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Bill Johnson wiped the sweat from his brow and crouched low over the loamy jungle soil, his trowel scraping gently at the edge of the pottery sherd half-buried by centuries of neglect. The steamy Mexican air hummed with the drone of insects, the oppressive heat making his shirt stick to him like a second skin. Behind him, the mighty pyramid loomed, a silent guardian of memories lost to time. All around the base, tangled vines and broad-leafed ferns reached out like eager fingers, eager to reclaim what humanity had left behind.

For months now, Bill had worked with the excavation team, combing the site for clues about the vanished city that once thrummed with life. He’d found plenty of broken pots, beadwork, and the occasional jade trinket, yet nothing to justify the expense or the aggravation of keeping sponsors happy. To call himself an "archaeologist" was generous; Bill’s official training extended only as far as the evening classes and summer digs he’d funded himself after his uncle’s modest inheritance. 

Decades spent as a desk-bound accountant had taught him how to catalog and sort, but none of that prepared him for the thrill of real discovery, nor the ache in his knees and lower back that came with it.

Today, though, a glimmer of something extraordinary had caught his eye. Just beneath a slab of limestone, an intact clay jar protruded at an odd angle, its surface etched with symbols he’d learned to recognize as Mayan numbers. He bit his lip, careful not to let his excitement jinx the moment. Gently, painstakingly, he scraped away the last of the soil and lifted the vessel free.

Bill turned the jar over in his hands, feeling the gritty surface, the spiral motif around the neck. The weight was all wrong—heavier than expected—and something rattled within. Heart thumping, he reached for his phone and snapped a quick photo. He’d bring it to the lab, but first, he needed another set of hands.

“Hey, Claudia!” he shouted over his shoulder, voice echoing through the trees. “Got a live one!”

Claudia Morales, his supervisor and mentor, strode over from the next dig trench, brushing a lock of dark hair from her forehead. She squinted at the jar with mild interest, then more intensely as she caught the odd weight of it in her palm.

“Well, that’s new,” she murmured, running a thumb over the markings. “Do you hear that?” She shook the jar gently; a dull clink echoed inside.

Before they could speculate further, a younger voice piped up from behind the artifact tent. “Let me see! Let me see!” Of course, it was Derek—their college intern, an excitable whirlwind in baggy shorts, perpetually one energy drink away from spontaneous combustion.

Bill handed off the jar to Derek, who immediately upended it, tilting it into the sunlight. From the mouth of the vessel, Derek plucked a tightly wound coil of corroded copper, along with a few fragments of brown, decayed material. He examined the pieces with the reverence of someone handling a holy relic.

“So cool,” he breathed, eyes widening behind thick glasses. “It’s, like, a battery.”

Bill blinked. “A what?”

“A battery!” Derek repeated, his voice rising with excitement. “Like the Baghdad Battery, only older! Way older! You guys, we just made history.”

Claudia peered over his shoulder, her skepticism melting into curiosity. “Are you sure?”

Derek nodded vigorously, already snapping photos with his own phone. “Look, there’s the central rod, the copper coil, and—yeah, that’s probably some kind of electrolyte paste. If it is, this could rewrite a whole chapter of Mesoamerican technology.”

Bill felt a rush of adrenaline, mixing with a twinge of disbelief. This was the break he’d been hoping for—no, it was bigger than that. It was the kind of find that could put all three of their names in textbooks.

He could see it now: The press release, the flurry of academic interest, maybe even a spot on the local news. More funding, more time, and the vindication that he hadn’t just chased a pipe dream into the jungle. Bill grinned at Claudia, who matched his smile with a rare, genuine glow.

“We need to get this to the lab ASAP,” Claudia said, her voice steady but eyes alight. “Carefully. Derek, catalog every step. Bill, you’re in charge of documentation. And nobody—nobody—posts about this until we’ve got more data.”

Derek nodded, solemn for once, then dashed off to grab the padded transport case. Bill followed Claudia to the makeshift field lab, every sense heightened as he imagined the possibilities. Had the Mayans really harnessed electricity? What secrets did the jar still hold?

As they entered the tent, Bill caught one last glimpse of the pyramid through the trees, its shadow falling long across the ground. For a moment, he thought he saw movement on the upper terrace—a flicker of white, like a robe or cloak—but when he blinked, it was gone.

He shook off the chill that crawled up his spine, chalking it up to nerves and anticipation. They had work to do, and history didn’t wait for the faint of heart.
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Bill Johnson had expected the jungle to be the hardest part: The relentless humidity, the unholy alliance of mosquitoes and biting ants, the way the air felt like a damp wool sweater you could never quite peel off. But as the days trickled by, it wasn’t nature gnawing at him so much as the sharp, invisible teeth of academic scrutiny. The dig site, once buzzing only with the sounds of cicadas and the occasional burst of Derek’s nervous laughter, now hummed with a different kind of tension—a low, electric current of unease that seemed to seep up from the ground itself.

Word of the “Mayan Battery” didn’t so much leak as erupt. At first, Bill thought they’d controlled the narrative: Claudia drafted a careful, if maddeningly dry, preliminary statement for the university’s press office, and Derek promised (on pain of death, or at least expulsion) to keep his mouth shut. But in the digital age, secrets were like water in a woven basket—impossible to hold. 

The initial photos, leaked from some anonymous address, landed with a splash on a half-dozen blogs dedicated to weird science and ancient mysteries. Within forty-eight hours, they were the top post on two archaeology listservs, a cryptic meme on Reddit’s r/AskHistorians, and the punchline in a viral TikTok that showed Derek’s hands, trembling, as he shook the artifact like a maraca while a cartoon lightning bolt flashed over the screen.

At first, Bill tried to stay above the fray. He buried himself in the field lab, cataloging each scrap of data, double- and triple-checking the measurements. Claudia, never a fan of drama, simply turned off her phone for a week and muttered about “the circus” whenever she heard distant shouts from the main tent where the grad students hung out. 

But it didn’t take long for the emails to start arriving. Not the pleasant, congratulatory kind, either—these were pure vinegar, mostly from colleagues who’d long ago decided that the only thing worse than being wrong was being upstaged.

The first message came from Dr. Tilden at the University of Chicago, a terse “Congratulations, I suppose” followed by five paragraphs of withering analysis of Bill’s excavation technique, all copied to half the department. Then came Professor Hanley at Cambridge, who managed to fit the words “fascinating,” “absurd,” and “statistically implausible” in one sentence without ever quite saying Bill’s name.

The skeptics circled like vultures. Some begged for access to the samples, while others condemned the entire dig as a publicity stunt. By the end of the month, the team was fielding more snide remarks than grant applications. Derek, who thrived on chaos, started printing out the nastiest comments and taping them to the inside of the artifact tent, like a bizarre badge of honor. Claudia just rolled her eyes and said she’d seen worse, but her jaw clenched tighter every time another “friendly critique” landed in her inbox.

Even the
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