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CHAPTER 1
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For the last two years, Evelyn Mercer had been enjoying teaching again. That alone felt strange enough to deserve scrutiny. She hadn’t enjoyed a classroom since before Stanford — before Cairo, before the professional collapse that followed, before the long exile disguised as employment. Back then, teaching had felt like obligation, like waiting. At Mohave Community College it had been worse: twelve years of part-time contracts and polite disinterest, just enough pay to keep her afloat and nowhere near enough gravity to pull her back into herself. The quiet there hadn’t been restorative. It had been hollow. Too much space. Too much time. Nothing ever happening. She had hated it.

Now, in Tucson, the quiet felt different. At the University of Arizona, the days had structure again. Students asked real questions. The department trusted her — not fully, perhaps, but enough. She taught field methods. Theory. The ethics of excavation. She didn’t talk about the Canyon unless asked, and even then, only in broad, uncontroversial strokes. Most of the noise had finally settled. The headlines had faded. The committees had moved on.

She woke to sunlight instead of her alarm, disoriented for a moment by how rested she felt.

Daniel Avery noticed before she did. They had fallen into a rhythm — coffee once a month, sometimes something stronger if the week had been long. They spoke at least twice a week, usually more. It wasn’t something they named. It didn’t need a name. Daniel had tried, once, years ago, to be more present when Stanford was tearing her apart, and she had pushed him away as thoroughly as she pushed everyone else. He had stepped back without disappearing. That had been the difference. He was there when she needed him most. And when she didn’t, he waited.

Koa Running Wolf had simply stopped calling. Evelyn understood why, even if the silence still sat heavy in her chest. The Canyon had taken something from him — from his community — that no exposé or apology could restore. The attention. The disruption. The weight of outsiders suddenly knowing where they had always known not to look. She hadn’t intended the fallout, but she hadn’t softened it either. This time it had been personal.

The corruption exposed within the Smithsonian had demanded pressure, and she had applied it. Hard. There were days she still wondered whether she would make the same choice again. Then she remembered Isabel.

The woman she had grown up knowing as a great-great aunt — distant, kind, quietly insistent — had turned out to be her great-grandmother. Isabel Hartley. Expedition member. Witness. The origin of everything. Her grandmother had been so proud the day Evelyn decided to become an archaeologist, though she had never explained why. Only that it was in her blood. Only that it mattered. That same afternoon, her grandmother had taken her shopping and bought her a satchel — sturdy leather, plain, practical. Her first and her last. Evelyn still carried it today. But today it was used for more useful things, taking books to classes, her lunch for the day, or even a thermos full of coffee.

She had never questioned why. Now she understood exactly what her grandmother had meant.

And exactly what it had cost. And now that she knew, the brooch that once belonged to Isabel Hartley was also a permanent fixture of that satchel. It also helped that people asked about it when they see it.

The email arrived while she was grading. It wasn’t urgent. That alone made her pause.

David Preston’s messages rarely asked for anything outright. They framed needs as opportunities, requests as favors. This one was no different. A short subject line. Polite tone. No attachments.

He wanted a paper.

Not a book chapter. Not a public lecture. Just something he could put in front of the board — evidence, he’d written, that she was still engaged. Still producing. The topic didn’t matter. Theory, field ethics, comparative analysis. Whatever she felt like writing, as long as it existed.

Evelyn read the message twice, then closed it without replying. She knew what it was. The department hadn’t forgotten the Canyon. It had simply stopped talking about it. That silence had its own maintenance costs, and David was paying them the only way he knew how — by keeping her visible, but not loud.

She finished grading before she let herself think about it. Later, at home, she set the satchel on the kitchen table and emptied it out of habit. Pens. Notebook. A folded map she never seemed to throw away. Her phone buzzed once and went still again. Nothing she needed to answer.

A paper meant choosing a question. She didn’t want one. The ideas that interested her were not the ones departments liked defended. They never had been. She could write something safe — she had a dozen half-formed outlines that would pass without comment — but the thought left a faint, familiar pressure behind her eyes.

She washed the mug she hadn’t finished drinking and dried it immediately. Another habit.  Another way of not sitting still with things she didn’t want. Claire Hartley’s name was already in her phone. Evelyn stared at it longer than necessary.

The Hartley Foundation hadn’t asked anything of her in nearly two years. That, too, had felt deliberate. A pause. Space. An unspoken understanding that whatever came next shouldn’t arrive while the dust was still airborne. She tapped the call icon before she could talk herself out of it.

The line rang twice. “Evelyn,” Claire said, her voice as even as she remembered. “I was wondering when I’d hear from you.”

Evelyn leaned back against the counter, the phone warm against her ear. “I need a subject,” she said. “Something defensible.”

There was a brief silence on the other end — not surprise, not hesitation. Calculation.

“I might have something,” Claire said carefully. “But I should be clear. It isn’t a request.”

Evelyn closed her eyes. “It never is,” she said.

Claire didn’t waste time easing into it. “The rules are different this time,” she said. “No more documentation without substance. What you brought back from the Canyon was... exceptional. The Foundation doesn’t want summaries anymore. We want proof.” Evelyn closed her eyes.

“That was a one-time,” Claire continued. “And you were the right person for it. Which makes you the right person for this.” That did it. Evelyn straightened, the counter pressing into her back. 

“This isn’t in my backyard.”

“No.”

“Do you need me on leave?”

There was a pause—brief, deliberate. “We’d rather not jeopardize the position we worked so hard to secure for you,” Claire said. “Do you have time?”

Evelyn almost smiled. James Hartley hadn’t been subtle. Two faculty departures in the same semester had been explanation enough. “How long would I be gone?” she asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

“I didn’t take summer classes this year.” Another pause. Claire was listening now. “Where is it?” Evelyn asked.

“You don’t want to know what it’s about first?”

Evelyn let out a short laugh. “Does it matter? In our line of work, it usually comes down to bones.” Claire didn’t respond to that.

“I’m pulling the file,” she said. Paper shifted somewhere on the other end. Folders. Weight. Not digital. “Yes,” Claire said at last. “This is the one. Four locations. Cambodia. Indonesia. And two sites in the Philippines.”

Evelyn’s grip tightened around the phone. “Wait,” she said. “I’m fairly certain my passport has expired.”

“No,” Claire replied without hesitation. “It was renewed six months ago. Foundation policy. Just in case.”

Evelyn frowned. “Just in case?”

“You’re an asset.” 

Seventeen months, Evelyn thought. She hadn’t spoken to Claire or James in seventeen months. “I assume you already bought my ticket.”

“That’s a little presumptuous,” Claire said evenly. “We’ve only just started talking.”

“You’re right,” Evelyn said. “Sorry.”

A beat. “I’m pulling your leg,” Evelyn added. Silence. “Evelyn?” Claire said. Nothing. “I know,” Claire said after a moment. “I’m not particularly good at jokes. Uncle James keeps telling me I need to lighten up.”

“So, no tickets,” Evelyn said.

“Exactly. We always ask first. The timing is entirely up to you. These sites have been here longer than any of us.”

Evelyn looked at the satchel on the table. The leather was worn smooth where her hand always found it.

“Send me the information,” she said. “I’ll take a look.”

“I’ll have it to you first thing in the morning,” Claire replied. “Express. Once you’ve reviewed it, let us know and we’ll make arrangements.”

Evelyn hesitated. “One more thing. Were you joking about the passport?”

“Oh,” Claire said. “We don’t joke about that. Good night.” The line went dead.

Evelyn set the phone down and stood there for a moment, the room quiet again. “Daniel had it right,” she said to no one. “Shock and awe.”
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CHAPTER 2
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The paperwork had arrived by six. Evelyn hadn’t planned on being awake that early. She never was. Her first class didn’t start until eleven-thirty, which meant she should have rolled over, ignored the knock, and slept another hour. Instead, she stood in the kitchen, staring at the envelope on the counter.

The Hartley Foundation didn’t do subtle. The initials—HF—were stamped cleanly into the corner, precise enough to feel intentional. The thickness did the rest of the talking.

She filled the coffee maker anyway, more out of habit than need. She knew she wouldn’t drink all of it. The television went on for background noise. Morning news murmured about traffic and weather she wasn’t listening to. The envelope stayed where it was.

“No hurry,” she muttered, heading for the shower. She knew better. No hurry was Claire’s way of saying the clock had already started. David Preston wanted a paper. Something he could slide across a table and point to when the board asked questions. They had invested a lot of money in her and hadn’t pressed the issue for two years. The bones in the Canyon had spoken for themselves. But he didn’t want a professor disappearing at the end of a semester.

Evelyn understood that, even if she didn’t like the implication. She liked the townhouse. That still surprised her. It was bigger than the place she’d left—absurdly so, considering she hadn’t unpacked half the boxes stacked in the spare room. Spare room. The phrase made her shake her head. The old place could have fit inside this one twice and still had room left over. She’d bought a new coffee maker and toaster oven just to fill the counters.

The bathroom was worse. Her old one had been small—no tub, just a shower, a sink, and a toilet. This one could have swallowed her old bedroom. A full tub. A separate shower. A jacuzzi tub sitting by itself in the corner. Double counters. Double sinks. Too much space for someone who didn’t wear much makeup and had no interest in standing in front of a mirror for an hour a day. The vanity stayed bare. She didn’t even own a hair dryer. The linen closet was stuffed with towels she’d bought just to fill it. She only ever used two—the same ones she’d brought with her. The only two she’d owned before.

When she finished dressing, she chose comfort without thinking about it. A University of Phoenix T-shirt. Jeans soft from wear. Hiking boots, despite the heat. Tucson stayed warm, but elevation didn’t care about convenience, and neither did old habits. She pulled her hair back into a neat ponytail and filled a travel mug she knew she wouldn’t finish.

She made it as far as the Jeep before she stopped. She always packed her satchel the night before. Everything was already inside. Everything except the envelope. It hadn’t arrived until that morning. She went back inside, picked it up, and set it carefully on the passenger seat.

The drive to campus was short. Fifteen minutes later she pulled into the faculty lot, cut the engine, and sat there longer than necessary. She was early—far earlier than usual. People from her department walked past without looking twice. She hadn’t made friends here. The only social outing she’d had with anyone from work was a drink or two with David Preston and his wife. She’d always believed personal life and professional life should stay separate. It didn’t surprise her that no one stopped.

The folder waited. Quiet. Patient. She forgot it again.

The damn thing was throwing off her entire morning. It wasn’t part of her routine. Evelyn caught herself halfway to the building, turned back, and retrieved it along with her satchel. The leather strap settled into its familiar place against her shoulder as she walked toward her office. “I think I’m losing my mind,” she muttered. She never forgot anything.

She slowed near her office door, paused, then stopped again. Her keys. Still in the Jeep.

“Something tells me I don’t want to open this,” she said under her breath. “And who goes to Asia anymore?” Back to the Jeep. Keys still hanging from the ignition. A quick grab and back again.

Once inside her office, she settled behind the desk and hit play on her messages while shuffling through papers. A student couldn’t make class. A colleague needed coverage so she could see her sister give birth. Then Daniel.

“Good morning, sunshine.” His usual opening. He knew she rarely arrived before her first class. “I’m not real busy today. Thought I’d come your way a day early. Late lunch. Or for you—breakfast. Shoot me a text.”

She would have answered if she hadn’t forgotten her keys. She finished grading, slid the papers into the basket labeled Complete, and reached for the satchel. The folder came out last. It was thick—heavy for its size. She started to open it when a knock came at the door.

“Come in.”

David Preston stepped inside, visibly surprised. “I saw your Jeep outside. Thought it might be a mirage. What are you doing here so early?”

“Getting ahead of the day.”

His eyes drifted to the folder. Anyone who knew anything about the Hartley Foundation recognized the emblem. “What’s that?” he asked.

“You wanted a paper,” she said. “I wanted background.”

David smiled. “From the looks of it, that’s more than background. What’s in it?”

“It arrived this morning,” she said, testing the weight again. “They asked me to take a look. Said it might interest me.”

He didn’t hesitate. “The Hartley Foundation has been very generous to the department these last two years. Whatever they need, we’ll work it out. You’ve only got two classes left—finals, I’m guessing. We can cover if necessary.”

“David, I don’t even know what’s in here,” she said. “I appreciate the flexibility, but I’m not sure this is something I want to step into.” A pause. “If I do, it means Asia.”

That caught him. “Asia,” he said, considering it. “That is interesting.” He turned toward the door. “Let me know what you decide. We’re flexible when it comes to the Hartley Foundation—and honestly, you should be too.” At the door he glanced back. “Have a good day, Evelyn.”

Before opening the folder, Evelyn glanced at her watch. 9:30 a.m. Plenty of time to look through the material and still prepare for class. She opened it. Her face gave her away immediately—question first, doubt close behind. “Cambodia?” she said quietly.

As she skimmed the first pages, a familiar pattern began to surface. The cave entrance in the Canyon had been built for human use, but the interior spaces had told a different story. These images suggested the same contradiction. Access scaled for people. Interiors that were not. That got her attention.

The deeper she flipped into the file, the clearer it became that David had been right. This wasn’t background. This was far more than that. The folder was divided into four sections. She turned past the first divider and stopped at the second, labeled Indonesia. The first page explained why the Hartley Foundation wanted her to see this.

It wasn’t about bones. It wasn’t even about giants. It was about implication.

She was only a quarter of the way through, and one question was already unavoidable. How could these have been built? Every site she’d seen so far was far off the beaten path. Remote. Isolated. Sparse population at best—and in Indonesia’s case, nothing nearby at all. No roads. No infrastructure. Just stone rising where it shouldn’t have.

“How in the hell did these pillars get here?” she muttered. Then she noticed the terrain beneath them. Uneven. Stepped. Layered. Each level rising above the last. It reminded her of the stone steps in the Canyon cave.

She checked her watch again. Thirty minutes until class. Evelyn closed the folder, picked up her phone, and called Daniel. He answered on the first ring. “I was wondering if you were even awake this morning,” he said. The grin came through the sarcasm.

“What time do you think you’ll be here?” she asked. “I need to ask you something.”

“I’ll be there in about thirty minutes. Why—did you cancel your classes?”

“No,” she said, checking her watch again. “I have to be there in twenty. Can you meet me at the townhouse in two hours?”

“Sure. What about lunch?”

“Lunch can wait. I have something I need help wrapping my head around.”

A pause. Then, “Intriguing.” Another beat. “What are you getting me into now? Another theory, or is this one going to get me out of work for a month?”

“That depends on what you see. Just meet me at the townhouse in two hours. I’ve got to run.” She hung up, grabbed her bag, and left the office—leaving the folder exactly where it was. Closed. The HF stamp stared up at her from the desk, less like a logo now and more like a declaration. “Thanks, Claire,” she said quietly. “This is not what I need right now.”

––––––––
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The room had settled into that familiar end-of-class stillness. Not the distracted kind, but the focused one—pens moving, pages turning, a few students leaning forward as if the answers might rise out of the desks themselves. Evelyn stood at the front, arms loosely crossed, watching them work.

“All right,” she said when the clock hit the hour. “Finish the thought you’re on.” Chairs shifted. Someone sighed. A few reluctant smiles appeared.

“This will be your last assignment before the final,” she continued, moving back toward the podium. “It’s short. Five pages. I want you to choose one site we’ve covered this semester and argue against the prevailing interpretation. Not to disprove it—just to challenge it.”

A hand went up. “Any site?” a student asked.

“Any site,” Evelyn said. “As long as you can defend the question you’re asking.”

Another pause, then, “Sources?”

“At least five,” she replied. “And no blogs. If you can’t find it in an academic journal, a museum archive, or a primary excavation report, it doesn’t belong in your argument.”

There were a few groans, but no real resistance. She smiled slightly. “That’s the point.” The bell rang a moment later. Students packed up quickly, a few lingering to ask questions, others already halfway out the door. Evelyn answered what she could, reminded one student about office hours, and waved another off with a nod.

When the room was empty again, she stood there a moment longer than necessary. Then she picked up her phone and dialed David Preston. He answered on the second ring. “Evelyn.”

“Were you serious this morning?” she asked. No preamble. “About letting me step away before the end of the semester.”

There was no hesitation on his end. “Yes.” She exhaled, quietly. “I’ll sit for you during the final,” he continued. “I already checked the schedule. It won’t be an issue.”

She leaned against the desk. “That’s a big ask.”

“It’s not,” he said. “I made a call after I left.” She knew who he meant without him saying it. “I spoke with James Hartley,” David went on. “Didn’t discuss details. Didn’t need to. I told him you were being asked to evaluate something significant.”

“And?”

“And he said this could change everything,” David replied. “Whatever this turns out to be.” A pause. “I trust his judgment. His family hasn’t been wrong in over a hundred years.”

Evelyn said nothing for a moment. “Thank you,” she said finally.

“Let me know when you’re leaving,” he added. “Depending on logistics, you might even make it back in time for your last class.”

“That’s what I was hoping,” she said. “I just wanted to be sure.”

“I understand,” David said. And she believed him. They hung up a moment later.

Evelyn returned to her office and closed the door behind her. The folder was still on the desk where she’d left it, untouched. She slipped it into her satchel, slung the strap over her shoulder, and shut off the lights.

No more classes today. Tomorrow was a workshop—one of those wide, loosely structured sessions meant for catching up on what everyone else in the field was doing, or pretending to do. It would give her time. Real time. Enough to go through the entire file carefully. She already knew she was hooked. But there were still two and a half sections she hadn’t read.

She locked her office, walked across the lot, and climbed into her Jeep. As she pulled out, the afternoon sun washed over the windshield, bright and indifferent. Home first. Then the rest.

Daniel arrived a few minutes early, as usual. Evelyn heard his knock while she was still moving papers off the kitchen table, clearing a space that hadn’t been meant for anything heavier than grading. By the time she opened the door, he was already glancing past her shoulder, taking in the townhouse the way he always did—like he was checking to see if she was really settled, or just pretending to be.

“You look... domestic,” he said.

She stepped aside. “Don’t get used to it.”

He grinned and came in, dropping his jacket over the back of a chair. “So. What’s the emergency?”

Evelyn set the folder down between them. The Hartley emblem caught the light.

Daniel raised an eyebrow. “That looks expensive.”

“It is,” she said. “Sit.” He did, flipping the folder open without ceremony. Pages slid out across the table—maps, satellite images, grainy photographs taken from odd angles. He leaned back, scanning them, his expression shifting from curiosity to mild confusion.

“Evie,” he said at last, “I see stone and dirt. And jungle.” He pointed to one of the photos. “You thought the Canyon was hot? Holy crap. That’s dry heat. This is... different.”

She watched him carefully. “Keep going.”

He flipped another page. Then another. “I’m not saying it’s not interesting,” he added. “It’s just—”

“Indonesia,” she said, tapping the divider. “Look at the land structure.”

He leaned forward again, squinting at the aerial image. “Okay. Uneven ground. A mound. Terraces, maybe?” She waited. He glanced up at her. “Evie... what do you think I’m supposed to see?”

The question caught her off guard. Not because he didn’t see it—but because she’d expected him to. For a moment, she wondered if this was the same Daniel who had pulled her back from the edge more times than she could count. The same Daniel who had spotted patterns she’d missed when she’d been too close to something. The same one who had told her, flat out, when she was chasing the wrong thread.

“You don’t see it?” she asked.

He looked again. Slower this time. “No.”

Evelyn didn’t say anything. She crossed the room instead, opened a cabinet she hadn’t touched in months, and pulled out a thin file she’d tucked away when she thought she was done with that part of her life. She brought it back and laid it on the table beside the Hartley folder. “Look at these together,” she said. Daniel frowned, then did as she asked. The photograph from the Canyon was taken from beneath the steps, the angle distorted by depth and shadow. The Indonesian image was from above, clean and clinical, the terraces unmistakable when you knew what you were looking for.

He stared at them in silence. Then his posture changed. His shoulders stiffened. His jaw set.

“Oh,” he said quietly. Evelyn didn’t move. He looked from one image to the other again, slower now, the way he did when something settled into place and he didn’t like where it landed. “That’s not erosion,” he said. “That’s intentional.” She nodded. “And those aren’t random levels,” he went on. “They’re steps. Just... buried.” His eyes lifted to hers, and this time there was no confusion in them at all. “I’m not getting back on a horse,” he said flatly. “It took me two years to get over that saddle burn.”

Evelyn laughed, the sound breaking the tension in the room.

“I’m serious,” he added. “You remember how that ended last time.”

“I remember,” she said. “You were right.”

He snorted. “That’s not comforting.”

She reached out and slid the Canyon photo closer to him. “Do you see it now?”

Daniel looked at the images one last time. Then back at her. “Yeah,” he said. “I do.”

She didn’t say anything else. Neither did he.
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The phone call with Claire was typical Claire. Cryptic. Efficient. Light on details. She confirmed she would be in Tucson in two days. She would bring all the paperwork Evelyn needed. Beyond that, there was very little to discuss. No explanations. No reassurances. Just the quiet confidence that everything would be handled.

That was one of the few things Evelyn genuinely appreciated about the Hartley’s. They never asked questions. They treated her with respect. And they allowed her to move at her own pace. As if it were an afterthought, Claire asked one last question before hanging up. “Will Daniel be joining you?”

That, Evelyn told her, would take a little more time to confirm. It wasn’t a question of whether Daniel would be a problem. If anything, the Hartley’s preferred him along. The only issue was clearance—making sure Homeland Security signed off without raising eyebrows. That had never been an obstacle before. During the Canyon investigation, Daniel had kept his job, his benefits, and his silence intact.

Evelyn didn’t ask how it was done. Daniel hadn’t asked either. Extended leave suited him just fine. She told Claire it was uncertain whether Daniel would be coming, but that it would be good to have him there if possible. He grounded her in a way no one else could. He was her voice of reason, even when she didn’t want to hear it.

She was in the shower when her phone rang. The opening notes of The Good, the Bad and the Ugly echoed faintly through the bathroom. Daniel. She made no move to answer it. If it was important, he’d leave a message. They’d spent the early evening together going over the file, talking through what little she’d seen. She still hadn’t looked at the remaining sections—had no idea where they would lead. But if they were anything like Cambodia and Indonesia, she was looking forward to going through them during her workshop hour later that afternoon.

When she finished showering, she slipped back into her routine. Comfortable clothes. Hair left to air-dry. Minimal makeup—mostly habit, more to cover lines that weren’t really there. A travel mug filled with coffee she didn’t expect to finish.

She checked her phone. No message. That was unusual. She called him back. The phone rang once. “I haven’t even said yes,” Daniel said immediately, “and I already have a month off work. How in the hell did you manage that?” There was no irritation in his voice—just disbelief. “With full pay,” he added.

“This isn’t your first rodeo with the Hartley’s,” Evelyn said. “And you know they only tell me what I need to know. For the record, they asked. I talked to Claire this morning. They don’t waste time.”

A pause. “I know I’ve said this before,” Daniel said slowly. “But I really mean it this time.” Another beat. At the same moment, they both said it. “Shock and awe.”

“You know how they work,” Evelyn said. “Money stops being an object when they decide something’s worth it. Claire will be here in two days to fill me in. It would be nice if you were around for that.”

He smiled into the silence. She could hear it. “She kind of weirds you out.”

“She does,” Evelyn admitted. “Nothing bad. We’re just... opposite. She’s mechanical. I’m not.”

“I have nothing better to do now,” Daniel said. “Question is—did you ever get a bed for the spare room, or am I still sleeping on the couch?”

Evelyn laughed. “No time.”

“Or just lazy.” Daniel added.

“That too.”

“That’s fine,” he said. “Your couch is comfortable.”

They hung up knowing he’d be there the next morning. He mentioned a movie he wanted to see, packing a bag, heading out early. Easy. Decided.

After finishing her coffee—something she hadn’t expected—she poured another. Then she grabbed her keys and her satchel, already packed. She’d learned her lesson the day before. This would be her last classroom day for a while. Her workshop session wasn’t really teaching. Students came to write, read, catch up. She stayed available. She liked those days. They gave her room to think.

David Preston was waiting outside her office when she arrived. “David?” she asked. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” he said, smiling. “Just wanted you to know I got a call this morning. You’re all set.” She studied him.

“Make us proud,” he added. “No worries. We’ve got you covered for next week’s class. If you need anything while you’re gone, don’t hesitate to call.”

“That’s very kind,” Evelyn said. “But you know the Hartley’s will handle whatever’s needed. If I know Claire, she’s already lining up equipment and documentation.”

David smiled. “Still. We’re here.”

“Thank you,” she said. And she meant it.

He shook her hand and turned to leave. “Tell Jen I said hello,” Evelyn called after him.

He didn’t turn around. Just lifted a hand in acknowledgment and kept walking.

––––––––
[image: ]


The classroom filled slowly. Students filtered in with laptops, notebooks, and coffee cups balanced precariously in one hand. Some nodded at her. Most didn’t. Workshop days were like that—quiet, self-directed, a kind of shared understanding that everyone was here to get something done. Evelyn unlocked her office door, slipped inside, and turned on the lamp above her desk. The overhead lights stayed off. She preferred it that way. Less glare. Fewer distractions.

She set her satchel down and pulled the folder free. The Hartley Foundation seal stared back at her again. She exhaled, sat, and finally opened it all the way. She started the way she always did: materials first. Not the photographs. Not the summaries. The appendices.

Paper after paper cataloged stone composition, estimated quarry distance, erosion patterns, and fracture behavior under load. She skimmed at first, then slowed. The terminology was familiar—compressive strength, shear tolerance, lithic consistency—but the applications weren’t.

Cambodia. The columns rose from the page in clean vertical lines, stacked with a precision that suggested planning, not improvisation. The accepted explanation was printed plainly beneath the images: incremental construction over generations. She had seen that phrase a thousand times before. It was archaeology’s equivalent of a shrug. Generational labor implied scaffolding. Tools. Workforce continuity. It implied error correction. But these columns didn’t show correction. They showed consistency.

Each segment aligned as if cut to a single measure, stacked without visible compensation. No tapering to account for settling. No irregular spacing. The tolerances were tight—uncomfortably tight—for a population working with hand tools and rope. She scribbled a note in the margin.

Load-bearing elements exceed human-scale redundancy.

That alone didn’t mean anything. Structures could be overbuilt. Ritual architecture often was. But overbuilding still followed human logic: redundancy where failure was expected, thickness where stress accumulated. Here, the mass was distributed evenly. Almost... casually.

She flipped the page. Wall height. The standing walls—what remained of them—rose well above what was structurally necessary for enclosure. If this were defensive, there were more efficient ways. If ceremonial, symbolic cues were missing. No narrowing toward the top. No visual hierarchy.

Just height. And height, she knew, was expensive. Height demanded lifting, alignment, and control. She leaned back slightly and stared at the image. If the builders weren’t concerned about height, she thought, what does that say about their relationship to scale? She didn’t write that down.

Indonesia came next. She’d already felt it the first time—something wrong with the ground itself. The aerial photographs showed stepped terrain beneath the visible surface. Not terracing in the agricultural sense. Too regular. Too deep. The ground-penetrating scans made her stomach tighten. Subsurface voids. Layered chambers. Vertical clearances far exceeded what was required for movement, storage, or ritual gathering.

She traced one of the outlines with her finger. No internal supports. No reinforcement columns.

The spans shouldn’t hold. Yet they did. The stones themselves were another problem. Petrographic analysis suggested the material was either non-local or transported from a source that would have required extraordinary effort. The report hedged—glacial movement, secondary deposition—phrases meant to sound plausible without saying much at all. She did the math anyway.

One pillar, conservatively estimated, would weigh several dozen tons. Moving it intact would require coordinated force well beyond what small, dispersed populations could generate without infrastructure. No roads. No ramps. No tool marks consistent with large-scale hauling. She wrote again.

Labor models insufficient. Then paused. She underlined it.

Luzon shifted the tone entirely. The documentation here felt... different. Less defensive. The structures themselves were simpler—stone walls, platforms, retaining edges—but the proportions echoed what she’d already seen. Height where height wasn’t needed. Thickness where erosion wasn’t the issue. And then there were the interviews. She read them slowly. Elders speak matter-of-factly about the builders. Not gods. Not monsters. Relatives. Teachers. Old ones.

No awe. No fear. Just familiarity.

That unsettled her more than Cambodia or Indonesia ever had. People embellished myths. They inflated heroes. They dramatized danger. But these accounts didn’t inflate. They normalized.

One line stood out to her. They were bigger, yes. But that wasn’t the important part. She circled it twice.

If size wasn’t the point, then what was? She looked back at the stone measurements. Precision. Consistency. Control. She felt the edges of something forming and pushed it away.

Mindanao was last. The file here was thinner. Fewer images. Fewer scans. More notes. Cultural access is limited. Interviews conducted through intermediaries. Repeated reminders about respect, discretion, and boundaries. She noticed what wasn’t there. No speculation. No overreach. Just observation. Descriptions of people in the highlands. Men and women were described as large-framed, heavy-boned, and solid. Measurements avoided. Photographs were cropped carefully.

She read the same paragraph three times. Physical variance within the expected human range, though clustering suggests non-random distribution. That was careful language. That was someone choosing not to say more. She closed the folder halfway and pressed her fingers to her temples. Was she doing it again?

Was this just pattern-seeking after the Canyon?

A once-in-a-lifetime anomaly that had rewired how she saw everything else? She’d warned herself about this. Confirmation bias was the most dangerous thing in the field. You could
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