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In the night
When the stars cry out
In the night

In the silent night
When the stars die out
In the blinding light

Of the twining strand
And man

Can steer his course
And knows that he can
In the night

In the silent night
Take a quiet stand

Then step back

Bend

In the afterglow

Of the even flow

And know

That each dream

Is a choice

Made by soul's

Single voice

That we dream to reveal
All the spokes in each wheel
Spin the spark into flight
From the void

Towards the light

In the night

In the silent night
Take a quiet stand

l.\Riney



Chapter One

Last week, rain fell gently and steadily over a#iday period and today fresh
green shoots of grass poked their heads througmeis&ture-softened earth. Stunted
evergreens, washed fresh and shiny, welcomed tiigsuwith water plumped needles.
Everything grew with quick, eager bursts. This stennt seemed that all of nature
adopted a new life and expanded by leaps and boémds if Johnny Evans were to be
believed, even the rocks were growing.

He first brought them to my attention yesterdayteAhe finished unloading
veterinary supplies from his pickup truck, he walkeer and sat on a shaded wooden
bench on my stone patio. Pulling the bandanna &mand his neck, he wiped beads of
sweat from his wide brown face.

"Branch,"” he began. "Did you ever see somethiagytbu knew wasn't right?
Something you had done one way, but now it's saimer avay?"

| handed him a glass of iced tea I'd brought frobmtiouse and sat down at the
picnic table, facing him. Johnny and | had knowaheather for over twenty-five years,

having met first as opponents in the schoolyarddWaer become friends, growing as



close as each of us would allow the other to cdretared at him now, watched him wipe
his hands across his plaid flannel covered stomiatinny wouldn't understand the term
"pragmatic” if | used it to describe him. He wotédl me that he did everything the
practical way; if it didn't make sense, he wouldia'tit.

“Memory plays tricks on all of us,” | said.

"This hasn't got nothing to do with memory, Bramtdckworth. It's got to do
with how | do things. For instance, if | built avdtway between two cliffs, I'd build it
wide enough to get a pickup and a heavy trailexugh it."

"Go on," | encouraged, as | watched him curl hiskfingers around the glass of
tea. "l agree with you. It would be foolish, coresidg the amount of work involved, to
do it otherwise."

"Would you?" he asked eagerly. "Really?" He stopdastill holding the iced tea
in his left hand, and shoved the red bandannaeim#tk pocket of his faded blue jeans.
"You got time?"

| nodded

"Well, follow me. I'm gonna show you something yean't believe."

| had all the time in the world. Too much time alwhnny knew that. But, in his
Navajo way, he wouldn't remind me of the fact.

"It's not far," he said, as | followed him down tihesty trail to the corral. Looking
ahead of him, over his shoulder, | saw his patelypickup truck parked in the road that
led to the pasture. He pointed to a position abduindred yards to the left of the pickup.

"You can see it now," he said. He didn't slow hasgand | looked in the

direction he had pointed.



"That clump of boulders to the north of the cortdl@sked. "Is that what you're
talking about?"

He pulled off his brown, sweat-shaped Stetson apéadvhis forehead. Halfway
turning to me, he nodded, again picking up his palo®nday sun beat down on my bare
head and | felt moisture accumulate under my alin&d to be important. From
experience, | knew that Johnny Evans didn't dolangthe didn't have to do during the
heat of the day.

By the time we reached the road, | still had naiddat Johnny had tried to point
out to me. The road that he and | had built sewerats earlier between the boulders and
the corral stretched lazily in front of us, two piéel bands of packed sand separated by a
narrow hump of darker earth sprinkled with smalingps of drying vegetation.

"Now," he said, slowing his pace as we turned tirgec coming up on the corral.
"Tell me what you see!"

| stopped dead still, astonished with the sightaygs relayed to my brain. Johnny
was right. We had graded the road between thresehsized boulders on the left and the
fence that formed the north boundary of the carathe right. | had driven my pickup
down to the pasture and back twice daily for siargenow, easily passing between the
large red rocks and the corral. Puzzled, | statd¢ldeanarrow passageway.

"It's almost like someone moved the boulders tow#nd road," Johnny said. "I
know | didn't build that road that close to therok®s."

| nodded slowly, still trying to make sense of whaaw. The rut formed by the
left wheels of my truck when | drove to the pastwes only inches from the nearest red

rock. Surely | would have observed that fact atsearlier time. As | stepped closer, |



knew that there was no way that my pickup, left @he the rut, could have passed by
here. The nearest boulder, much too close to the, rwould have ripped off the entire

left side of the truck. "You think someone movedrtt?" | asked Johnny, knowing the

improbability of the statement the moment the wdefismy lips.

"Naw," Johnny said, hooking his thumbs in the bmdps of his pants and rocking
back and forth on heels and toes of his cowboydhd®hem rocks weigh tons each.
Besides, if someone could of moved them, there ekoelbeen sign around. Ground
would have been scuffed. Rocks would have beemcbed."

"What are you trying to say?" | demanded, staringifinscrutable face,
searching his shiny black eyes for expression.

He looked down at the ground and kicked a pebbil tlie sharp toe of his boot.
He cleared his throat. When he laughed, the toleso$ound that came from his throat
was shaky, nervous.

"Branch, the only way | can see this hajopgis that them damned rocks

growed."

Kate Branigan reminded me.

After our conversation up at the corral, Johnnyrisvlad left, heading back
toward town. | knew he was going to Rosarita's Tiavaad another all night binge. |
considered calling Virgil, his brother, and warnMiygil to intercept Johnny, but then |
would have to explain to Virgil the reason for Joys behavior.

As for myself, | knew without doubt that rocks didgrow. Not like that. A few

geology classes in college had shown me that tke laad once been the bed of an



ancient sea. Over a period of millions of years,4ba had dried and the sediment in the
bottom had hardened and become layers of rock. Eten movement of the earth's
crust had caused those layers to be lifted. Wirtbveaiter had accomplished the
inevitable weathering process, breaking the saleis into huge sandstone mesas and
buttes scattered across the landscape. The sacespes had further weakened these
monoliths and gravity had pulled the broken posidown to the bases. Several of the
huge boulders, propelled by the momentum of rolfnogn near the tops of some of the
mesas, had traveled a great distance. The bowddars/ ranch that were now in question
were some of those. They had been too large ftw osve when we had put the road
there. Had they been as huge six years ago asvéreytoday?

The question became moot as | remembered my hansethe fact that those
animals depended on me. | led Athena, my favorib@d mare, out of the corral and
walked her down to the pasture where she convenseguine tones with the yearlings
grazing the green pasture. After | had loosed hekInto the corral, | loaded three large
buckets of grain onto the electric cart | keptdonvenience, and began the supplemental
feeding process.

Late afternoon brought a misty pearl tone to tliesandstone cliffs that
surrounded my lush valley. | was reminded of mydyfmrtune in being able to acquire
this land several years ago when it had come upuotion. The house, a large one-room
wood and stone structure, | had designed myselfiaster father, Henry, had supervised
the construction while | had played professionatiiall a thousand miles away.

And a thousand years ago, | thought, as | washetangs. Opening the

refrigerator, | poured a glass of tea from theagajar | kept filled with my favorite



beverage. | then walked through the open doorwagiihg to the east patio, stepped out
and sat down in a comfortable chair I'd boughtléz@in this very spot. Evenings had
become my favorite time of the day; | spent hodnmny life watching the sky turn deep
blue, indigo, and then black before stars poppedamsprinkle the heavens with
pinpoints of light. During those hours, my thoughtsuld eventually turn to Casey and |
would probe the aching memories, searching fodteeased past of my present torment.

But not tonight. | heard a throbbing rumble anteé few seconds, knew it to be
a vehicle coming up my private road from the highwdy heartbeat increased and,
leaving my chair, | walked around to the frontlo¢ thouse. | saw the car in the distance,
a small, light-colored foreign car. When | realizedas Kate Branigan's white Toyota, |
breathed more easily. Since the two reporters beamtéd me in town a couple of years
ago, | anticipated every car coming into what Isidared my private space as carrying
intruders who would disrupt my life.

Dust boiled into an inverted funnel of pink tragibehind the car. For a moment,
as the road dipped through a wash, the small \edishppeared before it again
reappeared. | heard the engine drop into a lowar g& Kate began the climb to my
plateau.

| walked out to meet her at the parking area reagarage. She had parked near
the large red boulders that formed a semi-cirgmsaing the garage area from the house
space. At sixty-plus, Kate Branigan still gave ith@ression of a redheaded teenager
trying to drive her father's car. | watched herpdner keys as she reached for the door
handle. When | pulled the door open, she smileékaly, sliding her legs around and

stepping out of the car.



"I can never remember where that foolish openéstse said, flashing her white
smile and taking my left hand into both of hersh&fik goodness you were here to help."”

"And you know that you could open it with no prailé there wasn't anyone
here to do it for you," | chided.

My former mother-in-law laughed and | felt my headrm with the sound. It was
as if her vocal cords emitted, in addition to thegh, the faraway chiming sound of a
sweet bell. | had loved her from the first momedtleard her voice and, even today, the
sound lifted my spirits.

Kate followed me to the east patio and | seatedbfare going into the house to
get her a glass of tea. | had just closed thegefaitor door when | heard a crashing
sound and Kate's stifled scream. | rushed out dlie ploor and found her sitting where
I'd left her. The look she turned to me reflectedsternation.

"What's wrong?" | asked. "Are you alright?"

"Of course," she said. "It's just that the strahtfeiag happened. It startled me."

"l heard the crash," | told her, searching theg#tisee what had fallen.

“No," she said, rising to her feet and touchingany. She pointed toward the
garage and her car. | felt coldness spread throughody. "Not here. Look out there at
my car. | must have failed to put it in parking gdaappears to have rolled into that
boulder!"

| didn't need to remind Kate that, elevation wiee had parked the car below the
boulder. Even out of gear, the Toyota couldn't halled uphill. | saw the same thought

reflected across her smooth face.
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"It's not possible, is it?" she asked, her brownkling above her clear hazel eyes.
"That rock couldn't have moved down the hill onatgn volition. Could it?”

Kate had left before dark. | knew she hated driahgight, so | didn't protest.
Before she left, | examined her car's bumper fonalge, but | saw nothing other than a
few heavy smudges of red where the boulder hadpdesgainst the shiny surface.
Attempting to hide my concern from her, | hugged dred kidded about stopping at the
bars on the way home. She, seeing right throughlisguise, immediately felt my worry
but attributed it to my usual depression.

"You need to get out more, Branch. Go places anet mew people. You can't
spend the rest of your life here re-hashing thé'pas

| had remained silent. This time, | had wishedHer to interpret my morosity as
memories of my life with Casey. | watched her bapkhe small car and point it down
the hill, toward town. A small wave, a cheerful Enand she was gone.

The minute her car dropped from sight, | rushed the house and opened the
bottom drawer of my desk. Rummaging through thderus, my fingers felt the item for
which | searched. A twelve-foot tape measure. hegai sheet of paper from the
notebook on the desk's surface, | picked up a pandiran back outside.

The next hour, the hour before total darkness,umniathe tape measure around
first one boulder and then another between the pattil the corral. | carefully noted the
location and circumference of each stone. By time tihat blackness cloaked the sky and

one star peeked out to twinkle at me, | had charted the location and size of twelve
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boulders. Morning would provide me with the answeought.

| didn't sleep. From my bed, | watched the eastkyn Stars danced on the
opaque surface, moving upward until they passeaiosight, only to be replaced by
more stars, other patterns. Finally, on the horit@aw the initial fading of the black to a
deep indigo. At this point, | rose and dressed.

With apprehension and dread, | postponed my cortipanmeasurements by
making a cup of instant coffee and sipping it befgoing outside. I rinsed the cup and
left it in the sink. The sheet of paper, pencil &ape measure were on the desktop where
| had left them last night. | picked them up arslaa afterthought, reached for the solar
calculator | kept in the top drawer.

The first mauve light of dawn colored the sky ie #ast as | knelt to measure the
boulder nearest the house. When | removed the tapad the circumference
measurement and then meticulously noted it nebldsionight's measurement. By the time
| measured the last boulder, the one nearest thal cfull sun fell upon me and prickled
my back through my dark denim shirt.

Pulling the calculator from my shirt pocket, | laakat the figures on the sheet
and did a few quick calculations. | felt salivadedin my throat, blocked by knotted
muscles. | forced myself to swallow and the souad Woud in my ears. Shaking my
head, | punched in the figures again. The resudt®wdlentical. | looked across the field
of innocuous boulders between the house and wHerelt. It couldn't be! But the
results were the same both times.

Overnight, the rocks had increased in size by tognt!
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Chapter Two

My heart beat rapidly and | made a mental and glaysiffort to slow my shallow
breathing. Dust fogged in through the open pickiqlows and | watched the red
speedometer needle creep up toward forty. Henoidvnow what to do about the
rocks. Henry would understand and explain to naualny perceptions of the boulders.

At the highway intersection, | slowed only slighbigfore pulling up the steep
incline and onto the smooth black asphalt of tlggWwiay. Twenty miles ahead of me lay
another intersection | knew well. And, when | tutradf the paved road there, | would be
less than three miles from Henry's ranch.

| focused on the road. Ahead of me, in my lanergd recreational vehicle
slowed almost to a standstill before turning rightthe road to the campground. As the
rear end of the vehicle loomed large, | slammedany on the brake and silently cursed
myself for my lack of attentiveness. | forced myselconcentrate on driving, on

anything to take my mind off of those boulders.
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Since it was almost ten in the morning, Henry wdgdback at the house, having
his morning coffee with Amanda, his wife and mytéwsnother. He would have gone to
the ruins early this morning and spent several iexcavating or detailing notes on the
ancient civilization. For the same hours, Amandalddave been seated at her
typewriter, her next best-selling historical romanmaking shape in front of her, one page
after another. They would share a couple of hoars In the middle of the day with
Henry telling her about some exciting discovery amtanda revealing her heroine's
latest escapade. Even though they now had thepedsict and compatible of
relationships, they hadn't always been lucky endadtave each other. When | had met
Henry, he hadn't even known Amanda.

Most people recall 1957, an otherwise less thaahtetyear, because of the
launching of the Russian satellite, Sputnik. MattEy noted the violent eruptions
brought about by school desegregation in LittlelRdakansas. | remember 1957 with a
fondness that still brings a warm glow to my he@hiat was the year that | first met
Henry Adams. Our paths came together in Septenflibabyear, two months after my
ninth birthday.

Again, | slowed my pickup, this time backing offbin the red pickup I'd caught
up with. Today, Johnny Evans had a heavy loadd §athat pickup bed. He had left
the tailgate down and a shovel bounced looselypprof the load; dribbles of red sand
trailed a waterfall off the bed of the pickup andmthe asphalt. Johnny always drove his
pickup at forty-five miles per hour, regardlessadd conditions or weather. We were
almost to town, anyway, and | saw no gain in paghkim so | slowed my own pickup

and backed off. My thoughts drifted back to Henng ¢hat day twenty-eight years ago.
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That rough and tumble kid, fresh from the stoclchathat had doubled as a foster home,
carried a chip on his shoulder almost as largesasds. Henry, perceptive and
compassionate, saw the chip and made it his clyglemremove it.

Henry's white stucco ranch house had been thehdtlse I'd gone to that day.
The sun was still fresh in a morning sky when Haypgned his door and looked down at
me. Right away, | took a look at the slender maanmg gray slacks and white shirt and
figured | was set for another rejection.

"Mister, you need trash picked up or any errandsedaround?"

Through the thick lenses of his horn-rimmed glassiesiry's gray eyes examined
me. | swallowed and subjected myself to his scyytiorcing a calmness | didn't feel.

"Your car?" | ventured. "You need your car washed?"

"How old are you, young man?"

He had a firm, gentle voice. | hesitated for a momérwelve," | lied. "I'm
twelve years old and | can do almost anything a cagando."

He smiled at me then and | braced myself for heveuld feel when he closed
the door in my face, anticipating how the muscliesip stomach would tighten, dreading
the incapacitating lump in my throat.

"I'm sure you can," he said, opening the door wadal motioning me in. "Why
don't you come in and we can discuss this over saitkeand cookies."

| followed him into the hallway, hesitating whenbserved the Spartan
cleanliness of the ranch house’s interior. He cor@d toward the rear of the house and |

wriggled my feet out of my dirty moccasins. My béeet made sucking sounds on the
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cool smoothness of the black tile and | lifted ntfyea tiptoe to follow the slender man
down the long hall.

The smooth golden finish of the large kitchen tatses covered with newspapers,
books and lined sheets of paper. | looked arounthBoman's wife. He must not be
married, | told myself. Mama never let Pop do amgHike that. | felt my lip tremble.
Pop had always talked about books and educatiomawwche was going to make sure |
had opportunities.

The man shoved some of the papers aside and pultealchair for me. Again, |
hesitated. White, silky material covered the padskst and | hadn't had a change of
clothing for three days.

"Sit down, son. I'll get some cookies."

While he opened the refrigerator, | grabbed a bidet of paper off one of the
stacks and laid it on the seat. Then I quickly sed@nto the chair. When he came back
to the table, he set a large glass of milk andhtigal of thick cookies in front of me. My
stomach rumbled.

"There you go," he said, ignoring the sound. "A magrds food if he is going to
work."

| ate one cookie and half of another before | refmered my manners. Rubbing
my wrist across my mouth, | reached for a napkaihking it on my lips like Mama had
shown me. "Thank you, sir."

"Why, you're welcome," he said, smiling again.dtlmyself in his wide, gentle
gray eyes. This man is old, | thought, and yetd®the eyes of a three-week-old kitten.

"Tell me, young man. Do you have a name?"
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“I'm Ji..." | hesitated. Then | answered, "I'm Braridhused my uncle's name. He
had died in Korea and didn't need it anymore.

"It's nice meeting you, Branch," he said, reacliorga cookie. "My name is
Henry Adams."

Looking back now, | know that Henry had made dyarccurate assessment of
the tough little orphan who had shown up on hisrsliep. He had likely surmised that |
was a runaway and indigent. Yet, he had chosersotolbeneath that, to search for the
frightened, yet independent, spirit that lived witbAfter three more cookies, he had
stopped me.

"Branch," he asked gently. "How long since you's&ea?"

"Last night," | said, pausing. How could | tell$Hine man who lived in an
enormous house such as this that | had eaten rfotiiefrom a trash bin behind a grocery
store? Could he understand that hunger had driveetoreneak between the strands of
barbed wire and pull three ears of corn from a &tsrfield the day before? | wondered
if Henry Adams had ever eaten raw corn and felssitks tangle around his teeth, not
caring because the nourishment of the grain kepstoimach from caving in?

Johnny Evans braked his red pickup and turnecdtiredarge asphalt driveway
leading to the Navajo Inn on the right. | pulled ooncentration back to the present and
watched sand trail from the pickup bed as Johnthg bump in the parking lot. The
pickup passed by a large sign that drew my eyd ahdlied it, as always, with mixed
feelings of pride and embarrassment. Two yearstdgory had spoken at the
groundbreaking ceremonies for this hundred-roorartesd conference center. In his

speech, he had praised his wife, Amanda, andikisdy Branch Hackworth. These two
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people, Henry had said, had invested in this ptdfeat would not only provide
employment for dozens in our economically depressaimunity, but would also bring
another element to the community that would enhafidausinesses -- that of tourism.
An overeager public relations officer had issueths@ress releases and, before we had
realized what was happening, reporters from twenat magazines had shown up in
town, seeking interviews with me about my life @rnhe trial. | had gone into hiding and,
at the groundbreaking, | had stood alone, away tlmrcrowd, and listened to Henry
provide excuses for my not being there to spehkdidriven off before he had ended his
speech.

Henry covered for me that day, as he always hadeakd on that very first day
we met. It had been only that evening, after | figeht the day washing windows at the
university campus where he worked, that he hadroatéd me with his suspicions. We
had stopped at a cafe for a hamburger and, midwaygh the meal, he had looked me
straight in the eyes.

"What are your plans, now, Jim?"

"l don't know..." | paused, swallowing a French, faymost choking. "How did
you find out my name?" Angrily, | scooted out oéthooth, but Henry grabbed my wrist.

"Sit down, son," he said, his tone casual. "I'mguihg to turn you in."

My stomach churned. | tried to pull my wrist awagrh Henry's firm grasp. He
looked at me with a steady gray stare.

"You might as well eat,” he said. "When they get ypack at the home, you'll

probably be put on bread and water."
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"You crazy old man," | stormed, pulling away frommhand sitting back down in
the booth. "They've had me on short rations fage¢hweeks now. They'll just throw me in
the cellar and forget about me!"

| grabbed the hamburger and tore off a bite withtegth. My bitterness
penetrated even to my taste buds and the hamhbiagied spoiled, the French fries
rancid. Tears burned my eyes. Three days ago, $ihaaked out of that miserable tomb.
Night had covered my escape and, with the helpoafugle of motorists, | had made
almost a hundred miles in three days. To comefaéiniand have to return. | wouldn't do
it!

"I'm not going back," | told Henry. "I'll eat thisod. To let it go to waste would
be dumb, because | don't know how long it'll beobef eat again. But, when [ finish, I'm
leaving."

"l can't condemn your feelings," Henry said. "Bti$, conceivable that running is
not the answer."

"l don't have a better one," | said, swiping a [Efefry in the puddle of catsup on
my plate. "Life's not worth it back there. I'd rattstarve to death."

Henry's eyes widened and he nodded slightly. Heepl4is elbows on the table
and folded his hands together.

"Would you like to come and live with me?"

* x %

Much more traffic than usual prowled the three k#oof business district through

which | drove. | slowed my pickup and impatientiypped my fingers on the steering

wheel, waiting for the red light to change at thieisection. Having left my watch at
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home, | looked at the sun, attempting to gaugeithe. Allowing for daylight savings'
time, it was near eleven. Since his retirement ftbenuniversity faculty three years ago,
Henry had adopted a schedule in which he was aliway® for a couple of hours around
noon. | would be at Henry's before noon.

The day after | had met Henry, he had gone t@gpeopriate agencies and,
within hours, had begun the paperwork that woulolhahim to become my foster parent.
Defying the social worker who told him that | musturn to the previous foster home
until the forms had been approved, he had statechantly that | was to live with him
from that point forth. The social worker had prégels but had backed away from the
gray eyes gone steel.

When he had returned that afternoon, he had untoseleeral paper bags from his
black Chrysler and carried them toward the garadgera/| had been scrubbing oil spots
from the concrete floor. | looked up as his lorlgnder shadow moved over the still-
damp spot in front of me.

"Hi," | said hesitantly, attempting to keep my tareutral. | didn't want Henry to
know how eager | was to discover what had trandghat day, how much | desired to
stay with this tall, gentle man. "I've got almoblttiae spots. There's three over by the
door, but I'll have them cleaned before dark."

He smiled at me and nodded. Then he shifted thieggas in his arms. "Come on
inside, Branch," he said. "We need to talk."

| stood up and dried my hands on my blue jeansaiched his face for clues.
Finding none, my heart beat faster and my skin dretvIt hadn't worked! They wouldn't

let Henry have me! Then a small grin wrinkled tlbeners of his eyes and spread over his
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face. He transferred all of the packages to htshi@hd and threw his right arm around my
shoulder. "We did it, Branch," he cried joyouslyou're going to live with me!"

If I hadn't been nine years old and thought thvaa$ almost grown, | would have
cried with happiness. As it was, | simply closed eygs and leaned against Henry's
angular frame, smelling his bay rum aftershave.

"Come on, son. You've done enough for the day. Garage looks better than it
did when it was new. It's time for us to celebrate!

Inside the house, Henry thrust the packages intammg and gently shoved me
down the hall. | looked up at him.

"Go to your room and clean up. In those bags, yfnd some clothing | chose
for you. We'll go to the ice cream parlor when yeuressed."

"l can't take..."

"Of course, you can. | owe you for two days' wad,| simply spent your money.
Go on, now, and no fussing."

Three pairs of blue jeans. Four shirts. Several setinderclothes and socks. A
belt. New boots and tennis shoes. | hadn't hadntlaaty clothes since my very first day
of school. My throat tightened. That had been firsidde and Mama was still alive, before
Pop had started drinking. After she died, he trigagt he just missed her too much and
the wine helped him forget that she was gone.

| dropped my pants and tore the stiff paper tagthefblue jeans. Disregarding
the harshness of the new denim fabric, | pulleditibeer my hips and worked the metal
buttons of the fly through the new buttonholes.yTfieperfectly. As | spread the new

shirts on the bed, debating whether to wear thenedblack plaid or the forest green
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one, | felt something slip off the bed and falthe floor near my bare foot. Bending
over, | picked up the rectangular box. When | dftee lid, | again felt my throat tighten.
A brown leather wallet lay in the box, a wallettjlike the one I'd seen Henry remove
from his pocket last night to pay for our meals#&lplastic protected a card with
typewritten words. | blinked tears from my eyes &lised on the tiny print. It was a
standard identification card, but Henry had doreedhe thing that could make such a
card personal. He had filled in the blanks for hsing his street address as my home
address and himself as my parent. | squeezed nsyobysed, determined to make the
tears stop. When | looked back at the wallet, ioeat that a piece of white paper poked
from one of the compartments. When | pulled it dddund a twenty-dollar bill folded
with it. On the paper were the word8ke are a family, Branch. You and I. Happy
Homecoming Day. | sat on the bed and bawled. And when Henry dmatligone to the
ice-cream parlor, he had pretended not to see dyimemed eyes.

Passing through the far outskirts of town, | slowledvn at the elementary school
and waited for the crossing guard and two childeewalk across the street. Although
built near the same site as the elementary schuad lattended, this building was much
larger than the old one. However, on the first theat Henry had taken me to the old
school, it had seemed mighty formidable and imgvess

"Do you have any of his records, Dr. Adams?"

The dark-haired lady in the principal's office lgddred across her desk at Henry.
Three different times, | had watched her erase sish#& had written on the form in front

of her. Now, she simply turned the pencil upside/al and impatiently tapped the eraser
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on a nearby pad. | watched a little black curlsptoose from her carefully groomed
hair. Tiny beads of perspiration appeared on hetiead.

"Henry! How are you?"

| turned at the sound of the female voice behindHese appeared an angel from
heaven, a lady prettier than the picture of thgiviiMary that Mama had kept on our
living room wall. Henry stood up and turned to beautiful lady. She grabbed his hand
and held it tightly between her own two hands.

"Hello, Kate," he said. "I'm pleased to see yore brought my son to enroll in
school here and | must return to campus for myotelock class. Do you suppose..."

"Certainly, Henry," the wonderful lady with the eei of music said. Her pupils
had enlarged when Henry had said son; otherwigehatl displayed no surprise. "Run
along, I'll take care of..."

"Jim," Henry said. "Jim Hackworth." He looked at.ride also goes by Branch
Hackworth and if he wishes to be called by that @attmen | would like his school
records to reflect that."

Then he turned back to me. He placed his hand oshoylder the same way |
would have touched a horse to keep it from shyimgya

"Branch, this is my good friend, Mrs. Branigan. Shhe school principal and
she's going to help you. I'll be back at four tfiernoon to pick you up."

And Mrs. Branigan had taken care of me. With a nod of dismissal to the
black-haired lady at the desk, she had picked efdlder Henry had brought in and
invited me into her office. Within an hour, | haddn installed in the fourth grade

classroom with twenty-two other boys and girls of age. | had tried not to look at them



23

as the teacher, Mrs. Lundy, had led me to my dds&d reminded myself that, two years
before, when | had ridden in the rodeo, many me@pfe than this had watched me and
they had been just as eager to see me make a en@taknbarrass myself.

True to his word, Henry had picked me up at foud ae had driven down the
very road that | now drove today. In those dayksad not been paved and the trip had
taken longer. At that time, there had been no ca@bte ranch house at the end of the
driveway. But, there had been the mile-long patid Ahe path led to the ruins.

Within four miles of the turnoff to Henry's randhe road curved and grew
steeper. A few scrub pines appeared, giving protoisiee great ponderosa pines that
sheltered Henry's house. As a child, | had notepated the climatic and ecological
changes brought about by a two to three thousawtccfeange in elevation. Only after
living in the southern lowlands for many years hagturned and viewed my native New
Mexico with fresh eyes.

The next few years after | had gone to live witmHehad passed quickly and
thoughts of those years always flooded me withalg&t warmth. Henry had, upon
discovering my mother's background, suggested thate the opportunity to study
Native American culture and participate, if | wish@ the ceremonials. Such
opportunities, he had told me, come about raretiyranst be appreciated; he reminded
me that few individuals have access to or choietwden the advantages of two cultures.
He had insisted that | consider myself a fine eXampthe best of both peoples, to forget
the taunts and cruelties imposed on me by thosehallaalled me a half-breed.

"You make your life what you want it to be," he Hattl me. "You are the raw

material genetically given to you by your pareStudy that material. Analyze the
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components. Keep what you want and nourish thgsecés Only you can determine
what you become.”

Again, he had told me of the contributions of mghé& in Germany and about my
Navajo Code Talker grandfather during World WaHé showed me a paragraph about
Mama's brother, Branch, and how he saved a bunotenfin the Korean War. Henry
never pointed, directed, nor insisted that | follawertain pattern. The only subject on
which he was adamant was opportunity; he felt @jgen the opportunity, | would
choose the best and become the best.

By the end of our first year together, Henry hagurework on the house at the
ranch. He had drawn up the plans himself and tloedfiwis had spent our after school
and summer hours clearing and building fencesJklyr4, we had planned a special
celebration out at the site. The well had beeredrihnd the corral completed. On the
way out, Henry had been filled with a barely sugpesl excitement that puzzled me.
Henry never seemed to be the type of person whanbe@motional over any holiday.

After he pulled the black Chrysler into the clegrimhere the foundation for the
house would soon be, he turned off the engine. tharfpom the driver's seat, he rushed
around to pull my door open.

"Come on, Branch," he cried, almost pulling me afuthe car. "You thought |
had forgotten your tenth birthday!"

| followed him down the slope to the west, towdrd torral. As we rounded the
curve, my eyes caught movement and | strained teertaut. Could it be? Then the
animal loped up to the fence and | saw it for whaias. A horse! Henry, who knew

absolutely nothing about animals, had bought aghors
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"Here, Branch," he said, digging in his black jagkecket and bringing out some
crumbly sugar cubes. "Why don't you go and malentts with him?"

| ran to the fence and, within minutes, had climtethe horse's bare back. With
pride, | turned back to Henry, startled to find arsied expression on his face.

"Shouldn't you train him first, Branch? Isn't tlidit soon to be riding him?"

Stifling my impulse to tell Henry that this horsachbeen someone's pet, | slid off
the horse and crawled underneath the bottom bdale @orral. Henry's face reflected
relief.

"Good boy," he said. "l told the man | bought hionh that your father was a
rodeo cowboy and that you had grown up with hotses.

| nodded.

"He was concerned that you might not be able talleesuch a spirited horse."

Even today, | felt a grin spread across my fackrasiembered that old horse.
Topper, | had named him, after a character inevigbn show. Both Henry and | had
mourned his loss when Topper had died only sixs/&der. | never told Henry that
Topper had been at least sixteen years old whébght him. | let him go ahead

thinking that Topper had died with his best yedrsaal of him.
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Chapter Three

Looking back now, | could see that Henry, a jureddle-aged college
professor, must have been at wits’ end, tryingrtwigle chores for a young boy. Topper
had been Henry’s answer both to helping me keepeyory of Pop and to my
assuming responsibility for myself.

Over on the left, on a low knoll somewhere bemthe highway and the Indian
ruins, Topper rested. He had just lain down oneatad/slept. We hired John Samuels to
help us move him out to the knoll and | dug thevgra’here had been times in the weeks
after losing Topper that Henry and | had wandemalrdthis main road to this point and
hiked up to the knoll to visit Topper.

| squinted my eyes, startled to see another penstins isolated area. A man
walked down the highway just as | had those yeass. \s | drew closer, | pulled the
pickup over on the shoulder and stopped. It wasinasual to see a man walking in this

part of the country; but this man was differenthis late forties or early fifties, he wore a
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crisply tailored light brown suit and darker tiee Karried a leather briefcase and red sand
had dusted his highly polished dress shoes.

"Hello, there," he yelled, waving his hand and viradkmore quickly. When he
reached my pickup, he moved to the driver's sidesaowled up at me.

"I need to get to the town," he said, pointing baekind me. "I'll pay you to take
me."

"How did you get out here?" | asked. "Is your caralnead?"

"Not exactly," he replied. | watched him strugglghahis desire to order me to
take him to town and his wish to placate me fordhme purpose. A military man, |
thought. One who is unaccustomed to having to @xjglay statement. | waited for him
to continue.

“It's a tour bus," he said. "We're stalled on thgtmoad that turns off the
highway. It's about a mile from here. Our groudug at the home of the archaeologist,
Dr. Henry Adams, and ...”

"Jump in," | told him. "I'll go check it out."

| had forgotten about that group. Henry had sp&atytears gathering an eclectic
group of celebrities to help raise funds for hig dind it had completely slipped my mind.
Today began the two-day tour he planned to impttesss with the necessity for
recovering information buried within the ruins. $tman, then, must be Jim Kirby, the
astronaut.

| watched his self-assured, composed movements amlked around the front of

the pickup. He opened the door to the passengaesand balanced the briefcase on the
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floor before he stepped in. He stared at me fooment before he closed the door. Not
once did he release his grip on the handle of tizédase.

| pulled the pickup back onto the highway. The mated his window part of the
way up and smoothed his thinning hair with his fneed. Regardless of his outward
composure, | sensed a certain tenseness in hisilcar@ements. If he had been a horse
| tried to saddle, | could have deduced the catibésomervousness. But human behavior
was outside my realm; | had proven that too mamgsiin my life...

An unbidden image of Casey came to mind. Caseydidane one thing with her
body and another with her actions. At one poirdad deluded myself into thinking | was
in love with her and she with me. We had spokentbedls and | had believed what I'd
said.

"I'm sorry," | said, dragging myself back to thegent. "I didn't hear you."

"Where are you going? This is not the way to town!"

"We're going to the tour bus," | said. "l need tmWw what's wrong before | drag
the mechanic out here."

"The mechanic?"

"We have only one mechanic who works on dieselregyf

He sighed.

"How long ago did this happen?" | asked.

"Probably an hour or so," he said, looking at hidcli. "We were due to meet Dr.
Adams at eleven and | recall one of the group spthiat we were going to be early. Do
you know Dr. Adams?"

"I do."
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"l suppose everybody knows everybody else in angonity like this," he said,
his tone almost wistful. "I grew up in a small tawn

"l know."

"You know? How do you know? Who are you?"

"Like you said. Everybody knows everybody. | readasticle in the paper last
week that told about the members of your grouptaadour. You're Jim Kirby, aren't
you? The man who was lost in space?"

"Damn!" he exploded. "Will I never hear the endlwdt? | lost communications
with NASA for fourteen minutes of a hundred housigement. Nobody sees fit to recall
the discoveries that | made! They don't want toeerer the experiments | successfully
performed nor the new information | brought back!"

| nodded and pulled the lever for the left turmsilg Henry's road veered off
sharply to the left just over the crest of the upow hill.

"Sorry," Jim mumbled. "It must be the heat."

"Probably," | said, slowing and negotiating thenturdidn't want to delve into
defense mechanisms with this man; | had enoughyafwm.

"Did you turn on this road?" | asked. | couldn'¢ ske bus.

"It's not far," he said. "Just keep driving. Thelast ahead!"

An apt place to stall, | thought with irony. Theda bus seemed to be wedged in
a road cut between two head-high cliffs about adhenh feet ahead. There would be no
way for me to drive on to Henry's and, by the saoken, if Henry came to meet them,
there was no way for him to get around to the higyzw chose a wide spot in the road

and pulled my pickup over to the far right. Befbtarned off the engine, Jim had the
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door opened and was climbing out, his briefcasteld to his chest. He turned and
hurried toward two men who stood talking at the idahe bus. One turned as | came
near and | saw his name tag. He would be the busrdHis white shirt had oil stains
rubbed across the front.

"Are you a mechanic?" he asked.

"l know a little."

"l hope you know more than a little¢' $aid, lowering his voice and leading me
to the far side of the bus, away from the men aathen who had gathered near the rear.
"This is one weird bunch of people. I've been wiim four days now and it's aged me
ten years."

Walking behind him, | bent over to check the tiaesl axles. Leaning over a
second time, my eyes met frolicking blue eyes afrceadly smile from the other side of
the bus. | returned the wave. Pink hair?

"That girl is the only sane one in the bunch,"dhger said, turning to me. "By
the way, I've lost my manners. My name is Mike Pste and I'm the driver for this
tour.”

"Branch," | said, holding out my hand. "Branch Haockth."

Mike grasped my hand firmly before releasing itefithe pointed to a spot
underneath the front of the bus, near the tireherdriver's side. An oily substance
pooled on the ground, darkening the sand.

"I'm not sure where it came from," Mike said, wigia handkerchief across his

forehead. "But I'm positive that's the cause ofitteakdown."
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"We'll have to get a wrecker out here," | said.roa can't work on this bus
unless it's in town."

Mike grimaced. He shrugged his shoulders and dubietead toward the other
side of the bus. "What about them?"

"Dr. Adams can come and pick them up," | told hihthink they're scheduled to
stay at his ranch. Have you tried calling him onrytwo-way radio?"

He looked at me, his brown eyes, for a momenthfeged. Then he looked away.
Finally, he turned and spoke, his eyes avoidingemin

"That radio worked just fine up on the freeway,"daéd. "But | haven't been able
to get a thing on it since we turned off on theéestaghway."

"Did you try channel fourteen? He keeps his radiatisere.”

Peterson stepped closer to me. When he spokepsilsdrely moved.

"I tried all the channels,"” he whispered. "Andiétt them more than once. And
you want to know something else, mister? Theséschieren't this close to the bus when

| stepped out after it stalled.”

Mike Peterson's observation reminded me all toartteof my primary purpose
in being here. | must talk to Henry about the betddat my ranch that were growing.
Yet, at the same time, | also owed it to him tallassistance with this group of tourists.
Especially if Peterson's comment about their uniugualities held water.

"l can't get my truck around the bus," | told Pster. "I'll have to walk up to Dr.

Adams' house and call a wrecker."
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A skeptical look passed over his face and disagpe#&te glanced back toward
the highway.

"It's not quite two miles from here," | assured hihnd I'm a fast walker."

"I don't have much choice,"” he said. "l can't ledvg first responsibility is to
these people. At least, until Dr. Adams takes Over.

"Sure," | agreed. "You just keep them calm anchBlve help here before you
know it."

At that moment, the tall, black-haired man Petetsad been talking with when |
arrived walked around the front of the bus. | halglfeatures neutral, hoping that he
couldn't read the astonishment in my eyes. Thedtdletic build of his body belied the
obviously Oriental features of his face. Mentallyan down the list of Henry's expected
guests. No Oriental names had appeared there.

"I'm Check McCall," he said, answering my unspogegstion. He held out his
hand and | shook it.

"Branch Hackworth," | said. | recognized his nansmmehow, | hadn't expected
the owner of one of Seattle's largest computer eongs to be Japanese. "Nice meeting
you."

"Will you be able to repair the bus?"

"I'm walking up to Dr. Adams' house," | told hinT.Here will be someone here
within a short time after | make the call. Nowydu'll excuse me..."

Walking quickly, with long strides, | left the tobus behind me in a matter of
seconds. My moccasins created dust puffs with esty. After a few minutes, | sensed

that someone followed me and | slowed my steps,mgaw the edge of the road. Taking
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advantage of a sharp curve, | stepped off the anadbehind the mellow brown trunk of
a large pine. Breathing slowly, | watched the wi@d@. Moments passed and no one
appeared. | had almost decided that my imaginatiorked overtime when a woman
came into view.

Slender and petite, with long blond hair tied b&okn her face, the woman
appeared to be in her late twenties or early #srtshe wore a khaki-colored t-shirt and
olive green shorts that looked as if they had ctnm@ an army surplus store.
Completing the picture, high topped hiking bootsased her feet and ankles. Obviously
from the tour bus, she fit no description on Henhgt. | stepped from behind the tree.

"You startled me," she accused. Her full lowerdguted and she looked at me
from underneath heavily fringed brown eyes. "Whyewou hiding behind that tree?"

"Why were you following me?"

She smiled, showing even teeth white in contraketogolden tanned face. She
made an apologetic gesture with her shoulders andsh

"l just had to get away," she said. "That groupkitaere is like a cast of
characters in a murder mystery. You don't mindwilk with you, do you?"

| did. But these people were Henry's guests.

"Come on," | said. "But | don't intend to slow dawhyou can't keep up with me,
I'll leave you behind."

"That's fine," she said, falling into step beside. i walk every day. I'm in

shape."
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She paced me well and | soon realized she hadsrt éeaggerating. Even with
her heavy hiking boots, she matched my stride. Themembered her earlier
observation.

"Why did you say that the group reminded you ofrabters in a murder
mystery?"

She hesitated and | turned to look at her. Sunpreses stared at me.

"You mean you haven't heard?"

"Heard what?" | demanded.

"We've already lost two members of the group.”

She waited for me to absorb the statement. Eherturned to walk on down the
road.

"Hold it," I said. "Slow down for a minute and tefle what you're talking about.
Do you mean that two members of the group have beedered?"

She slowed her step. | caught up with her and stiled, a smile that struggled to
find balance between coyness and slyness. "l didg'that they were murdered."

"Well, it's just a short way to the Adams housesaid. "Perhaps you ought to tell
me what you did mean. And, while you're doing tlyat) can tell me who you are."

"You seem awfully curious for a local Native Amenicwith no interest in this
tour," she said.

| bit my tongue. She saw me exactly as | wishdoetgeen. An anonymous entity.
Why, then, did | feel the urge to shake her? Wekaah few feet farther and |

considered the phrasing of my next question.
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"I know Dr. Adams," | said. "I've done odd jobs fam for several years. I'm
somewhat familiar with the tour plans and | do krtbat, after one initial cancellation,
only two women planned to make this tour."

She tossed her blond ponytail and thrust her hemd$ier pockets. Her breasts
pushed tight against the fabric of the snug t-shirt

"I'm a woman."

"l won't argue with that," | said. "But, you'retrAngel, the rock star. | saw her
earlier when we both looked underneath the buseasame time. Ellen Madison is the
other woman and I've seen pictures of her. YouwteEten Madison.”

"Ellen is old enough to be my mother," the giridsacornfully. "I'm Tina, Angel's
private secretary. At the last minute, she decgtelwanted me along."

"That's a simple enough explanation.”

"Now, Mister Know-It-All, who are you?"

“I'm Branch. I've already told you that | occasiibhavork with Dr. Adams."

"Is that a name? Branch?"

"Branch Hackworth," | said.

"Hackworth," she mused. "Hackworth. Now, where hbkeard that name?"

"It's common enough," | said.

"Not really. Not like Smith or Jones. | know I'vedrd it recently.”

We crested the last rise and | breathed a sigblief ms Henry's brick ranch
house came into sight. | would find out from Heabout the deaths. Amanda stood on

the front lawn, near the pear tree, shading hes efth a hand and looking toward us. |
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would be pleased to relinquish Tina to Amanda'sb&phands. Her questions had
already raised my discomfort level an inordinateant.

"Branch,” Amanda cried, setting her watering pailtioe ground and walking
toward the gate. Her wide blue eyes looked quesiity at Tina.

"Hello, Amanda," | said, taking her offered hands &#rushing her cheek with my
lips. "This is Tina. She's a member of Henry's tdineir bus is stalled down near the
highway."

"How unfortunate,” Amanda said, turning to Tindni'lAmanda Adams, Henry's
wife. Won't you come in and allow me to fix you setimng cool to drink? Then Branch
can call the service station and have them sentdelpt"

Amanda bustled more than usual, | thought, watchergoring tea. Actually,
when | thought about it, | couldn't remember evarihg seen Amanda bustle. | sat on a
chair across the coffee table from Tina who haddelher shapely body to the sofa as if
it had been designed for her. When Amanda seethé&ay holding the glasses of iced tea
on the table, she looked at me. "Branch," she &g, been having some trouble with
my stove. Can you come look at it with me?"

| stood and followed her to the kitchen, impresasdnuch as | had been when
Henry had first brought her home, with her poisé egal bearing. But, once she was
out of Tina's sight, her shoulders dropped andwwmed to me, grabbing my hands.
Tears threatened to overflow her blue eyes.

"Branch, it's Henry. | have no idea where he is\i#es gone when | awakened

this morning and he didn't come back for lunch!f&haot like him! You know that!"
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For a moment, | felt as if my heart had leapedoumy throat and threatened to
choke me. Then it dropped back into place and tedddldly against my rib cage.
Amanda was right. To my knowledge, Henry had nésigd to keep an appointment.
Unfailingly attentive to Amanda, he had never ta& house without notifying her.

"A note? Amanda, perhaps he left a message."

"I've looked everywhere," she said. "Except higlgtu just couldn't bring myself
to rummage through his personal things. | caniebelhe would leave something for me
in there."

"What about the outbuildings?"

"I've looked through all the sheds and the baranBh, | even walked to the
ruins. There's no sign. I'm worried sick."

"I know you are, Amanda. And you have cause. Ifiyallow me, I'll see if | can
find something in the study after | call the seevatation."”

"Please do," she said. "And I'll attempt entertagrthat girl in the living room."

"I'll take care of her," | said grimly.

** x

Carson Jones answered the telephone on the seongrahd promised to have his
wrecker at the site of the bus breakdown withinttber. After protesting that there was
no need, Tina finally gave in and agreed to takeaAda's car back and tell the group that
help was on the way. Amanda had filled a largenttosrwith iced water and sent paper
cups. Together, she and | stood on the porch aichea Tina drive down the road away

from the house.
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"l hope you're not taken with all those physicarchs,” Amanda said. "She
reminds me of..."

"I know, Amanda. Me, too. She's a dead ringer fas€y."

| put my arm around her shoulder and squeezesisBiied up at me and pushed
back her golden brown hair from her face. | degct@ncern for me in her eyes.

"I've had experience," | consoled her. "l won't fiafo that trap again.”

Casey Branigan had been the first friend | had nadigke Henry had enrolled me
in school those long years ago. She had taken wher iner protective wing and had
championed and nurtured me during those days whes ithe new kid, vulnerable as a
kitten.

Daughter of Mrs. Branigan, the school principals€aled a charmed life as
princess of the playground and ruler of the clamsrorhe other students quickly learned
that to cross Casey was tantamount to exile. Andnehad wanted to feel the chill of
that slender cold shoulder.

At lunch that very first day, Casey brought hey ti@the cafeteria table | had
chosen to occupy alone near the back of the lunchrdVithin minutes, all of the chairs
at the table were filled with chattering fourth deas, each vying for attention from
Casey. Mrs. Branigan had stopped by the table Ew@ her soft hand on my shoulder.

"Hello, Branch," she said, her voice reminding rhéhe tinkle of piano keys. "I
see that you've already made friends. Casey, dikgow that Branch is our neighbor?
He's living with Dr. Adams."

The Branigan's back yard joined Henry's fence aadstart of a long friendship

had begun. Before the ranch house had been completen we were still living in
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town, Henry had bought a gate and Mr. Braniganduak the posts; Casey and | had
become inseparable. When Mr. Branigan had diegi¢he after | came to live with
Henry, Casey and | knew that it was only a matteéinee before Henry and Kate married
and we would all be a real family.

Amanda's touch on my arm brought me back to thegmte| flinched and she
pulled back.

"Forgive me, Branch. | didn't mean to startle yidu.sorry that | mentioned
Casey."

"Don't apologize, Amanda. It's like a blister. Aftae blister has been broken a
number of times, the skin becomes calloused."

"Branch, I'm so sorry."

| strode back into the house. | didn't want Amasidgmpathy. | didn't want
anybody's sympathy. | had enough of my own self4aitlast me throughout this life.

Henry's office smelled of leather and paper. | wiaudver be able to smell that
odor without remembering the man who had takepdnuhimself to raise me. Where
could he be? Could he have made an appointmerfoagatten to tell Amanda? |
dropped into the leather-covered captain's chdimioehis desk and pulled his
appointment book toward me. August 15, today, waskied out with a red magic
marker, as was tomorrow. He had carefully writtesm words TOUR OF RUINS across
both pages.

| felt my brow furrow. | tried to place myself inddry's methodical shoes. After

having made sure that his lecture notes were @erid organized, he would have
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walked the trail he intended to take the group.nlhe would have tidied the bunkhouse
where the men of the group were scheduled to sleep.

"Amanda?"

"Yes, Branch?"

She stood in the doorway, her silhouette stiff. kéar about possibilities, she had
been waiting for my call.

"Did you look in the bunkhouse?"

She nodded. Suddenly her shoulders lifted. "I fotgdook in the well house!"

"Let's go," | said, standing up. "He could havéeialon that slippery floor."

Amanda rushed ahead of me and | watched her clyrefate her sturdy walking
shoes on the steeper areas of the path. Mentahgdtised myself. This path desperately
needed some work done on it. | should have beandwetier with a shovel and a rake.

Amanda stopped suddenly. She gasped and | movaddher to see the cause.
Splintered and broken, the well house door layhenground beside the small building.

"Please, God, no," she whispered. "Branch?"

"He's not in there, Amanda," | said, taking hetthy shoulders and pulling her to
my chest. "Henry's okay. He's not in the well house

Over Amanda's head, | stared at what was lefteftthrdy little outbuilding. The
door, torn from its hinges, lay on the ground, oduld see the crumpled holding tank
inside. But the asbestos shingled roof that Hendylehad worked on so diligently lay
hidden under the enormous weight of a large reddeoul scanned the hill. Almost fifty

feet away, | spotted the roughened earth left bybibulder's passage. A tremendous
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force had been required to initiate the movementaif boulder. | thought of Henry and
felt an involuntary shiver pass through my body.

Back at the house, Amanda and | checked the wadssure. Water ran slowly
through the faucets and then dribbled, finally cepany flow.

"I don't understand, Branch. | watered the rosestlshbefore you arrived.”

"That rock could have rolled down only minutes aga crushed the holding
tank," | told her. "The important thing is that sgopeople from that tour bus can't stay
here now. It'll be a couple of days before we catrtigat rock moved and the pump
repaired.”

"Oh, Henry," she moaned. "Where are you?"

"I'll find Henry," | said. "I have a feeling thatls okay. But we've got to change
plans on housing those people.

"I trust your feelings, Branch. You've always beight about Henry."

And | had. Henry and | had developed the kind oéehess that old married
couples possess. | had always known when he wasuhble and he had sensed the same
about me. This time, | felt uneasy, but not worried

"What about the Navajo Inn?" Amanda asked. "Coutdyet rooms for the group
there?"

"You know we can, Amanda. If they can't find a rofimus, we'll go to the
owners." She smiled. | felt easier.

"That was a pretty good investment,” she sai&ish Henry had planned to

house them there initially."
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"It would have been simpler," | agreed. "Let me Heary's phone. I'll call and
have the staff set aside some rooms for a couplays."

Lights flickered as | walked through the door tondes study. | stared at the
lamp on his desk; it seemed to be functioning prlgp&hose boulders were really
stirring my imagination. As | picked up the receite call, my hand hit Henry's
appointment diary and flipped the page back tqtieeious day. Only one word
appeared on the calendar for the fourteenth, boade my blood cold and my fingers go
numb on the telephone dial. | turned the book alddormake sure | had read clearly.

| had not been mistaken. The neat handwriting lgeddrto Henry. The word
belonged to Purgatory.

Rachel.
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Chapter Four

| felt a chill pass over me, originating with hgad and traveling down my
body, out to my extremities. Had Henry seen Raabain? Did he plan to see her again?
Could he be, even now, trapped in that limbo betweerlds, that evil land of uncertain
return that he and | had visited fifteen years dduéd been there only that one night and
| had no desire ever to return. But Henry insighed Rachel was still there somewhere
and he felt he had to find her.

It had been almost this time of the year. Augue summer of 1970. Home for a
few weeks after college graduation, | had visitétthvmanda and Henry before going
south to begin my professional football careereaAtty, at that early date, Henry had
devoted much of his spare time to his "dig," asdld it. Even though the tumbled
stones and rotted timbers had been on his owntprigad, Henry had earlier requested
approval from the state and federal authoritiesotaduct the excavation himself.
Because of his reputation and expertise in the @raechaeology, he had received

assurance that he could proceed to do so exclysivel



44

On that particular afternoon, Henry, digging a feet from me, had uncovered a
pottery shard and | heard his audible gasp. Rustegto where he sat, holding the
palm-sized fragment, | was astounded at his exjpresSurprised, yet hopeful, the gray
eyes had looked up at me, blinking rapidly.

"Do you know what this is, Branch?" he asked slyakiblding the shard toward
me. "Do you know what this means?

| took the grayish-brown piece from him and exaadiit, turning it over in my
hands and studying the markings. It resembled s@devith which | was familiar. |
handed it back to Henry and he shook his head gpbéally.

"l can't expect you to understand the significamranch. I've never told you
why | bought this particular piece of property.avien't bothered to explain or try to
justify my obsession with these ruins. Not to youto Amanda. Especially not to
Amanda."

| stared at him, knowing that my face must convgypuzzlement. Finally, |
spoke, "Henry, you don't owe me any explanatiorsstok what goes on between you and
Amanda..."

"That's not true," he interrupted. "The two of yame more important to me than
words can ever describe. Without you, my life womldan nothing. And yet | would
continue living. Because this," he waved his arrardiie ruins, "has become my reason
for living."

Not sure | wanted to hear what Henry wanted tonbel] | backed off and picked
up the brush | had dropped earlier. | squatteddaustied some sand away from another

shard. Wordlessly, | handed it to him. Every mow&adl made in my life since | had met
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Henry | had gauged according to the calmness amdyswith which he acted. | didn't
want to hear any revelations about rash decisiongdgments. At this point in my life, |
had no wish to discover that my idol might have fefeclay.

"Branch, | want to tell you about Rachel."

No, I silently protested, | don't want to hear abaoother woman. Kate Branigan
loved you and you wouldn't have her. Instead, yau@ht home a young British novelist
you had known only two months. But she made a himmgou and your eleven-year-old
foster son. | grew to love her and she was theestabing to a natural mother | would
ever have.

Aloud, | said, "l don't want to hear about Rachel."

"Look at me, Branch."

Surprised at the stern tone in his voice, | turtweldok at Henry. His slight frame
seemed to have taken on substance and his steglyges held my eyes for a long time
before | dropped mine.

"It was 1955," he began, "two years before you carttemy life. At that time,
this land didn't belong to me. It was only lateatthmanaged to purchase the property. In
those days, | was still considered a new profeastite college; | hadn't even attained
tenure. Of prime importance at the time was arlartiwas working on to be published,
the first of the Chaco culture series.”

"I remember those pieces."

"l had driven out this road a dozen times, seagcfon some undisturbed ruins.
On that particular afternoon, | parked my car damrthe main road and hiked up over

the ledge."
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His eyes wandered over to the red sandstone lédgédlocked our view of the
house. | stood up, stretched my legs, and wanderexdto a rock. When | sat down on it,
| still faced Henry.

"My heart jumped to my throat when | saw the jurnibléenry continued.
"Always, | had felt as if there should have beemsthing here, but this was my proof. It
was dusk before | had an idea as to the size anldyout of my discovery. My small
ledger was full of notes and speculative drawihgsew that | should be starting back to
the car and home, but | felt a pull to remain.

"l had just removed the cap from my canteen anertakdrink when | heard
movement behind me. It could have been a coyosenatler animal but, somehow, |
knew a human had made the sound | heard. Slowlgs swt to frighten the person, |
turned. Imagine my surprise, Branch! Over in thadglws, there by the ledge, a woman
stood!

"She was dressed in a long, toga-style dress ofaa between fuchsia and
purple, a color | have never seen in our reality which | have since named copera. She
moved toward me and, as she came closer, | selmaeldr surprise at finding me here
was as great as my own upon discovering her presenc

"l have always been a shy person, Branch. | haevkrfew women in my life and
had never been alone with a woman as beautifiligas3he wore her shining brown hair
piled on top of her head. Soft curls edged her-stiaped face. Underneath her high,
perfectly arched brows, large, violet blue eyesvfred at me.

"You are intruding,' she told me in halting Englend | agreed with her that |

didn't own the land. | explained my mission to Aed she seemed to understand what |
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was saying, but her agitation grew. 'It is notaofd that | speak,’ she said. 'You are
intruding in a time that is not your own.™

"A time?" | questioned Henry. "How can someoneudé in somebody else's
time?"

"She was correct, Branch," Henry went on. "After ingial concern, she sat with
me and we conversed for hours. It seems that she fmm another time and this area
right here is the area in which her time and mimgld meet."

"You mean she came from another dimension?" | asked

"I'm not sure,” Henry said. "I think she was tryitmgexplain to me that her reality
and mine exist here together, concurrently. Weesttee same space, but each of us has
our own time."

"I don't understand,” | said. "I think that somegt&yed a practical joke on you."

"It was too real," Henry said, shaking his headhé'$Ild me that | exist in her
reality as one object and, in my reality, as the&n being that | see myself. In her
reality, she exists the way | saw her that night loumy reality, she could be seen as
something as ordinary as a tree, grass, water, aveck."

"And these ruins provided common ground on whicthlod you could meet as
human beings?"

Henry nodded. His eyes were full of hope and aaterg smile began at the
corners of his mouth. It was almost dark, | wasrtyewo, in love with Casey Branigan,
and we had plans for a movie that night. My lovd eespect for the man did not permit
me to verbalize my doubt about the story he taoligft him sitting in the dusk, holding

the two pottery shards. He had not explained #igmificance and | was too caught up in



48

the glamour of my own world to query him. At thetlamoment, curiosity compelled me
to stop on the ridge and turn back to him.

"Her name?" | had asked.

"Rachel," he had replied, almost reverently.

* x

The computer-like voice on the telephone remindecofirmy reason for being
here in Henry's study. | pushed the button to djage the line and dialed the number for
the Navajo Inn. The desk clerk reserved the sedionoms | asked for, then she agreed
to track down two of the courtesy vans and havettaven out to Henry's. My first
thought was to get Amanda and the tour group imant Then | would, if necessary, tear
those ruins apart to find Henry. Hearing a smaib@ol turned. Amanda stood by the
door.

"Go and pack a bag, Amanda," | told her. "Take ghdior two or three days.
You go in with the group and I'll continue our sgat

"You don't think that he's..."

"He's still alive, Amanda. I'm speculating thatrhigtht have become disoriented
at the ruins and wandered off."

"It can't be!" she exclaimed. "Henry knows thosiasias well as if he had created
them himself!"

"l have to try," | told her. "And you'll be the ntdselp to Henry by entertaining
the group.”

"Very well," she said, turning and walking awayr B&eps prim and stiff.
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| didn't want to deceive Amanda. Yet, if Henry lgahe where | feared, he was
going to need some help getting back. | remembin@dtruggle that night so long ago.
After a wretched discussion with Casey, | had takemhome early. Worried about
Henry, Amanda had asked me to go up to the ruidseas if he needed help. When | had
topped the ledge, | had seen his silhouette agtuasiray sky beyond, still sitting where
| had left him. He must have heard me coming bexaesaised his head as | stumbled
down the slope.

"Rachel?" Henry whispered, his voice tremulous.

"It's me, Henry. Branch."

| had brought a lantern with me and, after a femps, lit it. In the artificial light,
Henry's face took on a grayish cast. He grippedtttery shards tightly.

"She'll be here tonight, Branch. | just know it.ig'ts like the time before when
she came here."

"How's that?" | could barely keep the disbelief oimy trembling voice.

"Rachel explained that there were spaces in tipexges where time, as we know
it, does not pass. During those periods, if weirthe right areas, there is no demarcation
between our reality and theirs."

"And the previous encounter was during a 'righetith

Henry nodded. Again, he stared at the pottery shéirtgering them gently. He
looked up at me and lamplight flickered off hisctiensed glasses.

"You don't believe me, do you?"

"Why shouldn't 1?" | asked, lowering my gaze, tryito hide my true feelings. "If

you tell me it's so, | believe you."
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"Initially, it was very difficult for me to acceptHenry said. "l told myself that it
was a dream, that none of it had actually happeBetthere were things that happened
that caused me to re-evaluate."

"Such as?"

"I was never asleep, Branch. It was a fully conssiexperience. Rachel came at
dusk and left at dawn. Yet, the moment that sh&eehback to the overhang and
disappeared, complete darkness surrounded ment gpge some time searching those
ruins, looking for the way she departed; | fullyeinded to follow her, to return with her
to her time. But, | suddenly realized that | wasstly and my canteen was empty, as |
had dropped it earlier when | had first seen Rachel

"I looked at my watch. It had stopped and | wasalielvably tired, so | hiked
back to my car and drove into town. When | stopaieithe gasoline station, the attendant
told me it was Friday night. Not Saturday, as | Haslight, but Friday!"

"Wait," | said. "If you spent the whole night hered then searched for Rachel, it
had to be Saturday." | hesitated and then asked"ra you sure it was Friday
afternoon when you came to the ruins? Could it hmeen Thursday?"

"It was Friday, Branch. Despite my surety, | quastid the same thing- initially."

"What made you change your mind and believe it?"

"l began thinking about what Rachel had said. Sitethlked of right areas and
spaces in time. Following her postulation, we had im a bubble in which there was no
time. How else could | explain our long conversatidiow else could |

compress those hours spent with her into time atmyito less than a paltry minute?”
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| said nothing. An educated man, Henry knew aboedmhs. He understood about
hallucinations and delusions. Who, in fact, was daestion his experience?

"Rachel was the woman of my dreams, Branch. Sheebhexthing | ever desired
in a woman--compassion, humor, understanding ligégice, beauty. But, it was three
years before | saw her again."

"You saw her again?"

"For such a short time," Henry said. The wistfukashis voice made my eyes
sting. "You were in school and | was alone herenddn, | had stopped to eat a sandwich
and she appeared beside me, in the middle of the.r8he handed me an exquisitely
crafted vase of the finest crystal. | started teadp but she interrupted me. 'lt is
dangerous for me to be here," she said. 'l caramédo this zone again. Take this gift
and know that | love you.' Then she disappearsthred at the vase in my hand and
watched as, before my eyes, it took on the cruwsiof a pottery bowl. In anger, | threw
it to the ground and it shattered into dozensadrnents. Again, | searched, but | could
find no trace of the path by which Rachel travddetiveen her reality and mine."

"Have you seen her since that time?" | asked.

"No. It was, as she said, dangerous for her to doene again."

"Why do you keep searching?" | asked. "You have Adaa She has all of the
gualities you admired in Rachel. Lots of men wogllally sacrifice a limb to share their
life with someone like Amanda.”

"Rachel is coming back."

"How do you know that?"
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"Do you remember the layer | sifted through eaticefay?" he asked. "The one
where | found this shard?"

"l do."

"That layer of ash and soil was deposited tentl@renth century,” he said, his
angular face intense with emotion. "And the vas®dd you about? The one | tossed away
when Rachel left?"

| nodded, failing to comprehend what Henry wasnigytio explain. He held up
one of the pottery shards to the lamplight.

"Look carefully," he said. "This is a fragment bétbowl that | threw away. Don't
you see, Branch? | had the bowl in my hands twgéags ago and yet | just unearthed it
among other nine hundred year old fragments. Thgmhg to be another time bubble
here at any moment! I'll be with Rachel again!"

| stiffed my desire to leave. Whatever Henry expddb experience, | decided to
be with him. | told myself that | would be the dsrfactor in the experiment, that we
could later discuss the event and Henry would ctimggips with the pranks his mind
played. If | had known then the horror, the repugma the terror | was letting myself in
for, I'm not sure | would have followed through.ddnow, as | stood in Henry’s study, |
realized what disturbed me at this moment. Whdobd at the window and watched the
cream colored van pull into the driveway, the thingt bothered me was that the last few
days had the same surrealistic feel to them agithatin the ruins, the minutes

immediately before Henry and | experienced Hell.

* * %
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"Branch, the bus is here. Won't you come?"

Amanda's pretense at cheeriness and confidenmessed me. No one would
know what worries trailed through her mind. She pegpared herself to be the perfect
hostess and nothing could impinge on her control.

"Give me a couple of hours, Amanda."”

| walked into the hall and put my arm around heks#k-clad shoulder. She
looped her arm around my waist and squeezed. Theepuled away and straightened
her long gray skirt. Handing her bag to me, shehed to pick up her purse and gloves
from a table in the hall. When she looked up ateoecern reflected in her blue eyes.

"Call me if he shows up in town." | told her. "Thieuld all be due to poor
communication.”

"I hope so, Branch. | truly pray that is the cause.

As soon as the van drove out of sight, | walkedkliadhe study and dropped into
Henry's comfortable leather chair. Running my fisgtarough my hair, | studied the
single word that composed Henry's entry for theviotes day. Why, after all these years,
did he still search for her? After that fateful lmign 1970, why would he even wish to try
and find Rachel?

On that night, after Henry had told me about Raelneél the pottery shards, we
had sat in silence for long minutes, each lostisrolwn thoughts. Slowly, | became aware
of a sound that didn't belong to the familiar nightinds, a piercing, whining sound alien
to my ears. Henry heard it, too.

"That's it, Branch," he cried, pulling himself ts lieet. "That's the sound | heard

before she arrived!"
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| watched his face turn toward shadow after shadearching for the familiar
form. The sound rapidly grew to a pitch and intgnso great that my skin twitched and |
felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up.Mezed my ears with my hands to dim the
noise, the sound of a million crickets dancing amrtg forks.

Just as abruptly as it had begun, the noise erdetithere was no sound, a
circumstance almost as painful to the system apréngous cacophony. Henry turned to
me and the light from the lamp magnified the gledraxcitement in his eyes. | took my
hands from my ears.

"Any time, Branch. Any time, now."

| didn't like any of this. Henry's revelation osHong, although celibate, affair
with Rachel had disturbed me. His hypothesis thatpottery fragments he had held
years ago were related to the shards uncoverethjasdfternoon had disturbed me. And
these supernatural extremes of sound frustrated coefldn't connect the noises to
anything concrete such as wind, animals, or ins&&gher did the complete absence of
sound fit any pattern with which | was familiar.

Then a dim, lavender glow spread over the ruinsthesgurrounding boulders. At
almost the same moment, | became conscious of ensémsation. An odor penetrated
my nostrils, a smell so foul that | gagged and melpback, but there was no escaping it.

"God, Henry! This is terrible!"

"I know. | don't quite understand what it is. Thess never happened before."

"Il tell you what it is, Henry. This is the smealf decay. More specifically, we're
smelling putrefied flesh.”

Behind the thick glasses, Henry's eyes widenedshdek his head in disbelief.
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"It can't be," he protested. "Not Rachel. She dandead.”

"l didn't say that Rachel was dead. We might bellsmgea dead animal.”

Or five hundred dead animals, | thought. Everywher®ved, the smell
blanketed me; there seemed to be no escape. Mytehdged something soft and slick
and | jerked my foot away, almost losing my balaasehe lavender light increased and |
saw the large grayish lump | had pulled away from.

"Holy Jesus, Henry. God almighty!" | tried tearimy eyes away from the slimy
mass that began to take form as the light inteetsiflHenry, this is a man! Lord knows
how long he's been dead!"

Henry remained silent. Horrified by the sight befone, | raved on, "God, Henry.
There are maggots working all through him! Henry?"

| turned to my friend and understood his silenaathBhands held tightly across
his mouth, Henry stood trembling, staring in beetldent at the decaying bodies
scattered at his feet and across the ruins. Weamngay between carcasses, | reached
his side. | grasped his shoulders.

"Henry, we've got to get out of here!"

"No," he mumbled. He kept his fingers clutched dvisrmouth.

"What?"

He looked up at me and | saw twin threads of ligu@&hving down his cheeks.
Limply, he dropped his hands to his sides.

"We can't, Branch. We can't leave here. This isajrthe time bubbles and we

must stay here until it passes.”
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"No, sir,” | said. "Not me. I'm leaving and youtteming with me."

Henry squeezed his eyes closed and wiped thefteanshis face. Resolutely, he
straightened his shoulders and nodded. "I'll foliaw, son."

Taking his hand in mine, | began threading a pathugh the bodies. Never
protesting, he trailed behind me. Corpses stadked tdeep blocked our familiar path
over the ledge. | turned toward the forest, knovihng once there, | could find my way
to the house.

The gray-lavender light sprayed all around usopged and looked up at the sky,
searching for the source, but could find none.Hears, it seemed, we walked the
battlefield. That was how | began thinking of itethundreds of men and women at my
feet as soldiers. Then the light grew dim. Darkredgssuded us and | gripped Henry's
hand, stopping in my tracks.

"It's gone," he whispered hoarsely. "The time babblgone."

The smell had disappeared from the air, but | ktteat'| would carry it in my
memory forever. Turning and looking behind us,dlimed that we had walked only a
few feet from the point at which we had startede Tantern spewed out a feeble light,
but enough to show us the way was clear to takeatie over the ledge.

"Come on, Henry. Let's get out of here."

Wordlessly, he followed and | reached down to pipkhe lantern. As | grabbed
the handle, the world around us grew lighter.

"Damn, Henry. Here it comes again."

* * *



57

This time, no discernible odor accompanied theedaght. Only the moans of
agony and the cries of pain and hopelessness e8ietlby the overhang, Henry and |
remained hidden from the action. | couldn't underdtthe language, the words being
spoken. Yet the tone, the despair, penetratecetodly fibers of my existence. Keeping
Henry behind me, | leaned to peer out. Squintingeyss to focus through the smoky,
hazy atmosphere, | discovered the source of thedsoun the corner of one of the large
rooms of the ruins, a group of women and childreddbted, the women weakly
sheltering the children with their bodies from sasonet of brownish looking gas that
swirled toward them. As | watched, the gas thinfeech moment and | saw the fallen
figures of men near the perimeter of the structure.

A fresh wave of the brownish gas moved towhedruins and | watched
helplessly as one of the women keeled over, amimédling lethargically from her grasp.
These people were being gassed! | stood, unmoparglyzed by disbelief at the
atrocity.

Then | felt Henry move from behind me. | watcheoh Istumble toward the ruin,
fall, pick himself up, and move forward. | shoole tharalysis from my legs and ran
toward him. Suddenly, a weight fell upon my arrattempted to shake it off. Where
were the victims of the gas attack? They had disaygn. Moments passed before |
realized that, again, the time bubble had passexk(E for Henry and myself, the ruins
were deserted. | finally understood what Henry tneedl to describe to me, the reality of
the unreal.

"Why did you stop me?" | asked, shaking his harftisg right forearm. "You

could have been killed!"
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"I knew the time bubble was ending," he repliedditin't want you to be close
enough to become trapped in that reality."

"Trapped?" | snorted, aghast at the possibilityotYvere the one rushing to meet
destiny! Whatever possessed you to step out frorardhat way?"

"It was Rachel," he said. "l think that she was ohthe women in that ruin."

"Damn, Henry. And that's the reality you wantedtoto? All | want is to go
home..."

“It's too late, Branch. Here comes another one."

k%

The lavender light swept over us coolly, peacefdlynost playfully. None of the
horrors of the gas attack or its aftermath remaiAeithought flitted through my mind
and | trapped it. Why did I insist on thinking bitfirst time bubble as following the
second? My previously ordered world, already a slasias to the concept of space,
might have to make room for a new concept of tirGeuld time flow backwards? Could
blocks of events be taken out of chronological tand be held in suspension?

"Look," Henry whispered excitedly. "In the draw ovkere behind the ruins. See
the group of women?"

My eyes followed his pointing finger to five womwio stood together,
conversing solemnly. In surprise, | watched themiing, their patrician manners, their
calmness. They seemed to be of the same racderasithe dying women in the
previous bubble. Didn't they know what was happgmintheir sisters? These women
were clothed in some lightweight flowing fabricetheautiful rosy color Henry had

named copera. A little to the left, three toddaison a light colored blanket. As |
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watched, two men clothed in short robes of the seml@ came quietly down a slope
toward the women. Fine limbed and tightly musctbdy carried no weapons. Could a
people become so highly developed as to need neiqgatyneans of defense?

My question became rhetoric as | watched several mne into the draw from the
opposite side. Two of the men supported a thirdrben them, his steps halting, his head
lowered. Although | saw no blood, | knew he wasiiag in some way. One of the
women left the group and helped the man to thekietartshe spoke to the children and
they moved away as she began bathing the manlsefadenith a damp cloth.

"Is she down there?" | asked. "Is Rachel one ade¢hmomen? If so, and you want
to save her, we're going to have to get her ouirbehe gas attack."

"She's not there," he said, shaking his head.

The lavender light grew gray. Like a sponge soakipgvater, the sky around us
grew darker and darker at the horizon, the gragraooving from the edges of my vision
toward the center. So this was how Henry knew wthertime bubbles ended. Before he
could answer me, darkness cloaked us again. Ouiight, the lantern, had gone out.

"We can't wait around here," | told Henry. "If Ratkvas not in that group, then
you must have mistaken one of the other womendot' h

| started up the path over the ledge, pulling Hdrelgind me. Getting him away
before another time bubble swept over us becamprime focus. | felt his rebellion and
knew he wanted to stay. | also knew that my physitangth was greater than his and, if
necessary, | could carry him away from the scengas only when the lights from the
ranch house came into sight that | slowed, allovidath Henry and myself to catch our

breaths. | sensed that Henry had turned to look baer his shoulder.
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"I should have waited," he said.

"Waited for what?" | asked. "To become trappedne of those bubbles?"

"I should have stayed. Rachel might have come."

"What are you talking about?"

"Those men, Branch. One of them was very ill. Syre¢ had escaped from the
area where they were being gassed. Rachel maynt@ndtere dying."

"No, Henry. The gas attack we saw took place whersaw the women and the
children in the last bubble."

"But there were no bodies," he protested.

"Because the attack had not yet occurred.”

| felt his disbelief. His body stiffened.

"Look at it this way, Henry. Take away our conceptime. We experience
events happening in chronological order, beginmitg our births and ending with our
deaths. Tonight, | sacrificed my idea of this betimg only reality that there is. If space
can exist in all directions, why can't time?"

"Are you trying to say...?" he stuttered.

"Why not, Henry?" | had questioned. "Why can't tima backwards as well as
forward? Why do blocks of events have to occurironological order?”

By that time, my eyes had adjusted somewhat talénkeness and | had watched
Henry's slump disappear, his bearing grow erecemie had spoken, his voice had
contained the confidence of old.

"Then Rachel is still alive. | can find her."
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Chapter Five

The light from the lamp on Henry's desk blinkedytsgred, and then ceased. First
the water. Now the electricity. | stared out thaeaaw at the late afternoon sun, mentally
bracing myself for a task I'd dreaded these pésef years. If Henry had gone over, had
become trapped in one of those time bubbles, tlosved it to him to attempt a rescue.

Henry had changed, almost imperceptibly, in theyé&d been away. His
compulsion to excavate the ruins had grown intallablown obsession. Only Amanda
actually knew how many hours he now spent at timsralthough | had strong
suspicions. Several times since my return, | haged by, almost never at the same
hour, and she had apologized for Henry's absengender, since that horror filled
night, had she asked me to return to the ruins.

If she had suspected what had happened, she hadindicated it to me and |
knew that Henry would never reveal the events.Buatehow, the happy, compatible
couple with whom | had passed through puberty ataladulthood had grown into

parodies of themselves. As much time as Henry padtsat the ruins, Amanda had
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devoted to the historical romance sagas that shedwut yearly. While Henry became
absent-minded and preoccupied, Amanda grew restigenervous.

| chastised myself. After having moved back to Ndexico six years earlier, |
had isolated myself from both Henry and Amandafgorimg to work through my grief
alone rather than allowing both of them to sufleng with me. | had moved back to the
forty acres | had bought the first year | had pthgeofessional football. The forty acres, |
recalled bitterly, on which | had built a home @asey and myself, a house never
occupied until my solitary return.

Initially, Amanda had made gestures to bring meabumy self-imposed state of
social withdrawal and pull me back into the fanaigcle. On occasion, Henry had driven
his station wagon up the rutted road to my housé¢hdse times, he had chatted about his
classes and Amanda. He had never talked of the atghe ruins. Nor, had he mentioned
Rachel.

Gradually, over the years, the poison caused bgyabetrayal had begun
seeping from my system and | had allowed mysedig@in accept the love and kindness
shown to me by the two people who had offered mmsch in life. Scarcely a day now
passed that | did not drive to see them. And y&et,lad locked away a part of myself and
hidden it from them, Amanda and Henry kept portiohthemselves unavailable and
undetected.

Amanda should be at the Navajo Inn by now, | thouigloking at my watch in
the dimming light. Perhaps she has already seenyHerdiscovered his whereabouts. |
picked up the telephone and dialed the desk.

"Navajo Inn."
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The telephone went dead in my hand. | rose fronethher chair and squeezed
the receiver. First the water and then the elattriblow, the telephone.

"Damn!" | shouted.

| dropped the receiver from my hand and it felltoa desk. No, | had to be honest
with myself. First, the rocks had started growiBgt, even as | admitted that, | realized
that it had begun years ago, at the ruins, whemHaad met Rachel.

| replaced the receiver and walked over to the wtathest underneath the
window. Henry kept some of his digging tools in tiest and his flashlight always
rested in a small compartment to the right. As ragcdgripped the smooth metal
cylinder, I glanced out the window in the directioithe ruins. From behind the tall
sandstone ledge that hid the ruins from the hdusgggined a faint glow.

Setting the flashlight on Henry's desk, | turnedkot close the chest lid. As |
did, | saw a manila folder marked around the edg#sred magic marker. The red
marked folders were part of Henry's highly techhiitimg system, the red indicating
both danger and urgency. Chills spread over my bobis folder had my name blocked
out in inch-high letters in Henry's own firm primdj.

| picked up the folder and walked back to Henrgslkd Here | opened it and
spread out the five inner sheets of paper on tletmeather surface. In the dimming
light, | observed that the first sheet of paper Wweaded by the phrase Familiar Locale. It
contained a list of names of the members of thedoaup.

Familiar Locale

Ellen Madison St. Louis, Chicago World Traveler

Mary E. Meyers (Angel) Los Angeles World Traveler
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Chad Carter New York City World Traveler
Jim Kirby Kansas, Wash.D.C. World Traveler
Kevin Eklander Vail, Colorado World Traveler
Check McCall Japan, California World Traveler
Earnest Simpson Memphis, Dallas World Traveler
Kyle Northrup Denver, Vietnam World Traveler
Millie London Boston, Miami World Traveler

The last name on the list was crossed out. It waisdl of Henry's specialized
files that he had written nothing else on this shide planned, of course, to tell me the
significance of this list when he gave it to mevNeertain that his current erratic
behavior was in some way connected with this fiexamined the next sheet. Mode of
Powerlessness headed the names on this sheet.

M ode of Power lessness

Ellen Madison Loss of Youth and Beauty
Angel Loss of Confidence

Chad Carter Loss of Credibility

Jim Kirby Loss of Self

Kevin Eklander Loss of Life

Check McCall Loss of Identity

Earnest Simpson Loss of Values

Kyle Northrup Loss of Dignity

Millie London Loss of Social Standing

Mike Peterson Loss of Self Respect
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Again, Millie London's name had been crossed out.tBe surprising entry on
this list was the name of the bus driver, Mike Psr. More than ever, | wished Henry
were here to explain this to me.

Fascinated, | turned to the third sheet. Henrytsgmaies puzzled me, reading
remarkably like notes for a sociological thesis.aMmeory did he propose to speculate
using these obviously subjective categories? Picluimthe third sheet of paper, | walked
to the window in order to read the small print. 'ias an older, yellowed sheet of paper
and simply listed dates and events. Blood rushenytbiead as | read the name at the top:
Casey Branigan.

Casey Branigan

1958 Father drowns

1963 Mother's friend accused of molestation

1968 Major professor commits suicide

1970 Best friend disfigured in fire

1976 Representative Rogers assassinated

1978 Branch accused of murder

Sickened by the reminders which would have meatiting to anyone other than
me, | clutched the paper tightly, tempted to te&w pieces. Memories of Kate Branigan's
heartbreak when Mr. Branigan's body was pulled fthenlake came to mind. | recalled
her stoic refusal five years later to believe tbeuagation that Blake Abernathy, the editor
of the newspaper and the man she planned to nfedymolested three elementary

school girls. To my knowledge, Kate still carrien lver correspondence with Mr.
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Abernathy. Why would Henry make this list? Why Hedkept it? Why was it in this
folder along with the information about the membarthe tour group?

| re-examined the dates and incidences. Newspagaelines had been made
nationwide when Casey's major professor had siaifamily and then committed
suicide. And Marta, Casey's best friend, who hagpled in to visit me in Florida while
Casey was on her world tour. Poor Marta. Afterlester dinner, we had laughed and
talked for hours before she returned to her ma@hr. The next time | heard her name
was weeks later when Amanda called to tell me efbrrible explosion and fire.

My head pounded. Over the years, | had conditiongself to remain numb, to
show no emotions about anything with which Casey/lbeen involved. | had suppressed
memories in which she played a part. Henry, whig€drd Casey's trilling laughter and |
looked around the room, searching the cornersnButhe laugh was part of my
memory.

"I'm pregnant, Branch. I'm going to have a babyn'Dlmok so astonished.
Naturally, it's not yours. But you'll care for & & it were. | know you. You'll do the
proper and honorable thing."

She sat on the floor in front of the television; kg, tanned legs crossed at the
ankles. She patted her firm, trim stomach and thered back to the screen. She laughed
again. | had not seen her so animated in years.

"Paul Rogers was just assassinated," she crietuiie€You know him."

| moved closer in order to make sense of the cbadke television screen.
"Rogers?" | asked. "The black presidential can@@dthe guy whose wife you designed

the wardrobe for?"
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That was when | had seen his face on the screemam being led off, the
assassin surrounded by plain-clothes lawmen. Ec&YaCasey's partner and, |
suspected, her long time lover. The cameramanduyoekly to the right and figures
blurred and jerked on the screen before stabilinimghe prostrate figure of
Representative Paul Rogers. Mrs. Rogers sat oitothrebeside him, cradling his head in
her lap, her face a mirror of disbelief, horror @hdck.

"Stupid bitch," Casey laughed. "She told me thatveman could tempt him to be
disloyal to her."

It was as if | had been given a jigsaw puzzle witly a few pieces fitted in and,
as | was handed each piece, | suddenly knew exabtye it fit. Paul Rogers, his wife,
Ed Warner. And Casey. This was exactly the scersdu@gowould have envisioned for the
maximum emotional effects from all three.

"Did you have anything to do with that?" | demanddead sharpening my tone.

"This is his baby," she said, patting her stomath, watching the screen.
"Representative Paul Rogers' baby."

Spots danced in front of my eyes and my headifgit.|l stepped toward her and
she turned to face me.

"You told Ed,” | said.

She didn't have to answer. The victory was in geseAt that moment | had
hated her. Not for her disloyalty to me, not foe #ffair, for there had been too many of
those to count. | had hated her for the lack ofi@ahe had placed on human life.

Why did you make this list, Henry? What did you wamtell me? Is there some

connection between the tour members and those emlatilen events of Casey's history?
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| looked at the last entry, the one made in 198ein remembered the cold February
day, two weeks after the Pro Bowl, my last gama asperstar. And those two cold little
babies.

The telephone rang. | turned and stared at itak dead. A dead telephone
couldn't ring. But it jangled again. Cautiouslyitked up the receiver.

"Hello?"

"Branch, is that you?" It was Henry's voice.

"Henry, where are you? Amanda is worried sick!"

"Why, I'm here at the Navajo Inn, son. Amandagétihere beside me. She told
me that the pump is broken and that we have norwatehere. Get on in here, boy. |

need your help with this group.”

| had needed no further encouragement. | picketh@poose sheets of the file |
had been reading and tucked them back in the fofdel did so, one sheet that had been
folded many times fell to the floor. There wereyoalfew lines of print on the small
paper and | found myself reading the typed wordsdering if they were Henry's or if
this sheet of paper had come from another persarad as if this were the second sheet
of a letter, the beginning and the end missingadrit again and knew it to be Henry's
letter. But to whom had he written it?

“| fear that | have lost my beloved Branch. I'vetevged an exuberant, emotional
boy grow into a tight, rigid, numb man. He seem&t nothing. Sorrow does not pain
him nor does joy warm his heart. It is as if ha ghell of himself. | look back and

enumerate his moments of tragedy and yet, wheernat to pull my little boy out to
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talk, the stranger with the cold eyes refuses tovesse, does not remember. Can he be
gone? | know that it is dangerous for me to fers Way in this area, but | detest that
woman for what she has stolen from me. Oh, my son.”

More puzzled than ever about the contents of teddider, | shuffled through the
papers and pulled out the only sheet | hadn't rElaete was only one sentence, triple-
spaced and typed in bold lettef44EY CAN ONLY STEAL TIME IF THE
EMOTIONSOF THAT MOMENT ARE ABOVE THE ESTABLISHED
BASELINE.

An established baseline for what? And who were?hggw | was determined to
talk to Henry at the first possible moment, notyasitbout the growing rocks, but also
about this file. | didn't care what kind of confiece or party the tour group had going at

the hotel, Henry and | were going to have our oamference.
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Chapter Six

After straightening the file, | placed it back metwalnut chest and closed the lid.
Pacing myself at a slow run, it took me only a femutes to reach my pickup. It was
after | was back on the highway leading to towrt thhought about the call from Henry.

How had he gotten to town? His station wagon séitiunderneath the carport at
the ranch house. Why hadn't he told Amanda wheredud be? If nothing else, Henry's
meticulous attention to schedule would have netssi his being at the house when the
bus arrived. What could be transpiring in that veetlered mind of his? | knew one
thing, for sure. Tonight, Henry would answer sorheng long unasked questions.

On the straight stretch of highway dipping throtigé foothills, | pushed the
pickup to fifty-five. | passed the spot where | letlier picked up the astronaut and
again found myself wondering about the memberg®taour group, an assortment that
included figures completely unlike in personaldge and occupation. The one trait, as
far as | could figure, that they all had in comnaomd the factor Henry counted on was

their unique ability to raise funds. For two yeatenry had cajoled and recruited, had
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interviewed and politicked, finally paring the gmdown to nine individuals that he felt
could obtain the money that would enable him téaresthe ruins behind the house.

Each member, much in demand for speaking or ageénfprmances, promised
support from a select core group. Jim Kirby, thiecasaut, toured schools and
universities, discussing his experiments in spbbad read that the majority of questions
that buffeted him in the discussion period afterheaf his speeches concerned his lost
minutes in space, the minutes in which he had mtecd with earth. | remembered the
briefcase he clutched so tightly and found mysadicsilating about what he carried in it
that was so important that he couldn't turn it &0s

Angel, the rock star, had the adoration of hundadbBousands of young people
who would cheerfully spend their last ten dollamsd glimpse of her pink and yellow
striped hair, her short leather skirts and hemielstockings. Silently, | commended
Henry. Most people seeking funds never even appeshthe group that Angel could
touch.

And there was Kevin Eklander, who had been theddnBtates' prime contender
for a gold medal in the winter Olympics a few yeeaslier. Kevin still commanded
crowds wherever he performed or spoke. But | had $iéms of Kevin's followers and
had wondered if they watched because of his talebecause he and four other skiers
had been trapped by a landslide three years ag&ewid had been the sole survivor.
Again, Henry's perception surprised me. How maimgopeople considered enlisting the
aid of someone that voyeurs would pay to see?

Chad Carter, who possessed not only youthful gookld, but had talent and

money, still remained a bachelor and his nightlgvision newscasts had the highest
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ratings of any among the female audience. The mergion of Henry's need should
result in thousands of envelopes mailed to Chaatisark in short hours.

| couldn't remember a lot about Ellen Madison, othan she was a wealthy
widow and patron of the arts. Check McCall had madkons developing computer
games, while Earnest Simpson had built his fortwitle discount stores. Kyle Northrup,
a Vietnam veteran and ex-prisoner of war, had amigeveral books. Millie London, one
of Boston's blue bloods, had canceled only laskwielenew nothing of Tina, Angel's
personal secretary. According to the papers | lséwved in the file, Henry knew
nothing about her, either.

"How do you plan to convince these people to supymur project?" | had asked
Henry last month.

"I'm going to offer a tour of the ruins,” he haglied. "After they've gone
through and I've explained the significance of saey finds, they won't be able to
deny their support.”

Since that night fifteen years ago, | had not asfedry about any new
discoveries. | hadn't wanted to know. | had nemtarided going there again. Then he had
asked me, "Branch, | need you. Will you be there?"

Henry had never asked me to do anything for himhatd never expressed the
need for my help. As much as that particular afdheearth repelled me, | had known
that | would return.

"You can count on me, Henry," | told him.

* * *
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Attempting to postpone attending the social evesiityl had planned, | pulled in
at the gas station on the block north of the Nau@ajo | had just removed the cap from
the gas tank and reached for the hose at the pumap Wheard sirens. It was seconds
before three vehicles, two ambulances and a po#icegpassed by on the street, moving
south. Then the sirens stopped. My heart skipgeehfas | realized they must have
pulled into the parking lot at the Navajo Inn. Exkaugh dozens of rooms had been
reserved tonight for other travelers, my thoughtsed to Henry and his group.

| pumped five gallons of gas into the tank beforedlaced the nozzle on the
pump and rushed into the station. | placed a twdnotiar bill on the counter as my eyes
searched for Clyde, the owner. Clyde kept his tvay-wadio tuned to the emergency
channel and he would have heard what, if anyttiag, happened. The young man
behind the counter placed the change in my opan pat, not seeing Clyde, | turned
toward the door to leave. Halfway to the pickupeard Clyde's voice.

"Hackworth!" he yelled. "What are you doing herdiight for sure you'd be at
the motel."

| turned to look at Clyde. His grossly overweigbdly, stuffed into a pair of faded
denim overalls, moved toward me. Light from thdistabay reflected off his bald head;
hands the size of small hams reached for me, grghibe flesh of my upper arms.

"Where you been keeping yourself, boy?" he askeshdly blue eyes scanning
me. "l saw more of you when you was playing prd. hadast,” he added, smiling a
toothy grin, "l saw you on television."

"Just working, Clyde," | told him. "Jusbrking at the ranch. What happened at the

Inn?"
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"You wasn't there?”
| shook my head. Dropping his large hands fropranms, Clyde reached up to
rub his forehead. | flexed my muscles to removentimabness.

"Seems that a fellow drowned in the swimming pool."

"Drowned?" | gasped. How could that have happeffedf the beginning, | had
insisted on employing a full-time lifeguard duripgol hours. "Where was Dennis?"

"You had better move on down there," Clyde sai@€l8s that somebody must
have hit Dennis over the head. They found him enl#tundry room, all bloody and
bruised. That's why the ambulance is in such ayhilifrey may be able to save Dennis.
Can't do nothing for the poor fool that drowned."

As unobtrusively as possible, | parked at the sidbe Navajo Inn, away from
the lights. Using a key, | let myself in throughaintenance door and walked
deliberately to the office behind the desk clebdsth. Opening the door a crack, |
peered into the lobby. Looking past the clerk's geay bun, | saw Henry talking to
Forsyth Barlow, the sheriff. At that moment, Maréigtross, the relief clerk, opened the
large glass doors that faced the parking lot anléledain, an inquisitive expression
wrinkling her smooth face.

"Helen," | hissed, attempting to get the attentibthe desk clerk.

She turned, surprised, and then moved toward fimeafoor when she realized |
was there. Unconsciously, she lifted her right hand patted her carefully coifed hair.
"Mr. Hackworth," she exclaimed, and then droppedvaice to a whisper, "Sheriff

Barlow wants to see you."
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"Not yet," | returned, keeping my voice lowered €t®landy on the desk right
away and then | want to talk to you here in theéceff

"Certainly," she said, turning back to the lobbyg amotioning Mandy over.

In less than five minutes, Helen Chandler, ondefrhost efficient and reliable
people I've ever known, sat in the chair acrosslégsk from me. A single lady in her
fifties, Helen always managed to leave her shdkiog as spotless and cool as she had
upon coming to work. Only a careful inspection byngone who had known Helen for
years would have revealed the ink spot on her mahwtsleeve and the coffee spill on
her white shoe.

"Bad night, huh?"

"It's that group you called about, Branch. Theyeen nothing but trouble since
they arrived."

"Just calm down, Helen. I've locked the office ddall me the entire story."

She sighed. Removing her silver-rimmed glassespktoed them on the desk and
rubbed the bridge of her nose with her right thuant forefinger. "They unloaded out
front a little before four," she began, "the sewéthem and Amanda Adams."

"Seven? Are you sure?"

Helen's eyes widened. The look she awarded me sgaaorn that | should
doubt her observation. Perhaps Tina had beengdhia truth about two deaths on the
tour.

"Sorry, Helen. It was my understanding that theegento be nine in the group.

Even though one member canceled, another was aGdeah."
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"First, that crazy girl with the striped hair, thexk star, wanted a suite with two
bedrooms. | told her that we didn't have one alstgl#or tonight, but we would move her
first thing in the morning. You would have thoughat | was putting her in a room with
an outhouse. She fussed and complained until teetsgwr| with her, her secretary,
calmed her down."

Helen paused for a moment. The sweet girl she idbestwould be Tina. | should
have expected as much, though, remembering thatyCasild always wrap older
women around her finger.

"Then Mr. Kirby, the astronaut,” Helen continuethdk a swing at Oliver when
Oliver picked up his bags to carry them to his rdom

"He's very concerned about anyone touching hiddase,” | commented.

"The Japanese man complained about how long itfimothe computer to work.
Chad Carter, beautiful man that he is, attemptegkpdain how the machine worked and
the Japanese man got real irritated and said somgethotty about knowing his business
even if Chad didn't know his.

"Then that Ellen Madison. What a witch! Pardon Beanch, but that hoity toity
society lady thinks she's better than anyone adsause she has money."

| didn't ask my clerk what Ellen Madison had saidione. There was no time for
that. Thus far, Helen had accounted for everyormegixEarnest Simpson, Kevin
Eklander, and Kyle Northrup. Two of these men wdwdhe ones that Tina had implied
were murdered. And one of them would have drownetié Navajo Inn pool only

minutes earlier.
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"That skier," Helen continued. "He was weird. H@tkstaring at that rock star's
secretary." Helen lowered her voice and leanedrwee. "Do you suppose it's true,
what they say about him? Did he really eat thosglgewhen he was trapped on that
mountain?"

"Helen, you said he was weird..."

"Yes," she said. "He was the one. They just catmiedout to the ambulance.
Kevin Eklander was the one who drowned."

So, Simpson and Northrup were the two memberseo§tbhup who had died
earlier. Or, as Tina had suggested, they had beedared. What were the odds against
three out of nine members of any group dying is ban a week?

"I know you weren't there, Helen, but you must hawme idea as to what
happened.”

Helen frowned. She picked up her glasses and tlaeegthem back on the desk.
Finally, she looked up at me.

"The way | understood it was that the pool had b#esed off to anyone not in
Dr. Adams' party. Some snacks and drinks had beetosit to poolside, but none of the
staff was there when it happened.”

"Dennis?" | questioned.

"Oh, Dennis was there earlier. But he left to gdptwhen the lights went out.
He..."

"The electricity was off?" | interrupted. "For hdang?"
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"It couldn't have been more than five minutes,tddaeplied. "It was still late
afternoon outside and things couldn't have beetdiduk at the pool area, especially with
that big skylight."

"And yet, during that five minutes, Dennis wasekied and Kevin Eklander
drowned."

"I know," she spoke haltingly. "It doesn't seemtguight.”

| scanned the group before me as | entered thel¢tysyth Barlow, his badge
gleaming on his blue uniformed chest, appearedgrhpputhoritative as he talked with a
slimly elegant fifty something woman in carefullgsuial brown silk pants and blouse.
When he saw me, he waved and the woman turnedslat@ing green eyes appraised
me, carefully, coolly, before she walked back & khot of people milling around near
the coffee shop. | could empathize with Helen'gcinaabout dealing with Ellen
Madison. From experience, | knew that women lila ttould be pretty darn
condescending if they saw that you were of no agkeam.

"Afraid this kind of throws a monkey wrench in Bxdams' plans to get money,"
Forsyth said, his heavy dark brows drawing togetiver his nose. He wiped a hand over
his thick white hair

"What do you mean?" | asked, holding his gaze.

His eyes shifted, seeming to change from browrldokb "Hackworth," he said,
"we're going to have to keep this group here inattea and I'm not sure how we can do
it. They're a pretty influential group and theystee not going to be pleased with Henry."

"Forsyth, what are you trying to tell me?"
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"Look at it this way," he said. "Dennis Montoyagising to intensive care and we
have another boy in that ambulance that just Téfat one's dead. I'm thinking that the
drowning may not have been an accident.”

Again, | remembered Tina's comment about the dtherdeaths. Murders, she
had called them. Perhaps that had been the cas®.ttien someone in Henry's group
was efficiently and surely decimating the remainafethe members.

k%

So, now there were six, five original members, dlia. And one of them was a
cold and calculating murderer, someone who, judfioig the deaths of Earnest
Simpson and Kyle Northrup, must have planned tlisifthe beginning of the tour. As
yet, | had no information about the circumstanegsosinding the deaths of those two
men and possessed absolutely no inclination taatewg information to the sheriff. First,
| wanted to talk to Henry.

But, as my eyes searched the lobby for his gaantdr | realized that Henry was
gone. While | had been talking to Forsyth Barlo& ,Had made his exit. Amanda stood
inconspicuously by a potted plant near the entramcel hurriedly made my way to her
side. Her blue eyes widened with surprise wherssinethe expression on my face.

"Where is he, Amanda?" | asked, taking her colddiarmine. "Where did Henry
go?"

She brushed an imaginary piece of lint from hekmiotton shirtdress and cast
her eyes toward the floor. | watched a tiny museiéch the porcelain flesh underneath
her cheekbone. When she looked back up at me,dears in her eyes.

"Branch, | think you and | should talk."
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"We'll talk later, Amanda. At this moment, it'stbfe utmost importance that I talk
to Henry. It's not just this drowning. It's..."

"I know," she interrupted. "It's also those otheo tmen who died."

| swallowed. As far as | knew, throughout all thgears, Henry had never
confided to Amanda his theories and experiencésemuins. | would not be the one to
bring up the subject now.

"Branch?"

| looked at Amanda, this woman who had been a mathene. Except for the
gray streaking her golden brown hair, she coulceHaen my age rather than fifty-three.
Few wrinkles had encroached upon her skin andlési had defied the age-old law of
gravity, clinging smoothly to the muscles of hellviened body.

"Branch, I'm concerned about Henry. | must talkhwibu. If only..."

Her eyes widened with dislike as she looked oveshwgulder. | turned sharply,
almost colliding with the slender blond who blockag way. Draped in some filmy, see
through fabric that covered little more of her @aosgous body than the skimpy bikini
underneath, Tina stirred the amber liquid in hasglwith her forefinger.

"Mr. Hackworth," she purred, slowly drawing her g over her lower lip. "l
hope you didn't come here to use the pool. Yoa'ktwrely disappointed.”

"Excuse us, Tina," Amanda asserted. She grabbesamy and pulled me toward
the checkout desk. "Branch, you have to stop Hdboyn't allow him to go through with
this tour tomorrow."

"Why are you asking this of me, Amanda? What do kmow or suspect?”

"It's too complicated,"” she said. "Too long. Wavé no privacy."
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She shrugged her right shoulder and | watchedha hgired man with the face
and body of a Greek idol stroll toward us. His pssional smile, although aimed at
Amanda, was not lost on me. Having had my shateath knocked out on the playing
field, I knew the work of a good cosmetic dentist.

"Amanda Adams," he said, holding out his hande"been looking for an
opportunity to talk with you all evening. | readcbaof your books the moment it hits the
shelves in my local bookstore."

Amanda stretched out her right hand and | watcleeddte, read her boredom
with this man who fascinated millions of Americanmen. Her blue eyes met his brown
ones and, after a few moments, he blinked firserlie seemed to observe me and his
eyes glimmered with something akin to recognition.

"Say," he began, "aren't you...?"

"Chad," Amanda interrupted, "this is my son, Brar8fanch, I'd like you to meet
Chad Carter. Chad has a nightly newscast on téeviBm sure you've seen him."

"Nice meeting you," | said, backing away. Even wAitnanda's misleading
introduction, | wouldn't be able to keep that ndwsind at bay for very long. | had
dropped from public sight six years ago, but soeporters who had come to town when
the Navajo Inn opened had informed the world ofwmereabouts. Chad Carter would
relish bringing up the old scandal and rehashifgriti couple of weeks. Especially if he
could tie it in with the excitement over the cutrerurders. | felt Amanda's stare and
looked into eyes that mirrored my helplessness.

"Henry is waiting for you at his office," she saidftly. "He told me he would be

working on the model of the ruins."”
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| wasted a few minutes searching for my pickuphim parking lot before |
realized that Henry must have borrowed it to gth®university campus. Knowing that
my keys would be in the ignition, he would not héwveught twice about taking it. If he
was, as Amanda had implied in her last statememriking on his model, then he was at
the university library. Rather than return to tbbly for the keys to a courtesy van, |
walked out to the highway. By cutting through the fairgrounds area, | could be at the
library in ten minutes.

Earlier tonight, Henry had deliberately avoided #manda had been reluctant to
reveal his whereabouts, telling me only as a kestnt. She had wanted to discuss
something with me. Had it been about Henry? Hadssinge foreknowledge of disaster at
the ruins tomorrow?

| chastised myself about my speculations. Mostyikehen she had discovered
that two other members of the group had died, sldebdecome concerned about Henry's
association with the group, fearing for his fatielt a kindred weakness in the pit of my
stomach, a gnawing fear that the deaths and the wre somehow connected. | had to
make Henry understand that whatever he was doitigthat other reality was affecting
this one. | remembered his retelling of his firgeating with Rachel; she had told him
that our realities exist concurrently, in the sapace. In her reality, she existed as he
saw her. But, in this reality, she could be sonmg}las innocuous as a tree, a blade of
grass, even a rock.

And the rocks at both Henry's place and mine wereigng.

* * *
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Ghostly buildings leaned toward me as | hurried wldme wide, unused road that
bisected the fairgrounds. Memories of neon ligbésined music and the taste of hot dogs
flirted with my concentration. Every fall, from thiene | was ten, Casey and | had
wandered down this same path, hand in hand, o reflecting the sparkle of blinking
lights as we attempted every carnival game our étgdallowed.

It had been here, at the edge of a green and y&Hotythat | had first kissed
Casey, a tentative peck on the cheek. We had loeeteén years old and enraptured with
the idea of young love. | still remembered the edlthble softness of her cheek as |
touched my lips to it.

She laughed. | pulled away, embarrassed and deénsi

"No, Branch," she giggled, throwing her arms aromnydneck, moving her body
so close to mine that | felt her budding breastsé against my chest, through her
lightweight sweater and my own plaid shirt. "Likest"

She touched her lips to mine and | flashed hotcahd, dizzy with the effect. My
entire body felt weak and | pushed her away. "Dda'that,” | said. My voice was hoarse
and | held her at arm's length, adoring her lidarimvn eyes and her parted lips, still
moist from my kiss.

"Why not?" she challenged, tossing her long bloaid. iDon't you like kissing
me?"

The canned music increased in volume and | helthamgs over my ears,
numbing the sound and the memories. | shook my,hreatizing that the circus tent was
gone, the lights had faded, and the only soundthatanade by a loose sheet of tin

scratching on another one as the breeze caressaddkent structure.
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Damn you, Casey, | thought, looking across thelfielvard the lights of the
campus in the distance. You've monopolized my mersdoo long.

Increasing my pace to a trot, | moved toward thbtéd area. In the basement of
the nearest building, Henry sat, even now erecingniature version of the way he

speculated his ruined city to have appeared bé&febandonment.
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Chapter Seven

Hanging from a cord that dropped from the ceil@adgrge utility light spotlighted
Henry's small city. The buildings stretched outesal/'square feet over the wooden base
he had built. As nearly as | could determine, #dreain faithfully duplicated the
topography of the area on which the ruins lay. §bhimarked the first time | had seen
the model since he had begun the timestaking ths#reing the red stone rocks into
small building blocks for the structures. | caugtyt breath. This city Henry had
constructed bore little resemblance to any knownmstruction of local Chaco culture
dwellings. Upon hearing my gasp of surprise, Hdaoked up from his work. His face
showed less shock than irritation when he saw me.

"What are you doing here?" he asked sharply. "htedion you to stay with the
group back at the hotel."

| moved to a stool opposite him at the table andiean, staring in fascination at

the project. The buildings resembled an artistesrpretation of a futuristic city, all
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curves and angles, large low buildings and talliava ones. Atop the tall building at the
center, Henry had angled a piece of glass-liketanbs.

"l have to complete this tonight, Branch. | wanbtong the group to see it
tomorrow."

"By tomorrow, Henry, you may not have a group."

He scooted his stool back from the table, glaringn@. His narrowed eyes
reflected disbelief. "Of course, there will be awgp. I've already planned it. The people
are here in town, at the motel!"

"Henry, stop for a moment and think. How many peaigned up for the
group?"

"Nine," he said. "But, wait. Millie London canceladew days before they left
Chicago, so that leaves eight."

"Henry, three members of that group are dead. Yaue lonly five of the original
members left."

"Five?" he exclaimed. "How could that be?"

"Earnest Simpson and Kyle Northrup died after leg\Chicago and before the
arrival here of the bus. | don't know how. | haghéd that you had the information. And
you must remember that Kevin Eklander drownedhesore you left the Navajo Inn."

"Yes, yes. Earnest Simpson had a heart attackrtely out and Northrup was
struck by another vehicle as the passengers wéoading in a parking lot. It had slipped
my mind."

"Slipped your mind? Henry, this is not at all lixeu. You weren't even at the

ranch to meet the group when they arrived! Whexe ly@au been? What is going on?"
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Henry's eyes dropped, refusing to meet my own. Atosimdedly, he reached
over and straightened a small, meticulously desigaeiper tree near the sandstone
ledge.

"Henry," | began, determined to shock him to attent"are those murders
connected in any way with something that is goingbthe ruins?"

A barely noticeable spasm passed over Henry; timk tof the tiny juniper tree
shapped as his fingers squeezed it. He pulledamd hway.

"What gives you the impression that the deaths werglers?" he demanded.

"Three accidental deaths in a group of eight pedidary? Those odds are just
too great. Let me tell you, when Forsyth BarlowdBrout about Simpson and Northrup,
he's going to come to the same conclusion thaté.ha

"And what is that?"

"Henry, someone in that group is killing off thénet members!"

"If what you propose is true," Henry said, "and tleaths aren't accidental, on
what grounds do you accuse someone in the group?"

| hadn't thought about that. But, again, | hade#&rbwith the group the entire
time. Sure, someone could have followed the tosr uaiting for opportunities to
eliminate members in ways that could be constrseubsural or even accidental. If that
were the case, what could be the motive?

"Henry, can you think of anyone who would go tolsiengths to prevent your
obtaining funding for the project? Are you awareanfone who might not wish to see

the restoration take place?"



88

Henry's face whitened and he clutched both hagtslyitogether. | watched him
struggle to control his breathing. Fearful thantight be having a heart attack, | rose
from the stool.

"Sit down, Branch," he said hoarsely. "Your suggesis absurd."

"Why is it absurd?" | asked, watching the colouratto his face.

"This project is a benefit to mankind. Those ruans of cultural, historical and
social significance. There are no recorded docustentiescribe any other ruin such as
this! It is the only one of its kind! Even the saific community will be astounded."

I looked at Henry's model city. If his thesis fdimtumentation to suggest this
advanced city, all disciplines would be alteredynfy in minor ways. | could not find it
in myself to imagine any members of academia gtrguch drastic lengths as murder to
prevent the exposure of a postulation that mospleewould regard as quackery. |
couldn't say the same for the corporate worldhemtilitary. Suddenly, | remembered
what | needed to tell Henry.

"Henry, the boulders are growing at your place iemke."

"Boulders? Rocks growing? Nonsense!"

"They're growing, Henry, just as if they are livittungs. I'm not crazy. Hear me
out. | measured some in my yard. And the big orentokyour well house? It spread out
enough that it rolled off the ledge and onto thidmng."

Henry swallowed. | heard the sound across the .t&akind his thick-lensed
glasses, | watched his eyes widen. Now, | hadthention.

"Henry, that night fifteen years ago, at the ruivisu told me about Rachel's

reality. You said that she might exist here asck.to
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"No," he whispered. "I won't believe it."

"If that is true," | continued, "perhaps the eestifrom that reality don't want this
project to succeed. Perhaps they are the murdérers!

"No," Henry cried. "They are peaceful, gentle peoflhey do not kill. They don't
even possess weapons!”

"Henry, that doesn't matter, if they don't know witheey're destroying. | know a
miner who is a pacifist. He wouldn't lift a finger harm a living thing, but he thinks
nothing of hammering away at a rock ledge to re¢ri@ chunk of gold ore.”

"You're irrelevant, Branch."

"No, Henry, I'm not. If Rachel's people exist comeutly with us and we see
them as rocks, couldn't they see us as rocks inréedity? If the rocks are in the way,
wouldn't they want to be rid of them?"

"Oh, God."

Henry stood up and walked to a window. For minubesstood, seemingly staring
at the lights that illuminated a walkway to anotheilding. Then he turned, all traces of
preoccupation and absentmindedness gone fromdes fa

"Branch, | must stop what | have begun."

"How?"

"l don't have time to explain. You must stay hand protect the remaining
members of the group. If I'm not back by daybreakne after me because | will need
aid."

"To the ruins?" | asked, feeling a coldness invagebody.

"To the ruins," he answered.
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After several frustrated attempts to talk Henry @iithe trip to the ruins, | had
allowed him to drop me off in front of the Navajmland | now stood watching the red
tail lights of my pickup as Henry began the trighie ranch. Adamantly, he had refused
to give me any ideas as to his intent. My detertionao question him about the folder
with my name on it had been forgotten. Considetinegidea now, however, | realized
that he most likely would have avoided or ignorgdquery. As to his going to the ruins
alone, it was, he had insisted, something that balgould do.

| was no longer sure of anything. | had alwaystft | was a sane, intelligent
man. Yet, Henry and | had just completed a conwers#hat would have been rejected
by the average screenwriter for a B-Grade scieictierf film. Here in the parking lot,
with the smell of dust and fresh asphalt in my nissand the glow from the large neon
light spraying over me, | questioned my previoasese. Had the rocks really grown?
Was there something abnormal about three deathsgthe tour group? Had that night
fifteen years ago actually happened? What was real?

Is reality the experience of the moment? Does maiityechange to view the
experience of the moment? Or, is the experiencegadthbecause of the way | view it
from my reality? | slapped at an annoying inseat thuzzed near my ear and walked
toward the lighted lobby.

On soft feet, | entered from the south hall. Jowkjahe security guard, sat on
one of the sofas in the opposite hall, sippinge®from a Navajo Inn mug and smoking
a cigar. When he saw me, he jumped to his feeppiing the cigar into a potted plant

container.
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"It's probably time for your rounds, Joe," | satepping around to the desk
where Helen Chandler stood, the dark shadows uad#riner eyes looking like great
bruises. | knew she had worked too many hours amlld take care of her after |
finished with my security guard. "Joe," | continuy&de've had two major accidents on
the premises in the last eight hours. Your respalitgiis to be alert as to the possibility
of another."

"l understand. I'll do my best."

"For starters," | suggested, "why don't you makexna patrol through E Wing. |
told Dr. Adams that | would devote some extra aibento his group tonight."

"Sure thing. See you in an hour or so."

"And you, Helen Chandler,” | said, turning my atten to the head clerk, "you
pack up your things and get home. I'll cover atdbsk. What happened to Mandy?"

"After she found out about Kevin drowning, she sshé just couldn't stand being
around here any longer."

"So you told her you would cover and sent her hdme?

Helen tucked a wisp of white hair back into her sthachignon. Finally, she
shrugged her shoulders and nodded. "Here," sheestex) "let me make some fresh
coffee for you. "

"Go," | ordered, taking the coffee pot from herinsed it out and measured fresh
grounds into the filter. What would Henry do at thans? He had, in excavating the dig,
discovered a spot in which two realities sharedsdrae space. The sharing of time,
however, did not occur on a permanent basis; ttee tbeparate time bubbles of my

experience confirmed that. Had Henry, in his seéociRachel, uncovered a method by
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which the time bubbles could be called forth upeménd? | shuddered as | imagined the
possibility.

Remembering his "reconstruction” of the ruins,rcém myself to consider the
possibility that Henry had visited that other rgafieveral times. If time in that other
reality did indeed flow backwards, then he woulgénaeen the city as it had existed
before its destruction, before those last hoursiageviewed in the time bubbles when the
gases had annihilated the population.

A door opened down the hall and the sound broughbatk to reality. My
reality, | thought grimly, listening to the metalklick of high heels on the tile entryway.
Turning my head to the right, | watched a womarraagh the desk. She wore black
slacks and a white shirt; her light brown hair &aftly around her round face. When she
saw me, she smiled and her blue eyes twinkledspeh

"Angel?"

"Ssh," she said, placing her right index fingethen rosy lips. "I had to bribe your
security guard in order to get down here."

"l almost didn't recognize you," | said. "If | hatlseen your eyes earlier today..."

"I know," she said. "Most celebrities put on wigglasunglasses to remain
anonymous. | just take them off. Which brings mengoreason for being here."

"Which is?"

"l sense that you feel it is of some importanceyfmn to keep your identity
private outside of this area.”

| frowned at her. What did Angel know? Or, was simeply speculating?
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"| talked to Chad Carter this evening," she cordgohueaning her elbow on the
desk and fiddling with a ballpoint pen. "I don'tdm who he thinks you are, but he's all
puffed up with the idea of finding you and doingtary. | told him that | thought he was
a genuine nerd, but he just smirked."

Six years shot to hell, | thought. The communityehlead protected me, shielded
me, allowed me my anonymity. Now, a pretty boy vatbheap expose show can come in
and destroy it all.

"I'm Jim Hackworth," | told her. What differenceddt make now? "Until seven
years ago, | was football's leading running baekt pf the famous backfield that..."

"Now | remember!" Angel exclaimed. "You left footbat the height of your
career and retired! Well, this is a real treatrfa. | didn't recognize you without your
helmet!"

"Thanks," | said, watching a smile break her fadeere were no words that could
convey the gratitude | felt for her understandinigadn't expected that level of sensitivity
from a stranger, certainly not from one who scredithe words of a song as she paraded
up and down the stage, snapping a whip at memlbéer dand.

The telephone rang and | picked up the receiveiorBd could say a word, Joe
Hawk's voice came over the line.

"We've got a problem here in E Wing."

"What is it, Joe?"

"l don't know for certain, Mr. Hackworth. We mayJeaanother death."

* * *
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| rushed down the corridor to E Wing, my moccasiaking soft thuds on the
carpet. Angel had volunteered to watch the deskmohg that she had been a desk clerk
years ago at a motel in Las Vegas. | hadn't questider claim. Even if she had never
done it, her abilities as an actress and humargbead convinced me that she could fake
her way through.

Afraid to speculate as to whom the victim might blead called for an ambulance
and raced for the isolated wing. All of the guestthat secluded section of the inn
belonged to Henry's party and, as | approachedittieg area, my eyes scanned the
sleepy men and women who milled around the area.

Sitting on a sofa, shapely legs curled underneattbbdy, Tina smoothed
imaginary strings from her black satin robe, heregsion indifferent. The astronaut,
Jim, perched on the edge of a recliner, back uprkgé clutched his leather briefcase
with both hands and looked straight ahead. Amaswtagdled in a blue terry cloth
wrapper, stood by the door to one of the roomkirnglwith Joe Hawk. The remaining
two members of the group, both fully dressed, stosar a window, looking out toward
the highway. Although Ellen had changed from thaabr silk of earlier tonight to a rich
green jumpsuit, Check McCall wore the same graytspacket he'd had on all evening.

| quickly identified the missing member. Mentallyrng through the room
reservations, | remembered that Chad Carter, theiseon newscaster, occupied Room
112, the door by which Amanda and Joe Hawk stobdyboth turned as | approached
them and Amanda's eyes held a question. She steglto allow me to talk to Joe and
| nodded to her in an attempt to provide reasswatout Henry. Then | turned my

attention to Joe Hawk.
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"Carter?" | asked him. He nodded and | continuethw is he? Do you have any
idea as to what happened?"

"Maybe you ought to go in and make sure," Joe $asdvoice low. "I'm pretty
certain he's dead."

| swallowed and wished for something liquid to nb@msmy dry mouth. | had
been afraid of this. Part of me had known wheroktthe call from Joe. The other part of
me had remained hopelessly optimistic. | pusheditioe open and stared at the pale
figure lying amidst the tousled bedcovers.

"Come on in, Joe," | said, and he followed me.

Chad's right hand dangled limply off the side & bed and | forced myself to
walk over and lift his wrist. | felt for a pulse @deould find none. Bile rose in my throat
and | fought to overcome an impulse to run outeftoom and just keep going. |
struggled against the memory of that limp hand inenthe other time. The hope that the
cold body would revive beneath my ministrationss&ahad...

"He's dead, isn't he?"

Joe's voice returned me to the situation at hadtbpped Chad's wrist and
stepped back from the bed, staring at the corpgdeiale fan of this man would find
beauty in the twisted features of the man in rgdrpas. His brown eyes bulged and |
resisted the urge to close his eyelids. The resgam could handle that.

"Have you talked to everyone outside?" | asked oo discovered the body?"

"l found him," Joe said. "I was walking along theltand noticed that his door
was not completely closed. When | reached for tiwbk| saw that all the lights were

still on, just like they are now. | couldn't helptlsee him, just the way he is now."
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"So, nothing was disturbed,” | said. "That'll make police investigation a little
simpler.”

"Police? You think it was murder?"

"Forsyth Barlow will," | said. Silently, | told mgdf that | probably agreed. Two
in one night. The murderer must be gaining in aerice. Or, | suddenly thought,
perhaps he was running out of time. A thought ctomaind.

"Joe, did you awaken all those people?”

“No, sir, | didn't. It was Mrs. Madison. She cama of her room and looked
around me just as | reached for the door. WhersatheChad Carter all stretched out like
that, she screamed and everyone came runningtouhia hall."

| nodded. It had been convenient that Ellen Madisad also been completely
dressed. But, | remembered that Check McCallwtlle his street clothing. If | was
going to suspect Ellen, then McCall was also aetisg\nd, what about Angel?

"Joe, what time did Angel leave to go downstairs?"

"Angel?" Joe's look held puzzlement.

"Angel. The rock star.”

"Oh, her," he replied. "Why, | haven't even skentonight. She must have slept
through it all.”

Yet, Angel had told me that she had bribed my sgcguard. | had no chance to
further question Joe on that matter for, at thatneat, two emergency medical
technicians rushed into the room. A short examamawvas all that was needed to confirm
my worst fears. | picked up the telephone and ditte sheriff's home number. Forsyth

Barlow would not be pleased to be called out at fiiur.
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Two hours passed before things quieted down enthagh had the opportunity
to speak to Amanda. Tina had already returned toduen after answering a few
guestions from the sheriff, as had Jim and Elldred® McCall stood near the vending
machine, sipping coffee from a cup. Angel, haviegibreplaced at the front desk,
fidgeted under Forsyth Barlow's stern glare. Amamdaed over near me and touched
my arm.

"I know it's against house rules, but I've made sawoffee," she said. "It's in my
room. Want some?"

"Sure, Amanda." | caught Forsyth's eyes and motiaoénim that | would be in
Amanda's room. He nodded curtly and returned tetmwversation with Angel.

Slumping into a chair by the window, | watched Amarpour two mugs of
coffee. She handed one to me and then sat downhaiafacing me, cupping her mug
between the palms of her hands.

"Where is Henry?" she asked.

| didn't know where to begin. | couldn't cover féenry any longer. Too many
things had happened and it had been taken out dfamgls. But, where did | start?

"He's gone to the ruins, hasn't he?"

| nodded.

"That foolish man," she snapped. "What can he pbskbpe to accomplish?"

| debated. Should I tell her about Rachel? Woukdlstlieve my recollection of
the night with the time bubbles? Had she seen Feregonstruction of the ruins?

"Branch, darling. Don't be so hesitant. Nothing gay can surprise me."
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| frowned at her. In the glow from the soft lightsnanda's face looked so young,
so fresh, so innocent. She couldn't mean what atigust said.

"It's not that simple, Amanda."

"Yes, Branch. It's simple. Few people would beligybut Henry has fractured a
barrier between dimensions, so to say. He hasedeat opening through which those in
another reality can cross into this one and viceavé

| felt a tremendous weight lift from my shouldefsnanda understood! But, how?

"Your expression tells me that you assumed | wasr@nt of that knowledge,"
she continued.

"Well, yes," | stuttered. "I hadn't thought thatriig..."

"Henry didn't tell me," Amanda said. "I, uh, diseoed the facts another way. But
we don't have time for that now. The most importaimg you and | will ever do,

Branch, must be accomplished immediately, befogeetis another death. We must go
out and help Henry close that barrier!"
x * %

It had taken fifteen minutes for Amanda to dresgshe meantime, | had talked to
the sheriff and he had brusquely promised to get bame in the morning with some
guestions. For the present, he informed me, hedMealve two uniformed men on duty
in this wing. Even though Carter had died of asjdityon, the cause was still to be
discovered. Reluctantly, he had agreed to allovaAda and me to leave for the ranch,
warning us to be back by ten in the morning.

Now, each of us silent with our own thoughts arat$e Amanda sat beside me as

| drove her car toward the ranch. Once, when IHeitlooking at me, | turned and
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attempted a reassuring smile. She reached ovegratet my right knee. "I'm sorry you
had to see Chad Carter," she said. "I know it bataive been difficult after Casey..."

"Amanda, | don't want to talk about Casey. Espgcradt tonight. | don't even
want to think about her."

Amanda said nothing. | felt a twinge of guilt foyreharp tone as | remembered
her supportive stance seven years ago during thesks of the trial. She, more than
anyone else, had seemed to have understood theatiagi force behind my actions.
Even more than |, she had known Casey.

"She never wanted a family," | whispered, feelingvocal cords tighten.

"Hush, Branch. Remember what I've always told gbaut guilt and blame. You
can't fault yourself for a decision she made an@as she took. She had choices. She
always had choicés.

"If only I'd taken the time or insisted that se® a shrink," | ventured.
“In this reality, we move forward, Branch. Witte information you had, |
have complete confidence that your choices werbdisé possible ones.”

Amanda’s comment about time and this reality refethme of the reason for
this dark, lonely trip. How had Amanda known abihé other reality?

"How long have you known about Henry's experimeatatvith that other
reality?" | asked her.

| heard her sigh. Moments passed before she splbleknown of it as long as
Henry has been involved."

Did | sense hesitation in her answer? Avoidance?
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"But you never went to the ruins with Henry! Youre@lways working on a
book!"

"Darling, please trust me. | didn't go with Henryvent alone."

"Alone?"

"Yes. Even Henry has no idea that | know what Bout that other reality."

"What do you know, Amanda?"

"l doubt that I know more than you do. I've alredolgl you about the barrier."

"I'll tell you what | know, Amanda. That other ragglexists in the same space that
we do. Normally, we are unaware of each other mxaach reality sees the other as
some inconsequential object on the landscape.”

| turned to glance at Amanda. She sat erectly, fiigtitly clasped in her lap,
eyes straight ahead. Then, | continued, "Excepethee spaces in which both realities
exist in the same time and are aware of each dtiiercome to call those spaces 'time
bubbles'.”

"Time bubbles?" she gasped.

"l use that term for lack of a better expressidmXplained. "In those spaces,
there seems to be no time, not time as we thirik @fe can observe years passing in that
other reality, yet when we are returned to our ogality, only seconds have passed. It's
as if gaps in their time have been pulled out argphpended in our reality.”

"Are you sure of this?"

"Yes," | said. | related my experience with Henfteken years ago, leaving out
the part about Rachel. "And another thing, Amatidseems that, in the other reality,

time flows backwards."
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She shifted her position on the seat. | sensedeséveness. When she spoke, her
voice trembled, "Perhaps it is all a matter of pecsive, Branch."

"Perspective? What does that have to do with kiYow what | experienced!"

"I know that you do. The point | attempt to makehiat to a person in that other
reality, our time might appear to flow backwardhink of yourself on a spiral staircase,
Branch, with one other person. You are both cliglioward the top. However, when
you are directly opposite this person on one ofldbes of the spiral then, to you, he
seems to be going backwards. To him, you seem ¢mwimg backwards. Yet, seen from
the greater perspective, you are both travelingensame direction.”

“God, Amanda, | didn’t need that thought throwrtarfurther confuse the issue.”

“I would think it would clarify rather than confuseéAmanda said. “We’ve been
talking about Henry’s studies and what he hopeshtw the world. He wants to
publicize his findings through this group of peopleo are, one by one, dying.”

“They’re being murdered.”

“All the more reason for seeking incentives,” Amarsaid. “It would seem to me
that someone might not want Henry’s discovery toolbee public knowledge. What
better way to keep it secret than to eliminate asywho might tell of it?”

| had, in my illogical way, suggested as much tofesarlier tonight. He had
scoffed at the idea.

“Most people won'’t even believe it,” | said. “Evédrthey did, why would

someone want to go to a reality where time movekwards?”
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“Think about what you just said, Branch. It's nath a preposterous idea. Take a
person who is ninety years old and afraid to dreadine a woman whose beauty and
youth are fading. What about someone with a terhiliness? Even you, Branch.”

“What about me?”

“Seven years ago, if you had thought that goingWacds in time would have
enabled you to have prevented that tragedy, wotani have taken the chance?”

| didn’t know how to respond. Perhaps if | couldvddaken Casey back to the
time she was ten and her father died. No, befae Angrily, | gripped the steering
wheel. How far would | have had to have gone wids€y in order to prevent something
for which her whole life had prepared her?”

“See what | mean, Branch?”

Amanda’s words were soft and | sensed the pairteard behind them. She knew
about Rachel. And she probably speculated aboudisti@nce in the past she would have

had to take Henry in order to eliminate that pattic poison from his system.
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Chapter Eight

Once on Henry's road, | slowed the car, anticiggtine narrowing space between
the cliffs where the bus had stalled only yesterdlagbated mentioning the growing
rocks, but discarded the thought. Amanda would vasthe situation soon enough. At
the moment, my major goal was to find Henry anadgthing possible to close that gap
in the barrier. Then we had to return to the matel find the murderer.

The road cut had narrowed to about eight feet. Witenove the car through, |
could reach my hand out the window and almost tahetlcliff walls. Out of the corner
of my eye, | saw Amanda stiffen. My foster motheew a lot more about what was
happening than she was willing to tell me.

"What about the deaths, Amanda? Four deaths wiitieiisame group over a

period of less than a week! Don't you think thpts a little too coincidental?"
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"I'm sure we both consider those unfortunate pewijgkems of a calculating
murderer,” she answered. "But, can we be certainttiose deaths and Henry's mission
at the ruins are connected?"

"They were all members of Henry's tour group,"dused.

"I know," she said, her voice low. "I've attemptedationalize, to find other
suspects, but it always comes back to the samg.thin

"What's that, Amanda?"

"A feeling. | simply have a feeling that Henry ldme something in the ruins
that has prompted retaliation."”

"You think that someone from the other reality é&éiin ours, murdering people
who were to tour the ruins?"

"l don't necessarily mean to imply that the penssponsible for those deaths is
from that other reality," Amanda stated. "It cojudt as easily be one of our own."

"l don't understand. Why?"

"As we speculated earlier, Branch, some one ofigitmvish to go to that other
reality. That person might wish to ensure that ne would be able to replicate his
performance."

"In other words," | surmised, "that person wouldmivao witnesses, no one to
follow him. He would eliminate anyone who mightata Henry's discovery to the
world."

"It's a possibility,” Amanda said. "l just can'tdum, for certain."

"You said you've been there. When? How did youtdb i



105

"It was years ago, Branch. Before | ever knew yoH@nry. So much time has
passed that I'm not even sure | can remember lthavit."

Again, Amanda evaded my question. Again, | felt khew more than she wished
to divulge.

"Did you meet anyone there? What are they like?"

She hesitated for a long time. Moonlight shoneugftothe tall pines and sprayed
straight, parallel shadows on the car's hood. Aigfnowe were almost to the ranch house,
| could see no lights; the electricity still remaghoff.

"Amanda?"

She flinched and I looked at her. She turned g thinched face to me and shook
her head. Then, she spoke, "The beings who inttztibther reality are very much like
you and me, Branch. They are humanoid in form atidpugh they might have evolved
along cultural and sociological lines similar taguhey have no concept of physical
aggression. They..."

"Wait," | interrupted. "Earlier, | told you abouid time bubbles and the gas
attack. Someone in that reality understands phlyaggression!"

"No, Branch. Those aggressors were not necessapiyrt of the other reality
with which I'm familiar.”

Was she implying that | experienced an event irchvigven another reality had
played the part of aggressor? My mouth felt dryctEaair on my head seemed to be
standing on a goose pimple. Dealing with one otbality had presented enough

challenge. How could | even fit a third into myrtking?
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"You said it yourself, Branch. You explained to that those time bubbles had
been pulled out of space and remained suspendeifiegra the reality of which they
were a part."

"l know that | said that."

"If you and Henry were able to enter one of thagelites, could not others do the
same?"

"The premise sounds reasonable," | said. "But,kemp talking of the time
bubbles as if you had never been in one."

"Only once," she said.

"Quit playing games with me, Amanda! You've alretalg me of your
familiarity with those beings. You've talked agdiu've been to that other reality several
times."

"I've been there, Branch. But, aside from thattime, never through a time

bubble."

Before | could demand that Amanda be more spetifiimpsed a flash in the
rearview mirror. Peering back, | could distinguigithing, but then it was there again.
Not bright enough for a headlight, nonethelesdt itfet someone followed us. Someone
who did not wish us to know that he, or she, wakhhere. As | pulled the car into the
driveway, | turned and stared at the road up whitfust driven. Shutting off the engine,
| sat for a moment, listening for the sound of &eotmotor.

"What is it, Branch? What did you see?"
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"l didn't really see anything. | glimpsed what a@bblave been moonlight
reflecting off the shiny surface of an automobile.”

"The police?" she asked. "Do you think that Fordyd us followed?"

"No," | said, keeping my voice low. "But I'd sureel a lot safer if | knew we
were followed by someone sent by the sheriff."

Amanda reached over and grabbed my right handt thie coolness of her flesh.
Her intensity charged through me like an electuaent.

"We can't let anyone else get to the ruins, Braklgmry's soul depends on it.
Nobody else must be near!"

As | opened the car door, | thought about herdsoNot Henry's life. Henry's
soul. | felt beads of perspiration on my forehead appeu lip. The cool night air turned
my skin clammy.

"Hurry, Branch,” Amanda said, leaving the car aralimg toward the sandstone
ledge. Darkness surrounded me when | stumbled tdtenas she sure-footedly climbed
the trail. At the top of the ledge, | turned tokdmack toward the road. Nothing moved. It
could have been my imagination but, deep downglkit was more than that.

"Follow me, Branch," Amanda coaxed, reaching bawk af her hands for mine. |
gratefully grabbed it and followed her. She mustehayes like a cat, | thought,
wondering why | had never before observed Amaral#'standing night vision.

After a few minutes, she stopped. The moon gavermdiigh light that | realized
we were at the middle of the ruins in the arealtteiry had called the ceremonial room.
On his model, Henry had rebuilt this building a®and, silo-shaped structure with some

sort of glass reflector on the top.
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"Why are we stopping?" | asked Amanda. "Are we ivgifor a time bubble?"

"We can't wait for anything, Branch. I'm going thgh."

Going through? Did Amanda know a direct path td tiher reality?

"Wait, Amanda..."

"l can't," she said, cutting short my protest. "Hetloesn't realize what he has
done. He's in danger."

"What about yourself?" | asked. "You'll be placymurself in jeopardy.”

"Not in the same way as Henry," she said. | fetthay brace itself as she pulled
away from me.

"Guard this entrance," she instructed me. "Dobh'‘aigyone near until Henry is
back."

Then she was gone. In the dim light, | searche@fdue, a marker, some kind of
opening through which she had gone. | found nothitayv had she disappeared right
under my nose? | leaned against a nearby boullarying my shaky legs of some of
their weight.

And, at that point, | heard a sound that turnedatngady chill body frigid. It was
the sound of footsteps. Soft, furtive footstepsd Arhoever made those sounds was
coming down the path toward the ruins.

* x %

"Who's there?" | called, steadying my voice. | md¥rom the position | had

occupied and walked toward the ledge. Even thougdIfound no opening, Amanda

had entrusted me with guarding the entrance todtetr reality and | would see to it that
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any intruders kept well away from the area. | hearaccasional scrape of a leather sole
on stone, but no answer to my question.

"Is someone out there?" | called. Still, no answi#ad |, without knowing it,
walked into a time bubble? Suddenly, a rock tumioledn the side of the sandstone
ledge, rolling to a stop a few inches from my féatllowing the path the stone must have
taken, | raised my eyes and felt my heartbeat pdaatly silhouetted by the moonlight
at his back, an enormously tall man stood at tghdst point of the ledge. Judging by the
tilt of his head, he stared at me. | ran my tonguer dry lips.

"What are you doing here? What do you want?"

He laughed, a low laugh with no evidence of huriten | knew the man.

McCall, the computer mogul.

"I might ask the same of you, Hackworth," he shid,voice becoming louder as
he climbed down the incline. "I thought the whotewp of us was under house arrest.”

"l have business here," | snapped.

"As do "

We now stood face to face, if it could be termechsttis tremendous height
dwarfed my six feet plus. | found myself staringta knot of his tie and feeling
frustrated with the intimidating effect of his neass.

"Look, Hackworth. I'm not into bullying and playiggmes. Admittedly, |
followed you and Mrs. Adams to this location, biiad a reason for doing so.

Incidentally, where is the lady?"
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Who did he think he was? What led him to belie\a thwould answer the
guestions he asked? Obviously, he had escapedf®aitow's guards at the motel.
And, in my book, Check McCall was still a prime gest in the murders.

"If I had a flashlight,” he continued, "I'd showwa mile-long string of
credentials..."

"And what would that accomplish?" | asked. "Youeaentials won't impress me.
There have been four deaths among your tour ghboy. credentials can't guarantee that
you're not the one who killed those men!"

"l would expect you to be more sensitive aboutimgeccusations,” he said,
"especially with your past history.”

"Damn you," | spat. "What happened seven yeardsagbabsolutely no concern
of yours and has no effect on what is going on iow!

"You're wrong," he said, "on at least one count.dh a special assignment and |
have government clearance. So, you see, | do hpuepase in being here."

"And what is that?"

"Sheriff Barlow sent me after you."

Temporarily speechless, | grasped the impact ofvbisls. | felt a sour taste in
my mouth. Forsyth Barlow sent this man to followhkrsyth suspected me?

"It's not what you're thinking, Hackworth. Your sifieis concerned for the safety
of Dr. and Mrs. Adams. And you, also. But you hdvanswered my earlier question.
Where are they?"

"No!" | shouted. "You answer some questions for Riest of all, why does the

sheriff suspect danger for the Adams and me?"
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"Because | told him that there might be," McCaltlsaDr. Adams and | have
communicated on this project for several months.ndw

"I don't believe you. Henry would never reveal piisject to a government
agent!"

"Not in that capacity,” he said. "Dr. Adams needwgdskills in the computer
field. Together, we set up a program in which abligabilities of the civilization he
studied could be explored.”

That sounded like Henry. It also helped to expthefuturistic model he had
constructed of these ruins.

"Go on," | said.

"In layman's terms, we fed into computers the imfation that Dr. Adams
gathered from these ruins, along with the so-catlgdtical experiences he related in
which he thought he met with beings from anothalite.."

"Those weren't fantasies," | argued. "They werég esareal as this moment right
here is."

"I know that now," he said. "But it was only tontgjust before Carter's body was
discovered, that | talked to my computer and that fvas confirmed."

"I still don't know if | believe you," | said.

"l don't care if you believe me or if you don't,"ciall said stiffly. "The fact
remains that we must get Dr. and Mrs. Adams otihede ruins and away from here."

"We can't."

"We have to. There can be no possibility of failtre
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Throughout life, | had known fanatics of one kindanother. The one trait all had
in common was that they refused to hear sometlhieg didn't want to hear.

"I'll say it again, McCall. We can't get them awaym these ruins. They're gone."

"Gone? What do you mean?"

"They've both gone over to that other reality."

"No," he said. | watched him shake his head. "T¢eayt have gone there. Not
both of them. How could you have allowed this tppen?"

| suppose there comes a time in everybody's lifennthe desire arises to hit
another just to see if that person's imperturbigtsian be shaken. Despite all of those
years on the football field, I'd never wanted tonhgdomeone simply for the sake of
sadism. But, at that moment, | wanted to clobbezaRiMcCall.

"Are you sure?" he asked, softening his voice.

"l can't be positive about anything," | told hinTHe two of us, you and I, are
standing here at the ruins in the middle of thénhand discussing other realities the
same way that most people would talk about faviréstsellers. Maybe we're both crazy
and we're both imagining all of this."

He sighed. | looked past him, over to the east,ados#rved the grayish indigo tint
of the sky that foretold sunrise in the next hadicCall held his wrist up and looked at
his watch.

"We have, at the most, thirteen hours," he saide st find them within that
time."

"Have at it, buddy," | said, sitting down on a r@aboulder. "These ruins cover

five or more acres."
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"Just a second," he said, moving threateningly tdwae. "You tell me what
gives you the idea that they both went over."

My body ached. My head pounded. My patience witk tian had reached its
limits. "You self-centered jerk!" | shouted. "Yalon't give a damn about those two
people who are gone. Your only concern is for y&iupid computer games and
probabilities. The only reason you're upset nobeisause they've done something your
computer told you they wouldn't!"

Abruptly, McCall turned away from me. He walkedeavfpaces and then turned
to come back to where | sat.

"After a fashion, you're right,” he said. "My comers took the intelligence
quotients of both Dr. and Mrs. Adams and matchedntiwith personality and
psychological profiles of the two. The result wiaatt all factors considered, one or the
other of them would not allow this to happen.”

"You keep talking about this happening,” | said.H&/ in God's name, are you
alluding to?"

"It has absolutely nothing to do with God," McCsdlid. "If anything, this will be
the purgatory described in some religions. An exisé in which there is nothing."

"Nothing?" | questioned.

"Nothing," McCall confirmed. "My computer predidisat there is a third reality
occupying this space. Neither Dr. Adams nor | hagpscted such and..."

"You didn't believe him anyway," | accused.

"That is beside the point," he continued. "Whatrdsus that my computer was

objective."
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Dawn was approaching earlier than | had expectédady, | could distinguish
Check McCall's features. Impatiently, | indicateddontinue.

"The third reality, according to my computers, bagn capturing segments of
time from the reality that Dr. Adams has come tib damuh."

"Namuh?"

"Human spelled backwards," he explained impatieriiihe results that came
through earlier this morning confirmed that thisdireality has usurped almost all of the
time in the Namubh reality. And, when Namuh timelorager exists, that third reality will
begin stealing human time."

"You can't be serious."

"l most certainly am," he said.

"If it is so easy to steal time, why hasn't thatdeality already invaded here?" |
asked.

"They had no way through the barrier that sepanr&@i#ies,” he said. "Until
now."

| thought of Henry telling me he had to stop whatiad started. | remembered
Amanda's concern about repairing the gap in thedraClosing my eyes, | fought with
the probability of what must be done. We must clbseopening that Henry had made in
the barrier that separated our reality from the Nlameality. And, to do that, we would
be forced to leave Henry and Amanda over therab&mdon them.

"We have to find that gap, Hackworth. We must clivse

And how did Check McCall intend closing that gap?lApened my mouth to

ask him, | realized that the rocks around me dastiews. Starting with McCall's dusty
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loafers, I trailed my vision up to his frowning &ad felt my chest tighten as my lungs
labored for air and the lavender light dropped acbus.
It was another time bubble. And, this time, ChbtCall and | were in it

together.

| watched McCall stare at the surrounding landscHjgepuzzled look slowly
changed to comprehension and he blinked his eyesadd@imes, rapidly. When he
turned back to me, his face wore a smug expression.

"This is it, isn't it?" he asked. "This is the atlneality! The reality of the
Namuhs!"

"It would seem to be," | said, standing and brugldry matter from my blue
jeans, "but it's not."

"It has to be! Look at this city! The buildings!"

Startled, | looked around me. The ruins existetbnger. What | now observed
was the original from which Henry had made his nhofiethat same instant, | knew that
Henry had visited this city several times, had lbeedamiliar with the operation and
structure, the government and the people.

"l wonder where the Namuhs are," McCall said, wadkilown a wide, paved path
toward the large tower that housed the ceremoaa@hr "This city appears to be
deserted."

"This place has been abandoned," | told him. "Weitein the Namuh reality."

He turned back to me, his expression angry. Shavimtpands in his pockets, he

challenged me.
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"Suppose you tell me just where we are!"

| hesitated, despising his arrogance. At anotinee &nd in another place, | would
have walked away. As it was, | had no choice. ldotiwalk away. No one walked away
from a time bubble. And the fact remained that ®dcCall and | needed each other.
So | told him about Henry's early experiences &ad August night fifteen years ago. As
| talked, | saw a gleam come to his eyes.

"These time bubbles,” he exclaimed when | had cetadlmy explanation.
"These are the segments of time that have beetegifilom the Namuhs by the third
reality! What a fantastic discovery!"

"If we get out, you can tell about it," | said.

"Certainly, I'll get out. All I have to do is climiiack up that hill and go down the
trail to the automobile."”

He turned and strode away from me. In amazemevdidhed him, remembering
the miles and miles that Henry and | had stumbiedugh that field of decaying bodies.
Then McCall stopped in half-stride, his right fabtiost to the ground, his left leg bent at
the knee. His whole body took on a rigidity tharded me. It was as if he had, in the
middle of that stride, become paralyzed. | rememtbéine Biblical tale of Lot's wife
turning into a pillar of salt.

"Check?" | called. If he heard me, he gave no .

Would | have heard a call the night | pulled Heafter me, attempting to get
away from that horrible stench, the rotting cor@@sdad that night progressed in the same

way? Had my physical body stopped in the middla sfep while my mind continued
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experiencing the events of the bubble, the stepgb@mpleted only when that segment
of time had ended?

| looked around me, studying the landscape. If st gxperience held true, this
bubble would end of its own volition and there washing | could do to speed the
process. | felt a warped sense of humor arisecastemplated the process of speeding up
time in a space where no time existed. This woutd §lcCall plenty of fodder for his
computers.

Henry's model was amazingly accurate. Buildingthefcity clustered around the
tall ceremonial structure. The streets, althougtewhad been built for foot traffic. | saw
no evidence that anything with wheels had ever marethem. The tall, narrow
windows appeared to have no coverings, unusua titure seemingly so advanced. |
wondered if that was due to the fact that the ldeemight surrounding me provided
some sort of climatic control; in that event, nertheat nor cooling would be necessary.

Again, | turned my eyes to McCall. | debated thesfbility of attempting to drag
him back, pull him out of this state of suspensidnthe same time, | knew it would be
no easier to drag him back than it would have legmll Henry and me back. Despite
his physical state, Check McCall had already enhdxidiimself in an experience | had no
desire to share. Moving slowly, | eased myself backe stone on which I'd sat earlier
and lowered myself to wait.

| thought about Amanda and Henry. They were in thia¢r reality, even at this
moment, and Check McCall proposed somehow closiaghtrance, trapping them
there. | remembered what he had said about thessigcéor accomplishing that within a

few hours, preventing the third reality from emgrours when Namuh time had all been
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usurped. Then, what would happen to my dear friendeuld Henry's foreknowledge of
the situation enable them to survive? What of R&che

| had forgotten her. Rachel. The woman to whom Meonmpared every woman
he'd ever known. Even Amanda, | thought angrilyeifewhen he had Amanda's devotion
and adoration, he still pined for Rachel. Henry healight this all about because the
memory of that encounter with Rachel representetesiaing that might have been. And
Amanda had, blindly and faithfully, gone after him.

Would | have done as much for Casey? Would she tiame as much for me? I'd
never know the answer now. Why had | even thougRtasey? | attempted to find
another topic in my mind, but | kept rememberingaka's earlier question about taking
Casey back in time. Would it have changed anythitg@ld | be a better person today?

There had never, in a romantic sense, been a wonman life other than Casey.
From the time | met her, | had worshipped her. @asto was everything with people
that | was not. She knew how to talk, to move,aoycherself in such a manner that
every word she spoke, every action she made codwgyee, confidence, and
assuredness. One knew that Casey was royalty; ah@ever questioned. And the
plebeians of the world, myself at the head of ttoaig, rushed to bow and pay homage to
her.

| raised my head to look at the rigid figure a fieet away. Had McCall moved?
His feet seemed to be in the same position bytrafile, | observed a bead of sweat
dripping off his chin.

"McCall?" | cried. "Don't fight it. This time bulid will end! You're not trapped!"
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He showed no sign that he heard me. | watchedwbatsead drip off his chin
and be replaced by another. | returned to my thtsugh

| had wanted to marry Casey, | remembered, updegmigraduation, before |
had left to go south with the football team. Shd refused, reminding me that her
father's estate had included a tour of Europe asid #r her upon her own graduation. |
had wanted Casey but, even more, | had desiredhigahave what she wanted. It had
been three years before she had appeared in nggiii@. On a cold, windy night in
December, | had answered my door to find her stentiere, wet, bedraggled, beautiful.

"Branch," she had cried, throwing her arms arougdhoulders. "I knew I'd find
you here. Mom said you'd be married, but | knew ywould wait for me!"

| had pulled her inside, by the fireplace, and heddat arm's length. She was
thinner, but the roundness of her breasts andreipgided me that she was a mature
woman of twenty-five. Her large brown eyes, heafigged with velvety lashes, looked
dreamily into mine. | pulled away from her in ordersearch for a towel. When | found
one, | returned and massaged her long blond haiMdith the towel draped over her
head, she peered up at me from underneath wet.bangs

"Do you still want to marry me, Branch?" she asked.

| had taken her in my arms and held her againstvaening her cold body with
mine. Four days later, we had flown to Reno anad begun my life as a family man.

| raised my head. Had | heard a sound? Glancingktyuat Check McCall, | saw
that he had not moved. Remembering the gas attemksthe first time bubbles | had
experienced, | stared toward the city. Had the eggprs who had gassed the Namuhs

been representatives of the third reality? Had ttamtured an entire reality?
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Subtly, the light around me dimmed. | watched Cheealght foot slowly drop and
his left one just as slowly leave the ground. Heed his head and looked at me over his
shoulder, his face stiff with fright.

"Run," he said, the word sounding as if it had bessorded and then played back
at a slower speed. "Hurry. The gas is almost here!"

The last word sounded almost normal and he had dhanether three steps
toward the path. Behind him, over the mountaingatched the bluish-pink that preceded
sunrise. Finally, we had returned to our own rgalistood and moved toward him.
Grabbing his arm, | yelled to him, "Stop! The tilmgbble is gone. We're back to our own
reality!”

He pulled away, looking toward the ledge and thackkat the ruins. His breath
came hard, as if he had been sprinting or climbandpours. Sweat dripped down his face
and off the ends of his spiky black hair.

"Didn't you see it?" he cried. "A horrible brownigéllow gaseous substance that
appeared to stalk me, as if it had a mind of ite.ofre you positive it's not back there
behind us? | ran as fast as | could, but it kepting!"

We both heard the moan at the same time. A lowdofipain from somewhere
behind and to the left of me.

"That's it!" McCall cried. "The gas! It's comingrfas!"

| turned to look behind him, almost expecting, diesghe gray morning light that
proved we were back in our own reality, to see linatvn gas creeping toward us.

Instead, | saw a large shapeless lump that haldew®ot there before. As | watched, it
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moved and | felt McCall's strong fingers grip mght bicep. Shaking off his hand, |
stared as a hand lifted from the ragged bundler@ached long fingers toward me.
"Branch, help me."
The voice was weak, but recognizable. Henry! Hevag alive and back in this

reality! | shoved McCall away and ran toward mifdl.
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Chapter Nine

Ignoring the possibility that another time bubblgim descend upon us at any
moment, | knelt beside Henry and cradled his sheslch my arms, bracing his head
against my chest. Watching the wind rustle his wigray hair, | studied the wounds and
bruises on his body, bleeding cuts and massiveusatts that began on his face and
stretched over his flesh down to his ankles.

"Who did this to you, Henry? Henry?"

The frail, scraped flesh at the corners of his mautivered. A moan escaped his
thin, pale lips as they parted slightly.

"What in the devil happened to him?"

| flinched at the voice. Check McCall had followe over to where Henry lay.
He now stood to my left, astonishment and disbéli¢fis eyes.

"I don't know," | said. "Right now, | don't carehave to get him to the hospital.”
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"No," Henry whispered. He struggled weakly, attengpto raise his head. He
lifted it approximately two inches before it felhtk against my chest. "Amanda,” he
gasped. "Save Amanda.”

"Where is she?" McCall asked. "How do we find her?"

Angrily, | stared up at him. Check McCall had nacern for Amanda. Nor for
Henry, either, for that mater. His prime interest in locating that entrance to the other
reality.

"Mirror," Henry said, struggling for words. "Go tswgh mirror."

Admittedly, | felt a small amount of satisfactiastmen | watched disappointment
cross Check McCall's features. Out of his head patim, Henry was talking about
mirrors. | lowered my eyes to hide the satisfactifgit at McCall's consternation and
observed Henry looking at me, eyes open and futlanity.

"Branch, you must go after Amanda."

"I will, Henry. But, first | have to get some mediattention for you."

"No. Not enough time."

"I'll search for her, Dr. Adams," Check said, sguatdown for Henry to see him.
"Tell me how to get to her."

"Check?" Henry exclaimed. "Check McCall? How didiyget here? Did you find
the entrance?"”

Dear God, | thought. Henry thinks he is still imtlother reality. The mirror he
referred to then must be that glasslike structtitbeatop of the ceremonial building. |
looked at McCall. | didn't need to see his smugessgion to realize that he had grasped

the same idea.
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"Amanda!"

The cry was a scream of grief and | felt Henry'dybtense as he shouted it. His
breathing grew shallow and | felt the coldnessisfdody through his ragged jacket. As
if he were a child, | picked him up in my arms atolod.

"I'm taking Henry to town," | told McCall. "Thenlibe back here. If you
somehow manage to close that entrance with Amatiitie shat other reality, you'll be
committing cold-blooded murder."

Check's obsidian eyes held mine. "I'll try and fived," he promised, shrugging,
"but, if time grows short, I'll do what | have to tb save our reality."

Henry moaned only twice throughout the rough clinalon the ruins to the ranch
house. | didn't even think as | raced to his stat#agon and opened the tailgate. With
one hand, I unrolled the sleeping bag he alwaysechin the car and gently placed
Henry on it, arranging the other bundles around $onthat his body wouldn't shift
around so much on the way to the hospital.

Henry's keys were where he always left them, irestdray. | started the engine
and allowed it a few moments to warm up beforeckied the car from underneath the
carport and started down the road to the highwayai\afterthought, even though it was
almost dawn, | turned on the headlights. At theesime, a moan escaped from Henry as
the car hit a bump in the road. | glanced over hgusder and then back quickly, just in
time to see that the road ahead of me ran diretthya cliff and disappeared! Stretching
in an unbreakable barrier across the road, thesrotthe cliff walls had grown together,

overlapping in spots!
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| slammed my foot on the brake. The station wagmeened back and forth on
the narrow road before coming to a stop just in@vesy from the rock barricade. My
heart thudded wildly. Then | relaxed. | would sisnparry Henry around the rocks and to
the highway. Someone would pass by and pick us up.

The rocks of the road cut had grown in every dioecand | stumbled for a
hundred feet in the forest before | came to theamisaw a way around. My arm
muscles trembled with the effect of Henry's deadyite His breathing, still shallow,
seemed regular. At this point, | could have turttedugh the forest and over the knoll
where Topper lay buried. Instead, | decided to Heathe road.

Almost through the forest, | noticed a lighterareld boulder in the distance that
stood apart from the rest. As | drew closer, lired that the lighter boulder was one of
the cream colored Navajo Inn vans. At the same mibthat | cursed McCall's arrogance
in driving it out here, | felt relief that he hadnged it here, on this side of the rock
barricade, rather than in Henry's driveway with ékiger vehicles.

Testing the door, | discovered the van was unlocketl slumped Henry on one
of the wide seats that stretched along the back iabped McCall had been equally
unconcerned with removing the keys. Holding my tirebeased into the driver's seat
and felt on the steering column. Elated, | relistredmetallic feel of the keys and turned
on the ignition.

Once | reached the highway, | allowed the sun's thgt came in the east window
to warm and loosen my stiffened muscles. Occadigndboked back at Henry,
watching his frail chest lift slowly up and dowmaldvertently, | thought about those two

poor little babies, remembered their helpless giegto draw oxygen into their lungs.
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Casey had never wanted to be a parent. She hach&otat many times and | had
never questioned her desires. Casey had been leivgryhat | had ever wanted. Because
she had not desired to become pregnant and bégmily, | had felt no emptiness in my
life. 1 had supported her in her career stancdirfg that her role as fashion designer had
been equally as important as that of mother.

"Branch?"

| slowed the van, looking over my shoulder. Althbuge bleeding from the cut
on his forehead had stopped, Henry's face conttragtée against the dried stain. He had
raised his head and shoulders from the seat. égbolif the highway, onto the shoulder,
and turned off the ignition. Squeezing betweentwwefront seats, | knelt beside Henry.

"Lie back and rest, Henry. We'll be there soon."

He shook his head violently. Shoving away my hahddpoked at me, intensity
burning in his gray eyes. "Too late," he said. TEvi

"I know," | said, gently pushing his narrow shouklback to the bench. "We're
going to take care of everything."

"Got to stop them," he cried, struggling againsttowych. "All my fault. Magnets.
| brought them here."

| felt the muscles in my hands go limp. What wasateng about? Who had he
brought here? Was he taking responsibility forrttensters of the third reality? Cold
enveloped me.

"Who, Henry? Who did you bring here?"

"Tour group," he whispered weakly. "Brought touogp here."
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The struggle, the exertion, had been too much ardHapsed back into
unconsciousness. | stood abruptly, bumping my loeatthe van ceiling, and moved back
to the driver's seat. The tour group? A part ofttwe group? To whom did Henry refer
as evil? Evil in this reality, or evil in anothezality?

Once | reached the straight stretch leading intmtd pushed the van to its
limits, turning on the emergency lights and honkimg horn. Someone had called ahead
because, when | reached the emergency entranice hmspital, two attendants awaited
me. They carried a gurney.

Before | had the van stopped, they had openedatle dhoors and one of them
had slipped inside. By the time | climbed out aad around behind the van, both of them
were inside. As if a spectator in a dream, | wadctem lift Henry to the gurney and
gently swaddle him in blankets. Carefully, they mawered the stretcher through the
door of the van and | stood helplessly, starintpatstill figure, the blanched features.
The two young men hurried toward the sliding gldesrs and | moved to follow them. A
tug on my sleeve stopped me.

"Sorry, Mr. Hackworth, | need some information."

"What? Oh," | said, frowning at the girl who stdoglside me, holding a
clipboard. "About Henry? You have all the insuraimfermation. He was in just last
summer for a hernia operation...”

| felt the words trail away. A lump on the floor thie van teased my eye. |
reached inside, pulling it toward me. A shoe. Hanspoe. It had fallen off when the two
young men had transferred him to the stretchezld h with my left hand and brushed

the dust off with my right. Something dark had $phed a large portion of the toe. |
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rubbed that part against my denim jeans. Henryweag particular about his appearance;
| would have to see about getting the shoe cleaned.

"Mr. Hackworth?"

The girl was still there. Why didn't she go awayRywdid she keep staring at me?
| turned to go inside.

"Where are you going?" she squeaked.

"I'm taking this shoe to Henry," | said. "He'll wahwhen he regains
consciousness."

The antiseptic smell of the hospital assailed nstnils as | walked through the
door leading to the emergency waiting room. | Healdperating room door open when a
tall woman in white stepped in front of me, bloakimy way.

"You can't go in there, Branch."

Startled, I looked at her. | had gone to schoohwbse Ferguson and considered
her a good friend. Why did she stand in my way?

"l want to see Henry. He needs someone with hitabked down at the brown
Hush Puppy in my hand. "Besides, he'll need higsho

| watched Rose's blue eyes fill with liquid. Shinkéd quickly. Taking my hand,
she pulled me into a small room beside the nussatson.

"Sit down, Branch," she told me, pulling a chait rom against the wall and
guiding me toward it. "Doctor Pinestatter is witkrty. Henry is getting the best
possible care. What | need now is some informadtoout Henry that the doctor can use

to determine how to treat him."
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Was thisdgja vu? Had another nurse just asked me the same questexhshe
wanted the same information? No, | told myselft thase had wanted to know about
Casey. She had kept asking me what kind of pilse@dnad taken. She wanted to know
when Casey had eaten last. Even at the time, tHadgjht it a stupid question. If
someone were dying, why would it be necessary tamwhen she had last ingested
food?

"Branch, can you tell us when Henry had his lasalffie

| blinked my eyes, bringing the woman who sat ssithe table from me into
focus. | shook my head in an attempt to cleat knew this woman. Why was she
asking me about Casey? She knew that Casey weds dea

"Doctor Pinestatter may have to perform surgery..and

"For an overdose?" | questioned. "She thought Wene aspirin. She was trying
to scare me, to pretend she was dying. She didn't..."

| closed my eyes, allowing the familiar whirlpodldarkness to rush toward me.

"Branch, dear Branch. Come back, sweetie. You d@ve to live that experience
over."

| felt the warmth of consoling arms around me, $eaelreshly shampooed hair.
For a moment, | slumped into the embrace. Thenathms pulled away and the coldness
of the room penetrated to my bones.

"Branch. Open your eyes and look at me."

The demanding voice squeezed my eyes open. Rogadeerstood in front of
me, her hands braced rigidly on her hips. Blue éigsbed fire at me when she read the

returning clarity in mine.
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"Damn you, Branch Hackworth! Don't scare me likatth

"I'm sorry, Rosie. | haven't had much sleep ansltthing with Henry worries
me."

"I know," she said softly. "But, don't call me Resigain. Rosie grew up."

"l want to see Henry, Rose."

"Doctor Pinestatter..."
"I don't know Doctor Pinestatter, Rose. | dombw whether Henry knows him.
Henry will want someone he knows with him."

At that moment a smudge of yellow appeared dowrh#ike at the door to the
operating room. A young man in a yellow t-shirt dohde jeans. If he could be in the
operating room, then | could, too. | rose from ¢hair and moved toward the door. When
the young man saw me, he moved directly in fromhef blocking my way. Rose spoke
from the room behind me.

"Doctor Pinestatter, this is Henry Adams' son," saiel. "Branch Hackworth.
You probably knew of him as Jim Hackworth. Brantieet Doctor Pinestatter."

He couldn't be more than twenty, | thought, staghbis curly hair and casual
clothing. Henry deserved someone with experience.

"Nice meeting you, Mr. Hackworth. | used to watauyon television when | was
in medical school.”

"Henry?" | felt my voice break.

Young Doctor Pinestatter looked at the shoe in anydh His eyes took in my

rumpled clothing, my disheveled appearance.
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"I'm sorry Mr. Hackworth," he said. "I know yourstory and | think that you
deserve someone being straight with you."

| swallowed as | watched his features seem to ameltpour down his face. | held
my breath.

"We couldn't save Dr. Adams."

| felt my breath being pulled from my body. Bkaspots danced in front of my

eyes. Not Henry. Henry couldn't be dead. Henry mgsnvincible hero, my model of
invulnerability. What would | do now? | felt sometl cutting into my right hand and |
looked down, realizing | had bent Henry's shoe alndouble. A thousand images
flashed through my mind, squeezing memories | bagotten. Henry, on the day | had
become his foster son, when he had presented rheheitidentification card with his
address and phone number. Henry, on the day hedd gie Topper. Henry, who was
there when | cried after Casey's refusal to mamy Infbreathed deeply and handed the
shoe to Rose Ferguson.

"Will you see that he gets this shoe, Rose?" Irfgitvoice weakening. | paused

and breathed deeply before | continued, "Henrytfelt a gentleman always wore shoes.
k%

When | left the hospital, | stepped out into thg, dool air of a New Mexico
morning. To the north, fifteen miles away, | obsshthe huge red sandstone monolith
that marked the border of Henry's property. Cheak there now, | thought numbly. At
this moment, he plotted to seal Amanda into thait@f nothingness. | forced myself to
walk down the wide, concrete steps. A small cadspethe driveway toward the

hospital parking lot. Squealing to a stop, the dumned and Kate Branigan climbed out.
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"Branch," she cried, rushing toward me. "lsue? Clyde heard it on his scanner
and called me. | got here as soon as possiblestsyH.?"
| looked into her concerned hazelsey¢ook her hand in mine, felt the strength
of her grip and squeezed her fingers, despisin@pdipe in her eyes that | must destroy.
"Henry is inside," | told her. "He needs someone...”
My voice broke. Tears spilled onto Kate's cheelsldnrced my voice steady.

"He needs someone to care for him," | finished.
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Chapter Ten

As | climbed into the Navajo Inn van, | tore througy grief and threw my
feelings of sorrow aside to be dealt with lateeerhembered Henry's insistence about the
tour group and evil. Did he refer to those stiltreg motel? Or, had he tried to warn me of
Check McCall who, even now, might be destroying Adws chance for life? Could the
evil he talked of be something even greater, soimgtinat belonged to that third reality?
He had used the term 'magnet.' Did Henry belieaéttiose in the tour group were
drawing the evil to them? To our reality?

Why had both Amanda and Henry, even Check McGQalsted that the gap in
the barrier be closed immediately? McCall's compubad confirmed the fear that
Amanda had expressed, that of the existence afcartiality. A reality that had stolen
time from the Namuhs and would turn to our realtyen no more Namuh time was left.

Henry had left his office in the university librabasement, telling me that only he
could repair the gap he had created in the bah#rseparated the two realities. Later,

Amanda had informed me that she had the capatilitho so. Even Check McCall,
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blindly trusting his computer information, felt th@e could close that entrance. Henry's
final attempt to save his reality had met withded!; the broken body behind me in the
hospital bore mute evidence of that fact. The &t governed the third reality, then,
must have possessed knowledge that the attempieuas made. What other reason for
Henry's mutilation? Was Amanda destined for theestate?

| had to get back out there, to the ruins. | mumt that entrance and save
Amanda. Then, distasteful as it might be, | wouldeiforces with Check McCall and we
would bar that entrance from evil. But, what of fe®ple left at the motel? Were they, or
any one of them, part of this conspiracy to keepltarrier open?

Forsyth Barlow had the people at the motel undardgd observation, | told
myself. And | had promised Henry that | would fiAchanda. My first allegiance lay
with my promise to Henry. At that moment, the stisrcar, lights and siren activated,
pulled up and parked near the emergency entrane&tched the tall, stout, uniformed
man look toward the sliding glass doors and theneatExasperated, Forsyth Barlow ran
his right hand through his thick white hair and keal toward my van.

"Branch, I'm sorry," he said, pausing next to theeat's side and speaking to me
through the open window. "I'm real sorry about Heiite was close to the finest man
I've ever known. Can you tell me what happenediuere?"

"Someone killed Henry," | said, looking straightal. "Amanda is still out there
someplace, in danger. I'm going to find her and tfra going to find the person who

murdered Henry."
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"Now, Branch," Forsyth began, "this is a mattertfeg law. Three people have
already died. There's a special investigating teaming this afternoon from the state
police..."

"I know it's not just Henry," | interrupted. Theesiff didn't yet know about the
two tour group members who died before the groaphred town. "I can't wait for some
special investigator who is going to recognize me @ecide he has his perpetrator. You
know that's so, Barlow. He's not going to rementberacquittal; he'll just recall my
arrest for murder and the trial. Even if that weoe so, | can't wait for this afternoon.
That may be too late."

The sheriff lowered his head. He knew | spoke ththt Would the special team
even attempt looking for another suspect if they ime in their hands? | would have
liked to have told Forsyth what was going on, bawltould | have explained something
that | didn't yet understand?

"Amanda is in danger out at the ranch," | told hitm going back out there."

Forsyth frowned and, for a moment, | thought hehhayder me to stay in town.
But, at some level, he recognized the plea behiynavords, the truth of my argument.
He must have been torn between his desire to helfimd Amanda and his duty to watch
the group at the motel, one of whom might be thedexer. He reached his right hand up,
patted my shoulder and then backed away.

"Keep in touch with me."

| nodded and steered the van toward the exit. gasked the cafeteria annex, a
slender, middle-aged man in white raced from a sid barely missing the van before

he turned sharply away and disappeared into tHellatf cars. The man's face almost



136

seemed familiar, but | couldn't quite place it. Whyg furtive departure from the
hospital?

| felt the van chug a little cough and looked & ¢fasoline gauge. The needle
rested in the red. | would get gasoline at Clydelwvice station a couple of blocks away.
Then, back to the ruins and Amanda. And Check McCal

| had finished filling the van with gasoline anddthe cap ready to screw on
when Clyde rushed from the store, waving at me hdefy face, redder even than usual,
exuded a sort of ghoulish excitement. Hitching igodants over his drooping belly, he
stopped directly in front of me.

"Sorry about Doc," he said.

"l know."

"That's a bad group, huh?" he smirked. "Them pethy@eDoc was going to show
around? You think the same person that killed hitekthem other two?"

| shrugged. Clyde's two-way radio broadcast everywersation he had to the
surrounding area. | had no intentions of writing $cript for today.

"Just heard that one of them got away from ForBghow's guards," he said,
turning and walking back toward the store.

"Wait!" | yelled at his back.

He turned and ambled back toward me. Satisfactittergd in his eyes.

"What are you talking about, Clyde?" | demandectIl'fhe!"
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"Just heard it on the scanner," he said, gloatiigems that one of them tourists
musta doped up some coffee and gave it to ErnidPatel They just passed out and the
tourist slipped off."

"Who!" | demanded, grabbing his shoulders. "Whicle of them was it?"

"l don't know, Hackworth. God help me, | don't. Wi was one othe women!"

Tina, Ellen, Angel. Whichever one it was, sheldoli have much of a head start
on me. | pushed Clyde away and jumped into the van.

"I'll pay you later,” | told the startled Clyde. €an't waste any more time."

So, she had finally exposed her hand, | thouglghimg the van to the maximum
speed once | reached the city limits. | felt a sus§confidence. | could deal with
something | knew; it was the suspicion of everythrsg had befuddled me before.
Regardless of what she now tried, | could take oateer.

| didn't see any cars ahead of me on the highwdyl anessed the accelerator
harder. Henry had called her 'evil." Check McCp#iaulated that an interloper from that
third reality might be the murderer. If this EvildMan, as | had quickly come to think of
her, intended keeping the entrance open at anytloestCheck McCall, as well as
Amanda, was in danger.

Finally, coming onto the last straight stretch lpefthe curves, | caught a glimpse
of red in the distance. A car! | kept my eyes amitil it disappeared around a curve. |
willed the van to move faster, hoping she had@hgee in her rear view mirror. This
evil from the third reality, then, could exist infhan form. My thinking had been
governed on the basis of Henry's conversation Riébhel, in which she had told him

that she normally existed in his reality as sonmgthiery ordinary, but not as a human. If
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these evil beings had the chameleon-like abilitggpear in this reality as humans, could
they not pass themselves off, in Rachel's reagyamuhs? Was that the method they
were using to steal the time?

Suddenly, up ahead of me, in a dip in the highwaagrge pile of sand appeared,
blocking the right lane of the highway. | swervedass the centerline to avoid the sand
and caught my breath when | saw the red pickugktiu¢hat lane. Turning the steering
wheel sharply to the left, | rolled down a steeglime and halfway up the side of the
ditch before the van stood still, wedged in a ffmot crevice. | had bumped my head at
some point and my vision was laced with paralleksiand black parallel stripes.

| heard the sound of running feet and someone gbublg door open. | leaned out
and then stepped gingerly, still feeling queasyatTool Johnny Evans! | should have
stopped him yesterday when | saw that open taildaitg it wasn't Johnny who stood
beside me. My eyes traveled from white hospitalesshoes up white slacks and shirt to
a face I'd almost recognized earlier today at thephtal parking lot. How could | have
forgotten this man? In all of my postulations angmositions, | had neglected to include
Mike Peterson, the bus driver, as a possible catelir murderer. Peterson, who had
been with the tour group from the very beginningtePson, who had had more
opportunity than most to murder any of the members!

k%

| felt beads of sweat surface on my forehead astpécations of this fact sank
in. Mike Peterson had made himself less than \asivier the past twenty hours or so. He
had been so inconspicuous and low-key that | hageh thought of him as part of the

group. | remembered the second list Henry had nthdegne entitled Modes of
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Powerlessness. Peterson's name had been on thahisstold me that Henry had
compiled a dossier on this man. My head clearedfadizziness subsided. What had
Peterson been doing at the hospital earlier tot&siPhot waves of rage weaken my
body. Had he attempted to sabotage the effortawe Blenry? Why was he now trying to
delay my return to the ruins? Where was the womlao nad escaped from the guards at
the motel? Were there two of them? Was Petersom@ap distract me long enough for
his partner to reach the ruins?

"I'm glad you're okay, Mr. Hackworth," he said neusgly. "That's a nasty bump
on your head."

"What the hell are you doing here? How did youJy#tnny's pickup?"

He looked down for a moment and twisted his hahdstched the muscles move
in his throat as he swallowed. | reached for hcusdter.

"Answer me!" | demanded.

He flinched and | felt the thin sharpness of hiadmall the way through his flesh
and clothing. His mouth worked silently. | droppag hand.

"| stole the pickup," he whispered. "It was righete in the lot with the keys in
the ignition. | didn't have time to find someonalaant a vehicle. Lord knows | wouldn't
have taken it if I'd known this would happen."

He waved his hand toward the pile of sand and keralrered why I'd been forced
off the road. Although this highway had little fiaf the next motorist who passed this
way might not be as lucky as I. Torn by the desirget to the ruins and the knowledge

of this present danger, | moved to the red pickup.
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"There's a shovel somewhere in that sand," | tekéiBon. "I'll drive Johnny's
truck up the road a few feet and then you andlimdve the bulk of this sand.”

Mike Peterson wanted to protest. He balked fomarfements and then walked
over to the pile of sand, kicking at it while | mexl/the pickup. When I returned, he had
uncovered the wooden handle of the shovel andHgiukim aside, grabbing the shovel
and jerking it from underneath the pile.

"Okay, Peterson," | said, using the shovel to sethp sand to the side of the
road. "What brings you out here? What is so imputrtiaat you had to steal a vehicle to
get it done?"

"l was following Ellen Madison."

| stopped my rhythmic removal of the sand. Haddrbecorrectly? If Mike
Peterson and Ellen Madison were the evil peopla faoother reality, why was he
exposing his hand by telling me he was following?he

"Ellen Madison is at the Navajo Inn," | said.

"No, she's not," Peterson argued. "l saw her dgiarblue car this direction
maybe ten, fifteen minutes ago."

"Are you sure?"

He nodded and | returned to the task at hand.uldHtave the roadway cleared in
a few minutes and then I'd be on my way. I'd takkkeMPeterson with me; I'd keep him
on such a tight leash that he couldn't possiblpangdish any more evil.

"Why were you following her?" | asked.

"Personal reasons," he said.
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"Personal reasons!" | yelled. "Personal enoughytbatstole an automobile and
almost killed me!"

"I'm sorry. | didn't count on this happening.”

"What kind of personal reasons, Mike?"

| had leveled the sand out across the highway f@ecars in the next several
hours would disperse some of it and, by morningwind would have blown most of it
away. Looking at the van, | saw that it was farwggtooff the roadway, although
hopelessly wedged in the ditch. | would have teeldohnny's pickup the rest of the way.

"I'm waiting for an answer," | told Peterson. "Aitdhad better be an answer | can
believe."

"You'll find out soon enough," he said. "I may aslvbe the one to tell you. Ellen
Madison is a murderer."

Did this mean that Peterson and Ellen Madison wete&ooperating in the
scheme | had envisioned? Did | now need to revessearlier decisions and again
consider Mike Peterson an innocent bystander?

"l don't know your grounds for accusation,” | saidut, if you felt Ellen had
killed someone, why didn't you call the police?"

"They wouldn't believe me," he said, his voice kmg. "Besides, in our family,
we take care of things like this ourselves."

"Your family?"

"Ellen Madison is my wife."
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Once in the pickup, we were almost a mile downhtighway before | recovered
my senses to talk coherently. Mike Peterson s@heseat beside me, knotting his
fingers, stiffly vigilant as he stared out the wamd Finally, | spoke, "I thought Ellen was
a widow."

"That's what she wants everyone to think."

"You're Avery Madison?" | asked, studying him froine corner of my eye. | had
met Madison once several years ago, while | wilsrstiollege. A huge bull of a man
with a boisterous personality, he and this mild roanld never be mistaken for each
other. Did Peterson think he could deceive me sdy®a

"No," he said, his voice almost a whisper. "I'm Agery Madison. My name is
not even Mike Peterson. I'm Gerald Covent."

"Why did you lie about being married to Ellen Mazh8"

| sensed his startled move before | felt the bangers on my right kneecap.
Looking into wild eyes, | wondered how | had evasjodged this man and thought him
meek.

"l didn't lie to you," he shouted. "She's my wife!"

"Okay, okay," | consoled, shoving his hand off rmek. "We have another four
or five miles to go. Why don't you tell me abo®'it

He leaned back, resting his head against the woyéred seat. After a long,
shuddering sigh, he began his story.

"l first met Ellen Thorpe in Missouri, around 199y father owned the
hardware store in town and Ellen's grandfatheredadith us. When | was just a little

tyke, Ellen's parents moved back to Missouri frohic@go. They had lost all their
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money and had no place else to go. The older Thdrpidt a four-room house on their

farm, but it was never good enough for Ellen's rantill her life, Ellen was told about
the wealth they'd once had. Ellen was never satisfiith the kind of life she had to live
in that small town."

| nodded, attempting to follow his conversation aatcthe same time, predict
what might be happening at the ruins. By now, EN&dison should be searching for a
pass through the rocks that had grown across ek aot.

"Ellen always held herself apart from the resthaf kids at school, so you can
imagine my surprise when she started flirting vaté. | was two years older than her and
getting ready to graduate from high school. Evedybknew that I'd made plans to join
the navy. | guess Ellen saw me as a way off offdran, out of that town.

"We got married in 1965, right after | joined updamoved directly to San Diego.
Ellen loved San Diego. The people, the lights,plaees to go, things to see. We were
real happy there."

If I had ever talked about Casey, my voice mightehearried that same note of
wistfulness. | turned to Peterson. "Go on," | said.

"When my hitch was over in 1969, we went back tedduri and | took over the
hardware store from my father. Ellen just seemaedlilto She got pale and sickly and
took to staying home all the time, reading movigyamnes. Then, three years later, she
disappeared. Just up and left with no note or amgth did what | could to find her. My
younger brother, John, made it a lifetime projeie.got in touch with the state police

and wrote letters everywhere.
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"It was eighteen years before he found her. | bad before given her up for
dead. And, it was real strange, because he foundlim®st under our noses, in Chicago.”

“John showed me a picture of Ellen in the papédre 8as the wealthy widow of a
man named Avery Madison. | was sure it was notiherJohn said to go see her and
find out for sure."

"She married Madison while she was still marrieg@aa?" | asked.

"He could give her all those things she wanted{éRen said, his voice
apologetic. "I guess she figured | might raisessfifi she tried to get a divorce after being
gone so long and not staying in touch."

His voice trailed to a whisper. My God, | thoughg, still loves that woman.

"Did John see her?"

"He did," Peterson said, his voice hardening. "fBkéed him into her house and
then killed him."

"That's a pretty strong accusation."”

"It was in all the newspapers,” he said. "She toh&lpolice that John was a
burglar that she surprised in her house. She shothiough the head.”

"What did the police do?"

"Nothing," Mike said. "John was a stranger. Elleaisva society lady with
millions of dollars.”

“Why didn’t you go to the police and tell them ttnath?”

“Would they have believed me?” he asked. “Donthieo answering that. |

decided that | would have to take care of her niys®&b, | sold the store and moved to
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Chicago, to an apartment where | could watch alralbstf her moves. | made up this
name, Mike Peterson.”

“What kind of punishment did you have in mind?”

“No punishment,” he said. “Punishment is the Lerdusiness. | just wanted her
to admit what she did and clear John’s name, thnlyfaname.”

"And you've been watching her and waiting for thportunity for ten years?”

"Doesn't seem that long," he said. "I learned al lbbught all the books and
newspapers that she bought and | read them. Whei&dams went to her and she
decided to come on this tour, | got the job aseiriAnd you know something, Mr.
Hackworth?"

"What's that?"

"When Ellen got on that bus, she didn't even reizegme."

| wondered briefly whether all men had the sameatiaistic tendencies where
women were concerned as Mike Peterson and |. Cadparhis years of suffering, my
experiences paled.

"l understand why you want to confront Ellen," lddim. "But you could have
done that at any time over the past ten years. &litof the urgent moves right now?"

"Because | know why Ellen wanted to go on this tbBeterson said. "I know
that Dr. Adams told her about another place where goes backwards."

| signaled and turned on the dirt road toward #reh house and the ruins.
Peterson must have observed the blank look on o®y fa

"Don't you see?" he said. "Ellen is the most béaluttoman in the world, but

she's sixty years old. Even with plastic surgeny emsmetics, she can't stay young



146

forever. Mister Hackworth, Ellen is going to trydscape to that other place and, when
she does, she won't ever have to tell what sheodldhnny!"

| had an insane man beside me in the pickup, aeneirdhead of us on the road,
Amanda was lost in another reality and evil pedgen a third reality were threatening
to invade our own. Check McCall was already atrthes, three hours ahead of me in
my search for Amanda. And my friend, the best fili€d ever had... | shook my head,
willing the tightening of my throat away. Later.tkg | would think of my future, a
future without Henry.

"Mike, did Ellen kill those other people from theut who died?"

"Why, no," he said, his tone conveying incredulitgt | should ask. "Ellen was in
the bus when both of those first two men died. Anés watching her from the hall at
the motel when that boy drowned."

"Just curious," | said.

"I'm surprised you asked that," he said. "Ellen ldatli kill anybody she didn't
know."

| glanced at his sober face, his intense eyesreaiited that he found nothing
incongruent in the statement he'd just made. Updltbe rocks stretched across the road
and | slowed the pickup.

"If you ask me," Peterson said. "That Jap guy MtiSajour best suspect. He was
around every time one of those men died.”

In sight now, Ellen's blue car rested at the sidch@road and | parked the pickup

beside it. Mike Peterson had alibied my one suspeact and now | was back to
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suspecting everybody. Even now, Check McCall magtiter have found Amanda or

blocked her path of return.

"Where is she?" Peterson exclaimed, pushing opepittkup door and staring
with disbelief at the rocks stretched across tlael réGood grief, man! Is that where |
parked the bus yesterday?"

His finger pointed at the spot where the dirt readmed to disappear underneath
the large boulders. Since my departure only a feuwrdrago, the rocks had spread
noticeably further out.

"What happened here?" Peterson continued. "A ladesDo you think Ellen
found a way to get through?"

"You know her," | countered. "What do you think?"

"Yeah," he said. "Ellen would have found a waysHé didn't crawl over those
rocks, then she went around them."

Now saddled with Peterson, my progress arounddhgchde slowed in
comparison to the pace I'd have taken it alonectistomed to woods travel, my
companion stumbled several times and, once, alfelbsthen he brushed close to a large
boulder. | heard his startled yelp and turned adotWhat's wrong?" | asked.

"Damned if I know," he said, breathing hard asushed to catch up with me. "l
walked next to that rock and it was almost likpushed me!"

| stopped and stared at the tumble of boulderslalydtetween the ruins and us.

Perhaps the boulder had pushed Peterson. If thoke grew, and | knew they did, then
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they had a life no one had predicted. Should thahb case, then could they not also
possess intelligence? Emotions? | shuddered arieedughead, increasing my pace.
"Follow me," | ordered Peterson. "Don't stray avrayn the path | take. And

don’t get near any of those boulders again!”



149

Chapter Eleven

We passed most of an hour walking steadily befareeached the ranch house. |
knew we needed water and remembered that the parignger worked. At the edge of
the woods that hid the sandstone ledge from thedydisaw my pickup parked, just
where Henry had left it when he drove out last nhiglenry. The thought went from my
mind and progressed down to my stomach, a heawgeading throb.

"Do you suppose Ellen is in the house?" Peterskedas

"l doubt it, but go and check. The door is alwagkuaked. I'm going over to get a
canteen from my pickup."

| had just unloaded the metal water can | keph@tiack of the pickup when
Peterson came running up the hill toward me. Igmgphim, | filled one canteen and
reached for another.

"She's not there," he cried. "Where are those ®lins

"Here," | said, handing him the full canteen. "@atis. We'll need water before

the day is over."
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Startled, he stared at the canteen. His brow fugtband his nostrils looked
pinched. Finally, he took the canteen from meréwed the lid on the one I'd just filled
and slung the strap over my shoulder.

"This way," | said, stepping on the path to theasui

Perhaps | had forgotten how steep the path was tigetsandstone ledge.
Perhaps | had never climbed it when | was thisltiBut, the thought of the growing
boulders and a third reality invaded my thoughttled the way. Had the mountains also
grown? They were composed of rocks and the raggeasith of the mountains would be
directly proportional to that of the boulders. It f& chill travel across my shoulders and
neck. Did | witness the beginning of the invasigrthee third reality? Was this how it
started, with unobtrusive, common rocks that gréguacreased in size until they stifled
the life form of the reality they sought to condiéquickened my pace. | had to find
Amanda and get her to a place of safety, backnioréd of sanity in which time moves
forward and this space in which we exist is ouonal

| knew | had been correct in my speculation whercrested the ledge and |
looked down to the ruins, almost twice as far aasyhey had been in the early hours of
the morning. | heard a gasp behind me and turn&eaterson. His dark eyes stared out of
caverns in his white face and he breathed throigjbgen mouth. | turned to follow his
gaze and saw the blob of color on the path benea#iimost to the ruins.

Ellen Madison, wearing a red jumpsuit, nimbly awmdhe rock outcroppings on
the narrow trail as she hurriedly descended thie leatding directly into the center of the

ruins. But, at that moment, yet another movemepturad my eyes. A tall figure in dark
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colors moved near the middle of the ruins, seemngiagpearing and disappearing. |
narrowed my eyes, attempting to focus more clearly.

It was Check McCall. He stood in the large sentieiiof tumbled building stone,
the same area in which Amanda and | had been #aslynorning when she had
disappeared. The air around McCall shimmered walvary, reflective, almost wave
like appearance. As | watched, his body grew traresg before again taking on
substance. He alternated between real and untegld imy breath, concentrating on the
process.

"Good God!"

| turned to look at Peterson. His eyes no longkovieed Ellen. Like me, he had
focused on McCall. Like me, he watched Check Mc@aslhppear right before our eyes.

Peterson grabbed my left forearm and | blandlyodigéd his fingers. My actions,
neutral and robotic, belied my inner agitation. Md®ad discovered Amanda's
entrance! He had passed through to that othetygtidrough the very opening | had
promised to guard! My initial anxiety dulled to amga slow, throbbing emotion that
increased my heartbeat and warmed my face. My hiaplesl that Amanda would return.
Now, more than ever before, | had to go to tha¢otkality. Before Check McCall did, |
had to find Amanda and return her to this time.

"Ellen!" Peterson choked. "No! Don't let her go!"

Numbly, I looked below and realized that Ellen N&aah, still oblivious to the
presence of Peterson and myself, nonetheless tsaavelol McCall's disappearance. Her

forward momentum, still careful, increased as sished to a spot near where McCall



152

had stood. From my position above the ruins, |detéthat she had underestimated her
distance; the actual entrance lay a few feet pasptesent position.

Tensing myself to go down there, | felt Petersab'sence before | looked to my
right and saw him stumbling down the steep pathfe¢o his knees and, grabbing at a
spindly shrub, pulled himself upright and turnesl &éyes to me. His defiant glare told me
nothing that | didn't already know: Mike Petersooud kill himself before he allowed
Ellen Madison to escape from this reality. Whaatljust begun to grasp was that he
would kill anyone who attempted to stop him!

"I'm not going to stop you," | told him, holding nvpice down so as not to alert
Ellen. "If you'll hold up a minute, I'll get in fra. | know the way and that will help us get
down more easily."

Consternation fought with disbelief and a frownhettt itself across his forehead.
Finally, he nodded and raised himself carefullhitfeet. Shaking, he flattened his body
against the rock wall next to the trail and allovmee to pass beside him.

We had gone almost halfway down the mountain bdfagain spotted the red of
Ellen's jumpsuit. Seemingly disoriented, she pagexer-widening circles around the
area where McCall had stood. Her desperate intfengist have left no room in her
thinking for the possibility that she might haveehdollowed.

| had just passed the last bend in the path apgeateon the flat area near the
ruins when | heard the uneven clicking sound oftilimg gravel. Turning, | saw that
Peterson had fallen again. This time, his white fe@ntorted with agony and | watched
his prominent front teeth dig into his lower lipisHeft leg, bent at an awkward angle,

twisted underneath his buttocks.
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"Don't stop!" he whispered, his chest heaving. §@bEllen! My leg is broken!"

| breathed deeply. He was right. | had to stoprElftill, | hesitated, knowing the
agony he must be experiencing, debating what | tadgho help ease the pain.

"Go," he gritted. "Go on."

| nodded and turned back toward the ruins. | walkedevel ground now and the
large boulders that sheltered the ruins also obksicony view of Ellen Madison. | felt a
lightness in my head; my throat tightened. | hadbgk been able to see the ruins from
here. Were the rocks growing at such a pace tbegtwlould block the entrance before |
could get Amanda out?

Recalling the layout of Henry's reconstructed dilfgn Madison must be to my
right about a hundred feet. Carefully placing mycoasins on the dusty rock surface on
which the city had been built, | moved in the dii@c of two man-sized boulders that
appeared to have a passageway between them.

Reaching the smaller of the two boulders, | leaamgainst it and peered around.
Ellen stood precisely in the middle of the seméleiy just as McCall had earlier. And,
even as | watched, her body grew translucent,gtigumpsuit fading to pink. Rushing
through the opening between the boulders, | rdretaand grabbed her shoulders, pulling
her from the center and toward one of the crumbdinggr walls.

She screamed in frustration and viciously kickedshiy. Unprepared for both
her strength and determination, | had grippedigétly and, taking advantage of my loss
of balance, she slipped past me, back to the céRémovering quickly, | hobbled back
toward her. When | reached for her hand, she chibppeny wrist with the edge of her

own hand before she raised her long, red nailsytéace.
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"Leave me alone!" she screamed. "You can't stopone"

"Yes | can," | shouted, locking my still throbbinight arm around her waist. "If
necessary, I'll carry you out of here!"

Her green eyes widened and flooded with hate. Tieerieatures relaxed and
triumph replaced the anger.

"You're too late," she said, her voice a low, tlydaugh. "Look at us! | can see
through your body! We're both going!"

At that precise moment, Ellen Madison and | stegpaala cyclone of
nothingness. The ground beneath our feet disap@ackthe rocks and trees that
surrounded the ruins existed no longer. | feltiEfidingernails tear into my wrists before
the pain in my head grew so great that | releagechd pressed my palms to my
temples, attempting to relieve the agony. Wave afteve of uneven vibrations passed
over my body from head to foot and | felt everyl aeimy body split apart and move
with the same irregular tempo.

A rainbow of colors sprayed across the insides yegelids, changing patterns
so rapidly that | had no chance to identify thepssa When the colors disappeared,
blackness flooded my visual screen. Pinpointsghttlappeared, swelling and exploding
at random until one large explosion seared my dyelihite. | was falling and | tried to
lift my hands from the sides of my head, but thegrsed glued to my temples. | floated,
drifting in a gray sea. White faces flashed by featureless and lifeless. Had | died?

Then it was over. | opened my eyes to a patchvafider sky that appeared

through a long, rectangular window several feetvabue in a curving rock wall. | was
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standing in the ceremonial room! | had made ihtdther reality! | reached down to pat
my arms, my legs, my body, to assure myself tiséitllexisted. My eyes slowly adjusted
to the dimness and | looked around the large raamkllen Madison. Other than myself,
the room was empty. If Ellen had entered this tgainen it had been at a point other
than this one.

My ears picked up the sound of footsteps and Iared against the wall, poised
to defend myself. Directly opposite me, a narrogt developed in the solid wall and
gradually increased in size until it formed thehaf a door. A tall, athletically built
man walked through the doorway. A woman, slightigrser, followed him. Both wore
flowing robes of the color Henry had named copBtamories of Henry's recital of his
first meeting with Rachel returned and my breabdiw#d more easily. | was safe. These
were Rachel's people. The people Henry had laldeauh. The two stopped a few feet
away, the upper parts of their faces remainingpenshadows.

"Who are you? What are you doing in our ceremamiam?"

The man spoke and yet his thin lips did not mowated at him, thinking my
vision must be impaired.

"Your vision is fine," he said, lips again unmovirigvVe have no need to
communicate verbally. Answer me as to your purpose.

He is reading my mind, | thought. The beings iis ti@ality communicate
telepathically.

"You are correct,” the woman said, moving from berthe man and into the pale
light that came in from the window above. If shattemy startled gasp, she paid it no

mind as she stepped closer to me.
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"Amanda!"

Her bluish-violet eyes looked into mine. Sadneldsdithem and tears threatened
to overflow onto her smooth cheeks. She gentlygadter hand on my cheek and, this
time, | felt her words rather than heard them. @finite tenderness propelled the
message to my mind.

"No," she communicated. "l am not Amanda. | am R&th
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Chapter Twelve

Had Amanda lost her memory? Was she suffering iomesia? How
had she known about Rachel? | wanted to thinkytanate, to sort out my questions,
my objectives. Why did she pretend to be Rachéd®v could she possible hope to
deceive me? My head pounded and | wished thengatl who stood beside her would
leave so that | could talk to her.

“He is going,” she said, her clear thought flowingp my head with the
smoothness of silk. | looked past her, towarddberway, and watched the man move
away. He turned as the door began to close anelsté me.

"You must not endanger her."

His thought penetrated my brain with the force tirmwn discus and, for a
moment, | thought | might faint from the nauseoaspThen he was gone. | turned back
to Amanda, startled at the anger | saw in her eyes.

"Jericho was concerned only for your safety,” hessage to me translated. "And
you must stop thinking of me as Amanda.”

"But you are Amanda," | yelled. "Why are you pretigrg that you aren't?"
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"There is no need to shout. | know your words befgyu speak them. Sit silently.
We have little time and you have much to compreh&rdhe sakes of both your reality
and mine."

Either she read the compliance on my face or uhaleiamy verbal surrender.
The anger disappeared from her eyes and she beganunicating to me. "This reality
into which you have intruded has little time |&ecause of this fact, we are not free to
display the courtesies that we normally providetfamrse from your reality."

"Damn it, I'm not a stranger..." | began, but a pregavhine shrieked in my ears,
causing me to forget my protest. | watched liquathgr in her eyes.

"Our reality has coincided with your reality fot af time," she continued. "We
have peacefully shared the same space and, ocatigidhe same time, as evidenced by
my meetings with your Dr. Adams.

"You will learn how an antagonistic reality camestmare the space already
inhabited by our two realities. A flaw existed rettime vacuum barrier that separates
your reality from mine and, through that openirgg third reality invaded this one. That
reality has stolen our past and, therefore, mosuofuture. We have only a few years of
existence left. Then, it will be as if we never aér

"No," | thought. "I'm taking you back to my realitypromised Henry. I'll take the
others, too. Then, we'll find a way to seal theiibaand cut off the third reality."

She smiled, a sad smile, and shook her head. Hertpought again entered my
head. "l wish it were that simple. Millions of mglliows have already exiled themselves
to another reality. There are only a few left hamel our lives are of no importance if the

last of our time is captured.”



159

"l don't understand. You can come with me. All oliy people can come with
me, to my reality."

"How can | come with you if | do not exist? You nhgge, child, that if | never
was and never will be, then | am not."

| looked around the large, circular room. The walése barren of any adornment.
Only the one high window broke the monotony ofitinéed rust colored stones. | had to
get out of here, back to my own reality. But, how?

"That is what you must learn," the soothing tore® e again. "You cannot leave
until you have mastered certain thought technidues.

Anger burned through me, searing my stomach, mg,hes chest. The
arrogance of this woman! How could | ever have akish her for Amanda!

Rachel's eyes widened. Puzzlement flashed acro$adeefor an instant before
being replaced by calm acceptance.

"It is not of my choosing that you must learn teehniques. That was decided
long ago, by the wise men who peopled both ouitresl They formulated a ritual that
must be performed before the barrier between thidies could be penetrated. The
months of study required to perfect the ritual eeduhat one would not begin that
journey without a great deal of thought.”

"You did it," | accused, remembering the crystaevahe had taken to Henry.

"Before | reached my thirty thousandth year, | acspithe knowledge. It was a
part of the experience necessary to become a vageaw."

"Thirty thousand years!" | exclaimed. Pain flittedross Rachel's face and |

realized that | had shouted at her. "I'm sorryllege You don't understand. | don't have
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months, only hours. I'd like to learn all of thisit | don't have that much time. | have to
return to my reality. | have to find a murderehalve to..."

"Our time is different,” her voice flowed into nmead. "You will find that the
three months you spend learning this process imeality will equivocate to only hours
of your own time."

| didn't believe her. | could read her face andvktigat she knew | didn't believe
her. But, at that moment, | saw no choice othen thago along with her.

* * %

And so began my weeks of exile with the Namuhs.iktalived my life in the
manner | had for the last six years, the solituatklack of companionship did not disturb
me. Rachel had housed me in a small cottage sastende away from the city and my
creature comforts were provided in a most elegatmar. Even though | didn't
recognize the colorful food | ate, it had pleagartures and tastes. My denim shirt and
jeans, along with my moccasins, were taken awdpetoleaned and a fresh copera-
colored toga delivered every morning by the sanilel,cé nine or ten year old blond boy
with enthusiastic blue eyes, healthy skin, andguotitieeth.

| missed the sun. | missed the clear blue skyNéwa Mexico morning. | missed
the twinkling star patterns that inched acrosssityeat night. Nostalgia for my reality
spurred me to learn, as quickly as possible, ttlenigue to return to my familiar world.

The Namuhs had a particular method for keeping.tibn@m my retreat, | had a
good view of the large mirror atop the ceremoraalm. It seemed to be hinged on either
side. This enabled it to move one hundred eightyeks, stop, and move back one

hundred eighty degrees. One complete flip-floghed mirror determined a Namuh day.
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| had kept my wristwatch, even though the passama My reality to this one
seemed to have broken the timing mechanism. ltneasintil the third day, Namuh time,
that | discovered the watch still worked.

At the beginning, Rachel had led me down a tumoehfthe ceremonial room to
this cottage. Upon stepping out of the tunnel,d hlaconsciously glanced at my watch.
10:15. After she had settled me in the cottageexipthined the operation of the video-
type machine | would use for study, | had glancgaimat my watch. 10:15. Removing
the watch from my wrist, | had placed it on a sms#dine table near the door. When |
picked it up the evening of the third day, | wasazed to read the time: 10:20. The next
morning the watch read 10:21.

So, every minute of time in my reality equaled fzatfay of Namuh time. This
was what Rachel meant about my months of studygbegual to a few hours. | made a
rough calculation in my head. Ninety days times miautes came out to one hundred
eighty minutes. Only three hours! But, did my owality have even that much time left
before a full-fledged invasion by the third redhty

* x %

When she came to the cottage the morning of theHalay, | was prepared for
Rachel. For three days now, we had followed theespattern for the lessons. She would
sit in a chair across the table from me and | woatite a word, always a three-syllable
word, in a language foreign to me. She said thelwod | repeated it. Those were the
only verbal sounds | ever heard issue from her {fpste the perfectionist, she repeated
each word hundreds of times, until my accent atmhattion were exactly correct. Then

she left, so quickly | had no time for asking que.
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The handsome young man and beautiful young womanbstught my food,
cleaned the house and cared for the yard refusespmnd to any of my verbal requests
for information and, when | attempted to think myegtions, hoping for a telepathic
response, they turned their backs.

When Rachel came for my studies, | never hearddloe open. It was as if she
simply walked through it. Today, | sat at the tallenking a coffee-like liquid. When |
looked up, Rachel stood beside me. Gracefullynstreed to a chair opposite me and sat
down. Placing her palms flat on the table, sheedtartensely at me and opened her
mouth, "Ci-ten-gam," she said. "Ci-ten-gam."

This was it. This was my chance.

"Amanda," | said. "Henry is dead."

Her smooth face crumpled and tears filled her eg$hs.clasped her hands
together tightly.

"No." The voice came faintly to my head. "No, yeurying to deceive me.
You're trying to shock me and cause me to sayltihaAmanda.”

"l do want to shock you. | definitely want you tdnait that you're Amanda.
Telling you about Henrgeemed to be the only way | could get any respfsnseyou."

Tears ran down her cheeks. Her eyes held miné lamelv she realized the truth
of what | told her. "He can't be dead," she sa@i,voice a whisper. "l watched him go
through the barrier."

"I wouldn't lie to you. | carried him from the r@nHe had taken a severe beating.

Bones were broken and he was bleeding internally."”
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She moaned and closed her eyes for a long momdman\dhe spoke again, it was
the silent communication of before, "He must haatked out of here directly into a time
bubble of human time."

"l promised him that | would find you and take yoack, Amanda.”

"You can't. This is where | belong, here in thiglitg. | am a Namuh, not human.
| am Rachel."

| carefully made my mind blank when | looked at.Hesaw no reason to forewarn
her but, as soon as | learned the ritual, | woalddé Amanda to return to human reality

with me.

She had stood then, abruptly, walking away anditgame with the thought that
she had something of great urgency that demandetd be elsewhere. When she had
reached the door, she had turned to me and lifiedght hand with her left. Turning my
palm toward the ceiling, she had placed a nickadidisc in my hand.

"You know how to operate the seeker," she had comicated. "If you use this
disc, it may answer some of your questions."

"Wait," | protested. "Don't go. You have to telem"

Again, she had gone. | examined the tarnished robfatt in my hand. Instead of
being cold, as | had expected, the scratched yaliswradiated a warmth, a body heat,
as if it had been next to her skin. | rememberedidind forged gold chain that Amanda
wore around her neck. This, then, was the lockeid always assumed hung from the

chain.
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My first day here, she had illustrated the uséhefdeeker, an antiquated, yet
incredibly advanced, relative of the video cassetterder. Tucked in an alcove behind
the chair in which | usually sat, the small machaipped an occasional blue dot that
traveled across the screen from left to right. fits¢ day, she had pointed to a shelf
beside the seeker where row after row of tiny disks the one now in my hand, had
been stacked.

"The history of the Namuhs," she had communicated.

Having had no interest in this reality into whichdd fallen, | had not used the
object. | had, instead, decided to walk outsideyad the city, and try to find the
entrance back to my reality. | had been surprides) frustrated, and, finally angry when
| had discovered that, try as | might, | was unablescape the grounds of the cottage.
Even though I could see the city, an invisible Ehprohibited my getting any closer to it
than the stone wall that stretched around the getyard.

Lethargy had overcome me and | had spent hoursesl¢eping pallet, tossing
and turning. When | had discovered that my watchked, | had decided to keep some
sort of record as to the number of Namuh dayshthdtpassed. Searching the entire
cottage, | had found nothing on which to write writing implement. How did the
Namuhs record information? Did they have such greaital capacities that making lists
or calculating was not necessary?

Determined to keep a record, | had found a cylirstieped rock and had begun
scratching on one of the rocks that formed therfadany sleeping room. | had made a
mark for each Namuh day | was there. Now, | walkadk into the room, lifted up the

corner of the pad that hid my scratches, and maakether day. Four days. Eight



165

minutes? Where was Check McCall? What of Ellen Mawf? | thought of poor Mike
Peterson, suffering severe pain on the hillsigtrdtched my body out on the pad, telling
myself that there was nothing | could do about nw oeality until | managed to escape
from this one.

Escape? Had | used that word in my thinking? It tsas; | considered myself a
prisoner. Even though my cell was plush and thd faiahe highest quality, | was kept
isolated except for the young man and woman andhhe. And, Rachel. When |
considered her my jailer, | thought of her as Riatw Amanda. | had been through the
barrier safely when | came from my own reality. Whg she insist that | learn some
ancient ritual to return?

Stalling. She was using the ritual as an excuggdeent me from trying to return.
When | considered the fact that the shield arohedbuse accomplished that very thing,
what purpose, then, did the lessons serve? | fowself feeling dizzy, my head growing
light. It was the same way | felt when | tried &tionalize some of the things that Casey
had done.

Why had she driven to the mountains in Vermontgumak inside, leaving the
twins in the car? By the time | had received therghcall from her, those poor little
infants had been lying on the back seat of healtanight. | had been aghast, horrified by
what I considered her unconscionable behavior.Bbgd never occurred to me to waste
time confronting her, demanding that she tell mg sine had done what she had done.
Only one thing had stood out as being importarttingethe babies to a doctor. Much

later, she had goaded me.
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"You're such a namby-pamby, Branch," she had ladigiWghy didn't you get
mad? Didn't you feel helpless? Don't you ever womd®t you could have done?"

Numb with disbelief at her lack of contrition, Ichenade some foolish comment
about choices. | told her that | could have yeHdeder or | could have tried to save the
babies. | told her that, out of all possible opsidrsaw open to me, | had chosen the one
that | had considered the most productive at the.tBut, she hadn't listened. And, all
the ranting and raving | could have done wouldattehsaved those babies.

The same thinking applies now, | thought. | cartgsband balk, but | can't do
anything about my own reality until | get back #ercan't return until | either learn the
ritual or convince Rachel to help me return the Wwegme. | squeezed my fist, feeling
the disc still warm in my hand. She had providedwith information. | could utilize it
or | could lie on the pallet and fret about somaghover which | had no control.

| dragged myself from the pallet and staggereti¢caicove that housed the
seeker. | looked at the gray screen for a minugching the blue dot move across it.
Then | found the small slot to the right and, jils# dropping money into a vending
machine, | dropped the disc that Rachel had handethto the opening. The screen
lightened and took on a lavender hue. Buildingshiéad on the screen and | recognized
the ceremonial room. But, there was somethingfalsdiar, something | hadn't counted
on. Someone! A tall white-haired man stood in frofithe building and | knew the man!

On the seeker screen, in front of the ceremoniddliing, squinting against the
lavender hue, stood Sheriff Forsyth Barlow!

What was Barlow doing here in this reality? On tiisc that Rachel had given

me to answer my questions! Had he stumbled throlglentrance the same way as |



167

had? Even as | watched, his form grew thin arobedetiges, the brown of his uniform
fading to a puce color. Before my eyes, he grensliecent.

The seeker screen darkened to a deep indigo, #umwils of the buildings
growing black. A series of black and white pardile¢s laced the position in front of the
ceremonial building where the sheriff had stood:drader dots appeared, seemingly at
random, until the screen was almost obscured. Qhis) Rachel's face appeared.

Where was Barlow? What had happened to him? Halikkd, come over to this
reality? Was he, like me, at this very moment igalan another 'retreat' somewhere near
the city? Then, Rachel's voice came to me andrdn@ag name.

Astonished, | watched the image on the screenwIRachel's lips move and
heard her talking. No, this time it was not Racfiéis was Amanda and she spoke to
me!

"You must learn something of the Namuhs, my sowrder to understand the
predicament in your own reality. You must comprahbow dangerous the events now
transpiring are to your soul. By following our lust, you can prevent some of the same
things occurring in the human reality."

With fascination, | watched Amanda'’s face, amazdwa much she resembled
Rachel. Were they identical twins? It was, at thatnent that | had finally accepted that
Amanda was from the Namubh reality. She continu@dspark thought from the soul that
we all are-that’s all that was required- generateddesire for experience in this space,"
she said. "In order to experience, time must eXisé entity took on flesh and the time
spiral was created in order to allow the entityetita reflect, therefore building each

experience on what it had learned from the last."
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Was there a fast-forward on this machine? Until niomad deliberately avoided
the history lesson.

"My dear Branch, | know how you have always didlikestory. | understand how
you feel about whole nations and peoples doingémee thing over and over, never
profiting from their experiences."

She knew me too well. Throughout life, | had stuinihorefused to accept the
extrapolations put forth by teachers and professbhsstory that began with, 'Now, if we
had done this instead of..." The event had alwags lclear in my mind. The lesson | had
taken from history had been simple: if it didn'todon't do it again; if it succeeded, do
it again. Do it better. Do it more. Expand.

"That is why | want to tell you about the Namuh&thanda continued. "To show
you something that didn't work. Just allow me a feimutes to explain the time spiral.”

| nodded in acquiescence. As if she actually sawAnganda continued, "After
millions of years, the entity determined that mevents could be experienced if it
became two, rather than one. That accomplishedwhgarts of the entity that desired
to continue experiencing the same space decidegt&te separate time lines following
the same concepts and the same spiral.”

Get on with this, Amanda, | thought. | pulled a @lein front of the screen and sat
on it.

"In rough equivalents, the human year was equallitle over seven hundred

Namuh years."
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Seven hundred thirty, | thought irritably. Two Namyears pass in a little over
twenty four hours human time. | had figured thatiouny head when | had discovered
that my watch worked.

"You can see that, by the time of the human cawve, there had been much more
time for experience in the Namuh reality. In Nannedlity, as in human reality, a
hierarchy was established with leadership positlensng been attained primarily
through physical characteristics: size, intellsbape, beauty.

"Because of tremendous technological advancesstdiscovered that implants
could be surgically attached to the brain and tivede implants, properly stimulated,
would bring about an increase in any of the aforgmeed qualities. This would, then,
lead to an advance in that person's position irfnidearchy."

| thought about the steroids that some of my felédhletes had poked into their
bodies. At the same time, women had turned over ten bodies to plastic surgeons to
increase certain portions to the baseline thaespdeemed desirable. | remembered
Henry's mention of the word baseline in the folaerked with my name.

"Hundreds of years passed before the wise men @&women began seeing the
results of the procedures,"” Amanda went on. "They, in human terms, 'created a
monster.' This is the way it worked, Branch. Eviame a Namuh accepted an implant,
he admitted his powerlessness in being able taqusly attain that standing

"Now, all thoughts carry an electrical charge. Tihaiught of powerlessness, of
having no control, is a thought alien to our solilserefore, it was rejected by the soul,
thrown from our reality into the space that existéween our two realities. To us, it was

‘excess garbage.' We never considered the posesilfilike charges attracting and
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combining into a mass pool of electromagnetic chathat actively began seeking out
other like charges."

Was Amanda trying to tell me that this evil, hidedhird reality was composed
of cast-off atoms and molecules? How could somgthke that operate without the
direction of a greater intellect, without a brafy®anda answered my question.

"This electromagnetic reality, having no organiaafino direction, no ability to
experience, simply existed. As it attracted likargjes, other particles were neutralized
and returned to our reality as deadly gases tlmatgrlethal to any Namuh they
touched."

The gas attacks of the time bubbles. The Namuhgsihadfect, poisoned
themselves! They were responsible for their owrrdeson.

"Lest you think that this is only a Namuh probleéBnanch, let me hasten to warn
you that the very same thing is happening in thedmreality even as | tell you.
Although there are no lethal gases, the rocks anttbrs of the human reality are
swelling at a tremendous rate, bloated by deadlipeativity."

She had my attention. My full attention. If Amarideew why the rocks were
growing, she just might know how to stop the grawth

"By the time we Namuhs comprehended the damagertbroe line, we were left
with only a few thousand years. The electromagmetdity, at that point, had grown to
such a mass that it pulled entire blocks of higitigirged emotional events out of our
time spiral. Almost all of our past and future vggme. Entire groups of our beings
migrated to your reality where they now lie in caaad crevices, as crystalline forms,

waiting for your wise men to teach them the techagjand rituals for becoming human."
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Our wise men? Was Amanda telling me that there Wwaneans who already
understood the ritual Rachel was trying to teaci me

"Yes, Branch. There have been crossovers betweenvthrealities from the
beginning. | am a Namuh who crossed to the humalityemanaging to keep both my
form and my soul intact. Henry is a human who h@sedhe same here. At times of crisis
in your reality, whole groups of humans, undergh&lance of human wise men,
migrated here and learned the techniques. Millafreur years ago, most of the
inhabitants of an island continent that sank bdénteg sea came here. As recently as five
hundred thousand years ago, another group camdrbarehe very ruins that Henry
worked on excavating. Upon incorporation into Namedility, these people helped in the
design of the city behind you. In effect, they néttthe city they left in human reality.”

Over five hundred thousand Namuh years. That wookgdo be only seven
hundred human years. Did she refer to the Chactu@@ The Anasazi? When she talked
of time in these astronomical figures, Amanda madeem so long ago. How old did
these Namuhs grow to be?

"It is rare when a Namuh exists past fifty thousgedrs in this reality," she told
me.

"You can hear me!" | accused.

"No, Branch. The disc, which you placed in the segis programmed with all
possible answers to any questions you may askséeleer records your telepathic
message and recovers the proper response. Thhatsyou perceive on the screen.”

"Then, tell me how to get out of here."

"That question is not proper."
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"I'll find another way to pose that question,"” Idder. "Let me try again. When |
return, | need to know how to take care of theaadiive boulders. Is there a connection
between the boulders and the murders?"

"Henry has that answer,” Amanda responded. "Iflyave no more questions, |
will continue..."

"Not yet, Amanda, please! Henry can't give me trers®wers. | told you earlier,
Henry is dead!"

"That question is not proper."”

Damn. Amanda had programmed the disc to answey @assible question she
thought | could ask. She had never planned that)éyime | could use the disc, Henry
would be dead.

"I will continue with the technique used to elimieahe excessive
electromagnetic charges. The wise men and wise wang in council. After hundreds
of years, it was determined that Namuh men and wonaild have the same general
physical attributes within designated groups. Tisild be done by highly complicated
genetic coding and would occur instantaneouslyrdfoee, six groups came about. The
first two groups were composed of those who haadredt! thirty thousand years of
Namuh experience. These were called the wise wandrnhe wise men. The third and
fourth groups were made up of those who had noatyained thirty thousand years but
had attained more than ten thousand; these woutdlte novice men and novice
women. The fifth group, the aspirers, was compagedose between two thousand and
ten thousand years, both male and female. The siedsixth group, have not yet

attained two thousand years and are composed lofnhale and female."”
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"Amanda," | protested. "You've lived in the humaality. You're not seriously
proposing that we even attempt such a radicali@izason!"

"The human reality has not reached the emergenaty 8tat the Namuh reality
had when that decision was reached. Neither deesuman reality have the technology
necessary to perform that measure. The purpose @enetic coding in the Namuh
reality was to neutralize the electromagnetic tgalithout competition, the Namuh had
no reason to compare and, as a result, feel posgerliderefore, there was no further
theft of the Namuh present. However, the thirditgabuld still steal blocks of time
from the Namuh past. If a being's past is gone) tleecannot exist in the present. If there
is no present, there can be no future.”

"So you're saying that all we have to do is to radize the electromagnetic
reality?" | asked. "It sounds simple, Amanda, baxdryou thought of how I'm going to
convince everyone that the third reality exists? Aafter that, I'm to tell them that they
have to rid themselves of any feelings of powerless? And, maybe if they listen to me
and do all of that, they'll be safe? That's notragknuch at all. What if | decide to stay
here in the Namuh reality?"

"You can't do that, Branch. We have only one ydaxasstence left."

"One year?" | exclaimed. | made a quick mentalwdatton. "That's only about
twelve hours, human time! What happens then? Whaitaall of the Namuhs?"

"As mentioned before, most Namuhs have alreadyatedrto other realities. We
who are left have a plan that we think will permatheseal the entrance between your
reality and ours. If we succeed, the third realitly be trapped here in this Namuh reality

where there is no time left. It can then feed anlyits own excrement.”
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"Then you will be going back with me."

"That depends on Henry."

Dear God, | thought. Amanda doesn't know about fddarshe planning for him
to help her seal that entrance? | had to talk tprieg this machine. Then an inspiration
hit me.

"Amanda, let me talk to Henry."

Within seconds, the screen grayed and Amanda'ddiaappeared. Replacing it

on the screen was a beloved face | had thought nesee again-Henry!
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Chapter Thirteen

He wore the same suit he had worn at the libraad Hbeen only twelve hours
ago? Always a meticulous dresser, at this momesryyHlooked unkempt, harried. His
tie was askew and the carefully folded handkerahiéiis breast pocket looked as if he
had used it to clean something very dirty. | swa#d past a lump in my throat,
remembering how he had looked when | had last Been

"Branch, thank God, you've found a seeker! | wasmeé you would get here in
time. | was wrong, son. Dead wrong. About you. Attitve people | brought here for the
tour. About the ruins. When you told me the bouddeere growing, | knew I'd made a
mistake."

"Slow down, Henry," | said, finding myself talking him as if he were actually
in the room with me.

"That is not a proper question."

| sighed. In his agitation, Henry must have prograd his responses more

rigidly than Amanda had. What did he mean whendaig lse had been wrong about me?
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"Branch, my son, I'm so sorry that | doubted yowatched Casey torture and tease you,
terrorizing you in an attempt to make you quesyioarself. When 1 tried to talk to you
about it, you acted as if you didn't know what lswalking about. | was afraid that those
moments of emotion had been stolen from you. | fi@adul that you had lost your soul."

Lost my soul? | remembered Amanda's comment hgfdre she reached the
entrance to the Namuh reality. She had been coadenot for Henry's life, for his soul.
| found myself wondering why Henry had thought tGasey had caused me to lose my
soul.

"To answer that,” he responded, "I must, firstlgftall you about my studies of
the Namuh reality. | found the way over the firetiy that you played professional
football, a few months after you and | experienttexse ghastly time bubbles. After
many Namuh months of study, | grasped what haddraapwith the Namuhs and the
third reality. Upon that discovery, | looked aroumd reality and found similar
problems. As of that date, our time barrier remaisa&fe from damage. There was no
way for that enormous electromagnetic charge tadevthe human reality. However, the
charges emitted by human beings began growing wenbal and massive that the
attraction itself would soon be great enough toepeate the barrier.”

"Has it already happened, Henry? Has the thirdtyeaready begun its invasion
of the human reality?"

"l pinpointed four spots on the globe where thdifigeof powerlessness was so
great that the barrier had fractured. Not yet dgsil, but damaged. This is one of those

areas, Branch. If, as you say, the boulders amiggy then we may be witnessing the
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beginning. That was why | contacted Check McCa#l.Hdd access to and knowledge of
every kind of computer. And, | could trust him. Yaill later discover why | felt that
way.

"To comprehend the larger picture, Branch, you maskerstand the analogy on a
personal level. That is the reason I tell you alicagey. Casey wanted everything. As an
infant, a toddler, she wanted all of everybodydsd, devotion, adoration. As she grew
up, she found other things she wanted: money, tfyjsacial standing, importance,
respect, physical appeal. She saw herself as ut@mblgain any of those attributes just as
she was. And, just as the Namuhs that Amanda tldapout, when she admitted that,
she admitted powerlessness."

| watched Henry, amazed. He had even programmedishdo respond in the
event that | had first talked to Amanda. He corgnhu'But Casey discovered a way to
obtain the feeling of power. If she, by intimidatj coercion, trickery or bribery could
convince someone that he or she had no controlwlrat was happening, then she felt
powerful. This, of course, reinforced the poweness base from which she worked.

"Every time that she perpetrated one of these ewbat allowed her to feel
powerful, a large electrical charge was emittece fird reality attracted the charge and
pulled the entire event out of human reality. Afidime, there was little of Casey's past
left, just enough for her to remember that sheeaxahat feeling that came from making
someone else feel that they had no power. Evegfuwalen that was gone and an empty
husk was left. The physical body went franticatlyri event to event trying to stir things

up so that those electromagnetic charges wouldroccu
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"The third reality, to anthropomorphize these elatiagnetic charges, hung
around waiting for just such events. Casey becamagnet, the space around her filled
with pulsating charges. If, in her encounters witiers, she initiated an event such as the
one described, some of the electromagnetic eneogynd her would be attracted to her
'victim,' but much more than she lost would be guiinto the space around her. I'm
sorry, son. | didn't give you the credit you deserfor your strength.”

"What do you mean?" | asked.

"You always saw choices, Branch. Regardless of whatdid, you knew you had
options. You never felt trapped or out of contttd easy for me to understand now that
you repressed your emotions around Amanda and eheyanting us to feel your pain
with you. I'm ashamed to admit that | even wroteteer to Check McCall, expressing
my worries. His response negated my concern."

"It's okay, Henry," | said, remembering the lettead found in Henry's file. "I
understand.”

"Let me tell you why | courted the people for tber of the ruins. Each of those
people had experienced a major encounter in leighéit had caused him to feel
powerless. Each person completely understood theepd of powerlessness. Northrup
had been brainwashed in a P.O.W. camp, being t@dand over that his country and
his family had deserted him. Simpson had gone hgmlgeveral years ago, losing not
only everything he owned, but also his family. Toek star, Angel, had become
involved with a group of young people who were higaato drugs and denial. Jim
Kirby had an experience in space that he can'tmdmee. In undergraduate school, Chad

Carter was dismissed for plagiarism. Ellen Madis@s afraid of the natural process of
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aging. On the mountain, Kevin Eklander saw thatb&e no choice for survival other than
cannibalism.

"| felt that, if | got them here and convinced thefithe danger, they would help
me tell the whole reality what was happening. Eafdinem had a following of loyal fans
that respected his word. | didn't count on onéhefrt being a magnet.”

"A magnet?"

"Yes, Branch. | used the illustration of Caseyxplain to you that some people
here in this reality have abdicated their selfpassibility to such an extent that there is
nothing of the self left. There is simply livingeih surrounded by electromagnetic
energy."

"One of the people of the tour group is drawing thad reality to him? Which
one?"

"I do not know," Henry said. "The electromagneagality is not evil, Branch, nor
is it good. It simply exists. There are no feelimggolved in the exchange of charges.
The only evil involved is when we admit our powsdeess and give away those
electrical charges."

| had to get out of this reality and back to my oWmothing else, | had to find
that person who was the magnet and secure outyreali

"There are many more in our reality, Branch. Thenmeot just the one. Take the
mass murderer or rapist, who can only feel powdajuinaking his victim feel powerless.
There are leaders of countries and executivesaoit giorporations who can only feel
‘alive’ when they have destroyed an opponent. lBupbssessor of the most massive

electromagnetic reality of all is the media andeatising world. Commercials and
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advertisements advise you that you can't have d tio® or be loved if you don't use
their product. Add to this the commercials thatmwaou that you can't feel as good as
you think you do because you put substances inlyody that are unhealthful,
undesirable, or just plain dangerous. These idedsrmine your feeling of confidence
that you are in control; they ask you how can yossibly expect your body to survive
when you are poking these contaminants into it?

"These beliefs are planted in the minds of milliohpeople through newspapers,
magazines and across the air waves. The advertrsgga can't convince you to buy
their product unless you feel that the person yeuwaithout their product, is undesirable,
unacceptable. In short, they want you to feel ptegst as you exist in this moment.
When they undermine your confidence in yoursethimarea they're selling, they're
counting on you buying their product to restord that confidence.

"That powerlessness you felt, that underminingafficence, created an
electromagnetic charge that was drawn to like deag the third reality. Add to that, the
millions of other like charges created by all tileev people watching or reading the
same commercial and you can see why the thirdyaalbecoming so large."

"How do we stop this?" | asked him.

"Simply by knowing that we're in control, that wieose this physical reality, this
physical location, this physical body, this physeeaent because it was the perfect one
through which we could experience the understarsdirighis lifetime. If we look at any
of these-reality, location, physical body, evend-éeel that it is unacceptable or
undesirable, then we are saying that we accept@uenelse's definition of acceptability,

desirability. When we chose this experience, wenkme had made the perfect choices.
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When we begin to question those original choicesave questioning the integrity of our
soul. We are saying that that perfect entity mighte made a mistake. We begin
doubting ourselves. Millions of individuals make tine statistics compiled by the
advertisers, politicians, executives, governmeehages. This causes us to stop and
think. Are we saying that those millions are wramgl we, a definite minority, are
right?"

"Henry do you want me to go out and tell the wahldt all of these things they
base their lives on are wrong? The advertisingstigualone would have me locked up in
a matter of hours."

"Son, | don't mean to imply that these folks areng@nything wrong. One of the
doctrines on which our nation was built was thegple of laissez faire."

"Perhaps you ought to tell me exactly what you mésanry."

"There is no right nor wrong. There is only intégrif you believe that you have
no choice other than accepting the message thse tindlions send, even though that
message is contradictory to what you know you a@nflict of beliefs occurs, and you
see yourself at the mercy of outside forces. Yduheigin looking in the past for events
that reinforce your doubts. Each of these doulttiogights carries its own
electromagnetic charge. Like attracts like. Ag#ie, third reality grabs the event.

"Recognize the perfection of the moment. I'm nbirig you that you can't
change. Neither would | say that you shouldn't geaifiyou truly desire that change.
You can "buy into" any aspect of society you choé®s®l| free to wear designer jeans and
expensive cologne, to cut your hair in the latashfon or eat a diet of sprouts and roots.

But, do so because you want to do it, not becaasédglieve that you are unacceptable if
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you don't do it. When you know that you have ali@ms available, including the option
of no change, and that the change came about egausvanted it, you feel powerful.
When you see no options and you feel that you ¥egoed into a particular choice
because there was no other way to go, you feel pesg"

"That's a big task you propose, Henry. It involv@golutionizing the advertising
industry and restructuring government. Even witbperation, it could take decades.”

"My greatest concern at the moment is to prevemhtiavy charges of the third
reality from entering the human reality, BrancheTtext step involves neutralizing the
magnets | described. Then, you and | and Check Me@hbegin the experiment in
earnest.”

| opened my mouth to protest. Naturally, Henry dotilhave predicted his own
death. His program wouldn't respond to my argurtteatthe wouldn't be around for any
of those changes. | watched his stern face, hesiga gray eyes. | realized that it was
time to tell him something | had neglected for plast few years.

"Henry, do you know how much I love you?"

"l almost didn't program a response to that questioe said slowly, the lines of
worry in his face softening. "I think you love mienast as much as | do you, son."

This time, | made no effort to stop the tears. Wheaised my head and blinked
my eyes, the seeker screen had again gone grayludaelot making its way to the right

side.

I'm not sure how long | sat staring at that grayen, mesmerized by the

traveling blue dot. | began dozens of thoughts they all trailed into a common pool of
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nothingness, leaving me with only memories of tseircess and an underlying sense of
urgency. | might have sat there for days; it ccdsle been weeks.

Then footsteps sounded behind me. Completely abdasiith my thoughts, |
hadn't heard the door open. When | turned, shaeketl through the core of my being.
Unsure as to whether | should be pleased or ahgigntly confronted the tall man who
now stood in front of me, dressed in a copera-ealdoga.

"McCall! What in hell's name are you doing here?nHbd you get through that
shield around the yard?"

"You're going to have to use your vocal cords, khamih. | don't quite have the
hang of this thought communication.” He turned alkyusmile on me, lifting a thick
black eyebrow in the process. "I think you askednow | got here. | could ask you the
same, but it seems to me that question would bestiat redundant as we obviously
came here in the same manner."

"There's some kind of force field or barrier arodhig house," | told him. "I
haven't been able to leave the yard. How did yauhgeugh?"

"Oh, that," he said, shrugging his shoulders attthgidown on a bench. "I turned
it off."

"How did you do that?"

"You must realize that I've been here longer tham lyave. I've picked up a few
of the techniques.’

"Do you know how to return to our reality?" | askédave you learned that

archaic ritual?"
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He pulled the bench around so that he faced mesithe table. He stared for a
moment and then shook his head.

"No," he said. "I haven't. But, I've done a lotloihking and | may know a way
for us to return without it. If our time runs shoste may have to use my way."

"I'm ready," | said, standing up. "Let's go. Weja# to stop that electromagnetic
encroachment before it becomes a full-fledged ilova’s

"Hold it," he said. "We're being taught that ritd@l a purpose. After a certain
amount of repetition, the syllables we're learrengode themselves in our cells and we
can pass through the barrier without being pulleara’

"We came through from the other side, didn't we?"

"You have a point there," McCall said. Then hisseyedened as he stared past
me. "l don't believe it!"

| turned to look at the seeker screen and knewntlyagxpression must reflect
McCall's. Again, the buildings of the city silhotext against the lavender sky formed the
backdrop for the sturdy, uniformed man who scovitedard us from the seeker screen.

"Barlow!" McCall cried. "That's Sheriff Barlow!"

"Where are you?" the voice demanded. "I can heay lyot | can't see you."
The last few words bubbled as if they traveled digtowater. Without even the
transitional metamorphosis of before, Barlow disgrpd, the buildings faded, and the
seeker screen grayed.

"Forsyth!" | yelled. "Where are you?"

The blue dot flickered across the seeker screematvement erratic. It paused at

the right edge of the screen, as if waiting, andeddack to the center of the screen
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where it grew larger, seeming to swell from insidewrned to look at McCall. The
expression on his face, initially startled, setil®@d one of satisfaction. He looked at me
and stretched his lips across his strong whitédnteet

"You have an open-ended disc in your seeker," lie sa

| sensed that his pride at having an explanati@irode his awe at finding such
an item. It made no sense to me and | told him so.

"You can pick up anything in this reality,” he sdi@ihe person who programmed
this disc is terrifically advanced."

"Amanda did it," | said.

"Amanda? Mrs. Adams?"

"Henry was on it, too," | said. "And, of course 8ff Barlow."

He nodded and we both stared at the screen. Tleadbluhad expanded until it
covered the entirety of the screen except for traers. Even as we watched, the corners
took on a blue hue and the entire screen pulsddtht intensity of the color. A burst of
white light flashed from the screen and | closedaygs against the brilliance.

"My God, Hackworth! The seeker is answering you!"

| squeezed my eyes open. Again, | watched the tbifdkbue on the seeker screen.
"What do you mean?" | asked crossly. "What is #eker answering?"

The white light flashed again, stinging the surfateny eyeballs. My eyelids hurt
and the muscles around my eyes ached with the siféeeping them open.

"You asked Barlow where he was!"

| stared at McCall, trying to fathom the emotiomty behind the glitter in his

eyes. | halfway turned back to the screen.
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"I don't understand.”

"He's alternating between the two realities," Md@Gald, excitement behind his
words. "The blue and the flash! Don't you see? gatching the reflector at the top of
the ceremonial building--the point of entrance frouman reality to here. Barlow is
standing in the ruins exactly at the point we stoonly days ago!"

"Minutes," | said. "Just about ten minutes ago."

"He must be looking for us," McCall said. "How cé discover the entrance?"

"Why would he be looking for us?"

"Uh," McCall stammered, "I'm afraid that's my faultold him what to do in the
event anything happened either to Dr. Adams or thyse

"So, Forsyth Barlow is trying to find his way owuerthis reality? Pardon my
skepticism, but that's a bit difficult for me toaow. I've known the man for almost
thirty years and | don't believe you could convihga to do that!"

"l simply told him where to be in the ruins,” McCdefended. "Explaining about
the two realities and the time spiral would havetatoo much time and...."

"And you knew he wouldn't have believed you," ligimed.

McCall raised his eyebrows, saying nothing. He kepteyes glued on the seeker
screen. | watched two furrows dig into his forehead

"If he is alternating between, say, three secondsch reality, how much Namuh
time before he shows up again? Come on, Hackwyothire the human calculator! How
much more time?"

"A little over half an hour," | said, calculatingpidly. "Thirty-five, thirty-six

minutes."
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"How long do you estimate it's been since we sam?hi

"Maybe ten minutes,” | said. "But I'm not waitingpand here to see if he returns
on that screen. I'm going down to that ceremonudting right now. I'll be there, in that
very spot we saw Barlow, and I'm going back withnHi

"You can't do that."

| didn't stop to ask him to explain that statem8etfore he could protest, | was
through the door and out into the yard. Directlgath of me, not more than a mile, | saw
the ceremonial building, its reflector mirror aniaety-degree angle to the ground's
surface.

"Hackworth! Come back!"

"No! I'm going to the ceremonial building!"

As the words trailed over my lips, the buildinggloé city began moving and
changing. The shapes grew liquid and gray, pouamdjpiling together in an amorphous
mass. | watched the gray mass take on earthy regl merge and mesh to form steep
walls, at the top of which | spied the brilliantiblof the southwestern sky. Blue sky! Not
lavender. We were back in human reality! | everogmized the area | was standing in.
Red Tank Draw. We were five miles due west of theg.

"How did you do that?" | turned to ask McCall whoad a few feet behind me.

He shook his head and pointed. | followed the dioachis finger indicated. To
my right, down at the narrow end of the wash, tigares appeared--a tall, athletic man
and a small girl, not quite teenaged. As they dtlmser, my heart leaped to my throat.
This was a ten-year-old Casey and her father, Vanigan. Blood raced to my

extremities. Casey's father had drowned at Red Daalv the summer she was ten.
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"You've taken us back in time," | said, turningMieCall. "I can save Mr.
Branigan!"

| didn't, again, wait to hear his response. My featied me toward the familiar
trail, the muscles in my thighs and calves tightgras they had years before when |
raced down this path with Casey. The two were @idlr a hundred yards from the calm,
deep lake that lent its name to the draw.

"Hackworth, wait..." McCall's words dribbled to myreahis distant voice an
annoying whine.

| raised my eyes to the trail ahead. They werkthgkre, not even to the
cottonwoods that marked the spring that drainedvier to fill the lake.

"Casey!" | yelled. "Mr. Branigan!"

They continued on, not having heard my voice, arehéwed my efforts to catch up with
them. My chest heaved and my lungs burned. My degw weak and | felt beads of
moisture pop through the pores of my skin.

"Haaaaaaackkkkworrrrth..."

McCall's voice, now the faintest of whispers, exbkememory. With astounding
clarity, | remembered my earlier attempt to puthfack from the time bubble. He was
trying to do the same thing for me! | breathed dieapd stepped backward, freeing
myself. Hot liquid burned my eyes as | watchedtthe figures disappear around a bend.

"My God," | whispered. "This is just like a timelthie."

"It is a time bubble,” McCall said. | walked to thed sandstone ledge where he

sat.
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"No," | protested. "This is our reality--my realitfhere's no purple light. No
Namuhs."

"Your observations are correct,” he said. "Howeassume that you stepped
directly from Namuh reality into a time bubble..."

"You're crazy," | interrupted. "l just saw Caseylavir. Branigan going to Red
Tank Lake. | also know that Mr. Branigan will drownless one of us can save him."

"Quit fighting it and just observe," McCall orderéd’ou'll discover that both
Casey and her father are fine. At least, they aillereg as they are within this bubble."

At that moment, | saw them walking back up the dréfet clothing plastered
Casey's body and her blond hair hung in limp ssadwvn her back. Mr. Branigan,
soaked from the waist down, laughed about sometimaigthrew his arm around Casey's
shoulder, hugging her. Then they were past me batigwup the path to the Branigan's
car.

"I don't understand,” | gasped, leaning againstetige on which McCall sat.
"Mr. Branigan drowned trying to save Casey after f&ll into the lake. | went to the
funeral. | saw his body!"

"Are you ready to listen?"

"If you can explain that, yes."

"We're in a time bubble, Hackworth, just like tivae bubbles we were trapped in
earlier. What the two of us are experiencing héthia moment is a block of highly
charged emotional time that was stolen from hureaiity."

"You're telling me that this is a period of timevitmich Mr. Branigan pulled

Casey from the lake? He didn't drown? He pulleddugrand then climbed out himself?"
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McCall nodded. For the first time in our short aamiance, | read concern for me
in his eyes.

"And, because this block of time was stolen, thendvents that transpired during
this time didn't occur? Come on, McCall. There twalse a better explanation. Is this
what Amanda--I mean, Rachel--meant when she saidvslildn't exist if she had no
past?”

"It's a bit more complicated than that," he saitteAa moment's hesitation, he
continued, "I know it must be painful for you, man you remember what Casey told the
officials?"

"She and her father drove out to the lake for &walsaid. "The story she told
the sheriff was that she fell into the lake. When Branigan waded in to pull her out, he
must have stepped into a deep hole and gone under."

"How did she get out of the water?" McCall asked.

"She didn't remember. She didn't remember anythini she was almost to the
car. She said that she remembered looking up dtdageock..."

| stopped my narration, sensing that McCall hadgadto his feet. | turned to
follow the direction in which he looked. My bloobte. Together, we watched Casey
and Mr. Branigan step into the shadow created layge frog shaped sandstone
formation. And, at that moment, the time bubbleesid'he sky again became lavender
and the walls around Rachel's retreat loomed larfront of me.

* x %
| staggered to a bench near the small stone bgilaml slumped down on it,

feeling its coolness through the fabric of my rodew would | ever manage to get out of
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here? This must have been what had happened ty Henanda/Rachel had speculated
that Henry could have walked out of Namuh realitectly into a time bubble. I looked
up when | felt McCall's presence.

"I'm sorry, Hackworth. It's just not that easy.”

"You came in," | accused him. "Show me how to gétaf this detention center."

His silence compelled me to look up at him. Higgghands hung limply from the
full sleeves of his copera toga; | watched hisdnsgcurl and uncurl.

"l just tried it, Hackworth. In vain. | turned affie shield to come in, but my
technigue was ineffective from this side."

My heart felt as if it had dropped to the pit of stpmach and churned around for
hours before | finally felt its heavy thud agaitie wall of my chest. | raised myself to
my feet.

"Well, find a way," | snapped. "I know your precgaxperiment is important, but
there are events going on right now in our redhigt have to be stopped..."

"McCall' Hackworth! | hear you! Where are you?"

Barlow's voice came thinly from the cottage. | eldsny mouth and ran toward
the door. Check McCall followed me but, by the time reached the seeker screen, it

was again gray.
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Chapter Fourteen

With my back to the seeker, | sat down at the bdreshde the table, stubbornly
ignoring the movement of the blue dot. After a f@mutes of silence, McCall walked to
the other side of the table and sat on a benchstéred at each other for an infinite
amount of time before my ears made out the distambd of voices. Barlow again? |
turned to look at the screen. Blurry figures mogetbss it. Then the figures, although
distant, sprang sharply into focus, several womening in the street directly in front of
the ceremonial building.

"Amanda," | whispered, when one of the women turtioefdice the screen. |
recognized the pearly skin, the velvety-coloredsey@r, was she Rachel? Then another
woman turned and | gasped.

"Good God, McCall," I cried, turning away from thendow as another woman
faced me, displaying the same beloved feature$.cfAhese women look like Amanda!”

"They all look like Rachel," he said, frowning.



193

"You already knew that!" | accused, ignoring thetfédnat he felt he had to correct
Amanda's name.

He stood up and walked over to the shelf by th&ese¢he shelf on which the
discs were stacked. He picked up one and heldhisiteft hand. Then he lightly ran the
index finger of his right hand over the shiny oljec

"Have you previewed any of these discs?" he asked.

"No," | snapped, looking past him at the screemost mesmerized by the
Amanda-like women who passed by. How would | evad my Amanda?

"If you had," he said, "you would understand whiytlaése women look alike."”

"If you already understand all of this, then te#!th

He touched something on the right side of the gesheé the screen blanked. At
the same time, | heard a whirring noise and thelick. McCall reached underneath the
seeker and pulled out a small object. He turnedwaaikled over to where | sat.

"You'll want to keep this," he said, placing thentahed disc on the tabletop in
front of me. "Rachel would want you to have it."

"Amanda," | corrected him.

He stared at me, his brow furrowed. "You can't @oce Rachel that she is
Amanda," he stated flatly. "She may look like Amarashd move like Amanda, but she is
Rachel. You saw all of those women out there. Wihkit take to convince you?"

| didn't believe him, but | saw no necessity toetef myself to Check McCall.
There are ways, far subtler than physical appearanannerisms, or speech that identify
a person we've grown to know almost as well as nemwkourselves. Nobody would ever

be able to convince me that the woman who had givethe disc was anyone other than
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Amanda Adams. When | didn't respond, Check turrexdk o the seeker, found the slot
into which | had earlier placed Amanda's disc arapped into it the shiny disc he had in
his hand.

"Look at the screen," he ordered, placing his ldrged on my shoulder as if to
physically turn me toward the seeker.

"Get your damned hand off of me," | said, slappmndis wrist. "I'll watch this,
but you've got some heavy duty explaining to domilie over!"

The figures on the seeker screen, startlingly cleare, except for the infant,
familiar to me. The first was the tall man who hn with Amanda when | entered this
reality through the ceremonial room. Amanda hatedaiim Jericho. Next in line was
Amanda. Then, the young couple that came to temdetneat. | recognized the fresh-
faced child who brought my clean robe every day, aitting on a pallet at Amanda's
feet, was a smiling baby.

"Insert the reality."

| recognized Jericho's order even though, agasm¢ctimmunication was
telepathic rather than vocal. He stared at me Igténam his position at the left of the
screen.

"We are from the human reality,” McCall said.

"l am Jericho," the thought continued smoothlywiae man of what you humans
call the Namuh reality. Because | am a wise mawill be able to enter the human reality
with minimal effort and no loss of form or soul. tIpits release from the physical body,
my soul will continue existence, in either realiyg, a mineral with a hexagonal crystal

and the richest of deep blue colors."
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Out of the corner of my eye, | glanced at Check &ltGe seemed to be focused
intently on the communication from the seeker.

"I am Rachel," the silky thought slipped into mynahi "I am a wise woman of the
Namuh reality. As with wise men, | am able to fuilyction in either reality. Upon
departure from the physical, my soul will continureboth human and Namuh realities,
as a mineral of copera color with a striated cyiical crystal.”

"I am Kinder, a novice man." This thought came fribva tall, sandy-haired
young man who worked in Rachel's yard. "l am abliilly function only in Namuh
reality. In the human reality, | exist in cubic fiora mineral of the purest true blue color.
| will eagerly await the awakening of my soul bizaman wise man who will teach me
the ritual to transform and exist in that reality."

| could see no significance, no importance, in ihigoduction to the family, or
whatever this unit of people was called. Impatierttapped my foot on the floor and
McCall turned to frown at me. | looked back at seeker screen and willed my foot to
still.

"I am Dena." This came from the young lady withidaair and olive skin who
cleaned Rachel's retreat. "I am a novice woman eamoexist only in mineral form in the
human reality. As a cubic shaped crystal, | anmhefgdurest of green colors. | will remain
in that form until awakened by a wise man or woraathe human reality who will teach
me the ritual whereby | can adapt to the human fanch continue my existence."

| turned from Dena to the smiling child standingt® her. | had liked this kid
from the first day my robe had been brought to His.fascination with my wristwatch

had provided my only true entertainment in the Namaality.
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"I am an aspirer," the child communicated. "In Keemuh reality, | have not yet
accumulated enough experience to function fully ewthat time comes, | will choose
my gender and become either a novice man or a @evacnan.”

The child broke off and looked at Jericho. | sers@dessage between the two
and the child looked back at me, a blush of pinkrig his cheeks. "The wise man
reminds me that I will exist in your reality as eeg red crystal of cylindrical shape. A
wise man or woman of the highest order will be regfito awaken and transform my
soul to function in your reality."

| watched the infant pull at Rachel/Amanda’s si8te reached down, picked up
the baby and lovingly gazed at it before lookingnat

"The seed is the hope for the future,” she comnated: "Within this small body
exists the soul that carries the knowledge of alimdhs when awakened properly. This
can be done only by a human wise person with tiigyaio teach the transformation and
awakening ritual to the child, but with the addédity of stimulating the reminder spark
of his Namuh reality. This being exists in the hameality as a white to clear hexagonal
crystal."

Rachel/Amanda placed the child back on the pafidtsaepped back to her
original position. They all stared out the screema. Then Jericho communicated,
"Several million Namuhs, mostly novice men, novwa@nen, aspirers and seeds, exist in
crystalline form in your reality at this very timBecause we share the same space with
the human reality, these Namuhs cannot be awak@ihedt. soul is focused in Namuh
reality. When Namuh time is no more, these soulstrba properly transformed or they

will be lost."
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"What about the Namuh wise men and women who ctlyrerist in the human
reality with form and soul intact?" Check McCalkad. "Won't they be able to
accomplish the process?"

| was pleasantly surprised. Even if | had forgattdinCall had remembered that
the discs were programmed to answer questionstheriewer.

"There are less than one hundred Namuhs who htaiaext the necessary
experience to become wise men and wise womenghiedommunicated. "Sixty of
them have migrated to realities other than humahtaenty of them have stayed here to
help with the preparations to seal the entrancedxsat the realities.”

"Perhaps, then, you should tell us how to iderttigse human wise people,”
McCall countered.

"You will know when the time is correct,” Jerichomamunicated. "That
information is not available until specific ritudiave been completed.”

The figures on the screen froze in their positi@tearing at McCall and me as if
they posed for a family photograph. An anonymousezcommunicated from within the
speakerPROTOTYPES. PROTOTYPES. PROTOTYPES.

"What the hell?" | asked.

"Just what it says," McCall told me. "There areysical forms that the
Namuhs take."

"I know that," | said. "Amanda explained to me."

"Then, why are you refusing to make the connectidh@Call asked. "It was a

rather drastic measure that the Namuhs opted & bak it was the most workable of the
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options they saw at the time. All wise men loolkelidericho and all wise women look like
Rachel. Novice men and novice women look like Kinaled Dena."

"All aspirers look like that friendly nameless chdnd the seeds look like the
baby," | finished. "Dear God, Check. Have we reddfat point in our reality?"

McCall breathed deeply. He shrugged his shoulders.

"I hope not," he said. "l sincerely hope we'reiing with the information we will

take to human reality from here."

"Turn that thing off," | told McCall. "I've seen eagh."

| stood up and looked around the utilitarian ro&ach group of Namuh beings
probably had the same type of dwelling, identicahishings and lack of imaginative
decor. Individualism, as | knew it, had been bmearftheir genes. | groped for the door
control and stumbled outside.

The Namuhs had neutralized all but the most mintitsharges with their genetic
experimentation. But, what of creative impulses?at\df the inspiration for progress, for
movement? The aspirer smiled and the seed laugttedwgled. But, by the time the
aspirer decided to become male or female, for €hgake, all emotion had been left
behind. What of feelings of joy and achievement@l@they never know the ecstasy of
fulfillment, the glow of accomplishment?

| thought fondly of my reality, of people who knel@spair and heart ache, yet
continued the momentum of life, always remembesingcess and happiness, always
sending out tendrils of exploration toward an ap#ted ideal. Would | want to continue

living if the only choice left me was a reality $uas that of the Namuhs? But, both
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Henry and Amanda had told me that the Namuhs hidel piast, therefore negligible
experience on which to base personal expectafidres; had few memories of the feeling
of satisfaction brought about with the achieventdret goal that bettered mankind and,
therefore, themselves.

Even with the information | had, what would | bdeato do to help prevent the
same type of future for humans? How would the Nasnuthen awakened in our reality,
be able to adjust to emotion-laden lives? Woulg thecome a race due for extinction as
Darwin had hypothesized? Or, would | be too lateRd third reality invaded human
time, would the Namuhs, rather than humans, beuhavors?

| sat down on a bench near the stone wall anddstareat the buildings of the
city, watching the slow movement of the reflectarror on the top of the ceremonial
building. The seed, the baby, was the key to the&réu Even Rachel had said that. A
child with the experience of the Namuh in his gerves, a child who could still
experience emotions. But, at the same time, a belrighad to be awakened by a wise
man who understood both Namuh and human functiohifigere would | find such a
wise person?

| looked back over my shoulder, at Rachel's rettdatCall had little or no
interest in helping me solve the dilemma facing hnity. Right now, he was most likely
playing around with the seeker and the open didtaldebeen so amazed that Amanda
had left me. He probably already had plans for igieg it into one of his computer
games. As to closing the entrance to the NamultyeAimanda had plans, but they had

been contingent upon Henry's aid.
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And Henry had told me that Check McCall would héle. had trusted McCall
and told me that | would discover the reason ferthist. So far, McCall had illustrated
to me nothing to inspire my trust. Then, | heardddl's loud voice from inside. More
weakly, Forsyth Barlow answered him. This timeteasl of rushing to view the seeker
screen, | remained on the bench and watched tleet@f atop the ceremonial building.
Did it move? Was it my imagination, or did | reafige red sandstone ledges? | narrowed
my eyes to slits, alert for the view to return.

Hoping that perhaps the invisible barrier aroureriétreat had been removed, |
stood and raised my left hand above the wall. Asree my palm touched a smooth,
invisible surface. At the same moment, the refletashed vibrantly off the face of the
watch I'd strapped back to my arm. | stared adrieflong time before I lowered the arm
to waist level. 10:40! Twenty minutes! Could it pessible? | had been here for ten
Namuh days and, for the last six of those daysckMeCall and | had been practically
glued to the seeker screen!

| slumped back to the bench. Was my physical exf@udue to the fact that |
had been six days without sleep? | leaned my chgalast the roughness of the rock
wall and closed my eyes. The sound of running feptsjolted me alert.

"Hackworth! What the devil are you doing sleepin@ @ime like this?"

Wordlessly, | stared at McCall and heaved a si¢iiggng him wouldn't help the
situation, but it might make me feel better. No eneur position should be so happy as
he was acting.

"l used your disc and talked to Barlow the lastetine materialized," he said,

excitement raising his voice a few notes. "He'sigdao help!"
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"Help? How can he help us? He can't even managettover here completely!"

"It's a machine," McCall said. "He's gone to Bdams' house for a machine |
built. I don't have time to explain right now, buwvill help us return to our reality."

"You don't have time?" | questioned, laboring tefxe¢he scorn from my voice.
"McCall, Henry's house is an hour's round trip fribra ruins! That's thirty Namuh days!
| don't know where you intend to be in four wedks, I'm not going to be here!"

"Are you sure?" he asked, his face slowly crumpimguzzlement. "Did you
figure the time differences correctly?"

| nodded and turned away from him, back to facecttye | had previously railed
against my forced confinement at Rachel's retidattv | had a fellow inmate, one whose
presence did little to increase my pleasure. A bumate in my head told me to look at
what was in front of me, that | had all the answgksvould only open my eyes.

"What do you suggest we do?" McCall asked. "I ditmitk we can afford to wait
for a month."

"The discs, McCall. And the ritual. We'll alternditetween reviewing Namuh
history and practicing the ritual with Rachel.”

"How is that going to help us get out of here befSheriff Barlow returns?"

"Think about it, McCall. We came through the baraed suffered no harm.
Correct?"

"Sure."

"I'm positive that the same would hold true in meg" | said.

"l agreed with you on that point earlier,"” McCadturned. "However, you and |

both have tried to leave this fenced yard and eeitti us has succeeded.”
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"What does that tell you?"

"Sounds to me as if the Namuhs are holding us &&misoners," he speculated.
"Perhaps, hostages?"

"Use that brilliant mind, McCall. What are we beitgerced to do?"

"The ritual,” he said slowly. "The history lessan’s

"Don't you see?" | interrupted impatiently. "We toreed to know the ritual to
return to human reality. They're trying to griltenus the techniques to awaken those
seeds and aspirers when Namuh time is gone ane gk in our own reality."

"You may be correct,” he said. "But the prototypefsised to tell us how to
identify the wise people of our reality. How willewind them to impart this technique?"

"l don't know, McCall. Jericho told us we would kmat the correct time. The
faster we learn, the more quickly we'll be abléstove."

| stood up and headed for the stone cottage. Affeww moments, | heard

McCall's footsteps behind me.

Except for the mark | scratched on the floor of sheeping room every time my
watch ticked off two minutes, | had no sense oktpassing for the next three weeks.
The reflector on top of the ceremonial building disl flip-flop twice daily and Check
McCall and | forced ourselves into sleeping patteshich allowed one of us to observe
the seeker screen at all times--just in case HoBgtlow returned earlier than | had
calculated.

Rachel had come the day after McCall and | had noade&lecision. She had

vocalized our word for the day and we had parrdtbdck the requisite number of times.
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At the end of the session, McCall had communichtediesire for another seeker and
one had been installed before the next lesson.iddhtllowed us to review the history
discs and, at the same time, be on the lookoBdoilow's return.

It was during the latter part of the second wee&aoty part of the third, shortly
after one of Rachel's lessons, that McCall retdeselisc that he had been previewing
from the seeker and threw it against the wall. Afsrds, he pounded his fist on the table
and stalked outside. Although my scheduled slegp tvas due, | remained inside,
watching the seeker in which McCall had left them@nded disc.

| knew where he had gone. Every day | had, at Someor another, done the
same. He had gone to try the mechanism he hadssiallg turned off to enter this
compound. Yet, the wall remained impenetrable. Widach of us, there was a sense of
urgency compelling us to return to our own reality.

"Where is he now, Hackworth?"

McCall's gruff voice snapped me from the semi-hytnstate | had drifted into. |
turned to look at him and wondered if my own phgklwody echoed the ravages of
McCall's. He had lost weight, perhaps twenty pounasstly on his face, neck and upper
body. An uneven growth of coarse black hair shadbthie lower part of his face. He had
developed a troublesome tic underneath his rightsegket and, even now, he held the
fingertips of his right hand at the edge of that,egs if to stifle the tremor.

"You've been keeping up with him all along, HacktholYou know exactly
where he is. Has he reached the house?"

"If it doesn't take him too long to find the maohjhl said, "he may have started

back to the ruins yesterday or today. His trip rhayhalfway completed.”
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"Oh, God," he moaned.

McCall slumped on the bench facing me. He foldesdanms on the table and
dropped his head on them, as if he were a gramchaosboy and not an almost middle-
aged computer genius. | watched his wide shoukleake.

"Damn it, McCall, don't fall apart on me! You'veffawed worse than this!"

He raised his head and looked at me, his eyesBiilly with unshed tears. He
silently moved his lips and | saw the muscles gghh his throat as he swallowed.

"How would you know?" he asked.

"l don't know," | said. "I'm just speculating. Likee, you're a man with mixed
ancestry. | was nine when | came to live with Hesung he helped me understand that |
would be a man with more experience than most Isechhhad more obstacles to
overcome. That was his way of telling me that | ldogrow stronger with each
experience. You probably had similar experienc&sow the Japanese culture..."”

| stopped abruptly. McCall's face had whitened kisceyes blazed. With
fascination, | watched his chest heave undernéatlobsely woven fabric of the toga he
wore.

"You can take your assumptions and shove them, \Maitk. | may be
Mongolian and Caucasian, but | never had paremtasifound abandoned in the
Japanese countryside and raised by French nudacated myself; | didn't have a Dr.
Adams to pamper me."

| didn't bother to interrupt his tirade. Telling Mall my experiences wouldn't
make him feel any better. Comparing his remembpaéa to mine would only serve to

increase his bitterness.
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"When | came to the United States to attend gradsettool, | borrowed the
money and worked two full time jobs during the emperiod to pay it back. Nobody
offered me an education in return for playing gathes

| said nothing. Before continuing, he stared atdagantly.

"I met a girl my last semester. After her paren&t me, she dropped out of
school and disappeared. | tried, but | couldnd fier anywhere. When | graduated at the
top of my class, the best jobs that year wentéosdttond and third ranking students.”

"But you made it, didn't you?" | asked him. "Hahede students, the second and
third ranking ones, come even close to doing Withrtlives what you've done with
yours?"

"I don't need your counseling, Haoki. About the only good thing | can say
about my life is that | didn't marry a woman whoraered her kids and then accused me
of doing it!"

| felt my body turn cold and then hot. Every neevaling | possessed tingled and
pulsed. | sprang off the bench and reached halteagss the table, grabbing for
McCall's neck.

"Wait, Hackworth!" he yelled. "Listen, I'm sorrydidn't know what | was
saying."

"You knew," | said coldly, pulling myself back tastanding position. "You knew
exactly what you were saying."

He backed away from me and looked toward the dapabbed the control and

the door slid open. McCall edged past me.
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"Get out," | said, the words spewing from my lipslcubes of ice. "Get away
from me."

| sank back to the bench, my body limp. Years apad cried and screamed the
anger and frustration from my soul. | had moanedaggny and wallowed in my despair.
When | had shed my last tear, it had taken withatself-pity. After that, | had been able
to accept my full responsibility for the role | halhyed. Until McCall understood that
the things that had happened to him couldn't haeeroed without his compliance,
spoken or otherwise, he couldn't leave that bigesrbehind. Until that time, even the
best of experiences would be seen in that light tredefore, tainted.

| paid silent thanks to the two women who had, eadrer own individualistic
manner, helped me. Despite his formative years thghCatholic nuns, Check had
missed out on the nurturing of a strong femalegd had both Kate Branigan and
Amanda.

It was Amanda who had stood beside me during thke A&Amanda, who had
insisted on my innocence. Amanda, who had convimegattorney to check the airline
schedules which proved | couldn't have been neababies when they died. She had
driven the route to the cabin at the same timagditras Casey had, stopping at every
cafe and gas station open during those hours.dtAmaanda who had found the damning
evidence that had precipitated Casey's courtroarfession. Amanda had seen me
acquitted and, when Casey had been hospitalizeabfarvation, Kate Branigan, in the
background until then, had taken over.

Kate had sat with me for hours on end, listeninmyofanatical ravings, wiping

my egocentric tears. She had offered neither catisalnor chastisement. Without a
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bone of judgment in her body, she had encouragetb mearch my heart for any guilt
and expunge it. She had reminded me that we oftstake obligation for commitment
and, when we feel that we have not lived up to smealized concept of responsibility,
we feel guilty.

She had been a sounding board for my fluctuatingtiems about whether to
continue professional football. Never offering uligted advice, she had allowed me to
talk it out, to discover that | hadn't really likdte sport for several months.

"Why don't you come back to New Mexico," she haggasted. "You already
have the ranch and | can't think of anyone who knbarses better than you do."

"I need to wait around," | had protested. "l wantalk to the doctors about
Casey."

"If you stay here," she had said, "look deeply witjourself. Decide whether you
are staying because you want to stay or becausthyduyou should stay."

Three days later, she had left for New Mexico. Biiad taken her words to
heart; | had done some soul-searching, some deepieations of the emotional
motivations behind my actions. And, even beforee@assuicide, | had had my bags
packed.

| closed my eyelids, resting the muscles that hedd my eyes rigidly focused on
the seeker. If McCall chose to use this time inNlaenuh reality to come to grips with his
own past, then | would make the commitment to bgaasl a listener to him as Kate had
been to me.

My chin fell to my chest, the sharp jerk pulling fnem a light sleep state. |

looked around. McCall hadn't returned. But the seekith the open-ended disc emitted a
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crackling noise. McCall had programmed the disimstantly pick up the human being
who would be coming through the ceremonial buildifigus far, the screen remained
gray. But, someone from our reality stood withia treutral area that marked the
entrance from human to Namuh reality!

| scooted back the bench, invigorated by the thotlgit, ahead of my projected
schedule for him, Sheriff Forsyth Barlow had readmwith McCall's machine. The
crackling noise grew louder. Where was McCall?$ point, calling for him might
confuse the programming of the disc in the seadel,remained silent.

Slowly, the lavender hue spread across the scragtha buildings took on form.
This time, there were no wavy lines, no blurringatlines. The human who stood in
front of the ceremonial building sprang into foeusl looked directly at me.

"Stay where you are, Branch," Kate said. "I'll béhwou right away."
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Chapter Fifteen

The smell. The wonderful, sweet, dry odor of waed earth and desert
vegetation. Birds chirped and trilled. In the tustge sky, the sun shone with a brilliance
I’d almost forgotten. Through slitted eyes, | wadha puffy while cumulus cloud expand
slowly, the turbulent air currents inside swellihg outline. | closed my eyes against the
dream. Limp. | felt as if every cell in my body hlaélen stretched to its limit for a
lifetime and now had relaxed. Underneath my bambsé rocks rolled as | adjusted my
body. The warm fabric underneath my head smellidlyeof a pine forest after a
summer rain. Kate’'s favorite fragrance.

Kate! She had found me and brought me back! Bwt,?horaised my head,
looking first to the left and then to the rightr&atly past my bare feet, | saw her. She
stood on a ledge about two hundred feet away, hgp&iver what | knew now to be the
ruins. | was, then, still in the yard of Rachektreat. Staring at a row of loosely tumbled

stones, | made out the irregular outline of thastwall. The cottage itself would be
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behind me but, when | turned to look, | saw onlyrencks piled in such a manner that
they could have been deposited by natural forces.

“Branch?”

Kate walked up the slope toward me, her long ceilskirt and her riding boots
dusted with red sand. Pulling myself to a sittingigon, | looked past her, toward the
ruins. As if | looked at a photograph, every figin@ze in its position and | examined the
scene in front of me. On the red sandstone ledafesthparated the ruins from Henry’s
house, Sheriff Forsyth Barlow held a rectangulacklbox, about the size of a ream of
typing paper. Three men in white stood behind t@m.the path nearly to the ruins, Mike
Peterson laid awkwardly, his features contortepaim. At the edge of one of the
crumbled walls of the ceremonial room, bright reendmy eye. Ellen Madison lay on
her side in a fetal position, knees drawn to cH&st.she hadn’t gone over with me. But,
Check McCall was still over there in the Namuh itgal

“Branch? How do you feel?”

The figures sprang into action. | watched Barlogpstside to allow the
emergency medical technicians around him. Therehéfo step behind them, keeping
the same quick, but careful, pace. Kate’s shadtivadeoss my body and | looked up at
her.

“I'm okay, physically,” | said. “Mentally, I'm exemely disoriented. How did you
do that? How did you get me back?”

She knelt down beside me and brushed the hairfoackmy moist forehead. Her
hand felt cool and soft. | pulled it to my cheekldreld it cupped in mine. With her other

arm, she gently pulled my head to her shoulder.
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“I'll explain later, dear child. When we have mdime.”

| pulled away, back to a sitting position. Barlowsvalmost to the ruins. Two of
the medics lifted Peterson to a stretcher and oeé kear Ellen Madison'’s still form.

“Is she dead?” | asked.

“No,” Kate said. She remained silent for a longdirfEllen Madison has met
with her worst fears. She will discover now thag s¥ill live despite them.”

“Check McCall,” | said. “He’s still in the Namuileality. Amanda, too. She’s
there.”

“I know,” she said, her delicate features troubléadould bring only one of you
back. Now that | see you are uninjured, I'll go béar McCall.”

She raised herself to her feet, bracing her slefndere against a wind that
suddenly whipped across the plateau. | felt fedgntéin the muscles of my stomach and |
grabbed the hem of her skirt. Suppose Kate didnite back?

“I know what you’re thinking, Branch. | will return

“But, Henry...”

“I have no one in the Namuh reality to split myeintion,” Kate said. “My desire
is fully focused right here in this reality.”

| felt my hand clench the fabric of her skirt. Miytiee body shook. Henry had
been going over for almost twenty years and hediedl My heart heavy, | pleaded with
her, “Kate, | don’t think | can stand to lose ytap.”

Her face crumpled and two thin tears trailed fran borilliant eyes down her
cheeks. She leaned forward and cupped my chinrihdral, forcing me to look directly

into her eyes.
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“l understand, Branch. That's the way | felt wheedlized that you had gone
over. | thought, ‘Not Henrand Branch.’ | can’t promise you that I'll be backcdn
assure you that | know what I'm doing. These ruuese part of my father’s ranch; |
grew up here.”

Embarrassed, | released my grasp on her skirtlamgtepped back. Annoyance
crossed her face and | followed her gaze. A ferhigiege rushed sure-footedly down the
path. At this point, she was halfway between tlestcof the red sandstone ledge and the
ruins.

“There goes the only person who can sabotage tission, Branch. Hold her in
this reality!”

Sabotage Kate’'s mission? This woman could hurt Kat/be even kill her.
Someone had killed Henry. | turned back to Katé e had already gone. Struggling to
my feet, | felt a surge of adrenaline and | pickgahath between the piles of rocks,
ignoring the messages of pain that my bare fedtteany brain. | had to reach the
ceremonial room before this woman did, this woméh the pink and yellow striped

wig. | had to stop Angel!

| had always prided myself on recognizing charaicter person. How could |
have misjudged Angel so greatly? | had liked Has, woman that Kate had identified as
a saboteur. Her sense of humor, her positive ckittodlife, her ability to assume
responsibility had earned my respect. This eventefib me to shift my thinking, to

recognize her for the danger that she was. Herdydeacribed to me the magnets, the
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beings that attracted the huge electromagnetigelsao events where there were
rampant feelings of powerlessness.

Halfway to the ruins now, I looked across the crlingpostructures. The stretcher
transporting Mike Peterson was almost to the @ktte sandstone ledge. The third
medic had helped Ellen Madison to her feet andsstad beside him, hands covering her
face, shoulders slumped. | could see neither AngeBSheriff Barlow. But, as | watched
Ellen Madison and the medic, thousands of tiny pin{s of gray behind them formed an
outline that | knew to be Forsyth.

“Barlow!” | yelled. “Sheriff Barlow!”

Again, though, he was gone. The medic standinglbdsilen looked at me with
puzzlement. | felt a laugh of hysteria bubble from throat as | imagined what I looked
like to him. Still wearing the copera robe from thamuh reality, | hadn’t shaved for
almost five weeks and | wore no shoes. | had dasrveéry man at the hospital a few
hours earlier, but now he showed no sign of redamniProtectively, he grasped Ellen’s
arm and moved her toward the path that led away fre ruins.

Completely unconcerned with the two, | stepped aview section of the
ceremonial room wall. Must | choose whether to $tage and guard Barlow, who had
the machine that could close the entrance, or vehnéthhunt for Angel, to keep her in
this reality? At that moment, the decision was miatdene. The tumbling sound of loose
rocks came from my left, near the overhang. | statethe three large rocks that blocked
my view of the cavern at the foot of the bluff. @ausly, quietly, | moved away from the
ruins of the ceremonial room, keeping my eyes ersgiace between the second and third

boulders.
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Behind me, | knew that Forsyth Barlow alternatethleen seconds here and
seconds in the Namuh reality, but | couldn’t tusridok. | couldn’t take a chance that
Angel might slip away. Even when | heard the voigekind me, | continued looking at
the three boulders.

“That direction, Barlow. Here, fold it out and pbihin that direction!”

The voice belonged to Check McCall. He had madadk to this reality! Sheriff
Barlow had taken the machine over to McCall anthdxe used it to return. Just then,
what | had thought to be a portion of the sidenef$econd rock moved. Angel!

“We only have one chance to make sure it works,Cllitinstructed. “Keep it
pointed right at that wall. We won't be able to itrggain.”

God! They were trying to close that entrance antékead Amanda were still
over there! Thoughts of catching Angel became sdgagn | turned to the two kneeling
men who concentrated on the machine between the@aMs hand poised over a tiny
red lever.

“No!” | screamed, stumbling toward them. “NO! Kaseover there!”

McCall's hand dropped to the lever and | fell tpasition | had learned years
ago, but had seldom used. Throwing my body towdweti§ Forsyth Barlow, | grabbed
his hand and forced the rod he held into the air.

“Hackworth!” McCall yelled, rage filling his voicéLook what you've done!”

| struggled with Barlow for a few seconds beforedhepped the rod and pulled
away from me. He looked first at me, puzzlemefihfil his eyes, and then he turned to

McCall.
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“You have condemned the entire human reality, Haxkw” McCall spat,
struggling with the words. “Dr. Adams and | buliid machine specifically to eliminate
the passageway between human and Namuh reality.”

“Kate is over there now, searching for you!” | ased.

Sheriff Barlow alternated between looking at Chankl then back to me. He
stared at the melted metal on the ground in froMaCall’s feet.

“What is going on?” he demanded.

“We had one charge,” McCall said. “Look at that tmae. It'll take me months to
build another one. By then, it'll be too late teeus”

| turned back to look at the three rocks where Ahge hidden a few minutes
ago. My heartbeat increased when | observed teagdb between the second and third
rocks no longer existed; they had grown togetheth Wy foot, | nudged a baseball-
sized stone over toward Barlow.

“It's already too late,” | said, pointing to thedla

“Look at that thing!” Barlow exclaimed. “It lookskke it's alive! It's growing!”

x * %

“It's just as well you didn'’t initiate that chargilcCall. You would have doomed
us for sure.”

The male voice came from somewhere over my leftilsles and | swiveled my
head. | couldn’t see anyone.

“That charge would have closed the entrance,” ttange, yet familiar, voice

spoke, “but it would have drawn to us an excesaimeunt of electromagnetic charges
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from the other reality. Even without directing ittae opening, look what you've
produced. That rock has doubled in size since gbwof$ that charge.”

A frown etched its way across McCall's foreheadei$hBarlow shuffled his feet
and his face looked as if he had developed indmest kept scanning the rocks, looking
for the source of the voice.

“l suppose you have a better idea, Kirby,” McCalllgd. “Come on out of hiding
and show us what you have. You can see for younselfthese rocks are growing.”

So, the strange voice belonged to Jim Kirby, theaaut. Did he also have a
plan to stop the invasion by the third reality? et what he carried so protectively in
his briefcase?

“Not until you have that woman under control!” Kyrlgelled back. “I can’t take a
chance with her around!”

“What woman?” Sheriff Barlow called. “What womarearou talking about?”

| finally spotted Kirby. Dressed in a chocolateareld suit, he blended in with the
boulders halfway up the slope from which I'd corHe. stood near a juniper tree, his
briefcase clutched to his chest. With all of thenawotion going on, | had lost Angel. If
Jim Kirby had a workable solution, we had to tal ldown here to explain it to us,
Angel or no Angel.

“He knows,” Kirby told the sheriff, pointing at m&sk Hackworth.”

At the same time that McCall and the sheriff turt@dhe, Angel ran into the
clearing behind Jim Kirby, her pink and yellow hii@shing in the sun. | cupped my
hands on either side of my mouth.

“Kirby!” | yelled. “She’s behind you!”
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Before he could turn to defend himself, Angel hagwn her weight into the
small of his back and Kirby toppled forward, tunmiglia few feet down the hill, but
managing to hold onto the briefcase. With disbeligfatched the woman bend down and
pick up a limb the size of my wrist that had falfeom a tree. Both Sheriff Barlow and |
moved toward the two at the same time. Check Mc¢@dittle slower, climbed over the
wall after us. | cursed my bare, lacerated feetsasight clear pockets of sandy soil on
which to step.

“Good God,” Barlow cried. “She’s trying to kill hihit's that rock star!”

When we were halfway up the slope toward Kirbye&td his high-pitched
scream and felt chills rush over my flesh. | raisgdeyes from the path long enough to
see Angel tugging at the briefcase that Jim Kidyen in a state of semi-consciousness,
gripped tightly. With a mighty heave, she pulleétfam him, almost losing her balance in
the process. Behind me, | heard McCall's shallontipg.

“Can’t you move faster, Hackworth? How did you elslecome the nation’s
leading running back?”

| ignored his acerbic comment, instead alternatirggeyesight between the path
and Angel, who appeared to be running on a patlesdr@re over to our right. Already, |
could hear Kirby’s moans of pain. Barlow reached First, kneeling down beside him
and examining the bruised skin on his forehead.eAhgd turned now, climbing over
and between boulders, making a path directly towlaeduins of the ceremonial room.

She was going to the other reality! Damn, | shdwdde anticipated that! AlImost

knocking over McCall in the process, | swerved aurded back, running toward the
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ruins. This time, | didn’t care if | left patcheétorn skin on the sharp rocks, as long as |
stopped Angel before she got to that entrance.

For a few hundred feet, we ran parallel paths. daihed on her, | found myself
speculating about her remarkable stamina. We weraare than a hundred yards from
the ceremonial room when | realized what had bethdsing me. Angel had told me that
she wore the wigs for her audience; when she wantdguise herself, she took them
off. This woman who had Jim Kirby’s briefcase, three who covered ground like a
healthy deer, was the woman who had, only yestemlalked with me on the road to
Henry’s house, matching me stride for stride. Was not Angel, as she wanted us to
think. This woman was Angel’s private secretaryali

She had reached the ruins of the ceremonial roatdikt the briefcase with
both hands, she paced the same pattern | had wiabciie McCall and Ellen walk earlier
today, a tightly spaced series of steps, beginwitiy the circumference and moving
inward. | found it more and more difficult to Ity legs; each foot felt weighted down
with cement. But | had to stop Tina and | forcedself/forward.

| was still a hundred feet away when she founcetiteance. Her body grew
translucent and then sharply focused. Her outlinerdd and parallel stripes of black and
gray transposed themselves over the rocks behind had almost reached the wall. |
could still stop her.

Running at full speed, | threw my right leg up tear the wall and smashed
directly into another invisible wall, just like tlme around Rachel’s compound in the
Namubh reality. The force of my impact boomerangedoack a good six feet and |

watched with frustration and then amazement agirttiee circular room inside the wall
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flashed bright orange and then yellow. What seetnd the sparks from billions of
fireworks lit the inside of the shielded area, tstneng up fifty feet or so, the height of the
ceremonial building in the Namuh reality. From gussition I'd fallen, | squinted my
eyes and watched the brilliant sparks shoot up ttearcenter of the ceremonial room,
spewing from that point as molten lava would fronvoécano.

| felt tears fill my eyes and attempted blinkingth away. Finally, | gave up and
used the loose sleeve of my robe to wipe my eyesAdfew minutes passed before |
realized that silence surrounded me. | even hearddW's voice, pitched high in
excitement. | turned to look up the hill at him dmepointed toward the ruins of the
ceremonial room. Belligerently, | stared at hindjdn’t need to be reminded that | had
allowed Tina to escape. When Barlow pointed, howevieirned.

Directly in the center of the ruins, draped in telscbf orange and yellow smoke,
stood a woman, her shoulders slumped with exhaustio

It was Kate Branigan and she had Kirby’s briefcase.

* x %

She swayed slightly and | clamored to my feet. Keté been gone for only an
hour, but the time she had spent in Namuh readity leen almost a month. What had she
been doing for those thirty days? When she lifteddinin and saw me, her hazel eyes
gazed at me from shadowed sockets.

“Kate!” | cried. “Thank God, you've returned!”

She remained in the same position, her only movétherrise and fall of her
chest. Cautiously, | moved to the wall, reachingray hands to feel if the invisible wall

was still there. My fingers met a spongy, resiljgelly-like substance.
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“Don’t attempt moving toward me, Branch.”

Kate’s words, bubbling to me as if we were undeenatarried a note of caution.
| pulled my fingers from the invisible slimy massdestepped back. The voices behind
me were closer now; McCall and the sheriff wouldabmost down the slope. Although |
had no such expectations about McCall, | knew Hoasyth would not leave the injured
man. Had Kirby died?

My silent question was answered almost immediaslthe astronaut broke into
the clearing, running toward the wall at a positout twenty feet from where | stood.
Before | could move, he had begun a leap that shivave carried him over the wall and
almost to the center of the ceremonial room rdmstead, he lodged, his feet a few
inches above the crumbling rock, in the invisiviecous shield, trapped like an insect on
flypaper. As if he were in quicksand, the morewisted and fought against it, the deeper
he became embroiled. This was what Kate had caadiome against.

“It's a matter of only seconds, Branch. Calm him.”

Kate’s voice, again, bubbled to me. This time, rere was faster and | began to
see a pattern. But, calm down Jim Kirby? Already face turned a grayish-blue and he
struggled to raise his hand to his throat.

“Don’t fight it, Kirby!” | yelled, moving toward hin.

“Jumping Bejesus!” Forsyth said, coming up behireland booming over my
shoulder. “What in the name of tarnation has hapgd¢a him?”

“I think I know,” McCall said, his irregular bredttg causing his words to come
out in jerky monosyllables. “It's a time bubble.tBddackworth and | have been trapped

in one. It'll go away.”
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“He’ll strangle first!” Forsyth bellowed, reachirigr Kirby’s foot.

“Don’t!” | yelled, pushing the sheriff's hand back/ou’ll get trapped in there,
too!”

In that moment that | turned away, Kirby began sigkslowly moving toward
the earth. When his foot touched ground, the redeinf his body followed and
crumpled in a pile on the floor of the ruins. Aetbame time, Kate moved toward him.
Even though | knew her movement signified thatshield had dissolved, | reached out
my hand and tested before | climbed over the wall.

When we reached Kate and Jim, she stood abovehbicting the briefcase and
breathing heavily. The astronaut’s chest raisediiapp and down and | watched him
struggle to speak.

“Briefcase,” he finally managed.

Kate set the leather case down beside him and i left hand, placing it on the
handle. His fingers squeezed the metal tightlyedreathing calmed. His rapid
heartbeat no longer reflected in the pulse on éckn

“Christ Almighty! What's this?”

Forsyth’s voice came from the center of the rodrma,dpot Kate had stood earlier.
With the toe of his boot, he nudged a stiff, styingrownish mass.

“Ugh!” he said, squatting down and poking at ittwhitis right forefinger. “Looks
like some sort of carcass.”

We all heard Kate’s audible sigh. Even Jim Kirbyoed his eyes and propped

himself up on his elbows. Kate shook her head anekeed.



222

“That is Tina,” she said. Then she added, “or,reerains, if you prefer. Mr.

Kirby and Mr. McCall, both the two of you and DrdAms speculated the possibility of
beings that become magnets for the electromagrestiity. Forsyth, | told you earlier
today about the theory. Branch, you had direct B&pee. It seems that Tina was such a
magnet. She had discovered the purpose of theatalisensed that the experiences
surrounding each of you would generate excessretaaggnetic charges. She soon
discovered that most of the members had reconeltétears and had found a source of
power within. At that point, she began eliminatmgmbers, one by one, in the hopes of
obtaining the charges she sought.”

“Nordstrom, Simpson, Eklander, Carter,” Forsythmeal off the victims on his
fingers. “What about Dr. Adams?”

“No,” Kate said, her voice dropping. “Dr. Adamstfah obligation to return to the
human reality but, even more, he wanted to stalggrNamuh reality with Amanda. He
saw that he had no choice other than to returhisoréality.”

“Powerlessness,” McCall breathed. “Just that ormgks thought.”

“Enough to suck him into a time bubble that beat to death,” | said. | pointed
at Tina’'s remains. “Is that what happened to her?”

Kate nodded, averting her eyes from the lumpy magke ground. She moved
from her position near Barlow to a spot by the ougwvall. She folded her arms across
her chest and stared at Jim Kirby. He pulled himgalight and patted his briefcase.

“I have the answer in here,” he said. “This is titerial that will neutralize the
electromagnetic reality. Because of his innuenddes concluded that McCall had the

secret and decided that she must prevent his tlsgngrachine he had constructed. If it
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had accomplished what he and Dr. Adams had planhece would have been no more
massive electromagnetic charges—presently, thatsgead the charges McCall
generated stimulated the electromagnetic realitly emturn, Tina. After that failure...”

“You came on the scene with your taunts and yoag$®f McCall interrupted.
“You had the answer. Naturally, she went for you!”

“Where did she intend taking the briefcase?” | dsK&/hat was she going to do
with it?”

“I'm not sure she had a plan,” Kate said. “She $ympanted to prevent Mr.
Kirby from using the material in the case. She gehinto the entrance between realities
from this side at the same moment that | steppéam the other side. The
electromagnetic reality, stimulated by the eadiearge, immediately attracted the like
charges from her. “That,” she pointed to the clthregnains, “is what was left.”

“Damn,” McCall said, kicking a red rock with hisrgialed foot. “I tried using an
equal and opposite charge. What's going to stdp it?

He stared at Kirby, anger blazing from his blacks\He strode over to stand by
the astronaut.

“That third reality attracts all charges,” Kirbydmsn, looking away from McCall.
“What | propose is that we reflect their own chage

“Reflect!” McCall burst out. “Reflect the charged®w? With a mirror?”

He chuckled grimly and turned his back on Kirby]kireg toward the wall on the
opposite side of the ceremonial room ruins. Leamigginst the wall, copera robe ragged
and stained, he would have, at another time, maxenécal picture. At this moment,

however, he resembled the grim reaper.
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“Go ahead, Kirby,” he said. “I'm listening. All afs are listening.”

“The details are too technical for me to take theetand explain,” Kirby said.
“I've been studying this electromagnetic phenomefooryears and I've concluded that
the charges are made up of waves similar to thbseumd, but move much faster. My
plan is to use the material inside my briefcaseefiect those waves back to them.”

“You intend to fool them,” Barlow said. “Allow theno think they see something
else when they're really seeing themselves. Likertirrors in the carnival fun houses.”

Jim Kirby looked at the sheriff for a minute. Heikad then, the first sign of
emotion I'd seen on his face since his anger wightine day before.

“Good analogy,” he said. “But the third reality wbbe seeing, they’ll simply be
attracting like charges. The electromagnetic chanfjdoe emitted, reflected off the
aerospace blanket I've made, and sent right bdoi.rmassive charge has no brain, no
controlling mind. It will ‘feel’ the charge that owes back and absorb it. Because of its
‘success,’ it will send out more charges. Those, wdll be sent back to be absorbed.
Each successive charge will become greater urgittesally there will be no charge left.”

“I'm ready to try anything,” Sheriff Barlow saidL&t's spread that blanket out!”

“How do we know where to place it?” | asked.

Kirby carefully opened the briefcase. His handlsttba gossamer thin, silvery
substance that filled the case almost to overflgwite turned a surprised expression to
me. “We’ll spread it over this entire ceremoniaaf’ he said. “That way, the charges
will be reflected back through the opening.”

“Wait a minute,” | said. “Haven’t you forgotten amportant fact?”
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“I don’t think so,” he said mildly. “I gather thgbu have something on your
mind.”

The self-centered, asinine military man reigned hdlé completely forgotten
about the beings of the Namuh reality. When théseges were reflected back through
the entrance, the path of least resistance woudttttiheir flow straight into the Namuh
reality and Rachel’'s people!

“The Namuhs,” | said. “What do you propose doingatithem?”

Two large rocks slid off the hill behind Kirby, giag up more loose stones and
assorted debris as they tumbled down the hill, grguwnto a small landslide. We all
watched the momentum slow and finally cease jdstefeet from the wall of the
ceremonial room. Kirby lifted his eyebrows whenlbeked back at me.

“There’s nothing | can do for or about the Namulig”said, pulling the folds of
the shiny, lightweight substance from the briefcd$bere’s just a few of them left and,
according to Dr. Adams’ calculations, they havedin@ remaining after ten tonight.
They’re going to die, anyway. Come on, guys, hefpgpread out this blanket.”

Rage boiled through me, weakening my muscles aatirtgemy face. Only the
gentle touch of a loving hand on my arm preventednmm grabbing Jim Kirby’s
briefcase and smashing it into his smug face.nedrand found myself looking into deep
blue eyes.

“Amanda?” | gasped. “You’'ve come to stay?”

* x %
She looked down at her tightly clasped hands. ttked liquid gather at the

corners of her eyes. Placing my hands on her chéaksed her face up to mine.
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“My dear Branch,” she whispered, tears causingvbare to break, “I have come
to tell you good-bye.”

“No! You can’t go back over there. You heard whatol plans to do!”

“I must return,” she said. “Almost all of the otkdrave migrated. Other than
myself, there are two wise men and another wise avort is necessary that we four be
at the ceremonial building until the end.”

“Amanda,” | pleaded. “Look over there! See that puof charred flesh? That is
what is left of Tina, the girl who sat on the sofajour house only yesterday. That is
what the third reality did to her! It'll do the sano you!”

| closed my eyes against the vision of Amanda bpimgmeled and pounded by
the electromagnetic charges that had torn Henrgt apd burned Tina to a crisp. She
didn’t have to go back. She had just told me timy three other Namuhs remained, three
wise ones who could easily come through to thibtyed opened my eyes.

“Why? Why do you feel you have to return?” | askesinoving my hands from
her cheeks.

“Come with me,” she said, taking my left hand im Hght and leading me from
the ceremonial room ruins.

| hesitated, looking at the group within the waltech. Kirby had pulled himself
to his feet and leaned against the wall, talkingate. McCall and the sheriff had lifted
the thin, silvery fabric from the briefcase and abusily unfolding it. Nobody seemed
even to notice Amanda and me. When | stumbled awtone and muffled my
exclamation of pain, Amanda stopped and looked datwny feet.

“Branch, what have you done to your poor feet?”
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| briefly relayed the story of my futile chase seemth Tina earlier. She nodded,
little wrinkles developing between her eyes.

“Rub them with aloe as soon as you get home,” ssieucted me. “You'll find
some aloe lotion in my vanity at the...” Her volmeke. Even as | watched her, | sensed
the conflict going on within her.

“Amanda...”

“No, Branch. Don'’t offer me sympathy. Don’t be sweeme. I'll break apart into
little pieces. Throughout all those years, | neébheught it would be like this. | never
knew it would...” Again, her voice broke, “...it witnl hurt this much. I learned to love the
emotions of the humans, the sad ones as well geythe ones. Only in this reality have
| ever felt every cell in my body come alive. LagiHenry has been the most painful
event of my life. Yet, | find | will miss even thpain.”

“Then, stay,” | demanded. “Bring the others over.”

“No, sweetheart. | can’t do that. We Namuhs havertidect our race. We have a
plan and a shield much like yours which we willizate at the proper time.”

“But there are only four of you! Wouldn't it be spter to evacuate than to try to
protect an empty reality?”

“Each of the Namuhs who has migrated to anothditydes a past in the Namuh
reality. If we allow the third reality to run rammiathe charges will eventually begin
seeking and consuming even the Namuh pasts thatdmy tiny electromagnetic
charges.”

“Explain that to me, Amanda. You told me that thied reality had already stolen

most of the Namuh past.”



228

“Branch, you must remember the millions of yeardamuh history. Admittedly,
our revolutionary physical changes decreased greimagnetic charges being
generated by our beings. The electromagnetic ydadis not actively sought out our
present for the last forty thousand Namuh yearsta time, Branch, the time during
which the novices, the aspirers, and the seedsegreand developed, still exists in the
Namubh reality. That is the past that we must ptdtec

“There must be dozens of other wise Namuhs whodcoollwhat you propose,
Amanda. Get one of them to do it.”

“I couldn’t ask another to do what I, myself, wourdt.”

“You are Rachel,” | accused. “Rachel made thaestant. You didn’t.”

She released my hand and reached in a pocket abpera robe. When she
pulled her hand out, her fingers gripped a deep btane about the size of a pocketknife.

“I brought this special crystal from my realitygcause it belongs here with you. |
would like it very much if you could find a placerfit on your patio. Put it near the
herbs, with the other pretty stones.”

| took it from her hand. She turned her head awalyl&knew she hid her tears.

“I won't let you go back.”

“Branch, | must.”

At that moment, Kate came up behind us. Amandadhibarfootsteps before |
did. She turned and her face lit with a love | pagviously seen her show only Henry
and me. Silently, the two embraced and, when thélgg apart, Kate’s face was as damp
as Amanda’s. Amanda looked at me.

“If | touch you, my dear son, | may lose my resdlve
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“Don’t go,” | pleaded.

“Please understand, my dear,” she said, her fasegng. “You have always
been correct. | am Rachel. | am the leader of thedhs.”

Before | could protest, before | could reach for, lsbe was gone. The space

between Kate and me still held the warmth of helybbut Amanda was gone.
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Chapter Sixteen

A deep rumble shook the earth and | looked upeayttaying sky, staring at the
voluminous cumulonimbus clouds that had developeatie last half hour. A faint yellow
haze screened the ominous anvil shape of the thiueaes, darkening the flat bottoms.
Even as | watched, a jagged streak of lightenimteddrom the bottom of one of the
nearer clouds and traced its way to the groundld imy breath, waiting for the thunder |
knew would follow the phenomenon.

In that silent moment, with stillness surroundingry cell in my body, | looked
at Kate. Even in the dusk, | knew that her steaayehgaze returned mine, hope for the
future of the human race mitigated by sorrow atidlss of someone so dear. The
explosive sound that reached our eardrums was gated by the sound of human
voices pitched high with excitement.

"It's started," Kate said, her voice little morarha whisper. "The electrical

charges in the thunderclouds. They'll attract kil treality."”
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The technicality of the operation of Kirby's blabkad been over my head, but |
realized that we now had a situation that requo@aperation from everybody at the
ruins. Together, Kate and | hurriedly picked ousvaaound the rocks on the trail leading
back to the ceremonial room. As we drew closeiyiddal voices grew more distinct
and | quickly recognized what | had come to calbigls "military tone."

"Pull it back," he shouted. "Leave the center efthom open!"

In amazement, | watched McCall and the sherlffyards of the shiny, gauzy
fabric toward the crumbling walls. How had Kirby dill of that material in his briefcase?
Then he spotted me.

"Hackworth!" he ordered. "Get over there and hapmen. | can't risk the
aerospace blanket being exposed to a thunderstorm!"

| stared at him for a moment, watching his quidkcient movements as he knelt
and wound a white cord around a thin metal dowet $tood in the exact center of the
ceremonial room. Another clap of thunder rockedaineand he flinched, turning to look
up at the sky before rising to his feet and runtinthe corner of the blanket where |
stood.

"Five years, Hackworth! It took five years to mdhkes blanket. We won't get
another chance! Grab the blanket end there atfgetiand pull!"

| reached down for the glittery gossamer fabric hefied mightily, astounded by
its lightness. At the same instant that | pullée, percussion of thunder vibrated my
eardrums and | knew the lightning had struck soamplery near. Like mad men, we

pulled the blanket toward the wall, McCall, Barldirby and | rolling and tucking it
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underneath our arms, around our bodies, teariingrnit the center of the ceremonial
room.

Then Kate screamed, "Here it comes! Get off yoat!fBon't give it a target!"

Instinctively, | fell to the ground and rolled towdethe wall, pulling the aerospace
blanket with me. My body shaking, | hunkered theegching the others, as if in slow
motion, do the same. In one jagged motion, elattricaced its way down the metal post
in the center of the ceremonial room, the air adotibecoming alive with millions of
tiny, sizzling particles. | felt the tingle as thesafted over me, touching my skin with
pulsating vibrations.

The ground rolled beneath me and, at the centiétreafoom, the earth opened up,
tearing apart with a violent motion, and a widedahbluish-white light shot up to the
sky. It pulsed for a few seconds, spattering ardrig, before it arced down upon itself
and disappeared. Heavy raindrops pelted my facdady, rapidly muddying the area
around the ruins.

"Holy Jesus," | heard Forsyth say. "What was that?"

"Later," Kirby shouted. "All of you grab the blartkend pull it over the hole.”

Tugging at the webby fabric, | blinked the heavipn faom my eyelids and spread
the blanket over the three foot wide wound in teeter of the room. | knew, now, what
had happened. The third reality had been attrdntdtie charges in the thunderstorm
clouds and had surfaced to capture them. To mesibnified that the great charge had
left the Namuh reality. We could trap it betweealitees!

"That's good,” Kirby shouted. He paced around titeroperimeter of the blanket.

"I wish | knew for certain that we could hold itagst the next charge."
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"We can move some of the big rocks," Barlow sugggkstPile them on top of the
blanket."

"That's impossible,” McCall's voice came through tlusk from my left. "I've
never witnessed a charge that powerful. It woutplite tons of rock to hold that blanket
in place!"

"We can't just sit here," Barlow protested. He pegpover the wall and picked up
a basketball-sized stone. Lifting it to waist leved heaved it onto the silver blanket. It
bounced once before coming to rest near the coveriedin the center. "We've got to
try."

Kate stepped out beside him and began gatheringstosing the tail of her shirt
as a basket. | looked at the rock Forsyth had thromto the blanket and thought of how
many stones that size it would take to preventéharmous charge from lifting the
blanket right off the ground. My right thigh grewamm and then hot. | slapped at the side
of the robe | wore, as if to dislodge a burninglcanad felt something hard in my pocket.
| reached inside the pocket and pulled out thetalyisat Amanda had handed me earlier,
the special one. It seemed to throb with a lifgsobwn, quickly warming my chilled
hand. Suddenly, | remembered a conversation I'daildHenry when | was about
thirteen years old.

We had stood at a point on the mountainside, afwlfway between the ruins
and the sandstone ledge. Proudly surveying the rtdanry had pointed out two
boulders a few feet below us.

"Always keep an eye on those rocks, son," he hatiacreed me. "There's a

smaller one underneath. | climb up here each spimgmake sure those two are still
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braced because, if the small stone slipped, thvesdarger ones would start a landslide
that would cover the ruins with tons of rock."

Tonight, | looked up the shadowy slope toward the boulders. My eyes trailed
down across the rubble beneath them. If | coultbdge those boulders, they would
tumble down the mountain and bury the blanket, bneyruins. Could | do it? The blue
crystal throbbed warmly in my hand. | had to d&ltpping the crystal back into my
pocket, | moved toward the rest of the group.

| expected protest, if not actual physical resistgafrom the four strong-willed
people | approached. Each, in his own way, woultldmtant to relinquish what he
considered his responsibility and allow an ex-faditplayer-turned rancher complete and
final control over the outcome of the 'battle.'lgas, just because | had expected such an
outburst, | was equally startled with their acqoersce as | explained my proposal.

"How long will it take you to climb up there?" Kiytasked.

"Assuming | have no problems," | said, "about tweminutes."

"Can the rest of us reach the safety of the leddkat length of time?" McCall
asked.

Barlow and | looked at each other. Kate, howevyarke the words that neither of
us wished to say. "If the trail is not blocked, hiyeminutes should allow us sufficient
time."

"Then it's settled,” | said. "I'll work my way upd south slope and the rest of you
hit the trail."

"Go on," Forsyth motioned to the others. "I'll ight behind you."
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As McCall and Kirby, led by Kate, passed out ohsithrough a narrow opening
between two large boulders, the sheriff sat dowthenwall of the ceremonial room.
"Here," he said, stretching his legs in front ohhl'lt's far more important that you reach
those rocks than it is for me to get to the ledRyél these boots off. You'll need them, so
don't argue with me."

| didn't.

My raw swollen feet swam around inside Barlow'stepbut | marched across the
clearing and climbed across the first river of dldsing a juniper tree as a handhold, |
scaled the smooth faces of the next series of kasildNow, | was a third of the way to
the boulders and | wiped the sweat off my clamnrgliead with the loose edge of my
sleeve. | should have borrowed the sheriff's partsgught grimly, and left him wearing
the copera robe. Glancing over to my left, | obsdrthat Kate, McCall and Kirby were
almost halfway to the ledge. Sheriff Barlow was hewve in sight; either he was hidden
behind one of the large boulders that blocked reywf the lower trail or, my stomach
lurched, the boulders near the overhang had grogether, blocking the trail.

| forced myself to keep climbing. The two bouldessre now directly overhead,
looming larger than they had ever seemed from tiet gt which Henry and | had
viewed them. From where | stood, the dead trurk johiper obscured the smaller rock
that braced the two larger ones. | breathed degplyering my strength for the last fifty
feet of the steep climb.

With every step now, my feet dislodged rocks tbate loosened, began their

own small landslides. | had grown so accustomebdsound of rocks rolling down over
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the boulders that, initially, | failed to distinghi the other sounds below me. Then | heard
a muffled curse and | turned to see the sherifésdwards directly behind me.

"Keep going, Branch," he cried. "Trail was blocKed.

"You're crazy, Forsyth. | can't take that wedgeand roll those boulders over
you!"

"I might make it," he shouted. "Don't wait on mycaant."

Ten more feet. Now, | saw the smaller stone thethedd the boulders for so
many years. It was a large table sized flat stoaenore than four inches thick. Even as |
watched, the combined weight and pressure of tigeddoulders pushed it forward,
squeezing it from between them much as a largelthamd forefinger might squeeze
toothpaste from a tube. The large boulder on thedeked as it settled into its new
position and a double handful of smaller stonasedidown on my head. | looked back at
Forsyth. The color of his face almost matched tixediant whiteness of his hair.

"Damn you, Branch!" he shouted. "Go on!"

| turned to watch the smaller wedge rock inch tanae. The boulder on the left
would miss Forsyth. It was the larger one, the améhe right, that would hurtle down
the hill toward the ruins, following the same roufewhich I'd come, the same path
Forsyth now climbed. Suddenly, the wedge rock kbdrdut, spewing from the position it
had held for thousands, perhaps millions, of yee$ore | could yell to Forsyth, before |
could move, several hundred pounds of red stomerséd into my chest. | felt my body
begin a downhill roll and, as the two large bousdstarted their descent, | sensed the

mass of unleashed energy that raced past me.



237

Thousands of red dots danced across the blackhesgwsion. | tried to breathe,
but my chest hurt too much. Somewhere, far awhgard the sheriff call my name and |
reached out my hand toward the sound of his voice.

k%

"He can't talk yet, sir. We're still waiting forrhito regain consciousness."

The patient, yet authoritative, voice belonged ts&kFerguson. What was she
doing out here at Henry's ranch? And who was the tmavhom she talked, the man who
conversed in low tones? How had they gotten owt barthe mountainside? Maybe they
could help me rescue the sheriff. | tried to opgnayes and see where the two were, but
my eyelids wouldn't work. It was as if they werenemted closed. Had the boulder
blinded me? When | tried to lift my hand to my fatdiscovered that | couldn't raise my
arm; it was pinned underneath something. | wagptdp

"Barlow," | croaked.

| heard the scurrying of soft-soled shoes on dlbler. If | wasn't at the ruins,
where was |? Soft fingers touched my lower cheeklaniffed the woodsy smell. Kate?

"Branch," | heard her whisper. "Can you hear me?"

"Kate, where am 1?"

"You're at the hospital, dear. You're going to m#K

"Barlow? Did he get out? How is he?"

She chuckled, a low sound that vibrated down tditigertips that pressed against my
cheek. "He most certainly did, Branch. As a matfdiact, he dragged you most of the
rest of the way up the mountain."

"Did we stop it?" | asked. "Did the landslide watk
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A long silence passed. | felt her fingers leaveangek and heard the soft slap of
her leather soles on the floor as she walked advalull thud followed a quick whoosh
as she pushed the door closed. Then she was bside ey bed.

"Branch, listen to me carefully. In his officialpert, Forsyth stated that an earth
tremor of unknown origin caused the landslide thaiimed the lives of Amanda and
Tina. The fall that Henry had experienced earhethe day had very likely disturbed the
delicate balance of some of the boulders and &mdr caused them to roll into the
ruins."

"How badly, Kate? How badly were the ruins distua®e

"The entire south slope caved in on the ruins. Thagt be buried underneath
sixty feet of compacted rock."

Temporarily, at least, the tremendous electromaguobtarges had been
contained. If the wise men of the human race cedletate all of the rest of us, what had
happened at the ruins might never have to be expaad again. | wanted to ask Kate
about my eyes, but my chest pained me greatly wkedked. As | drifted back to the
gray nothingness, | felt her lips touch my cheeks.

The next time | awakened, | again attempted to apgryes. To my surprise,
this presented no problem. Although the feeling akia to scraping sandpaper over my
eyeballs, | stretched my eyelids as far as | cahldnking against the bright light that
glared at me.

"Branch? Son, are you awake?"

"Forsyth," | mumbled, rolling the syllables over mgttony tongue. "Turn the

lights off."



239

This time, | opened my eyes to a squint, gradwsdiglimating myself to the glare.
Blinking rapidly several times, | forced tears tg ayes, lubricating the surface. Finally,
forms began to take shape in the room as my eyan agcustomed themselves to light.
Forsyth Barlow sat in a vinyl-covered chair to &g of my bed, his bushy white hair
standing out from his scalp. Shiny with liquid, bi®wn eyes searched my face.

"It's a miracle, Branch," he said, his tone colongith wonderment. "When |
pulled you out from under those boulders, | nelieught you'd make it to the hospital,
much less be talking to me two weeks later."”

"Two weeks!" | tried to raise my head, but my nackl upper body were encased
in something heavy and confining. As | darted mgsefrom side to side, | saw metal
rods, wires, plugs, and tubes that stretched frodetneath and around my body to some
sort of frame constructed above the bed.

"Don't move, Branch. You're all patched up, but awe to keep still because the
doctors want to make sure your bones grow backhegeight.”

"I've been unconscious for two weeks?"

"Almost. Kate Branigan told me you talked to hestgeday. Your skull was
banged up and your brain got moved around somgrsf\tnobody gave you much of a
chance."

"What about the special investigating team?" kdskWhat was their conclusion
about the murders?"

A frown rippled across his forehead. He looked dathis hands and then back
at me. "l shouldn't be telling you this, Branch¢éese they'll be wanting to question

you.
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"What shouldn't you tell me? That the landslidesemliboth Amanda's and Tina's
deaths? That Henry fell? What about those others?"

"All accidents, Branch. The first two, before thgyt to town, were already
classified that way. Eklander drowned at the Nawajopool and Chad Carter had a heart
attack. There was no evidence of foul play."

"Tina," | said.

"Yeah," the sheriff agreed. "But, that's a seareve got to live with. We can't
take any chances that anyone is going to go outrginid move those rocks."

"What about Peterson and Ellen Madison?"

"The strangest thing happened, Branch. It seenidvitea Madison was married
to Peterson years ago. When she was brought babk twospital here, she looked like
she was a hundred and fifty years old. Seems sikeotoe look at herself in the mirror
and confessed that a long time ago she had kilkéerfon's brother.”

So, Peterson had finally been vindicated. It lzen years and | wondered what
he would do with his time now. The sheriff answengdunspoken question.

"You just can't tell about some people," he sdrktérson has hired an expensive
lawyer and he says he will stay beside her thrahghrial."

| ached to shift my position, but knew that thdection of wires and straps
wouldn't allow that. Just my legs, | thought. Ifyphcould move my legs. | thought about
wiggling my toes and felt them curl against theethewas tired, but | turned to the man

who had saved my life.
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"When | saw you climbing up that mountain behind hfelt guilty, Forsyth. You
were there because you had stayed behind to giweuoreboots. | was scared, really
scared, because you might have lost your life amuld have been my fault.”

Two irregular lines edged their way between theifflsethick eyebrows. "And, if
| hadn't managed to save your life," he musedy6uld have been my fault.”

"That's not the way it works," | said.

"It works that way when you put unrealistic demaadsyourself, Branch.
Nobody in this reality has all of those godlikepesses you demand from yourself."

"Maybe," | said. "But | promise you one thing. Asos as I'm out of here, I'm
taking you down to Harp's Western Store and I'mifmyypew boots for both of us!"

Forsyth reached down, cupping both hands underdhsknee and lifting his
plaster-encased foot into my line of vision. "I itdre wearing boots for some time," he
said. "You're going to be in traction for quite al@hWe'll talk about the boots later,
when you're rested up.”

When | next opened my eyes, Rose Ferguson stabe &bot of my bed,
adjusting some straps and checking the salineisnlushe felt my glance and turned to
smile at me.

"You lazybones," she chided me. "Sleep, sleeppsldew do you feel today?"

"How do you think | feel?" | grumbled. "I ache alfer. | feel as if every bone in
my body is broken."

"Most of them were," she said cheerfully, movinguard to my side to slip on the
cuff and take my blood pressure. "At least, yolli lstive all your limbs, although you

scrambled your brain around a little. Feel like pamy?"
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"Not for very long," | admitted.

"The special investigator for the state police edtatement from you," she
said, straightening my sheets. "He's been herg/ @asr since you got here."

"Sure," | said. "Send him in."

Rose left and the man walked through the doorwlagjray the door behind him.
Despite the black and white hounds tooth jacketthadilk tie, despite the silver flecked
mustache and brown contact lenses, despite thiedseand official air, | recognized
him.

"Jericho?" | asked.

His thin eyebrows lifted and his eyes widened. "N@ said. "I'm Captain
Hinshaw." He held out a leather wallet, flashingaalge and identification. "I'm here to
obtain a statement from you about the landslide."

"What do you need?" | asked, still staring at Hitnhappened.”

He set the briefcase down on the vinyl chair anehepl it. Taking out a manila
folder, he leafed through it, finally pulling ousheet of paper. He handed it to me and |
quickly scanned the two paragraphs.

"It's the same thing everyone else told me," hdagxed. "l just need your
signature."

| frowned at my right arm, still elevated above hgad. "Put a pencil between my
fingers," | told him. "I'll scratch some sort ofjeature.”

"l would shake your hand," he said, after he hawloreed the pencil from my grip

and placed the paper back in his briefcase, "@itwlouldn't be the wisest thing to do."
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He moved to the doorway and paused, his hand oknible. Clearing his throat,
he spoke, "As a representative of all those fronreaity who exist because you risked
your life to ensure their past, thank you. Good;lfyeend Branch."

It was easy to lose track of time during the enguweeks. Days flowed into
nights and back. | quickly became acquainted withriurses and technicians of the three
regular shifts and the weekend. Old friends and filad my visiting hours with
conversation and companionship. On the day thaABwes detached me from the
equipment that had almost become a part of me, ®bétk McCall and Jim Kirby flew
into town to help me take my first tottering steps.

Early the next day, Rose Ferguson helped me habladevheelchair and Angel
pushed me to an outside garden where we sat beesd@amade pond and waited for
Kate. Slender leaves from the willow tree, yellomwnwith fall colors, drifted down with
each gust of wind to float on the water. | watcAedel pull a blue notebook from the
satchel she carried. She opened it near the méshdievrote a few words before closing it
and looking up at me, surprise lighting her bluesy

"What are you thinking?" she asked.

"That it's about time you returned home. Got orhwibur career."

She tossed her head and pointed her nose towasttyh&/hen she turned to look
at me, the pink flesh around her eyes crinkled.

"Do | ever have news for you, Branch Hackworth!'e3¢ft her chair and came
over to kneel beside the wheelchair in which | $ébu know the old Gibbons ranch just

south of yours?"
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"Sure. What about it?"

A smug, childlike look pasted itself over her feati She pulled a long white
envelope from a pocket in her plaid jacket. "Sesé¢hpapers?” she asked, blue eyes
glinting with mischief. "That ranch belongs to n@n | just signed the papers today."

"You bought the Gibbons place? What are you gaongpot with it?"

She shrugged her shoulders and continued smilisggpose I'll farm it, just like
you do your ranch.”

| laughed then, at the thought of the rock stangdrfarmer. The glee bubbled up
from my stomach, quickening the cells of my bodyhvan exuberance | hadn't felt in
years. Amazement tempered the concern that filleglef\s eyes.

"Are you alright?" she asked, interrupting a chackl

"Why do you ask?"

"l don't know," she stuttered. "I've never heard jeugh like that. I like it. It's
nice."

How long had it been since | had really laughed@uldn't remember the last
time. "I'll do it more often," | told her. "Espediiawhen | look down past my pasture and
see you plowing your fields!"

"I may hire someone to do that part,” she saidgygnig. "But this is my home
now. So quit trying to send me back to California!"

"What about your career?" | asked.

"l just told you," she said, standing up and starggier foot. "I'm a farmer now.

Did you have someone pushing you like you do menwtoel left professional football?"
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Angel was right. | had been pushing her. Becawsgdyed her companionship
and adored her novel, optimistic outlook on lifbald felt that she had been sacrificing
herself and her career to stay in New Mexico aryyist me. And | hadn't wanted to
feel guilty about her sacrifice, just as | hadreinted to feel guilty about Forsyth.

"Sorry, Branch," she said, smiling her cherub'dasniBelieve me, I'm tired of
show business. I've got more money than I'll eeeale to spend and there's nothing |
want more than a home of my own in a community tiie. | want a neighbor just like
you that | can drink coffee with in the morning asfdht in the afternoon while we watch
the sunset. I've never had a best friend and kihg forward to my next few years."

"I know," | said. And | did. Within me, | felt thelossoming of a new kind of
sharing and | looked forward to a future similatiie one she had just described. The
only other commitment in my life would be to fintetwise men of the human reality and

impart to them the knowledge | had acquired in¢heseks | spent in the Namuh reality.
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EPILOGUE

| sat in a cushioned recliner on my rock-flooretiqgdeet propped up on a
redwood bench, sipping at a steaming cup of hot@late and anticipating the sunrise of
late summer. A black band of sky across the eabt@tinon changed to indigo, then from
gray to blue; the bases of scattered cumulus cltmakson a pinkish-gold hue. | knew |
could walk to the opposite side of my house andisedast few pinpricks of light in the
still dark western sky, but | didn't. | had buliig patio area to enjoy the seasons of dawn,
my favorite part of the day. Now that | was aldedad the words on the cover of the
book Forsyth had left with me yesterday, | turned my hands and studied the picture
on the back cover, feeling the same familiaritgdtielt the day before when Forsyth
suggested | read it. He seemed to think that htrkgow this Jackson Cody, or perhaps
he thought | could relate to Cody’s experienceth@abook.

Faraway silhouettes transformed from dark featgeeteasses to familiar mesas

and buttes, trees making darker clumps againgrémn-yellow ground vegetation that
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covered the red rocks. My eyes trailed across thadow directly in front of and below
me where several dark-coated fillies scamperedsadie dewy freshness of the pasture.

Still past the pasture and to the right, | sawdlgeGibbons ranch house that
Angel had restored. | even made out the roosted wame on its steep-pitched roof.
Except for six months spent in South America, nodster three years here had been
devoted to returning it to its original nineteeirties condition, spending three times the
money it would have cost her to tear it down anitbainew one. But, as she had
reminded me so often, along with the humanitargenay she helped sponsor in South
America, this was exactly what she wanted and stddwcontinue working on her house
and sending money to Harmony Village until sheorgkr could. Then, she had said, she
would change her goals.

After that terror-filled weekend three years age,vad all examined our lives
and, as far as | knew, each of us had made new ¢arents within the range of
experience we had chosen. Upon my release fromdsigital, | had returned to my ranch
and found Check McCall comfortably settled there Néd spent the next eight months
interpreting, translating, and recording our weiekthe Namuh reality. Spending days on
each word, we had struggled with the exact proraiimei and accent of the syllables
Rachel had given us. McCall had taped them anchgiepies to each of us who had
undergone the experience; when one of us recogthieedise men or women, we would
have the information available to pass on to thdencontinued his work with the
government, returning several times to Henry'shidnaecord the radioactivity, plug the
figures into his computers, and figure probab#iti€hat was how he and Jim Kirby had

eventually come to form a partnership.
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Shortly after the landslide, Kirby had taken thgpansibility for notifying the
proper officials and cordoning off the area arothr@lruins. Almost all of Henry's ranch
had been posted with yellow signs indicating thegea from radioactive exposure.
During the months following that event, radioactreadings had grown higher with each
report until a year ago when McCall and Kirby hatd@unced a tremendous decrease.
Finally, the electromagnetic reality had turned amd consuming itself. Each month
thereafter, another decrease had been recorded.

The McCall-Kirby partnership came about, intergggirenough, due to their
constant exposure to each other while working togredn that project. Old animosities
and rivalries had been discarded while both corezbthemselves with the increasing
radioactivity at the site, fearing that the blankatl failed. When the readings began
dropping, the two had looked at each other, amar&édw much had been accomplished
by diverting the energies from their earlier conitpeg behavior. Utilizing McCall's
proven formula for computer games and Kirby's aautical expertise, a new computer
game had been born, one in which only cooperatias ivwolved. After a slow start, the
sale of these games had grown so rapidly thatinetihnow worked exclusively on
developing new variations on that theme.

Kate had renewed an earlier commitment. She hadtelé\he greater part of the
last three years to finding the three girls whay@dt twenty years ago, had accused
Blake Abernathy, Kate's friend and the local newspaditor, of molestation, sending
him to prison for the rest of his life. She hadrfduhe first girl quite easily. Shortly after
the trial, the family had moved to Oklahoma Cityglaate had no trouble locating them.

The couple had revealed to Kate their suspicioasttiteir daughter and the other two
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girls had made up the incident, but they had nofpMvhen Kate inquired as to where
the girl currently lived, the most agonizing revela to date in her investigation arose:
the girl was dead.

After a short setback, Kate returned to her ingesitbn and traced another of the
girls, this time to a Colorado mental institutiéate's faith in Blake's innocence
propelled her to search the United States and Gafoadhe next eighteen months,
exhausting every lead, until she finally locateel tthird girl, now a housewife living in
Calgary, Alberta. This young woman was relievettaoe twelve years of psychotherapy
for the healing grace of confession. Not only wae willing to tell the truth, but her
diary and a note from Casey proved that the thikeltad been bribed to make the
accusation. Kate had left for Santa Fe three dggg@pick up Blake Abernathy, who
had received a full pardon from the governor amdstiate.

Forsyth Barlow had volunteered to drive to Santavite Kate but had gracefully
backed away when she had explained that she wamtszlalone with Blake. After
retiring from the sheriff's department last yeamdyth had immersed himself completely
in a project to which he had been able to devatesaif only part time previously:
working with troubled juveniles, boys aged ninesixteen, who had been assigned to
group homes because their parents couldn't, ordmtuprovide the kind of environment
the child needed at home. | had gone with him ¢ohthimes a few times and had been
touched at the children's admiration and respeanfoold friend. They called him
Gramps and | could tell that his visit was the hpgint of their day.

Sometimes, Angel tagged along with Forsyth, utiigher experience from South

America. She left show business as she had pronbsédhe devoted at least two weeks
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of every month to speaking at schools across them&he had charmed an increasing
group of volunteers who presented colorful skitpkasizing self-esteem. She had just
returned from her last engagement and | knew fropeeence that she would be up here
before noon with a sparkling account of the lasttieen days.

As for myself, after the eight intense months witeCall, | had spent several
weeks groping around the dark recesses of my miadying about finding the wise
men and women. Rachel had promised me that | waday them and, to that point, |
hadn't run across anybody who seemed to be any thise | was. That was when | had
come up with the idea of writing it all down, evmng | could remember. Perhaps | had
missed something important that Henry or Amandatbltime.

A light came on in one of the upper windows of tim@ise down the slope; Angel
had awakened. At that moment, the telephone rdrfged my legs off the bench on
which my feet rested and walked toward the glasssithat led to the kitchen. Behind
me, the sun had slipped up above the horizon &eltlits warmth on my back as |
opened the door.

"Branch?" The resonant voice belonged to ForsyttioBa “Listen, son, I've got
someone you need to meet. You doing anything tdday?

"Nothing | can't set aside for you, Forsyth. Caoneout.”

| had just replaced the receiver when | heard dumd of a car's engine. Someone
came up the steep front road to my house, thefroadthe highway. The engine
dropped down into a lower gear as | walked to tbatfentrance. The small, light-
colored car that pulled into the parking spot besit/ pickup sputtered a moment before

it came to a stop. Kate needed a new car.



251

When | rushed out to greet her a tall, slendetyisit man unfolded himself from
the passenger's side. Over the roof of the cdndiked at me from clear, steady eyes. |
felt my heart skip a beat before | remembered ngpenter with Captain Hinshaw at the
hospital three years ago when | had thought hedeasho. It had been twenty years
since | had seen Blake Abernathy and | hadn't knlewnthat well, but | certainly hadn't
expected him to look like this. Kate recognized eopfusion and rushed to hug me,
keeping her arm around my waist as she turned toalgkn.

"Branch, you remember Blake Abernathy."

The man walked around the car. The gray suit wasigyrhe should have been
wearing a copera robe. At any minute, | expectedtbi propel one of those piercing
thoughts at me, cautioning me against endangeratg.Hnstead, he smiled and held out
his hand.

"It's good to see you again, Branch."

| couldn't escape those steady gray eyes. Ladbdawivinkle of amusement,
they examined me steadily. He couldn't be who bkdd like. Blake Abernathy had
spent his last twenty years in prison.

"Branch and | renewed our acquaintance more regdfdite," he said, smiling at
my former mother-in-law. "About three years agothia Namuh reality."

"You are Jericho," | said. "How can that be?"

Kate released me and headed toward the steps dei@dine house. Halfway up,
she turned and waved to Blake and me.

"Let's go in and have coffee," she said. "It'sraylstory, but Blake has an

explanation.”
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Over several cups of strong, black coffee, BlakerAathy explained how he had
met Kate over forty years ago when she had wandevedour time to Namuh time.

Only a novice at the time, he had been unable ¢e ffaough the barrier and visit human
reality. When he became a wise man, he had séteupawspaper here in town and he
and Kate had renewed their friendship.

"The test of the wise man is to pass through tladvavhile retaining full
consciousness of his identity," he told me, lookamgne as if he expected my agreement.
When | didn't respond, he continued, "One is nohlzowise man. One becomes a wise
man through experience, not years. Kate was awosean at only twenty-five human
years. Some become wise only in the instant befeg pass from a reality.”

"How could | have met you in the Namuh reality wiyeni were incarcerated in
this reality?" | questioned him, uninterested ia thethod by which one became a wise
man. | wanted to know how to recognize a wise nh&wad no concern in how he became
one.

"Kate tells me that you easily grasped the cono&ptr time variances," he said,
placing his coffee cup in the saucer and leanirgd limthe wooden recliner. "If | had
spent only ten minutes of a human hour in the Nareality, | would have spent five
days with the Namuhs."

"But you would be spending five times that amourtirae away from the Namuh
reality,” | said, quickly calculating. "For everyiman hour, you would be in the Namuh
reality for five days and then absent for twentefdays. Weren't you missed over there?

Didn't anybody question your absence?"
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"Our wise people were fully aware of my constrgihBlake explained. "Toward
the end, my time periods were more concentratedingaccess to the research
department of the prison library enabled me to dpaght to ten, sometimes twelve,
hours of every human day in the Namuh reality."

"That's what Amanda must have done," | mused,rgatown at the pattern made
by the flat red stones | had used to build thisopgtars ago.

"Amanda and the sixteen other Namuh wise men amdemovho passed freely
through the barrier to live in this reality."

"Why didn't she come back here?" | asked, verbadizihe inquiry that had been
with me for three years. "What happened to her?t\@baut the three who stayed behind
with her?"

Blake looked at Kate and his eyebrows lifted. Shéexl back at him and placed
her hand on top of his.

"l was one of those four," he began. "We had cogtd a shield similar to the
one Kirby made that reflected back the electromagrearges. Utilizing a type of mind
melding, we held the shield until it, for practigalrposes, became the entrance. At that
point, anything or anybody would have been repeNgd had a little over three weeks of
Namuh time remaining and we were forced to attgmapsing through the barrier the
ancient way."

"The ancient way?" | questioned.

"Yes. Only one person per Namuh week could pasgdaat our realities. It had
been established that way by our ancestors whahtcipated the dangers of a

permanent entrance."
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"Three weeks and four people,” | said, picking lup ¢offee pot and pouring
coffee into all our cups. "As Rachel, she was #aglér of the Namuhs and she would
have been the last to pass.”

"She would have it no other way," Blake said, naddi

"So she was beaten to death like Henry," | sally dthe confirmation of my fear
lying heavy on my stomach. "Her soul is lost somexglbetween realities, like Henry's."”

"No, Branch," Kate cried, rising to her feet. Shek my hand and pulled me over
to the herb garden where she pointed to the lomg @lystal | had managed to save
despite the landslide. "Henry's soul is not logtighda gave you this crystal because it is
the resting place for Henry's soul!"

| picked up the deep blue six-sided crystal, fegptime warmth and tingle of my
palm as | held it. | remembered the evening | hald ki at the ruins, feeling Henry's
presence even then as he had reminded me of thgebsthat would initiate the
landslide. | recalled the disc that McCall and dl héewed in the Namuh reality, the one
in which each of the prototypes had explained ¢éimmfin which he would exist in human
reality.

"It can't be," | told Kate. "The soul of the wiseamof the Namuh reality
continues existence in this form. Henry was huniBadides, what does that have to do
with Amanda?"

"l can explain the crystal," Blake said, walkinghghind Kate and speaking to
me over her shoulder. "Wise men of both realitidsteas such after they pass from

physical existence."
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"Then Henry was a wise man," | said, wondering wtnad taken me so long to
grasp that fact.

"Don't you see, Branch?" Kate said. "If Amanda padsed from physical
existence, she would have arranged to be hereHetiy. That's why she told you to put
his crystal in the herb garden. Her soul shoulddi® beside him in her crystalline
form."

Blake frowned, staring at the blue crystal | h&lthe crystal should be here," he
said. "Rachel insisted that | leave because her wias almost gone. She assured me that
she would pass before Namuh time ended."

| felt warmth spread from my pocket over the enfé side of my body. |
reached my hand to feel the crystal | had founchsdter my return and carried with me
as a 'good luck stone.’

"I've forgotten what Amanda'’s crystal looks likesaid. "Describe it to me."

"It will be a long, slender cylinder of copera agdBlake said. "l see nothing
here that even resembles it."

"That's because I've been carrying it in my po¢Kkedaid, holding the crystal up
to the light for them to see. The color ranged fimate lavender at one end to deep ruby
red at the other end. As we looked at it, a ridwgeémanated from it and | felt awash in
the purest of loves.

"Where did you find it?" Kate asked. "I placed Hgsarcrystal here while you
were in the hospital and | looked for Amanda's talys$ knew it had to have been there

even then, because | didn't get out with Henrystat until a week after the landslide."
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"It was in the strawberry patch," | said, pointiioga large planter on the other
side of the patio. "l was weeding one day and capneith the crystal in my hand. It
made me feel so good that | began carrying it. Nwav | know, I'll place it right here
where it belongs, beside the blue one.”

Kate smiled. Her eyes reflected nostalgia, butsshmred her shoulders and
laughed. "I should have looked over there. | shbwalde remembered that Amanda
couldn't distinguish a pear tree from a potato tglan

A car door slammed. Absorbed in our conversatidrad forgotten about
Forsyth's call. | hadn't even been listening fer sbund of an engine.

"That should be Forsyth," | told Kate and Blakdl lring him out here to the
patio."

Forsyth had someone he wanted me to meet, | remrechbs | crossed the tiled
kitchen floor toward the front door. | looked obetwindow on the left side of the
wooden door and saw his battered green van. Itdida'Forsyth and | couldn't tell
whether anyone was in the van.

"Branch,"” Kate called. "He's out here on the patio.

"Sneaked in the back way," | grumbled, tracing naywack to the patio.

| reached the door leading to the patio at the samment that Angel, dressed in
a red flannel shirt, Big Smith overalls and grirepnis shoes, climbed over the wooden
gate that separated the corral area from the gasthile | watched her stride over to the
green van and peer in, Forsyth and Blake reacqréthemselves after twenty years'

separation. As soon as Angel reached the pati® ikabduced her to Blake.



257

"It's so nice meeting you, Mr. Abernathy," Angeidsaxtending her right arm to shake
hands with Blake. "l enjoy your books very muchm 8n my third reading of
Comparison Practices Among American Minorities."

She always surprised me. | hadn't évenwn that Blake wrote books. When
Angel chose to find out about someone or somettsing,went right to the heart of the
condition. Out of a myriad of possibilities, sheosh the facts that identified the soul of
that person, ignoring the ones that society utlliecategorize him. Blake stared at her
for a long time, returning her open smile. Then &heed to Forsyth.

"Who's that cute little boy out in your van?"

Forsyth hunched his shoulders in embarrassmentjrghbis hands in his pockets
before looking at me. He cleared his throat. "Behbe began, "I've got a runaway out
there. He's an orphan and, for the last three ybals been in and out of more group
homes than I can count.”

"What do you want me to do?" | asked.

"We just need a temporary home for him until they @n opening at a boys'
ranch up in Colorado," Forsyth explained. "Justva flays."

"He can stay at my house," Angel volunteered. Viehplenty of room."

"Regulations, Angel," Forsyth said, regret coloring tone. "I know you can
identify with him because of your years in an omdige, but we've got to put him either
with a family,” he paused and looked at me, "ohveih adult male.”

"Where would | put a kid?" | asked.
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"What about that area you partitioned off when GhécCall stayed here for so
long?" Kate asked. "I have a twin bed and sheetsyimttic. Blake and | can bring them
out..."

"Nonsense," Angel interrupted. "We'll take Branghtkup and go right down the
hill and load up one of my beds. That poor chiléxsausted!"

"Hold it!" | said. "You're all so eager to make ectsion for me. Let me think. |
don't know how to care for a child! What does he &ihat does he wear? How do |
entertain him? What about school? For God's sakefplty years old!"

Silence followed my outburst. It was so quiet thia¢ard Forsyth's breathing and
the pounding sound made by my fillies running tigtothe lower pasture. Then Angel,
her face pink, jangled her keys in a defiant gestéuind stalked out toward Forsyth's van.
Kate, however, was the one who spoke.

"Branch," she said, gentleness overlying the irimen voice. "Henry was forty
years old when he took you to live with him."

"Okay, he can live here temporarily,” | said. "Barhat if he runs away from
here?"

"He won't," Barlow said, grinning. "He won't run ayfrom here any quicker
than you would have run away from Henry's."

"You expect a lot from me," | said, turning to lotwkvard the parking area.

Angel, her light brown hair glinting in the sunlighad a small boy by the hand,
leading him toward us. His tousled blond head wead.B/NVhen they were still a few feet
away, the child raised his head and looked at nsef Ae couldn't believe what he saw,

he stopped and turned loose of Angel's hand. Hedwips cheeks with the cuffs of his
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faded shirt. Then his face lighted with joy andr&ie toward me. | knelt down, spreading
my arms wide and his pitifully thin body pressea@iagt mine. | remembered the days in
the Namuh reality when he brought my clean robelssmeaked peeks at my wristwatch.
| recalled his role on the prototype disc that Mé@ad | had viewed. | looked up at the
circle of friends around me.

"Does he remember?" | asked Blake.

Blake shook his head. "No," he said. "The childnsaberration. We have had
only one before this, almost thirty years ago."léteked at Angel who smiled back at
him. He continued, "Angel now knows her identity,this aspirer will learn his, with
your help. This child passed through the barriezasly as you or | would have,
completely bypassing the novice stage. He haswdahis body and personality in order
to experience the growth steps of human realitydétes have a faint memory of your
love for him and his for you."

"He needs the guidance of a wise man of the higivéstr," | said, hugging the
shaking child, stroking his back in an attemptabchim. "You have to take him,
Blake."

"He needs a human wise man, Branch."

"Kate," | suggested. "Kate is a human wise woman."

"What makes me a wise woman, Branch? My age?"

"No," | argued. "It's not years, it's experienasstjas Blake told us. You passed
trough the barrier and retained your integrityfélt my protest dwindle, my voice shake
as | finally grasped what Blake had tried to tedl earlier. "My God, I'm a wise man.

You are, Barlow! Even Check McCall!"
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Over the child's head, | looked into Kate's eyasthaen Blake's. Forsyth raised
his head and stared at me defiantly. Angel's bjes éwinkled and she grinned at me as
if we shared some great joke. | gently disengaedby's arms and held him at arm's
length. | examined his grimy, tear-streaked faa#lais swollen eyes.

"What's your name, son?"

He hesitated for a moment. "Haisle," he said. "Batld you call me Hank?"

| stood up and placed my hand on his shoulderinigéhe frail bones underneath.
Kate's cooking will fatten him up, | thought. Jolgrffvans and | can teach him to ride
and rope. Forsyth can play Grandpa and Angel asélmothering him. McCall and
Kirby will test their games on him. | looked downto his expectant blue eyes.

"Then Hank it will be," | said, liking the soundd&nk Hackworth."

THE END
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