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	Ice pelted the window. The shrill whistle of wind hinted that Professor Zachary Selmon should have paid closer attention to the weather forecast. All those threats of a nor’easter were coming to fruition.

	A green glass banker’s lamp cast a burnished glow across the oak wood desk of his cramped office in the Department of Art and Archeology at Summerville University. No matter the lashing the window took, this tiny space recycled the same stale air previous professors had shared since its construction in 1816.

	Zach reached for the yellow envelope with multiple polar bear stamps on it and contemplated the hastily written return address.

	TIM GUNDY

	NUUK, GREENLAND.

	What a divergent path he and his childhood buddy, Tim, had taken. Both did their time as students in archeology. Both faced some pretty dicey challenges. But when their primary education was complete, Zach went down the academic wormhole until he finally achieved his Doctorate in Archeology. At the relatively young age of 36, he obtained a teaching job at the small, but established, Summerville University. Tim, on the other hand, quit halfway through his graduate program. He opened his own firm, of which he was the sole employee, working as a freelance archeologist. From time to time, he would send Zach items in the mail from all around the world to seek provenance on them.

	Zach palmed the envelope from Greenland and spilled out the contents. A single coin rattled atop his blotter before falling still. 

	He grabbed the note he’d read at least ten times already.

	Z,

	Received this coin from my new client. Can’t identify it. Gold? Tell me it’s gold. I figured you’d know the deets. According to this guy, I’m supposed to help him find more of these. A LOT more. Thing is… now I think I’m being followed. I’ll contact you as soon as I can.

	T

	It was postmarked nearly two weeks ago. In that time there was no further communication from Tim, and Zach had been unable to track down his friend. 

	Zach pulled over the long arm of his magnifying lamp and switched on the bright LED ring. As fascinated as he was with numismatics, there weren’t any degrees offered in the field of coin study in the United States, so it remained a hobby.

	A gust of wind rattled Zach’s window. Massaging the ridge of his nose before his glasses fell back into place, he stood up and gazed out at a world that had turned into an over-shaken snow globe. None of the stone-clad buildings were visible and the closest parking lot was consumed in a frosty oblivion.

	A clatter sounded out in the hallway.

	Zach snapped away from the window and shuffled around his desk to the office door. Students had been dismissed because of inclement weather. Based on the empty parking lot, he figured he was the only one here.

	The corridor smelled of musty cinderblock. All doorways were closed and nighttime lighting was implemented. 

	“Hello?” he called out.

	There was no sound—only the ice pelting the window behind him, and an overall groan as if this ancient hall had been swallowed by a hungry whale. 

	Shaking it off, Zach slipped back into his creaking chair for a better look at the coin. He had been more concerned with the words, someone following me, and reaching Tim than paying attention to the coin itself. Yeah, it had intrigued him, but he hadn’t had an opportunity to give it more than a few minutes inspection between classes. 

	All he could suspect from the hand-struck raven with outstretched wings was that it might be Nordic in origin. Ravens were classic Viking symbols, and there was the simple fact that Tim had mailed it from Greenland. A quick scan from his handheld X-ray fluorescence analyzer revealed the alloy to be primarily silver, also indicative of a period Zach loosely estimated at around 1400AD.

	Sorry, Timmy—not gold.

	There were none of the telltale signs of a counterfeit. No casting bubbles. No seam. Only mild crystallization that muddled the ancient monogram. 

	A scream reverberated in the hallway.

	Zach dropped the coin and vaulted towards the door. Swinging his head in each direction, he found both ends of the corridor locked in shadows.

	“Hello?”

	It had sounded like the shriek of a female—not the wind.

	Zach stepped out into the hall, listening. This wing was an isolated offshoot of the main artery running through the Department of Art and Archeology. Only because everyone was gone could he hear the distant squeak of shoe against linoleum. That scuffing sound picked up its pace and burgeoned into a full-out sprint as a figure blasted out of the shadows at the far end of the corridor.

	“Help!” a female voice cried out.

	Long raincoat lapels wafted at her sides like dragon wings as she raced towards him. Zach tried to look past her for who or what might be in pursuit, but the hall was empty.

	Lurching to a halt, the woman stooped over, her hands on her knees as she angled her head to look behind her.

	“Is there somewhere we can hide?” she whispered.

	Anywhere in the university. It’s empty.

	Her back rose and fell under rapid breaths. A pointed chin angled as she gazed up at him from beneath unruly brown waves. In that brief second, he tried to assess whether she was a student or teacher. He would have recognized faculty, so that left student, but she looked older. Grad student, most likely.

	“Hurry,” she urged.

	Zach snapped out of his stupor and extended his arm towards the open door of his office. The woman wasted no time and darted inside.

	One last glance down the corridor revealed no demons. No sound of pursuit.

	Shaking his head, Zach followed her into his office.
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	“What happened?”

	The waif of a woman stood in the corner trying to minimize her presence. Shrewd brown eyes snapped from the door—to the window—to his face, and then landed on his desk. Those eyes widened as she shrank back even further.

	“The coin—” she gasped.

	Zach frowned, snatching the coin and lodging it into the pocket of his blazer, out of the view of her horrified gaze.

	“What about it?”

	“The—the man who attacked me—” she eyed his door and added in a tight voice, “he asked—where is the coin?”

	“Attacked?” Zach jolted.

	“Yes!” The woman’s hands quivered until her fingers delved deep into her coat pocket, extracting her phone. “He had a gun. I have to call the Police.”

	“A gun?” 

	Just as he uttered the words, the sound of breaking glass shattered his poise. The woman winced in the corner and eyed up the gap under his desk. Another pane of glass shattered, this one closer than the previous. 

	“He’s breaking in the windows of all the office doors,” she whispered, dropping down onto her knees and crawling towards the desk. “That’s how he found me. He said he was looking for a coin.”

	Zach stared at the pane of glass on his door. The light was out on this end of the hallway. Darkness loomed outside that small frame.

	Crash.

	That was room 213. He recognized the proximity from the thousand times students slammed that door on their way out. 

	His was room 217.

	Zach thumped his palm on the desktop lamp, switching it off. A hand reached up from the shadows, startling him as the woman tugged him under the desk.

	This was absurd. He reached for his phone but hesitated, afraid the glow would carry into the hall. 

	Crash.

	215.

	Harrowing images from the news darkened his mind. School shooter. 

	Beside him, the woman bent her legs, tucking her knees up under her chin. Folding his tall frame as tight as he could, he reached out and wheeled the desk chair up against them.

	Crash.

	Tiny shards of glass spattered across the floor near his boots. 

	The woman next to him quaked as Zach reached for her.

	To keep her still?

	To protect her?

	To touch another human in these last moments of life?

	The doorknob rattled. Another trickle of broken glass and then he heard the snap of the bolt. Zach thumbed his phone blindly inside his pocket, praying he wasn’t holding it upside down. It must have worked because he could hear the distant sound of Michael Jackson’s Thriller chime in the hallway—an ironically poignant ringtone for Professor Cortese in 213. Just a half hour ago, Zach had texted the man to ask if classes were suspended. Thriller rang throughout the corridor unanswered at the time. Professor Cortese was known for forgetting his phone in his desk drawer.

	The rustling of the doorknob ceased. Had the diversion worked? There wouldn’t be much time even if it did. Zach took his hand from the woman’s knee and moved the chair an inch. No gunfire. That was promising. 

	He crooked his fingers for her to follow. Fear vibrated off of the stranger, but he saw the outline of her brief nod.

	Zach pushed the chair, cringing when a wheel grated against pebbles of glass. There was no time to hesitate, though. If the assailant was investigating the noise in 213, they had precious few seconds to escape.

	Crawling around the corner of the desk, he backed up enough to let the woman wriggle out. He pointed to another doorway next to his book cabinet. It opened into the adjoining office, offering them closer access to the stairwell at the end of the hall. 

	Still crouched, he reached up and twisted the knob, pulling back the panel and letting her crawl through. Inside the connecting office, they stood as Zach moved towards the door that opened into the hallway. It also had a glass pane. Stooping down, he peered through it but couldn’t see anything. He could hear, however. Distant, but distinct was the sound of a cell phone being smashed.

	“Now!” he mouthed.

	Dark eyes flared, but she pressed in tight against the doorframe and launched through as soon as Zach opened it. He spared one look down the hallway before pursuing her towards the red EXIT sign.

	Their motion was enough to draw the assailant into the corridor. He did not yell. He did not charge. The high-pitched whine of a silencer sliced through the musty air and a small explosion of concrete rained soot over Zach’s arm. 

	The woman slammed her hands on the barred panel as the trapped chill of the stairwell rushed out. They were through and charging down the crisscross landings just as the door crashed open behind them. Bullets drilled down the center of the vertical shaft. They reached the ground floor with one last leap, launching out of the building and into the commons.

	Ice pellets lashed Zach’s face as he reached for the woman’s arm, tugging her across the snow-covered commons. Any second now he expected the sharp penetration of a bullet. He was familiar with that sensation—that burning raid of the body. 

	When it did not come, he chanced a glance back over his shoulder. Everything was blurred except for the dark slash in the doorway. There was no face—no body—only the stark dissection of a man dressed in black against a whirling curtain of white—a delineation that looked like a crack in time.

	A nearby shout made that fracture dissolve.  

	“The school’s closed—” 

	Zach saw a man trudge towards them in an oversized parka caked with snow. Stenciled letters made intermittent appearances through the wintry haze.

	CAMPUS SECURITY. 

	The woman galloped clumsily through the snow, the wind corkscrewing her brown hair above her head. Animated hands altered the track of the flakes and her pale lips snapped out a summary of the situation. The guard pressed a phone against his winter hat, dictating her tale into the cell.

	Zach’s gaze lingered on those pale lips for a second, but his eyes swung back to the empty doorway. The phantom fissure had disappeared, as if one of the many snow siphons snatched the murky figure and whisked him back to the netherworld.

	Z, I’m being followed…

	Zach’s fingers clenched around the coin in his pocket.

	Snow swirled around him. Ice bombarded his face. Biting wind lanced his throat and delved into his shirt, piercing his heart with a frigid javelin. 

	But his palm was sweating. 

	 


CHAPTER TWO
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	The last flash of red and blue against the milky ground faded and snow's mystical silence returned. Zach stood facing the waif whose hair was laced with crystal flakes. The shoulders of her coat would need to be shoveled soon. She had her arms wrapped around her waist and her lower lip quivered. Other than that, he couldn’t distinguish much of her face. Features were lost in the brittle fog.

	 A single igloo sat in the faculty parking lot where his SUV used to be. The brush in the back seat wasn’t going to cut it. He’d need a wind turbine to get the snow off. Fumbling for his key fob he detected a faint red pulse beneath the heap.

	The waif hefted her collar up tight and turned around, trudging in the opposite direction.

	“Hey,” he called. The wind stole his voice. “Hey!” he shouted.

	The woman paused, nearly snatched from view by the mist. She held her hands out for balance as she turned around.

	“Where is your car?” Zach asked. “Do you want a ride?”

	If his was the only car in the faculty lot, the next closest parking lot was a hike from here. And even though the police were still on the grounds, he didn’t like the idea of her walking alone.

	“It’s in the E Lot.” She hesitated looking into the distance until the snowfall made her blink. “I’d really appreciate that.”

	“Hope you don’t mind helping me dig out.”

	It was a joke. His delivery sucked, though. Poor woman probably thought he meant it. 

	Awkward as the situation may be, once they were settled inside the SUV and the heater kicked in, they shared a strange moment of camaraderie. In mutual silence they listened to the soft hum of the engine—the sharp staccato of ice on the windshield—the rustle of cloth as she rubbed her hands in front of the vent.

	Zach took his glasses off and swiped the lenses with his shirt. As he slipped them back on, he glanced at his fellow passenger. Her head leaned back against the headrest revealing an angular chin and pointed nose. Wavy chestnut hair moistened a pale cheek.  

	“Do you want to get a cup of coffee?”

	Okay. That wasn’t like him. He wasn’t social. Never went out of his way to be social. And women…yeah, it would be awesome to have a woman in his life, but he wasn’t exactly charming. He was a nose-in-the-book kind of guy, and any woman that spent more than five minutes with him eventually realized that and slipped away. 

	But this wasn’t about being social. This woman still shook. She shouldn’t be driving yet. He cast a discreet glimpse at her trembling fingers. No wedding ring. Did she have a boyfriend to call for support? There was no feverish texting like most of the females in his class usually did.

	Upturned brown eyes skimmed over his face before expanding their search out the driver’s side window.

	“You think anything is open in this?”

	Her voice was husky, a raw clash of the dry heat and taut nerves.

	 “The Starbucks up on Perth should be open.”

	“Right.” She nodded. “Armageddon wouldn’t shut that one down.”

	Zach smiled, carefully testing out reverse. The tires of the SUV slipped a few times, but finally bit and the vehicle crushed a path through the snow. 

	“It’s supposed to stop soon,” she remarked, staring out the passenger window.

	Zach heard it. A touch of shock in her delivery. They had been hunted down by a gunman. Shock was understandable. Maybe if they weren’t in the middle of a blizzard and an active situation, the police might have had time to suggest counseling. 

	Perth Street had been plowed, and indeed, the snowstorm had been reduced to flurries. There were no cars on the road, but the interior of the coffee shop blazed in invitation. 

	Zach rounded the back of the vehicle to help her out, but she was already stomping her shoes on the freshly shoveled sidewalk. Instead, he passed by her to hold open the door, smelling the rush of coffee beans.

	“Have a seat,” he offered. “I’ll order. What do you want?”

	“Just coffee. Maybe some milk in it.” She looked out the huge plate window and turned back with a quick, “Thank you.”

	Just coffee. No fancy lattes. He liked the woman already.

	Setting the two cups down on the table, he searched the street outside. A police cruiser coasted by as they both silently watched it turn at the next corner. 

	“I’ve never even seen a gun in real life.”

	Zach jolted at the husky whisper. He sat and faced the pale woman. She still wore her raincoat and both her hands were wrapped around the coffee cup for heat. Moistened chestnut waves framed a cherubic face. Slightly chapped lips were pale by virtue of how tight she clamped them together. But it was her eyes that commanded attention. Large and upturned, the fine blend of chocolate and bourbon gazed at him from under a veil of dark lashes. To the casual observer they might appear guileless—wide and innocent. Up close, though, he detected a shrewdness—a sharp assessment of everyone and everything around her. 

	“You did great.” 

	That much was true. 

	She could have had a meltdown, but she held herself together remarkably well given the circumstances.

	Those long lashes twitched. “I screamed and ran,” she reflected. “Not exactly admirable.”

	“It’s admirable to be alive.”

	Releasing the clamped pressure on her lips, he was surprised to see how full they were when they slipped into a quick grin.

	“I had a good teacher.” She hesitated. “Or—professor?”

	“Yeah.” He nodded.

	“You probably get this a lot,” she remarked, “but you look too young to be a professor.”

	“If I counter with you look too old to be a student, I’ll reveal my lack of etiquette.”

	“Not so bad. Eloquent in a touché-like way.”

	They took sips of their coffee and he felt a sense of composure return. 

	“I’m a student,” she explained. “Well, no—a teacher. Well—really a student.”

	Zach’s smile wavered. Those incisive eyes read his face and this time her lips parted to flash even white teeth. 

	“I’m rambling,” she chuckled. “Maybe I am old.”

	“I didn’t mean it that way—”

	The woman lifted the coffee cup to her mouth, still holding it in both hands. They trembled less, and the heat of the beverage returned some color to her cheeks. Wide eyes studied him over the rim. Brief curls of smoke rose from the coffee to clash with her gaze.

	“I am—was—a middle school art teacher. That’s what my Bachelors in Art History got me. I love the kids, but the salary was just—” she broke his gaze and looked down at the table. “Well, I applied for a scholarship at Summerville, and by some miracle, they selected me for an MA program.”

	“A masters of arts.” He took a sip. “Impressive.”

	The degree suited her. Quirky in her oversized coat and unruly hair, she nonetheless possessed a knack for observation.

	“So you quit teaching?” he asked.

	“For now. I wanted to finish the degree as quickly as possible. It would have taken too long if I just took night classes.”

	“What are you looking to do?” He found himself genuinely interested. Or maybe he was fascinated by her lips as she spoke.

	“Teach.” She laughed self-consciously. “Don’t get me wrong. I love construction paper, but I’m thinking more like an Art History teacher at the community college.”

	Another patrol car rolled past the window. Zach tensed.

	“So your zeal to finish your Masters kept you studying when the rest of the students were enjoying a snow day?”

	Her nose wrinkled like she was about to sneeze.

	“You can’t judge me. You were there too. And I know what you’re doing. Making me talk. Distracting me from what happened. I appreciate that. I do. But I’m okay.”

	Zach frowned down into his cup. “Neither of us was supposed to be there. That guy was trying to take advantage of the empty school. He wasn’t there for a mass shooting or anything.”

	Her shoulders shuddered under the raincoat.

	“Sorry,” he rushed to add. “I just wish you hadn’t been put in danger.”

	That keen gaze washed over him. “And you should have?” she asked.

	“No.” His head wrenched as if he could deflect the memory of the crashing glass. “But—did he really ask about a coin?”

	The woman slumped back in her seat, the coat bunching up around her neck. 

	“Of that, I am certain. When I looked up and saw him standing in the doorway with a gun pointed at me—really all I heard was my heart thumping. But his voice—his voice—there was an accent. I don’t know—German? Scandinavian? All he said was, Where is the coin? all Terminator-like.”

	“How did you get away from him?”

	“I was in the library. I had just put away a book, so I was standing at the end of a row—not sitting. Other than that, it was all fright and flight mode. I wish I could say that my response was cool and calculated.”

	“Who the hell is cool and calculated with a gun pointed at them?”

	Those cyclones of chocolate and bourbon focused on him.

	“You.”

	Zach coughed on a mouthful of caffeine. An ugly memory surfaced, but he tramped it back down and regarded the waif in the oversized coat. She looked like a really cute turtle.

	“Look, I have two questions for you.”

	Pale hands wrapped around the cardboard band. 

	“Which are?” she asked guardedly.

	“I was standing nearby. I heard most of your conversation with the cop.” He hesitated. “Why didn’t you mention the coin?”

	A long exhale dusted across her lips and then flared her nostrils as she let it out.

	“Yeah, that’s a good question. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know if that the coin the man was asking for is the same coin that was sitting on your desk. I mean, it is the archeology department, after all. There might be thousands of coins sequestered in a lab somewhere.” She glimpsed up at him from under her eyelashes. “Or maybe—maybe you stole it.” 

	Rather than defend himself, he waited to hear her out.

	“You saved me,” she whispered. 

	“I did not.”

	“Okay, but you let me go first. The bullets—they would have hit you.” Her glance slid across his shoulders. “You have a wide back. It shielded me.”

	Zach sensed the coin deep in his pocket, like an extra heartbeat against his hip. 

	“I just felt I should ask you first—” she stammered, “—if the coin you have—if it’s stolen, or if you think someone is after it. I just thought that question was better put to you rather than a random police officer who might lose the significance in paperwork.”

	Zach’s glance cut to the counter. It was empty. The whole coffee shop was empty. He settled his gaze back on the cute turtle across from him.

	“You’re definitely a student of the arts,” he observed with a strained smile. “And no, it’s not stolen—at least to my knowledge.” Before she could absorb that, he added, “Okay, second question.” He dusted two fingers across the bamboo tabletop. “What is your name?”

	Her lip hiked up at the corner. “You weren’t listening in that closely if you didn’t hear.”

	Touché. 

	Zach tipped his coffee cup in salute.

	“Gretchen,” she stated, her face turned towards the window. “Gretchen Rice.”

	“Gretchen,” he repeated, not realizing he’d said it out loud.

	Fumbling for more to add, Zach took a slow sip of coffee. A stranger had tried to kill them. It was something you see on the news. You never thought it would happen to you. What could be said to console her?

	Across from him, Gretchen reached for her cell phone, typing with her pointer finger. Somehow that put him at ease. All day long he watched the rapid tango of thumbs from his students. He, too, was a pointer finger kind of typist.

	“It’s on the news already,” she remarked, twirling her phone about for him to see.

	The glasses helped him to see across the short distance.

	“Active shooter—” he read with a grimace, “—searched the campus, but no sign. Campus closed until further notice. Please maintain caution—” 

	He followed Gretchen’s gaze to the window. A few more cars tackled the freshly plowed road, spraying up salt pellets behind them. Gretchen set the phone down to wrap her fingers around the cup again.

	“I didn’t even get the campus text alert yet,” he remarked, as suddenly his phone beeped. “There it is.”

	“The—” She sliced her eyes to the counter, confirming the hostess was on the phone. “The coin—” she hesitated, “—do you think—”

	“I don’t know.” 

	Zach slumped back in his chair. Mechanically, his hand slipped into his pocket.

	“It’s just something an old friend sent to me. It’s not worth attacking people over.”

	Or was it?

	Zach’s hand clamped around the coin. 

	“I’m sorry,” Gretchen muttered. “It was just—ummm—unnerving, to have a gun pointed at me and that person demand a coin—only to see a coin a few minutes later—” She burrowed deeper into her coat so that her chin was now tucked in the collar.

	Yeah. When you put it that way. 

	“He said nothing more?”

	“No.” Her hair rustled inside the collar. “Wasn’t much time for chit-chat.”

	Zach’s lip hiked up and then fell back down in thought. 

	“Maybe I should have mentioned the coin to the police.”

	Across from him, a dark eyebrow arched curiously.

	“It’s not so much about the coin,” he admitted aloud. “I mean it is a hobby of mine to study them—but it’s something else. I’ve spent most of my free time trying to track down my friend. The one who sent the coin to me.”

	Why not tell her? Especially if he was going to go to the police now. 

	“My friend sent it along with a note, saying he was being followed. Since then, I haven’t been able to locate him. No answer on the cell phone. I’ve called the hotels in Nuuk, where he mailed the coin from.”

	“Nook?”

	“Nuuk, Greenland.”

	“Oh, wow.” Gretchen’s spine stiffened and she stared down into her coffee. She frowned. “Just because he mailed it from there—”

	“Yeah. I thought the same, but he hasn’t answered any of my voicemails. I mean, that’s not that unusual. His business takes him off the grid a lot.”

	“What type of business takes someone off the grid?” Chocolate eyes shot up. “I’m sorry. Not my place to ask.”

	Zach tapped a finger on the tabletop. “Don’t apologize. You and I share common ground now.”

	 “Yeah.” She nodded. “Psycho survivors. Not a big fan of the club.”

	No. It was not a club this aspiring art teacher belonged to. It was a club he’d attended briefly in the past, and it was no place for this petite but determined young woman.

	“He’s a freelance archeologist, so to speak.”

	“That sounds intriguing,” she murmured and then frowned. “Well, until you go missing.”

	Zach grunted in agreement. 

	“I’m glad you’re not a freelance archeologist,” she added quietly.

	“You are?” 

	Long lashes fluttered down. “Hah, I was about to say that being a professor of archeology is a lot safer.” She shrugged. “Guess that’s not the case.”

	Before he could respond, she moved on, perhaps nervously. “Maybe the coin can tell you more,” she suggested, taking a sip from her cup. “Is it from Nook—Nuuk—Greenland?”

	Zach pulled the coin from his pocket but kept it folded inside his fist on the table.

	“No. Not that I can see on first glance. It’s old.”

	“How old?”

	“Best guess, six or seven hundred years. I need to investigate it more.”

	“Whoa, that is old.” Her head popped up out of the collar. “Do you have special equipment in your office? Stuff that you’re not going to be able to get to because the campus is shut down?”

	There was an earnest interest in her eyes. A keen curiosity that was a cross between a child seeing its first snail and a human placing their foot on a foreign planet. It was a look he’d possessed in the past, but the academic route made those sparks few and far between. 

	“It’s a hobby,” he replied. “Most of my equipment is at home. I have another scanner—some facial recognition software.”

	“Facial recognition software?”

	“Well, yeah. I mean its rudimentary purpose is those coin sorting machines you see at the bank or store. But the software has evolved to identify many ancient facets and help rule out forgeries. Scan the coin, and within seconds it will report its identity, or similar identities. I already ran the coin through it and there were no comparable hits. Dead end on that front.”

	The raincoat rustled as Gretchen leaned forward, her elbows on the table, those dark eyes opened wide. “It doesn’t even give you an idea?”

	“No,” he defended. “I mean, it confirmed that the coin is old, but not ancient. And it’s silver—everyone chases after gold—not silver. And despite popular belief, ancient coins aren’t always hard to find. Old roman coins are pretty easy to find, especially in Europe. So—”

	Can’t identify it. Gold? Tell me it’s gold.

	“So—I wasn’t paying as much attention to the coin as I was trying to find Tim.”

	“Understandable. I would do the same.”

	“But there is one instrument I carry with me all the time. No need to worry about the campus being shut down.”

	Gretchen tipped her head as if she was searching his pockets for a trowel or a pick set. He leaned forward and reached into his back pocket for his cell phone. He peered around, but the only eyes on him were across the table and making it hard for him to concentrate.

	He unfurled his fingers to reveal the coin sitting on his palm. It was about the size of a quarter and slightly thicker. He held up the cell phone and took a picture of it.

	“Oh, you have an app on your phone that will scan it?” Gretchen leaned forward and he caught a whiff of snow and linen.

	Tucking the coin back in his pocket, he pulled up the photo. “No, not exactly.”

	Pinching his pointer and thumb together atop the screen, he slowly pulled them apart as the image of the coin magnified.

	“Well, damn.” Her hand thudded on the table. “I use that trick to read the directions on pasta boxes.”

	Zach took a glimpse and saw the corners of those big eyes wrinkled up on a grin.

	“Okay professor.” The playful glint in her eyes tickled his stomach. “So, is there anything there that you recognize?”

	“Oddly, no.” He shook his head. “I mean—this coin doesn’t fit any of the usual suspects from that time frame.”

	He held the phone at an angle so that they could both see. 

	“See—this coin’s surface has smoothed down with time, losing its details. Silver is a relatively soft metal. Friction. Handling. Age. All have worn this surface down making any of the bordering letters nearly illegible. The image itself is unique. An arch with an edge-to-edge cross. Possibly Scottish in origin, yet no sign of a crown. The back has the fluid lines of a raven, making it look Nordic.”

	A bell chimed as the front door opened. A couple walked in, stomping their feet on the industrial doormat as they stopped in the middle of the shop to study the overhead menu.

	Zach set the phone face down on the table.

	“Anyway. The coin isn’t telling me much. I’ll go home and research it more and continue to try and reach Tim.”

	Gretchen sat back in her seat and jolted at the sound of her cell phone. She peered at it and looked up.

	“I just got the alert from Summerville too.”

	A chill charged through her. He could see it worm down her arm and snap her fingers with a soft jolt.

	“Are you going to be okay?” he asked. “Is there someone at home—”

	A mental slap to the forehead stopped Zach. 

	“I mean, you might not want to be alone tonight—”

	Yeah, dig it deeper, Selmon.

	Zach rubbed the bridge of his nose under the rim of his glasses, a delay tactic to keep him from meeting her eyes. Once he did, he found them brimming with mischief. She was a perky little turtle inside her oversized coat.

	“No, there’s no one waiting at home. Not even a cat. Makes me sound pathetic, doesn’t it?”

	It makes you sound like me.

	“But I’ll be fine,” she was quick to add, hugging herself. “Probably be glued to the news with one eye and studying with the other.”

	Zach nodded, tipping back the last sip of coffee. “Not pathetic,” he assured, watching her slide back her chair. Maybe he ought to just quit talking now.

	 “Let me give you my cell number—” he floundered, “—in case—”

	That heart-shaped face tipped back to look up at him with a timid smile. A shade of pink brightened pale cheeks.

	“Let me give you mine,” she replied, “—in case.”

	They shared an awkward grin, but it froze on their faces once they stepped outside. Gretchen clasped the open lapels of her coat together and ducked her head into the wind. Zach followed her to his car, toying with the idea of touching her back—for support—slippery sidewalk—lots of ice—

	No. A quick ride to her car, and Gretchen Rice would blow out of his life as swiftly as she had blasted in.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	[image: Image]

	 

	Another dead end.

	Zach took his glasses off and massaged the pain between his eyes. 

	There were gaps—sometimes months that he didn’t speak to Tim Gundy. But not often. Yeah, they were both busy—both often on different sides of the world. But they made time for calls—made it a habit to touch base as often as they could. Despite the divergent paths they had chosen, they were rooted by history. They had survived in the jungle as grad students. Tim was one year older and took it upon himself to watch out for Zach. The proverbial big brother.

	Now the tables were turned. It was Zach’s turn to watch out for Tim. Except, he couldn’t find the man. 

	Adjusting the illuminated lamp magnifier, he picked up the coin and studied the surface. An arch dissected by an edge-to-edge cross on the obverse side, and the Nordic raven on the reverse. There was a legend, or inscription beneath the raven’s wing. So far, he’d managed to glean enough letters to translate one word.

	INSULA

	Latin for isle.

	After that were a few letters spaced out.  S—L—maybe an N or an M.

	Well, it shouldn’t be a tough assignment. Just look up every island in the world with the letters S, L and N or M in it.

	Putting his glasses back on, Zach sat back and stretched his legs. Night had fallen and the only light on was the magnifying
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