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            EDITOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      All conversations that took place between the protagonist (Becky, aka Rebeca) and other Puerto Rican characters happened in their native tongue (Castilian), except when they involved foreigners who didn’t speak or understand it.

      

      In those special cases, they all spoke English unless otherwise indicated.
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        Bhutan, Himalayan Mountains, 8th Century

      

      

      

      The snow fell in near perfect silence.

      At twenty thousand feet, sound itself seemed to freeze. The mountain peaks rose like the teeth of some ancient god, tearing at the belly of heaven. Between two of these granite fangs, hidden from all but the most determined seekers, a dark cavern entrance yawned—dark, forbidding, impossibly remote.

      

      
        
        The Cavern

      

      

      Inside, butter lanterns flickered against walls of living stone.

      Eleven figures knelt in a semicircle, their voices rising and falling in rhythmic prayer:

      «Om ah hum vajra guru pema sid-dhi hum.»

      The chant echoed through chambers carved not by human hands but by geological time itself. Behind them, pressed into the granite wall like a fossil from some spiritual prehistory, was the body imprint of Guru Padmasambhava—an enlightened being whose physical form had somehow left its mark on solid rock.

      The effect was unsettling. Even in this age of miracles, it suggested powers beyond comprehension.

      Yeshe Tsogyal moved among her disciples with the grace of smoke. Beautiful, ageless, she seemed to float rather than walk. Her eyes held each of theirs in turn—warm, knowing, terrible in their intensity. This was a teacher who could see through flesh and bone to the trembling soul beneath.

      One by one, objects materialized in her hands.

      For the first disciple: a wooden chest, ancient beyond measure. Inside, golden scrolls appeared as if written by invisible hands, characters forming in languages that predated Sanskrit itself.

      For the second: a piece of granite. Yeshe squeezed it, leaving the impression of her fingers in the hard stone as if it were made of clay.

      For the third: a bronze statuette of Guru Padmasambhava, gleaming in the lamplight.

      Each object appeared, was acknowledged, then vanished with a strange blue luminescence that left afterimages on the retina.

      Finally, Yeshe reached her youngest disciple.

      Tashi Chidren was barely fifteen, beautiful in the way of mountain flowers—delicate, unlikely, destined for a short bloom. Her face was flushed as she fought back tears. She understood what this ceremony meant. Goodbye. Perhaps forever.

      The object that materialized for her was a phurba—a three-edged dagger, a ritual implement with the faces of three deities at the top of the handle. The metal caught the lamplight and threw it back in strange patterns.

      Tashi bowed low. The dagger vanished with that same eerie blue glow.

      A single tear escaped down her cheek. Yeshe Tsogyal caught it on one finger with impossible gentleness. She touched the tear to the stone floor.

      A blue flower sprouted instantly, impossibly, where the tear had touched the ground.

      Tashi felt a shiver shoot up her spine, electric and warm, spreading through her entire body, her back straightened, her eyes opened wide as she witnessed yet another miracle performed by her guru with the same ease as merely taking a breath.
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        San Germán, Puerto Rico, Present Day

      

      

      

      A bunch of beautiful, blue flowers swayed in the tropical breeze. Smash! The claw of a mechanical excavator destroyed them in an instant, lifting a mound of earth as the rusty machine tore into the ground, spun around and dumped its contents into a pile behind it.

      Under the dawn’s sunlight, the excavator’s silhouette resembled a huge scorpion.

      Jiménez, the machine’s operator, race creased and sunburnt sweated over his controls in an endless ballet of digging, spinning, and spitting soil.

      As he dropped another bucketful into the pile, something caught the sunlight.

      The excavator’s engine died without warning.

      Jiménez swore in his native language of Puerto Rico, then English, then a hybrid of both that would have impressed linguists if any had been present to hear it. He was alone on this godforsaken spit of land, three miles from anything resembling civilization, and his Caterpillar tractor had just decided to quit.

      At sixty, Jiménez had made peace with machinery's treachery. Equipment failed. That was the nature of things. But the timing of this particular failure bothered him.

      He’d just hit something different. Something that had no place in that terrain.

      Not rock—he knew the feel of rock through the excavator’s controls like a surgeon knows bone through scalpel. This had been different. Hollow. Deliberate.

      Unnatural.

      Jiménez climbed down from the cab, his knees and back crackling, protesting the descent. The afternoon sun hammered down on his neck as he approached the mound of earth his excavator had just vomited onto the muddy mound.

      Something caught the light.

      A stone slab.

      He pulled it free from the mud, his fingers finding purchase on carved edges. It was rectangular, about the size of a small computer monitor but much thicker and definitely heavier. As the dirt fell away, he saw writing—characters like nothing he had ever seen—definitely not Castilian, or even Taíno.

      The stone was warm to the touch. Unnaturally warm.

      Jiménez looked around, suddenly aware of how isolated he was. The wild blue flowers he’d destroyed with his first pass appeared sprinkled over the earth mound, many more than he thought he had uprooted, scattering in all directions in the breeze.

      For a moment, he became aware that there seemed to be no sound, the usual chirp of birds and swaying trees were silent.

      As Jiménez surveyed the stone slab a thought came to mind—this could be a significant archeological find. That idea posed a problem and an opportunity, his dig could be stopped by the government’s cultural protection authorities but, on the other hand, it could mean some cash.

      The laborer gently placed the stone next to his excavator and ran to the front of his machine to examine the recently-dug hole. He sifted the humid earth with his hands, burying them deep, up to his elbows, frantically searching for more treasure.

      Nothing.

      He looked back at the stone and climbed out of the hole wiping his muddied hands on his jeans. He walked to the back of his excavator, fetched a blue, plastic tarp and a nylon rope. He wrapped the stone with the tarp.

      The engine turned over on its own.

      Jiménez jumped back, startled, dropped the stone, laughing nervously. The package landed with a thud that seemed too heavy for its size.

      The excavator’s engine rumbled at idle, patient, waiting.

      «Mierda,» he muttered.

      His hands were shaking. «Just a short in the electrical system», he told himself. «Happens all the time. Nothing strange about machinery acting up. Nothing strange at all.»

      He retrieved the stone, tied the tarp tightly around it with the rope, and strapped it behind the seat. The engine purred like it had never quit.

      Jiménez kicked the excavator’s huge, worn tires as he cursed at it. He climbed back to his seat.

      He continued working until sunset, but his mind wasn’t on the job. His mind was on the stone, wrapped and waiting behind him, thinking this could be the treasure that would make his retirement possible, his life finally easy.

      That night, Jiménez climbed the cinder-block steps to his humble home. It was small, with wooden walls and a zinc roof, the kind that dotted the oldest parts of the town of San Germán.

      He was holding the wrapped stone under one arm and a bag of groceries in the other. The old door squeaked loudly when he opened it. The even older wooden floors groaned as he walked in. He shut the door, kicked off his muddy boots at the entrance, and turned on the lights.

      He plopped the stone on the sofa, went into the kitchen and came back gulping down a beer. He dragged a chair to face the stone and brought a floor lamp closer. After surveying his setup, he returned to the kitchen and came back out chugging his second beer.

      Jiménez turned on the floor lamp, pointed it towards the wrapped stone. He thought for a second, then moved one of the side tables to the front of the sofa and propped his mobile phone, looking for the perfect angle for recording his find.

      This would gold on social media, he thought, proof that he’d found something genuinely valuable.

      He turned on the phone’s video camera and unwrapped the stone.

      The lights went out

      «Carajo,» he muttered. «Another blackout?»

      But that wasn't right. Through the window, he could see the street lamp outside, glowing steadily. Just his house, then just his lights.

      Except the street lamp was flickering now. Blue light, pulsing like a heartbeat, throwing impossible shadows across his walls.

      Jiménez quickly grabbed his phone. Dead. He ran into the kitchen, tried the flashlight he kept there. Dead.

      The darkness pressed in like something physical.

      His hands found the candle he kept for blackouts—the kind with the Virgin Mary printed on the glass jar. The match flared, and in that moment of light, he saw the stone clearly.

      The characters seemed to move in the candlelight, rearranging themselves into patterns that hurt to look at.

      The front door squeaked.

      Jiménez spun around, nearly dropping the candle. «Who’s there?»

      The floor groaned—old wood announcing the presence of weight it hadn’t been designed to bear.

      A figure stepped from the darkness. Hooded, moving with the fluid precision of a trained killer. The candlelight caught the edge of a face—South Asian, young, utterly without mercy.

      «Out of my house!» Jiménez tried to sound commanding. It came out as a plea.

      He didn’t see the first blow. He only felt it—a strike to his throat that turned his breath to broken glass in his lungs. The candle fell from his nerveless fingers and rolled across the floor. The second blow put him down.

      Through failing vision, Jiménez saw the hooded figure—Bhatua, a former Gurkha, the most feared special forces soldiers in the world, wrapping the tarp with lightning precision.

      The lights came back on.

      Bhatua quickly turned off the lights manually, picked up the still-burning candle, and methodically set fire to the curtains.

      He pulled out a combat knife, tore into the couch’s cushions, pulled out the stuffing and set it on fire.

      Then he continued with anything else that would burn.

      Bhatua moved through the smoke with practiced efficiency, the wrapped stone tucked under his arm like a football. He burst through the front door and sprinted to a waiting SUV—a black Mercedes G-Class with tinted windows, the kind of vehicle that screamed money and menace in equal measure. The back door swung open and he dove inside.

      Mohammed sat behind the wheel, a mountain of a man whose bulk made the luxury vehicle seem smaller than it was. South Asian, burly, with the dead eyes of someone who’d seen too much and felt too little. He gunned the engine before Bhatua had even closed the door.

      The SUV accelerated smoothly away from the burning house.

      Bhatua allowed himself a smile as he looked through the rear windshield. Flames were already visible through the windows, orange light dancing against the gathering darkness. In the distance, he could hear sirens beginning to wail.

      Too late for Jiménez. Too late by far.

      A phone rang—not the cheap burner Bhatua carried, but Mohammed’s encrypted sat-phone, the one they only used for him. Mohammed handed it back without a word.

      The screen showed an incoming video call.

      Bhatua answered it, and the face that appeared made him straighten involuntarily, a reflex borne of years of military discipline.

      Druk Dorji looked like money and power condensed into human form. Oriental, mid-forties, with black hair slicked back from a high forehead and a goatee trimmed with the precision of a surgeon’s scalpel. He wore what appeared to be an expensive shirt—Italian, probably—and behind him, Bhatua could see the edge of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking mountain peaks.

      Bhutan. The master was calling from Bhutan.

      When Dorji spoke, it was in Dzongkha, the language of their homeland. Bhatua had grown up speaking it in the mountain villages before the military recruited him, before he'd learned to kill efficiently and without question.

      «You found it, yes?» Dorji's voice was smooth, cultured, but underneath ran a current of something ancient and wrong.

      Bhatua nodded, not trusting his voice. He held up the wrapped stone.

      «As the oracle predicted,» Dorji continued, his eyes fixed on the bundle, «the last disciple will awaken there soon.»

      «Can you see who it is, Master?» Bhatua asked. The question had been burning in him since they’d located the stone. If the oracle could predict where, surely it could predict who.

      «Not yet.» Something flickered across Dorji's face—frustration, perhaps, or hunger. «We will return to that island soon to find him. For now, just bring me the stone.»

      «Your will be done, Guruji.»

      Outside the SUV, a firetruck screamed past, its red lights painting the interior in bloody flashes. Mohammed didn't slow down. The Mercedes ate up the distance between the working-class neighborhood and the expressway that would lead them to the airport where they would begin their days-long journey back to Bhutan.

      On the phone screen, Dorji's face remained impassive, but Bhatua knew that look. The master was pleased.

      The call ended without further ceremony.

      Bhatua looked down at the wrapped stone in his lap. It felt warm through the tarp, almost alive. Whatever this thing was, it had been worth killing for.

      And if the master was right—if the last disciple was somewhere on this island, living an ordinary life, as yet unaware of their true nature—then it would be worth killing for again.

      Behind them, smoke rose into the Puerto Rican night sky.

      Inside the house, Jiménez woke inside an inferno. The smoke blinded him, choked him. The flames jumped towards him, setting his clothes on fire, scorching his skin, burning his lungs.

      Jimenez screamed.

      

      
        
        New York City

      

      

      Becky Torres screamed.

      She opened her eyes wide with fright.

      Her arms flailed, knocking a vase from the corner table.

      The wilted blue flowers inside scattered across the floor in a spreading pool of water. For a moment, she couldn’t remember where she was. The dream had been so vivid—fire, screaming, the smell of burning flesh.

      «Becky?» Sylvia Chang’s face swam into focus above her. «What happened? You okay?»

      The apartment crystallized around her. New York. Winter. Safe. She was safe.

      «Shit,» Becky managed. Her body was drenched in sweat despite her shivering from the cold.

      Sylvia tried to wrap her arms around her, but Becky shrugged her off and stumbled toward the thermostat. Sixty-two degrees Fahrenheit (around 17 Celsius). She cranked it up, hearing the heater kick on with a wheeze.

      «Hey, take it easy!» Sylvia called after her. «You just went through a hell of a trip!»

      Becky ignored her, slipping on the spilled water and nearly going down. She caught herself on the bathroom doorframe, grabbed a towel, threw it over the mess. Her hands were shaking.

      In the kitchen, she found her prescription bottle—Kava extract, the label said. Natural anxiety relief. She gulped one down dry, wincing.

      «What are you doing?» Sylvia appeared at her elbow. «Your body’s still pumped up with ayahuasca!»

      But Becky wasn’t listening. She was staring out the window at the bleak New York winter—bare trees, dirty snow, people hunched against the cold.

      Everything was gray and dying.

      Becky’s phone buzzed. Sylvia grabbed it, looked at the screen.

      «It’s your sister. Do you want me to⁠—?»

      «No, that’s okay, I’ll take it,» Becky answered, still dazed. She took the mobile phone from Sylvia’s hand and answered. Her sister, Isabel’s, voice was unintelligible, high and frantic.

      «Shit,» Becky said.

      Isabel’s volume increased but her words remained garbled by emotion.

      «Okay, calm down,» Becky said. «I’ll fly down in a couple of days.»

      More frantic noise.

      «What ticket? My email? Hold on.»

      Becky found her laptop, opened her email. There it was—a flight confirmation. Departing today. This afternoon.

      «It’s for this afternoon? What the fuck, Isa? No way! I don’t have any time to—okay, sorry, calm down, I get it! Yeah, you do what you gotta do, we’ll talk tonight. Love you too.»

      She hung up and stared at the laptop screen.

      «Everything okay?» Sylvia asked.

      «Yeah. No. Not really.» Becky’s voice was flat, distant. «I gotta get back home. I mean, to the Island.»

      «What happened?»

      «My father just died.»

      The thing about ayahuasca, Becky thought as she entered her bedroom, throwing clothes into a backpack, is that it strips away all the comfortable lies you tell yourself. For twelve hours, you see the world without filters. Every shadow hides a demon. Every pattern reveals a truth.

      The problem is figuring out which truths are real and which are just the drug talking.

      Her father was dead. That was real.

      Her nightmares were getting worse. Also real.

      And something else, something she couldn’t quite articulate: the feeling that all of this was connected. The dreams, her father’s death, even that weird vision during the trip of blue flowers and ancient stones.

      «Listen,» Sylvia said, appearing in the bedroom doorway. «Since you’re going down there, I’d like you to reach out to a friend of mine. He’s an astrologer.»

      Becky looked up from her packing. «Oh God, no. How about giving me a break?»

      «Just in case. My friend Roberto is the real deal. He’s an expert in Eastern philosophy. He might help you better than I can.»

      «I swear, you’ve had me do voodoo, Santería, reiki, rebirthing, everything there is, like shopping at a spiritual Walmart. If there were goat yoga in the city, you’d have those smelly animals climbing all over my ass.»

      Sylvia smiled. «I can see your brain is back to normal—if there is such a thing with you. I’m just looking out for you. This… event… is major, it can trigger things. I’m giving you a safety net.»

      Becky felt her resistance crumbling. Sylvia had been there for her through everything. The least she could do was keep an open mind.

      «Fine.» She zipped the backpack closed. «Send me his contact information.»

      Sylvia pulled her into a hug. «Really sorry about your dad. Have a safe trip.»

      After Sylvia left, Becky stood in the middle of her small apartment and let the silence settle around her.

      The ayahuasca was still in her system, making everything sharp and strange. She could see the dust motes in the winter light, each one a tiny universe. She could feel her heartbeat in her fingertips.

      Most of all, she could feel the weight of what was waiting for her back home.

      The island. Her family. Her father’s corpse.

      And something else. Something old and patient and terribly wrong, coiled like a snake in the foundation of her life.

      She grabbed her backpack and left.
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        Germany, Black Forest, 1632

      

      

      

      The forest was older than Christianity.

      The mist clung to everything—the massive trunks of fir and pine, the faces of the six women who chanted behind her, the clearing where their bonfire burned against the gathering darkness.

      «Om Ah Hung, Benzra Guru Jnanasagara bam ha ri ni sa siddhi Hum.»

      The words weren’t German. They weren’t Latin, either, though the priests who hunted them assumed anything foreign must be the devil’s tongue. Juliane, barely seventeen years old, had learned them from her teacher, who had learned them from hers, in a chain that stretched back centuries to a time when the Buddha’s wisdom had walked west along the Silk Road.

      She stood tall as she led the chant, her posture commanding despite her youth.

      The other women—farmers’ wives, merchants’ daughters, widows—looked to her for guidance. In a world that gave women few choices beyond marriage or the convent, Juliane had found a third path.

      Then she saw it.

      At the edge of the clearing, barely visible through the mist, a figure floated among the trees. Translucent, glowing, unmistakably female.

      Lady Yeshe Tsogyal.

      Juliane’s breath caught. The stories spoke of her appearing to the faithful in times of great need. She broke from the circle, clasped her hands in prayer, and ran toward the apparition.

      A tree root caught her foot.

      She went down hard, the breath knocked from her lungs. When she looked up, expecting to see the vision vanished, she instead saw something impossible.

      Blue flowers grew where none had been a moment before.

      And nestled among them, gleaming in the firelight, was the same bronze statuette of Guru Padmasambhava that had been shown to disciple in a cave in Bhutan centuries before.

      Juliane reached for it. The metal was warm to the touch, as if it had been held in living hands.

      Tears filled Juliane’s eyes. She understood what this meant. After years of study, of secret practices, of risking everything to walk the Buddha’s path in a land that burned heretics— she realized she was one of them—one of Yeshe Tsogyal’s original disciples, reincarnated.

      Behind her, a young girl’s voice, in German, shattered the moment.

      «Run! The bad men, they’re coming!»

      Juliane spun around, clutching the statuette to her chest. The woman—strong, tall, blond haired—stood at the edge of the clearing, her face twisted with terror.

      Then came the sound that haunted nightmares: hoofbeats. Dozens of them.

      The horsemen materialized from the forest like demons from hell itself, their armor catching the firelight, their faces hidden behind steel. Foot soldiers followed, carrying torches and swords. They surrounded the clearing with the efficiency of men who had done this before.

      The women huddled together, their chanting forgotten.

      One horseman approached slowly, his mount’s hooves making no sound on the soft earth. The others parted for him with deference due to rank. When he flipped open his visor, Juliane found herself looking into a face she would never forget.

      Druk Dorji, with his Asian features which were incongruous under a German soldier’s helmet. His visage was exactly as we had seen him on Bhatua’s sat-phone screen, in Becky’s dreams.

      His eyes seemed to see through flesh to the trembling soul trembling beneath him.

      «Who are you, sire?» Juliane kept her voice steady. «What do you want with us?»

      «I seek justice.» His German was perfect, unaccented.

      «We are doing nothing illegal nor sinful, sire.»

      «Your very existence is sinful.»

      His eyes changed then. The brown irises flared red—not the red of reflected firelight, but something internal, something wrong.

      The women froze, transfixed.

      All except Juliane, who held the statuette tighter and lifted her chin.

      Druk Dorji gestured to his soldiers.

      What followed was butchery dressed in righteousness.

      The soldiers fell upon the women with systematic brutality. Screams echoed through the ancient forest. Juliane tried to run, tried to help, tried to do something, but a red-bearded soldier wrenched the statuette from her hands and carried it to his master.

      Dorji examined it with the care of a collector appraising a rare piece. Then his eyes found Juliane’s again.

      She smiled at him. Not with fear, not with hatred, but with the compassion she had spent years cultivating.

      «All life is precious,» she said.

      Dorji spurred his horse. The animal leaped over the bonfire in a single bound, impossibly high, impossibly fast. Before Juliane could draw another breath, his sword sang through the air.

      Her head separated from her body with surgical precision.

      The bonfire exploded, sparks and flames shooting into the night sky. And through it all, Druk Dorji’s laughter boomed across the clearing, inhuman and terrible.

      

      
        
        Somewhere Over the Atlantic,

        Present Day

      

      

      Booming laughter woke Becky.

      She jolted upright in her airplane seat, sending her tray table flying and an ice-filled cup tumbling into the aisle. Her hands flew to her throat, expecting to find—what? A wound? Blood?

      Nothing. Just skin and the rapid pulse of her carotid artery.

      «I’m so sorry, miss!» The flight attendant materialized beside her, concern written across her features. For just a moment, in the dim cabin lighting, her face looked like someone else—The lady she saw floating like a glowing, transparent apparition among the woods in her dream.

      Becky’s breath came in short gasps. «I was—I was dreaming.»

      «A bad one, I’m guessing.» The attendant’s voice was kind. Professional kindness, but kindness nonetheless. «Let me help you clean that up.»

      Across the aisle, a passenger exploded with laughter at whatever he was watching on his tablet. Becky flinched with fear, her body remembering the sound from the dream her mind was desperate to forget.

      The attendant dealt with the spill efficiently, courteously informed the passenger to lower his voice, turned back to Becky, then leaned in close. «Is there anything else I can get you?»

      «No. Thanks. I’m fine.»

      «Okay. Just buzz me if you need anything. We’ll be landing soon.»

      Becky nodded and turned to the window, lifting the shade.

      Below, a scatter of lights marked some city on the coast. Civilization. Safety. The modern world where swords and horses and burning forests were safely confined to history books.

      So why did the dream feel more real than the airplane around her?

      She pressed her forehead against the cool plastic of the window and tried to slow her breathing. The techniques Sylvia had taught her—count to four breathing in, hold for four, out for four.

      Simple. Mechanical.

      It didn’t help.

      The dreams were getting worse. More vivid. More detailed. And always, always, that same horrifying figure with the red eyes and the terrible laughter that had her shivering with fright well after waking up.

      

      
        
        Puerto Rico

      

      

      The Uber wound through San Juan’s streets, through the modern hotel district, and eventually into the quieter suburbs where old money lived. Becky watched it all through the window with a feeling of dislocation. This was supposed to be home, but it felt like somewhere she’d only read about in tourist magazines.

      The car pulled up in front of her family’s house—a sprawling, modern structure that screamed wealth without quite tipping into vulgarity. Her father had always been careful about that. Appearance mattered in his circles. Lawyers, judges, politicians—they all had to project the right image.

      Becky thanked the driver and approached the front door dragging her feet with all the enthusiasm of a prisoner returning to her prison cell.

      Inside, chaos reigned.

      Her sister Isabel paced back and forth in the living room, gesturing wildly as she yelled into her wireless earbuds in rapid-fire bursts. She was beautiful in that high-maintenance way that required daily trips to the salon, monthly trips to the spa, and a wardrobe budget that exceeded most people’s annual income.

      «What part don’t you understand? The people aren’t going to fit! We need more space!»

      An elegant black woman in business attire—Ana Ramos, according to the nameplate on her briefcase—was shuffling through documents on the coffee table. When she saw Becky, she stood and extended her hand.

      «Hi, Rebecca. How are you? I’m Ana Ramos, from your father’s law firm. I’m very sorry for your loss.»

      «Just call me Becky.» She ignored the offered hand. «What’s going on?»

      Isabel interrupted  her call with a dramatic jab at her earbuds. «Becky!» She rushed over for a hug, tears already forming. «I’m a ball of nerves! Give me a second.»

      She pressed her earbuds again. «Hello? No, you still don’t get it...»

      Becky gestured to Ana and headed for the kitchen, needing distance from her sister’s drama.

      In the kitchen’s relative quiet, Ana tried again. «I was saying how sorry I am about your dad. I admired him very much.»

      Becky found a beer in the fridge, opened it, and downed it in one long swallow. She burped, then offered one to Ana.

      «No, thank you.»

      Becky shrugged and grabbed another. «What happened?»

      «I think it’s better that Isabel tells you.»

      «I’m asking you.»

      Ana cleared her throat, clearly uncomfortable. «As I understand it, your mom, along with your sister and your father, were celebrating his birthday at a restaurant, and your father suffered a massive heart attack. Right there during dinner.»

      «Oh.» Becky paused. «I didn’t even remember.»

      «Pardon?»

      «His birthday. I forgot it was his birthday.»

      Ana shifted her weight, and Becky could see her recalculating, trying to figure out what kind of daughter forgets her father’s birthday, even a dead father’s.

      The kind who spent her whole life trying to forget him, Becky thought. The kind who moved three thousand miles away and changed her phone number twice.

      «When’s the funeral?» she asked.

      «Next Friday afternoon, if all goes well with Forensic Sciences.»

      «Wait, what? I can’t stay that long. I have to get back!»

      She stormed back into the living room, beer in hand, ready for a fight.

      Isabel had just ended her call. She slumped onto the sofa, worn out, on the verge of a breakdown.

      «What’s with having the funeral next Friday?» Becky demanded. «That’s crazy, Isa. I can’t afford to stay that long!»

      Isabel took the beer from Becky’s hand and drank, ignoring her sister’s rant, «I’m going crazy! The governor wanted a state funeral, mom insisted on something intimate—which, of course, means two hundred people—and I’m the sandwich in between!»

      Ana appeared in the doorway, tucking her documents into her briefcase with practiced efficiency. «I better retire so you two can be alone. We’re still waiting on the State Revenue Service to schedule the inspection of the safety deposit boxes. As soon as I have any news, I’ll call you.»

      «What inspection?» Becky asked.

      «The State Revenue Service requires an inspection of the boxes in front of all the heirs before we can file the deceased’s tax return.»

      «What? The dead pay fucking taxes?»

      «Becky, please.» Isabel’s voice carried a warning.

      «In most cases nothing is actually paid,» Ana continued smoothly, as if profanity when dealing with family law was perfectly normal. «It’s almost a formality. But the three of you have to be present.»

      «Wait.» Becky set down her beer. «You don’t expect me to just hang out here until the tax people decide to show up, do you?»

      «Given your father’s standing with the government, we’re confident this will take a couple of days at most.»

      «But why do I have to be there?»

      Ana shifted into full lawyer mode, her voice taking on the patient tone of someone explaining basic concepts to a child. «Your mother, being the widow, gets half of all the assets accumulated during the marriage. The other half is divided equally between the two of you. That’s why you must all be present to witness the inventory.»

      «I don’t care about any of it.»

      «Once all the goods are calculated and divided, you can dispose of your assets as you like.»

      «Fuck me!» Becky grabbed her empty beer bottle. «This is a fucking nightmare!»

      Isabel elbowed her sister, scolding her. Ana’s expression remained professionally neutral.

      «I apologize for this inconvenience, but it’s the law.»

      Isabel stood, smoothing her designer dress. «No need to apologize. You’ve been nothing but professional and very helpful to me—to all of us.»

      Becky looked at her sister quizzically. Correcting herself after «to me» had been odd. Pointed, even.

      «Thank you,» Ana said. «Nice meeting you, Becky. Have a nice evening.»

      «I’ll walk you to the door,» Isabel said quickly.

      Becky waited until they’d left, then tiptoed after them, curiosity overcoming her exhaustion. She positioned herself by one of the living room windows that overlooked the front entrance.

      Outside, Isabel looked around carefully—checking for witnesses, for neighbors, for anyone watching. Then she pulled Ana close and kissed her. Not a friendly peck. A real kiss, deep and lingering.

      Becky smiled despite herself.

      By the time Isabel returned, Becky was walking out of the kitchen back onto the sofa, fresh beer in hand, a picture of innocence.

      «Have a nice evening?» Becky mimicked Ana’s professional tone. «Really?»

      Isabel’s face flushed. «Give her a break. Like I said, she’s doing a wonderful job.»

      «And what job is that, exactly? Because she’s sure as hell giving you a lot more than legal advice.»

      Isabel’s embarrassment deepened. «Hey, we’re both on our own, and we love each other. Is that a problem?»

      «It’s not a problem for me.»

      «So why the attitude?»

      Becky shrugged. «I’m just a little surprised, that’s all. I’m supposed to be the black sheep of the family, and suddenly you—the perfect daughter—are walking on the wild side?»

      «Well, I guess things change.»

      «Are you happy?»

      «With her, yes. Very happy.»

      Becky studied her sister. Isabel had been through hell with her ex-husband—the kind of marriage that left scars. «As long as you take care of yourself, I’m cool with whatever you do. You went through a nasty divorce with a fucked-up guy, and the last thing I want is for you to get hurt again.»

      Isabel’s eyes began to water. She sat down next to Becky and snatched the beer out of her sister’s hands. . «That was a thousand years ago. Ana’s the best thing that’s ever happened in my life.»

      «I’m glad you’re happy.»

      They sat in silence for a moment, sisters connected by shared history and separate pain.

      «Why’d you get me out here today?» Becky asked quietly. «Why not right before his funeral? I mean, he’s not going anywhere.»

      Isabel shook her head, scowling at Becky, obviously hurt by her sister’s crass sarcasm. But she understood where it came from, the years of anger, pain, and, eventually detachment. She wiped her eyes. «What do you want me to say? It’s been a crazy couple of days and I’ve been handling all this by myself⁠—»

      «She didn’t want me here, did she?»

      «What? No! What are you saying? Of course she wanted you here!»

      «What the fuck for? Appearances?» Becky’s voice hardened. «Come on, you’re the one who called me. Does she even know I’m here?»

      Isabel’s tears welled up. She closed her eyes, trembling, and turned her face away.

      «Of course she knows. She spent all day preparing your room. Well, you know, supervising Juliana who did all the work.»

      Becky softened. «Good old Juliana. I miss her.»

      «She misses you too. So, believe it or not, mom does want you here. And yes, I need you here too. You know I’m not strong like you. All of this is really hard for me.»

      «How’s she holding up?»

      Isabel made a drinking gesture.

      Becky shook her head. Some things never changed.

      «So, how have you been?» Isabel asked, clearly eager to change the subject.

      «Same old shit. The nightmares are just getting worse. But I’m working with a friend in her healing practice. Her name’s Sylvia. I’ve learned quite a few things about reiki, body work, chakras, ayahuasca, that sort of thing.»

      Isabel laughed. «So you’ve finally come out as a witch. I knew it.»

      They both laughed, needing the release. Then silence fell again, heavier this time.

      «I just have this feeling all the time,» Becky continued, «like I was meant for more. I know it sounds like a cliché, but it’s like I can’t believe this is all there is to it, you know?»

      «I’m here for you, you know that, right?»

      Becky nodded.

      «I know you’re probably going to tell me to go to hell,» Isabel ventured, «but why haven’t you considered studying law? I know you’d be great at it.»

      «You’re so right, I’m going to.»

      Isabel perked up. «Really?»

      «Yeah! Gonna tell you to go to hell!»

      Isabel smiled, then leaned forward to embrace her sister. She wrinkled her nose and pulled back. «Whoa, forgive me, but when was the last time you bathed?»

      «You bitch! You made me run to get on a plane like a fucking nut! It’s a miracle I grabbed two panties and a toothbrush.»

      They laughed again, easier this time.

      «Are you gonna be okay?» Becky asked.

      «I’ll be a lot better once you take a bath.»

      «Well, I’m going to take a leisurely two-hour bath in your honor. Back in the States all I have is a shitty little shower with a window that won’t lock and lets all the fucking cold in.»

      «That’s horrible! I don’t know why you’re not living in a nice apartment instead of that pigsty.»

      «Because I pay for that pigsty out of my own pocket without the help of mommy and daddy.» Becky paused. «I do miss my bathtub, though.»

      «Your bathtub misses you.»

      «You’re a bitch!»

      Becky grabbed a cushion and gently smacked her sister with it, then got up and planted a kiss on Isabel’s forehead.

      

      
        
        Becky’s bedroom

      

      

      Her room was not exactly as she last remembered seeing it.

      It had been somewhat fixed as a guest bedroom, for guests that never came. Expensive furniture, expensive linens, expensive everything. The room that once belonged to a girl who’d had every material advantage and none of the things that actually mattered was now a cold space for catering to overnight visitors that never really felt welcomed to stay.

      After her bath, Becky felt almost human again. She wrapped herself in a luxurious towel and surveyed the dresser drawers, looking for space to unpack her few things.

      The first drawers were empty, space allotted for those guests that never stayed there, enough for her to stuff her belongings.

      She emptied her backpack filling the drawers with a few random cosmetics, sanitary napkins, her bottle of pills, and the very few items of clothing she brought for what she thought would be a very short trip.

      She opened the bottom drawers and found expensive lingerie she’d left behind—silk and lace pieces that now seemed like artifacts from someone else’s life.

      She posed with a few items in front of the mirror, smirking and shaking her head at her past vanity, then tossed them back carelessly.

      In another drawer, she discovered an old photo album.

      Her hand hesitated over it. She almost closed the drawer without looking. But something made her open it.

      Photos of herself as a child stared back. Carefully posed.

      Becky looked at the images with something approaching hatred. She threw the album into the trash can.

      A knock at the door made her jump.

      «Yeah, come in.»

      Her mother entered—Evelyn Torres, seventy-three, a stately matriarch whose hollow eyes spoke of grief and alcohol in equal measure. She held a drink.

      «Oh,» Becky said. «I thought you were Isabel.»

      «Sorry to disappoint.»

      Becky tensed, anticipating drama. «It’s good to see you, mom.»

      Evelyn stopped in her tracks, staring. «You... you look so different.»

      «It’s been a long time.»

      «Yes it has.» Evelyn’s gaze fell on the photo album in the trash. She retrieved it. «What’s this doing here?»

      «You know I fucking hate photos.»

      Evelyn leafed through the album, her fingers lingering on certain pages. «This is not yours to dispose of.»

      «Fine. Whatever.»

      Evelyn stopped at one particular photo, running her fingers over it softly. «You were such a beautiful girl.»

      «I was? Not anymore?»

      «You were a beautiful girl. Now you’re a beautiful woman.»

      Evelyn stumbled as she moved to sit on the bed—the alcohol making itself known.

      «I almost just killed myself!» she laughed bitterly. «That’d be a joke. Two for the price of one!»

      «You should throw that shit away,» Becky said, gesturing at the album.

      «This is mine, not yours, and I want to keep it.» Evelyn held up the album defensively. «I just don’t understand what you have against photos.»

      «They piss me off. I don’t let anyone take my picture. You don’t know how fucked up it is nowadays when everyone’s walking around with their mobile phones taking pictures of every damn thing.»

      «When you were little, there were no cameras on mobile phones. Your dad had a real professional camera. He even had equipment to develop pictures down in the basement. He’d spend hours tinkering with that stuff.» Evelyn’s voice grew distant with memory. «Most of them are here, his beautiful pictures.»

      She kept shuffling through the album. «He was always taking photos of you when you were a little girl. Don’t you remember? God bless him. He was crazy about you. It all stopped when you grew older.»

      «What, I stopped being a pretty girl?»

      Evelyn frowned and took a big sip of her drink. «You stopped being nice to him.»

      Evelyn found a particular photo—young Becky, maybe seven, sitting on her father’s lap. The little girl wore a frilly white embroidered dress with a large blue flower-shaped bow on her waist.

      Evelyn placed the album on the bed in front of Becky. Her expression grew darker, sadder. «You guys used to be so happy together. Then, I don’t know why, you grew rebellious. A passing phase, I thought, like all teenagers. But you never grew out of it. So sad.»

      Becky glanced at the photo, shivered uncomfortably,  closed the album abruptly and moved around the room, putting distance between herself and her mother.

      «Just so you know,» she said dryly, «I’m flying back home as soon as the service is over.»

      Evelyn downed her drink. «Well, even that short time is much more than anyone’s seen of you in years.»

      «Isabel’s come to see me.»

      Evelyn got up unsteadily. «Yeah, well, you know I don’t feel safe visiting that godforsaken slum where you live. I know you live there just to spite me! Your father hated that place too.»

      «Yeah, well, it’s mine and I didn’t need anything from you two to live there.»

      «Your father always provided for us and protected you without a thought to himself! We have a decent place to call home because of him! And you, you were never grateful. Only thinking about yourself, doing whatever the hell you wanted, your dad and I be damned!»

      Evelyn staggered, almost fell. Becky moved to help her.

      «No thanks, I’m perfectly fine. I’ve been fine for years without you.» Evelyn looked at her empty glass. «My glass is empty. I need a refill.»

      She stumbled toward the door.

      «You should really take it easy with the drink,» Becky said.

      Evelyn pivoted, staring at her daughter fiercely. «You know, you move to the other side of the world where we don’t see you for years. You don’t care about me or your father or anyone. You didn’t even think to call him on his—his last birthday. And now, poof! Too late. And then you just waltz into your lovely room, in the house he sacrificed so much to build for us, and you think you’re in any position to question my judgment?»

      Becky pressed back against the wall.

      «You should consider yourself blessed to have been brought up by us in this luxury. And you should feel lucky to have been the one person your father adored more than anything or anyone while he was alive. So forgive me if I’m feeling upset with you, because you broke his heart! I’m feeling angry right now, and before I say anything else I shouldn’t, I’m going to refill my glass and drink myself to sleep. I will see you tomorrow—if you’re still here!»

      Evelyn left, struggling to maintain her dignity.

      Becky stood frozen for a moment, then grabbed the photo album and hurled it against the wall. Photos flew out, scattering across the floor.

      Her breath came in short, sharp gasps. Panic attack. She knew the signs. She rummaged through her things, found her pill bottle, downed two tablets with the last of the wine from her glass.

      Still trembling, she grabbed her mobile phone and scrolled frantically.

      Sylvia Chang - Therapy.

      She called. It went to voicemail.

      «Oops, I can’t connect with you right now, but please leave me a message or text me. I promise to reach out as soon as I can. Hope you have a wonderful day!»

      Becky hung up, fell onto her bed, covered her face with a pillow, and screamed into it.
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