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				Prologue
			

			
				 
			

			
				The thick, hot air pressed in against her, making it hard to breathe. She took short, sharp breaths, but the weight of the air made it feel as though she was drowning on dry land. Her skin crisped in the oven around her. She felt as if she might ignite if it weren’t for the heavy humidity squeezing upon her and the sweat seeping from every pore. She was blinded not from total darkness, but from complete brightness instead. Turning her face away from the flaming sun towards the dry, hot sand at her feet, she squinted, rapidly blinking away tears. Streams streaked down her cheeks. The warm liquid felt cool in comparison to the burn blistering underneath. She closed her eyes and held them tightly sealed. The fluorescent orange light seared through her lids, the hot light still blinding. Opening her eyes into slight slits, she struggled to look around. All she could make out were dark shapes sharply contrasted with the flooding light. She held her hand to her hairline trying to shield, but it was no use. The bright white light still blazed her eyes and scorched her pale face. She attempted to take a long calming breath, but the air felt too hot as it filled her lungs, boiling her from within.
			

			
				 
			

			
				So this was the surface. She was wrong to have come.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Chapter 1
			

			
				 
			

			
				The crumbs of dead coral coarsely ground into a fine gravel crunched and shifted under Evan’s feet. “Some beach,” he scoffed, insulted by the lack of sand. He had anticipated the smooth white beaches pictured in magazines, but instead, he was presented with a beach littered with rotting seaweed the color of mustard and smelling much worse. The sand was rough and uneven, the hue of dead skin, and that’s practically what he was walking on now - the crushed skeletons of former sea life, once colorfully swaying below the surface. The thought caused a wave of chill to wash over him despite the intense heat of the afternoon sun. The oppressive humidity dampened every inch of his clothing. The water had not even provided relief from the heat since it was as hot as a bath. He hated it here.
			

			
				As he stomped down the beach, a sharp edge unexpectedly jabbed his sole, which only inflamed him more. Evan kicked at the shoreline, wishing he could inflict pain or damage that would compare to the volume of frustration he felt. Here he was again, alone in some corner of the world, wanting someone, anyone, to be his friend.
			

			
				“Come on Evan, this is paradise,” his mom tried to convince him. “Other kids would kill to spend their afternoon on the beach instead of in school.” She would say the same about a mountain peak or canyon or tropical rainforest or desert valley or wherever his parents’ latest assignment had taken them. He was expected to be happy about his freedom to explore and his privilege of exposure. “What kid wouldn’t want to travel the world rather than live in some boring town and attend some normal school?” his parents would ask. However, he resented his parents’ work and came to dread the constant travel. He didn’t want to visit another quaint foreign village, hike another exotic jungle trail or spend hours in museums viewing masterpieces. No one had asked him if this was the life he wanted. The way he saw it, he was far from Shangri-la. He often thought of sitting at a classroom desk in some suburban public high school, listening to a mediocre teacher lecture on a topic he had studied several years earlier. That might be his utopia instead. At least then, he might be able to pass a note, send a text, or meet friends at the park for a game of pickup basketball. Maybe he could make plans for later in the afternoon to ride bikes down some street lined with cookie-cutter houses or hang out at some stale mall. He would choose that over this “paradise” any day.
			

			
				In that ordinary teenage world, Evan might have a friend. The closest thing to a friend he had now was Ross. On paper, he was the perfect brother. He wasn’t the usual pesky kid inserting himself where he didn’t belong; instead, he always respected Evan’s space. Ross was understanding and continually calm, even when Evan would lose his temper and lash out at him. He had everything that Evan wished he had more of - patience, thoughtfulness and an undampened sense of humor. Ross was adventurous and up for anything, always seeking out new experiences for them to share. He was even a challenging classmate, pushing Evan to question a little deeper rather than accepting the easiest explanation. He was also close enough in age to be placed in the friend category - just 11 months younger. However, Ross was not what Evan needed in a friend. It was pretty hard to be friends with someone who refused to talk.
			

			
				While their parents were on a recent assignment photographing the cliffs at Halong Bay in the South China Sea off the coast of Vietnam, Evan and Ross were studying Buddhist monks as part of their independent coursework. After visiting a temple where a group of monks had not spoken for 20 years, Ross had become so enthralled by the practice of silence that he too decided to make his own vow and give up speaking. Evan thought that after a few days, at most a month, his brother wouldn’t be able to stand it any longer and would speak again, but it had been four and half months, 139 days to be exact, and Ross still hadn’t said a word, not even when provoked. Evan had tried everything from bad jokes, taunts, threats, bribes, even jabs, and a few shoves, but Ross still wouldn’t speak. Not a peep. His discipline was resolute. Evan felt alone, without anyone to talk to, except to their exhausted parents over dinners late at night. It was not really what he was looking for in the way of friendship.
			

			
				Ross had always been that way. Even as a young boy, when he put his mind to something, he would not relinquish his commitment until he reached his goal. He was the most determined person Evan knew, never losing focus. At ten years old, Ross decided that he would eat raw food exclusively for a full year. Their parents had been working a story on the seals in the San Francisco Bay and as usual, Evan and Ross were left alone for the day to explore. The brothers wandered the city, having breakfast of sourdough bread and chocolates at the wharf, followed by a walk up the hills to some of the trendier neighborhoods. After several hours of aimless hiking up and down the undulating sidewalks, Ross chose a small outdoor café in the shadow of Coit Tower, with a view of Alcatraz, to have their lunch. Evan had selected their breakfast location, so he didn’t get to object to Ross’ obscure choice now, even though it didn’t appeal to him at all. It was an all-raw restaurant serving up fermented salads and unbaked “muffins.” After reading on the menu that cooking food reduced the vitamin content, that was enough to convince Ross. He didn’t eat anything cooked for the rest of the year. He read countless books and articles, espousing the virtues of a raw diet. He sprouted seeds and beans and dehydrated pureed vegetables and fruits to make what the recipe books claimed to be alternatives to crackers. While Evan tried to taunt him by waving a crisp, warm fry in front of his brother’s face and taking a huge bite out of a juicy cheeseburger, dripping with savory cooked goodness, Ross would resolutely and contentedly sip on his own tepid soup, which Evan had rudely called baby food. But nothing phased Ross. At ten, he had as much self-restraint and willpower as an athlete preparing for the Olympics. He was focused on his goal and never cheated once.
			

			
				Because of this, Evan now had little hope of his brother returning to the land of the speaking any time soon. Ross had committed himself to silence, and no one was sure how long it might last. He had not mouthed a single word to Evan, to their parents, to anyone, and Evan missed their brotherly banter that they would volley while walking or riding bikes. He longed for one of Ross’ quick-witted comments about a stranger passing by as they sat on the curb of a busy street. At this point, he would even settle for a conversation about their schoolwork - anything that would get his brother talking again. At night, in the dark quiet just before sleep, he wished he and his brother would still make plans for the following day in a hushed whisper or recount silly lines from their favorite movies. Some days the silence would drive Evan mad, and he would carry on a conversation for Ross. He would ask his brother a question and then respond in a mocking voice meant to imitate Ross, often carrying on in this manner for several minutes. Ross would only silently roll his eyes at Evan’s absurdity.
			

			
				Alone without even his brother for a friend, in this so-called paradise, this poor excuse for a beach half-way down the chain of islands that comprised the Florida Keys, Evan half-stomped, half-stumbled along the shoreline, cursing his current situation. He wished he had grabbed his flip-flops before storming out from their hotel room. When he had asked Ross if he wanted to take out one of the kayaks at the hotel to explore the cove, Ross had only shrugged in the negative and went back to reading. Evan had pleaded, “Come on man, just for an hour. I’m sick of working on this unit. Let’s go see what’s around the other side of the island.” But again, Ross merely shook his head and gave Evan a blank-looking face in response. He could understand that Ross wasn’t speaking, but he couldn’t stand what seemed to be a complete emotional void in his brother. As Evan’s furry boiled hotter, Ross seemed to turn his emotions even cooler.
			

			
				“God, you act like a lifeless robot!” Evan had screamed on the way out the door. He had stomped off, without grabbing shoes and headed down the breezeway lined with hotel doors and humming air conditioning units. He had cursed under his breath when he passed the colorful kayaks lined up on the shore. The reds, blues and greens of the faded plastic hulls looked like a postcard he had seen in the spinning rack at the tacky hotel tourist giftshop. He picked up a chunk of gravel from the hotel parking lot and threw it at the offending red hull but missed. His anger flamed like wildfire and was matched by the searing temperature of the tarmac that charred his feet while crossing US Highway 1. His soles felt tender and raw now as they rubbed against the grainy sand of the beach.
			

			
				The blue-green water of the Atlantic Ocean gently lapped along the shore where the large clumps of rotting seaweed, baked in the sun. As Evan trudged across the damp, spongy clutter that littered the coarse, gravelly sand, its sour smell was released like a scratch-and-sniff sticker. “This beach sucks,” he mumbled. At that moment, something more jagged than sand stabbed the arch of his foot, causing him to stumble to the ground. He cursed again before checking to see that his foot wasn’t bleeding. He then looked behind him to find what had made him fall.
			

			
				Two dark teeth protruded from the light sand. On his hands and knees, he brushed the sand and seaweed away from the object, revealing an ancient key. It looked like something from a mythical shipwreck. Measuring almost the full length of his hand, the key felt heavy for its size. The metal was old but free from rust, corrosion or barnacles. It obviously had not been lying on the bottom of the ocean for centuries. Instead, it was like this key had been kept in a glass case inside a museum. It was polished and shining. The shaft end was simple with two thick tines, like those on an old skeleton key. Evan was unsure of the metal and marveled at how brightly it shined. Could it be solid gold, he wondered? The bow end was ornately decorated, studded with glowing, opalescent pearls and thin wisps of looping metal. It vaguely reminded Evan of Celtic knots, but its motif was certainly distinct from that. He couldn’t place its design in the timeline of art history, unsure of how old it could be. It was unlike anything he had ever seen. Captivated by its beauty, he stroked the cool metal and stared at the treasure in his hand, imagining what door this key might unlock.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Chapter 2
			

			
				 
			

			
				At dinner that night, Evan mindlessly stirred his ketchup with a fry, lost in thought. Picturing a large wooden treasure chest with an ornate lock that his newly discovered key might fit, he imagined his hand trembling as it held the heavy key ready to insert it. As he turned the shaft, the key easily rotated in the slot. The curved lid moaned as he lifted it, releasing the musty smell of clay and rotting earth, revealing the glimmering contents from within.
			

			
				“Earth to Evan. Come in Evan. Over,” his dad teased. “What are you thinking about, buddy?” he asked, looking at him from across the table. Evan gazed down at his ketchup-covered fry and shook his head, blinking back to the present.
			

			
				“Oh, nothing, Dad.”
			

			
				“Come on, Evan. You were a hundred miles away. It had to have been something good.” His dad stretched his arms behind his head and arched his back over the top edge of his chair, releasing a loud pop from his chest, followed by a relieved sigh. “I’ve been working all day. Your mom had me crawling at the oddest angles to get the most perfect shot for her piece.” He winked lovingly at his wife sitting next to him and squeezed her knee under the table as she rolled her eyes in mocking exaggeration. Looking back to Evan, he continued, “I’m beat and could use a good story. Plus, this guy isn’t going to crack,” his dad said as he winked and gestured with his thumb towards Ross, who gave a half-smile in response. “Tell us what has you floating away, lost so deeply in thought.”
			

			
				Evan felt possessive, wanting his discovery to be his own. He knew that if he showed the key to his parents, they would instantly want to take it to some professor-friend at some museum or university so that it could be analyzed and archived. “This is an important find, Evan,” his mom would say as she peered over the edge of her reading glasses. “It needs to be studied. Documented.” His dad, of course, would first want to photograph it before sending it off and his mom might pitch it as a story for the magazine, but the key surely wouldn’t be left to him to keep.
			

			
				Evan selfishly wanted more time with it. He enjoyed the mystery surrounding it and liked imagining what it may unlock. Since stumbling upon it, the weight of the key in his hand had lightened his mood. He had spent the afternoon, walking around the island, rubbing his fingers over the elegant curves and looped metal, stroking the silky cool pearls. He imagined the key fitting into all manner of locks - a pirate’s treasure, a captain’s ship door, the hope chest of a princess or a secret chamber in an abbey on a remote island. But all of these possibilities seemed absurd and trivial for a key of its kind. There was something about this key that was magical, otherworldly even, convincing him its potential was far greater than any of those more mundane purposes. He felt compelled to know what secrets it held. In the short time, he had it, the key had possessed him, held some power over him, and he felt protective of it. This was his treasure, and he didn’t want it to be sent off for analysis and documentation, at least not yet.
			

			
				Also, he was still mad at his taciturn brother, and the last thing he wanted was to share this adventure with him. He refused to let Ross sit silently by while he confided this with him. If Ross were talking, Evan knew that his brother would conjure the most elaborate scenarios about what this key was and where it might be from. Ross would describe in richly glowing detail the size of a massive door in which this key might fit and craft an entire civilization around it. Ross would recount the legend of the man who might have forged the key hundreds of years before, the secret society that had been sworn to protect it and the contents it kept securely locked. In the next breath, he would tell a tale of a beautiful maiden locked high in a tower while a knight combed the countryside, searching for this lost key which would set her free. Ross was a master of constructing stories, and that was what Evan had missed most during this season of silence. Evan was darn sure he wasn’t going to allow Ross the satisfaction of creating a grand saga surrounding his key, and keep it silently to himself.
			

			
				Everyone at the table was staring at him, waiting for him to say something. Evan lacked his brother’s quick-witted ability to create entertaining stories, so he was unable to concoct an alternate account about how he had spent his day. Additionally, he was without Ross’ self-control, so he couldn’t restrain himself. He was just too excited about his discovery to remain silent. Like with all of his emotions, it bubbled up and overcame him. He blurted out impulsively, “I found a key on the beach today.”
			

			
				“What do you mean, a key? Like a boat key or something?” his dad asked in a puzzled tone.
			

			
				Immediately cursing his impetuous confession, he reluctantly pulled his prize from his pocket and extended his hand across the table. The large pearls on the gilded end of the key seemed to glow in the soft light of the restaurant. Upon looking at it again and validated by the gaze of others, Evan realized it really was an impressive object that seemed to exude some mythical quality. Seeing it in contrast against the red and white checkered pattern of the plastic coated tablecloth, it looked as though it was from another world, or at least from another time.
			

			
				“Oh my,” his mother said, drawing in her breath. “It’s exquisite. Where did you find it? On the beach? Just out there? Really?” his mother rattled on as she reached her fingers to lightly trace the length of the key. Evan could see the power of the key luring her to it, laying its claim upon her as it had him. “May I hold it?” she asked in a hushed tone, as one might ask to hold a newborn.
			

			
				“Yeah, I guess you can,” Evan said bitterly, granting her permission to examine the key more closely. He reluctantly pushed it closer towards his mom as he felt himself deflate. He knew it, he should have never brought it out. “I just found it out on the beach this afternoon. I actually stepped on it and fell when it poked me in the foot.”
			

			
				Delicately holding the key in both hands, his mom lifted it to eye level to examine it more closely. “We should let Steve Winston have a look at this and see if he’s seen anything like it before,” she said as she slightly tilted her head towards his father, indicating that he should contact his old college friend. Just like Evan had predicted. He rolled his eyes and exhaled loudly. Unfazed by Evan’s irritation, she rotated the artifact in her hands, studying the looped metal as if she were trying to decipher an ancient text. She brought it to her mouth and to Evan’s shock, gently bit one the pearls between her front teeth. “It’s perfect. These pearls are real and flawless… so big. I’ve never seen anything like it. Really, Evan, we need to have this analyzed by an expert, and Steve’s the right guy for the job. He’s an archeologist whose work focuses on oceanic artifacts. Plus, he’s close by, just up the road in Miami. We could swing by his office before we fly out in two days.” Evan rolled his eyes again. His mom was already making plans to have his discovery studied at some university lab. Evan snatched the key back.
			

			
				“Come on Mom. I found it, and I’m keeping it.” Evan embarrassed himself by how loudly he had yelled at her in the restaurant, which caused people at nearby tables to look their way. He glanced around apologetically at the other diners, who politely returned their attention to their meals. All except one. Evan shifted in his chair, turning his back slightly to the table just beside them to block the view of the old man who sat next to them. The man had been staring at them the entire evening, not only just after his recent outburst. Evan had noticed him when he walked into the restaurant shortly after they had been seated because his appearance seemed so cliché. He was dressed like a salty sea-dog captain character from an old television show. He even had a navy cap, torn striped shirt, and burly white beard, plus a pipe dangling from his mouth. He had been seated at the table beside theirs. To see him sitting alone in a seafood restaurant with fishing nets, ship’s wheels and old barometers decorating the walls, it was as if he was part of the kitsch ornamentation too. However, the guy was starting to creep Evan out. The man made no attempt to hide the fact that he had been watching them since he had taken his seat at the table beside them. Evan had wondered what this guy’s deal was early on but had shrugged off his feeling that this guy had followed them into the restaurant. Yet, since Evan had revealed his treasure to his family, the old man hadn’t removed his gaze from the key. The intensity of his stare had caught the attention of Ross as well, who positioned his body to block the man’s view and protect his family’s discussion.
			

			
				“Evan, simmer down. Please don’t speak to me that way.” His mother’s reprimand was gentle as always, causing Evan to feel shame at his outburst. “And besides, you know that ownership isn’t merely based on a finders keepers system,” his mom added. His parents had always spoken to Ross and Evan in a calm, tempered way. It was kind and loving, but also was one of the things that drove Evan mad about them and made him feel even more different from them, alienated by his unbridled emotions. They never seemed angry or ruffled. When Evan had broken a window with a baseball, his dad hadn’t shouted but instead coolly said, “Man, what a bummer. Evan, what are your plans for fixing this?” When Evan pushed his brother out of frustration during one of their many childhood squabbles, his mom would say, “No thank you. We treat everyone with respect and control only our own bodies.” They never yelled, and it made Evan feel crazy. He was the only one in the family who seemed to have a temper, and that only fueled his rage further.
			

			
				Yet, here it was again. The same speech about collecting. While other kids were allowed to pick flowers during a hike in the woods, gather rocks from a creek bed or collect seashells, Evan and Ross had been taught that the only thing they could take were photographs. Since his parents prided themselves on being conservators of the natural world, they were strict in their principles of being guardians rather than collectors or exploiters, as they often dismissively described others in their field. His mom was a writer, and his dad a photographer. They had met 20 years before while on assignment for National Geographic. During the years since, while traversing the planet for their work, the boys were never allowed to keep souvenirs. Naturally, this didn’t seem to bother Ross, as it seemed nothing did. However, Evan was often left disappointed and even heart-broken by the policy.
			

			
				He remembered being seven and having to leave behind a small salamander he had found in a mountain stream. He had played with the little creature the entire day, building a protected habitat for him, stockpiling bugs and crayfish for him to eat. He had held the little fellow, stroking his smooth, cool skin, becoming attached, falling deeper and deeper into his emotions for his new “friend.” Meanwhile, Ross had collected and categorized rocks found in the same stream, laying them along its bank by the classifications he had just learned - sedimentary, igneous and metamorphic. After his parents had gotten the story and the accompanying photographs and it was time to leave, Evan was crushed that he couldn’t take the salamander with him. “But I promise I’ll take good care of him, Mom,” he had pleaded.
			

			
				She only responded calmly, “Oh, no sweetheart, he belongs here with his family.”
			

			
				While tears streamed down Evan’s cheeks, Ross simply turned and walked away from his precisely stacked piles of rocks without even thinking about slipping his favorite into his pocket. Every time Evan saw a salamander in a stream, zoo, or pet shop since he would have to turn away and fight back a wave that would rise from the well deep within.
			

			
				He also recalled the beautiful crystal he had found in a cavern in Mexico. He was eleven, and his family planned a day excursion after his parents wrapped up another assignment. They arranged for a guide to take them into a cavern known for its remarkable crystal formations. Evan had ventured off alone down a short corridor while the rest of his family sat for a short water break. It was like the glowing shaft had been left for him to find, lying directly before him on the path. He had rushed back with his treasure, so excited to show his discovery to his mom, “Look at this! Can you believe it? It’s the length of my hand and as big around as my wrist! It looks like chiseled ice!” His mother had kneeled beside him and placed her hand gently on his shoulder as they examined the crystal. They marveled at how the light refracted when they held it to their headlamps. They giggled at the upturned world they saw when they looked through it. “Can I keep it Mom, please?” Evan had begged.
			

			
				His mother shook her head and lightly rubbed his back, as she said, “No, honey. This crystal is of this world and is meant to stay here. Just think of the next person who will have the joy of discovering this like we did.”
			

			
				Evan had wanted to throw the crystal to the ground, shattering it, so no one else could see it’s beauty, but before he could, his mother had scooped it from his hands and replaced it exactly where he had found it. “It’s not yours to take, my dear.”
			

			
				Nothing ever was, and now his mom was saying that to him again. “Evan, just because you found the key, it doesn’t make it yours,” she said before taking another bite of her salad.
			

			
				“But, Mom…” Evan started. He knew there wasn’t anything he could say to convince her that he should keep the key. He should have kept his mouth shut like his brother. He glared at Ross, feeling like he was somehow silently complicit in ruining his treasure as well, but Ross only softened his expression towards Evan, clearly communicating that he empathized with his brother’s loss. Evan huffed out a hot breath and looked down at his now empty hands. He should have kept the key his secret.
			

			
				“Evan, your mom is right. We really need to let someone study this remarkable find,” his dad added as he reached to take the key from his wife’s hand. His dad also marveled at the object’s beauty as he stroked the length of the smooth metal and fingered the uniquely cut tines. “I wonder what type of metal it’s made from and how old it could possibly be? It seems ancient.” He turned the key over and over, examining it from every angle. “I can’t even place what culture might have crafted it.” Focusing his attention on the metal looping pattern, he wondered aloud, “I mean, I don’t think it’s Celtic, but I can’t say that with any certainty. And how did it end up out there on the beach? It’s not like anyone would just drop such a treasure.” Reluctantly pulling his gaze from the key, he set it on the table between them. He turned his attention to Evan, trying to convince him, “I’m sure there’s tons we can learn from it. Just look at it. It must be hundreds of years old.” Noting that Evan wasn’t happy about handing over the key, he added, “Besides, what are you going to do with it?” This felt like a low blow to Evan as if wanting to keep the key was just a silly, childish idea.
			

			
				“Fine,” Evan mumbled as he shoved the key towards his parents. He got up from the table, leaving his half-eaten fish sandwich and basket of fries. He wasn’t hungry any longer. As he walked past the old sea captain character on his way out of the restaurant, the man’s gaze did not follow Evan but remained fixed on the key still laying before his parents on the table. He felt a strange chill run through him, which quickly burned off when he heard his mother say from behind, “Honey, we’ll see you back at the room. Remember we are getting up early tomorrow for a family expedition. Don’t stay out too late.” Evan wanted to become invisible at that very moment. He couldn’t exit the restaurant fast enough. “Love you,” she called as an after-effect across the crowded room, causing Evan to cringe even more. How could he have come from these people, he wondered as he stomped into the humid night air? Another log was placed on his bonfire of rage.
			

			
				The restaurant was located next to a marina, and he paced along the maze of docks after storming out. He had nowhere to go but refused to return to their hotel room until he was sure his family had gone to sleep for the night. He didn’t want to talk to any of them, even if only two of them would have talked to him in return. Like a monk in a labyrinth, Evan tried to focus his mind on the present act of walking, hoping to cool his burning temper. But the exercise only seemed to ratchet his heat further. His fists remained clenched, his rapid breathing persisted, and his jaw stayed locked tight, as he stamped against the wooden planks. He sat down at the end of the dock and kicked at the black water below, but the water was too far away, and his foot was met with only air. He growled at nothing and no one.
			

			
				Wanting to calm down, he tried to picture himself like a viewer from the outside. It was a technique his dad had once suggested he use to help after an outburst. It had worked a few times, so why not try now? Starting at the top, he pictured his wavy dark blonde hair, unruly like his emotions. He rolled his eyes at the comparison. He looked
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