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From the Author
Not every novel demands a sequel, but when I finished writing The Muse, I knew Stan, Charity, Hannah, and their friends weren’t yet finished telling their story. The Muse was about creativity, inspiration, and the love between a husband and wife. The Seer continues a few years later. It’s a tale of dreams, destiny, and the love between a father and daughter. I hope you enjoy it.
Creativity is the pen, the power to make new things emerge from emptiness
Inspiration is the ink that sets creativity skimming across the page
Dreams are the swirling lines of inspiration filled with vivid color
Destiny is the page where glimmering dreams draw breath and begin to dance
Love, greatest of all, is that breath of life, joined to the dance in eternal song
Be still, listen in wonder as the Artist lifts His pen to add another verse
Filling the cosmos with music, beautiful beyond human comprehension.
Fred Warren
July 21, 2011
For Blaire, who still knows nothing is impossible.
Dream.
The forest surrounding her melted away, and she stood alone, in the center of an immense void, watching helplessly as the darkness boiled and churned, and images began to take shape…
Past.
She peered through rusty iron bars at a long, torchlit room paved in stone and hung with tapestries. Her father stood at the far end, gasping for breath, his clothes stained with blood, clutching a sword. Her mother held him upright, her face contorted in pain, though a radiance surrounded her, and she was dressed in white, like an angel. A voice whispered, ancient and evil: “Look at them, Hannah. They never loved you. They can’t protect you from me.” Something beckoned in the distance, and a new image came into focus…
Present.
The evil was here as well, silent, but near enough to feel the chill of its fetid breath at her shoulder, close enough to touch. She looked downward in space, through the floor and the rooms beneath, where her father struggled to write, despairing for the inspiration he’d come to rely on, the comforting presence he could no longer sense. She reached toward him, but the scent of death surrounded her and sent her spinning away…
Future.
She could endure the chaotic vision only long enough to snatch fleeting glimpses of what would be, could be, might be. Flash. Yes, death was here, cloaked in a blur of red and gray, filling her ears with a banshee scream as it plunged toward her. Flash. A face. A red-haired girl, anger smoldering in her eyes. Flash. The evil loomed over her, laughing at her as she sprawled on damp turf, her hands and clothing sticky with blood, her mind and body torn in agony. The wind swirled and howled as tiny motes of glittering gold fluttered through the air, and she was…
Awake.
Siri’s hair swirled in the frigid wind as she staggered backward, salt tears mingling with the tiny needles of ice stinging her cheeks. She pulled her sword from the twisted corpse at her feet. Black blood dripped from the silver blade—once, twice. She didn’t bother to wipe it. Instead, with a scream powered by months of sorrow and rage, she sent it spinning through the air, over the precipice. Steel clashed on stone somewhere far below as the sword found its final resting place, lost forever.
That was her hope, at least. Siri stared at the body of her adversary, the dark sorceress who had destroyed her kingdom, enslaved her people, and slain Taron.
Taron, her love. The only love Siri had ever known.
Teardrops pattered into the snow.
Wrapping her cloak around her shoulders and over her head, she turned away and trudged down the mountain, toward what home remained to her.
“Goodbye, my sister,” she murmured. “May the All-Father have mercy on you, as I could not.”
A hand gently touched Stan’s shoulder, and he spun his chair around, a thrill of joy surging in his heart that subsided as he saw his daughter’s worried face.
“Oh…Hannah.”
“Who else would it be? C’mon, Dad. It’s time.”
“Right. Let me save this, and we’ll go. Are the breakfast dishes finished?”
“Mm-hmm. Dried and put away, table wiped. Yes, Squick’s fed, walked, and snoozing.” Hannah squinted at the computer screen. “How’s the story coming?”
Stan switched off the monitor and closed the desk’s roll-top. “Almost finished. It’s not ending at all like I expected.”
“As if you ever have a plan.” She held out a keyring. “You’re driving.”
“Oh, thank you, your Highness. To what do I owe this great privilege, besides the fact you’re not old enough for a license?”
“Eleven months until I get my permit. Enjoy your time behind the wheel while you can. Even if I had it, I’d probably let you drive. My mind’s wandering.”
“Fair enough. Make sure it leaves a trail of bread crumbs, so it can find its way home.”
“You are so funny.”
“Thank you. I’ll be here all year. Grab a broom on the way out. We’ll need to sweep snow from the stone.”

The Real Goodbye. That’s what Hannah called it, in her private thoughts. There weren’t many real goodbyes left in the world. She had friends who moved halfway across the world who still sent her texts or e-mails, maybe posted a funny picture on her Facebook page. They might well have moved into an adjoining room, for all the impact their absence had on her. Distant relatives had died, an uncle here, a cousin there. They had a funeral, people she hardly knew enveloped her in crushing, watery hugs, promising to stay in better touch, and that was that. Life went on, and memory faded.
This was different. This was the goodbye that never ended, the memorial they reenacted every year, the ache that never quite faded away. She wished her memories were as durable as the pain. More and more, she found herself grasping for the sound of her mother’s voice, the feeling of a moment they’d shared, the warmth of her embrace, the scent of her perfume. Going, going, gone.
She pulled a broom from the closet. Not the big one with the long handle that wouldn’t fit in the trunk, or the short whisk that got snow all over their hands, but the middle-sized one they ended up using for everything anyway. Hannah wondered why they hadn’t bought three of them and been done with brooms forever. She held the broom near the bristles, waving it in a circular motion, like a rapier, then lunging forward to skewer an imaginary opponent. The stupid thing even made a passable sword.
The Goldilocks Broom. Just right, but today, so wrong. She was going to a place she should never have to see, doing something she should never have to do—not now, not at fourteen years old, brushing away another layer of memories along with the snow.
They drove to the cemetery in silence, Stan focusing on the snow-packed road, Hannah looking through the passenger window, her head leaning against the glass. He wondered what was occupying her thoughts. The car was where Hannah usually opened up to Stan. Especially on this day. This was when the questions about Charity came flooding out of her. He’d answer what he could, deflect what he couldn’t, try to leave her with the feeling she knew a little bit more about her mother from the conversation. The silence didn’t bode well. When she was brooding—and lately, she’d been brooding a lot—the questions were more difficult to answer.
There was a small snowdrift piled at the entrance. As Stan expected, the caretaker hadn’t yet plowed away the accumulation from the past night’s storm. He nursed their little blue sedan through the mound of snow, tires spinning and crunching. This time of year, he always wished he’d bitten the bullet and paid extra for the all-wheel-drive upgrade.
He parked the car just inside the gate. Nobody else was around. The little cemetery rarely had visitors, though a few showed up on Mother’s Day and Memorial Day to leave garlands and teddy bears, pinwheels and tiny flags. A few spots of color, faded ribbons and shimmery bits of mylar, poked up here and there through the snow, though it was unclear to Stan whether they were fighting their way to the surface or going down for the third time into the snowy deep without hope of rescue.
Hannah lifted a bouquet of flowers from the back seat on her side, and Stan retrieved the broom from the other side. The paths were blanketed in white, but they had no trouble locating their destination, a lone grave near a cluster of young birch trees on the east end of the cemetery.
Their annual ritual was simple. Stan swept the snow from the grave, then brushed off the pink granite headstone as Hannah laid the flowers in front of it. The inscription, now clearly visible in the bright sunshine, read,
Charity Marino
Beloved Wife and Mother
1974-2006
“Love Will Find A Way”
They stepped back in unison to admire their handiwork. Stan sighed. “Five years. Seems like it was yesterday.”
“You always say that.”
“It’s true, isn’t it?”
Hannah nodded.
“The statuette looks nice.” Stan bent down and flicked away a frozen rivulet of water from the face of the stone. “She fits perfectly, like she was meant to be there.”
“Mmm-hm. I’m glad I found her. Mom had a thing about angels, didn’t she? She made so many of them, like the ones in my room.”
“She preferred to call them ministering spirits. She told me once she wouldn’t presume to sculpt an angel. That’s why none of them have wings.”
“This one is different from the others. She looks kinda shy, like she’s apologizing for something.”
The figure standing within a niche set into the headstone had been carved from pale brown alabaster and polished until it was smooth and glossy. The image was stylized, with little detail, but clearly female. She wore a Greek-style tiered robe and sandals. Her hands were clasped behind her back and her face angled slightly downward and to the left. The heel of her right foot was lifted and turned outward, as if she was scuffing her toe into the dirt. Hannah was right—the posture was that of a timid little girl, perhaps confessing some minor misdeed.
She stared at it for a few moments, head tilted. “I don’t get it. Why would an angel or whatever have to apologize for anything?”
Stan swallowed, hard. “It’s a mystery. Your mother had a very unusual artistic perspective, and I never fully understood it. All I know is that everything she did had a deeper meaning, and it was all beautiful. Like her.”
The deflections were getting easier. After five years, they were almost second nature, but Stan’s relief mingled with a vague sense of shame, like a teaspoon of vinegar slowly curdling a glass of milk.
Hannah sniffed and wiped her eyes. “I miss her.”
“I know. Me too.”

Stan shifted the sedan into reverse and backed toward the gate, running afoul of the same snowdrift where he’d nearly stalled coming in. The engine roared and the wheels spun, but the car was stuck half-in and half-out of the gate, just short of the highway.
“Great. Just great,” he grumbled. He rocked the car forward and backward, trying to work up enough momentum to clear the drift.
Hannah’s cellphone chimed.
Stan glanced at her as she clicked through to the message. “Hot date?”
She frowned. “No, it’s…Jenny. Jenny Taylor. Hannah blinked and shook her head. “She wants to know if…if…”
Her head snapped up. “Stop!”
The car jostled backwards across the snowbank and through the gate.
Stan stomped on the brake pedal in pure reflex, and at that moment, a huge freight truck crossed behind them in a blur of gray and red, passing inches from the sedan’s bumper and hurling a wave of muddy slush across the rear window. The truck’s horn blared angrily, fading into the distance.
Stan gunned the car back into the cemetery and brought it to a skidding halt, his heart pounding, hands welded to the steering wheel. “Hannah?” he croaked, “Are you all right, sweetheart?”
“I think so.” Her body language didn’t match her calm voice. She was rigid, and her fingers dug into the upholstery.
“We’re lucky you saw him coming. I was so focused on getting over that snowdrift, I wasn’t watching the road. I’m sorry.”
“I didn’t see him either.”
“Why did you tell me to stop?”
“When I got the text from Jenny, I remembered. I…I dreamed it. Last night.”
“You saw the truck in your dream?”
“No. In my dream, I read the text, we went over the snowdrift, and then the truck hit us.”

I guess the cat’s out of the bag now. Hannah’s stomach was churning, partly from the near-death experience but mostly because now that Dad knew about the dreams, he’d want to talk about them. There would be questions, and more questions, and it would be embarrassing, and awkward, and weird.
She looked at her father, silent in the driver’s seat. His hands and shoulders were trembling, and that was scary all by itself. He was always at ease, always in control, always ready with a joke to lighten the mood, but not now.
Hannah resisted an urge to ask him to stop the car. The questions would only come sooner that way. She glanced down at her cellphone. Jenny’s text was still on the screen. “Prty @ Jasminz 2 nite. U in?” Hannah sighed and clicked her reply one-handed: “Out. Sry.” She snapped her phone shut.
Her father’s head tilted slightly at the sound, though Hannah noticed he didn’t turn to look. “Everything okay?”
“Fine. Jenny was texting me about a party. I don’t feel like going now.”
“You want to go into town for dinner, then? Grab a burger or something?”
“No…thanks. I’d rather stay home. I still need to catch my breath.”
“As you wish. We’re nearly there, anyhow.”
Hannah stared out the window and watched the pine trees and telephone poles crawl past. She craned her neck to get a look at the speedometer. Dad was driving 15 miles per hour in a 45 zone. She couldn’t blame him, but she wanted to get home, right now, burrow under the covers, and pretend this entire day had never happened. Maybe it hadn’t. Maybe it was all a dream, and she was still inside it.
In a minute or two, I’ll wake up with Squick licking my face, and then I’ll wrap up in a thick, fuzzy robe and go downstairs. The whole house will smell like hot coffee and cocoa. Dad will be waiting for me in the kitchen with a plate of eggs and waffles, and then…
The car lurched to the right, and Hannah scrambled for a handhold as another truck passed them, its horn blaring.
“Sorry, sweetheart,” Dad said, “I’m still a little jumpy.”
So much for the dream theory. She patted his shoulder. “It’s fine. No problem. Just…try to keep it between the lines, okay?”
He gave her a wink, but his lips were taut, yielding only the faintest smile. “I will,” he said, “I promise.”
She knew he would, and she hoped he understood how safe she felt with him, even now. Her father had never lied to her. Hannah wasn’t worried about him losing control and crashing.
If only she could be so sure of herself.
Back home, Stan mixed two cups of cocoa while Hannah sat on the sofa with Squick, idly scratching the little terrier behind his ears.
Stan set a cup and saucer on the coffee table near Hannah, then settled in with his own cup at the opposite end of the sofa. His hands were still trembling, but he managed to avoid rattling the cup against the saucer as he drank. “I think that was enough excitement to hold me for a few months.”
“Yeah, me too.” Hannah seemed to have fully recovered from the shock of their near-miss. She sat perfectly still, and her voice was soft, almost meditative. She cradled her cup in both hands and took a long sip. “They say when you come close to dying, your whole life flashes before your eyes.”
“I can vouch for that. I was a little disappointed with mine, especially one unfortunate incident involving beef jerky and egg nog, but I’m thankful I still have a chance to improve it. How about you?”
“I didn’t see anything. It all went black, just like in my dream.”
Stan leaned forward. “Tell me more about that dream.”
“There’s not much to tell. Everything’s fuzzy again, like it was when I woke up this morning. I knew I had a nightmare, and it was really bad, but I couldn’t remember any of it. When I started reading Jenny’s text, the dream came into focus, and I knew we were going to die if you didn’t stop the car.”
“Has this happened before? I mean, have you dreamed about other things that came true?”
Hannah looked away. “Once or twice. I get weird feelings, like I’m going through the motions of something I’ve done before. Or I visit a new place, but it seems so familiar.”
“Déjà vu.”
Hannah’s brow wrinkled. “Déjà who?”
“Déjà vu,” Stan said again, carefully enunciating each syllable. “It’s what you just described. Feeling that you’ve been somewhere or done something before, when you know you haven’t. Happens to people all the time.”
“Every day?”
“You’re getting the feeling that often?”
“Mm-hmm. It’s crazy annoying.”
“Why didn’t you tell me about this before?”
Hannah drained her cup and replaced it on the saucer. “Telling parents about stuff like this is a one-way ticket to therapy.”
“You’re talking about it now.”
“We almost died. It seems more important now.” She glared at Stan. “I still don’t need therapy.”
Stan set his own cup and saucer aside. “I’m not suggesting it.”
“Weird mental conditions run in families. Bonnie Stark thinks she got her OCD from her mom. Did you know she has a name label on everything she owns?”
“That’s not so unusual. Helps keep things from getting lost.”
“Bonnie has them on her underwear, Dad. On the outside. She even writes her name on the back of her hand every day.”
“Maybe she has a twin sister, and she wants to help people tell them apart.”
“She’s an only child.”
“Okay, I guess that is a little obsessive.”
“Do you or Mom have any skeletons in your closet I should know about?”
Enough skeletons for a couple of closets, Stan thought. Here we go again…
He grinned. “You already think I’m strange.”
“I don’t mean father-strange. Strange-strange.”
“No, I’m pretty boring that way. There’s that rubber-band ball I keep in my desk, but it’s a project, not an obsession.”
“Never mind.” She waved him off, a gesture reserved for those times he was being insufferably dense. “What about Mom? Jilly told me once that Mom had sort of a sixth-sense about people. She could tell if somebody was a jerk, just by shaking their hand.”
“Your mother was a good judge of character. Nothing extraordinary about that.” Lie. Liar, liar, pants on fire.
Hannah exhaled in a long rush, ruffling her bangs. “It’s no wonder I’m a social outcast. My family is so dull.”
Time to bring the funny. “I saw a UFO once.”
“Really? When? Where? Were you abducted? That could explain everything!”
“It was a weather balloon, and I’m going to forget that last sentence ever passed your lips.”
“Sorry. I got caught up in the moment.”
Stan lifted Squick from his perch on the sofa and tilted him back and forth. “I am fairly certain Squick is an alien life form. If I turn him just right, I can hear air traffic control radio.”
“Please, Dad.”
“Yeah, I know. Lame.” He set the dog back onto the floor. Squick retreated to a corner of the living room and sighed, staring at Stan with an expression of injured dignity.
They were silent for a long while after that. Hannah stared into her cup. The clock on the wall ticked, and Stan could feel the slight shift in air pressure as the wind pushed against the living room windows.
“What about the comas?” Hannah murmured.
“The doctors gave both of us a clean bill of health. Jilly, Davos, Demetrius, and everybody else.” Truth.
“But they never figured out what caused it.”
“Nope. Another mystery for the medical journals.” Partial truth.
“I was dreaming a lot back then. I was a fairy princess, and there were monsters and flying horses. You were dressed up like a knight, Davos had a ray gun, and Jilly looked like some kind of secret agent. There was a witch or something with black eyes and red lips. Mom was there too…she was glowing, like an angel.”
“You were ill, sweetheart, and under a lot of stress. We all were. For me, being in a coma felt like I was lost, wandering around in some strange, alien world, and I couldn’t find the way out.” Truth, but not all of it.
“Couldn’t it have changed me somehow? Messed around with how my brain works?”
“Nobody else is dreaming about the future, as far as I know. I’m certainly not. I don’t think it’s anything to worry about. This time of year is always rough for both of us.” Misdirection to an unhelpful truth.
Stan reached over and squeezed Hannah’s hand. “We’ll get through it, like we always do.”
Hope.
Hannah went upstairs to do homework in her room, and Stan descended to the Oubliette, his writing lair in the basement. Squick followed him and took up his usual station on the futon behind Stan’s desk. He found a rawhide bone and began working it over, growling softly as he gnawed.
Stan flicked on the monitor and leaned back in his chair, which let out a tortured squeak. The battered old swivel chair had been begging for a good squirt of oil since the day he bought it, but Stan never remembered until he was already seated and at work on a story.
Maybe it was subconscious. The squeak was a comforting reminder of how things used to be, and he didn’t want to give it up. Charity must have scolded him a hundred times for not oiling that chair. It was tied up with all his other memories of her, like the pictures and knickknacks that covered the walls and cluttered his desk. Toys and paperweights, snapshots and kitsch, movie posters and theater tickets. Each object carried a precious memory, suspended in time like a dragonfly preserved in amber.
He picked up a set of plastic dentures from a shelf inside the desk and wound them up. They chattered for a few seconds, slowed, and returned to grinning silence. St. Olaf, 2002. I won this for Charity at a carnival. We took turns carrying Hannah in her backpack. She had cotton candy for the first time. Not much of it got inside her mouth. Took three days to get the sticky off us.
There was so much about her mother that Hannah ought to know. She deserved to know it all, but he’d promised Charity their daughter would have a normal childhood. Hannah was already worried about loose acorns rattling among the branches of her family tree, but the truth was far more insane than some crackpot relative who thought he was Napoleon. Stan imagined the conversation:
Hannah, sweetheart, your mother was a muse—a divine spirit of inspiration. She came into this world as a little girl to learn about humanity first-hand. She was only supposed to observe, but she fell in love with me, and we got married. Five years ago, I met another muse, an evil one, who tried to drain the life out of you, me, and a lot of our friends. She was the one who caused the coma cluster. We had to fight her on an imaginary battlefield she created inside our minds, but we couldn’t defeat her. To save us, your mom had to surrender her humanity—die—and become a muse again. Then she had to leave us and resume her work as a muse, but part of the deal was that you were to forget her true identity and all the supernatural craziness that happened to us.
And that’s why I’ve been lying to you ever since.
Stan sighed. “Oh, yeah. That’s going to work.”
Charity had promised to always be there when he needed her, even as a muse. She’d appear soundlessly, unannounced, stealing up behind him right here in this room when he was mired in the middle of a story and thought he couldn’t write another word. He remembered the gentle warmth of her touch, the tingling sensation of her hands on his shoulders, the flutter of her breath in his ear. His mind would clear, and new ideas would flow, unimpeded, as his fingers flew across the keyboard, barely keeping pace with the rush of thought and emotion surging from the deepest recesses of his soul.
And she would sing.
Sometimes, she would linger a while, and they’d talk about Hannah, and share fond memories of their life together while the glow of her countenance bathed the Oubliette in golden radiance. Then, she’d bid him farewell, returning to whatever and wherever muses did.
One spring day, he had been wandering along the edge of the woods, lost in thought, when warmth blanketed his shoulders and a soft, fragrant breeze brushed against his cheek.
Hello, my love.
He smiled. “You surprised me. I’m not writing today.”
But you need me.
“I do. I’m feeling a little lonely.” He walked a few paces further, to a lone apple tree, an anomaly at the edge of the pine forest. Its white flowers had given way to lush green leaves, but it would be several months before fruit swelled among the foliage. Stan shook one of the branches. “Do you remember this place?”
Yes. This is where I told you we were going to be a family.
He turned around. Charity’s voice was a whisper in the wind, and she was almost invisible, a faint shimmer against the dark green woods. “I can barely see or hear you,” he said. “Is something wrong?”
No, not wrong, just difficult. I told you this time would come. I can’t be present with you this way anymore, Stan.
His heart constricted, and a fistful of leaves came away from the branch. “Why? Why now?”
Because this is how it must be. You have to live without relying on me. Enduring loss is part of being human. You can’t be spared that, and neither can I. What has been permitted us is extraordinary, and it has to end.
“You’re going away for good?”
I’ll always be near when you need me, but…there are limits. It isn’t my place to understand everything. It’s for the best. That much I know.
“The best for whom? God? The angelic bureaucracy? What could it possibly hurt for us to be able to see each other? We didn’t ask for what happened. You gave up everything to save us. Isn’t that worth something?”
It was worth more than you can comprehend. Hannah needs all your attention now. Be strong for her, and for me. I love you.
“No! Wait!” He reached out to the fading image, but it evaporated at the brush of his fingertips, like a soap bubble.
How long ago? One year? Two? He couldn’t remember.
She promised.
But he hadn’t felt her touch since then.

Hannah worked a couple of math problems, then closed the book and rolled over on her back. She was on seminar schedule Monday, so there was plenty of time to finish the assignment before class. Stupid algebra. She couldn’t concentrate, anyhow. No matter what Dad said, she knew there was something wrong with her. It wasn’t normal, and it felt weird.
She reached across the nightstand and turned on her radio. Not too loud—she wasn’t supposed to play it during homework, but he wouldn’t hear it down in the Oob if she kept the volume low. Some synth-heavy pop tune was playing. Hannah didn’t recognize the group, but the song was cheerful and upbeat, just what she needed to break out of the skunky mood she was in: “…come with me…and we can change the world together, stand with me…and we can face the stormy weather, stay with me…and we can build a life forever…”
She danced around the room, picking up a few clothes from the floor as she whirled about, then tossing them into the laundry hamper, more from fear of Squick’s teeth than her father’s disapproval. She’d lost too many socks that way over the years.
“…and I know, I know, I know, I know it’s a dream…it’s just a dream…but it’s our dream…and together we can make it come true…”
Hannah stopped dancing and switched off the radio.
Her room was in serious need of a makeover. The fairyland wallpaper wasn’t cutting it anymore, and the rock star posters were out of date and totally inadequate to counterbalance the nursery school vibe.
Some of it was okay. The new computer rocked, or it would, once she convinced Dad to uninstall some of the nannyware. The beanbag chair and chrome reading lamp were nice. The shelves above her bed were best of all—wide and spacious, with plenty of room for all her most precious keepsakes. Pictures of Mom, music boxes from Gramma, medals and certificates from church and school, even the team photo from her last glorious season of peewee hockey. She’d cracked a tooth and broken an arm, but it had been so worth it, just being one of the guys for a little while.
Being normal. Not the kid with the dead mother and the father who wrote geeky stories.
No, that isn’t true. She liked her dad’s stories, in small doses, and nobody had ever teased her about them or been anything but sympathetic about her mom. There was still a distance between Hannah and her friends, though, something she couldn’t quite put into words. Maybe it was her fault, not theirs.
She took an oak-framed picture from the shelf. It was her favorite—riding with Mom on the merry-go-round at Mall of America. She was so pretty. Dad was fairly good-looking, for a guy, but Mom was straight-up gorgeous. Dad had passed along his family’s angular Italian features to Hannah, which weren’t awful and would hold up for the long haul, if Gramma Marino was any indication. Hannah would have preferred having her mom’s flaxen curls instead of her dad’s dark, wavy hair, but the blue eyes were a decent consolation prize.
You have your mother’s eyes. Dad was always saying that. It felt nice.
Hannah replaced the picture and flopped back onto the bed. On the top shelf, looking down on everything, were what Hannah had dubbed the Seven Sisters, a set of tiny sculptures her mother had carved from alabaster. There were only six of them on the shelf now. The seventh was the apologetic little lady in the gravestone niche. They were all of the same style, but each one was presented in a different posture and communicated a unique emotion. There was a happy one, arms spread wide as if to embrace all creation; a pensive one, reading a book with her legs tucked beneath her; another sat at a table, head propped up, daydreaming; one was in love, her hands clasped over her heart; and one knelt in prayer. The sixth one stood gazing upward, cuddling a bundled baby.
They seemed to tell a story, when Hannah looked at them all in a row like that. She often wondered if it was her mother’s story, though the images were too vague to be certain, and the seventh one made no sense at all, though it looked appropriate on the gravestone, somehow.
When she’d asked her father about it, he laughed and said the ways of artists were “subtle and devious.” He’d never mentioned the figurines again until this morning. Hannah wondered if they were even supposed to be a set. She’d discovered them over several months of poking around Mom’s old workshop, where they were hidden in dusty cubbyholes behind old tools and broken shards of pottery. Each one was complete, polished to a fine sheen, every curve flowing and smooth. Some of them were embellished with a touch of paint or gold leaf.
It was odd. Her mother was one of the most open, loving, and joyful people Hannah had ever known, and she’d always been quietly proud of her sculptures. Most of them now resided in little galleries and museums across the Twin Cities, but she’d hidden the Seven Sisters away. Why would she be so secretive about such beautiful works of art?
The Seventh Circle of Hell never looked better. Stan smiled as the thirty members in attendance organized themselves into small groups and began exchanging manuscripts for critique. He still led the meetings and mentored individual writers with Davos and Jilly, but the club pretty much ran itself now.
“Remember when it was just the three of us?” Jilly Jackson—Jilly Alexandros, Stan had to keep reminding himself—took a sip of latte and sighed. “I never would have imagined this.”
“Selling a few books hasn’t hurt,” Stan said, “but I still feel like an impostor with all these people coming for advice about writing. How’s your collaboration going, by the way?”
“The marriage or the story?” rumbled Davos. He pulled a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and began polishing his glasses.
“The story, of course. Any passerby could see the two of you remain blissfully in love. You’ve even moderated each other’s wardrobes. I feel like I’m having coffee with Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson now, rather than Gomez and Morticia Addams.”
Jilly stuck out her tongue. “While you, poor man, are still shopping at Alan Ginsburg Outfitters.”
“Touché.”
“The story is coming together quite nicely, thank you. Davos handles the technical detail and the politics. I manage the horror and intrigue.”
“And the romance?”
“I already said intrigue. They’re the same thing.”
“If you say so. You’re the expert.”
Davos replaced his glasses. “I think we make a rather good team.”
“We’re unstoppable! Blood Among the Stars will soon take its rightful place in the pantheon of literature, and Vicky Carson will be exiled to the dismal, twilit land of pop trivia, where she belongs.”
Several heads turned in Jilly’s direction. The more seasoned club members continued their critiques without missing a beat.
Davos stirred his coffee. “Again with Vicky Carson. Let the poor woman write her vampire musicals in peace.”
Jilly grinned devilishly. “Not until I rest in peace. She keeps me motivated. She’s the fly in my ointment, the burr under my saddle, the thorn in my side, the…”
“In any event,” Davos interrupted with a shrug, “both our publishers are very excited. They plan a dual release, with a gothic cover design for Figurehead Books and space art for the Hyperlight edition.”
Jilly nodded. “They’re even swapping the byline. Mine will say ‘Belladonna Rue and David Alexander’, and Davos’ will be the other way around.”
“Sounds like fun.” Stan was delighted at his friends’ success, though he couldn’t imagine an odder couple. Petite, vivacious Jilly, and mountainous, glowering Davos. The rising diva of gothic romance and the walking encyclopedia of hard science fiction. Somehow, they’d found love together, and it worked. It seemed opposites did indeed attract.
Stan drained his cup. “The marketing folks probably have visions of sugarplums dancing in their heads, and I can’t think of any couple better qualified to pen an epic adventure of vampires in space. The wedded collaboration alone is probably worth a few thousand copies.”
Davos craned his neck, looking at something behind Stan. “Ah, Hannah’s joined us today.”
Stan turned around in time to see Hannah notice their attention through the doorway and quickly move out of their line of sight. He sighed. “She asked to come. I nearly dropped my teeth. Anymore, I have to drag her here kicking and screaming, and the last couple of times, I gave up and let her stay home. The whole ‘I bet you write stories just like your daddy’ thing is wearing thin with her. If it wasn’t for the chance to visit the two of you, I doubt I could get her within five miles of the ’Vark or any other bookstore.”
“That’s too bad. Why the change of heart?”
“I don’t know. She’s been a little troubled lately—says she’s having some strange dreams. I think it’s the time of year. We visited Charity’s grave yesterday.”
“Of course. She still doesn’t know the whole story about that, does she?”
“C’mon, Stan,” Jilly whispered, “When are you going to break down and tell her? We’ll back you up. Bill and Demetrius and everybody else, too. We’re overdue for a reunion.”
“I can’t do that, Jilly. I promised Charity, and that’s all there is to it.”
“It isn’t fair.”
“Nobody ever finds out everything about their parents.”
Davos’ bushy eyebrows flicked upward. “This goes well beyond college hi-jinks, Stan.”
“I lived through it, and I barely believe it myself. What’s she supposed to do with the information? She can’t tell anybody about it, outside our little circle. What if she decides to emulate her mother and track down another evil muse to battle? I’ve had plenty of paranormal fun for one lifetime, my friends.”
Jilly leaned forward. “You think she won’t figure it out on her own someday? She’s a smart girl, Stan, and her instincts are a lot like Charity’s. You can’t hide the truth from her forever, and when she finds out you haven’t been straight with her…”
“She’s my daughter, and if I want advice on how to raise her, Jilly, I’ll ask for it.”
Jilly opened her mouth, then closed it when Davos laid a hand on her shoulder, and she slumped back into her chair.
Stan shook his head and rubbed his neck. “Listen, Jilly—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. I worry about her. I’m so afraid I’m going to make a mistake and ruin her life.”
“You can’t mess it up, Stan. Not so long as you love her.”
“This is insane. If only it was simple, ordinary stuff like boyfriends, or cars, or prom dresses.”
“You think those are simple? Wow, you really are deluded.”

Hannah meandered among the racks in the Pensive Aardvark’s central reading room. The bookstore occupied an old bank building, and this had been the vault. Rows of shelves replaced the safety deposit boxes that once lined the walls. It was cool and quiet here, beyond earshot of her dad’s writing club with all its wannabe authors and crazy fans. She’d spend some time with Jilly and Davos after the meeting, but for now, this was where she wanted to be.
It wasn’t a perfect hideout. She glanced at the massive vault door. It was welded open, but she couldn’t help imagining it slowly swinging shut and trapping her inside. It gave her the creeps. She sighed. Kid stuff.
She tossed a little stuffed aardvark wearing a top hat, monocle, tailcoat, and spats back into a basket full of them and turned her attention to the books. All the new releases were here, and she quickly located Jilly’s latest vampire novel, Crimson Thorns. The cover depicted a moonlit garden, with a young girl, in Victorian dress, contemplating a trellis covered with red roses. A menacing shadow, vaguely human in form, hovered behind her with the glint of something sharp and white where its mouth ought to be.
Hannah thumbed through the first few pages. This was the only place she could sneak a peek at Jilly’s books. The school library didn’t stock them, and Stan thought they were too mature for her.
Too mature? He obviously hadn’t watched much television lately.
She wasn’t sure why she’d decided to come to the ’Vark. It seemed important, somehow, as if it was meant to happen. A breath of déjà vu, like the other day? She hadn’t dreamed last night, at least not anything she could remember.
She turned another page, letting her eyes wander until they settled on a promising paragraph. Gwendolyn shuddered. Chill air stole through the room, an icy caress that stilled her breath and set gooseflesh creeping along her bare arms. She pulled Grandmother’s shawl tightly around her shoulders. There was a sound behind her, in the doorway. Footsteps.
Hannah jerked her hand away as the page’s edge sliced into her index finger. The book fell from her hands, and time slowed to a crawl as the memory of another dream flooded over her.
A thin red line across her finger, blood welling into a single, shining droplet.
The book hitting the floor, bouncing, turning, landing face down. Jilly’s picture on the back cover. “Belladonna Rue” in gilt script.
She turned around, knowing she would see, leaning against the vault door…
“Hello, Princess.”
Time slipped back into its normal rhythm. “Dee! I knew…I mean, I’m so glad to see you! Here, just a second…” She knelt to pick up the fallen book, pausing to wipe her bloodied finger inside the hem of her sweatshirt before returning the book to its shelf. “Not my usual clumsiness. Paper cut.”
The lean black man in the leather duster, faded jeans, and high-top sneakers grinned at her. Demetrius Leonidas, Poet Laureate of St. Paul, Minnesota. That childish face with the old, wise, laughing eyes. He was wearing a Twins cap, kicked a few inches to the right, and a blue-and-red-striped scarf that hung down to his ankles. “Yes, I’ve had one or two novels take a bite out of me. Treacherous creatures, books. I’d offer you a band-aid, but I gave away my last one this morning. You’re looking well, prettier than ever. Still keeping your old man in line?”
“Always.” Hannah gave him a big hug. “Flying your colors today, I see.”
“Gotta support the home team, though I’ll always be a Yankees fan in my heart of hearts.”
“Ick, but I forgive you. What are you doing here?”
“I’m pitching a charity event to your dad’s club. We need a few extra hands at the Rescue Mission for Christmas dinner this year. There was a fire in one of the project housing complexes last Monday, and all the shelters are full up.”
Hannah bit her lip. Another dream. She’d had a vision of flames that coalesced into the image of a single violet candle. Two days later, she saw the news report. An unattended Advent wreath had set a low-rent apartment on fire and took the neighboring units along with it.
“Something the matter?”
Hannah jolted back to reality. Dee was watching her intently, his head tilted to one side.
“No. Sorry. Random memory.” She brightened. “Dad’ll be stoked. We don’t see you often enough. You’re always on the road.”
“Such is the life of a wandering troubadour. Where might I find the gallant general, fair damsel?”
Hannah giggled. “I don’t know why you call him that. He never got past Corporal in the National Guard.”
“It suits him. I’ve got my own name for everything.”
“He’s in the big meeting room in the back, with the rest of the mob. Davos and Jilly are there, too.”
“Ah, the star-crossed lovers. It’s been, what—seven months now?”
“Eight. They took long enough getting married, but you’d think they were still dating. It’s mortifying.”

“So, that’s Wednesday night, six p.m., at the Twin Cities Rescue Mission, Fourth and Clark. Bring some winter clothes to donate, if you can.” Stan scanned the crowd. Any questions?”
Nobody raised their hand. “Excellent. Our next regular meeting is January 16th, here at the ’Vark. We’ll critique your one-page manuscript pitches. See you then.”
The club members drifted away in twos and threes. A few lingered to chat or ask Stan a question. Demetrius signed autographs.
Hannah appeared, edging into the doorway. She scanned the room for a moment, as if evaluating its contents, then smiled and threaded her way between the tables to Stan, Davos, and Jilly. “I thought you guys were never going to finish.”
Stan shrugged. “I didn’t expect Bob Cratchit to turn up asking for a handout.”
“I heard that,” Demetrius called out. He shifted into a British accent. “It’s only once a year, Mister Scrooge!”
Stan took up the game. “Harrumph! A fine excuse for picking a man’s pocket every twenty-fifth of December!”
Jilly groaned. “Enough, you two. It’s too early in the day for Dickens. I’m starved. Omelets at the Dumpty?”
“But of course.” Stan helped Hannah with her jacket, then donned his own. “Especially since it’s your treat.”
“My treat? How do you figure?”
“You sold the last book, Belladonna. You’re flush with vampire coin.”
“Cheapskate.”
“A squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner,” Demetrius intoned, “hard and sharp as flint, from which no steel had ever struck out generous fire; secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster!”
“Bah. Humbug!”
Business was booming at The Fractured Dumpty, The Seventh Circle of Hell’s favored after-meeting hangout. Waitresses in blue dresses with ruffled white pinafores swirled about, taking and delivering orders. John Tenniel’s illustrations from Lewis Carroll’s Alice stories adorned the walls, and the denizens of Wonderland—mock turtles and unicorns, chess pieces and flamingos, caterpillars and card soldiers, peered down from shelves and nooks. The air was thick with the delicious aroma of omelets and pancakes on the grill. Hannah and Jilly were engaged in animated conversation, something about Jilly’s latest book, and Davos was lost in a little wooden tabletop puzzle studded with golf tees.
“Okay, you’d think after all this time, I would have asked, but it just occurred to me, and it’s driving me nuts. Why did you name your club ‘The Seventh Circle of Hell?’” Demetrius was leaning forward, eyes shining. Despite his eagerness, Stan suspected he already knew the answer and just wanted to hear the story. Dee had a way of being one step ahead of everybody.
“You’re familiar with The Divine Comedy?”
“Dante Alighieri and I have been introduced. Part One is ‘The Inferno.’ The author takes a tour of Hell, escorted by the Roman poet, Virgil. Hell is organized into a series of concentric rings, each one devoted to the punishment of particular sins.”
“Gold star for you, Master Poet.”
“At the time we formed our little group,” said Davos, pushing his puzzle back to the center of the table with a jaundiced glare, “we were all in what might charitably be described as a depressed state. Our stories weren’t selling, we were afflicted by writer’s block, hackneyed prose, split infinitives…”
Jilly rolled her eyes. “Just say it, Davos. We were in Writers’ Hell.”
“We were in Writers’ Hell.”
“I didn’t mean for you to actually say it.”
“Then why did you…”
Demetrius chuckled. “I made that connection already. Why the seventh circle? That was reserved for doers of violence, as I recall. What does that have to do with writing?”
“You see,” said Stan, “Being in Hell, we needed to figure out why we’d landed there. We went down the list. After some debate about whether or not excessive coffee drinking constituted gluttony, we decided the most likely reason for our woes was that we were being punished for doing violence to literature.”
Demetrius didn’t even laugh. He just nodded, sagely. “Yes. It makes perfect sense now.”
“Perfect sense?” Jilly tossed a wadded napkin at him. “Fine words from the man getting the free lunch.”
“All kidding aside, it’s great to see you again, Dee,” Stan said. “I want to bring you into a future meeting for a seminar on blending poetry with fiction. What do you think?”
Demetrius grinned and shrugged. “I’m like the unschooled critic. I don’t know much about writing fiction, but I know what I like.”
“Close enough. We’ve got plenty of novelists. I need a poet’s perspective.”
“Let me know when, and I’ll try to squeeze you in between trips.”
“Excellent.” Stan scanned his menu, a huge playing card with the bill of fare superimposed on an image of Humpty Dumpty, most displeased, tumbling from his wall toward a steaming fry pan. “Denver Omelet for me, I think. What about you, Hot Dog?”
Hannah frowned. “I wish you’d stop calling me that. I’m fourteen, if you haven’t noticed.”
“So the kids’ meal is out?”
“I’d like the Vegetarian Delight and a glass of orange juice. I’m sure they’ll give you a toy if you ask them pretty please, with sugar on top.”
“So young, and yet, so bitter.”
“I’m not the one with a desk full of windups.”
Davos chuckled. “I believe that’s checkmate, Stan.”
“She knows me too well. Saucy girl.”
Hannah folded her menu and leaned forward. “Davos, I have a professional question for you.”
Bushy eyebrows lifted. “For me? Very well, I’ll do my best. Fire away.”
“Is it possible to know the future, I mean, ahead of time?”
Uh-oh. Stan managed to keep a straight face.
“As in prophecy or clairvoyance?”
“Sort of. Is it scientifically possible?”
“In a sense, I do that every day. I’m always thinking about what might happen years from now. Jules Verne and H.G. Wells made what seemed at the time to be fanciful predictions about the future in their stories, but they proved to be very accurate…voyages to the moon, armored war vehicles, submarines…”
“I’m not talking about educated guesses. I mean actually seeing what will happen before it happens.”
“No one’s been able to convincingly demonstrate that ability under laboratory conditions. Some science fiction stories have described devices that enabled characters to look forward in time, but I don’t think it’s really possible.”
“Why not?”
“It implies an inevitability about human history that seems implausible to me.”
“I don’t understand.”
“This is how I think about it. From this instant in time, our future is formed from the outcomes of innumerable decisions and actions. Take this meal, for example. If I make the daring choice to eat a jalapeño omelet…”
“Sounds more stupid than daring,” muttered Jilly.
“Ahem. The result will certainly be indigestion later in the day, a different and much more unpleasant future than if I opt for a less spicy entree. I may choose to eat all, part, or none of the meal I order. I may eat quickly, or I may decide to savor every morsel. These are all relatively insignificant choices, but if I add to them all the other decisions I will make today, and all the decisions you and everyone else in the world will make, the permutations are endless. How could anyone keep track of them all and predict their final outcome? Some theoreticians suggest that each choice we make spawns a host of alternate universes, each one representing a particular set of decision outcomes.”
Stan nodded. “Boggles the mind. How about statistics? You don’t need all the data on a process to be able to predict its result, at least in general terms. Didn’t someone write a story where a character managed to foresee the future by considering mass trends in human behavior and then using them to calculate the probability of certain events?”
“Isaac Asimov’s Foundation stories. Yes. Hari Seldon creates a statistical process called psychohistory that melds mathematics and social science. He predicts an impending collapse of human society and develops a plan to stave off the worst of it. Even in the story, it wasn’t perfect. A single individual with the power to manipulate human behavior threw off the calculations. In the end, Asimov revealed a cadre of scientists whose job was to monitor galactic events and make subtle corrections to keep Seldon’s plan on track.”
“Sounds like a lot of work.”
“Indeed.”
“Not so fast, Mister Wizard,” said Jilly, “Don’t discount the paranormal.”
Davos frowned. “Hannah asked for a scientific answer.”
“Fooey. Just because science can’t explain it—yet—doesn’t mean it isn’t real. There are lots of examples of uncanny future predictions throughout history, from the Delphic Oracle, to Nostradamus, to Edgar Cayce. Cayce foretold the future while talking in his sleep on the living room sofa. They called him ‘The Dreaming Prophet.’”
“All these examples are subject to a wide variety of interpretations, and there were as many misses as hits.” Davos took the final bite of his omelet and pushed his plate away. “It’s easy to rationalize vague guesswork into prophecy, with the benefit of hindsight. Strange things happen, and people grope for any explanation.”
“What about an observer outside time?” Everyone’s attention turned to Demetrius, who was wearing his usual Cheshire Cat grin, eerily mirroring the picture on the wall behind him.
“Say what?”
“Now, just a moment…”
“Outside time?”
“Hear me out. Imagine somebody standing outside the flow of time…somewhere. Don’t bother about how. Every moment in history, from beginning to end, would exist in an eternal Now, like a gigantic mural, or maybe a tapestry, spread out across the breadth of the universe. It all happened, is happening, will happen. All at once.”
Stan leaned back in his chair. “It’s interesting, but you’re asking for a huge leap of faith if you’re not going to explain how this is possible. Are you talking about God here?”
“Maybe. It sounds pretty cool, don’t you think?”
“So, you believe history is already written? Everything is predetermined?”
“Yes…and, no. But I’m perfectly comfortable living in a world of paradox. It’s good for the poetry.” He took a sip of coffee and licked his lips. “Though it makes me dizzy, now and again.”
“Poets,” Davos grumbled.
Stan looked at Hannah, who seemed to have lost the conversation’s thread and was staring absently through the window at the people walking past the restaurant.
“Standing outside time,” she murmured. “That’s exactly how it feels.”
As Siri descended the mountain, the snow changed to sleet, then dwindled to a fine drizzle of rain that filtered through her cloak and mail into her skin. The snowpacked trail became muddy, slushy soup that shifted and slid beneath her feet, and she fell several times before she finally reached the base of the mountain, where her horse waited, untethered, exactly where she’d left him.
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