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“You will understand why . . . someday.”
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The old man looked over the golden, sun-kissed fields from the covered porch of his old farmhouse and smiled. It was time. His story needed to be told, and he was the only one who could tell it. 
He walked inside to his desk, pulled out some blank pieces of paper from a drawer, and dipped his quill into the small container of ink recessed in the wood. This was to be his last piece of expression, an account of the end of his farming life and what had felt like lifetimes of struggles before he had awakened to the truth. He never once thought about who would read it; he only knew that it needed to be written.
Pausing with the black point of the quill almost touching the page, an understanding washed over him, one of the many he frequently experienced that came infused with a level of certainty that made doubt impossible and the perceived outcome inevitable. He now knew that only one person would ever see the finished manuscript, despite the past calls for it from many who had listened to his lessons. Only one, but she would be enough.
She would know when she happened upon the story, know that it was something different, something that would speak to her young but incisive mind more deeply than anything she had read before. Even though it would take her years to fully understand it, she would quickly see, feel, and accept the profound connection she had to him, the author and subject, one that was both realized and unrealized at the same time, dancing in a never-ending partnership that served them both. In one sense, their past and future together had already been written.
He wrote the first words in large letters across the page, a title that he knew would help grab her attention, A Tale of Awakening. He thought for a moment about adding his name below it as most writers did, but he wasn’t that person anymore. That man had died long ago. Besides, with only one reader, did it really matter?
He closed his eyes.
When he opened them, a smile again spread across his face. He dipped his quill in ink, brought it to the page, and chuckled as he wrote, by Erich Evepret. It was a name that some might understand if they were to have the opportunity to read the story and reflect on it, but alas, the one reader of the tale would not comprehend it, at least not initially.
He often communicated more than what the spoken word could convey, and those who had attended his talks could often discern those deeper symbolic or layered meanings, if they were ready to recognize and experience them. Most, however, were not in a place where they could understand, despite their desire to. The words on the page before him held more significance than simply the name that the letters formed.
He knew his one reader would be open to these subtle meanings, even if she were not able to fully grasp them when she read the story he was about to begin. But she would be ready. She had to be, as she unknowingly was a part of what made his transformation possible. Because as much as this was his story to tell, it was also hers.
The old man flipped the title page to the side, uncovering a fresh, blank sheet. Pausing but for a moment, he began to write, and his tale about friendship, love, life, mystery, and the extraordinary experiences that led to his death began.
It was a beginning, but also the beginning of the end.
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Walking home from school, Anna’s eyes darted to a man pushing a cart of pots and pans on the cobblestone street. The uneven surface rocked the cart erratically, and the resulting clinking and jangling of metal stood out against the muted sounds of conversation as the city’s residents and merchants went about their afternoon business. 
With his heavy boots, scorched trousers, and leather topcoat, Anna assumed he worked at the forges located outside the city on the southern road. She had never been there, nor much outside the city at all, but the man’s rough appearance reminded her that there was so much more than what she had experienced in her young, sheltered life under the watchful eyes of her parents.
Behind the man, over the slate roofs of the low, timber-framed buildings that lined the street, she could see the Grand Wall in the distance, the massive, impenetrable barrier that encircled the city and surrounding lands.
She normally didn’t register the Wall’s presence, as it was leagues away and an accepted background to daily life within the Territories, but today was different. Something about it drew her attention as its lengthening shadow reached for her across the city in the waning afternoon light. It looked different, felt different, and she didn’t understand why.
Distracted thinking about it, she barely heard her friend, Melissa, talking.
“It’ll just be us, and maybe any boys you want to invite,” Melissa said, giggling. Their friend, Laura, was walking with them.
“Um, what?” Anna said, bringing her attention back to her friends.
“Your birthday. Tomorrow, right? Thirteen?”
“Yeah, right,” Anna said. “Uh, let’s just make it us.” She wasn’t interested in boys, and she liked spending time with her two best friends.
Switching topics to voice what she was thinking, she said, “Hey, does the Wall seem different today?”
“What do you mean?” Laura asked.
“I don’t know. It seems different in some way.”
The three girls stopped and looked into the distance.
“Looks the same to me,” Melissa said.
“Me too,” Laura said.
“Why? Do you think it moved?” Melissa said under her breath as they began walking again.
“I don’t know,” Anna said. “It doesn’t look like it did. Maybe I’m just seeing things.”
“Well, at least it keeps us safe from the crazies,” Laura said. “I don’t want to go through what my grandparents went through.”
“Yeah, me neither,” Melissa said.
Anna’s grandparents’ generation had experienced an attack on the Territories from the foreigners who lived in the wasteland outside the Wall. The assault was unsuccessful, of course, due to the strength and size of the barrier and the valiant fighting of the Grand Army that repelled the invaders. Since then, there hadn’t been any attempts by outsiders to breach the Wall, and it remained a protective fortification that kept the residents of the Territories safe from external dangers. Anna hoped the foreigners had learned their lesson from the defeat.
As the girls continued their walk home, Anna thought about the mysterious origins of the Wall and its occasional, inexplicable movement, or so the rumors went. The government had banned talking about it, so Anna only knew what she had overheard from the hushed whispers of others. Apparently, the last time it had miraculously expanded was the night before she was born, somehow enlarging the realm of the Territories. No one understood how or why, and because it was forbidden to discuss, citizens within the Wall eventually accepted its new position and went about their lives as before, except for the occasional murmurs about it.
One such rumor was that it was subject to the magic of the Ancients, a tribe from long ago that supposedly knew how to mysteriously transform physical objects, so either their magic had been discovered or the Wall itself had been enchanted at their hands, causing its movement. But not having experienced anything strange about the barrier in her lifetime, she only really knew it as a fixture in the landscape that offered protection from outsiders. Besides, magic was only possible in the fantastical stories she liked to read, and in her imagination.
“Okay, so, your party,” Melissa said, bringing the conversation back to Anna’s birthday. “How about three o’clock? I’ll make sweet biscuits.”
“Yum!” Laura said.
“Yes, yum!” Anna repeated. “I’ll definitely be there.”
“Me too,” said Laura.
“Uh,” Melissa said, looking at Anna and making a face, “don’t you have to check with your parents first to make sure it’s okay?”
She was right, but Anna didn’t want to acknowledge it. It was embarrassing enough that her friends knew how controlling her parents were.
“It’s not a problem. It’s my birthday, it’s a Saturday, and I can do what I want,” she said, almost convincing herself with her tone. But underneath her words was the familiar, unsettling feeling she always had when she had to ask her parents’ permission for something. However, because it would be her birthday and she would only be with her close friends, who her parents already knew, she felt somewhat confident that she would be allowed to go. If any boys were to attend, though, she was sure she’d have to stay home.
The girls took a shortcut off the main road near the marketplace down a street known for its inns and taverns. Although Anna’s parents had told her to avoid certain places like this, she and her friends often shortened their walk home from school this way. She risked her parents’ anger by defying their directives, but she felt this was a minor infraction and her parents hadn’t yet found out, so she and her friends continued to do it.
Most of the buildings on the street were similar, displaying white walls that contrasted with the dark, exposed timbers that framed them. A woman in an older, shabby dress adjusted her bonnet before linking arms with a man in a wrinkled suit, and together they proceeded through one of the entrances. A boy in a cap followed, carrying two suitcases. A few pairs of eyes in the windows lingered unpleasantly on the girls as they passed, their owner’s hands gripping drinks like they were extensions of their bodies. Walking past a small alley next to one of the taverns, Anna could see a large cart delivering barrels through a side door, the casks marked with the symbol of the main whiskey producer in the Territories.
Before crossing the next intersection, she glanced up at the funnel-shaped device sitting atop a pole on the corner. It was a loudspeaker, a strange piece of equipment that somehow increased a person’s voice so that it spoke louder than even the loudest orator. They were located all over the city and throughout the Territories and were supposed to be the way the Territory Governors warned residents of dangers coming from outside the Wall, but they hadn’t been used for that in years. Consequently, she rarely gave them notice, except for when they occasionally and inhumanly screeched to life with test announcements, which sent their deafening messages across all the land within the Grand Wall. Only then did she pay attention. But her gaze now lingered for a moment on the device.
“What about tonight?” asked Laura. “What are you doing with no school tomorrow?”
“I’ll check with my mother but can probably do something,” Melissa said.
Anna knew that asking her parents to spend time this evening and tomorrow away from home would be too much. There were limits to their permissions. “You know me. I’ve got to study,” she said.
“Even though it’s the weekend?” Laura asked.
“How do you think she keeps getting perfect scores on tests?” Melissa said.
It was true. Anna was a good student and always aced the exams. Some of it was her natural smarts and some was the rigid study structure imposed by her parents. At times she was thankful for the intense, forced schedule, but lately it had begun to feel overly burdensome and stifling to her newly-budding desire for independence, a sense of freedom that beckoned to her from behind the shadows of chores, studies, and obedience to her parents’ and society’s rules and regulations. She hoped her parents would let up and allow her to do more of the things she wanted to do as she got older, maybe even once she got past this birthday, but she wasn’t holding her breath given past experience.
“I wish I had better study habits,” Laura said, looking down. “I want to do better in school.”
“Do you want to study tonight?” Anna asked, hoping for the company. “I’m sure it would be okay for you to come over.”
“Are you kidding? No way! It’s the weekend!” Laura said, holding her arms out and skipping a few steps down the street. All three laughed, and Melissa and Anna followed, skipping as well. Anna played along, but she hadn’t been kidding.
They continued joking and talking about their plans for tomorrow for the next few blocks until they came to the street where Laura and Melissa lived. Although the two girls were in different lodging houses, they were close enough to be able to hear each other yell from their balconies. Anna wished she lived closer to them to be able to do that. She wished a lot of things were different.
Melissa and Laura said goodbye to Anna and promised to see her tomorrow for the party. Anna continued home alone—only a few minutes away—glancing once again at the enormous wall in the distance.
Having paid such little attention to it previously, she now felt her skin crawl slightly as she observed it, and it wasn’t because she found it annoying that it put the city in shadow more than she liked. It reminded her of being confined, the same feeling she experienced from spending so much time in her small bedroom studying when she wished she could go out to explore the city and surrounding farms and forests. All within the Territories, though, as there was no way to go beyond the Wall even if she wanted to. It was said to be impossible to pass and that those who had tried were never heard from again.
With her robust imagination fed by the many fictional stories she liked to read, she began fantasizing about how the immense barrier might have been constructed, envisioning great beasts carrying the enormous boulders and wizards magically levitating the stones to stack them to heights never before reached, finishing just in time to stop the advance of the terrible, disfigured army that lived in the harsh, inhospitable environment outside the Territories. She visualized herself there at that time, approaching the Wall and miraculously passing through it to see the barren world that existed on the other side. In front of the terrifying army, with a wave of her hand, she transformed the landscape into a lush forest teeming with life, and the army realized they didn’t have to fight anymore and dropped their weapons, for the resources they had been fighting for were now abundant around them.
She often took a brief excursion like this to another world, painting imagined excitement into her overly-structured life, which provided a taste of the limitlessness she wanted to believe was possible. These internal journeys, as well as knowing she would eventually be out from under her parents’ stern supervision, helped her get through her busy and outwardly uninspiring days.
She followed her usual route home, a left by the bakery that had the most delicious sweetcakes, a right by the tailor shop, then a few blocks before another left onto the street where she lived. Several whitewashed, two-story houses lined the lane, as well as some shops, and because it was on the shortest route between the marketplace and one of the main streets that led to the city center, it was a common pedestrian thoroughfare. She could see her mother on the balcony beating a rug hanging over the railing, the coif on her head whiter than the grubby apron that mostly covered her brown dress.
Anna lived with her parents in a lodging house, like her friends and many in her school, an old, exposed beam, wood and plaster structure consisting of two apartments on the second floor, hers and another family’s. A shared, single washroom down the hall held a washbasin and pitchers of water brought up from the communal kitchen on the first floor. Next to the kitchen was a combined sitting and eating area, and out the back door was the privy.
Anna was fortunate to have her own bedroom, as many of her classmates did not, and she wondered if it had anything to do with her father working for the government as a constable. Friends at school sometimes talked about wanting a government job when they got older because it carried a higher standing than many other professions, and anything that was closer in status to the Territory Governors was respected and valued. And as the Governors created and enforced the laws of the Territories through their council, they seemed to be able to influence the distribution of extra benefits, like better living spaces and access to more refined goods. Those they trusted and employed were most often the recipients, so Anna wasn’t surprised at her classmates’ desires.
Several people walking on the street glanced up at Anna’s mother with irritation as they passed through the dust cloud descending from the beaten rug. Anna waved to her mother, held her breath through the cloud, and entered the house. She could still hear the thumping of the stick against the rug as she climbed the stairs to the apartment’s main door, which was open. Throwing her satchel of books on the bed in her room, she joined her mother on the balcony.
“Hi.”
“Hi.” Her mother waved her hand to try to clear the lingering dust in the air in front of her. “How was school?”
“Good.” Anna leaned on the railing and looked into the distance at the faraway Wall. The uncomfortable feeling from before lingered, and she wanted to wriggle out of it but didn’t know how.
“Ma, why can’t we talk about the Wall?”
Her mother stiffened. “Why do you ask?”
“I don’t know. It just seems strange that it’s not allowed.”
“Well, whether it’s strange or not, it’s the law.”
“I know. I guess I’m just curious about it. What did you think when it moved?”
“We’re not talking about this. You know better.” Her mother’s voice had that clipped tone that indicated Anna was approaching a line she shouldn’t cross. Her mother turned to go inside but not before saying, “And what did I think? I wasn’t thinking. I was giving birth.”
Alone on the balcony, Anna thought that it wasn’t a good time to ask about going to Melissa’s tomorrow.
A blaring tone suddenly screeched from the loudspeaker on the street corner, causing Anna’s body to jolt in surprise. Two more tones rising in pitch quickly followed as her mother returned to the balcony. Anna hadn’t heard the higher-pitched sounds before—usually, three even tones preceded a test message—but she knew from school what the rising tones meant: the government was issuing a warning.
Anna froze in place, staring at the loudspeaker, her mother behind her with her hands on Anna’s shoulders. The sound of the tones echoed across the city before a loud, heavy voice crackled to life.
This is a Level 1 Warning by the Council of Governors. We have discovered an enemy force assembling outside the Grand Wall. Do not panic. Currently, it is many days away, and we are doing what we can to prevent any attack, but we are preparing the Grand Army as a precaution. Please see your zone’s manual for the necessary steps you must take for your designated area. This is a Level 1 Warning.
Anna’s mother had moved to Anna’s side and was holding her tightly, although Anna wasn’t sure how tightly because she was firmly holding onto her mother as well. They looked down at the people listening in the street as the declaration repeated two more times. The message closed with three rising tones.
Worried but oddly excited at hearing her first ever warning, Anna asked, “What does it mean?” and looked up at her mother, whose abnormally crinkled forehead expressed a combination of surprise and concern.
“Just what it says, dear, that the government is looking out for us.” Her words didn’t seem to match her look.
“What do we have to do? What’s in the manual?”
“We just need to be aware of anything suspicious going on and to stay alert for the next steps, if any, but we can ask your father when he comes home.”
Anna nodded. Being a constable, her father might have some idea about what was going on.
Her mother gave her a squeeze and they walked back inside. “I’m sure it’ll all be fine, dear,” she said. “There’s never been anything beyond a Level 2 Warning, at least not in my lifetime, and we were never in any danger. And don’t forget, we have the Grand Wall to protect us, and it’s never been breached.”
Her words reminded Anna that they were indeed safe within the Wall, but hearing her first warning coupled with her uneasy feeling when glancing at the barrier on the way home left her worried, and she wondered if things were going to be different this time.

      [image: image-placeholder]Anna’s father didn’t come home for their scheduled dinner, which was unusual, so her mother kept the family’s meal warm in the kitchen while the occupants of the other apartment—a middle-aged couple with no children—ate quietly at the downstairs table. When the pair finished, they went upstairs to their apartment, barely having spoken a word. They never seemed much for conversation, and Anna found them a bit odd.
As it was getting late, Anna and her mother decided to eat without Anna’s father. This gave Anna an opening to ask her mother about the party tomorrow.
In between slurps of chicken and vegetable soup, Anna asked, “Ma, Melissa and Laura want to have me over tomorrow afternoon for my birthday. Is that okay?” She filled her spoon again.
“Will it be only you three girls?” her mother asked. “Anyone else? Any boys?”
Anna swallowed the spoonful. “No, we talked about it and agreed it would be just the three of us.”
“How long will it go for?”
“I don’t know, maybe an hour or two.”
“Do you want to have them here?”
“No, that’s okay. Melissa’s excited to have it there, and to make sweet biscuits.”
“Sounds nice. That should be fine, but we need to check with your father when he gets home.”
That wasn’t exactly the resounding endorsement Anna was looking for. However, if it was good enough to satisfy her mother, then maybe she would help Anna make the case to her father.
“Do you think father got delayed because of the warning?” Anna asked.
“Probably. You know he’s occasionally late. I’m sure he’ll be home soon.”
As if on cue, the heavy thumping of her father’s boots in the entryway declared his arrival. He lumbered inside with a big sigh, his nightstick swinging from the belt around his dark blue, square-shouldered, constable’s coat that filled the doorway. One hand clenched what looked like the evening paper. As he entered, he removed his constable’s cap with his free hand.
Saying nothing, Anna’s mother immediately rose and scurried to the kitchen to get him his meal as he tossed the paper and cap onto the table and took off his belt and hooked it over the back of an empty chair, the nightstick clapping against the chair leg. He stared at Anna’s mother in the kitchen while he unbuttoned his coat and threw it over the back of another chair. Walking to the head of the table, he sat next to Anna.
Anna looked up at him. His messy red hair framed his lean face, sharp jawline, and tight-lipped mouth. He seemed distracted, as he often did when he came home, but there was something different about him this time. He usually at least acknowledged her when he came in.
Anna’s mother brought his meal and placed it before him. “Honey, I didn’t know when you’d get home, so we started without you.”
He mumbled thanks and looked down at Anna. “You said a prayer before eating, right?”
Anna nodded. They had, albeit a brief one.
Her mother sat back at the table and her father extended his arms to hold their hands. They all bowed their heads.
“Perceiver, Grand One, we thank You for the creation of the world,” he began, “and for Your wisdom and guidance, without which we would be lost. We thank You for creating the Grand Wall, which protects us from the immoral heretics who wish to do us harm. We thank You for the Territory Governors, who ensure we stay safe and ordered during the dangerous times we are entering. And we thank You for this meal and how You guided it to our bodies to sustain our ongoing battle against those who wish to undermine Your cause. Amen.”
Anna and her mother said, “Amen,” and her father let go of their hands and began eating.
After his first mouthful of soup, he looked down at Anna, reached over, and gave a tug on her red-haired ponytail. “How ya doing, child?” he said.
“Good,” Anna responded, breathing a sigh of relief. She sometimes didn’t know what to expect when he got home. At least he wasn’t in one of his irritated moods, which could escalate easily and make her want to hide in her room. Tonight, he seemed to be reflecting on something, and his prayer included “dangerous times,” which she hadn’t heard him say before. She assumed it had something to do with the warning. Still, his playful tug on her hair gave her hope about getting permission to go to the party tomorrow.
They continued eating in silence. After a few spoonsful, he asked, “Did you hear the warning?”
Anna nodded while her mother said, “Yes, what’s it all about?”
“Well, I can’t really talk about it, but at this stage, we need to be on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary.”
“Like what?” Anna asked.
He glanced down at her with a blank expression that reminded her of how she had seen him on the street as a constable. It was intimidating because it seemed to strip away any humanity from whomever he was looking at, and it sent a chill down her spine. “Anything that looks different than usual,” he said and turned back to his bowl.
Different than usual. Anna thought of the feeling she had when observing the Wall earlier and wondered if that counted. She couldn’t convey what she had seen or felt, except that it was different, so she quickly dismissed the thought.
“Are we in danger?” her mother asked.
Anna’s father swallowed and said, “No, not yet, but this isn’t like the previous warning.” He then looked directly at Anna’s mother, holding her gaze for a few seconds, before continuing to slurp up soup.
Anna knew well enough that that look meant that her mother shouldn’t ask any more questions about it. Still, Anna wondered what he meant.
They continued to eat in silence, with Anna and her mother finishing before her father. Anna gave him a few minutes to fill his belly further before asking her big question.
Swallowing heavily, she braced herself and asked, “Can I go to a birthday party tomorrow afternoon that Melissa’s having for me? Laura will be there too. No one else.”
“Oh, is it your birthday tomorrow?” her father asked, angling his head to look at her. His slight smile gave away that he knew the answer. Anna was happy to see it and smiled back, nodding. He had remembered after all.
“Have you asked your mother?” he said.
Anna nodded again. Her father looked at his wife, who dipped her head in acknowledgment. 
“Okay, but you come home immediately if anyone else shows up, especially boys,” he said, pointing his spoon at her.
Anna eagerly nodded again, trying not to display too much excitement. She had passed her biggest hurdle and would be able to go.
“Do you still not want us to do anything for you here for your birthday?” her mother asked.
“No, thanks,” Anna said. “It’ll be enough to go see my friends.”
“Well, why don’t we take you out for a gift in the morning,” her mother said, looking for confirmation from her husband, who nodded while scraping the bottom of his bowl. “How about the bookshop? You haven’t gotten a new book in a while.”
Anna nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, thank you!” She loved to read but had consumed all the books on her bookshelf at least twice and could use a new story.
“You’ll do some studying tonight, right?” her father said, more of a statement than a question.
Anna nodded.
“Including your faith studies?” he added, looking down at her. Again, it was more of a statement, and it implied that she wouldn’t be able to go to Melissa’s if she didn’t obey.
She nodded again. She would study, at least some, but then probably switch to a fictional story and read late into the night, something she had been doing more and more lately. And she could stay up later than usual and sleep in tomorrow because it was the weekend, and her birthday. She actually didn’t need to study that hard or that long anyway because she learned things quickly and retained them well, so extra study time often meant that she could either get ahead in her lessons or pretend to study and instead read one of her books. Her parents wouldn’t know, and she was fine with that. It was one of her few consistent acts of rule-breaking she felt she could get away with as long as she did well in school. On the few times they caught her not studying when she was supposed to, she just said she had finished and was taking a break with some reading, so it hadn’t been an issue anyway.
With dinner over, Anna and her mother cleared and washed the dishes while Anna’s father stood and collected his constable’s gear and paper and headed upstairs. Anna could see the banner headline across the front page of the paper in his hand, Governors Issue First Warning in Over a Decade!, before he climbed out of sight.
Finishing the dishes, she went to her room to study, at least that was her intention. But as she stared at her school assignments and tried to focus, she couldn’t help but think of the Wall, the warning, and her father’s words about dangerous times.
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The midwife handed the freshly-swaddled newborn to the young mother sweating on the bed. The father leaned over and adjusted the feather pillow behind her head, then crawled into bed beside her and wrapped his strong arms around her and their son. 
The child had come early, and it was fortuitous that the midwife had stopped by the old, log farmhouse to check on the mother just when her contractions began. The father had been working in the vegetable garden when he heard a shout from the second-story window, and he ran into the house and held his wife’s hand throughout the relatively brief ordeal, as the baby arrived after just twenty minutes of labor. Once in the world, the newborn cried for only a minute before locking eyes with his mother and giving her a silent smile. The midwife said she had never seen such an easy delivery, nor a baby that calmed down so fast.
It was the couple’s first child, and as much as the father had some idea of what to expect, it didn’t prepare him for the level of stress he had experienced these past few weeks knowing that so much could go wrong. He had known of women who had died in childbirth and so had become increasingly uneasy as his wife’s belly swelled. He was now able to take a few deep breaths seeing that both his wife and son were healthy after such an experience. The midwife’s comment also helped soothe his anxious mind and emotions.
“He’s beautiful,” the mother said, cradling the baby’s head in her hand and gently caressing his wisps of hair with her thumb.
The father nodded and reached over with his finger to stroke his son’s cheek. “He’s perfect.” He kissed his wife on the head. “You did great.”
“You too. Are you happy it’s a boy?” She looked up at him and smiled.
He grinned and brushed her hair back from her face. “Yes, but it wouldn’t have mattered. I’m happy you both got through it.”
As soon as they had married, she had moved in with him and his parents to the homestead that had been in his family since his grandfather had built the house and began tilling the land. The family grew fruits and vegetables and sold the harvest in the marketplace in the city as often as they could. Her additional hands were a welcome addition to their efforts, helping share the responsibilities in the household and the fields, and the farm prospered. They both looked forward to raising a family there to sustain and grow the farming business.
Although the father’s parents wanted to be home for the birth of their first grandchild, they were in the city selling what had been harvested the previous day because they thought the baby had at least a few more days before arrival. They would be thrilled to hear the news when they returned home though, his father especially, because he felt a strong boy was a better asset to the workings of a farm than a girl.
The midwife collected the soiled sheets and bowls and left the room, returning soon afterwards with a fresh pitcher of water and two glasses. She had thankfully also changed the stained apron over her dress to a fresh, clean one. The room now felt different without the harsh sounds and lingering smells of birth.
“How are you feeling,” she said, pouring a glass for each new parent.
“Wonderful but tired,” the mother replied while the father took a large swig of water. “Is it okay to take him out of this?” She tapped the swaddling cloth.
“Of course.”
The mother gently unwrapped the baby, freeing his chubby arms and legs, which began to jerk about randomly. Reaching down, the father put his finger in the palm of one of the small hands, and the tiny fingers instantly closed around it. The baby’s eyes left his mother’s, and he cooed as he looked around and then locked onto his father’s face, his little legs kicking.
“He has a strong grip,” the father said.
“Like his father.” She put a finger in his other hand, and the baby gurgled. “I know we talked about names. What do you think about a name now that he’s here?”
“Christopher,” the father said without hesitation. For some reason, the name came to him quickly and strongly.
She glanced at her husband with a raised eyebrow. “That wasn’t on our list.”
“Yes, you’re right. I don’t know why I said it, but that’s just what seems right for him.”
“Christopher . . . Christopher . . .,” she repeated. “I like it.”
The midwife sat in a chair in the corner, observing the family but leaving them the space to have this first stretch of time together with minimal interruption. The new parents laid there, basking in the radiance of this wholly complete, new being that had come into the world.
Christopher’s movements slowed down and his eyes began to close. The parents removed their fingers, and his mother wrapped him in the swaddling cloth and yawned. Sleep had been difficult for her the past few days. The father, too, was feeling the exhaustion that appeared after holding on to so much stress for so long. It felt like they could all finally rest now.
“He’s going to grow up to do great things,” Christopher’s father said softly and slowly. “I can feel it.”
Christopher’s mother yawned again and nodded. “As do all who come into this world so loved.”
She closed her eyes and immediately fell asleep along with the baby.
The father smiled with a love and contentment he had never felt before, reflecting that this was what life was all about. Christopher was the future, and his father made a commitment right then and there to do whatever he could to the best of his ability to make sure that his son could reach his highest potential as an adult, an embodiment of the perfection he now saw in him as a baby.
The miracle of life had begun.
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Anna somehow knew she was dreaming. 
She was sitting outside in the front row of an assembly of people listening to a man speak. It was a gorgeous day with just a few wispy clouds interrupting the expanse of the crisp, blue sky. The man sat on a large rock with the crowd scattered about the grassy, slightly rising hill in front of him. A few people had strange symbols tattooed on their arms, and similar symbols seemed to be coming out of the man’s mouth as he spoke, hanging in the air like shimmering soap bubbles blown by a giggling child. He was teaching, and she and the crowd were rapt with attention.
Even though it was a dream, it felt real, which put her in the strange space of feeling between two worlds, or rather having one foot in each. Finding she could switch her focus from being the dreamer, an outside observer of the scene, to being completely consumed by the setting’s vibrant textures that tingled all her senses, she chose the latter, her awareness settling softly on the grassy hill where she sat.
The shine behind the speaker’s piercing, brown eyes evoked something vague inside her that had no name. After just a slight hesitation, she plunged headfirst into the feeling as the man spoke, her body humming strangely among others in the group of listeners who also seemed enthralled by him. Even though he hadn’t yet looked directly at her, she was his captive, entranced not just by his eyes but also by his speech and whole state of being. It was a willing imprisonment, as she had stepped freely and enthusiastically into his domain, his words now spinning around her and lifting her up and out of the world she knew. Any resistance she may have had to the open feeling coursing through her body only sharpened her awareness of what was occurring.
She felt incomprehensibly light, as if suspended inside the iridescent bubbles before her but without feeling confined. In the sparkling spheres it was exquisitely warm and welcoming, expanding in her chest like the aftereffect of that sip of whiskey she had tried once, a jar of it snuck into school by a classmate who had convinced her to have a taste. But there was no harsh entry like the liquor, only a gentle resting in the cozy, loving feeling that enveloped the crowd, as if they were also contained within the magical bubbles. She noted that it seemed like the speaker, at the center of the energy, was both the source of and invitation into the floating, kaleidoscopic globes, the symbols being the doorway and his words the key.
As he spoke, the man made eye contact with each person in turn, slowly sweeping his gaze across the listeners as it made its way to the front of the group. Already captivated, she could see and feel the power behind his eyes coming toward her, and the anticipation buzzed her with excitement tinged with a hint of apprehension.
When he finally directed his gaze to meet hers, the visual connection conveyed a timelessness beyond words that shot her out of her body and almost caused her to fall over in the grass. She felt buoyant, elevated in her core, and the buzzing she was already feeling escalated as a dazzling light quickly flooded the landscape, wrapping her and everyone else in its intense but refined arms. The combination of the heightening vibrations and the brilliant light became too much, and she blinked, breaking the connection. Time had slowed, and what she had thought were minutes was instead barely seconds. She blinked again, and the scene disappeared as she stirred in her bed. She was back to her life in the Territories.
The sun’s morning rays had snuck silently into her bedroom, illuminating both her face and the dust floating peacefully above her. She squinted open her eyes and turned away from the window, the movement under her blanket causing the dust above to violently tumble in the disturbed air. Sighing heavily, she realized she had forgotten to close the curtains again last night.
She rolled onto her stomach and buried her head under her pillow, grumbling to herself for once again having forgotten to cover the window. Awake past her normal bedtime and deeply engrossed in one of her fictional stories, she vaguely remembered the dim light from the thin, crescent moon coming through the glass, the glow from the heavenly body normally a reminder to close the curtains to prevent the first light creeping over the Wall from waking her if she slept in. Now, it was too bright for her freshly-awakened eyes, and she wanted to reinsert herself back into her dream.
Tossing and turning as the cross of the windowpane’s shadow slowly moved down her body as the sun rose in the sky, she struggled to doze again, so she resigned herself to groggily meeting the morning light. Unfortunately, she was one of those who had difficulty going back to sleep once awake, so instead she lazily gazed over at the shelves full of books on her wall and tried to remember a title she hadn’t read in a while.
With nothing coming to mind and not feeling the urge to get up and travel the short distance to the shelves, she looked around at the rest of her sparse room: a simple, wooden desk and chair below the bookshelves with her schoolbooks on it; a slatted chest at the foot of her bed with a few clothes and stitched, straw-stuffed animals on top; blue curtains bunched to the side of the solitary window; a drawing she had sketched in school a few years ago hanging next to the window; and a small, wooden side table within arm’s reach with a recently-finished book and wrought iron candle holder. Since last night, the formerly vertical candle had turned into an amorphous puddle, its rigidity transformed into a beautiful, white, formless shape that contrasted its simple, black stand.
She tried to shake off the increasingly confining feeling of the only bedroom she had ever known, the same four walls appearing to move closer to each other with each passing season. Now, on her birthday, she took note of how static and boring the room had felt for so long, which brought to mind her frustration with the limits on her activities and expression.
As her father basically controlled the household, she was constrained by how he wanted her to behave and perform. It was the same with school, where her teachers imposed their planned studies and activities, replicating the feeling she had at home of not having any control over her life. Despite being one of the school’s top students, which she thought would convey some freedoms, instead it brought only more attention and work, which steadily built resentment as she carried, successfully, the many commitments thrust upon her. The teachers, and her parents, seemed to feel that because she could do something, it meant that she should, without ever checking in with her to see if it was what she wanted. Standing up to her father and her teachers wasn’t something she knew how to do, yet. 
She sometimes wondered if her father was simply replicating his own strict, religious upbringing and trying to make her just like him, but she knew she was too different, both in personality and physically, as she felt he wished he’d had a boy instead of a girl. At this point, it seemed the only thing she had in common with him was the same thick, red hair.
The only other item on the walls was an old painting depicting a scene from one of the religious stories she had grown up with, something her father had insisted remain hanging in her room. She never liked it. It was old-fashioned and ugly, portraying a larger-than-life man speaking to a group of people sitting on a hillside.
Looking at the painting now, she realized that the scene depicted on the small canvas was like the setting in the dream she had just had. Perhaps she had created the environment in the dream to reproduce the familiar painting, which had been hanging on her wall for as long as she could remember. Recognizing the similarities, she was drawn back to the free, buoyant feeling from the dream and breathed out any remaining stale, night air from her lungs, closed her eyes, and tried to recall the dream’s details.
She couldn’t remember many, but the speaker’s eyes were there, and they seemed to enhance the warm, uplifting feeling in her body, which felt both strange and familiar at the same time. As she struggled to recollect the scene, she saw something she didn’t remember from it, or it was something new: a flat, round stone in the center of a clearing, buried so the top was level with the ground, with a carving of three spirals coming together in the center. It looked ancient, like it had been there for centuries, the dark lines of history marking the rough surface like an uneven spider web. She recognized it, or thought she did, but couldn’t place where she had seen it before. In her vision, she hovered over the stone, then fell into it with such speed that it jolted her eyes open when she hit it.
That was different, she thought, now quite awake. The original uplifting feeling lingered, but the surprise of the sudden, visual impact disrupted its warmth. She wondered if there was some meaning to the imagery, or to the scene with the speaker that she couldn’t fully recall. She could sense there was something there to understand, but whatever it was remained elusive, like much of the dream. Somehow, though, it left her feeling as if something important was going to happen.
She sat up and stretched her arms out to her sides, inhaling and exhaling deeply. Picking up the finished book on the side table, she stood and walked the few steps to the bookcase to place it back on the shelves next to the familiar titles that stared back at her.
The stories were her escape, as they took her outside herself on grand adventures to landscapes full of daring explorers, mythical beasts, magical kingdoms, and romantic engagements. She immersed herself completely when reading, imagining being carried on the wings of the words that soared skyward, taking her up and away from her familiar, rigid surroundings as she followed the exciting journeys to magnificent and satisfying endings. The tales painted pictures of worlds different from her own, ones she could wholeheartedly dive into and lose herself in, creating at least some temporary freedom from the one within which she lived her days physically. Running her fingers across the spines brought back memories of those fantastic lands.
Lately, her vivid dreams reminded her of these stories as they took her to realms where anything was possible. She always felt better in these other worlds compared to how she felt going through the mundane and stifling routines of her ordinary days. The dreams, and the stories she read, helped her feel the freedom and independence all too often absent at home and in school.
Once, years ago, inspired by one of the tales she had read, she had drawn a small circle with a piece of charcoal high up on the white, plaster wall in the corner of her room and had labeled it “to another world.” She would stare at it before reading and as she fell asleep, imagining crawling through the portal to a realm where she was free of the world she knew. There, she could be in the stories she read, released from the constraints of her structured days, at least for a spell.
But when her father had seen she had written on the wall, he was furious.
“What is that?” he bellowed. “What have you done!?” Anna cowered on her bed with her blanket pulled up to her eyes. At the time, she didn’t understand why he was so angry.
“Why are you so irresponsible? he yelled. “You don’t draw on the wall! What’s wrong with you?” He was staring at Anna, his eyes raging.
He turned and went to the writing on the wall, reached up, and rubbed it vigorously with his palm, smudging the charcoal into an unidentifiable, gray cloud. “Now look at this mess!” He held up his black palm for Anna to see. “You’re going to clean all this up.”
Anna’s mother stood at the threshold of her room, silent but watching. Anna’s father sometimes worked himself into an intense, barely-controlled temper, and it appeared he was on his way there. He wiped his palm on his pants and started to undo his belt.
“So thoughtless. I raised you better than this! Apparently, you need to learn some discipline.” He pulled his belt out. It hung down from his hand like a dead snake as he glowered at her.
Anna was crying, wanting to disappear under her blanket, but she couldn’t look away from her father. Experience told her that that just made it worse. It wasn’t often she saw this side of him, but it terrified her when she did.
Anna’s mother stepped into the
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