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      The cases brought nothing but misery and pain. Worse? They were connected. They had to be. What with the flurry of intercepted encrypted messages, the bones in Boston now topped the list of items to steal, and from Anice’s movements, they held significance to the ones uncovered in Scotland. But how? Worst of all, Didi was caught in the middle yet again. That woman had unknowingly gotten herself into a world of danger, but hopefully she was safe for now.

      The blast of air that broke through the blazer made me wish I was back on a tropical island, sipping Mai Tais and taking beachside naps, but alas, that wasn’t on the menu. Nope, my hunch was Anice was preparing to attack stateside, but how was I to warn Didi? She’d barely made it back, and from her sleepless nights and constant lock checking, she wasn’t up for yet another note from me. But how long could I keep her out of it? Probably two days max, but maybe that was enough time to glean more information before I left yet another message on her doorstep.

      The honk of the horn jolted me out of my thoughts just in time for a wave of muddy water that sprang forth and drenched my trousers and loafers. Ah… Boston. Nothing quite like it. The people, the food, the weather…but reminiscing must wait. The redhead hurried into a rundown pawn shop with a white linen bag in tow, and that meant one thing. She was low on cash, or she was using a stooge for something distasteful. Either way, she was getting sloppy. Luckily, a big city meant it was easy to tail, and before the next wave of blaring car horns, I’d crossed the street and hid from behind dark sunglasses and a Boston Red Sox cap, blending in like another part of the whirling city streets, nose deep in my cell phone. I’d snuck a few photos, acting the tourist, and zoomed in. The redheaded woman who’d entered the pawnshop a minute ago had wrangled a cartouche out of the sack, revealing a tattoo on her inside wrist.

      Wait.

      I zoomed in further, studying the design. A serpent practically swallowed up by a bunch of purple flowers. That wasn’t all. A knot of fear lodged somewhere between alarm and all out panic. I snapped a few more shots. The woman raised her hands and shook the cartouche, but the salesman failed to express any fear or worry. His expression remained fixed and calm. I failed to get a frontal shot, and without one, I couldn’t be sure if it was truly Anice or not. The red hair was definitely a wig. A few strands of dark brown or black stuck against the nape of her neck when she’d bowed her head to inspect something else the salesman had brought out. She’d picked up a magnifying glass. But it was the next picture that nearly stopped my heart.

      I flattened like a pancake against the brick wall beside the store window, the color drained from my face. How could this be? When did she get those?

      I rushed into the road, slamming my fists against the car hood that almost smashed into me. Epithets flew out of the pepper-haired driver along with a few hand gestures, but I was off, running down the bustling sidewalks, past store fronts unlocking their doors and raising their gates for customers to flow in. On I pushed, winding through this street and that until I’d zigzagged back to the cockroach-infested room I’d rented for the next week. I bolted up the stairs until reaching the sixth floor, and upon nearing my door, I plucked out the key when I froze. Broken glass crunched under my boot.

      They had found me. It was a trap.
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      I stepped in front of Christof, blocking him from entering the apartment. He reached for my face, but stopped cold when I flinched, dropping his hand beside him.

      “I don’t want to argue.”

      “Daisy...”

      I noticed the stubble around his jawline, the pinched lines on his forehead and the corners of his eyes. He hadn’t slept. The strain of the past couple of days showed. On the long flight home from Scotland, the trip from Hades, I’d listened to his stern warnings about this being the last time. I’d worried him enough. Didn’t the near-death experience, leaving me laid up in a hospital bed, convince me to give it up? He’d been desperate. Afraid.

      However, the scene that kept flashing before me wasn’t the charismatic, successful lawyer act he wore like a trophy. Hair gelled and sculpted into the latest fashion, face smooth-shaven, gold cuff links sparkling in the light, wearing his navy suit—he was fresh for another day at the office. Never mind it was a Sunday. He looked marvelous. Too much so. Even my noisy neighbor across the hall had cracked her door open to get a full view of him. He radiated confidence. What male or female could resist him?

      I folded my arms around my waist and gripped my t-shirt with both hands. The shattered vase he’d thrown across the hospital room was all too vivid. He’d never expressed anger this way before. Rage shone in his eyes that night.

      I peered down at my painted pink toenails. My older sister Laura had left a half hour before, and I couldn’t wait to take off my shoes and feel the carpet scrunch between my toes. I’d intended on a hot shower and some food, then I’d gotten Christof’s call and everything was postponed. Like usual.

      “Now’s not a good time, Chris. I haven’t even unpacked.”

      Christof tugged his collar. I reached behind me for the door handle, ready to slam it in his face if need be. The last several days were enough to turn my hair white, and while I yearned for sleep, my mind refused to shut down. It was as if a vat of espresso had been hooked up to my veins and constantly refilled. I was jittery and distrustful, but almost dying did that to a person. Or so I imagined. First, there was Dr. Pinnick’s murder, then the discovery of a millennium—a shield maiden’s tomb—which, on any other occasion would be cause for celebration. Excitement warped into horror when my nephew Nick was kidnapped. Add on the other deaths, plus the visions I kept having, and it was all simply too much.

      “I’m sorry.” His voice cracked. He clenched his fists. “Didi, I’m sorry. Please…” He stepped backward, his mouth pinched. “Can we try again?”

      He wrapped his fingers around a lock of my hair. When I flinched, he dropped his arms by his sides. “I can’t take back what I said or how I acted, but please… please don’t do this. Let’s start over. Remember what it was like in college? That first time I saw you, ugh… I haven’t spoken about this before, but I was a mess that day, Didi. My heart was in tatters. For all intents and purposes, I was dead inside. Then… then I saw you. You were with a group of girls walking into the cafe.” He closed his eyes for a second. Opening them, he stepped forward in earnest. “It had been raining. Do you remember?” A million miles away, he grinned as his eyes glazed over. “A downpour. We got soaked and Brady raided the cafeteria napkins trying to get us dry. But the second I set eyes on you…” He refocused on me and grasped my arms. “…the gloom departed. It was like someone had poured a bucket of ice-cold water over my head, and everything wrong seemed right again.”

      Chris drew me closer. Around his mouth danced a lighthearted smile.

      I, too, was transported to those very first days. The wonder. The lust. The scene played itself out in my mind’s eye. Brady was Christof’s best friend in those days, and they were practically glued at the hip. That should have been a clue for me to tuck tail and run for the hills, but I was too broken to notice. Though my parents’ deaths had happened years before, the void they left swallowed up any light that entered my stratosphere. But that day, the day I met Christof, changed everything. For better or worse, he’d awakened something in me. A brightness. The stench of death slid away, and life had been restored.

      I snorted. “And you call me dramatic.”

      “You kind of are, but it’s endearing.”

      He rubbed his thumbs against my arms. In the end, I gave in and rested my cheek against his chest. A whiff of brandy clung to his clothes, and the scene from the plane resurfaced. I tensed. He’d upgraded us to first class on the flight from Scotland to Boston, and the perky attendant hovered nearby, refilling his glass the second the last drop hit his tongue. I noticed the lingering looks, the quick brushes against him. Sure, they blamed the turbulence, but we’d flown through clear skies, and not once did the plane waver.

      I stiffened and stepped backward. “We do need to talk, but I’m not in the right headspace for it now. With Dr. Pinnick’s antiquities find in Scotland, my nephew’s abduction because of it, and some lunatic woman that tried to kill me, I’m spent.”

      He placed his finger on my lips. “I respect that. I’ll leave, but first, would you accompany me to Derrick’s party?”

      I sighed, turned, and stomped off toward my wine refrigerator.

      “It’s tomorrow night,” he continued. “He’s passed his boards. We’re throwing him a party and everyone will be there. We can talk after if you’d like.”

      “Chris… gosh, I don’t know.” His doe-like eyes pleaded and cajoled from across the room while I went about pouring a glass of red. Not wine, just cranberry juice. While I sipped wine occasionally, it fuddled my brain, and I liked control of my faculties. Needed it, in fact. Especially these days. Where wine bottles once sat in my special refrigerator, I’d stocked it full of fresh juices. “I need to get settled here and then there’s work. Who knows how long I’ll be there tomorrow. Besides, there’s next semester’s classes to prepare for, books to review, and lots of meetings at the university. On top of that, this whole Scotland thing is hanging over my head and—”

      The buzz in my pocket rescued me from blathering on with excuse after excuse.

      “Um, I’ve got to take this.” I pressed the cell to my ear, though not before I caught the flash of anger on Christof’s handsome face.

      “What’s up?” I answered.

      “Nothing like a warm welcome.” Mose’s silky-smooth voice reached across the void of jet lag, tension, and uneasiness I was currently swimming in. “Let me guess… Chris is there.”

      “Don’t.”

      “What? You’re about as warm as an arctic night without thermal underwear. The only time you act this way is when that behemoth is around.”

      “Not funny,” I warned, keeping my voice low.

      “But I’m right, yes?”

      “Mose, the days are blending. I’m still on Scotland time, my eyes feel like sandpaper, and I’m craving my bed. Can we skip the bashing for once?”

      “Hold on…” Chris’s voice was icy. “Mose is on the phone?”

      Chris and I met in college when Mose was a teacher’s assistant in one of my intro anthropology courses. He was tall then, lanky, with long, shaggy black hair, large-rimmed glasses, and a pen protector. Chris never wasted a chance at taunting him, making “fun” as he’d say. Mose never fled from such taunts though. He’d answer the incessant challenges head-on from religion, politics, and even history, which Mose excelled at. But it never failed. When Chris tired of harassing him, Mose eventually left, head slumped, a crestfallen shadow on his otherwise smooth complexion. These days, barely a trace existed of the awkward young man trying to prove himself. Gone were the ugly glasses, replaced with contacts, and his shaggy hair was now trimmed and slicked back, much to his students’ delight. He’d grown tired of Christof’s superior attitude and had matured into a confident, intelligent, handsome man, which bugged Chris to no end.

      I whirled around and saw Chris head for the door.

      “Wait!” I hustled around the couch, avoiding a small table, and cut him off, splaying my arms wide just before he reached the door handle. “What is it with you two, anyway? Why are you both gunning for the other?”

      When Chris failed to reply, I held the phone back up to my ear. “What’s your excuse, Mose? Why all the hostility?” Nothing but silence. “Jeez, the testosterone in here is enough to choke anyone. Goodbye, Mose. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      I hung up and stared at Chris. These two men, by my side for the last ten years, had never seen eye to eye. I was done with their petty battles. But Chris’s smirk dared me to speak. I inhaled and blew out a breath, ready for the onslaught, when a soft rap on the door halted the confrontation.

      When I cracked the door open, I dropped my head and cursed.

      “What?” Chris asked, inching to see around me. “Who is it?”

      Mose pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      “Surprise!” He folded his arms around me and picked me off the ground, swinging me in a circle. When he placed me down, I adjusted my top and grinned. I couldn’t stay angry with him, and with the murders and discoveries in Scotland, he was the first person I’d longed to see even if I’d just hung up on him.

      “Why are you here?” I heartily punched his arm, and like always, he feigned distress. “Funny, Mosewan, but I’m not buying it.”

      “No?” His eyes sparkled mischief. “Then would you buy… let’s say, a box of charred bones? From Denmark?”

      I noted Christof’s stiff frown. Mose continued ignoring Christof’s presence, and to his credit, Chris remained quiet, which was a good sign.

      “Era?”

      Mose hesitated. A broad grin fixed his sun-kissed complexion. “Viking.”

      I rubbed my brow, my heart fluttering a million beats per minute. “Are…Are you sure?”

      Perspiration broke out on my forehead, bile rose into my mouth, and I gagged. The room suddenly tilted. Knees rubbery, I reached for the first thing to steady me, the couch, but fell into Christof’s arms.

      “What’s wrong?” Mose bounded forward but halted when he caught sight of Christof’s venomous glare. “I thought you’d be excited.”

      “Yes, I am, but—”

      A man with a long, groomed beard dressed in antiquated clothing materialized beside Mose and boldly stared back at me. He was not see through either; a solid form standing an inch taller than Mose. I waggled a finger in his direction but failed to utter anything coherent.

      “Didi, are you unwell?” Christof’s voice sounded muddled, like it was coming through a wind tunnel. He wrapped his arms around my waist and pressed me to him, all the while repeating questions I failed to comprehend. Mose loped off to get something, maybe water, but it was all gibberish except for the man who’d locked his gaze onto mine.

      I feebly pushed against Christof’s chest, pointing a shaky finger at the man, wondering why they had not acknowledged him. Those piercing blue eyes drank me in, and his hard countenance softened. Toned arms fit into white linen sleeves while he held a hand aloft a richly decorated sword hilt. With one step toward him, my mouth dropped open, but I remained speechless. Young and warriorlike from head to toes, he was an anachronism. He wore a bright blue tunic decorated with silver and gold threads in various patterns and white linen sleeves. He kept a curious focus on me, almost as if deciphering a friend from a foe. What was I?

      Mose returned with a glass of water, blocking my view, but I waved him off, craning my neck to see the man.

      “Who are you?” I blurted, subsequently recovering my voice.

      The twenty-something warrior remained mute. His gaze dropped to my neck. Instinctively, I laid my fingertips against the pendant resting there, but within a blink of an eye, he vanished.

      “What just happened?” I reached an unsteady hand toward Mose. Stepping forward, my fingers rifled through thick air where moments before the man had stood. “Who was he? Didn’t you see him?”

      “Didi? Are you alright?” Mose’s golden-brown forehead pinched together in concern. He took my arm, flopping through the air beside him, and placed my hand between his two warm palms. I fleetingly looked at him, a protest on my lips.

      “She’s tired, Mosewan. She’ll be fine. Probably jetlag.” Christof draped his hand around my waist and tugged me free, guiding me toward the bedroom before I snapped back to reality.

      “No.” I shook free of his grasp and folded my arms. “I’m fine. Honest.” How could they have missed him? First Hulda, and now this…

      “Yeah, well,” Mose countered, “a moment ago, you asked me who I was. Why don’t you sit and sip some water?”

      “I’m fine, Mose. It’s nothing. I just… well…” I had to think of something and fast, but what? “It’s that I remembered something… um, uh, you know… about the shield I inspected in Scotland.”

      “Right.” Mose handed me the water glass. Like most people, he had a tell. He never challenged me. He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Why don’t we leave you alone so you can rest? Chris?”

      Mose walked toward the door but Christof’s snort had Mosewan spinning in his tracks. I didn’t have the energy to stop them from hashing it out in my tiny apartment. From the hours on the plane to the harrowing escapes in Scotland, I’d had all I could handle. I placed a clammy hand against my forehead and sighed, bracing for the worst and half wishing the mystery man would appear and stop all this nonsense.

      “She’s my girlfriend, Mosewan. I have no intention of leaving. Clearly, she needs someone to look after her, or are you blinded by your unsung love for my girlfriend?”

      “Now’s not the time,” I half-heartedly interjected, but a dark cloud of anger swirled about Mose’s head, pitting his black eyebrows together.

      “Again with this nonsense,” spat Mose. “Take the highroad, my friend. She doesn’t need this. Not now.”

      Christof wagged a finger at Mose. “Let’s get something straight, Mosewan. I assume from your Egyptian lineage that angles and measurements won’t be too hard of a stretch. I’m not your friend. Never have been, never will be.”

      “Whoa.” I stepped between Mose’s advancing form and held up my palms in surrender toward Chris. “That’s uncalled for. Since when do you attack someone’s ancestry?”

      “Since always,” Mose barked.

      “This ends.” I pointedly stared at Christof, hoping for a shred of the person I’d met all those years ago. The man I’d fallen in love with. “Now, Christof”

      Chris pinched the bridge of his nose and exhaled measuredly. “Didi, you’ve got too many men in your life. It’s time to clean house.”

      A hot flush spread across my face and neck. “What the hell are you implying?”

      Chris, voice devoid of emotion, continued. “As if you don’t know. That man,” he jabbed a finger at Mose still standing behind me, “has been pining after you since day one. It’s all anyone ever talked about at school. Geez, Didi, it’s all anyone at the firm talks about. It’s a freaking joke. Why can’t you see it?”

      “That’s not true.” Mose’s voice was steady but low.

      I swallowed back the dry lump of dread forming in my throat and felt the burning hot liquid swelling within my eyes, clouding my vision.

      How did we get here? Why was this happening now, of all times? I dropped my hands to my sides and headed for the kitchen, turning my back on them both. Maybe it was Christof’s tone, or the way he’d shown up on my doorstep after we’d left the airport on uneasy terms, or maybe it was the way he’d always “handled” the situations of my life. Whatever it was, I chose to walk away.

      “Go ahead, you two. Get it out. Whatever this is between you both needs to end here.”

      I hopped onto the barstool at the kitchen counter and swiveled on my backside to face them. They each regarded me curiously. I wasn’t mediating between them anymore. This time I was staying out of their macho crap fest.

      Chris crossed his arms, chin thrust forward, ready and determined. He never lost an argument. A smirk marred his otherwise handsome features. It was almost like he was enjoying this.

      “Chris let’s get something straight. I don’t have feelings for your woman. I’m dating someone and have been for some time. Why must you always bring this up every chance you get? It’s a button you press too often with Didi. Yes, she caves. It’s obvious what you’re doing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Control, counselor.”

      Chris rolled his eyes. “Funny. Who’s been controlling the narrative since Daisy and I first started dating, huh? All those times you poisoned her with lies about me seeing other women or flirting with my female colleagues? What was that if not to undermine our relationship? You’re just jealous that a better man won.”

      “Hold up,” I interjected, raising a finger, ignoring the “won” part of the argument. “Did you read my texts? Are you kidding me?”

      Chris glanced at me and then looked away. His ears glowed red.

      “Answer me, Christof. Did you or did you not read my text messages?” It was the only conclusion. The women, the affairs… he’d done it all. But in my need to keep the fairytale afloat, I ignored them. Mose refused to let me bury my head in the sand and confronted me each time he’d witnessed Chris with another woman. He’d sent the evidence by text.

      “What? Lost your tongue, counselor?” spouted Mose.

      I glared at my best friend. “Enough, Mosewan. Chris, please tell me you haven’t been reading my texts.”

      Christof stood straight, tugging at his cuffs. He tilted his head to the right and then the left. A series of audible cracks from his neck stood my hairs on end.

      “Why?” I searched his face in vain.

      “He’s nothing but a control freak, bordering on obsessive,” Mose mumbled.

      “I’ll splatter your brains all over the street!” spewed Christof. “But I bet I won’t have to. No, I think you’re all talk and no action. If I were you I’d keep it shut and stay the hell out of my way. Oh, and Didi?” He jabbed a finger in my direction. “If I ever see you near her again I’ll kill you. Painfully.”

      “Wait.” I hopped off the stool, marched forward, and held up a hand for each man. Chris stepped into it, and his heart thumped against my palm. “This has gotten out of control. Mose, I’ll call you later.”

      “But—” he protested.

      “No buts. Later.”

      I refused to look at Mosewan. Keeping glued to Christof’s twitching jaw muscles, I heard the door softly close behind Mose’s padded footsteps. Even in anger and defeat, he walked lighter than a cat hunting its prey. “Chris, Mose is a friend. A great friend. My best friend. No matter how insecure you are, that will never change. You can’t tell me who I can and cannot see. As for reading my private messages, that stops now.”

      “Daisy, that man—”

      “Is my best friend, Christof, and the sooner you realize that the better off we’ll be. Don’t go around threatening people.”

      The inferno within Chris’ eyes cooled. “So we’re not over? You’re not leaving me?”

      He laid his warm hand over mine still resting on his chest and peered down at me. He traced a finger from my jaw down to my pendant, fondling it.

      My back stiffened. “I never said we were definitively over, Chris.”

      “It sounded like it in Scotland. That Scottish brute refused me entry into your hospital room, Didi. I can only assume you approved that.”

      “That Scottish brute is a police detective.” I shut my eyes and inhaled before continuing. “Why shouldn’t I? I’ve never seen you so… so… uncontrolled. When you smashed that glass against the wall, that was it, Chris.”

      He grunted and dropped his hands from my body, stepping back. He ran his hands over his face, holding them against his mouth while he searched me for… what?

      “Right,” he said after a while, striding toward the door. “Let me know if you want to come to Derrick’s party, Didi, but don’t take too long.” He stopped and turned at the last second. An icy coldness darkened his otherwise milky brown eyes. “I won’t wait around forever.”

      My eyebrows arched upwards. “Chris… I… you’re overreacting.”

      “Am I? I don’t think so. Text my assistant your answer. If I don’t hear from you in the next few hours, I’ll find myself another date.”

      With that, he stormed out, not even stopping to shut the door.
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      A hot, ashy smell smacked me in the face when I plodded over to shut the door. The lingering scent of garlic and tomato sauce made my stomach growl in protest.

      How long had it been since I’d eaten?

      Twenty-four? Ugh, my sister would flatten me if she’d found out, though I wasn’t about to tell her. Being a grumpy new mom thanks to a precious bundle of joy, she snapped everyone’s head off these days, regardless of the request. Ever since she and her husband brought home their adopted infant, neither had gotten much sleep. Although, from what my nephew Nick had mentioned, Laura’s husband hadn’t been home most nights. He’d slept over at his office claiming a heavy workload, but a part of me wondered if it wasn’t all roses and lollipops between them. For her part, Laura hadn’t complained about it, but the dark circles under her eyes, the stained shirts she wore around, plus the lack of showers, spoke of a woman teetering on a serious breakdown. Yet the baby was a gift, and she treasured her.

      Laura had tried for years to have another baby after Nick, and at first, she and her husband wrote it off to stress. After a few years, it became, “It’s not the right time.” That attitude faded into the background while Laura kept working her surgical shifts, burying herself in work. Soon, the cracks in her marriage were too obvious to ignore, and her relationship with her sixteen (almost seventeen) year old son, Nick, was gone.

      That’s why I’d offered to take Nick with me to Scotland for the summer. He’d tag along to a dig site and spend some time with his favorite aunt. His only aunt. Plus, he was on the brink of manhood, and he hungered to break free of his mother’s yoke, especially since they’d gotten the call Laura had been waiting for since Nick had turned two. I guess it didn’t help that I’d nearly gotten Nick killed. Although it wasn’t my fault, it would take some time to truly convince myself of that.

      I rubbed my eyes and stifled a yawn. Grabbing the foot-high stack of takeout menus sitting on the counter beside the refrigerator, I trudged to the couch and turned on the television. Rifling through the stack, I settled on pizza and ordered. Since it would take an hour, I opened a bottle of the rare red wine I saved for just such an occasion, poured a generous helping in a wine glass, and sat down again, turning up the TV volume. Blue lights flashed across the screen, highlighting the fresh face of the newest journalist reporting on the latest scoop:

      “…ports of shots fired in front of Harvard Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology in Cambridge today. A few witnesses reported a black SUV leaving the scene of the crime, hitting a pedestrian. That individual is in critical but stable condition, but few other details have been offered. The police chief states it’s a fluid situation, and we’ll report as soon as we hear anything. In other news, rare jewelry was stolen from…”

      I tossed the remote onto the couch, dug out my cell phone from my pocket, and dialed.

      “I assume you’ve heard the news reports, my dear.” Dr. Gates’ usual jolly voice was somber and guarded. “Why not get some rest? We can discuss this tomorrow at work.”

      I plowed ahead, my thoughts all jumbled together. “Isn’t that where your friend works?”

      The audible sigh told me everything I needed to know. “Tell me.”

      “Didi, we don’t even know if it’s connected.”

      With a calmness that surprised me I said, “Spill it.”

      “At around noon, three people walked into Roger’s office. One demanded the contents of a certain box. At first he was confused, because they specialize in Native American and Mesoamerican collections. When he tried to tell them that they had the wrong place, two men dressed in black suits and sunglasses brandished guns.”

      I gasped, not wanting him to finish. “Oh, Dr. Gates…”

      “His wife phoned a while ago. He’s on life support with a poor prognosis.”

      “How did you get all this information?”

      “Roger’s notorious for taping all his meetings. Don’t mention this to anyone, but his memory isn’t the same as it used to be. Anyway, his wife, Moira, remembered this, and the police found the recording. It’s awful, Didi.”

      “Is someone with Moira?”

      “Yes, her eldest son is staying with her for the time being, and the police have a security detail outside her home just in case, but again, we don’t know if this is connected.”

      “You keep saying that. Wait.” I fingered the pendant that had brought so much attention from the warrior ghost’s vision I’d seen earlier. It had been a gift from my mom on my twelfth birthday. Someone had broken it because the clasp wouldn’t open. Still, it was a beautiful pendant and one that I never took off. It was like my parents were still with me, and I needed all the comfort I could get right now. “Is Roger the one who analyzed the shield of the suspected shield maiden?”

      A long pause followed. “The very one. What’s even stranger is that he’d drawn a letter in his own blood on the office floor. It was an “s.”

      Goosebumps dimpled my skin. “But they’re not connected?” I hmphed. “Until otherwise, we’ll assume they are. First Dr. Pinnick, and now Dr. Phillips. Besides, J mentioned Anice escaping on some boat headed for Spain. It gives her plenty of time to travel here.”

      I sank into the couch, resting my head against the cushion, and closed my eyes.

      “Didi, my dear, I assume by your statement that you mean the mystery man leaving you notes and packages, and while he may be correct, we must wait until the police say otherwise and consider this to be a coincidence. Borrowing trouble is not worth wasting energy on.”

      I sat up straight. “But the police don’t know about Scotland. They aren’t aware of the shield… that it holds the key to turn the anthropological world on its proverbial head, nor do they probably care. Dr. Gates, did Moira mention if one perpetrator was a female?”

      My pulse slammed like a bongo within my ears. “There was, wasn’t there?” I whispered.

      “Didi—”

      “That means she’s here. She’s in Boston.” I drew my legs up to my chest and rested my chin upon my knees. The room was suddenly chilly in the dead of summer. “What does she want? How did she get out of the psychiatric hospital?”

      “No idea. But have you considered that perhaps it’s not her? Maybe this J person isn’t the man you think he is. Have you considered that he’s in on it too? Why didn’t he rescue you in Scotland, and for heaven’s sake, why hasn’t he shown himself?” Dr. Gates huffed. “Anyway, it’s only a thought. The best thing you can do is rest and stop investigating this. You’ll do no one any good dead. Get some rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow. First thing, young lady. We’ve got those runes to discuss. Roger… let’s talk about it in the morning. Good night, Didi.”

      “‘Night.”

      When the phone went silent, I kept it to my ear for several more minutes. The thought of Anice running around Boston toting a gun, let alone with two henchmen in tow, left little doubt how much sleep I’d get. No, rest would have to wait. The people I loved were now in the sight line of a crazy woman or someone linked to her. But how did she get out of the psychiatric ward? Why was she still hunting down information on the shield? It wasn’t like Roger Phillips had it.

      I checked my watch, imagining the auburn-haired man sitting in his unbuttoned white shirt, tie askew, drinking his evening cup of coffee. And then I was dialing.
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      “I’d say I’m flattered, but somehow I don’t think this is a personal call.”

      His thick Scottish brogue calmed my racing pulse and was a distraction from the image of Dr. Roger Phillips clinging to life and unconscious in a Boston hospital. I shook off the dark boding. No need to alarm Callum. Not yet.

      “Good evening, Detective. I’m calling to check in on how Anice Foster is doing. I suspect she’s been a handful.”

      If what the mystery man J said was true, Callum would know, and it would put some of my fears to rest.

      “Ah, Mrs. Anice Foster. Of course… she’s safely tucked away in her wee corner somewhere, sleeping with the fairies, I suppose. But the bigger question is why you’re asking. You, lassie, don’t strike me as someone who wastes words or thoughts on trivial matters.”

      “It’s not not trivial, is it? I’m merely asking about her welfare.”

      I  took a sip of the wine, blinking back tears from the unexpected burn of the alcohol down my throat.

      “Alright, I’ll play. As we speak, Mrs. Foster is tranquilized in an Edinburgh psychiatric ward, likely dreaming of haggis and scotch.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Quite sure. Now why don’t you tell me what’s got your knickers in a bunch?”

      Huh. Was Dr. Gates ultimately right? Was this J person sent to throw me off? According to Callum, Anice was safely locked away, but the uneasy feeling stuck, refusing to budge. I likened it to electricity. A warming hum always present underneath my skin. It was a warning system of sorts built in from birth, and it was presently flowing like lava. So much so that if I were to come close to a metal object, a lightning bolt would surely arc from me to it. However, if Callum was certain she was locked up, then I needed to leave it alone for the time being.

      I swirled the red wine in the glass. The waves lingered on the part near the rim. For a moment, some molecules of it stuck near the top. I studied the rings forming and then slipping down, only to reappear with the next swirl. It was like an illusion or lingering past that kept returning. An imprint.

      “Callum… do you believe in ghosts?”

      “I do. We’ve discussed this before.”

      I stopped swirling. “When?”

      “In the hospital. You mentioned something about seeing one.”

      “That’s all kind of blurry. Anyway, what can you tell me about them? Have you experienced any?”

      “Nae, I don’t have second-sight like Bonnie-Jean, lassie, but I have seen… things.”

      I held the wine glass up to the light and swirled, focused on the lines left on the glass after each twirl. Bonnie-Jean. The sweetest, white-haired Scottish woman I’d met. She had second sight. She’d warned me when I arrived in Kirkwall, and again in the nave of St. Magnus Cathedral where Nick was held hostage and I’d nearly lost my life if not for a warrior ghost woman named Hulda.

      “What about imprints?”

      “Imprints? As in fingerprints?”

      “No.” I shook my head and grasped for a better way of explaining it. “Okay, let’s say someone was attached to an object during their lifetime. Like really, really attached. It brought some meaning to them. So much so that when they died a part of them stayed with it.”

      “Ah, yes, imprinting of the soul, right?”

      “Yes.” I licked my lips and felt the heat rise in my face.

      “Uh… I suppose it could happen, but why are you asking? Have you had another vision?”

      “Yes… no… I don’t know.” I sounded nuts. “Earlier, when Mose and Christof were over, I saw this, um… image, no, it was more like a vision. To be honest, it was probably a ghost. Yep. It was definitely a ghost.”

      An audible intake of breath crackled on the line. “Did they speak to you?”

      I thought back to that unreal moment, how shocked and shaken I’d been. “No, he didn’t say a word.”

      “He? A man or boy?”

      “A grown man. He had a long, groomed beard, and he was wearing this anachronistic clothing.”

      “So not from modern time?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “What else? Describe his clothing.”

      Luckily, he wasn’t ridiculing me or insisting I have a psychiatric evaluation like most people in my life would have. Trauma did funny things to people, but I was certain of my sanity. I was seeing things. People. But their significance was still murky.

      “He wore a blue tunic with holes cut through for his white linen sleeves. On the tunic were patterns made from what appeared to be gold and silver threading. His pants, uh, they were linen, but they didn’t go past his knees. So, I’d say he was from…”

      I hesitated. On the one hand, I knew what' I’d seen, and being a doctor of anthropology, the facts lined up. On the other hand, I’d witnessed a ghost, an apparition of sorts, which didn’t fall into the category of rational with some people. I was unsure if he’d believe it or if he was humoring me, which made it even more confusing.

      “Where?” prompted Callum.

      “Oh, uh, he was old Norse.”

      Silence. “Are you sure he was real?”

      “Of course he was real. Anyway, it was odd. It felt like I’d known him for years. Like I’d seen him before, but that’s crazy.”

      However  I tried explaining it, it sounded insane. I didn’t want Callum thinking I’d lost my marbles.

      “Okay, even to me this sounds bizarre,” I rambled on, “but I know what I saw. There was a Viking man in my apartment, standing next to Mose. It was clear as day, and no, he wasn’t transparent. That man was as real as you or me.”

      “Was he menacing?”

      “Ugh, I don’t know. Definitely intense, but he wasn’t talkative.”

      “How long was he visible?”

      “A few seconds. Long enough to look at my pendant, and then poof, he was gone.”

      “Your pendant? Describe it, lass.”

      I held it away from my chest and looked down at it. It was given to me a long time ago by my parents. The thought of losing it was too much to bear. It was the only thing I had left of them.

      “Nothing extraordinary. Not to other people. To me, it’s priceless. It’s got eight tridents pointed outward. An old Norse symbol meant to guide people so they wouldn’t get lost. My parents gave it to me shortly before they died.” I remembered that special day. “They said that no matter what happened we’d always be together. I suppose my father got it from some shop on one of his many travels with Mom.”

      “When the man saw it, he vanished?”

      “Yes, but not before he stared at it for a while. Why?”

      “I don’t understand its significance, but that ghost appeared for a reason. That pendant holds some importance. Until you find out, keep it close.”

      I rubbed the familiar object between my fingers. “Don’t worry, this thing never leaves my neck.”

      “Well, it’s late, lassie. Sleep calls.”

      “Oh, sorry. Have a good night, and Callum?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thanks.”

      When I hung up, I clutched the pendant in my palm before taking it off and replacing it in the tiny locked safe on my nightstand. Disguised as a book of Shakespeare, it even had pages in it. Any would-be robber would likely overlook it.

      Bright sun rays shone through the bedroom blinds, and the shadows crept toward me for hours until the last peep of light flickered out. Darkness had come, and I was alone for the first time in ages, save for the blackness swirled images of Hulda and the Danish charred bones. Were the bones related to the robbery at the museum? And was Anice truly locked away in a psychiatric hold in Edinburgh, Scotland, or was she haunting the streets I called home?

      The Viking man’s appearance left me stumped. What was his purpose?

      Eventually, sleep overcame my befuddled mind, and once again I was frolicking by the bluest of lakes hemmed in by the most magnificent mountains. My very blood called to this place; the place I’d first seen Hulda traipsing through the green grass. A ghost in her own right. The very one who’d saved me from certain death by Anice in the underground tunnels of St. Magnus Cathedral in Kirkwall, Scotland. As I ran my fingers through the greenest patches of grass and dipped my toes in the coolest of water, the faintest of sounds called from behind.

      I whipped around, searching. Nothing except for the awe-inspiring fjords. I was entirely alone.

      The salty air delighted my exposed skin, and I relaxed, breathing in the ocean, wet earth, and sweet summer, when upon the wings of the wind a haunting male voice faintly called out a familiar name.

      “Hulda. Find me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      When the alarm went off, I blindly slapped at the nightstand until I hit the off button. Rolling over, I stretched against the soft pillows, extending my arms way overhead, when something crinkly brushed against my skin. I twisted around like a beached whale to stare down at a handwritten note neatly folded and lying next to me on the white pillow.

      “What the…?”

      I warily scanned the room, half expecting someone to bolt out from behind the curtains, but nothing was amiss. No sign of human, feline, or canine. Besides the cracked door, all appeared as it had prior to me falling asleep.

      I rubbed my bleary eyes and stared at the note. How did it get there? After a second fleeting sweep of the room, I picked it up with an unsteady hand and ripped it open. The unfamiliar script leapt up from the page. After the first few words, I slumped against my pillows and placed a hand over my thudding heart.

      Mystery guy was at it again. But why was his handwriting so different?

      I scratched my forehead and kept reading.

      She’s secure. For how long is anyone’s guess. Others are involved, but I can’t tell you more right now because the walls have eyes. She’s highly connected, but you already know that. Be careful. Stay close to your friends and family. By the way, you’re not fooling anyone. Those dark circles under your eyes are a dead giveaway. Sorry we
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