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Book One: Black Box

black box






Prologue

South American jungle, the distant past.

“At a time in the distant past, there is one and it is me.”

Through the warm, moist jungle, many rich images dance and
complex sounds reverberate. At times, the images clash, sending
forth messages of chaos, conflict and disharmony. Breaking
through that shallow view of discordant images and sounds, a
deeper, truer view reveals a living tapestry weaving together
sounds, colors, threads and objects of every shape, size and
material. Essential to this living tapestry are harmony and
disharmony, order and chaos, and conflict and peace. As the
morning sun rises, it sheds revealing light on the true nature of the
jungle, potentially on life itself. As the jungle animals emerge for
the day, each has its own individuality; each comes together and
contributes to life’s diverse and powerful tapestry.

As I appear, I know there are momentary pauses as unfamiliar
sights and sounds enter many animals’ perceptual space. At this
moment, there is unmistakable silence. I am the cause; I am the
disruptive force; I am the focus of attention. The creatures around
me engage their most acute senses to uncover the mystery that I
am. | am a new creature to them. I am not the usual creature of the
jungle, though others living in the jungle bear some similarity.
Still, life in the jungle is disrupted by me, a new face and a new
shape.
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In my silent coming, the jungle animals are confused. To them, I
appeared with more stealth than other creatures in the jungle. It is
as if I appeared out of nowhere. As I now move through the jungle,
it is clear to them that I am quiet in my movements, but I move
loudly when compared with many who live in the jungle. Stealth
does not alone explain my unannounced coming.

Those animals nearest to me watch me closely. They see that I
move easily and smoothly on just two legs. They see my features. I
am different. I seem only to have hair on the top of my upright
body and then only in certain spots. I have hair on my face, just
like some of them.

And then there is the object I hold. It is a simple object that might
look too perfect even for nature at its best. It is as dark as the
darkest stones hidden in the deepest caves. They might see that the
corners are as sharp as their sharpest rocks and the sides are
straight, unlike almost anything in their experience. If they could
look closely, they would see no scratches or other marks on this
strange dark object.

For a few moments, I pause to consider all the life around and take
some pleasure and pride in its diversity and perfection. But
enough! I am here today for another purpose, a purpose requiring
quick and careful attention. I stop by a mound of earth in a small
clearing, drop to the ground and dig a large hole in the mound. I
gather up stones for my task and, within the large hole, arrange the
stones to create a small, stone-lined enclosure.

The jungle animals watch me closely and I have their full attention.
I need to stay focused. Ineed to keep moving.

I pick up the dark object and touch it carefully. It changes. No
longer is it just a dark object. It now has a life of its own. To the
creatures observing me, “scratches” might seem to dance across
the object. As they dance, the stones in the earthen mound change,
lose the look of individual stones, and take on the semblance like a
stone chamber. I check the object again; I touch it one last time. It
goes dark again. As I bend down, I place the object in the stone
chamber and cover them both with earth.
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I feel relief that the task is done. I feel relief that the creatures
observing my work care little about the object buried in the
ground. I confused the jungle animals with my sudden appearance.
I am sure that some are curious about the mound and what it holds,
but that curiosity probably lasts for only for a few moments. Life
elsewhere in the jungle demands their attention. Their very
survival demands their attention. Survival is what they care about;
survival is what they will quickly return their attention to. My dark
object in its strange stone chamber and I are of little consequence
to them. We are quickly forgotten in the coming of other mysteries
of sight and sound.

As I stand and turn, I contemplate all the nature around me and feel
good about the helpful, guiding role I have played.

In an instant, I am gone. No trace remains of me in that jungle
other than the freshly dug earth on the mound in the clearing.
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Chapter 1. Discovery

South American jungle

As Ti Ching 'wades through the tangled jungle underbrush, she
keeps wondering if all this work is worthwhile. Maybe it is just too
late. No. That is far too defeatist, she chastises herself. Even with
all the destructive forces attacking the jungle in the 20th century,
some good can come from preserving what's left and trying to
reconstruct some of what has been lost. Sure, the jungle remains
threatened. On the other hand, the problem is catching people's
attention and turning that attention towards restoration. She pauses
and reminds herself not to become too optimistic or to pessimistic.
She has to maintain the right balance and stay focused.

Given the amount of damage done to the South American jungle,
she’s decided to apply those lessons in a place where human
beings have been and continue to be extraordinarily destructive.
Having worked in the jungle for several years, she is now viewed
by her peers as a jungle restoration expert, someone who is making
a positive contribution to an enormous, unending undertaking.

Emerging from the trees, Ti comes upon a small clearing, leans
down with her hands on her knees, and pauses to catch her breath.

! Ti was born in the United States, ten years after her Chinese parents migrated
from Hong Kong. In a few months, she will turn 30, though she looks young for
her age. She wears her black hair cut just above her shoulders and softly brushed
back from her face. Her round, black framed glasses set off the round shape of
her face. Her friends and co-workers often call her cute even though she hates it.
She hates being seen as effervescent as well, but knows she exudes
effervescence. Neither is terribly helpful in her being taken seriously as a
professional.

Her profession, a civil engineer, is a critical part of her. She received her civil
engineering degree from the University of Wisconsin, specializing in
environmental restoration. She has learned much from studying the work of the
Army Corps of Engineers and is determined to avoid repeating many of its
mistakes.
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She’s tired and hot and the sweat keeps running off her forehead
into her glasses. There’s still a long way and only a couple of hours
to go before she reaches the relative comfort of her base camp. Her
last two weeks of life deep in the jungle have been difficult.
Fortunately, for Ti, the difficulty is easily countered by the jungle’s
stunning beauty and never-ending diversity.

Breathing hard and sweating profusely, thinking wearily of the
remaining miles ahead, Ti stops in the clearing. This is the one last
opportunity for a brief respite before the final trek back to base
camp. She removes her glasses, wipes the sweat off her face and
shoulders, and cleans her glasses with a dry strip of her shirt
sleeve. Looking for a place to sit, she spots a small earthen mound
just ahead of her and walks over to it.

Seating herself upon the earthen mound in the clearing's center, she
tries to imagine what secrets the jungle still holds and she has been
just too busy to discover. The next trip is going to be different, she
tells herself. Next trip, she’ll take time to stop and absorb all that
nature is willing to share. No more “running” through the jungle
with tunnel vision. Here is nature in all its glory in front of and all
around her; just look around at the stunning beauty in this isolated
clearing. Very likely, Ti is the only human being who has ever
stepped foot here.

As she takes a moment and scans the clearing, the mid-day sun’s
rays bounce off the edge of a piece of smooth, grayish stone
partially hidden in the earthen mound on which she sits. Hit with
the brief flash, Ti squints her eyes so that she can see the object
more clearly. “Far too smooth and sharp to be in a place like this,”
she thinks.

Quickly, she takes out her knife and gets down on her knees.
Carefully, she removes earth from around the stone. The more she
digs, the more it is clear that something unusual is buried in this
mound. Her excitement builds. Now she uses both hands and digs
as fast as she can.

As she digs further, the dimensions of the stone become apparent,
about three inches by one foot by one and one-half feet. She stops,
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drops backward to sit on the ground in front of the stone and drops
her head onto her arms.

“Too bad it’s this big,” she says in frustration as she thinks about
the long hike still awaiting her. “No way am I going to be able to
carry a big, heavy stone like this out by myself. But there’s no way
am | leaving it behind.”

She resumes her excavation. Finally, enough earth is removed for
her to try to move the stone. She applies all her strength to moving
the stone. To her surprise and relief, the stone moves easily and is
much lighter by far than she expected for a stone this big. In fact,
it’s too light. Ti thinks it must be hollow.

This observation is soon verified as she looks over the stone
carefully and sees what appears to be a sliding panel.

She slides the panel open. As she does, she sees that the stone
chamber is unique in several ways. She takes a mental inventory:
its sides are wafer-thin. It has the appearance of stone, but has the
flexibility and resilience of metal. Commensurate with the thinness
of the material is its great lightness. She gently weighs the object
in her hands. It’s feel like about 10 pounds.

But to her great surprise, there is more. Much more. The chamber
is not empty. Her pulse beats rapidly.

Inside the chamber is an object as unusual as the chamber itself.
There’s a solid black object of nearly the same dimensions as the
stone chamber. She carefully removes the black object from the
chamber.

“Amazing!” she thinks, “there are absolutely no markings at all.
Not even the slightest scratch or blemish! From everything I can
see, it 1s a perfectly formed black stone, glass or metal object and it
is apparently solid.”

“But that doesn’t make sense. It is far too light to be solid!"

“I have a stone chamber that is too light and its walls too resilient
for stone,” she says to herself.. “This is very strange. It looks like
and feels like stone, yet it doesn’t look like an object that is cut or
carved by technology that I know of.”
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“The black object seems to be the same. It appears hollow as well
or to be some super-lightweight metal alloy or glass. But unlike the
stone chamber, there is absolutely no sign that it can be opened.”

Ti is perplexed. She has two objects that make no sense in either
the jungle or in civilization. Even so, she has a “find”. She jumps
up and starts dancing around the clearing.

After a few minutes of uninhibited joy, a more immediate concern
hits her. She stops cold. Time has escaped her. She’s been here for
more than an hour. If she doesn’t move quickly, she won’t make it
back to base camp before dark and the next stretch of jungle isn’t
the friendliest place to be after dark.

Her mind drives forward another thought: she’s got to get her find
back to civilization as quickly as possible.

She hesitates. “Do I have the right to remove something that has
probably been part of the jungle for a very long time?”” She’s often
referred to herself as a ‘jungle preservationist’. Her life is
dedicated to preserving the jungle, not stripping it. “But surely,
these objects could not have anything to do with the jungle or
"preserving" the jungle,” she argues out loud. “But then again, why
were they here? What is their purpose? And how did they get to a
spot that supposedly no other human being has ever visited?”

She shakes the soil off her hands and gets up. She’s got to get
moving and make it to base camp before dark.

During the journey back, her mind weighs what she is going to do
with her find. She’s here under a U.S. government grant and she
feels some obligation to turn her find over to the government.
However, she’s not totally comfortable with that course of action.
Her experience with government and how it responds to
unknowns, especially where there appears to be an ‘intelligence’
associated with it is far from a positive one.

Ti tosses around the idea of treating the object as an archeological

find and turning it over to a scientific institution, like a university

or the Smithsonian Institution. Yeah. The Smithsonian. She could

compromise and send the object to the Smithsonian, but let the

government know that they have it. The idea of turning it over to
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the Smithsonian gives her a bit more comfort. Still, she has to be
concerned about my government grant and the people who she
reports to. She can’t afford to get them upset and lose the grant.
Then she’d really be finished here. After all, the government
agency is trying to do some good in the jungles of the world and
deserves some credit for that. Still .....

Suddenly she loses her balance, falls down hard and bruises her
knee badly. Shocking herself back to the immediacy of a painful
reality, she realizes that if she does not focus on where she is going
right now, both she and the objects might never see civilization
again.

She quickly reminds herself, “Jungles are not forgiving to fools or
those with minds lost elsewhere.”
She renews her trek, a bit bruised and limping badly.

With about an hour to spare, Ti limps back into her base camp,
empty at the moment, and resolves to let her internal debate rest.
Unfortunately, sleep tonight is not going to be an easy goal to
achieve. She has too many thoughts and too many questions.

Having tossed and turned for most of the night, Ti awakens
abruptly at dawn.

“What am I going to do? Since I’'m the one who removed the
chamber and object from the jungle, I'm now responsible for what
happens next.”

“Oh my god! What if T get it wrong?

“Okay. Okay. Think. I can do this. Fortunately, I have over a
week over figure this out before civilization returns in the form of
the supply helicopter.”

With her digital recorder in hand and the tools available in the
camp, Ti proceeds to discover what she can about the two objects.
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She suspects the black object is probably the most important, but
the least penetrable. She’ll have to be careful to not destroy it as
she’s conducting her tests.

Ti decides to focus her attention on the stone chamber first. As she
looks over the object and its stone chamber, she narrates constantly
into a tape recorder, keeping a detailed description of all that she
sees.

Her first discovery is that the stone chamber is made of stone like
that commonly found in the area in which she discovered the
earthen mound and its holdings. But the fabrication of the stone
chamber is a whole other thing.

“The stone itself is not uncommon,” she says into the recorder.
“However, in its current form as a stone chamber, it has apparently
acquired properties that go far beyond the original stone upon
which it is based. No stone could be so thin and yet not be at all
fragile.”

“I’m confused here,” she mumbles. “I don’t get it.”

“Though the chamber is hollow as if carved or cut, that
explanation doesn’t seem to make sense. The stone chamber has
all the characteristics of being formed molecule by molecule and,
in that formation, of being reformulated so that the stone acquires
the additional characteristics of the most high-tech of metals. But,
as strong it is, I don’t think it’s indestructible.”

After Ti conducts several tests with mechanical cutting tools and
gas torches, it’s clear that the stone chamber can be cut, though not
easily. If the tests with the torch are any indicator, a higher
temperature torch or a laser will do the job.

With all her tests, she still believes that the chamber is made of
stone, but, no ordinary stone. Somehow, it has been formed into
shapes and is as indestructible as any modern metal available.

Impatient, she turns her attention from the chamber to the black
object. Somehow, she thinks this is not going to yield that much
information. With a great amount of care, she conducts similar
tests on the black object as she had on the stone chamber, but here
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she tries to exercise a bit more care, since she does not want to
destroy the object.

After some time, she pauses, sits down on the workbench and puts
her chin on her knees. She sighs with a bit of relief and
resignation. She holds the tape recorder close to her mouth.
“Apparently, I don’t need to worry about damaging the black
object. No matter what carving, cutting or chipping tool I employ,
there are absolutely no signs of any impact. I’'m beginning to
suspect that this object is much more than just a perfectly formed
black stone, glass or metal box with no other use. This is no
natural object; this was crafted with great skill and knowledge.

Someone went through an awful lot of trouble to make this dark
object. Someone took extraordinary steps to leave it in a place that
no human being is ever expected to visit.”

Exhausting the tools available and her own analytic skills, she now
knows as much as she is going to know without outside help. She
has to make a decision about what to do next. Not fully trusting
either the U.S. government or the scientific institutions by
themselves, she decides to notify both and send the chamber and
black object to the Smithsonian via the supply helicopter due
tomorrow morning.

Since she’s got a small amount of leave time available, she’ll ride
along to the airport and make sure that the two objects get on the
next available flight to D.C. Once she does that, her mission is
complete and she can return to her work in the jungle.”

But it’s going to be incredibly hard giving up these objects and
returning back to her regular work here. She’s been so excited
about her work here. But now she’s been bitten by this new find.
She’s got so many questions and no answers. She doesn’t want to
let this go.

“But I must,” she says with unhappy resignation.

As the day wears on, she makes the calls. The government officials
are somewhat curious, but are more so skeptical. To them, the find
is not terribly important. Give it to the Smithsonian, they tell her.
As far as they see it, it will write off as some archeological find
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that will end up at the Smithsonian anyway.

On the other hand, the Smithsonian officials have much more than
a passing interest. They, as does she, realize that the objects just do
not fit in the area of the jungle in which she found them. Someone,
for some inexplicable reason, went way out of his or her way to
place the objects there. What these objects are is a tantalizing
question to the officials. If she did what she says she did, these
objects do not make a lot of sense in terms of what they are or
where they were.

The arrangements are simple. She is to deliver the objects to the
airport and place them on a plane bound for the U.S. The plane is
to arrive at Washington Dulles Airport late the next day. The two
objects will be marked for pick-up by Smithsonian Institution
officials and their government escorts.

The next day, Ti watches the plane take off. She is not happy. She
pouts. She wants to be on the plane and be there for whatever
happens next. Frustrated, she turns away, kicks the dirt, and
admits her misery, “I’m torn,” she mutters. As important as her
work here is, she fears she’s making the wrong choice. She should
have gone along. She should be part of the discoveries yet to
happen. She fears that the black object and its mysteries will
impact the world in ways she can’t even begin to fathom and she
fears most that she’ll not be there to be part of what happens next.
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Chapter 2. Recovery

Dulles Airport, Washington, D.C.; late the next day.

In the early evening of the next day the plane with Ti's parcel
lands at Washington’s Dulles Airport.

Inside the sweeping main terminal at Dulles stands the restless
reception committee made up of a government official and a
Smithsonian scientist. They are anxious. They check their
watches frequently. They are not quite sure what they are about to
receive. They have Ti’s description of the chamber and the black
object therein. Beyond that, they know little. What they do know
is they have a good hour, if everything goes well, to wait as the
plane’s arrival is delayed by the custom’s clearance process and
baggage unloading.

As he paces back and forth anxiously, Dr. Joseph Form,” a forty-
three year old scientist at the Smithsonian Institutions, tries to
contain his rising anticipation of the engineer's find. If Ti Ching is
right, the find defied explanation.

2 Joseph has been a scientist with the Smithsonian for nearly a decade now since
graduating from the University of New Mexico with his doctorate. He is well-
respected and has a reputation for a thorough knowledge of South American
artifacts. His is an unyielding scientific curiosity for almost any seemingly
unsolvable puzzle. He hopes that this little puzzle proves to be a worthy
challenge.

Joseph is a man of moderate build standing about five foot nine with black
medium length hair. He is a Native American raised in the Four Corners area of
the Southwestern United States. His family wasn’t terribly poor but didn’t have
much extra beyond the necessities and Joseph was left to find his own
entertainment in his imagination and in the world around him.
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As he waits, his mind wanders back to his childhood. “T have to
admit that even as a child I was a bit unstoppable when faced with
what some would see as the seemingly great unknowns. I must
have dissembled dozens of old clocks and radios in search of
‘great truths.” I had to quickly re-assemble some of the newer ones
at the demand of my family who saw the need to tell time or hear
music as greater. In my biased view, my contribution to
discovering truth far outweighs my failures in the pragmatic
reconstruction of household items. My family didn’t quite see it
the same way, but perseverance has served me well.”

But he went beyond mechanical object in his early truth discovery
phase. Many chemical concoctions, primarily made up of
discarded household products, were mixed and tested on all kinds
of inanimate and, somewhat regrettably, animate objects.

He reflects, “One of the earliest measures of my ‘judgment’ is that
I was always wise enough to stay away from tests on my family’s
household pets. Not that [ wasn't somewhat interested, but the risk
was far too great. If [ couldn't always put the family clock back
together, | suspected I just might have greater difficulty
resuscitating the family cat or dog.”

Beginning in high school and continuing through today, science
fiction novels have been his addiction. In them, he searches for and
critiques the mistakes of science fiction writers who not only
cannot foresee future science, but do not even understand current
science. In these novels, he searches for the creative thoughts that
might suggest paths for current and future scientists. Science
fiction always pushes his imagination and challenges him, as a
scientist, to translate some of that fiction into non-fiction.

So far, he has done little beyond reading science fiction.

He sinks down into the waiting area chair, his hands cupped under
his chin, and muses, “My work at the Smithsonian is great, but it is
more of a look back than a look forward. I spend more time
cataloguing past achievements of others than making my own
contributions. I’m a stuck and not particularly happy about it. My
interest in future science hasn’t waned a bit. I just can’t get
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traction. Can’t find the path. I just can’t seem to get myself into a
situation where those interests and skills are needed by anyone. |
just need a little push. I need the right challenge. Maybe, just
maybe, this is it.”

“Sure it’s a “historical find,” he thought, “but, according to Ti, it
seems to be something more. My gut tells me that this find might
just have more future value.”

He looks over at Maria, sees her fingers thumping the arms of her
chair, and senses that she has a whole different perspective on the
GGﬁnd.’ﬁ

Beside Joseph, his government escort, Maria Mendez’, is quickly
losing interest. An attractive Hispanic woman of about five foot
seven or eight with long, black hair, a doe-like face, and dark
piercing eyes, Maria is an intense woman. She talks very, very fast.
She has absolutely no tolerance, except for the things occupying
her fast track. Increasingly, she is feeling assured that the parcel is
no more than the artifacts of just one more “lost civilization.”

3 At the age of thirty-four, her career is a pressure-laden one. Having moved
among a number of different government agencies over her ten-year career, she
has acquired the reputation of a strong-willed, hard-working trouble-shooter. Her
career is built on her ability to fix things and solve difficult, complex problems.
Politically she is astute, though politics is something she carefully avoids. To her,
it doesn’t matter much who is in the White House, her role is to “fix and solve.”
It doesn't matter to her much who breaks what gets broken or who creates the
problem in need of solving. In doing what she needs to do, she is widely known
as an expert on “getting it done,” “taking no ‘prisoners,” and "bending the rules."
Breaking the rules is a whole other thing. Oh yes, have no doubt that she knows
how, but she knows what happens when government officials break certain rules.

When Maria's family came to the United States several decades ago, they just
barely made their way into the American middle-class. Still, Maria remembers
all the troubles her family faced and all the rules and promises that were broken.
Government is often not a friend to her family and other families like them. She
grew up in the barrio in Los Angeles and even thrived in it. With nurturing from
her parents and her own natural talents, Maria took to the streets aggressively.
She was never someone who tolerated fools. She was as street-smart as a person
could be. Her survival skills kept her out of drugs, barely, and kept her alive.
Staying alive and healthy had been a challenge.
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“I know my impatience is beginning to show too much,” Maria
says to herself, “I can see it in Dr. Form’s face. [ know I keep
checking my watch. I wish this assignment were over. Still, I‘1l
wait. It’s my duty to do so. But [ don’t have to be happy about it.”

“Many of the boys saw me as a threat to them,” she realizes,
thinking back to her childhood. “Over time, I got by that as |
emerged as a ‘valuable asset’ to them. That asset is based on the
fact that I could take care of almost anything. If someone got in
trouble, I could help him or her talk his or her way out of trouble.
If something weren’t working in the community, I led the battle to
get it working again. I had to be as tough as the streets forced me
to be.”

“But, I never forget what is important. I care deeply about my
parents. I care deeply about my community. Fair warning to
anyone who tries to hurt either.”

Though a loyal public servant now, she distrusts what motivates
many federal government officials. That's why she does what she
does, to make a positive difference in a difficult environment. As
frustrating as that can sometimes be, she knows she must be strong
and bear the frustration. Often, doing what she has to do while still
being true to the moral values of her family and herself is very,
very hard. But she isn't about to stop now. She still cares deeply
about her community, only now it is much larger community.

By pre-arrangement, the parcel is arriving as a special handling
shipment with a Smithsonian tag. Since the flight first stopped in
Miami, the parcel is to clear customs there. As Joseph and Maria
move through the concourse to the baggage area, the
announcement comes that the luggage from the South American
flight will be arriving at carousel one. A West Coast flight has also
just arrived with its luggage directed toward the adjacent carousel
two.
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As they unload the plane's luggage, the regular baggage crew is
feeling a little harried and anxious. When the usual crew is there,
the luggage generally arrives at the baggage area close to the same
time as the passengers. Unfortunately, today one of the regulars is
unexpectedly out for the day and the temporary replacement is
helpful, but unfamiliar with the routine of unloading the large jets.
To compound the problem, he spends a little too much time
keeping a watch out for some special parcel. Fortunately, the
parcel is found and the replacement handler with the beard is
making sure it gets delivered to the rightful owner.

After the plane is unloaded and the luggage is on the way, the
regular baggage crew proceeds to the next jet while the
replacement worker drives the special parcel to the main terminal
and the baggage area. Along the way, the replacement worker
makes a brief stop to pick up some luggage from the West Coast
flight also just arriving. Only a small portion of that flight's
luggage is unloaded as most of the passengers are proceeding
directly to Europe. One bag is separated from the rest and placed
next to the parcel from the South American flight.

As the replacement baggage handler drives between the planes, he
has the look of a man wrestling with a difficult dilemma. He
questions himself, “Is this really the right time? Have the
circumstances of this time provided the right people? Are they
ready? Maybe I should wait a bit longer. I could just disappear
with the objects. A little more mystery would be added, but it
would be quickly forgotten.”

“No, an accidental occurrence, combined with my own actions, has
created this situation. I still believe that the time is finally right for
proceeding. I hope that I am not wrong in proceeding to the next
step. If I am wrong, there will need to be a lot of mid-course
corrections for them and me. I have to trust that they are ready for
this journey.”

“The consequences of this ‘black box’ intervention will not be
small. So much is at stake. This is no longer the time for doubt.
There is no time to waste. Now is the time to make my move and
shepherd what happens after that.”
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In an unlighted and little used part of the airport, he stops and
quickly scans the area to make sure he is not seen. He opens the
two bags. Recognizing the two familiar objects, he opens the stone
chamber and extracts the dark object. To him, this is a “black
box.” As he touches the dark object, it comes to life just as it had
many, many years ago in the jungle and many times before that. He
touches the box's top a number of times. Suddenly, the stone
chamber begins to change into a somewhat cruder stone chamber
more likely to have been carved during an early civilization.
Turning his attention to his second task, he first piles together
several souvenirs from the West Coast flight's luggage. Then he
again touches the black box. The souvenirs disappear. A new dark
object is formed, virtually identical to the original black box except
that it appears as if carved by humans at an earlier time. The re-
formed stone chamber and the newly formed black box are placed
back in Ti’s Smithsonian parcel. After a few more touches, the
original black box goes dormant. He then places the original black
box in the bag from the West Coast flight.

“Now, I must get the original black box to the couple,” he thinks
as he drives toward the baggage area with Ti’s parcel and the
luggage. “In the meantime, by leaving the re-formed stone
chamber and its contents to the scientists and the government, |
give them something to spend their time on and buy critical time
for the couple's work and my own. Under the Smithsonian and
government's scrutiny, the new stone chamber and the new dark
object have little importance in their own right. But, I’ve little
doubt that their scrutiny will quickly turn to what is most
important, how the two objects came to be what they are.”

The replacement worker quickly returns to his route and reaches
the terminal's baggage area. Time grows short as the time comes
for unloading the baggage onto the carousels. Realizing the
growing impatience of the passengers inside the terminal, he and
the carousel crew hurriedly place the luggage on the conveyor belts
and send them on their way. At the last moment, one bag is
snatched from the second conveyor and held aside.

“I just can’t seem to shake these doubts,” the baggage handler
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mutters under his breath, shaking his head “I need to see the couple
myself before I can hand over the black box. If I could just arrange
to meet them face-to-face for even a few moments, then I would
know for sure.”

Inside the terminal, the official reception committee clearly is
losing its patience. Maria, expecting little from this episode, wants
it over with. This is a waste of her time. Other more important
tasks await her back at the office.

For Joseph, it is like being a kid at Christmas; he paces nervously
and thinks excitedly. “A package with my name on it is about to
arrive from the jungles of South America. In that package is the
potential promise of a career-making find. If it only lives even
halfway up to Ti’s description, it’s a major discovery. Who knows,
maybe it will be the discovery of the century. Okay, settle down!
Let’s be a bit smarter about all this. Let’s be a bit more realistic.”

"Do you have any clues as to what these objects were doing in the
middle of the jungle? Maria asks him, trying to make conversation.
“Any idea as to what they are?"

“Not a clue,” Joseph replies. “Makes no sense given what Ti told
us. This is an area that we thought had not been touched by
humans until Ti’s crew helicoptered into it.”

"I just keep wondering why I'm here,” Maria complains,
increasingly impatient with the long delay. “You know that you all
will just take it back your lab, decide it has some known or
unknown historical value, and put it on display. End of story. It
really doesn't have anything to do my agency’s work.”

"What the hell am I doing here? Why am [ wasting my time," she
says angrily, again thumping her fingers on the chair’s arms.

"Chill!” Joseph says, impatient with the situation, but more so with
Maria. “Listen, I don't know what we have here. Ti's story is a little
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muddled and a bit unbelievable. But there may be something
here.”

“Try to relax just a bit,” he goes on. “Maybe you’ll be pleasantly
surprised. Maybe this is the long-lost answer to all the
government's and your problems. In one sweep, budget deficits
disappear. War ends. Hunger is gone. Political corruption becomes
a thing of the past. Just think of the possibilities.”

"Ah, but then there would be no more broken programs to fix and
no more national problems to solve,” he suggests, mocking her a
little. “What would all the government problem solvers do? They
would all be out of jobs! You would be out of a job!”

"Then again, if [ were you, I would not worry too much about that
possibility,” he says more softly, trying to back away from the
remark he just made. “They are most likely just a couple of useless
objects dropped from a plane by someone to lighten a planeload of
drugs. If that’s the case, then neither of us will have an interest in
this ‘find.” Who knows? Let's have a little patience. We'll find out
in a few minutes. Then you can leave and you and I will never,
ever have to wait together again."

“Maria, sometimes we just waste our time. [ do ita lot. Maybe I
am doing it again. Maybe this is just your turn.”

Maria gives him an intense look of unhappiness with her dark
eyes.

Finally, the carousel begins to move and bags begin appearing.
Maria and Joseph move toward the carousel to watch for the
engineer's parcel.

A few yards away, a second carousel comes to life and bags from
the West Coast flight arrive. About 50 people are waiting, some
with family and friends. Everyone is in a hurry. Off to one side is
a married couple, Taj Curie and Jason Kalder, just returning from a
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week driving the upper West Coast. Exhausted from the trip and
the flight back, they are thinking only of getting their bags and
grabbing a cab back home. The bags come round and the tags are
matched, except for one. One bag is missing: the couple's.
Frustrated and tired, they walk over to the lost luggage counter and
begin describing their luggage.

What makes their frustration worse is that their whole trip was
fraught with problems in its final days. First, their vacation was cut
short by two days due to some foul-up with their credit cards that
left them short of money to move around. But that wasn't all.
When they checked in with the airline, they found their plane
reservations were messed up and they were booked on today's
flight, leaving a day earlier than they planned. The airline told
them it couldn't make the change without an additional charge.
Without credit cards, they were pretty much forced to go on the
earlier flight.

Everything seemed to be pushing them toward coming in on this
particular flight. Now, one of their pieces of luggage is missing.

Over by the other carousel, Maria and Joseph spot Ti’s parcel, pull
it off, and check the tag. Everything matches. Even Maria shows
some excitement as Joseph's anticipation rubs off on her. They
immediately go to a quiet area of the terminal and open the parcel.

"Okay, okay,” she admits. "Let's get the bag open and see what
we've got here. If it's going to save the world and put me out of
work, then we better not waste any time and find out now and
how."

Inside, they find the note from Ti describing what she found, how
she found it and where. Ti wants them to keep her informed on
their progress with the dark object and its stone chamber.

Carefully, they unwrap the stone chamber and open it. Everything
is there just as Ti described it. Well, almost everything. Something
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doesn’t seem quite right.
As Joseph carefully looks over the two objects, he feels uneasy..

"Ti was pretty accurate in her description,” he tells Maria. She is
right on another point as well. These objects don't make any sense
being in the jungle where she found them. But, then again, in some
ways, these objects don't make any sense either."

"What do you mean they don't make sense?" Maria asks, leaning
over his shoulder to get closer to the objects.

Joseph points to the engineer's description, "If you remember, Ti
was emphatic about how perfect these two objects are. That is a
major reason as to why she believed they were totally out of place
in the jungle. But look at these two objects."

Maria shakes her head. "I'm not sure [ know what you mean. They
look pretty perfect to me.

“That is exactly the problem,” Joseph says as he turns the objects
over in his hands. “They're almost perfect, but nowhere nearly as
perfect as Ti described. She is very clear that there were no
blemishes or scratches on either object. She said she experimented
with trying to scratch or cut the stone chamber. But she had little
or no impact according to her report. She said we saw at most a
small blemish on the stone chamber where the torch had been
applied over a considerable period of time."

I get it,” Maria cuts in. "These objects have many scratches and
all the markings of being carved. None of that fits with what Ti
described. It as if they're not the same as the objects she worked on
in the jungle. Yet, they’re so close to what she described."

Now they both agree. The two objects look less perfect than they
expected, but maybe that is just an unrealistic expectation. They
both re-read Ti’s note Before buying into this whole arrangement,
Ti's reputation and credentials were checked thoroughly. She is
highly thought of as an engineer, though early in her career.
Somehow, something doesn’t quite fit. The only consensus they
have is that the two objects aren’t perfect enough to fit Ti’s
description.
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"I am beginning to feel that we have a problem here," says Jason as
he returns the two objects to the bag. "It's nothing we can resolve
here and now. But something's wrong here."

"You're absolutely right," Maria responds. "Somebody seems to be
playing games and I want to know who and why. I don’t like being
played.”

“Joseph, you were almost rid of me,” she tells him as she gives
him a smile. “Too bad. Now, you have a full partner in this little
expedition."

And with that, they decide that the Smithsonian labs should be
their next destination.

Before Jason and Taj finish with Ms. Link, the airline’s claims
person, the replacement baggage handler appears. He comes up to
them to apologize for the missing luggage.

“We are short of staff tonight and I mistakenly placed your bag on
the wrong cart,” he tells them. “Unfortunately, it's already left on
another flight. But I’ve already made arrangements to get it back
here by early tomorrow morning. I will personally take
responsibility for getting the missing bag to you directly. Again, I
am deeply, deeply sorry."

Trying to assure the somewhat distraught baggage handler and
wanting to make sure that an innocent mistake didn't get the
handler into trouble, Jason waves away the forms the claims
person is filling out. "Listen. We're fine. Tired, but fine. Just
arrange to have the bag delivered to our home tomorrow and that
will take care of the whole thing. We don't want anyone to get into
trouble over something so minor. Even if we did, we really don't
have the energy."

Taj, too, had had enough but was out of steam. “Most of what's in
bag are dirty clothes and inexpensive souvenirs, not something we
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will need tonight,” she adds wearily. “Right now I just want to go
home and crawl into bed."

Again the baggage handler apologizes profusely. He assures Taj
and Jason, as well as the claims person, that he knows where the
luggage is and that he will deliver it to their home himself the next
day.

Not looking to make a major problem out of a minor one, Ms.
Link, the claims processor, nods and puts down her pen. "That's all
I really need to know. If all of you are comfortable with this, let's
let it go at that and we won't complete the processing for the
missing luggage. Just give your names, address and phone number
to him and that should take care of it. I'll hold onto this partially
completed slip for a couple of days and then toss it. If there are any
problems, give me a call."

Jason and Taj provide their names and addresses to the baggage
handler and leave for the long cab ride back to suburban Maryland.

After they depart, the baggage handler stands by himself in the
now quiet baggage area.

“The die is cast,” he thinks nervously. “I just hope that I bought
enough time for events to develop as they should.”

As he contemplates the events of the past few days, he is not sure
that he was as successful as he hoped. The scientist and
government escort looked too concerned. And his first encounter
with the couple raised no concerns, but did little to relieve his own
uneasiness.

He strokes his beard with his left hand and thinks of how he will
be relinquishing so much control once this journey begins. So
many mistakes will be made by so many people. But that is the
price of progress. Human progress doesn’t occur without mistakes
and even without some conflict. It’s the nature of humans; it’s the
nature of progress.
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Chapter 3. Safe Haven

Maryland suburbs; the next day, Saturday.
Smithsonian Labs; through the night and next day, Saturday.

In the early light of a warm Saturday morning, somehow the
frustration and the weariness had worn off for the Maryland
couple, Taj and Jason. Soon their missing luggage would be
delivered and they could begin to get their lives back in order after
the trip.

Living in a comfortable suburb of Washington with older homes
and pleasant people, had proven to be a good choice for Jason and
Taj. They have relatively easy access to work in downtown
Washington and the comfort of a small amount of green space and
peace.

Jason and Taj* are married and both 35 years old. They came to

4 Taj received her doctoral degree in political science and moved directly into
politics and government service, even though her greater strength is in research.
In coming to Washington, her first position was a low visibility position with a
Congressional research arm. Recently, she was hired as a senior-level
Congressional committee staffer and sees herself on the first real step toward a
political career.

Jason took a somewhat different route. With a business degree in hand, he
started out in the business world and then quickly moved into the public policy
world. Having spent much of his early career developing private sector health
delivery systems, his later career shifted toward government human service
programs. He now works with a privately-supported, policy "think tank"
focusing on improving federal programs.
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Washington a few years ago in search of public service careers. Taj
is a senior staffer and Jason is a member of a health-care think
tank.

Theirs has not been an easy marriage of 15 years, but it works. As
a couple, they play to well to other’s relative strengths and do their
best to shore up each other's weaknesses. It is a partnership and, as
much as any couple's, the partnership serves them well. They also
know any relationship is always a challenge. Always there is the
balancing act between each's need to be an individual and their
common need for each other. It means a lot of work. It means
some compromise. But it also means big payoffs when it works.
So far, they have no major regrets. They both feel ready for the
future no matter what it brings.

About noon, the doorbell rings. The dog, Amber, an eighty-pound
Golden Retriever, barks. These two sounds always come together.
After separating Amber from the door, Taj opens it and recognizes
the baggage handler from last night. To her relief, the missing
luggage is in hand and seems to have survived being lost. As Jason
comes to the door, he takes the suitcase from the man and sets it
aside in the entrance hallway and offers for the man to come inside
and cool off.

With a relieved expression on his face, the baggage handler tells
them they are extremely kind. This is his last delivery and a cold
drink will be greatly appreciated. Taj takes him out to the glassed,
air-conditioned porch while Jason gets the sodas.

The baggage handler thanks them again and again for not getting
angry last night about the luggage mix-up.

“Trust me, we might not have been so nice if we had had the
energy to get mad,” Taj laughs as she hands him one of the sodas
Jason has brought out onto the porch. “Sadly, we are not always
that nice. But, frankly, we were much angrier about the mix-up
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with the credit cards and the return flight reservations. That one
screw-up caused us to lose two whole days our vacation.”

Strange, thinks Jason. The baggage handler is so into apologies
that he seems to be even apologizing for that mix-up as well.

As they sit in the air-conditioned porch, most of the conversation
keeps going back to Taj and Jason and their relationship. With
some gentle prodding by the baggage handler, Taj tells about her
childhood and about being raised in a rural middle class family that
had made sure she was college bound on the first day after high
school graduation.

"Much as I like to think that this whole education thing was all my
doing, I still sometimes feel the imprint of my family's hands on
my back. But things got worse. I met this guy. His pushing left the
deepest imprints. Even with my Ph.D., he does not stop.
Sometimes I think he is pushing me more now than even back
then," Taj says as she gives Jason a look of mock sternness. "Some
people just don't know when to back off.”

‘Yes, I’ve grown a bit through it all. But at what a price!” she
complains loudly.

"What a price you paid!" Jason laughs. "What about me? Do you
have any idea what it was like to be around during those doctoral
dissertation days? It was very scary. | feared for my life and had to
escape to work every chance [ had. When I was cornered at home,
I'd slip down into my workshop and pray for deliverance. Luckily,
my prayers were answered and a doctorate was delivered."

Smiling at the back-handed kidding going on between them, the
baggage handler looks them both over. Taj is a very attractive
petite woman with fine facial features, brown eyes, and shoulder-
length brown hair. She’s healthy and fit, but clearly no major
league athlete.

As a couple, Jason marvels at all the wheels that he is sure are

turning inside Taj’s brain. Taj is always “Here [ am ‘off to the

races’ while tries to carefully reason through what is going on here.

Jason shows more, though not complete, restraint. To some extent,

because of Jason, Taj is allowed the privilege of letting her curious
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side run free. Jason is always there as a ‘check and balance,” not
stopping Taj, but making sure she never gets so far out of hand as
to hurt herself or anyone else.

The baggage handler points to a science fiction book lying near
Taj. “Is science fiction an interest of yours?” He asks.

“It’s always drawn me!” Taj responds. " In its best forms, it
reaches far out beyond today and poses questions about the world,
about how we got here and where we are going. As Jason knows
all too well, my curiosity about the future can at times be quite
intolerable. I am always trying to out guess the futurist types as to
what the world will be like fifty and even a thousand years from

2

now.

“But it is not just trying to guess the future,” she goes on. “The real
fun in thinking about the future is to think about innovative ways
to tackle the problems we are and will be facing. How do we
handle the increasing impact people are having on a fragile
environment? What political structures will work in a world where
technology plays an increasingly powerful role? How will we get
around in a world where most of the traditional energy sources are
either exhausted or too expensive?"

As he listens to her, the baggage handler thinks that he recognizes
the telltale signs of two great attributes, her great curiosity about
the world and her creativity in dealing with that world. Both are
critical to her being chosen for this journey to come. All these
observations are not new to him, but he had felt a great need for a
face-to-face confirmation. He has it and sits back, happy.

In Jason, the baggage handler also finds much that he likes and
much that is essential to what is facing the three of them. Jason,
like Taj, is likable and reasonably good looking person. He has a
Midwestern complexion that reddens at the mildest embarrassment
or excitement. His hair fine brown hair is styled to cover parts of
his forehead and ears. Taller than his wife, Jason is in decent
physical shape, but again no athlete. Unlike her, he came out of an
urban environment, a large city on the East Coast. But he also
came from a middle class family who was determined that college
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and the resulting career was the destinations of choice.

"Fortunately for everyone, science fiction is common ground for
the two of us," Jason interjects. "For both of us, there is the
intrigue of the new way of thinking or the new technology that
'saves the world.' A lot of science fiction is also about how these
two aspects can bring about a 'losing of the world.”

“But Taj and I approach science fiction a bit differently. For me, it
is the interaction among the people that is key. Good science
fiction not only shows me the wondrous technology of the future,
but shows me people. The future should be about people growing.
People progressing through time are the vitality of science fiction
as they are the vitality of the future."

"If you focus on the people of good science fiction, you can see
their struggles and the systems that support them in achieving
higher planes of existence. In some ways, that is kind of what my
career is about, trying to design these support systems and
organizational structures that help people to grow. Contrary to the
views of my colleagues, these systems and structures only help us
make our way and [ would like to think, eliminate, the human
plagues of hunger, homelessness, and poor health.” Jason stopped
for a moment. “That’s not a small achievement by any measure."

The baggage handler nods, thinking back to when Taj and Jason
were being chosen and why. “Neither of these two people is
extraordinary by any measure, but they are good people working
hard at their careers and at their lives together,” he says to himself.
“They are growing quickly as persons. They care deeply for each
other. In many ways, Taj and Jason seem to be two people who
were a good match at the start who are working hard to be a great
match. In fact, all three of us seem to be a good match for dealing
with what is now our joined futures.”

Finishing his soda, the baggage handler gets up to thank them for
the drink and the conversation. "Who knows? Maybe we will meet
again and we'll talk some more,” he says, stroking his beard. “I
would like that very much."

Walking toward the door, he realizes he made the right choice. Taj
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and Jason are two people are capable of handling much more than
ordinary circumstances and now the time has come for him to let
them and the black box alone together for a short while.

He’s anxious, but the black box is safe as long as they have it. The
journey begins.

Somehow, it all seems very natural. All seems very comfortable.

The baggage handler was a very bright, nice person. Jason and Taj
had enjoyed their conversations, even if it had lasted a long time.
The handler’s interest in them seemed genuine. Later, they both
have relatively little recollection of what they talked about, except
that it was almost all about them. They realize they learned
virtually nothing about the baggage handler.

In downtown Washington at the Smithsonian labs, a very different
set of events transpired throughout Friday night and into Saturday
morning.

From Maria's perspective, she was initially relieved to see what she
expected: interesting artifacts. She just wanted to get this "escort"
business over with, so that she could get on with real challenges.
But with the questions raised by Joseph at the airport, she is now
engaged but still, sees little relevance of this find to her current
work. She does not need this type of distraction. South American
artifacts and the mysteries surrounding them do not help carry you
to high government posts, more power and greater prestige. She
needed that before her career would be a success.

As Maria watches from the other side of worktable, Joseph works
to discover what he could about the two objects. At first, Joseph is

38



severely disappointed as the two objects do not appear to be either
that perfect or that old.

Archaeologically, the find just does not seem to be that significant.
The more Joseph examines the two objects, the more he is
convinced that they are not very old. First, he compares the objects
to archeological artifacts found in South America. Nothing is even
remotely close to what he has here. Then, he expands his search
using the Smithsonian’s computerized data retrieval system. He
sighs as his search comes up with nothing.

“It's not that stone chambers and glass-like objects have not been
found before,” he says to Maria as he scrolls through the
Smithsonian database. “But no objects like these quite fit in with
what we found previously. In part, my conclusion draws from my
first impressions about the likely age of the two objects, that is,
they just do not seem that old.”

But Joseph’s not ready to give up based on first impressions. He
tries various dating techniques to determine the approximate age of
the objects in front of him. None of the tests or his observations
suggests any degree of antiquity. In fact, his guess is that these
objects are no more than a few years old, maybe less.

“Damn it,” he says, slamming the mouse down on the table, “these
just might be a few days old.”

“Maria,” he says, exasperated. “there is no solid evidence that
these two objects are crafted by some artisan in some distant past.
These look more like objects fabricated in some high tech shop.”
Joseph taps his pen on the table as he goes back over his notes of
the two objects. “Then again, the scratches don’t look like the
markings left by an artisan, but rather like the markings left by a
fabrication process trying to reproduce the artisan's markings.
Maybe these are just some cheap reproductions that somehow got
left in the jungle. But that doesn’t make sense either.”

Joseph goes back to the notes they made during their previous
telephone conversations with Ti Ching and to her note enclosed
with the two objects. Through all of her comments is one recurrent
theme, that the objects are perfect. These scratches were apparently
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not there when the engineer found the two objects.

Joseph and Maria exchange glances. Something is just not right
here. They both feel it.

As morning breaks, the first beams of sunlight break through the
lab windows and Joseph stops his work. He is tired and frustrated.
Maria comes over to him with fresh cups of coffee to listen to him
rehash the night's work in detail.

Once Joseph finishes, Maria gets up, stretches, and starts pacing
around the desk, and says to Joseph with an agitated voice.

"Look,” she tells him, “I admit that I have not had much interest in
this project from the beginning. I was dragged into this. All I
wanted to do is to get it over with and leave you all with this nifty
little archeological find.”

"But now it’s hitting me in the face. Something happened here.
Either we have an elaborate hoax or a major something we have
yet to figure out. Maybe it's both. One thing is for sure, we've been
had and 1, for one, don't like being had."

"Nor do L," echoes Jason. "If we have been had, the next questions
are by whom and why. One way or another, we are going to get
both questions answered by somebody and soon. Even if it's just a
hoax, [ want to know how they did it in the time between the find
and delivery here in Washington."

Maria grabs the telephone beside Joseph’s worktable and
immediately tries to track down Ti in South America. Several days
of continuous rain had limited the engineer's movement and she is
still reachable at the base camp. Maria sets up the videoconference.

As Ti joins the videoconference, they see an attractive young
woman with a bouncing, effervescent personality. She’s excited
and wants to know everything they learned, but quickly realizes
they have few answers and are looking to her for help.

“Ti,” Joseph asks, “can you tell us again your observations? We
have your report, but we’d like to double-check everything.”

“Sure,” Ti says as she turns to her computer, adjusts her glasses,
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and pushes her hair back way from her face. She clicks open a file
of her notes while she talks, pausing every so often to jog her
memory.

"Let me go back over what I remember about the two objects and
my finding them. Our crew is focusing our attention on untouched
jungle, so when I found the two objects in the earthen mound, my
sense was that they had been there for quite some time. I can't be
sure on that point because the jungle is quite adept at quickly
covering up any human intrusion.”

"The objects themselves again seemed remarkable for their being
in that part of the jungle. Neither native South Americans nor
outside explorers have been in this area for as long as we know.
Frankly, I thought I was the first to touch that particular piece of
ground. "

, "Tell us more about the two objects themselves," Joseph
interjects impatiently.

Ti smiles brightly before continuing. "What I was struck most by
was how 'perfect' they were. Neither object had a scratch or a
blemish anywhere. The stone chamber is a perfectly formed
rectangular box, from what I could tell. The dark object inside is
also a perfectly formed, rectangular box or solid. I couldn't tell
which. Neither object shows any signs of being cut, scratched or
blemished in any way. In the case of the stone chamber, that seems
particularly unusual, since if it’s stone, it would have had to be cut
or carved or something like that. I can't figure out how this could
be done."

Joseph and Maria nod, then tell her that her description and the
two objects in Washington do not seem to quite match. In general,
these objects resemble the objects she describes. They’re the same
dimensions and the same weight. But they’re just not as perfect as
her description.

Ti frowns. “I don’t get it,” she says.

They go back over the tests to which she had subjected the two
objects and what little impact had been made on the two objects.
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Joseph suggests that they repeat her simplest test over
videoconference, seeing whether or not the stone chamber can be
chipped.

When they strike it with a hammer and chisel, the stone chamber
not only chips but chips easily. Just what one would expect given
its appearance.

"Something is very, very wrong here.” Ti says uneasily. “I did a bit
more than a little subtle chipping. After achieving no impact, I got
overly enthusiastic. Not too surprising if you knew me. [ went after
the stone chamber with a vengeance and struck the stone chamber
hard with heavy hammers and chisels. Again, the chisels made no
impact. Only with my highest temperature torch was I able to make
even the slightest hint of a blemish in the stone chamber. Even that
may have just been the residue from the torch."

With some reluctance, Ti, Maria, and Joseph agree that a similar
test should be performed on the stone chamber only. Setting aside
the dark object, Joseph strikes the stone chamber hard. Just as
would ordinary stone, the chamber disintegrates.

Unless Ti is lying, something changed between the jungle and
Washington. Either the objects had their character changed or they
were switched.

With that, Joseph and Maria tell Ti that they are going to
investigate this further. They will do their best to keep her
informed. If she thinks of anything else about the two objects or
the circumstances surrounding her finding them, she should call
them immediately.

As the videoconference ends, Joseph tells Maria, “I am going to
put my Smithsonian people to work on the former possibility, that
is that the objects have had their character changed. They’ll try to
ascertain whether or not these are the same objects somehow
transformed. But, Maria, 'm not sure whether or not they will be
able to make that determination with any great degree of
certainty.”

42



Shortly after Maria leaves, Joseph calls together his people and
explains what is facing them. As they are about to begin their
tasks, he pauses for a moment to meet a new lab researcher named
George William who had just joined the Smithsonian staff that
week and is assigned to the lab in which Joseph works. Joseph
remarks how he and George might become known as the "Smith
Brothers" since both have full beards.

Maria takes the lead in the outside world. She and her people will
trace the parcel from Ti’s putting it on the plane until she and
Joseph took it off the baggage carousel at Dulles airport. Maria
makes her calls and launches a government investigation.
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Chapter 4. First Revelation

Maryland suburbs; later that same day, Saturday.

After the baggage handler has left, Jason takes the luggage upstairs
to unpack. Upon opening the suitcase, he immediately sees that
some of their souvenirs, which were on top, are missing. As he
starts to dig through the suitcase searching for the souvenirs, he
finds another surprise. One new thing, an object of some kind, has
been added to the suitcase. The object is black, glasslike, and
probably solid, but has no other distinguishing characteristics.
When he picks it up, it turns out to be much lighter than he thought
it would be. As he looks it over, he notes that is shaped like a black
“box.” He tries to find a way to open it but can find no surface
break of any kind that might suggest that it could be opened.

“Taj!” he yells. "Taj, I think you better come up here. Something
got screwed up with our suitcase!"

Taj runs up the stairs, followed by their black cat, G, and Golden
Retriever, Amber. Observing the speed with which the three of
them moved, it’s hard to tell who is more interested, Taj or the
animals.

“Okay, what’s wrong?” she says as she walks into the room. She
sees the black object in Jason's hands. "What's that thing?"

“Beats me,” he replies, handing it to her. "All I know is that we're
missing a bunch of souvenirs and we are now the proud owners of
whatever that is. But look at it. It's kind of strange.”

“How s0?” Taj asks.

“When I first saw it, I thought it was a solid object made of glass,”
he explains. “But that can't be the case. It's too light. But it can't be
a box either; there’s no opening or cover. Maybe it's just a hollow
chunk of glass."

As Taj turns it over, she also is surprised at how light in weight it
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is. She holds it up to the beside lamp, but no light shows through
it, even at its narrowest points.

A bit unnerved by this intrusion into their luggage and their lives,
they decide to take the box downstairs to the living room for a
closer examination. Once downstairs, they will try to figure out
what it is.

Taj rotates the object as she sits on the couple’s leather couch.
There’s no variation in the black coloring she can see that might
suggest an opening or any way of accessing the object.

Meanwhile, Jason runs down to the basement workshop and gets a
tape measure. When he comes back, Taj holds the black object as
Jason takes the measurements. The object's dimensions are three
inches by one foot by one and one-half feet.

“Jason, my best guess is that it weighs about 5 pounds,” Taj says.
“But I don't get it," she says with a perplexed look on her face.
"What is this black thing? Is it just some worthless piece of black
glass or is it something more?”

“And, by the way, where are our souvenirs?” she says, looking up
from the couch. “I would guess that the souvenirs were thrown
away to make space for the object, but why? And why give it to
us?"

"If you're looking to me for the answers, forget it," Jason retorts. "I
don't have a clue. But I'm also not ready to throw it away until we
figure this out or get some answers from somebody."

Confused over what they have and how it got into their luggage,
they decide to try to reach the baggage claim office and possibly
the baggage handler that delivered the luggage. Taj makes the call.
Fortunately, she gets the same claims person that they spoke to the
day before. She lays out the situation and describes the black
object they found in their suitcase.

"Unfortunately," the claims person responds, "I probably know less
than you do. Since everything seemed to have worked out between
you and the baggage handler, I don't have any records other than
the slip from yesterday. No baggage claim was ever formally filed.
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Nothing in the airline records show that it was reported found by
the baggage handler."

"Do you happen to know the baggage handler that was there
yesterday with us all?”” Taj asks. “Did you know he delivered the
missing luggage to us today?"

"Again, I have no record of the luggage being found or delivered.
As for the baggage handler, I'm afraid I can’t help you," the claims
person tells Taj. "I didn't recognize the baggage handler, but that's
not terribly unusual. There were a number of new people who
came on board in the past few weeks. Let me see what I can find
out. I’ll get back to you after I make a couple of calls."

About a half hour later, the claims person calls back, "Listen, I
checked with the crews and some remember the new baggage
handler vaguely. No one got a good look at him and no one
remembers hearing his name. I checked with personnel, but they
show no record of a new person coming on board yesterday or
within the past week. They're concerned with how he got the
identification he needed to get access to the tarmac and the
baggage. We’re now investigating the security breach."

"Why don't the two of you hold on to the black object for now,”
Ms. Link suggests. “No one reported it missing. There is no reason
yet for you to come all the way back to the airport to bring back
something that no one may even want. It may have just been
planted to buy a thief time enough to get away with your
souvenirs.”

" Just in case,” she goes on, “I'll file a report on the black object as
well as a claim for the souvenirs that were removed from your
luggage. As soon as | hear something on either account, I'll call the
two of you right away. But don’t wait by the phone. There isn’t
much hope in hearing much about either."
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Taj and Jason look at each other trying to figure out what to do
next. They’re uneasy.

“Most of the day is shot already,” Taj shrugs. “What do you say we
spend the rest of it on trying to pick apart this black box? I'm
getting a bit curious about this little black box.”

"A bit curious?" Jason responds, his voice warm, but sarcastic. "I
don't know if you have looked at your hands over these past
minutes. [ have. You haven't put the black box down. Your hands
have been giving it a total work over like you're trying to find some
secret switch to activate some secret compartment.”

“Figuring out the black box is about to be our Saturday night's
entertainment,” Jason announces. “Let’s crack a bottle of wine and
have at it. Maybe some wine will help loosen up our minds as we
delve into this.”

Jason goes to get the wine while Taj continues to mull over this the
box in her living room. While her interest has clearly been piqued,
not so the animals’ interest. They both lay a respectful distance
from the couch and settle into what is likely to be another routine
evening.

Jason returns with the wine, handing hands her a glass and filling
both her and his glass. Sipping her wine, Taj makes some
disconnected remark about how warm the weather is. Jason agrees,
and notes that tomorrow they have to get their lives in order from
the vacation before their return to work on Monday.

This chit-chat is not working for either of them. Jason sets the
wine bottle down on the coffee table and sits down beside Taj.

“This is just as painful as Christmas Eve as a child and waiting for
my turn to open presents,” Jason sighs.

They pick up their wine glasses again. After a calm and slow sip,
they exchange glances. With that as the cue, they both put down
their wine glasses.
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Simultaneously and impulsively, they grab for the black box. As
fate would have it, their hands grab hold of the black box’s four
corners. Something happens. Slowly, out of the object’s
blackness emerges a set of lights. Initially, the lights appear to be
only symbols, not recognizable by either of them. Jason and Taj
get very still.

"I strongly suggest that we not move until we get some better
clues,” Jason says softly. “I don't know about you, but this is
almost like holding onto a live hand grenade, only there we would
know what would happen and what to do. No grenade pin to
reinsert here."

Taj nods in agreement, her body locked in place.

They continue to check over the box. After a few moments, they
both look at the letters next to each of the lights. The letters, some
of them forming words, are in English, a fortunate coincidence.

Both of them exhale. Fortunate or not, they are glad to have
survived for a few more moments.

, "l think this is going to be it for us,” Jason whispers jokingly.
“The black box is plotting its revenge for our having touched it
without permission."

Taj laughs, but only half-heartedly.

They continue not to move. Their hands remain fixed to the
object’s four corners. A minute or two passes and nothing more
happens. Now comes the dilemma for them. No more clues seem
to be coming. The “black box™ is leaving it to them to make the
next call.

"Look here,” Taj says, once again impatient, “If we're gonna die,
we're gonna die. The prospect of dying from starvation and being
found with this stupid box in our hands doesn't exactly appeal to
me. So far the box has been pretty harmless. I say, let's take a
chance. On the count of one, we'll place it back on the floor; on the
count of two, we'll both remove our hands.”

Taj gives him a good-natured glare. “Jason, assuming that your
feeble head nod is a sign of agreement, here we go.”
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"One," she counts and they place the box on the floor.
"Two.”
On cue, they both remove their hands from the box.

Looking at the lit, but otherwise dormant box on the floor, Jason
exhales uneasily, "Ah yes, I believe that we survived either a
destructive device of fiendish design or a pretty harmless piece of
glass. For the sake of our reputations, I think I fear more that it
might be the latter."

They both glance at the windows, relieved that no one has seen
their antics. Thinking about how stupid they must have looked for
those few brief moments as they sat in fear of moving, they start to
laugh

As they catch their breath from laughing, neither is exactly sure
what happened or how, except that it seemed to have started when
they both grabbed at and held onto the black box at the same time.

“Enough of this fear and trepidation stuff,” Jason tells Taj. “Let’s
let our curiosity carry both of us. Especially you who was born
with extra curiosity genes.”

"As I see it the box is giving us some clues,” says Taj, only mildly
amused. “It’s up to us to figure out what is being revealed and
what it means for solving the mystery of this ‘black box’ as [
suggest we call it. The box 1s still lit with lights and letters. Let's
try and figure out what they mean."

Slowly they look over the lights and the letters. The letters and
lights are lined up on the left hand side of the box. From top to
bottom, they read "e," "record," "m to e," "e to m," and "verify." In
the case of the letter "e," the light is positioned after the letter. For
the rest of the letters and words, the lights are positioned before the
letters.

"Maybe this is some type of audio or video recording device,"
Jason suggests as he slides off the couch to the floor. "There’s a
'record' light. Maybe 'e' is some type of power level light that
shows the batteries are up to power or just the box has been turned
on.”
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"But that doesn't make a lot of sense since there are no hook-ups
for wires, no microphones, and no speakers,” Taj says back,
having seated herself on the floor to better look over Jason’s
shoulder at the box. “I guess it could be some type of remote
control device, like the remote for a television. Still the letters and
words don't fit in with that type of device. Well, maybe the word
'verify' does. Maybe 'verify' has something to do with making sure
that you are recording what you really want. But what do these 'e to
m' and 'm to ¢' letters mean?"

They pause from their inspection for a few minutes and sip more
wine. The phone rings out in the kitchen. Jason goes to answer it.

It turns out to be a phone call from one of their friends. Jason talks
on and on. Impatiently thumping her fingers on the floor, Taj
stares at the black box. Every molecule in her body wants to go to
the box and start pressing everything that even remotely looks like
it could be pressed.

Taj's patience is within seconds of running out as she hears Jason
hang up the phone. As Jason comes back into the room, Taj
reaches for the black box. Before she can get to it, the box goes
dark.

"Damn," she says under her breath. Jason mutters something
distinctly similar.

"Why did it have to go dark now? I was just going to pick it back
up,” Taj asks angrily. And you! Why did you take so long. You
should have hung up earlier. In fact, you should never have
answered the phone in the first place. Now we have to start all
over."

Both of them have lost any patience that remains. Trying to re-
activate the box, each picks it up and tries pressing it in many
different places, including the top corners and the approximate
spots where the lights and words had appeared. Each of them in
turn tries various combinations. Nothing happens. Nothing they do
re-activates the black box.

Taj speaks first. "Jason, I'm really sorry. I know you had to answer
the phone. Our friends wanted to know whether or not we made it
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back all right from the trip. Still, that doesn't make me any less
upset about you staying on the phone when we’ve got this to deal
with.” She motions towards the box. “I'm just re-focusing my
energy back on this damnable thing."

“Trust me, you're not the only one who wants to tear open the box
and find out what's inside,” he says. “My Swiss army knife is
sitting in my pocket poised to peal it open like a tin can. But
neither of us is representing the height of reason right now and this
black box might really be important. Let's finish the wine, let the
black box rest, and call it a night."

"I don't want to agree," says Taj, getting up to go upstairs, "but I
do. A good night's sleep will do more for us than this bottle of
wine. Tomorrow, we'll join these two feeble brains and together
we'll discover every secret there is worth knowing about this black
box."

Slowly, they turn off the lights and walk upstairs, Amber and G
following. They get ready for bed and give each other a badly
needed hug. They kiss good night and begin what is not going to
be their most restful night's sleep.
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Chapter 5. Near Conversion
Maryland suburbs; early the next day, Sunday.

As Jason rolls over, he hears Taj taking a shower and singing
“Don’t Stop Thinking About Tomorrow”. Not great singing, but
the usual early morning type, the kind of singing he has come to
know and tolerate. This morning Taj sings with more enthusiasm
than normal. He knows already what kind of day this is going to
be.

Down at the foot of the bed are two sets of eyes wide watching
him. As he’s awake now, Amber and G show increasing signs of
impatience over his lethargy. Amber starts a low whine while G
stretches and paces the bed.

“Okay, okay. I get it. Time to get up,” he says to the two of them.

As he looks outside, he contemplates the day and thinks about the
black box. In too many ways, the experience with the black box is
taking on too much of the character of a roller coaster. There was
the anxiety about touching the box in the first place. Then there
were the ups and downs, the thrills and frustrations, and the
curiosity and fear. All that hit last night. As he faced today, again
the roller coaster feeling hits. But just like when he gets off the
roller coaster at the amusement park, he always runs as fast as he
can to get back in line. Now that he’s awake, he wants to get back
at the box as soon as possible. Knowing Taj as he does, he’s not
surprised to find her already up.”

The shower shuts off and Taj calls out from behind the bathroom
door with impatience., "Are you up yet? C’mon. Move it. Move
it.”
As she towels her hair she shouts again through the door. “We
have the great unknown to deal with today, not to mention animal
and people feeding, house cleaning, clothes washing, and food
shopping."
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Jason shakes himself awake. He suspects that neither of them slept
well in spite of their both being bone tired.

Resolved to do first things first, they feed the animals and
themselves. They consume the Sunday paper. Not surprisingly,
they cast periodic glances at the black box still occupying center
stage in the living room floor.

"It's time for some fun!” Taj says enthusiastically once the tasks of
Sunday morning are behind them. “It's time for the black box. Let's
move it! Everybody human or not get into the living room."

Doing his best to keep up with her, Jason jumps up and runs into
the living room, Amber and G, not wanting to miss the excitement,
right behind him. Too slow. Taj already has the box in hand.

But she stops and waits for everyone else to be ready.

Before she can try to activate the box, Jason puts his hands over
hers to stop her. "Given our missteps and failures of last night, let's
join these two feeble brains and try to reconstruct how we
triggered the box's activity in the first place. Why did it work when
we initially picked up? Why didn't it work when we picked it up
later? What was different?"

"As best I can recollect,” Taj says, thinking back over the night’s
foggy recollections and somewhat regretting the wine they drank.
“It happened when we both picked up the box at the same time.
Later, when we tried to re-activate the box, it was always each of
us individually. I don't think we ever tried the two-person approach
a second time."

With that observation in mind, they both reach down and pick it up
at exactly the same moment. Nothing happens.

"Well that really worked well," says Jason sarcastically but then
quickly changes tone as he realizes this is not the right attitude.
“Still, it probably is the right start. Let's try other combinations of
our four hands picking up and holding the black box."

They try several other combinations. Nothing happens.

"Wait a minute, we got lucky last night when we first picked up
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the box,” Jason points out. “We're obviously not being lucky this
morning. So, if we can't get lucky, let's try to be smart.”

"This 'hit and miss' touching of or picking up of the box is not the
best way to solve this problem. With creativity and a bit of careful
reasoning, we ought to be able to figure this out."

"You're absolutely right," Taj muses. “Who ever made this box
would not want it to be triggered every time somebody
accidentally picked up the box. If this black box isn’t meant to be
activated accidentally, then the triggering mechanism must be
some kind of systematic touching of parts of the box.”

“You're right!” Jason smiles at Taj, feeling like they’re getting
somewhere. “We just happened to get lucky last night. So what did
we do when we got lucky?"

With that as a guide, Jason walks them back through the events of
last night, reconstructing key moments.

“We sat down and drank some wine. Then we both grabbed at the
box at the same time before we picked it up. Our first contact was
not picking up the box. Our first contact was when we initially
touched its top.”

“Just before we picked it up,” he continues, pacing the room, “we
both realized that we had touched the box and looked at each other
with our fingers resting on the box's top. If I remember right, the
first lights were already on by the time we actually looked at the
box and before we actually picked it up.”

“Thinking this through in ‘slow motion’, I think you’re right,” Taj
agrees. All this happened over the space of a few seconds, but I
think that was the order.”

"Let’s suppose that this box has a ‘safety and verification’ check
built in, sort of like the firing of nuclear missiles. Needs two
people and two keys,” Jason continues. “If this was really
designed so that two people, meaning four hands, are required for
activation, then various we should try 'four hands with fingers'
combinations.”

They nod and place the black box between them and begin
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different “four hands” approaches. After about the third attempt,
they both touch the top four corners of the box simultaneously.

The box comes to life and the lights emerge. They now know the
first secret of the black box, how to activate it.

"Hey, what a team!" shouts Taj, pulling Jason up to dance around
the floor with her. But before he can lead them in a second round,
Taj loses her light-hearted attitude and pulls him down on the
floor. “Enough fooling around,” she says sternly. “These lights
won't stay on forever."

Knowing what they learned from last night, there seems to be a
time limit as to how long the lights remain illuminated before the
box goes dark. They think the limit is about 10 minutes. This time
they are less concerned about the time limit. This time they know
how to activate the box.

"Okay, oh great and curious one," Jason chides Taj. "We got a
little luckier and we’re a little smarter. Now what do we do? We
never quite got around to figuring this part out. There is the lit box.
There are the lights. So what happens? Do we press them? If so,
what do we press -- the lights or the letters?"

With this, even Taj is hesitant. "You know, I’'m not feeling real
comfortable with the prospect of going the next step,” Taj says,
moving around the box, considering what kinds of destruction
might be contained inside. “Last night’s analogy to a nuclear
missile firing is sobering.”

“I don’t know what the box can do or why we were given it.. Yet
I'd never forgive us if we didn't continue.” She smiles at him. “You
wouldn't forgive us, either. I say let’s experiment.”

“In this case, I think you'd agree that appropriate haste means
taking it slowly and carefully,” Jason points out.

Their discussion of how to proceed continues for only so long,
about ten minutes. About that time, the box goes dark. They note
the elapsed time.

They are both ready to take the risk. They have their strategy.
They agree on how to proceed. They are both ready to act. They
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are ready to reactivate the box. They are ready to follow through to
wherever the black box will take them.

Each of them again places two fingers of each hand on the box.
They place them so that all four of top corners are touched
simultaneously and the sequence reactivates the black box. This
time, they are ready to touch the lighted areas.

By now Amber, the golden retriever, is bored to death and sleeps
somewhat fitfully on the other side of the room. G is more
interested and rubs himself up against the coffee table facing the
black box.

"Okay, we're ready," announces Jason. "Just as we decided, we are
going to press the lights in the same sequence that they appear on
the panel and see what happens. We flipped a coin and you won
the questionable privilege of pressing the first light. After you
touch the first light and we see what happens over the next few
seconds, the next light is mine. Agreed?"

"Agreed," Taj responds, giving a mock salute.

Taj reaches down and touches the first lighted area, the one
marked "e." Nothing happens. She also presses the letter "e" itself.
Still nothing happens.

"Wait a minute here," she says with indignation. "Nothing
happened. I've been cheated. Do these letters and lights do
anything?”

“I want a real light to push that does something,” she whines.

“Fine,” Jason reluctantly agrees, “I’m not sure if I’'m really doing
you a favor.”

Taj presses the area marked "record." The record light brightens
considerably. In a moment, the "m to e" light becomes brighter.

"Now that's more like it," exclaims Taj. "Okay, your turn. Let's see
you do as well."

Under his breath, Jason mutters something about the total
unfairness of one person having two turns. He also mutters
something about “Russian roulette.”

57



“What was that?”” asks Taj.

“Nothing,” says Jason. Not wanting to lose his turn, he proceeds to
press the "m to e" light. Within a few moments, the "e" light
flickers. Seconds later, the "e to m" light brightens.

"All right!" he shouts. "One light pressed and two more lights
respond. Let's see you beat that."

"Big deal!" she replies. "So far all we have are a bunch of lights;
the box still hasn't done anything. No music. No video. No
destruction of the world as we know it. Nothing.”

"But it's my turn. This will make it all happen. Mine will be the
light pressing to end all light pressing." Taj says as she moves
closer to the box. She quickly reaches over and presses the "e to
m" light. This time the black box responds with more than just
lights.

To their utter amazement, a second black cat appears right next to
their G. Both cats are frozen in place. Both appear equally real.
They seem to be identical in every respect.

Jason and Taj are in a state of shock. G is like a child to them. The
fear of losing that child is an almost overwhelming emotion.
Neither moves They don’t know whether or not to press the next
light, which is now blinking brightly as well.

"What do we do?” asks Taj nervously. "What do [ do? My god,
what have I done. There are two cats. They both are real. Aren't
they?"

"I don't know," Jason replies, his voice shaking. He pauses to calm
himself before he speaks again. "Without directions, we don't
know if the next light results in having two cats, losing the first,
losing the second, or losing them all. The next light is 'verify.'
'Verify' what?"

Seconds pass. They are both frozen in indecision like the two cats
frozen by the black box. After what seems an eternity to them, but
more likely only a minute, the "verify" light stops blinking.

Before they have time to act, the second cat disappears. Like the
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spell has been broken, their G starts moving around as if nothing
had happened. He comes to both of them, leans his body into each
of them and begins to purr. He saunters away.

While G may not have suffered any ill effects, Jason and Taj have.
Taj runs over to G and hugs him so tightly that he scratches and
scrambles out of her hands.

Jason lays on the floor, shaking his head, "That was real, there
were two cats. That was no video image, not even a hologram.
Those were two real cats.”

“How did it do that?" He says to no one in particular.

They’re scared, more scared than they’ve ever been before. And
what about the appearing, then disappearing, cat that was
apparently a virtual clone of theirs?

"This is no audio or video recorder,” Taj says slowly, thinking out
loud. “It's something quite different. It deals in real objects. There
were two cats there for those few moments. Suppose you would
have gone ahead and pressed the 'verify' light? Would we have lost
G? What about that second cat? I don't know about you, but it
looked not just real, it looked like an exact duplicate of our G. I
was just kidding when I said this box could do big-time kinds of
things. No more. This box is serious stuff.”

The black box goes dim again. This time, the dimming of the box
brings welcome relief.

Sitting up from his spot on the floor, Jason finally responds to her
question. "Let's let it rest. I don't want anything more to do with
this box today. I may never want to activate the damn box again."

With only a brief glance passing between them, Jason picks up the
box from the bottom, carries it up the stairs, and carefully hides it
away in a closet.

For now, neither of them wants to talk further about what had
happened. Tomorrow starts of a new workweek. Clothes need to
be washed, food needs to be bought, and the house needs cleaning.
Sometimes, the mundane chores of living are a welcome respite
from the mysteries of living.
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Chapter 6. Frustration

Smithsonian laboratory, Washington, D.C., the next week.
Maryland suburbs, Thursday.

The week was long and difficult for Joseph and his people.

They assembled in Joseph’s main lab, a large dimly lit open space
with high ceilings and non-descript walls. The only thing that
distinguished the space was what occurred therein, often occurring
and brightly lit in the middle of the lab.

When Joseph and his staff gathered around the central work table
on Thursday and reviewed the week, they had information but no
good answers. On one hand, there is a consensus on what the
objects are not. He and his staff now believe that the two objects
are not what they initially seemed to be, that is, carved artifacts of
some distant past.

Microscopic tests of the carvings at first gave some indication that
the two objects were carved and polished. But the more they
examined the objects, the less this seemed to be the case. They
were just too smooth. What at first glance seemed to be the
patterned chisel marks of a master craftsperson, turned out to be
the precise and systematic marks of something more akin to
modern machine processing. The individual variations of human
craft were not there.

Further, the objects did not pass the age test. They were not very
old at all. In fact, all the dating methods clearly showed that the
two objects had come into being only recently. These two objects
could have been made as recently as the past couple of weeks,
possibly as recently as last week.

Joseph’s thoughts wander back to the description of the two
objects given them by the engineer. He was convinced that Ti was
thorough and that she knew what she was doing. She definitely
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believed that the "carving" markings were not on the objects she
sent to Washington.

Fortunately, Ti had taken a series of photographs of the objects.
Arrangements had been made to have the digital photos emailed
from South America to Washington. The photos had arrived
yesterday evening.

As they examined blow-ups of the photos, Joseph sees that the
engineer was absolutely right. The objects she found were perfect.
By comparing her photos to the objects they had and the similar
photos they made, he notices strong evidence that the objects were
changed, switched or both. Given the very brief time over which
the two objects were out of their hands, the evidence points to a
switch.

Even if there was a switch, the critical question is what exactly are
these objects and what is their purpose. The stone chamber, either
the original or the fake, may have only been the container for the
black box and nothing more. The fake stone chamber was
destroyed early in Joseph's analyses and was fairly unremarkable.

On the other hand, the original stone chamber, which is missing, is
a whole different story. Using the Ti’s photographs, Joseph and his
people were able to determine that it was probably as "perfect" as
the original black object was. Still, they so far have been unable to
find any further signs of its existence.

The fake black object in his custody is as unremarkable as the fake
stone chamber. Initial x-rays of the black object showed it to be an
empty box. After he was quite sure it was a fake, Joseph had his
people become more aggressive in trying to find out what was
inside. In one of the experiments, the black object almost exploded
because of the stress applied to it. As with the stone chamber,
modern manufacturing could explain most of how the box came
into being.

Unlike his analyses, Maria's work on the couple in Maryland was
getting some initial information on the function of the original
black object. That seemed to be where they needed focus their
attention now.
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The more Joseph thinks about the whole affair, the more it seems
as if someone has tried to convince them that these might be
carved artifacts from the distant past. Since the parcel was marked
for the Smithsonian, that someone had to assume the ruse would
be discovered fairly quickly. If so, someone went through a lot of
trouble to buy what might only be a week's worth of time. If Maria
is right based on the couple and this weekend’s activities, that was
going to be the only time gained.

Though “investigations” are not exactly her forte, Maria tackles
this one with the same tenacity that she does any problem. She
had dug in hard for the past week. Now she waits for this
morning’s events to unfold as she waits in her car a few blocks
from the couple’s suburban Maryland home.

From what she learned so far this week, somehow, something
happened between the hand-off from the engineer in South
America and the pick-up in Washington.

Maria, as did Joseph, had a gut feeling at the beginning of the
week that the objects they had did not match what the engineer
found and sent to them. But now, Maria questions her
investigation's propriety. She and her people were doing an awful
lot of expensive and tricky investigative work based on something
yet unproven.

Her investigation began in South America. Interviews of Ti, the
engineer, and the airport crews were done quickly, but thoroughly.
Everything that engineer said was verified. Ti agreed to a lie
detector test. She passed easily. Whatever else is going on, she
wasn't lying and she wasn't involved in the switch or the loss. It’s
also is clear from the interview transcripts that the objects she
found were not the same as the objects they had.

Being concerned about her find, Ti held on to the parcel until it
was placed in the baggage hold and the baggage hold was locked.
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Her eyes never left the plane until the plane left the ground on its
way to the United States. While her actions were unusual, she
stated that she saw this find as terribly significant and that she was
determined that nothing be left to chance

Next Maria and her investigators focused on the plane's time
during the Miami stop. The parcel would have gone through
customs and been subjected to all the security checks that packages
coming out of South American are subjected to. Normally,
Customs officials would have checked the parcel as potentially
being part of the illegal drug traffic trade. However, through
arrangements Joseph and Maria made with the U.S. embassy in
South America, the parcel was marked for special handling and
instructions were given that it be hand-carried through the whole
process. The attached note stated that the parcel contained
archeological artifacts potentially of great antiquity and value. As
such, the parcel was handled carefully and simply. In Miami, one
customs officer with an unblemished fifteen-year record took
responsibility for it from the baggage hold through customs
inspection and back into the baggage hold as it was locked and the
plane was sent on to Washington, D.C. No the problem wasn't
there. It had to be Washington.

From then on, the parcel's path was not clear. Having cleared
customs in Miami, it did not go through customs in Washington.
Then when the plane landed at Dulles Airport, the baggage crew
had been busy. Still, the parcel was given special treatment and a
baggage handler was directed to take special care of it. But here
was where the “chain of evidence” broke. A new and unknown
baggage handler took care of the parcel. In picking up other
luggage from a West Coast flight on his way to the baggage claim
area, at most, the baggage handler had no more than three to five
minutes to himself to do whatever it is he did.

All this “evidence” seemed to point to a pre-planned switch. But
again there were nagging questions for Maria. Who knew about
the parcel? Who knew enough to make the apparent duplicates?
Who had the ability or the time to make the duplicates? Was it one
person or were there more? It’s hard to conceive how one person
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could have done it alone.

There had been a switch, but how did the original objects get out
of the airport? Where were they now?

Her first theory was that the missing baggage handler walked out
with the original objects and probably still had them. That was
relatively easy to do. But so far, she found nothing but dead ends
with respect to the baggage handler.

All the airport crews had gone through extensive interviews, all
had had background checks, and all passed lie detector tests
without a hitch. With respect to the baggage handler himself, only
five sets of people had ever seen him. Among them were the
baggage crew on the South American flight, the baggage crew
from the West Coast flight, the crew at the carousel, the lost-
luggage claims person, and the Maryland couple with whom the
claims person had worked. Everyone except the couple was
questioned. No one saw the man before and none of the airport
personnel saw him after his interaction with the claims person. The
man had vanished completely. Apparently, the man was there for
one primary reason, to handle the parcel. The unanswered question
was whether he left with the bag himself or passed it on to
someone else.

The one other unknown is the Maryland couple who lost their
luggage on another flight. Had it not been for their interaction with
the baggage handler, it is unlikely they would have been noticed.
For a while now, Maria's attention focused on their possible
involvement. Initially, she thought that they might be accomplices
and that they somehow took the parcel out of the airport. But here
the testimony of the claims person was most persuasive. Ms. Link
stated emphatically that the couple was as perplexed as anyone
about the luggage mix-up and that they did not know the baggage
handler prior to the airport encounter.

Maria ran background checks on the couple. The results did not fit
the profile of people intentionally involved in a baggage switch.
Checks of phone records showed no indication of interaction with
people in Washington or South America during this period. They
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were out of town during the critical time period from when the
objects were found until they were switched. Part of the reason for
not subjecting them to questioning was that their careers and
personalities did not fit the role. While the couple was still being
investigated, they were receiving “special handling”.

What Maria did learn about the couple was that the mystery
baggage was to hand-deliver their missing luggage on Saturday.
Here again, the luggage claims person was the key. She
remembered the discussion and still had the partially filled-out
claims report and the couple’s phone number. At first, Maria
wasn't sure that the luggage was ever delivered. She had the claims
person make the call and without hesitation, the couple confirmed
that the handler had returned their luggage on Saturday. They said
nothing to indicate that there were any problems or that anything
unusual happened.

Maria paused for a moment to think about the baggage handler.
For someone who went through great difficulty to handle the
missing objects, he had made a major mistake. If he just had gotten
the luggage to the couple faster, the incident would not have
involved the claims person or been linked to the second flight and
the couple.

So far the couple was the only viable lead Maria had. Desperate for
some answers, Maria decided to start watching the couple on
Wednesday and to install surveillance equipment in the couple's
house on Thursday.

Maria strongly suspected that out there somewhere were the
objects found by the engineer. Though she did not know their
significance, she nonetheless knows that these objects were
important. Someone had done a sophisticated job of switching the
objects in a short period of time. Something couldn’t be buried for
a long time, be dug up, and, within days, be substituted with
almost exact duplicates. Either someone planned this long ago or
someone had other methods at hand.

Now, early on Wednesday morning, Maria meets her two-person
surveillance team in the neighborhood where the couple lives. She
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tells them that she wants to move quickly since the couple is the
only remaining lead they had. The investigation into the baggage
handler had virtually stopped for lack of any promising leads.

She asks her team to go over what they know about the couple and
their behavior.

Her senior investigator, Ted James, gives her a quick report. "In
most ways, Taj Curie and Jason Kalder are ordinary people. The
couple has no children," he says, flipping through his notes.
"During the week, Jason leaves the house around seven o'clock in
the morning for work. He arrives at work a half hour later. Taj is
out of the house by 7:30 and starts work at 8:00 in the morning.
They spend their days at their jobs and tend not to arrive home
until between six and seven o'clock in the evening. They do not
have a housekeeper. A neighbor kid exercises their dog in the late
afternoon. The kid comes in after school, sometime between four
and five o'clock in the afternoon."

"Any indication of anything unusual this week?" Maria asks.

"Not that we can tell," Ted responds. "If they are involved, they
really haven't shown any outward signs. Once in a while, one or
both of them will either have later afternoon meetings or evening
meetings that keep them away longer. We don’t know if that is
unusual without accessing their work schedules.”

"You asked us to check the place out for possible installation of
electronic surveillance,” add the junior investigator. “We've done
that and we don't see major problems. If you want it installed for
the weekend, we will probably have to do it tomorrow. The two of
them have a tendency to take off part or all of the day on Friday. If
we wait until after tomorrow, we can’t be sure how much
uninterrupted time we’ll have inside the house."

"What about the dog?" Maria interrupts. "Will we be able get
inside the house with the dog being there?"

"We think so," Ted hesitates. "Dogs are always unpredictable, but

this one does not seem to be aggressive. Based on what we see

when the neighborhood kid walks the dog around the block, she’s

pretty friendly and bribable. We’ll probably just need an expense
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voucher for dog treats."
"Maria, what's your pleasure on this one?" Ted asks.

"Let's proceed. We've already lost several days worth of
information,” Maria replies. “Before I came out, I received
authorization to make this as legal as possible. Tomorrow morning
after they leave, you go in and install the surveillance equipment. I
can't afford to wait. [ want to see what these people know about the
missing objects and what they do this weekend. Maybe it will be
for nothing, but we don't have anything else to go on."

She arranges to meet the surveillance team near the couple's house
at five o'clock the next morning.

Arriving in neighborhood before dawn on Thursday, Maria sees
the team’s parked van. Parking her car behind a set of bush-like
pine trees, she walks over, checks to make sure she is not seen, and
climbs into the van.

They start to watch the house. Six-thirty comes and goes and no
one leaves the house. Taj and Jason are either running a bit late or
Maria and her people might have to forget it for that day. Then,
just before seven, the door to the house opens and the couple walks
together out to their cars. They kiss good-bye, get in and start their
cars, and drive away. Maria breathes easier. She and her people
wait a half hour to make sure the couple hasn't forgotten something
and doesn't return early. Everything looks okay as they prepare to
go into the house.

Their cover for this expedition is that the gas company is doing a
special spot check on potential meter replacements and gas leaks.
They have fake identification papers which should take care of any
suspicious neighbors. Their plan is to work their way through the
neighborhood. The three-person team wears the same uniform to
keep track of each member of the team.

After working through the first few houses without any problems,
they come to the couple's house and the houses on each side of it.
This is the key time. They approach the three houses at the same
time. As Maria and the junior investigator knock on the two
adjacent houses, Ted moves quietly around to the back of the
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couple’s house. In both adjacent houses, a person is home,
listening to Maria and the junior investigator’s explanations, and
showing them where the gas meter is. Meanwhile, Ted approaches
the back door of the couple's house.

Knowing that time is slipping away, Ted goes to work on the back
door lock.

Inside the house, he hears Amber woof. “Easy, big dog,” Ted says.

As the lock clicks and the door unlatches, Ted reaches into his
pocket for treats. He throws a few through the crack in the door
and waits a few seconds. He hears crunching. So far, the plan is
working. The dog is buying into the bribe. Ted opens the door just
large enough to slip through, then quickly closes it behind him. As
he turns, he realizes that he’s facing a very large Golden Retriever.
The dog looks happy and surprised, glad that the stranger had the
good manners to bring her plenty of treats. Amber wags her tail
and nuzzles Ted’s boot. Ted relaxes. The biggest danger posed by
this dog appears to be licking someone to death.

Since they couldn't bring in a ton of surveillance equipment
without raising serious suspicion, he’s been selective. He has an
abundance of microphones. He has only three cameras. The
cameras and microphones are very small and have transmitters that
link to the equipment in the van.

As Amber swallows the first few treats in one large bite, Ted slips
her a few more.

Moving from the kitchen into the dining room, he notices
movement at his side. He stops and looks to his left. In the
window, a large black cat lies in the morning sun and flicks his
tail. If menacing looks were an indicator, the black cat is a bigger
threat than the dog. But the cat seems content to sit still as long as
he doesn't violate its space. Ted moves on quickly. The dog
follows.

Doing the upstairs first, Ted installs microphones in the master
bedroom and in the hallway between the rooms to pick up most of
what is said upstairs.
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Moving downstairs, he installs listening devices in almost every
room, including the basement workshop and out on the screen
porch. While on the porch, he hears Maria talking to the next-door
neighbor. Their plan seems to be working.

Next, he installs the surveillance cameras. For the sake of privacy,
the team decided not to do the upstairs master bedroom. So
instead, he places the cameras in three other places that the couple
might use to discuss or look at the missing objects.

The first camera is placed in the basement workshop. The
combination of a dust-covered, curtained window and some utility
shelves provide cover. On the main floor, he puts the second
camera in the den. He places it on a large, high bookcase where the
books had obviously not been moved in years. He wants to put the
last camera in the living room.

Time is running short as Ted scans the living room for a place for
the camera. As he looks around, both the cat and the dog eye him.
He throws a few more treats to the dog. He throws a few to the cat
as well. No big surprise, the cat ignores them completely. The dog
doesn't. Excited, she barks at him a few times.

Ted needs to get this done quickly. He looks up and sees a built-in
bookshelf with several art pieces on the top shelf. It is fairly high
up and out of the way. Standing on a chair, he looks at the top shelf
and sees the comforting sign of untouched dust. He pulls the last
tiny camera out from his pocket and installs it next to one of the art
pieces.

Immediately, he pulls out his small walkie-talkie and signals to the
other investigator who by now has returned to the van to activate
the equipment. Each device must be checked. All the devices work
fine, but the camera in the living room needs to be turned about
twenty degrees to get the full view of the living room. Ted gets
back on the chair, makes the adjustments, and receives the signal
that everything is set.

As he slips out the back door and locks it again, he checks his
watch. Fifteen minutes has elapsed, about what they had figured.
He leaves a note on the back door from the gas company, checks
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outside for leaks, and checks the gas meter located at the back of
the house. He moves on to another house. He sees Maria
approaching another house further down the str