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The day they went to  Chichén Itzá started no differently than the past five of their vacation, yet Tony Solomon felt a numbing unease, the kind that sometimes came on when something bad was going to happen. 

No way in hell was he going to go up that big pyramid. It’d be just his luck to fall and kill himself. El Castillo had existed for over a millennium without him climbing it, and it could stay that way.

Puffy clouds dotted the brilliant blue, February sky, and shimmers of heat rose from the meadow beyond the small copse of trees where Tony stood as his seven colleagues passed. A sidewise glance caught the eye of Violet Sinclair, who’d stopped a few feet away. The computer technician had won the company’s charity raffle, with a spot on the executives’ annual trip to Cancun as the prize. She looked away, as if Tony had caught her doing something she shouldn’t.

Charlie, his brother-in-law and coworker, smacked his arm as he walked by, jerking Tony’s attention off Violet. “Hey, Solomon, you coming?”

No way was Tony climbing those ninety-one steps—according to their tour guide—to stand on that narrow, unrailed platform atop the pyramid. “There’s a reason that thing’s closed to the public.” Like people had died there. He couldn’t imagine how Keith, their boss and CEO of the company, had managed to arrange a private tour of the site, which included permission to climb the pyramid.

Charlie stopped. “Everyone else is going.”

If everyone else jumped off a bridge, would you? Tony put on his poker face. “You wouldn’t expect Lisa to go up there.”

“Lisa’s not here.” Tony’s sister had been unable to take the week off from her job. Charlie stepped closer, a wide grin splitting his face. “Who knew? The guy who has no problem telling the boss his idea sucks, is afraid of heights.”

“I told Keith the truth.”

“A move like that would’ve gotten anyone else fired,” Charlie said.

Tony couldn’t argue. For some reason, the CEO had always respected his sometimes-brutal honesty. If lying to appease the boss was what it took to move up, or even remain employed, Tony didn’t want the job, though he’d been more diplomatic in the meeting that morning than to say Keith’s idea sucked.

Charlie started toward El Castillo then stopped. “You coming, or you too chicken-shit?”

Tony felt Violet’s gaze on him again. If she didn’t like heights either, she’d be his excuse to stay on the ground.

He’d invited her along when his wife Dora claimed she had a headache, and suggested he ask “that chubby girl from I.T.” to take her place on the excursion. For Tony, Keith’s plans to visit the ruins were a welcome departure from routine—hanging around the resort while Dora sunbathed, leaving himself with too much time to think.

“What about you?” he asked Violet.

“Are you joking? This is the chance of a lifetime. If I don’t go, I’ll always regret it.” She twirled a lock of her long, blond hair around her index finger. A tiny breeze shifted the branches above to allow a shaft of sunlight to slip across her face, illuminating her golden brown eyes like a jar of honey sitting in a sunny kitchen window.

Charlie smirked. A good-natured smirk, but a smirk nonetheless.

Violet unwound the hair from her finger as Keith appeared beside Tony. The CEO clapped Tony on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, we’ll catch you if you fall. Right, Violet?”

Her words echoed through Tony’s mind, drowning out her response. If I don’t, I’ll regret it. “What the hell,” Tony muttered as the three started across the meadow.
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AS THEY WALKED, VIOLET sneaked a glance at Tony, then dropped back so he wouldn’t notice her staring at him.

Him. Tony Solomon. After three years with the company, it was the closest they’d ever been without a desk and computer between them. Her first chance to have a conversation with more depth than the usual “What were you doing when the computer stopped responding?”

Three years of watching him whenever he walked through the tech support department to get a cup of coffee, of hearing his polite “Thanks, Violet,” when she reset his password—which he forgot every time he was forced to change it. Three years of thinking of ways to put herself in his path at the office to get another glimpse of his face. Three years of longing, of trying to figure out the mystery of why something about him seemed... familiar, when nothing else did in the few, short years she could remember.

Mr. Vogel started up the steps, but Tony stopped at the bottom of the pyramid, so she did the same. She looked up at him. His gaze met hers for a brief moment.

Could he know his eyes were exactly the same shade of blue as the sky? He snatched off his glasses, peered through them, then slid them back on.

Tightness laced her chest. She was alone with him. Finally. But what would she say? Gracious, I need a cigarette right now...

No, I don’t. Determined to stop smoking, she’d left her pack at the resort. This time she’d quit for good.

An unbidden thought of slipping into his embrace rushed into her mind, and warmth replaced the tenseness in her body. Somehow, she knew exactly how his arms would feel around her... could almost smell the clean scent of his shirt—Tony, I’m sure we know each other... maybe you don’t remember...

Hope flared within her. Was a memory returning?

She waited. Nothing.

Just like it had been since that day years ago, when she’d awoken alone and terrified, unable to even remember her own name. She had no idea how she’d gotten into someone’s garage, or how her dress had come to be covered in blood. Or whose blood it was.

Keith Lynch waved at them from the top of the pyramid. Violet looked at Tony.

She didn’t know how she knew, but something—a buried snippet of recall from her unknown past—made her voice encouragement. “Just don’t look down.”

Tony snatched his glasses off again and wiped them, then started up the steep staircase.

Like some of the others, he crawled up on his hands and feet. Behind him, Violet took the steps in an upright crouch, mindful of her dress. Not the most practical choice for traipsing around the ruins, but she wanted to play up her positives. Its long, loose cut hid her belly and less-than-perfect thighs while displaying her cleavage to advantage. Her face heated. She shouldn’t think such things. She’d worn the dress because it was comfortable, she insisted to herself. And he’s married. Even if she had so little regard to pursue a married man, she wouldn’t have a chance. Not when his wife had the figure and looks of a movie star.

By the time they reached the top, she and Tony were out of breath. Violet wiped the sweat from her brow.

Tony crept toward the square building topping the structure. “I guess that wasn’t so bad.” He turned around and stopped panting.

Six feet of platform at most stood between the building and the edge, and like the staircases, it lacked any kind of restraint. Violet’s legs felt jittery and she wasn’t typically bothered by heights, so it had to be terrifying for someone who was. She moved closer to Tony and took in the view.

Below, grass carpeted the clearing, dotted with small groups of people the size of dolls. Beyond the meadow, other stone structures broke the swath of green here and there. Buildings that had once been people’s homes, markets, gathering places.

The enormity of it all sank over her like a suffocating depth of water. Ages had passed before her. Ages would follow. In the bigger scheme of things, nothing she did mattered. She’d built a life for herself from nothing. So why couldn’t she figure out what Tony meant to her before—and why she was afraid to find out?

Tony flattened his back, arms, and the palms of his hands against the temple’s wall and inched along it, then ducked into the doorway.

Unwilling to let him out of her sight, Violet followed him inside. Their footsteps echoed on the stone walls of the narrow corridor. She turned a sharp corner, and goose bumps rose on her arms in the cool, damp air. Or was it from Tony’s nearness?

Seconds later they turned another corner and emerged on the opposite side of the pyramid. Violet started out but Tony lingered.

“Tony?” she called. “Are you—”

Another fragment of memory struck her. She gasped, didn’t hear his answer.

No way, he said. It was his voice, she was sure. A vision of water, lots of it, far below...

“Violet?” His voice in the here-and-now shattered the image. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She swallowed. Years ago, when she’d hesitantly asked if they’d met before, he claimed they hadn’t. But every cell in her body screamed otherwise. She knew him, and he’d been someone special. Someone very special. Then the familiar guilt crawled down her throat, forced its way deeper, whittling her thoughts down to one: sometime in her hidden past, she’d done something to him. Something terrible. Her lungs shriveled, stopping her from asking the questions whose answers she feared. “Some kind of... déjà vu,” she managed. “Like I’d done something like this with you before...”

Tony’s mouth lifted in a wan smile. “Trust me, if you had, I’d remember.” He gripped the edge of the portal and stepped through. Staring at his feet, he crept along the wall until he stood beside Violet and Mr. Lynch.

The tour guide was in the middle of a lengthy discourse about the ancients of the ninth century who’d built the pyramid and surrounding village. Violet pretended to listen as she sneaked a furtive glance at Tony, then cast her gaze toward Mr. Lynch when she sensed Tony watching.

The CEO stood straight, arms crossed over his chest, and his face toward the tour guide, but his eyes flicked sideways, meeting Violet’s. “I’ll bet you’ve already read all about them,” he said in a low voice.

“How did you know?” Violet whispered.

“I saw your book on the plane.” His mouth quirked, and Violet jerked backward. His smile looked just like Tony’s... or had she imagined it?

Mr. Lynch sidled toward Tony, and the resemblance leaped out. Mr. Lynch was a little taller, but aside from his graying hair and brown eyes, he could have passed for an older version of Tony. Yet—maybe it was his position in the company—she couldn’t imagine having the kind of feelings for him that she had for Tony.

Tony had developed a fascination with the platform floor. She longed to wrap her arms around him and tell him it was all right. But even if he wasn’t married, she doubted she’d ever be able to work up the nerve to do so much as ask him to join her for a cup of coffee after work. Push aside the feeling she couldn’t shake that there was something... well, wrong about asking a man out, even though other women did it all the time.

She wrenched her gaze away before he caught her staring again.

Across the meadow, slabs of white stone rose in neat columns around a flat, raised platform like soldiers in formation, guarding something the mere mortals clustered at the top of the pyramid couldn’t see. Another staircase, crumbled to rubble, had once led down the side of the pyramid.

“You still got that brochure?” Tony asked.

“Sure.” She drew it out of her pocketbook and handed it to him.

He held it close to his face, as if trying to block the faraway ground from his view. “Wow, it says here this thing used to be a temple... they even sacrificed people here.” He gazed over the view with a pained expression and started to hand the pamphlet back to Violet, when the woman from Finance stepped between them. Tony leaned back to reach around her, but his foot slipped, and he crumpled to the floor, then slid over the precipice.
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TONY ROLLED OVER, THEN over again. He grabbed. Clutched. At anything, could hold onto nothing. His glasses flew off and skidded away. Every sharp stone jutting out from the ragged surface poked him, mocking his attempts to stop himself. A burst of pain flared in his forehead, then there was nothing but white...

A dim sensation of pressure on his ankle, then the motion stopped. “I got him!” someone said. The man’s voice sounded like he was deep in a tunnel. Foggy, too indistinct to identify. Nothing but cloudy whiteness in Tony’s sight. A muffled rattle of falling, crumbling stone. Shouts from above. Other voices. More hands grasping at him.

“Is he okay?”

“I don’t know, he’s banged up pretty bad...” More falling rocks.

“I think I saw a park ranger...”

“Tony! Tony, oh good heavens...” A woman’s voice. Violet. “Tony, wake up!”

I’m awake, he said.

“Step back... everyone clear the area! Charlie—go for help! You...” Keith. Taking charge.

“Tony, please... you’ve got to be all right...”

Violet! Tony shouted.

She hadn’t heard him. No one had. He hadn’t said it out loud. Her voice faded, along with the sensation of hands on his ankles. With a strange detachment he realized his head no longer hurt.

He no longer felt anything. Only an impression of floating.

Whiteness surrounded him. There was nothing—no touch, no sound, no sight except light all around. The light grew brighter at some distant point ahead. He took two steps toward it, unsure of when he’d stood. Another step. No pain. No sadness. No fear. And somehow he knew, no questions left unanswered once he reached that light. He shielded his eyes with his hand and continued forward.

A dark speck broke the brightness. 

“Daddy?” A girl’s voice.

He dropped his arm. “Bethany?”

“Daddy... No!” The speck grew larger. It was her.

“I’m coming!” He started to run, then stopped. How could that be Bethany? She was dead. Had been for almost three years—

“Daddy,” she called again. “Don’t! Go away...”

“But...” He held up his hand so he could see the silhouette. Thick, blunt-cut hair; a lanky, young female form. But if it was, then that meant—

He looked down at himself. He could barely see his yellow knit shirt in the brightness, couldn’t see his feet at all.

So this is what it feels like to die.

A lot of people had died in this place, centuries ago.

He was about to join them. To his surprise, he wasn’t afraid.

“Dad?” Bethany called.

His mom would take it hard. His sister, too. His dad would deal in stoic silence as he always did. Dora’d hit the antidepressants again, but she’d move on sooner than the rest of his family.

Nothing hurt. Life wasn’t that great anyway. Hadn’t been since Bethany...

He started forward again, but something clamped around his wrist and pulled him back. Dizziness burst through him, and he stumbled and fell. A tingle flared in his wrist where that other hand touched him, and sparks spread through his body, then faded. The whole world spun, around and around, everywhere and nowhere...
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“NO!” VIOLET GRIPPED Tony’s wrist tighter, clutching at the stone with her other hand. She couldn’t have a dizzy spell here, of all places! She was spinning, whirling through the air, ungrounded, Tony’s wrist all she could feel....

A tingly feeling grew in her palm, spread out to her fingertips, then dissipated. As if something had gone from her into Tony’s body.

The vertigo stopped.

Tony’s wrist twitched.

“Tony?” She pressed her thumb onto the artery of his wrist and felt a weak pulse. “He’s alive!” A cheer rose from the LCT executives clustered around them and the tourists gathered on the ground.

Mr. Lynch patted Tony’s shoulder. “Tony? Can you hear me? Tony?”

Tony blinked. “Beth—” His eyes focused on Violet. “Violet?”

A laugh escaped her throat. “Tony! Oh, thank heavens!” Relief settled over her like a cozy blanket on a cold winter night. She looked skyward and sent up a prayer of thanks.

Tony was the only clue she had to her past, her only possibility of finding out what happened all those years ago.

The only man she loved.

In the face of his death, she could admit it, if only to herself. It didn’t matter if he was married and she could never tell him, didn’t matter if he couldn’t return her feelings and there could never be anything more between them. He was alive.

He shifted in her grasp. A flush crept into his skin, and sweat mingled with the blood on his forehead. He struggled to sit.

“Tony, what are you—”

“Lie down,” Mr. Lynch ordered.

“Burning up,” Tony said. “Get me—”

“Before you fall the rest the way,” Mr. Lynch finished.

“—out of the sun.” Tony sat, then pulled his feet beneath him and yanked his wrist out of Violet’s hand. With a grunt, he rolled over and settled his foot onto a protruding stone, then began to climb back up the pyramid.

Mr. Lynch yelled again to stay put, but Tony kept climbing. All Violet could do was watch in slack-jawed astonishment and scoot out of Mr. Lynch’s way as he scrambled after Tony.

Something amazing had happened. A miracle. People didn’t get conked on the head and almost die—then recover and stand up a few minutes later. She could have sworn Tony’s pulse had stopped. She lifted the hand she’d held onto him with, and waggled her fingers. Something had passed between them. Something incredible, in the midst of that horrible dizzy spell, the worst one she’d ever had. Something—

No. It was nothing. Just coincidence. Odd things sometimes happened with head injuries. Maybe Tony’s wasn’t as bad as it had seemed, and he hadn’t been as close to death as she thought. She’d just lost the pulse for a minute. The tingle, the dizziness was just a worse occurrence of the occasional vertigo she’d suffered as long as she could remember.

She clambered up the pyramid after him.

Above, Tony pulled himself over the edge of the platform, then rose on wobbly legs. Violet scrambled to reach him. He swayed, stabilized, then stumbled the few steps into the stone building. Outside, Mr. Lynch yelled at someone on the ground to go for medical help.

Tony was leaning against the wall to one side of the doorway when Violet stepped inside the structure. “Good heavens, what on earth are you doing?”

“Had to...” He panted. “...get out of that sun.”

“You should sit down. The medics will be here soon.”

“I’m okay.” His voice was stronger.

“You were knocked unconscious. You’re—”

“I’m fine.” Strong enough now to stand without support, he patted the stone wall and regarded it with a studious gaze.

“Wonder what it was like back then?” the woman from Finance mused from somewhere behind Violet.

The ancient Mayans were the least of Violet’s concerns. What was keeping the paramedics? The tour guide had assured them it wouldn’t be long—

“Violet?” Mr. Lynch yelled from outside.

She leaned out. “What did you say, sir?”

An ambulance pulled up to the foot of the pyramid as Lynch hoisted himself over the ledge. He stood and brushed himself off. “Started to slide a bit there— what’s he doing?”

“Tony?” Violet turned to go back inside when the vertigo came back, making her lurch to one side. No... Not again! She groped at the wall, anything to save herself from a mishap like Tony’s.

The dizziness subsided. She gripped the edge of the doorway and walked inside.

No one was there. “Tony?”

He must’ve gone through the temple. She navigated the short corridor and emerged on the pyramid’s opposite side.

No Tony.

Tourists milled around on the ground, pointing upward and shielding their eyes. The others in the LCT group clustered behind Mr. Lynch, wearing expressions of puzzled concern. Violet walked along the building to a third side of the structure. “Tony?”

“Violet!”

She jumped. Mr. Lynch exited the doorway behind her “Where is he?”  

“I don’t know. I stepped out, and when I came back in, he was gone.”

“The paramedics are here. Check over there, I’ll look here... he might’ve fallen again.”

She searched the platform, went through the transverse passage of the temple, then walked around to the first side, where Tony had fallen. Seconds later Mr. Lynch emerged from the opposite side. “He’s not—”

“Sir?” The paramedics drew up beside Mr. Lynch. “Where is the injured person?”

“He went in there for a minute, and then...” He lifted his hands, palms up.

“It’s almost like he... disappeared,” Violet said. “Vanished.”
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ANOTHER DIZZY SPELL. Tony pressed his hands against the side of the temple. Thank God he was inside and couldn’t fall again. For a second he thought he was going to puke, then the vertigo passed.

He slumped against the wall for a minute, the stone cool against his cheek and palms, then pushed himself  off. The simple action took an incredible effort. Man, was he tired. Maybe he hadn’t died there on the slope, but something sure as hell was wrong. Good thing the medics were on their way.

He took three steps to the temple’s doorway, holding himself up with a hand on the wall. With the uncertainty of a man twice his thirty-six years, he wobbled and moved, but this time it was because of weakness and the strange, intense fatigue. God, he felt like hell. “Violet?”

No answer. “Keith?” Tony wrenched himself through the door. “Charlie?”

The platform was empty. Where had everyone gone?

He clutched the edge of the portal, panting. Man, did his head hurt. Like someone had swung a sledgehammer into his forehead. He slowly pulled himself around to the outside of the temple, more bumps and bruises announcing their presence with each move.

He leaned against the doorway. Even that took an incredible amount of strength. What the hell had happened to him?

His fall explained his pounding head and bruises. He’d thought he was dead for sure. But then someone had latched onto him and pulled him away from that light—

Bethany. He’d seen her. Then something pulled him back, like it wasn’t his time to go after all.

But the weird tingly feeling that had come from the person’s hands (Violet’s?) and the dizziness... He’d watched a TV show about near-death experiences one time, but no one had mentioned anything like that.

Freaky things could happen with a brain injury. Like a guy on the news last summer who got hit in the head with a baseball, seemed fine other than a bad headache, then dropped dead six hours later. Maybe he was suffering hallucinations.

“Violet!” His voice was weak. He collapsed against the little building. The cry of a bird overhead made him look up.

Black and red painted stripes circled the top edge of the temple. The air in his lungs froze.

Those stripes hadn’t been there before.

His gaze traveled down the unblemished staircase leading down the pyramid’s clean, limestone side, clear even without his glasses.

No way. He was seeing things. That staircase had been ravaged beyond use. Maybe he’d emerged on one of the two restored sides. Sweat rolled down his face, its moistness cool in the breeze.

Someone shouted from below. He looked at the ground. Big mistake. He flattened himself against the wall and concentrated on its solid surface. Why had he let Charlie goad him into coming up here? Then a worse thought hit him. What if, for some reason, the medics couldn’t come after him? Maybe they were already out on another call. Somehow he’d have to climb down those ninety-one steps by himself.

Steps that hadn’t been there before. He hadn’t gone more than a few strides into the temple, and he’d come out the same side. The sun was in the same position it had been before he went inside. But below, trees and vegetation blanketed what had been a meadow. A moss-darkened, stone roof topped the rows of columns he’d seen.

Tiny, brown blurs moved toward the pyramid. More yelling.

A hallucination. It had to be. Tony blinked twice, hard. Wake up!

Four people rushed up the steps, shouting angry-sounding words he couldn’t understand. Blurs of brown coalesced into other colors. Red. Yellow. Spots of blue and green. On long tunics, not the T-shirts and shorts the people should have been wearing.

He’d been knocked out. Come to for just long enough to crawl back to the pyramid’s summit. Those voices were really Violet, Keith, others in their group. Maybe the paramedics.

When the men reached him, two grabbed his arms and yanked him off the wall. Their guttural words sounded nothing like the Spanish he’d grown used to hearing the past few days.

He jerked his arm away. “Hey!” He twisted in their grasp, but their grip tightened, and the other two moved forward. “Let me go!” He tried to fling his body to the wall behind him.

The men’s harsh shrieks cracked in his ears. One man slapped him. Hard. His face stung. 

“Hey—” Disbelief locked his jaw as the other two men grabbed his wrists and ankles, their sharp fingernails digging into his skin. Tony bucked against them. “Get off me!”

A man wearing a beaded necklace and a dark, fur cape loomed before him. He growled something threatening, then gripped a wad of Tony’s shirt as if trying to tear Tony’s heart out. Agitated jabbers ensued among the four men. The leader barked something incomprehensible and released Tony’s shirt with a jerk. The hands on Tony’s limbs tightened, and the men lifted him.

Dreaming, Tony reminded himself. The medics were probably loading him into the ambulance. But did they have to be so rough? And why couldn’t he wake up?

He must’ve been injured pretty badly. His head no longer hurt, but maybe unconsciousness was his body’s way of protecting itself. Relax. Make the medics’ job easier.

The men half-dragged, half-led him around the corner of the pyramid to a side of the temple he hadn’t seen. Huge, twin snake statues flanked the triple entryway. Did their menacing, fang-filled jaws hint at his own fate? Before his mind could process an answer, the men jerked him upright.

He hung in the men’s grasp, too weak to resist further. The man in the animal pelt—probably a priest, the way the others deferred to him—walked around Tony, studied him, pawed at his clothing. He stopped, faced Tony, and drew a stone knife from a sheath at his waist. Murmurings rose from below.

The man gripped the knife in his fist with the blade pointing down. Fear crawled down Tony’s throat as the man brought the knife closer, until the sharp, stone tip touched the placket of Tony’s shirt. He wet his lips. It’s the paramedics. Doctors.

The man drew the knife down, slicing Tony’s shirt to the hem. The blade barely touched his skin. What the—? The two men beside him ripped the shirt off his back and tossed it to the floor, then the leader began to saw at the waistband of Tony’s shorts.

The medics were cutting his clothing off. Looking for—or treating—other injuries. Injuries serious enough his mind had blocked them out in his semi-dream state.

A cut down each leg brought his shorts down. Next, the men lifted his feet and yanked his shoes off, then his socks, twisting an already-sore ankle. Shouts and catcalls from the ground told Tony a crowd had gathered. No, a two-way radio in the ambulance, the noise of traffic as it hurtled toward the hospital.

The priest peered at Tony’s briefs with a cocked head and squinting eyes. Despite his rationalizations, Tony’s groin clenched at the unpleasant sensation of reliving the old standing-in-the-school-hallway-in-your-underwear dream. The man with the knife growled something, then drew the blade up one of Tony’s hips, then the other. Tony’s underwear fell away, then the men dragged him to the edge of the platform.

A breeze caressed his naked body, oddly cold despite the blazing sun. Dreaming, dreaming, dreaming. He must be messed up really bad. Tony shut his eyes to stop the queasiness that rose in his belly when he saw how far away the ground was. His captors raised his arms, holding him upright as if presenting him to the multitude. A roar rose from the crowd.

Just a dream. And even if it wasn’t, he was too tired and in too much pain to give a damn. Just let me lie down.

To his surprise, the dream granted his wish. The men yanked him through the portal and tossed him onto a raised, stone slab. Three of them held him down, then a strap of some kind bit into his right wrist as a man lashed it to the cool, hard stone.

The medics were tying him to a body board. At least he was out of the baking sun. He didn’t struggle as the men bound each of his other limbs.

How badly had he been hurt? And when would they reach the hospital?

The thumping behind his brain grew louder. Drums. His headache returned, thumping in time.

What was happening? Maybe he was in surgery, and the doctors had a radio playing. Something with a heavy beat. It was filtering into his dream, and the yelling was conversation in the O.R.

The drums and shouting stopped.

The man in the fur cape leaned over him, silhouetted in the three sunlit squares of the doorway. Strings of shells and stone beads rattled in his dark hair as he swayed from side to side and chanted. The four other men loomed behind him and did the same.

What were they doing in that operating room Tony couldn’t see? What if he was having major surgery? He’d read about patients who’d been partly knocked out, enough they couldn’t move or speak, but could feel every cut, every stitch. He felt each touch of the men’s hands on his body, the swish of air as the priest’s headdress swirled around.

The chanting stopped. The other men backed out of Tony’s view. The priest thrust his arms skyward as he addressed the people below.

Sweat ran down the sides of Tony’s forehead despite the shade. This had to be the most vivid dream he’d ever had. He opened his mouth to shout, speak, make any kind of noise but his throat had gone dry and nothing came out.

The leader fell silent and lowered his arms. Two of the other men reappeared at his sides. On the edge of Tony’s vision, one raised a weapon that looked like a battle-axe. Dark stains—blood—flecked the stone blade. The tip of Tony’s tongue pressed the back of his teeth.

They were going to behead him.

Wake up—wake up—wake up! Tony commanded himself but his body again refused to obey. You’re dreaming, he reminded himself, but he was getting harder to convince. He shut his mouth, willing the saliva to flow so he could tell them he wasn’t knocked out.

Trepidation crawled over his skin like a colony of insects as the leader uttered a word, then held something above Tony’s sternum. The flint dagger.

This was no dream. It was the worst fucking nightmare he’d ever had.

Tony squeezed his eyes shut. Wakeupwakeupwakeup!

He opened his eyes.

The man in the animal skin held the dagger high above Tony, then in a single swift motion, plunged it into his chest.

The crack of bones. Blinding pain. Blood spurting everywhere. Screams. His own. Someone jammed a hand into Tony’s chest, groping around. A high, keening wail. Himself.

Then merciful darkness.
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Two
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Tony vaguely remembered the nurse checking on him, giving him painkillers. An older man in a lab coat asked him questions like what was his name, and please count to ten, and how many fingers was he holding up.

“What is your day of birth?” the doctor asked in accented English.

“May first.” Scratching sounds came from the nurse scribbling on a clipboard. “In Dayton, Ohio,” Tony added. Maybe it would give him some kind of extra credit and make them leave him alone. Damn, he was tired.

Someone shouted from the hallway and they hurried away.

Tony’s neck itched.

He started to lift his arm to scratch, but it was so heavy, he couldn’t. He tried again. Shards of pain burst through his ribcage, like a dagger slicing through skin and muscle. The vise-grip on his brain tightened. He clenched his jaw and forced the leaden arm up farther.

A raised ridge marred the smooth skin of his neck. As he ran his fingertips over it, images burst through his mind (huge stone axe... Mayan priest... flint knife) in rapid succession.

His arm fell to the bed. What the hell was that? Beneath his ribs, pressure warred with the lightness one feels on a roller coaster the second before it plunges over the hill. “Excuse me?” he croaked.

The nurse returned to his bed. “Yes, Señior Solomon?”

“What’s this... my neck?”

Her face twisted in puzzlement. “You don’t know? Look like old injury to me.”

Old injury? What was she talking about? “But I’ve never— what happened to me? What’s wrong—”

She gave him a sympathetic smile. “You had bad fall, bruised ribs. Doctors say you are lucky man.”

No wonder it felt like he’d been stomped on. “But why am I so tired?” And weak? And (huge stone axe, knife ripping into him) where had that come from?

“The pain meds. You feel better soon. Relax.”

So the ancient Mayans had to have been a dream. But not all of it. He’d been injured. “But what happened to me?”

“You don’t remember?”

He gripped the cool, cotton sheet, his hands damp. Panic speared his chest and spread until tendrils of ice lanced through his body. He did remember. But which of the images racing through his mind were memories, and which were only dreams?
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HE CAME TO FOR BRIEF periods throughout the next several days. Mostly he slept, his body so tired it was a monumental effort to lift his arm and scratch his nose. Keith had brought him his glasses, thank God. Dora visited several times. One time Tony woke and saw her and Charlie sitting in a pair of chairs pushed together, Charlie’s hand resting on her knee.

Violet had come, too, during one of Tony’s more lucid moments. She’d managed to find an English language bookstore, and had brought him a crime novel by one of his favorite authors. And when she’d realized his head still hurt, she’d volunteered to read to him. He’d still been in a mental fog, couldn’t remember much except her low, throaty voice and her red-lipsticked lips forming the words as she read.

The memory took him back further, to Bethany’s funeral, three years ago. He’d slipped out for some air, to find Violet in the parking lot, smoking. Not offering well-intentioned but meaningless platitudes like everyone inside, her lips closed around the cigarette, then released a puff of smoke while she listened to him vent about how everyone wanted him to let them know if they could “do anything” for him and Dora. “Nothing anyone can do,” Violet had said, then she’d let him bum a cigarette off her, even though he hadn’t smoked in years. A small act of kindness, like reading to him.

He squinted at Dora, who sat in the chair beside his bed reading a newspaper on her lap as she twisted her wedding ring around her finger. It never would have occurred to her to read to him.

“Hey.” Tony pushed aside the image of his brother-in-law being a little too friendly with her. Must’ve been conjured up by his painkiller-fogged mind.

Dora looked up with a start. “You’re awake.”

“How long was I out?” Tony clutched the sheet beneath his hand—less tired now, but still weak.

“You’ve been mostly unconscious for nearly a week,” she said. “The doctors are baffled—it’s almost like you’ve been in and out of a coma, but they say the brain waves are more like you were in a really deep sleep. Like an animal in hibernation. Your temperature was low, and your pulse got so slow... nothing they did helped. They were afraid you wouldn’t wake up. But then everything returned to normal this morning.” She turned up her hands.

Tony’s gaze traveled down the bed. What did all the weird stats mean? He definitely wasn’t dead. But almost a week? “Then everyone else—”

“Left two days ago.” Her fingers stilled, then she rose and walked around the other, empty bed. “Next year will be better.”

He heard her unspoken words. Another vacation ruined. Last year, he’d had food poisoning. “Sorry,” he grumbled. “It’s not like I planned it.”

Dora stopped her pacing, and drew a perfectly manicured nail around the Gucci watch he’d given her for Christmas a few years before. “I didn’t mean...” Her expression was sympathetic, but he caught the hesitation in her reply.

She walked toward him. He focused on the ceiling. With his glasses on, he could see a chipped spot in the light fixture’s frosted coating.

Dora walked back around the other bed. “They want to keep you another day for observation, then—if there’s no change—they said you might as well go home.”

“You mean transfer to a hospital in Dayton?”

“No.” She stopped at his side. “We might have them re-run the tests, just to make sure. But they won’t check you in when no one can find anything wrong with you, other than how tired you are.”

She kept pacing back and forth along the empty bed. “You look a hundred times better than yesterday.” She finally stopped and took the chair, staring down at her hands. The newspaper on her lap crackled as she twisted her wedding ring. “I don’t know if I could stand it... losing you, after Bethany...”

Tony’s throat swelled. He tipped his chin up. Bethany. Their only daughter. The day after his fall was the first time he’d gone a whole day without thinking of her, since the night nearly three years before, when she’d left a party with a couple of guys no one knew. Ironic—ever since she’d been diagnosed with diabetes at age five, he’d feared that would be what killed her. Not being murdered—

Bethany. He’d seen her. Heard her calling for him. In his dreams, before he woke up and crawled to the temple. Before the ancient natives killed him.

He remembered it with a clarity unlike anything he’d ever recalled in a dream. The silhouette of a young woman in the middle of that light. He’d barely been able to see her face in the incredible brightness, but it was her. Just as he remembered, forever frozen at age fourteen. Except she was even more beautiful. He’d wanted so badly to go to her...

A shout in the hallway yanked him out of his reverie. A woman yelled something in Spanish from the hallway.

“What the hell?” Tony muttered.

People in the corridor argued. An authoritative voice spoke a few sharp words, then the door opened.

A man wearing a beige, police-style hat marked Seguiridad approached Dora. “This person say he is family—”

A Mexican man burst in past the guard, gesturing wildly as he rapidly spoke in Spanish. As his eyes registered Tony’s slack-jawed confusion, he switched to English. “My name is Luis Ramon DeSantiago. I am your brother.” He approached the bed and reached for Tony.

“I don’t have any brothers.” Tony recoiled as Dora yelled for security.

“But you do. In Saturn Society—”

A guard appeared and grabbed him by the elbows. “¡Fuera de aquí!”

“Get him out of here!” Dora rose, clutching her newspaper. The intruder resisted, still facing Tony as a second guard arrived and the two dragged him to the door. “I must tell him what happened... beheaded...” DeSantiago’s words faded as the guards thrust him out the door, slamming it behind them.

Dora huffed as she returned to her chair. “Hopefully that’s the last of them.”

“Last of what?” Tony’s gaze darted to the door. “What’s going on?”

“Reporters. Most of them gave up yesterday or the day before, but there’s still a few persistent ones hanging around.”

“What are you talking about?” Holy shit, what happened?

She regarded Tony with a solemn expression. “Don’t you remember?”

“Remember what?”

“What happened at the ruins.”

“I fell down and busted my head.”

Dora made an exaggerated blink. “That’s more than the doctor thought you’d recall. What else do you remember?”

“I was knocked out for a minute, then... I was burning up.” Like his body had been made of paper, and the sun’s blazing rays were about to set him aflame. “I pulled myself up the side and went into that little building...”

“And then?”

Images of the brightly clad Mayans of his dream burst through his mind. A blood-encrusted, stone battle-axe. The priest and his knife. Tony’s stomach grew queasy. “Nothing,” He turned up his hands.

“Dr. Santos says that’s pretty common with head injury, not to remember what happened immediately before or after.”

Just a dream. “So why are reporters hounding us?” He swallowed, his throat dry. “What did happen?”

She twisted her ring, then dropped her hands to her lap. “That woman...”

“What woman?”

“The I.T. girl. The heavy one.”

“Violet,” Tony said.

Her nose wrinkled for a fraction of a second. “Yes. She said after you fell and she caught you, you...”

“I what?”

“You... died.”

Tony snorted. “Obviously she was mistaken.”

“She insisted she lost your pulse for a few seconds.”

“Then what?”

“Like you said, you came to, got up, and went inside the little building at the top. Like you were hardly hurt at all.”

“Right.” He remembered hearing Thelma from Finance asking the tour guide about the ancients who’d built the pyramid. “But then...?”

“She said she stepped out for a second, and when she turned around you were...” Dora held up her hands. “Gone.”

“Gone?” A feeling swept over him of standing on a precipice with nowhere to go but over the edge. People did not just disappear. “But that’s—”

“Crazy, I know. But they went over every inch of that pyramid. They even unlocked the gate into the chambers beneath it and searched in there. Then, a half hour later, there you were, inside the building at the top. Covered in blood, and not a stitch of clothing.”

Naked. Blood. He squeezed his eyes closed, trying to shut out the sounds of his own screams, the image of blood fountaining from his chest as the priest slammed the knife down, in the second before he’d passed out. “Was it mine?” There had to be a logical explanation.

“Of course it was yours!” She slumped back in her chair and looked down, pressed her fingers to her forehead. “I’m sorry. It’s just that—”

“What about my clothes?” His skin tingled at the memory of the men cutting off his shirt, shorts and underwear.

Dora’s face hardened. “I imagine some little beggar brat picked them up. Made a nice haul on your gym shoes alone, I’m sure. Those things cost over a hundred—” She pressed her hand to her forehead. “I’m sorry, this is really stressful, that’s all.”

“Tell me about it.” Covered in blood? He lifted his hand to his forehead and his fingers met with a short, raised area. He patted around it. As hard as he’d hit his head, it had healed remarkably well.

Dora shook her head. “That was just a little cut. Didn’t even need stitches. Of course, any head injury can be serious—the doctor says even something small like that can kill a person, but...”

“Then where—”

“That’s just it. No one knows. Other than that, you were just a little scratched and bruised up. Nothing major. Nothing that could account for so much blood.” She rose and stood next to his head, peering down him. She walked to the foot of the bed, then back. “Of course, at the time, they didn’t know that, so they brought you here on a body board.”

When the men had tied him down to the altar in his dream. “And then?”

“When they cleaned you up... nothing. No open wounds, nowhere all that blood could’ve come from. Except for this weird scar around your throat...” She reached down and brushed a finger across his Adam’s apple.

His hand flew up and clamped around her wrist (huge stone axe).

She snatched her hand away. “Does it hurt?”

“No. It just... what is it?”

He slowly lifted his fingers to his neck, but the instant he felt the thick, raised ridge, images of the axe, and blood, lots of it, burst through his mind again as a ripping, burning sensation built in his chest.

His hand dropped to the bed. “Is it... what does it look like?”

Dora’s lips tightened. “It goes about halfway around your neck. Thick, like it was made with a... I don’t know, a big blade of some sort. But the strangest thing is it looks... old. Like it happened years ago. Same with the one on your chest.”

One on his— holy shit. This was way too weird.

He sat up. Man, he was so tired. Finally, he swung his legs over the side of the bed. “Help me.” He reached for Dora.

“What do you need? I’ll call the nurse—”

“No, just help me to the john.” He had dim memories of being walked to the bathroom every now and then throughout the week. “The doctors said moving around will make me get better sooner.”

She took his hand and helped him up.

He let go, then kept still for a moment. When he was sure he could stand unassisted, he shuffled to the bathroom and shut the door.

His legs wobbled. He clutched the sink, but thankfully, his feet remained planted on the cool tile. Before, it had been all he could do to take care of his needs before he collapsed, but he was getting stronger. He loosened his grip on the sink and studied his reflection in the mirror.

No trace remained of the tan he’d begun to acquire before his fall. His eyes stood out stark and bright blue against his pale skin. Dark circles rimmed his eyes beneath of his glasses.

He touched the bump above his eye, then his gaze traveled down to his throat.

A thick, silvery line ringed his neck, just like Dora had described. He ran a finger along it, but snatched his hand away as the images from his dream assaulted him once more. He forced the memories away and concentrated on the mirror.

The feeling of standing on a cliff returned, but this time the dirt was crumbling beneath his toes and he was plunging toward the distant ground. The scar was as thick as a pencil. A cut that could have been made by a big, stone axe. His so-called brother’s words flashed through Tony’s mind. Beheaded... Did the guy know something he didn’t?

He fumbled at the ties of his hospital gown, until all but the top came undone, then pulled the fabric aside to expose his chest.

Dread filled him when the mirror confirmed his suspicion.

A jagged L-shaped scar marred his chest to the left of his sternum. Right where the priest in his dreams had driven the dagger into him. Like the line around his throat, it was lightened with age.

The Mayan priests... the axe and knife... the blood... what if it had all somehow been real?
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TONY COULDN’T BREATHE. The second he’d pulled the black turtleneck over his head, the suffocation, the images of the stone axe, the priest looming over him, knife in hand—

Tony scrambled to get the shirt off, clawed at the armholes, clutched at the neck, then finally grabbed the hem and yanked it back over his head. Relief sluiced over him as his living room came back into view.

He fought to catch his breath. “I can’t... wear this.”

Dora stared, her chin lowered, then snatched the shirt from his hands with a sigh.

She stepped back, her brows furrowed as she studied the scar. “I think Thelma knows a good plastic surgeon—”

“No.”

Tony couldn’t do it. The thought of someone taking a knife to his throat made him want to curl into a ball and hide. He didn’t care how highly skilled a surgeon they found, no one was cutting into him.

Whatever had happened to him, some part of it was real. To obliterate the evidence would be like covering up the discovery of a vital part of himself. Pretending nothing weird had happened at the ruins. Lying.

And the scar was his only proof he wasn’t one hundred percent insane. “People will get used to it.” Eventually. It had been a week since they’d gotten home, and his stomach still lurched every time he looked in the mirror.

Dora stuffed the shirt back into the bag and snapped her briefcase shut as the doorbell rang. “You’re still too weak to return to work.” He wanted to argue with her but she was right. He’d gotten up only an hour ago and all he’d done was watch sports news. Same thing he did every weekend or day off, but already he felt like taking a nap. Dora bent over him to brush her lips across his in a cursory kiss, then hustled out the back door as his sister Lisa sailed in the front.

Tony frowned after his wife. Dora had enough sick leave to stay with him instead of calling his sister, but of course she wanted to get back to work. He could almost understand, might have been tempted to do the same had the situation been reversed. Work was what they both did best.

Lisa leaned on the back of the recliner opposite him. “How’d your latest tests come out?”

“Everything’s within normal range.”

“I think you should get a second opinion.”

“I’ve already gotten a second opinion. And a third, and a fourth.” He’d been to the hospital a dozen times since he’d come home. They’d poked him, prodded him, hooked him up to monitors and run him through machines, some more than once. They still didn’t have a clue what happened. Nothing to explain his extreme fatigue, or the temporary slowing of his metabolism, pulse and all.

“Maybe you should try the Cleveland Clinic.”

“No.” He’d been through enough. All he wanted was to go back to work and for things to get back to normal.

“But Tony—”

“I’m fine now, so what’s the point?”

His sister’s bespectacled blue gaze, so like his own, met his. “The point is that people don’t hibernate. Metabolisms don’t just drop for a week, then return to normal for no reason—”

“Look, if you just came over here to argue with me, then leave. I’m fine, okay?”

“Yeah, like you were fine after Bethany...” Lisa walked around Dora’s recliner and sat.

“My blood pressure’s fine.” After he’d complained of daily headaches at their weekly dinner at their parents’ a couple years ago, their mom had coerced Tony into seeing a doctor, who’d discovered his high blood pressure. By paying a little more attention to what he ate and making use of the company’s exercise room, he’d quickly gotten it under control. “I haven’t even had any headaches.”

“Well, I guess that’s good.” Lisa grabbed the stack of newspapers from the coffee table and tidied them, putting the Dayton Daily News on the bottom, then the Wall Street Journal.

“I’m going back to work Monday,” Tony said.

She stopped shuffling papers and frowned. “I don’t think—”

“I’m fine,” he insisted. “I sit at a desk all day. If I get worn out, I’ll leave early. I’ll feel better once I get back to work.”

Lisa moved to Dora’s magazine rack next to the recliner and pulled the magazines out. “Tony, you’ll feel better when you get on with your life, not just get back to work. I mean, do your job, sure, but—”

“What do you mean, get on with my life?”

She tilted her head, leaned forward slightly. “You know, ever since Bethany.”

At least Lisa said her name. His mother never did, like it was a forbidden word. Like he couldn’t handle it. “I was getting on with my life just fine until this—”

“No you’re not.” Lisa’s face grew stern. “You’re going through the motions. Have been for three years, now.”

He dragged himself off the couch and walked to the window. Behind him, Lisa shuffled through the magazines. “Hey, it’s the dog lady,” Tony said.

“Huh?” Lisa had begun to sort the magazines into three piles: one for Redbook, one for Newsweek, one for Cosmopolitan. He used to do the same thing himself until Dora said it drove her nuts and made him stop.

“She used to walk her dog up our street every now and then. No one around here has any idea who she is, she never talks to anyone. Just smiles. Probably been a good couple years since I’ve seen her.” The tall, leggy blonde walked past the house, taking tiny steps as if to match those of the little white terrier at the end of a delicate-looking leash. “Last time, she had a dachshund.” Like they’d had when they were kids. “Remember Sammy?” He forced a laugh. “You always hated it when Mom called him a wiener dog.”

Lisa slid a Cosmo onto the stack of Redbooks. “Tony, what I said. Think about it.”

“Put the Newsweeks on this side, and Redbook closest to her chair. Cosmo goes in the middle,” Tony said. That was how he’d always done it.

“Tony Solomon, you will not change the subject on me.” But she did as he asked.

“Then stop trying to judge me.” Tony’s face went slack. “You haven’t followed a hearse up the hill to the cemetery with your kid inside...” He looked away and focused on the dog lady before the memory overwhelmed him. “I’m definitely going back to work Monday—”

The front storm door slammed. Tony and Lisa looked at each other, then Lisa jumped up and ran to the foyer. “Who is it?” Tony called as the door opened and shut.

Lisa returned, clutching a folded newspaper, which she thrust at Tony.

Tony groaned as soon as he glimpsed the masthead. The National Weekly Star, one of the last of the grocery store tabloids. As he took the paper, a card fluttered to the floor. “Who left it?

Lisa shrugged. “All I saw was a little blue car driving away.”

Tony made a face at a grainy image of himself superimposed upon a jungle scene of scantily clad natives dancing around him, El Castillo in the background. But they weren’t dressed like that; they wore colorful robes and animal skins...

In the dream, he corrected himself, resisting an urge to scratch his neck.

Disappearing Man Actually a Time Traveler, the headline read. “You’ve got to be kidding,” Tony said.

“One of the more creative ones I’ve seen.” Lisa grabbed one of Dora’s Cosmos and flipped through it while Tony skimmed the article.

It began with a summary of his fall on the pyramid and subsequent disappearance. “One minute he was there, and the next he wasn’t. It was like he disappeared into thin air,” a woman (unnamed, of course) from a tour group stated. A description of the ensuing half-hour manhunt followed, then the weird stuff began.

“Tony Solomon didn’t just disappear, he traveled back in time,” the article quoted an also-unnamed anthropologist. When Tony read the next paragraph his skin grew clammy.


While not widely publicized, sources say a stone dagger, a never-before-seen artifact, was found lying beside the unconscious Tony Solomon. Its style and the decorative carvings on its handle link it to the Chichén Itzá population of approximately 900 A.D. It has been theorized that Solomon was captured by the prehistoric Mayans and sacrificed as an enemy. It’s no wonder, as he had been wearing clothing typical of a modern American tourist.

“The priests and assistants would have stripped off his clothing, secured him to the altar, and cut out his heart as an offering to their gods,” stated the researcher in his exclusive interview with the Star. “In addition, such sacrifices were often beheaded. The fact that Mr. Solomon was found totally nude and drenched in his own blood bears out this hypothesis.”



With shaking hands Tony lowered the paper to his lap.

Lisa glanced up. “You all right?”

“Yeah... just tired.” He pushed the paper off his lap. Time travel. Sacrifice. No way. The tabloid slid off the couch with a muffled crinkle. Lisa snatched it from the floor and added it to the stack of other newspapers on the coffee table, then bent to retrieve the scrap of paper she’d dropped when Tony took the tabloid. “This fell out of—”

Tony snatched the slip of paper. The plain, white business card bore a stylized image of a pocket watch with a Saturn ring, flanked by three stars. Beneath it, elegant, engraved-look type read The Saturn Society, Charles F. Everly, Watchkeeper. The card listed a Harrison Street address in Dayton, along with a phone number and web address.

Tony turned the card over, where someone had scrawled a handwritten note.

It’s all real—we can help you. Call or stop by anytime.

Chad Everly

Tony snorted. He’d heard of this Saturn Society, but where?

He crushed the card, twisted around, and tossed it at the trash can just inside the kitchen doorway, where he made a perfect basket.

Help? Yeah, right. Whoever this Chad Everly guy was, and whatever this Saturn Society was, Tony did not need their help.
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Three

[image: ]


On Monday morning, Bernie’s Bagel & Deli was a gauntlet of glances and whispers, of people staring, then ducking behind their newspapers. The normally comforting aroma of toast and cinnamon coffee soured in Tony’s stomach.

He was a freak. The guy who disappeared. Or if one believed the tabloids, a time traveler.

Tony tried to ignore the stares as he approached the counter and studied the menu board, even though he knew the offerings and prices by heart, especially the most important: Specialty bagel with gourmet cream cheese, $4.00.

“Yo, Tony!” A stocky African-American man bustled out from behind the counter and grabbed Tony’s hand. “How ya doin’?”

“Not bad, considering.”

“Well, it’s sure good to see you in here again.” Bernie gave Tony’s hand a brief shake. “What’s it been, three weeks? After seeing the paper—”

Tony couldn’t suppress a groan.

“Hey Jack!” Bernie yelled over his shoulder. “Hazelnut with extra cream, sesame with veggie! And the paper.”

Tony waited while Jack fetched his coffee and the Dayton Daily News. Bernie took the next patron’s order, and Tony finally relaxed when Jack slid a bagel onto a paper plate. Tony pulled out his wallet.

Bernie waved him off. “Today’s on me.”

Tony’s hand paused in mid-air. “Thanks.”

Bernie turned to ring up another customer, so Tony shoved his wallet back into his pocket, grabbed his tray, then headed for his usual table.

Two people were already sitting there.

Shit. Today, of all days, he needed the consistency, the sameness. Needed to sit at his table by the storefront window, just like he had almost every workday for the past three years, watching the traffic and people walking by on Seventh Street while he savored his coffee and perused the Dayton Daily.

“You okay, Tony?” Bernie said.

“Huh? Uh, yeah.” He’d have to make do with the table on the other side of the door.

He’d just taken a seat when Bernie pulled out the other chair and joined him. “So what really happened to you in Mexico?”

“What did you hear—or read?”

The deli owner shrugged. “You fell down, busted your head, totally disappear, then show up a half hour later in a bloody freakin’ mess.”

“Then you know as much as I do.”

“You’re shittin’ me,” Bernie said, a little too loudly for Tony’s comfort. Tony glanced around the restaurant. A man staring at him from the next table dove behind his newspaper.

“You don’t remember nothin’, huh?” Bernie asked.

“Nope. I blacked out, and the next thing I know, I’m in the hospital feeling like I just went ten rounds with King Kong.”

“Man, that’s bad news.” Bernie squinted and leaned closer, his gaze locked on Tony’s neck.

“I have no clue how it happened,” Tony answered before Bernie could ask.

“No shit? That’s wicked, man.”

Tony fingered his collar, barely touching the scar. Sometimes he forgot about it until someone eyed him for a second too long. “It looks a lot worse than it is.” It was, except for—

(Huge stone axe) He squeezed his coffee cup until it started to buckle, then forced himself to relax.

Bernie glanced at the growing line at the cash register and stood. “Gotta run. Glad you’re back.” He hurried to the counter and resumed barking orders at Jack.

Tony propped his legs on the chair Bernie had vacated. He sipped his coffee and skimmed the first few pages of the paper, relieved to see that military action and a local crack house bust had replaced him in the headlines.

The return to routine comforted him, even without his regular table. The first bite of sesame-with-veggie was a godsend. He glanced at his watch. Seven thirty-three. He had to hurry. Keith didn’t care if his execs weren’t perfectly punctual, but it bothered Tony to be even a minute late.

He skimmed the headlines of the recent uprisings in Africa and the latest skirmishes in the Middle East while he finished off his bagel’s upper half and started on the lower, just like he always did.

Something yipped from near the counter. Tony looked up.

A furry, white face peered out from a woman’s handbag, the little terrier’s bright, black eyes seemingly focused on Tony. The woman flipped a lock of long, blond hair over her shoulder as she reached into her bag, and recognition jolted Tony. The dog lady! He’d wait until she sat, then he’d go up to her, introduce himself, and ask her where he’d seen her, other than walking through his neighborhood. Or if she got her order to go, he’d catch her on her way out—

As she pulled her wallet from the handbag, the dog wriggled and popped over the bag’s side. “Baby!” The woman crouched and grabbed, but the dog slipped through her grasp.

The woman rushed after it as it wove between tables toward the door. Tony tossed his newspaper down and leaped up to help, as other patrons did the same.

People scrambled as the dog dashed under chairs and between legs. “Baby! Here!” the dog lady shouted.

A white blur zipped toward Tony’s table, and he bent, poised to catch it when someone opened the door to come in.

Tony grabbed. Soft fur slid through his fingers, but something caught. As he rose, the dog lady burst past—“Baby!—and out the door.

Tony looked at what was in his hand. A blue, rhinestone-studded, leather collar. He reached for the door when vertigo burst through him. He caught the door frame and steadied himself as it passed, then hurried out. “Hey!”

A few patrons who’d followed the dog lady outside stood scattered along the sidewalk between Bernie’s and the parking garage, gazing around with bewildered expressions. Tony ran up to the woman who’d been sitting at his usual table. “Where’d she go?”

The woman pointed to the parking garage. “She went that way.” Her shoulders lifted, and she turned up her hands. “Then it’s like, she disappeared.”
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TONY FROZE WHEN HE got off the parking garage elevator after work.

Someone was skulking around his car. The fourth floor was deserted, not unusual for after seven on a Thursday evening.

Tony slowly walked forward, squinting to see if he recognized the man.

The guy crept around the metallic blue Buick’s front end. A little on the short side, olive-skinned, with a goatee and dark hair in a ponytail, wearing suede pants and a white, lace-up shirt, like he was Latino Daniel Boone or something.

Tony punched a button on his key fob, making the car’s headlights flash. “Hey!”

The man straightened, then a smile slid across his face as Tony approached.

Apprehension stirred in Tony’s gut. His footsteps rang on the concrete floor in short, sharp claps. Just fucking great. Probably another reporter, trying for a follow-up article.

Thankfully, the days had grown less eventful as Tony’s first week back at work went on.  Tony had left the dog collar at Bernie’s, but the dog lady never returned. And as he’d predicted, the stares and questions had grown less frequent with each day. His energy had returned to normal, and so had everything else—or so he’d hoped.

He jammed his hand into his pocket as he neared his car
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