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      For Tristan, Kira, and Theodore⁠—

      You’ve each shown me a different kind of wonder.

      To my grown kids: thank you for the laughter, the lessons,

      and for letting me be your dad.

      To my littlest adventurer: may you successfully conquer

      the giants you face and walk without fear while doing so.

      And to Sika, the love of my life⁠—

      thank you for believing in me, standing beside me,

      and reminding me what grace looks like in motion.

      To all of you⁠—

      thanks for reminding me that family

      is more precious than any ancient treasure.
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      Bill Reid’s chest flared as he stumbled down the narrow canyon path. Three days of running—if his disjointed travel could be called that—had left him parched, aching, and acutely aware that the Brethren’s men would not give up the chase. Not with what he carried.

      The tip of the pinky had already been severed—Dr. Hale’s precision cut, always surgical, always cold—before Bill could steal it away. The six-fingered hand would be the final proof to Tim that everything Bill had been involved with over the years was true.

      Before entering the gate, Bill had sent one last text message to his colleague, a quiet farewell tucked between the lines: Planning on telling my grandson the truth.

      “Almost there,” he muttered to himself, the words barely audible over the whisper of wind through the stone corridors. “Almost there.”

      The canyon walls widened as he approached the site. He’d been here before—decades ago, when the burden of knowledge was newer, when his bones didn’t ache with every step before the elixir, before he knew what restoration and relief it would provide. When he still believed the Brethren’s mission was uncompromised.

      The wall loomed before him, layered with the hues of a thousand forgotten years. Veins of ochre, ash, and blood-red earth streaked through it like old wounds. The six-fingered handprint, worn smooth by wind and time, was a foreboding tell tale sign of what lay deep below the earth’s surface. Bill hesitated, his fingers hovering above the carved grooves that seemed to breathe in the canyon air. He pulled out his small field book, weathered and tattered. All his original notes meticulously copied in his master journal got their start within the pages of this small, compacted companion. He traced the spiral pattern with reverent fingertips, feeling the whisper of the ancient connection.

      Bill’s head dropped in silent reverence. The conversation at first internal, and without form, escaped his lips in a soft, imperceptible muttering. “God, if You’re still guiding this, now’s the time I need Your help the most, and for Tim, guide him safely in my footsteps.” He withdrew a gate key from his pocket and struck it against the gate’s sigil. The portal shimmered open. Bill stepped through.
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        * * *

      

      Bill stopped at the rockface at the far end of the chamber. Upon the wall, the giant’s carved relief stared down at him holding the image of Goliath’s sword, marred long ago. Under the watchful gaze of its unblinking eye, Bill pulled out the small trowel he’d brought in his bag. Dropping to his knees with a groan that spoke of joints too worn for such work, he began to dig. The sandy earth gave way easily beneath the blade as he dug under the etched handprint.

      “You’ll understand when you find it, Tim,” he said, working methodically despite the urgency burning in his chest. “You always were too smart for your own good.” A smile creased his sun-weathered face at the memory of his grandson’s endless questions, his insatiable curiosity. That curiosity had always been Tim’s gift. Now it might be his burden.

      The cedar box fit perfectly in the hollow he’d created. Bill opened the box and unwrapped the mummified hand, its desiccated flesh held together with the resin it had been coated with before laid to rest with the rest of its body. Thick and dark, the resin was the only thing that kept the hand from falling apart. He examined it carefully, noting the clean surgical cut where the tip of the pinky finger had been removed by Dr. Hale.

      Let them doubt, Bill thought. Let them call it conspiracy, myth, madness. This—this is the truth.

      Next came one of the two rings, wrapped in a scrap of parchment that bore ancient symbols. Bill wrote his note on the inside of this wrapping, his handwriting cramped but legible. His fingers lingered on the ring momentarily, feeling its subtle pulse against his skin. So much power in such a small thing. So much danger.

      Lastly, the vial of elixir, capped and sealed with wax, slid into place beside the other artifacts. Its golden contents swirled lazily, the flecks within seeming to follow his movements with eerie intention.

      Bill withdrew a folded piece of paper from his pocket along with a stub of pencil. His handwriting wasn’t what it once was, but the message had to be clear. Tim would need to understand what he faced, even if he couldn’t be told everything. Bill’s writing hand trembled now, not from fear, but from the weight of knowing this might be the last thing Tim would ever receive from him. This, and the unassuming package he had mailed off yesterday.

      He pressed the pencil to the page.

      Tim,

      If you’re reading this, then things have gone exactly as I feared. They’re watching me now, and I don’t have much time. You must find the sword. The ring alone isn’t enough—it was never meant to work alone. The sword’s scabbard contains something they want desperately but haven’t been able to decode. I couldn’t get to it. The notes in my diary may have the rest of the pieces you need to figure out what I haven’t been able to. You’ll need help. If you’re with Collin, take him with you.

      The giants aren’t just trying to escape. They’re attempting something far worse—trying to reach their f⁠—

      He was about to finish when the unmistakable sound of voices echoed through the corridor leading to the massive chamber Bill was in.

      His heart seized.

      They had found him.

      He quickly folded the note and slipped it into the box. He’d run out of time. The cedar lid closed with a soft click. He threw a large scrap of denim he’d cut from an old pair of jeans over the cedar box, and he hurriedly replaced the earth over his cache, smoothing the surface with practiced hands.

      The voices grew clearer. Bill could pick out the cadence of their boots on the canyon floor, the crunch of gravel familiar after days of pursuit. These weren’t amateurs. They knew how to track, how to corner prey.

      Bill’s gaze darted to the etched wall. The other gate, large enough for a man, too small for a giant to escape. It was his only chance now.

      From his pack, he quickly retrieved a small package wrapped in canvas—a military-grade shaped charge he'd prepared for this contingency. His years in the Army Corps of Engineers had taught him exactly how to place such devices for maximum effect. He set it against the base of the gate, fingers moving with practiced efficiency as he armed the timer. Ten seconds would be cutting it close, but enough to prevent pursuit.

      He withdrew the brass rod from his jacket. The key to the gates—the only one he’d kept for himself. Its familiar weight settled in his palm as he approached the wall.

      Bill struck the gate key against the stone. The symbols began to glow faintly, pulsing with ancient power. The wall before him shimmered, reality bending as the portal activated.

      Bill hesitated for only a moment, looking back at the freshly disturbed earth that concealed his legacy.

      "I hope you find it first, Scout," he whispered as a gunshot echoed through the chamber.

      The bullet struck stone inches from his head, showering him with rock fragments.

      “There! Down that way!” a shout echoed through the stone corridors.

      Bill stepped into the swirling void, the familiar sensation of the gate's pull enveloping him. A sudden sting of pain shot through Bill’s body. A spray of red mist burst into the air. In reflex, Bill’s hand grasped at his chest. A bullet had pierced the left side of his chest. He staggered forward as his body passed through the dematerialized rock. Behind him the timer counted down, and the last thing he heard before the gate closed was the clipped blast of the charge destroying the ancient gate—sealing it behind him forever.
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      Chicago, one week later

      It came in a plain shoebox, wrapped in brown paper and twine. Tim sat at his desk, turning the lid over in his hands, the box’s wrapping discarded beside him. A sense of unease settled over him—something was off. His grandfather had never sent him anything at work before. Why now? Why here? And why did the postmark read Arizona?

      The old man’s handwritten phrase on the lid made his chest tighten: For Scout. Do not lose. No one had called him Scout in years—just his grandfather, especially when he was a child. The nickname had become a term of endearment for the boy who was always curious—always poking and prodding for answers, just as he was doing now.

      As Tim grew older, his grandfather used the nickname only on rare occasions, when they shared a private joke or discussed Tim’s endless questions about the old engineering projects that lined the walls of his grandfather’s home.

      During winter visits, Tim would spend afternoons in his grandfather’s study poring over maps and blueprints. Those afternoons had done more to shape him than any textbook ever could, guiding him toward science when other kids his age were still deciding between firefighter and astronaut. If his grandfather had sent him something this unusual, there had to be a reason. A good one.

      He reached for his phone, then stopped. The last three times he’d tried calling, the line had gone straight to voicemail. That alone was enough to raise red flags. The man never ignored calls.

      Tim Reid had never been one for mysteries, preferring instead puzzles he could piece together, patterns he could recognize, and evidence he could measure. That passion had made him the perfect candidate when the University of Chicago opened a new position for a research assistant.

      The contents of the package he had received the day before were nothing short of perplexing. All his other lab work had been pushed aside while he pored through books and clambered over his keyboard, trying to figure out what the object was.

      Inside the shoebox was a bone, a massive, blackened fragment, slightly oily to the touch. Tim lifted it carefully, the weight surprising him. It felt like dense metal rather than fossilized tissue. His fingers came away with a slick, oily residue that wasn’t quite natural. It shimmered faintly under the fluorescents, leaving a faint, earthy scent. It stirred a memory from Tim’s childhood of the oil well near his grandfather’s home. The rig was surrounded by a rusted barbed-wire fence that he would sneak past to explore the overgrown property during summer road trips.

      Dangling from the bone’s edge was a small, yellowed tag with faded ink: #6.

      Resting within the steel cabinets that lined the walls of the paleontology lab was an endless store of specimens in various stages of examination, but this—this didn’t fit any known pattern. It clearly wasn’t a dinosaur. Nor did it resemble any Ice Age mammal he’d studied. It was something else entirely.

      He pulled up another reference image on his computer. Not a mammoth. Not a mastodon. The density was all wrong, and the cellular structure...He adjusted the microscope’s focus, studying the cross-section he’d carefully scraped. The bone’s composition didn’t match anything in the department’s database.

      Tim cranked his microscope up, allowing room to place the entire bone under its binocular head. Peering down through the lens, he slowly rolled the bone under the scope. A small chip allowed Tim to clearly see just how compacted the structures were. With a quick hand movement, he grabbed his mouse and scrolled through another group of photos on his computer screen, shifting his gaze between his monitor and the microscope. While comparing what he was holding to images he had found on the web, he accidentally knocked a stack of books from his desk but didn’t bother to pick them up.

      “Definitely traces of some kind of oil,” he muttered. “But the structure...it’s just way too dense. The scale...”

      “Talking to yourself again, Mr. Reid?”

      Tim barely glanced up as Mrs. Dunston, the department head’s assistant, swept into the room with her usual rigid precision. Her sharp, birdlike gaze skimmed over the books and notes scattered across his desk. Inadvertently, her foot knocked one of the books that had fallen on the floor.

      “Messy.” The disapproval in her whispered tone caused Tim to squint and crinkle his nose.

      He turned toward her, attempting a weak grin. Mrs. Dunston’s gray and brown streaked hair was pulled back so tightly it seemed to stretch her perpetually stern expression even tighter. Steel-rimmed glasses magnified her eyes to disturbing effect. She had that look she always got when she spotted disorder—like a bird of prey that had just noticed something small and vulnerable moving below. She could slice through a student’s confidence with a single raised eyebrow.

      “Working through the night again, I see. Is this a part of a local dig?” She pointed at the object Tim was holding then folded her arms tightly, striking an almost mummy-like stance.

      Tim unconsciously straightened in his chair under Dunston’s scrutiny. His rumpled appearance—from his untucked shirt to his unkempt brown hair—indeed suggested another all-night research session. He’d hoped to stay under Dunston’s radar, but luck wasn’t on his side today.

      Years of actively exploring creek beds had shaped his lean frame which tensed as he felt her disapproving gaze. Spending university hours on unofficial business was something he hoped Dunston wouldn’t catch onto. “Yeah, I’ve been working late. This is uh, it’s a bone that⁠—”

      “Isn’t that something you’re cataloging, for me, Tim?” a voice in the corner rang out.

      “Uh, yes, I was just cataloging it for Amy.”

      Amy’s presence at the corner desk was both a comfort and a complication. She’d helped him get this internship in his second year, which was practically unheard of, and he hated keeping secrets from her. But every time she glanced his way, he felt both seen and guilty, knowing he was procrastinating on the work he was supposed to be doing.

      Mrs. Dunston picked up one of the books from the floor and placed it atop the pile of books and papers on Tim’s desk. He could feel her suspicious stare boring into his back. One too many slip-ups, and his dream position could evaporate before it even began.

      Tim took the hint, set the bone down, and gathered up the other papers and books.

      “Was the department left open all night?” Dunston asked pointedly.

      Tim turned his attention back to the bone, feigning concentration to avoid Dunston’s piercing eyes. “Amy locked up while I stayed,” he quickly answered, gesturing toward the corner where Amy sat, still half-asleep behind a stack of archaeological field reports.

      “I hope Mr. Reid hasn’t been distracting you from your important work, Miss Baker,” Dunston said.

      Amy yawned and waved dismissively. “Didn’t even notice him. Too busy with these funding proposals.” She pivoted her screen, showing a grid of aerial shots. “If we can get the survey drone package with an AI link, we could map sites in days instead of weeks.” Amy leaned to flash a smile at Mrs. Dunston. “And Tim’s been a big help keeping the office organized.”

      Mrs. Dunston sniffed. “Well, see that you don’t keep Miss Baker from her work with whatever this is.” She gestured at the clutter on Tim’s desk. “The department head expects her report at nine sharp.”

      Amy leaned back in her chair, smirking faintly. “Everything’s right here on my desk,” she said with assurance. She aimed her finger and mimed a gunshot up toward the ceiling. “Just need to check it for typos.”

      Tim knew that Amy hid her sarcasm well when she needed to, but it tended to bubble toward the surface when Dunston was on the warpath. “If you’ve got the time, Sarah, you could look over this section on our request for continued funding on our current digs.”

      Mrs. Dunston’s lips thinned. She hated being called by her first name.

      “Unfortunately, I am quite busy assisting Mr. Baird at the moment,” she replied, her smile tight and insincere. “I’ll expect the finished proposals in an hour.” She turned to Tim, her displeasure clear. “And Mr. Reid, try to remember this is a shared workspace.”

      She spun on her heel and left.

      The lab’s fluorescent lights caught the sheen of Amy’s thick black locks as she ran her fingers through her hair. She rose from her chair and made her way to Tim’s desk, her dark eyes showing both amusement and concern. “Man, you’re gonna get me in trouble, Tim,” she said, slipping in behind him. “I warned you, she’s like this with all the new people.”

      Tim remained focused on the bone. “Well, it’s definitely not a dinosaur bone.”

      Amy tilted her head. “Could be from a mastodon. Maybe a toe bone. Can I take a look?”

      Tim handed it to her.

      She dug in her pocket and pulled out a pink monogrammed pocketknife. Amy said it had been a birthday gift from her mother during college. Apparently she thought it both humorous and practical, considering how much time Amy spent outside at dig sites during field studies.

      “Mind if I scrape a little residue off the tip?”

      Tim nodded, “Sure.”

      With careful precision, she worked the knife’s edge lightly against the bone and smelled the blade. “I don’t think it’s petroleum, it has a scent of sulfur, maybe from a tar pit.” She handed Tim the bone and slipped her knife back into her pocket.

      Tim scratched his chin. “It’s not big enough to be a mastodon unless it was a juvenile. And besides, it’s too dense. And it’s too long to⁠—”

      “Look,” Amy interrupted, “I’ve really got to get these docs done, especially if you’re bucking to work here full-time. No presentation, no funding, no job.” She picked up the shoebox lid and silently read the text. “I’ll see if I can’t help you with it tomorrow.”

      She set the lid down, gave him a gentle knock on the shoulder, and yawned again before heading back to her desk.

      “Now get out of here, Tim. You’ve got plenty of time to come back to it later. And at least look like you’re organized.”

      Amy smiled to herself as she returned to her desk. Tim caught the look—half amusement, half exasperation—and knew she understood his obsession more than she let on. She’d once told him she started in paleontology too, before switching to archaeology after learning of Ice Age artifacts found in the northern part of the state. Since then, she had worked at several digs, including early Native American finds. He imagined she still missed it sometimes, those moments when the dirt gave up its secrets and the past whispered through bones.

      Tim glanced back. “Thanks for covering for me, Amy. I think Dunston has it out for me.”

      Amy snickered. “She likes you.”

      “Sure,” Tim muttered, his voice dry but his grin returning. “Seriously, thanks. For helping me get here.”

      Amy gave him a small grin and waved it off. “Don’t mention it. Just don’t screw it up, okay?”

      Carefully, he returned the bone and the other contents to the box, tucking it under his arm. As he packed up, his gaze drifted back to the note on the underside of the lid: Do not lose.

      His grandfather’s handwriting carried weight. A familiar pang of curiosity stirred in his chest. Why had he sent this, and why now? With a faint shake of his head, Tim closed the lid, adjusted the box under his arm, and headed out.

      As the door clicked shut behind him, Amy swung her chair back around and called after him. “Get some sleep, Scout.”
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      The ringtone of his cell phone jolted Tim awake. For a moment, he thought he was still back at the university, Dunston’s glare casting silent judgment. He had fallen asleep on the couch in his apartment, his laptop precariously sitting on the edge of his knees, its screen dark from a dead battery. Scrambling, he patted his pockets to locate the still-ringing phone. On the screen was his father’s name—an unexpected call at this hour, which sent a small ripple of concern through him. His father rarely called without texting first.

      Yanking the phone up to his ear, he blurted, “Hello?”

      Son?” His father’s voice sounded different than usual—strained and carefully measured. “Your grandfather has...” His father took a long breath.

      Tim instinctively knew what was coming. He sank back into the couch, his body suddenly heavy.

      “Grandpa Bill has passed away...” his father said, almost whispering.

      Tim felt his chest constrict. “When?” was all he could manage.

      “Yesterday morning.” His father cleared his throat.

      “I—” Tim sighed, at a loss for words. Now it made sense why his calls had gone unanswered…Or did it? Tim’s eyes fell on the bone box. Why would Grandpa mail this to me just before he died? It had to be a coincidence, right? He was ninety-six years old—people don’t live forever.

      The last time Tim had spoken with his grandfather, he had been full of questions about Tim’s internship, offering advice about navigating academic politics with the same practical wisdom he’d applied to engineering problems.

      “Well, who would have thought he’d make it to ninety-six?” Tim’s dad said in an attempt to lighten his somber tone.

      Tim bit down on his lip and reflected for a moment. His eyes became wet. “Are you and Mom flying back to Oklahoma?”

      Clark’s voice steadied as he shifted to practical matters. “I let my school know that your mother and I will be leaving Thursday for Arkansas.”

      “Arkansas?”

      “It’s the closest airport to Dad’s house. We’ll drive into Oklahoma Friday morning.”

      Because of his mother’s ailing family, Tim’s parents had moved to Kentucky a year earlier. The move had been sudden but necessary. His mother’s parents were both dealing with health issues—his grandfather with advancing Parkinson’s and his grandmother recovering from a serious fall. His father had reluctantly left his tenured position at the university, taking a significant step down to teach high school science. Tim admired the sacrifice, though he knew his father missed academia and its research opportunities.

      The distance had been hardest on Bill Reid. Though his grandfather never complained, Tim had noticed how his voice brightened during their calls, hungry for details about university life and Tim’s studies. Bill had been instrumental in connecting Tim with his current internship, calling in favors from colleagues who still remembered his groundbreaking work on aquifer sustainability in the Southwest.

      His throat tightened. “When did Grandpa, I mean how did he⁠—”

      “The doctor thinks he went in his sleep. No suffering. It was peaceful—nothing out of the ordinary. It was just his time son.” Clark sighed heavily.

      Tim pressed his thumb to force the muscles between his brows to relax. The pragmatic part of his brain—the scientist—understood the simple biology of death at advanced age. But another part, the grandson who’d spent summers following his grandfather through creek beds hunting fossils, couldn’t reconcile that vibrant man with the finality of death.

      “Sheriff Barker is holding on to Dad’s house keys, and Pastor Moorehead has already made arrangements at the funeral home for Friday afternoon. And there’ll be some friends from church bringing some food over before the service.”

      His father continued listing the arrangements, his voice taking on the organized, methodical tone he used when managing difficult situations. Tim recognized it as his father’s coping mechanism—focusing on tasks, on what could be controlled.

      Tim’s mind was already racing through thoughts of the past, spinning with questions about what might have happened in his grandfather’s final days. Everything felt wrong, the sterile calm of the room, the mundane details of funeral arrangements, the mystery of the bone now tangled up with grief.

      “But, Tim, if you can drive out early tomorrow morning, you should go over to Grandpa’s house and take care of Tiny.”

      Tiny was his grandfather’s old bullmastiff, and she was anything but tiny.

      “One of the neighbors fed her today and left enough food out that she’ll be fine until you can...” Tim’s mother interrupted, calling out to her son.

      “Timmy, you make sure you’re careful driving out there! Clark, tell him not to speed. Timothy, don’t speed!”

      Tim hated flying—something about not being in control. He rolled his eyes. His mother had always been a worrier. “I’ll drive out there first thing tomorrow, Dad.”

      “All right, son, and do listen to your mother. Don’t speed.”

      Tim lowered his phone from his ear, but called out suddenly, “Dad!”

      “Yes?”

      “I wish I could have talked to him one last time.”

      Clark, with controlled emotion, subtly cleared his throat. “I suppose we all do when we lose someone we love. There’s always something left unsaid, I guess.”

      He exchanged goodbyes with his parents, tossed the phone onto the worn fabric of his secondhand couch, and dropped heavily onto the cushions, sitting limply. The apartment was unnaturally silent except for a heavy sigh he slowly released from his chest. Tim’s eyes slowly rolled to check the clock hanging on the wall next to the refrigerator. The thought of the twelve-hour drive to southeast Oklahoma weighed on him. Maybe I should just head out tonight and get a jump on it.

      Another thought crept into Tim’s mind. I hope dad lives as long as Grandpa. I don’t want to feel this way again. The reality was, of course, that it would happen again, and somehow Tim had stuffed down the idea that his father’s own mortality would one day come to its natural conclusion.

      This fear had roots in their family timeline. Tim’s dad had been born late in Bill Reid’s life, creating generations spaced further apart than most families. Having an older father came with its advantages, though.

      By the time Tim’s father, Clark, was twelve, Bill was semi-retired, though he occasionally consulted on engineering projects which took him away for short stretches. For the most part, though, he was home—time that forged a strong bond between father and son.

      Tim’s relationship with his grandfather had been just as close. Age was something his grandfather took in stride. He carried himself with a vitality which resisted the natural aging despite his years. Most people assumed he was much younger than his actual age. He could’ve kept on going for another twenty years, Tim thought.

      He looked down and gently shook his head. Tim drew in a long heavy breath and his eyes watered. He wiped away a few tears and stared at the mysterious bone box on his coffee table, its contents now feeling both more urgent and somehow meaningless. The room seemed too quiet, too still, as if the world should be different now that his grandfather was gone. Reaching out, he opened it to study the bone again.

      As he lifted the top off the shoebox, something caught his attention on the inside of the lid—something he hadn’t noticed when he first read the note written on it. It was barely noticeable, just a slight irregularity in the paper lining that most people would overlook. But Tim had inherited his grandfather’s eye for detail, the ability to spot the one anomaly in an otherwise uniform pattern. The corner of the paper was subtly raised, creating a minute shadow that didn’t belong.

      Tim peeled back the paper carefully, using his fingernail to separate it from the cardboard without tearing it. The adhesive had dried and yellowed with age, coming away with surprising ease, as if it had been designed to be discovered, revealing the corner of a glossy edge underneath.

      Tim pulled back more of the paper, revealing an old photo hidden inside the box lid. In it, his grandfather stood dressed in khaki pants, his posture proud and commanding. He gripped the handle of what appeared to be an enormous, crudely shaped axe. Two other men crouched at his feet, gesturing dramatically as if presenting him to the camera. The axe itself was remarkable—its massive double blade lay partially embedded in stone, its handle alone nearly six feet in length.

      An axe? That big? He’d never seen anything like it. It wasn’t just large, it was almost otherworldly, like a relic from a forgotten time. Tim flipped over the picture, hoping to find an explanation on the back. Sure enough, scrawled out in pen was the date: 1959 aqueduct.

      A short tone from his phone cut through his thoughts. A text from Amy read: Congrats! We got the foundation money! You’re officially on the payroll!

      “Ha!” The exclamation escaped before he could stop it. Any other day, this news would have sent him celebrating, but it rang hollow after his father’s call. This was a big break for him—it was uncommon for a student to intern in their first year or two of college, much less a paid internship. A fleeting smile crossed his face before his thoughts returned to the loss of his grandfather. He set the photo aside and decided to call Amy instead of texting her back.

      Amy picked up. She spoke in a somewhat whispered tone. “Hey, the curator and board members are just now leaving the conference room. Good news, eh?”

      “Very.” Tim hesitated a moment. “Listen, my dad called a second ago.”

      “Call him back and let him know!” Amy’s voice bubbled with excitement. “You’ll be starting at the dig site next week.”

      “Actually, I’ll see him this weekend.” Tim swallowed hard “He… he called to let me know that my grandfather passed away.”

      Amy softly gasped. “Oh no, Tim. I’m so sorry⁠—”

      “Could you let Mrs. Dunston know I need the rest of the week off? I might need a few days off next week, too.”

      “Of course I’ll let her know, don’t worry about that. Please, Tim, let me know if you need anything.” Her voice was more gentle than usual.

      “No, no, I think I’ll be okay.” Tim closed one eye and rubbed his finger along his eyelid.

      “Do you have to go out of town? I can pick up your mail.”

      “Well, I don’t expect much mail. It’ll be fine.”

      “Tim, if you need someone to talk to…or anything at all, just call me, okay?”

      “Thanks, Amy. I’ll see you next week.”

      “Sounds good.” Amy hung up.

      That was very cool of her, very…kind. Tim thought and smiled to himself.

      Tim put the phone down and picked up the photo of his grandfather. He had never seen a photograph of his grandfather when he was so young. He must have been on the job, he thought. His grandfather had been an accomplished geological engineer, most often working with the Army Corps of Engineers. Tim remembered being in his grandfather’s home when he was a child and looking up at the enormous, framed drawings of several completed projects hanging on the walls.

      Tim glanced up at the wall clock above the couch; it was just past one in the afternoon. He had napped nearly three hours, but the call to sleep pulled on his body. Tim switched on the television and propped his feet on the table. He turned his attention back to the shoebox and the photograph inside.

      I should head out tonight, he thought, but his eyelids grew heavy before he could act, and sleep claimed him again.
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      “Well, let’s see here, Scout.” Bill lifted little Timothy up onto his lap. “Pirates, dragons, or something special?” Tim was seven. He scooted his rump back, the leather squeaking as he pushed himself in tight. It was a little cramped, but there was just enough room for both him and his grandfather to fit. Despite his age, Bill maintained his tall, sturdy frame, and his sharp eyes held the same piercing intensity they had during his years as an engineer. His practical work shirt and khakis were pressed and neat, just like always.

      Particles of dust seemed to sparkle like glitter in the warm summer light spilling in through the louvered slats of the wooden blinds. Beams of sunlight caught Tim’s light brown hair and illuminated the steel-blue eyes he’d inherited from his grandfather—the same eyes that now studied the ancient volumes lining the walls.

      A small scar on his left hand was fresh, still pink from the butter knife incident last summer that his mother still fretted over.

      His grandfather’s study was stacked to the top with historical volumes, copies of old biblical texts, maps, and diagrams. Their shelves were so tall they must have been over twelve feet high. Engineering blueprints lined the walls, stretching ten feet across and winding around dark corners of the study.

      They sat together in his grandfather’s antique leather recliner, while Bill tamped fresh tobacco into his pipe with practiced precision.

      “Bill?” Tim’s mom peeked into the study. “Please don’t light that thing while he’s in your lap.” Patrice was firm, but kind. His mother never smoked, and the last thing she wanted was for Tim to ever be tempted to do so.

      Bill chuckled. “You’re right, Patty. I won’t.” Bill winked at his grandson.

      Tim giggled.

      “Dad, we’ll be back in an hour!” Clark popped in. He was young, fit, carrying himself with self-assured confidence.

      “Pick up some coffee, would you, son?” Bill struggled to reach his back pocket, searching for his wallet.

      “I got it, Dad.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We’re already out the door,” Clark called back as he and Patrice hurried out.

      “I’m making dinner then! There are a few steaks in the fridge!”

      “Grandpa...” Tim fidgeted impatiently. The chair seemed oversized, swallowing him up more than usual.

      Tiny bounded in and plopped down at the foot of the ottoman where Bill had kicked up his feet. She had Tim’s old teddy bear in her mouth. The stuffed toy winked at Tim as Tiny chewed away at one of its arms.

      That wink—it wasn’t possible, yet Tim saw it clearly. The button eyes of the bear, worn from years of love and countless washings, definitely winked at him. The bear’s stitched mouth, once a simple curve, now seemed to form words without sound. Tim stared, transfixed, as the stuffed animal appeared to watch him with unexpected awareness. It had been his first gift from a family friend, presented to him when he was just a baby.

      “That bear’s been around a long time,” Bill said, following Tim’s gaze. “Older than it looks.”

      Tiny gnawed at the bear’s arm, but the stuffed toy showed no signs of damage despite years of such treatment. The fabric remained intact, as if protected by some unseen force. Tiny herself seemed larger than usual, her fur glossier, her eyes deeper and more knowing than any normal dog’s should be.

      Bill didn’t move until the sound of the car faded. Then, with a quiet exhale, he lit his pipe. “Just a little smoke. We won’t tell your mom.” After two long draws at its stem, the smoke encircled his head, forming a smoky shape that resembled a hardhat resting on his grandfather’s brow.

      “Now, where was I?” The smell of pipe tobacco drifted through the air of the study, its aroma reaching Tim’s nose. It was rich, pleasant, and familiar. “Ah yes, what story tonight?”

      The smoke didn’t drift and dissipate like normal smoke should. Instead, it held strange shapes, swirling into patterns that seemed almost intentional. For a moment, the hardhat transformed into what looked like a crown, then a helmet from some long-forgotten battle. The smoke tendrils wrote invisible words in the air between them, messages Tim could almost, but not quite, decipher. In the hazy cloud, Tim thought he glimpsed distant landscapes—mountains that reached impossible heights, valleys deeper than any canyon he’d ever imagined. The light filtering through the blinds caught the smoke particles, making them shimmer like stars in a miniature galaxy swirling around his grandfather’s head.

      “Monsters!” Tim’s body bounced up and down in his seat.

      “Oh, are you sure? I don’t want to tell you anything too scary before you go to bed.”

      “Come on, Grandpa.” Tim was really beginning to let his impatience take over.

      “Alright then,” Bill took another long draw on his pipe. “Giants it is.”

      Tim’s eyes lit up with excitement. Not just any excitement—a deep, almost primal thrill that made his heart race and his skin prickle with goosebumps. These weren’t the friendly giants from his storybooks or the silly ones from fairy tales. When his grandfather spoke of giants, his voice carried an edge that made Tim feel like he was being initiated into some kind of secret knowledge. The stories of behemoths walking the earth, of six-fingered hands grasping weapons too heavy for normal men to lift—these tales carried a weight that settled in Tim’s chest, a strange mixture of fear and fascination.

      Tim leaned forward, his small hands gripping his knees, his body completely still except for his widening eyes which lit up with excitement. The rest of the world seemed to fade around them, the study growing darker at its edges as if the story itself were drawing all light and attention to his grandfather’s words.

      “You know why David chose five stones, Scout?” Bill Reid’s voice carried that special tone he used for story hour, when the tales grew stranger than anything in Tim’s Sunday school lessons. It was deeper now, resonating in the room as if the very walls amplified his words. The bookshelves seemed to lean in closer, the ancient tomes attentive to the story about to unfold.

      Young Tim shrugged, watching the pipe smoke curl in impossible patterns above his grandfather’s head. “In case he missed?”

      “Most people think so,” Bill nodded. “But the truth runs deeper.”

      The room darkened further, though no clouds had passed over the sun. The engineering diagrams on the walls shifted subtly, their lines rearranging into patterns that looked less like modern structures and more like prehistoric fortifications—walls built to contain something massive, barriers designed not to keep enemies out, but to keep something in.

      Bill’s eyes crinkled with that familiar smile, but there was something else there—a weight, a seriousness that Tim had never quite understood. “Well, I believe it’s because Goliath had brothers, Scout. Four of them. David knew what he was walking into.”

      As Bill spoke these words, the room seemed to expand and contract like a breathing thing. The ceiling stretched higher, their corners receding into shadow. Tim felt simultaneously small yet important, as if he were being entrusted with knowledge meant only for a chosen few.

      A hush settled over the study, and the room seemed dimmer somehow. The pipe smoke twisted into shapes that shouldn’t have been possible: a spiral, the outline of a hand, and shapes of an unknown alphabet.

      “Some stories aren’t just stories,” Bill said quietly, reaching for a drawer Tim had never seen before. In the drawer was his grandfather’s old Hebrew Bible. Sitting on top of it was a decorative seashell. Bill tapped his finger on it. “Some have forgotten truths woven into their tales. This is one of those stories.”

      The seashell wasn’t like any Tim had seen at the beach. Its spiral seemed to twist inward forever, glossy surface catching the light in ways that made the colors shift and change. Strange markings ran along its edge, tiny symbols that resembled writing but in no language Tim recognized. When Bill tapped it, the sound resonated deeper than it should have, as if the shell were much larger inside than out.

      Bill lifted his hand and made a fist. He then turned it over and opened his palm. Inside was a stone. It was smooth, weathered by ancient waters. It was oblong, with a faint marking etched into its surface. The marking seemed to glow slightly, pulsing with its own inner light.

      “Magic!” Tim clapped his hands on his knees.

      Bill shook his head, his expression serious. “Not magic, Scout. Something older. Something real.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Something they tried to bury but couldn’t keep hidden forever.”

      Bill held up the stone.

      On it was something familiar—a letter or symbol—but blurred, so that Tim couldn’t quite make it out.

      “David took one of those stones, smooth to the touch, oblong, like a kidney bean, only larger⁠—”

      “Yuck, I hate beans.” Tim squished up his eyes and nose in disgust.

      Bill didn’t open his Bible; he knew the story by heart. He palmed the stone and opened his hand again. The stone was gone. “David took that stone, put it into his sling, and began swinging it round over his head.” Bill raised his arm, gently mimicking the action with his pipe. “When he didn’t think he could swing it any faster or harder, he released it!”

      Tim followed the motion of his grandfather’s pantomimed throw. He imagined the rock flying through the air and into the pitch black of the far corner of the room.

      “That old giant didn’t know what hit him. He came crashing down. His other men gasped, surprised that such a little thing could cause their great hero to fall.”

      The darkness of the far corner seemed to spread like tendrils across the bookshelves. Tim shut his eyes tight, and his body began to shake subtly.

      “Are you sure you want me to keep going, Scout? You look scared.”

      Tim squeaked out, “No, I’m okay.”

      “Well, okay then. David walked right up to that giant, bent down, wrestled the sword out of the giant’s belt, and raised it high into the air.” Bill paused.

      Tim waited. After a long moment, he peeked with one eye, turning to his grandfather. “What happened next, Grandpa?” Suddenly, Tim realized he was sitting alone in the darkness of his grandfather’s study.

      “Tim.....”

      A low, raspy, dark voice called out to him.

      Tiny began to snarl, low and quiet at first, then rising into a ferocious series of barks.

      Tim looked back into the corner where a huge figure stood, though he couldn’t make out any details. It was blacker than ink, looming above him. It seemed as if it was made of smoke. Two pinpoints of light flashed where its eyes should have been—sharp, cold, and far too aware. It was crouched, but even so, its dark head reached the ceiling.

      To Tiny’s shock, Tim’s little teddy bear leapt up, ran over to the monstrous black form, and bit at it in the place where its ankles would be. A smoky form, something like a foot raised high in the air, crushed the toy under its heel. With a growl, Tiny lunged at the shadowy figure. It dissipated into a great cloud of ash. Its dark head fell to the ground and dematerialized into a smokey mist. From out of the darkness fell a great sword, its details blurred, obscured by an ethereal glow. Tim began to feel himself slip back into the crease of the cushion of the leather chair. The crevasse grew impossibly large, and what was left of the light in the room faded. Tim was swallowed up by the chair growing in size with every inch of his movement.

      An unseen voice called out to him. It was his grandfather’s. “Sorry Tim, I have to go.”

      Everything went black.

      Pure adrenalin jolted Tim awake, panting as his hand clutched at his chest. His phone showed 12 a.m. He’d been asleep for hours. Taking a deep breath, he looked around his apartment, confirming he was alone. Time to go, he thought.

      Shaking off the dream, he stood and went into the bathroom, grabbing his toothbrush and razor. He took a quick glance at his face. His hair was disheveled, but the short style only required a quick run through with his fingers, so he left his brush behind and went to his room.

      The dream clung to him like mist—disjointed, unsettling, impossible to shake. His grandfather’s voice, echoing in his mind, left him with a gnawing sense that something was missing. Not just facts—him. The man who had always seemed larger than life was gone, and with that absence came a hollow ache Tim hadn’t let himself feel until now. Still, there was no time to unravel it. His parents needed him. He needed to show up, even if the grief hadn’t finished sinking in. Swallowing the lump in his throat, he pulled out his duffle bag and began packing his clothes. Whatever his grandfather had left behind—questions, warnings, secrets—it would have to wait until after Oklahoma.
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      Amy hurried through the Ancient Cultures Museum’s west wing, balancing a stack of grant applications as she caught up with Dr. Baird. The afternoon walkthrough for potential donors had already started.

      “...which is why these artifacts remain central to our understanding of Mesopotamian culture,” Dr. Baird was saying to the small group. He spotted Amy and nodded slightly before continuing. “Now, if you’ll follow me to our Egyptian collection...”

      Amy discreetly placed the applications on a side counter and joined the group as they moved into the adjacent gallery. The climate-controlled air carried a sterile chill that contrasted with the treasured artifacts it preserved.

      Hushed voices echoed across the marble floors. Carefully positioned lights shone on an impressive array of Middle Kingdom artifacts. The dramatic lighting emphasized every intricate detail of their workmanship.

      Through the arched doorway, Amy could see the Assyrian exhibition hall with its imposing stone reliefs and guardian figures. The massive, winged bulls that flanked the entrance seemed to watch over visitors with ancient, knowing eyes. Unlike the Egyptian gallery's warm lighting, the Assyrian hall used cooler tones that emphasized the stonework's austere grandeur.

      “These papyrus fragments were recovered during our expedition to Abydos last season.” Dr. Baird gestured to a climate-controlled display case. “Our paleography team is still working on complete translations of several passages.”

      A woman in a tailored suit leaned forward. “What have you determined so far?”

      Dr. Baird smiled confidently. “The majority appears to be administrative records, though there’s a section our team finds particularly challenging.” He pointed to a series of hieroglyphs. “This passage uses some unusual syntactical constructions.” Dr. Baird waved Amy forward. “Isn’t that right, Miss Baker?”

      “Actually,” Amy spoke up, then hesitated, aware all eyes were suddenly focused on her.

      Dr. Baird raised an eyebrow and addressed the group. “Amy works with us here at the University.”

      She smiled at the guests, and continued. “The unusual syntax isn’t just scribal error,” Amy explained, stepping closer to the display. “See how these glyphs are positioned? It’s incorporating elements of Proto-Sinaitic script—essentially creating a bilingual reference.” She indicated specific symbols. “This suggests contact between Egyptian administrators and Semitic-speaking populations that we haven’t previously documented at this site.”

      The donors exchanged impressed glances. Dr. Baird studied the fragments with renewed interest.

      “What elements specifically suggest Proto-Sinaitic influence?” Dr. Baird asked.

      Amy moved closer to the display, her confidence growing as she pointed to specific symbols. “These glyphs here—see how they’re angled differently from standard Middle Kingdom hieratic? The stroke pattern shows unmistakable Semitic influence.” She traced the air above a particular marking. “This one appears in proto-consonantal systems across the Sinai Peninsula. I documented similar hybrid forms at a site in Jordan last summer.”

      One of the donors, a silver-haired woman with knowing eyes, leaned forward. “You’re suggesting cultural exchange predating conventional historical accounts?”

      “The evidence is there in the writing itself,” Amy replied, careful to balance academic rigor with her excitement. “Writing systems don’t evolve in isolation. When cultures intersect, their communication methods blend first.” She gestured to another symbol. “This particular modification appears consistently when scribes from different language traditions work together. It’s like finding a linguistic fingerprint of cultural exchange.”

      “Excellent observation, Ms. Baker. What led you to recognize that pattern?”

      “I studied comparative writing systems with Professor Keyes in Near Eastern Languages,” Amy explained. “My research on Native American symbolic communication actually helped me spot cross-cultural influences in ancient texts. There are surprising parallels in how different civilizations adapted their writing systems when cultures intersected.”

      Dr. Baird nodded thoughtfully. “Perhaps you could brief Dr. Goldstein on your findings before the cataloging meeting.”

      “Of course,” Amy agreed, her phone buzzing in her pocket. She checked it discreetly as the tour continued to the Assyrian exhibition hall.

      As the donors moved ahead to examine the artifacts more closely, Dr. Baird paused, turning to Amy.

      “How’s our colleague doing?” he asked, voice lowered.

      Amy nodded, grateful for his concern. “Still processing everything, I think. He drove all the way to Oklahoma yesterday.”

      “Such a shame about his grandfather.” Dr. Baird shook his head. “The department could send flowers. Do you have an address for the service?”

      “Not yet,” Amy replied. “I’ll ask him and let you know.”

      “Good. And tell him to take all the time he needs.” Dr. Baird glanced toward the waiting donors. “We should probably catch up.”

      “I’ll meet you in the Assyrian hall,” Amy said. “I need to check something quickly.”

      Once alone, Amy pulled out her phone and typed a message to Tim: Dr. Baird asked about you. The department would like to send flowers for the service. Is there an address I can pass along? And please don’t worry about anything here. Take all the time you need.

      She stared at the screen for a moment, considering whether to say more. A simple, safe travels, seemed inadequate, but anything else felt too personal. Finally, she typed just those two words and pressed send before hurrying to rejoin the tour.
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