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When all perception is stripped away, all that’s left
is the madness of truth; it is whether one accepts the truth that
reveals the pure beauty of one’s soul.
















The light of the heart can only be found by embracing
the darkest depths of the mind.
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THE SPIRIT OF…


PROLOGUE

 The water
pressed against my face. Soft and smooth, it caressed my cheek like
my mother’s hand used to do when I fell off my bike and scraped my
knee, or when my Shih Tzu puppy, Cuddles (named after her mother,
from what I was told, by the strange guy behind the desk of the
shelter with all the marks on his arms) was hit by a car. I didn’t
see it happen, but the image of Cuddles running out into the
street, scared to death — frozen — as the tires squealed across the
blacktop, burned itself into my mind for weeks after my mother told
me. I pretended to be him; I felt the fear and the lack of
strength, the dry bumper shoving me under the weight of that
thousand pound Chevrolet. (It was always a Chevrolet; that’s what
my mom drove and that’s all I knew.) But every time I cried to
mourn the death of Cuddles, my mother brought me to her lap, held
me tight against her chest and sang me my favorite song. She sang
to me as I fell asleep for as long as I can remember and then some.
From the moment I was first brought home, that song was a part of
my life. And as she sang, she would caress my cheek.

I was her little kitty.

The song was so clear; my mother’s voice rippled
through the water that no longer felt like water. I knew I was
sinking deeper and deeper, but no — I was flying. I was being
protected. But by whom? In my life there have only been two people
that I’ve ever felt safe with. My mother, of course, who up until a
week ago, I hadn’t seen in three years; and my father, who wasn’t
around as much as I would’ve liked, but was honest and faithful.
Whenever he promised he’d help me with something — anything — I
knew he’d follow through on that promise. He never lied to me,
though, occasionally, I lied to him. It never sat right with me,
and more often than not, the guilt would push me to fess up. They
were the only two I let into my heart — until now.

My father was above me. My mother was above me. My
life was above me. But all I could feel was the grace of the
water’s love. My mother’s arms, my father’s trust — none of it
compared to the freedom the water gave me. Soothing, soft, calming
— no thoughts clouded my mind from the tranquility. I was drugged;
I was dead;

I was kissed —


 


 


BOOK ONE – DISCOVERY



Connecticut – Friday, 3:16 pm

Kaleena rode her bike
past the registrar’s building heading toward the science labs. If
she didn’t speed things up, she’d be late, but she knew better than
to ride faster than she was already. Campus police were brutal
about giving out speeding tickets to kids that blasted their way
through the school. She didn’t understand it, either. “If you’re in
that much of a hurry, you might as well just not go,” she’d always
tell her friends. “Besides. That’s what I love about college. No
one cares if you’re late for class.”

As she locked her bike into the rack outside the
science building, “Who Are You” started playing from her pocket,
cleverly signifying an unknown caller. Even though she never
answered calls from unknown numbers — not after having been
harassed for years by doctors, pathologists and would-be writers
who all wanted to use her to make themselves famous — she pulled
the old iPhone 4 from her pocket out of habit. She hit ignore,
knowing full well if they left a message she’d have a record of it
in the off-chance she ever had to prove to the authorities that
some psycho stalker (like the young drug addict whose message led
police to confiscate eight kilos of heroin from his teenage whore
house) should be in prison.

A message was left. But it wasn’t from who she
expected. She dialed the number back as she headed up the stairs
into the building.

“Hey, it’s me,” Kaleena hummed into the receiver.
“Where are you calling from?”

Kyla, whom Kaleena would claim as her only friend,
said, “Got a new phone, bitch.”

“What happened this time?”

“Long story. Tell you later.” Kyla giggled a little.
“Look, where you at right now, girl?”

Kaleena rolled her eyes. Kyla always had a knack for
trying to sound hip.

“I’m late for class,” Kaleena responded quickly as
she yanked open the door. She only had two flights of stairs to
tackle before heading down two hallways to get to class. The
conversation would have to be short.

“Where’s your dad these days?”

Asking about her father always meant Kyla had
something up her sleeve. It being Friday, it most likely meant:
party.

“Bermuda.”

“Hot new fling?”

Annoyance was starting to get the best of Kaleena.
“He’s trying to find some artifact that’ll lead him to another dead
end of whatever wild theory he’s addicted to this week or some
shit. Why?”

“I have a favor to ask.”

Why didn’t Kaleena feel good about this? “What?” she
asked sternly. Her class was just a few doors away.

“You’ve got the most rockin’ apartment, Kal,” Kyla
said. Kaleena could see the gleeful sparkle in her friend’s
eyes.

“No.” Kaleena stopped outside the door. Her hand
stayed glued to the handle as she rushed to finish the
conversation.

“Come on, why not?”

“I don’t need a bunch of drunk high school kids
trashing my apartment.”

“But I’ve got some of the hottest hound dogs hooked
up for a party tonight.”

“I don’t care. Find some other place to have
it.”

“Kaleena —!”

“I’m late.” Kaleena pressed the “End” button and
switched the phone to vibrate before entering the room. There were
only a little over a dozen students in the class, every one of whom
looked at her with a slight pierce of resentment. She ignored them
all as if she had just walked into a lecture hall with five-hundred
students, where anyone could — and usually did — go unnoticed, and
took her usual seat near the far back corner.

The professor had been rattling on about something
as he scratched his thoughts onto the chalkboard. When he finished,
he turned to the class and set his sights directly on Kaleena.

So much for going unnoticed.

“Miss Stevens,” he said, putting her on the spot as
punishment for her tardiness. “Could you please reiterate the
importance of relativity?”

Kaleena examined the board for a moment, confused as
to why he would ask such a basic question, then realized it was
because the test they took last week proved to Kaleena what she
already knew — the majority of the class was on the verge of
failure. This would not do well for her already insufferable
reputation. “The theory of relativity states,” she started, her
eyes averted downward, “that an object begins to travel at a rate
faster than another object the way in which objects outside of the
moving object appear to be moving faster than the moving object.
It’s important to understand, though, that when an object is moving
fast enough, it doesn’t appear to moving at all to the object, but
to a viewer outside of the object, standing still, would see the
object moving at great speeds.” Kaleena scanned the group to
emphasize her last thought. “The point is, not all things are true
to the eye and what one person sees is not always what another
person sees.”

The professor quickly shot back, “Nice try. But you
didn’t answer my question.”

“I did too.”

“No. I asked for the importance. You gave me a
theory.”

Kaleena drew in a breath to contain her scorn, then
fired off a tirade with heightened flair. “Fine. Let me give you an
example. You, Professor, just assumed that I didn’t answer the
question you posed to me. I, myself, feel I answered the question
very thoroughly and with great complexity. That is the point of
relativity. We see the answer to your question very differently,
and though most of the students in this room would agree with you,
that may have more to do with their resentment for me, rather than
an actual understanding of what I just said. They hate me because
I’m so young. You are against me because I was late. Of course, to
each his own, and each one of these people in here might see things
quite different than I do. But most average people follow the
crowd, the trends. It’s in our nature to do so, you know, to keep
from standing out. But because I do stand out, I can’t just follow
along like a lamb to the slaughter. Because of the nature for which
these fine, smart adults in this room grew up, they all agree with
you, for no other reason than that. I don’t, because my view is
different than all of the people in this room, which is going to be
different than your own. To that end, each person sees this
situation a little bit different as well, depending on his or her
age, class, race or gender. And though I’m not a moving object, the
entire situation is relative to the upbringing to which each
individual was accustomed. That, Professor, is the importance of
relativity. Every single person on this planet sees everything in a
different way. But because we don’t want to feel different or out
of place, we ignore that in favor of becoming one giant
perspective.”

For the next twenty seconds (which felt more like an
hour in the dead silence), Kaleena stared at the professor. When he
finally cracked a smile and chuckled, Kaleena realized he was
toying with her.

“Does anyone agree with Miss Stevens’s
assessment?”

No one raised their hand. They all instead chose to
shift in their seats with uneasiness.

“And does anyone agree with my assessment,” the
professor continued, “that our fourteen-year-old genius is full of
shit?”

“Professor —” Kaleena blurted out, rising to her
feet. The professor raised his hand to stop her objection. With no
more than the gleam in his eye, she could tell he was simply trying
to sell his point. As Kaleena sheepishly sat back down, every
student raised their hand.

“And because of that,” he said with a slight wink to
his voice, “it turns out Kaleena is absolutely correct.”

Kaleena fought a smile as the professor continued
his lecture. The antipathy bore into her, but her pride kept her
from absorbing any of it.

Bermuda – Friday, 6:18 pm

Having lost all sense
of time, Matthew Stevens, in his rustic, Indiana Jones fedora,
dusted the dirt from the small bone-like artifact that had recently
been uncovered about ten feet underground. How Matthew had found it
could be classified as a miracle. He normally stopped digging after
about five feet, but something inside him urged him to continue.
For the last ten hours, he’d been down in that hole. Food had been
scarce and his canteen was almost dry, but his concentration never
waned, as if this artifact meant more than anything he’d ever
discovered — even if he still had yet to figure out what it
was.

Lifting the small, soft brush, Matthew spent the
next eight minutes watching it as if it would move. It was curved
like a bowl, though the material was far from clay. To the touch,
it felt smooth, like wet metal. The fading sunlight gleaned against
the curvature, giving it a brilliant spark. The closest thing he
could relate it to was the shimmer of candlelight in his ex-wife’s
eyes on the night of their honeymoon; beautiful and gentle — those
faded blues melted his instincts.

“You gonna sit there all day?”

Matthew looked up, unaware. Henry Green, Matthew’s
very conservative, quiet associate, hovered over him. They’d met a
few years earlier during the freshman arrival banquet at Yale,
where Matthew worked as a professor of Archaeology. Henry was an
eager young kid with hair past his shoulders and a skull hanging
from his ear, yet despite his appearance, Matthew embraced Henry’s
keen interest in the thesis he’d done as a graduate student at the
University of Cambridge, which soon after publication was lambasted
throughout the archaeological community as pure blasphemy.

To know a Pharaoh was to know a witch,
Matthew had written. The Pharaoh was not only rich, with idols
of gold laced upon their walls, but very fluent in the art of
witchcraft. Stories are told in the Bible of men parting seas and
changing water into wine. Though these attributes were linked to
the God of Abraham’s almighty power, there is concrete evidence
that these ‘Acts of God’ are in fact acts produced by the sorcery
of the Pharaoh, who, upon death, would use this power to haunt the
realms for which they slept. Disturbing their realm, though it
makes the soul angry, does not cause the supernatural to occur. It
goes much deeper than the act of entry, and in fact draws its power
from the mind of the man that enters the realm. The ‘curse’ left
behind by a Pharaoh was not one of disdain or hatred or pain or
evil. It is an attribute to the heart of a man and the purity for
which that man enters the realm of the sleeping God.

“You know my work,” Matthew said, shaking Henry’s
hand tightly.

“Do you thrive on the controversy, Professor?” Henry
said in a slow, quiet tone, not sure what Matthew’s reaction would
be. It wasn’t the first time someone had approached Matthew with
that exact statement.

“Would you forgo expressing your thoughts and
opinions solely because there might be a good chance someone would
disagree with you?”

“Disagreement is one thing, sir,” Henry said. “But
the reaction you got…”

Matthew smiled. “What is life without argument?
Without a healthy breath of debate? If there’s any one thing you
take away from your time here at Harvard, let it be that pursuing
the road less traveled is usually the road worth risking your life
for. Or in the case of your studies, your career. In the case of
your love life; your heart.”

“A sheep is always slaughtered,” Henry said in
return. “The hungry survive past the attack.”

Matthew winked before turning his attention to
others who, like him, had also been forced to come to this tired
affair.

Henry pulled lightly on Matthew’s arm. “Professor,
wait.” Matthew looked back to him, partially annoyed, but attentive
nonetheless. For a moment, Henry had lost his thought, which seemed
to annoy Matthew even further.

“Did you need something else?” Matthew asked.

“I just wanted to say that, unlike most other sheep,
I thought your piece was extraordinary.” (Matthew was intrigued
now.) “Your distinction of Pharaohs and Egyptian kings being the
true gods written about in the Bible was a masterful theory. It
answered a lot of questions I’ve had about the discrepancy between
what was written as religion and what was known as fact.”

“The piece was not about the connection between
history and the Bible,” Matthew corrected. “It was about the power
that the Pharaohs possessed.”

“Yes, I know.” The kid seemed to feel a little
awkward, as if he’d offended Matthew on a deeper level. “I didn’t
mean to insult you.”

“No insult taken. I’m just curious about why you
would read it that way.”

Henry took a breath (of relief?) before
beginning his explanation.

“Well, you continually refer to the Pharaohs as
gods, and continually refer back to Biblical events. I’ve read the
paper a couple dozen times, Professor, and I must say that a lot of
your theories and expeditions into the pyramids seemed to have led
you to the conclusions of discovery rather than need. So I read
some passages in the Bible that refer to the acts of God and what
He believed to be the act of true love and that of which was an act
of genuine shame. The similarities to your belief that Pharaohs
only curse or harm those that enter with greed and leave those that
enter with purity of heart alone links the Pharaohs to how God felt
about those He created. Eve betrayed him in favor of greed and
because of that, was cursed with the knowledge of shame and pushed
from a world of purity.”

Matthew wasn’t sure why Henry stopped, but he was
eager to know more. “Go on.”

Henry smiled. It was the first time his listener
wasn’t bordering on slumber.

“Okay, well, with that in mind, I researched a few
historical documents of that period and linked them back to several
different figures of the Bible. I then created a small timeline
between the events of the Bible and that of history and came to the
conclusion that the Bible, though starting from the beginning,
doesn’t actually start from the true beginning of the world, but
with the first hieroglyphs found on tablets in southern Egypt and
Israel. It seems some of those writings tell of a story for which
men and their families were sent to the desert to die after
stealing fruit and grains from sacred properties. Most of these men
were poor, but the main focus was of a man named Adamus, who was
banished with his wife Evestylyn. They were rich by the standards
of the time, but were without the sacred fruit for which they stole
because they felt they were entitled to it.”

One of the most celebrated journeys Matthew had
taken after becoming a professor was when he spent a year in Egypt
researching the pyramids and writing about their connection to
supernatural occurrences and rumors, and not once had he ever
considered such a hypothesis. “And you have accurate, historical
documents that prove this theory?” Matthew said.

“I do.”

Matthew remained skeptical, but sensed a real
passion from the young boy. He nodded.

“I’ve spent three years on this, Professor. I even
wrote a paper on it my senior year for a course I took at the local
CC. I’d love for you to read it.”

“I’d like that very much…” Matthew paused, his hand
extended.

“Henry, sir. Henry Green.” Henry took his hand.

“Henry,” Matthew repeated back, burning the name
into his mind. “Drop by my office on Monday and we’ll take a look
at it together.”

“Yes, sir,” Henry said, his excitement pouring
through his handshake.

“Please. Professor will do just fine.”

“Of course,” Henry said. He wouldn’t let go of
Matthew’s hand.

“I better get to hobnobbing a bit,” Matthew finally
said, urging Henry to let go with a slight blush of embarrassment.
Matthew smiled, a little dismayed about having to do his
professorial duty. He had to inch away from the banquet in order to
jet off to an upcoming expedition, but Henry’s theory had infected
his mind. When he returned, he kept his promise of reading Henry’s
paper, even going as far as to say it had the potential for
publication. He spent the next couple of months helping Henry hone
the writing and added support to a few of his weaker theories.
Henry couldn’t have been more excited when it did get published in
a small magazine that would go defunct a year later. But it was
published nonetheless, which was a great accomplishment for any
undergraduate student. It only took a year of one-to-one lectures
during off hours (and occasionally over a home-cooked dinner) for
Matthew to assign Henry a spot on his team. And looking up at him
now, from ten feet within the earth, Matthew could still see that
eager young kid — a little wiser, a little stronger, yet just as
determined — who would abandon his family for the rest of his life
if it meant proving something he believed in. It would never come
to that, of course.

Matthew stretched his shoulders. “Just a few more
minutes, Henry.”

“Professor. You haven’t eaten in twenty-six hours.
We’re all going to the festival. Join us.”

“No, you guys go. I’m gonna go a little deeper.”

“It’s almost dark, Professor. We can finish this in
the morning.”

Matthew just wanted to be left alone with the earth
and history surrounding him. It engulfed his mind and kept him at
peace. But Henry was just as stubborn; it’s probably why he liked
him so much. He knew Henry wouldn’t give up until he agreed to go.
“You’re divorced, not dead,” Henry would always say when he tried
to get Matthew to clear his mind. “You have to dust off that second
head of yours every once in a while or else you’re liable to get
Alzheimer’s.” It was a bit vulgar to be sure, but he knew that’s
exactly what Henry was thinking at that very moment.

“Come on, Matthew.” It was Lauren Mead, Matthew’s
best friend since that first expedition to Egypt. Her shape was
that of a petite statue, towering over him like a guardian angel,
her greasy blonde hair glowing against the orange sun. He couldn’t
see any of her features, though he could see those dirty brown eyes
drilling into his with gentle amour. “You need to have a little
fun.”

Matthew thought a moment, looking over the artifact.
Its brilliance had faded with the setting sun. Maybe he did need to
get away for a couple of hours — clear his head. And not the one
Henry was thinking about.

He nodded acceptance. “All right. But tomorrow
morning, we dig until this thing is completely uncovered.”

“Yes, sir,” Henry said with a wink. He smiled at
Lauren, hoping she’d catch the small glint in his eye. She just
walked away.

Matthew sat for another few seconds studying the
artifact before finally climbing the ladder to the surface and
restraining Henry from ogling Lauren’s tight, beautiful ass.

Connecticut – Friday, 4:19 pm

The class seemed to
take forever. Five minutes after schooling everyone on relativity,
Kaleena felt everyone’s eyes boring into her skull. She refrained
from looking away from the board or her notebook, knowing full well
if she caught someone else’s gaze, she’d absorb the hatred these
adults held toward her natural abilities. That is if you could call
them “adults”. She once wrote in a sixth grade paper that:

 


Adults are humans who have reached a certain
maturity. They understand the concept of accountability and will
refrain from anything that would jeopardize that responsibility. In
other words, grown-ups that are lazy, inconsiderate, jealous, and
or greedy, are not adults, but oversized children that have yet to
understand that they need to open their eyes to themselves and
accept accountability.

 


Even though they were, on average, eight years older
than her, Kaleena knew she was far more adult than anyone in the
class. As far as she could tell, their immature disgust stemmed
from jealousy. But what was there to be jealous about? Just because
she had an innate ability to learn quickly and grasp higher levels
of knowledge didn’t mean she was smart enough to navigate life, or
communicate well with others. She was a freak that way, and the
guilt over being gifted with these natural abilities ate at her
enough without having everyone else in the world picking at the
leftovers.

When the clock finally hit 4:20, the children
gathered up their belongings, even though the professor was still
mid-sentence.

Inconsiderate mindless sheep, she
thought.

Kaleena continued to take notes she’d probably never
look at again until the professor finally stopped lecturing, giving
in to the demand of his classroom — an act Kaleena felt was
extremely lazy on his part. It was his classroom; make them
stay.

Mob rules.

Keeping her mouth shut was hard, trading her verbal
animosity for a low growl that no one heard, or cared to hear. She
refused to stand until the last student had left the room. The
professor, diligently wiping the board clean as she made her way to
the door, caught sight of her in the corner of his eye.

“Kaleena.”

She looked directly into his comfortable hazel eyes.
There was something about him that made her heart beat a little
faster whenever she was alone with him. Perhaps it was the odd
hand-made sweaters and khaki slacks he wore year-round. Regardless,
she knew it wasn’t love; that would constitute a reciprocal
attraction that was impossible on his part. He was nearly twenty
years older than her (as far as she could tell; he could have been
older, what with the silver trim lining his ears) and married… with
children. She may never have known that fact had she not had dinner
with him to discuss a theory she abandoned recently, feeling it was
just too complicated to prove. But she could tell they were his
life, despite never talking about them as if they were all Pulitzer
prize winners, like most doting parents. “Yeah?” she said, making
sure she hid her child-like attraction.

“I’m sorry for putting you on the spot.”

“No big deal,” she lied.

“I knew you’d have the right answer. You always do.”
Kaleena could tell he was trying to defend himself, even though she
didn’t really need it — or want it. “I realize it can be a grind
trying to fit in with people this much older than you.”

Why does everyone always think they know how you
feel? she thought. No one will ever know how anyone else
feels. Unless they’re psychic, which is utterly absurd. “I
manage,” was all she was willing to say aloud.

“Hang in there. Half of these kids won’t make it out
of their mom’s house. You’re much more than that. Believe me,
you’re on the road to great things.”

Kaleena smiled and nodded to make the professor feel
as if she were listening. Did he really think she’d never heard
this speech before? Even her pediatrician had given her this
speech; she didn’t need to hear it again from him. She indulged him
just the same.

“Thanks. I’ll be okay.”

The professor smiled his cute, dimpled smile. “I’ll
see you tomorrow.”

Kaleena nodded, gifted him with a half-smile of her
own and turned back to the door. She could feel him watching her
—

Lusting over her?

— and felt oddly uncomfortable, causing her
to rush out faster than she should have. As she rounded the corner
into the hall, she tripped and fell to the ground. Those walking
the halls to get to their classes made sure she became the center
of attention. Some of them laughed in snickered bursts, others
recorded her embarrassment on their damn iPhones that sucked up the
majority of their pathetic lives. She would soon become the flavor
of the week on the Internet, and there was nothing she wanted more
than to be able to cloak herself and disappear from the world at
large.

She did her best to ignore the grade-school
ridicule as she trotted outside, where she was able to talk herself
into feeling better. So what if she had a million .gifs scouring
the web with some fancy YouTube mashups that had her crash and burn
to the tune of a couple million hits. The world was a fickle
community and her humiliation would quickly collect pixel dust. But
why did they have to laugh at her?

Immature children.

Then she got to the bike rack and her skin
turned flame red.

“GODDAMN IT!”

Kaleena screamed so loud, there was a small
echo in the open wind. People stared at her in confusion and
fright. She looked back at them, grinding her teeth over the
destruction she had just encountered. Her bike — her only mode of
transportation — had been stripped. And not just a few parts here
and there. Except for the front tire and the frame, the whole thing
had been pilfered. To top it all off, an envelope with the word
“Freak” written in bold, blood-red letters was taped to the frame.
Tears clouded her eyes as she opened it. Inside was a piece of
paper and what appeared to be a chunk of her leather seat, which
she let fall to the ground in order to open the tri-folded
letter.

Enjoy the walk home, preemie.

Kaleena carefully studied the words for what
had to be minutes. Was it a threat or harmless jealously? She
wondered if the jackass had stuck around to get a good laugh at her
when she saw the vandalism. Everyone seemed to be ignoring her,
though, cluelessly walking to their next class, their next lab,
their next make-out session. No one was even remotely interested in
her or her dilemma. Then she saw him (or her — Kaleena couldn’t be
sure) standing near a tree about a hundred yards away. All she
could make out were maybe half of “its” features. The eyes squinted
in the sunlight and the mouth sat sterile under a shaded nose. A
prominent cheekbone glinted above a slightly thinner than normal
frame and wispy shoulder-length hair. For a moment, it appeared
Alan Cushing had just stepped off the Death Star for a breath of
fresh air. Kaleena felt almost lost in the stature and mystery of
the unknown watcher.

Suddenly, someone slid up to the bike rack
with a small squeak of cold brakes on hot tires. In the brief
moment Kaleena took to avoid being run over, the watcher
disappeared, and no amount of scanning the grounds would help her
catch sight of him again.

“Wow. Sucks to be you,” the speedster
blurted out.

Kaleena pierced him with annoyed anger.
“Fuck off.”

The kid, who couldn’t have been more than
eighteen going on fifteen, ran away like the little mouse he was
destined to remain. Kaleena kept her eyes on him with a hint of
guilt. It wasn’t his fault. She had no right to take her animosity
out on him. Too late to apologize now.

Returning to her dilemma after one last
check for the mysterious watcher, Kaleena tossed the note away and
rubbed her mouth tightly. Without her bike, she had a long
three-mile trek back home. It would be dark before she got there,
which was not something she wanted to think about. But what else
could she do? The only person she could call for a ride was Kyla,
and even if she wasn’t already at the mall hunting for her next
fuck buddy, her license had been suspended a month back, so the
point was already moot.

For the first time in a long time, Kaleena
truly felt alone.

She shook the feeling off and headed for the
security building, figuring she’d at least try to hitch a ride from
one of the rent-a-cops before making her way home. At the very
least, she could report the heinous crime.

Bermuda – Friday, 9:32 pm

“Come on, Matthew,”
Henry said, already a little drunk. The heavy aroma of alcohol
floated past Matthew, whose own drink grew warmer as it sat against
his palm. He didn’t want it but Henry had insisted. “Are you gonna
have fun or just sit there like an ass on a canyon?” Henry’s bottom
lip curled out into a contorted frown, exposing the tip of the
blister forming on the inside of his gums.

Matthew cracked a feigned smile and turned away
without an answer. He set his eyes on Lauren, who’d been sitting
next to him since they arrived at the outdoor bar that was a bit
too crowded for Matthew’s taste. “I thought you’d be more excited,”
Matthew said, continuing the discussion they had been having before
Henry interrupted.

“I am,” Lauren said, more defensive than she needed
to be. “Believe me, if this is what you think it is, I am overly
excited. But I’m not about to get my hopes up again. We’ve been
down this road so many times already and every time…” Lauren took a
swig from some Caribbean drink Matthew had never heard of before,
but knew was a virgin. Lauren had sworn off alcohol a few years ago
after being hospitalized for alcohol poisoning, which led to a
broken kneecap after falling over the balcony of her second story
apartment. She spent three months in the hospital and another six
in rehab to regain strength in her reconstructed knee. If I ever
see a beer again I’ll puke, was what she told Matthew just days
after the accident. He spent a lot of time watching over her since
then — a little out of a respectful love toward her, but mostly
because of his need to forget.

“Not every time,” Matthew said. “You remember
southern Florida.”

Lauren looked away, sucking her lower lip. “We got
lucky.”

“Florida?” It turns out Henry was still sitting on
the other side of Matthew. “What are you talking about?”

“I never told you about Florida?”

Henry shook his head as he took a drink from his
vodka martini. His eyes stayed fixed on Lauren.

Matthew collected his thoughts. He could swear to
God that he had told everyone this story — especially those that
worked with him. It could very well be alcoholic amnesia. “A few
years ago, about a year before I met you, in fact, we’d found some
evidence that led us down to Florida near the Keys. During our dig,
we started running into some money problems.”

“We were spending money out of pocket,” Lauren
interjected, smiling slightly as a fresh drink came to her.

“On him, ma’am,” the bartender said, pointing at
Henry.

“No, thank you,” she told the bartender quietly.
“I’ll pay myself.” She peered back to Henry, who gave her a slight
wink in recognition.

“That’s not true,” Matthew said.

“It was, too. You barely had enough on your credit
card to pay for that last meal.”

“Suffice it to say,” Matthew said through a cracked
smile, “the team decided —”

“You decided,” Lauren cut in again. “Get the story
straight.” She took a sip from her drink. She tasted a slight hint
of alcohol but thought maybe it was just her mind playing tricks.
The thought passed quickly.

“I decided,” Matthew continued, making Lauren
happy, “that we should get as much work done before we ate
anything. I knew something was there; I could feel it. If we could
just find it, we’d have enough to take back to the college to
continue the expedition. So we spent the next twelve hours working
our fingers to the bare minimum with nothing but a canteen of water
between the four of us. As the sun started to set, Lauren finally
found it.” Matthew turned to her, thinking she might want to pick
up the story from there.

“Go on,” she conceded, the small straw pinched
between her fingers and her lips.

He nodded graciously. “It was this small piece of
wood no bigger than your index finger. At first we weren’t sure
what to make of it. Then we found a tiny inscription written in a
language that we’d never seen before. It turned out to be a slight
mix of Aramaic and Latin. Carbon dating placed the wood back at
least three thousand years. I swear it could have been older.”

“What did it say?” Henry asked out of feigned
curiosity.

“To the day of spring comes waves of darkness,”
Lauren said, almost as a sweet song.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“That’s what I wondered,” Matthew continued. “My
guess? It was a warning of some kind. A prophesy, if you will.”

“I thought it was a poem,” Lauren quickly added.

“So what happened?” Henry finished his drink.

“We took it to the financier of the Palace and he
agreed we might be onto something,” Lauren said. “They gave us
funding for three more years.”

“Exactly. And here we are on the brink of a new
discovery and all you guys seem to want to do is sit around and
talk about it.”

“I’m not,” Henry said. He walked to Lauren and held
out his hand like a would-be gentleman. “Would you care for a
dance, me’lady?”

Lauren’s eyes lit-up like a little schoolgirl
getting asked to a party by her second grade crush. She finished
her drink and gently took his hand. They skipped out into the crowd
to join the other members of their team: Kara Reisen, a professor
in anthropological linguistics at Brown University, and Thomas
Demeut, a freelance archaeologist who was being financed by a
highly religious curator at Topkapi Palace looking to co-mingle the
Islamic holy relics with Biblical artifacts. Though they were both
pushing forty (and showing it), the two of them had been dancing
all night like a couple of teenagers at their first homecoming.

But Matthew kept his attention on Lauren. He hadn’t
seen her quite like this since the accident and was glad she was
having fun again. There was a time when he thought she would never
find it again. The four of them danced a few numbers together: one
fast and pretty comical, as Lauren tried to turn on some old dance
moves that went out with disco; another one slow and a bit
disheartening. He could only watch the two of them hold one another
for so long. Eventually, the sight of their bodies flowing across
the ground together as if it were the music itself dancing became
too much and Matthew had to leave. He had no need to stay. Everyone
was having fun, as they should, but the only fun he knew he would
have would be finding the treasure he so longed to get his hands
on. For the past three years, work had become his own guilty
mistress and he needed to return to her before his mind burst.

He dropped a hundred-dollar bill on the bar. “That’s
for everyone,” he said. “Keep the change.”

Connecticut – Friday, 6:45 pm

It was a quarter to
seven when Kaleena was close enough to hear the music oozing
through the night air. She’d spent almost an hour with college
security, giving them her statement, the description of the bike
and the whereabouts of the crime. And it wasn’t just one; she told
probably six security guards (which was actually only four, but it
felt like six) the exact same thing. It got so mind-numbing, she
actually asked why they couldn’t have waited for all of them to be
there before telling her tale.

Around five-thirty, they finally said she could go.
It was nearing sunset, so she tried to talk one of them into giving
her a ride home. The only excuse she got in return — they were all
too busy.

“Too busy?” she said, muffling the scream she so
desperately wanted to let loose, choosing to keep her composure
instead. “Doing what? Jacking off?” That didn’t sit well with them.
The lead guard, a larger, portlier man with a bit of a stubble,
asked her politely to leave. When she wouldn’t, the smaller,
skinnier guard who looked as if he’d just stepped out of the eighth
grade, took her by the arm.

“This is physical abuse,” she cried as she was
pulled toward the door. “I will see to it you all lose your jobs.”
The threat was baseless, as she could very well have taken that
skinny ass down without any effort. Before she knew it, Kaleena was
outside, the cold sun fading behind her with no way of getting home
except her own two feet.

It was a three-mile walk back to her apartment where
she lived (some days) with her father. Part of the road she had to
take was covered in a thick brush of oaks. It was a great tranquil
spot to travel through during the day, but she absolutely loathed
having to walk through them at night, and not because of the visual
Poltergeist had imprinted on her mind —

Damn you, Spielberg!

A few years ago, Kaleena had been at a friend’s
house when her dad was on an expedition in Morocco. They thought
spending a couple of weeks together (sisters to the end) would be
awesome, but after a week, they had a major falling out, mostly due
to her friend’s immature boyfriend. Her friend’s parents had been
away on a business trip so the only way out of her self-inflicted
predicament was to walk home.

The only light she had was the moon, and the soft
cloud cover above faded even that. She was only about halfway there
when she heard soft howls in the distance. Wolves, she kept
thinking, somehow believing it would make her feel safer. The
louder they got, the faster she went, praying they wouldn’t smell
her fear.

She was relieved when she could finally see the
lights on the outskirts of the city. The smell of chicken from the
KFC helped ease her heart rate even though it also turned her
stomach. It was once one of her favorite places to go. She would
always get the chicken strips and a biscuit; her dad would usually
order a three-piece meal with coleslaw and a corncob. One night,
she asked if she could taste the coleslaw. The smell was never that
enticing, but Matthew had always urged her to try new things, so
she went for it. Once the coleslaw touched her tongue, she couldn’t
help but regurgitate the chicken she’d already eaten. Matthew
laughed as one of the other three customers ran for the bathroom.
It had to have been Kaleena’s most embarrassing moment — fused to
her personality forever — and she wouldn’t ever step inside that
KFC again.

A howl made her freeze for a moment and look around.
Somehow, she felt the animal closing in on her. She had to hurry.
The moon had now been washed completely from the sky, but she was
smart enough to use the town lights as her guide. As she swiftly
traversed the brush, another howl (this one even closer) led her to
wonder if anyone would miss her if she were to suddenly run
directly into the mouth of the wolf. Her father would eventually,
as he usually called every night to check up on her — unless, of
course, he got into an artifact and lost track of time. But was
that all?

The closer she got to the town border, the quicker
her pace became. The growing buildings — the assurance of
protection — became her motivation. Another howl; every step pushed
her faster. Her heart pounded; her breath was non-existent. She
burst through the door of the nearest building, a mom & pop
ice-cream shop that was about ready to close. It felt as if the
door was against her as she tried to push it closed. When it
finally gave way to her strength, Kaleena held it shut with her
back, finally able to take a breath.

“Are you all right?” the elderly woman asked from
behind the counter.

Kaleena had to catch her breath. She held her head
against the cool glass of the door until she no longer felt like
throwing up.

“Excuse me?” The elderly woman had gotten closer to
Kaleena. Her eyes were warm and friendly. Kaleena smiled, but that
didn’t last long. Tears rolled from her eyes. She tried her best to
hold them back, to show strength in the shadow of adversity, but
they fell — and she fell, her body succumbed to the weight of her
fear.

The woman, with her thick, round eyeglasses dangling
from her neck by a small chain, reached out to Kaleena.
“Honey?”

Kaleena kept her eyes away, hoping the woman would
leave her alone. She didn’t want to be comforted; she wanted her
mother. She was the only one who could protect her right now. No
one else.

“Is there anyone I can call, dear?” the woman
asked.

The child never answered. Her tears continued in
short bursts for a half hour. Every time she thought she was
bringing them under control, Kaleena felt the wolf driving her, the
absence of help from her mother (and to a lesser extent, her
father) and the lack of strength she would have after her escape,
and the tears returned in force. She couldn’t talk, she couldn’t
breathe, and all the while the elderly store owner sat with her,
waiting for her to finally open up.

Ever since that night, Kaleena forbade herself from
walking through those woods at night. And now, because a couple of
lazy security guards (Yeah, that’s what they are, she
thought. Real secure.) forced her to break that vow. The
fear hit her like a knife to the scrotum as she pondered whether
she should even try. It took several minutes to muster up the
courage. This was the only way home; she had to take it. Her pace
would be swift, her mind on things other than the sounds of the
night.

The first step was slow and labored, but the longer
she walked, the better she felt. She hoped the wolves she
remembered so vividly had been vanquished, but their cries were
undeniable. They were softer than she remembered. Were they farther
off than before, or had her fear heightened her level of
perception? The thought —

The logic! —

made her more comfortable. That is until another
series of howls erupted eerily close-by. Her heart fluttered as her
legs froze solid. She looked around the woods for the predator with
just her eyes. Every shift flushed her mind with a deeper sense of
disassociation. Was she imagining things? Was she so afraid, so
childish, that she couldn’t distinguish between her mind’s eye and
what was truly real?

You fucking pussy. Get the fuck out of your head
and get moving. Kaleena felt the strength return to her legs
and moved quickly down the path. Whether it was her imagination or
not, she didn’t really want to find out. It was a little past six
when she came to the conclusion it had been her imagination all
along and that she’d let her fear get the best of her. She was more
than halfway home now and slowed her pace, succumbing to her body’s
need to rest.

The rustling came like a bolt of lightning to her
gut. Her stomach turned as she looked to see where the noise had
come from. Once again, her feet had turned to stone in the wake of
petrifying fear. She couldn’t see anything but the trees, which
absorbed the bright moonlight and excreted a ray of shadow that
made them all seem ominously like several hundred strangers
haunting her — stalking her every move. Kaleena’s instincts said
run, but the magnitude of the crackling in the trees locked her
down tight. The wolves had gone silent (or at least Kaleena was no
longer paying attention to them) as she focused on what she could
swear was something — someone — watching her. It was hard to make
out, but a dark shadow seemed to be floating against the brush,
hollowed out by the shape of the trees. Two small bright green
lights, which Kaleena assumed to be a pair of eyes even though she
couldn’t make out any pupils, much less a head, danced among it.
Was her imagination playing tricks with her again? Would she live
past this moment? Could she fend off the shadow? Would anyone
care?

A howl brought the still night to life and the green
lights disappeared as they flew to the right. That was Kaleena’s
moment of relief. Her instincts kicked her adrenaline into
overdrive. As she raced down the path, the urge to look back was
overwhelming. The lights continued to stare at her, but thankfully
stayed put. For a moment, Kaleena felt the shadow wasn’t stalking
her so much as protecting her, making sure no harm came to her as
she traced her way home.

Kaleena didn’t stop running until she could see the
small mom & pop ice-cream shop (or at least where it once was).
The sign was still up, but the entire row of buildings was vacant.
Like many independently-owned businesses, they had to close when
the economy shit the bed a few years back. The addition of the
Baskin-Robbins and a Dairy Queen a few months after didn’t help
either.

There’s just no sense of community anymore.

Kaleena went to the store’s closing with Matthew and
bought four ice-cream cones. They were both sick for the whole day
after, but it was worth it. The elderly woman, who claimed she was
closing due to arthritis, didn’t remember her when she came in, and
Kaleena didn’t feel the need to remind her. The entire incident was
better left in the past.

As she stared into the blackened window, Kaleena
picked up the faint sound of pop music rocking through the air. She
couldn’t immediately pinpoint the whereabouts of its origin so she
ignored it, believing it was coming from the karaoke bar a few
blocks down the street. She looked at her phone. It was a quarter
to seven. Matthew would be calling soon.

Bermuda – Friday, 11:02 pm

The ocean roared,
highlighted by the moon and resonate light coming from the bar,
which was still partly visible in the distance. Lauren and Henry
walked nearly shoulder-to-shoulder a few yards from the shoreline,
which was unusually high for this time of year. Lauren had insisted
Henry come with her when she decided to abandon the party to take a
stroll, and though he wasn’t exactly sure why, who was he to tell a
beautiful girl no to a quiet, personal walk along the beach? If
anything, it would give him the chance to finally make his move,
something he’d been hoping to do since the first time they met.

After having worked all day on some translations
Matthew had tasked her with deciphering, Lauren decided to head out
to the pool for a quick swim and tan — something she took very
seriously; tan lines were not in her agenda. The splash was the
first thing Henry heard as he stepped through the front door with
Matthew. Eager to meet his new co-worker — or partner, as he
considered it — he asked Matthew to lead him to the pool. Lauren’s
naked back glistened in the bright sunlight, leaving Henry
spellbound. As the water flowed over her tanned, smooth skin, he
wished the water were his own hands, giving Lauren the massage she
was no doubt eager to receive.

“Lauren,” Matthew whistled, knocking Henry from his
infatuated stare. He was surprised (and a little concerned) that
Matthew didn’t seem to be affected by Lauren’s nudity in the
slightest. His first thought — the dude’s as gay as San Francisco —
swiftly changed to the utter disgust that the two were involved.
Lauren turned to them before he could raise the question. Henry’s
first glimpse of that radiant smile was infectious. It didn’t last,
as Lauren quickly covered herself as soon as she caught sight of
him.

“What the hell, Matthew?” she said, staring at Henry
with sharp eyes.

“This is Henry,” Matthew said nonchalantly. When
Lauren didn’t register the name, he continued. “My new assistant. I
told you I was bringing him by today.”

Lauren kept her eyes on Henry as she ran her hand
through her wet hair, making sure her other arm did its job to
cover her nipples. “Can you get him out of here?”

Henry felt Matthew’s embarrassment. “Right.
Sorry.”

Matthew escorted Henry back into the house and
Lauren swam slowly to the edge of the pool. Henry hoped to sneak a
peek of Lauren as she got out but Matthew was intent on moving him
to the kitchen as quickly as possible, making sure his line of
sight was blocked the entire way.

“So, what is it with you two?” Henry finally choked
out as they reached the kitchen.

“What? Me and Lauren?” Matthew chuffed slightly.
“Nothing. Why?”

“I don’t know. She just seemed very relaxed out
there until she saw me.” Henry sat down on one of the four stools
lining the counter that separated the kitchen from the family
room.

“We’ve known each other for nine years. We’re
comfortable together.” Matthew pulled a couple of beers from the
refrigerator and handed one to Henry.

“No sexual tension whatsoever?” Henry was hoping for
the answer that eventually filled the room.

“We’re just good friends.”

Henry wasn’t sure why he asked the next question,
but it escaped his lips nonetheless. “Have you ever had sex?”

“Now I don’t know where that concerns you,” Lauren
answered.

Henry lowered his head in deep regret as those words
hung in the air like a rotting corpse. He watched as Lauren walked
to the kitchen and grabbed a fresh peach from the refrigerator. Her
clothes stuck to her body, forming a very sensual shape that moved
with a soft fluidity.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

Lauren leaned against the door of the fridge and
took a bite. “So why did you?”

Henry was caught in a corner he needed to get out of
as soon as possible. He thought about his next words carefully as
he watched Lauren sensually take another bite of that damned peach.
“It was stupid. I apologize.”

Lauren accepted the answer, but Henry knew it was
going to be long, arduous road to gain her respect. In fact, it was
months before Lauren and Henry would see each other again, and
Henry believed it was because she was avoiding him. When Matthew
secured funding for the expedition to Bermuda, he knew she’d have
to at least pretend to get along with him. She did a pretty good
job, and Henry was happy with her most recent attempt to warm up to
him by telling jokes during their walk along the beach, each one
lamer than the next. He wasn’t sure if his excitement was because
the alcohol was catching up to him or because he was finally alone
with Lauren; or it could have simply been the infectious whispered
laughter of Lauren’s amusement, gentle enough to keep others from
hearing her, yet able to light up her thin face with a flushed red
that highlighted her high cheekbones. Henry wanted nothing more
than to slip his tongue between her undeniably thin, yet perky lips
and leave it there for eternity. But he couldn’t bring himself to
do it; something like that would more than likely bring an abrupt
end to the laughter.

“Wallabies,” Lauren spit out after about five
minutes of trying to find the word. “It was a wallaby. Silly little
creatures.”

A cold gust of ocean breeze whipped Lauren’s hair
across her eyes as she giggled copiously. Henry started to regret
the three or four margaritas he coaxed Lauren to slurp down after
getting her to dance, but it did allow him to remain hip-to-hip
without her noticing. At times, they appeared to be Siamese twins,
and Henry remained relatively hard the whole time. He’d be able to
forgive himself for his minor deception.

“Have you ever seen one? I didn’t think I’d ever see
one. I came close, I guess you can say, with my first boyfriend.
His name was Wally. Wally, ha. Funny name, too. He was the first
person I ever had sex with. Did you know that? It was back in high
school. I was seventeen, he had just turned eighteen and it was
prom night. All of the magic was there and I was in love. Well, I
thought I was in love. No, wait. I think I was in love. I mean, I
had to be. I don’t just have sex with anyone. Or, I wouldn’t have
back then, anyway, I mean I had never had it before, and I wasn’t
even sure if I would like it, to tell you the truth. We had talked
about it for a while beforehand, whether or not we should do the
big deed that night or wait. I guess I should have waited,
but I don’t think waiting would have helped me any. That night was
the only night I would have real passionate sex with anyone. It
would be the only night I would actually have a real orgasm, come
to think of it, that is, if it was a real orgasm. I can’t
even remember now. It doesn’t really matter, I guess, since the
bastard left me that next Monday for Cheryl… Cheryl, that whore.
Have you ever known a girl that pretends to be perfect because she
knows she is? That was Cheryl, with her glorious green eyes and
that perfect soft hair that flowed like it was in a constant wind.
That perfect thirty-two, twenty-six, twenty-eight body. She had
everything a man could want and Wally wanted it bad. He was just
using me for practice, you know. He wanted to make sure he did
everything right before going after Cheryl, the bitch. I was
shattered when he broke up with me. I didn’t know what to do after
that. I couldn’t help myself. I thought I was the ugliest person in
the world and needed something. Someone, anyone, really, and that
anyone turned into my husband. That son-of-a-bitch was the worst
person I could have possibly been interested in, but, alas, because
of Wally and my so-called love for him, I was a pathetic,
self-deprecating bride without any self-confidence. Wally ended up
knocking that bitch up that summer, you know. That was hilarious
when I heard that! It was the first genuine laugh I had after the
break-up, and even then, I don’t know if it was out of hate or
self-pity. I don’t really care now, really. I used to dream they
got married, popped out a couple more kids and are living in some
trailer park outside of New Jersey, living week-to-week on
barely-there paychecks, eating food out of a can, and wearing a
hundred extra pounds each. Ah, who am I kidding? That would never
happen, not to me — not for me. How come in this life, the
people that hurt you the most, you know, those ones that you want
to see hanged for their crimes, end up being perfect and you just
end up a perfect wreck?”

Lauren stopped — not just talking; completely
stopped. She stared off into the distance, her eyes glazed over
with confusion and pain. Henry placed his hand to her cheek.
“Lauren?”

Upon his touch, Lauren screamed and kneed Henry in
the balls as hard as she could. Henry fell to his knees with his
hands between his legs, unable to breathe. His teeth dug deep into
his gums.

“Oh, shit,” Lauren said after realizing what she’d
done. “Shit, Henry, I’m sorry.” She knelt down next to him. “I
thought… I’m sorry, my ex-husband used to touch me like that before
he’d beat the shit out of me. It was a defense reaction. I’m so
sorry.”

Henry tried to smile, but the only movement he could
muster was a slight twitch of pain.

“Come on. We’re almost home.” Lauren slowly helped
Henry to his feet. Every step was cautious and painful — at least
that was what he made her believe. He didn’t want Lauren to let him
go (the smell of her perfume mixed with the slight aroma of alcohol
was just heaven), so for the majority of the fifteen minutes it
took to get back to the apartment, he faked his pain, hoping her
guilt would lead to what he had been praying for since seeing her
in that pool.

Connecticut – Friday, 7:02 pm

Kaleena was almost at a
soft jog when she reached her apartment. She couldn’t hear anything
except for the raucous blast of music. Not even covering her ears
helped. They were red hot as the music rolled on as if it were the
only sound in the world. She could swear her eardrums were dying
and she couldn’t help but check her palms, believing her ears might
actually be bleeding. This had to stop. It had to stop.

She bounded up the steps ready to burst in and throw
the stereo through the wall, but when she reached the door, she was
apprehensive as hell. If the music was this loud out here, she
couldn’t fathom how loud it would be inside. On top of that, there
had to have been a noise disturbance reported by now. What if the
cops arrived just as she entered the apartment? Would they believe
she had just gotten there herself? It probably wouldn’t matter. It
was her apartment, so she’d be the first one arrested for serving
alcohol to minors. What scared her more than getting her ass thrown
in lockup for the night (and the hell she’d get from Matthew for
making him come home early), was how the music had suddenly gotten
softer. And she knew right away it wasn’t because the music had
been lowered; it was because her hearing had gotten worse. If she
didn’t turn that music off now, she’d be deaf in a matter of
minutes.

Inside was like looking directly into chaos. Kids
she hardly knew hung with other kids she didn’t know. A sea of red
solo cups flashed about the apartment and Kaleena’s eyes watered
from the hovering stench she couldn’t quite place. She dropped her
backpack at the foot of the
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