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PROLOGUE
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	Sarai sat out in the darkness, rocking back and forth. She had been a bad girl, her father said, and she would need to spend the night out with the animals. She didn’t like it when he got that mean look in his eyes and talked to her so loud her face vibrated funny. Right now, she would do anything to be inside the cabin with her mommy, and even Father, since he was sleeping. She started singing the tune Grannie always hummed when she worked. As she closed her eyes and rocked, she could almost imagine she was inside the little cabin, sitting by the fire warm and safe. 


	As she closed her eyes, humming, she felt someone else there with her, but the other person wasn’t mean or angry. She could hear laughter and feel her. Some intangible clue told her it was a girl, somehow like her, and yet so different. The girl laughed and started dancing around in circles. She felt her spinning and could feel her stomach reacting to the motion. She continued to hum the tune as her rocking became swirls of motion, rather than back and forth. 


	Crack! The slap startled her out of the happy place as she found herself face down on the damp dirt upon which she was still sitting. Looking up, she saw a mean look on Father’s face, and he leaned down until his nose was touching hers. 


	“What the hell are you doing, snot?”


	“I was humming and spinning,” she said with a smile, hoping that wasn’t bad. Her father had lots of rules for her, but she didn’t think humming and spinning were on his list. She tried hard to remember all the rules, but sometimes she forgot. Mommy said it was because she was still her baby, but she always tried to remind Sarai of the rules so Father wouldn’t get too mad.


	“Don’t get smart with me, girl,” he sneered at her. His breath smelled bad, and she turned her head, so she didn’t have to be right where he was breathing. 


	“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she said under her breath. 


	“Don’t call me such a trite name. I’m your father,” he said, hitting her other cheek. She tried to be a good girl and not get him angry, making him turn that scary red color, but she never got it right. 


	“Put your arms out, girl,” he said, causing her to stare at him. Her arm she used to get firewood was just getting so that she could bend it without pain. He had hurt her bad the last time she was naughty when she had peed in the bed one night. She hadn’t meant to do it, but when she asked to go outside, he had told her no. She hoped he wouldn’t hurt her again like that, but instead, he put a rope around her hands. She felt scared but remembered that crying was one of Father’s rules he didn’t like when she broke. Gulping, she swallowed down the scared feeling, but when he wrapped the rope around the tree, she felt like her legs were jelly, and she wanted her mommy. 


	“This will teach you. Stand up, girl,” he said, yanking on the rope and pulling on her arms. She couldn’t do anything but rise off the ground, her hands now tied behind her back. She felt the tears bubbling up in her eyes, and her stomach felt like she was going to throw up. 


	“Now think about how you can be better,” he said, finishing with the rope. He turned and went back inside. 


	She turned and twisted, but nothing was comfortable. A bit of wiggling, and she was able to crouch down a bit, but no amount of pulling budged it anymore. She turned to and fro, hoping that sunlight would come soon. She was so tired that she found her eyes heavy and closed a short time later, despite the uncomfortable position. 


	She must have slept because the sun was bright when she was awoken by someone poking at her. When she opened her eyes, she realized it was one of Father’s dogs. They were even meaner than him, and the big dog growled, showing her all his teeth. When the dog nipped and barked at her, she tried to get away, but the rope on her wrists wouldn’t budge. He lunged, and she felt his teeth sink into her leg. She twisted hard to the side and moved as far as the ropes would allow, but he lunged at her again. This time, she couldn’t stand it and cried out. She looked around and saw her father in the cabin door, holding back her mother, who was yelling at him. 


	“I’ll be a good girl,” she cried out, twisting and turning as the dog’s hair rose, and he bared his teeth right in her face. 


	“Please, Jesse, she’s only eight. She’s just a little girl. I will do better showing her.” She heard the slap across the yard as her father turned and punished Mama for trying to come to her. She tried humming and hoped maybe the music would help calm the dog, like Mama’s singing sometimes did for her when she was scared at night.


	Finally, she felt one of her hands slip from the rope, and then she used it to free the other. Her hands flopped and started stinging now that they were free. As she ran toward the shed and away from the dog, she noticed the blood and marks on her wrists. She needed to clean herself up, or Father would be even madder at her, she thought, but the barking directly outside the door she held shut wouldn’t allow her to get to the water pail. 


	As she sat back against the door, rocking and silently singing her song in her head, she wished that she could be a good girl. She wished she could run away and never have to see those stupid dogs again. And she wished she would quit doing things that made Father mad. But most of all, she wished she could be that little girl spinning and singing her happy song. 


	 


	 


	 




CHAPTER 1


	[image: ]


	Brielle wrested herself awake from the dream. The music, like an eerie whisper, continued to chant its spell across her sleep-addled brain. She forced herself fully awake and started silently reciting things she needed to do tomorrow. The focus on something foreign to the dream caused the effects to slough off, and the unease dissipated. She had learned the trick through therapy as a means to force the demon mist that infected her brain to dissipate through intense focus on other tasks. She looked over at her roommate to see if she had woken her and was met by Haven’s wide eyes in the dark, illuminated only by the flicker of the night-light Brielle always kept burning by her side of the bed.


	“You okay?” Haven asked gently.


	“Yeah, sorry.” She rubbed a hand across her eyes and took a couple of cleansing breaths to clear all the remaining cobwebs out.


	Haven sat up in bed and swung her legs around, flipping on the tableside lamp by her bed. “What are friends for? We talked about this when we decided it was best that we room together. Your parents pay room and board, and I keep the demons at bay.”


	“I know, but that was over three years ago, and the dreams haven’t lessened at all in that time. I just wish they would go away once and for all. You can’t keep watch over me the rest of my life,” she huffed. No matter what she tried, she never had achieved reprieve from the ghosts her mind conjured.


	“Anything new this time? Or just the same old same old?” Haven questioned, looking, as usual, ready to listen and help in any way needed. She had been along on this ride a long time and was just as invested in making the weird phenomenon quit as Brielle was.


	Brielle thought about the question for a minute. “Kind of,” she said. “It was clearer.” She hesitated, trying to find just the right word. “It’s like another reality that is dark and depressing, but I was able to see a room this time. Freaked me out more than usual, though, because it was like looking through someone else’s eyes. Strange, but better than just the odd feelings.” She grimaced, not certain how else to describe it. 


	“That’s different. You said it is always more about the feelings and atmosphere. Maybe it isn’t related.”


	“No, it is.” She gave Haven a knowing grimace.


	“The music?” 


	“Still that same tune.” She waved her hands and rolled her eyes. “It drives me batty that I can’t figure it out.”


	“I know. We have scoured iTunes and every online database we could find. No luck to date, but we are going to figure this out. I was there fourteen years ago for your first episode in third grade, and I’ll be there the second we either figure it all out, or they stop.”


	“Thank you. I would have gone crazy and had no friends without you.”


	Haven smiled at her. “You know, I wouldn’t change a single second. You make all my problems seem trivial.” 


	“Thanks!” Brielle shot her a sarcastic flash of her eyes. 


	“You truly okay?”


	“Yeah. Go back to sleep.”


	“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Haven said, turning off the light next to her side of the room, flopping toward the wall, and pulling the cover over her. “You have a big Chemistry exam in the morning. You need your sleep too.” 


	“Yes, Mom,” Brielle quipped back. She lay back on her pillow, staring at the ceiling in the inky room, with the only light that speck of a night-light she always kept lit. She couldn’t stop the wheels from rotating in her head. 


	The dreams—or visions, or whatever they were—still caught her off guard after all this time. The first one anybody in her family or friend circle could recall was the first day of third grade. Haven, as she liked to remind her, had been there and witnessed the episode. That one had been in broad daylight when she was wide awake, and it came out of the blue. Sitting at her desk, she had suddenly heard this tune start; she had thought someone turned on the radio. As she looked around at the reading children, at that moment, she understood that she was the only one who heard the music. She remembered this pain in her hands and trying to move one hand to rub the other. She had panicked when they felt tied together. She couldn’t move them more than an inch apart, and her arm muscles hurt from the effort, even though there was nothing on her wrists. 


	She hadn’t understood what was happening, and the quickening of her breathing had soon caused a full-blown panic attack. Before her teacher, Ms. Krei could get to her, Brielle had fainted. Seconds later, she had looked up into the worried eyes of Haven, Ms. Krei, and a classroom of scared third graders. It had been a rough start to the school year and the beginning of an extended school history filled with name-calling. Her parents had taken her to a host of specialists and therapists and had tried several medications, all with limited or no success. The pictures and fears always resurfaced. 


	At twenty-two, having just started her senior year of college, she had hoped in vain that it was something she would outgrow. Instead, the terrors appeared to be getting more vivid and stronger. Mostly, they remained confined to her sleeping hours, and in recent years, the public episodes had been few and far between. She had been seeing Carol Murphy in the capacity of a life coach, therapist, and general purveyor of Brielle’s brain for twelve years now. Unlike the specialists who had proceeded, she didn’t try and fix Brielle but rather gave her tools to cope with the episodes. 


	Despite advanced degrees and calling on numerous experts, even Carol seemed at a loss to diagnose her correctly. None of the symptoms pointed to psychosis or other mental illness. It was the frightening side to a charmed life, she thought. Despite being abandoned on the side of the road as a baby, she had been adopted into the best family and never felt remiss or questioning about her birth circumstances. She did attend support groups and talk about it, even helping others who were not so well-adjusted. Overall, despite not knowing the origins of her birth, her life was wonderful. She was hoping to finish her undergrad and go on to medical school to work in pediatrics. Her only fear remained these visions, or whatever was wrong with her brain. 


	She needed to figure out how to fix this once and for all if she had any hope of leading a fulfilled life. Haven couldn’t stay with her forever, and she couldn’t risk bringing others in on her frightening secret. Punching her pillow, she tried to find a comfortable position, half afraid to close her eyes for fear of a resurgence of the dream and yet half asleep due to the exhaustion tracking her. Sleep finally won, and she was blessed to fall so deep into it that no intruding picture surfaced until the blaring of her alarm the following morning. 
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	Sarai was awoken by a rustling nearby that caused the hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end. She hated the feeling of always being on watch, but it was the existence of her parents, chosen for her before birth. She had never known what it was like to live in one place for an extended period. Many months at a time, they went without proper shelter, running water, or other necessities to remain off the government's radar. Her father was always droning on about the ills of trusting the government machine. She had always suspected her parents were running from something, and not just the atrocities laden upon them by “normal society.” 


	A strange suspicion always arose when they were forced to abandon an encampment or home for new places without any warning. She was never provided a good reason, just a list of tasks. Most of the time, she didn’t even know where they were headed until they arrived. They had hitchhiked, backpacked, and bus-tripped it across the continent for as long as she could remember. Asking questions, though, was one of the rules her father laid down and enforced with a fist.


	Her older brothers, Zeke, and David didn’t appear to be at odds with their world as she many times was. They learned to hunt, fish and had a community of friends in the mountain ranges and forest settlements where they spent their time. Both had girlfriends over the years, but they moved with the family wherever Father indicated when it came time. In fact, given a choice, she was certain they would choose this life for themselves. She would defiantly say no to that same question if posed to her, with no fear of retribution at the answer. She reached up and felt the scar on the back of her scalp that served as a reminder of how angry her father could be at any ideas outside his own. She had asked about attending school in town one winter, and the response to what she had meant as a simple inquiry had been a hand across her cheek, causing her to fall into the stove. She hadn’t spoken up since.


	Stretching, she tried to work the dampness out of her bones and prepare to gather wood for the fire. She was hopeful that this stop would last longer than the others and maybe even warrant building a cabin or other shelter. It had been almost eighteen months since they left their home in West Virginia and traversed the country to this quiet mountain spot to join a gathering of families much like hers. Looking out over the mist settling on the hills, a strange sense of calm and singularity of self in the world strife with obstacles settled over her. 


	The tune that Grannie Mable had taught her all those years ago whistled through her mind. Soon, the old hymn was crossing her lips also as she started prepping for the day. She heard it playing even in her dreams, those strange stories beyond her realm of experience. She believed that some people were born with a second sight of sorts, and while she had never shared the gift with anyone for fear of the ramifications, it gave her a peaceful feeling of something bigger than her tiny life. It was strange that something foreign as the pictures, feelings, and ideas that floated across her unconscious mind as she slumbered could be the one thing that had kept her tethered to sanity over the years. 


	It was like having a best friend out there in the universe, she thought, looking back out over the peaceful landscape. She had always felt like she wasn’t alone, that something or someone was out there, watching over her. On a couple of especially troubling nights, she had purposely sought the solace that her dreams and the other realm brought her. It was the secret she kept close to her heart and had never shared with anyone.


	Rolling up the sleeping bags, she saw the hint of dawn on the horizon. With the sunlight came the day, and she must hustle to ready her chores. Her mom, dad, and brothers would be expecting breakfast when the sun revealed its head out over the horizon fully. She needed to hustle to ensure everything was ready. The men would be heading out to do some hunting today for fresh meat, and her contribution would be ensuring they were well fed for the task ahead. Stowing her roll under the trees, she returned to crouch in front of the cold fire pit. Gathering the pieces she needed, concentration took hold, and she was rewarded with only two attempts before a spark ignited. With a few dry branches, some cardboard, and heavy logs, it roared to life. After assuring herself that it would sustain itself, she headed toward the chicken coop. 


	Everyone that passed through was able to take eggs from the enclosure; it was understood that you must keep the animals fed, clean, and also partake in other chores in exchange, when able. No one went hungry, though, which was why Sarai loved meeting up with groups of people and not trying to make it just her family of five on their own. So much heavier, a burden rested on your shoulders when you were the one responsible for etching out an existence without any person around to help. Here, everyone in the small compound helped out, and in exchange, necessities were shared. Even the shelter in which her parents rested had been provided for them, as its previous inhabitant had moved on before their arrival. While the space wasn’t large enough for her, she was grateful Mother had a dry place to rest. She was looking frail and sickly these days, and it worried Sarai whenever she found her mind thinking about that fact.


	After emptying the chicken’s poop pans into the garden and ensuring the hens had water in the watering spout, Sarai gathered eggs. She was startled out of her reveries when a noise caught her attention to the side of the enclosure. 


	“Morning, beautiful,” Beau said from just outside the fence. 


	She felt the spiders of fear and contempt, climbing her back at the leering expression on his face. “Morning, Beau.”


	“Whatcha doin’?”


	“Getting breakfast for my family,” she said, keeping her eyes averted and finishing picking up the last two eggs she needed. Something about Beau didn’t sit right with her, but no matter how standoffish she tried to be to discourage him, he wasn’t taking the hint. 


	Deciding avoidance was her best course; she unlatched the gate and started back toward the fire. 


	He snaked an arm out and grabbed hers. “Too good to give me the time of day, are you?”


	“No, but my pa needs breakfast, so he has the strength to go hunting with you and your father today.” Beau’s father, Jedediah, had welcomed them into the community, much like a long-lost family. He and his wife, Mary, were generally viewed as the elders of this small commune when a decision requiring a tiebreaker was called for, which didn’t appear to happen often. Mary and Jedediah thought highly of their son, and nothing Beau could do was ill-advised, in their opinion. The fact that her father felt just as strongly about Beau as his boys—and had garnered Jedediah and Mary’s friendship—worried Sarai. At twenty-two, her father had started bemoaning having to continue feeding her and had broached the subject of finding her a husband several times over the last year, especially. It was not something she had even the slightest inclination toward, and the thought of Beau touching her caused bile to rise in her throat. She couldn’t be rude, though, and provoke him, as it would be her fault, no matter. 


	“You think you too good for the likes of me, don’cha?”


	“No, I don’t mean to upset you. I just really need to get breakfast on for my family,” she said, not making eye contact and moving away from him. She needed him to stay calm and go away.


	“Hey,”—he grabbed her again— “don’t you walk away when I’m talking to you.”


	“Sarai?” she heard her mother call out to her. 


	“I have to go,” she said to Beau and took off in the direction of the fire. 


	She saw the worried expression her mother wore as she came into the fire pit clearing. She glanced around and then moved close. “You need to try and avoid that man,” she whispered with worry lines crisscrossing her forehead. 


	“I know, Mama, but he’s determined to I don’t know.” 


	“I know exactly what a man like that has on his mind, and you need to stay clear.” 


	“I will.”


	“Your father will be ready with the boys for breakfast in about twenty minutes; do you need help?” she asked gently. Sarai looked up at her mother and the huge black marks under her eyes, and her stomach tilted. She hoped Mama wouldn’t get sick—or worse, die—and leave her with Father and the boys alone. 


	“No, I’ll have it ready. You just take it easy, Mama.” 


	She walked to the fire and, crouching down, set to work. A moment later, she saw her mother move toward her. Turning, Sarai looked back up at her. “Are you okay?” 


	The look in her mother’s eyes was so sad, but she wasn’t looking down at her. Instead, she stared out over the mountains into the mist as Sarai herself had done upon rising. Her mother looked old and worried, though, not like the still sereneness that had settled upon her. The look on Mother’s face caused another wave of unease to wash over Sarai. These last six months had changed her mother, and not in a good way. She was much more withdrawn and always daydreaming, almost as if she wanted to be somewhere else. 


	“Sarai,” she said in a sad hushed tone, “I wish I’d had the strength to let you go, also. This is such a harsh life, but I needed you to keep me alive. I had thought it would be enough, my loving you.” She leaned down and ran a soft finger over Sarai’s cheek. Her words prickled the nerves on Sarai’s arms, causing the hair to stand lengthwise. 


	“Mama, I don’t understand,” she said, standing up and laying a hand on her mother’s arm. 


	She looked over at Sarai as if noticing her for the first time. Patting her hand, she continued, “I love you, Sarai—always know that.” She disengaged and walked away. 


	Sarai looked after her for a moment. Whatever was weighing her mother down, she hoped it would soon pass. She had never been overly happy or exuberant, but lately, she was like a walking ghost, devoid of any emotion and always somewhere else mentally. Taking a final glimpse of her mother’s retreating back, she sighed. She couldn’t add to her woes by causing a scene over a late breakfast; Father was a stickler for his meals when he wanted them. Turning back to the open fire, she set to finishing the task—long overdue by now. She was ready to serve as the sun sprang free of the mountains. 


	 


	 




CHAPTER 2
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	Brielle was running late, which was unusual for her and putting her on edge. As she balanced several books and attempted a brisk jog in her wedges, she tried to keep the tune from playing in her head. It had been there, right at the edges of her subconscious all morning, wrecking her pre-ordered day. She shook her head, trying to banish the ghostly tune haunting her, but the movement caused just enough gait unrest to find her jostled to the ground. 


	“Dammit,” she whispered to herself. After four years, she was on the brink of finishing her degree and moving on to pre-med next year. She couldn’t allow the insanity to overtake her. More firmly, she focused on her task and away from the tune—and the pictures trying to infringe on her mental eye. 


	Finishing her journey, she was greeted by the accusing eyes of Professor Burnette as she walked into class and searched for a seat. Taking the first vacant seat closest to the door, Brielle attempted to gather herself. Like a bad dream, the music in her head grew to a crescendo, much like she would hear at the peak of action in her favorite movie. She had been dealing with this onset of symptoms for years, and without some success from one of her toolbox of therapy techniques banishing the symptoms quickly, an episode would follow. Over time, she had been able to keep it at bay through strong focus and mental training. In fact, for most of the last year, she barely had a recollection of an episode reaching full potential. Now in the last six weeks of school, they had kicked up to a level that was beginning to impugn her sanity. She attempted to shake the attachment the tune provided to the inevitable event and banish the images and music from her brain. 


	Focusing on the mathematical equations and lecture, she zoned out. Another trick she had learned to overwhelm her brain completely. It had worked in the past. As the class passed by and she felt the remnants of that morning’s attack subside, she decided that this just was no way to live. She had to do whatever was needed to figure this mess out. Over the years since she had been found as an infant, police had renewed attempts to find some trace of her parents. Nothing had ever solidified, but somehow, deep in her soul, she always wondered if this weird tic of hers wasn’t something she had inherited from them. Was it a genetic disease or something else? As a woman of math and science, she didn’t believe she was psychic. Her therapist had ruled out most mental illnesses, but maybe that was a route better explored if her biological parents could be located. She had been told, time and time again, a full medical history would better arm doctors and therapists to treat her.


	Opening her laptop, she went to Google looking for websites trying to connect families or provide information on missing person cases. Maybe, in the convening years since the authorities had last attempted to find her birth parents, something new had come to light that might help her. It was the only path that still held questions as to what this affliction of hers might be. She felt compelled to do anything to give herself rest, to let her feel at peace. She couldn’t risk the escalation of this situation to interfere with her life any further. 


	No birth certificate had ever been located for her, and a thorough search of local hospitals near where she was left had provided zero leads. She had no birth name, parental information, location of birth, or any other identifiers to help her search for information regarding her origins. 


	She turned up absolutely nothing of interest that could help. Over the convening years, the police had told her the same thing: Most cases warrant a breadcrumb or two before going cold. In her case, it was as if she had dropped from the sky. Nothing had materialized that could even be classified as a lead. 


	She opened her email and, trying not to make it obvious to her vexed professor, leaned down to retrieve the wallet out of her purse. Keeping her eyes fixed forward, she pulled the business card out of the innermost pocket of the wallet. It was twenty years old but held the officer's full name that had worked with her adoptive parents after she was found. Officer Arnie Clemson got typed into her internet browser and her hometown of Pueblo and the keywords police department. Still attempting to feign some comprehension of the subject matter being discussed, she focused forward as she clicked the enter button. 


	As the Professor faced the chalkboard and droned on, validating she understood the material, she returned her eyes to the computer screen. Staring back was the kind police officer that had patiently answered all her questions more than a decade ago when she had first tried to find her birth story. Seeing an email under his biography on the social network page, she clicked to open a fresh email addressed to him in her email application. 


	 


	Dear. Officer Clemson, 


	You probably don’t remember me, but my name is Brielle Draper, and you found me as an infant. Several years ago, my parents and I visited you to allow me to ask questions about that night so long ago. At that time, we were attempting to piece together my history for medical reasons. As time has passed, these reasons are even more pressing. I am reaching out to see if any new information has come to light on my case since last we spoke that might point me to my birth family's identity. 


	Any feedback is appreciated, Brielle


	 


	Her fingers hovered for just a moment before hitting the send button. No harm asking, she thought. Besides, despite an otherwise happy existence, the music and visions in her head made her need to cross the possibility of a genetic tie off her list of suspects. 


	She clicked the send button and felt a tad more in control again. With that task done, she turned back toward the still-droning professor and provided her undivided attention. 
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	Sarai walked down the trail that led to the edge of the lake. She was hugging her threadbare coat close around her middle. The nip in the air tried to seep into her bones tonight, and she couldn’t get warm. Her brothers and father had gotten home from a meeting with Jedediah and a few others in the makeshift cabin that served as a gathering place just a few minutes prior. When they came in, the guns they carried had caught her off guard, and immediately upon seeing Beau enter behind them, she decided to exit the party. Making her mumbled excuses, she had escaped to the lake; being alone with her thoughts put her more at ease than that gathering. Her father’s new gun predilection and growing restlessness were sounding warnings throughout her system. They had always lived on the fringes of society, and he had been a vocal advocate of the evils of organized government, public entities, and even the mass’s mindless march on a path prescribed for them. He had repeatedly spouted the benefits of remaining separate, off the government's radar and preparing themselves for whatever calamity might occur. 


	She had once read several stories about huge bombs going off in New York City and the world at war. A bomb some crazy man had set off in Oklahoma City, killing children and everyone in its path that morning. Strange, it was men like her father that had done those things, those who hated the government and had a message of hate to spread. After that, while she couldn’t escape him completely, she had never bought into his words again.


	Jedediah and some of the menfolk in this area, though, were turning his angst up a notch, and it wasn’t sitting well with Sarai. She worried about them starting something, and then the government would come looking for them. If that happened, her mother and she, along with others who didn’t want any trouble, could get hurt, or worse, killed. 


	“Sarai,” her mother said behind her, causing her to turn in fear. She had snuck up without warning. “You left in such a hurry; are you okay?” She laid her hand on Sarai’s arm.


	“Yeah, I just don’t like it when they have been drinking and have those guns in the house.”


	“I know. Neither do I, sweetie. I thought I might join you.”


	“Do you think we will move on from here soon?” she asked as her mother looped her arm in hers, and they started on a stroll down toward the lake. 


	A deep exhale was her only answer for a pregnant moment. “I had hoped so, but then your father He is going to build a cabin here. He seems prepared to settle in for a bit,” she said in a sad monotone. 


	“No, Mom.” Sarai looked around to ensure they were alone. “I don’t like these people. They seem to be making Dad worse by fueling his thoughts with even worse scenarios.” She was grateful that her mother always allowed her to speak her mind without repercussion when they were alone, no matter the opinion she voiced. She was not certain how she would survive Beau and this growing tension amongst this group if they permanently became part of this community. Her displacement feelings were growing with each day, and no matter how she tried to stay busy and not focus on it, her sense of dread continued to multiply.


	“I know, they make me nervous,” her mother said with hesitation. “Sarai, I have a huge favor to ask of you.” She said it so quietly that Sarai had at first thought she hadn’t heard her correctly.


	“Anything,” she said without hesitation. She turned to her mother, trying to understand her gloomy facial expression. She was staring out across the lake and appeared to have slipped away from her, mentally. Sarai just stood staring at her profile, giving her mother time to process whatever was bothering her. The fact that even her mother seemed off-kilter lately and was slipping away from her little by little only added to Sarai’s unrest.


	“If I can get your father to send you into town for supplies, would you visit the library as you do from time to time?”


	“Yes! Mother, I would love that,” she said. Over the years, they had lived in places her father didn’t fear after a time, and he would allow her to go into town on her own. Normally, she would have a specific task, such as groceries or other supplies he required, but after running to cut her transit time down, she would sneak into the local library and read for as long as she felt she could get away with it, without her father figuring out what she was doing. Sometimes she had ‘borrowed’ a book and brought it home with her, reading it by the light of the fire after Father retired for the night. She would always return the ‘borrowed’ materials and took great care to ensure the books were never damaged in any manner. Books were her gateway to the outside world and the only means by which she had learned much of the things of the world outside her own. 


	She read about far off places, grand adventures, fairy tales, different languages, and so much more than colored her existence and made her long for something else. She was grateful that her mother had insisted on teaching her to read and had enjoyed it as much as she did. It was something else that set her apart from Zeke and David, who, like her father, shunned books as propaganda. 


	“Maybe you could search for some people I once knew and would like to find again.” Mother never turned to look directly at Sarai. 


	Sarai looked at her face, desperately trying to figure out what was going on with her mother, who, until this moment, had never asked anything of her such as this. This request was certain to anger her father if he became privy to it, which put her further on edge. 


	“I think I can remember that nice lady that taught me about the internet. I think I could use it to find someone. But.”


	“Sarai, you can’t tell anyone about this.” Her mother turned to her, grabbing her arm, fear radiating from her.


	She rubbed her mother’s arm and looked her hard in the eye. “I know, Mom. Who should I try to find?”


	Her mother looked about quickly, ensuring they were alone, and then pulled a small piece of paper out of her pocket. She had such a miserable look on her face as she gazed down at the writing that it caused a fresh fissure of nervous energy to course through Sarai’s body. 


	“These are the names, last address, and phone number I had for them,” her mother said in a low tone, handing the paper to Sarai.


	Sarai looked down at the tattered piece of paper. “Jill and Jameson Stihl,” she read out loud. The paper looked old and was worn, but she could read the address and phone number. “Who were they, Mom?”


	Her mother wiped away a tear that was crawling down her cheek. “I can’t tell you. Please, just trust—”


	“I got this. Let me know when you think it is safe for me to go into town.”


	“Thank you,” she whispered. “I love you more than anything. You made this all worthwhile.” She smiled and turned, leaving Sarai gaping after her. 


	The churning, uneasy weight settled in Sarai’s middle and grew exponentially. Something was wrong, and she didn’t like not knowing what to expect next. Maybe getting her mother, some answers would provide reciprocation to her concerns. Her mother had always been her rock and the singular bit of sunshine in her dismal existence. As she had started to slip away from Sarai, her happiness had hit an all-time low. She looked out over the lake. Maybe someday she would have a different life, just like the dreams she always had. 


	Her greatest fear was that as her mother became more withdrawn, her father’s anger and actions escalated. A sense of impending doom gnawed at her, and she prayed that she would have an opportunity to help her mother and maybe convince her to leave this place with her before it was too late. Oh, the places they might see and things they could do far away from the oppressive hand of her father filled her heart with hope. She thought the first step, looking at the paper in her hand, was to find these two people. Maybe they were important enough; they might help get them out here once and for all. A girl could always hope for such things—no harm in that.


	 


	 




CHAPTER 3
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	Brielle was trying to mingle and have a good time in the crowded meeting room that was standing-room-only packed. It was a celebration for the debate team and their recent state championship, along with a pep rally of sorts for the upcoming attempt at nationals. She was as proud as the next person at her accomplishment on the team this year as one of the senior debaters but didn’t see the need for such a raucous celebration. It was probably some administrator’s idea and served for good publicity, she thought, shrugging and checking the time again. This type of function was not her forte, and she avoided it whenever possible, but tonight was not one of those instances, as their coach had mandated attendance. Another fifteen minutes, and she estimated her departure for the sake of studying, could be forgiven. Turning to the left, she caught the eye of Drew Teighton. He also was a senior member of the team, and over the last four years of watching him in action, she had realized he was probably the most naturally gifted in math and science questions.


	He glanced to the side and then back at her as if verifying that her gaze had been aimed at him. He did not realize she had noticed him day one freshman year and that instant infatuation had only grown over the ensuing years. Unfortunately, she had long ago vowed not to involve people outside her inner circle in the crazy that was her life. 


	She had a clearly defined ten-year plan that required adherence to a strict diet of research, the right extracurricular activities, and advanced educational achievements. Additionally, it meant keeping Haven as her only close friend at school so that her affliction didn’t become a liability as more people found out. She had always assumed the issue would pass with time and therapy, and maybe at this point in her life, a little social interaction would be possible, but obviously, the universe had other plans. And so, no boyfriend was in the plan for the next decade or so, and a casual fling didn’t seem like something she could carry on. So, before he got the wrong idea, she turned 180 degrees, breaking the connection. Sipping the watered-down punch in her hand, she attempted to find something safer to focus on. She fervently wished Haven could be here tonight, but Haven tended to have to work much harder to maintain her grades; thus, this crowd was not her cup of tea. Besides, she was the sporty one amongst the two of them and preferred to hang with her soccer or softball friends when not watching Brielle’s back. Brielle encouraged her to have a life separate from her, but she felt the loss of other friends that could ease these events' tension at moments like this.
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