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	To Gareth. Although we have never met.
Our similar paths will eventually cross 
and inevitably the stars will align.

	 

	Happiness is a Tommyknocker in love.

	 

	 

	

Chapter One

	Feeling pensive, I slowly sat down on the bench, then hesitated while looking out at the choppy waters. Acknowledging the approaching storm, I gently lowered my fingers and allowed them to rest on the highly polished keys. With a feeling of dread, I gathered my wits and slowly began to play the demanding song.

	When I was several minutes into my escape, looking up from his book, Richard said, “It’s very dark and somber. What are you playing?”

	Without skipping a beat, I said, “It’s something by Max Richter called, ‘The Quality of Mercy.’ Of course I’m not able to include the string section. However, I’m sure you’ll agree that it’s still very moving. I heard it this morning and it just caught my attention.”

	“Especially after last night’s dream?”

	Stopping mid–stanza, I said, “The air around me feels wrong, and I can’t get Axel out of my mind. Why would he suddenly appear in my dreams? I wonder if something is going on with him.”

	“Definitely concerning because of the way he was treating you, right? Perhaps we need to pay them a visit over at their studio. I’m sure he has no idea what you went through last night or that he was the main character in one of your dreams.”

	Lost in thought, I continued to look out over the waters and said, “I’m sure you’re right.” Turning back to look at him, I then said, “Before we get to the bottom of this, maybe we could take them out for dinner or buy one of their paintings. This might keep his mind open and prevent him from becoming defensive.”

	“He really is a unique soul, very sensitive,” said Richard.

	“Yeah,” I said. “He reminds me of another me.”

	“Except you are able to keep your emotions in check.”

	Nodding in agreement, I said, “Shall we do this?”

	Letting out a sigh, and quickly throwing down his brush, Axel said, “Oh, crap on a crunchy cracker.” Looking frustrated, he then said, “How am I supposed to finish this now?”

	Quickly turning around, Ava sported a look of disapproval, then said, “Axel, watch your mouth. You wouldn’t want to kiss Connor with those lips.”

	Glowing a bright red, he lowered his gaze and said, “Sorry, Mama.” With sadness written all over his face, he continued, “I’m just not sure what to do now.”

	Setting down his paintbrush, Connor looked over at Ava and sported a wicked smile. Clearing his throat, he then said, “No, ma’am, I would not want to kiss him with those lips. Well, unless he gargled first and said several Hail Marys.”

	Ava said, ”This is all part of growing up. Whatever talent you possess, no matter how great, it comes with challenges. Just put down the brush and have a time out.”

	“You’re right,” he said. “After I rinse out my brushes, how about some coffee or tea?”

	Grabbing the brushes out of his hands, Connor said, “I’m way ahead of you. Why don’t you go and boil the water? I’ll finish up here and join you shortly.” Turning toward Ava, he then said, “Do you have a moment to talk?”

	“Of course, darling,” she said. “Axel go get things started and we’ll be in shortly.”

	Before he had a chance to respond, however, the sound of an annoying buzzer filled the room.

	Irritated, Axel said, “We need to fix that. Who in their right mind would have a doorbell that sounds like a squawking buzzard?”

	Kissing him on the cheek, Connor said, “Yes, my darling. The only reason we have it is to know when someone walks into the studio. How about this? Later on, this afternoon, I’ll run to the hardware store and try to find something that’s a little more human. Why don’t you go fix the water and I’ll go see who’s out there?”

	Connor was suddenly overwhelmed with dreadful memories from the past. Holding his breath, he slowly turned and looked into the empty studio for a reason for this change in his mood. The feelings quickly evaporated when from behind the wall of paintings stepped Richard.

	Smiling wide, Richard walked toward his friend and said, “I hope we haven’t interrupted anything.”

	Thankful for a reprieve from his thoughts, Connor said, “No, you haven’t interrupted anything. Are you alone?”

	Out of nowhere, a disembodied voice said, “I’m over here, looking at several of your latest paintings.”

	Stepping into the gallery, Connor walked toward the familiar voice and said, “I’m so happy the two of you stopped by.”

	Peeking around the wall of paintings, I then said, “I hope it’s not too early for a visit.”

	From the back of the studio, a distant voice said, “Not too early for me.”

	Looking beyond Connor, a familiar face had suddenly revealed himself and we both quickly locked onto each other’s eyes. Stepping into the gallery, Axel slowly walked toward me, only to stop several feet away. Finally, he said, “I knew you would be paying me a visit this morning. How have you been, Bradleigh?”

	Refusing to fall into his dark mood, I turned and pointed toward one of his paintings and said, “This one is very disturbing. Can you tell me a little bit about it?”

	Standing back and viewing his dark masterpiece, Axel stood silent. Then finally he said, “This represents the nightmares I’ve been having for the past several weeks.”

	“You never said that you were having nightmares,” said Connor.

	“I didn’t want to worry you. After everything you had to endure, you didn’t need to worry about this.”

	“That happened quite a while ago,” Connor said. “I’ve moved on. It looks like you need to find a way to do the same.”

	“I thought I was moving on,” Axel said. Pointing toward the painting, he then said, “At least until chaotic visions started to fill my mind.”

	Looking deep within his brush strokes, I asked, “What are those creatures standing in near darkness?”

	Without emotion, he said, “Tommyknockers. I was nearly asleep one night, when out of nowhere, the name Tommyknocker was whispered into my ear. After I finished the painting, I knew immediately that something was wrong. This thing I painted has turned into evil darkness itself.”

	“You’re right about that assessment,” said Connor. “However, Tommyknockers are subterranean angels, not demons. Is that why you’ve had it covered up all week?”

	With a serious look on his face, Axel said, “I recently did a search on the computer, and I know that they’re here to protect us. Unfortunately, I’m afraid that what happened to us in that far–off future has changed everything. I’m still reeling, and I’m suddenly confused about what is right or wrong.”

	“Speaking of that,” I said, “we need to have a little discussion about my dreams and the fact that you were in them.”

	With a look of dread, he asked, “Did your dreams include knives?”

	Without revealing the details, I asked, “How much are you selling this painting for? I’d like to purchase it.”

	“I’m not sure if I can ever let that one go,” he said.

	“Why is that?” I asked.

	“I’m afraid that if this one ever got out, we would be joining forces with the devil himself. We would never be able to put him back into the genie’s bottle, and this would certainly cause something beyond our imagination to be released.”

	We both stood silent until from behind, someone cleared her throat and said, “The water’s boiling. Would y’all like a cup of tea?”

	“I would love a cup,” said Richard.

	“Me too,” I said.

	“Well, come on back before it all cools down,” Ava said.

	Settling into their cramped kitchen, Richard took a small sip of his tea and said, “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

	“Thanks. We’ve been working hard to make it warm and inviting,” said Connor. Pointing toward the ceiling, he said, “We just added this wraparound shelf for knickknacks and such. After breakfast, I’ll take you out and show you our new deck. It’s nearly big enough for dancing.”

	Axel sat with his back up against the far wall and suddenly sported a wide smile.

	Before I had a chance to ask about his mood swing, Ava said, “Yes, so much has changed since we arrived. If it wasn’t for your mother stepping in to help, I don’t know what we would have done. I’m sure we would have ended up on the street.”

	Looking stoic, Connor said, “I’m sure that would never have happened. And let’s not forget how much help we had from the girls. They put a roof over our heads.”

	Unable to hold back, I looked over at Axel and said, “Okay, what’s going on? Why the sudden change in your mood?”

	I knew exactly why he was smiling and didn’t want to disclose the obvious. After all, he had recently traveled back in time to escape a bloody insurrection. I had to admit that I was a little worried about history repeating itself. My voices, however, reassured me of the moment. It was disclosed by my guides that with the help of Kevin and Bastian, the future bloody revolt had ceased to exist, at least in that specific timeline. If Connor and Axel felt the need to return, the only thing that would greet them would be nothingness.

	“Please enlighten us all,” I finally said. “Why the sudden smile?”

	Taking a huge gulp of his tea, Axel slowly swallowed and said, “I’m not sure why I’m suddenly feeling better. Except for the nightmares, I guess I’m just so happy to be here. I don’t ever want to go back.”

	“But you have been concerned that the nightmares have influenced your latest painting,” I said.

	With his smile fading, he said, “Yes, that’s right. I’m happy and living my dreams and desires.”

	In barely a whisper, I said, “But something is stepping in between you and your happiness, right?”

	Nodding, he turned to Connor and said, “I’m so frightened that I’m going to lose you again. I’m terrified that my paintings are going to unleash something horrible and you’ll be caught up in the middle of it. I think that I might have to destroy my work by putting it into a fire.”

	Pulling him close, Connor whispered, “You have nothing to worry about. I guarantee it.”

	“He’s right,” I said. “There’s nothing out there that we can’t overcome.”

	Richard quickly spoke up and added, “With all that I’ve gone through since meeting Bradleigh, I’m sure we can handle anything that comes our way.”

	Suddenly the front buzzer broke the mood. Connor said, “Let me go and see who just walked in.”

	Moments later, he wandered back into the kitchen and said, “Richard, your mother is out front admiring several paintings. I invited her to join us for tea after she’s done.”

	Looking back toward the gallery, we all waited patiently until finally Richard said, “Did she get lost? Do I need to go and rescue her?”

	“I’m sure she’s just looking over our selection,” said Connor.

	Before he could continue, Mary stepped into the room and said, “There’s something strange about one of your paintings.”

	“Is it the one with the dark, swirling vortex?” said Axel.

	“That’s it,” she said. “Something about that painting brings me back to the Troubles. At the time, several of my neighbors swore that it was Tommyknockers that started the fighting. Those strange shapes crouching in the background are Tommyknockers, right?”

	“Yes, ma’am,” said Axel.

	I could feel my face turn a bright red and could barely contain my amusement. This was due to my dislike of the words sir or ma’am, and I just sat smirking while trying to hide my true feelings of discomfort.

	“You don’t really believe that Tommyknockers from Irish lore had anything to do with all of the unrest,” said Richard.

	“At the time it was happening, no,” she said. “I just thought they were spinning another tale about nymphs. You were barely old enough to know anything about nymphs. I’m sure you can’t remember anything about the fighting.” Shaking her head, Mary then looked back toward the gallery and said, “After looking at Axel’s painting, however, I’m not sure what to say. Too many memories have suddenly flooded back into my mind.”

	An uneasy silence fell over the room, and we sat quietly while looking into the darkened hall that led into the front studio of their little house.

	Suddenly a flash of bright light lit up the gallery, and an ear–popping sound could be heard.

	Rushing into the front room, we witnessed a second burst of bright light just as the entire studio was engulfed in a mini–tornado. The eye of the vexing energy emanated directly from the heart of Axel’s creation, and I realized that the Tommyknockers had, under no uncertain circumstances, decided to step in and make themselves known.

	Axel didn’t have a chance and was quickly pulled in, followed by Connor. Richard and I held onto the portrait wall until, after it splintered, we found ourselves quickly pulled into the swirling vortex.

	When the hurricane–strength wind finally ended, Mary and Ava found themselves standing in the midst of several dozen dislodged paintings and holding onto the only wall left intact.

	 

	

Chapter Two

	Disoriented by the sudden fall into the unknown, Axel tried in vain to grab onto Connor’s legs. This became a fruitless effort when he began to spin out of control and quickly lost sight of his true love. Looking directly into the swirling vortex, he was thrown into a panic when visions from his past flashed into his mind. Spinning around and unable to catch his breath, he realized that he was about to drop out of nowhere and land on a pile of discarded clothes—the same type of clothing stripped off the condemned prisoners caught up in that senseless genocide.

	Landing with an umfff, he was in the process of righting himself when out of nowhere, his close friend landed several feet away and lay without movement.

	“Bradleigh, are you okay?”

	No answer.

	Reaching out and shaking my shoulders, he whispered, “Please wake up.”

	Pulled from the fogginess of my mind, I slowly opened my eyes and tried in vain to focus, but to no avail. Finally, with a flash of bright light, I was suddenly up, standing, and looking out through the eyes of an unknown person. Looking back down, I realized that Axel was in the process of stretching.

	He then slowly stood and carefully tested his balance. Pulling me close, he said, “Are you okay? I saw you land flat on your back. Then all at once, there was a flash of bright light and you were up and barely standing.”

	With my mind still in a fog, I surveyed our surroundings and said, “I don’t remember anything after falling into your painting. Are you okay?”

	Looking around, Axel said, “I’m a little rattled, but I survived. Why does the light continue to dim and then become bright again?”

	“I’m thinking that someone is blinking their eyes,” I said. “Lately, I’ve had this habit of landing within the minds of unknown people.” Looking directly at Axel, I then said, “Remember, this happened to you when Kate appeared.”

	After reflecting on his own experience, he said, “It’s so strange to be on this side of the action.”

	Just then the heaviness of dread and hopelessness filled the space. Pointing toward the brightness, I said, “Perhaps we should see where we landed.”

	To shield ourselves from our host, I quickly envisioned a mental wall to block any knowledge of our recent arrival. Standing and looking out into the unknown, I turned and said, “This is truly strange.”

	Stepping up from behind, Axel said, “Is this for real? Are we really seeing this?”

	Watching in silence, the two of us stood cautiously and waited for this new drama to unfold.

	Richard continued to spin out of control. Looking up toward the last remaining views of the studio, he was suddenly caught off guard when Connor fell directly into his arms. Grabbing onto him, he said, “Hang onto me as tight as possible. When we’re about to land, I’ll surround us with Bradleigh’s bubble.”

	No sooner were the words spoken when out of nowhere, the end of their fall quickly approached.

	“Hang on tighter so you don’t slip away,” Richard said.

	With his head buried deep within Richard’s chest, Connor closed his eyes and waited for the worst. Within moments, the two landed gently and found themselves on solid ground, shaken but unharmed.

	Still holding onto his friend, Connor opened his eyes and looked around in disbelief. The two of them were now standing in the middle of an abandoned barn.

	With barely a whisper, Connor said, “This is where I was captured, tied up and dragged away.”

	Before they had a chance to explore their surroundings, the light within the barn began to fade. Then, without warning, the scene in front of them began to flicker, until finally the two stood looking out into the vastness of empty space.

	“That was disconcerting, to say the least,” said Connor.

	Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out an oblong piece of plastic. It was covered with a series of grid lines, and the center sported a floating, spike–like arrow. When he laid it flat on his outstretched hand, the arrow suddenly began to spin out of control.

	“Truly strange,” he said.

	“What is that?” asked Richard.

	“It’s my compass. I’m absolutely fascinated with the simple design. Back home, we simply posed a question within our minds about direction, and a disembodied voice told us where to turn.”

	“That’s incredible,” said Richard. “Where did the information come from?”

	“From the moment of birth, everyone was required to have a microscopic chip implanted. These would provide general information about what was going on around us.”

	“Were they also able to track your movements?” asked Richard.

	“Yes, unfortunately.”

	Looking concerned, Richard asked, “Why were they not able to track you down after you escaped capture?”

	Looking down and sporting a face deep within his thoughts, Connor said, “He wouldn’t listen to me. I tried to plead my case, but James wouldn’t listen. I knew something was wrong about our move into that Southern town. Without his knowledge, I disappeared for an afternoon and had my chips removed. Technically it was against the law, but I knew in my heart that I needed to have mine taken out.”

	Connor then stood for a brief moment reflecting on his past. Looking at Richard, he then said, “It really didn’t matter in the end. They still kidnapped us after we were pulled out of our bed.”

	“It did matter,” said Richard. “That chip would have betrayed you if it hadn’t been removed. This gave you time to disappear into the woodwork.”

	“You’re right. I just wish James had listened to me. I’m not sure if that would have helped, but at least we would have had a sporting chance.” Looking back down at the compass, he then said, “It’s still spinning. There must not be a fixed North Pole to lock onto. Here, you hold it for a moment.” He handed it over gently.

	Richard stared in wonder at the grid marks and spinning arrow. Suddenly, without warning, it came to a wobbly halt and pointed directly at the two men.

	“This is getting stranger by the moment,” said Richard.

	Turning in the direction of the compass, the two stood silent when they realized that someone was standing quietly and looking directly at them.

	Finally breaking the silence, the man of mystery said, “Well, it looks like the fates have spoken.” Then, sporting a wide smile, he said, “Come this way, gentlemen. I’m sure you have endless questions.”

	“Shhhh. Stay as quiet as possible.” Axel looked back at me and whispered, “Who was that?”

	“It must be our host,” I said. “Whoever he is, he knows that someone is looking in on him.”

	We stood quietly for several moments until again we heard the mysterious voice speak. “Please just keep your thoughts to a low rumble. If they catch me mumbling to myself, they’ll definitely strap me down and lock the door. This time, I’m sure the key will be thrown away.”

	With barely a whisper, I said, “You have nothing to worry about. We’ll stay as quiet as possible.”

	Looking through his eyes, I noticed that he was now staring directly at the floor. With tears streaming down his cheeks, he whispered, “I appreciate that. Later on, after the lights have gone out, let’s talk and introduce ourselves. For now, please stay hidden.”

	Turning back around, I quickly imagined two comfortable chairs, and pointing toward one of them, I whispered, “Let’s rest for a while. Would you care to join me?”

	Knowing my dislike of conventional formalities, smiling wide, Axel said, “Yes, sir, I would.” Then, with a look of disappointment, he said, “How am I supposed to curl up close to you? There’s not enough room for both of us to stretch out on just one of them.”

	With a sideways glance and a wicked smile, I turned and instantly the two chairs became one oversized recliner. Within moments, we both fell deep within the void, holding on and never wanting to let go.

	Several hours passed, and I found myself floating up toward a group of mysterious beings. Suddenly, I was pulled back into reality and found myself flooded by a bright light.

	Slowly standing, then stretching, Axel walked toward the light and casually looked out through the eyes of our host. Turning back around he said, “It looks like our friend is now sitting and looking out over a well–tended garden.”

	Slowly standing, then walking up from behind, I spoke softly and asked, “Would you like us to join you this morning?”

	As if bored from the notion, lacking in commitment, our host nodded in agreement and said, “Now that you’re back, I can again spend the morning within colour and unspent emotions. I was just in the process of mixing the pigments.”

	We quickly realized that this mysterious man was living in the latter half of the nineteenth century and was sometimes referred to as Vinny.

	A feeling of irritation quickly filled his mind when an older woman poked her head over the garden wall and said, “So, Vinny, you’re back.”

	Without comment, he nodded and quickly returned to the task at hand. Once the antagonist had disappeared, he insisted on making one thing perfectly clear. Clearing his throat, he boldly said, “My name is Vincent, not Vinny. It’s important that you remember that.”

	“We won’t forget,” I said.

	Still sounding irritated, he then said, “The only person who has ever called me Vinny is that strange old woman who lives on the edge of town. I asked to sketch her late one evening, and since then she keeps calling me Vinny. I hate the name Vinny.”

	“We will never call you that,” insisted Axel. “For the record, I love the name Vincent.”

	I could tell that our friend was warming up to us, and I was compelled to ask, “You seem very comfortable with us. Are we your first visitors?”

	Looking out at the expanse of blooming flowers, he shook his head and said no. Then, looking back at his blank canvas, he said, “He was right when he said that you would show up some day. What he didn’t tell me was that there would be two of you. No matter. All I can say is that after he left, I lost all hope and motivation. He was always so gentle and clever in the way that he moved me into each new day.”

	He stood silent for several moments and I could feel an overwhelming sadness fill the air.

	“Are you okay?” I asked.

	Clearing his throat, he said, “I’ve been at the end of the road for so long. Ever since my friend left, I’ve felt that I had nothing left to give.”

	His words struck a nerve, and I could only reflect on when I had been in a similar situation. After a few quiet moments, I finally said, “I have also traveled down that road. I was standing at the end and looking out into a hopeless future.”

	Choking back his tears, he asked, “What did you do?”

	Taking a deep breath, I said, “They refused to allow me to end it all. The fates stepped in, and the rest is history.”

	Axel pulled me close and held me while my mind slipped into the past.

	Suddenly, within a flash, I could feel Vincent looking directly into my soul. He asked, “Do you also hear voices?”

	“Yes,” I said. “I’ve always heard voices. They have always been my beacon of truth. My safety net.”

	The gloominess of the moment suddenly faded, and he said, “I feel the need to break free. Please stay with me for a while.”

	Axel found himself caught up within the energy of this fascinating person. Watching impatiently, he tried in vain to hide his excitement and just stood spellbound while the rusty redhead slowly mixed several globs of brightly coloured paint. My friend finally hit his tipping point, and like an impatient puppy, swung around and sported eyes that reflected a look beyond frustration.

	Pointing back toward the action, I said, “You need to stay focused and learn as much as you can from this man.”

	When our host suddenly started to apply his talent of light and darkness, without saying a word, Axel carefully slipped into his arms and waited for the next magic of pigments to take place.

	“You’re wonderfully warm and comfortable,” said Vincent, “but at the same time, you’re tickling me. I like that.”

	While breathing in his muskiness, Axel gently kissed him on the neck and whispered, “Everything’s going to be okay. You have nothing to worry about.”

	Realizing their need for privacy, I quietly retreated to the far corners of Vincent’s mind and started the long process of contacting Richard.

	Walking down a series of narrow hallways, Richard and Connor followed close behind, then watched as the man suddenly stopped and pulled out a ring of keys. He fumbled haphazardly until finally he made his choice and inserted a shiny black key. With a click, an unassuming door swung open.

	“We haven’t had any need to visit this room for at least a millennium. Now that it has escaped, well, this is for your own safety. I’m sure the two of you will find this adequate and to your liking.”

	The two followed their host into the darkness and stood a little disoriented. Finally, with a bright flash from an unknown source, the room came into focus.

	Slowly walking up to an expansive window that was designed for viewing, Richard stopped short and stood looking out at the vastness of nothing. He couldn’t stop from reflecting on simpler times. The feelings of whimsy flooded his mind and a sudden time slip pulled him deeper within his thoughts.

	“It’s almost like we’re still holed up while feeling the smoothness of the boulders below us,” he thought. “The warmth of the rocks while looking out over the vastness of a Southern California desert. It brings me back to the beginning.”

	He remembered how close they had held each other while feasting on tiny, imported crackers and tins of canned fish.

	“I can still taste the saltiness of our bounty,” he thought.

	The feelings of isolation continued to echo through his mind, and he wished for simpler times.

	Pulling him back into the present, a solitary voice broke the moment by saying, “That was another time and place. To move forward, you need to let it go or it will continue to haunt you. Not to worry, your memories will remain frozen until Prince Charming rides back into your life to break the spell.”

	Looking back toward the man, without thinking, Richard said, “I can swear that I just heard the cries of helplessness coming from a distant mind. If I didn’t know better, I would say that Bradleigh is trying to contact me.”

	Looking blankly at Richard, the man turned and looked out at the vastness of nothing and then said, “The two are light years away, with several paintings left to complete. It’s simple math, my good man. There’s just no time for communication.”

	Clearing his throat, Connor said, “When you say ‘the two,’ are you referring to Axel and Bradleigh?”

	“Yes, Connor, that’s correct. Axel is up to his elbows trying to assist. Your friend Bradleigh is waiting patiently for him to return.”

	“Can you help us contact them?” asked Richard.

	Shaking his head, the man said, “The two of them are beyond my reach. They’ll continue to be a whisper of your thoughts unless you can figure out a way to release them.”

	Looking back out at the vastness of nothing, Connor said, “We appear to be in the middle of nowhere, with nothing to show for our thoughts.”

	Smiling wide, the man said, “This is just a blank canvas. When the hues of colour mix with emotion, you will be given your opportunity. At the very moment it happens, make sure that it counts.”

	“Make what count?” asked Richard.

	Looking directly at Richard, the man said, “Become knights in shining armor and make every decision count. You can’t afford to waste any opportunities.” With his smile fading, the man of mystery then faded out of view.

	 

	 

	

Chapter Three

	After wandering into the far reaches of Vincent’s mind, I eventually found myself standing within a space reserved specifically for me. I needed a break from the constant upheaval that consumed my existence. Closing myself off from the chaotic chatter of my host’s mind, I visualized a comfy wingback chair and started the long task of contacting my husband.

	Pulling myself up and out of my body, I slipped into a comfortable energy flow and found myself floating above a familiar path along the north coast of the Irish Sea. The air suddenly started to pop, and after a loud explosion, I found myself falling back into my body.

	Looking around with disappointment, I sent out a distress call with hopes that someone could hear me. To no avail. Another blast of indigo light, and to my dismay, the space remained quiet and abandoned. It was as if someone or something was blocking my abilities and demanding that I stand ready and available at a moment’s notice.

	Without warning, my private space began to surge and then spin around me. Moments later, I was back and standing next to Axel.

	Still standing within the arms of our new friend, he pulled away with hopes of relieving his atrophy. Realizing that I had returned, he turned and motioned for me to join him and watch while the master plied his craft.

	“He’s unbelievable,” he said. “I’m completely overwhelmed by his technique and how closely I resemble the man.”

	Peering through the painter’s steel–blue eyes, I was taken aback by what I was witnessing. “Am I seeing this correctly?” I asked. “Did you step in and help him to recreate your first three paintings?”

	“I’ve done nothing but watch as he mixed the paints. Within the first hour, my valley of colour emerged. Quickly following, he completed the stunning views of sagebrush and blue skies for as far as the eye can see.”

	Looking through his eyes, I noticed that Vincent was now struggling to complete his next painting. Standing and pondering the moment, he then started to rub his chin and said, “I have absolutely no idea why I painted those buildings now sitting in the middle of all those sunflowers. There seems to be some kind of spiked fence surrounding everything.”

	“There’s no way you could understand its purpose,” said Axel.

	I agreed and whispered to my friend, “He’s living several years removed from the horrors of both those concentration camps. I’m not sure that we should expose him to what happened.”

	“I know you’re talking about me,” said Vincent. “Please help me understand what I just painted.”

	“It’s difficult to comprehend, even for me,” I said. “The horrors of war can never be justified, and what you’re viewing won’t happen for many years to come.”

	Setting his paintbrush down, the man stood staring blankly and quickly fell into a dark place.

	“Are you all right?” I asked.

	Taking a deep breath, then slowly letting it out, Vincent said, “I’ve had dreams about this painting and specifically the building in the middle of that field. No, it was more like an awful nightmare that still haunts my thoughts. I remember watching while hundreds of people were marched up to a trench dug into the ground. After the group was lined up, they were all shot with rifles, causing everyone to fall into the trench. The trench was then filled in with dirt to become a huge, unmarked grave.”

	I could feel his mood falter, and I whispered into his ear, “I’m so sorry. I tried to help as many victims as possible. In the end, however, it only spawned something far worse. I should have never stepped in and changed history. It appears that what I did is still echoing through time. It’s obvious, looking at your painting, that there is so much more that needs to be fixed.”

	Sensing my pain, Vincent wrapped himself around both of us, and we stood as three for several minutes. Finally, when the moment had passed, he calmly said, “It’s not a crime to help others in need. I admire you for what you did. Despite Samuel, you had the best intentions and should forgive yourself of any wrongdoings.”

	I was taken back and could only say, “How do you know about Samuel?”

	“Agnes should have been my mother,” he said calmly. “When you
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