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      In her fantasies about her future, Riah LaPorte envisioned epic battles and adventures crisscrossing the globe on her quest for discovering mystical objects long hidden from man.


      In her present reality, she envisioned stabbing her professor with her Pilot G-2 pen.


      The professor droned on at the blackboard about the Boxer Rebellion in China, reciting the same info she’d read in the textbook, and then about the upcoming fall midterm exams, and then about the university’s policies regarding plagiarism and academic dishonesty.


      Riah let the words pass by her as she sketched in her notebook. Tiny scratches and random lines and hapless squiggles gradually transformed into an intricate artistic design that grew to take over the entire page.


      It reminded her of a Tibetan Buddhist mandala, or a zentangle her roommate Lori often colored in fits of procrastinating from working on her architecture projects.


      Still, the more Riah studied the sketch, the more it tripped a memory, or some mashup of Raiders of the Lost Ark, Pirates of the Caribbean, and Aquaman comic books. She had never been out to sea, but she could feel the wooden planks under her feet, the subtle sway of the ship in the water, the smooth polished railings under her hand.


      The design wove an intricate silver work pattern on an ancient oak chest. The chest was covered in barnacles and rusted metal straps, but the silverwork underneath gleamed in the low gas lamplight.


      Books slammed and laptops snapped shut and students rose from their desks.


      Riah came up out of her notebook to an empty classroom and a fuzzy head.


      She could still smell the salty sea air and feel the whip of the tidal winds across her cheek. The sensations were too real for her to dismiss the quasi-memory.


      But was it real? Did she remember an actual experience? And if so, where and when did it happen?


      And why couldn’t she remember it before?


      She shoved the notebook into her Hello Kitty backpack and slung the bag over her shoulder. Coffee would solve everything—it always did. And if nothing else, it would at least get her out of her head.


      Autumn in Seattle was either a gorgeous display of earthly wonder or a miserable never-ending overcast hell. Today was the former. The leaves on the maple trees had started turning to shades of amber and gold, and there was a crispness to the air that made Riah smile. She tugged the sleeves of her hooded sweatshirt down over her wrists, pulled the hood over her head to cover the back of her neck exposed by her short hair, then tucked her hands into her jean pockets. It was too early for a coat, but just cool enough to make her walk faster to warm up.


      The student union was bustling with the lunch crowd bumping into each other, rushing to grab the last sandwiches and energy drinks. Riah slipped past the mash of bodies and found the line for the coffee cart. Of course the line would be twenty bodies long, she thought wryly. Most of these people had just gotten up and were stumbling for their first cup of caffeine on the way to their first class of the day, whereas she rose before dawn. This would be her second, and final, cup of the day, and the “Modern Chinese History” class was her second class of the day as well. One more class—her favorite, “Myths and Mysteries in Archaeology”—and then she was off to her part-time job in the campus copy center.


      The barista called Riah’s name and handed her a hot steaming paper cup filled with roasted coffee goodness. She took a sip and frowned at the bitterness. Right. Creamer. She poured as much of the heavy cream into her cup as it would take, stirred it, and then sipped again. Damn, still an edge of bitter there. Three raw sugar packets and a stir later and it was perfect.


      Riah headed for a quiet part of the quad, away from the main walkway and towards the old pioneer cemetery on the edge of campus.


      Oddly enough, very few students liked the cemetery, except as a shortcut to the Music Building, to the point where they would hold their breath and speed up their pace passing through it.


      For Riah, it was a sanctuary amid the chaos of university life.


      A tall Doug Fir with relatively clear undergrowth called to her. She set down her backpack, pulled out of it a rolled up mackintosh, and set herself up beneath the tree.


      She leaned back against the rough bark and sipped her sweetened coffee.


      The air was cooler under the canopy of Doug Fir and pine trees, the inhabitants quieter as well. Moist sweet earth scents filled her lungs. For the first time since her morning walk, Riah felt like she could properly breathe. Her muscles relaxed, her body sank into the soft ground and against the Doug Fir. She sipped her coffee and it was good.


      Her hands wrapped around the paper cup that she held just under her bottom lip, rolling the cup’s edge back and forth from one corner of her mouth to the other, thinking back to her sketches.


      An old sea chest. Rusted hinges. Silver overlay work.


      The lines formed in her mind’s eye, twisting and weaving into a denser and more intricate pattern. A pattern that was familiar and at the same time foreign.


      And unsettling.


      “Penny for your thoughts.”


      Riah lifted her eyes away from the crumbling headstones and caretaker’s cottage that had been in the far background of her vision.


      An old man stood before her. He wore what she thought of as classic Grandpa Couture: a faded white polo shirt under a tired red cardigan sweater, khaki trousers that could have been from service in World War II, scuffed white sneakers. He was a little short and had a paunch that spoke of a comfortable life. His thin snowy white hair was combed over a mostly-bald head, rough grey bristle covered his jaw, and what he lacked in head hair he more than made up for in eyebrows.


      But with his almond-shaped blue eyes, high cheekbones, and what looked like an old scar on his chin, he was probably quite handsome in his youth. And perhaps a little reckless.


      Yet for all that, he looked kind.


      “Excuse me?” she said.


      “You just seemed rather preoccupied.” He indicated a spot next to her. “May I?”


      She had never seen this man before, and normally she would have stood up and left, but he seemed harmless. Besides, she had an interest in history. Perhaps he had a story or two to share.


      A quick glance at her phone showed twenty minutes until her next class. “Sure.” She scooted over to make space.


      He plopped down next to her and sat serenely, his legs crossed, his hands folded in his lap.


      They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes.


      Riah had never felt this sensation before—of being completely at ease right next to a stranger. The fact that she felt at ease worried her. What was wrong? What had changed? Should she be worried? It was all in her head, she told herself. Besides, the old gentleman seemed innocuous and she would be getting up to go to her class in a few minutes. And so what if she was comfortable? Who cared?


      “You’re doing it again,” the gentleman said, his gaze still on the distant horizon of the crumbling headstones and the slim views of the caretaker’s cottage just barely visible through the finger branches of the cemetery’s evergreens.


      She looked at him through the corner of her eye, but kept her head from moving, her own gaze mirroring his. “Doing what?”


      “Overthinking. You have a tendency to analyze things to a rather frightening extent. I always thought you should listen to your intuition more.”


      Her breath stopped somewhere in the middle of her throat—to a point she could touch with her finger. Who was he? She didn’t recognize him, but he seemed familiar, like she had seen him on campus before, or maybe at the crepe cafe she stopped at once a month as a treat to herself.


      Riah swiveled towards him, her heart starting to pick up its pace, like a runner coming out of a warm-up and beginning a race. She swallowed, forcing the resistance down out of the way so she could speak. “Have we met?”


      His bushy eyebrows rose, but he didn’t move otherwise. “Oh, we’ve met a few times, although you wouldn’t remember.” His voice was light. Was that amusement she detected?


      “Why not?”


      He slowly shook his head and the thin white hairs drifted back and forth in the air above him. “Too soon. Truly, I shouldn’t even be here with you now, but I couldn’t help myself.” He looked at her, his gaze turning soft and a smile curling his lips. “I’ve missed you, and when I saw you, well, I found myself standing in front of you.”


      “You’re worse than a Sphinx. Talking in riddles…”


      He looked away, towards the caretaker’s cottage. “You always did love ancient Egyptian culture, more than Chinese or East Asian. Although you had this thing for Japanese anime…” A small smile lit his lined face.


      “Always? You say that like we have known each other a long time, but I would have remembered you. Were you a friend of my parents?”


      “Oh, no.” He laughed and tiny lines revealed themselves around the corners of his eyes. “Your parents never liked me. I think in hindsight that was one of the reasons you…” His face shut down before he dropped his head in what looked like anguish or resignation.


      Riah was getting fed up with the riddles and glanced at her phone. Shit, she would have to run to make it to class on time. However, as much as she needed to go, to get back to her life, there was a part of her, a stubborn digging-in-her-heels part, that wouldn’t let her. That knew this was important, this man was important, even if she didn’t know why.


      “Who are you?” Her throat ripped with the words as everything within her stopped, waiting for the answer.


      The old man began fidgeting with the pine needles scattered in the dirt. “I shouldn’t say. Don’t you have a class to get to? That one you loved—‘Myths and Mysteries in Archaeology,’ right?”


      A chill ran down her back. “How do you know that?”


      He looked up from his growing pile of pine needles. “I’m your husband.”
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      “This is crazy.” Riah shot up, shoved her mackintosh into her backpack, and slung the bag over her shoulder. “I-I, I don’t even know what to say. You should seek help.”


      The old man held up a hand. “Wait. Don’t go. Not like this.”


      She stopped mid-stride and spun around. An image of puffs of steam coming off her head ran through her mind. “I don’t have time for this. I’ve got a class to get to, and then work—”


      He caught her gaze and she had the feeling that she had gotten trapped in a tractor beam. “I need to tell you something,” he said.


      She rolled her eyes. This was just too much. “But I thought you couldn’t—or shouldn’t—tell me anything. Which is it?”


      His hand reached out and grabbed her wrist. A zing of electricity shot up her arm and a flood of images flipped through her mind’s eye like old projector slides on fast forward.


      Her and a gorgeous young man on a sailboat, both of them wearing sunglasses and shit-eating grins, the sun beaming down on them.


      The same young man wearing only a pair of cargo shorts and standing knee-deep in a pool under a waterfall, his arms outspread, his head leaned back and radiant joy oozing from his every pore.


      Her squatting in snow, in an anorak with fur framing her face, head bent studying a wooden box in her mittened
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