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      A manuscript is discovered on a curious grave in Glenwood Springs, Colorado. The headstone has no name, no date. The only thing written there is, Know this much is true.

      The first two pages of the mysterious text are missing, but the rest are mostly intact. The pages feel satiny and light, almost magical to the touch. Once you hold the book, you can’t tolerate putting it down.

      It calls you. It owns you. It welcomes you back from the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Quiet now, my Livie. Hush...

        Can you feel me reaching out for you?

        Hush now. Be quiet. Listen, my love!

        Wake up. Open your eyes. Accept your assignment.

        The problem is not to find the answer,

        But to face it.

        Know this much is true.

        For you, for me.

        -A Voice From Within.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        And in my heart I’ve felt you too often to deny.

        I sometimes meet you inside my dreams.

        My love!

        How I’m reaching out for you.

      

      

      

      
        
        "My Love!" by Dimitri Arion
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            Dreamcatcher

          

        

      

    

    
      Elise Phillips had been here before.

      She looked first to the right and then to the left. Anywhere but straight ahead. Yet there was no way to avoid the inevitable storm of terror.

      The odor of adrenaline enveloped her. Disgusted her. Saturated her.

      Her hands shook. Her stomach flipped. Her knees buckled.

      She reached down to check her pulse. One hundred and twenty.

      Too fast, Elise. Slow it down now. You know what will happen.

      She was an expert at biofeedback. She had to be, or there was no way she could survive. In fact, she would have died years ago. Five years ago, to be exact. A heart like hers just couldn't take what a normal heart could. It would fail. Again.

      Breathing slowly in and out, she imagined herself somewhere else. Anywhere but here…in front of the house that had tortured her.

      Why the hell am I here of all places? What's the lesson now?

      One hundred and fifteen. Too high.

      She imagined rolling hills. She imagined the sound, the smell of the ocean spraying the beach. She imagined the first sip of an ice-cold Chai. She imagined dancing slowly to a Dimitri Arion song.

      I don't care who you are; you have to love Dimitri. He's just that good. My love! Yes, Dimitri. How I’m reaching out for you. Take me away.

      She checked her heart rate again. One hundred and ten. One hundred and four. Ninety-eight. Eighty-five.

      Better, baby. You got it now, Elise. Just a little slower, my love. Tell me where to seek your heart, for I cannot find the way.

      Seventy-six.

      Good, baby. You did it. Thanks, Dimitri. Let me start a lifetime loving you.

      She looked back up. Really, she had no other choice. Eventually, she would have to face this house. Eventually, she would have to really face…him. The monster that had...

      Like the smell of her morning breath, his stink was all over her.

      Why now, Elise? What the hell does it want this time?

      She stared calmly at the front of the three-story house. She couldn't risk fearing the structure…nothing more than a vision created by her tripped-up neurons, a projected image formed in her traumatized brain.

      Seventy-four. Good girl.

      The physical strain of an activated sympathetic nervous system threatened her broken heart. She refused to go under the knife again for some experimental cardiac surgery that would probably fail and finally kill her…for real, while simultaneously making her surgeon famous for attempting such a novel approach. She could think of a few more interesting ways to die than on a page in some no-name surgical journal.

      A snow-covered but empty grave in Glenwood Springs flashed in her mind. Jill Vickerey.

      Besides, these days, she held the scalpel, not the other way around. Supposedly.

      Even asleep, she still blamed her mom for ruining her heart.

      Why didn't you give me the damn medicine like the doctor had prescribed, Mom? Why? This is entirely your fault. If I had been stronger…

      The front of the house looked more like a face than a house. The creepy windows stared with eyes full of evil wonder. The wooden planks bore deep crevices, deep wrinkles made from hate. The chimney exhaled rotten, smoky breath. The front door begged she enter its grinning mouth.

      "University of Death opens wide. So, what? You can eat me? I don't think so. Piss off. Not this time. What if I don't go in? You can't make me. I have to be willing, right? I have to walk down those horrible stairs. I have to want to remember what you did to me. Aren't those the rules?"

      Her argument was futile.

      She looked down at her feet moving her body forward. Shit, here we go.

      She was already in the house, heading for the stairs. Thankfully, the stairs up...not the stairs down. Her mind screamed for her to stop. Her gut begged she go back. But her heart, that same broken and bleeding heart of hers, pulled her forward. The pain might have pushed her back hard, but her heart pulled forward even harder.

      Screw this crap!

      Then she saw the numbers. Six, sixteen, thirty-six.

      Six days. Sixteen hours. Thirty-six minutes.

      There was no turning back now.

      The timer flashed on the dirty wall at the top of those same awful, creaking stairs. The metallic scent of blood filled the air and started dripping down the wall. She heard the drip, drip, drip of thick crimson heme stain the musty, old floorboards. Bleach followed. Then she heard the clock tick.

      Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock.

      The lesson had begun.

      That was all the time she had...until someone died.

      Unless she found them. Unless she changed their fate. Unless she faced her deepest demons. Unless she learned the lesson, accepted the assignment...for them both.

      No. I won't. You can't make me. Not again. Not fair. This is my life. My choice. My decision. I don’t want to remember what happened.

      It would be five years ago next month that they had found her mostly dead body on Strawberry Lake. No one knew how she had gotten there. Not even her. Then the surgeons saved her, sort of anyway. She thought she was done having visions, but here she stood smack dab in the middle of one. Damn it!

      She had no memories of her kidnapping, of this house, of him…to speak of. Yet here she was. Again.

      The frost-coated headstone popped back into her mind.

      

      
        
        Jill Vickerey

        Survived by her loving mother.

        May her heart rest in peace.

      

      

      

      In peace? “Whatever, Mom.”

      She glanced at the blood running down the wall. Too much, yet also too little, red goo. May my heart finally rest in peace, not.

      The same evil place. The top of those stairs. Back at that horrid wall.

      What happened to us, Jill?

      The last vision had occurred…one year ago? Elise had effectively ignored it the last time by covering her eyes, sticking her fingers in her ears, and screaming as she ran back down the stairs.

      Not this time. It wasn't working. Shit!

      She awoke, panting in her on-call room still holding onto one word:

      “Levi.”

      It was just a dream, Elise. Just a dream about blue jeans or something. Calm down.

      Even then, though, she already knew better. The space between her eyes felt hot, tingled. Not a dream. A vision. She rubbed her forehead and sighed.

      Maybe she could pretend she didn’t remember. What vision? What house? Me? Who?

      Looking for relief for her parched throat, she grabbed the water bottle and downed it. It wasn’t enough.

      Not better. Crap, crap, crap. I’m screwed.

      She looked at the nightstand table. The pen on the floor had been knocked off the side table. Oh no!

      She glanced at her notepad and shook her head violently side to side in disbelief. Please be empty. Please. Nothing. It’s blank. Please.

      She had to know for sure. Unable to stop herself, she looked back.

      Her wish went unanswered. On her morning patient census, the figures taunted her. The ink, still wet, was scratched across the notepad in her own handwriting:

      

      6  16  36  Jill + Levi

      

      That was all the time she had to save them.
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            Blank Space

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, she had better write the time down then. Otherwise, how would she know when it had expired?

      It was Tuesday, 5:00 a.m., so she had until Monday at 9:36 p.m. to figure it out. To hunt the intended victim down first…before he did. To dissect the clues. To save her…the intended victim. To save herself and the victim both, actually. Whatever that meant.

      Well, who's going to freaking save me?

      She looked at her rounding list. As the on-call Intern, it was her job to see every stinking patient before her Chief Resident showed up. She usually started before 5:00 a.m. so that she could do everything for everybody before anybody else had to get his or her lazy butt out of bed.

      Residency sucks like the Grim Reaper’s vacuum.

      Eleven patients, morning report, one more unnecessary surgery, and then the glory of her own bed. Her own sheets. Her own small joke of an apartment as far away as possible from this bacteria-free death factory.

      As a first year Obstetrics and Gynecology resident at Saint Lutheran's Hospital of Grace, Elise Phillips’ job never ended. Yet, somehow, she remained the boss of no one and nothing. There were the nameless patients to round on, the daily progress notes to write, the orders to march out by hand, and the dressings to change. In surgery, she had the honor of wheeling the surgical patients to the OR, placing the Foley catheter, prepping the abdomen, and then trying to remain still while holding retractors for cases that lasted an eternity. All the while, she did nothing more educational than answer stupid pimp questions so the attending could prove how brilliant he was.

      Attendingswhat a bunch of pricks.

      She hadn't delivered a single baby yet.

      For what? The honor of working eighty, maybe ninety hours a week and taking home a sliver of a doctor's paycheck?

      Screw this. I came here to deliver babies. Where are the sweet, little babies?

      She imagined wrapping the sweet, little creature in a warm blanket and smiled. Then she looked back at her rounding sheet and grimaced.

      She accepted the fact that she had to pay her dues. She just couldn't figure out why. The grand prize of becoming a future slave to insurance companies and call schedules? What was I thinking? I must be a masochist.

      As she turned the corner, breakfast tray in hand, she decided she better develop a new attitudefast. She was almost off call anyway. Really this place could only smother her for a few hours longer. Then she could rest and breathe something other than bleach-soaked disease.

      Besides, the grits looked good this morning. The coffee smelled delicious. The fruit looked fresh. Most importantly, there was a seat open way in the back of the conference room where they held their daily morning report meetings.

      Yes. No one will see me in the back. No more stupid pimp questions for me today. If they ask me to draw out the course of the ureter one more time, I'm going to toss my grits.

      Her brief moment of peace ended.

      "Doctor Phillips? Is that you all the way in the back? Yes, Elise, I'm talking to you. Can you come up to the front and draw out the anatomy of the ureter?" the attending said.

      Elise cleared her throat, turned around, and rolled her eyes.

      “You guys have it so easy these days. When I was an intern, I was too busy for morning report. I had to work and figure it all out myself.”

      That explains it, you creep. Doctor Wilson, my least favorite prick of them all, why I’d be delighted to be made an example of.

      “We were up by three a.m. In fact, I don’t think we even went to bed.”

      “And you walked both ways up hill in the snow with one good shoe too.”

      Elise grinned. The image of Doctor Wilson shoeless, trembling in the snow felt lovely. Showing him up sounded even better.

      It was almost worth the trek to the front.

      As she marched past, she felt thirty pairs of eyes burning holes in her back. All of them thrilled it was Elise instead of them at the board.

      She imagined the words seared across the whiteboard: The Board of Shame.

      Grow up, you fools. Get a life, you bottom feeders.

      But who cared? She was way too tired to give a flip. She traced out the anatomy on the dry erase board.

      She explained and simultaneously drew the figures perfectly.

      "After passing over the bifurcation of the iliac arteries, just medial to the ovarian vessels, the ureter descends into the pelvis. Here, the tube of the kidney is attached to the medial leaf of the broad ligament. Then it crosses down like water under the bridge of the uterine artery in the cardinal ligament about one centimeter from the cervix. Then onto the anterior vaginal wall it travels where it finally enters the bladder."

      The attending’s smile slithered down his face, stained his coat, and oozed onto the floor. He nodded, still scrambling for a way to pick it back up.

      Silence.

      Twenty-nine pairs of eyes scanned the floor.

      Intern Wendi Patterson, front row to the right, covered her mouth, the corners of her smile visible to the intelligent observer, but looked straight ahead.

      No intern ever answered this question correctly post-call. But Elise was no ordinary intern. She was good, damn good. And they all knew it. Some of the senior residents hated her for her natural talent, which they had worked so hard to acquire. If she read it once, it stuck. If she did it twice, it was like she had done it a thousand times.

      Elise stared back the attending. He cleared his throat, straightened his jacket, and fired more questions back at her, several of them well above her years of training or appropriate intern knowledge base.

      Elise wondered when she would finally submit to the game.

      Wendi dug her reflex hammer into her thigh. The pain kept her laughter at bay, but just barely. The remaining twenty-nine pairs of eyes explored the glorious patterns in the carpet accentuated by an odd crumb of food here and there.

      Unable to tolerate this torture another minute, Elise sighed in pretend defeat and tapped her nose like she just didn’t know. "After you repair the hole in the bladder, you take the catheter out the next day. Then you see the patient back at six weeks as usual." She smiled, quite pleased with her answer.

      Twenty-nine confused gasps. One understanding giggle.

      The attending picked his grin back up and plastered it back on his previously sullen face while Elise suppressed her own giggle by pinching her right leg.

      "No. Wrong. Obviously, you aren't paying close enough attention in the OR. The Foley stays in for a week. Duh, Elise. You may sit down now. You must be so tired, being post-call and all. Poor little, sleepy intern. Do better next time."

      She would have smiled at the others when she sat down, knowing it was someone else's turn to be tortured next, but she was just too tired. She could join in the fun of laughing at the next idiot at the Board of Shame tomorrow.

      Then she rememberedsix days and fourteen hours was all the time she had left. She pinched herself again, only this time, hard enough she left a bruise.
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            Butterfly, How Long It Takes to Die

          

        

      

    

    
      Elise parked in the only spot available on the blockthe one behind the alleyway of her four hundred and fifty square foot apartment. Up the ten rickety-rackety white metal stairs she climbed. She looked over her right shoulder and then the left. She checked her pulse. Ninety-five.

      She took a deep breath and unlocked the one-hundred-year-old door with what strength she had left. While the hinge complained with a slow and painful creak from being painted one too many times, she hummed.

      Let me start a life of loving you. Eighty-eight.

      The homeless people were already up and about rummaging through the trash bin in the alley. What they searched for was beyond her. Was it food, half-finished booze, or some forgotten childhood treasure to fill their King Sooper's shopping cart? Seventy-four.

      I'm home late today if the boozers are already up. Damn Denver traffic! Screw you and your snow-covered roads, Colorado. As if the clock didn't count down fast enough.

      She looked at her watch and frowned. Ninety.

      She started the song again.

      Six days. Twelve hours. Thirteen minutes.

      Her shoulders felt heavy, burdened yet again with the task at hand.

      She had always been special. That's the word her mother used: “Special.” Branded was the word she used. Abused was the way she felt. Even as a little girl, she understood things she shouldn't, things she couldn't. A knowing that went beyond normal plagued her as far back as she could remember.

      She was born different.

      The first time it happened, she was only five. She closed her eyes to blow out the birthday candles on her pink butterfly-shaped cake.

      She could still see it clear as day.

      Flash! She was back at her party. The same one soon to be ruined. The smell of wasted pink icing wafted up into her nostrils. Tears streamed down her innocent cheeks. The heat of her five useless candles burned her lips while she stood frozen by the images.

      She had planned to wish for a new puppy. Instead, a vision filled her mind. Her estranged grandmother screamed as flames engulfed her and her small New York City brownstone.

      Elise cried out, impotent to save her granny.

      After that, her mother never looked at her the same. Almost blamed her, it seemed. Like she should have been able to stop it somehow.

      I'm not a butterfly like the cake; I'm a shrunken caterpillar in a melted cocoon.

      Her self-judgment was ridiculous, of course. What could a five-year-old do about a fire two thousand miles away? But she swore next time she would stop it. Next time I will save you. I'm sorry, Granny. I missed you my whole life. I know I would have loved you.
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        * * *

      

      Marcus Kincaid woke up feeling fresh today. He tossed the perfectly white Egyptian cotton sheets on the floor. First he sniffed his right armpit and then the left.

      Ah, fresh as a spring mountain morning. Just like the commercial.

      He slipped on the mahogany floor as he rushed to get ready. Then he slowed down. What did he care if he was late for work?

      It had been almost five years since he lost her, his precious prize. The voices, just a whisper...had already started again. This year, they promised to help him find her, the Queen. They assured him he would be rewarded for his service, for his patient restraint. The wait would be well worth the suffering if only he surrendered to the master plan. Six plans. Six masters.

      Five years ago, he blew it. He lost the best doll of all. She escaped. Well, just barely. She disappeared the morning he planned to give her the precious crown. Then the useless bitch died before he got the chance to kill her first.

      The voices said he was still worthy; he would prove his royalty this time. This year, he would finish it properly. The voices pledged to guide him to victory.

      Who was his next doll? That was the only question left.

      He knew where to go. He knew when. He prepared for the special sign.

      He climbed into the front seat of his Range Rover and headed to the grocery store. Aisle six. She would be on aisle six.

      Perfect. Six was his favorite number.

      He twirled his keys back and forthsix times up, six times down.

      He calmly glanced from one cereal box to the next. He waited for her, waited for the sign.
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        * * *

      

      Jolene Waters rounded the corner while her two-year-old son went into a full-blown temper tantrum.

      "I told you, baby, no more chocolate cereal. It's playing food, my sweet baby. You need growing food, my little man. I love you too much to feed you that junk."

      He cried louder, demanded her surrender.

      "Kiki-Cho, Kiki-Cho, Kiki-Cho, Mommy. L-yut wants Kiki-Cho."

      "Okay, okay, let me see, baby. Let me see," she bargained. "No more tears, baby Elliot, okay? Mommy says okay."

      She knew she shouldn't give in so easily, but what was a loving mother supposed to do? People were staring at her now. Who knew what they were thinking. The store closed in all around her like a coffin. She tasted the disrespect of the other shoppers. She was a failure.

      She felt their eyes through the aisles. Their glares from the check out stands. “Time out...for the screaming baby in aisle six with the blond headed idiot of a mom,” they demanded.

      What a joke. She was the one who needed the time out. Really, did holding her ground matter that much? It was just stupid cereal, after all. Besides, last night had been a good one. She had the money this time.

      If she were a better mother, then maybe she could control her own baby, her own life. My two-year-old runs over me like a bulldozer. No wonder Jimmy never loved me. I'm a big, useless wimp. Who could love someone as worthless as me?

      She never noticed the man observing from the other side of the aisle. Why would she? He was just some guy on aisle six looking at cereal boxes.

      The man discreetly watched her every move.

      She blew Elliot a kiss. She made her cutest face. She did a pretend peek-a-boo behind the cereal box. She had the baby now. She knew it. Game over. Elliotone. Momone. Finally, they were tied again.

      She made the sound of a loving mother. "Sh-sh-sh-sh, baby."

      “The sign. The sign,” the man whispered.

      He clenched his fists. His pants tightened.

      "I love you, my big boy. Good boy, baby Elliot," Jolene said, forgetting all the glaring eyes and furrowed brows of strangers.

      Elliot. The one and only good thing she had left.

      The fiend sniffed her tempting scent as she walked happily past, oblivious to his evil plan. She had made the sign. She must be the one he had come here to find.

      She was chosen.

      As she turned the corner, the man mumbled, “Perfect. She is perfect. The little boya nice bonus. The voices had been right. This doll was definitely worth the wait.”

      

      Six days. Eight hours. Twelve minutes.
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            Dead in the Water

          

        

      

    

    
      Elise slowly dipped her foot in the steaming water. The burn was proof that she was really there, not dead at all like the official documents suggested. As the redness spread from her toes to her knees, she smiled.

      She loved her claw-foot tub even though the white plaster looked more grey than white. She lit the four candles on the lip of the bath and sighed.

      Dimitri sang softly in the background.

      “Oh, Dimitri,” she said. “I wondered if you wrote that song for me. Thank you.” She laughed and climbed in.

      Man, if I had a voice and talent like that, I would leave this stupid place. I would run away and never come back. See you later, Board of Shame. Can't touch me.

      The fantasy offered her release while she succumbed to the glorious intensity of the scalding water. She heard the swish-swish of her heart murmur perfectly in her own ears.

      Who needs a stupid stethoscope to listen to a pig's heart like mine?

      She traced the scar down the middle of her chest.

      But it wasn't just an ordinary scar. Maybe it was a fairy brand...like the one her favorite heroine, Lola Littleton, wore. Lola, the half-fairy princess who saved all seven realms of the magical world from her evil uncle, the self-proclaimed wicked Dark Fairy King.

      After all, just like Lola in the Newberry Medal winning fable, Elise was short…ish with perfectly curly hair that sprung easily into place. And she wore a mark that looked like a scar. At least, so the oblivious humans claimed. But in the fairy world, it was the proof she was half-human, half-fairy. A Firling. She scoffed at the clueless humans; she was half-fairy.

      A smile consumed her lips. One so big she felt the pull of the scars in the corners. The plastic surgeon had done a perfect job. No one could tell but her.

      The smile quickly disappeared.

      She heard Doctor Izmaiof's voice in the back of her mind, "No more hot baths, Elise. It is simply too dangerous. What would you say if you were your own patient?"

      A frown. This was one thing her broken heart shouldn't be able to take away from her. Without this release, she would surely die or evaporate into nothingness.

      She checked her pulse. One hundred and ten.

      Okay, okay, Elise...just a few drops of cold water to cool your pumper down. Just a few degrees cooler. Dimitri, take me down softly, my love.

      She flicked the cold faucet.

      The candles and Dimitri would have to be enough.

      Okay, that's better. Down to ninety-eight. Good girl. And yes...one day, I will take my flawless fairy wings and fly away from this terrible place.

      She climbed out of the bath and wrapped herself in the luxury of the one expensive piece of clothing she owned, her fluffy, white robe. The socks Mom sent were cute, but her robe was spectacular. Heavenly even.

      Come with me, Dimitri.

      As soon as her head hit the pillow, the flashes started.

      Give me a break. Screw this.

      

      Six days. Five hours. Fifteen minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Jolene tenderly wrapped Elliot in his favorite blanket, which was covered with balls from every sport. She traced her baby's forehead down to his cheek softly with her index finger. She blew him a kiss and closed the nursery door.

      Curtain, more like.

      As a mostly uneducated single mother, she didn't have money for luxuries like bedroom doors. A one-bedroom efficiency apartment in this quadraplex would have to do.

      Will it ever be good enough for him? Will he ever understand why I left his daddy? Will he ever forgive me for what I am? God, I’m such a failure. Why can’t I ever get it right?

      Well, back to business. Nap time and at night were the only times she had to make the money they so desperately needed to survive. She picked up the phone and keyed in all the codes. She took a big breath. Some days it was harder than others. But she would do it. She would do anything she had to do to keep him safe, fed, and out of daycare. She knew all about the dangers of daycare. Her mother had told her about closed curtains at daycare.

      She put on an imaginary layer of armor and pulled out her notes. By now she had a few regulars, so she had to keep the stories going. They remembered the story even if she didn't. And if she screwed up...even once, then she would lose the client to one of the other more experienced girls.

      What did a small-town college dropout know about sex talk anyway? She was no pro. But she could pretend. She was good at pretend. She had to be...to survive her childhood.

      Pretend Mom ever loved me. Pretend Mom ever worried about anyone more than herself. Pretend I was ever good enough, ever had a chance to be worthy of anything more than this.

      "Yes, baby. I'm here," she said in her sexiest voice.

      "Tell me more, Lyla," the client said. "I can call you Lyla, right?"

      "You can call me whatever you want. I've been waiting for you. All day, all I could think about was you. You and your love."

      Oh, no. Not love.

      She felt his discomfort over the phone line all the way from Cleveland.

      Never, never say love. They don't want love.

      "I mean you and your manhood. It's so big and painful. It hurts me so good, baby. Give me more. Give me all your lo Ummm...pain. Give it to me good. Give me just what I deserve."

      "Tell me what a useless piece of shit you are, Lyla. Tell me how I can push you around. Tell me how you will beg for mercy when I slap you silly, you stupid whore."

      The client was getting off now. She could hear him. His breathless grunting climaxed with a final gooey gasp.

      She had him hooked with her uselessness. Actually, he had done it for her. She was an expert at this kind of garbage talk. At this, she was a pro.

      She reminded herself that if she kept him on the line for fifteen more minutes, dinner...at least for another night, was served. If the call lasted for thirty, she might be able to keep the heat on for another week.

      Keep the client hot, Jolene. That keeps Elliot warm at night. Whatever it takes to keep that baby safe and sound.

      She imagined herself taking another blanket into Elliot. She pretended to play hide-and-seek with him in her mind. She thought about anything but what she said to the client.

      Her mouth tasted sick from the disgust of it all. She lit a cigarette and hung it out the window. If she smelled burning tobacco, perhaps she wouldn't notice the smell, the stink of shame that saturated her.

      But he's worth it. My baby's worth it. Even this. Even if he is a bastard. ‘Cause he's my bastard.
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      Elise breathed slowly in and out. She could fight the pull inward, or not. What was the point? To attempt to delay the inevitable? Whatever.

      The clock ticked no matter how hard she resisted.

      “What you resist, without fail persists.”

      “Thank you, Doctor Suzie the Super Shrink, for misquoting Jung’s billion-dollar advice. Well, screw your self-help mumbo jumbo bullshit, and try putting someone else on the cover of your magazine for a month or two. Okay?”

      The swirling colors in her mind's eye took over. Now she was spinning, not dizzy just spinning, in a swirling bowl of green peas.

      Green peas? What the hell? Whatever. Surrender, girl. Good, Elise. Don't fight. It just wastes time. Don't think. Just allow. Breathe into it.

      She recited the words of her favorite Mystic. "Spirit didn't give you your breath; Spirit is your breath. It is the grace of what called you into being that fills your lungs. So breathe it in."

      “Okay, Spirit, take my breath away.”

      An old Calgon ad surfaced in her mind, and she chuckled.

      The gateway appeared as always, subtly and then more clearly. She followed it willingly. Slowly at first, and then faster and faster it took her where it would.

      Flash!

      A million glittering lights encircled her as she traveled deep within. An outsider might have said she meditated or prayed or put herself in a self-hypnotic state, but she would have just laughed. All three were exactly the same thing labeled with different names.

      Oh the irony of modern religion and modern self-help.

      Even from another plane of existence, she gagged.

      They are all the same: in to the center of being, in to where the real work needed to be done–the heart space.

      She told herself she was there. Then she was. The inkling was enough. Her faith made it so.

      Her feet were trapped in concrete blocks, but her wasted heart tugged the rest of her forward. She looked up at the three-story house again.

      Why here? What the hell happened to me here? I know this place, yet I don't. Why? Why can't I remember?

      Even in her deep state of connection, she laughed. She already knew the answer to her own stupid question. Probably, anyway.

      Because I don't want to.

      She possessed some awareness of what would happen next. As she explored the depths of the demons that waited for her in this house, she would find cluespieces of clues, at least. Visions were always like that, just bits, just fragments that had to be dissected and put back in the right order. Each clue would likely lead to the next. If she missed even one, that might seal the deal. Then she would fail to learn the lesson and fail to save whoever depended on her.

      For a moment, she considered turning back, getting back in the hot tub and letting her heart implode.

      Why do I have to save some idiot I don't even know? Can't they save themselves and just leave me alone? Didn't I save myself already? Why should that chick’s story end any differently?

      She knew the answer to this question too, of course. By saving them, she really saved herself. Again.

      Because one ride at this circus wasn't enough already? Lifeone cruel bitch coaster.

      She went back in time as she surrendered to the swirling peas.

      Five years ago, she had woken up in a hospital bed in Utah after being emergently transported out by helicopter from the small hospital on the outskirts of Strawberry Lake.

      Who names a lake after a fruit?

      Apparently, the cops found her almost-dead body on some random boat at the Strawberry Lake Marina and Yacht Club.

      How can they call it a yacht club without a single freaking yacht?

      Immediately, she underwent surgery at Salt Lake City Regional Hospital to repair her damaged heart already weakened by a childhood case of rheumatic heart disease. They had to put in a porcine valve and xenograft a new septum, or she would have died.

      A pig valve to fix a pig-hearted goddess so they could give her a new life with a new name in a new city.

      You mean…half-fairy princess. There is no goddess here.

      The peas transformed into hot-n-sour soup.

      As of last week, Elise Phillips stood behind seventy-two others on the heart transplant list. She had moved up three spots last month…because three others had died from a terminal case of low man on the totem pole.

      No one knew how long she had left before she suffered the same fate of bad timing. The doctors couldn't tell her. Her heart, one of the first to survive such a drastic salvage procedure, beat well into no-man’s-land. Each year, her cardio-thoracic surgeon was more thrilled than the last that she was still alive.

      "Perhaps you will outlive me, little lady," he answered the last time she asked her one and only question. Always the same question.

      If not, the pig valve would have to do as long as it could until her bleeding pig heart finally bled to death like all good pig's hearts should.

      We all bleed red when we're dying. Maybe we are all already dead.

      Her visions had just stopped after the accident...or her kidnapping, as the cops called it. She missed them, sort of. Sort of didn’t.

      The afternoon her captor took her, she never came home from the Humane Society where she worked part time. The next two months remained a void, an empty wasteland of nothingness in her mind just like a vault with no keys left to open it.

      The cops kept accusing her of holding out on them. Like she suffered that same victim syndrome the rich girl from California did.

      Patty Hearst-itis for the pig that used to be named Jill.

      After about a thousand attempts, the cops and the head shrinks finally gave in and accepted that she wasn't lying.

      But then, wham! Here she was back again in the world of flashing visions and dreams. This time, of her least favorite three-story househis house.

      From the street, she stared at the structure. She took mental notes. A clue was here somewhere. She had better figure it out, or he was going to kill someone in exactly...

      Six days. Two hours. One minute.

      But instead of walking up the stairs, she fell asleep. She was just too tired to go in and face her demons.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday, 2:37 a.m.

      Finally, Jolene's last client was done; his genetic material spilled like pearl jam all over the floor...or the blanket...or whatever.

      That thought always felt better left...un-thought.

      She walked to her bedroom exhausted and disgusted. Wholly unsure who she hated more, herself or her clients, she suppressed the urge to vomit. The slime of it all threatened to strangle her and crawl right out of her nasty mouth.

      But the heat would stay on for the rest of the month. Thank God. No. Thank the devil.

      She and Elliot lived in Denver, so heat in January was no small thing. It was a matter of life or death.

      She examined her silhouette in the glass shower door and frowned. If she had been born prettier. If she had more curves, perhaps. If she had something special about her, then maybe Jimmy would have loved her enough to marry her.

      She remembered the awful conversation like it had happened yesterday.

      "Mom, I'm having my baby. I am. So just shut the hell up. There is no way I'm going to that clinic where they do that. No way. Not that."

      "But you just started at the community college, honey. This will ruin you. This will ruin us. What am I supposed to do now? You know the plan: college, nursing school, and then...then you can start your own family. Marry Jimmy if he will still have you. Just as long as you have a back-up plan for when he leaves you. Because, baby doll, they always do. Men always leave you for a younger woman."

      Jolene’s thighs ached to sprint away from her mother's painful words. Instead, she paced up and down, back and forth, trying to find the words to defend herself and her unborn baby.

      Her mother shook her head and avoided eye contact as she continued. "And what about me, Jolene? How easily you forget about your mother. About all the things I've done for you. The things I sacrificed. All of it for you. What about me? What about our plan?"

      "I should have told Jimmy about the baby first, Mom. This isn't fair. What about what I want? It's my life, too."

      "Not anymore, Ms. Slut! Whore! Not if you have his bastard. That's what this is, a godforsaken bastard. Jimmy will leave you, too. I know it. Just like your daddy did. Jimmy doesn’t want a baby with you. I know what I'm talking about. How could he love you? Look at you."

      Those aching thighs got the best of her. She covered her mouth to stifle the screams while she ran out the back door. Without a dollar or a suitcase, she went to the first big city she could find. Anyplace but home would do. What could be home now? Anywhere far enough away from Cheyenne would have to do.

      She still heard her mother's terrible words in her sleep.

      Denver seemed right. Big, but not too big.

      One and one-half hours later, she pulled off I-70 into Denver proper.

      The sign on the street said Room Vacant, so she stopped the car and took it. Washington Park sounded full of hope, full of promise.

      In history, she had loved the old stories about George Washington and the cherry tree even if they later proved to be a big fat lie. Funny thing…how her teacher taught the class about telling the truth by telling a lie. And good old George owned the dollar bill. Maybe he owned her ticket to the big bank of life, far away from the life she screwed up so badly?

      She tried to call back home once, but she hung up as soon as she heard her mother's voice.

      "Jolene? Jolene, baby girl, is that you?"

      The sting of the blade still cut too deep.

      Click. The line went dead.

      In that second, she decided to raise Elliot all by herself. She didn't need her pushy mother. She didn't need anyone. She didn’t even need God.

      She never told Jimmy about the baby. She had started to right before she had left. She rushed over to his place, trying to be as brave as possible.

      Maybe he would help her. Maybe he could love her no matter what.

      He had been watching a program on the television. A news flash cut in about a doctor murdered at the local woman's clinic. When she saw the expression of horror on his face just hearing about the clinic, she ran, hand over her mouth, to her car. She couldn't risk facing that look, his rejection, and vowed she would never tell him the truth. And if he told her to have...an abort She couldn't even stomach the half-formed word. No way. She loved her baby already. Bastard or not, he was her everything.

      While she snuggled tightly in with Elliot, she asked for her baby’s forgiveness. She begged that one day she would be worthy of him, her little precious bastard.

      "I love you. Forever and always. Always and forever.” She put her fingers to her lips softly and pressed them to his cheekthe cheek she loved more than anything.

      The words felt truer to her than any words she had ever spoken. He filled a void within her that was so big that it otherwise would have swallowed her completely. She loved him so much that her chest ached from the pressure of it. Her heart threatened to break free from her body just to be one bit closer to him.

      A half-formed tear moistened her cheek as sleep fell heavy and hard on her broken heart, her broken life, and her broken self-worth. Then it landed perfectly on the pillow of her beloved bastard's cheekthe cheek she loved more than anything.
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        * * *

      

      The Range Rover waited patiently around the corner in the parking lot at Pete's All-Night Liquor and Snack Shop. The heat of its engine cooled quickly in the freezing drizzle. The tires rolled effortlessly out of the piss-stained ground cover that was nothing compared to the formidable ice in Steamboat Springs.

      “Denver babies don't even know what real ice looks like.”

      The car spit radiator fluid at the boozers that stumbled past.

      The curry hook in the front seat just wondered when it would ever get used for anything other than Chinese food. “Really? Garlic chicken again?”

      The back hood creaked with complaint to open for the bag of trash its master brought back from the alleyway behind the lady's house.

      It slammed shut again in disgust.

      “Trash? Seriously?” the SUV shrieked.

      The odor of baby vomit, maxi pads, old McDonald's french fries, and rotten waste-soaked baby diapers flooded the Range Rover. It was not pleased. Wasn't it supposed to be a luxury vehicle?

      “Perhaps the garlic chicken isn’t so bad after all.”

      The back right tire of the SUV snapped a defenseless cockroach's back in two as it rolled away. As the creature seeped his brown, slimy innards on the asphalt, the vermin found a fleeting moment of peace; his struggle for shelter this winter had finally ended.

      Once the Rover pulled into the driveway, its master noticed the way it glided to a perfect stop before its four-wheel-traction system kicked in. A sound, somewhat hollow and soft like a cloud of marshmallow, welcomed the SUV home.

      Soon, the master wouldn't be alone. Maybe next time he'd have a new doll with him. Another doll to join the others. The master looked up at his three-story house and grinned.

      "I'm home, honey." The master winked at the window.

      If the lights hadn’t already turned off, the SUV would have winked, too. The front of the house had always reminded the Range Rover of a face.

      The master walked through the front door.

      "Open up and say ‘ah’. The Doll Doctor is back," he announced.

      The familiar scent of bleach wafted out the door, and the tires sunk into the snow for tonight’s rest.

      

      Five days. Fifteen hours. Seventeen minutes.
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