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Bring forth magic
Rain down fire
Create dreams
That flame desire
Call forth sunder
Laugh with pain
Restructure caring
Rename blame

Mend and meld

And flow the stream

Where flotsam jams

Get lost between

Uncovering that rusty jar
Remembering just who you are.

In your dreams that drift
To you

Complacent drops

Slew morning dew
Throughout moonlight
On the wind

Through fiery rocks
Your spire within

What you feel

Is what you are

| am you

You are my pyre
Blaze it hot
Inflame your song
Then come back in
Where you belong.

I.W. Riney



CHAPTER ONE

We came to this place as do salmon to the headsyateeking the eternal
birthing zone. We alternately soared in the sklesbirds and hibernated beneath the
earth’s surface in a series of tunnels. But, utaking the form of men, we gradually lost
our skills of communicating and interacting withtmma. We forgot the ecstasy of
floating through the air as a pristine snowflaké/e disallowed the grace and freedom
we felt as trees waving our leaves in the bred¥e.shed the guileless innocence and
trust that enabled us to coexist with every otrsgrezt of being. Now, for thousands of
years, we have sought the source, the intercondeess, that vitality from which we

sprang.

It was a familiar dream. One I'd had over andrdee as long as | could
remember. And, if the knock on the motel door heawakened me, | would have
snuggled back into the comfort and nostalgia thatdreamspeaker evoked.

“Jackson Cody, wake up in there!”

For a moment, | had been back in my one bedroaitetmear the truck stop in
Albuquerque and Simon Feathers had been knockiny aloor, telling me to get
dressed for my shift at the gas pumps. Then thgyhair and cheap deodorant of the
room drifted into my nostrils and | remembered vehiewas.

“Just a second,” | yelled at the quivering dotret me get my pants on!”

The man confronting me was older, heavier, andésslhair that | remembered.

His starched uniform creased across the ridge whiengot belly began; the shiny badge



hung over brown covered breasts that would haveeraatripper proud. My eyes
dropped down to the black leather holster draggirtgs waist before they returned to his
fading blue eyes.

“Hello, Marvin,” | said, holding out my hand. “ha you come to run me out of
town?”

He grabbed my hand with his right one and graspgdhoulder with his left
paw. | felt the caged strength of his body. He pawer, but | sensed that | was not
unwelcome.

“You know better than that, Jackson. But we gaitk. While you get some
clothes on, I'll run over to the café and get usiecoffee. You got to wake up fast.”

Fast, | thought, watching the door for a full ntmafter it had closed behind the
sheriff's bulky back. Why the hurry now? Liz walseady dead. According to my
calculations, she should be buried today or tomarrBespite his stroke, Papa Gordon
was a strong man. He’d already have made thegemaents, never anticipating that |
might show back up. And Liz’s daughter. She wdagdfourteen or fifteen by now.
What was her name? A boy’s name. Liz had nameddugghter after a man. The girl’s
father?

Shucking off my dirty pants, | moved to the bathmo It would take Sheriff
Marvin Garland ten or twenty minutes to “politicWith the locals at the café and get the
coffee. With a full grown beard, | had no needhave, but the time would prove ample
for an invigorating shower.

| felt the tepid spray of water on my bare shotddend rubbed my body with the
economy sized soap provided by Benson’s Inn. Idsaded a feeling of urgency in my
old friend Marvin that | couldn’t reconcile with myemories of Bethel Bluff. Driving in
last night, | hadn’t observed that the sleepy tévd changed that much in the last fifteen
years. Had it been that long? That time, | had/fi in from Los Angeles for Mama
Kate’s funeral; now | was here for her daughtetisdd.

At the city limits, | had crossed the river andveéd for the thirty miles per hour
speed limit. Acting as much from instinct as frany other motivating factor, | had
braked for the sharp, poorly banked s-curve tlagett out into a straight stretch where
the local law enforcers always set a speed trapaturday nights. Automatically



slowing to pull off at the motel on the right, Ichaeen the red and green glare of a new
neon sign ahead on the left. Remembering the stdake Bethel Bluff Motel the last
time I'd been there, | had pressed the acceleddtoy old Ford Galaxy and moved
toward the blinking tubes ahead.

Benson Inpread the large gothic letters outlined by tuble®d gas. Next door,
several cars were parked in the paved parkingfldted_amplighter RestaurantThe
irony of an all night café in a town with a poputat of less than five hundred pulled a
little smile on my tight lips as | nosed the Galamipo a space between a red sports car
and a beat up four-wheel drive pickup.

Easing out from under the steering wheel, | cldbeddoor behind me. Halfway
to the motel office | stopped, remembering | hagyédten to lock the door, then
shrugged my shoulders and continued toward thé& bradding. Who would break into a
ten year old car to steal a worn out typewriter ariew changes of faded clothing?

| hadn’t always traveled this way, | thought, [giag the bell for the night clerk.
Last time | had come to Bethel Bluff in style, dng a rented luxury car and wearing
tailored sports jackets and expensive leather shbleat was before V-Day, | called it,
the day | signed the divorce papers and gave @hristure rights to my novel,
Vindication.

“What do you want?” the woman asked, peeringabume through a crack she
had made by opening the door.

“I'd like a room,” | answered, staring at the frjzhalo around her head.

“Come on in,” she said, closing the door to pld thain lock and then opening it
again to let me in. She walked toward a countdrlamatched the provocative sway of
her satin covered butt. A tiny, loosely tied bayaist her spine held the skimpy floral
top to her ample breasts. Small wonder she hagbasle what | wanted.

“Fill this out,” she said, slapping an index caided form in front of me. “How
many?”

“One,” | told her, looking for the pen that sholld attached to the end of a
plastic spiral cord anchored to the counter.

“Just one?” she asked, her sidelong glance a meixtidisbelief and hope.

“You're alone?”



I nodded and looked into the large, wide-set Yielees hidden behind layers of
mascara and charcoal colored eye shadow. Undéragaéntiful coating of makeup,
tiny lines at the corners of her eyes and lipsataeed to bleed through. Twenty-five and
she looked forty. This country did that to its werm She blinked her eyes and looked
away.

“Here,” she said, reaching her arm beneath thateowand handing me a
ballpoint pen. “Last guy in here ripped off my gen

“Thank you,” | told her, as | lettered the cardiwtihe appropriate responses.

“Can’t keep pens around here,” she whined, leatomgird me. The valley
between her white breasts leaked a potent spicil.sieoked back at the form. |
hadn’t had a woman in weeks and this one sentheutight signals. But the thought of
sleeping with someone who had to have known Liz ahthe same time knowing that
Liz lay on a cold slab somewhere near, nauseated me

“It's tough,” | said, dropping the pen and reachfor my wallet. “People stick
them in their pockets and never even think abdut it

“Who do you work for?” she asked, picking up tlaedccand looking at the blank
space besiddfitm”.

“Myself,” | said, pulling out a couple of twentie$I'm a freelance writer.”

“Room’s twenty-six dollars, counting tax. Are yaueporter?”

“No,” | said, defensive about my reason for beege. “I write fiction.”

“Good,” she said, taking the two bills from me akning a drawer with a key.
“My boss is fed up with reporters. He had twoledrh run out of town today.”

“Why did he do that?” | asked, watching the deepfe satin creep up the
crevice between her buttocks.

“You don’t know about the murders?” Money in haske turned and stared at
me for a moment before moving back toward the cauntWe had a movie star from
Hollywood killed here three days ago. Town’s béked with them magazine and
newspaper reporter people.”

“Oh,” | said, taking the key and change from Haping to get to my room before
she read my name and made the connection.

“What are you doing here all the way from New Mmd”



“I'm here for a funeral,” | told her, backing toveathe door. The moist heat of
the summer night shrouded me with its warm sticksne

“You are a reporter,” she accused, looking at my worn dgeens, rumpled
sports shirt and dingy canvas shoes, “but you dorét dress like it. Tell you what. |
have some cold beer in the back here...”

“Sorry,” | said, stepping out the door. “I'm natreporter. I'm a friend of the
family and | have to get some rest.”

“Friend of the family?”

She would know. She would recognize my name erfdhm and by morning,
only a few hours away, Papa Gordon would know Hiprodigal foster son had
returned.

Lukewarm water turning cold brought me back topghesent and | had just
wrapped a white motel-issue towel around my walsmwMarvin was back at the
doorstep, shoving open the door with a booted toe.

“You're not dressed yet?” he fussed, setting ddventwo large Styrofoam cups
he’d been carrying.

“I had to rinse the sticky off me,” | told him,avbing one of the cups and taking
a large gulp. “I hadn’t bathed since I left Alb@gque.”

“Albuquerque,” he mused, lowering his bulk intoeoof the plastic-covered chairs
near the window. “We tried to find you. Wondexgkere you were.”

“Papa Gordon knew,” | said, dropping the towel antiing on a pair of jeans.
“All you had to do was ask him.”

The struggle of stretching my knit shirt over nijl-slamp body almost caused
me to miss the silence. Almost.

“Papa Gordon,” | said quietly, turning to face hifiwhat's wrong with Papa
Gordon?”

| couldn’t read his face because the light wasrzehim. But the slump of his
shoulders told me that something was dreadfullyngro

“Gordon Anderson died two months ago,” Marvin said

“Oh, God,” | said, sinking to the edge of the ruetpbed. | reached for a pillow
and held it to my chest. Not Papa Gordon. Thenwd was too tough to die.



“Buck up, Jackson,” Marvin said, his voice growstgonger. “This whole
settlement is headed for hell. Things has beepdrapg that there’s no explanation for.
| got feelings. Just feelings. It’s like the waid ending and this thing out at the mine
has just started it.”

| reached for the Styrofoam cup and downed thevbrigquid. Tears came to my
eyes.

“Get your shoes on,” he told me. “We got to gmseplace else to talk. Any
minute now the word’s gonna get out that you'resteand it'll be too late to talk.”

Not a word was exchanged during the ride out tdgee Crossing in Marvin’s
old four-wheel drive. | was silent in my grief, lmehis fear. What type of event could
have caused my old friend and confidant to fapitxes like this? This was the man
who had been wounded eleven times in the Koreananéhad received numerous
awards for bravery above and beyond the call of.dmihis was the man who had taught
me that everything had a logical explanation. Usidad it, he had told me too many
times to count, and you will see that there iseason to fear it. In effect, the events
happening now were beyond his understanding. tfdutédn’t comprehend them, what
could he possibly expect from me?

The tough little vehicle nudged through a thiokieyoung pine trees near the
pavilion at the deserted campground and ploughaadorutted road filled with
nostalgia from years past. Marvin, Papa Gordonldratl come here the last time | had
been in Arkansas. We had talked about Marvin’srimge and his kids, about my highly
publicized romance and marriage plans, about Maata'& death, about Frank’s future
after years in a prisoner of war camp. We hadsdarge, sun-scalded rocks at a point
where the river emptied into the lake; we had veattyphilosophical musings into the
gentle waves.

Marvin braked to a stop. He reached behind theeds seat and dragged out an
aluminum thermos. His inimitable coffee.

“Remember...” he began, large blue eyes mirrorimgdéspair in my own.

“Yeah,” | said, climbing out on my side. At thanhe, fifteen years ago, | could

afford the luxury of being weak. The two strongestn I'd ever known had been on



either side of me. Now | had to be strong; thaaigg for that other time almost
overcame me.

“Our rocks are gone,” Marvin yelled over his shamrl “The Corps of Engineers
planned to fix this up for a public swimming areghey got around to moving the rocks
and some brush. That's all.”

| watched him gingerly place one foot in fronttloé other as he led the way down
the steep incline to the sheltered cove. A wavarofectiveness washed over me and |
guestioned this feeling of nurturing | had for amtaelve years my senior who had
faced more hazard and danger in one hour of leigHén | had in my entire forty-two
years.

“I wouldn’t have recognized you on the street,”rva said, as we scooped out
places to sit on the sandy beach. “I guess | nevagined you with that rug on your
face.”

My feeble smile rewarded his attempt at lifting awods. Go back, Marvin, a
voice inside me whispered. Go back to those twigsn you were strong, brave,
fearless. Go back to the times when you knewvilist and where you were. | don’t
want to see you like this. | can’t stand it.

“I grew it about five years ago,” | said, scootithgwn onto the damp sand. “I
wanted to get lost and my undisguised face wadgastamiliar.”

“Covered up that scar real good, didn’t it? Whenswung that garden hoe at
you, old Frank didn’t know that he would make yaiarious!”

| fondled my chin. Even through the thick, coagsewth, | could feel the narrow
cleft that had taken thirty-two stitches to close.

“I wonder if he ever learned to control his tempémused.

Marvin cleared his throat. | watched the mustilgsten in his round face.
Finally, he spoke.

“That’'s what everybody’s wondering, Jackson. Theathy | got to talk to you.”

“What are you talking about, Marvin? Have yours€eank?”

“Seen him? My friend, your brother is in jail hignow, waiting arraignment.

He’s been accused of murdering Liz and that Hollgavactor, Jace Wright!”
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CHAPTER TWO

Often, throughout my writing career, | have udeslword ‘stupefied.” Fewer
times, | have used ‘astounded.” Some of my charadtave been ‘shocked;” others were
merely ‘puzzled.” | knew now that | would havefiiod a new word that encompassed all
of these frail emotions. Surely, there was sometigrander. An expression that could
precisely describe the depth of sickness and weakineow felt. Something that could
accurately convey the feeling that the world haenbeulled out from underneath my
feet, that | had nothing solid to hold to.

“Frank? | thought he was in Africa, with some oerary group.”

“He was,” Marvin said, “until four years ago. Thbee came back home, back to
the farm. He’s been living in that little guestise where you two boys and your mother
lived before your daddy died.”

“But why? What happened? Fraa#oredLiz!”

“As | see it, Jackson, this is a story with adbparagraphs missing. Since
writing is your field, you can help me patch thigrg together in the way it's supposed to
be written. There’s a word for it...”

“Editing,” | interrupted. “Marvin, how could afif this happen without me
knowing?”

“You got lost, remember?”
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| remembered. If | hadn’t written that story foenterpiecanagazine a couple of
years ago, even Coe Wentworth couldn’'t have fouadaroffer me the contract for the
story that had brought me here. Marvin seemec torte step ahead of me.

“Just howdid you happen to come badqyway?”

Intelligent blue eyes nestled in familiar cavesdrh gray dusted black
eyebrows. | looked into them. Did | detect suspi@ Distrust? Even hostility?

“Marvin, believe me. If I'd had the slightest alabout Papa Gordon, I'd have
been here. My agent called me a couple of dayswttca proposition. A book
publisher had offered me an advance for an acafumhat happened here.”

“And you accepted?”

“It's not the way it sounds. First, | had onletimformation that Jace Wright had
been killed in a freak accident. By acceptingdkal, | not only earned the extra cash,
but | had the opportunity, an excuse to come home.”

“When did you find out the truth?”

“I still don’t know the truth, Marvin. | pickedpua newspaper yesterday in
Oklahoma City. That's when | read about Liz. Butyas still being reported as an
accident, not a murder. And, there was nothingiaBoank. For old times, | think you
own me an explanation.”

“You're right, Jackson. You can't help if you dbknow. But, remember this. |
can only tell you the part of the story that | knbw

| nodded. Marvin poured another cup of coffearfithe metal thermos.

“You know about Gordon'’s stroke after you left thet time...”

“You can tell me about that later, Marvin. Legst to the meat of this story. The
last few weeks, or whatever.”

“I know that it sounds crazy, Jackson, but itsédirted back then. Or, at least, the
week after his stroke. Remember that, before bathd Kate had convinced Liz to
continue at college? Well, the week after Gordatreke, Liz was back at the farm. She
told Gordon that she had permission to graduatép$tike voting absentee ballot.
Being half paralyzed and broken with grief, Gordietrit go at that. But Liz was just sort
of hollowed out, empty. And that nice young felltvat she had brought home two
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months before to meet Kate and Gordon? The fdgitaler? The one she was going to
marry? He just disappeared from the picture. \&gensaw him again.

“Well, it was only a matter of weeks before it Bete obvious that Liz was going
to be a momma. This being sixteen years ago, pabgh’t accept unmarried mothers
like they do today. But it didn’t seem to bothez At all. She just went on like
everything was normal. She was so vacant it sedikegiou could look at her from a
certain angle and see right through her. Likeharg inside her that was good and
important had been stripped away.

“She had that baby at home in January when thkuog three feet long from the
north eaves of the house. By herself, without&@al little Liz Anderson, who had
everything she ever wanted handed to her on a gilaéter. She cleaned that baby up,
took the little girl in and laid her on Gordon’stheLike it wasn’t even her baby. Like
she was doing a favor for someone else.”

“Marvin, are you trying to tell me that Liz wasaey? That she had a baby and
didn’t realize it?”

“Off and on, there was times that it seemed sherdember. She’d grab that little
girl and cuddle and love her like you wouldn’t leee. But mostly, the kid grew up like
one of those little wolf children that you read abm psychology books.”

“Feral children? But, what about Papa Gordonl@dot he have done
something? He wouldn’t have allowed anything likat to go on under his roof!”

“Gordon had suffered a stroke, much worse thanmgost have been told. From
the day that Liz came home from college, Gordondade-in nurse. An English lady
who did everything for him, from taking care of penal needs, like bathing and
whatever, to writing letters and paying bills.”

“I wondered why all of his letters were typewnitteBut, if he was bedridden,
why was he never at home when | called?”

“He was there, Jackson. It was his pride. He seagleased with your book and
your success. He was afraid that if you knew tifape he was in that you’d come home
and give up your career.”

“His speech was affected?”

“It was a bad stroke.”
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My head ached. The coffee I'd had earlier buntmgdhroat. | wished for my
egocentric world of two days ago. In that world; gneatest trauma had been being
tricked by a woman into losing my livelihood, myqe, my self-esteem.

“What kind of childhood could this little girl havhad? Why didn’t somebody do
something about Liz? From what you say, she marg bbeen certifiably insane!”

“Kyanith,” Marvin said, skillfully avoiding my qustion.

“What's that? Oh. Yeah, | remember somethingualtize little girl having a
masculine name.”

“Not Kenneth,” Marvin told me. “K-Y-A-N-I-T-H. Ke-a-nith. Gordon gave her
the name.”

“With that kind of upbringing, | wonder what shéilke.”

“Bright. Pretty. Healthy. Talented. And, despt all, a fairly well-adjusted
teenager.”

“You have to be kidding.”

“No, I'm not. | couldn’t be more serious. If tleehad been any way to do it,
Tillie and me would have taken her to raise. Shessame age as our youngest, Kevin.
They've become fast friends over the last few yéars

“How did they manage to survive all those yeaPstha Gordon was well off, but
evenhis finances couldn’t have stood the drain of suppgrtour people for fifteen
years!”

“In some ways, Liz was still really sharp. Inlegle, she studied to be an artist.
You knew that. After a couple of years back atftren, she realized that Gordon’s bank
account was being drained. She bought some silvinieg tools and supplies and
started making big, flashy jewelry that she toob#ilas every few months and sold to
them exclusive boutiques.”

Marvin swished the coffee grounds around in thitoloo of the metal cup he had
been using. Then he slung the gritty liquid owtded the murky water. When he looked
back at me, the two deep furrows in his foreheadnsel to have deepened.

“Then Gordon had a heart attack,” he continuesix Weeks in coronary care put

a big dent in the nest egg that Liz had saved. s&ireed working day and night in the
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old fruit shed that she had converted into a waskshAbout that time, Steve Benson
started calling.”

“Steve Benson? Alvin’s son?”

“Don’t get all heated up, Jackson. It was a gjeathing that happened when Liz
came home and had the baby. Seems that, at tleetsaenLiz Anderson was falling
down the social ladder, Steve Benson was climbmghie went to college and got
hisself a master’s degree in banking, or such.inABenson’s roadside fruit stand was,
by now, a proper grocery store and he had anotiek building beside it with used
furniture and tourist souvenirs. So, the countykbaas pleased to hire Steve Benson. |
think that Steve thought that him and Liz was anshme rung of the ladder and it was
okay for him to pay court.”

| had never realized that Marvin had such a deelerstanding of social
psychology. It seemed that | hadn’t given him dréat half the intelligence and
compassion he possessed. The way he relatecbitjd almost understand Steve
Benson'’s rationale.

“How did she handle it?” | asked. “What did Lia¥f

“Turned him down flat, she did. Not for the reasgou might think. Liz was
interested in no man. She was a cold one. Jakendrtown was that Kyanith came
about the same way as Christ did.”

“Cruel,” | said, thinking of the child. “Kyanitmust have been teased
unmercifully at school.”

“No,” Marvin said. He shook his head and emptiegllast of the coffee from the
thermos. “She never set foot inside a classrobimwent to Little Rock and took all the
tests to teach her kid at home. Far as | knovgneever teased Kyanith.”

“What happened then?” | asked him. “Did Liz det bills paid? God, | wish I'd
known!”

“She wouldn’t have taken a penny from you, JacksBhe wouldn’t have taken
from no one.”

“I could have come back and worked the farm. ulddhave made the orchards

and vineyards produce.”
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“She had the choice,” Marvin argued. “Liz coulavie hired a farmer to prune
and spray the trees, to harvest the fruit. Sheekhwlet the orchards die. In the light of
what’s happened now, maybe she had a premonition.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, if the farm had been successful, Liz woutdrave needed the money so
desperately and she wouldn’t of thought about opgethie Violet Fern Mine.”

“The Violet Fern Mine?” | gasped. “In Heaven'sim& you can't be serious!
Papa Gordon would never have...”

“Gordon had no say in the matter.”

I nodded. My protests clogged in my throat.

“She didn’t consider the mine just then. She $ymnaised the price on her
jewelry and started going to art shows almost ewargkend, little Kyanith trailing along
after her.

“It was four years ago that she got desperaterd@owas took with pneumonia
and had to have all sorts of medicines and machibishad to hire a real nurse for
giving shots and so forth. She went to the bamratp see about a loan. By that time,
Steve Benson was president. When her loan appliceame up for review, Steve
arranged for a personal interview. While no onevks for sure what happened, Mildred
Carter, Steve’s secretary, told my Tillie in comfite that Benson gave Liz the choice of
marrying him or mortgaging the farm.”

“She couldn’'t have done that,” | protested. “Faem belonged to Papa Gordon!”

“After his heart attack, Gordon signed a papet ¢faze Liz power of attorney
over his business affairs.”

“And Benson knew,” | said. “The bastard. He ie&bok her rejection to heart.”

“I think maybe Steve thought that Liz would mahiyn, given the choice. He
could save face, kind of like that guy in your bdok

“You readVindicatior? Marvin, | didn’t know you read anything that was
factual!”

“Plenty of information in that book, Jackson. Bidcare for the movie, but
suppose it made you a bundle of money.”

“It made Chris wealthy,” | mumbled.
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Looking off across the lake, eyes glued on twoiscule fishermen in a flat-
bottomed boat, Marvin didn’t seem to have heard iherade no difference. | no longer
cared that Chris knew about the pending movie echtwhen our marriage ended. It
didn’t even bother me now that she had sold theienaghts forVindicationfor six
figures. For some reason, my bitterness had fadgtto the information I'd received in
the last couple of days.

“Anyways,” Marvin continued, turning back to me,iZ turned Steve down
again. She got her loan. Everything she asked@mly one problem.”

“What was that?”

“She had a balloon payment due September of #as. yShe had to come up with
some big money fast.”

“How did Frank fit into all of this? It seems e that he could have worked the
farm and paid off the loan.”

“Your brother has changed, Jackson. He’s nowiletkid who left Bethel Bluff
almost twenty-five years ago, full of hate and angehat’s one of the things that makes
this all so hard to understand.”

| watched the waves lap up on the sandy beacly &@eb. The wind had picked
up and, out toward the middle of the old river beedrothy, choppy motion of the water
told me that the crosswind had interrupted thena&tturrent of the river. | was
reminded that, even though the forces of naturmgseevork against each other, it all
provides for a balance in the end. When | lookacklat Marvin, he smiled at me.

“Makes you wonder what kind of cross purposes ategging here in Bethel
Bluff,” he said, “and what it's gonna lead to.”

“Did you know what | was thinking? Or, did yowsjuguess?”

“Sometimes | know and sometimes | don’'t. Andwah everyone. Just with
certain people. | don’t go around telling it. Té&s too many crazy things happening
right now.”

“You keep saying that, Marvin. What kinds of grakings? Everything you've
told me this morning follows a fairly logical seque of cause and effect.”

“That’s because | haven't reached the weird thiyegs | guess I've changed
about as much as anyone in the past year, buiki'sll those other years were just
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building up to this. Like this year couldn’t hateok place the way it did unless we had
done just what we did in the fifteen years beftre i

Hearing the philosophical thoughts voiced in theducated vernacular of my
old, salt-of-the-earth friend jarred me. What bizat pragmatic, stern, opinionated hero
of my younger days experienced that had changedho¢e outlook on life? The
anxiety must have surfaced on my face.

“I know you got to be thinking that I'm just asaay as all the rest,” he said.
“Maybe | am. I'll let you be the judge.”

“I have no intentions of judging anyone, much kgss. Go on.”

“Frank had a little money when he got back herBethel Bluff. He used it to fix
up the house some, get a new heating system aanl tiep plumbing. He couldn’t do
too much, not in the shape he was in, so he stadedching around the mountains in the
old crystal dumps, gathering up a few rocks anlihgethem to the tourists.

“And then the big market hit Bethel Bluff. Sca#id across the world, there’s
people who use them crystals for healing and sd¢tey hold them and say they can feel
vibrations.”

Marvin looked at me. | could sense his defensgsnhis fear of humiliation.

“I've read about the movement, Marvin. | evenwrmeople who use crystals in
meditation.”

“Meditation,” he whispered. | watched the musgtekis shoulders relax, the
tension leave his face. He continued, “Frank sefery crystal he brought off the
mountains. People were standing around, justmgpitHe could of sold lots more.”

“So he decided to mine the Violet Fern.”

“No. Frank remembered what he'd heard of his giaéitimer, disappearing. He
remembered the fights between Elmer and Gordontdbeunine. | think Frank was like
the rest of us around here. He was scared to tihe¥iolet Fern.”

“I couldn’t have done it,” | admitted readily. vEn though | was only five years
old when Daddy disappeared, | lay in bed that nagid listened to Papa Gordon and
Mama, sitting on the porch swing outside the bear@ondow, talking about it. It was
downright spooky, hearing how Daddy had been stantiiere, holding a crystal, when a
blue light just came down from above and consumed s an adult, | know that there



18

must have been a practical explanation, perhap#t @tlightning striking him. But, as a
child, it was easy to believe that some supernbé&mtity didn’'t want him to be there and
so destroyed him. Especially since there werergibeple in Bethel Bluff who could
recall a similar incident years earlier.”

“l saw it,” Marvin whispered. His voice was sadhat | had to strain to hear
him. “I saw the spot where your daddy died.”

| watched him pick up a twig and sketch a rougthimei of a crystal in the moist
sand. Directly inside the outline and following thame lines, he sketched another, and
yet another until he had drawn seventeen crystdis.hand shook when he laid down the
twig.

“I was a teenager when Gordon came to Pop’s sdwoglet him. They let me
ride along. We reached the mine in late afterrmmhthe sun was already playing hide
and seek through the tops of the tall pine tré®estrange sort of bluish light hung over
the tunnel, fading and then glowing. Gordon tosldawn to the opening and showed us
the sign. He told Pop that this was the spot wkémeer disappeared. You know how
hard quartz is, Jackson?”

“I think quartz is seven on a scale of one to teith diamond being the hardest.”

“You're absolutely right. Dynamite and hammers baeak quartz apart at the
seams, but it takes a tool harder than quartzriceat”

“That stands to reason, Marvin.”

“Well, my boy, that sign | drew for you was carvex the quartz ledge where
your daddy stood. It was carved an inch deep andféet long from one end to the
other.”

He was silent for a moment and then he reachedamckviolently rubbed the
drawing from the sand. He dusted his hands togetie then rubbed his palms on the
thighs of his uniform pants.

“Jackson?” His voice cracked.

“Yeah?”

“We spent all night drilling and setting up theachges for the dynamite. Come
daybreak, Gordon set them off and blew half the faficthe mountain into that tunnel.

And you know what happened?”
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“What's that?”

“When the big chunks started rolling into the telhin heard the cries and screams
of a thousand children. They called my name, Jatk#\nd they didn’t stop until the
tunnel was covered with a hundred tons of rocks.”

He cried then, the way a grown man cries, silenilys face screwed up and his
body shuddered and tears cut thick courses dowmutidy face. | did the only thing a

friend could do. | took him in my arms and coméarhim.
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CHAPTER THREE

Perhaps we should have stayed there in the relp&ace by the lake and
completed our conversation, but Marvin had to cheakith his office and serve some
papers. On the way back to Bethel Bluff, | coneiddim to drive off the highway and
drop me at the entrance to Papa Gordon'’s farrelt tHe need for Papa Gordon’s
strength and this was as close as | could get.viMaromised to be back to pick me up
no later than three.

“There’s no one around,” he told me, as | stedpdtie ground. “The place is
deserted.”

“What about Kyanith? Where is she staying?”

“No one knows,” he yelled, gunning the enginehéS not been seen since
shortly after the incident.”

| watched Marvin’s four-wheel-drive lead a duskyuzl over the county road
before | started down the lane to the farm. Tolefty gnarled trunks and limbs reached
toward the ground, Papa Gordon’s prize apple occtvaenty years ago, a fray wasteland
now. Sprigs of green dotted the limbs of the pdeats to my right, but no fruit was in
evidence. | moved to the center of the lane tadalbdars growing out from the fences,
scuffing my shoes as | eagerly searched for mydiispse of the white farm house, not

bothering to watch where my feet stepped.
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Possessing an idyllic setting in a green, sprewMalley, Gordon’s Glen had
always been a storybook home for me. Frank aradiildeen almost a year old when
Papa Gordon had moved our mother and the two tf thee guest house. After Daddy
was killed, Papa Gordon found Frank, me and Momwoans in the big house. He raised
us as if we were his own and the farm was the baiye we’'d ever known, Papa Gordon
the only father, and Liz the only sister.

| could see the sycamores now. Frank had plahtd the summer he was ten,
his restitution for almost taking off my head wétgarden hoe. Papa Gordon had
insisted that Frank make use of his chopping aslidand dig ten deep holes for those
trees. How my brother had sweated, groaned angleamed, secretly threatening to
make me pay. My job that summer had been catajabm books in Papa Gordon’s
library, a task, in comparison, much larger thaankts, but how | eagerly worked at it,
cherishing every breath | took in the leather aapap filled room.

Close enough now to see underneath the leafy syealbnanches and through the
crowded trunks, | felt my heart leap to my throad ¢ghen fall to the bottom of my
stomach. Thisouldn’'tbe Papa Gordon’s farm! | had been gone onlyefiftgears!

Was this thaenatural result of fifteen years’ neglect and abuse?

Even from a hundred yards away, | could detecp#wding paint, the sagging
shutters, the mismatched patches of shingles orotife Overgrown yard shrubs and
vines crept toward the house, threatening to smdath&he side of one of the Doric
columns caved inward. | found myself hoping thap# Gordon’s condition had been so
bad that he had never realized what had happertad beloved home.

Walking on past the house, a ghost of the pastwithat the outbuildings were a
direct reflection of the main house. One of thetfsheds sagged toward the grape
vineyard and the supervisor’s office had burnedbddy had bothered to clean up the
debris and blackened stubs reached toward theldiejt a deep anger growing within
me. Anger at Liz, anger at Frank, anger at Kyanitthy hadn’t Marvin warned me?

| was now sorry that | had come. | didn't feeds# to Papa Gordon. To the
contrary, | felt the most distance that there hagt een between us. It was a feeling

that | didn’t want to have at this point.
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The cemetery lay just past the carriage houstopped walking. | didn’t want to
go and look at those overgrown graves: Momma, Paddpa Gordon, Mama Kate.
Then the thought paralyzed me. Had a grave begriadl.iz? Opening a grave for a
family member had always been done by the heatthigsiving male. That meant
Frank or me. And, obviously, | was the only caladid

| opened the squeaking door leading to the toedl sind, after several minutes,
found a bent shovel and a rusty pickax. Frank rage commandeered all of the
remaining tools for his mining operation, | thougbsentfully. As an afterthought, |
picked up a hoe with a thick blade.

As | had feared, except for the two month old gralie cemetery appeared not to
have been touched since Papa Gordon’s strokent ldosvn and stroked the red, gravelly
dirt on the new mound, picking up some large st@mestossing them over the metal
fence. My anger grew. Couldn’t they have showmeaoespect for the great man? |
picked up another fist-sized stone.

“Don’t throw that!”

Startled, my limp fingers dropped the stone almbked up at the stranger
standing just outside the fence.

“Who are you?” | asked, my voice sharp. “Whatywa doing here? This is
family property.”

“Then you must be family,” the man said. He sohiigofessionally and held his
right hand over the metal spikes. “You must bé&da Cody. | can see that you don’t
remember me. I'm Steve Benson.”

A cold anger washed over me. | slowly raised rfiyeean upright position. Eye
to eye, | recognized him. | saw the whining, piyapbund-faced adolescent in this big,
bland man. Blond hair had darkened brown and hionmed glasses no longer rested on
his nose. A good dentist had accomplished miragigsthose two broken front teeth,
but his cosmetic smile had no warmth. Nor woubdVe expected it to be anything other
than cold, grim, gloating.

“You’'ve come up in the world, haven't you, Bensddo longer a snotty-nosed

kid begging for favors.”



23

“Forget the past, Cody. We’ve both grown up. fEéfenothing to be gained now
by bickering like two schoolboys.”

“Don’t use that patronizing tone with me, you paty you son-of-a-bitching,
bastard pervert...”

Without my fully comprehending what | was doindydd breached the space
between us and had Benson’s mottled neck in abgtyween my hands. His eyes grew
large and his smooth hands moved up to grasp nstsvriAs if in a dream, | observed
that the links in his shirt cuffs were gold. Here@ two thousand dollar watch and a
three-piece expensively tailored suit. Then Ixeth He sputtered and moved away
from the fence.

“I'll get you for this, Jackson Cody,” he said,daang away, stumbling over dead
brush, until he was out of my sight. Then | helcrash of his feet as he ran through
the woods. Finally, | heard the powerful soun@ afar engine and | dropped to my
knees. What had come over me?

It had been twenty-five years ago and Frank’stfight mine. | had found them
in the draw down past the cherry orchard, fightm¢he death, it had seemed. The poor
girl was still tied to the fallen oak, a bandan#fed in her mouth, her panties around her
ankles and her skirt pulled up to her armpitshald taken me only a second to assess the
situation and | had picked up a pine knot frometge of the clearing and walloped
Steve Benson across the mouth. After Frank haahtisgled himself, he had stood up
and said, “Thanks, brother,” before limping offabgh the woods to home, leaving me
with a spiteful, senseless boy and a terrified rapém. | cleaned up the girl and drove
her home, a shack up in the hills. She never t@lthen | got back to the draw, Steve
Benson was gone. He never told. And, | nevercskank.

| suppose that Marvin’s story earlier this mornivagl activated some sort of
subconscious loathing I'd carried inside me alsthgears. And seeing Steve Benson
there at that moment was just too much. | had &dhtd punish him for that girl, punish
him for Liz, and punish him for all the others ietlwveen. | wanted to punish him for
making Papa Gordon’s farm a stake in some gristgegand | wanted to punish him for

being the cause of my mistrusting my own brother.
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Suddenly, I'd lost any incentive I'd had earlier tligging. Telling myself |
would come back in an hour or so, | brushed cruailgirt from the knees of my pants
and pushed open the cast iron gate. Looking dtdlise from this angle, | could squint
my eyes and imagine it as it was years ago, spark¥hite with new paint, starched
white muslin curtains billowing out open windowsslander little girl running to meet
me, her long, blonde braids bouncing against hek.ba

Desolation and depression mingled with the closerser air that threatened to
suffocate me. | found myself wishing | had gonekoato Bethel Bluff with Marvin.
What had | expected to find here? What was left?

My eyes swept across the deserted buildings. c@haing shed, tucked against a
rocky outcrop, must have been the building Liz badverted to a studio. The most
logical choice, the built-in, waist high tables Wahave provided ample space for her
tools and designs. At the doorway, | hesitatedesstition laden, reluctant to disturb her
possessions. Someone would have to pack up eirggythrationalized, and perhaps |
could spare the pain to Kyanith.

Who are you trying to kid, | scolded myself, ginggushing open the door and
stepping inside. You're just curious. You donlite believe what Marvin told you
about Liz this morning. You want to see for yoliradat Liz has done with her life in
the past fifteen years. You want to see if herkaan reconcile what he told you.

| flipped the switch to the left of the door ame tiong line of fluorescent lights
above me struggled to life. | quickly realizedtthez must have done her delicate work
using the high intensity lamps scattered throughio@iroom.

My feet made hollow noises as | walked besidditserow of tables. Sheets of
silver, silver wires, silver scraps littered thefanes. Tanks, possibly acetylene and
oxygen, leaned against the back walls. | pulletian cord on the long lamp in the
middle of the center table and stared in surptis®me of Liz’s completed work.

Mostly silver, some gold, a little copper and brepeolored gemstones, they were large
garish pieces that did the same thing to my stortfzathobserving a Dali painting did. In
no way could | connect this work with my Liz. Samne else had done it.

Memories of a teenaged Liz slipping me a carvabadter mouse when | came
home after college graduation flashed to mind. eigxtly carved mouse, intricately
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detailed and true to life, it foretold successifsicreator. Why had she given up
sculpting?

| couldn’t stand it in the room any longer. |ledl the chain on the lamp and
rushed to the door, leaning against the facingfek dn the wall for the switch that
controlled the overhead lights. Hot air rushedheet my face and | breathed deeply into
aching lungs. | wanted to cry but, unsure of withbe weeping about, | swallowed and
walked down the steps.

Frank’s house, the guest cottage, peeked frormtdehe big house. Hesitantly, |
walked toward the peeling building. Even thoughwindows were closed, the front
door stood wide open. Steve Benson, | thoughtilgngtvhat would he have been doing,
poking around through Frank’s belongings? The @gibdiashed across my mind that
Steve Benson had something to do with the murdess he must have planted evidence
in Frank’s cottage. Indignant, | rushed insidendAhen hesitated again. How could |
possibly know if anything had been moved or addelflew as little about Frank’s
lifestyle as | did about a stranger’s.

Sparsely furnished, every piece of furniture setoenave a use. Sheets
stretched military-like across the narrow mattre&darge trunk rested at the foot of the
bed. Two chairs sat neatly across from each a@thire scarred wooden table. The
supervisor’s cottage had provided the desk agtiediar wall of the living room and |
recognized the swivel chair from Papa Gordon’sceffi With Spartan simplicity, no
curtains draped the windows.

Realizing that Frank’s cottage could provide m#hwio information, | backed out
the door and looked at the big house. Despitaitety degree heat, a shiver spread over
my body. A roaring began in my ears and grew loudi¢urned to look up the lane and
watched, relieved, as Marvin’s yellow four-wheeivercrept down the rutted trail.

“You're early,” | shouted, as he stopped the trutkdidn’'t expect you back so
soon.”

“I know,” he said, laboriously climbing down frothe seat. “I got both deputies
to come in this afternoon and cover for me. Mdghe reporters are gone and | got only
one prisoner. Old Frank’s not gonna give no pnoisle He wants to see you. You intend

to go by before you leave town?”
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“Yeah,” | told him. 1 didn’t know who | would sea that cell, but | already had a
gnawing feeling that it wouldn’t be my brother.

“Changed a lot, huh?” Marvin asked, cocking hiachtoward the big house.

“I didn’t go in.”

“Just as well. The place ain't like it used to Besuppose you've discovered that
much already.”

“Steve Benson was here,” | said.

“That yellow dog? He’s already telling around tothat the farm is his now.
What did he want?”

“To gloat, more than likely,” | answered omittiteling him of my attack on the
man. “He was down by the cemetery. | was cleani@apa Gordon’s grave, preparing
to dig one for Liz...”

| stopped. Shade by shade, Marvin’s face paledsickly whitish color. He
cleared his throat.

“Jackson, | meant to tell you...”

“Tell me what?”

“There won't be no grave. Those bodies are utaes of rock. We couldn’t
recover them.”

“Oh God.”

“I'm sorry, Jackson.”

“I should have thought. | would have known if tidought about it. What about
a service? Some sort of memorial for Kyanith’sesak

“Jackson, | don’t think she would come. She diesgped for a week after Gordon
died. Don’'t you think she would have come backbw if she was concerned about any
such thing?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps that is the only way she grieve. And, after all,
funerals and the trappings are for the survivors.”

“Guess so. Who am | to say? | never liked fulsekither.”

“Marvin, | need to ask a favor of you before welgek into town.”

“Sure, what do you need?”
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“Well, you never told me exactly what happenede heard it termeaccident,
murder, and you even callediitcidentat one time.”

“Yeah,” Marvin said. “l was kind of avoiding thpart, not wanting to put the
blame on nobody. | wanted Frank to tell you theat.p

“Weren't there any witnesses?”

“Three.”

“Three?” | shouted. “Three witnesses and it chr’'decided whether something
was an accident or murder?”

Marvin was silent. He stood, right foot perchedtioe running board of his old
pickup, his eyes and the upper part of his facdethdy the western hat he wore.

“I'm sorry, Marvin. Witnesses. Kyanith must haveen a witness and she
disappeared. What about the other two?”

“Well, there was Moonshadow...”

“Moonshadow?” | echoed.

“Yeah, she’s a hippie girl who came to Bethel Bhliout six weeks ago. She
was one of them that was pressing Frank to dig miysals.”

“What does she have to say? Can't she clearaiméss? What about the third
witness?”

“Moonshadow was hurt when the mine caved in. Adasized chunk of quartz
flew out and hit her on the temple. She’s in thegital at Hot Springs, still
unconscious.”

He paused and scuffed his fist against the detiow of the pickup door. He
turned and looked at me through narrowed eyesn Tibespoke.

“Jackson, | was the third witness.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

“I know it's hard for you to believe,” Marvin sgigouring brown aromatic liquid
into the mug in front of me on the table, “thablutd be there and not know.”

We faced each other across the table in Franktag®. After his revelation,
Marvin had declared his intention to get some @ffBlot yet ready to face a restaurant
at Bethel Bluff, | had suggested that we make soaffee here at the farm. Frank’s
cabinets, as neat as the rest of his environmaitied a scarred percolator and some
stale ground coffee in a fruit jar.

“I might be able to understand if you would tekk momething about what Liz and
Frank were up to in the last few months, what tethe opening of the Violet Fern Mine.
Marvin, do you realize that I'm just speculatingtlthey were killed at that mine?
You've talked all around it, but never confirmee tlact.”

“It was the Violet Fern, alright,” he said. “Caul't of happened anywhere else.”

“And?” | prodded.

“I think you ought to hear that part from Frarlkve told you everything | can. A
lot went on here at the farm in the last six montAdot | don’t know about.”

“Good God, Marvin! You've told me that you witrsesl Liz's death! Why do
you have to make this so difficult? Just tell meatwou saw!”

“You won't believe me. Even Tillie don’t believee.”
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“I'll sure as hell try, Marvin. I've accepted ay¢hing you've told me so far.”

“But, do youbelieveit?”

“Come on, Marvin. We're friends. Would you be&keme if | told you that | just
saw a purple cow with five legs and that it spakene with a human voice?”

“No,” he said, after a moment’s hesitation. “Bwtould believe that yothought
you saw it.”

“And you’'d try to understand what made me thinkt#i

“Yeah, | suppose so. But it wesal, Jackson. | couldn’t of dreamed up
something that terrible!”

“Just tell me. I'm not going to ridicule you.”

“Okay,” he said, avoiding my eyes and concentgatin something past my left
shoulder. “At ten o’clock Wednesday morning, tiventy-second, | ran into Oren
Castleberry at the post office. He told me thah&e seen Frank in Little Rock the day
before and that Frank had bought some dynamitganter cords. | kind of half-
listened to him. You remember what kind of go€3rgn was.”

| nodded.

“Well, he’s a hundred times worse now but, evetinail of these miners around
here, | got to pay attention to talk about explesivAnd ‘specially when Frank is
connected with the talk. With his past and so.”

His eyes met mine. We both remembered a ten-glddfrank constructing a
primitive Molotov cocktail and throwing it at hiffth-grade teacher’'s house. What had
the man’s name been?

“Rutledge,” Marvin said. “He left town at the eatithat school term and we
never heard anything from him again.”

“You're doing it again, Marvin. You're picking upy thoughts.” | watched his
eyes drop to the table.

“Of course, that attempt never made it on Frané®rd ‘cause he was a
juvenile,” he said.

“You know the reason as well as | do, Marvin. Yawow it was because Papa

Gordon sent Frank to that military school.”
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“Anyways, | asked Oren if he knew what Frank imted to do with the
explosives. He kind of snickered and said thahkraas going to blow the ledge off
above the tunnel and open up the Violet Fern Miigfirst, | didn’t believe him, but
then | started thinking about how secretive Liz &nank had both been for the past
couple of months. | decided to go and check itfoumyself.”

“Even though it wasn’t actually a legal matter.”

“Sometimes legality ain’t what my job is about¢ckison. And, sometimes |
stretch the law a bit tpreventtrouble. Anyways, it took me almost an hour tofgem
the post office up to the top of Clear Mountaint ofve point, | had to pull off and go
through a ditch to get around a stalled car. bid Brank had been driving that old jeep
of Gordon’s up there, but the road was still plemygh. You can imagine how surprised
| was when | crested at the clearing and saw ortleenhi VVolkswagen busses parked
there, all covered with weird paintings and bungiakers.

“I pulled my pickup over next to it and got oukhere wasn’t no sign of life
anywheres around. | walked around the bus ancelbakto the pit. They must of
worked on it for months, Jackson! All of them baerds and stumps that Gordon blasted
into that hole over thirty-five years ago had bdeagged out. The way | saw it, the
mouth to that tunnel wasn’t no more than two feeayd”

“How could they have done all of that without angdknowing it was going on?”
| asked.

“They must of gone at it by hand,” Marvin said.cbuldn’t see no big rocks.
They had to have pulverized those boulders withggeammers and carried the chunks
away. There was lots of white dust around.”

| shook my head. Marvin had just described animmén task. As a child and a
teenager, | had seen the mine several times frdistance. Liz and Frank had to have
broken up and carried away tons of quartz. Everatitient pyramid builders would
have turned their backs on that job.

“Tell me about the bus, Marvin. Who did it belcg”

“When | thought about it, | knew I'd seen it arauBethel Bluff off and on since
early spring. It belonged to that hippie girl, Methadow. The one I told you about.
The one who’s in the hospital now.”
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“I remember.”

“To get back to the story, | followed a trail amabthe edge of the pit and saw the
two of them off at an angle and behind the mouttheftunnel. My heart jumped up in
my throat when | realized what they had done.”

“What Marvin? Whathad they done?”

“They’d gone into the tunnel from the north sidgack about five feet from the
old opening, they’'d found a weak seam and brokesutfh. Liz and Frank were in the
Violet Fern Mine!”

“I'm with you so far, Marvin,” | said, smiling mgncouragement. “What's more,
| believe every word.”

“Well, from this point on, you're gonna have tréei) he said. “This is where it
gets weird. | looked over to the right, to an slide about five hundred feet away from
the tunnel, and there stood Frank! As big as lhiewas yelling at the two people in the
tunnel, waving at them to come out of the tunnel!”

“I thought that Frank was down in the tunnel wiih,” | interrupted.

“I thought that, at first. That shows how we'mgrammed, Jackson. | expected
to see Frank there with Liz. But | looked at themagain, the one with Liz. He didn’t
look nothing like Frank. He was tall and light+teal, with big shoulders. Definitely not
Frank.”

“Who was it?”

“I'll get to that part in a minute. When | lookéack for Frank, he was gone. |
scanned the pit and couldn’t find him. | turnedward and looked behind me and there
he was, standing there and grinning. Almost ashad feet away from where I'd seen
him not a minute earlier!”

“So, you justhoughtyou saw him on the slide?”

“No, | sawhim. | saw him on the rock slide and | saw hiamsling behind me.
And then he was down at the tunnel. And then helveek up at the top of the mountain,
standing in a grove of young pine trees. I'mtgjliyou, Jackson, Frank was all over that

place!”
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“You're telling me that Frank was moving from oaea to another faster than
light travels? You couldn’t see him move? He wahene place, disappeared and then
appeared at another?”

“| told you that you wouldn't believe me.”

“It's not that | don’t believe you, Marvin. | thk that your time perception may
be a little distorted.”

“Time perception? Whatthat?”

“I'll explain later. Go on with your story.”

“Well, the face of the cliff above the tunnel $¢at sliding. | watched Liz drop
something she’d been holding and reach toward tfadiseg rocks like they was long
lost loved ones. Her face lit up and she smiledllbeg. She never even screamed when
they started piling in on her.”

“What about the man in the tunnel with her?”

“He never tried to get out.”

“And where was Frank while all of this was going?6

“I told you, Jackson. He was just hopping arolind.

“Was he ever up by the rocks that started slidiirsg?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Did you hear any explosions?”

“I don’t remember any. It was loud, real loud,atfvas happening up there.
Things was happening at lightning speed. The Bigpi whizzed past me, like she was
an arrow someone shot from a bow, and hit headittmarrock tumbling down the hill.
The rocks was bouncing round the bottom, fillingtki@ pit just as easy as you'd fill a
glass with water. Then them little babies stayelting for me again. They was crying
and screaming my name. They remembered me frotintieebefore...”

Marvin’s voice cracked. He reached for his cotied shakily lifted the mug to
his mouth. After a moment, he continued.

“Right along then, | had stepped to the edge etthil, ready to go rescue them
infants, when | recognized the loudest voice. dswKyanith. She was behind me,
pulling me away from the ledge. Then it was jusstdboiling up and loose rocks
clattering down the hill.
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“l looked around and Kyanith was gone, but theplamyirl was crumpled up
against the front wheel of her bus, blood spurtiogh a wound on her head.”

“And Frank? Where was he?”

“I guess he was somewhere in that hell, tryingdbto the tunnel. By the time |
loaded the hippie girl in my truck, he was limpigng the trail toward me. We stopped
at the first house on the main road and callecithbulance. When the ambulance came,
| brought Frank on into Bethel Bluff and had Tilpet him in the spare bedroom.”

“The guy with Liz? | take it that he was Jace ytitP”

“We didn’t know that, right away. Clint McCamphahy deputy, drove out to
look at the mine and see if anything could be dmhéar as rescue. Remember, | told
you that a car had stalled in the road?”

| nodded.

“Well, when Clint got there, a tow truck was hawogiup to it and a guy in a fancy
suit was yelling his head off. Turns out that heswace Wright’'s business manager.”

“When the car stalled,” | speculated, “this mamwier help and Jace went to the
mine. But, why?”

“Turns out that Jace Wright was really Jason Gagtw. That name mean
anything to you?”

| frovned. Something about the name rang aneld b

“Remember the football player that Liz was goiagrarry?”

Then | remembered. Liz had taken him to meepheents shortly before Mama
Kate had died.

“What was he doing there? Why had he come baek afl of those years?”

“I spent the whole afternoon, talking to this Imesis manager. Luke Earl was his
name and, if you ask me, I'd say he was a bodygumtcho manager. | wasn't in shape
myself to be trying to discuss anything. | gues&s$ in some kind of shock, numb. He
said that Jace Wright had a letter from Liz, tgjlmm that he had a daughter. He had
come to talk to Liz and meet Kyanith.

“Luke and Jace had gone to the farm early thanimgrand had found no one

there. Liz had mentioned something about the Yieén. Jace Wright seemed to know
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right where it was, so they started up the mountauke insisted that the whole thing
was planned. That it was premeditated murder!”

‘That’'s why Frank was accused?”

“Luke told it that the letter was an attempt by Lo get even for an old slight.
Luke said that Liz had lured Jace to the mine alathicwas supposed to kill him. He
says that the plan backfired because Liz got killed.”

“You can straighten it out, Marvin. You can tide truth!”

“The truth? How many people would believe the truth? &ll you. A couple
thousand crazies, that’s who!”

“But you know that Frank didn’t kill them!”

“I don’t knownothing, Jackson. | can’t clear nobody.”

| found myself wondering whether | would have Hhlagl guts to repeat a story like
Marvin's if | had experienced it. Even to a trustdend. Marvin Garland still had to be

the bravest man I'd ever known.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The county jail, located on the courthouse sqaaiethel Bluff, was new,
constructed sometime during the years I'd been gdme old jail, a cramped, native
stone oven, peeped from behind and to the rigtitie@ore modern concrete and glass
structure. | could hear the blood rushing in mgseeorresponding to the increased beat
of my heart. Antipathy crept over me. Did | rgallant to see Frank? Could | reconcile
the Frank of my youth with what he must have become

Summer heat had warmed the asphalt and | pickediagryover shiny patches of
black on the sidewalk. Marvin led the way andlioiwed, mesmerized by the sway of
his hips, the leading movement of his shoulders.pblused at the plate glass door and
turned to face me.

“He’s not the same, Jackson. Frank has changee than any of us except...”

He paused for a moment and | finished his sentence

“Except Liz.”

“Yeah.”

“I have to do it, Marvin. For Frardknd me.”

We passed a desk guarded by a pleasant-faceshgnragiman in beige and

paisley. Using a key on the ring attached to drii@sobelt loops, Marvin opened a dark
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green metal door and | stepped through the openiing. door closed behind me and |
heard the clicks and thuds that locked us in tiibloek, prisoners with Frank.

“He’s in the last cell to your right,” Marvin sagilirushing past me and leading the
way. He glanced at me and | sensed an apologig ildk. “Tillie tried to make him
comfortable. She sent some quilts and blankets frome.”

The cell was dark and | stared through the spbe®geen the shiny metal bars,
toward the shadowed corner where my brother lagspide the summer heat, bulky
layers of covering hid his body. As my eyes greamustomed to the dimness, my
searching gaze stopped, paralyzed, when | sawaitkeidobject leaning against the wall.

“What's that?” | whispered, pointing to the sqyattark object attached to a
black, high-topped shoe.

Marvin shook his head, clearing it of some inVisiBnnoyance, and inserted a
key in the square box attached to the metal bdesturned it before he looked at me.

“That’s an artificial leg, Jackson. It belongsfi@nk.”

He swung the cell door open and | followed himeiyes fixated on the bed. The
covers moved and | watched my brother scoot himsedh upright position and then
lean back against the wall.

“That you, Jackson?”

| swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump that Hadned in my throat. Moving
forward, | held out my right hand to the strangkle grasped it with his left hand and |
felt his cool, bony fingers pinch the flesh of ngnial.

“I knew you’d come. | told Marvin that you wouldackson’s smart, told him.
He can straighten up just about any meéss.

| felt the lump growing in my throat again asiéd to pull my hand away from
Frank’s. His grip tightened, forcing me to rememiis years of physical training in the
special forces and then as a mercenary.

“I would have thought that you could have handiegithing, Franklin.” My
voice came out higher, thinner than | had wanted.

He chuckled then, a rattly sound that broke dff emcough. | squinted, trying to
find something in that thin, drawn face that cosled with my memories. If | could see
his eyes, black and snapping, filled with angemaoese or glee, | would know that this
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frail bundle of flesh was Frank. But deep hollsstsdowed his eyes and his high
cheekbones, devoid now of excess flesh, servadrtiosr camouflage his identity. He
relaxed his grip and | pulled away my hand, brughmty moist palm on my denim pants.

“I was fairly good at making the messes, brotHgut you took care of the clean-
up work. You're the one who always made it right.”

“I don’t know about that.”

Frank snorted. Marvin shifted his weight from doet to the other. Then he
reached into a corner and pulled out a foldingrchai

“Here, Jackson,” he said, shoving it toward m¥ou and Frank visit a spell. Il
be back in a couple of hours.”

| felt the flesh on my head draw as Marvin clodezicell door. Even as children,
Frank and | had never found more than ten minutastwof mutual conversation.

“I'll take two hours,” Marvin said, from outsidée cell. “Believe me, you'll
need that much time.”

He had done it again. He had picked up my thauight

o—

It hadn’t taken Frank and me long to cover thst fiwenty years of our twenty-
five years’ separation. After being MIA from 198411968, Frank had come back to
Bethel Bluff upon his discharge. Within a month,fad re-enlisted and left again for
Vietnam. In 1973, he was again back in Bethel Hluf a week or so before he left for
Africa, hired by a mercenary group. He was thereséven years before he finally came
home.

“You lost your leg in Africa?” | asked him.

“Yeah,” he said. His stare fell to the spot oe bed where the covers should
have been mounded by his right calf and foot. tBha mistake I'll never make again.
Tribal retribution.”

“You were captured by natives?”

“Hell, Jackson! How can you be so dense andssiidceed at writing? | was
messing around with one of the villagers!”

“And they cut off your leg?”
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“My punishment was mild. They cut off his malgan and left him strung up for
the birds to eat.”

The lump was back in my throat. My entire heashsed to pound with the beat
of my heart.

“Him?”

“Now, don't tell me that you didnknow”

“Good God, Frank! | had noidea! | had even sfaed that you and Liz might
have...” My voice trailed off as | realized fullyghmplications of what he had told me.
“But wher? How?”

Frank chuckled again, a laugh with no mirth. kéqa his body straighter on the
bed and leaned back. His head made a thuddinglsmiit bounced against the wall.

“Remember fifth grade, Jackson? The year thaally started getting in trouble?
The year that | had to stay after school day aftsr, week after week?”

| nodded.

“Did you really think that | was doing book work those hours?” Frank sat up
abruptly and then leaned back against the waflthdt had been the case, | would have
been pretty smart, huh? | wouldn’t of had to replea fifth grade, would 1?”

| remembered Frank’s unreasonable anger afteati@liscovered he was being
retained. | remembered trying to tell him thate&iing the fifth grade would make
almost no difference over the entire scope ofifes I remembered his anger with me. 1
remembered the bomb he had thrown at his teacheuse. Now, | understood.

“Why didn’t you tell me, Frank? | could have hety’

“How could you have helped me? Told the wholertdahat Rutledge was a fag
and that he was using me as his pretty boy? khvagutation as a tough guy, Jackson. |
couldn’t have allowed that to happen. Besidethatpoint, | still had a chance.”

“So you chose to be labeled as incorrigible amdevit.”

“It was better than being callepieer”

“You said you had a chance at that point. Whapkeaed?”

“Well, as | said earlier, Jackson, you've alwaysnaged to make things right.
You talked Papa Gordon into getting me to the amjitschool. That saved me from
going to reform school.”
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“And?”

“Well, it was like | was wearing a label, Jacksdrke these older guyenew It
wasn’t long before | found out that the only wagould make it at that military school
was to whore my way through.”

“God, Frank!”

“After awhile, it wasn’t so bad. When | could ds® my partner, | enjoyed it.
And, even later, it was the only way. | never conlake it with a woman.”

“But you were sanachd Always talking about your sexual exploits with
women. Manywomen!”

“That was part of the game, Jackson.”

“I still wish you would have told me.”

“No, you don't,” Frank said. “Even now, you wisthat you didn’t know. And
then you wouldn’t feel guilty.”

“Maybe.”

“Well, don’t feel guilt,” he said. “At any point,had a choice. | just chose wrong
according to society’s standards.”

| couldn’t think of an appropriate response. Ewasnone.

“I came back to Bethel Bluff four years ago,” Fkaoontinued. “I had plans to
help Papa Gordon with the orchards and just hidebGordon’s Glen until | died.”

“But you, like me, had no idea of how sick Papadan was, how the farm had
deteriorated.”

“I never would have imagined it could be that bdm, said. “It took most of the
money | had stashed away just to fix up the guessé and repair the roof on the main
house. You saw it? Marvin said you went out tHere

| nodded.

“One day, | wandered up on Beaver Mountain. Nsmnall task when you
consider | hadhat thing strapped to me.” He pointed to the prosthiesining against
the cell wall. He grinned and | saw a ghost ofdlteFrank. “Well, | ran across a ditch
where one of the old crystal miners had dumped daitiegs and | picked up some of
the crystals that had washed out of the mud. dpstd by the Bluff Café on the way
home and showed them to Shorty Milner, who's rugrilve place now. A tourist offered
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me five dollars for them. All | had to do was to @ one of those old prospecting holes
every day and pick up a handful of crystals. Tdwsd s history.”

“You don't get off that easy, Frank. You havesgid one thing about Liz or the
Violet Fern.”

He flinched, almost as if he had been slappednTte scooted toward me and |
finally saw his eyes. Sunken into his skull, tidgzed alternately with fear and
defensiveness, an expression similar to MarvintBezaone.

“There’s not much to say about Liz. She just itasa. Matter of fact, she
wasn’t nobody. She was just an empty shell thaitéd like Liz.”

“Marvin told me almost the same thing.”

“Everyone knew. All you had to do was to be ambter for five minutes.
Remember how much fun she used to be, joking arghiag?”

| nodded.

“And how sweet and loving she was?”

“I remember.”

“It was like someone used a big straw and sucKeaf those good things out of
her, Jackson. She didn't become bad. She justdunto a plastic doll.”

“Do you think she was sick? Mentally, | mean?”

“Everyone’s crazy, Jackson. It's just a quesbbhow much. | don’t know as
Liz was any crazier than the rest of us.”

“I'm no psychiatrist, Frank. But you and Marviave both told me that Liz’s
behavior was not normal.”

“You don’'t understand,” he protested. “She didigtcrazy things. She just
didn’t do nothing that had any feelings.”

“Example, Frank. Give me an example.”

“Well, take the time that Kyanith carved the mouosé of a thick piece of shale.
Happened a couple of years ago. Bear in mindtfinatittle girl has been making
animals out of rocks most of her life, a lot ofrthbetter than that mouse, and | never
saw Liz make a fuss over any of them. Sometinfeswsuld nod when Kyanith would

show her a piece. Sometimes, she just ignored her.



41

“But the mouse must have been special becaussk®ne look at that little
creature nestled in Kyanith’s palm and her facagilike someone had turned on a lamp
inside her. She folded Kyanith up in her arms stadted laughing and crying at the
same time, telling Kyanith over and over how muicé kved her. She told Kyanith that
the mouse showed traces of Andy’s talent.”

“Who is Andy?”

“I don’t know,” Frank admitted. “I thought thgbumight.”

“What made you think that?”

“Well, it seems that Andy was one of Liz’'s two b&gends that she made while
she was in college. Andy and Betsy was their narB@®ry so often, she mentioned one
of them. | guess you'll have to ask Kyanith abtheim. She’s a smatrt little girl.”

“When Liz was a kid, she carved me a little moukeused. “I've often
wondered why she didn’t continue sculpting. She theamendous talent.”

“That’'s what her friend, Andy, did,” Frank saitiShe’s a famous artist in New
York City. Besides, Liz had to come home and teke of Papa Gordon.”

“Were you ever able to communicate with Papa GoPdd asked, changing the
subject. | didn’t want to hear any more aboutltlzethat Frank had described.

“After a fashion,” he said. “By the time she v&s or seven, Kyanith had
developed a kind of finger signal talk with Pafgdey would sit for hours wiggling their
fingers at each other. She was a translator fof me

“What did he think about what had happened to’Liz?

“I never asked him. The time that he had with Ktfawas the only good he had
left. And it was the only time | ever heard Kydmiaugh. It just didn’t seem right to
bring up unpleasant things.”

“l see.”

“Come on, Jackson. Ask me. | know you've beemglyo find out about the
Violet Fern.”

“You're right, Frank. Surely you remember whappaned to Daddy. We grew
up with Papa Gordon telling us how dangerous it waisl you forget? Or did you think

he was just a crazy old man?”
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“It's more complicated than that, Jackson. It wha matter of memory. And, as
for Papa Gordon, | believed every word he ever noéd | still do.”

“Then why, in the name of God, did you do it?”

“l suppose Marvin told you that Liz mortgaged tham.”

“He did.”

“She didn’t tell Papa Gordon. She was makingyrly payments just fine. But
she had a big payment coming up this fall.”

“A balloon. Marvin told me about that, too.”

“It seems like he told you everything, Jacksonhyweére you making me go over
it again?”

“He didn’t tell me why you opened the Violet Feviine. Why, Frank? There are
other mines around.”

Frank’s body slumped for a moment. He shook aedh

“Marvin didn’t tell you how much the balloon payntevas?”

In turn, | shook my head and leaned forward. Mssestrained as he continued.

“Picking up those crystals out of the old dumpspuild make five bucks on a bad
day, fifty on a good one. Figure it out, Jacksdihere was no way | could make
seventy-five thousand in time for that payment.”

“Good God.”

“Steve Benson wanted the farm,” Frank said. “@t LThe only chance he had
was to make easy yearly payments and then oneubig that he knew she couldn’'t come
up with.”

Again, | felt the anger threatening to surface bbceathed deeply. Frank sat up
straighter.

“Early this spring a girl came to town. She sthgeound awhile and heard some
of the stories about the Violet Fern. She canmaeéand asked me a bunch of questions
about phantoms and tabulars.”

“You're going to have to give me a refresher ceura quartz crystals,” | told

him. “"I've been away a long time.”
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“Tabulars are the flat ones,” Frank said. “The®that have six sides like all
guartz crystals, but four of the sides are so skthat sometimes you have to find a
couple of them with a magnifying glass or a micopse”

“I remember now. And phantoms are like a perfeddveloped crystal inside
another crystal. A ghost crystal.”

“Usually, colored blue or black by manganese,nkraontinued. “Occasionally,
chlorine colors the phantom green or a brownishismelored by iron. What's wrong
with you?”

| shook my head, not trusting my voice. This dgston had become an
uncomfortable reminder of the hallucination Marked experienced when Papa Gordon
had caved the cliff onto the tunnel opening alnfiody years ago.

“That girl, Moonshadow, offered a lot of money &mme of those crystals,
Jackson. Enough to make that bank payment.”

“Unless my memory fails me, phantoms and tabliare been found in almost
every crystal mine around. 1 still see no juséfion for opening the Violet Fern.”

“You don’t understand what I’'m saying, Jacksordoh’t know how she did it,
but she must of seen Papa Gordon’s crystal. Yolt damember it?”

“No, | don’t.”

“He kept it in a lead box in his safe. | only séiwnce. Right before | joined the
Marines.”

“A lead box?”

“Yeah. Like it was radioactive.”

“Crystals don't give off harmful radiation.”

“I know that, Jackson. But this crystal was diffiet from any I'd ever seen.”

“How was it different?”

“l can’'t talk much longer, brother. I'm gettingvlully weak.”

“Okay, Frank. I'll come back tomorrow. Marvin siube back by now.”

“Kyanith can tell you,” he said, his voice tratjiinto a whisper. “She’ll be up at
the cabin by the mine.”

| stood up and bent over the bed, pulling Frank teclining position and laying
his head on the pillow. He reached up and placgthking hand on my cheek.
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“It was a tabular, Jackson. Flat as a piece pépand it had seventeen chevrons
lined up in it.”

He closed his eyes. | felt waves of cold waftramg body. He had described
Marvin’'s sand drawing perfectly. Had they discakges? Or, had both men
independently had similar experiences?
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CHAPTER SIX

| stirred the soggy vegetables with a fork. Stasl, the menu had read, but the
chef at the Lamplighter Restaurant had most likélglied gourmet cooking right here in
Bethel Bluff. | moved my fork over to the slawt was palatable and | concentrated my
attention on eating it, realizing that | hadn’t@sied anything solid since the day before
yesterday. Small wonder that I'd found myself stiffig bouts of anxiety, frustration and
depression. When Marvin had dropped me off ataben thirty minutes ago, I'd come
right over here to eat.

“Mr. Cody? Jackson Cody?”

Startled, | raised my head and looked at the waositéing opposite me. | hadn'’t
even seen her sit down at the booth. If the bamdadher forehead hadn’t clued me to
her identity, her sixties flower-child garb wouldve.

“I'm Jackson Cody. You must be Moonshadow.”

“Katharine Allison,” she said, extending her rigiand across the table. “We've
met before. At a party at my parents’ home indixées. You wouldn’t remember me. |
was a homely twelve and you had a beautiful blaateess clinging to your arm.”

“I'm sorry,” | stuttered, touching her hand brigfl Allison. Of course. Katharine
Allison’s kidnapping would have been the news stfrthe decade had not Patty Hearst

been kidnapped the same week. Katharine’s pligttrtever made it to the front page.
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“l can see by your frown that you're rememberirghé continued. “Admittedly,
it was not the nicest thing to do to my parents,tbey weren’t very nice to me, either.
And the interest on the ransom money has provideche since then.”

“It was ahoax? But they found your body!”

“They found the badly burned body of a poor yotimgg who took too many
drugs. With my driver’s license, naturally. Iretheagerness to cut their losses, my
parents made a positive identification of the badg no further tests were needed.”

“So you took her identity.”

She shook her head and a distant look came thdzed eyes. Then she spoke.

“You remember Haight-Ashbury, Mr. Cody. That pgat could easily have
been just like me, an unwanted offspring of richep#s. It would have been too risky to
assume her identity. | created a new one.”

“A newidentity?”

“It's amazing what a little money in the right limncan accomplish.”

“So you scorned and rejected your parents’ mdistiaway of life and yet
you've lived off their money all of these years.”

She shrugged. A limp strand of gray-streakeddsdmair crawled over the
bandage on her forehead. When she pushed it beejzed that her long fingers
trembled and her nails were bitten to the quick.

“I've earned my way, Mr. Cody. I've worked for@ything that I've gotten.
But, in a sense, you're right. | had intendedge that money to buy some special
crystals from your brother.”

“The phantom tabulars.”

Her thin lips tightened and her mouth pulled up ibitter smile. She chuckled
grimly.

“You've talked to either Frank or Kyanith.”

| nodded.

“I suppose you're wondering why | would offer anlgined thousand dollars for a
few crystals.”

“I don’t see that it's my place to worry about howwhy you spend your money.
I've foolishly given away hundreds of thousandsiofiars myself.”
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“l heard about the movie made from your bookcaline so soon on the heels of
your divorce that | figured you must have made thpart of your settlement.”

| picked up one of the rolls at the side of mytgland debated smearing
margarine on it. Pinching off a bit of the crdsttuck it in my mouth.

“Mr. Cody?”

“Please. Just call me Jackson.”

“| feel the need to explain this to you. Threangeago, | began channeling.”

“Channeling?” What could she be talking about2swthis some new type of
swimming? A boating marathon? What did it havddawith her desire for the crystals?

“Channeling is a psychic process whereby | becthraevessel for a higher entity
to communicate.”

“You mean that you're a medium? That you get ragss from the dead?
Trances, séances, the whole bit?”

“It's not as extraordinary and occult as you séerthink, Jackson. More and
more people are discovering that they have thigyabi

“Why am | feeling a desire to terminate this caisation?”

“Because you're afraid of the truth.”

“Come on, now, Katharine, or Moonshadow, or whatsxou call yourself. |
don’t have time to sit here and listen to you tgjime that some dead Indian told you to
come to Arkansas and tempt my brother to open gatans mine!”

“Hr...umph.” | heard the voice and looked at thesperstanding at my left. She
spoke, “Do you want some more coffee?”

I nodded and the waitress sloshed some browrdliepo the thick cup. | scooted
my plate to the edge of the table and she pickeg.it

“Okay,” | said, after she left. | looked backMbdonshadow and lowered my
voice. “Tell the story your way. I'll try not tmterrupt.”

“First of all, Jackson, your conception of dealall wrong. These aren’'t dead
people who communicate through me. They’re jusinather level, having completed
their assignments at this level. They're not sedétad, because there is no past or

present. We don't live linear lives. Everythirsghiappening at this one moment...”
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She stopped. The expression on my face mustdmweeyed my disbelief and
alienation.

“Oh, I’'m not doing a very good job of explainingd,” she said. “You have to
sort of grow into the concept and | sense you'reready.”

| continued staring at her. Picking up my spddifted a cube of ice from my
water glass and dropped it into my coffee. | dedithat | would allow her five more
minutes.

“Let me start with last December,” she pleade@hi$ won't take long. You
don’t have tdbelieveme. Jushearme.”

“Okay,” | said, sipping the coffee. It was stlo hot and | reached for my spoon.

“A friend and | were in Boulder, Colorado, snowed For lack of anything better
to do, we began experimenting with a Ouija boarchae found in a closet.
Immediately, | began receiving messages from aityesalled Harmony.”

Harmony, | thought, sipping the now-cooled coffé&w corny. How flower-
child stupid! If | sipped the coffee slowly, it wial last me another four minutes.

“Harmony is a group of souls,” she continued. rffeoof them have passed over
and some are still living on this plane. They @&os this life, to work toward achieving
peace and harmony in the world...”

Moonshadow must have become aware of my reluct@nicear more, my
impatience to leave. She began speaking quicéfilys

“The Harmony soul group cannot achieve its purpaisieout the cooperation of
still another soul group, a soul group that camvec the hidden secrets needed by
Harmony.”

“So you're part of this second soul group andgberets are hidden in the crystals
from the Violet Fern Mine.’

| couldn’t resist the tongue-in-cheek conclusiout, | was completely unprepared
for Moonshadow’s reaction. Her face seemed to tekkength, her cheekbones became
more prominent and her eyes darkened. When shke sppovas with a deep, heavily
accented voice.

“You are not as far from the truth as you mighnkh my friend.”
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“What thehell?” | yelled, flattening my body against the backlo# booth,
shrinking from the thing across the table from methought brushed my mind: Would |
be able to tell Marvin about this experience?

—

| shook for a full thirty minutes after my mad efxom the restaurant and
departure from Moonshadow. Marvin had been rigtttis whole part of the country
was crazy, falling apart. | had watched a woméexcsal characteristics change. | had
heard her speak to me with a masculine voice. @&ign more, the frightening aspect,
was the fact that, somewhere within me, the voar fesonated. | had recognized the
voice. | hacknownthe voice.

Totally unprepared for the light tap on the maleobr, | finched and almost
slipped off the edge of the bed where | had bettingi My mind protested that |
couldn’t assimilate another piece of informatidrhadto rest. But the knocking
persisted and | dragged myself to a standing poséind jerked open the door. The
motel clerk stood there, a liquor bottle in ondnef hands and some paper cups in the
other.

“I thought you might need this,” she said, slidpagst me into the room. “Lorelle,
the waitress at the Lamplighter, said you lookesttgrawful after you talked to that
hippie girl.”

“I suppose | did,” | said, watching her shove akto the side and place the
bourbon on the plastic table by the window. “Bdbh’t need that liquor. After my
experience today, I'd probably get depressed.”

“Oh, you won’t do that,” she smiled, a secretinte grimace. “l won't let you.”

“Uh...”

“I'm not on duty tonight,” she said, sitting dowmthe chair nearest the wall.
“I'm staying with you.”

It was almost dawn before she emptied the bottlead nursed my first drink for
a couple of hours and, after that, she hadn’t bethto ask me if | wanted another. Yet,
| can’t say that I've ever seen anyone so coldlyeso There was a tightness in her, a
rigidity that belied the tranquilizing effects dfet alcohol.
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“What's your name?” | asked her.

She breathed deeply and then poured the liquid thee paper cup into her
mouth. | watched her throat work as she swallowglde shook her blond hair back from
her face and fiddled with a button on the cuff ef plaid western-cut shirt.

“Dorothy,” she said, her voice so low that | hadstrain to hear it. “But most
everybody calls me Dorrie.”

“Dorrie,” | repeated, reaching over and cradlirg hght hand in my left one.

“It's a nice name. And you're a nice girl, Dorfie.

She turned to me, gray dawn illuminating the sagat expression on her face. |
watched it change to disbelief and then anger. s&wd up, jerking her hand away from
mine.

“Don’t make fun of me,” she whispered.

“I'm not!” | said, standing up and grabbing herists. “I really mean it. | like
you!”

“I told you all about me,” she said angrily, looggy my grip on her wrist with
her free hand. “I'm not fit for you to like. I'rbad!”

“No, you're not,” | said, squeezing her wristsheSlinched and | remembered the
scars and bruises on her wrists. | loosened npy gfim sorry, Dorrie. | didn’t mean to
hurt you. The man who did that to you. Is hedhe who told you that you were no
good?”

She nodded, rubbing her wrist. | could see tfieside of her face now and |
watched a shiny streak of liquid creep down heekhe

“Come on,” | said, pulling her to me and huggireg.h“It's okay to cry. Just
don’t believe that you're bad because one manytoidthat. He has to be crazy, anyway,
to hurt you like that. Forget hiandwhat he told you.”

“l can’t,” she whispered, pressing her foreheathyoshoulder. | felt warm liquid
seep through the fabric of my shirt and trickle dawy chest.

“Yes, you can,” | said sternly. “There are othean in the world. Good men.
You're an attractive woman and you have a headu don’t have to tolerate someone

who feels the need to hurt you in order to prove hanan.”
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She looked up at me, still sniffling. | pulled oqy shirt tail and wiped the
moisture from her cheeks. Moving away from me, sitedown in the vinyl upholstered
chair next to the window. In the light of pale dgw could see her slumped profile.

“I was fifteen years old when he came and tookamay,” she said. “He gave
my daddy some money for liquor and took me with.him

“Your fathersoldyou?” | gasped, dropping back to my chair. “Hilsemu to a
sadis®”

“Except for the sex stuff, it wasn’t much diffetdrom being home. And, except
for nights, it was a whole lot better, because tvgght me nice clothes and gave me my
own room to live in here at his motel.”

“I still find it hard to believe that somethindd that could happen in this day and
time. What did your mother say about it?”

“She died when | was thirteen,” Dorrie said quiettBut she was always good to
me.”

We sat silently for several seconds. Then Dareared her throat.

“She was in love with you.”

“What”

“My mother used to tell me about you. She sa#d yflou were like a prince in a
fairy tale. She said you were a gentleman andrgally cared about people.”

“l didn’t evenknowyour mother!”

“You just forgot,” Dorrie said. “You were importaand she was nobody.”

| remained silent.

“When she was fifteen, she was raped,” Dorrie.séddama told me that the guy
who did it would have killed her, but you came @gj@nd saved her.”

An image of a frightened girl tied to a tree twefive years ago flashed through
my mind. | remembered how Steve Benson’s neckiglagiesterday. Nausea wrenched
through my body.

“Dorrie?”

“Yeah.”

“The man that you call Daddy, was he your redid&a?”

“No,” she whispered. “The man who raped Mama mggeal father.”
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“Did your mother ever tell you the name of the mdro raped her?”

“No. I don’t think she ever knew his name.”

| stood by the window and watched her walk actbegparking lot. Behind her,
the red neon letters alternately flashed off andBenson’s Inn Blackness.Benson’s
Inn. Blackness. | waited until she reached the dbétreoroom next to the motel office
before | dragged myself to the bathroom and vomited
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CHAPTER SEVEN

By the time | reached his cell, Frank was sittipgon the edge of his cot, fully
dressed in khakis and scraping the last bite af foom a metal plate. The door to his
cell was open and, when he saw me, he grinned.

“I'm a free man, Jackson. They're letting me gbout eight this morning, that
Moonshadow came in and gave a statement that dlezee

“Wonderful,” | said, hoping | sounded cheerfulAré you going back to the
farm? I'll drive you.”

“I'm not going to the farm,” Frank said, wipingshmouth with the back of his
right hand. “Marvin told me he would take me ugte mine.”

“To the Violet Fern?Why?”

“I have to find Kyanith. Make sure she’s all righ

| had forgotten about Kyanith. | also needechtk to her. Perhaps a teenager
would have a more realistic account of those mosmanthe Violet Fern just before the
slide.

“Where is Marvin?” | asked Frank. “He wasn't metoffice when | came
through.”

“More than likely, he’s over at the Bluff Caféiag a cup of coffee. You can

go over and tell him that I'm ready to go.”
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Already, he was sounding more like the old Frahtelt my spirits lift. | could
tolerate bossiness, arrogance and dogmatism msilg twan helpless requests and
apologies from yesterday’s withdrawn creature.

“Well, what are we waiting for?”

Marvin’s voice came from behind me. Startledyrhed to see my friend, dressed
in denim coveralls today. He carried a large Stgam cup in each hand and | watched
the steam rising from them. He grinned when hersgvook of surprise.

“You didn’t think | would forget the coffee, dicboy? Old Frank, here, he had a
pot already, compliments of the county, so | judttgvo cups. But | got the thermos in
the pickup.”

“Have you gone out of your skull, Marvin?” | askelfelt a frown spreading
across my forehead. “Hasn’t there been enougledrsagt that place? We're just raising
the odds by going back.”

“We got to go,” Frank said, his voice soft.

For a second, | remembered the masculine voicengpthrough Moonshadow’s
lips. | shivered. | looked at Marvin and his epesd empathy. It was then that |
realized neither of them wanted to go, either.

—

Our destiny was not to go to the mine at that tinmevever. Marvin had received
a call from the state geological department infoigrtaim that two officials should be
arriving at Bethel Bluff shortly; he was to shoveth reports of the tragedy at the Violet
Fern. Then he was to escort them to a couplehafrahines in the same vicinity. Frank
seemed to lose some of his enthusiasm with thedagisre and | told Marvin that Frank
and | would wait for him at Gordon’s Glen.

“This may take all day, Jackson,” the sheriff lsai. “These geologists most
likely want to establish a connection between tistability at the Violet Fern and the lay
of the land at Davis Morgan’s mine. We’ll havertm down Davis and talk with him.
You and Frank go on and find Kyanith.”

Frank had been standing to the right side of ttewlay and, after Marvin’s
speculation, he had turned and limped out ontsidewalk. | looked back at Marvin
and then followed my brother.
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“l see that Moonshadow is still in town,” Frankdsaver his shoulder. He
pointed to a faded orange Volkswagen bus parkettoery brown Galaxy. |
remembered the incident last night at the LampéighAlthough | was hesitant to risk
another encounter with the woman, $laelcleared my brother and ensured his freedom.
And, in the bright light of day, | could almost lesle that the events of last night had
never happenedAny of them.

“Mr. Cody?” The female voice sounded breathless laoth Frank and | turned to
stare at the tall, slender blonde running acrosstiurthouse green. She wore a navy
skirt and vest and a long-sleeved white blouse.

“She works at the bank,” Frank said. “You mustioeMr. Cody that she’s
looking for.”

“Are you Jackson Cody?” she asked, stopping dyréctfront of me. | watched
her chest rise and fall under the even knit ofgudyester vest.

“l'am,” | said. “Is there something | can do f@u?”

“Yes,” she said, taking another deep breathriédtto reach you at the motel, but
you had already left...”

“And?”

“Your money is here.”

“Money?”

“It was wired in from California. From a Mr. Ca&entworth.”

| had already forgotten about the advance promisedor the story. My agent,
however, had suffered no such mental lapse. Nohbdeard from me, he had sent the
money to the only bank in the county. Steve Betssbank. | hesitated.

“You go on, Jackson,” Frank said. “I'll find Moshadow and she can take me to
the farm.”

| looked at him and nodded absentmindedly. llls&l a little cash. Did | need
that money badly enough to go and ask for it fraev& Benson? | felt a tug at the
elbow of my shirt. Annoyed, | turned sharply atared angrily at the girl. Vibrant blue
eyes, fringed with black, stared curiously backnat Her porcelain cheeks pinked.

“I'm sorry,” she said, dropping her hand to hetesi “It’s just that this is my

break and Mr. Benson docks our paycheck if we takenuch time off for break.”
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“Sure,” | said. “My fault. | wasn’t thinking. ¢ad the way.”

“I don’t think that Mr. Benson intended to telly6 she said when we paused at
the street crossing, waiting for a couple of picktppass.

“Why do you saythat?” | asked, grabbing her arm and twisting her adoionface
me. “Didn’t he send you to find me?”

She looked down at my hand circling her upper arpulled it away.

“I don’t want to say any more,” she told me, lawidown, avoiding contact with
my eyes. “l have a little girl and this is abdu¢ tmost decent job | can get in Bethel
Bluff.”

Of course, | thought, following her across thestrtoward the double doors of a
large cream-colored brick building. She had alygattl me that she was using her break
time; she wasn’t on bank business. Obviously, &Benson was not in his office this
morning. My breath, shallow only a moment earlterepened, and | followed the girl
through the glass doors and into the air-conditidobby. A familiar face, now
shadowed with gray instead of brown, lighted wehagnition and | walked toward
Hallie Dumont’s teller cage.

“Jackson Cody!” she cried, reaching over the ceuahd grasping my
outstretched hand. “However have you been? Wdskbpt you away so long?”

| relished the feel of Hallie’s cool, soft handnmne. As a teenager, Hallie
Addington had worked for Mama Kate, cooking meald eleaning house during
canning season. She had entertained the threedabfildren on the nights when Mama
Kate and Papa Gordon had monitored the vats wherglly simmered.

“I don’t know,” | stuttered, lost in the warm dégtof her brown eyes. “I hadn’t
intended to stay away this long.”

“l understand,” she said, letting my hand go. fipped through a stack of forms
and pulled one out. “Here you go. Fill this ootld’ll get your money. It came in two
days ago and we were beginning to think you dide&d it.”

“I can use it,” | told her, picking up a black lpadint pen from the counter. “How

is Curtis? | didn’t see him when | came back farivhh Kate's funeral.”
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Out of the corner of my eye, | watched her busydsaslow and squeeze the cards
she had been sorting. Then she tapped the papéne counter and pulled a thick red
rubber band around the stack.

“Curtis died six years ago,” she said, her voreenulous. “The signhals weren’t
working at Deke’s Crossing and one of the pulpwtradhs hit his car. He was in the
hospital for six weeks and, when he came out, leiwa wheelchair.”

“God, Hallie. I'm sorry. |didn’t know.”

Moisture tipped the lashes of her brown eyes &edarced a smile to her lips. |
watched helplessly, not knowing what to say, remennly the big, strapping, good-
humored baseball player who had captured her bhedrtaken her away from Gordon’s
Glen. Remembering Curtis Dumont.

“He was helpless,” she whispered. “Like a babiiad to feed him, bathe him,
see to his personal needs. | didn’t mind; | wasldlcould do it. But, his mind still
belonged to a forty-eight year old and he couldténd being helpless. | came home one
afternoon and found him on the screened-in porshtwelve gauge shotgun on the floor
beside his wheelchair and pieces of his head sticki the walls and ceiling of the
house.”

“I'm sorry,” | whispered, reaching for her hand.

“I had the screen torn off, Jackson. | kept fimgdpieces of bone wedged in the
mesh.”

| reached across the counter and pulled the ymo¢éof her body to my chest,
holding her until | felt her quivering subside. €rhl relaxed my hold and watched her
straighten her navy blue vest and pat her haite@nation forced a pleasant smile to
her face.

“I'm sorry, hon,” she said. “You've had your pitelms, too, with Liz and this
mess that’s happened. Here, let me have the aartllbget your cash.”

| watched her as she talked with another bluesuméd lady in a glassed-in
enclosure toward the rear of the bank. They bmtkdd at me and smiled. The red-
headed one waved a shy hand. | raised my owrutasian. Something about her was

familiar, but | couldn’t quite place her.
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“Here you go,” Hallie said, walking back and harglme a bulging white
envelope. “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

| smiled back at her, feeling the reassuring théds of the envelope. |
remembered the same caution from my childhood waariegot my allowance.

“l always spent it all in the same place, HallRemember? You would bring the
three of us to town and I'd go straight to the bragk at the drugstore.”

“All three of you were predictable,” she agreétiz bought art supplies and
Frank bought cap pistols or rubber swords.”

| grinned. It had been years since | had thoofjtite hours I'd spent in that
building. I could almost smell the sawdust andsaikell of the hardwood floor, the paper
and ink scent of a new book.

“Hallie, who's the redhead? The one you wereitgko?”

“That's Susan. Surely you remember her. SusdrLanwere the same age. The
best of friends.”

“Susanwhad?”

“Susan Benson. Steve’s sister.”

How could I have failed to recognize Susan Benbkohastised myself as | left
the bank and walked back toward the jail. SusamsBe had provided the white that was
a direct contrast for her brother’'s black. Thasw@o many years ago, | thought, shaking
my head. Too much water had gone under the bridge.

By the time | reached the Ford Galaxy, Moonshadawange bus was gone.
Looking around, | couldn’t see Frank and suppogest,as he promised, that he had
talked her into taking him to the farm. | openld tloor on the driver’'s side and felt hot
air rush out to meet me. Praying that the air-derer still worked, 1 slid onto the hot
seat and tucked the envelope in the compartmewekeetthe two bucket seats. The keys
still rested in the ignition where | had left theinturned the key and the engine rumbled
to life. I would pick up Frank and then we would i@ the mine. Despite my dread at
the prospect, | wanted this entire episode ovegditen, out of the picture.

The engine provided background accompanimenttiiibasother sound and |
looked up and through the windshield to see Marughing toward me, his mouth
moving. | shut off the engine and leaned out tiredow.
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“Change your mind?” | asked. “Or did the statpatément of geology decide
they could make do without you?”

“Neither,” he said, his mouth stern. “That trgpstill on. | have a message for
you.”

“Oh?”

“Now, don't get all bent out of shape when | igu. Susan Benson just called
me from the bank and asked me if | could persuadety meet her at the park in fifteen
minutes.”

“Susan Benson? The park?”

“Yeah, Susan. In case you can't remember hersissthe total opposite to
Steve. She’s one of the sweetest human beingeVeeknown.”

“Okay, Marvin. | don’t remember her very welll’hesitated at the lie. “But, I'll
take your word for it. What does she want to tdout?”

“She didn’t tell me and it wasn’t my business s&.aDo your remember how to
get to the park?”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Beartrack Mountain, accessible only by an unimptbgounty road and six miles
from downtown Bethel Bluff, rose steeply out oluah meadow a thousand feet below
the summit. The park itself was tucked into onéefhollows created by a million or so
years of rainfall tumbling down the rugged sideshaf mountain. | eased the Galaxy into
a graveled parking area beside the weathered payilext to a fairly new, economy
sized Chevrolet.

Unfolding my body, | climbed out of the hot caratgful for the light breeze that
ruffled the leafy shade around me. Down past thelipn, just under the hill, | saw the
glint of sunlight on water. Susan Benson mustdwerdby the lake. | found the brown
sign designating the hiking path and wove my wagubh the underbrush, emerging
only moments later at the large pond an old-tinaet hamed Serenity Lake.

She sat on a wooden bench, her back to me, gaaingver the waters. Despite
the shapeless blue knit uniform, | could detectaimple female curves of her body.

Back stiff, legs crossed at the ankles, fingensttan the planks on either side of her
body, she seemed poised for flight, as skittisbresof the water birds at the lake’s edge.

“Susan?”
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She flinched and then turned her head to watckaramble down the steep path
toward her. Her defensive posture had preparetbrreelook of guilt, apology, or even
fear. But her face portrayed peace, resignation.

“I'm glad you came, Jackson,” she said, standipgud offering me a slender
hand. “I didn’t know if you would.”

| grasped her hand for a moment before letting Goe moisture on her palm
belied her calm demeanor.

“You enlisted the right person to convince mesald. “Marvin has always been
able to influence me.”

“I was hoping that it was still that way,” she&ai'Jackson, | need your help.”

“My help?” | asked. “What could | possibly do f@u?” | looked at the
expensive diamond and emerald ring on her rightthtire cut of her reptile shoes. “I
would think that your brother could do more for ytban | could.”

She closed her eyes, just an infinite moment lotigen a blink. | watched the
muscles of her throat move when she swallowed. n¢he opened her eyes, | sensed,
rather than saw, the desperation hidden behind.them

“I want you to help me save Kyanith.”

“Kyanith?” | gasped. “I'm sorry if | seem a biedse, but why are you concerned
about Kyanith’s welfare?”

A frown furrowed her forehead and her eyes searamnee. Then she turned her
face back toward the lake.

“There’s a picnic table over there,” she saidngog to a spot about a third of the
way around the lake. “Not too many people knowmualio | don’t think we’ll be
disturbed.”

“Wait, Susan,” | protested. “I don’t have very otime. There’s a lot | need to
do. The mine. Frank. Kyanith...”

“If you're really concerned,” she said, stridingveh to the lake’s edge, “then
you'll listen to me.”

“Okay,” | said, detesting the hesitation in myaai “I'll listen.”

“Thanks, Jackson,” she said, smiling broadly. Bimgulsively grabbed my hand.
“Right over there. Behind those big rocks.”
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“First of all,” Susan said, once we were seatati@twooden picnic table, she on
one side and | on the other, “let me assure you) #tdahe moment, Kyanith is fine and in
no immediate danger.”

“You've talked to her?”

“We've communicated.”

| didn’t want to hear that. | wanted Susan tspecific, to tell me that she had
seenKyanith, hadalkedto her on the telephone. But, indifferent to negides, Susan
continued.

“My brother is obsessed with hatred and envy,”sdid. “He wants to eliminate
the Anderson family from the face of the earth.’sH@epared to use any means
necessary to accomplish that end.”

“I think I'm beginning to realize that.”

“But, you don’t know the extremes to which Stevd go. Or, how many people
he will destroy who are in his way.”

“Susan, are you telling me that Steve was respt&r Liz's and Jace Wright's
deaths?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Not directy|east.”

“Susan, | think you'd better start at the begignain

Her shoulders rose and fell as she breathed deéjgy eyes shone with unshed
tears. With an unsteady hand, she brushed bamkaf sandy-red hair that had fallen
across her forehead.

“l suppose it started when Gordon bought a thodisenes of rocky, hilly,
nonproductive land from my grandfather, Hiram.”

“I didn’t know that. Gordon’s Glen belonged tetBenson’s?”

“It wasn’'t Gordon’s Glen, then. It was a no-gdas burden. The crops that
Grandfather knew how to farm wouldn’t grow on tpaetperty and he hadn’t paid taxes
on it for years. Gordon Anderson paid him morentfaar market value for that type of
acreage.”

“I don’t understand, then, why there was a problany reason for resentment.”

Susan smiled, a tight, straight smile that thinhedlips. Her green eyes

remained neutral.
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“There wasn't, at first,” she said. “GrandfatlB@nson went to his grave a happy
man, proud of his skill at making the deal. It vaasndmother who was responsible for
the bitterness.”

“Your grandmothe?”

Susan nodded. She clasped her hands togethity tighthe surface of the table.

“My grandmother didn’t die until | was twelve, sbeard the story hundreds,
even thousands of times. It was always the samstove almost identical words, no
variations. As if it were a fable or a poem shd heemorized. She had practiced on
Daddy, but she perfected every nuance with St&etaken me a lot of my own life to
sort out the truth from the fiction.

“Gordon Anderson came to Bethel Bluff with moremag than most people
around here had ever seen. As | said before, ideGrandfather more money than the
land was worth. I’'m assuming that my grandmothas wleased about the sale until
Gordon’s orchards and vineyards began producirgeniTsomehow or another, her
thinking became twisted, almost paranoid.

“I believe now that Grandmother saw the cash diigdhat Gordon had given
Grandfather. At the same time, the poor, barrad that Grandfather had sold to Gordon
sprang to life, green and rich with fruit. Gordault a large house with several
outbuildings and he began courting the girl thear@mother had chosen for her own
son, Alvin.”

“Mama Kate?” | asked, startled.

Susan laughed then, a genuine display of mirtienTshe calmed and reached
across the table to pat my hand.

“Jackson, you've spent too much of your life wythur nose stuck in a book.
You've missed reality. Not Mama Kate.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Gordon Anderson fell head over heels in love vdrah Tillery.”

“My mothef”

“Yes. It was assumed that Gordon and Sarah wailcharried.”

“I never knew.”

“It was common knowledge, Jackson.”
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“God,” | said, stifling a silly grin. “Your fathe my father, and Papa Gordon, all
in love with my mother. What about your father®dwHdid he take it? When did my dad
come into the picture?”

“My father was a placid, easily contented manse Grandmother’s
propaganda, he married my mother three monthsladiag jilted by Sarah and | don’t
think he ever regretted a minute of their marriaGeandmother, of course, never liked
my mother and made life miserable for her, contaetninding her that she was not
good enough for Daddy.

“As for Elmer Cody, your father. From what | gathhe was a dashing,
romantic, diamond-in-the-rough sort. Some womenirgesistibly attracted to these fun-
loving, carefree, irresponsible men and feel thedrte take care of them. Apparently,
your mother felt that EImer needed her and thatdGodidn’t.”

“She loved Papa Gordon until she died,” | saidaza®ad at the words coming out
of my mouth. | remembered the conversation outdiddbedroom window the night my
father died. “I just assumed that they loved eatbler as brother and sister.”

“Now you know.”

“Yeah. But, getting back to your story, your gitarother attempted to turn your
father against Papa Gordon, but failed in her &ffor

“Daddy just plowed along, using Grandfather’'s mptebuy the gas station out
at the junction. He and my mother worked fourtaed sixteen hours a day until they
had enough money to double the size of the buildimdjopen a grocery store and then, a
couple of years later, the gift shop.

“In the meantime,” she continued, “Grandmothercpcally raised Steve and me.
| was lucky; she didn’t like me. But she must haeen a lot of herself in Steve. She
told him biased versions of the land acquisitidnGordon’s stealing Alvin’s promised
bride. By the time Steve was eight years old, be @onvinced that Gordon’s Glen was
rightfully his. I think he actually hated Daddydaeise Daddy wouldn’t fight for it.”

“Thatis rough,” | said, remembering the loving atmosph&r&nown as a child.
“Your childhood must have been terribly lonesonyaur mother and father had each

other. Your grandmother and Steve had each other...”
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“If I had been given the choice, that would haeerthe decision | would have
made for myself,” Susan said, smiling. Her eyekéal into the distance. “Personality-
wise, I'm a loner. Even as a tot, | spent houssd@ my head, thinking and dreaming.
By the time | felt the need for companionship, kvia school and Liz was there.”

“You two were almost inseparable.”

“Much to Grandmother’s chagrin and displeasurei$ah admitted. “There were
many times that she tried to poison our relationshit failed. The friendship we had
together was too strong for a mortal to destroy.”

| debated asking her to explain what she meards $te implying that the
relationship had ended? That she and Liz had teeerapart by something supernatural?

“Grandmother taught Steve to hate the Andersonlyaand that included you and
Frank, especially since you two were Sarah Tilleghildren. She convinced Steve that
you boys thought you were better than he was. d&herted every imagined slight that
Steve told her about. On your tenth birthday, wB&sve was six, Mrs. Anderson had a
party for you and Frank. | never questioned tlasoa, but Steve was the only boy at the
elementary school who didn’t get an invitation.”

“But he did,” | protested. “I gave it to him mykel remember vividly. | handed
it to him on the playground.”

Susan shrugged her shoulders. Again, she snhigethin smile.

“Already, even at that age, he was lying to pléasendmother. He thought she
was some sort of saint. | think the only time mgtber ever felt pain or grief was when
he was fourteen and Grandmother died. He did@helose the bank for Daddy’s
funeral last year.”

“So you feel that the only thing he wants nowoi®wn Gordon’s Glen? And
Kyanith is in the way? But, he holds the mortgafjez signed the farm over to him as
collateral for that loan!”

“The loan is paid off, Jackson. It was paid afftlweek, right before Liz was
killed.”

“No! Who didthat?”

Susan looked down at the table, at her clenchedshaHer mouth twitched.
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“It couldn’t have been Frank,” | speculated. “Miardoesn’t have that kind of
money, nor does Kyanith. Moonshadow! She had gmowney. Butwhy?”

Susan’s white face ashed to a pale gray. Thé&lésacross the bridge of her
nose stood out boldly.

“It was a mistake, Jackson,” she stumbled. “utjiat it would change the
direction that things were going. | was sure thatould make Steve stop and reconsider
the results of his actions...”

“You” | gasped. *Youpaid off the loan?”

“I had the money, Jackson. It seemed to me thhére were no loan, Liz and
Frank would halt the mad idea of mining the Vidtetrn. Kyanith’s heritage would be
assured and Steve’s plans would be thwarted. ugiothat it would jolt him back to a
semblance of sanity.”

“But, Susan,” | said, reaching over to take hdddmnds in mine. “They
couldn’t have known about your Samaritan deednovkthat Frank didn’t! He’s sure
that the loan is still outstanding. I’'m positileat Liz would have cancelled any work at
the mine if...”

“She knew, Jackson. |told her.”

“And she went back to the mine, anyway? Are yane $hat shenderstood
you?”

Susan nodded. Her lips trembled and | looked avwaay her, across the lake and

toward the mountain. Why would Liz have done sac¢hing?
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CHAPTER NINE

“Good God, Susan! She was crazy! Why didn’t dondly do something about
her?”

“Have her committed?”

“| suppose so.”

“It would have been difficult to obtain a courtder to send her to the state
hospital for psychiatric observation. And I’'m sitrevould have been almost impossible
to prove any emotional abnormality. Liz was asesasiyou or me. She just had periods
when parts of her didn’t seem to be there.”

“Marvin said she was empty. | believe he usedetkressiornollowed-out
Now you tell me that parts of her were missing. atthe hell am | supposed to think?”

“When did you last see Liz?”

“The week of Mama Kate’s funeral,” | snapped. hdligh Susan’s question was
asked in a neutral tone, | found myself respondieignsively. “My work in California
kept me away. If I'd had any idea how bad thingsev..”

“What would you have done differently?”

“Susan, you're forcing me to dig more deeply intgself than | want. | don’t
suppose | would have behaved any differently. $ yaetty wrapped up in myself and

what was happening to me. | didn’t do a lot ohking about my family here in Bethel
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Bluff. When | did, | always thought of them asostg, healthy and fit. The way they
were when | was a kid. I've got to know, thougiawhappened to Liz.”

Susan pulled herself to her feet and turned towesdake. She took a few steps
toward the water and then halted, hugging her aorher chest. When she turned back
to me, tears made twin streams down her cheeks.

“Walk with me, Jackson. There’s a trail aroune thke now. The Youth Corps
cleared it last summer.”

| nodded and stood up, feeling a weakness behinkinees. The breeze that had
been so welcome a short time earlier now causddlacripple down my back. Susan
had already begun walking the path and | hurriéer dfer.

“You mentioned it earlier,” she said, over herdder. “Liz and | were together
constantly all the way through school. As you rether, we attended the same college
and even pledged the same sorority. Until thedastester of our senior year, we dated
only guys who knew each other so that we could Eedate and go to the same places.”

“What happened at that time?”

“Her friendship with Jason Cartwright grew inton@re serious relationship and
she began spending more time alone with him. Quitiat semester, | was assigned to a
school several miles away to do my student teachimgo other girls and | rented an
apartment and | returned to the campus only on ersk”

“So Liz started changing when she became romadiyticaolved with
Cartwright?”

We were halfway around the lake now and Susaedhald abruptly that | almost
bumped into her, Keystone Cops style. She turodace me.

“No!” she cried. “It's such a difficult thing texplain. I've never even tried to
tell anyone before. | felt that | owed it to Lz temain silent.”

“Look, Susan,” | said, taking her arm and leadneg off the path, toward the
woods. “Sit down here on this log with me and jage your time.”

She didn’t protest, but | felt her body stiffenlasased her to a sitting position on
the trunk of the fallen tree. | sat down besidedral placed my right arm around her

shoulders.
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“For as long as | can remember,” Susan began,fatk this adorable little habit
of kidding away praise given to her. In collegee seceived several awards for her
artwork, especially her sculptures. If, at anyetjreshe was required to give an acceptance
speech, she always ended it with, “I owe it al\taly.”

“Andy? Frank mentioned an Andy. He seemed toktthat Andy was a close
friend from college.”

“No, I'll explain later. Just let me continue tvithis thought.”

“Of course,” | agreed.

“Any time that Liz was complimented for her creatwork or talent, she gave
Andy credit. On the other hand, if anyone notioedommented on her buoyant
personality, her loving nature or her ability tanigrout the best in people, she told them
that her personality was due to Betsy’s influence.”

“Betsy! That's the other name that Frank menttbn®ops, sorry.”

“Now, if her sense of duty or responsibility wabrared, or her ability to remain
calm in a crisis, she accepted the praise as her dat part of her was Liz.”

Susan paused for a moment as if she hoped | Wollydgrasp the entire situation
and she wouldn’t have to explain any more. Bubulgn't let her off that easily.

“Go on, Susan. So far, | follow you.”

“For as long as | can remember, Liz had planne@fcareer. She wanted to
actively pursue her art and, if she had the tima&ch art classes. She had drawn a picture
of her New York studio so clearly with words thheshad only to mention it and | saw
every chair, every table, every picture on the vvall

“And this would have been impossible if she hadriad Jason?”

“Yes,” Susan said, nodding. She shifted her posibn the log, crossing her left
leg over her right. “I confronted her with the &jeaking the chance that the
conversation might seriously damage our friend$hip.

“How did she react?”

“She was Liz. How else can | explain it? Shewhher arms around me,
laughing and crying at the same time, and told owe luch she loved me for my

concern, but that everything would work out firfghe would simply postpone her career
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for a few years. In the meantime, she said, shdduoe the charming, loving, supportive
wife. She would be Betsy.”

“She said that? She said that she woul8étsy”

“Jackson, don’t you see? Liz called her creatispect Andy. The nurturing part
of herself she named Betsy, and her responsilfieetained the label Liz.”

“Elizabeth Anderson,” | said, rolling the syllablever my tongue. “Each of the
names was part of the greater name.”

“And each of the selves,” Susan whispered, “wparaof the greater self.”

“We’'re all composed of a number of personalityté;al defended. “We would
be flat creatures if we lived only one of our agpec”’

| stopped, silenced by Susan’s grim stare. Heemeyes challenged me to
complete my speculation, but | couldn’t continue.

“Liz decided to temporarily suppress the Andy pdier personality,” Susan
said. “And she seemed to be handling it well. cAme of weeks after this decision, she
brought Jason to Bethel Bluff to meet her paretttsvas her first trip home in weeks and
she was horrified to find that Mama Kate had shedeaway to almost nothing. When
Liz managed to find the time alone and talk with im@ther, Mama Kate admitted that
she was dying, but she made Liz promise to fingtosl and marry Jason, to go on with
her life, regardless of what happened.”

“The loving compassionate part,” | speculatede Betsy part, promised her
mother she would obey her wishes.”

“Liz was heartbroken when she returned to colkfger that trip,” Susan
continued. “She wanted to be at Bethel Bluff witdhr parents, but she had given her
mother her word. And then, almost immediately, Mysderson died.”

| reached down and picked up a decaying oak twign the ground. 1 rolled it
between my palms for a few seconds, watching tbedpdry bark peel away and float to
the ground.

“As you remember, the funeral was scheduled femtiddle of the week,” Susan
said.

“Wednesday, as | recall.”
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“Liz forbade either Jason or me to come with ksrit was test week and missing
that time might hinder our chances for graduatiboould have cared less because, to
me, being with Liz was much more important thardgeding from college.”

“l understand,” | said, dropping the mutilatedgvo the ground.

“But she convinced me, finally, that she needeble@lone. And | respected her
wishes. I'm sure that Jason felt the same.”

“Sure.”

“Jason loved Liz, don’t ever question that. I'ot sure I've ever seen that
amount of love lavished on anyone since.”

“Then, why didn’t he stand by her side, marry lweme back here and help her?”

“I'll get to that part of the story, Jackson. tlhe patient.”

| sighed, a deep breath that came out almossasra.

“Liz didn’t return to campus until Sunday night...”

“Wait,” | exclaimed. “That couldn’'t be. | was teeand | remember that Liz left
right after the funeral. | stayed on a couple aj<at the house; | should know!”

“l didn't say that Liz stayed here at Gordon’s &ld didn’t even say that she
stayed at Bethel Bluff. I'm just giving you an a&ef the time passage before Jason and |
saw her.”

“Wherewas she?” | demanded angrily. “l wanted to seeahd talk, but she left
too soon.”

“I'm not sure,” Susan said. “I think she mightveabeen at the old hunting
cabin.”

“Up by the Violet Fern?”

Susan nodded. “She had done a lot of thinkingg’®ntinued. “And planning.
The promise she had made her mother was weighimglh@n her. She told me that she
and her mother had spent the last three days disguthat promise.”

“And you believed her? Mama Kate wdesad”

“Grief has a tendency to open you to other lesélsommunication, Jackson. |
believe that there’s an existence after deathl itdeaven, Nirvana, whatever you want.
If the desire is there, two beings can communitate.

“That’s a crock! You're as crazy as she was!”
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“Perhaps,” Susan said calmly. “However, I'm relgtthe story, as you
requested.”

“I'm sorry.”

“It seems that the outcome of the discussion wasltiz was to return to college
and Mrs. Anderson would send her some sort of ®idrelp her make the decision.”

“Gordon’s stroke,” | interjected.

“I know that you think this could be a script foiscience fiction movie, Jackson.
But, that was the way that it happened. She w#sJdaison when the word came. Daddy
called me and | took the bus over to Jason’s dofhey were sitting out back, in some
lounge chairs, just watching the sunset. Wheidlltez, Jason grabbed her hand, as if to
hold her there. | could almost see the electriceru passing through their hands, from
his body to hers. She squeezed his fingers amdsthe stood up, pale and trembling.
‘This is it, Jason,’ she said. ‘It's what | hawedo. From this point on, ity
responsibility.” He looked at her, pain making &yges enormous and his face rigid.
Then we walked away and Liz didn’t look back.”

“He just let her go?”

“I would think that the highest form of love is tespect another’s wishes. To let
that person have the freedom to do what he orestie that he or she has to do.”

“Even if heor sheis crazy?”

“That is your interpretation, Jackson,” she saiiflys “and not necessarily an
accurate diagnosis.”

“I think you're all crazy,” | said, standing up ébrushing bark off my pants.
“The whole damned bunch here at Bethel Bluff hasegoff their collective gourds!”

“Then you probably aren’t interested in the rdghe crazy story.”

—

| should have walked away at that moment, buhked a challenge in Susan’s
words. That, coupled with my deepening curiositynpelled me to sit back down on
the log beside her.

“If 1 don’t hear it from you,” | said, resigned|’ft have to find out from someone

else.”
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“I don’t know if there is anyone left who couldltgou,” she said. “Although
Marvin Garland could probably give you the mostnefydiced version of the
homecoming and the ensuing years.”

“I'll listen. And I'll try to avoid making judgmets.”

“Liz came back to Bethel Bluff at the end of AgriBusan began.

“And Jason?”

“In spite of his grief, he graduated and went Ny ork to play football. He
and | agreed to keep in touch and | promised tdynloim as soon as Liz asked for him.
If necessary, he was prepared to spend the réss$ bfe on the farm here at Bethel
Bluff.”

“Being a Hollywood actor is a far cry from being Arkansas farmer.”

“Don’t be facetious, Jackson. Jason would haveedmything to be with Liz if
she wanted him.”

“What about Kyanith? Did he ever stop to thinkttthemight need him?”

“He didn’'t know about Kyanith.”

“He didn’t know?”

“Liz didn’t want him to know. She said she wotddl Kyanith when the time
was right.”

“And Liz, naturally, would decide the right time.”

Susan leaped to her feet and moved stiffly toveandlf grown pine at the edge of
the clearing. She leaned against the tree, resénface against the brownish-gray bark.
| watched her shoulders heave.

“You self-righteous, pompous, arrogant hypocriizbdn’t blame us. We did
everything we could do. There was never anythierg that kepyou from returning!”

She had turned to face me during her tirade avat¢hed her face redden as tears
trickled down her cheeks. White patches devel@ednd her mouth and her nose.

“How can you pretend such outrageoat actions,” she said between clenched
teeth, “when you never even bothered to call! eaist weried!”

“Hey, Susan,” | said, walking toward her. “I ditimtend to criticize you. I'm

sure you did the best you...”
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“Don’t patronize me,” she snapped. “And don’t @any closer! | don’t want
you to touch me again. Get away from me!”

She stepped back from me as | reached for her &magging on an ancient tree
root, her high heeled navy pump turned and shehksbalance, slipping to her knees. |
caught her upper arms before she could fall orstiaep rocks.

“Turn me loose,” she gritted, pulling against mmgp and struggling to regain
her balance.

“Quit pulling away from me,” | said. “I’'m not gog to hurt you. You're the last
person in the world I'd want to hurt.”

“You said that before,” she whimpered, slappinghgthands. “Damn you,
Jackson Cody. Where do you get off, coming back héer all those years with your
holier-than-thou attitude, telling me what I've @owrong? Where were you when |
needed you?”

| loosened my grip on her arms and she pulledepstepping away from me.
Her green eyes blazed accusation.

“Youneeded me?” | laughed. “You've never needed athybBusan Benson.
I've never known a more self-sufficient woman, wsl& was Liz.”

A low rumble in the distance shook the earth ansb& flinched, glancing over
her shoulder, her face blanched.

“Did you hear that?” she gasped. “Did yieelit?”

“Yeah,” | said. | looked up at the blue sky, s#wng for the telltale
cumulonimbus cloud, a sure sign of an approactiogderstorm.

“You needn’t bother looking for clouds,” Susandsaflt wasn’t thunder.”

“Well, then. Whaivasit?”

“The mine,” she said, her voice low. “It's thedlét Fern.”

“‘Susan...”

“You don’t know, Jackson. You don’t understand.”

“Try me.”

“You'll only ridicule me.”

“Susan, | promise | won’t. I'll do my best to werdtand. Let me help.”
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She looked at me, her eyes steady. With a grecefuement of her slender
neck, she tossed her red hair back from her f&e held out her right hand to me, a
silent apology.

“Then take me to the mine, Jackson. Kyanith éseli
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CHAPTER TEN

“Hey, wait a second,” | yelled. “I need to rest.”

“We don’t have time,” Susan yelled back at meroligh the late afternoon light,
| could see her slender figure about a hundreddieead of me, relentlessly pushing up
the steep trail. “It's almost dark and I'm notauircan find the cabin at night.”

“You're sure that Kyanith is at the cabin?”

“Positive.”

“Okay,” | yelled. “Pick up your feet, girl, anéad the way.”

Determined to make the best of a bad situatiosate Susan and Kyanith, even
if I'd failed when the others had needed me, | &gked to go with Susan to the cabin.
We had stopped by her house in order for her taghanto blue jeans and walking
shoes. Then we had driven out to her mother'séntm®orrow her father’s old jeep.

| was glad now that | hadn’t protested when Sussthdug through a closet and
found an old pair of men’s hiking boots. | wasdjldhad resisted the impulse to ask if
they were Steve’s, when Susan had apologized, gdyat they had belonged to her ex-
husband. | was even happier when they had f&;|#st leg of the trip would have torn
my canvas shoes to shreds.

“Are you sure we’re on the right road?” | yelled.
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Susan stopped and turned back to face me. Steel fesr right hand on her hip
and waited.

“I admit your expertise,” | placated, faking a ciyibow. “If | remember
correctly, | was up here the last time when | wiisdén. Papa Gordon, Frank and | spent
the night at the cabin after we had wandered at tive mountain pretending to track
deer.”

“Youwere pretending,” Susan giggled. “Frank was \senyous, I'm sure. He
probably couldn’t wait to test one of his new riffe

Susan’s laugh warmed me. For a moment, | cowdtepd that we were simply
old friends who had been reunited after severailsy@dsence. For a few precious
seconds, | could forget our reason for being hbeetragedy that had brought us
together. But Susan reminded me.

“Did you tell Martha to give Marvin the messageaight?”

“I'm not sure that | was that specific,” | sai@nnembering my rush into Marvin’s
office earlier that afternoon. He had still been with the geologists, but his clerk had
promised to tell him that Susan and | were gointipgomine.

“That’s not so good,” Susan said, her shouldespping. “He may not be able to
get out here until mid-morning.”

“I don’t know what he could do before that.”

“Neither do I,” Susan admitted. “But his presemarild surely be a comfort.”

“l agree,” | said, reaching for her hand. “But’ivenake it, Superwoman. Lead
the way.”

She giggled again and slipped her left arm aroupdvaist. | found myself
wondering how | had let Chris and the bright ligbt$Hollywood blind me to my first
love. | put my arm around Susan’s shoulders, figehier warm flesh underneath the thin
chambray shirt. She squeezed my waist and matutrestep to mine.

“Your ex-husband,” | began, picking my way oveseasies of ruts. “What was he
like?”

“Wes? He was a good person. Warm. Compassifnate

“Why did you divorce him?”

She sighed. | sensed, rather than felt, hergwualy.
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“I'm sorry, Susan. Don’t answer that. It's nasfemy business.”

“It doesn’t really matter anymore, Jackson. Aéadime, it grieved me that | had
failed so miserably. Then | learned to accepfélcethat, although we had both grown
while being married, we had each grown in differdinéctions. It didn’t come to an
abrupt end; the marriage just faded. There wasmaw hostility, just disillusionment.”

“I wish | could say the same.”

“I know,” Susan said. “I followed all the Hollyveal scandal sheets. Frankly, |
could never understand what you saw in Chris Viriing

“As another woman, you wouldn’t,” | said, stepptiagthe left to avoid a deep
hole. “She was physically attractive...”

“Definitely,” Susan said, swerving to the rightrtoss the same hole.

“We knew a lot of the same people,” | continuédnd she played on my ego.
She flattered me and | fell for it.”

The gathering darkness didn’t quite hide the veishe on Susan’s lips. | smiled
back. Then | felt the blood in my body turn to.icBusan sensed my stiffness.

“What's wrong?” she asked, turning to look theedtron I'd been facing. Then
the life left her voice. “Oh, my God, Kyanith...”

“What is it?” | demanded. “Is the cabin on fire?”

“No. The cabin is on the side of the hill, overour left. The mine is straight
ahead. That's where the light is coming from.”

“Have you ever seen anything like it?” | askedaneenbering Marvin’s tale of the
eerie blue light hanging over the tunnel at thel&tie-ern.

“I've heard about it,” Susan said, drawing closeme. “But I've never seen it.
It's weird. What do you think causes it? Somd ebgas?”

“I hope so,” | said. “l hope to God that it's caal by gases.”

Directly ahead of us, only a few hundred yardsyawlze unearthly blue light
shimmered and seemed to grow. Then it decreadeatlinintensity and volume. The
pine trees near the mine clearing, silhouettechbylight, leaned back and forth. | felt as
if the light were alive, some sort of protoplashregitening to engulf us.

“It's just a few more steps up here to the foi&u'san said, her voice uneven.
“We turn to the left and go down through the draw.”
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“Let’'s go,” | said, pulling her along. “The soange get away from that creepy
light, the better I'll like it.”

We were almost to the creek before | felt the Wweidt from my shoulders. |
turned to look behind me. The blue light had dissgred.

“It's gone, Susan,” | said. “We can stop for wfminutes.”

“Good. | need to get the flashlight from my baakk. It's going to be rough

enough crossing that creek, even with a light.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Crossing the small stream proved no easy taskhelnlarkness, the slippery creek
rocks formed, at best, a precarious bridge acrasswiftly moving waters. At one point,
about two thirds of the way across, my right fdgimed and | stumbled into the chill of
the spring-fed waters, gasping hoarsely as | futhtderegain my balance.

“What's wrong?” Susan, ahead of me and almogtéddr bank, yelled over her
shoulder.

“Nothing,” | groaned, feeling for a more stabl®fieold with my already soaked
boot. “I just slipped.”

“Well, be careful,” she said. “You'll break a I&@gyou don’t watch what you're
doing.”

“How am | supposed to watch my step? | can't esemmy feet.”

“Don’'t complain,” Susan giggled. “I haven't beahle to see mine for three
months!”

“You can’t blame me for that!” | yelled back, ghimg into the spirit of her
joviality. “It's not my fault.”

“The hell it's not,” she shouted. “Hurry. Wedtop here at the josta.”

“The what?”
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Then, as if iluminated by some secret light, angreenhouse-like building to
the right side of the trail glowed into being, silletting Susan’s body. My breath caught
in my throat.

“Susan,” | gasped, staring at the bulk of her radubdy. “I didn’t realize you
were pregnant!”

“Oh, Campbell,” she moaned, plucking at the slesvay jacket and pulling me
to a bench along the inner wall of the tiny builglin‘Please don't start with that again.”

“Start with what?” | demanded. “What are you tatkabout? You weren’t
pregnant this afternoon. What, in God’s name,jest&a? And why are you calling me
Campbell?”

Beside me, on the metallic-feeling bench, Susau lher neck and dropped her
face into her cupped hands. Her shoulders shook.

“It's been so long,” she sobbed, her voice mufflédthought it was over. | was
sure that it wouldn’t happen again.”

“Tell me, Susan,” | said, more gently this timlecurved my right arm around her
heaving shoulders. “I apologize for upsetting ydust tell me what is happening. |
don’t understand.”

She raised her head and looked at me, red-rimyesistaring out from her tear-
streaked face. | watched her throat muscles asedhe swallowed.

“Please stay calm,” she whispered. “I'll call iat She’ll help.”

| watched her touch one of the dull stones orthiek silver wristband she wore.
It glowed brightly for a second and then return@d nheutral color. What the hell, | told
myself. It's a dream and, since I'm alert enouglhealize the phenomena, I'll play
along.

“Tell me about Katie,” | began pleasantly. Sustfiened and the green eyes that
stared at me were wide and full of fear. | gestiyeezed her shoulders and felt her pull
away. Then she looked over my head and relaxéarnéd to see a tall, middle-aged
Indian woman standing in the doorway. Katie, Insised, silently awed by the manner
in which dreams worked. All one had to do was @ntion a person and he or she was
there, with no time passage observed. | watchedvalk toward me and realized, with
shock, why she was so familiar. My dream Katie Wasna Kate!



82

“How long?” she asked Susan as she knelt on tloe Beside me and took my left
hand in her warm, calloused ones.

“Twenty minutes, at the most,” Susan answeretimtist have happened when
we crossed the stream. Before that, he was plrigmtmal.”

Mama Kate nodded and moved her hands to my shaulolelling my head
toward her. Her dark eyes stared into mine. Witlivopping her gaze, she directed
another question to Susan.

“What were you talking about?”

“The baby,” Susan said. She paused for a moniéhs. new novel.”

Mama Kate had her hands on each side of my headgemtly rubbing circular
motions on my temples. Her eyelids dropped anttdlied. Her breathing deepened,
then slowed.

“What else?” she gasped hoarsely. “Think, Miran¥au discussed something
else. This state was triggered by something thppéned or was said.”

“The old gold mine on the mountain,” Susan whigpler“We were discussing the
possibility of utilizing the crystals around theldunnel. He thought they could amplify
the generator’s energy and we could be practidadly of the need for uranium.”

“The tunnel?” Mama Kate queried. Her neutral tbeéed the start I'd felt her
make when the mine had been mentioned. She tungdtead back toward her and
forced my gaze to hers. | felt myself being dramto the deep magnetic pools of her
liquid brown eyes.

“Are you there, Etal?” she asked, her palms hangrcheeks. | felt myself being
drawn into a whirlpool and | tried to shake it awdydidn't like the feeling of being
unable to control this dream.

“No!” | cried. “I'm Jackson. Jackson Cody! I'tired of this dream and | want
to end it!”

“This is a new one,” Susan/Miranda whispered torid&Kate/Katie. “He’s never
brought forth this personality.”

| felt tiny prickles of something akin to electilccurrents pass from Mama Kate’s
palms to my cheeks and then vibrate through my bd&tgtures of Susan, Mama Kate
and me flashed across the insides of my closeddsyeln one picture, Papa Gordon and
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my mother, Sarah, were with us; in another, Liz Brahk stood to the side. In yet
another, Steve Benson and Marvin sat, conversiegsphtly in a musical language |
seemed to understand.

“He’s slipping away, Miranda.”

It was Mama Kate’s voice, concerned. | grabbedhaeds and pressed them
harder against my cheeks.

“Etal!l Etal, listen to me! You must find Kyani#nd tell her of this. Do you
understand me?”

I nodded dumbly. It was hot and the electricatent from Mama Kate/Katie’s
hands had concentrated into a pressure point imitidle of my forehead. | willed
myself to awaken.

“Jackson? Jackson, are you okay?”

It was Susan’s voice. | slowly opened my eyesirgmg against the force of
bright light shining directly into my face.

“Jackson?”

“Yeah,” | answered, turning my eyes away fromligbt and toward the welcome
darkness. The josta was gone and Mama Kate/Klatng avith it. Cold water lapped
against my left side and | realized that | layhet €dge of the spring-fed stream.

“God,” Susan giggled shakily. “You scared mecoulldn’t see myself carrying
you all the way back up that hill to the jeep. &legrab my hand and let’'s get you out of
that water.”

| reached for her hand and paused. | needed ematiswer.

“Susan, are you pregnant?”

“Of course I'm not,” she laughed. “Unless youibed in immaculate conception
and I'm a chosen vehicle.”

“I'm not sure what | believe,” | grunted, reachifay her outstretched hand. “I
just had the strangest dream.”

“Dream? You weren’t down for more than a minuhat kind of dream could
you have had? Here, watch yourself or you're géingnd up back in the creek. There,

step on that rock, then that one. Yeah, you'reyokaid you hit your head?”
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“I don’t think so. But my legs still feel wobblyls there some place around here
to sit down for a few minutes?”

“Just rocks,” Susan said. “But we can find sofaednes.”

| followed the conical beam of light projectedthy flashlight she carried. Up
ahead, on our right, a long ledge of gray rockseapgd.

“Here,” she said, pointing the light toward a sstode shelf about three feet long
and a foot deep. | slumped on the primitive sofé felt the comforting warmth of her
body as she eased down beside me. She flickedeoffght and the mellow darkness
drifted down around us.

“Susan?”

“Yes?”

“Have you ever heard of a josta?”

Almost imperceptibly, | felt her pull away from méfter a moment, she replied,
“l can’'t say that | have.”

| wished for a light. | would have liked to haseen her face. | found myself
growing impatient with her ambiguous replies. Wthiat she know about me that she had
no intention of telling me? | was struggling foway to word my next question when
she abruptly stood up and switched the flashligicklon.

“We need to get on up to the cabin and get yoeddoif,” she said, turning the
light toward the dim footpath. “It can’t be too ofufarther.”

The steep climb eliminated further opportunity dolestions on my part. Later, |
promised myself. Later, | would get some answemnfSusan and | would show no
mercy. My compassionate days were nearing an end.

“Just a bit further,” Susan said, from a distaseeeral feet up the trail. | squinted
my eyes against the intrusive glare of the flastilags she swung the beam around toward
me.

“Go on,” | told her. “I'll catch up. Right now,have to stop and catch my
breath.”

| leaned against the rough bark of a pine sapiag to the trail's edge, forcing

my breath to regulate and my heartbeat to slowadtbeen a long time and | hadn’t
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realized how badly | had let my body get out ofpghal watched the bobbing of the light
before Susan turned it back down the trail towaed m

“l can see the cabin,” she yelled. “There’s &tigKyanith must be there!”

The mingled excitement and relief in her voicezded me. Only a few hours
earlier, she had told me that she had talked taKlya No, she had used one of those
half-true statements: she hemmmunicateavith Kyanith. | pulled myself away from
the pine support and leaned forward, forcing miatrigot to take an upward step and
then my left. Within minutes, | saw the yellow gidrom the narrow-paned window.

“There’s only one light,” | told Susan. “And itim.”

“Of course, it's dim,” Susan said. “It's from aitosene lantern. There’s no
electricity up here.”

“Okay, okay,” | said. “Shouldn’t you yell, or s@thing? She might think that
we're prowlers and shoot us.”

Susan giggled, a welcome sound. | felt the ematlg imposed distance between
us begin to recede.

“Kyanith doesn’t even kill spiders and snakesg shid. “Besides, the only
people who know that she’s up here wouldn’t harm’he

“If you say so.”

| felt my shoulders shrug and then tense anddvi@dd Susan across the clearing.
| realized that | was anxious and a little afraidrteet Liz's daughter. What if Kyanith,

too, blamed me for her mother’s death?
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Susan was on the bottom step of the porch bef@reesealed her presence. And
then, it was in low, neutral tones.

“Kyanith? It's Susan. I'm coming in. I've brobgJackson with me, so get some
clothes on.”

There was no answer from inside, but then Susamee to have expected none.
She turned the doorknob and pushed the door opesaling the sparsely furnished
interior of the log cabin. When she walked implldwed her and closed the door behind
me.

“Wait here,” Susan said. “I'll go check the lofEhe sometimes sleeps up there.”

| watched Susan’s long legs as she climbed tloé,thand-hewn planks that
formed the narrow staircase. | found myself thigkof the months that Papa Gordon
and my father, Elmer, had spent lovingly carvinigkhogs into the warm furnishings of
this room.

A hunting cabin, it had been called. Elmer hagldus as headquarters when he
had mined the Violet Fern. And Liz and Frank hadduit for the same purpose. But,
judging from the assortment of carvings scatterethe narrow shelves lining the walls,
Kyanith must have used it as a studio. | walkeeraear the rock fireplace, smoked

black from considerable use, and looked closely@rved bird. Kyanith was good, |
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marveled, as | took the lightweight piece in mydhand traced the delicate etchings that
defined the wings. Given time, she would be bettan Liz.

“She’s not here, Jackson.”

| looked up to the square opening in the ceiliogher where Susan stood. Her
slumped shoulders revealed disappointment and con¢eouldn’t see her face, but her
voice was thick with anxiety.

“She probably went for a walk,” | consoled, wataiSusan carefully pick her
way down the stairs. “After all, she left the lafmrning. She can't be very far away.”

Susan had reached the bottom stair now and thenykght illuminated
horizontal lines furrowed across her forehead. $hided. A thin, tight smile.

“Look around here on the main floor,” | suggestéderhaps she left a message.”

Susan nodded. Close enough now to read the defbat eyes, | felt a
momentary surge of compassion, knowing that, somedranother, Susan’s
relationship with Kyanith paralleled the one | hvaith Marvin.

“I don’t know what to do, now,” Susan whispereabKing helplessly around the
room. “She should have been here.”

My fingers ran over the grooves of the wooden.bidadvare of Susan’s misery, |
moved toward her. She stiffened and stepped back.

“Don’'t sympathize with me,” she warned. “Don’tiydare be sweet and
supportive.”

“Why not?”

“Because, | can't afford to relax and let dowrcah't be disappointed and cry.”

“Again, I'll ask you. Why?”

Susan shook her head and walked to the north windhen she pulled back the
muslin curtain, my unformed questions died in nmpé#.

“Oh, God,” | said.

“Because we don’t have that much time, Jackson.”

I nodded. It was back. From the vicinity of ¥ielet Fern, the blue light
pulsated with a ferocity greater than previousbr, was it simply closer, now?

“Susan, we need to talk.”
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“I know,” she said, dropping the corner of thetaur she’d been grasping. The

light colored fabric held the crinkly of her grasp).know, Jackson.”
-

“A hundred years ago, Kyanith would have beerechdl seer,” Susan began. “In
Puritan New England, she would have been brandetth. She would have been a
druid at Stonehenge.”

“What are you talking about? You're saying thgaKith has extrasensory
perception?”

“She is a sensitive,” Susan corrected.

“Sensitive, psychic, they’re all the same, asafai’'m concerned. | never
expected this from you, Susan. | thought you weoee levelheaded.”

“Thanks for the back-handed compliment, Jacksahwatever makes you think
that one can't be both psychic and levelheaded?”

“Have you met Moonshadow?”

“Don’t use her as a typical example.”

“I don’t know Kyanith. Moonshadow is the only pen | know who claims to be
a ... whatdid she call it,a ...”

“A channel,” Susan interrupted. “A modern dayenpiretation of the old process
known as mediumship.”

“I don’t think | want to know any more about trepect,” | said. “I just want to
know what’s going on with this mess at the Violetii.”

“Pull up a chair and sit down,” Susan said, eabimigbody into one of the large
chairs beside the fireplace. | followed her exargold dropped into the chair on the
other side, facing her. Something about the ptesmmversation reminded me of the
earlier nightmare down at the creek. | glanceklzd¢he north window; the muslin
curtain had muted the electric blue glow to a qadtel.

“What does it mean, Susan? Tell me about thht kg the Violet Fern.”

“Jackson, | don’t know everything. Probably naiah more than you do.
Kyanith is the key.”

“An emotionally unstable teenager.”

“Don’t judge, Jackson. Do you consider me unbega? Emotionally unstable?”
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“You know better than that.”

“What about Papa Gordon? Was he crazy?”

“I don’t know. | was not in contact with him ftie last few years. Before his
stroke, no.”

“l can guarantee you that the stroke didn’t afféstmental and emotional
functioning.”

“Susan, what point are you trying to make?”

“Just this, Jackson. Your Papa Gordon was psydH&was clairvoyant,
telepathic...”

“Telepathic?”

“He lost the use of his hands after his secorakstr How do you suppose he and
Kyanith communicated after that?”

“I didn’t know...”

“l forgot. We neglected to inform you of thatate.”

“Sarcasm does not become you, Susan...”

“Damn it, Jackson. You have two choices. You gatback to your posh
position in Hollywood...”

“Albuquerque, Susan. | put gasoline in cars andks.”

“Or,” she continued, ignoring my interruption, ‘yean stay here and help the
people who were, at one time, your family.”

“I'm here, aren’t 1?”

“Then | would suggest that when in Rome...”

“I get the point, Susan. I'll take your word thhis psychic nonsense is valid if
it'll help get things back to normal around here.”

Susan smiled sadly. She clasped her hands together lap.

“Jackson, did anything ever happen to you thatgamudn’t explain with logic?
That seemingly had no scientific validity? Someghout of the ordinary, with no
reasonable explanation?”

“Perhaps,” | said, thinking of the blue light, rafy conversation with

Moonshadow, even the strange dream.
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“I'll take that answer as affirmative,” Susan saldust humor me and pretend
that you accept. It's the only way | can expldia events at the Violet Fern.”

“I'll go along with anything, Susan. Just statking.”

“Something strange happened at the Violet Feong time ago.”

“Agreed.”

“You know about the three men who disappeareteatiine before your father
died?”

“I've heard something about it. They were prosimecfor gold, weren’t they?”

“Correct. A widow of one of the miners sold theperty to Gordon. She told
him that her husband had wanted to stop diggingutheel.”

“Did she say why?”

“Ghosts.”

“Ghosts? Come on, Susan!”

“That was her husband’s interpretation of the gsithey heard in the tunnel.”

Marvin had heard voices in the tunnel. | congdliny desire to tell Susan. At
this point, she didn’t need reinforcement for terdut speculations.

“Tell me about the voices,” | urged.

“According to the widow, the voices were youthfuld spoke in English.”

“Kids playing jokes?”

“These were men intent on getting rich, Jacksbimey were serious. Don’t you
think that they would have checked out that pobtiBf

“l suppose. What did the voices say?”

“The exact messages have been lost,” Susan ‘$id, they cried to be
released.”

| swallowed, in an attempt to dispel the pulsingny ears. Could it be?

“Susan, have you and Marvin Garland discusse@'this

“Marvin?” Susan asked, puzzled. “I don't thinkatiMarvin is any more eager to
discuss the supernatural than you are.”

“You would think that, wouldn’t you?”

“No one has any proof, but the three men wenhéonmiine one Monday and never

returned.”
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“They could have gone west to more fertile arehsyiggested. “California,
Nevada.”

“Anything is possible,” Susan agreed. “But yoathier’'s fate is almost certain.”

“Almost.”

“What about Liz and Jason?” she asked. “Thereseveral withesses.”

“A landslide,” | argued. “There was nothing supegtural about that!”

“Have you talked to Frank and Moonshadow? What\darvin tell you?”

“| talked to them. It seems that there was atatonfusion. Nobody is really
sure what actually happened.”

“What about Marvin?” Susan probed. “You wouldieeé something that Marvin
told you.”

“Okay, Susan, okay. Marvin thought he heard mabaling to him. But, you
have to agree that he was under a terrific amolusttress and pressure.”

“Jackson, there’s something in that tunnel thattbabe released.”

“Are you crazy?”

“Perhaps | am.”

“There’s nothing in that mine! Rocks! Just rd¢ks

Susan bowed her head. She squeezed her hantstogere tightly. | saw her
cast a sideways glance at the north window.

“What do you think is in the tunnel, Susan? A$i¢drom a flying saucer?”

Her head snapped upright and her eyes burnednim®. She swallowed before
she spoke.

“You know, Jackson! You knew all along, didn’ty®’

“Dear God, Susan. | was kidding you!”

“We don't have time to tease.”

“Do you expect me to believe that there are lpg®ple from outer space trapped
in that tunnel?”

She continued to stare at me. Still, she saidingt

“This is a joke, Susan. Am | right? You've alapned this together to get even

with me. Correct?”
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Susan stood up and arched her back. She griggrddver lip between her teeth
and walked over to the window. With a sharp ting gulled the curtain rod from the
facing and dropped the muslin and brass to the.floo

“Look atthat, Jackson!” she cried, a tinge of hysteria colotieg anger. “Do
you honestly believe that we created that hortihle volcano?”

“Calm down, Susan. Remember, this is all new ¢o it's as easy for me to
accept the proposition that you created the blylg ks it is to believe that there are little
space creatures inhabiting the tunnel at the Viedeh.”

“It's not space creatures,” Susan defended. “Heush Kyanith were here to
explain to you.”

“If not space creatures,” | asked, “thahat? Whats in the Violet Fern that
needs to be released? We'll go and let it outpalgh | don’'t know how we can expect
to succeed when everyone else has failed. It seems that whatever is in the Violet
Fern wants to be left alone.”

“It's information, Jackson. Information storeckth thousands of years ago. It's
only now that the time is right to retrieve it.”

“Now, you're talking like Moonshadow. She actydbelieves that she has been
directed by some supernormal beings to recoveaiceehcoded crystals.”

“I agree with her,” Susan said calmly. She saklzbown in the chair across from
me. “Call me unbalanced, unstable, insane. Bak all the proof | need.”

“Why haven’t you done something about it?”

“Because ktan'tl”

“Well, who car?”

“Haven’t you stopped to think why you chose tliset to come home? After
staying away from Arkansas for all of those yeattsy did you decide to come back
now?”

“I have an assignment,” | said. “l can make aolotnoney if | do that piece on
Jace Wright.”

“And you expect me to believe that this is thetfprofitable assignment you've
been offered in the last fifteen years? Give neglitifor some intelligence. And, some

discretion. | know what a good writer you are. u¥ean write anywhere.”
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“I can promise you that | didn’t accept that assignt in order to come back here
and open up that godforsaken tunnel!”

“Not consciously, I'm sure,” Susan agreed. “But,some level, you must have
known that things here were coming to a head.”

“l refuse to accept that.”

Susan shrugged.

“Okay,” | relented. “I don't believe it but, assing it is so, what am | supposed
to do? I've already told you that I'll try anytlgH

She looked at me and shook her head in a combmatidisbelief and
amazement. A strange sound issued from her mouth.

“You can’t do it alone, Jackson.”

“You can help me.”

“No, | can’t. It requires two people whose condmrpowers are exactly right,
perfectly accurate. Otherwise, it will be a faglulike with Liz and Jason.”

“Whq then?” | demanded. “With whom am | supposed dokwto complete this
task?”

“Steve,” Susan whispered.

“Wha?”

“My brother, Steve Benson.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“This time, Susan, yohaveto be kidding.”

“No, I'm not.”

“Your brother and | working together amy kind of project? We can’'t even get
angrytogether!”

“Then you'd better learn quickly to cooperate,’s&n said solemnly. She stood
up. “I'm going to try and find Kyanith. Want tome?”

“No. I'll stay here.”

“Suit yourself.”

| watched her walk out the door and into the eleluesparked darkness. | felt the
anger first, with the shaking of my hands. Leauimg comfortable chair, | walked over
to the curtainless window. The light vibrated wath almost wavelike pulsation. | felt
that, if | looked at it from the correct angle,dutd see it moving toward me in uniform
ripples, like the ones created by tossing a stottea pool. | had written of this feeling
once and | had called my theme ‘Man Against Natulrethat story, man had won. |
searched within my soul for the optimism my herd Baown. | didn’t possess it. The
feeling of anger faded to one of helplessness.

If I stay around here much longer, | chastisedetiy$ll end up just as loony as

they are. Marvin and Susan were neurotic, Fraukfliygped, and Moonshadow had
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surely fried her brain years earlier with drugstifled an ironic giggle when | realized
that, out of the whole group other than myselfy8tBenson appeared to be the only sane
person.

“Damn,” | said aloud. “I could use a cigarette.”

My words echoed in the near empty room. | pattgdshirt pocket before |
remembered that | had stopped smoking a year bigoked at the two oak cabinets
tacked above the makeshift counter. Frank andh&adzstayed here for several weeks and
Frank must have left some cigarettes.

A cursory glance revealed a red tin of Prince Allaad some thin, white
rectangular papers. Did | want a cigarette thdtyya | did. Picking up the can, | shook
it and listened to the rattly slosh that indicasedhe contents. | grabbed the papers and
moved to the pine table on which the lamp sat.

After | had rolled the cigarette, drawing on juilermemories, | placed it in my
mouth, tasting the sharp tang of raw tobacco agaigdongue. This is real, | told
myself, and | walked over to the counter and opendchwer, looking for a match. In
this primitive cabin, matches were a necessityh botight the lamp and to build a fire.
However, there were no matches in either of thehkih drawers.

| stared at the kerosene lamp. Through the statess, | observed that the fuel
was running low. | sighed. Even this cozy ari#fidight would be gone before
daybreak. | gingerly lifted the globe off and ledrdown, allowing the fire that curled up
from the coarse wick to singe the tip of my cigaretinhaling deeply, I replaced the
globe on the lamp and looked at the north wind@e blue light was gohe

Hurrying over, | peered out, sure that my mindypthtricks on me. No, my first
perception had been correct. As quickly as itd&yaokeared, the haunting light had taken
leave. | rushed out on the porch. The night wasnal. Except for the silence.

| hadn’t observed the silence earlier, but noemhembered. All the way up the
trail to the cabin from the jeep, there had beesmnds other that those made by Susan
and me. No frogs croaked, no whippoorwills sammgowls hooted, no small animals
rattled the underbrush as they scurried out ofpatins. Those were familiar sounds
expected in a summertime Arkansas night. And tanitpey were absent from this

vicinity.
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| walked over to the edge of the porch and stegles¢h to the first step. | knew
that | should go and look for Susan, but my bodsnsed drained of energy, lethargic. |
dropped to the edge of the porch and sat there)dérs hunched and arms folded over
my upraised knees. The cigarette in my right haaitbd a pungent aroma past my
nostrils. | took a final drag and tossed it to llagren earth at the foot of the steps. In the
silent darkness, | watched the smoldering buttfiary red and then ashy pink.

If I can remember my first thought, | told myseifatching the glare of red
slowly shrink to a pinpoint of light, then | cantl@nk my life and see the wrong turns |
made, the detours taken when none were needed. cBuldn’'t go back. Something
blocked those memories from my recall. Struggleraght, | could remember nothing
before the night that Papa Gordon came to tell Mabwut my father.

Even though everything up to that point remainkedilo for me, that night had
vividly impressed itself in my memory. | had toveabeen three or four years old and,
because Frank and | had been fussing, Mama hadasegpas. Having put Frank to bed
in our room at the back of the cottage, she hadnedo the large bedroom and tucked
me into the wide bed that she and Daddy shared.

| could still remember the feathery feel of thewdocomforter and mattress, the
flowery fragrance of Mama, and the slightly oilyovdeft behind by Daddy. A
Mentholatum jar between the window and the sithatd an intermittent breeze to slip
through and splash my face.

| could even recall fragments of the dream froniclwh was awakened. In that
dream, | was a graceful bird soaring high abovers\and mountains. In another part of
the same dream, | was trapped in a large cylindcmatainer with round windows. |
could look out and see people. | knew these paogdeled something that | had. | tried
to shove it at them through the window, but theyldo't see it.

Papa Gordon’s gruff voice had awakened me. Raisiyn head slightly from the
pillow, | had seen him standing in our yard. Soneelse had been standing very close
to him. It was Mama and she was crying. And Rapedon had his arms around her.
Although they talked in low tones, | could retrigyieces of the conversation. Papa

Gordon was telling Mama that Daddy was dead.
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My child’s mind had understood the implicationslwdit statement and | could, to
this day, remember the feel of the hot, liquid $aediat had squeezed out of my eyes and
seeped onto Mama'’s pillow. | could remember tmgkihat now Papa Gordon would be
my daddy. And | had felt better.

Then they had walked up to the porch and sat dovime swing at the opposite
end of the house from Mama’s bedroom. The breadechrried their melodious voices
directly to me.

“What happens now?” Mama had asked Papa Gordanied every way | could
to keep him around until Jackson was old enough.”

“I know how hard you tried,” he said softly. ‘#lver anyone has given their all, it
has been you.”

“We could have had those years, Gordon.” Mamaisevsounded angry.

“And, in another reality, we do, Sarah. You dre bne who reminded me of the
fact that this existence is not all that is.”

“Why, then, couldn’t I have let thmefrom another reality make that decision?
Thenthat me would be suffering now, insteadtbfs me.”

There had been a long silence, broken only bycaasoonal sniffle from Mama.
The conversation had begun to bore me and my eyletid weighed tons when Papa
Gordon had finally spoken.

“In another reality, my loveahisreality is only probable.”

Papa Gordon had moved Mama, Frank and me intbigheouse with Mama
Kate, Liz and himself. Liz, at six months, hadheegreat little toy for me and | had
amused myself for hours, playing with her. Andnthiglama had died.

Shortly after that, Frank and | began school. ,Anduch a short time it was
over, those schooldays. Frank went to Viethamlameht to the University of Missouri
to study journalism. After winning a literary awlaaind graduatingragna cum laudd
accepted what seemed to be the most prestigiouiaradive of my many job offers.

Within a year, | had sickened of that position ethiin truth, had been that of a
ghostwriter for a noted screenwriter. | began wamka novel started in high school and,
shortly thereafter, completadindication The novel brought me much acclaim and
many awards, but little money. My dream to ledwedagency was smashed. At that
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point, | couldn’t afford the luxury of unemploymenind, certainly the salary was
necessary when | met and married Chris. A tadgant, high fashion model, she was
accustomed to the best and succeeded in gettiraitme.

| was “in love” for approximately eight months.uBit was six years before |
grew so unenamored of both marriage and agencigtass a divorce. Chris was
magnanimous. The only things she wanted from ¢tiéesnent were the house, the sports
car and the rights to my novel.

Only after | had breathed a sigh of relief andheijthe agreement did | discover
the reason behind her equanimity. Chris had ajréad a deal in the making in which
Vindicationwould become a movie. | allowed my bitternespdson my whole outlook
on life. | lost touch with the people in BetheuB]| the ones who cared for me when |
was simply Jackson Cody, without letters, titleswards after my name.

At one point in my wanderings, | had decided drainymity was the key. After
all, I convinced myself, the only time that peopsa unselfishly loved me was before |
had become famous. That was when | had begunekydroblivion, going from
Hollywood to Las Vegas, to Denver and finally, Atluerque. And to the anonymity of
operating gas pumps.

Finally, the circle had been completed. | hadmetd to Bethel Bluff, to those
beloved people, and it was all wrong. They wouldkt' me forget that | had succeeded.

And now, they asked me to accomplish the impossible
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I’m not sure what roused me from my reverie buitha same time that | heard
Susan'’s voice crying for help, | felt the tremdrhinking that the cabin was collapsing, |
sprang to the ground. The shaking continued. Nkmew it to be a phenomenon | had
felt before, an earthquake.

“Susan!” | yelled. “Where are you?”

“Follow the trail'” Her voice sounded weak andsnauffled by the roar beneath
my feet.

“I'm coming,” | shouted, starting blindly towarti¢ area from which Susan’s cry
had come. | had raced the length of a footbdll fiefore | realized that | had no idea as
to where | was going. | stopped.

“Susan?”

“Over here, to your left. Be careful. There'ledge of rocks. I'd shine the flash,
but the battery is gone.”

| followed her voice. Although they were shortiahoppy, she had spoken
several sentences. Perhaps she was not hurt badly.

“Damn,” | grunted, feeling my toe numb as | stutblite “I found the ledge of
rocks.”

“Easy now, Jackson.” Susan’s voice was close ritian’t step on her.”
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“Don’t step onher?”

“It's Kyanith. I've found her and we have to dedr back to the cabin.”

“Where are you?” | asked, flinging my arms outdrefme and making a wide
sweep. On the second try, | encountered warm Heshsoft hair.

“You've found me, Jackson. Kyanith is right hé&ehind me, on the ground. |
couldn't lift her to carry her back.”

In the darkness, | felt Susan slide down besidasnieknelt on the rocky ground,
feeling for the girl.

“Is she hurt badly?” | asked.

“l don’t think so.”

Then my right hand touched the bare flesh of a legipped my fingers around
the ankle, searching for a pulse. | had neveffl&sh this cold.

“Susan...” | began, helplessly searching for thétrigords.

“Be gentle, Jackson. 1 think this has been prettygh on her.”

“Susan, how strong are you?”

“I can't carry Kyanith, if that's what you're gatg at.”

“No, | don’t want you to carry her.”

“Then,what?”

How could I tell her? How could | soften the bw

“Susan,” | hesitated for a moment. “Kyanith i@d€

“No!” she cried. | felt her stiffen. Her sob me@ased to a scream that threatened
to pierce my eardrums.

“Calm down,” | cried. “That won't help!”

“She can’t be dead!”

“She’s cold as a fish, Susan. And there’s notbheat.”

“No,” Susan said.

“Yes, Susan. We’ll come down in the morning aadg up her body.”

“No! No! No, Jackson! Listen to me! Kyanithiisa trance. She’s not dead.
When she’s in a trance, she slows her heartbeat. j)6t didn’t try hard enough. She’s
in a trance, Jackson. A trance!”
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Hoping to avoid a hysterical attack from Susasedided to go along with her.
After all, I'd been partner to crazier schemes tbarmying a dead girl up a mountain in
the dark of night.

—

After Susan’s scream, it took me, at the mostntérutes to go down the
mountain. Climbing back uphill with a hundred pderof dead weight in my arms
occupied the greater portion of an hour. By theetthat the dim glow of the cabin
window came into view, my arms had gone to sleapray legs had cannonballs tied to
them. Susan ran ahead of me to hold the door open.

“There’s a sleeping bag over by the fireplaceg shid. “Hold her a little longer
while 1 roll it out on the floor.”

| looked down at the body | carried. Not whaatrexpected. Kyanith was tall
and slender. A woman, rather than a child, thegbagnims and man’s shirt did little to
disguise wide hips and full breasts. Long, wavalggstnut-colored hair framed a pale
face that was a mirror of my own at fifteen. Them spun about. How could Liz’s
daughter possibly look so much like me? | felirtp knees, holding Kyanith tightly in
my arms.

“Susan,” | cried. “l don’t understand how...”

“You really didn’t know, did you?”

| looked up at Susan. She stood above me likeesoranging angel, grim face
contorted with an emotion akin to satisfaction.r Hands, knotted into fists, hung limply
by her sides. Circular patches of red heightemeadheekbones.

“I don’t know what to make of this,” | said. “lewer touched Liz in any sexual
way. She was sisterto me. How could this haveppene@”

Susan’s large green eyes captured mine. | watitteed widen and then narrow
into tiny slits as she assessed my face, seekimg smswer.

“Susan,” | begged, cuddling Kyanith closer to nmest. “Tell me. Please tell
me.”

At that moment, | felt a flutter of movement frahe child in my arms. |

loosened my grasp and watched her eyelids flickeénat seemed like a thousand years
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passed before she opened her eyes and stared &mazement kindled with joy
colored her face.

“I knew you would come,” she whispered weakly.ju$t knew it.”

With that, her head fell back on the cushion ofany and she closed her green
eyes. | knew only one person with eyes like thtcusingly, | looked up at Susan.

“Why didn’t you let me know?”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Why, Susan?”

Ignoring me, she stooped and began pulling astifiegs on the canvas bedroll. |
looked down at Kyanith. Color had returned to @rcelain-like cheeks and her
breathing, still slow, was even.

“Put her on the bag,” Susan ordered. “I'll gotaghe loft and bring down a
pillow and covers. She needs to be kept warm.”

| stood up as Susan headed toward the stairsbdigen in my arms no longer
felt heavy. My daughter, | marveled. | could hinedd her feathery weight in my arms
fifteen years ago. And all of the years in betwe8tories Marvin had told me about
Kyanith’s isolated, deprived childhood flooded owee and | felt anger and resentment.
They had conspired against me, all of them. La &nsan. Even Papa Gordon.

The warm, yellow light in the cabin surged to eybter, more powerful, almost
white color. Simultaneous thoughts that Susanduat®d more kerosene to the lamp and
that perhaps this was the last dying light befboeeftiel burned out completely crossed
my mind. | turned toward the table, but it was glon

In its place stood a highly polished and warméjrstd bar with four leather-
seated stools. My eyes flickered around the rdatitely searching for the kerosene

lamp. The room was different and yet it was theesalnstead of two chairs, one on
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each side of the fireplace, a curving sofa-likedtre circled the hearth. A braided rug,
oval and basically brown, covered the varnishedrftm which | knelt. The kitchen
counter, finished in the same stain as the bar, smwted shining steel — or, was it
plastic? — fixtures. Two metallic appliances, binto the wall near the counter, shone
with such high polish that | raised a hand to shray eyes.

Then | remembered the child in my arms. The babwgy head, sprinkled with
fine tufts of red hair, rested in the crook of nght arm. Tiny hands and feet flailed the
air, kicking and pulling at the white crochetedridat wrapped around its frail body.

“What the hell?” | said aloud.

The baby looked up at me and gurgled, showing #im@ink gums. Its eyes,
Susan’s eyes, stared back at me.

“Susan!” | yelled, rising to my feet. “Damn...”

My voice trailed off into a whisper as | staredla vision on the stairs. She had
changed her clothes and done something differahthvar hair, but | knew her. The
white silk jumpsuit hugged her body with figuretfexing knowledge and her long red
hair, brushed to a burnished glow, made a halorarter head. She stepped down
another step.

“I'm so glad you're back, Jackson,” she said. ate@hed her moist red lips spread
across even, white teeth. “When you found out almibaby, | knew you would
return.”

“Susan, this is insane! Something’s wrong. Wiikdethis baby come from? |
had Kyanith in my arms. She disappeared and ketas baby!”

Susan stood so close to me now that | could simelbowdery fragrance of her
body, the breath of fresh air wafted by her hair.

“Here,” she said, reaching underneath the babsasitand lower body. “I'll take
her.”

| felt the slight weight lift off my arms as Suseok the baby and held it close,
cooing, her breath rippling the thin red curls ba baby’s head. The baby reached up a
minute hand, grabbing for one of the gold earridgsgling from Susan’s ear. Susan

leaned her head away and laughed.
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“No, darling,” she chastised gently. “Mustn’t pMommy’s earring. Mommy
needs to look nice for Daddy. She hasn’t seenfbim long time.”

With something akin to psychological paralysigidtched the interplay. Was this
a dream? It had to be. Susan, wearing the fatdadhy of a coed, looked twenty years
younger than she had earlier tonight. And the babere had it come from?

“Come over here and sit down,” Susan said.

She led the way to the curving sofa. Dumbly lliofwed, slowing only when |
looked down at my own body, thirty pounds lightedalothed in a blue air force
officer’s uniform.

“How did you find out?” Susan asked. “Did Liz w&ito you? | asked her not to
do that.”

“Why?” | croaked.

“Pride, | suppose,” she said, resting the babgsscher lap and straightening the
delicate coverlet. “Come on. Sit down.”

I moved around the back of the sofa and easedady 8own on the far edge,
nearest the fireplace, in order to look directhsasan. She smiled.

“I wanted to think that that night in Aspen wasragportant to you as it was to
me,” she said.

“Aspen,” | repeated.

“Well, Jackson,” she giggled, looking directlyrag, green eyes sparkling.
“Surely you must realize that you made love torgiui”

| remembered well. My sister’s best friend. Arithd suffered countless
moments of guilt since. But that was sixteen yagas What did it have to do with this
present lunatic situation?

“I named her Kyanith,” Susan said, long fingerBadgely caressing the baby’s
head. “It was Papa Gordon’s idea.”

“Papa Gordon?”

“Have you seen him yet? Of course, you must haf@u knew how to
pronounce the baby’s name. Papa was up hererdatieafternoon. Wasn't it so kind

of him to give me this cabin and help me remod&l it
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I nodded. Either Susan was crazy or | was. bhdg speculate that we both
were.

“Are you going to stay?” she asked. Her eyes Heldy disguised hope
combined with apprehension.

“Naturally,” | said. Even in a dream, | couldhtirt Susan, the one woman I'd
ever really loved.

Her eyes grew liquid and she again leaned ovebabg, placing an index finger
in the tiny palm. The baby squeezed her fingétsitiny fist and gurgled again. A surge
of emotion | couldn’t define rushed through my bodyve, the desire to cherish and
protect, the urge to be a permanent part of tlmslyecircle. | wanted to take Susan and
the baby in my arms and hold them so tightly thateach became a part of the other.

“You don't have to hold her, Jackson. Put hettansleeping bag. | have the
covers now.”

Dazed, | turned to the staircase. Susan stood,tk#ll clothed in denim, red hair
cropped in a mannish-short utilitarian cut. Shiel la@ armful of quilts. | became aware
of the weight in my arms. | looked down at a tegthKyanith and shook my head.

This whole thing is a dream, | thought, as | gel#tld Kyanith on the sleeping
bag and then squatted back on my haunches. Bet did it start, | asked myself as |
watched Susan pull the covers over Kyanith’s Bollly. Did it start with Liz's death?
With that stolen weekend in Aspen sixteen year®a@éhen | left Bethel Bluff for
college? Or, when | listened to Papa Gordon anchdtalk on the porch?

It could have begun, | mused, so long ago thahltaemember. If it did, |
thought, and all of this | seem to recall is a digthen what is myeal life like? If there
is a real life. The thought flashed across my mirad gerhaps | was simply someone
else’s dream.

“No!” | gasped.

“What's wrong?” Susan asked. Her startled movertedd me that | had spoken
aloud.

“Nothing,” | said, shaking my head and standing Ugvatched her pull Kyanith’s
sandal off and place it by the sleeping bag. “thisking.”
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“l understand,” she said softly, reaching forwaryduck the covers under
Kyanith’'s chin. When she spoke, her voice was hadff “It kind of makes you wonder
about what could have been.”

| wanted to kneel down beside Susan, to holddret,to tell her that | would
make things right. But, | criticized myself, howrcyou promise her that? You don’t
knowhow to make things right. You never did.

“I'm sorry, Susan. | know it sounds feeble, there are no words to describe just
how contrite | am.”

Susan stood up slowly. She brushed her handseathighs of her blue jeans and
shook her bangs away from her eyes. She helctdexifinger to her tight lips and
tiptoed toward the table. Pulling out a chair, saedown and | scooted into the chair
opposite her.

“I've practiced the same apology,” she beganvéeithought of thousands of ways
to tell Kyanith the same thing.”

“She doesn’t know?”

Susan shook her head. She placed her elbowsdaltite, clasped her hands
together and rested her chin on her tightly foltiegers.

“Why?” | demanded. “Why did you give her up?”

| watched her eyes fill. Her mouth tightened artatight pink patch developed
high on each cheek.

“Do you think it was easy? Do you think it wastu Or simple?”

“l didn’t mean to sound critical...”

“Then tell me what you meant, Jackson. Tell mawyou would have done!”

“First of all, | would have contacted the babyashfer. Didn’t | have some
rights?”

Susan’s glare fell to the table. | watched twender lines dampen her pale
cheeks. When she raised her head, her eyes helpmhanger.

“I wanted to be important to you, Jackson. Asam@nt as that job in
Hollywood. As important as Chris Vining!”

“But youwere You were always the only woman in my life. Sutéris
infatuated me, but it waswaysyou that I loved.”
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“Why didn’t you tell me, Jackson? Why didn’t yowake an effort to get in touch
with me? After...”

“After that weekend in Aspen? Susan, | wrote gdatter. | told you about my
plans.”

“I never received it. And I’'m not sure that | lssfe you.”

“Have | ever lied to you, Susan?”

“Just by omission.”

“Wait a minute...”

“What about Chris Vining? Two months after Aspgoy made the front page of
theBethel Bluff Herald There was a fantastic picture of Chris Vininiinging to your
arm as you gazed adoringly at her.”

“That was a publicity shot, Susan. At that tirslee didn’t mean anything to me.”

“You married her.”

“Almost two years later,” | defended. “Not unitivas sure of your rejection.”

Susan placed her hands on either side of the géesss of the kerosene lamp. She
pushed it off to the left and stood up.

“We need more fuel in this lamp,” she said. ‘ihththere’s a can out beside the
back door. Why don’t you go and see? [I'll lightandle.”

The next busy minutes served to relieve someeteéhsion between Susan and
me. Only when we sat down did | begin my defense.

“Susan, | wrote a letter. No, don'’t try to stop.nl mailed it. In that letter, | told
you how much you meant to me and how | looked fodwa a future with you. | told
you about the necessity for doing a publicity caigpdor Vindicationand the time
involved. IfVindicationwere to be a success, as the editors anticipateal)ld be free
of the agency and could live wherever | pleased.”

| paused for breath. Susan stared at me.

“l asked you to marry me, Susan. That June, llavbave been free. | asked you
to call me or write me with your answer. If | read no answer, | would consider it a
rejection of my proposal.”

“l still don’t believe you,” she said. “Either zior | checked the post office every

day that spring. There was no letter from you.”
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“I don’t know how to convince you...”

“You can't.”

“When | didn’t hear from you,” | said. “I triedatling. You had no phone at
school, so | tried your home phone here at Beth#f BThe first two times, Steve
answered and warned me away from you. Much |lateed and | talked to your mother.
She told me you had joined the Peace Corps. Simexbsurprised when | asked if you
had left a message for me.”

“Why didn’t you come back here?” Susan asked. u"¢ould have flown. Or
driven. If | had been that important to you, ies® that you could have done more than
write a letter and make a few piddling phone calls!

“Susan, did you ever stop and think that perhapad as afraid of rejection as
you?”

“No,” she answered abruptly. “You were successauhous. You were rich and
handsome. | was a little nothing schoolgirl fromed-necked background.”

“Oh, no,” | laughed, leaning back in my chair. di\at all. Remember all of those
guys at the lodge | had to fight off when | lefiuyalone by the fireplace? Remember
how heads turned when we walked into a room? Tivese male heads, not female.
Those men had no desire to look at me.”

“It could be,” she said hesitantly, the hint cdraile warming her face. “l was
kind of cute, but I was no high fashion model.”

“No,” | said. “You had too many curves. Too muntelligence. Too much
personality. Susan, how could you have kept fromvking how crazy | was about you?”

“I thought so,” she said. “For a little while.uBl didn’t hear from you. And then
| discovered | was pregnant. And, about the same, the rumors started that you and
Chris Vining had something going.”

“You didn’t give me credit for any depth, did ydu?

“There was nothing to prove otherwise. | had ammunication from you. And
then, when Liz called you...”

“Hold on,” | interrupted. Whendid Liz make the call?”

“She called you the weekend after graduation,’aBusid. “Somewhere near the
end of May.”
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“She didn’t talk to me.”

“Yes, she did,” Susan argued. “We were togetindPapa Gordon’s study. If
was after Mama Kate died and Liz had already beemehfor a month. | broke down
and told her | was going to have your baby. Raykay, she took matters in her hands
and called you. | was there, Jackson! | heartf her

“You may have hearber,” | said quietly. “But she wasn't talking tne”

Silence pulsated through the room. Kyanith’s bofiathing was the only sound.
| cleared my throat.

“l doubt that she was talking to anyone, Susan.”

“You think she faked the call? Why would she Hat? Liz loved both of us!”

“Remember the personality fragmentation you tollabout? The Liz that was
Andy, the Liz that was Liz, and the Liz that was8€”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t you tell me that this occurred near theé of Mama Kate’s death?”

“Right after,” Susan said.

“Correct me if 'm wrong. The loving, compassitagart that cared for you and
me was Betsy. And the responsible part that whaick felt the need to determine the
baby’s destiny was Liz.”

“And it was Liz who made the phone call,” Susanspkred. “It was Liz who
made all of the plans to hide me at Gordon’s Glanen was pregnant. She knew that
Steve would have killed me if he had discoveredthin.” Her voice trailed off and |
had to strain to catch the next words. “It waswimo helped me get into the Peace
Corps.”

“You'll have to admit it now, Susan.” | said. ‘Zwas crazy.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The speculations could have gone on for houre #setreasons for Liz's
eccentric behavior but, with the completion of ragtisentence, | felt the chair | was
sitting on vibrate. | watched the kerosene inlémep roll from one side to another. As
soon as | grabbed the lamp in my hand, the shatopped.

“They’ve been happening more often in the laspt®wf days,” Susan said.

“Earthquakes? In Arkansas?”

“You've forgotten your geography. The New Madearthquakes in northeastern
Arkansas last century changed the course of theissippi River. We're sitting on top
of one of the most potentially devastating faules in the world.”

“Now that you've mentioned it,” | said, easing thenp back to the table’s
surface, “I do recall studying something abounithe sixth grade.”

“Good,” Susan said, a smile illuminating her face.

“How long have the tremors been going on? | dogrihember anything like this
when | was growing up.”

“Just the last few months,” Susan said. “I'm siln&’s the reason the state
geologists are checking the mining claims arourré.héthink they feel that the miners
are contributing to the instability by using exples.”

“Could an earthquake have caused the landslitteedfiolet Fern?”
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“That’s a very plausible explanation,” Susan séfdhe tilted her head. “Did you
hear that?”

“What?”

“That sound. I’'m almost positive that | heardogas.”

Voices? | could do without any more voices.

“It's Frank!” she cried, jumping up from the talded rushing to open the door.
“Frank and Moonshadow!”

I'd never been more glad to hear my brother’s @diwan | was at that moment. |
followed Susan to the door and looked at the twapfeestanding by the porch steps,
breathing heavily. Frank’s left arm was drapediatbMoonshadow’s slender shoulders
and her right arm was around his waist.

“Last time | made this trek after dark,” he saftihad both legs. It was hard,
even then.” He patted Moonshadow’s shoulder. sTittie lady has a lot of guts.”

“Thanks, Frank,” Moonshadow said, sliding out frander his arm.

“And you're strong, too,” he laughed. “Here, Jaak. You give me a hand up
the steps.”

By the time | had Frank through the doorway, Md@aow and Susan already
knelt on the floor by the sleeping girl. They cersed in low tones. | eased Frank into
one of the big chairs by the fireplace and turrmedatch them. Moonshadow had both
of Kyanith’s hands clasped between her own.

“She’s been under too long,” | heard her whispe8tisan. “Was she this way
when you found her?”

“No,” Susan answered. “Much deeper. Her pulsewas almost imperceptible.
Jackson thought she was dead.”

“She did it by herself,” Moonshadow said, astomsht evident in her voice. “I
didn’t think she was ready.”

“All of the other processes have speeded up,”is8aa. “I suppose we have to
assume that her development did, also.”

“What are you two talking about?” | asked, sittohgwn in the chair nearest them.
“What kind of development?”

“He doesn’'t know?” Moonshadow asked Susan.
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“I haven't had the opportunity to tell him.”

Moonshadow looked at me. She lifted her eyebrows.

“I hope that whatever you did was more fun thdking.”

“We talked,” Susan said, blushing. “We just didiet that far. What are we
going to do about Kyanith?”

Moonshadow shrugged off her backpack and begamagimg through it. From
one pocket, she removed several clear quartz ¢syskaom another, she removed some
pink, shrimp-colored stones.

“What are those?” | asked, pointing to the pirdnsts.

“Those are pink phantom crystals,” she said, mgparound Kyanith’s still body,
laying first a clear crystal and then a pink ondtmnfloor beside the teenager. “They’re
starseed crystals.”

My forehead must have worn a banner with the vigmdrantprinted on it.
Moonshadow looked at me with surprise.

“You don’t know?” she exclaimed. Then she turned to Susan. ‘flnkgey and
your cretin brother are supposed to save civilireti God help us!”

She rolled her eyes upward. | resisted a baseedesslap the daylights out of
this smug, arrogant, decaying hippie. Susan atayrassessed my thoughts.

“Frank, would you like some coffee?” she askesing to her feet. “Jackson, you
can walk with me down to the spring for water.”

“Sounds good,” Frank said. “I'd go, but...”

“That’s okay,” | said. “But I'd appreciate thedo of your flashlight.”

“Sure thing,” he said, dark eyes twinkling. “Y&oow where | dropped it out on
the porch?”

o—

“Thank you,” | said to Susan, as we began the aalkn the hill. “If I'd stayed

in that room much longer with that pompous bitéth Have knocked the shit out of her!”
“I know,” Susan giggled. “She does have the teogdo bring out the animal in
us.”

“Who does she think she is, anyway?”
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“The problem is that Moonshaddmowswho she is and feels a little self-
righteous.”

“And we don’t know whave are?”

“Not completely.”

“What do you mean bthat ambiguous statement?”

“Watch it, Jackson! You're going to walk rightféfie bluff if you're not
careful!”

| turned the flashlight to my right. A black chasevealed itself in the yellow
cone.

“Why didn’t you tell me that this was an obstacteirse? What is Moonshadow
doing to Kyanith?”

“It's one of her techniques to help Kyanith conaée$y out of the trance.

“Does it work?”

“If she thinks it will work, it will.”

“Come on, Susan. Are you saying that all we hawo is think something and it
happens?”

“I'll put it another way. Kyanith will come outfahat trance in a couple of
hours.”

“So whatever Moonshadow does is unnecessary.”

“We won’t know now, will we?” Susan laughed, slipg her arm around my
waist.

Halfway down the mountain, we realized that we fodotten a bucket. At that
point, we couldn’t have cared. Susan and | codldps a soft carpet sheltered by

underbrush and made carefree, youthful, nostatyie. |
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Susan is the strong one, | thought later, as wedded together on the lightly
cushioned rocky ground, languid with the afteraBesf passion. Maybe the people
around her, the so-called enlightened ones, hattarloverall perspective, but I'd put
my life in Susan’s hands any day, rather than Mbadsw’s. | felt my chest heave with
a silent snort and Susan raised her head.

“We ought to get back,” she said.

“What about the water?”

“Oh, there’s a well behind the cabin,” she sdid.has a hand pump.”

“And there’s always a bucket beside it.”

“Right,” she said, rolling over to her knees amdtipg the ground around her.
“Move your leg. You're on top of my jeans.”

| folded my hands behind my head and lay back¢ckmag her pull the
unflattering fabric over her clean-lined limbs. erhl sat up abruptly, the realization that
| couldseeSusan, even dimly, startling me to total awarenés$srned and looked over
the trees, toward the eastern horizon. Theranthigo-streaked black faded to gray. |
reached for my own clothing.

“What is it?” | yelled to Susan as | hunched nmgng up over my hips. “What is
it that Moonshadow expects you to have told me?”
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“Never mind,” Susan said, fastening the claspeiowebbed belt. “She’ll tell you
and you'll enjoy it more from her than from me. dshadow is quite theatrical.”

| already knew that. I'd experienced Moonshadawéesatrics and | didn’t care for
them. But, then, | didn’t anticipate liking anytlgi| was going to hear in the next few
hours.

“Race you up the hill,” Susan said, moving towtel trail.

“Forget it, lady. I'm over forty and I've just otpleted a vigorous exercise
session.”

Susan laughed.

“Okay, old timer,” she said, wrapping her arm anduny waist and matching her
step to mine. “You lead the way. At your own pace

The kerosene lamp was still burning in the cabiremwSusan and | reached the
hand pump. | watched Frank limp over and operbaned He rummaged around and
pulled out a light-colored rectangular container.

“The dirty rascal,” | said, watching him place asfethe cigarettes in his mouth.
“He had those hidden.”

“They weren’t hidden,” Susan said. She fittedetahbucket under the pump
spout and grabbed the metal pump handle. “I cbaic told you where they were.”

| listened to the intermittent slosh of water as&h filled the bucket. Inside the
cabin, Frank walked over to the counter, pickedun@luminum container and poured
brown liquid into a cup. Forgotten love for my tiver awakened within me. He had
known why Susan had made that flimsy excuse abeusjpring. He had come out here
after we left and pumped water for coffee. Menm®rieturned of scores of times he had
sensed my discomfort and made departure for me easy

“I don’t think we need any water,” | said to Suspainting to Frank’s silhouette
in the window. “He’s already made coffee.”

“And probably finished off the pot,” Susan laughé€ome on, let's go. You
can carry the bucket in and preserve some of yascoline ego.”

“I think that I've preserved enough,” | told hdrthrew my arm around her waist

and picked up the handle of the water pail withlefiyhand. “Do we have to go back
in?”
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“You know we do, Jackson. We've postponed theitable long enough.”

Frank was back in the chair by the fireplace aigning sleep, his head crooked
against the high back. Moonshadow was nowhere tebkn, but Kyanith had awakened
and sat, yoga-like, on the sleeping bag, a qualped over her shoulders. Her sleep-
drugged eyes glimmered recognition when | walkedugh the door.

“Jackson! | dreamt that you came back!”

When she made no move to rise, | put the watéiopaihe counter and walked
over to the makeshift pallet. Kyanith laborioustysed herself to her knees and held out
her arms to me. | knelt down and took her in mysar

“You've always been my hero,” she whispered, lreath warming my neck.

| held her at arm’s length and stared hungriisTmorning, she was a child.

Her long, russet hair tumbled around her shouldedsover her forehead. Baby fat still
clung to her cheeks, but | knew that, someday gtippeminent cheekbones would
highlight sparkling green eyes and break many aagauan’s heart. She smiled shyly
and | pulled her back against my chest.

“Coffee, anyone?” It was Susan’s voice. | reégbKyanith and stood up, turning
toward the wall to sweep away the moisture fromaters of my eyes.

“Come on,” Susan said. “There’s about a cupifethis pot. I'm going to make
some more if | can get this camp stove pumped up.”

“I'll help,” Frank said, opening his eyes and reiag for his crutch. “Don’t ask
Jackson. When we were kids, he broke a lantepubyping too hard.”

“Did he?” Kyanith asked, gleefully clapping hemlds together. “Really?”

“I sure did. Although I didn’t think Frank woulgémember.”

“Couldn’t forget,” Frank said. He had stumbledeoto the counter now and |
could hear the hollow metallging as he pushed the pump on the fuel tank in and out.
“As | remember, that was the night you found thakenin your sleeping bag.”

“Only it wasn’t a snake,” | said.

“Yeah, but you sure as heck killed it! That pfrag was flatter than a piece of

paper the next morning!”
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“Where’s Moonshadow?” | asked, dropping into thaic next to Kyanith. She
leaned her head against my knee and | patted ke Hehe turned and looked up at me.

“When | was a little girl, | wanted a daddy to that,” she said.

| jerked my hand away and dropped it on my thig¥hat had | been thinking? |
had no right.

“I still do,” she said, lifting my hand back toethop of her head.

“Moonshadow went up to the mine,” Frank said, Holgbback over to the chair
opposite mine. “She practices some sort of chgraimd howling every morning.”

“It's a meditation,” Kyanith defended. “She leadhit in an ashram in India.”

“Is that like a bordello?” Frank teased.

“Uncle Frank!”

“You would think she would be hesitant about gdinghe Violet Fern,” |
ventured. “There were two earth tremors earlier.”

“Oh, she knows that she is safe,” Kyanith saiditg to look up at me.

“Sheknow®” | questioned. “That’s kind of God-like, isnt®”

“Moonshadow isn’t hesitant about letting you knshe’s a goddess,” Frank
laughed.

“We're all gods and goddesses,” Kyanith said. €Bwne is. Moonshadow has
just forgotten the last step.”

“The last step?” Susan asked, pulling a chair an@y the table and dragging it
over next to Kyanith’s bedroll. She sat down. ‘&/does that mean, Kyanith?”

“Moonshadow says that there are seven steps tewvaiet) spiritual perfection,”
Kyanith explained. “The last step is the one shepls forgetting. It is made when the
individual takes no pride in achieving the first.5i

“You have her pegged pretty good,” Frank saidwduldn’t know anything
about it. I'm still on the bottom rung of the laad

“That’s not so, Uncle Frank. You’re highly advadc That's why you're here.
It's why we're all here.”

“That’s nice to know,” | said, half joking.

“You already knew.”

| glanced over Kyanith’'s head, at Susan. Shedifter eyebrows and smiled.
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“You refused to acknowledge it,” Kyanith continuetlhat’s why such drastic
measures were necessary to get you back here.”

“I'm not sure he’s ready, Kyanith.”

| looked toward the back door. Faintly silhoudtby the arriving dawn,
Moonshadow leaned against the facing. She stexnglitand walked regally toward us.

“My guides have told me that the polarities areemmugh to the extreme,” she
announced.

“Polarities?” | asked.

“Fellow Falcons, I'm afraid we’ve failed in our gsion. Another twenty-six
thousand years will pass before the conditionsagegn perfect. We have not only lost

the waiting members of our ordeve have doomed planet Eaith



120

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“Good God,” | croaked, looking first at Frank atfen at Susan. “Does she really
believethis?”

“And you, Jackson Cody,” Moonshadow shouted, pogna finger at me, “are a
major cause of this dilemma!”

| felt my muscles twitch. The only thing that kepe in my seat was the pressure
of Kyanith’s hand on my leg. | stared at Moonshagdattempting to assess her for what
she was. Knee-length, fringed moccasins covereéelbéand legs. Silver bracelets
encircled her arms. Gypsy earrings dangled fromehes and her fading blond hair
looked as if someone had taken a blowtorch téitall, slender woman, dressed in
outmoded, outdated long skirt and embroidered peddause, she managed, by her very
stance, to convey a message of authority.

Varying degrees of expectancy reflected from dach as | looked at Susan and
Frank, then at Kyanith. Theyantedme to listen to Moonshadow. | decided, at that
moment, to perform one completely unselfish aceldxed, leaned back in my chair, and
ignored the pointing finger that | so greatly dedito break.

“Take it easy, Moonshadow,” Kyanith spoke. “Renbemthat it's als@ur
responsibility. If one of our group is ignoranttbé plan, it is because we have failed in

our duties.”
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Moonshadow’s eyes widened and she dropped her Wfardlessly, she turned
and walked toward the kitchen. Her slumped shasltelied the angry set of jaw |
observed in profile.

“Will somebody tell me what's going on?” My wordshoed in the hollow
silence. “Isshethe only one who can tell me? The rest of yourseeknow. Why can’t
one of you enlighten me?”

“Moonshadow’s function is that of Record Keepéfyanith explained. “It was
for her to remind you of the reasons we came andwéhave gathered here at the
present.”

“So she’s the head honcho and we’re the peorsaid.

“If you wish to think of it that way,” Kyanith sdj smiling. “Actually, you will
discover that your duties are of extreme importarfsed, at that timeyoumay be head
honcho.”

| still had trouble with these advanced adult rages coming from the child-like
mouth of a teenager. | patted her head againngesbmewnhat foolish as | did so.

“Kyanith is right,” Moonshadow said, dragging tteamaining chair over to the
semi-circular seating arrangement we had formédhave a tendency to let my
impatience take control when | realize just hotlditime we have left.”

I made a silent vow that | would not interrupt Nisbadow again. But, at the
same time | promised myself that, as soon as sighéd, | would grab Susan and
Kyanith and leave this part of the country. | vadtor a normal life. | would even smile
with grace when a tourist cursed at me for leakjagoline on his car.

“According to linear time,” Moonshadow began,isifton the edge of the
wooden chair, “it began eons ago. On a planetidyiis star system, beyond any star
system in this universe, a highly developed cigtii@an dwelt. This civilization had
developed intellectually, emotionally, psycholodiigand spiritually to the degree that
they needed no physical bodies. Actions and dead®nly to be thought and they were
accomplished.”

| looked at Susan, remembering her earlier expi@amaf Moonshadow’s crystal
layout. It will if she thinks it will. Susan nodd her head slightly and smiled. | turned
back to Moonshadow.
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“Because the members of this civilization kneve thibility to create and manifest,
there was no conflict among the people. War wasra from millions of years
previous. Negative emotions were impossible bex#usse beings had so polarized
themselves to the positive that manifesting theosfip end of the spectrum had left their
memories.

“Because they concentrated only on the positigbdnshadow continued, “they
were able to consider the negative end of the emalispectrum only as a gap. Nothing.
A vacuum. Do you understand, Jackson?”

“Certainly, | understand theoncept’

“That is all you need to understand at the morment.

“Susan,” Frank interrupted. “The coffee’s perking

“Thanks,” Susan said, leaving her chair. “I'll god turn it down. Please
continue, Moonshadow.”

“This part may be a little more difficult to congtrend,” Moonshadow said,
looking at me.

“I'll try.”

“Although these beings had no need for physicdid®x) they did require a star
system, for lack of better words, on which to coricae their energies.”

“I can accept that,” | said, matching her stare.

“The star system in which they lived had been restéd and programmed to
destroy itself at a given point. These beingstodihd another star system.”

“Why didn’t they just create another one?” | imtgited. “If they possessed this
manifesting ability, or whatever you call it, dilety needed to do was think of another
one.”

“Precisely,” Moonshadow said. “They concentrateelr energies and manifested
another star system. A star system with nine ps&an@nly one of the planets, the third,
was capable of supporting the type of life theyhs to inhabit it.”

“Thissolar system? You're telling me that these gedtikeatures manifested
Earth?”

Moonshadow nodded.
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“And us? Do you expect me to believe that | exist onlgaause someortbought
of me?”

“Susan can explain that better than I,” Moonshadaid. “My duty is as Record
Keeper. Let me continue with my part.”

| nodded.

“Because the beings were no longer physical, gopulated the planet with
living creatures through whom they could gain elqreze and expand their
consciousness.”

“If they were so perfect,” | protested. “Why ditky need further development?”

“One is not perfect until one has learned all tegtMoonshadow said, turning
her stare to Susan who had walked back to thee¢icelrrying a tray with five steaming
mugs.

“l can use that,” Frank said, reaching for a mug.

Susan held the tray to me and | lifted a mug. rifiyetook a cup and
Moonshadow shook her head when Susan passedyhe frant of her. Susan held a
cup in her hand and set the tray down beside Fsdokt. He grinned at her.

“Continuing with the lesson,” Moonshadow gritteéfl.he highly advanced beings
populated the planet with living human beings wlevewcapable of the emotions that the
advanced beings remembered. Are you followingJaekson?”

“Sure,” | said. “They made all of these humamigsiperfect. They were only
good because the super beings didn’t remember bad.”

“Damn!” Moonshadow cried. “I knew he wasn't lisiag to me! Why does this
always happen tme?”

“Moonshadow!” It was Kyanith’s voice. “Right ngwou’re experiencing a very
earthly emotion called near-hysteria. This is aoks first exposure! Slow down and
tell him again.”

“Okay,” Moonshadow groaned. My right hand itchedoss the remainder of my
coffee at her. “Jackson, there aregomdsandbads only positive and negative ends of
the same spectrum. You havedtop this idea that positive is good and negative d’ba

“Consider it dropped.”
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“I told you that their concentration on the posstiend allowed them tiorgetthe
negative end. Through time, then, the negativeveaslperceived only asgap, or
vacuum Are you still with me?”

| nodded, feeling like the slow learner in a ctaesn. And | dearly detested my
teacher.

“They filled their creations with emotions,” Modmeadow continued. “The
emotions that thegemembered Do you understand, Jackson?”

“Yes!” | barked. “They filled them with positivemotions andjaps”

“You're right!” Moonshadow sounded pleased. “Bou know, don’t you, that
those gaps were not truly gaps.”

“They were negative emotions,” | said, actuallgliieg rather proud of myself.
And smug.

“Give that man a star!” Moonshadow said.

“You're being pompous again,” Kyanith said.

“I'm sorry. | just keep remembering the many tsr&ve tried to remind him.”

“What do you mean?” | asked. “This is the fiigte you've ever mentioned this
to me!”

“When | was your mother...”

“My mother! You want me to believe that you weng mother! Sarah Cody?
And you’ve come back in this body? Heaven helplli%

“Please, Jackson,” Susan coaxed. “You've gonegawith the rest of it. Try to
keep an open mind.”

Open mind or not, this had gone a little far. Vbey idea! | glared at
Moonshadow.

“Time passed,” Moonshadow continued, ignoring narey “The advanced
beings realized that their manifestations had eenlperfect. The new beings were
exhibiting emotions that the advanced beings hegbtten. Negative emotions.

“By the time they realized their mistakes,” shatowued, “it was too late. The
creations themselves had manifested other creankbeings. The polarity between

positive and negative became unbalanced, highlgefaus. The beings who had
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manifested the star system had not anticipategtigsibility. They had not considered
that the polarity could become so unbalanced aause the planet to tilt on its axis.”

“The earth is already tilted,” | argued.

“Thattilt was planned,” she said, acknowledging myestent. “The tilt about to
occur is not part of the master plan.”

“And you propose to do something that will postpamn negate the earth shift?”

“Not me, JacksonYou’

“Me? Why me?”

“There’s not much more,” Moonshadow said. “Jisgteh and then my duty will
have been performed.”

“I've already agreed to that.”

“When the advanced beings realized what was hapggetihey knew they had to
intervene. They couldn’t take away the negativeteons because they had created
them. They had to have a wayremindingthe new beings of their creators, of the
positive end of the spectrum that was inherentarhdiving creature.”

“Sort of like Christianity,” | said. “Or, for thanatter, any of the world’s
religions.”

“The world religions were a natural manifestatadrine seed thought placed by
these beings,” Moonshadow said. “Organized retighmwever, served to further
unbalance the polarities because it operated root the generation of positive, but from
the avoidance of negative action. Religion operfitem the root concept of fear.”

“Not all religions are based on that premise,” Kiyta volunteered.

“I'm just trying to condense this for Jackson’sbét,” Moonshadow defended.
“You're right, Kyanith. I'll try to be less gendrim my statements.”

Either way, | didn't see that it would make a hidlh lot of difference. | didn’t
see that this conversation had any purpose ortitirec

“The seed thought sent by the advanced beingsatasufficient,” Moonshadow
began. “So they met in council and decided thatatlirepresentatives were needed on
that planet. These representatives could remimdybef that star system, but they could
not initiate change.”

“They haven’'t done too well at reminding,” | queap



126

“You're only chastising yourself,” Moonshadow sait¥ou are one of those
chosen representatives. As am |. As is Kyanittank. Susan. And many more of your
acquaintances.”

“You've lost me. There have been many times thatuld have changed events
if | could have.”

“We manifested vehicles and physical bodies faselyes,” Moonshadow
continued, looking dreamily over my head. “Themr&seven starships. Ours was
called Falcon Command because our group of beimgsecto manifest the free-spirited
body of a bird. Because we had intimate knowleafgée first shift of the Earth on its
axis, we chose to come to an area that would besaidie when the time was right to
make our presence known.

“Because free will is inherent in the master plaa,were to give these earthly
beings every chance to themselves balance theitgolém a sense, we were to sit on the
sidelines and coach. But something happened. argeslse that was in our memories
and that we had forgotten.”

“What was that?”

“We forget that the first shift of the earth wowltfect our starship,” Moonshadow
answered. “Eleven of us had left the starshipcdReaissance, you might call it. We
were in the air and suffered only the results ofagpheric vibration. But, our starship
was buried under tons of rubble.”

“Couldn’t you have manifested the debris away?”

“You would think so, wouldn’t you?”

“So, you're telling me that the starship is burgdhe Violet Fern? And you
can't get it out because you've lost your powers?”

“Wehave, Jackson. After the Earth shifted, the sng were predominantly of
the positive end spectrum. We weren’t needed — Vbe starship crew simply reverted
to a dream state and the rest of us chose to experphysical life directly. Now, after
thousands of years, we know that it is time toaséeour fellow crew members so that
they can nudge the consciousness of the manyusilyitadvanced human beings who

are inhabiting the planet. Human beings who hawgnessed to the point that they may
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teach others of their kind. But, without Falcomm@oand help, these human beings will
not be able to fulfill their purposes.”
“Without us, the Falcon Command crew can’'t beasés?”

“Without you, Jackson. Without yoand Steve Benson!”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

The warm, humid air fanned my sweaty cheeks dtedlldamp hair off my neck.
| braced my feet between rocks as | climbed thepspath to the Violet Fern. Having
forced myself out of the cabin, | had fled into thesh air of reality. The thing
frightening me most was that Moonshadow’s insanaatague was starting to make
sense. Or, equally terrifying, perhaps it was peginning to sound familiar.

| could see the clearing up ahead, about fifty, felere the miners had always
parked their vehicles. Grasping a young pine trpalled myself up another couple of
feet. Early morning sunlight sprinkled through theest and touched me with splotches
of warmth. It would be a scorcher today, | thouygistl paused and wiped my forehead.

Why would she attempt making up such an unbelievstory? Power? Why
would those as intelligent as Frank, Susan, andilydelieve her? Why had | even
listened to her? A person must really want to thg)d thought, to participate in the
conversation I'd just left.

From halfway across the clearing, | saw the rdddiseaked white gash on the
mountainside. The actual pit surrounding the négvgf rubble which marked Liz’s and
Jason’s grave seemed smaller than | had rememberethe ghastly wound on the
mountainside, trailing down to a point where | k& tunnel to be, frightened me.

How much force it must have taken to pull that ¢uéom its ledge!
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| snorted as | remembered Moonshadow’s “manifestat’” According to henve
would have torn that quartz off with our thoughihe irony of the situation struck me
and | let the bitter laughter flow from my bodyheing back at me from the pit.

By the time the tears burned my eyes, | had drdppeny hands and knees on the
hard quartz ledge. The rock, already warmed pady bemperature by the summer sun,
scorched my palms. | relished the agony, wishargehough pain to drag me back to
reality. Then I felt hands on my shoulders. htd to look up at Susan. | scrambled to
my feet and faced her.

“l didn’t want you to see me like this.”

“I see you only for what you are, Jackson. A h#éalbeing with a formidable
task ahead of you.”

“Is thisreal?” | asked, taking her hand and leading her teettge of the clearing.
There, underneath the pines, someone had erebtach. We sat down.

“What isreality?” Susan answered my question with one of her disit what
we can see and touch? Is it what we can tastdl, $raar?”

“l suppose that’s what I've always considered.feal

“What about feelings? Like love, hate, joy, féar?

“They’re also a part of it.”

“So, reality includes some things other than thase sample with your five
senses?”

“l guess it does.”

“What about dreams?” she asked.

“When I go to sleep, | dream,” | said, searchiogthe correct words. “The fact
that | dream is real, but the events that happéherdream have no basis in reality.”

“Do you experience emotions in your dreams, JatRs0

“Well, yes. | suppose | feel all ranges of theodions.”

“Yet, you insist that something which is not reah instigate the same emotions
that your ‘awake’ reality does.”

“I'd never considered dreams in quite that waysald. “I've always made an
arbitrary separation between real life and dreaBwen’t ask me to explain. | just know.”

“And yet you're asking me to explain somethingtthienow.”
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“But you're the one attempting to converg” | protested. “I'm not trying to
change you.”

“You're almostright, Jackson. I’'m not trying to convert youmltrying to
remindyou.”

“Remind me of what?”

“Of who you really are.”

“I know who | am, Susan! At least, | knew who &svup to a point about two
days ago.”

“Go back to your dreams, Jackson. It's easiemerstand when you have some
comprehension of how your dreams work.”

“What do my dreams have to do with this?”

“Tell me some of them.”

“What do you mean?”

“You're a writer, Jackson. Give me the basic ptwtsome of your dreams.”

“Okay,” | said, stubbornly searching through mymmey for some of my most
obtuse dreams. “In one dream, I’'m walking alongath and some people ahead of me
are talking. | feel that | need to know what tlaeg saying. Suddenly, their voices are
very clear. | listen to them for a few minutes aviten | look down at my body, it is
covered with bark. 1 am a tree.”

“Another,” Susan demanded.

“I am riding in a car with a friend. He speaksne and | become aware that he is
a different friend and the car is an airplane.”

“That’'s good! Give me another one.”

Time for the big one, | thought, and looked atdwémly. If she thinks I’'m going
to tell her a dream that will, in any way, confiMMoonshadow’s theories, will she be
surprised!

“I'm watching a group of tiny sailors perform age play,” | said. “l turn to a
friend and comment about their skill. He agrees they are very good, considering that
they are an exotic breed of plant.”

| felt a smug expression fit itself on my faceus&n grinned broadly.
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“Fantastic! Now, in each of those dreams, youensaying the part of an
individual other than this one, the one you arétrigere. The one that you call Jackson
Cody.”

“Correct.”

“And, yet, when you tell the dream, you say, ddil saw,’ ‘I felt.”

“How else could | tell it? The dreams happeneoh&d

“To you, Jackson? Or, did they happen to the charactecyeated to experience
the dreams?”

“Now, you're playing with semantics,” | arguedM¥$ mind created the character.
But, hewasme.”

“How’s that, JacksonHow was he you?”

“He knew everything that | know. He had accessiyothoughts, my feelings, my
talents. He was me. What more can | say?”

“Did he realize that you had created him? Didkhew that he would not exist
after you awakened?”

“Of course, he didn’t. He had a life that coutnlygherever he wanted.”

“Yet, you tell me that he knew everything you knbw

“Damn it, Susan. | suppose the poor slob is gomgvith his life. | really don'’t
have a hell of a lot to do with it, now.”

“Go back to your first dream. When you discovelteat you were a tree, did you
run around screaming that you weren't a tree? Ybatcouldn’'tbea tree?”

“No, Susan, | just accepted it. It wadr@am”

“What about the friend in the car who became yetlaer friend in an airplane?”

“It was adream Susan.”

“Humor me just a while longer,” she said. “Thicérefully. Do your dream
characters know more than you do? Do you know rtiae they?”

“I told you before. They’re patterned after me.”

“Like the hero in your book?”

“In a sense.”

“Your hero couldn’t have taken the car engine apgou hadn’t known how?”

“I had to have an idea of the process. | coukkehaad about it.”
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“So your fictional characters have to rely upomiybackground for their actions
and behaviors.”

“Yeah, | think so.”

“And your fictional characters can’t do anythifat you can’t conceive.”

“Basically.”

“So your dream characters can’t do anything tloat gan’t conceive?”

“According to your line of reasoning, they canBut | happen to know damn
well that | can’t turn into a tree!”

“But you can consider the possibility that realgyfar greater than you’ve thought
thus far?”

“Okay, Susan. I'll go back and listen to the relsMoonshadow’s spiel.”

“Your dream characters wouldn't like her, eithe8isan giggled.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

“Susan! Jackson! Are you up there?”

It was Kyanith’s voice and, from the sound, oraged somewhere between the
house and the shelf above the mine where Susahséoad. We looked at each other
and Susan yelled back.

“We’'re here, Kyanith. We were just coming down.”

Kyanith emerged in the clearing a little to thghtiof the path up which I'd come
earlier. Even at a distance, | was aware thatatseworried. Her shoulders slumped and
she walked as though her feet lacked the desimeotce.

“What's wrong, Kyanith?” Susan asked.

“It's Moonshadow,” Kyanith said, collapsing on thench Susan and | had just
left. Worry lines creased the smooth flesh achessorehead and her mouth turned
down at the corners.

“What did Moonshadow do?” | asked.

Kyanith looked up at me, her expression puzzMthen | spoke again, | softened
my tone.

“I'm sorry | ran out, Kyanith. Did Moonshadow vegmer anger on you?”

“No, it's not that,” Kyanith said, turning and dating her explanation to Susan.

“She’s doing and saying things that don't fit in.”
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Kyanith's lower lip trembled and her eyes filleittwliquid. | watched Susan’s
fingers turn white as the girl squeezed them.

“You've got to stop her, Susan.”

“We'll take care of her, Kyanith,” | said, stepgitoward the pair. “Come on,
we’ll all go back and...”

“No!” Kyanith whispered, turning to Susan. “Dotét him go back! Please!”

“Hey,” | said, backing away. “I didn't intend tautt in. 1 just thought my
presence might help.”

“She’s right, Jackson,” Susan said, rising tofeet. She released Kyanith’s
hands. “This is something | need to do alone. Mbadow will become more
disoriented with extra people around.”

“Go ahead,” | said, shrugging my shoulders. “Wstay here. Can | hear you if
you yell?”

Susan nodded, her lips tight. She took a steprithe trees. Then she looked
back, her eyes searching mine. She seemed tdtave the answer she sought. A
fleeting smile passed over her face before shetuback toward the cabin.

For silent seconds, Kyanith and | looked at edblkro Then she smiled timidly
and scooted down on the bench, patting the spaidedber.

“What's wrong with Moonshadow?” | asked, walkingeo and sitting down on
the bench.

“It's hard to explain.”

“I'll make a real effort to understand.”

“Well, she’s seeing things that aren’t there aalkimg to people who aren’t
there.”

“Hallucinating?”

“l suppose a psychiatrist would call it that.”

“But you don’t?”

“No,” Kyanith said. She paused, then added, %tred of like being trapped in a
dream. A nightmare. You know you're there, bull yan’t wake up.”

“l understand what you're saying. Sounds likéaghback to me.”
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“It is!” Kyanith exclaimed. Then her eyes darkdnéBut you think it was
caused by drugs.”

Could everyone around here read my mind?

“Only when you allow us,” Kyanith said. “Most tfe time, we're too polite to
let the person know.”

“Is anything secret?”

“No,” she said, her voice soft with apology. “Notg. You know it all, anyway.
You just won’t remember.”

| walked away from her, toward the ledge overlogkihe tunnel. Each of them,
at one time or another, had used the same phraleaiing that | knew everything that
they did, but that I refused to try and remembdéemust have been easier for them, | told
myself, because | sure as hell had tried.

“Kyanith?”

“Yes?”

| stifled the urge to flinch. | hadn’t realizeabt the girl had moved to a spot
almost directly behind me.

“Have you ever lived around ordinary people?”kex§ turning to face her.
“Have you ever had a normal friend? Have you gorefootball game? A dance?”

“Come on over here,” she said, grabbing my hamtl@ading me back to the
bench. “I want to tell you a story.”

“A story?”

“About a little girl who grew into a young womanwith no emotional stress.”

“You?” | asked, sitting down.

Kyanith nodded.

“But you were upset a few minutes ago,” | protdstéAbout Moonshadow. As a
child, you were deprived of a family, love...”

“Did you ever wish that you could live life ovehile still retaining all of the
information you had gained from living this life?”

“Several times,” | answered. “But there are aptewf years I’'m not sure I'd
want to live over, even with all of the informatibhave.”

Kyanith grinned. Again, | was reminded of Susan.
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“You see, Jackson. | came into this life remenmuget

“Rememberingvhat?”

“My last life.”

For a moment, | had almost forgotten that thisdéwoman sitting beside me was
one ofthem | had almost treated her as a normal teendgstared at her.

“Even as an infant,” she continued, “I had act¢esal of the information | had
collected and the lessons | had learned in my pteviife.”

“There’s no way | can refute anything you tell fne.

“You're right,” she said. “But, | can prove it.”

“How can you possibly hope to prove such a nelsitmncept?”

“Who taught you how to swim?”

“Mama Kate.”

“After your mother died, who held you nights whgyu awoke crying?”

“Mama Kate did. Wait a minute. Are you tryingtel me that you werdama
Kate?”

Kyanith nodded.

“Girl, you're crazy! | don’t deny that you migh¢ally think that you were born
as a reincarnated version of Mama Kate, but yott bape to convince me!”

She smiled, another smile that reminded me of ifu®¥hy was it that when
women had no rebuttal, they always smiled secrig@ive

“Come on, Kyanith. You heard those stories fromdr Frank. Or, even Marvin
or Susan.”

“No, Jackson. | know that explanation is moreafsle to you, but it's simply
not the case. And, you must stop this denial!”

“This denial, my dear child, is the only thing tlalows me to keep mganity”

“Do you remember a picnic with Mama Kate when yare eight? Just you and
Mama Kate. You went to the river and to the Indiaound.”

“Yeah,” | said. Who could have told her aboutt thienic? Papa Gordon had
taken Liz and Frank with him to Hot Springs to vesidistant relative who was passing
through. | hadn’t been able to go because I'd baaning a low-grade temperature for a

day or so.
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“Remember what you buried?” Kyanith said, stagdip and reaching in her
right pocket. She pulled out a small, quarterdsizenooth bluish-black rock. She held it
out in her palm and | could see the lighter linassed by a childish hand.

“It's a star,” | said. “And my name is carved the other side. | don’t know how
you found that.”

“I helped you bury it. Surely you remember that!”

| shook my head. Mama Kate would never have dolgbne the secret | buried
with that stone. | glared at Kyanith. Would smeW the answer to my next question?

“What did | bury with that stone?”

“The one personality trait that you're still fighg,” Kyanith said. She took my
right hand in her left one and pressed it agaiassbft cheek. “You buried your fear,
Jackson. Your fear.”

She had known the answer. Only Mama Kate had krtbe/ answer. | would
have to accept the possibility that, in her mostjus life, Kyanith had been Mama
Kate. But I didn't have to believe it.

—

“Do you remember why you were afraid?”

My head tingled and my mouth felt cottony. Puglimy hand away from her
cheek, | stood up, turning my back to her.

“I remember,” | told her. “But, why don’t you tehe?”

“It started with your dreams,” Kyanith said. “Ydecame afraid that you
wouldn’t be able to come back to real life, to thfis, that you would stay in that dream
world forever. You had reached the point that wewe fearful of sleeping.”

“I had forgotten,” | said, turning back to facerhéEvery time | felt myself
drifting off to sleep, | would sit up, turn over, fmrce myself awake.”

“As if, by giving in, you would be drawn up intosavirling funnel of
nothingness?”

“That’s what | told her! That's what | told Mankaate!”

She nodded.

“You could have read my mind. You did it earfier.
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“You can believe in telepathy, but you have dowttsut reincarnation,” Kyanith
surmised. “Well, that shows some progress.”

| rushed over to the bench and pulled her to &et. f Taking her by the shoulders,
| shoved her to the middle of the clearing. Brighlight beat on my back and | felt a
rivulet of perspiration trail down along my spine.

“Look at that,” | shouted, pointing to an enormaak tree on the hill above the
landslide area. That'sreal! That white streak up in the sky? The slspgck at the end
of it? That's a jet airplaneThat’sreal!”

| felt her shoulders tremble underneath my palfRsleasing her, | reached down
and picked up a handful of rocks and crumbly sbiteld it toward her, letting the
particles sift through the spaces between my figer

“Thisis real, Kyanith.”

My next statement caught in my throat when | labkéher. Liquid trailed down
her cheeks and her eyes were dark with fear.

When | reached for her, she stepped away.

“I'm not going to hurt you,” | said.

“I know,” she whispered.

“l only wanted to explain.”

She nodded.

“I'm sorry. What did | say to hurt you so?”

“It's not what you said,” she began. She lifted tong tail of her shirt and wiped
her cheeks. “It's what yolelt.”

“What | felt? Explain that!”

“Jackson, | have this ability, talent, or whateyeu wish to call it. Sometimes,
it's almost a curse.”

‘Goon.”

“l pick up on your emotions.”

“I've known people who do that,” | said. “ButyE never made one cry.”

“I don’t stop with sensing emotions, Jacksoriedlthem.”

| remained silent. At this point, what was thersay?”
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“Just a few seconds ago,” she continued, “I exgoeed your fear, Jackson. |
livedit.”

I moved toward her and she slipped into my arirteeld her, feebly attempting to
comfort her.

“It was horrible,” she said, her words muffled exga my chest. “Your fear was
the most painful emotion I've ever felt.”

| held her tightly. If she had experienced whhaad felt, then she was right.

Nothing could be worse than fear.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The sun had moved enough to slip the bench imtatimlight, so Kyanith and |
moved toward the shade, toward the trail to thencabkept my right arm around her
shoulder, allowing myself to feel, for a momeng tiride of fatherhood. A thought kept
teasing me, trailing across a corner of my consriess, and then fading away. When |
captured it, | stopped abruptly.

“Kyanith?”

“Yes?”

“You told me that you came into this life awarepking everything from Mama
Kate’s life. Did you know...”

She pulled away and moved to the trail's edge revkbe leaned against the trunk
of an ancient hickory tree. She looked at me thihasarrowed eyes.

“I've always known that you were my father, if tisawhat you're trying to ask.”

“How?” | asked, my heartbeat increasing. “I dickell Mama Kate...” |
hesitated, comprehending. Kyanith’s eyes held mine

“You tell mg” she ordered. “Tell me how | knew.”

“Susan,” | said. “You picked up the informatiaori Susan.”

“You're beginning to use your talents, Jacksohg said.
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| felt the tightness in my chest leave as sheesmil‘Actually, | had Mama Kate’s
knowledge of your love for Susan. | knew Susaa&ihgs of guilt, rejection, hope and
love. As | grew, | sensed Papa Gordon’s knowleded Liz’s.”

“What about the months between?” | asked. “Theetthat elapsed after Mama
Kate died and before you were born?”

“I have vague memories about those times,” shak s&ut they are becoming
plainer now. | know it was a good period, fulllofe and surrounded by like beings.”

“Like beings?”

“l say beingsbecause | don’'t know a better word. It was a&adh person, on
making the transition from this life to the in-be@n life, lost her or his body and just
became a complex of emotions and thoughts. liksé&ecause we seemed to all belong
together. Our thoughts and emotions were verylairand we had many, many shared
memories.”

An old stump beside the trail caught my eye. Vetbover and sat down on it,
facing Kyanith. Actually, a between-life existengas as easy to accept as most of
Kyanith’s earlier disclosures.

“How could you have had a normal childhood, knayvatl that you did?”

“What's a normal childhood? Look at it from antgider’s point of view.
Growing up with Liz’s eccentricities and Papa Garddncapacities didn’t provide the
healthiest of atmospheres. Looking at it from minpof view, being rejected by both
parents couldn’t have been good for development.”

“God, I'm sorry.”

“Don’t chastise yourself, Jackson. | hadoserall point of view. | knew it was
all part of a greater plan. | didn’t have to ledra fears, inhibitions and behaviors that
most children have forced on them. | had alreadyailded those characteristics in
another life.”

“I'm trying to understand, Kyanith. You tell mé af these things and | could
write them in a story. | could use symbolism andlagies and probably win an award.
But, getting right down to it, | just can’t see yasi Mama Kate.”

“That’s because you're looking at physical bodiske said, walking over to
where | sat on the stump. “You see me as a fifygam old combination of cells that you
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and Susan supplied. You see Susan’s eyes, sohiZfmannerisms, and your stubborn
chin. You have to think of what | was before thenetic possibility came into being.
You have to think of what | will be when it ceasesxist.”

| looked up at her, trying to see her eyes, baeitsiim was behind her now. Instead
of Kyanith, the fifteen year old, | saw a tall, tha featureless being, light melting the
edges of its shape into a parallel series of Ireeembling a polygraph reading. | blinked
my eyes and shook my head, but the image remageskime. It could have been Mama
Kateor Kyanith. It could have been neither. It couldd@éeen both. Then she moved
and the light flooded over her body, returningithree dimensional portrayal. My
breath came more easily.

“I can tell, by looking at your face,” she saitou’re beginning to realize.”

“Realize what?”

“That reality is, indeed, more or less than whau gxperience with your five
senses.”

“I don’t know if I even comprehend what you've jissid, Kyanith. How can |
hope for more?”

“Think about this,” she said, dropping to her knaath a fifteen year old’s grace
and ease. “Think of a rainbow. Whsaa rainbow?”

“It's an image seen by our eyes,” | answered.is'itaused by sunlight passing
through water droplets and separating white ligtd the colors of the spectrum.”

“Have you ever passddrougha rainbow?”

“Of course, | haven't. | could never get thatsgdd

“Why? Couldn’'t you walk that far? Or, drive tHat?”

“It's not entirely a matter of distance, KyanitAll sorts of factors enter into the
picture. Say that | decided to walk toward a raimb While I'm walking, the sun is
moving, the earth is moving and the water itsedvaporating. When | get to the point at
which | estimated the rainbow to be, it probablpaslonger there.”

“It disappeared.”

“You could say that.”

“Because you could not see it, it no longer existe
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“l didn’'t say that, Kyanith. | said that the cect combination of factors
necessary for its existence was no longer presehagpoint.”

“It moved?”

“Possibly.”

“Try it from another point of view, Jackson. Sogp you could divide yourself
in half and a rainbow has formed under ideal camast not too far away. One half of
you stayed to watch the rainbow. Call that hatk3an One. The other half, Jackson
Two, is going to walk toward the rainbow. Jack€ame will direct Jackson Two, telling
him to move right or left, to go backward or forgar

“What about time?” | ventured. “It will take tinfer Jackson Two to get to the
rainbow. The moisture could evaporate. The swhdceet.”

“You're deliberately being dense,” Kyanith accusélf you can separate
yourself into two parts, can’t you make time statitl?”

“That’s not very scientific.”

“And yet you believe that Einstein followed a tipgrticle around the entire
universe?”

“I get your point. I'll omit time as a factor.”

“Now, let's assume that the feat has been accehmgdi,” Kyanith said. “Jackson
One has directed Jackson Two through one end gathbow and the two Jacksons have
reunited. Jackson One saw Jackson Two go thrdwgghainbow, so hkenowsthe fact to
be so. Jackson Two, who did the traveling, dide#the rainbow, so hknowshe didn’t
go through it. He also knows that Jackson Oneasycand hallucinated the whole thing.
Which Jackson is correct?”

“Jackson One is right,” | said. “From his stanihpo After all, hesawit.”

“Seeing something makes it real?”

“That seems to be what I'm saying.”

“And, since Jackson Two didn’t see the rainbow mvhe walked through it, then
it is notreal?”

“From Jackson Two’s standpoint,” | agreed, “thimlbaw was not real because he

didn’t see it.”
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“Now, merge the two Jacksons back together,” Kiyamstructed. She waited a
moment. “Did Jackson Two walk through the rainboWwas there even a rainbow?”

“Come on, Kyanith. You and | know that the raimbexisted. We created it,
along with the two Jackson halves who played with i

“Good point, Jackson. Think about it.”

Think about it? It was like a short story plof as Susan had pointed out earlier,
a dream. | had created characters, settings, ®\wexperiences. My characters had
developed and grown. Were they real? Were thetswand experiences real? When
one of my characters developed an insight, wais igtowth or mine? Did these
fragments cease to exist when | no longer thoufytitein?

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

| jerked my head up to observe the man standihtpafy left a few feet. Tall
and rangy, brown hair fading to gray, his hazekeysore than the chest length beard,
caught my attention.

“Do | know you?” | asked, trying to discern why seemed so familiar. He wore
faded denims, stained with red clay, typical cloghior a crystal miner. Gummy mud
stuck to the soles of his work boots and a poriba dirty sock stuck out of an inch long
slash on the small toe area of his right boot.

“I had a pair of boots like that,” | ventured, wnafortable with his silence.
Where had Kyanith gone?

“I cut these with an ax on a camping trip,” hedsdiAlmost took my toe off.”

Now | was really uncomfortable. Six years agah Canadian wilderness, | had
almost developed gangrene from an ax cut on my fagt.

“Were you chopping wood?” | asked.

“Sure was,” he said, moving closer and staringpat “It was twenty years ago,
in Saskatchewan. | kept the boots because theindemme of how lucky | was.”

“Lucky?”

“Yeah,” he said, frowning. “l had my foot braced the log and | happened to
look up and see this rainbow...”

“Who are you?” | demanded, rising to my feet. “Who do ybink you are,

coming here with my past and my memories?”
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“I know who | am,” he said. “But | don’t know ydu

His eyes darkened and he backed away from mdiftegtup his right hand as if
to physically hold me at a distance.

“Tell me who you are!” | demanded, taking a steydrd him. “Where did you
come from? What are you doing here?”

He stood straighter and his head came erectd sban Papa Gordon stand like
that a thousand times. A stance of authority.

“I live here,” the man said. “l own a cabin dotr hill a ways and | mine
crystals. | haven’t always done that. | used tileanovels. That all changed after that
Canadian trip.”

My legs felt weak. | wanted to sit down but, witiis man, | needed to stand. |
needed to face him, eye to eye. | needed to knbat Wwad happened on that camping
trip.

“Why did you stop writing?”

“That Canadian trip was a celebration,” he sdlchad just ended a marriage with
a Hollywood starlet and, after spending severakdatying myself, | had intended to
leave camp the next day and go back to work inAmgeles.”

| swallowed. The man standing before me was féeghblood. He was no
figment of my imagination. He was as real as I.

“What caused you to change your mind?” | askedywkng the answer and yet
wanting to hear it from him.

“Well, friend, when | saw that rainbow, | just gqmed the ax and started
walking.”

“And?”

“I walked right through that rainbow. It changed life.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

| closed my eyes. It couldn’t be. There was ossible way that the man could
be me, even a fragment of me.

“Why not?” It was Kyanith's voice.

“Where have you been?”

“Right here beside you, Jackson. You just dide¢ me.”

| stared at her and then back at the space whenman had stood.

“You couldn’t see me,” Kyanith giggled. “So | gggel’'m not real.”

“Cut that out,” | snapped. “There was a man...”

“I know. | saw him.”

“It was strange. As if hbad beerme, oris me, orcould bea part of me.”

“I know.”

“But his Canadian trip,” | protested. “It was tmig years ago. | went to Canada
Six years ago.”

“Did everything else seem real?”

“Yeah. Even the part about the rainbow. Onlydnd go through it. 1 just stood
and looked at it.”

“It seems that you might have to modify your cqutaef time, Jackson. Perhaps

time has no place in reality.”
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| snorted. Reaching for her hand, | pulled hdng¢ofeet. When this was all over,
| would see that my daughter had the best psydstiginssible. |looked at the sun. It
was almost directly overhead now.

“Susan has been gone a long time,” | said. “Shad go on back to the cabin?”

“I want to show you something,” Kyanith said, pogj me back toward the mine.
“Then we can go.”

“Wait,” | said, holding my ground. “Explain onbkihg to me.”

“Sure, I'll try.”

“If that man was me, or vice versa, why did hekltke Papa Gordon?”

“Jackson, look in a mirror occasionally. Haveyou observed thatoulook like
Papa Gordon?”

“No,” | said, taken aback. The thought had nexaurred to me. “Why should |
look like Papa Gordon?”

Kyanith wrapped her arm around my shoulders. 1&bieed into my eyes.

“Because you are Papa Gordon’s son.”

—

“Papa Gordon? Mwatural father?”

“Sure.”

“l don’t understand.”

“Come on. Walk with me and I'll explain.”

She led me around the edge of the pit and toreesttaircase which looked as if it
had been carved out of solid quartz. It led diyeict the landslide area and disappeared
underneath a large white boulder.

“You won’t be harmed,” Kyanith said, sensing mjuceance to go any farther.
“Just walk carefully. These steps were made fallEnfeet.”

“I think I know some of the story,” | said. “My other and Papa Gordon were to
be married, but EImer Cody came along. | justdoiilimagine why she married him
when she loved Papa Gordon. It's even more ditfivow, knowing that she was

pregnant with Frank and me.”
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“Watch this next step,” Kyanith said. “The edgerumbling. | don’t know the
specifics, but EImer Cody had a purpose to fudfiii Sarah was the only person who
could keep him here.”

“A lot of good her sacrifice did,” | said, remenmlmgg Mama’s conversation with
Papa Gordon on the night that EImer had died. dhlg stayed long enough to mess up
everybody’s lives.”

“Perhaps that was his purpose,” Kyanith said. re@td now. We have to get off
the steps and walk around the edge of the slide"are

“I'm not sure | want to go there,” | said, bracintyself on the bottom step.

“You're okay,” Kyanith said. “Liz and Jace wergeanpting something they
weren’t prepared for. They were creating a dissoaand it was only logical that they
be quieted.”

“A dissonance Quiete® Isn’t that kind of a mild word for what happerted
them?”

“Susan can tell you about that. When she explgmg'|l understand.”

“Don’t count on it,” | said. “Just tell me in pfaEnglish what Liz was doing at
the mine. She knew the stories as well as anjeofdst of us. She knew the risk
involved.”

“You're absolutely right,” Kyanith said, sittinghane of the stone steps. “She
knew it all, but she felt she had to take the cbardz knew that you were her half-
brother. She discovered the truth when she cantergto the cabin after my — pardon
me — after Mama Kate’s funeral. She found thendsm the family bible. Over the
years, she built up a fair amount of resentmemhotionally, she was not capable of very
much bitterness. Or happiness, either, for thatana

“Why did she resent me? We grew up like brothmef sister.”

“But now, suddenly, you were as much a part ofaP@prdon’s life as she was.
You were not onlyreatedas a son, yowerea son and, as such, could legally claim a
share of Papa Gordon’s estate.”

“I don’t see why that should have affected Liavduldn’t have pulled my share

out from under her.”
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“On one level, she knew that. On another leved, i@membered similar rivalries
between the two of you over the last thousand®afs, And this time, she was
determined to win.”

“Why would she do it this way?” | asked. “Openitng Violet Fern? It was the
height of insanity!”

“Liz remembered just enough to be dangerous. kBbe that the polarities must
be perfectly balanced before an effort could beanashe also remembered that the only
beings who balanced perfectly wer@win Soul’

“So Liz and Jason were a Twin Soul,” | concludéllly God, does that
mean...?”

Kyanith stepped away and looked at me. Despée#uness on her face, her
eyes reflected mirth.

“Yes, Jackson. That's what it means. Steve Beinsthe other half of your

Twin Soul.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

If someone had told me a week earlier that | wdnddistening to this hogwash,
even going along with it, | would have dismisse€itihavings as lunatic. But, even as
Kyanith spoke the words, I felt them strike hon&till, | felt the need to protest.

“How could Steve Benson and | be a Twin Soul? dde’'t have anything in
common. Absolutely nothing!”

“Moonshadow can tell you about polarities, Jacksbanderstand, but | can’t
explain it very well. Come on, it's just a few ggemore.”

“I knew a man who met a lady while he was vacatignn the Virgin Islands,” |
said, slipping on one of the loose rocks at theeatfghe slide. “She was everything he’'d
ever imagined he wanted. They fell madly in love.”

“Get to the point, Jackson.”

“He told me that he had met his soul mate,” | sedching for a handhold. |
dislodged another large rock and it rolled towasdfeet, trailing a small avalanche of
pebbles and loose earth. “This guy explainedghatwas the other half of his ‘Twin
Flame.” That he was only fulfilled when he washliter. Without her, he was nothing.”

“That stands to reason,” Kyanith said, jumpingrthe loose rock of the slide

area to a smooth, shadowed patch of ground. $hedwand looked expectantly at me.
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“Kyanith, he was madly in love with his ‘other halSteve Benson and | are
complete opposites. We hate each other. | coupissibly feel the way about Steve
that this fellow felt about his lady.”

Kyanith smiled.

“Don’t smile at me, Kyanith. | do believe thatghs the most ridiculous of your
postulations. It's so stupid that anyone withc bf sense would see right through it.
And all of you are insisting that it is so!”

“Come on, Jackson. Stand right here beside nmmv, Mok off just a little to the
left. What do you see?”

She had done it. | stared at the large, gapitg h&/aves of an unnamed emotion
flooded over me. Kyanith had led me to the Vidletn tunnel!

—

“Don’t be afraid,” she cautioned. “We're too aboogether. I'll pick up your
fear.”

“Don’t worry about my fear,” | gritted. “Just bene my anger. Why didn’t you
tell me that the damned thing was still uncoverédffought that the landslide had closed
it off!”

“You never asked,” she said, leaving my side aatking toward the ragged
opening.

“Wait for me,” | yelled. “I’'m going with you.”

“Aren’t you afraid that you'll die?” she challengdyegturning back to face me, eyes
grim, hands on hips.

“The way that life has been unfolding the last teours,” | said, walking toward
her, “death has to be simpler.”

She smiled. Then she nodded.

“You're okay, Jackson.”

By the time that we reached the opening, the teatpes had dropped a good
thirty degrees. | began to sense the dank, mildewgil of an enclosed area left damp.
Memories of the old root cellar at Gordon’s Glevofiied over me.

“Stop here,” Kyanith ordered.

“Why?”
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“Just stop,” she said. “Oh, you did it. Sorryiéd to warn you.”

“What the hell?” | asked. | rubbed my stingingsao Something had hit me right
across my nose. Or, | had hit something. | gilygerached my right hand forward. It
met with a solid, invisible barrier.

“It's the force field,” Kyanith said, a giggle uadying her words.

“Damn,” | said, rubbing my hand over the smootiHate. “It's just like glass,
except my hands don’t leave prints.”

“It's stronger than steel,” Kyanith said. “Liz@dace tried to break through it.
Elmer Cody tried.”

“And the three mysterious miners,” | added. “Didiorget them.”

“Do you think you can do it?” she asked.

“Do what?”

“Dissolve the force field,” she whispered. “YondaSteve have to find a way to
remove it.”

“Tell me what is so important inside this tunri@t this thing has to be
destroyed,” | demanded.

“You can see them if you look carefully,” Kyansghid. “Get as close as you can
and squint your eyes.”

I moved forward, bumping my forehead this timéne Bhadowy walls of the cave
leaned inward and | could see nothing.

“It's just a tunnel, Kyanith. An empty tunnel.

“Look again.”

When | did, | felt the breath catch in my thrody heart pounded madly and |
felt moisture accumulate on my palms. | blinked amade an attempt to focus my eyes,
to negate the image | was receiving.

“You see them, don’t you3dacksoR”

| swallowed and pulled myself away from the inisiwall. | turned to Kyanith
and, when | spoke, my voice thundered in my ears.

“l saw them.”

“Well?”
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My head felt as though giant hands squeezedfélt iny skin alternately grow
warm and then icy cold. Tiny prickles of somethaign to electrical shock ran over the
skin of my bare arms.

“Kyanith, what in God’s namare they?”

“What doyouthink?”

“They look like gigantic flat crystals,” | saidying to control the quiver in my
voice. “Giant tabular crystals with chevrons lingainside them.” | paused for a
moment, remembering Marvin’s description. “Prolyad#venteen chevrons.”

“Great!” Kyanith exclaimed, clapping her handsetier.

“But, Kyanith,” | began. Then | stopped. Whereresthe words | needed?

“What is it?”

“They moved, Kyanith. They can’t be crystals.o%a things in the tunnel are

alivel”



154

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Kyanith, sensing my fear, kept a distance betweseas she led the way back to
the cabin. Despite my mental befuddlement, my $eetned to have a clear idea as to
where they were going. Neither Kyanith nor | spak&ord on the way out of the pit and
down the mountain to the cabin. Susan met useaddlor.

“My God, Jackson,” she cried, when she saw meoufyhair! What has
happened?”

| shook my head, still incapable of speech. Sydaced her palms on my cheeks.

“Kyanith,” she cried, eyes flickering about theating, searching for her
daughter. “Kyanith, come and help me!”

“What's wrong out here?” Frank yelled, clutchimgtrailing as he limped down
the porch steps. “What's everyone screaming abéldly shit, Jackson! What
happened to your face?”

| wanted to stop shaking. | willed my body totguembling. Fear coursed
through the icy veins and arteries of my body. rFeat of the things in the tunnel, but
fear of the unknown. | knew where I'd been ankdught I'd been at the bottom, but |
had experienced no terror to compare with this raasin | had been correct earlier when
| had told Kyanith that death would be simpler.spige the thundering of my heartbeat, |

heard Susan’s voice.
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“Frank, help me stretch him out. Watch that roédsy, now.”

“God,” Frank groaned. “It's terrible. He’s agldenty years. What caused it?”

“Shut up,” Susan said. “He can hear you. Moodsha please go and get
Kyanith. She’s up there somewhere in the woods.”

| felt something soft being shoved under my heaitied to grunt my gratitude.
Frank answered.

“It's okay, brother.”

Then | felt the wave of air as a figure scootedildeside me. Strong hands
pressed against my temples, weaving circular tisreadklt the fear being pulled from
me. No longer did the black funnel threaten to towsoul into oblivion. Kyanith’s face
came sharply into focus. Tears coursed down bet, nvhite cheeks. Eyes closed, she
moaned. The soft groan grew into a wail, and #tneoream.

“Enough, Kyanith,” Moonshadow cried, pulling thel @gway. Kyanith gasped
and struggled to pull herself to a sitting positidhe reached for my hand.

“You've taken enough of his fear,” Susan said. ytiu continue, you'll destroy
yourself.”

Kyanith seemed to comprehend. She quit struggimjturned over on her side,
breathing heavily. | watched her shivering slomd #hen subside.

“Jackson?” Susan asked, patting my cheeks withhaods. “Can you hear me?”

“I hear you,” | said, trying to raise my head.ilifg, | let it fall back on the fabric
Frank had tucked underneath my head.

“Are you satisfied now?” Moonshadow asked, hecasim directed toward Susan.
“We have two of our most strategic members diseadagire you pleased?”

“That’s enough,” Frank said, his voice harsh. “Véehumored and placated you,
Moonshadow. We've each gone out of our way tofga@u. We've allowed you to
swell up with your own importance, sure that yowldarealize how utterly stupid you
were behaving.”

a

“Don’t interrupt me,” Frank shouted. “Don’t yoamember humility?
Unconditional love?”

“But...”



156

“And I'm not interested in that pious, holier-thttrou attitude about all of the
sacrifices you’'ve made to get us to this point. &Ndave sacrificed! Each in his own
way.”

“Frank,” Susan interrupted. “Kyanith is tryingtonquer fear. Don’t compound
it by giving her anger to deal with.”

“You're right, Susan,” Frank said, his voice saiteg. “Look. Kyanith seems to
be coming around.”

| turned my head, feeling the scratch of a plastiton against my cheek. To me,
Kyanith appeared the same as she had a few mieatksr, still and quiet. | watched
her hand move, fingers stretching and then foldwg her palm. Then her entire arm
moved and she turned over on her back. Her ey&senp | felt a stinging breath pass
between my lips.

“Jackson,” she whispered. “Is he...?”

“He’s fine,” Susan said, moving over to Kyanith¥ou saved him, darling.”

“Susan, | was terrified!”

“I know, sweetheart,” Susan said, taking Kyanithésd in hers. “We can all see
what it did to the both of you.”

Kk

Afternoon sunlight had warmed the cabin to a distal temperature by the time
that the five of us had recovered enough to asseaddin. After a short discussion, we
all agreed to sit on the ground underneath a lalgeree in the front yard. Susan and |
leaned against the trunk of the elm tree and Kiasat to my right, legs folded in her
semi-yoga position. Moonshadow, sitting in the digdof our lop-sided circle and
considerably humbled by Frank’s criticism, apol@giZzo the group.

“I've been informed,” she said primly, “that I'werreacted somewhat and, if
that is the case, then | want you all to know thmatsorry.”

Frank, reclining against the bottom porch stepkéal at me and raised his
eyebrows. He rolled his eyes and | smiled. | etshwere man enough to go over and
put my arms around him. It was good to have myhaoback.

“Now that the polite part is over,” Moonshadow tinoed, “time is short and we
need to get on with the plan.”
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“I think we've all agreed on that aspect,” Susait s

“Yeah,” Frank said. “You can forget the humble. a€his is the wrong time to
use it.”

Moonshadow scowled at him. With a shake of hadhshe tossed her crinkly
hair back from her face.

“I think when we left the discussion, | was remiglJackson that the fate of the
starship crew is in his hands.”

“And Steve Benson’s hands,” | added. “I have asgn. If it's this difficult to
convince me, how do you expect to get Steve to eaip?”

“There’s no time for that, now,” Moonshadow sdiéwning at me. “We’ll just
have to hope that his real self can remember amdtpk role accordingly.”

“Then you had sure as hell better make sure tkiab what I’'m supposed to
do!”

“We each have our roles,” Moonshadow respondegglgaefusing to be baited.
“Some of us already know them but, for the berwfthose who don't, I'll review.
Starship Falcon Command was composed of twelvearffiand a crew of one hundred
forty-four thousand.”

“One hundred forty-four thousand?” | gasped.

“Remember, Jackson. These beings were to pophlatetar system they had
manifested.”

“But only twelve officers for a crew that large?”

“Let me interrupt,” Kyanith said. “I know the pdiJackson is trying to make.
With a crew that large and the few officers, wouidine conditions be ideal for
insurrection? Am | correct, Jackson?”

“After a fashion.”

“That’'s why | want to answer your question,” Kytimsaid. “You're thinking of
officers in traditional military and governmentries — men or women of authority and
importance?”

“That’s the concept | hold,” | admitted. “Is tleeanother?”
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“We have no proper word in our language to desdfile roles of these twelve,”
Kyanith continued, “and | know you’'ve been reallyt pff by Moonshadow’s
authoritative attitude.”

“As a matter of fact, | have been. Moonshadowngxdies my idea of what |
consider an officer to be.”

“Someone who knows more than you do? Someonecahdunction better than
you can? Someone with more power than you?”

“Yes.”

“And who is eager to let you know how much morgatted he or she is,”
Kyanith continued. “Someone who wants you to kimw much more important he
is?”

“You've defined what | would call an officer,” b&d.

“l was afraid of that,” Kyanith said, looking atddnshadow. “l don’t mean to
take away your glory, Moonshadow, but | think thatvery important right now that
Jackson understand this concept.”

“Go ahead,” Moonshadow said, shrugging.

“These twelve members of the starship that weaffiters might better be
termed advisors, or teachers, or guides,” Kyanifiianed. “These beings had no need
for authoritarian structure. They felt no deswed hierarchy.All members of that
starship were equal in authorityThe officers were simply older souls who had
accumulated more experience.” She paused, loakinge steadily. Then she turned
back to the figure in the middle of the circle. halnk you, Moonshadow.”

“Sure,” Moonshadow said. She looked down at laexdis which lay clasped in
her lap. Then she raised her head and stared, atafi@nce brightening her blue eyes.
Finally, she spoke.

“Each of these twelve officers had functions.”

| nodded.

“The commander, Ehkama, had as his function tbeitieg of all beings in his
charge. Ehkama was, in experiential terms, thesbldf the souls on Starship Falcon
Command. His function was termed Unity.”

“And?” | prompted.
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“This being lived his last life as the man youledlGordon Anderson.”

“Papa Gordon?”

Moonshadow nodded.

“l can accept that.”

“Good. Now, from here, we go to the second officeThere were two of them,
equal in every way, but one hundred eighty degapest. Complete opposites. A Twin
Soul. These two, Evantar and Etal, came into bairtbe exact same moment and were,
experientially, the second oldest soul on the biprs

“Etal!” | gasped, remembering the nightmare whes&h and | had crossed the
creek, years ago, it seemed.

“| see that you have some recall,” Moonshadow,saadding. “The other half of
your Twin Soul, Evantar, you know as Steve Benson.”

| stifled the snort | wanted to sound. If Papaddn’s purpose had been reuniting
souls and his title was Unity, | hesitated to thaikhe title that Moonshadow would
confer on Steve and me, considering our purpose@srsiing souls.

“The other nine beings were, experientially, thied oldest of the souls,”
Moonshadow said. “l was one of those souls. My@as Eltera and my function was as
Record Keeper. The one you call Kyanith is Esalfgami is a Sensitive and you have
had direct experience with her function. Ekalid &ntouk, or Elizabeth Anderson and
Jason Cartwright, were a Twin Soul whose purposecsating circumstances to allow
soul growth.

“Ephera’s purpose is to stimulate views into ptibdives and realities. She is
called Susan and her function is Awakener. Thédran, who works closely with the
Record Keeper, is Edmir, the one we call Frankalken, the one known as Dorrie, has as
her purpose the stimulation of creativity. Sh#hesInspiror. The last of the group, our
Communicator, Eshata, is responsible for keepirgdfaCommand in contact with the
Mother Ship. You know Eshata as Marvin Garland.”

| breathed a sigh of relief. All of this reallpdin’t been necessary for my sake.
Some of the information could have stimulated nédes novel, but | wasn't sure |
would ever use it. Then, a question arose in mdmi

“What about the twelfth officer? You only des@&ibeleven.”
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“So youwerelistening,” Moonshadow said. “The last officem&ra, had as his
purpose, the balancing of polarities. He was tlaghktizer.”

“Then, get him to dissolve that force field!” Idanded. “He’s the expert!”

| stopped speaking. Each person in the groudd@aced his stare on me. | had
the feeling that | had seriously breached starstiquette.

“What's wrong?” | asked. “Did | say something wg?”

“Emara was working on the force field when thdtstccurred,” Susan said.

“The rest of us were in the air,” Kyanith adde@ve were locked outside the
tunnel and the one hundred forty-four thousand negmbf the crew were locked inside
the tunnel.”

“Emara was between worlds,” Moonshadow explairféte had time to manifest
his storage cubicle, but not enough time to get thesforce field and inside the tunnel.

Emara is lost.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

More than the worst movie I'd ever seen, the nsible book I'd ever read, this
story kept going from bad to worse to worst. Etwte | had taken a deep breath, telling
myself that, regardless of how ridiculous and uielvable the concept, | would make an
attempt to accept it. And, each time, the nexanmiation released was even more
difficult to comprehend.

“Storage cubicles?” | ventured. “Like coffins?”

“Similar,” Moonshadow said. “The cubicles areydohd mixture of hospital bed
and coffin. The starship crew is in a state thatalled, in your terms, suspended
animation. They await our rescue. Then they awithken and continue their purposes.”

| shook my head and bit my tongue. | would offerrebuttal to this revelation.

“What about Emara?” Susan asked. “Will we be ablevitalize him when the
time arrives?”

“Only if we can return the cubicle to the tunnetrance before the force field is
dissolved,” Moonshadow said.

“You knowwhere he is?” | asked.

“I have the storage cubicle,” Kyanith said. “li'smy room upstairs, in the loft.”

Nausea compounded the piercing pain in my tempgisvision blurred as |

watched Kyanith run up the steps and into the cabam Jackson Cody, | told myself. |
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know who | am and | know that this is a dreamhds to be. Why, though, couldn’t |
awaken? | raised my head and looked at Moonshademyictorian pose incongruous
with her flower child dress. I'm really much maresative than | had realized, | told
myself, as my eyes circled the group and camestoore Frank. In my most surrealistic
of plots, | would never have cast my brother asmdsexual. The absurdity of a fifteen
year old girl keeping a dead alien, coffin-boumdher bedroom provided comedy relief
to the farce. My thoughts must have surfaced &athiged the expression on my face
because Susan spoke.

“What's so funny, Jackson? Share it. We cansosee cheer.”

“Nothing,” | said, shrugging my shoulders. | sadilat her and remembered what
Mama Kate had told me so long ago about my nigresmaiknow that you created
them,” she had said Your dreams are populated with people and evems$ytou have

thought of and about. You are in charge. Oy can decide where your dream is to

go.

“She was right,” | whispered.

“What?”

| looked at Susan and frowned. | felt a waveratation travel over my body. |
needed to make her stronger, | thought, dislikirgunderlying whine in her question.
Yes, Susan should be as independent and confidesfitsahad been in our youth.

“My guides tell me he is weakening,” Moonshadowoired, inclining her head
toward me. “And our time is perilously short.”

I intensely disliked Moonshadow’s patronage. Awed air of superiority. |
would transform her into what she thought she wasalm, peaceful, non-critical saint.
| watched her turn to Frank and open her mouth.em\fio words came out, the puzzled
look on her face was reward enough for me.

I hadn't liked Frank since he was about eight yedd. And | didn’t care for the
man he was in this dream. So, the present Frathkdhgo. | remembered the Frank-
child of yore, uninhibited, gleeful, practical adelcisive. This was my dream and | was
in charge. Frank’s psyche would be that of my tagg brother.

| breathed deeply and scooted my back againsotigh bark of the elm.
Deciding to change the anxiety-producing coursthisfdream had been a true
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inspiration. | hadn’t felt this good in years. Naorrected myself, | hadn’t felt this good
since the present dream had started.

Hearing the cabin door open, | looked toward theep to see Kyanith. She
carried a large, rectangular shaped bundle, wrappaded and black striped blanket.
Moonshadow struggled to her feet and rushed toweerdjirl.

“I'll help you, Kyanith,” she said softly, liftinghe burden from the girl's arms.
Kyanith, surprised, stood still and Moonshadow wdlkack to the circle. Instead of
returning to the grassy central position she’d peat earlier, Moonshadow laid the
bundle on the ground between Frank and the treeStisan and | leaned against. Gently,
she began rolling off the woolen wrapping.

“Papa Gordon found it almost forty years ago,’rkrapoke. “It was lying near
the spot where we believe Elmer Cody to have disaggd. Somewhere, deep inside,
Papa Gordon knew what it was and he saved it.bé&n locked in his safe at Gordon’s
Glen all of these years.”

Down to the last layer of bundling, Moonshadowndiopulled the cover off.
Lying in the folds of the blanket, sparkling duitythe sunlight, lay a crystal collector’s
dream. | stood up and walked over to study thgelaclear tabulator crystal. It was
approximately two feet long, eight inches wide, aatf that thick. Seventeen smoky
blue chevrons, perfectly spaced, colored the leafithe crystal. Mama Kate'’s voice
came to me across a great distafva®i are in charge

—

It would take some growing accustomed to, | thaugfatching the four heads
bend reverently over the crystal. A few things Imigtill surprise me, but | had created
this situation and, as in my novels and short efiit must have a logical and timely
ending. The tunnel must be opened. Inside iblay hundred forty-four thousand more
of these grisly coffins and they must be recovered.

“Where do we go from here?” | asked. “Do we needarry Emara to the
tunnel? How are we going to get him inside, plastforce field?”

Susan stared at me and frowned. Moonshadow lopkezled and Frank

appeared shocked. Kyanith, however, smiled at me.
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“Good thinking,” she said, her face happy. | tolgself that | would work on
blunting her sensitivity. A fifteen year old shdnlt have to take on all of the heavy
emotions and responsibilities that Kyanith had be@mlened with.

“We shall go to the tunnel immediately after weieev polarities,” Moonshadow
said, standing up and facing me. Her face worae@d bovine expression. Good God, |
thought, it's really working. She’s beginning ted her new role. Glancing at Frank, |
saw him busily wrapping the bundle back, directBugan and Kyanith as to how to fold
corners. He said something and the two women kdigh marveled at my creativity.
Why hadn’t | thought of this earlier? | wantedagk one of them about Steve Benson,
but | decided against it. If he had to come ingpdream, | would think about it then,
and not before.

“How are we going to get Emara through the forekl®” | persisted.

“We'll find a way,” Frank said, looking up fromehast fold on the bundle. “I
don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

“Compared to what we’ve already done,” Susan sahding up and turning to
me, “this should be no trouble.”

What had | done? Their confidence, virulentlytegmous, infected me and |
knew that | could do whatever needed to be dorfeurid myself enjoying the dream.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SI X

“Do you think they’ll be okay?” | asked Susanvé&minutes earlier, Kyanith,
Moonshadow and Frank had taken off up the traihéomine. Kyanith and Moonshadow
carried the blanketed crystal and Frank led the. way

“Sure,” she said. “There’s nothing to fret abasgpecially now that you
understand about polarities and how you are tdlfutiur function.”

“Let’s go over it again,” | suggested. “l wantrtake sure I'm right. We have
only one emotion. Right?”

Susan nodded.

“Everything that we feel is a variation of thateommotion?”

“Yes,” she agreed.

“Love, for instance, can fall anywhere on the @oral spectrum, from the
positive to the negative. When it is possessive,bad , and when...”

“Jackson!” Susan cried. “Stop!”

“Why?”

“Don’t use good and bad! The polarities of emotwe positive and negative!”

“I forgot,” | apologized. “I'm so accustomed toinking of bad and negative as

synonymous. And the same for good and positive.”
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“Throw away the concept of good and bad,” Susaagéd. “Think of emotion as
a see-saw, with positive on one end and negatite@®nther. You want the board
perfectly level. You must have the same weighboth ends.”

“No other way?”

“You must have some other possibility in mind ouywvouldn’t have asked.”

“What about different weights placed at varyingtdnces from the end of the
board?” | asked. “A larger weight on one end cdaddnoved closer to the center. That
would also create balance.”

“Good thought.”

“Or, the board could be longer on one end,” | |sjgd.

“Okay, okay,” Susan laughed. “Just so long asrngalize that balance is the
key.”

“That brings me to another question. Liz and Jaeee perfectly balanced. Their
emotions were identical. What happened?”

“Liz and Jasonvereperfectly balanced,” Susan agreed. “But they vibalanced
exactly the same.”

“That sounds ideal.”

“It isideal,” Susan said. “It's ideal for a Twin Souliz had forgotten, however,
that they were balanced as a unit.”

“I don’t get the point.”

Susan sighed. She shook her bangs back fronoredrdad and looked into the
distance, toward the trail leading to the mineekhe spoke.

“Imagine the see-saw again. Think of one endasstie Ten and the other end
as Negative Ten. The middle is Zero. Assumedhategrees of emotion fall between
Positive Ten and Negative Ten.”

“I'm with you.”

“Take one of your everyday feelings. Frustratimn,instance. It can make you
feel powerless, or it can spur you to action.”

“So frustration can be both positive and negative.

“Yes,” Susan said. Then she paused, claspinpdrals together and frowning.

“Go on. I'm listening.”



167

“I'm simplifying this almost to the point of inaacacy,” she said. “Let’s say that
Positive Frustration is a Plus Three and Negatrustration is a Minus Three.”

“They’re balanced.”

“Now, add anger,” Susan suggested. “You feel abgeause you think that
someone or something has taken away some of yangsh. That is the negative end.
Again, as a positive, anger can force you to move.”

“l see.”

“Now, give Positive Anger a Plus Three and Negat\wger a Minus Three.
Combining the two aspects of emotion, frustratiod anger, what do you have?”

“A Minus Five and a Plus Five,” | said. “A pertdmalance.”

“Correct,” Susan agreed, still frowning. “Thispéanation is so artificial using
only two variations of emotion.”

“I'll take that into consideration. Just continue

“Okay. Take frustration again. This time, leb& worth Minus Two on the
Negative end and Plus Three on the Positive end.”

“It's unbalanced.”

“But, add negative anger worth Minus Three andtp@sanger worth Plus Two.
Now, what is the score?”

“A Minus Five and a Plus Five,” | said, feelingradst dizzy with the enlightened
thought. “Between the two feelings and their resipe values, you have balanced
emotion!”

“Can you carry it on out, Jackson? Can you sea& wbuld happen when you add
in all of the possible degrees of emotion ownedway beings?”

“I think I'm beginning to understand,” | said, grang for the thought. “Even
though the beings are perfectly balanced with edlclr, the separate variations of
emotion are not.”

Susan remained silent.

“I finally see your point,” | continued. “Liz andason were balanced awtal.
And you're saying that Steve and | have to balanoepnly on total emotion, but on

every variation?”
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“You always have,” Susan said. “This is not a re@nmcept. But, every time that
you've been called upon to use this balance, otleeoother of you has shifted position
on some vital feeling.”

“We've tried this before?”

“Many times.”

“Why can’t | remember? If this is so godawful iorfant, | should have some
recollection!”

“When the time is right, you’ll remember.”

“You'll have to do better than that, Susan. dion’t know how | failed
previously, how will I know how to avoid the samiéfadl the next time?”

“I don’t know if | can explain,” Susan said. “Y@nd Steve are the only beings
who fully understand.”

“Damn!” | shouted, forgetting, for a moment, tltatvas my dream.

“Marvin was with you the last time you made theeaipt,” Susan began. “You,
Steve and Marvin were three gold miners here iraAgas in the middle part of the
nineteenth century.”

“We were the three who disappeared?”

“Yes. As | understand it, events were proceedmthey should until you began
to feel guilt about Steve’s pain. The guilt drogad the way into the extreme negative
end and the polarities became unbalanced.”

“What happened to us? To our physical bodies?”

“You dematerialized the bodies, de-briefed yowmsgland came back as three
other physical beings.”

“And failed again, | suppose.”

“No. That was the last attempt. Until now.”

“Why is it so urgent now?”

Susan sighed again. She stood up and moved aweatched her profile when
she opened her mouth, as if to speak. Then skediband turned to look at me. After
a long silence, she spoke.

“Since the mishap, there have been only six psraidwo hundred years each in
which the planets of this star system have begmedi correctly for this rescue to occur.”
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“You're kidding me! | thought the only alignmewe had to worry about was
between Steve and me!”

“No,” Susan said, shaking her head. “The playettignment occurs only for
one short period every twenty-six thousand yearsd, it is correct for only one twenty-
four hour period every fifty years of that two hued.”

“And, | take it, we must be entering the last yefthat two hundred year cycle.”

“This is Year One Hundred Fifty,” Susan said. tBemember the other factors
that have to be considered. The first year otiwe, Year Zero, you failed. That was
the abortive attempt we discussed earlier. At Yefly, you had not chosen to be on this
planet. At Year One Hundred, you and Steve weeadis and weren’t balanced
correctly.”

“And this twenty-four hour period,” | asked. “Wheloes it begin?”

“It began at midnight,” Susan said, holding up Wwest and looking at her watch.
“We have only twelve hours left.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

| want a normal friend, | thought, squeezing mgsglosed, wishing for Simon
Feathers and the heady gasoline smell of the sestation in Albuquerque. | want a
normal conversation about who is selling dope afgérking lot of the truck stop and
about which lady pulled up her skirt to offer Simuer goods. Instead, I'm stuck here in
this forgotten dream. There’s no place to go ektefhe Violet Fern. And there’s
nothing else to do other than shatter that damoext ffield.

When | opened my eyes, Susan had gone. | loogekeuhill, searching through
the palm trees for the patialm tree® | had drifted off into another dream. Palms
don’t grow in Arkansas! And the sunlight. It weafter, more diffused, almost as if
there were a giant filter between earth and thdegobrb. The air, though humid,
cloaked my body in comfort. This dream was muchenmeasant than the last one. |
leaned back against the tree, planning to enjay thi

“Where is the masterpiege

The deep, thunderous voice pulled me to an uppghkition and | struggled to my
feet, looking around for the source.

“Look within” came the voice again. Although the nuancestanes were

familiar, | couldn’t recognize the speaker.
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“Where are you?” | yelled. The palms absorbedvmige and a pristine stillness
surrounded me. “l can’t see you.”

“You were to study the probabilitghe voice continued, ignoring my questions.
The tones echoed in my head, vibrating my skull.

Study the probability? How could a probabilitydeamined? The very word
itself denoted that an evemiightoccur. Was | reduced to dissecting might-haveibee
“Who are you?” | demanded of the omnipresent voice. “Iodw you?”

“Better than you know yoursglthe voice, hollow and distant now, toned.

“Don’t go,” | cried, turning around and lookingrfthe source of the message.
“What is a probability?”

The air, comfortable only seconds earlier, pregs@mh me, heavy and ominous.
My lungs labored and | gasped for breath. Straangdk gripped my shoulders.

“Jackson! Take it easy. Relax and you won't hewenuch trouble breathing!”

My eyes traveled over the denim clad legs andbupé white face.

“Help!” | gasped. “Can’t breathe. Susan, help!”

My head lolled forward as | felt her shake my skieo$. My lungs constricted
and | fought the black dots in front of my eyes.

“You're hyperventilating, Jackson. Here, breathth me.”

She held my face tightly against her chest. ksténed to the hypnotic beat of
her heart, my breath came more easily.

“That’s better,” she said gently. She releasechesd. “What did you do to
cause that?”

As | told her of the dream, the vision, the halhation, | watched relief spread
over the tight skin of her face. When | reachexdghint about probabilities, she smiled.

“Whatis a probability?” | asked, chagrined. “Earlier, M@badow mentioned
that you were in charge of that area.”

Susan nodded.

“Well, tell me,” | demanded. “You’ve got me taighpoint, you might as well
finish me off.”

“For every action, thought, or emotion that conmts being,” Susan said, “there
are dozens, no hundreds, of other ways in whichaittzon, thought or emotion might be
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expressed. For every word that you speak, you searched through your stored
memory for the exact expression you use.”

“That would require some awfully fast thinking.”

“When you consider that this entire lifetime istjas a blink of the eye, then time
loses importance.”

I nodded, forcing myself to remember that this ightbing was a dream. That, in
fact, it wouldn’t last more than a few seconds.oUght of that way, Susan’s proposition
made sense.

“Right,” | said, remembering my decision to pldgrag with that dream.

“Take an example,” she said. “Suppose that, ur y@vels, you come to a
crossroad. You decided to go to the right. Bhgre were other choices.”

“I could have gone left,” | said. “Or, straightead.”

“You could have turned around and gone back theyea came,” she added, “or
you could have stayed in the one spot.”

“Okay,” | said. “But, what difference does it me&k None of those possibilities is
important. | eliminated them by making the deaisio go right.”

“Did you?”

“Sure, 1 did. Listen, Susan, are you implyingttheould have taken more than
one of those roads? Look, I'm only one person!”

“When you're really involved in the decision-maggiprocess,” Susan said, “it
sometimes becomes difficult, almost impossiblauta toose of the other possibilities.”

I thought about my decision to marry Chris Viningp to that point, a large part
of my soul had retained the dream that Susan wealldne and the two of us would be
reunited. My decision to marry Chris had elimirmhtieat possibility.

“Wait, Susan. Even when I've made a decisiona@ue thing, | can still go back
and do the other?”

“You don't have to go back.”

“What?”

“When you're truly ego-involved, pardon the exmmies, you can’'t make a
decision.”

“What do | do? Just twiddle my thumbs?”
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“You're confronted with three actions that coulttar — very probablynight
occur. You can go forward; you can go back; yau d@ose not to move. Eventually,
you make a decision, even if it is the simple choiotto make a decision. Because of
your ‘ego-involvement,” a fragment of your persatyabreaks off and carries through
with the other choice, or choices.”

“That kind of thinking is schizophrenic!”

“Perhaps.”

“Well, can you think of a better way to describkeatryou’ve just told me?”

“Jackson, you asked me to explain probabilities I&m trying. What you do
with the information, if anything, is up to you.”

“Well, I'm not carrying this discussion back tafigy,” | mumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing. Go on with this alter-ego bit.”

“Alter-ego is not the term I'd choose,” Susan s&idwning at me. “Although,
from your point of view, | suppose it's understablgathat you think in terms of novel
structure. And, that may be as good a way as@mnydu to comprehend.”

| found myself growing impatient with this roundaly, hazy explanation. | tried
to remember any other discussion I'd had in whisltrange concept had been introduced
and I'd had such difficulty accepting it. In cake Dr. Hathaway, my advisor, and | had
generated many a heated debate over atheism.a Bitle voice niggled at me, even
atheism was based on the denial of a conceptiéghdy accepted. This alien concept of
probabilities dumfounded me. Time and space dielxit; there was no good, no bad. |
wasn't even sure that | existed.

“Then explain to me, Susan,” | said, frustratibarpening my voice. “I'm here
in Arkansas. Is there a little piece of me in Ajperque, pumping gas?”

“You could say that,” she agreed. “A decision wasessary in order for you to
come back here. Because of memories and insesyritwould have been easier for you
to remain in Albuquerque. You chose, howeverame here.”

“You're right. | struggled with that decision.spent hours going over the pros

and cons.”
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“You created dozens of scenarios,” Susan saicbu“acted out roles in each of
these vignettes.”

“l did a lot of daydreaming,” | said. “I thoughbout coming here, of staying
there, of running away somewhere where my agertotdind me. | even thought
about pretending that the message hadn’t reaché€d me

“With each daydream,” Susan interrupted. “Youtsmrt a fragment of yourself
to, in a sense, test the experience.”

“Like my dream characters!” | exclaimed. Thendpped. “But that means...”

“Yes,” Susan said. “Each of those fragments r®iooing with that existence
you created for him.”

“That’s crazy! | considered going to New Orleadge you saying that there is a
fragment of me in New Orleans right now?”

“Stop and think about it, Jackson. You createdpfobable you. He had all of
your memories and experiences. You also creapedlable situation for him. Yes, he
exists in that probability at this very moment.ydfur decision had been to go to New
Orleans, themhis Jackson, the one here with me, would have beeakabpility.”

“Perhaps | am,” | whispered, thinking of the dréi@mstate of the past few hours.
“How can | distinguish the real me from a probale?”

“Does it matter?” Susan asked. “All realitiesrelpable, dream, or this one —
contribute experience to our growth. Your probalaekson in New Orleans thinks that
heis the real Jackson.”

“Hold on,” | said. “This probable me in New Orfesg or the one in Albuquerque
— can | learn fronhis experiences?”

“Jackson,” Susan said, walking over to me andiptaber hand on my forearm.
“As an entity, you are so much greater than thigspal body that you call yourself.
You, above all others, should grasp that! As dewrryou have called it creativity, or
inspiration. But you have drawn constantly froratthigher source, that combination of
all yous”

“I'll accept it, Susan. But I'm not sure thathderstand. And, | certainly don’t

agree.”
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“You don’t have to understand, or agree. You temen have to accept. The
growth will occur, whether or not you try.”

“Then, what the hell am | doing here?”

“This is the reality you chose to experience.”

“Damn it, Susan. | didn’t count on this.”

“You knew,” she said. “You even know the endlod story. That's why you
chose this probability.”

It's a dream, | consoled myself. And there’s @aan within the dream. And, on
and on to the point of dizziness. | thought alibatearlier dream with a young Susan
and a baby Kyanith.

“I wonder what would have happened if | hadn’t et Chris,” | ventured. “I
wonder what would have happened if | had, insteadhe back here to you.”

“I'm sure you already know.”

“I think | glimpsed that probability last nightl"said. “After we brought Kyanith
to the cabin.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. The probable me had come here to the caPapa Gordon had helped you
to remodel it and you and Kyanith were living hekganith was just an infant. | think |
had just found out about her and had only a sin# here before | had to rush back
somewhere.”

“I have my own probabilities about that event,’s8a admitted. “Where had you
been?”

“I think I must have been on military leave,” idaremembering the blue
uniform. “That’s right. | was due to leave foré#inam within the week.”

How did | know this? Some of it hadn’t even bagpart of that dream. Puzzled,
| stared at Susan.

“This is weird,” | said. “All of those years agehen | didn’t hear from you, | did
a lot of thinking about enlisting in the air forcEven stranger, | can’t remember why |
chose, instead to marry Chris.”

“You knew how that probability would end,” Susands kneeling down beside

me.
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“l do,” | said, surprised. “l was in Vietham onlyeeks before my plane was shot
down. Good God, | was killed!”
“There’s the reason that you didn’t follow thabpability, Jackson. Somewhere

inside you, you remembered this mission and, becafithat, chose to do as you did.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

“So, there are probabfeesand probablgousand probablevents’

“There are even probabligesand probableniverses Susan said. She had
dropped to the ground and stretched out, restingpé@d on my thigh. She again looked
at her wristwatch.

“I'm giving them twenty more minutes,” she saitf they’re not back by then,
we’ll go to the Violet Fern.”

“Suits me,” | said. “I'm ready to get on with #hi

| felt Susan’s head nod against my knee. Shedlbsr eyes and | felt tender
concern flow through my veins. Susan hadn’t stept more than | in the last thirty
hours or so; she must be exhausted. But | neet®ueas to other questions.

“Susan?” Her eyelids fluttered and she openecthes. “Susan, right before |
had trouble breathing, | could have visited a pbidaeality. The dream or vision |
mentioned?”

“Tell me about it,” she said. She closed her ghas| knew that | had her
attention.

“I was in a place almost like this,” | began. Staad of pines and oaks, palm trees
were scattered around the landscape. The vegetaés tropical. And the air, too,” |

said, remembering the drapery of humid air arougdshoulders. “There seemed to be a



178

thick cloud between me and the sun. It was pldasan | began having trouble
breathing. The air was so thick that | couldn&mseto breathe enough oxygen. It was
like a locked steam room.”

“You did visit a probable universe,” Susan sajggming her eyes and sitting up.
“When the beings first manifested this star systi@y thought of several other
universes and star systems. Because they haccbesed in thought, these other
universes continued to exist. Apparently, there been little damaging activity on your
probable planet to destroy the hydrosphere.”

“Hydrosphere? Did you mean atmosphere? lonog@her

“No,” she said. “On your probable planet, thessead not yet descended. The
water remained as a three-mile thick protectivdingdor the planet’s surface, shielding
its inhabitants from the damaging rays of the sDid you see any of the people? Did
you look at your own body?”

“l didn’t see anyone,” | said. “But a powerfulize came to me, seemingly from
all around, chastising me about losing the mastegi It said | was supposed to study
the probability.”

“The inhabitants of that planet had most likely@emanifested physical bodies,”
Susan said. “They had no way to experience thamjes of physical relationships,
especially the group dynamics of this struggle laithe Violet Fern. The voice was
telling a probable you on a probable planet thatwere to observe and learn from this
experience.”

“But, the voice called this situation the probdipit

“Certainly. Remember that we said the probable ipdNew Orleans thougthie
was the real Jackson?”

“I see. So the probable me on that probable pldwaeight he was the real me?”

“Or youthink that you are the real you.”

This discussion could drive a person crazy, | giducomprehending, for the first
time, the full meaning of the phrase. | toucheda&®s shoulder.

“What time is it?” | asked. “They’re not back.”
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“We ought to go,” Susan said, rising to her feghe held a hand to me and |
grabbed it, feeling the stiffness in my body atbs.

“You lead,” | said, gently shoving her ahead of. mes she started the climb, she
looked back over her shoulder at me.

“Do you think you're ready for this?” she asked.

“I'm ready,” | told her. “You would be better offorrying about Steve.”

She headed up the path, climbing briskly, butlgurelalfway to the top, she
turned again to look at me. Concern reflected fhmnfeatures.

“Sit down and rest, Jackson,” she ordered, corhaak toward me. “Sit on that
rock beside the trail. Right there on your left.”

Relieved, | found the flat rock and dropped tolitquid glued my shirt to my
back and | felt streams of perspiration course dowmeck. It had been much easier
this morning, climbing up the trail after my piquéh Moonshadow.

“Here,” Susan said, pulling a white handkerchiehi her shirt pocket. “Let me
wipe your face.”

| felt her gentle hands pat the moisture from ongiead and cheeks. | took the
cloth from her hand and ran it around my neck.

“I feel more like eighty than forty,” | said, haind the handkerchief back to
Susan. She dropped her eyes as she took the siagdtpm my outstretched hand.

“Just rest, Jackson. We'll try again shortly.”

“Speaking of feeling eighty,” | said. “I had farjen about another probable me.
It was different, though.”

“How’s that?”

“Well, according to my conception of probabiliti@¢sort of flip into the probable
body of my probable self and experience the eventiay he would have.”

“That’s one probability,” Susan said, smiling.

“Well, | met a real, flesh-and-blood me,” | stateduinting my eyes to observe
her expression. “He was much older, but he was IHeewas close enough for me to
touch and we talked.”

“What did you discuss?”
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“We talked about a camping trip to Canada six yego,” | said. “Well, to me, it
was six years ago. He said it happened twentysyago.”

“There’s your time factor again,” Susan said. ¢&6to hell.”

“Yeah.”

Susan busied herself tying a loose lace on ohemn$hoes. | looked off toward
the valley. The cabin’s metal roof glinted in gwnlight.

“We were one person until that day that | sawrghebow,” | mused. “I can
recall wondering what it felt like to walk throughrainbow. But, | didn't. | stayed at the
campsite.”

“And hewalked through the rainbow.”

“He just went on with life from that point,” | ghi “He forgot about me
completely. And I'm the one who gave him life.”

“Are you sure about that?” Susan asked, looking imy eyes. “Are you positive
that the probable you was the one who left? Coutta probable you have been the one
who stayed?”

“God, Susan, you provoke the most intellect-drajnpossibilities. If | am a
probable me, then none of this is necessary. bbreal.”

“Do you believe that?”

“I don’t know, Susan. Anymore, | have no conceptof reality. | keep bouncing
in and out of hallucinations, or probable realit@s you call them. | think I'm real until |
come back here, to this,” | said, emphasizing miptday slapping my knee. “This is
what | call thereal me. But, somehow or another, | can’t let go afséhothers.”

“Why do you feel that you need to let them go?”

“Because they're natall”

Susan laughed. She rubbed at a scratch on her Wdwen she looked up at me,
her eyes still held mirth.

“Tell me why you keep insisting that this is th@yoreality,” she said.

“Because I'mherg” | shouted. “There’s only one thing I'm sure abanymore.
lam | exist | am...”

| stopped, feeling my words trail off before theyached my vocal cords. |
swallowed, feeling saliva push past the lump made unspoken words.
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“Don’t you feel the same way in your other reabt?”

“No,” | said. “Last night, when | stumbled at tbeeek and fell, | flipped into
another probable life. It was similar to this oercept that you and Mama Kate were
two people named Miranda, my wife, and Katie, atidn medicine woman.”

“Who were you?”

“I was Jackson,” | said. “I kept trying to telby and Mama Kate who | was.
Both of you kept calling me Campbell, insistingtthavas someone else.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes,” | said. “It happened at another time.”

“In the past?”

“No.”

“The future, then.”

“No,” I said. “It was as if the time were now.h& people, however, had
developed nuclear and solar energy rather thamgebn hydroelectric power. We were
in a small house made of some type of glass thapli There were no light bulbs.”

“A probable reality?”

“It certainly wasn’tthis one,” | said. “They weren’t even interested ia Wiolet
Fern, just mentioned it as a possible source fgstals to be used in their solar
collectors.”

“Gordon Anderson named the Violet Fern almosy fyféars ago,” Susan said.
“So your probability split occurred before he nantedOtherwise, they would have
known it as such.”

“They knew something about the crystals and theefdield,” | said. “The one
named Katie called me Etal and she knew that y®liranda, that is — and | had been
talking about the mine.”

Susan looked at me. She nodded, gesturing timattinue.

“She wanted to keep me in that world,” | said. ¥ she realized that she
wouldn’t be able to do so, she told me to talk y@Kith.”

“So this Katie had some awareness of your pregatity and also about the

Violet Fern. It seems that she knew you in thatitygand in this one, too.”
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“Katie had the same powers as Kyanith,” | exclaim&She removed my
confusion and fears by touching my temples.”

“Your fears? Or, Campbell’s fears?”

“You were pregnant,” | said, ignoring her questidhthink that you had
miscarried twice before. We were concerned trastme thing might happen again.”

| hesitated. Events and experiences flooded back.

“It was Sarah’s and Papa Gordon’s probabilitysaid, amazed at the insight. “In
this life, the one right here, Sarah married Elaret Papa Gordon married Mama Kate.
In that probability, Sarah married Papa GordonatBrwhen it started.”

“‘Goon.”

“Frank and | were named Stuart and Campbell. MKata never married. You
and Marvin were brother and sister. After colldgenk went to Scotland to teach
philosophy and | married you. We built a home ddhariver, south of Gordon’s Glen,
and | wrote mysteries. | became quite famous amavere well-to-do.”

“Nice change,” Susan said dryly.

“In that life,” | continued, “there were no warkex World War One. The
uranium that contributed to the atomic bomb in tkelity was developed, instead, as an
alternative energy source in that reality.”

“There was no conflict?” Susan asked. “We knoat the need for recovering
the starship must also have existed in that Méhere was Steve? Who was he?”

“Steve was the unborn child you carried,” | saichazed at the revelation. “He
would have been my son!”

“Your son? Or, Campbell's son?”

| didn’t have the opportunity to answer. The l@adind of an unmuffled engine
came from a distance to our left, toward the rgadouthe mine. Shortly after the sound
reached my ears, a horn began honking at steaglylarantervals. Susan jumped to her
feet and | followed suit.

“That’'s Marvin’s pickup,” Susan said, grabbing mgnd. “I'd recognize that

horn anywhere!”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

My legs denied their previous lethargy and | feléml Susan up the steep shortcut
to the parking area above the open pit. She had berrect. Parked in the middle of the
clearing, engine still ticking, Marvin’s pickup péed a yellow splash against the torn red
earth of the landslide. The door on the driveide svas open and my eyes scoured the
immediate area, searching for my friend. Thendrtdehe scream from below. Susan
and | stared at each other before breaking intmaaward the sound.

Although | had recognized the cry of anguish asdie, | was not prepared for the
sight that awaited my eyes when | reached the laglfwoint on the carved stone stairs
and the tunnel opening came into view. Down belerank and Moonshadow stood on
either side of a prone female. Kyanith knelt beghe girl, using her shirttail to wipe
blood from the ravaged face. | stopped dead asdr8siweight pushed into me from the
rear. For a moment, we tottered on the hillsidereel regained my balance.

“What the hell?” | gasped.

“It's Dorrie,” Susan cried. “Dorrie Jacobs. Sherks at Steve’s motel.”

“I know who she is,” | said, grabbing Susan’s hand pulling her on down the
steps. “But, what is she doing here? Where isvat

At that moment, Frank looked up and, seeing usli@ved smile passed over his

face. He limped toward us.
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“Frank,” Susan cried, slipping around me and ragrdown the last few steps.
“What has happened to Dorrie?”

Frank shrugged. Over Susan’s head, his eyesiiiorenine.

“Where’s Marvin?” | asked. “That’s his pickup tipere.”

“You'll have to ask Dorrie,” he said, turning tback and following Susan.

Dorrie screamed again and Kyanith laid her heathemirl’s chest, hugging her
tightly. The scream faded and Dorrie began crgioigly. | was close enough now to see
the ugly cuts and dark bruises on her face, togmize the particular crooked angle of a
broken arm. Had she driven the pickup all the Wwasn Bethel Bluff?

Susan bent down beside Kyanith and pulled herttau@ff Dorrie’s chest. An
electric look passed between the two before Susached for Dorrie’s good hand, taking
it in her own and cradling it gently.

“Dorrie, can you hear me?” she asked softly.

In contrast to the bruised flesh surrounding thBoryie’s violet eyes seemed
unnaturally large when she opened them. Responditige strength behind Susan’s
guestion, she spoke.

“It was Steve,” she whispered. | moved closdtle beat me up. He was going to
kill me.”

| watched tears edge out of the corners of hes,dgdowing tiny wrinkles out
toward her ears. With her free hand, Susan catddggie’s arm, making low,
comforting noises.

“You're going to be safe now,” she told Dorriel. won't let Steve do any more
harm to you.”

“You can't stop him,” she cried. “When Sheriff (&nd tried...”

Her voice broke and sobs erupted from her thrbkar body trembled and she
rolled over to her side, drawing her knees towanddhnest.

“What happened to Marvin?” | demanded sharply, igrgpSusan’s glare. What
has happened to Marv

| moved past Frank and hunkered down beside DoHtr. sobs continued. | put
my right hand on her shoulder and silently cursgdmve when | felt her shudder.

“I'm sorry,” she whimpered. “Sheriff Garland wagjood man. He...”
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“Wasa good man?” | yelled, feeling my fingers pregs the soft flesh between
the fragile bones of Dorrie’s shoulder. “What dmynear?”

“Stop it, Jackson,” Susan ordered, pulling my hbadk. “You’re only
frightening her more.”

“He tried to help me,” Dorrie whispered. | learsger in order to better hear her
low words. “He gave me his keys and told me to €don you.”

Ragged breath escaped my lungs. Marvin hadnit baaght by surprise. He
knew what he was up against and I'd bet my lif¢ Heacould handle Steve Benson.

“Where is he, Dorrie? Where's Marvin?”

“At the motel,” she sighed. I think that he’sate Steve stabbed him with a big
knife.”

o—_—

The fourteen mile ride into town took a thousaedrng, each one filled with an
odd combination of fear, guilt and anticipationwds afraid that Dorrie might have been
correct, that Marvin may already have been deddlt guilt that | hadn’t been there to
prevent it. The setting sun glinted on brightlynped metal and | pressed the brake pedal
on Marvin’s pickup, slowing the vehicle to a craagl | met the semi-truck on the narrow
bridge. Hearing the uneven breathing beside memembered, seemingly for the first
time since leaving the mine, that Susan sat bes&le

“You still believe | should have stayed there2isked her. “Marvin is the best
friend | ever had.”

Susan remained silent. Out of the corner of g, épbserved her stiff posture,
the rigid clasp of her hands in her lap.

“I have to try and help him,” | persisted. “He wd have done the same for me!”

Still, she said nothing. Up ahead, on the horitevatched the blurred red letters
of the Benson’s Inn sign come into focus and fethsthing akin to hatred flow bitterly
through my body when | read the words.

“Do you think he’s here?” | asked Susan, as weddrinto the graveled parking
lot.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” she said. ‘tesiaely hope so. We only have a
few hours left.”
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“Damn the time,” | shouted, slamming on the brak&savel popped on the
underside of the pickup. “I happen to think treatisg my friend’s life is more important
than playing out a part in some stupid little smad¢ural scenario!”

“You're the only one who can make that decisidifsan said, opening her door.

| turned off the ignition, pulled the key out ampgened my own door. As an
afterthought, | pushed in the light switch and arpty dusk fell around us. | knew
something was wrong, but | couldn’t put my fingeribuntil Susan spoke.

“He’s here, Jackson. He’s turned all the ligHts'o

| looked at the long, low building in front of u&keflections from the setting sun
and light from the Lamplighter Restaurant next delwone eerily on the cream-colored
brick. 1 felt the skin of my scalp prickle. SteBenson was in one of those rooms,
waiting for me, and he had the strategic advantatgcould see us and know our moves
as soon as we made them.

“You stay here, Susan. I'm going in.”

“Not by yourself, you're not,” she said. “I miglat least, be able to talk to him.
You know that you don’t have a chance. He wosteln to a word you say.”

“Have it your way,” | said. Could it have beenya few hours earlier that | had
been so caught up in the mass hysteria at thet\rele? Or, wathisa dream? |
headed toward the office, feeling the gravel crumetierneath my hiking boots. There
was no sound from within and | turned the knolmgding the door inward and stepping to
the side. Silence greeted me.

“He’s not in here,” Susan said. “Let me get &tfigurned on.”

| felt her brush past me and heard the click astsined the switch. She sighed.

“He’s shut off the electricity,” she said. “I kwovhere the circuit box is located.
Just wait here.”

Seconds ticked off into endless minutes. | hédaedcrunch of Susan’s feet on the
gravel, heard the hollow sound of the circuit bexlg opened and the grinding sound of
the switch being pulled. Then the lights were vimgkagain and my eyes darted around
the room before coming to rest on a bloody objecth@ desk in front of me.

“God,” | moaned, trying to move my gaze. | feltsan’s warmth return to my
side, felt her body stiffen as she looked at trekde'he backs of my knees grew weak
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and | sat down on a nearby chair, feeling the sgape through the seams of the
naugahyde upholstery. Susan moved closed to gle de

“It's a finger,” she gasped. Then she turned & green eyes wide. “Jackson,
Steve cut off Marvin’s finger!”

“I know,” | said. My words came through a hollaunnel. Somewhere in the
background of buzzing noises in my ears, | hededraliar sound. An engine started. A
car pulled out of the parking area, throwing graarethe surrounding vehicles.

“That’s Steve,” Susan cried, running to the dolgumped up beside her,
watching the rapidly disappearing taillights. Hink there’s someone in the car with him.
Was it Marvin?”

“It could have been,” | answered. My tongue feitk. “I want to check the
rooms here. Make sure.”

“There’s a master key over there,” Susan said,ingoaround the desk, carefully
averting her eyes from the desktop. She grabbadja key ring from a hook and
hurried back to me.

“How many rooms are there?” | asked, taking thetkeg from her, fingering
through it for the master.

“Twenty-four. He had plans drawn up for another.Hér voice trailed off. |
was already at the first door.

We found the second finger in Room Fifteen andtirel one in Room Twenty-
One. The first desecration had numbed us and avitie more than gasp with each
successive mutilation. The note was in the lastrave checked.

“Dear God,” Susan whimpered. “He’s written itdlood.”

“He’s gone to Gordon’s Glen,” | said, roughly ghbatig her arm and turning her
toward the door. “There’s a lot of blood here. rivia may still be alive. Let’'s go.”

| knew that Steve would expect us to come up tasmoad, that he would be
watching the entrance. But, only one other liyoggson knew that property better than I.
Only Frank would expect me to take the old wagadrand follow the river on foot to
the homeplace.

“Where are you going?” Susan asked. “You miskedurn.”

“We're going to surprise him and go in the back/wa
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The pickup nudged aside several saplings and ebhalyer numerous tree
stumps, but it stalled at one of the narrow gotgas Sycamore Creek followed. We
were close enough, though. | jumped out of theatabbegan rummaging through the
equipment in the back of the pickup. Somewhetéantruck bed, | knew that Marvin
had a weapon.

“Here’s a flashlight,” Susan said, her voice sangalose in the darkness.

“I want a gun, Susan. We can't risk that light.”

“I've already found a pistol,” she said, distameeading her tone. “l tucked it in
my waistband. There’s a rifle over here. | fak stock.”

| felt my way around the pickup to her side anacteed down to touch the
comforting assurance of highly polished wood améclmetal. Why was the rifle out of
its protective case?

“Shells,” | mumbled. “Where’s that light?”

Susan handed me the flashlight and | turned itonfirming the last moment’s
suspicions. The rifle’s chamber was empty. Ihtiee light around the bed of the
pickup. There were no boxes of shells, no loogdishnywhere.

“Is that thing loaded?” | asked, flashing the tighthe handgun poked in Susan’s
waistband. She gingerly lifted the pistol and rethd to me.

“Slimy bastard,” | said, observing the empty cyln.

“What can we do?” Susan asked. “He’ll kill uspto

“No chance,” | said. “He won't know we’re theratil I'm close enough to
strangle him.”

| felt Susan shiver. Somehow, | had forgottert 8tave Benson was her brother.

| had forgotten that he was human.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

By following the bank of Sycamore Creek, we reaktie river rapids in just
minutes. Before | saw the moon’s reflection ongivft waters, | heard the hollow,
sighing sound of water falling to the pool at tlesé of the waterfall.

“Watch your step,” | cautioned. “The bank is chlynalong here and you could
fall.”

“Let me have your hand,” Susan said. “You knovwevehyou're going. | don't.”

| felt her hand slip into mine and we stood atedge of the river, cool spray
from the waterfall misting our faces. | stiffenetien | heard the voices. Susan’s hand
grasped mine more tightly. Darkness lifted fromuwenrd us and sunlight shone brightly
on the two figures kneeling on the ground nearfdhest’s edge, backs to us. A large,
dark woman and a small, freckled boy. They hadpged a basketball-sized depression
in the soft delta soil and | watched the woman @laclark object in the boy’s hand. He
clasped it tightly as he looked at her, a lightisodiised plea shadowing his large eyes.
Then he looked over her shoulder and spied Susaman

“Hi,” he said.

The woman turned and stared, her familiar blagsayarming. She smiled. |
moved closer, pulling Susan along with me. Coulzel? For a moment, | closed my

eyes, remembering the words from years ago.
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“See that man, son?” Mama Kate had told me, pugrtid the strange couple
standing by the waterfall. “Someday, you will battman. Put all of your fear into the
stone and bury it. That's good. Go on and shbedlirt over it. When you find the
stone again, you will use the fear and it will nader frighten you.”

Slowly, | opened my eyes. The woman and boy were. Darkness again
surrounded us and | welcomed the waterfall’s cpodg on my hot cheeks.

“Did you see them?” | asked.

“Seewhd?”

| didn’t answer. | thought | had left that pauliar dream on the mountainside.
Part of me wondered if Kyanith would have seentiif she, rather than Susan, had
stood alongside me.

“It's not important,” | told Susan, leading herndo closer to the waterfall, toward
the old river road. “It's less than half a milerin here to the house.”

In the darkness, Susan and | both stumbled setwered as we made our way up
the rutted road and past the old cannery. Aténhed marking the boundary between the
peach orchard and the blackberry patch, | stoppddstood for a moment, leaning on a
large cedar corner post.

“Something’s not right,” | told Susan.

“I know,” she said, her voice low. “Shouldn’t vee able to see lights from
here?”

“Yeah. Lights in either the big house or the agé should be visible.”

“Maybe he’s gone,” Susan ventured.

“I doubt it. We would have heard the sound ofdas engine. No, | have the
feeling that Steve is in one of those houses.”

“And Marvin, too.”

“Yeah,” | said, my throat tightening. “Marvin.”

The moon, hidden for the last few minutes by a thoud, chose this moment to
peek out and paint the buildings a ghostly whitearrowed my eyes, seeking
movement. Any movement.

“There’s Steve’s car,” Susan said, pointing tthadow between the cottage and
the big house. “There! Underneath the oak tree!”
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“It's moving!” | shouted. “He’s coasting it dowthe hill. The bastard’s outfoxed
us again!”

“How did he know?” Susan cried.

“Stop” | yelled, ignoring her question. “Steve Benso&top that car! Let
Marvin go!”

Headlights came on and the car engine thunderie td ran toward the vehicle,
knowing that | couldn’t possibly stop it. Thenetbar slowed.

“Cody, | have the sheriff. I'm going to the ViolEern.”

My knees buckled and | fell to the ground. Dufied into my nostrils and |
choked at the earthy smell. | had not comprehehdedpowerful hate could be. I'd
never felt this intensely about anything or anyohet tears filled my eyes and spilled
onto my cheeks. | raised myself to hands and kardscreamed at the departing car. A
cry of frustration and rage. I'd make him payev&t Benson would suffer more than the
combined total of all the pain he had ever causedould see to that.

Frank had left the keys in the ignition of Papaddn’s old Willys Jeep. Rather
than using the time to backtrack to Marvin’s picldgwn by the river, Susan and | had
climbed into the jeep, hoping it had enough lifel gasoline left to make it to the mine.

We didn't talk. The silence echoed our thougtyg.the time we reached the
cutoff to the Violet Fern, my entire body was nunfusan seemed frozen to the ragged
upholstery of the passenger seat. She mumbledtkimmge

“What did you say?” | asked. Susan cleared heath

“l just said that it was meant to be this way,eskhpeated. “We’'ll all be together
at the Violet Fern.”

“Bull!”

“You can deny it all you want,” Susan said. “Bwou have to admit that it's
happening that way.”

“Coincidence,” | muttered. | didn’t want to bringp the other possibility. Steve
Benson had broken, that much we had witnessedhitkous mutilation of Marvin had

been only one superficial manifestation of his seds. It was entirely feasible that he
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had taken this opportunity to seek revenge by dgisty a whole group of people whom
he saw as having hurt him.

“I don’t think so,” Susan said. | flinched. Shad done it to me again; my
thoughts must have been written in large, iridesbéock letters.

“Give me another explanation.”

“Look at it from this angle, Jackson. In the depof his soul, Steve knew that he
had to be at the Violet Fern at this time. Justasdid.”

“I'm not sure that | believe that,” | said, swergito miss a large hole in the road.
“Either part of it.”

“I'm just assuming,” Susan said. “Steve also krikat he had a confrontation
due with you.”

“He’s known that for years,” | said.

“Just listen. Steve knows that there will be afoantation but, because he’s
never explored his soul, he doesn’t know the tylde.has to rely on his past experiences
for reference.”

“And I'm an expert?”

“l didn't say that, Jackson. But, you do knowtttiee polarities have to be
balanced.”

“So you think that if | find some sort of equaldaopposite emotion to balance his
psychosis, then everything will be for the best aedl all live happily ever after?
Damn!”

| cursed as the right front wheel hit a sharp rac#l the vehicle rolled toward the
steep ditch. 1 jerked the steering wheel shamggfty but my move was too late and the old
jeep wedged itself in the trench. Susan slammedaia and | heard a sickening thud as
her forehead hit the solid metal dash.

“Susan!” | yelled, reaching for her shoulder.eltimovement underneath my
hand.

“I'm okay, Jackson, but I'll have a black eye tamzay.”

She giggled dizzily and my heartbeat returnedstmormal pace. | shifted into

the lowest gear and gunned the engine. The jexqedoa few inches and then settled
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back down into the tight space between the hillside the road. Shifting into reverse, |
tried vainly to back out.

“I could do it with a winch,” | told Susan.

“But, we don't have one. And, we don't have timeook up there ahead of us.
At the top of the hill.”

My eyes traveled past the dark pines, toward ls&ing up above, and my throat
tightened. The blue light, familiar from the nidigfore, shimmered in flame-like waves,

tossing sparks hundreds of feet into the dark sky.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

“It's pulling us,” Susan said, climbing out of tieep and up the slope to the
roadway. “Can’t you feel it?”

| felt something, the source of which | was naesiut it coincided with the
pulsing of the magnetic light. It was as if thghli itself were a living thing and, with
each intake of its breath, we were being drawneclo$ stood, paralyzed, watching
Susan’s dark profile grow smaller as she trudgethaphill.

At that moment, | remembered that this was a dreamydream — and | had
control. The real me was back in Albuquerque,@stegin the tiny trailer by the gasoline
pumps. Or, perhaps the real me was in Missouggaming the remainder of the night
away after studying for college finals. Or, it tthbe that the real me was still five years
old and had just drifted back into the dream tlzat been interrupted when Papa Gordon
had told Mama about Elmer.

“Wait, Susan!” | yelled. With the iridescent lighehind her, | could observe her
expectant profile as she turned and waited for hveas ready to get on with this dream
and have it end.

“You have to use his hate, his anger,” Susan sdién | fell into step beside her.

“Sure,” | said, gasping for breath. “But, whababmy hate and anger? I'm

afraid that his emotions and mine both fall onghme end of the see-saw.”
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“You're right,” she said slowly, seeming to seafchwords. “You both fall on
the negative end. The polarities aren’t balanced.”

“No kidding.”

“Don’t be sarcastic, Jackson. This is seriouan’€you make your feelings
positive?”

“Now who's being sarcastic?”

“All feelings have positive and negative poles.”

“I'm sorry, Susan. | feel only negative emotianvard Steve. Try as | might, |
can’t change that.”

“Then we’ll have to change Steve’s feelings.”

“Do you have any idea of the odds on being abkcttnmplish that little trick?”

“No,” she said. | watched the blue light flickerer the pout on her face. “But,
the others will have fresh ideas.”

My pace quickened. | had almost forgotten aboydrith and Frank. About
Moonshadow and Dorrie. And, by now, Steve and Meawmwould be with them at the
Violet Fern.

“Do you suppose that they're still up at the minle&sked, sneaking a glance
back over my shoulder. Susan’s face glowed blue.

“They’re there,” she said. “There’s no place ¢tsgo. Besides, it's already
started.”

“What has already started?”

“The metamorphosis,” Susan said. She had cayghith me and looped her left
arm through the bend in my right arm, pulling mengl with her as she leaned forward.

“So, that’'s what you’re calling it now,” | saidiasing at the horizon. The blue
light shifted in intensity, paling to a blue-whitélot air rippled toward my body in
almost perceptible waves.

“Look!” Susan cried. “The sparks! Like firewotk®id you hear that scream?
Kyanith?”

At that point, we both ran, unaware of the rootd eocks in the road, oblivious to
the fact that we headed directly toward the danggmanith’s piercing scream faded

away and a pervasive crackling sound filled thelvdéusan made a gagging noise.
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“I know,” | said, slowing and gasping for breattt smells foul.”
“Sulfur and brimstone,” she said tonelessly. “Yédieaded for the gates of hell.”
Kk

In the parking area above the tunnel, blue ligiected on and ran off of Steve
Benson'’s luxury car. Susan and | stared at thawdithen wordlessly inched over to the
edge of the cliff above the tunnel. Like heatgsfrom a furnace, the blue light singed
our faces as we stared at the scene below. Susamethand | put my arm around her
shoulders, pulling her to me.

It's the worst kind of nightmare, | reminded myseut I still have control. |
control Steve Benson, crouched near the tunnelmdback against a thick ledge of
guartz, shotgun pointed at a rigid Franlcontrol the situation.l control Kyanith, who
has thrown her own body over an unconscious Dotra@ntrol the situation.I control
Moonshadow, who is wrapping a blanched and bloodyv's right hand with shreds
of her long gypsy skirtl control the situation.

| felt a tug as Susan slipped from my hold andabeipe descent down the stone
steps. Her foot slipped on the third step andtched her long fingers tear at the sparse
vegetation on the steep hillside before she caugidtand righted her body.

As if from a great distance, and in another sphegtched the beings down
below. Like so many tiny insect workers, they si&al about their tasks, each seemingly
oblivious to his relative unimportance. Or, to ingportance a voice within nagged. In
that moment, | knew that we are both more andttesms we think we are. Like sound
and light, we stretch out from either side of twaich is visible or audible. We form an
infinite spectrum, realizing only a tiny portion @dir totality.

And, just as quickly, | again became an undeniphh of the group | watched.
This play could not continue without my particiati Shielding my face from the

penetrating blue light, | began the descent dowrsteep stone steps.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

“I'm going to kill you, Jackson,” Steve said, eydazing yellow madness. “But
I'll see that you take a long time to die.”

“That’s a bad line from a B-grade western,” | tbidh, looking at the circle of
white, expectant faces around me. Each harborpd tiat | was the catalyst, the means
by which this ugly alliance would be cementedurhed back to the man who faced me,
mottled face reflecting purple.

“These people are no good to you, Benson,” | edjol‘It's me that you really
want to hurt. Let them go.”

“No,” he whispered, madness permeating his tdfidese people are the means
to make you suffer. You want to know how? Watch!”

The barrel of his weapon swung left, around tokrand paused. | watched his
finger tighten on the trigger.

“No!” | screamed, rushing toward him. In slow naot, | saw Steve’s finger
flinch and, almost instantly, Frank dropped toknges, fingers of his left hand loosely
clutching a ragged hole that bloodied his rightuidtler. | grabbed for the barrel of the
shotgun and felt the heat from the metal beforgeSterned it on Susan. Calmly, he

looked at me and smiled. His eyes held no moreamitjmthan those of a mad dog.
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“She’s next,” he said, lowering the barrel to atdpelow Susan’s waist. “Her and
that bastard girl of hers.”

He shifted the shotgun’s sights to Kyanith. Siaeesl at him defiantly, her face
rigid.

“Susan thought | didn’t know,” he said, lookingna¢. His thin lips splayed
across his porcelain teeth. “But | found out. \\Mtbhe screamed, swinging the barrel
back to Susan. “Slut!”

Susan stood, unmoving, hands dangling limply asides. The look turned on
her brother conveyed both horror and disgust.

“Use it, Jackson,” the voice came from behind rfigse his anger!”

“Shut up, you goddamned witch!” Steve shoutedying on Moonshadow. The
shotgun barrel tilted slightly toward the grouridnade two steps and grabbed. But, |
hadn’t counted on the madman’s strength. He pualieay from me, still holding the
stock of the gun, finger still wrapped around thgger.

“Think of love,” Moonshadow screamed. “Good meres¥’

“Not one of them will die quickly,” Steve said.eHvas so close that | felt the heat
of his words on my face, the poison of his spittie grinned again and swung the
shotgun, trying to shake me off. | held on tightlying to re-form my thoughts.
Attempting to think of anything other than the depto which | despised this man.

“You're going the wrong way, Jackson. Move to ttker end!”

It was Kyanith’s voice. She had picked up on rayréd. Then the struggle
ceased. The blue light was gone and | stood afoaalesert wasteland. | heard voices
and moved toward the sound.

“Jackson?”

| recognized Susan’s voice and followed it, pickiny way over a stack of
something that resembled human bones. She appeadadker shadow in the night, and
| reached for her.

“Don’t touch me,” she whispered, moving away.nflcontaminated.”

“Contaminated?”

“We all are,” she said. “I don’t know how you aeped.”

“What caused it?” | asked.
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“Pollution,” she said. “Radioactive waste. War.”

“l don’t understand.”

“Jackson, we humans have ruined earth! We caeh see the sun!”

“Naturally, we can't,” | said, moving closer, tng to discern her face. “It's
night.”

“This is not a normal darkness,” Susan protestédaw the sun about a year ago.
That was the last time. You're now standing irriadiup river bed. Our water is almost
gone.”

“Tell me what caused this!”

“We had a chance,” she said, wistfully. “I doeiten remember what it was, or
when. But, we didn’t try. We didn’'t do what haxlie done.”

She turned her face as a dim light appeared faomewhere nearby. Horrified, |
stared at the hole where her nose should have theeenrusty strings that dripped from
her pus-filled eyes. She raised both hands irt wbher face.

“Go away, Jackson. Save yourself. For the regspit’s too late.”

“It's too late. Too late. Too late...”

The words echoed in my ears. | strained the dibemy body to their maximum
as | struggled to pull the shotgun from Steveaided my eyes to his face and felt my
body grow weak as | stared into his eyes.

“I've won!” Steve shouted. An almost disbelievisgile lifted the corners of his
drooling mouth. He licked his lips and pulled tiarel of the gun from my limber grasp.
| watched the confidence flow into his limbs asst@od erect. Surety of his success
blazed in fiery streamers from his eyes.

“Dear God, no!” Kyanith screamed. “You're our prhance, Jackson. Help
us!”

| felt my bladder lose control and warm liquid geé@ down the inner thighs of
both my legs. | fell to my knees. Years ago, Mdfage and | had discussed it. The
fear. My worst enemy. The extreme emotion. Wdoml-smelling liquid drenched my
head and face, and | raised my head when SteveoBdssghed.

“I'll piss on them, too, Jackson. All of them.nd, you’ll watch.”

“Jackson,” Kyanith whimpered. “Please...”
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| had done it. | had let them all down. We hest.| | was lost. The pyramid
from my childhood dreams nestled down on my shaosld®vering my head. | struggled
to breathe. Then whistling began, piercingly shérpeatening to shatter my eardrums.
It increased in intensity and then dropped abrygtigwing into the sweetest sound I'd
ever heard. | opened my eyes and the blue lightgeae. A dark mass on the ground
took shape and | recognized Steve Benson. Thegkmusic continued, a hundred
symphonies in harmony. I'd never heard anythingeautiful.

“You did it, Jackson.”

Thin arms looped around my neck and | raised mysehy knees, holding
Kyanith tightly. Whatdid | do? Where were the others?

“| felt your fear and his assuredness,” she sdi@ligned myself with your fear
to give it more strength.”

“Yeah,” | said weakly. “We were on the wrong pagtill thinking in terms of
good and bad.”

“Steve was full of hate, which we all consideregjative,” Kyanith said. “And
you were capable of much love, which we considpasitive. Love and hate. And yet
the separation of the two is caused by fear. wearthereal emotion involved, the
overlying factor we almost missed.”

“Kyanith,” | interrupted. “Where are the others?”

“Everyone will be fine, Jackson. The others aragorarily asleep, but they’ll
waken soon. Do you hear it?”

“The music?” | asked. “Yes. It's beautiful. \&fe is it coming from?”

“The beings,” Kyanith said, placing her hand onchgek and turning my head
toward the tunnel. “You've freed them.”

“The birds?” | asked, feeling, rather than segthg vibratory flutter as
thousands of wings soared past me.

“You remember them, now, don’t you?”

“l think so,” | said. “We each had seventeenpstsion each wing. Folded by our
sides, in our sleeping units, they formed perféeivecons if seen from above. But
Kyanith, where will they go now?”

“Everywhere,” Kyanith said. “Nowhere.”
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“What was our purpose in freeing them?”

“You forget, Jackson, that you've always had aarophannel to your creator,
your maker, your highest self. At timg®uchose to close the door, to ignore advice and
guidance. But, the world is populated with thoutsaof people who haveeverhad that
opportunity. They were manifested by our crew dodthousands of years, have been
cut off from their source, their inner connectedndisat vitality from which they sprang.”

“I've heard that before. Those same words.”

“We each have,” Kyanith said. “Never did our leghselves let us forget our
assignments. And our duties.”

“It's over?”

“This phase is over, Jackson. You can rest, now.”
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EPILOGUE

It happened three years ago, today. There agstmmen | think of it and it was
yesterday’s nightmare. At other times, it didrépipen. And, during still other moments,
| think that it happened, but it happened to soreemther than myself.

Except for Kyanith and Steve, we’re all still herear Bethel Bluff. Susan and |
moved into the big house at Gordon’s Glen. Afteeé years of remodeling and
rebuilding, the house looks almost as it did whgrelw up here. We’ve modified
somewhat by adding solar collectors; the river gaies our energy and we are almost
energy self-sufficient.

I've taken over Papa Gordon’s library as my offecel I'm writing again. Just
yesterday, | received a call from my agent. Hedikny latest novel, a story of returning
home, and a large motion picture studio is vergredgted in a screenplay.

Now that she has free time, Susan thinks thatrgheinitiate a guild for the
ladies of the community who work with their hanagking crafts. She wants to find
some use for Benson’s Inn, which has been boarpeohd closed since we returned
from the mine. She says that the structure id idedhe intended purposes: it is close to
the highway, has excellent parking and there grarsg¢e spaces for all vendors. And, as
she reminds me, we can use the token revenuedue'Stcare.

Steve has become a permanent resident in a privaseng home near Little
Rock. When daylight arrived that morning, his ngg had been the most severe of any.

By the time we got him down the mountain and togheergency room in a Hot Springs
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hospital, he had been comatose; he has never esjeamsciousness. The doctors tell us
that there is no medical reason for his state,dliah the trauma accompanying sudden
blindness shouldn’t have produced such drastidteesu

Marvin resigned from the sheriff's department adtnionmediately. He and Tillie
bought the old bait shop out by Hedges Crossingogedating the business in the
summer keeps them busy enough to appreciate thengliack. Marvin's right hand has
healed remarkably well and, with his thumb andkliinger, he can still do anything as
well as any man | know. I'm thankful that Stevdrdt remember that Marvin is a
natural southpaw.

Dorrie Jacobs married Tommy Waite, the young mhao veplaced Marvin in the
Sheriff's Department, last year. She and Tommyeateemely happy and expecting
their first child any day. Susan and | have disedshow to funnel Steve’s sizeable
holdings to the child without Dorrie knowing. Aftall, Steve is the child’s grandfather.

Frank and Moonshadow have expanded the guesgeotdding a large living
area and another bedroom. Using Moonshadow’s mahey hired two California
experts, tore out the peach and apple orchardseghahted the area with grapevines.
With a certain amount of modifications, the old mary and warehouses will house their
winery. | watch the two of them together and same$ wonder whether Frank has
changed his sexual preference. Then | listen toldbadow and become realistic.
Living with her, I, too, would remain gay.

| haven’t seen Kyanith for three years. Not sitiemoment it was over and she
told me | could rest. Before | had fallen intaanice-like sleep, | had watched her walk
to the tunnel entrance and stand. When my visshdrown fuzzy, | had imagined | saw
a ripply white light materializing around her, slgvgpinning in a clockwise direction.
Although Susan has insisted that Kyanith came t@ahd explained the reasons for her
departure, she won't tell me.

We've all gathered together a couple of timesdisdussed those hours. Nobody
seems too sure of what happened in and aroundrinelt Frank, Marvin and | went
back a week later and we couldn’t find the tunrelvas as if it had never been there. At
the base of the pit, where we remembered the t®eeg, a broad, six-foot-high bank of
solid quartz stretched for almost two hundred yards
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We don’t discuss the mysticism surrounding thenevé suppose that each of us
has internalized something of the happening angtémise surrounding it. | think that
we are greater, yet humbler, for the experiendeellmore compassion and, at the same
time, contradictory though it might sound, | fee$$ attachment to societal demands. |
now know that | am part of something greater acldse this life to understand and
nourish an aspect that the greater part of myselfriot the capabilities to experience.

Each of us has had the opportunity to exerciséetson of good/bad and
positive/negative. Life has become simpler sinkaue realized that | need feel no guilt
for my emotions. If there is no guilt, there isfear of recrimination. When there is no
fear, there can only be light.

| find myself wondering why, after three yearshbuld pick up these faded pages
and attempt some sort of culmination. The sensiole of me knows that this
manuscript is not the sort of writing that a booknpany would wish to publish, that |
would never seek to have it published. But, thetogl side of me knows the reason,
realizes why it must be available for reading aody. The reminder came this morning.

—

| went back to the Violet Fern today. Before dawmad awakened with a
nagging sense of urgency, a feeling that | couldtidch to any of my current projects.
Moving carefully, so as not to disturb Susan, | Bigbed out of bed and gone to the east
window. Standing there, feeling the night breewenthe soft curtains against my face,
| watched star after star slip into oblivion as #urance light from the sun grayed the
sky.

| can’t see them, | thought, so those stars ngdoexist. Amusement and
nostalgia for my naiveté of three years ago wasivedd me. Because | hadn’t been
constantly immersed in studying my spiritual pr@g;d had not, until that moment, fully
comprehended the great strides that | had takerertbrmous changes in my thinking
processes.

| can’t say when my thoughts changed; | can’t dbechow they changed; | can’t
even measure the extent of change. | simply kinavlthow accept any possibility. The

boundaries that defined my mind have grown hazgetdges. | realize that there are
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only possibilities. But, implied in that stateménthe answer: Even impossibility is a
possibility.

So, perhaps everything that I've reported — arehewore — was possible during
those intense hours at the Violet Fern three yagos Even if it had been only a dream, |
had experienced it, had given it energy and haefbre, caused it to come into being.
It is an undeniable part of me.

I would like to yell and shout about the growtbps I've taken. | would like to
show people how much more | am than | was formeByt, assuming that | could find
someone who would listen, how could | illustrate #xample? The listener would have
no comprehension of the person | was before. #atdhat moment, the moment the sun
had peeked a small sliver over the eastern horibam,| knew | would find the answer at
the Violet Fern.

—

The new four wheel drive pickup that Frank haddidypossessed neither the
stamina of Marvin’s old yellow pickup nor the teitgof Papa Gordon’s old Willys Jeep
but, with proper coaxing and maximum patience olvdrit all the way to the parking area
above the open pit.

Heat simmered in wavy lines from the red clay ahite boulders. After the air-
conditioned pickup cab, the hot, moist air felllard me like a thick towel dampened in
hot water. | stared at the open pit for a few rtesuobserving that the loose earth on all
sides had gravitated toward the bottom and thengapbund was slowly being healed.

| turned then, because | had not come to see ithe. nhwanted to find one spot
between the mine and the cabin. A special plasglbéhe trail where | had sat on a
stump and had met a probable self — one who hakkeddhrough a rainbow.

Saw briers had grown in from both sides of th&, tnaaking it impossible in some
areas to follow the faint track, forcing me to stépand tread through thick underbrush.
It was on one of these detours that | saw the yonag leaning against an oak tree, right
foot propped on a decaying log.

“Don’t come any closer!” he shouted. “I have afju

“Hold it, son,” | said, freezing in the spot anolding out my bare hands. “I've

no weapon. I'm not going to hurt you.”
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“Don’t move,” he ordered, lifting his right fooffahe log and stepping toward
me. | observed the rifle he carried, a cleanks¥iarlin 30-30. A deer rifle.

“Son, we can’'t have any poaching on this landgldl him, slowly dropping my
hands to waist level. “Plus, you're out of seasohe hunting.”

He screwed his face in anger and | was remindstmwieone. My mind raced,
flashing pictures of all the young men in BethalfBlbut | couldn’t place this young
rebel.

“You can't tell me what | can or can’t do on my ywroperty,” he gritted.
“Unless you're a game warden.”

His own property | squinted my eyes, bringing his face into sHaqus. In
amazement, | stared at the wide-set hazel eye$igtiiesprinkling of freckles across the
straight nose, the deep scar in his chin. Shodyen strands of chestnut hair peeked
from underneath the edges of his brown baseball cap

“I'm not a warden,” | told him. “I’'m someone whesed to live around here. |
just thought I'd walk around here and see how thingve changed.”

| watched his shoulders drop as he relaxed. &hesbof the rifle pointed toward
the ground.

“I thought you looked familiar,” he said, sittimgpwn on the log and propping the
rifle near him. He frowned up at me. “Are youighd of Papa Gordon?”

I nodded, wishing that there was some way | ceelldhis young man who he
was, what he would do and that, in twenty-five ge@rso, he would be here, othlg
would be the one who was standing and talking $o/bunger selfBut, would that be
the cas@

Am | a probable self of this young man, | askedsatfy or am | a future self?
And, then it was there. The answer. The incidienblocked from my mind for so many
years.

“What's your name?” he asked, and the questiombaized with the question
from my memory. | paused, considering my answer.

“I'm called Etal,” | said. Again, the answer maa@erfect tone to memory’s
answer.

“Is that your first name? Or, your last?”
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“Just Etal,” | said. “Gordon will remember me.”

As a teen, | had turned to pick up my rifle antiew | had looked up, the old man
had been gone. As a teen, | had forgotten theemtiand had never asked Papa Gordon
about a man named Etal. Would this younger me mdmee? Would he remember what
| had forgotten?

In slow motion, | watched his head turn and obseémhe childish curve of his
cheek. God, I loved that young man, full of opmiand hope, bubbling with creativity
and vulnerability. Suddenly | knew that | wantedt a future self, rather than a
probable self, of this young man. At the poinhis life at which I am now, | wanted him
to look back and experience the agape, the undonditlove, for himself that | felt at
this moment. And, at that time, | knew it woulddme

Overhead, thunder rolled deeply and | looked ubetdark underside of a heavy
thundercloud. When my gaze returned to the fdlgnthe boy was gone. 1 felt the stiff
muscles of my cheeks crack in a relieved smileenlhpaused, remembering something
else. Rushing over to the fallen log, | droppediohands and knees and patted the dry
leaves.

It has to be here, | thought, sifting the crumlelgves through the openings
between my fingers. | raked at the earth, featnygfingernails pull back into the quick.
The Jackson | had been the day that | met the aldimthe woods had lost the item by
that fallen log.

My heartbeat slowed to normal when | touched tha, slick sides. The fear
stone, young Jackson had called it, having dug & gouple of years prior to the
encounter. Now, | sat back on my haunches andutlgrebserved the stone. It was a
dark blue, rather than black, and its translucetlowed just enough light to pass
through so that the blue appeared to constantlggdhiues. The side turned up had a
crude, five pointed star scratched on the surf&eowing that the opposite surface had
my name carved in it, | slipped it down into myneapocket and began the trek back
uphill to Frank’s pickup. Thunder growled and bBhethe sizzle of lightning as it passed
not far from my path.

| was halfway down the mountain before | madectenection and laughed
aloud. An old man. Even though | was only forityef the young Jackson had seen an
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old man. | had grown accustomed to seeing myifatee mirror. It had taken awhile,
but now | expected the gray-streaked hair, the de@kles, the rounded shoulders.
Physically, | had aged twenty years during thdtahencounter at the Violet Fern with
Kyanith. Most surely, there was a probable meniotlaer reality who had not undergone
such drastic change.

It would be good to get home. | understood timathis life, our responsibilities at
the Violet Fern were over. But first, | knew thlaére was something that had to be done.

Frank’s pickup didn’t make it as far as Marvinadhon that memorable night
years ago, but it was only a short hike to the viale When | reached the clearing, |
paused for a breath, orienting myself before | nfadéhe edge of the forest.

The soft soil scooped easily and | had dug a aloiest a foot deep before |
stopped and laid the stone in the hole. | gasgeshv read the carved nantgal. For
almost forty years, | had been positive that theeaarved on the rock had been
Jackson | shrugged and crumbled some loose dirt oveblhish black stone.

| knew now that there would never be anyone whaauld tell of my growth,
my experiences, my successes. There had beewmalyossibility, one person who
could have understood, and | had chosen to leawgslas they were. Or, haé chosen
to reject the probability?

| sifted the dirt over the stone, making a smotabsely packed mound. Pressing
the center of the mound, | packed the dirt. It ninesburied correctly in order for the
past Kyanith to find it at the right time. Theraised myself to my feet, savoring the
earthy smell of the soil on my hands, treasurirgstbund of the wind rustling through
the tall pines, relishing the cool spray from thetevfall as it misted my face.

Brushing the black soil from my hands, | turneddod Gordon’s Glen. | found
myself thinking of the probability that might haleen if | had remembered the exact

name carved on the stone.

THE END
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