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      GOD’S CHARACTER IS KIND AND LOVING. ALL ELSE IS A LIE.

      
        
        Dedicated to all the believers in the world who don’t try to pervert God and a belief in Him into something ugly and fanatical.

      

      

      Romans 2:4 shares that it is the kindness of God that leads to repentance, or a ‘changed heart’.

      Because of the arrogance of men, Romans 2:23 teaches us that, You who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking the law 24 For, as it is written, “The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles (that’s us) because of you.”

      

      Blaspheming God means to call He who is good, kind, holy, and loving, the exact opposite.

      

      
        
        God’s greatest commandments is simply this: “Love God and Love Your Neighbor Like Yourself”

      

      

      

      Matthew 22:34 After Jesus had made the Sadducees look foolish, the Pharisees heard about it and got together. 35  One of them was an expert in the Jewish Law. So he tried to test Jesus by asking, 36 “Teacher, what is the most important commandment in the Law?”37  Jesus answered:

      Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind. 38 This is the first and most important commandment. 39 The second most important commandment is like this one. And it is, “Love others as much as you love yourself.” 40 All the Law of Moses and the Books of the Prophets are based on these two commandments.

      

      
        
        May we all strive to love others as we love ourselves, mirror the love of God, and shine a light in all the dark places. There are many.

        

        - Stone

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE TO MY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        First, thanks for picking up my book, I hope you enjoy it. Second, I’m an indie author. While I strive to make my books as error free as I can, and they are often edited more than once, I’m human, and I miss things. I always appreciate extra eyes, so if you see something I missed, please give me a shout. You can email me directly at Author@CBStonebooks.com. I promise if you’re nice, I’m nice. 😉

        Also, if you’re looking for a full reading list of my currently available books, you can find that here: CBStoneBooks.com/Reading-List
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      Jaelynn

      The sweet melody is stuck on an endless loop in my head. I scrub absently, lost in the beauty of it. Though music is forbidden and could get me in big trouble with the Ministry, I am at a loss when it comes to controlling my quietly rebellious streak.

      Singing to myself while doing housework is one of the small pleasures I can revel in, in a world where our lives don’t always feel as though they are our own.

      I’m always careful though to keep my voice soft and low so no one outside our modest home hears me. I might be rebellious, but I’m certainly no dummy.

      Resting on my knees, I sing softly as I hunch over, scrubbing away at the dirt coating the floor in grime, my long skirt getting wet where it touches the dampened wood.

      I ignore it, continuing to scrub and sing, scrub and sing.

      “Jaelynn Rose!” I jump, my heart leaping into my throat, a strangled sound erupting. I hadn’t heard anyone come in.

      I sit up quickly, heart pounding, an energy surge coursing through my body as my gaze flies to the front door and my brain scrambles in an attempt to identify the voice scolding me from out of nowhere.

      “What song are you singing now? Where’d you come up with that one?”

      I slump, relief rushing out on a tiny huff of air, hands trembling with ebbing adrenaline as I recognize Mama’s voice and see her worn face peering down at me from where she stands in the doorway on the other side of the room.

      Gaze drifting skyward, I mouth a quiet thank you. To what or whom, I don’t really know. Holding a fist against my chest in an effort to slow my heart’s pace, I’m only thankful it isn’t my father— or anyone else connected with the Ministry for that matter— stopping by to see my parents and catching me.

      Still, my mother tends to scold me for singing because she knows I’m not supposed to be doing it. It’s against the Rules. When she’s not scolding me, she switches to asking questions I can’t really give her suitable answers to, often frustrating us both.

      “They came to me in a dream, Mama,” I murmur nonchalantly, repeating the same answer I’d given her time and time again, though I know it never does any good.

      “A dream? You’re still having those?” My mother shuffles into the room, sits down at the table and smiles at me tiredly. “Come on up here, child. Rest for a bit, get off the floor. Your knees must be black and blue by now.”

      Hiding a fond smile at her fussing, I move to do as I’m told. It’s not often I get to sit down with Mama and just chat.  Rising to my feet, I stretch, wincing at the kinks I can feel pinched tight in my back. I ignore them, knowing my discomfort has to be mild compared to my mother’s exhausted state.

      “Here, let me make you some tea, Mama.” I move toward the cupboards, taking long, deep breaths to slow down my still racing heart.

      “Do we have some of our rations left?” she asks.

      I nod, but do a quick mental inventory of what little food still remains. There isn’t much as far as actual nutrition goes, which is why lunch today consists of tea. Not the most filling of meals by a long shot.

      My stomach takes that moment to grumble loudly, and I slide my gaze in Mama’s direction, feeling a little guilty and hoping she doesn’t hear it. Unfortunately my lunch had been tea as well.

      Looking over our rations, I realize we do have some rice and beans— just enough for dinner tonight, but that’s about it. Thankfully I can pick up our next month’s supply of food tomorrow night, perfect timing for tomorrow’s dinner. But for breakfast and lunch, tea it will be. Again. I grimace, a pang of hunger pelting my belly at the mere thought.

      Grabbing the teakettle from the cupboard, I ignore my vocal belly, fill the kettle and setting it to boil over the fire, quietly humming to myself as I work.

      When the kettle begins to squeal, signaling the water is ready, I set about steeping the tea. My mother can’t stand the stuff, always says she’d prefer to drink regular old water, but I enjoy it. Even if it is bland these days. I wrinkle my nose. Good tea is hard to find. It provides a bit of flavor during those times my stomach gripes for food, so there’s that.

      “How was work today?” I ask as I pour some of the warm liquid into a cup. “I’m surprised to see you home so early.” I look to my mother, studying her face for a moment before I turn my attention back to the task at hand, and before she can catch the worry I know is reflected on my face.

      Dark shadows have formed circles beneath her eyes and she looks weary. Once upon a time, my mom had been a beautiful woman. But now just she seems weathered. She isn’t even that old. She had me at a young age of course, but her youth and beauty, alongside our home, had deteriorated a lot over the last several years, more than it should have for her age.

      “Tiring,” Mama replies, stating the obvious. The bags under her eyes never go away anymore, not even when she’s able to get more than a few hours of sleep. “And I have to go back in later tonight. They said I could have a few hours to rest before pulling the all-night shift.”

      My mouth tightens a little at that, but I remain silent. It’s just the way things are, so getting upset about it only serves to waste energy better put to other uses. But it doesn’t stop me from secretly resenting the toll my mother’s job takes on her, both physically and mentally.

      My mother and father both work for our government as security officers. They guard the Ministry, and are two of the few people in Silogh Valley still allowed to carry weapons. My father has held the same job for as long as I can remember, but my mother was only promoted a few years back— once I was old enough to be left safely on my own.

      It’s been both a blessing and a curse. A blessing because it affords us more food rations— though even with improved rations we still usually have too little— as well as a higher status in society.

      It’s a curse too, because it requires a willingness to work twenty-four hour days. Life as a government employee puts you at the beck and call of the Ministry. I often imagine it must be similar to slavery, but I’m careful never to put that notion into words. Especially within hearing distance of my father.

      “I’m sorry, Mama.” I blow gently at the steaming liquid in my cup, and then take a careful sip of tea. I can’t help the concern lacing my voice. “Perhaps you should get some sleep then? I’ll finish cleaning up around here.”

      Mama smiles wanly, and then shoots me a pointed look. “Just promise me you won’t sing anymore Jaelynn,” she pleads. “I couldn’t handle it if something happened to you.”

      I sigh, gingerly taking another sip of tea, studiously eyeing the floor, avoiding my mother’s tired, albeit sharp gaze.

      “I can’t promise I won’t ever sing again, Mama,” I concede finally, giving the same response I always give whenever we have this conversation. “But I’ll promise to be more careful. Okay? You couldn’t hear me outside coming up, could you?”

      My mother shakes her head. “I couldn’t. But remember, if a window is open, it’s different. It’s much easier to be heard, especially with that beautiful voice of yours. It carries, sweetheart. And it’s going to get warmer later in the day and you’ll want to open the windows. Just remember that please, is all I’m saying Jaelynn. And be careful.”

      Her brow is creased with worry, so I do my best to alleviate it. “I know, Mama,” I soothe. “I’m always careful, I promise. No one ever hears me.”

      “Good girl.” My mother stands up, taking a last sip of tea and stroking two fingers along my cheek before walking toward her bedroom for some much needed rest.

      As soon as she is tucked safely away in the back of the house, I get back down on the floor, pick up my brush and continue to scrub, first humming, then softly singing the lyrics still doggedly stuck in my head. Some days it feels like the only way to get them out of my head is to sing, to let them out into the world.

      After cleaning the floor as thoroughly as I’m capable, I remember there are some tomatoes growing in the garden outside I need to check on. I know there probably won’t be much, but if they are ready to be harvested, it might add a little something extra to the evening’s sparse dinner.

      Brightening up a little, I can already imagine biting into a juicy, ripe tomato, despite knowing better than to get my hopes up. A decent harvest these days has become more of a scarcity than ever, although I’m always grateful for whatever our garden yields.

      Though ours is incredibly small, I know it’s still much more than some folks have. Living in Silogh Valley affords some benefits those living in the city don’t get. A little extra room to garden and marginally more privacy are among the top two.

      I know I wouldn’t be able to get away with the half of the stuff I do now if we lived in Silvah City. If we lived there I’d have to seriously curtail my singing. Who knows who might overhear me?

      Stepping out into the garden, worn, comfy knee-high boots protect my legs from the sticks, thorns and branches of the brush. My lips curve as unbidden, thoughts of biting into a ripe juicy tomato stray into my mind again.

      But when I reach the tomato plants, my heart drops like a rock. All thoughts of fresh produce for dinner go poof. Rain has been sparse of course, but nevertheless I’d remained hopeful that somehow, some way, my precious vegetable plants would grow.

      Now that hope is as dried and shriveled every bit as much as the poor excuse for a tomato dangling from the vine.

      Frowning, I poke at the shriveled brown skin and sigh, realizing there’s no way it can be eaten. I glance at the meager handful of other tomatoes on the vine, still a light green in color.

      “And of course none of the others are ready either,” I mutter.

      Nor would they ever be if we don’t get some rain. Soon. Looking up at the stubbornly cheerful sky, I silently beg it to rain and to rain hard. We desperately need it in the Valley, otherwise the current food shortage is only going to get worse.

      Shoulders slumping, I turn to head back into the house. Just then I hear a sound coming from the road right outside my garden fence. I jump, gaze flying to the road, seeking out the strange sound.

      Drawing my brows together, I tiptoe toward the road, but then backpedal quickly toward the house, tightening my hands into fists at my sides, my heart thumping audibly inside my chest.

      Fear battles with curiosity. Squinting my eyes against the brightness of the sun, I can just make out a tall man with shaggy brown hair, walking up the road, carrying something in one hand, the other swinging loosely at his side.

      I don’t recognize the young man, which is surprising given the fact that in the Valley, most everyone knows everyone else.

      Strangers are a rare occurrence.

      Standing up on my tiptoes, I wave, trying to catch the stranger’s attention. “Hi there!” I shout out to him, without budging from where I’m standing.

      “Hi yourself,” he calls out. “I’m Noah, just passing through. I’m so sorry if I startled you.” The stranger walks closer and then stops, stepping near to the fence, reaching out and resting his free hand along the top of it as he smiles.

      I smile back, somewhat shyly. I’m certain my pale green eyes are glowing with curiosity, but I can’t contain it. I’m not used to strangers, much less strangers as handsome as this one.

      Brushing the dirt from my skirt a little self-consciously, I tear myself away from the spot I’d been frozen in, and walk toward the fence to greet him properly, fear and shyness evaporating quickly as my curiosity grows.

      “My name is Jaelynn,” I say, sticking out a hand, offering to shake his.

      The man named Noah looks at it somewhat quizzically, as if he is unsure of what to do with it. He smiles awkwardly, but after a few minutes reaches out and accepts my proffered hand in his, squeezing gently.

      I stare at our clasped hands a little dumbly. His completely swallows mine, and feels firm yet soft. Except for his fingertips. His fingertips are rough and calloused. Feeling a little awkward myself, I find myself at a loss as to what to say next.

      I clear my throat. “Do you do any gardening?” I ask. I gently tug my fingers free. He lets go immediately, but his expression still looks a little puzzled.

      “Oh no,” he says as he drops his hand. “Why would you ask that?”

      “The callouses on your fingers,” I reply, fighting a weird urge to reach out and touch them again. I’ve never felt anything like it. “What do you do?” I ask instead.

      Setting the foreign item he’d been carrying down on the ground, he grins. “Well... I don’t really do anything,” he says.

      I laugh, giving him a funny look. “What do you mean you don’t do anything? That’s absurd. Everyone does something. Like me for instance. I keep the house up for my parents. I also do the gardening and the cooking.” Feeling a teeny bit off-kilter all of a sudden, I shrug and trail off with, “It may not sound like much, but it’s what I do.”

      Noah’s lips quirk again in a ghost of a smile as he stares at me, one hand resting possessively on top of the thing he’d been carrying.

      I eye it again, wondering how it makes the odd noises I’d heard as he approached moments ago.

      “Well, I suppose you can call me a drifter then,” he says, lowering his eyes to the ground as he runs his other hand through a mop of unruly dark hair. “I take odd jobs where I can find them, so, I guess I do a lot of things. I do what I have to do to get by, you know? But I don’t do any one thing.”

      This time it’s his voice that trails off, as he looks back up at me. Unable to help myself, my gaze wanders back to the item sitting in the dust at his feet. I have to literally fight a compulsion to reach out and touch it.

      Sliding my hands behind my back, I ball them tightly in the folds of my skirt. Something about the object is tickling the back of my mind, but I can’t put my finger on why. I want to run my hand down the length of it, touch the strings that run across it, but I know I can’t just touch his possessions without his permission.

      “What is that thing?” I blurt out, curiosity at last getting the best of me. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.” I feel my face heat, torn between staring at Noah, and staring at the thing resting gently against his feet.

      Noah glances down to the item he’d been carrying, looking surprised that it is still there. Somehow though, I know he’s not.

      “Oh this old thing?” he asks, his gaze drifting back and forth down the road, like he’s making sure no one is close by. He shrugs nonchalantly. “I found it alongside the road back there. I thought maybe someone had left it.”

      Noah didn’t look me in the eyes when he spoke, and I remember hearing noises coming from it right when I first saw him. Narrowing my eyes, I merely quirk a brow, mildly offended he’s not being entirely truthful with me.

      “I heard a noise from it,” I insist. “A noise I’ve heard before too, I just can’t place it.” Crinkling my nose, I struggle to remember where.

      Noah finally looks back up at me, meeting my gaze, his own eyes now alight with what looks like curiosity. “Really? You’ve heard that sound before?”

      “I have,” I concur, and suddenly I remember where I’ve heard it. Eyes widening, I feel a frisson of unease. This time it’s my turn to make sure no one is listening. Stepping forward, I lean closer to the fence, closer to him. Lowering my voice, I whisper, “Though I probably imagined it. There’s no way I could have heard what I think I heard... right?”

      I straighten, and start to back away from the handsome stranger, that uneasy frisson now settling like a ball of lard in the pit of my stomach. Looking back toward my house, I feel a sudden urge to run. Suddenly, all I want to do is get back inside, away from this man named Noah, away from the mysterious noisy object he carries with him, and away from the peering eyes of my neighbors.

      My feelings escalate when Noah reaches across the fence and grabs my wrist, causing me to jerk backwards, my heart pounding in sudden fear. Despite knowing I’m probably overreacting, I yell, “Let me go, mister! My Mama is in the house right now, she’s a Ministerial officer. And if you hurt me, she will kill you on the spot.” Twisting my arm, I try to break his grip.

      Still, Noah doesn’t let me go. He loosens his grasp on me a bit, but still holds my arm firmly. “Jaelynn,” he says. “Calm down, I’m not going to hurt you. I just think we should talk. Alone.” He whispers the last part.

      His voice is gentle, soothing. Calm, even. I look up into his dark eyes, and instantly, all the fear in my body dries up like those poor withered tomatoes on our vines.

      I don’t know why, but I feel compelled to stop, look, and listen to him. When I do, somehow, I just know he isn’t going to harm me. The tension in my body flees as quickly as it erupted, making me feel weak and jiggly.

      “Where did you hear these sounds?” he asks, still gripping my wrist from across the fence.

      My eyes scan the area around us, and I’m relieved to see nobody seems to be watching us. For that at least, I’m thankful. I step close to the fence again, motioning for Noah to lean in.

      A bemused smile crosses his face as he obliges.

      When he’s close enough that I feel confident no one can overhear, I whisper into his ear, “In my dreams.”

      As soon as I say it, his body stiffens and he drops my arm like I’m on fire. He nods and gives me a crooked smile before pulling back, a strange, wild look in his eyes. He suddenly looks as though he wishes he was anywhere but standing here with me in this moment.

      “I see,” he states carefully. Then in an upbeat tone that sounds forced, he continues, “Well, I think I’ll be on my way. Need to get some work done for Mr. Stanton on up the road there, but if you find you need more help with your tomatoes, just let me know. I’m always happy to be of service.”

      Reaching across the fence again, he tucks a slip of paper into my hand and without another word, the mysterious stranger is off, casually tossing the odd item he claims he “found” over his shoulder as he walks.

      Stepping up against the fence, I grip the edge and lean over it, feeling a sharp prickle of anxiety. “Noah?” I yelp, making him turn back around.

      Understanding comes to me in a flash, and all at once, I know exactly what it is he’s been holding all this time. Squeezing the old wood of the fence tightly, I bite my lip and meet his gaze, concern making my voice thick. “Be careful. Please. Don’t let anyone see you with that— thing.” I point at it.

      He merely gives me an easy smile, not a bit of concern clouding his expression. “I’m not worried, Jaelynn. Not for me at least. But thank you for looking out for me.”

      And with that cryptic remark, he winks and takes off again. I stare down the road after him, watching his back become smaller and smaller. It takes me a few moments to remember the slip of paper crunched in my hand.

      Opening it up, I see the writing is barely legible. It looks as though it was written years and years ago, and is extremely faded. But it isn’t handwritten. It’s printed.

      Feeling thoroughly puzzled, I stare at the printed words. Except for the government, no one has printers anymore, so I instantly think it must be important, something “official”.

      Once I read the words though, a lump rises in my throat, and I know it’s not from the Ministry. The words are not their words, and the message is not something they’d send.
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        ‘Only the chosen ones can hear.’

      

      

      

      In that second, I know Noah will be back. I know it isn’t a matter of if I will see the good looking young man again, but only a matter of when. I don’t know how I know this, I just do.

      And the next time I see him, I will be prepared, I vow to myself. I tighten my lips determinedly as I stare down the now empty road, lost in thought.

      And next time I will know to ask the right questions.
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      Back inside, I sit down at the kitchen table and still lost in my thoughts, sip on my now cold tea. I keep looking down at the slip of paper Noah gave me, reading the words silently and racking my brain, wondering what they mean.

      My mother’s movements from the bedroom startle me. Looking down at the crumpled paper in my hand, I know instinctively it’s a bad idea to tell her about meeting the stranger named Noah.

      Frantically, I look around for somewhere to stash the paper before bending over and slipping it into my boot, pretending to itch my leg as I do so. I straighten up just as my mother enters the room, yawning tiredly and rubbing her eyes.

      “Sleep well?” I ask too brightly, more out of reflex than anything else. I already know the answer to the question but it’s out of my mouth before I can change my mind.

      Mama yawns again, her face looking pale and drawn. “Not really. And when I did sleep, I was plagued with dreams,” she replies. With the mention of her dreams, she looks directly at me. “I dreamt I lost you Jaelynn.” Her eyes when they meet mine are clouded with worry.

      “Oh Mama.” I move toward her to hug her tightly, wincing at how frail she feels in my arms. “I’m not going anywhere Mama, I’m right here,” I murmur soothingly against her hair, my hand stroking her back.

      “I dreamt the Ministry took you away from us,” she mumbles against my shoulder, hugging me tightly and allowing me to comfort her.

      We cling to each other like we haven’t seen each other in a very long time. The reality though, is that my poor mother had only gotten about forty-five minutes of sleep. I sigh, still stroking her back in an attempt to provide some comfort.

      “They’re not going to take me anywhere, I promise.” The words ring hollow even to my own ears, especially given the recent turn events and the mysterious stranger that’s wandered into my life.

      “You can’t promise me that, sweetheart,” my mother whispers, her voice heavy with fatigue and fear.

      “No, you’re right. I can’t promise I’ll live to see tomorrow either, and neither can you. But I can promise I’ll do everything in my power to keep myself safe, okay?” As I say the words, I remember the slip of paper tucked inside my boot, and feel a twinge of guilt.

      Knowing I’m lying to her tugs at my insides, making me feel uncomfortable. I’m unflinchingly honest by nature, so even telling a slight fib pricks at my conscience. And I’m fully aware that even having such a note in my possession puts my life in danger.

      I don’t even have to know what the note means to know that Leora Blackwood, Head Mistress of the Ministry, would have a very serious problem with it. If I were to be found with it on my person, I could be labeled a dissident or a traitor. Or even worse, a heretic.

      Mama inhales a deep breath, and her body shudders in a way that makes her feel even more frail than normal. While she’s busy worrying about me and my safety, I’m busy worrying about her and her fragile, diminished state.

      Every day, she gets thinner and thinner, as if her job is literally eating her alive. It probably is. I grimace slightly. The food rations simply aren’t enough to keep up with the physicality of the job and the demands that are placed on her on a day-to-day basis.

      “Okay, sweetie. If you say so.” Mama sounds more defeated than reassured, but I try not to let it bother me. She pulls away from our embrace and looks at her watch, one of the few technologies officers in the Ministry are allowed. Mostly because being late to work is heavily frowned upon. Then she reaches out and cups my cheek affectionately. “I have to get back to work, sweetheart. Your father should be home later this evening. Try to stay out of trouble in the meantime.”

      Closing my eyes, I turn my face into her hand briefly, and just nod. I will no doubt be in bed well before my father gets home, but I’ll make sure to leave some food out for him.

      Remembering food, I gasp, throwing my hands up in the air and rushing over to the pot boiling cheerfully over the flame. “Wait Mama! It should be ready by now! Take some with you, please.” I grab a bowl and hurriedly spoon some food into it.

      My mother holds up her hands. “No honey, you eat it. They will feed me at work, I’ll be fine.”

      “Barely anything, Mama, you know it’s never enough. Please,” I beg. “Take it. This will put a little extra food in your belly, to carry you through the night.”

      “You need it more than I do,” she argues. Granted, I’m also thin, but nothing like my mother. And I don’t have to work nearly as hard at taking care of the house, or expend even half the energy that’s required of her.

      “Please Mama, I have plenty.” I shove the bowl into her hands, hoping the fib isn’t revealed in my face. I place a cover over the bowl. “Take it,” I insist.

      Our gazes meet, and she smiles, looking a little bemused. “You’re a stubborn little thing, aren’t you? When did that happen?”

      “I grew up, Mama. And I had a good role model to learn from.” My lips quirk in amusement.

      Mama’s smile falters. “Stubbornness isn’t a good thing, sweetheart. It’s not something one should be proud of.”

      Stiffening, I lift my chin before responding, “It is when what you’re standing up for is worth it.” I can feel my face warming, uncomfortable at arguing with my mother, but unable to agree with her point of view.

      “And that, my dear, is exactly why I fear for your life.” She glances at her watch once more and sighs. “I can’t debate this any longer, Jaelynn. I’ll be late if we stand around talking all day, and you know how Ms. Blackwood hates for us to be late.”

      Frowning, I feel resentment welling up again, forcing me to bite my lip to keep from crying. “Yeah, you still have scars from the last time,” I mutter.

      “Being reliable is valuable to society,” my mother intones, making me cringe at how mechanical she sounds as she quotes the Ministry.

      “But is it more valuable than the people living in said society?” The words erupt from my lips before I can stop them, and I wince. I honestly don’t mean to argue with my mother, but sometimes I can’t help myself.

      “Hush, Jaelynn.” Mama looks around as if someone might hear us inside our own home. “It is the way it is. We can’t change things. We can only do our best with what we’re given, and be thankful for everything we do have.”

      And with that, she turns on her heel and walks out the door, leaving me standing there staring after her, while the door closes gently behind her. Sighing, I find myself alone once more.

      Collapsing to the floor with a soft thud, I pull out the slip of paper hidden in my boot, half surprised to see it didn’t burn a hole right through it.

      Noah, please come back.

      The wayward thought winds through my head, and I hug myself, clenching my fingers tightly around the crumpled scrap of paper.

      I know my thoughts are dangerous, but I can’t seem to resist. I can feel pressure building inside of me. A restlessness, like something has to give. Just what that something is though, I have no idea.

      Picking myself up off the floor, I shake out my skirt with a small sigh. Making myself a bowl of food, I sit down at the family table, alone. Three empty seats surround the table around me.

      Two are obviously for my parents, and then there’s one that is always empty. Except for symmetry, there’s no real need to have four seats, not for us. It often makes it feel as though someone is missing from the table.

      Our furniture is old, handed down from my mother’s mother, my gran. Gran had a larger family than we have, and she’d needed the extra seating. It had also been easier to feed your kids back then, so more families had multiple children.

      Still, looking at the empty chair, I can never get past the feeling that a piece is missing from our family. That the chair belongs to someone.

      I savor my meal in silence, doing my best to enjoy each tiny bite, feeling sad as my bowl quickly empties.

      Scraping the bottom, my stomach growls in protest. A tiny sigh escapes as I wish for more, but I know I have to save some for Papa.

      With a grumble I get up and start washing the dishes, using as little water as possible in an attempt to conserve what we have.

      Glancing idly out the window as I work, I see a figure walking amongst our tomatoes. I gasp, almost dropping the dish, my heart stumbling over itself drunkenly.

      Quickly drying the now clean bowl and setting it on the counter for my father later, my thoughts race.

      Should I run outside and see who it is? Or should I hide inside pretending not to be home?

      Frozen in indecisiveness, I remain standing where I’m at, just watching. The figure is kneeling down, so I can’t make out what exactly they’re up to.

      Maybe he is trying to hide among our pitiful excuses for plants so he can spy on us. Or maybe he’s waiting for me to come out so he can grab me!

      My thoughts race as I run through a thousand different scenarios, each one more frightening than the last. My heart is thundering so hard in my chest I fear the man can hear it from all the way outside.

      “Get a grip Jaelynn,” I whisper to myself. “Breathe.”

      Reaching into a drawer, I feel around, looking for the old knife we use to cut our meat. Finding it, I grip it tightly as I realize the man is facing away from me.

      From where he is crouched and with his proximity to the door, I think I can probably sneak up on him. Catch him by surprise. Put the knife to his throat and ask him just what he is doing in our garden.

      Easy Jaelynn.

      I’m not sure I could take another person’s life, but there’s no way I can sleep knowing a stranger is lurking about on our property. My father won’t be home for hours yet, and the nearest neighbor is too far away to hear my screams were something bad to happen.

      Even if they did, most of the Valley people tend to keep to themselves and look the other way, choosing to look out for their own necks than get involved in someone else’s problems. Sad, but it is what it is.

      Gulping in a big breath of air in an effort to brace myself and screw up my courage, I know if I don’t act now, I’ll either be scared for my own safety all night, or worried that my father will be taken by surprise by our garden lurker.

      Papa, where are you when I need you?

      I grimace, wishing there was a way to reach my father and get his help. But there isn’t, and since there isn’t, I have no choice but to defend our home. Stiffening my spine, I stand up straighter and grip the knife tightly.

      Moving toward the door, I glance out the window once more. The stranger is still kneeling, still facing away from me. Holding my breath, I place my hand on the doorknob, and turn it as quietly as possible, hoping the door won’t creak as it opens.

      Stepping outside, I leave it open behind me, afraid of the noise closing it might make. The figure doesn’t turn my way, so I feel confident he doesn’t hear me exit the house. I grip the knife tighter in my hand, moving as stealthily as I can in his direction.

      But then I hear it, and stop dead in my tracks. My mouth forms a small ‘O’ of surprise, my eyes bugging wide. I almost don’t believe what I’m hearing. The stranger kneeling down in my garden is singing.
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        Every spring the sweet young

        flowers open bright and gay.

      

      

      

      I stand absolutely still, transfixed by the voice. I barely resist the urge to sing the next line.

      As I listen I let my arm fall slowly to my side, unaware of anything else around me but the beautiful sound of the stranger’s voice.

      The figure stands up and turns to face me. He flashes a lopsided smile and raises a brow, directing a pointed look to the ground at my feet.

      My eyes follow his and I see the knife lying in the dirt.

      Looking back up, I grimace and give a small, rather awkward shrug.

      “Hi Jaelynn,” the familiar voice greets me. “I hope I haven’t frightened you?”

      He smiles, and I notice the odd object he’d been carrying earlier today propped against an old stump nearby.
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      Feeling a surge of indignation, mixed with a healthy dose of relief that the stranger isn’t quite the stranger I first thought, I lift my chin.

      “What are you doing in my garden?” I demand, realizing belatedly that with the knife on the ground, I have very little chance of defending myself. Not that I truly think I will need to. At least I hope I won’t.

      Noah’s eyes twinkle a little, like he finds something amusing. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t sure if you were home,” he says, running his hand through his shaggy brown hair. “And I wanted to help with your garden. Mr. Stanton didn’t have any more work for me today, and I thought maybe you could use an extra hand.”

      Eyeing him a little suspiciously, I hesitate. Noah doesn’t look threatening in the least. Still, everyone is always warned to watch out for drifters. Drifters we’re told, bring chaos, discord, and danger.

      I wonder briefly if I should bend down and grab my knife. It was all fine when he was out on the road and I was in my garden with a fence between us. With that barrier separating us, he’d felt more benign, less threatening. But now he’s on our property without my permission, it feels different. Noah’s gaze drifts down to the knife lying in the dirt again, his brows colliding sharply as understanding suddenly dawns on his face.

      “Oh! I did scare you didn’t I? Geez, I’m so sorry Jaelynn,” he says, moving toward me and causing me to take a few quick steps back. He stops immediately and holds his hands up, showing me they’re empty.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. I swear. I just wanted to help.” He points with his chin over his shoulder. “Go, look at your tomatoes. I’ll stay here, with my hands up right where you can see them.” He eyes the knife again. “Take the knife if you want.”

      Hiding my anxiety as best I can, I do exactly that. I grab the knife up off the ground, while keeping my eyes fixed on Noah. “What do you mean look at my tomatoes?” I ask.

      “Just go look, okay? Trust me.” He smiles again, his expression reassuring, and something about that lopsided grin tugs at my insides.

      I’m not really sure why I should trust him, or even if I can. But I decide it can’t hurt to look at my plants to see what he’s going on about at least. I slowly slide past him, holding the knife at the ready and never taking my gaze off him. I walk over to the small tomato patch and glance down, but don’t see anything out of the ordinary. I look back up at Noah, narrowing my eyes.

      “So what am I supposed to be looking for exactly?”

      He turns slowly, hands still raised, until he’s facing me. Then he grins. “You have tomatoes now,” he says, pointing with his chin.

      I crinkle my nose. That’s impossible. I’d been out here only this morning and there had been nothing but the rotten one and a few others that were dying before they’d even had a chance to grow. I wonder if this is a trick to distract me, to make me take my eyes off of him.

      “That’s impossible,” I retort, head held high. “I was just out here this morn—,” my words trail off as I watch Noah reach out and touch nearby leaves, and they turn from brown to green. My jaw drops. “How are you doing that?” I step closer to him, unable to help myself. My fascination is growing with every second.

      Noah shrugs, his dark eyes dancing, despite his own apparent bewilderment. “I really don’t know what it is, I just have a way with plants. But I’ve never seen anything like this before,” he admits, reaching out to touch another plant.

      We both watch wide-eyed as cucumbers that have long been dried up suddenly spring back to life in his hand.

      “I can’t believe it. This is impossible,” I mutter under my breath. I turn to look back down at my withered tomato plant again, leaning closer and this time really looking at them. My heart trips over itself when I notice several plump, red tomatoes that hadn’t been there earlier in the day, languishing heavily from the vine.

      Reaching up, I scrub my eyes vigorously with my free hand, then blink. “Am I dreaming?”

      Noah chuckles. “No, you’re not,” he says. “Not unless I’m dreaming too.”

      I reach out and gingerly touch a supple, red tomato. My lips part in wonder, feeling utterly bemused.

      It was cool to the touch, even wet feeling with dew, which is impossible considering dew has been nonexistent for what seems like forever now. Just the fact that I can feel all of this means it can’t be a dream. Can it?

      Turning back to Noah, I gape at him and grow even more suspicious. What sort of mischief is he working? What I’m seeing is impossible. It can’t be happening.

      Yet, it is.

      My eyes drill into his as a series of thoughts occur to me. I cross my arms and tap a foot, before rapidly firing off questions at him, my tone escalating with each one I give voice to.

      “Who are you, really? How are you doing this? Ordinary people can’t do anything like this. Maybe one of the Ministry’s scientists can, but definitely not some drifter. Is that what you are? A government scientist? Are you just out here running some sort of wacko experiment?” I step closer at the last, arms akimbo, fists propped on my hips as I stare him down.

      I see Noah bite back a smile as he raises his hands again, taking a step back, and realize in a flash how ridiculous I must look. I’m barely 108 pounds soaking wet, significantly smaller than the man standing before me. Certainly not much of a threat, which obviously seems to amuse him.

      “Easy. I’m not a scientist, I swear.” He snorts as soon as he says it, his tone a little incredulous when he asks, “Do I look like a scientist?”

      I study him carefully. He’s dressed in ragged jeans that have seen far better days. His plaid shirt has a hole in it right above his stomach, and his boots are covered in thick, black mud. His hair is badly in need of a cut, and he can’t be much older than 24 or 25.

      If I’m being fair and honest, I’d never heard of someone that young working in the Ministry’s science department. It usually requires years and years of schooling to get a position like that. Still, I’m not sure how else to explain the transformations I’m witnessing.

      Stubbornly I insist, “I don’t know. I’ve never met a real scientist before. For all I know, all scientists look like you.”

      “Oh come on, Jaelynn,” Noah laughs. “Even drifters know that in order to work for the Ministry of Science, you gotta come from wealthy, brainy stock. I know I don’t look that well bred, and I haven’t looked in a mirror in years.”

      I bite my lip. It sounds truthful. “But how else can you explain this?” I pick up the tomato off the vine and hold it up, shoving it right under his nose. “This is purely the work of science. It has to be. There isn’t any other explanation.” I stare at the tomato, feeling bewildered. It’s perfect.

      I look up again when he speaks. “You sure about that?” Noah gives me a smile that crinkles his eyes, and my breath hitches a little.

      I shake my head. “No. No, I’m not. Not really. But I don’t know how else to explain it.” I give him an arch look and finish flatly, “And unless you can, I’m going to continue to be suspicious of who you really are and why you’re really here.”

      Noah studies me for a moment, not saying anything. Then, looking as though he’s made a decision, he asks, “What if I told you it has to do with the dreams you’ve been having?”

      I try to keep my expression neutral, even as my body stiffens. “The what? What are you talking about?” I half-heartedly try to dismiss what I’d revealed to him before. I wish fervently now that I’d never said a word.

      Instead of answering, he starts singing again.
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        Little birds sing songs of praise all the summer long. But in colder, shorter days they forget their song.

      

      

      

      I instantly recognize the melody and a chill slithers down my spine. I stand absolutely still, striving to give no indication I’d ever heard those words before. Holding my head up high, I arrange my features carefully, and meet his gaze squarely before speaking.

      “Maybe as a drifter, you’re not aware Noah, but singing will get you arrested. It’s illegal. And I don’t know about you but I wouldn’t risk the Ministry’s wrath for anything.”

      I sniff, unable to suppress the faint flicker of guilt at the lie, even if it is to a drifter I barely know. I’m risking the Ministry’s wrath already.

      Noah must have caught something flash in my eyes. His own eyes flickered, but with what it’s too hard tell. “Oh, but you already do. And you know you do, Jaelynn,” he murmurs, stepping closer. I fight the urge to back up again, instead choosing to stand my ground. “Don’t deny it.” He stares down at me expectantly, so close we’re practically touching.

      I swallow hard, then clear my throat and demand, “Just who are you, really?” I lick my dry lips, feeling completely off kilter all of a sudden, but much too stubborn to back down.

      Noah’s gaze falls briefly to my mouth, then snaps back to mine. He seems to shake himself a little, and takes a step back on his own, putting space between us again. I let out a breath I hadn’t even realized I’d been holding.

      Scrubbing a hand through his already tousled mess of hair, he merely shrugs. “I told you earlier, I’m Noah Roarke. I’m just a simple drifter.”

      I shake my head vigorously, anxiety making my movements sharp and more forceful than I intended. My long blonde hair flares out around my face. “No,” I state decisively. “I don’t believe you. Drifters can’t make gardens come to life with a touch of their hand. Maybe you’re not one of the Ministry’s scientists, but you’re definitely not just a simple drifter, Noah Roarke. If that’s even your real name.”

      Noah’s eyes crinkle again as his lips tilt, albeit this time a touch sardonically.

      “Yes, m’am. That’s my real name and I can prove it.” He reaches into his pocket, and I grip the knife tightly again, ready to use it if necessary. “Easy there, Jaelynn. I’m just getting my wallet. It may be slim as far as cash goes, but I do have an I.D.” He winks at me teasingly.

      Pulling out a plastic card, he holds out to me. I snatch it from him, taking my eyes off of him just long enough to look at the card and see the official Ministry logo. I flip it over and can see it’s made from the same hard plastic the old identification cards were made from. On the front, there’s his face, a little less shaggy and far more clean shaven than he is now. His name, Noah Roarke is printed neatly at the top. I grudgingly hand it back to him. It’s old and out of date, but it looks authentic to me.

      “Why don’t you have the identification chip?” I ask. “These aren’t even used anymore.”

      “The same reason you don’t, I’m sure,” he answers.

      “How do you know I don’t have one?”

      “Do you?” he shoots back.

      My parents never liked the idea of the chip, and knowing what they know about the Ministry, I trust their instincts. My parents say it can be used to track your location, and they fear it can be used to spy on you as well. Being Ministry guards, they’d had no choice but to get them, but they’d requested an exemption for me, claiming I was too frail as a child to handle the process. When I eventually go into my own profession, I’ll have to request another exemption. As an adult though, it’s less likely I’ll be granted one.

      Pursing my lips, I respond pertly, “I don’t. But only because I was sickly as a child.” I sniff.

      “Uh huh. Sure you were,” Noah winks. “Be that as it may, being a drifter has some benefits. No one can force me to do anything I don’t want to do because they never know where I’m at.”

      “So you’re hiding from our government?” I demand.

      Noah shrugs. “I guess you could call it that. It’s not like anyone worries ‘bout us anyway. Since we can’t get work or buy a home without entering their program, most drifters all die from starvation sooner or later.” He continues indignantly, “Government doesn’t even see us as a threat.” He looks as though his nose is a little bent about that last part, and I have to hide a smile of amusement.

      Leave it to a man to feel indignant over not being seen as threatening. “When’s the last time you ate?” I ask, surprising both myself and Noah, who looks at me like I’ve sprouted a second head. I have to resist an urge to reach up and pat myself, making sure there’s just one.

      Still eyeballing me, Noah says, “Last job I had ended two days ago. They fed me a cup of oats before I left. Why?”

      Dropping down to my knees, I rifle through the tomato plants, talking over my shoulder as I do. “Because you’ve reminded me that some people have it even worse than I do,” I say mildly, before triumphantly finding and pulling another fat tomato off the vine to go with the one I’d picked earlier.

      Standing back up, knife in one hand, tomatoes in the other, I awkwardly shake the dust from my skirt and then shove the tomatoes at his chest. He reaches up reflexively to grab them. “Here. Take these. I would give you more to eat, but right now, we don’t have anything. And it’s the least I can do after what you’ve done.” Then I mutter under my breath, “Even if I don’t understand it myself.”

      Noah resists, pushing the tomatoes back toward me, his jaw tightening and a hint of his own stubborn nature revealing itself. “Thank you, but I couldn’t possibly,” he says.

      My lips tighten. I realize suddenly that I’m no longer uncomfortable with him being here. Maybe it’s the simple fact that he hasn’t tried to attack or threaten me in any way thus far. But if I’m being completely honest, it’s something more than that.

      There’s something about this man makes my heart ache. Makes me trust him. And the fact that he hasn’t eaten in a few days bothers me deeply. As to the way he seems to make my belly all aflutter, I resolve to just ignore that. My eyes wander to the object propped against the old stump, and I resolve to ignore that too.

      A little impatient, I awkwardly brush a strand of hair from my face with the back of my tomato filled hand. “Do you have any other work lined up?” Lowering my arms, I shove the tomatoes into the pocket of my apron and lay the knife down on a nearby stump to grab later on my way back inside.

      Noah looks away as if he doesn’t want to answer the question. Tapping my foot, I ask again, “Well, do you?”

      He shrugs slightly. “No, I don’t. I figured I’d just keep walking around the Valley until someone had something for me,” he mumbles.

      I snort indelicately, which he seems to find amusing. “It’s the Valley. People don’t usually trust strangers around here and you’re going to have a really hard time finding work if folks don’t trust you. Why don’t you just leave? Head into the next city where it’s more common for drifters to look for work?”

      Noah shrugs again. Clearly he isn’t interested in traveling to the next city.

      I sigh, my heart strings tugging sharply again. I think for a few minutes, then finally say, “Well, if you’re going to insist on hanging around, then I can at least offer you some work, some food and a place to sleep for a few days.”

      My tone is grudging, although in my heart of hearts, I know that secretly I’m happy he will have a reason to stick around for a while. There’s something about him. The only problem is going to be making sure my parents stay none the wiser. I mentally groan, already imagining the worst.

      Noah’s eyes grow wide with shock, then gratitude sweeps across his scruffy yet handsome features. “Thank you, Jaelynn. I have no words to express my thanks, I really don’t.” He pauses, then queries, “I just have to ask though, I thought you didn’t trust me? What’s changed your mind?”

      I sniff and lift my chin before responding, “My mind isn’t changed. I still don’t know if I can trust you, but I also can’t turn a starving man out into the Valley to wither away and die. I was raised better than that. Besides, since you helped my garden grow, I thought maybe you can make a few more miracles happen around here.”

      Noah blinks and then just stares at me, an incredulous expression on his face. I stare back, not understanding his expression at all.

      “What?” I ask self-consciously. Once again, I resist an urge to reach up and pat around, make sure I only possess one head, he’s looking at me so weirdly.

      Noah looks a little shell-shocked. “Do you even know what that word means? What a miracle is?” he asks.

      I wrinkle my nose in confusion. “As far as I know, it’s a word I made up. It isn’t something that really exists. Why? Have you heard of it before?”

      Noah nods. “I have. But trust me, it’s much better to think of it your way,” he says cryptically.

      Feeling even more confused, my curiosity piqued sky high, I can’t resist digging deeper. “What do you mean? What’s it mean?”

      Noah just shakes his head, suddenly looking a little grim. “I’m not telling you. Not worth the prison sentence,” he says, his tone resolute.

      I try to lighten up the now heavy air hanging between us by teasing him a little. “So now you’re suddenly afraid of being taken away by the Ministry or something? Where was that fear earlier, when you were singing?”

      He shakes his head impatiently, brushing my teasing words off before capturing my gaze with his. “I’m not afraid,” he says, his deep, dark eyes boring into mine intently. “At least not for me. I’m afraid for you, Jaelynn. It’s better if you don’t dig any deeper on this, at least for now, okay? Please just trust me.”
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      I’m not sure why, and I’ll probably never be able to explain it, but I trust that dark gaze implicitly, as well as the mysterious man behind it. I know though, that my parents will be upset if I invite a stranger into our home, so I try hard to think of a way around the problem.

      I sigh, unable to come up with anything that might work. “I can’t let you sleep inside, Noah,” I finally say, biting my lip. “My parents would never allow it.”

      He nods. “I understand.”

      I’m only slightly surprised he doesn’t argue, but feel compelled to rush on with an apology anyway. “I’m sorry. I wish I could let you sleep inside where it’s warm,” I add, still racking my brain for something I could say that might convince my parents to let him stay.

      Noah steps closer and grips my shoulders, startling me out of my thoughts. My gaze flies to his. He stares into my eyes and smiles. “Jaelynn, relax. Don’t worry about it. I’m used to sleeping outside, and it should be a nice night tonight.” He glances up at the cloudless sky, prompting me to look up too, before I respond.

      “Oh you won’t have to sleep outside at least,” I assure him. “The good news is we do have a shed out back. Here, let me show you.”

      I reach up, gently pulling his hands from my shoulders before offering him an awkward smile. I wait as he picks up the thing he’s been carrying around all day, hoisting it back over his shoulder. Then I snag his free hand and turn to lead the way, tugging him along behind me.

      We head toward my backyard which is nothing more than a dry pit of dirt. Pitiful really. I always think it would be such a beautiful backyard, if only the grass would grow.

      Near the edge of our property stands a shed that holds all our gardening supplies, among other odds and ends. As a kid, I’d often play in the shed, and we’ve always kept a cot in there for the odd passerby. Nothing much, but at least it’s something. I can find him a blanket or two from somewhere to keep warm, and honestly, it shouldn’t be half bad. Or at least that’s what I tell myself.

      The rusty hinges let out a loud creak as I open the old door. I can feel the dust falling down upon us, and work to stifle a sneeze. It’s dark inside, but I walk forward confidently and pull on a string I know is hanging from the ceiling. Bright light floods the little open space.

      I smile in satisfaction. The cot is still there, sitting along the back of the shed as always, looking rather lonely. It’s dusty, as are most things that sit for more than few days here in the Valley. It has been so long since rain has fallen that just about everything around here seems to be coated with a fine layer of dust. I step back outside, making room for Noah to enter, and motion him in.

      “It’s nice,” Noah says, stepping around me to look inside. I stay back, knowing there’s only room for one person to comfortably stand in the tiny space.

      I lean one hip against the edge of the doorway and watch him. “You don’t have to placate me,” I laugh. I know the shed isn’t much to brag about.

      “I’m not,” he says, turning around to face me again, his expression earnest. “Really,” he insists quietly. “It’s the best I’ve had in a very long time, Jaelynn. I truly appreciate the kindness.”

      I feel another lump rise in my throat as guilt fills my heart once more. To think, I always complain about how hard we have it. It isn’t always easy to remember there are plenty of other people in the world who have it much harder.

      “Listen, I don’t think I can tell my parents you’re here until at least tomorrow. And even then, I may not get a chance,” I say.

      Deep down, I know I might not tell them at all, simply because I know they won’t easily say yes to the situation. He is a drifter after all. “So if possible, just wait here until I come out for you, okay? I’ll bring you food and water. And they’re gone a lot, so I can let you know when it’s safe and then we can work on the garden together. But I really need you to stay out of sight.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” he agrees, smiling at me. When he does, I finally notice he has a dimple in his chin, serving to soften his face into something even more boyish than it already was.

      “But listen,” he continues, “I don’t want to get you in any trouble with your folks.”

      I shrug, trying to appear confident. “It’s no trouble, Noah, promise.” The words come out in a near whisper, betraying my anxiety despite my best efforts.

      I sigh. I can’t explain my feelings, but I truly want him to stay. I want to see what else he can do, for one thing, and I also want to try and understand what it is exactly he’s already done.

      If he can do that to my garden, imagine what he might be capable of doing for other people too. We could bring food back to the Valley, maybe even the whole world.

      I have to smile inwardly at my suddenly lofty goals. Whoa there, Jaelynn. Slow down, don’t get ahead of yourself.

      The bottom line is my parents would never understand how important this is, how important he is. I’m not even sure I can explain it. At least not yet.

      “My dad will be home in a few hours. You can hang out back here, if you like, until he gets in. You’ll hear his beater of a truck driving down the road long before he arrives so that should give you plenty of time to get out of sight.” I give him an intense stare. “That’s your sign to go to bed. If you don’t, well, I can’t promise he won’t kill you for trespassing. He is a Ministerial officer and carries a gun —”

      I’m not finished talking, but Noah places his finger to my lips as if to silence me, and my voice trails off uncertainly.

      “Don’t worry,” Noah assures me, his eyes dancing again. Amusement seems to be his default mood. “I promise I won’t let him see me unless you tell me it’s okay.”

      The proximity of his hand to my face sends a shiver down my spine. It isn’t that cold outside, but bits of electricity dance upon my lips and move through my body like something coming to life after years of sitting dormant. He must feel it to, because he yanks his finger back quickly, as if something has shocked him. His brow furrows as his eyes collide with mine, his shocked expression mirroring my own. “What was that?”

      I shake my head. “I... I don’t know,” I shiver, my teeth visibly rattling. “I’ve never felt anything like that before in my entire life.”

      “Me either.” Noah holds out his hand, palm up as he inspects it, then shakes it as if it’s on fire.

      I reach up to touch my own lips cautiously. The electric sensation has ebbed and they have returned to normal. My finger doesn’t reproduce the same feeling at all. It is definitely something in Noah that sparks the sensation, if it isn’t me. Or maybe it’s something about him touching me that causes it? Maybe it has something to do with our combined touch...

      “Try it again?” I ask, afraid of what might happen, but unable to help wondering if he touches me again for a longer period of time, will the feeling will be stronger?

      Noah frowns. “Are you sure you’re up for it? It hurt like heck.” He shakes his hand again, as if he is still feeling the strange sensation and trying to erase it.

      I nod. “It didn’t hurt me exactly. It felt strange, but not painful. Like a static shock being sent through my body more than anything. But if it hurt you —“

      He straightens, standing taller. “I’m not afraid of a little shock.” He winks and grins, though I can see in his eyes he’s at least mildly apprehensive about touching me again.

      So I take it upon myself to touch him instead. Reaching out my hand experimentally, I run a fingertip softly across the dimple on his chin. I feel an electric shock explode up my arm, and I’m sent flying backwards with a squeak. Noah leaps forward and catches me in his arms before I hit the ground, his dark eyes wide with renewed shock as he stares at me.

      There is a static humming sensation running all through my body, but it isn’t painful. It makes me feel alive, energized. And judging by the freaked out look in Noah’s eyes, I can sense he feels it too.

      “What the heck is this?” he demands, helping me stand up while I squeeze his arms in a death grip.

      I blink a little dazedly. “I was hoping you knew,” I manage to choke out.

      When I regain my footing and am standing steady, he lets me go. Even though the initial shock has subsided, I still feel as if I have electricity running through my veins.

      “How do you feel?” I ask, somewhat absently, staring at my own skin half expecting it to glow or something. My eyes are wide with wonder.

      “Like a robot who’s just been brought to life,” Noah bursts out in laughter, shaking his head in disbelief. “It can’t be —“

      “Can’t be what?” I question him. “You said you had no idea what this is all about!”

      Noah shakes his head again, his wild hair flying around his head. “I don’t. Not really.” He scrubs a hand across his face, his own eyes bright with excitement.

      “Not really!” I exclaim. “So you have some idea? When you grabbed my shoulders earlier when we shook hands, why didn’t we feel it then? Why only now?”

      Noah sighs. “I don’t have all the answers, Jaelynn. I wish I did.”

      “But you have some of them? Spill, Noah, everything you know,” I demand. I’m still trembling a little, feeling more alive than I ever have before. “I deserve to know.”

      Just then a sound pulls our attention away from one another. The sound of a sputtering engine and tires crunching on gravel. I gasp. My dad’s car. “Oh no!”

      Eyes wide, I shove Noah into the shed and slam the door shut behind me. Rushing back inside the house through the back door, I nearly run into my father just as he is coming in the front.

      “Everything okay?” He shuts the front door behind him as he speaks, before turning to face me.

      “Yes, of course, Papa. Why do you ask?” I plaster a smile on my face as I step forward and kiss him on the cheek in welcome.

      “Well, the front door was open, and you never leave the doors open at night.” My father pecks me back on the cheek as he speaks.

      I shrug nonchalantly. “I was just outside, checking on the garden.”

      “In the dark?” He raises a brow, a little skeptical.

      “I wanted to grab a tomato. For a snack.” I pull a tomato from my apron, relieved I placed them there, and silently corroborating my small fib, I hold it up for him to see.

      My father is better at detecting lies than my mother, which means I have to smile even brighter and work even harder to convince him that nothing is going on. I’ve never lied to my father before though, which I hope wins me some credibility.

      His eyes light up. “I didn’t realize we had any tomatoes right now. I didn’t see any when I left this morning,” he comments.

      “I found a few,” I continue to fib, feeling extremely uncomfortable. Gritting my teeth, I try to change the subject. “So Papa, why are you home so early?”

      “I wanted to check on you. The Ministry got wind of a disturbance out here in the Valley. Said something messed with the electrical fields. The coordinates were near here, so I just wanted to be sure everything was fine. I was worried.”

      “Everything is fine, Papa,” I smile again, feeling rather like a clown with all the fake smiling I’m engaging in. “See?” I wave a hand around the empty room.

      “I can see that.” His gaze nevertheless probes around the house, his expression unreadable. “And you haven’t seen anything strange going on outside, have you?” His gaze comes back to rest squarely on me.

      I almost wince. This feels like an interrogation from my own father, but then again I guess it shouldn’t surprise me. Most of our conversations feel that way these days.

      The job really gets to him, and he takes it very seriously. I can’t help but wonder if he  would take it seriously enough to turn me in if he were to find me with Noah. I bite my lip, gearing up to fib again.

      “Nope, I haven’t,” I say cheerfully. “I haven’t seen anything weird at all, Papa.”

      He crosses his arms. “No one hanging around that shouldn’t be here?” he asks, narrowing his eyes a bit as he looks at me.

      I swallow hard. I wonder if he knows more than he’s letting on. Does he know I’m not being truthful?

      Just for a moment, I forget he’s my father, the man who raised me, who gave me life. He is simply another Ministerial officer, someone who could decide to torture me at a moment’s notice without the slightest shred of proof if he thought I was withholding information from the Ministry.

      I take a deep breath though, and remind myself that this is my dad, my father, my Papa. He wouldn’t hurt me, not even if I was lying. Or at least I hope he wouldn’t. I’ve never actually pushed him this far before to see.

      “No, Papa, I swear.”

      He relaxes a little and looks relieved. “Good,” he says, his hands dropping to his sides. “I have to get back to work then, and figure out what’s going on. I’m probably going to be working a double now.”

      Grasping me by both arms, he leans forward and plants a kiss on the top of my head, before spinning on his heel and striding back out the front door, letting it slam shut behind him.

      I wilt once the door closes behind him, sinking into a kitchen chair, my legs unable to hold me up any longer. I feel bad about keeping things from him. Feel guilty about lying to him. But I just know there is no way I can tell him about Noah.

      All I can do is fervently hope my father will still be more my father and less the Ministerial officer, if Noah and I are ever caught.
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