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			The attic hideaway was all Mark’s idea. He meant to be helpful, and I admit he had good reason to be worried about me.

			I couldn’t seem to cope with the little things anymore—scrubbing jam off the kitchen counter for the millionth time, carrying decaying science projects out to the garbage, answering the constant questions from two teens and two grade-schoolers. Was I the only person in the house who knew where to find clean socks?

			Self-help books told me to regroup—find time alone to feed my soul. But when I’d sit at the kitchen table with my journal, the children would fly toward me like metal filings to a magnet.

			Mark had noticed how often I’d been snapping at the kids. More troubling than my short temper, a heavy fog had settled on me. It pressed down with growing weight and separated me from everyone else. I didn’t have the energy to care anymore.

			One day, in his typical determination to fix things, Mark pulled me toward our back hallway. “Susan, I have a plan.”

			He must not have heard my groan because he kept talking. 

			“I can build some pull-down stairs into the attic. We’ll clean it up, and you can have a place to get away once in a while.” Mark had the remodeling gleam in his eyes. He was a gladiator in that moment—about to charge into his favorite arena. All his projects resulted in eager whacking and pounding until walls or tiles surrendered to him. Then he’d shake his drill over his head and roar in victory.

			His infectious energy teased a smile from me. “A space off-limits to the kids? Maybe you’re right. I could leave my journal out and not find it doodled on with gel pens the next time I opened it.” 

			I couldn’t muster much faith that a hideaway would end my cranky outbursts or cure the malaise swallowing me. But Mark never met a problem that couldn’t be solved by a trip to the hardware store. So I surrendered to a weekend of Sheetrock dust, noise, and a very enthusiastic husband.

			Mark’s weekend undertaking took a month to complete, which was a better time ratio than most of his projects. The Saturday he finished framing in the trapdoor, a hint of anticipation stirred in me. I climbed the new pull-down stairs and looked around. Mark had nailed plywood over the insulation and wired a light bulb with a dangling chain. He had salvaged an over-stuffed chair from our basement and squished it through the opening. It sat in a pool of light under the dusty rafters, and a small table next to it completed the inviting refuge. A faint golden glow fought its way through the dirty windows on either end of the long attic, casting shadows on storage boxes and remnants of past remodeling projects. 

			A flicker of hope ignited in my tired heart. This was a place where I could find my way back from the dark vortex that was draining my joy. I backed down the steps. 

			Mark grinned at me, waiting for my response. Sawdust stuck in clumps to his flannel shirt and wavy blond hair. Band-Aids covered several of his fingers. Tools of every shape and size filled the hallway. 

			The flicker in my chest kindled to a warm glow. “Thank you.” I hugged him with a bit of desperation. “It means a lot that you wanted to do this for me.” 

			He squeezed back.

			“Hey, Dad. This is cool. Can I see?” Jon ran past us and scampered up the narrow treads. 

			Mark released me, grabbed our nine-year-old, and swung him away from the steps. “Wait a minute. We’re going to have a family meeting.” Words to inspire terror in our children. 

			A few minutes later, Mark had chased the kids off the phone, away from the computer, and into the living room. Even with our bare wood floor and sparse furniture, our small living room felt crowded with all six of us, especially because the kids got bigger every time I blinked.

			 As usual, my two teens fidgeted on the couch. “Mom, I have to be at Amanda’s house in fifteen minutes.” Karen checked her watch.

			She slept in until one, and now she was in a hurry? 

			“Is this going to take long?” Jake’s lanky frame sprawled over the arms of the couch. He cracked his knuckles and yawned. 

			I clenched my teeth and smiled. “As long as it takes.”

			“Jon took the good pillow!” Seven-year-old Anne pulled it out from under his perch on the floor. 

			He crashed backwards and pulled the piano bench down with him. “Did you see that?” Jon yelled. 

			Mark took the pillow away from both of them and cleared his throat. “Your mom’s been stressed out lately, so I built her a space where she can be alone. But we need to have some rules.” He smiled at me with the post-construction glow in his cheeks. 

			I let my heart melt for a second. Rugged lines, warm smile, gentle and honest as the day is long, Mark was no longer the lean, melancholy youth I met in college. Marriage had agreed with him.

			“Ouch!” Anne slammed her Barbie to the floor. “Jon poked me. Tell him to stop poking me.”

			Mark grabbed Jon’s shoulders and slid him along the floor several yards. 

			Jake used the distraction to fiddle with his keys. “I’m gonna be late for work. Can’t you have this meeting after I leave?” 

			“No!” I took a deep breath. “My new room is off-limits. No one is allowed up there. If an emergency happens, you can call through the door for me, but you can’t come up. And no interrupting me unless it’s a real emergency. Like someone bleeding. A lot.”

			“We got it.” Jake slouched to his feet. “No blood, no interruptions. No problem. Gotta go.”

			The kids scattered, and Mark looked at me with a slightly bewildered expression. 

			Affection made my lips twitch. He could manage complex projects at work and oversee a large staff, but family meetings always left him dazed and confused. No wonder my own little neurons were drooping from the effort to keep up with the dizzying pace of our family life. That was probably why I was listless these days. I moved into the circle of Mark’s arms. Our marriage was my biggest motivation to fight off this lethargy. The cloud was pulling me away from him, and that terrified me.

			I felt a tug at my sweater.

			“Mommy, don’t you like us anymore?” Anne’s face tilted up at me. 

			Ouch. Might as well wear a scarlet W on my shirt, for World’s Worst Mom. “Sweetie, I love you all to pieces. But you know how sometimes you need a time-out when you get crabby? I need a place to have a time-out sometimes.” 

			That must have made sense to Anne; she giggled and ran off.

			If only my guilt would run off with her. I had a great family, a cozy home, and everything any sane person could wish for. I used to thrive on the delightful chaos of family life. Yet for months, the grey fog had grown thicker. My first thoughts in the morning centered on how soon I could get everyone off to school so I could go back to bed. I forced myself through laundry and car pools and uninspired suppers. With every reason to be happy, I wasn’t, and that left me with piercing shame.

			Since Mark was home to run interference, it seemed like the perfect time to initiate my new retreat. I grabbed my Bible and journal and climbed the ladder into the attic, determined to dig out the spiritual secrets that would snap me out of this.

			Decades of dust raised a wet wool smell from the eaves, and beams threatened to crack my skull if I straightened up in the wrong place. But in my imagination, I was at a luxurious retreat center instead of a cramped attic. I curled up in my upholstered chair to read the story of Deborah. In an era when women’s roles were narrowly defined, people came to sit at her feet and hear her words. In my world, I solved disputes about who got the good pillow or the longest french fry. She guided people in life and death matters. She even had a tree named for her. And when no one in Israel had the guts to defend the people, she shamed the leaders by offering to ride into battle herself. 

			I opened my journal and jotted down a few thoughts about the woman of God I wanted to become. My pencil sketched a tree with myself beneath it. The figure was a good likeness. Long thin form, long sallow face, long straight hair. In my mind’s eye, I was still the sunny blonde of my childhood, but I forced myself to darken my hair in the drawing to represent the color it had actually become in adulthood—dull brown. I added a sign on the tree, The Oak of Susan.

			As I thought of Deborah’s story, I penciled a figure in armor approaching the tree. 

			A scraping sound under the eaves interrupted me. For a second, I thought I saw something move in the shadows.

			I slammed my journal closed. “Jake, I told you no one is allowed up here.” I stood, keeping my head bent to avoid the rafters as I walked out of my circle of light and deeper into the attic. 

			Boxes, odd sticks of furniture, and my grandma’s old sewing mannequin cluttered the edges of the room. I didn’t sew but could never bear to part with it, so its headless form remained wedged under the roofline. I looked behind it and around a stack of boxes but didn’t see anyone.

			Maybe I wasn’t just going through middle-age angst. Maybe I was starting to see things. Coughing from the dust I’d stirred up, I retreated to my chair. I opened my Bible again and found my spot. 

			A metallic clunk reverberated far back in the shadows. 

			My skin prickled into high alert. “Mark, is that you?” 

			“Honey! I’m taking the kids to the park!” Mark’s muffled yell floated from the hallway below.

			With a nervous glance at the dark angles behind the mannequin, I scurried to the square opening in the floor. 

			Mark’s beaming face tilted up from the hallway. 

			At first I thought he was smiling at me, but then I realized he was admiring the carpentry around the trapdoor. 

			“Are the kids down there with you?” I asked.

			“Just Jon and Anne. Karen’s at Amanda’s house, remember? And Jake left for work right after our meeting. His car’s gone. We’ll probably stop for cheeseburgers on the way home. What would you like?”

			“The usual. But Mark—”

			“Love ya!” He hollered over his shoulder as he headed down the hall. Hangers rattled in the closet. At least the kids remembered to grab their jackets. Anne’s high-pitched voice was chattering nonstop, as usual, and Mark’s low laugh rumbled just before the front door closed. The house settled into heavy silence.

			I dusted off my knees and looked back at my chair and the circle of light, which seemed less inviting now as shadows encroached from all directions.

			“Those noises must have carried through the ductwork or something.” The sound of my voice was reassuring, so I kept talking. “Let’s not be crazy here. I have my attic retreat. Mark’s taking care of the kids. I’m going to dig in and figure out what’s been wrong with me lately.” 

			As soon as I stopped speaking, I heard something new. 

			Voices. 

			The words were garbled, but the voices seemed to be arguing. Karen probably had forgotten to turn off the radio in her room again, but in the weird way sound travels in an empty house, the voices seemed to come from the boxes in the darkest end of the attic.

			There was no way to concentrate on my devotions until I figured out where those sounds were coming from. I descended the pull-down ladder and did a quick search of the house. No radios were playing, but I did find our emergency flashlight plugged into the wall by the washing machine. I grabbed it and clambered back into the attic. 

			Good grief. I finally had precious time and space to myself, and I was wasting it. On the other hand, there were quite a few old boxes stuffed under the eaves. It might be fun to see some of the treasures we had abandoned. I pulled out the mannequin, which wobbled precariously until I braced it against some other rafters. I slid out a cardboard box of tax records and discovered a plastic tub. The words “Dress Up” were scrawled across the lid in faded marker. 

			Fingers of nostalgia tickled me. That bin had once been a favorite of all the kids. Anne and Jon would probably still enjoy it if I hauled it down the stairs. Prying off the lid revealed assorted hats, capes, and sequined recital costumes. Near the bottom rested a collection of plastic weapons. For many years, Jake’s career goal had been to become a knight in shining armor—until he learned that not many companies were hiring knights. The grey shield brought back memories of battles enacted in our front yard. Sitting back on my heels, I hugged the shield to my chest and felt an ache of loss pierce me. What had happened to those whimsical days?

			That was when I heard the whispers. I whipped my head around and scanned the whole attic. My hand tightened on the flashlight. Keep breathing. This is ridiculous. I was alone in the attic. Alone in the house. An overtired mom in a quiet neighborhood who probably needed a nap.

			Or maybe I needed one of those antianxiety medicines they advertised on television. A semi-hysterical giggle slipped from my throat.

			“Stop it.” I delivered the order in my best mom’s-in-charge voice. Maybe I had accidentally bumped the kid’s old spy walkie-talkies, and they were making the sounds. Humming to block out the whispers, I set the flashlight on the floor and dug deeper into the storage bin. I rummaged through masks, rabbit ears, and flannel super hero capes, and then lifted out a sword.

			The flashlight bounced enough light off the rafters for me to see the tooth marks in the plastic hilt. The grey sheath was cracked in several places.

			The weapon made me think of the Bible story I had been studying. “Wake up, Deborah! . . .  Arise, O Barak,” I quoted, pulling the sword from the sheath.

			In that instant the air became thick with pressure. My breath caught in my lungs. My ears roared as forces surged together under the eaves. The attic crackled with threads of electricity. The rough plywood under my knees seemed to shift. Then everything exploded. Windows shattered. The lightbulb flickered and died. The room seemed to fill with dark smoke or dust.  

			Underneath and inside the chaos, I curled around myself and squeezed my eyes shut as the energy grabbed and shook me. In spite of my instinctive jerk away, an invisible hand held me—as if I had gripped an electric fence and couldn’t let go. Lightning ran through my nerves. Terror ignited every cell in my body. Then I was beyond awareness, part of the swirling darkness. 

			As abruptly as it seized me, the energy gave me one last shake and dropped me. 
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			Cold rain stung the back of my neck as I huddled on the ground.

			Rain? 

			My mind was in shock, but I knew there wasn’t supposed to be rain in the attic—or the metallic clangs that beat a sharp, broken rhythm over the persistent ringing in my ears. The sound was familiar, and I tugged at the memory. 

			The noises in the attic. I’d been looking for the source when something happened. An electrical storm? An explosion? Had we lost the roof? I opened my eyes with dread.

			Black pools of water rippled on a tar road in front of me. Tall concrete buildings rose nearby in the dusky light. Crates and bundles edged the alley.

			My head throbbed, and I blinked a few times through the cold rain dripping off my bangs. I didn’t recognize these buildings. Where was my attic? How did I get here? Could a storm have carried me to an unfamiliar part of town?

			My pulse pounded faster, a piercing ache against my temples. Maybe I had a concussion and that’s why I couldn’t remember how I’d gotten here. I needed to get help, but I couldn’t convince my shaken muscles to move.

			The roaring eased from my ears, and each raindrop ricocheted into puddles with startling clarity. In the distance, the uneven clashing sounds grew louder.

			Suddenly, two men lurched into view at the far end of the alley, slashing at each other with swords. 

			Swords? I would have laughed if my head weren’t throbbing. Were these actors rehearsing a scene? Not likely. The community theater was miles from my house. Whoever they were, they circled each other. One man lunged in with lightning speed, and the other blocked. Metal scraped as one sword pushed along the edge of the other before disengaging. 

			My eyes seemed to take in details with an impossibly keen focus, despite the haze of rain and the even hazier confusion in my brain.

			The taller man whipped his head around and turned for a rapid parry, his long, brown hair flinging rain in all directions. Every muscle of his face was tight with fury. His breath whistled through clenched teeth. He was a constant swirl of movement, unhindered by the loose grey sweatshirt and trousers he wore—both of them torn and dirty.

			The shorter man’s mop of tight curls hinted at reddish gold, even though matted with rain. He also wore something shapeless and solid colored. At least these actors had the sense not to wear their costumes if they had to practice out in the rain. The shorter man grinned. His teeth stood out brightly among the otherwise muted colors. Swords crossed and held, the men’s bodies drawn together as they wrestled for control. 

			Though it shouldn’t have been possible from where I knelt, I could hear each rapid breath and gasp from the men over the rain.

			“It won’t do any good, Tristan,” the red-haired man said. “Kendra won’t be coming back.” 

			So they were rehearsing a scene. 

			The taller man stumbled back, his face raw with pain. At first I thought he’d been hit, but he didn’t seem to be wounded—just defeated. The men stared at each other, chests heaving. Then, with a suddenness that blurred the movements, the man called Tristan rushed forward. With strike after strike, he drove his opponent back. The shorter man slipped on the slick blacktop, and his guard faltered. 

			The sword thrust right through the torso of the redhead. His high-pitched wail echoed against the alley buildings. Tristan pulled his sword back, dark liquid glistening on the blade. 

			These weren’t actors.

			A nightmare, maybe. Or gang members fighting over a dark corner of the city. But not actors.

			Screams stuck in my throat, my mouth opening and closing soundlessly like Anne’s goldfish. My fingers clenched and I realized they still gripped the plastic sword from the toy box. Only it was no longer plastic. The blade lay heavy and cold across my knees. Lifting it away from my body, I saw the luster of the metal and felt its impossible weight. My wrist shook from the effort to hold it with one hand.

			When I looked up again, the victor had collapsed to his knee near the body of his opponent, bracing himself with his sword. I needed to get away before he saw me. But before I could move, he turned and looked right at me. His expression snapped instantly from exhaustion to alarm. 

			I willed to disappear, to melt into the puddles on the ground, to blink and find myself back in my attic. 

			The man’s focus dropped to the sword in front of me. His eyes widened as they traveled back to my face. Using his sword for support, he pushed up off his knee. Dangerous purpose hardened his face as he stalked toward me. 

			My mental paralysis released me. I dropped my sword with a clatter and stumbled to my feet. Run! Run, run, run! my brain screamed. My confusion no longer mattered. In that moment, I stopped wondering where my attic was. I didn’t care if I was dreaming or suffering a concussion from a rafter that hit my head in a storm. I couldn’t sort out why there were actors, who turned out not to be actors, playing with swords in the rain. 

			All I knew was that one of them was well and truly dead, and I had to get away, or I might be next. My legs wobbled, then remembered how to move, and I sprinted down the alley.

			“Wait!” The man’s shout only spurred me on. I ran hard—already I was half a block away and near the entrance of the alley. My heart pounded in rhythm with my feet thudding against the wet asphalt. I looked over my shoulder and saw him coming. 

			That backwards glance made me miss a curb. I stumbled into the street as some sort of truck bore down on me. The man yelled again, but I couldn’t hear over the squeal of brakes.

			 The truck slammed against me. Then everything disappeared.

			•••

			Through the haze of pain, I sensed movement, but couldn’t open my eyes. Splintered sounds seeped into my awareness.

			“Bringing home souvenirs now, Tristan?” mocked a voice from a distance.

			“Shut up and help me,” said someone close to my ear. I felt myself being jostled and lowered, and heard a gasp.

			“Who is she?”

			“I don’t know.” The voice belonging to Tristan was no longer as close. “The Rhusican is dead. She saw it. Ran into a transport trying to get away. I don’t think she’s one of them.”

			“And you risk bringing her here? Have you lost what little mind you have? Why didn’t you just leave her?”

			There was something important I needed to remember. I had to pay attention. But the pain roared back in, and I moaned. The voices were dissolving.

			“Kieran, find out what you can about her. I need to clean up. Just—find out. I’ve been wrong before . . .” The words fractured into meaningless sounds, and all my senses went as black as my sight.

			I coaxed a deep breath of air into my lungs and had the strange sense that it was the first breath I had taken in hours. As soon as my ribs expanded, pain exploded outward, and my mind overloaded trying to sort all the things that felt wrong. Every part of my body shrieked with hurt. Squinting through the pain, I got an impression of lying on a couch or bed in a warmly lit room. Another wave of pain rolled through me. I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my jaw to hold back screams.

			“It hurts!” I hissed to no one in particular. 

			“I know,” a quiet voice answered. Someone took my hand, and I held on with desperation, as if the hand could pull me out of the swirling misery. “It’ll pass. Hold on.”

			I imagined I could feel bones knitting together within me. Itchy prickles made me squirm as torn flesh regenerated and internal wounds mended. I was about to whimper, “Make it stop,” but then it grew easier to breathe. I was finally able to open my eyes again. 

			The man holding my hand was slim and wiry. Cropped black hair framed a face full of angles. He studied me with more curiosity than sympathy. 

			“What happened?” I asked when I managed to form words again.

			“You lost an argument with a transport.”

			“Is this a hospital? Are you a doctor?” But when I squinted at him again, my question seemed silly. He was no doctor. He had the rough-edged look of a suspect on Crime Stoppers, complete with dark, piercing eyes.

			“My name is Kieran.” He eased his hand away from mine, as though embarrassed by his earlier compassion. “A friend brought you here.” 

			I pushed myself up to see the room. As I struggled to sit, my head sagged forward, and I couldn’t suppress another groan. The pain was easing, but there was still a thrumming ache inside my skull.

			Kieran poured something into a stoneware mug and held it out to me. “What do you remember?” 

			Turning the cool mug in my hands, I winced at the effort it took to think. The whole room looked odd . . . like a stage set or a museum exhibit of some obscure culture. There was light but no lamps. The gently curved walls seemed to give off a soft glow but without the fluorescent buzz I would have expected. In fact, the room was strangely empty of sound, like our house when a storm knocked out our power: no hum of a refrigerator or whir of an air conditioner.

			Focus. My memories were elusive fragments. I had to look at them sideways, gently tugging on the threads to pull more images into focus.

			“I remember running. Being scared. But why . . . ?” I frowned as I pieced together my thoughts. “I heard brakes squeal. A truck came out of nowhere. I was running. Looking back . . .” Suddenly, the fog lifted and memory returned. The murder in the alley.

			“There was a man . . .  Where’s your phone? Police . . .  Call them!” The words tangled in my hurry to be understood. 

			I tried to stand as panic took over, but the dark-haired man pressed me back down. 

			“You don’t understand.” My urgency cast aside the remnants of pain. “Someone was stabbed. We have to call the police. He’s still out there somewhere. He could kill someone else.” 

			Why was he just staring at me? Didn’t he understand? He may have provided first aid, but if he didn’t let me call the police in the next two seconds, I was going to start screaming.

			Kieran’s eyes broke contact with mine, and he looked over my head and rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Don’t worry; he’s not out there.” 

			I stopped fighting to get up and turned my head to follow his gaze. 

			Standing in the doorway of the room behind me, only yards away, stood the man I would likely see in my nightmares for years. His victim had called him “Tristan.” His long hair was still wet, and he stood in bare feet and formless pants, with a towel around his neck. His eyes were weary. Hardly the look of a crazed murderer, but all my memory had surged back now. Those same eyes had burned with rage as he drove his sword through another man.

			The mug fell from my hand and hit the floor with a thud. I dodged Kieran and bolted. Where was the exit? Tristan blocked one doorway, and I wanted to get as far from him as possible. There was another door across the room, and I tried to sprint toward it. My progress was more of a desperate, lurching stagger. I expected one of the men to grab me, but I made it to the door and fumbled with the unfamiliar latch. I glanced back. 

			The men weren’t even looking at me. Tristan was glaring at his friend. “Great, Kieran. You’re a real help.”

			Kieran shrugged, unconcerned. “Do you want me to get her?” He deliberately settled back down on the couch and propped up his feet on a coffee table.

			“Never mind,” Tristan growled. He grabbed a sweater off the top of a trunk and pulled it on. 

			I wiggled the bar that held the door shut. It had a little play but refused to slide and release the door. Finally, I gave up and pounded the door itself. I hit the hard surface again and again. 

			A heavy hand clamped onto my shoulder. 

			That’s when I started screaming. “Help! Someone—”

			A large, warm palm closed over my mouth. I kept shouting, but the words came out as muffled shrieks.

			“Don’t be afraid. You’re safe here.” Tristan’s voice rumbled near my ear. 

			Funny, I didn’t feel particularly safe. My free hand clawed at the fingers over my mouth, and I slammed one elbow backward. I managed enough leverage to crash my heel back, and Tristan grunted in pain behind me. 

			Instead of loosening his grip, Tristan shoved me forward against the door, knocking the wind out of me. “We just want to talk to you. Please.” He released me abruptly and stepped back. 

			I spun to face him with the door against my spine. 

			He held his hands up. I had another flash of visual detail and saw the ridges on the calluses above his palm and even the jagged edges of a broken blister at the base of one finger. He spoke slowly, gesturing as if he were trying to calm a family dog. “I won’t hurt you. We just need to talk to you.”

			I tried the same tactic, forcing my voice to be soothing. “Sure. I’d love to talk to you. But right now, I need to go home.” I spoke with exaggerated slowness. “Just open the door for me, and we can talk tomorrow.” 

			Kieran snorted in amusement from the couch where he still sprawled. He linked his hands in his short black hair and leaned back to watch. Tristan turned to glare at him. 

			Breathing rapidly, I felt for the door catch behind my back but still couldn’t loosen it. 

			“Tristan, let her go. If I’m right, we can talk to her later.” Kieran’s voice was bland with a hint of humor. I didn’t see anything funny in the situation, but if he could convince his friend to open the door, I wasn’t going to criticize. 

			Tristan moved toward me.

			I squeaked and flinched sideways. 

			He ignored me and flipped up the long latch and pulled it to the right. The door swung inward. 

			“Thanks!” I shouted over my shoulder as I ran out. No harm in being polite. 

			I’d find the closest phone or flag down a car. Most people carry cell phones. I’d tell the police what I’d seen and where to find Tristan. First I had to call Mark. He was probably worried sick about me. And what if the kids had still been at the park when that storm hit? What if . . . ? 

			My thoughts were racing, and I was a half block away from the door before I actually saw my surroundings. I stopped dead. From my throat came a whimpering sound I hadn’t made since I was six years old—the day our neighbor’s German shepherd lunged at me, barking and straining against its leash. That day, panic had glued me to the sidewalk.

			Now I was frozen again—like a six-year-old overwhelmed by a terror way too big for me. I blinked several times, the only movement I could manage. 

			Stark concrete buildings squatted all around me like huge bubbles of grey spackle. Their edges were rounded, and they had no windows. The strange shapes reached only a story or two upward from the tar street, some butting against each other or layered like an adobe village. This didn’t look at all like the tall buildings around the alley where I’d witnessed the murder, at least as far as I could see in the deepening gloom. There were no streetlights, no cars, no people. The silence was terrifying. Then something swooshed against the wet tar pavement. About a block away, a truck crossed the opening between two buildings. There was no engine noise, only a splash of water as it passed. The truck was even the wrong shape—long and sleek like a moray eel nosing out from the rocks. 

			This was not my town. This was no place I had ever been. It looked like a Play-Doh village Anne had once made for her Polly Pockets—lumpy, abstract caverns with arched doorways and no windows. The light was wrong, the shapes were off, and even the smells were confusing. Instead of the cut grass and wet dirt scent of my neighborhood, the air smelled like burnt marshmallows. 

			God, help me. I had slipped from mild depression into psychosis. Or I was lying in a coma somewhere, struggling to recover from the attic roof collapsing on my head. This could not be real. 

			Movement caught my eye. A lizard-shaped creature the size of a squirrel ran across the street and up the side of a curved building. It was muddy red in color and seemed to have wet fur all over its body. 

			A shudder ran through me. “Mark,” I whispered, “where are you?” The thought of Mark—who always squashed the scary bugs in our house and defended me against relentless insurance agents or dishonest repairmen—did me in. I fell to my knees and covered my face. “Please find me. Please.” I cried until my nose started running. Eventually, I had to stand up to fish into the pocket of my slacks for a tissue. It was the first time I noticed my clothes. My cardigan was torn and stained with blood and dirt. What was it Kieran had said? “You lost an argument with a transport.” From the looks of the damage, I belonged in a hospital, not the rain-soaked streets of a deserted city. My limbs and ribs still felt bruised. The feeling of bones knitting together had been real—or as real as anything was at the moment. 

			Something slithered behind a nearby building. Fine hairs on my arms lifted. Danger stirred out there among the amorphous buildings. I turned back. Tristan was leaning in his doorway watching me. Light pooled around him, accenting the furrows on his forehead. “You’re welcome to stay here. We’ll be safe for tonight.”

			He felt the danger, too. He might be an actor, a murderer, or a hallucination, but he was also afraid. Somehow that gave me the courage to walk toward him. He ducked back into the house, then stepped into the doorway with something wrapped in a cloth. He flipped back the fabric to reveal a sword. 

			“You dropped it in the alley. It’s yours.” Tristan held it out to me, hilt first. “Maybe it will help.” 

			The blade had the sheen of liquid mercury. My right palm itched. I reached out tentatively, and my finger traced knots carved on the hilt. I flexed my hand and then clenched the grip and lifted the sword, standing taller, ignoring the way my muscles ached. Emotions had overloaded me until I’d gone numb, but now a new feeling stirred inside me, moving from my sword arm into the center of my being. Determination. 

			I looked up. Tristan nodded and stepped back so I could enter the house. He didn’t smile. If anything, there was a deeper weariness in the slump of his shoulders. His eyes studied me and reflected back only sadness.
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			“Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t,” I said under my breath as I walked back into the large room. 

			“What?” Tristan threw me a startled look.

			“Nothing. Just a saying.” I studied the room. Now that I was here by choice, I took the time to soak it all in.

			The couch where I had regained consciousness had a wooden frame and a simple design. However, the wood was a rich honey color, with amazing whorls in the grain and smooth, rounded edges. Mark would be fascinated by the craftsmanship and warm finish. Once, I’d caught him touching his tongue to a small carved box at a craft fair to identify the unusual wood. 

			On the couch frame, an earth-toned, fabric-covered futon provided cushioning. A few rounded chairs scattered throughout the room also supported upholstery that looked removable.

			The low table in front of the couch was made from the same unusual wood. Its long oval shape rested on several fat round legs running along both sides. The floor was the same bare concrete as the outer walls—the stucco substance I kept thinking of as dried Play-Doh.

			Behind the couch stretched a large, bare area, which made the room look as though someone were in the process of moving in or out. Someone with sparse possessions. Cubbies were shaped into the left wall, like arched lockers with no doors, and one of these shallow caverns protected bulky bundles wrapped in fabric. A sword was propped against a small trunk nearby. The doorway where I had first seen Tristan after waking was at the far end of the room.

			Kieran was busy at a high table in the corner of the room to my right, although with the rounded shapes of all the walls, it wasn’t actually a corner. Still, it seemed to be a separate area. Maybe a kitchen. Steam was rising from a large bowl, and Kieran sprinkled something over the top and set a lid on it.

			A growling moan rose from outside the building. My pulse stuttered into a faster rhythm as I whirled back to the door. Tristan already had it shut and locked.

			 “Right,” said Kieran from the corner, “may as well have something hot to drink.” He turned with a tray in his hands, saw my sword, and cocked an eyebrow. 

			With the weapon in my hand, I felt self-conscious and a bit silly. But I was strangely reluctant to put it down. Finally, I braced it against the wall near the other sword and returned to the table. If these men had planned to attack me, they could have done so by now.

			Tristan pulled up a chair, and the wood creaked as he settled into it with a sigh. I was about to perch on one end of the couch when I realized how dirty and wet I was. 

			Kieran set the tray on the low table and ladled hot liquid into mugs. He glanced up. “Go on. Sit. We’ve seen worse.” He lifted a round, grainy loaf from the tray. “Hungry?” 

			I shook my head, but Tristan was already tearing off a piece. Kieran leaned across the table and handed me a mug. The smell of cloves rose in warm and comforting steam around my face. I wondered about the wisdom of drinking something I didn’t recognize, but if getting hit by a truck hadn’t killed me, this probably wouldn’t either. 

			I settled on the edge of the couch and sipped the hot liquid, cradling the mug in both hands. The flavor was richer than any tea I’d tasted before, with a spicy bite that warmed me all the way to my stomach, like wine. My spine relaxed back against the couch.

			“I suppose introductions are a good idea,” Kieran said, flopping onto the floor across the table from me, unconcerned about the hard surface. His lanky form seemed all angles of knees and elbows. “You’ve already met Tristan. I’m Kieran, and you are . . . ?” He leaned back on his elbows casually, but his eyes were sharp as they watched me.

			“Susan Mitchell. I live on Ridgeview Drive.” For a moment it felt natural and normal to introduce myself. Then my eyes traveled around the odd room again. I set my mug down on the table, and my voice grew smaller. “Do you know if we’re far from there?”

			The two men looked at each other. Tristan lifted one shoulder and shook his head. 

			“I’m not sure,” said Kieran, still studying me through narrowed eyes. “But my guess is that you’re a long way from home.” 

			My skin tingled with a warning of danger. Tristan was a killer; so why did his dark friend frighten me even more? The magnitude of my isolation and confusion overwhelmed me. Tears stung my eyes, but I blinked them back.

			Tristan shifted and then reached forward with his sword arm. “Well met, Susan-mid-shawl. You are welcome here.”

			I reached my own hand forward to shake his, but he grabbed my forearm in some kind of soldier’s greeting and patted my shoulder with his free hand.

			“Thank you,” I said softly. “And it’s just ‘Susan.’” 

			Satisfied that he had cheered me, or at least fulfilled the requirements of hospitality, Tristan nodded, released me, and sank back into his chair.

			I glanced over at Kieran. Even in the glow of the room, he managed to look as if he were lurking in shadows. Darker hair, darker eyes, and much darker mood than his friend.

			He didn’t offer his hand. He continued to scrutinize me, as if I were a moth pinned to a science fair display board. 

			I picked up my mug again and turned back toward Tristan. “Could you please tell me where we are?”

			“This was my cousin’s home before . . . well . . . back when my people lived here. I use it when I’m traveling through. It’s about as safe as anywhere in the Grey Hills. We’re only a day’s ride from Braide Wood.” He waited for me to give some sign of comprehension. When I just stared at him, he continued, “That’s my home.” The way he said the word home was rich with longing, fatigue, and pride.

			“Have you been away long?” I floundered for the right questions to ask, still making no sense of what was happening.

			“Tristan’s a guardian,” Kieran cut in, his voice cold. “He doesn’t get home much. The Council keeps him too busy.”

			Tristan glared at his friend. “She saw me. If she’s working for the Council, we’re already in trouble. There’s no harm in answering her questions.”

			I decided to ignore Kieran and, instead, searched Tristan’s face. “What I saw . . . was it . . .  I mean, was that real? At first I thought you were an actor rehearsing a scene. I didn’t realize . . .  I mean . . .” My throat felt thick. In my mind, I could still see the man before me with rage in his eyes, gasping for breath and lunging forward, his sword skewering another man. The memory of blood on his sword made me queasy.

			“He poisoned my wife.” Raw anguish edged Tristan’s words. “I’ve been tracking him for two seasons.” 

			I remembered phrases from the sword fight—and a name: “Kendra.” 

			Tristan looked at his feet and nodded, lost in his pain.

			Kieran jumped up. “Tristan, get some rest. I’ll talk to her.” He helped the larger man to his feet with an odd tenderness. There was murmured conversation as Kieran grabbed some blankets from a cubby; then he and Tristan moved to the far end of the room and rolled out a pallet. I glanced over my shoulder and saw the light of the far wall dim and go out. Kieran pulled a flexible panel out from the curving wall to create a partition. 

			I settled back into the couch and sipped some more of the comforting drink. Breathing in the scent of cloves, I stared into my mug and tried to sort out what I knew.

			I had been in my attic, but now I was someplace far from home. I didn’t know how I had gotten here. I’d leave that question for later.

			But I needed to know where I was. Maybe it was some sort of commune far on the outskirts of town. That was why it was such a deserted area. Or maybe they were living in an abandoned movie set. That furry lizard was probably an animatronic prop. Logic didn’t seem to apply anymore and it hurt my brain. Once, when Mark and I were driving to the grocery store, we saw a blue van—identical to ours—just ahead of us on the freeway. “Look,” I said. “It’s us in the future!”

			“No,” said Mark, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “That’s us in the past, because they’ve already been where we are going to be.” 

			His reasoning made my head hurt the way it was hurting now. Maybe the issue of where or when could slide as well. I just didn’t know enough. What did I know?

			Staring into my tea, lost in thought, I didn’t realize Kieran had come back until he shoved the tray aside and sat directly in front of me on the edge of the low table. I looked up and jumped at the sight of his face so close to mine. 

			Cheekbones, lean angles, and very cold eyes faced me.

			“What do you know about Kendra?” He was barely speaking above a whisper, but his voice carried a biting menace. 

			I swallowed. “Nothing. I just heard the man say something. The man that Tristan was fighting. The one he . . .” 
I stopped. 

			“Killed.” Kieran waved that away. “What did he say?”

			“I don’t know. Something about . . .” I looked down as I tried to remember the exact words. “‘It won’t do any good. Kendra won’t be coming back.’” I lifted my gaze.

			Kieran’s jaw tightened. His eyes were hard and remote. “And why were you there?”

			“I don’t know. I was in the attic. Mark built me a room, and I kept hearing noises. I looked in the bin of toys and pulled out a sword, and there was this roaring in my ears, and everything tilted . . .” I hated the quaver in my voice, but I forced myself to continue. “I don’t know what happened, but all of a sudden I was in an alley. When I looked up, Tristan was fighting. I saw . . .” I couldn’t finish the sentence. 

			Glinting eyes narrowed and continued to stare at me.

			“I was scared. I started running. Something hit me, and I woke up here. And . . . and I know this is a nightmare, and I really want to wake up now.”

			Kieran leaned forward. “Do you work for the Council?” he asked.

			I pressed as far back into the couch as I could. He was trying to intimidate me and succeeding easily. Didn’t he realize I’d been terrorized enough today? “I’m not on any councils,” I stammered, wondering what to say to get him to back off. “Well, unless you count the band parent’s booster club. But we just sell candy bars at the football games. They asked me to serve on a church council, but I’m not big on meetings, and with the kids being so busy, I had to say no.” 

			Kieran’s left eyelid started twitching. “Stop babbling.” He rubbed his temple, obviously annoyed. “Are you a Restorer? Tristan’s ready to believe anything. But I’m not.” 

			The icy suspicion in Kieran’s face made me angry. I hadn’t asked for any of this. I was tired, cold, and wet, yet I’d been very accommodating. I wasn’t yelling for the police. I was sipping tea and answering all his crazy questions. 

			“Restorer? What’s a Restorer? What’s a guardian for that matter? What do you want from me? What is this insane place anyway? It can’t be real. You aren’t real.” Tears threatened again, but I didn’t care anymore. I was tired of trying to be brave. “I want to go home.” 

			Kieran ignored my questions and grabbed my chin, his fingers bruising my jaw. His eyes locked with mine, as if he were trying to see into my heart. “Are you the Restorer?” 

			I shoved his hand away and stood up. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I walked to the kitchen, set my mug on the tall table, and began pacing the floor. Three paces. Turn. Three paces. Turn. “I’m a housewife and a mom. I got hit on the head, and I’m in a coma. But I want to wake up now. I need to wake up now. I have to find out if the kids are okay. And Mark—he was going to take them to the park. I have to get back to them. Now.” I was working myself up to hysteria, but I’d earned it. “I don’t want any more furry red lizards or strange lumpy buildings. And definitely no more swords.” I looked up toward the coved ceiling. “God, let me go back. Please. I want to wake up. Whatever you’re trying to tell me, it’s not making sense. Let me wake up now.” 

			Kieran grabbed my arm to stop my pacing and guided me to a chair. “Who are you talking to?” His voice sounded strained, but I ignored him.

			“God, please. I need you.” My mutters and sniffles continued. Sure, I was sounding crazy, but since I probably was insane, it didn’t seem worth fighting to stay calm anymore.

			I shivered from the cold rain that had soaked my clothes—or from fear. Hard to say. My shoulders began to shake, and hysterical laughter bubbled from my lungs. “Restorers and guardians and swords. It just makes so much sense, doesn’t it?” I gasped, holding my stomach. My giggles morphed into strangled sobs. “It’s not real. Go away. None of it’s real.” 

			Kieran’s face moved in front of me again, but I couldn’t focus. 

			“Susan.” His voice was sharp. 

			I ignored him. I had heard of people who would disassociate when faced with incredible trauma. They’d just go away somewhere in their head. I wanted to go away. 

			Kieran held my wrist against the chair arm. “Susan, look at me.”

			At his words, I came back to the present, only to find the nightmare taking a new frightening turn. He knelt in front of me holding a knife. 

			I tried to pull away, but his grip was strong. He pushed the sleeve of my cardigan up and ran the knife quickly over the back of my arm, cutting deeply into the skin. 

			I cried out and jerked my arm, but couldn’t free it. Searing pain overwhelmed my initial shock as blood coursed across my skin. My breath hissed in through my clenched teeth, and I closed my eyes. 

			“Look at it.” The steel in his voice brought my head up in panic. Would he slit my throat next? He saw my terror and softened his tone. “You have to see this. Look at your arm.” 

			I glanced down. My breath caught. Kieran let go of me, but I didn’t move. My fear of him gave way to a much deeper fear. Something very strange was happening. 

			Beneath the line of blood, the skin of my arm was visibly rejoining.

			Stunned, I wiped away the blood with my other sleeve. I began to breathe again in trembling hiccups. Rubbing my arm, I looked up at Kieran, my mind a little more connected to reality—or at least this reality. 

			He met my questioning eyes and nodded, something close to sympathy in his expression. “Restorers heal very fast.” He gave me a moment to take that in. “That’s what makes them difficult to kill.” 

			I didn’t like the speculative way he studied me as he said that.

			“And they always discover other gifts. Things beyond their natural strength.”

			I thought of the flashes of detailed sight I had already experienced, and the easy way I had heard Tristan’s voice from a half a block away. Pieces of this delusion could almost make sense—except that it was all impossible and insane.

			Kieran seemed to make a decision to dial back his hostility. He pulled clothes from one of the bundles at the side of the room and handed me an armful. “Some of this should fit you. Put on something dry. Do you want anything more to drink?”

			I shook my head and walked in a daze toward the open doorway of an inner room. Getting clean and dry suddenly sounded like the best plan in the world. As I pulled the door shut from within the wall, I thought of Mark. He would love these pocket doors and dividers. This room was only a little larger than an airplane bathroom, and as streamlined and efficient, with metallic walls layered over the plaster. I fiddled with a spigot over a shallow aluminum sink.

			Whatever place this was had running water, at least—though it was only moderately warm. The plumbing was similar enough to home for me to figure out. The pants I had assumed were sweat pants turned out to be a shapeless drawstring design in a type of linen fabric. The sweater looked handknit, although the stitches didn’t seem quite right. Soon, I padded back out into the large room, bundled in the warm, earth-toned clothes. Oversized woolen socks flopped as I walked. 

			Kieran had pulled the padding off a chair and unfolded it near the door. The near-empty central room apparently didn’t include any convenient Murphy bed that pulled out of the wall. This was like camping out in our house before the moving van arrived. He tossed me a blanket. “You can have the couch.” He stretched his lithe body out across the front of the doorway. 

			Was he guarding the door to keep creatures out, or to keep me in? I was too tired to care. 

			“Could you get the light?” he asked. 

			I stood looking around the room, bewildered. 

			He sighed. “Never mind.” He sprang up and slid a catch on the wall near the kitchen. The glow from the walls gradually dimmed.

			By the time I had curled up on the couch cushion, the room was completely dark. I squeezed my eyes shut so I wouldn’t have to see the blackness. A strange longing pulsed through me: I should have set my sword nearby. It was my last thought before I tumbled into exhausted sleep.
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			I often wake up cold. Then I scootch closer to Mark and nestle my body in against him. He spoons around me and his warmth eases me into wakefulness. Sometimes we chat about our upcoming day, his breath tickling my ear. At some point, we always agree we’d like to stay right where we are all day. 

			I smiled to myself and scooted over, but couldn’t find Mark. Did he have an early meeting at work? I went through my morning ritual of figuring out which day it was. Yesterday we did chores in the morning and had a family meeting. The kids were going to the park. It must have been Saturday. That meant today was Sunday. The shower wasn’t running. Where was Mark?

			Stretching my arm out farther toward his side of the bed, I felt empty space. My eyes squinted open and I poked my head out from under the blanket. A pale pink glow enveloped the room. The walls were curved and seemed far away. I twisted my head to the side. No alarm clock, no stack of books. I turned the other way. No Mark. Just a low table. 

			Oh, right. The bizarre dream. Mark always loved to hear about my dreams. He claimed to never dream. I told him that was scientifically impossible—he just wasn’t remembering them. But whatever the case, he always enjoyed hearing about mine. They were usually spy stories, involving long chases through empty buildings. But this was a new one. I pulled my head back under the blanket. A little more sleep should finish the dream so I could tell him about it on the way to church.

			“Let’s go.” A deep bark sounded much too close to my ear. “We have a long way to travel today.” 

			I pulled the blanket down to my nose and peered out. 

			Tristan no longer looked tired. His golden-brown hair was wild and disheveled and framed an unshaven face. He was full of suppressed energy—like my neighbor’s huge Golden Retriever waiting to be let off the leash to go bounding into the local pond. 

			I groaned and ducked back under the covers.

			The blanket was yanked away, and a hand pulled me upright. 

			My head fell back against the couch, and I groaned again. This apparition was not following dream etiquette. “I need to finish sleeping,” I mumbled. 

			“We could just leave her,” said a voice across the room behind me. “She’s not your responsibility.”

			“Kieran, I’m a guardian.” Tristan’s words were firm.

			The threat of being left behind in this nightmare was enough to propel me off the couch. I glared at the back of the room where Kieran was rolling up a bundle of clothes and stuffing it into a pack. “You are not real.”

			“Oh please, let’s not go through that again,” he said irritably. 

			With all the dignity I could muster, I stalked to the washroom, but my oversized socks flapped.

			Kieran rolled his eyes. “Tristan, find her some boots.”

			I slid the washroom door closed behind me with a bang. It wasn’t my fault I looked like a refugee from a hobo camp. My arm itched and I rubbed it absently. Then I rolled back the sleeve of the sweater. A thin white scar, barely visible, ran across the back of my forearm. The Twilight Zone music played through my mind, and I bit my lip. 

			It took too much mental energy to keep denying everything. For now, for whatever reason, I was stuck in this dream. Maybe it would end sooner if I went along with it. That decided, I did what I could in the spartan washroom to prepare myself for the day.

			There was a small reflecting surface on the back of the door. It didn’t look exactly like a mirror, but could serve that purpose. I stared into it. At least I was still myself. My hair was a mess from sleeping on it wet. I splashed water on my hands and ran my fingers through the tangles. I wanted to braid it, but didn’t have any rubber bands.

			I looked more deeply into the reflection. 

			“Are you a Restorer?” I whispered. All I saw was a pale woman with wide, confused eyes. Suddenly the details magnified—strands of amber and brown in my irises, tiny veins that shouldn’t be visible, pores in my skin. 

			I jumped back. I’d forgotten about the heightened senses. Closing my eyes, I listened. Yes . . . deep voices murmured in the other room. As I focused, they became clear enough to understand, almost like tuning a radio station.

			“But why leave now? At least come home for a few days.” That was Tristan.

			“I don’t need the complication. Besides, you’ll do a great job with training her. You’re a fine teacher.”

			Heavy feet stomped a few steps.

			I slid the door open an inch to see what was happening. 

			Tristan stood nose to nose with his friend. “I am not taking on a student. Not after what happened.” 

			“Get over it.” Kieran turned away, his breathing uneven as he stuffed something down into a pack. “Guardians lose students. He won’t be the last. What worries me is that you’re wasting time with your Restorer myths. We have more important things to think about.” 

			“She was sent. You said yourself that she has the signs.”

			“I don’t deny she might be a Restorer.” Kieran yanked hard at one of the ties on his pack. “What I’m saying is that I don’t believe a Restorer can help us now.”

			“In every time of great need, a Restorer is sent to fight for the people and help the guardians,” Tristan said in a singsong voice, as if quoting a well-known creed. “The Restorer is empowered with gifts to defeat our enemies and turn the people’s hearts back to the Verses.” 

			Kieran snorted. “Then whoever sent her has a strange sense of humor. It’s clear she doesn’t know the Verses, she can’t fight, and all she wants to do is go home. How is that going to help us?”

			“Kieran, just help me find someone to take her in.”

			“I don’t want to get involved in this. You are a very bad influence,” Kieran said as he moved out of my line of sight.

			I edged the door open farther to bring Kieran back in view.

			“It’s not like I’m asking you to train her,” Tristan said. “A lot of good that would do anyway.” 

			“No, you just want me along because you don’t trust yourself not to get her killed. But you know where this will end.” Kieran’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the larger man. “She won’t only get herself killed, Tristan. She’ll cause the deaths of others. Can you live with that?”

			Tristan turned away and pressed his fists against the kitchen table. Kieran studied his friend for a minute, then stepped closer and put a hand on Tristan’s shoulder. The dark man’s next words were barely audible. “Fine. I’ll help. Leave her here, and I’ll get rid of her. Problem solved.”

			My sudden intake of breath sounded loud in the silence that accompanied Tristan’s glare. They turned at the same time to see me in the doorway. 

			My stomach churned. I forced a smile, pretending I hadn’t heard anything as I edged slowly along the wall, my eyes on the two men. Why had I thought I could trust them? 

			Kieran threw down his backpack with an oath.

			Tristan cleared his throat and forced a smile that he probably meant to be reassuring. “Would you like something to drink? I’ll find you some boots. Are you hungry?” His words trailed off. 

			I kept moving sideways toward the trunk until I could grab my sword. I’d forgotten how good it felt in my hand. My loafers were near the trunk, and I pulled them on over the thick socks with some effort—keeping one hand free to hold the sword. Both men watched me, wary but still. 

			“I’m leaving.” I wedged my second foot into its shoe. 

			Tristan nodded. “We’re almost ready—” 

			“Alone,” I cut in. I had watched Tristan work the door last night, and this time I handled the procedure of rotating and sliding the latch. I pulled the door open. 

			Tristan frowned and started forward. 

			Kieran grabbed his arm and gave a small shake of his head. Then he smirked at me. “Safe travels.” 

			Right. The sword in my hand gave me confidence, and I cleared my throat. “Stay away from me,” I said loudly. Then I pulled the door shut behind me.

			When I stepped outside, I expected the bright glare of sunlight. Instead, the sky was the same hazy grey as yesterday. I hurried a few steps forward, hoping to see a familiar landmark.

			Nothing had changed. There wasn’t one hint of home. No telephone poles, no traffic noises in the distance. No trees, birds, squirrels. Without the rain to blur my vision, I could distinguish some differences in the shapeless buildings. Some were tan. Others were light beige. A few were a deeper brown. The tar pavement was still damp, although fewer puddles dotted it now that the rain had stopped. 

			All right, I was still lost in some strange experimental housing project or a failed theme park. But it had to end somewhere. I just needed to find a street sign or a phone. And I needed to get far away from the scary guys with the sharp blades.

			I jogged for several blocks, weaving between buildings, losing myself in the maze of small alleys. Worry kept me checking back over my shoulder, but the streets were always empty. Finally, the fear of pursuit eased, and I slowed to a walk.

			One low-slung building was missing a door from the arching entryway, and I risked a few steps inside. I couldn’t see much because there were no windows, but it looked deserted and I was pretty sure there was no phone. I stepped back outside and tried the next building. My nose wrinkled at the smell of mold and wet ash. Near the entry, I found a catch that looked like the one Kieran used to turn off the lights last night. I pushed it, pulled it, and managed to slide it to one side. At first nothing happened. Then a faint peach glow appeared on all the walls at the same time. The room revealed all its barren surfaces before the lights flickered and cut out.

			I hurried out, happy to be back in the open air of the street. Even outside, though, thick humidity coated my throat. The sky seemed to hang low—heavy and cloying. I had to get away from these lumpy buildings and get a sense of where I was. I hurried down the street, wishing for a sheath for my sword. It didn’t seem right to drag it along the ground, but the weapon was heavy, and my arm already ached from holding it. I finally rested the flat against my shoulder and carried it like a hobo’s staff. 

			I crossed several alleys and wider streets. There seemed to be taller buildings ahead, and I aimed for those. 

			Passing one curved building, I noticed a door that was intact. I touched its smooth wooden surface, and it swung inward with a sigh. Drawn inside, I searched for a light switch, wishing my flashlight had made it here with me. That would have been more useful than a sword. My hand fumbled over a lever, and again a moment passed before a glow spread across the walls like a blush. The room was similar to the one where I’d spent the night, with a broken chair resting on its side amid shards of stoneware. I stepped farther in to examine a bundle piled in a curved cubby. Under a tattered blanket, a box the size of my daughter’s flute case rested on the floor—empty. 

			Had it held a musical instrument? Letters? Jewelry? Someone lived here once. A wave of sadness hit me. Where was the person who once sat in that chair to relax after a hard day’s work? Was the blanket a favorite of a child who long ago dragged it along everywhere? I turned the lights off as I left and closed the door gently behind me.

			Movement at the end of the street caught my eye. One of the silent trucks glided by. I ran toward it, but it had disappeared by the time I reached the corner. Still, it gave me a plan. If I could wave down a truck, I might get some help.

			I continued toward the taller buildings. These had more traditional boxy shapes. I ignored the gaping doorways and crossed several more streets. Then an alley to my right caught my eye. 

			My nerve endings chilled. I recognized this place. Concrete buildings rose on either side; crates and tattered bundles littered the space along each wall. I took a few more steps and waited, hoping to feel a crackle of electrical current. I searched the dingy sky, but no portal opened, no sign of home appeared. Still, there was no doubt. This was the place where I had first opened my eyes. This was where my nightmare began. 

			I moved farther in to the spot where Tristan and the Rhusican had fought. Dark liquid stained the ground—blood or something else. Did the Rhusican have friends who came and claimed his body? Or did scavengers drag it away in the night?

			I shivered and backed away. Something rustled in a pile of rubbish on one side of the alley, and I brought my sword forward. I edged past the sounds and knelt on the spot where I had regained consciousness the afternoon before. I hoped for a door or a whirling tunnel, a star gate or a transporter platform, but my examination of the ground revealed nothing. “I’ve watched way too much television,” I said to the emptiness.

			A distant swishing sound alerted me that another truck was approaching. Jumping up, I ran out to the street, waving my arms. Today the brakes started squealing in time to stop the sleek machine before it flattened me. I ran to the driver’s side and peered through the clear plastic window, eager to meet someone who could help me. 

			There didn’t seem to be anyone inside. I used my sleeve to clear away the film of dust and got my nose right up against the window. Nothing. The machine was automated. Now that I was no longer flapping in front of it, it began coasting forward again.

			“Wait!” I pounded my hand against the side, where a door should be. But it pulled ahead and was gone.

			The isolation and emptiness haunted me. Something very bad had happened in this place. There were so many streets, dozens and dozens of buildings. People had once lived here—gathered, worked, laughed, quarreled. Where were they? Why had they left? Why did empty trucks still circle mindlessly through the streets?

			God, I’m in way over my head. Show me what to do. It didn’t feel odd to pray inside a dream. I did it all the time. In fact, in my dreams, I often felt surges of faith and conviction that carried me through vivid sleeping adventures. Too bad I didn’t have that kind of courage or passion in real life. 

			I wandered into the alley, to my starting point on the small area of black tar pavement. If I were to have any hope of finding my way back, it would be from here. But I couldn’t find any clue of how I had arrived. I held my sword out in front of me and waited. The overcast sky shimmered on the blade as it tilted. My arm tired and sank to my side.

			I strained to hear sounds, but there was no rustling of leaves, no distant radios playing. This was the emptiest place I had ever been. Even on a family vacation through an old western ghost town, there had been tumbleweeds and jackrabbits and the sound of wind howling through broken windows. Here, there was street after street of silence and regret.

			Suddenly a high-pitched voice floated far above me: “. . . more french fries than me . . .” 

			My daughter! “Anne!” I shouted up into the heavy, dull sky. “Anne! Can you hear me?” I waited, holding my breath. 

			Giggles floated far away. Then another fragment broke through, “Save some for Mom.” Mark’s voice. 

			Hope and yearning raced through my veins. “Mark! I’m here! Can you hear me?” My shouted words came out hoarse and strained. I listened again. Silence.

			Fine. I would stay here. I’d stand here and shout until they heard me. Until whatever had brought me here put me back. 

			“Jon! Anne! MARK! Can you hear me? I’m here! Mark? Kids? Help!” There was no answer except the reverberation of my own desperate cries.

			Then, in the pause between my calls, as I strained to hear a response, something scuffed by the entrance of the alley.

			I spun around to face it, sword lifted.

			Tristan strode into the alley. He stopped several yards away from me. “I wouldn’t make so much noise. Most scavengers stay hidden until night, but this still isn’t a safe place.”

			I glared at him and kept my sword raised. 

			He was wearing a bulky backpack with several rolls and bundles tied to it. His sword hilt jutted out the top of one side of his pack. He studied the anger and distrust in my face. “I don’t know why you’re here,” he said, raking one hand through his hair. “You don’t seem like an enemy, although I’ve been wrong before. But whatever you’re doing here, I can’t just leave you. And we don’t have much time. If we don’t catch an early transport, we won’t get to Braide Wood before nightfall. It’s not safe to travel close to dark—even there.” 

			I shook my head. “I need to get home to my family. I heard something. They were here.”

			Tristan glanced around. “Where?”

			“Not actually here . . . just their voices.”

			“People hear voices all the time when they pass through Shamgar,” he said with gentle concern. “This isn’t a safe place.”

			“Look, I don’t really know you. And Kieran . . .” I scanned the street behind him. I wasn’t about to let his scary friend make me conveniently disappear.

			Tristan shook his head. “Kieran left. He has his own plans, and he delayed them long enough helping me. He won’t be traveling with us.” He shifted his pack with impatience. “I don’t know what you thought you overheard, but he doesn’t mean half of what he says. He’s changed since . . . since Kendra. He wouldn’t hurt you.” 

			“Kendra?” I asked, puzzled.

			“His sister. I thought he told you. Kieran’s my brother-in-law.” The pain was back in Tristan’s eyes.

			I took a step forward, lowering my sword. “I didn’t know.”

			“We were friends from childhood and true brothers when I married Kendra.” Tristan looked at the ground. “He would never say the words, but I know he blames me for what happened.” He looked up at me, and in a blink, the remorse in his face disappeared and his eyes were alert. 

			“Don’t move.” He pulled a narrow dagger from the side of his boot. 

			“What?” I stumbled a step back. 

			Tristan swore under his breath and flicked the dagger in my direction. It landed near my feet with a thump and a hiss. 

			I sprang back. 

			Only a few feet away, a furry lizard was skewered to the pavement. It hissed once more, showing rows of sharp teeth before its head collapsed and its eyes closed.

			I pointed and started hyperventilating. “That . . . what? . . .  Ehyew!”

			Tristan pulled his dagger out of the creature and kicked the carcass to the side of the alley. He wiped the blade on his pant leg and slid the dagger back into his boot sheath. “Kieran told me you have the signs of a Restorer,” he said, as though nothing had happened. “He also told me not to trust you. But he worries too much. So friend or foe, you’re coming with me.”

			“Keep your friends close but your enemies closer?” 

			Tristan laughed. “Now that sounds like something Kieran would say.” Then his face sobered. “Susan, if I can help you to find your people one day, I will. But right now we have to leave.” He practically vibrated with impatience.

			I knew I was out of options. There was no way I was staying by myself in this strange, empty town, but traveling alone with this rough escapee from a medieval novel didn’t seem like a good idea, either. 

			Of course, if he’d wanted to harm me, he could have done it by now. And he was grieving his wife. A man capable of mourning couldn’t be completely hard or untrustworthy. “Let’s go.” I shrugged, braced my sword over my shoulder again, and walked with him to the end of the alley. 

			“I brought some things for you.” Tristan grabbed a bundle that was leaning against a building. He helped me ease into the unfamiliar shoulder straps and belts. When he reached for my sword, I hesitated. My hand clenched on the grip; I had to coax my muscles to relinquish the weapon, but I didn’t have time to analyze my reaction because he secured it in moments.

			“We have to hurry.” Tristan hitched up his own gear and loped down the street. 

			I followed behind at a stumbling jog, adjusting the pack that lurched from side to side on my shoulders. My pack felt as off balance as I did.

			
		

OEBPS/image/Enclave_Logo_RED.jpg
uw =___

Jv _“ _____
X

PUBLISHING





OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/AGaramondPro-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/Text/image/Map.png
PEOPLE OF THE VERSES





OEBPS/image/9781935929451.jpg





