

    
        
          The Keeper

        

        
        
          The Guardian Series, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Lynnie Brewer Purcell

        

        
          Published by Lynnie Brewer Purcell, 2013.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE KEEPER

    

    
      First edition. August 30, 2013.

      Copyright © 2013 Lynnie Brewer Purcell.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1301296248

    

    
    
      Written by Lynnie Brewer Purcell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

Sign up for Lynnie Brewer Purcell's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Forsaken

Also By Lynnie Brewer Purcell

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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The sun was relentless.

It tore at the earth and at the creatures living on it with vengeful fury. Waves of heat shimmered off the ground, obscuring distance and time. The tufts of dust that rose in the air in response to my steps were like great heaving gasps from the parched ground.

There was nothing, save for the repetition of setting one foot in front of the other and the overwhelming power of the sun.

I passed scorpions and other small animals that were hunkered under whatever shade they could find in the flat nothingness; they had the good, common sense to stay still as the sun baked them into oblivion. It was common sense I lacked.

I walked on, headed toward an unknown destination. I didn’t know where I was headed anymore than I knew where I had come from. There was just a steady tug to walk west; it was an urge I could not ignore. In the west, I would find what I was looking for, which was lucky, as I was looking for everything.

I couldn’t remember a single thing from my past. My name, how I had gotten to the desert, why I had woken up in the middle of a large hole, why I wore a shiny, diamond engagement ring – it was all a mystery to me. The mystery tugged at my mind. Occasional flashes of inconsistent images leaked through the fog, but they were as solid as quicksand. There was no truth in those flashes, just more questions, more doubt.

So, I walked across an inhospitable landscape in search of something I couldn’t fathom. How could a person understand the entirety of who they were in a moment? How could I ever get those memories back? What would I find when I reached my destination? Would the questions ever end? The worry pressed me down as much as the isolation of the barren desert.

The cool of the night made me feel more alive and less like I was walking in a dream world. Creatures came out and explored the territory during the darkest hours of night. I could sense them moving around, hunting and searching for something to sustain them in the home they had been given. They had adapted well to surviving in that forever flat. They were almost as well-adapted as I was. It was strange how little the desert truly bothered me.

The heat was only a vague discomfort, my stomach did not ache with hunger, and I remained blissfully un-thirsty. I could have been anywhere in the world and felt just as comfortable. The environment could not kill me. I was stronger than it was.

That was another troubling thought. It was almost as troubling as the idea that I couldn’t remember who I was. Just as troubling was the idea that the desert would never end – that I would remain trapped in that sea of sand and rock for as long as I lived. What would the desert make of someone it couldn’t kill in a couple of days? Would I go insane or would I eventually die?

I didn’t stop or rest as I followed that steady feeling in my chest to walk west. There was purpose in movement. It kept me from simply sitting down and waiting patiently for the dry wind and desert sand to cover me entirely, as I longed to do.

My head ached constantly as I walked and a bone-deep exhaustion made moving feel impossibly difficult. Every step was a fight against collapse. I wanted to sleep; I wanted rest.

I walked in a state between total exhaustion and bleak determination for three days before I found a road. The days were a blur of light and dark. I could almost count the seconds that separated the days, but there was nothing solid to differentiate one day from the next; there were no memories and absolutely nothing exciting happened. It was just the same parched ground and glowing sun.

When I reached the road, I exhaled a deep sigh of relief. It wasn’t because I thought my ordeal was over – it was because it broke up the desert in a way that went beyond waves of shimmering heat. It was something different, something manmade. It was proof that other people existed.

I stopped walking as I stepped onto the hard asphalt and looked both ways. Numerous jokes about chickens crossing the street fluttered through my head, but only in a vague, curious sort of way. I had more on my mind than poorly-conceived jokes, though the fact that I would think of such jokes at such a serious time was very strange. Was I always so ridiculous? I shrugged away the strangeness and focused on the facts in front of me.

The road had to lead to a town at some point. I was convinced that humanity could provide me with an answer to the fog in my brain. Someone had to know me. Surely, a computer or database had records of me. There had to be something to prove that I had a life before waking up in the desert.

But which way took me to the nearest town? Which way could I go that would not result in another three days of walking? I wasn’t sure if I could go that long without rest.

My head lowered slightly as the weariness pressed in on me. I definitely needed to sleep. The idea of walking days out of my way, because I had gone the wrong way, was not appealing. It was close to torture to even consider it.

I eyed the road for a while, then finally turned right. The course was northwesterly, and for some reason, it felt right. If I was going to follow the weird feelings in my chest, I was going to follow them until they stopped.

The heat waves coming off the asphalt were even more intense than they had been on the desert floor. My heavy boots seemed to grow hotter and heavier the longer I walked. It was almost like the ground was trying to melt them off my feet. Small bits of rubber from the soles trailed out behind me, marking the path I had walked. The crunch of my boots was the only other sound outside of my breathing and the sizzle of the sun against the asphalt. It was almost as if I could hear the road crackling and hissing under the pressure of the heat.

How hot was it anyways? A hundred? I shrugged away the number. It was meaningless. It wouldn’t get me where I needed to go.

I walked on that two-lane road for a couple of hours. It was a very straight road, though there were a couple of places where it curved slightly. I thought it was simply because the builder had grown tired of the monotony.

The wind started blowing as I walked, and deep rumbles of thunder came out of the south. The sand started to kick off the ground and blow into my face angrily. My hair turned wild in the wind. The wind increased its intensity with another rumble of thunder. It was quickly becoming a full-blown windstorm.

I gritted my teeth and endured. There was nothing else I could do.

When the sound of my rescue reached me, it was unexpected and more than welcome. It was not the whistle of dust blowing around me. It was the slow, steady sound of rubber hitting the asphalt. A car was coming. I could hear it.

I turned expectantly, but there was nothing behind me – just a road that was quickly becoming enveloped by dust. Was the wind making me crazy? Had the days of walking finally gotten to my head?

No – it wasn’t in my head. The sound moved closer. It was definitely a car. I could hear the hum of an engine. There was a gentler whine, almost as if the engine was plaintively asking if it could quit forever. The car trudged on despite the whine. I stopped and turned my eyes on the road behind me for some sign that I was not crazy and simply hearing things.

It took the car fifteen minutes to reach me. I thought it strange that I could have heard a car from that far out, but I didn’t give it much consideration. The strangeness was simply not high on my list of priorities. I would worry about it when I was not walking in the middle of a windstorm, with no clue as to where or who I was.

The dust clouds parted slightly as the car came into view and I saw that it was not a car at all. It was a large truck. It was a faded blue color, with a rusted bumper and a cracked windshield. The whine I had noticed earlier had turned into a squeal. The truck seemed desperate to stop working. It was not exactly the kind of rescue I had hoped for, but I would take what I could get.

The man in the truck did a funny double take when he saw me. I clearly saw his eyes widen with shock and alarm. He couldn’t understand what I was doing on the side of the road in the middle of a storm. He was right to be so alarmed.

He carefully came to a slow stop next to me and lowered his window. He was an older man, with large hands and bulging muscles. His hands were calloused, and his deep tan suggested that he spent a lot of time outside. His hair was snowy white, and his eyes were so brown they were almost black. He wore a cowboy hat and dark sunglasses. His overalls were stained with dirt, oil and food. He was not very gracious about my strange appearance.

“What in the hell are you doing out here?” he demanded, leaning toward the window on my side of the truck.

“I have no idea,” I told him seriously.

He looked at me in shock. His surprise didn’t last long. The immediacy of the storm had his full attention. He gestured for me to get inside his truck. “You best get inside. I don’t like the idea of sand all in my truck.”

I hesitated for only the briefest of moments. I was strangely confident. The fact that I did not know this man, or his motivations, didn’t prevent me from opening the door to his truck. I felt that I could handle him if things turned bad. It was a confidence that startled me, but it was not one I argued against. It made the situation less scary than it probably was.

I closed the door and carefully rolled up the window. He pulled the truck closer to the side of the road, so that no one would hit him, and looked at me with a frown.

“Did your car break down?” he asked me.

“No,” I replied. “I was in the desert...I don’t know how I got there. I think I have amnesia.”

“You were in the desert...alone?” the man asked.

“As far as I can tell,” I said. “I just started walking when I woke up. I’ve been walking for days.”

“Without food or water?” the man asked incredulously.

“I guess so,” I replied.

“Either you are the luckiest creature on earth, or I am having one strange-ass dream,” the man muttered.

I held up my hands, which were covered in blood. I knew the rest of me was also covered in a mixture of blood, sweat, and dirt. “Not so lucky, I don’t think.”

The blood was dry and had started to flake off, but it worried me. It was one of the main worries that had followed me across the desert. I wanted to know where it had come from. There was too much of it on me for the person to still be alive. I had witnessed a murder at some point. I had seen something or done something. And now, I couldn’t remember if I had killed someone or had escaped from becoming a victim.

The man grunted noncommittally. “You do look a bit worse for wear,” he said.

I turned slightly at his words and looked at myself in the mirror. My face was a stranger’s face. I did not recognize it. I had gray eyes, brown hair that covered my forehead, and my clothes were uniformly dark. A bunch of metal necklaces were hanging around my neck, but the one that caught my attention had a diamond on it. It was the strangest part of my outfit. It didn’t seem to fit with my overall appearance.

I looked dark, but I was nowhere as dark as the blood that covered me. Dirt and grime were on my face and my gray eyes looked strained. It was probably from days looking out over the blistering desert and seeing nothing but tan and brown.

“I think we should get you to the hospital,” he said. He reached down and offered me a canteen. The water sloshed around.

I took the canteen from him, but I didn’t drink. I wasn’t thirsty. I didn’t know how to explain that to him.

“I’m not hurt,” I replied softly.

“Well, you might be in the head,” he said pointedly. “Amnesia don’t come from nowhere. You might have internal bleeding, or some such.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. I touched my head. “I would have an injury to prove that I was hit on the head, right?”

“I suppose,” the man agreed a bit reluctantly. “Maybe...”

“I don’t feel anything,” I told him. “I feel fine, in fact. I’m just tired. I want to sleep.”

“Well, then I guess I’d better take you to the sheriff’s office. It’s about three hours from here.”

“Three hours?” I asked.

The man shrugged. “You landed yourself in the middle of nowhere. The closest town is Six Mile, and it’s about an hour out.”

“They don’t have a sheriff’s office there?” I asked.

“They don’t have much there,” the man said. “Besides a few crazy people who enjoy the isolation...or those that can’t afford no better.”

“Oh, I see,” I said.

“I had planned on driving through the storm, but I think we’ll wait it out,” the man decided, looking out at the road, which was very nearly obscured by the dust storm.

“Okay,” I agreed.

We didn’t talk as the wind battered against the old truck with mindless ferocity. The whistling in my ears made my head hurt worse, and a low headache started to throb behind my temples. I wanted to sleep, but I still had not found the right moment. There were things that needed to be done. I had to keep moving.

The wind died down as abruptly as it had come, and the man started his truck again. He didn’t talk to me as he drove down that lonely stretch of road. He didn’t seem to really care that much for conversation – or else my strange, obviously violent-filled, past made him nervous. I knew that I would definitely be nervous if I had just picked up a girl covered in blood, who had been wandering in the middle of a desert where absolutely no people lived.

The drive felt like it took an eternity. After the walking, and the sun, I was ready to be someplace that could offer me answers, and my impatience made me count every single second. The long drive only increased my questions. For the first time since waking up, I took true stock of my body.

The man was sweating hard in the heat. Drips of moisture fell off his face, to disappear into nothingness as the heat swallowed the sweat up again. He drank constantly from a bottle of water to replace what he lost. I was sweaty, but it was more from hard, physical exertion than from the sun. It was not from the sun or the heat. The canteen in my hands did not appeal to me at all. I didn’t drink; it didn’t even occur to me.

I held my arm out in front of me and noticed that the sun felt very distant. I could see the heat as it came off the road, and feel that sort of languid motionless it caused, but the rays did not scorch me. It was almost like I was wearing a layer of armor that protected me from the elements. Added to the fact that I had not eaten in days, I knew that something particularly strange was going on with me. I had no answers. I just had proof that my questions would not have easy answers.

At one point, we passed a lonely gas station and diner combo. The diner had a small garage on one side and gas pumps that looked shiny and new near the road. The pumps were the only things that looked new around the rusting buildings. Behind the diner was a pair of trailers that had definitely seen better days.

A few miles on, there was another patch of houses and trailers. They were uniformly broken down. A few fast food restaurants were near the houses, but they looked more like they were for people passing through from one place to another. There was nothing else to suggest that the place was actually lived in. Then, the ‘town’ of Six Mile was behind us and the desert opened out around us again.

Two hours later, we made it to a town that had more than one road running through it. The man turned off the main highway, onto a smaller, less traveled road, and thirty minutes later, we had reached a small town only slightly bigger than Six Mile. The streets were broad, as if cattle had been driven through the streets more than once, and the buildings were made of brick.

The town felt a bit deserted, but the cars parked along the edges of the road suggested that there were, in fact, people somewhere nearby. I assumed that the extreme heat kept them from coming out. They were like the animals in the desert that waited for the cover of darkness to do all their moving and living.

The man pulled his screeching truck into a large parking lot and cut the engine.

“Here we are,” he announced, opening his door.

I met him on his side of the truck, where he was waiting for me to join him impatiently, and he led the way inside the sheriff’s office. There were not very many people inside. Two women were at two separate desks at the front of the building. The back of the building was separated by a glass wall that was supposed to keep visitors from the real police work.

One of the women was chewing on her pen as she did her crossword puzzle; the other was filing her nails and watching a television that was in the corner of the small lobby. The woman with the pen stopped mid-bite and stared at me. The other woman’s jaw actually fell open, her attention suddenly diverted from the soap opera that was playing.

“What in the world!” the second woman said.

“Found her wandering on the side of the road,” my friend said. “She doesn’t have any memory of how she got there or why she’s like this.” He gestured at me.

“Uh...” the nail-filing woman said uncertainly.

Her friend was a bit quicker. “I’ll call one of the deputies to come talk to you,” she told me. “Hold on.”

She picked up the phone that was sitting on her desk and pushed a button. I could hear it quite clearly when the man picked up on the other line. His voice was calm and steady; it was the sort of voice that inspired confidence. I felt better at the sound.

“I got a girl out here you should probably see,” the woman said, her eyes on my face.

The man acknowledged her words lazily and I heard movement from the back.

A tall man stood up behind the glass partition. He had dark eyes and the wiry body of an athlete. He blinked several times when he saw me through the glass, but he didn’t let his surprise show on his face. He calmly stepped through the door and gestured for me and the man who had rescued me to join him. I followed him, feeling nervous. I had no idea how I would explain the blood to him. I had no answers to the questions he was bound to ask. Would he lock me away because I did not know the truth? Would he find some reason to throw me in prison?

The deputy was kind, however, and not interested in accusing me of wrongdoing. He sent another deputy off to get me a towel and a glass of water. I gratefully took the towel and dipped it into the water. I scrubbed my face with the towel, to try to get the blood off.

The deputy watched me with veiled eyes; my rescuer sat down on a desk across from us and looked at me with his arms crossed.

“My name is Deputy Henderson. You must have had some kind of adventure,” the deputy said in his laconic voice. “What can you tell me?”

“I woke up in the desert and started walking,” I told him honestly.

I left out the parts about not needing water or food or not feeling the sun’s rays. That would confuse him as much as it confused me.

Henderson waited, but that’s all I had to share. He looked at the man who had driven me. “Can you add anything?” he asked him.

“Nope,” the man replied. “Seems she doesn’t remember anything.”

“I see,” Henderson said. He thought about it for a long minute. “There are some ways to track down who you are.”

“I was hoping that might be the case,” I said.

“We’ll have to get your picture and fingerprints. It will take a week or so,” Henderson warned me. “We don’t have the resources of a larger city, so we have to send our evidence off.”

“Evidence?” I asked.

Henderson gestured at my clothes and answered honestly. “I have to look into the possibility that you got into a fight or someone attacked you and left you for dead. It might be that the blood can tell us more than your fingerprints can.”

I looked down again. “Oh.”

Henderson leaned toward me in a friendly way. “Here’s what we’ll do. We’ll find you a change of clothes and a shower, bag the evidence, then get your picture and fingerprints. When that’s done, we’ll find you a place to stay until we have some answers. Does that sound okay?”

I nodded, grateful for a plan, and he gestured for me to stand. He took me to the back of the building and handed me a sweatshirt and sweatpants with the logo of the sheriff’s department on them.

The shower was in a tiny room with tile floors. I eagerly washed away the dirt and grime, noticing that my skin was surprisingly free of scars. There was not a blemish on my body, except for a tattoo of numbers on my foot and a small mark on my throat. The tattoo made me feel strangely angry and sad.

When I was done, I felt better. The only caveat to those feelings of well-being was the fact that I had to stuff my clothes and a broken phone that had been in my pocket into an evidence bag. It made me feel like I was on trial. When I left the shower Henderson took the bag from me with a friendly smile.

“Much better,” he approved.

I was surprised to see that the man who had picked me up was still sitting at the desk. He was holding a cup of coffee now, but he looked content to sit and wait. I didn’t understand why he hadn’t left yet.

“You can leave if you have somewhere to be,” I told him. “There’s no sense staying when I can’t even remember where I’m supposed to be.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I’ll hang around a little longer,” the man said in a tone that suggested he did not really care what I thought about his decision.

I shrugged without replying and sat down at Henderson’s table again. He pulled out a digital camera and took a quick picture. He put the camera near his ancient computer and pulled out a slip of paper and a fingerprint kit. He quickly took all of my fingerprints on my right hand then handed me a paper towel to rub the dark ink off. He carefully put my fingerprints with the camera and the bag of clothes. Despite his slow-seeming way of moving, he was very meticulous and sharp with collecting the evidence.

“I take it that you don’t know how old you are?”

I thought about it. “No,” I replied.

“I have no way of knowing if you are underage or not,” he said.

“I don’t think I am,” I told him seriously.

“Well...” Henderson started to say.

“She can come home with me and Paige,” the man said. “That way, she’ll be looked after and you won’t have to worry about putting her into a state home in Phoenix.”

Henderson’s eyes brightened as if he had hoped the man would suggest such a thing. “Are you sure?” he asked.

“We’ve got plenty of room at the diner,” the man said. “Can’t imagine what Francy would think of me if I abandoned someone after the universe put her in my path to look after.”

Henderson nodded. “Thank you.”

The man shrugged as if his offer to take me in and look after me was of no moment. I stared at him a bit suspiciously. I was grateful for his help, but something inside of me was suspicious of such helpfulness that came out of nowhere. The man did not seem to notice my stare. He took another sip of his coffee and patiently waited for Henderson to release me.

“How does that sound to you?” Henderson checked.

The feeling that I could take care of myself made me confident. Though it was possible that the man was all kinds of evil, I knew that I could handle his kind of evil. For now, though, I would give him the benefit of the doubt. I would trust in the hope that people were good. If I was wrong, then I would deal with the consequences when they came.

“Sounds a lot better than sitting around a hospital or something,” I said.

“All right,” Henderson agreed laconically. “Let me just get some forms that say that you left here willingly, and that you agreed to stay with Roy.”

I looked over at the man. So his name was Roy. I had forgotten to ask. I smiled at him gratefully, though he didn’t seem to notice, and refocused on Henderson as he pulled out papers from his desk. I signed everything he put in front of me without reading them and stood again. I had done everything I could think to do in order to find out who I was. Now, it was just a game of waiting. I didn’t care for the idea, but it was my reality. My patience – or lack thereof – would just have to settle down.

Henderson and Roy blinked at me as I stood fluidly, as if they were startled beyond measure. They exchanged an uneasy glance, then Roy set his coffee down on the desk he was sitting on. I didn’t understand their reactions, but I was too tired to care. I just wanted to find a bed and some rest.

“Thanks for the coffee,” Roy told Henderson.

Henderson nodded. “I’ll call the diner when I have something to tell you,” he said.

I nodded and followed Roy out of the office. The girls were in the exact same position they had been in when we walked in. They stared at me as I left, but they didn’t say anything until I was well out of earshot. Or at least, until they thought I was. I heard them talking about me clearly as I opened the door to Roy’s truck. I blocked them out easily and tried to forget that hearing so far was not normal. It would just make my head hurt worse to think about it.

Roy got into his beaten up truck and turned the engine on with a hopeful little grunt. He sighed in satisfaction when the truck kicked over on the first try. I got into the cab next to him and turned to look at him.

“I’m not trying to be rude...” I said uneasily.

“My wife, Francy, God rest her soul, was always taking in strays – people that needed help, even if they didn’t think they did. Our diner was constantly full of drifters and people that had nowhere else to go. I’m helping you because she would have wanted it.”

He reached back and tapped the glass behind him. It was then that I realized that a shotgun was hanging behind us.

“I trust you as of now, but if it comes to a point where I can’t trust you...I can handle my business. Understood?”

“Understood,” I said.

“You’ll have to work for your food,” Roy said. “I’m not a rich man, but the diner brings in a fair amount of people on their way from here to there. It’ll be how you pay your way until you find something better.”

“I can do that,” I said.

Roy nodded in agreement, suggesting I didn’t have much choice in the matter, and he pulled away from the station. When we reached the interstate again, he pointed the truck back in the direction we had come. The sun was starting to touch the horizon behind us. Day was quickly fading into the smoky colors of dusk. Our trip had taken all the sunlight.

It was almost entirely dark when we pulled into the gas station I had noticed on our way to the sheriff’s station. Roy pulled the truck near a large garage and cut the engine.

“Go in and let Paige know who you are. I’ve got some things to take care of before I forget about ‘em entirely.”

I got out of the truck at his command and looked around. The diner/gas station combo was an odd mixture of new technology and rusted history. The diner was something out of bad horror movies where stranded drivers inevitably got chopped to tiny little pieces. But the gas pumps were state of the art and exceptionally clean. It made me think that Roy made most of his money selling gas.

There was a set of glass doors at the front of the diner, as well as a long row of floor-to-ceiling windows that revealed the interior. Narrow booths were to the left and right of the door. A small aisle separated them from the counter that took up the back of the diner. The interior was clean and welcoming despite the faded colors of the booths and the feeling that it had not been remodeled since the 1970s. Coffee machines and other equipment were behind the counter. The single aisle ran to a bathroom on my far right. On the far left, there was a long table and six chairs that looked out over the dusty road. A bell twinkled on the door as I walked inside.

A woman, who looked to be around thirty, stepped out from the backroom of the diner. Her eyes were exactly like Roy’s, though she had curly, dark-red hair. Her hair was pulled back at the top of her head, to keep it out of her face. She was pretty, but there was a terrible sadness in her face.

“Come to eat?” she asked hopefully.

“No, Roy...”

“I know him,” she said with an ironic smile.

“He’s helping me out,” I explained.

“Daddy’s helping someone out?” Paige repeated in disbelief.

“Yeah,” I said. “He said I could stay here for a while.”

Paige came closer and leaned on the counter in a friendly way. She shifted a bit restlessly as she took me in, and her expression was curious.

“I think you have a story I need to hear,” she said.

I told her as much as I knew. She was quite obviously startled by what I had to say. People with amnesia were something that happened in the movies – it was not something that happened in everyday life, at least that’s how it seemed to most. Yet there I was, completely and hopelessly without a single memory.

“Well, I guess daddy had a good reason after all,” Paige said. “I thought maybe he was drunk again...Come on back, and I’ll show you where you can stay.”

“Thanks,” I replied.

She held open the counter for me and I followed her through the door to the back. I saw that the large kitchen held three other doors beyond the one that went into the restaurant. One of the doors was to a storage area, while the other led to a small room. The third led outside. Paige went into the room and flicked on a light.

There was a twin bed in the corner, and a dresser was tucked against the wall closest to the bathroom by the interior wall. The comforter and curtains were a gaudy floral pattern. It looked as outdated as the rest of the diner, but I hadn’t seen anything more perfect since I had woken up.

“It’s not much, but it’s better than sleeping on the ground,” Paige said a bit nervously. She turned and looked at me. “I suppose I’d better look into finding you some real clothes. I’ll have them for you in the morning.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

Her expression turned speculative. “We have to call you something, until we know what your name is. It won’t do to call you, ‘hey, you,’” she pointed out.

“You can call me whatever you want,” I told her.

I was only half listening to her. My eyes were on the bed. It did not look like a particularly comfortable bed, but it was the closest thing to heaven I had seen. I just wanted to lay down on it and sleep forever.

“I’ll think on it,” she promised.

Then, finally noticing my distraction, she stepped out of the room and closed the door behind her.

I let out a long exhale as I took in the room again. I was incredibly grateful for Roy and Paige; I knew that they didn’t have to be so nice. The fact that they were showing me so much kindness made the questions feel less impossible. There was an answer out there somewhere. I would find it soon enough.

I sat down on the bed and tested the mattress out with a few little jumps. It seemed good enough for my purposes. Then, because I was really very tired, I leaned back on the bed and fell into a deep, untroubled sleep.
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The sun was shining through the tiny windows with purposeful determination when I woke up again. I felt as if I had dreamed about familiar people and places, but the meaning faded away as quickly as the time it took me to open my eyes. Whatever answers I had found in sleep were unwilling to follow me into my waking hours.

I sat up as if I had been electrified and stretched out eagerly. My body felt completely different. I was no longer weary and weighed down by exertion that went beyond physical. I was energized and full of stamina. I felt that I could run for days if I needed to. No physical activity could tire me.

My eyes immediately went to the dresser, where a pair of pants, a shirt, and some underwear that were still in the package sat. The shirt was flannel and the jeans were a bit big, but I was eager to get out of the sweatpants. I took a quick shower and started to get dressed.

It was as I was pulling my shirt on that I caught a glimpse of color in the mirror behind me. I half turned and raised my shirt again. There were two tattoos on my back: a fallen angel and a phoenix. I frowned at the designs – they were very large and somehow as dark as the clothes I had been wearing. I was obviously a fan of tattoos. But what good did that do me? It wasn't an answer, just another question I couldn’t answer.

I finished buttoning my shirt and stepped outside hesitantly. The lights in the kitchen were on and the stove looked as if it had been used recently. The sound of voices came from the front of the building. I figured that Paige and Roy were in there.

I opened the door and saw that Roy was not the origin of the masculine voice I had heard. Two men were sitting at the corner booth. They ate their food and sipped on their coffee without paying anyone else any attention. The diner had customers. Paige was behind the counter reading a magazine.

“Well, finally!” she said. “I thought you were never going to wake up.”

“I guess I was just tired,” I said.

“Yeah...I guess you were,” Paige said with a funny little smile. “Two days worth of tired...”

The fact that I had slept so long didn’t surprise me. It was like I had known exactly how long I had been asleep.

“Is Roy around?” I asked. “He said something about me helping out around here.”

Paige looked at me with narrowed eyes. I got the impression that she was trying to see if something was wrong with me. She didn’t want to make my condition worse if she could help it.

“I can tell you as well as he can,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

“I feel fine,” I said. “Except for that nagging feeling that I’m forgetting something.”

Paige smiled at my humor and decided to trust my assessment. “Come on,” she said.

She took me to the storage room and pointed at the shelves. There were boxes on the floor that had not been opened. She told me to unpack the boxes and organize everything on the shelves in a logical way. As I started stacking the food a profound sense of déjà vu came over me. I tried to focus on the feeling, but all I saw was darkness. There was nothing to suggest the diner was familiar. I finally shrugged away the feeling, knowing it was useless, and focused on my task.

“What song is that?” Paige asked from the doorway.

With her question, I realized that hours had passed. I also realized that I had been humming.

“Angel Eyes, by Ella Fitzgerald,” I answered immediately.

Paige smiled. “I like it. Seems like you haven’t forgotten everything, then.”

I frowned thoughtfully. “Guess not...”

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“No,” I replied.

She looked at me skeptically. “I have some food up front if you need some. You can stop to eat any time. Daddy likes to make people work for his kindness, but he won’t get mad if you don’t work all day. As long as you did something today, he’ll be satisfied. He’s not as grouchy as he seems.”

“I just want to do my part,” I said.

She shrugged noncommittally and left me to stack things. I worked until it was fully dark outside. I went back out to the diner when I finished. It was deserted again. I could tell that several people had stopped during the day. There was a car filling up at the gas station, and I saw Roy’s truck parked next to the garage. Paige was at the counter watching the news on a small, antique television. Everything was quiet and peaceful, but the peace was somehow stifling. I felt like I needed to be moving, and that something deadly important was hanging over me. The diner was starting to close in on me. I had to get out.

Without saying anything to Paige, I stepped outside. The air was cool, but dry. I breathed in the cold and looked up. The stars were impossibly bright. It was almost like an entire city was twinkling back at me from the reaches of space. There was something comforting in that thought.

I walked around the diner and tried to figure out what to do next. There was a distinct possibility that Henderson would not find out anything about me from my fingerprints. It was a long shot to hope that I was in the system; it was an even longer shot to hope that someone was missing me.

I scratched at my hand absently as the ring on my finger rubbed painfully against my skin. It seemed to be throbbing, but it was not nearly as important as the feeling in my chest. I realized that sadness lingered around my heart. It was profound, almost inhuman. Though the sadness was there, the feeling to walk west was gone. It was strange that the pull had disappeared after it had brought me to safety, but I didn’t dwell on it. It was just another thing I couldn’t explain.

As I walked around the building, I saw two trailers set up feet from each other. The lights were on inside the trailer closest to the diner, while the other trailer was dark. Something told me it was where Paige and Roy lived.

Without really thinking about it, I walked over to the trailer with the light and knocked on the door. I heard the sound of a recliner popping as Roy undid the latch, and then the sound of feet crossing the floor. Roy peered out from behind the small curtain that blocked the glass pane on the door. After a second’s hesitation, he opened the door and looked at me.

“See that you finally decided to wake up,” he said a bit gruffly. “Paige was starting to worry...head trauma being what it is and all.”

I nodded. “I just wanted to come and say thanks for all your help. I don’t know what I would have done had you not driven up when you did.”

He looked a bit embarrassed at my words. He was not the sort of man that liked to talk about his, or anyone else’s, emotions. He grumbled a faint sort of reply.

“If there’s anything else I can do around here, just let me know,” I added.

Roy shrugged. “Not unless you feel like picking up people who don’t have the good sense to get gas a hundred miles ago...You have no idea how many times a day I have to go pick up a bonehead who thought they could make it all the way across the desert on a half tank. Or...if you know how to repair cars,” he added with a skeptical little laugh.

I frowned. “I think I know how to do that,” I told him. “Maybe.”

He stared at me disbelievingly, but he didn’t reply. “Well, if I need your help, I’ll let you know.”

I nodded, said goodbye to him, and kept up my short walk around the diner. There was gear and old equipment piled around the back of the building, but it was by far the messiest part of the area. Roy seemed to be a tidy sort of person. There was nothing to catch my attention.

I sat down on a tire and picked up a radio. I tinkered with it for a minute, decided that it had a broken transistor without really knowing how I knew that, and then threw it back into the pile of junk. I leaned back on the tire and looked up at the stars again. The sadness in my chest faded as I looked up, and I allowed myself the peace of that feeling.

When I got back to the diner, it looked as if Paige had not moved at all. She was staring at the television and her eyes were lost in thought. I looked over her shoulder and saw a thirty-something man reporting on a plane crash.

“What happened?” I asked.

“A plane crashed on the 5th,” she replied. “Out near Widow’s Peak. It’s in the middle of the desert, so it took them a few days to find the plane. I think they finally found it this morning.”

I counted the days on my hand. As far as I could tell from my internal clock, I had woken up in the desert on the 5th. Was it possible there was a connection?

“What is it?” Paige asked, seeing my expression.

I told her my suspicion. She frowned as she considered it. “They did say that there were survivors and people were missing. Maybe you fell out or something...”

That didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but it was a start to the answers I was looking for. I considered it carefully for a moment, then decided I definitely had to see the crash. I had to know if it was an answer to at least one of my questions. It would explain the blood, at least.

I couldn’t wait for Henderson to get back to me. I wanted to know now.

“I need to see it,” I told Paige.

“It’s quite a ways out,” she said.

“I figured as much,” I said.

She frowned as she looked at me. I could almost feel her coming to the conclusion that I needed to see the crash for myself. “I’ll take you tomorrow,” she decided. “We’re never busy on Mondays, and I could stand to get away from here for a day.”

I smiled. “Thanks.”

I started to turn away, to go to my room and think about the discovery, but Paige stopped me. “I came up with a name for you,” she said.

“Oh, yeah?” I asked.

“I’m gonna call you Miriam – she was Moses’ sister. One of the ones that wandered the desert for forty years...”

I laughed. “Seems appropriate,” I said.

“I thought so,” she replied. “Night...”

I sat down on the bed in my room and looked around blankly. I didn’t see the flowery décor or the bland walls. I was too focused on maintaining my hope. I could not understand how I had fallen out of an airplane and lived, but it was too big of a coincidence for me to ignore it. Maybe they had a list of passengers and I would recognize my name somehow; or they would have a video with me getting on the plane. I leaned back on my bed with the hopefulness bubbling over and filling me up with a very different kind of energy.

I spent the entire night staring at the ceiling and mentally counting down the hours until daylight. I did not waste my time wondering why I didn’t feel tired. I was too wound up and full of energy to care.

At dawn, I heard the sounds of Paige in the diner. She moved slowly, her sleepiness weighing her down. I jumped off the bed, took a quick shower, changed into the used clothes she had put into the dresser for me, and met her in the kitchen.

“Oh, good,” she said. “I was afraid you weren’t a morning person. If we’re going to go, we need to leave early. It takes about five hours to get out there...they might not like visitors, but I heard that they are accepting volunteers for the search and rescue. If they get snotty, we’ll tell them that we are there to help.”

“Sounds good,” I said.

“I just need some breakfast,” she said. “Then we’ll go.”

“Okay.”

I was impatient to be off and I hid it poorly as Paige fixed herself some coffee and eggs. I started tapping on the counter as she sat on one of the stools to eat. It didn’t take her very long to finish breakfast, but it still felt like an eternity to me.

Finally, we were ready to go. She locked everything down then went to the other side of the garage where a car was parked. It was an older model Buick and looked a bit like a boat. It was a pale blue and started up immediately.

“This was my mother’s car,” Paige told me. “She loved it. Took better care of it than Daddy ever did any of his, which is funny, considering he’s a bit of a mechanic.”

I smiled. As I did, I realized that I knew very little about the people who had opened their home to me. I wanted to know more.

“Has Roy always run this gas station?” I asked.

“As far back as I can remember,” Paige said with a little nod. “He inherited it from my grandpa, I think. He doesn’t really talk about how he started running things much. I think he hates it, but he hates cities even more. Mamma liked it here too much for him to ever consider selling. I think he wanted to see the ocean, but Mamma wasn’t interested. I’m the only one that ever wanted to leave seriously.”

“How come you haven’t?” I asked.

She smiled sadly. “It takes a lot of money to start up somewhere new. You gotta have a place to stay, and a deposit for that place, and a job lined up, and I just don’t have the ability. Dreaming is all well and good, but when it comes to reality, I don’t have much going for me.”

“Maybe you will someday,” I told her.

“That’s the point of dreaming – it keeps hope alive,” she said. “Even if nothing comes of it...” She eyed me, noticing my tension. “You may as well get comfortable. It’s going to take us a while to get anywhere.”

“With a name like Six Mile, you would think we were closer to things,” I said.

“I think people thought it was ironic,” Paige said. “But Widow’s Peak is a long way from everything. Even if Six Mile weren’t in the middle of nowhere, it would take forever to get there. That’s just the way of things around here.”

“I found that out the hard way,” I said.

“I suppose you did,” she agreed.

We talked about how Paige grew up in the desert, the fact that she wanted to see green forests and the ocean, and her dreams of being anywhere but stuck at the diner for the rest of her life. The conversation filled up the time, and oddly enough, her troubles made me feel less anxious about mine.

Paige drove at a steady rate of speed, obviously aware of how precious a thing gas was in the middle of nowhere. It took us a little over five hours to get to Widow’s Peak. We followed back roads and roads that were little more than dirt tracks. I was surprised that they bothered to call those dirt tracks roads at all. We bounced up and down with very little grace as the car moved with the lay of the land.

We crested a large hill, and all of a sudden, there was rock around us. The formations were jagged and very large. Great arcs of shadow spread out around us, granting a short reprieve from the intense heat. I stared up at the rocks, impressed and more than a little curious. Something told me they were the rocks I had seen in the distance when I had woken up.

We bounced and jerked our way around one of the outcroppings and I saw a group of people standing near a piece of the fallen plane. The plane was on its side and the nose was broken. Both of the wings had separated from the body. The back end of the plane was five hundred yards from the front end.

Paige swore when she saw the carnage. I agreed with her. It was overwhelming to see incredible pain and death in such an immediate way. Even the people who were searching the wreckage in an organized way seemed chaotic to me around the broken bits of machinery. It was as if they couldn’t keep the chaos of the scene from affecting their movements.

A large man wearing an official-looking windbreaker and hat put his hand out to stop our car. Paige rolled down her window to talk to the man. Their conversation was brief, and Paige was very convincing. He gestured her to an area swarming with vehicles, and Paige cut the engine as she parked.

“So what do you think?” Paige asked.

I was still staring at the wreck. “I don’t see how anyone survived that,” I said.

Paige pointed out the broken back end of the plane. “It was torn in two,” she said. “Maybe you fell out from there.”

“Maybe,” I conceded, though it felt ridiculously farfetched. “I can’t tell anything from just looking, though. I need to talk to someone.”

“I might know a few people,” Paige said with a frown. “We’ll see who’s around.”

“Okay,” I said.

We got out of the car and made our way over to the command center, which was just a large tent spread out over a row of tables. I was not really surprised when I saw Henderson at the table checking the gear of the people that were headed out to search for possible survivors.

When he saw me, he nodded as if he had expected me to come. I realized that my source of information was there. He had no reason to keep things from me.

“I thought I might be seeing you,” Henderson said when we reached the table. He eyed Paige with a curious expression on his calm face. “Paige...it’s good to see you again.”

Paige smiled at him through a delicate blush. “You too,” she said warmly.

“What can you tell me?” I asked Henderson.

“We don’t know why the plane went down right now. The investigators don’t think it was engine trouble, but they’re not sure what else could have caused it to crash into Widow’s Peak.”

“Did the plane split in two when it hit the rock?” I asked.

“They don’t know how that happened,” Henderson replied. “They’re still investigating it. They should have the black box by this evening.”

“How many people survived?” I asked.

“Twelve are in the hospital right now. Eight are missing.”

“Do you know the names of the missing?” I asked.

Henderson found a clipboard and held it out to me. I looked over the names, but none of them were familiar to me. I sighed and shrugged slightly. Henderson didn’t seem surprised. He took the clipboard back from me and looked past us to where people were waiting for his direction.

“I have to oversee the search parties,” he told us.

“How can we help?” I asked.

He told us what to do, where to find gear, and then assigned us to a small group of searchers. Once we had our gear and mission, we were taken out in trucks and dumped in the wasteland. We walked out with the group in a long arc. I didn’t know what they really hoped to find that the others had not already found, but it felt good to be moving. I was glad for the distraction around the burn of my disappointment.

A strange thing happened as I walked around the broken rock. I could actually feel the others around me. There was a sound, like a heartbeat, that connected me to them. It was unusual, but I realized that there was more. I felt a faint heartbeat that was not connected to Paige or the other volunteers. It was coming from another rocky outcropping a mile ahead of us. I frowned as I took in the rocky vista. I was suddenly certain that someone was there. From the way it felt in my chest, there was more than one person there.

I turned to the man who had been put in charge of our group. “Has anyone checked there?” I asked him.

“No one could have made it that far,” he said. “Not with the kind of injuries you get in a plane crash.”

“Can I check it out anyway?” I asked.

“Do what you want,” he said with a shrug. “Just be back at the drop-off point in an hour. You have your walkie-talkie?” he asked.

I held it up to show him. He nodded and refocused on the terrain directly in front of him without another glance in my direction.

“I’ll come with you,” Paige said.

I nodded absently and we started across the mile stretch. I kept my eyes on the outcropping, the sense in my chest growing stronger with every step. The unbearable sadness had been replaced by buoyant emotion. Something about the search had taken away the pain.

Paige and I didn’t talk as we made our way across the floor of the desert. It was too hot to talk. Paige kept drinking from her water bottle, but I remained focused on our destination. It didn’t take us very long to reach the rocks, perhaps twenty minutes, though it felt like a lot longer in my heightened state.

I climbed over the boulders excitedly. The pounding in my chest was getting stronger. I was close; I could feel it. I jumped to another boulder as Paige struggled to climb the first. I jumped up to another and looked down.

A gorge was etched out of the rock below. It was not very tall, but it was steep enough to prevent climbing. The ends of either side of the gorge opened out to the desert again, which explained how the people I was looking at had gotten down there. A surge of exultation ran through me.

I had found five of the missing passengers.

They were huddled in a tight group, and all but one girl was unconscious. The days without water and food had clearly taken its toll.

The girl who had not passed out blinked up at me foggily. Her lips were parched, and she was covered in blood, dirt, and grease. Her eyes were bloodshot, but there was also hope behind the obvious signs of mental and physical exhaustion. She tried to call out, her eyes telling me she had something important to say, but she didn’t have the strength. The heat had taken her voice.

Paige finally reached me. She grabbed my arm as she tried to catch her breath, then she noticed where I was looking. “I’ll be damned,” was all she said.

I raised my radio and told the leader of our group what I had found. He didn’t say anything about his doubt or my apparent luck. He quickly gave me instructions to find a safe way to get to the people and then told me that help was on the way.

With Paige on my heels, I followed the rocks to a low ledge. I followed it until it came out to the entrance of the gorge. It took us another twenty minutes to reach them.

“Do you know anything about first aid?” I asked Paige.

She nodded.

“Go see what you can do then,” I said. “I’ll stay here and make sure the others find us.”

Paige nodded and went to help as best she could as I kept an eye on the horizon. It didn’t take the others very long to get to us. Soon, the rocks were swarming with capable people who knew their jobs well. They attended to the injured with relief on their faces.

Before I knew it, the five were lifted away from the rocky gorge by helicopters and flown to a nearby hospital. More than a few people questioned how the five had been found. It didn’t take our group leader long to point me out as the person who had found them. In the next minute I was surrounded by people clapping me on the back and shaking my hand in appreciation. Paige was similarly congratulated. I shrugged away their compliments with a blush and did my best to shift the credit back to the leader. No one was buying it.

“I guess that’s enough drama for today,” I told Paige when we had a moment alone. “Let’s go back before they start getting crazy ideas about us, like handing out medals, or something.”

Paige nodded. She was uncomfortable as I was with the attention. It was obvious she was used to being ignored. I could also tell that she was curious about the intuition that had led me to the others, but she didn’t ask me about it. She was eager to let me have my victory without complicating it with questions I didn’t know how to answer.

The silence was profound as we drove back toward Six Mile. I didn’t have my answers, but a sense of accomplishment funneled its way through my veins. I had found five people. I had saved lives. There was something profoundly familiar about that sense of accomplishment. It was more familiar than working at the diner or my love of jazz. It went to the root of my soul.

It was dark when we finally got back. Roy was standing behind the counter of the diner as we walked toward the door. He didn’t look happy, but then I couldn’t be sure. He had resting angry-face.

Paige swore when she saw her father. “He’s maddddddd.”

“How can you tell?” I asked.

Paige’s smile was lopsided. “You’d better not go in. He’ll want to act indignant for a while. I’ll calm him down...”

“Okay,” I replied.

I sat down on a low step outside of the large garage and looked up at the stars again. The wind was blowing, but it was nowhere near as strong as it had been when Roy had found me. I could clearly hear Roy ask Paige where she had been. The argument followed quickly after. Apparently, Paige had not told him about our trip in advance, and Roy was mad that she had abandoned the diner and the business without telling him about her plans.

The argument ended with Roy storming out of the diner, muttering about the inconsistency of women in his family. Grumbling, he walked to his trailer and slammed the door behind him. Paige sat down at the counter and turned on the news calmly. His foul temper did not upset her. She was used to it.

The reporter on the news was talking about the two, as of yet unidentified women, who had found the victims through a stroke of luck. How could I explain that I had not found them by luck? It was something more – a thing that was almost tangible in my mind.

I touched my chest curiously, wondering where all the foreign emotions were coming from. It was then that I decided that something profoundly unnatural was wrong with me. I was not just different – I wasn’t human. The yearning to know how I was different was bone deep. I needed to know. It was very important.

It was possible that the people I had rescued would be my key to understanding. Maybe they knew something I didn’t. I would have to find them – I would have to talk to them and see if they held the missing link. Even if they didn’t know something, it was better than wondering if they did. It was better than wasting my time on people who knew about as much as I did about my past.

I scratched at the ring on my finger absently. It was throbbing again. I realized that it had been doing that a lot. A part of me wanted to take it off to keep the throbbing at bay, but another part was drawn to the feeling. Too, it was the only clue I had that someone was out there looking for me. Someone had loved me enough to give me a ring so valuable.

I scratched at it again without considering the oddness of a throbbing ring. My thoughts were too lost on ways I could get close to the survivors without being creepy. The fact that I had rescued them was all the leverage I needed.

But how could I use that to my advantage without announcing to the world who I was? What if I was hiding from some very dangerous people? What if a gang had tried to kill me by dumping me in the desert? I had to walk carefully. The unknown meant that I had to act as if the bad things were the only explanation. Being overcautious never hurt...at least, not as far as I could remember.

There was one obvious solution – I had to get Henderson to help me. He seemed like he cared enough about my fate, and I knew that he would try to help me as far as he legally could. His connection with Paige helped. She might be able to convince him when I couldn’t.

I looked over at her again. The sad lines were back on her face. She looked exhausted and weary. Though she was friendly enough around me, there was definitely darkness in her past. There was something there she was not sharing with me. It made me curious, but I did not want to pry into that darkness without knowing her better, and I certainly did not want to cause another argument between her and her father. Roy was being good to me by letting me stay. I did not want to return the favor by causing family trouble. Could I contact Henderson without her? Something told me that he would be more willing to help me if she were in my corner.

I hesitated as I thought about the trouble I could cause her, then decided that the easiest way to know if she still wanted to help me was to ask her. If she said no, then I would find another way. There was always another way.

I stood silently and crossed the dirt yard. I opened the door and Paige immediately turned to me. Her expression was apologetic.

“Sorry about that,” she said in a tired voice.

“I didn’t mean to get you in trouble,” I said.

“That wasn’t trouble,” Paige said. “Daddy gets stubborn sometimes. We didn’t have business today, he just wanted something to complain about. The pumps run themselves, really, so he’s got no business being upset...He gets irritable because of the isolation sometimes.”

“I guess most people do,” I said.

“It does make you strange after a while,” Paige agreed with a little laugh.

“I wanted to ask you something, but please understand that I think you and your dad have done enough for me already.”

Paige shrugged kindly. “Not much to do out here besides be good to people,” she said.

I smiled. “I was wondering if you could help me with Henderson. He seems to know you pretty well and I thought that my request might sound better coming from you.”

“You want to go see the people we rescued,” she guessed shrewdly.

“Well, yeah,” I said.

“Henderson will help you with that,” she told me. “You don’t need my help.”
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