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And finally, to you, reader, thank you so much.

Enjoy the ride.

“In a single day and night of misfortune

All your warlike men in a body

Sank into the earth,

And the island of Atlantis in like manner

Disappeared in the depths of the sea...”

—Plato, Timaeus
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FACT:


The lost island of Atlantis first appeared in the Timaeus and Critias; literary works created by the ancient Greek philosopher Plato in 360 B.C., as a real location that existed 9000 years before the philosopher’s time. Theories, speculations, beliefs and other pseudoscientific presumptions surround the mysterious lost civilization, so much so that many researchers, both treasure hunters and fame seekers alike, have searched for the mysterious city for over two millennia. To this day, the city has not been discovered. The descriptions of prevailing and mainstream theories, locations and architecture including interpretations of Atlantis in this novel are accurate.
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Prologue
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“Tell me. Does it pain you, knowing you have lost again?”

I never would have imagined I’d end up this way. I wanted an ordinary life. Instead, I inherited a destiny older than humanity.

Like I said—heroes do die.

Maybe if I were braver, more courageous, I wouldn’t be here. 

Your Dad tried and look where that got him.

This blood—there’s just so much blood! 

Like father like son. 

My head spun. The helmet was tight, stifling, and heavy. I tossed the helmet aside, taking in the cool ocean breeze. Looking around aimlessly, I tried to get my bearings. The island was void of life except sand, rock and her body. 

You couldn’t save her. 

Inch by agonizing inch, I dragged my way to her, but a shadow came over us. The high sun gleamed over the enormous figure. It stood over me, sword raised above its head with its sullied, angel-like wings outstretched. Empty sockets made up its eyes—hollow and void of life. The ancient figure moved its bloodied blade downward, slicing the air. Frozen on my knees, I could only stare at him—at a face lost in antiquity. It was an evil face. A god’s face.
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Chapter 1
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“Oh my God—they’re drowning...”

A cold shudder swept my body as I watched the scene unfold. Hordes of people retreated through the narrow streets, their panic shouts and desperate cries for help muffled by the giant tide charging towards them. The dark wall of water ripped through the town, swallowing entire houses and sweeping cars away like they were toys. Children cried amongst the wreckage and families clung to one another in the chaos. Ambulances roared down ruined streets, rushing past white body bags already lining the curbs.

I wish there was something I could do, I thought. When I was a kid, daydreaming about saving the world was how I got through my day—averting catastrophes, carrying the injured to safety and restoring order were some of my fantasies. Most of all, I wanted to be like Dad. Fighting the bad guys with courage and bravery. He was my her—

Don’t say that word, my mind uttered. That was a long time ago...Forget it.

A young female reporter appeared with the headline ‘Massive tsunami hits the coast of Spain’ spanning the bottom of the screen. “The 200-foot-high tsunami came without warning, inundating the western coast of Spain with tremendous ferocity,” she stated with concern. “Speaking with officials about this devastating incident, no answers were given to the cause of the giant wave.”

Claire let out a gasp. “Awful, isn’t it?”

Leaning into her, I shook my head in disbelief as we watched the news playing on her phone. “Yeah, it’s the second disaster this week,” I said. My throat tightened, thinking about the earthquake that hit India just days before. I took a deep breath to ground me. 

A whiff of Claire’s perfume caught my attention. It was different from what she usually wore—floral with a hint of citrus, it sent my heart rate through the roof. Friends since elementary school, she’s always had a tomboyish edge but changed completely since her glow-up in high school. People would be hard-pressed to discover that she loves Taekwondo despite the impression she gives as a fashion model. Rocking a choppy but stylish bob cut, her textured blonde hair complimented her naturally tanned, complexion. To top off the look, she wore a pair of gold, heart-shaped earrings and a matching necklace. Claire wasn’t one for fancy brand name clothes. She usually kept it simple, sporting fitted jeans and a plain white tank top, showcasing her slender but athletic physique.

“You like what you see?” she cooed, setting her phone down. I hadn’t realized she was staring at me. Her subtle pink lips curled into a confident grin—the kind she wears before she’s fighting an opponent or beating someone twice her size. “You know all you have to do is ask. I promise to be...gentle.” 

Her breath tickled my neck. I instinctively flinched. She burst out laughing and smacked the table, “You should see your face!” Teasing me had become her favorite hobby—not that I minded the attention. But just as quickly as it came, the humor vanished. Her expression shifted to stone. “Now pay attention. I’m not taking notes for you again because you slept in.”

“Okay, okay, sheesh.” Luckily no one saw me getting chewed out. We sat in one of many private study rooms within the library, each outfitted with the latest tech; the smart glass walls, wall mounted digital whiteboards, video conferencing equipment, dimmable LED lighting and a 4k smart TV where I can watch all the recorded lectures—all the fancy things our tuition went to. Claire was nice enough to join me, having attended the class I missed. That was over two hours ago, and at this point, her thumb deserved extra credit for the work it was getting on her phone. She continued browsing Tiktok, never stopping for more than a second on a reel. 

A mischievous thought crawled into my head. “You know, researchers say scrolling through social media for hours can reduce the size of your brain. I guess that’s why you keep forgetting where you put your car keys.”

Claire’s head tilted slowly, her expression going from amused to predatory. “Noah Stevenson, would you like to live to see tomorrow, or should I show you why I’m a second-degree black belt?”

I took a heavy gulp. “Sorry.” 

Satisfied with my apology, she reverted to her dopamine-hitting device with a smirk. I returned to watching the lecture, the aging professor scribbling across the blackboard like his life dependent on it. Professor Barhm wrote fast and hard, pieces of chalk falling off every stroke of a letter and number. With his rosy grin and wide-eyed enthusiasm, he carried himself with a slight hunch and wore clothes that seemed way too big on him. His ashen hair, dark tweed blazer, oversized trousers completed the look of a university professor.

“Ancient Sumeria, along with Akkadia, Assyria and Babylonia, were all powerful civilizations of ancient Mesopotamia, which we all know is located around modern-day Iraq and Iran,” the professor said with a British accent. “These powerful empires each controlled the so-called ‘cradle of civilization’ region, for several thousands of years. Out of these four kingdoms, Ancient Sumeria is arguably considered to be the first known civilization to have existed on Earth, dating back almost seven thousand years ago! Isn’t that fascinating?” 

Intriguing. With my heavy head propped on one hand and the other twirling a pen, I did my best to stay awake, but it was a losing battle. The pen slipped, clattering loudly across the table. Claire growled, her glare sharpening like knives. I straightened up fast, not eager to be her practice punching bag. 

“Yes, Ms. Bailey! A question?” Professor Barhm blared through the screen.

“Yeah, I was wondering,” Claire said, her melodic voice unmistakable. “You mentioned that those four cultures were part of the ‘cradle of civilization’ region. Were they the only civilizations to have started around the time period?” 

“Definitely not,” the old man replied. “We know of other civilizations that grew independently from each other during the ancient Mesopotamian time period. Cultures such as the Harappans of Northern India, the Yangtze civilization of ancient China and the Olmecs of Mexico. These are but a few we know of so far and are the ancestors to the well-known civilizations that came after.” 

“If these civilizations were the first, how did they start? How did each civilization begin to independently establish their own language both written and spoken? Or form their own agriculture? Or even begin to build such huge monuments?” Claire spoke like she was giving an anthropology lecture. Unfortunately, no one else knew how foul-mouthed she really was. “I saw a documentary that showed how some cultures around the world, that seemed to have grown independently from each other, shared the same pyramid-like structures. If each civilization grew without having any contact with one another, where did they get the knowledge to build said structures?” A long whistle of surprise echoed through the flat screen. 

The teacher beamed. “An intriguing and informative enquiry, Ms. Bailey!” I glanced at Claire, still scrolling. A self-satisfied smirk crossed her face. She’s smart—when she wants to be. The professor continued. “To answer the first part of your question, most scholars today believe that these ancient civilizations began as small, nomadic, hunter-gatherer tribes. As more nomadic tribes gravitated together, the populace grew and then at some point a cultural-social system emerged. For the strikingly uncanny similarities in the pyramid structures around the world, it is generally believed that each culture built these monuments due to the simplicity of how it can be erected. It is rather easy to build a structure with a wide base and a minor top.” He turned to the blackboard and continued writing.

A gangly-looking hand raised in frame. “Professor?” 

“Yes?” the old teacher said without turning.

“This may sound like a stupid question but—”

“There are no stupid questions in my class, young man. Ask away.”

“What about the lost civilization of Atlantis?”

The professor’s chalk suddenly snapped. He slowly turned, shaking his head in frustration. “Ahh yes, that civilization,” he said in a bothered tone. “It’s quite the theory, with no scientific basis and no empirical evidence. Atlantis is generally believed to be nothing more than a cautionary tale than an actual location. Now, let’s get back to our lesson, shall we?”

“Can you tell us more?” A distant voice asked.

“Yeah, tell us!” another shouted.

Peering at his watch, the old man let out huff and with a drop of his shoulders, he caved in. “Oh alright, why not. I suppose I can indulge you in a little ancient folklore. However,” the professor raised a finger, grumbling in a low voice. “I reiterate, there is no conclusive evidence to support anything I’m about to say. This theory is nothing more than a pseudoscientific belief. You have been warned.” 

I love the foreshadow. The professor toddled over to his desk, propped himself on the edge and crossed his arms over his protruding belly. His voice went low like he was telling a story to his young grandkids. “Some say that the spread and growth of such cultures couldn’t have been coincidental; that the inhabitants of such cultures all had a single point of origin. The ancient Greek philosopher Plato once wrote of this civilization which existed long before his time. It was a society with vast wealth, endless knowledge and boundless power. This ancient power was said to have been a utopia—a nation full of thinkers and intellectuals. The Kingdom became dangerously arrogant in its ability to conquer the known world. At the time, ancient Athens was the only other nation standing between them and the domination of the free world. War broke out between the two powerful empires. After suffering a crushing defeat at the hand of the Athenians, the God’s became angry at the beaten nation. As the tale goes, the Gods caused violent earthquakes and floods, and within a single day and night, Atlantis sank beneath the seas. Lost for all eternity.” The professor’s tone turned hopeful. “The survivors, as the dubious theory suggests, sailed to various parts of the globe. Bringing with them the knowledge of their once powerful empire. They then found their settlements and began rebuilding, vowing never again to experience such a disaster. They swore that their once powerful homeland should never rise from the seas.” 

I’d never heard of that city before, and the story sounded interesting—even with its sad ending.

“Do you have a picture of Atlantis?” A student from the back asked.

“Unfortunately, I do not,” the professor replied, toddling to the blackboard. “But I believe I can do something for you all.” He threw his arm in a wide sweeping motion, drawing a full circle, then added four more concentric rings within it. With a lick of his thumb, he aggressively shaded a center circle then grated a thick line going downward through the loops. With another chalk reduced to dust, he brushed his powdery hands then leaned back with a slight nod of approval. The camera zoomed in.
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“This, some researchers believe, is a pictograph representing Atlantis. Although quite rudimentary, this depicted the actual layout of the mythical city. Each circle here represented land, and the space between them the waters of the Atlantic. This line going through the circles was a bridge which connected the city to the mainland of the island. Of course, you can find much better representations online.”

“Jot that down.” Claire commanded.

“You think that’s gonna be on the exam? He doesn’t even think it’s true.”

“Better safe than sorry.”

Choosing an empty page, I quickly drew several circles, not caring for any symmetry. I doubt I’ll ever see this symbol again, so why bother? Since I was doodling, why not add some eyes and a smiley face. Claire glanced at the sketch then at me. “You’re an idiot.”

“As I’ve stated many times already,” the old teacher said. “This is all speculative. No conclusive evidence of Atlantis has ever been found. The only instrument guiding investigators for the past millennia, are the words of Plato in his works the Timaeus and the Critias.” He placed his hands behind his back and puffed out his chest. “Any questions?” 

Silence. I guess the tale really struck them. “Will this be on the exam?” Claire asked. 

A series of chuckles ran through the auditorium. Professor Barhm let out a small chortle, squinting at his watch. “Well, it seems time’s up. Everyone please don’t forget to read chapter seven on ancient Mesopotamia for next cla—” The recording cut to black.

“Well, that was interesting, wasn’t it?” Claire quipped, packing her things into her tote bag. 

Stretching out my tired body, I somewhat agreed with her statement. “I guess so. Remind me why we took this course?” 

“We took this course because it was the easiest elective to pass.” 

“Oh right.” We swiftly left the room, sauntering past sections filled with students quietly studying, their eyes bloodshot and glassy from too much caffeine and too little sleep. We stepped into the newly built skybridge. Made entirely of glass and suspended over the street on gleaming steel beams, the bridge stretched between the library to the main campus. Though not too high, being in it always twisted my stomach into knots. The in-between class rush had begun and crossing the glass walkway was always chaotic. Half-way across, an aggressive growl of an engine caught my attention. A black sports bike idled by the curb below, the rider sitting unusually motionless. From up here, I could tell the driver was female—her dark leather clothing hugging every curve and emphasizing her athletic build. She must really love black, I thought. But there was something to the way she sat. She was perfectly still with her helmet titled up at exactly the right angle. Chills ran down my spine. Despite her tinted visor, it felt like she was staring straight at me...

I looked down, focusing on my feet and calling out to Claire. “So, what class you—oof!” 

I slammed into a guy who clearly had a thing for protein shakes. He let out a hoarse sneer, his hot, nauseous breath baring down over me. “Hey watch it!”

My face burned with embarrassment. “S-sorry I wasn’t...”

“Looking?” He was built like a bull and twice as intimidating. “Maybe you should keep your eyes up next time.”

Claire wedged herself between us, staring upwards with sharpened eyes and shoulders squared as if ready for a match. “And next time you should keep steppin’,” she uttered, low and firm. Like countless times growing up, her martial art skills came in handy when fending off bullies of mine. No one dared to antagonize her. Fearless and composed, she carried herself with an air of confidence, though deep down, she’d always been a softy. My heart hammered against my ribs until protein shake guy snorted dismissively then continued his way. 

“Loser,” Claire muttered. Her expression softened as she turned. “Anyway, to answer your question, I got Sensation and Perception and you have Fundamentals of Cognition.”

“H-how’d you know that?” I asked, still processing what just happened. I felt the urge to glance behind me but not at the guy—the sports bike and driver were gone.

“Uhh, Noah? You listening? We’re both taking the same major and we practically have the same classes. It’s easy to remember your courses.” She paused short of the pavilion entrance, looking over her shoulder before entering. “Shouldn’t you have an excellent memory? We are taking Psychology after all.” 

I rolled my eyes, ignoring the jab. We headed under the main pavilion of our campus—its old walls boasting eroded stone and stairways that appeared to be chiseled out of a colossal block. On both sides of the pavilion, massive stained-glass windows each rectangular in shape showered the busy scene around us with vibrant colors. Claire and I paused at the center of the hollowed block, flanked by two hallways extending outward from either side. “Anyway, you got the notes for Social-Psych?” she asked, batting her eyes at me. “I’ll be needing them, Oh, and the research papers you did for the midterm and final, I’ll take those too.” 

I suppose that’s a fair exchange. I’ve been copying her notes all semester. “And how about my whole life while you’re at it.” I grumbled.

“I would if I could!” She pivoted but stopped, her smile replaced with a slack expression. “Oh, what are you doing later? After classes?”

I froze, stomach coiling into knots. “I-I got work tonight. I-I took someone’s shift.”

“Oh okay...”

“Why, what’s up?” My stomach knotted again.

“I...was hoping you could come with me. To visit my dad.” She dropped her chin to her chest. “It’s his birthday today.”

My breath caught in my throat. “Oh sorry, Claire, I forgot it was today. I...” I suddenly became hypervigilant, as if people were watching what I would say next. Why are you lying to her? She’s your friend!

“You promised.” She sulked. “You missed last year and the year before that, you promised you’d be with me this time.”

Heaviness swelled in my chest. “I- I know, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to forget...” 

Don’t lie. You didn’t forget. She shut her eyes and let out a forceful breath. Thinking she might give me another yearly guilt trip, Claire instead gave me a slight smile. “It’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow. Same spot.” She turned and left. 

I stood there hating myself. How could I have done that to Claire? You know why. You two are in the same boat. I shook my head, hoping to shut up that voice in my mind. I made my way out of the pavilion, all the while thinking about Claire. Her dad passed away weeks before she turned nine. Driving back from a store with her birthday gift, another driver had far too many drinks that day and thought running a red light was a good idea. Her old man was a black belt in Taekwondo and taught her lot of things and I think that’s why she took on the tough-guy persona becoming the “man” of the house. Keeping in line with her roots, she now teaches the martial art at a community center. I’m sure her dad is proud of her. Every year on his birthday, Claire goes to the cemetery bringing a bouquet of flowers and litany of stories and gossip to tell him. I went with her a couple of times since we became good friends but, in all honesty, it hurt going there. I suppose that’s one reason why we’re good friends because we both have something fundamental in common. 

Both our dads are dead. 
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Chapter 2
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I shouldn’t have lied to her like that. The screwdriver slipped from my hand, its tip nearly scratching the high-end motherboard inside the expensive case. “Hey, you good?” Jonah asked with a suspicious brow.

“Y-yeah, fine.” Another lie. Letting out a huff, I made a mental note to apologize to Claire tomorrow. She’s a good friend. She was always there for me and she didn’t deserve that, I thought. Truth was, I wouldn’t have kept it together if I were there, especially since Dad’s grave is in the same section as her father’s.

“Right, just don’t break anything. That’s a ten-thousand-dollar custom order you’re assembling,” he said, resting his chin over his crossed arms. For the past few hours, he’d been twirling a small pen on the counter, staring blankly at the TV as if his soul was sucked out of him. I’d suggested he could clean the staff room to which he replied, “not my pig, not my farm.” Whatever that meant. Promoted to supervisor a month after I was hired at CompuTech, he really epitomized the word ‘supervision’ in the loosest possible sense. After securing the last screw into the motherboard, I took action to revive his lifeless corpse by changing the program. Flipping through the channels, a loud siren startled him.

The evening news cut to scenes of ambulances rushing though crowds of panicked people, their faces contorted in horror. Earthquakes in the Mediterranean, said the title spanning the bottom. My heart ached at the final words: Many lives lost. Old, whitewashed buildings lay ruined and many people were covered in dust and ash. Men carried kids in their arms, running and yelling. Woman crying on the cobblestone streets. It was chaotic. 

A middle-aged man appeared. “A devastating scene here on the island of Crete. Yesterday morning, a 9.1 magnitude earthquake left an estimated three-hundred dead and many more injured. Reports from local meteorological stations say the earthquake came without warning. Researchers report that recent seismic ‘hints’ noted an upcoming quake, and they’re worried that it could happen again.” The scene cut to a seaside city being hit with large waves. Cars near the port had been pushed away and lodged against buildings.

Jonah rubbed his brows and shook his head as the reporter continued, “...in coastal cities like Alexandria in Egypt, tsunamis hit the beautiful city with enough force to tear down the coastal walls, leaving the port exposed to the estimated 30-foot-high waves.” The segment then showed several large waves striking the walls and carrying itself over to the roads beyond it. Unbelievable, my mind voiced in disbelief. “Experts from the Italian Meteorological Agency warn of another earthquake that could hit the Mediterranean in the coming days. The Italian government has issued a warning to its citizens to take necessary precautions if they can.” The screen flashed to buildings collapsing into rubble. Bloodied people walking aimlessly around the streets while firemen and police officers shouted and ran. 

The store entrance suddenly beeped. I instinctively called out, my eyes still glued to the screen. “Welcome to Compu...” 

My heart skipped a beat. A young, brunette woman stood at the entrance, a hand on her hip and the other gripping a black motorcycle helmet. At first glance, her youthful complexion struck me as university student until I noticed her all-black outfit. Wait a minute, was she the biker I saw earlier? Her leather jacket hugged her toned upper body like second skin and her dark jeans accentuated her lean thighs. Silky black hair hung in a single braid over her shoulder, glinting under the fluorescent lights of the store. Makeup was minimal—with dark eyeliner that made her look dangerous and a hint of red on her lips complimented her tanned skin. But there was something off to her expression. Something that made my chest tighten. Her dark eyes weren’t scanning the store like a typical customer—they were locked on me. And for some reason they felt...familiar. The corner of her mouth twitched upward in what I thought was a smile, but her slender eyebrows caved like she was saddened by something. Saddened by seeing me? She took a deep breath in, collecting herself then disappeared into the monitor aisle, her black knee-high boots stomping against the vinyl floor.

Jonah instantly revived from the dead, tapping my arm with a lewd grin. “Bro, she’s so hot! Hold down the fort for me.” He quickly adjusted his polo and smoothed out his ginger hair before galloping into the monitor aisle. Moments later, he came back with slumped shoulders and drooping eyes. “She ignored me! Didn’t even say word. She just stared at me and then looked away!” 

I nodded slowly. “Ahh, she gave you the silent treatment.”

“I don’t get it. I kept asking if she needed any help or anything, and she kept going from one monitor to the next.” 

“Maybe you’re not her type.” 

He snorted. “Nah, I think she’s crazy. I’m gonna take a leak. Be right back.”

Moments after he left, a shadow flickered in the corner of my eye. Unmoving like a statue, she stood by the door, staring straight at me with a glare that could slice through metal. An unsettling shiver shot down my back—how’d she get there without me noticing? Without a word, she slipped on her helmet and dropped the visor, leaving the store in a brisk cat-like way. Tracing the mysterious woman through the window blinds, she made no attempt to be sneaky or subtle as she hopped on her all-black sportbike and revved its engine like she wanted everyone to hear. In an unnerving move, she turned her head slowly, giving me one last glance before speeding off in a roar. I blew out my cheeks—I’ve encountered my fair share of interesting customers, but she took the cake. It was shaping up to be one of those nights, I guess. 

A child’s cry cut through the store, snapping my focus back to the TV. An image of a sickly kid appeared with a reporter relaying the bulletin with concern. “Incoming reports say hundreds of people, mainly children, are infected with the virus. So far, ninety-three individuals have been confirmed dead after being infected two weeks ago. No word as to the source of the virus but the World Health Organization says they are working diligently to find a cure and the source. Authorities on the ground believe the virus is spreading via human contact but cannot be certain. The WHO claims this is the deadliest outbreak they’ve seen in India’s history. India’s Prime Minister, Renhanur Patel, says not to worry, as the government is doing everything in its power to control the spread of the infection.” 

My jaw went slack. Another disaster? I couldn’t believe it. Could this get any worse for the world? Feeling a little light-headed, I turned off the TV. “Holy hell. What’s going on?” I thought out loud. Floods, then earthquakes, and now viruses? Sounds like the apocalypse. I shook my head. I think I’ll start closing down for the night. Curiosity had me peek out the window for the woman, but it was barren—not a soul on the streets. 

The shift felt endless but at least the lack of customers made closing the store a breeze. After saying goodbye to Jonah, I made my way down the dimly lit street towards the bus stop. What a day, I thought as I zipped my jacket and adjusted my cap. Our store sat behind old train tracks, close to a few factories and other businesses. High, barbed-wire fence prevented anyone from climbing over, but sheered holes along the barrier solved that issue. The street itself was a main highway, linking the industrial district just blocks away from the suburban area where I live. Occasionally, souped-up cars would race down the road, making the area lively but tonight was frighteningly lifeless. 

The bus stop was a street past a local biker bar where stories of gun fights and stabbings made their way to the store. But I’ve never seen anything like that happen since I started working. Still, one can’t be too safe. I kept an eye on the bar and noted the row of sleek bikes parked outside—four rugged-looking machines and then a black, streamlined sportbike. Before crossing the street to the bar, a sense of vertigo slammed me like a truck. Wait—that bike? Did it belong to that creepy lady from the store? My nerves spiked. I pivoted toward the perpendicular street, deciding to take the longer route home instead.

“Noah...”

I froze solid. Like a ghost appearing out of nowhere, the mysterious woman stood across the lane where no one had been moments ago. How did she know my name? She moved forward, her steps deliberate and precise. My gut coiled, warning me of imminent danger—call the police!  I reached for my phone, but my desperate fingers had me pressing too many digits. In the blink of an eye, she instantly appeared in front of me, sending my heart hammering against my ribs as she restrained my arms in a vice-like grip. In a wild frenzy, I tugged and yanked my arms as best I could but she held stiff, not budging at all.

“I’ve been searching for you. It’s been so long...” she breathed.

I glanced into her black eyes. Dark and void, they made the hairs on the back of neck stand on end. Memories began flooding back. The blood. The gun. Dad. I felt helpless—just like that day. 
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Chapter 3
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“Help!” 

I cried out, hoping someone from the bar would hear. No matter how hard I twisted and pulled, the psycho-lady held on stiff like her arms were made of steel. How strong is she? Without warning, she cranked my arm, bending it at the elbow. The flash of pain had me drop my phone and with shocking speed, she snatched it midair. I saw an opening. With one arm loose, I went for a punch to her stomach. Knuckles collided with grainy leather and soft flesh, but she didn’t flinch. Stunned, I slowly lifted my gaze, tracing the path of her jacket zipper until our eyes met again. She blinked slowly like someone trying to wake up from a dream. “You look so much like him...”

Like who? Unexpectedly, her grip loosened. Taking the chance, I sprang backwards but didn’t notice how close I was to the curb. My heel caught the pavement, and like a tree having been axed, I toppled onto the damp grass. White spots bounced across my vision as she approached, her steps slow and methodical. She paused and lingered over me, like a predator savoring the kill. Panic clawed at my throat. “W-who are you? W-why’re you following me?” 

She reached out, forcing me to curl into ball. “Get away!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

“Hey, you alright?” 

What? My eyes snapped open, looking left and right. She’s gone? Where’d she go? Hyperventilating, my mind spiraled—why’s she after me? What does she want? I searched for my phone, settled on a course of action—police, I need to call the police! Cursing under my breath a cold realization settled in. She took my phone.

“Hey kid, ya hear me? You good?” Standing at the bar’s entrance, two heavy-set bearded men tilted their heads. 

Heat flushed to my ears. “E-excuse me,” I said, brushing myself off. “Is there a phone in there I could use?”
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“Mind telling me why you didn’t answer my calls or replied to my texts last night?” Claire pouted,  tapping a finger against her folded arms. “I texted Sara and she told me you came home looking sick. Did Jonah have you clean the staff toilet again?”

I would’ve preferred that to what happened. Mom had picked me up but I couldn’t risk her spiraling again, not after what happened on that day many years ago, so I’d lied about losing my bus pass and phone. And I sure wasn’t going to tell my younger sister, Sara, about it. Because of that crazy encounter last night, sleep was virtually non-existent. Confronted with my best friend outside the dining hall, I struggled to answer her questions, knowing she’d freak if I was in trouble. “No, it wasn’t that,” I said. “I just had a weird night, that’s all. Very strange.”

Her gaze narrowed then relaxed. “Whatever. Come on, we’re gonna be late for class.” She hoisted her floral tote bag and spun on the heel of her spotless Reeboks. She seemed to be in good spirits, all things considered. I was glad she chose to forget my absentmindedness yesterday. Still, I shouldn’t have blatantly avoided going with her. The sharp sting of regret hit my chest—I knew it was her dad’s birthday and I bailed. And because of that choice, I got mugged!  I was about to apologize but Claire had gone inside.

The dining hall was as old as the main pavilion, with high Victorian-style ceilings which arched into worn blocks at its foundations. Portraits of past Deans hung on the grey walls, eerily watching the undergraduates as they ate or studied. It was bustling as usual, filled with the intoxicating smell of fresh brewed coffee and the murmurs of soft chatter. Then something caught my eye. Behind a line full of jostling students waiting at the cash register, a petite figure with black-braided hair stood motionless by the refrigerators, pretending to decide which drink to buy. I stopped in my tracks—no, it can’t be? Why would she be here? Does she even attend this university? 

“Noah!” Claire shouted from the exit, tapping her head and giving me a puzzled look. I rolled my eyes and dashed over, thinking about the mysterious woman. No way that’s her. Impossible...

“And thus, ancient Sumerians created the wheel around 3500 BC to help them travel and transport goods. It also improved their agriculture by efficiently carving out irrigation ditches for their farms. Most of all, the wheel was a tool to facilitate war. The Sumerians used it to create chariots, which were by ancient times, a highly advanced and effective killing machine,” Professor Barhm enthusiastically said while banging his chalk on the board. As usual, a chunk broke off and he reached for another in his pockets. Claire fervently jotted down notes and had said nothing to me since class began. 

I figured I’d say my apology. I leaned into her and whispered. “Hey, about yesterday.”

She didn’t look up. “What about it?”

I took a deep breath. “I-I’m sorry for not coming. I know it was a big day for you. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

Her eyes softened as she lifted her gaze from her notes. She spoke quietly, her lips curling into a smile. “You don’t have to apologize. I know what you’re going through because I’ve been there. We’re in the same boat, right?” She flashed a wink that made my stomach flutter. “Actually...you know what I would like right now?”

I took a heavy gulp. “W-what?”

“For you to take notes.” She tapped my notebook. “Get to work.”

I rolled my eyes. Professor Barhm pulled an acetate sheet from a folder and placed it on the overhead projector, the halogen lamp making an unusual buzzing sound. It was surprising to see an old school way of teaching, given the university’s funding for cutting-edge tech. But to each their own I suppose. “Here on this tapestry, we see peace offerings to the beautiful Goddess Inanna, the deity of Heaven and Earth. She was revered as the Goddess of love, sexuality, fertility and even war. In this tapestry, she is blessing her worshippers for their gifts. Note the colors that remain on the stone—it’s truly marvelous.”

Carved with figures painted in vibrant reds and blues, the weathered stone wall depicted the Goddess’s blessing with her palms outstretched over her kneeling believers. The curves of her tan-colored thighs and chest were greatly exaggerated, especially her wings which extended outwards behind her but were broken off at the tip. Her hair snagged my focus. Beneath a laurel-leaf crown, a luscious single-braid hair rested over her shoulder. I tilted my head—braided hair...

“By worshiping such a deity,” the old man continued. “The ancient Sumerians believed Inanna would bestow upon them the riches of a plentiful harvest, the continued fertility of men and women, and the many victories in war. As one can tell, she was a highly idolized goddess.”

I took note. ‘Inanna...Goddess of love...lots of harvest...’ Underlining and circling the important bits, I stretched out in my seat after a job well done. Then a sudden whisk caught our attention. A student dashed through the door, whipping out her books before she sat. I shook my head—there’s always a late one. Just before the door closed, a dark figure stepped into view. My nerves sparked, jolting me in my seat as if I were electrocuted. Jesus, it’s her! She stared through the entrance window, her black eyes cold and expression tight. Hairs on the back of neck stood on end, warning me to get out.

“Hey? You alright?” Claire’s voice barely registered. I couldn’t look away. My mind raced until a hard nudge to my shoulder snapped me back. “Noah, what’s going on?”

“T-that woman at the door, I saw her last night!” I pointed at the door but she had vanished. 

Claire glanced at the empty entrance then back at me. “Are you on something?

“Ahem!” We glanced at the frowning professor. “Is there something you two wish to add?” 

“N-no, professor. Sorry,” I mumbled low. Claire shrugged and returned to her notes, unfazed. I sank into my seat, still watching the entrance. Was she really a student? A teacher? Is she following me? Do I have a stalker? Questions swirled with no answers. Part of me believed it was coincidence, but my gut screamed otherwise. She’s here—for me. I couldn’t sit with these thoughts any longer. I needed to tell Claire. 

My thoughts drifted, carrying me from one class to the next until well past noon. Claire and I sat at our spot—a wooden bench just outside the dining hall, facing the main pavilion. Beneath the sunny blue sky and under the coolness of a tree, we discussed my predicament while snacking on her homemade chocolate-chip cookies. “So, you saw this woman last night? And she followed you here?” Claire asked, taking a bite then handing me a piece. “Maybe it’s a coincidence. Probably a student who went to the store for a laptop. Ya’ know, cause she spilled her pumpkin spice latte on hers and needed a new one. Happens all the time.”

“She didn’t look at laptops,” I said, brushing crumbs from my lips. “She went down the monitor aisle then left. But not before giving me this weird look, like she was sizing me up. It was the creepiest thing.”

Claire paused mid-bite. A slow teasing grin spread across her face. “Perusing the merchandise, I see. It’s what girls do.”

“Well, it wasn’t the only thing she did,” I said with a hesitant pause. “She robbed me. Stole my phone when I was heading home.”

“She what?” Claire shrieked, nearly spilling her coffee. “She jumped you?”

“Yeah, so I’m thinking I should take online classes from now on.” I declared, rubbing absently at my still sore wrist. “Oh, and she’s insanely strong. Too strong and too fast for a normal person.”

“What do you mean?”

“She was literally across the street and within a second she was up in my face, manhandling me!”

Claire frowned, waving the notion off. “Come on, that’s impossible.” 

“I agree but you should’ve seen it, she’s freakishly strong. She’s not human.”

“What do you think she is then? A mutant? An alien?” she teased.

“Seriously? I’m practically having a meltdown of epic proportions and you’re joking about this? She even knows my name.”

Claire gave me a playful nudge. “Sorry, I was just kidding. Look, just report it to the police and see what they say. And maybe tell your mom?”

“I-I don’t know.” My stomach twisted with guilt. “I don’t want to stress her out. She’s doing a lot for us already.”

“Look, Noah, I’m telling you this as a friend, but...” Claire went quiet, making a hard obvious swallow.

My hands balled into fists. “But what?”

“You can’t keep what happened that day bottled up inside you. You’re gonna have to let your mom in some day, ya’ know.” She forced a breath through her teeth. “You need to stop avoiding it. Like you did yesterday and done for years.”

I winced. Dad’s face flashed in my mind—no, not now! My brain impulsively ran its course. I don’t deserve this. Claire doesn’t know a damn thing!  Something snapped. I jumped to my feet and shouted without thinking. “Nobody forced you to babysit me and I don’t need to be lectured.” 

She gawked at me with a troubled look. “But...I was just...” 

My mouth went dry. I didn’t want to argue. I found myself wanting to be somewhere else. “Look, I’m fine. I just...have a lot on my mind. I’m going home.” 

I quickly stormed off campus, each step fueled by hot blood. But by the time I reached the street corner, shame had already settled in my mind. Why did I snap like that? I thought, kicking at a pebble and sending across the sidewalk. What triggered it? Was it my ego? She didn’t deserve that. As my anger faded, the memory of the mysterious woman with cold black eyes returned. Watching. Waiting. Her impossible strength and speed that I couldn’t explain. A chill ran up my spine despite the afternoon heat. Whatever was happening, whatever she wanted, I had a sinking feeling my life was about to change. And not in a good way. I glanced over my shoulder, half-expecting to see her there. The sidewalk was empty. For now. 
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The walk home was brisk, driven by a mix of remorse, frustration and the thought of whatever was left in the fridge. Tucked away at the end of the street, just before the train tracks, was my home—a patchwork apartment building made of weathered bricks, grimy windows and interesting tenants. We used to have a house, but Mom couldn’t keep up the cost since dad died. Thankfully, we lived on the ground floor which made going in and out easy for Sara. The white, wheelchair-accessible van parked in front indicated they were already home. Passing by the cluttered mail room and the disheveled janitor’s closet, a savory smell wafted through the air, mixed with the scent of cleaning products and mildew. It was Mom’s signature roast beef.​

The apartment was small. Too small compared to the house I used to live in. Mom was in the living room where she sat on a padded wooden chair, absorbing her latest book despite already having a long to-be-read list. The floating shelves and mini bookcases burst with books. From fiction to non-fiction, from the classics to the contemporary, the tiny living room was like a cramped used bookstore. I used to read as much as she did—before that day ruined it for me.

Mom didn’t look up even when the warped wooden floor creaked as I snuck towards the kitchen. Half-way down the short hallway, a familiar weight settled in my gut, stopping me in my tracks. I stared at our makeshift memorial of Dad. Various military mementos occupied the entire length of the hallway table—fresh white lilies in a glass vase, a folded America flag, his old dog tags, unit patches and ribbons, his favorite watch and at the center of it all, a framed picture of him. Wearing his Army uniform with a stern, commanding glare under his tan beret, anyone could easily mistake him for a stone-cold wrestler but he was a gentle giant. Between two service medals mounted on the worn wall, my crayon doodle I drew of him hung laminated on a wooden plaque. He soared in a red cape, above grateful people waving to him from below. It had been his prized possession—visible crease marks and oil stains frayed the picture since he carried it “on every mission”, he once said. At the corner of the drawing in red ink were Dad’s favorite words—Amor Fati—Latin for ‘love thy fate’. Words I hated to hear. He threw those words around like shield. Like I was supposed to be okay with whatever life threw at me. My eyes began to redden. How am I supposed to be okay if fate took you away from me? 

Before the tears could fall, I quickly turned away but Claire’s voice entered my mind. Stop avoiding it. I wasn’t sure why, but I allowed myself to recall a memory of when I went shooting for the first time. Dad was an excellent marksman and taught me everything he learned from his time in the Army. “Breathe in slow and exhale slow. Then squeeze the trigger,” he’d say. It was my first time holding a rifle and my first time hitting a bullseye. I remember him being so ecstatic. And now look at you. My stomach grumbled. I continued into the small kitchen, thinking how each year, I spent less and less time looking at his picture. It was cold every time I passed him.

“Hey bro!” Sara said, doing her best to wave with her frail hand. She was in her wheelchair at the end of the tiny kitchen table, hand in a bag of Oreos and the other holding a book. “How’s classes?” 

I smiled, knowing how far she progressed in her physical therapy. I took a cup from the cupboard and shrugged. “Boring but you know. But a genius like myself could hardly be stimulated by such mundane courses.”

She let out a snort. “You’re not that special.”  

Since when did she get so sarcastic? I felt the urge to be playful. “So, how’s the book? Did the bedroom scene happen yet?”

She choked on her cookie. A shriek came from the living room. “The what? Sara?” Mom wailed. 

Facing burning red, the little one squirmed in her wheelchair. “M-mom, there’s nothing like that!”

Hissing like a small cat, Sara raised her novel high, ready to chuck it at me. I smirked in triumph while Mom continued to question her taste in books. Sara has cerebral palsy, but it hadn't stopped her from being a typical teenager. Attending high school, hanging out with friends and going shopping—she lives a fulfilling life and does so with a smile. Her wheelchair—which I teasingly call ‘hot wheels’—is a one-of-a-kind custom job, made of carbon fiber. It even has a race-car style seat, in bubble gum pink, and a larger wheelbase which traversing any terrain. She received it from a charitable foundation when she was nine and loves it to death. I had suggested adding Bluetooth speakers and playing loud music whenever she races down the street, but my parents vetoed that idea. Sara still sees an orthopedic provider and physical therapist to improve her motor skills and with every monthly visit, they are astounded at how far she’d progressed.

“Well, I don’t want you reading anymore books like that!” Mom demanded.

“But I’m not!” Sara lowered her brows, baring her teeth at me, “Noah you bum!” 

“Hunny, foods in the oven,” Mom said before heading back to her book. 

“Thanks.” My stomach growled in anticipation. The meat loaf was incredible but between each bite, Claire’s disappointed face kept floating in head. Then, the stalker lady invaded my thoughts stealing the warmth of Mom’s cooking. Seeing her, I couldn’t take another bite. 

I had just crashed into bed, fatigue and regret pinning me to the mattress for some time. Thoughts weighed on my mind like lead—from my reckless reaction to Claire, to the mental stalker-lady in black and everything else about my life in between. The room felt suddenly unreal when an engine roared in the distance. A motorcycle?  The sharp braaap grew louder and louder with each passing second. I buried my head into my pillow, hoping it’ll pass but the rumble seemed to idle just outside. The engine revved. It revved again. And then a third time. Then it hit me—the crazy lady had a motorcycle, right? No way. It can’t be her...Scrambling out of bed, I crept toward the window to confirm my suspicions. My knees suddenly buckled. I clutched the windowsill so hard my fingers ached. It’s her! The same woman in black, saddling her sleek sports bike with arms crossed like she was waiting for someone. Even through her tinted visor, I could feel her stare cutting through me. My body trembled. This was no coincidence—she’s really after me and I have no idea why. Then, she gripped the handlebars and gave me one last unnerving stare before roaring off. I shrunk behind the ledge, heart beating so fast I thought I’d pass out. Thoughts flooded my mind—who is she, and why’s she following me? Should I call the police? But what should I say? Would they even believe me? Should I tell Mom? What if she doesn’t believe me?

“You’re so brave...” 

I pressed my palms into my eyes, not wanting the memory to emerge but it only made the images clearer. His face. His hand on my face. His eyes twitching before going still. And the metallic smell of blood spreading on his shirt and pooling on the floor. No, no, no, not now! Please! But my head didn’t listen. It replayed that awful day. I crumpled up into a ball, my lungs fighting for air as hot tears streamed down my face. I was being haunted by something I couldn’t forget and now, being hunted by someone I didn’t know. Claire’s right, I thought before exhaustion finally pulled me to sleep. I can’t keep avoiding this. 
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“And here’s your receipt. Don’t lose your phone now!” The customer service rep joked as he handed me the bag. If he only knew the truth. After yesterday’s ordeal, I decided to skip classes and have a mental health day. And the first order of business was to buy a new phone. Luckily, I had opted for insurance, paying less for a new device but paying an exorbitant amount on my monthly bill. But I guess in hindsight it was worth it. 

At home, setting up the new phone was a breeze, and after getting my dopamine hit from playing video games, I hopped onto YouTube and doom scrolled through my feed. One video led to another and before I knew it, I was down a rabbit hole in conspiracy theories and bizarre urban legends. Scrolling through pages of quirky thumbnails, one image made me pause—it was the exact pictograph Professor Barhm drew of Atlantis. The title read, “Göbekli Tepe: Atlantis and the Anunnaki connection with Dr. Adam Gordon.” Göbekli Tepe? The Anunnaki? The old teacher never mentioned those in class? I clicked the thumbnail.

The video opened to a young man with gelled brown hair combed to the side. Sitting crossed-legged in a burgundy leather armchair, he adjusted his dark blazer with a smile. “Welcome back to London Archeology Podcast! I’m Chris Tavakos and in this segment, we begin by talking about the spectacular site of Göbekli Tepe, the theories behind this mysterious area, and its connections to other ancient civilizations,” he said with glowing amber cheeks. Chris’ deep and rich undertone carried his accent so well, it reminded me of the narrator of a BBC wildlife documentary I had seen years back. “Here with me today is renowned archeologist and author of the bestselling book ‘Gods of Atlantis: The Anunnaki Rulers’—Dr. Adam Gordon. How are you today, sir?”

The dark creases of the Doctor’s face curled upwards. “I’m doing well, thank you.” He looked like he could have been a university teacher—behind thick-framed glasses, his black, sunken eyes hinted at the vast knowledge he held. Short, tightly coiled hair had turned a dignified grey and his white moustache and stubble sharply contrasted against his ebony skin, showing the many years he had lived. 

Chris shifted in his seat. “Now just before we begin, I would like to offer my condolences to you and your team during the Sphinx Project years ago. That was a terrible tragedy, and my thoughts and prayers go out to the families of the victims,” he said with a comforting smile. 

I wonder what happened. The curious part of me made a mental note to dig deeper later. The Doctor smiled slightly, rubbing his hands over his brown, pleated pants. “T-Thank you for your kind words.”

“So, now that you’re back in action—so to speak—on a new project in Turkey. How’s that going?”

Dr. Gordon beamed. “It’s going quite well. The dig is progressing, and we have much left to uncover.” He spoke with a much lighter tone compared to Chris, reminiscent of the old headmaster from that wizard film.

Chris uncrossed his legs. “Now from what I gathered from my research, Göbekli Tepe seems to challenge mainstream archaeologists’ notions of ancient civilizations because of how old it is. It’s questioning how civilizations began, where they came from and what motivated them to shift from being nomadic tribes into agrarian settlers.” Leaning in, he gestured at the old Doc. “Can you elaborate and explain for the viewers, what exactly Göbekli Tepe means for todays’ knowledge of our history?” 

“Sure, I’ll try and give a condensed version because I can talk about this all day and I don’t think the viewers would stay for that long!” They both let out a chuckle. Dr. Gordon unbuttoned his sandy-colored tweed blazer then shifted comfortably in the armchair, expression sharpening like he was about to set the record straight. “Göbekli Tepe is an interesting site. It does not fit with any known findings anywhere, geographically or historically. It’s built on hard, flat bedrock in southern Turkey, surrounded by miles of desert and roughly fifty-times larger than Stonehenge. Mainstream archeology suggests that a group of hunter-gatherers decided to build Göbekli Tepe but I find that extremely difficult to believe. How could a group, with no progressive history of construction, build this sophisticated megalithic site, seemingly out of nowhere?” He leaned forward, eyes bright as he adjusted his glasses. “To me, it's obvious what we’re seeing here. This was a transfer of knowledge. These people were taught how to construct megaliths! I believe what we are dealing with here, are survivors of a forgotten civilization. One that was lost in myth and legend we all know today as Atlantis.”

Could it be true? I’m sure the professor and Dr. Gordon would have debated this till the end of time. I should show Claire this. I dragged my hands down my face, groaning. I forgot to apologize to her! Snatching my phone, I hurriedly typed out a message.

Hey, just wanted to say sorry for lashing out at u yesterday. Didn’t mean to. I know u were just being a good friend (btw got a new phone).

The typing indicator blinked.

That’s fine. I’m surprised, I didn’t think u had the balls to talk back to me. Hope the phone wasn’t expensive.

My fingers drummed over the screen.

Nah, it was cheap. Wat u up to?

The reply came fast.

Nm. Just watching True Crime episodes. How about u? Hopefully ur not hiding underneath yo bedsheets or in your closet. 

A second message appeared.

If u need to talk, just call me k? <3

I smirked. She always had a caring side.

Yeah I’m alright. Just having a stressful week, I guess. But I’m good. Thnx for caring and thnx for the cookies. You can be sweet...sometimes ;P

The typing indicator blinked then vanished then blinked again.

Ur an idiot.

A second text quickly followed.

But you’re my idiot.

I felt a grin tug at the corner of my mouth. Feeling lighter and satisfied with how things are between us, I continued watching the interview. Chris fidgeted in his seat, giving the camera an uneasy glance. “Really? Atlantis? I may need convincing.”

The Doctor grinned, interlocking his fingers. “Plato wrote that the city was lost to the sea roughly 10,500 BC, which fits around the time when Göbekli Tepe was built. Then, intriguingly, other civilizations began showing up: the Olmecs in Mexico, the Indus Valley societies of Pakistan and India, and even the Yellow River civilizations of China. I theorize that after the destruction of Atlantis, the survivors scattered across the globe, building versions of their mythical city. In a sense, you can say this was to honor the memory of their lost capital. Additionally, I believe these survivors built Göbekli Tepe and left a sign, a reminder of their utopia before moving on to rebuild elsewhere. I’m convinced amongst the ruins, we’ll find something that would absolve all skepticism of Atlantis’s existence.”

Chris rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “And where does the Anunnaki fit into all this? In our last episode you mentioned a link between them and Atlantis.” 

A hint of amusement tugged at the corner of Dr. Gordon’s mouth. “The ancient Sumerians believed in a group of gods known as the Anunnaki, which loosely translates to ‘those who came from heaven down to earth’. In studying ancient texts from Sumer, the mention of an advanced and powerful civilization appears numerous times but interestingly without a name. I’m certain that these Gods, not a figment of imagination but of real, flesh and blood beings, once ruled over Atlantis until its destruction.” 

An ad suddenly appeared, interrupting my fascination with Dr. Gordon’s theory. Damn, Claire’s right, I thought. This whole Atlantis story is interesting. Scrolling down the page to read what the comments had to say, a news thumbnail caught my eye on the suggested section. Saving the interview for a later day, I clicked on recommended video. Posted six hours ago, the title read “10,000-year-old tablet unearthed at Göbekli Tepe!” 

With an authoritative melody typical of all news broadcasts, the ‘BBC’ news logo scrolled onto the screen then transitioned to a young female reporter. “Archeologists at the supposed 10,000-year-old site of Göbekli Tepe in Southern Turkey, unearthed a tablet a few days ago,” she said with a Scottish accent. “They discovered the tablet within a stone container buried twenty feet below the main site. It was a lucky find, they say, since earthquakes in the region opened crevices within the enclosure sites.” 

My foot jittered against the floor, buzzing in worry. Movies taught me one thing and that’s finding a relic buried deep like that was never a good sign. Did they not see The Mummy? In stark contrast to the tweed blazer and pleated pants combo, Dr. Gordon sported a blue Dodgers cap, aviator sunglasses and a simple white T-shirt and shorts. Talking to the camera, he motioned to the stone pit behind him. “As you can see, the area has a large crevice running through it, and we’re all worried about the structures surrounding the location, but fortunately nothing was damaged.”

The video panned over the site, revealing many stone pillars encircling what looked like excavated pits. The camera zoomed into the pit, showing a large split within the encircled area. The doting archeologist pointed at the wide gap, a clear sheen of sweat covering his onyx skin as he smiled. “Here we can see the enormous T-shaped columns arranged sideways as if they are pointing to the center of the pit, exactly where the fissure is.” 

The mystery about all this began to get me hooked like a True Crime episode. My foot shuddered loudly. Come on, what’s on the tablet? Dr. Gordon continued, “The two-by-three-foot tablet we discovered has cuneiform impressions on it. As far as we know, the ancient Sumerians invented this written language but their culture only appeared around 5000 to 4000 BCE. Göbekli Tepe is dated to have been constructed around 10,000 BCE! So, you can tell by our excitement, if we can prove the date of this tablet, either through radiocarbon dating or other means, then this could potentially change the linear history of ancient civilizations as we know it.” 

Wow, I bet Professor Barhm would kill to get his hands on that. The news segment transitioned into a tent where the Doctor held the large stone piece for the camera. It was big, covering his upper body from waist to neck as he proudly displayed it for photographers. Various strokes, lines and triangular grooves carved across the slab, filling every available space with ancient writings. The Doc resumed his interview. “I am currently in the process of translating the cuneiform tablet. It is a difficult language to decipher, but in due time it’ll be done,” he determinedly said with a grin. 

The video continued with Dr. Gordon bent over the tablet, surrounded by a team of young and eager archeologists bouncing on their toes, trying to steal a glance at the find. The camera swept the ecstatic faces, each nodding and sharing a smile with each other. 

Wait—what was that? 

My eyes registered something moving in the background. I clicked a few seconds back. Must be my imagination but just to be sure...My heart began to race. Leaning closer, I let the video play. The archeologist eagerly brushed dirt from the tablet whilst members of his team gingerly stood behind him. Just missing it by a second, my fingers trembled as I dragged the progress bar back and slowed the playback speed. It can’t be... Focusing all my attention between a pair of smiling archeologists, I hit the spacebar the moment the figure appeared. A bolt of shock shot me out of my chair. Holy shit, it’s her! My mind refused to believe it. Those pitch-black eyes. That unmistakable black braid. Her rosy lips—all features burned into my memory. Her pinching glare bored through the camera, like she was staring right at me. Her voice whispered in my head, clear as if she were standing beside me.

“I’ve been searching for you...” 
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“Are you sure that’s her?” Claire squinted, sweat glistening across her forehead. 

Straight from her part-time job as a Taekwondo instructor, she hadn’t had time to freshen up before arriving later that evening. Taking a swig from her Owala tumbler, her short pigtails swayed as she tilted her head, scrutinizing the frozen image of the stalker. She leaned closer to the screen then stood back, eyes pinching in a long, skeptical stare. “You’re not going insane, are you?”

I let out a scoff. “What, no? Look, I know it’s the woman I saw three times already. Her hairdo’s been the same, see?” I noted, tapping the screen. 

“So? Why’s she there?”

My palms shot upward. “I don’t know but they discovered the tablet over two weeks ago and she appeared! Then the lady decided to come over here and terrorize the shit outta me.”

“None of this makes sense,” Claire shrugged, wide eyed. “I think you’re jumping to conclusions here.”

My body temperature spiked. I slump into my chair, arms folding in frustration—I’m not paranoid! I’m sure this is all connected somehow. 

“Think about it, Noah,” Claire said, perching on the edge of my bed. “Why would some random woman come after you? You’re probably confusing the woman in the video for the person who jumped you. And if you’re basing all this off her hairdo, a lot of women have French braids like that.” 

Shaking my head, I rocked back and forth, until my chair squeaked. Claire let out a sigh while she worked through the ties of her pigtails. As they came loose, she gave her head a gentle shake and tousled her short blonde hair into a scruffy mess. “I think this is a case of mistaken identity. The incident last night got you stressed out, that’s all.” 

My voice strained to plead my case. “I know this sounds crazy but I’m sure that’s her. There’s something not right about this woman.” A heavy sensation settled in my chest as I moved toward the window. “She’s been appearing here and there almost every day this week. Not only that, she assaulted me, took my phone and knew my name! Honestly Claire, I think this’s all connected somehow.”

“Connected how?”

“I-I’m not sure but something tells me things are happening for a reason. That it all means...” I bit my lip, hesitant to speak my thoughts. I did so anyway. “Means something is about to happen. Something big. I know it’s strange but that’s what I’m feeling.” 

Claire placed a warm hand on my back, offering me a comforting smile. “Let’s just go to the police. Tell them everything that happened. And if she comes back again, you can call me and I’ll kick her ass, like I did with that guy last year, remember?” I forgot about her encounter with him. Some
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