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Chapter 1

 

“IT’S TIME.”

That’s all the postcard said. That, and a name—Suzanne.

Jason was astounded to see this. He stood at the mailbox, transfixed. As he eventually wandered up the driveway, he kept studying it, flipping it from one side to the other as if to make sure with each flip it was still addressed to Jason Caldwell. He even stopped and glanced over the rolling hills around his house to see if someone was watching him read it as a practical joke. Not that it was funny.

He wondered all kinds of things. Suzanne was dead, and although that wasn't a mystery, the postcard certainly was, for a lot of reasons.

Still a bachelor, he immersed himself in his work over the years. Jason was in his fifties, tall and sturdy, with grey-speckled black hair and pronounced, handsome features. His blue eyes were calm, intelligent, and sincere. There were romances—some were transient, some segued into friendships—but none developed into lasting commitment. Something was always missing.

He never viewed the lack of a wife as a considerable void. Maybe it was his work that kept him stimulated and fulfilled. Maybe it was that single, vaguely mysterious tryst he could never quite purge. Suzanne Lake.

* * *

Rachel Lake's house was clean and comfortable. Far from lavish, but homey and perfectly suited for a mother and only daughter. It was pleasant—bright and naturalistic, themed in earth tones, with plants the accessory of choice. The neighborhood was quiet and stable. As with all metropolitan areas, some parts were nasty (the south side), and some were ritzy (the east side). Rachel lived on the west side, which was hit or miss. She was in one of the nice pockets; decent homes with just enough lot space to make it worth good grooming and a touch of landscaping. The exterior was yellow, and the glowing house sat behind the green front lawn looking like the American dream.

A week earlier, Rachel was doing what she always did. Sipping espresso, checking Internet blog entries, maybe laughing with her mother, Suzanne, as they watched Family Guy, or arguing about political issues or Suzanne's unique behaviors. Today, Rachel sat on her couch in front of a mindless shopping channel, confused and lost.

She was a sharp and attractive eighteen-year-old, now keenly aware she had no emotional lifeline to the rest of humanity. Suzanne taught her to be independent. She was that, all right. Alone.

Her father was absent since before she was born. She lost her mother just five days earlier, when Suzanne perished in an office building explosion. Those five days were spent with all the repercussions, from the police and fire investigations, to identification of the remains, to legal documentation and proceedings. It was overwhelming in her loss, made more so by the fact they only lived in town a few months, with no family or friends nearby.

In fact, she had no relatives at all that she knew of, and few friends, none of whom were there to help her with either the emotional impact or the logistics of dealing with a family death. It wasn't that she couldn't make friends easily. On the contrary, she was personable and considerate, in distinct contrast to her mother.

Suzanne had a serious chip on her shoulder with regard to the rest of the human race. Through her earlier childhood, Rachel took her mother's attitude at face value, that other people were generally distasteful. As she became more able to form her own opinions, she diverged from that view, and fights she had with Suzanne about it pushed her further away. Even so, Suzanne’s death was difficult, emotionally. She got along decently with her mother, despite the arguments. Problems were inevitable—Suzanne had idiosyncrasies, and Rachel was a teenager—but their relationship was solid enough.

Things were also difficult socially. Rachel's dynamic upbringing produced a girl who was kind and thoughtful, but who was secure and cautious enough not to seek or rely on peer involvement. Suzanne and Rachel moved frequently, with the result that Rachel didn’t really know anyone at all. Doctors, clergy, classmates, co-workers, no one. She was alone in a city in which she had no sense of home. She wasn’t even sure what home was supposed to be like.

Mired in her situation, she had only sporadic and polite emails and text messages for comfort, and those were OK as far as they went, but they weren't a person sitting next to her, squeezing her hand. The initial whirlwind of activity following her mother's death—depressing, annoying, and overwhelming, but nevertheless a distraction—subsided. In its wake, oppressive solitude.

Part of Rachel’s distress was magnified by twisted images flashing through her mind since her mother’s demise. She had no idea where they came from, and had no control over when they appeared. They were vividly real. For now, she chalked them up to extreme grief, and hoped they would go away.

Financially, things were strange, but in an opposite way. Inexplicably, Suzanne seemed to be quite a bit better off than she let their lifestyle reflect. On her mother’s death, Rachel learned that she was inheriting the house, with no mortgage. Suzanne bought it outright. In addition, there were several investments totaling hundreds of thousands of dollars. Rachel probably couldn’t simply retire just yet, but she wasn’t far from it, depending on how shrewdly she could invest and the standard of living she was willing to accept. At the least, there was certainly no pressure to earn her keep in the near future.

All this astonished Rachel, since Suzanne never did anything but office work for a living, as far as she knew. Maybe the constant moving was a series of profits on real estate deals. There was no remaining family they ever visited or corresponded with, so maybe Suzanne inherited something. They just never discussed the larger financial picture much, only daily living, and that was always based on Suzanne’s salary at the time.

Rachel would be thrilled if that was the only puzzle facing her.

* * *

In the warmly decorated study Jason used as his office, he sat at his desk, continuing to ponder his disbelief at the postcard.

In the nineteen years since he last saw Suzanne, he found no trace of her.  She hadn't contacted him, and all efforts to locate her came up empty. His first evidence that he didn't simply hallucinate his entire experience with her was learning of her death.

It came as a punch to the gut, to see a news story that the woman he tried so diligently to track down those years ago was not only still around—and in the same city, shockingly—but killed in an accident that destroyed the building where she worked. He was certainly taken with her back in the day, but had long since moved on, with no lingering thoughts of how things might have been different. He had no real awareness that he still harbored such a desire to connect with Suzanne again until the news hit, and dealing with the rediscovered feelings combined with the loss was strangely devastating. In the same moment, he got her back and lost her forever.

Now, here was this postcard. She’d known he was there. For how long? Did she just recently somehow discover his whereabouts and make contact? If so, why did it say, “It’s time,” and not just something like, “Call me,” with a phone number? For that matter, why did she use a postcard at all? Why not the phone or email? It’s not like he was hidden from public view, and if she knew his address, she must have known his other contact info.

And the timing—the card was postmarked four days after the accident. How is it that a postcard mailed in the same city takes four days to mark? Or did someone else do it? Did a co-worker clean up some final paperwork of hers and mail outgoing stuff? How could there be any left, when her building was destroyed by the explosion?

Jason saw in the coverage of Suzanne’s death that she was survived by a daughter. That meant there was someone who might shed some light on those issues, but it hardly seemed appropriate to disturb her with his curiosities in the aftermath of her mother’s death. Perhaps, after a little time, it would be OK to introduce himself and explore these questions. There was a chance it wouldn’t gnaw at him the entire time until then.

Sure there was.






Chapter 2

 

AS JASON CONSIDERED the surfacing of Suzanne Lake in his life, his thoughts naturally drifted back and forth between the recent curious events and his fondness for their initial encounter.

Jason, now the Managing Director at the Center for Mesoamerican Studies, was on one of the most intriguing field expeditions of his career at the time. The locale was not exotic—Texas—and the find not historically significant, as it was deemed a hoax. The circumstances, however, were memorable.

A group of hikers in a barren area of the Davis Mountains, near Madrone, Texas, jostled a pile of rocks they were climbing on and uncovered one with a long edge that appeared to be carved straight. It was shaped by humans, but was clearly there since before any modern civilization in the area. Excavation revealed the rock was actually a large, flat piece of stone, formed into a three-by-five slab and etched with markings. It was sitting on top of some other carved rock pieces standing on their edges such that together the pieces formed a closed box.

A month or so later, Jason, in his mid-thirties at the time but already considered one of the top authorities on Mesoamerican anthropology, was at the site. Initially, it was investigated by a team of experts familiar with prehistoric Paleoindian history in the southwest, but Jason's team came in because the markings on the excavated rock were entirely incongruous with the location. They were Mayan.

As Jason well knew, the Mayan civilization flourished in areas of southern Mexico, including the Yucatan peninsula, and northern Central America. Mayan influence spread farther than their inhabited region, naturally, as they were possibly the most dynamic civilization of their time, in America or anywhere else. Conversely, the Mayan culture showed influence from other cultures, also, a result of trade and other interactions. Mayan cultural evidence was only known to spread to roughly central Mexico, however. Madrone was many hundreds of miles away from any known discovery of an actual Mayan artifact with true Mayan carvings.

There it was, though. A rectangular container of stone, roughly three feet wide and tall, and five feet long. The glyph carvings on the exterior were unusual. While consistently Mayan in style, they were uncharacteristically shallow in the stone, and as the container had been mostly covered with rocks and not open to the elements, the shallowness didn’t seem representative of natural wear. The glyphs were also a little sloppy, less precise than typical Mayan carving. The whole thing looked like it was done in a hurry.

Translating was not as complex as many Mayan glyphs. They constituted only an expression of danger, and a name, Ix Lak’i, which was perhaps a ruler or deity, but one Jason hadn't seen in any other known Mayan references.

They opened the container, and the contents only perpetuated the puzzling aspects of the entire excavation. Inside the container were three items: a full female skeleton; a book, known as a codex, with paper made of tree bark; and a box crafted from carved bone. Inside the box was a pair of decorated gold hoops, each approximately eight inches in diameter, and each with a straight gold bar roughly ten inches long attached to the outside edge of each ring like a tangent line. Jason sketched them into his notebook.
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The interior surfaces of the stone container walls were very peculiar, showing carvings inconsistent with Mayan style. The condition of the contents was also peculiar. Based on the exterior, Jason would have taken a stab at an age of maybe fifteen hundred years, but the interior looked more like it was packed last week.

The book was of particular note in this regard.

One form of writing in the Mayan culture was to construct books of bark from ficus and occasionally other trees. They were not bound on an edge, like a traditional book, but rather folded like an accordion. They are known today as a codex, and only three surviving Mayan codices, and a fragment of a fourth, are currently identified.

The massive intentional destruction of Mayan codices following the Spanish conquest and subsequent influx of Roman Catholicism in the region always struck Jason as one of the most depressing cultural losses of the planet’s history. The vast majority of cultural mysteries in the world are created simply through time, technology, and circumstance. In general, it’s been too long, and any historical record too fragile, to know more about many anthropological discoveries.

By contrast, in Jason’s view, we know very little about Mayans today because the conquering Europeans—complete with stupidity, arrogance, and narrow-mindedness—chose not to know. It was thrown away. We could have understood so much more about this thriving, dynamic society, but the sweeping European entitlement and religious fear trumped knowledge and enrichment, and the culture was destroyed, the written record with it.

This new codex, then, was a huge find. Huge. The adrenaline rush on first seeing it was amazing, the stuff of which careers are made. Most anthropologists work their entire lives dreaming of that feeling. It didn’t take long, though, to realize this wasn’t right. The writing and artwork were 100% spot-on Mayan, but there was no detectable deterioration of the organic material at all. It would require going through the scientific exercises to prove it, but no, this was not authentic.

The disappointment not withstanding, the circumstances of the hoax were certainly intriguing. Why go through the elaborate and laborious trouble of creating an otherwise astounding replica of a Mayan artifact, but ignore one of the most obvious elements of authenticity?

The strange events at the dig continued. The very next day, despite the normal precautions, the bone box and gold rings came up missing. Jason and his crew were essentially out in the middle of nowhere, and were a pretty small bunch, so searching and questioning and all that was pretty straightforward, but they had disappeared, and nobody knew or saw anything. Over the next few weeks, while the excavation was expanding to encompass a larger area in the vicinity of the stone container, nothing more was discovered, including the box and rings.

Something else happened, though. Something that, as it turned out, would affect Jason in ways he couldn’t have imagined, for the rest of his life.

First, there were the dreams. For three straight nights, beginning just after the container was opened, Jason dreamt of a tall, stunningly attractive redhead in a flowing white dress. It was no one he recognized, but she was unforgettable. The places and situations in the dreams were vague and shifting, but unimportant. The most memorable aspect of the dreams was that she was blatantly seducing him.

She would beckon from afar, or get close to him and nearly beg him to hold her; she would be aggressive and demanding, or calmly reassuring that everything was all right. All seemingly in response to wherever his thoughts were wandering with his desire to make love to her. They would be serious, they would laugh. They would quietly gaze into each other’s eyes, they would dance. Everything was whirling by, but unhurriedly, in a combination only a dream can produce. It became a barrage of fluid moments evolving into an entire experience of impressions and images, all with no apparent theme other than having sex with this woman.

Oddly, though, he didn’t. It wasn’t that he resisted or refused. On the contrary, he was quite eager. They simply didn’t make love, for reasons that probably made sense in the dream but were lost in retrospect. This happened three consecutive nights, and wasn’t of any particular concern to Jason, but was memorable, as he didn’t often have notable dreams of any kind, much less that kind. She made an indelible impression. She was the Woman in White.

The excavation team was staying at a motel in Madrone. It was a couple of days since the bone box and rings went missing, and the day after Jason’s third dream. He spent most of the day in town, interfacing with local law enforcement about the excavation site. Not only was the theft an immediate concern, but the suspicion this was a hoax meant there was potential for the woman’s skeleton found in the container to represent a cold murder case.

Both of those issues merited attention, and would normally have been viewed by the local sheriff’s office as interesting and unique situations to investigate, but as luck would have it, the sheriff was preoccupied with an even more urgent matter. A dead body had been found twenty miles away, in Fort Davis. It seems a woman’s heart was completely ripped out of her chest. Nobody saw anything like it before. Curiously, Jason was actually acquainted with the woman, an advanced student of Mesoamerican culture he met earlier in the year at the annual Maya Meetings at the University of Texas. The initial presumption was that a wild animal was responsible, because the wound appeared to be more like tearing than cutting, but no one had ever seen an animal attack where someone was killed and the only injury was removal of the victim’s heart. Given the general lack of local cases in which people died violently for any reason, it caused quite a stir.

The others in Jason’s team went to spend the evening checking out another neighboring town. Jason stayed behind in Madrone, mostly so someone was available in case the sheriff needed anything. He was pondering the events of the day over a sunset beer at the team’s regular restaurant, a greasy spoon with plenty of cracks in the red vinyl seating but fabulous biscuits and gravy and a killer chicken fried steak sandwich. Jason had just asked for the check when a woman walked in, made every head in the place turn, and strolled up next to him. To his astonishment, it was unmistakably his Woman in White.

She was every bit as gorgeous as his dreams created. She was in her mid-twenties, with a spring in her step and a smile that would coax water out of granite. She was carrying a backpack, wearing comfortable-looking khaki shorts, hiking boots, and a sleeveless button shirt that fit her form to perfection. Her striking, wavy red hair fell to her upper back, and in it, near the top of her head, she wore an unusual, decorative comb of what appeared to be stone, the handle of which had Mayan hieroglyphs carved in it. He couldn’t see it in detail, but he later found out the glyphs depicted the name K'Inich Yax K'uk Mo', the founder and first king of the magnificent Mayan city of Copan.

She had grad student written all over her, and Jason knew exactly what was coming. In some situations, this kind of thing might have annoyed him, since he often didn’t have the time or inclination to deal with it, but this circumstance was unique. He was intrigued and thoroughly distracted by the fact that this was undeniably the Woman in White.

She dropped the backpack, plopped into a chair, and introduced herself as Suzanne Lake. She explained that she came there to expand her graduate work at the University of New Mexico, heard about the excavation and that Jason Caldwell was leading it, and was hoping beyond hope she could join the crew for a time. Yup, Jason knew exactly what was coming, but was far from annoyed.

Because of the initial press on the find, there was quite a large number of requests for involvement from schools all over the country. Jason had judiciously, and wisely, held off all comers until there was a real reason to get anyone beyond his own staff involved. He was rarely more satisfied with such a decision, considering the situation. The find was most likely a hoax to begin with, and one of the most interesting artifacts was stolen, besides. This one would benefit from limited exposure until he was ready to release information.

Suzanne, however, struck Jason as a candidate worth some consideration. She clearly knew exactly how to get around such a guarded policy. Show up in person, be perky and sexy, but also smart and motivated, but maybe a little heavier on the perky and sexy, find the guy in charge, butter him up, and lay on some pitiful pleading. Jason was well aware of the tactics, but there was an excellent reason why women did this sort of thing. It worked. Besides that, the woman was unquestionably the Woman in White.

There was no accounting for that, and he definitely wanted to spend some time around her to see if anything would make the connection in his head to where he knew her before, or had seen her photo, or something that would have put her in his brain. He found it strange that anything like that could happen without remembering her, but clearly, something must have. Finding out what it was could prove to be interesting, to say nothing of pleasant.

He began this encounter intrigued and titillated. The following day, as she worked with the team at the excavation site, he became enthralled. He had been in the adoring-student-tagging-along scenario before, and this was not it. Suzanne was remarkably well-versed in Mesoamerican history, and was clearly a more powerful asset to the team than many people he might have intentionally invited. She was even naturally comfortable in the outdoor, tent-covered working environment, something that not all students took to readily.

She was particularly gifted at interpretation and translation of the ancient Mayan writing. Jason was good, but the full nature of the logosyllabic system of Mayan hieroglyphs was only recently understood at that time, and the deciphering process was laborious. Suzanne was so well acquainted with the glyphs that her interpretation of them seemed fluidly intuitive.

It was amazing, actually, to the point where Jason was quickly beginning to wonder why he had not, in fact, met her before. The effortless translations she suggested for some of what was in the codex confirmed his own observations of how elaborate the hoax really was. The codex contained actual text in actual Mayan hieroglyphs, not some convincing artwork that played a trick on someone less experienced. It was constructed by an expert.

On the one hand, that made it all the more perplexing that the only anomaly appeared to be the obvious lack of deterioration of the bark paper. But on the other, it made it more plausible that such a hoax could be created fairly easily by someone as skilled as Suzanne. Yes, as the extent of her education became apparent, Jason had to acknowledge that Suzanne could have been in on, or the primary perpetrator of, this hoax. She may be returning to the scene to observe and revel in the investigation of this little joke on anthropology’s golden boy, Jason Caldwell. It wouldn’t be the first time a prankster had been so bold as to personally inject themselves into the situation like this, to have a front-row seat, so to speak. She may be so charming, capable, and beautiful that he had allowed her to do the very thing he thought he was being cagey about. For the time being, he was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. If he was being played, at least he was going to get something out of it.

Even so, after the first couple of hours of familiarizing Suzanne with the finds and the site, some of these realizations, while impressive, made it a little difficult to relax and freely interact with her as even a student, much less a colleague. As the day moved on, though, his natural apprehensions began to fall away as she seemed more and more genuinely too good to be true. She was sincere, knowledgeable, and fascinating to be around.

Throughout all of it, he kept expecting something to happen that would trigger a connection or memory or something that would explain her appearing in the dreams. Knowing her just a few hours better, it occurred to Jason, with a smile to himself, that it was no surprise his brain would create the type of dreams they were. He still just couldn’t figure out why she was in there to begin with.

Evening approached, and they had spent the entire day talking with each other, but weren't ready for that to end. Over dinner, they went on and on about anthropological and archaeological interpretations, with lots of science-speak and amusing anecdotes that ended with phrases like, “… not in their social strata!” They eventually got around to revealing their more secretly indulgent pursuits, which, as it turned out, were also about anthropological interpretations. Jason confessed a penchant for yeti myth, and Suzanne revealed that she spent all her free time researching Lilith, the Jewish myth about Adam’s first wife, before Eve.

She carried on about the extent of the history of it, the universality of similar female myths in numerous cultures, and the parallels to the Lilith myth that were evident in the very artifacts they discovered at that site. It seems she was actually sort of obsessed with it, but in a charming way, like everything else about her.

As casual flirtation became bolder touches and enchanting smiles, the mutual attraction they were enjoying was undeniable. Others could possibly see their conversation as professionally stuffy, but to them, it was vibrant and lively. The combination of instant personality chemistry and intellectual respect was very sexy. The evening moved along toward the inevitable, and when they were finished at the restaurant they went out to the motel together. Suzanne had a room there, also, but they only used Jason's.

The lovemaking was spectacular. They indulged themselves several times that night. Suzanne was energetic, playful, and nasty, in perfect proportions, and Jason was alternately ravenous and attentive at all the right moments. They were ideal partners.

In the morning, however, when he awoke, Suzanne was not there. He found a scrawled note on the bed table, saying that there had been a family emergency and she had to leave. He didn't hear the phone ring, or any other activity, but she was obviously gone.

It only took a moment to realize they didn't exchange personal contact information. Now he had nothing but a note.

He really knew only one direct lead: the University of New Mexico. He contacted them immediately, but she had no record there. Nothing at all. He was confused, of course, and felt an immediate sense of mild panic. He never experienced something like that before. He knew it wasn’t love he felt, but it wasn’t a crush, either. She was simply … captivating.

She knew far too much about the Mayans, and anthropology in general, to be a complete unknown in this field, and Jason had hundreds of academic and professional contacts. Someone had to know her or know something of her. He constructed a list that could have impressed the Census Bureau, with emails, snail mails, any way to reach anyone, and sent out queries. Nothing. Not a single acquaintance of his entire professional career ever heard of Suzanne Lake. He looked for her, one way or another, for years. Eventually, he ran out of ways, and of hope.

Finally, after nineteen years, he saw her name again, and it was learning that she died. He was holding two notes in his hands now. One read, “It’s time,” and the other read, “Family emergency—must leave.” Both were signed, “Suzanne”.






Chapter 3

 

OVER THE FEW DAYS that followed, Rachel tried to figure out what was next. With no family, acquaintances, or former classmates asking after her or dragging her out for cheer-up food, she was truly disconnected from society.

She considered, as far as she could muster, some optimism in realizing that she was therefore also completely uncommitted. She could go anywhere, develop any interest, attend any school, do anything at all. She was too young to comprehend or appreciate that it was a position very few people ever find themselves in, but it was her situation, nevertheless. Her options were virtually unlimited.

Another reason for optimism was that she had received much of the best from Suzanne, both physically and in her self-confidence. She was a naturally slender 5’8”, with a distinctively beautiful face and rich, shoulder-length black hair. She was athletic and healthy; she literally had not missed a day of school in her life.

Rachel was also headstrong and intelligent, if unfocused. She viewed her circumstantial freedom as directionless, instead of liberating. There was nothing she was excited about, nothing she was anxious to pursue. She was a classic case of someone needing to find themselves. It was only nine days since she lost her mother, and it was still very easy to think of her and be overwhelmed.

It was also easy to think of her and be disturbed and confused. She continued having nightly dreams that defied description, all connected with her mother. Sometimes, Suzanne would be in the dream with Rachel, explaining that everything would be all right, that things were happening as they were meant to, and that Rachel should try to relax and let things develop as they should. Trouble is, the things that were developing were the other dreams, the ones in which Rachel seemed to have Suzanne’s identity. Those were freakish.

In some, through a moving series of images and situations, she was in another time, without civilization of any kind, living like a cave dweller with a man she knew as her partner, then her enemy, then, she wasn’t sure what. And all as if through Suzanne’s eyes, experiencing the whole thing as Suzanne.

There were other, more terrifying dreams as Suzanne, dreams where she cavorted wildly and had sex with huge numbers of unknown men, then somehow gave birth to litter after litter of fantastically horrible creatures. Not a biological birth through conventional physical means, but more of an unnatural spawning of the spirit that nevertheless created very real beings. It was bizarre.

Even those dreams were not the worst, though. There were also intensely distressing dreams where she herself was one of the creatures; in fact, something like their queen, and a ghastly one, killing people and tearing out their hearts. Rachel felt herself transform into the macabre demon as she held a person in a hug, while a set of razor-fanged jaws thrust forward from her chest and ripped her victim’s heart out, leaving them to fall in a lifeless heap. It was vivid, repulsive, and horrifying. She'd wake up in a panic, sweating and uncovered, sometimes not even still in the bed.

As if having such dreams wasn't disturbing enough, the part that had her doubting her mental stability was these images weren't just in her dreams. They would come to her at unpredictable times while she was awake as well. When they did, sometimes they seemed like memories of things that happened in her own past, and sometimes they took over her entire conscious awareness, placing her in a different reality in her mind.

She could be sitting at the kitchen table, but everything she saw and felt was as if she was in a prehistoric outdoor location, or a setting like ancient Egypt, or some nondescript environment surrounded by clouds. Her conscious perceptions were completely hijacked by these waking dreams. It made her feel she wasn’t in control and couldn’t trust herself to think clearly.

Rachel understood she needed to make decisions, but it was difficult to force her way forward, and that in itself was irritating. She found herself hoping something would happen that pointed her one way or another. Not because she was naturally reticent. With the psychological calisthenics she was going through, she lacked faith in her own ability to make good choices. Her personality was typically more willful, so, besides the mild depression, feeling depressed made her angry.

In her constantly unsettled emotional state, sometimes the house seemed like a refuge, other times confining. Feeling the latter, Rachel was taking a walk and letting the cool, early evening air fill her head. She had aimlessly strolled about seven blocks from her house when she found herself approaching an elderly woman removing groceries from the trunk of her car, in her driveway. The woman’s name was Ruby Carver, but Rachel hadn't seen her before. No surprise, as she wasn’t yet familiar with the neighborhood. There was a garage farther back at the end of the driveway, but Ruby had parked well short of that. She was moving deliberately, stopping to sort groceries into bags a different way than the store packer did, then lifting some slowly out of the trunk.

Rachel was not naturally gregarious enough to greet the woman any given day, but today she needed a little something different to distract her. “Hi, there,” she said.

“Hello,” replied Ruby.

Rachel continued with some small talk. “Car problem?”

“What?”

“Nothing. I just meant you stopped here, but the garage is back there.”

Ruby realized now what Rachel was asking about. “Oh, no,” she said, “It’s just shorter from here into my kitchen through the front than from the garage in back. I don’t like traipsin’ back and forth from there.” While Rachel was wondering why the only people who traipse are over sixty, Ruby added, with a smile, “I guess I bought too much stuff.”

Rachel felt something strange inside, and blurted out, “You want some help?”

“What’s that?”

“I’d be happy to take a load inside for you,” Rachel continued.

Ruby was immediately appreciative. “Oh, that would be very kind of you, dear.”

Rachel wasn’t really sure why she offered to help. Not that she was averse to it; she just hadn’t specifically intended to say that. She felt like she did so involuntarily. Having offered, though, she was committed, so she stepped toward the trunk of Ruby’s car, checking out the contents. “Looks like we can get it all, between the two of us,” she said.

“Are you sure?” Ruby answered.

“Oh, yeah. I’ll get the heavy stuff.”

They got Rachel set with the canned goods and other heavier groceries, and Ruby had some chips and bread, with one free hand for keys and such. Ruby got the trunk closed, then the two of them went up the short front steps to the door. As Ruby got her key ready and unlocked the door, Rachel started up some more chat.

“Nobody else here to help you?” she asked.

“No,” Ruby replied, “My kids and their families are still up north. They thought I’d be better off down here where it’s warmer.” They were stepping inside the house by now. “I told them I’d be better off where I can see them more often, but they won, so, here I am.” She flipped on a light. “This way, dear.” They were only a few steps from the dining room table, which was just off the kitchen. Ruby was right, of course; this was much shorter than coming in from the garage. For carting more than one load of groceries, coming in the front was the smarter choice. “Just put everything on the table there.”

“Are you sure?” said Rachel.

“Oh, yes. I can get it all from there, now that it’s inside.”

Ruby went the extra few steps into the kitchen to put down the chips and bread, while Rachel was setting her load down on the dining room table. Ruby stepped back into the dining area, saying, “Thank you so very—”

She stopped because Rachel raised her sweatshirt above her chest and held Ruby in a bear hug. Rachel had lost control of her actions. It happened instantaneously, as soon as she put down the groceries. She knew what she was doing, but was unable to change it.

Rachel was terrified.

She was Suzanne. The essence, the soul of her mother somehow usurped her muscle control. It took hold as a presence, a personality Rachel could feel. Rachel was still aware, but merely observing what her body did under Suzanne's control. With no idea how, she was undeniably Suzanne at that moment.

She also felt a ravenous, inhuman hunger of both body and soul. There were unspeakable, horrible urges to destroy Ruby Carver, urges somehow inside her but not hers.

She couldn't stop it.

Ruby stared in horror into Rachel’s eyes. Those eyes became intense, her irises a deep red. In fact, Rachel’s entire face changed. She looked evil, her features demonically pronounced.

Rachel felt repulsed. Suzanne took enormous, fiendish glee in this, and Rachel knew it. Impossible. But it was happening.

Ruby twitched.

Still powerless against Suzanne's control, Rachel relaxed her hug and gave Ruby a tiny push. She fell away limp and collapsed to the floor, revealing an astonishing sight.

 A hideous appendage protruded from Rachel’s torso. It resembled a shaft of skinless muscle, roughly three inches thick and eight inches long. At the end, a pair of fearsome, razor-toothed jaws.

In those jaws, dripping with blood and fluid, gleamed Ruby Carver’s heart.






Chapter 4

 

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Rachel lay in bed horrified and stunned by her thoughts of what happened the night before. It seemed it was over as quickly as it began. She didn’t even feel the changes in her face, which returned to normal within a few moments after Ruby fell to the floor. Weirdest of all, the appendage, holding Ruby’s heart, simply retracted into her body. The appendage, the heart, everything just assimilated inside her and left no trace at all.

As it did so, she felt a strange, warm influx of energy that satiated the bizarre hunger, but there was something else with it. She sensed that, with the heart, Suzanne somehow acquired Ruby’s entire life experience. All her memories, knowledge, everything that made Ruby who she was, became incorporated into Suzanne’s being. Rachel knew she was not feeling the totality of that experience—that was Suzanne's—but she was aware it happened. She was also aware that Suzanne took immense pleasure in it.

Then, Rachel’s consciousness and voluntary control became completely hers again. Just like that, with no trace of Suzanne or any of the wild feelings going on. In that same moment, Rachel became incredibly fatigued. She fell to hers knees, then flopped her hips to one side and sat on the floor, propping herself on her arm. She nearly blacked out.

Rachel lifted her head up and saw Ruby lying lifeless, and the horror of it jolted her. She needed to get out of there immediately. She was panicking. She began to hyperventilate, but maintained enough to crawl to the door. She reached up and opened it, then sat again for a moment, looking outside and taking a few breaths of the evening air through the screen door. She really needed to leave, but she needed to gather some energy first.

Without looking behind her again, she got to her feet, then slowly stepped outside. Once the doors were closed and she was walking to the street, she hoped she looked normal enough not to call attention to herself. She didn’t see anyone, but felt as self-conscious as a walking neon sign.

All she had the strength to do was get back home and get to bed. She could not remotely come to grips with the idea that Ruby Carver was dead, her heart torn out as if by a wild animal. It happened mere moments before, but she was already in complete denial. Possessed by her dead mother? Ripping someone's heart out with a thing sticking out of her chest? Pff—a no-brainer. She was hallucinating.

Now, the next morning, the thoughts of it were awful. So, this is what insanity is like, thought Rachel. She couldn't keep from dwelling on it, and the more she did, the more it bothered her that it felt like memories.

Her discomfort mounted toward a crescendo, then, in a moment, clarity swept over her again. What in the world was she confused about? People don’t lose control of their muscles like a puppet. They don't kill other people hugging them and ripping their hearts out. That’s impossible. As real as those things felt, they just don’t happen. Period.

She must be sick, must have a fever of some kind, that creates hallucinations. Rachel hadn't been sick in her memory, so she really didn't know what it felt like, and obviously, this was a unique sort of illness if it created fake experiences in your mind. Yes, that was it. She just needed to stay home and rest, and she'd get over this.

She got out of bed and went into the bathroom to get her day started. First stop was at the mirror, as always, and she looked again at her stomach and rib cage. She passed her hand over the skin. Everything felt normal. Everything looked normal. No jaws, no hearts, nothing. Yes, this was silly. People have hallucinations. She’d rather not, but she did, and that’s clearly all it was. She got showered and dressed.

As Rachel stepped back into the living room, she heard a knock at the door. It startled her. She didn’t know anyone.

She stood still a moment to see if they would give up and go away. Another knock. She wasn't sure what to do, then remembered the windows in the den, around the corner from the living room. She could check who was at the door, without calling attention to herself. She moved there quickly and smoothly, and looked out.

There was one middle-aged man in a polo shirt and slacks. Didn’t seem like a cop, or a Jehovah’s Witness, and he didn’t have a vacuum cleaner with him. He knocked a third time, which meant he was probably there specifically for her, not to offer a new roof. She took a breath and went back to the living room.

She cautiously cracked the door, chain intact, and the man introduced himself as Jason Caldwell. He explained that he and Suzanne were old acquaintances, wondering if he could come in for a few minutes. Rachel was actually rather curious, having never met an “old acquaintance” of her mother’s before, but was wary of how such an acquaintance could be there in town. A little too coincidental. She said no.

Jason quickly apologized for the intrusion so soon after her loss, but assured Rachel that he was every bit as surprised to find out Suzanne was in the same city. Coincidence aside, Suzanne knew he was there and contacted him. He produced the postcard and showed it to Rachel.

At that point, Rachel figured it was a little too much trouble for your average molester to go to. The way she things were going, she had little to lose. She let him in.

The front door opened into a corner of the living room, and as they stepped in, Rachel asked Jason just how he'd known her mother.

“It was before you were born,” he said, adding, “when she was a student.”

This visit was almost instantly taking her mind off last night's experience, and she felt more normal in the conversation. “You were a teacher of hers?” she said.

It was close enough to suffice for the moment. “Yes. At a field excavation in Texas.”

This meant nothing to Rachel. “What?”

“We were investigating an archaeological site in Texas.”

Rachel was still confused. “In high school?”

Jason quickly realized that, whatever Suzanne presented to Rachel as her background, it wasn’t what he knew it to be. He also decided he didn’t want to deal with reconciling it. Not yet, anyway. He replied, “Um, yes, a summer field trip for her class. They spent a week with us.”
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