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“Betsey Kulakowski has crafted a complex and vibrant story of good versus evil that spans the globe to connect ancient mysteries and modern conflicts....The author’s seamless integration of the supernatural and the topical accentuates the immediacy and the impact of this emotionally charged story. These are characters we care about and identify with, who make excellent companions on a journey through place and time.”

Rick Ludwig, author of Soul of a Sleuth (for The King’s Ransom)

“OMG this book did not disappoint! Who doesn't love pirates? Combine pirates with the Bermuda Triangle and a missing crew and things are bound to go haywire for Lauren & Rowan again. I love how Betsey keeps building the layers in this family story but gives us a unique adventure everytime. Well done!”

Lisa Smallwood, Amazon Five-Star Reviewer (for The Pirate’s Curse)

“The Pirate’s Curse is a thoroughly enjoyable addition to the Veritas Code series....The author does a wonderful job of building on previous stories. Lauren and Rowan Pierce’s family continues to grow, and each member plays a part in the adventure. The story has plenty of twists and turns, and the protagonists must take significant risks to come back together as a family. Great story from a great author, and highly recommended. I’m looking forward to the next.”

Mark Edward Jones, author of Peculiar Activities and Shadowed Souls

“The Lost Templar is a fantastic return to the world of The Veritas Codex series. Kulakowski knocks it out of the park mixing history and the supernatural. No one does it better!”

R.J. Johnson, author of The Twelve Stones and Modern Magic

“In The Lost Templar, Kulakowski brilliantly weaves the past and present with historical facts in an exceptional narrative that drives the story forward with pounding intensity . . . This is a fast-paced suspenseful ride that keeps you gripping the edges of your tablet. Tension and family connections that tug at your heartstrings. Mind-blowing twists and turns. Lauren and Rowan are a dream team.”

Jenny Simard LaBranche, author of Innisfallen Accursed

“The Veritas Codex is an amazing series that keeps the pages turning and your mind spinning. Suspenseful like Stuart Woods, yet thought-provoking like Dan Brown, Kulakowski has the incredible ability to weave together the threads of fact and fiction and sew them into an amazing literary tapestry that leaves you wanting more.”

Brandon Marsh, Host and Executive Producer, The Paraunity Podcast

“The Veritas Codex series is a hearty paranormal narrative entree seasoned with suspense. It satisfied my craving for everything paranormal!  Thank goodness there are more in the series—Betsey Kulakowski has whet my appetite and I am begging for more! ”

Xander Zweig, co-host of the Xander & Stone

Science & Supernatural Podcast

“Realistic heroes and villains. International intrigue. More plot twists than a cup of nightcrawlers. Betsey has definitely raised the bar [in The Jaguar Queen].”

J. Don Wright, author of Behold!

“Relatable characters and crisp pace...The Veritas Codex combines the intrigue and chemistry of The X-Files with the intensity of The Da Vinci Code.”

Jaz Primo, author of Gwen Reaper

“Engaging characters and remarkable plot twists jump from these pages. They pulled me into a thrilling world I did not want to leave.”

John Wooley, author of Seventh Sense

“I enjoyed [The Veritas Codex]. The writing is well done. I really liked the characters. It kept me engaged to the point I was speed reading (to find out what was going to happen) and I had to slow myself down!” 

Terri Folks
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Dedication

Life is too short for enemies. This one is for all my friends and readers who have supported me. You are my soul.

Epigraph


“Never put too much trust in friends, learn how to use enemies . . . If you have no enemies, find a way to make them.”

Robert Greene, The 48 Laws of Power
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Prologue
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“I don’t think you understand what’s at stake,” the man with the gun said, pressing the dark weapon to Rowan’s temple. It was so close to his eye that he couldn’t focus on it—couldn’t tell what kind it was or if the man’s finger was on the trigger. The gunman’s hand shook.

Rowan took a deep breath and lifted his hands, moving slowly. Jeez. Not again. His mind instantly went back to Sudan. “My wallet is in my right hip pocket. I have thirty dollars. Take it.”

“You think this is about money?” The man pressed the barrel of the gun with a bruising force against the side of his head. His voice trembled as much as his hands.

“Let him go,” the frightened clerk insisted. “Take the money from the till. You want beer? Cigarettes? Take it! Take whatever you want! Just . . . don’t hurt anyone.”

Rowan swallowed, thoughts of his wife and children flooding his mind. He closed his eyes, picturing Lauren’s face as clearly as a full moon on a cloudless night, clinging to the image as he searched for a way to return to her with all his gray matter intact. 

A quick trip to the hardware store for a new faucet sent him out on a Sunday afternoon errand. A stop at the convenience store to pick up treats for the kids was just an afterthought. He was five minutes from home—until a gun was pulled on him at the checkout. 

“I said it’s not about money!” the thug screamed as Rowan came back to the present. The cashier opened her mouth as if to speak, but the man swung the gun toward her. Rowan’s heart skipped a beat as the weapon and the assailant came into full view. Before he could process the danger, cold steel pressed against the side of his head again. 

Rowan sized up his opponent based on the limited knowledge he had. The man wasn’t tall, but his muscles bulged beneath a tight olive-green USMC T-shirt, radiating strength. He handled the gun like someone who knew what he was doing, despite his unsteady hands. He wasn’t afraid to shoot. Something else had him on edge. Was this a flashback? Rowan had suffered plenty of them over the years, though they were never anything like this. He regretted not being able to save his professor, Tima, and he replayed her murder in his mind often. His therapist suggested that when these moments came, he might try to do something to change the outcome. Nothing worked. In every iteration and every scenario, Tima died, and nothing he did differently seemed to change the outcome. “You don’t have to do this, Devil Dog,” Rowan said, assuming he was a Marine based on the T-shirt and his ability with the gun. “Just tell me what you need.”

“I know who you are,” he said. “You’re going to help me.”

“Okay,” Rowan said with some hesitation. His hands sank gradually. His shoulder hurt too badly to keep them up any longer than he had to. He and the boys spent the morning doing chores for Lauren while she sat down at the computer to pay the bills and do some work. His joints were starting to give out on him one by one. Years of hard travel and one too many broken bones were catching up with him. The small four-dollar bottle of ibuprofen on the counter next to the Icees were proof of that. “Just tell me how I can help.”

“I need you to make it go away,” he cried. As the man’s hand shook even more, the gun came off Rowan’s temple. The assailant crouched down. His hands—including the one with the gun—tried to cover his ears as he pinched his eyes shut. “It’s watching me. It’s always watching me. I can hear it in my head, tormenting me. It’s following me home from work, and I can’t make it stop. Make it stop!” 

Rowan turned, instinctively reaching for the Marine. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t go for the gun. He should have gone for the gun. But he recognized the signs of PTSD. He knew the desperation, the danger it fueled. A glance passed between Rowan and the clerk, Miss Debi. She nodded and moved slowly. Rowan shifted his focus to the Marine, who suddenly rose. He stepped back and leveled the gun at his face. Rowan saw his finger move to the trigger and tense. “Stay back!”

Rowan lifted his hands again. “Okay. I’ll help you. Just tell me . . . what’s going on?”

“I’m not crazy!” the man snapped. “Don’t look at me like you think I’m crazy.”

“I didn’t say that,” Rowan said, trying to project a calm that belied the thrumming of terror in his chest. “You said you need help. I’ll help you. I just need to know what’s going on. What do you need?”

The assailant blinked rapidly, eyeing him down the barrel of the Glock 19M. “Shut up! You can’t tell me what to do.” His hands went back to his ears, and pain seemed to wash over him. Rowan held his gaze as he moved to take a step forward. “Stop!” The Marine snapped, pointing the gun at him again. “Both of you! Shut up!”

Rowan’s eye darted to the clerk, who stood wide-eyed, frozen. Her look told him what he needed to know. Now, he just had to keep the gunman talking, keep him calm. “Just tell me what’s going on,” he said softly. “Where do you work? What followed you home?”

The man’s eyes went wide. Rowan noticed the beads of sweat gathering on his brow as he fought to control his breathing, but he began panting. He seemed to open his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He swallowed hard and tried to steady the gun with both hands. “I . . .” he finally managed. “It’s . . . I . . . I don’t know, but it’s watching me!”

“Hey.” Rowan kept his tone soft. “I’ve been where you are. I can help you, and I will. But it doesn’t have to be like this. What’s your name? Where’d you serve, man?”

“Lance Corporal Riggs, Benjamin F.—Marine . . . Expeditionary . . . Unit . . . Sudan.” 

Sudan. Dammit. Rowan’s blood ran cold. He knew exactly what that meant. Things had spiraled out of control in the Middle East over the past four years. The Great Accord crumbled, and chaos reigned. 

The region was a powder keg—multiple political and religious factions were clawing for political domination and control of the rich oil reserves, especially after the discovery of an untapped field in Sudan. U.S. foreign policy soured against the nation, and Rowan understood why this young man was struggling. After the risky operation to free him, Sudan turned its anger on the U.S. and its allies. Troops were targeted. Civilians were caught in the crossfire. No one was safe. 

The world was teetering on the edge. Discord spread like wildfire, leaving borders trembling and violent uprisings erupting from the shadows. Terrorist cells like Ruka D’yavola—the Devil’s Hand—unleashed brutality, raiding through Ukraine, Belarus, Latvia, and Estonia. The February 1st dirty bomb in Astana, Kazakhstan, was a devastating reminder of the spreading tensions across the globe. Hundreds of thousands died, and entire landmarks were reduced to rubble. Even the National Concert Hall collapsed, killing almost everyone inside. Two survivors were pulled from the rubble. 

The initial blast took lives, but the real killer was the radiation—spreading, invisible, and choking the world. Rowan’s heart raced. The war raged on the other side of the world, but the madness wasn’t just in the Middle East anymore. It was everywhere. Even the convenience store in Englewood, Colorado. 

“I know what you’ve been through, brother.” Rowan tried to ease tensions, wishing his golden-tongued sister-in-law were here to negotiate a peace treaty one-on-one with the agitated Marine. “I’ve been there.”

Riggs swallowed hard, blinking rapidly. His finger seemed to stroke the trigger with the lightest touch. It darted to the side of the weapon occasionally as if the man couldn’t quite figure out where to rest his finger. Conflict chased fear across the dark, sweat-glazed face. The Marine’s breath came in gasps. Rowan decided the young man seemed to be suffering from a physical health crisis as well as a mental one. 

Rowan had been there. He recognized a man in the grips of flashbacks. He had them himself. “Who’s your C.O.?”

The Marine hesitated a moment, pinching his eyes shut. His hand trembled even harder. “C-C-Captain L-L-Lorraine Y-Y-York,” he said. 

“Are you still active duty?”

The man seemed to blink from his nightmare. His lips pursed angrily, and Rowan knew his answer. “D-d-discharged . . . b-b-bad papers . . .” Dishonorable discharge. Not good, Rowan thought.

“Unfairly too, I’m sure.” Rowan took a step back, more so, to shift his weight and keep blood flowing to his lower extremities. His toes were tingling. Rowan felt sweat building on his skin. 

“No,” Riggs swallowed hard. “I deserved it.”

“You wanna talk about it?”

“Not really,” the man snapped. His finger was now firmly on the trigger. “You are going to help me!”

“Yes, I am,” Rowan assured him. “I just like to know who I’m working with.”

“It’s not who...” he said, swallowing hard. A bead of sweat rolled down the side of his nose and dripped off his chin onto his already-damp shirt. “I’m not the one you need to be afraid of.”

“Well, you’re the one with the gun to my face,” Rowan said, unable to keep his naturally sarcastic nature at bay. “It’s a little hard not to be afraid. Put your weapon down and we can talk. I will do whatever I can to help you.”

“It followed me home from work,” the man repeated, not lowering the gun. “You have to get rid of it . . . make it go away.” The words were clipped, and each one individually punctuated. “I didn’t do anything to it . . .” his voice rose uncomfortably. “I just want it to go away.”

“What followed you home from work?” Rowan’s brow narrowed. 

“I don’t know what it is, but it’s . . . it’s dark . . . it’s evil . . . it w-w-won’t leave me alone . . . it makes me want to do bad things ...I don’t want to do this . . . but I have to get rid of it . . . you have to help me get rid of it . . .” 

“Why me?”

“It . . . knows you . . .” he said, his voice trailing off like a frightened child’s. 

Rowan eyed him warily, his mind running at warp speed as he analyzed the man’s words and behavior, putting together his own hypothesis. This Marine was having a mental break. If he’d been discharged with bad papers, this probably wasn’t the first time he’d gone off the rails. It made him dangerous. There was no way this man knew him. He might know the television personality, but he wasn’t that man anymore. 

Still, a man needed anchors to keep him on the straight and narrow. Rowan had anchors in spades. He was a husband and a father, with a home, a dog . . . and even that darn cat. If this man had lost his career, his identity, chances were good he had lost other anchors, too. His mental health failed him. “Sure,” Rowan said. “I’ll help you. I just have to know what we’re dealing with.”

“Not what!” he shouted, shaking the gun harder at Rowan. Then, the man’s head snapped around. A flash of red and blue lights appeared outside the windows, creating strobes of light on the dingy tile floor, sticky with spilled sodas and Icee drinks, muddy with dirt from hikers and workers’ boots. The sound of sirens joined the chaos, as three cruisers converged on the convenience store. The Marine whipped around, pointing the gun at the store clerk. “You called the cops?”

She screeched and flinched in terror, backing up against the counter behind her. Rowan saw his chance. He went for the gun as he shouted, “Get down!” The clerk did, and good thing too as the gun went off, right next to Rowan’s ear. A screaming whine overtook the ambient sound of the room. If the clerk screamed again, Rowan hadn’t heard it. 

In the same move that kept the bullet from striking him, Rowan caught the weapon just over the man’s trembling finger and torqued it to the side, twisting the young man’s wrist enough that the nerves pinged in the hand, causing his fingers to splay and open. The weapon fell into Rowan’s right hand, while his left flicked ineffectively at the man’s face, unable to make contact. 

The Marine turned back, and leaned into Rowan, throwing his arms around the taller man’s body, and taking him down. Rowan’s back protested as he hit the tile floor with the Marine on top of him. Rowan wrestled with him, managing to get out from under the bulkier man. Once on top, the former Army medic pinned the Marine to the floor mat as Riggs screamed in voiceless agony.

Rowan hadn’t expected him to be so strong. He found himself hurled back, hitting the counter with a thud so hard it knocked his breath out. It also knocked an Icee off the counter. It landed on his shoulder as the lid split from the cup, cracking like an egg. The cold liquid bit his skin through the fabric of his plaid shirt, but not as hard as the fist that caught him across the jaw. 

Lightning crashed, and the whole world seemed to go dim. Clouds blocked the sun and darkened the day. Thunder rumbled, shaking the floor. At almost the same time, another flash of lightning struck nearby and blinded everyone with its brilliance. The Marine took advantage of the moment and lunged for the gun. Rowan, deaf and blind, could only sense the onslaught. He tossed the gun down the hallway, towards the emergency exit, as hard as he could. No longer armed, he fought with the last thing left to him—his fists. 

It was a fight for life as they grappled in a roiling ball of flailing fists and kicking feet. Rowan came out on top, wrestling the Marine face-first into the floor, his knee in the middle of his back. He glanced up, looking for help. But the police officers remained outside the doors, taking a defensive position behind their cruisers where they had cover. Having just arrived, law enforcement officers had no idea who was the good guy and who was the bad guy, and Rowan knew it. His vision cleared as he held down the assailant, debating what to do next. The man bucked, startling him. He was thrown with a force so strong that he landed flat on his butt. The Marine rushed toward the exit, slamming the front door open causing the glass to shatter. On the other side, the Denver Police Department confronted him. 

“Freeze! Don’t move! Put your hands up!” The words were muffled in Rowan’s ringing ears. Disco lights swirled in his eyes as he rolled onto his stomach, trying to get to his feet. The scene unfolded in slow motion. Rowan could see Riggs skid to a stop, his empty hands lifting for a moment. 

But instead of following orders to put his hands up, the Marine drew a large bowie knife from a sheath at his hip—hidden beneath the T-shirt. Rowan hadn’t seen that weapon and knew if the Marine had decided to use it, he’d be bleeding out now. 

Riggs side-stepped out of Rowan’s direct line of sight. He hesitated a moment, then let out a beastly roar. Rowan struggled to move toward the door as the man charged the first police car, with the knife raised like a mad berserker. He seemed to leap into the air as gunshots rang out and windows shattered. Blood splattered the spiderwebbed glass façade of the store. Rowan could no longer see what was going on outside, but he could see the shadow of the Marine as he fell . . . and didn’t get up again.
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Chapter 1
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Rowan’s entrance into the emergency department was nothing short of a battle. His back had seized up on him, and every move was a struggle. A nurse helped him onto the exam table as his body was wracked with agonizing jolts of lightning that raced up and down his spine like street cars down the hills of San Francisco. His shoulder throbbed with an unrelenting fury as each movement was a fresh torment. He gripped his phone tightly, white-knuckled as he prayed Lauren would be able to decipher the frantic, cryptic message he’d tapped out in the ambulance with trembling fingers. 

The curtain rustled. The screech of metal hooks against the track cut through his fogged brain like a dagger. The physician’s assistant entered, her face a concerned mask as she donned a pair of surgical gloves. “Mister . . . Pierce?” Her voice was a warm gesture of comfort as he lay his phone on the table beside him. She took in the sight of him. His shirt was torn and bloodied. A cut above his brow oozed drying blood. His panicked eyes spoke of the horror she’d just been given a glimpse of by the police officer who walked him in. He caught her glancing at the red stain on his shoulder. 

“It’s not blood,” Rowan rasped, his voice cracking under the strain of what was supposed to be a pleasant Sunday afternoon. 

“Oh?”

“It’s cherry Icee.” His voice caught in his throat, and he winced. 

Her gaze focused on him as she pursed her lips. “I think some of it is blood,” she replied, her voice distant, as if coming through a deep cave. Rowan’s pulse pounded in his ears—the ringing remained a constant reminder of the concussive force that had nearly shattered his eardrums. Maybe it had. He wasn’t sure.

She reached for a gauze pack and began dabbing at the gash on his forehead. Her touch refreshed the pain, and the bleeding renewed. He could see the magnitude of his injuries reflected in her soft brown eyes. “Let’s get you out of that shirt.” Rowan knew there was no way the shirt was coming off in one piece. His muscles were now seizing in unison. 

“Of course, today had to be the day I wore my favorite shirt,” he muttered through clenched teeth as she retrieved scissors from a nearby bin. The metallic snips were a cruel reminder of the battle he fought and lost. There were no winners today. Even his favorite plaid shirt was a casualty of war. A shiver ran through him as the cool air met his exposed skin, gooseflesh rising in response. Every muscle ached in reflex as a groan escaped his throat. 

“Someone did a number on you,” she said, her voice softening as she examined the bruises and abrasions that marred his skin. She moved to stand in front of him, her touch careful as she dabbed at the cut over his eye again. “Looks like you were sucker punched, and you hit your head.” His hand floated towards the offended spot on his chin but stopped short, as fire burned in his shoulder. 

“Among other things,” he said, his teeth chattering.

She probed the swollen eye that bore scars of a past injury from his ordeal in Sudan. “Any allergies, Mr. Pierce?”

“No,” he said. “Unless you plan to come at me with poison ivy.”

She chuckled. “No. Nothing like that. Just some lidocaine, most likely. Maybe something for pain, if you need it.”

“How bad is it?” he asked.

“Maybe some stitches,” she said. “But I want a few X-rays, too. You’ve quite the bump on your head. Does anything else hurt besides your shoulder?”

“Everything hurts,” he said, splaying his palm over his chest, running it down to his stomach. He screwed up his face as she examined him. 

“I’ll order a CT then,” she said. “To rule out anything serious.” She draped the gown over his shoulders. Rowan’s relief was palpable as the warmth of the gown shielded him from the cold sweat breaking out over his skin. “I’ll get you pain medication and a warm blanket for the chill. I know it’s cold in the ER. We have to keep it that way, but we’ll make you comfortable until you’re discharged. Is there someone we can call for you?”

“I texted my wife,” Rowan managed to say, his voice hoarse.

“What’s her name? I’ll have the reception desk bring her back when she arrives.”

“Lauren.” He said it like a prayer. 

The PA nodded, pulling the rattling curtain behind her as she left Rowan alone. 

* * *
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Rowan shivered, trying to still his racing thoughts, but a warm hand on his shoulder made him flinch. A groan escaped his throat. “Sorry,” Lauren said, softly, moving around from behind him. He hadn’t heard her come in, but that wasn’t unusual for her. She could move through time and place as silent as a shadow when she needed to. “I got here as quickly as I could. Rowan, what happened?” She came around to stand in front of him. 

“Jesus,” he muttered. “You scared the daylights out of me. What took you so long?”

“It took me a moment to figure out this cryptic message you sent me,” she said. “You’re bleeding.” He realized it wasn’t sweat on his brow. She found a piece of gauze and held it over the wound for a few moments. 

“It’s been a few years since I had to fight someone off. I guess I’m out of practice.” He felt the room spin.

“Dizzy?” Lauren always seemed to know. 

“Nauseated, too.”

“Let me help you.” He felt disconnected from his body as she propped up the head of the bed and then supported his back as he moved. She lifted his shaking legs and settled him. “Deep breaths.” She leaned in and spoke the words softly in his ear. Rowan realized he was panting. 

The curtain grated open again, and a nurse entered with an IV kit and blankets, pausing when she saw he wasn’t alone. “Ah, Mrs. Pierce, I presume.” Lauren greeted her but stepped aside so she wasn’t in the way. “How are we doing, Mr. Pierce? Dizzy?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Just a little.”

“I’ll bring you something for the pain,” she said. She laid the IV aside as she worked to cover him up. She lay a second warmed blanket over his chest. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”

“Mmm, yes.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, finally getting a bit more control over his respiration. “Thank you.” His muscles began to relax, though it did little for the pain in his body. “Maybe if I could lay back a bit more.”

“Sure,” she said, helping adjust the gurney. She got the IV started and the delicious flood of medication followed. Just in time. 

Since he and Lauren moved into his parent’s home after his ordeal in the Middle East, he’d had a few PTSD-induced panic attacks. It’d taken months of therapy to get his mental state close to normal, and every day was a struggle. It was a battle he felt like he was winning—until today. Now, it was closing in on him, and he wasn’t sure the coping mechanisms he’d learned would do him any good. He caught the metal bedrail the nurse raised and gripped it tightly. When he could get in another deep breath, he tapped a gentle rhythm on it, hearing his favorite song in his head. The guitar riff his finger simulated began to help, if just a little. It was a way to control his breathing, though when he thought about the tempo, it began to spin out of rhythm. 

PTSD was a cruel, insidious affliction, striking at the most inopportune moments. The sharp, acrid scent of diesel fuel was enough to transport his memories to the boat, adrift in the Red Sea. He spiraled into darkness on several occasions. The whir of a chef’s knife through a head of cabbage had done it once. He’d watched—paralyzed by fear and helplessness—as his friend and mentor, Tima, was beheaded right before his eyes. He should have tried harder, he thought. But the haunting knowledge that he couldn’t have done anything to save her gnawed on him like maggots on a fetid wound.

“Take a deep breath,” Lauren murmured, her hand moving to the center of his chest. Rowan was certain she could read his thoughts, feel his panic growing. “You’re safe now. Just breathe. I’m right here.”

* * *
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Lauren remained aware of the room around her, but her efforts focused solely on her husband. “Has he had panic attacks before?” the nurse asked. Lauren nodded but spoke softly to Rowan, encouraging him to focus on his breath and visualize his safe place. She knew he would think of home and her. His eyes remained tightly closed, his teeth gritted against the pain in his body and the chaos in his mind.

His breathing slowly returned to normal. He seemed to melt at her gentle guidance. She’d learned this technique at Walter Reed during those first rough weeks after his liberation from the hands of a psychopath.

“Does he have a mental health provider?” the PA asked. Lauren leaned back but kept her hand on him. 

“Dr. Helen McLeish. He sees her once a month. He has for a while.”

“Military?”

“He was,” Lauren said. “He took the brunt of a roadside IED in Desert Storm/Desert Shield back in the early 90s. Four years ago, he ran afoul of a terrorist while he was teaching in Egypt.” That was the official story. “He still has good days and bad. Did he say what happened today?”

“Let’s go get some coffee,” the PA said. “I’ve ordered a CT scan, and we’ll get some X-rays, just to rule out anything serious. We can talk while the team assesses his injuries.”

Lauren nodded, patting his arm as she snaked her hand from his limp fingers. “If he freaks out, come get me,” she said to the nurse.

“We gave him enough pain medication,” the PA said. Only then did Lauren realize he’d slipped off and that her efforts might have had little to do with calming him. “He should sleep through the procedure.”

“Good idea.”

* * *
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Lauren waited in the lobby for what seemed like hours. Daylight was fading, and long shadows of trees waved outside the window. The acrid coffee in her cup went cold as she sat numbly watching the news on the television screen above the reception desk. The audio was off, but Lauren couldn’t focus on the closed captioning. Video from the store’s security cameras captured the scene, and Lauren had a rather good idea that her husband had been the hero of the day. She recognized the clerk behind the checkout as the kids’ favorite, Miss Debi. Debi snuck them pieces of candy and told them funny jokes and puns when they came to get a cold drink on a hot day. 

When the PA returned, she sat down in the chair beside her and turned to lean in. “His results came back,” she said. “No broken bones. No internal injuries. Mild concussion and muscle strain seem to be the worst of it. We’re going to get him cleaned up and ready to discharge. You should get him to see his counselor as soon as possible. Follow up with his family doctor. His shoulder may need additional evaluation. We’ll give him some muscle relaxers and something for pain, but he might need to see a specialist if that doesn’t help his symptoms.”

“I’ll make sure he follows through,” Lauren said. “He can be stubborn about that.”

“Give us about twenty minutes or so. I’ll let you know when you can come back.”

* * *
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Rowan sat at the table, gazing down at the plate in front of him. Meatloaf, mashed potatoes, brown gravy, and fresh steamed green beans were some of his favorites. Normally, he’d dig in, but at the moment, he was frozen—unable to move. 

“Would you rather have dinner in bed? You don’t look comfortable.” Lauren always seemed to know what he needed. 

“No,” he said, his voice sounding even worse in his ears. “I need a minute.”

“Would you rather have a milkshake or something lighter?”

“At the moment, I just want to sit here.” Lauren watched him for a moment, his breath hitched with every sharp inhale. It was more than the physical pain—every breath appeared to betray his body. At least his ribs were only bruised—this time. She remembered the recovery when he’d suffered broken ribs so many years ago on Mount Saint Helens. 

“Of course.” Lauren walked into the kitchen and came back with her plate. She sat down beside him and nibbled at her food. Still watching him from the corner of her eye, she saw him wince as he lifted his arm onto the table and picked up his fork. His shoulder had been injured when he was held hostage in Syria four years before. At the time, it hadn’t been surgical. Twelve weeks of physical therapy had eased the impingement. Still, even as he pushed his food around on the plate, she could see the pain in his eyes. 

“I texted Dr. McLeish,” he said without preamble. “She’s working me in at nine o’clock tomorrow.”

“That’s good.” That confirmed her greatest fear. After the events in the Middle East, his mind hadn’t been the same. He suffered from unrelenting insomnia and became short-tempered with her and the children. The group therapy at Walter Reed helped, so they sought the aid of a therapist in Denver who worked with soldiers and victims of trauma. Counseling sessions weekly finally became monthly as he perfected his coping mechanisms. It had been over a year since he’d had any kind of an outburst. 

“What did you tell the kids?”

Even the children had been aware of his struggles. He rarely snapped at them, but she could tell when they were on edge around their father. He was supposed to be their protector, but there had been days when he couldn’t even get out of bed. “I told them you had car trouble and needed me to come get you.”

“All I could think about was your father,” Rowan said abruptly.

“My father?” She looked at him, setting her fork down.

“He left to get something to fix the sink and never came home. I ran to the hardware store to get a new faucet. I almost didn’t come home.”

That thought did cartwheels in her brain, and it took a moment for her to regain her balance. She reached over and took his hand. “But you did,” she assured him. 

“I had to fight for you,” he said. “I am not going to leave you. Ever.”

“I know that.” 

Rowan nodded and picked up his fork. Now he could eat. Lauren, however, struggled with every bite. A knot in her throat grew at the thought of what might have happened. 

* * *
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“They’re calling you a hero,” Lauren said later as he followed her into the kitchen with his partially empty plate. John Carter had followed his mother’s instructions, and everyone had gone to bed. Lauren was left to wash the last of the dishes. She took Rowan’s plate and scraped the remains of the uneaten food into the garbage disposal.

“I’m no hero,” he said. 

“You saved Miss Debi’s life.”

“A Marine died.”

“You’re not responsible for that. You know you did everything you could. He was having an . . . episode?”

“I had one, too,” he said, snaking a hand around her waist. “You helped me through it.”

“I always will,” Lauren said. She turned and kissed his cheek.

He nodded and withdrew. “Right now, I just want to take a muscle relaxer and go to bed. I want to put this day behind me.”

Lauren nodded. “I’ll be right there, as soon as I finish the dishes.”

* * *
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When Lauren came into the bedroom, she found Rowan sitting on the edge of the bed in the T-shirt he’d worn home from the ER and his boxer shorts. His jeans lay in a heap on the floor in front of him. She suspected he couldn’t bend over to pick them up. She obliged him and tossed them in his hamper. 

“They cut off my favorite shirt.” He sniffed as if that was the worst part of the day. She’d seen the remains of his bloodied plaid shirt in the trash in the ER. She didn’t ask about it. She didn’t need to. 

“Shirts can be replaced,” Lauren said. “Don’t worry about it. Now, what do you need? How can I help?”

He tried to lift an arm towards the pill bottles on the dresser, but he was so stiff he couldn’t quite manage. Lauren got the gist. She retrieved the prescription medications, pausing to inspect the labels. “Flexeril and . . . tramadol,” she said. “You want both?”

“The muscle relaxer,” he grunted. Lauren nodded, handing him a tablet. 

Once he was comfortable—or as comfortable as he could be—she changed into her pajamas and went to brush her teeth and wash her face. She curled up beside him, expecting him to be asleep, but he opened his eyes. 

“You know you’ll be all right, don’t you?” She ran a cool hand down his warm cheek.

“As long as I have you,” he said, swallowing hard.

She scooted up against him, and he put his uninjured arm around her. “You’ll always have me,” she sighed. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He took a deep breath and sighed. A long moment later, he said, “Our anniversary is coming. We should do something special.” 

“Yes, we should,” she said. “How about a hike up to Maroon Bells? Just you and me. We can watch the sunset over the Vermillion Peaks. I can make red beans and rice, and we can sit by the fire and watch the stars.”

“I was thinking about something . . . more,” he said.

“More?”

“How about a week in Mexico? Maybe . . . Cozumel? Without the kids. Just you and me.”

“Cozumel?”

“We didn’t even get to go to the beach the last time we were there,” he said. “We’ve never really been . . . you know . . . tourists.” 

“It sounds nice, but . . .”

“What?” he asked.

“Fall is the peak production time for me,” she said, lifting her head. “I’ve got assignments.”

“Well, we don’t have to go right away,” he said. “It won’t be autumn for much longer.”

“I’ve got a hiatus between Thanksgiving and Christmas,” Lauren said, realizing he was rubbing her back, his thumbnail running along the line between her shoulder blades. She lay her head back down and felt comfort in the moment.

“Think Bahati and Jean-René would keep the kids?”

“If not, I could call my mother,” Lauren said.

“Think she could tear herself from your father?”

“He might come with her,” she said, yawning.

“Mommy?” Lauren startled. Sarah, their youngest, stood at her father’s bedside, holding her favorite stuffed animal under her arm. Rowan winced at the sudden movement. 

“What are you doing out of bed?” Lauren caught her breath. It took another moment for her heart to stop racing. “Do you need something?”

“I don’t,” the sober little girl said. Sarah’s little face scrunched in a way only a child her age could manage, her full lips pushing out in a perfect pout. She still had the roundness of a baby, but behind the dark eyes was a promise of the girl she would soon be. Her eyes were wide—glistening—and seemed to shimmer with the storm of emotions she generally kept hidden. She crossed her arms over her chest as if to protect whatever fragile thing had upset the heart within. 

“Then what are you doing up?” Rowan snapped, probably more forcefully than he’d meant to. “Did you have a bad dream?” He tried to soften his tone.

The corners of her brows furrowed in defiance like she might be trying to hold in her frustration, refusing to let it go, no matter how small or silly the reason was. But it was neither small nor silly. “Indy’s walking circles in the yard,” she said. Lauren watched Sarah talk to Indy like he was one of her siblings, and the dog paid attention to her in a way that made Lauren wonder if the dog understood the child. Sarah didn’t talk to Shadow like that. The cat preferred the company of her older sister—when the cat wasn’t following her mistress around. The cat seemed to have her own mystical powers too, which didn’t surprise Lauren any, considering they’d rescued her from the Bermuda Triangle. The dog? Well, Indy’s magic seemed to be chasing tennis balls and stealing snacks under the table. 

The dog often ran circles in the yard, but Sarah’s pout told Lauren this was different. She was intent on making sure her parents knew that something wasn’t right in her world. The air around her seemed to thicken with that stubborn energy, and for the moment, the world paused. 

Lauren glanced at Rowan, who’d endured enough trouble for one day. “I’ll go check on him.” She threw back the duvet and rolled from the warmth of Rowan’s embrace. She tossed the covers back over him, so he didn’t get chilled. “Come on. I’ll tuck you in first.”

“I’m big enough to tuck myself in.” Sarah was only four—almost five—but she was as independent as her older siblings. She didn’t need much. She paused, her expression refusing to soften as she gazed at her father, and climbed up onto the bed, nearly losing her footing. She pressed her lips to her father’s cheek and climbed down. “I’m glad you didn’t get shot.”

Rowan glanced at Lauren. Questions raced like a ticker tape behind his eyes. Lauren shrugged. “Me, too,” he said. 

“Thanks for saving Miss Debi from the monster.” 

As Lauren followed her daughter into the living room, she couldn’t help but notice Shadow sitting at the top of the stairs, peering down from between the banisters, staring at something out the door. The dim light from the kitchen’s nightlight caught in the cat’s blue eyes. Lauren tried to follow the cat’s gaze toward the back door, but she couldn’t be sure what had the feline’s rapt attention. 

Sarah paused at the bottom of the stairs. Her face was ever-serious. “You should sage the house,” she said, matter-of-factly.

Lauren cocked her head. “Oh?”

“Sage Daddy, too.”

Lauren paused, glancing back at Sarah, but the little girl had already disappeared into her room, the cat following her. Shaking her head, Lauren made her way to the back door, gazing at the wind-tossed trees, unable to see the dog. 

Sarah was taller and sharper than most kids her age, quieter too—sober and contemplative, unlike her rowdy brothers, or her older sister. She observed everything.

She loved the outdoors, often retreating to the playhouse Rowan built for her in the trees. Here, she and Indy would spend countless hours out of the chaos of family life, especially her older brothers. She had even less interest in her older sister. Kate was too absorbed in music and friends to be bothered with a younger sibling. Music blared from Kate’s closed door—Panic! At the Disco. 

At least she has decent taste in music, Lauren thought. 

Kate shared her mother’s taste in music, while John Carter took after his dad, favoring heavy metal and classic rock. The teenager was also an accomplished guitarist, just like his father. He’d been talking about starting a band with some of his friends from school after receiving a bass guitar last year for Christmas. 

Jamie, five years younger than John Carter, was into classic literature and poetry. He especially liked Robert Frost and John Keats. With his russet hair and dimples, he had a charm that would surely win the girls over—just like his dad. 

Sam, Kate’s twin, was still figuring himself out. Quiet and more reserved, he did fine in school and sports, but never quite stood out. It was tough competing with three older brothers, each of whom excelled as they carved their own paths. 

Yawning, Lauren slid the door open. More storms were expected to move in overnight, and Lauren suspected they were getting close. The wind had picked up, and the sycamore and oak trees that shaded their yard were tossing wildly. The muted light from the utility lamp at the back of the property seemed to flicker as the branches waved back and forth. 

Slipping into her flip-flops, she stepped out onto the lawn. What had been a warm autumn day had given way to a much cooler evening. The air was thick and damp with impending rain. The wind tossed her hair across her face, and she fought to control it as she walked outside.

Clouds gathered in the moonlight. “Indy!” Lauren called, still not seeing the dog. With nearly half an acre of property, the backyard was one of the biggest in the neighborhood. Their yard butted up against a wooded area where a creek ran from the mountains, giving the boys plenty of room to wander. 

Lauren respected her mother-in-law’s work in keeping up the yard. The garden remained immaculate. Heavy-headed daisies bobbed in the night breeze. Coneflowers, lantana, hollyhocks, and roses in a spectrum of colors were illuminated by the blue-white utility lamp mounted on the telephone pole at the back of the yard and the cloud-dotted moon. The perfume of lavender and lilacs filled the damp air. 

She found Indy at the far back corner of the lawn. He was, indeed, walking in circles, but his eyes were locked on the sky, or more properly, the top of the telephone pole. He saw her and whimpered but never stopped his nervous pacing. 

“Indy? What is it, boy?”  Lauren shielded her eyes from the light, trying to make out what had the dog so agitated. Hawks and owls weren’t uncommon. She’d interrupted a falcon recently as it attacked a dove she was feeding in the yard. The peregrine—smaller than a hawk, but larger than most other birds that frequented her lawn—had become a nuisance and seemed to be intentionally harassing both the songbirds and Lauren. Tonight, though, she couldn’t see anything. “Come on, Indy.” She patted her leg. “Let’s go to bed.”

Indy stopped, hurried over to her, and sat at her feet. He whimpered as his gaze fixed on the pole. Lauren started for the house, but the dog returned to the spot where he’d been and began barking. Indy never barked unless there was a problem. Lauren looked to see if perhaps there might be a raccoon clinging to the pole, hidden in shadow. 

When she was a little girl, she’d run wild in the forest around her family home near Tahlequah, Oklahoma. She remembered the old raccoon who had made a nest in a hollowed-out tree. She wouldn’t put it past a raccoon or a squirrel to hollow out a telephone pole for such purposes, though most raccoons were too large to fit in a nest so small. 

“Let’s go,” she said. The dog didn’t move to follow her. “There’s nothing out here. It’s time for bed.” Indy turned and dashed past her, glancing back when she stopped to pick a handful of fresh sage from her garden. She bundled it up as she walked back inside. It needed to dry before she could properly sage the house, but that didn’t stop her from swatting the door jams with one of the springs as she passed. 

Indy sat at the door, watching her spread the herbs out on newspaper to dry. She headed to the kitchen to wash her hands and noticed the dog hesitated. She thought he might be debating whether to go up to Sarah’s room. Tonight, however, he followed her, pausing at the foot of the bed where Rowan snored vigorously. Indy sniffed at him and whimpered. “It’d be a lot quieter if you slept with one of the kids,” she whispered to the dog. Indy curled up on the rug beside Rowan’s side of the bed. “Suit yourself.” She took her earplugs out of her drawer and fitted them into her ears before climbing into bed.

* * *
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The Darkness watched. It was always watching—waiting. The insidious presence slithered just beyond the reach of the sodium light at the back of the property, its presence a suffocating weight that pressed against the edges of the yard. It knew the woman was the true prey, but for now, she was little more than an irritating distraction. She was the creature the Dark Lord most desired but could not possess. Her power—flickering, fragile—was like a candle’s glow in the face of an oncoming storm. Yet the amber aura that surrounded her was the reminder of the protection provided to her by a higher power. While she might be the Dark Lord’s ultimate prize, the Universe commanded The Darkness to feed elsewhere. 

Ah, but the target was close. So close. The darkness could feel him, just beyond her defenses—a faint echo, weak but undeniable. He was hidden, shielded by her aura, a thread fraying at the edges. He was supposed to be her protector, her weapon, but she had become both. His presence was a silent trembling pulse—a temptation that drove The Darkness into a frenzy of anticipation. 

Patience. It was a curse to most, but a weapon to The Darkness. It learned many centuries ago that the most satisfying prey could not be rushed. It had to be drawn out, lured into the abyss. Away from the light. Away from hope. 

Yet, no matter how clever, no matter how strong her defenses, the moment would come. The Darkness knew it. The moment of reckoning was coming. When it arrived, The Darkness would be ready.

The power it craved was already building, a seething torrent, waiting to breach the defenses of goodness. This man’s soul would shatter like fragile glass. And in that instant, The Darkness would feast—a banquet of righteousness corrupted. Every cry of despair, every flicker of hope would be snuffed out. Then, it would take the soul within the house and offer it to its master, Enlil. The man was merely a stepping stone, a brief flicker in the dark before the true work began. For now, The Darkness watched. It was always watching—waiting.
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Chapter 2
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Lauren woke to the flashing of lightning and an almost instantaneous crash of thunder. The bed shook, and with her sleep-addled mind, it was a struggle to make sense of what was happening. The house was dark, and other than Rowan’s snoring and the din of heavy rain outside, it was quiet—if you could call it that. She found the remote on her bedside table and tried to turn on the television to check the weather, but the power was out. The phone on her dresser bleeped. She knew what that meant. Her weather app was programmed to provide an audible alert at this hour of the night. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
TSEY KULAKOWSK

,,:_B‘ESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE VERITAS CODEX






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





