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For Dan
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Writing buddy, scout leader, encourager,


and husband to one of my dearest friends.


You will be missed.
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Dear Journal, 

It's been twenty days since Ma left us. It makes me just want to lie in bed and cry.

I keep having these nightmares about her. She's always in the blue polka-dotted dress she wore so often. And she's surrounded by this haze that makes her look almost like a ghost. Her long black hair is all messed up, like she got caught in the wind and didn't have time to brush it. She reaches out to me, concerned, as tears trail down her cheeks.

"Sawyer," she says, her voice catching in a sob. "Find me."

Then someone from behind pulls her into the cloudy haze as she screams my name.

And just like that, she's gone.

That's when I wake up. My heart's pounding, and sometimes my pillowcase is wet from my tears.

Then I lay there in bed, staring into the darkness, wishing I knew what it all meant.


      [image: image-placeholder]You never know what a day will hold. Some mornings you wake up and think, "Okay, this is going to be a good day. I can feel it." Other mornings, your dog slobbers all over your face as he tries to get you out of bed, and you trip over the shoes you left on the floor the night before. I don't have a dog, but it was definitely the second kind of day. 

After school, I hurried to work, like I always did. This was my favorite part of the day—delivering herbs and tonics to the people of Itea. After being stuck in the schoolhouse with two dozen kids all morning, I looked forward to the chance to walk outside and be alone with my thoughts. I wasn't much of a people person anymore.

As I approached Eldrin's herb shop, a strange smell reached my nose.

Fire!

My heart nearly stopped. I flung open the rickety wooden door, which slammed against the wall. Smoke streamed in from the back room.

As my lungs strained to breathe, I swiped at the haze clouding my vision. My eyes stung and watered from the bitter air.

"Eldrin!" I called between coughs. I shoved the dividing curtain aside. Suddenly freed, the smoke billowed into the rest of the shop. "Eldrin!"

"Over here," came a faint voice.

I ran toward the sound, my arms outstretched to feel my way through the gray fog. My feet found him before my hands did.

"Ouch! Watch where you're going!"

I couldn't help grinning at the old man's attitude—grumbling even when his life was in danger. I reached down and felt him on the floor. Awkwardly heaving Eldrin's thin body over my shoulder, I carried him toward the entrance as coughs shook him.

"Put me down," Eldrin said forcefully, slapping my back. "Right now, boy, before someone sees."

Once I stumbled into the open air and gulped the crisp, fresh breeze, I did as he demanded. Relief flooded my chest when his attitude assured me that he was okay. "You know someone's going to notice the smoke, right?"

Eldrin stood up straight, and his back crackled. With a quick glance at me and a smirk on his face, he waved his hands in an intricate pattern, his lips moving as they silently mouthed words that meant something only to him. In an instant, the smoke disappeared.

"There. That's better." He gave me a full smile, his crooked teeth matching his hair that stood out in all directions. His forehead and right cheek had dark smudges, but I knew better than to try to wipe them off.

I pointed. "You've got a little something on your face there."

He used the wide sleeve of his tunic to wipe the marks. The one on his cheek disappeared, but the one on his forehead smudged further across. I let it go as I followed him into his shop.

Eldrin was such a strange man. Everyone in Itea avoided him. Well, everyone except me. And my mother. Before she left Father and me, Eldrin and Ma spent a lot of time together. I often wondered what they talked about. Maybe she spent time with him so he wouldn't feel so alone. She was good like that.

She had once told me that people are often misunderstood, especially the quiet ones. She smiled when she said it, and I knew she included me in that statement. Honestly, I liked being alone most of the time. I needed time by myself, but I also sometimes craved being accepted, being part of a group. After Ma disappeared, though, it became harder for me to be around others. People avoided my father and me, often whispering to each other as we walked by. I knew what they assumed about our situation; it was practically written on their faces.

I suppose it was the same for Eldrin. He knew what it was like to be judged, to be avoided, even though it was unwarranted.

Frowning at him, I said sternly, "What were you doing, Eldrin? You could have died from all that smoke."

Eldrin tried to speak, but a strong cough shook his whole body. He banged his fist on his chest, and a small puff of smoke in the shape of a bird came out of his mouth and flapped its wings before a breeze whisked it away. Eldrin smiled, a twinkle lighting up his eyes.

I was not amused.

He shrugged, his long gray hair moving with the gesture. "I was working on the tincture for Mr. Larsen. The hippen-botham weed is always a tricky one. Guess I used too much flurple with it this time." He smirked. "No fire, just smoke. But everything disappeared in the haze, and I got confused. Couldn't find my way out. Good thing you came along."

"And what if I hadn't?" I scowled, leaning in. "What if I'd stopped somewhere first? Honestly, Eldrin, you should be more careful." I placed a hand on his shoulder. "We need you. You're the only healer left in Itea."

He nodded. "You're right, Sawyer. You're right." His face softened. "Your mother would be so proud of you."

I swallowed the lump in my throat. "Thanks, old man."

Eldrin laughed. For some reason, he liked it when I called him that. "The smoke has cleared. Let's get you on your way. Little Georgina is suffering and needs her medicine, so please deliver it posthaste."

"Post what?"

"With the greatest possible speed."

I rolled my eyes. "Got it."

With the ointment carefully stored, I slung my bag over my shoulder and left the shop. The road ahead was long, so the last thing I wanted was to linger. I buttoned my jacket to ward off the chill in the air.

I was so focused on getting to the Scotts' that I didn't notice Oscar and Milo leaning against the cobbler's shop until they pushed away from the wall and walked toward me. I pretended not to see them, and I didn't react when they called my name. I just kept walking. Oscar stepped in front of me, blocking my path. I focused on the ground, held back a sigh, and walked around him.

"Oh, look, Milo," Oscar taunted. "Sawyer thinks he's too good to talk to us. Too good to even look at us." He stepped in front of me, blocking my way again. He gave my shoulder a push with his stubby fingers. I had to step backward to keep from falling.

"Where's your momma? Huh?" Oscar sneered. "Oh, that's right. She up and left you and your daddy, didn't she? Guess she realized what losers you both are."

I gritted my teeth. "No. That's not true. She'll be back. You'll see." I pushed past him, knocking my shoulder into his.

Oscar fell to the ground. Milo snickered but quickly covered his mouth. Oscar jumped up and turned on Milo.

I didn't wait to see what would happen next. Grateful for the distraction, I ran.

"Yeah, that's right. Run away, little boy. Just run away," I heard Oscar call behind me.

During these twenty days since Ma disappeared, I had become numb to jabs like his. It didn't matter what he thought. Putting as much distance as possible between us was all I could think about right then. My job with Eldrin was more important than having the last word in an argument with someone who wasn't worth the effort. I had to get this medicine to the Scotts.

When the cobblestone road changed to dirt, I slowed to a normal walk and caught my breath. Here, on the outskirts of town, the roads were riddled with potholes, and the sad excuses for homes were little more than patched-together shacks. Tattered curtains flapped in the wind, the glass windows broken long ago. Some of the larger housing complexes, once built for miners, now stood mostly empty—a decaying reminder of what used to be.

Not long ago, Itea had been a thriving mining town, known for its deposits of Lume Ore, a rare mineral that strengthened Gifteds' abilities. But when the government took control of the mines in order to diminish the powers of the Gifteds, jobs disappeared, and families left in search of better opportunities. The village felt hollow with its once busy streets now lined with abandoned shops and crumbling buildings.

I passed the Hepburne girls sitting on their porch, with dirty clothes and sad faces. Their father had died a month or so before my mother disappeared. Mrs. Hepburne, overwhelmed with grief, barely functioned anymore. Eldrin did his best to help with his herbs and remedies, but it didn't seem to be enough. Sadly, their story was not uncommon in Itea.

The Scotts' house stood out among the decay, though, remaining well-kept despite the town's hardships. As I knocked on the door, I noticed a small pot of flowers on the porch, a rare thing to see. I smiled, enjoying the vibrant splash of color against the worn drab wood.

Declan Scott opened the door. He was twelve, like me, but his size made him look older. Even though we were in the same grade, we rarely spoke to each other. He hung out with other kids and, well, I didn't really hang out with anybody. Declan was tall and muscular from his work at the forge. The boys he hung out with were built the same way. I always felt self-conscious around them, just because of their size and my lack of it.

"Hey," he said, rubbing the back of his neck. "I'm glad you're here." My eyebrows rose in surprise. "I mean, you know, with the medicine."

"Oh." I nodded.

His mother emerged, her face kind. "How are you, Sawyer?"

"I'm good." I felt a rush of warmth from this woman. She barely knew me but always greeted me with kindness. I opened the bag and handed her the jar. "Eldrin says to rub this on her back to help her breathing. At least twice a day, three times if she really needs it."

She smiled. "We'll do whatever we have to if it'll help her get better." She squeezed my shoulder. "Thank you, Sawyer."

As I turned to leave, Declan stopped me. "Hey, thanks, Sawyer. We appreciate you getting here so quickly," he said thoughtfully as he stuck his hand out toward me. I shook it, surprised at the gesture coming from someone who rarely spoke to me.

I nodded. "I hope your sister gets better soon."

His eyes teared up before he looked away. "Yeah, me, too."
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A few days later, I had to deliver another jar of medicine to Declan's house. I knew the route well by now, since his sister had been sick for three weeks. She didn't seem to be getting any better, and Eldrin had expressed concern over it. He said she should be not only improving but back to normal by this point. A "conundrum," he called it. 

On my way to the Scotts' house, I stopped off at the general store to buy a stick of candy. I didn't often allow myself such things, since all of the money I made was put toward expenses at home, but every Monday, I bought myself a treat. I never told Father about this. I didn't think he'd really care; he didn't seem to care about much at all these days.

"Hello there," called Mrs. Lorrell. "Wait, is it Monday already?"

I smiled. She always said that when I came in. Actually, it was getting kind of old, but I knew she was just trying to be nice. There weren't many people around here who treated Father and me very nicely anymore.

"Yes, ma'am," I replied, choosing this week's candy stick, a green one. I placed my coin on the counter.

Mrs. Lorrell put down the bags of dried lentils she'd been restocking and hurried to stand behind the counter. "Thanks, Sawyer. You have a good day, okay?"

"Yes, ma'am."

I liked that I could get in and out of there without having to talk much, but I didn't like the sad look she always gave me. If her husband was working that day, on the other hand, it was almost enough to make me turn around and leave without buying anything. He always thought he had to talk to me, never about anything important, but it was like he felt sorry for me and needed me to know that I was worth talking to.

I stuck the candy in my mouth, leaving half of it hanging out. My mouth watered at the sweetness. Delicious! Sometimes it was the highlight of my week.

I jumped off the wooden sidewalk, pausing to let a horse-drawn wagon pass in front of me, and headed across the dirt road to the other side. As I walked, I glanced at the outdoor café. It was a new idea, having someone cook for people and eating it outside. I enjoyed seeing who came to eat at Nellie's. Mostly it was locals, but sometimes I'd spot a table of strangers. It was fun to make up stories about their lives.

I nearly stumbled when I saw an odd-looking man sitting at one of the tables. He was bald and had eerie light blue eyes. I'd never seen anything like the color of those eyes. They almost glowed. Nobody sat at the tables near his, and some of the locals cast uncertain looks. He definitely wasn't from around here.

Nellie stood at the man's table, pad in hand, looking tense as she kept a little extra distance. I caught a few words as I drew near.

"...and a cup of—" the man said in a smooth, deliberate voice. He stopped mid-sentence.

I glanced up just as his eyes locked on mine.

My feet froze. For a heartbeat, I couldn't move. A cold, heavy feeling pressed against my chest, like I'd just fallen into a deep, icy pond. Every instinct screamed to get away from there. I didn't know who he was, but something in me knew he was dangerous.

Nellie's uncertain voice filled the silence. "Sir? You were saying...a cup of what?"

But the man didn't answer her. He just kept staring at me.

The man's eyes... Creepy didn't even begin to cover it.

As he moved slightly, the metal pin he wore on his jacket caught the light, and two little dots on it seemed to glow.

I quickly looked away and started walking, my shoulders tight with tension. I couldn't stop thinking about that guy's stare. Who even looks at a kid like that? Like he already knew me. Like he was waiting for something.

I wasn't scared, exactly. Just...off. It felt like my brain was trying to click puzzle pieces together, but none of them fit.

People pass through Itea all the time, sure. Traders. Travelers. Oddballs. But this man didn't look like he was just here for the bread. He looked like trouble. And somehow, like the kind that already knew my name.

I picked up my pace. Declan's house wasn't far—just past the bakery and around the bend near the faded red fence. I focused on the medicine in my pack. That's what mattered. Not strangers. Not men with creepy eyes. Not the way my gut felt like it was tying itself in knots.

When I finally reached the Scotts' house, Declan answered the door. I handed him the medicine, and he thanked me, like he always did.

"You want to go do something? You're my last delivery today." I couldn't believe the words coming out of my mouth. He wasn't someone I hung out with at school. Actually, I didn't hang out with anybody at school. But he didn't seem half bad. He was different when he wasn't around his friends.

Declan seemed surprised at my words. After hesitating for a moment, he shook his head. "No, can't. I have to stay with my sister. I'm the only one here."

Feeling my face heat up with embarrassment, I quickly replied, "Okay. See ya," and I left.

On my way back to Eldrin's shop, I took the long way, on purpose, so I could pass the café again. I told myself it was harmless curiosity. I only wanted one more look at the guy with the ice-colored eyes.

But as soon as I turned the corner, I saw it was pointless. The man was gone. So why did it feel like his gaze still followed me?

I shook it off and kept walking, since I had a job to finish. But a small voice in the back of my mind kept whispering, "He saw you. And he won't forget."

Done with my deliveries, I opened the door to Eldrin's shop, standing aside as a customer walked through.

"Well, hello, Sawyer."

Ugh. I'd recognize that sugary-sweet fake voice without even looking. I tried not to sigh.

Miss Grant put a hand on my shoulder. "I'm so sorry about your mother. Have you heard anything from her at all?"

"No, ma'am."

Miss Grant never went anywhere without her twin sister, who came out of the store as I held the door.

"Yes, Sawyer, it's such a shame." Miss Grant Number Two shook her head and made a tsk-tsk sound with her tongue.

I entered the shop but, before the door closed, Miss Grant Number Two said loud enough for me to hear, "Can you believe a woman just up and leaving her husband and child like that?"

I stopped cold, every muscle in my body going tight. My hands clenched into fists at my sides. I wanted to spin around and yell that they didn't know anything, that Ma wouldn't do that, that she wouldn't just leave me.

But I didn't. I stood there and let the words burn a hole in my chest.

Eldrin must have heard the woman's comment and immediately called out to me. "Ah, there you are, Sawyer. Did you get the deliveries completed for today?"

I nodded, putting the empty delivery bag on the counter. He folded it and put it on the shelf behind him. He hummed a tune while he went back to creating his next tonic for another ailing customer. I watched him for a while, wondering if I should mention the man I saw.

He noticed me standing there and peered at me through the glasses resting on the end of his nose. "I don't have any other deliveries today. This one can wait until tomorrow. Is there something you need?"

I exhaled slowly, trying to find the right words—words that wouldn't make me sound paranoid.

"Have you seen any new people in town, Eldrin?"

He chuckled. "As you know, boy, I rarely leave this building. Why do you ask? Did you see someone new? Make a new friend?"

I tilted my head and squinted my eyes at him. "As you know, old man, I'm kind of an outcast around here."

"Takes one to know one," he muttered with a grin.

"Anyway, on my deliveries, I saw a strange man sitting at the café. Everyone seemed to be scared of him. He was bald and had light blue eyes—they looked like they almost glowed. When he looked at me, I felt...weird."

"Weird?"

"Like I shouldn't be there. Like being in the center of this man's attention was a very bad place to be."

Eldrin pursed his lips and put down the medicine jar. He nodded and rubbed his chin, which he often did as he thought.

"It sounds like he might be trouble. Have you ever seen this man before?"

I shook my head.

"Then please try not to worry about it." He looked off to the side, his brows furrowing as if lost in thought. He didn't say anything else for a long moment. I cleared my throat to break the silence. He blinked, seeming to come back to himself. "Oh, yes, um," he said, "if you see him again, do let me know, okay?"

I shrugged and said I would.

"That's all the work I have for you today. You can go on home now."

"All right. Thanks, Eldrin."

I was almost out the door when he called out to me. "And Sawyer, make sure you go straight home."
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I quietly turned the knob on the front door of my house. Today's deliveries had kept me out late. But I didn't mind, not after the strange encounter yesterday near the café. I'd tried not to think about the man with the light blue eyes. My body was tired, though, and I just wanted to go straight to my room and write in my journal. 

I closed the front door without a sound, and when I turned around, there was my father, sitting in his usual chair, a messy pile of books and papers on the small table next to him.

"You're late," he grumbled. "I wondered if you were even coming home tonight."

As if I had anywhere else to sleep.

"Yeah, Eldrin had more orders than usual." I headed for my room.

"Dinner's on the stove." I heard him slowly pull himself out of the chair. "I'll fix you a bowl."

"No, no, that's okay," I said. "I'm not really hungry." In truth, I was very hungry, but Father's cooking was always so bland—kind of like him, ever since Ma disappeared.

"You need to eat something. I'll fix you a bowl," he repeated, more sternly this time.

I shut my bedroom door behind me and let out a breath.

My boots hit the floor with a heavy thud, and I left them where they fell.

Digging into my coat pocket, I pulled out my journal. This was the most important part of my day—more important than the deliveries, school, or even dinner. Writing everything down kept my thoughts straight—helped things make sense.

I peeled off my gloves, stuffed them into my coat pocket, and dropped the coat beside my boots. The journal rested in my hands, warm from my body heat, familiar and solid. Then I slid it under the mattress where it would be safe. I'd make time to write in it later.

First things first. Dinner.

I turned the doorknob, then paused.

A feeling tugged at me. A flicker of unease crept up my spine. Jacket on the floor. Boots crooked. Bedspread wrinkled. It didn't feel right.

I went back and hung the coat on its peg, aligning the sleeves, even though no one would see. I placed the boots directly underneath, heels touching. Smoothing the bedspread flat, I ran my hand across it twice, just to be sure.

Only then did the tightness in my chest ease.

The world outside my room might be chaos, but in here? I had control.

As I walked into the kitchen, Father put my bowl on the table. "Stew again," he said with an apologetic smile.

His entire recipe collection could fit on a napkin. Stew, beans, or vegetable soup. Always meals that started with water, like he didn't trust anything more complicated. He always made a big batch of something, and we'd eat it for days. The less thinking he had to do, the better.

He hadn't always been like that.

But after Ma disappeared, he'd changed. Whatever spark he'd once carried had long since flickered out. He never said it out loud, but I knew he blamed himself for her leaving.

He and Ma fought a lot…before. He used to work long hours at the mine headquarters, sometimes not even coming home until after I was asleep. And Ma was always out in the forests or down by the river, trying to protect what was left of the wildlife. They were both so passionate, but about completely opposite things. She complained about the company stripping the land bare. Pa said it was just the cost of progress.

They were both so sure they were right; they couldn't hear each other anymore.

After she was gone, Father switched to a lower-level job with the same company—something with shorter hours, so he could be at home more to take care of me. I think he finally saw what she meant about the damage. Maybe it was too late. Maybe that's why the guilt stuck to him like soot on a mineworker. I wasn't sure anyone else noticed, but I did.

I sat at my usual spot at our table for four. I didn't even glance at the two chairs that never moved anymore.

Father began to clean the kitchen. I never quite understood how he could dirty almost every bowl we owned and cover every surface of our kitchen like he did. I tried not to let the mess bother me. I should have been used to it by now. After all, it had been twenty-two days since things had been normal around here.

I put a spoonful of stew in my mouth and quickly let it fall back into the bowl. "H-hot," I muttered.

Father looked at me with sad eyes. "Sorry. I should have warned you." He put a plate of sliced bread on the table and slid it over to me. "Have some bread while you wait for it to cool."

I ate in silence as Father cleaned. If Ma had been there, she would've asked questions about my day—what I did, who I saw, what I learned. But Father didn't do that. He rarely said anything when he and I ate together. Sometimes, I'd catch him watching me when he thought I wasn't paying attention. But I noticed.

I knew he worried about me. I knew he was sad about everything our family had lost.

And I knew he still blamed me for Troy's death.

He never said it outright, but I could see it in the way his eyes avoided mine, in the way his shoulders stayed tight. It was clear in the way he talked to me...or didn't talk to me. Father had barely spoken to me since Troy died. That was the hardest part: the silence.

I used to think silence meant peace. Now it just felt like punishment.

For the rest of my life, I'll never forget the day I stumbled through the front door, drenched to the bone, my throat raw from screaming Troy's name until I couldn't anymore. My whole body shook, soaked with river water and something colder—something like dread. Tears streaked my face as I sobbed loudly.

Ma ran to me the second she saw me. She pulled me into her arms and held on like I was the one who had slipped away. I couldn't even form words. I didn't need to. She knew.

Father stood in his bedroom doorway with his fists clenched. His jaw was set, his eyes unreadable. For a moment, I thought he'd rush forward, demand answers, shout at me. Or at the least, ask where Troy was.

But he didn't.

After what felt like forever, he finally spoke. "Go change out of those wet clothes."

Seven words. That was it.

He grabbed his hat from the hook by the door and turned to leave.

"Where are you going?" Ma asked, her voice trembling.

"To get the sheriff to form a search party," he said without looking back.

A moment later, I heard the front door close and the creak of the cart wheels as he drove off down the lane.

It was the right thing to do. The necessary thing. But still—no questions. No blame. No comfort.

And somehow, that cut deeper than if he had screamed. At least that would've meant he felt something.

Since then, I'd been keeping a mental list of all the things he didn't say. Like when I brought home a perfect score on a test—nothing. Or the time I came home late and braced for a lecture, only to find him staring at me with that same heavy, unreadable look.

It was like I'd been holding my breath since Troy's death.

The clank of stacking dishes yanked me out of the memory and back into the present.

That night, I had the nightmare again.

Ma stood in the mist, her long dark hair tangled, her blue polka-dotted dress damp, as if she'd walked through a storm. She reached out, her fingers trembling.

"Sawyer," she whispered. "Find me."

I stepped toward her, but the mist thickened around her legs, curling like a vine. A shadow moved behind her—tall, faceless, wrong. My chest tightened. Something about it felt alive. Watching.

Then, faintly, in the dark curve of its silhouette, two dull points of blue light flickered. Not bright. Not glowing. Just...aware. Were they eyes? Was this shadow watching her? Was it watching me?

I tried to shout, to run, to do something—but my voice was gone. My limbs wouldn't move.

The mist swallowed her, and she vanished, just like in my other nightmares.

This time, though, I didn't wake up.

The dream twisted to a different scene. I stood on a riverbank, the water crashing violently below. The river swirled, angry and loud, as thunder cracked overhead.

I heard a voice—young, panicked.

Something was pulled under the water. Someone.

A name rose in my throat as lightning filled the sky…

I jolted awake, breathless, my hands clutching the blanket. Rain beat against the window. The shadows of the room seemed to cling a little longer than they should have. The walls felt too close. My heartbeat pounded in my ears, an echo of the storm outside. I tried to steady my breathing, but the memories—the ones I refused to let in—clawed their way back.

I forced myself to take slow, measured breaths. 

It's just a storm. Just a storm.

My hands wouldn't stop shaking. I squeezed my eyes shut, but I still saw the river, the water dragging him under. I heard his scream.

I threw back the covers and got up. Maybe if I paced the room or straightened my desk, the feeling would pass. But as another crack of thunder split the night, I flinched, my breath catching in my throat.

Lightning flashed again, and for a brief second, I saw something—someone—standing outside my window.
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