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      Dear Reader⁠—

      Oracles have been around for a long time. But the tarot might be just as ancient. Most people believe the tarot originated as a courtly card game in Italy during the Renaissance. But there are others who believe the tarot is much older than that. In fact, some believe the tarot was used as a divination tool in ancient Egypt—when priests and pharaohs consulted powerful oracles to see what the future held for the Land of the Nile.

      Even Alexander the Great traveled hundreds of miles across the Sahara Desert to speak with the Oracle of Siwa, seeking proof that he was the Son of God. Some ancient oracles used tiny figurines of boats to cast the future. Some used bones. But the greatest oracle of all time, The Oracle of Avaris, used a special deck of tarot cards known today as The Forbidden Tarot. They were a rare deck of cards, covered in gold leaf and symbols on one side, and inscribed with fantastic pictures of gods and monsters on the other.

      Records suggest that the Oracle of Avaris was not an Egyptian, but was a beautiful woman stolen from her home across the “great green sea” (which we now know to be the Atlantic Ocean), and held prisoner in the Temple of Set. She alone could foretell the future with infallible accuracy, and she brought great power and wealth to the followers of Set.

      But what of The Forbidden Tarot? All records of the cards have been lost. All that remain of the magic tarot are tales told of people who have set eyes upon the cards and suffered the consequences—raising gods or monsters who stepped into their lives and either exalted them or destroyed them.

      Yes, Egypt is a land of mystery, but not as mysterious as the legendary Forbidden Tarot. Come with me now, to the dark side of the Land of the Nile….

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my husband, Garry,

        who has opened the world to me in many ways.

        and to my daughter, Camille.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In all chaos there is a cosmos,

        in all disorder a secret order.

        -Carl Jung (1875-1961)
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      Luxor, Egypt

      

      “Hurry, ladies!” The guide pointed toward the distant horizon. “The khamsin! The khamsin!”

      Twenty-eight-year-old Rae Lambers followed the line of the guide’s finger and saw a wall of darkness rising on the southwestern horizon of the Sahara Desert. Her younger sister Angie ran up beside her as the guide dashed away toward the temple. “What's he mean?” Angie asked. “What's a kom-seen?”

      “A desert windstorm.” Rae narrowed her eyes. A chill passed through her even though the Egyptian desert was a furnace that day, with the temperature at one hundred and fifteen degrees. The Luxor area had been suffering from an extended drought, and their entire vacation had been an endurance test. Even the oasis they had traveled to that morning had dried up—for the first time in centuries, according to their guide. A windstorm would only make the place more unbearable, and could very well endanger their lives. For Rae, who loved both Egypt and the relief it had brought to her physical condition, the weather was something to appreciate. But for her sister Angie, the oppressive heat was a constant source of complaint. She never wanted to set foot in the land of the Nile again.

      “Come on, Angie, we'd better run for it!”

      Gusts of wind buffeted their khakis as they hurried toward the tour bus. The quick pace sent spikes of pain through Rae’s knees and hips, but she said nothing and pressed on, trying not to hobble or grimace. She could see the two guides gathering up the others who had drifted off to view the old temple and the ruins of a sphinx. At another time, they would have had to run in a circular path, following the ring of palms bordering the water of the oasis. But the drought had dried up the water hole. They could cut straight across the bottom of the lake.

      Angie followed Rae, puffing and complaining, and struggling to run in her sandals. Her footwear was meant for show, not for the uneven terrain of a desert lake bottom. Plus, she had never been much of an athlete, even as a young girl.

      “Wait up, Rae!” Angie wailed. The wind whipped away her words.

      Rae looked over her shoulder at the same time the toe of her left boot struck something hard. The impact spun her off balance. She toppled forward, throwing her hands out to cushion her fall, and landed with a thump on the cracked mud squares of the lake bottom. As Rae rose to her feet and brushed the gray powder off her cargo pants, Angie wheezed to a stop beside her.

      “God, Rae,” her sister exclaimed. “You should watch where you’re going!”

      “There was something there.”

      “You could have broken a wrist.” Angie glanced anxiously ahead of them, checking to see if anyone had witnessed Rae's tumble.

      Rae flushed. Her medical condition had always been an embarrassment to her sibling, even though she did her best to hide her distress and not draw attention to herself.

      She'd experienced a great deal of pain in her life, beginning the moment she was born. When the doctor had spanked her, he had lost his grip on her slick ankles, and she had dropped to the floor. That tumble seemed to have set her up for a life of bad luck.

      Before the age of ten, she had broken both an arm and a leg. She had contracted every childhood illness. And then there had been the dark years after her mother had married Albert—the years she had put far behind her.

      Later, at fifteen, a demon had come to life within her, making her body do battle with itself, swelling her joints, burning her with fever, and dragging her down with fatigue. She often wondered if the darkness she had taken in during her early adolescence was still trapped inside her, sometimes lying dormant but sometimes raging out of control.

      Rae had trained herself to never make sudden movements, to lessen the chance of personal injury. What a healthy person might laugh off as a silly trip on an unseen step, Rae would experience as a burst of shooting pain in her spine and days of relentless discomfort in her neck. There were times she could not conceal the agony she endured when a big man crushed her fingers in an exuberant handshake, or a preoccupied person suddenly let a door swing shut on her outstretched arm. Often her joints could not withstand such jarring shocks, especially when she was in the midst of one of her spells.

      According to the doctors, there was nothing to be done, except for physical therapy and medication. She simply had to live with her condition. She could have told the experts that, even as an adolescent. Some things in life, especially the unspeakable things, had no cure.

      Angie on the other hand, sailed through life without a care. She was the consummate beauty, a natural blonde with a tall, svelte frame, uncommon grace, and startling large blue eyes. She was the type of woman who could look disarmingly feminine just taking out the garbage, and during high school she had garnered every title that had anything to do with beauty. She’d been homecoming queen, varsity cheerleader, Miss Marina Days, Miss Alameda, and winner of the Junior Miss pageant.

      Through all the twenty-something years together, Angie had been the sister everyone noticed while Rae was rarely remarked upon. Rae knew she might have been as beautiful as her sister, had it not been for her arthritis. But dealing with pain had faded her looks and doused her fire. Presenting a normal façade to the world sapped all her energy, leaving no reserves with which to play the coquette as her sister did. Rae’s hair was not quite as blond as Angie’s, not quite as shiny or thick, her frame was much more frail than Angie’s, her skin stretched a little too tightly over her cheekbones, and the celebrated Lambers eyes had been muted to an opaque navy blue by the wisdom that came with suffering.

      As a child, Rae had not resented her sister's good looks, because her illness had always set her apart from the rest of her peers, and she had grown up never expecting to participate as fully as the others. Now that Rae was an adult, she didn’t envy Angie at all, as she had come to realize the world of a beauty queen was not all roses and tiaras. There was a flip side to Angie's golden life—the unhealthy dieting, the unending maintenance of hair and nails, and the need to be loved and admired by men.

      Rae kept her life unencumbered and uncomplicated. Men were strictly outside the range of possibility.

      

      Thankful that she hadn’t hurt herself in the fall, Rae brushed the dirt from her palms. A strong gust of wind blew up, swirling the dust of the lakebed into a small funnel cloud. Something glittered near Rae's boot, catching her attention. Something glinted in the silt of the dried oasis. She had tripped on something, just as she had thought.

      “Wait, Angie, I did trip over something!” Rae bent down and brushed away the dirt near her toe. The corner of small golden box poked out of the silt. Curious, Rae lowered to her knees, grabbed a nearby rock, and started to scrape away the dried mud around the box, forgetting about her tender hands in her frenzy to see what she had found.

      “Rae! Come on!” Angie grabbed her right arm. “It’s just trash, like everything else in this godforsaken place!”

      “No, I think it’s something valuable!” Rae continued to dig. Bits of stinging sand struck the left side of her face, a harbinger of the gale to come.

      “The storm is getting closer! Come on!”

      “Go ahead. I'll catch up.”

      Angie heaved a big sigh and then took off at a run, her ankles twisting in her fashionable footwear and her designer scarf blowing out behind her like a flag.

      Frantically, Rae scraped away the silt until she could get a good grip on the box. It was the size of a small paperback. Sweat trickled down her neck and over her rib cage as she struggled to pull the small box out of the dried muck. When at last it broke free, she held it up, amazed to find the smooth metal box perfectly intact, even down to the thick rust-colored material that sealed its edges.

      The box was probably just an old cigar holder or something as equally modern, since it bore no telltale hieroglyphs or decoration of any kind. Still, she was curious to find out what it contained. Rae stood up, slipped the box into the side pocket of her cargo pants for later, and sprinted toward the tour bus. Fear of the storm outweighed her pain.

      Though she was a good runner when in remission, the loose sand impeded her progress. By the time she got to the bus, she could hardly make out basic shapes in the swirling sand and had to breathe through the sleeve of her shirt at the crook of her arm.

      “Miss!” The guide grabbed her and pulled her up the stairs into the bus. “You are making us all dangerous!”

      “Sorry!” Grains of sand swam beneath her eyelids and tears streamed down her face as she stumbled toward her seat. The bus lurched forward. Rae plunged toward her sister, nearly falling into Angie’s lap. The other tourists stared at her dusty hair and clothes, and one small Japanese woman tittered behind her hand.

      “Rae, just sit down,” Angie hissed, pulling her into her seat. “You're a sight! A mess!”

      “But I got it!”

      “So? You nearly got us killed.” Angie rolled her eyes and leaned back in the cracked leather seat. “God, I can't wait to have a nice cool bath.”

      And a drink, Rae wanted to add. She knew her sister probably wanted a drink even more than she wanted a bath, but if everything went as Rae planned, her sister’s unhealthy wants and needs would be replaced by a decent job and plenty of exercise. Once she got Angie away from the influence of her friends—especially Brent—the drinking and the drugs would stop. Rae was sure of it.

      This trip to Egypt was Rae’s way of showing Angie that she could exist—and happily—without her domineering boyfriend, Brent. Once Angie realized how Brent stifled her, perhaps she would leave him and move out west. Rae had always protected little Angie, and Brent was just another page in Angie’s tattered history of bad relationships.

      Rae decided to get her thoughts off her sister's problems and onto a more constructive subject. She patted the box concealed in her pocket. “I don't think it's that old, though,”

      “What's not old?”

      “The box. It’s not ornate enough to be an artifact.”

      “Rae, just once I'd like to hear you talk about hair conditioner or the state of your cuticles.”

      “I don’t find cuticles all that fascinating.”

      “But they’re something people can relate to. Cuticles are part of real life, Rae. Egyptian artifacts are not.” Angie closed her eyes and sighed again. “I tell you, I'm glad we’re leaving tomorrow. I really am. This place has done a number on my skin.”

      As her sister fell silent, Rae leaned back in her seat and ignored the hum of discomfort in her hands and feet. She listened to the khamsin as it howled around the lumbering bus, plunging their world into darkness.

      “Listen to that wind,” Rae whispered. “It sounds like someone crying.”

      Angie nodded without speaking or opening her eyes, and Rae returned her gaze to the darkness beyond the window of the bus. They would never outrun the storm. Soon, they would have to pull over and wait it out. She could feel the box pressing against her thigh. She would have to wait to investigate it as well.

      

      By the time they got back to the hotel, it was late afternoon. Angie collapsed onto the bed and called room service, ordering a gin and tonic for herself and an iced tea for Rae. As she put down the phone, she glanced at Rae, having felt her sister's dark regard.

      “It's only one, Rae.”

      “But you promised.”

      “My nerves are shot, that's all.” She rose and walked toward the bathroom, moving like a movie star in an old forties film. “It's not like I'm going to go on a binge or anything. Relax!”

      Rae frowned and dropped the subject, knowing that nagging her sister would not have any positive results.

      “We'll get cleaned up and then go find some dinner,” Angie continued, conveniently changing the subject. “How about that?”

      “Fine.” Rae slipped her hand into her pocket and drew out the box. She inspected the sticky seal, wondering if she held something valuable in her hands or just a piece of junk someone had tossed in a lake. But she wasn’t going to rip the box open. She knew enough about Egyptian artifacts and had enough respect for the cultures of ancient peoples not to blindly destroy an object just to satisfy her curiosity.

      Rae was aware of the sound of water running into the bath and Angie's voice as she droned on about all the things she was going to do when they got back to the States and all the things she was going to eat. Rae didn't listen to her sister's constant chatter. Instead, she reached for the letter opener at the writing desk and slipped it under the seal. Painstakingly, she ran the knife around the edge of the box, until the gummy paste came off in one long strip. Rae placed the strip on the desk blotter. Her heart pounded as she planted her fingertips on either side of the box to slowly pull the two pieces apart. They didn't budge. She tugged a little harder and felt the metal pieces slide apart.

      The smell of cardamom drifted up as she lifted the lid from its bottom half and revealed the contents. There in her hand sat a bundle wrapped in parchment and bound with copper wire, amazingly free of verdigris, knotted and sealed with more brown paste. The sheepskin was covered in lines of writing. Upon closer inspection, Rae recognized the script as a form of Aramaic, an ancient language from the time of the Dead Sea Scrolls.

      A second chill washed over her. What had she found?

      “Rae?” Angie appeared in the doorway of the bathroom, wrapped in a huge white towel, with her blond hair piled on top of her head. Wet tendrils stuck to her long neck. “Hello?”

      “Sorry. Did you say something?” Rae set the box on the desk and stood up.

      “I said, what do you feel like eating tonight?”

      “I don't know. Anything. “

      Angie drifted closer, gazing at the desk behind Rae. “You opened the box?”

      “Kind of.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, there's something in it that's all wrapped up. I'm not sure I should go any further.”

      “Why not?”

      “The writing looks pretty old. I think I should have someone look at it. It could be valuable.”

      Angie gazed down at the box. “It does look kind of old. Do you think it might be worth something? Some real money?”

      “Probably not money so much as knowledge of another time,” Rae mused, looking down at the box as well. “And that’s priceless.”

      “Right.” Angie dragged the towel from her head and shook her long mane of blond hair. “But it won’t buy a house.”

      Rae thought of the condo she lived in near the Berkeley campus, and how she longed to move into a real house, a place where she and Angie could build a new life. But living in the Bay Area was expensive, and a decent piece of property was impossible to buy on her salary as an assistant professor. Medical bills and student loan payments ate into her funds each month, leaving her with little to spare. As far as she could see, she would have to win a lottery to ever achieve her dream of buying a real home.

      A knock on the door interrupted her thoughts.

      “That would be our drinks,” Angie called gaily, ducking back into the bathroom.

      Rae reached for some coins in her pocket and walked to the door to get their refreshments. Then she took a quick shower while Angie labored at the mirror, applying her makeup and sipping her gin.

      

      In a much better mood after her bath and drink, Angie led the way through the hotel and out to the busy street, chatting constantly about what they should have as their last meal in Luxor. Should they go to the Moroccan restaurant they liked the best or try something new? Rae only half-listened as she searched the shop fronts for the antiques store she remembered seeing the day before.

      “There it is!” she exclaimed, nodding at the place across the street.

      “What?”

      “That antiques place. The one with that statue of Amenhotep that you liked.”

      “I don't want to go there now. I'm starving.”

      “Just for a minute. Before it closes. I want someone to have a look at the box.”

      “Don't you ever give up?”

      But Rae wouldn’t listen to her protests. She dragged Angie through the evening traffic just as the shopkeeper came out to close his store by pulling down a metal grate.

      “Sir!” she called. “Please! Wait!”

      The man paused and looked over his shoulder. He wore a dark red fez, a baggy Western-cut pinstriped suit, and a slight frown at the sudden appearance of two customers at closing time.

      “It is closing time,” he said.

      “I know, but could you spare just a moment, please?”

      “Is there something you wish to buy?”

      “Perhaps your time? We're looking for someone who can read Aramaic.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “We are trying to find someone who can read Aramaic. Do you know of anyone? Can you read it by any chance?”

      “Maybe.” He released his hold on the grate and turned to face them. His glance slid up and down Angie's white silk sheath. Twice.

      “Would you look at something for me?”

      “Miss, I do not even know you.”

      Angie reached into her purse. “Do you know this guy?” She held out a fifty-dollar bill.

      “Ah!” The shopkeeper's eyebrows shot up. He grinned. “This is an American for whom I have the deepest respect!”

      “I thought so,” Angie purred as she gave the money to him.

      “Come.” He swept them forward with an expansive gesture, and Rae followed her sister into the shop. Leave it to Angie to know how to get results from a man. They walked through a narrow aisle flanked by stacks of plaster statues, wooden furniture, and tall, brightly painted urns. The shopkeeper bustled behind his counter and placed both palms flat on the worn wooden surface. “Now, what is it you have that needs to be read?”

      “This.” Rae fished the box from her purse and carefully opened it, setting the bottom of the box and its contents on the counter while she held the lid in her hand. The shopkeeper leaned forward, squinting at the lines of tiny writing on the parchment. Rae stared at him as he studied the parchment, and waited without taking a breath, waiting for him to speak, but he remained silent. He would probably ask for more money if she pressed him.

      The shopkeeper reached for a magnifying glass and pulled a lamp closer.

      “I have never seen anything like this,” he remarked.

      Rae leaned forward. “Can you read it?”

      “I am trying! This is a strange form of Aramaic.” The shopkeeper frowned, concentrating. “Water,” he murmured, following the line with his finger, but not touching the parchment. “Soul. Dark. Lord. Otherworld? I am not certain of this word.”

      He looked up.

      “Where did you find this?”

      “Near the temple of Nut, at the oasis there.”

      He studied the writing again. “Typhon, the Devil, The Dark Lord,” he whispered. Then he pushed the box toward Rae. “No! I will read no more of this!”

      “What?” Angie protested. “What's wrong?”

      “I read no more!”

      “But I paid you fifty American dollars!”

      “I give it back to you!” He slapped the money on the counter. “Leave, please, at once!”

      “But what does it say?” Rae asked, reaching for the bottom of the box. “What is it?”

      “This is the Forbidden Tarot.”

      “What the heck is that?” Angie asked.

      He ignored her question. “Throw the box into the Nile, miss. Do not open it. Do not look at it. Throw the cards into the river! They are cursed!”

      “Oh, come on!” Angie protested. “You’re joking. Right?”

      “Angie!”

      The shopkeeper backed away as if to distance himself from the box upon his counter. “Discard them, I tell you. Do not look upon them. One look and you open your soul to darkness. The parchment bears a warning. I am serious when I tell you this!” He backed against the wall, put his palms together and pressed his fingertips to his lips. “Allah be praised. Allah be merciful.”

      Rae believed him. The look of utter terror on his face was enough to convince her that he was telling the truth. To see a man driven to desperate prayer like this alarmed her. She put the lid on the box and pushed it closed.

      “Thank you,” she said, leaving the money on the counter. “Come on, Angie.”

      “Get rid of the cards!” he called after them. “In water!”

      They hurried out onto the street, where the dying summer light startled them back to reality.

      “Can you believe that guy?” Angie exclaimed.

      “I think he was genuinely frightened.”

      “What did he say was in the box? The Forbidden Tarot?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tarot. You mean, like fortune-telling cards?”

      “I think so.”

      “What are you going to do with them?”

      “I don't know. I can't see throwing them into the Nile. They seem far too valuable for that.”

      “How about getting a second opinion?”

      “Maybe. But what if there is something evil about them? That man was really frightened, Ange.” Rae put the box back in her purse. “I've never seen anyone actually pray like that in real life. Only in movies.”

      “People around here are very superstitious, though, aren't they? There's probably nothing to be afraid of. Not really.”

      “As long as we don't open the packet.” Rae walked beside her sister, lost in thought. “Surely there will be an expert in San Francisco who will be able to read the script for us.”

      “And find a buyer for us. We could make a fortune, Rae! Think of the things you could do if you had some money!”

      “I'm not sure we'll get the box past customs, though.”

      “Customs? Shit.”

      “Maybe I should just toss them like he told us to. Leave well enough alone.”

      Angie stared at her. “Are you kidding me?”

      “You think I should keep them?”

      “Of course you should try to keep them.”

      “But I'm not sure of the legal ramifications of taking something like this out of the country. We could be thrown in jail.”

      “You worry about the weirdest things.” Angie rolled her eyes again, a gesture Rae had come to resent more than anything, as if her opinion and reasoning counted for nothing. “Come on, let's get dinner and then decide what to do.”
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      That evening as Angie packed her toiletries and numerous pairs of shoes, Rae sat at the writing desk resealing the box with the old paste she had kept. Angie looked up from her suitcase.

      “Why are you doing that?” she inquired.

      “I’m going to leave this box the way I found it.”

      “You’re not taking it back with you?”

      “No. As far as I figure, the risk is too great.”

      Angie stared at her in disgust, one hand on her slender hip. “You’re really something, Rae.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You come to Egypt, the land of your dreams, and you find something really interesting. Do you take a memento of a lifetime back with you to show that Dr. Gregory of yours? No. You believe the lame story some religious freak tells you, and you leave the treasure behind.”

      “It’s my choice, Angie.”

      “And that’s been the story of your life, too, hasn’t it, Rae? Always playing it safe. Never taking one adventurous step.”

      “I’ve learned not to take chances. Especially ones like this.”

      “That’s half the fun in life!” Angie threw a wad of bras and panties into her suitcase. “Learn to live a little!”

      Rae fell silent and trudged to her own much smaller suitcase. She had always played it safe. But that was her way. Through diligence and hard work, she had pulled herself up from a sordid childhood in a shabby house to a blossoming career at a prestigious university. Granted, she had never experienced a single love affair in her twenty-eight years, but what she had seen of love affairs—especially those of her sister—made her conclude that romance was highly overrated.

      However, that was not to say she was content with her life. During the last few months she had become increasingly aware that something integral was missing in her life. Something important was passing her by as she went about her daily routine. Yet she was too busy with her job and her writing to spend any time worrying about it.

      “You think you know everything.” Angie slammed her suitcase shut. “Always reading. Getting a Ph.D. Landing that teaching job. You think I’m an empty-headed party animal, don’t you?”

      “I never said that.”

      “But you can’t learn everything from books. There’s a lot you don’t learn in school.”

      “Such as?”

      “Learning to take what you want.” She reached for the box on the writing desk.

      “No!” Rae held up her hands. “Wait a minute, Ange-”

      “Learning how to see through the bullshit.” Angie pulled apart the two sections of the box.

      “Angie, don’t!”

      “Not being afraid of a bunch of wire and goop and some stupid writing!” She yanked at the copper wire, which broke apart with a ping. Rae stared in horror as her sister tore the parchment away and held up the deck of cards. “Here is your Forbidden Tarot, Rae. Here’s your Egyptian hocus-pocus! All it is, is a deck of cards!”

      She threw them on the floor at Rae’s feet, and the cards spewed out around her sandals like glossy leaves. Rae stood stunned by Angie’s tirade and the violation of the box. She looked down, her ears burning, her mouth dry, and was so angry with her sister that she couldn’t think of anything to say.

      “I don’t see any lightning bolt coming down to strike me,” Angie taunted. “I don’t see a huge crack in the earth coming to swallow me up. Do you?”

      “I can’t believe you just did that!”

      “Sometimes a person like you, Rae, has to be dragged kicking and screaming into the world of the living. You can’t always stand in the background, watching everything, thinking everything over!”

      Rae stared at her sister as Angie stepped closer. She didn’t know whether to laugh out of sheer relief that no cataclysm had occurred or to chastise her sibling for ruining what might have been a valuable Egyptian curio.

      Angie bent down, picked up a card, and held it in front of Rae’s nose before she could think to look away. “See? Scary, huh? Some naked crocodile with wings and a big dick. Ooh. Typhon, the Devil. I’m frightened.”

      Rae gaped at the card, compelled to look at the images she saw there—the green, bat-winged beast; two people with the heads of rams, their hair in flames, chains binding them together; broken columns; a serpent wriggling from the beast’s navel; and the creature’s large erect penis.

      She looked away, flooded by a wave of emotion that had nothing to do with the card in front of her. After all these years, she still could not sort out her emotional reaction to the naked male or even name it, as fear, hatred, revulsion, and shame boiled inside her—like bubbling tar she could never wash away. Sometimes she thought she could even smell the oozing blackness inside her.

      “See?” Angie continued, unaware of her older sister’s inner turmoil. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

      How innocent Angie was. Rae shook off her memories and glanced down at the cards scattered upon the floor. A feeling of doom settled over her. She was certain she and her sister had trespassed into territory far beyond their imaginations. But Angie, with her focus on the surface of things in her simple, uncomplicated world, would not understand such a sensation.

      “Help me pick up the cards,” Rae said, dropping to one knee.

      

      That night, Rae had a hard time sleeping. She kept waking up, worrying about the flight to come, worrying about the cards sitting on the writing desk, and thinking she saw shapes moving along the wall. The bones in her hands and feet throbbed. She longed to wake up her sister so she wouldn’t have to spend the endless hours alone but knew Angie would deride her for having an overactive imagination.

      When morning came, Rae rose, exhausted. But during the ensuing hours, no evil transpired. No one questioned them at customs. The plane left the terminal exactly on time. They didn’t crash at takeoff. No bombs exploded in Paris when they changed planes, no cloaked men followed them in the shadows. And when they parted ways in New York, Rae had forgotten all about the Forbidden Tarot.

      On board her final flight, Rae settled into her seat near the wing, ready for the last leg of her journey westward. She would miss her sister, but she also looked forward to the quiet time on the plane, and would use it as a chance to recover from the excitement of the last few days.

      But as she tightened the seat belt around her, she felt the pressure of someone staring at her. Curious, Rae glanced up.

      

      A slender man with ash brown hair and a tailored gray suit stood in the aisle looking down at her, his head slightly tipped to the left, one hand in the pocket of his trousers. Rae stared back, momentarily mesmerized by the unusual light gleaming through the slits of his silvery eyes. His expression was unreadable. She could not begin to guess what he was thinking, only that he regarded her with a frank, measuring interest.

      Rae knew that most men looked at women’s eyes, at their breasts or at their legs. This man seemed to be looking straight through her eyes to something lying hidden deep within her. What was he looking at? Rae’s mouth suddenly went dry, and she swallowed, unnerved that he might see through the well-honed façade of normalcy she struggled to present to the world.

      Before she could break from his stare, she saw his silvery regard glitter down to the sweater she had tossed on the middle seat.

      “Shall I stow your garment before I sit?” he asked. His voice was brusque, laced with an accent that hovered between German and French.

      “No, thank you.” She reached for the black sweater and pulled it into her lap. “It’s for later. I always get cold on planes.”

      “I see.” He glanced at her again. His sharp features and narrow, Flemish nose hinted at a northern European descent, and she guessed he might be Belgian or Dutch. Then he moved into the row and lowered his lean frame into the aisle seat. Rae realized he had asked her about the sweater, not because he wanted to sit in the middle seat, but out of sheer politeness. She was surprised to find thoughtfulness paired with such attractive features, having grown accustomed to the shallow self-absorption of beautiful people like her sister.

      He fastened his seat belt and looked at the side of her face. “It appears you’ve been somewhere hot, judging by that healthy tan you’ve acquired.”

      Surely he was joking. No one had ever used the word “healthy” in reference to her appearance.

      “I was in Egypt.” Rae fussed with folding her sweater, hoping he would take the hint that she was too busy to chat. She planned to rest and recuperate on the flight, not waste her energy talking to a complete stranger whom she would never see again.

      “Ah, Egypt.” He smiled. “I have not been there for many years. Was it your first trip?”

      “Yes.” She placed the sweater upon her knees and reached for the airline magazine. How monosyllabic would she have to be until he realized she didn’t wish to talk?

      “Did you enjoy it?”

      “I did.” She opened the magazine and flipped through the pages, not really seeing any of the pictures.

      He pressed onward. “And where did you go?”

      “Luxor mostly. My sister won a vacation in a contest.” She sent him a quick glance, wondering why he was so interested in her vacation.

      He nodded. “Excellent choice. Karnak, the Valley of the Kings, the tomb of Senneferi⁠—”

      “You’ve been there?”

      “Many times. I am particularly fond of the Land of the Black Earth.” He placed his right palm upon the armrest, and she noticed he wore a blood red carnelian surrounded by a dragon setting upon his smallest finger. “The people there have been very good to me at times.”

      Most tourists would have referred to Egypt as the Land of the Nile. Not many people knew the country’s real and ancient name. How odd that a fellow lover of Egypt should sit down beside her on a plane. Rae forgot all about the magazine in her hands and turned to glance at her companion.

      Though it was early in the day, his beard already shadowed his jaw, making him appear slightly unkempt and entirely masculine. His hair was longer than the conventional style, combed backward from his high forehead with plenty of pomade, and casually tucked behind his ears, at odds with the crisp edges of his sideburns and the elegant lines of his spotless suit. He seemed untamed and cultured at the same time, like a gunfighter posing as the CEO of a prosperous corporation—a provocative combination that intrigued her.

      “Do you go to Egypt on business?” she asked.

      “Of course.” He smiled again, and she noticed his teeth were small and well ordered in his sensual mouth. He seemed to have a lot of teeth. Or maybe it was just the way he smiled, a little bit off center and to the right. “But I always mix a bit of pleasure with business, to make life more interesting.”

      Then he winked at her, and a sudden, unfamiliar torrent of sexual awareness swept through Rae, so strong she felt pinned to her seat with it. Behind the metal clasp of her seat belt, she felt as if a comet had struck her, sending streams of pleasure through her belly and down her legs. She had never experienced such a strong reaction to a man. Stunned, she fumbled to close the magazine and stuff it back in the seat pocket, hoping if she kept her hands busy she could dispel the disturbing sensation coursing through her. What was wrong with her that made such lascivious thoughts creep into her mind?

      “Does flying make you nervous?” he asked, his voice softened by a knowing smile.

      “Yes,” she lied, still not looking at him. The only thing making her nervous was the all-too-close proximity of his long lean thigh and the corner of his broad shoulder. “Yes, it does.”

      “I have some medication you could take to ease your discomfort, if you wish.”

      Nothing but a bucket of ice water would help her now.

      “Thank you,” she answered, “but I’ll be fine once we’re in the air.” She looked back at him and tried to smile, but his knowing gaze only made her more upset.

      “Maybe, as they say, we will get lucky?”

      “Excuse me?” She couldn’t believe what she had just heard. Was he referring to the Mile High Club? Surely not with her.

      He chuckled. “I mean that maybe no one will sit in the middle. Yes?”

      “Of course.” Rae felt relief mingling with a strange sense of letdown. “More room for us.”

      “Exactly.”

      She glanced at the empty seat between them and could think of nothing she would have liked more than to have it filled with a nun or somebody’s grandmother, anything to neutralize this man’s disturbing presence. In the meantime, she would divert her attention by working on the second draft of her book, which she had stuffed in her carry-on bag. She bent down to retrieve the notebook containing her project, and for the rest of the flight immersed herself in work, the only thing in the world that made her feel whole and healthy.

      Though Rae tried to work, part of her mind was aware of the man to her left. His expensive watch glinted, distracting her, as he casually turned the pages of the Wall Street Journal. All of the flight attendants chatted with him whenever they passed down the aisle.

      When lunch was served, he took Rae’s meal from the attendant and handed it to her.

      “Your feast,” he commented wryly.

      “The usual, hmm?”

      “Chicken or pasta.” He nodded at the notebook on the spare seat. “Are you a writer?”

      “In my spare time.”

      “What do you write?”

      “Nonfiction. I’m working on a book.”

      “And what is the subject, if you do not mind my asking?”

      “It’s kind of specific—it’s about the undercurrent of mathematics and how it affected ancient cultures. Egypt in particular.”

      “Really?”

      “Mathematics is not just a bunch of numbers, but another language. Much more universal than spoken languages. And in a way, much more powerful.” She was probably boring him, but she couldn’t tell by his expression. He seemed interested. “That’s what I’m trying to convey in my book.”

      “Do you think such a manuscript will sell?”

      Rae shrugged. “That isn’t my objective. But for sure, it won’t hit the charts like a pop psychology number.” She gave him a quick smile.

      “Why do you not write such a book instead?”

      “And ruin my career?” She turned to face him. “Young math professors do not write pop psychology. Not if they want to get tenure.”

      “You are a math professor?”

      “Yes.” She opened the dressing packet for her crushed salad and was relieved to discover the joints of her fingers didn’t complain. “At UC Berkeley.”

      “How intriguing.” He sliced his chicken breast with a deft stroke. “I know a professor there. He’s in the history department, or was. He is retired now.”

      “One of my favorite people is a professor emeritus from that department. He inspired me to visit Egypt, as a matter of fact.”

      Rae smiled, thinking back on her strange relationship with Thomas Gregory, a man old enough to be her grandfather. For the past eight years she had kept in touch with Professor Gregory, but only by mail. She had invited him for coffee and for lunch many times, but he always turned her down, giving one excuse or another. His reluctance to meet face-to-face didn’t bother Rae, however. In fact nonthreatening Thomas Gregory was the only male she had allowed in her life. She’d heard rumors that Dr. Gregory was possibly suffering bouts of dementia or might be afflicted by an undiagnosed phobia. But she didn’t give much credence to gossip. He always sounded quite lucid and well balanced in his notes.

      The man next to her finished his chicken. “The professor I know was quite an explorer in his day.”

      “So was Dr. Gregory.”

      “Did you say Gregory?” Her companion laughed and his silvery eyes glittered and sparked. “I speak of Thomas Gregory as well!”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.” He leveled his glance at her, and she felt the same warm glow enveloping her. “Is that not peculiar?”

      “It’s a small world.”

      He held out his hand. “Simeon Avare.”

      Rae reached across the empty chair and allowed his smooth hand to gently press hers. His touch caused her no pain whatsoever.

      “Fay Rae Lambers.”

      “Fay Ray?” His level brows pulled together slightly. “As in the old movie?”

      She rolled her eyes. “King Kong. Yes. My mother was a big movie fan. Unfortunately, she wasn’t much of a speller.” She slipped her hand from his. “She spelled it R-A-E on my birth certificate. I was stuck with it.”

      “Why don’t you go by the name of Fay?”

      “When I was a kid, I thought Fay sounded like an old woman’s name.”

      “Not at all. Fay is a wonderful name.” Simeon pushed his tray aside. Rae noticed he’d only eaten the meat. Maybe that was how he stayed so lean. “Do you know what it means?”

      “Not really.”

      “It means touched in a special way.” His glance slipped down her body, and she sensed that he was evaluating her again. “Gifted with a special power. Usually magical.”

      “Well, that’s certainly not me!” She opened her cookie wrapper, and realized she was enjoying Simeon’s company more than she would have expected to. He made her feel good. Seriously good.

      “But it suits you.” His voice was like a soft caress along her arm.

      She glanced at him, and their eyes held for a long moment, until she blinked and broke off the gaze. Suddenly the cookie had no appeal. She lowered it to the tray while a redheaded flight attendant leaned over to take their trash.

      Afterward, Rae resumed her work, and Simeon read a magazine he had brought with him. She tried to concentrate but found it difficult, and not just because of the man sitting next to her. The more research she did for her book, the more she found herself drawn from the mathematics angle toward the history of Egypt—to the inbred families who had ruled for centuries, to the temples they had erected, and to the glorious panoply of their gods. She constantly had to force herself back to the theme of her book, and was finding it increasingly difficult to write.

      Given a choice, she would have jumped into a historical treatise of Egypt instead of the math-based book she was working on. But she was not a history teacher. She was a calculus professor, and she had a career to forge. Her only success in life had come from her skill with numbers, and she was not about to switch gears now that her career was taking off and she was just beginning to pay her bills. Egypt and all its mysteries would have to remain a hobby. An interest. Nothing more.

      She and her seat companion did not speak again until the plane touched down and they had disembarked. At the gate, Simeon turned to her and extended his hand.

      “I am pleased to have met you,” he said, shaking her hand again.

      “And I you.”

      “I have come to San Francisco to see Dr. Gregory, actually. Perhaps I can arrange a luncheon with the three of us while I am in the area.”

      “That would be nice, Mr. Avare,” she replied, although she didn’t hold out much hope for such an event, as she was well aware of Gregory’s reluctance to appear in public.

      “Until then.” He winked and smiled and, with a small wave, disappeared into the crowd of passengers heading down the corridor.

      Rae watched him go, while the cloud of warmth he had brought into her world cooled, leaving her feeling more alone than she’d ever been in her life. She frowned at the strange sensation. Loneliness was something she had ceased to recognize. If she ever made reference to the quality of her quiet, single life, she preferred to call it solitude. And she liked her solitude.

      Perturbed by the emotional roller-coaster ride she had just taken on the plane, Rae adjusted the strap of her purse and stepped forward, expecting fatigue to drag her down. But as she walked toward baggage, she didn’t feel tired at all. In fact, she didn’t have any joint pain either. Maybe her trip to Egypt and the hot weather had sent her disease into remission for a while. How blessed that would be.

      

      UC Berkeley Campus

      

      On Monday, two days later, Rae walked toward her office after giving her first lecture of the day, picked up her mail, and was shuffling through the envelopes when the departmental secretary glanced up.

      “Why, Dr. Lambers, it’s you!”

      “Hi, Connie.”

      “Wow!” Connie rolled back in her chair to get a better view. “You look great!”

      “I do?”

      “Yeah.” Connie bobbed her head, bubbling with enthusiasm, an attribute Rae had admired the moment they had met nine months ago at the beginning of fall quarter. Coming to Berkeley had been a real milestone in Rae’s life. Rae had come from a poor family in a small town, and had gone on to earn a doctorate, teach at a prestigious university, and now she had her very own office and the assistance of a secretary— albeit one she had to share with the rest of her group. Not bad for a girl who had been born on the wrong side of the tracks. “Egypt must have suited you, Dr. Lambers.”

      “It did. I loved it.”

      “Did you go to a spa or something? You look so relaxed!”

      Rae glanced over the stack of letters at the twenty-year-old assistant, wondering why Connie was going on about her appearance. “It must be the tan.”

      “No, there’s something else. You look really different.”

      Rae touched her gaunt cheek. She hadn’t noticed an outward change in her appearance, but she had noticed a spring in her step that had never been there before, and a general feeling of well being. Perhaps that was the difference Connie saw in her.

      “Do you have pictures of your trip? Slides to show?” Connie continued.

      “If you really want to see them.”

      “I love slide shows. I know that’s weird.”

      “Not at all.” Rae smiled at Connie. “I’ll bring them in when I get them developed.” She turned for the door of her private office.

      “Oh, and Dr. Lambers?”

      Rae paused and turned back around.

      “Did you hear the terrible news?”

      “What news?”

      “About Dr. Gregory—that old professor with the weird handwriting who wrote to you?”

      “What about him?”

      “He died over the weekend.”

      “What?” Rae felt her sense of well-being vanish as the news sent her entire body into shock. She lost her grip on the envelopes in her hand. They plummeted to the ground.

      “He died.” Connie hurried to help her retrieve the mail. Rae thanked her, overwhelmed by the shocking news.

      “How did it happen?”

      “They think it was natural causes. Wasn’t he ninety or something?” Connie handed her the last envelope. “He collapsed at his desk. The cleaning lady found him this morning.”

      “My God.” Rae looked at the wall behind Connie and her vision blurred. She had planned to call him that morning, to ask if he wanted to see the strange box she had found in Luxor. “Thomas⁠—”

      

      Just before her last class of the day that afternoon, as Rae caught up with her numerous e-mails, she was interrupted by Connie’s pert rap on the door.

      Rae turned from her computer screen. “Yes?”

      “There’s someone here to see you.” Connie smiled and wiggled her eyebrows. “A Mr. Avare?””

      Simeon Avare?” Rae caught herself flushing. “Show him in.”

      She took off her glasses and set them aside as Connie ushered in the man Rae had met on the plane. Just like on the plane, he was dressed in a well-tailored suit and tie, although this time he wore dark green, which appeared almost black in the filtered light of her office.

      Connie stood behind him and gave Rae two thumbs-up and a huge grin, an antic that made Rae smile. She fought down the expression and struggled to retain a professional composure.

      “Mr. Avare,” Rae greeted, rising from her chair and extending her hand. “What a surprise!”

      “Fay Rae.” He winked and shook her hand. Once again, his personal magnetism coursed through her like heat therapy. “It took most of the afternoon to find you, but I finally tracked you down.”

      “I’m amazed you found me in this building. It’s a rabbit warren.”

      “That it is.”

      “Please.” She swept the air between them. “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you.” He sank to the blocky university-issue chair facing her. His designer suit and expensive loafers looked out of place against the worn upholstery.

      “Would you like coffee?” Rae asked. “Tea?”

      “Oh, no thank you. I do not wish to take too much of your time. You are probably busy?”

      “I have a class in five minutes.”

      “Then I will be brief.” He leaned forward. “I assume you have heard about Thomas Gregory?”

      “Yes. Only this morning.”

      “Unfortunate news. Unfortunate.”

      “I know. I will miss him. A lot.”

      Simeon nodded and glanced out the window, his face troubled.

      “Did you have a chance to see him?” Rae asked.

      “We were to meet today.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He turned back to face her. “He told me he had something that belonged to me. That he would give it to me when we met.”

      “Do you know what it was?”

      “I have an idea what it might have been. But I have no way to get into the house now, especially with all the police about.” He sighed and his glittering eyes met hers. “You do not have access to his house, do you?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      He sighed again and a frown of frustration creased the corners of his well-formed mouth. “Well, perhaps he will mention me in his will. Or his heirs will allow me to look through his possessions.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Why is that?”

      Rae shook her head, thinking about the despair Thomas had suffered regarding his son, from whom he had been estranged for more than fifteen years.

      “I doubt Dr. Gregory’s son will indulge anyone who has the slightest interest in his father’s things.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Michael Gregory despised his father’s interest in Egypt.”

      “You know this Michael Gregory?”

      “We went to high school together. But he was a jock.”

      “Jock?” Avare asked, seemingly confused as to the meaning of the word.

      “An athlete. Our paths did not cross very often.” Their paths had crossed at one time, but that was before the dark days with Albert began, before her world had spiraled down into fear and shame, and before she had shut off her feelings. It had been the only way to survive. “I was a nerdy little bookworm.”

      Avare shot her a small smile, and his glance flitted over her again as if to reassure him that she was no longer a nerdy little bookworm.

      “Do you think you could talk to this Michael for me?”

      “I haven’t seen him for ten years.”

      “I see.” Simeon’s expression hardened with disappointment as he rose to his feet.

      “I’ll see what I can do, though,” Rae put in.

      “I would appreciate it.” He reached into the breast pocket of his suit coat and retrieved a white card. “Here is where I am staying. Would you please let me know where the funeral service will be? I would like to attend.”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      She took the card. He was staying at the Hyatt in San Francisco, which was an appropriate choice for someone who loved Egypt. The architecture of the Hyatt, with its multitude of sloped causeways, had always reminded her of an Egyptian temple.

      She walked around her desk to show him out. “I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing.”

      “Oh, it was not all for nothing.” He looked down at her and smiled in his warm fashion. “Especially if you will have dinner with me some evening. Perhaps Friday?”

      “That would be nice.” Rae flushed with pleasure as her heart did a little flip-flop. Her body wanted to jump into this man’s arms, but her head told her to run far, far away. Men were dangerous. They wanted things from females that she had no intention of giving. And having this particular man—with his worldly charm and good looks—take an interest in her did not make sense.

      She held up the card he’d given her, using the piece of paper as a lame self-defense mechanism. She should be ashamed of herself. “I’ll call you when I find out about the funeral.”

      “Thank you. I shall leave you to your students now.”

      She watched him walk past Connie, tell her good-bye, and then close the door behind him. As soon as he left, Connie jumped to her feet.

      “Who was that?” she exclaimed, her eyes wide.

      “Someone I met on my trip. Simeon Avare.”

      “What a hottie!”

      Rae looked at the doorway through which Simeon just passed, and could almost see a residual glow hanging in the air, the fallout from his electric presence. She looked down at the card, knowing she would call him.

      “Connie,” she said, slipping the card into her pocket. “Find out where the service for Dr. Gregory will be, would you?”

      “Aye, aye, Captain!” Connie replied.
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      That same afternoon a registered package arrived from an attorney in San Francisco. Curious, Rae opened the padded envelope and emptied a CD, a key and a letter onto her desk.

      She opened the letter first.

      Dear Dr. Lambers,

      This compact disk is being sent to you upon the occasion of the death of Thomas Gregory. As executors of his estate, we were instructed to impress upon you the importance of the message contained in the CD. Please do not show the contents of this package to anyone until you have viewed the CD.

      In addition, Dr. Gregory requested your presence at the reading of his will, which will take place Friday, July 29, at 3 p.m. at our office⁠—

      

      Rae lowered the letter in her hand. What a strange turn of events. What kind of message could Thomas Gregory need to give her from beyond the grave?

      Still, she would take him seriously. Rae shut her office door for extra privacy, and slipped the CD into her computer. Only one file showed on the disk. She double-clicked it, and an image of Thomas Gregory filled her monitor screen.

      “Good day, Miss Lambers.” He stood by his desk in what she guessed was his library. He always called her Miss Lambers, even in e-mails to her. Many times she had asked that he call her Rae or Fay Rae, but he never dropped the formality. Perhaps it was his way of keeping his distance. Rae respected that. She was a person of boundaries herself.

      Rae stared at the vision of Thomas Gregory. She hadn’t seen him since her undergraduate days and was appalled by his appearance. He had wasted away to skin and bones. Though he had once been as tall as his basketball-playing son, he had shrunk to what looked like Rae's height of five and a half feet, with no more than 130 pounds of weight on his spare frame. His face was a road map of wrinkles, permanently darkened by many years spent working as an amateur archeologist on digs in Egypt and the Middle East. His hair, still as thick as a young man’s, had turned completely white.

      “If you are viewing this, my dear, you must know that I am dead.”

      He raised a glass of water from his desk and toasted her.

      “And if I haven’t contacted you any other way than this crude movie—then so much for life after death.” He grinned, but his expression was hollow. Without drinking any of the water, he replaced the glass upon the desk blotter, and slowly took a seat. She could tell that his bones creaked with the effort and felt a wave of empathy for the old man.

      “You might be wondering why I’ve sent you this.”

      Rae leaned closer, finding it difficult to hear the audio track. A trickling sound muffled his voice. She scanned the video and noticed a little fountain on the far corner of his desk. The poor old guy must not have realized how much noise the small water feature would make.

      “—but you are the one person in the world who might not think I am crazy for what I am about to say.”

      Rae fussed with the volume setting while Thomas Gregory took a sip of the water and toasted her with the glass again. Though she turned up the volume, the audio track was still muffled by the sound of running water. Thomas continued.

      “Many people think I had a nervous breakdown years ago, and that is why I closed myself up in this house. But it isn’t true, Miss Lambers. I stay in this house to protect what I brought home from Egypt, especially during my last visit there. I cannot tell you what I protect, specifically, and I cannot tell you why, because I cannot take the chance of this video being viewed by the wrong person. The only thing I can tell you is this: there are those in the world who, should they come into possession of a particular object held inside this house, could possibly cause complete havoc on earth.”

      Thomas Gregory laced his bony fingers around the glass and pulled it toward him. “Do not take me lightly, Miss Lambers. It is imperative you use the key delivered in the packet you received to gain entrance to my house in Alameda. You must remain in the house. You have a good heart, a pure heart, and it is such a heart as yours that can protect the world from an ancient evil. Do not leave the house unless it remains in the hands of someone you know well and trust implicitly. Do not leave the house empty.”

      He toasted her again and took a sip of the water. “If you are viewing this video, then I must not have completed my research. I must not have discovered what will render the object powerless.”

      “I implore you, Miss Lambers, to think back on our recent telephone conversation, about the Rosicrucians. In that conversation are clues to what I am referring. I uncovered something in Egypt that was never meant to be unearthed. And I have paid the price for interfering. I beg of you, Miss Lambers, to do your best to keep the world from the evil I have unearthed.”

      Then he took a pen from his desk drawer and dropped it in the water glass.

      He looked up at the camera and bowed his head slightly. Then, in a totally uncharacteristic manner of speaking, he delivered an Elvis impersonation, “Tank you, tank you very much.”

      The video went black. Rae sat back in her chair, shocked, alarmed, and perplexed. What a strange video! She knew now why some people whispered that Dr. Gregory wasn’t in complete control of his faculties. What had he been doing for the last twelve years, sequestered in his old house?

      She leaned forward and played the movie again.

      

      All through Rae’s last class of the day, she could not keep her mind off the strange video Thomas Gregory had sent to her.

      Instead of lingering for questions as she usually did, Rae unhooked her laptop, picked up her notes, and hurried out of the lecture hall. She had the most compelling urge to drive to the Gregory house, so strong in fact that she didn’t stop to chat with Connie as she grabbed her purse, shut her office, and hurried out to her car. If she made good time, she’d have an hour to look at the house before she had to leave for her volunteer job in Oakland.

      Fifteen minutes later, Rae drove her Jetta through the underwater tube that connected the mainland with the island of Alameda. She came up from the darkness of the tunnel to the familiar burst of sunlight, and made the curve toward the center of the island, her old hometown, and a place she hadn’t visited in ten years.

      Rae watched the sights of her youth pass by—the old Alameda High School, home of the Alameda Hornets, with its Greek Revival architecture, Washington Park with the line of palms bordering the main street, Pagano’s Hardware—an old-fashioned family-owned store that stocked everything from car repair items to supplies a person might want on an Antarctic expedition—and Z’s, the little tavern where her mother and Albert had spent most of their Friday and Saturday nights. Traffic was light on the island, with lots of people riding bikes and walking their dogs along avenues lined with massive sycamore trees whose branches met high above, shrouding the streets in dappled shadows.

      Any other person might have viewed the island as a peaceful backwater, a place to retire or raise a family. But Rae had lived through the inverted version of Alameda. The closer she got to the old neighborhood, the tighter she clenched her jaw. She wouldn’t drive to the rundown part of town, the shabby houses by the now defunct packing plant where she had lived during her childhood. She had no desire to revisit bad memories.

      But she had a great desire to visit the good ones, especially the Gregory house, and especially after viewing Thomas’s curious video.

      Within minutes, she came to the intersection that marked the perimeter of the Gold Coast, the portion of the island that boasted blocks of graceful Queen Anne mansions, neatly painted Italianate stuccos, and squat Craftsman bungalows. The area had once been the summer retreat of wealthy San Franciscans but was now an enclave of newer money, fueled by the high-tech industry of nearby Silicon Valley. The Gold Coast had always represented the good life to Rae, a place of solid families where she envisioned people gathered around huge kitchens filled with wonderful grandmothers and aunts and uncles laughing and joking, with fresh-baked cookies stacked on plates and well mannered dogs sitting upon window seats, fresh flowers in the living room and clean towels put out every day.

      The Gold Coast world was totally dissimilar to the life she’d known as a child, where she would often struggle to get to sleep at night while couples fought, either her own mother and stepfather or the people next door.

      Frowning, Rae headed toward Chisholm Avenue, driving the route she had walked after school so many times, when she had dawdled in the library or in the park, anything that would keep her from going home. She didn’t mind the punishments for being late, as long as she could avoid Albert, who worked the night shift and was usually home in the afternoon.

      Shaking off her memories, Rae drove to the Gregory house and parked. For a moment, she sat in the car and looked up at the mansion, wishing someone had left lights on in the house, for it looked dark and forbidding in the late afternoon, especially when compared to the rest of the gaily painted houses on the block.

      She was surprised at how wild the landscape had grown during the years she’d been away. Two immense pines dwarfed the front tower, unchecked camellias and jasmine blocked the sun from the lower windows, and mounds of bougainvillea smothered the rails of the large wraparound porch.

      Rae slipped through the half-open iron gate, walked up the narrow sidewalk and climbed the front steps, pausing for a moment at the top to allow the discomfort in her hips to pass as she took out Dr. Gregory’s key. She couldn’t help but notice the wood of the front door was weathered, badly in need of refinishing, and the cream-colored paint on the windowsills was cracked and curled. Whatever Thomas had been doing for the last twelve years, he certainly hadn’t spent any time on maintenance.

      The state of the house alarmed her. What strange passion had kept Thomas Gregory from tending to his valuable piece of property and induced him to swear off human relationships? Had Thomas gone completely mad?

      Still, this was the Gregory house, a place of wonder for her as a child, a gingerbread mystery, a house and a way of life that had inspired her. And now she—Fay Rae Lambers—was about to pass over the threshold of the Gregory house, just as she had dreamed of doing since she was six years old.

      The slight pain in her hip forgotten, Rae slipped the key in the lock and opened the door of the house. For a moment, she could see nothing of the foyer in front of her, because the closed draperies plunged the front rooms in shadow. She closed the door behind her while her eyes adjusted to the gloom, and then glanced around, only to suck in a sudden breath.

      “Oh, my God!”

      The Gregory house had been vandalized.

      Every room was a jumble of overturned furniture, toppled sculpture, spilled books, dishes, and papers. Even the large staircase in front of her was a cascade of boxes, crates, paintings, and clothing. It looked as if a tornado had passed through the house.

      Then she heard a thump in the dining room on her right and saw a flash of light. The vandals must be still in the house. Rae whirled to reach for the knob of the front door, but before she could pull the door open, someone grabbed her elbow and yanked her backward.

      Yelping in pain and fright, Rae lost her balance, but her attacker kept her on her feet by clutching her upper arm in a firm grip that sent shards of agony spiking into her shoulder. He held her at such a height her feet barely touched the floor.

      “Not so fast!” a deep voice barked, pointing the beam of a flashlight into her face. The light blinded her. She blinked.

      “Let go!” She jerked at her arm and tried to kick the man’s shins. “Let me go!”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Let me go! You’re hurting me!”

      “And you’re trespassing!”

      “I am not!”

      His grip loosened somewhat, but he did not release her arm.

      “Let me go!” Rae’s initial fear turned to anger at being manhandled. There was no reason for anyone to be holding her against her will like this. Not since Albert had she allowed a person to violate her personal space. A cold sweat passed over her as her rage mounted. She threw a hand up, shielding her eyes from the strong light in her face, trying to see her assailant. “And get that flashlight out of my eyes, dammit!”

      The man averted the beam, and she pulled out of his grip. She stumbled backward, rubbing her arm where he had grabbed her. She glanced at the man who now stood between her and the front door. As her eyes readjusted, she made out the tall, lean frame of a raven-haired man dressed in jeans and a dark blue shirt. He was much taller than she was, almost as tall as the door behind him. She raised her eyes to his face. Black hair, nearly black eyes, straight, grim mouth, and high, pronounced cheekbones. There was no mistaking who stood before her: Michael Gregory.

      Rae was struck by the way the sharp planes of Michael’s adolescent features and great beak of a nose had matured into a stark, well-balanced countenance. She had always considered him an attractive guy, but his mere good looks in high school had taken on a fierce, hard cast, as if an artist had taken a rough bronze and polished it to a glossy masterpiece.

      “Rae?” he gasped. “Rae Lambers?”

      “Yeah.” She was surprised that he remembered her name. She brushed away imaginary wrinkles from her sweater.

      “What are you doing here?” He snapped off the flashlight.

      “I came to see—” she paused, realizing it would be difficult to explain her presence without appearing like a common snoop. “I was a friend of your father’s.”

      Michael’s dark, dark eyes narrowed, and she saw his gaze flick over her.

      “Friend?” he asked.

      “And former student.”

      “At Berkeley?”

      “Yes.”

      His questioning gaze swept across her again, as if evaluating whether a friend of his insane father might be insane as well. But there was something more in his gaze, the opacity of past resentment.

      The hardness of his regard made her uncomfortable. “Your father asked me to look after the house, so I thought I’d come by.”

      “How’d you get in?”

      “He gave me a key.”

      “Did he?” Michael swept the air behind him. “Then do you know anything about this? How it might have happened?”

      “No.” She swallowed and glanced around at the debris. “This is the first time I’ve been in the house.”

      “Since he died?”

      “No. Ever.” She looked back up at Michael to find him staring at her again. The only thing about him that hadn’t changed in ten years were his eyes. She could still picture him in algebra class, staring at her until she looked over at him, wanting to know what she got on her test, and then teasing her good-naturedly if she missed more points than he did. Of all the students in the class, they were far and away the brightest and enjoyed an ongoing friendly competition.

      But the older they became, the less frequently Michael got to tease her, because Rae almost always achieved a perfect score. In fact, sometimes he would even call her at home to ask what she’d got for an answer on a difficult extra-credit question in their homework. But that had been before Albert arrived in her life, before she’d had to erect boundaries around herself because she was afraid someone might look at her too closely and realize something was wrong. It was before the infamous Day of the Dark Blue Dress.

      After the Day of the Dark Blue Dress, the phone stopped ringing, and Michael left her to her silence while he joked around with the other boys. Sometimes she would look up to find him gazing at her. She knew he was trying to figure out what had broken down between them. But she hadn’t been able to tell him the reason why she’d changed. Instead, she had lashed out at him. At Michael, her only friend.

      After that, Michael went on to become a basketball star and she took ever-accelerated math classes. For the remaining years of high school, they rarely spoke to each other, and never with any of the old spark. Like most important things in life that die over time, her friendship with Michael dwindled to nothingness—to a cold nod in the hallway, to a distant wave from a car, and then years later for Rae, to an occasional sigh of deep regret in the wee hours of the night when differential equations could no longer make her forget her staggering loneliness.

      “And you have no idea who did this?” Michael’s voice pulled her out of her memories and brought back the old barriers. “Any enemies he might have had?”

      “No.” She adjusted the purse strap on her shoulder. “None that I know of.”

      Michael gave her another dark, darting glance. “Well, I shouldn’t be standing here gabbing. Not with all this garbage to clean up.”

      “You’re not going to throw things away, are you?”

      “Are you kidding?” He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Of course I am! The place is a rat’s nest.”

      “His papers are valuable. They represent years of research.”

      “They’re the ramblings of a crackpot.”

      “No they’re not.” She looked at the littered parlor. “And what about all the furnishings? The sculptures⁠—”

      “Cheap souvenirs. Copies, I’ll bet.”

      “How do you know? Are you an expert?”

      “No, and I don’t care to be. All this junk will be crated up and disposed of.”

      “Please! Not until I look at it!”

      “Why bother? It’s none of your concern.”

      “He was my friend!”

      “Well, he isn’t now, is he?” Michael’s reply was sharp with bitterness. Was he referring to his father or to himself? “Listen, this house is nothing but a stone around my neck. It’s a money pit. And if there’s one thing I don’t need right now, it’s another money pit. I’m going to clean this place out, slap on some paint, and put it on the market.”

      “No!”

      “Yes.” He opened the door and motioned toward the porch. “Not to give you the bum’s rush, but⁠—”

      Rae stared at him. She couldn’t believe it. She hadn’t so much as got past the front room of the Gregory house, and now she was being asked to turn around and leave. What of Thomas’s warning?

      But what could she say to Michael Gregory to change his mind and let her stay, to allow her to at least catalog Thomas’s belongings? His son was adamant that she leave the premises, and he was, after all, the legal owner.
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