I gotta go call my Mom and check in. If I don’t see you at dinner, I’ll bring you some,” Luke said, as he got up and left the table. 
 
    Kiya was pleased to see the kid had manners, when he offered to help Doris with the dishes but the old girl refused, like usual. She looked around the canvas tent, searching for Aarik and noticed Diego sitting at the table next to him. It looked like he was trying to eavesdrop on Aarik and Taylor as he leaned closer to them unnaturally. She didn’t hesitate as she jumped up to interrupt their whispered conversation. 
 
    She walked to the head of the table and slapped both of their shoulders and said, “You guys ready to get back to work?” When they jumped back in surprise she said, “I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt you.” 
 
    “You didn’t. We were just talking about the lack of progress we made today and how manual labor is for the birds,” Taylor replied as he rubbed his back and groaned. 
 
    “What are you complaining about. I don’t recall you lifting a thing,” Aarik huffed out, and slapped Taylor on the arm jokingly. 
 
    “Sitting on a stone floor with my bony ass is enough to cause pain for me. I was commiserating with you about the manual labor,” Taylor said in defense, as he rubbed his arm dramatically. 
 
    “I can relate, Taylor, hurts like a bitch. Might I recommend a pillow, doesn’t bring you manly points but neither does walking funny,” she replied jokingly. 
 
    Taylor laughed and said, “You have a point.” 
 
    “You still up for more?” Aarik said. 
 
    “Not this round. I’ve got some programming to do before I start. You’ll have to make do without me. Oh shoot! I completely forgot about my car. I should probably take care of that first,” she replied in thought. 
 
    “Guess you haven’t checked the parking lot?” replied Aarik, with a know-it-all grin. 
 
    “No. Why would I?” questioned Kiya in confusion, as she studied Aarik’s expression for where this conversation was going. 
 
    “I called AAA last night and had someone here this morning. They changed your tire and towed it to the parking lot since I didn’t have your keys and you weren’t up this morning,” Aarik responded nonchalantly, as he dropped his smile and looked at her for approval. 
 
    “Wow. Really? I don’t know what to say,” she stammered out, smiling up at him in thanks. 
 
    “Thank you is the usual response. I didn’t want you to worry about your car. I have AAA so it was no big deal,” he replied, with a slight blush forming on his cheeks. 
 
    “Duh! Thank you! Really. Thank you. I’ll pay you back somehow,” she said gratefully, as she stepped forward and placed a quick peck on his cheek. 
 
    “I’m sure we can think of something,” he said quietly, as he held still and waited for her to retreat. Kiya pulled back slowly and watched Aarik’s eyes flare with desire before he gentled his expression with a tender smile that reminded her they were not alone. 
 
    “Uhh. I’ll be at the dolmen, swing by when it’s safe,” she squeaked out before fleeing. Kiya mentally chided herself, as she walked back to her tent, for kissing him even if it was just a peck because for the briefest of moments she forgot that anyone else was around. His last statement was like an electric charge to her nether region and she wished she knew how to focus that energy to her brain because she had a lot of work to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Aarik 
 
    Aarik watched Kiya scamper away and congratulated himself on surprising her with kindness. His gesture was twofold, he wanted to impress her and make her happy; and for some reason she loved that car. He hardly slept a wink the night before, disappointed and intrigued by their discovery, but hopeful they would find another clue quickly. He felt that everything happened for a reason and his being there had to mean something. There were too many coincidences to be otherwise. 
 
    Taylor was chomping at the bit for more hieroglyphs and when Kiya interrupted them he was in the middle of complaining about Larissa. The poor girl was infatuated with him and Taylor didn’t have the heart to tell her she wasn’t his type. He wanted to be able to tune her out and without new things to study he wasn’t able to tune her out. He offered Taylor a way out on the walk back to Vos’rok, “You can always join us, if you’re so anxious to get away from her. Would be hard for her to trail you while others worked around her.” 
 
    “Ha! My luck would be just that. Where’s some wood when I need it?” he said in frustration, as he stomped toward the cave-in at the back of the hall. Taylor pretended he wasn’t superstitious but he never failed to knock on wood when he felt the need, and if there wasn’t any wood around he would find something like paper and use that. He claimed that as long as you believed it would work as wood it would work. Aarik used to knock on his head and chant, “I believe it’s wood,” to Taylor’s annoyance when they first met. It still amazed Aarik that Taylor put up with him. 
 
    Aarik picked up a shovel and tossed it toward him, yelling “Catch!” After Taylor caught it, surprisingly, Aarik said, “There’s your wood!” 
 
    “Funny,” Taylor replied sarcastically, but knocked on the handle of the shovel anyway. 
 
    “What? Thought we could kill two birds with one stone,” Aarik replied with a sly smile, before he added, “Didn’t want you to have to use your imagination.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, already. When is the equipment supposed to get here? I can go out and meet them, if you want?” Taylor pleaded, as he stared at the shovel like it was a snake. 
 
    “Not for another hour, and we’ll all go out and meet him. I promised Kiya time in the afternoons to work. She insisted that everyone be clear of the mountain before she starts. If nothing else happens during her test runs, I don’t see why we can’t continue to work at the same time,” replied Aarik, as he put on his gloves. 
 
    “I think you’ll have a fight on your hands but I could be wrong. At least I hope you’re wrong. Time is ticking and before you know it our chance of a lifetime will be over. We need all the time we can get,” Taylor murmured softly, as he peered around to see who was in the vicinity. 
 
    “Speaking to the choir, my friend, but I totally agree. Let’s just put in the time and hope. There has to be something that would indicate how to turn those crafts on,” replied Aarik, as they entered the hallway. 
 
    Diego and Luke were already hard at work by the time Aarik arrived, and he could tell by the look on Luke’s face that Diego had said something rude to the kid. His usual jovial face was locked into one of concentration and disgust and when Aarik walked up the tension literally melted from his face. 
 
    “Luke, I can practically see your muscles bulging from here. Keep this up and it won’t be long before women will be practically begging you to take off your shirt,” Aarik joked, in an effort to lighten the mood. 
 
    “Feels like my arms are going to fall off and there won’t be anything left to show off.” Luke grumbled. 
 
    “Proof it’s working. We have an hour before the equipment arrives, let’s make the most of it,” Aarik said to the gathered men. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take to get through this cave in with the help of the equipment?” said Diego, leaning over his ax pick. 
 
    “Hopefully a few days, but not more than a week. I have more labor coming in to help, so maybe less,” Aarik responded. Diego dropped his shovel and pushed his fingers through his hair in obvious frustration. His eyes flicked about the room before he stood straighter and cleared his throat. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go check on Kiya,” Diego said with authority and walked out. 
 
    “Good riddance,” Luke said with vehemence, and looked around at the team’s surprised faces, “Sorry, that guy is an asshole.” 
 
    “Agreed!” the team said in unison. 
 
    Aarik wanted to stop him from interacting with Kiya but couldn’t think of a good enough reason to chase after Diego without creating a scene or making a complete fool of himself. Kiya was tough and even though he had no claim on her, the thought that he needed to protect her weighed on him. After Diego failed to return, Aarik barely stopped himself from leaving a half dozen times throughout the hour as multiple scenarios of Kiya battered and bruised flashed across his thoughts. Fifteen minutes before the truck was due he called everyone to a halt and stalked from the room in long strides as the urgency that something was wrong haunted his mind. 
 
    When Aarik reached the outside, his long stride turned into a full out sprint until he skidded to an abrupt stop near Kiya’s work area and searched frantically for any sign of her, or a struggle to validate his unwarranted fears. He swirled around wildly, and with each second that passed, a feeling of impending doom rattled his nerves and consumed his soul. His heart pounded madly within his chest and as he turned to leave it skipped a beat and hammered for an altogether different reason. Kiya walked up the slight incline surrounded in a halo of light, unharmed and completely unaware of his presence. She tucked her laptop into her shoulder bag and stopped at the bottom of the hill and grumbled to herself as she rummaged through her bag for something. 
 
    Aarik consumed by the intense feelings of dread just moments before was confused by the complete one-eighty his heart took the moment he knew she was safe. He stood there dumbfounded and wasn’t sure if he should scold her for scaring him, or hug her reverently. Kiya pulled out a Burt’s Bees lip balm and looked up in surprise when she noticed him standing there. “Oh, hey there. You guys all finished up? You still have ten more minutes,” she said, looking down at her watch and back up again. 
 
    His eyes flowed over her body as he assured himself one last time that she was safe before he allowed himself to answer, “Yeah, was just headed over to meet the delivery driver but wanted to stop by and let you know you have the reins.” 
 
    “Thanks. I should be done before dinner. If I don’t have much success I might come back after dinner, if that’s alright with you?” Kiya replied nervously. 
 
    “Yeah, that should be fine. Let me know when you're done, though. If it’s early enough, I’ll head back in and do some more on the cave-in,” Aarik responded on auto pilot, as he tried to get up the nerve to question her about Diego. “So... on a different note, have you seen Diego?” 
 
    “Not since lunch. Why? Is he missing again?” Kiya said, scrunching up her nose in disapproval. 
 
    It appears so. He left the cave-in not long after lunch saying he needed to check on you and never came back. Do you know what car he drives?” questioned Aarik, catching himself melting at her cute antics. 
 
    “Weird. I was in my tent the whole time after lunch and he didn’t stop by. I have no idea what car he drives, but I imagine it is something new. I could check in with S&S Enterprises, and get ahold of my contact if you want,” Kiya said, and dug through her laptop bag for her phone. 
 
    “Wouldn’t hurt to send an email, I suppose,” he said, and watched as she thumbed out a quick email and when she hit send, she smiled up at him and said, “Done. I’ll let you know what they say.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m gonna head over and meet up with the delivery drivers. Will I see you at dinner?” he questioned loosely. 
 
    “Yep. I’ll be there. Perhaps by then I’ll hear back from the company and can fill you in on the latest,” she replied with a bright smile. 
 
    “Do you need any help from Luke? I can send him your way if you do,” he said stalling his departure. 
 
    “Funny you should ask, as he already offered earlier. I don’t plan on moving anything but if I do, I know where to find him. See you at dinner,” she replied with a quizzical face. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. I feel the need to tell you not to venture inside during any of your tests either. We have a video feed running now, so if you need to see anything, head over to the command central tent. I have a feeling Taylor will be hiding out there to get out of any tasks that involve manual labor this afternoon,” Aarik finished and looked at her one more time before he turned and headed towards the parking lot. 
 
    Aarik arrived at the same time as the delivery truck pulled to a screeching stop. When the dust plume settled, it revealed a shiny new Bobcat mini excavator and a mean looking Honda Rubicon 500 perched on the trailer. The government spared no expense; the mini had two attachments; a bucket currently connected and a grappling hook that resembled a large claw. Aarik eyed the dimensions of the two workhorses and was positive they would fit through the chamber entrance, expediting the process. 
 
    As the driver unloaded the equipment from the truck, Aarik scanned the parking lot for anything that stood out as expensive. His eyes were drawn to an H3 Hummer parked in the furthest spot away at an angle that occupied more than one space. The dick move was something Aarik felt Diego was capable of and only confused him more on where Diego could be, there weren’t many places to hide and he didn’t seem like the type to go on a nature walk. He decided that as soon as the equipment was settled, he would ask around and do some snooping of his own. 
 
    He instructed Cooper and Tanner to load the grapple into the bucket of the mini so that Mark could drive it closer to Vos’rok and laughed when Luke begged him for a spin on the ATV. “Please. I have my license.” 
 
    “I’ll let you take it to the beginning of the trail, but park it there, buddy. Let someone with more experience drive it to the entrance. I trust your skills are near perfection, but those vehicles are not mine and I would prefer someone with years of experience behind the wheel,” replied Aarik sternly. Luke nodded reluctantly. His attempt to hide his disappointment was a miserable failure. “Hurry back after Phil takes it to the chamber, I have the perfect assignment for you,” Aarik added quickly, and gave himself an internal high five when Luke’s expression changed from depression to excitement in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Before you all take off, remember, don’t enter the chamber. Kiya will be running some tests this afternoon and because it’s better to be safe than sorry, we have agreed to take the afternoon off.” The men and Larissa started to cheer before Aarik cut them off, “Hey. I hate to break it to you… but just because we have to stay out of the chamber doesn’t mean we don’t have plenty to do. We will take this time to sort, clean, and catalog any artifacts we were lucky enough to find in those piles of dirt removed over the last few days. Mark and Phil, make sure you come right back. I’d like to get through with what we have before dinner. Wait. Before everyone heads out, anyone seen Diego since he left this afternoon?” 
 
    It wasn’t a surprise to Aarik when a resounding no echoed throughout the group and it only made his suspicions feel more grounded. Luke sprinted back and Aarik told him of his plan, to tail Diego, on their way back to camp. Luke stopped walking and looked up at Aarik and said, “You realize this looks like you are jealous, right?” 
 
    “Jealous, me. Never. There’s nothing between Kiya and myself. Besides I have nothing to be jealous of. The fact of the matter is the guy disappeared and no one has seen him since. This isn’t the first time either and that doesn’t sit well with me. Maybe I’m wrong, but I would rather chase this feeling than be blindsided later. Are you in or not?” spewed Aarik angrily. 
 
    “Geez, Doc, take a breather. I never said I wasn’t. The guy rubs me the wrong way with his self-righteous attitude and the way he treats Kiya downright offends me,” replied Luke. 
 
    “Explain your last statement pronto,” growled Aarik in a threatening voice, as he tried to hold himself back from shaking the kid for the information faster. 
 
    “Sorry. Should have thought that one through. He’s never touched her in front of me, he just leers at her and is rude and I’ve noticed she looks visibly shaken sometimes after they’ve spoken,” finished Luke in a shaky voice. 
 
    “I asked you to keep an eye on her, which also meant that if you noticed something of significance that you would pass that information on to me,” Aarik gritted out between tightly taught lips. He closed his eyes and counted to ten before he sighed roughly and opened his eyes. “Next time, I don’t want you to hold anything back. In fact, forget your mission. I want you to go hang out with Kiya and make sure she is never alone again.” 
 
    “Wow talk about a complete one-eighty. Look, I’ll give you a play by play from now on but babysitting a capable woman is not something I signed up for. Hunting down a missing yuppie is not something I signed up for either, for that matter. I asked Kiya if she needed my help earlier and she said no. If I show up uninvited it will be uncomfortable and not to mention creepy. It'd be worse than doggie doo on her shoe. Be reasonable. Wow, listen to me. I sound like the adult here. My mom would be ecstatic,” Luke finished in a proud voice. 
 
    Aarik laughed out loud listening to Luke’s rant. “You’re right. I do sound like some irrational fool. Just make sure…” 
 
    “I know, I know ...make sure I leave nothing out. I’ll even ensure my walkabout zone includes a couple drive bys if you know what I mean,” Luke said and winked. 
 
    “Thanks, Luke. I really don’t think we have anything to worry about, but if Diego looks like he’s up to no good or, god forbid, needs help, don’t be a hero. Come and get me,” Aarik said as an afterthought. 
 
    “Of course. Although I would never stand by if an innocent victim’s life or dignity was at stake. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I scampered off to get help and something bad happened that I could have prevented. I’ll scream and holler, but I won’t run. Just so you know,” finished Luke with certainty. 
 
    “Can’t argue with that or I would be a damn hypocrite. Can you whistle?” Aarik asked, as he smiled down at the kid with pride. 
 
    “Not very loudly, it’s rather pathetic really. I could make a bird call or something similar. It could be our secret code for I need help or come quickly,” Luke said in excitement. 
 
    “Good idea. What do you have in mind?” Aarik asked energetically, finding it hard to resist the kid’s enthusiasm. 
 
    “I could do a rooster, although that’s not very subtle. Oh, I got it. How about a mourning dove? It could symbolize a couple different things if you know what I mean,” Luke joked but demonstrated a fairly decent replica of a mourning dove call before Aarik had a chance to turn him down without hearing it. 
 
    “Not bad, but I’m only accepting it because mourning doves are native to this area and won’t stand out, like anything else you might come up with. I’ll meet you back at the chow hall for dinner. Hopefully one of us is successful,” Aarik finished, and continued onto the command tent to get everyone started before he could sneak away without looking suspicious and find out what that guy was up to. Aarik felt there had to be a reasonable explanation for the sudden feelings of doom that brought out this male alpha dog in him that barked and snapped at other male competitors. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Kiya watched Aarik until his form disappeared around the bend before she pulled out her laptop and set it on her makeshift table reluctantly. After lunch she hid in her tent and paced back and forth while she contemplated her next steps. It would seem apparent to others that her mind would be solely focused on her work and that all her thoughts would be devoted to solidifying the science behind her creation. Instead, all of her hard work toward this one goal was the last thing on her mind and she couldn’t think of anything but the prophecy and her role in it. 
 
    She thanked the gods, after Aarik left, that Diego hadn’t stopped by to hound her about when she was going to get to work or how they weren’t paying her to lounge around. She had enough to worry about without adding in his intense overwhelming presence. She walked around to the cannon and disconnected it from her system. She headed back to her chair and reached into her laptop bag once again and plucked out a smaller handheld version of the cannon that would produce less results but would give her an indication on what frequencies produce standing waves in this area, which would give her a starting point. The men could probably start working again if she was being honest with herself but, until she was sure, she didn’t want to take the risk. 
 
    She flipped on the power switch of her handheld levitator and as it hummed to life it brought a feeling of familiarity that was welcomed. Kiya pointed the device in the air and dropped a tiny piece of fuzz onto the sound waves and marveled at the science behind its flotation. She zoned out for a few minutes as she stared at the ball of fuzz while it hovered in the air like a dandelion seed suspended in the wind and tossed ideas around in her head. She couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched and decided that looking busy would kill two birds with one stone. If it was Diego he wouldn’t be able to accuse her of not working and if it was anyone else they wouldn’t stop to ask what she was doing or point out her obvious distraction. 
 
    She grabbed the fuzzball with her fingertips and turned the power off before she carefully placed it next to her laptop and searched her laptop bag once again for a USB cord. Sometimes it felt like her bag was magic, as stuff magically either appeared or disappeared at will. Kiya pulled the cord from her bag triumphantly and connected the handheld cannon to her laptop to run through the frequencies at multiple locations. She started at the dolmen and jotted down all frequencies that produced a standing wave at and around the massive stone megaliths. 
 
    By dinner time she had finished recording the data points at the main dolmen site and planned on asking Aarik if she could do the same inside the chamber. The handheld cannon wasn’t capable of moving such large structures and perhaps she could wait to use the large cannon again until she had taken the time to map it out with the smaller version instead. Aarik would probably appreciate being able to work longer hours, and as she walked back to camp she looked forward to discussing it with him. 
 
    Kiya didn’t have to wait long to see Aarik, as she approached the chow hall tent she found him waiting in front of the flap like a sentry. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach at the thought that he was waiting for her, but the closer she got she realized he was searching for something else and she was surprised at how disappointed she felt to know he wasn’t. It wasn’t until she was almost upon him that he turned towards her and acknowledged her presence with a smile. “Hey there. How’d it go?” he asked politely. 
 
    “It went well. In fact, it went so well that after dinner I plan on going inside to map out the chamber, and before you argue give me a chance to explain,” she said, and pulled out her mini cannon to give him a demonstration. “This baby here is what I will be using to scan the room. It doesn’t have the power to do any damage. I promise!” She turned on the power and watched his expression turn from one of defiance to one of wonder as she dropped the fuzz ball back into the sound waves and it floated in place. 
 
    “Wow. Did you build that yourself?” he asked, lifting his gaze toward hers in anticipation. 
 
    “I really shouldn’t have to answer that, but yes, I built it with my own two hands!” she said, placing her hand on her hip in audacity. 
 
    “I shouldn’t be surprised, I saw the larger version and what it was capable of, but you continue to amaze me. If you insist on going inside tonight, I must insist on going with you,” he replied matching her stance, which only made him look funny. 
 
    “Alright, but you’ll be bored. I’ll understand if you bow out early,” warned Kiya, in a teasing voice, putting the mini cannon away carefully. 
 
    “I doubt it. I could hang out in there for hours, to be honest, and just let my imagination run wild. I’ll stay out of your way, if you like, but I’m going in whether you like it or not,” he finished in a firm tone. 
 
    “If you insist, it’s not like I could stop you, even if I wanted to,” she replied, jokingly bumping him with her hip. 
 
    “At least we can agree on that,” he said with a smile, and then looked around the campsite again before his eyes returned to her. “Oh, yeah. Did you ever hear back from your company about Diego?” 
 
    “Nothing yet. I’ll check again after dinner... Speaking of dinner, are we going in?” she said, and gestured towards the entrance with her hands. 
 
    “Head on in. I’ll be right behind you,” he said, as he scanned the area again slowly. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” she asked out of curiosity, as she held the flap open and waited for his reply. 
 
    “Luke hasn’t reported back yet for dinner. Hope he didn’t run into any trouble,” Aarik said, muttering the last sentence. 
 
    “I heard that. Trouble? Why would he run into any trouble?” demanded Kiya. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine. He went for a hike a couple hours ago and should be back any time now,” Aarik said in defense. 
 
    “Hike? Whatever for?” questioned Kiya in confusion. 
 
    “For the profound beauty, I suppose,” Luke said from inside the tent entrance. “Sorry, didn’t realize you were waiting for me out here. I was the first one in for dinner tonight and offered Doris my assistance. Learned my lesson on that one, she had me digging a dig hole for a pig roast. Not so fond of shovels at the moment,” he finished, holding up his blistered hands as evidence. 
 
    “Poor baby,” cooed Kiya, which caused Aarik to chuckle from behind her.  
 
    Aarik cleared his throat, stepped up behind Kiya and said over her shoulder, “Now that we’re all here, let’s eat.” Kiya shivered as the words escaped his lips and danced across her skin like a gentle caress. 
 
    “Agreed, I’m starving,” said Kiya breathlessly, licking her lips accidentally. When she looked up at Luke he was grinning from ear to ear and before he could call her out in front of Aarik for her obvious reaction, she quickly moved inside, averted her eyes in embarrassment, and headed to the buffet table. 
 
    “Are you okay, Kiya? You look a little flushed,” teased Luke, when he caught up to her in the dinner line. 
 
    Kiya raised her head and tried to communicate in one glare that his commentary would not end well for him if he continued before she gritted out a response, “Fine thanks, just a little hot.” 
 
    “Right. It was a hot one out there today. Can I get you something to drink? An iced coffee?” he offered, quickly catching on to her irritation. 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m capable of getting my own,” she said, not wanting to let him get off that easily. 
 
    “Okay,” Luke said in a dopey voice. 
 
    She looked over at Luke and couldn’t stay mad at him for very long. He looked like a lost puppy dog that regretted getting out of the yard. “What are you doing after dinner?” she asked. 
 
    “After dinner, uh... um... well... I’ll be... um,” stammered Luke, before Aarik interrupted and answered for him. “He’ll be cataloging with Taylor since he took some time off this afternoon to explore,” finished Aarik, as he patted Luke’s shoulder from behind. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be cataloging,” Luke said nodding his head in agreement. 
 
    Kiya grabbed her plate of chicken and waffles, after she drenched them in syrup, with a dramatic flare and stormed off in search of an open table. Aarik and Luke followed suit and without acknowledging her obvious mood change, plopped down digging into their food with enthusiasm. Kiya’s gaze flicked back and forth between the two, trying to figure out what they were up to, but when it was obvious they had no plans on telling her anything else, she gave up and started eating the delicious meal in annoyance. They were up to something, but she couldn’t figure out what that something would be that would cause them to be so secretive. She decided that when she was alone with Aarik she would grill him for more information. She needed to be able to trust him and somehow she felt that if he trusted her enough to tell her about his secrets she would be able to do the same. 
 
    On the walk back to the chamber, Aarik stopped by his tent to pick up his tool belt and a couple of hard hats before he followed behind her quietly. Just before she entered the chamber, he placed his hand on her right shoulder, gently pulling her around to face him. “I trust when you say that thing in your bag is harmless but just in case stay close to me when we’re inside,” he finished solemnly. His eyes roamed her facial features one more time, lingering on her lips before he sighed and brought his eyes to hers. 
 
    “I promise,” she whispered back, and before she could close the gap and kiss the man she turned abruptly and walked into the chamber. Kiya clamped her hard hat into place and flipped on the headlamp before she dug out her laptop and handed it to Aarik. “Will you hold this for me?” she croaked out and then added, “Please.” 
 
    “Of course. Just warn me before you plan on turning it on. I want to say a quick prayer for our lives,” he joked, holding out his arms like a mummy to support it. 
 
    “Ha ha,” she replied dryly. Kiya pulled the cord free with her left hand and pulled her hefty laptop bag over her head with her right hand before she set it on the ground and grabbed the levitator from the side pocket. “I need to add a Wi-Fi card to this baby, but until then we are tethered.” She finished attaching the USB cord to the levitator and held out her hand for her laptop. 
 
    Aarik closed the gap with his long strides and instead of giving her the laptop he bent down, picked up the other end of the USB cord and plugged it into her laptop. “I’ll hold it for you and only touch where you say to touch, I promise,” he said, giving her a boy scout salute and a charming smile. 
 
    “Alright, but no touching the keyboard,” she said in mock defeat. Kiya swiveled the laptop around in his outstretched arms to face her and opened it with shaking hands. Working in close proximity to him all evening was going to be torture, she was either going to explode with pent up sexual frustration or she would become immune to his pull. She hoped for the latter scenario but secretly loved the excitement his presence brought out of her. “Here goes nothing. That was your warning by the way,” she finished over her shoulder, before she turned on the levitator. When nothing happened, she turned towards him and said, “See, told you nothing would happen. Do me a favor and watch the monitor, if you see parallel waves instead of interlocking waves like winding DNA let me know.” 
 
    “Okay, then I should probably tell you that we have parallel lines,” Aarik said in astonishment. 
 
    “Perfect,” she said with a smile, and reaching over she changed the frequency on the program and swept the room methodically before she switched to the next frequency. “As you can see, this could take a while.” 
 
    “I don’t mind. Fascinating subject. How did you get involved in acoustic levitation in the first place? If you don’t mind my asking,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Believe it or not, my Grandma practices healing art in the form of sound therapy. I’ve been around it my whole life. I just decided to go with the more scientific side of the house in my practice. Broke her heart, I tell you,” she said in a normal voice, and then added, “by the way you don’t have to whisper. My program was built to separate each wavelength it encounters onto a separate recording, allowing us to eliminate our voices as background noise easily. What made you decide to become a modern day Indiana Jones?” she asked in curiosity. 
 
    “My parents died when I was young. My best memories of them were exploring our land and digging up treasures. I love puzzles and the origin of mankind is the biggest puzzle left to discover. Why are you doing the ceiling as well?” questioned Aarik, after she changed the frequency once again and scanned the air. 
 
    “A hunch I have,” she said, and shrugged her shoulders. “I think different frequencies are used for vertical movement and another for horizontal momentum. Depending on how long this takes, I would love to get to the shuttle room and test it next. You up for it?” 
 
    “Quit your talking and get to work. You have me until about eight or nine before I call it a night,” Aarik said in encouragement. 
 
    “You sound like Diego,” Kiya said, and regretted the words once they left her mouth. “He’s always bugging me to get to work, is all I meant.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize he was an asshole to everyone. Luke had a run in with him earlier today. He didn’t say what it was about, but he looked shaken when I walked up on them. If you ever need help with putting him in his place, just let me know. I would have no problem showing him who’s boss out here,” Aarik said in a calm voice. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary, but I appreciate the offer,” Kiya said in a thankful voice, and tried to ignore Aarik’s formidable presence as she concentrated on her work. Each time she changed the frequency it felt like he found a way to touch her in an innocent manner. Around eight they finished the foyer and were entering the hallway, when Luke skidded to a stop at the entrance breathing heavily. “Dr. Landon, come quick!” Luke panted out and leaning his elbows on his knees he looked up at them with urgency. “Hurry, I don’t know how much time we have.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    Aarik 
 
    Aarik didn’t wait to see how Kiya would take his sudden disappearing act, but the urgency in Luke’s voice was enough to get him moving. He pushed the laptop into Kiya’s hands and sprinted toward the entrance. He grabbed Luke by the arm when he reached him and dragged him outside before he gritted out, “You’re out of shape kid, this camp isn’t very big. Where did you come from?” 
 
    “Over by the broken dolmen and I will happily prove you wrong on that statement. I wish someone would have been clocking me. I put everything I had into that sprint and made record time over this terrain, if you ask me,” Luke finished puffing out his chest. 
 
    “What’s with the urgency? Someone in trouble?” Aarik asked, trying to get Luke back to the heart of the matter. 
 
    “Sorry. No one is in trouble, yet. During my patrol I spotted something that I think you should see,” Luke said quietly. “Follow me,” he said and holding his fingers to his lips he crept away from the path with care. 
 
    Aarik felt like a fool, following Luke who was prancing through the forest like a joker on his tiptoes quietly. Luke paused behind the broken dolmen for a fraction of a second before he looked over at Aarik and motioned for him to follow. The location was close to where Aarik had caught Diego the other night and when Luke pulled back the climbing vines to reveal a cave, Aarik’s jaw dropped open in astonishment. “How did you find this? Was Diego here?” hissed Aarik looking around for the culprit. 
 
    “I spotted him and a group of five men sneak out of there and when they dispersed east into the forest, I hightailed to find you. Should I go get the others?” Luke asked, but when he moved to go back, Aarik grabbed his forearm and looked him in the eye before he said, “I’m going to be honest with you, Luke, and I hope you can understand where I am coming from. Your uncle’s employer will be here in less than two weeks to confiscate the crafts. I don’t have much time to unravel the pieces,” Aarik paused before he continued, “Almost everyone back there is an informant to your uncle. No offense kid, but I get the feeling that if something else major is found, not only will they be here tomorrow, but I think everyone on this team would meet untimely deaths over the next couple of weeks. Give me the opportunity to view it first before we call in the forces. Please!” 
 
    “Wow, that’s cold. Will you be allowed to study the artifacts at the lab? I’m sure they wouldn’t take away your claim to the discovery,” Luke sputtered out in disbelief.               
 
    “I got the feeling last time we spoke on the phone that I would never see them again. From one aspiring archaeologist to another...give a brother a chance. I’ll beg if you want,” begged Aarik whole-heartedly. 
 
    “No need to beg. Let’s hurry up before anyone sees us, or Diego returns,” Luke said, ushering Aarik into the dark opening. Just before the curtain of vines settled in behind them, Kiya poked her head into the opening and said, “Where do you think you two are going?” 
 
    “Holy crap. I literally almost shit myself,” Luke panted out quietly, grabbing his chest with one hand and running his hand down his ass to assure himself nothing escaped with his other. 
 
    “Why are we whispering?” Kiya asked, as she entered the tunnel behind them. When neither Aarik or Luke piped up, she turned on her headlamp and put them in the spotlight. “What? You left me there, without a word and didn’t expect me to follow? I knew you two were hiding something, but this is big!” Kiya said quickly in defense, not really expecting Aarik to answer her rhetorical questions. 
 
    “I guess that would be too much to ask. Listen I have no idea what we are going to find up ahead, but I have a feeling I know where Diego has been disappearing to. Luke saw him and five other men leave through this entrance about ten minutes ago now and I want to know what they have been up to. I know you work for the same company, but I don’t think you have anything to do with this trickery. At least I hope when I turn around to lead the way down this tunnel, my instincts are right and you don’t stab me in the back or knock me on the head on our way down,” Aarik said in a hopeful tone. 
 
    “I swear on my life, I had no idea this was here and I definitely had no knowledge of Diego’s current activities. You can trust me, Aarik. I won’t let you down. Let’s see where this leads us,” Kiya said shakily. 
 
    Aarik held her gaze for a moment before he nodded and turned to lead the way down the small tunnel until they reached a ninety degree turn that opened up onto a stone stage. The trio stumbled onto the stage and as their lights swept the room, Aarik was able to make out what looked like a circular stone auditorium that ascended up towards a mezzanine. The room was by far the biggest yet and when his lamp passed over the ceiling, he was amazed once again at the gigantic stalactites hanging from the ceiling but didn’t spend much time perusing their beauty before he aimed for the main aisle and headed for the top. It was time to see where and what Diego has been hiding. 
 
    “Oh my...I..I just can’t even imagine why he hid this from everyone. This probably by passes the cave-in we’re currently working on and on his personal time he could have been stealing precious artifacts. I am so sorry, Aarik. I want you to know, I’ll be witness if you need to press charges or anything like that,” pleaded Kiya quietly from behind. 
 
    “I might have to take you up on that some day, but for now let’s just see where this leads and get out of here before we are jumped by six men or more,” Aarik said over his shoulder, trying to calm Kiya down with his soothing voice. 
 
    “Point taken,” whispered Kiya. 
 
    Her hand on his back had a calming effect as they reached the mezzanine and turned towards the rising staircase to the left. The short stairway led to disappointment because when they reached the top, the hallway was blocked in two places leaving little room to maneuver around the boulders as they each spun in circles confused by the chain of events that led to the destruction surrounding them. Following the footsteps in the dust Aarik trained his light onto the blocked entryway across from the auditorium and was surprised to find progress had been made on this cave-in leaps and bounds beyond their progress. 
 
    “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it looks like those boys have been busy back here and are almost through the top right part up there, if not all the way through depending on how skinny you are,” he said in exasperation. “Kiya can you scramble up there and see if you can see if they made it through?” 
 
    “I think so. Spot me,” she said, before heading up. When she reached the top, she turned around and said, “I think I can make it through, want me to see what’s on the other side?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. We have no idea if it’s safe or what you’ll encounter on the other side. Don’t get me wrong, I’m dying to know, but not at the sacrifice of losing you,” Aarik begged, hoping that he wouldn’t have to race up the rocks to drag her back down. 
 
    The sound of clapping interrupted Aarik’s chain of thought and when he turned around they were surrounded by Diego and his men. “Bravo. I was hoping this day wouldn’t come. I really thought I would be able to pull this off and get through the obstacle you are now standing in front of well before you were able to get through this side. You see every stone they removed from this pile they added to your side of the pile. I would have disappeared without you being the wiser but alas my plans never go off without some kind of a hiccup. I planned on working the boys through the night in order to reach the other side by morning but if our lady friend here is able to get her pretty ass through, by all means don’t let me stop her,” Diego finished in a snide voice. “I wouldn’t do anything stupid if I was you, kid. My men won’t hesitate to remove you from the equation,” Diego added, when he noticed Luke maneuver himself in front of Kiya. 
 
    “Why do we need to send her over? You have no idea if it’s structurally safe on the other side. Let me go and get Rosie and you can send the rover over to investigate,” pleaded Aarik, in a last ditch effort to save Kiya from venturing to the other side. 
 
    “Like I’m going to let you go and get your buddies to try and even the playing field. I’m not stupid. Once she’s on the other side, I will give her instructions. If she follows my directions no one will get hurt,” Diego said diabolically. 
 
    “No one needs to get hurt. I’ll go. What am I looking for?” Kiya said in a shaky voice. 
 
    “Dr. Landon, do me a favor and stand against the wall,” Diego said, motioning with his gun to the left. “Maximus, please ensure Dr. Landon abides by my rules.” Maximus lived up to his name as the largest and possibly dumbest of the men, strutted towards Aarik with his hand hovering over his gun. He had a goofy expression that looked like he was trying to strike a mean pose but wasn’t sure what to do with his lips, so they kept moving from a half snarl, that resembled a person trying to smile after a dental visit, to someone one trying to show all their teeth like children from the ages of three to five often do. Aarik decided to bide his time and wait for a better opportunity, so he backed up to the right side wall facing the auditorium before Maximus thought he had a reason to attack. 
 
    Aarik watched Kiya scramble up to the hole and before she entered she looked back at him briefly before she turned her attention to Diego and said, “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    "Excellent question, but not the right one, I’m afraid. My whole life I grew up knowing I was better than everyone else. You see, my bloodline is special and I grew tired of waiting for greatness," Diego said in a deep voice. 
 
    “Besides confirming what I already knew, that you’re absolutely fucking crazy, you didn’t answer my question. Why do you think finding some artifact will bring you greatness and better yet how did you know it was there?” Kiya asked in exasperation. 
 
    Diego glared at Kiya and tsked loudly before he answered, “I had such high hopes for you, Kiya. I really thought after your witty email correspondence that we would hit it off nicely but alas I was wrong,” Diego finished with a condescending voice. 
 
    “Email? You! You’re my contact D.G? What is going on here?” Kiya said in confusion. 
 
    “Glad to see you are catching on. My name is Diego Gershom and I own S&S Enterprises, which means I am your boss. I hired you to move rock, but you refused, so now you are going to crawl through that gap and do something useful for once!” Diego said with authority. 
 
    “I swear, if you hurt either of them, I will destroy whatever it is you are after in there,” seethed Kiya. 
 
    “I highly doubt that would be possible Kiya but nonetheless, I do not take threats of violence kindly. Let this be your last warning. I am not a man you want as an enemy,” Diego said with a sneer. 
 
    With one last look at Aarik and Luke, Kiya shimmied through the opening and when her feet disappeared from sight he held his breath and waited for her voice to confirm she was safe. Diego moved closer to the opening like a predator stalking his prey, leaving behind his men who stood in front of the auditorium archway like sentry watchdogs. It felt like hours had passed before he heard Kiya’s voice float through the opening and he let out his breath in a rush. 
 
    “I’m in. What am I looking for?” Kiya asked in a flat voice. 
 
    “The hallway should end with only one room. Look inside and tell me what you see,” Diego said in excitement. 
 
    “I’m not sure what you think you are looking for but this place has been empty for centuries,” Aarik said in frustration. 
 
    “More like millennia and it’s not empty. You’ll see, well at least for a little bit,” Diego said in a sleazy voice, before he whipped back around, giving Aarik his back. 
 
    “If you plan on killing us, why keep it a secret. Although, on second thought, if you plan on killing me, I would prefer to keep the weak persona I have built up for you in my head and not have it tainted with your insane thoughts of grandeur,” Aarik said nonchalantly. 
 
    “Why indeed? I suppose it wouldn’t hurt,” Diego said over his shoulder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Kiya 
 
    As Kiya pulled herself through the narrow, rocky opening, she berated herself for following Aarik and Luke in the first place and for not connecting the dots to Diego’s deception sooner. When she reached the end of the crawlspace she was stuck and needed to flip over to her back in order to climb out and drop to her feet ten feet below. The only reason Diego and his men were successful in getting as far as they did was because this whole right side of the entrance was filled by the large archway stone, that had shifted from the wall in one piece to block the entrance. They were able to move the majority of the small rocks in front and on top of the stone slab which created the tunnel for her to crawl through but the backside was debris free and happened to be a straight drop down. 
 
    “This better be worth it,” she muttered to herself as she maneuvered herself to a better position. Kiya used her hands to pull her upper half out of the hole, she looked down and said a small prayer before she pulled her lower half out. She felt like a rock climber as she hung from the stone slab and dropped to the ground. Kiya wiped her hands on her dusty jeans, looked around the quiet dark hallway before she called out for instructions. 
 
    “I’m in. What am I looking for?” she said in a flat voice, as she realized staring at the large stone she just dropped from that she would have a hard time getting back out. 
 
    “The hallway should end with only one room. Look inside and tell me what you see,” Diego said in excitement. 
 
    She was sick of his piecemeal tidbits but decided sarcasm, for once, would not be helpful in this situation. With a large sigh she turned to face the unknown. The carved stone hallway was long and flat and by the time Kiya reached the end her heart was beating erratically. The small beam of light from her headlamp provided minimal light and as she walked into the room, particles of dust poofed up from her footsteps and danced in the light. She paused to wait for the dust to settle and couldn’t believe her eyes. 
 
    For as far as the light permeated into the darkness she could see tubular crystal capsules lined the right side of the long rectangular room. All but one was open and as she neared the closed capsule she could make out the form of a man inside. Kiya panicked when she realized the artifact Diego was searching for was a man and could only assume this was the man she was meant to stop. She looked around desperately for a weapon, picked up a wedge shaped rock and crossed to the capsule with it raised and slammed it down multiple times without success. 
 
    Kiya dropped the rock and backed up towards the hallway. She hadn’t found the descendant who chased her yet and without it she was going to lose. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, realizing it was not the time to overreact. If she expected to live she needed to keep her wits and she would only be able to do that if she cooperated with a maniac. She rushed back to the cave-in and tried to sound unimpressed. “Just how do you expect me to get him on the other side of this rock wall?” Kiya said in an annoyed voice. 
 
    “Ahh she lives. Poor Aarik over here has been fraught with worry. Not that I care, because I don’t. What I do care about, is what took you so long? Didn’t you hear me calling you?” Diego said in annoyance. 
 
    “No, I didn’t hear you! Perhaps it was the distance or the fact that I could hear my heart pounding in my head and that drowned out your annoying voice. Give me a break, Diego. I was scared so I took my time. You didn’t answer my question,” she seethed. 
 
    “Well, listen to me now. Place your hands on the crystal, the capsule is heat activated and will open at your touch. No need to do anything else but stand back and be amazed at the powerful being that emerges,” Diego said with reverence in his voice. 
 
    “Listen, Diego, I don’t think you’ve thought this through. You are asking me to release a being, that has been imprisoned for whatever reason in this tomb, into the world when we have no idea what he is capable of. How do you know he won’t kill you in his search for power, huh?” Kiya pleaded in desperation. 
 
    “As I was just explaining to your friends out here, I have nothing to fear. I am his direct descendant. He’s been waiting for me and I will be rewarded with riches beyond your puny imagination, as well as a place by his side as he conquers the Thrall of this world and takes his rightful place as the god that he is,” Diego crooned. 
 
    “After telling me the world is doomed, you expect me to help you. You really are crazy,” Kiya said, stepping back a bit from the rock wall that separated them in disbelief. 
 
    “Did you forget I hold two of your dear friends, Kiya. I’ll have no problem shooting one and letting the screams of their pain push you on, as you rush to do my bidding anyway, just so you can find out which of your friends was the unlucky bastard at the end of my gun. Hurry along now. I grow tired of your questions and might just end one of your friends now to stir things up in here,” Diego said with a hiss. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him, he plans on killing us anyway, let the motherfucker do his own dirty work,” Luke screamed out, before she heard a scuffle and the room grew quiet. 
 
    “Aarik? Luke? How do I know you haven’t already killed them? Answer me!” Kiya yelled in fear. 
 
    “They both live, but I believe we’ve come to an understanding that if they speak, the guns against their temples will be pulled. So...you can do nothing, like the stupid kid suggested, but know this, I will get through that wall soon and how nice do you think I will be to you or your friends if you make me wait?” Diego said in a dangerous tone. 
 
    Kiya stared at the wall in determination, before she retreated to the stasis room and contemplated her choices. In her mind she only had a few different choices that swirled around her brain like a tornado wreaking havoc regardless of what path she took. If she did nothing and waited, her death would be prolonged by a day at most and would require time without food or coffee. She would rather die than sleep on the cold stone floor only to wake up to the same without the promise of the life saving elixir to push her on. Her second option was to open the capsule and hope she had enough time to bash the guy's brain in. With her luck, she thought, she’d only do enough damage to piss him off and death would be quick and sure. The only bonus she could think of was the thought that she wouldn’t have to go without coffee that way. The last action was the scariest of them all. She could let him out and hope that they would all somehow miraculously live another day for her to find a way to defeat him. 
 
    None of the options guaranteed her survival, but anything that bought her some time to solve the riddle her ancestor left, and allowed her to save the world in the process, was really her only choice. She stepped toward the crystal stasis machine and before she touched her sweating palms on the lid, she stared down at the man and shuddered at the uncanny resemblance he had to Aarik. Diego claimed to be his direct descendant, but this ancient being could be construed as Aarik’s twin from a distance. Conscious of the time, she placed her hands gently onto the cool surface and waited for something to transpire. 
 
    Seconds passed and nothing happened, making her think the capsule was broken, but just as she was about to give up the crystal pod hummed to life. The lid cracked open, breaking the pressure seal of the pod, venting pressurized steam in the process. Kiya jumped back in shock and watched in horror as the man who moments before looked peaceful in rest, popped up in a defensive stance with cat-like reflexes. He scanned the room slowly before his soulless eyes fixated on Kiya and he smiled deviously. Cocking his head to the side he studied her for a moment before he rose from the capsule and jumped down to the ground with ease. 
 
    “You have too many clothes on. Take them off!” ordered the ancient man in a strange accent, dressed only in a loincloth with a metallic medallion hanging from his neck that looked similar to the one Aarik had earlier. 
 
    “I don’t think so, mister! I’m only here to wake you up, not get you off!” she stated vehemently, when she noticed the tenting of his loincloth. 
 
    “You deny me? Yet you are a Thrall and shouldn’t be able to resist my voice. I don’t understand this get me off? I already got myself off?” he said, looking at the capsule in confusion before returning his gaze back to her. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to have missed that one. It must have been a quickie because it was over in a blink. Been holding that one long?” she replied with sarcasm as a defensive measure she learned growing up, before she realized she probably should have kept her mouth shut. A slight building pressure behind her eyes caused Kiya to cry out in surprise and cover her eyes with the palms of her hand. 
 
    “Your premature language is a nuisance, but from what I can gather you are insulting my manhood. Take me to my throne, Thrall, I require sustenance to gain my full powers,” he stated with authority. 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, whoever you are, but this is the twenty-first century. You have no throne for me to take you to. In fact the only way out of this room is blocked by mounds of rock and it leads to a deserted chamber and a crazy man, but by all means let me take you there,” Kiya retorted dryly. She knew baiting him was a terrible idea, but his insistence that she was worthless struck a bitter chord. 
 
    “I, my subject, am Th’ael, God of Darkness. I created the Thrall for my people, and when my full powers are restored, I will make you beg for my cock before I choke you with it,” Th’ael growled in a deep voice. 
 
    “Oh God, please forgive me, I had no idea I was standing in the presence of such greatness,” Kiya said in a fake voice, before she laughed out loud. “Sorry to break it to you, but you’ve been asleep for too long. Society has grown and advanced without your help, your parlor tricks will not work like it once did. And just so you know, there is nothing on Earth that would make me beg you for anything. Follow me, Mr. Darkness,” Kiya finished with conviction, before she spun around and walked out of the room. 
 
    “A mere man, you say? How do you think I learned your language in seconds?” boomed Th’ael from behind. “I bring much more than technology to this world, Thrall,” he paused before he added in a sinister voice, “I will enjoy breaking you over time, I believe I will let you keep a small amount of will. Just enough to know what is happening, mind you, but not enough to resist me.” 
 
    Chills danced through her body as she realized the truth in his threat. She wasn’t one to lay down and play dead but needed to ensure she was alive to fight another day. She needed backup and if she had to physically bite her tongue she was going to keep quiet. She stopped in front of the rock wall and spread out her arms. “We’re here, Diego. Now what would you like me to do?” she said in a raised voice. 
 
    “Move aside, Thrall!” Th’ael said in a commanding voice. 
 
    Kiya bit her tongue and stepped aside. Diego must have heard Th’ael because it was quiet on the other side, which made Kiya nervous that something might have happened to Aarik and Luke. Th’ael approached the rock wall, looked over at Kiya and nodded with his head like he expected her to move further back. She took a few steps back, glanced up and noticed he was still staring at a spot further back. She moved back and didn’t stop until he faced the rock wall again. 
 
    Th’ael recited the word “Om” in low varying tones. Each time he started again he stretched the word out for longer periods of time to the point where she wondered when he would run out of breath. She felt like she was losing her mind because the longer his chant continued, his voice became multilayered as if more than one person was chanting. The sound waves could be felt throughout her body and the familiar tingle flowed smoothly until the volume increased to the point it overwhelmed her. Just as she brought her hands up to cover her ears, Th’ael brought his hands up in prayer but when he parted them the rocks blocking their path crumbled to dirt and the silence that followed was eerie. 
 
    When the dust settled, Diego walked through the destruction with his hands behind his back and a look of admiration on his face. He knelt before Th’ael and bowed his head, “Grandfather. I am Diego Gershom, a direct descendant of your son, Ni’al, and solely responsible for your escape. I hope you find my accomplishments worthy of a place by your side, when you take your rightful place and rule once again.” 
 
    Th’ael walked around Diego as if unimpressed and halted as he surveyed the ruins of the massive hallway. He ignored Diego’s men standing guard in the room as if they were insignificant and stepped to the left of the hallway out of Kiya’s site. Kiya barely stopped herself from laughing as she watched Diego crane his neck around with his mouth wide open in disbelief. Diego stood up slowly and stalked after Th’ael quietly, but with a determined look on his face. 
 
    Not wanting to bring attention to herself, she followed Diego from a distance and when she reached the hallway she hugged the wall to the right as she observed her surroundings. 
 
    “I’m so happy to see you right now, that I’ll wait until later to rip you apart!” Aarik whispered from her right side. The sound of his deep toned voice was a soothing balm to her erratic thoughts and when she turned her head to see for herself that he was unharmed she smiled in spite of their circumstances. 
 
    “I’ll hold you to it, but I’m afraid you’ll have to get us out of here first in order to follow through with that threat,” Kiya muttered softly back, before she winked at him. Kiya spotted Maximus out of the corner of her eye and noticed he was distracted by the newcomer, Th’ael. He no longer looked so big and tough, in fact it appeared the wet spot building on the front of his jeans was a good indication that he was literally scared peeless, if that could be considered a word. 
 
    The moment that psycho started chanting, they would only have a few minutes to make a move, and the only way out was blocked by Diego’s goons. Kiya was thankful Luke was close to the exit, it would make it easier to grab him on the way out once Th’ael began his chanting. Nudging Aarik with her elbow, she pointed to Maximus and whispered, “Get ready to move, we won’t have much time once he begins.” 
 
    “Stay behind me please and don’t do anything stupid,” Aarik murmured back. 
 
    “Only what’s necessary, I promise,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    “Grandfather. We need to leave before you are discovered and have had time to plan the destruction of these weak people. I beseech you to listen to me,” sputtered Diego. “There is no reason to keep going further into the chamber if it is gold or money that you are after. I have more than I would ever need and then some. Use me, I won’t let you down” Diego whined and then looked like he regretted his approach when Th’ael whipped around to face him with anger on his face. 
 
    “I am not after gold, you fool. This is the only exit I am after,” Th’ael boomed, before he turned back around and started the ritual to bring down the rock cave-in. 
 
    Moments after the vibrations started, Kiya did something she hoped she would not regret. Leaving the safety of the wall she crept over to Maximus who was frozen in place as he marveled at the being in front of them. She carefully pulled the gun free from the hip holster without his knowledge, and when she peeked back to look at Aarik she was surprised to see the look of anger on his face that quickly changed to one of shock. The sensations in the room changed as the intensity of the sound waves moved through his body and it appeared he was reveling in the feelings it brought about. 
 
    Kiya knew the effect of Th’ael’s voice would become debilitating if they didn’t get moving, so she grabbed Aarik’s arm and pulled him towards Luke near the auditorium entrance. She hoped the other goons would be just as distracted when they made their escape but what she wasn’t expecting was Th’ael to stop mid-chant breathless and for everyone around her to snap to their senses before they even had a chance to try. “Shiitt,” Kiya breathed out on a whisper while she shoved the loaded gun into her waistband and pulled out her shirt to cover it. 
 
    “I need nourishment, too much time in stasis and a descendant with no training,” Th’ael finished in a pained voice. 
 
    “I promise it was not by choice and I look forward to the day I can bring down anything in my path. We can return to this place once you have properly rested and you can finish what you have started, if that is what you desire, but we must leave soon.” Diego crooned in a sickly sweet voice. 
 
    “Enough. Lead the way and bring the woman. I have other needs as well,” Th’ael growled and turned his head to the right to stare at Kiya. She swallowed hard at his suggestive leer as her mind scrambled for options. 
 
    “Over my dead body,” Luke said, and stepped in front of Kiya protectively. Kiya tried to step around him but was stopped by Aarik when his arm scooped her up and held her close. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Aarik said, as he pulled the gun, she had concealed free and pointed it at Th’ael. “Nobody move.” One of Diego’s goons either didn’t understand the meaning, or he had a death sentence, because the moment he went for his holster Aarik cocked the gun and said, “I might not be an expert marksman but I can hit you anywhere I want from this distance.” The goon raised his hands slowly before Aarik continued, “Excellent choice. Now do me a favor and take that rope over there and tie up your buddies. Now!” Aarik released Kiya and pushed her behind him as he watched his orders being followed. “Luke, when he finishes, tie him up and grab their weapons,” Aarik said in a rushed voice. 
 
    “What do you think you will accomplish, Aarik? Do you think you can escape? Do you think the authorities can save you? Do you think that you will ever be safe from me or my kind? Do you think you can take a life? Because that is the only way you will be free, I will hunt you down and ensure all presence of your DNA is wiped from the Earth!” baited Diego, as he watched his plans crumble. 
 
    “You and I will both be surprised at what I am capable of when it comes to protecting what I believe is mine. In fact I know I will have no problem killing you, or him either, if you come anywhere close to laying your hands on Kiya,” Aarik said with vehemence, as he cocked the gun with ease. 
 
    “You shouldn’t expose your weaknesses so easily, Dr. Landon. It makes my job too simple and takes all the fun out of torturing it from you. I will take pleasure in making her scream,” Diego said in a psychotic voice. 
 
    “You’re wrong there, Diego, I wouldn’t call it a weakness at all,” Aarik said, glancing back at Kiya with affection. “I’d call it a force, one that shouldn’t be fucked with because the moment I feel an outside action I have an immediate reaction to protect and defend. In fact, I feel stronger and more powerful than I ever did without it. You should try me,” Aarik said with conviction. 
 
    Luke walked back with a few guns tucked into the front of his jeans and handed Kiya the smallest of them with a smile on his face. “Quite an adventure to tell when I get home, nobody is going to believe me though,” Luke said with excitement. 
 
    “Luke, take Kiya back to camp and have Taylor call the police. I want these men locked up in a looney bin before the night is over,” Aarik said over his shoulder. 
 
    “No way, Aarik! I am not leaving you here alone with these freaks. Who knows what that guy is capable of?” Kiya said firmly. 
 
    “It’s not up for argument, Kiya. Please just go with Luke,” Aarik gritted out in exasperation. 
 
    “Oh look, a lover’s quarrel,” teased Diego. 
 
    “Shut up!” Kiya and Aarik both screamed in unison and then looked at each other for a moment too long. 
 
    “Times up. You should have shot me when you had the chance,” Diego uttered before he pulled out the gun, he had hiding in his suit jacket and fired. 
 
    Everything happened in a fraction of a second. The moment Diego made his threat, Luke screamed, “Look out, Dr. Landon!” before he pushed Kiya out of his way and shoved into Aarik with his shoulder. As the sound of the shot continued to bounce off the walls with a deafening roar, Luke slumped to his knees and Kiya screamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two  
 
    Aarik 
 
    “Oh look a lover’s quarrel,” teased Diego. 
 
    “Shut up!” Aarik screamed in unison with Kiya and then looked at her for a moment, which proved to be the perfect distraction Diego was waiting on. 
 
    “Times up. You should have shot me when you had the chance,” Diego said in a devious voice and fired a gun he pulled from his suit pocket. Aarik reacted as he fired his own raised gun hoping that he wouldn’t be the only casualty that day, only to be shoved aside at the last second after hearing Luke yell, “Look out, Dr. Landon!” 
 
    Aarik staggered to the side and watched his shot miss Diego by inches but luck was on his side when Th’ael cried out in surprise grabbing his shoulder as blood seeped through his fingers like lava sluggishly flowing from an awakening volcano. It was then Aarik noticed the medallion swinging from his neck that looked eerily similar to the one hidden beneath his shirt. From the corner of Aarik’s eye he watched Luke sink to his knees as Kiya screamed, “No!” Dropping to the ground beside him she caught him as he slumped to the side and grabbed his chest. 
 
    Aarik, enraged by the loss of such a young and vibrant life, roared out his frustration. Feelings of guilt poured into his cry as he recalled Luke asking to get help before they entered the tunnel. The tone took on a life of its own and reverberated around the room with such force that Diego dropped to his knees cradling his head. Aarik, stunned by his own voice, stopped abruptly when he noticed blood seeping from Diego’s hands and whipped around to make sure he hadn’t done the same thing to his friends. Kiya cradling Luke’s upper body in her lap, had removed her shirt and was using it to hold pressure to his wound with her hands from behind as she rocked back and forth desperately trying to save his life. They appeared to be unfazed by his outburst, lost in the moment, fighting for Luke’s life. He needed to get them out of here. He hoped it wasn’t too late for Luke, if they didn’t get him to the hospital soon they would lose him for sure. 
 
    Raising his eyes once again to his enemies, Aarik was surprised to find Th’ael lifting Diego over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Th’ael studied Aarik before he said, “I have a feeling this will not be the last time we face each other. I have a lot to learn about this age but one thing I know already is that you are one of us. Hopefully next time you will be ready to join me.” 
 
    “Never. You speak as if I will let you just walk out of here. The moment you step foot towards the exit I will blow your brains out and sleep like a baby knowing I saved the world from your evil,” warned Aarik. 
 
    “You have much to learn. Don’t take too long deciding, it would be a shame to lose your talents in the upcoming war,” Th’ael said matter-of-factly, before he turned toward the auditorium and strolled toward the exit, carrying a passed out Diego like he weighed nothing. 
 
    “I warned you,” Aarik said, and fired at Th’ael’s knees, trying to immobilize him. 
 
    Th’ael, murmuring under his breath, seemed to be moving in slow motion to Aarik as he turned around and raised his hand toward the bullet that appeared to be crawling through water like mud before it stopped in midair in front of him. Th’ael lowered his arm and the bullet defied gravity like magic as it dropped to the ground mimicking the speed of his hand. Th’ael smirked, wheeled around and marched away. Aarik felt his body struggle to comply with his brain's command to move as he watched Th’ael escape out of sight but even the demand for his lungs to bring in much needed air was impossible. Seconds passed before the air returned to normal and Aarik sucked in a much needed breath. 
 
    Aarik gasped for breath and looked down at Kiya to make sure she was okay. Luke was pale, with a trickle of blood running down the side of his mouth. His glassy eyes stared up into her face before he sputtered quietly, “Guess I earned the title of hero after all, huh?” 
 
    Kiya bit her lower lip as tears pooled in her eyes before she nodded and whispered in a cracked voice, “You are my hero.” Luke smiled and closed his eyes as his dying breath expelled on a sigh. Aarik expected Kiya to lose it after she witnessed Luke’s death but instead she looked up at the ceiling and said in a deadly tone, “I swear on my life, Luke. I will make them pay.” She moved him to the side carefully and stood tall in only her blood stained bra and jeans from which she pulled a gun, flipped the safety off and palmed it, like she knew how to handle it, before she said in a calm tone, “What are you waiting for? Are you going to make me go first? That’s not very gentlemanly.” 
 
    Shaking his head to try and make sense of the last five minutes, Aarik stalked forward and grabbed Kiya in a tight hold. He took a deep breath in her hair before he pulled back and said, “I’ll always go first, never doubt me. I’d chase you down if I had to.” 
 
    “Why the hug? Not like I want to sound like I’m complaining but they are getting away,” she questioned in a rush. 
 
    “I have no idea what the future holds, but I couldn’t go into that hallway without experiencing you in my arms one more time. Call me crazy, but it’s the truth,” Aarik said with a smile. He stepped back before she had a chance to smack him and said, “Follow me and stay behind me. For some reason he doesn’t want to kill me and I’m not taking any chances with your life.” 
 
    “I can’t shoot from behind you, Aarik,” Kiya puffed out in frustration, as she followed behind him at a half run. 
 
    “Peek out from the side if you have to, but in all actuality, with his force field thing, I don’t believe we will be shooting anyone. I think our best bet would be to follow them and then contact the authorities for more fire power,” Aarik huffed out, increasing his strides into a full out run. He hoped that Kiya would be able to keep up, but a part of him prayed she'd fall behind so that he could ensure her safety. He was torn between wanting to keep her close or locked away far from the danger. 
 
    As he raced down the middle aisle of the large auditorium and crossed the stage, he entered the secret entrance and could see Th’ael at the end of the tunnel pulling the vines to the side as he exited into the night and headed west instead of into the forest where Diego and his men had come from. Much to Aarik’s surprise, Kiya must have been an Olympic runner in her past, because when he crossed into the night and raced towards the main entrance she appeared next to him on the trail like a cheetah playing with her prey. 
 
    Th’ael, instead of turning to do his magic trick again to slow their progress, sped up when he spotted Kiya and Aarik on his trail as he broke into a run. Aarik made a mental note to dissect his decision later as he increased his pace to shorten the distance. He was confused as to why they were going back inside until he remembered the craft room and panicked. “Hurry Kiya, they’ll get away,” he rushed out on a shallow breath. 
 
    “How? They’ll be trapped. We should call for backup,” Kiya said out of breath as she slowed down. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. Did you see that medallion hanging from his neck?” Aarik said grabbing her arm and pulling her with him. 
 
    “Yes, why?” Kiya said, tugging on her arm and slowing them down a bit. 
 
    “It’s the key to the spacecraft or whatever that thing is. We have to stop him, before he gets away!” Aarik shouted, and when she pulled her arm free, he implored her with his eyes to believe him. “Please trust me, we don’t have much time,” he finished on a plea. 
 
    Kiya shook her head before she nodded it and let out a sigh. “I trust you, but we should at least call someone. I have my phone,” she said, pulling out her phone and handing it to him. 
 
    “I’ll call Taylor,” he said dialing the number as he ran. “Yo Tay,” he said in a winded voice. “Need your assistance in the craft room. No time to explain but if you don’t get your ass over there A.S.A.P you might never see me alive again,” Aarik rushed out before he hit end and handed the phone back to Kiya like a baton pass in a relay race. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have told him to call someone?” Kiya said in a perplexed voice. 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll think of it on the way. He’s smart like that; and if he doesn’t, we’ll handle that bump when we cross it. Firm believer that everything happens for a reason and life hasn’t proven me wrong yet. Sometimes it’s a life lesson, or maybe a better option never would have happened if you didn’t open the door to find out, others we may never know, because we are too narrow-minded to see the multiple avenues our lives can and will take from the choices we make. Right now, I choose to follow that madman into the unknown because I know the other option would lead to disaster,” Aarik said in short bursts, as his stamina began to wane from exertion as they entered Vos’rok. 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Kiya said breathlessly from behind, as the grueling pace caught up with her. 
 
    Aarik was amazed when they approached the hallway to find the sconces along the wall glowing a mellow gold color as they illuminated the way to the craft room where their power source appeared to end, and the eerily dark continued on until the cave in. Wasting no time Aarik raced down the incline into the Terra Lock and marveled at the way the room was lit it as it would have been in the ancient past. The haunting feel of the stalactites made Aarik cringe as he imagined them crashing down around them from Th’ael’s might as he made his escape. 
 
    Aarik could see Diego slumped in the seat of the closest craft as it hummed to life from the entrance. He sailed toward Th’ael with renewed energy, hurrying to squeeze past the fallen rock that blocked his view of what the evil man was up to as he realized he might lose the knowledge of how his medallion worked. 
 
    “Stop where you are!” Aarik yelled in anger as he rushed Th’ael from behind. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re too late,” Th’ael purred, as he lifted his hand from the now powered podium and walked towards the craft before he paused and looked over his shoulder at Kiya with intensity staring at her chest with desire as she approached Aarik’s side noisily, unfazed by his creepy stare. Th’ael jumped into the craft and pulled the medallion from his neck. “You have something that belongs to me, Thrall. Bring it over, we have room for one more,” Th’ael boomed in his multi-layered voice with authority as he patted the seat next to him. 
 
    Aarik watched as Kiya stepped forward in a daze as if she intended to obey his orders. Surprised by the take-over, Aarik shoved his gun into the back of his jeans before he grabbed Kiya from behind and caged her advance with his arms. She struggled and pushed from within and, moments before she escaped, he grabbed her shoulders, flipped her around to face him and shook her with enough force to knock some sense into her. “Snap out of it, Kiya. Come back to me,” Aarik moaned out in desperation. 
 
    When she shook her head and looked up at him in confusion he didn’t wait for a response and crushed her to his chest. Taylor picked the opportune time to show up, as he raced into the room with the rest of the camp behind him. They were all armed with something in their hands that ranged from sticks, bats, a flare gun and a taser. 
 
    “She’s mine and one way or another I will have her,” Th’ael growled. Realizing his time was up, he glared at Aarik as he twisted the medallion into the port on the dashboard. 
 
    Before his eyes the craft was enveloped in a bubble of shimmering air infused with multiple colors. It was as if a field of water encased them and as the lights from around the room reflected off of the surface, rainbows were generated over the water in all directions. The holding clamps released with a loud pop and in the blink of an eye it disappeared from sight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Scrambling around the big boulder after Aarik, Kiya looked down at herself and gasped in horror at her appearance. Still covered in Luke’s blood, she scrunched her hands together and stomped up to Aarik to give Th’ael what he had coming to him. She noticed his reaction to her crystal pendant and instead of drawing attention to it by covering it with her hand, Kiya stood next to Aarik, proudly daring Th’ael to make a move. 
 
    He leaped into the craft with ease and grabbed the metal disk from his neck before he opened his mouth and spoke in that multi-layered voice, “You have something that belongs to me, Thrall. Bring it over, we have room for one more.” 
 
    Kiya stepped forward involuntarily and screamed internally when she realized that, with a single command, her body was under his control and just as he promised earlier, she had the will to defy him but not the physical means. Frustrated, as her eyes continued to focus on Th’ael, she wished she could close her eyes to break the connection, or at the very least pretend like it wasn’t happening.  
 
    As her foot lifted again to take another step she rejoiced as she felt Aarik’s arms surround her in a gentle embrace. As her body persisted to fight the hold, she wriggled and shoved at his arms with a force she wasn’t aware was in her. 
 
    Aarik forced her to face him and gripping her arms he shook her like a rag doll as he deplored with her in a desperate voice, “Snap out of it, Kiya. Come back to me.” The urgency of his tone broke the connection Th’ael had created, and as her eyes focused on his handsome face, he pulled her into his trembling arms and cradled her gently against his chest. Kiya soaked up his strength and sliding her arms around him for support she peaked out at Th’ael from the safety of his embrace as Th’ael sneered out, “She’s mine and one way or another I will have her.” 
 
    Trembling in fear from his threat, she flipped around to confront him and noticed they were not alone as the team streamed through the door. Kiya snapped her attention back to Th’ael when the air around changed pressures and she witnessed a miracle as the craft carrying Th’ael and Diego was engulfed in a morphing force field sprinkled with sparkling colors, vanished in front of her eyes. Taylor, followed closely by Cooper, slid to a stop behind them with their mouths dropped open in astonishment as the craft vanished from sight. 
 
    “What, in the name of all that is holy, is going on in here,” Cooper uttered when he finally reclaimed his wits. “I had a few sips of bourbon this evening, but I am far from drunk, and even if I was, I’ve never hallucinated from alcohol before, even when I drank Mezcal Tequila, worm and all,” rambled Cooper in excitement. 
 
    As the adrenaline rush fled Kiya’s system, the shock of Luke’s death hit her and she lashed out at Cooper in anger, “A powerful being uncovered from the hallway beyond the cave-in escaped in that craft after Diego shot and killed Luke.” The strength in her legs gave out and as she started to crumple to the ground, Aarik tightened his hold around her arms and quickly enfolded her nakedness away from prying eyes. Balancing her with one arm he removed his flannel and wrapped it around her upper body before he swooped her up into his arms and fixed his eyes on Taylor and Cooper. “Let me get her cleaned up before we show you what Diego has been hiding. I’m assuming Jones has been notified,” Aarik said, focusing on Mark with his last sentence, he acknowledged the nod with one of his own before he stalked out of the room with Kiya in his arms. 
 
    Staring up into his face broke the barrier Kiya had placed to hold her fear and loss at bay broke. She cried silently for the loss of Luke, at such a young age, and for the loss of her own innocence. From here on out, the life she was used to would never be the same as she fought to defeat a powerful alien from destroying the world, and her in the process. Tears streamed down her face while she let herself grieve and just as quickly as the flow started, it stopped when she realized she wouldn’t have to face it alone. 
 
    She swallowed past the lump in her throat and mentally erected the shield over her emotions once again in an effort to stay sane. “You can put me down now, I can walk on my own,” she choked out still trying to rein in her erratic thoughts. 
 
    “Not yet. I believe you when you say you can walk but for my benefit let me hold you just a little longer. I’ve never been so scared in my life, when you stepped forward and obeyed his ridiculous command, it was like he had placed you under a spell and you were powerless against it. I imagined my world without you in it and I lost it. I need to hold you just a bit longer to settle my nerves,” Aarik admitted, while he used his fingers to caress her jaw in a loving gesture. 
 
    “It WAS just like a spell. I had no control over my body, but I knew what I was doing and could only watch like a bystander as my body disobeyed my internal shouts and commands. He warned me earlier that he would break me that way. He said that he would give me just enough will to know what was happening to me while he made me beg for him,” Kiya admitted in revulsion. 
 
    “A statement like that only increases the chances that I never put you down,” Aarik said with conviction. He pulled her closer to his chest and said with a sigh, “I promise, as long as I’m alive, he will never touch you.” 
 
    “While I appreciate the sentiment, I don’t want to hear another word about your death. I know we have a long road ahead of us, but let’s remember to stay focused and upbeat. We need to send out to the universe our end goal and, no matter what, never let our positive energy wain. If Th’ael or Diego win some of the battles to come, the end score is all that matters, no matter how we get there,” Kiya said adamantly into his chest, as she savored his unique masculine scent and reveled in the way his presence calmed her frayed nerves. 
 
    “I feel terrible springing more shit on you, but I need to speak with you,” she confessed, pushing back she brought her eyes back to his. “Privately,” she added, when she noticed his quizzical expression. 
 
    “I need to speak to you too. The authorities could arrive at any moment and will want to question us, so we’ll need to be quick about it. Plus, we don’t won’t everyone to think we are collaborating our stories,” Aarik replied in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Trust me, I won’t beat around the bush,” Kiya answered nervously. 
 
    Aarik gave a short nod while he searched her eyes, as if he was silently seeking answers to her nervousness. “Alright. We can use my tent. I did tell them I was going to get you cleaned up,” Aarik said quietly. 
 
    Kiya fell into step beside Aarik as they headed to his tent in silence. The moment the flap closed she spilled her secret before she could second guess her decision to trust him, “I’m just going to spit it out before I lose my nerve.” She grabbed the crystal in her palm and pulled it over her head. Holding her hand out, she waited for him to do the same, she dropped the crystal into his open palm and blew out a breath. “Look I know this is going to sound crazy, but the other day when I went home to see my grandma, it was because I was freaked out over what we found in there.” Aarik tried to interrupt her, but when he opened his mouth to protest, she held up her hand. 
 
    “Please let me finish first and then you can ask questions. The night before I got the job offer, I had this dream...vision, or something, where I envisioned the sleeping quarters, we recently discovered, in ancient times. I was floating over this woman who was talking in a different language over a fire pit in a stone home and she was upset. The only thing in the room was the pillow and her. At the end of the dream thingy, she said to me in plain English as if she could see me “Origin Passage, child. Find it. Stop him.” She looked just like my grandmother, but I blew it off upon waking and didn’t talk to her about it. When we walked into that last room together, my heart stopped. It looked exactly the same, except she was gone and the red color of the pillow was faded from time and dust. It was like deja vu, but it was more than just a feeling like you get sometimes that you’ve seen or done that thing before. It was like I was walking into a movie production set of something that I had just watched the week before, and I was reliving it,” Kiya took a deep breath before she continued. 
 
    “When I told my grandmother of what I had seen she brought me this crystal with a warning, or for all intents and purposes, a prophecy that has been passed down to the women in my family for thousands of years. She gave us a cryptic warning and said that with the help of a royal descendant we would be able to stop him,” she finished, and looked up at him with imploring eyes begging him to believe her. 
 
    “Wow! If I hadn’t just witnessed what we did today I probably would be more skeptical of your story, but after experiencing it first hand, I believe you,” Aarik said honestly. He strolled towards his suitcase and grabbed a couple more shirts. He turned his back and pulled off his loose t-shirt revealing the muscles she had imagined and as he raised his arms to put the clean shirt on he paused and looked back over his shoulder. He lowered his hands and turned around to face her. “I, too, have a secret,” he said quietly and looked down at his chest. 
 
    Kiya smiled as she stepped toward him with her hand outstretched. Shaking, she paused momentarily before she caressed the medallion hanging from his neck carefully. “I was hoping you would confide in me. Don’t get mad, but I saw you and Taylor that night in the hangar bay. It was one of the reasons I felt I could trust you with mine. Where did you get it? I was with you the whole time,” she whispered, and dropped her hand before she looked up at him quizzically. He smiled before he pulled the shirt over his head and said, “Found it when I was nine, the day of my parents funeral. Been searching for its origins ever since.” 
 
    He offered Kiya the other clean shirt while he said, “Here you could use this. I have some sanitizer wipes and paper towels on the table as well. Don’t worry I’ll turn around.” She grabbed the shirt, shuffled over to the table and set it down. Kiya removed Aarik’s flannel carefully and peeked over her shoulder to see if he was looking before she reached behind her back and released her bra. She sighed when she plucked it off and snickered when she heard Aarik mutter to himself, “this time.” 
 
    She used the wipes and paper towels to clean herself to the best of her abilities before she yanked on his over-sized shirt, faced him and said, “I’m in desperate need of a shower, but I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    Aarik twisted around and said, “You look beautiful to me but I know what you mean about a shower. Once we take care of Luke and meet with the authorities, as I’m sure they will want to question us, we’ll meet back here to come up with a plan, and yes part of my plan includes getting cleaned. I want to hear the prophecy for myself,” clarified Aarik in a gentle tone. He walked up to Kiya slowly, placed the crystal around her neck, and tucked it under his shirt to conceal the gem while he stared down at her tenderly, waiting for her answer. 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Kiya muttered out in a daze and then sputtered out, “Tha..” before she was interrupted by Taylor outside the tent. 
 
    “Time’s up, you two. We have company,” Taylor said in a forced whisper. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Aarik 
 
    Aarik approached Kiya calmly and raised his hands slowly as he lowered the necklace and settled it under his shirt. He loved seeing her in his clothes and as he waited for her to respond he looked down at her longingly. When she responded breathlessly with, “Oh...okay,” he celebrated internally at her reaction. She licked her lips before she said, “Tha...” and was rudely cut short by Taylor outside the tent as he forcibly said, “Time’s up, you two. We have company.” 
 
    He smiled down at Kiya, cradled her face and whispered, “To be continued and, with your permission, I would like to include Taylor.” 
 
    Kiya returned his smile, reached up and grabbed his fingers with her hands and whispered, “I trust you.” She linked her right hand with his left and stepped to his side. 
 
    “Taylor, what’s the ETA?” Aarik said out loud. 
 
    “Thirty seconds, tops. Do I need to play interference? I could possibly buy you guys a few minutes but, I must say, it won’t look good if you two are shacking up directly after a murder. Kinda creepy...if you ask me,” questioned Taylor, in a weirded out voice. 
 
    Aarik opened the flap and walked out hand in hand with Kiya. “While I appreciate the offer, old friend, that won’t be necessary.” He pulled Kiya towards the approaching men in suits and prepared himself for the inquisition. 
 
    “Gentleman, sorry we had to meet under these circumstances. Thomas, you have my deepest sympathies. Luke was a hero in the end and I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him. If you’ll follow me, I’ll lead you to scene of the crime,” Aarik said, as a way of greeting and was surprised when Thomas broke rank from the tough guy persona, teared up like a giant teddy bear before he choked out, “Thank you. I will make sure his mother is aware.” 
 
    Jones must have been used to the emotional outbreak from his partner because he pretended like it wasn’t happening when he stepped in front of him and said, “Before we leave I need to warn you that Director Sorr is onsite and is waiting by the broken dolmen impatiently. She doesn’t like to wait, so don’t let her petite appearance fool you. Although she’ll tell you differently, she runs the show.” 
 
    Aarik took the warning seriously and nodded towards Jones and Thomas with respect before he marched towards the broken dolmen with dread. He could feel Kiya shaking beside him and even though he wanted to protect her from reliving the last hour over again he knew it wouldn’t be possible. He squeezed her hand gently to remind her they were in it together and felt relieved when she returned the gesture and bumped him with her hip. 
 
    The sounds of raised voices were the first sign they were close to their destination and as they crested the small hill that led to the dolmen, flashlights could be seen in the distance. Aarik approached the gathered crowd with apprehension as a small, impeccably dressed woman shoved her way to the front of the group. The woman, who Aarik deduced could be none other than the director, had dyed black hair pulled away from her face, too tightly, which enhanced her large bulging eyes. 
 
    The aforementioned eyes scanned the area as her head remained focused on Aarik and she spoke in a soft, but annoying voice, “Ah, there you are. Thank you for taking the time to show us around, Dr. Landon. I realize this must be hard on everyone, but try and leave out your opinions, I want only the facts. Please. We’ll begin with introductions and then a tour of the whole facilities. I’ll ask questions along the way, and if needed I’ll probe for more information. I’ll start. My name is Director Madeline Sorr,” Director Sorr said with authority, and then tapped her foot as she waited impatiently for Aarik and Kiya to jump at her snapped commands. 
 
    “Right. As you already know my name, I assume you are speaking about Kiya,” Aarik responded in a reserved voice. He pulled at their attached hands and as he was about to make a proper introduction Sorr interrupted him. “Unless you are her keeper, let the woman speak for herself.” 
 
    Kiya glanced at him quickly and looked stunned before she faced the director and answered in a military-like voice, “Kiya Brown, sir. I mean, ma’am, sir. Darn. Sorry, ma’am.” 
 
    Director Sorr cracked a devious half smile that made a person wonder what vindictive scheme the person was planning before it vanished completely and she faced Kiya more directly. “What is your role in this incident, Ms. Brown?” Sorr purred evilly. 
 
    “Witness, I guess,” Kiya said hesitantly. Aarik concerned about the negative spotlight Director Sorr continued to place Kiya under, decided he needed to redirect Sorr’s attention to the heart of the matter, the murder, by starting the tour without her permission. He would play the fool later and ask for her forgiveness in order to stay on her good side for a bit longer. 
 
    “Kiya followed Luke and I to this hidden entrance after Luke witnessed Diego and five men leaving from this entrance earlier this evening,” Aarik said, as he scooted around the gathered crowd and moved the vines aside to reveal the hidden tunnel that started the tragic events of that evening. 
 
    “I see. Is this when you notified your superiors of the discovery?” Director Sorr asked in a nice enough voice, but before Aarik could answer she continued, “No, it wasn’t. If I remember correctly, you never did call. Did it slip your mind?” 
 
    “I’m sorry Director, it didn’t slip my mind. I had every intention of reporting the discovery after having something to report back on,” Aarik replied factually, and passed through the vines dragging Kiya along with him before Director Sorr had a chance to chastise either of them for their rudeness. He could hear the director barking out orders behind them, but he rushed towards the stage of the auditorium in an effort to get Kiya alone for a few precious seconds. 
 
    Kiya tugged Aarik to a stop and snickered quietly up at him, “If you don’t watch what you say, you’ll find yourself on the naughty list.” 
 
    Aarik was thankful to see a little of her spirit break through the shadow when she joked like her usual self before he quickly whispered in her ear, “Nothing about me or you or anything we discussed earlier will ever pass my lips.” Aarik kissed the shell of her ear and pulled away moments before the director stepped onto the stage like she was making an appearance. 
 
    “This way, Director. I believe this was some type of auditorium and the platform you arrived on was the stage. The men and I hadn’t yet discovered this room, due to the cave-in but you’ll see that soon enough for yourself when we reach the main hallway,” Aarik rattled off in his deep voice, as he walked ahead of the crowd like he was the guide in a museum tour. Part of him knew he was tempting fate by following the director’s words literally, but he couldn’t help but point out her error in a nonchalant way. “The stone seating and shape of the room would make it perfect for large gatherings. Makes the scholar in me try and imagine if plays were a part of their culture,” Aarik continued to prattle on until he reached the mezzanine type platform. 
 
    He paused for a moment and turned around at the top, waited for mere seconds before he continued on, all the while cheering in silence when he noticed the director was out of breath as she struggled up the slope in her sleek-soled, one-inched heels with determination. With her small stature she was forced to take twice as many steps just to keep up and when he peeked behind to see how she was faring he nearly stopped himself to let her rest when he swore he could see steam rising from her persona. Her neat appearance was starting to crumble as the temperature of the location crinkled her sweaty clothes and wisps of hair escaped their hold to scatter across her hairline. Instead he spoke over his shoulder as a form of encouragement which was as much bullshit as he could muster for her benefit, “Just up this incline is where the incident occurred.” 
 
    Aarik remembered to push Kiya to his right side so that she wouldn’t have to walk next to Luke when they entered the hallway at the last minute and when she looked up at him in question, he shook his head and said, “Let someone else handle his body, Kiya.” She nodded, looked up at the ceiling when they crossed the threshold and mouthed the words “thank you” in response. 
 
    Aarik trudged into the hallway with remorse, took a deep breath before he looked over at Luke’s still form before he promptly squeezed his eyes closed and tried to create a picture in his mind of when Luke wasn’t lifeless and covered in blood. He would always feel ultimately responsible for Luke’s early demise, but he vowed that he would make Diego pay for it. He dragged his view to the right and was thankful to find Diego’s men still lying against the rocks tied and unconscious.  
 
    The director entered the hallway with a complete lack of discretion and almost stepped on Luke as she zeroed in on Aarik like he was a miscreant instead of the reason they were called to the site in the first place. It reminded him of a dog with a tick, chasing its own tail. 
 
    “Dr. Landon, walking at a breakneck speed to avoid speaking with me only makes the inevitable more unbearable. Or so I’ve been told,” she said, with her hand on her hips and her head held high. 
 
    “You’re completely right. Where in the world are my manners. I sometimes forget the length of my normal stride. You should have said something sooner, I would have slowed down for you. Please be careful though, you’re about to step on poor Luke,” Aarik responded demurely and prayed Director Sorr wasn’t completely immune to his charm like Kiya was. Two women in a row would be a terrible indication that he would no longer be able to count on getting his way in the future. 
 
    When she looked down in surprise and backed up discreetly, he counted that as a win and liked his odds that he hadn’t completely lost his touch with women in general. Although he wasn’t sure the director technically counted as a viable female. He waited for the inquisition and when the director just continued to stare at him he took that as his signal to retell the events of the night. Kiya squeezed his hand in reassurance which made it easier for a replay. 
 
    “Luke, Kiya, and I were exploring the tunnel Luke had seen Diego and these men leave from earlier. I made an executive decision, that I regret, to find out what he was hiding and believed I had more time. Diego Gershom returned, with his armed men, earlier than expected and forced Kiya to crawl through the only small opening at the time to the other side of the entrance behind me. When, well, let’s just call him the ancient man, when the ancient man was released he demolished the rocks that previously blocked the access to the tunnel behind me like they were made of graham crackers and he was the food processor, only he used his voice as the demolisher. 
 
    Kiya apprehended a gun, from the biggest guy tied up over there, while Diego was distracted with the sound and vibrations coming from the man who just destroyed the other cave in. For some reason, maybe he was tired? He stopped, and Diego pulled a gun on me and fired. I fired a shot as well but it went astray when Luke shoved me to the side, saving my life as he sacrificed his own. I think he expected he would knock me over and follow me to the ground but his small body only pushed me out of the way which left him in the line of fire. 
 
    My shot missed Diego but struck the ancient guy in the shoulder. They escaped the way we came in by causing the air to feel thicker than mud, making it impossible to move until either the effects wore off or enough distance passed between him and the spell before it released me. We followed after him when the effects dissipated and found him in the hangar bay. He used a medallion he was wearing around his neck to power the craft he escaped on and disappeared in a shimmering wave,” summarized Aarik, with as much detail as possible, dusting lightly over the parts that confused him and skipping anything that implicated himself or Kiya too much. He needed more time to process everything that happened and now wasn’t the time to think about how his voice seemed to change earlier in Th’ael’s presence, which scared him the most of all. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Director Sorr started asking questions and holding up her fingers like a scoreboard, “Who released the being? How was he released? Released from what? What type of powers did he have? You said you shot him, why didn’t you keep firing? Describe the medallion and how it was powered. Pryor! Come here! Take care of the body, he was practically family so treat it with respect,” she said, holding up six fingers as she waited for Aarik to answer. The agent she called Pryor stepped forward with a body bag he had draped over his shoulder, knelt next to Luke’s body, crossed the boy's arms while he whispered a small prayer before he placed him in the bag. The director, annoyed that Aarik’s attention was diverted, cleared her throat and waved her six fingers in the air dramatically. 
 
    Kiya stepped around Aarik and said, “I released him, ma’am, because Diego was holding Aarik and Luke hostage at gun point. The being was sleeping in a cryochamber of some sort and once I laid my hands on the outside of the crystal pod, the lid popped open and he emerged. Besides destroying the boulders with his voice, he also had the power to control a person using that same voice. He seemed to be weakened because he wasn’t able to bring down the second cave in, leading further into the chambers and after Aarik shot him, it barely seemed to faze him in the least. When Aarik fired again, Th’ael stopped it with his voice, like it was stuck in thick molasses. I say we are dealing with an ancient alien of epic proportions and our first priority should be to find out where he went and what our next moves should be.” 
 
    “I could do without your opinions, Ms. Brown. I specifically stated only the facts were wanted. What about the medallion and who knocked out the captured men?” Sorr responded sorely and pointed to the unconscious men. 
 
    Aarik looked at the unconscious men and shook his head before he swung his head back towards Sorr and said, “Not really sure about the men, I wasn’t watching them after Luke tied them up. It all happened so fast and my focus was elsewhere. As for the medallion, he was wearing it like a necklace. It was round and metallic and when they escaped, he used it like a key to turn on the craft. I didn’t get a close up so I don’t have much more to add.” 
 
    “And you, Ms. Brown, anything to add to Dr. Landon’s testimony?” Director Sorr added sweetly, like a little honey would overpower her sour tones from earlier. Her beady little eyes moved to Kiya unnaturally, while her body and head stayed in place. 
 
    “After Luke was shot my attention was elsewhere as well,” Kiya said with restrained vehemence. 
 
    “I see. Dr. Landon, I would like to see the rest of the chamber,” Director Sorr stated firmly, shifting her eyes back to him slowly. 
 
    Aarik grabbed Kiya’s hand, thankful Luke’s body was no longer in sight, and pointed with his right hand towards the auditorium before he said, “It can only be reached from the main entrance, we still haven’t broke through from the other side.” Using the same hand he pointed his thumb to the right-side cave-in before he dropped his arm and walked forward, pulling Kiya with him. Director Sorr watched them pass with her eerie eyes before she turned on her heel and followed behind them closely. 
 
    “Might I remind you, this isn’t a marathon,” Director Sorr huffed in annoyance, when Aarik trotted down the incline into the auditorium. 
 
    “It’s also not a leisure stroll,” Kiya muttered under her breath. Aarik squeezed her hand in agreement, but slowed his stride in an effort to be cooperative with the obnoxious woman. 
 
    “We entered the secret tunnel at the broken dolmen, but the main entrance is about five hundred feet to the west, toward the mountain. With your current footwear, I suggest we head back to camp first and then follow the dirt path to the entrance rather than trudging through the forest,” Aarik said over his shoulder nonchalantly. He peeked down at Kiya and returned her brilliant smile with one of his own.  
 
    The silence from Sorr behind him was a small win in Aarik’s book, but as he lead them to the Terra Lock he contemplated what he would do, in order to stay an invaluable part of the team. 
 
    Aarik was disappointed when they entered Vos’rok to find it dark once again, the lack of lighting was a stark reminder of the power and technology Th’ael had at his fingertips. He grabbed a flashlight from the floor and used the beam to direct him to the generator. After he powered it up and the lights flipped on one after another he led them to the hallway entrance, stopped and turned to face the director. “This is the hallway that we were in earlier, you will see the cave-in from this side past the hangar bay. Kiya discovered a secret tone that levitated the door open our first day here. Not much was left behind, besides the crafts. They are located behind the first archway on the right,” he finished blandly. 
 
    “Interesting. Ms. Brown could prove to be useful after all,” Sorr replied in a bored tone. 
 
    “Useful for what?” Kiya piped up. 
 
    “That is yet to be determined,” Sorr replied, flipping through a small spiral notebook she pulled from inside her suit jacket pocket. She stopped on a page and looked up at Kiya. “In fact, you are employed by S&S Enterprises are you not, Ms. Brown?” she finished in a taunting voice. 
 
    “I am. I mean I was. I can’t imagine the owner, who I might add was the guy who shot and killed a young kid a short while ago, would keep me on the payroll. Better yet, I can’t imagine the government letting his company stay in business so, I think it’s safe to say, I was employed by them,” Kiya stammered out in anger. 
 
    “No need to get defensive, Ms. Brown. A simple yes or no will do,” Sorr replied with indifference before she addressed Aarik with misplaced authority, “Carry on.” 
 
    Aarik clamped his mouth shut and, grinding his molars together, fought the urge to lash out at the director’s lack of leadership skills. Instead he took a deep breath and released it as he turned around slowly and stomped toward the Terra Lock with determination. For a moment he wished Th’ael was still around so the Director could witness for herself the power he wielded but quickly changed his mind when he felt Kiya shiver next to him as they entered the large Terra Lock room. Mark looked up when they entered and positively beamed when he noticed the director was also in attendance. It took him a moment before he seemed to remember the additional audience members around them and he adopted a more professional demeanor. “Director Sorr, so glad you were able to make it,” Mark said with reverence. Aarik was positive the man was in love with the cold-hearted bitch and decided what little respect he had left was gone. 
 
    “Thank you for calling me. Reading a report after the fact, compiled by someone who, I might add, was given specific orders to report directly to me immediately when absolutely anything was found would have been a huge disappointment to say the least. Dr. Landon if you wouldn’t mind going over what happened when you caught up with them, please,” Sorr announced to the group, putting Jones on the spot purposely. 
 
    “The lights were on when we got here,” Aarik replied, pointing to the sconces on the walls. “Diego was still out and slumped over in the craft they escaped on, while Th’ael was over at the podium next to the craft. He jumped in when we approached and inserted his medallion into the dashboard of the craft. It wavered in the air after it detached from the clamps and vanished in thin air. The power was still on after he left, but obviously it didn’t stay,” Aarik finished, when he reached the podium next to the remaining craft further down the walkway. 
 
    “Well, how do you propose a large metal craft just up and disappeared, Dr. Landon?” Sorr countered sarcastically. 
 
    “Well if I told you that, it would be my opinion,” Aarik said with a lilt to his voice, then added, “Ma’am,” for good measure. 
 
    “Jones, contact the agency and have them send a team to lock this place down. I want everyone detained until we have questioned them and can decide how many more terrorists we have on our hands,” Sorr growled in response. 
 
    “Terrorists, ma’am? Is that the cover story we are using?” Jones asked in confusion. 
 
    “Sometimes I question your mental capacity to lead this mission, Jones,” Sorr replied shaking her head. “Yes. That is the story we will use on the public for why this place will be on lockdown over the next couple of weeks. I want this place scrubbed and taken to Area T for further research,” Sorr snapped in disgust. 
 
    “Are we considered terrorists, Director?” Kiya asked in confusion. 
 
    “I like to consider myself impartial. I never make a decision before I have heard both sides. Seeing as I don’t have anyone from the other side to make that conclusion I am going to have to rely on the words of others and my own woman’s intuition of course. I’ll interview the others and make a decision before morning,” Sorr said in an assuring tone. 
 
    “Director, may I ask you something?” Aarik asked politely. 
 
    “You may,” Sorr replied, in a cautious tone. 
 
    “Does Area T have a docking station like this place, or a podium to operate it?” Aarik inquired cautiously. 
 
    “I don’t see how that is of importance since we are not in possession of a medallion. But to answer your question, no Area T does not contain it now. It has many other attributes though and one of them is that it’s impenetrable, another would be its fully operational, undisclosed location,” Sorr answered annoyingly. “Thomas escort our friends to their tents. Once you have assigned competent guards you may call your family and give them the sad news of how their son was killed in a terrorist attack. Give them my sympathy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Kiya 
 
    Kiya stewed in silence as she walked next to Aarik back to their tents. She thought that once the authorities were made aware of the threat, they would put out an ABP or something similar to help her find and stop the bad guys, but after meeting the director, it was a wake up call that she would be on her own. She looked over at Aarik and corrected herself, she wasn’t alone, she had Aarik and, after what she witnessed, she had a feeling Aarik was the one in the prophecy that would help her defeat Th’ael. 
 
    “I’m not going to have any trouble with you two, am I?” Thomas grunted from behind. 
 
    Kiya turned around slowly and spoke in a tired voice, “Trouble is miles away from here, Thomas. I’m not a terrorist or anyone you have to worry about, far from it in fact but, may I ask you a question?” 
 
    “You may,” Thomas replied, shifting his feet and nodding his head. 
 
    “May I stay in Aarik’s tent? I really don’t want to be alone right now,” Kiya pleaded in a quiet voice, trying to sound as defeated as possible. Thomas looked conflicted as he contemplated her request and just when she thought he would was going to deny her, he sighed loudly and conceded with a slight nod. 
 
    “Go ahead, I’ll let the guards know I authorized it. You shouldn’t be held long. The director is known for making quick decisions. Please don’t do anything rash. My job is on the line and I have enough to worry about tonight,” Thomas said imploringly. 
 
    Aarik spoke up, “You have my word, Thomas. We have no plans to do anything rash. We’ll be right here until we are released.” 
 
    “Alright,” responded Thomas, before he spoke into his walkie talkie, “Merrill report to the tents. Dr. Landon and Ms. Brown will be in the first one. The director will be conducting interviews throughout the night, and when they are done the crew will be released to their tents. I’ll send more men to escort them back and assist you in guarding until Sorr is finished.” 
 
    Kiya grabbed Aarik’s hand and huddled next to him, hoping he would take the hint and pull them into his tent. It didn’t take long before he wrapped his arm around her and crushed her to his side. “Thank you, Thomas. I’m taking her inside now,” Aarik croaked out and pulled her inside. 
 
    Instead of letting go when they entered the tent Kiya embraced Aarik with both arms and breathed in deeply as she clung to him like he was her own personal life preserver. Aarik obliged her need by enveloping her fully as he rested his chin on her head and sighed loudly. She didn’t want to let go, but time was of the essence, so she lifted her head and, before she changed her mind, she leaned forward and planted her lips to Aarik’s in a stolen kiss. She meant it to be brief but the second she pulled away, Aarik closed the distance and kissed her with fervor. She was lost in his touch and taste and when he ended the kiss he didn’t pull away, instead he rested his forehead against hers and said, “I’ve wanted to do that for a long time. I know it’s not the time or place, but I wanted you to know how much you mean to me.” 
 
    Kiya’s lips were swollen from his attention and as she licked them she was once again reminded of his taste and of the fire that burned with intensity for the man standing before her. Not wanting to leave him hanging any longer she said, “I started it but, boy am I glad you ended it the way you did. Just know I’m kicking myself right now for what I’m about to say, because believe me I would rather continue where we left off, but we really need to talk.” 
 
    “To be continued then at a later date, hopefully not too much later,” Aarik replied sheepishly before he stepped back and dropped his arms. “I really wanted Taylor here, but we’ll have to fill him in later. Before we were interrupted you were telling me about the prophecy. Do you have it with you?” 
 
    Kiya recited the prophecy from memory and when she finished she looked up at Aarik to see his reaction before she added, “We haven’t talked about it yet, but after Luke was shot your voice changed. I watched as your voice crippled everyone standing in front of you, everyone that is but Th’ael. I think you are the descendant the prophecy talks about, the one from the royal race and without your help, I have no chance against him.” 
 
    “Wow. I want to deny it, but I was there as well. I’ve never experienced anything like it, but I’m not one to back down from a challenge. I don’t know how I did it, nor do I know if I am capable of doing it again, but I feel it in my soul that everything happens for a reason. When I found this the day of my parents funeral I knew it would forever shape my future. I never anticipated that it would lead me to you. I know whatever we face in the future we will face it together and be victorious because I will rip anyone to shreds to protect you,” Aarik said with conviction as he gripped the medallion under his shirt for emphasis. 
 
    Kiya swallowed hard around the lump in her throat and squeaked out, “Together. I like the sound of that.” She cleared her throat before she added, “What are we going to do about the director? She doesn’t really put off a vibe of being helpful. If she has everything taken away how will we follow after them? They could be anywhere right now.” 
 
    “She does throw a wrench in the plans, doesn’t she. When Taylor and I did our reconnaissance mission, the medallion fit like a glove but it lacked a power source. If we could figure out how he powered the craft we would have a bargaining chip with Director Sorr. Taylor was able to translate the hieroglyphs on the archways but there was no mention of a power source,” Aarik said in contemplation. 
 
    Kiya who had been pacing swirled around walked up to Aarik and grabbed his medallion from under his shirt. Scrolling her eyes over the etchings on the side she asked, “What does this say?” 
 
    “Taylor seems to think it says Terra Jump,” responded Aarik, staring down at her hands. 
 
    “Okay. That makes sense, they use this to help them teleport across the globe. I think I know how to turn it on,” Kiya said with a smile. 
 
    “Don’t keep me waiting woman. How?” Aarik demanded in curiosity. 
 
    “Sound. There must be some kind of frequency that he emitted when he passed through the chambers that turned the power on. I wasn’t really paying attention; when he used the medallion was it glowing or did it show any type of reaction?” Kiya asked as she started to pace again. 
 
    Aarik closed his eyes and when he opened them he nodded and said, “Yes. The gem was pulsating light.” He picked up the medallion and turned it back and forth in his hands before he said, “It was glowing intermittently.” 
 
    “We could use my canon and run a gamut of frequencies by it to find the tone but I doubt Merrill would let me get it. Or...you could try that voice thing again,” Kiya suggested as an afterthought. 
 
    Aarik shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “I’ll probably look like a fool trying but I’m willing to give it a shot if you promise not to laugh,” he finished with a wink. 
 
    “I won’t laugh. I can turn around if you want me to?” Kiya said honestly. 
 
    “You don’t have to turn around but try not to stare at me. I might freeze under pressure,” he joked. 
 
    “Before you start, let me check up on our guard, Merrill,” she whispered, as she crept up to the flap and peeked out. The guard had his back to the tent and was motioning over a new suit who was escorting a distraught Larissa to her tent. Kiya ducked back into the tent and was thankful they never turned on the lights. She motioned Aarik to his cot and followed him over. She pulled him down to sit next to her and whispered, “There are two out there now. Larissa was just brought back but they aren’t very close. I think if we get under the covers it will help block out any light. That is, if our little experiment pays off.” When Aarik smiled and wiggled his eyebrows Kiya said, “Don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “I knew you wanted to get me in bed but we both agreed that now wasn’t the time,” Aarik jested quietly, and leaned out of the way of her backhand as he scrambled to get under the covers. “I couldn’t help myself, you walked right into that one. Come on, you’re letting the cold air in,” Aarik said, as he held the sleeping bag open and waited for her to join him. 
 
    “I should’ve known, and next time I’ll remember where your brain is permanently stuck and make sure I don’t leave an opening,” she said mockingly, as she climbed into the cot and rolled on her side to face him. “No more kidding around. Time to put up or shut up,” she hissed out. 
 
    “How would you suggest I go about starting?” Aarik inquired in hushed tones. 
 
    “Well when you did it in the cave you were under duress and it seemed to erupt out of you in waves. Not sure how much that helps but maybe start chanting in low volumes as if you’re meditating,” Kiya offered. 
 
    “Meditating. Easy for you to say. I’m lying next to the woman I currently want to ravish and she wants me to meditate. Clear my mind type of thing. Alright scoot back a bit, I won’t be able to clear a thing if I can feel you touching me,” Aarik grumbled quietly before he closed his eyes in concentration. 
 
    Kiya watched while Aarik’s facial features slowly relaxed as he worked on clearing his mind. She had no idea if it would work, but lying next to him and being able to openly take in her share of his perfection was an added bonus. The moment Aarik began chanting the hair on her skin stood at attention to the point she held her breath as she waited for a spark of life from the medallion to let them know they were on the right track. Just as she was about to release her breath the purple gem flared for a fraction of a second and she gasped in surprise. Aarik startled by her gasp stopped chanting when he opened his eyes and smiled as he observed the gems inner glow dim slowly. 
 
    “I think we’ve found our bargaining chip,” she whispered in awe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Aarik 
 
    Aarik watched the gem’s inner glow dim and looked up at Kiya to gauge her reaction to his unusual abilities. The infectious grin on her face appeared to be an excellent indication she had no problem with his freaky talent. The thought of having superpowers was an unusual feeling. Growing up, Aarik had no clue that he was any different from the humans around him, besides the fact that he was larger and smarter than the average male and he found himself searching for other cues that would have clued him into his origins and came up empty. 
 
    The process of meditation was easier than he thought it would be, having never attempted to clear his mind, the moment he closed his eyes and looked deep inside he found a large central zone, that welcomed him in, that felt calm, safe, and full of knowledge. The chant Th’ael used to power the stone presented itself within his mind telepathically, and the moment he started the chant he could feel the tones of his voice take on a layered effect that was calming to his senses. It wasn’t until he heard Kiya gasp faintly, like she was miles away instead of two feet, that Aarik snapped back to reality and severed the connection to what felt like another dimension. 
 
    Now, more than ever, he wished his parents were alive so that he could get to the bottom of his ancestry but he had a feeling they wouldn’t know any more than he did. He was half tempted to contact his uncle to see if he had any knowledge about his family, but rejected the idea just as quickly when he realized bringing his uncle into the mess would only put him in further danger. 
 
    Aarik realized he was still staring at Kiya and averted his eyes back to the medallion. When he first found it, he knew it was a part of ancient times, he just didn't realize when he set out to find its origins that it would be his own history he uncovered. Turning it over in his hand, he palmed it and said, “I will only bargain this if it is our last resource. I’m rather attached to it at this point and I think it’s fair to say that it’s technically mine by birth rite.” 
 
    “I have no plans on showing mine either so I don’t blame you. I guess we’ll play it by ear and wait to see what Director Sorr has up her sleeve,” Kiya said adamantly. 
 
    “Alright. We should try and get some sleep. I have a feeling it will be a long wait,” Aarik said quietly. 
 
    “Not sure I can sleep right now,” Kiya replied. 
 
    “It won’t hurt to try. Are you a side sleeper?” Aarik asked. 
 
    “Sometimes. I sleep on all sides, actually I should warn you that I’m a bed and cover hog,” admitted Kiya sheepishly as she rolled onto her back and peeked over the covers. 
 
    “Roll over,” Aarik commanded, and waited for her to comply before he scooted up behind, enveloped her in his arms and said, “Now close your eyes. If you are not asleep within the next five minutes we can get up and play a card game or something to pass the time, but first let’s try it my way.” Kiya froze for a few seconds in his arms but the longer he spoke the more she melted into his embrace fully. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Kiya muttered sleepily on a yawn. 
 
    Aarik smiled to himself when Kiya’s breathing deepened and the moment she started snoring slightly he stopped himself from laughing out loud and pulled her closer. He knew he should be trying to sleep but every time he closed his eyes he pictured the events of the night and, given the options, he preferred seeing her silhouette in the dark. When the flap to his tent opened slowly, Aarik’s heart raced in time with his mind and he scoured his tent for a weapon. He relaxed instantly when Taylor straightened up and announced himself. 
 
    “Hey there, you awake? Wow. Sorry didn’t realize you had company. Want me to leave?” Taylor whispered frozen in place after he spotted Kiya wrapped in Aarik’s arms fast asleep. 
 
    Even though he hated to wake her, an opportunity to talk with Taylor and fill him in on what really happened was a greater need. Aarik extracted himself slowly and placed his warm pillow behind Kiya as a placebo. When she settled in like a kitten he pulled himself away and headed over to the little table and sat down heavily. “How was the interrogation?” he asked to start off their conversation. 
 
    “Man. What did you say to that woman? She was out for your blood, I swear. She had all of my notes, and was quizzing me on my translations. Don’t worry it wasn’t my personal notes. By the end she wanted to know how long we had been friends and acted like she was my best friend. She gave me the creeps. Did you notice how her head never moves, only her eyes, like she’s tracking you? Cree...ppy! What happened tonight?” Taylor blurted out in hushed tones. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s hard not to notice, when they bulge from her face; but back to the point of the matter. I didn’t really say anything bad, she might have been offended by my lack of respect for her perceived authority. I was defensive, which might have put a target on my back but she knew how to push my buttons. Long story short, Luke was killed by Diego tonight when we followed them into a secret tunnel, that bypassed the cave-in we were working on, and lead to an ancient alien being released from a cryo sleeping pod of some sort. He also happens to have magic-like powers he used to crush a rock cave-in like it was a loose dirt clod. He used a medallion like mine to power one of the crafts and I watched him disappear in front of my eyes when he Terra Jumped to God knows where, but I guess you already knew that last part,” Aarik replied in a gush. 
 
    “How did he power it?” Taylor asked inquisitively. 
 
    “It’s a good thing you’re sitting, because this one is hard to swallow. He used his voice,” Aarik responded and waited for Taylor to laugh it off and was mildly surprised when Taylor responded, “Makes sense. What? The door opened with sound, why wouldn’t the rest work the same way. We need Kiya to work on the frequency. Have you asked her?” 
 
    “No, she offered, but there’s something else. Trying to put it into words is harder than I thought, I think it would be easier to show you,” Aarik replied, and then pulled out his medallion and cupped it in his hands. “Remember I’m still me and don’t freak out. We don’t need our guards to take notice,” Aarik said, and closed his eyes to enter his inner circle. 
 
    “Freak out. I’m freaking out because you told me not to freak out,” Taylor clarified before he gasped quietly and said, “Uh, Aarik. I’m not freaking out but damn that’s cool.” 
 
    Aarik opened his eyes and quietly finished the chant to complete the activation and was pleased when the gem’s inner glow dimly pulsated on and off. He looked over at Taylor and said, “I think so too. Guess somewhere in my family line, my human ancestor had relations with an alien.” 
 
    “I always knew you were special,” Taylor joked in return before he added, “In all seriousness, Aarik Landon, you are my best friend regardless of your species.” 
 
    “Thanks, man, I appreciate it and I feel the same way. Loyalty and friendships will be tried during adversity, but I have faith ours will last when the alien that escaped returns. I’m not sure what he has planned, but something along the line of the end of world as we know it would be a fairly accurate prediction. I’m going to need all the friends I can get when that happens,” Aarik said with conviction. Aarik, touched by the sincerity of Taylor’s proclamation, hoped the trials ahead would be short lived and ultimately victorious. He chanted the words in reverse and was filled with awe as the light fled the purple gem slowly. 
 
    “How did you get past the guards?” Aarik asked as an afterthought. 
 
    “I, unlike you, can be very quiet when leaving my tent. It was my ninja-like moves that enabled me to move silently across the camp without them noticing as I followed the shadows. Didn’t you notice my all black outfit?” Taylor replied with a smirk, motioning to his ensemble. 
 
    “What really happened?” questioned Aarik knowingly. 
 
    Taylor sighed then said reluctantly, “I was the last one interviewed and it didn’t take long for them to pass out. Although I like my first version better.” 
 
    “It was totally believable too,” added Aarik, in an effort to reduce the sting and then tried to change the subject when he said, “Shouldn’t be long before she makes her decision then. They plan on removing everything from this site and taking it to a place called Area T. I feel like it is my destiny to stop Th’ael and if necessary I’m ready to reveal myself.” 
 
    “Th’ael? The alien dude?” Taylor asked for clarification, when Aarik nodded yes he continued, “I’m going to play devil’s advocate here...do you really think revealing you’re an alien is a good idea? What if they impound you or something and start doing lab rat type stuff? I’m a ninja, but I’m not Rambo. How would we get you out? Did you think about that?” pleaded Taylor his voice raising slightly in frustration. 
 
    “Keep your voice down. Yes, I’ve thought of that possibility, but you seem to be forgetting that I’m like a superhero now. If they try anything funny, I won’t hesitate to use it,” replied Aarik with conviction. 
 
    “Right. Do you know how to use it?” Taylor challenged. 
 
    “No, but I have a feeling I will when the time comes,” Aarik replied in reflection. 
 
    “What’s going on between you two?” Taylor inquired, nodding his head toward the cot. 
 
    Aarik looked back at the sleeping form of Kiya and sighed before he replied, “You’re looking at the woman of my dreams. She has a part to play in the coming battle, but I’ll let her fill you in on it, because it’s her story to tell. Just know I’ll protect her with my life if it comes to it. Does that answer your question?” 
 
    “Yes, I would have to say yes. I hope it doesn’t come to that, but I think you got the point across loud and clear even if you were whispering,” replied Taylor. 
 
    “You should get back before we are forced to defend a rumor of a threesome,” Aarik joked. 
 
    “Ha! That would be hard to believe. I’ll see you in a couple hours. Don’t leave without me or you’ll never hear the end of it,” stated Taylor fiercely. 
 
    Aarik watched Taylor creep out of his tent and was surprised to find Kiya awake and staring at him when he returned to the cot. “I’m sorry, did we wake you?” Aarik said quietly. 
 
    “Not really. I was having a bad dream and when I leaned back for your warmth and comfort I was met with a soft pillow instead. I only heard the end of your conversation with Taylor. When do you plan on leaving? I hope you know that if you have any plans on ditching me to keep me safe that I will hunt you down and make you regret it,” Kiya whispered forcefully.               
 
    “I have no plans to leave you or him. Taylor can be melodramatic sometimes, kinda reminds me of you a bit. Perhaps that’s why I was so attracted to you in the first place,” Aarik said crawling over Kiya to get in the covers. 
 
    “Wow, you’re such a charmer,” Kiya responded sarcastically, and then added, “Just wanted to make sure you were aware that we are in this together.” 
 
    “I’m well aware and trust me, if I have anything to say about it, you’ll never leave my side again,” Aarik replied with confidence. 
 
    “Do I have a say in it?” Kiya inquired gently, twirling her hair around her finger. 
 
    “Of course you do, although I will do my best to talk you out of leaving me. I’ll beg if I have to,” Aarik professed honestly, and hoped he wouldn’t have to beg. It wasn’t very manly, but she was worth it in his mind. 
 
    “No need. I just wanted to make sure you wouldn’t be the type that sweeps in and tries to mold a woman to his specifications. As I’m sure you’ve ascertained by now, I am not someone to sit idly by. I have opinions, ideas, and quirks not many can handle. You sure you’re ready for someone like me?” Kiya said with vulnerability. 
 
    “Believe me when I say I know what I’m getting into and I wouldn’t change a thing in my past because, if I did, it might not have led me to you,” Aarik said reverently, while he stared into her eyes. Hoping she could see the truth of his words reflected there. 
 
    Kiya reached out and caressed his face before she said, “You’re such a charmer, Aarik, but I’ll be proud to call you my charmer.” 
 
    “Deal. Ready to face the firing squad? I’m too wired to sleep and would rather not wait for the inevitable,” Aarik asked reluctantly, grabbing her hand from his face and cradling it next to his heart. 
 
    “I suppose so, but I’m going to need some coffee first, or I won’t be held liable with what comes out of my mouth when we face the wicked witch. Speaking of which, did Taylor have anything new to add about his visit with Sorr?” Kiya replied with urgency. 
 
    “Nothing we didn’t already know. She’s creepy and hell bent on implicating me for the security breach,” Aarik said sorely. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go find some coffee and breakfast before we face our inquisitor,” Kiya piped up and crawled out of bed slowly. 
 
    “I like your way of thinking. I would love a shower, especially not knowing if it will be my last one taken alone but considering it’s been more than twelve hours since my last food intake, it will have to wait. Ready when you are,” Aarik teased and walked toward the exit. 
 
    “Wait,” Kiya hissed out before he pulled the flap back. She strolled over seductively and just when he thought she would kiss him she diverted her attention to his chest and reached out to tuck his medallion into his shirt and patted it and said, “No reason to flaunt your stuff just yet. Your physique is enough of a distraction as it is.” 
 
    Refusing to let the moment pass, Aarik pulled Kiya into his arms and kissed her with reverence as he tried to reflect everything he was feeling into the connection, when he pulled back he said, “Thanks, I needed that.” 
 
    “By all means, I should be the one saying thanks. That was...was...man this is going to sound cheesy, but it was out of this world amazing. I could easily become addicted to that feeling. Damn, did I just say that out loud? It sounded way cooler in my head,” finished Kiya. The moment she tried to look away, he brought his hands up and cradled her face so that she was forced to look into his eyes. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was cheesy at all, in fact it was perfect. I want and need to know what you are thinking and feeling at all times. I poured my soul into that kiss and to hear you accept it with open arms was everything I desired in a response,” Aarik stated proudly and kissed her tenderly on the lips once more before he dropped his hands and pulled back the flap.  
 
    “After you, my lady,” he said with pride. Aarik waited to see if she would accept his pet name, and when she smiled shyly in acceptance and ducked through the opening, he pumped his fist into the air before he followed after her. 
 
    The chow hall tent was illuminated and active for the time of day and he grabbed Kiya’s hand in desperation as they neared the entrance. She looked over at him and winked, “Don’t worry. I promise to behave myself. I’ll make a beeline for the coffee table and not speak to anyone until I’ve had my fill.” Her expression revolved from jovial to serious when she recognized his panicked state and whispered, “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, just needed someone to ground me,” Aarik replied with a sigh. 
 
     “I won’t leave your side. Whatever happens we’ll handle it together,” Kiya said adamantly. 
 
    “No, its okay. Get your coffee first and I’ll try to find something to eat. If they play interference, I’ll take the heat while you get coffee and portable food you can sneak to me when you return to rescue me,” Aarik replied with renewed strength, and smiled down at Kiya to convince her his moment of weakness was over. 
 
    “Okay. Break!” jested Kiya, as she faked a race stance. 
 
    When they entered the chow hall, Doris was in the corner shooting daggers at the men and woman who had taken over without a care for her domain. Director Sorr stood up at their intrusion and followed their movements to the food tables with contemplation. She waited for Aarik and Kiya to fill up their plates before she made her way over to their table. “Where are your guards?” Sorr demanded sorely. 
 
    Kiya snickered before she said under her hand for Aarik’s ears, “Someone’s gonna be in trouble.” 
 
    “I believe they were sleeping, Director Sorr. When you didn’t come to my tent immediately following your last interrogation I figured we were no longer people of interest. Am I wrong?” challenged Aarik. 
 
    “That depends on how you answer my next question,” retorted Sorr, in her nasally voice. 
 
    “And that would be….” baited Aarik, shoveling food into his mouth. 
 
    “When did you plan on telling me about your lineage?” Sorr said in an I-got-you type voice. 
 
    Aarik’s jaw dropped at her revelation and it took a second before he snapped it closed and swallowed the food in his mouth too early causing him to choke. He cleared his throat a few times before he replied, “Wow. Didn’t see that one coming. To be honest, not sure when, was kinda playing it by ear since I just recently discovered it for myself. From the sounds of it you could probably tell me more than I could tell you, but what I do know is you need me more than I need you.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen. I’ll give you points for partial honesty but I’m giving you one more chance to come clean. Anything else that you might want to mention?” Sorr replied dramatically. 
 
    Aarik realized she was talking about his medallion and rather than prolong the inevitable he pulled it out and said, “Now that you mention it. I do own a medallion, but only I can operate it so if you were thinking about confiscating it for Area T, it would do you no good. Oh and by the way we’ll be going after Th’ael with or without your assistance.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. You have much to learn, Dr. Landon,” Sorr replied with authority. She turned away from them and shouted out orders to the men who were staring at Aarik like he was a god for how he handled the woman in front of them. “Jones take Dr. Landon and his crew...to Area T to meet with Dr. Annalee Rais.” 
 
    Jones walked towards their table and shook his head no when Aarik indicated he needed more time to eat, “Wrap it up. We leave in 10 minutes. I’m assuming you want to bring Taylor along, right?” 
 
    “Yes, he makes a wonderful interpreter. He speaks seventeen different languages and can read more than fifty,” Aarik responded, as he moved to take his plate to the garbage but was stopped short when Doris appeared between him and Kiya and plopped down a to go mug of steaming coffee and a small bag of scones. 
 
    “What about me? Don’t think you’ll be getting better service from the likes of men like this,” Doris blurted out while she tapped her foot. 
 
    “Is there room for four?” Aarik asked impotently. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue 
 
    Diego woke up slowly with a groan. He palmed his forehead dramatically and ran his fingers through his hair to massage his aching head. He opened his eyes and wished he hadn’t when he realized they were surrounded by water, in some type of a clear, domed, underwater city, devoid of life. “Grandfather, where are we?” he squeaked out. 
 
    “You will refer to me as Th’ael,” he hissed out angrily. When Diego kept quiet, Th’ael spun around and added in his powerful voice, “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes. I understand. Th’ael. Got it. Where are we, Th’ael?” asked Diego apologetically, in a daze. 
 
    “At’lantis. This was my twin brother Rh’ael’s last known location before the war,” Th’ael responded in a distant voice as he studied his surroundings intently. 
 
    “I see,” Diego said carefully, and paused before he asked, “It’s empty now. Why are we here?” 
 
    “You were passed out and useless when we needed to escape. I didn’t have time to choose a new location and, when we Terra Jumped, the podium was last set for At’lantis. This was our capital and was once bustling with life before the uprising. Even though it appears void of life, I sense the presence of my people,” Th’ael uttered, before he strode toward the large pyramid in the center of the city with a confident stride. 
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