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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...

      

    

- - - -
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THE NIGHTMARES GALLOPED roughshod through my dreamscapes. Every night, every nap.

Not that I could do a lot about them. They were always the same ones. 

During my sleep-interrupted nights, they were waking my husband and even the children sometimes.

That morning, I woke up alone in our bed. 

When I did sleep, it was always a hard one - nothing could wake me. His rising to work, and getting his own breakfast without me - that fueled my discontent.

Dressing this morning, I saw the dark circles under my eyes and resolved - something had to be done. Today.

Why those nightmares kept coming had something to do with my amnesia.

If those were my memories, I only wished the first ones weren't about my childhood home exploding in flame. 

Along with the idea I somehow caused all that...
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ARTHUR WAS GONE WHEN I woke up. 

Out of habit, I looked over at the large calendar I'd hung on a nail in the far wall. It was my 45th birthday. There had been forty-five days since I woke up here, without any past. I was supposed to be dead. But was very much alive. 

There were two things I was happy about that morning, even though my face wore a frown.

The first was waking up alive once more.

The other was being surrounded by the real world and not a recurring nightmare.

My dreams had become more and more depressing and violent. 

The girls were big enough to sleep in their own room now. So my husband Arthur was the only one I interrupted now with my thrashing and yelling.

He wasn't in bed with me now. 

But I could hardly tell where he had slept, since the covers and sheets were all tossed and tangled. Pillows, too. A veritable storm had hit that quiet room.

A storm that seemed to quit only when I was awake. 

Rising to dress, I looked at myself in the dresser mirror.

Dark circled eyes stared back at me. Disheveled, long black wavy hair.  A fright mask, for sure. 

Meaning – I had to do something to fix this. My life couldn't get much worse, as I felt like I had nothing to lose. 

Except for our two beautiful kids, and my loving, devoted husband. Between them, they'd saved my life and given me something to live for.

For them, and for me, something needed to change. Today.

- - - -
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I FOUND MY HUSBAND Arthur at the restaurant. My restaurant. Sitting with his parents, Jim and Sandy,  all together for breakfast. All smiling and talking about family things, I imagined. Once I got through the glassed front door with that dinging bell over it, they all looked up at me with their bright smiles, and I relaxed.

I was surrounded by love, which pushed my worries to the back of my mind.

Coming over to sit with them, Arthur got up to help me with my chair – not that he had to, but that's always appreciated.

Some weeks ago, he'd quit asking me about how I slept. Probably because he knew. His holding me in his strong arms and against his broad chest was one of the only ways I could get to sleep again.

Arthur's dad spoke first. “Molly, I think it's time we told you about the Lazurai history, as short as it is. Something in that might explain what might be affecting your dreams.”

Arthur put his hand on mine. “Darling, those bad dreams could be  from your life before you first woke up here. Your memories may be coming back.”

I tensed. “Meaning that one particular recurring vision of my home blowing up and me to blame for it?”

At least now it was all in the open. 

I just shrugged and looked down at my place setting. Everything laid out in precise order. But the plate, like my memory, was empty.

Arthur's mom tried to help. “Molly, you know we're here for you...”

I looked into her emerald green eyes. “Sandy, I appreciate that. And you've all been so helpful to me. And all I want is to help you in return as part of  your family. It's just those dreams are so – extreme.”

Sandy looked to her husband, Jim. He met her eyes with a glance, then looked to Arthur, then to me. “Molly, we know that. And so we think it's time for you to find out the reason for those dreams.”

Jim's eyes were a deep blue, and I could see how his mother had fallen for him. A very kind blue.

Arthur squeezed my hand. “My parents said they'd care for Hami and Rochelle so we could take a road trip.”

I turned to him. “Road trip? I don't need a vacation!”

Of course that outburst gave all of them pained looks. 

“Well, yes, I'm tense, but I work that out in the kitchen with new recipes...”

“Darling, it's not about your stress, it's a way to find out where and when all those nightmares are coming from.”

- - - -
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ROCHELLE AND HAMI TOOK it well.

They'd grown so fast. Up to my shoulder now. But then, Sandy had explained a lot about how the virus affected growth rates. Fast at first, and then slowing down when they were still pre-teens. At that point, they would start getting a very balanced education. Book-learning, of course, and also hands-on apprenticing from the adults around them. Any craft or trade they wanted, and often Lazurai children chose several. 

As explained by that old saying, “No one school has all the teachers.”

Also, kids are curious by nature and are wired to learn more than one discipline. The point was to let them try out all sorts of things until they found what they really liked,

Of course Hami already had fallen into cooking and baking. Hami was teaching me things now, and going through all the cookbooks she could find. Literally trying every single recipe until she mastered it in all its variations.

Rochelle was a healer and practicing on pets and wild animals for now. For cuts and scrapes, the kids would run down to her “clinic” and come back with hardly a scratch showing. Rochelle would often find me after breakfast and ease the tension in my mind by just taking my hand with hers.  

Both of them were amazing successes. 

Sandy and Jim had started a library from all the books available in that town, adding on to the old one-room school house with another wing. One that seemed to be ever growing inside with more packed book shelves squeezed in every time I visited. 

Our kids loved their grandparents and it was mutual. They were getting the best care possible. And lapping it up.

- - - - 
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ARTHUR BORROWED HIS friend Toby's tow-truck and loaded it up with everything we'd need. 

We both hugged everyone who came to see us off, starting and ending with our kids and Arthur's parents.

Then we started out. 

Arthur wanted to visit his old home first. Near where his parents found him abandoned as a baby.
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