
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

The Storms of Eternity






By Robert Williams






The Storms of Eternity










By Robert Williams










Smashwords Edition






Smashwords Edition, License Notes


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other
people. If you would like to share this book with another person,
please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with.
If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was
not purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.









© 2005 by Robert Williams. All rights reserved.













Also by Robert Williams


The Remembrance


Peculiar, MO


Strange Times





Ours is essentially a
tragic age, so we refuse to take it tragically. The cataclysm has
happened, we are among the ruins, we start to build up new little
habitats, to have new little hopes. It is rather hard work: there is
now no smooth road into the future: but we go round, or scramble over
the obstacles. We’ve got to live, no matter how many skies have
fallen.




D.H. Lawrence

Lady
Chatterley’s Lover










Dorothy did not know
what to say, for all the people seemed to think her a witch, and she
knew very well she was only an ordinary little girl who had come by
the chance of a cyclone into a strange land.




L.
Frank Baum

The
Wizard of Oz





Prologue




He
wanted to open his eyes. He had slept for so long. The darkness clung
behind his eyelids like a drop of tar on his pupils. And yet the
darkness was not complete. He saw streaks of color in it, red slashes
like claw marks furrowing through the black. Red, the color of the
accident. The other car had been red, or so Josh remembered now in
this state between unconsciousness and awakening for which there is
no name. But he felt sure the car had been red; it was the most
concrete thing he could feel in this black whirling state of mind,
this state where he seemed to feel like he was lying on a table that
tilted and turned at random angles. The flashing lights of the police
cars and the ambulance had been red. The fire had looked red. His
blood had been red. The accident had been an explosion of crimson
light. Red, the color of screams and murder, lust and terror and
death.

A
horrifying thought possessed him. He felt suddenly sure those red
claw marks in the dark fabric of his awakening would open upon the
shattered and crumpled remains of his car, and he would open his eyes
and see the entombment of his flight from humiliation all around him.

Oh
Jen, why did you say that? Why did you hurt me?

The
thought of his sister, his twin in spirit and heart aside from the
fact that they had shared a womb, refreshed the pain of her words.
His traitor memory took him back to their argument. (How long ago had
that been? His sense of time had been broken like the digital clock
in the dashboard of his truck.) Arguing over Mike, their mutual
friend, the only thing they could not share between them. And the
words she had said

(such
a faggot)

had
sent him storming from the house. And then the red car had come and
hit him and the whole world had gone as red as one of those red
supergiant stars Mike had told them about, those ancient stars that
swelled up and swallowed their planets before they died. 


Mike
was always talking about astronomy. It was his one great passion.
Mike was the reason Josh wanted to open his eyes. Josh felt if he did
not fight his way out of this red-furrowed blackness right now, he
might never be able to leave it. Trapped here with darkness and pain
and memory, never to see Mike again.

No,
he wanted to see him. He wanted to open his eyes.

He
willed himself to feel the ascent of awakening. That feeling of
rising came, not floating as one does on the verge of sleep, but of
rising purposefully upwards towards consciousness like a diver to the
sun-dappled surface. The black and red of his unconsciousness began
to pale.

The
elements of what we are were made in the cores of stars, Mike had
said to him once. Synthesized there, and then spread out into the
Universe when the star explodes. How Josh wanted to hear him talk
about those things again!

Wait,
I think he’s waking up…

Voices.
Far away. He struggled towards them.

…uhnnnn…

Josh?
Josh, it’s Jen. I’m here.

Jen!
He was so glad she wasn’t angry anymore. He hated it when they
fought. The black background and red slashes paled to a translucent
gray and pink, like a shroud placed over his face. He could see
figures moving through it.

Josh,
please wake up. I didn’t mean it. Oh God, please wake up.

Unnnnh…
ah!

Something
was lodged in his skull! He could feel it there, hard and metal,
painfully pressing against his temples. He was still in the wreck!
They hadn’t gotten him out! Throbbing pain coursed down his
neck, his back, through his skull. His eyes fluttered open, white
light washed through his pupils, and he saw he was not still in the
wreck after all. 


Faces
loomed out of the white light and hung suspended over him, unfamiliar
faces of strangers with lined faces and thick black-rimmed glasses. A
man and woman in white. Then he heard Jen, speaking in that
commanding tone of hers.

“Excuse
me! Move!” The woman was pushed aside and he saw his sister’s
face above him, her brown hair mussed, her face red from crying.

The
nurse Jen had shoved looked outraged. “Miss, you can’t
do-”

“Quiet!”
Jen snapped. Then she looked back down at Josh. “Hey brother,
welcome back. You’re okay. You’re gonna be… okay.”

Liar,
he thought. I can always tell when you’re lying, Jen. But
you never believed I could. He tried to move his head. Pain
flared through his skull like the stab of an icepick.

“Don’t
move,” the man, obviously a doctor, said. “You’re
in traction, you mustn’t move your head or try-”

“Don’t
talk to him that way,” Jen said, her voice low and dangerous.
“He’s not stupid, even if he doesn’t have a medical
degree.”

“Miss,
you need to leave,” the doctor said.

“Ha!”
Jen laughed.

Oh
Jen, stop. Not now. Josh closed his eyes and tried to raise his
hand to his forehead. Nothing came. For a moment, Josh stopped
listening to his sister and the doctor as confusion overcame him. He
had tried to raise his hand and rub his forehead in frustration, and
yet his hand was not on his forehead. He opened his eyes. His hand
should be right in front of his face, but it wasn’t there. He
tried to look down at his body. It was difficult with the iron bars
holding his head in place, but he managed to glance down with only
his eyes. He saw his hand lying limply on top of the blanket beside
him, a place where, he now realized, he felt it to be. He willed his
hand to move. 


His
hand did not move.

Car
accident, Josh thought just before understanding hit him,
impacting his life like the red car had done. My hand does not
move.

He
heard his sister arguing with the doctor and he felt the iron bars in
his skull. But he did not feel the blanket on top of him. He felt…
nothing.

He
closed his eyes and gave himself over to the darkness willingly, fell
into it as if into an abyss.

Made
in the stars before they die, he thought, and a tear slid down
his cheek. And then the darkness had him once again.


I 



The Journey






1: Mike




He
stood perched atop the mast of the sailboat: a young man with wavy
blond hair and a handsome although not remarkable face. He stretched
his arms into the wind, and that wind made the boat tip and sway. He
closed his eyes and gave himself over to the gentle motion like the
rocking of a mother’s arms. He let the wind surge over him and
with his eyes closed he felt like he was flying. He stood twenty feet
above the deck of the boat and yet he was fearless of falling. He let
the sensation take him and tried to forget the horror of the last
nine months.

His
best friend Josh had been paralyzed in a car wreck and he did not
know how to handle it. Nothing like this had ever happened to anyone
close to Mike. He’d had a privileged life, untouched by tragedy
or pain. Until this had happened. Now, because of his inability to
handle the emotional turmoil of Josh’s situation, Mike had
begun to see himself as a spoiled preppy brat, with his rich family
and his own personal sailboat, fresh out of college with a degree in
astrophysics. Someone who had never had to deal with a loved one’s
pain. He did not know if he had the emotional reserves to handle this
inner reflection and self-doubt, but for Josh’s sake he had to.
He had to.

He
opened his eyes and looked around as if the world were new to him.
The Sun hung like a bloated red eye over the ocean to the west and
cast its bloody reflection into the water. The ocean stretched its
wide and shifting surface over the face of the world until it touched
the horizon and merged with the lighter blue of the sky. Mike looked
over his shoulder to the north, where the brown Alaskan coast jutted
between sea and sky. Seagulls dipped, soared and screamed over the
rocky shore. He looked south again and saw only the wide-open freedom
of the ocean.

Timeless,
he thought. This place is timeless. 


He
let his arms fall to his sides. The wind flowed into his eyes and
made them water. He felt tears oozing to the corners of his eyes, but
he did not let them fall.

From
his perch atop the mast, Mike looked down at his friends sitting on
the deck of the sleek white thirty-foot sailboat. Josh’s friend
Reese was sitting at the bow, looking at the waves. Josh and Jen sat
together, talking, wrapped in the same quilt against the cold air.
Jen moved her hands up and down in front of her, palms up, fingers
curled, like she was trying to claw out her heart.

God,
they’re at it again, Mike thought. He could not understand
why Jen felt so guilty about Josh’s Accident. He knew something
unpleasant had passed between them just before it happened, but that
was no reason for Jen to torture herself. Josh had not died; he had
been hurt badly, rendered a paraplegic, but he was alive.

Just
a year ago Mike, Josh, Jen, and Reese had sailed this same route down
the Alaskan coast. Mike now thought of that trip as the happiest time
of his life. The four of them had talked, ate and drank on the
sun-drenched deck of his father’s sailboat all day and slept
piled up together below deck at night with the waves gently rocking
them. Their world had been perfect and secure, untouched by tragedy.
Now it seemed like they had just been naïve, and ignorant of
what the future held.

But
still, when Josh had healed enough to get out on his own somewhat,
Mike had suggested they go on another trip. He hadn’t said so,
but he thought they might be able to recapture that perfect
happiness. But of course, he was wrong. Jen was so moody and
depressed now, sometimes screaming at him, sometimes crying on his
shoulder. The Accident (and oh yes, how the word had acquired that
capitalization over the last few months) had changed her so much.
Before Josh was hurt, Mike thought he could have had something with
Jen. They had even shared one brief, clumsy kiss one night when he
had stopped by the little white house where Josh and Jen lived with
their mother, and no one else was around. Now the kiss seemed more
sordid than romantic, as much as he fought the new impression.

And
then there was the fourth member of their little crew, Reese, sitting
up there at the bow staring at empty water for some reason. Mike
didn’t really mind Reese’s presence, she seemed like an
okay person, he just didn’t feel like she belonged to his
exclusive circle of friends just yet. For as long as he could
remember it had been Josh, Jen, and himself, the Big Three, hiking
and camping together, going to the movies together, always the three
of them. He didn’t know how Josh had met Reese, only that they
had hooked up somehow about two years ago and now for some reason
Josh wanted to include her in everything they did. He knew that Josh
had some kind of remote fondness for Reese, but there were no
romantic feelings involved, at least not on Josh’s part. 


Mike
hadn’t wanted Reese to go with them on last year’s trip,
or this one either, but Josh had asked her to come along both times.
Of course Mike had consented for Josh’s sake. He wasn’t
about to deny Josh anything, especially now, but these sailing trips
with his friends were special to Mike and he did not understand why
Josh wanted a newcomer like Reese to come along. And that troubled
him, that there was something about his friend he did not understand.

Mike
climbed down the mast using the metal rungs set in each side of it
like a ladder. Around him the sails flapped and whispered as they
harnessed the wind’s power. When his feet finally clumped onto
the boat’s white deck, Mike felt his spirits suddenly drop, as
if he had left some vital part of himself hung at the mast’s
peak. He looked up for a moment, as if he expected to see himself
still up there looking down at him. Then he chastised himself for
such a foolish thought and walked over to Josh and Jen.

Looking
at the two of them, you would have never thought they were twins, or
really even related. Jen had long brown hair and dark brown eyes,
while Josh had short black hair and almost inhumanly pale blue eyes.
Jen’s features were hard, more angular and masculine, while
Josh’s face was softer, round, almost feminine, like their male
and female traits had been mixed up in the womb. Their body traits
were more similar; they both had a kind of lean muscularity to them,
but that was probably more earned than inherited.

He
picked up one of the quilts from the pile and wrapped it around his
shoulders. “I’m freezing!” he said. “It’s
cold up there.”

“Then
why did you go up there?” Jen asked dryly.

“There
was a rope tangled,” he said. “I had to get it loose.
Didn’t I tell you?”

“No,”
Jen said.

“Oh,
I thought I did.”

“Well,
you didn’t.”

Mike
didn’t like the feel of this conversation, it sounded like she
was trying to start a fight. He struggled to find something to talk
to them about. He thought of his father, who had taught him how to
sail, taught him how to tell his direction and position using the
stars, which had kindled in him the love of astronomy.

“You
know, my dad used to wrap me up in these quilts,” he said
clumsily as he sat down next to them. “When I was a kid, I
mean. He’d wrap me up and set me down and I’d watch him
pull in all these nets full of fish. Not always, I mean sometimes we
wouldn’t catch anything, but it was still… nice, you
know?”

“Hmm,”
Jen said. She chewed on her fingernail thoughtfully.

Josh
only nodded.

Mike
cleared his throat. He felt uncomfortable. He had never had
difficulty talking to them before, not like now.

What’s
happened to our friendship? he thought.

He
decided to try again. “You know, we should reach Juneau by
tomorrow. I was thinking we could dock there and then maybe head out
on the town. There’s a new movie I was wanting to see-”

Jen
turned and glared at him. He had never seen an expression on her face
like the one she wore now. “And then what?” she asked.
“We’ll go dancing?”

Mike
started a little, stung by the remark and not knowing what to say.
Josh put his hand on his sister’s knee, something he could not
have done six months ago, before weeks of physical therapy had
restored feeling and movement to his arms. 


“Don’t,”
he said.

Immediately
Jen looked contrite. “That’s not what I meant!” she
said.

The
uncomfortable silence descended on them once again. Mike looked at
his friends, feeling guilty, responsible, as if he had said something
insensitive. He looked away for a moment, and his gaze fell on the
wheelchair lying folded up on the deck. It looked so out of place.

Does
he blame me for something? Is there anything I’ve said or
done…?

He
looked to the west, where the Sun was slowly falling behind the limb
of the world. He wondered what was going on in his best friend’s
mind, something he had never done. Before the Accident, he had always
known.








2: Jen





She
was a tall young woman with long brown hair and deep, dark eyes. She
sat on the deck with her legs crossed and her hands folded demurely
on her lap. It was an unusual position for her because it made her
look so feminine. She knew she was still somewhat of a tomboy, even
though she was long past the age where that would be considered
acceptable. 


She
sat thinking intently, her head lowered a bit and turned so that a
lock of her hair blew across her face, and she brushed it away with
an absent gesture. She was fairly certain Josh had everything he
needed right now. She thought the cold might be bothering his back or
his legs even though he’d insisted he was okay, but Josh was
the type who would just sit and be uncomfortable rather than
complain. Maybe she’d try to get him to take some painkillers
later. He didn’t like them, said they made him feel sick, but
sometimes he needed them just the same. She felt a brief flush of
joyless amusement. How her old high school classmates (she could
never bring herself to think of them as her “old friends from
high school”) would laugh if they saw her now. Reese may be a
nurse by profession, but now Jen, the tomboy, the Big Bitch tough
girl, was acting as the nursemaid for her brother. They would laugh
at her even harder now than they did then.

She
raised one knee and rested her chin on it, looking down at her worn
hiking boots. Beneath the quilt, she was still wearing the dark green
tank top and loose black slacks she had slept in the night before.
She had worn those slacks during her taijitsu lessons, a martial arts
class she had taken at the community college. She had worn them
during her black belt trials. She looked at her mannish boots and
thought of her mother. 


Jen’s
mother could never accept her butch ways. During their fights, which
were all too frequent during Jen’s teenage years, her mother
would sometimes say vindictively, “You act like a man, I swear.
What are you, a lesbian or something?”

The
way she said that word, lesbian, as if it was the most
insulting accusation she could make. In those moments, Jen could
swear she heard real hate in her mother’s voice. She knew it
was just because she was born a girl, she knew it. She was sure in
her mother’s eyes she was nothing more than a tumor grown out
of her womb, clinging to her precious son, using his strength to come
into the world. 


Jen
had nothing against lesbians; she wasn’t a bigoted person in
that way, she just wasn’t a lesbian herself. And so what if she
wasn’t like other girls? Just because she hated all the stupid
frilly things other girls were into when she was a child, that didn’t
make her a lesbian. She hadn’t worn a dress in years, but she
was always so active that it would get in the way. For Jen, the
standard outfit was hiking boots or tennis shoes, jeans or khaki
pants or, her favorite, camouflage fatigues, and a t-shirt or tank
top. Those clothes were practical. Makeup was also out. She wasn’t
about to put that crap all over her face, forget it. None of that
made her a lesbian. Far from it. Mike was one of the coolest people
she’d ever known. He was the only person in her life besides
Josh who treated her like an equal. When they played football, (in
her own backyard, of course, no girls allowed on the high school
field unless they’re wearing a cheerleader uniform) he would
tackle her just as hard as he did any of his male friends. But there
was more than that. He actually spoke to her the same way he
did to his male friends. Other men she met always talked down to her,
or worse, took on that sneering, patronizing tone they had when they
were trying to pick her up. But Mike never did. He was always
completely forthright with her and they were always on equal terms.
Around him, she could be herself and it was okay. 


Ironically,
it was exactly this quality in Mike that she so loved that became the
problem when she realized her feelings for him went beyond
friendship. In some ways at least, she didn’t want Mike to
treat her the same as he did his male friends. But she was stuck with
this little-brother image in Mike’s mind. How to change that? 


She
wasn’t about to try the more traditional methods of flirting
that all the other girls tried. It sickened her when she saw other
women fawning over the objects of their affection, lowering
themselves to the level of the man’s servant and seeing how the
men just lapped it up. That was totally against her character. No,
the problem was to get Mike to see her more as a woman, the woman she
was, but a woman still. So she tried a very simple method: she talked
to him. She shifted the emphasis of their relationship away from
sports and competition and tried to relate to Mike on a personal
level. 


He
was completely oblivious at first, but the more she talked with him,
the more he seemed to open his eyes, and he saw more than just a
football buddy. Then came the night he stopped by for a visit. It was
a couple of months after their last sailing trip and he had been
upset. His first wave of applications to grad schools had all been
declined. She was genuinely sympathetic; she knew how much his career
meant to him. She wished she had a passion for something as much as
Mike did for astronomy. 


“It’s
not like this is your last chance,” she had said. “So you
have to wait another year. Those schools probably just didn’t
have any positions open. But you will find someplace, Mike. You’re
grades are good, you’re test scores are good. And most of all,
I know that you love what you do. I have never known anyone who is
honestly striving to do what they love. You don’t know how much
I admire you for that.”

She
had said that to him as they sat together at her kitchen table,
quietly talking in the dim lamplight. And he had looked up at her and
smiled. He had heard her! His response wasn’t phony or
manipulative. It was real. 


And
then it had happened. He had reached over and touched her hand and
she had leant in close to him and their lips had touched. At that
moment, Jen thought her heart would burst as it filled with the
lifetime of joy that had eluded her for so long. The doors of her
fate had opened upon a new life for her, as she knew she could
finally relate to someone who accepted her. 


And
then Josh’s Accident, and those doors had been cruelly slammed
shut. 


She
still had a hard time accepting it. Sometimes she would wake up at
night and think it was all a dream. And then the reality of it would
come crashing down on her and she would start to weep. 


They’d
been fighting before the Accident, over some stupid thing or another.
She couldn’t remember the reason, but she could vividly
remember every mean, spiteful thing she’d said. Josh had left
the house angry, taken off in his little Brat truck, and been hit by
a drunk driver. A drunk driver! It wasn’t even his fault. But
in Jen’s heart, she didn’t blame the man who hit him. It
was because of her that he’d stormed out of the house when he
did. In Jen’s heart, she blamed herself.

The
day it happened, she’d been sitting in the living room after
the argument, watching TV and trying really hard to be calm and sure
of herself. She wanted to prove that no one, no one, could get
to her, not even her brother. She was too strong for that, she wasn’t
about to let some petty fight even scratch the surface of her cool.
And then the phone rang. Josh had been in an accident. His back was
broken. He was in a coma. It looked doubtful that Josh would survive.
And her own self-absorption and defensiveness had been laid bare to
Jen. She had driven to the hospital in a panicked daze. Every moment
she had expected her cell phone to ring with news that Josh was dead.


Her
mother had met her in the waiting room. There was none of her usual
coldness about her. Melinda Carter had greeted Jen with nothing more
than warm concern. But Jen knew better. This was the same woman who
had asked her if she was a lesbian, and meant it as an insult.

Are
you happy now, Jennifer? her mother’s quiet eyes seemed to
say to her. Your brother is almost dead, and it’s all
because of you. Where were you? Why did you let this happen? Just
what did you say to him? Faggot, that’s what you said. You
called the brother who has always loved you and stood up for you a
faggot and look what’s happened. Does this make you happy, you
little whore? You lesbian.

Her
mother had never said a word to her as they sat together in that
waiting room but Jen heard her every unspoken word and held each one
true. Sitting there full of panic and despair, she had delivered her
mother’s spiteful condemnation of her to herself, in the dark
poisoned lairs of her heart.

The
doctor had appeared and said, grim faced like an angel, that Josh
would live. Josh would live! It seemed her relief and joy would break
her. She had a second chance! She could make things all right again!
At that moment, Jen had almost felt the presence of a God she had
never believed in. 


But
when they finally got a chance to go in and see him, the truth came
home to her. He was in a horrid metal apparatus. It was traction, to
take the pressure off his shattered spine. The doctors said that Josh
would never walk again. He was a paraplegic and would remain so
forever. For the next several months, Josh would need constant
medical care and assistance. His body would have to be inspected
daily for sores or cuts that he could not feel and may become
infected. A nurse wearing rubber gloves would have to manually empty
his bowels. Until he could care for himself, someone would have to
tend to his every need. 


All
right, Jen decided in an instant. She would do it. Josh would want
for nothing. She would do everything in her power to protect him. She
would be the sister Josh had always deserved, and that she had never
been. It was, she felt, the least she could do.


3: Josh




He
stared at the quiet blue sky and his pale eyes seemed to reflect that
same endless blue depth. Jen huddled next to him. He wished she would
say something. She was always such a talker before. He knew how much
pain she was in and he wished there was something he could say to
make her feel better. But he knew there wasn’t. His sister had
never put much stock in what other people thought. She had such
strong opinions. If she was determined to feel this way, there was
nothing anyone could do to change her mind. It was all right, though.
She just needed a little time, that’s all, to sort things out.
It was really the only thing he could give her now. 


He
looked over at Mike sitting next to Jen. Josh knew Mike wanted to
talk to Jen, but he didn’t know what to say. This hurt Josh in
a strange multifaceted way. He hurt for Mike because he knew how
confused Mike was right now and what a hard time he was having trying
to deal with, well, with him. He hurt for Jen because of the guilt
she felt and because of everything she was missing by not letting
herself get back into life again. He hurt for both of them because he
knew they could have had a relationship and because of his Accident
it had ended before it had ever begun.

His
broken back didn’t hurt, not really, not anymore. The first few
months of traction and therapy had been incredibly painful; he hadn’t
known it was possible for a person to feel so much pain. But he’d
survived it and was stronger now in a strange hard way. His numb legs
were now just so much dead weight. He’d even considered asking
the doctors to just take them right off. It wasn’t like he
needed them anymore and it would increase his mobility by taking away
all that extra weight that was slowing him down. But he never did ask
them to amputate. He understood how disturbing such a request would
be to them, and how disturbing it would be to everyone who saw him.
It was bad enough he was in a wheelchair now, that made people
uncomfortable enough. Seeing him legless would really freak them out.
And to be honest, unlike his sister, he cared a great deal about how
other people felt and thought about him, themselves, and the world.
He was sensitive that way and he supposed it caused him some problems
now and then. One could even make the argument that his sensitivity
had paralyzed him.

It
was the fight, that damn fight he had started with Jen. He almost
never started the occasional arguments he had with his sister, but
this one time he’d been so angry. They had gone on a hiking
trip with Mike, and Jen had kept pushing herself next to him and
monopolizing the conversation. Josh had trailed along behind them,
feeling left out and embarrassed. When they finally went home, he did
what he had rarely done before and vented his feelings.

“You
know Jen, I would have liked to have talked to Mike some too, you
didn’t have to keep throwing yourself at him!”

Jen
had turned around and given him a spiteful glare. 


“And
just why do you feel that way, Josh? God, I swear, sometimes you act
like such a faggot it scares me.”

Unlike
himself, Jen never held back in a fight. She always went straight for
the jugular and her words had such a mean accuracy to them that they
would always shame him into silence. This time he had turned and
stormed out of the house, slammed the door behind him and climbed
into his truck. As he left, Jen came out of the house and taunted him
from the back porch.

“Where
you going, Josh?” she’d said gleefully. “Don’t
you wanna stay and talk about it some more? Come on out, Josh! Kick
that closet door down!”

He’d
peeled out of the gravel driveway, fighting back tears, hating
himself for starting a stupid argument and hating himself more for
running away. Why was she always so hateful? Why did he always hold
back out of fear he would hurt her?

He
turned onto the paved highway that headed into town. He had no idea
where he was going, just away, anywhere but that house where
he had humiliated himself. Soon the trees lining the highway gave way
to housing subdivisions and finally the shopping strips and gas
stations of town. The sky above was uniformly overcast and sent a
soft blue glow down to the Earth. This strange quality of light cast
everything in Josh’s vision in a strange blue hue, as if he
were looking at the world through a blue filter. The soft blue light
and constant humming of the truck’s engine lulled him. His
anger and pain slowly ebbed away and oddly, no other feeling came to
replace it. He felt numb and very quiet inside. His tears dried up
and his vision cleared. But not only his vision, his awareness
of his surroundings cleared. He seemed to observe the world with
almost inhuman sharpness and clarity. A car was approaching in the
opposite lane, a Toyota Camry. Inside it a woman was screaming at her
child, jabbing her finger at the little boy sitting in the passenger
seat. In the rearview mirror, he saw an old man driving a rusted,
mud-splattered old truck. The old man’s face was drawn with
deep vertical lines. He looked so sorrowful, so lifeless and empty,
as if the world had beaten him down completely. And contrary to his
nature, Josh felt nothing. He, who had always felt things so
intensely, felt nothing at either of these two sights. He should be
shocked, he should feel some empathy for these people, but there was
nothing. And inside himself, down deep in his subconscious mind, he
raged against this. He couldn’t let this happen! It was better
to feel for the world’s pain and be hurt yourself, than to feel
nothing at the sight of human suffering. He could not let himself
grow emotionally numb.

He
came to an intersection. His preternatural calm faded away as he
slowed to a stop. He began to feel more like himself again. He shook
his head to clear it, but the world still looked bathed in blue
light. The car ahead of him drove through the intersection and he
pulled up to the stop sign. He looked around and saw a red car
approaching from the intersecting highway. Josh had the right of way
though, so he drove on through the intersection. He was halfway
across when the other car ran the stop sign and hit him.

He
was looking ahead at the moment of impact, so he didn’t see the
car strike him. He only felt the concussive force as it smashed into
him from his left. A spiderweb of cracks burst through the
windshield. In Josh’s vision, the world changed from soft blue
to glaring red in an instant. 


The
Brat truck skidded off the road and fell down the embankment, then
flipped over into the ditch. He was wearing his seatbelt, but the
impact had knocked him up and to his right so that the seat’s
headrest was wedged in the small of his back and the seatbelt was
tangled in his knees.

He
heard another crash above him but he couldn’t see what had made
it. He was upside-down and the little truck shook as a hundred
smaller crashes sounded down from above him. His face was pressed
against the rear windshield on the passenger side and he could see
the world outside the truck all blurry and distorted. His neck was
bent in a way that made it hard for him to breathe but he couldn’t
reposition his head where it was wedged against the windshield. He
struggled to free himself but he couldn’t get his legs loose of
the seatbelt.

He
smelled smoke, something was burning. He saw the flickering red light
of a fire playing across the glass of the rear windshield. There was
red light everywhere. 


The
truck’s metal frame creaked and groaned as the weight of the
other car came down on it. The truck’s frame bent and buckled
and Josh was pushed down into an even more painful position. The
broken glass blurred his vision and all he could see was the glaring
red light of the fire. 


And
then, with a shuddering groan, the little truck’s frame
collapsed and sent the weight of the two vehicles crushing down on
him. He heard the gruesome crunch of breaking bone and searing pain
shot through all the nerves of his body. But worse than the pain was
the terrible feeling of wrongness that suddenly pervaded him.
He screamed. He screamed until the pain ebbed away as if it flowed
out of him into the red air and what remained was a strange tingling
numbness like his whole body had fallen asleep.

Oh
God, I can’t take this, he had thought. Let me
fall unconscious, let me die, just please please end this!

The
red light had intensified, blotting out the shattered windshield,
blotting out the crushed interior of his car, blotting out the
numbness, until everything else had dissolved into red nothingness.
And then the red had deepened to black.

The
weeks and months that followed passed in a painful blur. They had him
in halo traction at first and then gradually he moved on to a more
rigorous physical therapy. They tested his degrees of movement and
feeling. At first he couldn’t move anything below his neck. He
was a living head on a dead body. Then, slowly, first feeling and
then motion came back to his arms and torso, but not his legs. Below
the waist, he felt nothing. 


Long
months passed. He endured a series of painful surgeries and
therapies. He was weak during that time; he couldn’t even hold
his head up on his own. Every day his physical therapist came and put
him through a series of agonizing trials and slowly he became
stronger. He did finally regain control of his bodily functions and
could go the bathroom without the help of a nurse. Jen was there
every day, always bringing him a gift of some kind, books and
pictures. Mike often came with her and Josh was saddened to see the
distance that had grown between him and Jen. Whenever Reese would
visit, she would ask him how the nurses were treating him and raise
hell with the medical staff if there was the slightest problem. His
friends lifted his spirits more than he would have thought possible. 


Then
one day they brought him his wheelchair. He had hoped for an electric
one but his insurance wouldn’t pay for it. He had to get used
to moving himself along with his arms instead of his legs.

His
physical therapist, a long-haired blonde woman named Nancy who looked
a bit like a modern hippie in his opinion, would often spend the
first half-hour of his therapy session behind the hospital building
smoking pot with her friends. He didn’t dream of turning her
in. It gave him some precious time to himself, something he rarely
had since the Accident. He spent that time sitting in his wheelchair
in the care facility, surrounded by the glittering metal workout
equipment. Rays of golden sunlight would shine through the tall
windows and spark a thousand glints of light all around him. He was
surrounded by a serene quiet, and in that quiet his thoughts turned
inward. He realized that he now had two choices. He could sit here
feeling sorry for himself, wondering why and how this could happen to
him, or he could start pushing. He found he could do a dozen extra
laps around the track before Nancy came back from her pot-smoking
sessions, giggling and high, and then his regular therapy regimen
would begin. That decision, to keep going, keep pushing, was
something he could never have come to without those moments of calm
warm silence. 


The
extra exercise helped considerably. While his legs withered away, he
added an almost equivalent mass to his upper body. He was almost
shocked at the rapidity with which his strength came back. He even
felt a measure of pride at the new muscles growing in his arms and
chest.

His
progress was good. The insurance money and subsequent legal
settlement took care of all the modifications his house needed to
become wheelchair accessible, and it took care of his family as well.
His mother and Jen quit their jobs to stay home and take care of him,
although if he had made his wishes known, he would have preferred
that they did not. His independence was important to him and it was
difficult to maintain if someone was always around seeing to his
every need. Even now, he found himself making concessions. You
care too much, an interior voice told him. But the more powerful
voice within him, the one that dictated his every act for as long as
he could remember, said, You still don’t care enough.

A
short while after he came home from the hospital, Mike came over to
visit. His manner had none of the uneasy cautiousness that had
haunted his steps around Josh ever since the Accident. He approached
Josh briskly and full of friendly comfort, so much like his old self
that Josh was taken aback. 


“Hey
buddy,” Mike said. “I just took the Genesis out
of dry dock. How about another sailing trip?”

This
suggestion stunned Josh. Didn’t Mike realize, he thought, that
his sailing days were over? But this instant denial stirred a
rebellious anger in him. Why couldn’t he go sailing if he so
chose? He wasn’t an invalid. There would be three other people
around if anything happened. Why not?

He
had said yes, shocking Jen and his mother. They did not feel he was
ready to go out on a boat yet, but Josh was tired of hospital rooms
and sick of being housebound. He wanted to go out and nothing they
said could change his mind.

But
almost as soon as he arrived at the docks a week later, he began to
doubt his decision. It was his first real trip to the outside world
since the Accident, and he was unprepared for the stares and the
silence he encountered from the people there. He supposed the boat
docks were an unusual place to see a handicapped person, but still,
some of them were so blatant. He tried to ignore it but he still felt
as if a spotlight were shining on him wherever he went.

And
when they finally got to the boat, something happened that made him
regret his decision bitterly.

They
could not roll his wheelchair onto the boat. The gate in the side of
the boat was too narrow to fit his wheelchair through. After a lot of
debating among the three of them, Mike and Jen decided to lift him
over the railing and onto the deck. Mike got on one side and Jen on
the other and they hefted him up. Jen backed in through the gate
first and Mike followed while they held Josh in his wheelchair
between them. But just as they were halfway there and Josh was
suspended about four feet above the dock, half on the boat and half
off, a sudden swell came in and the boat began to rock up and down.
Mike slipped and Josh tilted precariously in the air. He managed to
grab the railing before he tumbled onto the deck, but still he heard
laughter coming from the crowds on the dock. It seemed all the blood
in his body was burning upwards to his face. 


It
was only a momentary slip. A few seconds later they set him down on
the deck, still safely tucked in his wheelchair. Jen fell at his
side, frantically asking if he was okay. He did his best to make her
feel better. 


She
jumped up. “Somebody laughed. I heard it. I’m gonna kick
that guy’s ass.”

He
caught her by the arm just as she was about to jump off the boat. He
did what he knew he did best: he placated her, calmed her feelings.
He told her it was nothing and tried to laugh it off, even though
inside he was fighting back tears of shame. 


Jen
finally consented, reluctantly, and started helping Mike and Reese
finish the final chores that needed to be done before they launched.
They unfurled the sail and its pure whiteness in the Sun shined above
Josh like a sign from God. He stared up at it, even though it hurt
his eyes to do so. He fought back despair; he fought back the urge to
yell, “How could this happen to me?” And although he
tried to be strong enough to overcome it, inside he cursed the fact
that life was so monstrously unfair.


4: Reese




She
had a concept called “the inner world.” To her, the inner
world was a kind of paradigm. It was a world built entirely within
her mind, populated by analogs of people and things she saw every
day. In the inner world, those people and things behaved in
accordance to her understanding of them. She knew not everything in
the real world behaved the way she expected, but there was room in
the inner world for random events and for things she did not yet
understand fully. By comparing things she saw in the outer world
around her to the inner world, she was able to function.

She
stared at the heaving blue and silver ocean, watching the Sun glitter
over the waves. She had grown up near Kansas City, just about as far
from the ocean as you can get, so it was still fairly new to her. She
wanted to observe it, learn about it and gain an understanding of it,
and so add another layer to her inner world.

“Hey
Reese!” Mike yelled from behind her, where he sat with Josh and
Jen. “Do you plan on joining us anytime soon?”

“Yes,
I’m coming,” she called back.

“What
are you looking at?” Mike yelled.

“The
ocean,” she replied.

“Why?”
“Because
it’s there!”

She
didn’t know why Mike seemed so irritated by her. Everything she
said seemed to make him mad, and Jen usually felt the same way. If it
weren’t for Josh, she didn’t think she would have them as
friends at all.

Josh.
He was the very first friend she made when she moved to Alaska.
Coming here had been an adventure for her, as she had never left the
Midwest before in her life. For her, Alaska was an exotic and foreign
place, like another country. She had never noticed that she had a
Midwest accent until her friends had pointed it out to her. Mike had
once corrected her, “It’s wash, Reese, not worsh.
And it’s pronounced wolf, not woof.”

The
way he had said that to her had made her feel so stupid. Ever since
she had repeated in her mind, the wolf washed her cubs, to try
to eliminate her own pronunciation of those words, and eventually she
had suppressed the accent almost completely.

She
didn’t know why, but changing her manner of speech made her a
little sad. It was something she had grown up with, a connection to
her past. Giving it up gave her a strange feeling of loss. 


Josh
never complained about the way she talked or the things she said. He
was the only person she had ever met that accepted her
unconditionally. He understood her need to maintain her inner world,
the source of her strength. His kindness and good nature never failed
to amaze her. He was such a gentle person. That was why what
happened to him seemed like such a monstrous injustice to her. But
she was quite familiar with the many injustices life could hand out.
She saw them all the time in the hospital and she saw the effects of
them in the eyes of the patients. 


Nursing
was all she had ever wanted to do. In the society in which she was
raised, it had seemed like a reasonable career choice for a young
woman, and she didn’t have Jen’s rebellious strength to
fight against social expectations. But she wanted to work in nursing
for her own reasons.

She
didn’t remember the first time she entered a hospital. It must
have happened when she was very young. She thought it was to see her
grandmother, who died when Reese was a little girl. But many other
instances held more prominent places in her memory. 


Her
first conscious memory of a hospital involved Mary Ann, her best
friend when she was a little girl. Her most vivid memory of Mary Ann
was the sight of her running through an open field and seeing the Sun
shining on her blond pigtails. Mary Ann died of leukemia when Reese
was twelve. Near the end, her blond hair that had been held up in
pigtails was almost entirely gone. That was the second most vivid
memory Reese had of Mary Ann: bald, skeletal, and dying.

In
high school, Reese was often lonely and depressed. She was a chubby
teenager, short with a head full of curly red hair. She had a hard
time making friends since Mary Ann died. Then the death of her father
when she was sixteen nearly crippled her emotionally. After that, she
knew she wanted to spend her life helping the sick and the dying.

She
came from a small town just south of Kansas City, Missouri. The
economic heart of her hometown was a chemical plant that made
industrial coolants, and her father had worked there for many years.
The high rate of cancer in her community was at first seen as a
statistical oddity, but over time that impression changed. Reese
noticed it quickly. After Mary Ann died, she heard of many other
neighbors who contracted some form of cancer and most them died as a
result. Then her father was diagnosed with bone cancer at the age of
thirty-seven. A federal investigation eventually revealed that the
plant had been leaking cancer-causing chemicals into her community
for several years.

Her
father lost his job at the plant after he became ill and could no
longer work. With no insurance, the medical bills became
insupportable. When her father died, Reese’s mother was left
hopelessly in debt. Reese was not given the luxury of a prolonged
grieving period for her father. At sixteen, she had to go to work to
help pay the bills. 


She
wanted to find a full time job, but her mother forbade her to quit
school. So she washed dishes for minimum wage every night after
school and on weekends, and studied when she desperately needed
sleep. She lost a lot of weight during those times and she accepted
the compliments her teachers gave her on her new appearance with a
bitter smile.

But
Reese’s help wasn’t enough. Neither were the Social
Security checks her mother received after her father died. A lawsuit
against the plant would take years to settle, for the government had
frozen the company’s assets until the end of their
investigation. As a result, when Reese was eighteen and had just
graduated from high school, her mother was turned out of her home
when the bank foreclosed on the mortgage. After that, her mother
could take no more. The year Reese entered nursing school, her mother
took her own life.

Reese
spent most of her years at nursing school in a grief-stricken daze,
trying to learn what she could from the series of losses she had
suffered. Her difficult life had taught her compassion and she
realized that was how she could heal others. When she finally got her
license and was officially an RN at the age of twenty-one, she was
ready to start over again. And she wanted to do it in a new place, a
place where she had no memories.

It
could have been anywhere. She had never left the Kansas City area in
her entire life. Going across the river into Kansas was the furthest
she had ever been from the town she used to call home. But now she
was ready to leave it all behind. She took the first out-of-state job
offer she received: nursing at a hospital in Alaska. She knew she
could never leave behind all the pain of her past, but now she could
build her own future. There was nothing left to tear down.

Reese
walked away from the bow of the boat and joined Mike and Josh and Jen
in the center of the deck. She sat down across from Jen, so Mike and
Josh were on either side of her. They all sat in silence for a little
while. Mike became visibly uncomfortable by it. Both Josh and Reese
noticed this but didn’t say anything. Finally Jen spoke.

“Are
you hurting at all, Josh?” she said. “Do you want any
painkillers?”

Josh
shook his head. “No, I’m fine.”

Silence
again. Reese could tell Mike hated this and she understood why. They
should draw together during a time like this, but they seemed to get
further apart with each passing day. The degree to which Mike valued
his friends had always impressed Reese, and she knew Mike cared too
much for Josh and Jen to let them drift away like this.

“I’ve
been thinking,” Mike said. “I’m not going to send
out any more applications to grad schools this year. I want to take a
little time off.”

Josh
looked up at this. “Why not?” he said. “You’ve
already been off a year and you spent most of that time talking about
how much you want to go back to school.”

“I
know. I just changed my mind, that’s all.”

“This
isn’t because…” Josh left the sentence unfinished.
He obviously didn’t want to say, “because of me,”
but the gap was there and it filled in his words against his will, so
that the others knew what he was thinking. 


“I
just want to work for a little while,” Mike said, a little too
quickly. “You know, save some money.” 


Everyone
knew this wasn’t true. Mike’s parents were very well off.
His father had sold his fishing boats to a major seafood company in
exchange for a substantial interest in the company holdings. With his
other investments, Mike’s family was doing very well. That was
why they could afford a sailboat that Mike could use whenever he
pleased. He didn’t need any money. Mike’s attempt to
misdirect them had backfired and let his true intentions known. He
wasn’t applying to grad schools because that would mean he’d
have to move out of the state, probably down to the lower
forty-eight, and he didn’t want to leave Josh.  


Reese
figured this out but she didn’t want to make Mike uncomfortable
by saying so, as if she were accusing him of lying. But she saw a
tense situation brewing and she wanted defuse it before a fight broke
out. She tried to think of something to say, but Jen spoke up before
she could say anything.

“Do
you ever want to go back to school?” she asked. “Or are
you just going to settle down on a job?”

“Yeah,
I want to go back, I guess,” Mike said. “I mean, I want
to wait, but…” He struggled for words again. He hated
this difficulty in talking to his friends.

“You
might reconsider putting off school, Mike,” Reese said. “If
you applied this year everything you learned as an undergrad will
stay fresh in your memory.” 


“I’m
not going to forget it all, Reese,” he replied, sounding a
little offended.

“Well,
I didn’t mean that you would. I just thought it might make
things a little easier for you-”

“I
know.” Mike cut her off. He sounded offended again. Then he
seemed to check himself and when he spoke again his voice was milder.
“I mean, I understand. It’s cool. But I can still study
at home and everything will stay fresh that way.”

“The
stars are coming out,” Josh said, looking up and obviously
trying to change the subject.  “What’s that bright one
over there, Mike?” He pointed to the western horizon.

“That’s
a planet,” Mike said. “It’s Venus.” He looked
glad Josh had changed the course of the conversation. “Did you
know it can be bright enough to cast shadows? It’s just one
planet but it can be that bright.”

“Cool,”
Josh said. Reese doubted he really thought it was that cool, but she
knew he wanted to encourage this line of conversation. It was better
than grilling Mike over his decision about grad school. “So how
far away is it? Is it that bright because it’s close, or…?”

“It
can be the closest planet to Earth, but its orbit is so elliptical
that its distance at closest approach changes from year to year. But
the real reason it’s so bright is that it’s totally
covered in clouds made of sulfuric acid. It reflects like, seventy
percent of the light it gets from the Sun.”

“So
how do you know that?” Jen said. “I mean, how did anybody
figure that out, how far away it is, what the clouds are made of?”

The
question was pure Jen, Reese thought. Question everything, never
trust authority. Mike loved that about her.

“There
are a lot of ways. You can figure out how far away Venus is at
certain times of the year with some trigonometry. Take the angle
between Venus and the Sun, use sines and cosines, that sort of thing.
And you can tell what the clouds are made of by studying the light
that comes off the planet, you know, spectroscopy. I’ve told
you about that before, haven’t I?”

She
nodded. “Yeah. So if you know all this stuff and like it so
much, why put off grad school? Why don’t you just go?”

Back
to this again, Reese thought. 


“I
just want to wait a little while, okay?” Mike said. “That’s
all.”

“Fine.
All right,” Jen said. She sounded frustrated. Mike looked
frustrated too, and so did Josh. They all wished so badly that things
could be like they were before, but they knew that was impossible.
They were trapped, here in this time and in this situation, tangled
in lines of pretense and insecurity. It seemed no matter how hard
they tried they kept running up against a wall. Josh looked the most
frustrated of all of them. He knew he was to blame. It wasn’t
his fault, but he was the reason they couldn’t relate to each
other as they once had. And he was tired of trying to reconcile them
to each other. 


Josh
looked at his watch. “It’s getting late. I’m tired.
I think I’ll go below deck and go to sleep.”

“Okay,”
Mike said. 


“Do
you want me to help you?” Reese said, standing.

“Sit
down, I’ll do it,” Jen said, perhaps more sharply than
she intended. Her constant concern for Josh made her more defensive
about his care than she realized. But she did not apologize. Jen
wasn’t going to have regrets when it came to taking care of
Josh. 


“How
do you want to do this?” Jen asked Josh.

“I’ll
handwalk over to the hatchway,” he said. “If you want,
you can go below and help me down the stairs.”

“I’ll
get your chair,” Mike said. He picked up Josh’s
wheelchair, it was surprisingly light for its size, and went down the
hatchway before Jen. She followed Josh as he crawled backwards on his
palms over to the hatchway, then she went down the stairs before him.
Josh put his legs down the hatchway and Mike and Jen helped him down
the stairs. Reese watched all of this, hurting inside with indecision
and concern. She wanted to help, to show Josh she cared, but she
didn’t want to interfere with Jen. If Jen got angry, Josh would
blame himself and Reese could not allow that to happen. 


Finally
the three of them disappeared below deck and Reese was left sitting
alone under the night sky. The stars were out full force. Looking up
at them, Reese could not feel the love that Mike felt at that
majestic indifference. They made her feel so empty, so alone and
adrift. She sat in the quiet empty night a long time before she
finally rose and joined the others in their separate sleeping places
below.

The
night carried on above them while they slept, and an empty quiet
suffused the world, while below the ocean’s surface all the
strange creatures of the deep swam on in their indeterminable
designs. There was no moon, and darkness smothered the night. The
sight of land would have been lost to any lone creature sitting on
the deck of the little white boat. That lone creature would seem to
be adrift on an unbroken sea, as if the oceans had overrun the shores
and the waters had smothered the Earth.


5: The Morning Storm





She
awoke with a scream at her lips. Reese choked back the cry with a
monumental effort. Her entire body shook with panic and fear. She
clamped her hand on a spot just over her left breast. She felt a
throbbing, ghostly pain there, a memory of something she had seen in
her dream. She sat up in her bunk with her eyes squeezed shut,
fearing if she were to open them she would still see the landscape of
her nightmare around her. She took deep calming breaths until her
body stopped shaking and her heart stopped pounding in her chest.
Slowly she opened her eyes and saw the familiar space of the boat’s
living quarters around her. She was really here, not in the
mountains. At this realization, the memory of the dream broke up in
her mind into fragments. In a few moments, she would only remember a
few isolated images from the nightmare that had terrified her so, and
she was thankful for this. Her inability to remember her dreams was a
blessing sometimes.

Sweat
ran down her face and plastered her curly red hair to her skin. She
climbed out of her bunk and walked on legs that shook over to the
little sink at the end of the room. She was careful not to make a
sound. She didn’t want to disturb her sleeping shipmates. 


The
sailboat’s living quarters only had two bunks. Josh had taken
one and Mike had insisted that Reese sleep in the other one. She had
thought he was just being polite until she realized it was so that he
could sleep on the floor next to Jen. Reese had heard the two of them
whispering to each other late into the night, until they finally fell
asleep. 


She
turned on the faucet and splashed cold water on her face with shaking
hands. Although the memory of the nightmare had left her, the feeling
of terror it had kindled in her remained and her muscles quivered
with it. She looked at her reflection in the mirror over the sink and
hated what she saw. Her hair was such a dark red that it looked black
when it was wet, and now it was plastered all around her face. She
looked so haggard and old. She was only twenty-three, but her face
always held such a tired expression. Especially now, since it was lit
from underneath by the red light from the space heater, which was the
only source of light in the room.

She
decided to make a cup of tea to calm her nerves, so she put some
water on the little gas stove and got her favorite mug out of the
cupboard. She was able to do this in almost complete silence.
Although she was still a little wide through the hips and looked
rather squat and clumsy, she could move as quietly as a cat. When she
was done, she grabbed her suede jacket and went up on deck to drink
her tea. 


The
cold wind struck her face like a terrifying realization when she
stepped out of the hatch. She drew her jacket a little closer around
her and put her face over the cup of tea, letting the clouds of steam
carry the warm scent of chamomile and hibiscus over her nose and
eyes. She held the mug in both hands, like a child. This had been her
mother’s mug. Made of fired clay and stained an earthy brown,
it had a lumpy irregular shape that could only have been made by
human hands. Her mother had made it in a pottery class before Reese’s
father had died, and used to drink her morning coffee from it every
day. It was one of the few things Reese had been able to grab before
the bank repossessed her mother’s home. 


She
still didn’t understand why her mother killed herself. Reese
was working while she went to school. She could have afforded an
apartment and would have happily let her mother stay with her. It
seemed the act of leaving the house had driven her mother over the
edge. Reese’s parents had lived in an old farmhouse filled with
family heirlooms, but Reese’s grandparents were dead, and when
the bank came to repossess the house, they had no other relatives or
friends to whom they could give the family treasures. Not that those
treasures were worth very much. There was the old china hutch that
Reese’s great-great-grandparents had carried across the Plains
on the back of a covered wagon, but that was an old rickety thing
cobbled together out of warped boards. It only had sentimental value.
Was it the act of losing those things that had done it? Did
sentimentality kill her mother? Didn’t she realize she could
have turned to Reese for help? Reese would have dug up the money
somehow. But her mother had never asked for help from anyone. If she
was trying to shield Reese from pain, then suicide didn’t make
much sense. Finding her mother dead in a bathtub with her wrists cut
open, was that shelter from pain?

She
paced back and forth across the deck, careful to keep her steps
light, as she tried to make sense of her past. She did not know why
she always fell into these bouts of self-reflection. She was always
trying to untie some inner knot of confusion. 


She
suddenly realized that all of this thought had wiped away the memory
of her nightmare, and a wave of gratitude swept over her. It
fascinated her how the logical conscious mind broke up the illogical
visions of dreams. Since the mind could make no logical order of its
own dreams, it suppressed the memory of them. That was why so many
people could not remember their dreams or could only remember part of
them. Only one image remained in Reese’s mind of her nightmare:
some kind of knife or sword with a golden blade. It made no sense.
She wondered why she still remembered this part of her dream and not
any other. For some reason, she wanted to fit it into the context of
this trip and this time with her friends, but she didn’t
understand why. 


She
sipped her tea and watched the sunrise. The nights were so short in
the spring this far north. How many hours had she slept? Four? Five?
The extreme differences in day and night over the seasons at this
latitude played hell with her Circadian rhythms. She never slept very
well anymore. The rhythms of her world had shifted, and now she felt
unbalanced and confused.

The
rising Sun edged the clouds on the horizon with gold. Those clouds
must have just risen, Reese thought. She hadn’t seen them when
she came up on deck. She turned and looked at the western horizon. A
line of dark clouds had built up there as well. She hoped there
wasn’t any rain coming in. She hated cold, wet weather.

Above
the cloudbank, she could still see some bright stars floating against
a sky the color of bluish steel. Reese recognized Cassiopeia, the
W-shaped pattern of stars near the Big Dipper. And she saw another
star, a very bright one, shining white, just to the south of
Cassiopeia. Reese didn’t recognize this star. It didn’t
twinkle, so it must be a planet. She remembered Mike telling her
about that difference between planets and stars. Was it Venus? But
that was out last evening. It would have set below the western
horizon hours ago. She made a mental note to ask Mike about it when
he woke up, if he didn’t seem too bothered by her presence. She
often wondered why the questions she asked and the things she said
rankled him so, like when she had tasted ocean water for the first
time and said, “It’s true, it really is salty.”

“Well
of course it’s salty, Reese! It’s the ocean!” he
had snapped. She knew it sounded obvious, but she had never seen the
ocean before. For her it was something she only read about in books
and seen on TV. Why should she take any part of it for granted?

She
saw a flicker of light in the sky. It was the same star again, the
one just south of Cassiopeia. Was it brighter? Reese thought it was.
It looked amazingly bright to her. Should she point this out to Mike?
Or would he say, “Well of course it’s bright, Reese! It’s
a star!”

It
was twinkling now. Flickering rays of light surrounded the central
bright point. Reese had never seen a star or a planet look like that
before. She wondered if this was really a star or a planet at all.

A
roll of thunder distracted her. The clouds were building up in the
south. She saw the front moving in, a wall of dark thunderheads
flickering with lightning. She decided to wake Mike. A storm could
cause them a lot of trouble. She started to go down the hatchway but,
like Lot’s wife, she turned to look back. She wanted one last
look at the star in the west before the storm front covered it up. At
the very moment she focused her eyes upon it, the star exploded. 


Like
a flashbulb, the star burst outwards in her field of vision, blinding
her with a shock of white purity. The force of it knocked her onto
the deck, her body tingling as if she had received an electric shock.
Her mother’s cup fell from her hand, bounced once on the deck
and then fell overboard with a splash, into the ocean. 


“No!”
she cried, but it was gone. Her mother’s cup, the only thing
she had left of her mother, made by her hands, sinking now to the
bottom of the ocean. She crawled to the edge of the deck to look into
the water. She could barely move. Every muscle in her body twitched
in spasms. She feared lightning had struck her by the way the
electric current shot through the nerves of her body. She reached out
with her right hand to grasp the edge of the boat and she saw her
hand was sheathed in a flickering blue-white light. Sparks jumped
between her fingertips. She stared at this in confusion. St. Elmo’s
Fire? she thought. 


Looking
down, Reese saw her body was completely covered in the light, down to
the soles of her feet, the tips of her fingers, as if she were a
saint visited by the Holy Spirit. Rays of light and fire glowed from
her hair and her brow. The same dancing white light covered the whole
boat. It ran up the mast and glowed at the top of it like a signal
beacon. Arcs of electricity jumped off the railings and into the
ocean water with a flash. A coil of chains on the deck sizzled and
flickered with blue-white sparks. Strangely, a line from Moby Dick
came to her mind: “Oh, thou clear spirit of clear fire, whom
on these seas I as a Persian once did worship…”

The
remembrance flashed through her mind in an instant from the depths of
her inner world, driven up by the mnemonic of the boat afire yet
unconsumed, like a burning bush. She lay on the deck shuddering like
an epileptic, lost in memory and thought, paralyzed with a lightning
force. Her nightmare came back to her. She saw jagged mountains
clawing at the sky through clouds of mist or dust, something inhuman
coming towards her, wielding the golden blade…

And
then it was gone, the vision, the memory, vanished. The electric
force left her body and she jerked up into a sitting position,
gasping for breath. Her skin tingled as it sometimes did after sex,
when her lover would bring her to climax. She sat for a moment,
catching her breath, her mind racing with confusion and excitement.

She
remembered her mother’s cup. It had never really left her mind,
but now it came to the forefront. She pulled herself up and looked
over the edge of the boat, but it was too late. All she saw were
raging whitecaps. The spray burst from the violent sea and struck her
face, where the droplets clung to her skin like tears. The cup was
gone.

The
boat heaved up and down and side to side. Reese looked around, but it
was hard to see. The ethereal light was gone and the boat’s
deck was lost in moving shadows. She could only see the sky; it was
lit by a ghostly stormlight that filtered down through the louring
clouds. The wind had grown and now roared around her and sent the
sea-spray lashing into her face. Occasional flashes of lightning
would suddenly illuminate everything in her field of view, like a
photograph capturing an instant of time, burned into the film of her
memory. Whitecaps on the raging ocean, the wind sending sprays of
mist up from their crests. Towering storm clouds piled up to forever.
The white deck of the Genesis in stark clarity, her own hand
reaching out…

Thunder
exploded in the sky. It sounded like it came from right above her.
Reese jumped and screamed; her hands flew up to cover her ears. But
the thunder broke the hold the storm had on her mind and she
scrambled back to her feet. She lurched across the heaving deck,
fighting the wind, and finally she reached the hatch. She half-fell
down the stairs into the living area.

“Mike,
wake up!” she screamed. “Mike, it’s a storm!”

Her
three shipmates struggled awake. “Dammit, what?” Mike
said, his voice slurred with sleep. Thunder sounded above them again.
Mike jumped at the sound and became instantly awake. Jen lurched onto
one elbow, startled back into consciousness by the sound of the
thunder and by Mike’s sudden movement beside her. Josh sat up
in his bunk, staring at Reese with wide eyes. He had awakened at
Reese’s first cry.

“There’s
a storm, Mike,” Reese said, forcing her voice to stay calm and
clear. “Tell us what we need to do.”

“Put
your lifejackets on,” Mike said. Years of sailing experience
came to his aid and he knew exactly what to do. “Then grab a
harness and both of you come up on deck with me. Josh, stay here.”

“No
way,” Josh said. “Let me help, just tell me what I have
to do-”

“Stay
here!” Mike ordered as he ran up the stairs. Reese and Jen
followed him. As she left, Jen said, “Do what he says, Josh. He
knows what he’s doing.”

Then
they were gone and the hatchway door slammed shut above him. Josh was
left alone, sitting helpless in the dark. He slammed his fist into
the bedding, feeling frustrated, left out, and useless.

Up
on deck, Reese and Jen clasped the nylon harnesses attached to their
lifevests onto the railing. The harnesses kept them attached to the
boat in case they fell overboard. Reese then sat at the stern, near
the tiller as Mike instructed.

“Now
hold the tiller handle like this. No, dammit! Like this, just like
this!” Mike lost patience with Reese as she struggled with the
tiller that jerked about as the waves hammered the rudder. 


“I’m
trying!” she said helplessly, with her voice raised to be heard
over the wind. 


“Don’t
try! Just do what I tell you! Aim the bow into the waves! Into
the waves!”

Reese
leaned her weight into the tiller until it stabilized and finally
Mike seemed satisfied. He rushed over to Jen and together they raised
the anchor and started securing the sails. Mike shouted instructions
and Jen began pulling at the ropes in the rigging. She seemed to have
no trouble interpreting Mike’s orders the way Reese did. Reese
watched them as she clutched the tiller and felt out of place, like
an outsider. What was she thinking to come along on this trip? They
didn’t want her here. Mike and Jen moved together in perfect
understanding. She was the odd man out, the misfit. She never should
have said yes when Mike called her and asked her to come. She had
noticed when he pointed out that Josh wanted her there. And that was
the real reason she came at all, because Josh wanted it, and she
irrationally wanted to be with him even though she knew the
pointlessness of it.

Her
chain of thoughts broke as she saw a big wave coming at the boat from
the side. She pushed against the tiller with all her might to turn
the bow into it, but the stronger power of the wind pushed against
her and the wave swept against the boat from the side. Water poured
over the deck, drenching all three of them.

“Dammit,
Reese!” Mike yelled at her. “I told you to steer the boat
into the waves! You’ll capsize us if you let them go against
the side!” 


“I’m
sorry! I-”

“Just
forget it! Let me do it! Jen, you know what to do.”

Jen
nodded and looked at Reese with undisguised scorn. Reese could only
meet their disgusted eyes helplessly. It was only the second time she
had been on the ocean in her life and the first time she had ever
been called upon in an emergency at sea.

“Just
get out of the way! I’ll take it!” Mike yelled at her
with a sweep of his arm. Reese got up and scrambled away from the
tiller. She walked across the deck to the other end of the boat and
latched her harness back onto the railing. She met Jen’s
scornful glance again but did not lower her eyes. Jen eventually had
to avert hers to keep working with the sails and rigging.

The
wind and rain swept over Reese as she sat on the deck. In the
intermittent flashes of lightning, she saw the deck of the boat as
Jen and Mike scrambled over it, each of them seeming to do a hundred
different things at once in perfect coordination.

Why
can’t I be that capable? she thought. That quick to
learn?

Lightning
flashed again and she saw deck of the boat once more in that strange,
shadowless flash. But now she saw one small thing that nevertheless
grabbed her attention.

The
hatchway door was opening. 


She
unclipped her harness and ran over to it as Josh climbed out of the
hatch. He wore a lifevest with a harness attached. Reese grabbed him
by the arm and started to help him out of the hatchway.

“What
are you doing? You can’t be up here!”

“I
want to see. I want to help if I can.”

Reese
froze in an agony of indecision. Would he really be in any more
danger than the rest of them if he was harnessed and had a life
preserver on? She didn’t think so. Josh was already halfway out
of the hatch. Letting him help would make him feel less left out,
less handicapped. She started to help him the rest of the way out of
the hatch when Mike yelled at them.

“What
are you doing? Get down! Both of you! Go below!” 


His
voice was filled with far more concern and fear than anger. He could
never feel the same kind of anger at Josh as he did at Reese. He
raised his voice again but Jen interrupted him.

“Look!
Mike! Oh my God, what is it?”

They
all looked in the direction of her pointing finger. Ahead of them, to
the south beyond the boat’s pointed bow, the clouds were
churning within themselves perhaps a mile or two in the distance.
They flowed inwards into a spiral pattern that slowly descended in a
funnel shape to the sea. The funnel cloud sent up a spray of mist
fifty feet high when it struck the water.

“It’s
a tornado! On the water?” Reese whispered. Only Josh heard her.

“It’s
a waterspout!” Mike cried. There was no fear in his voice, only
wonder and a kind of detached excitement, as if he were watching all
this from afar, and not a part of it.

They
watched the spiraling tower of darkness, each of them paralyzed by
conflicting emotions. The funnel cloud seemed to grow as they watched
it. It grew thicker, taller. Then they each realized it was actually
not growing at all, but moving.

It
was headed right at them.

Mike’s
head tilted back on his neck as he gawked at the funnel cloud
barreling through the waves towards them. The wind swept his hair
back from his face and his eyes widened with wonder and awe. He
wasn’t afraid at all, as if he didn’t really believe this
was happening to him.

Jen
looked back and forth between Josh and the waterspout, her brown hair
flying in thick tendrils around her head in the raging winds. She
obviously wanted to go to Josh, but the boat heaved up and down in
the wind and waves and it was almost impossible to move over it.

Josh
whispered, “No God, please don’t do this…”

Reese
could think nothing. The onrushing black funnel cloud did not hold
her gaze. Her eyes had focused beyond it, to the southeast horizon
where the clouds had changed from blue-black to light orange. A great
sense of anticipation had grown in her, one connected to the black
funnel cloud yet separate from it. Finally, a single clear thought
came to her:

Something
great and terrible is about to happen.

Mike
recovered first. “Everybody down! Get below deck! Hurry!”

He
unclipped his harness and ran to the middle of the lurching boat
where Reese and Josh sat over the hatch. After unclipping her own
harness, Jen grabbed the mast and swung across the deck, and she and
Mike lunged to the hatchway where Reese was helping Josh back down
the stairs. Josh resisted until Jen and Mike got to him, and he saw
that they were all right and on their way below deck. During this
pause, only an instant, the clouds on the southeastern horizon parted
and the Sun, newly risen, exploded through the storm clouds in a
burst of red and orange light. The rays of blinding radiance cut
through the wind and rain and lined the undersides of the towering
thunderheads in gold fire.

Jen
flinched back in surprise when the light struck her eyes. She
stumbled, but Mike caught her before she fell. Josh raised his arms
over his eyes; the light was too sudden, too bright, to look upon.
But for Reese, the Sun’s appearance had the opposite effect.
The Sun entrapped her gaze. She stared directly into it and she could
not look away, even though she knew she could lose her sight if she
stared at it for long. She remembered the star she saw before the
storm. Was this really the Sun she looked upon? Or was this the child
of that star, visiting a celestial fate upon them, and she looked
upon an alien light through the tempest it had summoned?

A
shadow fell over the boat. The cyclone bore down on them and it
eclipsed the light of the Sun. A red volcanic glow outlined twisting
sinuous funnel cloud. Rays of light shined out from the sides of it,
as if the light came from the black heart of the tornado itself. The
wall of mist at its base was now easily a hundred feet high and the
black funnel rose above it, ascending all the way to the towering
storm clouds. They watched it come, paralyzed. The spray from the
wall of mist fell over them, lightly kissing their skin. They fell
into a common embrace, all four of them; they clutched together as
the black tower of spiraling winds reared above them. 


In
that last instant, as the cyclone swept down on them across the
burning face of the sunrise, Reese looked at the faces of her
friends. She saw the indeterminate look on Jen’s face:
confused, frightened, but somehow still defiant. Jen’s long
brown hair billowed around her face in the wind and Reese thought she
had never seen Jen look so beautiful, and yet she felt no envy.
Strangely, she felt lucky. She had been given a chance to see Jen in
this way.

Reese
looked to her right and her left, at Mike and Josh, and saw that they
too were staring at the people around them, not at the violent glory
that surrounded them all. On Josh’s face she saw something she
didn’t understand, some kind of aching, yearning pain that she
had never seen on her friend’s face, not even when the doctors
had told him he would never walk again. The expression on Mike’s
face made him look so lost, like for the first time, he didn’t
know what was going to happen to him. His strength and confidence had
faded, and now he seemed to be waiting for what would happen next.

And
then winds of blackness swirled around them and a force of
unimaginable power grabbed hold of the boat, sucking it whole into
the vortex.

They
were pulled into a roaring fury. The winds threatened to tear them
from the deck of the boat and into the sky, but they held on. Their
common bonds held them together as they clung to the boat. Jen
clutched at Mike and Josh, her face raised and her mouth open so that
her teeth showed as she voiced a scream unheard in the roaring winds.
The boat was spinning as the black winds around them spun. The winds
obliterated the sight of the world beyond them. They could not even
see the water. Strange, multicolored flashes of light came out of the
winds and then receded. Vast shadows leaped at them from the depths
of the black suddenness and then vanished. Sometimes they saw a burst
of golden light, as if it came from the Sun on the horizon and then
that too faded.

Had
the winds pulled the boat right out of the water and into the air?
They couldn’t tell. The boat pitched and yawed, tilting front
to back and to each side. They clung to the sides of the hatch, to
the boat’s railing, to each other, to anything solid they could
get a grip on. Loose objects on the deck - sandals, life preservers,
paper cups - flew into the air around them.

Reese
looked up first. She did not know what compelled her to do so, but
nonetheless she felt an irresistible urge to look to the sky. The
others followed her gaze. They saw a whirling tunnel above them,
whose curving wall shifted and flowed like a living thing. At the
apex of the rising tunnel, a ghostly light shined down on them, pale
white and slowly changing, as if its source revolved like a celestial
body. Pale flickers of color glinted in the white light, like a hint
of the spectrum that hid within the light itself, waiting to be split
apart by the prism.

And
then a tendril of light flashed out of the greater light above them.
It flickered down the length of the tunnel and struck the Earth below
them like a whip. The light and winds vanished and total darkness
fell on them. A violent, sudden collision rammed into the boat. The
circle the four of them made was knocked apart. Reese was flung into
the air, off the boat and overboard; she fell into darkness. 


None
of them saw her land. 










6: The Dead Earth




She
fell into darkness, screaming as the wind around her screamed, thin
and high and frantic. Reese’s arms and legs kicked as she fell
through the blackness. She only had time to think Into the other
world before she hit the ground. She landed on her back with such
solid force that the air was knocked from her lungs. A thousand sharp
pains shot through her back and arms and legs, but she could not cry
out. She couldn’t draw enough air to scream again. She rolled
onto her side and clutched her cramping stomach. A thin whooping
sound came from her as she tried to draw in air that would not enter
her lungs. She’d felt pain like this before. In junior high
school gym class, while playing dodgeball, the ball had hit her in
the stomach and knocked the wind out of her like this, but now there
was the added pain in her back like she’d been stabbed with
dozens of knives up and down her spine. 


“Reese!”

Someone
was calling her name. She heard it between her gasps and it took her
several seconds to recognize Josh’s voice.

“Reese!
Are you okay?”

His
voice came from somewhere far above her, somewhere within the vast
overlapping shadows that hovered over her like a flock of vultures,
and like those birds the shadows circled within themselves with
strange patterns and designs. She tried to answer but she couldn’t
draw enough air to speak. 


“Can
you see her?” Another voice. It was Mike. He sounded out of
breath. She could barely hear him over the thin high screaming of the
wind and her own hoarse gasping.

God,
I’m still out of breath! How long is this going to go on? 


“Reese!
Can you answer me?” Josh called down to her again. She thought
of the three of them up there, Mike and Josh and Jen, in that
paradise of comfort and security, and here she was, down here
suffering in this Hell. 


“Reese…”
He broke off suddenly. Reese could hear him gasping for breath. “God,
what happened to all the air?”

“Mike,
something’s wrong,” she heard Jen say. She sounded winded
as well. “I can’t breathe.”

“I
know,” Mike said. “I feel it. Hold on.”

“Reese,
where are you?” Josh said. The sadness and desperation in his
voice broke her heart, even in her own pitiful state. She forced her
mind to clear and her body to calm. Her stomach muscles relaxed a bit
and she caught a short sweet breath. As little air as it was, it
helped revive her a bit.

This
is what a man dying of thirst in the desert must feel, she
thought, when he gets his first sip of water. 


She
twisted onto her back again. More sharp pains stabbed through her.
The ground was covered in sharp rocks, like she was lying on a pile
of broken glass. 


The
effort of turning over seemed to drain all of her energy. She lay
motionless, her lungs crying for air. She could breathe much easier
now, but there still didn’t seem to be enough air to satisfy
her. Sweat broke out in sick, sticky patches on her skin. She was so
hot, like she had a fever. 


And
I was so cold just a few moments ago, she thought. Oh God,
what’s happened to me?

The
wind did nothing to cool her. The moving air only seemed to bring
more heat upon her. Heat throbbed out of the ground and smothered her
in a sweltering blanket.

A
persistent sharp pain in her lower back, just over her left kidney,
finally became too much for her. She reached around and felt
something sharp sticking out of her coat, just beneath the lower edge
of the lifevest. She grabbed hold of it and, gritting her teeth
against the pain, pulled it out of her back.

She
held the stone in front of her face so she could look at it. It felt
heavy in her hand. It was a very dark stone, very black, yet she
could see her reflection in its shine. The lower edge of it came to a
point and was covered in a thin layer of blood. As she watched, a
drop formed on the inverted tip, held there quivering for a moment
and then fell to the ground. The color of the blood was refracted
into the glassy surface and sent red swirls over the reflection of
her face. This disgusted her and she threw the stone away with what
little strength she had. 


Terrific,
she thought. If that thing punctured my kidney, I’m in a lot
of trouble. But the pain in her lower back had subsided and she
could breathe easier now that she was no longer fighting the pain.
But the thin air still could not fill her lungs; it seemed like there
was barely enough oxygen to sustain her. 


She
heard movement above her, sounds filtering down from the moving
shadows. Then a sudden light shined down on her. Her eyes had become
so accustomed to the darkness that she had to shut them against the
glare. She thought of the Sun shining through the storm clouds
earlier. The rising Sun.

Why
is it still dark? It should be daytime. And the storm, the cold of
the day, everything’s changed. What’s happened?

“Reese!”
Someone calling her again. It was Mike this time. “Reese! Can
you answer me?”

She
tried to speak, but could manage little more than a harsh whisper.
“I… I’m here.”

“Reese,
can you answer me?” He hadn’t heard her. She could tell
he was still breathing heavily.

She
realized she was going to have to stand up and get his attention.
Right now the idea of rising to her feet seemed as unattainable as
climbing Mount Everest, but she knew she couldn’t stay down
here like this any longer.

With
supreme effort, she rolled over into a crouching position. She cried
out from the pain that shot through the sore muscles of her abdomen
and the lacerations on her back. She stayed in that position for a
few moments, with her legs folded beneath her and her forearms
resting on the ground, trying to catch her breath. She felt an
intense, painful pressure behind her eyes and a sickening nausea in
her stomach. She still could not catch her breath and was
hyperventilating worse than before. She fought the urge to vomit. If
she aspirated it, that could cause her some very serious problems. 


She
forced herself to relax and gradually her breathing began to slow,
although she still could not breathe normally yet. The pressure and
nausea eased just a little bit and she made her decision to do it
before her resolve weakened. With all the strength she could muster,
she pushed herself up. She straightened her legs first, with her
hands resting on the ground in front of her. The pressure behind her
eyes returned, worse than before, and she felt wetness running out of
her nose and over her lips. Gritting her teeth in disgust, she hauled
her left hand up so it rested on her left knee. Then she did the same
with her right. And at last she was standing, as best as she could
anyway. 


The
moment her head rose above the level of her heart, the pressure
behind her eyes suddenly drained away. Her sight clouded over and she
saw darkness and colored lights dancing together in her vision. She
thought she was about to faint and fought against it with every ounce
of her will. She couldn’t fall back to the ground and then have
to fight her way up again. She couldn’t!

She
leaned back and would have fallen if she hadn’t come to rest on
some tall object behind her. She felt it with her hand, and found it
rough, wet and slimy. She cringed in disgust, but was grateful for
the support. 


There
was a flurry of light, a rustle and a commotion, and then Mike jumped
down from above her and landed at her side. She would have been
startled if she weren’t so drained and exhausted. Mike picked
himself up and put his hands on his knees to catch his breath. He
didn’t look much better than she did. He gasped for air. The
two of them looked like runners after a marathon. He held a
flashlight in one hand and it provided the only dim illumination they
had. It wasn’t very much, but now at least Reese could make out
some of her surroundings. The ground looked as treacherous as it had
felt. It was completely covered in sharp black stones that shined
like obsidian. 


Between
his gasps for air, Mike said, “Why… Why didn’t
you… answer me?”

She
was far too exhausted to put up with his irritation. She gasped,
“…back… my back…”

He
walked over and looked behind her. “Oh Jesus, Reese,” he
said. “Take your jacket off.”

She
was more than happy to comply. She was sweltering beneath the
combined weights of her lifevest and suede jacket. Mike helped her
unbuckle the lifevest and slip it over her head, and then she pulled
off her jacket. She felt a series of popping sensations up and down
her back as the stones were pulled out of her skin, and she heard
them clatter to the ground like so many shards of glass. The pain in
her back eased somewhat and a raw stinging sensation replaced the
pain that was lost. 


“God
Reese, they punched right through your jacket. Look.” He held
up the jacket and shined the flashlight behind it. Yellow beams
shined through the holes in possibly a dozen places. Even though he
was still breathing heavily, Reese could see he had a huge grin on
his face. She failed to see any humor in the situation. 


She
examined her surroundings. They were standing in some kind of gully
or riverbed, and the ground sloped upwards ahead of her until the
hard glittering surface faded into the darkness. She heard the moving
water before she saw it; a brown scummy creek flowed past them and
its waters lapped against the stones on the shore and made them
rattle. But what struck her the most was the object she was leaning
against. It was the boat, tilting precariously in the shallow water
of the creek. It had run aground. She could see the water line where
the boat would have floated if it were on the ocean and it was easily
five feet above the ground where the boat had come to rest. She could
feel the barnacles and the slime of seaweed beneath her hand. She
wiped her palm on her jeans with a grimace of distaste.

“Where…
are we?” she asked Mike. She was finally getting her breath
back, though breathing itself was still difficult. 


“Don’t
know,” Mike replied. “What’s with the air, huh? It
feels like we’re on top of a tall mountain.”

Reese,
who had never been on top of a tall mountain in her life, could only
shrug her shoulders at this. 


“Hey!
What’s going on down there?” Jen called from the deck of
the boat. “Is everybody okay?”

“We’re
fine,” Mike replied.

Speak
for yourself, Reese thought.

Mike
kept speaking. “We’ve run aground. The boat’s
stuck, I don’t think we can get it loose. We’ll have to
wait until the storm clears and find somebody to help us.”

The
storm, Reese thought. Where had it gone? The weather didn’t
seem stormy to her, even though she had the impression of clouds
rolling by overhead in the thin high winds. And it was so hot, easily
over a hundred degrees out. Sweat ran down her body in sticky
streams. When had it ever been this hot during a storm?


Her mind told her it must be daytime, yet the darkness around them
was deeper than a moonless night. She couldn’t see anything
beyond the weak glare of the flashlight. There were no lights on the
horizon or any glow from distant cities reflecting off the clouds.
There was only darkness and wind, rocks and water. It was like they
were the only people left in the world, like the apocalypse had come
while they were at sea and somehow they had been left behind. Reese
had never seen the world look so empty and despite the heat, she
shivered.

“Is
Reese all right?” Josh said from above her. She managed to find
the strength to answer back.

“I’m
okay, Josh.”

“I’m
going to look around,” Mike said. “Stay here.”

“Can
do,” she replied. At that moment, Reese didn’t think she
could walk two steps. 






Mike
clambered up the steep incline that made up the side of the riverbed.
He was more confused and concerned than he had let on. When that
waterspout hit them, they should have died in a hundred different
ways. The fact that they continued to draw breath was a violation of
sense. The winds should have torn them to pieces, the low air
pressure and high wind velocity within the funnel cloud should have
suffocated them, debris should have smashed them to vapor, yet here
they were. The simple fact of his continued existence became an
indefinable mystery to him, and it rocked the fountain of his view of
the world to its core. In a strange way, Mike found himself wishing
he was dead.

The
complete darkness, the heat, the thin air, all these things made no
sense to him. Even the ground beneath his feet confounded him. Every
streambed he had ever seen, including ones that opened onto the ocean
as this one surely must, were muddy and lined with silt, their
eroding sides crumbling and friable. Yet here he saw only piles of
black glassy rocks. They looked almost volcanic, like obsidian. Each
separate stone reflected his flashlight beam such that the ground
seemed strewn with glittering sparks. 


His
foot slipped as he climbed up the incline covered in smooth sharp
stones and he cut his hands when he reached out to catch himself. But
after he found a firm foothold on some larger rocks, he made it out
of the gully without seriously injuring himself and climbed onto the
ground beyond it. 


He
cast the flashlight beam into the darkness before him. What it
revealed was not encouraging. A perfectly level plain covered in more
of the sharp black stones lay strewn before him, moving out to the
limits of what he could see until the plains blended with the merged
darkness of land and sky. The thin hot wind pushed at his back as if
to move him against his will into the bleak wasteland, to wander in
the empty landscape where the stones reflected the darkness. 


He
did not see what he had hoped. He saw no lights other than his own.
An inescapable silence lurked beneath the shrill cry of the wind and
he did not want to gather his courage to confront it. But he could
not deny the reality of what he saw. They were alone. 


He
turned and slid down the embankment into the streambed. He was nimbly
coordinated and able to use gravity to help him move down the incline
and he did not fall like he did on the way up. He felt the sharp
edges of the rocks cut at his shoes as he walked. Now that he stood
some distance from the boat, he saw how hopelessly stuck they were.
The Genesis sat in water that couldn’t be more than a
foot deep, and again he was confounded. How could the storm have
thrown them so far inland? And what were the odds they would be
thrown into a stream like this? Now, he had heard of hurricanes that
had swept boats more than a mile inland, but this explanation didn’t
fit in their case. The extremely low air pressure of a hurricane
system sucked in a tidal rush from the ocean, drawing huge waves over
the shores and bringing in boats, fish and whatever else was in the
water with it. A single waterspout would not have been powerful
enough to do that to them and any storm that was would have swept
them all overboard. No, there was something else at work here.
Something was very, very wrong with this whole situation. The sense
of wrongness seemed to pervade the very air he breathed; it was as
fundamental as the ground upon which he stood. As he drew closer to
the boat and heard the water rattling the rocks on the shore like
broken bones, he gained a deeper insight into what it was. He closed
his eyes and listened.





Jen
had jumped off the boat while Mike was out looking around, assured
now as she was that Josh was all right and she could be of more use
helping Mike try to get them out of this situation. In her mind, she
coolly checked over their options. 


Contrary
to what Mike had said, she thought the wind might be strong enough to
pull them loose if they fully unfurled the sails. It was at cross
purposes to the direction they wanted to go, which was downstream and
presumably out to the open ocean, but this might not be a problem if
they could angle the sails just right.

But
as soon as she saw the creek they were stuck in, she knew that trying
to sail out was a moot point. The water couldn’t have been more
than two feet deep at most and the boat was stuck right up against
the shore. They could never get out under their own power. That meant
their only option was trying to find help. 


She
was shocked when she saw Reese. She looked like hell. Her back was
covered in blood and the rest of her was covered in sweat. She was
hyperventilating and looked like she barely had the strength to
stand.

“My
God, Reese, are you okay?” Jen asked. It took quite a bit of
effort to keep her voice calm and in control. Seeing Reese’s
pale and bloody form rise out of the darkness had disturbed her more
than she let on. 


“I
will be,” Reese replied. “I don’t think any of the
cuts are too deep and I didn’t break any bones. I just can’t
seem to catch my breath.” 


“I
know what you mean. I’ve been breathing hard ever since we ran
aground. I wonder if it’s the storm doing something to the
air.”

“What
storm?” Reese said. “It doesn’t look-”

“The
storm we were just in! Weren’t you there?” Jen
interrupted her. Reese’s comment had irritated her. She didn’t
get what Reese had meant. Was she trying to be sarcastic or
something?

“But
there’s no storm now!” Reese shot back. “Look
around. It’s so hot. There’s no rain, no lightning, and
the wind is barely doing anything at all. Don’t you see how
everything has changed?” She broke off. She was out of breath,
just those few sentences had winded her. 


Jen
sighed too, but with exasperation. “The storm just ran us
aground, Reese. You see how dark it is? That’s because of the
storm clouds. I know you’re afraid but try to calm down, okay?”
She spoke like she would to a child, with her voice full of
condescension and laced with contempt. They’d had one incident
and Reese was freaking out. She didn’t mean to be so
short-tempered with her, but God, did she always have to act like
such a scared little girl? In Jen’s mind, Reese was making her
life harder by perpetuating an image that Jen had fought against her
whole life, and she could barely contain her disgust at that.

“I
am not afraid-” Reese began, but Jen cut her off. 


“Fine,
fine.” She walked away. There was no point in talking to her
until she calmed down. She ought to be thankful, Jen thought.
I’m trying to make her a stronger person.

Mike
was coming back into the streambed. Jen could see his flashlight beam
bobbing up and down in the darkness. He slid down the embankment and
started walking in her direction, but suddenly he stopped in his
tracks. She couldn’t see what he was doing, all she could see
was the flashlight come to a halt and the dim outline of Mike’s
form behind its glare. 


“Mike,
did you see anything?” she called out, but he didn’t
answer. She had to stop for a moment to catch her breath after
calling to him. The air was so thin that it had winded her.

She
was somewhat perturbed that Mike didn’t answer her and she
wondered if something was wrong. She walked around until she was out
of the flashlight’s glare and she could see him. He was just
standing there, and it looked like his eyes were closed. Then he
tucked the flashlight into the front pocket of his jeans and cupped
his hands behind his ears, like he was listening for something. 


Okay,
this is weird, Jen thought. If she had seen Reese doing this, she
would have thought it was just another one of Reese’s stupid
ideas about some minor thing or another, but this was Mike. She knew
him well enough to know when he was serious, and the expression on
his face now was as serious as she had ever seen him.

She
walked up to him and said quietly, “What is it?”

He
didn’t reply, not even to shush her, as if he didn’t even
want that sound to drown out whatever he was trying to hear. His
eyebrows drew together, and he squeezed his eyes more tightly closed
at the sound of her voice. Jen began to feel a little offended at his
behavior. She didn’t appreciate being left out of something so
obviously important to him, whatever it was.

She
lowered her voice to a whisper. “What is it?” she asked.
“What do you hear?”

He
was still for a moment, except for the rapid rise and fall of his
chest as he breathed. She was about to repeat her question, but then
he slowly shook his head in negation.

“I
don’t hear it,” he said softly.

“What?”
she asked again. “What don’t you hear?”

“The
ocean, Jen,” he replied. “I can’t hear it.”

Jen’s
shoulders slumped as her anticipation fell away. Was that all it was?
Was everyone going crazy?

“Well,
the wind is just carrying the sound away,” she said, somewhat
frustrated.

“No,
it’s not. The ocean should be downstream and the wind is coming
from the wrong direction. We should be able to hear it, but the sound
isn’t there.”

Jen
calmed herself with an effort. He was talking like Reese, and she had
to suppress the irritation she felt at statements like these, ones
that contradicted what she felt should be obvious facts and common
sense. But this was Mike, she knew and trusted his judgment, and this
was one statement she could put to the test of her senses.

She
listened. She heard the thin, shrill wail of the wind, the soft
lapping of the water in the creek and the rattle of the stones as the
water moved them. She heard the soft rhythm of her rapid breath and
the separate rhythm of Mike’s breath flowing in time to her
own. But she couldn’t hear the distinctive sound of the ocean.
She strained to pull it out of the layers of sound washing over her,
sounds she had taken for granted until Mike pointed out to her what
wasn’t there. But it had to be. She strained further to hear
it, as if by the force of her will she could command the roar of the
ocean waves to come forth. She closed her eyes. Nothing. She cupped
her hands behind her ears, as she had seen Mike do and held in such
disdain. Nothing. There was the wind, the water, the rocks, her
breath and Mike’s breath. She strained further. She would not
be denied this. Her sense and her judgment could not be defeated this
way. She thought she heard something, briefly, but was disappointed
when she realized the soft rushing sound she heard was only the blood
in her ears, an ocean inside her, in her veins.

Below
that, nothing. The sound of the ocean, the long, slow hissing waves
crashing against the surf, a sound she always associated with Mike
and his love for the vast and unknown, it had disappeared. Beneath
all those sounds that seemed so much lesser to her now, an
unaccountable silence loomed, rising out of the deep darkness.

“It’s
the wind,” she said. “It has to be the wind. It’s
carrying the sound away from us, that’s all. No storm could
sweep us so far inland that we would be out of earshot of the ocean.”

“Well,”
Mike said, reconsidering. “Maybe this creek takes a sharp bend
and we landed so that the ocean downwind from us. Yeah, you’re
probably right.”

“Of
course I’m right!” she snapped. She almost felt regret at
being so short-tempered with him, but she checked herself. They were
dealing with an obvious fact: the ocean was close by. To deny that
placed them in a situation far more serious than she had previously
believed, because it would mean what had happened to them was
unknown. No, she had to be right.

“Look,”
she said, her tone civil and conciliatory. “Let’s just
get on the radio and call for help. There has to be someone nearby.
Another boat, hell, the Coast Guard, somebody.”

“Yeah,”
Mike said. “Let’s do it.”

They
marched back to the boat together. A purpose had returned to their
steps. 






Reese
watched them approach. She didn’t hear what Jen and Mike had
talked about. She was focused on fighting the nausea floating through
her brain like poisoned sewage. Her back stung where the stones had
scourged her, minor as those cuts were, she now realized. She felt
reasonably sure the nausea was due to the thin air. It was the same
as the high-altitude sickness some people experienced when they
ascended a mountain and they were not accustomed to the low air
pressure at high altitudes. Mike’s comment comparing the
quality of the air to being on top of a tall mountain had started her
thinking about it. But they should be at sea level, so why would she
have high-altitude sickness?

She
felt a light touch on top of her head. She jumped a little, she had
regained enough energy to be startled again at least, and then she
looked up into Josh’s face. He was leaning over the boat
railing and looking down at her. 


“Hey,”
he said.

“Hey,”
she replied.

“You
okay?” he asked. 


“Yeah,
I think so. How ‘bout you?”

“Oh,
I’m fine.”

“You
weren’t knocked around too badly when we hit?” she asked.

“Not
as badly as you, from the looks of it.”

She
laughed softly, then winced at the pain in her back.

“You
know you have a bloody nose,” Josh said.

“Oh
God, do I?” Her hands flew up and touched her face, and she
felt wetness. She saw blood on her fingers when she pulled them away.

“Here,”
Josh said, and handed her one of the beach towels they kept in one of
the cabinets near the hatch. She took it and as she wiped her face
with it, she began to laugh.

“What
is it?” Josh asked.

“Nothing,”
she said between giggles.

“Come
on!”

“Well,
here I am covered in cuts and bruises and I feel like I’m going
to puke at any minute, then I get all worked up over a bloody nose.”

He
smiled at her and Reese knew he understood what she was talking
about, the point she was making about how silly one’s
priorities can be, and how minor problems can sometimes seem more
important than they actually are. Jen and Mike wouldn’t have
understood, but Josh did. And Reese remembered once again why they
were friends.

“Do
you know where we are?” she asked.

“We
are exactly at the ass end of the middle of nowhere.”

She
laughed again, harder than before. “Ow! Don’t make me
laugh! It hurts!”

He
smiled as he looked down at her. She could only see his teeth and his
eyes, all the other features of his face were lost in shadow. He
reminded her of the Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland, who
disappeared but his grin remained. Josh was like that in a way, even
when he was talking to you there was something else you couldn’t
see. He always seemed to be… what? Holding back? Yes, in a
way, but it was nothing sinister. Josh’s genuine good nature,
his grin, always came through, but Reese sensed there was something
more to his personality that he kept to himself. 


Well,
who doesn’t hold a few secrets back? she thought. She
couldn’t blame him for keeping some things hidden. She still
hadn’t told him about her mother’s suicide. But she
wished they could trust each other enough to unburden their souls.

“All
right, we’re gonna call for help!” Mike yelled,
interrupting her thoughts. Reese looked down and saw him approaching
with Jen at his side. He spoke much louder than necessary and Reese
could tell he was nervous by his sudden bossy and abrasive manner.
Although she was not as close to Mike as she was to Josh, Reese knew
him well enough to know he did not become nervous and afraid easily.
Even during the storm he was calm and decisive. 


He
doesn’t know what’s going on, she realized, and a
cold knot of fear formed inside her for the first time since she fell
from the boat. 


“Did
you see anything?” she asked him.

His
eyes fell on her for a moment and then moved away, dismissing her,
while he focused his attention on the people that mattered to him.

“There’s
nothing out there,” he said to Josh. “And we’ve
never landed near this place before, nothing looks familiar.”

“Maybe
it just looks that way because it’s so dark,” Reese
offered. “You might see something you recognize once we get
some daylight.” 


Although
it should be daytime now, she thought, but did not say. She was
trying to guess what statements they would tolerate and what they
would not.

She
guessed wrong. “I would know where I was at, Reese,” Mike
retorted testily.

She
decided to try again. “Well, what about-” She was about
to say, What about the GPS? but Jen interrupted her.

“We
can check the GPS and the maps,” she said. Her voice was sharp
and loud and it cut through Reese’s soft vocal tone cleanly.
“Then we’ll know where we are. Then we need to find some
help. Let’s get on the radio.”

Jen
climbed up the side of the boat even as she said this and Mike
followed her. Reese was left standing beside the boat just as she was
before Mike and Jen came back, but she did not feel the same. Their
combined dismissal of her had saddened her. She felt she had
something to contribute, but they weren’t interested. Why? And
why was it every time she spoke to Mike and Jen she was left feeling
somehow lesser, a little bit smaller than they were, a little bit
inferior. What right did they have to make her feel that way? And why
did she perpetually let it go on?

She
shook herself, as if she were shrugging these thoughts from her
shoulders. All right, no more self-pity for you today, she
thought. You’re already past your limit.

She
decided to climb back onto the boat. She wanted to be around when
they started making decisions. The weakness and nausea were passing,
she was still breathing heavily but no longer hyperventilating, and
she was pretty sure she could do it. She reached up and grasped the
railing, braced her foot against the hull, and hauled herself up. She
almost fell right back down again, but Josh grabbed her wrist and
helped pull her the rest of the way up. She toppled over the railing
in a heap. 


“Graceful,”
Josh remarked.

She
looked up at him and couldn’t help but smile. How did he always
manage to make her smile no matter what her situation was?





Mike
was already at the radio controls in the cabin. Jen had the handheld
GPS unit in one hand and was flipping through maps with the other.
She was getting increasingly frustrated with these instruments. The
GPS seemed broken, she kept getting an error message with “No
signal” flashing on the little digital screen, which did happen
sometimes in bad weather like this. That by itself would not be much
of a problem, since she knew Mike had checked the GPS last night,
just before they went to sleep, and she assumed the boat was still
within five to ten miles of that position. The problem was that the
map showed about two dozen streams pouring into the Pacific along the
Alaskan shore at that position and she needed a new, exact reading to
pinpoint where they were and she needed to find it before Mike got in
touch with anyone over the radio. 


She
needn’t be concerned with that. All Mike could hear was static.
If anyone else was on the air, they weren’t within the range of
his receiver. He called out repeatedly, “Mayday, mayday,
mayday. This is the Genesis out of Aurora Harbor, we have run
aground and require assistance.” But no one answered his
summons. No matter what bandwidths he used, he heard nothing but
static.

“I’m
not getting anything here,” he said to Jen between attempts.
“Do you have a position for us yet?”

“Just
a minute,” she replied. Her lips were tight at her frustrated
efforts. “I’m trying to get a bearing on us while we were
fighting the storm.”

“Well,
what about the GPS?”

“It’s
not working! The signal is out.”

“I’m
not getting anything on the radio either. Maybe there was a solar
flare or something. It could have knocked out radio communications.”

Jen
dropped the maps and rubbed her forehead with both hands. “This
is a lot of things happening to us all at once.”

“I
know, I know. Just relax, it’s okay.” He rubbed the small
of her back with gentle concern. She did seem to be getting upset,
angry even, at all these problems piling up at once, although he had
no doubt she could do the tasks required of her every bit as
effectively as he could. He was more concerned about her mental state
than her ability to find their position. He wanted her to appreciate
that at least they were all together, the four of them, even if they
were stuck. It could be a lot worse. 


Suddenly,
he knew what to say. “Just of think of this as another part of
the journey. One more thing we can laugh about when we’re all
old and gray.”

She
looked at him over her shoulder and smiled, her hair like an auburn
waterfall over her face and shoulders. It seemed all the cords of
tension forming in Mike’s body relaxed at the sight of her
smile. She was okay. Of course she was! She was Jen. She was
invincible.

“Okay,
I will,” she said, her smile still showing and her voice
touched with gentle good humor. “Now can I get back to this?”

“Okay,”
Mike said, smiling himself. Even now, he did not consciously realize
the stabilizing effect he had on the members of their little group.
His charisma, his charm, and his confidence had helped keep them
friends for years. He attracted Jen by both leading her and
submitting himself to her will, via his ability to somehow cater to
two contradictory aspects of her personality at the same time. He was
able to see what she wanted and give it to her, or if necessary, show
her what she wanted and make her see it. It took a lot of effort to
be Jen’s friend, but he was happy to do it. 


With
Josh, it was much simpler. All Josh wanted was somebody to talk to,
someone he felt relaxed and secure around. Mike felt the same way and
that was why the two of them always seemed to click. They both
wanted the same thing from their friendship, basically just a friend,
and so they got along as well as they did. But despite all this, Mike
felt that Josh was not completely open with him, like there was
something he wasn’t telling him. But this didn’t bother
Mike. He figured Josh would tell him when he was ready and didn’t
press the issue.

As
for Reese, he didn’t know her well enough to be the same kind
of friend for her as he was for Josh and Jen. With most people, he
could read the basic elements of their personality after talking to
them for a few minutes. Not so with Reese. He still didn’t
quite know what to make of her and he found that surprisingly
frustrating. As best as he could tell, she seemed kind of lost, as
strange as that sounded to him, so he tended to take an authoritative
attitude with her and be somewhat bossy. He tried not to be rude,
although he found that hard to do sometimes, but the main reason he
made an effort to get along with her was for Josh’s sake. Why
those two were so close was a mystery to him. 


He
wasn’t sure why these people became his closest friends, these
three personalities that stood out among everyone else he had ever
met. He was always popular, but he did not know and did not question
why he held these minds in particular so close to his heart.

“This
is the Genesis bound for Juneau, I repeat, we have run aground
and require assistance. Is anybody out there? Come back! Over.”

He
released the button on the side of microphone. Raw static hissed out
of the speaker, full of crackle and noise, signifying nothing. Where
was everybody? Had they fallen off the face of the world?

“Do
you have a position for me yet, Jen?”

“No,
I’m sorry, Mike. I’ve got it narrowed down to an area
covering about a hundred square miles. I can’t do any better
than that without the GPS.”

A
hundred square miles. Was that possible? Could the storm really
have thrown them so far off course? The static whispered its nonsense
to him from the speaker, mocking his attempts to make a pattern of
their situation with its hissing chaos. He couldn’t think with
that noise blaring! He pressed the button and broadcast another
message, just to get rid the sound of the static. He cast his radio
voice into the concealing paradox of the daytime darkness.

“This
is the Genesis bound for Juneau, we have run aground and have
injured people with us! We need help! Is anyone out there?”

He
hesitated before releasing the button again. This was becoming too
weird. There should always be someone on the radio at some
bandwidths; the Coast Guard, the Navy, the Carnival cruiseline with
Kathie Lee Gifford and Richard Simmons singing rapturously on the
damn deck, somebody. But only static floated out of the
speakers, as if the darkness outside had turned to sound and answered
his calls with hissing laughter. There was nothing.

Jen
leaned back against the wall. “Well, what do we do now?”

He
sighed with resignation. “We’ll just have to wait it-”

Mike’s
voice was cut off when he heard a sudden click and the static
abruptly stopped. Someone had come on the radio! At last! He rolled
his chair closer to the desktop and waited, but soon he was
disappointed. Only silence now came out of the speakers. But this
made no sense; it was even more confounding than the nonsense static.
The silence meant someone was broadcasting at this frequency. Why
didn’t they talk?

“Hello?
Is anyone there?” Mike called into the microphone, forgetting
for a moment his radio jargon.

Silence.
Nothing. He leaned in closer and brought his ear next to the speaker.
Jen stood behind him, her hands on his shoulders, straining forward
to hear as well. Softly, very softly, they heard a series of clicks
and a strange, humming, softly wailing sound in the background. It
sounded eerie, inhuman. But deeper down, hidden within the wailing,
was it voices? Human voices, several of them, all talking at once? If
so, they were incomprehensible. They could not make out so much as a
single word.

A
loud series of clicks came out of the speaker and they jumped
slightly, startled by the sudden sound. Then the static returned,
filling the cabin with its soft hissing roar, like the sound of the
ocean they had tried so hard to find, returned to them within the
brain of their boat. But they were not relieved. It was the voice of
insensate nothingness to them now, a reminder that they were alone.

“What
was that?” Jen whispered. Her voice was soft and unsteady, the
words barely more than an exhalation through her moving lips. She
could feel her confidence leaving her, all her courage and
self-reliance, she once thought these attributes were the rock-solid
foundation upon which she had built her identity, but now she saw the
darkness pressing against the windows when it should be daytime, she
saw how dry and dead the world outside looked and for the first time
she wondered why, and realized she couldn’t come up with an
explanation. She had never in her life seen a landscape like the one
outside her window now, and the world seemed alien and changed,
unfamiliar and frightening, all her former conceits now seemed hollow
and meaningless. She felt in a place out of her control and for the
first time in her life, she didn’t know what to do.

“Oh
Mike, what have we gotten ourselves into?”

“I
don’t know, Jen,” he replied. “I don’t know.”


7: The Steelriders





Once
again, they all sat on the deck, the four of them in a circle. It
seemed like they always returned to this place and configuration
whenever they were lonely or confused. None of them knew why and
Reese was the only one who did not take the way they assembled here
for granted, although she was so comfortable with it now that she had
come to accept her inability to find the reason why.

But
right now she had other things on her mind. The back of her shirt
stuck to her skin, wet and tacky with blood, and the cuts itched and
stung at the same time. She sat leaning forward with her elbows on
her knees and shifted every few seconds in a futile effort to get
comfortable.

In
a similar way, her mind also could not be made comfortable. Her
thoughts kept shifting back to the storm, and the strange incongruity
in the weather conditions. The heat, the darkness, the thin air, what
did it mean?

“What
do you all think happened during the storm?” she asked finally,
unable to keep her thoughts to herself.

Jen
looked up at her question, a slight sneer on her lips.

“What
do you mean? I told you, it washed us ashore. I mean, where do you
think we are?”

“That’s
not what I mean!” Reese said. She was getting tired of having
to defend her every statement. “I said during the storm.
While we were in it. When the funnel cloud passed over us and…”

She
found she didn’t know how to end that sentence. The memory came
back to her of the wonder she saw at the heart of that tempest, the
light and chaos, frightening and exhilarating at the same time, that
elemental strength. She didn’t have the words to describe it.

Then,
to her surprise, Josh found the words for her.

“And
we saw the unknown.”

“Yes,
that’s it,” she replied. “Unknown and
indescribable.”

Jen
put her hands to her ears. “I can’t listen to this. I
can’t deal with this right now. I just want to get out
of this situation -”

“Jen,
come on, it’ll be okay,” Mike interjected.

“I
just want to get out of here!”

“And
go where?” Reese asked, genuinely curious. “Back on the
ocean?” It occurred to Reese that she and Jen had reversed
roles. Jen was the one making emotional statements and Reese was
analytically picking them apart.

“Yes!
Back on the ocean!” Jen snapped back, obviously furious. Reese
didn’t know if she appreciated their role reversal the way she
did, but she could tell Jen was not taking it in stride.

“Back
on the ocean or back home!” Jen went on. “Or back on our
way to Juneau! Or anywhere! Just not here!”

“Why
not here? Just because we’re stuck or because we don’t
know what’s going on?” Reese’s voice was dry and
hard, yet devoid of malice or spite. She was only cold and curious,
unemotional in that she was also free of negative emotions. She
wanted this insight into Jen’s character, but not to judge her.
If she were forced to say why she wanted to know, Reese may have said
it was so that she could understand human beings better and make
herself a better person. But that would be an incomplete explanation,
because in truth she did not know the whole reason.

“Just
tell me why, Jen.”

“Just
shut up, okay?”

“Hey
come on,” Mike interjected, sounding a little upset. “This
isn’t getting us anywhere. Just leave her alone, Reese.”

Reese
wanted to point out all the times Jen had reacted in a much more
spiteful manner to some of her own idle comments, but she realized
the pointlessness of such pettiness, so she let it pass and went back
to her former question concerning the storm.

“There’s
no way we could have survived being sucked into the tornado like
that.”

“It’s
a waterspout, Reese,” Mike said. “When it’s on the
water, it’s called a waterspout.”

“Whatever
it’s called. It wasn’t a normal storm, that’s all
I’m saying. I mean, did you see those lights…?”

“I
don’t want to talk about this!” Jen broke in. “We
should be finding some way out of this situation. We need to get the
boat loose and get back on the ocean.”

“We
will, Jen,” Josh said. “It’s going to be okay.”

“In
the morning we’ll try the radio again,” Mike said. “And
if that doesn’t work, you and I can start hiking upstream until
we find a road or a town or something.”

“It
should be morning now,” Reese pointed out. “We all saw
the Sun rise.”

“In
the morning we’ll try the radio again,” Mike
repeated. Then he lowered his voice and said “Knock it off,
Reese.”

“But
where are you going to go?” Reese went on despite his warning.
“The nearest town could be a hundred miles away.”

Mike
did not reply, but only looked at Reese with anger in his eyes and
then he slowly shook his head.

Reese
gave up. She had tried to approach the problem realistically, but she
could tell she was only upsetting them, something she had never
intended to do. She felt an involuntary flush of guilt, and as much
as she tried to fight it, she could not help feeling as if she had no
place on this boat with these people, just as she could not help
caring about them in spite of it. Josh had done this to her, had made
her care for them, but she could no more fault him than she could
fault her mother for bringing her into the world.

Throughout
all of this, Josh sat without speaking. He had always been quiet, but
after the Accident, he barely spoke at all. Caught up in Reese’s
thoughts of the storm whirled other ideas, like debris in the funnel
cloud. Had Josh been hurt in the storm? A force that powerful should
have killed them all, and for the second time in his life, did Josh
wonder why he was still alive? Reese wondered what he was thinking.

The
sail, drawn in and tied to the mast, flapped softly in the weak wind.
The darkness, vast and inscrutable, spread out around them. And the
four of them sat in silence for a time.





Mike
sat with his head slightly bowed, as if he were ashamed. His blond
hair was rather long and a gathering of tousled strands fluttered in
the wind against his prominent cheekbones. His blues eyes, deeper and
darker than Josh’s, gazed out ahead of him to the deck of the
boat, not so much focused on the deck itself, but rather they seemed
to peer through the white fiberglass surface, as if looking for some
deeper meaning to it. 


Jen
sat next to Josh, and Mike couldn’t tell who was being
protective of whom from the way they leant in close to one another.
Although he did know their motivations: Jen felt Josh needed
protecting because of his broken body, Josh felt Jen needed
protecting because of her broken heart. Mike was unsure who was more
in the right. Mike sat on the other side of Josh and so faced Jen.
Sitting this way, he sometimes slipped back into his old frame of
mind and he felt the way he did before Reese came around, the old
security in the company of his childhood friends, the ones he trusted
most in the entire world. He thought friendships that developed in
childhood were stronger than any other relationships that came in
life. Although perhaps stronger wasn’t quite the right word, he
thought again. Fiercer perhaps, more intense, more loyal. But he also
knew that childhood friendships had a way of not surviving into
adulthood. That was Mike’s greatest fear now: that they were
drifting apart.

But
all this thought did not help them get out of this situation. He had
wanted this trip to bring them all back together, but it had become a
disaster. How could all his training and experience in sailing lead
them to this? He went back over the last few hours in his mind,
searching for some error in judgment or action on his part. Had he
steered them in the wrong direction during the storm? What had he
done wrong? But much more fundamental questions began to occur to
him. Was he really as skillful and intelligent as he thought he was,
or had he just been exceptionally lucky all these years? Was that why
no grad schools were interested in him, because they saw some flaw or
weakness in him that he was too self-righteous to see?

He
couldn’t find the answer. For the first time in his life, here
was a challenge he couldn’t overcome, now when it really
mattered. He was with his friends, the people who meant the most to
him in his life, a part of his family who depended on him more than
he knew, and now when it really counted he felt he had failed them.

The
soft, shrill cry of the wind rang in his ears. The sail flapped
weakly against the mast and he heard the water rattling the rocks in
the stream. He wanted to block these sounds out, as if silence would
bring clarity for him, as if clarity would give him purpose. He cast
his mind out for silence. He had cringed from it before, but now he
wanted it, he craved it. The unknown was a silent ocean, whose
darkness hid the keys to unanswered questions. He wanted to dive into
that ocean now and surface with some glittering truth that would
deliver them.

He
listened, he focused. That was always the key, to focus his
mind on the problem at hand and the answer always came. His mind was
sharp and analytical, but now it wanted to find that silence and he
wasn’t sure why and he didn’t care.

The
wind, the mast, the moving water beneath them… and something
else. He raised his head slightly and tilted it to one side. His dark
eyebrows drew together. Listening.

A
roar, not dull and insensible like the ocean, but sharp and
sputtering. His eyes widened a bit, exposing more of his ocean-blue
pupils. This was a new sound. It wasn’t there before, he was
sure of it. It took him a moment to realize what it was, but then in
a sudden rush, he knew. It was an engine, and not just one. Several.

He
looked up. In front of him were his friends and the sound came from
beyond them, beyond the railing of the boat and beyond the riverbed,
from out of the deep darkness. Jen sat in front of him with one knee
raised and one finger idly rubbing her lower lip. Josh sat to his
right, his legs stretched out in front of him and his face tilted up
to the sky. And to his left was Reese, with her elbows resting on the
railing behind her. She looked at him with one eyebrow raised as if
to question him. From out of the darkness behind her came the sound,
slowly growing louder. 


He
stood, and then he saw it. A light, tiny and distant, out on the
rocky plains surrounding the riverbed.

“What’s
that?” he said, and pointed.





Jen
stood and so did Reese, their eyes following the direction of his
pointing finger. Josh of course could not stand and he asked, “What
is it?”

“It
sounds like a motorcycle,” Mike said. “Several of them
actually. Can you hear them?”

They
all listened. Jen’s face was passive as she tilted her head to
listen, but when she heard the sound of the engines she straightened
and her eyes widened in surprise. Reese listened for a few moments
longer but she couldn’t hear what they were talking about. She
looked at Josh and he shook his head. He couldn’t hear it
either. She looked up again at the horizon, visible now as the tiny
light marked it with its presence. Something was out there, no doubt
about it.

“Do
you think they know we’re here?” she asked.

“It
looks like they’re coming right at us,” Mike said. “Just
in case though, let’s see if we can flag them down.”

He
took his flashlight out of his pocket and shined it in the direction
of the approaching lights.

“Hey!
Hello! Down here!” he yelled. Jen started yelling as well and
waved her arms over her head. Reese doubted whoever was driving those
motorcycles or whatever they were could actually see or hear them,
they were so far away, but she understood her friends’ need to
do something at a time like this, to feel as if they had some control
over their situation. And regardless of what they were doing, those
lights were getting closer, and now she could see more of
them, five or six lined up on either side of the bright central
point. All of the lights steadily grew brighter and now she could
just barely pick up the characteristic sputtering growl of a
motorcycle engine. All of this had appeared in the space of a few
moments.

Whoever
they are, she thought, they’re coming in fast.

Mike
kept yelling and waving the flashlight, and beside him Jen screamed
and waved her arms over her head, and in a brief moment of fear Reese
wanted to tell them to shut the hell up, that they didn’t know
who these people were and this could be big trouble roaring down on
them. But she also knew they couldn’t sit here forever, they
had to find help from someone. She knew from experience that the
image of bikers as tough, nomadic thugs was just a myth. Many of her
father’s friends had been bikers and she knew that motorcycles
were so expensive nowadays that the only people who could afford them
were upper-middle class, well-paid, professional people, who could
certainly be jerks but were not exactly the kind of group that would
haul them all out of the boat and gang-rape them. But even as her
rational mind told her this, a more intuitive, more emotional part
wanted to scream at her friends to get out of here, leave the boat
and just hide somewhere, anywhere, hurry before they get here.

“They’re
definitely coming this way,” Mike said. “They must see
us.”

“So
there must be a road out there, like a paved highway,” Jen
pointed out. “I mean, they couldn’t drive on the ground,
not with these rocks all over the place. They’d puncture their
tires in no time.”

Mike
stopped yelling and lowered the flashlight to his side. A look of
almost comic surprise flashed over his face, followed by a fiercely
disgusted look.

“Oh
Jesus, you’re right! God, how could I be so stupid? I didn’t
see a road when I went up to look around, so the highway must curve
away from us at some point. They may not see us at all. They could
drive right by us.”

“Then
we just have to go out and flag them down,” Jen replied. She no
longer sounded emotional or upset in the slightest. Now that they
finally had something to do, and it was something immediate and
substantive that could get them out of this situation, she was as
clear-headed and focused as she could be.

So,
with quick energy and enthusiasm, she put one foot on the boat’s
railing and used it to push herself up and over the other side. Her
hair flew out behind her as she jumped and an instant later they
heard a muffled crunch as she landed. As Mike moved to follow her,
Reese cried out to them both.

“Wait!
You guys, this could be really dangerous! You don’t know who
those people are.”

“Just
stay here with Josh, Reese,” Mike yelled back over his shoulder
as he ran away. “We won’t be gone long.”

And
then he was gone. Reese watched as Mike’s dim form slowly
receded into the distance. She could still see his flashlight beam
bobbing away into the darkness as Mike raced across the black plains
towards those approaching lights and whoever was driving the vehicles
that bore them. Why did those two always think they were so damn
invincible? She had never encountered anyone with as much confidence
as they had, but to her, flagging down strange bikers in a queerly
pitch-black day out in the middle of nowhere went beyond confidence
into near-insanity.

“They’ll
be okay, Reese,” Josh said from behind her. “Believe me,
those two know how to handle themselves.”

“I
hope so,” she replied.





Jen
was already well ahead of Mike. She had scrambled out of the riverbed
by the time Mike had jumped off the boat. Mike tried to keep the
flashlight beam pointed ahead of them so they could avoid anything
that could trip them up, but it was difficult to do that while he
ran.

Running
itself was difficult as well, and it had nothing to do with the
quality of their running surface. He had barely gone a hundred yards
before he was out of breath, and again he was struck by the thinness
of the air. He could hear Jen gasping as she slowed her pace and
settled into a jog beside him. Whether it was for his company or
because she was tiring out, he didn’t know.

“Jesus,
my legs are already burning!” she said between gasps. Mike felt
it too, his oxygen-deprived leg muscles felt like they were on fire.
And how far had they gone? Certainly not even a quarter of a mile
yet. The air was astoundingly thin. His lungs burned just as badly as
his legs and his throat felt raw. This had never happened to him
before; he kept himself in good shape and even on the tallest
mountain he had ever ascended, at an altitude of about twelve
thousand feet, he could still run further than this before he burned
out. It was bizarre.

“All
right!” he cried out finally. “Stop for a minute! I’ve
got to rest.”

“So
do I,” Jen said and trotted to a halt. “God, what is with
this air?”

Mike
shook his head. They’d been over this before. He didn’t
know then and he didn’t know now. Right now all he wanted was
to catch his breath. A drink of water wouldn’t be half bad
either, but all of their bottled water was back on the boat.

Something
occurred to him now.

“You
don’t think we’ll have any trouble finding our way back,
do you? I know we should have thought of this before we left, but it
is really dark out and the idea of getting lost out here doesn’t
really appeal to me.”

“Of
course we won’t,” Jen replied. “The ground is
perfectly flat and we can see the signal lights on the boat. Reese
won’t know to turn them on, but Josh will tell her. We won’t
get lost. Where are those motorcycles now? Do you see any sign of a
highway?”

He
looked around and it was just more of the same nothing. No highway.
But the lights were much closer and so was the sound of the engines.
Now it was a racket in his ears, not really loud just yet, but
getting there. And he could see more lights, maybe as many as a
dozen, and they weren’t all motorcycles. He could distinctly
see a pair of headlights moving together in a way that could only
suggest a car or a truck, something with two headlights mounted on
the front of it anyway.

He
was relieved at the size of the group of vehicles. If it were only
two or three bikes together he would have been reluctant to ask them
for help, but a group this large could only mean they were on their
way to a party or a convention or something, and that meant they were
more likely a simple group of enthusiasts than a gang or something.
And just the fact of their presence indicated there must be a town or
at least a gas station nearby, someplace with a phone. Mike had a
cell phone back on the boat but it never worked when they were this
far from a major city. And even if the bikers didn’t give them
a ride (although he saw no reason why they wouldn’t), a highway
was at least a sign of civilization, something they could follow to
find help.

Jen
was shaking her head.

“Something
isn’t right,” she said.

“What?”
Mike replied.

“Don’t
you think they should have turned in another direction by now if the
road curves away from us at some point? I mean, they’re much
closer but they’re still pointed in our direction.”

“It’s…
I don’t know, it’s probably just our perspective. I bet
we’re closer to the road than we think.”

“I
don’t see a road out here, Mike.”

“It
has to be there. You said yourself, they couldn’t just drive on
the ground.”

“I
know but… I just don’t like it,” Jen said, shaking
her head slowly.

“Well,
why?”

“I
don’t know why. I just don’t.”

“It’s
the darkness,” Mike said. “It’s creeping me out
too. Let’s just start walking that way. They probably won’t
see us anyway, but we can watch where they go and that will show us
where the road is. When the weather clears up we can try the radio
again, and if it doesn’t work we’ll follow the road until
we get to a gas station or something. Sound like a plan?”

Jen
nodded. “Sounds like a plan,” she said.

“‘Kay,
let’s do it.”

They
set out again, walking side by side. Before long and before they even
realized they were doing it, they were holding hands. As they walked
the lights ahead of them grew closer and closer, and they did not
change direction.

Mike
was a little surprised when he realized they were holding hands, and
even more surprised at how naturally it had happened, and how Jen had
accepted it so easily. She had been so distant lately, except for
that one time during the storm when she had clung to him out of fear.
But now it felt so natural, so comfortable to walk hand in hand like
this, and he was glad they had this moment together.

He
looked behind him. He could just barely see the top of the mast
rising out of the riverbed. He had been right before, if it weren’t
for the mast, a pale line just barely visible in the darkness, they
would never find their way back. 


He
looked ahead of them. The lights were closer, much closer, and they
had not changed direction. In fact, the vehicles carrying those
lights were approaching them faster than ever. The sound of the
motorcycles was becoming loud in his ears and now he could see a
great cloud of glittering dust rising behind the crowd of vehicles,
glowing red as it reflected the glare from the taillights.

Then
a realization came to him, sudden and undeniable.

“Jen,
there’s no road out here. They’re driving right on the
ground.”

She
looked at him, her wide eyes reflecting the light from the flashlight
and the lights from the approaching vehicles.

“How
can that be?” she asked.

“I
don’t know. I don’t know what’s happening,”
he responded.

They
waited, frozen with indecision, hand in hand like children in a fairy
tale. They had walked toward these lights so innocently, actually ran
to them, tempted by some faith in human beings and in the rightness
of the world. They could not conceive of anything going radically
wrong with either one of those tenants that were so fundamental to
their worldview. That everything could change so suddenly and
completely, it was inconceivable.

The
plains were wide open and perfectly flat. There was nowhere to run or
hide. All they could do was watch as the lights overran the horizon,
and then became the horizon, and then the world itself.





And
then the vehicles were all around them. The dead silence was
obliterated by a violent, crushing chaos of roaring engines and tires
grinding on rock. The cloud of dust swirled around them and with it
came the lights, blurred and refracted through the dust so that it
was impossible to tell one vehicle from the next, only that some were
motorcycles and some were big vehicles like squat, blocky trucks. The
dust stuck to their eyes like daggers and choked off their breath,
making them cough and cover their mouths and noses with their hands.

The
tires rang on the rocks like a chain drawn across corrugated steel
and the rocks kicked up by the tires flew through the dusty air. One
of them struck Jen on the upper arm and she cried out in pain and
surprise. She clamped her hand over the spot where the rock struck
her and felt blood pooling in her palm and running between her
fingers. The pain shot through her arm like an injection and mingled
with a rush of adrenaline, making her electrified, overly aware. The
lights seemed brighter, more intense. She was overwhelmed by an urge
to run, to start a fight, to do something, anything.

The
motorcycles curved around them into a circle, the rear tires kicking
up sprays of rocks and dust. She couldn’t clearly make out the
drivers in the dusty, glowing air, but they were large hulking forms.
It looked like some of the motorcycles had two riders, while others
carried only one. They surrounded her and Mike completely. They had
no way to escape. How could they have run right into this the way
they did, like animals into a trap? But as guilty and stupid as she
felt right now, she could not help but wonder how she or anyone could
have expected this kind of insanity. This kind of thing just didn’t
happen.

And
then in a fresh burst of horror, a new thought came to her.

Josh.
Oh God, I hope they don’t see the boat. I’ve got to lead
them away from him somehow.

A
thousand fears came to her mind. Rape, abuse, murder, horrors she
never would have dreamed could happen to her or her friends. But this
one blazing moment had opened all kinds of new doors in her mind,
doors that opened upon possibilities she had never dreamed existed.

One
of the motorcycles drew to a halt, and then another did as well, and
another. Their tires ground in the rocky Earth as the brakes
squealed. Soon the whole company of them was still, though the
engines were still running. Jen could hear them growling like beasts
behind the wall of dust and she could see their dark forms, though
only indistinctly. The motorcycles had come to rest in a circle
surrounding them. All of them faced inward and she could sense the
riders watching them.

And
then one of the riders stepped off his bike and walked toward them.
Jen saw him take off his helmet and hang it on the bars of his
motorcycle, and then his blocky form striding through the dust. The
many headlights shining into the airborne dust, turning the world
around them into a glittering, uniform glow, silhouetted him.

The
rider stopped about ten feet away from them. Jen gripped her bicep
where the stone had cut her. She felt blood running down her arm. How
did they look to this man? It was a man standing there. She
had never seen a woman with shoulders so broad, and he had a
characteristically masculine swagger. He stood there for a few
moments, nothing more. Watching them. The growling of the engines
went on and on, never wavering. It seemed to cut right into her
skull.

The
dust slowly settled out of the air. The unwavering wind carried it
away and as it did her vision of the people around her cleared. The
rider who had dismounted was a middle-aged man of average height; he
was only a few inches taller than Jen. He had dark hair that was
turning to the color of ashes and piercing dark eyes like two black
specks set in his broad square face. He had a solid, compact body, so
much as she could tell, but the clothing he wore made it difficult.
In spite of the sweltering heat, the man was covered from neck to toe
in thick, bulky clothing. It had a camouflage print to it that was
set in black and gray. This did not surprise her, she was quite fond
of camouflage print clothing herself. What did surprise her were the
plates of metal strapped to the man’s legs, arms and shoulders.
The plates on his shoulders were covered in spikes. And over his
chest was hung what looked like a vest made of chain mail, hundreds
of little metal rings linked together in a swath that swept
diagonally across the front of his heavy shirt.They were all dressed
like him, the whole group of them. The figures behind the headlights
were difficult to see, but she could just catch the glint of a metal
plate here, and the glitter of chain mail there. Helmets gazed at
them emptily from atop broad shoulders and the camouflage they wore
blended their images into the dramatic lights and shadows around
them.

Jen
could sense great authority and focus in the man who stood watching
them and she understood immediately that if these people had a
leader, this would be him. The man himself confirmed this as he
raised his right arm and then brought it down in a sweeping arc, and
the whole encircling group of riders shut off the engines of their
motorcycles all at once. Silence crashed down on them. After the
earsplitting roar the engines had made, their deafened ears could no
longer hear the sound of the wind.

The
leader spoke.

“Who
are you to come into our territory, to the lands you know belong to
us?”

Jen
was taken aback, not just by the oddness of the question but also by
the man’s voice. He had a heavy accent, one she could not quite
identify and she could barely understand him. If she had to take a
guess she would say it was like a Southern accent, but that wasn’t
quite right. It was even closer to the way Reese used to speak, but
again not quite the same. It was thicker, the vowels were pronounced
more deeply and drawn out, and it made the man sound more intelligent
than perhaps he was, like a British accent. It was not an effect she
felt a Southern or Midwestern accent produced. To her, that kind of
accent sounded stupid, but she only had to look into the man’s
face to know that the leader of these people was far from stupid.

Fortunately,
Mike answered him. She was still too surprised to speak.

“Um,
we’re sorry. We’re kind of lost. We were just looking for
some help, just some directions maybe and we’ll-”

“Where
do you come from? What tribe?” The man interrupted him, his
voice rising in anger.

Mike
stammered at the question. “I… I…” 


Jen
was supremely relieved Mike didn’t mention the boat. She hoped
these people didn’t know about it and wouldn’t find out.
Her mind filled with thoughts of Josh.

The
leader advanced on them. In four broad steps, he traversed the
distance between them and stood directly in front of Mike. He didn’t
even glance in Jen’s direction.

“Your
clothing, the way you talk, you’re from Down Below aren’t
you?”

Jen’s
sense of danger grew. Her heart pounded in her chest as her thoughts
raced to find a way out of this.

“Why
have you come up here?” the man went on. “Did you come to
steal more from us? Haven’t you and your kind taken enough from
us already?”

Her
fear finally catalyzed into anger and Jen spoke up.

“Look,
I don’t know who you think we are, but we are just trying to
find a way out of here! We are not a threat to you. We’re
stranded here and we’re looking for help!”

The
man’s head turned on the stump of his neck and his eyes locked
onto her. His face was full of surprise and what looked like disgust.
She met his gaze directly; she wasn’t going to let him
intimidate them anymore. Enough was enough.

The
movement of the man’s hand was almost too quick to see. His
right arm flashed out and caught her back-handed across the face.
Stars exploded across her field of vision and a shocked, gruntlike
cry of pain and surprise escaped her. And then she hit the ground.
She hadn’t even felt herself fall. She tasted blood.

She
heard Mike’s outraged cry and her vision cleared enough to see
him strike out at the man, a fast, somewhat clumsy punch. The older
man blocked it easily and struck Mike in the face, sending him
sprawling into the rocks.

Then
the leader turned. Jen saw a long metal object strapped across his
back, like a gun. A big one. She saw an equally impressive pistol
jutting from a holster in his belt. She heard him speak softly.

“They
send children up to spy on us. They let their women speak so.
Barbarians.”

Then
he raised his voice and shouted an order. It didn’t seem
directed at anyone in particular.

“Lock
them up!”

She
heard the sound of feet running across the rocks, a rapid crunching
sound. Then several strong arms grabbed her and pulled her to her
feet. Pure rage, bright as the Sun, exploded in her.

“Get
your hands off me! You bastards! We came here looking for help!”
She shot a glare into the face of one of the men holding her. “Don’t
touch me you piece of shit!” Pure hate was in her voice.

The
man’s face twisted in surprise and his hold on her arm
loosened. She tore it free with savage pleasure and jerked her elbow
back into the man’s face. The sound of his nose breaking was
like sweet, sweet music to her ears.

Then
someone punched her in the stomach. Someone else, she thought it was
the man whose nose she had just broken, punched her across the head
and she fell to the ground, where the sharp stones cut her face. She
was kicked in the kidneys, kicked in the stomach. A hail of blows
fell down on her. She curled into the fetal position and tried as
best as she could to shield her face with her arms. All she could see
and feel were stars, blackness and sudden pain.

Then
a voice, loud and booming like the voice of God, unmistakably
masculine, shouted an order. Of course, it was the leader.

“Enough!
You go too far! Cage her!”

The
blows stopped, all in an instant. The terseness of the commands was
not lost on her, or the instantaneous obedience. She lowered her arms
from her face just enough to see him. He was watching her, his hands
on his hips. No emotion whatsoever showed on his face. Then he turned
his back on her. As the strong hands grabbed her again, none too
gently this time, she saw the big gun strapped to his back. And as
they dragged her away, she focused her vision and her thoughts on
this gun. She absorbed every detail of its design, imprinted it on
her brain. It was like no gun she had ever seen before. It was a long
thin block of metal, shiny and white, and was molded and shaped in a
complex design. She focused her will upon it, every ounce of her rage
and her hate, and a single thought of burning clarity came to her:

You
better hope I never get my hands on that, you bastard.

And
then they threw her into the back of one of the big truck-like
vehicles, into a big box of metal wire. A cage, just like the leader
had said. And Mike was there. He touched her gently but she jerked
away from him. She would not suffer human contact now, not when she
was filled with such pure anger and hatred. She would not risk
hurting someone she cared about again, not when she wanted so badly
to hurt someone she hated.

Mike
spoke to her. “God Jen, are you okay? Are you hurt?” She
couldn’t answer him. She had no breath. She tasted blood and
fury.

“Jen,
I’m so sorry. I got us into this, this is all my fault. I’m
so sorry.”

She
had no comfort to give him. It was not inside her. She heard the
motorcycles roar back to sputtering life. She heard the doors of the
truck open and then slam shut, and sensed in her peripheral vision
two men sitting in the seats in front of them, the only two seats in
the vehicle. She felt the truck start to move and the wind flow over
her. And she felt her rage crack. A greater concern, a greater
obsession, intruded upon her thoughts.

Josh.

She
looked up and around. Ahead of them, through the windshield, she saw
the thin white form of the mast. It seemed to rise out of the black
ground as they drew closer to it. 


No.
Oh no.

Reese.
She was the only one who could protect Josh now. Desperately Jen
tried to think of some way they could escape. She framed a scenario
in her mind and wished there were some way she could send her
thoughts ahead of them and tell Reese what to do.

See
them coming, Reese. Pay attention and see them coming. Hide Josh
below deck, but don’t run away! Let them think you’re the
only one there. Just let them take you and put you in with us. Then
at least Josh will be safe and we can figure out how to get out of
this.

It
seemed they covered the distance to the boat in seconds. Jen’s
heart pounded in her chest.

No
time, not enough time.

She
half expected to see Reese and Josh still lounging around on the
deck. The headlights of the trucks and motorcycles around them
illuminated the riverbed and she could see the boat easily. A glimmer
of hope came to her, offering the promise of sweet relief. They
weren’t there. Josh and Reese were nowhere to be seen.

The
driver of the truck-like vehicle got out and so did his passenger,
slamming the doors behind them. They left the vehicle just as they
had entered it and driven to this place: without a word.

Several
men walked into her field of vision; she could only see what was
going on through the windshield. They marched into the riverbed and
stood there for a few moments, craning their heads up and looking at
the boat. They seemed to talk amongst themselves. The leader was with
them and again Jen was struck by the way the men acted around him,
the deferent way they presented themselves to him. Their heads bowed,
they approached the leader and spoke, as if they were asking a
question, and then they listened attentively to his responses, never
interrupting him, only nodding and blinking their eyes in the harshly
lit, dusty air. The leader seemed to have an absolute authority over
these people, an ironclad control, and Jen wondered again just who
these people were. Some kind of cult? A bunch of radical militiamen?
Their style of clothing seemed to indicate the latter: the camouflage
fatigues, the metal armor, the leader’s guns.

The
guns. Jen realized none of the other men carried any, just the
leader. She looked around again and confirmed it with her eyes: all
the rest of the men were unarmed. None of them had guns of their own,
none that she could see anyway. What did that mean? And why were they
all just standing there looking at the boat? Hadn’t they ever
seen a boat before?

The
leader said something and pointed at the boat. The men began to climb
up the side of it.

Oh
God no, don’t do that, Jen thought, even though she had
expected them to search the boat when she first knew they were headed
towards it.

A
sudden realization came to her. They knew we were here. They came
straight for us, they knew right where to find us. How?

The
men wandered around on the deck, on the boat that belonged to her
friend, a place they had no business being. This outraged her more
than she would have thought possible. It felt like such a violation
seeing them rummage around in the cabin and picking through the stray
items left on deck.

She
heard Mike speaking beside her.

“God,
I hope Josh and Reese are hiding. I hope they don’t find them.”

She
almost told him to shut up, as if his mention of Josh and Reese would
make the bikers aware of them, even though they could not possibly
hear Mike since all the bikers were down in the riverbed. She had to
force herself to calm down. Her concern for Josh was getting her all
worked up. She realized she was clenching the wire of their cage so
hard her knuckles had turned white. She forced herself to release her
grip. It took a surprising amount of effort and when she looked at
her hands she saw the impressions of the wires in her skin.

“They’ll
be all right,” she said. “They have to be all right.”

One
of the men emerged from the cabin carrying the radio. He paused to
pry the antenna off the cabin’s roof and then carried the whole
assembly over to the side of the boat and dropped it into the arms of
another man waiting there.

They’re
looting us, Jen thought with disgust. But at the same time, she
made an association. She looked at the dashboard and hanging beneath
it was a black rectangular device like a CB.

The
radio.

She
thought of the strange silence, the clicking sounds and the faint
voices they had heard when they tried to call for help on their own
radio. It seemed like years ago. But one question was answered, sort
of. She knew how the bikers had discovered their presence, but not
how they had found them. Mike had not radioed their position; Jen
couldn’t find it, and anyway he wouldn’t have until he
got a response. But she also knew there were ways to track a radio
signal, even if she herself did not know how it was done.

The
man who had scavenged the radio was walking down the length of the
boat, but about three-quarters of the way down he stopped. Jen knew
what he had found.

The
hatch.

She
cursed silently as the man lifted the hatchway door. The man gestured
to one of his cohorts and together the two of them disappeared down
the hatch. Jen stared at the boat, spellbound. A thousand different
fears ran through her mind at once. She tried to think of some way,
some course of action by which she could get them out of this
situation, but there was nothing. The door to their cage was securely
locked. The gang of bikers surrounding them consisted of about two
dozen people, any one of them could tackle her if she tried to
escape. She hoped, she prayed they would not find Josh or
Reese on the boat. Could Reese have hauled Josh and his wheelchair
off the boat and hidden somewhere in the time they were gone? Almost
certainly not. They wouldn’t have had enough time and Josh’s
wheelchair couldn’t possibly roll over this ground. The surface
was too rough and the rocks would have torn the tires to shreds. Jen
wondered again how these motorcycles and other vehicles could drive
on this surface.

Long
seconds ticked by, each one marked by the attenuated beats of her
broken heart. Mike sat beside her, cross-legged, silent, fearful. He
was more afraid for his friends’ safety than his own. Jen knew
this and wished there was some way she could convey to him how that
made her feel, but she could no more do that than she could break
free of the cage that bound them.

Come
on, she thought. Come back up, come back up without them.
The waiting was killing her. Her heartbeat sped up, racing ahead of
sluggish time. She was gripped by a powerful urge to urinate, just
like when she was a little girl playing hide-and-go-seek. She was
always caught, every time, because she always had to leave her hiding
place and go pee. She could never stand the suspense of waiting.

Then,
finally, an arm rose out of the hatch and the man it belonged to
appeared. By his other arm, he dragged Reese behind him.

No,
oh no.

Then
the other man rose out of the hatch, carrying Josh. Even within the
cage, Jen could hear Reese screaming.

“He
can’t walk! Leave him alone! Don’t you understand? He’s
a paraplegic, he can’t walk! You bastards!”

Oh
no, oh no, oh no…

The
man dragged Josh across the deck, unmindful of Reese’s screams.
Josh struggled against his captor, pushing at his arms and to Jen’s
surprise, he broke free and tumbled to the deck. He tried to scramble
away by dragging himself along with his arms. Jen thought he was
going for the roll of chain lying on the deck, possibly to use as a
weapon. The man caught up to him easily, grabbed him under the
shoulders and threw him over the side of the boat.

Jen
screamed. “No! Oh God!”

She
turned away and buried her face in Mike’s shoulder. She
couldn’t bear to see him land. She was weeping. Josh was dead,
she was sure of it, the fall would kill him, he would break his neck
or his back. She had done it again, she had led him into death’s
arms and no miracles would draw him back this time.

She
felt Mike’s hands stroking her hair. She heard him speaking.

“It’s
okay, Jen, he’s all right. I can see him moving. He’s
okay.”

Mike’s
voice was steady and insistent. “He’s okay.” How
could he be so strong at a time like this?

She
raised her head and looked. Josh lay facedown in the rocks by the
stranded boat. For a moment she thought Mike had lied to her, that
Josh really was dead, then she saw him haul himself up onto his
elbows, fall down and then push himself back up again. On the boat,
Reese screamed and cursed as she fought the man who held her. She
looked almost as outraged as Jen felt. The man holding Reese pushed
her over the boat’s railing, but instead of falling over, she
got one foot on the railing and managed to jump over it. She landed
on her feet but went sprawling as soon as she hit the ground. She was
back up in an instant and scrambled over to Josh. She put her hands
on his shoulders and leant over him protectively, and together the
two of them looked out, bewildered and frightened, at the lights and
the dark faces of the men who surrounded them.

The
men ran to them, separating themselves from the embrace of the
darkness. One man took Reese by the arms and dragged her away, while
another two took Josh by each arm and carried him off.

Jen
was in agony. She couldn’t believe this was happening. You read
about terrorists and political radicals taking people hostage, but
that always happened in places far away, in some Third World country.
It didn’t happen here, not in America or Canada. She began to
see her whole life as a comfortable illusion, a running dream. And
now she had awakened into a nightmare.

She
heard voices behind and outside of her cage: yelling, rustling, a
female voice raised in protest. Then something banged on the outside
of the truck, followed by several loud clicking sounds and the door
in the back of the cage opened and the men shoved a shouting, cursing
Reese into the cage with them. Josh followed close behind her and he
was strangely silent and passive in the arms of his captors. The door
slammed shut behind them and the four of them were together once
again. 


“Josh,
are you all right?” Jen said, her voice full of her emotions.
She crawled over to him, pushing between Reese and Mike. It was now
very crowded in the cage.

“I’m
okay, Jen,” Josh said. “I’m all right, really.”

Jen
looked him over, examining the cuts and bruises on his arms and
feeling over his clothing for any spots that were wet with blood. She
didn’t find any but it was hard to tell how severely he was
injured beneath his clothing.

“Take
your pants off, Josh,” she said, thinking of how easily a cut
or laceration could get infected and he wouldn’t even feel it
on his legs or his buttocks. “Take off your shirt too.”
She started to unbutton the fly of his jeans.

Josh
pushed her hands away. “I’m fine, Jen! We can worry about
me later. We need to stay calm now, okay?” He was breathing
heavily. The fall had winded him.

“Josh,
if you got cut on your legs,” she protested. “It could
get infected and we might not be able to get you any antibiotics. It
could-”

“It’s
all right Jen,” Reese said. She sounded winded too. The effort
of screaming at the bikers had made her short of breath. “I saw
him fall and looked over him after he landed. He landed on his side.
He didn’t get any cuts on his legs. He’s actually better
off than I was after I fell. Remember? He landed better, he’ll
be okay.”

“Oh,
you don’t know!” Jen snapped, but it was only a reflex,
the automatic way she responded to Reese, something she forgot to
repress in her panic and fear for Josh.

“I
do know,” Reese said, undaunted. “His jeans aren’t
torn. Remember how badly my jacket was torn up? A rock would have to
tear through his jeans to cut his skin and they’re intact.
He’ll be okay.”

Jen
was about to protest again, but Josh put his hands on her shoulders
and looked her in the eyes.

“I’m
okay Jen,” he said. “I just got a few cuts on my arms,
but other than that I’m fine. Okay?”

She
had to accept it; they were right. Josh would know better than anyone
if he was hurt. She was calming down, her panic was fading.

“Okay,”
she said. “Okay, you’re right.”

“Okay,”
Josh agreed and hugged her tightly. Then he saw the bruises on her
face and the blood on her mouth. “Now what happened to you? Did
they hit you?”

“Guys,
something’s happening,” Mike said. He was looking out the
windshield and watching the bikers loot the boat. But now the leader
was yelling at them to move away and the men were scrambling to pick
up the last few bits of their booty and carry them back to their
waiting vehicles.

Jen
turned and looked, as did Josh and Reese. The leader was yelling
commands and gesticulating with his arms and all around him the men
ran to obey his orders. He moved back and forth in their field of
vision through the windshield and they could see the sweat glistening
on his face. Again, Jen wondered why he was dressed that way. She
guessed he wore all that heavy clothing to protect himself from rocks
flying up from the tires of the other motorcycles when they were
riding, but this explanation seemed incomplete to her. His uniform
(and it did seem like a uniform, despite all the metal armor and
chain mail) seemed to have a darker, more militaristic purpose. She
thought again of a militia. They did live out here in what was
apparently a wilderness, as strange as the land seemed to her, but
she expected a militia group would fear they were agents of the
government. Is that what he meant by “Down Below,” the
government of the lower forty-eight states?

The
leader stopped pacing. All the men had left the riverbed and returned
to their respective motorcycles or four-wheeled vehicles. The leader
now stood directly in front of the boat. They watched him, waiting
for what he would do next. None of them spoke. It was obvious the
leader meant to do something and all they could do was wait and see
what happened.

The
leader took the big gun strapped across his back. He pointed it at
the boat, holding and aiming it exactly as he would a shotgun.

“Just
what the hell does he think he’s doing?” Mike said. He
sounded like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The leader
was going to shoot his boat? What the hell was he doing that for?

The
leader fired.

They
heard a loud, rough-sounding report, a sound like a Herculean cough
from the throat of a giant, followed by an intense, blinding flash of
green light. At the same instant, the boat exploded.

A
pillar of fire burst out and up from the center of the boat. The mast
snapped away like a twig, flew twenty feet through the air and landed
with an extended splash in the shallow river. Bits of flaming debris
flew through the air: wood, glass, metal, plastic. The explosion was
reflected and refracted in every shiny black stone, such that the
bright orange glow was cast in a glittering net across the ground,
and deeper into the lower layers of rock; the orange light penetrated
into the prismatic stone so far that it seemed the explosion was cast
downwards as well as upwards, into the very Earth itself.

“Oh…
my… God!” Mike exclaimed. Jen flinched back at the sound
of the explosion. They had this kind of firepower? These paranoid,
jack-booted fanatics? It was mind-boggling, terrifying.

We
are in so much trouble, she thought. Oh God we are in so much
trouble here.

The
debris fell to Earth with a soft clattering sound, while the pillar
of fire broke apart and disintegrated in the thin air. The broken
body of the boat, now split in two midway between the bow and the
stern, slumped to the ground as the force of the explosion left it.
The sleek white beauty of its form was utterly obliterated. What
remained was a blackened, flaming, sunken ruin. In a matter of
seconds, a graceful craft with the power to course the ocean’s
surface had been blasted away, and what was left could barely be
distinguished from the dead Earth around it.

The
four of them watched in shocked silence as the leader turned his back
on the smoldering wreckage of the boat and trudged his way out of the
riverbed. He didn’t even turn and look at the destruction he
had wrought as he left. He slung the gun over his shoulder and walked
with an even, casual gait back to his motorcycle, where he calmly
donned his helmet, kicked-started his motorcycle, and with a wave of
his hand commanded his group to leave.

The
driver and his passenger re-entered the truck-like vehicle, slamming
the doors shut behind them. With the swift, controlled movements of a
well-trained soldier, the driver started the engine and drove the
truck around in the direction of the departing motorcycles. The cloud
of dust kicked up by the vehicles ahead of them glowed red through
the windshield.

Jen
crawled to the front of the cage so that she could speak directly
into the driver’s ear. Her face throbbed where the leader had
struck her.

“Tell
me who you are,” she whispered. “Just tell me that. What
do you people call yourselves?”

The
man looked at her in the rearview mirror. He had wide dark eyes that
looked almost childlike and innocent. His eyebrows were thick and set
rather high on his forehead. Then his face tilted upwards and she saw
two rivulets of blood running out of his smashed nose. He grinned,
showing his large, bloodstained teeth.

“We’re
the Steelriders, hon,” he said. “And these are our lands
you’re trespassing in.”

The
linked wire of the cage cast criss-crossing shadows across Jen’s
face, black lines in the red light. Her eyes were wide open; she saw
insanity in the driver’s grin. She said nothing more, nor did
anyone else. The sound of a human voice was not heard by anyone in
the truck as they rode after the battalion of motorcycles, into the
desert of the dark.





8: The Camp





The
Steelriders drove for a long while. Jen didn’t wear a watch, so
she had no way to tell for sure, but it felt like they rode for
hours. She knew this didn’t mean much. She had once read about
an experiment where researchers had placed individuals alone in
darkened rooms with no watches or clocks or any way to tell time for
a short while; an hour, perhaps two. When they let them out of the
room, the researchers asked those individuals how much time they
thought had passed, and invariably each person thought they’d
been confined for a longer period of time than they were in reality.
A person left in the room for two hours might think they were in
there for eight. A person’s perception of time was often
different than its actual passage. She tried to keep this in mind as
the truck bumped and jolted across the rocky ground on its way to
their unknown destination.

Josh
sat across from Jen at the rear of the cage. He seemed to watch the
black landscape roll by outside their cage. In the darkness, it was
difficult to see where they were going, but the headlights provided
enough light to see the barren black hills rolling by beneath the
slightly lighter sky.

They
couldn’t tell if they were going north, south, east or west.
Their compass was probably lying somewhere in the pile of ashes that
used to be the boat. The clouds covered the stars, so none of them
could see the patterns that would guide their way. Only the
Steelriders seemed to know which way to go. They drove together in a
strangely uniform pattern from which no one deviated. They turned
around hills and valleys in perfect formation, moving in perfect
synchronicity like a flock of birds or a school of fish.

The
Steelriders had four trucks and they drove around the motorcycles in
a diamond formation. Jen, Josh, Mike and Reese rode in the truck at
the tail end of the diamond, right in the middle of the cloud of dust
kicked up by the vehicles ahead of them. The dust coated their skin
and dried up their eyes and the insides of their nostrils. They
coughed, blinked and scratched at their noses, all the time tasting
the bitter, coarse dust in their mouths. Any one of them would have
given anything for a drink of water or a wet washcloth, anything to
wash away the tortuous dust. The men up front had to be suffering as
much as they were, but if so the men made no mention of it. They sat
up front in stony silence.

After
a time the radio startled them with a series of sharp, static clicks.
The man in the passenger seat turned one of the radio’s knobs
and a few seconds later the leader’s voice came out of the
speaker, sounding tinny and hollow.

“Come
to a halt and cut your engines and lights.”

The
force of deceleration pulled them forward as the driver obeyed the
leader’s command. The whole group halted in the lee of a low
hill and as they turned off their lights a complete and smothering
darkness fell over them. The darkness and the choking dust sent a
suffocating sensation over the four of them and Jen had to shut her
eyes and fight off an urge to start kicking at the door to their cage
and screaming. After several moments, she managed to calm down enough
to open her eyes again.

Mike,
Josh, and Reese looked like a group of human-shaped shadows to her
eyes and Jen could hear them breathing and coughing. The men up front
were more difficult to see, as the thick wire of the cage obscured
them.

“What
are we stopping for?” Jen asked. She left the question hanging
in the air, open to anyone who wanted to answer it. But since her
friends did not know and the men up front apparently did not care, no
one answered her.

If
it had felt like time’s rate of passage had slowed when they
were moving, it now seemed to come to a halt, just as the vehicles
had halted. No one moved, it seemed no one breathed, as they waited
for something to happen. Jen’s heart hammered in her chest, but
it felt strangely disconnected from her somehow, as if she were
hearing a drum pounding far off in the distance.They waited. Seconds
ticked by in the sweltering darkness. Jen felt sweat running down her
face and sides. She had never thought a cool shower would feel as
good as one would right now. 


Then
Reese looked up suddenly, and leant in close to Jen.

“There,”
Reese whispered and pointed. “The lights. It’s another
group of them.”

Jen
looked where Reese pointed. She saw a row of lights slowly moving
across the horizon and she could hear the grating, buzz-saw noise of
several motorcycle engines. She didn’t know how to feel at the
sight of them. She’d felt hope when she first caught sight of
the Steelriders and look how that had turned out. But a strong part
of her insisted that normalcy was still a part of the world and maybe
whoever created those lights on the horizon would help them, if they
could see them.

But
the Steelriders apparently did not want to be seen. They sat behind
the hill with their lights off and their engines shut down, silent
and motionless. The lights on the horizon came no closer. They
crawled across their field of view and then vanished behind some low
hills to their right. A few moments later the leader’s
motorcycle roared back to life and at this signal the whole company
of them kick-started their motorcycles and the drivers started up
their trucks. Their lights flooded out into the darkness and then
they were on their way once again, plowing through darkness and dust.

Josh
leaned back against the cage and reached out his arms to grasp the
wire on either side of him to try to stabilize himself against the
bumps and jolts the truck hit as it traveled across the unpaved
ground. Across from him, Jen sat up, reached out and gripped the wire
with her arms spread in the same manner, such that Reese and Mike sat
within the span of their arms.

The
Steelriders drove on, blasting away the night with their lights and
their noise, only to have the night close in behind them and reclaim
its spot of darkness on the Earth.

The
four friends sat quietly in their cage. Their perceptions of the
passage of time kept lying to them, making them feel as if the whole
spans of their lives were spent inside a cage.

But
finally, after only God knew how long, the caravan of vehicles came
to a halt, but not to hide from lights on the horizon. They had
reached their destination.

Jen
sat up and looked over driver’s shoulder and through the
windshield. She saw the company of motorcycles ahead of them, the
human forms perched atop the motorcycles like Valkyries on their
horses, and the other three trucks surrounding them, all bathed in
red light from the vehicles’ taillights. Beyond them, nestled
in the shadow of a low valley, stood a gathering of tents all glowing
from within. The fabric of the tents rippled and flapped in the
unsettling wind. She could see the shadows of human beings moving
through the camp, but she could not see the individuals themselves,
probably due to the camouflage they wore blending their images into
the flowing lights and shadows.

“Jesus,
there’s a whole crowd of them,” Jen whispered. Mike, Josh
and Reese had leaned in close behind her and the four of them crowded
together at the front of the cage. They watched as three figures
separated from the camp of moving shadows and approached the caravan
of motorcycles. One of the figures hailed the leader, approached him
and spoke with him for a time. They couldn’t hear what the two
men said over the rumble of the motorcycle engines, but after a few
moments the man walked away and the caravan moved into the valley.
Jen felt a lift in her stomach as the truck moved down the incline
into the valley, a sensation not unlike taking a plunge on a roller
coaster, and then they rode among the glowing tents and the
overlapping lights and shadows. She could sense eyes watching them
from the shadows and she saw dim profiles of faces full of excitement
and suspicion. Small figures ran out of the darkness and alongside
the truck for a while and then dove back into the shadows again. It
took Jen a moment to realize they were children.

The
caravan stopped in the middle of a large clear area in the center of
the gathering of tents. The Steelriders parked the motorcycles and
trucks in the same pattern in which they drove them, with the
motorcycles gathered in the center and the trucks in a diamond
formation around them. As soon as they stopped, a group of
dirty-faced children ran to the back of their cage and peered
curiously in at them. Some of them even tried to reach in through the
wire and poke at them, and Jen, who had never minded children before,
for some reason felt compelled to shy away from their touch.

“Go
away!” she hissed at them.

And
then the leader appeared, standing among the group of children and
scowling at her. Jen was surprised. She hadn’t seen him
approach. He had just stepped into her field of view.

The
children began to pelt the leader with questions.

“Where
did you find them, Karras?”

“Karras,
are they from Down Below?”

“What
are you going to do to them?”

Jen’s
eyes shot up at this. She noticed how differently the children acted
around the leader than the men. The children showed none of the
fearful reverence that the men exhibited. They seemed unafraid, even
excited around him. What did that mean?

Karras.
The leader’s name, apparently. Jen decided on a different
approach. She couldn’t just sit here and do nothing, trapped
like a caged animal. She had to do something.

“Karras,”
she said, pushing ahead of Reese. “That’s your name,
isn’t it?” His eyes focused on her face. She was struck
by the intensity of his gaze. “I just want to talk to you. Tell
me what you want of us. We don’t want to be your prisoners. You
have all the power, obviously. I told you, we’re not your
enemy. Just tell me why you’ve done this to us.”

For
a moment, he didn’t respond and she began to wonder if he had
understood her. His eyes locked onto hers. She met his gaze directly;
she would not allow him to intimidate her. No amount of hitting would
ever make her do that. They looked at each other, as if their souls
were sparring for dominance. A few tense moments passed.

Then
Karras broke away with a disgusted cry. “Unload them,” he
commanded. “Put them in the cistern bay for now.”

The
men rushed to obey his command. Jen expected them to unlock the cage
and let them out, and her body tensed in expectation of a fight. Mike
saw this and put his hand on her shoulder.

“Just
stay calm,” he said. “There’s too many of them.
Don’t try to fight your way out.”

“I
know what I’m doing,” she snapped back.

It
proved to be a moot point. Six men came and lifted the whole cage out
of the back of the truck with the four of them still inside of it.
The steel floor and heavy-gauge wire of the cage held their combined
weights easily. The men carried them to a group of large steel tanks
arranged in a square formation in the middle of the group of tents
and set down the cage in the middle of the area bordered by the
tanks. Then five of the men walked away without looking back. The
sixth man stooped down and looked in at them. His eyes fell on Jen,
and he smiled. Blood glimmered on his teeth. Then he rose and walked
away, his laughter drifting back to them in the dry wind.

As
soon as they were gone, Jen hurled herself at the door of the cage.
She kicked at the lock and shook the door on its hinges, cursing and
sweating.

“Dammit,
open!”

Mike
put his hands on her shoulders. “Jen, whoa, just calm down.
Let’s think about this.”

“Kick
at it with me, Mike,” Jen said. “If we do it together it
might break.”

“It
won’t break, Jen,” he responded. “It’s too
strong. Just wait a minute.”

“I
won’t wait! I’m not going to just sit here while these
goons do what they want with us! There’s got to be a way out!”

“We’ll
find it, I promise. But calm down for a second, okay?”

“Stop
telling me to calm down! I want to get out of here!”

Josh
spoke up. “Jen, listen to what he has to say. Let’s work
together, that’s the only way we’ll make it through this.
We have to stick together.”

“Then
help me-”

Her
sentence broke off as a shadow fell over her. Jen looked up and the
others followed her gaze. 


A
woman stood in front of the cage. She was watching them. None of them
had seen her approach. She was tall, with black hair and eyes. Her
long black hair blended into the darkness of her clothing so that it
seemed her white face floated over a swirling mass of shadows. Her
face was hard and severe, yet beautiful. Jen stared up at her. For a
single disconcerting moment, she had thought it was her mother
standing there outside the cage. The thought of it had surprised her
into silence. It was that look of contempt, a look she had become so
familiar with. She met this woman’s gaze but she could not feel
any of her old familiar strength to rebel against it and fight it as
she had with the leader Karras. Now, Jen could only sit there and let
the woman’s eyes drill into her eyes, her brain, her heart. She
was terrified.

Then
she heard a child scream with delight and the spell was broken.
Karras had come into the cistern bay with a group of children
following close behind him. His face and manner was just as severe as
before; he didn’t even look at the children but they seemed
thrilled by his presence just the same. The woman turned and watched
him approach, and Jen felt relieved as she took away that icy stare.
Her fear melted and she felt herself grow calmer, more clear-headed.
Then she noticed the woman’s hand clasping her wrap together
above her heart. A steel ring gleamed on the third finger. Jen looked
at Karras, saw an identical ring on the third finger of his left
hand, and then it came to her. These two were husband and wife.

“Where
did you find them?” the woman asked Karras. She had the same
strange accent that he had.

“In
the riverbed. In a boat.”

Surprise
rose in the woman’s face like outrage. “A boat?”

Karras
nodded. Jen realized he was about to speak again and for some reason
she didn’t quite understand she hoped he would say the woman’s
name. She wanted to know it, she didn’t know why, she just did.
She wanted a name to assign to the concept of this woman.

Karras
said, “Go prepare dinner for the men.” Nothing more.

The
woman walked away without nodding. 


Karras
settled his gaze on their cage and the four of them within it. Jen
could see him focusing his attention upon them. The expression on his
face and the way his eyes locked onto her betrayed the way his mind
was working. He was trying to decide what to do with them, Jen
realized. He seemed to be a man coming to grips with some internal
struggle. Jen thought of Reese when she realized this. It sounded so
much like something she would say. But that was how he appeared; it
looked like he was struggling with something, like he was trying to
decide who they were and what to do with them.

And
why, Jen thought. Why does he look that way?

The
children crowded in behind Karras and stared at them from the shelter
of his shadow. Jen could see their bright eyes peeking at her from
behind the protection of his dark form. They looked like curious
little animals watching her from the open mouth of a cave. She could
hear them whispering to him.

“What
will you do with them, Karras?”

“Let
them out! They can be our friends!”

“No,
keep them in there. They might be bad. I bet they’re from Down
Below.”

“What
is Down Below?” Jen said. That seemed like a good start.

Karras’s
eyebrows rose a bit, but he did not speak.

“Tell
me what it is!” Jen demanded. “Tell me why you’ve
done this to us! We have a right to know! You’re what, a bunch
of survivalists? We were never any threat to you. Tell me why you’re
doing this!”

Mike
crawled to the front of the cage, next to Jen. He peered at Karras
through the wire. “My friend needs water,” he said. Jen
looked over her shoulder at Josh, quick and concerned. Had she been
so wrapped up in this that she had forgotten him? Josh looked back at
her with a confused expression on his face. He didn’t need
water any more than the rest of them did. What was Mike doing?

“May
we please have some water?” he said. “The heat and the
dust are so bad. We just need some water, that’s all.”

Karras
didn’t do anything for a few seconds, just continued to stand
there and look at them. Jen was about to repeat Mike’s question
when Karras turned away from them. He walked over to one of the metal
tanks. A faucet stuck out of the side of it with a metal pan on the
ground beneath it. Karras turned the handle on the faucet and water
ran into the pan. When it was filled, he carried it back to their
cage.

He’ll
dump it on us, Jen thought. He’ll dump it on us saying,
“You want water? Here’s your water.”

But
he didn’t. Instead he drew his pistol. “Move to the back
and grab the top of the cage,” he said. He kept the pistol
aimed squarely at Jen. The barrel did not shake.

They
all did as he said. Jen did not feel uncomfortable with the pistol
pointed at her. At least it wasn’t at Josh. She pressed her
back against the side of the cage and slid her fingers through the
linked wire above her. Josh was to her left, Reese was on the other
side of the cage and Mike was in front of Josh. He was completely
surrounded. She felt he was safe enough for the time being.

The
leader set the pan of water on the ground, fished around in one of
his many pockets and pulled out a set of keys. He unlocked the door
to their cage and, keeping the pistol trained on Jen, he opened the
door and set the pan inside. Then he shut the door and locked it.

Jen
started to lower her hands immediately, but Mike kept his raised and
looked up at Karras. When Karras nodded, Mike lowered his hands and
picked up the pan of water. As he passed it over to Josh, he looked
to the leader and said, “Thank you.”

Karras
nodded. Then he turned and walked away. The children followed him,
laughing and pushing at one another as if they were at a fair.

Jen
was surprised at the anger she felt. “What are you acting that
way for? Do you want him to dominate us completely? You want to stay
his prisoner?”

“We
are his prisoners for the time being,” Mike replied as he
passed the pan over to Josh. “You said yourself, he has all the
power. We’ve got to deal with him on those terms.”

“But
how could you thank him?” she said. “After everything
he’s done, how could you say thank you to him?”

Mike
shrugged his shoulders. “Because it’s what he wanted to
hear. If he’s comfortable with us he’s more likely to
slip up, give us a chance. Look, it’s all we can do right now.”

“No,”
she said. “It’s not. You can kiss his ass all you want,
he won’t start liking us and let us go. That’s the
stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“That’s
not what I’m doing, Jen,” Mike started, but she cut him
off.

“Are
you all right, Josh? I should have tried that water first. God only
knows what that bastard put in it…”

“It’s
fine, Jen,” Josh said. “The water tastes fine. There’s
nothing in it.” (Actually, it tasted metallic and sulfurous,
like old well water, but he was familiar enough with well water to
know this was mostly harmless. If Karras had put any poison or drugs
in it, Josh neither tasted them nor felt their effects.)

“Even
so,” Jen said.

“How’s
your face,” Josh asked her. “Does it hurt too bad?”

“What?”
She had forgotten about the bruise on her face. She put her hand to
the place where Karras had struck her and felt a dull pain like an
old memory. 


Must
be getting a black eye there, she thought. 


“Oh
this,” she said. “Forgot all about it. I don’t even
feel it really. How ‘bout your legs? Your back? Anything hurt,
or just feel wrong?”

“Everything’s
fine. I swear. Now what are they doing?” Josh gestured with his
head to a gap between two of the water tanks. They could see the
Steelriders through it. They had gathered in a circle around some
tall glass cylinders that glowed like lamps, all of them talking in
subdued tones except for the children, who ran around and screamed
and played without any compunctions. The dark-haired woman, Karras’s
wife, handed out steaming bowls to the men and women gathered around
the lamps. She did not speak to them or even look at them directly.
To Jen, it looked like she regarded the Steelriders with the same
contempt she held for everything else. But each person who received
the bowl of food said the same thing as the woman handed it over. 


“Thank
you, Bedea,” they said.

Bedea,
Jen thought. That’s her name. Why did she feel so happy
to learn her name?

Karras
walked into the circle and sat down on one of the benches. Bedea
handed him a bowl of food and his response was the same as everyone
else’s:

“Thank
you, Bedea.”

She
walked away from him without speaking. For a while, no one spoke; the
Steelriders ate their food and did not converse. Once Karras lifted
his gaze from his bowl and looked at the four of them in the cage. He
seemed to think for a moment, and then he lowered his eyes again. Jen
wanted to scream at them, wanted to order them to stand up and
recognize that she was here and do something. It was frustrating,
almost insulting, that they would take them prisoner like this and
then sit down to dinner. She couldn’t stand this, she needed
something to happen. 


Bedea
came into the circle and sat down next to Karras. She leaned over and
whispered something in his ear. He looked at her and shook his head,
then his gaze drifted back in their direction.

After
a while, Bedea took Karras’s bowl away from him and then went
around the circle collecting empty bowls from the people who had
finished eating. To Jen, it appeared Bedea’s eyes only left
Karras to glance in their direction. She was telling him something,
something about the four of them. Jen knew this but could not figure
out what Bedea was trying to say. 


Soon
Bedea had collected all the bowls and the Steelriders sat around the
lamps, chatting after their meal. Jen watched them while inside she
was wild with frustration. She could see Karras staring at them.
Bedea had taken the bowls away and Jen couldn’t see her
anymore.

As
she watched the Steelriders, Jen sat in the cage with her elbows
resting on her knees. She felt and looked like a caged animal. She
was sweaty, covered in grime and a bruise was growing over the side
of her face. She could hear her friends coughing and shifting
position behind her, but nobody spoke. She went over their situation
in her mind. The cage was completely secure, so they could not get
out. Nobody was injured, but how long was that going to last? She
didn’t want to wait around and find out, but Karras looked like
he would soon come to a decision and she doubted he would decide to
give them a ride to the nearest gas station. 


She
felt ill-equipped to handle this situation. She needed to know more.
She didn’t know anything about these people except their name,
not their beliefs or why they chose to live this way. Mike had the
right idea: get them to trust you and see what you can learn. How
does he always stay so clear-headed? She admired him so much for
that.

She
turned to him. She never apologized, but since she didn’t know
what would happen to them next she wanted him to know how she felt.

“I
shouldn’t have snapped at you,” she said. “I was
just, you know…”

“I
know,” he said. She thought she could see him smile. “It’s
okay.”

“No,
it’s not okay. I shouldn’t have reacted that way. I was…
afraid, and angry that I was afraid and I took it out on you. But I
was wrong. You had the right idea, and I didn’t see it. I was
panicking.”

“And
you wanted to kick that guy’s ass and you couldn’t get to
him,” he finally said for her. 


“Yeah,
you’re right there.” Was she actually smiling? How did he
do this to her? 


“But
what do we do?” she said. “We can’t just sit here.”

“Guys,”
Reese spoke up. “They’re coming this way.”

Jen
looked up. Karras was walking toward them with Bedea at his side and
at least half a dozen men followed them. Bedea whispered in Karras’s
ear and Karras nodded and looked over at her as they walked. When
they stopped in front of the cage, they both fell silent. Jen could
not look away from Bedea’s icy glare. It was the look of
contempt. She didn’t know how to confront it.

“You
will be released from the cage and we will decide what to do with
you,” Karras said without preamble. “I will open the cage
door and you will each come out with your hands on your head and form
a single file line. You will then walk over to the lamps and sit in a
row beside them, facing me. You will be given a chance to speak in
your defense. Grasp the top of the cage while I unlock the door.”

Jen
hated to be ordered around like this and she clamped her lips shut
against the torrent of rage she wanted to unleash on him. What about
Josh? She wanted to ask how they would accommodate him, but she
didn’t know how to do it without sounding confrontational. Mike
surprised her when he spoke.

“May
I ask a question?” he said.

Karras
looked down at him and Mike met his gaze. She didn’t know how
Mike kept that calm expression on his face while meeting Karras’s
intense, focused eyes.

“Yes,”
Karras said.

“My
friend can’t walk. Can some arrangement be made for him?”

Anger
rose in Karras’s face at this, while Bedea raised an eyebrow
curiously. Jen noticed the different response between the man and his
wife but did not know what to make of it.

“Why
can’t he walk?” Karras said. “What’s the
matter with him?”

“He’s
a paraplegic,” Jen said. She couldn’t restrain herself.
“He just can’t. We’re only asking you to have some
goddamn compassion-”

“I
was in an accident,” Josh spoke up, putting his hand on Jen’s
shoulder. “I broke my back. It was a car accident. A drunk
driver hit me and my back was broken in the wreck. It happened last
year and I haven’t been able to walk since then. I had a
wheelchair on the boat, but…” He trailed off and left
the sentence unfinished.

Karras
listened to this with an unreadable expression. Bedea looked confused
and suspicious. Her hand clasped her wrap tightly at her neck and the
wedding ring gleamed in the dim light. Jen wondered why she wore a
wrap anyway, considering the heat. It was like a shawl, and black
like the rest of her clothes. Bedea was covered from her neck to her
feet. 


How
does she stand the heat? Jen thought. She’s not even
sweating.

“The
men will carry him out,” Karras said finally. “If this is
some trick, I will show you no further mercy.”

Jen
wanted to rip his face off, but she grasped the wire over her head
instead as Karras bent down and unlocked the door. When the door
swung open, she put her hands on top of her head, stretched out her
legs and rose out of the cage. Her knees popped and she felt the
muscles in her back clench in objection to the change of position
after she had sat for so long. Mike and Reese followed her and then
Josh handwalked most of the way out of the cage. Two men grabbed him
under his arms and began to drag him in the direction of the lamps. 


“Be
careful with him,” Jen said. The men did not respond, but Josh
met her eyes as they dragged him away and nodded his head slightly.
With that one small gesture, he reassured her more than she would
have thought possible.

She
felt a pistol jab her in the back. “Move,” Karras
ordered. She looked over her shoulder at him. She forced herself to
be silent, but met Karras’s gaze directly. She looked at him
for a few seconds in silence, until she felt he was about to speak
again. Then she turned her head and walked towards Josh and the
bright lamps set in the center of the circle of benches.





9: Trial





They
had them sit in front of Karras’s place in the circle, with the
lamps behind them. The three lamps looked like tall glass cylinders
with a metal base and top, and they sat on a large rock in the center
of the circle of benches. They were almost too bright to look at, and
the harsh white light they shed looked like the light of an electric
arc lamp. Jen had never seen a lamp or lantern like them before.

The
four friends sat on the ground while the Steelriders sat around them
on metal benches. Jen thought that was supposed to intimidate them,
but if so, she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction. She
sat up straight, staring right back at them. She kept one arm around
Josh. He was to her right and Mike was on her left. Reese sat on the
other side of Josh. A circle of middle-aged men in gray and black
combat fatigues and patchy metal armor surrounded them.

“You
were found trespassing on our lands,” Karras said. “You
had no permission from us for passage and this is a violation of our
laws. This is your chance to explain yourselves and we will decide
what to do with you based on your explanation. Do you understand?”

“Who
are you to put us on trial this way?” Jen said.

“Jen,
wait,” Mike whispered in her ear as he put his hand on her
knee.

“No,
if they’re angry with us, if they say we broke some law by
trespassing, then they should call the police and turn us in. Simple
as that. This is hostage taking. This is abuse. It’s
intolerable!”

Murmurs
of surprise floated out from the crowd of onlookers that had
assembled behind the circle, watching them over the heads of the
seated men. Jen felt like she sat at the focus of a gigantic lens,
burning under rays of hot scrutiny. She wouldn’t allow them to
intimidate her this way. The crowd surrounding them chattered louder
and louder as the people talked about them. She wanted to scream at
them to let her go.

“What
are your names?” Bedea said. Her voice was calm and clear, hard
as black stone. It cut through the noise of the crowd and everyone
went silent, reined into obedience by the sound of her voice. Karras
stared directly at Jen, waiting for a response.

Mike
spoke before she could. “I’m Mike Rhoades. This is Jen
Carter and Josh Carter, and that’s Reese Patterson.”

“Where
do you come from?” Bedea asked.

“Aurora.
It’s a small town, you probably haven’t heard of it.
Where are we now?”

One
of the grizzled old men in the circle surrounding them spoke up.
“They lie! Obviously they’re from Down Below! Look at
them, at the way they dress and speak. They have no sign of the lung
disease!”

“Be
silent Sebastian!” Karras said. “I have not opened the
circle to interrogation. You will not speak out of turn.” He
turned back to Mike. “What do you mean? We have told you, this
is the land of the Steelriders.”

“But
what towns are near?” Mike said. “I mean, are we anywhere
near Juneau?”

He
got no response to this, only confused stares. Jen could tell they
didn’t know what he was talking about. She was getting a very
weird feeling, and she could tell from the expression on her friend’s
faces that they felt the same way.

“What
lung disease?” Reese said. Her voice was quiet but calm. If it
weren’t for the confused silence, no one would have heard her.

Jen
wanted to snap at her, tell her to shut up. They couldn’t go
off on a tangent at a time like this, not if they wanted to survive.

Bedea
looked at Reese, a faint air of suspicion and curiosity about her.
“The disease of the dust,” she said. “It coats the
lungs, causing one to cough up blood and phlegm. You do not know of
it?”

“It
sounds like black lung disease,” Reese said. “What coal
miners get from breathing coal dust.”

“But
you must see it in your land as well, unless you do indeed come from
Down Below,” Bedea said.

“We
don’t even know what that is,” Jen cut in. “What do
you mean? The lower forty-eight? Canada?”

Bedea
looked at Jen, and she was captivated again. That glare, it was like
the woman knew all of her dark secrets, like she understood
everything about her and knew what she would say next. She would
rather face down the far more physically imposing Karras than Bedea.
The force that woman’s personality was too much.

“How
did you get here?” Bedea said, ignoring Jen’s question.

“We
found them near a boat in the old riverbed,” Karras said. “The
red-haired girl and the cripple were hiding inside.”

“Don’t
you call him that!” Jen snapped.

“Jen,
don’t,” Josh said.

“How
could a boat be here?” Bedea said. Jen heard more anger than
curiosity in her voice. “Where would they come by it? You
destroyed it?” She directed this last question to Karras.

“Yes,”
he said, standing up and beginning to pace slowly around the bench.

The
grizzled old man Karras had called Sebastian cried out, “This
whole group is ungodly! I tell you, they come from Down Below. It is
one of their plots.”

“No,”
Karras said. His voice was loud and firm. He had withdrawn from the
circle and stood back near the shadows where a group of children were
playing. His arms were crossed and his head lowered so that shadows
covered half his face. Now he turned and walked back into the circle
of lamplight.

“They
are ungodly, but they are not from Down Below,” he said. “I
believe them when they say they do not know what it is.”

He
paced back and forth in front of the four of them. His voice became
soft. “There are tales of men who live beyond God’s
grace…”

Jen
looked over at Mike, her face creased into an expression of
questioning. Mike shook his head slightly. She could tell he didn’t
know what Karras meant.

Mike
leaned forward to Karras and when he spoke his voice was mild and
gentle.

“Will
you tell us who you are? How did you people come to live out here
like this? And what is Down Below? Will you tell us?”

Karras
looked down at him. “Yes,” he said. “I will tell
you.”





10: The Steelrider’s Tale





“The
world was filled with wickedness before the Event came,” he
began. Murmurs of assent trickled from the people standing in the
shadows beyond the circle, like water from stone. “Greed,
disunity, murder and evil. Huge buildings rose up to defy Heaven.
Untold millions flooded the cities. The Event came and cleansed this
away with its fire. Even those who first detected it and marked its
approach and realized its nature did not realize its significance.
The Event came from the sky; it was a great wheel of fire summoned
forth by a sphere of darkness at its center. It came and brought the
world to ruin.

“But
some still lived within God’s grace. They understood His
warning and knew this had all been foretold and what they had to do.
They took shelter Down Below, in caves dug out far beneath the Earth.
And there they lived while the Event rained fire and destruction down
on the world above them, and wiped its wickedness away.

“But
they could not reemerge from Down Below after it was over. The fires
of the Event had driven away the very air and rendered the surface
molten, until the mountains ran with rivers of fire. Nothing could
live above ground. God’s judgment had blasted the Earth.

“And
so the great schisms began, and man’s wickedness cycled back
upon the world once again.

“Many
of the survivors insisted they could cool the Earth and bring back
the air and the water. In their hubris, they thought they could take
God’s place and recreate the Earth! Others insisted this could
never be, it would be spiteful to God’s power, and they must
stay hidden below the surface forever. This argument became a
conflict, the conflict escalated and became a war, and many bloody
trials were fought in the caverns of Down Below. But the process had
already begun. Gases released from the rocks by the extreme heat were
already becoming a new atmosphere. The reterraformers drilled
passageways to the surface and released underground pockets of air
into the atmosphere to speed up this process. They sent artificial
microorganisms, creatures made by man too tiny to see, up to the
surface where they could remake the air. Their enemies sabotaged
their efforts at every chance; the wars were horrid and many died.

“As
in every war, there were innocents caught between the two aggressors,
ones who did not want to create the future, but only to live in the
present and raise their families. And as in every war, these
innocents paid the heaviest price. Both sides slaughtered them in the
crossfire of their campaigns, used them against the opposite side and
then cast them away. They would implant bombs into the bodies of
their children and send them wandering into the camps of their
enemies. They would steal their food and water; they would collapse
the caves they lived in to spite the other side. It became a
nightmare. It was Hell below the Earth.

“Finally
the Innocents could stand no more. They gathered all they had and
fled. They went to the only place there was to go: the surface.

“Now
despite the wars, the process of reterraforming had been going on for
over a century. But the process was incomplete, and they did not know
if they could survive on the surface. But Down Below was a far
greater nightmare. They had to take their chances. They emerged, and
found a world greatly changed from the one of their ancestors.

“The
air was terribly thin, it was not as thick then as it is now. Many
could not abide it, and they died. Only those strong enough to endure
survived. But the surface had greatly cooled. To the frail human body
it seemed very hot, but the ground was no longer molten. Immediately
they saw the how the ones still hiding Down Below had done it. They
had scarred the sky. Somehow, they had covered it with clouds that
never parted, and blocked out the Sun. And as the atmosphere changed,
slowly, slowly, the Earth cooled.

“The
Innocents found themselves in a place of darkness and heat, rocks and
thin winds. Many died, for the land was very harsh. But they learned
how to adapt. They had brought with them specialized plants and
animals, organisms that could live on the surface and be used for
many things. They wandered the land in search of water, and they
began to learn how to survive.

“But
the ones Down Below would not let them go so easily. Both factions
had used them for their own ends and would not let such a valuable
asset as so many human lives slip through their fingers. They set
traps for the Innocents. They came in the darkness and dragged some
of them away. They wanted to keep the Innocents held as an oppressed
class in their societies Down Below, and use them in their wars
against each other. Tales began to spread of certain experiments.
There were rumors of creatures glimpsed in the deepest laboratories
under the Earth, abominations made by the hand of man, some kind of
hybrid of human and machine. Men, women, and children were marched
into the underground labs to a slaughter, all to create some weapon
one side could use against the other.

“The
Innocents still living free aboveground could tolerate it no longer.
Among them arose a great leader who would defend them against those
fighting for mastery of the Earth below.

“He
was wise and powerful this man, and he walked at the right side of
God. He taught the Innocents how to make weapons, how to fight. He
led them in raids on the ones Down Below, blew up the entrances that
led to the surface, sealing them in their barbarous underground
kingdom.

“After
these acts, however just they may have been, they could no longer
call themselves Innocent. Now this leader had uncovered the old
knowledge of machines, from the time before the Event, and found
designs for certain vehicles crafted from steel, these motorcycles
and these trucks. He was able to use his contacts in the industrious
Down Below to have them manufactured and smuggled to the surface.
These machines have enabled us to survive down the well of years. And
so ever since, we have called ourselves the Steelriders.

“This
leader, whose name is lost to history but whose memory will live
forever, was to give us one final gift before he passed into God’s
hands. He gave us the power. This!”

Karras
pulled the big gun off his back and thrust it at the sky. The white
metal gun gleamed in the harsh light from the lamps. He drew the
pistol in his belt and held it up as well.

“The
power of these armaments have defended us against Down Below for
generations. This was the work of that first leader, to bring these
weapons to us. It was his wish to arm every Steelrider, so that each
may stand up with his own power in his own right. But through the
treachery of those Down Below, this was not to be. He was captured
smuggling these very guns up from Down Below and his body was taken
away to their laboratories. But his legacy lives on. These weapons
have passed down through the leaders of the Steelriders since that
day. Though we have grown and split into tribes and scattered to the
far reaches of the land, it is still our tribe, the one of the First
Leader, God’s prophet, that wields these guns. It is my duty
and honor to use them to protect my tribe from the machinations of
Down Below.

“Down
the fall of years, we have seen the work of the reterraformers mark a
change upon the land. The temperature has continued to drop, the flow
of water has increased and new rivers and streams have appeared.
Mosses and lichens have appeared on the rocks, and ponds teeming with
algae have formed despite the almost complete lack of rain. But never
do those responsible for creating these things show themselves to us,
never do they make a gesture of friendship or offer a truce. They
sneak and hide, they steal from us in the darkness and abduct anyone
who wanders off alone. They have made it clear what they desire: they
wish to rule the new Earth they are creating. From their actions, we
know they are our enemies, that they intend to oppress us as a lower
class, beneath them! And just as they have made clear their
intentions toward us, so have their enemies beneath the Earth.

“Some
of the tunnels releasing air to the surface have been blown up,
sealed shut with explosives from Down Below. Some of the
algae-producing ponds have been poisoned and rendered lifeless. In
the shadows, some people have been seen spraying chemicals on the
rocks bearing moss and lichen, destroying the new plants. These
enemies of the reterraformers have their own places in the caverns of
Down Below, and they too are the enemy of the surface-dwellers. 


“But
we will not tolerate this madness, we will not be pawns in their wars
against each other. For one day the First Leader will return to us,
it has been foretold. And on that day, he will lead us to victory! He
will seal our enemies below the Earth forever, and the Steelriders
shall stand victorious on the New World. We await the coming of that
day.”






11: Schism





Rumbles
of approval rippled through the crowds outside the circle. The four
friends sat quietly, taken aback by the bizarre tale. 


These
people are insane, Jen thought. She saw several possible avenues
of escape closing. They could not negotiate their release; no
promises they could make would persuade the Steelriders to let them
go. She saw their options narrow to only one possible course of
action.

Karras
had walked away and turned his back on them when he had finished his
tale. Now he stood facing the little group of children who sat
outside the circle. They waved and smiled and tried to get his
attention, but he kept his head bowed and paid them no mind. After a
while, he turned and walked back to the four of them.

“Now
that we have told you about us, you will make a return in kind,”
he said. His attention seemed focused on Mike. “Where are you
from and how have you come to our lands?”

Mike
cleared his throat and looked at the leader of the Steelriders. Jen
could tell he was nervous, that he didn’t know what was going
on any more than she did, only that they were dealing with a group of
people who were obviously severely deluded. When he spoke, his voice
was slow and cautious.

“I
told you, we came from Aurora. It’s, oh, I guess about five
hundred miles up the Alaskan coast from here. We set out about a week
ago, the four of us. We were just out sailing for fun, and this
morning we were caught in a storm.”

“The
storm, Karras!” Bedea said. Her eyes were wide and murmurs of
surprise came from the crowd of onlookers.

“Yes,
I know,” Karras said. He did not seem as perturbed as the rest
of them. “Go on.”

“Uh,
well,” Mike said. “We were caught in a storm and it was
pretty bad. We saw a waterspout actually. It swept by really close to
our boat.”

“And
the Sun broke through at one point,” Reese cut in. “It
was storming and Sun was out at the same time.”

One
of the men in the circle made a loud disgusted noise. “Bah!”
Similar exclamations were made out in the crowd.

“It’s
true,” Mike said. “We did see the Sun. Briefly, anyway.
And then we ran aground, the clouds swept in and it got really dark
all of a sudden-”

“And
that’s when you all showed up,” Jen said. “Just
when we were going out to look for help.”

Karras
stood silent and still for a moment. His gray eyes stared through
them into empty space. After a moment, he turned to Josh and spoke.

“What
about you?” he said. “What did you do during all of
this?”

Josh
looked up at him, the blue eyes staring into the gray. He had sat
through all this discussion in silence, watching his more extroverted
friends speak. Jen realized as Karras stood there watching him that
Josh was like Reese in a way; he thought and spoke differently from
most people. But unlike her, he did not have an uncommon insight into
often overlooked aspects of people and the world. His way of speaking
was more plain and simple, direct and often beautiful.

“I
watched it all happen,” he said. “I tried to help when I
could. And I supported my friends.”

Karras
rose up a bit. His expression conveyed deep thought. Bedea watched
him with a sidelong glance, expectation lacing her perpetual look of
contempt. Jen could tell Karras was coming to a decision and she knew
she had to speak now if she wanted to influence his decision in their
favor.

“So
you see it’s not our fault we trespassed on your lands,”
she said. This was conciliatory, right? Something Mike would say?
“The storm dumped us here and we had no way to tell where we
were. The GPS wasn’t working and we couldn’t hail anybody
on our radio. And it’s not like you people have posted any
signs around here. I don’t see anything that says ‘No
Trespassing’ or anything like that. Just let us go and we’ll
be on our way and you’ll never see us again. I promise.”

Karras
paced into the shadows beyond the circle, where the children sat
watching him. They reached out to tug at his sleeves as he passed,
but he ignored them. He paced around in a circle within the circle of
seated men and women, rubbing his chin thoughtfully with his fingers.
Finally, he came back around to the four of them and said, “I
believe all that you have told me. We did have a storm here, a storm
like I have not seen in all my years, and I do not think our
ancestors saw any like it when they emerged from Down Below. Great
masses of clouds in the sky, clouds that towered and billowed over
the Earth and glowed with ungodly light, not at all like the stratus
clouds that cover the sky. And a funnel cloud as well, something only
written about from the times before the Event. We had never seen one
before today. And then blinding yellow light, like the light said in
legend to come from the Sun…”

He
trailed off into silence for a moment, his face softened into an
expression of wonderment. Reese looked up at him with a strange
sympathetic expression on her face, and Jen wanted to smack her for
it. This man didn’t deserve their sympathy.

Then
Josh spoke up.

“That
must have been quite an experience for you,” he said. “Someone
born in darkness, to see the Sun for the first time.”

Jen
snorted in disgust, but did not say anything. She turned her head
away from Karras and rested her chin on the back of her hand, her
eyes staring off into the distance and seeming to read the darkness. 


Karras
stared at Josh, as if the statement had surprised him. “Yes,”
he said. “We had gathered atop one of the hills nearby to watch
the storm. We had never seen anything like it, so much power and
fury. We saw the lightning and the clouds, and then the clouds parted
and golden light came pouring through. It was like getting a glimpse
of Heaven. Blinding glory.”

“I
understand,” Josh said. Jen looked over at her brother at this
statement. It seemed like such a strange thing to say. She wasn’t
quite sure if she knew what he meant by it, yet it seemed to have an
effect on Karras. He lowered his head in thought and a small smile
tugged at the corners of his lips, looking strange on his stone face.
Jen had seen Josh do this to people before. He had so much empathy,
he related so strongly to people’s feelings, that he could draw
out a powerful emotional response from someone and bring them into
his confidence. It was one of the reasons he was so popular. She had
never possessed or understood this ability. Emotions were flighty,
slippery concepts to her. She liked clear, concrete facts, something
her intellect could easily define and categorize. Too often what
someone felt could not be explained or understood. She hated it, but
Josh seemed to thrive on it.

Bedea
looked back and forth between Josh and Karras. Obviously the leader’s
wife understood what Josh was doing and didn’t like it. Danger
emanated from the woman like a snake’s rattle heard from a pile
of stones.

Jen
started to speak. “I-” But Bedea cut her off.

“Where
did you sail from? How could you sail down the river in a boat large
enough to carry you all?”

Jen
sat back, surprised. Very few people interrupted her.

Mike
spoke for them again. “We didn’t sail down a river. We
sailed down the coast.”

One
of Bedea’s thin slashing eyebrows rose up. “The coast?
What coast?”

Mike
stammered a bit, with confusion. “The… the…
coast. The Pacific coast, you know, down Alaska like I said.”

“Really?
Do you hear this, Karras?” Bedea’s dagger voice seemed to
draw Karras out of his reverie and back into the hard, grim demeanor
he’d had before he spoke to Josh. “I think we’ve
had enough of this kind of talk. They’re either lying or
deluded, so trying to draw the truth out of them is a waste of time
and lamplight.”

“We’re
deluded?” Jen said. She tried to raise her voice in outrage but
Bedea fixed her with a glare that drained all the strength out of
her. She did not know why this woman frightened her so and not
knowing why only frightened her more.

Bedea
walked over to Karras so that she stood behind him and spoke in his
ear with her hand on his shoulder. She looked like a crow crouching
on his back, black and gossiping poison.

“We
do not know them, Karras. Are you going to believe some story of a
magic storm sweeping them in from across the world? So the clouds
parted and you saw the Sun for an instant. Don’t you think it’s
more likely that the men of Down Below have decided the Earth is cool
enough and are clearing out the clouds? These four were most likely
sent up to test us, to spy and uncover our weaknesses. Will you let
them? Will you be the leader responsible for lowering us into the
depths of Down Below?”

“That’s
enough!” Karras said. All trace of the softness Josh had
brought out on his face had vanished. Now he looked affronted and
angry. “You go beyond your place, wife.”

“But
am I not correct?”

“You
go beyond your place,” he repeated. “But you are correct.
We cannot trust these four.”

Jen
leaned back, every nerve and muscle twitching. Karras’s
decision would come now. She had to be ready.

Karras
paced before them, back and forth, as he spoke. “But I will not
summarily destroy them as you would have me do, wife. Yes, I know
what you implied. But there is too much to learn from them, too much
to be gained by keeping them alive. We can still use them, even if
they only labored for the good of the tribe.”

“What
labor could a cripple do?” Bedea said, sliding her gaze down to
Jen, enjoying every moment of her outrage. “What use could he
be to us?”

“You
sound just like your enemies!” Mike blurted out. He sounded
scared, desperate as he eyed the leader’s guns. “Talking
about using people. You sound just like the people from Down Below!”

“You
see, Karras?” Bedea whispered, sidling closer to her husband’s
ear. “He defies you. What are you going to do about that? Are
you going to allow an agent of Down Below to speak to you in such a
way?”

Karras
turned and stared at the group of bright-eyed children watching him
from the shadows, but the children were silent now. They stared back
at him solemnly, their eyes like bright chips of glass set in ebony
statues. He turned back to the four of them.

“We
will keep them, alive,” he said. “They may yet be of use
to us, may at least tell us something of the reterraformer’s
plans.”

After
pausing in thought for a moment, he then added, ““Except
the cripple. He is more of a liability than an asset.”

With
that, he drew his pistol.




Everything
after that happened in an instant. Karras drew his pistol so swiftly
that Josh hardly saw him do it. First he saw Karras’s broad
black and gray back to him and then he saw the leader’s black
eye specks peering at him over the barrel of the pistol looming in
front of him like a black tunnel leading to the leader’s empty
soul. Josh pushed himself to the side as if in slow motion, trying to
dodge, but the round chasm of the pistol barrel tracked him
unerringly. He kept thinking, If I could just kick my legs I could
move faster, I could dodge it, if I could just kick my legs…

And
then he heard a howl of panic and pain like he had never heard
before, and a whirl of flying brown hair, pale white skin and green
camouflage print clothes slammed into his field of view. Karras
turned in surprise and raised one of his hands to block, but he was
too late as Jen slammed into him from the side with her arms raised
to ram his pistol arm upwards. The pistol fired a bright green flash
into the black sky with a booming report. Josh covered his eyes
against its brightness and fell back, knocking over one of the lamps.
The glass cylinder shattered with a pop and a streamer of fire six
feet tall burst out of the broken casing. As the heat of it slapped
across Josh’s face, he raised his arms up against it and rolled
away from the fire. And then Mike and Reese grabbed him under his
arms and pulled him away, crouching over him protectively.

Jen
shoved Karras back, still screaming out of the deep pained heart of
her being. Karras tried to draw away and train the pistol on her, but
she kept pace with him as he pivoted back and forth attempting to get
space between them. She moved after him with her arms crossed in
front of her, kicking at his feet and striking at his face, and
finally with a swift backwards sweep of her arm she knocked the
pistol out of his hand. It clattered to the stones below. Several of
the men in the circle around them rushed after it, hulking shadows
lumbering out of the darkness, but Mike was closer than any of them
and he snatched it up before they could get near it.

The
men lurched back when he swung the pistol in their direction. “Get
back!” he yelled. “Get away from us!” He hoped they
would buy his threats, for though he tried to fire a warning shot
over their heads, hoping the loud report would shock Karras out of
his fight with Jen, the trigger would not depress. There was some
kind of safety or lock on it, some mechanism that Karras had used to
fire it, and Mike couldn’t spare the few seconds it would take
him to figure it out. The Steelriders would be on him in an instant
if he lowered the gun. 


“Stop
it, leave her alone!” he shouted at Karras, but the leader was
so busy fighting off Jen that he paid Mike’s shout no mind.

Jen
shoved Karras over the bench behind him, and Bedea had to scramble
out of their way, her shawl flaring out like the wings of a bat and a
look of shocked outrage burning over her face. Jen and Karras fell in
a heap behind the overturned bench. Karras recovered first. He
lurched to his knees so that he straddled Jen and punched her in the
face. She managed to get her arms up in time to partially deflect the
force of the blow, but she was still knocked back to the hard stone
ground. Karras swung back his thick stumpy arm and struck her again,
and again. Jen twisted from side to side, able to protect herself
from the full impact of his fists but still taking punch after punch
and unable to get back to her feet.

But
years of taijitsu lessons had coordinated her body and taught her
mind how to stay clear in a fight. She saw Karras above her like a
dark chasm set over a glittering golden background and, through the
swings of his arms, she saw an opening.

In
a single fluid movement, she flung her left arm up to block his
plummeting fist as she snatched up a handful of sharp rocks with her
right hand and swung them through their entangled arms, upwards to
his face. The stones rammed through her palm like nails even as they
tore through the thick skin of the leader’s face, raking
upwards and popping his left eye like a water balloon. Karras roared
in pain and clamped his hands to his face. Blood and clear vitreous
fluid sprayed through his fingers. He reared back and Jen pulled her
right leg free of his weight. She rolled over onto her side, pulled
her leg back and thrust a solid kick into his face, knocking him back
against the overturned bench.

She
stumbled to her feet. Colored lights danced in her vision, her mind
reeled from the impact of the leader’s blows. Through her
oscillating clarity of vision she saw the dark shapes of the
Steelriders watching her, overlapping shadows of human forms,
ignorant darkness linked in a chain drawing back over time, forged
through division and disaster. In a shaft of golden light, a group of
frightened and crying children clung to one another. She wanted to
speak to them, to tell them she was sorry, she only did what she had
to do, she never meant to hurt anyone. But in her mental brume of
injury, those words sounded cliché and pathetic to her. What
could she say to them that would make things all right? There was
nothing.

And
then a solid impact knocked her to the side, and she spun around in
time for Karras to clamp his hands around her throat.

She
stumbled back from the force of his momentum, gazing straight into
the bloody ruin of his face. His empty eye socket gaped blackly, as
if it opened upon the darkness inside him. The skin of his face hung
in torn flaps. His hands gripped her throat, clamped off her breath
like a vise, and the colored lights in her eyes began to coalesce
into blackness.

Consciousness
seemed to leave her, as if her mind had floated out of her body. But
her muscles remembered her long hours of exercise and training and
what she did next operated from purest instinct.

She
stamped her right leg behind her and allowed Karras’s momentum
to push her left side backwards. As she did this, she swung her right
arm up between the leader’s arms. And, using Karras’s own
weight against him, she allowed him to spin her to the side as she
slammed her right arm down into his left elbow. His arm bent, and as
they turned together like dancers, she crouched, forcing him down
with her. She slid her arm around his so that her wrist struck him
behind his elbow, wrenching his left hand off her throat and locking
his wrist in her armpit. She pivoted on the balls of her feet and
Karras’s right hand tore away from her throat. Then she simply
stood up. Karras’s left elbow bent and tilted upwards, so that
the inside of his arm faced behind him and his elbow pointed at the
sky. All of this happened in the space of a few seconds, in a fluid,
almost beautiful motion, like a ballet.

Now
she had him. In her grasp, the leader’s arm bent upwards in an
unnatural position. He tried in vain to pull himself free, but she
had the leverage now. She merely had to bend her elbow and Karras’s
arm would twist into an even more painful position. He tried to
strike at her with his other arm, but he couldn’t reposition
himself to reach her. He was trapped. 


His
right eye glared at her over the bridge of his nose and the bloody
gaping hole where his left eye had been, full of rage and hate. She
stared back at him over their interlocked arms, unconquerable.

And
then an idea flashed across his face, and Karras reached with his
right arm for the big gun strapped to his back.

“Don’t
do it,” Jen warned as he flailed for the gun’s shining
white metal handle. “I mean it!”

His
hand grasped the gun.

She
kicked at the back of his knees with her right foot.

Karras’s
whole weight came down on his unnaturally bent shoulder. The bone
made a sickening pop as it pulled out of the joint, like a leg pulled
off a cooked turkey. Jen relaxed her arm and let him fall, screaming,
to the ground.

The
Steelriders had watched all this, held back by Mike’s threats
with the pistol. But now that they saw their leader brought low and
injured this way, their suspicions about Mike’s ability to use
to pistol bolstered their altruism and they rushed in around Jen like
a black flower closing.

Jen
saw the tidal rush of outraged faces coming at her and her instincts
pushed her yet again. She snatched the big gun out of the holster on
the leader’s back as he lay twitching beneath her. Unlike Mike
and the pistol, she had seen Karras use this gun, had watched him
closely when he used to it to destroy the boat, and she knew exactly
what to do.

The
gun kicked back in her arms as she fired a deafening charge like a
miniature green sun over the crowd. At the forefront was Bedea,
running to her husband. She stumbled back and fell as the charge shot
over her head. The flaring, pulsating ball of green plasma streaked
into the distance and exploded in the dark desert night.

“Get
back!” Jen screamed at the halting mob. She spun around and
thrust the gun at the Steelriders approaching her from behind. “Get
away from me!”


The
crowd retreated like dust blown off a table. Jen clutched the gun as
if strangling it. The muscles in her arms stood out like cords.

Bedea
scrambled on her hands and knees over to Karras. Jen spun around
again and pointed the gun directly at Bedea’s face, but the
woman did not flinch. She looked down at her husband as if in disdain
of Jen. Karras’s left arm jutted away from his body in an
unnatural backwards position. Jen had completely dislocated it. He
twitched and screamed on the hard stone ground, flailing his right
arm over his left, as if he intended to pop the limb back into place
himself.

Bedea
clutched her husband and looked up at Jen over the shiny white barrel
of the gun, and again Jen felt the force of the woman’s
personality. Despite the fact that she held the gun, Jen felt almost
intimidated by the woman’s hard stone mind.

“Get
out of here,” Bedea said. Her voice did not tremble. “Take
what you want and leave. Go Down Below, go anywhere, but leave us.”

Jen
wanted to say something; she wanted to make them understand that she
and her friends were not cruel. They would never hurt anyone like
this intentionally. She had been forced to do what she’d done.
But now, for the first time, she couldn’t speak up in her own
defense. In the past, she had always had the quickness and clarity of
mind to make her interpretation of things known, but now that
strength had fled from her. She didn’t know what to say.

She
took a few steps back, looked at the dark crowd surrounding her,
staring at her, judging her. She was pointing a gun at a wife
standing over her injured husband. She had caused this.

She
had to escape. She couldn’t stand this.

“Mike!”
she yelled. Her pain could be heard in her voice.

“I’m
here. Come on, come this way.” His hand gently touched her arm.
She kept the gun trained on the crowd as Mike helped her back away.

“Let’s
go,” he said as they got to Reese and Josh. “Come on,
hurry! Help me, Reese.”

Reese
and Mike stooped down, let Josh drape his arms over their shoulders,
and they lifted him up between them. Jen kept the gun pointed at the
Steelriders, who stood there and silently watched them leave. Bedea
accused her with a glare.

“Mike,
where do we go?” Reese asked.

“Back
to the trucks, back to where they parked the motorcycles. Hurry.”

Jen
backed away behind them, watching the dark silent forms of the
Steelriders recede from her. They stood and watched them go, nothing
more. The flame of the broken lamp dimmed to a low flickering glow.

They
left the circle of benches and passed the cistern bay. To Jen it
seemed they moved with agonizing slowness. She backed away, clutching
the gun and looking all around her, fearing someone may jump out at
them from the shadows.

Finally,
Mike spoke again. “Okay, this one. Jen, can you see if it’s
locked?” He looked over his shoulder at her. “Jen?”

“Yes,”
she said, blinking her eyes as if awakening. “Yes, I will.”

She
walked around to the truck Mike had chosen. It was the same one they
had been driven here in as prisoners. She tried the driver’s
side door. It was unlocked. She looked at the dash, but there was no
place for a key. Instead she found a small lever set in the steering
column. She pulled it and the engine roared to life. That was good,
but she still had to see about Josh, so she got out of the cab.

Mike
and Reese had lifted Josh into the empty bed of the truck where their
cage had been. Reese had climbed into the bed with Josh, but Jen
shouted at her.

“Reese,
get in the cab! I’ll ride with Josh. Mike, you drive.”

“Okay,
Jen,” Mike said. “It’s all right.”

“Just
go! Please!” Her voice was panicked and pained.

Reese
and Mike hopped into the cab as Jen climbed into the bed of the
truck. She kept the gun trained on the camp of the Steelriders as
Mike shifted the truck into gear and drove away. Only after they had
driven out of sight of the camp and the black hills of the desert
darkness surrounded them did she lower it. And then she fell into
Josh’s arms and wept.






12: In the Valley of Shadows




The
truck, alone for the first time since its creation, sped down the
length of the valley away from the camp of the Steelriders. The floor
of the valley was relatively flat where it lay between the steeply
curving valley walls rising up to each side of it like tidal waves of
black water frozen an instant before they collided. A billowing cloud
of dust rose up behind the truck, a vast glittering shadow, and ahead
of it the headlights shined a fan of illumination into the darkness,
such that the truck seemed to sit between the pointed ends of two
contrasting cones, one cone of light, the other of darkness.

Mike
gripped the steering wheel hard enough to steady his hands, but his
arms still shook. His eyes kept darting back to the rearview mirror,
searching for signs of pursuit. He drove the truck as fast as he
dared without losing control of the vehicle on the gravelly surface.
At any moment he expected to see the lights of the Steelrider’s
motorcycles appear behind them.

But
no lights appeared. Only darkness trailed them on their path through
the valley. Mike had no idea where he was going. He only wanted to
put some distance between his friends and the Steelriders as quickly
as possible. In his mind, he kept seeing the look on Jen’s face
when she confronted them with Karras’s gun, that strange
mixture of rage and fear. And then the remorse as Bedea had clutched
her husband and stared at Jen with her face full of recrimination, as
if Jen had done what she did out of spite or malice. He had never
seen Jen look that way before, full of panic, without any of her
usual confidence and control. Only when Josh was hurt had he seen her
look close to the way she had looked while confronting Bedea. He
wished Jen had sat up here with him so he could talk to her. Instead
Reese sat next to him, leaning back in the passenger seat and staring
out the window with her head lolling on her shoulder. She looked like
she was sleeping. Mike wanted to talk to someone and Reese was never
a very good talker, at least not to him. He wanted Jen or Josh, but
it looked like Josh was busy consoling Jen, even though it seemed to
Mike that Jen had no reason to need consoling. He wouldn’t have
blamed Jen if she had killed Karras. The man had tried to kill Josh.

He
decided to try to talk to Reese anyway. He couldn’t keep
himself bottled up like this.

“Are
you okay, Reese? Did you get hurt or anything?”

She
turned her head and looked at him. Something about her posture and
her way of moving caused a flush of irritation in him. He couldn’t
define it, and that only irritated him more.

“No,
I’m fine,” she said. Her face was still and looked
unemotional. Why did she look that way?  What right did she have to
be unemotional at a time like this?

He
fought back the urge to snap at her and tried to analyze the core of
his unease. The appearance of the Steelriders had disturbed him and
not just because of the treatment he had received at their hands.

“How
do you think those people got that way?” he asked. “I
mean, just because they live in a place with a lot of volcanic rock
and heavy cloud cover, what made them come up with an ideology like
that?”

Reese
looked at him for a few seconds without speaking. It disconcerted
him; she looked at him the way he would look at a deluded or
hysterical person. Finally, she said, “I don’t know.”
Then she turned her head and looked out the window.

He
gave up. It was no use trying to talk to Reese. He wished again that
Josh or Jen had sat up here with him.

They
drove on through the impossible night.

After
a time Reese leaned forward in her seat and said, “What’s
that?”

Mike
looked where she pointed. He saw a dim white glow straight ahead of
them on the horizon, shining up out of the black hills and gilding in
silver the undersides of the quick low clouds above them.

“It
looks like the lights of a truck stop, or even a town,” he
said. “Guess we finally found someone after all. Can’t
wait to call the cops on those bastards!”

Reese
rotated her head on her shoulders to look at him again, and her face
was once more full of that cautious, guarded expression, like how you
would look at a delusional person. He wanted to snap at her, but he
checked his temper.

Instead,
he said, “Guess you overreacted back there at the boat, the way
you kept talking about how everything had changed.” The
statement sounded petty even to him, with its “I told you so”
overtones, but it was the best he could do against that look on
Reese’s face. Reese wasn’t supposed to act that way
around him; she always acted off her guard, a step or two behind him,
always somewhat at a loss when it came to knowing what to do or
understanding what was going on. She wasn’t supposed to treat
him like he didn’t understand. He always understood. 


Reese
shrugged, made a noncommittal sound, “Hm.” Then she
looked back out the window. Mike found himself almost wishing she’d
been offended or upset, or defensive even, anything but that easy
dismissal of him. He had to fight an urge to goad her, to insist that
she was contrite and embarrassed about what she had thought
until she really did become upset. But he caught himself. No,
that’s not me, he thought. I’m not that kind of
person. And in his secret heart, he was ashamed. And his shame
gave way to amazement. Reese had made him feel ashamed.

Jen
knocked on the wire behind him, loud and sudden, startling him out of
his thoughts.

“Hey
Mike,” she yelled. “Do you see that?” Her voice was
steady, calm and controlled again.

“Yeah,
I see it,” he said, relieved that he could talk to Jen now.
“Let’s go check it out.”

He
increased their speed a little. The truck drove like any other
vehicle he had ever driven. It had the same kind of controls:
accelerator, clutch, brake pedals and gearshift. The only thing
different was the lever used for the ignition instead of a key, and
Mike wondered where the truck was made. He supposed it wouldn’t
be too difficult for someone to take out the switch meant for a key
and install a lever. He never considered the Steelrider’s
explanation of the vehicle’s past and creation. The idea of an
underground civilization manufacturing automobiles and weapons
sounded ludicrous. 


Although
the vehicle shifted roughly and ground its gears no matter how
carefully he shifted, and the engine was rough and loud so that he
had to talk to his friends over the sputtering growl coming from
under the hood, it was powerful and fast. He could feel the engine’s
power when he accelerated and felt it rush forward, like the vehicle
wanted to stretch its legs and feel the limits of its power. He
thought it was a shame that a vehicle as powerful and versatile as
this one wasn’t better maintained. He thought it sounded like
the intake valves were clogged and he heard a faint tapping sound
just audible over the engine’s hacking growl that he couldn’t
quite explain.

Well,
maybe I can keep it after this is over, he thought. They did
destroy my boat after all. It would balance things out if I got
something from them to replace what they destroyed. He couldn’t
wait to look under the hood and check out the engine.

He
pressed the accelerator a little closer to the floor and let the
truck surge forward into the curving black hills rising around them.
He could see the reflection of his headlights cast across the stony
ground, bright sparks of gold glittering over the black rocks. He
leaned forward in his seat, suddenly anxious. He wanted to close the
distance between them and the bright light coming up over the horizon
as fast as possible. He began to see the light as a kind of beacon of
hope. Compared to the dark desert they’d been stranded in for
the past several hours, he saw the light as a return to the sane and
rational world he’d known all his life, a world where gangs of
post-apocalyptic Mad Max wannabes didn’t drive over the
horizon and kidnap you. Only a cluster of streetlights, the kind of
thing you’d find in the parking lot of a mall or a gas station,
could generate an intense white light like that. Something normal,
something rational, the light drew him out of desperation.

“Mike,
you’re going awfully fast,” Reese said. She stared at him
with wide eyes, gripping the door handle with one hand and the dash
with the other to stabilize herself against the bounces and jolts of
the speeding truck, her hair blowing in the wind.

“I
know how to drive, Reese,” he said. God, why did she question
him like that when they were so close to getting out of this mess? 


He
increased their speed, not to spite Reese but only because she had
made him realize how close they were to salvation.

They
came to a bend in the valley and Mike spun the steering wheel to move
the truck in a wide arc around it. Reese had been right, he was going
kind of fast, but he was able to negotiate the turn. 


And
then he saw what was around the bend and he slammed on his brakes,
spinning the rear tires around in a fishtail. The tires slid across
the loose gravelly surface, skidding over it as if on water. The
truck spun ninety degrees so that the driver’s side of the
vehicle faced into their direction of motion, and then the tires
caught and they slammed to a halt. Mike looked out his window and saw
the source of the bright white glow.

He
saw a lake nestled between the rising black hills, a lake of white
fire. The water itself glowed, and cast glaring beams of white light
to the clouds. No wonder he had mistaken this light for a town. The
lake covered at least five acres. It spanned the entire width of the
valley.

The
manner in which the water glowed captivated him. It did seem on fire,
almost incandescent. He expected to feel intense heat coming from
something glowing so brightly, but the wind blowing over the lake was
deliciously cool and moist, so refreshing after the heat and dryness
of the dark desert behind him. And there was something else too, a
quality to the air that he couldn’t quite identify. The air was
different here than it was in the desert, and not just in temperature
and humidity. The air seemed full of energy. Breathing the air here
made him feel more alert, more aware, like when he would work in the
labs at school for several hours and then take a break to eat and
drink and rest for a while. The air refreshed him, re-energized him,
and cleared his mind.

He
opened the door and stepped out of the truck. He took a deep breath
and let the cool clean air inundate his lungs, surge through him like
fluid energy as the marvelously chilly wind danced over his skin,
drying his grimy sweat. He exhaled, blinked his eyes, and suddenly he
felt like he had just awakened from a nightmare-filled sleep. The
panic and fear of the last few hours faded and he felt calm and in
control again, more like himself; he hadn’t realized until this
moment that he hadn’t been feeling like himself. He had become
some kind of shell-shocked, agitated, battle-ready person, but now
the fear faded away and his old easygoing personality reasserted
itself.

He
heard a truck door slam and footsteps crunch across the gravelly
surface, and then Reese and Jen came up and stood on opposite sides
of him.

“What
is it?” Reese said, her voice low and awed. The light cast the
shadows of her cheekbones under her eyes and brought out the deep red
of her hair, masking her features somewhat and making her look like a
different person, almost hard to recognize as Reese. Not especially
flattering for her. Reese didn’t look very good under the light
from the lake.

Jen
though, when Mike turned and looked at Jen his lungs seized up within
him. He felt like his heart had turned to glass. Jen’s skin
caught the light and held it just beneath the surface, so that Jen’s
face seemed to glow as the lake glowed. The light brought out the
rich auburn highlights of her hair and enhanced the shadows in the
hollows of her cheeks. She was stunning, like an alabaster statue of
a goddess brought into breath and life, an infusion of spirit into
stone. She looked incredible.

She
turned and caught him staring at her. “What?” she asked,
an edge of irritation in her voice.

“Nothing,”
he said. “Sorry.”

“What
is it, Mike?” Josh asked the question this time. Mike turned
and saw him leaning over the side the truck bed, and the sight of
Josh captivated him almost as much as Jen. Josh’s eyes, already
so remarkable for their pale blue color, looked absolutely unearthly
now. Unearthly, yes, that was the right word, just like his face,
with his wide childlike eyes, his pale skin and dark black hair, and
most of all his expression, childlike again described him, so full of
innocence and wonder. He looked ethereal, like a spirit, a pure
spirit not infused into matter like Jen’s stone strength. He
looked, well, beautiful, as weird as it sounded to Mike to describe
another guy as beautiful, but it was true.

I
think I’m getting high, he thought. I think this air is
somehow making me high. And suddenly the whole awareness of this
moment flooded into him, the lake of fluid light casting its beams
into the dark sky, the steeply rising hills, almost like cliff sides,
to each side of him covered in the black reflective stone that caught
the white light and gilded the hills in silver, his friends around
him looking so beautiful, and the delicious, thick, chilly air
caressing him, it was almost too much, too much sensory awareness at
once, and he wanted to shut his eyes against it all and just run,
run until the cold wind roared all around him and the jubilant energy
filling him transmuted into liberating motion and pushed him on and
on, until he felt he could stretch his arms out into the cold river
of air and, like an eagle, take flight.

What
is this place doing to me? he thought. I have to focus, I
can’t think like this.

He
looked up and saw Reese walking down to the shore of the lake, her
form darkly in silhouette against the light with diffuse radiant
beams shining out from all sides of her. In this enhanced mental
state, he appreciated the beauty of that sight, even though he had
not thought Reese’s face looked beautiful before. He followed
her down to the shore, feeling like he was floating. Only the sound
of his feet crunching over the rocks reminded him he was still on the
ground.

He
arrived at her side just as she knelt down and put her hand into the
water.

“Wait
Reese,” he said. “It might not be safe, don’t-”

“It’s
okay,” she said. “It feels okay. The water’s cool,
nice even.” She moved her hand through the water and circular
ripples flowed outwards from it, little round wavelets overlapping
each other and where they overlapped Mike saw diffraction patterns in
the light, spectra like little rainbows, purple and red and blue on
the crests of the wavelets. The ripples of color splashed to the
shore and over the pebbles there. Unearthly, he thought again, the
white glowing water with dancing colors on its surface, counterpoised
by the shining darkness of the shore rocks. Reese kneeled over this
with her hand reaching out, immersed in wonder.

He
shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. It’s happening
again, I’m losing myself in these sights. I need clarity. I
need to think through this.

“Oxygen,”
Reese said. “It’s oxygen. Look Mike, out in the water.”
She pointed to a spot out in the lake. Under ordinary circumstances
Mike would have ignored her or even snapped at her. He would have
thought she was talking about something foolish yet again. But now he
felt badly for snapping at her in the truck, and for the generally
impolite way he treated Reese, despite his appeals to his better
nature. So he decided to talk to her now and see if they could
reconcile over conversation, even though Reese never seemed to hold a
grudge against him for the way he treated her. He realized this and
it spurred him to talk to her.

He
knelt beside her. “What is it?” he said.

“The
algae,” she said. “You see it?”

He
looked and he did see it, dark lumpy masses floating deep inside the
light, and he could see a faint green glow in their darkness.

“I
bet they’re making oxygen,” Reese said. “Do you
feel it? The euphoria? The heightened awareness?”

“Oh
yeah, I feel it.”

“It’s
oxygen euphoria. I used to give emphysema patients oxygen treatments
at the hospital and they described these same feelings to me
afterwards, seeing beauty in everything. I always used to wonder what
it was like.” She laughed. “I guess now I know!”

“Oxygen,”
Mike said, struggling to think. Reese didn’t seem to have any
trouble thinking. “So the algae are making the oxygen and it’s
diffusing up through the water and into the air. Wait, I’ve
been around bodies of water my whole life. I’ve been surrounded
by seaweed and algae many times and I’ve never felt anything
like this.”

She
looked at him, her eyes wide in the silvery light. “I don’t
think that’s any natural form of algae, Mike. I think this
place is man-made.”

He
understood. She was referring to the story Karras had said, about
Down Below. “So you think this is all artificial. Now it makes
sense. It’s always dark, so the water glows to give the algae
light. But how does the water glow?”

He
had to suppress a laugh. His question had reminded him of a nursery
rhyme. Mary, Mary, quite contrary, how does your water glow?

“I
don’t know,” Reese said. “Maybe microorganisms? I
think I read something once about microorganisms that glowed.”

“Luciferans!”
Mike suddenly blurted out. Reese raised one eyebrow in confusion and
he had to suppress a laugh again.

“I
just remembered what it’s called,” he said, a little
abashed. “Luciferans. It’s the enzyme that makes
fireflies glow. I know what you’re referring to, about the
glowing microorganisms, Reese. Some researchers took the gene from
fireflies that makes them able to glow and inserted them into the DNA
of some bacteria, so the bacteria were able to glow.”

Reese
nodded. “I bet this water is filled with bacteria very similar
to the ones you’re talking about. They could metabolize the
organic matter from decaying algae for food, and in return generate
light to feed the living algae.”

Mike
laughed aloud now, he couldn’t help himself. “We’ve
got a little food chain here!” Why did he find that so funny?
God, he was so high.

“And
the algae generate oxygen that gets released into the air,”
Reese went on, “and makes the air breathable. I think the
bacteria would need to burn some oxygen to make light, but most of it
would go into the water and diffuse into the air.”

“Hold
on,” Jen spoke up from behind them. “You’re not
taking that maniac’s story seriously are you? All that bullshit
about fire from space and underground civilizations?”

Mike
turned and looked at Jen, and the urge to laugh left him. Jen looked
so beautiful in this light, it almost overwhelmed him. He wanted to
take her in his arms, he wanted to finally tell her how he felt…

“I’m
not saying anything about Karras’s story,” Reese said.
“I’m only trying to understand what I’m seeing.”

“You’re
only seeing the things that support his story!” Jen snapped.
She didn’t seem affected by the oxygen euphoria at all. “What
is this? Stockholm syndrome? You’re starting to sympathize with
those nuts.”

“Do
you see where we are, Jen?” Reese said. “Do you see this
lake and feel the air? I’m not saying anything about the
Steelriders, but we need to have an open mind right now.”

“I
have an open mind! Just not so open that I take every stupid idea
seriously.”

Mike
looked back and forth between the two arguing women, feeling a little
numb and confused. He didn’t want them to fight, no, they
shouldn’t be fighting now. But something occurred to him, a
thought had crept to the edge of his mind and he was on the verge of
realizing something…

It
hit him. “The water!” he exclaimed.

Jen
looked down at him. “What?”

“The
water. Why doesn’t it all evaporate? I mean, the air
surrounding this place is so hot and dry, why doesn’t the lake
evaporate?”

Jen
smiled with bitter satisfaction. “See? There you go, Reese. No
cosmic disaster, the world is still out there somewhere, sorry to
disappoint you. If the surface of the world was incinerated then
where did the lake come from?”

“That’s
just what I was about to ask you,” Reese said. “Let’s
find out.” Reese rose to her feet and walked past Jen and Mike
along the shore of the lake. Mike got up and started to follow her,
but then he saw that Jen wasn’t moving. She stood her ground
with her arms crossed and looked disdainfully at Reese marching away.

“Um,
I think she wants us to follow her,” Mike said, a little unsure
what to do. Reese seemed to know what she was doing, but Jen didn’t
want to have anything to do with it. Mike wanted to follow Reese and
see what she thought but he was afraid that would make Jen mad. He
thought it better to stay with Jen in that case, because Reese almost
never got mad at anyone.

Jen
glared at him. “If you want to toddle along after her, go
ahead. I’m not about to leave Josh out here alone, not with
those freaks out there looking for us.” Mike saw the challenge
in her eyes. Go ahead, choose between us, Jen’s
expression seemed to say, daring him to take Reese’s side, as
if it were some kind of contest between them.

Screw
this, he thought. I don’t need this. Without a word,
he turned his back on Jen and walked back to the truck. He wanted to
talk to Josh. Josh would make everything seem so much better. He
always did that. Josh never made him choose between his friends,
never tried to manipulate him or play with his emotions. Josh always
had nothing but unconditional affection for him.

Mike
stopped for a moment. Affection. Yeah, that was the best word for it,
as weird as it sounded to him. Josh was affectionate with him. He had
never thought of their relationship in those terms before. Funny
how I’ve been taking it for granted all this time, he
thought. He shook off his disconcertion and continued on to the
truck. He did not turn to see the look of outrage on Jen’s face
at his dismissal of her. He didn’t need to see it; he already
knew it was there.

Josh
was still sitting in the back of the truck where they had left him,
resting his chin on the palm of his hand and looking across the lake
when Mike walked up to him. As he approached, Josh looked up at him
with just his eyes and raised his eyebrows as if to ask a question.
Mike felt tense and irritable after the way Jen had spoken to him,
and the intimate and almost feminine quality of Josh’s
expression raised a suspicious anger in Mike, such that he almost
lashed out at Josh. But he caught himself in time, and let the
easygoing familiarity he shared with him relax his mind.

“What
do you think?” Mike asked. 


“About
what?” Josh said.

“This
lake. Did you hear us talking about it?”

“Yeah,
some of it.”

“What
do you think it means?”

“I’m
not sure. All I know is I’ve never seen anything like this
before.”

“Reese
seems to think it’s here to release oxygen into the air,”
Mike said.

“Like
what Karras said,” Josh replied, nodding. “So she
believes him.”

“I
don’t know if she does or not. Really, you know her much better
than I do, but I have to say I’ve never seen Reese act this way
before. She was always so quiet, so passive. I mean, she would never
stand up for herself or anything like that. Now all of a sudden she
thinks she has all the answers.”

Josh
shook his head and frowned slightly, not with anger, but with serious
thought. “I don’t feel she thinks she has all the
answers. I think she’s trying to find the answers, the same as
we are. I think she’s just going about it in her own way.”

Mike
shrugged. “I guess so. But do you think she’s right?
About Karras and his story, I mean? She seems to buy it outright. I
gotta say, I agree with Jen. It all sounds crazy to me.”

“I
think we should wait and give her a chance to explain. I do think
Karras and all the rest of those people were nuts. I mean think of
the implications. The whole surface of the Earth burnt up? But I have
to say, I’ve never seen anything like this place, Mike. I’ve
never seen water glow like that. And we did see the Sun rise during
the storm, but it’s still as dark as night.”

“I
know,” Mike said softly, leaning his elbows on the truck and
chewing thoughtfully on his fingernail.

“There’s
something else too,” Josh said. “Besides the Steelriders
and this lake, we haven’t seen anything since we landed. I mean
not so much as a tree, or a house, or a road. Nothing. At least not
anything that refutes Karras’s story.”

“Sure
we did,” Mike said. “We saw those other motorcycles,
remember? We saw their headlights when the Steelriders were taking us
to their camp.”

“Yes,
we did see those,” Josh said, but he sounded unconvinced. He
rose up on his elbows and turned his head so that his neck popped a
few times. Mike thought he looked uncomfortable.

“How
do you feel?” Mike asked. “Do you hurt at all?”

“A
little bit,” Josh said. “I’m sore mostly, all down
through my neck and back. My muscles are all stiff. It’s
because of all this stress and sitting so long on these hard metal
surfaces. Never thought I’d wish I had my wheelchair.” He
laughed softly.

Mike
smiled at his friend. Josh had been through a lot this past year and
Mike had asked him to come on this trip hoping it would cheer him up.
Well, that hadn’t gone so well, had it? But Josh had not lost
his strength. Mike understood how depressed Josh felt, and his
reasons for not showing it, but Josh’s ability to function
despite the depths of his depression amazed Mike. He used to think
Jen was the strongest person he had ever known, but now he thought it
was Josh. Here they were sitting beside some bizarre glowing lake,
Lake Chernobyl was a name that came to mind, just escaped from a gang
of psychotic survivalists and possibly pursued by them, lost in the
middle of a bizarre black desert at night, and Josh could look right
into the heart of it all and laugh. Mike had never seen so much
courage in anyone.

Mike
turned around and leaned back against the truck, putting his arm
around Josh’s shoulders as he did so. “I think now we
have to figure out where to go next,” he said.

Josh
leaned in close to him. Mike felt him move so that their bodies
touched in a natural and comfortable way, felt Josh wrap his arm
around him in return, just as they had walked side by side as kids
with their arms around each other’s shoulders. Together they
looked at the strange landscape around them: the glowing lake and the
shining black hills. Jen stood by the shore, a small dark figure
staring into the light. Mike began to think they would actually make
it out of this situation unscathed, that everything would turn out
all right after all. And then he realized that Josh had done exactly
what Mike had hoped he would do, and put things back into perspective
for him. Mike loved him like a brother for that.

But
suddenly Josh pulled away. He took his arm off Mike’s shoulder
and handwalked backwards until he sat in the middle of the truck bed.
Mike looked at him quizzically but Josh would not meet his eye.

“What’s
the matter?” Mike said.

“Nothing,”
Josh stammered. “Nothing.” He ran his fingers back
through his hair with a nervous gesture. “Where’s Reese?
How long has she been gone?”

Mike
had forgotten about Reese. “I don’t know,” he said.
“God, I hope nothing’s happened.” He looked over
his shoulder in the direction Reese had gone. She had walked towards
an incline that ran to the top of the valley wall. The incline looked
broad and flat, and did not rise sharply. The truck could probably
drive up it. The vehicle had four-wheel drive, he had figured that
out while driving it. It had not skidded once while driving over this
loose rocky surface, not until he had slammed on the brakes when they
came around the bend and saw the lake. He thought the tires would
have to be in good shape to make it up the incline and he looked down
to inspect them. The tires had wide belts of steel wire sewn into the
rubber.

“Hey,
check this out Josh,” he said.

“What
is it?” Josh leaned over the side of the truck bed. “I
can’t see it from here, my angle is no good.”

“The
tires have metal belts on them. When we first saw the Steelriders,
Jen wondered how they could drive on all these sharp rocks without
getting their tires punctured. This is how. They covered the tires
with steel. I didn’t notice it during all the craziness.”

“I
wonder where they get fuel,” Josh said.

“Good
question. But then again,” Mike mused, scratching his head. “I
don’t see a gas cap on this thing.”

Josh
looked at him, pale eyes wide. “It… doesn’t need
fuel?”

Mike
looked back at him and smiled a slow, uneasy smile as he realized the
implications. An electric vehicle? Or even something else? “I’d
love to take a look under the hood of this thing.” He felt a
little guilty to have such curiosity about the truck, considering
their circumstances. 


“But
I better not,” Mike went on. “We can’t stay here
like this, those nuts could be-” A cry from across the lake
interrupted him.

It
was Reese. She was screaming.
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“Mike!”
she screamed as she ran down the incline and back into the valley
that sheltered the lake. She did not think of any scorn Mike may feel
for her behavior or her views. What she had seen was too terrifying
in its implications.

After
leaving Mike and Jen, she had walked down the shore of the lake to
the opposite side of the valley and found a strip of ground that
ascended the valley wall. It looked man-made, like a gently
upward-curving road. She had hiked to the top, seen what she had
seen, and come running back down, screaming for her friends.

She
wanted to talk to Mike most of all. He seemed to have all the answers
and after seeing what she did, she needed to hear some answers. She
needed to talk to someone who knew what was going on, even though she
knew that Mike would have no better answer than the one she held
within her own heart.

The
lake of light shined upwards into the darkness. Its alien beauty now
seemed to mock her for not seeing what she should have seen. 


Down
in the valley, her friends heard her cries and felt fear grip their
hearts. They had endured too much horror in the last few hours, not
one of them knew if they could stand much more.

“Damn
it, I knew she would get us into trouble!” Jen growled as she
stormed up to the truck. She marched past Mike without looking at
him, leaned into the bed of the truck and grabbed the big gun. She
grabbed a segment on the gun’s underside and slid it back with
a sharp click, just like the cock on a shotgun. As soon as she did,
the big gun let out a high-pitched electronic whine. Mike had seen
Jen do this back at the camp of the Steelriders. He hadn’t
taken note of it then, too much other stuff to worry about, like
getting them all out of there alive, but he noticed it now and was
impressed by Jen’s resolve and her ability to use the gun. She
held it like a natural. Maybe she could figure out how to use the
pistol too. Mike had left it in the front seat of the truck. He hoped
he wouldn’t have to use it.

They
watched Reese run up to them. “Mike! Get the truck!” she
yelled. “Come and see this!” She looked frantic,
terrified.

“What
is it?” Jen asked. “Is it more of them? How many?”

“I’ll
explain on the way,” Reese said, gasping for breath. “But
you have to see this, all of you!”

“We’re
not going anywhere without knowing what we’re up against,”
Jen said. “Now what are you wetting your pants about?”

Reese
ignored the insult. “Mike, do you remember what you said when
we first ran aground? About the ocean?”

“What?”
The boat running aground seemed long ago and far away to him now. 


“The
ocean,” Reese pressed. “You said you couldn’t hear
it. You said you couldn’t hear the sound of the waves,
remember?”

“Yeah,
I remember, but why-”

“I
know why.” Conviction filled Reese’s face. “It’s
because we’re nowhere near it! We’re about as far from
the ocean as you can get!”

“Reese…”
Mike could not make words articulate. Her behavior was baffling. He
didn’t know whether to laugh or shout, to be scornful, angry,
or afraid.

“She’s
lost it,” Jen said. Her voice had a dismissive finality to it.
She rested the gun on her shoulder with the barrel pointing behind
her and stood with her hand on her hip. She looked at Reese with
disgust.

“Just
come and see, Mike,” Reese said. “You have to. Please.”

“See
what?” he said. He wanted to believe Reese. His opinion of her
had improved since they had talked by the shore of the lake, but now
she seemed to have gone back to her old blubbering ways.

“I-
I can’t describe it!” 


Jen
snorted.

“I
can’t describe it, but this is very important, because I’ve
been here before!”

“What?”
Mike said. “Reese, will you calm down and tell us what you’re
talking about?”

“There’s
something up there,” she said. “Ruins, some old
buildings, but I’ve seen them before. You have to come and look
at them yourself.”

“I
think we should do it,” Josh said. They all turned to look at
him. His voice was soft and serious, and he stared back at all of
them, calm and focused.

“All
right,” Mike said. It wasn’t like they had anywhere else
to go. The road was the only way out of the valley and they couldn’t
go back the way they came. And they couldn’t stay here any
longer if they wanted to stay ahead of any Steelriders who might be
pursuing them.

Mike
turned and climbed into the cab of the truck. “All right, let’s
go,” he said. He felt stupid doing this. God only knew what
Reese was leading them into, but he didn’t know what else to
do.

Reese
climbed into the passenger seat and slammed the door behind her.
“It’s just up that road, but watch it. The surface is
gravelly and unstable.”

Jen
stood back for a moment. “Christ, I can’t believe this,”
she said. Then she climbed into the bed of the truck with Josh and
sat down with her knees bent and the gun resting between her legs.

Mike
started the engine and drove the truck along the shore of the lake to
the road and up the incline. Reese was right, the surface was slick
with loose gravel and he had to drive them out of a skid several
times. Once they almost slid right off the road. But Mike was used to
driving on unstable surfaces from many snowy Alaskan winters and he
was able to navigate the treacherous climb.

With
a final heaving lurch, the truck came up over the final hump in the
road and they saw once again the black empty wasteland that
surrounded this place. Mike saw the barren rocky plain and felt his
spirits plunge. The lake still shined its rays into the dark sky like
a bit of glass unearthed in a trench catching the fire in a ray of
sunlight, but coming out of the valley reminded Mike that their
situation hadn’t changed much. It was funny in a way. Somehow,
he thought after escaping from Karras and the Steelriders and finding
the lake, breathing that air, he thought things would be, well,
different. He had thought they would come out of the valley and find
some sign of civilization, or at least some sign of the world they
had known. But they hadn’t. The lake was pretty and all, but
around it was still the same bleak nothing.

“…came
up and at first I didn‘t know what I was looking at, and so I
walked a little closer and saw it. And I hope I’m wrong. Oh God
I really hope I’m wrong and it’s not what think it is.”

Reese’s
voice and its heartbroken tone interrupted his thoughts. She had been
talking while he was watching the landscape and thinking about their
situation, but he only just now heard what she had said. He was so
used to ignoring her that it had become a habit. He felt a brief
flush of guilt as he realized she must be as scared and confused as
the rest of them, and as he heard the sadness in her voice, he
realized that she had handled her fear alone. Mike, Josh and Jen had
all depended on each other for emotional support, but Reese had stood
alone during all of this.

Well,
what about Josh? They’ve always been close, he thought.

But
then again, he and Jen had pretty much monopolized Josh. She’d
talked to him some after the boat ran aground, but Jen had viciously
protected him ever since the Steelriders showed up. So Reese had gone
through the kidnapping and imprisonment and the violence of escape
all by herself. He had to reevaluate his opinion of Reese. She really
wasn’t a frightened spazz, like he’d thought.

“But
what did you see?” he asked. 


She
looked at him, her green eyes wide and bright in the shadows and her
curly red hair tumbling around her wide simple face.

“I
saw…” She turned away from him and looked out the
windshield. “I saw that.”

Mike
looked. Through the windshield, he saw a hulking black structure like
an abandoned building silhouetted against the cloudy sky. They were
approaching it from an angle and the headlights didn’t shine on
it, so they could not see it clearly. A hundred ghost stories flashed
through Mike’s mind, stories by authors like Poe and Lovecraft
and Ray Bradbury about haunted gothic mansions standing in the middle
of desolate plains. In the darkness around them, the place looked
forbidding and malevolent.

As
they drew closer to the place, Mike saw that it was not a single
structure. It looked like several small structures clustered
together. He could not yet tell what it was and somehow that made the
place even more disturbing. The strange shape on the hill seemed to
call to him like a voice from a tomb.

Reese’s
voice startled him. “Oh God it is! I know this place! Stop
Mike, stop the car. I have to get out.”

“But
what-”

“Just
stop, please!”

“Okay,
okay! Hold on.”

He
did not immediately stop, but instead he grit his teeth and swung the
truck around so that it approached the building head on. Better to
face his fears; he hadn’t gone through all that with the
Steelriders just to give in to fear now. As the headlights shined
upon the structure before him, he hit the brakes and brought the
vehicle to a halt. In the harsh yellow glare of the headlights, he
saw the building in total clarity.

And
his breath froze in his lungs.

It
looked like some kind of ancient Egyptian temple carved out of black
rock. A flight of stairs rose out of the ground to a wide concrete
enclosure like a dais or platform. Flanking the stairs on each side
was a statue of a sphinx, set so the two sphinxes faced each other
across the span of the stairs. At the top of the stairs and in the
center of the concrete platform were the crumbled remains of a tower
or obelisk. Judging by the width of the base, the tower or obelisk or
whatever it was must have been pretty tall, but now only a jagged
stump remained. The platform was littered with rubble, presumably
from the fallen tower. To each side of the fallen tower and just
above and behind the sphinxes were two squat stone buildings, looking
very dark and solemn and dead.

Like
tombs, he thought. This place looked like it belonged to the
dead. And not to the recent dead, not like modern cemeteries with
their carefully trimmed lawns, sprawling oaks and pink marble
headstones. This place looked inhabited by the ancient dead; looking
at it inspired thoughts of hidden crypts and shadowy chambers
scrawled with graven images of pagan gods and human sacrifice.

I
know this place, Reese had said.

He
turned to look at her in the passenger seat, but Reese was gone. The
seat was empty. The door hung open, swaying slowly in the hot dry
breeze.

Mike
looked through the windshield and saw Reese running up the stairs
between the sphinxes like a breathless worshipper running to an
altar.

Instinctual
alarms rang danger signals through his brain. She was running into
that place alone? Without even thinking? Christ, she was an
idiot.

He
opened his door and climbed out as Jen jumped out of the bed of the
truck. He was glad to see her. He needed some of Jen’s
hard-nosed practicality.

“Jesus,
Mike,” she said. “What is this?”

“I
don’t know. Did you see Reese?”

“Yeah,
she ran right up there like she knew the place.”

“She
says she does. Says she’s been here before, but she doesn’t
say what it is. She’s acting… I don’t know,
severely freaked out.”

“She
always acts that way,” Jen said dryly. “I think she
panics over every action she takes, so nothing she does makes sense.”

Mike
sighed. He didn’t come out here to criticize Reese. He only
wanted to understand what was going on.

Just
like Reese said she wanted, he thought.

“I
thought she was handling this pretty well,” he said, a tone of
sad frustration in his voice. “But now she’s…”

Jen
nodded. “Being Reese.” She rolled her eyes. “I
think she wants us to follow her.” Then she turned and spoke to
Josh, who still sat in the back of the truck. Her demeanor changed
from scornful to concerned.

“Josh,
are you going to be okay here?” she asked him softly. 


“I’ll
be fine,” he said. He looked a little frustrated - Jen did
sound like she was speaking to a child - but also patient, like he’d
learned to accept being spoken to that way.

“We
need to fetch Reese,” Jen said. A look of thoughtful
frustration passed over her face and Mike knew what she was thinking.
She didn’t like leaving Josh alone.

Then
her expression brightened. “Wait. I have an idea. Hold on,
Josh.”

And
as soon as she stepped into the cab of the truck and sat down in the
driver’s seat, Mike knew what her idea was.

“Oh
no,” he said.

Jen
started the engine, shifted it into gear, and the truck lurched
forward. Josh grabbed the sides of the truck bed as the force of
acceleration pushed him forward. He looked up at Mike with a mixture
of surprise and excitement on his face.

“Here
we go,” he said.

The
tires spun in the loose gravel as Jen sped the truck toward the
stairs, and then drove it directly up them. The truck reached the
concrete platform at the top in seconds and Jen brought it to a halt.
The door opened, Jen hopped out and said “Better?”

The
bright cheery tone of her voice made Mike laugh, and Josh replied,
“Yes, much better thank you.”

Mike
began to follow them, still laughing, since Jen’s little stunt
had relieved some of his misgivings about this place. But as he
approached the stair steps, his laughter faded and his sudden good
mood chilled. He would have to walk between the stone sphinxes to
join the others, without the protection of riding in the truck, and
the idea of that filled him with dread. He knew it was stupid to fear
a pair of inanimate objects, but he couldn’t help it.

Both
sphinxes lay with their forepaws in front of them. Their wings swept
forward off their backs and covered their faces. The covered faces
somehow made them more disturbing. Mike’s traitor imagination
sent an image of them to his mind. They would have human faces, of
course, just like the famous Sphinx in Egypt, but they would not have
that statue’s blank weathered expression. No, their faces would
be sharply sculpted into an expression hate and lustful hunger, and
fangs would protrude from their grimacing stone lips. At any moment,
he expected the wings to unfold from their faces, the statues to rise
to their feet and leap with deadly feline grace from their pedestals.

Stop
it! he scolded himself. You’re being stupid! Stupid!

But
despite his admonition, he quickened his step and started to run up
the stairs. He wanted to get past those black beasts as quickly as he
could. They were not black like the stones on the ground. They did
not shine like obsidian or black glass. They were a dull, sooty
black. They looked almost burnt. Charred. Mike wondered if they were
originally sculpted out of black stone at all. In fact he could say
the same thing about this entire monument…

He
froze in his steps, turned and looked over his shoulder. He had
stopped between the two sphinxes and their wings remained
indifferently wrapped around their faces. But now he had forgotten
about them, despite his fears. He had heard a sound, a sound that
froze him in his tracks.

In
the dark lands behind him, he heard the distant rumble of thunder.

He
looked back from where they had come. He saw the light from the lake
pouring out of the valley and up to the clouds, although the dark
hills hid the glowing water itself. Nothing more.

He
heard Reese above him. “Oh God! Oh no!” Her voice was
quivery and breathless.

Then
he heard Jen. Her voice was hard and sensible, as usual. “Mike,
you need to get up here. I think you need to see this.”

He
turned and ascended the stairs. He did not look at the sphinxes and
he did not look behind him.

When
he got to the top, he saw Reese clawing at the surface of the fallen
tower’s base. Jen stood behind her and watched with her hands
hanging limply at her sides, and Josh leaned over the side of the
truck bed, watching them both.

Then
he saw that Reese was scraping away the layer of soot on the stones
with her fingers. It was burnt. Mike looked around him. What
kind of fire was big enough to cover a place like this in soot? And
what had burned? They hadn’t seen a single tree or blade of
grass since the boat had run aground.

As
she clawed at the soot and sent it falling in powdery black clumps to
the ground, Reese kept speaking in a hoarse voice that was somehow
half whisper and half scream:

“Oh
God! Oh no!”

As
he watched her, Mike realized that she was uncovering writing hidden
beneath the soot and carved into the stones of the tower’s
base. English writing. Already he could see four words: IN HONOR OF
THOSE…

He
needed to say something. He needed to speak and question and demand
and somehow make sense of this.

“Reese,
what is this place?” The fear in his voice somehow made him
more afraid.

She
ignored him, and kept scraping at the soot with her fingers and
talking to God. “Oh God! Oh no, don’t let it be here. It
can’t, it just can’t. Please God.”

Jen
spoke up, her voice harsh and angry. “Reese! What are you
doing? Answer me!”

Reese
kept clawing at the sooty rocks. More words uncovered now: IN HONOR
OF THOSE WHO SERVED IN THE WORLD WAR…

“Reese,”
Josh said, his voice low and gentle in the way that only Josh could
speak. Mike had never heard another human being speak with so much
empathy. “What’s wrong?”

Finally
she turned around and looked at them, her gaze fearful and filled
with some emotion that was indefinable but somehow solid with
finality. She was finished. Her fingers trailed away from the letters
and the words were visible:





IN HONOR OF THOSE WHO SERVED IN THE WORLD WAR IN DEFENSE OF LIBERTY
AND OUR COUNTRY




Reese
looked at each of them. First Josh, then Jen, and then Mike. 


“Is
it true?” she said. Mike heard in her voice a desperate need
for an answer, something he could not give, and as he realized this
he felt despair that shocked him with its depth.

“Reese,
what is this place?” he asked. It was the only thing he could
say.

“Do
you remember what I told you?” she said. Smudges of soot
covered her face and her clothes. Her hands were black with it up to
her elbows. “About the ocean?”

“You
said we were nowhere near it.”

“We’re
not. We’re about as far from the ocean as you can get.”
She flung out her arms and as she did, a wind rose up and swept her
hair back from her face. The wind’s origin was behind them,
where Mike had heard the thunder.

“This
is my home!” Reese said. “This is Kansas City! I told you
I knew this place. This is the Liberty Memorial. It’s the
nation’s only monument to World War One.”

They
stared at her, eyes wide. All of them debated two horrible
possibilities: either she was crazy, or she was right.

“Mike,
we’re five thousand miles from where we were last night!”
Reese cried. “How is that possible?”

And
Mike wondered with agony, Why is she asking me? Why does everyone
always ask me?

“But…
but it’s all destroyed?” Reese stammered. “It’s
crumbled and burnt. What happened, Mike? Was there a war?”

“I
don’t know,” Mike said. It had never hurt him more to say
those words. 


Again,
behind him, he heard the roll of thunder. It was closer.

Jen
opened her mouth to speak. Stopped, closed it. Then she tried again
and this time she did speak, and her words were as firm as they
always were.

“Reese.
We haven’t gone anywhere. I know things are confusing right
now, but we need to stay calm.”

Reese
turned to her and met her eyes. It was the first time Mike had ever
seen her stand face to face with Jen like an equal.

“We
haven’t gone anywhere? Then what is that?” And she
pointed to the darkness beyond the platform.

Except
it wasn’t entirely dark. There was light out there, shining up
out of the ground. They had been so focused on the monument that they
hadn’t noticed it. But Reese had seen it. Mike realized she had
been up here for a few moments before everyone else had arrived and
she’d had time to go around the stump of the tower and look.
And now he and Jen went to the edge of the platform and looked as
well, and Josh pushed himself up on the edge of the truck so that he
could see the vista stretched out before them.

More
glowing lakes shined up into the sky. Hundreds of them, stretching
out to the limits of the horizon, shining up to the clouds and
illuminating their gray feathery forms. All of them identical to the
lake in the valley. All of them glowed so brightly it hurt to look at
them.

But
what shocked them and held their gaze was that the lakes were
scattered among the ruins of a city. A city like a city after a war.
Mike saw skyscrapers lying shattered and ruined atop the remains
other skyscrapers. Skeletal steel-frame remains clawed at the
cloud-covered sky. He saw streets filled with bricks and broken
glass. Across from them and at the base of the hill was another solid
concrete structure, but it was charred black. Stone columns had once
stood in front of it, but two of them had fallen over.

“That
was Union Station,” Reese said beside him. She had followed his
gaze.

He
barely heard her. He lifted his gaze beyond “Union Station”
to the other shattered buildings behind it. It all looked so uniform,
one crumbled building overlaying another overlaying another. All of
it black. Sooty. Burned.

Karras’s
voice rose out of his memory:

The
Event rained fire and destruction down on the world. God’s
judgment had blasted the Earth.

As
if she had read his mind, Reese said to him. “Was Karras right?
Mike!” She took his arm, turned him to face her and looked him
in the eyes. “He said the Event came centuries ago. Does that…
does that mean… this is…” She struggled to say
the words, but then she finally got them out.

“Is
this the future?”

He
looked into her face, at the desperation there, and into her eyes,
her wide green eyes filled with fear… and knowledge. She knew
the answer. But it was an answer Mike couldn’t accept. She had
to be wrong, this had to be some kind of abandoned city that had just
fallen into neglect and Reese had mistaken it for Kansas City.

But
there are skyscrapers out there. The city is huge. It goes all the
way to the horizon. And it’s destroyed. 


He
tried to think of something to say. He saw again the black dead land
they had traveled through, not a single tree, not a single blade of
grass. And a constant darkness that seemed to cover the whole world.

The
whole world.

He
tried to speak, to discover his ideas with words. “Reese…
Reese I…”

A
sharp roll of thunder slammed through the air above them, cutting off
his words. Reese flinched and her gaze shot upwards. The wind gusted,
pelting them all with dust and soot and sending Jen’s long
brown hair billowing into her face.

Mike
spun around. Behind them, past the stair steps and the sphinxes,
thunderheads flickering with lightning rolled through the sky toward
them, like a vast black hand reaching out for them from the sky.

“Another
one?” Reese screamed her question over the roar of the wind. It
had grown so powerful that they all felt it pushing them backwards,
and they had to lean forward into it just to remain standing. The
truck rocked on its shock absorbers. Flying dust stung their skin
like needles. Jen raised her arm to shield her face as Reese turned
away from the force of the wind. Josh lowered his head and covered
his eyes with his hands, peeking over them every few seconds to see
the approaching storm. Mike raised his hand to shield his eyes, but
he looked through his fingers to the shadows flowing like black water
beneath the storm clouds. He saw something there in the intermittent
flashes of lightning, a huge dark form like one of the ruined
skyscrapers in the city below spinning in the wind.

And
then he realized what it was.

Before
he could speak, Jen peeked above her arm and saw it too.

“Another
tornado! How…?” Her expression suddenly changed as she
seemed to remember something. 


“Josh!
Get out of the truck!” she screamed. “We’ve got to
find shelter! Hurry!”

She
ran to Josh, grabbed him under the arms and began to pull him out of
the back of the truck. Mike went to help her and Reese started to
help as well, until Jen shouted at her.

“The
guns! Get the guns!” she screamed over the growing roar of the
wind. Reese dashed into the cab and took the big gun and the pistol
out of the passenger seat. She came back out just as Jen and Mike got
Josh out of the back of the truck. They held him with his arms
wrapped around their shoulders. Mike glanced behind them. The tornado
was much closer, an enormous black tower extending from the ground to
the sky. In the flashes of lightning, he saw clouds and black specks
of debris swirling in the funnel. He saw the trench left in the
ground as the cyclone plowed through it and heard the grinding growl
of the winds tearing up the Earth.

“Go
in the building!” Reese screamed, pointing at the squat cubical
structure to the right. “In the museum!”

They
all ran off together, Reese leading the way. The storm clouds raced
above them, and suddenly a blinding flash of lightning struck just
beyond the edge of the platform, obscuring the ruined cityscape in an
explosion of blue-white light. The sheer force of the thunder knocked
Reese off her feet and caused Mike and Jen to stumble. They almost
dropped Josh, but somehow Jen seemed to force them all to remain
upright.

Reese
struggled to her feet. The wind was so powerful now that she could
barely stand, and the minute she rose up the force of it almost
pushed her over backwards, off the edge of the platform. She pulled
herself to the door of the building, like she was trying to swim
across a river of wind. With a final lunge, she hurled herself
forward and grabbed the doorknob. Carrying Josh with them, Mike and
Jen stumbled after her.

“Open
it! Hurry!” Jen screamed. The tornado was almost on top of
them. Mike saw it coming, so close it looked like a great black tidal
wave crashing down on them.

Reese
grasped the doorknob with both hands and turned, using so much effort
that her lips peeled back from her teeth and the tendons stood out on
her neck, but the door did not open.

It
was locked.

Reese
turned, looked back at them, and shook her head.

“No!”
Jen screamed. “No, damn it!” She grabbed Reese’s
arm and shoved her away. Passing Josh over to Mike, she threw herself
at the door, slamming into it with her shoulder. She kicked it once,
twice, three times. But the heavy steel door didn’t budge.

Jen
spun around to face the tornado that now filled half the world and
the fury of that storm seemed like a reflection of the fury on her
face.

“Damn
you!” she screamed. “God damn you!”

The
spinning wall of the tornado collided with them. All four them were
hurled into the air. They were lost in a black chaos of darkness and
roaring wind, confusion and pain.

The
wind slammed into Mike like a truck. Josh was torn out of his arms
and disappeared into the whirling dust and debris. A thousand pains
ripped through Mike’s skin as flying rocks tore at his arms,
his legs, his chest, his face. For an instant, he saw Reese, spinning
end over end and then she too vanished. The roar of the wind was like
being inside an exploding bomb. In a sudden flash of lightning, he
saw himself in a vast spinning tunnel, clouds and dust curving around
him, his friends all flying through the air in circles along the
tunnel’s walls, and there, above them, at the tunnel’s
apex… a light.

And
then a force struck him from behind and the light sped away down the
length of the tunnel, until there was no more light and only darkness
remained. And at last the darkness was silent.





II


The Prophet






14: Sunshine




He
dreamed of walking.

In
his dream, Josh was walking down a dirt path through a dense forest,
not really going anywhere, just feeling the pleasure of the Earth
firm beneath his feet and the simple act of putting one foot ahead of
the other. In the purity of his dreaming state, he didn’t
remember a time when this simple pleasure had ever been denied him.
The moment had caught him, this moment right here in his dream. He
was caught up in the beauty of now, and for him there was nothing
else in existence.

He
strolled in his easygoing manner, hands in his pockets, a slight
smile on his lips (one rarely seen in his waking post-Accident days).
He was wearing his favorite pair of sandals and they thumped down one
after the other into the light beige dust of the path. The thump of
each footstep gave him a warm satisfaction that glowed in his middle
and formed the smile on his lips.

Other
things around him made him smile as well. The sunshine for one thing.
It was so good to feel the Sun on his skin again. Rays shone through
the canopy of leaves above him and made warm spots on his skin
dappled through with the cold spots of the shadows of the leaves. His
white t-shirt caught the lights and shadows and blended his image
with the forest around him. He closed his eyes and saw the warm
red-orange glow through his eyelids and this gave him a soft pleasure
as well.

He
opened his eyes and looked at the path ahead of him. Feathery swirls
of white mist obscured it. He could only see about ten feet ahead of
him and then the path faded away into the mist. The sunlight sparked
glints of yellow-gold fire surrounded by circles of rainbow in the
mists.

Won’t
last long, he thought. With the Sun shining down on it, that
mist won’t last long at all.

The
forest flew out around him with rustling feathers of radiant green.
The gnarled limbs of the trees twined through the leafy canopy. Red
ripe fruits hung from some of the branches, although Josh couldn’t
recognize what kind of fruits they were. Grass sprouted to each side
of the path and whispered in the wind, and scattered among the grass
were clusters of flowers of all kinds: red tulips, yellow daffodils,
purple irises, and even roses on their thorny vines raking across the
ground like the claws of a monster.

“Josh…”

Someone
was calling his name. He glanced over his shoulder. He could see the
path behind him clearly, there was no mist obscuring it. No one was
there. The path was empty. He shrugged his shoulders. Just my
imagination, I suppose.

He
walked on.

With
each step forward, the mists parted in front of him and his
surroundings became clear. However, the mists always shrouded the
path ahead of him, so he couldn’t see where he was going. But
that was okay, he didn’t have any destination in mind, he was
just out enjoying a walk on this fine day. And he rather liked the
mists, all gilded in gold with their pretty little rainbows scattered
around them. They were always in motion and the patterns of light
playing through them changed constantly, like the patterns in a
kaleidoscope. Nice to look at while he walked.

“Josh!”

The
voice came again, closer now and louder. Josh spun around and looked,
but still the path behind him was empty. Who was that? The voice
sounded familiar. It had sounded like Mike, but he wasn’t sure.

Well,
Mike can catch up to me on the path, he thought. I know he can
and I have faith that he will. The thought of seeing his friend
and having him join him on this walk filled Josh with an absurd joy
and his smile spread wider, revealing his white even teeth.

In
the distance, he heard birds singing and rustling around in the
branches, and the air was redolent with the aroma of the flowers. But
more than the scent of the flowers was that green smell, that
organic smell of bruised leaves and decaying grass unique to a dense
forest. He wondered-

“Josh,
come back to us!”

This
time he didn’t turn around completely, but only looked back
over his shoulder. He knew Mike wouldn’t be there, he knew he
would have to turn around and walk back down the way he’d
already come to find him. And he would do that. It was a small thing
really, and worth it to have the pleasure of Mike’s company, of
course.

Except…

Except
he just wanted to see a little further down the path. An idea had
worked itself into his brain the way a worm might work its way into
one of those fruits hanging from the branches above his head. He had
an idea that there was something, or maybe even someone, hidden in
those mists just a few feet in front of his face. Something or
someone that moved back as he moved forward so as to stay hidden in
the mists. Something or someone that watched him as he watched the
mists and the dancing rainbow lights around it. But this thing or
this person, he thought they might not be moving back as quickly as
he was moving forward, and if he kept going he might catch up to
them.

And
then what? he asked himself.

He
didn’t know the answer to that question. All he knew was that
he wanted to see who it was. He wanted that very much and it made
perfect sense within the framework of the illogical logic of dreams.

Just
a little further, he thought. I’ll go just a little
further and then I’ll go back and get Mike, and maybe we can
both track down whoever it is on the other side of those mists.

So
he turned and almost ran face first into a spider web stretching
across the path like a barrier. He recoiled, surprised. He hadn’t
seen it until just now; he didn’t think it was there before
he’d looked back. But now here it was, anchored to the tree
trunks on either side of the path and to the branches hanging over
it, dozens of thin translucent strings glistening with beads of dew.
It was beautiful, all the dewdrops catching the sunlight and
refracting it like tiny prisms into rainbow-colored fire, as if the
web had snagged a few bits of the mists swirling around it. 


At
the center of the web was largest spider Josh had ever seen. It clung
there, silent and loathsome. It was black, its abdomen marbled with
red and gold swirls. As Josh recoiled, the spider leaned back on its
rear legs and raised its front two pairs of legs into the air, as if
about to strike.

Feathery
strands of mists twined through the web and seemed to beckon Josh
forth like seductive white arms. The spider leaned back and forth on
its legs, as if preparing to jump, and Josh felt his upper lip curl
in disgust. The spider was so large that he could see its head, its
black curving mandibles and the dark specks of its many eyes, even
from where he stood.

Josh
was torn. He knew Mike was looking for him and that this spider was
very poisonous and dangerous to disturb, yet he still wanted, needed,
to see a little further down the path. Someone was there. He knew it.
He had to see.

The
spider gave a forceful jab at the air with its legs and its mandibles
spread. Josh thought he could hear a faint malevolent hiss, as if to
dare Josh to come forward.

Josh
looked longingly at the now forbidden mists, and made his decision.

All
right, he thought. I’ll take that dare.

He
reached up and grabbed hold of one of the branches above his head.
This one happened to be a dead branch jutting off a living limb. With
a flex of his bicep, the branch broke off. The spider tracked his
motion with its eyes and its upraised legs, watching him. Josh
gripped the branch at its base like a baseball bat and at that
instant the spider leapt from the web, all dark hissing and hooked
legs flying through the air, straight at his face, his eyes…

Josh
swung the branch, his lips spread back from his teeth, and he struck
the spider in midair. He heard an awful crunching, squelching noise,
a sound like a foot stepping into mud encrusted with ice, and the
spider flew off into the forest to his left. At the moment of impact,
Josh thought he actually heard the arachnid squeal in pain and
surprise.

He
didn’t kill it. He heard the spider rustling into the grass and
fallen leaves on the forest floor. For a moment, he wondered if it
would come back for revenge, but only for a moment as he realized the
path was now open to him. He swung the branch up in an arc and tore
away the web, and at the top of his swing, he let go and sent the
branch and web flying off to his right. Then he dove into the mists.

And
there he was: the figure Josh had been pursuing, for what now seemed
like a very long time, his whole life maybe. Suddenly he felt such an
overpowering joy he thought he would begin to weep. The figure stood
there in the mists, his robes melting into the brume, his face
obscured by a tendril of mist burning with reflected sunlight, his
arms outstretched to him in a gesture of beckoning.

Come,
the apparition intoned. Come to me.

Yes,
Josh cried out in his dream. Yes, I will!

He
ran to him.

“JOSH,
WAKE UP!”

The
voice was Jen’s now, world-shatteringly loud, and at her words
the sunlight shining through the mists seemed to explode, like the
Sun had gone supernova and was burning up the world.

“JOSH,
WAKE UP RIGHT NOW!”

The
sunshine in the fog burst into blazing intensity; radiance, bright,
blinding, painful, burning, everywhere, light light light!

No,
he begged in his dream. No, don’t let it end!

He
had reached the man in the mists and was just falling into the
enclosure of his arms when the light overwhelmed him, dissolving the
forest and the mists and the man waiting for him into white purity.
It was too bright, he couldn’t bear it, too bright… 


















15: Awakening





“Josh,
wake up!” Jen cried above him. “Oh God, Josh please wake
up!”

He
felt her hands on his shoulders and sensed the presence of two other
people hovering over him, one at his left shoulder and one at his
right, with Jen between them and leaning over him.

“Josh,
can you answer me?” Jen said. It sounded like she was almost
crying. “Answer me please!”

He
tried to open his eyes. His eyelids felt like the lids of tombs
sealed shut for a thousand years. His lungs felt like two stone slabs
in his chest. He tried to speak and breathed out dust instead.

“He’s
breathing. I can see it,” he heard someone say. Sounded like
Reese. 


He
felt fingertips on his neck. “His pulse is strong,” Reese
said. “I need to look at his eyes.”

Fingers
pried at his eyelids and then two blunt icepicks rammed into his
pupils.

“Aagh!”
He cried out, strangled and choked, somehow managing to lift his
arms, which had become almost as dead and useless as his legs, and
made a weak attempt to bat away the hands at his eyes.

“Get
back!” Jen yelled. He heard a muffled thump, heard Reese say
“Uff!” and the crunch of someone falling back onto the
stony ground.

“Ease
off Jen, she’s only trying to help,” Josh heard Mike say.

Jen,
ignoring him, said, “Josh, are you okay?”

“I…
I’m okay,” he managed to croak out. Reese had succeeded
in opening his eyes at least, even though they were watering heavily
and he felt tears running down the sides of his face and into his
ears. He was lying on the ground and, looking up, he saw three dark
figures in silhouette against a brilliant white sky blazing with
sunlight.

“His
pupils are contracting,” Reese said. She sounded angry that Jen
had shoved her. “That’s what I was trying to see, if he
had a concussion-”

“How
do you feel, Josh?” Jen asked.

“It’s
so bright…” he said through a dry and dusty mouth and
cracked bleeding lips. He felt like a thousand-year-old mummy.

“Yes,”
Jen said. “The Sun is out.” Josh’s vision had
cleared enough for him to see Jen look pointedly at Reese as she said
this.

Oh
God, I can’t stand an argument between them, he thought.
Not now.

Reese
ignored Jen. “Are you in pain, Josh? Where do you hurt?”

“Everywhere.
Except my legs.”

“Well,
just hold still. We need to figure out how to carry you.”

“I
want to sit up.”

“No,
you can’t do that-” Reese began, but Josh cut her off.

“I
want… to sit… up!” he said, his words
accentuating his actions as he struggled into a sitting position. He
sat there for a moment, blinking his eyes, waiting for his mind and
vision to clear.

His
friends’ appearance became clear to him at once. “Oh my
God! Are you guys okay?” he exclaimed.

Mike,
Jen, and Reese looked like they had just fought their way through ten
miles of barbed-wire fence. All three of them were covered in blood
and grime. Their clothing was shredded and filthy. Half of Reese’s
face was covered in blood and her right eye peered from beneath it as
if from a mask. Streamers of blood ran down Jen’s face like
tears and her hair stuck out in all directions in grimy tangles. Her
face was covered with swollen purple bruises from her fight with
Karras. A red-black layer of blood and dirt covered Mike’s
face.

“You
guys look awful!” Josh exclaimed before he could stop himself.
They all laughed in a soft and exhausted way.

“You
don’t look so great yourself, little bro,” Jen said and
patted his shoulder. Little bro! She knew he hated that nickname. She
was only older than him by about ten minutes. Josh tried to laugh,
but it made his stomach hurt, so he just gave the best smile he could
muster under the circumstances. 


He
looked down at himself and saw what Jen meant. His clothes were
filthy, bloody, and torn in a thousand places. The desperation of
their situation came crashing down on him at once. They were hurt,
alone and lost. 


“It
could be worse,” Reese said, reading the run of his thoughts
from his expression. “At least nobody died. Nobody lost an eye
or a limb. No one has a rock embedded in their gut.”

“Good
point,” Josh said, although he didn’t feel particularly
lucky that none of those things had happened. He felt tired, more
tired than he had ever been in his life. More than anything he wanted
to curl up in a nice soft bed, but that wasn’t going to happen
in near future from the looks of things.

He
looked around. The sky was clear, that had changed. The thick black
clouds covering the sky and turning the world to night beneath them
had vanished. He wasn’t sure what that meant, considering how
things had been before the second storm knocked them out. He tried to
remember what they had been talking about when the last storm hit,
something Reese had said seemed particularly important, but his
memory was still fuzzy after rising from unconsciousness and he
couldn’t recall. He was grateful that they could see the Sun
again, though. That helped improve their spirits a great deal. There
were clouds in the sky, but they were big cumulonimbus clouds, white
fluffy monsters drifting lazily across the blue, the kind of clouds
that made you want to lean back in a grassy meadow and try to find
shapes in them… except here there was no grass. The ground was
still covered in those black shiny rocks. In the distance, the rocks
reflected the sky so that the horizon seemed to blend into the blue
atmosphere. He sat facing east and the rising Sun gilded the Earth
before it in a jagged golden path. He thought of his dream, but the
path the sunlight pounded into the rocks didn’t seem like a new
and unexplored trail leading them into the unknown. It seemed like
something they had already traveled, and it had brought them here.
Everything was bright, airy, clean looking, but he was too tired to
appreciate the beauty of it.

“What
are we going to do now?” he croaked out. His throat felt dry
and raw, coated with dust.

“We
have someplace to go,” Jen said. “There’s that at
least. Look behind you.”

Josh
turned, wincing at the pain in his middle, and looked behind him. He
saw a building there; not just a building, it looked like a palace,
huge and made of white stone. Three teardrop domes crowned the
structure, one large dome on the center section and two smaller domes
on the wings to either side. Minarets stood at each corner of the
building and Josh could see the glint of some kind of gold filigree
lining the minarets and the tips of the domes. Bizarrely, the
building reminded him of the Taj Mahal.

“What…?”
Josh began, but found he didn’t know what to ask.

“We
don’t know,” Reese said. “Whatever you were going
to ask, we don’t know.” She sounded half-amused and
half-frightened.

Josh
shook his head, it felt like it weighed about a metric ton, and
looked behind him again, almost hoping the palace had vanished like
something out of a dream. But no, it was still there, gleaming in the
morning light, the whiteness of the structure contrasting with black
ground. But he saw something else this time. A group of figures was
coming toward them from the direction of the palace. He couldn’t
tell how many people were in the group, but they had some kind of
vehicle with them. It was big and blocky looking. Some of the figures
rode on top of the vehicle while others walked alongside of it.
Whatever it was, it wasn’t moving very fast.

“Someone’s
coming,” Josh said. He turned back to his friends, feeling a
slight quiver in his stomach.

“Yeah,
we know,” Jen said. “We saw them a few minutes ago.”
She looked calm, but she gazed at the figures in the distance with
deadly intensity.

“Do
we still have the guns?” Josh asked.

“Yeah,”
Mike said. “Reese was unconscious and still clutching them when
Jen and I found her.” Josh had never seen Mike give Reese a
look of admiration like he was doing now.

Jen
had the big gun slung over her shoulder and Mike had the pistol
tucked into the front of his pants. They all watched the group of
people approach. Josh thought of the Steelriders. None of them were
in any shape for a fight. Jen and Mike had the guns, but what if
those people had guns too?

The
group of figures drew closer. Already they could see they were
different from the Steelriders. The Steelriders had been white, for
one thing. These people were dark-skinned, all of them. And they did
not wear the camouflage and chainmail that the Steelriders had worn.
The men wore some kind of loincloth and the women wore long, loose,
flowing dresses, rather like togas except they were dyed all manner
of colors, red and orange and deep earth tones.

The
vehicle was strange as well. None of the four friends had ever seen
one like it. At least the vehicles of the Steelriders had looked
familiar, even if they were strange in other ways. The vehicle coming
towards them now looked like a horse-drawn carriage without the
horses. It was about the size of a typical SUV and had an SUV’s
smooth curving contours, but there the similarities ended. The driver
sat up front, on top of it on a seat in the open air. The wheels
jutting out and to the side of it were tall and narrow with spokes
radiating out from the hub where the wheel was connected to the axle,
and the front wheels were about half the size of the rear wheels, set
so that the vehicle itself was level. As it got closer, they could
hear a strange electronic humming coming from the vehicle. It moved
so slowly that the people walking beside it had no trouble keeping
up.

Josh
looked around for the truck they had taken from the Steelriders, but
it was gone. The storm must have blown it away. The Liberty Memorial
was also gone. The storm must have carried them a great distance away
from it. Even the ruins of the city Reese had insisted was Kansas
City were nowhere in sight.

As
Josh’s memory came back to him, he recalled Reese’s words
just before the second storm hit. He found it difficult to believe
that the last storm had somehow transported them into the future.
Josh’s mind was open to many ideas, but this stretched even his
credulity. Nevertheless, he could not deny the devastated appearance
of the land, the existence of the Steelriders, or the strangeness of
the guns they had taken from them. Josh had never even heard of guns
like those before, except maybe in science fiction. But if it was
true, if this really was the future, what did it mean that a second
storm had come and now the sky was clear? Had it happened again?

Jen
stood, took the big gun off her shoulder and held it pointed at the
ground. This way the gun was visible but not pointed at the people
coming toward them, not too threatening but ready to use if
necessary. Reese glanced at it nervously. Mike kept his gun tucked in
his pants but folded his hands over the grip as if resting them
there.

“What
should we do?” Reese asked.

“Just
wait,” Mike said. “Just wait and see what they do.”

The
group drew closer and stopped about fifteen feet in front of them.
The people were dark-skinned, but did not look black. They had
straight, soft-looking black or brown hair, pale hazel eyes, full
lips and high cheekbones. Some of them were so dark they could easily
be mistaken for someone of African descent, while others had skin the
color of bread crust dipped in honey. Their clothes and facial
features reminded Josh of the people of India, although he did not
know enough about that culture to be sure. The men were bare-chested
and wore only breechcloths and sandals. The women wore dresses that,
he realized, were saris, and sandals like the men wore.

Reese
crouched next to Josh. “Now we’re in India?” she
whispered, raising one eyebrow. 


“I’ve
given up trying to make sense of what’s happening to us,”
Josh replied.

One
of the men approached them, and Mike stepped up to meet him. 


“Hi,”
Mike said. “Can you help us?”

The
man tilted his head to the side and looked at Mike with a confused
expression. He was thin and had short black hair, pale hazel eyes,
and deep brown skin. He spoke, but none of them could understand the
language. 


“I’m
sorry,” Mike said, leaning forward and holding his hands out
helplessly. He shook his head. “I don’t understand. Do
you speak English? Eng-lish?” 


“Saying
it louder isn’t going to help them understand,” Jen said
dryly.

The
man looked at Jen when she spoke, then back at Mike. He smiled,
showing a row of clean white teeth. Then he turned and spoke to the
man sitting on top of the vehicle. The driver answered, gesturing
with his hands, and then shrugged. The man turned back to Mike,
stepped forward, and placed his hand on Mike’s shoulder.

Mike
seemed a little taken aback by the sudden contact, but it was a
friendly gesture at least. The man spoke again, gesturing with his
other hand in a sweeping motion towards the vehicle.

“I
think he wants us to get in,” Mike said.

Jen
looked suspicious. “Do you think we should?”

Before
Mike could answer, a young woman approached Jen. She had long black
hair and skin the color of coffee and cream. She was wearing a sari
that left her midsection bare. She put her right hand on Jen’s
left shoulder, the same way the man had touched Mike.

Jen
recoiled with surprise and knocked the girl’s hand away. The
girl looked surprised and glanced at the man with Mike. The man
nodded at her, and the girl turned back to Jen. She smiled gently and
raised her eyebrows in a reassuring expression as she beckoned Jen
forward with her hands.

Jen
still looked suspicious, and Josh said, “It’s a better
greeting than the Steelriders gave us, Jen.”

She
looked at him, unsure, but then nodded. “Okay,” she said.
She went forward, but did not let the girl touch her again.

Two
more people came up to Josh and Reese, both young men, and they
placed their hands on their shoulders in exactly the same way that
the first man had greeted Mike and the girl had greeted Jen. Right
hand on the left shoulder. Josh noticed this and wondered if it was
something traditional.

Jen
went to pick up Josh and Mike went to help her, gently removing the
man’s hand from his shoulder as he did so. He had looked
uncomfortable being touched in that way by a stranger, and was glad
to help Jen carry Josh.

Jen
stepped up and brushed the young man’s hand off Josh’s
shoulder, giving him a hard glance as she did. Josh could tell Jen
did not trust these people. He could understand it, considering what
they had gone through with the Steelriders, but these people seemed
friendly enough. They had not given any reason for Jen to be
suspicious. But still, it was probably good that Jen was on her
guard.

Josh
draped his arms over Mike and Jen’s shoulders as they hefted
him up. One of the men stepped forward as if to help, but Jen held
her hand out in front of him to tell him to stop. Reese stood and
followed them as Mike and Jen carried Josh over to the vehicle. The
young man’s hand fell off her shoulder as she did. When it
fell, Reese’s spirits dropped; she felt suddenly alone. She
turned and looked back at the young man. He was taller than she was,
had very dark skin, smooth white teeth and rather longish hair that
came down to his jaw line and parted in the middle so that his bangs
framed his face. He had broad shoulders, a muscular frame, and was
handsome in an exotic way. He smiled at her and nodded. She smiled
back, yet something had begun to trouble her. The moment the young
man’s hand had left her shoulder she had felt…
different. What was it she had felt when he had touched her? Some
kind of well being. She hadn’t noticed it until it was gone.
She shuddered, as if suddenly cold, and then turned to join her
friends.

Mike
and Jen carried Josh over to the “horseless carriage,” as
Josh had begun to think of it now, and the man who had first greeted
them stepped forward and opened the door for them like a valet.

“God,
it’s like they’re herding us into this thing,” Jen
whispered next to him.

“We
need help, Jen,” Josh whispered back. “These people seem
willing to give it.”

“But
how did they know we were here?” Mike said. “They came
right out to get us, just like the Steelriders. How did they know?”

Josh
wished Mike hadn’t said that: just like the Steelriders.
It was just the thing to add fuel to the fire of Jen’s
suspicions.

“I
don’t like this,” Jen said. “I don’t like it
at all.” They approached the open door of the horseless
carriage.

“We
have the guns here,” Josh said. “They don’t, as far
as we know. We have the advantage.”

“Yeah,
that’s true,” Jen said, but she still sounded
unconvinced.

They
loaded Josh into the horseless carriage and then climbed in
themselves. The man who had greeted them climbed in and shut the
door. The interior of the carriage was painted green and had red
velvet seats. Looking out the window, Reese saw the young man who had
touched her. He saw her looking at him and raised his hand. She
raised her own in return and placed it against the glass. And then
the carriage began to move. Reese watched the young man as he walked
beside the carriage and he glanced at her as he walked.

As
they approached the palace, they saw that a low wall of white stone
surrounded it, enclosing a large courtyard. They passed through an
arched gate, the arch had a distinctive East Indian design, and
entered the courtyard. It was paved with marble, open and spacious.
Two fountains tossed sprays of water, gleaming and sparkling like
diamonds, into a small pool in the courtyard’s center. Dozens
of people flocked out of the courtyard and peered into the carriage
at them as they moved, as if they were celebrities. They saw animals
roaming around unleashed in the courtyard among the people: cows,
goats, and chickens. A pair of white cranes pranced elegantly in the
pool. Flowerbeds filled with blooms were everywhere, lining the bases
of the walls, curving around the pool and set out in arrangements in
the middle of the courtyard. Many of the men and women wore flowers
in their hair and carried bouquets in their arms.

“It’s
beautiful,” Reese murmured as she looked out the window. Jen
still looked suspicious, but she was watching everything going on
outside the carriage with wide-eyed interest.

The
carriage took them to a massive steel door in the façade of
the palace. It opened before them, seemingly by itself. The carriage
stopped just outside of it, and the man who had welcomed them stepped
out of the carriage, gesturing for them to follow. They did this,
Mike and Jen carrying Josh between them. Josh realized that the four
of them looked much worse than any of the people they had met so far.
They all looked healthy, clean, happy. The four of them looked like
refugees from a war zone. If anything, he thought, these
people should be afraid of us, not the other way around.

The
man led them through the open steel doors. They entered a vast hall,
empty and silent. The marble floor shined like still water, ghostly
mirror images of themselves walked along beneath them on the soles of
their feet. Huge stone columns supported a ceiling high above them.
Sunlight streamed in through a large circular window at the opposite
side of the hall. Standing in front of this window was the small dark
figure of a man.

They
walked across the hall, following the man who had greeted them, the
floor smooth beneath their feet. As Mike and Jen carried him, Josh
watched the man standing in front of the window grow closer. It
seemed to take a long time to reach him, and as they drew closer, a
great anticipation grew in Josh, something he could not explain or
understand. He felt like he had come to the end of a long journey all
alone, and through it all this person had waited for him. Not for his
friends, but for Josh alone. He felt like he and the man standing at
the window were the only two people in the room, and he was being
drawn toward this man by forces he could only feel but not
understand. And suddenly he wanted the man to turn around and look at
him. He wanted that very much.

And
as they drew near him, before anyone had said a word, he got his
wish. The man turned around and looked at them. He was tall, clad in
a loose green robe. Long chestnut-brown hair fell down past his
shoulders. He was not an Indian. He had pale skin but did not quite
look Caucasian. There was something else to his face, some kind of
Oriental slant to his features that seemed to indicate this man
wasn’t necessarily of European descent. His eyes were an alien
wonder, wide, green and shining like a light emanated from his brain
and out through his pupils. His face was ageless, but possessed a
kind of ethereal calm that seemed to reach out to Josh and draw him
in.

“Hello,”
the man said. “Welcome to my home.”


















16: The Secret of the Storm





“Who
are you?” Jen said, her voice full of suspicion. Josh could
understand her suspicion. This man was different from everyone they
had met so far. It wasn’t just his features and his height, he
towered over all the Indians around them, it was something about his
bearing. He had a relaxed yet commanding aura about him. Not like
Karras with the Steelriders, not so strict. But it was impossible not
to notice the way the Indians approached him, with their heads
slightly bowed and smiles fixed on their faces. The smiles were not
false. These people seemed to have a genuine affection for this man.
Yet they still deferred to him. Yes, that was the word. They deferred
to him as they would to a leader.

“I’m
many things,” the man said. He smiled gently and his voice was
soft. Josh heard an accent in his voice that he couldn’t
identify. “But foremost I serve the people of this community. I
speak for them, you might say, and serve as their spiritual council.”

“But
who are you?” Jen asked, hardening her voice. “That
is my question. What is your name and what is this place?”

“You
speak English,” Mike said. He looked at the man with a sidelong
glance. Some of Jen’s suspicion seemed to have commuted to him.
“No one else here does. And you… look different.”

“I
am the Prophet Cainan,” the man said, looking from Mike to Jen.
He seemed very calm and focused. “Although most simply call me
Cainan and not by my title. This place is our settlement, our
community. We call it Raj Amar.”

The
friends stared back at him, dumbfounded. This is very strange,
Josh thought. Strange doesn’t even begin to describe it.
And yet he did not feel the dread he had felt when he first saw the
Steelriders, when he had heard them pounding above him on the deck of
the boat while he and Reese had hidden in the hold. He didn’t
feel any fear at all. Looking at Cainan’s face, those eyes,
he felt… calm. Strangely calm.

“You
must rest,” Cainan said. “You’ve been through so
much. We will-”

“We’re
not going anywhere until we get some answers,” Jen snapped.
“What is going on here? What-”

“How
did you know we were coming?” Mike said. His voice was soft,
yet his question broke through Jen’s hard tone. “You knew
we were here, didn’t you? You must have sent your people out
after us.” He slipped Josh’s arm off his shoulders and
took a few steps forward. Jen did the same, and let Josh slip down to
the floor. Josh felt suddenly vulnerable, slouched on the hard marble
floor with his hands stretched out in front of him for balance,
unable to stand. He had never felt his paralysis as keenly as he did
now.

Jen
stepped up next to Mike. She clutched the big gun in her right hand.

“I
think you know something,” she said. “I think you know
what’s happening to us and we want some answers. You tell us.
Right now.”

“I’ll
tell you whatever you want to know, as best as I am able,”
Cainan said.

Jen
pursed her lips and raised her head slightly, looking at Cainan so
that her eyes were downcast at him, thinking. The statement had set
her off; she had demanded answers and he had responded by asking her
what she wanted to know, when she didn’t really know what she
wanted.

“Why
are you here among these people?” Mike said. As he spoke Josh’s
spirits lifted. Mike always knew what to say, his keen scientist’s
mind always went straight to the relevant facts. 


“You
speak English,” Mike went on. “And you look and act
differently. Where are you from, and who are you really?”
Cainan
gazed at Mike mildly. “I came here a long time ago, against my
will. In chains, in a manner of speaking. I’m originally from
the lands west of here.”

“How
did you get here? What do you mean ‘in chains’?”
Mike said.

“A
warlord kidnapped me and abandoned me here when it became apparent I
wasn’t of any value to him. I became the prophet of these
people over many years and after much study and meditation.”

Mike
glanced over at Jen. She looked back at him and shook her head.

“Can
you tell us what’s going on then?” Mike said. “Will
you please explain it? Everything?”

“I
think so,” Cainan said. “I’ll tell you everything I
know.”

Jen
looked down at Josh, seemed to remember he was there. “My
brother needs something to sit on. He’s a paraplegic, and we’ve
lost his wheelchair.”

Cainan
looked at Josh, fixed those hypnotic eyes upon him. His head tilted a
bit to the side and a slight smile formed over his face. Josh felt
suddenly strange. Not bad, just strange. He didn’t know how to
feel. No one had looked at him that way before. That…
interested. 


“Of
course,” Cainan said. He turned to the Indian man that had
welcomed them and spoke softly in that language none of them
recognized. The man said a few words back, Cainan nodded, and then
the man and several other Indians left the room. They returned a
short while later with several chairs made of wicker, with thick
cushions in the seats. They arranged these chairs in a circle and all
five of them sat down. Mike and Jen helped Josh into his chair, and
it felt good to be off the floor. The chairs were set up around a
black circular design in the floor, which stood out in sharp contrast
to the pale cream-colored marble. The black circle didn’t look
like it was made of marble at all. It didn’t have that sheen to
it. It looked dark, artificial. 


Josh
looked up as Cainan began to speak.

“I
need you to tell me what has happened to you,” he said. “I
need you to tell me where you’ve come from, who you have met,
what you have seen. Then I may be able to explain things to you.”

Josh
shifted in his seat. That strange feeling was still upon him. After
all that had happened, were they finally going to understand? Does
this man really know what’s going on?

And
how does he know? he thought. That’s the real question.
Who is this man? 


Mike
swallowed nervously. His throat made an audible click. “We were
out sailing, down the Alaskan coast. We had followed that route
before, we knew where we were going. A storm sprang up, like out of
nowhere.”

“One
minute it was clear,” Reese said. She had been the only one to
see the first storm appear. “And the next minute, clouds and
lightning filled up the sky. And then a funnel cloud came down, a
tornado.”

“A
waterspout,” Mike said. “When it’s on the water
it’s called a waterspout.”

“Whatever,”
Reese said. “But it pulled us into it. We got sucked inside the
funnel cloud itself.”

Cainan
watched them speak. His green eyes revealed nothing.

“And
then,” Reese said, her voice low and breathless. “And
then we saw-”

“Then
it got very dark suddenly,” Mike broke in. He looked
uncomfortable, afraid almost. He did not mention what they had seen
inside the funnel cloud. “The storm broke, like in an instant,
and there were clouds all over the sky. Covered the whole sky up, we
couldn’t see the Sun or anything. It was totally dark, like
night.”

“And
then these men showed up,” Jen said, her voice filled
with disgust and anger. “These psychotic bikers. Called
themselves Steelriders.”

“The
Steelriders,” Cainan repeated. His expression did not change. 


“Yeah,”
Jen said. “They took us prisoner, beat us. Beat me, anyway.
Their leader told us this story about some kind of… of thing
that came from space and incinerated the surface of the planet. He
was nuts. Said everybody took shelter below ground and had this whole
civilization down there, called it Down Below. They had these guns.”
She lifted the big gun, and with her other hand pointed to the pistol
in Mike’s belt.

“We
fought our way loose, but then a second storm came and we woke up
here,” Jen finished. She sounded nervous and afraid. Her own
words seemed to unnerve her.

“There’s
more, though,” Reese said.

“So
what happened to us,” Jen broke in. “You said you knew,
so what is it?”

“There
is more?” Cainan said. He directed his attention at Reese. The
focus of the man’s gaze was so intense, Reese seemed
uncomfortable under it.

“The
leader of the Steelriders,” she said. “He said the Event,
the catastrophe that destroyed the world, he said it happened
centuries ago. And then, after we escaped from the Steelriders, we
found these ruins. The ruins of a whole city. And I recognized it. It
was Kansas City, where I’m from. But the whole thing was
ruined. All the buildings had crumbled, everything was burned and…
and destroyed. Then the second storm came.”

They
were all silent for a moment. Cainan sat, as if waiting for one of
them to speak. He lifted his gaze to Josh, and again Josh was
captivated. Those eyes, that face, they seemed so familiar. How could
they be familiar?

Finally
Cainan spoke. “I did not know you were here until the lookouts
on the minarets spotted you in the desert. I dispatched a party to
bring you to me. There was a storm here as well, you see. A storm
unlike any other. And when they told me you were out there, I knew
you had to have come from it.”

“Why
do you speak English and no one else?” Mike said. “What
is this place?”

“I
have studied many languages. I knew you had to be English-speaking
from your dress, your appearance and your manner. What this place is…
I think I shall have to tell you more before you will understand.”

“Tell
us,” Josh said. “Will you tell us?”
“Yes,”
Cainan said. The pause before he spoke was almost undetectable.

“But
were the Steelriders right?” Reese broke in. “I’m
sorry, but I need you to tell me.” Her voice lowered to a
whisper and she glanced around nervously as she spoke.

“Is
this the future?”

Cainan
paused before he replied. “This is the future as you perceive
it, yes.”

Jen’s
chest rose and fell with her rapid breathing. She had a thousand
objections she wanted to raise, but they all seemed stupid, petty,
just angry venting, in the face of Cainan’s calm rational
statement. She looked and felt afraid.

Cainan
leaned forward in his chair and clasped his hands in front of him.
The light from the big circular window behind him glowed in his long
dark hair. 


“For
you to understand,” he said. “I must tell you of things
that happened long ago, in a time that is the ancient past to us but
still the unwritten future to you, and of many things that will seem
strange to you. But you must believe that what I tell you is the
truth. You must understand, if what I think is happening is truly so.

“I
will begin with this morning and go back, for this morning is where
it began for me. And from what you tell me, I think all that has
happened to you has occurred in the space of a few hours, from your
perspective. So it began this morning for you as well.”

Josh
nodded. It did seem that way. He felt like not even a day had gone by
since Reese had awakened him in the hold of the boat, screaming that
there was a storm. The others watched Cainan, their eyes wide so that
the whites swam in the chamber’s milky light.

“A
storm rose up suddenly, out of the east,” Cainan said. “A
funnel cloud came out of the clouds and touched the Earth. But within
the clouds, we saw something very strange.”

At
this statement, Cainan spread his hands open and waved them in a
single slow gesture over the floor. The black ring in the marble
around which they were all sitting suddenly began to glow. Rays of
yellow light blossomed into existence in the ring’s ebony
surface, spreading and merging into one another until the black ring
became a glowing ring of yellow fire.

Jen
jumped out of her seat and lurched backwards, pushing her chair over
behind her. Mike started and grasped the arms of his chair in
surprise. Reese whispered, “Oh my god…”

Josh
stared at the light and did not move or speak. The light caught in
his wide pale eyes, and the yellow blended with the blue of his
pupils, so that his eyes looked green, like Cainan’s. He looked
across from him and saw Cainan staring back at him through shining
shafts of light.

The
rays of light focused together into a cone shape. The apex of the
cone, where all the light rays converged, was about ten feet above
the floor. The cone began to fade as all the light rays spread up to
the point where the apex of the cone had been. Out of that point, a
translucent sphere formed, growing outwards until it was about six
feet across. Colors swirled across the surface of the floating
sphere, much like the iridescent sheen on the surface of a bubble.
Out of those colors, images formed.

They
stared up at this display, enrapt. They saw a sky boiling with dark
clouds, warped and magnified with the curve of the sphere’s
surface. And then the clouds began to spiral inwards upon each other.
They flowed downwards and formed a funnel. A tornado.

Cainan
spoke. “We have many devices here, many instruments that work
in time with the flow of our thoughts. With these, we knew this was
not a natural storm. We detected something in the heart of this
funnel cloud. Something not of this world, but of the Cosmos,
something that was itself natural but being used in unnatural ways.”

A
thin tendril of light appeared inside the tornado. It moved and
twisted with the motion of the funnel cloud.

“It
was this,” Cainan said, “that we detected. A string of
energy, very dense and powerful. It descended upon the Earth from
space, and the storm, we realized, was but an atmospheric disturbance
forming around it, from the string’s great gravitational pull.”

“Strings,”
Mike whispered. He stared up at the sphere and the images within it,
his eyes swimming with light. The images from the sphere were
projected all over his face. Suddenly he seemed to come back to
himself, to realize something. 


“You’re
talking about cosmic strings, aren’t you?” he said.
“That’s… that’s how.” Looking
downwards, he held his hands in his lap and seemed to stare at his
palms. 
“The future,” he whispered.

“Yes,”
Cainan said. “It was a cosmic string.”

“What
is that?” Reese said. She glanced at Cainan, the light from the
images inside the sphere dancing over her face.

But
Mike answered her. His voice was dull and slow, like a shy student in
front of a class. “Cosmic strings are objects left over from
the formation of the Universe. After the Big Bang, the Universe was
one giant cloud of plasma. But bubbles formed inside the cloud,
millions of spherical regions that cooled, emptied of matte, and
became voids. Galaxies formed on the surface of these bubbles, and in
the places where the bubbles met, all the matter was compressed into
long, highly dense strings. Cosmic strings. They can stretch across
the entire Universe and be as dense as black holes.”

“Yes,”
Cainan said. “They are indeed.”

“And
near a cosmic string,” Mike went on, speaking as if he could
not believe what he was saying. “The curvature of spacetime is
warped, so that… that time can be sped up for anyone near it,
and they would be sent into the future.” He finished the
statement in a whisper.

“But
something like that,” Reese said. “It would destroy the
Earth if it even got near it! Let alone in the atmosphere.”

“That’s
true,” Cainan said. “But the strings are not here by
chance. There is a purpose behind them. They and their aspects are
being controlled by some mind that is using them for its own designs,
and manipulating them to only affect what it wishes.”

“Then
it’s using us,” Jen said. She kept her voice firm and
controlled, but her face revealed her fear, her uncertainty.
“Something wants us. That’s what you’re saying,
isn’t it?”

“Yes,”
Cainan said. He spread his hands again over the floor and the glowing
sphere vanished. 


The
friends looked at each other, each of them filled with a mind
numbing, disbelieving confusion. Yesterday their lives had been so
ordinary, or so it seemed now. And today they had discovered there
were oddities hidden in the seams of things, strange creatures and
things that could sweep them up in their manipulative gravitational
pull.

“This
is the future,” Reese said. It was out, finally she could it
say it without it being a question.

Jen
buried her face in her left hand, the big gun hung limply from her
right. Mike stared straight ahead, shocked. Reese and Josh looked at
each other, both of them confused, both of them thinking the same
thing:

What
has done this to us?

“How
far?” Reese said. “How far into the future has this
string taken us?”

Cainan
made a steeple of his fingers and pressed them to his lips. “I
must assume that you come from a time shortly before the Event came,”
he said. “By our reckoning, the Event laid the Earth to waste
more than a thousand years ago.”

 A
thousand years. From their expressions, it looked like all four
of them thought the same shocked words at once.

A
thousand years, Josh repeated in his mind. He felt like a man
stranded on the ocean, far away from everything familiar and safe,
except this was an ocean of time and none of them knew what currents
could take them safely home.

The
four friends were silent for a moment, stunned and thoughtful. Cainan
still seemed calm and rational as he waited for one of them to
respond. All four of them looked like they were about to speak and
yet nothing came out. They had been presented with a fact completely
at odds with their views of the world, of what was possible and what
was not. For a moment, just a moment, their mental grasp of things
teetered like a boulder on a narrow fulcrum set just beyond the
equilibrium point. Each of them felt this sense of balance disturbed
to different degrees and each of them struggled restore their mental
equilibrium, or else totter over into madness.

Josh
stared at Cainan, thinking he should be wondering, doubting, or least
examining this man’s statements and motives with more scrutiny.
And yet those alien green eyes stared back into his and he saw that
calm and somehow seductive manner in Cainan’s face and he found
it hard to doubt anything he said. 


Reese
was stunned, her eyes wide and staring off into nothing, as if she
had turned completely inward and blocked out the world with her
thoughts. Mike just looked confused and scared. Jen looked like she
was about to start screaming.

Mike
glanced up at Jen, saw the way she looked and then seemed to come
back to himself again. He looked at Cainan and spoke sharply,
breaking the silence.

“All
right, what!” he said, as if interrupting a conversation. “You
said something has done this to us. So what is it? What could do
this? And why?”

“That
question is more difficult to answer,” Cainan said, turning his
gaze slowly away from Josh and looking at Mike. “Because I
would need to understand more of this being’s motives and
nature, and we know so little that it is difficult to do.”

“Well,
try,” Jen said. She seemed to have calmed down now that
she had something on which to focus her thoughts.

Cainan
thought for a moment, seemed to come to a decision, and then spoke.

“Before
the Event laid the Earth to waste, humanity took shelter below
ground, in the place you heard the Steelriders call Down Below. Over
time, these few shelters soon developed into an entire civilization
that spanned the globe beneath the surface.”

“But
wars broke out,” Reese cut in, though her voice was soft.
“Karras said a war broke between two factions, one who wanted
to make the surface habitable again and one who did not. It seemed to
have some religious overtones to it.”

“A
war did break out, yes,” Cainan said, “though perhaps the
Steelriders did not have a full understanding of it. There were many
religious justifications made by both sides for their actions, but
the real reason for the war had a more mercenary nature. You see, the
mechanisms for enabling human beings to live underground, the
machines that made the air and water and electricity, were in control
of an elite few: the remnants of those groups that had controlled
those industries on the surface before the Event came. They had a
vested interest in keeping the surface uninhabitable. Their power
over the populace would be broken if humans could walk unprotected on
the surface again. And so they opposed the growing faction that
wanted to use the resources of Down Below to make the surface clement
once more.”

“It
came down to money, is what you’re saying,” Jen said.
“Money and power. The people in control wanted to hold onto it
by keeping everyone else Down Below. God, human nature never
changes.”

Cainan
smiled, though Jen did not. Then he continued speaking. “But
yes, wars did break out between the elitists who wanted humanity to
remain in Down Below and the rebels who wanted to reterraform the
surface, wars not so easily fought in the labyrinthine passages of
Down Below. While this was going on, scientists of the rebel factions
began making plans to restore the surface world. You see, the
scientific community of Down Below was almost unanimously in favor of
reterraforming, and having this intellectual power on their side gave
the rebels an advantage over the elite faction, and the tide of the
war began to turn in their favor. They were even able to cover the
atmosphere in clouds, to block out the Sun and cool the surface
quickly. The elite faction had all the industrial resources of Down
Below, all its factories and engineers, but they soon realized they
would need something more to defeat the rebels. And so they began to
consider their human resources, all the people who depended on them
for food, water, air, and light.”

“Wait,”
Mike said. “Wait, I remember something Karras said. Something
about certain experiments, and ‘abominations made by the hand
of man,’ how they were some kind of mixture of man and
machine.”

“Yes,
they began to work on cyborg technology.”

The
four of them stared at Cainan. He regarded them mildly.

“Curiouser
and curiouser,” Reese whispered, with a slight lilt to her
voice that was almost a laugh.

Cainan
was silent for a moment, as if waiting for them to accept his words
before continuing. The light from the great window behind him glowed
around his hair and cast his face in shadow, except for the two green
glints of his eyes. His expression, though slightly obscured by the
shadows, seemed calm, and yet Josh thought he could see something
else in it as well, some other emotion, but he could not tell what
that emotion was, if it was even there at all.

Cainan
continued. “At the time, this seemed like an inevitable step in
the evolution of warfare. And the theory of it was sound: making
beings better adapted to the caves and corridors, stronger and
equipped with weapons that could never be taken from them. However,
the elite faction’s first cyborgs were clumsy, lurching things,
very slow, ineffective in combat, and almost unrecognizable as
anything that had once been human.

“But
what the elitists did not know, what their spies did not uncover, was
that the rebel reterraforming factions had been working on cyborgs
for some time already.

“The
reterraformers ideas for cyborgs were very different from the elite
faction’s. They did not seek to create a weapon, or even to
create something inhuman. Quite the opposite, they wanted to preserve
a cyborg’s humanity, they felt it was something that should be
protected, cherished. Their idea was enhancement, creating a being
capable of surviving on the hostile surface. Unlike the elitists,
they did not try to cobble robotic limbs and hydraulic devices to the
human body, but used more subtle means: genetic enhancement of
muscle, respiratory, and nerve functions, and using superconducting
organic fibers embedded in the nervous system to effect the changes
brought about by the genetic enhancement.”

“You’re
saying they wanted to make a superman,” Mike said, “but
still keep him a man.”

Cainan
smiled. “Yes, that is a very elegant way of explaining it. And
these cyborg people, and they were people in the truest sense in that
their minds were unaffected by the change, were far more powerful
than the crude, mindless cyborgs of the elitists. The war began to
turn quite decisively in the reterraformers favor, and the surface
became cooler and more hospitable to life with each passing day.

“But
then something quite unexpected happened.

“A
man was captured by the elitist factions, a very unusual man. No one
knew where he came from, or even whose side he was on. You must
understand that although the civilization of Down Below spanned the
world, the human population was still very small, numbering we think
a few hundred thousand. This population was further divided into
shelters, and those who lived in each shelter proudly wore badges and
uniforms that identified the shelter, clan, or family to which that
person belonged. There was a complex computer identification system
in place on both sides of the conflict. And yet this man was a total
mystery, no one had ever seen or heard of him before. He had no
recorded identity. He seemed to appear out of nowhere.

“No
one could understand the language he spoke; indeed no one had ever
even heard a language similar to his tongue. The elitist factions who
captured him assumed he was either a lunatic or a spy, and sent him
off to their laboratories to be incorporated into their next
generation of cyborgs.

“They
had only recently perfected the technology that allowed their cyborgs
to retain their human consciousness while still being susceptible to
the programming of their creators. Once the man had been transformed
and had their languages downloaded into his brain, he had a strange
tale to tell.

“He
claimed to be a traveler from another time. He said he had come to
this era, when the world was recovering from the disastrous Event, to
help bring the world out of darkness and chaos. He was furious at his
transformation. He felt he had been robbed of his humanity. And they
had done him this great wrong when he had come to help his fellow
human beings.

“This
caused some confusion among the leaders of the elite factions of Down
Below. Their cybernetic technology should have altered the man’s
consciousness to make him obedient and docile, a slave to their
commands. It should have erased any mental illness he may have
suffered before they transformed him by stabilizing any chemical
imbalances in his brain. But despite this, they were now faced with a
monstrous cyborg of their own creation, enraged at what he saw as
their betrayal of him.

“These
leaders were not fools. They may have dismissed the man as a lunatic
before his transformation, but in his altered state, they decided to
hear what he had to say, perhaps only to humor him and calm him down,
since he now had the great destructive power of a cyborg.

“The
man explained his principals of time travel. He claimed he could draw
cosmic string fragments out of the Cosmos using beams of particles
called tachyons, which in theory traveled backwards in time. Due to
this temporal quality, the particles emitted from accelerators on
Earth could travel the distance to a cosmic string and arrive, as
observers on Earth would see, before they left. That is, as they
moved through space, they traveled backwards in time so that they
arrived at the cosmic string at some time in the past. The particles,
upon being drawn into the cosmic string by its great gravity, would
cause a charge imbalance in the space around the string, such that
some sections of it would become positively charged, while others
became negatively charged. The force of the charges along the string
attracting and repelling each other like the forces of a magnet would
set the string into motion, and cause it to fold across itself in
loops. At the places where the loops of string intersected, the
strings would break apart, sending fragments hurtling into space. By
controlling how and where the tachyon particles struck the string,
the man claimed, he could control how the strings broke apart, how
the fragments then looped around each other and formed braids and
helixes. These complex shapes, combined with the power of the
string’s intense gravity, would warp the structure of spacetime
around the string, thus sending anyone or anything near it into the
future. He could then draw the string to Earth using another stream
of tachyons.

“Since
the tachyons traveled backwards in time, and so arrived at the string
at some point in the past, the man could therefore arrange for the
strings to arrive at any time in history. So, by timing the arrival
of the strings in this way, he could draw people or objects out of
the past and bring them into the future.”

The
four of them listened with wide eyes, knowing now that this was
exactly what had happened to them. None of them knew what to say. The
very nature of the statement was so at odds with their everyday
experience that they didn’t even know what questions to ask.

Cainan
watched them, as if studying their faces. And then after a moment he
went on.

“In
a similar manner, by controlling the shapes of the cosmic string
fragments, he could control their gravitational influence, removing
any destructive effect the strings might have upon the Earth. So you
see this man was like a great weaver, reshaping the fabric of the
Cosmos.”

“Like
a spider,” Josh said. His voice was almost a whisper. “He
can weave the strings like a spider weaves his web.”

Cainan
gazed at Josh as he said this, his expression unreadable, although it
did not seemed to have any malice. Indeed his face looked even kind,
but any definite reaction to what Josh had said was not evident.

Josh
felt uncomfortable under Cainan’s gaze, and yet he did not want
him to look away. He looked back into Cainan’s eyes, wanting to
say more but not knowing what. He wished Cainan would say something,
or at least make some expression other than that strange Buddha-like
smile that seemed eternally fixed on his face.

“Yes,”
Cainan said finally. Something about his tone made the lateness of
his reply seem like nothing more than a thoughtful pause. “That
is a very appropriate way of putting it. The elite factions were
dubious upon hearing the cyborg’s story, but also intrigued.
The equations and physical theories the man put forth seemed sound,
although barely understandable by their experts. They decided to put
it to the test. Not to attempt time travel, but only to produce
tachyon particles, which had then not yet even been detected. The
time traveler, now a cyborg, agreed to help them. The elitists felt
certain the controls they placed within the cyborg’s still
human brain would protect them from any treachery, but in this, as in
so many things, they were wrong.

“For
all their knowledge and arrogance, they really understood very little
about the human mind. And the brain structure of the time traveler
was an anomaly itself. The legends say the traveler had a mind and a
will like no other, and could often dismiss the commands his creators
gave him.

“So,
when the very first tachyon pulse was emitted by the elite factions
of Down Below, a great storm rose up, and the cyborg time traveler,
filled with rage, cried out that human beings had become a plague on
the Earth and had descended into wickedness. He roared at them, quite
mad, that he would reshape the flow of history and alter the events
of the past so that the world would be recreated as he saw fit, and
he would take human destiny into his cyborg hands. Then a funnel
cloud appeared, a cosmic string flashed down to the Earth, and the
time traveler disappeared.

“And
there you have it. There is the legend that has been passed down for
generations among nearly all the peoples of the world. And that is
the reason why your appearance here is so very significant.”

“You
see it as the fulfillment of ancient legends,” Reese said. Her
voice was harder than it was before, more suspicious, as her manner
had grown less afraid and more wary as Cainan had spoken. But she did
not indicate what had made her suspicious, only gazed at Cainan with
narrowed eyes, her fingers over her lips as if hiding her expression.
“You see it as this time traveler acting on his plans.”

“Wait,”
Mike said. He seemed agitated, more afraid than Josh had ever seen
him. He seemed to be scrutinizing Cainan’s story, looking for
holes perhaps. “Now, how long ago did this… uh, time
traveler appear?”

Cainan’s
mild expression did not change. “We think about four hundred
years ago, about a century after the time of the Steelriders.”

Mike
looked confused. “So why would he wait so long to act?”

This
time Reese answered him. “Four hundred years wouldn’t
have passed for him, if he’s a time traveler.” She
sounded impatient with the question. “The questions are why us
and why now?”

Josh
was surprised. He had never seen Reese out-think Mike, had never seen
anyone out-think Mike before. But she was right. 


“Why
did this guy choose to take us?” she went on. “And why
bring us here? What does he want?”

“I
don’t know if there is any way of telling,” Cainan said,
“unless the four of you made some significant change in the
course of history, a change he wanted to alter.”

Mike
sat thinking, rubbing his lower lip with his finger. Jen always made
that gesture when she was thinking intensely and Mike seemed to have
picked it up.

Finally
he said, “Is there anything you know about us from your own
history, any significant act we’ve done that this time traveler
would want to prevent from happening?”

“But
this is the future that would unfold if the four of us disappeared on
that boat trip,” Reese broke in. “Everything that
happened in the world after our boat trip happened without our
interference. None of us have had the chance to make any difference
in the world, so he wouldn’t remember anything about us. He’d
have no reason to.

“But
then again,” she added. “If this time traveler is living
in this future, since he removed us from his past, he’d have no
reason to know about us either!” She pressed her fist to her
forehead and growled in frustration. “I hate this! Nothing
about this makes sense!”

“Temporal
paradoxes, Reese,” Mike said. “They always stumped me
when we were studying time travel back in college. What if you go
back in time and kill your own father? Then you’re never born.
But if you were never born, how could you kill your father?”

“Sounds
like that dumb ‘chicken-and-the-egg’ cliché,”
Jen said. 


Mike
nodded. “All these questions have been asked many times and
there have been a lot of attempts to resolve them. One of them is the
timeline idea. With every action and every choice, an infinite number
of alternate timelines are created, timelines where you chose
differently or random acts happened in a slightly different way. So
presumably, trying to change the past is just traveling to another
timeline, so you could change history while remaining unchanged
yourself.”


“While everyone else would never know the difference,”
Jen said, nodding with understanding. “Only the time traveler
would know.”


Reese, who had listened to all of this quietly, her head lowered and
her lips pursed in thought, spoke up again.


“But none of this answers why he took us,” she said. “If
we assume none of us have made any major difference in history, that
there is no reason the time traveler would know we were on that boat
trip, then how did he find us? How did he know where to find us when
we were in the time of the Steelriders?”
“Well, we
must have made some difference,” Jen said. “Why else
would he choose us?” Her voice was rather scornful.


Cainan spoke. “I cannot say why he chose you four in
particular, but I may be able to explain how he was able to find you,
out of all the people in all the times of the world.”

Again,
Cainan gestured over the floor and the black ring filled with light.
This time it cast the bright yellow rays outwards, basking the four
of them in a golden glow. The instant the light fell upon them, a
ghostly white fire appeared on the skin of the four friends. It did
not look like their skin caught fire, rather it looked as if the fire
had been invisible and the light had only revealed its presence. None
of them had felt it. The fire did not burn them or radiate heat. It
only flickered over their skin.


At the sight of it, Jen jumped back and dropped the big gun, startled
at the white tongues of flame crawling up her arms and legs, over her
torso and breasts, and snaking upwards into her hair. She swiped at
her arms, trying to wipe the fire off of her, but it didn’t
make any difference.


Mike also jumped up when the fire appeared around him, swarming over
his skin, but he managed to calm himself and tried to observe the
fire with a kind of wary detachment. 


Josh
couldn’t help flinching at the sight of the white fire that
seemed to ooze out of his pores, but still he noticed that Reese was
the only who did not seem startled. She only raised her hands and
looked at them. Josh was sure he saw recognition in her eyes, like
she had somehow seen this before.


“Just like on the boat, just before the storm,” she
whispered.

“What,
Reese?” Josh said to her softly. “What is it?” He
reached out and touched her arm, and the fire swirled and surged
where his fingers touched her skin.

“I’ve
seen this before, just before the storm,” she said. “I
went up on deck after I woke up, and I saw this star…”


“What is it?” Jen said, her voice almost a scream.
“What’s happening?”


“You are all,” Cainan said, “surrounded by some
sort of baryonic particle field. We do not completely understand it,
but during the storm we did detect a baryon field interacting with a
beam of tachyons coming off the cosmic string. I think this may be
how the storms have always found you. The strings are drawn to this
particle field surrounding you.”

“He’s
marked us,” Reese said. “He’s marked us so he can
track us through time.”


“Make it stop!” Jen cried, her hand covering her eyes as
the flames danced up her body. “I don’t want to see this
anymore!”


Cainan nodded, and with another slow spread of his hands the light
from the ring in the floor vanished, and with it the sight of the
white fire.


There was silence for a moment.


Reese rubbed her temples like she had a headache. “There’s
something I don’t understand, something wrong with this…
scenario.” She looked up at Cainan. “You said this time
traveler wanted to change history. Then why has he taken us into the
future? Why not just travel into the past himself and make the
changes he wants?”
“I cannot say,” said Cainan.
“Understand, we only have the legends. We have no insight into
this being’s mind.”


“Well, there is something,” Mike said. “Cosmic
strings send you into the future because their high gravity warps
spacetime in such a way that a path into the future becomes possible.
But it’s not the same for the past. The way cosmic strings warp
space has been thoroughly calculated in, um, my time, and we know
that there is no possible way being near a cosmic string will take
you into the past.”


“But the tachyons travel into the past,” Reese said.


“Right,” Mike replied. “But they’re subatomic
particles with unique properties. They might be able to cause charge
imbalances on cosmic strings, I really don’t know, but they
can’t send anything else into the past. Certainly not…
cyborgs.” Mike motioned vaguely with his hand. The strangeness
of the conversation seemed to weigh on him.


Jen spoke up. She sounded calmer, but almost hesitant to speak. “But
this is still the past to him.”


Reese’s face perked up with interest. “What do you mean,
Jen?”

Jen
shot Reese a spiteful glance, as if Reese had doubted her. Now her
voice had a defensive edge to it. “I’m only saying, if
this time traveler wanted to change the past, why would he bother
altering anything that happened before the Event? I mean, just our
presence here shows that he couldn’t stop it, and when it came
it would destroy the world no matter how he changed it.”


Reese’s jaw dropped, as if she suddenly understood, but Mike
spoke up before her.


“So what do you think he’s trying to do?”

“Well,
if he can’t travel into the past himself, like you said, maybe
he’s using us to change how the world develops after the Event.
He wouldn’t have to travel into the past, just manipulate us
into making the changes he wants. Then the future timeline that he’s
living in would come out however he wants it to.”


They were all silent again as it sunk in, that some monster in the
future could reach out and manipulate them like some puppeteer with
his strings.


“This does indeed sound plausible,” Cainan said, though
as always, his expression remained unreadable.


“Then it comes back down to why we’re here,” Reese
said. “If we don’t know why he chose us, then maybe we
can figure out why he brought us here. What do you people do here?
What’s going on here that this time traveler might want us to
interfere with? Maybe we can avoid interfering and set back this
guy’s plans.”


“That’s very astute,” said Cainan. “And given
what we do, I can see how someone who wants to control the future may
want to change things here.”


“And what do you do?” Reese repeated her question.


Cainan smiled. “Come and see,” he said. Then he rose and
gestured to the great circular window.


Mike and Jen gathered Josh up between them and the four friends all
walked over to the window. The view it displayed surprised them even
as it pleased them. The landscape stretching out before them was a
strange contrast to the barren black lands they had traveled through
to get to this place. The land was cordoned off into square divisions
of perhaps five acres each. In each division grew a different species
of tree or grass or other form of plantlife, in ground piled high
with mulch and compost to use as a growth medium.


Josh couldn’t recognize most of the plants and trees they were
growing, and the large square patches of grass looked just like any
other kind of grass to him. What did strike him was the sheer size of
this farming operation. That was the right phrase for it, a farming
operation. Dozens of people roamed among the rows of trees and along
the edges of the patches of cultivated grass. He saw workers
wandering among patches of corn, wheat, rye, cotton, sorghum, and
other crops that he couldn’t identify. The artificially
cultivated ground stretched out to the horizon, as far as he could
see. And he saw more than just food-bearing plants. Some of the trees
bore flowers and fruits, but others did not. They looked wild. Josh
couldn’t identify what species they were, only that they were
tall, thin and scraggly young trees with bunches of oval leaves
fluttering in the wind. Scattered among the patches of plantlife were
fenced enclosures holding various species of animals. Some of the
enclosures held ordinary domestic animals like cows, pigs, and
chickens. Others were domed enclosures holding wilder animals, like
an enclosure at the zoo; one of them held what looked like a species
of antelope, another behind a cluster of scraggly trees held some
brightly colored birds, still another had some species of monkey
clinging to the wire dome. They could see more animal enclosures off
in the distance, but they were too far away to see what kinds of
animals they contained.


“You’re carrying on the reterraforming efforts,”
Reese said, staring at the landscape with wide eyes.


“In the tradition of those who came before us,” said
Cainan. “Here, we are bringing life back to the surface of the
world. All the genetic samples our ancestors took with them below the
Earth before the Event came we are now reintroducing to the surface,
creating whole biosystems. We are making the Earth green again.”


Reese turned to Mike and said, “What does this mean?”


Mike stared at the landscape beyond the window and in bewilderment
slowly shook his head.






17: Nightfall






“Something’s wrong,” Reese said to Josh a few hours
later. Cainan had given them each a room in another wing of the
palace after insisting they accept his offers of food, medical care,
and sanctuary instead of continuing their debate. The room was both
simple and remarkable. The only bed was a kind of rope hammock hung
from the ceiling and piled with cushions. The floor was bare marble,
the walls polished stone. A single small wooden chest sat on the
floor against one of the walls. It held a few articles of clothing,
some towels and a comb, a mirror, and some other personal items.
Flowers, which seemed to be everywhere in this place, sat in vases on
stands in the corners.


Now Reese had appeared in Josh’s doorway, wearing a simple but
beautiful white sari. She had washed, just like they all had, and
some elderly Indian doctors or healers had cleaned and stitched their
wounds. A line of black stitches stood out on Reese’s pale
forehead, just below her hairline.


Josh sat up in the hammock. He had changed as well, had taken his
shirt off when the Indian healers had come to clean his wounds and
now was only wearing some loose white pants like pajama bottoms.
“Come in,” he said. “What’s the matter?”


“Everything,” Reese said as she walked into the room.
“Nothing. I don’t know. I just don’t understand
what’s going on.”


“None of us do,” Josh said. “Have you eaten
anything?” He gestured to the platter of food on a stand beside
his bed, a dish of vegetables cooked with spices and served over
rice. No meat, but at the smell of it Josh had realized how hungry he
was and had eaten about half of it.


“Yeah,” Reese said. “But I can’t sleep.”
Her bare feet slapped against the marble floor as she walked over and
sat down next to Josh on the hammock. It swung lightly with their
combined weights.


Reese looked at Josh sidelong between the dark ruddy curls of her
hair, her green eyes dark and serious. “There’s something
we’re not seeing in this whole situation, Josh. Something
important, and we’re missing it. I can feel it.”


“What is it?”


“This idea that we’re being manipulated into changing how
the future comes to be, I don’t like it. It’s too…
random, unreliable.” She leaned forward and stared at Josh
pointedly. “If I were some being in the future and I wanted to
change things, I wouldn’t try it this way.”


Josh nodded. “Yeah, I’ve had some doubts about that idea
too.”


“I don’t even like the idea of trying to control the
future at all,” Reese went on. “Things have always seemed
so random and unpredictable to me.” She shrugged. “Maybe
that’s what’s wrong with my life. I can’t see
things coming, so I’m passive and take things as they happen to
me. I should try harder to control my fate.”


“Hey, come here,” Josh said. He took her shoulder and
pulled her down next to him, so that she lay beside him on the
hammock, and held her. Neither of them felt anything erotic in this.
After everything that had happened to them, they each only wanted
some comfort.


After a few seconds Reese pulled back and said with conviction, “My
point is though, someone in the future would have no way to make sure
we did things so that history would unfold the way he wants it to.
And even if we did exactly what he wants, random things would happen
and screw everything up.”


“I know what you mean,” Josh said, nodding. “It’s
like what Mike was telling us about chaos theory. That a lot in the
world is just unpredictable.”


“Yes!” Reese said. “So how can someone control the
future if they have no way to predict what the exact outcome of their
actions will be?”


“So why do you think we’re here?” Josh asked.


“I don’t know,” Reese said with a tired exhalation
of breath. “And I can’t sleep thinking about it.”


“It’s still light out,” Josh said, looking at the
orange glow of the sunlight through the curtains. “Maybe after
night falls, you’ll be able to sleep.”


“We don’t know when the next storm is going to come,
Josh,” Reese said. “We don’t know where we’re
going to be whisked off to next. I want to be ready, I want to know
what we’ll be dealing with.”


“But basically, you just said we can’t know,” Josh
replied. “Right? Too many variables? Only God knows for sure
what’s going to happen next.”


“Right. You got me there.”


“Let’s just take things as they come.” He put his
hand on Reese’s arm. “Okay?”


“Okay.” She nodded. “I’m going to walk
around. Explore a little bit. I want to see more of Cainan’s
palace.” She stood, but paused in the doorway before leaving.


“Josh?” she said. She did not turn and look at him.


“Yeah?”


“Do you trust Cainan?”


He thought about it. “He has been very generous to us,”
he said finally. “He did take us in, he’s given us food
and clothes and shelter.”


“Yeah,” Reese said. “Why?”


“Well, why not? He does think we’re part of some ancient
legend…” He let the sentence trail off. He didn’t
like the way it had sounded coming out. After a moment he spoke
again. “He’s shown us nothing but kindness.” 



“Yes, he has,” Reese said. “I guess I have no
reason not to trust him, do I?”


She left the room. And after she was gone, Josh thought about her
words.






Mike took a bath after the healers left him. An old man and an old
woman, they had come into his room and cleaned all the cuts on his
back, arms, legs, face and torso with a stinging antiseptic solution.
Then they had stitched a couple of the deepest cuts: one gash on his
back and another on his left leg, just above his knee. Neither of the
healers had spoken English, and it had taken several minutes of
gestures and pointing before he had figured out who they were and
what they were trying to say. 



After they finished, they had taken him by the hand and led him into
a chamber across the hall from his room. There they’d shown him
the bath: a wide, square, white marble tub filled with steaming
water. A few large white flowers with broad green leaves on their
bases floated in it. They looked like water lilies, but Mike could
smell the scent they added to the bath.


After handing him a change of clothes, simple white pants and a loose
white shirt, the healers had left him there to undress and bathe.
He’d climbed into the bath, the warm water felt heavenly, but
he couldn’t summon the energy to do more than the simplest
gestures of cleaning.


The future. He was in the future.

As
a kid, he had dreamed of what the future might be like, both the
utopian visions of Star Trek,
and the bleaker, post-apocalyptic Mad Max
scenario. His love of science fiction was one of the things that had
inspired him to pursue astrophysics. His mind had always hungered for
vast and fantastic concepts: black holes, relativity,
extraterrestrial intelligence. Time travel. And yet even as those
concepts captured his imagination, he had always felt a certain
distance from them. He had always known, even in his most fantastic
fantasies, that cosmic forces like the ones he’d always studied
were removed from his everyday experience. The closest he would ever
get to a cosmic phenomenon would be looking at it through a
telescope. Nothing, nothing like this,
could ever happen to him.


On this nightmarish day, he’d found the actual experience of
living his dreams had more frightening implications than his
imagination had envisioned.


He looked down at his cut and swollen hands under the water. How had
he handled this situation? He knew his friends often looked to him as
some kind of leader, although he’d never tried to be any such
thing. Had he failed them? Had he done everything he could to make
sure they were safe?


This kind of self-reflection, this self-doubt, was new to him. He
used to be so sure of himself, used to take his own self-confidence
for granted. But today so many awful things had happened that he had
to stop and wonder if he had somehow brought harm to his friends. And
from analyzing his actions of today, his thoughts went to back to his
entire life.

And
what about Josh? he thought with a sudden,
sick horror. What if something I did led to
the Accident?


He didn’t know if he could handle the guilt if it were true.


He heard a soft sound behind him at the door. He turned and looked.


It was Jen. She stood in the doorway wearing a loose white robe. Her
thick brown hair, it looked washed and dried, fell in waves over her
shoulders. Thin red cuts covered her face, but the cuts had been
cleaned, by the healers perhaps. Her expression was strangely blank,
considering how emotional she had been over the last few hours.


“Hey,” Mike said. “Are you okay?”


She didn’t reply, but only walked into the room and climbed the
first few steps going up to the tub. She stood there for a moment,
looking down at Mike, then she bit her lower lip in a thoughtful way,
and with slow deliberate movements untied the robe, slipped it off
her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. 



Jen had always had an incredible body.


They’d seen each other naked before. After so much time camping
and sailing together, changing clothes in those cramped living
conditions, it was inevitable. But with the orange sunlight glowing
through the shuttered windows and reflecting off the water of the
bath, Jen looked somehow both familiar and new. Her tanned skin
looked golden through the overlapping waves of light reflecting off
the water, her eyes dark and intense. The cuts on her skin seemed
only to accentuate the muscles of her lean frame. The skin of her
breasts and pelvis was pale, the tanline prominent from all the hours
spent swimming in her bikini. Her pubic hair was dark against the
pale skin, her nipples small and pink.


He stared at her, enrapt, unable to speak. God, she was so beautiful.
He felt himself hardening, warmth from the water seeming to collect
and focus between his legs.


She slipped into the bath and crouched in front of him, drawing in
close as she did. At first he thought she would kiss him, but she
moved her lips to his ear instead.


“I have been afraid for so long,” she whispered. “And
I never understood.”

He
pulled back and looked into her eyes. “Jen, no,” he said.
“You’re the most fearless person I have ever met. The
strongest, the most independent.”


“But that’s it, you see,” she said. “I’ve
been afraid someone would take that away, that if I ever let my guard
down, I’d lose it. That if I ever let someone into my life, I’d
become… just another woman.”


Mike lifted his hands and ran them back through the auburn waves of
her hair. “You could never be just another woman to me,”
he said.


“I don’t know what’s happening to us,” Jen
said. “I don’t understand how we can be where we are, or
what has brought us here.” She pulled back and fixed the dark
depths of her eyes on his. “But I don’t want to die
knowing I missed out on what you and I could have because I was
afraid.”


Mike began, “Jen-” but she cut him off with a kiss. God,
how long had he wanted this? How long had he tried to find some way
to tell her and failed? And then he realized he had the way, right
here and right now, and he kissed her in return.


He shuddered, with the soft silky mouth over his, her tongue licking
his tongue. The muscles in his abdomen clenched, he felt like his
skin had tightened all over his body. He rose to his knees, bringing
her with him, and slipped his arm around the small of her back. Her
breasts, small and round and perfect, pressed against his chest. 


He
thought, Oh, I can’t bear it…


Her mouth sucked against his, then she pulled back, gently biting his
lower lip. She kissed his shoulder, his chest, and then went down and
took him in her mouth. He leaned back, gripped the edges of the tub,
and let out a soft moan. Water beaded over his skin. The light
dancing over the water seemed to intensify; the scent from the
flowers overwhelmed him.


Finally, he could take no more, and he brought Jen up and kissed her
again. They leaned back together into the bath. Her head pressed the
flowers against the side of the tub and crushed them, sending waves
of their scent over them. He slid his body over her and entered.


She gasped, a sudden intake of breath, and closed her eyes. He buried
his face in her neck, smothered himself in her scent and the scent of
the flowers. She pivoted against him, riding him, and the sensation
of it blocked out everything else.


And then he felt her shudder, her legs wrapped around him tightly;
she cried out and bit into his shoulder, bringing a delicious pain.
It sent him over the edge; he had to withdraw, and he came into the
water.


They held each other for a while afterwards, recovering, until the
water became cold. Then they climbed out, and they each took a towel
and dried each other. Jen put her robe back on and Mike slipped into
the white pants they had given him. Hand in hand, they walked back to
his room. 



They slipped into the hammock among the soft cushions and pulled the
billowing white blankets over them. Wrapping their arms around each
other, they nuzzled in close. The hammock swung gently, like a
cradle. In minutes they were asleep, their hearts beating against
each other through the walls of their chests and the rhythms of their
breath drawing in time.






In another wing of the palace, Reese stood alone and feared for her
life. 



She had found a wing that opened upon the animal enclosures and now
she stood in a hall that ended at one of the cages. Behind the bars,
a tiger paced back and forth with its golden eyes fixed on Reese. The
black stripes flowing over the great cat’s head and body held a
pattern that seemed to speak of some great intention, but no real
intention or meaning was there.


Reese stood in the hallway holding her arms and watched it pace back
and forth, back and forth, never stopping and always watching her.

Something
is not right, she thought. We’re
missing something important, and I can’t figure out what it is.

He
claimed to be a traveler from another time…
What time? Past or future? But he must have come from the past, since
Mike said it was impossible for someone to travel from the future
into the past. You can only travel from the past into the future.


He would reshape the flow of history and alter the events of the
past, such that history would unfold as he saw fit.

Why
would someone from the past travel into the future to try to change
it? He may have wanted to avoid the Event that way, by traveling into
the time period after it came. But wouldn’t it make more sense
take shelter in Down Below and wait? Did he see the wars coming and
wanted to avoid them? Was he not able to get into Down Below for some
reason? Too many things she didn’t know.


This isn’t right, there’s something Cainan isn’t
telling us…


She heard a small scuffing sound behind her, the sound of a light
step on the marble floor. She turned.


It was Cainan.


She froze, startled, afraid and not sure why.


She saw nothing menacing in Cainan’s expression. He still
carried that quiet, serene look that gave away nothing. He clasped
his hands behind his back and walked over to her.


“I’m sorry, did I startle you?” he said. “I
was out walking and I saw you, and I wondered if anything was the
matter.”


“I couldn’t sleep,” Reese said, a little too fast.
“I went walking to clear my head. I hope you don’t mind.”


“Not at all,” he replied. “It isn’t my place
to mind. This palace is open to anyone.”


“This isn’t your personal home? I thought it might come
with your title.”


“No,” he said. “You may have noticed there are no
other houses in this place. Everyone in the settlement lives in this
palace; the ancestors of everyone here built it, and the people who
live here now have added onto it and maintain it. We all live here,
communally. No one owns it.”


Reese felt another sense of unease; she sensed another inaccuracy in
what Cainan was saying.


“Yet, when we got here,” she said. “You were
ordering the Indians to bring chairs and food and clothing, like a
master to a servant. That seemed to indicate you were a master in
this place.”


Cainan smiled. He looked amused and unperturbed. “That is only
because your arrival was an unusual event and it my duty to represent
them in such things. They only did as I commanded because they were
looking to me for guidance. They were under no pressure to obey me.
They can refuse me anything and there is nothing I can do about it.”


“Then do you govern here? Do you write laws and preside as some
kind of…”


“Monarch?” He laughed softly. “No. I told you I
only represent their interests and act as a spiritual guide. Think of
me as a kind of ambassador.”


“An ambassador?”


“Yes.” Cainan walked over to the tiger’s cage,
reached his hand through the bars and began to scratch behind the
tiger’s ears. The tiger bent its head into Cainan’s
scratching fingers, arched its back and let out a rumbling growl like
a deep purr, its eyes squeezed shut in pleasure.


“Our spiritual life is the heart of our settlement. Why, do you
think, would we want to reterraform the Earth?”

Reese
was taken aback by the question. Not because she didn’t
understand it, but because it was so much like a question she would
ask. It was a question, if she and her friends were in the same
situation as Cainan and his people, that she might ask Mike or Jen
and she could well imagine how much it would irritate them, since it
questioned something they would take for granted. Why reterraform the
Earth?


But she knew why.


“You see it as a spiritual act,” she said. “That’s
the religion you follow here, isn’t it? You connect the growth
of the Earth, the return of a breatheable atmosphere and a natural
state with plants and animals, with your internal growth, with your
spiritual development.”

“Yes!”
Cainan said, smiling as if he were thrilled that she understood. “We
had everything we needed to survive when we lived underground, but
human beings cannot live that way, cut off from the sky and the
forests. We can bring the Earth back and make it Utopia, and so bring
ourselves into a higher state of being. That is what I do. I am the
keeper of this philosophy. I study, record, and develop our spiritual
ideas. And since they are the reason we established this settlement,
I represent those interests when we deal with outside forces, like
other settlements or those still living Down Below.” He smiled.
“Or travelers from another time.”


Reese couldn’t help but wonder what Mike and Jen would think of
this. Almost certainly they would think it was a ridiculous idea and
search for more practical reasons to reterraform the Earth. Cainan’s
explanation of their reasons and of his own position fit her ideas
about the world perfectly. Too perfectly.


“You’re telling me what I want to hear,” she said
softly. “Or what you think I want to hear. Aren’t you?”

He
stopped scratching the tiger. His expression became sad and
disappointed.

“No,”
he said. “I only want you to understand. I know you feel very
confused right now and I want you to know that you can trust us, that
you’re safe here, and we only want to help you.”


Again something he may think she wanted to hear. But this time she
chose not to reveal her thoughts.


“All right,” she said. “I’m just trying to
understand what’s going on. You’re right, this is all
very confusing to me.” It was the truth, although not all of
it.


Cainan nodded. “Very well,” he said. “I hope you
will come to me, anytime, if you need help or if there is anything
you want to ask.”


“I will,” she said. “Thank you.”

Cainan
nodded, and walked away down the sunlit hallway. Reese turned back to
the tiger’s enclosure, where the great cat now stood still
behind the bars, watching her. Curious, she reached out to pet it. 



The beast snarled and snapped at her fingers, baring its long, sharp
teeth. 



Reese flinched back; the tiger turned and disappeared into the thick
foliage of the enclosure. Reese shuddered, thinking of how close she
had come to danger, and then turned and crept down the hallway
towards her room.


From its hiding place among the leaves, the tiger watched her go, a
tiny reflection of her diminishing figure shining in each of its
golden eyes.






Josh lay in his hammock, feeling it swing back and forth like a
clock’s pendulum. One of his arms hung lazily over the side of
it so that his fingers brushed the smooth marble floor. He stared at
the ceiling, which was covered with white stars painted over a blue
background. The stars were crudely rendered, the rays of the
five-pointed stars rounded off into a stretched oval shape, which
struck him as strange since everything else here was so ornate. But
that design, the stars painted over a ceiling, looked familiar to him
and he had spent the last hour since Reese had left trying to figure
out where he had last seen it. He had just remembered in the last few
minutes. He had once watched a television documentary about ancient
Egyptian mummies, and in one scene they had showed the interior of a
mummy’s tomb. On the ceiling of the tomb was painted almost the
exact pattern as was on the ceiling above him now, white stars on a
blue background. He remembered it had meant something, had
represented something to the Egyptians, but he couldn’t
remember exactly what it had meant.


A soft knock at his doorway interrupted his thoughts. He looked up
and saw Cainan standing there, casually watching him.


“Oh… hello!” Josh said, startled. He hadn’t
heard Cainan approach. None of the palace’s rooms had doors,
only open doorways, so Josh had no way to know how long he had stood
there watching him.


Cainan smiled at him, his long chestnut hair falling in waves around
his face. Josh found himself drawn to the man’s eyes, how wide
and intensely green they were; they almost glowed, like a leaf held
up to the Sun. They seemed so expressive, and yet when Josh thought
about it, Cainan’s face gave away nothing of what he might
think or feel. All the time he had spoken to them, his outward manner
had been warm but distant, revealing nothing. And this had only
intrigued Josh, as it still intrigued him now.


“What, um… Is anything the matter?” Josh said
after a few moments had passed and Cainan hadn’t spoken.


Cainan stepped into the room and said, “Will you tell me about
your paralysis?”

Josh
was stunned. Not just stunned, floored.
No one had ever asked him about it so directly. Everyone, his
friends, even his sister, danced around the subject. They never even
said the word paralysis.
And words like handicapped
or disabled they
always said a little softer, a little below the pitch of regular
speech.


But he heard no cruelty, condescension or disgust in Cainan’s
voice. He only sounded curious and maybe more focused than he had
before. He always kept his expression very neutral, Josh had noticed,
very removed. He never gave away anything in his voice or his
expression, so that Josh couldn’t read anything of his
intentions. And yet Josh did not distrust him. Just the opposite, he
felt drawn to him.


“What do you want to know?” Josh said finally.


“How did it happen? And how long ago? And what is your range of
movement now?” He leaned forward as he asked these questions,
and for the first time Josh sensed in him a trace of eagerness. But
it was a calm eagerness. For a moment, just a moment, Josh caught an
impression in Cainan’s face, an impression of someone
calculating, intelligent and somehow far-seeing. 



Sometimes while swimming with Mike and Jen in the ocean, some random
confluence of currents and the angle of the light would come together
just so and Josh would catch a glimpse of staggering, oceanic depths.
This was like the brief glimpse he had caught of Cainan’s mind
as the man had crouched beside his bed and fixed that hypnotic gaze
upon him.

Josh
began to feel a little vulnerable. Lying on his bed, shirtless, with
Cainan staring at him, he became aware of the way his legs were
spread and his own inability to move them. 



“Well,” Josh began. “I… Why do you want to
know?”


Cainan stared into Josh’s eyes. His expression now looked very
gentle, whatever hardness Josh had seen before seemed to have
vanished.


“Because there may be something I can do for you,” he
said. “Our knowledge of what the human body can do has
broadened since your time. There may be a way to enhance your
abilities.”


“You mean…” Josh was certain he had misunderstood
him. “You mean I could walk again?”


Cainan smiled. “And more.”


Josh looked up at him, the pale blue gazing into the green depths.
“You’re talking about the cyborg technology of Down
Below, aren’t you? It’s been preserved into this time.”


“Yes.”


“And you… are one of these beings? A cyborg?”


“Yes.”


Josh felt the hammock sway, like a pendulum counting down time.






She had to be dreaming. That was it, almost certainly, because
nothing like this could ever happen to her in real life.


Jen was running in terror down a long shadowy corridor. Josh had one
arm slung over her shoulder and she was hauling him along with her.
In her right hand she held the gun she had won in rightful combat
with the leader of the Steelriders.

In
the darkness behind her, a thousand unseen and unnamed dangers
pursued the two of them with relentless ferocity. In the shadows Jen
could only see the glints of their many eyes or a brief flash of
light off their metallic fangs or claws. Anytime they got too close,
she turned and fired a few shots of the gun’s green-glowing
explosive charges at them. She never hit them, the things always
skittered out of the way just in time, but she did slow them down,
giving her and Josh a little more distance away from them. 


But
it was hard to keep them away. The things kept coming back, and Josh
was so heavy; he couldn’t move his legs at all, he was
helpless! Without her to protect him, he could never take care of
himself. God, why did she always have to fight so hard just to
survive?

After
she and Mike had made love in the bath and gone to sleep, she had
curled up beside him with her face nuzzled into his neck and her legs
intertwined with his, his warm, masculine scent filling her nostrils.
He smelled like safety. She had gone to sleep smelling him, and yet
as soon as she shut her eyes this dream had begun and it was like she
had been running from these creatures forever.

Claws
raked at her back, snagged in her hair, and then she slammed to a
halt as one of the things grabbed Josh’s trailing left ankle.


“Get away from him!” she shrieked. Spinning around, she
fired off a rapid cluster of shots, first at the claw holding Josh’s
ankle and then upwards into the crowd of them roaring down on her
like a black wave through the corridor. She had already begun to turn
back and run again as she fired off the last shots. In the green
flashes of light, she saw Mike standing in the corridor just ahead of
her.


“Mike, help me!” she cried.


But he took one look at the black tidal wave crashing down on them,
ducked into a niche in the wall and disappeared.


He didn’t help her. But no one ever did.


With Josh a dead weight over her shoulders, she ran on.





Josh
lay on a cold stone block in the center of a vast chamber. Tall
rectangular windows ran down the wall to his left. Outside those
windows, the sunset burned up the sky with clouds gilded in golden
flames and crowned with purple shadows like rising smoke. The orange
light fell in shafts through the windows and glowed in the silk
banners hanging from the ceiling. The image of the Sun rising over
the Moon was painted in red on each of the banners, a symbol familiar
to Josh although he couldn’t remember where he had seen it
before. The evening breeze flowed in through the windows, rustled the
banners and made the light dance. Incense burned in copper braziers
set in the walls and the smoke rising from them swirled in the moving
currents of air. He saw flowers here as well, but instead of varied
bouquets, it was exclusively roses, roses as red as blood, roses
whose petals quivered on their stalks and then broke away so that the
floor was strewn with them. Their scent blended with the incense and
hung, heavy and redolent, in the air.


Josh lay on the stone block like a sacrifice on an altar, his hand
outstretched on the red cloth and open as if to receive a gift.


Cainan approached and knelt beside him, the light from the windows
falling upon his face and casting a glint of orange fire in each of
his emerald pupils. His hair shivered in the quickening air, a lock
of it clung to the hollow of his cheek just above the strong curve of
his jaw. Josh found himself captivated by this lock of hair, this
curving sickle of brown that seemed to lead his eyes directly to
Cainan’s full lips.


“What is it like?” Josh whispered, his voice like the
winds above him.


“Physically,” Cainan said, “it is subtle and
overwhelming at the same time. I remember when it was done to me,
when I was so much younger.” His gaze seemed to drift into the
distance, and he smiled, a wide smile that showed his even white
teeth, a surprising smile on Cainan’s eternally calm, serene
face. “At first there is pain, it is unavoidable. But soon the
pain calms. It widens and mellows as the feeling spreads through you,
and when it is no longer focused on one part of you, it isn’t
pain anymore. It is a greater sensation, difficult to describe. Like
flying. Like a fire inside you coursing in waves, pounding like the
tide.” The prophet’s smile grew softer, and his eyes met
Josh’s once again. “You must experience it to understand.
Will you?”

“First
I need to know,” Josh said. He thought he should feel
vulnerable, lying there looking up at Cainan, but those feelings had
passed. “When it’s over, will I still… be me? Will
I still be human?”

“Let
me ask you,” Cainan said as he slid his hand underneath Josh’s
back and ran his fingers down his spine, down to the break, to where
the cord had torn, to where all feeling had stopped. Josh’s
breath caught, released and then caught again. He arched up, his
weight resting on his elbows and the back of his head, his skin
stretching over his ribs, chest heaving.


“Were you human before the Accident that paralyzed you?”
Cainan said.


“Yes!” Josh barely managed to cry the word. He felt tears
rising and fought them.


“And were you human afterwards? Are you human now?”


“I- I don’t know!” Now the tears did fall, liquid
crystals of prismatic fire, trapping the sunset light as they slid
down his cheeks. Oh, this feeling would kill him! Cainan’s
touch… 



He wanted it to stop. 



He never wanted it to stop.


“What is humanity then?” Cainan went on, his deep voice
resounding through Josh’s ears like a trumpet call of the gods.
“Is humanity without variation? If you differ, are you
something other?”

The
caressing fingers moved away from Josh’s spine, up and around
his flank, stopping in the center of his chest, over his heart.


Josh relaxed as the sensations ceased flowing through him. And yet
nothing had happened. He could still turn back. He looked down at
Cainan’s hand over his heart, a large strong hand with long
fingers.

“Nothing
can cause change from outside of you,” Cainan said. “Whether
you can walk or not, you are no less human, your life is no less
full. You are only crippled if you cannot accept yourself as you
are.”


Cainan took Josh’s hand and pulled him into a sitting position,
so that Josh sat facing him.


“Can you do that, Josh?” 



Josh struggled for words. “I’m afraid,” he said.





Jen
raced through the corridors of her dreaming mind. It wasn’t
just some endless passage. It twisted and turned, passageways opened
to her left and her right; the corridor split into forks and took
random, meandering turns. She was trapped in some kind of labyrinth,
trying to save herself and her wounded brother from all kinds of
unseen dangers. Many times she thought she had lost the onrushing
horde of creatures chasing her, only to have them leap out at her
again from some shadowy corner.

Now
she dragged Josh into a vast, dark chamber, with mottled gray and
black stone walls and a ceiling lost in the darkness far above her.
The room had a feeling of centrality about it, as if she had made her
way to the center of the labyrinth in which she was lost.


She dragged Josh to the center of the room, set him down and stood
over him with the gun cocked and ready in her arms. An entrance to
this room stood in each of the four walls and danger could leap at
any moment from any of them.


It came from all of them.


Waves of blackness poured in at her from all sides, even from the
shadows above her. They were everywhere! Waves of deadly darkness
made of innumerable leaping, prancing creatures that hissed and
giggled at her. It was hopeless! Not even she could fight them all.
There were millions of them!


And they wanted Josh. They scampered in as close as they dared,
trying to snatch him from her.

She
fired a charge into the crowd of them, then spun around and swung the
gun like a club, shattering one to dust in midair. Thousands of bony
little hands grabbed her arms, pulled at her hair, tugged at her
clothes. They overwhelmed her. They had him! They dragged Josh away
from her, tore him out of her arms, she had failed him again! Josh
screamed! He was terrified! Helpless! 



She woke. Bolted upright in bed. Her breath a screeching torrent in
her throat.


Josh was afraid!


“Josh!”


Beside her, Mike roused. “Jen, what’s-”


“Josh!”

She
bolted out of the hammock, sending Mike tumbling to the floor in a
shower of cushions and blankets. Still screaming Josh’s name,
with her hair flying back from her shoulders and her white robe
billowing out behind her, Jen sprinted from the room.





“What
about my sister?” Josh said. “What about my friends? What
if… what if they…”


“If they reject you?” Cainan said. “You love them?”


Josh nodded.


“Do they love you?”

He
almost said I think so.
But that wasn’t true. He knew.


“Yes,” he said.


“Do you think that could ever change?”


He tried to imagine it, to picture Mike’s face distorted with
anger or disgust. Or Reese’s. Jen… well, he’d seen
her angry, but disavowing or rejecting him? No, it would never
happen. And he realized that even if it did, he still wouldn’t
have lost a thing. Because that would mean she had never really loved
him at all.


He raised his eyes to the prophet’s.


“Do it,” he said.


Cainan raised his hand, his fascinating nimble hand, and brushed one
of the tears off Josh’s cheek with the pad of his thumb. He ran
his fingers into Josh’s hair, behind his neck. And drawing Josh
to him, he pressed his lips Josh’s mouth and kissed him.





She
had returned to the mountains. Their jagged crests floated in and out
of her vision, as if seen through a mist. The clouds whirled in the
currents of air. Clad in rags, Reese trembled on the hard stone
ground. She heard a hard thump, like a monstrous footstep. Looking
up, she saw her own stretched and distorted reflection in a rod of
gold.


Beyond it, she saw something coming out of the mists, like a ghastly
marionette. Then the golden blade came crashing down on her, impaling
her… Oh! But the thing in the mists!


“Josh!”


Reese woke, heart pounding, stomach clenching, at the sound of the
scream. The terror of her nightmare lingered. She stumbled out of the
hammock and over to the door just as Jen raced by, screaming Josh’s
name. Reese clutched the doorframe for support, her hand clenched a
spot above her left breast.


Then Mike ran by, wearing the same kind of loose white pants that
Josh had been wearing. His curly, straw-colored hair was mussed from
sleeping. She grabbed his arm.


“What the matter?” she said.


Mike threw up his hands and shook his head in confusion, then turned
and ran after Jen.


Not knowing what else to do, Reese ran after them.





With
the prophet’s kiss, he entered another realm. Josh ran to him
through the forest as Cainan walked among the black tree trunks. The
canopy of leaves above them whispered in the wind. Rays of golden
sunlight flickered among the leaves. The knee-high grass was an
emerald river.


Josh pursued Cainan, who slipped in and out of view as the tree
trunks obscured him. Josh kept losing him; Cainan’s green robes
blended in with all the green around them. But there, a glimpse of
movement to his right, the flash of green diamond eyes. Josh ran to
him.


He came out of the forest to the banks of a river. Cainan stood in
the midst of the rushing waters. He held his hand outstretched to
Josh.


“Come to me, Josh,” he said.


Josh ran to him, wading in and splashing through the water. Cainan
smiled, golden light flashing on his white teeth, green eyes
shimmering. He was so beautiful. They were so beautiful together.
Josh ran into his arms.

The
river waters pulled at his legs, white foam frothing around the two
of them.


“The waters are time,” Cainan said. “You must be
immersed.”


“I’m ready,” Josh said.


Cainan cupped the back of Josh’s head in one hand, placed the
other at the base of Josh’s throat, and pushed him back into
the water. The cold water shocked him, his muscles tensed, quivered.
He felt the river rushing all around him. He opened his eyes and saw
the Sun through leaves through water. 



Cainan’s voice flowed down to him. “Do not be afraid,
Josh. You’re not alone. I’m here.”


He wanted to answer, but now the pain came. It focused in his chest.
He couldn’t breathe! He was drowning! His body went into a
spasm, his arms flailed, his legs kicked. The pain was like a dagger
in his heart.


“Hold on, Josh,” Cainan said. “You will pass
through the pain. Hold on!”

He
tried to cry out and the last of his air slipped away. Water rushed
in to fill the space it had left. He felt himself sinking, but still
Cainan’s strong hands held him under.

And
then the pain in his chest began to lessen, to spread out and change
into something else, like a flower unfurling into bloom. His limbs
relaxed, and his struggles ceased. His gaze drifted upwards. An
ethereal calm overcame him, and the calm spread outwards and around,
into the waters, until the river slowed, settled, and became still.


The vision ended.


Cainan pulled away from the kiss; Josh opened his eyes and met his
gaze. Josh felt overaware. He saw flecks of gold in Cainan’s
emerald pupils. He could smell incense and roses, almost
overwhelming, and the subtler cinnamon-musk of Cainan’s skin.
His legs tingled.


Cainan took his hands and at his touch Josh felt a delicious shiver.
He felt himself grow hard, and yet he felt no shame or embarrassment
or fear that Cainan might see. He only felt a kind of calm
acceptance. How could he be ashamed? Everything around him was so
beautiful: the rose petals falling through the shafts of golden
light, the banners above them undulating in the currents of air, the
dissolving curls of smoke unfurling from the braziers.


He realized the vision had to have acted as a kind of anesthetic, to
dull the effects of whatever changes Cainan had worked on his body.
Would this beautiful euphoria last? And how exactly had he changed?


“Rise and walk,” Cainan said.


Josh tried to move his leg. And amazingly, the muscles twitched at
his mental command. His right leg bent at the knee when he tried to
move it. He turned so he sat on the edge of the stone table. He
looked at Cainan as if to ask permission, and Cainan, still holding
his hands, nodded.

Josh
slid off the table onto his feet, and his legs, dead for so long,
held his weight. He was standing. 



He shuddered and almost fell, but Cainan still held his hands, and he
was able to pull himself back up. Was this really happening? He had
accepted his paralysis, or thought he had. Or maybe he had confused
acceptance with giving up hope. But now he understood. It didn’t
matter whether or not he could walk! He was a whole person no matter
what happened to his body. He only had to keep his eyes open to all
of life’s possibilities.


“Walk towards me, Josh,” Cainan said, taking a step back.
Josh took a slow, shuffling step forward, first moving his right leg
and then his left. He didn’t feel weak, just the opposite, the
strength coming back to his legs scared him with its tenacity. He
felt uncertain, clumsy, out of practice. Walking didn’t feel
natural anymore.


“It will come back to you,” Cainan said, gathering the
run of his thoughts.

Josh’s
heart pounded, too hard and too fast. It seemed to pump strength into
his legs and back. He felt his leg muscles swelling and tingling; he
thought he could actually feel them growing under his skin.


“Josh,” Cainan said. “Now we must test the limits
of your abilities.” He leaned in close. “Prepare
yourself.”


And, turning, he flung Josh into the air and down the length of the
chamber.


Josh didn’t even have a second to gasp for breath and then his
feet lost their brief contact with the ground and he was spinning
through the air, through the shafts of sunlight and down the center
of the double row of banners. He moved so quickly that the shafts of
light became flashes in his vision as he passed through them; light,
dark, light, dark. But as he spun he caught glimpses of the chamber’s
stone wall rushing up on him, closer and closer as he flew towards
it. About to collide, he instinctively kicked at the wall and the
force of his kick shocked him with its strength. His foot made a
thunderous impact with the wall and he was flung backwards between
the rows of banners again. He caught a glimpse of the floor, twenty
or thirty feet below him, and he realized he’d been in the air
for almost three seconds now, far too long, and this was something
bizarre and miraculous and frightening and wonderful. He was flying!


He turned and saw the opposite wall rushing up on him, and so as he
spun around, he kicked it just as he had the other wall. Again the
impact of it knocked him back; he hadn’t lost any of his
altitude, he was staying in the air, impossible, but it was
happening.


“Feel the forces that let you fly, Josh,” Cainan called
below him. “Ride them, let them flow through you without
resistance.”


“How do I stop?” Josh cried.


He flew back to the other wall, kicked it again, and as he flew to
the center of the room, above the stone block where he had lain,
Cainan leapt into the air. Josh saw him emerge into the upper airs
where he flew, green robes billowing and dark hair flying around his
face, glowing in the shafts of sunlight. He stretched out his arms
and Josh flew into them as they collided. Josh slammed to a halt, but
his momentum set the two of them into a spin. Josh gazed at Cainan’s
face, trying to speak. He didn’t have the words to tell him
what this meant; he didn’t understand what Cainan had done to
his body and mind and soul. His fingers danced over Cainan’s
angular, wondrous features. He stared into those unhuman eyes and
moved his fingers back into the earthy depths of his hair.


And with the world spinning around them, their lips touched. The
shafts of light illuminated a million floating dust motes. Their spin
slowed, stopped, and they came to stillness in the golden air.


“Josh!”


He turned, looked back and below him.


Jen! Screaming for him!


His concentration slipped, and he fell; the buoyant force holding him
up vanished, and he fell to the stone floor below.


Jen rushed over to him and knelt beside him. “What did you do
to him!” she screamed up at Cainan. Mike and Reese ran into the
room as Jen stood and raged at the prophet.


“What did you do?” she repeated. 



“Jen, it’s okay,” Josh said.


He rose to his feet. Taking her gently by the arms, he made her look
at him.


“It’s okay,” he said again. He was smiling, but was
he laughing or crying?


Jen’s expression froze and her eyes grew wide, stunned. Behind
her, Mike’s jaw dropped and his mouth hung open, his arms
dangled by his sides. A look that was somehow surprised and wary and
indefinable all at the same time spread over Reese’s face. The
light in the chamber suddenly became softer, the shafts of sunlight
less defined, as Cainan slowly setted to the floor.


“He healed me,” Josh said, blinking away tears and softly
laughing. “He healed me, Jen.”


“Oh Josh,” Jen said, so softly he could barely hear her.
It looked like she wanted to say more, but all she could say was his
name, over and over again, growing louder each time she said it, as
she flung her arms around his shoulders. “Josh! Josh! Josh!”


And then she was crying against him. Josh looked up just in time to
see Reese turn her head and give Cainan a long slow stare that he
didn’t understand.


But then the sight was lost to him as the shafts of light vanished.
The turning of the Earth had flung them into its shadow and hidden
them behind its ancient mass from the light of the Sun. 




18: Josh’s Transformation






“Mike, you need to talk to him,” Reese said. They stood
in the doorway of the great chamber where Cainan had transformed
Josh. Reese had changed out of her white sari and into her old
clothes, which she had washed and mended herself with a couple of
gray-haired old Indian women, who had sat on each side of her
chattering and gossiping while Reese silently sewed up the tears in
her clothes. Mike was wearing the clothes Cainan had given them,
today a loose sleeveless white shirt and white pants, with sandals on
his feet.


They stood in the doorway and watched Cainan run Josh through a
series of exercises in the chamber. Josh wore only the short
breechcloths that most of the men in this place wore, and Mike and
Reese could see how dramatically the muscles in Josh’s legs had
grown over the last three days. They had gone from skeletal sticks
back to the lean muscled shape they’d had before the Accident.
At Cainan’s command, Josh jumped about twenty feet into the
air, stretching out his arms to each side of him and folding his legs
up in front of him, and levitated that way for several minutes. They
seemed to be testing how long Josh could stay in the air. Levitating,
it seemed, took some physical effort on Josh’s part, as he
would start to sweat and his arms and legs would start to shake after
staying in the air for a while, like he was trying to hold up a heavy
weight. It looked like an endurance test. Then Josh dropped to the
floor and crouched there with one hand on the tiles and the other
stretched behind his back. He looked up at Cainan expectantly.


From a pocket in his robes, Cainan produced several wooden rings
about the diameter of dinner plates, brightly painted in hues of
blue, pink, orange and red. He tossed these into the air between the
rows of banners. Moving so fast he was almost a blur, Josh turned and
scrambled up the stone wall. About halfway up, he kicked himself away
from it and launched into the air over the chamber. Flipping end over
end he caught the rings in mid-air and tossed them over the pointed
ends of the rods that jutted out of the topmost reaches of the wall
and held up the banners over the room. He landed on the opposite
wall, clung to it like a fly for a moment, and then hopped lightly
back down to the floor. 



“You’ve got to talk to him,” Reese repeated. “We
have to know how much he’s changed. If he’s really still
our Josh.” She leaned against the doorframe and folded her arms
in front of her.


Mike looked directly at Reese, a simple thing that he realized he had
rarely done before. He had done it more in the last three days than
at any time in the past. What she had said went straight to his heart
and his greatest concerns.


“I’ve been worried about that too,” he said. “He
doesn’t seem that different, personality-wise I mean.” In
the chamber, Josh looked over at them and smiled, just like he used
to do before the Accident, a smile that encompassed his whole face
and lifted the spirits of anyone who saw it. For a minute Mike didn’t
feel quite as worried. 



“But how much have we really spoken to him since this
happened?” Reese countered. She was right. Josh spent most of
his time with Cainan now, learning the extent of what he could do.
His abilities. Just thinking about it, let alone watching it, made
Mike nervous, almost afraid. With all his years of scientific
skepticism and critical thinking, he didn’t think human beings
could ever attain a state of being like this. He almost said to
himself that it couldn’t happen in a thousand years, before he
realized that a thousand years had passed.


Mike wondered where Jen was, and why she wasn’t here trying to
find out what had happened to her brother. But since she had seen
that Josh could walk again, Jen had become isolated. Now she took
long walks outside among the farming plots by herself, leaving
without telling anyone, heedless of the danger of another storm
appearing, not to mention any new dangers they might find in this
place. She had barely spoken to Mike, which hurt him deeply after
their time together in the bath. But he knew Jen well enough to see
that she needed some time to herself, so he let it go.


“I’ve spent the last three days trying to make some sense
of this,” Reese said. “Just trying to figure out why
we’re here, what anyone could possibly want of us. This thing
with Josh only complicates it.”


Mike had spent very little time thinking about why they were brought
here. Most of his thoughts were now concerned with Josh, and what
might happen to their friendship. But Reese’s comment piqued
his interest.


“How does it complicate things?” he asked.


“Mike,” she said, suddenly very intense. “If
something in the future wants to use us to change things, think about
how much more power Josh has to change things now.”


He heard a rumbling sound. Looking in the chamber, Mike saw Josh lift
the alter-like stone block in the center of the room off the floor.
The block was huge; it had to weigh a thousand pounds. And Josh had
just lifted it over his head.


“I see what you mean,” Mike said.


Cainan, who seemed amused by this, shook his head and laughed,
gesturing for Josh to put the block back where it was. Josh did as
requested, laughing as if he had just done something harmless but
naughty. After he replaced the block, he stood and put his arms
around Cainan’s waist, and kissed him on the lips.

Then
there’s that, Mike thought. Why
didn’t he tell us?


That was another reason they hadn’t seen much of Josh. He
didn’t sleep in his own room anymore, and neither Mike nor
Reese knew where Cainan slept. Mike had begun to suspect they were
together at night as well.


Mike had no bigotry in that regard, but he did not like this distance
growing between them. He barely saw Josh or Jen now. They still
needed to stick together, they weren’t out of danger yet.


Reese was right. They needed to talk.


“Come with me, okay?” Mike asked. “Let’s do
it together.”


“Mike,” Reese said, and now she looked frustrated with
him, like he wasn’t seeing something. “It has to be you.
I’ll be with you if you want to talk to Jen, and I’ll
talk to Josh myself after you do, but you have to talk to him alone
first.”


“Why?” Mike said.


She shook her head and looked up at him, her green eyes almost as
intense as Cainan’s. “Because you’re the one he
loves, Mike. Can’t you see that?”


He hadn’t. And now he had to wonder how well he knew his friend
once again.






They met that evening in the atrium leading out to the gardens. Steps
led down from the open-air atrium that stood like a balcony over the
plots of cultivated ground nearest the palace. Mike knew Josh had
come out here the last two nights to watch the sunset, and that he
had come alone each time. Most likely he wanted the time to think,
Josh always did have a private side, but Mike saw it as his
opportunity to catch him without Cainan nearby.


Josh had changed into white pants and a sleeveless white shirt like
Mike was wearing, and now he stood with his hands in his pockets
staring out at the bloated orange Sun suspended over the green and
gold fields below. The small dark figures of animals, birds, and
human beings moved among the cultivated plots, barely visible as
shadows flickering under the golden orange rays.


Mike called out to him. “Josh, can we talk?”


Josh turned and looked over his shoulder at him, a calm and relaxed
expression on his face. Seeing it, Mike realized he had never seen
that expression on Josh’s face before. Even at their most
relaxed moments, Josh had still looked somewhat guarded. Funny, Mike
thought, how he had never noticed it until it was gone. Now Josh’s
face looked completely open, very calm and serene, a lot like
Cainan’s face. And Mike wasn’t sure how he felt about
that.


“Sure,” Josh said. “Actually, I’ve been
thinking that we should have a talk. I just needed time to figure out
how I feel about everything that’s happened before I brought it
up with you.”


“Yeah, that’s what I’ve been trying to do too. I
don’t know if we’re ever going to be able to completely
understand this, but there are some things I’d like us to
discuss.” Mike looked around and noticed the Indians working
below the balcony. They were easily within earshot and Mike didn’t
know who could speak English here and who couldn’t. As helpful
as he had been, Mike didn’t want Cainan to know what they were
talking about.


“Why don’t we go somewhere more private?” Mike
suggested, tilting his head toward the Indians.


Josh looked in that direction, smiled in a thoughtful way that didn’t
have much amusement to it, and nodded. Then his face brightened and
it looked like he got an idea.


“I know where we can go,” he said, smiling, and he was so
much like his old self that Mike felt his heart twist. He was afraid
that easygoing, playful Josh he’d grown up with was gone
forever, but there he was again, right in front of him.


“Where?” Mike asked.


Josh’s smile grew wider, and then an instant later the ground
dropped away from them. Mike flinched with surprise as Josh snatched
him up, then realized after a second that Josh had one arm around his
back and that the two of them were ascending with frightening speed
up the side of the palace wall. With his legs and his one free hand,
Josh climbed up the wall hauling Mike along with him, moving with
such speed, ease, and grace it was like they moved through the
gravity of the Moon.


Mike clutched Josh’s shoulders as they ascended the wall’s
five-story height. Josh paused on the ledge atop the wall just long
enough to gather his legs beneath him, then launched himself over the
roof of the palace, jumping from gable to chimney to minaret, moving
with inhuman grace and speed.


The wind and the force of Josh’s accelerating speed pulled Mike
back, but Josh’s arm held him with firm but gentle strength. He
wasn’t in any pain or really even uncomfortable; Josh seemed
able to cushion the impact of his feet against the palace roof and
Mike didn’t feel any jolts. And once his initial shock wore
off, the exhiliration of this ride came through to him. The world far
below flew by beneath them and the distant horizon spun with the
whirling air. A flock of pigeons nesting on the roof of the palace,
startled when they streaked by over them, took to their wings with a
gunshot explosion of gray feathers. Mike and Josh flew through the
flock of them, their feathers brushing their cheeks, and then Josh
rose with stomach-dropping suddenness to the great central dome of
the palace. Josh scaled the sharply curving smooth surface, his feet
dancing over the white limestone. With the world dropping away, the
two of them flew to the peak of the teardrop dome.


There, Josh released him. The top of the dome, though gently curving
at this point, was flat enough that he could sit on it without
struggling to keep from falling off. In the center of the dome’s
peak was a brass crescent moon held up by a brass rod. If he needed
to, Mike could grab that to keep his balance.


Josh stretched out beside him, sitting with his palms behind him and
his legs stretched out, one leg bent at the knee.


“Is this private enough?” Josh asked in a such casual,
conversational tone that Mike laughed, surprising himself.


“I think this will do,” Mike said. The panorama all
around him was staggering. The landscape looked so flat that the
horizon was lost in misty layers of atmosphere. The black wastelands
to the east melted into a sky darkened to the color of steel with the
setting of the Sun. To the west, the ground looked softer and quilted
in its patchwork of cultivated plots of ground, the setting Sun
casting a glitter like gold dust over the land. Between the two
contrasting landscapes, the bleak wastelands of the east and the lush
growth of the west, the palace stood like a white stone barrier. At
the barrier’s peak sat Josh and Mike.


“Is this okay?” Josh asked, his voice more serious. Mike,
thankful to see he could still read the deeper meanings in Josh’s
voice, knew he was asking if Mike could still talk to him in this
setting.


“Yes, it’s okay,” Mike said. He grabbed the rod
holding up the brass crescent moon and pulled himself forward so he
could focus on Josh as he spoke.

“Josh,
what has Cainan done to you? I mean, what has he really
done? I’m happy for you, since you can walk again, but these
new abilities, well, we don’t understand them and we’re
worried about you.”


Josh, who had been watching the sunset as Mike spoke, turned his gaze
over to him. Everything in his expression was Josh. Mike didn’t
see any deceit or anything that wasn’t a personality trait he
associated with Josh. Just the opposite, he seemed more like himself
than ever, mentally and physically. No bulging muscles like a
comic-book superhero. Josh looked just like he did when he was at his
best before the Accident.


“I don’t understand it very well myself,” Josh
said. “But I’m trying to. I’m not even sure what
the limits are, how much stronger or faster I’ll get, or if any
other abilities will emerge.”


Mike thought he must have a worried expression on his face, because
Josh said, “But I think I’m nearing the limits now. I’ve
had no more sudden appearances of new abilities and I haven’t
become much stronger since Cainan first worked the change.”


“Did you ask for this? I mean, did you know…?”


“Did I know what I was getting into?” Josh finished for
him. “Did I agree to this? Yes, I did. Cainan told me I would
be like him before he did anything to me. I had a choice. Nothing was
ever done to me against my will, not at any time.”


Mike watched his face carefully, looking for anything suspicious.
There was nothing. This was Josh, this was his friend.


“But what is it?” Mike asked. “How did it happen
and how can you do these things?”


“I don’t completely understand it. I don’t have
your scientific background. Cainan told me that it’s done with
nanotechnology. These tiny machines the size of a molecule. They’re
injected into the bloodstream, and once they’re in your system
they start to work the change. They change the chemical composition
of the nervous system, the muscle tissue, the internal organs: heart,
lungs. Brain.”

Mike
thought he must look worried again, because Josh leaned forward and
put his hand on Mike’s shoulder. “But I’m still me,
Mike,” he said. “My mind isn’t changed. It’s
only the body. It’s changed to handle greater amounts of energy
flowing through it, to increase strength and for flight and for
opening the senses. I can feel things now I never could before, Mike.
I can feel Jen out there walking in the banyan tree gardens. I can
feel Reese pacing the palace halls. I don’t know how to
describe it. It’s not like seeing or hearing, it’s like…
being aware. It’s some combination of all the senses that’s
too subtle to sort out into its components. It’s how I can
handle moving so fast and being so strong, so that I won’t
crush someone if I try to hug them or fly into a wall because I was
moving too fast to see it coming.”


Mike rubbed his lip with his forefinger, thinking. “Has Cainan
tried to explain to you in more detail how you can do these things?
Or if it’s permanent?”


“Yes, he’s been very open,” Josh said. “He
tells me about the compounds the nano-machines create in my nervous
system and my muscle tissue, he tells me the things they can and
cannot repair. Cainan had to regrow the section of my spinal cord
that was torn before working the change, you know. The nano-machines
need the spine to carry most of the energy load out to the body. If
it’s torn again…”


“You could be paralyzed again?”


Josh smiled. “Or worse. But he gave something that will help me
even if that does happen.” From his pocket, Josh took a small
white capsule, about an inch long.


“What’s that?” Mike asked.


“It’s a robot. Look.” Josh gave the capsule a brief
and firm squeeze. From out of the capsule, there sprouted six thin
insectlike legs, the front pair longer than the others and
sickle-shaped. The end of the capsule stretched into a flat tail and
two whisper-thin antenna sprouted from the front of it. Two tiny red
eyes like rubies glowed to life beneath the antennas.


“It looks like an insect,” Mike said, fascinated. The
robot turned around three times in Josh’s palm, like a dog just
before sitting down, and then transformed back into a plain-looking
white capsule again.


“It can repair me if I’m ever seriously injured,”
Josh said. “It’s programmed with everything it needs to
know about human anatomy and all the changes the nano-machines have
done to me, and how to repair them if they’re damaged.”


“To repair you,” Mike repeated softly. “Like a
machine. Can this ever be reversed, Josh?”


“No. The change is permanent. I knew that going in. And even if
it could, I wouldn’t want to reverse it. I’m happy the
way I am, Mike.”


Mike nodded, thinking. The brass crescent moon beside him caught a
wavering glint of the setting Sun and reflected it across his face.
Glints of it caught in his eyes and made fire dance in his vision.


“I want to know something else. This isn’t about your
change. Well, it is, but it’s more about you and Cainan. The
two of you… well, since we got here it’s been like…
What I’m trying to say is…”

“Yeah,
I’m gay,” Josh said. He smiled in a very relaxed way, his
pale eyes wide and reflecting the sunset. He seemed so calm, so
comfortable with himself, as if he had found some kind of inner
peace.


Mike nodded and let out his breath, which he hadn’t realized
he’d been holding. He wished he felt as comfortable talking
about it as Josh did.

“Did
this happen when Cainan changed you?” Mike asked.


“No,” Josh said. “It’s always been this way.”
He squinted and looked into the sunset. “There have been so
many times I wanted to talk to you about it, so many things I wanted
to tell you…” He trailed off. Then he shrugged, looked
up at Mike and smiled. “Until I was able to accept it, I was
always afraid to tell you. Afraid it would destroy our friendship.
That has always been important to me, that we stay friends.”

“We
are friends,” Mike said. “We always will be. Nothing’s
changed in that way.” He paused for a moment before he went on.
He thought about all the times he had made casual, deprecating
remarks about gay people. If he ever saw something he thought was
silly or frivolous, he would say, “That is so
gay.” He had made gay jokes. He had snorted in disgust whenever
he had seen men act senstive or emotional, not realizing he felt that
way because it implied emotional men were gay. All this time Josh had
heard and seen him doing these things, and Mike had never once
thought that his remarks were hurting him.


“Reese thinks you might have feelings for me,” Mike said
finally. “Is that true?”

“I
used to,” Josh said. “But that was a long time ago, even
before the Accident. In fact I think the Accident forced me accept
that you could never feel the same way about me. But for a different
reason, instead of the obvious one: that you weren’t gay. At
the time, I thought no one could want me because I was paralyzed,
when that not only wasn’t true, it also wasn’t the reason
you didn’t feel about me the way I felt about you.” He
laughed. “It sounds so complicated now. You don’t know
what it means to have all that behind me. I only want our friendship,
Mike.”


“You have it.” Mike thought a moment longer, then went
on. “Have you talked to Jen?”


Josh’s expression became serious. “No. And I need to.
Just to make sure she understands. I know this whole situation has
been rough on her.”


“It has. She and I… well. She’s become very
isolated. I think maybe you should talk to her.”


“I will, Mike.”

“’Kay.
Now will you get me down from here? And keep the Crouching Tiger
stuff to a minimum?”


Laughing, Josh did.






Had she walked down this way before? The dark, tree-lined path looked
familiar to her. The banyan trees had matured to the point where they
were starting to spread their root tentacles over the ground and
twine their vinelike branches into themselves, making a giant,
complicated thing that only vaguely resembled a tree. The young
banyans crowded in on each side of her on the black stone path, and
the gloaming light huddled over the reflective stone, such that the
path glowed through the shadows under the banyans. She was alone, all
the workers had retired to the palace for the night. She carried the
big gun with her still; she never let it out of her sight. Off in the
distance, caged animals howled and screeched and chirped, but the
sounds weren’t frantic or afraid. Those calls sounded solemn,
almost mournful, as if the animals were singing of the death of the
day.


Jen felt a gust of wind and heard the crunch of footsteps landing in
the stone path behind her. But she left the big gun slung over her
shoulder. She knew who was there.


“You’ve changed, Josh,” she said. “Before,
you’d never trail after me when I was in one of my moods. You
were always afraid I’d bitch you out.”


She turned and looked at him, expecting surprise, since she’d
been so sweet and accomodating to him for the past year. But he
didn’t look surprised; a small thoughtful smile had formed over
his face. He looked pleased that she’d been abrupt with him.
Which irritated her. And surprisingly, she found her irritation with
him made her happy, because now she could be irritated with him and
not feel guilty.


Once again, Josh had found a way to make her happy without even
saying a word. Damn the adorable little bastard.


“Well, what brings you out here, little bro?” she said.
“I figured Cainan would still have you jumping through hoops.
Now that you can jump again.” She smiled with her last comment,
not even sure herself if she meant it as a nasty jibe or a gentle
joke.


“I wanted to see how you feel,” Josh said, still smiling.
One thing about him had changed: she couldn’t get to him
anymore. Before the Accident, she could always make a perfectly
phrased, well-timed insult that would hit him right in his most
sensitive issues, and he would always react with satisfying emotion.
Now he just smiled. How impertinent. But that was good. She couldn’t
unintentionally send him into harm’s way with her words again.


“You wanted to see how I feel,” she repeated him. “How
I feel about what?”


“About me,” he said. “About us, about everything.”


“I feel fine.”


“I think you do,” he replied, a comment that in other
circumstances would have infuriated her with its presumptuousness.
But now she knew he was only speaking the truth.


“There is something though,” she said. “That’s
why I’ve been out here all this time. I needed to think, to
reexamine some things.”


“Mike’s worried about you,” Josh said.


“Yeah. Mike.” The mention of Mike’s name caused an
odd, tight feeling in her chest, like her blood had congealed into a
solid clot in all the chambers of her heart. The sudden emotional
release of Josh’s transformation had caused her to put aside
sorting out her feelings for Mike, at least for a while. The night
they’d shared seemed to belong to someone else, as if she had
undergone as dramatic a change as Josh had and somehow become another
person. Perhaps she had; they had both, after all, put aside their
fears and allowed themselves to have feelings for someone. Which
brought her back around to what she was going to say before Josh
mentioned Mike.


But again, Josh spoke before she did. “You know, Mike loves
you.”


“And you?” she said. “What about you?”


He tilted his head to side and smiled. “I love you too,”
he said, stating the obvious and knowing it. “In a different
way, of course.”


“I mean,” Jen said, “do you love Mike?”


“Yes,” Josh said. “But how I love him has changed.
Now I love him like a brother. It doesn’t hurt me if you love
him, or that he loves you.”


“You know, on a subconscious level,” Jen said, “I
always knew you were gay. I think I took it for granted without
realizing it though. I never looked at you and thought, ‘My
brother’s gay.’ I just never imagined you with a girl. I
was stupid. That’s why I said what I said. Why I called you a
faggot on the day of the Accident. I knew it would hurt you, that’s
all I thought about, and I let my anger get the best of me-”


“Don’t Jen. That’s all past.”

“Let
me talk. I’m sorry, Josh. That’s what I’m trying to
say. I’m sorry for what I said and for everything that happened
because of it. I am so sorry.”

She’d
never said the words before. The realization of it struck her. “Why
did something like this have to happen for me to finally say it?”
she wondered aloud. “You know, on the day you were hurt, I saw
my whole life as nothing but long series of selfish acts-”


“Oh Jen, no-”


“But I still couldn’t say the words! I couldn’t
show weakness like that! And that was a selfish act in and of itself!
You were almost killed, and I still couldn’t apologize for
being such a bitch!”


“You’re not! Don’t!” He went to her and held
her, and at first she almost pushed him away, the need to be strong,
to be independent was still there. It took all the strength she could
muster to let him hold her, to put her arms around him in return.


“Why couldn’t I just say I was sorry?” God, was she
actually crying? “Why did it finally come to me after you were
healed? Why did I realize it after you didn’t need me anymore?”


“I still need you,” Josh said. “I need you in my
life. You’re my family. You don’t have to carry this
sword and shield anymore, you don’t have to be my protector.
Just be my sister. That’s all.”


Jen pulled away from him and wiped her nose with the back of her
hand. “I’m not sure if I can figure out how to do that,”
she said.


“I think you already know,” Josh said. 



“I can’t go back to the way I was before the Accident,
Josh. I don’t think I can remember.”


Josh shrugged. “Nothing can ever go back to the way it was. Now
you can look forward, and you don’t have to worry about me. You
never did, whether I was paralyzed or not.”


“I think I’ve just realized that,” Jen said. “Now
I just have to figure out what to do next, after all that’s
happened to us.”


A raised voice interrupted them. Mike had wandered into the gardens
and was calling out that he needed to see them. So together they ran
back to the palace, like two children having just made up after a
spat, running for home.






“What is it?” Josh asked Mike as he and Jen ascended the
steps going up to the atrium above the gardens where Mike and Reese
waited for them. Reese stood with her arms folded in front of her,
staring up at the vine-covered marble beams above the atrium. She
glanced at Josh as he approached and smiled at him, but the smile had
a sad flavor.


“Reese mentioned something to me that you guys need to hear,”
Mike said.


“What is it?” Jen asked, repeating Josh and giving Reese
a rather impatient glance.


Before saying a word, Reese went to Josh, put her arms around his
neck and hugged him. She whispered in his ear, and as Josh pulled
back, he looked her in the face and nodded. Reese smiled and
whispered to Josh again. Mike looked as impatient as Jen now, as if
it offended him that they’d left him out of their conversation.
Finally both Josh and Reese laughed lightly and Reese let her arms
slide off Josh’s shoulders as she turned and faced them all.


“I wanted all of us to be together for this,” Reese said.
“I think this is something we need to talk about together.”


“Well, what?” Jen said, sounding even more impatient.


“Should I call Cainan?” Josh asked.


“No, Josh,” Reese said. “I think it would be better
if he wasn’t here for this. And also, I don’t think you
should bring up what we discuss here with him.”


Josh looked a little taken aback, but then he nodded. “All
right,” he said.


“Wait a minute,” Mike broke in. “Will Cainan be
able to hear us talking, Josh? You said the change increased your
awareness.”


“It’s not like that,” Josh said. “He’ll
know we’re all out here, but he won’t be able to hear
what we’re saying. There’ll be too many other noises
drowning out the sound of our voices for him to hear us.”


“Okay,” Reese said. “If you sense him or anyone
else coming, Josh, please let me know.


“All right guys,” Reese began. “I think we all have
to admit to ourselves that this really is the future. There’s
no other explanation for everything we’ve seen and experienced.
Is everyone here able to face that?”


Reese looked pointedly at Jen, who glared back as if that offended
her. “Yes,” Jen snapped. Mike nodded. Josh, who more than
any of them had felt the undoubtable proof of the era they were in,
only smiled a soft and thoughtful smile.


Reese went on. “Mike, you said something before about time
travel, about how it’s only possible to travel into the future.
Could you elaborate on that?”


“I’m not really sure what I can say. I’m no expert
on time travel, I only know what I picked up in my undergrad courses.
I do know that cosmic strings can’t warp space in such a way to
send anyone into the past, if that’s what you mean.”


“Is there any way to travel into the past? Any way at all?”
Reese pressed.


“Well, wormholes might be able to open up on the past. But I
don’t really understand those very well.”


“And I don’t think we’re going to find any
wormholes just lying around anywhere either,” Jen remarked.


“Actually, they say it’s possible to open one up out of
the quantum foam,” Mike said. 



They all gave him a blank stare. 



“Right, sorry,” Mike went on. “I’ve lapsed
into physics-speak. Um, it’s possible by the rules of quantum
mechanics to manipulate subatomic particles in such a way that you
can create a wormhole, but nothing larger than an atomic nucleus
would be able to pass through it. So the past is pretty much closed
to time travel.”


“What does this have to do with us?” Jen said, a bit
loudly and directed towards Reese.


“I think it’s so obvious that you guys have overlooked it
with everything that’s been going on,” Reese said. “This
is the future. Our time, the era we come from, is the past now!”


And they suddenly understood.


Mike grimaced and rested his face in the palm of his hand. Jen’s
eyes widened with understanding and then fell into something like
despair. Josh’s jaw dropped as it hit him and he whispered, “Oh
no…”


“We can never go home,” Reese said. 



“Josh,” Jen said. “Mom. She died thinking we
disappeared on that boat trip. She must have died when the Event
came! I never got the chance…” She trailed off. Josh
went over to her and held her. 



“My dad,” Mike said. “My mom. Ah god.”


And Reese, who had lost her family long before, could only stare at
them, for they were the only ones she had.


“Wait,” Josh said. “Maybe Cainan can do something,
maybe they’ve made some breakthrough in this time and he can
somehow open a wormhole that we can pass through…”


“I’m sorry, Josh,” Mike said. “I just don’t
think it’s possible.”


“Then there’s the Event,” Jen said, wiping at her
eyes. “Even if we could be sent back, we’d all just die
when the Event came.”


“Well,” Josh said, grasping. “At least we’ll
be with our families, at least we’ll be with each other! Or
maybe Cainan can somehow draw them out of the past-”


“That leads me to my next point,” Reese said. “How
do we know Cainan didn’t bring us here?”


They all stared at her, shocked.


“Think about it,” Reese said. “By Cainan’s
own story, a cyborg is behind this time travel and Cainan has just
shown himself to be one. He obviously has technology far in advance
of anything in our time. Assuming a cyborg actually did bring us into
the future so he could use us in some plan of his, isn’t it
more likely that he would draw us directly to him, so that he could
get whatever he wants from us?”


“No, Reese,” Josh said. “I know Cainan. During my
change, I grew to know him in a way no one else could understand. He
couldn’t be behind this. He does have firm beliefs and a firm
vision for the world, but he isn’t ruthless or manipulative at
all. He couldn’t be the time traveler.”


“The first two storms came within hours of each other,”
Reese said softly. “We’ve been here for three days now
and nothing has happened. And yes, like you said Josh, there’s
your change as well.”


Jen spoke up. “What is that supposed to mean?”


“Well, why did he do it?” Reese responded. Her pale face
glowed out of the growing shadows. The Sun had set several minutes
ago and it was getting hard for them to see each other in the evening
light. “Do you think he did it just so you could walk again?”


“Well, why do you think he did it?” Jen snapped, growing
defensive of Josh.


“I don’t know why he did it,” Reese said. “That’s
why I brought this up. I want to see what you all think. Maybe that’s
the reason we were brought into this time and place, for Cainan to
make Josh into a cyborg like him.”


“There’s plenty of other people in this time that he
could have made into a cyborg,” Jen said. “And they don’t
need to travel through time for Cainan to get to them. Why would he
need to make another cyborg at all? He already has all the power Josh
has and more.”


“Guys, this was never a definite thing,” Josh said. He
obviously didn’t like the way the two women were talking about
him. “I told you, he gave me a choice. He saw an opportunity to
offer me help and I took it.”


“Okay, it’s all right, Josh,” Reese said. “I
don’t mean anything by it. But it’s just that I see these
two incredible events taking place: time travel and your
transformation into a cyborg. I have to think they might be
connected.”


“What if Cainan did it so we could fight the cyborg who really
is behind all this?” Mike broke in. They all turned to look at
him. Mike had been uncharacteristically quiet during this
conversation, but this point got their attention immediately.


“What do you mean?” Reese said.


“Well, I think Cainan and his people see the time traveling
cyborg as a destructive influence. It follows that another storm will
eventually appear, and maybe Cainan gave Josh his gifts so that we
could fight whoever is really behind this.”


“It makes sense,” Reese conceded, nodding.


Josh smiled at Mike. “My gifts,” he said. “I like
that.”


“So what if another storm doesn’t appear?” Reese
said. “How long do we wait until we decide it isn’t going
to come, and what do we do then?”


“Then,” Mike said, “I guess we’ll have to
confront Cainan. Let’s give him another two days. Meanwhile
we’ll watch Cainan with a little more scrutiny. How does that
sound?”


They all agreed. And as the last dying light of the day faded and the
first night shadows fell over the land like an incoming tide of
darkness, the four of them retreated into the palace. On their way
back in, Mike asked Josh if he would be with Cainan again tonight.


“Yes,” Josh said. “I agree that we should be more
watchful than we have been, but my feelings for him haven’t
changed.”


“Okay,” Mike said, unable to articulate all the tangled
concerns he had for his friend. Didn’t he see that no matter
what happened, his relationship with Cainan was most likely going to
end? And what could Mike do to protect him, if anything at all?


“Just be careful, okay Josh?” Mike said. “Come to
us if you need anything. Even just to talk.”


“I will, Mike. I will.”






19: Farewell to Paradise





Mike
and Cainan were discussing the physics of time travel, Josh and Reese
were swimming in the settlement’s reservoir, and Jen was out in
the desert getting in some target practice with the pistol when they
heard the rumble of thunder.

Before
it happened, Josh and Reese were with Mike and Cainan in the central
hall where Cainan had greeted them. Reese wanted to listen to their
theories of time travel, hoping that would help her understand what
was going on, but after a while she found she couldn’t
understand a word they were saying. They had started out talking
about general relativity and at first it wasn’t too technical.
Mike had said he wondered if the effect of being near a cosmic string
was the same as being near a dense, spherical, celestial object, like
a neutron star or a black hole, and the consequent effects on
spacetime sending someone into the future. He’d wanted Cainan’s
help with some calculations and eventually their discussion had
turned to things like “gravitational tensors” and
“spacetime metrics” and other things that Reese didn’t
understand. Cainan again summoned images out of the black ring in the
floor, this time showing a three-dimensional line graph like a grid
with a dip or trench running through it that was supposed to
represent the cosmic string, and around this image, equations,
symbols and numbers appeared and floated in the air. Mike and Cainan
talked in their indecipherable jargon, remarking on this or that
equation. Reese understood none of it.

She
and Josh sat against one of the pillars, watching Mike and Cainan go
at it. She suspected Josh was only there to be near Cainan; the two
of them were so close now they seemed inseparable. But after a while
even Josh began to look a little bored. He had regained his love of
physical activity, often going out after his daily lessons with
Cainan and running to the limits of the reterraforming plots, past
the long fields growing both domestic crops and wild plants, to the
more distant forests being slowly cultivated out of the dead rock
ground, a distance of fifty miles or more. But Josh could run at a
superhuman pace, often leaping through the tops of the trees or
jumping over the animal enclosures in long soaring bounds, so he
could run to the limits and back in a little over three hours. After
learning to love movement again, Reese thought he found it hard to
sit still and listen to the rather dry scientific discussion between
Mike and Cainan. So she wasn’t surprised when Josh leaned over
and said, “Do want to see a cool place I’ve found?”

Since
she wasn’t getting anything out of Mike and Cainan’s
conversation, she shrugged and said “Sure.”

Josh
got up and, after nodding to Cainan, took her hand and led her into
an adjacent room with a balcony. The room’s furnishings had the
same simple but beautiful pattern as the rest of the rooms in the
palace. They nodded to the group of Indians gathered around the low
table and sitting on the cushions on the floor. The ubiquitous
flowers stood in their vases in the corners. Josh led Reese through
the intricate glass and worked-iron doors onto the balcony.

“Is
this it?” Reese asked. She gestured to the landscape. “I
mean, the view’s very pretty…”

“No,”
Josh said, laughing. “It’s out there. I’ll have to
carry you to the place to get there before sunset, if that’s
okay. It’s about ten miles from here.”

Josh
had yet to carry Reese with him on one of his flights like he had
Mike and Jen. She felt a little daunted by it, but also curious and
excited.

“Okay,”
she said.

Josh
scooped her up and Reese wrapped her arms around his neck. For a
second, she felt like some damsel rescued by a superhero in a comic
book. Then Josh jumped onto the balcony’s railing and she
forgot about any such romantic notions as she caught sight of the
ground far below her and herself suspended over it, held back only by
Josh’s arms. 


“Uh,
Josh,” she began. “I don’t know about this.”

“It’s
okay,” Josh said, smiling. “I’ve got you. Ready?”

“I
guess-” And then they launched into the air.

Reese
squealed in spite of herself, shut her eyes and buried her face in
Josh’s neck. She heard the wind rushing around her, felt a
stomach-lurching sense of weightlessness, and clutched her arms
tighter around Josh’s neck. She clenched her teeth in
expectation of the bone-shattering impact that instinct told her was
coming, but several seconds passed and that impact never came. And
then she realized that though the wind rushing around her was swift,
it wasn’t the hurricane wind she would have expected from a
fall. Slowly, she opened her eyes a crack.

She
was flying over the fields below in a long, lazy arc. As she watched,
they descended towards one of the domed animal enclosures. It swelled
in her vision until they were about to collide with it, and then Josh
kicked at the tightly knit wire of the dome and they launched into
the air again. They flew over the tops of the trees and Josh, seeming
to step lightly at their branches, somehow got faster afterwards.
Slowly, Reese lost her vertigo and was able to look at the land
rushing past them. The blue sky frothed with white clouds and the
green and gold Earth tilted and turned with Josh’s motion. Her
own absence of fear surprised Reese; she felt secure holding on to
Josh and his grip on her was solid.

After
several minutes, she saw ahead of them a tall cylindrical building
made of the same white stone as the palace. It looked like a water
tower. Two curving buttresses arched away from each of side it and
around the edges of a small lake, glinting like a plate of metal in
the radiant afternoon light. A small crowd of Indians had gathered
around the lake and some of them were swimming, their sleek thin
bodies gleaming golden-brown in the sunlight.

Josh
descended on the downward path of his arc through the air and landed
on the upper curve of one of the buttresses, and then scrambled up
the side of the tower like a squirrel up a tree, with one arm around
Reese’s waist and using the other arm to climb. Reese clutched
Josh’s shoulders and neck with all the strength she could
muster until they reached the top of the tower. Then Josh let her go
and, after a few seconds of trying, she was able to release her grip
on his shoulders. 


The
top of the tower was flat and enclosed by a railing, so she felt
fairly secure up here. Below her feet and inside the tower, she heard
the rumble of machinery. A hatchway was in the middle of the floor.

“What
is this place?” Reese asked. “Some kind of water tower?”

“I
think it’s for irrigation,” Josh said. He pointed to the
lake and the fields beyond. “You see the network of trenches
they’ve dug into the fields?”
She did, a network of
water-filled trenches threading through the patchwork fields,
gleaming and shimmering in the sunlight. “Yes, I see them”
she said.

“I
think the machinery in this tower pumps water up from an underground
aquifer,” Josh said. “Then they use it for drinking and
for irrigating the fields.”

Something
about this bothered Reese, but she wasn’t sure what. It had
something to do with Down Below, but she couldn’t isolate it.

“I
guess there aren’t any underground civilizations around here,”
she said. The point was an obvious one, but it only seemed to skirt
the edges of what she was trying to figure out.

“There
might be,” Josh said. “They could have dug out their
shelters just above or below the aquifer, and then pump the water up
for the people living on the surface. Maybe it’s a kind of
trade.”

Reese
walked over to the hatch and tried to open it. It was locked. “How
much room to live in could they dig out before they struck water?”
she wondered aloud. 


Josh
shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “I just
thought you might like to go swimming.” He tilted his head
towards the Indians, playing and laughing in the water. “They
seem to like it.”

Reese
smiled. “That’s sounds nice, but I don’t have
anything to swim in.” She gestured down to the clothes she was
wearing, the same clothes she’d worn on the boat. Josh himself
was wearing his white pants and sleeveless white shirt.

“Neither
do they,” Josh said, again pointing to the Indians, most of
whom were swimming in either loincloths or nothing at all.

She
shrugged. Wouldn’t be the first time she’d skinny-dipped.
“Okay.”

Josh
snatched her up and jumped over the side of the tower. 


“Josh,
no!” Reese cried. “I’m still dressed!”

And
then they hit the water. It was surprisingly cold. Reese swam back up
to the surface and as soon as she saw Josh she unleashed a torrent of
splashes on him, and he was courteous enough not to fly away.

After
an hour of swimming, diving, and splash fights, Reese hauled herself
to the shore, water running off her sopping wet clothes in streams.
But she was laughing and much more at ease. All this exercise helped
relieve the stress she had felt so sharply over the last few days.
Glancing at all the naked Indians around her, she stripped off her
wet clothes and hung them on a nearby tree to dry in the Sun. She
still wore her bra and panties. She wasn’t quite comfortable
enough to be naked around all these strangers, though none of them so
much as glanced at her. She stretched out on the grass to let the Sun
and wind dry her off.

Out
in the water, Josh, who had stripped off his shirt and pants and was
now swimming in his underwear, flew up out of the water and soared
fifty feet up into the air, the Sun glistening on his wet skin, and
then he turned and dove back down again, to the applause of many of
the Indians.

Reese
could see how much Josh loved his new abilities. She was happy for
him and even found herself getting used to seeing him do these
incredible things. For a moment, this growing understanding struck
her as odd. She could learn to take Josh’s abilities for
granted, but she thought the perfectly normal, healthy, happy people
all around her were strange. Reese had to force herself not to stare
at the Indians, yet they captivated her. Their idyllic agrarian
lifestyle made her curious. She was reminded of The Time Machine,
the book by H.G. Wells. These people were a lot like the Eloi, the
peaceful, beautiful people of Wells’s vision of the future.
Reese thought of the hatchway at the top of the tower and the sound
of the machinery pumping underneath it. Did this place also have its
Morlocks?

Someone
approached, distracting her from her thoughts. She looked up and was
surprised to see the young man who had touched her shoulder in
greeting when she had first arrived here. She never got the chance to
learn his name. He had long black hair that fell to his jawline and
framed his face, very dark skin, and a handsome, exotic look. He
settled beside her. He was wearing a loincloth, thank goodness.

He
nodded to her and spoke a word she had come to realize, after
listening to the Indians over the last few days, was a greeting. She
nodded back and repeated the word to him.

She
looked up as she heard a brief rumble in the east. Jen had gone into
the desert to practice shooting and it sounded like she had just
fired the big gun. Reese turned back to the Indian man.

“I’m
Reese,” she said, holding her hand to her chest. “Reese,”
she repeated.

He
held his own hand to his chest. “My… name is Siva,”
he said slowly, his accent clear in each word.

“You
speak English!” Reese said, surprised and pleased.

“A
little,” Siva replied. “Cainan… teaches me.”
He laughed a bit, and shrugged. “I never… get to use!”

“You
never use it,” Reese said. “I understand. It’s
okay.”

They
heard another rumble from the east as Jen fired the gun again. Reese
and Siva both jumped in surprise, and then laughed at themselves at
the same time.

“My
friend,” Reese said, trying to explain. “That was my
friend doing that.”

Siva
looked suddenly interested. “Your friend,” he said, but
he nodded towards Josh out in the lake. “Your friend is…
like… the others?”

“The
others?” Reese said. She wasn’t sure what he meant.

“Like…
like Cainan’s… I don’t know the word.” Siva
looked up at her, obviously frustrated by his lack of English
vocabulary.

“You
mean, there are others like Josh?” Reese said. Other cyborgs
like Josh? She supposed there had to be, someone had to make Cainan a
cyborg, so it followed that he wasn’t the only one. But did
Siva mean other cyborgs in general, or other cyborgs created by
Cainan?

“Others…
like… Down Below,” Siva said, struggling to find words.

“There
are still cyborgs Down Below?” Reese said. That seemed logical,
given everything they’d seen, but something about that troubled
her. Cainan had indicated people still lived in Down Below, although
she didn’t understand why anyone would do that when the surface
was livable again.

Another
rumble from the east.

Siva
nodded with excitement. “Cyborgs! Yes! Cyborgs… go into
the… storm!” Siva’s eyes grew wide.

Reese
froze. “Cyborgs from Down Below went into a storm,” she
repeated. Siva had seen this, in his own lifetime? What did that
mean?

She
heard another rumble, but this time it was deeper, louder, and it
came from the west.

“Storm!”
Siva said again, and pointed.

Reese
stood and looked to the west. A dark front of clouds had appeared
over the horizon. Lightning flickered through the darkness they
spread over the ground. The wind had risen as the storm clouds pushed
the calmer air ahead of them.

Reese
turned to Siva. “Tell your people to find shelter!” She
articulated each word as clearly as she could. Siva nodded with
understanding, turned and began to shout at the other Indians.
Parents swept up their children, people ran out of the lake and began
to scatter among the fields.

Josh
landed at Reese’s side as she put her clothes back on. Josh had
his own clothes and began to dress himself.

“We’ve
got to get everyone together,” Reese said. She was filled with
uncertainty, fear, and an unfocused, seething anger. She wasn’t
even sure why she was angry. It seemed clear to her that Cainan
hadn’t told them everything, but now it was too late to
confront him. Mixed in with her anger at Cainan was anger at herself
and her friends for not confronting him sooner. She was angry at
their ignorance, and their naïveté.

As
soon as she was dressed, Josh snatched her up and took to the air.
The wind was at their backs, so Josh was able to stay ahead of the
front, but after looking back at the black raging fury rushing down
on them, Reese couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed and
outmatched. How could they possibly confront something that could
create this? The storm front stretched across the entire horizon, the
thunderheads towered into the blue sky, lightning exploded through
the misty curtains of rain. Like an immense black tidal wave, the
storm pushed relentlessly forward, enveloping the cultivated fields,
scattering people and animals before it.

Josh
dropped Reese onto the balcony and then took off again to find Jen.
Reese ran inside and back to the main hall to find Mike, and maybe
demand the truth from Cainan while there was still time, but the two
of them were no longer in the main hall. Reese ran through the palace
corridors, searching for them and calling out Mike’s name, but
the place was so immense that she couldn’t find them.

She
stopped dead in her tracks, the dim ghostly light of the approaching
storm, interrupted every few seconds by a garish blue-white flash of
lightning, poured through the windows to her right.

She
forced herself to calm down and think. Mike knew Josh was outside, so
he would go to a balcony that faced west, where Josh would meet him
with Jen and they could face the storm together. Mike would have gone
to a balcony room as soon as he heard the thunder.

She
ran down the hallway and checked all the rooms with a balcony,
wondering if Cainan had led Mike away from the room Josh taken off
from on purpose, wondering if Cainan had done something to Mike as
soon as he heard the storm.

She
found them in the fourth room she checked. Mike and Cainan stood on
the balcony, the wind rustling their clothes, staring at the
approaching storm. She ran onto the balcony just as Josh descended
from the air above them, clutching Jen in his arms. Jen held both the
big gun and the pistol.

“Are
you responsible for this?” Reese screamed at Cainan. He
turned to look at her, honest surprise on his face. Behind him, in
the midst of the storm’s fury, a cyclone spiraled out of the
dark boiling storm clouds and crashed into the Earth, sending up a
spray of dust and debris, uprooting trees and sweeping them into the
air, where they circled the tornado like vultures over carrion.

“I
would not destroy my own settlement!” Cainan said. The pain on
his face at the sight of the destruction was obvious and real. Tears
ran out of his eyes and were torn off his cheeks by the high wind.

The
tornado bore down on them, accelerated as if with a will of its own.

“Wait!”
Josh said, and turned Cainan to him. Josh’s face was a mirror
of the torment on Cainan’s face. 


“Everything
you‘ve done for me,” Josh said. “I can’t tell
you how much it means to me!” He struggled for words; his mouth
worked, opening and closing, as he forced himself to speak. 


“I
don’t want to go!” Josh said. “I want to stay with
you! I want us all to stay here! There has to be a way we can stop
this!”

Cainan
sadly shook his head. 


“I’m
sorry,” he said. “I can’t stop it. I don’t
know how. This force is beyond me.” He looked up at the
approaching cyclone. “We will rebuild here. We will carry on
with our lives. But Josh, I will never forget you.” 


Josh
ran into Cainan’s arms and kissed him good-bye.

“Josh!
It’s coming!” Reese cried. The tornado was almost upon
them.

Josh
spun around and gathered his friends into his arms. Jen and Reese
threw their arms around his neck as Mike clutched at Josh’s
waist between them.

Josh
lifted his gaze to Cainan, and Cainan standing there among the black
winds, reached out to him…

And
then they were swept up into the cyclone’s raging fury. Their
feet left the balcony; they flew into the air. Josh’s strength
held them together, and even above the howl of the winds they heard
his cry of misery.

Uprooted
trees, boards, birds and animals flew past them. The furious black
winds obliterated all sight outside the funnel as they were drawn
into the funnel’s tunnel-like eye. They saw the light above. 


And
then a flash like lightning and their feet touched the ground. They
all felt Josh use his strength to keep them from impacting hard
enough to send them sprawling, and they managed to stay upright.

The
winds cleared.

They
looked around at the aged world.

“Oh
no,” Josh whispered. He fell to his knees and began to weep.

All
around them was desert.








III


The Elder






20: The Desert of Lost Souls





“He
failed,” Josh said. He held one hand to his forehead and spoke
with a voice thick with tears. “Look at this place. Cainan
failed.”

The
four of them stood in the midst of a vast desolate plain at the
bottom of what seemed like a huge basin, enclosed by distant,
grayish-purple mountains on all sides. The bare ground hurtled out
around them, perfectly flat and crazed through with a thick network
of cracks, devoid of even the smallest form of plantlife. The ruddy
ground lay in sharp contrast with the sky, which was as dark blue as
ocean waters. The blazing Sun hovered almost straight above them. A
dry constant wind blew without end or even a change in velocity,
uniformly heavy like a wind tunnel, sending stinging bits of dirt
into their eyes and skin.

“The
world is dead,” Josh said. “Cainan and his people
failed.” His voice was hoarse, and not only with emotion. The
air was so dry and thin it seemed to suck the breath out of their
lungs and made it difficult to talk. Heat rolled out of the ground in
waves that swept over them with the wind and distorted the images of
the distant mountains, yet no sweat lingered on their skin. The dry
air evaporated the sweat almost as soon as it seeped out of their
pores, and their skin became so dry it started to itch.

“That
might not be true, Josh,” Mike said. “So it’s a
desert. Deserts like this have always existed. It’s a natural
ecosystem like any other and has its own forms of life. We don’t
know the whole world is like this.”

The
storm clouds had blown to the eastern side of the sky and had mostly
disintegrated. Mike wondered if they disappeared so quickly because
of this brutally dry desert environment or because the cosmic string
had already left the Earth and taken away its force that had
coalesced the clouds into being. 


Describing
this place as brutally dry, he thought to himself, was an
understatement. Josh’s tears, as they slipped off his full
cheeks, made an audible crack! when they hit the ground and
sent up a tiny puff of dust that quickly disintegrated in the wind.
The ground was parched, and to his feet as hard as concrete.

Yet,
he saw the four of them stood in the middle of a wide but very
shallow trench that must have been dug out by the cyclone despite the
hardness of the ground. He noted with detached curiosity that the
network of cracks on the ground wasn’t disturbed when the
concentrated winds of the funnel cloud had dug out the trench. The
cracks flowed down the two inches or so of incline going into the
trench and kept the same pattern throughout the bottom of it.

The
rains didn’t even disturb the ground, he thought. That
is, if the rain even reached the ground on this side of the storm.
He had heard of some deserts where it rained a few days out of the
year, but the air was so dry that the raindrops evaporated before
they hit the ground.

Josh
had calmed down and stopped crying, but he still kneeled upon the
ground and looked miserable. His pale eyes seemed to scan the wavy
images of the distant mountains. His thick black hair fluttered into
a tousled mess in the wind. His hands resting on the tops of his
thighs curled into fists and relaxed again, like they were
independent of the rest of his body.

“I
know you miss Cainan,” Reese spoke up. She kneeled in front of
him and put her hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“No,”
Josh said, the warmth of his natural personality showing through his
sadness like a ray of sunlight through clouds. “I’m
sorry. I overreacted. I will miss him, but I should have known
another storm would come. I guess part of me hoped we could find some
way to stay there, you know, if we couldn’t go back home.”

Jen
bent down and put her arms around her brother’s shoulders and
hugged him. “I’m sorry too, Josh,” she said. “But
you know we need focus on our situation now. We need to find out what
dangers are here.”

Mike
leaned forward and put his hand on Josh’s shoulder. “She’s
right, Josh,” he said. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Yes,
I’ll be fine,” Josh said. He stood up and wiped the dried
tears and dust off his face. Reese stood as well, her knees popping
as she rose to her feet. Together the four of them surveyed the land
around them.

“Looks
like Death Valley,” Mike remarked, and the twins nodded in
agreement. Mike’s father had taken the three of them on trips
to the lower forty-eight when they were teenagers, and he remembered
going to California and seeing Death Valley. That was before Reese
had ever met them though. She had only seen Death Valley in magazine
photos.

“Do
you think that’s where we are?” Reese asked. “Death
Valley?”

Mike
shrugged, and Jen said a little testily, “The climates will
have all changed after the Event. Back in our time, this could have
been the Amazon rain forest. We have no way of knowing. It’s a
desert now, that’s all we can tell.”

“Guys,”
Josh said. “There’s something out there.” He
pointed into the desert, but none of them could see anything through
the rippling heat distortion waves rising from the ground. Jen took
the pistol out of the waist of her pants and handed it to Mike, then
she took the big gun off her shoulder and gripped it in both hands.

“How
far away, Josh?” Mike asked.

“Couple
of miles,” Josh said. “I can’t tell exactly what it
is, there’s too much interference from all the hot air rising
off the ground, but I think it’s a building. There might be
people around it too. I’m not sure.”

Jen
looked at Mike, her eyes wide through the auburn waterfall of her
hair. “Do you think we should check it out?”

Mike
considered it in silence for a moment. Then he said, “We might
as well. We have to find out what brought us here. Maybe this will
help.”

“Wait
a minute,” Reese said as the rest of them started to walk. Her
voice sounded a little desperate. “Let’s think about
this, okay? In every place the storm has taken us, we’ve
encountered someone. After the first storm, it was the Steelriders,
then Cainan and his settlement, now this. Don’t you think
there’s a reason we’ve been put in their paths? How do we
know we’re not being manipulated here?”

“We
probably are,” Mike said. “But right now we can’t
help it. I don’t see anywhere else we can go, and I don’t
think the storms have brought us this far just to let us die in the
desert.”

“You
know what I’ve noticed,” Jen said. “We’ve
come away from each of these encounters stronger. Think about it. We
got the guns from the Steelriders, Josh got his gifts from Cainan,
not to mention the food and medical care and… and other
benefits we received in that place.” She paused for a moment,
as if going back to the prophet’s settlement in her mind and
remembering the peace she’d found there. Then she went on.
“Doesn’t it follow that maybe this being intended things
to go this way? Maybe it’s not as evil as we think.”

“Jen,
we got those things through our own actions and our own
resourcefulness,” Reese said. “Haven’t you noticed
that we’ve destroyed every community we’ve come into
contact with?”

The
others stared at her, shocked. “We never destroyed anything or
anyone!” Jen snapped, obviously offended. “In case you
don’t remember, the Steelriders tried to kill Josh and enslave
us! And we never hurt anyone in Raj Amar!”

“We
didn’t have to,” Reese said. “The last storm
destroyed Raj Amar, remember? It wouldn’t have done that if we
hadn’t been there.”

“But
Reese,” Josh said, a sad tone of disbelief in his voice.
“Cainan said they would carry on. The storm didn’t
destroy them utterly. They could have rebuilt.”

“That’s
true,” Reese replied. “But now I wonder if this desert is
really a natural one.” She laughed bitterly. “I’m
in your place now, Josh. Maybe you were right when you thought the
whole world was one giant desert.”

“Mike
already explained that,” Jen said. “We don’t know
the whole world is this way.”

“No,
we don’t,” Reese said. “But I’m starting to
see a pattern in all this. What about the Steelriders? Why didn’t
we see any in Cainan’s time?”

“That
doesn’t mean anything!” Jen said, waving one arm in
disgust. “Cainan’s time was five hundred years later. The
Steelriders were nomads, by that time they would have settled into
communities like Raj Amar.”

“Why?”
Reese asked. “The Bedouins lived a nomadic lifestyle for
thousands of years without settling down. Why would the Steelriders
change? Unless someone forced them to. Remember what Karras
said. He thought the forces of Down Below were trying to conquer
them. He said those guns were their only defense again them. The guns
we took from them! Without them, the Steelriders must have fallen to
the forces of Down Below. That’s why in Cainan’s time
there weren’t any left.”

Reese
took a few steps back from her friends, as if to get a better look at
them. A desperate plea for them to understand seemed stamped on her
face.

“Something
has brought us into the future in steps, like it’s trying to
interfere at crucial points in the development of the world after the
destruction of the Event. Remember Cainan telling us the legend. The
time traveler thought humans were developing into a corrupt society,
and now it seems like we are in the process of destroying that
society. We can’t go out there…” She pointed to
the desert where Josh said he sensed the presence of something or
someone. “Whatever brought us here wants us to go there. Our
placement here is too perfect for me to think otherwise. We’ve
only had a negative effect on everything we’ve encountered. We
can’t risk interfering any more.”

The
rest of them were silent for a moment, forced to consider Reese’s
words, if only for their passion if not for their logic.

Josh
spoke first. “Reese, honey, I understand what you’re
trying to say, and I can tell how much you believe it. But I think
Mike was right when he said the whole world was probably not like
this. Cainan was resourceful and powerful, and his palace would have
withstood the storm. His settlement couldn’t have been
completely destroyed.”

“And
even if it was,” Jen said, “Whoever summoned the storm
wouldn’t need us to do it. He could have brought down the
cosmic string and destroyed Raj Amar without our presence.”

Mike
looked over at Jen as she said this, and for a moment it looked like
he would speak up and contradict her. But then he paused, and when he
spoke again Reese felt certain it was different from what he had
originally intended to say.

“Reese,
that’s a good idea, it’s something we need to keep in
mind, but we can’t go through every step of this
second-guessing ourselves. You see this pattern in hindsight, by
looking back and seeing where we’ve been. But you can’t
be sure the Steelriders or Raj Amar were destroyed by our actions.
Societies change over time. Some of them fall and some of them
endure. But these storms aren’t just moving us forward in time,
they’re moving us great distances as well. We’re not
separated from Raj Amar and the Steelriders just by hundreds of
years, but also by thousands of miles. So we can’t be sure
those societies have even been destroyed, let alone by our actions. I
think you’re right when you say we’ve been put here on
purpose, but we can control our actions and their consequences. I
don’t think we’ve changed the future according some other
being’s plans. We have free will. There’s no way
something in future could manipulate us like that. We would see it.”

Reese
listened to his words, and they sunk in. They made sense. But she
couldn’t accept them. She didn’t feel it in her heart,
only in her brain. His words made sense, but just because they made
sense didn’t make them correct. 


Mike
could see how she felt, and he shook his head in exasperation and
said, “Okay, we’ll vote. How does that sound? All those
in favor of investigating the site Josh found, raise your hands.”

Mike
and Jen raised their hands immediately. After a moment, Josh raised
his hand with a sympathetic glance at Reese.

“I’m
sorry, Reese,” he said. “But like Jen said, we are
stronger now, and we know something is trying to manipulate us. Since
we know, we can prevent it. I think we should investigate the site
just because we might be able to find the time traveler and stop him.
We have to do that for the sake of the entire world.”

And
it was out. Josh had found the reason why they had to keep going. No
matter what happened to them, the time traveler was a menace that had
to be overcome.

And
so as much as Reese’s inner heart fought against it, she
agreed.

The
four of them marched through the desert, the wind howling around them
like the lamentations of lost souls.





21: The Ruined Place





The
waves of heat billowed out of the ground, refracting and twisting the
views of the desert through the heated air. The shimmering distortion
waves altered their perception of the rock and dust world through
which they moved, such that the landscape flowed in waves like water,
making it look as if they were walking on a desert island in the
middle of a crimson ocean.

“How
far away are we, Josh?” Mike asked. The heat pounded on him
from two fronts: the blazing Sun above and the parched Earth beneath
him, which radiated the heat back into the air.

“Not
far,” Josh said. “Only a couple of hundred yards. You can
see it straight ahead if you look hard enough.”

Mike
realized that his head had drooped as he walked, as if under the
burden of the Sun, and he was staring at his shoes. He looked up and
through the overlapping waves of heated air he saw a white structure
ahead of them. It looked like a stone building that had mostly
collapsed, leaving a roughly triangular-shaped section of one wall
still standing and white blocks strewn all over the ground around it.
Several large, eroded mounds of dirt surrounded the ruins, as if they
had been dumped there a long time ago and since then the wind had
scoured them into small, smoothly flowing hills. Mike thought he
could also see some kind of large, rectangular hole between the
remains of the wall and the small hills, but he wasn’t sure.
The heat-distorted image of the place rippled and flickered like a
reflection in water.

Water.
He kept thinking in terms of water. The heat had made him thirsty so
quickly. He wished they’d had time to pack some supplies before
the last storm had carried them away from Raj Amar. Josh didn’t
seem much affected by thirst, at least not yet. Even in his enhanced
state, Mike didn’t think Josh could go completely without water
or food. He had seen him eat and drink since Cainan had changed him.
But Josh still looked fairly fresh while the rest of them were
wearing down. Jen soldiered along in her usual tough manner, but her
long hair had started to sag into tangled locks that waved behind her
head in the wind and her face had a tired expression. Reese trailed
along behind them, uncomplaining though she had developed a slight
limp. None of them were sweaty; the wind kept them dry.

A
flash of light ahead of them caught Mike’s eye. A shiny object
in front of the remains of the wall had caught a reflection of
sunlight and now blazed like a searchlight. Mike raised his hand to
shield his eyes from it, but as they walked, additional reflective
objects came into view from behind the small hills, darting little
light daggers at his eyes. The reflective objects seemed stationary,
it was only as the four of them approached the hills that their angle
relative to the objects had changed and they had come into view.

Finally
they reached the ruined place. Mike walked straight through the
cluster of small hills over to the wall and the rectangular hole in
the ground in front of it. It looked like a building had once stood
there, but it had fallen away long ago and left only the ruined wall
and a hole in the ground that must have once been a basement. The
walls of the basement were made of stone, just like the wall standing
on the rim above it, and one side of it had collapsed, half-filling
it with reddish-brown dirt. A flight of stone stairs adjacent to the
collapsed wall led down into the basement.

Jen
walked over and stood beside him. “What do you think?”
she asked. Her manner was friendly but almost businesslike, and part
of Mike ached for the tenderness they had shared back in Raj Amar.
But ever since Josh was healed, Jen had seemed to lose interest in
Mike. 


This
isn’t the time, Mike thought. Stay focused.

“It
doesn’t look like anyone has been here in a long time,”
Mike said, his eyes scanning the small hills around them. He saw the
remains of several other white stone walls standing among the hills,
but they were all too ruined to tell how they had once been connected
or what purpose this place might have once served. Stone bricks lay
scattered all over the ground, some of them more smashed than others.
Silence also lay heavy over the place, as heavy as the fallen stones.
Only the howl of the wind broke the oppressive quiet.

“I
can’t even tell how this place was destroyed,” Jen said.
“Or how long ago.”

“Neither
can I,” Mike said. “But there must be-”

Reese’s
scream interrupted him. “Oh my God! You guys, come here! Look
at this!”

Unlike
Mike and Jen, who had gone straight to the ruined building with the
open basement, Reese had gone wandering among the small hills, and
found something. Josh got there first. As Mike and Jen ran towards
Reese, who was standing in front of one of the hills, they saw a
swift, blurry streak move up to Reese, and then suddenly Josh was
there. Reese stumbled back from the force of the wind he stirred up
with his approach.

“What
is it?” Mike asked as he and Jen came running up. 


“Look,”
Reese said, and pointed to something jutting out of the side of the
little hill.

It
was a dusty glass dome like a fishbowl set on top of a narrow,
roughly rectangular metal shape. The box-like metal shape was about
four feet long and a foot and a half wide, and had a yellow gleam
like gold, though dust covered most of it and dulled the metal’s
shine. Mike couldn’t see any corrosion, just the dust. A
tattered cloth covered the left side of the metal shape. It had a
faded pink color that might have once been red. It looked like the
cloth had been wrapped around the metal object, and then both of them
had been partially buried under this mound of dirt.

Or
perhaps they had been completely buried and the wind had uncovered
them over time. If so, this thing must be very old.

How
old? Mike thought. Was it done in Cainan’s time?

Maybe.
But for some reason he thought it was even older than that.

He
couldn’t make much of a guess at the object’s size, but
it jutted about a foot out of the ground. This must have been the
reflective object he had seen as they were approaching this place. He
had probably seen the Sun reflecting off this glass dome.

And
then he remembered he had seen several reflections, all scattered
among the hills.

“What
is it?” Mike asked. Jen, standing beside him with the big gun
resting on her shoulder, shrugged and shook her head.

“What
upset you?” Josh asked. “Why did you shout?”

“There’s
something inside that dome,” Reese said. “I think it’s
a person.”

They
all exchanged a glance, silently. After a moment, Reese crouched in
front of the object. She looked at Josh, her eyes wide and
startlingly green in the harsh desert light, reminding Josh of
Cainan. Then she reached out her hand and wiped away a swath of dust
from the glass dome.

They
all crowded in to look.

“Oh
my God,” Reese whispered. 


They
saw the head of an old woman inside the glass dome. Her head tilted
back on her neck, her jaw slack, toothless mouth hanging open. The
limp white wisps of what was left of her hair hung about her lined,
sagging face. They could see her scalp in places, covered in dark
spots. Her eyes were closed.

“Is
she dead?” Jen asked.

“I
can’t tell,” Reese said. “But if she is, she hasn’t
been dead long.” Reese had seen many dead people while working
in the hospital, most of them elderly. This woman didn’t have
the gray, stiff expression of the hours-long dead, and she certainly
wasn’t decomposed. She looked like she was sleeping.

“Where
is the rest of her?” Josh said. “Is her body inside the
lower section of this thing?” His voice was soft, as if he
didn’t want to disturb the old woman. But the point was a good
one; they couldn’t see anything below the woman’s neck.
It could very well be a human head in a glass dome. Despite the heat,
Mike felt a chill.

“What
is this place?” Mike said again, looking at the other mounds of
dirt around them. “A graveyard?”

“Or
a place of storage?” Josh suggested. “Maybe this thing is
a machine preserving that woman somehow.”

“Like
in suspended animation?” Mike said. “Who knows?” He
felt suddenly angry and frustrated at all the unfamiliar obstacles
thrown into their path. They had done nothing to get themselves into
this, nothing at all.

“She
looks so pitiful,” Reese said. She placed her hand on the glass
dome. “Poor lady.”

The
old woman’s eyes flew open. Pale gray cataracts peered out from
greasy yellowing orbs.

“She’s
alive!” Reese cried. “We’ve got to get her out of
there! The Sun! She must be baking under that glass!”

Mike,
Josh and Jen stepped in to look, but Reese, with her emergency-room
reflexes, started prying at the edges of the glass dome, trying to
pull it away from the metal fixture. But it wouldn’t open.

The
old woman’s wrinkled lips stretched back; her toothless gums
clenched together. The ancient eyes bulged out of their sockets, as
if with rage.

The
ground began to tremble. Dust sifted out of the cracks in the surface
of the little hill.

Reese
rose to her feet and all four of them began to back away.

A
low rumble came out of the dirt mound in which the metal thing with
the woman’s head inside was buried. The entire mound vibrated
with the deep bass sound of it. Dust rose in thin reddish-brown
veils, upwards like smoke, into the dry desert air.

“Mike,
what do we do?” Jen said. She clutched the big gun in both
hands. “What’s happening?”

“Just
wait,” Mike said. He held the pistol in his right hand, the
barrel pointing at the ground. “Wait and see.”


They looked at the ground and saw pebbles dancing over the cracked
surface. The ground itself had started to shake. They saw dust rising
from all the other dirt mounds around them.

“All
right, let’s get out of here,” Mike said. They turned to
run. 


The
dirt mound with the metal thing inside it exploded upwards in a
shower of dust and chunks of dried earth, making a churning brown
smoky column in the clear dry air. Dust and rocks fell all around the
four of them; pebbles fell in a rain over their skin in bruising
impacts. Dust clotted their eyes, blinding them. They blinked and
rubbed at their eyelids, trying to clear their vision. Jen held the
big gun in one hand and used her other arm to cover her eyes, trying
now and then to peer over the top of it to catch a glimpse of what
was happening. 


Another
mound exploded with a dry whump! And another. And another.
They heard them going up all around them. Dust filled the air like
brown smog and they couldn’t see anything more than few feet
ahead of them. Mike gagged on the airborne dust, coughed and rubbed
at his eyes. He heard the others choking and coughing somewhere near
him, but the dust was too thick for him to see. They couldn’t
even run; in the confusion and thick dust, they couldn’t see a
way out of the complex of dirt mounds.

Slowly,
the rumbling died away. The muffled explosions of the bursting mounds
of dirt ceased, and to replace these sounds came a hissing, whining
noise like moving hydraulics and a mechanical groan like the gears of
some ancient machine being brought into motion. As the constant wind
tore away the cloud of dust around them, they saw what had emerged so
violently from the Earth.

At
first the cloud of dust only thinned, and they saw the dark
silhouette of a tall, thin, gangly, roughly humanoid shape with a box
for a torso, a dome for a head, and thin, puppet-like limbs for arms
and legs. Their midsections were draped in a cloth or banner that
billowed and flapped between their thin, sticklike legs. A great
crowd of these figures soon became visible, towering all around them.
They were enormous, at least fifteen feet tall, and they surrounded
the four of them completely.

And
as the winds tore the cloud of dust to shreds, from out of the
disintegrating brown curtains they caught the gleam of gold.

Suddenly
the air became clear. Only a few dusty wisps remained to dance around
their feet. They saw the things surrounding them. They looked like
enormous marionettes made of gold, with their boxlike midsections
covered in crimson swaths of cloth. Their upper arms and legs were
nothing more than gold rods with hinges at the joints; their forearms
bristled with an assortment of strange and nasty looking devices.
Their hands were even more complicated. They had five fully
articulated fingers, all strung through with a network of wires
springing from the backs of their hands. Monstrous, enormous hands.
The fingers twitched, curled and uncurled continuously, hissing and
whining like little electric motors. The things held their arms
curled at the sides of their boxlike midsections and moved their
forearms up and down. They lurched, swayed from side to side, and
tried to take clumsy, stumbling steps forward. The sound of their
hydraulic motors, what they must be using to move, cut through the
desert silence like a razor cutting through a wire screen.

Inside
each of the glass domes set on top the things’ boxlike torsos,
a human head looked down at them. They caught an impression of
wrinkled faces, thinning gray or white hair, and pale eyes wide with
uncomprehending anger.

Cyborgs.
They were all cyborgs made of gold and draped in ragged crimson
cloth.

“Down
Below,” Reese whispered. 


Jen
cocked the big gun, and the electric whine of it powering up rang
through the air.

One
of the golden cyborgs stepped forward, its broad, triple-digit foot
making a metallic thump as it slammed against the hard packed dirt.
All the mounds of dirt around them were destroyed with the cyborgs’
awakening, and all that remained were ragged, gaping holes surrounded
by rings of debris. The cyborg tilted dangerously to the side, as if
about to tip over, but then it righted itself and took another heavy
resounding footstep. The other cyborgs began to move forward as well,
their metal feet slamming into the ground, the group of them lurching
and heaving inwards. The Sun glinted a thousand points of fire on
their golden limbs.

Mike,
Josh and Jen stood with their backs to each other, facing the cyborgs
moving in on them from all sides. Mike held the pistol, Josh stood
tense and ready. Reese was unarmed, the most helpless of all of them.
She stood in the middle of her friends, staring at the hoard of
inhuman beings crowding in on them.

One
of the cyborgs nearest Jen raised its claw of a hand into the air, as
if to strike. Jen spun to face it and fired the big gun. The green
ball of plasma streaked through the air and smashed into the cyborg,
exploding into a ball of green fire in the middle of the cyborg’s
midsection and knocking the creature onto its back.

And
then chaos erupted.

The
crowd of cyborgs burst in on them, suddenly heaving forward with a
speed none of them had guessed the giant, lurching things could
summon. Their metallic limbs kicked up dust around them like a fog.
Their hydraulic motors screamed as the cyborgs lurched inwards; some
of them fell on all fours and scrambled like lizards over the cracked
ground.

Josh
scooped up Reese and took to the air. In a single leap, he flew over
the crowd of cyborgs and into the ruins of white walls and gaping
holes where the little hills had been. 


“Go
hide!” he said to Reese as he set her down. And then he took
off again and flew back to the crowd of cyborgs, already in battle
with Mike and Jen. Reese ran to one of the ruined walls and crouched
behind it, peeking over the low stone rim of it to watch the
fighting.

Mike
and Jen stood back to back in the center of the crowd of cyborgs,
their guns flaring out bursts of green light into the thick of them.
Green explosions blossomed up, knocking the giant things back from
them, but they were being overwhelmed. Jen turned and fired at a pair
of cyborgs rushing in on her from her right, while Mike, with his
much less powerful pistol, fired a rapid burst of shots into the
horde bearing down on him from his side. The cyborgs seemed to have
no sense of self-preservation, and they all rushed inwards oblivious
to the weapons of their prey. They didn’t even seem to
understand the capabilities of Mike and Jen from the way they
mindlessly and relentlessly lurched in on them. Some of the cyborgs
that had lost arms or legs crawled over the ground trying to grab at
Mike or Jen, who held them at bay with constant shots of their guns.

Jen’s
shots were the most effective, as her gun was much more powerful, yet
it required more time to charge up again after a shot. And so, as she
fired off a shot to hold back the pair of cyborgs coming at her from
the right, another cyborg was able strike from her left, knocking her
and Mike away from each other. The two of them fell sprawling. As the
big gun slipped out of Jen’s hands and across the ground, a
cyborg snatched one of Jen’s legs. It had lifted her off the
ground just as Josh returned to the fight.

Josh
flew to the cyborg holding Jen and latched onto the claw holding her
leg. He pried open the mechanical fingers and Jen tumbled to the
ground as the cyborg struck Josh out of the air with its other claw
like a cat swatting a flying bird. Josh hit the ground still holding
onto the cyborg’s metal arm. With a cry, Josh spun around and
tore it out of its socket. The cyborg was swinging its other arm
around to strike at Josh again when Jen snatched up the big gun and
shot it in the head, exploding the dome and the entire upper half of
its body. In less than an instant, the other cyborgs fell on them,
smashing and raking at them with their golden claws.

After
Mike was knocked away from Jen, one of the cyborgs reached under his
line of fire and tried to snatch at his legs. Mike scrambled
backwards, kicking with his feet and pulling himself along with his
one free hand, as he fired a rapid cluster of shots at the cyborg
scrambling down on him. The thing pulled itself along the ground with
its clawlike hands, as if that was the fastest way it could move. The
shots burst off the thing’s metallic carapace with a
fireworks-flash of green light and shredded the crimson banner draped
over the cyborg’s shoulders and midsection. Mike fired as fast
as he could, but it was hard to aim while pulling himself back. The
thing had just grabbed one of his feet when a shot went lucky and
struck the cyborg’s glass dome, shattering it and bursting the
head inside like a watermelon hit by a shotgun.

Josh
hurled himself against one of the cyborgs closing in on him, landing
a solid kick square in its midsection as another cyborg lurched in on
two legs behind him. As the cyborg stumbled back, Josh grabbed one of
its arms and ripped it away from its body with a screech of tearing
metal and a crackle of electric sparks. He swung the arm around like
a club and smashed it into the glass dome of the cyborg approaching
him from behind. The cyborg fell, and Josh swung the arm around again
into the glass dome of the cyborg from which he had taken the arm.
The cyborg crashed to the ground, lifeless limbs as limp as a
puppet’s.

Reese,
watching the fight from behind the low wall, suddenly heard a
scratching sound coming from behind a pile of debris from one of the
shattered little hills. She turned, and from behind the pile of dirt
and rocks crawled a cyborg. This one had just left the fight, legless
now and missing its left forearm. It pulled itself towards Reese with
its one remaining whole arm. From its shattered dome, an ancient and
bald human head watched her. This head had once belonged to an old
man. A chunk of glass lay embedded in the bloody, ruined remains of
its right eye, but its left eye, full of sinister hate, glared at her
with a pupil filmed over by a cataract. Wires and hoses leaking
purple hydraulic fluid trailed from the thing’s split
midsection like intestines. The hydraulics forcing its one remaining
arm to move hissed and screeched. The stump of its left forearm
scratched through the dirt, the twisted metal screeching against the
rocks.

Reese
suddenly felt her helplessness. The old man’s face looking at
her from atop the twisted cyborg body stretched into a toothless
grin. She heard a low dry laugh like dead leaves rustling over a
sidewalk issue from behind the wrinkled lips.

The
thing lurched at her, surprising her with the speed it possessed in
its ruined state. Its remaining hand slapped and clawed through the
dirt as the thing snatched at her. Reese screamed, turned to run,
stumbled over a rock, and regained her feet just as she felt the
thing’s claws rip at the back of her shirt. She felt a burst of
adrenaline and lunged out of the thing’s reach.

She
looked around for help, and the ruined cyborg kept advancing, kept
pulling itself along the ground, kept making that awful metallic
scratching sound and the dry dead laugh that was somehow worse.

“Why?”
she said desperately, hoping the thing could understand her and she
could buy some time. “Why are you doing this? We’ve done
nothing to you!”

“The
Elder,” it said. Its voice was like something heard out of an
old transistor radio. “The Elder commands…”

It
lunged at her again.

Reese
dove behind the wall. She knew she couldn’t run back towards
the fight, and the cyborg chasing her was blocking the way out to the
open desert. Her only hope was to out-maneuver it through the maze of
ruins.

She
never got the chance. The thing slammed into the wall from the other
side, tipping it over on top of her in a shower of stone bricks.
Reese screamed as a hundred painful impacts showered over her. She
shielded her head with her arms, but a stone block landed square in
her stomach, knocking the wind out of her. Even as she whooped and
gasped and struggled for air that would not come, her nurse’s
mind raced, thinking No broken bones, please no broken bones.
Miraculously, she didn’t think anything did break under the
barrage of rocks, but a painful heat did start to spread through her
middle.

And
then the broken cyborg fell on top of her, grasping at her neck with
its foot-wide mechanical hand. The human head hissed its dry rustling
laugh. The hydraulics of it screeched like demons. The hot electric
smell of thing’s inner workings overpowered her, like a space
heater turned on high after being stored all winter long. The
mechanical hand clamped down on her throat and cut off her breath.

Reese
groped for anything her hands could find to defend herself. She found
plenty of things lying all around her. Hefting up one of the stone
blocks, she brought it crashing down on the cyborg’s human
head.

It
made a sound exactly like a skull being crushed by a rock.

Meanwhile,
Mike was running through the maze of ruins, pursued by a cyborg. He
heard its thunderous footsteps pounding across the ground after him.
He turned and fired off a volley of shots at it, but the Sun was
against him and all he could see was a tall, dark, gangly shape
stomping after him. He felt sure at least some of his shots had
struck, but unless he hit the vulnerable human head, it took several
shots of the pistol to bring one of the things down. 


He
heard a hydraulic screech rushing down on him from behind and dodged
to the left just as one of the creature’s claws slammed into
the ground to his right, kicking up dust and rocks from the impact of
its golden claws. Another screech, and it smashed the remains of a
rock wall to his left. Mike dove and rolled away from the flying
chunks of rock. Landing on his back, he fired as many shots as he
could, as fast as he could, at the gleaming angular shape bearing
down on him. 


He
heard the sound of shattering glass and through the glare of the
sunbeams streaming from the blazing sky, he saw the cyborg rear back,
its arms raised, its legs stumbling back.

Got
it, he thought, stumbling to his feet. Now I just have to-

His
thoughts were cut off as the cyborg lunged at him from out of the
glare of the Sun. His reflexes were good; he heard the screech of the
cyborg’s hydraulics before he saw the dark glittering form fall
down at him. He jumped back, but the cyborg was quicker. Mike caught
a glancing blow from the thing’s claw and flew five feet, only
to discover he had made his way to the basement-like hole in the
ground. He fell over the edge of it onto the stairs, and then tumbled
down the stairs end over end. The pistol was knocked from his hand as
a hundred other impacts slammed into his back, head and sides. He
caught a vicious blow across his temple and stars exploded across his
field of vision.

And
then he slammed to a halt. He had hit the wall across from the base
of the stairs. Looking ahead of him, he saw the pile of dirt from the
collapsed wall opposite and the flight of stairs going up. At the top
of the stairs, he saw Josh fighting the cyborg that had hit him.

He
knew he had to get up. His friends needed him. He had to go help
them. But right now, he couldn’t move too well. He summoned all
his strength and tried to get to his feet, but all he could manage
was a weak kicking of his legs. He tried to lift his arms, but they
were just too heavy. His head throbbed where he had hit it against
the stairs. Ahead of him, he saw the pistol on the white stone floor,
glinting reflections of sunbeams to his eyes.

I
have to get up, he thought again. I have to help them…

But
suddenly the wall behind him moved. It lurched back, and then slid to
the side. Mike fell onto his back.

He
looked up. A shadow fell over him.

And
as he lost consciousness, he desperately hoped the horror he had
glimpsed through his closing eyelids was a product of his
overstressed mind. Because if it was real, none of them stood a
chance. 


Not
a chance.




Josh
saw the cyborg knock Mike into the hole and flew with all the
superhuman speed he could summon after him. The cyborg was staring
into the open basement, watching Mike tumble down the stairs. It
looked like it was thinking about how to go after him when Josh flew
over the opposite side of the hole and kicked it in the chest. The
cyborg crashed onto its back. Josh landed on the center of its
midsection and with a furious glare at the ancient face looking out
at him from the shattered glass dome of its head, he bent down and
tore off the cyborg’s arms. Then he turned and did the same
thing to its legs. Unable to move, it wouldn’t hit anyone else
for a long while.

Josh
looked up just in time to see a dark form carry Mike away through a
panel that had opened in one of the walls of the basement. He dashed
down the stairs in pursuit, but he was too late. The panel slid shut
against him. Josh slammed his fist into the stone and several blocks
crumbled away from the force of his punch, revealing a white metal
panel hidden behind the stone blocks. Josh could knock away the
stones and most likely break through the metal door, but the thing
that had taken Mike would be long gone by then.

“Damn
it, no!” Josh cried, slamming his fist against the wall again.
A hollow metallic boom echoed down the corridors hidden behind the
door.

Jen
had just shot another one of the cyborgs and the green charge from
the big gun had blown the thing in half, when another one struck her
from behind. The blow was solid. The big gun flew out of her hands
and Jen was knocked into the air. She landed on her face. The impact
of her landing knocked the air out of her lungs, but she forced
herself to turn over. Her teeth ground together, her chest heaved up
and down and a gasping, moaning sound escaped her throat as her lungs
tried to draw in air. Hunh! Hunh! Her face stung where the
ground had scraped it raw.

She
looked up. The cyborg that had struck her bore down on her. Its
golden limbs blazed in the harsh desert Sun, a creature of fire and
gold, like some ancient Biblical demon arisen from the apocalyptic
desert, demanding sacrifice.

It
raised its claw of a hand. From out of the assortment of devices on
its forearm, she saw a flash of movement slide up and then out
through the center of the cyborg’s hand. A great golden blade,
four or five feet long and curved like a scythe, burst from the
center of the cyborg’s claw. It stood over her and raised the
blade above its head, preparing to strike.

Jen,
gasping for air, managed to whisper, “Fuck you!”

Reese
stumbled back from her hiding place. She had crawled out from under
the dead cyborg and the pile of stone blocks, bruised and bleeding
from a cut on her scalp. She held her throbbing abdomen with both
arms. The world spun around her, tilting back and forth. The Sun
whirled in a blazing, golden figure eight. Or was it tracing out the
symbol of infinity?

She
looked down and saw the cyborg standing over Jen. She saw the blade
burst from the center of its golden hand. A golden blade against a
blue sky.

She
froze, as if reliving a nightmare. The whirling world around her
slammed to a halt. And then with all the force she could muster,
Reese screamed.

“JOSH!”

Down
in the basement, Josh heard Reese’s cry, and his blood froze.
The world accelerated to a blur as he launched himself into the air.

He
landed on the cyborg’s shoulders. The cyborg reared back as
Josh smashed his fists through the glass dome and grabbed the head
inside under its jaws. The cyborg’s arms waved back and forth,
the golden blade swung just over Josh’s head. Josh’s lips
curled back from his teeth, the muscles bulged in his arms, the cords
and tendons stood out on his neck.

And
then, in an eruption of sparks, Josh ripped the head out of its giant
robotic body. Wires snapped out of the stump of its neck and waved in
the air, shooting sparks. The body tilted backwards with a metallic
groan, and then crashed into the hardpan in a great cloud of dust.
The boom of its impact rolled out across the desert floor, hit the
mountains, and then echoed back at them again like a roll of thunder.

Josh
had already leapt away from the falling body and landed lightly
beside Jen. Reese ran up to the two of them, holding her middle like
she’d been punched in the gut. She sat down beside Jen, asking
if she was okay, and then she looked up at the head in Josh’s
hand.

It
was the head of the old woman, the first cyborg they had seen,
jutting out of the small hill. The one they had awakened first. A
segmented metal tentacle, about a foot long, dangled from the stump
of its neck. Both head and tentacle writhed in Josh’s grip like
an angry snake.

“You
miserable little cretin!” the head screeched. “Put
me back on my body this instant!”

 “I
don’t think you have long to live away from your body,”
Josh said. “That spinal unit will last you what, fifteen,
twenty minutes? Now unless you want to become the world’s
ugliest lawn ornament, you tell me…” And he drew his
face close to the head’s face. 


“Where
did they take my friend?”


22: Down Below





At
first, there was only darkness, heavy and silent. Then sounds started
to filter through the darkness and reach his awareness. The sounds
didn’t seem to come from anywhere, but only from everywhere.
Above him, below him, from both sides of him, all around. The sounds
changed frequently. At first, it sounded like something heavy and
metal smashing against stone. Then it changed, and sounded like metal
crashing against metal. Then it sounded like metal against stone
again.

Gradually,
the sounds forced Mike into a greater awareness of himself. They
forced him towards consciousness.

He
did not have the feeling of rising as one sometimes does when they’re
awakening from unconsciousness. Nor did he have the disorientation he
sometimes had upon awakening from sleep, as his awareness moved from
dreaming reality to waking reality. It felt more like his senses were
slowly opening up, and piece-by-piece he became aware of his
surroundings, like standing in a dark room in which the lights were
slowly brightening.

First
his hearing became subtler and more finely tuned. He realized that
the sounds all around him did in fact have a source, and that source
was underneath him. The sounds echoed sharply and quick, as if he and
the source of the sounds were in a small room or hallway. Next, he
realized those metallic crashing sounds had a cadence to them, a
certain kind of rhythm. And as he rose into awakening, he recognized
the rhythm. They were footsteps. Heavy, resounding footsteps, the
footsteps of something big with a broad stride. 


Almost
certainly not human.

His
realized next that the creature making those footsteps was carrying
him. He felt something hard and metallic under his back and legs,
like a row of metal rods, as if he’d been laid out on a metal
grill. And also he felt a distinct sensation of motion. Air brushed
across his face and Mike was certain he was being carried somewhere.

His
arms hung limply below him, and his head was tilted far back on his
neck. But he didn’t dare move, didn’t dare raise his head
and look around, because he had no idea what was carrying him or what
it would do if it found out he was awake. So he tried to remain limp
and motionless as he opened his senses to his surroundings.

The
air moving over his face felt moist and cool, like cave air. The
racket from the footsteps below him was deafening; Mike felt certain
he was in a narrow enclosed space. 


The
memory of the battle with the cyborgs came back to him. His muscles
almost tensed; he almost jerked upright at the sudden realization,
and had to focus with all his concentration on remaining motionless.

One
of them has me.

He
came fully awake and remembered falling down the stairs, his gun
being knocked out of his hand, the wall behind him sliding away, and
then he saw…

He
had seen another one of the cyborgs, except this one was not like the
others. This one stood a little shorter, more hunched over. It did
not have a glass dome covering its head. But the expression on the
thing’s face had made him realize the scope of the danger they
faced. The cyborgs they had fought in the desert had been essentially
mindless. Nothing with a conscious intellect would have attacked them
the way those cyborgs did. That was the only reason they had been
able to destroy them; those creatures didn’t have the cognitive
skills to form an organized attack against Mike and his friends and
subdue them. But the cyborg he had seen just before losing
consciousness, the cyborg he assumed was holding him now, was another
matter. Just before losing consciousness, Mike had looked up and seen
a human face gazing down at him from a tangle of golden limbs. That
face, all stretched and distorted by the metal hooks fixing it to its
long, serpentine golden neck, had looked down at him… and
smiled.


In
that smile, Mike had seen an undeniable intelligence, something
calculating and cruel, and immensely satisfied at seeing him.

It’s
him, Mike thought. The time traveler. The one who brought us
here. It’s him.

Mike
tried to stay still and be calm. He listened, felt, smelled and tried
to use what his senses could tell him to think of a way to escape.

Logically,
he wasn’t sure this was the cyborg that had brought them
through time and into this awful future. Cainan’s legend didn’t
describe the cyborg, or even the place where the cyborg had first
appeared, for that matter.

And
yet given that the golden cyborgs had attacked them almost as soon as
they appeared here, for no apparent reason, led him to think that
someone had expected them. And who else would expect them, other than
the creature that had used its power over time to bring them here?

He
stopped moving. Mike wondered if his arms swung in a natural way at
the sudden stop. Did the creature suspect he might be awake? The
metal objects supporting his legs dropped away and now the metal
object grasping him around the chest squeezed tighter to keep a hold
on him. The creature, the golden cyborg, the time traveler, now held
him in only one claw. Mike sagged down under gravity and the flesh
under his arms squeezed painfully between the metal rods of the
cyborg’s claw. He grimaced, couldn’t help it, tried to
hold back a cry of pain, but it escaped anyway, and Mike opened his
eyes now that he was obviously awake.

He
saw the cyborg’s face and flinched in horror. It looked even
worse than he remembered it. The head was attached at the base of its
skull to a long, golden, serpentine neck that ran back into a roughly
ellipsoid trunk to which all the cyborg’s limbs were connected.
The neck moved, twisted to the side so that the face of the creature
turned and looked at him like some kind of golden cobra turning to
look at its charmer.

The
face regarded him incuriously, as if waiting to see if Mike would try
to fight it. Mike was too paralyzed with horror to even move. The
cyborg was worse than grotesque, it seemed to hurt his mind to look
at it. It was something so at odds with what Mike had believed could
exist that he had a difficult time accepting what he saw.

A
human head, hairless, covered in golden wires that sprouted out of
the scalp and ran back into the neck where it connected at the base
of the skull and behind the jaw. A series of golden hooks fixed the
head to the neck, and stretched the skin over the face so that the
eyes opened too wide and bulged out of the sockets and the lips were
perpetually pulled back into a skeletal grin. The skin was a ghastly,
corpse-like white, and the bones pushed out from beneath the skin at
the cheekbones, lower jaw, and cranium. The eyes were hazel and, in a
grotesque way, almost beautiful.

The
claws holding Mike were roughly shaped like skeletal human hands with
the hinges at the knuckles and bones made of gold. The hands were
disproportionally large and the forearms bristled with strange
devices.

Mike
gawked at the cyborg’s face in horrified silence. The face
mildly regarded him back. And then the creature spoke.

“Am
I hard to look at?” Deep, inhuman voice with a metallic rasp,
like knives scraping together. 


Mike
couldn’t answer. He could only stare, his jaw working. 


“It
was not always so,” the cyborg went on. “Man’s
avarice and cruelty did this to me. Think upon what has happened to
you, and therein you’ll find the reason.”

Had
it just told him a riddle? Mike wasn’t sure. He couldn’t
focus on anything except how impossibly tight the skin on the
cyborg’s face stretched over the jutting bones as it spoke.

The
cyborg turned away from him and looked forward. As he lost the view
of that awful face, Mike found he could better focus on his
surroundings. They were inside a tunnel that looked like it was
carved through solid rock. Quartz glittered in the dark gray stone of
the tunnel walls. Mike could see the scoring marks that drills had
made in the wall’s surface. Lights inside metal grates mounted
on the rock ceiling above them illuminated the tunnel.

The
cyborg stood in front of an enormous steel door that completely
blocked off the tunnel. The door looked solid and thick, fixed with
metal plates and rivets. On the wall to the cyborg’s right was
fixed a small metal panel with a horizontal slot in it and a small
red light above the slot. The cyborg raised its right claw over the
panel and slot. Mike heard the electric whine of servo-motors in the
cyborg’s joints as it moved. A metal card, it looked golden as
well, extended from its robotic wrist and into the slot in the wall.
The light above the slot changed from red to green, and the great
steel door opened down the middle and slid into recesses in the
tunnel walls. The cyborg carried Mike into the room beyond and the
door slid shut behind it, closing with a loud, hollow boom.

They
entered a large circular chamber with computer screens and electronic
consoles lining the walls. A domed metal ceiling curved above the
room. In the center of the chamber, Mike saw a round platform with a
flat upper surface that glowed white. As the cyborg stomped into the
room, it tossed Mike onto the platform. The instant Mike’s
weight fell upon it, a clear plastic-like barrier descended from a
metal hood mounted above the platform, completely encapsulating the
top of the platform and sealing Mike inside it. Mike scrambled onto
his knees as quickly as he could and pressed against the barrier with
his hand. He found he could push the barrier out about a foot and
then it would stretch no further. It wasn’t exactly like
plastic. It felt more like some kind of dense gelatin, yet it was
perfectly transparent and completely impenetrable.

The
cyborg moved in the shadows around the circular room’s edge,
bending its long neck over the consoles and screens there. Mike
watched it with a combination of revulsion and fascination. It was
very different from the golden cyborgs he and his friends had fought
in the desert. Cainan had said the elite of Down Below made it more
advanced than their earlier cyborgs. Its shape did look more
streamlined, and it moved with greater ease than the golden cyborgs
they had fought on the surface. Its legs bent like a bird’s,
with the knee bending backwards. The other cyborgs’ legs had
bent forwards, like a person’s. Also, this cyborg’s trunk
or midsection was ellipsoidal, not rectangular, and shaped almost
like an egg with notches in it where the legs connected to the body.
Above this egg-shaped abdomen was another body segment shaped like a
dome, mounted just forward of center of the abdomen. The cyborg’s
arms were mounted to the sides of this dome, and the neck emerged
from the top of it. 


It
did have some features in common with the cyborgs Mike and his
friends had fought. It was golden, and it was wrapped in a long
crimson cloth like a cowl around its body segments and the base of
its neck.

Why
gold? Mike thought. Why the crimson wrapping? What does that
mean?

He
wondered where those other cyborgs, the ones they had fought, had
come from. Had this cyborg brought them into the future with it to
serve as its guardians? Or had it taken human beings already living
in this time and made them into cyborgs like itself?

He
decided to take a chance and speak to it. Maybe he could find a way
to escape.

“Why
did you bring us into this time?” he said. “What do you
want with us?”

The
cyborg ignored him, bent over its consoles.

Mike
searched his mind for something to catch its attention, searched
everything Cainan had told them about it and everything that had
happened to them so far, searching for meaning.

“Cainan
the Prophet warned us about you!” he shouted. “And he
gave us the power to stop you. We won’t let you play God with
history. We’ll have no part in it.”

The
cyborg turned its head on its long neck and looked at him with its
eyes narrowed. 


“History?”
it said with that low, electronically rasping voice. “Prophets?
God? What are these things to me? I am beyond history, beyond the
reach of time. Beyond the scope of gods.” It said the last word
contemptuously, almost spitting it.

Two
things, Mike realized. It’s arrogant, and the subject of gods
is touchy for it. Mike wished he had some of Josh’s insight
into human nature. Josh’s kind of understanding would work with
this creature, for all its monstrous appearance, it still had some
vestige of a human personality to it. 


How
to crack that personality, and use it to get out of this? More than
ever, for more reasons than one, he wished Josh was here.

“Who
were you?” Mike said. “Who were you before the elitists
of Down Below made you into a cyborg? And what do you want?”
The cyborg tilted its head to the side, as if suddenly interested in
him. Then it grinned, as if Mike had pleased it. Mike could see its
upper and lower gums, red, bleeding and mottled with dark splotches.
He could see all of its teeth imbedded in its gums.

“Ah,
so the little Prophet told you my story,” it said. “But
he did not tell you everything, did he? He did not tell you of our
battle for this world or the long past we share. I was born of woman
long, long ago, little boy. I am the Elder. It is the only name I
possess, for I am the eldest of all beings in this world. And you
have already served me, as all things do.”

Oh
hurry, guys, Mike wished as he faced the being watching him from
the shadows. Its eyes reflected the light like a cat’s eyes.
Hurry up and find me. Please.





“Down
Below,” cackled the head. “The Elder has him now.”

“Who
is the Elder?” Josh demanded.

“The
master of the storm,” said the head. The old crone’s head
glared at Josh with utter contempt and sneering amusement. It did not
seem afraid and did not writhe in Josh’s grip anymore.

“The
Elder will make your friend into one of us,” said the head. It
snickered with idiotic joy. “One of us! One of us!” it
screeched merrily.

“How
can we find him?” Jen screamed the question at the head, in
panic and fury. She clutched the big gun, muscles and tendons
standing out on her arms. Just the sight of the head seemed to
disturb her.

The
ancient head rolled its eyes over to Jen. The tentacle-like spinal
unit slithered sensuously over the skin of Josh’s inner wrist.
“None of us go Down Below, pretty,” said the head. “Only
the Elder. He has taken it as his lair. We are only the guardians of
the gate.” The head laughed. “Too much danger and
darkness for little girls, below the Earth.”

Jen’s
lips clamped together; she breathed hard through her nose. She glared
at the head as if it had insulted her. “Fine,” she said,
with a determined firmness that Josh knew very well. Jen hated to be
mocked. “We’ll find him ourselves,” she said.

The
head laughed harder. “Never find him! Not Down Below! Miles of
maze! Leagues of labyrinth! Never find him!” It cackled
maliciously.

“Get
rid of that thing,” Jen said to Josh. Josh was happy to do it.
The horrible thing revolted him. He tossed it into the crater remains
of the small hills from which the golden cyborgs had come. The head
whooped as Josh tossed it, cackled as it flew through the air and
then grunted when it hit the ground a few dozen yards away from them.

Jen
marched down the steps into the hole with Josh following her and
Reese close behind. Jen found the pistol lying on the square white
stones of the floor. She picked it up, looked at it for a moment,
then up at the spot where Josh had knocked away the stones over the
hidden door in the wall. After a moment’s thought, she pointed
the pistol at the door and fired several shots into it.

The
green charges of the pistol blew four holes in a neat vertical row
down the left edge of the door. 


“Josh,
can you…?” Jen began.

“I’m
way ahead of you,” Josh replied. He went over to the door,
gripped it by the holes Jen had blown in it and, after flinching away
once due to the lingering heat of the charges, he ripped the door out
of the wall and tossed it away.

Reese
stood back and watched the twins, impressed at their power and
determination. Her stomach ached where the stone had struck her.
Looking at the twins, Reese felt weak, out of her league, and
overwhelmed. She was the only one who hadn’t been able to come
to terms with their situation in Raj Amar. The magic of that place
hadn’t touched her and she felt confused and afraid. Most of
all, she felt unsure of herself. How was she going to handle this?

Find
Mike, she reassured herself. We have to get Mike back. Please
God, let him be okay.

The
twins dashed into the open doorway and Reese stumbled after them. The
door opened upon a narrow corridor, its walls, floor and ceiling a
uniform white. It led to their left for several hundred yards, the
end of the hallway like a small black rectangle in the featureless
white perspective of the hall.

“Josh,
go ahead and scout it out,” Jen said, her words terse, firm and
decisive. With Mike gone, Jen seemed to take over as leader. Josh
flew down the hall in a blur. Jen started to jog, and then to run
after him, her long hair billowing behind her, her concern for Mike
no doubt spurring her along. Reese struggled to run after Jen, her
arms clutching her stomach. Her abdomen would not stop cramping. She
felt like a pair of fists had taken hold of her stomach and were
wringing it out like a wet cloth. She began to worry that stone block
may have done a lot more than just knock the wind out of her.

Reese
noticed Jen did not give her Mike’s pistol to use as a weapon
should the need arise. Jen carried the pistol tucked into the front
of her pants.

If
I’d had that, Reese thought, or any weapon, I wouldn’t
be hurt like this. I could have just shot the damn cyborg.

Her
mind whirled and she stumbled from one side of the hall to the other
as she ran. Images of the last few days floated through her mind. The
cyborg clawing through the dirt after her, its golden limbs raking
across the hard cracked ground. Josh flying through the air,
centuries earlier, his face alive with joy, down into Cainan’s
arms. She saw her own face, centuries further back still and not even
close to the time that had been her own, standing before the ruins of
the city that had been her home, saying “Is this the future?”

She
slammed to a halt, yet her mind seemed to go ahead of her and float
bodiless through the corridor’s pure whiteness, the world
tilting around her…

Don’t
faint, don’t you dare faint, you bitch! Stay awake! Stay awake
for the only people in the world who give a damn about you!

“Wait!”
Her voice escaped her in a ragged scream. “Josh, come back!”

And
Josh was there, rushing in at her from out of a blur, his arms
supporting her. “What’s wrong, Reese?” he said, his
pale beautiful eyes full of concern. “Are you hurt?”

Jen
turned and glared at Reese, her face full of frustration and
impatience. “What’s wrong? We need to hurry!”

“It’s
a trap!” Reese said. “We can’t go after him.”

“What?”
Both twins spoke at once.

“We
can’t go after Mike,” Reese said. “We have to leave
him.”

The
twins stood back and stared at her, their jaws hanging identically.

“I
should shoot you,” Jen said. She clutched the big gun in her
right hand but her left danced over the butt of the pistol tucked
into the front of her pants. “I should shoot you dead for
saying that.”

“Jen,
wait,” Josh said. He supported Reese with his right hand and
held his left hand in front of his sister in a placating gesture. He
turned back to Reese. “Reese, you’re hurt. Just go back
outside and wait for us, we’ll be right back.”

“Listen
to me!” Reese exclaimed. “Listen!” Sweat covered
her face and her ruddy hair clung to her cheeks in lank, curly locks.
“This is a trap. Think about it. The Elder took Mike to lure us
into Down Below. We can’t just go rushing blindly after him.”

“All
the time we waste here is time that monster has with Mike,” Jen
said. “We are not leaving him!”

“The
Elder will get Mike anyway!” Reese said. “Think about it!
It… he… drew us out of our time and has used us to
create the kind of future he wants! And if he gets us, nothing will
be able to stop him.”

“She’s
hysterical,” Jen said flatly. “I’m going to assume
you’re hysterical and let all this pass. But we’re going
after Mike.”

“We
destroyed the Steelriders by taking away their weapons,” Reese
said. “And our presence in Raj Amar destroyed that civilization
as well, by bringing the storm down on it. That can’t be a
coincidence! The Elder must have wanted those civilizations
destroyed. Now we’re headed straight into Down Below after
Mike. This has got to be what he wants!” 


“We
don’t have time for this,” Jen said. She turned and gave
a dangerous gaze down the corridor, as if she longed to go ahead
without them.

“Why,
Reese?” Josh asked. “What do you think he wants here?”

Reese
turned to Josh, focused her green gaze on his calm blue awareness.
“You, Josh. He needs you. You are a living sample of the kind
of cyborg technology he needs to rule the world. He comes from a time
before the technology that made cyborgs like you existed. The
reterraformers who developed it knew about the Elder and would have
fought him if he tried to take that technology from them. But now he
has a cyborg powerful enough to destroy anyone who gets in his way
running right to him.”

“Reese,
nothing could ever make me serve a creature like the Elder,”
Josh said.

“He
was able to program those people who became the golden cyborgs, Josh,
so that they would serve him. If he’s able to lure you into a
trap, using Mike as bait, he could do the same thing to you. To any
of us. We can’t let that happen. We have to turn around and go
back. It’s the only way to beat the Elder. We have to leave
Mike.”

“It’s
not the only way,” Jen said. “You two go back outside and
wait for me. I’ll go ahead and get Mike alone.”

“No,
Jen!” Josh said.

“Yes,
Josh,” Jen said. “If you’re the one he wants, then
we just won’t give you to him. It’s that simple. But I’m
not leaving Mike. If our positions were reversed, he wouldn’t
stop trying to rescue any of us, including you, Reese. I won’t
stop trying to rescue him.”

“You’re
not going alone!” Josh said. “You can’t do it. You
would never be able to find him in Down Below. You heard the old
woman. It’s a labyrinth down there. I can find him with my
senses.”

“You
don’t know that,” Jen said. “Your senses aren’t
that sharp.”

“Maybe
not, but I have the best chance of finding him,” Josh said. He
turned to Reese. “I’ll look out for traps, Reese. I know
his intentions now. I’ll be able to look out for them.”

“Go
back outside, Reese,” Jen said. “We’ll do this
ourselves. You’re hurt and you’re in no condition to
fight.”

Reese
stared at them. All the time she’d known them, it had been this
way. It had been Mike and Josh and Jen. And she the outsider, the
latecomer. They were the only people in the world who cared about
her, but she was not really a part of them.

And
she knew if she left them now, no matter what happened, it would
always be that way.

She
stood up straighter, though the pain was almost unbearable. 


“I’m
coming too,” she said.

“Okay,”
Jen said. It had no spite in it. “You’d better keep up.”





“We
haven’t done anything to serve you,” Mike snapped at the
Elder, hoping the cyborg would buy his tough act. “And we
won’t.”

“Oh,
haven’t you?” said the Elder. “You are here. And
the world is as it is.”

More
riddles. The thing looked at him from out of the shadows in the room.
The flat surface of the platform glowed white, so that Mike sat in a
circle of light and the Elder paced in the greater circle of darkness
that surrounded him. Its angular, alien anatomy lurched and heaved as
it walked. The hydraulics and electric motors moving it hissed and
screeched. It held its huge, hideous hands in front of it like a
dinosaur.

The
Elder’s golden limbs glittered in the dim light. Mike stared at
it, gawking. He couldn’t help it. He had fought the golden
cyborgs in an adrenaline-spiked state of unreality; fighting them was
like playing a video game with exceptionally good graphics. Just
sitting here, trapped, having a dialog with this creature forced him
to confront the being’s essential reality.

The
Elder glanced at him sidelong as it walked and the corner of its
mouth moved up in a half-smile, as if it had an idea.

“What
is time to you?” it said. “Is it only a thing marked down
by clocks or the flow of sand through an hourglass that counts down
the minutes of life lost to you? Is it the fire that burns away the
fuel of your days? Or do you hold a scientific view? Is time only an
illusion produced by the inevitable expansion of the Universe and the
constant increase of entropy? The only thing common to all views of
time is that all things waste away. Everything ages and dies.”

“What
do you want me to say to that?” Mike said, summoning his
courage. He had the distinct sense that the Elder was leading him
along, maybe trying to get something out of him, but he wasn’t
sure.

“Look
at this world!” the Elder snapped, waving one claw in an
encompassing gesture. “It’s wasted and dying. The
Prophet’s dream was a pathetic failure. Human beings do not
have the moral compass, do not have the ability to come together and
cooperate in the way needed to recreate a world. It is impossible.
Entropy always increases. Why do you think you cannot travel into the
past? Nothing can go back to the way it was.”

“They
did rebuild the atmosphere,” Mike said. His mind raced. “We
can all breathe here. You can’t have an atmosphere without life
to sustain it. The world is not dead.” Was it trying to
manipulate him? He tried to think ahead, to search for some inner
meaning in the Elder’s statements. Now he thought of Reese. She
was always good at this, always searching for some kind of inner
meaning to the world.

“And
that is because of my actions!” the Elder snarled, its
tautly stretched upper lip sliding back over its teeth. “Before
I brought you out of the dim times before the Event, the constant
wars between the factions of Down Below had ruined the Earth. Only by
placing you in the path of the leader of the Steelriders was I able
to set off the balance of power in Down Below in favor of the
reterraformers. In time, Karras would have led an attack against
them, ignorantly thinking that because they still lived in Down Below
they were his enemies. If that had happened, the elitists who opposed
reterraforming would have prevailed and the Earth would still be
uninhabitable today. But in crippling him and taking his weapons, no
such attack ever occurred and the age of the Prophet came to be.”

“You’re
lying,” Mike said. “You couldn’t know we would beat
Karras. He could have killed us!”

“Oh
he did,” said the Elder, smiling.

“What?”
Mike felt suddenly out of breath.

“Many
times, he killed you and your companions, or you died in other ways
at the hands of other men. This is nothing to me. I merely sent
another cosmic string back in time and brought the four of you back
again from out of the past. I kept doing it, making slight
adjustments to your placement, until you prevailed in the way I
wanted.”

It
smiled skeletally. Mike leaned back on the platform, stunned.

“But
it soon became apparent that the civilization the Prophet was
creating did not serve my purposes,” the Elder went on. “It
grew too powerful. A concentration of such power in one place may
have been able to oppose my control, if I allowed it to develop. You
see, you have served me only in being where you are. The cosmic
strings will find you wherever you go. And if I wish it, they can
bring destruction.”

Jen
had been wrong, Mike realized, when she said the Elder did not need
them to destroy Raj Amar. The storms were drawn to their group of
four, not to a particular place.

And
maybe, the Elder wasn’t done with them yet.

“Why
us?” Mike said. “Why did you choose us?”

It
grinned again. “That, my young friend, you are not yet ready to
know.”

It’s
telling me this for a reason, Mike thought. That whole story
was just to manipulate me.

Did
that mean the story was a lie? He knew that wasn’t necessarily
so. Bedea, Karras’s wife, had manipulated her husband not with
lies, but with the truth. Maybe the same thing was true for this
being.

“What
are you trying to do with us now?” Mike said.

The
Elder raised its claw and tapped its chin thoughtfully with one
robotic finger. “I think my plans are nearly complete. You and
your two friends, whom I no longer need, will help replace my golden
cyborgs, which you destroyed. Until then you will serve as a
satisfactory lure…”

The
cyborg turned its head and regarded the great door to the chamber,
covered in shadows.

“…until
the one I desire at last comes to me.”





Josh
ran ahead of the others down the corridor, scouting for traps and
feeling with his enhanced senses for any kind of danger. Reese had
objected to him going ahead of them, saying it was too risky if the
Elder truly wanted to possess him. But if the Elder had set traps
down here, Josh wasn’t about to let his sister or Reese, who he
loved almost as much as his sister, risk falling into them. And since
he wasn’t going to stay outside, he may as well scout ahead.

The
white corridor ended at three doors, two doors to the right and one
wider door straight ahead. Josh heard the sound of wind sloughing
through a tunnel coming from behind the wider door and he received a
formless impression, an awareness that came from some combination of
the senses coordinated by his subconscious, that it was an elevator
shaft. None of the doors had anything like a doorknob, but Josh could
tell they opened electronically. A slot set in a metal panel in the
wall next to the door tipped him off. It looked like they would need
some kind of card-key.

Jen
ran up to him, guns in hand, and Reese trotted along behind her.
Reese looked terrible, pale, covered in sweat and obviously in pain.
A line of blood ran out of a cut in her scalp and down the left side
of her face. Josh could feel the muscles clenching in her abdomen and
he sensed swelling and heat coming from some of her inner tissues, as
if she were glowing red in her middle. He was terribly worried about
her, but he was also worried about Mike. They had no choice but to
push forward.

“Which
way?” Jen said. Josh could see the mixture of fear and anger in
her face, suppressed, but it was there.

“That
one is an elevator,” Josh said, pointing at the door. “It
only goes down from here, that’s all I can tell. The first door
has some kind of electronic equipment behind it. I can hear it
humming. The second door, it opens upon a great empty space. I can’t
tell anything more than that.”

“We
can’t take the elevator,” Reese said. “It would be
too dangerous, too easy to set a trap in.”

“I
agree,” Jen said. “Josh, can you open this?” She
gestured to the second door. 


Josh
nodded, sunk his fingers into the door’s metal surface and
pulled sideways. The door slid into the wall with a groan of bending
metal. Out of it came a rush of cool, moist air. It reminded the
twins of cave air. It reminded Reese of the air in a cellar. The
three of them stepped through the doorway, Jen and Reese first while
Josh held the door back. After they were through, Josh stepped
through and let the metal door slam back into place behind them.

A
vast mineshaft fell away before them, hundreds of feet across,
perhaps thousands deep from what they could see, before the shaft
sank down into impenetrable shadows. Wind howled forlornly from out
of the depths. They could see horizontal levels cut out of the
shaft’s rock wall, and inside those levels yellow lights shined
out and illuminated the shaft. It was like being inside a skyscraper
turned inside out. The shaft must have been cut as deep into the
Earth as it could go, then the levels cut out branching away from the
main shaft. This went down for hundreds of floors.

“Down
Below,” Josh said. “God, it’s huge!”

“How
are we going find Mike in all this?” Reese said.

“We’ll
find a way!” Jen said, but they heard tears in her voice. “Can
you sense anything, Josh?”

“Nothing
that can help us,” Josh said. “I can tell you this:
Except for the wind, this place is silent. No people, no machines
running, nothing. It’s empty.”

The
whole silent, haunted expanse of it yawned out at them. Josh thought
of Mike, lost somewhere down in those dark depths with whatever
nightmare had taken him.

Hold
on, Mike, he prayed for his friend. We’re coming, hold
on.

“All
right,” Jen said, snapping them out of their awe and
bewilderment. “He could only have descended from here, so
that’s where we’re going.”

The
platform they stood on was the top level of a metal staircase that
criss-crossed back over itself like a fire escape. The stairs, just
so many black metal grates welded together into a staircase, ran back
and forth downwards along the wall of the shaft with platforms on
each level.

“If
we have to, we’ll search every level until we find him!”
Jen said, heading down the stairs.

“Wait!”
Reese said, but Jen ignored her and started down the stairs. Reese,
clutching her midsection, went after Jen. Josh ran beside Reese and
put his arm around her for support.

“Jen,
let’s think about this!” Reese called out, her voice
raised to be heard over the clanking of their footsteps on the metal
stairs.

“What?”
Jen said, looking irritated. They stood on the platform leading onto
the level just below the one they had entered upon.

“The
Elder wants us to find him!” Reese said. “He must be
counting on the fact that this place is so big and confusing. He
probably has a straightforward path set out for us.”

“Then
we shouldn’t follow that path!” Jen snapped. “We
don’t want to get caught in a trap.”

“But
we don’t know the ways around it,” Reese said. “We
don’t know where we’re going. We have no choice. We’ll
have to face each trap as it comes.”

“So
what is the path? What’s the most straightforward way?”
Jen said.

Reese
opened her mouth to speak, and then closed it abruptly. Then she
spoke again. “I don’t know,” she said. They looked
around, at the abysses and shadows, the darkness and mazes. Nothing
looked straightforward, nothing looked like an obvious path. The
level they stood upon looked like any other level; corridors carved
through stone, broken here and there by open spaces like public
rooms, most of which overlooked the main shaft. A few hardy electric
lights glowed across the vast subterranean expanse like stars in the
night sky. The wind howled through the shaft. It sounded like
loneliness, like emptiness, like despair.

Josh
had his head lowered in thought, and then he suddenly raised it. His
eyes widened and glinted in the dim light as he brought his gaze up
to Reese and Jen. 


“I
know the way,” he said. He went to the edge of the platform,
leaned over the railing, and pointed down. “The main shaft. I
can fly down it. That’s the most straightforward path. For me,
anyway. And if I’m the one he wants…”

“Then
it would be a path only you could follow,” Reese finished for
him. 


“Then
that’s the way we’re all going,” Jen said. “You
can carry us down with you.” Jen hitched the big gun over her
shoulder and put her arms around Josh’s neck. Reese followed
Jen’s lead, raised her arms… and winced. With an effort,
she put her arms around Josh. 


“Are
you going to be okay?” Josh asked, putting his arm around her.

Reese
looked at him, breathless, pained and sweating. “I’ll
have to be,” she said.

“Okay,”
Josh replied. With Jen on his left side and Reese on his right, Josh
jumped up and balanced on the railing. “Here we go,” he
said, and stepped into the abyss.

“Just
follow the stairway down,” Jen said. Slowly, they drifted down
through the dark air. The levels of the shaft rose up around them as
they descended. It was like falling down the throat of a gargantuan
beast. The shadows grew as they dropped; the shaft became darker and
darker. Josh did his best to stay near the stairway. It wasn’t
difficult; he only had to fall in a straight line. What was difficult
was modulating their speed. It took a great deal of mental effort to
keep them from falling too fast. He didn’t know how far down
the shaft descended, and if he dropped too quickly, they would come
to the bottom of the shaft before he could sense it. He could easily
imagine them smashing into a hard stone floor at the bottom of the
shaft, or worse. If the Elder had traps down there waiting for them,
it could be much worse.

The
weight of the two women bore down on him. He felt like someone
carrying a heavy weight across a great distance, except this distance
was vertical instead of horizontal. He had to focus all of his energy
to maintain their speed. The mental effort of it blocked out the
heavy darkness into which they were sinking. Josh fought the urge to
hyperventilate, fought the smothering claustrophobia that came with
thinking of how far away the surface was getting, with thinking of
wandering in darkness and confusion forever. He needed to stay calm
and focus on flying.

In
order to fly, Josh concentrated on feeling light, on feeling as if he
were underwater, weightless. When he focused on this feeling, he felt
a tingle or vibration running down his spine, and then this tingling
spread out to the tips of his toes and his fingers; he felt a buoyant
force take hold of him and lift him up. And he was flying. But flying
also took a physical effort. If he tried to move too quickly against
gravity or stay suspended in the air for long periods of time, his
muscles clenched, his heart started to race and he would
hyperventilate.

Now,
bearing the weight of Reese and Jen and fighting gravity with this
smothering claustrophobia pressing in on him, Josh had to fight with
all his will to keep that buoyant force from slipping away from him
like a wet bar of soap through his fingers and sending them all
crashing into the dark.

“Wait,
Josh,” Jen said suddenly. “Stop here!”

He
almost fell, the three of them actually lurched in the air and
dropped about three feet before he recovered and swung them over to
the stairway on his right. He managed to get Reese over the railing
before the buoyant force slipped away from him. He grabbed the
railing and got his feet on the edge of the platform, but his hold on
Jen slipped. Fortunately, her hold on him was firm. She hung with her
hands clasped around his neck for a moment, then swung with a regular
rock climber’s ease and confidence over to the railing.

“Sorry
about that,” Josh said.

“It’s
no problem,” Jen said. She seemed focused on the darkness below
them. Josh rested, hanging over the abyss from the railing with his
feet planted firmly on the edge of the platform and his muscles
quivering. The flight down had taken more out of him than he had
thought it would.

Jen
climbed over the railing and onto the platform with Reese. Reese was
visibly trembling, with pain or fear, or both. Josh wished she had
chosen to stay outside. But they couldn’t take her back. They
had no time.

Jen
took the big gun off her shoulder, cocked it, and fired a charge down
into the shadows below them. The green glowing ball of plasma
streaked into the darkness and exploded about four levels down. The
glow of its explosion revealed the bottom of the shaft in a bright
flare of green light. They saw a broad square, empty except for a
small pile of rubble in the very center.

The
shot had shown them two things: how far below them the bottom of the
shaft was, and that no obvious traps were on the floor of it.

But
no good trap was ever obvious.

“Take
us down when you’re ready, Josh,” Jen said. “Try to
land near the center. Don’t get too close to any of the walls.”

Josh
gathered the two women into his arms again and they all floated down
through the shadows to the stone floor below, landing as lightly as a
falling leaf. They landed near the small pile of rubble. The darkness
didn’t look so complete on the floor of the main shaft; they
could distinguish the dark entrances to passageways leading away from
the shaft into the rocks walls and they saw the lighter forms of rock
columns supporting the levels above them. The light filtering down
from above helped them see and, after their eyes adjusted to the
darkness, they could make out more details of their surroundings. The
pile of rubble turned out to be a twisted mass of metal coated with
black dust, as if some metal structure had long ago fallen down here
from above, but whatever it used to be, it was unrecognizable now. A
small crater, glowing dull red with heat, marked where Jen had hit
the floor with her gun’s charge.

“Which
way now?” Reese whispered. It was impossible not to whisper in
the heavy, oppressive silence of the place. They couldn’t even
hear the wind down here at the bottom of the shaft. For some reason,
speaking too loudly made them feel vulnerable.

“There,”
Josh whispered back, and pointed.

The
dark, rounded openings of ten passageways stared at them from the
bottom of each of the four towering walls. From a passageway in the
wall adjacent to the face with the staircase shined a dim, distant
light. The passage glowed dully, like a gold tooth set in a mouthful
of black teeth.

“Can
you sense anything, Josh?” Reese whispered. “Anything, no
matter how innocuous, that might be a trap?”

“Nothing,”
Josh said. “Just silence and darkness. My eyesight isn’t
much better than yours, Reese. I can’t see in the dark any
better than you can. It’s subtler than that. But no, I don’t
sense anything other than a stone passage.”

“You
wouldn’t,” Jen said. “If there is a trap, we won’t
see it coming. Let’s not waste any time. Mike is waiting for
us.”

She
walked ahead of them into the passageway. After a sharing a brief
glance, Josh and Reese followed her.





“They
are coming,” the Elder whispered in a soft electronic rasp. He
hulked over one of the screens set in the dark consoles, touching at
the controls with his long, monstrous fingers. 


Mike
stared at the inhuman figure, his fingers digging into the
transparent barrier confining him to the platform. He knew the Elder
had to have some kind of trap in place for his friends. But he had
said “the one I desire.” Which one? Was it Jen? She was
the one with the guns. Did the Elder want the guns? But, if Mike
followed Cainan’s timeline correctly, those guns had been
invented long before the Elder had first appeared in this
post-apocalyptic world. He would have had access to guns like those
back when he was first made a cyborg. What did they have that the
Elder might want?

He
had begun to think of the Elder as a he instead of an it,
almost without realizing it. The face staring from that golden,
mechanical body was undoubtedly male. Talking to him played a part in
the change in Mike’s way of thinking. It had a way of
humanizing even something as inhuman as the Elder. 


“Which
one of them do you want?” Mike asked, trying mostly to get the
Elder’s attention. Maybe he could distract him and delay him
from setting off whatever trap he had waiting for them. Mike reasoned
that if the Elder wanted them to come to him, he would set the way to
this chamber for them to easily follow and then set the trap just
outside the door.

The
Elder ignored Mike’s question, or appeared to ignore it, and
remained bent over his consoles.

“What
do you want?” Mike finally cried. “Ultimately, I mean.
Why have you done all this?”

The
Elder turned his neck around so that his face looked at Mike. One
corner of his mouth turned up into a smile. Again, Mike had the
impression that the Elder was only waiting for him to ask the right
questions. Manipulation seemed to be this being’s greatest
talent. Or maybe it only seemed that way.

“Don’t
you know my reasons?” he said. “Didn’t Cainan tell
you? Tell me then, what is the one constant in all of human history?”

“I
don’t know,” Mike said. His mind raced. He thought he
could see some familiar faces on one of the screens in the consoles
behind the Elder.

“Randomness
is the constant,” said the Elder. “For all humankind’s
best plans, it is the random events that ultimately shape history.”

“I
don’t understand what you mean,” Mike said. He actually
saw Jen’s face, as beautiful as hope, move across the field of
view in one of the screens.

“Don’t
look past me! Listen to what I say!” the Elder snapped. He
seemed genuinely angry. “Look at me and understand the cruel
randomness of the world. I came from the time before the Event. I
thought when I reached this devastated age that I could use the power
over time I had mastered to help the world become something great
again. And look what has happened to me!”

“You
must be very angry at the people who did this to you,” Mike
said, thinking it was something Josh would say, something with
empathy. But Josh was too good-hearted to try what Mike was doing.

You’re
not the only one who can manipulate, you sick freak, he thought.
I’m just keeping you busy until Josh and Jen get here and
tear you to pieces.

“Not
at all,” the Elder said. “Not at them. Why should I?
Traveling into the future gives me all the revenge I need. They are
all dead now, aren’t they? What I am angry at is the randomness
of it. I could just have easily been taken in by the reterraformer’s
side, perhaps even made into one of the angelic cyborgs they
envisioned!”

Josh,
Mike thought immediately. Does he want Josh?

“But
no!” the Elder raged. “Chance dropped me into the hands
of monsters. And look at me now! I am a demon.” He held his
hideous, clawlike hands out to Mike, as if in supplication. And for a
moment, just a moment, Mike felt a shadow of pity move over his
heart. But then the Elder clenched his hands into golden fists.

“Well,”
he said. “I cannot go back in time and undo what was done to
me. My past alone cannot be changed without causing a paradox. But I
do have the power to shape the future. With my cosmic strings, I can
take away the element of chance in human events, and take away the
awful randomness in the world. I can shape all of time as I wish it.”

“You
want to be God,” Mike said, breathlessly. He finally
understood. “You want to be God, and control…
everything.”

“There
is no God!” the Elder said, again genuinely angry, just like
the last time Mike had mentioned gods. “Look at the cruelty and
suffering through which mankind must struggle and tell me there is a
god controlling this? But when I have the power, there will be that
control. I will assume the position that has been empty since before
Creation. I will become the Deity human beings have longed for.”

“You
can’t make sure events will turn out the way you want. It’s
impossible! You cause a paradox every time you try to change the
past. You are a product of the past, if you change it, your motives
change. You can’t do it.”

“And
yet, is that not what I have already done?” the Elder said. “I
have already manipulated this timeline to come out the way I wished
by changing the history of the world after the Event. You see, in
traveling through time, I remove myself from the timestream and
create a new timeline. The entire world is changed, but I remain the
same.”

Mike’s
mind raced, paradoxes overlapped each other in his head, confusing
him. Again, he wished Reese were here. She had been able to think
around these things back in Raj Amar. But then he seized an idea.

“But
the world isn’t the way you want it,” he said. “It’s
environmentally dead. By destroying Raj Amar, you ruined the
reterraforming efforts. You didn’t see that coming.”

The
Elder’s face turned as black as a stormcloud. “Cainan was
not the only one trying to reterraform the Earth!”

“But
he was the most significant!” Mike realized. “You didn’t
want his civilization to rival you in power, so you destroyed it by
sending the cosmic string after us. But no one else was as
successful, so you have a dead world to rule over!” Mike
pointed at the Elder and laughed.

“There
are still human beings in this world!” the Elder roared. His
face was livid.

“But
something tells me this isn’t what you want,” Mike said.
“You can’t see all the consequences to the changes you
make. No one could! There are too many. And that’s jacking up
all your plans!”

He
knew this was dangerous, instigating the cyborg this way. But the
screen behind the Elder now showed Josh, Reese, and Jen standing on a
stone ledge before a narrow metal bridge. He remembered the sound of
the Elder’s footsteps stomping over metal as he carried Mike to
this place. That must mean they were close. He just had to occupy the
Elder for a little while longer.

And
then he realized the last piece of the Elder’s plan.

“That’s
why you need us, isn’t it?” he said. “You need us
to make the changes to the world that you want in this time.
Basically what you’ve been doing all along, except we’d
be your slaves now, golden cyborgs, me and Reese and Jen. But Josh
has the real power, doesn’t he? That’s why you wanted
him, why you wanted Cainan’s technology. If you were able to
reprogram him or brainwash him or whatever you’ve got in mind
to enslave him, then he could easily conquer the last struggling
human settlements left in the world and force them to create the
future you want. Then you’ll travel into that future and reap
all the benefits. Every time you make a mistake, you can just send
down another cosmic string and start over again.”

Mike
thought his realizing this would enrage the cyborg, but the Elder
merely stood there in the shadows, watching him with a dark
expression on his face. A dangerous expression.

And
then the Elder spoke. “You think you are distracting me, but I
know exactly where your friends are. They are moving into my plans
right now.”

And
then the cyborg turned and touched a button on the console behind
him.





Before
they reached the bridge, Josh, Jen, and Reese wandered through a maze
of narrow stone passageways. But they always knew which way to go.
They stayed to the lighted paths. Whenever a passageway branched into
different directions, one path would be lighted, and the other paths
dark. Whatever had taken Mike had smashed the lights on the ways it
didn’t want them to go.

Sometimes
they passed great empty areas that had been excavated to hold several
stone buildings. These little neighborhoods looked well built and
organized, filled with smooth stone sidewalks, broad boulevards, and
even stone parks filled with statues. But they never saw any people.
On their meandering path through Down Below, they saw several little
neighborhoods tucked beneath overhangs of rock or set on ridges
overlooking great underground chasms, all of them dark and empty.

“Where
is everyone?” Reese asked as they followed the trail of
electric lights through the stone park of one of the villages. She
had stopped in front of one of the statues, a rough-cut rendering of
a mother clutching her infant child. The mother’s blank stone
eyes stared upwards at the rock sky of this place. A look of
desperate hope and sadness had been etched into her face. Carved
across the statue’s base was the word “ENDURE.”

“Good
question,” Josh said softly as Reese fell into step with him
and Jen. “Has everyone abandoned Down Below since Cainan’s
time?”

“Why
would they?” Reese said. “I don’t think it’s
a coincidence that Down Below is empty now that the Elder has taken
up in it.”

“Do
you think he killed everyone?” Josh whispered. It was
impossible not to whisper in this silent garden of statues, with all
those haunted stone faces seeming to watch them from the shadows.

“I
don’t think he had to,” Reese said. She still clutched
her midsection with her arms as she walked. Her voice was ragged with
pain. “I think it’s more likely that he arranged history
so that they would have to abandon it. I don’t know how he did
it, but the place is empty just the same. Maybe it has something to
do with the golden cyborgs.”

Reese
suddenly stopped walking. She doubled over in pain and groaned. Her
stomach made an audible gurgle.

“Wait,”
she managed to say, and then she stumbled off the path and behind a
statue of a group of children at play. The inscription etched on the
statue’s base said “CHERISH LIFE.” Behind a little
stone girl frozen in the act of skipping rope, Reese pulled down her
pants. A flood of diarrhea poured out of her. Her stomach muscles
clenched and she couldn’t stop a strangled cry of pain from
escaping her lips. A bubble of fluid gurgled out of her stomach and
into the back of her throat, but it did not taste like vomit.

It
tasted like blood.

She
turned around and looked at the puddle of mess she had made on the
dusty, gravelly ground. She saw streaks of blood in it.

Bleeding,
she thought. I’m bleeding internally.

A
chill went through her like a single drop of ice water running down
her spine. With it came a firm certainty.

I’m
not going to survive this.

Her
chest hitched, her mouth twisted, as her entire body shuddered with
the realization. She wanted to start sobbing and fought that desire
with all her strength. They didn’t have the time. Mike needed
them. And there was another thing, of which she was certain: Josh
would need her too. She had to keep going for their sakes. But still
part of her wanted to scream, It’s not fair! It’s just
not fair, damn it!

She
forced down the cry and felt tears slide down her cheeks. With an
effort, she got herself moving. She had nothing to clean herself
with, so she simply pulled her pants up and walked back to the path
where Josh and Jen were waiting. Jen looked impatient, but said
nothing. They must have heard the sounds she had made. Reese’s
stomach throbbed as if she had swallowed a red-hot coal.

“Are
you okay?” Josh asked as they started moving again. 


“I’ll
be fine.”

They
continued along the smooth stone path. It glowed through the shadows
around them like a black satin ribbon. Its twisting path took them
past subterranean grottoes, a pool of black water with a surface so
smooth it seemed like an ebony mirror reflecting a rocky sky; they
walked along towering rock walls with their path only a narrow ledge
curving over the wall’s massive flank; they came to a broad
level expanse where the stone ceiling was only a few feet above their
heads and ran perfectly parallel with the flat floor. As they
followed the path, they felt a gentle rise to the ground. In some
places the trail of lights led them up several flights of stairs,
which they navigated slowly and with great care, anticipating a trap
on every step. But no trap ever came and they began to get an
impression that they were moving closer to the surface again.

And
then finally, after passing through a short but narrow stone
passageway, they came upon a metal bridge spanning a cavern bathed in
golden light. A large circular light source mounted in the ceiling of
the cavern illuminated the entire space, like a Sun fixed eternally
in a stone sky. The bridge connected the ledge they had emerged from
the passageway upon to a ledge on the other side of the cavern, where
another passageway yawned before them. To their right, an enormous
steel plug was mounted in the rock wall of the cavern. Out of a small
network of cracks in the rock wall at the base of the plug, a small
stream of water ran tumbling through the rocks on the cavern’s
floor and underneath the bridge in a little stream.

Reese
guessed the plug must block off a hole in, or maybe even serve as
some kind of outlet of, an underground aquifer that served as the
source of water for the people of Down Below. Raj Amar had been built
over an aquifer, she remembered, and it seemed this section of Down
Below had been excavated near one. It made sense to Reese that the
people of these times would build their settlements near underground
sources of water. Maybe the Event had made drinkable surface water
rare after it incinerated the Earth’s crust.

“I
don’t like this,” Jen said, staring at the bridge ahead
of them. It was about thirty feet long and its floor was made of the
same black metal grate as the steps leading down the main shaft. The
metal handrails on each side of it gleamed in the golden light.

“It’s
the perfect place to set a trap,” Reese said, and felt a
strange confusion at these words. But her stomach hurt her so badly
now, her head swam with nausea and dizziness. She couldn’t
think! She didn’t know how long she could hold out. She felt
like she was about to collapse. Both of her legs trembled beneath
her.

“We
have to do something,” Josh said. His voice was tinged with
impatience, and for the first time Reese could see a bit of his
sister in him. “We’ve been going for too long, following
this thing’s trail. I can see a door at the end of that
passage. If we’re going to find him, it has to be there.”

It
was true; all three of them could see it, a big steel door gleaming
in the harsh electric lights of the passageway opposite.

Reese
spoke up. “I think we need to face the possibility that we
might not find Mike here. We’ve been following the trail this
thing has left for us, but we might just find a trap on the other
side of those doors. The Elder could have taken Mike somewhere that
we could never find him and only led us here to trap us.”

“I
won’t accept that,” Jen said. “We have to find
him.” She looked at the narrow bridge over the rocky gulf and
shook her head. 


“No
way I’m crossing that thing,” she said. “Josh, can
you jump over that and carry me with you?”

“No
problem.”

Josh
took his sister around the waist and jumped, and the twins sailed
through the golden air in a curving parabola, across the gulf,
without setting foot on the bridge, to the ledge opposite.

Reese,
standing in the opening of the passageway from which they came,
leaned against the wall for support, clutched her stomach and watched
the twins fly. Jen’s hair billowed out behind her, and all the
highlights of gold and auburn shimmered through it in the wind and
golden light. Josh’s hair was just a streak of shiny black
above his shoulders, but what a pair of shoulders they were. Wide,
strong shoulders; under the white sleeveless shirt he wore, round
muscles curved away from his neck and met at the base of the curve
that marked the tops of his arms. He could carry the world on those
shoulders. It seemed to Reese that the two of them were flying
awfully slowly, it was taking them so long to reach the other side,
and yet the wind billowed their clothes and their hair as if they
were moving at great speed. A hundred details of the two of them
leapt at her eyes as they sailed. A curve of muscle in Josh’s
bare tricep, the golden tan of Jen’s skin. The graceful way
they held their limbs in the air. They reminded Reese of a bird the
way they each had one arm outstretched, like a dove in their white
clothes.

So
slowly they moved. They seemed to halt at the apex of their flight,
and then slowly they began to move again, down through the rays of
golden light.

They
are so beautiful, Reese thought, and an unaccountable,
overwhelming sadness enveloped her, a sadness that had no source and
no reason, a sadness that swelled around her as an ocean in which she
sank, and drowned.

She
loved them, Mike and Josh and Jen, but they would never feel the same
way about her. It had been this way her entire life. She had never
belonged, never been accepted. She had lost everyone she had ever
loved. Her mother she had loved especially, and yet her mother had
not loved Reese enough to try to endure for her sake, and had killed
herself. 


Why?

And
now, looking at Josh and Jen falling through the air with impossible
slowness, she thought she knew the reason. Had her mother felt the
same way? Her mother must have felt that all she had was her family.
After losing first her husband and then all the history and memory
she saw in the family heirlooms, made by the hands of her ancestors,
had Reese’s mother felt this intense loneliness, like she had
to face all of time and eternity alone, and she wasn’t sure if
she was strong enough to do it? Reese thought so. Finally she
understood. Time is the meaning. Time is why we have to love each
other. Because in the end, time will bury us all.

Josh
and Jen fell through the air and Reese, out of sync with time,
watched them in awe of their beauty and power, and even their
imperfections, and she thought the love for them welling up inside
her would somehow kill her, like someone who gazes directly at God.
She knew she would never belong, knew she would always be alone, but
looking at them and feeling the love she had for them finally made
her understand that unless she cared about someone her life would
have no meaning.

I
understand, Mom. I understand and I forgive you. 


Josh
and Jen landed as gracefully as angels on the ledge opposite. Reese
still saw them as if time had slowed to a snail’s pace. Josh
held Jen carefully in front of him and set her on the ground as he
descended. And across his back, Reese saw a flicker of gold appear.
The gold light flashed across his back and then coalesced into a
single dot, glowing for an instant, but for Reese an instant was now
an hour, or a day, or something that no longer had any meaning in
terms of designations of time.

And
in her dreamlike trance, Reese sensed the presence of danger. The
perfect place for a trap, but the Elder would know we would think
that, and play off our expectations.

Reese’s
mother seemed to whisper to her from across a bridge of years. Don’t
make my mistake, Reese. Don’t let death come between you and
the ones you love. Don’t let your sadness over the things
chance throws at you destroy your life. Make it count, Reese. Make
your life count.

Reese,
the pain of death upon her, struggled to her feet and began to run.

As
she crossed the bridge, faces danced in her vision like pictures hung
from strings: Josh, who loved others so much he needed someone to
show him how to love himself. Jen, who loved the people in her life
so much, she was afraid to face it. Mike, who thought he had to take
care of everyone and never questioned why. And others as well. Cainan
fixed his green gaze on her and said, “I only want to help
you.” Her mother smiled at her from her doorway for the last
time, although Reese didn’t know it then. Her father scooped
her up in his arms and spun round and round with her, both of them
laughing hysterically. Her childhood friend Mary Ann danced away from
her through an open field, her blond pigtails shining in the
sunlight. From out of her past, the faces came, building her up even
as they as stripped her down to the core of her being, her essential
essence exposed.

And
then she hurled herself against Josh, falling into his arms; he had
already landed and turned to face her, shocked at what she was doing,
and something traveled down the beam of golden light she had seen on
Josh’s back and shot into her own back, breaking her,
paralyzing her, shattering the world like a mirror breaking, until
the only things left were the two chips of blue purity that were
Josh’s eyes.

“Make
it count,” she whispered, and passed away into darkness.





In
the chamber, Mike saw the Elder draw back in surprise at something he
had seen on one of his screens. Mike couldn’t see it, for the
Elder blocked his view. But he did hear what the Elder said next, in
a deep whisper raw with outrage.

“No!”






23: Emergence





“Reese!”
Josh cried. She slumped into his arms, her chin resting against his
chest so that her face gazed up into his. It was Reese’s face,
and yet it was not. The structure of bones and flesh and sinew
matched exactly those of his friend, and yet some vital essence of
her was gone. He held her under her arms and she sagged down in front
of him, and her eyes did not so much look up at him as they sat in
their sockets like chunks of stone. He said her name again, and this
time it was a question.

“Reese?”

And
now his other senses kicked in, the senses Cainan had given him that
he could not understand but only accept. He sensed no movement in
Reese’s body, no rhythm and pulse of the machine of life
churning within her; no throb of a heartbeat, no soughing surge of
breath, no rush and vibration of blood in motion. She hung in front
of him, her legs limp, her gaze pointed upwards but focused on
nothing.

“Josh,
get back!” Jen said, grabbing his shoulder and pulling them all
back into the passageway. She sounded frightened and angry and upset
for some reason. But why? What could have happened? Nothing could
have happened because he would have sensed danger before it came! His
senses stretched out and around him like radar. He felt the pressure
of the waters held back by the iron plug. He felt the great weight of
the Earth around him. He felt Jen behind him gazing up at the ceiling
of the cavern and clutching her guns, the life within her burning and
burning with a furious fire blown by the bellows of her heart.

And
then he realized that there was a blind spot in his awareness, a spot
they all had taken for granted, all of them except Reese. She had
somehow known and had sacrificed herself for… for his sake.

Above
them, in the source of light glowing in the ceiling of the cavern,
was the blind spot. A glass dome mounted in the cavern’s rock
ceiling showered its golden light down on them. The source of light
within the dome burned and pulsed and hissed with the plasmas of
illumination like a giant light bulb. Near those plasmas, Josh’s
senses sensed nothing but interference from all the heat and energy
of the light source disturbing the air around it. And there a weapon
must have been hidden, a weapon intended for him. Looking down on the
ledge in front of him, he saw a small gold dot on the ground, almost
exactly like the red dot projected by a gun’s laser site. The
Elder had known he would fly over the bridge. Of course he would
know! Anyone would know they would expect a trap on it! So the Elder
didn’t risk setting a trap on the bridge itself, but at their
destination on the opposite side.

Josh
fell to his knees. All his superhuman strength seemed to have left
his legs. Reese sagged down in front of him and he saw the thing
imbedded in her back. A thin wavering cry oozed out of his throat.
His jaw sagged and his lower lip trembled. A narrow black shape
jutted out of Reese’s lower back. The end of it was split into
four perpendicular fan shapes, like the end of a dart. Josh grabbed
it and pulled. The dart slowly slid out of Reese’s back, it
seemed to keep coming and coming, two inches, four, six. Finally,
after eight inches it pulled out completely. A thin black dart, about
eight inches long, had hit Reese’s lower back so swiftly it had
buried itself almost entirely into her flesh.

But
it was meant for me.

A
shot like that would have crippled him, but he could have been
repaired. And by then the Elder would have had him.

But
Reese had saved him. She had saved him and now she was dead.

The
cry grew in his throat and his lips pulled away from his teeth as the
cry grew louder and louder, transforming into a roar. He clenched the
dart in his fist until it crumbled into three pieces, and he threw
the pieces away as he rose to his feet and flew at the steel door
with all the strength he could command.

The
steel rang under his fists and dents appeared in the smooth gray
surface as he pounded on it. “Get out here!” he screamed.
“You bastard! Quit lying and hiding and face us in the open!”

“Get
back, Josh,” Jen said, her voice filled such determination and
sadness that it broke through his fury. He turned and looked at her.
With tears glistening over the expression of grief and anger on her
face, Jen cocked the big gun. 


Josh
flew back over the top of the passageway as the green charge streaked
past beneath him, the ball of plasma sizzling and crackling through
the air with electric intensity. The explosion of its impact with the
doors sent a roaring shockwave of compressed air against them and
blew the steel doors inward. Smoke and dust billowed into the air and
filled the passageway in dense, expanding clouds. Josh banked,
hawklike, in the air; he and Jen ran into this brume and stormed into
the chamber like angels invading Hell.

Josh
kicked aside the crumpled wreckage of the doors as they entered.
Smoke filled the air in the chamber, obscuring everything but the
glow of computer screens and some kind of white nimbus of light in
the center of the room. Out of this light, they heard Mike yelling at
them.

“Get
out! It’s a trap! Go back!”

Josh
reacted first. He swung his left arm back and pushed Jen behind him,
so that she stood halfway in the chamber and half out, and then he
saw two streaks of gold come out of the smoke. One flew past his left
side where Jen had been standing before he’d pushed her back,
but the other struck him square in the chest. He’d had just
enough time to brace himself for the impact, but he was not prepared
when the gold thing stuck to his chest. It was a gold disk that
sprouted legs and clung to him like a spider at the moment of impact.
And then an electric current went coursing through his body. He fell
onto his back, his arms and legs flopping, his hair standing on end,
his entire body shuddering as if in the middle of an epileptic
seizure. The back of his head knocked against the stone floor.

By
reflex, Jen reached out to snatch the thing off his chest, and then
stopped herself in time. Touching it might not only shock her as
well, but she suddenly realized that it might be what the Elder
expected, and he would have time to shoot at her again. She drew the
pistol and started firing into the smoke. She fired the pistol to the
left and right of the white light in the center of the smoke-filled
room. She heard Mike shouting from that light and assumed her enemy
must be to one side or the other of it. She saw the green charges
bursting into the walls of the chamber in murky flashes through the
smoke and the sounds of the explosions were sharp and loud. From
those sounds, she reasoned the chamber must be fairly small. But she
heard more than just the sound of the pistol firing and the
explosions against the walls. She also heard footsteps. Heavy
metallic footsteps stomping swiftly over the stone floor, and those
footsteps seemed to move behind Mike.

She
was herding it. Good.

Jen
took another step into the chamber, firing as she went. As she
stepped over Josh, she kicked the gold shocking thing off his chest,
and he stopped jerking and flailing his limbs. Slowly, with anger and
pain burning over his face, he started to climb to his feet.

Mike’s
voice screamed from out of the smoke for them to watch out. The heavy
metallic footsteps stomped across the floor, moving somewhere closer
to the center of the room. Jen shot the pistol’s green charges
streaked into the oily clouds of smoke, a few to the left of the
light and then a few to the right, as quickly as she could fire them.
The charges burst into small green explosions against the walls.

The
smoky air seemed to claw at her eyes and rake at her throat. Her
breath burned in her lungs, and her vision blurred as her eyes
watered. She kept blinking her eyes to clear them and focused on the
barrel of the pistol in front of her, suppressing the urge to cough.
She fired the pistol as quickly as she could, so as not to give the
thing in the smoke a chance to slip through her lines of fire. In
this, the smoke was an advantage, since it would obscure this
creature’s vision just as much as it would hers.

And
then she heard a loud crash and a tearing sound as the light in the
center of the room went out. She heard Mike cry out in pain.

A
voice, a deep electronic-sounding vibrato, spoke to her from out of
the wisps of smoke.

“Drop
your weapon, girl, or I’ll break his neck! I assure you, his
life is of no use to me.”

She
did not drop this pistol, but she did stop firing. Josh stood beside
her, having finally recovered from the electric shock he had
received.

“What
can you sense?” she whispered.

“They’re
both straight ahead,” Josh whispered. “Mike and the
Elder. But the room is circular, with some kind of platform in the
middle. If you go around one side and I go around the other, we’ll
have him.”

Mike’s
voice called out from the smoke. “Don’t do it, Jen! Just
shoot him-” His voice strangled off, as if something had choked
him. Josh and Jen moved in opposite directions along the curving wall
of the room towards the other side.

They
had each moved about thirty degrees along the wall when they heard an
electronic beep and the ground shuddered. They froze. 


A
faint roar like a roll of thunder came to their ears from someplace
far away, and with it came a slight vibration in the floor. The room
began to slowly brighten as a star-shaped pattern of pale white light
appeared in the ceiling above them. The smoke in the room seemed to
flow up and into this light and at the same time dust fell in golden
curtains from out of the ceiling. It then became apparent that the
ceiling of this chamber was a dome, and now the dome had split into
triangular-shaped segments. Those segments were sliding into the
walls, opening up the dome to the outside.

As
the chamber brightened and the smoke cleared, they saw the Elder
holding Mike in his golden claw. The Elder had one claw wrapped
around Mike’s neck such that the golden bars of the thing’s
robotic fingers were wedged underneath Mike’s jaw, and the rest
of Mike’s body dangled beneath him. Mike clutched at the
Elder’s fingers with his hands, trying to draw himself up and
get some air. His legs kicked beneath him. The Elder stood in front
of a concave recess in the wall of the chamber and held Mike out in
front of him like a shield. Josh and Jen advanced on the Elder from
both sides, Jen holding the pistol and Josh armed with only his fury
and might.

“You
kill him even as you move!” the Elder roared, and his grip on
Mike’s neck tightened. His face, already red, turned a dark
crimson and then purple as he gagged. Josh and Jen halted, but Jen
did not lower her gun.

The
dome had completely retracted now and the chamber was open to the
sky. The peaks of mountains poked into view over the edges of the
hole where the dome had been, and the sky above these mountains,
clear when they had entered Down Below, now boiled with black storm
clouds. Lightning flashed across the face of the tempest and the wind
roared into the chamber. The air in the room was now perfectly clear
and intermittently lit into garish clarity by flashes of lightning. 


The
ground had not stopped shaking. Pebbles, dust and debris skittered,
danced and jumped across the floor with the vibrating ground.
Distantly they heard the sound of rock splintering and the crashing
of boulders falling against each other.

“Let
him go!” Jen shouted at the Elder, struggling to make her voice
heard over the din. “It’s over! You’re plans are
finished!”

Josh
moved closer to the Elder, his arms bent at the elbows and his
forearms raised as if eager to rip the cyborg apart. His grief and
anger burned over his face.

“My
plans are vaster than you can conceive!” the Elder roared. “And
even now you serve them!”

The
floor suddenly heaved. A massive crack burst into the stone floor
through the center of the chamber, and a crack of lightning in the
air above them seemed to echo the rending Earth. Josh and Jen
stumbled back with the sudden uplift of the ground. The walls and
floor of the chamber shook with the earthquake, and new cracks
crackled through the stone floor beneath their feet. Josh recovered
quickly, but Jen fell onto her back. The Elder’s grip on Mike’s
neck never wavered. The cyborg was steady on the shaking ground, like
it rested on shock absorbers.

The
Earth and the sky roared and quaked with mind-numbing violence, as if
the two elements were at war with each other, as if the apocalypse
had come again.

Stretching
out his golden arm, the Elder raised Mike before him like a man
lifting a drink in a toast. “I leave you this world and its
destiny!” he declared, his unnaturally loud electronic voice
piercing the commotion that saturated the ground and air. “Realize
your dreams across its face! The future belongs to you!”

And
with that, he hurled Mike into the center of the room. Events blurred
into one another as they all took action at once. Josh leaped up,
caught Mike in mid-air, and together the two of them tumbled over to
Jen’s side of the room. As soon as he threw Mike away from him,
the Elder stepped back into the concave recess in the wall behind
him. A golden substance oozed out of the floor, flowed upwards in
defiance of gravity in a curving path through the air, finally
encasing the Elder in a sphere of gold. Jen, lying on her back on the
floor, fired a stream of shots at the Elder, but the charges bounced
off the surface of the gold sphere and ricocheted into the walls. As
Jen shot at it, the sphere suddenly floated out of the recess in the
wall and launched itself like a golden cannonball upwards into the
storm.

Above
them, the clouds spiraled in on one another and from out of their
fury, a tornado descended. The friends saw the golden sphere fly up
to the flank of the cyclone, glint one last time in the flash of a
bolt of lightning and then disappear into the tornado itself. 


The
funnel cloud bore down on them, rumbling through the mountains, and
swelled in their view through the hole in the chamber’s
ceiling. The air in the room accelerated and swirled, picking up dust
and debris as it did. Josh and Jen, struggling to move over the
vibrating ground, bent over Mike, who lay gasping and choking between
them as the wind blasted them with dirt and rocks. The world
dissolved under the barrage of dust like a sandstorm. The winds
suddenly increased in intensity, blasting them until their skin was
raw from it, and then they began to decline. The funnel cloud passed
over them, and the air, though still windy, grew clear again.

Jen,
looking up and around, her hair flying into her face in a brown
fan-shape, shouted, “It passed us by! The tornado didn’t
take us away!”

Mike,
his hand at his throat and his body heaving back and forth with the
shaking of the ground, gasped out, “Josh, get us out of here!”

Josh
scooped his friends into his arms and the three of them flew out
through the hole in the ceiling. They emerged into roaring winds,
flashes of lightning, and rocky mountain peaks like gargantuan
pyramids all around them.

“Look
out Josh!” Jen screamed. 


A
boulder the size of a small building was tumbling down the slope
behind them, smashing smaller rocks to pieces beneath it as it came.
Josh swung them through the air and they spun slowly out of its path.
They did not have enough speed to move away in time, but the
displaced wave of air flowing ahead of the rolling boulder swept them
up and shoved them to a ledge about thirty feet above the hole and
out of the boulder’s path. They slammed against the rock wall
above the ledge and then collapsed onto the ledge itself. The boulder
rolled over the hole from which they had emerged and then it tumbled
down the slope to the desert basin far below. A circular shockwave
thundered across the desert floor by the boulder’s impact with
the hard bare ground.

The
three of them saw they had emerged from Down Below in the mountain
range that had encircled the desert basin, and now the tornado was
plowing through the basin’s hardpan floor, a cloud of dust
billowing out from its base. The funnel cloud glowed from within,
from the cosmic string at its heart, and with the same gravitational
stress that had created the storm, the string now bore down into the
bedrock of the Earth, twisting and bending the tectonic plate so that
the ground quaked at the stress.

The
three of them slowly climbed to their hands and knees, bruised and
battered by the impact with the rock wall. Josh arose first, then
suddenly lurched to his knees with a look of sudden remembering on
his face.

“Reese!”
he cried, and dove back into Down Below.

“Josh
no!” Jen called after him, but he had already descended into
the black gaping hole, now ragged at the edges after the boulder had
rolled over it.

He
found her lying just where he’d left her, on the ledge in front
of the metal bridge. The ground rumbled and roared all around him,
like being inside the stomach of a beast. Rocks fell from the ceiling
of the cavern; their shadows danced over the crackling walls in the
golden light. The bridge twisted and rang with the shaking Earth. The
rock wall with the steel plug in it was now covered in a spiderweb of
cracks with water spraying from it in freshets.

Reese
lay on her stomach, her arms stretched out before her. As Josh
scooped her up, a loud cracking boom came from the other side of the
bridge. The passageway across the bridge was collapsing, a great
crack had split the cavern wall up from the top of the passage almost
all the way to the ceiling, and then the passage simply fell shut in
a shower of rocks and dust. And then an instant later the rock wall
with the steel plug in it burst outwards, sending a flood of water
into the cavern like a collapsing dam. The steel plug fell to the
rocks on the ground and rang like an enormous gong, then rolled on
its side across the cavern and tore away the bridge in an
earsplitting scream of tearing metal. The roar of the rushing,
frothing waters obliterated the sounds of the earthquake and the
storm as the waters crashed through the cavern like a colossal tidal
wave.

With
the waters falling on him from behind, Josh flew with all the speed
he could summon out of the cavern, back through the hole in the
chamber’s ceiling and into the open air again. The water surged
through the hole behind him as he flew out with Reese in his arms,
filling the hole with its white churning fury. As it gushed through
the hole in the ground like an enormous geyser, Josh felt the spray
of it hit him, dousing him in freezing cold moisture. The water
surged upwards, vibrating the air with a thunderous roar as it jetted
out of the ground. Josh pulled at all the force he could summon to
push them through the air and out of its path. 


And
then he fell onto the ledge with Jen and Mike, who both grabbed him
and pulled him into their arms.

“Thank
God you made it!” Jen said as she hugged him. Reese’s
body lay limply between them, in the center of their three-way
embrace. 


Below
them the waters flowed in a giant river down the rocky escarpment of
the mountains, and fell hundreds of feet in a waterfall to the basin
below.

The
tornado had dissipated, and now only the churning storm clouds
hovered over the Earth. But now, as the waters flowed out of the
subterranean aquifer and into the dry deadness of the desert basin,
the world took on a new color. As the mists from the falling water
rose in veils through the air and the dry ground popped and rumbled
with the sudden contact with moisture, the land no longer looked like
a place rendered lifeless by some long-ago catastrophe. The water
spread across the ruddy desert ground like a cool hand over a
feverish brow, and with the clouds above it and the mountains rising
all around, the world seemed like a place hovering on the cusp of
creation, just waiting to be born.





24: Fulfillment





Josh
pulled away from Jen and Mike, scooted back and set Reese on the
ground between them. Reese, with her hair wet and drops of moisture
clinging to her cheeks, stared at the cloudy sky. Her eyes were still
open, but looked at nothing.

“What
happened?” Mike said when he saw her, his voice cracking.
Reese’s face looked as gray as the stormy sky above them, but
with none of the sky’s furious motion and life. Her face was
still.

“There
was a trap set on the other side of the bridge,” Jen said.
“Some kind of dart gun mounted in the light in the cavern’s
ceiling. We think it was meant for Josh, but…” She
trailed off, put her hand over her mouth and looked away, blinking
her eyes.

Josh
reached into one of his pant’s pockets and pulled something
out. It was a small, metallic capsule. He squeezed it between his
thumb and forefinger and then let it roll into his palm. The capsule
seemed to unroll, like a flower bud unfurling into bloom in Josh’s
hand. It sprouted six thin, insectile legs, with two long curving
manipulators like sickles in front of it. Two tiny red eyes like
rubies glowed into life between its delicate antennae, and at its
other end, a flat tail sprouted. Now it looked like a metallic insect
in Josh’s hand. The little robot was about two inches long and
scampered on its thin legs in a small circle in Josh’s palm.

Mike,
staring at this transformation, was too shocked by Reese’s
death to understand what was happening. 


“Josh,
what are you doing?”

Josh
didn’t answer, but only set the tiny drone on Reese’s
chest. The drone turned in a small circle in the center of Reese’s
breastbone, just above her heart, and then scampered up between her
collarbones, over the curve of her neck and then up the underside of
her jaw. It crested her chin and, after a pause at her lower lip,
crawled into Reese’s mouth.

“What
are you doing!” Mike said again, and grabbed at the thing, but
Josh caught his wrist.

“It’s
okay, Mike,” he said. Josh leaned over Reese and brushed a few
wet curls of hair out of her face as he stroked her cheek with his
other hand. He stared into Reese’s face, his pale eyes focused
and intense.

“Reese,
come back!” he whispered.

Several
moments passed with only the sound of the waters pounding upon the
rocks. The moments coalesced, became a minute, and the minutes slowly
ran into each other. Josh kept his gaze focused on Reese’s
unseeing eyes. Mike stared at them, not knowing what to expect, his
curly blond hair falling in damp locks down to his cheekbones on
either side of his face. His dark blue eyes were wide,
uncomprehending, waiting for what might happen next. Jen pulled back,
as if she were afraid, her hair falling in wet waves down her
shoulders and chest, her eyes seeming to expand as she stared at Josh
and Reese.

Suddenly
Reese’s body jerked, her arms bent at the elbows, her knees
flexed. Her head tilted back on her neck and a sound, almost like a
hiccup, came out of her throat. Jen and Mike both flinched in
surprise. Josh put a steadying hand on Reese’s chest as she
twitched on the ground.

Reese
began to choke. Her hands rose upwards as if reaching towards the
clouds. Then her chokes grew longer, seemed to stretch out and become
milder, until they transformed into long whooping breaths. Reese rose
up suddenly, gasping, and then fell back into Josh’s arms. She
blinked her eyes like someone just coming out of a cave.

“What…
what happened?” Reese said, and then choked again.

Jen
let out a loud, piercing cry that was something between a laugh and a
sob, but it was joyful all the same, and Mike felt a similar sound
rising in his own throat. He didn’t know if he wanted to laugh
or cry or both, he only knew this was incredible, miraculous, he
didn’t have enough words in his head to describe it.

Reese
leaned forward, heaved, and the repair drone Cainan had given Josh in
Raj Amar fell out of her mouth into Josh’s waiting hand. It
curled into a capsule again and Josh returned it to his pocket. Reese
fell back into his arms, smiling in such a bewildered way that none
of them could resist crowding in around her and hugging her. Still
not knowing what all this was about, Reese could only look up at the
clouds from the center of their group embrace until they finally
pulled back to give her room to breathe.

“Did
we beat him?” Reese said, her voice soft and weak. “Are
we safe?”

Josh,
Jen and Mike looked at each other, unsure how to respond. Finally
Mike said, “We’re safe. Everything will be okay.” 


It
became too much. This was just too much for him to face and he had to
rise and walk over to the end of the ledge to collect himself.

He
looked out over the desert basin far below. The waters rushed out of
the hole in the ground and tumbled down the rocks until they reached
the steep drop-off of a cliff and fell in a streaming waterfall to
the desert. At the rate the water was falling into it, the desert
basin would soon become a lake.

Mike
felt a gentle touch on his shoulder. It was Jen, looking at him with
an expression of warm concern.

“Are
you okay?” she asked. She was smiling; she was actually smiling
at him as if everything that had happened to them was nothing she
couldn’t handle. God, sometimes she was so strong she shocked
him.

“We’re
going to be all right,” she said, making him love her. “We
won. We drove him away.”

“Did
we?” Mike asked. 


Jen
raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?” 


“He’s
still out there,” Mike said. “Waiting for us across time.
He succeeded in using us to exact his revenge on Down Below, the
society that formed out of a disaster and couldn’t stop their
endless conflicts with each other. If we’re not careful, we
could fall right back into his plans again.” 



“So even though we drove him away, the Elder still wins?”
Jen said. “Is that what you’re saying? Evil wins?”

“I
don’t think this is a case of good against evil,” Mike
said. His gaze grew thoughtful as he watched the waves spreading over
the desert. “This is history we’re living through, even
if we do think of it as the future. History is never as simple as
good against evil. Remember how uneasy Reese felt in Raj Amar, all
the darker sides she saw to Cainan’s motives while we saw only
the good? You could say Cainan won this conflict because we stopped
the Elder’s plans to rule the world, or you could say the Elder
won because we destroyed the societies that harmed him. Both are
right in some ways and wrong in others. I wish it were different, but
winners and losers are never clear-cut in real life.”

“So
what do you think all this was about then?” Jen asked.

“Us,”
Mike said. “All of us. Even while we were fighting him, he said
we served his plans. He said ‘The future belongs to you.’
Now I finally understand what he meant by that. We are the ones who
have to rebuild the world. We don’t have to be his slaves for
that to happen. Just the opposite, we can’t just blindly follow
any leader, no matter how charismatic or powerful he might be. We
have to be strong, conscientious, and work to make a world worth
living in. Then the future will be something great, something anyone
would strive for.”

“Rebuild
the world,” Jen murmured. She looked outwards and around, at
the clouds and the mountains, at the shrinking desert and the
rumbling waters, as if daunted by the enormity of it. 


“Are
we actually going to do it?” Jen asked. “Can we do
it?”

Mike
looked out beyond the horizon, and remembered the words of the
world’s most ancient being.

“We
have to,” he said.
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