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            COMMITED

          

          BRIDES OF THE KINDRED, BOOK 26

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ★ This is the story of the very first Kindred Bride ★

      

        

      
        A woman locked in a mental asylum for her visions of the future...

        A cybernetic warrior who can enter her dreams...

        Together they must escape to save the Earth from certain ruin.

        But will they be in time?

        You'll have to read Brides of the Kindred 26, Committed, to find out...

      

      

      What if the Kindred had never come to Earth?

      The Eye of Ten'gu, trapped beneath the Hell's Gate station, wants to ensure they don't. And it has the power to reach through time and change one event that will alter the Kindred's reality forever...

      Vic is a cybernetic Kindred scout, sent only to hostile planets. He infiltrates the Oval Office but just as he is about to extend an offer from the Kindred to the people of Earth, his communications system breaks, rendering him mute. Labeled a mentally unstable threat, he is sent to St. Elizabeth's Mental Hospital. There he meets Torri, a beautiful curvy Earth female who makes him feel for the first time...

      Torri isn't crazy, no matter what her husband says. She is having visions of a huge black ship and an evil being called the AllFather who is coming to conquer and enslave the Earth. But now that she's locked away, no one will listen. No one until Vic comes and starts Dream Sharing with her, that is...

      Now the two of them are on the run. But will they get the Mother Ship to Earth on time to stop the Scourge from overrunning the planet? Or will the Eye of Ten'gu fulfill its evil plan and change the Kindred's future timeline forever?

      You'll have to read Brides of the Kindred 26, Committed, to find out...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE:

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t want anyone to think that by setting the first part of this book in a mental hospital, I’m denigrating or making fun of anyone who has ever been admitted to one. There is a stigma around mental health issues which is a real shame. As someone once said, these issues are not a fault of character, but a fault of chemistry—meaning that if your brain chemistry gets skewed in some way, you can’t help it and you shouldn’t hesitate to ask for help. There are many well-run facilities that help people with mental health problems, (I’m sure including St. Elizabeth’s, which is a real place, at least according to the Internet.) Unfortunately the fictionalized facility I am writing about, is not one of them. Bad things happen there and they very nearly happen to my heroine, Torri. So if you are sensitive or easily triggered, please read carefully. In writing this book I was trying to channel the terrible frustration you would feel if you were locked away someplace and labeled “crazy” when you clearly knew you weren’t. Poor Torri! But don’t worry—better things are in store for her. Read on if you want to find out what…

      ; ) Evangeline
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      The Eye of Ten’gu was restless. Its master, the Dark Father, had awakened his scion within…but now what? It floated in the void of the time-suck beneath Hell’s Gate station—trapped in a time so slow it might as well have been frozen solid. Why had the master awakened it, if there was nothing it could do to hinder or harm the Kindred, which was its only purpose for being?

      “You are not frozen and you can still fulfill your purpose,” a dark, cold voice whispered to the scion. It was faint but filled with malice, coming as it did, from a different, parallel universe where the Dark Father held sway.

      The eye blinked, its blood-red surface nictitating with infinite slowness in the time-suck which held it.

      “What must I do, Father?” the scion within it asked.

      “You have the power to rearrange this universe,” the Dark Father informed it. “I cannot, for the cursed Kindred Goddess has closed its borders to me. But you are within those borders—you are able to cause catastrophic damage to the race we hate.”

      “But how?” the scion within the Eye demanded. “When I am trapped within this time vortex and I can barely move?”

      “You must use what you have to work with,” the Dark Father growled. “Use the time itself. Bend it—manipulate it. Within the vortex you can reach either forward or backwards in this universe’s history. You have enough energy to alter one event—to change one detail in the Kindred’s timeline—pick one and use your power well!”

      The Eye of Ten’gu blinked again, thinking, searching along the timeline as its Master had commanded. One event—it could use its limited power and the energy of the time surrounding it to change just one event in the Kindred’s history—what should that one event be?

      How can I hurt them most? the scion wondered. What do they value the most and how can I take it from them?

      Then, the scion saw it. The Eye narrowed, its bloody pupil focusing across the years, finding the one event it could alter that would change everything.

      “Yes…good,” the Dark Father rumbled, seeing where his scion was focusing. “What the Kindred care most about are their brides. And the planet they call the most brides from is that insignificant little blue speck called ‘Earth.’”

      “But what if they never came to Earth in the first place?” the scion within the Eye speculated. “What if the scout they sent to find out if the planet was hostile was incapacitated in some way?”

      “Very good,” the Dark Father agreed. “If the Kindred had never came to Earth because they believed the inhabitants were hostile, they would not have been there to stop the invasion of the Scourge.”

      “The Earth would have been destroyed—its inhabitants enslaved—and the Kindred would have been unable to call their brides.”

      The Eye blinked, moving rapidly along the altered timeline it now envisioned. There was no other planet that was such an abundant source of brides which the Kindred—being 95% male—needed in order to survive as a species. If the Earth were ravaged and destroyed by the Scourge because the Kindred never came to fight them, they would eventually die out.

      Two races had been saved when the scout the Kindred sent signaled that they ought to come to Earth. The humans of Earth had been saved because the Kindred arrived just in time to fight the Scourge invasion. And the Kindred themselves had been saved by the agreement with the grateful humans, who allowed them to call brides from among their population.

      But what if those events had never happened? What if the scout never reported back—or it appeared that the humans had attacked or hurt it in some way? The Kindred wouldn’t seek brides from a hostile race, no matter how desperate they were. But how could such an event be engineered?

      The scion within the Eye of Ten’gu searched carefully until at last it found what it was looking for—the perfect moment, the perfect event to set in motion a perfect storm of failure. By breaking one tiny thing, it could alter the entire Kindred timeline and ensure the ruination of both races at once.

      The humans had a saying—“For want of a nail, the shoe was lost. For want of a shoe, the horse was lost. For want of a horse, the rider was lost. For want of a rider, the message was lost. For want of a message, the battle was lost. For want of a battle, the kingdom was lost—and all for the want of a horseshoe nail.”

      The scion knew exactly where the nail was—the one thing that needed to fail and break in order to alter everything. It would be the first domino in a series that would end in a deadly cascade that kept the Kindred from ever going to Earth in the first place.

      Reaching out across the years, the scion within the Eye used its one chance at destruction to good effect. It broke something tiny—so tiny it could not be seen by a human eye. Then it sat back, satisfied, to watch the events it had set in motion unfold.

      Somewhere in the darkness of the other universe, the Dark Father laughed and congratulated himself on planting the seeds of destruction in the race he hated. He would have his revenge and the Kindred Goddess would watch her people whither and die.

      And there was nothing she could do about it.
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      They were coming.

      Torri had seen them—they were coming in a huge black ship, filled with a silent threat. A threat that no one could see but her. She tried to tell others, but no one would listen. In fact, they had locked her away for trying to tell them.

      Be fair, whispered a little voice in her head. They locked you away because you stabbed Chuck with a butcher knife.

      Which was true. But she wouldn’t have stabbed him if he hadn’t grabbed her and shaken her so suddenly, in the middle of the vision—what the psychiatrists here at St. Elizabeth’s called “night terrors” or “fugue states”—depending on if she was awake or asleep when she experienced one.

      “Seeing Dreams,” Torri’s grandmother had called them—she’d had them too, all her life. Torri wished Nana was still alive—maybe she could have made sense of the terrible dreams she’d been having. The dreams of the menacing black ship carrying death and destruction creeping closer and closer to Earth…

      When she was in the middle of one of her “Seeing Dreams,” she couldn’t distinguish what was real and what wasn’t. Her husband, Chuck, had been trying to shake her awake—probably because she’d been screaming. In the middle of the night terror, he had looked like the “Evil One,” as Torri thought of the being she kept seeing in her dreams.

      The Evil One—who called himself “the AllFather”—had glowing red eyes and he hissed with every word he spoke. He told Torri that he was coming for the Earth—coming for her—and there was nothing she could do about it.

      The dreams had gotten so bad she’d taken to going to bed with a butcher knife under her pillow. She didn’t know how far away the black ship with it’s hoard of alien invaders and its red-eyed, hissing leader was, but she didn’t want to take any chances on waking up with one of those hideous creatures in the bed with her.

      When her husband, Chuck, had shaken her and shouted that she needed to stop screaming “Right now, Goddamnit! You’re going to wake up the whole fucking neighborhood!” the night terror was still on her. To her muddled brain, Chuck had looked like the hissing, red-eyed thing that called himself “The AllFather” and swore he was coming to get her. So Torri had lashed out.

      Chuck had needed thirteen stitches and she had barely missed his eye—something which he pointed out at least twelve times when he was getting Torri to agree to a simple “overnight evaluation” at St. Elizabeth’s Mental Hospital in Southeast Washington DC.

      Somehow the overnight evaluation had turned into a week-long stay and then the psychiatrist assigned to her—Dr. Burrows—had deemed it prudent to keep her for the rest of the month after that.

      That had been two and a half months ago and Torri was beginning to wonder if she would ever get out. It didn’t help that the fugue states and night terrors had actually increased in frequency and duration. Back home, they had been confined to small blips in the radar of her consciousness—at least during the day.

      Now, they might come on her any time of the day and night—in the shower, (where she would stand, staring into space while the water went cold,) during group therapy, (where she might blank out in the middle of a sentence and not wake up until the therapy session was done,)—or any other time. Only the day before, she had blanked out in the middle of the lunch line, standing there, staring in horror at the vision only she could see, while the other patients murmured restlessly—angry she was holding up the line.

      Finally, one of the staff had come to lead her away. Torri had woken up an hour and a half later, sitting in the patient lounge, in a broken-down easy chair with a cracked plastic seat that nipped at her thighs when she shifted the wrong way.

      Her stomach was rumbling but she had missed lunch—there was nothing she could do about it. The Seeing Dream had taken over her brain, had commandeered her mind, careless of what damage it might be doing to her life.

      But though the daytime fugues were bad, it was at night when she saw him—the AllFather. And that meant her Seeing Dreams turned into night terrors.

      The night terrors were the worst. The visions were so intense—so real—and she could never get used to the gut-wrenching fear they caused. No matter how many times she saw the vast, black ship coming to conquer Earth, or the red, glowing eyes of the AllFather, she couldn’t get used to them. Her throat felt shredded from screaming in fear and the orderlies didn’t dare to come near her—she had lashed out one too many times when they tried to wake her from the terrible dreams.

      At least she had gotten a room of her own out of it, Torri thought dolefully. Everyone else in the Non-Violent Ward had to share, but nobody wanted to share with a maniac who screamed herself awake at least once—sometimes two or three times a night.

      Torri sighed as she looked at herself in the tarnished metal plate bolted to the communal women’s restroom wall that served as a mirror. The Non-Violent Ward was mostly filled with people who were more interested in hurting themselves than others, but you couldn’t have patients committing suicide. So there was no glass anywhere that could be broken and used to cut your wrists. Likewise, no shoestrings, belts, or anything else you might use to hang yourself. The silverware consisted of plastic sporks with tiny tines too short and blunt to poke into a leaf of lettuce—(eating salad, when it was served, was a struggle)—let alone stab yourself or anyone else with.

      The cloudy image in the metal wall plate mirror showed a woman with messy, wavy hair in a black cloud around her face and tired brown eyes with dark, bruised-looking circles beneath them. Torri was only thirty, but she felt like she looked much older.

      She had always struggled with her weight but she was much plumper now than when she’d been admitted. She’d only been here, eating the institutional food for two and a half months, (or was it three now?) and already she’d gained weight. Chuck would probably barely recognize her…if he ever came to visit. But her dear husband had been MIA for the last two months—it was like he’d stuck her in here and forgotten about her.

      Torri stared at her messy reflection in dismay. Could it be that only three months ago she’d been a successful, well-adjusted woman in a reasonably happy marriage, thriving in her career, and happy with her life choices? Was it really only three months ago that she’d been free, living in the outside world? What had happened to her?

      She’d been the branch manager of a bank and Chuck was a Government Information Specialist, climbing the ladder at the Dept. of Justice. They weren’t exactly a power couple, but they weren’t far from it either. And if they didn’t always see eye-to-eye and their marriage wasn’t everything Torri had hoped it would be—(there were still no kids, because Chuck wanted to wait)—well, it was still pretty good and it was stable—which was what mattered the most.

      Then the Seeing Dreams had started in the forms of fugues during the day—little seconds and minutes of lost time. She had first seen the alien spaceship as a blip in her mind’s eye in the middle of a presentation at work. The vision had caused her to stumble over her words, losing her train of thought for a moment. But then she’d picked right back up and gone on, telling herself to ignore what had to be just a weird, one-time occurrence.

      But it had happened again the next day, while she was pouring herself a cup of coffee from the break room coffee pot. Hot coffee had overflowed her mug and flooded the floor as Torri stood there, eyes wide, seeing nothing but a terrifying vision of a black alien ship coming towards Earth.

      To her coworkers, it looked like she had poured coffee all over the floor on purpose. Of course, nothing could be further from the truth, but Torri was afraid to explain what was going on—what she had seen—for fear that people would think she was crazy.

      Which is exactly what they thought, in the end, she thought bleakly, staring into the metal mirror again. No matter how hard I tried to hide it.

      The fugue states had gotten worse—longer—and the visions had gotten more vivid and more frightening. After nearly causing an accident when she blanked out for a moment while driving home, Torri had started taking Ubers and Lyfts to and from work every day. She told Chuck that she wanted more time to work—that she was doing paperwork during the morning and evening commute. But since they only lived twenty minutes from her bank, it was a lame excuse and she knew it.

      Still, Torri had clung to it—the same way she clung to her sanity—or tried to. But everything had come crashing down the night she had the first night terror.

      The first time she had seen the glowing red eyes of the AllFather and heard him tell her in his hissing voice that he had “plansss for Earth” she could no longer keep from telling someone she trusted what was happening.

      Only it turned out, maybe she shouldn’t have trusted him.

      “And you think these…aliens you’re seeing in your dreams are real?” Chuck had asked, raising his eyebrows in disbelief after shaking her awake for the first time.

      “I know they are.” Torri had made a effort to choke back the sobs that tried to close her throat—had attempted to talk rationally. “Chuck, I’ve been seeing them for weeks now! Seeing their ships, headed for Earth. We’re all going to be in really big trouble if we don’t do something!”

      She had looked at her husband, pleading with him to understand—to believe her. But Chuck just sat there staring at her like she’d grown a second head.

      “Look, I know it sounds crazy.” Torri took a deep breath, trying to calm herself, trying to speak rationally. “But it’s a gift that runs in my family on my Mom’s side. Nana, my grandmother had it. She called it ‘The Truth’ or sometimes, ‘Seeing Dreams.’”

      Chuck gave her a blank stare.

      “So I’m supposed to believe you when you say aliens are headed for Earth because your grandmother used to have funny dreams, too?”

      “Not just funny dreams—Seeing Dreams,” Torri emphasized. “She said they came to her often—sometimes about little things, like where she put a piece of jewelry she misplaced. And sometimes about big things. Do you know she stopped my Uncle Timmy from getting into a car accident once by giving him a flat tire?”

      “What?” Chuck demanded flatly. “No, I’ve never heard that story.”

      Probably because she only told it to me, Torri thought. Because I was the only one she trusted.

      But now she had no choice, she had to trust her husband—so she tried to explain.

      “Look, Uncle Timmy was visiting her from college when he was younger and he was determined to go back a day early to get ready for some exam or something. Nana had a Seeing Dream about it and she begged him not to go, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      Torri spoke rapidly, the words spilling out in a hasty flood as she willed her husband to understand—to believe.

      “In desperation, Nana went and stuck a knife in his tire while he was eating breakfast that morning,” she told Chuck. “He never knew what she did, but the delay of getting that tire fixed saved his life. A semi truck jack-knifed on the highway he was going to take to get back to college. There was a seventeen-car pileup and he would have been right in the middle of it if Nana hadn’t knifed his car tire.”

      Chuck had remained unconvinced.

      “So you think I ought to believe there are aliens on the way because your grandma had a bad feeling one time about your uncle?” he demanded. “Get real, Torri! Just because your Nana was an old gypsy and believed in all that mystical bullshit doesn’t mean you have to, too! You need to snap out of this now and keep your crazy to yourself—I can’t deal with you going nuts on top of all the pressure I have at work.”

      Torri had shut up and shut down after that. She’d tried to “keep her crazy to herself” as Chuck had demanded—but it kept spilling over into everyday life. The fugue states during the day got longer. She began blanking out in the middle of conversations with coworkers and even clients at the bank. People began to whisper about her behind her back, asking each other what was wrong with her.

      Then the night terrors started getting worse. She woke Chuck up screaming and the neighbors too. Twice the police were called to their house in the middle of the night and had to be sent away, after inspecting everything to make sure there was no domestic violence going on.

      Her husband was getting more and more impatient with her and Torri could see the questions in his eyes when he looked at her. She was ruining their perfect life with her sudden and extremely inconvenient mental illness—why couldn’t she control herself? What was wrong with her?

      But the worst thing of all—worse than the way she was losing respect at work and waking herself and half the neighborhood up with her screaming at night—was the fact that Torri knew the dreams were real.

      She knew it beyond the shadow of a doubt—the same way her Nana had known she had to stick a knife in Uncle Timmy’s tire to keep him home and keep him safe from the impending accident. But now the entire Earth was about to have an accident—the small blue and green planet humankind called home was headed for a collision with a hostile alien race and only Torri knew about it.

      Along with that certainty, came a horrible guilt. She ought to be telling people—she ought to be shouting it from the rooftops, going on TV, posting it on the Internet. Torri knew she ought to be getting out the message that the Earth was about to be in big, big trouble.

      But the fear of being called crazy had stopped her. The fear that she would lose everything if she started telling people what was going on—what was about to happen—that the sleek black ship called “The Fathership,” which was almost as big as a city—was headed towards Earth with extremely bad intentions.

      “And in the end, they called me crazy anyway and slapped me in here,” Torri muttered to her blurred reflection. Now it was too late to tell anyone—she was in the psych ward, for God’s sake. Nobody was going to believe her. Chuck certainly hadn’t. The more she’d tried to describe the AllFather and his alien hordes, the more he had looked at her like she wasn’t playing with a full deck.

      “But I know I’m right,” Torri whispered to herself. “I know they’re coming—I just can’t do anything about it!”
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      “All right, Ms. Morrison, you know that hygiene time is over. Time for breakfast, now.”

      The voice of Mazy, one of the “caretakers,” as the orderlies were called at St. Elizabeth’s, broke into Torri’s bleak thoughts.

      Torri looked up and tried to smile. She tried her best to continue acting normal—sane—despite the frequent fugues and the night terrors. At least Mazy was one of the nicer caretakers. She didn’t grab you by the arm or push you up against the wall when you didn’t move fast enough. And plenty of them did, despite it being against the rules to “manhandle” the patients.

      St. Elizabeth’s was actually a pretty plush establishment, as mental hospitals went. The older buildings, built before the Civil War, (back when it had gone by the name “The Government Hospital for the Insane,”) had all been boarded up or torn down. The new hospital had been built on the East Campus only about ten or twelve years ago, so the facility was still quite new. And the patients it housed were often well-connected so nothing too bad happened there—during the day, anyway.

      It was the night shift that Torri had come to dread—and not just because of her night terrors.

      But it was better not to think about that now—better to just “get along and go along” as Nana used to say.

      “Thank you, Mazy,” she said, nodding at the female orderly. “I wonder what’s on the menu today?”

      “I hear it might be pancakes.” Mazy gave her a bright smile—the same kind of smile you might give to a rather slow child. “Won’t that be nice? Let’s go see, shall we?”

      “Of course. Thank you.” Torri nodded automatically. Three months ago, if someone had spoken to her in that tone, she would have bristled and demanded to know what the hell they thought they were doing. Now, she simply nodded meekly and followed the orderly in her pale pink scrubs, out of the women’s restroom and down the long halls towards the cafeteria.

      The pale pink walls matched the orderlies’ scrubs, making Torri feel like she was inside a giant seashell. She supposed that someone in Administration must have read an article about pink being a soothing color but after a while, it just got monotonous.

      At least she didn’t have to wear pink herself, Torri thought. The loose, ill-fitting scrubs that were standard issue for all patients were a boring beige, which looked equally awful on everyone—but still, it wasn’t pink.

      There were doors at regular intervals along the corridor, all with various paper signs taped to them. Group Therapy! read one, with a bunch of daisies printed under the words. Patient Lounge, read another. Under that, was a picture of an old-fashioned TV set—the boxy kind with rabbit-ear antenna that Torri could never remember seeing in real life. Art Therapy! had a big smiley face printed under it.

      Someone—possibly Tanya, who had been Torri’s roommate before she got her own room—had scrawled Fuk Art! over the yellow smiley. One of the staff would see it eventually and print out a new sign, Torri thought. The psychiatrists here wanted everyone and everything to look positive, so the vandalized sign wouldn’t last for long.

      At last they reached the cafeteria and she got in line with the other patients, all wearing the same boring beige scrubs that she was. The cafeteria food was bland and industrial, like everything else in the psych ward. The pancakes were half flabby, half stale—clearly they had come in frozen and been carelessly reheated in one of the big ovens. The bacon was limp and greasy, and the orange juice tasted dusty—as though it had been squeezed from oranges that were a thousand years old. The coffee was halfway decent, but it was almost always decaf. Too much caffeine wasn’t a good mix with some of the patients’ medications.

      Torri took her tray and went to sit at a table with Gloria and Emile. There were no last names here among the patients. The orderlies might call her “Ms. Morrison” but in Group Therapy with everyone else she was just “Torri.”

      As she put down her tray on the round, sticky table, Emile rose and offered her his hand. He was a thin little man with extremely hairy arms. Tufts of wiry brownish-gray hair stuck out of the V-neck top of his scrubs as well. Torri had heard some of the staff say he was once quite high up in the Department of the Treasury, here in DC, but he had snapped under the pressure. She didn’t know if it was true or not, but it was clear there was definitely something not right about the little man.

      “Hi, I’m Emile.” He smiled vacantly at her. Torri knew from experience he would continue to stand there smiling with his hand out unless she took it.

      Sighing, she shook the offered hand briefly.

      “Hi Emile, I’m Torri,” she said, for what felt like the hundredth time.

      Emile’s long, homely face brightened at once as though he was meeting her for the very first time.

      “Torri! Nice to meet you!” he exclaimed and then sat back down and began to eat his reheated pancakes and greasy bacon eagerly.

      “Nice to meet you, too,” Torri mumbled. She reached for the syrup container in the middle of the table, only to have Gloria snatch it out of her hand.

      Gloria was a woman who might be anywhere between forty-five and sixty—it was impossible to say for sure. She had once had bleached blonde, permed hair but she’d been in St. Elizabeth’s so long, the grayish-black roots had grown out down past her ears. The grown-out part was straight and the bleached blonde bottom was still curly, giving her a bedraggled look as though she’d been caught out in the rain.

      “What are you doing?” Gloria gave Torri a narrow-eyed, suspicious look. “What are you doing to my syrup? It’s mine you know and you can’t have any.”

      Torri sighed inwardly for a second time. Usually Gloria and Emile weren’t bad tablemates. Emile insisted on shaking hands, but after that he would ignore you in favor of his food. Gloria was generally borderline catatonic. She would stare at her plate without saying a word until one of the orderlies came and cut up her food and encouraged her to eat it.

      But sometimes—about every third or fourth day—Gloria came to life. On her “bright days” as the orderlies called them, she regarded everyone and everything with a kind of savage suspicion. Basically, she believed that she owned everything and everyone was trying to rob her of her possessions.

      It was this quality that had gotten her admitted in the first place, according to hospital gossip. Her son—one of the higher ups in the State Department—had paid a lot of money for a bevy of nurses to watch his mother day and night. But when she started accusing them of stealing her purse, her jewelry—and even her dentures—he had admitted defeat and had her placed in St. Elizabeth’s.

      Torri debated fighting about the syrup and decided not to. There was no point in quarreling with Gloria when she was in a mood. She could ask to borrow the syrup from another table, she supposed, but there was a reason she usually sat with Gloria and Emile.

      Tanya, her old roommate, was in the next table over. She saw Torri look at her and shot her the middle finger and an evil glare at the same time. Tanya had come from a lovely upper-middle class home where she claimed her parents had held Satanic rituals every night. They wore black robes and tied her to an altar and wrote on her naked body in fresh blood and invited demons to live inside her—at least to hear Tanya tell it. To hear the doctors tell it, she had paranoid-schizophrenic delusions.

      Torri didn’t know which she believed, but her old roommate certainly was evil-tempered, whether she had demons inside to blame for it or not. The only good thing about her night terrors, as far as she was concerned, was that they had gotten her out of rooming with Tanya.

      Beside Tanya was Rachel—a college-aged girl who had tried to commit suicide because “the voices” told her to do it. She was rocking and mumbling to herself, “No, no—I don’t want to. No, you can’t make me! No, no, no…”

      Poor thing, Torri thought. Rachel obviously had demons of her own.

      At another table was Rob, a lean young man in his twenties with “wandering hands.” Torri had only tried to sit by him once before realizing her mistake. His other table mates were sitting well out of his reach. But if Rob couldn’t touch other people, he would touch himself. Even now he was eating pancakes with one hand while he had the other hand shoved down the front of his scrubs. From the restless, jerky motions he was making, Torri was fairly certain he was getting off. Stains on the front of his scrub trousers indicated it wasn’t the first time that morning.

      Repulsed, she looked away. Could she borrow syrup from anywhere else? Darleen and Jemma were sitting together at the far end of the dining area. Jemma looked quiet this morning, but Darleen had her shirt up and was “breast feeding” the baby doll she brought with her everywhere. Torri winced—she really didn’t need an up-close and personal view of that today.

      Shaking her head, she stabbed her plastic spork into the stale and by-now cold pancakes on her plastic plate. Two of the short tines broke off and were left sticking in the skin of the pancake like two little white teeth.

      “Forget it,” Torri muttered to herself, putting down the spork. “I’m fat enough as it is.”

      She wished she could get something else—something fresh—even a banana or an apple would be nice. But while St. Elizabeth’s was an expensive facility, they clearly didn’t spend the money they charged for care on the food they fed their patients.

      Instead of eating, Torri concentrated on the lukewarm cup of coffee she’d picked up along with her morning meal. There was too much cream and sugar in it, but she drank it anyway, wincing at the over-sweetness and wishing it had caffeine.

      “Hey!” Gloria glared at her from across the table. “What are you doing with my coffee? Huh? That’s mine you know—you stole it from me!” She pointed at Torri’s coffee cup.

      Torri ignored her, wishing for the thousandth time, that she could just sit by herself. There was an empty table across the dining area—she stared at it longingly. But alas, the powers-that-be at St. Elizabeth’s deplored solitude. You weren’t allowed to sit at a table unless there was at least one other patient there to sit with.

      She went back to her coffee, ignoring Gloria asking how she had “stolen” it and at last breakfast time was over.

      After breakfast, came group goals—where they all sat in a circle in the Group Therapy room and talked about their goals for getting better and living in the outside world. Of course, this was a pipe dream for most of the patients here and Torri was beginning to think it was impossible for her as well.

      Never should have signed that form, she thought for the hundred thousandth time. Never should have let Chuck talk me into that “overnight” evaluation.

      But her husband had been so upset, wearing the bulky bandage on his face that covered the stitches where she had stabbed him in her sleep. He had insisted that she needed help and Torri, feeling awful about what she’d done, had agreed and meekly signed the forms, giving away her freedom with a stroke of the pen.

      But once you had been admitted to St. Elizabeth’s hospital, she found, it was almost impossible to get out again.

      Maybe I should try calling Chuck again, she thought, as she sat in the Group Therapy circle on a hard plastic chair and listened to Gloria blather on about how once she got free of “this place” she would go find the women who had stolen her diamond jewelry and make them give it back. Maybe he’ll pick up this time—maybe he’ll come visit me and sign me out.

      She didn’t have much hope of this. Her husband had stopped returning her calls and had somehow always just “stepped into a meeting,”—at least to hear his receptionist, a slinky blonde named Amanda tell it,—whenever she tried to get him on the phone. But Torri kept trying.

      She hoped that if she could just get him on the phone, he would listen to her and come get her out. After all, hadn’t they vowed to stay together for richer and for poorer—for better and worse? She was definitely doing worse right now and she needed him to step up for her. Not that he ever had before, but there was a first time for everything—right?

      I’ll call him, she thought, looking down at her hands. I’ll try again—why not? What have I got to lose? How else am I ever going to get out of here?

      After Group Goals, it was Physical Activity Hour. This meant Torri got a small amount of solitude because she was allowed to walk around the part of the grounds which were walled off. The recreation area was a large, empty space with a big old maple tree in one corner, right by the far edge of the high, concrete wall. The ground crew were careful to keep the lowest branches trimmed so that no one got any bright ideas about using the tree to scale the wall. Nobody but a giant could have reached the lowest branch, which was a good twelve feet off the ground.

      Torri wandered around the recreation area, looking up at the cold blue Autumn sky above, watching the birds fly past as they made their way South for the coming winter. When she’d been admitted, it was still summer. Now it was getting close to the middle of October—peak leaf season. The maple tree’s leaves were a riot of gorgeous crimson, vermillion, and gold. She shivered and pulled her hospital issued sweater, (no buttons to avoid swallowing incidents) tighter around her.

      Am I ever going to get out of here? And when I do, will it be too late to get anyone to listen to me? About them—the invaders—the ones coming for us?

      There were no answers. And soon enough, recreation time was over and she had to make her way back to the cafeteria for lunch.

      Lunch was pretty much like breakfast. There were cheeseburgers and fries—one of the better meals the hospital cafeteria made—but Torri couldn’t get any ketchup or mustard because Gloria had gathered them close to her plate, like prize possessions.

      She’s not even using them! Torri thought resentfully, watching the older woman with the bedraggled hair stroke the two condiment bottles as though they were made of gold. In the past, this might have made her angry—now it just made her tired. It was just another day in hell—a hell she couldn’t escape.

      After lunch was Art Therapy. Torri looked forward to that—it might be pathetic but it was the one bright spot in her day. She had always been good at two things—math and drawing. Since it was the more practical skill, math had won out—which was why she’d wound up working at a bank. But she had always wished she had more time to pursue art.

      Well, here at St. Elizabeth’s, she had all the time she needed.

      They weren’t allowed to have sharp writing instruments like pens or colored pencils but there were crayons and charcoal and pastels—the latter were Torri’s favorites.

      She had a scene she’d been working on for a while now. It was a picture of the big maple tree in the corner of the recreation yard, all bedecked in its bright Fall colors. The picture was done on a thick cardboard canvas that could be framed if she liked the finished product, Torri thought. And so far, she really did.

      The scene was sort of abstract—the vermillion and gold and crimson of the leaves smudged artfully together so that it almost looked like you were seeing the tree through a wavy pane of glass. They really stood out against the deep blue sky.

      It was possibly the best thing she’d done since college—when she’d managed to sneak in a few art classes as electives between her business and finance courses. Torri had been working on it for weeks and had enjoyed every minute of creating it—it was the only joy she’d had since coming to St. Elizabeth’s.

      Now she went to her art cubby—every patient had one—and pulled out the 11 by 7 canvas, intending to work on it some more. Though really, she was almost finished. She just needed to add a little to the shading under the tree and touch up the deep Autumnal blue of the sky⁠—

      Torri’s thoughts stopped dead as she stared at the canvas. To all her hard work, someone had added something.

      A crude hangman’s noose had been drawn in brown crayon, hanging from the lowest limb of the tree.

      Torri just stared at it. Who would do this? And why? She had worked so hard on this picture—it was the only joy she’d had for three months—the only thing that brought her any small measure of relief from the horrible monotony and the dreadful guilt—not to mention the utter terror that consumed her when it was time for lights out.

      Who would do this, she wondered again?

      “You better be careful with that,” a nasty voice hissed in her ear. “Caretakers see you with any kinda suicide shit like that, they’ll throw you in the rubber room or put you in restraints.”

      Torri whirled around and found herself face-to-face with Tanya. Her old roommate wore her dishwater blonde hair in limp cornrows and had a ghastly collection of demonic tattoos all over her body. A gargoyle grinned from between her breasts and upper chest and she had a pentagram on her left cheek. 666—the mark of The Beast—was tattooed in blaring red and black right across her forehead and a tiny red devil lurked just above her right eyebrow with an evil smirk.

      In addition to her tattoos, Tanya wore a vicious smile on her face—the smile of someone who enjoys ruining something beautiful that someone else has created, just because she can.

      “Told ya, better be careful with that,” she sneered, pointing at the crudely drawn noose defacing Torri’s lovely picture. “They’ll send you to the loony bin if they see that. Oh wait, I forgot—you’re already there!”

      She cackled at her own joke, sounding—to Torri’s ears, anyway—exactly like a witch.

      A murderous rage came over Torri. She wanted to kill the evil little bitch standing there, sneering at her. This wasn’t the first time Tanya had done something nasty to her. The first night they’d shared a room, the other girl had actually left a used tampon in her bed. Torri hadn’t realized it was there until she crawled into bed and felt something wet squishing against her skin—disgusting.

      Tanya played other nasty pranks too—like stuffing Torri’s spare scrubs in the toilet or peeing on her pillow—which the staff all turned a blind eye to, because they weren’t actual violence. It was one reason Torri had been so glad to get a room of her own, away from her evil roommate.

      But all the other nastiness seemed to pale in comparison to this.

      Torri felt her jaw clenching and her fingers itching to wrap themselves around Tanya’s throat. But no, she reminded herself—no violence. No matter how much she was provoked, she couldn’t give in.

      She had already had several incidents of lashing out at the orderlies when they tried to wake her from her night terrors—she didn’t mean to—it was an instinctive reaction. But they looked bad enough on her record. There was no way she could add an altercation with another patient to that list. She couldn’t allow herself to be labeled a violent patient or she would never get out of here.

      And Tanya was right about one thing—St. Elizabeth’s did have a rubber room. Well, the staff called it a “soft room” but it amounted to the same thing—solitary confinement in a padded room where you couldn’t hurt yourself or anyone else.

      Almost as bad, were the four-point restraints Torri had seen them use on another patient who had gone ballistic for some reason. They were thick, leather manacles that buckled around your wrists and ankles and bound you helpless and spread-eagle to your bed.

      Torri didn’t ever want to be put in that position—not for any reason. It would make her feel so helpless—so vulnerable. Especially if they did it at night, when there was less staff and he was on duty…

      But no—she pushed the awful thought out of her head and took a deep, calming breath. Then another and another. In through the nose, out through the mouth. “Peace breaths,” one of the Group Councilors called them. Torri had gotten pretty good at them, when she was still roommates with Tanya—she’d had to.

      “What’sa matter? Ain’t you gonna fight me?” Tanya demanded, clearly disappointed that Torri hadn’t launched herself at her by now. She lived for conflict—thrived on it and needed it like other people needed oxygen.

      Well, I’m not going to give it to her, Torri told herself, taking another deep breath. I won’t do it—I won’t let her provoke me. If I start getting into fights, it’ll go on my record and I’ll never get out of here!

      “No, Tanya,” she said in a low, measured voice. “I’m not going to fight you. I’m not going to give you that satisfaction.”

      She turned to go but Tanya hissed, “You bitch!” and ripped the canvas out of Torri’s hands. “Hey! Hey, nurse!” she shouted, rushing over to the therapist on duty.

      “Yes, Tanya?” The therapist—a plump, middle-aged woman with short brown hair—looked up with a frown.

      “Hey, look what she drew!” Tanya shoved the drawing of the tree with the noose dangling from it in front of the therapist’s face and then jabbed a finger at Torri. “I think she’s suicidal or she wouldn’t have drawn that, right? Shouldn’t she be on suicide watch or somethin’?”

      The therapist looked up at Torri, a frown on her face.

      “Ms. Morrison, are you feeling all right?” she asked in a carefully controlled voice.

      “I feel fine,” Torri said impatiently. “Because I didn’t draw that.” She pointed at the noose. “Tanya drew that—she defaced my picture.”

      “Nuh-uh!” Tanya shook her head rapidly, her limp braids whipping around her face. “I didn’t do nothin’ to her picture—I just found it like that!” she declared.

      Torri felt like beating her head against the wall. It was all so ridiculous—so juvenile! She felt like she’d been put back in kindergarten and another student was tattling on her for something she hadn’t done. How had her life been degraded to this?

      “Look,” she said, carefully keeping her temper in check. “You can see I’m not the one who drew that noose. Look how crudely it’s done, compared to the rest of the picture! It’s clearly not my work.”

      The therapist gave her a worried frown.

      “Well, be that as it may, I’m afraid I’ll still have to show this to Dr. Burrows.”

      “But—” Torri began as Tanya gave her a nasty grin.

      “I’m sorry, but maybe Art Therapy isn’t the place for you right now,” the therapist said. “Maybe you’d better use this time to go write in your journal, Ms. Morrison.”

      Torri wanted to scream. Art Therapy was the only good thing about being stuck in the “loony bin,” as Tanya had so aptly put it. And now it was being taken away from her because of something her nasty ex-roommate had done.

      No, deep breaths. Deep breaths, she told herself. If you start screaming in here they’ll drug you and mark it down on your record.

      “Fine,” she said shortly, giving a quick, jerky nod of her head. “I…I’ll go journal some.”

      Turning, she left the Art Therapy room. She would just have to explain to her psychiatrist, Dr. Burrows, that Tanya had been playing a prank on her and that she was not suicidal.

      People on suicide watch got put in the soft room and forced to wear the “vest”—a one piece garment with no buttons, ties, or zippers made of thick, bulky material that was too stiff to be torn into strips and used to make a hanging rope. Torri had seen this happen to several other patients, and she didn’t want to be one of them.

      It will be all right, she told herself firmly. Everything is going to be all right.

      But honestly, she didn’t see how.
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      There was more group therapy, then supper—dry meatloaf, gluey mashed potatoes that were obviously instant, limp green beans, and lumpy brown gravy—then an hour of free time. You could journal—which was highly encouraged—read, watch TV in the Patient Lounge, or just take a nap in your room.

      It was also one of the few times you were allowed to use the phone.

      “Back again, Ms. Morrison?” The head nurse raised her eyebrows as Torri approached the small plastic window at the nurse’s station where meds were dispensed morning and evening. It was also where you asked to use the phone.

      “Here I am.” Torri spread her hands. “May I use the phone, please?” she asked politely, ignoring the snickering she could hear coming from the other side of the wall.

      “Same number?” the nurse asked blandly, pushing the old-fashioned phone receiver with its long, curly cord through the window to Torri.

      “Yes, please.” Torri nodded and heard more giggles.

      Her constant attempts to get Chuck on the phone had become something of a joke among the staff but she refused to let them bother her—refused to get upset. Because getting upset made everyone think you were “having an episode”—getting upset made you look crazy.

      I am NOT crazy, she told herself. Don’t let the bastards wear you down—keep fighting, Torri!

      Despite her feelings of despair and wondering if she would ever get out of here, she tried to keep up the positive self-talk. It helped—sometimes.

      The old-fashioned receiver was black plastic. It was heavy and cold against her ear as she listened to it ringing Chuck’s office. Finally, a familiar voice picked up.

      “Hello, Director Morrison’s office, how can I assist you?” It was Amanda—Torri could just picture the slender blonde receptionist sitting at her desk on the other end of the phone. Her sleek blonde hair would be perfectly in place and her manicure—which she spent most of the day working on—would be beautiful. Her makeup would be just right.

      I haven’t worn make-up in three months, Torri thought resentfully. It was one of those things that weren’t considered necessary here at St. Elizabeth’s. Plus, she hadn’t packed any when she first came, because she’d thought she was only doing an “overnight observation” and going right home in the morning. She missed being able to use make-up and talk on a phone without begging permission first. She missed freedom.

      “Hello?” Amanda said again, sounding impatient and Torri realized she was just standing there when she ought to be talking.

      “Hello, Amanda, this is Torri,” she said, trying to make her voice sound bright and professional—the way she used to talk to clients when she still had her job at First and Federal Bank. “Is Chuck available?”

      “Oh, hi Torri. I’m afraid you just missed him. It’s too bad you didn’t call five minutes sooner. He⁠—”

      “Go get him,” Torri interrupted. She was fed up with excuses.

      Excuse me?” Amanda sounded offended.

      “I said, go get him. Now.” Torri put steel in her voice—a note of command she used to use on underlings at the bank when there was a discipline issue.

      “I’ll go see if I can find him but I think he just stepped⁠—”

      “Into a meeting. Right—that’s always the excuse. Well, no more excuses. I don’t care if he’s meeting with the President himself, go get my husband and bring him to the phone.” She kept her voice level but stern—she wasn’t going to be put off any longer, damn it! Chuck couldn’t just dump her here and ignore her for the rest of her life.

      “Fine,” Amanda snapped huffily. There was a clunk on the other end of the line and the sound of high heels tapping as Amanda walked briskly away.

      In half a minute, Chuck’s voice came on the line.

      “Hi there, Torri, what’s going on?” He sounded slightly impatient, as though talking to his own wife—the wife he had dumped in a mental institution and apparently forgotten about—was an imposition.

      “What’s going on is that I’m still here,” Torri tried to keep her voice firm and cool, tried to take Peace Breaths, but she could feel the anger and fear bubbling up from inside. “It’s been almost three months, Chuck. When are you going to get me out of this damn place?” she demanded.

      “Now, Torri—watch your temper. You know Doctor Burrows said⁠—”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck what he said,” Torri snapped. “I just want out. You don’t know what it’s like in here—it’s fucking horrible!”

      She was losing it—she could feel herself losing it, but she couldn’t do anything about it. Even though getting angry made you look crazy suddenly she was so angry she felt like the top of her head was going to explode at any second!

      “You made a vow to me when we got married five years ago,” she snarled into the old-fashioned receiver. “You said for richer or poorer, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health! Then the minute I have one little thing go wrong with me, you dump me in here like a dog you don’t want and forget about me! What would you do if I got breast cancer or something like that—take me behind the barn and shoot me?”

      “Torri, be fair!” Chuck exclaimed. “It wasn’t ‘one little thing’—the police were called out twice and I’ve got a scar on my face where you stabbed me with a fucking butcher knife!”

      “For the last time, I didn’t mean to stab you!” Torri cried impatiently. “You woke me up in the middle of a night terror and you looked like him!”

      “Like him? You mean the alien overlord who’s coming to take over the Earth? Is that who I looked like?” Chuck snapped.

      “Yes, all right?” Torri shouted. “Yes, you looked like the AllFather and that’s why I stabbed you! Are you happy now? Are you?”

      A voice in her head whispered that she was going to deeply regret this conversation in the near future, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. The aliens were coming—she knew it the same way she knew her eyes were brown and two plus two equaled four. They were coming and the one person who should have been willing to believe her—to at least listen, no matter how crazy it sounded—was her husband.

      Her husband who had put her away—who had locked her up and tossed away the key.

      “No.” Chuck’s voice sounded more tired than angry in her ear. “No, Torri, I’m not happy,” he said. “What would make me happy is if I could have my wife back. The wife I used to know—not the one who started blanking out at work and screaming the house down at night and sleeping with a knife under her pillow. I want the wife who didn’t believe in conspiracy theories, like that aliens are coming to take over the Earth and enslave us all. Can you find her somewhere? Can you bring my wife back—the one…that one I used to know?”

      His voice broke on the last word and Torri felt like something was breaking inside her as well.

      “It’s not a conspiracy theory,” she whispered. “It’s the Seeing Dreams. I can’t help what they show me, Chuck. My Nana had them too and they’re always, always right. Can’t you even try to believe me?”

      There was heavy breathing on the other end of the line for a moment. Torri had never seen her husband cry—Chuck was a man’s man who didn’t believe in showing much emotion. But she thought he might be crying now—or at least coming as close to it as he ever had.

      “Chuck?” she whispered, gripping the phone receiver so tightly she could hear its plastic casing creak. “Chuck, I’m really sorry. I wish I could tell you, it’s not true, but I just can’t. I wish⁠—”

      There was a click and the line went dead—he had hung up on her.

      “Chuck? Chuck?”

      Torri couldn’t believe it—couldn’t believe that he had cut her off like that. She pulled the heavy, old-fashioned receiver away from her ear and looked at it, as though she could somehow see through the tiny holes all the way to the other side where her husband was.

      “Ms. Morrison, please hand me the phone,” the nurse behind the plastic window said.

      “Call him back,” Torri said numbly.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Please give me the phone now,” the nurse insisted.

      “But…but that ended badly,” Torri protested. “I shouldn’t have yelled at him, shouldn’t have tried to—” She cut herself off abruptly but the thought went on in her head.

      Shouldn’t have tried to convince him about the aliens and the AllFather coming for the Earth. Shouldn’t have asked him to stretch his imagination even one little bit because Chuck doesn’t have an imagination. To him I just sound crazy.

      “I’m sorry, but other patients are waiting to use the phone,” the nurse said sternly, even though there was nobody else at the nurse’s station. “Please hand me back the receiver, Ms. Morrison, or I’m afraid I’ll have to revoke your phone privileges for the foreseeable future.”

      “But—” Torri started, and then realized it was no good. Even if she got them to call Chuck back for her, he wasn’t going to take the call. He might never take a call from her again and he was her only way out of here. Her only way out and she had pissed him off and made him cry. Chuck hated to get emotional—he would hate her for making him get that way.

      She had probably just ruined any chance she had of getting out of here in the foreseeable future.

      “Ms. Morrison?” The nurse’s voice had grown sharp.

      Numbly, Torri handed back the phone.

      What else could she do?
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      After break time, Torri had one-on-one therapy with Dr. Burrows.

      Burrows was the psychiatrist who had been assigned specially to her, but he was also the head of the entire unit. He was a skinny man with thinning black hair and bulging, china-blue eyes who always wore a long white lab coat with his name embroidered on the pocket.

      “Ah, Torri, come have a seat,” he said, when she entered his office after a perfunctory knock. “I understand you’ve been having a rough day today.”

      He gave her a meltingly sympathetic look which Torri returned with a flat stare. She wasn’t falling for his bullshit anymore. He had given her that exact same look when Chuck had brought her in for the “overnight observation” and explained about her night terrors. Dr. Burrows had pretended that he only wanted to diagnose her and then he would let her go.

      It had all been a lie. She was stuck here now and this man was one of the reasons why—Chuck being the other one.

      “I’m fine,” she said, sitting in the hard plastic chair he had indicated, in front of his desk. The desk was a heavy piece of oak furniture and the walls were filled with Dr. Burrows’ degrees and accolades as well as pictures of him shaking hands with some of the government bigwigs here in DC.

      Dr. Burrows shook his head and made a tsking sound.

      “You’re fine, hmm? That’s not what I’ve heard. Care to tell me about this?”

      From behind his desk, he drew out the 11 by 7 picture of the tree with the crude crayon noose hanging from it.

      Torri took a deep breath, willing herself to be calm.

      “This is a picture I have been working on for weeks, which I really liked,” she said evenly. “Tanya drew that noose and ruined it. Then she took it to the therapist and told her I did it, to get me into trouble.” She shrugged. “Looks like it worked.”

      “Oh, you’re not in any trouble!” Dr. Burrows hastened to assure her. “We just want to make sure you’re not thinking of hurting yourself, Torri!”

      “Yes, I suppose it would be really hard to charge my insurance for keeping me here if I was dead, wouldn’t it?” Torri raised an eyebrow at him.

      Dr. Burrows frowned reprovingly.

      “This kind of flippant attitude isn’t exactly conducive to your recovery, I’m afraid.”

      “Well, it’s just that I know St. Elizabeth’s is a pretty expensive facility and I further know that Chuck has really excellent insurance under the DOJ,” Torri said. “I mean, say what you want about the Federal Government, but they take care of their own, right? So, as long as you’re holding me here, my insurance is paying you the big bucks, which makes everybody happy. Well, everybody except me.”

      “I’m sorry you’re not happy here,” Dr. Burrows said, his frown deepening. “But it sounds to me as though you’re developing something of a persecution complex, Torri.”

      “Oh my, imagine that!” Torri snapped. “I’m only being held here in this shit hole against my will and I’ve only been here three months longer than I was told I would be—I can’t imagine why I might feel unhappy or persecuted.”

      “Please watch your language and your tone, Torri,” Dr. Burrows said primly. “I wouldn’t want to have to call any of our caretakers to restrain you.”

      “Restrain me? Because I’m finally speaking my mind?” Torri rose and put her hands on his desk. Leaning forward she said, “Dr. Burrows, I am not crazy. When are you going to let me out of here?”

      “Please sit down, Torri, or I really will have to call the orderlies.” Dr. Burrows glared at her. “And no one ever said you were ‘crazy.’ The diagnostic term is ‘delusional.’”

      “Delusional?” Torri took her hands off his desk but refused to sit back down. She put her hands on her hips instead and glared at him. “Dr. Burrows, I am not suffering from delusions!”

      “What about the aliens coming to take over the Earth?” Dr. Bowers asked quietly. “What about them, Torri?”

      Torri felt as though the wind had been knocked out of her—as though he’d sucker-punched her with those quiet words.

      “What…who…who told you that?” she managed at last.

      “I’m afraid I got a rather distraught phone call from your husband just a little while ago,” Dr. Bowers said. “He told me everything, Torri. Everything he now admits he should have told me in the first place, during your initial intake.”

      Torri sank back into the hard plastic chair feeling sick. When she had first agreed to come in to St. Elizabeth’s for the “overnight evaluation,” she had made Chuck promise not to mention the nature of her Seeing Dreams.

      “We can talk about the night terrors—but we can’t talk about what I see in them,” she had told Chuck, who had agreed—he would have agreed to anything to get her through the front doors of this place, Torri thought.

      She had known that if the word “aliens” came out of her mouth, there was going to be trouble. So she had told Dr. Burrows that she had terrible nightmares she couldn’t remember and woke up screaming. Only that and nothing else. And Chuck had sworn not to say anything either.

      But now he had. He had broken his promise and opened his mouth and let everything out into the open.

      Guess that phone call you made did a lot more damage than you thought, whispered a reproving little voice in her head. Told you it was a bad idea.

      “Tell me about the aliens heading for Earth, Torri,” Dr. Burrows said softly, steepling his fingers on his desk and leaning forward. “Do they tell you to do anything to yourself or others? Do they tell you to hurt yourself?”

      My God, he thinks I’m a paranoid schizophrenic now, Torri thought dismally.

      “It’s not like that,” she said in a low voice. “I’m not like…like Donnie.”

      Donnie had been a patient on the Non-Violent wing when she had first come to St. Elizabeth’s. He spent most of the day crouching in the corner and muttering to himself about the “voices” and what they told him to do.

      Eventually the voices had instructed Donnie to try and kill an orderly by jamming one of the plastic sporks from the cafeteria into her throat. He had been dragged off her, screaming and crying and transferred to the Violent Offenders wing. Torri hadn’t seen him since.

      “Now, now, not everyone with delusions is violent,” Dr. Burrows said comfortingly. “But they can still be very difficult to live with. If you’d just take the medications I’ve prescribed to you⁠—”

      “No!” Torri said at once. She crossed her legs and wrapped her arms around herself tightly. “No—I don’t like the way those drugs make me feel! I don’t need them—I haven’t hurt myself or anyone else.”

      She had been refusing the drugs almost from the beginning. She had only taken them once—on the first night—and that was enough to convince her she never wanted them again.

      The pills Dr. Burrows had prescribed for her were supposed to stop the night terrors
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