
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Playlist
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epigraph
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
    	
      
        
          . Chapter 
        
      
    

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Book Two Teaser
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  

For Riyaaz
"Always…"
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  Let this hell be our heaven.Richard Matheson, "What Dreams May Come"

The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.H.P. Lovecraft

Thank your lucky stars that we can call this ours.
We've had some bad ideas, yet we're still here in this life worth dreaming.
I can be your heart, be your soul,
just don't let me off easy, don't you let me go.
Thank your lucky stars that we can call this ours.Coheed and Cambria, "Lucky Stars"
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  Prologue

A Darkness Calls


There are frantic, mocking whispers propelling her forward through a swirling darkness. Even as she tries to glimpse details, she knows it is useless. This is the same nightmare that has plagued her since she was a child, too young to understand such terror. But it has followed her, unrelenting, throughout her life, reminding her that whatever is out there watching her has never really left.  
She can’t understand the whispers—never has. They just chatter on and on, leading her through the darkness until she reaches a destination. Always the same. A shapeless space in a realm unknown. She follows the whispers, longing for clarity—to understand their words—but everything continues as usual. Nothing out of place, and nothing different. 
The darkness continues to swirl, never taking a distinct shape, but always moving… guiding. Finally, after what feels like an eternity of listening and following, a pinprick of light forms ahead of her, slowly opening up. Wider, wider it opens until she sees beyond the darkness to catch a familiar sight.
The temple. The same temple she has seen and longed to enter since she was a child. The same temple that has loomed in her mind, begging to reveal itself. But now it is further away, framed by massive trees and other foliage at the end of a road of rich dirt. This is new—a break from the typical—and even though she knows this will end as a nightmare, she smiles. More information…
She sets out at a run, feet kicking up dust with each surging step. As the darkness recedes to reveal a formed and detailed world, she looks behind her to discover more. The dirt road opens up to a larger road with light traffic, cars avoiding the lane closest to her. The vehicles are small, and as she watches them pass, she studies the license plates until she recognizes their configuration. She has seen these plates before, and the knowledge excites her. India. This temple is in India. 
The whispers turn to screams at her realization, and she turns to face the temple. The path ahead seems darker now, and as the screams escalate, it feels as though the very sound tugs her forward. She wants answers, but now the force that has guided her here seems desperate, and that sends a spike of fear through her. The trees along the path rush by until she is suddenly at the entrance of the temple, its height leaving her in shadow. 
The screams continue as she takes in the sight. Vines wrap around the façade, tangling as it clutches the stone as if to dig in and overtake it. What should be a doorway is blocked by solid stone, as if to keep something locked inside. But as she stares at the entrance, the screams turn to chants. The same string of words fill her mind, a dark call within her nightmare. She recognizes the words—they have filled her dreamscapes before—but they have never felt so frantic and desperate, as if begging for understanding. Then a shock of swirling black tendrils skitter along the ground from behind her to slam against the stone blockade. The assault only takes a few moments, and by the end, a crack forms.
As the dust settles and the tendrils recede, she steps forward to peer inside—the first eyes to see what lies within for many years. How many?
The chants have returned to whispers, and they beckon her as they have all her life. Inside, everything is dark, but what little she can see intrigues her. And as the dreamscape begins to fade away as she heads toward wakefulness, she knows one thing for certain. I must see the real thing…






  
  Chapter One

An Unexpected Discovery


The cavernous echo overwhelms Anton. It is rare for his fears to settle in and dictate his reaction to a job or experience, but here, in this old temple, he’s overwhelmed. Overwhelmed by the emptiness.  The deadness. The halls that have been without human occupation for hundreds of years. And despite his and Kala’s presence within and throughout—going room to room and chamber to chamber—it still feels as though no one is home.
He exits one drafty hallway and enters a room full of shattered pottery. Each step sends crunches and crackles to reverberate against the walls until each sound reminds Anton of the almost demented, incoherent chattering of an asylum rec hall. He shakes his head and attempts the breathing exercises Kala taught him to calm himself. What is it called again? Anton wonders as he creates a rhythm. Inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale.
Pranayama, babe, Kala answers. 
He sighs. Despite his strange gift linking them telepathically since their first official meeting in college, Anton still hasn’t gotten a hold on keeping certain things—certain thoughts—contained to his own mind. I wasn’t sending that to you, he says to her. I was just wondering it… to myself… 
He senses her amusement before her words fill his mind. And I suppose all of your suggestive, dirty fantasies about what we can do when we get back home weren’t supposed to fill my mind either?
He feigns innocence. I have no idea what you’re talking about.
Sure, she responds, sending him the scene she is living within, viewed from her eyes. 
She is dusting out the cracks and crevices within a deeper chamber of the temple, hands and movement gentle. Her care is that of respect—a desire to keep such locations locked in time, preserved and a testament to the past and how it has led to their present. But there’s a persistence in her flourishes and the grip she uses, regardless of her respect. She is nervous. She’s afraid, and it overtakes their telepathy for a moment. But he understands it. 
She has dreamed of this temple for many years; since she was a child. The sealed entrance cracking open and a voice calling to her from the depths. At first he had assumed it was simply a recurring nightmare—a leftover vestige of her imaginative childhood of loving whimsy. But then she had sent him the dream, unknowingly, as they slept side by side, the voice paralyzing both of them in fear. Upon waking, he had wrapped her in his arms and whispered soothing phrases and inside jokes until she was ready to speak of the visions they’d shared. And the dream persisted until discovery of the temple—each crumbling pillar and sealed entry—stopped Kala in her tracks three weeks ago, and the rest is history. 
We can leave, he reminds her.
He knows without seeing her that she must be shaking her head. I can’t leave, she answers, annoyance clear as the image of her task fills his mind once more. Her brushing has picked up its pace and intensity. There’s a reason I’ve been seeing this place.
Or it is just a coincidence. 
You and I both know that’s not the case. You’ve experienced the same thing I have. The nightmare. The fear.
She is right. The fear has enveloped him since he first heard the voice in his mind, speaking in a tone he had never heard but knew to fear. And to listen to.
He may not agree with their presence in the temple, but he is fully aware of the necessity. A primal necessity to follow orders and to please whatever gave the orders. 
I’m just creeped out by this place, he admits as he returns to the hallway to find it colder than when he left it. He shivers as goosebumps sprout onto his exposed arms, and he turns to the entrance. And I’m freezing.
Wimp.
He snorts back a laugh. Sure, the crime fighter is a wimp…
He is.
Anton ignores her teasing and heads out of the temple and luxuriates in the moderate temperatures outside. He opens the trunk of their rental car, scrounges through the bags and shoves many books aside until he finds his jean jacket. As he slips it on, the surrounding forest shifts and rustles with the howling and gusting of wind. Strong and sudden, each barrage of wind brings a new level of tension to the world. The vines which coat the temple walls in lush, snaking greenery snap and slap against the stone, the sound like snickering children amid a game of hide and seek. He shivers again, this time not from cold, but from an overwhelming sensation of unease. He studies the tree line, the road they entered from, and the towering alcoves of the building, waiting to glimpse a source for his rising anxiety.
Who is watching…?
After a few moments, he decides there is nothing—simply a trick his mind is playing with his fear—and he makes his way back into the cold stone. 
The entry chamber must have been a marvel when the temple was an active place of worship. The ornamental carvings on the pillars and the looming archways painted with a substance that once shone with metallic brilliance hint at an abundance of elite patrons, all longing to see their wealth represented by their faith. But the depictions etched into the stone do not resemble a religion familiar to Anton. Every room—every chamber—showcases an era long passed, the good and the bad meshed together in a violent blend of art and archive. 
Wars. Worship. Ritual sacrifice. Times of prosperity. Times of chaos and loss.
Everything blends together, underlined by obvious terror. Cowering figures and screaming faces are the common depiction of people in each engraved and painted scene; a silent cacophony that Anton can almost hear. Each room leads him to a more modern version of society, all offering themselves to an entity whose effigy is missing. 
Blotted out. Chiseled away.
The worshipers bow before a void; an emptiness unnamed.
Anton…
Kala’s voice breaks through his focus and he is confronted with an image. She is standing in a cluttered room. All the statues and pillars and ornamental pieces are collapsed in the center and arranged in a perfect oval. As Kala walks around it, her eyes drift to the walls surrounding the cluster. Vines much like the ones on the outside of the temple crawl their way around the room, weaving in and out of the stone as if it is simply paper. And then, in the exact center of the furthest wall, the plants disappear into the crevices of one carving. 
What the hell? he says as he hurries toward the room. I’m on my way.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kala kneels before the unblemished stone, hands pressed to the surface and eyes lingering on the cracks and the leaves and stems disappearing within. From her side of things there is no opening. Just unending stone and dust. But the air is cooler and breathable in a way the rest of the temple has not felt, and every few seconds she glimpses a leaf fluttering in an unfelt breeze. Impossible. 
As she waits for Anton—his footsteps echoing from a distance—she contemplates the room. It is the final one within the sprawling building and its chambers that descend into the earth. One way in and no other options. No turns. No doorways but the entrance. The objects in the center of the room, perfectly placed, speak of a purpose… something worth the trouble of dismantling the structure of the room and discarding possessions. A ritual of some sort, held in the temple’s heart, shaped in an unending oval. No beginning. No end. She runs her right hand over the vines and feels a light pull of air, cold and fresh as the atmosphere outside. Impossible.
Stop saying that! Anton growls into her mind, still a few chambers away from her. 
You’ll say the same thing when you get here. 
She sinks her index finger into the crevice where a leaf partly sticks out, wiggling with the flow of air. Only the tip of her finger fits, but she can feel a distinct lack of obstruction despite the appearance of solid material. She fits her other fingertips into the crack and tugs. The wall does not move. 
With thundering steps, Anton arrives at her side and collapses beside her. He leans over and kisses her cheek, a crooked smirk stamped onto his face and a loose curl bouncing in the center of his forehead. “So, what’s impossible?” he asks with a clap of his hands. 
She cannot help but smile. He always attacks issues or problems head on with a strange mixture of lightheartedness and criticism, a smile on his face and a glint in his eyes. And this moment is no different. So she points to the line in the carvings and the disappearing vines. “Where are they going?”
Anton lifts up and leans toward the wall, face moving mere inches from the surface. She watches as he closes one eye and focuses in on something she cannot see. He runs his own fingers along the same space she had minutes before, over and over, until he falls back down onto the backs of his legs and then turns his gaze to her. He’s clearly amused as he crosses his arms and grins. 
“What is it, Sherlock?” she teases him impatiently. 
“My dear Kala,” he says as he reaches out and touches her cheek. “What you’ve found here is a false wall.”
“A false wall?”
Anton nods, and Kala can see that his amusement is giving way to giddiness. “You have found something that actually makes all this archeology nonsense interesting to me.”
She raises a brow and tilts her head. “Excuse me?”
He raises his hands and attempts to backtrack. “Well, I mean, I of course find your work interesting, but sometimes… well, the work is boring. But this,” he says as he points at the wall. “This makes your work akin to Indiana Jones, and that’s fucking awesome!”
She stands, steps over him and then begins a struggle to tug the wall from its place. Nothing moves. “If this were Indiana Jones, there’d be a way of opening this,” she insists with a huff as she kicks the wall in frustration. 
Everything she’s imagined about this temple and the meaning behind the ominous nightmare fall apart as the wall remains unmoving and mysterious. Everything leading up to this moment had been exactly as she imagined. The awe of walking into the place that has called to her since childhood. The exploration of unseen depths. The intoxicating sensation of entering a place that has been locked away and uninhabited for so long. All of it meets and falls away at this wall. Is this truly what I was meant to discover? Nothing?
As she wallows, Anton stands and begins scrolling through menus on his watch. A new prototype from his family’s company, they have used this technology to detect harmful chemicals, determine structural integrity and even run some lab diagnostics on soil. He scans the length of the wall, tracing the line where the vines disappear and even following the images of the scene set between the hiding greenery. The watch beeps and ticks as the software runs through variables and studies the information. And then Anton nods. “It is a false wall.”
“How do we get to the other side of it without compromising the structure?”
Anton laughs. “Either we figure out where the secret lever is, or we get some help.”
“Help?”
For a moment Anton simply stares at her and she can feel him waiting for her to figure it out, to understand who he means. And by the glint in his eye, she soon grows warm with irritation. “Not her.”
“Why not?” 
“I said I didn’t want to compromise the structure. She’ll most definitely compromise it.”
“How so?”
“By destroying it, Anton.”
He reaches out, grasps her wrist and pulls her to him. His other arm wraps around her waist, enveloping her in a warmth she hadn’t realized was missing until now. “She’s not that bad. And I will be certain she understands the rules.”
She glares at him, lips pursed and stubbornness strong. Despite the desire she feels to curl into him, she resists, keeping herself stiff against him. “Does she even know what rules are?” They may be talking about a friend, but even Kala knows better than to underestimate their friend’s strength. She knows all too well how destructive unchecked power can be, having seen it firsthand.
His forehead touches hers and in seconds the façade she was building collapses. Her eyes lock with his, and their breath mingles as their lips remain close enough to touch, but never bridging the gap. “Let me handle this, babe,” he almost begs, and Kala melts. 
She nods and then their lips collide. Warmth encircles her as the spark that never fails to light takes on a life of its own until they break apart, breathless, and then she nods again. “Fine, but if she does any major damage to this room, I will kill her.”
“She won’t do anything until I confirm there’s nothing dangerous on the other side of this wall.”
She raises a brow. “Why would there be something dangerous on the other side?”
Anton lets out a long, exasperated sigh. “Do we need to do an Indiana Jones re-watch?”

      [image: image-placeholder]The crowding of trees around them provides a wondrous amount of shade as he waits for Kala to prepare chai over the small camping stove. While they often stay in luxurious accommodations, in part thanks to his father's name, they more often than not camp on-site. The temple looms behind him, both tranquil and threatening all at once. Too many secrets, he thinks with a glance over his shoulder toward the entrance. A dark, ominous doorway. A rectangle of uncertainty. 
“So, logically, wouldn’t any harmful chemicals have already seeped into the rest of the room and, slowly, the rest of the temple?” Kala asks as she pours a spoonful of chai into the small pot, the roiling sweetened milk instantly transforming into a golden cream. The scent of cinnamon and clove floats on the breeze to his nose. He never used to drink tea. Maybe an iced black tea here and there, but never hot tea. But Kala's family swore that a good cup of chai was the best medicine. Comforting and warm. It quickly became a staple in their home together. 
Anton shakes his head. “Not necessarily.”
“So how do you plan on making sure it is safe?” Kala stirs the mixture, sifting the leaves and seasonings through the liquid until the golden color deepens half a shade.
He picks up his backpack and digs around until his fingers find the cool surface of the tablet. He pulls it out and presses the power button on the side, then waits for it to boot up. He created this tablet despite the lack of encouragement from his father. "You're wasting the company's resources on this nonsense," his father said when he brought him the sketches and specs. All he cared about was profit, and a product's widespread use. He cared little for the benefits it might have to field work and more about whether the average consumer might want to spend the money on it. 
Anton frowns as he looks at the tablet. It has extra knobs and buttons on the front below the large screen, and additional ports for processing organic materials and air samples. It is perfect for their needs, to be certain of a location's safety, to map out a location and to test it. He hands it to Kala and admires her as she turns the tablet over in her hands. The screen lights up to their wedding photo as the wallpaper. She smiles, but then looks at him.
“What’s this thing?”
He can tell she’s interested. “This essentially does the same work as my watch, but with much more accuracy and focus, as well as some other nifty additions I recently added.”
Kala blinks. “So it will scan the wall and even the room and provide all the data we need? Chemical readings, structural specs… the works?”
“Exactly,” Anton answers with a nod and proud smile. It is just a prototype, but he hopes some successful use out in the field will give his father the push to consider it a worthy product. He imagines a handshake from his father if it works, or at least a murmured "good job." Something.
“And why wasn’t this used at the Cambodian shrine I restored last year? You know, when I fell through a rotten floor and broke my foot?”
He looks away as a rush of warm embarrassment fills his cheeks. “It wasn’t a thing last year…”
“Fine,” she growls, then winks. “So you don’t want me breathing noxious fumes, but shattering my foot is completely acceptable. It’s okay,” she says, then points at him playfully… accusingly. “I see you.”
He brushes off her words and continues explaining the device, talking her through each process, app and gauge. The photogrammetry program he created sparks a gleam in Kala's eyes, and he cannot help but be mesmerized. Her interest in his tech warms him from the inside out, giving him the affirmation that he has longed for since his teens. He explains how it will work to measure a space and reconstruct it from even the most fragmented pieces. 
"I've heard of this sort of thing, but I've never been able to see it firsthand. It is usually reserved for teams with billionaire financial contributions." Kala continues to flip through the many modes with a smile on her face, and he fights back laughter. It is as if she forgets that my father is a billionaire… he muses in the small segment of his mind he keeps for himself. 
Kala has never been much for money–she hadn't even realized who he really was until he had worked up the courage to invite her to the monthly family dinner, an event that no longer exists. Their simple home and way of living is a testament to Kala's influence on him. He no longer needs excess. Her presence in his life and the world they have built for themselves is more than enough, causing all else to fall away. 
He takes the tablet back from her. “And of course, it can do everything else a normal tablet does. Like video calls. Let's call in the muscle," he says as he logs into the company's messaging app and scrolls through the contact list. He finds the one he wants and clicks "call."
The logo of his parents’ company spins as the call waits to connect from half a world away.
Then the screen lights up with the blinking lights of a server room. Elena looks into the screen and glares. “What?” she asks, impatience layered in her tone. 
“Is that any way to speak to a friend?”
“What do you want, Anton?”
He rolls his eyes and beside him Kala chuckles. “I’m sending some images and data your way, and I may need you to meet us.”
Elena’s purple eyebrow rises to meet a matching purple curl settled against her brow. “Meet you? Aren’t you guys in, like, Timbuktu or wherever the fuck…”
“India,” they answer in unison. Anton reaches over and grasps Kala’s hand. Why is she always so difficult? he wonders, sending the question through the link to his wife. 
She smirks, squeezes his hand and then replies, She has to work with you, babe.
He ignores the comment and, instead, focuses on Elena’s obnoxious guffaw. “Might as well be fucking Timbuktu, Anton.”
“We really need your help.”
Elena tosses something out of frame that she had been toying with and a crash echoes as the object hits others, then she wipes her hands together. “Help with what?”
Anton leans forward and whispers, “Help with some heavy material.”
Kala groans at his vague delivery as she removes the pot from the heat and pours steaming chai into two speckled blue camping mugs, filtering out the tea leaves with a simple strainer above each rim. “This is so stupid,” she murmurs as she shakes her head. She places a mug in front of him.
“You want me to lift shit for you?” Elena asks, no nonsense. Her face is flat and blank, and Anton knows without a doubt that anger is brewing behind the neutrality. “You want me to travel across the globe to lift shit for you?”
After a moment of hesitation, he nods. 
“Are you paying for the flight? The hotel? The damage to my sanity?”
He nods once more. “Of course.”
She throws her head back with a frustrated groan, purple hair bouncing with the movement. “Fine, I’ll be there. Send your fucking private jet.”
The call ends, and Anton lays the tablet down slowly, then picks up his cup of chai, savoring the smell before taking a sip. The warmth of the tea comforts him. A headache is already sprouting to the surface, right at the front of his skull, in response to the exchange, and he hopes the tea will do wonders.
Kala clears her throat and he looks at her to find her arms crossed and her face a portrait of disbelief. “We didn’t even take the private jet here.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The campfire is their only light and only warmth aside from one another. Kala stares at the flames, lost in the dance of each tendril as they curl and lick at the air. The light has driven away the darkness until it surrounds them, like a crowd on the outside looking in, with the outline of the temple stamped against the night sky. She feels the history, the age. Everything that has taken place on these grounds and everything that will ever take place, mixed into the ground and the air and the vegetation. 
She is entranced by it and Anton is terrified by it. 
"Not terrified, just… uneasy," he says, always listening when she doesn't actively keep her thoughts to herself.
"What's making you so uneasy?"
She looks away from the flames and watches as he contemplates his answer. His gaze grows distant, eyes ablaze with the campfire's reflection. His unease could be the effect of several things; whether he has kept more to himself or not is what has piqued her interest. It could be the chill in the air. The destruction in the temple that doesn't fit traditional archaeological vandalism. The knowledge that her dreams have led them here to this place… to this moment. 
"I suppose it is a little bit of everything." Anton reaches out and warms his hands. "Everything just feels… off. As if we're not meant to be here."
She cannot deny feeling the same. That same looming urge to run, to leave despite her excitement and desire for answers. The surrounding trees on their own scream of hidden figures and additional secrets they likely do not want to uncover, just beyond their line of sight. 
"It just seems like we've found something we shouldn't have," he adds. 
Kala nods and reaches out for one of his hands. She laces her fingers with his, admiring how perfectly they fit together, much like their minds.
Everything about their relationship has always just… fit. From their temperaments to their love of travel, enjoyment of food and good books, to their shared obsession with music of all kinds. They fit together in a way she has rarely seen two people fit before. Enjoying the highs and surviving the lows is so much easier together, and in this moment, she isn't quite sure which one they are living in. The uncertainty surrounding this trip and exploration has muddied her confidence.
"But we have each other," she murmurs, resting her head on his shoulder. "That has to count for something, right?"
Anton chuckles and rests his head atop hers. They stare into the flames together, once more lured in by the light and heat. His unease is still there, and the dark and creepy sensations he has experienced all day are still there in his mind, insistent. But she feels him mentally setting it all aside before he says, "It counts for everything." 






  
  Chapter Two

Helping Hand


They are outside of the temple, waiting. A light breeze sends loose leaves floating about the temple compound and around their car as they lean against the hood, hands in jacket pockets and patience wearing thin. “I thought you said she’d be here.” 
“She said she arrived this morning and was on her way,” Anton insists. He knows Elena wouldn’t leave him hanging—they have known one another long enough to know when something is serious. But with her lateness and lack of communication, he’s beginning to question his friend’s reliability. 
“All I know is that next time, she is not using the company jet unless we’ve used it.”
Anton laughs. “You’re still hung up on that?”
“Yes!” Kala says as her hair whips about with a sudden gust of wind, then falls back to her shoulders like a shawl. “We flew commercial! We were beside the loudest snorer I have ever heard and behind the world’s worst cologne.”
Anton reaches out and slips his hand into her jacket pocket, fingers lacing with hers within. “It wasn’t that bad. And I’m not going to use my parents’ resources for everything.”
Kala shifts over until she’s leaning against him, bodies pressed close and her weight digging him into the hood. She brushes her fingers through his hair and then nudges his head forward, drawing his lips to hers with ease; he will never refuse those lips or that tongue. They meld together, comforting in their familiarity and taste. When they part, she nuzzles his nose with the tip of her own, which makes him smile. “I love that you try so hard for independence from them. But, I mean, the jet just sits there…”
He kisses her once more, interrupting her words as they cut off into his mouth. He cannot resist how contact with Kala makes him feel. Everything swirls in his mind. Every moment with her. Every word and touch and shared glance. The years all converge in their kisses and he’s addicted to it. When the kiss ends, he says, “I promise we’ll use the jet more often. Happy?”
She shrugs. “Perhaps.” Then she winks and he cannot help but chuckle. 
A throat clears, followed by a voice. “You two make me sick.”
They turn their attention to the source of the voice to find Elena standing a few feet away, backpack hanging from one hand and her jacket from the other. The breeze sends her short hair into a mess of purple and grey curls, sticking out this way and that chaotically. Sunglasses shield her eyes, but it is clear she is unamused and uninterested in being here. Anton stands straighter and Kala moves off of him, slipping to the side as the awkwardness fills the air. “Finally,” Anton says as he walks to his friend and gives her a small hug. 
“The cab driver was an idiot. Kept saying this place didn’t exist and that I was sending him on some wild goose chase. But he kept looking in the rearview at me with these shifty, nervous eyes. Like he was lying to me.”
Kala laughs. “Why would he lie?”
“I was very confused,” Elena continues as she drops her bag onto the ground and walks forward to hug Kala. When they part, she says, “He finally agreed to follow the directions from my phone and then when we pulled up to the road, he stopped abruptly and essentially told me he would not go any further and I was on my own.”
Anton and Kala look at one another, brows raised in identical arches. His head tilts to the side as he turns his attention back to Elena. “He wouldn’t go on the temple road?”
Elena shakes her head. “Flat out refused. When I asked why, he said the place is evil, pointed at some old rubble along the side of the road, and then did some weird hand gesture like he was warding off spirits. I got out of the car and he got the fuck out of there before I could say anything. I didn’t even get around to paying him.”
“He was that scared?” Kala turns toward the road and begins walking, throwing words over her shoulder as she goes. “I wanna see what he was looking at—whatever scared him.”
Elena grabs her backpack and follows. Anton locks the car and then joins them, his steps careful on the rough forested roadway. The trees quickly envelop them and the sounds of a thriving ecosystem take over for the quiet they had heard moments before, mixing with their steps and the shifting of their clothes. Anton admires the lush greenery that closes in around the path, hugging it and shrouding it from sunlight. It has a different feel from the forests he’s accustomed to. The northeastern forests in the United States, with their changing leaves and the smell of maple. The magic and mystery of his own dreary Pacific Northwest. This forest is different. A sprawling forest that extends throughout the city they’ve stayed in for the last few days, it is barely subdued from overtaking the world. But the fact that the outside of the temple is still so untouched by the ravenous plant life gives him pause, especially with Kala’s discovery of the vines deep within, clawing into the carved crevices and disappearing. 
They continue walking until they reach the end of the road, at the turnoff accessing the main highway. Elena directs them to a spot almost hidden by bushes, but just visible enough. 
A cluster of rubble—old pillars, signage and trash—sits in the trees on the side of the road, hinting at the temple’s existence, but could easily just be some thrown out building materials. But to someone who knows what to look for, the markings on the stone pillars are unmistakable. The symbols are the same as the ones in the last chamber of the temple. Same strange words and depictions. He turns to find Kala studying the stone, eyes darting this way and that to take in every visible detail. 
“Did you get the number of the cab?” she asks as she kneels before the pillars and brushes some leaves aside to see the completion of one unknown phrase. 
Elena laughs, then pulls her phone out of her back pocket and shows them a photo of the car as it peels away. License plate and the cab number are in full, unobstructed view. “Did you really doubt me? Of course I did. I know how you two work. But hurry up and jot it down, I only have about five percent of my battery life left.”
Anton takes out a notepad and writes the numbers down, then Elena shoves the phone back into her pocket. 
“So what do all of those scribbles and carvings mean, exactly?” Elena asks, kneeling beside Kala. 
Kala shifts her gaze to their friend and shrugs. “No idea.”
“Wait a second. You dragged me across the globe to help you in a temple you have no idea about?”
Anton and Kala both nod.
“What the fuck, guys!”
“It is really difficult to explain,” Kala answers. “But I am learning. I have some… guesses.”
“How about we track down this cab driver first, then we’ll come back and take care of everything here?” Anton asks, hoping to relieve the tension between the two women. 
Elena rolls her eyes. “Yeah, let’s track down that superstitious weirdo.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Elena and Kala sit with the man. His eyes are wide and his hands shake in his lap along with his right leg. “I don’t know what I’ve done. I took you where you needed to go. What else do you want from me?”
“We simply have a few questions for you,” Kala gently says, eyes softening to let him know she means him no harm and that he is not in trouble. 
“I didn’t even take your money,” the man continues.
“We’re not here about that,” Elena insists, the impatience in her voice clear and threatening. Kala glares at her and shakes her head. Elena holds up her hands. “Fine.”
“We’re just curious why you would not turn onto the temple road.”
The man closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. His shaking leg goes still for a moment as he begins to calm, and Kala can see him spinning the wedding ring on his finger instead. Anything to remain calm and form the words. “There are rumors. Old tales.”
“What sort of tales?”
The man shakes his head and whimpers.
“Look, dude, we can’t dilly dally. What sort of tales are you talking about?” Elena growls and the man whimpers more. 
“Please, sir,” Kala says softly, glaring at Elena out of the corner of her eye. “We need to know. We’re exploring and restoring the temple. We need to know what it all means.”
After a moment and quick gesture that must be to ward off curses, the man blurts out, “Evil.”
“Excuse me?”
“Evil. All of it. Every stone. Every inch of that place is pure evil.”
The man’s demeanor has changed. Where before he had been nervous for his job, now he seems afraid for his life. Kala can see it plainly: the temple means darkness to the surrounding cities and villages, but he is unwilling to go into detail. “How do you know this?”
He shrugs. “Stories. My grandparents told them to us, and they were told the same stories. All about evil. Strange sounds that came from that direction, like the sacrificing of people. Strange lights and vibrations.”
“Do you know what god they worshiped there?” Kala asks, remembering all the stories depicted in the ornate carvings. 
The man shakes his head. “No. And I do not wish to know. Evil must remain unnamed.”

      [image: image-placeholder]As they pull up to the temple once again, Kala feels uneasy. The idea of being drawn to a place of evil turns her once calmly beating heart into a racing, pounding fury. The dreams she’s lived with her entire life now feel so ominous… so dangerous in their persistence through the years, and there’s no true answer. She cannot read the words and numbers carved into the stones. She cannot translate the artwork with accuracy. Everything is a mess and she sees the structure before her in a different light. Her steps toward the entrance are heavy and fearful, hesitant when yesterday they had been impatient and hopeful. How do we move forward? she wonders.
We don’t have to… Anton says.
She looks down at her feet, disappointment following shortly after. She shakes her head just enough for him to notice. But what if there’s a real reason for us to be here?
It can’t be a good reason to be here, Kala.
Her feet touch the stone just beneath the keystone in the arch, and her breath is sucked from her chest, as if a weight is thrown onto her and then quickly removed. She inhales as quickly as she can, her fear bringing tears to her eyes. Then she stops. 
In seeing the building in a new and darker light, she feels it differently as well. Every little thing she ignored the day before—considering them some unexplainable sensations and tricks of the environment—are unavoidable now. Cold spots. Noises with no source. Pure evil. That’s what the cab driver called it. And as Kala steps deeper into the entrance chamber, she swears she can feel it. 
“So this is the infamous temple,” Elena says as she clambers in, her footsteps heavy despite her petite size. “And you have absolutely no idea, no clue, what was worshiped here?”
Kala sighs, then shrugs. “No. The effigies painted or carved here have been defaced, and I can’t tell if that was the original intention or something done long after the fact.”
“No guesses?”
“Typically, this sort of defacing happens many years after the fact. A sort of religious vandalism. Those in the religious majority do not want anyone to know of the minorities.”
“But…”
Kala grins. “But, it has been done to every effigy in this temple. Every depiction of a deity has been harmed—vandalized—to a point where recognition is impossible. Unless we find one untouched, we’ll never truly know the subject of this art.”
Elena traces the lines of an old railing, then looks at her fingertips with a grimace. “How long has this place been empty?”
“Too long,” Anton answers as he leans against the entry archway. “When no one has any solid information about a place, it has been neglected too long.”
“Or the people are being purposefully vague.” Kala eyes Anton warningly. His skepticism is always a source of contention between them. “We come across this at every dig site, every construction or restoration project. People will refuse to give any information or share recollections. They act superstitious and just all around unfriendly.”
“Occupational hazard?” Elena asks.
Kala and Anton both nod, then walk deeper… further into the depths of the temple. Their steps echo off the walls, following them as they move, like a ghost of their progress. Each chamber off of the main path now sends Kala into a spiral of nonsensical worries. What might be hiding in each chamber? Are they alone? I think I understand what you meant yesterday when you said it was creepy, she admits to Anton. She glimpses him shiver at the revelation. A subtle movement, but one she feels doubly through their connection. It is kinda creepy.
Now that you know people think the place is evil, you think it is creepy. Definitely on brand for you, babe.
She sends him an innocent smile and moves a little faster through an abnormally cold section of the main hallway. 
“So… is it always this cold?” Elena asks, rubbing her arms to conduct warmth.
“It depends,” Kala says with a shrug as she steps over a fallen pot in the center of the path. “Sometimes, the stone materials keep places like this cold constantly. Here, however, it is sporadic… never in the same places.”
Elena halts at the pot and stares at the two of them. “Wait, isn’t that some sort of paranormal phenomenon?”
“Cold spots?” Kala asks. When Elena nods, she answers, “Well, yes.”
“And you want me to be in this place where some ghost might pop out and mark me?”
Anton chuckles. “Mark you?”
“Yes,” she hisses. Elena’s eyes are wild and, for a moment, Kala wonders if she is about to bolt. Fight or flight reaction. Then she runs a hand through her mess of short curls. “I don’t like the idea of not seeing an enemy.”
“Well, we haven’t seen or felt anything here in this place,” Kala promises. “Right, Anton?”
For a second, he doesn’t answer and Kala’s heart skips a beat. Then he simply nods. 
What have you seen?
Nothing, he answers flatly. 
You’re lying.
I didn’t see anything. It just felt like someone was watching me when I was out at the car yesterday.
She spins her head to study her husband’s face. She sees no fear or unease, but through their link, she feels it. An uncertainty. Have you felt it since?
As they enter the last room and switch on all the work lights, Anton answers, No, but I don’t want to feel it again.






  
  Chapter Three

Unholy Mantra


The glow of the lights casts shadows along the walls; each carving looks deeper and more jagged, and every painting appears darker as the vines cling to the stone. Kala leads them to the center wall, ignoring the artifacts and pillars clustered together at the center of the room.  
It is as she left it. The vines and leaves disappear along the edges of the wall and the air, once again, feels fresh and luxuriously new. Her hand lingers for a moment on the defaced deity in one column of artistry, then she allows it to fall back to her side and into her jacket pocket as she turns toward Elena. “This is the false wall we sent you photos of yesterday.”
“Oh, yeah!” 
They watch as Elena moves closer to investigate. She knocks on the stone gently and listens, then presses her fingertips into the crevices along each side. She lightly kicks it and dust shivers and rains down from the ceiling. 
“We’d like to keep the room intact, Elena,” Kala warns with a brief twang of surging panic as she covers her mouth to keep from breathing in the dust particles. 
“I’d like to run some tests first, also,” Anton says. He digs the device from the day before out of his bag and starts it up, then hits it. “What the…” 
“Having performance issues?” Elena asks with a smirk.
“It is just… glitching. Hold on.”
The two of them watch as he fiddles with the buttons and knobs, hands shaking with nervousness at the tech’s malfunction. Kala frowns. She knows how much his inventions mean to him… and to his parents as well. Every second he spends in a lab or workshop are precious resources they might lose, and with many failed products under his belt, Anton cannot afford another flop. Minutes tick by and the device beeps and whirs in Anton’s hands, louder than any hand-held device should be. He murmurs under his breath, cursing the device as he tries new fixes, all the while his mind moves a mile a minute—each thought battering into her mind to allow her a glimpse inside the chaos. Each equation. Each possible coding error in need of tweaking. Every single wire and chip nestled inside the tablet. She is aware of it. Aware, but not an expert. Anton begins to pace, eyes still locked on the screen. 
Kala knows that the pacing means he is on his way to a fix; she has experienced this process before and she smiles. It might appear strange—maybe even a bit manic—to someone on the outside looking in, but she knows the sequence of events. First annoyance and aggression, then one hundred percent focus tied to a pattern of pacing, then voilà, a properly working gadget is presented. 
They continue to watch him, still mumbling and adjusting parameters. Elena shakes her head. “I can’t take this. I’m just gonna move the fucking wall.”
Kala reaches out, but misses Elena’s arm by mere inches as she steps up to the hidden cracks, fingers slipping between vines. “No!”
“I got it!” Anton shouts. 
Kala and Elena turn to find him holding up the tablet in triumph. “’Bout time,” Elena says. 
Anton glares at her, but the smile on his face shows he is not angry. He enjoys the chance to prove himself. This one will certainly be on the list to be shown to his father if the apps and programs actually provide solid, accurate information about whatever lies beyond the wall. 
He walks toward the wall and a grid of dots lights up upon the surface, following the curve of each carving and the lines of the vines that snake their way about before sinking through the camouflaged cracks. He traces the entirety of the false wall, as well as the ceiling directly above, with the grid and then walks away to crouch down at the center of the room. Kala follows and looks over his shoulder. The screen is alight with graphs and numbers fluctuating as the programs evaluate the data. None of it makes much sense to her; everything on the screen feels immaterial and unimportant when the wall is mere feet from her, a physical representation of a mysterious history.
“Looks like there’re no levels of toxicity beyond the wall, and from the scan, it seems like moving it won’t impact the structural integrity.” He looks around and up at Kala with a wide smile, then says, “And look at this.”
He hands her the tablet and opens what looks like blueprints. Blueprints which begin at the wall but move inward, into the mysterious room beyond. Details are scarce, but the knowledge the blueprints bring is more than she could have imagined. “There’s actually something there!”
“Of course there is! Why would someone make a false wall that leads nowhere?” Anton is beaming with pride and excitement. 
Kala presses a gentle kiss against his lips before turning toward the false wall, impatient to explore the space just on the other side. “Elena, you know what to do.”
Elena’s lips spread into a wide, giddy grin. “Hell yeah,” she says as she grips both sides of the wall, digs fingers deep into the crevices and pulls. 
For a moment, nothing happens. Some dust falls and the lights closest to the wall shake a bit, but the wall doesn’t move. Then a low and ominous grinding sound etches its way through the space between the false wall and its neighbors, and the vines snap. And, as if it weighs nothing, the wall shifts and is in Elena’s arms, sliding away from its place. Elena leans it against the left-hand wall with a heaving breath, then wipes her dust covered hands against her jeans. 
“That didn’t seem too difficult,” Kala murmurs as she steps closer to the brand new opening before her. 
“Yeah, well, I’ll be sending you my doctor bill for any hernias I accrue from this job.”
The stones on either side are draped with the broken vines that now dangle there, lifeless from the force of the removal. But a few remain that hug the archway and make their way into the room beyond, filling the now open space with a fresh, earthy scent. Kala breathes deeply, losing herself in the atmosphere and the newness presented to her. Yesterday the doorway was closed… today it is open and ready to reveal its secrets. She steps into the room beyond and blocks the light that had been trickling in from her work lamps. Her shadow stretches the length of the room and hits the distant wall, the shape of her head directly at the center of whatever ancient, unseen carving inhabits the space. She hears the hum of silence long left untouched and unheard, a phenomenon she cannot explain but has experienced many times in her career and life. 
As she takes another step, she recalls her first experience with such a hum. 
She was with her parents at Great Basin National Park, taking a guided tour of the cave systems there. The deeper they went, the heavier the silence until it overwhelmed her, weighing against her ears and pressing against her mind. It scared her at first. Never had she experienced such a total silence. Never had she heard such a hum. The contradiction of the situation baffled her. But the phenomenon continued long after, in every old and unexplored place she traversed and unearthed. 
And now, in this temple, the humming is at its most intense. She closes her eyes for a moment and focuses on the silence, familiarizing herself with its intensity until the hum subsides, replaced by the scraping of shoes against stone and the shifting of clothing in movement. She opens her eyes just as Anton carries a light into the room and places it in one corner, beams focusing in on the center of the room. She allows herself to take a calming breath and then glances forward to where her shadow had been resting. 
Her heart stops.
Her breathing stops.
Her eyes lock onto it and her palms begin to sweat. 
An eye. Multi-colored, lidless and reaching. As she looks at it, she feels it reaching for her, drawing her in with the same voice she hears in her nightmares. Words unknown… gibberish to her modern mind, but still somehow she guesses their meaning. I have to… touch it.
Kala… Anton warns.
She keeps moving despite the fear rushing through her, from both herself and from Anton.
Kala…
She wants to respond. She longs to respond. But words evade her and all that is left is the eye, as if it is all she knows and all she has ever known. She vaguely hears Anton and Elena rushing to her and their frantic pleas, but she is now mere inches from the eye and her fingers itch to touch its surface… to know its secrets. 
The moment her skin meets the cold stone surface, the world around her falls away and all she sees is her hand and the eye beneath it. A void sweeps up and the room vanishes along with everything and everyone. The silence returns, humming and pushing against her with more intensity than she has ever heard, mixing with the words she heard before her fingertips made contact. But now the words make sense. Before she had been in complete darkness, but now the meaning is laid bare, ready for her to translate. 
Find me. Know me. Fear me. 
These words repeat. Over and over, and soon with no pauses or punctuation. 
Find me know me fear me find me know me fear me
As her hand remains pressed to the painted iris, the words blur together.
Findmeknowmefearmefindmeknowmefearme
And then the room returns and is filled with moving artwork. The carvings and paintings have come to life, now complete and unblemished, and she sees the history of the world differently than she did moments before. The voice continues chanting, luring her to continue gazing… learning…
The carvings depict a history not so different from the one she’s grown up learning and reading, but with minor changes.
Shown in tiers, each era of human history towers over one another to showcase progress and development, but at the center of each era is the eye, lidless and ominous over the earth. Kala tries to fight away from the control and toward Anton’s distant voice, but the vision grips her tight and thrusts her forward, into the carvings, until it is as if she’s stone herself. The voice continues its chant, this time with only two words over and over. 
Find me.
With these words, Kala is among an ancient people as they run, spears in hand, toward a length of lightning in the distance. The people are all nude but for a few cloaked figures, dark and mysterious, that lead the charge. They shout and murmur in a frenzy of unfamiliar words, but the message is clear: they are fearful, but curious. They must know what the source of the lightning is. As she watches the people, she focuses on the cloaked figures. She studies them. Their faces are shrouded from view, but their voices travel out from the depths of their hoods, deep and dark. Kala listens to their words in an attempt to grasp their intent. They are not running in fear and curiosity like the others; they are running in expectation. Their words are full of certainty and excitement. They are running to find the source, but not to investigate, for they already know what they are looking for. They know the source, but they long to bear witness. 
They rush through jagged trees and rustling bushes. As they go, a colorful saber-toothed feline darts out of the greenery, eyes them for a moment with terrified glowing orbs, then darts into the trees on the other side of the path. Soon after, another creature catapults by, enveloped in swirling shadows and smoke, eyes glowing with multi-colored fury. Kala’s heart pounds as they grow near to the lightning and the electricity surges from the bolt, charging the air and shocking her with an odd combination of cold and heat. 
The trees end and the world opens up to reveal a crater, deep and violent, the edges molten with melting stones and burning grass. The nude warriors shout and stab at the crater with their spears, drawing Kala’s gaze to the center. In the middle of the sloping ground, the lightning carves its way deep into the earth and a black cloud erupts. The cloud billows in the charged air until it reaches the people. The warriors shield their mouths and noses in a desperate attempt to keep the substance from entering their bodies. But the flowing mass is forceful and more than what it appears, and it scrapes and stabs at their arms until they can no longer protect themselves. The smoke enters their bodies and they writhe as if possessed.
The cloaked figures circle the crater until all six of them have found a perfect position. They raise their arms and begin to chant. Words unknown, simply gibberish to Kala’s ears, but then the ominous voice returns and speaks two new words, over and over.
Know me.
The hooded worshipers continue their chant, and the warriors fight through their possession toward them. The pain in their eyes is clear, and they begin clawing at their throats and chests, the smoke burning them from the inside out. But one does not. He continues on, fighting his way through the cluster of suffering comrades to one of the hooded figures. His spear is still in his hands and he stabs at the person before him, silencing his chanting. The rest of them remain chanting, but the world shifts.
The smoke whirls and fights its way through the warriors once again, taking no prisoners and showing no patience. Lightning flickers, buzzes, then dies with a crack. The crater shakes and the opening lights up with a brilliant roiling sea of color. Red. Blue. Purple. Green. Yellow. Orange. Again and again, the colors shift and dance, then meld together until all that is left is black. And then… silence. Humming silence.
A void. An overwhelming void. 
And a voice. That voice. Deep within the void, the voice finishes its original chant with the last two words, spoken in almost a sinister whisper right into her mind. 
Fear me.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Kala!”
His throat has grown scratchy and sore as he holds Kala in his arms, head cradled against his lap and legs splayed out. Her skin is cold and her cheeks, once rosy, are now pale as his fingers trace the line of her face. 
Kala…
“Anton, maybe we should get her to a hospital.”
He shakes his head and rocks Kala in his arms, whispering to her. Mainly nonsense. Repeated words of adoration and inspirational mottos he used to hate but now seem so fitting. Her body twitches as if awakening from a nightmare. “Kala? Baby?” Her fingers clench into fists and then release, and he grips her hands, hoping for comfort for her and himself. For a moment, she does not respond, then her fingers lace with his and hold fast with an intensity he is not prepared for. “Kala?”
Her eyes open. They open wide with fear and tears fall from her lashes and down her face. “Anton…” she murmurs. 
“What happened?”
She shakes her head violently. “It spoke to me.”
He tilts his head to the side and raises a brow. “What did?”
Kala extricates one of her hands from his and feebly raises it, pointing at the carving of the eye.
“The wall spoke to you?” Elena asks as she kneels beside them, awkward in moments of quiet and affection. “What do you mean?”
Kala continues to gaze into Anton’s eyes and the fear gives way to nervousness, and then anger. “It was the same voice, Anton,” she says, voice stronger… steadier. 
“Same voice?”
The same voice from the nightmare. 
As her words fill his mind, the cold within the room intensifies and he shivers. That voice, mysterious and unintelligible to their ears, has plagued Kala all her life, and both of them for years now, echoing in their subconscious and leading them to places all over the world. 
Its message was clear.
What was it?
Kala hesitates at his question and wipes the tears away from her cheeks. Her fingers tremble against her skin and she still cannot hold her own weight, relying on Anton’s supportive presence—and he will not let go of her. Her fingertips are bright red and etched with black bolts of veins, like a dark liquid has surged through her body. She gazes into his eyes, almost unseeing, then murmurs for both him and Elena to hear, “Find me. Know me. Fear me.”
It is as if she has spoken an incantation. The moment the words leave her mouth and take root in the world, the bulbs in the room burst, leaving them in darkness but for the trickling beams from the lights in the outer chamber, just beyond the doorway once hidden by the false wall. The cold swirls with new fury like a storm is on its way into the room, preceded by harsh winds, and footsteps float on each gust. 
“Someone’s coming,” Elena whispers.
The footsteps multiply and pick up pace.
“Multiple someones are coming,” Anton corrects.
Beside them, a hum escapes from the wall, from the multi-colored eye. The sound vibrates out and settles in his stomach, churning and roiling until he has to fight against the urge to vomit. The footsteps continue, growing closer. 
You need to move, Kala. Someone is coming. It could be dangerous. 
Kala nods. Hide? 
“We gotta move to the darkest corners,” he murmurs, and they all move, him and Kala in one corner and Elena in the other. They crouch in the shadows and wait. Any idea what we’re facing? 
It takes a moment, but Kala responds with a memory. An impossible memory. Ancient warriors running alongside strange, cloaked figures. Their faces are hidden, but Anton can guess they are all men beneath the fabric and all are impatient for a fight. They’ve been drawn out. Drawn here. 
The steps slow and Anton holds his breath. For a few seconds nothing happens—silence falls and the only evidence of life is the vibration escaping the eye. They lie in wait, hearts pounding. Elena watches them from her corner with eyes full of a complicated mixture of fear and excitement. She loves a good fight; Anton knows this and knows this well, having witnessed it firsthand. Her overpowered fists smash through anything in her path and, when she’s angry, Elena cannot be stopped. Will they want to fight? Anton asks Kala. 
I would guess so. I don’t think they will want someone looking into their secrets.
We should warn Elena. 
How? Kala asks, shifting against him until her hand grasps his. 
He feels the changes in her hand. The cold of those dark veins and the heat of the redness at her fingertips. The stone did a number on her flesh and all Anton longs to do is kiss her skin until it all goes away. Everything. This place. The dreams. The voice. Anything connected to this temple. But it is too late for that. He takes a deep breath and then extends his mind out, searching for Elena’s familiar presence. He has never shared his mind with hers, but being around her as much as he has, it is all too easy to find her in the darkness of the temple. For a moment he senses a resistance, but he nudges her consciousness gently… as friendly as he can. Elena…
He watches as her head snaps up and her eyes widen. The fuck.
So, now is not the time to explain… this. We need to come up with a plan. 
Anton… how… the… fuck…
Kala interrupts the exchange. We need to figure out a plan of action. 
Kala! What is going on? What. The. Fuck.
Anton glares across the room toward Elena until she settles down. Elena, like I said… now is not the time to explain. First, we need to figure out a plan. And then once we succeed with that plan, I’ll explain everything as best I can. 
It appears that Elena will refuse to calm down, but then she nods and her body eases its defensive posture. Okay… So, Kala, do you know what’s coming? 
Kala sends Elena the same images she shared with Anton, then they mull over it, playing with ideas and strategies. 
The footsteps enter the next room and become distinctive… easy to count. Anton listens and counts four different sets of feet, all paired with the rustling of flowing fabric. Then, one by one, figures enter the room. They are shrouded in cloaks of dark material—the same color as the markings on Kala’s hands. As they move, the fabric rustles and swishes, like the slithering of a snake in the sand. Their faces are impossible to see, mirroring the vision Kala presented to him moments before, and they wield no weapons but their obvious devotion. 
They move straight to the eye at the far wall, ignoring all other aspects of the room. Once they are mere feet from the carving they kneel, heads bowed within their hoods in reverence, prostrate before their exalted, and then they chant in what sounds much like the unfamiliar language from the nightmare. Ominous. Dark. Threatening. 
So… are we just gonna let them worship? Elena asks impatiently as she shifts her weight slowly, ready to pounce, fists already clenched. 
Don’t move, Elena. 
Anton, these freaks could already know we’re here. 
Kala nods. They know we’re here.
Elena tilts her head with an expression that says, “Listen to your wife, idiot.”
He shrugs. Okay. Maybe Kala makes the first move…
They all nod and then Kala takes a deep breath, squeezes his hand and then leaves his side. She steps forward, tall and erect and ready for whatever might transpire. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Find him.”
The moment the words leave her mouth, Kala closes her eyes and curses the agreement that she confront these people first. But she kneels in similar fashion to them, eyes cast down but still raised enough to take them in as they spin around in surprise, cloaks rustling violently against their legs. Their hoods never fall, and Kala frowns. This is a bad idea, she says to Anton and Elena, but she is met with dismissiveness. 
Just keep speaking the words.
She gulps down her rising discomfort and says, with as sinister a voice as she can muster, “Know him.”
The people murmur to one another in that unknown language, words spilling from the depths of their hoods from hidden mouths, hateful in tone and delivery. Then they stand and their height against hers is overwhelming—towering. She has always been below average in height, but compared to these men, she is as short as her shrinking grandmother. She fights the urge to take a step back and instead balls her hands into tight fists, hoping the hoods keep their owners from seeing the black along her arms and how her hands tremble at her sides.
One figure steps closer to her, ahead of the group, and holds up a gloved hand. “Do not speak the-”
“Fear him.”
The interruption causes the leader to drop his hand and the group mumbles again, this time full of fear—hushed and cautious. For a small collection of seconds, it appears they are deliberating, then with nods from beneath their shrouded forms, blades slide with metallic ringing from their sleeves and glint in the shafts of light passing Kala’s body from the doorway. When she does not run, they take a step closer.
Act afraid. Lead them back toward us, Anton instructs.
Then we’ll ambush them, Elena adds excitedly.
Kala takes a step backward and then halts, boots grinding against the shattered pottery mixed with the dust along the floor as they settle in. She hopes—beyond hope—that they take the hint… that she is unmoving and unafraid, although her palms are sweating and she’s fighting to regulate her frantic heartbeat. 
They do not buy it. 
The group moves quickly, in unison, blades flashing in the dim light as they descend upon her. She holds up her hands in defense and…
Swirling smoke fires out of her hands—her fingertips—and envelops the group until she cannot see them. Her eyes close and the sounds spilling forth from the men bring back the vision shown to her by the eye. The clawing. The agony and anguish all lumped together in a chaotic mess of unknown source. She opens her eyes and is met with the same sort of scene. The hoods have fallen to reveal a variety of skin colors, ages and body types. Kala rushes backwards, heart pounding in a fury as she forces herself to look away from the violence and down at her hands. They are now an enigma—a force she did not expect and feels almost foreign
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