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This book contains spiritual and biblical elements. In an effort to portray the characters in the most authentic way possible, it also contains some crude language and dark themes, including addiction, suicide, and abduction. 



Life is lived in the contrast between dark and light. To ignore one is to deny the existence of the other.







  
  





















To Cam & Ev


Never stop seeking the light.





Also, to Ant


Never stop giving me back rubs. Seriously. I need you.










  
  Book club discussion questions for Terra's Fall are available for free here. Happy reading…






  
  

Fall


(October-ish)





He’d be quick to notice her escape, but this was happening one way or another. All she needed was a two-second lead to turn and launch the rock. She would have to come at it with her left hand and hope for the best, considering her right arm had gone on strike since being stabbed a minute ago. 

It could work. Take him out with one shot. Then she could be the heroine of her own story. No rescuers need apply.

Terra approached the ledge where the rock lay and had to catch herself from hurtling over like a barrel at Niagara. The narrow waterfall at her feet plunged into the shallow pool far below. The trees encircling it looked like twigs from this height. Light-headed and reeling, she turned away.

He was fifteen yards out and closing in, spittle flying from his curled lips. She dipped down and snatched up the rock—it was as heavy as she’d hoped—and flung it at her pursuer.

But her left arm’s aim was a sad imitation of her right’s. The rock whizzed over his shoulder in a horrifying betrayal of hope. 

Victory gleamed in his eyes. So much for saving the day. With no defense left except her own two (one and a half, really) arms, Terra braced them in front of herself and prepared for impact. 

Before he could reach her, a magnificent flash of light erupted between them. 

Through half-closed eyes, she caught something familiar within the light: a figure, arms held out protectively. But before she had time to react, the force of the explosion was lifting her off her feet.

She hurtled backward, away from her pursuer, away from the figure in the light.

Back…back…

…and over the edge of the cliff.








  
  
      
        
          Spring

          (Seven Months Earlier)

		      
          

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  












There is no denying that life in this world is a bitter pill. Imagine, had Adam and Eve left the fruit untouched, the billions of descendants spared the consequences of their decision, and their perfect world left untarnished. But then, one could argue, they’d be forever haunted by the question: Is living without those consequences truly better than having the freedom to make bad decisions in the first place?

- Elysian Records for the Revivers, Book I: Origins










  
  
Chapter one



The doctor had that look on his face—the one they all get once words like psychosomatic and hypochondriac slip into their heads. 

“Don’t see anything here that could cause the pain you’re describing,” he mumbled as he studied the X-ray over the top of his reading glasses. He tapped a finger against the film. “You have some scoliosis here at the T8/T9 level, but nothing to write home about.” 

Terra Zaragoza gazed in silence at the black-and-white image of her own vertebrae, which looked more like a game of Jenga gone on too long than anything physiologically sound.

He rummaged through the pages of her file. “Could be an extension of the fibromyalgia aches.” The doctor looked up and squinted, as if trying to gauge whether she would accept this flimsy hypothesis.

“I’ve had fibro for seven years, and this pain is not the same,” she replied.

“They say it can change from one flare-up to the next. Maybe—”

“This isn’t a flare-up. This is searing pain between my shoulder blades.”

He sat back and breathed in with a loud whistle of his nose. “And what’d you say you were doing before it started?”

“Carrying boxes down two flights of stairs.” She didn’t dare elaborate for fear of eliciting a you-know-better look. But she should have known better. Solo apartment moves didn’t work so well when the only weightlifting you’d attempted involved pulling a gallon of milk from the fridge. She should have known better than to rely on her mom for help. Despite good intentions, the alcohol always got in the way.

The doctor scratched his neck and gazed at the image of her spine again. She sized him up as she waited, the way she did with everyone—imperfections were her sixth sense. He had a slight bend in his glasses, an iron crease in his lab coat, and a questionable mole on his cheek.

“Well, I s’pose it could be the facet joints,” he said.

“The what now?”

“Facet joints. Where the bones in the spine meet. Problems with those are harder to see on an X-ray. That’s potentially where your issue is.”

“What about an MRI?”

“That might help rule out other things. Herniated discs, for example. Though sometimes those have no correlation to how much pain a patient feels. Wouldn’t recommend it just yet.”

She pursed her lips and stared at him. “I’d like an MRI anyway.”

He crossed his arms and held her stare. “I doubt your insurance will authorize that. Not without a round of PT first, at the very least.”

Terra’s eye twitched.

“Can’t put the cart before the horse, young lady.”

And so, with the diagnosis of a potential facet joint injury of the thoracic spine, Terra trudged to checkout. She tucked the prescription for anti-inflammatory medication into her purse—as if she needed more pills—then frowned at the other paper he’d handed her, an address to a place called Recovery Solutions printed at the top. A three-week stint of physical therapy sounded like the last thing she needed. But the doctor thought it could help. 

Potentially.


      [image: ]Shallow puddles from the previous day’s rain splashed under Terra’s feet as she speed-walked along a paved trail. Indianapolis had several parks, but she came here because it was fairly small and tucked away from the main roads. If she’d wanted to greet a passing stranger every seven seconds (no, thank you) she would have gone to the Canal Walk. 

But c’est la vie, Kessler Park was busy for a Friday morning. A group of bedraggled moms gathered near the playground, depositing their toddlers after a long week of rain-induced cabin fever, sipping God-knows-what from their travel mugs. Five yapping huskies pulled at their leads, which were attached to a single, frazzled human, while a line of cyclists angled to get around them. Across the lawn, a bootcamp class dropped in unison for another round of burpee torture. She winced at the instructor’s shrill voice and quickened her pace.

To hell with crowds. It was time to blow off steam from this morning’s appointment. And yesterday’s events. But she didn’t want to think about yesterday. She imagined shoving the whole day into a steamer trunk and sinking it to the bottom of Lake Michigan.

She deliberated between the three trailheads at the edge of the woods and chose the one farthest from the park’s central pond, exhaling as the noise of the crowds receded behind her. A blonde pony-tailed jogger blew past her on the left. Terra studied her high-end athletic top, which had an unnecessary number of straps holding her torso hostage. The tag was sticking out. But the body to which it clung was perfection, lean and fully functional. Terra knew she’d never be as fit as this woman, who was at least a decade older than her. Probably two.

Even at her spry age of twenty-five, Terra’s body didn’t get stronger with exercise or reward her with that “good ache” in her muscles. It punished her with pain. It was a crotchety old woman riding her piggy-back everywhere she went. That’s why she’d resigned herself to walking. Anything more, and the old hag would find something to complain about. 

Walking was good. Walking meant she wasn’t disabled—not yet anyway. As long as she walked, she’d never be one of those people who had given up. She would get in her steps, old hag be damned.

A soft ding issued from her sweatshirt pocket. Terra retrieved her phone. Alexis had sent a text.

Are you mad at me?

So much for steamer trunks. She jammed the phone back into her pocket and kept walking. She tried to focus on gentler thoughts. Her grocery list. The latest salmonella recall on romaine. The bubonic plague and the socioeconomic collapse of Western Civilization. But yesterday’s meeting was already replaying in her head. 

Jess, their editor-in-chief, was standing at the head of the table, a hand on Alexis’s shoulder, spouting off words like exemplary editor and all-star contributor. All the while, Terra sat mutely in the corner. Jess never glanced in her direction, as if too disgusted to acknowledge her. The lackluster hiring choice. The glaring typo in need of a strikethrough.

Terra’s phone rang. It seemed there was no escaping it now. 

She answered. “No, I’m not mad.”

“Are you sure? Because it feels like you are.”

“I’m just a little…” What was the protocol for when your best friend snagged the senior copyediting position you’d been working toward your whole, brief career? “Caught off guard, is all.”

“I’m really sorry about that. I was going to tell you in private, but Jess beat me to it.”

“Well…” Terra slowed enough to kick a pinecone off the trail and watch it crash against a tree trunk. “What can you do, right?”

“My point exactly. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine. Just not in the mood to talk about it.”

“Fine then. Talk Monday?”

“Sure.”

Terra returned the phone to her pocket and picked up her pace again. A wooden slat bridge with a creek running underneath lay on the path ahead. She was almost to the end of the trail, where the path opened to a circle of trees with a small pond in the middle. Perfect for a break. Or a nap. Or a long, self-indulgent pity party.

It’s not like you have cancer, for heaven’s sake. Her mother’s words from last week knocked through her head like a flaming pinball. Just take a day off whenever the pain gets bad. ¡No es gran cosa! (As her mother liked to say, a true Latina always reverts to her native tongue for emphasis.) Terra hadn’t bothered telling her the pain was a daily occurrence, and Jess had already granted her well above the company’s allotted sick time. She’d been very understanding, as she often reminded Terra.

Her legs were growing heavy. The old hag was starting to wail. As she reached the bridge, she saw two cyclists—a man and woman—emerge on the trail ahead of her. She hustled so they wouldn’t have to pass her on the narrow bridge. 

Alexis had probably deserved the promotion more. It wasn’t like Terra had been a stellar copy editor in her three years at Edifice Books. Everyone at the independent publishing house had noticed too. Hiding the aches was one thing, but the fibro fog, which mummified her brain in heavy layers of gauze, wasn’t so easy to shake. She knew she was capable, and on her good days, she’d worked twice as hard to prove it. Apparently, it hadn’t been enough. 

She huffed and took one last step across the bridge, but her toe caught on an uneven board.

And suddenly her body was horizontal.

She threw out her hands to catch herself. As they hit the ground, a sensation like an anvil plowed through her upper spine.

The bikes ahead of her stopped. The man let out something like a laughing gasp and yelled, “Oh shit! You okay?”

Dirt on her hands and in the hair around her face, she lifted her head. “Yeah.” The ache between her shoulders was screaming otherwise. She pushed herself upright and picked bits of gravel out of her palms.

“Damn, girl.” The woman looked down at her with amusement as they peddled forward. “You do all your own stunts?”

Terra gave a half-hearted laugh and watched them pass. She sat for a couple minutes longer, her ears hot and buzzing as if they were covered in angry hornets.

It’s not like you have cancer.

Then, completely uninvited, the tears came.

Her sweatshirt dampened as her body convulsed in embarrassing sobs, which erupted from her throat like the guttural barks of a seal. It was ugly crying at its finest. She leaned against the smooth rail of the bridge and watched the creek pass underneath through blurry eyes. 

“Help me already,” she demanded in a whisper, to no one in particular. There was no one in particular to care. Because she was alone. She was absolutely, utterly—

More footsteps from the trail behind her.

She swiped at her eyes, pulled herself up against the rail, and ventured a glimpse. A man close to her age jogged around the bend, earbuds blasting music. He was disappointingly attractive, which—by way of some residual adolescent instinct—made her want to try even harder to not look a mess. 

Lots of people got puffy eyes with allergies, right? It was spring allergies. Yes, that’s what she’d go with. She lifted her head and took in one of those cleansing breaths that make everything right again. She was standing here, by the creek, like any perfectly confident and allergy-ridden individual would, enjoying all the amazingness life had to offer. All was splendid. Convinced of this, she let her eyes meet his.

The man half smiled at her, as if drumming up a greeting. Oh hi, what a beautiful day, totally not hearing anyone cry around here. But a split second later, the smile fell, and his eyes shifted away. He passed in silence. 

Terra clenched her jaw. Had she frowned at him by mistake? Alexis had once accused her of chronic RBF (resting bitch face). Maybe it was her defense mechanism. Sometimes people needed to be told to back off. Or where to shove it. But a defense mechanism was not supposed to go off at random. She frowned at herself, trying to detect the difference in the feel of her face. Whatever. She began walking again, albeit much more carefully.

A minute later, she discovered the true culprit when she lifted her hand to swat a stray hair from her face. Then she lifted her other hand and inspected it. Her legs halted mid-stride. Black smears ran across the backs of her hands. 

Long, black, damning smears of mascara. 

In disbelief, she snatched her phone from her pocket and activated the selfie camera.

The mascara had collected like dark mud puddles beneath her eyes as she’d cried. Her cheeks blushed with heat as the realization sank in. (Of course, they were covered in black smudges too.) She’d forgotten she’d done her eye makeup this morning. 

“Fantastic,” she muttered, and threw in a string of profanity for good measure. 

She wiped away what she could manage, then charged full speed ahead, ignoring the searing ache in her muscles. Right now, the old hag could be told where to shove it. She was not some sad sack people took pity on. The irrational part of her fantasized about punching that jogger in the face for his unfortunate timing. She quelled the thought when it occurred to her that the end of the trail was ahead; she’d have to pass him a second time when he turned around.

No problem. She smoothed back her hair and lifted her chin. She’d smile like the joke was on him. Like mascara did weird things sometimes, and he needn’t get his manties in a wad over it.

When she reached the pond where the path dead ended, an unsettled feeling sank into the pit of her stomach. She glanced around at the tree line that surrounded the water, packed so thick with shrubs and brush, you’d need a machete to get through. 

No place to go, and yet…she was the only one here.


      [image: ]Terra,

You don’t know me, but I know you. More accurately, I know of you. I had all but forgotten about you until today when we crossed paths in the park. The golden-brown skin, the wild dark spirals…I nearly stopped dead in my tracks. It was all so distantly familiar.

Then I remembered. You. You came rushing back to me in a flood of nostalgia. You were so young then, but I could see flashes of the same person in that face. You’re older and more attractive now, but with an edge. The way you fixed your eyes on the horizon, the way you set your jaw and walked with determination, I could tell you have been hardened with age and disappointment. Many disappointments. What eats you these days?

I followed you for a quarter mile or so, intrigued but not sure what to do with this discovery. I can’t help but wonder who you’ve become. Are you strong? Would you crumble under that hardened exterior if prodded? I thought I caught a sheen of tears in those olive eyes. Have you maintained a semblance of hope all these years? Or has your heart turned cold with apathy? I imagine you lost your faith in humanity a long time ago, considering the events that framed your past. Considering how I framed your past.

But these are no more than pointless musings. Eventually, I left you there in the park, alone in your thoughts. I had somewhere to be. I don’t have time to chase memories.

But if I catch sight of you in the park again sometime, by chance? I don’t think I would mind very much at all.

- H.











  
  












Above all else, they must know they are loved, that they have not been forgotten. Trust and follow-through come with time and are of secondary importance to this. For why would they ever allow someone to draw close if they didn’t first believe this someone cared for them?

- Elysian Records for the Revivers, Book II: The People of Eden










  
  
Chapter two



Terra cast a vacant stare over her twelve-ounce mug of coffee in the general direction of her monitor. This was her second cup and the only thing keeping her from face-planting into her keyboard. She didn’t sleep well last night, but at least she’d made it into work. On time and everything. 

She only needed to plow through this fact check on nineteenth century socioeconomics and fashion. (Would a farmer’s wife in 1840s Missouri wear a whalebone corset? And…would anyone care?) Then she could get back to the manuscript. That was the best part, combing the page line by line, highlighting the flaws: a dangling modifier here, an overused crutch word there. She’d been at this since childhood. Back then, whenever her mom got to be too much, she’d lock herself in her room with the newspaper and pore over the Spot the Difference puzzle of the day. Digging up all the incongruities made everything right again.

“Hey.”

At the sound of the familiar voice behind her, Terra splattered coffee on her sweater. She whirled around in her chair.

“Too soon to talk?” Alexis leaned against the wall of Terra’s cubicle, arms crossed.

Terra took in her red and violet billowy-sleeved blouse and immediately spotted the thread dangling at its hem. Also, the shade of red in her oversized hoop earrings and clanking bracelets was a smidge too orange to match. Incongruities aside, she wore it well. When it came to fashion—and most other things—Alexis stood out like a peacock in a chicken coop. A very professional peacock, though, she would argue.

“Hey, Lex.”

“You’re still mad, aren’t you?” Alexis pursed her lips. 

“I was never mad.”

“But it’s a lot to process. I get it.”

“Yeah…oh—” Terra opened her desk drawer, pulled out a paper bag, and plunked it down in front of Alexis.

“What’s this?”

“Something for the new office.”

Alexis opened the brown paper and pulled out a small flower pot filled with succulents. “Terra!” She flicked Terra’s arm with the back of her hand. “You didn’t have to get me anything.”

“Just sucking up to my superior.”

“So freaking cute.” Alexis ran her finger over the serrated edges of the aloe plant.

“You’re welcome.”

“Hey.” Alexis set the pot down. “Let’s sneak outside.” She flashed that wide-eyed grin that Terra had grown accustomed to—a deranged look that was somehow endearing. “I know it’s only 10:15, but I’m in desperate need of a break.” 

Terra took one last begrudging glance at the Missouri Historical Society website. “Screw it. Let’s go.” She yawned. “But I’m taking my coffee with me.”


      [image: ]Terra and Alexis stepped out of the downtown office building into the fresh air of the plaza. Despite its concrete and granite encasement of buildings on either side, the plaza had a secluded garden charm to it. A circle of flower beds, trickling fountains, and gracefully trimmed hedges surrounded a giant tree in the center. The arrangement resembled a carousel, but with ornate benches for the horses and jaded office workers for the riders. Terra and Alexis made their way to a bench near the tree, tugging at the sleeves of their jackets. The full sun did little to thaw the chill in the air.

Terra glanced at her friend as they walked. Though Alexis thought she could stand to lose fifteen pounds—a caveat she frequently worked into their conversations—she had a pretty face with model cheekbones. It made a nice counterbalance to the loud voice and even louder laugh. But why shouldn’t she let loose if blessed with the ability? That was something Terra could spend a whole lifetime studying and never get right.

“So, how’s it going so far?” Terra asked as they sat down.

Alexis crossed her legs and held a stilettoed heel in the air. “My feet are killing me. Turns out my mantra of new job, new shoes was a stupid idea.”

Terra shrugged. “They’re cute.”

“Thanks. Anyway, I don’t think it will be all that different. Jess wants me involved with some of the acquisitions going forward, and she’s putting me on all the big accounts, but otherwise it’s all the same copyediting stuff we’ve been doing. Oh…” She tilted her head back. “I just found out I’m taking over Lyla Harrison’s book.”

“I figured.” Lyla Harrison was their flagship author; her books regularly grossed over seven figures. Her latest work, an eight-hundred-page tome reimagining Joan of Arc as a Stop & Shop cashier, had occupied the majority of Terra’s days the past two months. That is, until Jess put her on a different manuscript last week.

“Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine. She’s kind of a pain to work with anyway.” Lyla wasn’t the first writer to argue with her editors, but she had made a sport of it.

“Oh, get this.” Alexis turned to Terra with a smack of her palm against the bench. “Jess had another one of her massive brain farts this morning.”

“Yeah?”

“Like stink-up-the-room, oh-my-God-what-is-that kind of fart.”

“Wait. Are we still talking about brain farts or regular?”

“So I was sitting in on a call with her, and she was talking revisions with me for one writer while on hold with another.” Alexis placed a hand on Terra’s shoulder as if to brace her. “She totally forgot who she was speaking with.”

“Oh, Jess.”

“She asked the author of Medical Marijuana 101 whether he was aiming for middle grade or young adult as his target market. The look on her face, though, when she realized her mistake…”

Terra pictured their ever-frazzled boss as she’d glimpsed her this morning, office phone clenched to her shoulder, hair falling in her coffee as she lunged to grab a paper that had slipped to the floor, and—despite her over-enthusiasm for appearing well put-together—the smear of foundation along her jawline contrasting against the white of her neck. “Think it’s menopause?”

“Girl, who knows?” Alexis belted out a laugh that echoed off the granite walls of the plaza.

“So a good first day then?” 

Alexis nodded. “Yes. But…” She bumped Terra’s shoulder. “I miss being next to my Terr-bear.”

“Oh but think of the fancy desk you have now. You actually get a view of something other than the printer and Shawn’s gnome collection.”

Alexis let out a healthy chortle. “You know who I won’t be getting a view of anymore.” Her devious grin gave away the answer. “And lucky you. You still sit right around the corner from—”

“Lex, stop.”

“I’m not saying you have to shack up with him or anything. But if you could maybe just get—”

“God, here we go again.”

“Just one shirtless pic. I mean, have you seen Kenneth?”

Terra swatted a pebble off the bench and leaned back on her hands. “It’s not like we’re going to be chatting it up by the recycling bins, then he’s all like, oh by the way, here’s a shirtless picture of me for your enjoyment.”

“It could happen.”

“Sure.”

“Or you could ask him out.”

“I told you, I’m over dating. Done.”

Alexis ignored her and flicked through social media posts on her phone. “Just let it happen, hon. It’s going to happen.”

“Screw you, it’s not happening.” 

“Mm-hmm…”

“And I don’t care how ripped he is, I can’t have a conversation with that man. Do you know he once said okey dokey to me?”

Alexis snorted. “Sexy.”

“Besides,” Terra continued. “He needs a loud mouth to balance him out, somebody like…” She squinted at Alexis and held her chin as if deep in thought.

“Yeah, no. I have a strict policy against dating in the workplace.” Alexis extended her hand and studied her manicure.

“You are ridiculous.”

Alexis grinned and did a little dance with her shoulders, swinging her hoop earrings back and forth. “Don’t forget fabulous.”

“Always.”

“So, are we okay?”

“Of course,” Terra said. “Sorry I was kind of a jerk before.”

“Nah. I get it. You’ve been here longer than me. Hell, you’re the one who got me the interview with Edifice.”

“Yeah, but I can’t compete with a year in the big leagues. Your experience is better.”

“Oh God, don’t remind me of New York. I’m glad I got out when I did. Another year in the trenches, and I’d be on Prozac by now.”

“Well. I’m glad you came back. And I’m proud of you. Really.”

“Thanks.” Alexis threw her arms around Terra in that all-or-nothing way that made it easy for Terra to hug back and not notice all the weirdness that comes with entering another’s personal space.

They’d been friends long before Edifice, and before Alexis’s stint with one of the big publishers. It was freshman year at IUPUI (Indiana University-Purdue University at Indianapolis, though everyone just pronounced it Ooey-Pooey), when Alexis had swaggered into First Year Comp wearing slippers and pajama bottoms and sank into the seat next to Terra’s. Despite Terra’s best efforts to appear busy staring at her blank notebook, Alexis wouldn’t stop talking to her. It didn’t take long before they were trading grammar jokes and miniskirts. Later, Alexis was the only mutual friend who’d stuck it out after the breakup with Brock, when Terra’s life had gone into a tailspin.

Terra stretched and sipped her last drops of coffee. “So, back to work?” She looked over to find her friend engrossed in the study of her own waistline.

“I have got to get back into an exercise routine.” Alexis sucked in her abdomen and pulled her shirt taut. 

“Stop.”

“I’m serious. Let’s hit the trails this week.”

“You know I go at the butt-crack of dawn, right?”

Alexis gagged as if she’d swallowed a bug. “Come on, let’s go after work this time. You can handle it.”

“I don’t know.” But she did know. Her body pretty much threw in the towel by five o’clock every day.

“Please?” Alexis shot her another crazed grin. “For your bestie?”

Terra scrunched her face.

“I’ll buy you a smoothie afterward. One of those nasty kale ones you like.”

Terra huffed. “Fine. Only for you, Lex. And that smoothie.”

“Thanks, babe.” She gave Terra a squeeze. “It means a lot. Kessler Park, right?”

“Yeah.” Terra suddenly remembered last Friday. “Oh my God, I had the most embarrassing moment there last week.”

Alexis leaned forward and smiled like a kid unwrapping a full size candy bar. “Tell me everything.”








  
  












Always stay alert, for the person you meet next could be the one who has long been aching for a catalyst.

- Elysian Records for the Revivers, Book V: Our Charge










  
  
Chapter three



Terra stood by the front desk of Recovery Solutions, the physical therapy clinic her doctor had recommended. She scrunched her nose at the coalescent smell of rubber mats, sweat, and hand sanitizer. Through the doorway behind the desk, she glimpsed people—mostly of the silver-haired variety—performing various exercises with the help of their physical therapists. So these were her kindred spirits, it seemed. The elderly and fragile, with joints like old rubber bands that crumbled when you stretched them. 

“Terra?” A petite brunette in her twenties popped into the doorway, a small tablet in hand, and Terra made her assessment. Band-Aid on thumb, eyeliner too thick, visible panty line.

“That’s me.” 

“Hey, I’m Piper. You can come this way.”

Terra offered a lackluster smile and followed Piper through the door. They passed several treadmills, stationary bikes, and a host of other workout equipment with which she hoped she’d not have to become too acquainted. Three weeks, two times a week, was a big commitment when you had less energy than hours in the day. 

The facility was sizable, with therapists ping-ponging back and forth between their patients, calling out reminders for the next set of reps. Others worked at tables, massaging or applying therapeutic ultrasound to patients’ injuries. As she scanned the room, she nearly tripped over herself in shock. 

At a table near the end, she saw him.

He was wrapping a warm compress around the elbow of a middle-aged woman. He had that same athletic build—muscular but not Hulk-ish—and chestnut hair with dark brows and lashes, deep-set eyes, and an angular jaw. The jogger. The one who had passed her on the bridge last week. Her stomach lurched with the memory of humiliation. Not to mention that weird vanishing act of his that she still couldn’t wrap her head around. Worse, he wore a black polo shirt with the Recovery Solutions logo. He worked here. 

Super.

She studied him from a safe distance but regrettably failed to register any flaws. He had that all-American poster-boy look that told her what she’d learned from experience many times before. It may as well have been a neon sign flashing above his head that read ARROGANT JERK. As if that weren’t enough, he wore a thin, corded bracelet on his wrist, probably there to accentuate the muscles in his forearm. Men who wore jewelry, in Terra’s opinion, were vain. 

Fat chance he would even recognize her, but Terra wasn’t prepared to find out. She averted her gaze and let her hair fall across her face as Piper led her to a table five rows down.

After Piper assessed Terra’s strength and range of motion in her arms and neck, she had her lie down on the table for a therapeutic massage. Then it was on to stretches and strength-building, including a chin tuck that reminded Terra of turtles and double chins. Out and in. Out and in. She performed her tucks like a well-trained circus horse, deciding then and there that whatever Piper prescribed, she would do to the one-thousandth degree. The sooner her back healed, the sooner she could get this over with. 

Piper walked her over to a station with an assortment of exercise bands attached at varying heights along a metal rack. “Here. Grab this green band and pull it back until your shoulder blades touch.” She placed the band’s handles into Terra’s hands. “It’s called a row.”

Terra performed a few practice reps until Piper nodded. Easy enough. Terra counted down the seconds until her session was over, each row bringing her four seconds closer to the end. She would grab a chicken Caesar salad on her way back to work. Scratch that. She would order a bacon cheeseburger because she’d earned it, and because she really wanted one. As Terra continued her rows, Piper hurried off to help one of the new therapists with the ultrasound machine.

“Okay, Ms. Hirsch, you have a great day.” 

A man’s voice assailed her ears from across the room. She turned to search for the owner of the voice and found him sitting on a stability ball, watching his patient leave. It was Jogger Guy. He tapped out something on his tablet, then glanced around, his eyes skimming past her. Terra whirled back to her exercises.

Her cheeks burned hot. She glanced sidelong through the corner of her eye as he stood up, set down his tablet, and started in her direction. She continued her rowing exercises, eyes laser-focused on the wall. He was definitely heading toward someone else.

He stepped into her view. “Hi.” 

Or not.

She forced out a “hi” between puffs and maintained her pace. Two seconds in, two seconds out.

He smiled and regarded her with an inescapable gaze that made her wonder what was on her face. “I’ve seen you before.”

“Oh, really?” She kept her tone cool, disinterested.

“Yeah, I think so. I think it was—”

She prayed he wouldn’t say it. With all the positive energy in the universe, she willed him to stop. Willed him to… Shut. It.

“—at the park. You know, the one not too far from here? Kessler. Do you work out there?”

Blazing buckets of turd, he had said it. “No. I don’t work out,” she answered as she stared down at the exercise band in her hands. “I mean, I don’t, um, go to parks.” Oh, this was bad.

His smile grew wider. “No…” He pointed a finger at her and shook it. “No, I’m pretty sure that was you that I passed near the bridge last week.”

Terra pulled the band back with too much force this time, making her stumble and catch herself. “Yeah, sure. Maybe.”

He leaned in a little closer and furrowed his brow at her, his voice lowered. “Were you—”

She needed him to stop. For the love of—-

“—crying?”

Sirens went off in her head. The indecency of it. Like he was jabbing at her skin, looking for a way to get under it. 

She recoiled from his gaze and tossed the handles onto the floor, then looked around the room as if she had to move on to another exercise. She had no idea what she was supposed to start next, and Piper was still off in the corner fiddling with the ultrasound machine. 

In a panic, Terra strode to the opposite end of the room and picked up what looked like a half dome on a circular base. She lifted it over her head for several reps like a body builder on a mission. This was most definitely a good workout for the arms, if she didn’t kill herself in the process. This dome thing was heavy.

“What are you doing?” he asked from behind her. And so it seemed taking a hint was not on the docket for today.

“My exercises,” she huffed.

“You’re going to hurt yourself.” He came beside her and lifted the dome out of her hands, as if it weighed nothing. “This is meant for balancing…with your feet.” He placed it back on the floor and gestured for her to step onto it.

“Oh.” Terra stared at it for a moment, then decided to humor him. She stepped on with one foot and bounced up and down a couple times. “Yeah, I guess you could use it this way too.”

“Hey, I didn’t mean to pry or anything.” He was giving her that unflinching stare again. And he was definitely prying.

She stared back, resisting the urge to squirm. He had tiny flecks of gold in his brown eyes—no, hazel eyes. There was a thin halo of green around the edges. 

“I’m sorry to bring it up. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I’m fine.”

“I feel bad now. I should’ve said something, you know? When I passed you.”

“Don’t worry about it. It was nothing.”

He hesitated, then pushed harder, his voice low. “You don’t have to hold it all in, you know.”

Terra blinked. “What?”

“Hey!” Piper yelled over the whir of the stationary bikes as she walked up. “Did I say you could harass my patient, Harlan?”

“Me?” He pressed his hand to his chest in a theatrical display of shock. “I tried to tell her I’m on my lunch break, but she won’t leave me alone. Can you please make her stop?”

Piper smiled and waved him off. “Go take your lunch break, dork.”

He leaned into Piper and hooked a thumb in Terra’s direction. “Watch out for this one. She likes to blaze her own trail with the equipment around here.” He winked at Terra.

“Sure,” Piper droned, checking off the chart on her tablet.

He flashed one last smile in Terra’s direction, then disappeared behind a door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.

“You ready for some more work?” Piper drew Terra’s attention away from the door. “I’ve got two more exercises for you, then we’ll throw some ice on that back. Sound good?”

Terra nodded, though her thoughts lingered on the man with hazel eyes.


      [image: ]Terra sat at the base of a crooked tree in Kessler Park. The morning sun bounced off the dark water of the central pond, flashes undulating in the wake of resident ducks. She watched it with mild disinterest, too tired to get up and go for a walk. She didn’t have somewhere to be anyway, did she? She couldn’t remember. 

Runners passed on the path in front of her. No one noticed her or glanced in her direction, which was fine. She wasn’t much for the How are you?s they threw her way, which were basically an obligation to lie. Then again, a good morning wouldn’t be so terrible. Wait. Was it still morning? Confused, she leaned back against the winding trunk. Her mind drifted, aimless as the maple leaves floating in the pond. 

Those few crippled leaves. They couldn’t just man up and hang on to their branches, could they? No. They’d let the wind rip them away, far ahead of schedule. And now they were dead in the water. They’d never get a chance to show off their glorious golden-orange and fire-red colors in the fall. Too bad for them. 

But maybe it wasn’t their fault. The wind was a salty bitch after all.

The park had gone quiet. When had she last seen another person on the path? She sat upright and looked both directions. That’s when she saw it. 

A shadow of a man in the distance. Not stretched out across the ground as it should be in the low-hanging sun, but—incredibly—upright, and walking toward her. 

Hilarious. Her brain was foggy enough, and now her eyes were messing with her too.

The vision disappeared as clouds blew in front of the sun and cast darting shadows along the path. Tree branches joined in on the fun, rustling in the wind. She squinted in frustration.

After a time, the wind finally stilled. Her skin prickled as she picked out movement along the path. Deliberate, forward movement toward her. It was a dark shape of a man, and its very existence made no sense. Her pulse hammered out an SOS. She glanced around for help, only to find she was still alone.

She glanced back. The shadow was closer now. Thirty yards away. It stopped as if it had seen her look in its direction. And waved. 

Terra threw off the bedsheets and sat up in a flurry of gasps. Her pajamas were damp with sweat. The hard ground lingered beneath her, but as the seconds passed and her breathing slowed, the phantom feeling faded into the soft cushion of her mattress. She settled back into bed.

It was a laughable dream—she’d had scarier dreams about public restrooms—but it had rubbed her the wrong way. Somehow, it had felt real.








  
  












Their relationships are tenuous at best, destructive at worst. Yes, it’s difficult to grasp why anyone would choose to hurt another, especially those they love most. You will come to understand with time that they exist in a state of chaos. The unrelenting strain of loss fractures their ability to love.

- Elysian Records for the Revivers, Book II: The People of Eden










  
  
Chapter four



“The doctor thinks three weeks should do it… Yep, I started yesterday… No, it won’t affect my work. I’m going during my lunch breaks… Mom. Mom. Of course I’ll eat something. I can eat at my desk.”

In the dim light of her apartment, Terra stood at the kitchen counter, cell phone to ear, dropping pills into a days-of-the-week case. Her face was contorted into a grimace, as it usually was whenever her mother called. It was always on a Wednesday night, after her mother’s AA meeting. She would call to check in, she’d say, but it was really her way of letting Terra know how spectacularly sober she was staying. Like she was looking for a ribbon or something.

“I don’t understand how you keep hurting yourself, Terra!” Her mom’s mawkish voice, infused with a heavy dose of Latin flair, penetrated her ear. “Weren’t you in physical therapy just last year for something—what was it?”

“That was for the fibromyalgia, Mom. I saw a chiropractor for a while. And no, it didn’t help.” Terra dropped a magnesium pill into the Thursday receptacle.

“Just asking.” Her mom grew quiet. She never did quite grasp Terra’s health issues, but that was expected. Her medical views were informed by a different era and culture, one that looked to home remedies and positividad as the solution to all ailments. It was possible she thought you could fart butterflies if you believed hard enough.

But that was Leta Zaragoza. She lived in her own reality, where giving a rip was not required. She’d pilfered the surname of her first and only husband, a fellow stateside Puerto Rican, when they’d eloped at age twenty-two. The marriage self-destructed years before Terra was born, but Leta never took back her maiden name. Zaragoza sounded more “fashionable” than Burgos, she’d said. Nearly gave old Huelo a heart attack.

That’s how Terra got her first name too. Terra, there are a million T-A-R-A’s out there. I wanted my daughter to stand out! 

As if a different spelling was all it would take.

“You still have some money left in the trust?” Leta asked.

“Plenty. Don’t worry about it.” Not that it was her business anyway.

“I know, I know. I just don’t think Huelo and Abuelita imagined you’d be blowing all your inheritance on doctor visits.”

“It’s not like I’m going for fun.”

“Still, it kills me. You know Abuelita was a descendant of sugar plantation slaves? And Huelo, he worked so hard. You wouldn’t have known it from the looks of them, but they came from San Juan with only ten dollars to their names. Every penny they earned, it was—”

“You’ve told me this before. I promise, I’m spending it wisely.” 

“I don’t want you to spend it wisely, Terra. I want you to make it count. Live life to the fullest. YOLO, you know?”

There it was: the reason Terra’s grandparents had left her a separate trust. Leta had less impulse control than a pyro with a fistful of matches. The drinking had only made it worse. 

Terra dropped the final pill, a B12 vitamin, into the pill case. It ricocheted out and skittered across the counter. Terra clapped her hand over it and shoved it back in the case. As she did, ringlets of hair fell in her face, exacerbating her mood further. Her mother had given her this hair. The dark brown curls were like a two-year-old—bouncy and temperamental. She blamed Leta for many things. The hair was a good place to start, as it was a constant reminder, but there were worse things.

After a long silence, Leta spoke with gusto. “Oh! Have I told you about the new diet I’ve been trying?”

“Um, no, I don’t think so.”

“My coworker was telling me about it. Hey! Maybe you should try it. You know, for your health. Anyway, I’ve lost six pounds…”

Half listening, Terra pulled the remnants of her kale smoothie from the fridge and retired to the oversized chair in her living room. This was the part where she just needed to offer a grunt of acknowledgment here and there and let her mom purge the chatter.

She thought back to her childhood. It wasn’t until late in her grade school years that the drinking got bad. At some point, Terra figured out it wasn’t normal for moms to show up at school functions giggling and flirting with all the dads. The teasing from the other kids got so bad that Terra spent most of her middle school years eating lunch with the squirrels in the courtyard. By high school, she’d finally learned to stop telling Leta about school events.

Other times, Leta retreated into herself and became a sad drunk, which was—in a way—worse than an obnoxious one. She was haunted, though by what, Terra could never glean from her mother’s ramblings.

Sometimes, though, Leta would stay sober for weeks or months at a time. She’d even show interest in Terra’s social life and academics for a hot minute and take her on day trips to the state fair or the Dunes lakeshore. For a long time, Terra believed the real Leta, whom she’d glimpsed in these moments, would eventually win out over the alcohol-tainted version. Then Terra grew up and learned life doesn’t work that way. Cue the soul-crushing violins.

“Well I was thinking, if you want to have some fun—I mean, if you’re into that sort of thing,” Leta chided, “Marci was telling me about this new home store at the Edinburgh outlets. I need a new rug for the hallway. Maybe me and you could drive down together next weekend?”

“Mom—” 

“And definitely lamps for the den. Just for the morning. Not the whole day, of course. I have off next Saturday. We could make it a fun girls’ trip. Get our nails done—”

“I don’t know.”

“Or go see a movie, if you want, honey. What’s the big deal?”

“It’s just…” Terra rubbed her calves as she worked out an excuse. Her legs were aching from her walk around the park with Alexis. “I have a work dinner that night before, and then I have to, um…” She had nothing to do. She stared across the room at a pair of sweatpants hanging out of the laundry basket. “Go pants shopping…later that day…with Alexis. I should probably sleep in and save my energy, you know? Mom?”

“Since when do you two schedule your pants shopping, Terra?”

Terra sighed. “Some other time, okay?” She told the guilt rising inside her to put a lid on it. Despite Leta’s best efforts at a reboot, she needed to face the liquor-soaked truth. What was the point in pretending their relationship was something it was not? 

“Alright. I get it. You’re a busy girl. So, what’s new at work? Any exciting projects?”
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