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I don't know why I didn't see this coming.

Pushing my phone further from my ear to prepare for the inferno that is about to ensue, I try to console my mother with reasoning. 

"It's over." My own words hit my chest like a ton of bricks, but I manage to continue. "Leaving was my best option. Why can't you see this from my point of view?"

"Your point of view?" My mother is irate. "Have you not considered your husband's point of view? Your husband is cheating on you, but rather than deal with this problem, you are running away—as you always do—just like your sisters whenever something goes wrong with your lives."

"I'm not running away," I say sternly. "This is my job."

"Your job," she scoffs. "It's always your job, isn't it, Samantha?" 

Silence fills the atmosphere, making the air shared between a half dozen other passengers and myself feel thicker. From a half mile ahead, I see the depot and I'm ecstatic that I'm going to have to excuse myself from this conversation to finally get off this bus. 

"Mama, I have to go."

"Samantha," she chokes, "it's not too late. I'm sure he still loves you. Go home. I'm confident the two of you can work things out."

"I can't," I say, although the idea is tempting. "I'm sorry, but I must go. I have work."

"That's your problem, you know. Work. Reading rocks is not how people save the world Samantha, no matter what the newspapers say."

As the bus makes its entry into the station, I take in the view from the large glass windows. Patches of flowery pink and yellow prairies give rise to lush, thick forest before unveiling piney, dark green and purple mountains topped with white snow. 

I regret I have yet to hang up, but I guess I feel bad for her. The only thing my mother ever wanted in her life was to be married. Too bad she didn't teach us the meaning of commitment. Of my many sisters, I'm the only one to have so far fulfilled this dream of hers. 

I had no idea, however, that being married would be so hard.

And cruel.

And full of shame.

At least the mountain view makes me feel less stupid or like a fool. 

"This is my job, Mom. This is what I do and now I have to go because I've just arrived."

"Fine," she huffs. "How long did you say you were going to be gone?"

"I already told you. This is a private job in a small, privately-owned town. At minimum, a week. At most, maybe a month."

"A month? No wonder your husband is upset with you. And what happens if you go missing?" 

The pitch in her voice tells me she's going to try anything, say anything to get me to return, although I'm not sure if it's because she might lose me (like my sister who's been missing) or lose her picture-perfect son-in-law whom she loves above all. 

"You won't even tell me where you're going?" Her tone gets livid. "And who in the hell has enough money to purchase an entire town anyway?"

"I don't know, Ma." Pulling my satchel and my knapsack over each shoulder, I then latch onto the roller suitcase handle. "But I'm here."

"Small towns are places where people go missing." My ear aches as she blows heavily across the speaker. "So, be careful and call me so I know you're not in the belly of some beast."

Beast. I shake my head at the irony. Perhaps she should get to know my husband better.

"I will. I lov... love you." I don't know why those words are so hard to swallow.

"Love you, too, but, Sam?" It's strange how she actually sounds concerned. "What should I tell your husband if he calls. Should I say—"

I hang up. As the bus stops and passengers make their way past me, I sit for a minute. The weight I feel on my shoulders of having to sit up, stand up, get up is nothing compared to the heartbreak that is toying with my mind and piercing through my chest. My husband is a thousand miles away and I still feel as though he is stabbing me straight through the heart. 

From behind my back.

I'm tempted to sit here, tempted to forget about this trip and return home to do as mama says, and try to save my failing marriage, but...

Somehow, I manage to straighten my knees, cling tighter to my bags, step out into the aisle, and heavily stride down the walkway to find my way towards the front steps to exit the bus.

A breeze blows through my blonde-tipped, auburn hair making my soft waves billow over my face. The sky is blue and the air is cool, spreading gooseflesh over my taut, tanned skin. Looking around, I see the station is empty. There's no one. There's not a single soul here. Sighing, I slog over to a bench and take a seat to watch the bus excrete a puff of gray smoke and roll away. 

Suddenly, a pigeon bows before me, which I find odd. This is prairie country, but that does not mean there aren't plenty of hungry animals living here, particularly carnivores always eager to snatch a vulnerable target. This little guy is not where he should be. He should be in the city, among humans where his kind has been safest for thousands of years. 

Shuffling his feathers, his dance becomes ridiculous. He's so eager to impress me, I laugh. Still, he must be hungry. Inside my pocket, I reach for a half-eaten grain bar and crumble all of what I have to the ground to share. For a moment, I realize I'd forgotten that I'm harboring a painful loss seeded in the worst kind of betrayal—finding my husband and my best friend in bed together. 

Yet I don't know how I didn't see it!

My sisters saw it. They were against my marriage from the start. They even warned me before I got married.

But then again, we promised each other long ago that we would never get married. Not after everything our mother put us through with every one of her notoriously bad husbands.

My stomach boils as I swear to myself, I'll never fall in love again. 

Marriage is nothing short of a tomb for the undead. I've endured countless of my mother's marriages and they all ended up the same—with a newborn left at the mercy of a single mom sucked weak and dry by the passive aggressive male who impregnated her.

I was one of six siblings to crawl out of her womb only to find my mother hurl herself, desperate for love and attention, from one man to another. Half a dozen adult kids later, she finally decided she no longer wanted to be a wife. 

She did, however, decide she still wanted each of us to have husbands. 

Particularly, so her sons-in-law could also support her.

Of course, there was no way I thought I'd ever take a groom. I didn't care how tall, fair, dark, smart, clever, sexy, cool, rich, or even how well he promised to be in bed, because the vow I made to myself was more solid than the vow I'd made with my sisters: to never get married.

Yet, somehow, I did. Against one vow, I'd made another and there was only one lesson to learn from such a betrayal...

Marriage kills romance.

"Madame Mueller," a raspy voice calls out.

Turning, I see an older gentleman with bright blue eyes, thinning silver hair, and a few soft wrinkles dressed in a black suit complete with a smooth shiny gray undervest. 

"Yes," I blink against the bright sun.

"Are you Samantha Mueller from the Geological Society?" The delightful old man with pink cheeks and a French accent shuffles towards me in the shiniest black shoes I've ever seen.

"Yes, I am," I repeat, getting up to approach with a smile and a correction. "Only, I'm not here on behalf of the Geological Society. I thought I was clear on the matter." I hold out my hand for a handshake. "This is a private contract." 

"Oh? I have no idea," the gentleman chuckles with a wave of his hands in the air before placing them behind his back. "I should be clear on my job here as well. I am just the driver. Would you mind following me?" He holds out his hand in the opposite direction. "S'il vous plaît?"

I nod, feeling bad. He avoided my handshake. I hope I did not insult him in some way. If there's one thing I've learned in my travels, all cultures have different ways of greeting others.

Together, we walk... or more like shuffle like wanderers until he leads me to a gleaming black car that appears as though it was dipped in hot wax and polished to unparalleled brilliance. I don't know much about cars, but I do know the oversized, elongated hood sporting a little flying lady stands for Rolls Royce, and this lucky lady has somehow survived gloriously since the early 1900s.

I cannot deny the spark I feel when the driver opens the back door. "Qui osera pénétrer dans l'antre des sanguinaire?"

"Umm...yes." I have no idea what he's saying, but since he seems to open the door for me, I smile. "Thank you," I nod and slide in along the freshly oil-cleaned leather interior. My eyes widen. I knew my employers had money, but I had no idea to what degree. 

"You have a beautiful face, madame. Your eyes are just as captivating." His cheeks blush as he towers to the side of me. "They are as blue as the sky but..." The elder's paler blue eyes soften, "you seem sad." 

"I'm—" My neck clips. "I'm not sad," I lie, knowing the old man is able to see the bruise to my left eye. I knew I should've applied more make-up before getting off the bus.

"Are you sure?" The old man raises a brow as his tone gets gritty. "Because I must warn you, my employers are of a different nature. They are used to getting what they want. From your attire, I can tell you're not the usual professional they typically entertain." 

I look down at my multi-pocketed khaki capris and white polyester polo top and think this is probably the most spot-on outfit for a geologist. 

"Forgive me," he chortles. "Let me explain. My employers are simply not accustomed to dealing with—hmm... how shall I say it?" His pale, thin lips straighten into a flat line. "They're not amused by everyday matters of the human heart, but they do have a..." He raises a thick, well-groomed brow before he clears his throat. "They have a very eccentric sense of justice." Bowing his head, he locks eyes with me. "If, for whatever reason, you are unable to perform the duties for which you were hired, madame, rest assured you will find your worries and sorrows to be of a trivial nature here. Therefore, if you are going through any type of hardship..." He raises his other brow to sharpen his gaze on my bruise, "I suggest you reconsider your acceptance of employment and turn back now."

I consider the journey I've taken and not just for the last day and a half by bus, but the mental journey I had to take to get myself up off my sister's couch where I was camping for weeks against our better judgement. It was not healthy. I knew it was not. My sisters and I learned early we should not cohabitate together. In fact, we should never be anywhere near each other. Bad things happen when any one of us are within proximity for too long.

Consequently, here I am with nowhere else to go because I'm not moving back in with my mom and her door of revolving men. And I'm certainly not going to try wedging myself between my soon-to-be-ex-husband and his new girlfriend (aka my ex-best friend), especially since I already tried to do that once, only to be rejected by both. The humiliation nearly killed me. I was literally punched in the face by the man who swore to love me forever when I caught them in bed.

"I'm of sound body and mind," I reply, hoping the shakiness in my voice didn't give me away. "I'm just here for a job." 

"Of course," the old man nods before his eyes narrow. "All I'm saying, Madame Mueller, is my employers have a way of eating people alive." He chuckles as if he's being serious.

"I assure you," I command as I lift my chin and clear my throat, "I'm very adept at my job and quite the professional."

"Wonderful," he sings, "and by the way," he finally smiles, "I'm Françoise, but you can call me Franc."

"It's nice to meet you Fra—" The door slams on my face. 

I get it. I get Franc feels the need to warn me when, in truth, I'm sure he is just protective of his employers. By the look of things, his bosses aren't just rich but likely drowning in old money that is as filthy as my hands have been for the last few months. I've been working so hard shoveling rocks to avoid dealing with my problems, I still can't get all the dirt out from under my fingernails. 

I'm sure the old man is right. I probably don't know how to get along with extremely wealthy people who are spoiled beyond the norm, but I'm confident I can do this job. I must! Franc's employers have agreed to pay me more in a month than the Geologic Society pays in a year.

Franc finally gets in and remains hush as we roll. 

The drive out of town is unexpectedly bumpy but the view is amazing. I suspect Franc is enjoying the view as much as I am. Regardless of the fact, he's probably seen this view at least a thousand times. He can't stop singing. I just wish I understood French.

The road we travel runs parallel to a river that rests between miles of flat lands that sprout at least a thousand varieties of lush wildflowers in the company of dandelion weeds. Silver-lined emerald-winged dragonflies follow us for some time until we reach a forest. Coming under a great canopy of towering trees, I lose sight of the river, along with the overstuffed vultures that were flying overhead until I spy a flow of clear water emerging under a bridge that we must cross. The water is so crystal-clear, I can see the stones—black as obsidian—resting at the bottom, which can't be more than five or six feet deep.

Franc downshifts to take us slowly over aged stonework, likely built over a hundred years ago, and I appreciate he is taking his time. The river below is magical, and I roll down the window to take in the scents of the forest wilderness around me. 

Rays of sunlight beam through the treetops, illuminating little bugs dancing about, making them appear almost as if they are fairies. A mama deer and her fawn peep their heads out from between bushes to watch us stroll by, and I'm grateful I made this trip. I'm not exactly sure how many more lectures I could take about marriage and family legacy from my sister's oversized, overpriced, but beautifully aging brown Pottery Barn couch.

Once over the bridge, the mood shifts. The air feels stiff as the day seems gloomier. A large wooden sign with burn-etched letters says: Welcome to ANGEL FALLS. But below that, glossed in black spray paint, a few words read: There Are No Angels Here. 

Of course, I'm miffed with the graffiti, but I decide not to pay more homage to heinous acts likely scribed by a couple of lost teenagers.

Rolling cautiously through a gravel street overshadowed by dense woodland, we finally reach the edges of a town that enlightens my spirit. This place is as adorable as it is quaint and mysterious. The street paved with black river stone gives rise to a blend of sharply angled Gothic townhomes. There are no sidewalks, but then again, I don't see any cars rolling, just a parked ol' Ford pickup truck with dried leaves caught in webs clinging to flat tires. There's also a bakery as well as an unmanned farmer's cart that doesn't look like it has moved in a while. Untamed vines entangle the cart and spread out towards the street curb, which makes me feel as though I've been transported to another time and place.  

Franc pulls up to a small square structure with a sign stating it is a MUNICIPALITY, which seems out of place. In truth, it looks more like a neglected ol' cabin in a scene from an ol' Wild West film. 

"You'll have to check in here. Leave your suitcase."

"Oh, right," I say as I grab my satchel and hop out. 

Immediately, the scent of eucalyptus, pine, and wild lavender invigorates my senses, and I wonder if I'm in some type of fairytale. Down the road, the sound of men singing and cheering from inside a pub snags my attention. Barrels, which seem to have been emptied of ale, front the pub. I figure the place hosts loggers who have oddly chosen to get drunk in the middle of the day. Before choosing to take this job, I read this place was a logging town, once upon a time, but also where some adventurers decades ago sought gold and years before that—the Fountain of Youth! 

Walking through a creaky wooden door, I see a short, stubby, older woman topped with a round bouffant that is bright orange. The extreme highlight makes me cringe, but I swallow my rudeness as I suspect she intended to be a redhead, considering her blood red roots. She pulls a pen from her hair before fixing her tiny golden pin of a pair of elongated wings. I'm reminded of the pigeon earlier as she bobs her head to peer at me from behind thick square glasses. 

"Can I help you?"

"Yes, I'm—"

"Samantha Mueller," she finishes in a nasally tone. "You're late. I am Marmalade, and I have been expecting you." Quickly, the old woman plops down a few record books topped with several loose leaflets of paper. "These are the forms for your permit."

"Permit?" I question.

"Yes." She glowers at me like I'm stupid. "This is privately-owned property. No one is allowed to be here without permission via a permit. The permit says you understand and have agreed to all the rules." Her tongue rolls into a hiss.

"Rules? What rules?" I'm poised to argue. I'm not the only one in my family to have a problem with authority. "I wasn't told about any rules."

"The rules are clear," she points with a fat, poorly polished ruby red fingernail to a sign behind her on the wall. 

I glance at it and read the house rules:

RULES

Curfew is at sundown daily.

No one shall be out beyond curfew until sunrise or you will suffer by law.

"Technically, that's only one rule," I point out, "with added details."

The old woman stares at me again like I'm from another planet. "Please sign here stating you understand the rules."

"Oh, I understand," I say as I sign, realizing that sundown to sunup is a long time to be indoors, which explains why the pub is so busy at this hour.

I hate to ask her, as she seems so irritated with me to begin with, but I am curious. "I was told I'd have access to the library. Do you know if I need a library card?"

"This is the library." Marmalade puts out her right hand, showing me a few shelves that cling to the wall holding what looks like an encyclopedia from the 1950s plus a couple of other hardcover books, including a couple of classic hardcover Nancy Drew novels.

I swallow. "How about historical files? Charts? Maps?"

She puts out her left hand, showing a single file cabinet perched on a desk under a slotted mailbox behind her that states ARCHIVES. "Is this what you want?"

"Sure," I say, rolling my eyes behind her back as she waddles over to get all the files in the folders for me. 

With a swivel led by a pillowy booty and followed by a flat stare, she drops the short stack on the counter.

Combing through, I see there is not much I can use. "How about anything related to the seismic activity of the mountain, geographical documents, tunnels, structures? Online, I read there was some mining in the area along with hunting and logging. I also found a trail of information claiming some classical structures were imported from Europe, which I honestly doubt considering the landscape, but any details will be helpful." 

Marmalade inhales as her irises dip to spy at what is on the counter, indicating that what's here is all I'm going to get.

"Great," I say, "I have more work to do than I thought."

"Will you be staying at the inn?"

The door behind me creaks open. "She'll be staying at the villa," says Franc, shuffling in. "On the hill." 

Marmalade pales and gulps. "You don't mean..." She gulps. "Sancti Custos?" 

"Yes, Marmi." He weaves his fingers together to fold in front of him. "Sancti Custos."

Marmi's eyes glaze me over. "She's pretty, I'll give her that." Marmalade's voice turns gravelly. "Though I doubt she's anything special."

I clamp my hand over my heart-shaped mouth and freckled button nose as I've never been good at responding to compliments or rude comments.

Franc smiles with a blush. "I'm told Samantha has attributes much more valuable than her stunning features." He casts me a wink. "Please try not to hold Samantha's appearance against her."

Suddenly, I get a jolt and my knees feel weak.

Oh no! Not now! I clasp my chest with one hand as I hold onto my forehead with the other.

A vision of blood erupts in my mind and I'm screaming. Animals are screeching. Prairie dogs—no... coyotes are howling. It is the same walking dream I've had on repeat since the start of my adult life and ever since I met my husband. I have other dreams, of course. They are less vivid and more like premonitions in comparison. But this—this vision—it scares me. It's more overwhelming here than I've ever felt before. This time I can nearly feel the bite of danger on my flesh. I want to run and hide. I want to wake up, but a darkness looms while sensations of grief overwhelm me.

I want to cry when suddenly, I'm on the ground trying to protect my neck... Actually, I'm trying to protect my husband's neck, which is bloodied, and out of nowhere he erupts into a thousand sparks, like fireworks, and we both catch on fire. I'm clawing, trying to escape, but I can't move. My husband is begging me to help him escape from this! He's calling my name! But in anger. He's angry with me. Blaming me this is all my fault for bringing him to...

Hell. 

This is the very flame of hell that has ignited us, and I scream hoping to be saved when...

The scene changes. Wolves are howling, puppies are yelping, leaves are rustling, and my hot mouth is quenched by the feel of cool, slick lips that devour my own. All at once, my body pulses with a downpour of sensations—longing sensations—that rock me with ecstasy to my core. 

Of course, I want it to be my husband. I hope it is my husband. The husband I fell in love with and not the cheating husband I have now...

But it's not him, and now guilt is streaming over me.

I take a breath.

"Hello?" sings Marmalade. "Honey, what was that about? Where did you go in your mind just now?"

Straight nose, plump lips, and a wickedly sweet smile. I dare not admit where I went or where I ended up. The guilt I feel suggests that this is no premonition and just anxiety. I hope this is just anxiety, though I can still taste him—the man in my dreams—and I should be burned for such thoughts, especially since I'm technically still married. 

"I don't—" I pause to collect myself. At least, I'm still standing this time. With visions, sometimes I never know where I'll wake up. "I don't know." I press the back of my hand to my perspiring forehead. "How long was I out?"

"A few minutes too long," huffs Marmi. "Do you always speak in tongues with your eyes closed?"

My cheeks turn crimson. "Did I speak? I rarely speak when I'm having a seizure."

"Seizure? Hmph," puffs Marmi, pursing her lips to the side while she peers darkly into my eyes. "That was no seizure." She pinches her pin on her shirt and looks to Franc. "Looks like our special little missus is going to fit right in here." Marmi slams a piece of paper on the counter, and I twitch with the thud of her stamp slamming. "Here's her permit."

As Franc's cheeks tug at his lips, his smile seems unnaturally wide. He reaches out and snatches the certificate. Grabbing my arm, he tugs. "Come now, madame. Au revoir, Marmi." 

Pulling her glasses down her nose to glower at me, Marmi's pitch is high but her tone is as dark as her glare, and she waves. "Goodbye, Franc, and good luck to you, Mrs. Mueller. Welcome to Angel Falls."
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Climbing the winding road towards the villa on the hill (which is really a mountain), I get queasy. 

"I'm sorry, Franc, but can we stop?"

"Unfortunately, no, Madame Mueller, we cannot."

"Franc," I groan, "we've been at this for hours. Can you pull over, please. I need a break."

"Mrs. Mueller, again, I am sorry. Do you not see the sun outside?"

"Sun?" I look towards the east. The hour is already past sunset. "No, there's no sun."

"Exactly." The line between his thick brows deepens. "The sun has already fallen below the horizon." Franc points his index finger in the air. "And we must obey the curfew," he sings sarcastically.

Curfew, I mouth to myself, feeling my cheeks gently rise. The word has special meaning for me. In the years before we departed and stayed apart from one another, my sisters and I also lived by a curfew. In truth, I miss the days when we had a curfew to spend time together, a time before we hit puberty. It was a time before we knew exactly what we were capable of and could no longer trust each other.

Or ourselves.

"But there's still light out," I profess against Franc's hesitancy to stop. "I thought we had until dark."

His head teeters. "It's better to be safe, than sorry."

Crossing my arms over my chest, I blow a strand of hair away from my mouth. "No one here really obeys curfew, do they?"

Swiftly, my butt comes out of the seat and I save myself from crashing into the backrest in front of me with my hands as we come to a screeching halt.

Franc swivels his head in an almost one-hundred-eighty degree, turning to lock eyes on me. "You must always obey curfew, Madame Mueller. Always. This forest is a hungry one and I am not only talking about the wild animals but the darkness as well. This place has a palette that is particularly fond of beautiful creatures such as yourself. Stay close to Sancti Custos, but..." Again, he directs a pointed finger in the air, "not too close. Sancti Custos also hungers." His eyes flinch going up and down my body and he shakes his head with disappointment before he turns his head back to forward.

Scratching my head, my stomach cramps. "How can I stay 'close' but not too close? You're speaking in riddles. Aren't we headed to Sancti Custos?"

"Yes, we are," he nods. Franc swivels his head back towards the road and lays on the gas. "But Sancti Custos is not a place."

What? I don't get it. "Not a place?"

"No, but we are almost there," Franc exclaims. "Hold on, I don't think we have much time left."

As night has completely fallen upon us, I see a glow beyond a tremendous glimmering chrome gate that looks like it is from the Addams Family. Hearing a howl and then a screech plus a woeful wail from behind, I spin my head around to see what lies beyond the back of the vehicle, which is...nothing. There is no road. Gravel has disappeared into blackness. The trees are so dense, I can't make out a single star in the sky. Quickly, I turn my head to look forward as I sink deeper to hide in the cooling backseat. I feel as though I'm being watched by something unknown as we drive onward. 

Seeing the heavy gates creep closer, I have a sense of urgency as Franc accelerates beyond the gate. Although I cannot see what lurks beyond the road, for some reason, I can't wait to get behind the safety of those metal bars.

Hurriedly, we roll faster and I'm aghast. I can see the beautiful villa perched from here. I recall places I've been lucky to travel to because of my job, but nothing compares to this magnificent place. The stones show significant age as if cast for a Middle Ages castle, yet the artistic embellishments make the entire structure seem timeless. Romanesque archways on the first floor reveal a grand ramada hosting roman inspired statues that support the upper floor topped with aged clay shingles. Strings of lights amid fireflies illuminate the beautifully landscaped veranda. Rolling the window down so I can poke my head out to get a better view, the scent of lavender and roses with hints of rosemary and, mmm, citrus infuses my senses. 
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