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Lucy Rose Larsen | Regan, North Dakota

––––––––
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SEPTEMBER 1939: The kitchen table bathed in the sickly yellow glow of a kerosene lamp. The air hung thickly with the tang of cheap whiskey and the bitter scent of fear. A man, his face engraved with lines of weariness, sat hunched over the table. His hand, shaking with a faint tremor, reached for the nearly empty bottle, pouring the rest into a chipped glass. He drank it in one gulp, slumped back, his shoulders heavy under his despair.

His crops had finally succumbed to the persistent drought that had gripped his land over the past years. By a stroke of luck, his farm had still been productive, if only barely, throughout the early years of the Great Depression, while neighboring farms struggled to survive the harsh weather and crushing economic pressures. His dreams, once as vibrant as his previously blooming sunflowers, now lay withered and brittle due to the severe drought over the past two years. He sank deeper into debt, the bank threatened foreclosure, and his future loomed as bleak as the empty fields stretching beyond his farmhouse. 

The door creaked open, and a gust of cool night air pushed in, carrying the distant wail of a train horn. A woman strolled in, flushed with excitement and glee, a faint trace of cheap perfume clinging to her after a night out with her friends, oblivious to the turmoil her husband endured.

"Jacob," she said, her voice light, "you're still up?"

He looked up, caught off guard by the sudden brightness of her face, a flash of the youthful beauty he’d nearly forgotten. As she skipped to him, he thought that maybe she could bring a ray of light into his murky world. He sensed the familiar comfort and warmth as she hugged him tightly. For a brief moment, he forgot about his woes.

For the next few minutes, holding Jacob in an embrace, she chattered innocently about her evening’s adventures. Barely skipping a beat, she pushed away, her eyes sparkling excitedly, and said, “Did you give any more thought to us moving into town? Mary and Shirley said they’re so happy there and want me to join them. I mean, for us to join them of course. It’ll be so much easier to get together with my best friends, and so much safer for me.”

Her words made little impression on his grief-stricken mind, but the last part stopped him short. “Safer? What do you mean?”

She blinked her eyes innocently, “Well. You know, silly, to get home I must travel way out here in the country, in the dark, it’s just not safe for a girl like me.” She made a slight pout and said, “Besides, and I don’t know why it is, but the air out here always smells worse at night. You know I truly can’t stand that smell.”

He pushed away. “That smell? We’re farmers, Lucy. Did you forget that?”

Lucy stumbled backward, but steadied quickly and chuckled, “You may be a farmer, but I certainly am not. I shouldn’t have to spend my precious nights smelling that smell.”

Her words cut him deeply. The glimmer of hope he felt when Lucy came home dissipated at once. He shook his head, his voice thick with bitterness, "I can’t do this anymore, Lucy.”

Lucy pouted once more, “Honey, you’ve been drinking again.”

“Of course I have. What do you expect me to do?”

“Why have you been in such a foul mood lately, anyway?”

He spoke flatly, “And you’re late again.”

She lowered her head. "What? No, am I? Well, I just lost track of time, that’s all. We were having such a wonderful time.”

"Can't you at least say sorry for being late? I had to finish all the chores; I fed the girls and got them ready for bed. By myself. Again"

Lucy offered him a sweet smile. “Sweetie. I did say I was sorry. I wanted to get back earlier, but you know how relentless Mary and Shirley can be. They never want to let me go."

"No. You didn't."

Her eyebrows furrowed, “I didn't what? Jacob, you're not making any sense. It's late, and I need to see my babies."

He moved forward, voice raised, "You didn’t say sorry. You never do."

She eased away from him, one arm lifted to keep space between them, while her other hand reached for the children's bedroom door handle. "Jacob, this isn’t the time for another one of your senseless arguments. It seems like that’s all you want to do anymore. Can we talk about this tomorrow?"

Jacob stepped closer until her outstretched arm pressed against him. His lips quivered, his voice heavy with resentment. "Look at you. So deliriously happy again fooling around with your friends while I sit here, drowning in this godforsaken mess."

"Jacob," Lucy said, her voice softening, "we weren’t fooling around. Don’t be mean. We only went to see the new show at the theatre. It was beautiful. Besides, you said I could go."

He slammed his hand against the wall, the sound echoing through the tense silence. "What use is beauty when our table is bare? What joy is laughter when the land we live on is slipping away?"

Lucy pressed herself against her daughter's bedroom door, planting her feet as if bracing for impact. “Jacob, we’ve discussed this. The money my mom left me will get us through.”

Jacob scoffed. “Oh. Do you mean Screwy Sara’s money?” A harshness crept into his voice. “How many times do I have to tell you that what she left was nearly all spent to pay for her stay at the insane asylum.”

Lucy lashed out, “How dare you? I told you not to call my mom by that name. It’s not her fault that she was. That way. She had a horrific life. You know that.”

He continued his verbal assault, “And I’ve no idea why you kept her last name when we married. Larsen? I thought you would’ve tried to distance yourself as far away as you could from that last name. Do you know how embarrassing it is for me to have a wife who didn’t take my last name?”

Lucy froze at his cruel words. Her heart sank, tears rising and slipping down her cheeks. He dismissed her with a wave. “Quit with the dramatic tears. And the rest of the money, whatever was left after paying her bills, well, you’ve been going into town almost every weekend and playing with your rich friends. There’s nothing left. Nothing.”

“Don’t you put that on me. All these years you’ve been throwing my money away planting crops, only to watch them fail again and again. We should’ve moved to town ages ago, just like I said we should.”

Jacob’s anger flared, his eyes burning with bitter annoyance. "I don’t want to hear another word about moving into town. I’m a farmer, damn it. I’ll never leave this farm. Never!” He threw his whiskey glass at the wall, breaking it into countless shards.

Lucy, startled, cried out. "Jacob! You're going to wake up Iris and Lily!"

He stared at her; his face contorted with rage. "What do you care? You're always too busy with your friends to worry about your own family. You're just as much to blame for this mess as I am.” He turned away and slumped over the back of his chair, his anger fading to exhaustion. Trapped and hopeless, he could see no way out of his despair.

Jacob’s eyes flicked to the shotgun resting in the wooden rack beside the porch door. He reached up and lifted it free, the faint scrape of wood and metal sounding unnaturally loud in the quiet house.

Lucy gasped. "Jacob, it’s too late to go out hunting. Put that back, okay?” She cowered against her daughter’s bedroom door and pleaded, “Let me go and check on my angels. Please?”

"I don’t know. I don’t know what to do anymore. There’s no point continuing like this. This. Whatever this is," Jacob spoke with the dull cadence of a man long past caring.

"Stop. Jacob. You’re scaring me," she cried, her voice cracking with desperation. "We’ll find a way to get through this. Okay?"

He loaded the shotgun with deliberate precision, the final shell clicking into place. “It’s too late," Jacob said, his voice stripped of feeling. “I’m so sorry, Lucy Rose Larsen. I truly am."

––––––––
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The Academy

––––––––
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IN THE BEGINNING: “Students! Places!” The voice cracked like a whip. “This is your last warning. The fourth and final section begins now.” Chairs scraped, papers fluttered, and the apprentices scrambled to their desks. Every head snapped toward the door as it swung open; anticipation tightening the air over who would step inside.

"Welcome back, Instructor John. The classroom is once again, all yours.” The group stirred uneasily, recalling the relentless discipline he had demanded in the first section.

Instructor Gabriel bellowed, “Silence. We will not tolerate any disrespect.”

"Thank you, Instructor Gabriel. If this group is as smart as they think they are, they will heed your wise words.” The teachers offered polite greetings as they passed, and Instructor Gabriel exited, closing the door behind him.

Instructor John assumed his position at the front of the room and addressed the students, "Good day. Here we are again.” He scanned the room deliberately, as if taking attendance. “If I’m being honest, I have to say that I am slightly surprised to see some of you have made it to this final level."

He lowered his voice, "Surprised, indeed. Well, here we are. Look around you. Though you all have made it thus far, over two-thirds of the original class did not. Think about that for a minute. The inaugural class of The Finders began with one hundred and fifty students. Out of the first group, only forty-six students are still active. Forty-six! That certainly calls for a round of applause."

The class erupted in cheers as Instructor John marched down the center aisle toward the back of the room. Over the raucous rejoicing, he called out, "Okay, settle down. Yes, all of you here today should be proud of your accomplishment. When the Committee leaders developed this course, they meant it to be extremely tough, designed to cut the weak and bring the strongest amongst you to the surface. But."

The teacher’s voice rose until the room went quiet. “Enough. Sit. Listen. Every instruction I give is to be followed without question. Defy me, and you will not simply be dragged from your seat, but I will remove you from this course permanently, with no path back.”

The room went quiet, save for a faint chuckle from the front row. Instructor John turned toward the sound, his voice steady, “Did I say something amusing?” Students instinctively bowed their heads, hoping not to be mistaken for the culprit. 

The educator’s voice sharpened as he repeated, “Let me ask again, was something I said meant to be funny?” He paused, scanning the room. “I strongly advise whoever laughed to show themself. Immediately.”

Heads remained lowered in tense silence, except for one student in the front row, who quickly jerked his head to identify the classmate beside him. Instructor John strode across the room and positioned himself directly in front of the alleged student. “You know. I have never been accused of having a sense of humor. In fact, it is quite the opposite if you can imagine. Explain yourself.”

The suspect kept his head low, shoulders trembling with fear, and mumbled a weak apology. A radiant glow pulsed from Instructor John as he leaned in and seized the young student’s arm. When Instructor John tried to lift him from his seat, the boy resisted. Briefly. Instructor John’s expression hardened. He ripped him free with a brutal jerk and hurled him toward the front door. The student crashed to the floor in a heap. Instructor John strode after him, hauled the limp body upright, and stepped out of the room. The door slammed behind them.

No one dared speak. The room stayed frozen in stunned silence by what they had witnessed and terrified that if Instructor John returned to find them talking, they would be punished next. Minutes passed before Instructor John returned, alone. As he strolled in, he chimed, “correction, students. Only forty-five of you are still here. I trust there will be no other requests for expulsion?” He slowly scanned the bowed heads. “Good. Let us continue, shall we?”

He cleared his throat. “Now. It is my responsibility to ensure that each one of you understands the seriousness of where you are at this critical moment in your education and training. And to prepare you all for what is coming next. So. Please turn to the student on your left, shake their hand, and say “good job.” Quickly.” He paused to allow swift salutations. "Okay. Now, turn to the student on your right and do the same." The students followed the instructions.

"This next part is important; you must understand the Committee leaders, in their infinite wisdom, also decided only thirty-three percent would pass this final level." A murmur spread throughout the room. "That is right. And, in case your mathematical skills are lacking, that is one out of three. Between yourself, the student on your left, and the student on your right, on average, only one of you will pass."

Instructor John stood tall behind the desk, his hands securely grabbed the back of his chair. "This final level is, to state the obvious, incredibly challenging. And, as you know, I am the strictest instructor in this academy. That is not a coincidence. We need the best to graduate and take their position as a Finder. Only the mentally toughest and physically strongest amongst you will survive this course. The rest of you?"

Dropping into the chair, he angled his head and delivered his words with cold precision, "Right. The rest of you. Well. You know your fate. Remember, you signed up for this. The Committee leadership's vision is undeniable, and we must follow this through to the end. Give it your absolute best. It is not a stretch to say the Finders are the success of our future, and to the very essence of our existence."

He raised his head sharply and brought his hand down on the desk with a decisive thud. “You have a short break. Return at the top of the hour. No exceptions." Each student rose quietly from their desks; one by one they spilled out into the hallway. Their expressions reflected the seriousness of the information they had received.

Two students stood apart from the group, each leaning against opposite walls. One of them, an unremarkable figure of average stature, gave a quick tilt of his head to the student across from him. "Hey."

The other, noticeably taller and lankier, acknowledged with a silent nod. Their gazes fell blankly to the ground. After a brief silence, the first student stepped forward and offered his hand. “Hello, friend. My name is Chamael."

"Hey. I'm Raphael,” he said, crossing his arms. “Sorry. I don't shake hands. No offense."

Chamael shook his head. "No worries. Nice to meet you, Raphael. Can you believe it? We have made it this far, but sadly, so many of my friends did not. I am the last one from my group. How about you?"

Raphael curled his lip. “Seriously? This junk? It’s child’s play. Honestly, I’m bored out of my mind.” He let out a sharp scoff and nudged the floor with the toe of his boot.

Chamael’s eyes widened. "You think this course is easy? I had to study all day, every day. I have barely slept for months now. What are you saying, you did not have to study?"

"Sorry, Cam. No. I mean this stuff is easy. And boring."

"It's Chamael."

Raphael’s grin broadened. "Huh?"

"You called me Cam. But. It is Chamael, if you do not mind."

"Seriously? That's a bit formal, don’t you think? Okay. Chamael, it is. You know, you're going to be a great Finder. That's what the Committee leaders are looking for."

"I hope so. That is my goal," Chamael said, his chest rising with a quiet swell.

Raphael shook his head, bemused by Chamael’s inability to sense his verbal jab. “Anyway. Chamael? Isn’t that the formal name they originally assigned to new students? I thought you all were supposed to start using the new names they forced you to pick out.”

Chamael blushed. “I know. I keep forgetting that the policy changed recently. I still do not get why they changed it, but yes. My new name is. Um. Rodney.”

Raphael burst into laughter. “Rodney? That’s an interesting choice. Better than Chamael though, to be honest. I’m curious, how did you pick that name?”

Rodney lowered his head and said meekly, “Oh. Well. You will probably think it is stupid, but I once read an ancient text that Chamael’s weapon of choice was a steel rod. But. Yes. So, that is how I came up with Rodney.”

Raphael smirked, “The infamous Rod of Chamael, huh? Yeah. Sorry to break it to you, Rod, but that one is pure mythological folklore, simply a fairy tale to try and make it more exciting. But, hey, I guess you can say that Rodney is a better name than Chamael.”

Rodney lowered his head and pushed the comment aside. He knew it was too late to change his name. “Anyway. As I said earlier, I am the last one from my group. What about the group you came with? Anyone left?" Raphael shook his head. Rodney said, “Then it is just you and me. We are the only ones remaining.”

Raphael continued shaking his head. "No. Rod. That's not what I meant. I didn't come with any stupid group."

Rodney interjected, "Everyone came with a group. Those are the rules."

He scoffed, then laughed hard and without restraint, the sound echoing with contempt. "Oh my, you’re exactly the robotic servant they seek. Formal name. Follow the rules. You even talk funny, so proper-like. What else? Oh. I know. You're in bed by curfew, aren't you?"

"There is nothing wrong with any of that,” Rodney protested. “And, yes, I hope I am what they are looking for, and I fully intend to be one of the few who pass the next level. I have worked hard for this. I want this."

"Rod. I couldn't care less. You can have it. You want to be a Finder? More power to you." Raphael railed flippantly.

Rodney stood stunned, irritated that Raphael had used his informal name, and even more baffled at his final remark. "Hold on. Are you saying you do not want to be a Finder?"

Raphael responded dismissively, "Like I said, I could care less. I’m serious."

"So, what are you doing here?”

"We don't have time for me to share that story. It's time to get back to class."

Rodney scoffed, "Beings like you truly disgust me."

"Whoa. Wait a minute now. What did I do? What do you mean, beings like me?”

"Forget it. You would not understand."

Raphael implored his class partner, “Try me. I genuinely want to know. What wouldn’t I understand?"

"You do not take the Academy seriously at all. You treat it as if it has no value, something you can dismiss. But for others, for me, well, it still matters."

"Goodness, Rod. Relax. This crap they’re teaching us is nonsense. And Instructor John. Are you kidding me with his tough guy act?”

Rodney’s head snapped toward the classroom door, and he rushed his finger to his mouth. “Hey. You cannot say such things. You are going to get us into major trouble. Maybe even kicked out like that one student.”

Raphael laughed, “Are you being serious? That guy was a loser anyway. I’m not saying he deserved to be expelled, for what, laughing at tough guy John? Whatever.”

Rodney’s eyes flicked toward the door, then to Raphael, panic tightening in his chest. He kept his voice low and rushed, desperate not to draw any attention. “I agree, I feel sorry for him. No one deserves to be thrown around like that.” His words tumbled out faster than he meant, driven by fear that Instructor John or another student might hear Raphael’s callousness.

Raphael laughed even louder. “Sorry? No. I didn’t say I’m sorry for that sap. Did you see who ratted him out? Yeah, that was me. I don’t feel sorry about that; it was his stupidity that got him tossed.”

Rodney’s jaw dropped. “I do not even know what to say. How could you be so cruel?”

Raphael rolled his eyes. “Rod, just forget about that idiot. I have. You know, I don’t get it. Why do you care so much, anyway?"

Rodney dragged his shoe against the floor, then spoke in a low, uncertain tone, “I will tell you why, but you must promise not to laugh.” 

“Oh, I can’t wait to hear this.” He grinned widely.

“Do you promise?”

Raphael’s hid his smirk and gave a hesitant dip of his head.

Rodney lowered his head and continued solemnly, “Well. Shoot. I cannot believe I am sharing this. But. Um. This is my fourth attempt to become certified as a Finder. If I do not make it this time, I do not know what will happen to me.”

Silence hung in the air. Rodney lifted his gaze; Raphael was staring at him, his face frozen in disbelief. Finally, Raphael spoke, with a hint of amusement in his voice, “Did you say this is your fourth time?”

“Yes,” Rodney answered, his voice barely a whisper. “I have failed the final placement examination three times already. I do not understand. I mean, it does not make sense that I am not able to pass. Do you realize how long I have been here in this wretched place?”

Raphael laughed, “Wow. Rod, you must honestly like the food here.” His attempt at a lighthearted gesture failed miserably.

Rodney crossed his arms in a show of indifference, yet his hands trembled. “You said you would not laugh. I should have known not to trust you with something so personal.” Venom laced his every word.

Raphael shook his head, a mischievous glint in his eyes. "Come on, Rodney," he said, his voice softer now, and tinged with mocking sarcasm. "It’s just, I’ve never heard of anyone failing the test so many times.”

Rodney offered no real answer, just a vague, dismissive gesture; Raphael pressed on, “Hey, Instructor John said this is the inaugural class. So, how can this be your fourth time?”

Rodney replied, "They say that every class. They do not want the word to get out that they need more Finders than they initially projected. Those stupid Wanderers are growing in numbers. From what I have heard, it is getting out of control."

Raphael scoffed, "The Committee is always preaching transparency; what a joke. The Wanderers sound like heroes to me. And those fools in class? Do you expect them to hunt down the Wanderers? That’s laughable.”

Rodney checked again to see if anyone close had overheard Raphael's blasphemous statements. "Stop that. Are you trying to get us kicked out or something?"

Raphael roared, "Yes. That way you can return for a fifth time!" The color left Rodney's embarrassed face, shame flickering in his eyes. Realizing his misstep, Raphael faltered, his bravado slipping as he rushed to undo the damage. “Rodney, look. I didn’t mean any...”

Rodney interjected, his voice sharp, “Save it, Raphael. Laugh now but pay attention. I will make it through this time, you will see. I will be the best Finder ever and I will show no mercy to any Wanderer that crosses my path.”

“Rod. Look, it’s not about being the best. It’s about...”

Rodney snapped, “My name is Rodney. Not Rod, you petulant simpleton.”

Raphael pulled back, hands raised. “Alright, alright. I got it. I’m just saying there are more important things you should be paying attention to. Like...”

Rodney waved him off. He had heard it all before, the recycled speeches about commitment, dedication, and the elusive right approach. Deep down, Rodney knew he carried a rare, powerful force inside him. He just hadn’t learned how to touch it. Not yet.

Raphael remained silent, his expression a mix of pity and amusement. Rodney turned sharply and stormed into the classroom. Raphael followed, not realizing he had created a lifetime adversary.
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Wanderer Raphael | Bison Ridge Bar & Grill

––––––––
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PRESENT DAY: “Seriously, my friend. For the last time. I’m not from around here. Okay?” A dismissive wave should take care of the drunk on the stool beside me. At least, that’s the hope. His moronic questions have worn quite thin. “Besides. You wouldn't believe it even if I told you.” I wipe the inebriated clown’s last spray of spittle from my cheek and turn away.

It didn’t work.

A heavy hand clumsily hits my shoulder. The smell of beer and pretzels permeates the air as his warm breath blows into my ear. “Hey. Are you calling me a liar, you big oaf?”

I know I shouldn’t keep playing, but the pull is too strong. “First. Get your hand off me.” The drunk idiot mustn’t be that wasted as he senses my frustration and takes a step back cautiously. “Second. I didn’t call you a liar. You need to sober up.”

The alcohol-fueled patron pushes his bony finger to the side of my head. “Hey, you oversized lunkhead, yeah, you did. You said you don’t believe me.” He accentuates his last word with a more brutal jab, forcing my head to bend. A frustrated breath slips out, as my eyes drift shut in silent surrender. Drunk and dumb, two of humanity’s worst traits, always land right at my feet. They gather around me like maggots to a rotting corpse, an image that, oddly enough, makes me grin. 

If they only knew.

“What?” Another shot of saliva lands on my right cheek. “Hey. What’s so damn funny? Calling me a liar is funny to you, is it, you big...”

His hand reaches out again, and I spin and grab his fingers mid-air, simultaneously squeezing and bending them back. The intoxicated man shrieks, as I speak, calm and commanding, “Yeah, I get it, I’m a big guy.” My jaw tightens. “But the name-calling needs to stop. You’re most likely too drunk to understand what I’m saying, but here I am, wasting my breath again.”

The force of my hand tightly squeezing around his hand forces him back to his stool. I press down on his shoulder, meeting his bloodshot gaze without flinching. “So. One more time. I didn’t call you a liar. I said you wouldn’t believe me. Not the other way around. Got it?”

The man sways, so I hold him more securely and push him further into his seat. A familiar heat blooms in my chest; a burning rage begins to rise. My left arm tenses, fingers curling into a fist, and with a single blow I could seriously hurt the drunken man. Or worse.

A deep breath steadies the rising rage before it can turn feral and destructive. Years of disciplined control had built a wall between me and the chaotic devastating version of my past. That past left a scar; a brutal landscape shaped through reckless actions and careless destruction. I unleashed pain with precision, its impact dismissed as irrelevant. The Committee’s punishments were mild, barely worth noting which only encouraged my ruthless behavior. I left behind me devastation that I rarely acknowledged and never regretted.

But that person belonged to another time.

The count to ten is precise, each number a deliberate pause. The absurdity of the ritual isn’t lost on me, yet the rising tide always recedes under its quiet weight. I return to my stool swiftly, with hopes of reclaiming my solitary peace. My abrupt motion startles the drunken fool, and he flinches, losing his balance and tumbles from his precarious perch and to the floor.

The barroom buzzes instantly, and a raucous crowd forms. The bartender scrambles out from behind the counter and stands in front of the drunkard in a reckless attempt to calm the tense situation. Customers linger near the edges of the bar, uncertain of the commotion, their words thick with the weight of long hours and liquor. Through the barroom mirror’s smoky reflection, two men come forward, both broad-shouldered, their hands thick and calloused, hardened through years of labor on construction sites or along the rail lines. 

The crowd stirs as I rise from my barstool, my significant height drawing unwanted attention. The two railroad workers instinctively step back. Nervous eyes suddenly lock onto my clenched fist, so I relax and open it slowly, pressing my palm flat against the counter. I can’t afford to cause a scene and risk drawing any more attention. Not now, not here. I’ve come to Harvey, North Dakota seeking solace, a place to fade into the grain of small-town life, to become just another shadow in the heartland.

I stretch my fingers and take in a full breath of air. The bartender yells for everyone to relax, and he adds the obligatory, “Nothing to see here, folks." I sit back down and shift my focus to my drink. The noise dissipates around me as the owner escorts the tipsy agitator out of the bar and onto the street. 

At last, I’m alone.

Or so I thought.

A familiar voice rises to my left, “Raphael. Can I ask, respectfully, what are you doing here?” There’s no reason to look up. There’s no doubt who just arrived beside me. Whenever I foolishly think I can sneak away to a new place, slip deep undercover, and blend in with the local crowd, they find me. Sometimes, it takes them a while to track me down, and this time marks the longest stretch I’ve been able to keep joyously out of sight. 

The irritation in his voice makes it obvious, he’s not pleased about my elusiveness.

I’m disappointed because I always sense when other beings are present. I let the drunk loser distract me, but I shouldn’t let my guard down completely and risk letting someone sneak up on me. I respond sourly, “Well. Good evening to you, too, Cam. Or is it, Rod? I can’t remember what you settled on.”

“It is Rodney, Raphael. As you well know. Rodney, not Cam. Not Rod. Thank you.” My smart-aleck reply generates the proper response as he continues, voice softer, “But. You are right. Where are my manners? Good evening, Raphael. It is so good to see you again.”

I can’t help myself. “That’s better, Rod, sorry, Rodney. See? Politeness isn’t hard. But honestly, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m not exactly thrilled to see you.” I want to push more buttons; it’s what I do. Besides, the conversation will turn into more serious matters soon enough. “Can I get you a beer, Rodney?”

Rodney scoffs at the insinuation. “Funny. Raphael. So childish. Alcohol is off-limits, as you are aware, yet you keep breaking the rules, as always. You clearly have not changed.” There it is. The first of what, I’m sure, will be more insults. It’s what he does. I turn to the bartender with a grin. “Can you bring this fine gentleman a glass of milk?” Curiosity flickers across his face. I answer with a shrug and a nod.

Rodney interjects, “Your cleanest glass, please, my good friend.”

I add, “You haven’t changed either. Still polished as ever. I’ll admit, it takes my ear a moment to adjust to that formal way you speak.”

He doesn’t answer, so we sip our drinks in silence. When both of our glasses sit empty, Rodney speaks, the irritation still sharp in his voice, “So. Raphael. Honestly. The Bison Ridge Bar? There are no bison anywhere near Harvey, North Dakota, and there is certainly no ridge on these flat plains.”

I don’t get it either, but I refuse to give him the satisfaction of admitting it. He goes on, “But seriously, Raphael, I find you here at the Bison Ridge Bar. Need I even ask? 

“And grill,” I say sarcastically.

Rodney responds seriously, as expected, “And grill? What do you mean?”

“To be completely accurate, it’s the Bison Ridge Bar and Grill.”

Our reflections shimmer in the mirror. Rodney stands perfectly erect, dressed immaculately in a buttoned shirt and tie, and, of course, with a clean-shaven face. A soft glow surrounds his reflection. He’s developed a noticeable paunch; likely the result of years spent away from active missions like this.

Rodney dreads being in this place, a dive-bar, but his job involves tracking down Wanderers. It doesn’t matter where we end up. Rodney is what you call a company man, and based on his pristine reputation, he serves the company exceptionally well. Rodney tries to wipe away the crumbs on the counter before him, and I chuckle as he drags his crisp shirt sleeve through a puddle of spilled beer. The disgust on his face almost makes his unwelcome presence tolerable.

Almost.

“Fine. The Bison Ridge Bar and Grill. Thank you for that clarification.” Rodney pushes his empty glass forward and lets the bartender know he does not want another. “But you did not answer my question.”

I roll my eyes, trying to stay calm. “Right. Yeah, so, you want to know what I’m doing here? Well. I guess true intellectuals, like yourself, might consider this a dump, and a total waste of time. But I’ll be honest with you, I’ve enjoyed my time here.”

Rodney persistently sweeps the counter, while deliberately disregarding my earlier remarks. Disheartened, I add, “Nonetheless, I’m guessing my period of enjoyment may soon come to an end.” Just as I expect, Rodney’s face is still unreadable. I’m not ready to face him, especially not tonight. Aside from that mess with the drunken fool earlier, things have actually been going well.

My empty glass only adds to my annoyance and Rodney promptly dismisses my request for the bartender to bring me another round, “That will be enough, Raphael. Kind sir, please close our tab and bring me the bill.”

My anger boils over, and I slam my fist violently on the bar counter. Glasses shake, and peanut bowls rattle. My fingers close tightly around the glass. A grin surfaces as it shatters, sharp pain blooming across the skin. I welcome it. I find this type of pain strangely satisfying. The bartender stumbles back, confusion and panic on his face.

Rodney's eyes narrow at my aggression, and he scolds me in a frustrated tone, "Raphael, once again, your behavior is unacceptable. You know the consequences of your actions, yet you continue to recklessly cause chaos wherever you go."

As if my night isn’t already bad enough, Rodney is chastising me. Without thinking, I fling the remnants of my glass in the mirror. It strikes hard, shattering Rodney’s flawless reflection into a web of jagged fractures. The bartender jumps up and yells at me, his arms spread wide in frustration. He promptly reaches for the phone beside the cash register.

Rodney moves surprisingly fast and grabs my arm and hurriedly guides me out the front door. The frigid winter night air instantly stings every piece of uncovered skin. We rush past the alley, and I catch a glimpse of the drunk man from earlier as he lies, clearly passed out, on the icy asphalt. The poor sap will surely die a frozen death tonight if we don’t help him. Rodney will stop if I speak up, but I stay silent. I’m not about to bail out that loser.

Rodney’s fingers rest loosely on my arm while I scan the area, searching for the best escape route. He catches on to my plan and tightens his grip without a word. I need to be patient. We turn the corner and scurry along the downtown sidewalk; Rodney breathlessly mutters, “I am way too old for this, Raphael.” I chuckle because he’s right, he is too old to chase me around. Of course, I’ve outgrown these games. Or I’m supposed to have.

We reach the door with stenciling that reads Sam’s Hardware Store. Rodney yanks the handle violently, snapping the lock, and we duck inside in a rush. He slams the door shut and fumbles with the broken pieces just as a police car cruises past, its flashing lights slicing through the night.
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​Chapter Three
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Rose Ida Larsen | Mr. Renks’s Farmhouse

––––––––
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OCTOBER 1915: “Sara. Rose. Both of you come out of there. Now.” I grip my twin sister's hand tight, instinctively placing myself in front of her. The man barking orders sounds angrier and more impatient than usual. He yanks the watch out of his front suit pocket. “I mean it, girls. You’re late and will miss the train if you keep up with your foolish antics.”

We stay hidden behind the pantry door, watching through the slats as the man's face turns red with anger. “Goodness. We don’t have time for this nonsense.” He motions to our governess, who stands meekly in the corner of the kitchen. She extends her arms to her sides and shrugs her shoulders, conveying a sense of indecision. He yells, “Am I not the damn Master of this godforsaken house?”

The elderly woman makes the sign of the cross. He shoots her an evil glance, and bellows, “Grayson, what have I told you about that religious rubbish? You know those ridiculous gestures are prohibited, and most certainly not in front of them. Is that understood?” She gives a hurried nod, and he snaps his fingers angrily, urging her toward the incomplete task.

She moves a half-step forward, pauses, and pleads, “Mr. Renks, please. Do the girls have to go?” Ms. Grayson always tries to protect us, though she rarely succeeds.

Mr. Renks explodes. “I swear to God-almighty himself if you don’t do as I command, I’ll take my belt and beat the three of you right here, right now. And then I’ll drag each of you down to the station and throw you on the train myself. Is that what you want?”

Sara shrieks because the marks and the stings from our latest encounter with the worn, leathered belt are still fresh. I brace myself, jaw tight, heart pounding, repeating the lie I have told myself too many times: I won’t let him punish us like that again. This time, I’ll act.

“Great. If they start flopping around again because you’re stressing them out, this won’t end well for any of you. I hope you’re happy now.” He storms out of the kitchen and roars, “Five minutes, Grayson. Get it done.”

Ms. Grayson scampers across the floor and stands on the other side of the closed pantry door. She must calm the situation; a task she’s mastered beneath the roof of their domineering adopted father. “Girls. We need to stop this now. We don’t want to anger Mr. Renks any further. Do you understand?”

Her warm smile and gracious eyes bring instant calm. We step out of the pantry together, slowly. Sara sniffles and wipes her nose on her sleeve.

“Yes, Ms. Grayson. I understand.”

Ms. Grayson keeps smiling. “Perfect, Sara. And Rose. Sorry, but we must go. Now.”

I swipe Sara’s ribbon across her cheek, hoping to break the tension. She protests, naturally, but I keep going.

Ms. Grayson sighs and steps in again, the reluctant referee in our familiar game. “Okay, girls, we don’t have time for this. Please. Now, let me look at the both of you.”

The concern on our governess’s face compels us to follow her instructions. Ms. Grayson is the sole female influence in our lives, and we feel a familiar pang of guilt whenever we disappoint her. We quickly smooth each other’s dresses, and Ms. Grayson chuckles, a playful glint in her eye.

“Oh my, I’m amazed at how you both have grown. Please bend down so I can arrange your hair properly.”

She fixes our ribbons neatly and sings the song she’s sung to us for years:

“Pretty purple for Sara and precious pink for Rose.”

My eyes lift skyward as a groan slips out. “Ms. Grayson, really? We’re fifteen. Why are we still parading around in these frilly little girl dresses, and ribbons, of all things?” Sara chimes in right on cue, backing me up with matching indignation.

Ms. Grayson ignores our complaints, steps back, her gaze soft with adoration. A tear forms in the corner of her eye, but she swiftly wipes it away and flashes a reassuring smile. She holds her composure as Mr. Renks barks from the front door, “One more minute. Not a second longer.”

“Okay, my angels. Off we go.” She gently grabs Sara with her left hand and me with her right. She alternates comforting glances at each of us, and we march to the open front doorway. Ms. Grayson pauses and says quietly, “Girls, look back at the house and remember the good times you've had here. It's your only home since coming to America...” Mr. Renks’ sharp cough cuts her off, so we continue our escape.

Ms. Grayson peeks at Mr. Renks, who’s standing directly outside the door, rigid and tall as a stone statue. He stares straight ahead at the waiting carriage, nods sternly, and says firmly, "Grayson. Remember my instructions."

She clumsily pushes us into the plush leather seat of the carriage and settles promptly between us. She mutters lowly, “Girls. Wave goodbye to your father.”

Neither of us reacts to her request, so she nudges each of us gently with her elbows.

“Be polite now.”

I lift my hand and offer a half-hearted gesture.

Mr. Renks stands resolute, lip curled, a snarl carved on his face. He turns sharply into the house and slams the door shut.

The horses move, and the carriage lurches forward. Once we’re safely down the path, Sara proclaims, “He’s not our father. Never was and never will be.”

“Exactly.” I agree without hesitation.

Ms. Grayson gathers us into her arms, holding her angels close with a warmth that softens the moment. Ms. Grayson slips into a familiar story; the one Sara and I could recite from memory. It’s the tale of how she first met Mr. Renks. He’d just taken over the general store after the previous owner passed, and on his first day behind the counter, she wandered in just to see what had changed. She expected the same dusty shelves, but instead found new blends of coffee, jars of candy bright as marbles, and dresses sewn from East Coast fabrics that looked far too fine for a prairie town.

But what truly catches her attention are the two little girls racing between the aisles; Sara and me, all light and laughter. Mr. Renks hurries after us, barking orders and failing miserably to keep us from turning his tidy store upside down while he tries to help his customers. Ms. Grayson watches the scene with a glimmer of amusement, though beneath it she feels a faint, troubling shift she can’t put into words.

She likes to say that one look at our tangled hair, our dirt-streaked faces, made it obvious we hadn’t been near a bath in ages. We were five, maybe six, wild little things, but when she spotted us, she swears our grins were the sweetest she’d ever seen. She even told Mr. Renks we were adorable. His flat, dismissive grunt told her everything. He could run a store, sure, but children were beyond him.

So, she stepped forward, calm, and steady, and offered to be our governess. Mr. Renks, flustered and half-distracted, insisted we’re usually no trouble and that the job should be easy, so the pay would be minimal. Ms. Grayson just chuckled softly, and they sealed the deal with a handshake. I never tire of this story. It’s a reminder of how lucky we are to have Ms. Grayson in our lives.

Now that we were safely out of sight of our home, I say quietly, “I wish we didn’t have to go back there.”

Sara chimes in, “I agree. Where are we going again?”

We both turn to Ms. Grayson as a tear traces her cheek. Sara reaches out to comfort her. “Yes, Ms. Grayson. We’re leaving that house, at least for a little while, so let’s be happy."

I add, “Even if we’re away from him for only the afternoon, you know what I always say. It’s a good day after all.”

My focus shifts. "But I wish you were taking us somewhere warm, like California." I reach into my dress pocket, pull out a crumpled postcard with the words Greetings from Venice, Cal in big, bright letters on the front. "You should be taking us here."

Ms. Grayson smiles. "Oh, Rose. Why do you have that old thing with you?"

"I carry it everywhere. Sara and I dream about California all the time. The Pacific Ocean is so beautiful, and we are going to walk out on the pier someday. We won’t have to wear thick coats or heavy boots or insufferable hats; we can just walk on the amazing sand in our bare feet!"

Ms. Grayson keeps forcing a smile. "Girls, don't be silly now. We’re not going to Venice, California today; that city is half a world away. Silly dreams."

Sara’s eyes gleam. “It might be a silly dream, but we want it more than anything. I just know we’ll make it.”

Ms. Grayson smiles politely and turns toward the window. After a short pause, Sara speaks a little louder, “Ms. Grayson, well? Why are you being so quiet?”

Ms. Grayson clenches her jaw, and in that moment, Mr. Renks’ parting words echo in my mind: Remember my instructions.

She tries to calm us with a reassuring smile. “Alright, girls. Yes, we’re heading to the Harvey train station first. I’ll tell you more once we get there.”

Sara and I burst into cheers. Ms. Grayson grins awkwardly, then says firmly, "No more talking, no more questions. The station’s only a short ride away, we’ll get there in no time."

As soon as we arrive at the station, Ms. Grayson grips our hands tightly and guides us toward the waiting train car. Saturday morning hums with its usual rush, travelers darting back and forth through the crowded terminal, voices rising over the clatter of luggage and footsteps. We’ve ridden the train before, usually to Bismarck, so we know we need to stay close as Ms. Grayson clears a path ahead of us with quiet determination.

We reach our seats, and Ms. Grayson settles across from us, facing our side of the train car. Sara tilts her head and asks, “Why are you sitting over there? Mr. Renks is always so stingy, and we usually all have to squeeze into one seat.”

“Right. Well. This time, Mr. Renks thinks it’s best if I have my own seat. So. No more questions about that.” Ms. Grayson slaps her hands into her lap to punctuate the statement. She shifts quickly, trying to distract us. “Oh, look over there. They’re trying to get a horse up the ramp. I don’t think it wants to go.”

Sara’s expression shifts from confusion to curiosity. “Ms. Grayson, I can’t help but feel there’s more to the story than you’re telling. Are you keeping something from us?”

Ms. Grayson snaps back, “Oh. Please stop it. No silly talk like that.” She reaches over and places a hand on each of ours. “But. If you both stay calm and behave yourselves, I need to share something with you.”

We shriek and leap over to sit on either side of her. 

“Please stay calm. And behave. It’s best if you sit in your seats. Remember? The train porter will be coming around to check your tickets, and if you’re not in the right seat, he can kick you off the train. We don’t want that to happen, right?”
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