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Chapter One
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Love was a complex creature. An ever-changing beast of emotions and promises. And we, like the gluttons for pain we are, crave love as it craves us, and then die with it when we let it burn out. 

I knew this. I wasn’t a fool. 

But as I stood there on the terrace of my father’s old Victorian townhouse and drank in the otherworldly beauty of the man before me, I happily accepted my fate. I’d let my love for him set me afire until there was nothing left but a pile of ash.

He was so worth the burn.

Silas gripped the edge of the wrought-iron railing as he cast his face up to the moon and closed his eyes, drinking in the pale glow that poured down on us with a loving hunger. The moonlight enhanced everything about the man. The golden sheen hidden in his dark brown waves. The flawless skin that covered his body, like the color of wet sand drying in the sun. I watched intently, carving out every feature; his pointed nose, sharp jaw, the soft lips of his wide mouth. Finally, Silas opened his large eyes. Two dark holes lined with hints of mossy gold and looked to me standing in wait. 

“You always do that,” I said and shifted closer, our hands touching as our fingers wrapped around the railing together.

Silas regarded me innocently, mirroring the smile I gave him. “Do what?” 

“Look at the moon like that. As if–” I shrugged with a grin. “As if you’re in love with it.”

Silas laughed. An infectious sound that always tickled my heart. “Perhaps I am.”

“Are you saying I should be worried?” I slapped his arm and gave a mock look of surprise. 

He turned then and gently grabbed me by the waist, pulling my body tight against his. The warmth and nearness of Silas melted my bones, and I became putty in his arms. A place I’d happily stay forever. He stared into my eyes, and I saw something I never witnessed there before. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. An inkling that touched the bottom of my gut and registered the seriousness of the words that must have been rolling around in his mind.

“Never,” he replied in a whisper that brushed across my face. “You never have to worry about the way I feel for you, Andie. I’d carry you to the stars if I could.” His long fingers slowly tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear as he sighed thoughtfully. Distantly. “I love you.”

I felt my cheeks fill with color as I ran my own fingers through his silky, haphazard waves. I tried to ignore the tinge of sadness I heard in those last three words and forced an uneasy smile. 

“I love you, too. A part of me always has. Even when I was younger, I just...I just didn’t understand the complexity of what I was feeling.” 

Three years ago, the university gave an assistant to my father, the brilliant Alistair Godfrey. Scientist, archeologist, professor, a well-known recluse, suddenly had a young field assistant who hardly left his side. Some say it was the best choice he ever made as his research advanced years overnight. His digs were always fruitful, and people came from all over the world to study under his teachings of Egyptian history and mythology at Dal.

That field assistant was Silas. 

I remembered the very day he walked in the front door three years ago. I was a sullen and bitter fifteen-year-old, but something awakened inside me that day. Something warm and alive. I recognized him as one of Dad’s students, but he seemed different somehow. Older, even though he was barely nineteen. They’d just returned from their first dig over near the coast of the Red Sea. Dad had grumbled before the trip, saying that the university was making him take Silas as part of some field study portion of the class. But they returned with some sort of unspoken understanding between them. Silas never left my father’s side after that. And I secretly fell more in love with him with each passing day. 

“I know.” Silas sighed through the heavy silence that hung between us as he gently nodded, his eyes lost in some place I’d never get to see. “I ignored it at first, this...feeling. Your father would have killed me if he knew...”

More silence carried in the nighttime breeze that whipped around our faces. I inhaled a deep breath of that crisp cool air, let it fill my lungs. Despite the joyous occasion, I couldn’t shake the strange sense of dread that marked his every word. That flashed across his face when he looked into my eyes.  

“Are we going to tell him before you guys leave?”

Silas’s thick, dark brow arched. “We leave first thing tomorrow.”

“So? Let’s tell him tonight,” I said anxiously, desperate to prove to myself that nothing was wrong. “Let’s go wake him up.”

I pursed my lips at his quiet laughter, and Silas took one of my hands. He stared down at it thoughtfully, mulling my fingers through his. “I’d rather we have something more to tell him. Something more than just the fact that we’ve been dating behind his back for the last year and a half.”

My eyes rolled involuntarily. “Us dating is about as much news as my father can handle at one time, Silas.”

The corner of his mouth twitched as he stifled a smile, one that surely never would have reached his eyes, even if he let it. “Still. I think we should wait. This trip will be the biggest discovery in your father’s career. He cannot have distractions.”

I blew out a huff of impatience as I rested my head against his warm chest. “Yeah, if you guys even find what you’re looking for.”

Silas waited a few beats before responding. “We will.”

I pulled back and glanced up at his vacant face. Unsure if I should say anything. But I saw then, all the emotion he’d driven from his expression had pooled in his big green eyes and glistened in the moonlight. Happiness mixed with uncertainty.

“Silas, what’s wrong?”

His brow creased in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“I’m not an idiot.” I tipped my head to the side. “I can tell something’s up. Tomorrow is the biggest day of Dad’s career. Of both your careers. You guys have worked toward this for nearly three years. This tomb they found...” I shook my head to gather my thoughts. “What you guys find in there could change history as we know it.”

I tried to inch away, to give myself breathing room, but Silas refused to let me go. His hands kept a firm grasp on the small of my back, pressing me against him. As if he were afraid to let me go. So, I let him hold me.

“What I’m getting at is that you should be excited,” I continued and spread my hands out to smooth the hard lines of his back as we swayed to the gentle sounds of Etta James cooing from the tiny speaker on the old glass patio table. 

“Do I not seem excited?”

My eyes widened. “Seriously? Silas, I don’t know where you’ve been all night, but it hasn’t been here.” 

I slipped one of my arms back from around his waist and cupped his cheek in my hand, willing him to come back to me. My thumb brushed the stressed skin under his eye and then slid down to his lips where I traced the perfect, sharp ridge that lined them. It always fascinated me. Slowly, I reached up on my toes and touched my mouth to his and sighed internally when those lips pressed hard against mine.

Breathless, I pulled back and gleamed up at him. “Just come back to me.”

Finally, Silas’s mouth widened with a smile that pulled his distant gaze back to the moment. “I never left. I’ve always been right here. With you. For you.” 

His arms, lean but more than able, scooped me up and spun around the spacious balcony before he set me down and left another slow, warm kiss on my lips. I watched as he then reached into the inside pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a tiny black velvet satchel, pulled closed with a thin drawstring. Glancing down at it in his hand, the other still gripping me, he seemed to contemplate his next words carefully. 

“Tomorrow, your father and I leave on a trip that could take me away from you for a long time.” 

“Yeah, I know,” I replied with a shrug. “I know it’s dangerous. No one’s ever been down there. You don’t know what you’re going to find. I get it. But I’ll come visit during my breaks.” I suddenly regretted registering for the summer program to shorten my course length. The sadness seeped back into his eyes, and I urged him with mine. “It won’t be so bad, I promise. And I’m sure Dad will give you breaks to fly home. It’s only fair.”

He guffawed. “Nothing is ever fair.” 

I ignored that statement and let him continue, leaning back as he pulled open the drawstrings on the small bag. I watched as he turned it over and dumped the contents into his palm. A beautiful pendant, a jagged and cloudy gemstone partially encased in gold where it attached to a thick chain. Silas looped it around his finger as he held it up to dangle in front of me. It was gorgeous. I stared in awe as the silver moonlight filtered through the milky stone, reflecting off the flawed particles and revealing what looked like a tiny universe inside it. 

“What’s this?” I asked in a breathy whisper. “It’s amazing.”

The corner of Silas’s mouth quirked. “It’s somewhat of a family heirloom. My mother gave it to me many years ago. This stone is very much a part of me, Andie. In more ways than I can properly explain.” He moved to grab my hand and turn my palm up, open, to let the pendant pool heavy in the center. “I want you to have it. To take care of it while I’m away. Never let it go.”

I stared down at the stunning piece of jewelry in my grip and my heart fluttered with all the possibilities of us. Of our future. Of my love for this man. Proudly, I looped the thick, yet lightweight chain over my head and felt the cold stone press against my chest. Directly over my pounding heart. 

“Thank you,” I told Silas as I beamed up at him. “I’ll never take it off.”

He gently pressed on the pendant and I knew he must have felt the hard thump of my wild heart beating through it. My breathing quickened, matching his, and we stood connected as our bodies fell in sync with every breath and beat. 

I felt his chest vibrate with the deep hum of his voice as Silas leaned even closer, his hand firm against the back of my head and pulling me in. Our faces met with a new intensity, a deep burning heat that constantly smoldered under the surface, waiting to ignite. I threw my head back in sheer bliss as Silas’s soft lips touched against the tender skin of my neck and sent a wave of goosebumps flourishing across the surface of my body, pooling in the center. 

Absently, my hands worked to remove his leather jacket and lift the black long-sleeved shirt over his head, revealing the gorgeous shape of his lean muscles. Our lips hungrily danced together as he took a few steps forward, pushing me back against the heavy, glass patio table. I opened my legs, welcoming him, and Silas leaned into me as they wrapped around him tightly. 

A devilish grin smeared across his face. “Andie,” his voice smooth, those lips just a sliver away from mine. I mumbled some response, dizzy from the nearness of him. Silas nuzzled his face in my hair and his warm mouth lightly caressed my ear with a breathy whisper, “Happy birthday.”

Chapter Two

––––––––
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I crept down the hallway to my father’s study, the one place I knew he’d be since I discovered his bedroom dark and empty only moments ago. No sign that he even went to bed at all. The door was slightly ajar, and I tapped three quick knocks with the back of my knuckle. 

“Come in,” he called from inside. 

I pushed open the heavy door and entered, my bare feet hugging the warm wooden flooring. A relief from the old slate tiling of the never-ending hallways. My father glanced up at me from a cloud of cigar smoke and stared through the tiny spectacles which balanced on the end of his nose. An accessory far too old-fashioned for how young he truly looked. Like a scruffy Kevin Costner. He smiled and cleared his throat as he closed the book he’d been reading. 

“Andelyn,” he spoke with surprise and stole a quick glance at the pocket watch hanging from his side. Another relic he loved. “It’s nearly two a.m. What are you doing up?”

“I could ask you the same, Dad. Don’t you have to leave in a few hours?” I plopped down in the oversized brown leather lounge chair across from his long messy desk. 

He eyed me curiously. “Now, don’t you worry about me. I have too much to do and I can sleep on the plane.”

I swung my legs over the giant arm of the chair and rubbed my tired eyes. I’d gone to bed after my evening on the terrace with Silas. But I couldn’t fall asleep. My mind wouldn’t stop racing and obsessing over his peculiar behavior and the fact that he was leaving me for who knew how long. 

“In fact, Silas should be here with me. Going over everything again,” Dad added as he busy-bodied about the books and papers that devoured his desk. Behind a thin puff of cigar smoke that wafted up from the ashtray.

“He’s asleep in the spare room,” I told him and snickered internally. “He was...tired.”

My father continued to sift absently through the items in front of him, mumbling under his breath as he did. 

“Dad,” I said, serious now as I swung my legs down and leaned forward. He peeked up at me. “What’s up? Why are you and Silas both so off-put about this dig? You’ve done this a million times, and this is one you’ve been preparing for a long time.”

Dad sighed and sank down into his old emerald green leather chair. “It’s not like anything we’ve ever done, dear. I’ve studied the map that surrounds the area and cross-referenced it with every resource I could find. There’s nothing that speaks of this tomb. Nothing at all. It’s as if it never existed.”

“Or it was a big secret,” I added.

Dad’s brow rose as his eyes widened with excitement and a hint of pride. “Exactly. And a tomb that far down that’s been kept a secret for all these years is bound to hold some secrets...and some dangers.”

I stared at him in confusion. “What do you mean? How far down are we talking?” The locals who’d found the entrance immediately went through the right sources, and the news eventually got to Dad. This was his thing. His specialty. But he and Silas gave up very little information to me about this particular project. A detail that egged me to no end. He always included me in everything he did. But not this one. I stood and leaned over his desk, looking down at the documents he had spread out. 

Dad rolled out another map and pointed to a spot. I stared down at it intently, eager to find out what I could, and realized that it wasn’t a map at all but a blueprint of some kind. I turned my head from side to side before understanding just what I was looking at. 

“The Great Pyramid?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dad replied and indicated with a finger the inner workings of the structure, tracing the many narrow tunnel lines and tiny chambers that made up the ancient building. This had been the basis of his work for years. “Remember that chamber Silas and I helped uncover?”

I filed through the endless bits of information in my mind. “Yeah, underneath the pyramid, right? You guys spent three weeks there last summer. I thought it was some kind of weird bathroom or something?”

Dad chuckled and unbuttoned his dark green sweater. Nearly the same color as the chair behind him. “No, Andelyn. It was a secret chamber. Its purpose completely lost to the history of Egypt. No one ever heard of it. No one could find anything remotely close to a depiction of it anywhere.” He rubbed at his tired face. “Until Silas and I got down there. We determined that it’s some sort of ritualistic chamber. The walls are marked with hieroglyphs never seen before.” He cleared his throat. “Until now.”

I swallowed nervously, mostly from excitement. I loved my father’s work, admired him from his side my whole life. I wanted nothing more than to grow up and become an archeologist just like him. But I’d been distracted the past three years. Sure, I got into the program. I’m in my second year. But a small part of my love for all things old and dust covered disappeared to make room for the feelings I harbored for Silas. 

I had to tell Dad.

I watched again as he yanked another piece of paper, a large photograph, out from underneath a rustled pile. “So, here we are,” he said and poked at a rust colored mountain. “The tomb is here, and the entrance bears the same unknown markings as that chamber under the Great Pyramid. The two must be connected. And, if Silas’s research is correct...” Dad stopped and scratched nervously at his scruffy face. “Then this could change the face of humanity as we know it.”

A chill ran down my body. “Jesus, Dad. What the heck do you think you’re going to find over there?”

He stared blankly at the space over my head, lost in his own sleep deprived brain. “The future.”

I let him swim around in his mind for a few moments before purposefully clearing my throat. “Uh, Dad? Speaking of the future.” I pursed my lips for a second. “Particularly mine...and Silas’s.” 

That got his attention.

“Andelyn.”

“Andie, Dad.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but I beat him to it. “Look. The two people, the two men I love more than anything in this world, are going to leave me in a few hours. They’ll be going down into a bottomless pit that no one has touched in over three thousand years.” The old man’s eyes sparkled with uncertainty and a hint of betrayal. But it washed away as quickly as it came. “Silas and I are in love. We’ve been seeing one another for over a year now. It’s getting pretty serious, and if this trip is as dangerous as you say, then I thought you should know. And know how important it is to me you both be safe. It absolutely kills me I’m being left out of this one.”

Dad stared at me, deep in contemplation. A blank gaze rooted somewhere...I’d never know. And in a split second he snapped to with a friendly smile. The smile I didn’t know I missed until that very moment. “Of course, Dear.” He gave a nod. “Don’t worry. We’ll be back before you know it.”

I gave no response. Only sighed as I stood before leaning across the desk to peck Dad on the cheek. Our relationship was a strange one. My mother was an alcoholic of the worst kind and left him when I was just a baby. I grew up home-schooled. A condition I absolutely demanded at the tender age of six years old. Dad went digging for dinosaurs. My dad climbed mountains and uncovered hidden caves. My dad...was far more interesting than four walls and mindless tasks mixed with a couple dozen whiney children. That was the very moment in my life when I went from seven years old to forty-seven. As he used to say. 

I turned my neck ever so slightly as I reached the door. “Love you.”

“Love you, too, Peach,” he replied, already lost in his work again, as I left the room. 

I smiled at my childhood pet name that he never let go of, and slipped through the house back to my bedroom, just across from the one Silas slept in. I considered going in. Waking him up to tell him the news, that I’d lifted the weight from my shoulders and told my father about us. But part of me said no. Let him sleep.

I flung myself on my bed, curling in the nest of blankets I never ever bothered to tidy up, and soon fell into a deep sleep. I dreamed of a place that I often did. A warm, sunny oasis surrounded by mountains of sand. The best of both worlds; a vulture cawing in the far distance and the fresh dew of a forest morning. Silas was never there, but it smelled of him. The scent of sunshine on my skin mixed with something cinnamon-y. I closed my eyes and tilted my face to the hot sun, inhaling the heady aroma. 

Suddenly, to my right, the sound of Dad’s voice rang through the air. He was angry. My eyes followed the direction of the sound and the dreamscape melted away just as fast as it had manifested. I awoke disoriented. Annoyed. But the sound of Dad’s low, pissed off tone still crept through the air and into my room. 

I stumbled out of bed, quietly shuffling my tired feet across the old wooden floors, and peeked out through the narrow opening of my bedroom door. There he was. The partial view of the back of that green sweater. Rigid with anger, unable to fully release because of his proximity to my earshot. 

But I had good ears. 

“You think that justifies it?” Dad spat in an angry whisper.

“Look, Alistair, I’m sorry, but Andie wanted to keep it a secret. This was her choice, I only happened to agree.” The low-key cheekiness dripped from his words and I grinned. 

“And what of this trip? You and I both know what we’re going to find down there.” Dad seemed to calm himself, but a heavy sadness replaced the anger. “What would you have me tell her? You’re going to break her heart–”

“I’ll come back,” Silas snipped, before my father barely finished. “I’ll do what I need to do, and I’ll come back. Alistair, I never meant to fall in love with your daughter. But...here we are.”

“Are you having second thoughts?”

For a moment, I thought Dad had meant second thoughts about me, but Silas’s reply changed that notion.

“No, of course not.” Silas exhaled deeply. Regretfully. “No, it must be done. You can change the world with this discovery. Set them on the right path again, while I work to fix things. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s late and we have a plane to catch in three hours.”

“We’re not done talking about this,” Dad replied.

The only sound that came back was the hard click of Silas’s bedroom door. I lightly galloped back to my bed and dove under the covers just as my own door creaked open and I could all but feel Dad’s head poke in. Checking to make sure I hadn’t heard his strange conversation with Silas. 

I waited a few moments for him to close the door and listened to the sound of his footsteps disappearing back through the house before hopping out of bed. I bounded to my door and darted across the hall. Without knocking, I slipped inside and locked the door behind me. Silas hadn’t returned to bed yet, and his silhouette spun around in the moonlight shining in through the window. 

“Andie?”

“What the hell was that all about?” I asked.

His tone mirrored the sharpness of mine. “You told your father about us after I specifically expressed that we wait.”

“Sorry,” I shrugged, “Couldn’t help it.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, near the foot, and stuck his hands through those dark waves atop his head. “I really wish you hadn’t. It’s so hard to keep up with you. It had been your insistence all along that he never know.”

“No,” I corrected, “I didn’t want him to know yet. Until I was ready.” I sauntered over to where Silas sat and stood at his feet, slowly brushing my leg against his knee. “Are you mad at me?”

“No,” he replied and then lifted his head. Strong hands gripped my hips, sliding around to haul me closer. I let out a small, involuntary gasp. Silas’s face pressed against my belly where he left a long, lingering kiss before glancing up at me with those eyes. God damn, those eyes. “I could never be mad at you.”

“Good,” I said, unable to hide my sly grin. 

I pushed against his chest until he fell back to the bed and then sidled my legs to either side of the glorious man beneath me. I wore nothing more than a pair of sweatpants and a tattered black t-shirt with tiny paint splatters on it but, in that moment, I could have been wearing a leather corset for how I felt. How my body reacted to his, instantly reaching that boiling point. That heart racing sensation of being with the one you were madly in love with. I climbed the length of his body and brought our lips together in one deep, passionate kiss. The kind you never wanted to end. 

Silas’s hands squeezed at my sides and migrated upward before pleasantly wringing through my dense brown hair, his mouth open and devouring mine. Our breaths were heavy and quick. His hands effortlessly ripped the t-shirt over my head, and that’s when I realized he’d already been shirtless as the warmth of his bare skin seeped into mine.

“God damnit, I love you,” I said in a hot, breathy whisper that vibrated through the darkness of the room.

Silas laughed, sending a rattling through both our bodies. A hand swept the hair from my face and cupped around the side of my neck, his thumb brushing my ear. “You’re an exquisite creature, Andie. You know that, right?”

I reached around and snapped open the clasp of my bra, grinning. “I know.”

Chapter Three

––––––––
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We lay naked in the moonlight that filtered in through the thin white curtain. My skin looked alabaster next to his soft, natural tan. The only thing I wore was the necklace Silas had given me earlier, which he mindlessly fiddled with as I lay at his side. My eyes closed. 

“I’m going to miss you,” he whispered.

I opened my eyes and studied his stoic face. “Why do you say it like that?”

“Like what?”

“As if it means more. Like...I’ll never see you again.”

I reached over and traced the crease that formed at the side of his mouth when he smiled. 

“Nonsense. We’ll see one another again. When this is all over.”

I had no reply, unable to hide my agitated nerves. I hated not knowing what was going on. But I knew he and Dad would never tell me. At least not until they found what they were looking for. 

“It’s a plane ride away,” Silas continued to assure me. His fingers pinched the stone of my necklace and brought it up between our two faces. “And as long you have this, you’ll have me. With you, always.”

My lips pursed in thought. “Promise?”

He chuckled, low and stifled as he drew a thin line across my forehead with the tip of a finger. “Is that all it takes? A simple promise to ease that mind of yours?” Silas placed the warmth of his mouth on mine. “It may take months, years even. But your father and I will find what we’re looking for and when we do, when I complete my...this project, I’ll come back to you. I swear it.”

“I’m just so pissed that I can’t come this time,” I grumbled like a child. “I’ve never missed a big dig like this. But the past year, I feel like I’m being left out of the loop of things.” 

“It’s too dangerous,” Silas replied and yawned. “Besides, I recall you registering for that Summer program willingly. Plus, it’s only the second year in the course. You said so yourself, you’ve got too much to miss. You’re not home schooled anymore, Andie. University actually requires your lovely presence.”

I slapped his chest playfully. “Shut up.”

I loved how he got me. Like, truly, whole heartedly got me. My discontent for sizeable crowds of mindless people. On the inside, it unraveled me to no end being stuck in classes all day. Already knowing more than half of the material being blathered in my face. Listening to the droning sounds of classmates all around me. 

But it had been my choice. I was going too far as my father’s “side-kick” and wanted so badly to prove my ability to be an archeologist. But I heard the whispers around campus of my connections. Alistair Godfrey’s daughter. Surely, she got in through golden coat strings. 

But I didn’t.

I made damn well sure of that. I applied to university for Archeology under the legal name of my mother. Sheppard. It was the surname on my birth certificate, after all, because they’d never married. I only assumed Dad’s last name of Godfrey after she died, but the paperwork had never been filed. Never left one of the haphazard surfaces of Dad’s office, most likely. 

Underneath me, Silas’s arm squeezed as he pulled me closer to his warm body and I drifted off into a comfortable, dreamless sleep. Free of the worry that Dad would come and find me there, I allowed myself to sleep like I hadn’t slept in years. Like a carefree baby. 

When I awoke, I couldn’t have guessed what time it was. The only things to indicate how many minutes may have passed was the intrusive morning sun glaring in through the sheer drapes and the cold, empty spot in the bed next to me. 

I rolled over with a groan.

I was alone. Totally and utterly alone. By now, Dad and Silas were on a plane headed for Africa. Egypt, to be more exact. They left me behind to suffer out my self-made prison and attend classes. I flung the blankets from my body and hauled myself upright as I caught sight of a piece of paper falling to the floor. I stretched down and plucked it from the hardwood. It was a tiny piece, just a slip, with three short words scrawled with ink. 

Wait for me. 

I tossed it on the nightstand before I stood and stretched. Wait for him, I guffawed to myself. As if I ever had a choice. I was so madly in love with Silas that no man could compare. Not even close. And he knew it. 

Finally, I glanced at the clock to figure out just what time it was and jumped to my feet.

“Shit!”

My first class was in twenty minutes. I splashed some water over my tired face and raked fingers through my wild brown hair, wrestling it into a messy bun. A quick brush of the teeth and a fumble with deodorant before I was on my way. 

Dad’s house was pretty much on campus, which meant I could sprint to class in about eight minutes. It was an old sorority house from years ago and I absolutely loved growing up in it. The old-timey architecture, the dark wooden finishes. Walls of deep green and burgundy. Like living on the set of an old movie.

I crossed a busy street and Building Four came into view. Just the place I was headed to. But I had to get coffee first. After a night like last night, coffee was vital if I was expected to get through the day. I made a pit stop at the migrating coffee cart on campus and smiled when I recognized the familiar face on the other side. 

“Morning, Andie,” greeted Jon, the coffee cart guy. 

My coffee cart guy. I saw Jon every single day for the last year and a half, talked to him. Conversed about actual stuff. Which was more than I could say for anyone else in my life aside from Dad and Silas. I groaned inwardly at the realization.

“Extra large black,” I said under the guise of big sunglasses. 

Jon handed me the white paper cup as I plucked a fiver out of my jeans pocket. “Woah, why do you look like shit?”

I gave a slight laugh. “Long night. Dad and Silas left this morning.”

“Ah, that sucks,” Jon replied genuinely. Then he brightened and leaned forward on the tiny metal counter. “Well, hey. You should totally come out with us tonight.”

I chewed at the side of my mouth. “Yeah, and where’s this?”

“Just across the street. That Irish pub.” He pointed over my shoulder. “There’s a band playing.”

I took a giant swig of my scalding coffee and hissed when it burnt my tongue. “Uh, yeah, I’ll think about it.”

Jon rolled his eyes and handed me my change. “Sure, sure. I’ve heard that before. You never come out, Andie. What the hell do you do all the time?”

I zipped up my black leather bomber and forced a smile. “Keep the change.” 

The rest of the day continued in that same disjointed motion. I was a couple minutes late for class. A fact that my prof made evidently clear to every single person in the room when he mockingly clapped at my arrival until I took my seat. 

All eyes were on me as the class went on. I yanked the hood of my grey sweatshirt out from inside my jacket and pulled it as far down over my head as possible without losing my view of the prof’s lecture, indulging in my massive and delicious coffee.

At the end of the day, I raced home, dying for bed. But when I finally got there, the emptiness of the old Victorian home was chilling. I couldn’t settle. Everything was too quiet, and the smell of Dad’s cigars had already begun to dissipate. So, I curled up on the couch with some leftover lasagna, a textbook, and a blanket as I binged some TV until I crashed sometime after midnight. 

I awoke the next morning, groggy and stiff from sleeping on the couch. The taste of lasagna gone sour in my mouth. With a groan, I reached to grab my phone from the floor and found two text messages pop up on the screen. 

Just landed. Long flight. Be safe, love Dad.

Your father is not impressed with the news. He’s grumpy. But he can’t stay mad at me for long LOL Just heading for the hotel. Will call later. My heart, Silas.

Oh, to have been a fly on the wall of that damn plane. To my father, I think I’ll always be seven years old, even though I’m sure I never was a proper child. Not one that cared for cartoons and coloring books, anyway. I was sure he’d eventually be okay with the idea of Silas and I together, I just hoped that time came soon. I let the phone drop back to the floor and rolled myself up in the heavy blanket, thankful it was Saturday. I’d be a lazy couch bum until one of them called me later. 

But that call never came. 

I wandered the house all day, migrating from kitchen to bathroom and back to the couch again. I studied while checking my phone every hour and succumbed to the spiraling disappointment of an empty notification screen every time. Maybe they were busy. Or perhaps exhausted from the sleepless night and a fifteen-hour flight. Either way, I needed a distraction.

I went for a long run to clear my head of the nagging worry over my father and the man I loved. What did they talk about on the plane? Was Dad really that upset? Or was he just caught off guard with the news right before an important trip? Would the distance create doubts in Silas’s head about our relationship? 

No, I couldn’t think like that. 

I shook the idea from my brain as I rounded the corner back to my house. There was something between us, something...more. It wasn’t just attraction. A part of me changed from the very moment I laid eyes on him; ready to graduate high school early and head to college, eager to please my father. But it was his eyes that did it. Hypnotizing and beautiful. Green and gold, just like the forest and mountains of sand from my dream. Two worlds living in one man. They grabbed me, pulled me in, and never let go. 

After I’d run off as much energy as I could, I unlocked the front door. Huffing for air and sweating like a hog, I checked my phone for the hundredth time and moaned in frustration. I stole a quick glance at the old grandfather clock. It was after eleven at night. Too late to call my father’s colleague and contact at the university, Prof. Danes. My finger hovered over his number in my phone for a few moments. Tempted. But I tossed my cell on the kitchen counter and headed for the shower instead. 

The next two days were no different, aside from my growing worry for Dad and Silas. No texts, no phone calls. Not from them, anyway. When I awoke Monday morning to find zero notifications once more, I decided that was enough. My fingers typed away and sent off two messages. 

Dad, for the love of God, call me.

Silas, you said you would call. Is everything okay? It’s been two days. Love you.

I stuffed the phone into the back pocket of my jeans and slipped on a jacket before heading toward campus. It was early, I still had an hour before my first class, so I took a detour to Professor Danes’ office. I approached the closed door that bore his nameplate and knocked twice. 

“Come in!” he called from the other side. 

I turned the knob and pushed my way in. He brightened at the sight of me. 

“Andelyn, what a pleasant surprise.” I opened my mouth to correct him, but he grinned and pointed at me knowingly. “Wait, it’s Andie now, right?”

I gave the faintest smile and nodded. “Yeah, I dropped Andelyn in my futile attempt to become an adult.” That elicited a laugh from the professor, and I moved closer into the room before slipping into a worn office chair across from him. 

“Are you enjoying your classes with–” He rubbed at his chin. “Who is it again?”

“Matthews,” I told him with a begruntled moan.

“Ah, right. Yes.” He clucked his tongue. “Horribly boring man. How do you manage to sit through his classes?”

“Painfully,” I replied truthfully. “It helps that I already know most of what he’s teaching.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Professor Danes said with a sudden realization. “Tell me, why it is you didn’t apply to my class? Better yet, why apply at all?” He rested his chin in his hands as he leaned across the desk. “Andie, you’re set to follow in your father’s footsteps. With your upbringing, there’s not much a classroom can benefit you.”

I swallowed a hard lump that forced its way down my dry throat. I was tired of hearing that. “Well, Howard, I didn’t want any special treatment from you, I guess.” I quirked a half smile. “You did change my diapers, after all. And maybe I don’t want to follow in Dad’s footsteps. Maybe...I want to make my own. Plus, he teaches through the Summer. I’ll finish in way less than four years.”

Danes nodded slowly, examining my face with an odd curiosity. “Understandable. Respectable, even.” He leaned back and rocked a bit in his chair. “So, if I can’t entice you to transfer to my class, then what is it you’re here for? Everything okay?”

I fidgeted with a pen I grabbed from his desk. Nervously clicking the pushpin at the top. “Have you heard from Dad?”

“He called to check in when they got to the hotel,” he replied. Then his brow creased. “Has he not called you?”

“He did.” I pursed my lips. “Well, I mean, he sent a text when they landed. But I haven’t heard from them since and it’s...unsettling.”

“Well, with the time difference, they’re awake when you’re asleep,” he reasoned and then added with a chuckle, “Plus, I’m sure the cell reception isn’t the greatest. Especially down in the tomb, if there’s any at all. Knowing Alistair, he’s down there now, immersed. Obsessed. He won’t be coming back up for a while, I’d wager.” 

Was I absolutely ridiculous for freaking out? Howard was right. Dad probably darted for the tomb the very second he could, dragging Silas next to him. What kind of girl was I to obsess over a man when he’d only been gone a few days? He wasn’t just out of town; Silas was on the other side of the world on a work project with my father. My stomach crumpled like a deflated balloon and I suddenly felt absurd.

“You’re probably right,” I mumbled and stood from the chair, grabbing my bag from the floor, and hiking it over my shoulder.

“Andie–”

“No, no,” I told him as I made my way to the door. “It’s only been a couple of days. They’ll probably call this week.”

Danes sighed and looked at me with pity. “I have some documents to email your father, so perhaps I’ll make a note for him to call as soon as he gets them. I’ll let you know when I hear from him, okay?”

Lies. I knew him all my life. Like a second father. He was only contacting Dad to help ease my mind, and I both hated and loved him for it. I gave him a mixed expression as I stopped in the doorway. “Thanks, Howard.”

I wanted to skip classes that day and just go home to wait for Dad or Silas to call. But I knew how that would go. If the phone didn’t ring, I’d obsess myself into a ball on the couch. Classes, as much as I despised them, would serve as a wonderful distraction. I sat at the back with a large coffee in hand, a notepad and pen in front of me. I mindlessly took notes. Matthews paced the front of the class, prattling on about half a dozen foreign and ancient languages. I knew of four and was fluent in two. But I still took notes. Gave an honest effort. 

But classes were only a great distraction until three o’clock. Six o’clock if I spent some much-needed time in the library afterwards, catching up on some reading material. Which I did. After that...I was on my own. 

I bolted home, eager to climb into some sweats and crash on the couch. But as I entered the quiet house, the smell of Dad’s cigars pretty much gone, a chilly draft in the air...I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t spend another evening in a pool of my own anxious sorrow. I threw my bag on the floor and switched out my coat for my favorite leather jacket before heading back out toward that old Irish pub across from campus. 

I could hear the live music long before I reached the front entrance, a tattered but thick wooden door. Sounds of accordions and fiddles mixed with the speedy strum of an acoustic guitar filled the air and smacked me in the face when I opened it. My eyes scanned the area. Searching for a familiar face. Finally, Jon’s eyes caught mine from across the pub and he brightened as he waved me over. I stopped at the bar and ordered a beer, then took a few steps to Jon’s side. 

“Hey!” he shouted in my ear. “I was beginning to think you were some weird, reverse vampire.”

His two friends, guys that looked just like Jon; soft blonde hair and that baby-boy-band face, chuckled between themselves. I recognized them from campus but had no idea who they were. I took a long swig of my beer and then forced a smile. 

“I was just popping in for a quick drink,” I told them. Which was, thankfully, already half done. “The music sounded good.”

Jon looked at his buddies proudly. “Well, you’re in for a real treat, then. This is just the opening band. They’re playing their last song and then these guys,” Jon motioned to his friends, “are up next.”

“Oh?” The sliver of interest in my tone surprised me. “What do you guys play?”

“Modern Irish Rock,” the one closest to me said with the most non-Irish accent, and then thumbed the guy next to him. “This is Derrick. And I’m Chester. We’re Sons of Galway.”

Something sparked in my memory. A song, no–an entire album that Silas had made me listen to for days on end. Sons of Galway. He was obsessed with it. Now, whenever I heard the local band on the radio, I couldn’t help but think of him. 

“Yeah,” I replied with a nod. “I’ve heard you on the radio.”

The band wrapped up their song and the small crowd gave a round of applause. Derrick and Chester made their way to the stage, and I was left alone with Jon. I peered at him from the corner of my eye and he smiled widely.

“Do you come here every night or something?” I asked and took another sip of beer.

Jon chuckled. “Not every night. But at least three nights a week there’s an awesome band playing and half the campus pops in. It’s a riot.” He took a swig of his Guinness and regarded me over the can. “But you’d know that if you ever showed up.”

“Yeah, well–” I shrugged and swayed back and forth to the start of a guitar. “I like to be mysterious.”

Jon laughed. “Can I get you another drink?”

I tipped the one I had and saw that only a drop remained at the bottom. I could leave now and head home. Or I could stay. The music was enjoyable, and the company wasn’t bad. With a deep inhale, I replied, “Sure.”

As Jon headed to the bar, I removed my jacket and slung it over the back of a chair. The universal sign for ‘I’ll stay a while’. The air inside the pub was thick, warm, and stale, so I was glad I only wore a white tank top. Jon came back with two beers and handed one to me. I slugged half of it back, relishing in the crisp cool relief it provided. 

We sat together for over an hour, enjoying the band and the cheery atmosphere. It was the most I’d immersed myself in a social situation in years, and it felt...strange. But after the third beer that magically appeared in my hands, I loosened up. Jon suddenly stood from the table we occupied and grabbed my hand. 

“Dance with me! This is a good one!” he said, a little tipsy in his stance. 

My eyes widened. “No, no, I don’t dance.”

“Come on!” he called again, giving another tug on my hand. 

I don’t know what part of me decided, but I found myself standing and being led to the dance floor where we joined in the crowd’s attempt at a jig. I laughed as Jon looped his arm in mine and we swung about happily. When I turned around, our bodies clumsily collided, and I laughed again.

“Sorry,” I said and backed away. But Jon grabbed my upper arm and hauled me back. With a little more force than I thought necessary. My laugh fizzled out with nervousness as I saw how slack his face had become, how slurred his gaze was. I tried to pull my arm free. “Jon–”

“Why don’t you ever hang out with me?” he asked in a drunken stupor. His grip tightened around my arm. “I like you, you know. I like you–” he stopped to let out a belch of beer, “I like you a lot.”

“Jon,” I said, pleading without making a scene. “I’m flattered, but I’m with someone.”

“Who? I only ever see you with your dad and Silas.”

I didn’t answer. After a few seconds, Jon’s brow rose to reveal more of his glazed eyes. “Silas? You’re with that weirdo?” 

I felt my stomach tighten and my cheeks flush red with anger. This wasn’t the Jon I knew. This wasn’t the sweet and friendly coffee cart guy I spoke to everyday for the last year and a half. I had to leave, but his grasp on my arm never relented. 

I struggled some more. A few people within earshot saw the exchange and watched us intently, seemingly making sure there was actually something happening before they broke it up. I nearly had my arm wriggled free when Jon’s other hand grabbed me from behind and pulled my body tight to his. He smelled of sweat and booze, and his sticky lips came down hard on mine. 

I pushed at his chest and he ripped away, pissed and in disbelief. But, like the drunken fool he was, came at me for another attempt. My fist balled tightly, and I hauled back before driving it into his face. The crowd who’d been watching all gasped and then cheered as Jon crumpled to the floor.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I shouted at him where he lay on the ground, struggling to get to his feet. 

I didn’t give him the chance. I grabbed my jacket and fled out the door, bound for the safety and comfort of my house. Tears of anger streaming down my face. 

God, I hated people.

I stormed through the front door before slamming it behind me and then made sure I locked it. I threw my coat on the floor as I made my way through the house, steaming with frustration. I headed to my room but, when I saw that no one had called my phone, made a detour and headed for Dad’s office instead. I checked his email and his fax machine, hoping for some sign that they were doing okay. 

Nothing. 

I rummaged through the mess of papers on his desk, angry. Not even sure what I was looking for. I was just so pissed at everything and everyone. I shouldn’t have stayed behind for the Summer program. I should have swallowed my pride and remained one of Dad’s assistants. I’d be there right now, with him and Silas. Not here, fending off drunken idiots. An enormous pile of books shifted and knocked a bottle of whiskey over. I caught it before it spilled too much and then took a giant swig. It burned my throat but sat nice and warm in my belly, full of rage.

“You always got the good stuff, Dad,” I said to no one and then laughed maniacally to myself.

I paced around the room, bottle of whiskey in hand, and drank from it as I looked at the things on the walls for the thousandth time in my life. Dad documented just about every successful dig over the years in the form of framed photographs. The collection took up an entire wall. I smiled sadly as I looked at the earlier ones, the ones of just him and I. I was so young, so eager to learn everything he knew. Little Godfrey, his team would call me. 

But, as the years went on, and I became older, more of a woman, the photographs from around the world morphed and the addition of Silas showed up in the images. I never noticed how I hardly looked at the camera. I was too busy ogling the man I had a massive crush on. My cheeks warmed at the realization. But then, my heart thumped hard in my chest as I studied closer all the newer images, the ones with the three of us. I could almost see the progressive change in Silas. How he went from proud field assistant by my father’s side, to a man stealing glances at the girl growing up before him. 

I took another swig of whiskey and narrowed my eyes at the picture from the dig in Brazil we did last right before my course began. The last one I joined them on. A set of pyramids had been discovered, hidden under the overgrowth of the rainforest. They were bigger than the pyramids of Giza, and Silas had been exceptionally excited about the whole ordeal. Rightfully so, too. The three of us found hieroglyphs plastered on the walls and immediately recognized one of them as the mark of internal life, an ankh, instantly tying the ancient civilization to the one of Egypt, over six thousand miles and an entire ocean away. 

It was also when Silas told me how he felt about me, and we kissed for the first time. It was one of the best moments of my life.  Something I could never forget. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, recalling the exact moment his lips touched mine for the first time, and a fresh tear spilled down my cheek. 

I opened my eyes and glanced down at the tattoo on my forearm, the thick back lines of an ankh that I’d gotten the moment we returned home to Canada. I never regretted my decision to go to university more than I did at that very moment. Missing my dad and Silas left a sting on my skin and stirred my emotions in a way I wasn’t comfortable with. 

So, I ripped the picture from the wall and headed to the spare room where I curled up in the bed Silas often slept in, inhaling the lingering scent of him. Bottle of whiskey in one hand, the photograph in the other.

I did one last thing before crashing into a drunken slumber. A stupid thing. It took a few tries to get the buttons right, but I called Silas’s cell. It went straight to voicemail. 

“Silas,” I spat into the phone. “I know it’s only been a few days, but I can’t do this. I can’t sit around here waiting for you guys to call me. I’m going insane. So...call me. Text me. Whatever. If I don’t hear from one of you in the next day, I’m hopping on a plane to Egypt. I love you.”

I clumsily tossed the phone on the side table and rolled over to fall into a bottomless sleep. Or so I thought. The blurred shapes of my familiar dreamscape slowly came into view and I stood on the top of a warm dune, the edge of the forest far in the distance. I’d never experienced the dream from this point of view before. I’d always been in the forest, staring out at the surrounding mountains of sand. A breeze whipped around my face and carried with it the heavy scent of sunshine and spice. I inhaled, filling my lungs with the wonderful smell.

“God, I miss you already,” a voice echoed all around me. 

I spun around in anticipation, my heart searching for him, and there he was. Standing there. He looked so real. The way the breeze tousled those messy brown waves atop his head, the sharp outline of his wide mouth as he smiled. 

“Silas!” I called and ran to him, crashing into his open arms. My lips found his, and I melted into his embrace. “I miss you, too.” Then I added with a laugh, “So much that I apparently dreamed you up.”

His chest jiggled with a quick laugh. “This is no dream, Andie.” He took me by the shoulders and pushed so he could look at my confused face. “I came to say goodbye.”

“What?” I choked in disbelief. But he’d already begun to change in my hands. His solid frame slowly softened, as if he were dissipating. “Silas...”

“I love you, Andie,” he told me as granules of sand flew from his body and floated away in the breeze. “Don’t forget that.”

“What are you talking about?” I demanded through tears as I attempted to hold him together. 

The defined edges of his mouth turned up in a saddened smile. “Goodbye, Andie.” 

The rest of the man I loved crumbled, the sand of his body sifting heavy through my fingers and carrying away with the wind. Just as the last of Silas left my fingertips, I heard the soft sound of his voice whisper in my ear. 

“Wait for me...”

The piercing ring of the phone broke through my consciousness and brutally ripped me from the hellish nightmare. I knew I had to answer it, but my shock-riddled body sat frozen, gasping for air as I forced myself to get a grip. 

Breathe in. Breathe out. 

Suddenly, the stone around my neck burned against my skin, right through my sweat-soaked shirt, and I hastily ripped it off before tossing it on the floor. With sweaty hands, I reached over to swipe my cell from the bedside table, fumbling to keep it from sliding to the floor. Panting, I pressed the green button and held the device to my ear.

“H-hello?” I croaked, glancing around the room to make sure everything was real. That I was even real. 

“Andelyn Godfrey?” the familiar voice questioned. 

“Yes...” My heart pumped painfully in my chest. The tone. The middle-of-the-night call. I somehow knew the next words that would grace my ears and my stomach clenched in preparation. 

“Oh, it didn’t quite sound like you for a second,” he replied. “Um, it’s Howard. I’m so sorry to call you at this ungodly hour, sweetheart, but I have some news. Can you come down to my office tomorrow to meet with myself and the police?”

I swallowed hard against the dry tightness in my throat and wiped the sweat from my forehead as I fought to hold down the vomit that threatened to rise. “No, tell me now.”

“Andelyn–”

“My name is Andie,” I corrected impatiently. “Now, just tell me what’s wrong. It’s my father, isn’t it? Did you hear back from him? What happened?”

A heavy breath of air crackled across the receiver from the other end. “It’s not just your father, Andie. There was an accident. An explosion of some kind–you know, I’d much rather speak to you in person about this–”

“Howard,” I snapped, holding back tears as I pressed hard against my forehead with my thumb. “My father and...Silas.”

A long pause held the line, dragging on with the sounds of our heavy breathing.

“I’m so sorry, Andie. There was a cave-in. They’re...dead.” 

Chapter Four

––––––––
[image: ]


“Space exploration. Ancient religions and civilizations,” the deep voice rang through the giant speakers on either side of the stage as I sat in the crowd and listened intently. “Two different topics, both existing thousands of years apart.” Howard walked across the platform with purpose, knowing he’d captured the room’s attention. “But what if I told you they were one and the same?”

The theater of eager minds gasped in unison and erupted into busy whispers as I sat with my notepad in hand, admiringly watching my father’s old friend, Professor Danes, discuss a topic I knew all too well. He held a small device in his hand, a slideshow controller, and took a long pause as he glanced down at me in the crowd of dozens. 

“For decades, we’ve wondered just how the ancient Egyptians built great monoliths and grand structures such as the pyramids. Speculations, theories. These are all we’ve had to go on.” Howard grinned madly. “Until now.”

The audience whispered again, and he threw another lingering glance at me before clicking the device in his hand that commanded the massive screen behind him to come to life. An aerial view of Cairo. 

“Egypt. The birthplace of our obsession. The reason we’re all here today, why we study under those who’ve dedicated their lives to uncovering its secrets. Those like the late Professor Alistair Godfrey and his crucial findings with the secret chamber beneath the Great Pyramid.”

Another click of the device. 

The screen turned to images, amateur photographs that struck a chord in my memory. Pictures that Dad had taken himself of the interior of that very chamber in the Great Pyramid. Runes and hieroglyphs. The carvings of Osiris followed by an ankh appeared on the screen, and the long-buried memory of kissing Silas flashed across my vision. I blinked away the thought and shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Wishing I had read the details of this particular presentation before I’d decided to come. Wishing I could drink the tiny bottle of vodka that sat somewhere at the bottom of my purse. 

My failsafe.

“We know most of these symbols,” Howard continued as he clicked through. “But not all. These, in particular, had us scratching our heads for months. Until another structure, a much older one, had been uncovered in the Brazilian rain forest a short while later.”

Professor Danes clicked the device, filling the screen with a grand image of the giant pyramid found in Brazil. Dark stones partially covered in the relentless green of the surrounding forest. 

Another click. 

The close-up of the same unknown runes from the Giza chamber. 

“Immediately, Godfrey and his team flew to Brazil and spent weeks there, uncovering the secrets of this hidden structure. Only to find a symbol we know all too well.” Click. “The mark of an ankh. Instantly verifying and linking the two ancient buildings across thousands of miles. Across an entire body of water.”

The crowd erupted with more whispers, heavier, clearer. I could pluck out certain words and phrases and I wondered if they were intended for me to hear. Alistair Godfrey. That’s his daughter. She was there, you know. I sighed and slumped down into my chair, cursing the closeness of the people on either side of me. I’d welcome that tiny shot of vodka right about now. 

“So, what does that have to do with today’s special lecture?” Howard asked the crowd confidently. He looked at me once more, a hint of something in his eyes. An apology, perhaps? Another click of his handheld device sounded in the air. “It stems back to the very last project Godfrey worked on.”

No. No, no, no...I could feel my face pale and all the eyes in my vicinity fell on me. I ignored them and stared ahead, unblinking. Willing Howard not to do what I already knew he was about to do. My fingers twitched, and the miniature bottle burned a hole in the bottom of my purse. Begging to be cracked open. I chewed at my lip, the inside of which was already toothed raw. An unfortunate coping mechanism I picked up over the last couple of years. 

Among others.

Howard paced the length of the small university stage. One hand in the pocket of his beige slacks, the other still controlling the device in his hand. I only came because I’d heard he was announcing his next big project and, with my last classes ending the week before, I needed a distraction. I had forgotten just how much he knew about my father’s work; how close they’d been. Like brothers at times. Especially during those early years. 

It wasn’t until Silas came into the picture that Howard branched off into other areas of study. He said nothing. Neither did Dad, but I sometimes wondered if he felt shoved aside. Now, sitting there, watching Professor Danes move across the stage with a renewed enthusiasm for my father’s work, a small part of me knew for sure. 

“The adventure in Brazil led the team back to Egypt in search of more connections. More proof. A reason, even.” Click. An image of the Giza pyramids, far in the distance as the photographer stood from the viewpoint of a large rock formation. “To this very spot. Nothing more than a mere bump in the vastness of endless sand dunes. Until a local team of scientists discovered what looked like the marking of an entrance behind a slab of rock. Once removed, they confirmed it was indeed the sealed entrance to an unknown tomb of sorts. One of the largest to have ever been found. Alistair Godfrey and his team of experts were onsite immediately, expecting a single chamber or perhaps the burial ground of an exiled royal. But what they got was so much more.”

My stomach clenched in unwelcome anticipation. After Dad and Silas were declared missing and presumed dead during the cave-in, I’d set all of this aside, unable to face it. Unable to bring myself to continue the research. A part of me died that night and, like the one dead leaf on a plant, was slowly killing me as its darkness spread. I was simply a shell. Andie Godfrey on the outside. Vodka, anguish, and stale pizza on the inside. 

Someone from the crowd raised their hand and Howard motioned to them to ask. “Is this the same tomb that had the cave-in?”

Howard’s eyes flicked to mine, and I had to look away. “Yes, the very same. The last known location of Alistair Godfrey and his team.”

Team? It was just Dad and Silas down there. The only casualties. The deep-set rage I harbored at that fact never dissipated over the last two years. Why were they down so far by themselves? Where was the rest of the group? The excavators? The safety monitors?

The two women sitting next to me stood and left the room, leaving no one in my way if I wanted to slip out to the side aisle. It was tempting. The vodka in my purse beckoned me with ill promises, but I willed myself to stay put. Professor Danes continued to address the question, speaking to the room. 

“It’s taken many months of dangerous, gruelling work, but we’ve finally removed the last of the rubble. The tomb has been deemed safe for re-entry and that’s where my next project will take place.”

Bile burned in my stomach and I shot up out of my seat, darting for the exit. The heavy metal doors closed behind me with a loud clamor that echoed throughout the empty halls just outside. My chest heaved as I fought to control my breathing. No one had told me. No one had said they were digging out the tomb. 

I ran to the closest bathroom and locked myself in the handicapped stall. I plunked my ass down on the closed toilet seat and buried my face in my hands, wiping the unwanted tears away as my knees bobbed up and down with a nervous jitter.

Suddenly, the bathroom door swung open. 

“You know, I heard she only got accepted because of her dad,” spoke a voice. A young woman. 

“Who?” asked another.

“Jesus, Marnie, keep up. Andelyn Godfrey, duh,” the first girl replied. “I also heard she was having an underage affair with her dad’s assistant, and that’s why they left her behind.”

“Well, it was probably for the best,” the second said. “She would have died down in that tomb, too.”

More tears spilled down my face. Their words cut deep, slow gashes on my insides. Part of me did die down there, a hole in the ground on the other side of the world. I’ll never get that part of me back. And I’ll never be the same for it. 

With shaky hands, I pried open my shoulder bag and dug around for the tiny flask. The smooth surface brushed my fingertips, and I clenched it tightly, still debating whether to give in. 

“Maybe she should have,” the first girl said with a sly curve on the last word. “What good is she doing here? Best in our class and zero enthusiasm for the science. What a waste.”

My stomach clenched, not so much at the insult–I was well aware of how much I was wasting my mind–but at the realization that these were classmates of mine and I couldn’t have picked their voices out from a crowd if my life depended on it. I had coasted through my entire course without getting to know so much as a name. 

With only a sliver of regret, I pulled the bottle of liquor from my purse and cracked the twist top before pouring the whole thing down my throat. It burned with a cool fire, soaking into the inner walls of my esophagus, and creeping down where it pooled in my gut. Smug and satisfied with its win.

I tore some toilet paper off the roll and wiped the mascara from underneath my eyes. The cheap material scratched the sensitive skin and I could feel it reddening. But I swung open the stall door with a deep breath and looked the two women square in the face as I walked to the exit. Their expressions pale and eyes widened like two deer caught on the highway. 

I wanted to duck out. Go home and spiral. My weakened legs carried me toward the front entrance of the building, past the gymnasium doors that I ran
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