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"I know where God is," Litatold her brother when he cameto take her away. "I
know why He hasn't been in touch with humanity for so long.”

Marcus sighed. He hated these conversations and was secretly relieved he
wouldn't have to face any more. Ignoring her greeting, he brushed astray strand
of hair off hisforehead -- hefdt in disarray today --and stepped into her

room.

It smelled of incense and unchanged sheets. Her bed was made though, and all her
belongings straightened. A row of tiny golden bells extended dl theway across
the bookshelf above her bed -- abookshelf filled with history books. The tan
suitcase he had bought for her when she graduated from college sat on the
hardwood floor, her overgrown house plantsin abox lid besideit.

She had aready packed the suitcase. Marcus checked it to make sure she hadn't
hidden anything forbidden in the bottom, but he found only toiletriesand
clothing. Light, indoor clothing. Good. She had no delusions about her
destination, &t lesst.

"The hacksaw is cleverly disguised asthe handle" Litasaid as he zipped the
suitcase closed again. When he actually looked, she laughed, her high,
three-note arpeggio filling the bedroom.

"Very funny,” he said, and felt apang of loss. Once Lita had had amarvelous
sense of humor -- and moments like this reminded him how much he missed it, how
much he missed the closeness they had had. Y ears ago.

He picked up the bag, grunting once at the weight. Litafollowed, the plants
cradled like children in her arms.

"They may not let you havethose," he said.
"They dwaysdlow plantsininditutions” shesad.

He swalowed, his mouth drier than he wanted it. She sounded calm, amost
hersdf. If Phil weren't waiting downgtairs, Marcus might back out -- again.

But he couldn't. Not with the campaign heating up. Immy Carter's crazy brother
had been funny in the '70s, but in the '90s amayor's crazy sster cdled his

own sanity into question. Besides, Lita had gotten stranger in the last year,

and he couldn't control her -- or her mouth. And in Wisconsin, people didn't
tolerate odd behavior very well, especidly from their politicians. He certainly
hoped the subject of God would be forgotten for the drive.



He lugged the suitcase past his own room -- which had once bel onged to their
parents, before the plane crash -- and down the stairsto the entryway, where
his campaign manager waited, nervoudy jangling the car keys.

"Hello, Phil," Litasaid from the top of the dairs. "Have you got the
straightjacket ready?"

Hereddened. "I, um --"

"She'sbeing ared clown thismorning,” Marcus said. "Comeon, Lita. Y our
aopointment is at ten.”

She descended the stairs dowly, the wood creaking beneath her weight. The
danting line of photographs on thewall -- their parents wedding picture,

their graduation pictures, and that last family photograph --caught her

attention. "Good-bye," she told them as she passed. "Good-bye, good-bye,
good-bye." When she got to the bottom of the stairs, Phil opened the front door
for her, and she paused to say good-bye to the entire house. Then on the way to
the car she said good-bye to aMugo pine, and to three people who weren't there.

After abit of wrangling, Phil and Litaput the plantsin the trunk of the gray
Oldsmobile aong with the suitcase. Liradid into the back and Marcus sat
beside her, hiswool suit catching on the fabric upholstery. He missed the BMW
and itsleather seats, but Phil had told him amayor should drive an American
car. Marcus hadn't actudly driven it much; Phil usualy did dl that while

Marcus read his reports and memorized speeches.

"Look out!" Litagasped when Phil pulled out into the street. He ssomped on the
brake, jerking them dl forward against their safety belts, but there was
nothing in front of the car.

"What?' Phil asked.

She shook her head, her long hair catching on her bottom lip. "1 keep
forgetting. Y ou can't see them. He's out of the way now. Go ahead.”

Phil drove on without answering, his back and shouldersrigid. Marcus brushed
the hair out of Litals mouth, and then used the moment to caress her cheek,
something he hadn't done since she was a baby.

"Well get thistaken care of, Ss. You'll be asgood as new in no time.”

"That'll beardief."

"Y ou don't haveto get sarcadtic.”

Shelad her hand on hisarm. "I wasn't. Not entirely, anyway. It redly would
beardlief if they'd just go away. They'redl so demanding, and they want

something | can't givethem.” Theimplication was dear, in light of earlier
conversations. She thought there was something Marcus could do, if he'd just



accept her invisible people asredl.

The houses and trees streaming past were a blur beyond the windows. Phil was
taking the back route, avoiding the downtown, City Hall, and any nosy reporters.
Marcustried to focus on hissgter, but her blue eyes seemed to bore ahole
through hisown. "I'vetold you," he said, keeping hisvoicecam. "I can't see
them. Therésnothing | can do for them, either.”

"How do you know that?"

"Because --" He stopped. Because you can't help someone who doesn't exist, he
wanted to say, but he had said that over and over aready. "Because I've got my
handsfull just running thiscity," he said insteed.

"Because you're up for re-election, and you can't be seen talking to people who
aren't there," she amended with the tone of a child who had heard the sentence

many times.
"Thet too."

They rodein slence past the lake, and to the dangerous unmarked intersection
Councilman Sedls had been nagging him about. The car merged into eastside
traffic, past hisbaby -- theindustria park till under construction. He

supposed he would have to find some funding for that intersection before the
three e ectronics firms opened their doors, and brought in the promised thousand
jobs.

Phil turned the car on aside road and followed itstwisty path until they
reached the tasteful sandstone gate that hid the lawn of the private hospital.

"I know why God has been so sllent lately,” Lirasaid again asthe hugetan
building cameinto view. Her voice had atouch of desperation and her hands were
shaking. "He's been quiet because He's under sedation.”

An hour of paperwork later, Marcuseft the hospitd, the indtitutional stink
buried in his clothes. He and Phil said nothing asthey got into the car. The
whole ordedl had left Marcus's shoulders so tight that hefdlt asif hewould

pull amuscleif heturned his head too quickly. He had amost backed out when
they didn't dlow Litato bring her plantsinto her room.

Her voice dill rung in hishead: Y ou're going to take my friends away from me.
At least et me keep my plants. Please?

He had reached a compromise with the staff, probably because of hislocal
celebrity status. Her plants remained, in awindow she had chosen near the

lobby, and if she responded well to treatment they would be moved into her room.
She would be dlowed to tend them every day, either way.

Asthey drove through the gate and onto the road, Phil turned to him. "Let me
buy you lunch?'



Being in public wasthe last thing Marcus wanted, but it was something he could
no longer avoid. The campaign was hesting up -- and with Jim Sorenson entering
the race, Marcus no longer had the free ride he had once had. Sorenson had been
mayor of the city dmost twenty years before, ayoung radica € ected toward the
end of the Vietnam era. He had received national press coverage, being the
youngest mayor of amgjor U.S. city, and the aging former hippies -- who were
al heavy voters -- remembered Sorenson's tenure with fondness.

"Lunch sounds good,” Marcus sad, "but let's stay away from City Hall."

Phil droveto an eastside diner that till had the origina vinyl on the booths,

and authentic fifties swirling counter stools. The hostess greeted Phil with a
smile and, without asking, led him and Marcusto atable in the near-empty back
room.

"Favorite of yours?' Marcus asked.
"Mmmm hmm," Phil said. "They do agrest hot turkey sandwich.”

So Marcus ordered a hot turkey sandwich, and an ice teawhen he redlized the
diner didn't serve beer. Wily fellow, Phil. He knew better than to let Marcus
drink on a Wednesday afternoon.

Phil looked like he could have used adrink himsdlf, though. He had been visibly
unnerved in the lounge when asmal woman had walked up to him, handed him a
pile of polished rocks, and walked away. He had set the rocks on atable and
hurried to Marcuss side, for the first time in Marcuss memory seeking advice
and protection rather than offeringit.

"I hate leaving her there," Marcus said. "Maybe | should have hired someoneto
carefor her a home."

Phil shook his head. "Even if you could afford it, how would you avoid another
Channd 6 problem?’

Marcustook asip of hisice water. A reporter from Channel 6 had taken footage
of Litatalking with her imaginary friends. Phil had pulled alot of sringsto

prevent the story from airing, and the whole incident till bothered him.

Marcus, too. He hadn't wanted the footage to air, but manipulating the mediawas
such aRichard Nixon thing to do. If that ever got out, he would bein alot of
trouble, especidly inthiseection.

"I know," he said, not wanting to think about it anymore. Hewas glad he had a
City Council meeting tonight, so he wouldn't have to go home early to an empty
house,

Not that going hometo Lita had been pleasant. In the last three months, she had
been so ingstent. She had tried to introduce him to her imaginary people,
making up long aliterative names for them, and when that failed, she had acted



as"interpreter.” She had even tried deight of hand to convince him that her
friends were moving things around the room. But the night she had asked him to
father a baby with one of them was the night he knew he had to get help for her.
Hewas afraid that something had redly dipped -- and he didn't even want to
think about what she might have doneif he had humored her and said yes.

He had humored Lirabefore, and it had only made things worse. It had driven her
delusonsto another level of complexity, turning her one-time play friendsinto
oppressed refugees who needed her help, and then his.

When the waitress returned, carrying Marcus's sandwich and Phil's chicken-fried
steak, Phil et out asigh that seemed to go on forever. His shoulders relaxed,

and histhin, worried grimace did alittle closer to asmile. Marcus knew how

he felt. Familiar surroundings. Comfort food. Marcus had used the sametactics
many times over the last few months.

Hewouldn't have to do that now. He was appalled at how relieved he fdlt, but
both emotions were honest. Now he could bring colleagues home -- and dates, if
he were so inclined. Now he could concentrate on the campaign and on the city
itdf.

Asif that would do any good. He had been asidedlistic as Sorenson when he got

into palitics, only the '80s were death to idealism, just as government was. For

the last two years, hed had to compromise on every issuejust to get his

favorite ones passed, and he had come to redlize that aman did not change the

world by becoming a palitician. Eventudly politics and the world changed the

man. When the last die was cast, al Marcuswould ever be was aman who had made
some partialy successful dedls.

He wished he could st down with his opponent and explain that to him, explain
that Sorenson's tenure had been a fluke because the times had been right for it,
that no mayor in the 1990s could be arevolutionary too.

Theideawaslaughable. They were political adversaries, and held better not
forget that.

"Youreawfully quiet,” Phil sad.
Marcus nodded. "Just trying to adjust my focus," he said.

For the next few weeks, Marcus kept being surprised by the yellow and red leaves
fluttering to the ground from the oak and mapletreesal over town. It felt

like springtime to him. Lita had responded to medication, and no longer saw her
imaginary people. When Marcus visgited, they actudly held normd, rationa
conversations. Nearly normal, anyway. She spoke too dowly and the brightness
had |eft her eyes. The drugs didn't affect her memory, so she il spoke of her
invigble friends, but time would take care of that. Eventudly, she would lose

her concern for them, and would replace them with friends from the redl world.

Marcuswasn't ableto vidt her as often as heliked, snce the dection was



only two months away, but he vowed to make it up to her afterward. Now that he
was able to concentrate again, things were clicking into placein away he had
forgotten was possible. Sorenson was still giving him trouble, but the man was
running on the golden memories of an outmoded era. Phil had found a contemporary
datistical andyss of Sorenson'sreign, and the analysis showed that
Sorenson'sidedlistic games had put the city into arecession three years before

the rest of the country. Much of the work Marcus had done dmost fifteen years
later was adirect result of the mess Sorenson had made of the city.

The polls after that story broke showed Marcusin the lead. This afternoon he
would solidify that lead with copies of reportsleaked to him by two mgjor
corporations who had decided not to comeinto the city during the 1970s
specificaly because of Sorenson's policies. The reports, besdes citing

Sorenson as the main reason for ignoring the city's bids, aso showed that the
corporations would have brought five thousand jobsto the area. If Sorenson
hadn't been mayor, the city would have gone into an upswing instead of a serious
decline. Marcus had been saying that dl aong, but now he had it in writing.

He grabbed the papers off his cluttered desk and shoved them in his breast

pocket. Phil would make sure that the reporters got copies at the end of the

press conference, but Marcus liked to have the papers to wave around. He stepped
out into the hall, passing two messengers scurrying toward his secretary’s desk.

The halway had the dry, dusty odor of recycled air, mixed with the perfumes and
colognes of the overdressed people who worked inside. Marcus wondered what it
would smell like if Sorenson won the €l ection. Sandawood, maybe? He remembered
how in his college days the hippies had burned sandalwood incense to mask the
smdl of pot.

The thought made him laugh, and Councilman Sedls, aburly man who looked likea
used car salesman, tilted his head quizzically as he passed. Marcus didn't

bother to explain. He turned | eft at the wide marble stairsthat led to the

press rooms in the basement.

Whistling as he took the steps two at atime, he nodded to peoplein passing.

The building was full today -- odd, even for a press conference of this

importance -- and he wondered if this presaged a blow-up on someissue he hadn't
been concentrating on.

When he reached the landing, aman in strangely cut clothes -- it looked asiif

he had tucked a navy blue bathrobe into apair of white and blue striped
jodhpurs -- tried to stop him, saying in an oddly accented voice, "Mr. Chambers,
| need to spesk with you in private."

Marcus sidestepped him with practiced ease. "Sorry. I've got apress
conference." The man -- obvioudy a Sorenson supporter by the clothing --
reached for him, but missed as Marcus danced out of hisway. "Cometo the
conferenceif you need to tak," Marcustold him, then turned and hurried down
the remaining steps.

He heard the reporters before he saw them. Thewide hal and vaulted ceiling



caught and reflected sound. He recognized the facesin this halway. All three
locd televison channeswere there, aswel asall theradio sations. The
newspaper reporters, milling near the bust of Thomeas Jefferson, saw Marcusfirst
and headed into the audience room. The others followed, and the wide hal was
suddenly empty except for the oversized portrait of the city'sfirst mayor and

the busts standing on Grecian columns.

Marcus went in the Side door behind the fake stage and immediately ran into
Phil. "Ready?' Marcus asked. He had to speak loudly because of the babble of the
reportersin the main room.

"Ready." Phil was rocking from foot to foot in excitement. "If thisworks, we
should have the network boys a your next conference. They're aready caling
this arace between the ideals of the sixties and the redities of the nineties.

Did you catch CNN thismorning?*

"Nope," Marcus said, "but | heard about it from Beverly." Infact, his secretary
wastelling everyone who camein that their lowly mayora race was becoming
nationa news. Thething that bothered him was that he was being seen asthe
dick palitician and Sorenson astheidedigt. Phil didn't care, claming the

free publicity was great. But something about it rankled. Damn it, Marcuswas an
idealist too. He wanted to save the world just as badly as Sorenson did. Marcus
just knew the difference between possibility and fantasy.

Phil dipped out behind the thin blue curtain and walked to the podium. A single
mike faced him -- an innovation from early in Marcusstenure -- placing enough
€l ectronics equipment in back that reporters could jack into the sound system
instead of tape their mikesto the main one.

Thedin gradudly receded. Phil waited, hands clasped behind his back, until the
room was completely quiet, then he thanked everyone for coming and gave ashort
state-of -the-campai gn speech to warm up the crowd. He wound it up after afew
minutes and turned over the podium to Marcus.

"Thank you," Marcus said when he reached the podium. Squinting againgt the harsh
glare of the TV lights, he looked out a the room full of reportersin their

wooden chairs, notebooks and laptop computers opened like expectant mouths on
their 1aps, and said, deadpan, "Y ou're probably al wondering why | called you
heretoday.... "He waited for their laughter, grinned and said, "'I've dways

wanted to use that line, but today it seems especialy appropriate. I'vejust
discovered alittle piece of information | want to share with everyone.”

With that as ateaser, he held back for acouple of minutes, first setting them
up with abrief history of the city's economy asit related to the state's and

the nation's. Then he cited figures on the way the early recession had affected
theindividuasin the city -- figureswhich showed asgnificant declinein al
thelocal businesses, including the state run university, aswell asa serious
declinein the number of jobs.

When hejudged that everyone was properly incensed, he said, "Our office has



used these dtatistics before to show the detrimenta effect of Mr. Sorenson's
previous tenure on the city. But now we have outside confirmation.” Removing the
papers from his pocket, he waved them in the air like aflag and dropped his
bombshell.

The significance did not escape the reporters. Instead of losing ten thousand
jobsin the 1970s, the city would have gained five thousand. Fifteen thousand
people would have been employed who were now out of work, and al because of
Sorenson.

In the stunned silence that followed, the man he had seen on the stairs stood
up, the tasdes on hisdeevesjingling softly, and said, “"Mr. Chambers, |
really need to talk with you about your sster. What you've doneto her is
causing us greet concern.”

Marcusfdt asif he had been hit in the belly. He had been expecting someoneto
ask about Lira, but not today, not on his afternoon of triumph. He instantly

redlized the score, though. Sorenson had been saving it for atrump card, in

case Marcus managed to tarnish hisimage. Well, it wouldn't work. Phil had

aready written aresponse, which Marcus had memorized. He launched into it now,
dtering it only enough to fit the current Stuation.

Focusing intently on the man, he said, "'l hardly think having asister who needs
psychiatric treetment compares to the callow disregard of hisfellow human
beings that my opponent has shown in the pursuit of hisideds. Mr. Sorenson may
wish to make acampaign issue out of my decision to seek treatment for her, but

| challenge him to show me a better course of action. My sister's condition is
being treated by trained professionas, which isthe only humane way to dedl

with agtuation like hers. Smilarly, you should look to aprofessiond to

oversee the city government, not an amateur whose anti-business attitude has
aready cost usthousands of jobd!"

A few of the reporters turned around in their seatsto see who he wastalking

to, then turned back to him with puzzled expressions. Marcus thought furioudy.

Was he missing something here? Was this guy somebody he should know? Maybe a
loca hero? Helooked at Phil in the wings, who was frantically tugging his left
earlobe, thesgnal to cut it short.

But he couldn't do that; the conference had hardly gotten started. If he bailed
out now, the whole thing would be afiasco. The only way to fix it would beto
find out what was going on, and hope he could patch things up once he
understood.

The reporters burst into a babble of questions, but Marcusignored them al and
said to the man in the robe and jodhpurs, "I get the feding | should know you.
What'syour name?"

The man took astep forward. "I am Kardakeddy Ez Hakon. Y our sister said you
couldn't see me, but fortunately, she waswrong.”



Marcus sat on hisleather swivel chair, hisfeet propped up on his cluttered oak
desk. Through the window below, he had a clear view of the press entrance.
Reporters were standing in front of cameras, giving specid reports. Others had
hurried to their cars and driven away. A few, he knew, were plugged into the
phones downdtairs, transmitting their stories directly to the city desk.

And probably not the story he wanted them to tell. He rubbed the bridge of his
nose with histhumb and forefinger. A headache was building behind hiseyes. He
had to wait until everyone was gone before he could even try to go home.

The door to his office burst open, and Phil scurried in. His jacket was askew.
Beads of sweat covered his brick-red forehead. "What the hell wasthat?' he

snapped.

"l saw someone there," Marcus said, deciding to leave out the bit about the
grange clothes. "He asked me about Lita."

"Yeah, right." Phil ran ahand through his stylish blunt cut. "And the ghost of
FDR was hovering over usdl, giving hisblessng to the campaign.” He grabbed
Marcus's ankles and pushed them off the desk. "Thank god the cameraswere dl
pointed a you. No one can prove you were talking to thin air, but you can bet
your ass Channel 6 isgoing to haul out that footage of Lita What the hell were
you thinking?"

Marcus sat up. "l tell you, Phil, there was aman there. Long-haired guy with a
funny accent. He must have ducked out as soon as he asked the question.” Even as
he spoke, Marcus knew that wasn't what happened. But he was into full damage
control now; any explanation that fit the facts was better than none. "1 mean,

what better way to make the mayor look bad than to have him talking to the air
likehiscrazy sger?'

Phil sighed and turned away. "I already thought of that. In fact, | dready said

as much downgtairs." He turned back to Marcus, his expresson aready hardening
with resolve. "That's our story, and we stick to it. We aso prevent another

looney from coming in again. We need security at these things. No more open
conferences. We do the Reagan thing and make everyone signin and get assigned
sedts, okay?'

"Okay," Marcus sad.

"And | will handlethis. Y ou will make no comment onit at al. Understood?’
"Yes" Marcus gripped his hands together. He hated thiskind of control, had
fought it for years. But because of this one -- serious -- blunder, he had to
giveinto Phil.

"We have to make these reporterslook likeidiots, suckered into believing this
kind of story. That means an incredul ous laugh whenever anyone mentionsit, and



nothing else. Well best this bastard through sheer denid.” Phil adjusted his
auit, then pushed the knot of histie againgt histhroat. "God, we should have
been prepared for thiskind of end run. | never thought Sorenson had it in him."

Marcus swallowed heavily, keeping his expresson impassive. Phil turned, looking
negter, but hishair still stuck out in dl directions.

"Y ou redlize what this means, don't you?' Phil asked. "It meansthe campaign has
just gotten very dirty."

The house had never looked so inviting. Marcuslet himsdlf in through the

garage, closing the door with the remote before he stepped out of the car so he
wouldn't have to face the reporters camped out on the front lawn. He made a show
of shutting the drapes, and unplugged the ringing telephonesin each room while

he was there. When the entire house was secure and silent, he went into the

kitchen where he warmed up a can of soup and made himself aroast beef sandwich.
He pulled a Beck's out of the fridge and sat at the table, his entire body

shaking.

Phil had bought it. At least, he was acting like he did. But that didn't solve

the problem. What had the admitting nurse asked? Are there other cases of this
type, Mr. Chambers? Sometimes mental health problem srunin families.
Likeadisease. And now he had it.

The voice made him jump. He stood and whirled, ready to throw the bastard
reporter out. But instead, he saw the man in the bathrobe and jodhpurs standing
beside the stove.

Marcus sank back into his chair. "Go away," he said. "Just disappear back into
the ether where you belong.”

"l wish | could, Sidenta,” the man said. "But | do need to talk to you." He held
his hands above the stove burner, warming them over itsresidud heat.

"You've dready messed up my life. Pleaseleave.” Marcus pushed the beer away.
Hewastaking to the imaginary man asif hewerered. Just like Liradid.

"l cannot,” the man said. "I need your help, Sidenta.”

"l don't believein you."

"I believeinyou." The man's voice was shy. He took astep forward, knelt and
took Marcuss hand. Marcus pulled away, but not before he had felt the warmth of

the man's skin, and the roughness of his calluses.

"I have been trying to speak with your sister,” the man said, "but she cannot
hear me anymore. | had no choice but to cometo you."



"Wonderful."

The man kept his head down as he spoke. In the bright kitchen lights, his hair

had an odd greenish tinge. "1 am Kardalkeddy Ez Hakon, Traveler Between Worlds.
The sacred book of Davon foretold my coming by athousand generations. It spoke
of you, too, Sidenta, and the peace you would bring to our people.”

Marcus focused on the man. Thisvision was convincing. No wonder Lirabelieved
so firmly. All it had taken was twice, and he was getting sucked into the

delusion too. She had been seeing them for years. He shook hishead to cleer it,
and said, "L ook, I'm not bringing peace to you or anybody € se from dreamland,
understand? I'm going to close my eyes, and you are going to go where [gps go
when people stand up. Isthat clear?’

The man's bow deepened. "Forgive me, Sidenta, but | choose not to leave. | have
afew momentsleft. | must convinceyou.”

Marcus stubbornly looked away, but out of the corner of hiseye he could ill
see the gpparition knedling beside him. Kardalkeddy moved hisarm, and the
tasdes on hisdeevestinkled with tiny golden bells.

"l don't believein you," Marcus said again.

"Sidenta," theman said. "Let usnot talk of belief. Let ustalk of lives, of
needs, of obligations. We need you. Y ou could affect the fate of our whole
world."

Marcus closed hisfigt and drew hishand againgt hissde. He didn't understand
any of this. "What the hell does'Sidenta mean?"

Kardalkeddy touched hisforehead, quickly, like a Catholic genuflecting. "It
means many things. To some, it means 'leader.’ To others, 'lord." In some of the
old texts, it means 'blessed spirit.™

Marcus got up from the table and carried his beer and his soup to the sink. He
poured the beer out, watching it swirling amber around the drain. "Get out,”" he
sad.

"Sidenta, please. My power for thisday isnearly faded. It isnot easy to

breach the wall between worlds. Y our sister, and now you, are the only peoplel
have been ableto reach at dl, and if you do not help us| fear there will not

be another. Please --"

"Get out,” Marcus said firmly. He set the empty beer bottle beside the Sink,

then leaned forward and rested his head on the cupboards. Maybe he should
resign. Maybe he should leave the campaign. Or maybethiswas just afluke,
induced by stress. He would get agood night's deep, and everything would |ook
better in the morning.



When hefindly turned around, he was donein the kitchen. He glanced nervoudy
around, then sighed and stuck hisbow! of soup in the microwave, opened the
refrigerator, and pulled out a can of Coke. He dipped off his shoes and put

them on the front tairs, returning to the kitchen just as the microwave beeper
went off. He took the bow! out of the microwave and was hadfway back to the
table when he stepped on something hard.

"Ow, damn!" he said, setting the bowl down and peering at thefloor. Thereon
the varnished hardwood was atiny blue tassel, complete with bell.

The next day, following Phil's game plan, Marcus parked himsdlf in hisoffice
and didn't budge al day, nor did he respond to the constant barrage of phone
messages from the media. He overheard Beverly in the outer officetelling each
cdler the samething: "I'm sorry, but the mayor isin ameeting. Please give me
your name and number and | will have him return your call."

Y egh, right.

The reporters camped out in the front office got the "Do you have an
gppointment?’ treatment, at which Beverly was a master. Marcus smiled when he
heard her typing steadily between calls, ignoring the reporters asif they

weren't there.

How he envied her that ability. Marcus had tried working, but he couldn't
concentrate -- and he needed to get things done, on the campaign and on city
business. This disgppearance was costing him in more areas than smply his
public persona.

The sound of someone clearing histhroat brought Marcus out of hisreverie. He
turned, expecting Phil or Beverly, but he drew in asharp breasth when he saw
Kardalkeddy standing just inside the door. He was wearing a different outfit
today: adark blue bodysuit made of fine silky fur. Hislong hair had been tied
inabraid that hung over hisleft shoulder, and another bell dangled from a

blue tassdl at the end of the braid.

"Go away," Marcus croaked.

"Thank you for seeing me," Kardakeddy said. "Y ou are abusy man, judging by the
size of the crowd in your audience hdl.”

"That crowd isyour fault,” Marcus said.

"Isit?" Kardakeddy pulled out one of the two chairs across the desk from

Marcus and sat down. The leather seat creaked under Kardalkeddy's weight. " That
isan interesting conundrum, isit not? 'Y ou do not think | exigt, yet you say |

am respons ble for your problem.”

Marcus could think of no responseto that, save looking away and trying to focus
on the zoning board report on his desk.



Kardalkeddy laughed. "Y es, by dl means, continue your work. | am sureit is
more pressing than the needs of an entire people.”

Marcus's shoulders tensed. He turned the page, but the words blurred. He had
never been good at ignoring anyone or anything. It was one of the things that
had made him agood palitician.

"I know," Kardalkeddy said. "'l shdl tell you astory. A story of apeople who
have suffered much for their beliefs. A people who, even now, are dying because
they believe they shdll be saved." Hisvoicetook onalyrica quality ashe
warmed to his subject. "They are agood, hardworking lot. They have listened to
their god and done al that she has said. But even her council cannot save them.
They need asavior, onewho is of them and not of them.”

Marcus turned another page. His hand was trembling.

"Fortunately," Kardalkeddy said without missing a beet, "the sacred book of
Davon foretold of just such aone, who would appear in our time of need. Many
other portents have already cometo pass. Mysdlf for instance, the Traveler
Between Worlds who can see into the next plane of existence, and hunt for our
sdvation there”

Marcus pushed the report away. " So you're asloony as me, then." Kardalkeddy
shook hishead. "When | was achild, my parents thought me possessed. Then they
listened, and redlized that | spoke with awisdom no child owned. Others cameto
believe, and to rely upon my otherworldly advice. Only those who cannot accept
redity cal meIdiot. They see me spesking to thin air, while balanced on the

limb of atree, and they would chain me with the dogsif not for the value of my
words."

Marcus frowned. Kardalkeddy was sitting flat in the chair, hislegs spread
before him. He didn't ook like aman balanced on atreelimb, evenif thelimb
only exiged in hisimagination.

"Thisadvice-- you got it from Lita?"

"Yes, Sidenta. Shetold usto rotate crops and to burn the fields when they are
fallow. She explained how to divert riversto water our dry land. Shetold us
how to clean meat so that illness will not cometo our people. And when the
Zetain came -- the conquerors -- she taught us how to keep our own way of life
divewhile pretending to accept theirs.”

Marcus sighed. All those books on pre-modern agriculture, the French Resistance,
and the history of the rdligiousfaithful in Eastern Europe. He had thought Lita
wasjust interested in history.

"The sacred book of Davon said the One would rise up and help us overpower the
conquerors. As more and more of us died on the Zetains swords, we pleaded with
her to help us. She said she would spesk with you, Sidenta, but then she
disappeared. When | could not talk with her, | came to you. But you do not



believe the evidence of your own senses.”

Marcus's skin was crawling. He looked Kardalkeddy directly in the eyes. "Not
when they tell methingsthat areflat out impossible.”

"How can something be impossible when it happens?’

The question froze Marcus. He sat, unable to respond, when the door opened and
Phil walked in. A burst of conversation from the front office entered with him,
and muted again when he closed the door.

"How'sit going?" Phil asked. He wore hislight gray power suit, the one he
usudly reserved for tough council meetings.

"Fing," Marcus said, shuffling through the zoning report and trying to look
busy. He had to get Phil out of the room.

Phil reached for the chair that Kardalkeddy was sitting in, but Kardalkeddy
pulled the other one out instead. Phil glanced a Marcus, obvioudy not seeing
Kardalkeddy at al, then sat in the other chair. Hed evidently figured that
Marcus had did it out with hisfoot.

Amazing what the mind could rationdize when there was no other explanation.
"Channel 6 won't et go of the crazy mayor story,” Phil said, "but Channe 12
bought our version completely. They've been running your footage -- which looks
good when you assume there's a question -- Side by side with Sorenson's news
conference from this morning. He comes off as a self-centered jerk. Both state
papers came out for you, and al three of thetak radio stations.”

"Good," Marcus said, not trusting himsdlf to say more.

Kardalkeddy was watching the conversation, his eyes bright.

"Of course, Sorenson has been going after the businesswith Liranow that you're
on the record admitting to her hospitdization, but | think we can beat him on

that, too. Play the humanitarian angle.”

"Humanitarian. Such anatura rolefor you, isit not, Sdenta?'

Marcus swallowed, forcing himself to keep his gaze on Phil. "Fine."

Phil folded his hands across hisflat somach. "We need to give the press
something e seto talk about. 1've been emphasizing the jobs thing, and people
are angry about it, but we need to show that you're working to help the
community.”

"My record should show that," Marcus said.

Kardakeddy snickered. "Not from this vantage.”



"Not enough.” Phil tilted his head in that cocky way Marcus hated. "I figurewe
need thelibrary renovation.”

Thelibrary renovation was one of Marcuss long-running battles. He had been
arguing for it ever snce he had gotten into office, but even though everyone
agreed it was necessary, the council could not agree on funding.

"We don't have the votes," Marcus said.
"Votes, Sdenta?'

Phil leaned forward. "Wedo if wecdl in afew favors. We won't have to make
good until after the eection.”

"l don't know," Marcus said. "There are sill some serious flawswith the
proposal. If we passit now, it'll just come back to haunt uslater. I'd like to
giveit another run through committee and see if we can't get it right thefirst
tirrell

Phil shook his head. "We need that vote now, Marcus. We need news."

"Interesting.” Kardakeddy studied Marcus asif hewerean dienlifeform."You
need the help of othersto make changesin thisworld. Yet in our world you
could save hundreds of thousands of liveswith asingle act.”

Marcus glanced over at him, then back at Phil. Phil hadn't even batted an eye.
Kardalkeddy sat beside him, obvioudy enjoying Marcuss discomfort, and that
sght made Marcus boil. To Phil, hesaid, "All right. Y ou win. Let's make some
news"

Kardalkeddy sighed and stood. "Y ou choose books when you can savelives. You are
asmall man, Sidenta." He reached up and pulled the bell from hisbraid, then
held it over Phil'slap and let go.

Theingtant the bell |eft Kardalkeddy's fingers, he disappeared. The bell,
however, landed with a soft ding on Phil'sleg, then bounced to the floor.

"Wherethe hell did that come from?" Phil asked, bending over to retrieveit.

"What?' Marcus said innocently. "Oh, that. | must have accidentally knocked it
off the desk. Sorry."

Phil looked a him suspicioudy for amoment, then handed the bell to Marcus.
Marcushdd it in hisclosed fist until Phil left, ahard, cold lump of
impaossibility digginginto hisflesh.

"Thebdl isatdisman,” Litasaid. She spokedowly, not & dl likethe Lita
of old. "It helps him transfer between worlds. Without the bell, the transfer is
panful for him."



Shewas gtting at the foot of her bed, her bright yellow blouse and white pants
glowing in the evening light filtering through the west-facing window.

Marcus sat in the hard-backed desk chair and breathed deeply, trying to stay
cam. "Good," hesaid. "That'sadart, at least. So what can | do to makeit
impossible?!

Litastared out the window asif she hadn't heard him.
He rubbed ahand over hisface. "Comeon, Lita. | need your help here"

Sheturned her head toward him. Each movement had deliberateness, asif each
action had three parts: think; command; execute. "Marcus," shesaid. "Y ou can't
run away from this. There'sawhole world over there that needs -- "

"Over where?' Marcus demanded. Litawithdrew like aturtleinto her shell, the
way she dways did when he raised his voice, but now even that movement was
dow. Sometimes he wanted to take her off the drugs so his quirky hyperactive
sster would return.

"Sorry," he said, reaching out to touch her arm. "All right. | admit, they're
real. At least their effect on usisred. But | don't care about some alternate
universe. They're screwing up my lifein thisone, and | want it stopped.”

"Then check yoursdlf into the same treatment program you checked meinto."

Marcus stared at her, wondering if she wasjoking. She stared back, her blue
eyesdulled, no humor in her expression at dl. He had thought of banishing
Kardakeddy with drugs, but that idea had died the moment he saw Litaagain. He
couldn't face having hismind dtered. He had dways been that way. The only

drug he used was dcohol, and he had only been drunk afew timesin hislife,

"Of course" she said, misinterpreting hisslence. "The famous mayor would not
want to jeopardize hiscareer.” A dight flush rosein her cheeks as she spoke.
Shewas angry with him. Underneeth al the drugs, behind her flat affect, lay
anger.

Hetook a deep breath. "I'm sorry, Lita."

"I'll makeyou aded," she sad softly.

"Whét ded?'

She peered at him. "Did Kardakeddy tell you what he wants from you?'

"Some crap about finding atrue 'Sidenta they could set up as a supreme
dictator and run the infidels out of the country. Y esh. Sorry, but that's not my

dyle"



Litagiggled. The sound had an eerie hollow quality. "Marcus, they don't want to
find a Sdenta. They want to make one."

"Huh?'

She giggled again, and blushed. Even though her movements were dow, thiswas
morelikethe Litaheloved. "Think about it," she said, her words so soft and
dow that he leaned forward asif he could urge the words out with his body
language. "We can't visit their world, but Kardalkeddy can visit ours, and he

can bring some of hisfriendswith him. If one of them wasawoman and if she,
well, if shegot pregnant here, it would look like an immaculate conception to
everyone dse. And her baby would have originsin both worlds. HEd be able to
draw on knowledge that the rest of Kardalkeddy's people aren't even aware
exigs. He might even have supernaturd abilities.”

"Supernaturd abilities?' Marcus asked dryly.

"Jesusdid. At least they |ooked like supernaturd abilitiesto us. Maybe for
hisfather's people he wasjust anorma guy.”

Marcus swallowed. She had asked him to do this before, and he had put her here
because of it. But now he was seeing the same people.... "Wasthisyour idea or
his?'

Litaglanced a him. "It'sin their sacred book. The Book of Davon. I've dways
thought that was an Irish-sounding name. | looked it up, and 'Devin’ means-- "
She frowned, clearly searching her fogged brain for the memory. "'Devin’ means
'poet-savant. A poet who puts his higher thoughtsinto words.' They've got lots
of legends about invisible peoplein Irdand; I'd be willing to bet somebody

from our world wrote Kardakeddy's holy book."

Hah, Marcus thought. Imagine getting your reigion from Northern Ireland.
Knowing the source didn't help him any, though. He stood up and began pacing the
narrow room. The window overlooked the interior garden. So far, Lirds plants
remained in the visitor's center, but at least she had this. He shoved his hands

in hispockets. "Y ou're serious, aren't you? Y ou redly want me to have sex with

an invisble woman, to get her pregnant, so shelll bear theloca equivaent to

the son of God."

"Shewon't beinvisbleto you," Litasaid. "Shell be asreal as Kardakeddy."
Marcuslaughed. "That'sardlief.”

Litacrossed her arms over her chest. "What's the big problem ? Y ou've dept
with dozens of women. What's one more?"

"All thewomen I've dept with werered, that'swhat.”

"Think of it as masturbation, then. Or donating to a sperm bank.”



Marcus shook hishead. "Lita, it's not that easy."

She shrugged. "Then spend the rest of your lifeignoring Kardalkeddy and his
pless. It doesn't matter to me. | can't see him anymore." She glanced up at him
and the smile that spread across her face was not friendly. "Or you could dways
take my drugs.”

He shuddered, just alittle, before he could hide the reaction. Then he flushed.
He had made her thisway.

She nodded, asif she had expected that response. "Y ou don't need the drugs,”
she said softly. "And neither do |. As soon asyou father a Sidenta, Kardal keddy
will leave both of usdone.”

AsMarcus drove away from the hospitd, his head felt fuzzy, asif he had taken
Lita'sdrugs. He wished that could be asolution, but after seeing what they did
to her, he knew they weren't. Even Phil couldn't elect acandidate who acted
likeazombie.

But the aternative seemed even worse. Sleep with a phantom? If the press got
hold of that, he would be worse than azombie. Hed be dead. Phil would kill him
with his bare hands.

Chrigt, Phil. Just when Marcus needed to confide in him the most, he had
suddenly become an adversary. He had completely taken over the reglection
campaign, and while that might keep Marcusin office, hewould find his hands
tied in his second administration by al the empty promises Phil had made.

Plushedidnt like the fact that Phil was getting cozy with Councilman Sedls.
Marcus wasn't sure what deal s those two were thinking up.

All of these problems plus the bad one, the one he didn't want to face. What if
Phil and the doctors were right? What if Litawere crazy? Then Marcus was crazy
too. Onething was certain: Litadidn't belong in the hospitd any morethan he

did. If hewasn't willing to check himsdlf in, then he should do everything he

could to get her out of there and back home.

Everything? Marcusfdt horrified to redize that he was actualy consdering
her "dedl.” Yet if it would stop the visitations and let them both get back to
their normal lives, then it would be worth it. And compared to what Phil was
doing to Marcuss career, the price would be quite small.

That little bit of resolve buoyed him up on the drive home. He pulled into the
driveway and noted with satisfaction that the reporters were gone. Phil's
manipulation on the library issue had doneitsjob.

Marcus parked the car in the garage and closed the door, then went insde the
house. He didn't bother to pull the curtains or unplug the phonesthistime. He
went into his study, put a George Winston CD in the player, and spread out on
the leather couch. Hewould relax for afew minutes, then get back to work.



Things had started stacking up on him since he had been so distracted.
"So, Sidenta, have you solved your criss?"

Marcusjerked upright. Kardakeddy stood near the open window, the light forming
ahao behind his head. He wore the bathrobe and jodhpurs again, and somehow
that bit of familiarity made Marcusrelax.

"For atrue believer, your toneisabit sarcagtic,” Marcus said.

Kardalkeddy got down on one knee. "Forgive me, Sidenta, but you do not make it
easy to worship you."

Marcus sighed. "Get up.”

Kardalkeddy stood. He touched hisforehead, then faced Marcus. "Asyou wish,
Sdenta”

Marcus stood up aswell, suprised to redlize that he was actualy glad to see

his tormentor again. At least face to face they had a chance to resolve these
vigtations. "Look," Marcussaid, "I am not the kind of guy who needs someoneto
worship him. If I'm going to help you, I'd rather be your friend.”

Sunlight reflected off something in the bushesjust outsde the window. A
camera? Chrig, that was al he needed. Marcus legped toward the window, dammed
it shut, and drew the curtains.

Kardakeddy had not moved. He waited until Marcus was done, then asked softly,
"Youwill hdp us, Sdenta?'

Marcus looked at the closed curtains, imagined reporters crawling through the
bushes like ants, poking their cameras through every crack in the house. He
couldn't live with thismuch longer. "Maybe," he said. "Come on. Weve got to
tak."

Heled Karda keddy through the house, up the stairs and into the guest bathroom.
He closed the door, then turned on the shower and the sink. Gesturing for
Kardakeddy to sit on the stool, Marcus took the countertop and said over the
rush of water, "I talked to Litaand her story matches everything you've told me
so far. Either sheand | are crazy in the sameway, or you'rereal."

Kardakeddy looked around the bathroom in puzzlement, at the tile-lined shower
and the light blue ename walls with the matching blue towels on the rack, then
shrugged and said, "'l am red, Sidenta.”

"And you're destroying my life. Litasaysyoull stop if | father achild with
one of your women. Isthat true?" The words sounded cold and harsh. He had never
spoken of intimate things like aded over city parking garages.

Kardakeddy rose, hisbody shrouded in the steam rising from the shower. "We



will leave you done, if that iswhat you wish."

Marcus swalowed. The room was getting hot. He should have turned the shower on
cold. "Yes" hesad. "l want you to leave me aone.”

Kardalkeddy frowned. "I had hoped for amore enthusiastic Sidenta, but if this
istheway it must be, then thisistheway it will be. I will bring her to you.

At midnight. The start of the new day, when my powers are strongest.” He reached
out and plucked abell from hisdeeve.

"Wat!"
But Kardalkeddy had aready disappeared.

Marcus spent the rest of the evening prowling the house like a caged tiger. With

the curtains closed again. He unplugged the phones, too, after calling Phil and
promising to comeinto the office bright and early in the morning. Phil had

wanted to come over and discuss another campaign maneuver, but Marcustold him
no. Hewould ded with it in the morning, in the office, after hisinvisble

problems went away.

If they went away. If Kardalkeddy and hisworld weren't redl, then tonight's
encounter would not stop anything. It would merely be the jumping-off point for
along descent into madness. But Marcus could see no other choice.

He changed clothes twice, brought out a bottle of expensive cabernet from the
basement, then took it back and got a newer, sweeter rose. He had no idea what
Kardalkeddy's people drank, but rose was a safer choice for an unknown palate.

He set afancy table, started to make afew appetizers, then decided to cook a

full med. Most of his experience with seduction had involved meds; it would

help calm him down to spend an hour or two eating with the woman before they got
down to business.

Thelasagne was dready in the oven when he redlized that atraditiona

seduction might not work. He had no knowledge of Kardalkeddy's world, except
that it seemed more primitive than his. Maybe awell-set table and strange food
would frighten the woman.

Marcusfinished baking the lasagne anyway, wishing that hisimaginary people
were more like daydreams, that the woman who would appear in his house would be
blonde, buxom and fully versed in 20th century American society.

That made him laugh, remembering an old joke about a blackmail attempt on the
Pope. To save the church, the Pope had been forced to make love to awoman, but
he had demanded three conditions: that she be blind, so she couldn't see who was
doing such athing to her, that she be deaf for the same reason, and finaly

that she have big tits.

Marcus laughed again. Astrade-offswent, this one was actually not so bad. Then



he had a horrible premonition that she would show up, dirty and naked, and
expect him to service her then and there. The ideamade him shrivel upinsde.

At midnight the wine was open and breething on the table and the lasagne was
cooling on the stove. The house smelled of garlic, tomato sauice, and cooked
hamburger. Two candles glowed on the table, and Marcus sat in one of the dining
room chairs, hands clasped on hislap. Hefdt like atweve-year-old boy on his
first date: haf-worried that she would view him as stupid, and haf-worried
because he felt supid aready.

With atinkle of bells, Kardalkeddy appeared. He was alone. He surveyed the
table, then nodded.

"Well?' Marcus asked.
"Sheisfrightened,” Kardakeddy said. " She has never known aman before.”

"Wonderful." Marcus hadn't thought of that. He stood up. He should have paid
more attention in Sunday School all those years ago. Mary had been avirgin --
and achild. God. If thisgirl wasachild, he couldn't do anything. "How old is
Se?'

"Sheisawoman full grown. She has been preparing dl her lifefor this

Marcustried not to groan doud. All her life? He had dways avoided those kind
of women before. Maybe he could get out on atechnicaity. "What do you consider
full grown?!

" She has seen twenty-five summers. Isthere a problem, Sidenta?”

He hoped to hell their yearswere aslong ashis. "No problem,” he said. Then he
felt hisface heat. "Hey, uh, Kardalkeddy, um, how can we guarantee that this
will work? | mean, sometimesit takes more than one night. | redlly don't want

to do thisfor amonth.”

Kardakeddy paused for amoment, asif reishing Marcuss discomfort. "We have
prepared severa women. It isNardenasfertiletime.” He sighed. ™Y ou will
treat her kindly?"

Marcusfroze. What the hell kind of question was that ? He had aways been kind
to people -- except maybe Kardakeddy. And Sorenson. And Lira, from
Kardakeddy's perspective.

Marcus closed hiseyes. The question wasfair. "'l will," he said.

"Good."

Marcus opened his eyesin time to see Kardalkeddy bend and reach behind him, as
someone would do to help another person up abig step. His hand disappeared at



thewrigt, only to reappear holding another hand. A woman stepped out of
nowhere, asif she were stepping through adoorway from one room to another.

She was not a supermode. No bikini, no flat belly, no breasts the size of
grapefruit. About five foot four, maybe less. Her face was ova-shaped,
cheekbones dmost flat, her nose smdl and straight. Her skin, eyes, and hair

were the same shade of gold. She wore ablack dress that went to her knees, and
ankle-high leather boots below that. A gold shawl wrapped around her waist and
accented her wide hips. She stayed a haf step behind Kardalkeddy, as though he
would protect her.

"ThisisNardena," he said, peering at Marcus. "Is something the matter? Isshe
not pleasing to you?"'

Marcus's hands were damp. He resisted the urge to wipe them on his suit. "She's
-- actually, she'svery beautiful. Exotic.” Chrigt, car dedlership words. Asif
shewere a Jag instead of awoman.

"Good." Kardakeddy turned to Naralena "1 will stay if you desireit.”

Marcusfelt hisface flamefor the second time. He couldn't do anything with
Kardakeddy around, imaginary or not.

Naraenarescued him. Her wide gaze had not left Marcus's face. She nodded,
once. "No. Return for me at dawn.” Her voice was soft and husky.

Marcusfdt ashiver run down his spine. Dawn. He had never, in dl hisyears of
snglelife, maneuvered thisfast. He had aways known the woman, &t least asan
acquaintance. In that moment, he redized that the dinner -- the seduction --

was not for her. It wasfor him.

Kardalkeddy pulled loose another bell, set it on the table, and disappeared.
Marcus noted that Naralena had aleather chord tied around each wrist and ankle,
and atiny bell dangled from each. That was obvioudy so she wouldn't disappear
when he removed her clothing. They had thought of everything.

Naradenadropped to one knee. "'l am honored, Sidenta.”

Thiswould not work at al. Marcus bent over and took her hand, helping her up.
His movements felt stiff and awkward. He hadn't been like this since he took out
Cindy O'Brienin high school. "Please" he said, feding ridiculous. "1 need to

be aperson to you. Just aregular person. Come into the dining room. I've made
ussomedinner.”

Shedidn't move, just stood there holding his hand, running the other over his
shoulder and down hisside. She smdlled faintly of clovesand cinnamon.

Hesmiled at her. "l want you to tell me everything,” he said. "About yoursdif.
About your world."



She looked up at him, sdeways, glancing at him out of the corner of her eyes. A
fant smile played across her lips. Aninviting smile. She put her hand on his
cheek, then brought hisface down to hers, and kissed him lightly.

"We do not have much time," she said in her honeyed voice. "'l do not think we
should wagte it talking."

He wanted to disagree, but she kissed him again, much deeper than before.

And that was dll it took.

* % %

Marcus crawled out of bed haf an hour before dawn. Naralena reached for him,
caught the love handles around hiswaist and pulled him back. He landed on top
of her, laughing. They kissed, and he buried himsdlf in her cinnamon scent. "I'm
anold man," he said againgt her throat. "1 need breskfast.”

"l could eat aswell," Nardenasaid.

Marcus glanced out the window. The sky was beginning to lighten. "Karda keddy
will be here soon.”

Thelaughter |eft Naradlena'sface. "'l wish this night would not end.”

Marcus stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. "Me, too," he said. He had
never expected to fed thisway. Something specia had happened between them. It
hadn't felt like aone-night stand; it had felt asif they had known each other
forever.

He got up, dipped on his maroon bathrobe, then padded down the hall to Liras
room and got her fluffy pink robe for Naralena. Together they went downgtairsto
the kitchen, where Marcus stared for amoment at the cereal boxes, but he was
too hungry for cered. "How's lasagne sound?"

"I do not know what it is," she said, then amiled. "But if you madeit for me, |
would lovetotry it."

He pulled the lasagne out of the fridge and cut it, then put the piecesin the
microwave. Nardenasat in the breakfast nook while he went into the dining room
and retrieved the slverware they hadn't used last night.

He brought the candies and lit them, poured two glasses of orangejuice, and

then the microwave beeped. He set the plates before them, and sat down to eat.

His stomach rumbled. He had taken one bite when Kardalkeddy dipped through the
wal.

Kardakeddy had been frowning as he camein, still wearing hisjodhpurs, his
hair mussed and deep circles benegth his eyes. He stared at them for along
moment, so long that Naralenaheld out her plate. "Would you like to bregk fast?



The Sidentaisagood cook."

He glanced from oneto the other. "Did you -- 7"

Marcus nodded quickly. He didn't want to discuss the night with anyone.
But Nardenasmiled. "Repeatedly. Heis good at that too."

Kardakeddy's astonished look drew alaugh from Marcus. Despite his
embarrassment, he felt good. It was nice to know that Nardenadid aswell.

Naralena. He reached across the table and she took his hand. He didn't want her
toleave. "l wasthinking" Marcus sad. "I'd be willing to modify our agreement
abit."

Kardalkeddy pulled up achair. He glanced at the entwined hands. "Would you."

"That'sright,” Marcus said. He hadn't discussed thiswith Naralena. Hisvoice
shook alittle as he spoke. "If you can keep from showing up at inopportune
moments, I'd like to keep in touch with ‘Lenahere. And the child." He flushed
then. Hefdt asif he were speaking prematurely. There was no guarantee that
Naralenawas pregnant.

Kardakeddy looked from Marcus to Naralena, his mouth agape. "How... ? What did
you... 7'

She squeezed Marcuss hand. "He isamuch nicer man than you led meto believe.
Heistender and caring, and when | told him of our people, he was shocked. Y ou
have said nothing, Kardakeddy, except vague warnings.”

Marcus said, " She told me about the Zetain and how they daughtered her family,
and theway life was before they came. Kardalkeddy, you know, if you had just
told me about this-- "

"It would not have made any difference, Sdenta. Y ou did not listen to me."
Marcus glanced at Naralena. She shrugged.

"Look," hesaid. "I'm worried about you guys. Life doesn't sound easy there, and
if Naralenais pregnant, then it might get worse. And if you'retdlling methe

truth, well, things didn't work out too well for the savior in our world.

Persondlly, | mean." Marcus flushed as he spoke. He still felt abit odd about

al of this

"Hisisnot likely to be an easy lifein ours, ether,” Kardalkeddy said.

Marcus sighed. "I sugpected as much. But alittle help from hisold man at the
right moments might give him a better chance.”

"You... aretruly generous, Sidenta." Kardalkeddy extended a hand and raised



Naralenato her feet. Shelet go of Marcuss hand reluctantly. "Very well, we
will return from timeto time, as my powers permit. Being careful not to intrude
when it would be awkward."

"I would appreciate that." Marcus stood up and encircled Naralenain hisarms.
Shefdt soft and smdl and fragile. He didn't want her to go back to that

world, but he knew she couldn't stay. He kissed her on the forehead, then on the
lips. "I'll count the hours" he said.

"And | aswell." Sheleaned against him for a second, then Kardalkeddy cleared
histhroat.

She stepped away, and Marcusfelt the loss of her warmth. Kardalkeddy reached
for hisdeeve, but Nardena stopped him and untied one of her bracelets
instead. She handed it to Marcus, smiled, and let go.

The light seemed to fade from the room. Marcus stood in the suddenly empty
kitchen for amoment, then sighed and padded back upstairsto shower and dress
for work.

"Would you ligen aminute?' Phil dammed his hand flat on the desk, gartling
Marcus from reliving the night for the hundredth time. "I swear to God, | don't
know what's happened to you lately. Firgt you're talking to nothing, and now
you're ignoring the whole fucking world. | wish you'd make up your goddamned
mind and help mewith thisfucking campaign.”

Marcustried to remember what Phil had been saying aminute ago. Something about
funding for ahomel ess shelter? He couldn't remember. Everywhere he looked, he
saw Naralenasface; every voice was her voice. When Beverly had comeinto the
office earlier that morning with acup of cinnamon teain her hand, the aroma

had driven him wild. He was glad held been sitting behind his desk, or she might
have gotten the wrong idea.

Phil dready had the wrong idea, though, and it was getting worse every day. In
the week since Marcus had spent the night with Naraena, Phil had forced three
more legidative time bombs through his office, dl in an atempt to keep Marcus
inthe news. Well, Marcus was getting tired of it. Maybe it wastime he said so.

Hefocused on Phil's bloodshot eyes and said, ™Y ou want meto help with this
campaign? Then run it with someintegrity. Y ou're doing stuff that'd make Nixon
blush, and | don't want any part of it. You -- "

"That'senough,” Phil said.

"No, it's not enough. Not by along shot. Y ou seem to have forgotten who's
working for who around here. Well, listen up. | need you ahell of alot less
than you need me, and for the last week, you've been a definite liability.

Y ou're screwing with my town, and | want it slopped. Do | make mysdif clear?’

"Clear asice," Phil said. He got up and strode toward the door, then whirled



around and stuck afinger sraight at Marcus. "Clear asthin fucking ice, old
pa." Heturned back around, took a second to compose himself, then opened the
door and stepped into the outer office.

Marcuss hands trembled when he laid them on his desk. He had never argued with
Phil like that before. But Phil had never hounded him likethis either. Didn't
he see that Marcus had alot on hismind lately?

The hospital wouldn't release Lita, and no amount of string-pulling would change
their mind. Sorenson was gtill attacking him on every front. And Naralena -- why
hadn't Kardalkeddy brought her back?

Marcus sghed. He would never have believed held be wishing for a supernaturd
vidtation, but here he was, pining over aone-night stand.

No, that wasn't true. He wanted Naralena again, sure, but there was moreto it
than that. He had touched the burn scars on her back, left when the Zetain
burned her home when she was achild. He had heard the stories of the
atrocities, felt the calluses on her fingers, wiped the tearsfrom her eyes as

she spoke. She had made him believein her world, truly believe, and that had
changed everything. He had a chance to make ared difference there, and not
just by providing Earthly genesfor their savior. He knew poalitics; he could
probably get them organized enough to overthrow the Zetain invaders before the
kid wasten. He could help in ways they would never have dreamed possible, but
not without Kardalkeddy to provide the doorway. Where the hell was he?

Marcus found out three days later. He was in Lita's bedroom, staring at the row

of bells on her bookshelf, when he saw aflicker of motion off to hisright and
Kardalkeddy stepped into existence. Instead of the robe and jodhpurs or the fur
auit, the Traveler Between Worlds wore amuch-used pair of coarsely woven pants
and aragged shirt. Both were stained black with dirt or worse. It smelled asiif
Kardalkeddy had been crawling through sawersin them.

"What happened to you?' Marcus asked.

"Wewere discovered.” Kardakeddy took a staggering step, then sank into the
rocking chair beneath the window.

Marcus grabbed hisarm. "Naralena? |s she safe?”’

"For now. Sheisamong friends. However, we must smggle her out of the country
before she beginsto show, for the Zetain have ordered that al pregnant women
and babies up to ayear of age bekilled."

The breath left Marcuss body. "Why?"

Kardalkeddy looked up. "The bdlief that asavior will comeis as powerful atool
inrevolution ashisactud arriva.”

"God." Marcus sat on the bed. "But you don't even know that Nardenais



pregnant.”
"Weknow," Kardakeddy said. "We have given her threetests, al positive.”

Marcus didn't want to know the details. For al he knew, Lirahad given them EPT
boxes before she went to the hospital. He clasped his hands tightly together.
Naralena. He closed his eyes, saw the pictures of Sharon Tate from the Manson
murder -- he had read Buglios's book --remembered how the fetus had been ripped

He opened hiseyes. "Smuggle her here," he said. "I'll take care of her."

Kardakeddy shook his head. "That would not work, Sidenta. | do not havethe
power to keep her here indefinitely, and eveniif | did, the child must develop
inour world."

Frustration built in Marcuss chest. "How about bringing her here, then taking
her back to someplace else?'

Kardalkeddy rubbed hiseyes. "That isnot possible. To travel in my world, |
must also travel here”

Marcus stood, hisfists clenched. There had to be something they could do. He
couldn't let Naraenaflee across some dirty, dangerous foreign land with agang
of cutthroats on her tail. Even if Kardalkeddy could bring her here whenever she

was in danger, shewould gill have to cross every treacherous mile between her
home and safety. Unless...

"That'sit!" Marcus smacked hisfist into his open pam.
"What?' Kardalkeddy asked.

"Y ou bring her here, we pilein the car, and | drive you wherever you need to
go."

Kardakeddy's expression brightened. "Thet ... could work," he said softly.
"Of courseit'll work. How soon can you be ready?'

"Tomorrow night."

"Midnight again?"

"Yes. That would be best. But -- can we meet at your office? It would be much
eader to bring her there than here. This placeis being watched.”

The press? What could that matter to Kardalkeddy? Then Marcus redized
Kardalkeddy was talking about his sde. The Zetain were guarding the site of
Kardakeddy's frequent disappearances. "Sure," Marcussaid. "The officeis
fine"



The next day crawled asif the cosmic clock had been embedded in honey. Al
except for the few moments when Marcustold Phil he would be out of town for a
couple of days. That went way too fast.

"Out of town? For what?" Phil's face flushed a deep red. Marcus could dmost see
the steam leaking from hisears.

"Persond reasons," Marcus said flatly.

"Persond reasons, my ass," Phil said. "Last week's pep talk notwithstanding,
I'm gtill your campaign manager. If you don't come clean with me, then | can't
do my job."

Marcus sighed. He knew Phil was right. But he just wished he could put this
campaign on hold until his persona crisswas over. "Okay," hesaid. "I'm going
to jJump in the car, drivefor aday, find a cheap motdl where | can watch Star
Trek reruns until 1've forgotten my own name, then I'm going to drive back home
and pick up where| |eft off. Any problem with that 7"

"Any problem with it? Any problem ? What am | supposed to say? The mayor left
town on awhim? And wheream | going to say you went? To Illinois on ajunket?
Canadato do somefishing? Then they'll check up on it and they won't find you.
Or they will find you, in acheap motdl. Evenif you are done, they'll crucify

you. Remember what they did to Gary Hart 7'

"Hart brought that on himself." Marcus ran ahand through his hair. Phil was

right. Marcus redlly did need to come up with astory. Only he couldn't think of
one. All he could do was worry about Naralena, and hope that Kardalkeddy could
keep her safe. "The pressisn't going to find me, and even if they do, there

won't be anything to expose." Marcus grinned. "1 guarantee you, therewon't be a
womaningght.”

"What then, alittle boy maybe?"

Marcusfdt asif he had been punched. He and Phil had never talked that way to
each other before. And thistime, Phil was serious. Marcus made himsdlf tekea
deep breath and count to ten before he spoke. Getting angry at thisjuncture
would be the worgt thing he could do. "I'll pretend | didn't hear thet, Phil,"

he said as camly as he could. "But you said it yourself. I've been under alot

of stress. | need abreak. By mysdf. Just torest. | promise. I'll beback ina

day or two."

Phil stared at him for aminute, then sat back in his chair with adisgusted
snort. "All right. | don't care. Do what you want. But if you get caught, don't
expect me to come to your rescue, because I'm not going down in flameswith
you."

"No oneisgoing down in flames," Marcus said reasonably. "Except Sorenson. When
| get back were going to hammer him into the ground, and were going to do it



without shoving any more bogus legidation through the council.”

Phil stood up. "Y eah, yeah, and after that we make ajump for the governor's
chair, and from there the goddamn presidency. Sure. Easy as pie. Enjoy your
trip." He turned and strode out of the office.

Marcus spent the last couple hours before midnight packing the cat's trunk full

of thingsthat Kardakeddy and Naralena might be able to use. Camping equipment,
dried fruit, ahunting rifle and hismilitary .45 pistol, some of Lirasand his

own clothing, and afew gold Krugerrands he had bought for investment. At 11:30
he drove downtown, parked on the street in front of City Hall, and let himself

in.

When he topped the stairs and turned down the halway, he could see light
streaming out under his office door. Had Beverly forgotten to turn it off when
sheleft? Or were Kardalkeddy and Naralena early? Marcus hurried to the door,
found it locked, and dug impatiently in the pocket of hisjeansfor the key.

There was no one in the outer office when he opened the door. Beverly's desk was
covered with files, and her desk lamp was on aswell asthe overhead. She must
have stayed late, then forgotten to clean up before sheleft. Unless shewas

gl here, in the bathroom; but no, the door was still open, and the light off.

Then she must have gone home without straightening up. That wasnt like her, but
maybe she intended to come in early in the morning and continue whatever she'd
been doing.

Marcus went on into his own office, flipped on the light there, and paced until
12:05, when Kardalkeddy suddenly appeared.

"Areyou done, Sidenta?’
Marcus nodded. All the musclesin hisbody weretense. Hefdt asif the Zetain
would follow them here, asif the chase would happen in thisworld aswell asin

Kardalkeddy's.

Kardakeddy reached out for Naralena, who stepped through nothingness, then took
another step forward to stand before Marcus. "I missed you," she whispered.

Marcus drew her into hisarms, and kissed her hungrily. "I've missed you, too,"
hesad.

They kissed again. After amoment, Kardalkeddy coughed discreetly and said,
"Sidenta, we must be away. The border isfar to the south.”

"Well get you there, don't worry,” Marcus said. "I've got afuzzbuster.” When
he saw two puzzled faces, he said, "Never mind. Let'sgo."

He opened the door to the outer office, just in time to see Phil make a break
for the darkened bathroom doorway.



"Wheat the hell are you doing skulking around my office in the middle of the
night?' Marcus demanded.

Phil stopped, turned around, and said, " Checking on the mental health of my
candidate. Who were you talking to?"

"Some friends of mine," Marcus said evenly. " On the phone.”

Phil shook his head. "Y ou weren't talking on the phone. Not unlessyou have a
separate line that doesn't go through Beverly's." He pointed to the multi-line
phone on her desk, dl itscall lights dark.

"Cdlular,” Marcus said quickly.

"Show methe st."

It was dtill in the car, of course. Marcusfelt panic closing in. He was caught.

Phil would never believe him, nor beieve in him anymore. He would probably go
to the press himself with this one. Unless Marcus could somehow convince him of
the truth.

"Kardalkeddy, | need your help here," Marcus said.

"l am yoursto command, Sidenta.”

Phil crossed hisarms over his chest. "Who the hdl is Kardick --whatever?"

"He's the person who's about to flip my office light on and off three times.”
Marcus held his hands out so Phil could see them.

"Uh, Sidenta, how do | do that?"

"The switch! Thelittle plastic thing by the door. Hip it up and down." Swest
broke out on Marcus's body.

"Oh. Likethis?' Thelight went out, then back on.
"That'sright. Twicemore."

The light blinked, and Phil's eyes narrowed. " There's someone in there with
you."

"Well, of coursethereis. You think I'd be talking to mysalf?' Marcus stepped

into Beverly's office. "They're just not the sort of people you're used to.

Naraena, comein here, and pick up those papers, would you?' He nodded toward
Beverly's desk.

Naralena, her face taut with fear, nonethel ess walked obediently over to the
desk, scooped up ahandful of papers, and held them afew feet intheair.



Phil's eyes were as wide asfried eggs. "How the hell did you do that?" he
asked.

"I havefriendsin high places,” Marcus said. "Invisibly high places.
Kardakeddy, switch out the light and close the door.”

Kardakeddy did -- from theinsde.

"No, no, from thisside. We've got to go." Marcus swallowed. Phil was staring at
the door asif amongter were hiding behind it.

After some experimentd rattling of the knob, the door opened again and
Kardakeddy stepped through, closing it behind him. He went over to Nardena,
who shot Marcus a pleading look. Marcus nodded at her, just alittle. She set

the files down and she and Kardalkeddy walked across the room to the other door,
opened it, and stepped into the halway.

Phil glanced at the door, then at Marcus. Marcus made himself glare at Phil with
his most businesdike look. "Well talk about thiswhen | get back. Inthe
meantime, see what you can do about getting Litaout of that damned hospital.
She'sno crazier than | am.”

Phil's mouth hung agape, and tiny squeaking noises came from histhroat.

"Dont say it," Marcustold him, "or they might start haunting you.” Then he
followed Kardalkeddy and Naralena out the door and closed it softly behind him.

Marcustook the interstate south. The traffic waslight thistime of night.

Marcus drove seventy or so until asemi passed him, then sped up and followed a
half mile behind, letting the truck smoke out the cops. The last thing he needed
was a speeding ticket.

Nardenaand Kardalkeddy sat up front, Naralena between the two men. Her arm
brushed againgt Marcuss and he could fed thetensoninit during the first

ten miles or so, before she became used to the motion. Kardalkeddy asked afew
guestions about the car, but quit when the explanations made no senseto him.
After that he stared out the window into the blackness, squinting whenever they
passed an al-night gas station. When they got closer to Chicago, the road
flooded with light, and both Nardenaand Kardalkeddy stared at the truck stops,
roadside groceries, and mini marts with open-mouthed fascination.

Marcusfdt tensonin hisown back. He hadn't driven a night in along time,

and benesth his outward calm lay a deep terror. It felt appropriate to drive at
night; the enemy that chased them was unseen, like abogy under the bed, and yet
very red.

The city itsdlf left his passengers speechless, at least until they drew

downtown. Thetraffic waslight enough that Marcus had decided to take 94
graight through instead of going around on 294. Their sllence had him afraid

he/d made the wrong decision until Kardalkeddy suddenly pointed and said, "There



isthe Zetain pdace.

"You'rekidding" Marcus said. Kardakeddy was pointing straight at the Sears
Tower.

"l am serious," Kardakeddy said. "There, wherethat talest building is; in our
world that isthe Zetain Palace.”

Marcuslaughed. "Hereit'sapaace of sorts, too. A monument to big business.”

He drove on, amazed that there would be such a connection between worlds. He
hadn't even expected the landmarks to be the same, but now that he thought about
it, it made sense. How else would Kardakeddy know exactly whereto go in order
to appear in Marcus's house as opposed to his office?

Ontheway out of town Marcus pulled off the freeway at a gas and fast-food stop
and let the car coast into the nearly empty McDonald's parking lot.

"We cannot stop here," Kardakeddy said. "Thisisthe heart of our enemy's

"It'sjust arest stop,” Marcus said. "The car needs gas and we need food. Come
with me, and experience the true heart of America."

Helet them out of the car and they went into the McDonalds. While Nardenaand
Kardakeddy stared at the muras of the Chicago skyline, Marcus ordered three
big Macs, two orangejuices, and alarge cup of coffee for himsdlf. Hegot it

al to go, then put hishands on hisfriends backs and literally pushed them

outsde.

Onceinsde the car, he passed out the food. They stared at the wrappersin
confusion, so he pulled his back and showed them how to eat the burgers.

"They did not cook thefood,” Nardenasaid. "It was magic.”

Marcus grinned. "If they had used magic, these things would taste better."
Hefilled the car at the Texaco Station across the street, then drove down the
ramp and back onto the freeway, steering with one hand, and eating with the
other.

"How much farther?" Marcus asked as the Chicago skyline receded behind them.
"We have covered several days journeysin the space of afew hours,”
Kardalkeddy said. "If we go for another hour, the Zetain will haveto travel

into thelr enemies country to find us.”

"Good," Marcus said. He set the cruise control and leaned back for some more
driving.

Nardenahad fallen adeep, her head resting on Marcus's shoulder, when they



drove over abridge and Kardalkeddy said, “"We have crossed the border."
"Gresat," Marcus said. " So where do we go from here?!

Kardalkeddy squinted, asif peering into bright light, and said, "That way." He
pointed east.

Marcus took the next exit he could find and drove east for about two miles
before Kardalkeddy told him to drive south again. The road went through a series
of dilgpidated family farms. On thetop of arise, Kardakeddy said, "Thiswill

do. The city of Perecelto liesover thishill. It would be better if wewaked

from here rather than gppear in its mids.”

"Good thought." Marcus pulled the car to the side of the road and shut off the
engine

They al got out and Marcus showed them the things he had packed, but
Kardakeddy shook hishead sadly over most of it and said, "We would be branded
aswitches or worse if we arrived with these tools.” In the end he took only the
Krugerrands, which could be melted down for their gold. Naraenatook one of
Marcuss shirts, "to give to the baby when he grows up.”

Her words sent a pang through Marcus. The entire morning had afed of findity
toit. "Hell have more than just that shirt," Marcus said with a gruff

jovidity. "I'll shower him with gifts every birthday. And Chrismas. Hah!" He
laughed, redizing that they didn't have Chrissmasin their world. Not yet.

He hugged Nardenaone last time, enjoying her warmth. When they findly parted,
he shook Kardakeddy's hand, and promised to return to the same spot in aweek
to meet them again. The sun had broken through the early morning clouds when
they stepped away from him, waved, and disappeared.

The empty road trailed on toward nothing. He had only the remembered fed of
Naraenas body againg his, the firm grip of Kardakeddy's hand, as proof that
they had traveled with him at al. He sat on the edge of the car until he got

cold, but the road in front of him didn't change. Nardena and Kardakeddy
didn't regppear out of nothing, nor did they appear farther away. They had found
safety, for ashort time at least.

But they would have him. He wasfindly beginning to understand the Biblica
stories. Jesuss father, whomever that person may have been, interceded in al
sorts of ways. He probably took his son off the cross and tended him in hismore
advanced world for three days before returning him, healed, to Jerusalem.

Marcus grinned. No one would believe that one, but it seemed so smple. He
shrugged. Now he had to tend to his own life. He got into the car, and drove
back toward home. The farther he drove, the better he felt. He hadn't done
something for someone esefor along time. Thistime, he had done agenuine
good deed, and hefelt grest.



It wasn't until he stopped for lunch in Chicago that hisfatigue caught up with
him. He decided to get aroom for the night -- to make good his promise to Phil
-- and then redity hit him.

Phil. The campaign. City business. He had ignored it al so long. Phil had been
gpending more time with the council and Councilman Sedlsthan Marcus had.
Everything was amess. Even his rdationship with his campaign manager. What had
Phil said about hismenta hedth? And what had Phil been doing in hisoffice,

anyway?

Marcus had only been home for five minutes when he heard aknock on the door. He
peered out the kitchen curtains and saw Phil's car in hisdriveway. A shudder

ran down his back. It wasten am. The only way Phil could have known that

Marcus had arrived would have been to have someone watching the place. Phil had
Marcus under survelliance. So much for good old-fashioned trust and acceptance.

Marcus went into the foyer and pulled open the door. Phil pushed past him
without a hello, then reached around him and dammed the door shut.

Theforce of Phil'sanger hit Marcus like awave. He had to take a step back. He
ran ahand through his hair and caught his breath before attempting to reply. He
couldn't be on the defensive. Something told him that this meeting wastoo
important for thet.

"Y ou have someone staking out my house.”

Two spots of color gppeared on Phil's cheeks. "Y ou would too if your meal ticket
wasacting likeanut."

"My actions have been perfectly rational,” Marcus said and then mentally kicked
himself. Not defensive. Oh, he was doing agood job there.

"Yeah, rationd,” Phil said. "If you're Jmmy Stewart and you have abig
invigblerabbit friend named Harvey."

Marcus winced. He had once said that very lineto Lira. "L ook, Phil --"

"No, you listen, Marcus. Maybe insanity runsin the Chambersfamily, or maybe
you atract poltergeists or maybe your brains have this extra power like people
in Stephen King novels, but whatever it is, it'sweird. And weird does not play
in an ection, you got me? | have been working hard these last few weeksto try
to save your ass, and frankly, it's beginning to look like | need to save mine.

| have pictures of you talking to an empty room, Marcus. Y ou went off
half-cocked at a press conference, for godsake, and now you run off to [llinais,
stop beside aditch and st there for hours, then come home. Thisis not

rational behavior. Marcus. I'm sorry. It'snot.”

Marcus sat on the stairs, the polished wood digging into histhighs. "Y ou had me
followed."



"Of course | had you followed. And | had to make sure no one else followed you.
| can imagine what Channel Six would have done with footage of you hugging empty
ar.”

Marcus ran ahand over hisface. He and Phil had been friends. They had become
confidants by political necessity. They understood each other. If Phil was upset

about this, the public reaction would be worse. And Phil had aright to be

upset. Marcus hadn't even thought to be careful on the drive. He hadn't even

redlized that someone had followed him; he had been too concerned with saving
Naraena and Kardalkeddy. He knew how thislooked. He remembered when Lira got
more and more distracted, when her imaginary world became more important than

her redl one.

"What do you want meto do?" he asked.

Phil closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of hisnose asif hewere holding

back a headache. Then he moved his hand, opened his eyes, and sighed. "Let'sgo
together and talk to Lita's doctor. Maybe he has some suggestions that we

haven't thought of "

A frisson of fear ran through Marcus. "1'm not checking mysdlf into that
hospitd.”

"Jesus Chrigt, Marcus. We're just going to go talk to the doctor. Everythingis
confidential. He might have some ideas about treatment, o you can keep going
theway you did before.”

Marcus sat dill for amoment. Phil couldn't force him into the hospital. No one
could, except the state, and that was so hard to do a person nearly had to
commit murder before they would take action. Marcus had forced Litain, but she
hadn't realy put up any resistance. She had even said to the doctor that it

would be ardief if theinvisble peopleal went away.

It wouldn't beardief for him, though. Nardlenawas carrying his child. She
needed him to help keep her and the baby out of danger.

But Phil needed him too. So Marcus would go to the doctor, play Phil's game, and
try to behave normally. He didn't have to be back in Illinoisfor aweek. Maybe
inthat time, he could regain control of his office, hisstaff, and hiscity.

"All right. I'll go." Marcus said. He stood up. "Buit if anyone catches wind of
this, | will deny that this visit was anything more than a chance to see my
sster. Andif | sugpect that you lesked the information, I'll fire you, Phil,
faster than you can say ‘Marcusiscrazy.' Y ou got that?"

"I got it," Phil said.

"Good," Marcus said. He grabbed his keysfrom the key stand. "L et's get out of
here"



The hospital was even more dismal than he remembered it. Someone had moved
Litas plants from the window. An old man wearing a blue bathrobe and white
dippers had shuffled hisway into the reception areawhere he pounded on the
desk and demanded to use the phone. The receptionist had alook of harried fear
to her face. An orderly and anurse arrived afew minutes after Marcus did. They
grabbed the old man'sarms and hauled him away asif he were an unruly child.

"I'm hereto see Dr. LaPine," Marcus said. Phil had dropped him off, promising
to arrive as soon as he found a parking spot. But Marcus understood what was

taking s0 long. This place made Phil even more uncomfortable than it made
Marcus.

The receptionist nodded. Her hands were shaking. She ran abgeweled finger
aong apage of the gppointment caendar. "Itll just beaminute.”

He sat down in one of the plastic chairsfacing her desk.

"So, did you cometo protest?’

The voice behind him made him jump. It sounded like his mother a her most upset
-- Marcus Donald Chambers! Get in here this second! -- but it couldn't be. He
turned and found himsdf staring at Lita

Her gaze was brighter than it had been before, and her face had more animation.
He reached out to her, but she shot aglance at his hand that warned him away.
"Protest what?' he said.

"They took me off the medication two days ago. | suppose you want me back on it
s0 | stay out of your way." She spoke at her normal pace, but he hadn't seen her
thisangry ever before.

"No. | came for another reason." Despite her look, he took her arm and led her
into the hallway. "1 helped Kardalkeddy and -- ah, | helped him escape the

Zetain and now Phil thinks1'm crazy."

Litagave adight laugh. "1 know what that'slike.

"I'm hereto talk to your doctor at Phil's suggestion, and then maybe seeiif |
can get you out of here."

"Asif that'll do any good,” Litasaid.
"Youll behome, Lita"

She shrugged.

"Lita--"

She brought her head up so that her gaze met his squardly. "1 don't think you
know what you did, Marcus, my dear beloved brother. I'm off the medication, but



| can't see them anymore.”

"l told you," hesaid. "I took Kardalkeddy to Illinois. Y ou can't see him
because he's not here."

She shook her head. "No," she said, keeping her voice soft, "you don't
understand. | had gotten to the point where | could dip into their world. Not

for very long but just enough to get asense of it. | can't anymore. Whatever
those chemicaswere, they futzed with my brain badly. Y ou took an entire world
away from me, Marcus. An entireworld.”

"Mr. Chambers?’

The receptionist had comeinto the halway. She clutched afilein front of her
likeashidd. "Doctor LaPinewill see you now."

Marcus shot aglance a Lira. He couldn't say anything. An gpology wastoo small
for what he had done. He turned, and found Phil hovering at the edge of the
reception area. At first he wondered how much Phil had heard, and then he
decided that heredlly didn't care. The damage had been done along time ago.

He squared his shoulders, took adeep breath, and steeled himself. Then he
followed the receptionist ingde Dr. LaPines office.

Heremembered it from earlier vidits: the diplomas on thewall -- sx of them,
expensvey framed, dl from mgor universties-- theleather furniture whose

odor mixed with that of pipe smoke, the handmade oak desk in the corner, and the
psychology books sitting on the matching bookshelf. LaPine was standing in the
center of the room, the unlit pipe between histeeth. He was abig man who had
been atrack star in college: he till jogged six milesaday and competed in
marathons. He nodded as Marcus camein, and indicated a spot on the couch.

Marcus sat, and LaPine sat in the straight-backed chair across from him. Phil
took therocking chair near the window.

Marcus didn't look at him, keeping his gaze on LaPine. "I thought thiswas going
to be a private meeting.”

"l askedto St in," Phil said.

"| thought clients had to be examined in privacy.” Marcus till addressed
LaPine

LaPinetook the pipe out of his mouth and rested it in the pipe stand. "Not in
cases of evauation, Mr. Mayor. There's many aforensic psychologist who never
meetswith patients at al, merely reviews records and studies tapes and
transcripts.”

"But that's for court. That's when people are paying them to testify for another
sde." Marcus remembered that much of hislegd training, even though he had



never practiced in acourt of law.

LaPine shrugged, and Marcus suddenly felt cold. He glanced at Phil, whose hands
were folded negtly across hislap. Only histhumbs were moving, caressing each
other in smdl, nest, nervouscircles.

"Phil paidyou,” Marcussaid. "You paid him!"

Phil shook hishead. LaPine held up apam at Phil. "1 am here to consult with
you, Mr. Mayor," LaPinesaid. "l have reviewed video tapes --"

Marcus clenched hisfists.

"-- transcripts of your conversations, and | have spoken with witnesses about
your behavior. We have spoken before, remember, and | am quite familiar with
your Sster's case. It gppearsthat there is some other family history of
disturbance --"

"Only Aunt Vernawho had Alzhemer's”" Marcus said.

"-- aswell asother indicators. | believe that bringing your sster herewas
the last step for you, the last bit of stresswhich took you beyond the
threshold that your mind could handle --"

"l am not crazy!" Marcus sood up. "Thereisarationa explanation for
evaything."

LaPine picked up his pipe and stroked it like alover. "Would you like to share
that with us?"

Marcus hesitated. He knew how it would sound. He remembered when Litahad given
asmilar speech to him and to Phil. Only hiswasworse. He had made love with

an invisblewoman. He had driven invisible people to safety outside the Sete.

He had bought into their world one hundred percent.

"No," hesaid. "I would not. And | won't stand for thislynching. | do not have
to stay here"

"No, you don't." Phil stood too. "But if you leave, you can kissthe dection
good-bye. | think you'l find it nearly impossible to even finish out your
term.”

"] don't like the sound of that," Marcus said.

"It'squitesmpleredly." LaPinewaslooking down at hispipe. "Itismy
professiona opinion, Mr. Chambers, that you are in no condition to run this
city. | believe you need treatment or your delusiona phases will get worse and
you might be of harm to yourself or others. | am prepared to make such a
statement to the press.”



"Why?" Marcus asked. "Because Phil paid you?'
"I haven't paid him anything,” Phil snapped. " Jesus, you're paranoid too."
"A personisnot paranoid if people are actudly out to get him."

Phil opened his mouth, shut it, then opened it again. "Marcus, we've known each
other along time. Y ou've always been a sane, rational man. Y ou haven't acted
like yourself for weeks now. Y ou moon over things, you seethingsthat aren't
there, you lieto me. Y ou've never done that before.

"And you have been grooming anew candidate. Y ou have Sedsdl ready to run if
| get out of theway."

Phil nodded. "We both understand political expediency. We agreed along time ago
to step asdeif one man's career endangered the other.”

"Y ou think I'm endangering you."

"If this continues," Phil said. Heleaned againgt LaPinesdesk. "Ligten,

Marcus, | hateto do this. | realy do. But you need help and you won't get it
for yoursdlf. | have been trying to talk to you since the press conference and
you won' listen to me. Now you're getting angry at Dr. LaPine and we're only
trying to save you."

Marcustook a deep breath and waited for his pulseto dow. ™Y ou know I'm not
making thisup,” he said to Phil. ™Y ou saw the light in my office go on and of f

by itself, and you saw the files on Beverly'sdesk rise into the air by

themselves. How do you explain that?"

Phil swallowed. "It was some kind of trick. Something you learned from Lira."
"Yegh, right.”

Marcus stared at Phil, watching him swest, but at 1ast Phil looked away and
sad, "l didn't want to do this, but LaPine warned methat it might be the only
way to break your denial. Marcus, | havetapes of you talking to thin air. |
have people, including Dr. LaPine, willing to testify to your odd behavior.
Worg of dl, | have Lira. | have your own words defending the decision to put
her avay. And frankly, your behavior has been ten times worse than hers.”

"Youll ruin me" Marcuswhispered.

"If | haveto," Phil said. "If welet the pressrun with this, you'll never work
again. Anywhere. But if you finish theterm, resign in rdlative sillence, you can
work with LaPine here or some other doctor of your choice, and once you're
rested and healed, you can come back to palitica life.”

Marcuswas sheking dl over. "Thisisblackmail."



"Actudly,” LaPinesad, "it'sintervention. And it's only recommended for
extreme cases.”

Marcus sat down. He could barely breathe. This must have been how Litafelt when
he presented her with the options. Trapped. Misunderstood. And frightened. It

was S0 easy to strip him to nothing. Y ears of work gonein aheartbest. A single
news story and he would be the crazy mayor forever.

LaPine got up and rummaged in his desk. Phil remained standing, histhumbs il
tracing each other in endless circles.

"You've got me by the bals" Marcus said. "No matter what | do, I'll lose. All
| can do isdecide how big thelosswill be."

"I'm sorry,” Phil said. "Y ou'veleft me no other choice.”

Marcus closed his eyes and sighed. If he resigned, no one would watch him
anymore. He would be free to go back to lllinois, free to rescue Nardena and
Kardalkeddy, free to learn how to dip into their world, evenif only for an
ingtant. He found that the idea appeded to him.

"All right,” hesaid. "I'll step down.”

He opened his eyes. LaPine was standing beside the desk, his hands clasped
behind hisback, looking scholarly. Phil had his nervous, 1-hate-the-world look
plastered dl over hisface.

Marcus pushed out of the sofaand started across the room.

"Where're you going?"' Phil's voice had an unnatura squesk.

"I'm going home. Y ou got what you wanted. Now let me go."

"Therésone morething,” LaPinesaid. "Y ou must consent to sessons--"
"Fine" Marcussad.

"-- and specia treatments--"
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"-- and promise to Stay away from anything that appearsunusua.” "l promise,
for crissake.

"Good." LaPine traversed the room in an instant and grabbed Marcuss arm. Phil
hurried to hissde. "Wewill gart the treatment now."

"What the hdl isthis?' Marcus said.

"You agreed,” Phil sad. "I'm awitness"



"I didn't agreeto thid" Marcus struggled against them, but Phil and LaPine
held him tightly. "Y ou need asignature, God damn it. | didn't Sign anything!"

LaPinelooked to Phil, who nodded.
"You son of abitch," Marcus said. "Y ou're going to forgeit.”

Phil wouldn't look at him. LaPinerolled up Marcuss deeve and jabbed a hypo
into hisarm. The pain was dight, but terrifying. Marcus watched as the clear
fluddidinto hisven.

"The medication will keegp you cdm," LaPinesad.
"Cadm?' Marcuss struggles grew moreintense. "Like Lita?'
"Yes" LaPinesad. "It worked for her."

"Nooo!" But aready Marcus could fed the downess creeping through hisveins.
Hefdt asif he were struggling in haf-time. He had to get away, but it was
too late. Hislegs collgpsed beneath him, and they eased him to achair.

"How much did you give him?" Phil's voice floated above him.

"A normal dose," LaPinesaid. "But | combined it with a sedative. He needsrest.
Y ou may take him home and have someone monitor him thisevening.”

They eased him back on the couch. The world was swimming. Litahad said that the
medication cut her connection to Karda keddy'sworld. Naralenal He might never
seeNardenaagan.

"No," he whispered, but his mouth was dry and the word stuck in histhroat.

They didn't understand what they did. Christ had said that once. Christ. Oh,

Lord. It followed the Bible now. Kardakeddy and Naraenawould stay in the
foreign land for ayear. But there would be no angel of the Lord to tell them it

was safe to return. No counsel for his son. No three-day rescue from ahorrible,
suffocating desth on across. Ashefdt hismind dip away from him, he heard

the voice of ayoung man he would never meet cry out to a blackened sky: My God!
My God! Why hast thou forsaken me?

Oh, my son, he whispered to his unborn child, to Naralena, to Karda keddy, to
all the people he had never met, all the people he had failed. | never meant to.
| never meanttoat al.



