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      When a country, a society, or an entire planet is hit with catastrophe, an event that changes everything from that point forward, humans are driven to try to find out why.

      What have we done to deserve this?

      How can we get back to normal?

      And did anyone know this was coming?

      That last one is more than idle speculation by the unaffected, especially if there are no unaffected.

      The mistake people make, the wishful thinking that leads them to pursue The One Who Knew, is assuming such a person could have made any difference. That she could have done one thing that would have kept all the bad things from happening.

      Or, more darkly, that this mythical person knew and decided to do nothing.

      Prophets have risen up many times through the ages, claiming to have this gift of seeing the future. Whether certain ones could or not is a debate for another day. What’s not debatable is the most common response by society: to condemn them as insane, with often horrific results.

      Is it any wonder, then, that people who do know - who can see - so often choose to hide their knowledge and themselves?

      Is it any wonder that knowledge frequently torments them in solitude until they truly are as insane as others assume?

      The only salvation for one so cursed - through chance, divine intervention, or a quirk of genetics - may be one person to witness their visions. To share in the fear and hopelessness, the struggle and possibility. To simply understand and believe.

      The seer lucky enough to find such a witness may not only be able to make a difference in the terrible things to come, but may indeed have the strength to do so.

      Anne Fincastle was eleven years old when the dreams started.

      Evan Griffith was too young at thirteen to understand how, as witness to her dreams, he would save her life.
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      Evan squeezed his hands hard against his ears. He didn’t want to hear any more today, not of anything. His clothes crowded close around him, scratchy and soft and smooth, making an even smaller room inside his closet. A room he finally felt safe in.

      The black behind his closed eyes turned to shifting red. Someone had opened his closet door.

      He pushed against the cold wall, shoes he’d tossed back here and forgotten digging into his backside. Rich scents of grass, dirt, and his own stale feet rose up at the movement. Maybe whoever it was wouldn’t see him huddled behind the row of pants and jackets. Evan was afraid his legs showed, though. He should have put the rolled up sleeping bag and heavy winter blankets in front.

      The light moved again, and Evan only squeezed his eyes shut until his eyeballs ached. He heard rising and falling sounds through his hands, closer and slower than the shouting. Someone was trying to talk to him. He should be polite and see who it was, but he just didn’t want to.

      A cold, damp hand closed over one of his and he flinched away. That hand was too small to be one of his parents. The voice was too soft to be either of them.

      He risked barely opening one eye.

      Gwen, that was his big sister Gwen. Still wearing her school clothes. Stripy pants so wide at the bottom that Evan didn’t know how she could walk, and a shirt with ruffles all over. She leaned in close, her long pigtail braids swinging forward. He shifted his right hand the tiniest bit off of his ear. He could still hear the shouting, but not too bad.

      “Come on, Evvie. It’s time to go.”

      Evan shook his head and hid his face against his knees. He was almost four years old now. Too big to be a scaredy-cat anymore. But he was scared to death of walking through the house right now.

      Gwen leaned so close he felt her warm breath on his cheek, so Evan lifted his hand away from his ear again. A ringing pop brought all the noise back into his head.

      “It’s okay. Mom will know where we are,” Gwen whispered. “She told me to take you with me when this happens.” He squeezed his eyes closed again and started to cover his ear. Gwen grabbed his hand. “I’m supposed to take you with me, so come on.”

      Evan opened both eyes then, wanting to tell her to go away and leave him here in his closet. He felt safe here. If he ran to his bed and got enough pillows to go with his clothes, he could bury his head enough to drown out the whole wide world.

      Gwen’s brown eyes were right in front of his, and she was crying. He’d hardly ever seen her cry. She was nine, and so much bigger than him that he thought she never cried anymore. She held out her hand.

      “We’re just going down the street to Mr. and Mrs. Fincastle’s house. They’ll know what to do. It’s okay.”

      He lowered his hands so he could get up, but a loud shout from his Daddy made him jump and cover up his ears again. Gwen squinted up her face, then put both hands under Evan’s arms and lifted him up. She grabbed his fuzzy tan coat with big wooden buttons he could fasten by himself off the floor and wrapped it around his shoulders.

      He could tell by her mouth that she was asking if he was ready, but he didn’t dare uncover his ears again. Evan nodded, trying his best to be brave and strong. He followed his big sister.

      Gwen had on her own coat with long brown fringe hanging from the sleeves and her big denim bag full of school books slung over one shoulder. That bag scared Evan and made him wonder just how long they were going to have to stay at the Fincastle’s house.

      He stayed as close behind her as he could on the shaggy blue carpet in the hall and on the stairs, so close that he bumped into her when she stopped to open the front door. He thought he heard a crash coming from the kitchen, and Gwen whirled around and looked that way.

      Evan was too afraid to look. Now that he was out of his safe closet and almost through the house, he just wanted to get away. Gwen was crying harder now, but she managed to get the door open and pushed Evan through in front of her.

      “I’m sorry, Evan,” she said, putting her arm around him when the door was closed. He finally lowered his hands all the way, curling his fingers against the freezing cold. But he could still hear his parents shouting inside.

      That awful sound was the end of the world to him.

      “We’ll just go over there for a little while, and Mom will come and get us when things calm down.”

      “What if they hurt each other?”

      This time Gwen didn’t look sad or cry at all. She looked really, really angry. Her mouth turned down and her eyebrows made sharp lines pointing toward her nose.

      “They never have before.” Her mouth was a tiny, thin line now, like his Daddy’s was sometimes. When she was mad, Gwen looked so much like his Daddy that it made Evan a little scared. “What Mom told me is to get away and take you with me, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

      They walked just down the block and across the street, Evan holding tight to Gwen’s hand. He stopped every few feet to look back over his shoulder. He couldn’t hear his parents anymore, but he kept imagining he could.

      “What are you looking for?” Gwen said.

      Evan stared at Gwen, not wanting to upset her more than she already was. Mist puffed out of her nose and mouth and her cheeks were bright red from the icy wind.

      “What if they do hurt each other, Gwennie?” He didn’t say what he was really thinking, what his belly was feeling.

      What if daddy hurts mommy?

      “There’s nothing you can do about that, Ev. They’re both grownups. Mom told me once that all I can do is stay out of the way. Now I’m big enough to get you out of the way, too.”

      Evan closed his eyes, trying to squeeze the tears back inside. Some part of him, a part too old for his mind and body, was crying out that he could do something. Not only that he could, but he had to.

      If he let his parents fight and never did anything about it, whatever happened would be his fault. Evan’s fault. He wanted to run away and never look back, and he knew in his bones that leaving them alone screaming like that could only make things worse.

      Gwen started up the steps to the Fincastle’s house, but Evan hung back again.

      “What’s wrong?” Gwen said. “We should go inside. It’s not good to just hang around out here.”

      “Will Mr. and Mrs. Fincastle be mad at us too? For wanting to stay here?”

      Gwen shook her head and pulled on Evan’s hand.

      “They never have been before. They’re really nice. Don’t worry. They know what to do.”

      Gwen reached up to ring the doorbell, and Evan kept himself from pulling her away. He didn’t want to bother anyone. He’d be perfectly fine sitting here on the porch, hidden where no one could see him.

      Not being seen made a lot of sense to Evan.

      Before he could say a word, Mr. Fincastle opened the door. His big, warm smile went away when he got a good look at the two of them. Evan stared down at his bare, grownup feet poking out of faded jeans that were all strings at the bottom.

      “Are you two okay?”

      “Yes, sir,” Gwen said. “We just need to… Can we stay here for a little while?”

      Evan glanced up at the shaky sound of his big sister’s voice. She hardly ever sounded scared, even less often than she cried. Mr. Fincastle opened the door wide and stepped back.

      “Of course you can. Anne just went down for a nap, so walk quiet as a mouse.”

      Evan was confused for a few seconds, worried about just how quiet a mouse walked. He remembered a birthday party at Mr. and Mrs. Fincastle’s house back during the summer. Anne turned one that day, but she hadn’t walked very well at all. What Evan remembered best was how she’d laughed when she dug her small fists into the pink icing on her cake.

      He did his best to tiptoe as he and Gwen followed Mr. Fincastle inside.

      “Come on back to the kitchen, and I’ll get you something to drink. Mom, we have company.”

      A television with wood all around was on in the living room, but no one was in there watching. Evan saw a man with a big nose and a blue suit talking, a man he’d seen a lot lately. The man waved his arms and said “Well, I am not a crook…” as Evan walked by.

      Evan expected to see Mrs. Fincastle when he walked around the corner into the bright gold kitchen. The refrigerator and oven were the same pretty gold as the ones in his house, and the shiny floor under his feet was covered with stripes of brown, blue, and that same gold.

      Instead of someone his mother’s age, Evan saw an old, old woman sitting at the kitchen table. He blinked and nearly tripped over his own feet.

      “Well hello there!” The woman was beaming, her whole face lighting up in a smile Evan couldn’t help returning. Now that he could get a closer look, he saw she had gray hair like his own grandmother did, but her face looked smooth and young. Her eyes were bright, and as green and pretty as Mr. Fincastle's. “And who are these beautiful children?”

      Mr. Fincastle turned away from the refrigerator with a bottle of what looked like orange juice. Evan hoped it was the same thing the astronauts drank instead. Mr. Fincastle was smiling, but he still looked sad.

      “These are our neighbors, Gwen and Evan Griffith. They live just down the street. They’re going to visit with us for a little while.”

      “Oh, I remember Evan now!” The woman held out her hands, and Gwen and Evan each took one. Her fingers were warm and smooth. “And it’s lovely to meet you, Gwen. I’m Mary Fincastle, and this is my son, Mike.”

      Mr. Fincastle sat down with four glasses.

      “I don’t think you’ve met Evan, Mom. Dad was still alive the last time… Anyway, I’m sure you remember Gwen. She’s been here before.”

      Mary Fincastle tilted her head, looking so much like a curious dog that Evan had to fight back a giggle. No matter how he felt, he didn’t think laughing while his parents were yelling at each could possibly be a good thing.

      “You do look familiar, Gwen,” she said, smiling again. “But Evan is here a lot. He’s just like part of the family.”

      “He sure is,” Mr. Fincastle said. “They both are. Are you two hungry? I can make you a sandwich or something.”

      “No, sir, not right now,” Gwen said, and Evan shook his head. “We just… Our Mom said we should come here.”

      Her voice had that trembly sound, and Mr. Fincastle seemed as upset by it as Evan was.

      “Don’t you worry, Gwen, not about one single thing. Want to come into the living room and watch television for a while? Time to change the channel anyway. I think we’ve all had about enough of Mr. Nixon lately. There has to be something better on.”

      The shows were very good, and before long Evan’s eyes were trying to close all by themselves. He didn’t want to act like a big baby in front of grownups, but he was really sleepy. He was still young enough to need a nap, no matter what else was going on.

      The next thing he knew, Mr. Fincastle was picking him up.

      “I’m sorry…”

      “Shhh, don’t be sorry for needing a nap. I could use one myself most days.”

      Evan put his arms around Mr. Fincastle’s neck and laid his head against his shoulder. A nap really did sound good. He heard a woman’s voice, a younger woman than Mary Fincastle, but he couldn’t quite manage to open his eyes.

      Mr. Fincastle put him down, and Evan felt something warm beside him. He turned toward that warmth and snuggled up close. The last thing he heard before he fell into real sleep was two adults laughing softly, and one baby girl breathing.

      Her breath against Evan’s cheek smelled as sweet as flowers after the rain.
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      Five years later

      Rainy summer days were the worst as far as Anne was concerned. Much as she may daydream about it, she never was going to find a magic hallway inside her closet or a hidden trapdoor under the shaggy brown carpet in her bedroom. She’d only see the same pale blue walls, the same dolls and cars and picture books on the same bright yellow shelves, the same songs to sing to herself until she was bored to tears.

      The pebbled white ceiling of her room sounded like a constant roar of water, or maybe like her mother was running the vacuum cleaner in the attic. The view of the sky through her windows looked more like almost bedtime instead of not even lunch time. The streetlight she could see through the branches of a maple tree was even on.

      Anne didn’t understand why Evan loved the rain so much. The only thing she loved about it was when he came over to play on stormy gray days like this.

      Then the dolls and cars and bricks came to life like magic, with Evan helping figure out what the next story was until it really was nighttime and he had to go home. Anne didn’t usually like the board games her parents played with their friends, but Evan even managed to make those giggly fun.

      Anne pulled another skirt out of her chest of drawers, at least the fifth or sixth she’d tried on in the last hour. The others were neatly stacked one on top of the other on her bed. She wasn’t sure why she kept changing into different ones. A vague idea of wanting to outgrow her Christmas gifts floated in the back of her mind. Wanting to grow up to six so she could start school just a little bit faster.

      The pretty pink skirt with blue flowers and green leaves all over it joined the others in the disappointing fits-me-just-fine pile.

      She pulled on a pair of last year’s pink pajama bottoms that were indeed a little too small, missed in her mother’s regular thinning out of her clothes for sad kids who didn’t have any. Anne scrubbed her sock feet on the thick shaggy blue carpet, then touched the metal of her doorknob. Nothing. The trick her father taught her about making sparks with her fingertips only seemed to work when it was cold outside.

      Anne pushed the door all the way open and poked her head out into the hall. The blue carpet covered the whole floor and all the way down the stairs, but the walls were a boring grownup white. She couldn’t hear a sound in the whole house besides that rumbly rain.

      Her mother had said she wanted quiet time for a couple of hours, and that Anne was old enough to entertain herself without help now. The idea that she was old enough for anything usually made Anne happy, but not this time. She wondered if she needed to be a day younger, a month? Or all the way back to her last birthday when she turned five?

      Anyway, it didn’t seem fair to her.

      Even more unfair was Evan visiting family in a far away place called Virginia for ages and ages now that he didn’t have to go off to school all day long. The thought of joining him in real school, where the big kids were, delighted and scared Anne at the same time. A few hours of kindergarten hadn’t been all that bad. She kind of wished she could go to her school today, but she knew she really was too old for that school now.

      At the real school, there would be kids of all ages and sizes, not just little kids like Anne. Evan said it was okay, but he was already seven. She was afraid he knew secrets she didn’t know, something his big sister told him when she first went to real school. Gwen was a lot older than Evan, and Anne didn’t have a big brother or sister of her own. Maybe that was something no one else could warn her about, and she’d just have to walk in and face it.

      Anne jumped at a slow, rolling boom of thunder over her head. Her daddy had said rain all day long and maybe storms. If it thundered, he said she couldn’t go outside no matter what because of lightning. No chance to get out or have something fun to do until lunch time.

      She put her hands flat on her belly, scowling down at her fingers laced together. Nope, not even hungry. Anne thought she’d been up here for at least four or five hours, but she should have been ready for lunch by now. She shook her head and sighed.

      Her mother hadn’t exactly said Anne had to stay in her room, only that she had to stay upstairs and be quiet. There wasn’t much she liked up here outside of her own room, but she stepped out into the middle of the hall anyway. From her door at the end, she could see a guest room door, a bathroom door, and her parents’ door, all shut tight. Only her grandmother’s stood open, and in the gloom Anne could make out a glowing light in there.

      Anne grinned and headed that way, doing her best not to stomp and make noise. She’d been sure her grandmother would be having quiet time too, not sitting right up here alone herself. If Gemaw took a nap, she almost always kept the door closed.

      Anne slowed just before the doorway, listening as hard as she could. Even noisy rain wouldn’t drown out her Gemaw’s snoring, so she must be awake and bored just like Anne.

      “Gemaw?” she whispered, tapping her fingertips on the wooden door frame.

      “I’m awake, sweetheart. Come right on inside.”

      Anne walked through her grandmother’s open door, her eyes on the pile of cases in the middle of the room. She’d never seen such pretty bags, shapes and sizes she’d never seen before, and so many different flowers and colors. The ones her parents used, and her own, were plain, hard plastic blue rectangles with tiny wheels on the bottom.

      “What is all this stuff, Gemaw?”

      “Hello sweet pea! These are just my suitcases.”

      “They’re so pretty. Where did you get them?” Anne touched the biggest case, a dark purple rectangle bigger than she’d ever seen, made of soft fabric.

      “I got these when I first got married to your grandfather, a long time ago.” She stood beside Anne, one hand on her shoulder. “My mother helped me pick them out special.”

      “What’s this one for?” Anne reached for a round case sitting on top, made of that same purple fabric but with pink designs all over. Initials were sewn into the middle, small m, big F, small e.

      “That one was supposed to hold hats, but it doesn’t anymore. I put my socks in there, wrapped around all the pretty things you’ve given me that I don’t want to break.”

      Anne looked around the room then, noticing the walls and shelves were bare.

      “Are you going somewhere?” Her grandmother sat on the bed, smiling. It was neatly made, but her special pretty pillows were all missing.

      “I’m going on a trip, but everything is going to work out just fine.” Anne was drawing breath to ask where she was going when she heard someone out in the hall. Instead of her mother grumpy about her interrupted quiet time, her father walked in.

      “What’s going on, Mom?” He was smiling, like her grandmother, but his voice sounded strange.

      “I just wanted to get everything packed up so it would be easier.”

      Anne’s dad raised his eyebrows, then squatted down and hugged Anne.

      “Hi sweetheart. Listen, can you go play for a little while? I need to talk to Gemaw, private adult stuff.”

      Anne started to argue that she was bored, that she’d come in here to have someone to talk to, but her father had a serious, don’t argue look now. Her grandmother was still smiling and seemed happy, and Anne couldn’t figure out why her dad wasn’t.

      “Just for a little while, Anne. Okay?”

      “Okay, Dad. See you later, Gemaw.”

      He pushed the door around when Anne walked out, but he didn’t quite close it. She scooted her feet all the way to her own doorway, tapping her non-sparking bedroom doorknob with her fingers. She was still bored and still wanted something to do.

      Her dad said it was private, but he hadn’t closed the door. She rocked back and forth from her toes to her heels, trying to decide. Playing out in the hall was still playing. She grabbed her favorite doll and her favorite car and walked quietly toward her grandmother’s room.

      “I don’t understand what you mean, Mom.”

      “Karen has been so kind to me, for a long time now. This will be easier on everyone, Mikey.”

      Anne sat down and rolled the car back and forth on the carpet, trying to be quiet as a mouse like her dad always said.

      “None of us want you to leave. Why would you think that? Karen hasn’t said anything to me, not a word.”

      “Well no, I know she hasn’t. But I don’t want her to have to.” Anne scooted a little closer, her hip dragging the doll along the wall.

      “We all love having you here, Mom. Come on, let me help you put everything back. A little mouse out in the hall can help. Right, Anne?”

      Anne froze, her face and her whole body feeling hot. How had he known she was out there? Her plans to crawl backward until she got to her own room dissolved when he pushed the door open. He had one eyebrow raised, but he didn’t look really angry.

      “Gemaw needs help unpacking her bags, Scoot. Want to join us?”

      A couple of weeks later, when Anne got up, she saw her grandmother’s door standing open. It was another weekend, so everyone could sleep as long as they wanted, but Gemaw was dressed and sitting on her bed.

      The pretty cases were all in the middle of the floor again.

      “Good morning, sweet pea!” Her grandmother was smiling, looking as happy as a little girl.

      “Good morning, Gemaw. Where are you going this time?”

      “I’m just going on a trip, nothing to worry about.”

      “Can I go with you? I really want to go.”

      Gemaw shook her head and patted the bed beside her. Anne climbed up and scooted close for a hug.

      “You can’t go on this trip, Anne, only me. You need to stay here until you grow up a little more.”

      Anne crossed her arms and sighed.

      “That’s not fair. I want to go on a trip, too.”

      “Don’t worry, pea. You’ll get to go on a lot of trips when you get bigger, but it will all work out just fine.”

      Anne jumped when her father spoke from the open door.

      “Morning, girls. Heading out again, Mom?”

      “Good morning, Mikey. Yes, it’s almost time to go.”

      “Well, come downstairs and have breakfast first. We’ll check the schedule and make sure.”

      Everything got put away again after breakfast, but Anne’s grandmother didn’t seem upset at all. She thought her parents were only pretending to be happy, though. They all went to the park that afternoon, and Anne almost forgot all about it. When she came downstairs to kiss her parents goodnight, they were sitting in the living room talking. The TV was on, but it was turned down low.

      She took the stairs one at a time, quiet as a mouse.

      “I haven’t said a word to her, Mike, not a word.”

      “You know how she picks up on things. If you wanted her to move, you should have said something to me. I had no idea.”

      “Then she doesn’t either, so let’s just forget about it.”

      They were quiet for a few seconds, and Anne had decided to go back upstairs after all when her daddy spoke again. She had to listen really hard to hear his words.

      “She kept saying it would be best, now she’s saying it would be best for Anne. Where else would she be getting that, Karen?”

      “I told you I didn’t say anything, and I didn’t. If you’re determined to get into this with me right now, I’ll tell you right now she might have a point. These things get harder over time, not better. It might not be best for Anne to see that.”

      Anne stood up, forgetting that she wasn’t supposed to be listening at all.

      “Mommy? You want Gemaw to leave?”

      Her mother stood too, but she didn’t move toward the stairs. Her face was bright red.

      “Anne, I’ve told you about sneaking around and listening to grownups!” Anne drew back at her mother’s shout. “You need to get back upstairs and go to bed, now!”

      Before her father could say a word, Anne ran back up the stairs as fast as she could. After she cried enough to feel a little better, she heard voices coming from downstairs, loud voices. The TV must be on louder now.

      Just as Anne was about to fall asleep, someone knocked on her door.

      “Anne, sweetheart?” her mother whispered. “Are you still awake?”

      “I’m awake, Mommy.”

      Both of her parents came in and sat on the bed, one on either side of her. When her daddy turned on the light, she saw both of them had red eyes like they’d been crying.

      “I’m sorry I yelled at you, Anne,” her mother said as she stroked Anne’s cheek. “I was surprised you were there, but I shouldn’t have yelled.”

      “Your Mom and I were talking,” her daddy said. “Private grownup talk. You know what that means, don’t you?”

      Anne wished she could hide her face under the blankets.

      “I know. I’m not supposed to listen. I’m sorry. I’ll try to do better.” Her mother scowled, but Anne caught her father’s smile. “Can I ask you something?”

      Her mother and father looked at each other, then back at her. “Sure, hon,” her daddy said. “But it is bedtime, so not too long.”

      “Is Gemaw going away?”

      Her father brushed back her hair and sighed.

      “I don’t know, Anne. She will someday, you know that. Like Grampaw did.”

      “Yeah, I know she’ll be gone someday, but I mean is she going to live somewhere else.”

      “How would you feel about that?” her mother said.

      “I don’t want her to go,” Anne said. “She makes me feel better when I have bad dreams.”

      Her father moved closer and Anne put her head in his lap.

      “What do you mean?” he said. “When do you have bad dreams?”

      “I have bad dreams a lot, not every night, but a lot. Gemaw comes in and tells me everything will be okay. Sometimes I go into her room, but most of the time she finds me before I even get up.”

      Her mother’s face scrunched up for a second, but her daddy only had a little smile. His eyes looked sad instead of happy.

      “Well, no one’s going anywhere right now,” he said. “Gemaw did that for me when I was your age too, sweetheart, but you can come to us if you have bad dreams. You know that, right?”

      “I know, but I don’t want her to go. Please? I really want her to stay here.”

      “Enough talk for one night.” Anne’s mother kissed her forehead, then stood and turned out the light. “We all need to get some good sleep, and we all need some sweet dreams.”

      After a couple of quiet days, Anne’s grandmother packed up her pretty bags again. She did that more and more often. For a while, she and her daddy made a game out of it, seeing how fast they could help her put everything back, and her grandmother played along.

      Anne knew the second when everything changed. Her daddy never had to tell her a word. His whole face and his body and his heart changed. Her grandmother never did seem to be upset or sad when they were helping her put everything away, but after getting more and more upset every time, her daddy gave up.

      He didn’t make her unpack anymore, and he didn’t try to talk her into staying. Her grandmother just slept on the boring bed in the empty room, her cases all piled up in the middle. Anne was too scared about what her daddy giving up might mean to ask questions, but something deep down in her chest knew what would happen.

      Her Gemaw moved out into a huge, scary building before Anne had time to turn seven.

      She never quite believed the promise that everything was going to work out just fine.
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      By the time Gwen went away to college when he was eleven, Evan didn’t need to hide in the closet from all the shouting anymore. He knew how to take himself away when a really bad fight got going, either to Anne’s house or just out into the yard most of the time. Gwen had told him to keep himself out of the craziness however he could, and she’d helped by leaving her bulky old portable radio and tape player.

      Unless things got really bad, Evan could stuff a towel against the bottom of his bedroom door, turn up the music, and pretend he lived in a normal house without all the yelling.

      Or at least a house where the yelling didn’t happen quite so often.

      Everything between his parents had been quiet lately, at least while he was at home and awake. A stretch of calm over an entire weekend was unusual enough that Evan was able to dig into his homework instead of having to go to the library or to Anne’s house. Once he got comfortable at his rarely-used desk, he enjoyed the change of pace.

      His usual pop music station from the city was on, but not nearly as loud as usual, and he even had the door and the window open. A warm early summer breeze floated the Major League Baseball curtains he’d gotten for Christmas into the room every few minutes. He was tempted to go out there and enjoy the day, but he was almost finished with his report for school. He wouldn’t admit it to much of anyone, but Evan enjoyed writing history papers more than just about any other homework. This one about the mysterious Cahokia Mounds, a few hours south just outside of St. Louis, was one of his favorites so far.

      A stack of library books and a couple of his encyclopedias sat on the broad, scratched surface of his mother’s old desk, but Evan rarely needed to look back once he’d read about something. If it caught his attention, the facts seemed to stay in his mind forever without much effort. He swung his feet just above the ground, lost in the words and the thoughts that drove them.

      Evan didn’t notice the soft footsteps out in the hall or the knock on his door. He blinked at the sound of his mother’s voice. He hoped he wouldn’t have to go to the library after all.

      “Hey Ev, can I talk to you a minute?”

      Megan Griffith stood just outside the door, gripping the handle even though it hadn’t been closed. She wore her usual jeans and a bummy t-shirt for a working around the house day, so she wasn’t planning to go anywhere. Her dark hair was caught back in a loose braid, and her cheeks weren’t red or blotchy like when she was fighting with Evan’s father.

      She smiled, but her eyes looked tight and sad.

      “Sure, hang on,” Evan said. “I’ll be right there.”

      The strange knot in Evan’s belly faded when he focused on the paragraph he was in the middle of writing, then came back full force after he closed his notebook. His parents hardly ever interrupted during the rare times he did homework at home, not with something besides the shouting. He tried to convince himself that whatever his mother wanted wouldn’t be that big of a deal without much luck.

      She waited in the bright, sunny kitchen, but she wasn’t reading or cooking or working on anything else she usually did. She was pacing back and forth, and Evan would have sworn she was talking to herself. She didn’t notice him at first, then jumped when he spoke.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, hon, you startled me.”

      Evan sat beside her at the round kitchen table, pale wood spotless and gleaming. The knot in his belly was bigger now. And it was twisting.

      “Listen,” his mother said. “I wanted to tell you. I’m going to Chicago to visit with Gwen for a few days.”

      “You’re… When are you going?”

      “I’m leaving tomorrow morning.”

      “But this is Saturday. I can’t miss the whole week of school.”

      She looked away from him, rubbing the side of her face.

      “I’m going alone, Evan. You’ll stay here with your dad.”

      He reacted before he had a chance to think.

      “No! I’m not staying here with him, you’ll just have to wait.”

      “Don’t shout, son, please listen to me. I need to get away for a little while, that’s all. It might be good for the two of you to have some time together.”

      “Good? There’s nothing good about me spending time with Hurricane Ed!”

      Evan wished he could get the words back, and he could feel his cheeks burning. Gwen would kill him if she knew he’d spilled their secret name for their father. He risked a glance up at his mother, expecting her to be upset with him.

      She had one hand over her mouth and her eyes were watering, but that wasn’t an angry look. His mother was trying her best not to laugh and doing a rotten job of it.

      “Evan, you shouldn’t… You shouldn’t say things like that. At least not where I can hear you.” She took a breath deep enough to regain her stern mom voice. “It’s just for a few days, son. You two will be fine.”

      Evan shook his head and stared out the window into the back yard, trying to keep from getting even more upset. He didn’t like to spend a few minutes alone with his father, much less a few days. He was more comfortable with complete strangers. At least the strangers weren’t always looking at him like he’d let them down somehow.

      And the strangers didn’t spend so much time either fighting with his mother or not saying a word for hours on end.

      “We’re not exactly the best of friends, Mom. I think he’d be a lot happier if you took me with you and he stayed here.”

      “You never talk to each other,” she said, her voice barely loud enough for him to hear. “How could you possibly be friends? This might be a good chance to try.”

      Evan shook his own head but kept staring out the window. He didn’t want his mom to see the tears in his eyes.

      “Dad doesn’t like me, never has. No matter what I do, I’m some kind of disappointment. There’s nothing we can talk about.”

      “That’s not true, hon, of course he likes you.” The sound of her voice made Evan turn around. She didn’t sound like she was lying, not quite, but she didn’t sound sure of herself either. “You just need to get to know each other.”

      “Why are you so determined to go right now? Does Dad know? Are you even going to tell him?”

      Evan ignored the whispery voice saying he was mad at the wrong person. He didn’t particularly care about being fair at the moment. What he cared about was being dumped and left behind. His mother leaned her elbows on the table and held her face in her hands.

      “No, I’ll tell him. Don’t say anything about it. I’ll tell him tomorrow. I just need to get away for a little while.”

      “Yeah, away from me.” When she turned to him, her blue eyes flashing, he knew he’d said one thing too many. For the first time, he didn’t care.

      “No, Evan, not away from you, but that attitude isn’t helping. I’m not leaving you, and I’m not leaving your father. I’m taking a break, I’m leaving tomorrow, and that’s all there is to it.”

      Evan’s heart ran cold at the idea of her leaving his father. What if this little break or whatever is was turned out to be something she liked? That would explain why she didn’t want him to say anything.

      He had several friends with divorced parents. There were times when he didn’t understand why she stayed with Ed, but he hadn’t really considered the reality of anything else.

      “Leaving Dad? Is that why you don’t want me to say anything? Is that what’s going on?”

      She blinked and tried to hide it, but Evan saw tears in her pale blue eyes. He’d seen his own eyes in the mirror too many times to mistake that.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn't have said that. Telling him anything like this is my job, not yours. I just can’t deal with the hassle tonight.” She squeezed her lips into a line and took a deep breath. “You’re not a kid anymore, Ev. You know things have been a little rough around here lately. We’ve both been busy at work, and everyone’s trying to get used to Gwen being gone. This feels like a time to take a break.”

      “I might need a break too, did you think about that?” Evan wiped at his cheeks, but he knew he wasn’t hiding a thing. “What if he decides to take it all out on me with you and Gwen gone? That doesn’t exactly sound like a break to me.”

      She leaned forward and hugged him, and after a few seconds Evan stopped trying to get away. The stray tears had turned into real crying now, but he didn’t try to stop. She stroked his hair, just like when he was little.

      “Come on, it’s going to be okay. There’s no reason he’d want to fight with you. Gwen pushed him as much as he did her, and you never have. You can always go over to Anne’s house, any time you need to. You’ve always done that.”

      Evan sat back, grabbing for a napkin before his nose started running.

      “I don’t think he’d like that very much, Mom. I wouldn’t be getting away from the shouting, not with only two of us here. I’d be getting away from him. I’m sure he’d notice if I just walk out the door.”

      “Well, truth is that’s his problem, not yours.” She brushed the hair back from his forehead, something else she hadn’t done in ages. “You’ll be at school most of the time, anyway.”

      “When will you be back?”

      “Sometime over the weekend, probably Sunday. I can talk to Anne’s parents before I go. I’d bet they’d be happy for you to spend some time with them on Saturday. Okay?”

      Evan shook his head again, but inside he knew there was no point in talking about it anymore. She was going to go, and he was going to have to deal with it. Getting more upset and yelling wasn’t going to change a thing. It never did between her and his father.

      “I guess so. I’m going to go finish my homework.” When he stood, she caught him in a quick hug.

      “Thanks, Evan. We’ll plan to go up together soon, just you and me. We’ll leave Hurricane Ed here by himself and see how much he likes it.”
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      Anne opened her eyes inside a massive library, the biggest one she’s ever seen, even bigger than the one at the university in the city. The wood and metal shelves stretched away in all directions as far as she could see. Even when she leaned her head back far enough to feel dizzy, she couldn’t see the tops of them or the ceiling.

      Only hundreds, thousands, millions of books in every shape, size, and color.

      Well, stacked impossibly high and forever out of reach in what she was starting to suspect was a dream, they were still books. More than she could read in her life, in a hundred lives. Anne smiled and hugged herself, turning in a circle to look at as much as she could. She breathed in the warm, welcoming scent of all that paper without even a hint of the dust or sharp cleaners that made her eyes and throat hurt in a real library.

      There was no door or checkout desk, not that she could see. A few scuffed and scarred tables were shoved together in a clear spot beside her, with green cushioned chairs poking up here and there. She walked on thin gray carpet that made her footsteps silent, running her fingers along the row of books closest to her.

      Warm scratchy fabric. Cool slick plastic. Rough bumpy paper. None of the spines she touched had any words on them, only flashes of color and pictures she couldn’t make out. They all had a feel to them, a hit of sensation. She didn’t have to read the titles to know which books would be scary, sad, boring, or exciting.

      Anne wanted to find something happy to read. She’d been feeling very unhappy lately, even in her dreams, filled with something she could only call dread. She couldn’t say why, but asleep or awake, she was sure something bad is going to happen. She wanted to escape, just for a while.

      A huge book caught her attention, almost too heavy for her to pull off of the shelf she has to reach up to. The book was almost as long as from her waist to the top of her head, but it didn’t weigh nearly as much as she thought it would. She managed to get it down and stagger toward one of the beat up tables. Even with her arms wrapped around the warm, pebbly surface, Anne couldn’t tell how this book would make her feel besides curious.

      The book landed with a huge, echoing bang, but no one shushed her. No one else seemed to be in this giant building but Anne.

      She stared at the book, wondering why this was the one she had to read. Bound in well-worn leather, dark brown and fragrant. She smelled the old, slightly uneven paper when she ran her fingertips across the closed pages, one of her favorite smells in the world.

      There was no picture on the cover, but she finally saw writing. Two words embossed in heavy gold took up most of the space.

      The Future.

      Anne grinned, hoping she’d found a new science fiction book. That was her favorite thing to read by a long shot, that and fantasy. Anything with spaceships and robots and dragons and magic sent her right into another world, so deep that she wanted to stay there forever.

      She lifted the cover, wanting to get a look at the table of contents so she could try to guess what the stories were about. Instead of single pages she could turn, half of the book fell to each side. In the middle was a screen as long as Anne’s arm. She could still see the edges of the pages on either side, but a strange, tiny, flat TV seemed to be jammed inside somehow.

      She wasn’t sure how to read it, but she was even more curious than before. The outside still looked like a normal book. She ran her fingers all around the sides, but she couldn’t see any way to make the book work. She hoped the battery wasn’t dead, if it even had a battery like a flashlight or a toy. She finally touched the middle of the screen.

      Anne drew back as the screen came to life. She couldn’t see any images, but the black was illuminated, a brighter version of nothing. She put her ear close to the book and heard the faintest hum. She remembered how her Gemaw’s old television had to warm up sometimes, but Anne was sure a tiny flat television like this didn’t exist.

      The screen finally lit up.

      A swarm of bees, crawling all over honeycomb, in and out of the picture.

      Anne jerked her hands away even though she was sure it was only a movie. Even in her dream, she knew the things on the screen couldn’t hurt her.

      She’d never liked bees since she got stung a few years ago, one of the earliest things she still remembered. That bee had been on the rim of the glass Anne was drinking out of, and it crawled up into her nose and stung her before she could react. The pain had been horrible!

      Her mother and father both tried to tell her that was a yellow jacket, not a bee, but the damage was done. Anne didn't kill bees. She just did not want to be around them.

      The image shifted down in a fast movement that made Anne dizzy to show the ground at the bottom of the hive. There were piles of bees, drifts of them, and all of them were dead. Anne didn’t see a single one stirring now.

      The movie pulled back, and now she saw two hives with dead bees.

      The image doubled to four, then again and again and again until the whole screen was filled with piles of dead bees. Despite her fear, Anne was terribly sad. Even though she didn’t much like them, she knew bees did a lot of good.

      What had killed so many of them?

      The next picture showed a small green plant with tiny purple flowers, rows and rows of them. The flowers were moving, changing. They came out, dried up, and fell off, over and over again. Nothing ever sprouted from them. They just died. Eventually the plant turned brown, then it crumpled into the soil.

      The same thing happened with different kinds of plants, this time with white and yellow blooms. They looked healthy, but the flowers just shriveled up.

      People stood in huge crowds, and these people weren’t real like the bees had been. They looked like drawings that moved, like old cartoons Anne and Even watched sometimes in the afternoon.

      The cartoon people watched the plants trying and trying to make fruit and vegetables, but nothing ever grew. The people were silent for a long time.

      Now all Anne could see was that crowd of people, but they were shriveling just like the flowers. Each person got smaller and smaller, thinner and thinner, then they crumpled up and blew away.

      When blank spots opened up in the crowd, they started shouting at each other, screaming, clenching their fists, drawings of blue veins standing out on their necks. Anne wanted to close the book and make the movie stop before someone got really angry.

      She was too late.

      One drawing woman pushed a man and he fell down. Then the whole crowd was fighting, punching and kicking and clawing and biting. Some of the people had guns then, and when they shot, whole groups of people puffed away into dust.

      Anne needed to close the book. She needed to put it back on the shelf and run out of the library and never come back again. But she couldn’t move.

      The scene shifted again, and she saw a lake. Not a regular lake, not like the one she went swimming in sometimes.

      This lake was inside a big metal circle, a giant one, and bunches of other little round lakes were all around it. Some kind of machinery worked away in the middle of the groups of round lakes, and she could see the water moving. It flowed from one circle to another, getting less cloudy and dirty and more clear and sparkling with every move.

      A low, droning noise grew, drowning out the noise of the machines, getting closer every second. The camera tilted up, making her stomach roll. Anne wanted to shield her eyes from the harsh light.

      An airplane flew out of the sun, a huge plane, bigger than she’d ever seen. It seemed to hang in the clear blue sky without moving. When it was overhead, the belly of the plane opened up and dust fell into the water.

      In just a few seconds, the water in every one of those lakes turned from clear, cool blue into a sickly, diseased green. The machinery strained, then chugged, then it finally fell silent with smoke floating around it.

      A little girl much younger than Anne, maybe only two or three years old, walked along the edge of the lake on a metal sidewalk. The lake held real water, but the little girl was a drawing just like all the dead people.

      She stopped and lay down on her belly, reaching her hands into the foul water.

      “No! Don’t drink that!” Anne shouted, her voice echoing in the vast library. “Can’t you see it? It will make you sick!”

      The girl drank anyway, but before she could sit up she clutched her throat. She coughed and clawed at her neck, then that little girl curled up on the metal sidewalk. She turned to dust and floated down into the water.

      Anne moaned as the camera drew back to show hundreds of children around each of those lakes, all curling up and dying.

      And she saw hundreds of lakes, round metal lakes and real, outside lakes.

      And she saw thousands of them, blending into rivers and seas and oceans.

      Around every single one of them, piles of dust as high as the dead bees were shifting and moving. Fish floated up to the top of the real lakes, drawings of fish with Xs for eyes. The fish turned into dust too, cartoon dust that covered the real water.

      Anne knew that wasn't dust. That was dead things, dead things the poisoned water had killed. The dead things made the poison worse.

      The screen went blank for a second, and Anne wiped her eyes, hoping the horrible movie was over. She didn’t ever want to come back to this library again.

      Then she saw dots slowly lighting up and glowing, coming to life scattered around the screen. There weren’t very many, not even twenty of them. Lines formed on the screen, and after a second Anne realized those were the lines of the continents. The dots were on the land.

      She could see a few on each continent, and only five in all of North America.

      Her fear drew back a little as her curiosity started to recover. What was she looking at? They weren’t near any of the cities she knew.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      The lines of the continents faded in the middle, right around the Atlantic Ocean, and words floated to the surface. Pale blue words.

      Remaining Human Population.

      Anne gasped. She knew enough from school to recognize the vast, empty stretches where great cities were supposed to be. Millions and millions of people weren’t there anymore. Chicago was gone, and so was St. Louis. The single, pale dot of her town was the only thing left in the whole Midwest.

      Anne closed her eyes and shook her head, then covered her eyes with her hands to make sure. That was enough. Whatever this book was, she didn’t want to see anything else it had to show.

      Not now. Not ever.

      She stood, keeping one hand over her eyes, the other held out to make sure she didn’t run into anything. She backed away until she felt the shelf behind her. She walked slowly, hoping she could finally find the door in this awful place.

      Sometimes in her dreams, she could run and run without ever getting anywhere. Anne was afraid she’d go crazy if that happened now, if she got trapped in this horrible place. The kind of crazy that waking up wouldn’t even solve.

      When she’d taken about ten steps, she peeked through her fingers.

      She did see the door, a long way off through the stacks and tables and chairs. She lowered her hand and walked as fast as she could. The walkway out of this row of books and tables was getting more crowded by the minute. More chairs, desks, and even tables were everywhere, and she kept having to push them out of the way.

      When Anne got to the end of the row, she stopped. She didn't want to look. She didn’t want to see any more.

      She had to look. If she didn’t, she felt like she’d get trapped in this dream forever.

      She held on to the shelf with one hand and a table with the other, and she turned her head slowly enough that she heard her neck creaking.

      The huge book was still on the table, but it was closed now. Anne let out a breath she’d forgotten holding. A worried voice inside her head muttered that she should have put the book back in its place on the high shelf, but she didn’t care. As long as it was closed, she wouldn't have to see anything else inside of it.

      When she turned back toward the door, the path was even more full of chairs. She squared her shoulders and started walking, moving things out of her way, climbing when she had to.

      If she didn’t have to look at that book anymore, she wasn’t going to let a little thing like getting out the door scare her. Sweat ran down her face and arms and legs, and all her muscles ached, but Anne kept moving faster.

      When she finally jumped over one last chair and grabbed the cold metal handle with both hands, tears joined the sweat on her face.

      The door to the outside closed behind her with a bang.
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      Anne sat up, wild-eyed, desperate to make sure she was still out of the library. She could barely see, even when she blinked and rubbed her eyes. A blue glow, way too close to the horrifying dots on that TV screen, washed across her hands and arms. About the time her heart stopped pounding in her ears, she finally recognized the ceiling and shelves of her own bedroom.

      Her face and her whole body were covered in sweat, so bad she could smell it. The sky was still dark outside. The clock beside her bed, the source of the glow, showed she had two more hours to sleep.

      Sleep that might very well include more nightmares.

      “Forget it,” she whispered, swinging her legs over the edge. “Not worth it.”

      She dumped her pajamas in the hamper in the bathroom, thinking she’d probably need to do the same with her sheets. At eleven, she was pretty sure she was old enough to start doing her laundry herself, if nothing else to stop her mother from deciding to donate or throw away Anne’s clothes without warning.

      Right now she had to get in the shower and get the stink of the dream off of her skin.

      Anne turned the water up as hot as she could stand it, until steam was pouring over the top of the sliding shower doors. She stepped in, hissing when the spray hit her, but she didn’t turn the temperature down. She wished she could stand to turn it up a little higher, beyond the immediate reddening of her chest, arms, and belly.

      Maybe enough scrubbing and soap with that scalding heat would get the reek of that library out of her pores.

      After washing every inch she could reach and rinsing her pink washcloth until her fingers got wrinkly, Anne decided to go ahead and wash her hair. Might as well get ready to go to school, even if she had to try to sneak a nap during her afternoon classes.

      She’d never had a nightmare quite like that one, and she’d had bad dreams as long as she could remember. It hadn’t felt like a dream at all, not really. Anne was sure if she pulled the clothes she’d been wearing in the dream out of her closet, they’d be covered in the same musty smell as that library. She decided to hold her breath and dump them into the hamper under her sheets just so she wouldn’t find out the truth.

      Scrubbing her hair hard with a towel, hard enough that she knew she’d be combing out knots and tangles, didn’t quite drown out the low hum lingering in Anne’s ears. The same hum that awful book had made. She attacked her teeth just as roughly and with too much toothpaste, listening as hard as she could to the scratching of the bristles.

      Anne started humming to herself when she walked back into her bedroom, and that finally replaced the sinister noise in her head. Or maybe her tuneless song only covered it up, but she didn’t care.

      Her eyes went to the row of spiral-bound notebooks on the shelves above her desk. She often wrote down her strange or scary or disturbing dreams when she woke up, and the good ones she remembered sometimes too.

      Evan had given her the idea not long ago, when they were talking about her Gemaw moving out. He’d said she could write them down and that might make her feel better. And if that didn’t work, she could take the notebook and tell her grandmother the next time they visited.

      Anne was surprised at how often just writing it down helped, and she’d taken a bunch to read to Gemaw over the years as well.

      She shook her head, humming a little louder without realizing it. She didn’t want to write this dream down. The captured words and images, black ink following the pale blue lines on the paper, would give an already too real dream even more weight and substance.

      That felt a big step too close to making it come true.
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