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Press Epic

Where indicated, Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE®, Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission.

This is a work of fiction. All the characters, events, and locations portrayed in the book are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
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To Winter.

My ink and paper daughter.

And to all the fans who love her.
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Agent Greg Erickson ended the phone call and focused on his partner sitting across the table from him in their Cherithville field office. “There’s not much time. That was Summer. They’re coming for Kaci now. Winter and Ayden just discovered that Claire is an impostor and asked Summer to watch Kaci. So they’ve revealed Kaci’s identity too. Summer is going to wait five minutes and then make the phone call to Xaphan’s people like she’s supposed to.”

Agent Golbeck narrowed his eyes. “You mean to set a trap?”

Erickson nodded as he picked up his phone again. “Make the calls. We need five-point surveillance on the apartment, two to a point. Three points in the front and two in the back. You and I will be inside with Kaci.”

As Erickson phoned Kaci and rushed out the door, Golbeck followed close behind, making the other calls.

<<<<>>>>

Erickson and Golbeck crouched in the darkness, flak jackets tight over their chests, as Kaci waited in the bathroom of the apartment. The call had just come in from one of the points outside. Claire approached on the sidewalk.

Erickson keyed his radio and whispered, “Wait until she’s in the center and then all positions close in.” A quick succession of acknowledgments followed. He glanced at his partner who held his gun pointed to the ceiling. Golbeck nodded back and shifted on his feet.

The silence thickened. A bead of sweat trickled down Erickson’s brow. Despite the years of field work and hours of training, his heart still pounded as if he were a rookie. He took a deep breath to center his focus.

The amber street light streaming in through the sliding glass door snuffed out. The apartment plunged into a total darkness penetrated only by the ambient light of the kitchen appliances.

Screams outside. 

A single gunshot. 

Shouts. 

More screams.

A demonic roar pierced the air. Something crashed into the sliding glass door and thumped to the ground. Just enough light permeated the room for Erickson to see the long smear leading to a crumpled heap on the balcony.

Silence returned. Then footsteps outside.

Erickson trained his gun on the door. Golbeck did the same.

Then a thick darkness fell upon them like ash floating through the air. It swirled around the room like sand caught in a violent wind, nipping at Erickson’s skin, sucking the oxygen from his lungs. The door opened with a slow creak and Erickson fired through the dense blackness toward the sound.

Something slammed against his head, knocking him to the ground. Another demonic screech sliced through the air, pressing against his eardrums. Erickson pressed his hands against his head, but it couldn’t stop the gouging sound nor the sound of his own screaming.

Golbeck fired right beside him again. With another loud thump, the shots stopped. Something slammed against the wall. Against the ceiling. Then Golbeck’s twisted body fell on top of Erickson. Warm blood trickled onto Erickson’s face. He shoved at the body to roll it away, but it wouldn’t move.

The darkness faded. The light from the street returned. Someone near the door turned on the lights. Erickson blinked against the sudden brightness, wiped the blood and sweat from his eyes, and tried to focus.

Claire loomed over him, one foot on Golbeck’s body which still lay on top of Erickson. Her eyes glowed red and she smiled so maliciously that Erickson’s blood ran cold. Claire glanced over her shoulder to the door and Erickson followed her gaze.

Two more stood there. A man in a silver and black mask and a young woman with long white hair covering her wet naked body.

Claire’s gaze zeroed in on the bathroom door down the hall where Kaci hid. She stepped toward the door as the other two descended on Erickson.

<<<<>>>>

Erickson awoke lying on a cold stone floor. Blue light flooded the room from a moonlit night beyond a small barred window high in the wall. A stainless-steel toilet sat in a dark corner. He pushed himself up and peered around. A smooth door was the only way in or out of the tiny room. No handle. No window. Only a small rectangle cut out at the bottom.

He scrambled across the floor and lay down to peek through, but only pitch darkness could be seen.

Then the whispers started.

<<<<>>>>

He huddled in the corner, head on his knees and fists clenched. Every muscle in his body strained. Sunlight from the high window illuminated the room with sharp shadows.

Whispers...

“Leave me alone,” he moaned and shook his head, the thick hair on his face dragging against his dingy pants. How long had it been since he last shaved? How many days?

Whispers...Invisible fingers on his skin.

“Just leave me alone,” he moaned again. The whispers and fingers never left. Always there.

He heard scraping on the floor, the tell-tale sound of food. He crawled across the floor but stopped halfway when he saw a delicate hand beneath the door instead of the usual bread and meat.

The hand turned over, palm up and fingers laid back. Erickson waited in the middle of the room, not sure what to do.

The hand withdrew and then the food slid in. He crawled toward the food again, but the plate slid back out and the hand returned.

Erickson clenched his teeth and reached out to it, just barely touching the tip of one finger. The hand immediately withdrew, and the food returned to stay.

The next day it was the same. Then the next. After several days of touching the hand, suddenly the hand could be no longer satisfied with a mere brush. Not even touching it gently in the center of the palm would earn his food.

“What do you want?” Erickson asked when he withdrew his hand for the third time. The hand simply closed gently and then reopened.

He slowly put his hand into the other and closed it. The cold and clammy fingers squeezed fondly and then released.

Now he received the food.

<<<<>>>>

Time became a blur. Endless repetitions of daylight and dark. The hand always returning, every few days demanding a little more of his touch to earn his food. Now it took nearly a minute of holding and caressing as if they were in a relationship.

A day finally came when the door opened. The woman he had seen at Kaci’s apartment entered. Her long white hair still draped wet over her naked body. Erickson backed far into the corner as she approached. She knelt in front of him, his plate of food in one hand and her other outstretched.

He knew what she wanted. He reached out, took her hand, and they stared into each other's eyes. Even in the dim light, her eyes shone like jewels, almost as if they glowed ever so slightly. It was impossible to guess her age. The firmness of her eyes and confidence on her face suggested a maturity in years beyond even Erickson. Yet the softness of her skin and delicateness of her body implied that of a woman in her early twenties. After a minute or two, she smiled, set the plate down, and walked out.

For several days she came in to hold his hand. Sometimes she held both hands. Sometimes she held one and gently brushed his cheek with a finger. But she never spoke. Erickson even began to enjoy his moments with the woman...a bright spot in his otherwise miserable existence. 

Then a day came when the woman did not open the door. Instead, the man in a silver and black mask came in...the killer from the Tishbe University shooting. The Eater, he called himself, according to FBI files. Erickson scrambled backward across the floor until he cowered in a corner. The Eater grabbed Erickson’s arm and hoisted him to his feet, jamming a syringe needle into his neck.

Within moments, the world spun. Erickson’s head lolled on his shoulders as the man dragged him out of the cell. Emotions bubbled to the surface. Anger. Hate. Lust. He smiled thinking about the naked woman with the long white hair. His blood boiled with rage at the man who took him away from her.

As the emotions reached a breaking point, Erickson’s vision speckled. Moments of time bled into one another. He only remembered flashes of stone-lined halls, a brightly lit room, a stainless-steel table. Something held his arms at his sides. A man in a white coat walked around him...blurred...like a ghost.

Erickson’s arm burned. He screamed. The man dug something into it. The pain echoed distantly, detached. Yet it seared his brain like a parasite chewing deep into his skull.

The next thing he knew he lay on the floor of his cell, lifting his head from the musty concrete. The drug still lingered in his system, but if he concentrated he could focus. The door opened again, and he scrambled back into the shadowy corner.

The woman entered. She knelt in front of him with a sympathetic frown. She grabbed his arm and inspected it. For the first time, Erickson saw the one-inch cut, neatly sutured, in the middle of his forearm.

The woman brushed his face as if to apologize. The lingering effects of the drug sent a surge of lust through Erickson. He wanted her. He needed her. He grabbed her face and kissed her as passionately and as deeply as he could. She merely chuckled a delicate laugh and returned the kiss.

She let him do anything and everything he wanted.

<<<<>>>>

This new affair with the young woman, always naked and never speaking, became the normality of his days. The woman would enter with his plate of food, but before he ate he would satisfy his lust with her. Memories of before his time in the cell faded away to a dream-like haze. His love for the woman could not be rivaled by anything in his former life. Still, she never uttered a word...only gave him food, coy smiles, and satisfaction.

The more she came the more he craved her until he awoke each morning screaming at the door for her to visit. Beating on the door. Weeping. Pleading. Then she would finally arrive and her presence rivaled life itself.

She was his life. Without her, his existence was meaningless. Without her, he had no soul.

<<<<>>>>

A day came when she did not return. Erickson heard a commotion outside his cell. Shouts. Gunshots. He stood in the middle of the cell watching the door, wondering if his love was all right. Smoke seeped into the room from the cracks around the door. His heart pounded. He rushed forward. The door slowly opened.

It was not her. Instead, a little girl stood before him, golden brown hair splayed over her shoulders. Thick smoke roiled through the hall behind her.

He stopped and backed up.

The little girl frowned and stepped inside. “You need to escape.”

“What have you done with her? Where is she?”

The girl shook her head as she eased closer. “They have tainted you. But I will free your mind.” She reached up to him, seeming to grow in size briefly, to touch his forehead. 

His mind cleared. For the first time, he could count the days of his internal clock, realizing he had been there for months. He mentally relived all that the woman had done to him, and his stomach flipped with repulsion. He turned aside and vomited as if to expel the ball of tar the woman had inserted in place of his soul.

“It will get better,” the girl said. “There is only one person who can take the darkness away completely.”

“Who?” he asked as he straightened and wiped his mouth.

“You already know. You just have to admit it to yourself.”

He clenched his teeth and glanced beyond the girl. Smoke billowed now. Dim orange light flickered. Fire. “What do I do now?” he asked.

“Escape,” she said. “And then get to work. They still need your help.”

<<<<>>>>
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The Lord utters His voice before His army;
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surely His camp is very great,

for strong is he who carries out His word.

The day of the Lord is indeed great and

very awesome,

and who can endure it?

Joel 4:11 (NAS)

<<<<>>>>
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Present Day

Winter Maessen waited behind the wheel of her parked car, engine still running, at 8:25 in the morning, in front of a salon in Cherithville. She glanced at the doors and then checked the clock...five minutes until her appointment. A flicker of panic coursed through her and she whimpered. Staring at herself in the visor-mirror, Winter grabbed a lock of her hair and glared at the two inches of golden brown roots.

“I can do this...It’s only hair...” She bit her lip and whimpered again. Could she do this?

Winter reached for the ignition and violently twisted the key to turn off the engine. She jumped out of the car and rushed up to the doors of the salon before she could give the matter any more thought or talk herself out of it. 

A brass bell jangled as she entered, and both of the hairdressers at work on customers gazed her way. The two early morning customers, both over sixty, briefly became quiet before resuming their conversation with each other. Five other chairs sat empty, waiting for other hairdressers to arrive for work later in the day.

“Sign the list, sweetie, and we’ll be right with you.”

Winter found the clipboard on the counter. She scanned down the list of crossed-out names from the day before and scribbled her own at the bottom. Then she sat and fidgeted with her hands, the ends of her hair, and her phone, all to avoid thinking about what would soon happen. Finally, one of the elderly customers finished and crossed the room to the counter to pay. When the lady had left, the hairdresser, a young woman not much older than Winter, smiled at her.

“Good morning,” she said to Winter.

Winter smiled back. “Good morning.”

“My name is Jessica. You ready?”

“Not really.”

Jessica laughed at her and waved Winter forward. “It’ll be fine, I promise.” As she herded Winter to the chair, she continued to chatter. “So what are you doing this beautiful Thursday morning?”

“My friend’s getting married this evening.”

“Oh, so this is a wedding do? I’m glad you told me. I’ll make sure it looks extra great and you won’t have to worry about it.” Winter eased into the chair and Jessica pulled gently at the sides of Winter’s hair. “So what are we doing today? Looks like it’s time to color, but do you want to get anything cut?”

Winter shook her head. “Not really. Maybe just trimmed. I’m really here for the color.”

“Black?”

“Not this time. I want you to match my roots. I want my original color back.” Winter’s stomach fluttered.

“Simple enough. Are you sure about this? It’s a pretty big change.”

Winter nodded. “It’s been black for almost seven years. I’m ready to be me again.”

Jessica smiled. “Then let's get started.”

An hour later, after having her hair washed, colored, trimmed, and finally styled, Winter stared at herself in the mirror, trying not to cry. The raven locks were gone, replaced by soft golden-brown curls that wrapped around her face and beneath her chin. Without black hair, her skin appeared darker than before. And beneath the golden brown, her blue eyes suddenly gleamed back with the barest hint of hazel.

A worried look settled on Jessica’s face. “What’s wrong? You don’t like it?”

“No, it’s not that. I just forgot how much I look like my mom.” Winter rubbed her eyes and smiled at Jessica. “It’s good. It’s perfect. Thank you.”

With a satisfied smile, Jessica unfastened the smock.

<<<<>>>>

Winter left the salon and drove directly back to her new apartment just outside of town. The duplex lay tucked in a small, sleepy neighborhood, with plenty of trees around and a forest just to the back. Three other identical duplexes finished out that end of the street, most housing young families or newlyweds. How Kaci’s dad managed to find one with both apartments in a single duplex available, Winter didn’t know. But Chris did most of the work and came through with the perfect new home for Winter, Ayden, Kaci, and Peter, where they could live next to each other and figure out what to do next after last spring’s near-miss. Even though Kaci and Peter had graduated, school remained a priority for Ayden. Winter couldn’t care less and fully expected to have to leave school if an opportunity to stop Xaphan presented itself. 

Winter sighed with relief when she found the graveled parking area empty. Of course, she knew it should be. Peter and Kaci were already in Grady, no doubt beside themselves as time ticked ever closer to the wedding. Ayden was there too, since her parents lived not far from Grady. Winter didn’t know where Summer and Davis were at the moment, but she knew they wouldn’t be showing up here. Summer was probably already with Kaci, like a good bridesmaid should be. And wherever Summer went, Davis wouldn’t be far away. Only Graham made her nervous and sent her heart fluttering. He had asked Winter to come pick him up in Cherithville, and she expected him to arrive any minute now.

She parked and rushed inside to her new bedroom. After checking around to make sure nothing had been disturbed, she took another long look at herself in the mirror. Golden brown hair, a red and orange shirt, and blue jeans. She barely recognized herself.

Crunching gravel outside jolted her attention away from her looks. She grabbed the overnight bag she brought with her when she came down the day before, pulled the bridesmaid dress from her closet, and rushed to the front door.

Graham crossed from his car toward the door when she opened it. He stopped and stared at her, and it took a moment for recognition to appear in his eyes.

“Whoa,” he said. “Winter? Is that really you?”

Winter scrutinized the ground. “Yeah.”

“Wow. I mean...you look amazing. Have you always looked like that?”

She lifted her head and glared at him. “Actually, I have, thank you.”

“I didn’t mean...”

Winter shoved past him, feigning insult because she did know what he meant. She opened the back door of her car, tossed in her bag, and hung the dress. “Are you coming?”

As Graham put his things into Winter’s car, Winter ran back to the apartment to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. At the last minute, on an impulse she didn’t understand, she ran into the kitchen and pulled two empty large soda bottles from the trash. Then she locked the apartment door and ran back to the car.

“What are those for?”

“I don’t know,” Winter said. She tossed the bottles into the trunk.

Graham studied her with a half-smile from over the roof. He sat in the car at the same time she did and didn’t ask any questions. She cranked the car and then noticed something else she needed by the side of the building. A brick. A brick? Her stomach fluttered, not understanding what she was doing or why the nudges demanded these random items. But she jumped out to retrieve it anyway.

“Be right back.”

After lugging the brick to her trunk, she settled back behind the wheel. 

Graham watched her with open amusement now. “Should I ask?”

“Wouldn’t do any good. I’m not sure what I’m doing myself. Just following a little nudge.”

“Right...”

Winter stared at him. “If you’re done patronizing me, we need to go.”

“By all means then.”

But more nudges came. As they barreled down the highway, Winter slammed the brakes and pulled onto the shoulder, not even sure why she needed to stop. She waited until there were no vehicles passing, then hopped out and ran a few feet into the grass just beyond the shoulder. There she found a three-foot length of small chain. She threw it in the trunk with the rest of the stuff and sat back in the car. Graham just shook his head but made no further comments.

About halfway to Grady, they passed a large reservoir on the right of the highway. The water called to her, pulling her as if the nudges all led there. 

“Sorry,” she said as she took the next exit. “Just one last thing, I promise.”

Graham chuckled. “Whatever.”

She followed the road for several miles, before making the first of several turns. Eventually, they found the far side of the massive body of water. The trees peeled back and the road crossed a long dam. To the left, the dam dropped far away in a sheer precipice. To the right, the peaceful reservoir glistened in the sunlight. The shores showcased large houses straight out of the pages of a fancy magazine.

Winter slowed and parked halfway across the dam. She studied the water, wondering why this place...why now. Somehow, she knew exactly what to do with the random items in her trunk, but what was the point? She didn’t understand, but her nudges demanded the task be done. She pressed the button to pop her trunk and opened her door.

“Help me,” she snapped at Graham as she climbed out.

“That’s not very nice.”

Winter huffed and leaned back in. “Will you help me? Please?” She flashed her teeth at him and then strode to the back of her car without waiting for a response.

After twisting the caps off the bottles to let them air out, she grabbed the chain and stared at it.

A moment later, Graham was at her side. “What are we doing?”

“Attaching these bottles to the block with this chain.”

“Why?”

Winter shrugged, her face flushing. “I don’t know.” She picked up each bottle, shook them through the fresh air vigorously, and then screwed the caps back on tight.

Graham took the chain, wrapping it around the bottle in experimentation. “I’m not sure how this is going to work.”

“What if we did this?” Winter took each bottle and shoved it through one of the holes in the cinder block.”

“Brilliant. Then we just wrapped the chain like this...” Graham began wrapping the block. “...so that they don’t come out.” He looped the ends of the chain around itself into a knot.

They stepped back and studied the contraption as it sat in the trunk.

“Now what?” he asked. 

Winter reached in and grabbed it. Graham took the other end and helped her hoist it out. “Into the water,” said Winter.

“What?”

“Throw it.”

They eased to the edge of the dam, took a couple of momentum swings, and then sent the chain-wrapped bottle-block combo into the reservoir. It bobbed once and then slowly began to sink.

“Is that it?” Graham asked.

Winter took a deep breath, internally searching for more nudges. “That’s it. Let’s go.”

Winter clapped the dust off her hands and sprinted back around her car. As they sped off back toward the interstate she checked the time. With any luck, they’d still arrive in Grady right on time.

“Um,” she said a few miles down the road. “Don’t tell anyone about this.”

Graham leaned back against the headrest and laughed.

Winter jutted out her jaw, turned up the radio, and ignored him.
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After an awkward eternity of riding with Graham, they finally arrived in Grady. Winter took them straight to the church, where the parking lot was already filling. 

“Kaci’s going to kill me,” Winter said.

“Relax,” said Graham. “We’re still a couple of hours early. We’ve got plenty of time. Most of these people probably aren’t even guests.”

Winter glared at him as she put the vehicle in park. She ground her teeth and climbed out without speaking another word. After retrieving her dress, she draped it over her arm and ran to the back building, not really caring what Graham was doing behind her.

As she ran through the door into the dining area, a group of people she didn’t recognize stopped talking and turned to her. At first, Winter wasn’t sure if they were looking at her. If they were, then the weird cautious looks she had grown used to over the years were missing. Several of the guys actually smiled.

“Kaci?” Winter asked.

“Down the hall,” said a woman. “Last room on the left.”

Winter nodded and jogged away. She hesitated just before entering the room, butterflies pinging the inside of her abdomen. After a deep breath, she went in.

The other bridesmaids were already there. One that Winter didn’t recognize sat by the wall in a cushioned chair. Young, with short, light brown hair, the girl held a phone in front of her face, not paying attention to anyone else. Summer, the only other bridesmaid, stood beside Kaci. Kaci had her back to the door, sitting in a cushioned chair herself. She sat in front of a mirror and looked up at Winter through the reflection as Winter walked up behind her. Everyone in the room stopped talking to watch Winter cross the room.

Kaci spun in the chair, golden curls swinging. Her dress shimmered like pearl and her makeup sparkled with glitter. She watched Winter with wide eyes as her jaw lowered. “Winter?”

Winter gazed at the floor, self-conscious of her golden-brown hair that swung next to her face.

“Wow,” said Kaci. “It’s...you look...wow. I never knew. But why?”

Winter shrugged as she came to Kaci’s side. “Time to stop hiding, I guess.”

Kaci turned back to the mirror and resumed makeup application at the skilled hands of Summer. “Well, it looks great. But you’re still late. Where have you been?”

“I went back to Cherithville last night. Graham had to work late and needed a ride this morning.”

“Why did he need a ride?”

“I don’t know. He said something about the company car and...I don’t know. He really didn’t make it clear.”

Kaci smirked. “You know he didn’t really need a ride, don’t you?”

Heat crept into Winter’s cheeks and she averted eyes.

“Never mind that.” Kaci stood and turned to the other bridesmaid that Winter didn’t recognize. “This is Rachel, Peter’s sister.”

Winter smiled at her. “I didn’t know Peter had a sister.”

“Figures,” said Rachel without looking up from her phone.

Kaci glanced up at the clock on the wall. “Not long now.”

“Are you ready?” asked Winter.

Kaci grinned at her. “Absolutely.”

<<<<>>>>

Winter waited in line behind Summer and Rachel, all three of them wearing identical dresses of shimmering periwinkle. She shuffled the small bouquet of white tulips from hand to hand, trying to find the least awkward way of holding them. Somewhere behind them, Kaci hid around a corner so no one could catch a glimpse of her through the door as the bridesmaids entered the chapel. If she ran, no one would know. Winter firmed her jaw and trained forward, resisting the urge to turn around and search for Kaci.

The music began, soft piano phrases moving with emotional purpose, followed shortly by the baritone voice of the cello. As the cello sang out the melody, Summer stepped through the doors. She took long, slow strides to the gentle rhythm of the song. 

Winter nibbled her lip and put a hand up to check her hair, maybe to make sure it was still the right color, and then immediately regretted letting go of her perfect grip on the bouquet. As she fidgeted with the flowers again, Winter lifted up onto her toes to peer beyond Rachel’s shoulder. It wasn’t a huge crowd in the chapel, maybe only thirty people, but all heads faced their direction. All eyes swept repeatedly from the bridesmaids to beyond, obviously trying to catch a glance of the hidden bride. Near the front of the chapel, Winter spotted her dad. Steve smiled at her when they made eye contact and he winked. She fell back onto her heels again to hide behind Rachel, only to have Rachel step out into the aisle and leave her exposed to everyone. At least she had found a new passable grip on the flowers.

Winter took a deep breath. She could hear the swishing of Kaci’s dress as she moved into position behind her. Rachel reached the halfway point of the chapel and Winter stepped out, trying not to turn her head from side to side to glare at everyone staring at her and trying not to believe the only reason they stared was her new hair. Winter pushed the thoughts aside and focused on stepping properly and not tripping in those stupid heels. She fixed her eyes on the altar, where Summer took her place at the far end as Rachel arrived at the steps. 

Opposite the girls stood Peter and his groomsmen. Peter’s dad stood directly next to Peter in the best-man position, a slightly taller and grayer version of Peter. After Peter’s dad stood Graham and then Davis. They all watched Winter, except for Peter who already craned for his bride. After a quick glance at each of the watching men, Winter locked eyes with Graham and found herself unable to look away. Only when she recognized the stretching of her cheeks into a wide smile did she blush and gaze at the ground, rushing the final few feet to take her place in the maid-of-honor position.

The piano and cello slowed, then paused. The tune changed, not the traditional bridal march, but more lively and emotive than the previous tune. The crowd stood. All heads not already watching for Kaci turned to the back. Peter stepped forward a little so he could get a clearer view of the aisle. Winter cast from Peter to Graham and found Graham watching her again. He grinned and swiveled toward the back of the chapel with everyone else.

Kaci appeared. Her shimmering white dress draped in smooth lines down her body, shoulderless but long-sleeved. Tightly against her chest, she held a larger, more colorful version of the tulip bouquet that Winter held. Her curled hair twisted up in the back, with ringlets caressing her cheeks. Small jewels glimmered from her hair and a pearly ribbon choker wrapped her neck.

Kaci’s dad, Chris, walked alongside her, arm in arm. His tense red face couldn’t stop the tears he tried to hold back. He stared straight ahead, not really focusing on anyone or anything, with his chin high.

Kaci reserved her eyes and smile for only one person. Peter watched her approach with an identical smile and unashamed tears on his face. Winter bit her lip and pushed back the stinging at the corner of her own eyes.

When Kaci and Chris reached the steps, Peter descended. Chris took Kaci and Peter by the hand and bowed his head, saying a prayer that only the three of them could hear. Then he squeezed Kaci’s hand and passed it to Peter’s. He kissed Kaci on the cheek and led them up the steps, taking up his place at the head of the wedding party to officiate the ceremony. 

As the couple turned to face one another, Winter caught Graham watching her again. This time, she didn’t mind. She smiled at him...a real smile, letting a tear escape from her eye. She swiped it away and turned her attention back to Peter and Kaci.
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Four Years Ago

As Winter climbed the steps of the bus, easily the oldest person there besides the driver, a hush fell. Elementary kids stared, wide-eyed and pale-faced at the black-clad, black-haired senior. Winter didn’t give them a second glance as she eased toward the back seat. The further back she walked, the older the students. Junior high kids whispered to each other, panic spreading almost like a plague through their ranks. The high-schoolers wouldn’t even look at her. At some point, the very back seat had been vacated. Winter took it and sat, not really caring what any of those kids thought of her and just wanting to get her last year of high school over with.

At the school, it was much the same. Winter avoided direct contact with anyone, and everyone obliged willingly. In what little bit of eye contact with her fellow seniors she didn’t manage to avoid, she found pity rather than fear. She took that pity and absorbed it into her own, allowing it to strengthen her resolve to just go through the motions.

It continued throughout the first few days. Occasionally, she would pass by Stacy in the hall, standing and staring at Winter with desperation on her face. Winter tried to summon some sort of feeling for Stacy, fondness or pity, but the numbness inside of her was complete now...her shell solidified. She gladly accepted this about herself, knowing she couldn’t possibly connect with her friend on a level Stacy deserved. 

Winter at least spared time enough to recognize the fact that it was just her and Stacy now. She supposed high school required inevitable tragedy, especially a school as large as this one. But she and Stacy had been at the epicenter of most of it.

She paused at this last thought and glanced back at Stacy. Stacy had turned away, rubbing her eyes with the heel of her hand, and then she rushed off to class. Winter sighed. No one else in the entire school understood the depth of what the two of them had to endure. She could see on Stacy’s face that her friend felt just as alone as Winter. But Stacy didn’t have a numbness to shelter beneath.

Winter resumed her walk to class. Maybe she’d speak to Stacy tomorrow.

As the week progressed, the other students on the bus slowly realized Winter had not come to steal their souls. They stopped staring as she walked to the back of the bus, carrying on as they were before Winter had been picked up. But they always left the back seat vacant. It was the same in the classroom. Winter faded into the pattern, no longer noticeable, and more of an afterthought or a glitch in society, something to be sighed over and ignored because nothing could be done about her. No one considered her a threat to the well-being of the whole. 

She was simply the resident freak.

Winter preferred this new dynamic. It gave her the solitude to deal with her own thoughts on her own terms, and it gave her the space to concentrate on doing her best school work so she could graduate with some measure of satisfaction.

Stacy never left her side, but stayed too far away to speak to and yet close enough that Winter knew Stacy lurked on purpose. Every time Winter saw her she wanted to go speak, but could never figure out the right words to say to Stacy’s continuously broken-hearted face. It was easier to remain silent.

On the last day of the first week, as Winter placed books in her locker before going to her bus after school, she had not given Stacy any thought for hours. She slammed her locker door and spun, colliding with Stacy, who had her face to the floor, rushing past.

Shock crossed Stacy’s face. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s my fault,” said Winter, managing a faint smile. “Where are you going so fast?”

Stacy stared at her for a moment as if Winter should know. “To my car.”

A flush crept up Winter’s neck. “Oh yeah. Right.” She nodded toward the exit behind Stacy. “I’m headed to the bus.” Winter sighed and moved to step around Stacy.

“Um, you don’t have to,” Stacy said to Winter’s back.

Winter paused and turned around.

Stacy looked to the floor and pushed her hair behind her shoulder. “I mean...you could ride with me. I don’t mind.” Her eyes flicked back to Winter.

Winter glanced toward the buses and then to Stacy. “Are you sure? I don’t want to impose or anything.”

Stacy shook her head eagerly. “No, it’s fine. Really.”

Winter nodded, still wishing she could feel something... excitement, gratitude, anything...and followed Stacy silently the other way, out into the parking lot, and to Stacy’s car. Neither of them spoke. The awkwardness filled the car. As Stacy entered the line of vehicles trying to exit the school, Winter decided to break it.

“So, what have you been up to?”

Stacy shrugged. “Not much really. I’ve just sort of...been doing my own thing.”

Winter knew what that meant. She also already knew that Stacy had been struggling just as much as Winter had. “Yeah, me too. Maybe we should hang out more, you know...so that we don’t...” Her thought path derailed.

“I know. I’d like that, actually. I haven’t had many people to hang out with. We could ride together every day if you want. I mean, it beats riding the bus. You don’t live that far from me. I could pick you up in the mornings and bring you home. You know, like I did some last year.”

“It would be nice to give up the bus, but I don’t want you to go out of your way for me.”

“I don’t mind. We’re friends, right?” The question hung in the air, more genuine than rhetorical, as if Stacy wasn’t sure anymore.

“Of course,” Winter said. “But I thought you had your church friends.”

Stacy shrugged. “They’re not perfect. Recent...um...events have sort of made them want to keep their distance from me. But I don’t really go to church for them anyway.”

“Sounds like a great bunch of friends.”

“It’s not really as bad as it sounds. The whole point is so that imperfect people can get closer to God. That includes them...so I don’t mind, I guess.”

“Doesn’t sound like it.”

Stacy frowned. “You should see for yourself. We’re having a sort of party for back to school.”

“I don’t do church.”

“It’s not church. It’s at someone’s house. Why don’t you come?” Stacy gave her a desperate pleading blink. That’s when Winter understood that if she didn’t go Stacy might not actually have any friends there at all.

“I’ll think about it.”

Stacy nodded, wide-eyed. “Okay.”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow.

“Okay.”

Winter smiled a little. “When you pick me up.”

Stacy relaxed with a sigh and grinned at her. “Okay.”
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Present Day

Winter curled up in her black papasan chair in the corner of the living room of her new apartment. She wiggled a little, sinking deeper into the perfect spot that she had grown to love since she first bought the chair for college three years ago. As she grabbed the remote to search for a new channel to watch, she laid her head on the edge of the chair.

“See if Hunt Commandos is on,” said Ayden, stretched out on the couch.

“You don’t actually like that show, do you?”

“It reminds me of some of my uncles.”

Winter shook her head. “What about Paranormal Truth?”

“Totally fake. And it’ll give me nightmares.”

Winter abandoned the chair and tossed the remote to her. “Find what you want. I’m going to get something to eat.”

As she walked to the kitchen just opposite the living room, Winter’s phone chirped. She checked the text message and grinned.

“Kaci and Peter are back. They’ll be here in just a few minutes.”

Ayden sat up and turned off the TV. “About time. I wonder if she’s knocked up yet.”

As Winter passed by Ayden to get to the door, she punched Ayden in the shoulder.

The two apartment doors of the duplex faced each other across a concrete pad. Winter sat in a lawn chair in the alcove and faced the street to wait for Peter and Kaci.

Within five minutes, Kaci’s car topped the hill, Peter behind the wheel. Winter couldn’t suppress the grin on her face when she saw Kaci peering at her with a grin of her own. As they pulled in beside Winter’s car, Winter rushed to Kaci’s side. Kaci jumped out and flung her arms around Winter and they squeezed tightly.

“How were the mountains?” asked Winter.

“Beautiful,” said Kaci. “I wish we could have stayed longer.”

Peter closed his door and ambled back to the trunk. “Our cabin overlooked a small mountain creek and there was absolutely no one around us within five miles.”

Winter narrowed her eyes and winked at Kaci. “Sounds perfect.”

Kaci blushed and glanced away, but it wasn’t a happy blush.

“Was everything okay?” Winter looked at Peter.

Peter firmed his lips. “Everything is fine. We had a great time.”

Winter gazed back at Kaci. “You know I’ll find out,” she said softly.

“I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

Winter nodded. “Okay.” As Kaci scurried to open the apartment door, Winter joined Peter at the back of the car. “Can I help?”

Peter flashed her a smile and handed her a bag. “Sure.”

<<<<>>>>

Peter began his new job at the Family Fitness Center later that week. He’d be working late nights, closing the center after the evening crowd left and then finishing the rounds before the cleaning crew took over. Winter waited patiently all week and watched through the blinds for him to finally leave that Thursday night. As soon as his car turned the corner, Winter made straight for Kaci’s door and knocked.

Kaci answered, eyes wide and red.

“You’ve been crying again,” said Winter.

Kaci wiped her face. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. I can hear you two through the walls. I hear the yelling and I hear the screaming. And it’s all coming from you. So I want to know why.” Winter pushed past her and planted herself in Kaci’s armchair.

Kaci grabbed a box of tissues from the shelf and sat on the couch across from Winter. She took a tissue out and blew her nose, staring at the carpet. “The honeymoon didn’t exactly go according to plan.”

“They usually don’t.”

“No, you don’t understand. The first time we...” Kaci bit her lip.

“Yeah?”

“All those memories came back. All I could think about was...” Kaci covered her face with both hands.

Winter waited. She let the silence fill the emptiness.

“I tried,” Kaci continued. “I really did. I hid in the bathroom until I stopped crying, but I think he knew. He tried to give me space, but it was our honeymoon, you know? It wasn’t fair to him. But by the end of the week...I just couldn’t anymore. Now, anytime I even think he wants to touch me all I can see is that night, and I just get so angry that I start screaming.”

Winter nodded. “I get it.”

Kaci crossed her arms and stared at the wall, tears flowing down her crimson cheeks and her chin quivering. “I can’t be the wife he needs me to be. I just can’t. It was a mistake getting married.”

“Don’t say that. You love each other, and you’ll work this out. Peter knows it’ll take you some time, so give him a little credit.”

“But what I am supposed to do? I don’t even want him to look at me, how can I be intimate with him?”

“I think maybe you should go see someone...a therapist.”

Kaci furrowed her brows. “Do you think it would help?”

“If you want to give your marriage the best shot possible, I think it’s the best thing.” Winter crossed the room and sat next to Kaci on the couch, wrapping her arms around her. Kaci leaned against her and sobbed. “This isn’t your fault and it isn’t Peter’s fault. You’ll figure it out, I promise.”
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Winter hated leaving Kaci behind when classes began. Winter and Ayden carefully wove their schedules so that Kaci would never be alone. Graham installed state-of-the-art security measures at his own expense. Despite knowing they had done all they could, Winter still didn’t feel good about it. 

What made her feel better about leaving for classes was what waited beneath the trees as she stepped out of her apartment. The unmistakable outline and tail swishing of a huge horse lurked in the shadows across the street. The rider, also cloaked in deep shadows, turned in her direction. Winter blinked and the figure disappeared.

She stared after it for several seconds, remembering the angelic horsemen that had come to her aid at the trainyard and wondering which one of the four now patrolled around the apartment. Could it be the same one that had spoken to her on the road in Romania? When the horseman didn’t show himself again, Winter checked to make sure she had locked the door behind her and walked to her car.

The commute to campus took a little longer than last year because their duplex lay more isolated than the previous apartment complex. Winter still hadn’t decided if she thought it a good thing or a bad thing. On the one hand, being isolated meant less interaction with people that might spread the word about them. But on the other, if Xaphan located them it’d be easier for him to approach. 

Winter found an empty parking spot in the commuter lot not far from the Union. She checked the time on her phone and decided to swing through the Union to grab something quick to eat on the way to class. She hated these early morning classes, but it was unavoidable in order to keep her and Ayden as separated as possible.

After grabbing a pastry and a mug of coffee, Winter sat on the steps of the Union facing the Meadow. Other students shuffled past like new-born zombies. The freshmen were easy to spot, wide-eyed, walking just a little too fast in one direction before changing and running in another, dressed as if they had been awake for hours. Maybe they had. But they’d learn soon enough that it only required five minutes or less to wake up and make it to an eight o’clock class.

Winter smirked as a freshman boy tripped over the same crack that she had her first year. At least he didn’t plant his face into the ground like she did, but he still goggled around red-faced at the upperclassmen who just chuckled, shook their heads, and went about their business. The boy fled toward the education building, face glued to the sidewalk for any more surprises, and almost crashed into a group of girls headed to the Union.

Winter took another bite of her pastry and dug in her backpack for her schedule. Five of her six classes were all in the religion department: Hebrew 2, History of the Church, Biblical Worldview 2, Biblical Interpretation, and Cultic Studies. Her last class, logic, would be in the Psychology building. But that class was on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. Today, she had the Hebrew and history classes back to back, then she had to swap with Ayden for several hours before coming back late in the afternoon for an evening section of Biblical Worldview. Such were her Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Tuesdays and Thursdays were practically identical, except she only had one early class before swapping and returning for two afternoon classes. Why did Ayden get to sleep in every day?

Winter grunted and stood to amble toward class.

“Hey!” Summer called to her, jogging down the Union steps from behind.

Winter slowed for her to catch up. “Hey.”

“Do you have morning classes too?”

“Every single day.”

“Me too!” Summer bounced a little.

Winter rolled her eyes. Summer didn’t seem phased by the early hours. Her perfect makeup and hair suggested she began construction on her appearance long before the sun rose.

“Listen, I heard something strange over the weekend in my dorm. I wanted to see if you knew anything about it.”

“What?” asked Winter.

“Well, a bunch of us were in the lobby talking, and it turns out that one of the girls on my floor was shot in the Meadow second year,” said Summer.

Winter’s eyes widened. “And she’s okay?”

Summer nodded. “She’s fine now. She took last year off but decided to come back this year. Anyway, some of the girls started asking her about it. I thought maybe they were being insensitive, but the girl didn’t mind. She actually seemed excited to talk. She said she didn’t know what was happening until she turned and the killer was right there beside her. Next thing she knew, she was on the ground and she knew she was dying. But then this little girl showed up out of nowhere, put her hands on her, and healed her. She stayed on the ground, still hurting and weak, but she said she watched the little girl walk all through the Meadow, stopping and touching people.”

“Wow.” Winter stopped and faced Summer directly. “Are you serious?”

“You told me once you had seen a little girl in visions or something. Do you think it’s the same one?” Summer asked.

Winter shrugged. “Maybe. But I didn’t think she was...you know...real.”

“Well, she was certainly real to the girl in my dorm. Maybe others. I think I’ll ask around and see if anyone else saw her that day.”

“Yeah,” said Winter. “Let me know, too. I’d like to talk with them.” 

“Sure. Hey, since we both have early mornings, how about we meet up for breakfast?” Summer asked. “I feel like we didn’t get to spend enough time together last year.”

“Maybe,” said Winter. “But I’m not promising I’ll make it on time every day.”

Summer pivoted to face the other direction. “Well, try to make it tomorrow, okay?”

“Yeah, sure.”

Summer smiled. “My class is this way. I’ll see you later.”

“Later.” Winter watched her for a moment as Summer took the first five steps in a jog, swinging her carefully crafted blond hair the way only she could. Could the little girl be really real? Could she be the reason more people didn’t die that day? Winter sighed and turned.

A wall of dark black hair stood just in front of her, and Winter nearly slammed into it. She held her breath and took a step back. The warhorse, easily the size of a Clydesdale, paused and blocked the path. Winter let her eyes drift up the black muscular flanks to the black-armored legs of the rider and up to his helmeted head. A sword, wider than Winter’s leg and longer than she was tall, hung at the rider’s side. He slowly pivoted to look down at her, gleaming white eyes set in an indistinguishable shadowy face.

Another groggy student slumped past her, vanishing through the horseman as if it were nothing more than a hologram.

“What do you want?” Winter asked the horseman.

The rider gazed up behind her. He swiveled his head to scan one end of the Meadow to the other. Then the horse began moving again. Winter watched him walk toward the Ancient, pausing every few strides to scan the Meadow. Similar movement between two buildings at the opposite end of the Meadow caught her eye. Another rider, wearing blood-red armor on a dark bay horse. He scanned the area too and then disappeared again between the buildings.

No one else could see them. But then again...there weren’t many people left in the Meadow anyway. First the little girl and now horsemen? Could they be connected? She’d seen three of the four from last year already that day, so where was the fourth horseman? Winter tore her eyes from the black horseman and ran the rest of the way to the religion department. 
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Four Years Ago

A car horn yelped. Winter’s stomach fluttered and she walked outside to Stacy’s car waiting by the curb. As Winter climbed in, she carefully tried not to look Stacy in the eyes.

“Are you sure this won’t be too late? My dad wants me home by eleven,” Winter said.

“I promise,” said Stacy. “It should be over by nine o’clock or so. I think you’ll enjoy yourself, but if you decide you want to leave just tell me and we’ll go.”

Winter nodded and faced straight ahead as Stacy drove. 

When they arrived, Stacy parked on the side of the street behind several cars. A few other teenagers had also just arrived and were walking up to the door in a group. Winter glanced up the quaint street, then studied the smallish house nestled behind a few ornamental trees and wondered if anyone here would recognize her. Most of them were probably from her school, but some might be from other schools in the city. She might actually have a chance to make a new first impression on some of them. Stacy grinned and climbed out. Winter took a deep breath and followed.

As they neared the front door the loud beat of music pulsed through the windows...not the standard pop music, but similar, with Christian words. The quiet and uneventful entrance Winter hoped for shattered as Stacy led her inside. Everyone turned to stare at them, even the people Winter didn’t recognize. Winter was used to it, really, but the way they stared went far beyond the standard fear and loathing she usually saw.

She glanced at Stacy. Stacy shook her head and leaned toward her to talk above the music. “It’s okay. They just weren’t expecting you, that’s all.”

Winter sidled along the wall to the nearest corner and stood there until everyone went back to whatever they were doing. Stacy followed, constantly straightening her skirt. 

As Winter watched, she didn’t really see much of a party happening. She leaned over to Stacy and asked, “Is this what passes for a party with Christians?”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re just standing around talking and eating snacks.”

“What did you expect?”

Winter shrugged. “I don’t know, dancing maybe? Do Christians dance or is it a sin or something? Please tell me Christians know how to have more fun than this.”

“Sure we do. Daniel will probably start some games soon.”

Winter felt the blood in her veins chill. “Daniel’s here?”

“Why wouldn’t he be? He’s the youth minister. This is his house.”

Winter folded her arms and shrank deeper into the corner, but she didn’t say anything. The desperate look on Stacy’s face kept her quiet.

The minutes ticked by and nothing changed with the party dynamics. Nothing at all. The promised games hadn’t begun and Winter hadn’t even spotted Daniel. The most notable thing to Winter was the total lack of people attempting to have anything to do with her or Stacy.

“Is it always like this?” Winter asked.

“Like what?”

“You mean you don’t notice?”

Stacy furrowed her brow. “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

Winter glanced around at the people and then back at Stacy. “Do they always treat you like this, or is it just because of me?”

Stacy’s face sagged and she gazed at the floor. “Yeah. I guess it’s always like this...at least lately. I don’t know. They used to all be my friends when I first started coming. But...” She looked up and grinned. “Like I said, I don’t come here for the people anyway.”

“It’s because of me, Claire, and Alison, isn’t it?”

“No...not really. Maybe a little. Most of them grew up in church and everything, but I didn’t. I never understood how Christians could be so secluded in the people they hang out with. So I never bothered to act like that. I wouldn’t give up my friends. Guess they noticed and put me back on the outside.”

Winter narrowed her eyes and leaned closer to Stacy. “Then why did you ask me to come? Was it just so you could finally have a friend to talk to here?”

“No.” Stacy cringed. “Maybe.” She cast away again and then clenched her eyes. “Everyone’s gone, Winter. Everyone but you.”

Winter sighed. “I know.”

“I just...I don’t know...I just want a friend to join me in the things I care about.”

“But why do you even care about this? Why would you try to force me to hang out with people who don’t like you either?”

At that moment, Daniel emerged from the other room and placed an armful of board games on the coffee table. Then he immediately glanced up at them with a big smile plastered across his face. Winter wanted to hide, seeing that smile as a condescending accusation, recognizing it as a reflection of Ryan’s. She glared at Stacy, but Stacy had suddenly lit up with excitement, lifting onto her toes as Daniel crossed the room toward them.

“Can we go?” asked Winter.

Stacy gaped at her. “Um. Sure, just a minute, okay?”

Daniel was nearly there. “I’ll meet you at the car,” said Winter and she turned to flee toward the door before Daniel could speak.

Outside, the music still boomed from the windows, but the soft beat echoed almost peacefully under the open sky. No one on the street paid attention to the party going on at the youth minister’s house, but a few gave her a couple of second looks, knowing she didn’t belong with the usual church-kid crowd. Winter leaned against Stacy’s car and watched the front door. After a few minutes, Stacy emerged, brushing the hair over her shoulder and trying to suppress a grin.

As Stacy rounded the front of the car to the driver’s side Winter shook her head. “He’s a little old for you, isn’t he?”

Stacy paused, one foot in the car. “It’s not like that.”

Winter smiled. “That’s not what it looked like.”

Stacy averted her eyes and blushed, and then dropped into the car without arguing. 
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Present Day

The first week proved to be the roughest. But by the second week of school, everyone locked into the new routine. Without even a whisper of Xaphan, the newfound relaxation intoxicated Winter. For the first time in a while, she enjoyed her classes, able to immerse herself in the subject without having the nagging sensation that she needed to be elsewhere. The early mornings came easier and Winter looked forward to her daily breakfast rendezvous with Summer. Winter and Ayden found the overlap between classes more than enough time for the trek back and forth from campus, allowing the daily switch of Kaci duty to be much simpler than they expected. 

Peter seemed to enjoy his new job working evenings at the Family Fitness Center, which also helped. Since he could stay with Kaci himself during the day, Ayden and Winter had little to do until the evenings. Graham’s security measures included wireless alarms in both apartments and an exterior camera system that any of them could review from any mobile device. He had also placed miniature cameras at the end of the street and behind the house.

Everything went as smooth as they could hope for. In a way, it put Winter a little on edge, knowing that eventually Xaphan would show up. But she tried to enjoy the ease of everything that year as much as she could. Before she knew it, the air began to cool and October was upon them.

As Winter collapsed onto the couch one Friday, having just traded off with Ayden, Kaci knocked on the door and came in. She curled up in Winter’s papasan, wide-eyed and lips pursed.

Winter sat up from where she lay stretched out on the couch.

“Am I bothering you?” Kaci asked.

“No,” said Winter. “I’m just tired. I’m fine. How are things? Better?”

Kaci slipped her hair behind one ear and nodded. “Much. Thank you. I just wasn’t ready like I thought I was. Thank God Peter’s so patient with me. Honestly, I don’t know why he wanted to marry me in the first place.”

“I wish you’d stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Putting yourself down so much. You’re more than worth it. How’s therapy?”

Kaci shrugged. “We’ve made good progress already. It’s a lot of my own emotional baggage, but they are things I have to own and choose to overcome. I can’t let those things steal my future from me...not anymore. Peter deserves me to be the best wife I can be. The therapist is really helping me learn how to build new emotional meaning in my relationship and to take control of my anxiety and my thoughts, by focusing on the future instead of the past.” 

“Fancy,” said Winter.

Kaci chuckled. “I think I’ve still got a long way to go, but at least I can...you know...be there for my husband without having a breakdown.”

Winter smiled. “That’s really great to hear. But as much as I’m pleased your sex life is beginning to work out for you and everything, that’s not exactly why you came over, is it?”

“Can’t I just want to come spend some time with you?”

Winter furrowed her brow. “No. Spill it.”

Kaci blushed and stared at the floor. “I’m late.”

Winter sat forward on the couch. “Do you mean you’re...”

Kaci shrugged. “Maybe. I haven’t taken a test yet.”

Winter glanced at the still closed door. “Does Peter know?”

“I didn’t want to say anything yet. I need your help. Since you’ve all forbidden me to be alone, I need you to go to the drugstore with me. We can go after Peter leaves for work.”

Winter checked the clock. “He leaves in a couple of hours, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, if we go right now you’ll have time to take the test and maybe tell him before he leaves.”

Kaci shook her head furiously. “No. I want to make sure the time is right.”

“Do you think he’d mind if we go anyway? Suddenly, there’s something I want to do before it gets dark.” Winter shook her head a little as a nudge pounded inside. Same as before the wedding. What crazy thing would it require now?

Kaci hesitated. “I don’t think so. I’ll go let him know.”

As Kaci left, Winter found her keys and wallet and stood outside the door waiting for Kaci to join her. After a few minutes, Kaci emerged with a smile on her face. Winter drove them toward town intending on going to the nearest drugstore, but as she passed a hardware store the nudge berated her and she turned in.

“What are you doing?”

“I’ve got to get something. I’ll be right back.” Winter slung off her seatbelt and left the car running, jumping out before Kaci could question her further.

As she rushed in, she ignored the friendly greeter at the checkout counter and scanned the aisle signs for anything that jumped out at her. Something did...rope.

She found the aisle, passing by coils of chain of different link thicknesses until she came to an impressive variety of rope. Different materials, different strand configurations, different thicknesses, different lengths. Winter had no idea what she was even doing there, much less how to select rope she didn’t know she needed.

Instinctively, following the nudge at the back wall of her skull, she passed over all the synthetic ropes and settled on those made of natural fibers. From there it was easy—fifty feet, quarter inch. She snatched it off the shelf and went to the checkout.

“Is this all?” the man asked.

Winter smiled and nodded, but then panic coursed through her. She searched all around the immediate area, scanning the end-caps and displays for the thing she needed. Then she found it and stepped over to a display just a few feet away, snatching up a pair of heavy duty wire-cutters. “This is all,” she said as she placed the wire cutters on the counter.

The man furrowed his brow but rang her up.

Back in the car, Winter tossed the rope and the wire cutters into the back seat.

“What’s that for?” Kaci asked.

Heat filled Winter’s cheeks. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“Yup. Now, the drugstore, right? Got to find out if you’re knocked up or not.” Winter stole a glance at Kaci and found her tight-lipped and blushing. Perfect. Winter hoped that'd shut her up.

As they parked at the drugstore, Kaci stared at her fearfully.

Winter rolled her eyes. “You get your own test.”

Kaci sighed and opened the door. As she watched Kaci enter the store, Winter felt the nudge again. She followed Kaci in, scanning the drugstore for what she was supposed to do next. Nothing caught her eye and she was about to go back to the car when she saw the helium tank behind the counter. 

Her heart fluttered, the nudge vibrated, and she advanced upon the attendant, pointing to the tank. “Do you do balloons?”

“Yes we do,” the lady said.

“Good. I need one.”

“Just one?”

“Fifteen.” Fifteen? Winter firmed her face and scowled at the lady like she meant to say that number. 

“Any particular color?”

“No. Just whatever.” 

The lady nodded and began filling balloons, tying each with a length of ribbon and securing the ribbons in a bundle.

“What are you doing?” Kaci asked behind her.

Winter jumped a little and spun. “Um...not sure.”

“It looks like you’re getting balloons.”

“I am. Got what you need?”

Kaci nodded. “I got two just in case.”

The lady handed Winter the bundle of balloons, a weight tied to the ends of the ribbons. “Anything else?”

Winter shook her head and followed Kaci to check out. After they returned to the car, Winter struggled to shove all the balloons into the back seat. As they drove, several of them wandered into the front and they had to keep swatting them away.

“What exactly are these for?” Kaci asked.

“I don’t know yet. But I think we need to make one more slight detour.”

“Where?’

“I’m not sure, but I’ll know when we get there.” She glanced at Kaci and found the same bemused look Graham had given her.

It didn’t take long before Winter knew what to do next. As they reached the outskirts of town, Winter felt the nudge pull her toward a gated entrance to a cattle field. She left the car running as she climbed out, opened the back door, and carefully pulled all her random things out. Kneeling on the ground, she carefully untied the weight from the balloons. Then she ran the ends of the ribbon through the coil of rope and tied them tightly. The wire cutters she just left on the ground. Those were for later. Apparently. Whatever.

Kaci watched her in silence, half-turned in the seat. Winter ignored her, though she could feel Kaci staring. After securing the rope to the balloons, she crossed over to the fence and held them high in the air. The time wasn’t right yet, but it neared...she could feel it. The moments slipping by, converging on just the right second...The nudge knew what to do. It waited. Just a little longer.

Now. She released them into the air, the winds carrying them forward faster than they rose upward, the weight of the rope almost too much for the balloons. As they passed over the field they rose high enough to clear the trees and eventually disappeared from sight.

“That was weird,” said Kaci as Winter sat back in.

“I know.”

“Care to explain?”

“I can’t. Just trust me, I guess.”

They rode in silence the rest of the way back to the apartments. Peter had already gone and Ayden had not yet come home from her evening class. Kaci took her little plastic bag with the tests straight to the bathroom in Winter’s apartment. She emerged after only a few minutes.

“How long?” Winter asked.

“Two minutes.”

Winter started a timer and they both sat on the couch to watch the digital number slowly count down. Two minutes had no right taking so long. When the minutes were finally up Winter blinked expectantly at Kaci.

Kaci shook her head. “I can’t. Please. You go look.”

“Are you sure?”

Kaci nodded.

Winter handed Kaci the timer and scurried into the bathroom. The test waited gently on the counter and Winter saw the result immediately. 

What she didn’t expect was the wave of pain and heartache that plunged through her soul. She clenched her eyes and took a deep breath to compose herself. Some things she just wasn’t ready to talk to Kaci about yet.

She eased back into the room, the turmoil inside easily masking any tells that might be found on her face.

Kaci watched her, eyes wide. “Well?”

Winter smiled and nodded. “You’re pregnant.”
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Two weeks later Winter sat in class, scanning through her textbook as the professor lectured about Justin Martyr’s role in the early church. As she stared at the pages, her hearing tunneled and the voice of the professor faded away. Other than the nudges, she had not yet experienced this kind of sensation since returning to school. She lifted her head slowly and panned the room, waiting for the rest of the information to present itself and wondering what kind of action she might be required to perform. Her heart throbbed as the adrenaline coursed through her. What she used to call a premonition, she now recognized as the whispering of spiritual beings unseen...or a spiritual being. Now the whispers began to click future moments into place like the falling of dominoes. Little things, but still nothing of significance.

Then she heard a horse snort. She turned to peer out the window and found one of the horsemen standing outside. Only the lower portion of the dark bay horse and the gleaming red armored leg of the rider could be seen, but she knew she had been summoned. Or at least she took it as such. For some reason, whenever she looked at the horsemen she found a gap in the information poured into her mind by the whispers as if they existed beyond what the foreknowledge allowed her.

She took a deep breath and quietly gathered her things. As she stood, the professor paused his droning and gazed at her.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Something came up. May I leave?”

“Of course,” said the professor. “I hope everything is okay.”

“Me too.” Winter shouldered her backpack and hurried to the door at the front of the class, the weight of everyone’s eyes on the back of her neck. Once in the hall, she picked up speed, trying not to run, but sensing an urgency to get outside as quickly as possible.

Only a few students and professors free of class traveled through the Meadow. Movement to the right made her turn, and Winter saw the crimson horseman emerge from between two buildings, eying her with his sword drawn. He pointed with his sword and Winter followed with her eyes, finding two other horsemen positioned strategically around the perimeter of the Meadow—the black and chestnut horsemen, the first wearing gleaming black armor and the second one gold. Only the white rider was missing.

What are they waiting for? 

Suddenly another nudge struck her, different than the premonition from the classroom and more related to what she felt with the balloons and rope just the other day and the soda bottles the day of the wedding. Now in the midst of the whispers of her premonition, she recognized the nudges as something even more other-worldly than the whispers, as if another layer opened up beyond the angelic whispers to a purer divine knowledge. If she concentrated, she could even hear the faint rumbling that sometimes filled her ears. In a way, these nudges resonated within her similar to the time she had prophesied to Kaci...the prophecy about the baby Kaci now carried inside of her. Whatever the source of the nudges, what they asked of her far outweighed the whispers.

She bent down to the landscaping outside the building and selected three stones bigger than her palm, but small enough she could still clench one-handed. She jogged to the Ancient and carefully placed them among the gnarled roots.

She turned and ran. All the horsemen watched as if she broke ranks from what they obviously expected of her. The whispers of the premonition filled her mind, converging on the administration building next to the student union. All the horses faced that direction, though the riders still watched her run. Something at the administration building demanded her attention. But not yet. The nudges required her presence in the English building next.

She passed by the administration building and the student union and sprinted up the stone steps of the English building. Inside she could hear the murmur of professors within the classrooms, at least those who had left their doors open or cracked. Everything proceeded in an ordinary and mundane routine. She scanned every inch of the wide hall, the off-white walls, the wooden floors, but nothing drew her attention until she gazed upon the entrance to the stairwell. 

The slow taps of horse hooves told her one of the horsemen had followed her inside. She glanced back to find the golden rider turning his chestnut steed to guard the entrance. Winter took a deep breath and crossed as fast as she dared toward the stairwell. 

Just before reaching the stairs, the last door on the right stood open. The light gleamed in the office, but there was no one inside, most likely because the professor who inhabited it currently droned in a classroom nearby. Winter stepped in quickly, a nudge telling her to grab something from the desk. She knew exactly where to find it...on the left side beneath a few loose papers. She lifted the papers gently and found the small pack of sticky putty. Winter shoved it into her pocket, then fled to the stairwell. 

Inside, she gazed up as the stairs stretched heavenly to the fifth floor. She had never been to that floor of this building, but for some reason the nudge told her to climb to the top. She ascended as quickly as her trembling legs could take her. Her mind kept wandering to the administration building, knowing that some danger waited there, knowing that she would face it soon. The whispers berated and pulled her, conflicting with her current divine mission. Winter knew that whatever happened at the administration building, it wasn’t something she was meant to prevent. That thought sent fear through her chest, fear that the unknown might be worse than anything she could imagine.

As she neared the fifth floor landing, she wiped the sweat from her forehead, pausing only a moment before pushing the door open. Of all the things she might have expected on this floor, she did not expect the silence. The dull and unpolished wooden floor wore a thick layer of dust, broken only by a few footprints, themselves covered in dust but not as much. She flicked the nearest light switch; some of the lights came on, but many of the fixtures either didn’t work or had too many missing bulbs. 

Winter inched down the abandoned hall, peering into the rooms. Some were small and divided into other rooms, obviously meant to be office space. Larger rooms had the feel of potential classrooms. Every room had the same thick layer of dust. Some rooms contained old desks and filing cabinets, storage boxes, and other random office or classroom accessories easily forty to fifty years old.

A nudge told her to enter one of these storage spaces and to go to an old office desk of pitted and splintered wood. In one of the drawers, she found a screwdriver and she shoved this in her pocket with the sticky putty.

Winter returned to the hall and looked around for the correct door. It was there somewhere...but hidden. Inside another door. With that revelation, she jogged further down the hall, past several classrooms and office spaces, and found what appeared to be the largest, most complex office arrangement on the entire floor. Behind the first door was an empty room that probably once served as a secretary’s office. Off to one side, a hall led to three more offices and a restroom, each with their own closed door. Winter moved down to the last room, knowing already she’d find the largest of the offices. Inside, the office had a single plate window that gazed out upon the service road that passed behind the building. In front of the window stood an old, but nice-looking desk, and to one side of the room a closet door hung ajar.

The nudge came again, filling her mind with what she needed to do, pouring in an urgency to do it quickly and return to the Meadow to face what would come next. She ran to the desk and flung open the middle drawer. An abandoned assortment of old pens and pencils rolled forward, but in the tray to one side waited a small metal ring of keys. One she recognized as a handcuff key. Could this have been some kind of security office once? Winter slid the handcuff key off and then ran to the closet. She felt along the carpeted floor to the back-right corner and tugged at it until the corner came up. She placed the key under the carpet and shoved the corner back down.

Then she turned to examine the closet door. It had a large aluminum vent in its lower half, framed on both sides, but held in place on the inside by four screws. Winter took out the screwdriver and removed all four screws. The vent stayed in place, snapped together somehow with its other half. She tugged at it until the inside half came apart. Where the screws had been, she placed a small piece of sticky putty and pressed the vent frame firmly against the door so it would hold. For good measure she moved to the other side of the door and pried the outer frame off, placing sticky putty behind it too. After completing the modifications, she shoved the screws into her back pocket and scrutinized the vent. It didn’t appear she had done a thing to it, unless you looked close enough to notice the screw heads missing from the inside. She tested the door with a couple of slams, but the vent stayed in place. Perfect.

The urgency crashed upon her again, the whispers louder, the nudges agreeing now. She had to get to the Meadow quickly. Winter ran out of the offices and back down the hall. She tossed the screwdriver into the room she'd found it in without breaking stride, and then descended the steps two at a time, jumping the last three at each landing. Back on the first floor, she ran into the office and returned the pack of sticky putty.

The horseman waited in the middle of the hall by the entrance now, watching her with impatience, the horse tamping the wooden floor loudly and dancing as a war horse might before charging into battle. She ran right past him and into the open air, rushing down the steps and into the Meadow. She didn’t know where to go or what to do, but she knew something was about to happen. She planted herself in the middle of the Meadow and turned to face the administration building.
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Four Years Ago

After the disaster with Stacy the weekend before, Winter refused Stacy’s request to join in with Wednesday youth group the next week. Stacy continued to try every week, until suddenly in mid-October she gave up. Winter shrugged it off as a victory.

Instead, she stayed in her room, eating frozen pizza and streaming movies online. Her dad didn’t seem to mind, maybe because he was too busy to really notice. Summer was over and autumn floated through the air, so work had totally consumed his life. He spent so much time on projects, at least on the outside of the buildings, trying to get them all done before the winter weather hit. He wasn’t even home yet.

The doorbell rang downstairs. Winter paused the movie and set down her pizza. She slipped into her flip-flops and shuffled to answer. The bell rang a second time just as she peered through the peep-hole. Shannon, Madam Morial’s daughter, stood outside, her dark hair hanging in pigtails on either side of her face.

Winter opened the door. “Hey. What’s going on?”

Shannon shrugged. “I just wanted to come talk.”

“Yeah, sure. Come on in.” Winter moved back into the living room as Shannon closed the door and followed. “Want some pizza?” Winter asked.

“No thanks.”

“Well, I do. We can talk in my room...I’m eating up there.”

Back in her room, Winter took up her plate and found a comfortable spot on the bed, leaning against the headboard with her legs crossed. Shannon sat in the chair in the corner. Winter took a big bite as she watched Shannon fidget with her hands.

“Well, this is a little awkward,” Winter said. “What’s up?”

“I just wanted to know if you wanted to come hang out with us this Saturday. We’re sort of having a thing at my house.”

Winter raised an eyebrow. “Why are you inviting me?”

“You were Claire’s friend and so were we. We all miss her. I just thought...”

Winter tossed the pizza back to her plate, her stomach lurching within. “Listen, thanks and all, but no thanks. I’d rather just stay here.”

“Alone?”

“Yes. Alone. I seem to do better that way. You don’t want to be my friend anyway. Something bad always happens.”

Shannon studied her hands. “Well, if that’s the way you want it. But the invitation stays open if you change your mind.”

“I won’t. But thanks.”

“Michael will be disappointed.”

Winter cut her eyes to Shannon, who now stared at her. “Why would I care about that?”

Shannon shrugged. “You tell me.”

“He didn’t even bother to call me all summer.”

“He tried at first but you wouldn’t answer. Guess he gave up.”

Winter folded her arms. “He could have come over.”

“Maybe. But how would your dad have felt about that?” Shannon paused. “Listen, I know we’re not exactly the kind of friends you probably envisioned yourself having, and I know you don’t care much for our beliefs, but I think if you give yourself a chance we could become a family to you.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means you’ll have people who care for you unconditionally, who won’t judge you, and who you can depend on to be there for you when you need them. Everyone needs people in their lives like that and I have a feeling you’re missing it.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because believe it or not, we’re nice people. We know you’ve been through a lot and that you don’t have very many people to rely on. We just thought it’d be nice to reach out to you.” 

Winter shook her head. “I gave another friend a chance like this recently, and it didn’t work out. Why should I give you a chance?”

“Maybe we’re different. You’ve hung out with us before, you tell me? Are we like other people you’ve been around?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
=

Av]

WINTER ;
y BOOK FOUR [

KEVEN NFWSOME





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





