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This story is dedicated to my best friend and wife, the
wellspring of love for my second life, the love my life,
the girl of my dreams, the beautiful artist and faery
princess dancer, Dana.
This story is dedicated to my sweet little sister, Dori.
No one more so than siblings go through all of life hand
in hand. Now you are in one dream and I in another but
still hand in hand.

D U S T C OV E R

Transhumanism is as old as the story of Adam and Eve, and far more dangerous
than that first bite of the apple. This is what Dylan Smith is about to learn. As a
Berkeley professor of archeology and over-the-hill college football player, Dylan
is about to receive his own personalized fifteen minutes of infamy. Since graduate school, he has been obsessed with discredited clues about a mysterious
South American archeological site that could change the timeline of history as
we know it. He should have been far more careful about that wish.
Scientists currently believe anatomically modern humans have walked this
planet for at least 300,000 years and likely much longer. Since the beginning of
recorded history 5,000 years ago, we’ve gone from stone tools to artificial intelligence, space travel, nuclear power, and more. Dylan believes it is the height of
arrogance to suggest that we humans lived as little more than hairless apes for
the prior 295,000 years. He instead believes human society has advanced and
rebooted many times in our 300,000 year-long history. Perhaps it is not arrogance but ego that prevents humanity from admitting our all too obvious
repeated failures?
After decades of work and ridicule, Dylan has finally located the impossibly
ancient archeological site for which he has been searching, but this discovery is
also something for which he has no more comprehension than an ant has for the

sole of a boot. Holding onto this discovery will cost him everything and
everyone he loves.

PREFACE

Handwriting in Water marks a return to my techno-thriller writer’s roots and the
roots of my two bestsellers. It is a highly realistic contemporary techno-thriller.
The themes are transhumanism, ancient technology, conspiracy, reincarnation,
and possibly the end of the world. This is not a story of Atlantis or some other
wondrous mythological place. This is a realistic gritty story about human evolution, cycles of global destruction, and science instead of magic.
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"Sufficiently advanced technologies are the seeds of future religions."
Dylan squinted as rays of a late afternoon sun poured onto his broad face. He
was standing a short distance from the edge of a rocky cliff beyond which the
earth seemed to vanish into a vast mile deep abyss. Towering all around him at a
height equal to that depth were the snowcapped peaks of the Andes. It was more
magnificent than the Grand Canyon, he thought, then shivered again. The
temperature had dropped. Even his prized antique bomber jacket was no longer
enough to shield him from these savage winds.
He deserved to suffer. Why had he stolen the artifact? Doing that went
against everything he believed in as an archeologist. He had a long list of justifications that did not make sense. What did make sense was that he'd had no
choice. Revealing his discovery of the artifact would have utterly destroyed his
far more important discovery of the underground ruins.
The wind screamed harder against him as if in defiance of that fig leaf of
justification. He sunk his hands deep into the pockets of his jacket, wrapping it
tighter around him. As an ex-college football lineman, he was a bull of a man in
both build and stubbornness. His heavy muscles strained reassuringly against the
jacket's weatherworn leather as his fingers sought out the small stolen artifact in
his pocket.
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He felt battered from his close call with death. Those ruins demanded a high
price for their secrets. The earthquake that had collapsed part of the ancient
stairway shaft had left him trapped for the better part of a day that seemed like
weeks. A short time after his rescue, aftershocks and underground flooding had
cut him off from returning to the chamber where the artifact had lain.
For a brief crazy moment, Dylan thought about throwing the artifact into
the chasm and being rid of it, but his obsession with finding a scientific explanation stayed his hand. This desolate spot along the cliffs was a long difficult
trek from the basecamp. Still, Dylan glanced around to make sure he was
alone before removing the artifact from his pocket. As it always did, the relic
felt all wrong, like something that did not belong in this world. How could
something discovered in ruins that dated back thousands of years look so
modern?
The artifact was constructed from a pair of quarter-inch wide gold bands that
were the size and shape of oversized wedding rings. The bands were interlocked
together at right angles to form a crisscrossed ball-shaped housing or cage.
Mounted snuggly inside the cage was a clear quartz sphere about the size of a
one-inch marble.
At six-foot-five and two-hundred-and-fifty pounds, Dylan had a husky frame
with hands and fingers that could solidly palm a football. The artifact seemed
insignificant resting in such a large hand, yet it was the destroyer of his dreams.
He had no choice but to conceal its existence from the world.
He stared at it for a long time. It was so odd how it vaguely resembled the
precision-machined toy gyroscope he'd been given on his tenth birthday. What
was this thing? It felt so technological. He was determined to focus solely on the
science and ignore all the peculiar illogical feelings that bubbled up inside him
from just looking at it. Scientific truth was, after all, a demanding master.
He held the artifact up toward the sky to peer through the quartz at the oddest
thing of all about the object. At the center of the glasslike sphere was a pea-sized
metallic pit. Gazing at it brought back memories of his ordeal of being trapped
by both collapsed stonework and despair. Without water or food, his sustained
exertions had finally sapped him. Exhausted, he'd begun falling into fitful short
periods of sleep, little deaths, little rehearsals for the final big sleep he soon
expected.
Waking from one of those periods of unconsciousness, he had discovered the
batteries for his headlamp were dead. As he fumbled for fresh batteries, for a few
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reality-warping seconds, he had seen that metallic pit faintly glowing with a deep
purple light. The radiance had waned and never returned.
There was also that far stranger experience while entombed alive, which
unlike the glow, he was convinced must have been something akin to a fever
dream. The disjointed perceptions he remembered were troubling and left him
doubting his mental state. The experiences had been like seeing through
someone else's eyes, hearing through someone else's ears, and feeling through
someone else's skin as if he had been inside the heads of other people. It was
pure nonsense.
Being sealed in those ruins and facing death while praying for rescue had all
the ingredients necessary for the extreme post-traumatic stress he was now experiencing as well as distortion of his memories of those events. All those mitigating factors were undeniable, and yet, he refused to deny that for a few
seconds, while trapped inside those ruins, he had been certain the metallic pit
had been glowing like a tiny dying star encased in a sphere of ice.
Not long after his rescue from the cave-in, back at the basecamp, he had
covertly checked the stolen artifact for radiation and been stumped when he'd
found nothing. Ignoring the inconvenient evidence provided by that pocket radiation detector, Dylan's best scientific theory for the deep purple glow remained
that it had been real, and the metallic pit was a naturally occurring radioactive
element that was exciting photoluminescent impurities in a few millimeters of
the quartz immediately surrounding it. Perhaps there was some element in the
quartz that prevented radiation from escaping and reaching the detector?
Emissions that caused radioluminescence on that kind of tiny scale were
probably not dangerous unless the radioactive material was ingested or inhaled.
It was curious how the pit was sealed inside quartz the same way nuclear reactor
waste was sealed inside glass for safe disposal. He then thought about the richly
inscribed quartz jar with its thick solid gold endcaps and inner sleeve in which he
had found the artifact. Gold was denser than lead. What better way to store
something sacred that was radioactive? This hinted at a primitive scientific
understanding that was completely unsettling, and that was his elephant in the
living room problem.
That jar had been the only other object that had been recovered from the
ruins. Unlike the artifact, the jar was now officially under the care of Carlos
Aguilar, who was the onsite representative of the Peruvian government and a
world authority on its antiquities.
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Dylan and Carlos had worked together on and off for almost two decades.
Carlos had been the leader of the first field expedition Dylan had ever gone on.
Back then, Dylan had been an embarrassingly wet behind the ears grad student.
In time, Carlos had become almost a substitute father or uncle, which meant a lot
since Dylan had never known his biological father.
Slowly turning the artifact over in his palm, Dylan stared with highly trained
critical eyes at the mysterious object. Even Carlos would never believe it was
thousands of years old. Its construction was too perfect and beyond anything that
should have been possible by primitive people. Even the materials were a problem. The quartz was flawless and without a single inclusion. Surreptitious use of
the expedition's field test gear had shown that the quartz was not any native type,
and the gold was impossibly pure. The glowing was only cruel icing on an
already poisoned cake.
The mysterious nature of the artifact would throw the entire find into question. Hell, it would focus a glaring spotlight onto him and raise doubts about his
honesty, or at the very least, his professionalism.
He refused to accept the possibility that the artifact might be what charitable
scientists called an object out of place and experts called a hoax. He was worried
that if it was opened up to scientific scrutiny without proper context, it could
become one more kooky unearthed thing that science would never rightly or
wrongly accept, like two-thousand-year-old Bagdad batteries, the hundredmillion-year-old London hammer, or the sixteen-hundred-year-old iron pillar of
Delhi. The devastating effect this kind of controversy would have on continued
funding for the expedition would prove fatal.
He knew that for the sake of the expedition, for the sake of the ruins, for the
sake of his reputation, and for the sake of scientifically explaining the artifact, he
had to keep it a secret. As a fully tenured professor in the archeology department
at Berkeley, he had access to the finest scientific facilities. If the mystery of the
artifact could not be cracked in secret there, it would never be cracked. Once he
completed his research, and things turned out as he knew they would, he'd find a
legally and politically safe way to come clean about what he had done in the
name of science.
He knew that if what he was doing was prematurely exposed, it would ruin
his career and possibly land him in jail. A small part of him registered how illogical, reckless, and illegal, carrying out his plan would be, but that part was
quickly overruled by what was far more important.
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Dylan ran a thick finger over the artifact's crisscrossed gold bands. They felt
completely smooth but were covered with impossibly minuscule glyphs and hash
marks. The tiny glyphs and markings on the bands reminded him of a compass
bezel. The inscriptions were not engraved. They were flush as if somehow
imprinted into the metal by injecting different shades of gold.
Dylan put the artifact away and took out his iPhone. In it were hundreds of
photos of the ruins. There was no internet access this far from the basecamp's
satellite hotspot, but that wasn't needed for him to scroll through the images. The
limestone slab that had sealed the entrance was the size of a double-wide doorway. It was three feet thick, lay flat on the ground like a megalithic gravesite
ledger, and was covered with inscriptions. Its estimated weight was eleven tons.
It was a mystery how the ancients opened and closed the slab to enter the site for
their rituals.
As an authority in ancient languages, Dylan found the slab a remarkable find
all on its own and regarded it with near religious reverence. He had been a child
prodigy with languages and was now fluent in hundreds of them, including more
dead languages than possibly anyone alive.
The slab was inscribed with a completely unknown language as well as Maya
script. The unknown language was clearly alphabetic and had a passing resemblance to Proto-Sinaitic script, which originated in the Middle East and was the
oldest known alphabetic writing system in the world. Unlike Mesoamerica, no
written language had ever been discovered in pre-Columbian South America.
The unearthing of this ancient slab would change the prevailing theories for the
origin of civilization in the Americas the same way Copernicus changed everything with his proof that the planets orbited the sun.
A low bank of clouds moved over him from behind like a tide coming in. The
temperature seemed to drop with it, bringing an unexpectedly deeper chill. His
thoughts began dwelling on what had happened to scientists who came out
against the entrenched status quo. Max Planck had famously claimed that science
advances one funeral at a time. Dylan had no intention of facing a pitchfork and
torch carrying mob of angry archeologists. He had given a great deal of thought
to the story he would spin when his find was announced next week. He decided
the story would begin at the beginning and show humility in how his discovery
had started with an accident.
Decades ago, a small two-foot stone tablet had been unearthed in Mexico by
a construction company. The badly damaged tablet was covered in unintelligible
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Maya script and had fascinated only academics. It was just one of many examples of Maya script that resulted in gibberish instead of a logical translation. No
one knew exactly why some Maya texts were untranslatable, and no one other
than academics cared. It had been relegated to the dusty backrooms of the
Mexican National Museum of Anthropology until Dylan, as an assistant professor, had decided to make his name by cracking the mystery.
Instead, years later, he had allegedly deciphered an even greater mystery that
had led him to these mountains in Peru. No one believed his partial translation
was accurate except a few close friends and colleagues, including Carlos Aguilar.
So no one had believed the legend that Dylan had partially gleaned from the
tablet had been about a real place and a lost people, no one that is except those
same close friends and colleagues. The translated story of the "Many Voices" had
been real. The limestone slab, the artifacts, and the ruins proved that and so
much more.
It proved at the very least that the Mayan language had spread far beyond
what anyone had imagined all the way to Peru. More than that, it suggested that
Peru was the true linguistic epicenter, and that the Mayan cities in Mesoamerica
were merely far-flung places within the region of influence of a long-lost
Andean civilization.
The limestone slab, with its remarkable mishmash of different passages
inscribed in two different languages, held its secrets well. Like the small stone
tablet, translation of the Maya script produced gibberish, almost as if it were
encrypted. All that Dylan was able to glean was that the slab was the entrance to
a temple named Twin-Moon-Gate, the supposedly imaginary Andean shrine he
had sought for so long.
The glyphs for the unknown language on the slab matched the glyphs on the
artifact and quartz jar. As its discoverer, he had named that language AndeanScript. He put his iPhone with its photos away and took out the artifact once
more. He could not shake the feeling that the troublesome object he held was
more scientifically valuable than any other artifact in the world.
"What are you?" he mumbled.
It was a religious talisman of great significance. That much was obvious,
based on where he'd found it. What confused Dylan was that the artifact seemed
to have nothing to do with the purpose of the ceremonial chamber where it had
laid for untold centuries and slowly been buried in dust.
The center of the chamber had been dominated by a gold sun disk inlaid into
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the floor and a sacrificial altar that was an unadorned block of stone the size and
shape of a low divan. The domed roof was a masterwork of art that looked like a
night sky with two moons. The stars and moons were fashioned from bits of
colored quartz that flickered like real stars when illuminated by firelight. It upset
Dylan to think about that strange anemic orange second moon. It had inexplicably evoked fearsome primal memories of doom as if the earth had once been
orbited by twin moons. It was beside the altar in the center of that chamber that
he had found the artifact.
Dylan knew that no simple answer for the artifact would be forthcoming. It
would have to remain a secret until he could prove how it fit into the larger
puzzle. The greatness of the find itself was all that mattered. It would be his
unscarred legacy.
It was the kind of archeological discovery that would shake the world. The
entranceway that was still accessible along with his photographic evidence of the
chamber, proved that the entire ruin was inexplicably laid out in Egyptian units
of measure, royal cubits, palms, and fingers. The odds of this being a coincidence were astronomical. The site was clearly remnants of a lost civilization that
strongly hinted at a link between the Americas and Egypt, and Dylan was its
discoverer.
Despite the cold, Dylan remained at the cliff as late afternoon turned into
twilight. The bare rock that formed the cliff was uncomfortable, but he did not
care. He had been ruminating while staring off into the vast emptiness of that
abyss for far too long. He knew intrusive thoughts and losing track of time to
them was common for sufferers of PTSD, but what he was experiencing went
beyond that. He touched the artifact in his pocket to once more reconfirm that all
his troubles were concrete and real.
He reached into a different pocket for an almost empty pack of cigarettes and
lighter. Fighting against the wind, he lit one after several tries. He had promised
to quit so many times, but it helped him think. Halfway through the smoke, he
was again simmering with the kind of fury that had turned him into an unstoppable brawler on the gridiron. His mind, as it often did when he was angry,
dredged up some of the bottomless rage he harbored toward a father he had
never known. What kind of man caused a pregnant woman to change her name
and disappear? Between Dylan's mother, who was an orphan, and his father, the
monster, Dylan had been left with a stunted family tree. He had no biological
roots, no anchor for stormy seas.
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Dylan recalled the looks Carlos had given him after examining the empty
quartz jar. He was almost certain that the old man suspected something. He
ground out his cigarette beside him on the rock ledge he was sitting on. Wind
swept the burning embers off into the abyss that seemed to beckon to him. He
wondered if his father was still alive. He wondered if the monster would read
about a great archeological discovery in Peru and never know it was his son's
accomplishment.
Dylan got up, stretched his back working the kinks out of it, then began
making his way to the basecamp across the boulder-strewn landscape. The
massive clifftop plateau on which everything sat had been carved erratically out
of the heart-stone of the mountain as if some god of old had swung an axe into
its slope.
Dylan negotiated the rugged terrain with athletic ease, though he was sometimes forced to clamber down over a huge boulder or squeeze through a tight
crevice. The path eventually turned down into a shallow ravine large enough to
contain a village. Sheltered within it was the expedition's basecamp. Funnels of
smoke from cooking fires spiraled into the air before being erased by the everpresent crosswinds. Dozens of people were milling about, absorbed by their
evening rituals. It was a scene that had been relived countless times since his
archeological work had begun here six months ago.
As he threaded his way through the basecamp, breathing in the smoke laced
air invoked a primal sense of home. Walking past a row of cabin tents, he spotted
Jenny and stopped. She was sitting beside their fire, huddled under a thick red
blanket. Her long blonde hair was lazily tied into a ponytail. Engrossed with her
sketchbook, she had not sensed his presence. She was one of those rare individuals who made a living as an artist. It would likely never make her wealthy, but it
made her happy.
Dylan was close enough to call to her but kept his silence. She endlessly
fascinated him. Even the simple things she did were captivating. She was
intensely attractive. Even in worn jeans, flannel shirt, and a blanket, he found her
seductive. Her soft features, her warmth, pulled at his heart and his desires.

H IS THOUGHTS DRIFTED BACK TO THE DAY NOT LONG AGO WHEN SHE ' D ARRIVED
at the basecamp along with a resupply team. His expedition had looked like it
was nearing a bad end. His leadership had been faltering. He had been so desper-
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ately lost, his days filled with endless work, digging, scraping, and finding
nothing of value. His dreams had been shipwrecked, his soul thirsty and dry. In
all the emails he'd written her, never had he betrayed his agony, but she had
known.
One lost day he'd looked up with the dust from his work settling around him
and seen a beautiful phantom walking down a trail toward him. It had to be a
dream, a hallucination. How could she be here? Yet, there she was smiling and
laughing, eyes squinting with delight. God, she had given him back his life
that day.
As that warm memory faded, Dylan found himself unable to say a word. Will
you ever really know, he thought. Will you ever fully understand what you gave
me that day? Jenny looked up from her reading, and her large brown eyes met
his gaze. Her skin was so flushed and warm from the fire that her whole face
seemed to glow as she smiled.
"Where did you sneak off to?" she asked.
"The cliff."
He shrugged, then settled down beside her and wrapped her blanket around
both their shoulders. The wool was thick and prickly.
"You've been smoking," said Jenny. "I can smell it."
"I think we should head back to Berkeley as soon as possible."
"Don't change the subject."
Dylan said nothing, and Jenny let it go. His eyes soon became lifeless glass
orbs filled with firelight. His face began to feel stiff and tortured. It was as if his
flesh was stone, carved and weathered on some gaunt mountain peak. His mind
drifted far away from Jenny and the soothing fire, and again he became
consumed by thoughts of what lay ahead and how he had to keep the artifact a
secret from everyone.

D YLAN ' S EYES SNAPPED OPEN IN THE TENT IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT . J ENNY
was curled into his side. The basecamp was quiet. For a moment, he had thought
he was back in the underground ruins, trapped, and about to die. His face was
covered in a sheen of sweat.
In his dreams, he had been reliving those strange incomprehensible hallucinations he'd experienced while trapped in the ruins and waiting to die. During
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those hallucinations, he had been inside the heads of several of the people who
were working to rescue him. He had not experienced any of their thoughts, just
their five senses along with emotions.
Every one of the hallucinations had begun the same way. First, there was
utter darkness, a deep pool of nothingness, then out of the void came sounds,
smells, sensations, and half-formed shapes that morphed and changed as if his
mind was trying to create order out of sensory chaos. At some point, everything
sharpened as if he had been listening to a poorly tuned radio broadcast that had
at last been fine-tuned.
While entombed alive and in the grip of those hallucinations, he had fully
unquestionably accepted that he was somehow remotely perceiving reality
through other people's senses. He now viewed those episodes as proof for how
emotionally disturbed he had been.
After being rescued, he'd been further shocked to find Jenny inside the ruins
dressed in a borrowed hardhat and respirator just as he had seen her in one of the
hallucinations. There were many other things that also oddly matched. The
obvious explanation that had eluded him at the time of his rescue was that his
mind had been fractured and lost all sense of chronology and reality. Memories
can become malleable and unreliable and even break from the kinds of ordeals
that cause post-traumatic stress. Those matching details had to have been something he'd subconsciously added after the fact to his confused, already faulty
memories of the hallucinations.
Dylan understood PTSD all too well and had suffered from it in the past.
While working on his PhD dissertation from hell, he'd started experiencing
frequent panic attacks. His graduate adviser at Berkeley had turned out to be an
actual high-functioning sociopath. Which did not mean he was some kind of
homicidal maniac, just someone who had to win at all costs, and winning was
accomplished by tearing others down without a shred of empathy. A psychiatrist
who was treating Dylan for the panic attacks had explained that one out of every
twenty-five people was a sociopath.
The twisted experience had almost wrecked Dylan. His advisor had laid one
small manipulative trap after another that undermined Dylan's confidence and his
ability to complete his dissertation. There was never any proof, and Dylan
believed that if he'd complained, it would have looked like he was blaming his
advisor for his own failures. It had been embarrassing to be someone as physically formidable as Dylan, and yet, be completely undone by purely mental head
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games. What had ultimately saved Dylan was his sociopathic adviser abruptly
leaving for a better position as a department head at Stanford.

I T WAS AN ARDUOUS THREE - DAY JOURNEY FROM THE EXPEDITION ' S BASECAMP TO
Lima. Dylan and Jenny had checked into a small suite at the Miraflores Park
Hotel. Their flight back to the states was in a few days. Until then they wanted to
pamper themselves, and this hotel was a perfect place to accomplish that goal.
Tonight would be a celebration.
Jenny had been anxious to leave that frigid mountain top, and Dylan had felt
there was nothing holding him there a day longer and every reason to quickly
return to Berkeley. The city of Lima had greeted them with the enticing aromas
of civilization.
For far too long, they had missed the simple pleasures of a warm shower,
good food, and a real bed. Jenny soaked in the tub for over an hour and then
clothed herself in a slinky long black dress. Dylan thought she looked amazing.
Whatever had possessed her to bring a dress like that on a field expedition, he
would never know, but he was grateful. With images of her in that dress that he
could not get out of his head, he went down to a nearby shop to purchase some
respectable clothing for himself.
As they entered the restaurant, Jenny squeezed his arm with excitement. The
dining room was small and intimate. Surrounded by large potted plants, their
table felt like it was part of the walled garden that was just outside their
windows. The lights were subdued. It was all so romantic. This small foray was
far out of Dylan's price range, but they were in the mood to indulge. The food
was pungent and spicy. The champagne was fantastic and crisp. After two bottles
of the magic liquid, neither of them were feeling even remotely inhibited.
After dinner, Jenny had her arms wrapped tightly around him as they
discreetly tried and failed to walk a straight line across the hotel lobby. Inside the
elevator, Dylan was amused by his difficulty finding the right button as Jenny
giggled at his antics. Back in their suite, he flopped down onto the bed, sprawled
his arms out wide, and yawned. While Jenny was in the bathroom, he fell asleep.
•

•
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I N THE MORNING , D YLAN AWOKE RUDELY WHEN SOMETHING HIT HIS FACE .
Sunlight from the windows was blinding. He was hungover, and his entire body
ached. The offending object was a sightseeing magazine. Confused, he looked up
just as Jenny snatched a hotel directory from the desk and threw it. The directory
bounced off his arm as he blocked it. Her expression was barely contained rage
and streams of tears. Nothing made sense. This was not like her, then he saw the
stolen artifact in her hand as she held it out toward him.
"It's not what you think," said Dylan.
"It has tiny inscriptions on it like the limestone slab and the quartz jar,"
shouted Jenny. "They have a really nice lighted magnifying mirror in the bathroom that gave me a good close look. Are you going to fucking tell me this didn't
come from the ruins?"
Dylan's head was throbbing. Jenny picked up a remote control and threw it at
him. It hit the wall above his head and exploded. She screamed in frustration
then looked about for something else to throw.
"Alright! Alright! Just stop," he yelled. "It's from the ruins."
"What if you got caught smuggling it?" shouted Jenny. "I could have been
arrested. Did you think of that? You selfish bastard! Why'd you do it?"
"It's complicated."
Jenny stalked over to a window and stared at the view with her back to him.
He didn't think she'd believe any explanation, especially one that included a
mysterious glow he'd seen only once.
The silence was unbearable. In his hungover mind, he thought about the
pivotal events that had brought him to this moment and was surprised by his
clarity. If he was honest with himself, he had not fully considered all the risks
he'd taken with the artifact, but he had to somehow make her understand he'd
meant no harm. For no logical reason, his confidence began to grow when it
should have been floundering. Cautiously, he approached Jenny as if trying to
calm a wild tiger.
"I wanted to turn it over to Carlos," he said. "I really did, but the artifact has
serious problems."
"Try me, and it better be good."
Dylan told her everything, including the mysterious glowing metallic pit, the
devastating problems an object out of place would cause, and the risks to future
funding. He left out the deeply troubling hallucinations. His words grew hesitant
with genuine confusion over those hallucinations, which Jenny appeared to
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misinterpret as contrition. He did not correct her, and instead gently retrieved the
crystalline relic from her fingers and pointed out all the archeological questions
of authenticity it would face.
At some deep barely conscious level, he somehow sensed her emotions
shifting in his favor as he coldly calculated that he was successfully influencing
her. This manipulative thought troubled him as he shoved it back down into the
reptilian recesses from which it had slithered. At the same time, the almost
extrasensory perceptions of her feelings, while fleeting, were undeniable and
strange. As creepy evidence of his possible newfound mental skill, Jenny's
expression softened as if on cue.
"You're certain handing this thing over to Carlos would have ruined everything?" she asked.
"I'm one hundred percent certain," said Dylan. "The only way I can absolutely protect the integrity of Twin-Moon-Gate and my career is by analyzing
this damn thing in a real lab and coming up with an ironclad explanation for it.
I'll come clean when I'm through. I mean it. I didn't take it to sell it. I took it to
find answers."
He handed the relic back to her.
"Just think about how modern it looks," he said. "Getting it through customs
won't be a problem. There's no record of it anywhere. It doesn't look like an
archeological artifact. No one would give it a second glance or suspect it's
anything other than some odd trinket mass produced in China and sold on
Amazon."
The tears had stopped as Dylan hesitantly moved to hug her. After a moment,
he felt her arms tighten.
"It's okay," she whispered. "I know you'll straighten all this out and make it
right."
Dylan felt the warmth of her body and her acceptance flooding over him. He
kissed her gently on the cheek. Tasting the salt left behind by her tears, he felt a
hitch in his chest.
"Thank you," he said.
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