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PART ONE

“I will make a covenant of peace with them.

It shall be an everlasting covenant with them.

And I will set them in their land and multiply them,

and will set my sanctuary in their midst forevermore.

My dwelling place shall be with them,

and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.”

Ezekiel 37:26-27
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1. PRUNING DAY
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Hongdae District, Seoul, South Korea

​Pruning Day

As far as first dates went, Jiwon’s night out had been practically perfect. Sure, it would have been better if her heel hadn’t snapped off as soon as she stepped down from the subway, but then Seojun wouldn’t have made such a fuss over her or let her lean on him all the way to the restaurant.

Jiwon had already told her sister that if tonight didn’t go well, she would delete that stupid Instalove app and swear off internet dating for good.

Maybe she wouldn’t be deactivating her account after all.

Of course, Seojun wasn’t entirely flawless. He was a little older than he looked in his profile picture, and she was certain he’d added a few fictitious inches to his height. Then again, was that any worse than the filters she’d played around with when she set up her account?

“Did you save any room for dessert?” he asked, smiling at her from across the table. For the first time, she noticed a little gap between his two front teeth, a gap she was certain hadn’t shown up in his perfect grin online.

Her sister always warned her about coming off too eager. “Maybe,” Jiwon answered coyly and twirled a strand of hair around her finger. She was glad she’d let her sister talk her into that manicure yesterday. Several times over dinner she’d caught Seojun admiring the sparkling studs and bright colors on her nails. The teal reminded her of the magical northern lights. One day she’d love to go see them. One day. There certainly wasn’t any rush. But who knew? Maybe she’d end up marrying Seojun and they’d honeymoon on an arctic cruise ...

“You up for some bingsu?” he asked. A little dimple flashed on his cheek. “I know a great place.”

She glanced around the restaurant, trying to appear as if she was weighing her decision before answering. “Sure, I guess I could do that.”

They were getting up from the table when a siren shrieked. At first Jiwon was startled, then annoyed. Nobody had announced any drills, and they never practiced air raids this late. She thought about her sister, at home with a toddler who’d just barely learned to sleep through the night. What were these idiots thinking?

Then all at once, the sound of dozens of dings and beeps and texts rang out through the restaurant. Jiwon stared at her phone.

Emergency alert. Missile threat detected. Take shelter immediately in nearest underground facility or safe structure.

Emergency? That didn’t make any ...

A man swore from the back of the restaurant, his words piercing the air for a second as if completely frozen in time. Next, after the stillness, was shouting, pushing, shoving. 

Jiwon stood frozen for a terrible, paralyzing moment.

Fingers dug into her bare arm. Her date? She’d completely forgotten he existed. This morning, she hadn’t even heard his name or seen his profile picture. Now, they were holding each other and running out of the restaurant, panting in the darkness. On the street now, hurrying toward the subway. Somewhere on the stairs her broken heel flew off. What was that story of Cinderella and the slipper? Maybe once the drill was over, Seojun would go and find it for her. That’s how she’d know he was meant to be hers.

Except this wasn’t a drill. Or was it? Nothing made sense. All she knew was that if she stopped running, she’d be knocked down by the desperate bodies rushing into the tunnel.

“In here.” Seojun dragged her into the entrance of an underground shop. It was already chained up for the night, but if they pressed up against the gate, they were protected from the throngs. 

She didn’t think her heart had ever raced so fast. She needed to call her sister. She needed to call her mom. 

She needed to get home and away from these crowds. 

“Are you getting a cell signal?” she yelled at her date, but she could scarcely hear her own voice over the shrill sirens and screams of the masses.

“Everyone’s going farther down,” Seojun shouted, his gaze fixed on all the people racing to the lower levels of the subway. “Maybe we should —” 

But those were the last words that Jiwon ever heard.
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2. THE LAST CALM
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20 hours before the Pruning

Rachel warmed her hands on her mug of tea while she waited for the fried eggs to crisp. The familiar sound of iron dropping on concrete clanged from the basement.

“He’s down there already?” her husband asked as he descended the stairs, working the buttons on his flannel. Rachel smiled at the lopsided mess he’d created and stepped forward to help him.

“Thank you, ma’am.” Caleb grinned at her. “You gonna tie my shoes for me too? Maybe spit on your finger and wipe grime off my face?”

“Not with that beard,” Rachel answered. “But you better hurry. It’s chest day. You know what that means.”

Before heading to the basement, Caleb glanced at the stove. “Bacon?” 

“It’s in the air fryer,” she told him with a roll of her eyes. 

“Then why don’t I smell anything?”

Rachel tilted her head to the side. “Actually, you’re right.” She pulled the air fryer door open.

Caleb leaned down, staring at the slabs of raw meat. “Helps if you turn it on, babe.”

“I did. I’m sure of it.” Rachel stuck her hand toward the door. “See, it’s warm. It must have shut itself off.”

“Probably another one of those stupid power fluctuations. Welcome to winter in Glennallen.”

Caleb shut the air fryer door and turned the machine back on. It whirled as it began to reheat breakfast.

“All right.” Rachel gave her husband a playful pat on his backside. “Now that you know you aren’t going to starve, you better get downstairs before ...”

“Hey, baldie.” The door to the basement burst open with a flourish, and the Winters’ son stood staring at his dad.

“Does my little baby boy need help with the big heavy weights?” Caleb teased in a sing-song voice. 

“No, I need a spot, you idiot.”

“So, you’re going for a personal record today?” Caleb asked, serious this time.

“Yeah,” Tic answered, “if you ever stop being a lazy moron and actually come help me.”

Rachel shook her head and went back to the stove. She’d never fully understand the way her son and husband taunted each other, but Caleb always assured her it was their own special love language.

“It’s a PR day,” Caleb told her. “Want to come watch?”

Rachel tried not to visibly cringe even as she felt her body tense. When Caleb first got their son into weightlifting, it was a cute way for their ten-year-old to spend special time with his dad, bonding over sweat and iron in the chilly, unfinished basement they never got around to carpeting. Six years later, with Tic constantly striving to set one new personal record after another, she was always terrified of injuries. It wouldn’t be so bad if they weren’t so rural, but out in Glennallen they were remote enough that a torn rotator cuff would mean a medevac airlift or at least a four-hour drive to the nearest hospital.

She bit her tongue before she could say anything to betray her fear and instead returned to her cooking. “Breakfast will be ready when you come back up,” she told them both and said a prayer for Tic, whom she’d never stop thinking of as her baby boy.

A whine from outside told her that her dog was ready to come in. She tightened the belt of her fuzzy bathrobe before bracing herself for the wave of icy blast that ambushed her as soon as she cracked open the door. Winter in Glennallen was never comfortable, but the wind today made the dark morning chill especially brutal. 

Her chocolate-colored spaniel Chamomile rushed in, shaking her body as if trying to throw off the cold clinging to her silky fur. 

“Come on, Cammy.” Rachel tapped her chest, urging her dog to stand on her hind legs so she could wrap her up in her fuzzy robe for a few seconds. Feeling the cold drifting in from outside, she lifted up another worried mother’s prayer, this time for her daughter who was studying at the University of Alaska in Fairbanks.

Winters in Glennallen could get cold, but the weather up north was even more extreme.

God, please help Yaya to stay healthy before midterms. Her simple prayer wasn’t even the start of what she wanted to pray to give voice to all her worries for her daughter. She just hoped that God would understand her words to mean so much more than a blessing over her daughter’s health and schoolwork: Please help Yaya to be well, to not be homesick, to be getting along well with her roommate. Help her not be lonely or hungry or cold or tired or sick. And please, God, help my little girl come back to you and love you like she used to before ...

The silent pleadings from Rachel’s soul were interrupted by a violent, thunderous roar from downstairs. Before her conscious brain could process what was happening, Rachel was racing down the basement steps, hardly aware that she’d spilled hot tea on herself in her haste.

“What was that?” she cried desperately, bracing herself for the sight of her son flattened beneath a ton of weights or her husband dead on the floor from a heart attack. “Did someone get hurt?”

Caleb walked over and silently put a hand on her shoulder, a signal that spoke to her body even more than her mind, a signal that told her everything was fine. “Your son just hit his second personal record of the year on the bench press.”

Rachel let out her breath, her entire body still shaking from fear and adrenaline. Back when the kids were toddlers, when Rachel dragged herself through a fog of sleep-deprived haze, she imagined life would be so much easier once a few years passed. Nobody told her it only got harder the older they became. 

Noting the beams of pride on both Caleb and Tic’s faces, Rachel threw her arms around her son, sweaty hoodie and all. “Great job, Tychicus. That’s really impressive.”

“Yeah,” Caleb joked, “if you’re a puny little wuss.”

“235 was easy,” Tic told him. “I could have done 240 easy, except you’re too scared to let me beat your record.”

“No.” Caleb flattened his voice to the serious teacher tone that worked miracles managing his middle-school students. “I don’t want you to get hurt. Your mother worries enough about you as it is.”

Rachel thought about her slightly unhinged race down the stairs and did her best to keep her proud-mother smile plastered on her face. “Well, either way, you did a great job and I’m sure you’re hungry, so let’s go upstairs and eat.”

Cammy, who had cautiously followed Rachel down to the basement, performed a happy spin at the word eat. She raced upstairs to her best begging position beneath the Winters’ table. 

Tic ran to change out of his workout clothes while Caleb grabbed a plate and dished up a hearty serving of bacon and eggs.

“Save some for Tic,” Rachel scolded when she saw how much he’d piled on his plate.

Caleb just chuckled. “You know that kid’s already had like a thousand calories from his protein shake. He’ll be fine. Besides, I can’t have him bulking up too fast, or he really will beat my record. And I’m just not sure I’m ready for him to be officially stronger than me yet.”

Rachel poured her husband a cup of coffee and sat down with her breakfast as Tic arrived dressed for school. Eyeing his father’s plate, he grabbed a large piece of bacon and shoved the entire slab into his mouth before Caleb could react. Rachel shot him a look but was secretly pleased to know her baby boy, who was nothing like a baby any longer, wouldn’t go to school hungry.

Caleb stretched out his arms, and the family clasped hands around the circular table Tic had built last year in woodshop. It was small enough that even with Yaya missing, they could all reach out to each other.

The family bowed their heads, and Rachel breathed in the smell of coffee and bacon grease and teenage boy and thanked God for her family, for their home, and for what promised to be a peaceful day ahead.

***
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CALEB KISSED HIS WIFE on the top of her head and grabbed his school bag. “Have a great day, babe. We’ll see you this afternoon.” 

“Need some more coffee for the road?” Rachel asked.

Caleb shook his head. “Nah, thanks.” He smiled down at her, and the moment he saw her tilt her head to the side he knew the words she would say before they came out of her mouth.

“Don’t you want a coat?”

He glanced at the digital thermometer hanging by the front door. “It’s only five below. What are you talking about?”

Tic bounded down the stairs, with Cammy looking adoringly at him as she wagged her tail stump.

“Tic,” Rachel said sternly. “Get your coat.”

Caleb watched bemused as their son glanced at the temperature then turned back to Rachel. “It’s only five below.”

Caleb put his arm on Tic’s shoulder. “Son, listen to your mother. Get your coat.”

“I don’t see you wearing one, old man.”

Sometimes Caleb missed the days when Tic was little, convinced that his parents could do nothing wrong. “I’ve got my coat in the truck,” Caleb said, even though he was only half sure it was true. Had he taken it out before his last trip to town?

“Have a good Friday, you two,” Rachel said. As Caleb watched her hug their son good-bye, he couldn’t get over his surprise at how tall Tic had grown. He had to be at least nine inches taller than his mom, but of course, next to Rachel, that wasn’t saying all that much. Still, when had Tic grown into such a young man? What had happened to that scrawny little boy who used to follow Caleb around, hanging onto his every word? He shook the image out of his head the way their spaniel shook snow off her coat in a blizzard.

“Let’s go, idiot,” he said to his son. 

“After you, moron.” Once they got to the school, the good-natured name-calling and banter would tone down, but never entirely stop. It was a secret code the two of them shared. Privately, Caleb hoped neither of them would outgrow it.

Outside, the morning was dark and cool. At least they’d had a decent snowfall so far this year, enough to insulate the sides of the house and cover the backyard in a heavy white blanket. Cammy yapped at them once from the kitchen window as they climbed into the truck. 

“How’s basketball going?” he asked Tic as they started the drive to school.

Tic detailed all the latest sports drama — who got caught vaping in the bathroom, who was on academic probation. None of it was news to Caleb, who was one of the first to learn what was happening at the school, but he still liked the chance to get Tic’s take on it all.

“Have you heard from your sister lately?” he asked.

“Nah, you know Yaya. If she’s not responding to something in the family chat we never talk.”

Caleb didn’t respond. Three years apart in age, his kids hadn’t been close since they were little. On the up side, that meant they never fought, but they barely seemed to know each other. At the heart of the problem was how different they were. Tic was into sports and weight-lifting, the big man on campus at the small K-12 Glennallen school. Yaya was quiet and studious, graduating with perfect grades, a couple close friends from theater, and a dream to become a famous architect. 

And of course, there were the faith differences. Tic had always been interested in religion, dragging Caleb into late-night discussions on topics ranging from Bible translations to end-times theology to everyday questions of how to live a pure and godly life when you’re surrounded by temptations on every side. Yaya, on the other hand, never gelled with the kids her age from church, couldn’t stand some of the hardline approaches Caleb took on the authority of Scripture, and was now living as a professed atheist at a secular college campus.

As worries for his daughter swirled in his mind, Caleb turned onto the small road that led to the school. Soon, his day would be filled with science and history and laughing preteens with their slang so outrageous that he practically needed a new dictionary every week to keep up. He took the last few seconds of his commute to transition from Dad to Mr. Winters, Glennallen’s most enthusiastic and energetic middle-school teacher. 

Even before the truck was in park, Tic jumped out to greet his friends, leaving Caleb alone with his plans for the day, his hopes for his students, and the darkness and chill of a Glennallen winter. In his periphery, Caleb thought he noticed the soft green flicker of the northern lights in the west, but as soon as he turned to face them, they were gone.

Dubai International Airport, United Arab Emirates

Pruning Day

WORK AT THE TOWER WAS never boring, which is why Rafiq loved his job. 

He sometimes would look back and laugh at the way his father and grandfather lectured him when he was growing up: Rafiq, why are you always fidgeting? Stop moving around. Stop messing with the fringe on that rug. Stop taking everything down off your grandmother’s shelves. Stop touching everything you see. Be quiet. Be calm. Be still.

Little did they know that the same nervous energy that got him swatted a time or two as a child had served him so perfectly well as an adult working in the tower.

“If your father were alive, he’d be so proud,” his mother had told him last week over dinner. He still couldn’t believe it was nearly three years since his father passed. Where had the time gone? And why did he miss him so much, as if the grief were hours old and not years?

Thankful for work to distract him, he reached out and adjusted his volume to better hear the pilot in his headset. “Approach, Falcon 452, holding at Tango. Request descent for 12R.”

Rafiq gave clearance while monitoring Falcon’s progress on the screen. Memories of his father had made him pensive. While he simultaneously scanned the radar and tracked the movement of a Boeing 777 approaching the runway, he smiled to himself and pictured his wife, the woman he loved, the mother of his soon-to-be-born child. How in the world had he gotten so lucky, and what did she possibly see in him?

His supervisor interrupted Rafiq’s musings. “We’ve got Qatar 112 on approach, five miles out. They said the air’s choppy. Asking for a smoother descent.”

Rafiq’s fingers danced over the console as he readied the next clearance. “Got that. I’ll ease them in behind Emirates 841.”

Every one of Rafiq’s responses was deliberate and synchronized, like the intricate knots his grandmother wove into her beautiful prayer rugs. If he strained his ears, he could almost hear her humming one of his favorite lullabies. 

At the console beside him, his coworker Javed lowered his headset and rapidly zoomed in on the data block. “My radar must have glitched. Falcon 452 just disappeared off the scope. I’m rebooting now.”

A chill prickled the back of Rafiq’s neck. 

“I’ve got Falcon 452 on my screen,” Rafiq announced, “but it’s off course, banking hard left.” He tapped the radar console, zooming in on the erratic blip.

Static crackled in Rafiq’s ears. “Approach, we’re experiencing control issues. Request vectors and assistance.”

“What in the world is going on?” his supervisor spat.

Every worker began yelling into their microphones or shouting at one another as panic thickened the air like smog. 

Rafiq glanced back at his boss. “Emirates 841’s altitude readings are fluctuating, and I can’t get them on comms.” He tried to sound calm, tried to mask the rising fear and confusion. He was one of the senior controllers here. He had to stay focused.

“Nobody’s responding,” Javed yelled, unmasked terror in his voice.

Rafiq’s fingers flew over his controls. “Qatar 112’s transponder just went silent. Same with Etihad 309. It’s like the whole system just shut down.”

His supervisor grabbed his headset and shouted, “All units hold positions. Maintain visual separation. Revert to non-radar procedures.” 

The ensuing silence was as caustic as a third-degree burn. Nobody was there. Nobody could respond. 

His boss swore then slammed his fist on his desk. “Pull every channel. Get those aircraft back on comms now.”

“Sir.” Rafiq kept his voice deathly calm but strong enough to carry over the chaos of the tower. “We’ve lost all our radar feeds.”

Their supervisor stormed to his console, his breath hot and acidic as he leaned over Rafiq’s shoulder, staring at the empty screens.

“It’s nothing but static,” Rafiq had to concede. “Transponders are dark across the board.” There was no way to see where any of the dozens of airplanes they’d been tracking were or guess where they were heading.

“Get me eyes on the runways!” his supervisor shouted as Javed and several other colleagues sprang up to obey. But Rafiq remained rooted in place, his eyes transfixed on the window.

He knew it by sound. He knew it by sight.

He knew it by the thunderous rumble and the way his bones rattled.

The Emirates 841, headed straight for the tower.

Rafiq heard the screams but didn’t feel the terror he expected. Instead, a strange, peaceful calm settled over him as his supervisor swore again and Javed ducked under the desk. But Rafiq didn’t move. He simply watched.

And then the world was black. 
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3. THE SURPLUS
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18 hours before the Pruning

“In Psalm 91, the Good Book promises us that ‘whoever dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow of the Almighty.’ The psalmist goes on to assure us that the Lord is our refuge and our fortress.”

Rachel loved listening to her friend Dev’s broadcasts on KWJD. She enjoyed the music but even more the encouragement and inspiration she gleaned from the DJ missionary.

“‘You will not fear the terror of night, nor the arrow that flies by day,’” Dev recited. The words from the Psalm were familiar to Rachel, but they seemed so much more meaningful here in her car while she listened to Dev’s impassioned recitation.

All too soon, she arrived at her destination, the local food bank where she volunteered once a week. Rachel pulled up beside her supervisor’s ancient station wagon and hurried into the community hall.

The bell on the front door tinkled its greeting.

“Good morning, Miss Cecelia,” Rachel called out as she stomped snow off her boots and unbuttoned her coat. A loud harumph from the back office told her that Miss Cecelia was in. Rachel glanced at the boxes on the floor. They’d gotten several cartons of donations since she’d been here last week. It would be a busy day, and Rachel was thankful for the work to keep her hands and her mind occupied.

“Well now,” Miss Cecelia said as she sauntered out of the community hall’s back office. “I half expected you to be late.”

Rachel was puzzled, given her perfect track record of punctuality, but she’d learned even as a young girl in Miss Cecelia’s Sunday school class not to take her grumpy demeanor too seriously.

“You didn’t sleep in?” Miss Cecelia pressed. “Because of the power outage?” She covered her mouth to cough.

Rachel tried not to think of the bad flu virus going around town or Miss Cecelia’s legions of germs and answered, “Oh. I think our power flickered, but we’re up early anyway to get Caleb and Tychicus off to school.” Rachel made it a point to avoid using either of her children’s nicknames while at the food bank, sticking instead to the Biblical originals that Miss Cecelia found slightly less objectionable.

“And your daughter?” Miss Cecelia asked, her lips curving to a frown. Rachel didn’t know if the sour expression was because Miss Cecelia was always rather disagreeable as a rule or if she disliked Yaya in particular.

“Jael’s great.”

“They’re not getting these power outages up there in Fairbanks?”

“Not that she’s mentioned.” Rachel turned around to face the overflowing boxes of pantry items. She always preferred working here when Miss Cecelia was out, but as a retired nurse, the old woman had very little else to do than spend her days managing the food pantry volunteers and pestering anybody who stepped into the community hall. Thankfully, Rachel had known her since she was a little girl and was used to her brusque ways.

Miss Cecelia let out a string of coughs, wet throaty sounds that made Rachel wince. “Miss Cecelia, are you getting sick?”

Miss Cecelia raised a finger in the air while she waited for the fit to subside. “Fit as a fiddle. Now.” She turned back toward her office. “I got some paperwork to take care of. Just holler if you need me.”

While KWJD played over the sound system, Rachel set about making room on the shelves for the new arrivals of canned goods and pantry staples in the section of the community hall that had been converted into a food bank. Glennallen wasn’t what you’d call a prosperous community, with jobs scarce and over half the population at least somewhat reliant on hunting and other forms of subsistence living to keep their freezers and bellies full. Rachel enjoyed the work, enjoyed the feeling of usefulness and the monotony that lulled her into a relaxing state of worship as Christian music played in the background.

A few minutes later, the front door burst open and the entrance bell jingled. A gust of wind blew a dusting of fresh snow into the hall, but in spite of the weather, the room grew instantly warmer with her friend Dani’s arrival. 

“Hi, Rachel.” Dani gave her a quick hug and took off her coat.

“Where’s Leo?” Rachel was so used to seeing her friend’s foster baby everywhere she went that Dani looked almost naked without a front pack strapped to her chest.

Dani glanced at the front door, distracted, then turned to Rachel with a question in her eyes. “Huh?”

“Where’s Leo?” she repeated.

Dani turned her focus back to Rachel and answered, “Oh, I dropped him off at the Singhs’ this morning. Priyah’s been wanting more babysitting experience, and Angel’s there to help keep an eye on them both.” She bit her lip and glanced at the door yet again.

“Everything okay?” Rachel asked. “Are you expecting somebody?”

Dani glanced toward the boxes of canned goods, still obviously preoccupied. “Oh, it’s nothing. It’s just ... I mean it’s probably nothing. But you know that recluse with the beard?”

Rachel stared at her blankly, as Dani had just described about a third of Glennallen’s residents.

Dani laughed at herself, but there was a nervousness behind the chuckle that Rachel couldn’t ignore. “You know,” she added, “your husband’s friend. He’s got that scar ...”

Rachel perked up at the spark of recognition. “Griz?”

Dani flushed at his name. “Yeah, that’s it. I can never remember what folks around here call him. He was on the side of the road this morning, just staring off into the mountains. It was right at the top of the hill, just after the curve. I came this close to hitting him.”

“Oh.” Rachel knew that many people around town treated Griz with thinly veiled suspicion. She probably would have too if it hadn’t been for the ties that connected him to her family.

“It was so cold out,” Dani went on, “and he wasn’t wearing reflective gear or anything. I’m not even sure he had a hat. And he was just standing there, staring at the sky.”

Rachel wasn’t all that surprised by Dani’s reaction. Most people around town didn’t understand Griz and his hermit-like ways. 

“He’s a tracker,” Rachel explained, trying to stand up for this man who meant more to her family than Dani could begin to imagine. “He might have found something interesting to follow.”

“I don’t know.” Dani’s voice grew distant. “I even rolled my window down to make sure he was okay. At these temperatures, I couldn’t just leave someone on the side of the road, you know. And then he looked at me, and his eye ...”

She didn’t have to finish her sentence. Rachel was keenly aware of Griz’s appearance and the effect it had on others. She also knew better than perhaps anyone beside Griz himself how his injury came to be, the story behind that brutal scar across his face.

“Anyway.” Dani shook her head as if to clear her mind. “I was a wreck even before I left the house this morning. I had a meeting scheduled with Leo’s care team in Anchorage, and it wasn’t until the social worker texted me I realized the clocks on both my microwave and oven were behind. So I was late to that, and then once I finally got connected my internet kept cutting in and out and we had to keep restarting.”

“I’m sorry.” Rachel hated how spotty the power could be out here, especially in winter. It wasn’t just an inconvenience, but it made it nearly impossible for people like Dani to make telehealth appointments or for Rachel, who relied on stable internet connections for her part-time graphic design work. 

“Any news about Leo or his case?”

Dani shook her head. “Not at the moment. They keep saying the adoption is still on track, but everything is moving as slow as a glacier. At this rate, he’ll be ready to start school before anything gets finalized.”

Rachel knew her friend was exaggerating, if only slightly, but she couldn’t even begin to guess at the bureaucratic hoops and emotional roller coaster involved in adopting a baby through the state. The fact that Dani was doing it as a single woman barely out of her twenties was even more impressive. Rachel made a mental note to raise her friend up to the very top of her prayer list.

“The social worker and everyone involved in the case are all based in Anchorage,” Dani continued, “and they act like Glennallen is the bush. Now they want me to submit a contingency plan and explain what I’ll do in a power outage. They’re worried about the heat going off and me not being able to find Leo a warm place to stay.”

“Come to our place,” Rachel said. “We’ve got a wood stove, so at least the main level stays warm. You and Leo are always welcome. That reminds me, we ended up with way more formula than the pregnancy center needs over Sanctity of Life Sunday, so if Leo isn’t fussy about the brand, you’re welcome to pop over any time and take it off our hands. It’s just sitting in the basement getting in the way.”

Rachel was surprised when her friend wiped away a tear from the corner of her eye. “That would be a huge blessing,” Dani gushed. “This morning, I was just so stressed I was telling God I don’t know if I can do this without any outside help.”

“You can’t.” Rachel smiled gently. “That’s what we’re here for. Tell you what, next time the power goes out, you and Leo make your way over to our place. I can heat you up some tea on the wood stove, and we’ll enjoy a nice long visit.”

“Thanks.” Dani sniffled and knelt over a box of canned food.

Outside, the wind howled, rattling through the leaks in the community hall windows. The women had only been working for a few minutes when the overhead lights flickered then died.

Rachel had to laugh at the timing. “Well, maybe God wants us to have that cup of tea sooner rather than later.”

“Remind me why we live out here in the middle of nowhere?” Dani asked with a chuckle.

Rachel smiled and gave her friend a gentle squeeze. “Because there’s no more beautiful place on God’s green earth than right here, so we take it, power outages and terrible weather and all.”

“Amen to that,” Dani agreed, and the two women continued working in the dim morning light while they waited for the electricity to turn itself back on.

National Defense Management Center, Moscow, Russia

Pruning Day

COLONEL DMITRI VOLKOV rubbed his eyes then caught the momentary reflection of his face on the command screen in the dimly lit operations center. He was getting too old for this job.

He glowered at his screen. “Darn it.”

“What’s wrong?” asked his new hire, a perky young officer with a long blonde braid that cascaded down her back.

“It’s this stupid system,” he told her. “It’s jammed up in a self-diagnostic loop again.”

Natalia leaned over behind him, so close he could smell her perfume. If he was younger, the proximity might have sent an electric shock zinging through his entire body, but instead he regarded her in the same way he might a granddaughter or favorite niece.

“Should I call the General?” Natalia asked. 

Dmitri waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t bother Petrov. We’ll get it sorted.”

“But protocol ...” Her protest died on her lips.

“I’ll run the security check myself,” Dmitri assured her, but her anxious posture didn’t relax until he added, “If that doesn’t clear it up, I’ll notify Petrov myself.”

Natalia returned to her station. A nice girl. A hard worker. Conscientious. A chronic rule follower. And a pretty little thing, too. The kind of girl his son might have won over if he weren’t such a lazy, free-loading ...

Dmitri’s thoughts were interrupted by a flashing light overhead. A shrieking klaxon wailed, ear-piercing and forlorn, as if the entire system were in mortal agony.

“What’s that?” Natalia’s face paled. 

In spite of what he was hearing, he wished to reassure her, tell her this was some kind of drill or an overzealous system alerting the center to phantom threats.

But he didn’t have time to make up a convincing lie before Major General Petrov burst in. “What in the world is going on?” he bellowed.

Beside him, Dmitri felt Natalia visibly withdraw a few inches into herself.

“Our entire system’s stuck in a diagnostic loop,” Dmitri explained, hoping that by keeping his voice steady he could lend some of his fabricated calm to his young colleague. “I just restarted the program.”

Natalia pointed a shaky finger at her console. “What’s this mean?” Her question hardly carried over the wail of alarms.

Dmitri stared at the single word that now flashed on her screen.

“Leviathan,” he read out loud. “What the ...”

But Petrov was in no mood for deciphering cryptic codes. 

“Security breach,” he barked. “Initiate emergency protocols.”

Natalia glanced toward Dmitri as if she needed his approval. He gave her a single nod, and she spun her chair around to the operations system, fingers flying over her keyboard.

“It’s rejecting the manual override.” Her voice trembled with terror. An ominous foreboding had crept over Dmitri’s weathered bones and now seeped into his veins.

Above them, the flashing siren continued to pulsate and the shrill alarm blared. 

“Somebody better tell me what’s happening!” General Petrov yelled.

Natalia shivered as Dmitri cleared his throat and responded, “Sir, we’ve lost complete control of the command interface. I can try to get it back online, but it’s gonna ...”

“Dmitri?”

He stopped midsentence. Natalia’s face was as pale as her hair, but her voice was steady when she told them both, “Someone just activated a missile battery.”

Petrov shoved Dmitri out of the way. “That’s impossible. Who?”

“The system’s acting on its own,” she whispered.

The Major’s eyes narrowed. “Abort. Now.”

“I’m trying,” Natalia insisted, “but the interface is completely frozen.”

“Where are the missiles heading?” the General demanded.

The only sound Natalia made was a small whimper.

Dmitri could see the truth written plainly on her screen and answered for her. “One’s en route to the Kremlin, Sir. It’ll be there in four minutes. Two more for the Ministry of Defense Headquarters and the Lubyanka Building. And the closest one ...”

Natalia turned to face him. She knew what was coming just as well as he did, but there was a flash of hopefulness in her eyes, and Dmitri could see she either hadn’t made the calculations yet or refused to believe them. The poor child was still infected with that enviable optimism that blinded the young, that made her believe there might be time for escape. He gave her a slight shake of his head, his heart wrenching into shards at the way her entire demeanor collapsed, her hopes dashed, her youth destroyed by his single gesture.

“Well?” the General demanded.

Dmitri let his eyes linger on young Natalia, a girl with such a promising career and glorious future ahead of her.

Until today.

“There’s also one heading here,” Dmitri told him. “Straight toward us.”
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4. SACRED PLACES
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17 hours before the Pruning

“Ugh, I’m so serious right now.” Yaya sunk into her seat in the student union and took a sip of her cappuccino. “If I have to respond to one more discussion post for this stupid seminar I’m going to stab my eyes out.” She wasn’t sure if this headache was from her dumb assignment or not enough caffeine.

“Oh, come on,” her friend Lilly teased. “You’re just salty because you’d rather be working with Professor McHottie down at the GI. Am I right?”

Yaya wouldn’t even dignify that with a response. It wasn’t her fault that her academic advisor at the Geophysical Institute was the youngest tenured professor on the UAF campus, or that Boone had asked Yaya to help him with his research. She hoped her expression remained passingly neutral and was thankful when Lilly changed subjects. 

“Besides,” Lilly said, “you know you love that architectural history seminar.” She turned to her boyfriend Kai, who was bending over his phone. “What was it, just last week we had to listen to her go on and on and on about how fascinating that mosque-turned-church-turned-museum was? What was its name again? The Haggard Maria?”

“The Hagia Sophia,” Yaya corrected, “and it is fascinating, if for no other reason that it shows how religion’s been used to control the masses.”

Lilly rolled her eyes and nudged Kai in the ribs. “Listen to her. Not even a full year removed from her restrictive evangelical parents, and she’s already radicalized.”

The last thing Yaya wanted to do was listen to her friends poke fun at her family. “Oh, never mind. Did you see the lights out last night?” she asked, more than ready to change the subject.

“Yeah,” Kai answered, still transfixed on his phone.

“Well, don’t sound so excited,” Yaya joked.

He shrugged. “I’m not. You know this is like the tenth or eleventh night in a row they’ve come out. Decades ago, that kind of frequency was unheard of, but we’ve messed up the ionosphere so much lately that our sky is literally glowing to try to get us to wake up and listen.”

Yaya hadn’t meant to get Kai onto one of his environmental tirades, but it was still better than hearing her friends insult her family and her religious upbringing. Even if she didn’t claim her old beliefs, she would rather take a selfie in her swimsuit in the middle of a blizzard than sit back while her friends berated her family.

During the lull in the discussion, Yaya let her mind wander to the weekend. Tomorrow she had a structural engineering lab to complete, and on Sunday Boone wanted her help to test his newest design in one of the Geophysical Institute’s simulations. Which meant that tonight was perfectly free.

“Hey, you guys wanna watch that new zombie movie later on?”

Kai remained fixated on his phone, and Lilly seemed distracted by something else. She squinted her eyes then leaned in and whispered dramatically, “What’s that noise?”

“What noise?” Yaya asked.

“That humming. Can’t you hear it?”

At the look of urgency on her friend’s face, Yaya strained her ears. Even Kai put down his phone and tilted his head to the side. “I think so,” he said after a moment, his expression as serious as Lilly’s.

“There’s nothing there.” Yaya waved her hand dismissively. “You’re just gaslighting me. I’m not falling for it.”

She was about to leave for her last class of the week when Lilly grabbed her arm. “I’m serious,” she hissed. “You almost feel it more than you hear it, like a vibration in the air. Wrr-rrr-rrr.” She made a sound as if trying to mimic the phenomenon.

Yaya shook her throbbing head. She certainly didn’t hear or feel anything. “You guys are crazy.”

Lilly just shrugged. “It’s gone now, but I swear there was something.”

“If you say so.” Yaya slung her backpack over her shoulder. “Anyway, I’ve got to get to class.”

“Well, have fun studying the Haggard Maria and dreaming about your hot professor.” Lilly’s chuckle echoed discordantly in Yaya’s ears as she made her way out of the student union and into the cold.

Hagia Sophia. Istanbul, Turkey

Pruning Day

“MY EDITOR HATES WHEN I use cliches, but I don’t know what else to say other than I can’t believe I’m actually here.” As strange as she felt speaking into her camera, as if she were a social media influencer in her twenties, Miranda allowed herself to savor this moment as hundreds of likes and hearts and comments from her followers flooded into her livestream. Bracing herself against the biting February wind, she spun around to let her camera catch a panorama view of her surroundings — the wide-open courtyard teeming with tourists, the beautiful stone fountains, the domed marvel of the Hagia Sophia with its minarets stretching up to the heavens. 

“And really,” she said into her lapel mic, clutching her silk scarf with one hand so it wouldn’t flap so hard in the breeze, “I want to start out by just thanking God for making this a possibility. This is such a dream come true for me, and When Morning Dawns wouldn’t have ever taken off the way it did without his blessing. One million copies in less than a year. It’s still so hard to wrap my mind around it. But since we’re here, I want to make sure to answer as many of your questions as I can.”

She squinted at the screen, wondering why they had to make the fonts on these phones so microscopic. “Okay, first question: BookWise99 wants to know how the idea for Ana’s story came about.”

She’d been asked this question a thousand times already, but today she didn’t begrudge it, not here, standing in front of the place where the story truly began. 

“Well, my granddaughter was working on a history assignment, and I just happened to overhear this documentary she was watching about when the city of Constantinople fell to the Turks. And they mentioned something briefly about the very last church service ever held here the night before the city fell, but it was all names and dates, and I was just thinking to myself, this is a desperate gathering of Christians the last night before war. They know their city’s going to fall — the Emperor, the noblemen, all the way down to the lonely commoners like Ana and her family — they all knew what was coming at dawn. And I remember really bristling at the way they were teaching the history of this place through such a shallow lens. I mean, if you’re going to teach me about the very last Divine Liturgy at the Hagia Sophia, don’t tell me what the Emperor wore or what words the clergy would have recited. Tell me about the tears of the mothers clutching their children who wouldn’t live to see another sunset. Tell me about the desperate cries of these everyday people who were taking part in the very last Christian service to ever be held in this hallowed space.”

Miranda wiped at the small tears forming in the corner of her eyes, tears that had nothing to do with the winter chill whipping against her face. 

“I still get worked up about this, because listening to the history, understanding what was going to happen to all those people, to this place of worship, to the entire history of Christianity, I was just so overwhelmed. And that day while my granddaughter was studying, right in the center of my kitchen, this beautiful little Greek girl with green eyes appeared in my mind out of nowhere and she just said to me, Do you want to know what it was like that night? Because I was there. And I can tell you. And that’s how God bestowed upon me the honor to research and write Ana’s story, which was truly one of the most amazing blessings of my entire writing career.”

Miranda let out her breath, surprised that after so many interviews about When Morning Dawns since its breakout success she could still get so emotional. 

She leaned forward to glance at the newest comments on her screen. “Oh,” she said with a chuckle, “BrainyBookworm wants to know if there’s going to be a sequel.” 

A few months ago, the question would have made her so nervous she would have completely skipped over it, but now that the bidding war was over, she could let out her breath.

“At the end of When Morning Dawns, I deliberately left it up to the reader to guess what might happen to Ana. Obviously, I wasn’t going to make you fall in love with this sweet little thirteen-year-old girl just to see her murdered on the last page or anything like that, and when I wrote my first draft, I really felt like Ana’s story was complete and there wasn’t anything more to tell. 

“Then my agent called me just a week or so after the book came out, and she tells me, Everybody’s demanding to know what happens to Ana. I was reluctant to even explore that question at first, because like I said, I ended Ana’s story the way I did for a reason. So even though I can’t promise you that Ana’s family survived the siege and even though I definitely can’t talk about future books that may or may not be in the works, I can tell you that there’s a very specific reason I’m here visiting Turkey, and if it’s any indication as to what I’m doing here, I can also tell you that I brought with me no fewer than five research notebooks, the kind I feverishly fill in when I’m starting to outline a new project.” She winked at the camera as hundreds of hearts exploded on her feed. 

Miranda took a few more questions then ended the livestream. More than anything, she was ready to get out of the cold. 

“Excuse me?” A tall woman with a thick French accent came up to her. “Sorry to interrupt, but I believe you are an author, yes? This is you?” She held out her phone, which was pulled up to the Amazon sales page for When Morning Dawns, and pointed at Miranda’s smiling photograph in the about the author section.

As surprisingly popular as her book had become, Miranda had never been recognized like this outside of writers’ conferences. She had no idea what she was supposed to do other than smile inanely. 

Thankfully, the French woman seemed content to carry the conversation. “I’m actually here today because I read your book and was so touched by that little girl’s story. And I decided to come see this place you wrote about so elegantly in your novel.”

“Oh, how kind of you to say.” Miranda was always better online than in person. Should she ask this stranger what she liked about her novel, or was that grossly presumptuous? Instead, she just muttered, “What’s your name?”

“I’m Jaqueline.” 

Miranda wrapped her coat more tightly around her and said, “Well, Jaqueline, it was great to meet you.”

Before she could walk away, the woman held up her hand. “May I get a picture with you, please? It would mean a lot.”

Miranda smiled. “Of course.” She leaned in while Jaqueline reached out her long arm to click a photo on her cell. The woman’s framing was superb, and the dome of the Hagia Sophia rose up behind them in the background. 

“You look so lovely here with that colorful scarf,” Jaqueline observed. “Would you like me to take a picture of you on your phone and you can share it with your readers?”

Miranda pulled her cell out of her pocket. “Sure, that would be great. Thank you so much.”

Even though she never knew what to do with her arms or hands when she got her photo taken, Miranda tried to look natural. The wind fought against her hair, and she did her best to angle herself so it wouldn’t whip across her whole face and ruin the picture.

“Now smile.” Jaqueline’s voice was cut off by a thunderous explosion. Miranda ducked, her body reacting faster than her conscious brain could.

Terrorists. Miranda tried to make herself as small as possible. She glanced ahead, blinking while her eyes tried to acknowledge the devastation: Jaqueline’s long legs, wrapped up in a black wool skirt. Her red coat, bright against the overcast sky. And that horrible, terrifying, gaping chasm where her arms should have been. 

The woman took one shuddering step backward before falling lifeless on the ground.

Miranda fumbled as she tried to run toward her and then realized whatever happened wasn’t an isolated event. Screams and shrieks and blood, so much blood, mingled with the smell of burning. A few people were running. Most were injured or motionless like the tourist at her feet.

“It was the cell phones,” somebody yelled. “They all went off at once.”

Miranda glanced around. How could something like this have happened? Her agent had assured her Turkey was safe.

Do something. She had to help. Check on the wounded. Comfort that scared little boy who was crying for his mother. Get herself out of this battlefield.

But she couldn’t move.

Dear God, have mercy on all of us. Bile and that day’s lunch rushed into her throat.

She stood paralyzed until a horrible roar sounded from overhead. A huge plane, with no landing wheels or any indication of slowing down, was headed straight toward the cathedral.

Do something. This time she forced her body to obey. God, help me, her soul screamed as she raced toward the crying child ahead of her, snatched him up in her arms, and started to sprint. 

She had no idea if she could outrun an airplane, but heaven knew she had to try. 
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5. WAY OF THE ARTIST
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16 hours before the Pruning

Tic spun his pencil in between his fingers to try to keep himself awake in Mrs. Bell’s science class. The narrator on the YouTube video they were watching was some ancient British man who sounded like he might drop to sleep any second. 

“When particles from the sun reach Earth, they collide with gases in the ionosphere. This creates light, and that’s what forms the aurora.”

While the video droned on, his friend AJ poked his shoulder. Tic was ready for any interruption, even better if it came from her.

AJ leaned toward him and whispered, “Hey, did you see the lights out last night?”

Tic turned around in his seat. “Nah, I was asleep. Were they pretty good?”

She gave a thoughtful pout. “Just weird. Like they weren’t the same kind of green as normal. And you’d see it for a second, then it’d be gone. It was really strange.”

“Strange,” Tic repeated.

The image on the screen flickered for a moment, then disappeared completely as the overhead lights all snapped off at once.

“Power’s out,” Tic yelled, and the class cheered.

While Mrs. Bell tried to keep order, AJ scooted her desk closer to Tic’s. She was always so easy to talk to. While they chatted, he flipped to a blank page in his notebook and started doodling. A power outage in the winter could last for half a minute or half a day. The longest one Tic could remember was three days when he was younger. But for right now, it didn’t really matter. There were only ten minutes left in class, so either the electricity would come back on and they’d finish their incredibly boring movie, or they’d kill time until they got dismissed for lunch. 

As long as the power came back on by woodshop at the end of the day and stayed on for basketball practice, Tic was content. Especially now that AJ’s desk was pressed right up against his.

“Here, let me use your colored pencils.” She picked up a light purple and started doodling on her science worksheet.

Gradually, Tic’s brain tuned out more and more of the classroom cacophony as he focused on his drawing. By the time he’d filled the page with vibrant teals and greens splashed against a midnight blue, the entire school may as well have been empty except for him and his sketchpad. As if driven by some inexplicable force within, he worked at a feverish pace, ignoring the cramp in his hand and the girl at his side as he added depth and layer and color to the picture.

Tic’s dad often got into the zone lifting weights. His mom could lose track of entire hours when she was doing a graphic design project for a client. For Tic, that sense of timeless flow came at stolen moments like this as he sat here, frantically trying to create, desperately trying to convey something ... but what? There was something internal, something within Tic himself, that was desperate to come out on the page. As hard as he tried, as close as he might get when he was lucky, he never could fully release this burden that weighed so heavily on his soul. 

Sometimes he feared what would happen if he never found the ability to unleash this passion or this art or this burning within.

Other times, he feared what would happen if he did.

“Whoa. Is that the one-eyed dude who lives up the mountain?”

AJ’s question snapped Tic out of his reverie and he stared at the page.

The northern lights, more menacing than majestic, streaked against the sky like a torn curtain reaching down from heaven to earth. Below was an arctic forest, with an eerie green glow emanating from the trees. And right in the center of the woods, even though Tic had no recollection of drawing him, was the unmistakable figure of his father’s friend Griz, a hermit who most of the town feared, a mysterious man surrounded by rumors and legend.

A man Tic only saw once or twice a year, whose sightings in Glennallen became fodder for gossip for days or even weeks.

A man who was single-handedly responsible for Tic’s very life.

B Train, Manhattan-Bound, New York City, United States

Pruning Day

ALTHOUGH AVRAM HAD been riding these same tracks for over eight decades, he always experienced that inimitable sense of awe and wonder when his train burst into the open air to cross the Manhattan Bridge. The city sprawled ahead of him, magnificent monuments testifying to the achievements of man, while soft clouds sprinkled with hints of pink held watch over the early Saturday commuters.

His wife Doris had always reveled in the view of the city, but Avram loved the sunrise.

He let out a contented breath, thankful for the Lord’s grace and favor on this beautiful morning. Thankful that he still had his health. Of course, he’d grown deaf in both ears, walked with a cane (more like shuffled, really), and his hands trembled so hard he could no longer turn the pages of his worn Bible. In spite of everything, he was blessed. His eyes could still take in the beautiful sights of the city. He could sit here on this subway train and worship the Lord with his whole heart. 

He could meet his brother-in-law Jeff for a cup of weak coffee and a few games of chess, a Shabbat ritual that was one of his favorite parts of his week. Ever since his darling wife had gone home to be with her Savior, Jeff was the only other one of Avram’s relatives who also worshiped Jesus Christ as Messiah. Their friendship and love for one another ran deeper than family or tradition or even blood.

The commute was long but peaceful. Even though he wasn’t at church or in a synagogue, he reached into his jacket
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