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My mother once told me, "Everyone is given a gift by God; how they use that gift is up to them." When I was eleven, she passed away from lung cancer, never learning what my gift would turn out to be. But I believe she would have been pleased—even if she might not have understood it.

My gift isn't run-of-the-mill, and even now, I'm still not sure how to use it properly. What I do know is that since I was nine, something has been fundamentally different about the way I see the world.

I can see shadows—hazy outlines of beings, really. Some are white while others are darker shades of grey, though once in a great while I see one that's red. These shadows constantly move around people, never still, as if they have their own purpose and will.

For years, I've never told another living soul about this ability. I was already strange enough without adding that particular detail to my reputation. At first, naturally, I thought something was wrong with my vision. But my eye exam the following year put that fear to rest—I had perfect 20/20 vision. The shadows weren't a medical problem; they were something else entirely.

The gift—if that's what it truly was—started the day after I turned nine. I remember that first encounter with perfect clarity, probably because it changed everything I thought I knew about the world.

I was in Walmart, shopping with my mother, standing in one of the checkout lanes when it happened. An older lady stood ahead of us in line, and I noticed her shoes first—colorful and glittery, the kind of thing that would catch any child's attention. As my eyes traveled upward out of curiosity, I saw sores all over her calves that had scabbed over, like chickenpox or mosquito bites she'd scratched raw.

But when I looked higher still, that's when I saw my first shadow.

It enveloped her completely—a dark grey presence that moved around her body as if searching for a way inside. Rather than fear, I felt entranced, watching as the shadow danced and shifted at the edges of my vision like smoke with intention. I must have been staring intently, because my mother noticed my fixation and tapped me gently on the head, bending down to whisper in my ear, "Stop staring, Paschar."

That moment marked the beginning of a secret I've carried alone ever since.

That was the beginning. After that day, I could see them-not constantly, but four or five times a week, depending on where I was. Apart from this one strange phenomenon, I considered myself a perfectly normal twenty-six-year-old woman.

I lived in Crestvale, a small military town where not much happened. I'd had one sister, Dena, ten years my senior, but cancer had taken her two years ago. Now I was all that remained of our family. Surprisingly, I was okay with that. Good friends filled the empty spaces and today marked a new chapter-I was going back to school.

The excitement bubbled up inside me whenever I thought about it. Art had always been my passion, particularly paintings from the early Greek era. To truly understand that world, though, I needed formal education. So here I was, a twenty-six-year-old freshman. Better late than never, as I always said.

Northwest Florida College sat conveniently close to home-a blessing since I despised driving. Speed limits seemed to be suggestions I couldn't follow, earning me more tickets than I cared to count.

I won't lie-excitement mixed with nerves as my first day approached. Being naturally shy didn't help matters. I kept reassuring myself that I wouldn’t be the oldest student in class.

Before leaving, I stole one final glance in the mirror, determined to make a perfect first impression. Meeting new people always set my nerves on edge.

My dark mahogany hair fell in waves to my shoulders, framing grey eyes flecked with gold. I'd given up on mascara long ago-my lashes were too short to coat properly. Instead, I lined my lower lids with kohl, outlined my lips with a light touch, added just a hint of gloss, and finished with a whisper of blush across my cheeks.

At 5'7" with a trim, curvaceous figure, I considered myself average—nothing special. After a final glance in the mirror, I headed out the door.

My stomach growled as I slid into the driver's seat. I’m too nervous for breakfast. I tossed my heavy book bag into the back and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. When the engine turned over, I felt my shoulders relax. Something about that steady idle always calmed me. I pulled out of my parking space, grinning despite myself.

An hour later, I walked into my first class and made a beeline for the front row. Better to arrive early and claim the perfect spot than crane my neck around someone's oversized head all semester. I settled into the center seat, pulled out a pen and notebook from my overstuffed bag, and leaned back.

The butterflies in my stomach took flight.

I glanced around the room, taking in the stark white walls and the vivid artwork that dominated the far back wall. Oil paint splattered across canvas in dark burgundy, black, and blood red—a man fighting a bull. The bull's head bore the image of a demon, complete with horns, while the bullfighter waved a red flag dripping blood.

Now that's not weird, I thought, staring in awe.

"May I have your attention, please? My name is Professor Matt Samaei."

The voice came from behind me. I turned slightly, then all the way around in my seat to get a better view. He looked right at me—large, cold green eyes boring into mine. It startled me. He was not what I expected at all.

He possessed the kind of face that belonged on a museum statue-bronze and chiseled, with long dark lashes framing eyes that could cut glass. Unruly black curls fell across his forehead, as if he'd run his fingers through them moments before. Everything about him screamed strength: the broad shoulders straining against his button-down shirt, arms that had clearly spent considerable time in a gym, and the confident stance of someone accustomed to commanding attention.

Right now, that commanding presence was focused entirely on me, and his expression was anything but pleased.

"Miss..." He let the word hang in the air like a challenge, his gravelly voice making my name sound like an accusation. His eyes dropped to the papers scattered across his desk, then snapped back to mine with laser precision. "May I have your attention as well?"

Oh God, what have I done? Heat flooded my cheeks as the reality of my situation crashed over me. In less than five minutes of Art History 101, I'd managed to mark myself as the student this professor would single out for every impossible question. The one he'd call on when he wanted to watch someone squirm.

I wanted to sink through the floor.

But even as mortification burned through me, another part of my brain-the traitorous part-couldn't help but appreciate the view. When did the university start recruiting from men's magazines? Professor... what was his name again? He was like something straight out of the romance novels I devoured in secret. Tall, dark, and devastatingly handsome, complete with that dangerous edge that made smart women do stupid things.

Like forget to pay attention in class, apparently.

My heart hammered against my ribs as I pressed my palm against my chest, trying to calm the wild rhythm. Despite his intimidating glare-or maybe because of it-something deep inside me stirred to life. A recognition I couldn't name, as if I'd been waiting for this moment without knowing it.

I slumped lower in my seat, desperate to disappear, and let my gaze dart between his face and the pen I was now gripping like a lifeline. The last thing I needed was for him to read the interest I couldn't quite hide. What I wouldn't give for a seat in the back row, but moving now would only draw more attention.

Please don't let me drool on my notes.

This was my problem-had always been my problem. Put me in front of an attractive man, and my brain short-circuited. Words became foreign objects in my mouth. Coherent sentences turned into stammering disasters. I'd made it through twenty-two years by perfecting the art of blending into the background, and now I'd blown my cover on day one.

The worst part? I needed this class. Art history wasn't just a requirement-it was my passion. I'd been looking forward to diving deep into centuries of creative expression, to understanding the stories behind the masterpieces. But if I couldn't survive five minutes without making a fool of myself, how would I last an entire semester?

Focus, Emma, I commanded myself. Art history. Not the professor's impossibly perfect jawline.

But as he continued to stare at me, waiting for an answer to a question I hadn't heard, I realized I might be in serious trouble.
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"So, Patch, how was your first day at college? Did you meet any handsome men?" Missy's eyes sparkled with mischief as she leaned across the small café table, her fingers drumming impatiently against her latte cup. Even at twenty-two, she still had that same eager expression she'd worn in fourth grade when hunting for gossip.

She called me Patch or Patches for short—a nickname that had stuck since the day I'd shown up to fourth grade with a huge bandage over my scraped knee from falling off my bike. "Like a tough little patch," she'd declared, and somehow it fit better than Patricia ever had. I could never get her to admit she'd chosen it because I was always fixing things—broken friendships, torn clothes, wounded hearts.

We'd claimed our usual corner table at Starbucks, the one by the window where Missy could people-watch and I could retreat into my own thoughts. My triple venti hazelnut latte-loaded with enough caffeine to fuel a small aircraft-sat warming my hands. Missy always teased me about my coffee addiction, but after years of late-night studying and early-morning jobs to pay for school, caffeine had become less of a luxury and more of a survival tool. It was Tuesday morning, and since classes were only on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, my Tuesdays were free.

"No, Missy, I never saw a handsome man. I did see, however, a sexy professor!" I teased with a wink.

Missy leaned in with her large eyes and pleaded, "Please do tell, I want all the juicy details."

I knew that would get her attention. Missy was my perfect opposite in almost every way. Where I towered at 5'8" with the kind of dark, unruly hair that refused to cooperate in humid weather, she was petite at 5'2" with golden blonde waves that somehow always looked salon fresh. Her large brown eyes could go from innocent to impish in seconds-a talent that had gotten us both into and out of trouble more times than I could count. While I'd inherited my grandmother's sturdy Norwegian frame and practical nature, Missy possessed that effortless beauty that made heads turn without her even trying.

She was a natural flirt who could charm the grumpiest barista into extra whipped cream, while I was the type who blushed when the cashier asked if I wanted my receipt. Missy had already landed her dream job teaching second grade—she'd always known exactly what she wanted and went after it with unwavering confidence. Meanwhile, I was still fumbling through my junior year of college, changing majors twice and working two part-time jobs just to keep my head above water financially. She was continually flirting with the opposite sex. I always figured she would lose her virginity before marriage. She was still a virgin, and I was still betting on her losing it.

I'd been the awkward new kid from Alabama, still wearing hand-me-down clothes and speaking with a slight accent that made me stand out like a sore thumb in our small Florida town. While other kids whispered and stared, Missy had marched right up to me during recess and announced, "You look lonely. Want to play on the swings?" That simple act of kindness had changed everything. Her warmth had been like sunshine breaking through storm clouds, and somehow, she'd seen past my shyness to find a friend worth keeping. Now we were more like sisters.

"Well," I began, feeling heat creep up my neck, "I have this art professor who is..." I paused, searching for words that wouldn't make me sound like a teenager with a crush. "He's not what you'd expect from an art teacher. More like he stepped out of some romantic movie—tall, dark hair, these intense green eyes that seem to see right through you. And when he caught me staring at this oil painting, he didn't make me feel stupid or embarrassed. He actually seemed... interested in what I was thinking." I told Missy about my day and how my first time in art class went. I explained to her how the professor caught me staring at the oil painting on the wall. "The man is good-looking and he sure doesn't look like an art teacher, none that I have ever seen."

"That figures, Patch. We both always find the good ones beyond our grasp," she sighed. Missy had a big crush on the actor who played Doctor Cullen in the movie Twilight.

"I know that's right," I sighed, stirring my latte absently. "But sometimes I wonder if I'm too practical for romance. You see a cute guy and dive right in, while I'm over here analyzing every interaction and talking myself out of possibilities. At this rate, I'll be forty and still wondering 'what if' about every man I've ever found attractive." I looked at Missy's encouraging face and felt that familiar pang of envy mixed with affection. "I just want someone who gets me, you know? Someone who sees past the coffee addiction and the student loan debt to whatever's worth loving underneath."

"Patch, you're so pretty. I'm surprised you're still single. I don't understand why you've never found a husband out of all the men this town has to offer."

"Well... I've just never been interested in dating a man in the military. I've never found it very appealing to be left alone for two or three years at a time. That's never been my ideal relationship. I want that special, sought-after kind of love-where you can just gaze into his eyes and see his love for you shining through. I want a man to burn for me and I for him. I want a man who can make me catch my breath every time I look at him!" I raised my shoulders in a careless shrug. "Until I find him, I won't settle for less, even if I have to stay single for the rest of my life. I will not settle for less than the real thing!"

"I hope you find the real thing, Patch, but as for me, I'm getting impatient. I don't want to be alone anymore."

I could see the sadness in Missy's eyes, and I believed her. I knew how she was, and I knew right then that Missy would find someone soon. She had this determined look about her.

I grabbed her hand and squeezed it. "Do you have someone in mind already?"

She snickered. "Maybe."

I let go of her hand and shook my head.

"So... I was thinking we could go to Baghdad and see the Tigris River, and then maybe continue on to Israel this year. They offer this great vacation package where a guide takes you on the journey Jesus took. What do you think, Missy? Are you up for an adventure?" I couldn't keep the excitement from my voice. I needed to get to Baghdad for reasons of my own, but I never wanted to go by myself. Missy knew how I was, and she also knew I could afford it now. My sister left me her life insurance policy when she passed away. It wasn't a substantial amount, but it was enough for this trip.

Every Holiday for the past three years we went somewhere. Usuanly close since we never had enough currency to go far. This year would be different.

"Israel? Baghdad? That came out of nowhere, Patch. Where did you hear about it?" Missy raised her eyebrow. "That would be kind of exciting, though... I want to go. Count me in!" she exclaimed. "I'll start packing now. You know it will take me a good three months just to decide what to wear." Missy snickered.

"I read about it somewhere, I guess." I leaned back in my chair. "Then it's settled. We'll plan our Christmas vacation in Israel. I'll get us booked on a plane before all the seats are taken."

Missy held up her coffee cup. "To us!"

I held up mine in return and tapped it against her cup. "Cheers to us!"

"Eden, here I come!" I whispered excitedly to myself. Only four months away, and then I was going to find the Tree of Life. I knew it was real, and still out there somewhere, just waiting for me to find it!
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School was turning out to be more fun and exciting than I'd first thought. I was meeting new friends and learning new things, though it was difficult at first—I'd been out of school for eight years. I tried to stay busy and keep my mind off my art professor, but that was proving impossible. Every time I sat in his class, I caught myself daydreaming. Worse, he always caught me at it, looking at me with that knowing smirk, as if he could read my thoughts.

There was something off about him. I just couldn't pinpoint what.

On a particular Monday morning, Beth, the girl who sat behind me, leaned forward and whispered in my ear.

"Hey Paschal, would you like to study with me tonight? My last class ends at six, but I could meet you at the library by eight. I could really use a study partner-this art stuff is hard for me, and I noticed it comes easy for you."

She was always tapping me on the shoulder for one thing or another. I suspected she was lonely.

"Sure, Beth. I'll help you," I whispered back over my shoulder. "I can always use more study time."

I liked Beth. She was shy and timid but very sweet. Besides, I could get to the library early and look up more information on Iraq, plan my route. The extra time would be useful.

When I reached the library, it was almost deserted. I spotted only two other students besides the librarian. I went to the section on ancient landmarks, looking for something on the Garden of Eden. Once I found the book I was looking for, I sat down at one of the empty tables to wait for Beth.

"Iraq? Remarkably interesting, Miss Paschar. Have you ever been there?" he asked quietly behind me.

I looked over my shoulder to see Professor Samaei with the same smirk on his face. I was beginning to get used to it being there.

"No, Professor. Not yet. As a matter of fact, I'm going there on vacation during Christmas break. Have you ever been there?" I asked back.

"Yes, I have been there a time or two," he answered calmly. I waited to see if he had anything else to add when he said, "Yes, um... well, have a good night, Miss Paschar, and I'll see you on Friday in class." I watched as he strode out of the library with his long, graceful strides.

"Sorry I'm late, Paschar. My class ran later than usual," Beth said breathlessly. "I noticed you were talking to the Professor. He's cute but intimidating, don't you think?" she asked as she sat down in the chair across from me.

"Yeah, he is a little intimidating-to the point of being rude. I don't think he likes me," I replied.

Beth opened her book, then looked up at me with a frown. "I don't think he likes anyone. This is his first-year teaching here. This guy in my physics class told me the Professor came from another country. Why he ended up here? No one has a clue. He's very secretive. No one has been able to get any information about him or even if he's married. I did notice that he has this tendency to glare at you a lot. What did you do or say to him to make him mad, Paschar?"

“I’m not sure what I have said or done. I like his class though. He is a good teacher, so I just try to ignore his rudeness.” I opened up my art book and changed the subject. I wanted to forget about him, I silently lied to myself. “So tell me what you think about Johnson’s way of painting?”

When we finished with our studies Beth ran off to meet a friend for drinks while I headed toward the parking lot to where my truck was parked. It had rained earlier in the day. The air was thick, damp, and eerie in its blackness. Never liking the darkness, I sped up walking a little faster. A light fog seemed to shimmer just above the ground, moving aside as I walked through. When I heard the footsteps behind me, I stopped and spun around.

He stood tall and proud, “Miss Paschar hasn’t your mother ever told you about walking alone at night? Bad things can happen to little girls.”

I just cocked my head to the side. For some strange reason
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