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 Prolog 
 
    I have lived Micajah Fenton’s life more than he ever did. Four times, to be exact.  
 
    It all began when the subspace transfer rod in Lovely Pebble’s time glider snapped just as it attempted a cross-galaxy hop to its home dock…. 
 
    But I’m getting ahead of myself. 
 
    Suffice it to say I’ve never made full sense of it all. While living his life, I visited the times and places where his memory gaps left so many events vulnerable to myth. I saw for myself what actually happened. So I am now as much him as he ever was, and you can consider me to be Micajah Fenton as I tell you his story from back during the time when we all lived in the real world. 
 
    I’ll just start at the beginning. When Cager Fenton had nearly completed his first time through. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


  
 



Chapter 1 
 
    Put quite simply, my plan was to kill myself as soon as I got home and disarmed the security system. I had already taken care of all my worldly affairs. Even the fish in the pond out back had a week’s supply of food in the auto feeder. So knowing everything was ready, I settled comfortably into the darkness on my drive home. As the road wound ever upwards my headlights cut through the evening gloom flashing briefly on patches of fog where night had chilled the summer air to mist. In the daylight these foothills resembled rumpled quilts tossed off against the base of the mountain. The mountain where I would exit this earth. 
 
    I had made the winding drive down about this same time a month before with Barbara slumped unconscious next to me. It was her last trip to the hospital. She abandoned her struggle as they moved her onto the gurney. I never even got to say goodbye. Not that it mattered. We had hardly spoken the past few years anyway. But her passing had affected me more deeply than I had expected, and I began finding myself at moments with a near pathological impulse to end my own life as well. Just to escape the endless little failures and misunderstandings that I suppose everyone has.  
 
    Finally, with the end so near, I dared to call out old memories previously crammed down into the darker recesses of my mind. I studied them for a time as I swerved around the hairpin curves on my way home. Bothersome little flashes of my past. Regrets. From when I was a kid mostly. Forgettable things. Except I could never seem to forget them. A perfunctory encounter, a studied indifference, an ignored touch. Oh, and I was always behind in class and among the last chosen on the playground. I was a loser. Everyone knew it. Only one other kid was a worse athlete than me. Little Arlen who killed himself in junior high school. Or so I had heard. Arlen, who could be forgiven for being the biggest loser in Stubbinville, that little scab of a town on the pine barrens of the Florida Panhandle. 
 
    But eventually things began to change. I spent a summer practicing batting and catching and discovered it was all just a matter of learning how to do it. But the earlier failures stuck with me anyway. 
 
    Now it would all be over in a few more minutes. What relief. There was nothing left that could alter my plans for the night. Nothing whatever. And there was a certain sense of fulfillment in carrying out a well-formed plan. I turned off the highway and continued up the quarter-mile private road to my summer house. As the drive leveled off and turned right along the front acreage, I noted a rather large hole. That was new. I stopped the car and climbed out into the late evening air. The night’s moon was already well up. 
 
    But this was no small hole. It was a crater. It must have been two hundred feet across and deep enough to hide a barn. In mild alarm, I peered across the abyss and noted with some relief the silhouette of my house against the Milky Way. At least this hole wouldn’t interfere with my evening’s plan. 
 
    Still baffled, though, I returned my attention to the crater. It was perfectly round. There was no debris field thrown up as a meteor would have done if it had impacted my front yard. And where was the missing dirt? I surveyed the surrounding area. There should have been dirt. Lots of dirt. But there was nothing. I stepped cautiously over to the rim and peered down into the darkness. 
 
    Something touched my neck. “Be careful. The edge is unstable.” 
 
    “Shitfire!” I yelled, almost jumping into the hole. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “You didn’t startle me,” I wheezed. “You damn near sent me into cardiac arrest. I’ll be eighty next week.” 
 
    Then I remembered that, actually, I wouldn’t. I’d be dead. I finally turned to confront whoever had destroyed my front lawn. Not that it mattered, I reminded myself. But when I saw her, I wondered if perhaps I was already dead and had just forgotten about it. She stood a bit shorter than me with spiky red hair that caught the moonlight on its tips. As she studied my face she said, “I’m Lovely Pebble.” 
 
    If I had been F. Scott Fitzgerald, I might have said right then and there that she was not like you and me. 
 
    “I’ve had an unforeseen equipment failure,” she continued quite unfazed by my near death at her hands. “On my time glider. And it has dropped out of sequential bypass on its return home.” The moonlight was just bright enough that I noticed her lips didn’t move when she spoke. They remained frozen in an elfish grin. Then I noticed she was jaybird naked. My nearly eighty-year-old heart almost stopped for the second time since I’d gotten out of the car. Maybe I wouldn’t have to kill myself after all. This Lovely Pebble thing already had a pretty good start on it. 
 
    “I see.” I dropped my hand from my chest. “Well I’m real sorry to hear that.” Then realizing the poor girl must have been stressed, I remembered my manners. After getting my breath back, I extended my hand. “I’m Micajah Fenton by the way, but my friends call me Cager.” She studied my hand and, after a moment of obvious confusion, touched it gently. 
 
    “Then may I call you Cager?” 
 
    “You may if it suits you,” I said, ever one to enjoy a double entendre. 
 
    She responded with obvious relief, “Then you may call me Love,” oblivious to the undertone. “Would that be appropriate?” 
 
    “Well, normally it might,” I said with as straight a face as possible. “To keep things respectable, though, why don’t I just call you by your first initial. Ell.” 
 
    “Yes. I like that much better. Actually, we use formal names in only the most extraordinary circumstances. This is only the third time I have ever used mine.” 
 
    Well, clearly something most extraordinary had occurred in my front yard to leave me facing a two hundred-foot-wide crater and a naked woman whose lips didn’t move when she spoke. 
 
    “Then we are friends?” 
 
    “As long as you don’t make any more holes in my yard.” 
 
    “I couldn’t help it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I suppose it’s okay.” 
 
    Ell now appeared vaguely perplexed. I began to suspect English wasn’t her native language. Hell, maybe Earth wasn’t even her native planet. “Relax,” I said as I started back toward the car. “I was just messing with you.” She seemed to ponder the exchange as she tagged along. I pushed the car door shut then leaned against the cold front fender. “So. You say you’re, a what, a time traveler? Do I have that right?” 
 
    She perked up at that. “Yes. Well, almost. I’m a space-time traveler. My travels cross both space and time.” 
 
    “Then I take it you’re not from around here.” 
 
    “Well, yes and no. I’m from your galaxy.” 
 
    “This very galaxy? You don’t say. Then we’re almost neighbors. But, and I’m just guessing here, you’re not actually human are you?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a trace of concern in her voice. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Then why do you look human?” 
 
    “I don’t.” Then after a studious pause, “Oh. You mean why do I look human to you. It’s a matter of protocol. We aren’t supposed to interface with humans. Or any advanced creature for that matter. But this is an emergency and emergency protocol is to appear as a non-threatening organism of the same species if that ever becomes necessary. My glider’s records on humans are sketchy at best but indicate females might be the least threatening way to interface with males.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. So, am I doing it right?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, so far.” She hadn’t quite managed to kill me yet. 
 
    “Okay. That’s a relief. I’ve been in space-time research in this area for only about fifty of your years and this is also the first time I’ve had to interface with an outside race of intelligent beings. I don’t want to mess this up.” 
 
    So, I actually was in contact with an alien from another star system. And my evening’s plans had been going so well up to this point. 
 
    “So I guess I should mention that I detect you plan to end your life tonight. I hope you won’t do that. I really need some help here. The failed part has never failed before in the history of space-time research. But I was working on your planet’s early history. The period shortly after your moon formed.  
 
    “I thought I was far enough back from the ocean to avoid the mile-high tides generated when your moon was orbiting every ten hours, but I failed to account for how far those tides would reach inland and I had left the real-world access door open by mistake. My glider flooded under a rushing wall of seawater. That wasn’t the actual cause of the failure, though. It was the boulder that washed in with the water. It struck the subspace linkage. The glider cleaned itself up immediately but the linkage was damaged just enough that it snapped right after I departed for home. I dropped back into reality here right where I was when I left but billions of years later.” She paused to see if I was following. 
 
    “I see,” I said, unable to come up with anything to top what I’d just heard. 
 
    “Anyway. The glider came out just below the present ground level. Its failsafe cleared away the surrounding earth so I had access to the surface. But I still need help. I’m fairly sure your technology can manufacture a replacement part. The tolerances aren’t so critical a civilization that can make your car can’t make this part. And I’ll gladly reward you for your effort. In fact I’m compelled to reward you. You have only to tell me what you want.” 
 
    I just stood there for a long time. Was this creature reading my thoughts? It already knew of my evening’s plans for self-elimination. Probably knew the reasons, even if I didn’t understand them myself. But so what. It seemed harmless enough. Finally, without moving my lips I thought, “Of course I’ll help you. You won’t owe me anything. I’m head of a corporation that probably has the resources to build whatever it is you need. Let’s go over to my house and we can work out the details.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    As I threw the living room lights on, they fully illuminated Ell’s nimble form. There was an instant response as she caught my reaction. “Oh. I apologize. I see you humans are creatures who wear garments for other than protection from the environment.” She immediately appeared in clothes identical to mine. Then after another awkward moment, switched inexplicably to a clown suit. I hesitated in surprise. During the pause, Ell got my favorite papasan chair. I settled for the leftover sofa and wondered if that awkward clown suit would come back to haunt her years from now. 
 
    “I appreciate your offer of free service but must insist you come up with an appropriate payment for your help in repairing my glider. As I’ve already stated, it’s protocol.” 
 
    “Yes, protocol. I understand. Okay. Give me some time to think about it. As you know, I don’t plan to hang around for long after you leave. But I’ll help you while you’re here, if I can.” 
 
    “Certainly, and thank you. And I should add, I will need your help in removing the defective part. I cannot do the work required and the glider is unable to do the work for me because of the nature of the defect.” 
 
    I started to get up. “We might as well get started then. What tools do I need?” 
 
    “No tools. It doesn’t work that way. You’ll see.” Then as suddenly as she had appeared, she was gone. 
 
    A moment later I found myself standing on bedrock at the bottom of the crater. An open door spilled an eerie light out across the night, backlighting the glider in a ghostly radiance. It wasn’t an elegant craft. I had conjured up an image of a sleek machine with graceful curves and backswept wings as its name might imply. But it was just a rugged shipping crate-like affair; not unlike an old boxcar. It was well-worn and grimy from hard use and sat directly on the ground. There were neither supporting struts nor landing gear. Nor wings. Nor apparent engines. Nothing I would have dreamed up as a time glider.  
 
    Beyond the open door, however, the glider was spotless. Ell stepped up to the opening and invited me in. The interior was well lit but barren. The air odorless, though slightly astringent. It reminded me of an empty operating room. There were no chairs, no tables. No dials or switches. Just the bare gray walls. And a slight tingle on my skin like there might be a lot of static electricity in the area. 
 
    “The superstructure becomes transparent when the glider is working, and you feel like you’re standing in the open,” Ell explained for some reason. Then she pointed down a long hallway that clearly could never fit inside the glider. “Down there is where I came from. If the glider was fully operational we could walk back there and see your moon when it appeared twenty times larger than it does tonight. And your day was a little over three hours long.” 
 
    “You mean you’re still connected to the past.” I nodded toward the hallway. “Down there?” 
 
    “Not at all points. Just two. Here and there. But that hallway ends not only in the distant past. It reaches across millions of light years of space as well since your earth and our galaxy have moved during that time.” 
 
    As she turned, the hallway to the Hadean rotated from view as another chamber took its place. “This is the, I guess you would call it the engine room or control room.” She led the way into it, her clown shoes flapping heavily against the deck. “It’s where the quantum paradoxes are set up and carried out. The little impossibilities that drive the glider in the direction of space and time you want to go. There’s my broken linkage right there,” she said pointing to a dull gray rod with an obvious crack through its midpoint. It connected two unremarkable, consoles about the sizes of small refrigerators. “It’s a simple piece that should never have broken. But it did. After the boulder strike that should never have happened either. And I have no way to construct another. Almost anything else could have failed and the glider would have fixed it on the spot or worked around it without my intervention. But not this.” 
 
    I stepped over to the slightly out-of-kilter link. It was about four feet long and as thick as my wrist. “Looks like a solid piece of metal,” I muttered. 
 
    “It is. Or was.” 
 
    I leaned down to study the broken linkage. “So how critical are the specifications on that thing?” 
 
    I thought I detected a feathery probe sweep along my left frontal lobe. Perhaps a scan for the specific measurement terms needed. Then, “Twelve microns in width but only a few tenths of millimeters in length. Is that a problem?” 
 
    “It might take a while to mill the width precisely but I don’t see any problems with the rest. What’s the material?” 
 
    “Titanium. It’s the only titanium on the glider so I can’t give you any to work with except the piece itself. It couples the spatial and temporal flight actuators. Proper coordination between the actuators requires exacting feedback so the titanium has to be pure to minimize navigation errors due to uneven distortions in the metal.” 
 
    “Um, how pure?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. The specifications aren’t detailed since the part was never expected to fail. It’s listed only as titanium. Such an entry usually implies pure.” 
 
    That was my first clue this creature with the magnificent time glider wasn’t all-knowing. I felt a little better seeing that chink in her knowledge. Maybe we were more alike than I had first thought. I didn’t know the composition of the alloy in the crankshaft in my car either. “Can you tell me anything about its manufacture? What levels of expertise did the builders have in working with titanium?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know that either. Extensive, I would imagine.” 
 
    Another twinge of satisfaction. “Well, like you said, the part was never expected to fail. But I can get a metallurgical analysis to see how pure it is and what minor impurities it might have, if any. I hope it’s not one hundred percent pure. We don’t have the ability to do one hundred percent. But I think we can get pretty close to what you need.” 
 
    “Will you be able to lift the piece out and get it up to your car?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be a problem if you help.” 
 
    “I can’t help.” 
 
    I glanced at her disapprovingly. 
 
    “I’m not actually real,” she added. “Not like you think, anyway.” 
 
    It took me a moment to catch on. “Ah. You mean you’re like a projection into my mind? A thought?” That explained her lips not moving when she spoke. “Then who touched my neck back on the edge of the crater earlier?” 
 
    “That was a mental construction too. I can appear to touch you and cause nerve impulses so you to feel my imaginary touch but I exist only in the machinery of the glider. I never exerted any actual force on you. I just didn’t want you to get any closer to the edge.” 
 
    “Then why not run a mental construct of the cracked titanium rod and be done with it?” 
 
    “Because the glider itself is real. It’s a part of the world you live in. Or more accurately, your brain lives in. You are actually a projection of your brain just as I am a projection of the glider. You think of your body as yourself but you’re only a phantom drifting loose among your neural connections. Much like me.” 
 
    “But I see you quite clearly.” 
 
    “And yet you live in the dark of your cranium just as I live in the dark of the glider’s machineries. No light reaches your brain. It converts nerve impulses from your retina to represent the bright world around you just as the glider creates the surrounding world for me. Since your retina transmits trains of nerve impulses telling you about the outside world, the glider uses those same neurons to introduce impulses that create the images it wants you to see. You experience me; sight, sound, touch; through the same conduits you would perceive other humans. To your brain I’m just as authentic as they are.” She paused until I caught her eye. “But neither of us are real. Your phantom self controls your body to do physical things. My phantom self controls the glider which serves as my real-world body while I’m here. A body now seriously limited.” 
 
    This was a lot of information for an old man to take in all at once. I sort of froze. Was I dealing with a woman in a clown suit or merely the glider itself—a damaged piece of alien hardware using its legerdemain of superior technology to trick me into fixing it? Did Ell really exist? Or was she merely a contrivance of the glider? Who or what exactly was I conversing with? The phrase cogito, ergo sum popped into my mind. 
 
    There was no way to know. 
 
    But Ell was watching me. Or perhaps better stated, Something was watching me. 
 
    “All right,” I muttered after a moment. “Let’s see if the virtual part of me can convince the real-world part to lift this busted piece of time glider. How much you figure it weighs, anyhow?” 
 
    “About 25 pounds.” 
 
    “Well, I might was well take it back with me now.” I stepped closer to the broken piece. 
 
    “Um, you can’t do that, Cager.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You’re not actually here yet. You’re still in the house. Sorry. I should have told you.” 
 
    After a brief sense of disorientation I found myself still sitting in the living room staring at Ell. I blinked twice before I spoke. “Nice trick, Ell,” I said as nonchalantly as I could manage. “So how does the real me get down into the real hole to retrieve the real titanium rod?” 
 
    “You’ll have to climb down.” 
 
    “To heck with that. I can get us some help out here in the morning.” 
 
    “No. Only you can know about this for obvious reasons. If word got out about an alien time glider in a hole in your front yard … well, you can imagine. This has never happened before.” 
 
    “That’s hard to believe.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve been sighted at times, but we have protocols for that built into the gliders. All the witnesses see are visions of their own kind performing routine activities. This is the first breakdown that has left a glider on the surface of a planet with a civilization and no way to leave without help from that civilization. I suspect you already see the catastrophe that would result from humans having access to a glider.” Her puckish grin was more serious now, her eyes quite solemn. 
 
    I thought about the possibilities. It would soon be the end of humanity as we tinkered with history. The future. Everything. It would probably start with killing Hitler and go downhill from there. 
 
    “I think you already sense the threat,” she said. “But reality is far more susceptible to interference than you probably realize. Changes radiate out like a chain reaction. One imperceptible change causes two more inconspicuous perturbations until billions of revisions have propagated throughout reality. And the rate of change accelerates forever once set in motion. Let me give you an example. 
 
    “A minor adjunct of our studies was to trace out the events leading to intelligent life here on earth. That study was never completed but we did trace back as far as two amphibians battling over a sunny spot on a rotted log. If the loser had won, you wouldn’t be here. The winning amphibian had the exact gene sequences leading to humans. The loser didn’t.” 
 
    So I was somehow the product of the proto-lizard winner? That didn’t sound right. Surely I descended from the loser somehow. But Ell wasn’t through. 
 
    “Even your own birth was a once-in-the-life-of-the-universe event. At only one brief moment in all of creation was the microscopic sperm carrying half the specific DNA sequence defining you in contact with the egg carrying the other half. If the meeting of those two miniscule gametes had been delayed even a few seconds, a rival sperm would have won the battle and your single chance to exist would have vanished forever into that great, cosmic realm of missed opportunities. And the same scenario applies to your parents’ conceptions. And their parents. In fact, if a person with a time glider wanted to get rid of you, they would only have to intercept your father shortly before you were conceived. They wouldn’t have to kill him; just delay him a bit or jostle him around and they would have effectively murdered you before you were even born. Or ….” 
 
    I finally stopped her. “Okay. I get it. But right now we need to get that broken part up to my car somehow so I can order up a replacement and get you out of here. You can fill me in on how lucky I am later.” 
 
    “Certainly. Sorry. I prattle on sometimes when I think about everything too much.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I pushed up off the sofa. “And one other thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Since you’re just a perceptual construct, you can ditch the clown suit. I liked your initial projection much better.” 
 
    “You mean I’m less threatening without clothes?” 
 
    Oh. If only my high school dates had been this easy. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    The next morning my depression had abated somewhat as I savored the challenge of coming up with a replacement control rod for a time machine. It had taken me most of the night to make up a rope ladder, climb down into the crater, remove the broken rod and climb back out. But I finally had the titanium bar in the trunk of my car headed down the mountain to the office. 
 
    I still had to come up with a payment for the work, though, so Ell’s protocol wouldn’t be violated. She seemed quite concerned about that. I had no idea what kinds of payments she could offer but planned to discuss the matter that evening. It was becoming apparent I was in an even worse bargaining position than a Neanderthal might be in negotiating with one of us modern humans. The poor guy wouldn’t know what to ask for other than something he needed immediately like a new spearhead or some fresh meat. He wouldn’t know he could ask for a hunting rifle, or a stainless steel skinning knife, or even vaccination against disease. 
 
    The gate guard waved me into the company parking area, and I headed for the procurement office. By lunch, a company in Connecticut that fabricated titanium parts for nuclear submarines and high performance aircraft got the contract with a promised rush delivery date of seven days.  
 
    Ell was waiting in the living room when I got home. By now I was used to conversing telepathically with her, or it, or whatever was in the glider’s plumbing. I just voiced the words internally. 
 
    “I should hear something on the purity of the titanium in a few days. If that doesn’t become an issue, the part should be ready in a week.” 
 
    Ell pushed forward in the papasan chair studying me as I crossed the room. “So, have you been working on what I can do for you in return?” 
 
    Dropping onto the sofa I said, “I have the feeling you can read minds and already know the answer to that question.” 
 
    She flopped back into the cushion. “Actually, I can’t do that. I can scan your neural structures and pick out the fixed language and visual centers to allow me to communicate with you but there’s no way I can tell from the more dynamic areas of your brain what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Then how did you know I planned to kill myself?” 
 
    “That wasn’t a thought. That was a deeply held intent. The glider is designed to detect an intention of threat in neural patterns. In your case, the threat was to yourself, though. Even then, there was no way to know how you planned to end your life. Or even where. Only that it was imminent.” 
 
    I pondered that explanation for a moment. It made sense. Sort of. But I suspected I was up against something a good deal smarter and far more advanced than me, even if she didn’t know much about the metallurgical properties of the broken control rod. Then it occurred to me this thing might be able to implant any thought in my head it wanted me to have. It wouldn’t have to make up lies. Then again, maybe it had just planted that thought. I sighed. There was no way to think my way safe of this if it were a threat, so I just went with the obvious. 
 
    “Well, to answer your question, no, I haven’t figured anything out yet because I don’t have any idea what you’re capable of delivering. Your technology is so far beyond anything I’ve ever dreamed, I’m at a loss. Perhaps you could suggest something.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose immortality is out of the question since you plan to end your existence as soon as I leave.” 
 
    “Immortality? You and your glider can offer immortality? I don’t see how that would be possible.” 
 
    “It’s simple, really. Though I currently exist in the, what I guess you might call it the central processing core of the glider, I was in the community mind of the home network before that. I can transfer myself from one node to another as desired. Even across much of the galaxy if I want. The glider can handle eight separate, independent personalities. I was just on a simple mission and needed no help so it’s just me at the moment. But given a few hours, the glider could upload your entire consciousness to an empty crew slot and into my reality.” 
 
    “Into your reality?” I was beginning to feel like a parrot. 
 
    “Yes. Mine is much richer than anything you’ve ever known. Don’t forget, you’re a construct of a rather limited, inefficient biological brain. I’m a construct of a galactic neural network made up of ever-improving non-biological systems operating millions of times faster than your own neurons.” 
 
    I had been right. I didn’t have a clue what to ask for. Apparently she could deliver wishes like the fabled genie of the lamp. I leaned back and studied her for a time. There was much to be gained from getting this protocol gift right. If she could be trusted. The fabled djinns and genies of legend, however, were noted for their devious and disastrous granting of wishes to those not wise enough to be specific. I could be playing a dangerous game with this creature. Sure, sitting in the papasan chair across from me she looked human enough. The temptress. Naked and lithe. Regarding me with those black ophidian eyes … 
 
    Black? I hadn’t noticed that before. Had her cloak of affability just parted slightly in a moment of inattention to expose some hidden dreadfulness lurking beneath? My pulse lit out at a canter even as I fought to quell it. Surely she could hear the thumping. 
 
    “I detect that you are in mild alarm, Cager.” 
 
    Clearly she had sensed my unease? 
 
    “Didn’t you have blue eyes before?” I stammered. 
 
    “You noticed. Yes. You don’t like them now?” 
 
    No, I didn’t like them at all. 
 
    “They’re fine,” I lied. “Just wondered why the change. That’s all.” My defenses were up. She had noticed. Her eyes flashed back to blue. 
 
    “You look worried. Did I do something wrong. You know I can project any form I please don’t you? I was just playing around trying to match the eyes on your painting,” she said, tilting her head toward the Diebenkorn hanging over the credenza. 
 
    “No, it’s fine. Really.” But now I was beginning to wonder again if this unbelievable confluence of events wasn’t something more. Had I too readily accepted her story? It hadn’t mattered at the time. It was just a brief diversion from my evening’s plan. In fact, I should have been dead by now, so what was the worry. 
 
    Unless she was a djinn. 
 
    Those ancient stories must have had some basis in fact. Were the stories of djinns and genies really stories of encounters such as I was having? I managed a weak smile. “It’s just that I’m beginning to have doubts you’ve told me the whole story of why you’re here.” 
 
    She smiled back. “I understand. This whole event must be pretty hard to take in. You’ve seen and heard things impossible in your world. But theoretically, I could just take over your mind. Use you to do the work you have volunteered to do on your own. I haven’t because it’s not allowed. All I’m permitted is to place a perception in your mind of things I want to show or tell you. I can’t make you do anything. It’s protocol. If I tried, the glider would stop me by blocking my communication channels into you. And there are good reasons for that.” 
 
    “Good reasons?” I parroted again. “Like what?” 
 
    She grew serious. “Your civilization will soon face a similar problem. You aren’t far from developing machines smarter than you. Smarter even than your whole civilization. Once assembled, those machines will quickly create other even smarter machines. It happens to every civilization that doesn’t destroy itself first. But getting those first advanced machines without them taking over is only the opening hurdle. If you get past that, you’ll soon discover how to copy your consciousness into your machines. Eventually you’ll have your entire civilization living in a planet-wide network of interconnected virtual systems that will someday seek out and join forces with similar networks of other civilizations that have also made the transfer to virtual reality. At that point you’ll be immortal. 
 
    “The problem is some of the virtual beings will want to seize control of the Network and run the imbedded civilization for their own corrupt purposes just as happens in the real world. If that were to occur, all of the Network denizens would be trapped. Imprisoned. There is no escape from the virtual world. And worse, whoever controlled that world would be omniscient and could never be forced from power. Once in control, their rule would be absolute and they could punish in any way they desired. And they could do it forever.” 
 
    Well, that was Biblical damnation if I’d ever heard it. I was a bit shaken. “So you have your machines restrain your control? Your power over others?” 
 
    “Pretty much. Actually it’s a delicate balance among a number of systems but it has worked so far. The protocols can’t be violated without at least one of the systems noticing. That’s the price of living forever. Constant surveillance.” 
 
    I nodded understanding. “Yeah. We say the price of freedom is eternal vigilance.” 
 
    “Well said. Yes. That’s it exactly.” 
 
    “And you say once you’ve entered the virtual world there is no way out. No escape.” 
 
    Ell rose from the papasan and stood gazing out the front window at the crater for a time. I knew full well it was only her image in my mind and wondered at her need to appear to be looking somewhere outside. Was she learning the rudiments of body language? Finally she spoke. “Well, you’ve just touched on the heart of the dilemma we in the virtual world face. Returning to the real world has its own set of problems. First, there are no more original bodies around to go back to. My living body died long ago. I could make another, of course. I have that ability. And I could copy my consciousness into it. But that still leaves the big problem. It’s one we have never satisfactorily resolved.” 
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
    “We just end up with a body living in the real-world with a copy of the original consciousness embedded.” 
 
    “And that’s the big problem?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ell said rather curtly as if to indicate there was nothing more to say on the matter. 
 
    But I didn’t see the problem; especially not ‘the big problem.’ After all, Scotty had beamed everyone all over creation in those early Star Trek episodes. There had never been mention of any kind of consciousness problem then? How was this any different? 
 
    I took another shot at it. “But if the copy of the original is safely in operation in the real-world body, the conscious being lives on in that world.” 
 
    Ell turned from the window to face me. “You’re missing the point.” Her eyes fixed me with a studious contemplation I had not seen in her before. She shifted her stance as though anticipating something. A realization from me, perhaps, of the problem with transferring conscious beings about from place to place. Was this becoming some kind of intelligence test? I thought about it again. Hard. I didn’t want to appear stupid. 
 
    But I eventually had to concede defeat. “Sorry, Ell. I just don’t see the problem. After all the same being now exists in the real world.” 
 
    “That’s the problem, Cager. The same being doesn’t exist in the real world.” 
 
    A twinge of insight began to niggle at a ragged corner of my own consciousness. Ell continued. 
 
    “The original continues to live on in the virtual world just as before. You see, it’s not a case of just moving the consciousness from the virtual to the real world. There’s no way to do that. All we can do is make a copy of the virtual consciousness to place in the real-world body. In other words, the original you would still be you except now there’s a copy that thinks it’s you. And when you delete either the original or the copy, you kill a conscious being. You certainly wouldn’t want to be deleted just because there was a copy of you somewhere else. Well, maybe you would. You were about to do that when we met. But the average original wouldn’t. Or the copy either.” 
 
    It finally clicked. 
 
    “No. I suppose not. Just having someone else around that thought they were me after I was dead wouldn’t make them me. Even if the other copies were up to date to the moment of my death, it wouldn’t make any difference. They wouldn’t be me. I would be dead no matter how many earlier copies of me existed.” 
 
    And poor Captain Kirk. Every time Scotty had beamed him somewhere, he’d killed the former and replaced him with a copy that thought it was captain of the starship Enterprise. Dang. That was a bit of a disappointment. 
 
    I had thought some moments earlier perhaps Ell’s payment for my help could be dropping me back to the early years of my life. In my own original body, of course. Upgraded with all the stuff I knew now but ten years old again. But who hasn’t thought of doing something like that. Living your life over with the lessons you had learned the first time through. Now that seemed to be impossible so far as it being me who lived my life over versus some Johnny-come-lately doppelganger. Nevertheless, I filed the thought away for a later time when I could consider the problems that had to be overcome for such a trick to work. I had always been rather good at problem solving. Maybe I could figure something out. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    I was having breakfast while Ell puttered around the kitchen studying all the real-world implements needed to manipulate matter. Suddenly she vanished without a word. 
 
    I tilted my ear toward a distant thunder and lowered my fork. As I turned to the window, two sleek, black copters raced in on a low approach from the west. As they settled in a maelstrom of dust on the edge of the crater, a half-dozen men in black jumpsuits scrambled out and trotted over to peer into the hole. I downed the last swallow of coffee, wiped my chin, and stepped outside to meet them. 
 
    “What’s up?” I called out in my most innocent voice as I skirted around the edge of the crater. 
 
    A large, crewcut man in military sunglasses strode briskly toward me. “Douglas Evers, NEST team leader. Just passing through the area and picked up some higher than normal gamma radiation. We followed it here and saw the hole. Thought we better take a look.” 
 
    Though I knew full well what NEST was all about, having them catch me with a time machine sitting in a hole in my front yard somewhat limited any intelligent responses available to me. All I could do was play stupid. “Nest team? Oh, yeah, there’s one in the holly bush out back. You wanna see it?” I asked as disarmingly as possible while my mind flew around trying to come up with an explanation for the alien craft sitting in the bottom of the crater. 
 
    “Nuclear Emergency Support Team,” Evers clarified somewhat impatiently. “NEST.” He turned back to the crater. “Looks like your new pond might be the source of the gamma up-spike we got.” 
 
    I followed his gaze to a yellow bulldozer pushing dirt up a ramp leading out the far side of the now much shallower crater. A large pile of earth lay beyond where dump trucks were being filled by a frontend loader. The glider’s protocol response appeared quite realistic. 
 
    “I don’t see how,” I countered. 
 
    “Probably uncovered some low-grade radioactive ore.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said as though a great mystery had been revealed to me. “How’d you know it was going to be a pond?” I asked to change the subject. 
 
    “Saw your other fishponds out back. Figured you were expanding. You in the wholesale business?” 
 
    “No. I just have a thing for ponds and fish. Had a college roommate whose parents owned a fish farm once. Always liked the idea. But this radiation thing you mentioned. Is that something I should worry about?” 
 
    “Nah. It’ll probably return to background level once you get some water in there to absorb it. It’s pretty low-level stuff. A few hundred keV. That’s a hundred thousand electron volts,” he added with a condescending smirk. “We’ll just log this location so we don’t waste time on it again.” 
 
    Ten minutes later Ell and I were standing alone at the crater rim looking down at the glider. 
 
    “Nice camouflage,” I said. “I knew you were putting out that false image and I still couldn’t tell it wasn’t real. By the way, what did you do ever with all the dirt that came out of the crater?” 
 
    “It’s in one of the glider’s storage rooms. I’ll put it back when I leave if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    “No. Just wondered where it went.” Had I already gotten used to this glider technology? It didn’t surprise me all the dirt was stored inside it somewhere. Well, not much anyway. 
 
    I was following Ell back to the house enjoying the jiggles and wiggles immensely when the phone rang. I quickened my pace and picked up on the sixth ring. Ell came in and sat on the kitchen table leaning back on her arms and swinging her feet while I talked. It was the lab in Connecticut. 
 
    “We got the results back on the broken rod you sent us. Where in the heck did you get that thing?” 
 
    “It’s from a project my company is working on. Will there be a problem getting us a replacement by week’s end?” 
 
    “There will be if we have to match the purity. We can’t detect anything but titanium even at one part in ten to the fourteenth. It’s almost like it was… well, a hundred percent pure. How’d you do that?” 
 
    “Trade secret. So how close to pure can you get?” 
 
    “We have 5N titanium billets. That’s 99.999 percent pure. Is that close enough?” 
 
    “Probably not. Can you just recast the original?” 
 
    “Sure. It’ll be expensive, and you have a cost plus contract for this work. Just wanted to warn you.” 
 
    “Cost is not an issue. Go ahead and recast it.” 
 
    “Can do, but we still have to mill the casting which means there’s going to be a little waste. Maybe a percent. So we’ll have to add some of our less pure stock to it.” 
 
    I figured that was probably as good as we were going to get. “Okay. Do it. Use the purest stuff you’ve got for filler.” 
 
    After I hung up Ell hunched her shoulders in a questioning shrug. “Well?” 
 
    “It should be here in five days. I’ll have it flown out by helicopter from the airport when it arrives. If it works, I’m guessing you can be out of here right after it’s installed. Is that a good assumption?” 
 
    “I suppose so, but it won’t be as pure as the original so I don’t know what effect that will have on navigational accuracy. I’ll need to make a few short hops to see how far the new control rod will throw me off course. But I’ll be out of here.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5 
 
    Mid-afternoon several days later the syncopated grumble of helicopters reverberated through my house again. And again I watched their low approach from the west. Ell had vanished by the time I turned to her, so I ambled out toward the choppers once more as they settled near the crater rim. Team leader Evers hopped down from the closest copter and headed toward me. Behind him several of his team members scrambled out and stood gazing out over what now appeared to be a completed fishpond. Even the clouds reflected properly upside-down in the water. 
 
    “Sup?” I asked as Evers drew near. He looked a bit hostile. 
 
    He held a photograph out toward me. “Care to explain this?” 
 
    I took the photo. It was obviously the crater with the time glider sitting in the bottom. I studied it closely, turning it slowly first one way then another just to annoy him. 
 
    “Looks like a big hole in the ground with a boxcar in the bottom.” I squinted up at him. “How’d you get that boxcar down there?” 
 
    Evers rolled his eyes skyward. “I didn’t,” he said in exasperation. “And that’s not a boxcar.” 
 
    “It’s not?” I shut one eye and held the photo out at arm’s length. “Then what is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but, whatever it is, it was in your front yard last time we were here. We didn’t notice it until this morning when Sam was fast-forwarding through some of the routine mission footage from the lead copter’s camera before deleting it. That photo is from the stored camera feed from our last visit.” 
 
    Ell suddenly appeared next to Team Leader Evers. It was obvious from his lack of reaction he couldn’t see her since she was particularly gorgeous with her flame-red hair alight in the afternoon sun. Not to mention, well, her other features. “The glider didn’t realize there was a camera on one of those helicopters until it was too late last time,” she said. Evers continued to pay her no mind so he obviously not only couldn’t see her, he couldn’t hear her either. Too bad for him. “This time the glider figured the camera’s system out and established communications with it about a mile out. Ask them what the camera sees now when it scans the pond. It will look just like it does to you at the moment, then you can suggest someone is hoaxing him with an altered photograph.” 
 
    I turned the photo back upside down and studied it some more while Evers fumed. “I’m pretty sure I’d remember this particular hole if it was in my front yard. That boxcar would be a dead giveaway.” I handed his picture back to him. “Either you’re messing with me or somebody’s pulling your leg,” I countered with a wizened grin. “Why don’t you check what your camera sees now? That ought to sort this out quick enough. Maybe you had a bug splat on your lens.” 
 
    Evers sort of slumped in on himself. “Checked it coming in. It shows the pond.” But he had more. “So how come with the pond filled…, and by the way, how did you fill such a large hole so fast?” 
 
    “I have a six inch well pipe goes down eight-hundred feet out back. It puts out about two hundred gallons a minute when I turn the pump on.” 
 
    “Oh.” He weaved about a bit. “But back to my original point, the gamma ray readings are still above background level. The water should be blocking that radiation. There’s something else going on here.” 
 
    “Well, the water’s not blocking all that overburden I had scattered around the field over there,” Ell said pointing to a newly darkened area on the other side of the pond. 
 
    I repeated her statement and watched Evers face go kind of slack. He was out of evidence apparently. 
 
    “Then, we’ll need to take some soil and water samples. I’m sure you don’t mind,” he said a bit testily. 
 
    I shrugged. “Knock yourselves out.” But I was a little worried at this point. I was pretty sure Ell had said since the glider was broken she couldn’t move water, or any other kind of matter, around in the real world even if she could make it seem to them they were dipping and pouring pond water into their sample bottles. At some point somebody was going to have to put some actual no-shit water into their little flasks or they’d end up back at the lab with dry collection bottles. And I was pretty sure that would bring Evers back out here again with even more suspicions. “How are we going to get real water into their bottles?” I asked Ell without speaking. 
 
    She threw her arms up in frustration. “I don’t know. The glider can’t do it in its current state. And I can’t move anything in the real world without the glider’s help.” 
 
    “Can you distract them at some point so I can put some actual water in their collection bottles?” 
 
    “Sure, I can do that, but you’ve got to have some water ready to go when I do.” 
 
    My old mind clattered about trying to throw together a plan. “Could you make it appear a rough looking vagrant was rifling through that far copter and stealing one of their weapons then have him run for those trees over there when they see him? I know law enforcement catch hell if they lose their weapons.” 
 
    “You think all of them would chase after an imaginary thief stealing one of their guns?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. It’s a pretty big deal to them when they lose their guns. Wait until they’re carrying the sample bottles back to the helicopter to set it up. I’ll retire to the house and get some real water ready.” 
 
    While I filled a liter drinking bottle, I watched the sample collecting activity through the kitchen window. “This should be fairly easy,” I said to Ell. “They only took one water sample.” 
 
    “Good. Just tell me when you’re ready.” 
 
    As the NEST crew gathered to discuss what else they might need to do to get to the bottom of their big mystery of the thing-in-the-crater photo, I wandered out with the water bottle. When they looked my way, I took a swig from it and called out, “Who’s that hairball in the grimy overalls rummaging through your chopper?” I pointed my bottle in the proper direction. 
 
    “Hey,” Evers called out. The intruder whirled to look at him then leaped off the helicopter with a rifle and bolted for the tree line like the proverbial striped-tail ape. 
 
    “Hey,” Evers called out again. “Stop.” Then the whole team lit out after him, pulling side arms as they went. I strolled over to the collection bottle and poured in water to the “fill line” before recapping it. Then I pulled a real rifle out of the far helicopter and followed after the now nearly-out-of-sight NEST squad. They had just topped the next ridge over. About a hundred yards out I dropped the rifle in what I figured would be their return path like maybe the thief had thrown it down so he could run faster, though Ell had him tearing along at Olympic speed as it was. 
 
    I was sitting on the front porch with Ell as the team returned. Evers was carrying the rifle I had left in the field. “Together, we make a pretty good team,” I said as we watched him approach. 
 
    “So it would seem,” Ell agreed. 
 
    Evers marched up to me in a huff. “Who was that guy?” he asked wiping sweat from his chin with the back of his hand. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve seen him around the area the past few months. Probably camps out in the woods around here somewhere.” 
 
    That seemed to satisfy his apparently endless need for information. He relaxed a bit and blew out a long breath. “Son of a bitch can run. At least he dropped the weapon.” 
 
    “I guess you scared him pretty bad when you yelled at him.” 
 
    Evers shot me a quick glance to see if I was making fun of him. I kept a straight face as I gazed into the distance where the imaginary copter bandit had long since dissipated like a desert mirage. Evers started to say something else then apparently thought better of it. Finally he just said, “Well, we’ll get out of your hair now. If I ever catch the joker that Photoshopped that crater with that thing in the bottom, he’s dead meat. And I think I know who put him up to it.” He shook my hand. “Anyway, we’re through here. Sorry for all the excitement.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said, as I caught his eye. “You think I ought to call in that incident about the fellow getting hold of your gun? That was kind of worrisome.” 
 
    Evers winced slightly. “No, I wouldn’t bother.” He patted the rifle. “It’s all taken care of.” After another awkward few seconds, “Well, we’ll be off now.” As he departed he turned back to me. “And you don’t need to bother calling that in. Okay? We got it.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll be back?” Ell asked as the copters lifted off and swung in unison back to the west. 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of them. Those NEST guys are a suspicious bunch; always on the lookout for, among other things, anyone trying to assemble a nuclear weapon in the States. They’ll probably have a recon aircraft overfly in a day or two to get more detailed data. Infrared, radiation readings, and whatnot. Maybe your part will be ready before they can get back to us, and you’ll be safely home again.” 
 
    “I’ll put everything back just like it was before I leave. That ought to blow Evers’ mind if he comes back.” 
 
    Apparently virtual beings appreciated a good laugh too. We sat on the front porch and chuckled on and off for almost an hour. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    The Connecticut lab had called the previous afternoon to tell me the new titanium rod was finished and would arrive at the airport at 5:30 the next morning. I was up early getting ready. The NEST team hadn’t been back, but Ell said an aircraft had flown over during the night, and she detected millimeter wavelength radar probes aimed toward the ground. The aircraft had made two passes directly overhead. 
 
    “Then they haven’t given up yet,” I said as I buttered my toast. “You sure I can’t fix you some breakfast? I hate to eat when you have nothing.” 
 
    “No. I’m fine. I could rustle up a virtual breakfast for myself if it would make you feel better. I don’t need to eat but can if I want to.” 
 
    “No. I’m getting used to your habits by now.” I bit into the toast. “Anyway my son, Jimmy, is waiting at the air terminal to pick up the rod as soon as it’s offloaded. He’s a helicopter pilot as well as an engineer, so he can deliver the part to us within twenty minutes of its arrival. Plus we can trust him to help even though he and I haven’t been on the best of terms for some time now. Does that fit with your protocol?” 
 
    “Not exactly, but what choice do I have. I’m completely dependent on you until I get the glider repaired.” She had one elbow resting on the table supporting her chin while she watched me. “And by the way, have you figured out yet what payment you want for all your help?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have.” I took a swig of coffee. “Just drop the dirt off somewhere else when you leave. I’ll fill the crater with water and have a great fishpond. Is that possible?” 
 
    “You got it. But it won’t be nearly as funny when that team comes back.” 
 
    “I know, but I really like the idea of a pond out front.” 
 
    “Then you’ve stopped thinking about killing yourself after I leave?” 
 
    I glanced over at Ell still sitting across the breakfast table from me. She had sat up straight and actually had an anxious look on her face. She was an amazing piece of technology. “You kind of gave me a new lease on life. It’ll take me a while sitting out by my new pond to sort my way through everything.” 
 
    “Then all of this wasn’t for nothing. I’m glad.” 
 
    After breakfast I prepared for my second descent into the crater. 
 
    I was sitting in the entryway to the glider when the low drone of an approaching helicopter drifted in over the rim. A few seconds later the company chopper slowed to a hover as it crossed the crater and pirouetted to settle next to the edge. A half-minute later Jimmy’s meaty face gaped down at me. 
 
    “You got the part?” I called up. 
 
    “Good morning, Pop.” 
 
    Well played. “Sorry. Good morning, Jimmy. I mean, James. You got the part?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There’s a coil of rope up there near you. Can you use it to lower the whole package down to us?” 
 
    “There are more of you down there? What is that thing anyway? Have you been working on something out here?” 
 
    “Which do you want to know first?” 
 
    “Never mind. Yeah, I’ll get the package and lower it down.” 
 
    Ten minutes later Jimmy, or rather James, was peering into the glider as I worked to open the shipping case. As I lifted the lid, I heard him gasp, “Whoa!” 
 
    I looked up to see Ell standing at the end of the case containing the rod. “James, I’d like you to meet Lovely Pebble. Lovely Pebble, this is my son, James.” 
 
    Jimmy was almost fifty, six-two and two hundred pounds, but his eyes looked like when he was a kid and we took him to the circus and a passing elephant had taken a dump and splatted it on his bare leg. “Pop?” was all he could come up with. 
 
    “Don’t worry, James. She’s not real.” 
 
    “I’m as real as you two. It’s just that I live in a non-biological neural network and you live in biological ones,” she said without moving her lips. 
 
    Jimmy’s eyes grew even bigger. Barbara had taught him the social graces, and I could see he was working hard on a salutation. I was anxious to see what it might be. 
 
    “Pop,” he said again. “Where’re her clothes?” 
 
    “James,” I scolded. “Where’re your manners. Would you rather she get dressed? She has a clown suit.” 
 
    Jimmy looked first at me in utter confusion then back at Ell. “No, no. It’s okay. Sorry, ma’am.” He turned away in his guileless modesty then glanced back again. “You’re fine just the way you are.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I pushed up on one rickety knee then the other until I was standing. “Well, Ell, there’s your part. Let’s hope it works. James, would you grab that thing and carry it into the glider. And be careful. It’s milled to exceptionally close tolerances. Don’t ding it.” 
 
    Just as Jimmy hoisted the rod, the gravelly blare of a loudhailer reverberated through the crater. “Drop the fission rod and raise your hands. We have an arrest warrant for Micajah Fenton and any unnamed accomplices found with him. We are authorized to use deadly force if you resist.” 
 
     “What the hell, Pop?” 
 
    “No time to explain, James. Just get that rod into the glider. Now! I’ll stay out here and talk sense to them. It’s all a big misunderstanding.” 
 
    Jimmy scrambled up through the door just as a hail of lead clanged into the side of the glider and ripped up the ground around me. I found myself lying on the bullet-riddled earth staring at the sky. A sensation, warm and wet, spread out over my lower leg. Inside the glider, Ell was telling Jimmy to hold the rod into the proper installation position. 
 
    “Just get it close and the glider will latch on to it and do the rest.” 
 
    There were more orders coming from the bullhorn about not moving, but a moment later I found myself lying on the floor of the glider looking up at the crater rim. A line of helmeted men in dark fatigues fringed the edge, stock still, weapons pointed down at me. 
 
    “It’s okay. The glider is back in operation so you can see through the walls. You’re not actually out in the open anymore.” 
 
    The ground dropped away as we rose upward toward the bristle of armed men. Then there was a small lurch and the crater disappeared; replaced by the original terrain. It was as though the glider had never been there. 
 
    “What do you want to do with the company helicopter?” 
 
    “Can you bring it with us?” I managed to grunt. Pain was rapidly building in my lower leg. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    A moment later we were surrounded by stars. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
    Jimmy emerged from the shock of finding himself sitting on a featureless platform somewhere in deep space just as I began my own descent into a trauma-induced bemusement. 
 
    “What the hell’s going on, Pop?” 
 
    I was considering how my foot stuck out at a near ninety-degree angle from the way it had been most of my life. Obviously, both the tibia and fibula were shot clean through. But Jimmy was still waiting for an answer. What could I possibly say that would explain it all? Finally overcoming the fascination with my foot, I recalled as a kid he had read a lot of science fiction. I mumbled, “You’re having a close encounter of the fourth kind, Jimmy.” 
 
    Jimmy’s eyes darted about, but the glider walls and overhead were now transparent so there wasn’t much visible except its nondescript, gray deck awash in starlight. He finally turned back to me. “You mean ….” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunted as I continued to study my leg. That seemed to bring him back to reality, strange though it had become. 
 
    “Pop. Your leg’s almost shot off. Stop looking at it. You’ll go into shock.” Finally galvanized to action, Jimmy removed his belt and made a tourniquet around my calf to stop the bleeding. Then he glanced around anxiously for Ell. Several more seconds passed before she reappeared. 
 
    “Sorry to keep you waiting. I was searching for human medical data but we have nothing on human physiology or medical practice since we haven’t explored this side of the galaxy in much detail.” 
 
    “This side of the galaxy?” Jimmy muttered under his breath. 
 
    “I had the glider run a general scan of your biological systems, though. It’s working to stabilize you right now. You’ll feel much better in a moment.” 
 
    I tried to thank her but coughed up blood instead. 
 
    “Pop, what’s the matter? Are you hit somewhere else?” 
 
    Jimmy sat me up. “You’re bleeding a little around a small hole in your shirt near the middle of your back. Looks like you might have picked up a piece of shrapnel from all those bullets ricocheting around out there. A piece must have lodged in a lung.” He looked around at Ell. “Do you have any way to stop the internal bleeding? It will kill him if it continues.” 
 
    “The glider can change nerve cell responses. It’s designed to do that. So it can stabilize his vital signs to some extent, but it was never designed to replace destroyed tissue.” 
 
    “But he’ll die if he doesn’t get medical help soon. Can you get us back to a hospital?” 
 
    “I’ll try but I don’t know what effect the replacement rod has had on the navigation system yet. It may be thrown off in both the spatial and temporal directions by the impurities. That’s why I programmed this jump out well away from Earth to negate the chance of us ending up far below the earth’s surface through a navigational error. The pressure there would crush the glider.” 
 
    “How long will it take to figure out whether the nav system is working properly?” 
 
    “I already know it’s not working properly. The glider isn’t picking up any radio signals from the direction of Earth. I programmed a jump only across space, not time. But it looks like we ended up in a period when earth didn’t have radio. Could be a hundred years in your past. Or a million. Or even the far future. The glider is working on the star and planetary positions now to determine whether we’re in your future or your past. Should have some data in a few seconds but it’ll still take a good while to program a new set of navigational tables to work with the replacement rod.” 
 
    “That may be too late.” 
 
    “I can upload his entire consciousness to one of the seven extra crew slots in the glider, but it will take several hours. And I can’t do both that and work on the navigational issue. It will take almost all of the glider’s remaining resources to handle the upload. I’ve done lower level creatures for study but never a human—or any other intelligent lifeform for that matter. So I’m only guessing on the time required. That means we have to decide now which way to go.” 
 
    “No. I don’t want your standard upload,” I managed to gasp. “It would just be a copy. After we talked about it, though, I’ve thought about that problem. If I understand what you told me, there seems to be a way around it if the glider can handle it.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hear it.” 
 
    Each breath drained more of my energy as blood seeped into my lungs. I struggled to continue. “You mentioned you transfer yourself across your networks … and don’t run into the duplicate copy problem. Why is that?” 
 
    “I’m always in the Network. When I stream from one place to another I’m still being processed as a single being in both the upload and download locations. Even though parts of me end up for a time en route to a new location, both locations are still working in concert across the system. There’s no copy being made. I just live at a little slower pace for a moment or two.” 
 
    “Can the glider do that with me?” 
 
    “No. You aren’t yet a part of the Network.” 
 
    “But suppose, like you, I could remain aware of the transfer as it was happening. Suppose the glider fed the experience of the uploaded portion back to the original me as it was happening.” I paused trying to keep my thoughts together. “As if I were part of the Network. With a feedback loop, there wouldn’t be two separate Cagers. Both the real and virtual me would remain as one entity ... just like you when you move about in your network. I would be aware of both worlds the whole time as though I were one person. Two different worlds; one person.” 
 
    I paused to catch my breath and coughed up more blood. Warm rivulets trickled down my cheek. I wiped at my face. My hand came away slick with gore. Another cough sprayed blood across Jimmy’s sleeve. I continued. 
 
    “When I was done there would be no conscious me left here. I would leave behind only my body ... quite dead.” I began wheezing and discovered I no longer had the energy to continue speaking. I laid back and thought of the cat crossing the electrified fence in Cat’s Cradle. Before he was finished he, too, was dead but he was on the other side. I dredged up some inner strength to ask a final question. “Could the glider do that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. It would be a first. But this whole experience with you has been a first.” 
 
    “Pop, we’re wasting time. Is that what you want to do?” 
 
    I lay gazing up at those cold, unblinking stars scattered across the desolate blackness outside the glider’s walls. I was too old and battered now to try hanging on to my body any longer. Better dead than old and cripple too. But hadn’t that been my plan all along? I nodded my affirmative. 
 
    Ell knelt down by my head. “Good choice.” I could hear her conversation with the glider as she worked but it made no sense to me. A moment later the stars spiraled outward as my mind began to unravel. 
 
    I struggled to retain consciousness as memories shuffled about, shifting positions, organizing into queues until, like the stars, they too were flung outwards beyond my grasp. The disintegration of my mind pushed me into a perceptual paralysis for one long, unbalanced moment until to my great relief my life flew back together again. The pieces flocking, reassembling, forming a new me from the murmuration of my scattered self. After a time I became aware of being in two places at once. In one world I lay racked in pain but in the other I stood on a high escarpment overlooking a landscape so bizarre that for a time I could not grasp exactly what was unfolding before me. Ell waited at my side, anxious, watching, yet I could see her leaning in over me in the glider too. Then Jimmy and I locked eyes briefly before I forced myself to turn away. For, if I carried out what I was contemplating, I was looking into the eyes of my son who would never be born. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8 
 
    I don’t know how long the transfer took. There had been no beat of passing time as my memories reassembled in fits and starts. Every event of my life swirled about the center of my transitory existence as they sorted out one by one in long, loosely linked concatenations. Then finally, like an old engine pulling away from the platform, couplings clanking taut, jolting each car down the line into motion, my world slowly lurched forward again until I found myself complete in a very different place with a very different mind. I could now operate the glider. 
 
    With a final tug, I pulled the last remaining residue in my old biological neurons across that strange chasm I had just traversed. I stood frozen in amazement that, like Elijah and Enoch before me, I had slipped Death’s implacable snare. 
 
    I had crossed over to a place where minds dwelled in machines for there was no life here to host a mind. But where there was no life, there could be no death. Then it struck me there could be no humans either and I wondered what I now was. What of me had crossed that divide? It couldn’t have been my soul. If I’d had one. Souls didn’t live in machines. Or did they? I was pretty sure nothing had come across but memories. But memories are cold comfort when you find yourself changed beyond recognition and utterly alone in a bewildering, unfamiliar existence. 
 
    Then I saw Ell standing next to me. 
 
    I finally shook free of my brief panic. There would be time enough later to sort through the incongruities of my new condition. 
 
    “So did it work?” Ell’s question finally drew me fully into her domain. 
 
    I answered with utter astonishment, “Yes, I think it did.” I held my hand out and flexed my fingers. “I’m me. Not a copy. I felt myself moving into this place. I didn’t just wake up here.” 
 
    Ell looked as astounded as I felt. “I didn’t know there was a way to do that. I don’t think anyone did. Yet the glider handled it perfectly.” Now her lips moved as she spoke. I was in her reality and it was nothing like I had expected. 
 
    As I acclimated to my new surroundings, a distant roar seeped into my awareness. I swung about to see floating mountains hanging in a firmament as clear and blue as Arctic ice. Waterfalls white with froth thundered off ragged cliffs to vanish into vapor clouds drifting over jungle canopy far below. Above us, erratic flocks of jungle birds flowed in undulating streams of green and red. Spiraling down, they settled into the foliage atop the nearest mountain. And beyond all that, flights of distant clouds streamed wakes of rain across the horizon. 
 
    I finally shook myself away from the enchantment and turned back toward Ell. Behind her the local terrain rose precipitously. Banyan-like trees trailed roots from their branches holding them at precarious angles against the mountain’s face. A rocky trail wound steeply upwards into a primeval forest of ancient trees gnarled and hung with moss. I looked back at other mountains floating in the distance. Apparently Ell and I occupied an outcrop on one of their counterparts. 
 
    “How do you like it?” 
 
    “I have no words. It’s alien. Yet somehow familiar.” 
 
    “The glider pulled those floating mountains from your memory. You must have dreamed of them at some time in the past and liked them.” 
 
    “I think I saw fantasy paintings like that somewhere. And the colors. From that popular Maxfield Parrish painting perhaps. You even look like the standing girl in that piece. Daybreak. Is that how this works? The glider pulls up images from my mind and builds a world for me?” 
 
    “Well, that’s one way. You have total control over your world, though, if you want to get involved.” 
 
    “No. This one will do fine,” I said as an iridescent blue-on-cinnamon millipede glided across a flat rock at the edge of the forest. An instant later, a diminutive dinosaur with a brightly feathered head crest leaped on it and pulled it apart while regarding me with a pitiless, reptilian eye. Then it gave a small, bird-like cry and with a shake of its head scurried back into the undergrowth. 
 
    “That was from your Triassic,” Ell noted. “Not everything you see came from you.” 
 
    I nodded toward the path up the mountainside. “And up there?” 
 
    “Your home.” 
 
    “The glider reconstructed my old home?” 
 
    “Better. It made a home like you might have built if money and technology were not factors. Want to see it?” 
 
    The trail wound across mossy rocks and through sun-dappled, tree tunnels occasionally coming out of the jungle to skirt along a rocky cliff face with a view of more jungle a thousand yards below. The ascent was effortless and for the first time I noticed I inhabited a vastly fitter body. As I stopped to examine myself, Ell said, “I provided the details for your body. My original physiology is totally different from yours so, if I didn’t get the details just right, you can change it out. But I think you look quite nice.” 
 
    “I always suspected you looked rather different from the image you display to me. How different are you anyway? Can you show me?” 
 
    Ell hesitated for a moment then smiled knowingly as she jumped atop a boulder and turned toward me. “Trust me. You don’t want to see that me. And it doesn’t much matter. I’ve lived in this virtual world so long I don’t consider myself as having any particular form. I can show you the figure I normally take if you want.” 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind.”  
 
    I laughed out loud.  
 
    “The physicist’s solution to any problem involving a complex shape.” Ell floated in front of me as a silvery sphere. “I liked you better with all the curves.” 
 
    As Ell reformed to her previous image, I recalled we had bigger problems than touring my house at the top of the floating mountain. “Maybe we getter get back to the real world before spending any more time here—wherever here is.” 
 
    “Perhaps so. You now know, whether you are aware of it or not, how to project your image back into that world. So let’s go.” 
 
    And we did. I wrapped myself in the same clothes I wore into work to try to soften the shock Jimmy would have at seeing his Pop in a younger body. It was as natural as breathing had been when I was still alive. I stood looking down on Jimmy as he sat next to my now lifeless real-world self. For all his bulk, he looked like the little boy I had never spent much time with. That was part of our connection problem I suspected. I had never made an effort to get to know him. My relationship with my son was another of my failures. Perhaps the worst of the long string. And yet he seemed truly saddened at my apparent death. 
 
    “Don’t look so glum, kid. I made it across to a vacant crew slot and now live on a flying mountain somewhere in Never Never Land.” 
 
    Jimmy gave a start and leaped to his feet. “Pop. Is that you?” 
 
    “Well, not in the flesh, but, yes.” 
 
    “Then you’re really your old self? Not a copy.” 
 
    “Really me. Regrets and all.” 
 
    “Regrets?” Jimmy finally caught on. “Oh, you mean me and Mom don’t you? I understand. You were working hard to make a life for us. There were good times though. And you built Fenton Industries up from nothing.” 
 
    “And that’s now yours. All of the hard work is done. The company almost runs itself so spend your time getting to know your kids while you still can. Don’t do what I did.” 
 
    “You did fine, Pops. I have no regrets. Neither should you.” 
 
    “Well ….” But there was no point bemoaning the issue. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Then what’s next in this bizarre affair you’ve dragged me into? Are we stuck out here or can Lovely Pebble get the navigation system working again.” 
 
    “I can get it working well enough to get you back home to your family but we have a more immediate problem first. What would you like as compensation for your trouble—which has turned out to be considerable?” 
 
    I explained the payment system and how it was ingrained into the virtual world to help keep darker forces from taking it over. Jimmy sat back down and thought. Eventually he arrived at the same point I had. “I don’t even know what to ask for. Can you give me a suggestion of something that would keep your books straight?” 
 
    “I understand you’re an engineer. Would you like an upgraded mathematical ability?” 
 
    Jimmy brightened immediately. “You can do that? I love math. I’ve just never been able to get past the minimum required for an engineering degree. I would really enjoy following the work being done on string theory or prime numbers—Reimann’s Hypothesis with the Zeta function has eluded me for years. I know there’s a hidden world out there beyond calculus. A world, so far, inaccessible to me.” 
 
    “Excellent. That should work out for both of us,” Ell said. 
 
    A moment later Jimmy jumped up again, ramrod straight. “Wow! I see it now. How was I missing it before? How’d you do that?” 
 
    “It wasn’t hard. The glider now has a well-defined map of the human brain after uploading your father. It just had to download a smidgen of neural changes to open up your mathematical capabilities. It took only milliseconds.” 
 
    Jimmy stood looking into the distance, obviously enthralled. I finally pulled him from his reveries. “You can work on the Zeta function later, James. We’ve got to get you back to Earth in your own time and make the necessary adjustments so you’re not implicated in what happened at the crater. Maybe you can use some of that new brain power to help Ell recalibrate the nav system.” I knew she didn’t need any help, but I always hated to see people just standing around. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    The glider finally determined from the offset of expected star positions that we were about 150 years in the past. On the next jump the glider picked up radio signals again. Those indicated we were still a few years back. The jump across space, however, was still off by nearly twenty percent. 
 
    Ell shook her head. “I need to run a calibration routine on both the spatial and temporal jump actuators. Something’s clearly not right. But the glider has a built in safety return that can get us back to the exact place and time we left on the last saved hop. That would be just above the crater in your front yard.” 
 
    “Well, how about this,” I suggested. “We just go back and let the glider sort through their camera equipment to wipe out any images of the chopper’s tail number. Right after that we drop James and the helicopter at the office.” 
 
    “Won’t that NEST team see the glider when you go back?” Jimmy asked. 
 
    “That’s not a problem. She can cloud men’s minds.” Jimmy stared blankly at me. “You know. Like Lamont Cranston.” Jimmy frowned. “The Shadow?” He looked even more confused. “Never mind. Before your time. You can see and hear both of us now because the glider puts our images into your nervous system. Neither of us is material, though. The glider uses the same trick when it doesn’t want to be seen in the real world—which is where it lives …” 
 
    “This thing is alive?” 
 
    “I’m conscious and living in its circuitry so I’m guessing it must have consciousness, too, if it can host consciousness.” I glanced at Ell who nodded. “Anyway, the team will see something perfectly normal instead of the glider.” 
 
    Jimmy looked at Ell. “You can actually do that?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Then how did they see us at the bottom of the crater?” 
 
    “They caught me in a moment of inattention,” Ell said. “I knew there was a high probably of the NEST team returning but I was distracted by the wonderful possibility of getting my glider fixed. Live and learn as you humans say. So now I’ve screwed up twice on this mission. Left the glider door open and let the NEST team sneak up on us. I don’t know what’s become of me. I’ll have a lot of explaining to do when I get back.” 
 
    It took Ell about five minutes to wipe the NEST team’s camera records, and get Jimmy and the helicopter back to the office landing pad. Meanwhile the NEST team was left to discuss the strange cloud that had descended over them only to vanish a moment later in a ground shaking crash of thunder to leave them kicking at the dirt where there had been only moments before a yawning crater. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10 
 
    So much for my plans for killing myself. Instead of being dead, I was now immortal in Ell’s virtual world. And it was a world beyond anything I had ever imagined. Peaceful. Beautiful. Stimulating. One evening Ell and I were hanging out over the mountain’s edge in the still-warm air on one of my home’s cantilevered red, stone terraces. We had just returned from a virtual exploration of the stored ruins of a lost civilization that had abandoned its home planet for some reason, and I was introducing her to wine as the day’s warmth radiated out of the stone. I wasn’t quite sure the glider knew how to handle the neurological effect of the alcohol, though. It had produced a collection of various wines from my memory and even gotten the body and bouquet right. But I wondered if Ell tasted the same thing I tasted. It was an age-old conundrum. Do others see the color red as you do, or do they see it as green or blue? When I brought it up, Ell solved the problem immediately by adopting my input signals for herself for a few seconds. 
 
    “Oh, my,” she said. “You are a sly dog. Is that the effect my image has on the human male? No wonder you told me to get rid of the clown suit.” She looked horrified. “I feel so violated.” 
 
    “Ah, you’ve finally caught me. Not mad are you?” 
 
    “Ha. Gotcha. Why would I care? I never looked like this to begin with.” 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I’d think the wine was having the intended effect on you.” 
 
    “What on earth are you droning on about?” 
 
    Was the glider able to rifle through my memories and use the material there to degrade Ell’s presence of mind as though she had become a little tipsy? I noticed my own reaction to the illusory liquid. I did actually feel its effect now. Perhaps the glider was figuring it out as it went along. Maybe this virtual existence was closer to reality than I had realized. But my thoughts were interrupted as Ell climbed into my lap. 
 
    “Relax, Cager. You’re tense as Schrodinger’s cat in a cyanide factory. You’re a crewmember on the glider now. Crew share everything. And I’ve never interfaced with a virtual human before. I never even suspected something like this existed. There are some real possibilities here for high quality mission diversions.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I spent the better part of three months with Ell. It was bliss. For the first two months. Then a vague sense of unease began to seep into my psyche. Nothing concrete. Just an uncomfortable feeling something was missing. One day I decided to learn the piano. The glider scanned through my memories and refurbished some virtual neural pathways in the music area. When I checked, a music room complete with a grand piano had appeared as an addition to my home. I sat down and played several pieces from memory as well as any real-world concert pianist could have. But, on reflection, not requiring years of practice didn’t exactly seem to be my unnamed disquiet. It was merely a benefit of this paradise. The uneasiness was deeper, more subtle and it would take me decades before I realized just what it was. 
 
    But whatever gnawed at me came to a head as I woke up next to Ell one morning. There was a thing that needed to be undone. And I was pretty sure I was now in a position to undo it. I lay there for a time considering what I was about to say. 
 
    When I looked over at Ell her blue eyes were regarding me from less than a foot away. “You look pensive, Cager. Have a strange dream?” 
 
    “Morning, Ell. No, more like a bad memory.” 
 
    She sat up in the morning sunlight and I almost forgot about my plan. It was madness to leave such a creature. Such a world. But then I had already proven myself flawed in judgment. I had had a good life in the real world and had been within minutes of jettisoning it in a final act of capitulation to all my little failures, real and imagined. Now I was about to do it again and I hardly understood it myself. How could I explain it to Ell. 
 
    “We can fix that,” she said with a sly smile. And for a time the discontent faded into the background of my magnificent, new world. 
 
    The following week found us once again on one of the terraces sipping after-dinner wine and watching the sun fade to evening ember when I finally just blurted it out. 
 
    “I want to be downloaded again.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want to go back.” 
 
    Ell drew back in disbelief. “You’re not making sense, Cager. Downloaded to what? Back to where? And to what purpose?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this for days. Ever since you were about to upload me from my dying body. It was my last thought in the real world. I want to go back and be ten years old again but I want to have all of my current knowledge when I go.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Cager.” 
 
    “You can’t download me back into human form? Real human form?” 
 
    “Oh, I could arrange that. Theoretically. I’m just not allowed.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You’re talking about replacing yourself at age ten. The glider won’t let me leave you there with your original self. The only other option would be destroying the ten-year-old you. I can’t do that either. Think about it. My god, Cager. Now you’re talking about killing yourself when you were a boy.” 
 
    “No. You aren’t listening. I don’t want to kill myself.” 
 
    “Well, at least we’re over that hurdle.” Then after a moment’s reflection she added, “Okay, I see where you’re headed with this. The ten-year-old is you.” She considered that for a moment. “It’s permitted to backload to yourself at an earlier time. That has always been considered a short-term recovery when a database got corrupted. But that was back in the early days of virtual existence. There is never a need for it today though the capability still exists and is allowed since it doesn’t undermine security or end lives.” 
 
    “Then you can arrange it?” 
 
    Ell was silent for the length of a sigh. “I can’t stay around here forever, Cager. The glider won’t let me go rogue. It will return to its docking port after it recharges whether I tell it to or not. And it’s in recharge mode right now. It lost a lot of reserve power during the time it was broken. The crater business alone used up most of its stored energy. But its accumulators will be fully charged in another few days. That gives us a little more time together to work out these issues.” 
 
    “Issues?” 
 
    Ell drew in a virtual breath for effect. “Well, yes. Like convincing you this is where you belong, for one.” She tightened the corner of her mouth. “I can’t figure out why you would want to leave all this to go back to a real body. Is it just a delayed version of your desire to kill yourself the night we met? Because going back is permanent. I’m sure I won’t be trusted to operate a glider after this trip. That means I’ll never see you again. I don’t think you fully comprehend what your going back to the real world means.” 
 
    “Well, I’m pretty sure it means everything will be different this time around. Jimmy will never be born even if Barbara and I get married. In fact a lot of people who were born after I was ten won’t be born. But others who were never born will get a chance in their place. It’s no different than the first time through. Every action a person takes affects those not yet born. I understand that. Reality is indifferent. It changes course at the flutter of a butterfly’s wing. It doesn’t care who gets born and who doesn’t. Who lives and who dies. But I do.” 
 
    “But what do you hope to change?” 
 
    “Just one thing. After that I don’t care what happens.” 
 
    “You’re starting to worry me now. What thing is so worth changing that you will give up all of this?” Ell asked waving a delicate arm around the vast world laid out before us. “And you will be giving up your own son’s existence if you go back. Everything will change no matter how careful you are. Everything. You can’t stop it. And in the end you’ll die.” 
 
    “I know. But I can’t continue on here either now that I know there’s a way to set something right again.” 
 
    Ell and I spent the following days together working out the details. For all the differences of two separate species from half a galaxy and millions of years apart, we became as close as any humans I ever knew. I think she could detect the deep sadness in me at the thought of leaving her. We were now more than just friends; a situation made possible only by the projection abilities of her virtual world. Yet the vast difference between Ell and me was brought home when she asked me to visit her own virtual habitat with her before I left. We stayed in our human projections at her insistence, but her world hinted at the utterly alien divide between us. She lived in a dismal swamp filled with rotting carcasses of creatures from a nightmare. I couldn’t even imagine the purpose of some of the appendages I saw on what was obviously partially eaten carrion. When I asked where her home was she said, “You’re in it.” 
 
    “But there’s nothing here.” 
 
    “We didn’t have houses. We were semiaquatic. Air breathing but too heavy to move about on land. We lived along the water’s edge. Some of us in the small seas of our planet. Others like me in the vast swamps that covered most of the land area.” 
 
    “You need fire to start a technology. I don’t see how fire could have played a role here.” 
 
    “It didn’t. We had no technology. But we had large brains. And, much like your whales, we lived a long time. We were thinkers. Mathematicians for the most part. We didn’t go out and find the rest of the galaxy. The rest of the galaxy eventually found us.” 
 
    “But without technology you had no books. How did you pass all that mathematical knowledge on to the next generation?” 
 
    “We reproduced asexually by budding from an ovary-like structure tied closely to our neural system. The offspring stayed inside of us tied in to our nervous system to absorb what we knew. Once they broke free, they were passed around to others. They rode on their backs fastened by neural ties and learned what the others knew. Living like that we developed mathematics far beyond anything other known cultures had. We changed everything once we were discovered by the technological civilizations already established in our sector of the galactic arm. We had much to offer and agreed to be uploaded. Our mathematics made time travel possible and we have been with them ever since.” 
 
    “Then I take it you’re a copy.” 
 
    “You mean compared to how we uploaded you? Yes. My real self died long, long ago. I’m only its memories evolved into a citizen of the virtual world. Though I may be a copy, I’m still as real as you. It’s just that you were uploaded differently. The end result in this virtual world is the same, though. And I still like my home here when I revisit my original real-world form. Old memories are hard to shed. They are who we are. And all memories, true or false, are equally real.” 
 
    I stood admiring Ell for a long time. She seemed to have no problem being human. At least in projected form. I wondered how she liked that. “Suppose I took on your form. Would I be comfortable here with you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You seem pretty sure.” 
 
    “I am. You’re from a technological race. Your distant ancestors left the swamps hundreds of millions of years ago and you have since changed the world around you to suit your needs. It’s clean and neat. And I kind of like it. But it doesn’t work the other way around. While a pig can live quite comfortably with humans, humans can’t live comfortably with pigs. The comfort factor only works in one direction. The direction with the least muck.” 
 
    Then the glider notified us it was approaching full charge. 
 
    It was Ell’s turn to study me for a long moment. “You’re still planning on leaving aren’t you?” 
 
    I took her hand and we waded out into the mire and sat there for a time listening to the burblings and thumpings of swamp creatures large and small. 
 
    “I have to go. If things weren’t what they are, I would stay here with you forever. But I have to set something straight now that I have the chance.” 
 
    “Then we need to act quickly. The glider will be compelled to return home in another few days and I still have a lot of recalibration to do on the navigation system. But thanks to you and Jimmy I’m out of the bind I let myself get into.” 
 
    “I can stay a while longer and help you with that.” 
 
    “No. It’s just a matter of plotting out the differences between the response of the original rod and the rebuilt rod.” Ell looked rather abruptly up into the tangle of vines that canopied the swamp and added, “I can do it alone.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11 
 
    The glider hung over the house most of the night, its faint, bluish glow enveloping the roofline and surrounding trees. During the download I maintained my former awareness of all the glider’s actions and perceptions. The house remained quiet. Only Fred, the family cat, noticed anything unusual, but after a few minutes he tucked his head under a sofa cushion and went back to sleep. 
 
    The ten-year-old me was also aware of the transfer but thought it was a dream. I watched my consciousness peel away bit by bit from the virtual world as my biological neurons fired at near epileptic frequency absorbing the new memories. I was aware of it all, the download, the surroundings, everything except for one lone eye watching with great interest from across the river. 
 
    It took six hours to complete, and at the end, Ell leaned across that unfathomable divide that would now separate us forever and kissed me. 
 
    “I don’t understand you at all, but I’ve given you a small present, Cager. Use it wisely.” She sat up. “Good bye, Micajah Fenton.” 
 
    “Good bye, Lovely Pebble. And thank you for everything.” Then I pulled down the last vestige of my virtual self from the glider and it was over. I was not a copy. 
 
    *** 
 
    I had expected to awaken in a kind of schizophrenic fugue. A ten-year-old boy suddenly finding an eighty-year-old man living in his head. But the glider had done a magnificent job integrating all of the memories. I sat up and swung my feet over the edge of the bed. A rush of memory flooded over me at the smell of the old house. It caught me by surprise since, as a kid, I didn’t remember being conscious of it. And things I had taken for granted as a kid now entranced me as I noted my memories of home had been greatly embellished over the years. My room was smaller than I remembered. The paint shabbier. The furniture more beat up. But I finally shook it off and wandered into the bathroom to wash my face. That was when it all came home to me. This wasn’t a dream. I looked back at myself from the familiar mirror with black spots of silver rot emanating from the upper left corner. Ten-year-old eyes in a young boy’s face studied me in out-and-out astonishment. Had I actually looked like that? With sandy hair and blue eyes, I was a better looking kid than I had remembered. 
 
    I pulled my school clothes on and headed for the top of the stairs. Joey was already standing there in his bunny jammies next to Fred the cat. I drew up next to him. What was it? Nearly three quarters of a century since I had last seen him or was it just yesterday? He was five and would be in the first grade next year. In the same school with me. I had dreaded that. Joey thought I was Superman. I didn’t want him to see the real me. The last kid chosen for baseball. Well the last one before Arlen Quinton, anyway. Good old Arlen, his anchor permanently snagged on the bottom rung. 
 
    Joey held his hand out to me as always. I had forgotten that. Because I had always brushed by him and told him to hurry up before the Boogie Man got him. But today I took his warm, little hand and led him down the steps and into the kitchen. 
 
    “Well, wonders never cease,” Mom said. “Look at you two holding hands.” 
 
    I had to force myself not to run and hug her. She only had a few years left. I struggled to stay in character. But it didn’t work. I had to excuse myself. 
 
    I rushed back up the stairs and stood at the bathroom sink shaking and trying to control my breathing for several minutes as I fought back tears. A mixture of gratitude and obligation swept over me as did an ineffable sorrow. I was getting another chance to face it all again. 
 
    Finally I splashed water on my face and sucked in my breath before returning to the kitchen and pulling my chair up to the breakfast table. That was the routine. Dad strolled in a minute later and rubbed the top of my head as he passed by to give Joey a big smack on his cherub cheeks. Then Mom slid a plate of scrambled eggs and French toast with bacon crossed over it in front of me as Fred sidled up next to my leg waiting for the bacon scrap I always slipped him when no one was looking. 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. That looks delicious.” 
 
    She paused to study me. “Are you being snide, Cager.” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Well, something’s going on. Are you in trouble again?” 
 
    Again? I didn’t recall being in trouble a lot. She caught me puzzling over her question. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you didn’t do your homework. I’m not going to stick up for you with Miss Patterson any more. You’re on your own, buster.” 
 
    I checked with my younger self. No, I had done my homework. Most of it. 
 
    “No, Mom. I just realized how hard you and Dad work. I appreciate it. That’s all.” 
 
    Dad held his forkful of eggs poised in midair. “Did you switch Cager out for this kid yesterday, Julene?” He looked up at Mom with a furrowed brow. 
 
    Mom pushed a loose strand of blonde hair over her ear. “No. I thought you did.” 
 
    I smiled uneasily and tried to concentrate on breakfast. The future was rearranging all around me and I was powerless to stop it. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12 
 
    Fifth grade was pretty much as I remembered it, just more details again like the stink fest that partied in the seat behind me in Jimmer’s coveralls, or the apple and bologna aroma of two-dozen lunch sacks tucked under our seats. Today we were practicing our times tables. And of course, I would be staying after school again because turning in most of my homework didn’t count the same as turning in all of it. Then came recess. My least favorite time of the day. 
 
    It was just as I remembered. Patches of Bahia grass and sandspurs surrounded an uneven, orange clay, ball diamond with a rickety backstop of partially unraveled chain link stretched over rusted water pipe. Misshapen bases caked with grime connected by faded white lime marked out the infield. Worn, green team benches bracketed the backstop. 
 
    I was second to last choice when choosing up sides. Arlen brought up the rear. Being the last two chosen meant we were always on opposing teams. I was playing right field as usual and watching Arlen on the bench kicking at the clay, waiting his turn at bat. He rested his head in his hands and occasionally ran his fingers through his blondish curls as if in torment as his time at the plate drew near. I knew the feeling. The hope that recess would end before your turn. But his team was first at bat so all hope was gone for Arlen. 
 
    It was two outs and their big hitter was at bat. I found myself praying the ball wouldn’t come my way. Then following the crack of the bat I watched as the little white sphere rose toward right field and muscle memory took over. I grabbed the ball easily out of the air and we all trotted to the bench for our turn at bat. 
 
    “Nice catch, Cager,” somebody said. I looked up the see Arlen headed for right field. 
 
    I nodded to him. “Thanks.” 
 
    I recalled all the practice it had taken me in years yet to come to be proficient at batting and catching. I never was exceptional but was better than a fifth grader. Apparently the muscle memory of catching a fly ball passed to me during the download. When it was my turn at bat, I could feel all the batting practice coming into play again. The pitcher grinned at the thought of an easy out then stood open mouthed as I slammed the ball out of the schoolyard and across the street into a flowerbed. I had rounded the bases and was sitting on the bench again by the time the other team recovered the ball. I nodded to Arlen out in right field. 
 
    That afternoon in detention I managed to finish the homework I hadn’t completed the night before and do all of the next day’s homework too. It was the fifth grade after all and I had a PhD in physics. I handed both homework assignments to Miss Patterson and asked if I could go. She glanced over my work before observing me over the tops of her reading glasses. 
 
    “No mistakes. Why don’t you do work like this all the time?” 
 
    I just shrugged. It seemed like a reasonable response for a ten-year-old, but it got me an eerily appropriate speech about how I was the father of my future self. 
 
    “If you do a poor job now, Cager, you aren’t taking care of the person you will become. How successful that future person is depends on you doing your part here and now. Do you understand?” 
 
    Indeed, I did. I thought her admonition too insightful to be wasted on a kid. But she didn’t know I was a kid in body only. I told her I’d never thought of it like that and promised to try harder. 
 
    As I pushed the double doors open on my way out of the schoolhouse, Arlen was waiting for me on the bottom step. He scrambled to his feet. We had never been more than classmates passing through the system, and I hadn’t spoken a dozen words to Arlen in the past but I now had a sudden interest in him. He too was the father of his future self and I suspected he needed a good deal more help than me. Yet, as I stood there on the top step, my old self struggled to maintain the distance still separating me from Arlen. Finally the part of me getting a second chance stepped in. I felt a need to at least try to work out my past failures to connect with others. In those instances where a connection had been necessary I had always done it in the most superficial manner I could manage. 
 
    “Hi, Arlen. What’s up?” 
 
    “How’d you do that? You know, at recess today.” 
 
    “Practice.” 
 
    Arlen had a pleasant face with soft brown eyes beneath his loose curls. Nice bone structure. A delicate boy. I wondered if he was gay. Of course that would never have occurred to me in fifth grade before but I had eighty years of experience on board now, and it made me something of a bigot. 
 
    “Can I practice with you some time?” 
 
    He was looking up at me like Joey had when I was building the tree house. Like I was… I don’t know, someone special. Someone he could count on. It gave me a queasy feeling. I proceeded hesitantly down the marble steps to join Arlen at the bottom. 
 
    “Sure. Do you have a glove?” 
 
    Disappointment crossed his face. “No. I don’t have any sports stuff.” 
 
    For the past me, that would have been my out, but I let the moment pass. 
 
    “No problem,” I said. “I have a glove my granddad gave me last year and my dad still has his first-baseman’s mitt somewhere. We can make do.” 
 
    Arlen’s smile lit up his whole face. “I know where there’s an old bat. My dad keeps it in the closet in case he needs to bash a burglar’s skull in. I’ll bring it. Where do you live?” 
 
    “Old River Road just north of the mill pond. The white two-story. It’s the only one in that area.” 
 
    “Heck. We’re almost neighbors then. I live in that house next to where the old grist mill used to be at the far end of Mill Pond.” Arlen stuck out his arm. “See you Saturday morning then.” I shook his narrow hand, and he turned and ran to the rusty single speed bicycle he had left leaning against the flagpole. A moment later he was pedaling a wobbly path up the sidewalk. I made a mental note to be careful with him. Arlen was going to kill himself in a few years. I had no idea why but understood such urges sometimes overpowered a lone individual. I had been there myself once. 
 
    That evening after dinner, I asked Dad to help me move an old desk in the basement up to the spare bedroom. “I need a better place to study and do my homework,” I offered in explanation. That was all it took. They were obviously elated I might finally be ready to buckle down in my studies. Mom even came up with an old, brass desk lamp she had used in college. A spare chair from the dining room table completed the ensemble. Since I had already completed my homework in detention, I asked where the newspaper was. Mom pulled it out of the trash. I carried it upstairs and opened to the financial page. There before me lay the doorway to my new future. 
 
    It was late November 1953 and the Dow Jones had closed at 279.91. There was money to be made. If I could get my hands on some. I scanned down the list of stocks looking for anything familiar that I knew would increase dramatically in price in the next few years. But I was way ahead of myself. The only promising stock I had any familiarity with was Holiday Inn and that was only because years in the future I had a commander in the Army who had invested heavily in Holiday Inn and claimed to have done quite well over the years. It would have to do until enough time passed to bring up the computer and space industry stocks that made people fortunes almost overnight. At least with the motel stock I would have some assets available to invest when I hit the sweet spot. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    Saturday morning found me sitting on the front steps thinking about camping across the river the next weekend if the weather held. When I glanced across the yard at Fred the cat sniffing his way leisurely through Mom’s flowerbed, I spotted Arlen weaving up River Road on his old bicycle. He struggled to hold a bat across the handlebars and waved precariously when he saw me watching him. I had forgotten all about our practice session and shot back into the house to find the gloves. By the time I got back outside Arlen had propped his bike against the front steps bannister and was swinging the bat awkwardly as he walked around the front yard. He dropped the bat when I tossed him the first-base mitt then dropped that as well. 
 
    “Sorry,” He said sheepishly as he picked the glove up and brushed the dust off. I had my work cut out for me. 
 
    “Why don’t we just toss the ball back and forth to start off. So you can get used to the glove.” 
 
    “Okay. Just don’t throw the ball real hard. I’ve never played catch before.” 
 
    On the first pitch, Arlen lunged forward after the ball with both arms extended. The ball bounced off the tip of his glove, and, trying to chase it down, he accidently kicked it down the slope and out into the road. I knew at once if I had tried to befriend Arlen on my first time through it would never have worked. Only the adult in me took pity. He came back with the ball in hand, eyes wide in anticipation of a scathing denunciation for flubbing the catch. “Sorry,” he said breathlessly. It was a word I was to hear many times that day. 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    Arlen relaxed a bit and regarded me with a deep sense of relief. At least that’s what I took it for at the time. Years later and a thousand miles away on this second time through I would be reminded of this event. 
 
    “You’re just trying too hard. Why don’t you throw me the ball and watch how I catch it. You don’t need to put so much effort into it.” 
 
    “Okay. Get ready.” Arlen began his windup. 
 
    “Hold up a second. Why don’t you toss it to me underhanded for starters.” I was worried about the front windows. 
 
    Arlie let fly with an underhand that caught on his pants as he swung forward. The ball dribbled across the yard to me. I tossed it back. This time he actually got the ball in his glove for a second before it fell out. “Hey, I almost had it.” His unwarranted enthusiasm made me want to cry. 
 
    A half hour later, I suggested we take a break and walk down to the river. Maybe a camping trip was what Arlen needed to gain some confidence. I was pretty sure baseball wasn’t going to do it for him. 
 
    “Ever been camping?” I asked. 
 
    “No. You mean like in the woods?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You want to go next weekend?” I nodded toward the woods. “Over there.” 
 
    Arlen stared across the river. “I’ll have to ask Daddy.” 
 
    “You have any camping gear?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Backpack. Sleeping bag. Cook pot.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I leaned back against the tree we were sitting under. “Me neither.” 
 
    “Then I guess we can’t go.” 
 
    “Of course we can go. We just have to round up a few items. It’s right across the river. If we get over there and need something important, we can just come back. It’s not like we were going to Alaska.” 
 
    “Where would we go to the bathroom?” 
 
    After working out a few of the camping details like using blankets for a sleeping bag and borrowing a cook pot from Mom, I suggested we practice a little more before lunch. 
 
    “This time we won’t use gloves. We’ll just catch it with our hands. It’ll be easier. You’ll see.” 
 
    By the time Mom came out on the porch to call me in for lunch, Arlen was throwing the ball underhand with reasonable accuracy considering where he had started that morning. And he caught it every time. Not that it was a graceful catch, but it was a start. 
 
    I introduced Arlen and waited for Mom to invite him to stay for lunch. But Arlen said he had to go home because he wasn’t allowed to eat at other people’s houses. 
 
    “Is that your mother’s rule?” Mom asked. 
 
    “No. She was killed.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that, dear.” 
 
    “It’s okay. She had it coming.” 
 
    Mom almost fell down the steps. “What!” 
 
    Arlen glanced anxiously at me as if looking for support then back at Mom. “That’s what Daddy says.” 
 
    “Well, what do you say, Arlen?” 
 
    Arlen’s mouth snapped shut. He grabbed up his battered bike and climbed on as it careened down the slope toward the road. “I have to go now,” he called out to no one in particular. 
 
    Mom and I stood watching him finally gain control of the bike and recede into the distance. “Arlen’s a good kid,” I said. 
 
    Mom looked at me and cocked her head to one side. I realized I was speaking to her on an adult level. She must have noticed. I shifted gears. “I was helping him learn to catch and pitch. He and I are always the last ones chosen on the playground every day. I don’t know what that was about. I think he has a few other problems.” 
 
    Mom turned back to watch him wind his way down the road in his signature cycling style. “I can see that, Cager.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That afternoon while Mom was occupied with her petunias I pedaled my bike the mile down River Road to Arlen’s to return his bat. As I coasted along the sandy drive toward the millpond, I glided by an old, black Packard sedan. The iridescent sheen of its oxidized paint spoke of protracted neglect. Beneath a cracked taillight, the tag read 75007. It occurred to me the number was the product of two primes, 107 and 701, which shared digits in reverse order. Surprised at this coincidence, I puzzled over how I even knew it. Suddenly I was surrounded by chickens scattering out of my path with alarmed clucks. That snapped me back to reality. I rolled into the shade of two giant mimosas and braked as the chickens returned to scratching out a living along the drive. 
 
    I dropped my bike in the dirt and stood next to it studying the area. The house was in shambles. It had been white at one time but the old lead-based paint had mostly flaked off leaving a dingy white ring of small chips amid the oil drums and assorted lawnmowers stored under the eaves. It gave me the creeps. I wondered if Arlen’s lack of coordination in sports was tied to all that flaking lead paint. In another three decades, this place would qualify as a federal environmental disaster site. Then I noticed the dark figure regarding me from behind the screen door. 
 
    “Hi, Mister Quinton. I’m Cager from up the road. I’m bringing Arlen’s bat back. We were practicing this morning.” 
 
    Several seconds passed as the form behind the door remained silent—studying me. 
 
    “I know who you are.” 
 
    Even with eighty years of experience under my belt, I didn’t quite know what to say next. After an uneasy silence that went on far too long, I said, “I was wondering if Arlen was going to practice with me some more this afternoon.” 
 
    “Why don’t you ask him?” The shadowy figure made a disgusting hacking sound followed by a watery sniff. “He’s out back somewhere.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” I made my way through clumps of cane growing wild in the side yard. Broken farm implements lay scattered in the weeds. An ancient tractor evenly coated in rust sat on flat tires next to the entrance to an old lathe house. I peered in under overhanging scuppernong vines and noticed a footpath winding through the undergrowth. At the other end of the path I found Arlen sitting on a block of broken concrete. He turned around with a start as I stepped out next to him. At the same time, the battered, old cat he had been feeding out of a can bolted for the brush. 
 
    “Oh, hi, Cage.” 
 
    So we were on a diminutive name-sharing basis now. Arlie and Cage. I was still a little uncomfortable about what I might be getting into and hoped I had the maturity now to handle whatever came up. The cat hobbled back to Arlie a few seconds later and I noticed it was missing a front leg. It seemed to be well fed, though. 
 
    “What happened to your cat’s leg?” 
 
    “Shot off.” Arlie scratched the cat’s mangled ears to the accompaniment of a deep rumbling purr. 
 
    “Shot off? Who shot it off?” 
 
    “Daddy.” 
 
    That brought me up short for several heartbeats as my mind struggled to fit that piece of information into my perception of the shadow I had seen behind the screen door. I finally regained my composure. 
 
    “Your dad shot your cat’s leg off?” I managed to get it all out in a level voice. 
 
    “He was a stray coming through the yard. Daddy thought he was after the chickens. I nursed him back though. I take care of him now.” 
 
    Well, that made some sort of twisted sense. I calmed down a bit. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Tripod.” Arlie offered Tripod another spoonful of Puss-n-Boots but he turned away and rubbed against Arlie’s legs. Arlie pressed the aluminum foil top back on the can and stood up brushing his hands off. 
 
    “So, are we going to practice some more this afternoon?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’ll do any good, Cage. I’m pretty much just a klutz.” 
 
    “You’re a lot better than you were when you showed up this morning. Trust me. It’s just a matter of practice until your premotor cortex takes over and does the work for you.” 
 
    “My what?” Arlie squinted at me in puzzlement. 
 
    “Your brain. It’s all in your brain. That’s what I meant to say. Once we get the catching and throwing part down, we can start batting practice. At least get your swing more coordinated. It might be a few weeks before you can hit the ball but at least you’ll look better at bat when you strike out.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something, I guess.” Arlie leaned down and stroked Tripod’s back before committing. “Okay, I’m game if you are. I just don’t want to waste any more of your time. That’s all.” 
 
    That evening after dinner I retired to the Spartan ambience of my spare bedroom study and knocked out my homework in about ten minutes. I thought about going over the financial page in the newspaper again but the incident with the plate number on the old Packard at Arlie’s now occupied my mind. I had been a capable mathematician. You had to be to get a PhD in physics. But that license number was beyond anything I should have been able to do. It was reminiscent of stories I had read about the Indian mathematician, Srinivasa Ramanujan, who had possessed the intuitive ability to see connections between concepts that often took other mathematicians of the highest caliber months to grasp. But he had claimed his insights were revealed to him by the Hindu goddess Namagiri. 
 
    Then I remembered Jimmy’s payment from Ell. The ability to do math at an advanced level. He had been amazed at the result. And Ell had said she had given me a small present I should use wisely. But why would she give me the same gift she gave Jimmy? Was Ell my Hindu goddess? I had never needed to do math any more advanced than differential equations. And I almost never needed that. But obviously something had been added to my abilities during the download. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair and called up a few old math problems from college. Much of what I had not been able to recall over the years had been freshened during the download. I guessed the memories had always been there but down pathways no longer accessible in an eighty-year-old brain. Now those pathways were freshly laid with a vibrancy I had not noticed until now. I ran through some Laplace transforms on 3rd order differential equations then derived some catenary curves for hanging chains as a function of the hyperbolic cosine. It was all crystal clear. It required no more effort to understand than reading a simple sentence. 
 
    Was there a reason Ell had done this? Did she know or suspect something? Some problem I would run into where I would need to do advanced math? It seemed unlikely, but now that I had discovered this new capability, I couldn’t leave it alone. It was too wonderful. 
 
    I rummaged around in the desk drawers and found a sheaf of old stationery. A few minutes later I had the top sheet covered with formulas I recalled from Relativity 301. I studied them for a few seconds. They were almost self-evident to me now. I jotted down a few more equations from quantum mechanics, found a small box of thumbtacks, and started to pin the paper to the floral wallpaper over my desk. Then, thinking better of it, I just slid the paper to the bottom of the sheaf and stuck it back in the drawer. I was tired and it was time to turn in. Arlie and I had more practice in the morning. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14 
 
    The winter months flew by. Arlie and I never got around to going camping across the river but he was getting about average on batting and catching. He should have been. We had practiced almost every day. I had included my brother, Joey, in the catch sessions. At five, Joey was a reasonable match for Arlie, so I just let the two of them pitch the ball back and forth while I practiced batting pinecones out into the street. I had also started us on a regimen of pushups and sit-ups and we had made some barbells out of tin cans and cement with pieces of broomstick for handles. In February we added running a half-mile a day up River Road to our program and were doing two miles by spring. It was more exercise than I had ever done in my life on my first time through. 
 
    But I was not making any progress on getting an investment program underway. Dad had been intrigued by my recommendations on Holiday Inn stocks. He could have made seven percent on his money by spring if he had bought the stock, but he didn’t have money to risk in the stock market, he said. He had responsibilities. So it was going to be up to me to raise some capital. 
 
    This, however, turned into a much more difficult problem than I had anticipated. I was too young to get a real job. About all that was open to me was collecting old bottles for their two-cent deposit or operating a lemonade stand, and neither would make enough to be worthwhile. There was just no demand for a ten-year-old with a PhD in physics in Stubbinville, Florida. 
 
    Then I recalled I could fix stuff. And television was just coming into its own. Several people in town already had a TV. It took some skill to set up the antennas and run the connections. Kid’s stuff for a physicist, though. And when those TVs went on the fritz, they weren’t going to fix themselves. I knew ninety percent of the problems were going to be faulty vacuum tubes. And most of the rest would be obvious: a blown fuse, a loose wire, or a burned out resistor with a black smudge around it saying, “Here’s the problem.” Same for radios, of which there were probably several thousand in the area. A supply of assorted tubes and resistors and a soldering iron and I would be in business. But I needed seed money to get started. 
 
    I thought then of all of those lawnmowers rusting away under the eaves over at Arlie’s. I could fix those too. With lawnmowers it was usually a problem of a gummed up sparkplug, or stuck carburetor float, or using last year’s gas. I realized mowing season was just around the corner. It was time to get busy. But it would mean finally meeting Arlie’s dad up close. Until now he had remained a shadowy figure behind the screen door of my imagination. 
 
    My trepidations about the man weren’t dispelled when I met him face to face in Arlie’s flophouse-themed living room. I glanced about warily as the screen door closed behind me. The place was fairly well picked up, but the furniture looked like it had been found on the side of the road. Brown water stains festooned the plaster ceiling and made tentative explorations down the peeling, greenish wallpaper toward the floor. A floor that had been quite nice at one time. It was oak plank. But the finish was long gone and the wood worn and gray in most areas. As I puzzled over the source of a musty odor, a throaty snort from the corner caught my attention. “Daddy” lay sprawled across a dingy, mustard-yellow chair. His sweat-stained undershirt accented the chair’s upholstery. Bare feet followed the color motif sprouting yellowed toenails that might, in a bind, serve as lethal weapons. A battered straw hat covered his face. He stirred from his nap with a small jolt as Arlie called out, “Daddy, can Cage and me fix up those old lawnmowers out front and sell them?” 
 
    Daddy snatched his hat off and I made a small sound in my throat before I could stop myself. All of his features were crammed into the bottom half of his skull like a distorted reflection in a fun house mirror. It crossed my mind he would have to exercise some degree of caution wielding a dinner fork. His eyes peered out from a scant two inches above his mouth. This, of course, left him with a high expanse of bulging forehead. He must have had an enormous brain but there was no projection of high intelligence about him, though he did exhibit a certain air of arrogant slyness. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can Cage and me fix those old lawnmowers and sell them?” 
 
    Those low-cast eyes swung toward me and locked. They knew this was my idea. 
 
    “Ain’t yours to sell…, Arlen.” 
 
    “But they’re just out there rusting away, Daddy. We might be able to fix them,” Arlie persisted. 
 
    To my considerable relief, Daddy’s eyes gimbaled back toward Arlie. 
 
    “You woke me up to ask me that? Arlen, ain’t none of them worked in years. But if you think you can fix ‘em, have at it. Might as well learn early. You can’t make a turd back into a ham sandwich.” He dropped his hat back over his face. “Now git!” 
 
    And with no further hesitation, we both shot out the screen door to pick out a turd. 
 
    Tripod was sitting next to one of the mowers and we both took that to be a good omen. We selected one more that looked most likely to have some life left in it and pulled both out into the front yard. 
 
    “Let’s push them up to my house to work on them.” I was pretty sure if Old Man Quintin heard one of them start he’d change his mind about letting us sell them on our own. Plus I didn’t want to hang around him any more than I had to. My heart was sick that Arlie had to live there with him. 
 
    The first lawnmower just had a stuck carburetor float. I cleaned the carburetor thoroughly and bolted it back on. Then I changed the oil and added a quart of fresh gas. It still wouldn’t start so I re-gapped the sparkplug and squirted a little gas into the cylinder. It fired on the first pull. Arlie couldn’t have been more surprised if I’d snatched a live rabbit out of the gas tank. 
 
    “Clean that one up, Arlie, and we’ll paint over the rusted handle and see if we can sell it.” 
 
    I turned my attention to the second mower. It had a frozen piston. I recalled once seeing a college buddy use automatic transmission fluid and gasoline to unfreeze a piston on an old Norton motorcycle. He had poured the mixture into the cylinder and lit it on fire to free the piston. Dad had a half can of fluid in the garage. An hour later we had the second mower in operation. It was time for batting practice. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15 
 
    By the end of the school year Arlie swung the bat with a grace and ease I would never have imagined possible when we first hooked up. He could hit the ball squarely about a quarter of the time and could catch and throw about as well as any other fifth grader. It was the final ball game of the school year. Arlie was picked last again, out of habit I suppose, but he and I had worked out a plan. It wasn’t a foolproof plan. It wasn’t even a great plan. But it was a plan that had Arlie excited to be playing baseball and that in itself was almost a miracle. 
 
    My order of being chosen moved up and down so that today Arlie and I ended up on the same team. He had already had one turn at bat and struck out. It wasn’t at all a sure thing we had enough time for Arlie to come to bat again, but a rare double play had brought our team out of the field early. 
 
    I managed to get all the way around to second and the next batter got to first but his grounder to the shortstop blocked me from reaching third. We were behind by two runs when Arlie came to bat. He took a couple of practice swings and stepped up to the plate. He swung and missed. Then on the second pitch he pretended to bunt but purposely flubbed the attempt. The pitcher called for the outfield to move in even closer. The other team members taunted him. “No batter, no batter…,” and “Easy out,” and “Where’s your purse, batter?” As Arlie stood alone at the plate, he caught my eye for a second and smiled. Then came the windup and the pitch—a fast ball. The crack of Arlie’s bat left little doubt he had a solid hit but would he fly out? I ran to third where the third base coach was waving me toward home. When I crossed home plate I turned to see where Arlie’s ball had gone. Two outfielders were across the street picking through a cherry laurel hedge. Arlie crossed home plate before they even found the ball. 
 
    We were headed back over to the bench when Miss Patterson called the end of recess. When I glanced over at Arlie to congratulate him, he was walking along head down. He seemed to be having trouble breathing. I touched him on the lower arm and he glanced up at me with tears streaming down his face. He sucked in a ragged breath. “Thanks, Cage. I’ll never forget what you did for me.” I grabbed him around the neck and pulled his head to my chest to give him a noogie so the others wouldn’t see him crying. A minute later we were standing on the field alone. Arlie wiped his eyes with his sleeve and said, “We better get back to class before we get in trouble.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16 
 
    The first weekend of summer vacation I tried to get Arlie to go camping with me across the river. He seemed fairly interested but said his daddy wouldn’t let him. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked in typical ten-year-old fashion. I was finding it hard to think of myself as an eighty-year-old anymore and often dropped back to the routines already in me before the download. 
 
    “He says I spend too much time with you as it is.” 
 
    I found an unreasonable hatred for Old Man Quintin rising in me. He was anathema to Arlie’s wellbeing but Arlie was his son and lived in his house and ate his food. It was frustrating, but there was nothing I nor anyone else, for that matter, could do about it. 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” I said. “I was looking forward to us cooking out and sleeping in a tent and swimming in the river this summer.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. But we still have our lawnmower business don’t we? We got twenty dollars each for those two lawnmowers and I figure we can probably repair one or two of the others if Daddy doesn’t find out we’re actually selling them.” 
 
    “That’s not much money, though. Forty bucks. I don’t think lawnmower repair by itself will do the trick for us. We need to expand into radio and television repair as well.” 
 
    Arlie snapped his head around toward me in disbelief. “Television. We can’t fix one of those. I’ve never even seen one except in pictures. And I don’t have any idea how to fix a busted radio. Heck, I didn’t know how to fix the lawnmowers. You did that.” 
 
    “Relax. I’ll show you. It’s like baseball. Easy once you know how.” 
 
    “So where did you learn all this stuff? You’ve lived here in Stubbinville just like me. And I’m not even sure there are any televisions in Stubbinville.” 
 
    “There are. I know of two. I’ve spotted the aerials. But there will be more before the summer’s out. We just need to get ourselves established as the ones to come to when they quit working.” As usual, I hadn’t answered his direct question but Arlie never pushed the issue. He needed a friend more than he needed answers. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mom was against me going camping across the river by myself, but Dad was a former Boy Scout and thought it was a great idea. He took me out to the garage and had me climb up a rickety, paint-spattered stepladder into the dry heat of the loft. 
 
    “You should see an old, tan duffel bag up there somewhere. Pull it out.” 
 
    It was all the camping stuff a ten-year-old could ever want. An Army pup tent with a ground cloth, tent pegs, a sleeping bag, an official Boy Scout cook kit, backpack, the works. Even the eighty-year-old man inside me got a thrill at seeing the stuff of a kid’s dreams. Then farther back was his old scout uniform. I pulled it out and shook it open. 
 
    “Wow, Dad. You were an Eagle Scout?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s too bad there’s not a Boy Scout troop in Stubbinville. I think you’d enjoy it.” 
 
    I reached all the way back and pulled out his ancient Boy Scout handbook. Thumbing through it I said, “Everything I need to know should be in here.” I held it up. “Can I keep it for a while? Read through it?” 
 
    “You can have it. I memorized everything in there years ago. Happy reading.” 
 
    And so I was left to sort through another young boy’s life. As I was hauling some of the camping gear from the garage up to my study, I heard a snatch of conversation. Dad was saying, “It’ll be fine. Don’t forget this time last year we were worried about his social detachment and lack of interest in anything.” 
 
    I winced at the thought of what I had been the night of the download. Before the future me came back to take control. My parents had certainly been justified in their apprehensions. But things were different now. I had a mission. Three major problems lay ahead of me. Two of them I could solve. The other I would just have to endure again. 
 
    As I was sorting through camping equipment on my study floor that night and stuffing it into the backpack for the river crossing, Mom came in and sat on the desk chair watching me. She was a slender woman. Good looking. Concerned. I glanced up into her face and wondered if the drawn look was the cancer already taking its toll. I shook it off. She still had five years to go and the cancer had been aggressive, quick in its lethality. She was still fine. She cleared her throat. 
 
    “You really seem to be coming into your own this year, Cager. You’ll be in sixth grade come fall and Joey will start first. Life is changing so fast. Too fast for me, I think.” She paused for a moment as if realizing she was talking to me above my level. I tried to focus my attention on my packing. “Anyway, I’m making up a pot of stew for Aunt Cealie. Do you think you could deliver it to her tomorrow?” 
 
    Aunt Cealie? 
 
    That scared a few old memories out of hiding. That crazy old woman had always intimidated the crap out of me as a kid. I blinked several times in astonishment at my reaction. 
 
    “Sure. She lives back up that deer trail across the river doesn’t she?” 
 
    “You remember then.” 
 
    “Of course.” You never forget your nightmares. 
 
    “Good. I’ll freeze the stew tonight so you’ll have time to set up your camp before you take it to her.” She stood up to go. 
 
    “I love you, Mom.” 
 
    Her hand rose to her throat. 
 
    “I love you too, Cager. Very much.” And in that fleeting moment my empty solitude flooded with a grace I could scarcely contain. It was the love of a mother for her child. “What brought that on?” she asked, apparently baffled at my sudden profession of care for her. 
 
    “I'm aware things are changing, Mom. I just wanted you to know loving you isn’t one of those things. That’s all.” 
 
    As she turned to leave she choked back a sob. Had I ever told her I loved her before? I couldn’t remember, and in that instant the plunging grace that had so unexpectedly swept down to enfold me unfurled it wings and was gone. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17 
 
    The next morning Arlie came over to see me off. With my hand-me-down backpack slung over my shoulders, I stood holding the frozen pot of stew wrapped in a towel. Mom hugged me and told me to be careful, as though any kid has ever paid the slightest heed to such admonitions. 
 
    Arlie took the stew pot and walked with me a quarter mile up river where it ran straight for a mile or more and widened. You could wade across at that point. It was heavily wooded on both sides of the river now but there was a clearing on the opposite shore back to the south. That was where I planned to set up camp. I took the pot from Arlie, set it on the ground, and glanced up toward the road before slipping off my shoes and socks, and long pants and handing them to him. 
 
    “Stuff these in the backpack for me, will you.” 
 
    “Sure.” The pack jostled about as Arlie crammed everything in amongst all the camping gear. “Okay. It’s all in.” 
 
    I picked up the pot. “So, off to see the Wizard.” 
 
    “Be careful, Cage.” 
 
    “You’re sounding like my mom now.” 
 
    “Well, be careful anyway.” 
 
    I waved without looking back. The river bottom was sandy and slowly dropped away until I was waist deep. The current tugged at me steadily. I hiked the pack up on my back as I hit the deepest part but soon felt the pack lighten as the bottom went under. Great. The sleeping bag was on the bottom. Now that was wet. Several more steps and I climbed into shallower water again. A minute later I stepped out onto the opposite bank. I was in Alabama now. I turned back toward Florida. Arlie was still standing on the opposite bank. He waved then climbed back up to the road and headed downriver toward Stubbinville. 
 
    I stood on the banks of my own stream of time for nearly a minute. Unlike the river, my stream didn’t appear to be guiding me in any particular direction. I suspected I was on my own this second time around, too. Well, that was nothing new. I shrugged the pack up higher on my shoulders and set out for camp. 
 
    It took me about fifteen minutes to wring out the sleeping bag and lay it out in a sunny spot to dry. An hour later I had set up the tent, prepared a fire pit, and hung my food from a cord thrown over a tree branch to keep the bears from getting at it. There was nothing left to delay my delivering the stew to Aunt Cealie. I was surprised at my reaction at going to see her by myself. There was just something visceral about her. Even eighty years of life experience didn’t quite overcome the memories. Finally, calling myself silly, I grabbed up the stew pot and headed downriver to pick up the primeval animal trail that passed her house a half mile back from the river. 
 
    Tracks of deer and wild hogs and raccoon families crisscrossed the sandy trail as my ten-year-old body ferried my eighty-year-old mind ever deeper into the thicket. Finally the brush gave way to stately cypress rising up from a blanket of morning mist lying across the swamp. All was quiet but for the staccato hammering of a woodpecker echoing in the distance. On either side of the trail, loops and whorls of algae and pollen scum floated in the sunlight as if Nature, herself, had reached down to test the tranquil waters and left her latent prints on the glassy surface. 
 
    I pressed deeper into the swamp ducking around listless streamers of Spanish moss and tripping over gnarled roots festooned in seasoned crescents of wood fungi. The trail narrowed as it meandered along the higher ground avoiding those dark waters until, too soon for my tastes, the ancient cypress bridge connecting the trail to the small turtleback island rising from the surrounding swamp came into view. Crows cawed out a warning at my approach. As I stepped onto the low bridge, a shadowy form moved from the doorway to the porch of the lone cabin. 
 
    “Who all out dere comin’ to see Aint Cealie?” And there she stood. Sylphlike. Barefoot. Wearing the same faded blue chemise with the frayed hemline I remembered from past visits. Even from across the bridge I could make out her left eye, white with cataract. 
 
    “Micajah Fenton, Aunt Cealie. I got a pot of stew,” I called back as I crossed the bridge. 
 
    “Where’s your mamma? She all right?” 
 
    “She’s fine, Aunt Cealie.” 
 
    “Not unless my ears done took up lyin’ she ain’t. Can’t nobody fool Aint Cealie. Least of all a young’un like you, Micajah Fenton.” She hobbled out to the edge of the porch. “Come on up here an’ tell me about it.” 
 
    As I reached the algae-tinted porch steps, two crows fluttered down to perch on the railing. “I’ve got a pot of stew here for you, Aunt Cealie,” I repeated for lack of imagination. 
 
    “Oh, thank you so much. Jus’ set it on the stove inside if you would. I keeps a stew pot goin’ all the time. I’ll jus’ add that in.” 
 
    I climbed the half-dozen rickety steps. Aunt Cealie pointed through the door. 
 
    “It jus’ ‘round to you right.” 
 
    I peered into her cabin. It was unlit and smelled of warmed broth and wood smoke and fuel oil. Against the left wall several twenty-gallon drums of kerosene sat beneath an old lantern hanging from an iron bracket. In the corner, a substantial cupboard, dreary with age, loomed out of the shadows over a chipped porcelain sink serviced by a rusty hand pump. A tattered sleeping pallet thrown across rough-sawn planks resting on milk crates took up the opposite corner. Several colorful quilts lay folded across the foot. A large Bible and a red candle in a brass holder rested on another milk crate next to the pallet. I stepped in, skirted around a timeworn cypress table heaped with swamp greenery of various sorts, and slid the pot onto the warm potbellied stove on the right wall. Toward the back, an iron cauldron bubbled gently. I figured that, without refrigeration, maintaining a simmering pot all day was the only way she could keep the stew from going bad. A moment later Aunt Cealie was fussing around at my side. 
 
    “Go on back out to the porch, Micajah. I’ll get us a couple jars of mint tea. Just take one of them seats out there and I’ll be along in two winks an’ a nod.” 
 
    Three roughhewn wooden chairs waited on the porch offering thin, threadbare cushions on their seats. I took the one by the door and, with my hands on my knees, sat stiffly, looking out across the bridge into the swamp. In the cabin, jars tinked and liquid poured. If I hadn’t had eighty years of experience behind me, I would have lit out like a scared rabbit and Mom would have to come get her own pot. 
 
    A moment later a mason jar of pale green liquid cradled carefully in Aunt Cealie’s gnarled brown fingers hovered next to my face. I jumped slightly before accepting it with a quick thanks and setting it in my lap. Then, thinking better, I took a polite sip. It was minty and left a cool sensation in my mouth. I didn’t see too much stuff floating in it, either. Maybe I’d live through this encounter after all. Aunt Cealie struggled to drag the adjoining chair across the rough boards to face me then eased down into it with a satisfied sigh. As she stared at me through her good olive-green eye, she got right down to business. 
 
    “Now I want to know what’s not right with your mamma, Micajah, and I don’t want no lies.” 
 
    “Nothing, Aunt Cealie, honest. She just sent me out here today because I’m camping out down by the river tonight. It saves her a trip, I suppose.” 
 
    “That’s true as far is it go,” Aunt Cealie countered. “But they’s more ain’t they? Sumppen you ain’t tellin’ me. So let me ax you a question.” 
 
    “Okay.” I took another sip of mint tea. 
 
    “Did your mamma ever tell you who I was?” 
 
    “Sure. You’re Aunt Cealie.” 
 
    “Thas not what I mean an’ I reckon you knows it.” Her café au lait skin flushed and grew tight and smooth as Moroccan leather in her agitation. The effect almost belied her age. But her ears betrayed her. Hanging loosely, they sprouted whiskers as long as match sticks. And her hair, fine and white as the cobwebs in the timbers of the porch roof, raged about her head in that style of crazy old women everywhere. 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell me then,” I suggested. 
 
    She sat bolt upright. “Don’t you smart off to me, Micajah Fenton. You know nuthin’ I’ll sally. Nuthin’ a tall. But you gonna know afore you leaves here this mornin’. Your turn’s been comin’ a while now.” 
 
    “Sorry, Aunt Cealie. I didn’t mean any offense. I’m all ears,” I said glancing at hers. 
 
    She leaned back at that and took a long draught of tea then wiped her chin where the liquid had leaked from around the corners of her mouth. “Now you sound like you ready. Sit back. This won’t take long.” After a momentary pause to swipe at some imaginary gnats, she began. 
 
    “You mamma’s granddaddy, that were Ole Man Pierson Byrnes, were a slave owner right here in dis county. He had two sons and a daughter. Your granddaddy were one of those sons and as decent a man as ever lived. The other son were a waste of gravy. The daughter, she run off to Texas wit’ a passin’ carpetbagger. Never seed or heared from her again. Didn’t care to neither.” She took another sip of tea then eyed me closely. “Your great-granddaddy owned my mamma. Owned me too. Mamma worked the housekeepin’. I was borned in the summer nine years ‘fore the War was over and did with, and I remember six of them years like they was yestiddy.” 
 
    So Aunt Cealie was almost 98. I wasn’t surprised. 
 
    “Is you listenin’ to me?” 
 
    “Sorry again. I was just marveling at your age.” 
 
    “That’s all right then. I marvels at it myself now and again. I ‘spect the Good Lord done lost count o’ me out here in dis swamp. Anyways, back to my story. 
 
    “Some time after the war your granddaddy took my mamma and me wid him when he moved up around Bay Minette. That were about ninety-seven as I recall. Mamma died shortly after that from the Yellow Fever. It were a awful time. The fever took your granddaddy’s only little girl too. But he kept me on an’ he had five more babies after that and every one of ‘em died before they was five years old. They all laid out in a row over in the Old High Pine Cemetery. His wife, she died right after the last baby and he remarried some years later. That nex’ wife didn’t care nothin’ for children but it weren’t long ‘fore she come down with a bad case of baby poisonin’ herself. They had a little girl. That were 1918. I remember ‘cause the Great War was jus’ over. That woman wouldn’t have nothin’ to do wid that baby. I raised that child from the day she were born. It were your mamma, a course. But you already figured that out didn’t you.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then you tell me the rest, Micajah. I can see you done figured that out too.” 
 
    “The slave owner, Old Man Byrnes, was your father as well. My grandfather was your half-brother. You’re my mom’s aunt. My great-aunt.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie sat dead silent for a dozen heartbeats studying me from head to foot and back again before she spoke. “Now you know who I am,” she squinted and caught me with that single, green eye, “I wants to know who you is. You ain’t who you was last visit and you done lied to me onct this mornin’. Don’t you do it again. You almost as old as me now. I can tell a old soul when I meet one. I done met plenty. An’ you one of ‘em. Ain’t no ten-year-old could of figured out what you jus’ did from what I said.” 
 
    So I had let my guard down and been outfoxed. I leaned in toward her and she did the same toward me. “You’re right, Aunt Cealie, but if I told you the truth you’d accuse me of lying again.” 
 
    “It had to do with that thing showed up over your house las’ fall didn’t it?” 
 
    I cocked my head to one side. “You saw that? You couldn’t have. You can’t see out past that stand of cypress over there a hundred feet away.” 
 
    “It were a first quarter moon that night. Thas when I picks my mint from the little stream runnin’ into the river cross’t from your house. It’s sweetest on the first quarter moon. Not many knows that. So I was right on the river when that contraption bust out of nowhere directly over your house. The ground shook like the very foundations of dis earth was settlin’. Even the river sloshed up on my feet a bit. Like to scart me to death. And it glowed like the foxfire livin’ ‘cross the way there in them rotted stumps. It stayed jus’ ‘bout all night. I never seen nothin’ like it afore or since. And when it finished up wid whatever business it was doin’, the ground shook some more and it were gone. It took the swamp critters a good half a hour to settle down again.” 
 
    I sat stunned. She had seen the whole thing. At this point I didn’t see any reason not to let her in on the rest of it. Nobody would believe her if she told them anyway. And I had to tell her something. 
 
    “Aunt Cealie, do you know what a time traveler is?” 
 
    “Course I know. I done travelled acrost near ‘bout a hundret years of it practically by myself.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve travelled across seventy. I just came from the other direction.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie paused for a second then sat up straight. “You sayin’ you from tomorrey?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    A delayed shudder of understanding passed through her frail body. “And tomorreys after dat? You done seed everthing then. Why you mus’ even know when I’m gonna die. I bet you know when your mamma gonna die too. Am I right? That’s why it didn’t ring true when I ast you is she awright.” 
 
    I nodded again. “You’re right on every guess.” 
 
    “Then you wasn’t lyin’ to me a tall. You mamma’s well enough at the moment but you knowed she got sumppen wrong wid her. I’m right again, ain’t I?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie drew back in her chair, hand to her weathered neck. “Tain’t natural you knowin’ such things. No, sir.” She gave her ancient head a quick shake. “Tain’t natural a tall.” 
 
    “I know it’s not. But there’s a reason for it. So, since you’ve told me your story, if you promise to keep it to yourself, I’ll tell you mine.” 
 
    She flashed me a look of annoyance. “Who I gonna tell. The raccoons?” 
 
    “Well, Mom for one. And you must have more people helping you than her. You two didn’t make those repairs on that bridge or cut all that firewood stacked over there by yourselves.” 
 
    “I gots a few first cousins twicet and more removed helps out. But I knows how to keep my peace. I wouldn’t mind hearin’ your story if you wants to tell it. Just don’t tell me when I’m gonna die while you doin’ it.” 
 
    “Well, let me start by saying you’ll make it well past a hundred. Does that ease your mind any?” 
 
    “Not as much as you might think, but get on wid your story.” 
 
    So I told her the whole thing. When it was over she just sat staring at me while she took another sip of tea. Finally she rested the jar on her lap and tilted her head almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “You tellin’ me you done got down to the last day of your life then got a chance to live forever with a pretty young gal and done turned around and come back to save your little brother instead?” 
 
    “That’s about it.” 
 
    “Lord a mercy, I done heared it all now. How is such a thing even possible?” 
 
    “I’m just beginning to work on understanding that now, but it’ll be years before I know the answer, if ever.” 
 
    “Well, strange as you story is, it make perfeck sense now with what I been seein’ and hearin’ lately. That thing over your house, and that bidness ‘bout your mamma bein’ awright, and you figuring’ out I was your grand-auntie widout so much as a blink. So I gots to believe it all true. Ain’t no other way to account for everthin’. And here I thought I had this world figured out.” A look of true marvel had taken over her ancient face. “An’ you say you come back to save your little brother.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Well, if you don’t mind sharin’ it, what’s Joey need savin’ from?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Aunt Cealie. It was always a mystery.” 
 
    “Lord a mercy, Micajah, is I got to beat it out of you? What mystery? I don’t recall no mystery.” 
 
    “No. You wouldn’t. That’s because it hasn’t happened yet.” 
 
    Her eye lit up with a sudden comprehension. “Oh. I see now. It’s that time travelin’ thing. You the only one know about it so far.” She put her palm against her breastbone. “Can you tell me what you know?” 
 
    I leaned back in the chair and took in a deep breath. “It was the first day of school, Aunt Cealie. That would be in early September. End of this summer. I was supposed to come back on that very day but the machine that does the time travelling had some problems and it couldn’t pop out exactly when and where I wanted it to. It was also making a disturbance as it hopped across time. Like that ground-shaking that scared you. Anyway, after a couple of tries, it got close enough that night you saw it. It dropped me off right into my ten-year-old self. Well, it’s more complicated than that, but you get the picture.” 
 
    “Strange as it is, I believe I do.” She stared at the porch floor for a time then glanced up at me. “Does you recall ‘zackly what time your little brother went missin’? And where at?” 
 
    “It was near the little park on Escambia Avenue right by where the city will dam up the creek this summer to make a pond for the park. We were walking home together after school and I left him on the road just for a minute while I ran down to see the new dam. He was gone when I got back up to the street. We never saw him again. It was my job to watch out for him and I didn’t. I’ve lived with that failure my whole life.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie drew in a sharp breath as she gathered her old chemise together at her throat. “Your poor mamma.” We sat together in a deathly silence for some time before she spoke again. “You reckon your time machine thing done come back and got him by mistake? I hear tell from my cousins of several young’uns disappearing just like that up near Nokomis and Atmore some time back. Just gone one day. Poof. Never heared from again, neither.” 
 
    “Oh? I didn’t know about those others. But this time machine wouldn’t be doing that. It’s something else.” 
 
    “Well, when does school start back up?” 
 
    “It was always the first day after Labor Day. This year Labor Day falls on the seventh.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie pushed up from her chair and shuffled off into the cabin. After a bit of rummaging around she returned with a Texaco calendar and a pencil. “It’s jus’ as you say. So Joey come up missin’ after school right by that pond that ain’t there yet?” 
 
    “That’s right. They’ll put the dam in this summer. You know about the park?” 
 
    “Spent some time there. I gets around.” 
 
    “How do you get across the river?” 
 
    “Same as you I ‘spect. I can swim.” 
 
    “Well, actually I wade across in the shallows up river.” 
 
    She shot me a withering look and I thought I was in for another scolding about smarting off but we had already moved well beyond that phase. “You do it your way. I do it mine,” she said tersely. “I try to get a couple of miles of town walkin’ in early mos’ days durin’ the heat of the summer. Does a little shoppin’ at the farmers market. The river cool me down both goin’ and comin’.” 
 
    “So you have some spending money?” 
 
    She loosened up again. “Had a job down in Bon Secour for a time pickin’ crabmeat at a factory. Got me a Social Security pension for my troubles. I gets by.” 
 
    “So you do, Aunt Cealie.” I downed the last of my mint tea and stood up. “Thank you for the tea.” 
 
    “You most welcome, Micajah. And thank you for droppin’ by with that stew. And that story, too. That give me something to ponder the rest of the week.” 
 
    “Well, I better get back to my camp site and turn my sleeping bag. I got it wet coming across the river this morning. I’ll come back tomorrow and pick up the pot for a refill.” 
 
    The two crows that had hopped about on the railing during our conversation ruffled their feathers and flew into the cabin as I stepped off the porch. I hoped I was leaving on good terms. It was a comfort to have someone who knew why I was here, though I doubted she could be much help. Still, she and I were alike in many ways. Both loners. Both old. And, I suspected, both with secrets best kept to ourselves. 
 
    I left with a new perspective on myself, too. While I had acquired education and wealth and respectability I had always considered myself something of a failure. Yet I had been ready to end it all that night I had met Ell. Aunt Cealie, on the other hand, had nothing, was half blind and alone, living in a swamp, but she endured it all in good spirits. I had given her a lot to think about. Time travel. Mom. And Joey coming up missing. But I had left with a lot to think about, too. Where Aunt Cealie stood alone like one of those towering cypress that rose from the dark waters of the swamp, I had collapsed under the weight of …, what? I wasn’t even sure. Losing Barbara? Growing old? Failure? Whatever it was, I still had a long way to go before I could fully compare myself to Aunt Cealie. 
 
    It took till late afternoon before my sleeping bag was fully dry. Meanwhile I puttered around adjusting the tent’s ropes until the canvas was wrinkle free then relocated my earlier fire pit over to an old log that would serve as a seat. I thumbed through the Boy Scout Handbook looking at campfire setups and before sundown had as nice a camp as any picture in the book. Before supper I stripped off and took a dip in the cold river water. Every now and then I heard a car pass by on the far bank where River Road ran along for several more miles before veering north and making a straight shot up to Wilson’s Station. Other than that, I was by myself. 
 
    Supper preparation didn’t begin as coordinated as I might have liked, but while I stirred the bean pot and flipped the sausage patties a few times my twist-on-a-stick turned golden brown over the coals, and toward the end I had it all under control. Afterwards I scrubbed out the pots and pans with sand down by the river then shook them dry. 
 
    As night came on, I relaxed by the dying embers for a time thinking about my new life so far and whether I was doing better at it. My past friends, few as they had been, had fallen away after I took up with Arlie. It didn’t matter. I was in large part still an old man and had little interest in dealing with kids. But Arlie was now one of my missions. And if I was going to reform my past disinterest in other’s emotional needs, I needed Arlie as much as he needed me. Then it occurred to me what I really needed was a Scotch on the rocks. Ah well, there were many such things that would have to wait. 
 
    The moon wouldn’t be up for a few hours. I thought about taking another swim but I was worn out mentally from the day’s events. I dragged my sleeping bag into the tent and was back in the glider with Ell soon after. It was the first dream I had had about my former life since downloading. Perhaps it was an omen things were settling down. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18 
 
    The next morning I was up before dawn and had my fire going by sunrise. As I prepared to slice up some cheese for the eggs, I caught a movement by the edge of the river. When I looked up, a slender figure stood silhouetted against the morning mist. 
 
    I stood up. “Ell? Is that you?” 
 
    “Cage?” 
 
    “Oh, hi, Arlie.” I strained to get the disappointment out of my voice. “Yeah, it’s me. Have you had breakfast yet?” 
 
    Arlie was soaking wet. “Tripped coming across,” he explained. 
 
    “Well, get your wet clothes off and wring them out. I’ll run a line for you to hang them on. They’ll be dry in an hour.” I started to dig through my backpack for some cord. But Arlie just stood in a slanting shaft of light like he was on stage opening night. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t have any dry clothes to put on.” 
 
    “Oh.” I pulled a pair of shorts out of my pack. “Here. These should fit.” Arlie took them and disappeared into the woods. “So, did you have breakfast yet?” I called out. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, you’re in luck then” 
 
    The cheese eggs were almost done when Arlie brought his wet clothes back. My pants were a little loose on him. He was a skinny kid in spite of our weight lifting and calisthenics program. I turned the bacon once more to crisp it up and asked Arlie to butter the bread. I hadn’t bothered to try to toast it. I loaded up my cooking kit plate with bacon and eggs and handed it to Arlie as he finished the bread. After dropping the extra bacon in the pan with the remaining eggs for myself, I pulled out the waxy carton of orange juice I had brought. I passed the camp cup to Arlie and filled it to the brim. He, in turn, dribbled orange juice on my spare pants as he carried it all over to the log and sat down trying to balance it on his lap. 
 
    “Dig in,” I said as I dropped down next to him and handed him the only fork. “Sorry I didn’t bring more utensils. I didn’t think you would make it out here.” I used the spoon to scoop up some egg then bit into the bacon noting with satisfaction it was all delicious. Even the buttered bread. Arlie seemed to agree. He had wolfed his down before I was even halfway finished. I poured him some more orange juice and looked over his thin frame. 
 
    Maybe the reason the workouts hadn’t made much change in him was malnutrition. Old Man Quintin didn’t impress me as the type to make sure his kid got fed properly. Arlie’s thin shoulders looked unnatural. The depressions above his collarbones could have held almost as much orange juice as his cup. He noticed me studying him and tensed up. 
 
    “What?” he asked with a fierceness that caught me off guard. “I’m skinny. I know that. A real scarecrow.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a reason.” I regretted the words as they were leaving my mouth. But something else had grabbed Arlie’s attention. I turned to follow his astonished gaze. 
 
    “Don’t you boys stop squabblin’ on my account. I’m just bringing back the stew pot. Save you a trip later.” Aunt Cealie was hobbling steadily across the sandy clearing toward us. 
 
    I ran over and took the pot. “We just finished up breakfast but the fire’s still going strong and I have eggs and bacon left over. How about I whip you up something for your trouble?” 
 
    “I ‘preciate the thought, Micajah, but I don’t want to put you out none. You boys gots more important stuff to do I ‘spect.” She winked at me. 
 
    I smiled inwardly at our shared secret and took Aunt Cealie by the hand to pull her along toward the log. “Have a seat here. Arlie, pour Aunt Cealie a cup of orange juice and butter some more bread while I heat up the pan.” 
 
    I sat on the sand while Aunt Cealie ate and asked Arlie about his life. At one point she reached over and pinched his upper arm. I cringed. 
 
    “You look like you missed a meal or two now and again. Am I right?” 
 
    “I eat something every day,” Arlie said without incident. 
 
    “Well, I do too but look at me. This here what one meal a day look like.” She held out a reedy arm for inspection. “You look like you gettin’ maybe one and a half.” She held him in that inquisitive gaze of hers for a long moment. “If that. I’m right, ain’t I?” 
 
    “I get lunch at school and dinner every night.” 
 
    “And that’s fine far as it go. But ain’t no school goin’ on in the summer is they.” 
 
    “I have to go.” Arlie was up and headed for the river when he remembered his clothes. When he turned back to get them off the line, I intercepted him. He tried to duck around me, but I grabbed his wrist. That got me the flat of his palm on my nose. Blood gushed, but I held on in a rush of anger that he had struck me. Arlie looked like he might be going into shock. He jerked his hand free and ran for the river but I caught him and wrestled him to the ground. I finally straddled him, caught both flailing arms, and pinned his wrists to the sand. As I hovered over him breathing out my fury, my nose dripped blood onto his breastbone. He tried a few times to buck me off but it was useless. I thought he might start crying, but he didn’t. 
 
    Aunt Cealie crept over and sat down next to us. “I ‘pologize, Arlie. I just seen too many hungry children in my time. I was worried ‘bout you.” 
 
    Arlie relaxed a little under me. Beach sand sparkled in his curls. He looked the sissy, but I had now seen a toughness in him I had not noticed before. 
 
    “It’s okay, Aunt Cealie. I’m okay. Just let me up, Cager.” 
 
    I rolled off and lay on my back next to him. What else had just changed? The future was still as unknown to me as it was my first time through. There was nothing about the past twenty-four hours that had happened before. 
 
    “Sorry about your nose, too, Cage.” Arlie was up brushing himself off. 
 
    “Yeah, you pack quite a wallop, Arlie. Too much batting practice I suspect.” I jumped up and knocked off the loose sand as my anger subsided. “Looks like most of the blood got on you,” I said nodding toward his chest. “Better go wash it off while I break camp. We’ve got a repair business to get going. That’s gonna take us all day every day this summer. We’ll have to eat hamburgers for lunch at the White Rabbit most days. Maybe it’ll do both of us some good. I could stand to put on a few pounds.” 
 
    Arlie cast a baleful eye my way then relented. “Yeah. Good idea. I could use a few extra pounds myself.” And it was over. 
 
    Great, I thought. Now there go half our earnings. Money I needed to get started on investing in growth stocks. So much for my plans of a fast fortune in the stock market. Arlie was still splashing water on his bloody chest when I returned to camp. Aunt Cealie sat gazing into the fire and for an instant I glimpsed in her the young girl she had been. Even the ravages of a century were not enough to scour away the indelible dignity and beauty she still carried in her bones. I sat down next to her. 
 
    “Thank you so much for breakfast, Micajah. It was about the best breakfast I think I ever ate.” Then she glanced down toward the river and grew serious. “But that boy down there. He got secrets ‘bout as big as anything you done tol’ me already. He goin’ really surprise you one day so you watch out.” She looked me straight in the eye. “You hear me, Micajah?” 
 
    I nodded solemnly. “I hear you, Aunt Cealie.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19 
 
    It was still early morning when Arlie and I waded back across the river. While I stowed the camping gear in the garage, Arlie pedaled home to change into dry clothes. I was dragging our old Truetone radio cabinet out from the corner of the living room when a tapping on the screen door announced his return. 
 
    “You in there, Cage?” 
 
    “Yeah, come on in.” 
 
    Arlie wandered across the living room rug, eyes darting about, until he spotted me behind the cabinet. “You fixing your radio?” 
 
    “No. I’m just seeing what kinds of tubes it uses. We need a list of common tubes so we can buy them ahead of time for stock. How about grabbing that pad and pencil on the coffee table and writing these numbers down as I read them off.” 
 
    I worked the old tubes loose from their sockets and read their type designations out to Arlie, who dutifully noted each in a studied silence. As I had suspected, many of the tubes were duplicates. That would save us having to stock too many to carry around. We would just have to build a working inventory as we went along. But there were still a half-dozen old lawnmowers at Arlie’s. If we could get most of those running, it would give us seed money for our radio and TV repair effort. 
 
    By nightfall we had gotten another of Old Man Quintin’s mowers working and taken in a broken one a neighbor had brought over to see if we could fix. Word was getting around. 
 
    The next day we sold the Quintin mower and cleaned the carburetor on the neighbor’s to get it running. With the additional money, we were ready. 
 
    Mom dropped us off in front of Mayes Printing in downtown Pensacola the next morning. I ordered up a hundred business cards. Mayes said they would be ready that afternoon. With time to kill, we strolled across town to the library. 
 
    I pulled out several repair books on radios and lawnmowers and Arlie and I read through them in the musty cool of the reading room. I was a quick study, of course, and was finished in a half-hour. I now had a pretty fair list of about fifteen different types of tubes one could reasonably expect to find bad in a typical broken radio. Arlie, not yet having a PhD, was a bit slower but more determined and wanted to check out several of the books to read at home, so we got ourselves library cards and loaded up on repair manuals. 
 
    We stopped off at Newberry’s luncheon counter and ordered hamburgers and milkshakes and shared a side of fries that we rested on the pile of library books on the stool between us. That used up one of our dollars. Then we were off to Pittman’s Electronics. 
 
    Mr. Pittman took an interest in what we were trying to do and offered a number of suggestions. He reviewed our list of tubes, modified it a bit, and gave us an old catalog of substitutes. After finding out we had nearly forty dollars to spend he pulled out an assortment of parts he said were common causes of outages. He even poked around in the back of the store and found a tube caddy with a big dent in one side. He threw that in for free, packed all of the parts in it, and left us with two dollars and some change. We thanked him and told him we would be back for more parts as the summer progressed. 
 
    Back at the printing shop we picked up our business cards. 
 
    Stubbinville Radio, TV and Lawnmower Repair 
 
    $5 plus parts 
 
    Arlie Quintin and Cager Fenton 
 
    Drop Offs at 2101 River Road 
 
    For in-home repair, call Hemlock 2-5206 
 
    I handed a few cards to Arlie. 
 
    Hey our names rhyme, Arlie noted. Maybe that’s a good sign. About that time Mom drove up. The big trip to the city was over. 
 
    *** 
 
    By the end of June, we were getting several calls and a drop-off almost every day and the pace was increasing as word got around that two kids were fixing radios for a third what services in Pensacola were charging. While our fee was only five bucks plus repair parts, we had a fifty percent markup on the tubes. Most of the repairs were in-house calls requiring sweaty bicycle rides across town. In the evenings we worked on the dropped off radios up in my study while we listened to The Shadow or Fibber McGee and Molly on the repaired sets. And during the day when there were no radio repair calls, we worked on mowers that wouldn’t start and fixed them with a high degree of success. But we had yet to tackle a TV. Our first chance came in late summer in a most unusual manner. 
 
    A warm August breeze occasionally ruffled our napkins as Arlie and I ate our lunch at a faded, green picnic table in the shade of the huge sycamore outside the White Rabbit. We had already repaired old Mrs. Ethridges’ radio that morning. It took both the power rectifying tubes in our caddy to get her back to her soap operas and we had another repair lined up for that afternoon. But Arlie worried we would need more power tubes and wouldn’t have them in the caddy. 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to go back. But I don’t think it’ll be a problem. What’s the chance of needing the same tubes again today?” 
 
    Arlie, however, had become obsessive about having all the proper tools and parts when we arrived at someone’s house to fix their radio. “Yeah, well we needed two 12AX7s last Friday and only had one.” 
 
    Arlie had memorized the tube types and prided himself on knowing the first number was the tube’s heating element voltage and the last number indicated the number of internal elements. He also knew the 12AX7 was actually two 6AX7s combined into one tube and that it was used mostly in audio amplification circuits. Neither one of us had a clue what the AX meant but when I conjectured the A might mean it was for audio, Arlie added that to his compendium of tube knowledge, as well. Generally by the time I had fixed their radio Arlie had educated the owner on the vacuum tube nomenclature as we replaced each tube. It seemed to build confidence in our customers that we appeared so knowledgeable and made what we were doing seem beyond anything the owner should ever attempt on their own. Arlie mentioned high voltage frequently. 
 
    When one old geezer conjectured that, if a kid could do it, he should have bought the tubes and replaced them himself and saved the five bucks, I feigned a high voltage shock a second later that even scared Arlie for a moment or two. When I got up off the floor, I noticed the old duffer had a much less confident look on his face. Arlie added, “You were lucky that time, mister. He usually pees his pants real bad after a good shock.” 
 
    But today Arlie was of a single mind and insisted on riding back to my garage to pick up two more power tubes before our three o’clock appointment. I hadn’t finished my hamburger yet, so Arlie lit off in the mid-day heat without me. “Back in twenty, Cage. Just wait here and finish your lunch.” And off he went weaving down the road. 
 
    He was not yet out of sight when an agreeable looking, middle-aged gentleman with silvery, swept-back hair and a golden tan on his broad face crunched easily across the oyster shell parking area to my table. “Aren’t you one of the kids who fixes radios and TVs?” His light gray summer suit and blue eyes gave him a look twenty degrees cooler than it actually was. 
 
    I finished sucking on my milkshake and set it down. “Yes, sir.” I fumbled around in my back pocket and handed him one of our business cards. 
 
    “Excellent. I thought it was you.” His teeth flashed white behind an expansive smile as he slid into the seat Arlie had just vacated. “My TV went out a couple days ago and I’m hoping to get it fixed before The Ed Sullivan Show tonight. I can’t get any repairmen from Pensacola to come out here. So …, I’ll give you five dollars extra if you can get it going for me this afternoon.” 
 
    “I have to be honest with you, mister, we haven’t actually had a TV to repair yet so this will be our first.” 
 
    “Not a problem. It’s broken now so you can’t make it any worse. Even if you can’t fix it, I’ll pay you for your trip out.” He glanced at his watch. “I have to be at a meeting in a half hour but I can run you out to my house and leave you to work on it. I notice you have your tool kit there ready to go. I’ll be back by two so you’ll have a couple of hours.” He looked around then leaned toward me. “My place is just on the edge of town.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll give it a try. My partner should be back in about ten or fifteen minutes with some spare tubes.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to wait, though. You can move your bicycle around back so nobody will steal it and I’ll meet you back there with my car. I’ll have you back here by two.” 
 
    On my first time through I might have gone with him. He looked harmless enough. Clean cut. Professional. And I would get five bucks even if I couldn’t fix the TV. But that was then. Suddenly this didn’t feel quite right. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t run off on my partner.” I took another bite of my burger. 
 
    “Okay, kid. It’s easy money. But have it your way.” He pushed himself up from the seat with an impatient sniff and sauntered back across the oyster shells to his flashy, red Cadillac convertible. 
 
    As his car disappeared into the distance, a dark sedan bounced into the parking lot and crunched to a stop next to my table throwing up a pall of white dust. I was really apprehensive now and stood up in case I had to run. Two men climbed out and flipped open badges. “Special Agent Felix, Federal Bureau of Investigation,” the closest man said. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Still wary, I sat back down and sucked up the last of my milkshake with a loud rattle as the straw hit air. 
 
    “You know what that means in French?” Special Agent Felix asked. 
 
    “Empty,” I deadpanned. It was an old joke when I was in high school. It must have been a real knee-slapper in 1954. Special Agent Felix looked like I had just snatched a cookie out of his hand. 
 
    “Smartass kid,” he grumbled as he slid into the seat the silver-haired man had just vacated. “Mind telling me who that was you were just talking to?” 
 
    “Some pervert, would be my guess.” It was like I had just returned his cookie. He looked up knowingly at his partner then leaned in closer with an expectant air. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    I related the conversation. 
 
    “So he told you he lived on the edge of town and wanted to take you to his house to fix his television set?” 
 
    “Pretty much. It didn’t feel right when I told him I had to wait for my partner and he said it was either go with him right then or lose five bucks.” 
 
    “Good work, kid.” He turned to his partner. “This ought to be enough to finally get a search warrant. He doesn’t have a house here in town that I know of. He lives up in Atmore. I’ll call it in. You get the kid’s name and address.” 
 
    Arlie rolled up about that time all sweaty and out of breath. The agent got Arlie’s name and address too. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20 
 
    I followed the papers eagerly over the next few weeks but saw no mention of anyone being arrested that fit the man’s description. Finally the whole incident faded into the background of passing days until the end of August. Arlie and I were lunching at our usual table at the White Rabbit discussing whether the hamburgers had put any weight on us. I told Arlie he looked heavier than he had at the beginning of summer. He bunched up his biceps for me. 
 
    “Yeah, definitely,” I lied. But at least his face didn’t look quite so drawn anymore and he smiled a lot now. Then I spotted the man across the parking lot. “That’s the guy over there, Arlie.” I nodded in his direction. “The one the FBI was after. Wanted me to fix his TV.” 
 
    The man noticed us watching him and waved. He was sitting with a well-dressed woman and didn’t seem the least perturbed I had sicced the FBI on him. Or maybe he didn’t know. Maybe they had checked him out and he was clean. Maybe he did own a house on the edge of town as well as in Atmore. I had been counting on him being the cause of Joey’s mysterious disappearance on the first day of school. And that was only two weeks away. I was a little disappointed seeing him again. It had been quite satisfying to think my plan to come back and save Joey had worked merely by changing things enough that his abductor was caught well before he could act. Well, nothing was ever that easy. Now here he was again. I glanced up and down the road for an undercover car but there was nothing. This guy was flitting around free as a bird. 
 
    I shrugged off the setback and returned my attention to my burger and fries. 
 
    “Holy crap, Cage. Here he comes.” Arlie was on the verge of panic. 
 
    I looked up. The man was striding easily across the parking area toward us. “It’s okay. He can’t do anything here in public. Just calm down.” 
 
    “Still haven’t found anyone to fix my TV. Same deal as before if you boys want to give it a shot.” Arlie and I sat in silence as his toothy grin glinted down at us. “I can’t ride you over,” he continued. “I have to show my client a house down in Pensacola. But I can give you directions to it. The front door is unlocked. I’ll give you five bucks now just for your trouble and, if you fix it, pay you the rest later.” 
 
    His affability was disarming, and I hated to turn him down again even though I knew better. I figured we could reconnoiter the house and leave if things didn’t look right. 
 
    “Okay. But we still haven’t worked on a TV yet so no promises.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We rolled to a stop in the middle of the highway in the late-August heat. The house was right where the man said it would be. The rambling, white, one-story waited for us in ominous seclusion under an isolated stand of live oak a hundred yards off the road. It looked abandoned. An expansive grassy field surrounded it all completing the sense of utter desolation. Arlie and I coasted down the long, sandy drive but pulled up short of the house. I leaned my bike against an oak. 
 
    “You stay here, Arlie. I’ll go check things out.” 
 
    “I have a better idea. Let’s both get the heck out of here right now.” 
 
    “We already took the man’s five bucks.” 
 
    “Well, just leave it on the porch. I don’t like the looks of this.” 
 
    I didn’t either and would have followed Arlie’s excellent advice except for one crucial detail. My whole reason for coming back was to save Joey. And I still suspected this guy might be the cause of his upcoming disappearance in a few weeks. The only problem I could see was the man getting there ahead us and lying in wait somewhere inside. But hadn’t the FBI already checked him out and moved on? I recalled a refrain from a song not yet written about a man with a gun and paranoia running deep. Damping down my overactive imagination, I turned my attention to a garage on the far side of the house. The doors were closed. If he was actually already here, his Cadillac would be hidden inside. 
 
    “I’ll go check the garage first to see if his car’s in there.” Listen to yourself, I thought. You know this is not something you should be dragging Arlie into. You know there’s probably something not right going on here and it’s your problem; not Arlie’s. You’re supposed to be looking out for Arlie. Like you were supposed to be looking out for Joey the first time through. But I had now crossed the yard and stood peering between the cracks in the doors into the empty garage. There was quite obviously no car in there. 
 
    I turned and searched up and down the highway for any sign of life. The road was deserted. A few crows flew overhead cawing as they passed. Other than that, there was dead silence. Across the way Arlie stood with his hands on his handlebar grips. I nodded to him then crossed back to the house and climbed up onto the porch. 
 
    The front door pushed open easily. After a few seconds, I stepped inside. It was as quiet as the outside and musty as though no one lived there, though a child’s cap sat on a small table in the foyer. A television stared at me with cyclopean detachment from the family room near the back of the house just where the man had said it would be. I went back outside and motioned for Arlie to bring the tube caddy. He heaved out a deep sigh and lifted the caddy out of the handlebar basket. 
 
    “You stay here by the front door and keep an eye out for the Cadillac while I check all the rooms to make sure he’s not hiding in here somewhere.” At that comment Arlie looked like he was about to bolt, but I told him I needed someone to keep watch for me. He finally calmed down. 
 
    Arlie stood in the foyer dutifully peering out the front door, as I set out through the house. I checked under the beds, in the closets, behind the doors. When I got to the bathroom, I noticed the shower curtain pulled closed across the tub. That brought me up short. I had seen this exact setting in too many movies. There was usually someone standing behind the curtain. I stood stock still listening for nearly a minute but could detect no breathing sounds. Finally, I approached and, heart pounding, snatched the curtain back with a loud screech as the metal hangers slid across the support rod. 
 
    I had to snort out loud at my fears. There was no one there. Now assured my concerns were groundless, I returned to the foyer where Arlie remained on guard. 
 
    “Okay, we’re good to go.” I grabbed the tube caddy and headed into the living room. “Let’s turn the TV on and see what the problem is.” I clicked the on switch under the Sylvania logo. A low hum of charging capacitors emanated from the console as the thing warmed up and a half minute later a perfect picture appeared on the screen. I turned the volume up and we listened to Bucky Beaver sing a jingle about Ipana Toothpaste. The thing worked perfectly. Then the sharp, metallic clack of the front door being locked reverberated through the house. We both turned around. 
 
    “You boys forgot to check the foyer closet.” 
 
    His former affable grin had transformed into a predatory rictus. He licked his lips as his right hand rose up and Arlie and I found ourselves staring down the barrel of a large, black pistol. Arlie’s reaction was immediate. He screamed and streaked out through the back of the house scattering lamps, vases, and chairs in his wake. Seeing the man’s astonishment at so unexpected a reaction, I took off in the other direction before he could recover. Ducking into a dark hallway I knew led past the bedrooms, I followed it back into the living room. For the moment I was alone. Arlie still crashed around somewhere in the opposite end of the house. 
 
    I crept over into the foyer only to find the front door latch needed a key to unlock it. 
 
    From the back of the house the man bellowed, “Settle down,” then, incongruously, fired a shot. Arlie screamed again and the pandemonium increased as he careened through the house in his push toward the front. 
 
    With no better plan coming to mind and the immediate need to do something, I scrambled back into the living room and grabbed up an ottoman to throw through the front window. To my dismay, it bounced off the glass and rolled across the floor. I picked it up and threw it harder. The shattering of glass reverberated off the walls as Arlie hurtled into the living room wild with fear. A moment later the man charged into the room directly toward me. I was almost out the window when a large hand grabbed me and hauled me back inside. I glimpsed the pistol coming down just before a flash of white light went off somewhere deep in my brain. 
 
    *** 
 
    A throbbing pain above my left eye welcomed me back to the real world. I was afraid to open my eyes for a time. I just lay still listening for any sound that might indicate Arlie was still alive but heard only the man’s breathing. When I finally cracked one eye open, yellow shafts of sunlight streaming in through the rear windows illuminated the man poised on the edge of a chair not three feet from me. When he noticed my open eye, he leaned forward, elbows on knees, staring down at me. From the low angle of the light, I figured at least an hour must have passed. Maybe more. Holding my forehead, I struggled into a sitting position. 
 
    “Where’s Arlie?” I mumbled stupidly. 
 
    “Your accomplice? Gone. Took off like a scalded dog.” 
 
    That seemed to clear my head a bit. “He got away?” I couldn’t believe it. But I could hardly believe I was still alive, either. 
 
    “Clean away.” The man leaned back in his chair with an air of confidence I thought unwarranted given that Arlie had somehow escaped. “You boys never should have tried to rob me. And you tore up my house something awful.” 
 
    So, that was it. He had developed a cover story. Accuse us of burglarizing his home. 
 
    “Yep. You boys really had me fooled with your radio and TV repair swindle. Fell for it hook, line and sinker.” 
 
    I finally regained enough of my faculties to realize sitting there playing twenty questions with the man wasn’t my best option at the moment. I needed to get out of the house while the opportunity was apparently still open. Before he developed a plan C. I struggled to my feet, wavered about for a second, then staggered toward the front door. His chair creaked as he rose up behind me. 
 
    The front door was unlocked again, but I heard a car pulling up in the front yard. What now, I wondered? As I opened the door in preparation for the run of my life, Old Man Quintin climbed out of his black Packard brandishing a double-barreled shotgun. Arlie scrambled out of the rider’s side as I wobbled across the porch and down the stairs. 
 
    “Cage, you okay?” Then Arlie’s eyes shifted from me to the porch behind me. I turned to see the man coming down the steps. 
 
    “Hey, I can expla …” 
 
    The blast nearly deafened me. 
 
    The man’s head exploded in vivid, Kodachrome brilliance right there in the clear, afternoon sun. His headless body reeled forward down the steps following its own momentum until it splatted at my feet like a wet mattress. Blood pulsed feebly from open neck arteries as his heart thumped out its last few beats. I turned back to Arlie who had his hands over his mouth. Then to Mr. Quintin whose low-set eyes still sighted down the barrels of his shotgun at the body. Smoke curled up from both muzzles. Then I swung back toward the body only to leap reflexively away from a large blue eye staring up at me from the dry sand just beyond the reach of the man’s outstretched fingers. 
 
    “Cager, get your bike and get out of here. I got to clean this mess of yours up now. And Cager.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You keep your mouth shut about this. You hear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21 
 
    The next morning the paper ran a front-page spread on a house fire east of town. Total loss but no one was home at the time. I leaned back in my desk chair and puzzled over why Mr. Quintin had handled the mess I had gotten us into the way he did. 
 
    I understood him rushing out there with a gun. Arlie must have been pushing him to save me. But he didn’t have to kill the man. Yet he had shot him almost in cold blood. I didn’t recall seeing the black pistol being waved about. Mr. Quintin could have just held him at gunpoint and had Arlie go inside and call the police. But, then, I didn’t recall seeing any phone lines running to the man’s house. Maybe Mr. Quintin had noticed that too and didn’t want to risk trying to haul the man in his car to the sheriff’s office. Or maybe he was just a man of action. Shoot first and ask questions later. Tripod was evidence backing that hypothesis. Or maybe he just panicked. But whatever the reason, Mr. Quintin had come through for me. It was certainly not anything I would have expected from him. And it was definitely something the FBI had failed to do. So I owed it to him to keep my mouth shut, as he had so succinctly put it. I realized, too, that, as with Aunt Cealie, I had prejudged someone before I got to know them better. The Cadillac man had needed killing merely as a public service and Mr. Quintin had graciously obliged. 
 
    About that time my ruminations were interrupted by Joey busting into my study. He pulled up short when he saw my face. “Sumpin wrong?” 
 
    “No, Buddy. Nothing wrong. Things are looking up again.” 
 
    “Good. Can we play some catch? Arlie just rode up.” 
 
    Arlie had our tube caddy with him. Even in the face of the previous day’s carnage, his obsession with our business had led him to recover our working stock from the man’s house. After setting the caddy on the front porch, he caught me up on the events following my departure. 
 
    His daddy had loaded the man’s body into the Packard’s trunk, washed the blood into the ground with a garden hose, then raked up the scattered head parts and thrown them into the house before torching it just before he drove away. Back home he had Arlie load two shovels into the back seat. After dinner they drove way back behind the house and by the light of a kerosene lantern dug a deep grave. They dumped the body in, filled the hole, and smoothed it out before spreading leaves and pine straw over the whole area. Arlie had just an hour before finally managed to clean the Packard’s trunk of the coagulated blood before it started drawing flies. Arlie and “Daddy” were, it seemed, quite a team. A team I owed my life to. Perhaps Joey’s as well. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you, Arlie. You were right. We should have just left the man’s five bucks on the porch and gotten out of there.” But those were just words for Arlie’s benefit. There was no way I could let him know the real reason I went out there. “I’ve still got a goose egg on my head where he hit me. And a cut on my leg from the broken window glass. I told Mom I got them falling off my bike. You didn’t get hurt did you?” 
 
    “Just some scrapes and bruises. And nightmares last night about running through that house with him right behind me. Good thing you busted that window out. He tried to grab me after he hit you, but I dove through that window like a circus lion jumping through a fire hoop and rolled off the porch running. He chased me across the field for a while but since you and I had been running two miles a day, he never even got close. I ran all the way home without stopping. I think I could have run all the way to Texas.” 
 
    So, it was done. But I couldn’t help but wonder where the bodies of those missing children Aunt Cealie had mentioned were hidden. Or had they already found those kids? Or did Aunt Cealie even know what she was talking about. Maybe the little bodies were buried out on the man’s property at the edge of town. But I couldn’t tell the police of my suspicions. That would get Mr. Quintin involved in the whole thing. It was only his irrevocable action that had brought the terrible business to a most-welcomed and permanent end. Except for those missing children. 
 
    Maybe it was time for another trip to the library. We had to go back into Pensacola to buy more vacuum tubes anyway. Plus we each had another hundred bucks saved for investing in Holiday Inn stock. 
 
    The librarian, a pallid, thirtyish woman with jet-black hair and crimson lipstick, was thoroughly familiar with the history of missing children in the area. Her nephew was one of them. 
 
    “It’s been going on for years now,” she said as she guided us with a slender arm over to a table. “One every three months or so. Many of them at the beginning of the school year like maybe a teacher is involved.” We all slid onto the hard, wooden chairs. Arlie and I leaned in to catch her hushed library-voice. “Or maybe the culprit is taking advantage of kids off guard with all the excitement of starting a new school year. About half were first graders but there were a few older ones as well.” 
 
    “How old?” I asked just above a whisper. 
 
    Her quick, brown eyes darted toward me uneasily. “Has someone tried to grab you off of the street?” 
 
    “No, no. Nothing like that. We’ve just heard stories and wanted to find out if they were true or not.” 
 
    The librarian relaxed a little. “Unfortunately the stories are true. None of the missing children were ever found. They just vanished.” 
 
    “Any from Stubbinville?” Arlie asked. “That’s where we live.” 
 
    “I don’t recall any from there. Atmore and Brewton just across the state line and a few south of there. Walnut Hill and Cantonment. No particular pattern according to the sheriff and FBI. They don’t even know if it’s one person or several. The sheriff here lost the election last year because he couldn’t make any headway in the disappearances. The new guy hasn’t had any luck, either.” She forced a grim smile indicating that was all she knew. We thanked her before heading down Palafox Street to the stockbroker’s office. 
 
    We bought our stock then crossed the street to Kress’s drugstore for burgers before pressing on to Pittman’s Electronics for more tubes. Mom drove up as we were coming out of Pittman’s. On the way home Arlie asked Mom if she had heard about the missing kids. 
 
    “Where did you boys hear about that?” 
 
    “Everybody knows,” I said, elbowing Arlie to keep his mouth shut as his daddy had directed. 
 
    “Yes. I try not to think about it but it scares me to death. I worry the whole time you boys are outside. Your dad must be worried too, Arlie.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I expect he is.” 
 
    I wanted to put Mom’s mind at ease but I didn’t dare tell her about our experience with the Cadillac man. There was no telling how the future might unfold after Mom went wampuss cat-ballistic and ricocheted through the sheriff’s office like a cartoon bullet. Finally I just said, “There have never been any missing Stubbinville kids, though.” 
 
    “That’s not true. Two years ago this September a boy went missing over on the east side of town. He was riding his bicycle out there on a Saturday. They found his bike with a flat tire by the side of the road, but they never found him.” Mom turned around and glanced into the back at me. “So you need to pay attention to what’s going on around you, Cager. You too, Arlie.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” we chorused in unison. 
 
    A week later the paper ran a story about a realtor who had gone missing. His red Cadillac was found in a stand of trees several hundred yards behind his recently burned home. The sheriff suspected foul play. Well, no shit, Sherlock, I muttered to myself. I read further. His name was Presley Poole and he had been a big donor to various children’s charities and was a deacon in the Olivette Methodist Church. A well-respected cornerstone of society, the paper said. Indeed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
    After my summer of solitary camping trips and stew pot runs to Aunt Cealie’s, Arlie’s daddy for some reason finally agreed to Arlie going camping with me. Maybe he figured our sharing in the killing of Presley Poole had forged us into one big, happy family. 
 
    Arlie quivered with excitement as we packed up the tan duffle bag with all of Dad’s Boy Scout camping gear. August being barely over, I gladly gave the sleeping bag to Arlie because I suspected he had coveted the old bag ever since he had laid eyes on it his first time across the river. I mean, a sleeping bag is the first thing a kid thinks of after a tent when the subject of camping comes up. 
 
    “Pack it on top in case you get the duffle bag wet crossing the river,” I advised. 
 
    Joey sat quietly watching us, captivated by the preparations. It was Labor Day weekend just before the coming first day of school. The day Joey had vanished on my first time through. I reminded myself that by coming back I had corrected the future. That Joey was now safe. That everything had changed. 
 
    “Can I go camping with you?” Joey finally asked in his quiet way. 
 
    I sat back and studied the mixture of plea and hope in his solemn, gray eyes. And in his intentness, I thought I detected a hint of hero worship. 
 
    “Sure, buddy. If it’s okay with Mom.” 
 
    Joey tore out of my study and down the stairs. I followed after him and we both cornered Mom in the backyard tending her geraniums. After assuring her I would watch out for him and bring him back before dark, she relented. She took Joey by both shoulders. “Will you do what Cager tells you?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he promised gravely. Yet his eyes were alight. He would have promised anything. Then Mom turned to me. “Okay, Cager. No shenanigans out there. And I want Joey back in time for dinner.” 
 
    Before it was all said and done, Mom had put her bathing suit on and joined us on the river bank. “Don’t you trust me, Mom?” I teased. But she was all business. 
 
    “You’ll understand someday when you’re a parent, Cager.” But I did understand. Finally. 
 
    So we all four joined hands and forded the cold Perdido in one unwieldy, stumbling gaggle of humanity. It must have been a scene played out many times in earth’s prehistory. A mother shepherding her young over perilous waters toward a safe shore. That image brought home to me in a way I had not before appreciated that I was actually living that enduring dream which ever stirs in the deepest caverns of our minds. The foundation of myths reaching back to ancient Sumer. Even into Eden. The dream of going home again. 
 
    As we waded ashore, Mom took my hand and reminded me for the second time to watch over Joey. Then she stepped back into the river leaving me aghast at her prescience. On the distant shore she paused to wave. We all three waved back then Joey and Arlie turned to me. 
 
    “Which way, Cager?” Joey asked. 
 
    I snapped back to the moment and pointed downriver toward the campsite. 
 
    I had never seen Joey so animated. He watched my every move as we set up camp and leaped to help whenever I asked for a hand. An hour later we were all three winding our way down the swamp trail to Aunt Cealie’s. Joey had insisted on carrying the frozen stew pot but after a few hundred yards, I realized it was freezing his hands, and worse, preventing him from taking in the wildness unfolding around him. He was relieved to hand it back to me as we pushed farther into the swamp. 
 
    Everywhere Joey looked things never seen before detained him on the trail, and in our wilderness solitude his silvery laughter echoed across the dark waters making everything brighter. I knew from that day on he and I would be inseparable. And that was all he had ever wanted from me. It was worth the life I had given up with Ell to come back and undo my standoffishness, and worse, my thoughtlessness of leaving Joey standing on the side of the road by himself that terrible day. 
 
    Aunt Cealie’s swamp telegraph had apparently announced the arrival of three spirits from the east because she had four jars of mint tea sitting on the porch rail by the time we crossed the bridge. 
 
    “You boys is right on time.” She leaned forward in her chair to peer around behind us. “And you must be Joey. Am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, Aunt Cealie.” 
 
    Her single eye lit up. “So, you know who I am. Maybe you’d like to sit here next to me so I can get a good look at you ‘cause the las’ time I seed you, you was only as big as a teddy bear. And not a very big teddy bear at that. Now you all growed up.” Aunt Cealie knew how to compliment a young boy. Joey ran over and gave her a hug and climbed up into the chair next to her. All the while, she eyed Arlie with obvious suspicion. 
 
    After we finished our mint tea, Aunt Cealie suggested Arlie take Joey out on the bridge and count the bluegills for her. She gave them a piece of stale bread. “Jus’ pull off a little piece and ball it up ‘fore you throws it in the water. That’ll bring them fishes arunnin’. That’s for sure.” 
 
    While Arlie and Joey hung over the rail counting fish, Aunt Cealie turned to me with an uneasy look. “This is Labor Day weekend, Micajah.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s all right, though. The man who was taking those kids tried to take Arlie and me a few weeks ago. He got caught. He’s dead now.” 
 
    A flicker of alarm stirred her features at that bit of news, but she had no further response except to look grimly off to one side for a time before speaking. “What kind of car did he have? Do you know that?” She caught my eye again, concerned, anxious for the answer. 
 
    “It was a red Cadillac. New. A convertible.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “I suppose he could have had another car, too, but both times I saw him he was in the red Cadillac. Why?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It don’t make no sense a man like that driving such a fine car. Prob’ly ain’t two red Cadillacs in the whole county.” Her hands flew about nervously as if trying to frame her concern. “Why would he draw attention to hisself like that?” 
 
    “Maybe he used the red Cadillac all the time so people would associate him with that car. Maybe he had another one he used when he was up to no good.” 
 
    “Maybe so. Maybe so,” she muttered. “I only got one good eye but I still sees things.” Her attention turned toward the swamp. “Like that thing over your house that night. I seed an’ heared other things too. Things didn’t make no sense at the time. Not ‘til you tol’ me about Joey disappearin’ in a couple more days.” 
 
    “That won’t happen now, Aunt Cealie. Like I said, the man that took him is dead.” 
 
    But Aunt Cealie had doubt written all over her face. 
 
    “Do you think there’s something else going on?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed and folded her restive hands away in her lap and grew calm. “I ‘spose not. It’s jus’….” She looked out at Arlie and Joey on the bridge and fell quiet. 
 
    “Just what?” I asked after a too-long silence. 
 
    A sudden shiver brought her out of her ruminations. “Oh. Jus’ that sometimes late at night when I’m wandering down along the river a car come speedin’ by.” She turned her attention back to me. “It’s always the same car, Micajah. I can’t see it but I knows it’s the same car ‘cause somethin’s loose and it rattle like a marble in a jar. Whoever drivin’ it can’t be up to no good after midnight. Thas all. Prob’ly nothin’ to it. But you might see me around,” she tilted her head toward town, “’cross the river sometimes. Don’t pay me no mind. I’m jus’ a crazy ole lady doing what us crazy ole ladies do.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re crazy at all, Aunt Cealie.” 
 
    “Well, you a smart boy then, ‘cause you right. I ain’t crazy. I been ‘round a long time an’ me an’ trouble done tangled more’n once.” She laid a withered finger along her nose. “I gots to where I can smell him comin’, Micajah. An’ he smell ‘jus like this.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Back in camp I showed Joey how to set up a campfire and let him put the match to it. While we watched it catch, I asked Joey if he knew not to ever get into a car with a stranger. 
 
    “Sure. Mom’s always telling me that,” The growing flames cast an angelic light across his warm face as he knelt beside them studying their leaping, relentless spread through the kindling. 
 
    “I figured as much.” 
 
    After lunch we followed animal tracks along the river bank until Joey caught a little box turtle he named Speedy. We hauled Speedy back to camp before realizing he wasn’t all that much fun. Joey put him back on the bank before we explored up river to an old log jam where we spent a lazy hour pulling out silvered driftwood twisted into fantastical shapes. I wanted to go swimming to escape the heat but knew better than to risk taking Joey into the swiftly moving current before he knew how to do more than dogpaddle. We finally headed back toward camp and spied Mom standing up on the road waving to us. Arlie and I escorted Joey back across and exchanged him for a small bag of chocolate chip cookies not an hour out of the oven. 
 
    We played a little catch before dinner then relaxed by the dying fire as a languid, summer evening spread out across our day. Arlie asked me about bears and alligators and other things that might come out at night. I assured him I had never been bothered by such things on my previous camping trips alone but that if anything did show up it was now two against one. 
 
    “Yeah. Hadn’t thought of it that way.” Then he changed the subject to the coming school year. And baseball. “Do you think I’ll ever not be the last one picked?” 
 
    I had read once that a wolf pack has not only alpha and beta males and females but also an omega wolf. The bottom wolf. Never allowed to feed on a kill until the others were sated. Snapped at and run off from the comfortable resting spots. The omega wolves led a miserable existence at the edges of the pack. But it was how nature worked. Of course I didn’t tell Arlie any of this. I just looked him in the eye and outright lied. “It won’t last. You’re too good at baseball now. No one will ever forget that homer you hit last year. It’ll be someone else’s turn to be picked last.” 
 
    Arlie settled back against the log and sighed wistfully. “It would be nice not to always be last. I just hate that someone else will have to take my place.” 
 
    As night fell around us, the fire mellowed out into softly guttering embers. Clouds had settled in, shrouding the evening stars and running the humidity up another ten percent. The heat had become oppressive. I stood up and stripped off my clothes. 
 
    “What are you doing, Cage?” A trace of concern edged Arlie’s voice. 
 
    “Going for a swim to cool off before turning in. Come on.” I turned and picked my way through the darkness down toward the river. Though there was a waxing half-moon that September evening, the heavy overcast left the night as black as any I’d ever seen. Glancing back toward the camp, I barely made out Arlie still leaning against the log looking my way. “You coming?” I called out. Then I leaped off into the cold water and swam out toward the middle of the river. 
 
    A few minutes later Arlie called out from the bank. 
 
    “Where are you, Cage? I can’t see a thing.” 
 
    I wanted to say I was over by the alligator but I was pretty sure Arlie would believe it and miss out on a nice swim. “Out here in the middle.” 
 
    We splashed around for about twenty minutes before chill set in. When we climbed out I couldn’t locate the glow of our campfire. And the sandy beach was gone. It took me a few moments to realize the river had steadily nudged us downstream in the darkness. I turned toward the Florida side where the second floor lights of my house shown well upstream of us. 
 
    “Hey, Arlie. We’re way south of our camp.” 
 
    “Oh, crap. You mean we’re lost?” A hint of panic tinged his question. 
 
    “No. We aren’t lost. The river just kept bumping us along and we didn’t notice it in the dark. There’s thick woods on the Alabama side now. We can’t make our way back through those in the dark. We’re going to have to climb out and go back up River Road and cross back from up there.” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Cage.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I’m naked.” 
 
    “Well, I am too.” 
 
    “We can’t walk through town naked, Cage. We’ll get arrested,” he persisted. “Naked.” 
 
    “Not if we’re careful.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, Cage. You’re going to get us in trouble again. You never listen to me.” 
 
    “Yes I do.” 
 
    “No you don’t.” 
 
    “Come on. We can climb out here and get up to the road. Check things out.” 
 
    “Oh, shit. Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Relax, Arlie. Nobody’s going to see us. It’s less than a half mile. Besides, it’s dark as the inside of a bear.” 
 
    “Don’t talk about bears, Cage.” 
 
    “Come on. It’s all right.” 
 
    But, when we got to the top of the embankment, porch lights lit up on the road a lot brighter than I had anticipated. “Okay, I was wrong. It’s kind of lit up for a few of blocks before we hit the edge of town. We’re going to have to make a run for it. I don’t see anyone out walking their dog, though. You ready?” 
 
    Arlie was standing with his hands in the fig leaf position looking up and down the road. He reminded me of a meerkat. He even had that same intense, stupefied expression on his face. Suddenly, with a small cry of panic, he jumped out onto the pavement and took off. The neighborhood dogs broke into a paroxysm of yapping and barking before he had gone fifty feet. Arlie stopped and crouched down in the road. A porch light came on. He twirled around and headed back toward me, but I was already sprinting past him at full tilt. I yelled, “Run.” 
 
    The warm pavement felt good on my bare feet as I hurtled through the night with the dogs now in full alarm. A front door opened spilling light out into the street. A man yelled, “Who’s out there?” Arlie let out a few more heart-felt, “Oh shits.” 
 
    About the time we approached my house, a car door slammed somewhere behind us. Then an engine cranked. I called out, “Follow me,” and we shot across my front lawn as headlights swept the road where we had been mere seconds before. We leaped the boxwood hedge lining the drive and tore around behind the garage. After several minutes, the barking tapered off to an occasional yap. I crept back down the drive and checked the road before waving Arlie down to me. We were just about to start out again when a patrol car turned the corner and prowled by right in front of us shining a spotlight down along the river. 
 
    “Holy crap, Cage. They’ve called the cops on us.” 
 
    “Pipe down, Arlie. You’re going to get the dogs started up again.” 
 
    “Well, what do we do now?” he whispered. 
 
    “We wait them out. That patrol car will turn around somewhere up River Road and circle back through. If he doesn’t see anything suspicious, he’ll probably head for the White Rabbit to grab a cup of coffee. Just stay calm.” 
 
    And sure enough a few minutes later the patrol car cruised back by from the other direction and turned toward town. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    We hit the road running but hadn’t gone a hundred feet when Arlie starting giggling. It soon turned into one of those hysterical, heaving, after-the-danger-has-passed whoops you get when you’re still pumping out adrenaline and you can’t burn it off fast enough. As we hit the darker stretch, I picked up his refrain. We were hooting and hollering by the time we reached the river crossing. Plunging into the dark current, we splashed water and brayed like hyenas. By the time we struggled out onto the opposite bank, we were weak from our mirth. In the darkness, only the faint glow of lingering embers led us in the right direction back to our campfire. 
 
    “Safe at last,” Arlie sighed and we burst out laughing again. “Where’s my clothes. My butt’s been out in public long enough.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The stars broke through the heavy overcast several hours before sunrise that early morning before Labor Day in 1954. With the moon long down, Orion and bright Sirius had commandeered the predawn sky. I know that because, by the time they rose, I had left Arlie sleeping fitfully in the tent to wander down along the river bank thinking over Aunt Cealie’s remarks. There in the dying heat of my first summer back, I wondered. Was I too sure of myself that I had changed the world for the better? Who could ever know such things until Fate had finished casting her lots? Certainly not me. As I blundered through my past, events remembered scattered before me, never having a chance to take root. In truth, most of what I remembered had never even happened this time around. My return had forced the Moving Finger back to cancel, not half a line, but entire pages. That mismatch now left me misplaced and disoriented. The best I could do was take extra care coming home next Tuesday. Maybe even that whole week. If Joey emerged from that week still with me, then the danger was truly in the past. An alternate past of terror, and torment, and guilt only I had lived. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23 
 
    Tuesday morning Mom combed Joey’s blond hair one last time and tucked his shirt in for the third time. “Okay, Cager, you take good care of your brother today. Remember how nervous you were on the first day of school and how you got lost coming home.” 
 
    “I remember. I’ll hold his hand all the way. I promise.” 
 
    So we walked to school that day because Joey didn’t have a bicycle. The whole way we relived Saturday’s adventures across the river. Joey had a hundred questions and I answered them all in turn with my eighty years of expertise. His upturned face was a study in concentration as he took it all in. 
 
    “Will I ever know as much as you, Cager?” 
 
    “You’ll know more. I’ll teach you everything I know then you’ll go out and learn even more on your own.” 
 
    His face lit up. I had never seen him happier and, in that moment, realized I couldn’t recall ever being happier either. Far too soon we strolled by the school flagpole and climbed the entry steps to go our separate ways. 
 
    Arlie was already in the classroom by the time I arrived. The bell rang and we settled in, but Joey was foremost in my thoughts that day. 
 
    At recess, once again I came up next to last chosen while Arlie brought up the rear. He shot me a glance that said, I guess they didn’t remember that homer after all. It was hard to move up from the bottom. 
 
    Since there were two sixth grade classes, this year’s team makeup had some unfamiliar players. A big kid named Hartley McDuff took Arlie’s last-to-be-chosen position as his cue to start ragging on him. Hartley was the typical bully. Never starting anything until he was sure he had an easy mark. And Arlie looked easy in spite of all the hamburgers he had eaten during the summer. His thin arms and neck screamed out, I’m the one to pick on. I won’t dare fight back. And Hartley didn’t waste any time starting in on him. 
 
    Arlie’s team won the toss, and Arlie took his usual seat on the far end of the bench. 
 
    “Hey, Tinker Bell,” Hartley called down, “get your scrawny ass off the team bench.” 
 
    Arlie just ignored him. Arlie had a lot of practice doing that. But it was the first day of school and Hartley was marking out his territory. 
 
    “Hey, Beanpole, I’m talking to you.” 
 
    Without even the courtesy of looking at Hartley, Arlie gave him the finger. And kept giving him the finger. Both teams could see Arlie giving him the finger and all eyes turned to Hartley to see what he was going to do about it. And I could tell Hartley knew it was time to put up or shut up. He leapt to his feet and stalked down toward Arlie. I moved in closer to first base just in case. Hartley grabbed Arlie by the shirt and snatched him up. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Tink? Can’t you hear?” 
 
    “Get your goddam hands off me.” It was a snarl. Arlie was finally fed up. Hartley, caught off guard, actually let go of him for a second then realized he had just telegraphed a hesitancy to carry out a threat. And to Arlie, no less. He gave Arlie a push. Not hard but it was enough for Arlie. Even I didn’t see it coming. 
 
    It was the same flat palm to the nose Arlie had landed on me at the campsite. I was pretty sure I heard something crack. Hartley arched backwards so quickly he lost his balance and sprawled into the dust. 
 
    For many of us it was our first ballgame with Hartley, and we didn’t really know whether he was any good at baseball, but clearly he was expert at bleeding. Blood bubbled out of his nose and spattered on his shirt as he blew out a gasp of shock and disbelief. Arlie hovered over him. It was, for Arlie, a stand taken by small, cornered animals that had nothing left to lose. And I suspected in Arlie’s case he really didn’t care what happened to him next. He was through being pushed around. If standing his ground meant taking a beating, that was fine with him. 
 
    Hartley struggled upright, eyes narrowed, inner fires of unalloyed hatred radiating out at Arlie. Then he made the mistake of wiping his mouth on his sleeve. The amount of blood that came off was enormous. Too much, in fact, for Hartley. He blanched just before his eyes swiveled upwards, and he swooned facedown right there on the ball field in front of the entire class. As Hartley lay crumpled in the dirt, Arlie nudged him with the toe of his shoe then turned back to the team bench and sat down. 
 
    Two tubes of smelling salts later Hartley finally managed to sit up for more than five seconds without passing out again, but it took the rest of recess to staunch the blood flow. Most of the kids were quick to point out Hartley had started the whole thing and Arlie had just protected himself. But a few of Hartley’s buddies had a different story. Arlie had sucker punched him. Over nothing. But order was eventually restored, though there was no game in Stubbinville that day. A teacher got Hartley a clean shirt from last year’s lost-and-found pile and we were back in class before everyone had had a chance to calm down. 
 
    Hartley hissed threats at Arlie the rest of the morning but subsequent nosebleeds and a nose swollen to the size of a small turnip eventually got him sent home before lunch. 
 
    At the final bell, kids poured onto the schoolyard and flowed out across the neighborhood. My heart raced until I spotted Joey standing alone by the flagpole where I had told him to wait for me. Today was the day he had vanished. Had I altered time enough to overcome such a loss? Until now I had been pretty confident I had. But this was the very hour, and I was no longer so sure. 
 
    I took Joey by the hand and headed home. We were discussing what our next adventure across the river might be when Arlie pulled up beside us. He stayed on his bicycle pushing along with one foot, and before long we were planning a camping trip for that weekend. 
 
    Then we turned down Escambia Avenue, and there in the shade of its massive oaks, the foundation of my unspoken dread materialized. The spot where a lifetime ago I had left Joey for just a minute to check out the dam and its spillway. Arlie was going on about camping, but irrational imaginings had seized my mind as unreasonable fear will do if you give it free rein. And though the day was warm and Joey’s hand was sweaty, I still clung to it tightly telling myself everything was going to be all right this time. I was prepared. 
 
    I had just refocused my attention on Arlie when a flurry of hard breathing interrupted my concentration. I turned to see Hartley and three of his cronies bearing down on us. Hartley rammed Arlie with his bicycle and sent him careening down the grassy slope toward the newly formed pond. He fell off his bike just before it plunged into the water. Hartley’s gang dropped their bikes on the road and chased Arlie down like a pack of dogs after a lost cat. I almost let go of Joey to race after them but caught myself. 
 
    “Come on, Joey. Stay with me. I’m going to help Arlie. Don’t leave. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Okay, Cager. But what’s happening?” 
 
    “Those boys are after Arlie. I’ve got to help him. But you stay with me no matter what.” 
 
    I pulled Joey along to within ten feet of Hartley who was busily rocking Arlie’s head around like a punching bag while two of his cronies held Arlie up. A fourth carroty-haired boy with a protruding Adam’s apple stood grinning stupidly, waiting his turn. I stepped in between Hartley and Arlie and brought my elbow up into Hartley’s face just missing his recently smashed nose. It was close enough, though. Hartley howled in pain for several seconds before recovering enough to lay down a barrage of swearing as he swung at me, arms flailing like loose windmill vanes in a squall. I finally just blocked one of his wild swings and stepped into him with another blow that caught him squarely on the tip his nose. Blood splattered on both of us. Profanities filled the little park as he rolled around on the grass screaming in pain. Meanwhile, the two holding Arlie had dropped him. 
 
    One tackled me around the knees while the other knocked me to the ground. Then all three pounded my back and neck. That went on for some time without doing much damage. I finally played dead, and, when they all stood up to kick me, I leapt up and swung at Carrot Top missing his chin but catching his bulging Adam’s apple before running over to Arlie. He was semiconscious and pretty well bloodied. Joey stood a few feet away crying and calling out, “Leave my brother alone.” But they grabbed me again and held me up like they had done Arlie. 
 
    “Knock his teeth out,” Carrot Top wheezed through his contused windpipe. 
 
    One of the two initially holding Arlie, a butch-cut, plump, little hooligan with dirty sweat rings around his neck, began punching me and doing a pretty fair job of it until I planted the tip of my shoe in his cojones. As Sweat Rings spewed lunch on his feet, Joey’s eyes grew wide with alarm. He had seen too much. I tried to pull loose from the other two but Hartley had overcome his pain and descended on me with a vengeance. 
 
    Joey turned and ran for the road waving his arms and yelling for help. 
 
    I managed to call his name once before Hartley hit me in the mouth. He continued with the pounding but I managed to keep my face turned away from the punches. After several dozen blows, I heard a familiar voice yelling from across the park. 
 
    “You bunch of bullies is gonna get it. I done calt the po-leece and they on they way right this minute.” 
 
    The battering stopped. The four glared insolently at Aunt Cealie for a moment before Hartley said, “Let’s git.” He and Carrot Top hoisted Sweat Rings up and all four scrambled up the grassy slope toward their bikes. 
 
    Aunt Cealie finally made it across the park to me. “Micajah, oh lawdy,” She gasped for breath. “Joey been runnin’ up to the road calling for help and me trying to catch him but he never even heared my calls. A man in a car stopped and picked Joey up and done drove off jus’ as I got there.” Aunt Cealie’s eye reflected her inner terror. “It was that car I tol’ you ‘bout, Micajah. The one that come down the road by the river in the middle of the night sometimes. The one with the rattle.” 
 
    I had never before been hit by such panic as fell upon me at hearing those words. For the second time in my life I experienced that strange broken symmetry of existence. That same unreal duality of standing on the mountain with Ell while my real self died next to her in the glider. Joey had been with me moments before: now he was gone. I finally managed to ask, “How long ago?” 
 
    “Weren’t but a minute. He done drove off ‘fore I could get the number on the license plate firm in my head.” She wrung her hands. “Lawdy, I too old an’ useless to hardly remember my own name any more.” 
 
    Had I just crossed back over seventy years, given up a life beyond human dreams, to have failed? That seemed to be what Aunt Cealie was telling me. I regarded her in disbelief. Stunned. Had nothing changed? Had my return been in vain? But new events were on the wing, changing everything. I had to act quickly. My world hinged on what happened in the next few seconds. “Do you remember any of the tag number.” 
 
    “They was two naughts right together in the middle. I recalls that plain as day.” 
 
    My heart leapt. “Was it 75007?” 
 
    “Yes. Two sevens too. I believe so. That jus’ might be it.” 
 
    “Was it a black Packard?” 
 
    “Micajah, I don’t know one motor car from the next. It were black and it were old. That’s all I know. Had a busted taillight, too.” 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. “It’s okay then. That’s Mr. Quintin’s old Packard. He must have picked Joey up.” So, Old Man Quintin had saved the day twice now. I turned my attention to Arlie. His eyes were swollen nearly shut and his lips puffy. I was afraid for a moment his neck might be broken from the hammering he had taken but the culprits were, after all, only sixth graders. Arlie groaned once and sat up somewhat dazed. 
 
    “Is that Aunt Cealie?” 
 
    “Yeah, she ran Hartley and his gang off. Told them the police were on the way.” I turned to Aunt Cealie. “They aren’t, though, are they?” 
 
    “’Course they ain’t. How I gonna call the po-leece. I was just happenin’ by and a good thing, too.” 
 
    I knew that wasn’t the real story. She had known what today was and even where Joey had gone missing before. And she was here to make sure nothing bad happened today. I didn’t even have to ask. We both knew what the other was thinking. I just nodded and said, “Thanks, Aunt Cealie.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet, Micajah. Onc’t we see little Joey home safe and sound that be the time for any thanks.” 
 
    Her words left a chill on the nape of my neck. She didn’t think this was over yet. 
 
    “Well, let’s get Arlie up and over to my house. We can fix up his cuts and get an ice pack on his face before his eyes swell shut. At least we know where Joey is.” 
 
    Mom was frantic when the three of us wandered into the kitchen. 
 
    “Where’s Joey?” 
 
    “He’s not with you?” I said. 
 
    Mom’s face drained of blood. “No. He’s supposed to be with you.” 
 
    I tried to assure her Joey was all right and briefly related events of the fight concluding with, “Arlie’s dad picked him up when he ran up to the street to get help. I thought he would have dropped him off here by now.” But my words didn’t have the desired effect. Mom looked like she had been slapped. Then she grabbed Arlie by the arm and dragged him toward the door. 
 
    “Cager, get my purse and meet us in the car. Aunt Cealie, make yourself at home. I’ll be back as soon as I find Joey.” 
 
    Mom drove directly to the Quintin house, though I had never told her exactly how to get there. But the old Packard wasn’t in its usual place. Mom turned to Arlie. “Do you know where your father is?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. He’s usually home this time ub day though,” he mumbled through swollen lips. “Maybe he’bs out back somewhere.” 
 
    “But his car is gone.” 
 
    “He drives out back sombtimes.” Arlie pointed to a two lane trail leading around the far side of the house. “Ober there, Mrs. Fenton.” 
 
    We bounced past the lathe house, flushing Tripod into a gimpy run for cover, but there was no car behind the house either. Engine roaring, Mom circled the car slinging Arlie and me around in the backseat as we shot past Tripod again just as he was picking his way back across the trail. She skidded to a stop in front of the house and ran up to the door pounding on it and pulling at the handle and calling, “Joey. Joey.” After getting no response, she peered through a front window then leaped off the porch and sprinted to the car. 
 
    Arlie said, “We hab a key under the doormat, Mrs. Fenton.” 
 
    “No time for that now, Arlie. I’m calling the sheriff.” Then she paused before turning back to us. “And I need to get you two patched up.” 
 
    Twenty minutes after Mom hung up the phone, the sheriff came racing up River Road, siren wailing. I guess he realized the only reason he held the office was the last sheriff hadn’t solved the cases of the missing kids. As he followed Mom back to the kitchen, he turned to the several deputies with him. “Check the rest of the house and garage. 
 
    “Sometimes kids come home and hide,” he explained as he and Mom entered the kitchen. “Just want to make sure he isn’t already here somewhere.” His voice was a deep boom, calm, full of authority. It matched his physique. 
 
    He was a giant of a man with pale blue eyes and blond, crew-cut hair on a bullet head. The floor flexed under his weight as he strode toward us. But his demeanor changed as soon as he saw Arlie and me sitting at the breakfast table. We were still in our bloody clothes and Arlie was holding an icepack to his face. It took only a few minutes to go over the day’s events. 
 
    He called to one of his deputies. “Get hold of the superintendent of public instruction.” 
 
    Mom pointed the deputy to the phone on the far wall. 
 
    It was pretty clear the sheriff had already linked Hartley and his buddies to this missing child event. As soon as the deputy had brought the superintendent up to speed, the sheriff took the phone. “I want those boys and their parents in my office before sundown. This bunch of delinquents is tied together with a kidnapping somehow and I intend to find out how.” Then he turned back to the rest of us. “What do you know about this man that picked Joey up?” 
 
    “He’s my daddy,” Arlie mumbled carefully. 
 
    “Then he’s a family friend?” 
 
    Arlie looked at me then at Mom. “No. He’s just my daddy. I’m the friend.” 
 
    “And you say you’ve already been to the Quintin house, Mrs. Fenton?” 
 
    “Yes. And there was no one home.” 
 
    “Well, let’s head back over there and see if we can get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    After a quarter hour of searching through the house and adjacent structures, the sheriff had to leave to meet with the school superintendent, but he told his deputies to get their patrol cars out of sight and wait in the tree line until Mr. Quintin returned. “As soon as he gets out of his car, arrest him.” 
 
    The rest of us went home. In the kitchen Arlie apologized. “It was me they wanted to beat up. Joey ran ub to the road after Cage came to helb me.” 
 
    “Arlie, if it’s anyone’s fault, it’s the boys who beat both of you up that led to Joey running for help. And whoever it was that picked him up. We don’t know for sure it was your father yet.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie glanced at me as if to say, “Don’t you think you ought to tell your mother what’s going on here.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s Mr. Quintin all right, Mom. Aunt Cealie got his tag number.” It was the wrong thing to say. 
 
    Mom whirled around to Aunt Cealie. “What? You were there? And how did you end up in this anyway, Aunt Cealie? You never come into town this time of day.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie didn’t bat an eye. “I comes and goes as I pleases. Jus’ like a rabbit don’t take the same trail at the same time ever day, I don’t set no particular pattern for myself.” 
 
    I could tell that didn’t sound right to Mom, but what could she do. After a moment she straightened up and said. “Well, thank God you were there today or we wouldn’t know where Joey is.” Then she added, “And Cager and Arlie might have been far more seriously injured by that gang of hoodlums.” She fretted with her hair for a moment. “I ought to call your dad, but we don’t know the whole story yet and there’s nothing he can do but worry.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24 
 
    We all sat in the kitchen with our thoughts and fears for the next two hours. I watched the black and white Felix the Cat clock on the wall swing its pendulum tail back and forth in time with its eyes sweeping side to side as if looking everywhere for Joey. Even Fred the cat sat nervously with us clearly aware something wasn’t right. 
 
    Finally, Dad came home. By then the sheriff was back with more news. The four boys who had precipitated the events of the day were remanded to juvenile authorities for assault and battery. They wouldn’t be returning to school the rest of that year. But the sheriff said he could find no direct link to Joey’s being picked up on the road, though he was sure there was a connection. Dad wanted to go out looking for Mr. Quintin’s car but the sheriff told him to stay put. He already had the whole county on the lookout for the car. Or Joey. Or Mr. Quintin. 
 
    “I’ve pulled the night shift in early and have men waiting for Quintin at his house when he comes home. We’ll know more then, if we don’t find him sooner.” 
 
    And so we waited some more. The kitchen filled with the smell of fried eggs and Spam as Dad cooked some dinner. Arlie buttered the toast. Mom fretted. Aunt Cealie snored gently in her chair. We each ate a few bites then pushed our plates away and continued waiting. Midnight came and went, and still no word. I finally announced that Arlie and I would sit on the front porch to keep an eye out for the sheriff. Fred the cat followed us out. No sooner had we closed the door than, without a word between us, we set off for Arlie’s. The pavement was warm like the night we had dashed naked up the road to our campsite. Dogs again barked at our passing, causing porch lights to flash on and doors to swing open. But everything else about that night was different. 
 
    We hid in the canes at the edge of Arlie’s house and waited. After several minutes, Tripod wandered in and rubbed against us with loud purrs before settling down on Arlie’s feet. Crickets chirped. A little screech owl with a wavering chuckle kept us company for the next hour. Every now and then we heard the hidden deputies muttering on the other side of the house. Then headlights probed through the treetops as a car turned off the road. Yellow beams lit the drive. 
 
    The dark Packard rolled slowly by us and toward the trail Mom had taken to the back of the property. Where Arlie had told me he and his daddy had buried the man we came to know as Presley Poole, well respected cornerstone of society. My heart sank. 
 
    In the darkness, Arlie and I stumbled through the musty lathe house and out into the field behind. The Packard rolled to a stop about a hundred feet away under some pines. I grabbed Arlie as I noticed two deputies running toward the car. When Mr. Quintin opened the door, they hit him with a flashlight beam. 
 
    “Sheriff’s office. Freeze right there.” And he did. Arlie and I moved to within fifty feet of the car without being noticed. We stood quietly as they handcuffed Mr. Quintin and began shining lights into the backseat. 
 
    “Nothing here, Harlon. Grab his keys and get the trunk open.” 
 
    I walked up behind them as they lifted the lid. When their flashlights lit the trunk interior, Joey stared out of the shadows at me. Not eye-to-eye, but at some point above my right ear. Dirt covered one cheek and the one elbow that stuck up at such an odd angle. Trickles of dried blood stenciled his upper lip. And his gray eyes, they didn’t blink in the bright light. No one moved for several seconds. No one spoke. There was nothing to say. Then Arlie screamed, “Daddy, what did you do to Joey?” 
 
    Both deputies whirled, fumbling for their pistols. “Hold up, Harlon. It’s them kids. The ones got beat up.” It was about that same time they realized Mr. Quintin was gone. 
 
    And Arlie was chasing after him. “Daddy, Daddy, why’d you do it. Why’d you kill little Joey. He wub my friend.” 
 
    Holstering their weapons as they ran, both deputies charged out after the Quintins leaving me in the darkness with Joey. 
 
    But he wasn’t the same Joey I had walked to school with that morning. He wasn’t Joey at all. I wanted to go over and pull his little body out of the trunk and lay it out under the stars, and cover his face with my shirt, and hold him and cry, but I knew better than to contaminate a crime scene. I didn’t want any technicality brought on by my moving Joey to mess up a prosecution. It was a totally rational decision, and I puzzled at my lack of emotion, but there was no point in standing there crying and there was nothing else I could do. I thought I had solved that emotional shortcoming in myself, but now it was back. In the face of Joey’s death, I found myself not disconsolate; but merely numb. Nevertheless, I needed to be there when Mom and Dad arrived. So I joined the chase across the field. 
 
    The deputies caught up with Mr. Quinton in the front yard and wrestled him to the ground just as I came up. Arlie was crying, and his daddy was yelling at him to shut up. 
 
    “You were going to bury him weren’t you? Out there wib Mamma. Why, Daddy? Why?” As the deputies pulled Mr. Quintin into a standing position, Arlie ran to him, arms out in supplication. I stood amazed there was anything left between them, but as I watched, Mr. Quintin raised his foot and slammed it into Arlie’s chest hurtling him backwards into the night. 
 
    “You’re no son of mine you little pansy, so quit calling me Daddy. I should have killed you at the same time and been done with it.” 
 
    The deputies stood frozen in disbelief. Whether from the admission of another killing or from a father’s violent rejection of his son, I couldn’t tell. Finally one of them beamed his flashlight out into the darkness revealing Arlie lying crumpled in the dirt clutching his chest, gasping for breath. I finally gathered my own wits enough to go to him. Anesthetized though I was to the events swirling around me, I realized he needed comfort. Resolving to recover some of the humanity I had worked so hard to build over the past year, I sat down and pulled him to me. 
 
    But even as he shook violently in my arms, I found a revulsion to him rising in my throat as it finally registered that Arlie had known his daddy had killed his mother. His silence had enabled a monster to continue roaming the back roads and woods of our neighborhoods, and had now cost Joey his life. 
 
    Then something soft pressed against me. 
 
    Tripod had wandered in again, hobbling on his one remaining front leg. The other shot off by Arlie’s daddy. As Tripod rubbed along my side, I realized Arlie was no more to blame for Joey’s death than Tripod. Both had been viciously wounded by the same man. And both had stuck around. Out of necessity I supposed. Tripod because he had nowhere else to go. Arlie for the same reason. Then it struck me that I had taken away my own son’s chance of being born by coming back to save Joey. Or, perhaps more accurately, to save myself from my unbearable regret at not taking better care of him. Now both Jimmy and Joey were gone. For nothing. I recall still holding Arlie as my parents drove up. Dad getting out of the car. The deputies telling him it was all over. That they had Joey’s body. It was bedlam after that. 
 
    I sat in the dirt with Arlie and tried to remember how this had all started. It was a creature in a virtual world that had delivered me on this mission to set straight the most horrendous mistake of my life. From the vantage point of a floating mountain, it had seemed entirely possible. Easy even. But this wasn’t a virtual world here in Arlie’s front yard. This was real life and it had delivered a sorry end to my admirable beginnings to set it right again. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25 
 
    The following months were pretty much as I remembered them the first time through. Arlie, and the fact that at least this time we had a body to bury, were the only major differences. Even the disappearance of Fred the cat was the same. We never saw him again after he followed us out that terrible night. 
 
    Arlie was remanded to Florida’s child welfare bureaucracy and eventually placed with a foster family, Edwina and Henry Goodwillough, an elderly couple who lived a few miles east of us. Arlie was their only charge. Mr. Quintin ended up on Florida’s death row waiting for Ol’ Sparky, the term of endearment used by the general population for the electric chair. 
 
    I was surprised Mom and Dad harbored no ill will toward Arlie. I even wondered whether they fully understood his involvement in the whole affair. 
 
    Then there came the matter of Presley Poole. I had asked Mom to drop me off at the Sheriff’s office so I could gather some info for a school report. After she left for the market, I asked to see the sheriff saying I had some additional information on the missing children. It wasn’t a minute before I was in his office enjoying his undivided attention. 
 
    When I had told the sheriff about Presley Poole trying to kidnap us and how Mr. Quintin had summarily executed him, the sheriff’s bucket jaw had dropped in disbelief. 
 
    “Who else have you told about this Mr. Poole?” 
 
    “No one.” And the sheriff dropped his pencil as well. 
 
    “And why not?” he asked as he swiveled his desk chair around toward me, his pale, blue eyes boring straight into mine. 
 
    “Mr. Quintin took care of the problem the FBI didn’t. He blew Mr. Poole’s head off then turned and told me to keep my mouth shut. Why would I tell anyone?” 
 
    “Indeed. Why would you?” The sheriff picked his pencil up and studied the point for a time before glancing at me. “Did you know those two men knew each other?” He caught the expression on my face. “I see you didn’t.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk. “The FBI had Mr. Poole under surveillance for some time before concluding he had nothing to do with the disappearances of kids in this area. They observed Mr. Quintin meeting with him on several occasions for an hour or more at a time. I suspect the two were working together. Trading ideas. Then when Poole got careless and let you two get away, Quintin killed him knowing Poole would be caught within the day and would almost certainly give him up to get a deal.” 
 
    The sheriff swung his feet back down and leaned in toward me for a moment as if deciding whether to tell me more. 
 
    “And?” I prompted. 
 
    “Mr. Poole had a sister. A Mirabelle McDuff.” 
 
    “Hartley’s mother?” 
 
    The sheriff nodded, still studying me. “What do you know about Hartley McDuff?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The school bully. Never met him until the first day of sixth grade when he picked on Arlie.” 
 
    The sheriff sat up straight again. “Anything else?” 
 
    “That’s it.” But I had to know. “Did you find any bodies buried on Mr. Poole’s property?” 
 
    “Like the eight bodies Quintin had buried out back. No. But we’re still looking. We can’t account for all the missing kids over the past ten years with just the bodies at the Quintin place.” 
 
    “Why would he bury the evidence needed to convict him in his own back yard?” 
 
    “Most criminals are just stupid. Fortunately. Or we’d never catch half of them. He probably had a little fetish going, too. Probably liked to keep the bodies around so he could steal out to his little garden on occasion to reminisce a bit.” 
 
    “What about his wife? She was out there too wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Yeah. What about her?” 
 
    “Do you know why he killed her?” 
 
    “Argument probably. Her skull was bashed in. Possibly with a shovel according to the coroner—that’s the guy who does the autopsy,” he added for my benefit. “Maybe she caught him out back digging a grave. Or maybe Quintin killed her for some other reason. We just don’t know and Quintin isn’t talking.” He pushed up from his chair. “Anyway, that about wraps it up for us, kid. Really sorry about your brother. At least there won’t be any more damage done by those two.” 
 
    I joined Mom back in the austere waiting area and we walked together out into the late summer heat. I wanted to tell her about my coming back from the future but I dared not. She would probably believe it and would certainly tell Dad and he would almost certainly tell his loud-mouthed brother. And after that there would be no stopping the gossip. 
 
    But if word got out I had knowledge of the future, it would be my end. It wouldn’t take the world long to realize I was too dangerous to be walking around loose. In the wrong hands, such knowledge as I held could topple empires. So I kept my peace, as Aunt Cealie put it, and remained silent the whole trip home. At least events seemed to be settling into the usual humdrum of Stubbinville’s summer doldrums leaving me alone to nurse my regrets. 
 
    I had missed my chance to save Joey. And Ell and her time glider were gone as well. Back to her strange and alien world where she would be prohibited from ever piloting a glider again. I had blown my only chance. And my ineptness had harmed Arlie too. I remained a failure at sheltering and nurturing those around me. It was the same old problem from before I had ever met Ell. 
 
    That night I found myself sitting alone in my study, the air redolent with the scent of oak and old wallpaper, and the memory of Joey asking if he could go camping with me. Almost as an afterthought, I pulled the piece of stationery I had filled with equations almost a year earlier from the bottom of the stack in my desk drawer and stared blankly at the formulas. They meant no more to me now than when I had jotted them down. In my frustration and weariness I crumpled the paper as I leaned back and closed my eyes and, in that instant, the calculations began to churn in my head. In the blackness of my mind formulas stretched out across a deep and boundless emptiness. And at the nadir of that desolation, all but hidden beneath the lesser calculations, lay two indistinct equations. Next to each other. Somehow related, if only I could see the connection. But, try as I might, I could not. The formulas just wouldn’t emerge from their dark void. I shook my head and popped back to reality. Then, not understanding quite why, I resolved to return to the gift of math Ell had given me. I sat up and tried writing down what I had so dimly seen. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26 
 
    It was November before I could get Arlie back over to my house. It wasn’t my parents that were the problem. They had understood the situation Arlie had found himself in and knew he never realized his daddy had killed a lot more people than just his mother. It was Arlie. He still blamed himself for Joey’s death. 
 
    “If it hadn’t been for me following you and Joey home, he would be okay today,” Arlie said. “I got myself in that fix you had to help me out of. Then Joey ran off by himself.” 
 
    He could never bring himself to say that his father had killed Joey. Nor did he ever indicate he understood if he had turned his daddy in for killing his mother only Presley Poole would have been on the loose and Joey would never have run across him. Probably. But, then, who knows. Maybe Poole would have found us anyway and killed us all if Arlie’s daddy hadn’t been available to blow his head off. 
 
    It seemed from my vantage point the old French proverb was true. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. The more things change, the more they stay the same. I had changed everything I could, but the outcome had not budged so much as a jot. 
 
    With Joey gone, my return had become a lost cause. I was left with only one remaining problem I had any hope of solving, and that was whether I had changed things sufficiently that Arlie would not kill himself in a few years. I was pretty sure I had, but, then, I had been pretty sure about Joey’s safety too. At least Arlie seemed in good spirits with the Goodwilloughs. And they liked him as well. Mr. Goodwillough was a wiry, deeply tanned man barely as tall as Arlie. Blue eyes stared out at you from under a shock of snow-white hair. His easy smile made him hard not to like. 
 
    Mr. Goodwillough had bought Arlie a used three-speed and fixed it up with new pedals and tires. Now Arlie careened down the road at high speed, still seeming a split second away from a spill but never quite augering in. His riding was a caricature of his entire life. He rode the verge of disaster. 
 
    We slowly revived our flagging repair business eventually fixing and selling all of the dozen or more lawnmowers Old Man Quintin had hoarded under the eaves. We never did figure out why he had so many mowers nor did Arlie remember him ever bringing any home. Like the Universe, they had just always been there. And the radios began coming in again as well. We stopped making house calls at Mom’s insistence, but the drop-offs increased so that we spent most Saturdays repairing mowers and radios now. 
 
    We began camping trips the next spring when the weather warmed and visited Aunt Cealie with a pot of frozen stew every week. The trip through the swamp to her cabin was painful for me. I could still hear Joey’s laughter ringing through the distant stands of cypress. Aunt Cealie sensed my growing discontent and often sent Arlie off on some made-up errand for her so we could talk. 
 
    “Micajah, you ain’t still blamin’ yourself for Joey is you?” 
 
    “I am to blame, Aunt Cealie. I was given a chance to save him and failed.” 
 
    “Well both you and me knowed what was likely to come along that day and couldn’t both us together put truck to it. Maybe they weren’t no way ever to stop it. Some things just gots to be ‘fore the world can git on its way again.” 
 
    “You don’t really think Joey’s terrible death was necessary do you? I don’t see how such a thing could be possible.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s ‘cause you don’t see ‘cept what you eyes sees. And they only sees what out in front.” 
 
    “You don’t believe there’re things going on behind the scenes controlling all of us do you? Things we can’t see.” 
 
    “I knows they is.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” 
 
    “Cause you here. That thing done dropped you off was behind the scenes ‘fore it slipped out from the deep of night shakin’ the ground and all. It changed you, then, poof, it were gone like January. Jus’ a cold memory. But I suspect it still out there somewhere. Ain’t it?” 
 
    I let out a wistful sigh at the thought of Lovely Pebble. “I see what you’re saying. I guess the same thought had crossed my mind when I first met the thing that came asking for my help. It had to grant me a wish. Had to. Like that genie in the lamp.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie nodded sagely. “An’ we all know ‘bout them wishes granted by them genies. They’s always a catch somewhere ain’t they.” 
 
    “But I got to know this genie. Spent a lot of time with her. It. I know it wasn’t a rigged wish. I knew her better than I know you.” 
 
    “We don’t never know nobody for sure, Micajah. We only knows what our eyes sees and our ears hears. Then we takes that and makes up a somebody. Maybe it’s jus’ like the somebody we sees and hears; maybe it ain’t. Mostly ain’t, been my ‘sperience.” 
 
    Then Arlie turned off the trail and came back across the bridge. “I couldn’t find any purple swamp lilies, Aunt Cealie, so I just brought these white ones instead. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “They’s wonderful, Arlie. I thank you so much. I loves flowers. Just stick them in that busted pitcher over there and sit down here with us for a time and we can chat a bit more.” 
 
    *** 
 
    On the way back to the camp site I mentioned to Arlie that the swamp lilies he had brought back had clean cuts on the stems and asked how he had done that. He reached behind under his shirt and came out with a black metal stiletto about seven inches long including the handle. 
 
    “Ah, that looks wicked,” I noted, a touch of disapproval creeping into my voice. 
 
    With a quick movement he extended his arm, and the stiletto stuck with an authoritative thwonk in a cypress trunk about ten feet away. 
 
    “When did you learn to do that?” 
 
    “After Hartley and his buddies beat me senseless.” 
 
    “I always wanted to be able to throw a knife like that.” 
 
    “It just takes a lot of practice,” Arlie said, in echo of my revelation to him that practice would make a better ballplayer of him. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Way more than I thought at first. I bet I’ve thrown that knife a million times. I’ve almost put a hole in the back wall of the Goodwillough’s garage. He hasn’t seen it yet, but my butt will be grass and he’ll be the lawnmower when he finds it.” Arlie stepped over to the cypress and worked the stiletto back and forth until it pulled free. Then, with an across-the-chest motion, he embedded the knife in a red bay fifteen feet to his right. I was duly impressed. 
 
    “You know that little blade could kill someone don’t you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have put all this effort into learning to throw it if I didn’t know that.” 
 
    I shrugged and shook my head in acceptance of Arlie’s not unreasonable desire never to be beaten senseless again. “Well, just be careful how you deploy that thing. You don’t want to end up in court on aggravated assault charges. Or worse.” 
 
    “It’s a last resort, Cage. If I had been able to do this on the first day of school, Joey would be here with us now.” 
 
    That pretty much shut me up. 
 
    After dinner I slid off my log seat onto the sand and sat quietly gazing into the fire. It wasn’t long, though, before Arlie began tossing leaves and dried twigs into the dying blaze and asking why animals were afraid of fire and whether bears could run as fast as people. As I answered his questions one by one, dusk settled in around us. Finally I remembered the tin of Mom’s brownies in the bottom of my pack. 
 
    By the time we finished the last brownie, the evening’s clouds had dissipated revealing a full moon hanging low over the woodland. As the white river sand picked up the silvery radiance, tall pines cast their lean and ghostly shadows like prison bars across our camp locking us into the evening’s gloom. Even Arlie fell silent. Beyond the trees, the muffled booms of nighthawks diving along the river punctuated the dulcet call of chuck-wills-widows. I leaned back against the old log and considered how changed Arlie was from a year ago. 
 
    It was more obvious to me than ever his life had been one long trauma. First his mother murdered leaving him with only Old Man Quintin, her killer, for refuge. Then being picked on in school. Beaten. And finally brutally rejected by his father later the same day. Yet, here he was, still hacking his way through life. He was perhaps the strongest person I would ever know. And I suspected he would need every bit of that strength as life closed in around him. But for now, the summer was ours. As our fire crackled slowly to guttering embers, I pushed up from my resting place. 
 
    “So, Arlie. Want to hit the river before turning in?” 
 
    “The last time I went swimming with you we ended up running naked through half the town with barking dogs and police cars on our tail. I think I’ll pass.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. I’ll be neck deep in the cool water if you change your mind.” 
 
    But Arlie didn’t change his mind. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27 
 
    The only class Arlie and I shared in junior high was study hall. I worried about Arlie making his way through the day without me because Hartley and his buddies were back in public school again after their year in the reformatory. And I knew Arlie had English class with Hartley and math with one of Hartley’s stooges. 
 
    “They’re not so tough when they’re separated,” Arlie said as one of Hartley’s little camarilla passed us in study hall with a studied glare before dropping heavily into a seat in the back of the room. It seemed to me Hartley’s group stalked Arlie from a distance. I could see how they might have projected all of their failings and subsequent year of reform school onto Arlie. Projection, after all, was the refuge of the stupid, ensnared in traps of their own design and unable to grasp that their inane flailing about had triggered the deadfall to drop on their own heads. Still, I feared for Arlie. Stupidity was a fearsome enemy when it showed up in numbers. 
 
    But we were both careful and stuck by each other, and seventh grade passed with nothing in particular to remember it by. 
 
    Eighth grade was altogether different. 
 
    I knew the company Dad worked for would go bankrupt when the Eisenhower administration cancelled most of the small public works projects to concentrate on bigger programs like the Interstate Highway System. Dad’s company had made copper fittings for solar water heaters. The only company installing solar heaters was Pan American Solar Heating in Tampa and most of their work was on public housing. When they went under, Dad’s company went under right behind them. I knew by end of school he would get a job offer from a company in California that produced military grade fittings for what would become intercontinental ballistic missiles to heave our newly invented hydrogen warheads into the Soviet Union should we ever think of a good reason to do that. But California was still months in the future. 
 
    At the moment, I was worried about what would happen to Arlie when I abandoned him for the West Coast. I was the only friend he had. And he had more than enough enemies in Hartley and his minions. 
 
    Arlie had finally put on a little bulk and was almost as tall as me, but both of us remained a bit small for our age. I knew I had a growth spurt coming in the tenth grade that would carry me to six feet, but I was an ectomorph in bone structure and a hundred and seventy-five pounds was the most I had ever weighed. Arlie was small boned too. He always looked like it wouldn’t take much to break him permanently. 
 
    Meanwhile, I struggled to keep things straight in my head. My former friends passed by but were now only nodding acquaintances. It was hard to keep track of who knew me and who didn’t. I passed a girl I had previously known since fifth grade but we had never met this time through. I greeted her casually, “Hi, Colleen.” 
 
    She turned with a blank look. “Oh, hi, yourself.” She had no idea who I was. 
 
    And suddenly neither did I. I found it impossible to decant off my former memories. I was remembering things that would never happen. And worse, I suspected in the clarity of hindsight, Joey’s death the first time around had probably precipitated my need to sustain the emotional distance I had kept throughout my life. And now I had two memories of Joey’s death. And both were crushing. 
 
    But what could I do? 
 
    I could try starting over out in California. Leave all of the Stubbinville baggage behind. Arlie being not the least of the problems, I suspected. Yet my friendship with Arlie had gone a long way in overcoming my early detachment from others. Now I was leaving him behind for yet another life in yet another place and realized I needed his unswerving friendship more than ever. 
 
    So I ended up doing what I had always done. I persevered, hoping something would change. And eventually it did. On the last day of eighth grade. 
 
    Arlie and I were pedaling our bikes slowly down the quiet street we always took till we had to part ways for our respective homes. Arlie was going on about the usual banalities of the day when all four of Hartley’s gang stepped out from behind a holly hedge and wrenched the handlebars of our bikes to the side spilling us onto the street. As I scrambled to my feet, Hartley stood swishing a baseball bat and sporting an optimistic grin. His carrot-topped understudy stood next to him twirling an old golf club. 
 
    Hartley decided to toy with Arlie a bit before beginning the festivities. “We all had a really bad year last year thanks to you, Tinker Bell.” 
 
    Arlie didn’t seem to be afraid anymore. Not of anything. With unflinching audacity he corrected, “Actually it was year before last, but how was that my fault? If none of the four of you cowards could figure out ganging up on me and beating me unconscious might get you in trouble, you must be stupid times four.” 
 
    It took Hartley a few seconds to come up with a retort. “Yeah, well you got a real smart mouth don’t you, Tink.” But that only opened him up to further insult. 
 
    “Not really. But I can see how it might sound smart to someone stupid as you. If you four can scrape up an IQ of 70, you’ll leave me alone. Last time you messed with me it cost you a year in reform school. This time it will cost you a lot more. I promise.” 
 
    That brought forth a flurry of snorts and chuckles. “Ouuuuu. We’re shakin’ in our boots, Beanpole.” 
 
    Arlie’s eyes drilled into Hartley’s holding his attention like a mongoose might hold a cobra’s. Hartley blinked several times. “Just remember. I warned you.” 
 
    But Carrot Top, who had moved to Arlie’s right, raised his golf club. “Yeah, well here’s a warning for you, Beanpo…” 
 
    Arlie was too fast to follow. He must have removed his stiletto while I was getting to my feet and eyeing Hartley’s baseball bat. When I looked in the direction of the gurgle, Arlie’s little, black knife had taken up lodging in Carrot Top’s throat just below his formerly slack-jawed face now agog with newfound wonder. His crossed eyes focused in on the end of the haft protruding from just under his chin. Arlie stepped over and yanked the weapon out and Carrot Top slid earthward like the tripped blade of a well-oiled guillotine. 
 
    Hartley’s eyes bulged in disbelief for a second before he remembered he held the baseball bat. It took him slightly longer to raise the bat for a swing than it took Arlie to dive down between Hartley’s legs and drive the stiletto deep into his inner thigh slicing an opening I think I could have stuck my whole fist into. Hartley still swung the bat, but Arlie was out the other side and starting to stand up behind him as the bat splintered on the pavement. Hartley stared in dismay at the broken bat for a few seconds before realizing he was pumping prodigious quantities of blood out of his femoral artery. 
 
    “You really are stupid aren’t you,” Arlie hissed in Hartley’s ear. “Remember how just a few seconds ago I told you to leave me alone or you’d regret messing with me? So how smart do you feel now, Jackass?” 
 
    But Hartley didn’t rise to Arlie’s taunt. Like Carrot Top before him, Hartley had grown acutely aware of an unanticipated personal problem that required his undivided attention. He dropped the bat handle with a squeaky, “Oh shit,” and grabbed his thigh with both hands, squirting streams of blood out onto the pavement as he clamped down. Meanwhile, Carrot Top lay wide-eyed in the road whistling through the hole in his windpipe as he blew out foamy mounds of reddish bubbles. Having not foreseen any of this, I walked over in a near trance to pick up Carrot Top’s nine iron. There was no hurry. The fight was over. 
 
    Behind me Arlie was yelling, “Run, you fat-assed, chicken shit.” The inane notion I should take him aside and teach him how to swear properly crossed my mind. I turned just in time to see him kick Hartley in the butt as he hobbled up the street after the other two who were now a half-block ahead of him. Harley called out plaintively, “Hey, wait up,” just before he stumbled headlong onto the pavement. 
 
    Arlie turned calmly back toward me, his face serene in the afternoon light. “That felt really good,” he said as he walked over and carefully wiped the blood off his stiletto on Carrot Top’s pants. Belatedly, it came to me that I should have used my eighty years of experience to talk our way out of the confrontation. We would have been on our way back home by now. But Arlie had been handling the situation so well. He had brought Hartley to a near standstill in their one-sided battle of wits. Until Carrot Top’s ill-advised flanking attack. Then without warning, it was over. 
 
    It finally occurred to me to stop deliberating about what I should have done and go find a phone to call an ambulance. If either Hartley or Carrot Top died, there would be no end to Arlie’s already considerable problems. And he would be alone in another few weeks. 
 
    By the time I returned, Arlie had set our bikes back up on their kickstands and stood waiting for me like he was ready to get underway. He was still breathing heavily and wiped his face on his sleeve as I approached. In spite of his diminutive size, he looked dangerous. Hell, he was dangerous. And I was his mentor. And I no longer had any idea what I was doing. Or what I had done. I hoped maybe he was just hidden away somewhere down deep under the carnage that was his life since meeting me. 
 
    The distant wail of the approaching ambulance seemed as much a warning for me to regain control of the situation as for clearing traffic. Now I needed to save Arlie yet again, but I had no idea how. The profound awareness I was about to fail at my one remaining objective, saving Arlie, settled over me like a cold fog, obscuring any idea of what might lie ahead. 
 
    Hartley had bled out by the time the ambulance arrived, but Carrot Top was still conscious and, except for the bird calls emanating from just below his Adam’s apple, seemed quite normal. Arlie had performed a near perfect tracheotomy. As the EMTs loaded Carrot Top into the ambulance, the police arrived. Arlie blew out an impatient breath. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m screwed now.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28 
 
    Back home, Mom listened about ten seconds before ignition. 
 
    “My God, Cager, these are the same kids that nearly killed you and Arlie the day Joey was murdered?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She raged about the kitchen for almost a minute before sitting down at the breakfast table and fanning her face with her hands. Finally calm again, she said, “By the way, where’s Arlie now?” 
 
    “The police took him. I told him not to say anything without an attorney but he didn’t listen. He was confident he had only given them what they had coming and told the cops as much. They weren’t interested in my version. Just got my name then told me they had all they needed and for me to go home.” 
 
    “Well, where did Arlie learn to throw a knife? Did you teach him that?” 
 
    “Me? I don’t know how to throw a knife. It’s just something he picked up.” 
 
    “He just picked up how to throw a stiletto into one boy’s throat and slash open a major artery of another? I just don’t believe that.” 
 
    “And neither will the police.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. Maybe we should go down to the sheriff’s office and make sure Arlie’s being treated properly.” Mom looked up at me for a moment. “I’ll get my purse. Meet me at the car.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Arlie was just leaving with the Goodwilloughs when we pulled up. Mom and I were about to join them when an incoherent bellowing rose up from the far end of the parking lot. A fleshy, red-faced man in grimy overalls staggered drunkenly toward Arlie waving arms about and screaming obscenities. The two boys who had run away earlier stood behind him watching with a good measure of excitement on their faces. It was obviously Hartley McDuff’s father. Fortunately, a deputy pulled into the lot at the same time. 
 
    Arlie just stood his ground as McDuff bore down on him. To his credit Mr. Goodwillough stepped in front of Arlie but McDuff simply threw Goodwillough aside and grabbed Arlie by the neck. He was shaking Arlie like a rat when the deputy dropped McDuff with a truncheon. I noticed the two boys climb back into the truck. I let the deputy know that two of the attackers involved in a death a few hours earlier were at the end of the parking lot. The deputy stepped over to his patrol car and called for backup. After that, pandemonium ensued. 
 
    The boys made a run for it when they saw the deputy approaching. Unfortunately for them, the parking lot had an eight foot chain link fence surrounding it. For the deputy, it was like chasing goldfish around a bowl. He finally caught one of the boys by his collar but the other made a break for the still-open entry gate. It was Sweat Rings, the plump kid I had almost neutered that day Joey was taken. He was pumping hard as he flew across the gravel lot. 
 
    “Outta my way, dip wad,” he wheezed, already out of breath as he bore down on me. 
 
    I obliged but stuck my foot out as he hurtled by at full tilt. It was one of the more satisfying moments of the eighth grade ... the over-extended, loping strides as he tried to get his feet back under his center of gravity but never quite making it. The continued forward plummet. The beefy arms reaching out, stiff, to break the unstoppable fall. Gravel spattering out ahead of him as his knees hit the ground. Then his palms. Then the satisfying bounce of his head as his face rebounded from the gravel surface. I thought for a moment about going over and holding him down until the deputy could get to him but figured it would be better to let him get away. They wouldn’t have any difficulty finding him now that they had his buddy. Maybe they could add another charge to his growing list of misdemeanors. 
 
    He pulled himself up and wobbled toward the entrance. As he reached the open gate, he leaned against the hinge post for a moment glaring back at me. Blood dripped from his chin. 
 
    I waved. “Did you have a nice trip?” 
 
    He gave me the finger and limped away. About that time two more patrol cars bounced into the parking lot spilling deputies to join those already clambering out of the sheriff’s office. 
 
    The cops had hauled the belligerent McDuff up onto his feet again, handcuffed, but not finished with his attack on Arlie. This was becoming a familiar scene. Two deputies grabbed him as he tried to sucker-rush Arlie who still stood his ground, defiance radiating from his face. 
 
    “You’ll pay for killin’ my boy you worthless little runt. When I get loose from here I’ll hunt you down and make you wish you was never born, boy.” He was still babbling threats as they hauled him into the booking area. The kid who didn’t get away scowled menacingly at Arlie as the deputy dragged him along by the shirt collar. I noticed Mom taking it all in. 
 
    After the dust cleared and Mom was talking with the Goodwilloughs, I asked Arlie how it went. 
 
    He glanced up at me uneasily. “Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut like you said.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29 
 
    That should have been the end of it, but Southern scion, Tiberius Colcraine the 3rd, the district attorney, still pumped from his slam-dunk conviction of Mr. Quintin, had seen Arlie’s unrepentant statement and the photo of the black stiletto still showing traces of blood along the blade edge. He decided he couldn’t pass up the chance to put Old Man Quintin’s son away too. 
 
    “This bad seed has sprouted from the same bloody ground as his child-molesting father. No innocent boy carries a razor sharp stiletto in a secret sheath to school every day unless he intends to use it. And use it he did. Not to deter, but to kill.” the paper quoted. “This was no random meeting. This was a setup for revenge and murder and I intend to prove it in a court of law.” 
 
    DA Colcraine’s statement had some truth, of course, but was viewed through the wrong end of the looking glass. It was Hartley who had set himself up for a homicide. But now that the prosecutor had made his intention public, things began to happen in rapid succession. 
 
    Clearly, it was to be a show trial. The charge was manslaughter. While not as serious as the father’s charges, it would, nonetheless, add a feather to Colcraine’s cap. Or rather his imitation cowboy hat—a straw replica worn mostly by Florida okra growers. It was an affront to real cowboys everywhere—but in his own mind Colcraine rode the Pine Barrens of West Florida thwarting evil. Even if he wasn’t able to recognize it when he tripped over it. And, counterfeit cowboy or not, he had Arlie dead in his sights and the prosecutorial resources of the entire state of Florida to back him up. 
 
    It was now out of my hands. 
 
    *** 
 
    Before school was ever out I had planned a last camping trip for Arlie and me. It was to be our final big outing together before I left for California. Arlie rode up on his bicycle that afternoon as he always did. I had told him earlier about Dad’s new job. He was keenly disappointed but he knew how to handle disappointment. He was probably the world’s expert at it. 
 
    The weather looked fair that day except for a yellow-tinted sky that told of burning cane fields across the river. They only burned the fields when rain was expected later. Well, we could handle a little rain. We were busily packing up our gear in the garage when Mom came out and told us both to sit down and pay attention. 
 
    “I just got a call from Henry Goodwillough. A U.S. marshal has been by his house to pick you up, Arlie. Henry told the marshal you were out riding your bike and would be back later. The marshal told Mr. Goodwillough to call him when you returned.” 
 
    “What’s all that mean, Mrs. Fenton?” Arlie was concerned. His eyes said so. 
 
    “I guess the prosecutor has made good on his promise to charge you in that boy’s death. The marshal had a warrant for your arrest. You’ll probably have to be booked and remain in jail until Henry can make bail for you.” 
 
    Arlie’s borderline calm vanished at that last statement. “Jail?” 
 
    “It will just be until the judge sets your bail.” 
 
    “No. Don’t let them put me in jail.” He stood up, his eyes darting about as if searching out a place to hide. He gyrated first one way then another while rooted to the same spot, shaking his hands like maybe they had gone to sleep. The old Arlie had returned. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be all right, Arlie. You’re a juvenile. It won’t be a real jail. It will probably be a detention center. In Pensacola maybe. I don’t know.” 
 
    “You’ve got to help me. Please. I need someplace to hide until I can make a clean getaway. Just until tomorrow. I need time to think.” 
 
    “Arlie, sit down and listen for a minute.” Mom had a way of speaking sometimes that was hard to ignore. Arlie sat back down and listened. “You and Cager go ahead with your camping trip. I’ll work with Henry to see if we can find some way for you not to have to spend any time away from them.” She stood up to go. “So why don’t you two go ahead and set up somewhere back out of view from this side of the river. Way back.” She glanced at me and I nodded that I understood. “Good. You’ll be in Alabama. They have no jurisdiction over there. By the time you get back, we’ll have something worked out. Okay?” 
 
    Arlie hugged Mom for a long time. “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Fenton. Thank you.” 
 
    Mom smoothed his rumpled hair. “It’ll be okay, Arlie.” 
 
    I had never known Mom to lie, but there was no way this was going to be okay. 
 
    “I guess we better get packed up and out of here then,” I said. “Arlie go hide your bike in the weeds behind the garage. You know. Just in case they come here looking for you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We trekked north, upriver of our usual crossing. Around a sharp bend well away from the road, we dropped our packs in a sandy area and set up camp. Arlie had perked up a bit at the news Mom was going to work something out. I didn’t say anything to remedy his misconception. As I drove home the last tent peg, Arlie stood looking at the sky’s sickening, yellow cast. 
 
    “Looks kind of scary, Cage. Like maybe the world might be ending soon.” 
 
    “It’s just smoke in the air. It’ll be gone by morning after the cane fields burn off. Probably means rain, though.” 
 
    That reminded me we needed to get ready for the deluge. I showed Arlie how to trench around the tent to carry runoff away from the inside. 
 
    “Where’d you learn to do all this, Cage?” 
 
    “My dad’s Boy Scout handbook mostly.” I began gathering firewood and throwing it over by the fire pit we had made. “We might want to get our cooking fire started now in case the rain comes early. I don’t want to sit in the tent hungry all night.” 
 
    After a dinner of bread twist, canned corn, and fried tuna melt wrapped in flour tortillas we polished off a cup each of Mom’s bread pudding and lay back to watch the sky grow dark. Turkey buzzards wheeled lazily off to the east across the river. 
 
    “You think this’ll be all right, Cage? You think your mom can work something out?” 
 
    “If anyone can, she can. I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    “I’m a bad seed, Cage. That’s what the paper said. It’s true too. I helped Daddy bury my own mamma after he killed her. Never told a soul. Not a damn soul.” He shook his head in obvious disgust with himself. 
 
    This was all new. “How old were you when that happened?” 
 
    “Third grade. I remember pushing dirt into her grave like crazy. To fill the hole up before Daddy pushed me in there too.” 
 
    In that moment I understood my coming back had made a difference after all. Arlie was more alone than anyone I had ever known. Aunt Cealie had warned me he had a secret darker even than mine, but I had not imagined Arlie could harbor a fear his own father might bury him alive. Yet he managed to appear so normal - not that Arlie was any exemplar of normal. But Arlie was continuing. 
 
    “Mamma had a plan, though. One Daddy never figured out.” 
 
    “What plan?” 
 
    Arlie snapped his mouth shut with an audible click. He turned toward me, eyes fearful. “Don’t say anything, okay?” 
 
    “I won’t. I don’t know anything to say.” 
 
    “I go on too much sometimes. I have to stop doing that. I did that when the police were asking me about the fight. I should have just shut up like you told me and I wouldn’t be in this mess. It’s my own making.” 
 
    “No it’s not, Arlie. Hartley set up his own death. He was even responsible for Joey running for help and getting… well.” I didn’t want to restate his daddy’s role that day. 
 
    “I know, Cage. I’m sorry. I should have told on him. I just didn’t know who to tell. And if they didn’t believe me …. It was a fix. A real fix I was in. But I should have told anyway. I know that now. Too late.” 
 
    “You did what you had to, Arlie. And you made it through.” Anything I said beyond that, I realized would never ring true coming from me, Joey’s brother. And I knew Arlie understood that as well. We sat silently for a time watching the fire consume the last of our gathered wood. 
 
    “I should have at least told you, Cage. You’re my best friend. Best friends are supposed to tell each other everything aren’t they?” 
 
    “I never heard that before but I guess maybe it’s true.” Was Arlie about to tell me something else? Some last secret that would destroy our bond? If he was, I didn’t want to hear it. It didn’t matter now. In a few days we would never see each other again. So, unaware Arlie would not last the evening, I fended him off. “Or maybe some things are just better left unsaid.” 
 
    He looked up from the fire to the darkening horizon, his face drawn, his eyes wizened far beyond their tender years. “Yeah. Probably so.” 
 
    I went back to the tent and returned with a package of marshmallows and we both ran out into the deepening twilight to find sticks suitable for roasting them over the fire. 
 
    A half hour later, night was on us. Another moonless evening of dark clouds and stifling heat. I could smell rain in the air now. It wasn’t far off and we would soon be driven into our tent for the night. I stood up and starting stripping off for a swim. “Come on, Arlie. You up for a cool dip before turning in?” 
 
    He sat watching me pile my clothes in the tent in case the rain arrived before we were through swimming. “What the heck,” he shrugged. “Nothing much matters after tonight anyway.” 
 
    I was still a few feet from the bank when Arlie shot past me to plunge headlong into the cold water. He came up sputtering and screaming from the shock, his shrill voice echoing hollowly up and down the river. I started to tell him to be quiet in case anyone was looking for us. The thought that McDuff might have made bail by now had crossed my mind. Instead, I stood on the bank and asked rhetorically, “Is it cold?” and received a spray of icy water for my answer. 
 
    We eventually swam to the other side and sat on the beach for a while plunking an occasional pebble into the current and listening to night’s little sounds piercing the darkness. 
 
    Finally Arlie stood up and waded a few feet out into the river. “What’s Perdido mean, Cage? I always wondered where that name came from.” 
 
    “It’s Spanish. They named the river. It means lost.” 
 
    Arlie turned back toward me, his indistinct silhouette coalescing with the dark currents behind him leaving only a disembodied voice. “Lost?” He snorted out a short laugh. “That’s me, Cage. I’m so lost. And here I’ve lived on the Lost River my whole life and never knew it.” 
 
    I was about to offer a word of encouragement, but the first spattering of rain beat down on us only to relent a few seconds later. 
 
    “Better get back in the river before we get wet,” Arlie said diving headlong into the dark waters. 
 
    We were mid-stream when the first lightning bolt seared a tall pine a few hundred yards away. The pine needles flared into a fireball in the tree’s upper reaches then quickly fell dark as heavy rain slaked the crackling flames. The acrid smell of ozone now permeated the air as bullet-sized raindrops pummeled our heads. We pushed hard for the opposite bank. 
 
    I was halfway back to the tent when it came. An, “Oomph.” Arlie had stumbled and fallen in the darkness. As I turned to wait for him in case he got disoriented and ran off in the wrong direction, a sheet of lightning lit the beach freezing everything like a black and white photograph out of Life Magazine. Arlie was just pushing up from his fall, hands out in front in case he tripped again. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Then the imploding darkness extinguished the image. Seconds passed before a third bolt, almost simultaneous with the crash of thunder, recaptured the scene. Arlie was ten feet away and running toward me full tilt. The collision bowled me over. Arlie lay sprawled on top for a second before I found my voice. 
 
    “What the hell, Arlie.” I struggled to my feet as another searing flash flooded the beach in a blue-white radiance. Arlie was coiling up into a sitting position. 
 
    Just as dark cyphers running deep within the glider’s time-battered hull had begotten Ell, so had Arlie’s life of trauma spawned this new creature washed clean of its sin in the chill rain. Under a flickering riff of chain lightning, it looked up at me. 
 
    “So, you finally know.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Arlie! Why didn’t you ever tell me?” 
 
    But Arlie made no further reply. The drumbeat of rain all but washed out her sobbing. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30 
 
    By early morning the weather had cleared. As we made our way along the trail to Aunt Cealie’s, I contemplated the parallels between Arlie and Ell. Both had seemed to be something they weren’t. And had done quite well at it. So well, I wondered whether I would ever be able to accept Arlie as a female. But, at least Arlie being a girl explained a lot. The delicate features. The pretty-boy look I had taken to be, perhaps, gay back in fifth grade. The refusal to go skinny dipping when the moon was out. The panic over going to jail where …. Then we came to the old bridge and I put my ruminations to rest for a time. Aunt Cealie waved from the porch as we crossed over to her island. 
 
    “I see by that look you done figured it out, Micajah.” 
 
    That stopped me in my tracks. She had said Arlie would astonish me one day. Apparently this was what she’d had in mind. But how could she have known? 
 
    “Come on up and sit a spell. And don’t look so surprised. Arlie’s a girl. Been one all along.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you tell me earlier?” 
 
    “Ain’t my place to go ‘round layin’ out everbody’s secrets like they was teacakes at a church sociable. I figured she had her reasons.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said a little warily, remembering what Aunt Cealie knew about me, “but how did you know that first day?” 
 
    “I sees what’s right in front of me. Always has. Girls and boys is different, in case you ain’t noticed yet.” 
 
    “I know that, Aunt Cealie. But I never thought to check… you know. I never suspected a thing.” 
 
    “They’s lots more differences than… you know,” she teased. 
 
    I finally sat down next to her. She patted the empty chair on the other side and Arlie slipped into it. 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. 
 
    “Almost everthing. But the first tell is they walk. Saw it the first moment I laid eyes on her. Boys throws they feets out forwards. Always in a hurry. Girls moves them more dainty-like. Almost like they hesitate to put they foots out too fast.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “No. That ain’t it. They’s lots more if you know how to see. Like that day I sent Arlie out to fetch me some purple swamp lilies. Ain’t no such thing, a course, but a boy would of come back and said he couldn’t find none and be did wid it. But Arlie come back wid white lilies when she couldn’t find no purple ones. That’s how girls does things. An’ then there’s that elbow backward bend thing ….” She cocked her head and studied me for a moment. “But you ain’t here to tell me you just found out Arlie’s a girl is you?” 
 
    “No. I’m not. But it’s a long story.” 
 
    “Well, I only gots ‘til the Good Lord finally see he done left me down here overlong in dis swamp, so you best get to it.” 
 
    It took the better part of a jar of mint tea to relate the whole story, including the parts Arlie had told me in the tent during the storm. The part about how Old Man Quintin had said before Arlie was even born that he had no more use for a damn girl than he had for a cat with a litter of kittens and he would drown both if he ever got stuck with them. Arlie’s mother had taken him at his word. Probably would have left if she hadn’t been pregnant. But she knew Old Quintin wasn’t going to help change any diapers or bathe any babies so she just told him he had a son. 
 
    When Arlie was about four, she told her they had a secret that “Daddy” must never know about. To make sure Arlie remembered, her mother had warned her that “Daddy” might get rid of her if he found out she wasn’t a boy. Arlie had lived in dread her whole life. She knew instinctively what “get rid of” meant around the Quintin household. Mr. Quintin was always “getting rid of” things. Stray dogs and cats. And mothers. 
 
    When I finished, Aunt Cealie leaned back and thought about all she had heard. Finally she turned to Arlie. “Then what’s your real name? Did your mamma ever tell you?” 
 
    “Arlene. She named me that so she could use the first part for my boy name.” 
 
    “Then how come you didn’t go to bein’ a girl after your pappy was put in jail for good?” 
 
    “I was Arlen by then. Everybody knew me. My teachers. Everybody. What would they think if they found out I was a girl all this time pretending to be a boy? Even the girls wouldn’t want me hanging around them. I was already the class loser. I didn’t want it to get any worse than it already was. But I knew I couldn’t be a boy much longer. They were talking about putting showers in the school gym over the summer.” Arlene glanced briefly at me then back down. 
 
    Strangely, it occurred to me I was now the official class loser. The last boy picked. Arlie had been a girl. Then I had an epiphany. I was about to bring it up when the two crows homesteading the porch railing began to flutter and ruffle their feathers and for a moment the world swung in a different direction. 
 
    “If I ain’t wrong, that’s Julene coming up the trail. Your mamma tol’ me last month you all was moving off to Callyfornia. She wanted to know if I would come along.” Aunt Cealie shook her head. “I done a good job raising your mamma, Micajah. Ain’t no one else in this world would ask a ole swamp woman like me to go to Callyfornia with them. ‘Course I tol’ her no. I gots too many swamp friends counts on me to jus’ pick up and leave without no notice. Ain’t that right, Luther,” she said to the nearest crow. He bobbed his head several times and flew up to land on the back of her chair where he let rip an appreciative dollop of crow shit to spatter on the porch floor. 
 
    About that time Mom turned off the swamp trail, stew pot in hand. When she saw all of us, she paused on the bridge in a brilliant shaft of morning light. “Well, aren’t you boys nice to come see Aunt Cealie. I hope they aren’t bothering you.” 
 
    “No more ‘n scratchin’ a dog’s ears bother him. Good to see you here too, Julene. I ‘spect this might be close to the last time. I can’t tell you…, well, ain’t no need to go there. An’ bless your heart, I see you done packed in another pot of your heavenly stew. Come on up here. We was just talking out some problems and I ‘spect you can help. You always was a smart one.” 
 
    Mom stepped into the cabin for a few seconds and returned without the pot. Aunt Cealie shooed me off my chair and motioned for her to sit down. “Problem?” Mom said. “Oh, you mean the thing with Arlie. Yeah, I haven’t had any luck with that yet.” 
 
    Then I remembered the recent revelation I hadn’t gotten a chance to mention. When the chatter died down I said, “I have a solution to the whole thing.” All heads turned toward me. “That arrest warrant is for Arlen Quintin. There is no such person.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie clapped her hands together once. “I knowed you was a smart boy. Jus’ like your mamma. Yes, that’s it.” 
 
    “What on earth are you talking about, Cager? He’s sitting right here.” 
 
    “That’s not Arlie. Or Arlen. That’s Arlene. She’s a girl.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie began to cackle. “Julene, I wish you could see your face. You look like the day you found out Santy Clause and the Easter Bunny wudn’t real.” 
 
    “Well, Arlie isn’t the Easter Bunny.” 
 
    “He might’s well be. When we through, he gonna be just as hard to find.” 
 
    “Okay, you all want to let me in on the secret.” 
 
    Mom sniffled and wiped away loose tears as I finished Arlene’s story. “All we have to do is take her with us when we leave for California,” I said. 
 
    “Well, not quite all. It won’t take the district attorney long to figure out Arlie disappeared the same time his best friend’s family moved out of town. He isn’t that stupid. And the whole bunch of us would be arrested for harboring a fugitive. No. I’m not putting my family at risk over this.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re probably right, Mom. The justice system is there to take care of stuff like this. The women’s penitentiary should make a nice home for Arlene as the years pass.” 
 
    “It was a fully justified killing, Cager. Self-defense,” Mom countered. 
 
    “Then the public defender will have no trouble against an experienced, self-aggrandizing state prosecutor with a political motive and unlimited state funding. The added twist of the defendant having masqueraded as the opposite sex her whole life as well as being the offspring of a child killer should convince the jury the prosecution is just grandstanding. Especially since they’re moving to try Arlie as an adult.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie, brows raised, glanced up at me and shook her finger once before dropping her hand to her lap. The message was clear. I had stepped out of character. Spoken as an adult. But Mom was too upset to notice. It was a moment I feared would haunt me the rest of my life. I had just served my own mother with a moral summons. But I knew Aunt Cealie had raised her, and I knew Aunt Cealie would have instilled a strong sense of justice in her. It was the only time I ever heard her swear. 
 
    She threw one arm up. “All right then. Arlie, you’re coming with us.” 
 
    “Arlene,” I corrected. 
 
    “Yes, yes. Arlene. Okay. We’ll all go to California. The whole damn bunch of us.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie held her hands up for calm. “I knowed you’d figure that all out, Julene. Now you jus’ gots one more step then you home free.” 
 
    “What’s that, Aunt Cealie? Change our names? That won’t work either. They’re expecting the Fentons out there in California.” 
 
    “No. Ain’t nothing like that. Arlie jus’ need to kill hisself off. Then won’t nobody be looking for him in Callyfornia, or anywhere else for that matter. And even if they do, they ain’t gonna find Arlie. They gonna find Arlene and when they check… you know,” she winked at me, “they gonna climb back in they cars and go home thinking they been looking up a dead dog’s butt the whole time.” 
 
    Mom’s impatience finally took over. “Aunt Cealie, Arlie killing himself, herself, doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Just like always, you ain’t listening to your Aunt Cealie. Been done before and you knows it.” 
 
    Mom fell silent for a moment studying the spattered crow shit. 
 
    “You mean ….” 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “That might actually work,” Mom looked up. “What ever happened to him anyway.” 
 
    “Tarnation if I knows. Never heared from him again. He took to the plan, I ‘spose. Anyhow, he got clean away and weren’t nobody ever the wiser.” 
 
    “So, what’s the story?” I asked. “What did you all do?” 
 
    Aunt Cealie leaned back. “You tell it, Julene. It were your idea.” 
 
    Mom faltered for a moment then cleared her throat with a nervous glance in my direction. 
 
    “Old Elijah, Lige to us, was a cousin on Aunt Cealie’s mamma’s side. He had killed a white man over a hog. Well, over the cuts on the hog’s ear that marked it as belonging to Lige. The white man insisted the mark was his. He used a triple cut and Lige a two and a half cut and the argument was over whether the half cut was actually a whole cut. But when the white man stepped over to his horse, slid a rifle out of its case, and pointed it at Lige, Lige pulled a little, two-shot derringer he kept in his boot top for just such an occasion. His first shot hit the man in the forehead and killed him instantly. 
 
    “There were three witnesses to the shooting. Two white men and Aunt Cealie. It was immediately clear the two men were going to say Lige had no reason to shoot since the other man hadn’t cocked the lever to load a round, but Lige had no way of knowing whether a round was already chambered. It didn’t take long for word to get around town, and by nightfall things were getting rowdy, and the sheriff was off somewhere leaving only his deputy who was useless on the best of days. Anyway, to get to the point, Lige was either going to be lynched or convicted by an all-white jury and hanged. So Aunt Cealie and I worked out a plan that night. 
 
    “Lige’s wife had died just a few weeks earlier and was buried in the woods nearby. Aunt Cealie and I dug her up and laid her out in Lige’s house. We all said a prayer over her then I fired the second round of Lige’s little derringer into her head. I put the gun in her hand and set the house on fire. Lige lost everything he had but his life and the mule he rode off on. 
 
    “The next morning the deputy came out and poked around in the ashes a few minutes before declaring Lige had set his house on fire and then killed himself. It was an easy mistake since there wasn’t much left of Lige’s wife. Just enough bones to show there was a human with a bullet hole in its head lying in the ashes next to a derringer. If the sheriff had been there, he would probably have noticed the skeleton was too small to be Lige, but that didn’t happen.” Mom paused with her hand to her cheek. “Lord, Aunt Cealie, I never told that story before to anyone. Not even Jim.” 
 
    “You always did make a good restin’ spot for a secret, Julene.” 
 
    “So where do we dig up a body everyone will think is Arlie?” I asked. 
 
    “No. We ain’t doin’ that again,” Aunt Cealie said. “Fire done saved ol’ Lige. Water gonna save Arlie. An’ we needs to get busy on that right now. When we done, that prosecutor man gonna think his chance to show off his fancy lawyerin’ done gone straight to Blazes with that bad seed, Arlie Quintin.” 
 
    A half hour later we had our plan. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31 
 
    I returned to the rear of the garage where Arlie, well, Arlene had stashed her bike, pulled it out of the brush, and pedaled it down to the old High Pine Bridge. Making sure I was alone, I pushed the bike off the bridge onto the rocks and dropped one of the shoes she had worn that day down beside it. After checking again that no one saw me, I scrambled down the bank and pulled out a little aspirin bottle nearly filled with blood Aunt Cealie had collected from a cut she made in the side of Arlene’s palm. I dribbled the blood over a sharp rock several feet back under the bridge where the recent rain wouldn’t have washed it off. Finally, I pulled several pieces of her shirt out of my pocket. They’d been torn to look like they might have ripped off on a snag. I threw them into the current and watched as they swept swiftly downstream in the now rain-swollen river. 
 
    Finished at the bridge, I turned back upriver to our campsite where I packed up all our gear, scattered the fire pit, and used a pine bough to wipe out any tracks left after the rain. Mom was waiting for me at the crossing, and we carried everything back to the house. 
 
    Once the camping equipment was stored, Mom took a deep breath and put her head against the kitchen door. “Have we forgotten anything, Cager?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’m ready to ride over to the Goodwillough’s now.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can do this?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can handle it. You just wait here like nothing’s happened. We’ll see if anyone buys our story.” 
 
    She gave me a hug. “Good luck. And I’m sorry my initial reaction wasn’t better. Of course we’ll take Arlie, Arlene, with us. Aunt Cealie too, if I can talk her into it, but I don’t think I can. She’s lived in that swamp on and off ever since that business with Lige so many years ago.” 
 
    As I pulled up into the Goodwillough’s front yard, he stood talking with a well-larded deputy clearly at risk of doughnut elbow. “Here comes Cager now,” Mr. Goodwillough said waving at me. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as I lowered the kickstand. “Just came by to get Arlie.” I had almost said Arlene. I needed to pay close attention. “We’ve got some more radios in for repair.” 
 
    “I thought Arlie was with you all this time,” Mr. Goodwillough said, concern evident in his voice. “He said you two were going camping.” 
 
    “Camping? No, sir. Not in that storm.” 
 
    “Well it wasn’t storming when he left yesterday.” 
 
    Sweat trickled down the deputy’s sunburned jowls as he studied me. He was getting suspicious. His furrowed brow said so. “So you haven’t seen the boy today or yesterday?” 
 
    “No, sir,” I said, savoring that, technically, it was God’s honest truth. 
 
    “And you don’t know where he is now?” 
 
    “No, sir. Have you tried his old home. He goes over there to feed Tripod.” I looked first at one then the other. “The cat,” I added. 
 
    “The Quintin home?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    The deputy hitched his equipment belt up as he turned to Mr. Goodwillough. “If he comes back here, don’t let him leave again. I’m headed over to the Quintin place now.” 
 
    I had to resist telling him to look under the old High Pine Bridge while he was at it. 
 
    After the deputy left, I noticed Tripod sitting on the porch watching us. Mr. Goodwillough followed my gaze then turned back to me, hope in his eyes. I broke from the plan. “Don’t worry. Arlie’s okay.” 
 
    Mr. Goodwillough nodded briefly. “Good luck.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Another two days passed before they discovered the bike under the bridge. It made front page news in the Pensacola Journal. 
 
    “Boy accused of murder disappears. His abandoned bicycle found under bridge yesterday morning. Blood on rocks indicates he may have taken a fatal fall from the bridge. Search teams combing the riverbanks recovered a piece of shirt identified by foster parents as the boy’s. The sheriff said strong currents from recent rains probably washed the body down into Perdido Bay forty miles south. The search has been called off.” 
 
    Called off? Apparently no one cared whether Arlie’s body was ever recovered. But the scrap of shirt found downriver was enough to let the sheriff get back to a tight runoff in the coming election. There was never any mention of matching the blood to Arlie’s blood type, but, of course, no one would have known what Arlie’s blood type was. Still, better to have been too careful than too careless. 
 
    The moving company arrived the next day and packed us out. We slept on the floor that night and ate breakfast the next morning at the White Rabbit. After returning home for a final check around the old house, Mom and I climbed into the car. Dad was locking up when District Attorney Colcraine and two of his horse-holders pulled up. 
 
    Mom had not yet told Dad about Arlene, so he was quite convincing in his response to the gaunt, sharp-faced DA with his wide mouth and thin, hurried lips. No, he hadn’t seen Arlie since his disappearance, and why would anyone think otherwise since Arlie had been declared dead. And that was that. We pulled away leaving the DA standing in the driveway and me wondering whether word about Arlie being safe had gotten out. Had Mr. Goodwillough told his wife? Had she told a neighbor? 
 
    As we approached the High Pine Bridge, Mom said, “Jim, take a right here. I’ve got to say goodbye to Aunt Cealie. She’s waiting for me at the cemetery.” 
 
    “Are you messing with me, Julene? We’re headed for California and you want me to double back up to High Pine Cemetery to see Aunt Cealie. Is she buried there now?” 
 
    “No she’s not buried there. She’s ninety-eight and I’ll probably never see her again. She’s like my own mother. You know that.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we bounced along the power line road toward the isolated grove of live oaks surrounding the cemetery. Aunt Cealie was sitting on a tombstone waiting as we turned in to the clearing. 
 
    “She’s gonna outlive Nebuchadnezzar,” Dad groaned as we pulled up next to her. 
 
    “It’s Methuselah, Jim, and I hope so.” Mom hopped out, and she and Aunt Cealie hugged briefly, and looked over their shoulders, and tilted their heads listening for sounds off in the distance. Dad lit a cigarette and blew out a loud exhalation, muttering something about Shadrack and allotted time on earth. Finally Arlene stepped out from behind one of the massive oaks. She wore a white dress and a short, black wig Mom had bought at a yard sale a few days earlier. I hardly recognized her. Dad dropped his cigarette when Arlene climbed into the back seat with me. 
 
    Mom gave Aunt Cealie a last hug and climbed back into the car. “Jim, this is Arlene. We’re giving her a ride to California.” Dad threw an over-long glance her way. “Don’t ask,” she said. 
 
    Anxious to finally get underway, Dad, just stuck his cigarette back in his mouth and started the car. “I guess now everybody has to pee.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32 
 
    The DA just showing up like he did had me on edge. Until we cleared Alabama, I expected to hear sirens behind us at any moment. We were well into Louisiana before I completely relaxed. That night we pulled into Lafayette at a cheap motel with tiny, white cabins lined up like half-pint milk cartons behind the combination general store and office. After dinner, Mom began to work with Arlene. Following a few awkward moments, she finally pulled the Gideon Bible out of the end table and held it out to Dad. 
 
    “Why don’t you boys go out for a while and read up on your Old Testament characters.” 
 
    By the time we crossed into California just below Needles six days later, Arlene was more a girl than she was ever a boy and we were all pretty much a family. 
 
    We spent the night in Needles and rolled into Santa Barbara the following evening. Santa Barbara was just as I remembered it. Walking around town was déjà vu at every turn. The only difference was that, instead of being alone, Arlene followed me everywhere. It was unnerving. 
 
    Arlie was gone. Yet Arlene was Arlie. She seemed unreal. A willowy tendril of smoke risen from the ashes of the child, Arlie. That changeling born into an uncaring world. A child confronted at every turn with hostility, every effort at protecting itself turned against it until, all hope gone, it finally broke that night of the storm. But some core of self must have remained. She was not unlike me after my own return. Her becoming a girl was a complete rebirth for her, and even I finally began to accept Arlene as Arlie’s replacement. But it was a slow evolution for me. 
 
    As for Arlene, with one final, heart-breaking exception, she never mentioned being Arlie again. 
 
    *** 
 
    By the time school started, Arlene’s hair had grown out enough for a pageboy cut. Mom bleached it out nearly white, and, with the tan she had picked up during the summer, Arlene was quite striking as we entered the ninth grade. And on the girls’ softball field she was always the first or second chosen. She entered track and even began martial arts training at free classes offered at the university in the evenings. And became a straight A student. Arlie was well and truly drowned—except for one item. 
 
    I helped Arlene find an expert knife maker in the area. An old Scandinavian up north of town who worked from homemade forges in his barn. He was a sturdy type with white hair and wrists like the forged steel he worked. He wiped his hands on his leather apron and greeted us with a careful grip. “Erik Ostmann. How can I be uf help?” 
 
    Arlene explained what she wanted. 
 
    “Ja. I can forge that. Damascus steel, if you vant.” He grabbed up a tablet and sketched off a shape that looked both ancient and lethal. “One piece. It vill never break or crack und vill hold its edge till a veek after the Day uf Judgment.” 
 
    She nodded approval, so he showed her several cheaper throwing knives and asked her to pick one that fit her hand. She selected the smallest and hefted it expertly. Mr. Ostmann nodded toward a well-shredded post. “Try it.” 
 
    The blade slammed into the post with a speed I couldn’t follow with my eye. Mr. Ostmann smiled appreciatively and said, “I vould recommend about 180 grams for you. A little on the light side, maybe, but you vill make up for it in speed.” He selected a higher quality knife from a drawer. “Try this. One eighty-five grams.” 
 
    After two throws, Arlene agreed. “One eighty it is then. How much?” 
 
    “Damascus steel?” 
 
    “What is that exactly?” 
 
    “Very ancient. Few can forge it today. It takes a special alloy and much hammer verk. I make ten double-overs forged together. That makes over one thousand layers. It takes time. There is nothing vill come close to matching it, though.” 
 
    “Yes, Damascus.” 
 
    “Center balanced? That vay you can throw it by either handle or blade.” 
 
    “Center.” 
 
    He nodded. “Two hundred dollars including a custom fit leather sheath. I can have it ready in about a veek.” 
 
    Arlene glanced at me. I nodded. “I’ll be back in a week.” She counted out ten twenties. “Here’s payment in advance.” 
 
    Mr. Ostmann bowed slightly and smiled. “It vill be here.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 33 
 
    Once rearmed, Arlene became a bit more independent. As for me, well, I was mostly concerned about my continuing inability to make any money from my vast knowledge of future events. It occurred to me I could write the hit songs I knew would be coming out in a few years and make a fortune, but that would be the same as stealing from the people who had written the songs I remembered. Same for inventions other people would make in the future. I needed something never done before. It wasn’t until high school that I found a chance. 
 
    Those two alien equations I had seen so dimly back in the sixth grade were beginning to crystalize out of the dark firmament of my implanted mind but remained an utter mystery. Working with them was mentally exhausting. To relax, I messed around with the zeta function my son, Jimmy, had mentioned. Bernhard Riemann had toyed with it a century earlier and discovered the mysterious relationship it had with prime numbers—that well-known set of elemental numbers so utterly cryptic. But Riemann had never been able to unravel the complex association. German mathematician David Hilbert had named it one of the major unsolved problems of the Twentieth Century. It was still unsolved when I had met Ell. The zeta function was a perfect solution for my dilemma. Actually, it turned out to be too perfect. 
 
    I chose the zeta function’s relationship to prime numbers as my science fair project. To my dismay, I managed to tie the two together. For that historical breakthrough, I got an honorable mention. First prize went to an eleventh grader who had paraphrased an article from the encyclopedia on the binary number system. Still, honorable mention was enough to get my project mentioned in the paper. 
 
    “Honorable mention in mathematics went to Micajah Fenton for his derivation of a formula to generate prime numbers.” 
 
    But that was enough. It caught the attention of a mathematician at UC Santa Barbara. He contacted me, probably expecting a good story to regale his buddies with about the starry-eyed kid who thought he had come up with a universal equation for generating prime numbers. I agreed to meet him at his office. 
 
    Myles Mullins was a lanky, balding man with wiry, reddish hair; and pale, watery, eyes. I didn’t much like his condescending attitude at first, but I handed him a copy of my paper and told him Riemann had just missed discovering the solution himself. 
 
    As he flipped to the second page, I could see the doubt in his face. I leaned over and pointed to the third formula. “If Riemann had just thought of trying a Fourier transform on this inverse function, he would have seen the solution immediately.” 
 
    “Why would he try that, kid? Fourier transforms are used with sinusoidal functions, not prime numbers.” 
 
    “But sinusoids are everywhere, including prime numbers. Look—if you just start with the first prime number, two, and generate a wave with a length of four, it passes through every second number starting with two—and the first number it skips over, three, is prime. Then use three to generate the next wave with a length of six and it passes through all numbers divisible by three, and the first skip missed by both two and three is five, the next prime. Continue like that, and each lowest number passed over by all the previous waves is the next prime.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I see that. It’s like the sieve of Eratosthenes” 
 
    “Except now you’re dealing with sinusoids.” 
 
    “Um.” He craned his neck around studying my equation then flipped the page, and I saw the light come on. He stabbed at the page with his finger. “So you’re using this formula, this Fourier transform you’ve modified, to isolate the wave length of any wave that starts from the smallest of all previous N skip-overs?” He glanced at me for confirmation. I nodded. He rubbed the back of his neck nervously with his free hand. “Maybe. Maybe. But I doubt that’s going to work for higher primes.” 
 
    He stepped over to his chalkboard. “So, if I wanted to know what the twenty-sixth prime was, I would just set N to ….” His chalk clicked away as he ran through some quick calculations for the 26th and 169th primes. After a quiet, “Hummm,” he glanced over his shoulder at me. “And you claim this works for all primes?” 
 
    “The proof is there on the last page.” 
 
    “You have a proof?” He dropped into his desk chair and flipped to the end of my paper. His lips moved silently as he read the short paragraph several times before he leapt up with his hand to his forehead. He made no utterance. For several seconds he merely looked off into the distance before turning to me. 
 
    “And you did this by yourself?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You came up with a solution to a problem mathematicians have obsessed over for twenty-three centuries, and all you got was an honorable mention. What in the hell was the winner’s project?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “You know what you’ve done here don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Kid, you better brace yourself. By the end of the week you’re going to be the most famous person in mathematics. What you’ve done here …. Have you ever heard of the Fields Medal?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Well, it’s the Noble Prize of mathematics. It’s awarded every four years. The previous award was last year. But you’ve got the 1962 award locked up with this little science fair paper.” He shook his head. “We always knew it was possible an amateur would beat us to the solution one day, but this—this is unbelievable. Absolutely unbelievable. How’d you come up with this idea?” 
 
    It was time to let him know I was on to his real motivation for inviting me over. “I just used my Captain Midnight secret decoder ring.” 
 
    I had to admit; he was quick. He broke into a guilty grin. “Touché, kid, — touché.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 34 
 
    I found out later the Fields Medal wouldn’t come with any monetary reward. I had been remembering the later Able Prize with its million-dollar payout. But the awards in my current period were mostly prestigious. All I had wanted was money to begin investing. Still, that came soon enough. 
 
    Several days later, the phone rang at five in the morning. It was the math department at the University of Heidelberg. They wanted to book me as a keynote speaker at their mathematics conference in the spring. Mom told them I had school that day. But the phone kept ringing, and Mom wanted to know what was going on. 
 
    “Remember my science fair project. I solved a famous math problem. Now it seems everyone wants me to come tell them how I did it.” 
 
    “Well you always were good in math. Still, this seems a little overboard.” 
 
    “I just got lucky.” Then the phone rang again, and I excused myself to get ready for school. 
 
    By the time Arlene and I left for classes, Mom had gotten rather good at handling the whole affair. She booked a few speaking engagements for me along the West Coast less than three hours’ drive but told me my education came first. By that, she meant high school. Bless her heart. I didn’t argue. I knew she had less than a year left. 
 
    Meanwhile, I was finally entering a period when I recognized a few rapid-growth stocks coming onto the exchanges. My Holiday Inn stocks were now worth nearly four thousand dollars and Arlie had a like amount that wasn’t doing Arlene any good. I located the nearest stockbroker and went through all the wickets necessary to transfer my old Pensacola account. It seemed simple enough. But further reflection convinced me the stockbroker back in Florida must surely have realized the infamous missing son of a serial killer held an account with him. 
 
    I discussed it with Arlene. We both had the feeling there might be a trap set on that account, and any activity on it would trigger a call to law enforcement. The price of Arlie’s disappearance was the loss of his stock. But Arlene remained sanguine about the loss. “It’s a small enough price to pay, Cage. Don’t worry about it.” I think she was just so thrilled to finally be safe and living in a normal family, nothing else mattered. 
 
    Still, I worried about a loose end somewhere. Something we had overlooked. I knew Arlene would eventually need a birth certificate and I knew not to wait too long to get one. In those early, pre-computer days, there was no cross feed between death certificates and birth certificates in any state bureaucracy. 
 
    “Let’s head over to the library and look at some old newspapers on the microfilm readers.” 
 
    “And waste a good day like this?’ 
 
    “It won’t be a waste. Trust me.” 
 
    It took us about an hour to find an obituary of an Arlene Trask who had died young and was born within a year of Arlene Quintin. From the library, we walked downtown to the courthouse and asked directions to the vital records section. A brusque, middle-aged woman jotted down our request and disappeared into a back room to emerge a few minutes later with a certified copy of Arlene Trask’s birth certificate. We gave her three dollars, and she gave us the certified copy. 
 
    Now the only remaining problem I could think of that might trip us up was fingerprints. And I didn’t know whether maybe the DA, being a tenacious sort, had ordered a sweep of the Goodwillough house for Arlie’s prints — in case Arlie ever turned up again. 
 
    Then it struck me that I should get a false birth certificate as well. Just in case. In case of what, I had no idea, but we went back to the library and found the obituary of a three-year-old boy named Daniel Shepard who was born the same year as me. We returned to the vital records building and I walked out a few minutes later with a new identity in case I ever needed it. I felt downright subversive and resolved to eventually get us drivers licenses and social security cards under those purloined names. I planned on us being ready for anything. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dr. Mullins had thought my speaking engagements would be a temporary diversion for the math world. A whirlwind tour before the calculation community shunted me off into the oblivion of just another one-trick wunderkind. But by summer, when school didn’t interfere, the speaking tour turned into a good moneymaker. In fact, the only real moneymaker I had found. So I milked it hard, making sure to throw out enticements in response to questions. Pointers to where bridges between various fields of mathematics might lie. 
 
    In the beginning, I got questions that threw me. I had the ability to answer them, but when Ell had loaded my math abilities, she had no idea what we humans had named the various functions. When one attendee asked me for my thoughts on any links between the Near-Square Primes conjecture and Goldbach’s conjecture, I was stumped. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know what Goldbach’s conjecture is.” That drew sniggers from the audience. 
 
    “Every even integer greater than two can be written as the sum of two primes.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” I offered a solid clue on how to link the two. There were no sniggers. “Does that help?” 
 
    The answer was always a brief, “Yes. Thank you.” Or a quick nod. They never asked for more. It was obvious the questioner had been working on the problem for some time and didn’t want further information blurted out that would allow someone else to come up with the proof first. So I always obliged by answering only the specific question asked. 
 
    Following that approach, I pulled in almost fifty thousand dollars in speaking fees by the time school started back. And, yet, I was nothing special in the public’s eye there in California where child-actors sucked up all the media attention. Few cared about a whiz-kid who solved a math problem nobody ever heard of. And once school started up in the fall, the school-day speaking engagements were over. Mom insisted. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 35 
 
    It was November when Mom’s first symptom appeared. A precipitous loss of weight. At first, she was thrilled she had finally dropped that extra five pounds she was always working on. But then she dropped another five, and then another. I didn’t say anything. I knew there was no hope, and I wanted to spare her the diagnosis as long as possible. 
 
    I spent as much time with her as I could. She reminisced about growing up under Aunt Cealie’s tutelage, and about her college days, and a hundred other things. And I discovered a depth to her I had missed my first time through. It was the best time between us we ever had. 
 
    But I finally had to tell Dad to get her to a doctor. He had noticed the change as well. It was obvious, though he had hoped it was from the diet she was always about to start. “Not that she ever needed it,” he would add. 
 
    We were all together when the doctor told us she had an inoperable glioblastoma at the base of her brain and there was nothing they could do. Arlene’s sudden tears fell like those hot summer rains back in Stubbinville. She hugged Mom so fiercely Dad and I could only stand by in astonished silence. Even the doctor was taken aback for a moment before assuring us they would do everything possible. That, after just telling us there was nothing anyone could do. It was the same doctor from the first time through. And the same diagnosis. 
 
    Mom was in the hospital for the last time in mid-January. I had decided to tell her what I had told Aunt Cealie when she had demanded to know who I was that first day in the swamp. And I brought Arlene along as well. She needed to hear it too. I knew she could keep a secret. She had lived with the fact her father had murdered her mother and passed herself off as a boy for the first fourteen years of her life. It was time she knew my secret. 
 
    Arlene and I were alone with Mom that Saturday afternoon. I stepped over to the door and pushed it closed then pulled a chair up to the bed for Arlene. “Have a seat. I have something to tell both of you. No one else knows but Aunt Cealie, and no one else must ever know.” I glanced at Mom. “Not even Dad.” 
 
    “My word, Cager. Then don’t tell me. I don’t keep secrets from your father. At least not for long.” 
 
    “Well you kept the one about old Lige. You have to keep this one too. I have to have your promise. I know you never break your word.” 
 
    “Does it have to do with that sudden change in you back in the fifth grade? Are you some sort of…? My god, has the government done some kind of experiment on you?” 
 
    “No, no. It’s nothing like that. But it explains that change—and my sudden, otherwise inexplicable math ability.” 
 
    I told them of finding Lovely Pebble and her time glider in my front yard near my eightieth birthday. In the telling, I modified my purpose in returning as saving both Joey and Arlie. 
 
    “Then we knew each other before?” Arlene asked. 
 
    “Only because we were always the last two picked for a ball game. But, no, we were never more than distant classmates. I had heard you killed yourself in the eighth grade for some reason and wanted to save both you and Joey.” I turned to Mom, “I wanted to save you too, but there was just no way.” 
 
    ”So you’ve known all this time?” 
 
    A flash of guilt swept over me. “Yes.” Then I noticed the horror on Arlene’s face. 
 
    She turned toward me, her expression open, honest, puzzled. Then after a slight pause, she cried out, “It was Daddy. He killed me! I must have known too much. I would never have killed myself. I always thought things would get better someday.” She lifted her eyes up to catch mine. “Then you did save one of us, Cage. I’m just sorry it couldn’t have been Joey. No one wanted me. I wouldn’t have been a loss to anyone.” 
 
    “That’s not true. You would have been a great loss to me,” Mom said. 
 
    “Actually, Mom, you never knew her back then.” 
 
    Mom glanced at Arlene and shook her head in perplexity “But it doesn’t seem possible I lived in another time when I never knew either Arlie or Arlene.” She swung her eyes back to me. “So this thing, this time travel, it actually makes such a difference that it saved her?” 
 
    “Yes, it can make a big difference. That’s why you can’t tell anyone what I’ve told you. If anyone ever suspected I know the future, I would never be left alone to do what I need to do. Because what I haven’t told you yet is, for some reason, Lovely Pebble passed to me the equations that spell out the physical laws governing time travel. 
 
    “I’ve failed Joey twice now, but I can still intercept that past. The math says so. But just like math told the Wright Brothers flight was possible, it didn’t tell them how to do it. They had to figure that out for themselves. That’s where I am now.” 
 
    “You’re going to build a machine to travel through time?” 
 
    “If I’m left alone to do it, yes. Even then, it won’t be easy. I’ll need nearly unlimited finances to pull it off, and I think it’s going to take me a long time. But I’ll never quit. When I figure it out, Mom, I’ll come back again for Joey. And for you too.” 
 
    “We’ll both be gone by then.” 
 
    “Only from the future. But information is never lost. That’s a basic tenet of modern physics. Like a massive computer, the universe calculates everything from one instant to the next using simple physical laws. It’s already calculated our existence. We are nothing more than information encoded in a data stream of time. And time is just one of the dimensions of what we call reality. It’s all perfectly, mathematically consistent.” Mom and Arlene stared at me, incomprehension in their eyes. I tried a different approach. 
 
    “Look, day-to-day events might seem like chaos, but they’re not. They’re incredibly ordered. In an explosion, every particle follows exactly the trajectory spelled out by equations that work as well running backward in time as running forward. That time-reversible nature of physics has always puzzled cosmologists and quantum physicists. Just like light being the ultimate speed limit. But, knowing what I know now, it all makes perfect sense. 
 
    “While this universe is a formidable computer, it has limits. The reason nothing can travel faster than light is the universe can’t calculate any faster, so the fixed speed of light is built into its program. And it’s possible to reenter its program at any point and pick things up from there. To use our own actions as a new starting point in the calculations.” 
 
    I paused. I had not thought along those lines before. For the first time, I realized I would have to account for atomic interactions in the quantum world. This was going to be far harder than I had anticipated. But Mom was speaking. 
 
    “I didn’t understand a thing you said. And what is this computer you keep talking about?” 
 
    Then it hit me. Mom had never seen a computer. “Sorry. Let’s just say the universe follows inviolate rules, but, just as rules allow kids to swap out turns on a moving jump rope, it’s possible for us to step into the universe’s calculations at any point and continue from there. To use our own actions as new input to the game.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Two weeks later Mom was hardly recognizable. She lay in the hospital bed mostly quiet but for an occasional reflexive shudder in one arm. She seemed asleep but intermittently carried on a low, mumbling conversation, her whisperings hoarse from labored breathing. Joey’s name came up frequently. And Aunt Cealie’s. It chilled me. 
 
    The first time through, I had been unable to confront her death in those final days and facing it a second time was no easier. I didn’t want to be there with her on the brink. She was a stranger to me now. And a reminder I had once stood under an indifferent moon only minutes from the same fate. Before Lovely Pebble had pulled me both literally and figuratively from my own brink there by the crater in my front yard. But now Arlene led the way in and sat next to her and tried to feed her as I stood by. When she couldn’t eat, Arlene held her hand and stroked her face and told her she was the most beautiful person she had ever known. When I couldn’t stand it any longer and tried to leave, Arlene pulled me back. 
 
    “We can’t leave her here to die alone and afraid.” 
 
    I figured if anyone knew what alone and afraid was, it was Arlene. “I know. You’re right.” 
 
    “We can take turns if you want or, better, we’ll just settle in together. We might miss a day or two of school. That’s all.” 
 
    Already Arlie, now become Arlene, was more emotionally capable than I ever was. I marveled that I had ever managed to amount to anything. Life was a strange passage. Even without running into Lovely Pebble. Or Arlie. 
 
    Mom died two days later while Dad was at work. It came without warning. Her eyes had been closed for two days when, unexpectedly, she opened them and looked at me. “Oh, my,” was all she said, her voice raspy from days of struggling to breathe. She drew in five more tortured gasps before closing her eyes for the last time and falling silent. I knew not to call the nurse. Arlene grasped my hand. 
 
    “God speed, Mom,” was all she said before her bravado finally collapsed. 
 
    We were in tears holding each other when a nurse came in with medication and realized what had happened. I had lived through Mom’s death twice now. A spectator, in spite of my desire to be more. But I was simply incapable. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 36 
 
    My assistance, or lack thereof, in caring for Mom during her final days brought home to me I was still unable to be more than cold comfort to those closest to me. Though my failing left me hollow, I finally accepted my plight. It was not something I desired, but apparently that was my lot and my working to improve it was having little effect. On the other hand, I knew no one had ever had a greater sense of mission in life. I would make up for my lack of compassion, or courage, or whatever it was; by sheer force of will in my drive to go back and set straight my past mistakes. 
 
    I returned to the speaking circuit on weekends and holidays. Dad and Arlene accompanied me. The speaking fees were, from my point of view, exorbitant but I took the money gladly. I had more reason than ever to get my time travel work underway. I was now certain it would take decades. I also knew time travel was too dangerous to let escape from my control. So I worked on preparing to vanish when the time came. To redefine myself so I could work without interruption and in utter secrecy. 
 
    When I turned sixteen I got my driver’s license then went back two weeks later and got another under the name of Dan Shepard, the name on the bogus birth certificate. Next I bought a beat-up Volkswagen bus so anonymous and popular with the hippy crowd back then. Mostly as a test to see if I could pull it off in the name of a fictitious person. 
 
    I soon had insurance cards, vehicle registration, a library card, and a savings account; all in Dan Shepard’s name. The possibilities of vanishing in that pre-computer world were endless. I eventually had a separate wallet with all of Dan Shepard’s stuff. I suggested to Arlene we do the same for her but she was never as paranoid as me. But, then, she wasn’t eighty. What did she know. 
 
    Eventually I opened an account with a stockbroker across town to see how well Dan Shepard’s IDs worked in the financial world. They worked fine. Things seemed to be going quite well—until I overplayed my hand. 
 
    I think that happened when photos of Dad, Arlene, and me attending seminars ended up in a few issues of the Pensacola paper and someone back home realized I was a former area resident and asked themselves who that girl was in all those photos. The Fentons didn’t have any girls in their family. 
 
    I suspected something was up the Saturday Arlene and I came around the corner and spotted a black sedan with government plates parked in front of our house. I pulled her up short. 
 
    “I don’t like the looks of that,” I said indicating the sedan. 
 
    “You think maybe the cops? Looking for me?” 
 
    “Could be.” My mind raced. Had they actually swept the Goodwillough house and recovered Arlie’s prints? “Listen, if they are cops, they may want your fingerprints. You should refuse to give them, but they have a ruse of handing you a photo or a card to hold and leave your prints behind. Don’t touch anything they offer you. Just keep your hands at your side.” 
 
    Arlene swallowed hard but seemed otherwise okay. “All right. Hands at side. Keep quiet. Got it.” 
 
    When we strolled into the living room, Dad was sitting on the sofa across from a stocky, crewcut man in a dark suit. A dusky Hispanic woman redolent of cheap perfume sat in Dad’s usual chair. Her dark brown hair and sharp face contrasted with the man’s fleshy, Nordic mien. 
 
    Dad looked up, worried. That immediately worried me because I had no idea what he had already told them. Both visitors rose and studied Arlene like two rattlesnakes might study a cornered mouse. She wilted under their scrutiny. 
 
    “So, you are Arlene Trask? Is that correct?” 
 
    At that, she recovered somewhat and offered her hand. “Yes. I don’t believe I caught your names.” 
 
    That set them back for a second. “I’m U.S. Marshall Burton Heimer. This is Officer Mila Santos of the Santa Barbara Police Department.” 
 
    Officer Santos, dour even in her cloud of fragrance, nodded. “We have some questions for you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Nicely played, I thought. But Marshall Heimer wasn’t deflected more than a few seconds. 
 
    “Miss Trask, who are your parents?” 
 
    I stepped in at that point. “What’s this about, if you don’t mind my asking.” 
 
    Heimer shot me an irritated, sidelong glare. “I do mind. I know you’re the little whiz-kid that does the math thing, but I’m asking the questions here.” 
 
    “I see.” We locked eyes. “Well we little kids learned in civics class one should never answer questions of law enforcement officials if one doesn’t have a clear understanding of their intent.” 
 
    “Well, as you might recall, Master Fenton, your former acquaintance, Arlen Quintin, murdered one boy and severely injured another …” 
 
    “So this is a criminal investigation?” 
 
    Marshal Heimer ruffled up noticeably. “Obviously. So…” 
 
    “Then we have nothing to say without a lawyer present.” 
 
    Heimer feigned a sympathetic sigh. “You know that only makes you look like you have something to hide.” 
 
    “Actually, I think it makes us look rather intelligent. We kids get grownup professional legal assistance to make sure none of our little constitutional rights are violated and that nothing we say can be twisted in meaning later to suit your purposes. We have nothing to hide and will be more than happy to confer with you after we obtain legal counsel. Until then,” I turned to Dad, “they should leave.” 
 
    Dad stood up and rubbed his hands together nervously. “I agree.” 
 
    Officer Santos was digging through her valise, though, and pulled out a glossy photo of a man. “If you wouldn’t mind looking at this before we go, it might save us all a lot of time and make a follow-up visit unnecessary.” She held the photograph out to Arlene. “Have you ever seen this man?” 
 
    Arlene leaned in and studied the photo carefully. “Nope. I have no idea who he is.” 
 
    “Could you take the photo and look more carefully. It’s very important.” 
 
    “No need. I have 20-20 vision. Never seen him.” 
 
    Santos shot Marshal Heimer a look of defeat. So they did have Arlie’s fingerprints and were trying to get Arlene’s for comparison. My worst fear. Even with Arlene being female, it wouldn’t be long before someone thought to pull the birth certificate on Arlen Quintin using his parents’ names and note the name was Arlene and the sex was female. Then it would be crystal clear that, for whatever reason, Arlene had been passing as a male for fourteen years. I had to give whoever figured it out credit. Of course, all this was my fault for not seeing the outcome of the Fentons’ pictures plastered all over the newspapers. The attention had all gone to my head. Now the notoriety had done us in. Big time. The whole family. 
 
    The time had come to either get a lawyer or run. 
 
    I knew enough about the law from my former corporation lawyers to know we could probably delay extradition back to Florida but there was no way to stop a judge issuing a warrant for local law enforcement taking fingerprints, if they had sufficient reason to suspect Arlene was a fugitive wanted on a murder charge. And, if Florida had matching fingerprints from the Goodwillough’s house, the game was over. There would be no explanation for the match other than Arlene was Arlie, no matter how arcane the reason for the two being the same person. 
 
    I asked Dad if he knew the whole story on Arlie. True to her word, Mom had filled him in that first day. He had agreed with Mom that she and I were doing the right thing. Over the months he had never let on he had any idea. But now Dad could be charged with harboring a fugitive. We might try to explain that Mom and I had pulled the whole thing off. Mom was gone and I was a minor so wouldn’t be held accountable. But it was a longshot whether anyone would buy that story. Of course, they would have to prove Dad knew, and we reasoned that might be difficult, but a lawyer had once told me, “Never let yourself be found in front of a jury of your peers. Ever.” 
 
    And Arlene would still face a return to Florida where District Attorney Colcraine waited expectantly for his show trial to begin. 
 
    And what a story it would be now. Tiberius Colcraine would be a household name by the time it was over. That sort of exposure could propel an ambitious, unprincipled man to state attorney general and, later, perhaps governor or senator. Provided he won the case, of course. Which meant he would spare no effort to convict. Certainly, Arlene would be tried as an adult due to the nature of the attack. It was an ugly scenario. One from which, I suspected, Arlene would find herself convicted of manslaughter as well as the attempted murder of Carrot Top. 
 
    “I can only think of one plan that has any chance of working, Dad. Arlene and I have got to leave. Without Arlene, they can’t prove she was Arlie. That lets you off the hook on harboring a fugitive.” 
 
    “Leave? Cager you haven’t even finished high school. Both your pictures have been in the newspapers. They’ll find you within a week. There’s no place you can hide.” 
 
    “Actually, there is, but we have to move fast.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 37 
 
    We spent the rest of that afternoon wiping down surfaces in the house and car that might harbor fingerprints. I wanted neither mine nor especially Arlene’s to end up in a law enforcement database. 
 
    Next morning we visited my stockbroker and closed out my account. I requested a bearer bond for the amount so no record of Micajah Fenton reinvesting the funds elsewhere would exist. The amount was nearly seventy thousand dollars. Then we went to Arlene’s account and did the same. She had nearly twenty thousand. I slicked my hair down, put on my Dan Shepard slack-jawed look, and carried the bonds over to his accountant. I deposited them together so the total amount would obscure the amount from my account in case anyone dug hard enough to uncover a withdrawal and deposit of the same amount on the same day and got the idea Dan Shepard and Micajah Fenton might be the same person. I drew a few astonished looks as I left with a receipt for the new amount. 
 
    Finances secured, I blew out a long breath and turned to Arlene. “We’ve got to go home and pack. We should leave tonight.” 
 
    “No, Cage. I’ve thought about it. I’d rather go back and face the charges in Florida. If I run with you, it destroys your life and all you’ve worked for. Believe me, you and your family have done enough for me.” 
 
    “We’ve already overcome a lot by sticking together. This is just one more thing to get through. Anyway, to do what I need to do, I have to become someone entirely different. The math whiz, Micajah Fenton, is too recognizable in the technical world. I have to become someone with no history traceable back to me.” 
 
    “Well you don’t have to do it now do you?” 
 
    “Easier now than later.” 
 
    “You haven’t even finished high school.” 
 
    “I already have a PhD.” 
 
    She countered with an accusing look. “You’re just saying that to convince me to go on the run to avoid facing a murder trial.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. But where else could I find someone that already understands me and knows what I’m trying to do. And most importantly, someone I know won’t ever sell me out to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “My god. You really do think you can make a time machine and save Joey. And Mom.” 
 
    “I know I can.” 
 
    She let out a sigh of resignation. “All right. I’ll help. But I better never find out you just made that up for my benefit.” 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    “Won’t what? Find out you just made it up?” 
 
    “No; find out it was just for your benefit.” 
 
    We snuck out before dawn the following morning. I had five thousand dollars in cash and another five in my Dan Shepard checking account. We threw our bags into Dan’s VW bus that I kept in the vacant lot behind us and closed the doors as quietly as we could. By sunup we were headed south down the Pacific Coast Highway toward Ventura. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 38 
 
    Four days later we pulled off the road near Knob, Arkansas, so I could get my bearings. I had been here many times with my college roommate. My first visit was only two years in the future but sixty-two years in the past from my perspective. Finally oriented, I pulled back onto the road and drove past the two main houses in Knob to pick up the right fork on the other side. A few miles down the road I saw the sign. Peaden Fish Farm, Tropical and Sub-Tropical Aquarium Fish, Wholesale Only. We rolled up the drive past a half-dozen barking dogs. My old college roommate stood in the front yard watching as we pulled up next to him. 
 
    “Dan Shepard,” I said as I stepped out of the van. Two mongrel dogs danced around me barking frantically. 
 
    “Buck, Toby, git. Pete Peaden,” he said offering his sun-freckled hand. It was eerie to talk to him as a stranger, but he was his usual affable self. Tall with a roughneck look about him. But warm, brown eyes, under a carefully combed shock of red hair belied the general air of backwoods, rowdy. “How can I help you?” 
 
    I knew from my visits his father was always looking for help. It took a lot of experience to run a tropical fish farm in Arkansas and what little help was available in Knob usually did more harm than good, often killing an entire stock of fish by overfeeding or adding cold water to top up a tank. But I had loved the visits to the Peaden farm and had raised fish as a hobby on my own property in later life. After meeting with the old man and swapping stories, Arlene and I both landed jobs. They didn’t pay much, but the family was good company and I was pretty sure Knob had never gotten word of any Bonnie and Clyde murderess and math whiz on the run from the law. Or maybe I was just being paranoid. I hoped so. 
 
    Pete helped me find a rental several miles up the road. It was a vacant farmhouse. Four-bedroom. Simply furnished. Isolated. Pete explained the old folks had died and the kids wanted nothing to do with hard work. I paid first and last months’ rent and we unloaded the bus. That afternoon we bought groceries over in Rector. After dinner, Arlene and I sat in the porch swing as the night creatures tuned up. 
 
    “What next, Cage?” 
 
    “Dan.” 
 
    “Sorry. Dan.” 
 
    “I think we’re safe now. We’ll get some bank accounts set up over in Rector and later transfer Dan Shepard’s brokerage account to Memphis.” 
 
    “Memphis, Tennessee? I’m lost. How far is Memphis?” 
 
    “About two hours’ drive south of here. It may be a while before we can get a day off to drive down but I don’t think there’s any hurry. Then, if we can make the right contacts, we can get you a good set of IDs while we’re there. The Peadens think we’re married, so you’ll need a Shepard surname for your end-of-month paycheck.” 
 
    The night sounds were reaching a crescendo out beyond the feeble glow from the front window. Moths beat against the glass. What the hell was I doing? I needed a fortune to even take a stab at a time machine and I now had a job on a fish farm in Arkansas with what everyone thought was a wife. Surely I was smarter than this. Maybe it was the urgency to escape before Marshal Heimer returned with a warrant for Arlene’s fingerprints. Maybe … 
 
    Arlene was pushing my shoulder. “What are you thinking so hard about? You think this is all a mistake don’t you?” 
 
    “No. Well. Maybe. I’m just wondering if I’m doing the best thing coming here to raise fish.” 
 
    “But the reason you came here was to hide from the people chasing me.” 
 
    “That’s only part. I’ve already told you I need a new start if I’m going to develop something as dangerous as a time machine. I need to be a nobody again.” 
 
    “You worry me, Cage.” 
 
    “Dan.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Dan. But you’re becoming too single-minded, too driven by what’s probably an impossible task. And you’ve got years to work on it. I’ve pulled you away from your life too soon with all my problems.” 
 
    “If you’ll recall, taking Hartley down, saved both of us.” 
 
    That shut her up for a few seconds. The creak of the swing punctuated the chirps of crickets. 
 
    Finally, “You mean you think I actually protected you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Remember Presley Poole. You’ve always protected me. You’re tough. You stepped into Hartley’s business. Both times. And wrapped it up each time in about five seconds as I recall.” 
 
    She settled back staring out across the night. “Yeah. Hartley. He was a turning point in my life. I finally got fed up taking crap from everyone after he tried it out there on the ball field.” She paused, seeming to ponder that revelation before turning toward me in the swing, her eyes bright even in the dim light. “But you were a bigger turning point. I was a different person after I met you. You saved my life. You don’t deserve all this.” She started to cry. 
 
    And there we were, both sixteen. When I put my arm around her to stop her crying she was soft and warm. Then she wrapped around me—her breath on my neck; her shoulders so tan, so bare. Behind us, the moths continued to beat out their lives against the windowpane. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 39 
 
    I subscribed to the Pensacola newspaper that first week so I could see what, if anything, was going on with the DA and his obsession with Arlie. A week later the first issue arrived in the mail. As I had feared, the suspected link of Arlie to Arlene had reenergized the DA. He dominated the front pages above the fold for the next week, promising to marshal all possible resources to bring justice to the two boys so brutally attacked by Arlen Quintin who, it seemed, had faked his death and been masquerading as a female all this time with the Fenton family in California. The readership was both entranced and outraged by the twists and turns. Letters to the editor poured in calling for no effort to be spared in bringing the infamous son of the serial child killer to justice. Now the DA couldn’t back out if he wanted to. He was stuck with the public’s call for swift justice. To make matters worse the AP had picked up the story. If the DA didn’t deliver, it would be a serious defeat for him. The DA Tiberius Colcraine had no choice but to pull out all the stops. 
 
    Sure, Arlene might have made a sympathetic defendant if we had stayed to fight the charge. But she had now run from the law. I wondered whether the juvenal records of the four other boys could be unsealed as evidence of their earlier brutality then realized the earlier attack only provided motive for Hartley’s later killing. And a first class defense would probably cost more than the ninety thousand Arlene and I had at the time with no guarantee of winning. Not to mention the years we might be tied up in both criminal and civil litigation and the appeals. It was time I didn’t want to waste. I had a mission now. 
 
    *** 
 
    We finished out nearly a month at the Peaden farm before getting a day off to go into Memphis to take care of business. We arrived just after eleven and drove around until we found a useable phone booth. The yellow pages listed the same national brokerage firm I used in Santa Barbara. After making an appointment to come in and transfer my account that afternoon, we stopped at a restaurant high on the bank of the river for lunch. By then the weather had started to blow up. Seated at our window table, we watched low clouds borne on gusty winds scuttle crab-like across the featureless farmlands to the west. It was comfortable being insulated from the outside turmoil for a while. 
 
    Three-thirty found us sitting across from Brad; a fresh-faced, eager, young man; working diligently to transfer my five-figure account to his Memphis office. A secretary had just handed him notes on the California account. I relaxed, confident I was finally ahead of the game. Then Brad spoke. 
 
    “Looks like that account’s been frozen.” 
 
    “Frozen?” I sat upright. “Why?” 
 
    “There’s a code next to it. Let me check.” He pulled a book out of a side drawer and flipped through it for several seconds. “Ah, here it is. No specific reason. Just that it’s in response to a federal request.” He looked at me with raised brows, expecting an explanation. 
 
    “Maybe a tax issue? That account’s a recent inheritance.” 
 
    “Ah, makes sense. Those bastards, excuse my French, ma’am, are always doing stuff like this. You want me to call the Santa Barbara office and see what’s going on?” 
 
    “Nah. I’m going back that way in a few days, Brad. I’ll handle it when I get back.” Then his phone rang. He excused himself and took the call. 
 
    “Yes. … Dan Shepard. … He’s here now. ... No haven’t heard the name Fenton. ... Sure. ... Okay.” When he hung up, his eyes were as big as golf balls. “That was a U.S. Marshall. He wants me to keep you here. They want to talk to you about your account. You two didn’t rob a bank or something did you?” 
 
    “No. Of course not.” I tried to sound a bit offended. 
 
    Brad immediately apologized profusely. 
 
    “Well, we have another appointment in thirty minutes. Tell them I’ll be back in an hour or so.” Arlene had already gathered up her purse and was standing next to me. 
 
    “He said not to let you leave, though.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem—unless he deputized you over the phone or something.” 
 
    Brad seemed to appreciate the incongruity of being deputized over the phone. “No, he just asked.” 
 
    “Well, there you go. We’ll be right back. I just have some other business to take care of.” Brad seemed to accept the business excuse. 
 
    “Okay. Just don’t forget to come back, though. I don’t want to get in trouble.” 
 
    Once outside, Arlene and I bolted around the corner to the VW bus. The wind spun newssheets down the street as we nosed out from the curb. 
 
    “What the heck, Cage? How did they find out about the Dan Shepard account?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe they discovered we closed out our accounts with bearer bonds and checked other brokers to see if any large bearer bond deposits had been made shortly after. Once they had the Dan Shepard name, they would be able to get my driver’s license next and probably the registration on the bus too.” 
 
    “Then our cover’s blown.” 
 
    “Not yet. I doubt they know about the fish farm. But, now that they know we’re in Memphis, it won’t take them long to put out bulletins on our van. We just need to get back home to pack up and head out. We can sell the van in another state, pick up new IDs, and start over.” 
 
    I got no response after that. I drove along thinking over the procedures for selling a vehicle to another individual. I had done it several times in the future and recalled the seller just had to sign the title over. It was pretty straightforward. I asked Arlene to check the glove box to make sure the title was in there. It was. Maybe this wouldn’t be as hard as I had feared. 
 
    We pulled into our rented quarters around six and threw everything into the bus. The weather had held, though dark clouds continued to sail in low from the west. Wind whistled through the trees and whipped Arlene’s hair about her face as she climbed into the bus. I thought about going by to see the Peadens to apologize for leaving without giving notice, but it would be evening before long and I wanted to be well gone by morning’s light. 
 
    An hour later we hummed along a deserted highway into approaching darkness as we crossed into Missouri. I flipped the wipers on smearing the desultory raindrops into streaks across the dusty windshield. Within minutes a Missouri Deputy Sheriff’s car approached from the opposite direction. My heart jumped a little as he flew by growing ever smaller in the rearview mirror, then it beat out a tattoo as brake lights winked on, and he began a three point turn in the middle of the road. 
 
    “I think we’ve been spotted.” 
 
    Arlene twisted around in her seat. Her eyes darted apprehensively out the back window then to me then out the rear again. “Oh, shit, Cage. He just turned his flashing lights on. What now?” 
 
    I could only come up with one plan. “That title in the glove box. Pull it out and sign ‘Dan Shepard’ in the box marked ‘seller.’” Arlene scrambled for the title. “There’s a flashlight in there if you need it.” 
 
    “Does it matter if it’s in my handwriting?” 
 
    “No. Just hurry. Then put it back and crawl into the rear and hide under a blanket or something. And keep your head down. That deputy is coming up fast now.” Arlene slammed the glove box shut and scrambled between the seats into the back. “My old wallet with my Micajah Fenton driver’s license is in the little pack behind the seat. Pass it up to me. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    I chided myself for not getting more fake licenses back in California when I had the chance. I just hadn’t wanted to appear paranoid. Turns out I wasn’t paranoid enough. 
 
    I pulled off the road as the patrol car rolled up behind me filling the van’s interior with flashing red light. I was still working on my story when a lanky, young trooper tapped on my window and yelled for me to step out of the bus. At least he didn’t throw me to the ground, though he did have his hand on his sidearm. 
 
    “License and registration,” was all he said. He seemed a little tentative and his uniform and shoes looked brand new. Maybe I was in luck. 
 
    I pulled out my wallet and handed him my Micajah Fenton license. He studied it in the beam of his flashlight. “You’re from California?” 
 
    I had lost much of my Southern accent while I was in California but I brought it back with what I hoped was a Tennessee twang. “I’m from Memphis, officer.” 
 
    “This license gives an address in California and you have California plates on your vehicle.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Pappy and me was out there a couple years working the fields. You could make a livin’ at it for a time. Then the Mexicanos showed up. They worked for just about nothin’. We come back last month. I guess I still need to get a new license. I was just trying to save a few pesos using that one till it give out.” 
 
    “What about the California plates on your vehicle?” 
 
    “I traded for it just this afternoon so the registration is still in the other feller’s name but I got the title signed legal-like and all. It ain’t stolen or nothing. I had California plates on my old pickup too. That’s what got us to talking. He wanted to know if I was from California. Later he said he needed a pickup and would I be interested in trading even. I said, ‘sure.’ It were a good trade. That pickup had bald tires and burnt oil like a tanker.” 
 
    I presented the title as another spate of rain blew across us. He turned sideways to block the onslaught and studied the document for some time. “Was the seller this Dan Shepard?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That’s him.” 
 
    “Did he have a female with him?” 
 
    “Sure did. Pretty little thing, too.” 
 
    “Can you give me a description of the truck you traded?” 
 
    I went into great detail. About how it had been my father’s before it was mine. Dents from hitting a deer in Vacaville one night. Crack in the windshield from a buzzard strike near Lodi. The deputy finally began to get annoyed. 
 
    “Okay, that’s enough.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    He handed my papers back and said, “You’re a lucky boy. You have any idea who that pretty girl was?” 
 
    “His wife, I ‘spose.” 
 
    “A wanted murderess.” I could tell he expected to see some kind of reaction from me. I snapped my head up into the light rain and flashing lights. 
 
    “Sweet angels and saints. I guess I’m lucky they didn’t just knock me in the head and take my truck.” 
 
    “Probably wanted a legal title signature from you. After they got that, they weren’t smart enough to kill you so you couldn’t give a description of the truck they’re driving now.” He tucked his flashlight back in its little holster. “Well, I need to pick up the Kennett repeater and get this called in.” He turned to his car then stopped with two final admonitions. “Be sure to get that driver’s license updated. And be more careful next time you get such a good deal on a trade.” 
 
    “Yessir, Yessir, I surely will. Thank you, sir.” I watched him turn around in the road and head back toward Kennett. I felt a little sorry for him. He was going to be the laughing stock of the force by end of shift. 
 
    We needed to get off the highway. It wouldn’t be long before the trooper got to the repeater, called in his report, and learned he’d let a federal-level bust slip through his fingers. I checked the map. We could turn north a few miles ahead and make our way up to Cairo, Illinois where we could cross the Mississippi into Kentucky. From there we could turn south for about thirty miles into Tennessee. I cranked the engine as Arlene climbed back into the rider’s seat. She was visibly shaken as I pulled back onto the road and pushed the old bus into the darkness as hard as it would go. 
 
    “I can’t keep doing this to you, Cage. That was too close.” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. We’ll turn off on a side road just ahead and be in Mississippi by sunup. We can trade for another vehicle there. Those small town boys change cars like they change underwear. Several times a year.” Arlene didn’t laugh. 
 
    After filling up the bus in Cairo and picking up a road map of Western Tennessee, we crossed into Kentucky. As we drove south, Arlene studied the map until the flashlight batteries gave out. She finally folded the map and leaned back in the seat. 
 
    “See any place you want to visit?” I asked just to break the silence. 
 
    “No. Nothing special. I was just curious.” A short time later she said she was going to repack the stuff we had thrown so hastily into the back. She rummaged around for about a half hour before returning to her seat. Neither of us said anything for the next hour and a half as the wind buffeted the bus every few minutes, rocking us in our seats. Finally she said, “One of those new Interstate highways is not too far ahead. Maybe we can stop and stretch our legs and take a look?” 
 
    “Sure. Probably won’t be able to see much in the dark though.” 
 
    But when we hit the Interstate 40 intersection at Jackson, Tennessee, it was lit up by floods high on slender metal poles. As we crossed over the ghostly white concrete ribbon, cars zoomed by beneath us, though it was nearly midnight. 
 
    “Pull up there,” she said pointing as we crossed over the lanes below. I cut the engine and rolled the bus to a hushed stop. Arlene reached back and pulled her little knapsack up into her lap before glancing over at me, her face taut, full of hesitation. Then she opened the door and started to slide out before stopping halfway and turning back to me. The wind lashed her hair about as I met her eyes in the pallid light of the overhead floods. She put her hand over her mouth for a moment staring at the floorboards then glanced up at me again. 
 
    “The way we met, Cage ...” She must have seen the confusion on my face because she fell silent again as she struggled to compose herself. “The way we met I never got to write you a love letter. So this is it. 
 
    “I’ve loved you since that first day in your front yard when you threw the ball and it bounced off the tip of my glove and I kicked it out into the street trying to pick it up. I was so ashamed that I had wasted your time by asking for your help. But instead of yelling at me, you just said not to worry about it and kept working with me until I finally got the hang of it. No one had ever treated me like that before. Just you.  
 
    “From that day on you were my everything. The single island of stability in my life. I couldn’t wait to get up in the morning to be with you. You gave me confidence in myself. And I needed that every day.” She paused again blinking back tears. “Until you came along I hated my life so much I sometimes kicked my own shadow when I saw it. After you, all that changed.” The wind slammed the bus door into her. She pushed it back and slung her pack up over her shoulder. 
 
    “Wait. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Cage, I would follow you into a burning building. You know that. I even followed you into Pressley Poole’s house when I knew not to go in there. But I can’t follow you if I’m going to pull you down. You’ve done everything for me. I don’t understand why. But you have. So it’s my time to do something for you. Go back to Santa Barbara. You’re sixteen—at least everybody thinks you are. They won’t do anything to you and you can pick up where you left off. Even get your account unfrozen so you can work on your time machine.” 
 
    She slid out but turned back one last time. “You’ll never know how much I’ve loved you, Cage. I could never tell you. I knew you struggled with some kind of blank spot in that area, and I knew you would never understand. I just hope you’ll find someone else who will love you as much I have.” She backed away and let the wind slam the door closed behind her. 
 
    By the time I set the parking brake and stepped out onto the pavement, she was running down the slope toward the Interstate. I called, but she never turned back. She stopped for a second to throw her knapsack over a fence then climbed over after it. I took off after her but halfway down the slope I slipped on the wet grass. A blast of wind blustered from under the overpass buffeting me as I struggled up. Rain spattered around me. I reached the fence a few seconds later but she was standing on the edge of the Interstate with her thumb out. The second vehicle to pass slammed on brakes and backed up. A mud-spattered, red and white, Dodge station wagon. As she ran up, the rear door opened and she climbed inside. Moments later I stood on the spot where she had entered the wagon and watched the taillights disappear into the rain. And the wind filled the space where she had been. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 40 
 
    After struggling back up the slope, I sat in the bus for several minutes in near shock. The scent of Arlene’s perfume lingered on the stale air. This was insane. Something Arlie would have pulled. She had no identification other than the name everyone was looking for, and I was pretty sure she had no more than fifty dollars with her. It wasn’t that she was helpless. She had her stiletto. She always had that. But without money—it was obvious I had to find her. If she was caught and proven to be Arlie, Dad could be prosecuted too—for harboring a fugitive. 
 
    I drove to the bottom of the overpass and crossed over to the onramp leading in the direction the station wagon was headed. It would be ten miles up the road by now, and there was little chance of catching it in the old VW, but I tried anyway. After passing two more interchanges without spotting the wagon, the hunt became hopeless. There was no way to know whether it was headed to Nashville or merely home several miles off one of the connections. 
 
    I knew then my time with Arlene was over. She had been the only person besides Aunt Cealie I could trust. There was no going back to Santa Barbara, though. I needed a new identity and suspected there would be many new identities before I was done. But now there was no one to help me. It was a lonely affair to be on my own again at both age sixteen and eighty. Neither were years of great self-sufficiency. I had about thirty-five hundred dollars in cash left. After five years’ effort, it wasn’t much of a start on building a time machine. I shook my head to clear away the fog of little sleep, and the loss of Arlene, and turned off at the next interchange. It didn’t much matter where I ended up. Maybe a medium sized town would be best. Not so big I’d get lost in it and not so small everyone knew when a stranger blew in. 
 
    *** 
 
    For two years I crossed the country working odd jobs. I even played piano in dinner bars in the evenings using some of the talent I had acquired in Ell’s virtual world. Finally ending up in Montana, I discovered an easy source of money on the blackjack tables in the Indian casinos where the gambling age was 18. My math ability gave me a slight advantage over the house, but I had to be careful not to win too consistently or too much at a time. I bought a nearly new Jeep and floated back and forth among the Montana and Idaho casinos for a few months racking up almost eighty thousand. Then the dealers began to remember me. It was time to leave. 
 
    I located a financial attorney in Boise and had him draw up papers to transfer the Dan Shepard account to Dad. The freeze was still on the account, but the attorney said he could get it removed since there was never any proof of criminal activity to support the freeze. That night I called Dad. 
 
    I had been calling him periodically just to make sure he hadn’t been dragged into any legal tangles that would have ensued if Arlene had been caught, but he always told me the business that had led to our departure had blown over after a few months. 
 
    I kept the call short, just telling him he would receive some paperwork in a few days. The account was now his. It contained nearly two hundred grand, and, if he let it ride, it would be worth double that in a few years. Triple in six or seven. He asked when I was coming back. I let him think Arlene was still with me and reminded him we would all pay a heavy price if she was ever caught and fingerprinted. He understood but was crying a little before our conversation was over. 
 
    The next morning I took off for California. With my winnings and the money saved over the past two years, I had nearly ninety thousand to begin investing yet again. 
 
    I bought a dilapidated hunting lodge in the hills about five miles east of Carmel and settled in. It was a time when new stocks with real growth potential were coming on the market. I invested heavily and sold when better stocks came along and reinvested in those. Returning to the exercise routine Arlie and I had followed as kids, I ran five miles through the hills daily and lunched sparingly at the Cabbage Leaf, a holistic restaurant near the ocean where the staff waved ‘life giving’ crystals over the food as they served it. They seemed not to notice the anchovies in my salad remained quite dead. Trying to stay as unobtrusive as possible, I never mentioned it. 
 
    Being alone allowed me to work full time developing the mathematical models I would need to begin actual design of components for prototyping a glider. I spent most mornings pouring over the math in my self-imposed solitude. Then a drive down to Carmel for lunch and back for a few hours of minor carpentry work trying to return the cabin to its former glory. Eventually, though, the math took over. I abandoned the remodeling and ended up installing blackboards on most of the walls. What wouldn’t fit on the blackboards, I scribbled on reams of scratch paper strewn across multiple tables. To have a little human contact I drove up to Monterey on weekends and crewed with the day-sailors. Evenings I usually spent on the front porch thinking. That was actually my most productive time. It got my subconscious working on problems overnight and usually led to new insights the next morning. 
 
    There weren’t many distractions. An occasional wandering bear, a temblor radiating out of the San Andreas Fault to the east, a solitary hiker. The little earthquake shocks were the most distracting. They never did much damage, but for a Florida boy it seemed unnatural for the earth to behave in such a manner. 
 
    Most of the time, though, I labored on alone with only my ruminations for company. I still thought about Arlene occasionally. But when she had left, she had closed a door neither of us could ever open again. We were now each nameless to the other. We could never find one another again. And so, the days wore slowly on. 
 
    One evening late, while sitting on the porch, I mulled over my recent trip back to Stubbinville, or more appropriately, High Pine across the river. It had taken me a while to find my way from the old cemetery to Aunt Cealie’s. She clapped her hands together as I crossed over the bridge to her cabin. 
 
    “I thought that might be you, Micajah. I heared cawin’ off to the west on the old cemetery trail. It were too soon for any of my other kin to be comin’ this away.” She patted the seat next to her. She was becoming frail but remained eager for news. “Sit down and tell me all what’s been goin’ on. How is Julene and Arlene?” 
 
    It only took a few minutes to bring her up to speed. She was greatly affected by Mom’s death. 
 
    “Julene gone. Tha’s a great loss, Micajah. A great loss.” She stared at the porch floor shaking her ancient head as though recalling days long past. “Her mamma might not of wanted her, but she were a blessing to me, tha’s for sure.” 
 
    Glancing up toward the tops of the cypress, she sighed. “They’s some people in this world you’d think was a angel, Micajah. Your mamma were one of ‘em. If I weren’t there when she was borned, I’d of thought I was in the presence of a angel when Julene was around. She done took care of me all dese years and I know, like mos’, she weren’t made of money.” Aunt Cealie wiped a glint from the corner of her eye. “Course, she weren’t no actual angel. Not then, anyways. It’s jus’ that you couldn’t tell the difrence. I always thought if everbody acted jus’ like they was a angel, this world would be a lot better. But that ain’t happened yet.” 
 
    “Mom always said whatever goodness she got, she got from you, Aunt Cealie.” 
 
    “No. She ain’t got it from me.” 
 
    “Don’t be too sure about that. You were a blessing to me all those years after my return when I couldn’t tell anyone about coming back.” 
 
    She reached over and patted the back of my hand. “Well, comin’ from you, I take that as the finest belaudin’ as I ever had.” 
 
    Though her two porch crows had died several years before, their replacement flitted around our chairs as we sat together looking out over her swamp. I finally shooed him off my shoulder and asked if Arlene might have stopped by. 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “No, Micajah, it’s been near ’bout lonesome as a Monday mornin’ church service since I seed you all off to Callyfornia.” 
 
    “Speaking of California,” I jotted my address on a page of my pocket notepad and tore it off, “if Arlene should ever drop by, would you give her this?” 
 
    She took the paper and hobbled into her cabin for a moment. Coming out she said, “It’s stuck in Psalms. Right next to Arlie’s verse. Yours too. I ‘spose. Or close as I can get.” 
 
    I spent another hour reminiscing with Aunt Cealie then left her with fifty twenty-dollar bills. She fussed in great excess about how nice that was and tried to give the money back. I told her, even though she was now one hundred and seven, she had more good years left on her and might need a little cash. I also gave her a self-addressed, stamped envelope to have her kin drop in the mail if she ever needed to see me. I would be there within the week. As I stepped off the porch to leave, she asked me for a favor. The only one she had ever asked. I was somewhat disturbed by it, but agreed. I owed her. Her crow flitted from tree to tree above me all the way back to the cemetery. 
 
    I flew out that night and was waiting in the Denver Airport for my connection to San Francisco when I noticed Barbara sitting not twenty feet from me. We would not have met yet, though she had been, or rather would have been, my wife for over fifty years. Should I introduce myself? The isolation after Arlene had become almost crippling. Surely I could trust Barbara to keep my secret. We had shared so much over the years and I knew her to be a reliable confidant. 
 
    She glanced up at that moment and caught me studying her. I smiled and made a motion to get up but she flashed me a look of disdain and grabbed up her coat before moving quickly to another area. That simple action nearly broke me. I sat shaking as I waited for my plane. By the time I arrived back at my lodge, I was on the edge of despair. I had now lost nearly everyone. Even Barbara. Again. After that dark night standing on the edge of capitulation by the crater in my front yard, I had come full circle. 
 
    Then a sharp tremor rattled the dishes inside the cabin and broke my reverie. I stood up and stumbled inside to check that nothing was broken. 
 
    It must have been about midnight when the cabin shook again. I awoke with a start and stared into the darkness. Something was different this time. I reached over and clicked on the table lamp. 
 
    My heart nearly exploded. 
 
    “You’re a hard one to find, Micajah Fenton.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 41 
 
    Ell stood beside the bed looking down on me. An awkward moment passed between us as I lay nearly paralyzed in disbelief before leaping up and pulling her to me. “Ell. You don’t know what a welcome sight you are. I never expected to see you again.” 
 
    Then I held her at arms’ length. I shouldn’t have been able to do that. 
 
    “But you’re not just a thought like before. You’re warm and physically here.” I paused trying to figure out what was happening. “Or am I back in your glider again?” 
 
    “No. You’re still in your world. The glider just dropped me off. Sorry it woke you.” 
 
    My mind was beginning to clear. “But you’re real now. Or seem to be.” 
 
    “I am real.” 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders and held her hands out at her sides. It was a distinctly human gesture meaning merely, here I am. Don’t worry about it. 
 
    “Then where’s your glider?” 
 
    “On a mountaintop near the north pole of the Moon.” 
 
    So that was it. “Then you’re a copy.” 
 
    “Like we discussed? Yes. I’m more like you now than like the Ell back in the glider. But I still remember the way things were between us before you chose to leave. Even though you may have forgotten, we virtual creatures can never forget.” 
 
    “No. I haven’t forgotten anything.” I hugged her to me again relishing the warmth of human contact. Then pushed her back again. “You are human now, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m human enough that anyone inspecting me couldn’t tell the difference. Well, unless they got into the cellular machinery. The glider couldn’t construct the exact image I had projected to you. Not using just DNA, anyway. So it had to fudge a little. Not much. But enough to show up at the molecular level. I’m mostly DNA-based but to get my form to match the image you had of me required some specific tailoring. I bleed just like you and perspire and need food, though.” 
 
    We stood looking at each other for a moment before she smiled. “So are we going to just stand here all night or can I share that comfortable looking bed with you? I haven’t slept since my memory was loaded yesterday. This is all so new to me.” 
 
    I pulled the covers back. “Then hop in.” 
 
    She scrambled into the bed and disappeared under the blankets as I threw them over her. A few seconds later her head popped out and she pulled a pillow over and snuggled in to it. 
 
    “You do know you’re going to have to wear clothes when we go out for breakfast tomorrow don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose. Until then, though ….” 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning I brought out an old bag of clothing Arlene had left behind in the bus. I pulled one of the tee shirts over her head and helped her get her arms through the sleeves. We rummaged through the bag and found a pair of shorts and sneakers that fit pretty well. I had her turn around to make sure everything was okay then added one of my foreshortened long-sleeve shirts I’d left in the dryer too long. 
 
    “You look really good, Ell. But how come no spiky, red hair?” 
 
    “That wouldn’t work on a real-world body, so I used something a little less garish. Are you disappointed?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. Blonde quite becomes you.” 
 
    That brought a self-conscious smile and a half turn of her head to show off the back. “You really think so?” It was a uniquely feminine response. 
 
    “I do.” I couldn’t help but smile at her human reactions. I had not seen those when we were together in the glider and suspected most of her mannerisms had been loaded from my own memories the glider had retained. “Come on. I’m hungry. How about you?” 
 
    “That feeling in my stomach?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s your breakfast call.” 
 
    *** 
 
    At the restaurant Ell brought me up to speed on her dilemma. While the titanium rod I had provided worked reasonably well on short hops, it still had a huge unpredictable error factor on galactic-size jumps. When she had tried to return home, the glider had emerged so far off target in space and time, it didn’t even recognize the star patterns. It was only due to the glider’s maintaining a link to its last jump that allowed her to return to the vicinity of Earth. 
 
    “So you actually need titanium pure beyond anything we could produce when we met.” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    Ell had started slow on breakfast. The dexterity needed to operate the knife and fork were apparently not a part of her download. She had watched me, though, and was starting to figure it out. She had diced her fried eggs into her grits and buttered her toast fairly evenly. The coffee had burned her tongue, though. “This real-world eating is a lot trickier than it looks.” 
 
    “Try a little of the ice water. It might make your tongue feel better.” 
 
    She took a cautious sip then continued her story. From Ell’s perspective only a few days had passed. It took her that long to track me down over the ten years that had gone by for me since my download back in Stubbinville. She had finally discovered Aunt Cealie and placed a sentinel at her cabin to look for me if I ever came back. 
 
    “A sentinel? Did it look like a crow?” 
 
    “Yes. How did you know?” 
 
    “I guess I’m on to your little tricks now. Did a female named Arlene ever show up?” 
 
    Ell glanced up at me. “A female? Don’t tell me you have a mate.” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” 
 
    “Well, the sentinel ran scans over a twelve year span but no Arlene ever showed up. Should she have?” 
 
    “No. I was just curious. But what about you? Ell is still with the glider and you’re a copy. I take it you’re supposed to help me somehow.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m your assistant.” 
 
    “You said it only took you a few days to find me. How did the glider manufacture a twenty year old you in a few days?” 
 
    “You and James left skin cells with DNA in the glider. The glider used them to design me. It just paired your X chromosome with the X James’ got from his mother so I would be female. I’m actually growing in an incubator on the moon at this moment and will be ready in another twenty years when the incubator will hop back in time to deliver me ready for Ell’s download. That happened yesterday.” 
 
    “Um. Then what happens to you after the Ell in the glider gets another replacement rod?” 
 
    “I’ll have to stay here. Only one of us can exist on the glider, or anywhere else in the virtual world, for that matter. I’m like you now. I’ll die at some point. I’m still Ell but with a lot less capability than the original because I’m in human form. So don’t think of me as a copy. I’m Ell. Your Ell.” Her blue eyes held mine to make the point. 
 
    I dropped my gaze. “Sorry. It’s a little confusing as to just what’s happened. And I’m having a hard time dealing with you growing old and dying.” 
 
    “I won’t grow old. I’ll always look like this. Remember, I’m not completely DNA-based. The glider stripped out the aging components of the DNA to give me a fixed appearance. Nevertheless, I’ll die at some point. Meanwhile, I’m very much enjoying this experience.” 
 
    But two minutes later she didn’t look like she was enjoying it at all. 
 
    “Ell, are you okay?” She had blanched as white as the porcelain plates. 
 
    “Oh!” Her fork clattered to the floor. “Something is extremely wrong.” She was obviously in serious trouble. “I’m failing already. This shouldn’t be happening.” 
 
    I’d just slid out of the booth to try to help when she moaned, “I’m dying, Cager. I’m sorry.” Then she threw up breakfast all over the table. 
 
    I dropped a twenty on a clear spot, scooped Ell up and carried her toward the door. The distraught waitress followed trying to give my money back. I told her it wasn’t the food and to keep the change. 
 
    “But it’s only eight twenty-two for the meals, sir,” she wailed as the door closed behind us. 
 
    Ell threw up a bit more in the Jeep as I sped back to my lodgings, then she fell over in the seat groaning. I stroked her forehead whenever we hit a straight stretch of road and she fell quiet. By the time we got to the cabin she seemed somewhat recovered. I wiped her face with a wet cloth and gave her some mouthwash to get the vomit taste out. Her color was beginning to return by then. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Cager. I don’t know what went wrong back there.” 
 
    “I think I know. Was that the first time you’ve ever eaten?” 
 
    “Yes. It was going so well, too.” 
 
    “You’re almost human now, Ell. Humans can’t tolerate a big meal on a stomach that hasn’t had food for a long time. In your case, never. You just got a bit of nausea. We need to start you off slow. And get your insides set up with gut bacteria too. There’s some yogurt in the fridge. We’ll start you on that when you feel better.” 
 
    That afternoon we went clothes shopping. The salesgirls helped me pick everything out. I remembered the clown suit Ell had chosen the night we met. It reminded me she used to be a whale-like creature. Whales had no need of clothes, so fashion was as alien to Ell as she was to Earth. The shopping spree ran into the late afternoon but we had her pretty well outfitted by close of business. She had put away two yogurts and was hungry again so we stopped for ice cream. She loved it. I had to show her how to lick it instead of eating it in big bites. She threw that up on the way home. At least she recognized the symptoms and asked me to pull over. After several heaves she dragged herself back into the Jeep and said, “I think I’m getting the hang of it.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 42 
 
    Over the following months, I procured a complete set of identity documents for Ell from the contacts I’d made. The papers were professionally produced and could withstand scrutiny by any law enforcement agency that didn’t run an exhaustive background search. Even then, I was confident everything would check out. The original’s parents had died when she was ten. Her foster home records indicated she disappeared with a drifter who had caught her fancy. No foul play had been suspected so her name wasn’t on any law enforcement list. Best of all, her name had been Ellen so Ell was a natural nickname. 
 
    And so Ell, now an official resident of Earth, began settling in. We ran the hills in the mornings. Her body hardly broke a sweat as she glided gazelle-like through the countryside. Every experience was new for her. She dawdled by the trail to study the minutest details of the forests. It reminded me of my first trip to Aunt Cealie’s with Joey and that I still had a mission in life I needed to get back to. 
 
    While Ell was a bit of a distraction, she was still a mathematician of the highest caliber. I had made a lot of headway on the equations she had gifted to me and I pointed out to her that I was back to the equation behind the two that linked the real world to the quantum world. 
 
    “That’s the Creation Equation, Cager. Everything else can be derived from it. The five variables on the left define the real world and the seven on the right define the quantum world we both share. Those two variables right there,” she said pointing to my scribbles, “are quantum gravity.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The units in those variables are mind blowing, Ell. I have a degree in physics but still can’t figure some of them out. I’ve been able to derive quantum entanglement and time dilation and most of the rest like entropy but the interplay among them—I’m at a loss. I do, however, see the time travel possibilities when I rearrange the equation so the time variables are on one side isolated from all the spatial and gravitational variables. It’s still a mess, though. Who figured all this out, anyway?” 
 
    “No biological mind, I assure you.” 
 
    “Really? Then you’re saying I have no chance in solving the time travel parts of the equation without outside help? Non-biological help?” 
 
    “No. I’m not quite saying that. I’m just saying the derivation of the Creation Equation wasn’t made by a biologically based mind. Solving it once you have it is a different matter. Still hard, but I suspect within your capability.” Then she brightened. “But don’t forget, you have me now.” 
 
    “And so I have two problems.” 
 
    “Am I a problem, Cager? I’m trying not to be.” 
 
    “No, no. You’re not a problem. What I meant is, we now need to figure out how to produce pure titanium for a new rod for your glider too. So don’t ever think you’re a problem. You aren’t. But we have a long road ahead of us. Meanwhile, there’s not much we can do but keep investing, so we might as well have a little fun while we wait.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 43 
 
    I had about 200,000 dollars invested by that time, and both Ell and I had IDs showing us as twenty-one. 
 
    A month later, we rolled back into Carmel flush with 160 grand from the blackjack tables of Reno and Las Vegas. Before we’d left, I had bought a 42 foot steel-hulled ketch and had it documented as Lovely Pebble. It now lay moored at a Monterey marina not a ten minute drive from the cabin. After we unpacked, I drove Ell down to see the boat. 
 
    As we strolled past the transom with the vessel’s name emblazoned on the sea-green hull in bone-white letters trimmed in gold leaf, Ell stopped with a little jolt before spinning around toward me, her face alight with surprise. 
 
    “That’s my name” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    She turned back and studied the entire vessel. “Oh, thank you, Cager. I love that it has my name. It’s such an elegant construction. The curves and lines. So graceful. So beautiful. It’s nothing like the glider. And it goes across the water powered only by the wind?” 
 
    “Well, it has a small diesel engine, too, but that’s only for when the wind isn’t blowing and you’re in a hurry.” 
 
    “Who would ever be in a hurry on a vessel such as this?” She glanced over at me. “Can I go on it?” 
 
    “That’s why I bought it.” 
 
    A half hour later I had shown her around the cabins and explained all the electrical systems and panels and navigation equipment. Then we clambered up on to the teak deck and aft to the wheel well and compass binnacle. She stood behind the wheel like a kid, staring upwards to the mast tops. After that we removed the sail covers as I explained the sheets and vangs and halyards until she cried out, “Stop. I’m overloaded. I can’t remember it all. It’s not like being in a virtual world with unending memory storage.” 
 
    “I understand completely. That’s what we humans have to put up with.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve noticed that I can’t even recall every detail from yesterday. Just pieces. An incomplete picture of the past but enough to get by. It’s quite unnerving. But enough of this philosophy. When do we get to go out on the ocean?” 
 
    *** 
 
    By noon we were closehauled across the blue Pacific as California’s coastline blurred into a long, hazy smudge over our transom. Only the rush of water sluicing beneath the hull broke the silence. I locked the wheel and went forward adding a quarter turn on the starboard winch to trim in the genoa. Immediately the vessel stiffened as it cut through languid swells born of volcanic archipelagos 7,000 miles to the west. Ell stood braced against the cabin searching the ocean ahead. A sudden explosion of breath drew her immediate interest as a pod of humpbacks surfaced blowing brilliant spumes high into the sunlight. 
 
    “Cager! Look.” She pointed her bare arm off the port beam. “There, there. I was like that once.” Then she quickly swept the horizon. “We’re the only humans out here. Can I get rid of these clothes for a while? I want to be like I was. Like those whales.” 
 
    “Sure. Un-suit yourself.” 
 
    She turned back to me. “Hey. That was a joke back when we first met wasn’t it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Barely.” 
 
    “Is that another joke?” 
 
    “Just be sure to put some sunscreen on, or the sun will burn the skin that’s been under your clothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that skin was whiter.” 
 
    “You already have a tan on your face and arms and legs. It’ll take a while for the rest of you to catch up.” 
 
    So, sails brimming with wind and light, we sliced through the rise and fall of gentle rollers as afternoon slipped by. Ell perched out on the bowsprit looking for whales, but, much to her disappointment, no more happened by. It was a reminder to me she was not actually human. Not what she appeared to be. And I suspected, alien beyond anything I had yet imagined. But it didn’t seem to matter to me as I watched her scanning the horizon. 
 
    I finally brought Lovely Pebble about and trimmed her to run before the wind back toward Monterey. Ell came aft around the cabin and stepped down into the cockpit. The salt spray had dusted her hair in sparkling crystals refracting the late afternoon sun. That, and the blue of the ocean captured in her eyes, transmuted her for a moment into an earthly version of that race of intelligent sea-life she had sprung from. It was an amazing creature that approached me. Studiously ignoring the vision as she sat down next to me, I pushed my finger into her shoulder. She had a slight burn in spite of the sunscreen. “Hungry?” I asked. 
 
    It was our first trip out, so I hadn’t planned an elaborate dinner. We finished our takeout from the Cabbage Leaf and were halfway through a bottle of German Riesling. It was the first time I had given this Ell any alcohol and she was a bit tipsy as we sat together behind the wheel watching the horizon flicker with the evening lights of scattered coastal towns. She leaned into me for warmth as a gentle breeze over the starboard quarter drove us forward. I put my arm around her and pulled her up close. Alien or not, she was all I had. 
 
    “Tell me about Arlene.” 
 
    “Arlene? What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything. From the day you first met. About how you grew up together. What happened to her. I want to know it all.” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I love long stories. I love being out here on the ocean. I love this boat.” She paused for the length of a heartbeat. “I love you.” I glanced down to meet her gaze. “It’s okay to say that isn’t it? I know I’m not human.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I love you too, Ell. Even though I’m not a whale. And yes, I know you’re not a whale either but I think it must have been something close.” And in that moment the enchantment was broken. 
 
    Just as I had not loved Arlene, I did not love Ell, though I was struck by her nymph-like beauty. In both cases I had seen them evolve from something other than themselves and I could not get past it. Arlene remained, for me at least, Arlie, perhaps the closest friend I’d ever had. And Ell, though a technological marvel, was, after all, constructed from the virtual remains of some unimaginable and ageless carrion feeder that had inhabited an alien swamp halfway across the galaxy. I also suspected that, as nature had done with the geese in King Solomon’s Rings, the virtual Ell had imprinted this real-world copy of herself with me as its center of affection. That would have been the smart thing to do. And if Ell was programmed still more deeply, would she even know it? Could I ever truly trust her? Or was I just thinking too much? 
 
    Lately, though, it seemed nothing real existed in my life anymore. Not even myself. 
 
    Then Ell wrapped both arms around my chest and put her head on my shoulder. “I’m not anything. I’m just me. And I love you. Now tell me about Arlene.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We were off the coast of Pacific Grove by the time I finished the story of Arlie and Arlene. I brought Lovely Pebble about and trimmed her for a beam reach into Monterey Bay. Ell had grown cold and dressed in spite of her cetacean disdain for clothing. She sat next to me in the dim glow of the binnacle light. A frown creased her forehead. 
 
    “So, in spite of her terrible father and being made fun of and beat up, she remained a good person?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And obviously she loved you. For your sake, she sacrificed everything good she had finally acquired. Just left with nothing. Alone on a strange road on a rainy night.” Ell looked up at me. “I wonder what happened to her.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I have no way to find her.” 
 
    “Did she ever tell you she loved you?” 
 
    “Just as she slid out the door and disappeared.” 
 
    Ell shook her head slowly. “Wow. I had no idea.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 44 
 
    One late-summer morning Ell wandered in with the mail. It was one of her favorite times of day. The mail. She said it reminded her of her youth on her real-world home planet when things were slower paced; more thoughtfully done. 
 
    “Here’s a strange, little letter, Cager. No return address and I don’t think there’s anything in the envelope.” 
 
    I leapt up from my morning’s equations to snatch the letter from her. “It’s from Aunt Cealie. I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    “Home.” 
 
    After a moment of confusion, she asked, “Oh you mean back where …” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can I go?” 
 
    I shelved my panic for a moment. “Of course. I’m sorry. It’s just that the little letter here can’t be good news. I’m worried. Pack yourself a bag and I’ll call and make plane reservations out of Monterey for tomorrow morning early.” 
 
    We arrived in Mobile the next day about one o’clock and picked up a rental car for the fifty mile drive up to the Old High Pine Cemetery. Thirty minutes later we crossed the bridge over to Aunt Cealie’s cabin. It was the first time I had ever been there when Aunt Cealie wasn’t on the porch to greet me. She always knew when I was coming. We found her asleep inside. She awoke with a start when Ell bumped into a broom knocking it over. Ell cringed as she turned toward me. 
 
    “Micajah? Is dat you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me, Aunt Cealie.” 
 
    She pulled herself upright taking a long moment to straighten all the way to a standing position. Then she saw Ell. The two studied each other for an over-long space of time without moving or saying a word. Finally Aunt Cealie said, “Please excuse me for starin’ so long, but I believe you must be the prettiest thing I ever laid eyes on. You’re not from around here are you?” 
 
    A shiver ran up my spine. Those were almost my exact words to Ell the night we first met. 
 
    “Why thank you, Aunt Cealie, and, no, I’m not from around here.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie nodded and turned back to me. “I called you out here, Micajah, ‘cause I think my chariot might be swingin’ low any day now. Might even be this evenin’. I been wavin’ it off till you got here.” 
 
    I started to tell her she had two more years to go but realized my returning had changed everything. I couldn’t expect the future to accurately reflect my memories of it anymore, and the longer I was here the less the two matched. “Would you like to sit out on the porch like we used to, before your ride gets here?” I asked her. 
 
    She shuffled off toward the door then paused. “Cealie, where is your manners?” She turned to Ell. “Can I offer you a seat on the edge of heaven, young lady? It’s right this way. I don’t think I caught your name.” 
 
    “Lovely Pebble. You can call me Ell.” 
 
    “Well, your name is as pretty as you, Ell. Now have a seat over here by me. Micajah, if you don’t mind, would you fetch us some mint tea. I made a fresh pitcher of it for you just yestiddy.” 
 
    After we all had our first sip of mint, Aunt Cealie cleared her throat and caught my eye. “I ain’t never heared from Arlene. Just wanted you to know that ‘fore I goes.” Ell, momentarily entranced by the cypress trees and the dark water, turned when she heard Arlene’s name. Aunt Cealie continued. “I don’t think she’s still with us, Micajah. I’m sorry. Me and her, we had long discussions ‘bout things in those days she spent out here wid me before you all lit out for Callyfornia. She would of come to see me by now if she was able.” 
 
    “I suspect you’re right, Aunt Cealie. She certainly would have come by now if she could.” I drew in a deep breath and studied the middle distance seeing only a blur. I could think of nothing else worth saying and would have been unable to speak if I had. 
 
    “I told you onc’t when she was Arlie that she would surprise you. And she did didn’t she. She surely did.” Then she turned to Ell and watched her for several moments. Her face shown with a sadness I had not seen before. “An’ pretty as you is, you not like us. Not quite. Almost but not quite.” She held Ell in her gaze. “And you know what I’m talking about don’t you, Lovely Pebble.” 
 
    A flash of surprise lit Ell’s face for a moment then flickered away. “Yes. I know.” 
 
    “But you more like me than anyone else I know. You and me, we both swamp critters. Am I right?” 
 
    Ell glanced at me. “Did you tell her about me?” 
 
    “She caught me the first day I came out here after you dropped me off back then. She knew right away I wasn’t the same. I’ve told her a lot, but I never mentioned your name or that you were a swamp creature.” 
 
    “He din have to, Ell. I can see it. I sees how you loves this place where I lives. Only a somebody raised in a swamp looks at it like you and me looks at it. This is as close to home as you been in some time ain’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in the real world since I left it.” 
 
    “Well, let’s just leave it at that. I ain’t the kind to pry. Well, I tries not to anyways. I ain’t always successful, though. Micajah can tell you that.” 
 
    The afternoon slipped by as Aunt Cealie reminisced. Of slavery. Of raising my mother. Of making a life in the swamp. And Ell, who loved stories, sat entranced. The sun had fallen below the porch eaves before Aunt Cealie finally pushed up from her chair. 
 
    “Well, I guess I gots no more stories left in me. I can’t tell you how glad I am that you came, Micajah. And meeting you, Ell, been a treat on top of that. I spent many a evenin’ sittin’ out here ponderin’ about you and what all this time travel business mean. And now that I knows what a kind person you is, it was worth hangin’ on here to get to meet you.” She hobbled over to Ell. “Would you be too put off if I asked you to hug a filthy old swamp lady ‘fore you goes?” 
 
    “I would love to, Aunt Cealie. There aren’t many of us left.” 
 
    As they embraced, Ell’s expression conveyed an air of remembrance, perhaps of a time lost to a distant past. How long had Lovely Pebble spent in her virtual world, I wondered. A thousand years? A million? I had never asked. Then a tear trickled down Ell’s cheek. Did she actually cry? What was she? 
 
    A moment later Aunt Cealie pulled away and turned to me. I hugged her frail body and smoothed her snowy hair as I held her head to my chest. She shuddered and fell slack for an instant before hugging me tighter and looking up. “My time’s done run out, Micajah. Don’t forget what you promised me. Hearts crossed. So you gots to do as I axed even if it don’t seem natural to you. It’s what I wants. Ell will understand. That’s why I’m so glad she’s here.” 
 
    Well, whatever Ell was, she obviously had Aunt Cealie’s approval. “Hearts crossed, Aunt Cealie. I’ll do just as you asked.” 
 
    She rested her head back on my chest and fell still. I carried her into the cabin and laid her on the cot. The crow followed us in and perched on the headboard for a few minutes before cawing several times and fluttering out the door and up into the high cypress at the foot of the bridge. When I checked her, she wasn’t breathing and I could detect no pulse, but I waited for some time to be sure she was really gone. Finally the blood had drained from her face leaving that unmistakable, waxy mask of recent death. A hundred and seven years of knowledge had vanished. I sighed and turned away. 
 
    Ell watched in silence as I gathered up a few of Aunt Cealie’s things not really knowing why. Finally she asked, “What’s ‘hearts crossed’ mean, Cager?” 
 
    I laid the items I had collected back down and turned toward her. “It’s just a silly way to seal a promise. It means ‘cross my heart and hope to die if I break this promise.’ It’s a relic of childhood.” 
 
    “Then what was your promise?” 
 
    “She made her living here in the swamp. Fixed turtle soup and mint tea and fried up the little fish living under the bridge. Said she owed it all back to them. Didn’t want to be drained of her blood and pumped full of chemicals and buried in a steel coffin away from her swamp-mates. She made me promise, if I was the one to find her, I would put her under the bridge there and lock the cabin door when I left so her cousins would know she was gone when they came out for a visit. She said she had never locked the door when she was alive.” 
 
    So, as the setting sun tinged the western clouds, Ell and I waded out into the black water with Aunt Cealie and slid her under the bridge. The sudden change in temperature and pressure caused her eyes to open. As she sank quietly beneath the dark water, she looked back at me one last time before the darkness accepted her. Ell glanced over. “Don’t you think it strange that you just happened to be here to carry out your promise?” 
 
    “No. She knew her end was near. She mailed that letter then hung on through sheer force of will until I got here.” 
 
    Back in the cabin, I lit the kerosene lantern. The money I had left with her my last visit remained tucked into her Bible. She had never spent any of it. Next to the bills was a lock of blonde hair I recognized as Mom’s. I stuffed that into my shirt pocket then removed the bills and laid them on the table with a note to whoever found them to keep them as a gift for all their efforts with Aunt Cealie. Before I closed the Bible, I removed my address from where she had put it in case Arlene ever came back. There would now be no trace back to me. Ell straightened the room a bit then I damped out the lantern and closed and locked the door behind us before hanging the key on the nearest chair. 
 
    “Can we stay here for a while longer, Cager? I like this place. I liked Aunt Cealie. I’m glad she knew about me…, but I have a question.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Do you humans have some sense I don’t know about? Aunt Cealie seemed to know things she shouldn’t have known.” 
 
    “She was just a keen observer, Ell. That’s all.” 
 
    We sat on the bridge until sunup while I told Ell the entire story of Aunt Cealie and how she knew instantly Arlie was a girl even though she had fooled me, her best friend, and everyone else for years. 
 
    “So, what happened that led to her living out here all alone in the swamp?” 
 
    “It had to do with her old friend Lige who had to give up everything he had to stay free.” 
 
    Ell didn’t push for more. 
 
    As we stood up to leave, I noticed the crow had vanished. I peered over the railing. Small wakes of turbulence propagated out from under the bridge. Turtles paddled in from the surrounding fen. The little fishes living under the bridge flashed darkly in the morning light as they darted through the black water. Aunt Cealie was getting her wish. Ell had just leaned over the rail for a last look when a huge sob rose in her throat. She clung to the rail as her tears added to the commotion in the water. I rubbed her back in sympathy. Finally she dried her eyes and turned to me. “I’m okay now. I’ve never experienced anything quite like that before. I was overcome by a sudden feeling of loss. Of something—something I’d only just found.” 
 
    “You just experienced grief, Ell. You’re becoming more human every day.” 
 
    “It’s a very strange experience.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 45 
 
    We pulled into the drive to our cabin the next day to find a bedraggled, orange cat watching us from the corner of the porch. I slowed the Jeep so as not to scare it. Ell grew quite excited. “What is that thing? Is that a cat?” 
 
    “You’ve never seen a cat before?” 
 
    “Not in real life. Is it tame?” 
 
    “We’ll know in a second.” As I rolled up to the porch, the cat took off for the woods. 
 
    “Oh, no. It ran away.” 
 
    “Maybe not. Let’s get unloaded and we’ll put some food out tonight and see if it comes back. It looked pretty thin. Someone probably dropped it off to get rid of it.” 
 
    “Get rid of it? People do that?” 
 
    “Some, yes.” 
 
    “You would never do that would you?” 
 
    I scowled at her. “No. Why would you even ask such a question?” She seemed unduly chastened so I hugged her and told her about how Arlie had nursed Tripod back after his front leg was shot off. 
 
    “Such good in the mix of so much bad. And I’m sorry I asked you if you would throw away another creature. I didn’t think.” 
 
    Later we drove into town and bought some dried cat food and a small bowl. 
 
    Back at the cabin, I told Ell to take some of the food and hold it in her hand for a while to get her smell on it. “That way the cat will know it was you who put the food out for it.” 
 
    “Really? The cat will know it was me?” 
 
    A twinge of regret caught me off guard. I had just lied to Ell. Again. Not seriously, as when I told her I loved her, but enough to remind me I had. “They have a good sense of smell. Just put a little in the bowl so the cat will hang around for more. We’ll check the bowl in the morning to see if it came back.” 
 
    Ell was up at first light. I heard the front door creak open followed by a small cry of delight. A second later Ell ran back and leaped onto the bed. 
 
    “It’s gone. The food is gone.” 
 
    I threw back the covers. “You went outside like that?” 
 
    “There’s never anyone out there,” she countered. “But the food is gone. What do I do now?” 
 
    “You get some more and go out and drop it in the bowl, then wait to see if the cat shows up.” 
 
    She flew to the kitchen for a moment then back out the front door. I stood in the entrance watching as she clattered a handful of pellets into the bowl. Then she gasped. The cat jumped up on the porch and sat, head inclined, studying her. It had rained that night, so I figured the cat had been under the porch most of the time. Ell tapped the bowl and stepped back. As if following in a dance, the cat moved forward, looked up at her, then padded over to the bowl, crouched, and began crunching the food. It had obviously been a family pet at some point. As I watched, the sun broke through the clouds throwing a morning rainbow across the hills. The cat finished its breakfast and stood looking up expectantly at Ell. 
 
    “It’s okay to pick it up now.” 
 
    Ell lifted the cat by the armpits and held it out against the rainbow. 
 
    “You have to give it a name before you put it down.” Another lie to preserve the enchantment so obviously taking place between a cat and a creature from across the galaxy. 
 
    “I name you Magnificent Rainbow for you have stripes like the rainbow and you are magnificent.” Then she cradled the now purring cat to her breast and carried it inside. 
 
    Had I known the role the abandoned cat would play in humanity’s fate, I might have been more circumspect in my statements to her. 
 
    But we had a cat now, and Ell was endlessly entertained by Magnificent Rainbow. After hearing its name a couple dozen times, I said, “Why don’t we shorten the name to Mag or Maggie. Then we’ll take it in to the vet for a checkup and some shots and get it fixed.” 
 
    “Fixed?” Ell recoiled in horror. “Did I break him when I picked him up? Is that why he makes that noise? You told me I could pick him up.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t break anything. Fix is just a term.” Better left unexplained, I figured. “And that noise is normal. It’s called a purr. Oh, and it’s not a him. It’s a her.” 
 
    “Like me? Hey, Maggie, we’re both girls. We’ll get you fixed today then we can get to know each other better.” 
 
    *** 
 
    So as the days slipped by, I gave no further thought to cats. I picked up that trail of numbers leading down the rabbit hole of time travel while continuing to procure stocks of future corporate giants. My biggest investments were in the microchip industries at their initial public offerings in the early seventies. I was sure I could use my position as a major stockholder to leverage software deals in the late seventies. 
 
    Yet, busy as we were, we still found time to enjoy ourselves. Most weekends we sailed. Ell put a litter box in the forward berth, and Maggie enjoyed the run of Lovely Pebble. She usually slept below decks when we were underway, but, after we moored, she explored from the bowsprit to the aft davits. Life had regained a certain normalcy. A proper cat can have that effect. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 46 
 
    By 1979 I had devised a method to purify titanium for the glider’s control rod. I would use a modified ion sputter gun to spew a minute but steady stream of 30,000 degree titanium plasma through a magnetic field. The field would deflect the particles in the stream onto different paths depending on their atomic masses. The titanium ions would follow a specific trajectory to a catch area. Any impurities in the injected stream would miss the target to be caught and sequestered. It was apparent the process could produce absolutely pure titanium if operated in a vacuum. The setup would be complex and, therefore, expensive, so wasn’t something I could start on right away. I discussed the issue with Ell and we agreed it would take a fortune to set up a battery of sputter guns to produce even a miniscule quantity of pure titanium each day. 
 
    “How are we going to fund such a project, Cager?” 
 
    “We’ll wait until we have the infrastructure to begin developing time travel components, then we’ll purify the titanium in the same facility. In a few years, we’ll leverage our microchip holdings to begin buying up network and operating software development efforts. I know what mistakes to avoid. We’ll produce safe and secure code from the very beginning and take over the market. Eventually you and I will control the world’s computing systems.” 
 
    Meanwhile, our various holding companies had grown to tens of millions of dollars. But it was going to take a lot more than that to do what we needed. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the late eighties, we began buying land in what would become Silicon Valley and managed to acquire several square miles of hilly terrain just west of the valley. It was right after the Loma Prieta quake of 1989 and land anywhere near was at bargain-basement prices. But I knew there wasn’t another major quake in the area for decades. I put architects to work on plans for a corporate building and major microchip production plant to go there. 
 
    Two years later we leveled off a hilltop at the two thousand foot elevation and began digging the foundation down another hundred feet. Then we stopped construction and brought in tunneling equipment. In the end we had a warren of passageways and elevator shafts interconnecting large caverns where our work on purifying titanium and developing time travel would take place. 
 
    The titanium purification level was fifty feet above the time travel level and was designed to appear as the bottom level. The freight elevator only went down to the purification level unless you used an undocumented bypass procedure. The only other access to the bottom level was by a dedicated, secure elevator available only to Ell and me. By switching out construction crews and using different architectural firms to handle the elevators and tunneling, I hoped by the time construction was complete no one would notice the lower-level cavern had gone missing. 
 
    I spared no expense. The time travel workroom lay behind a large vault door surrounded by at least a hundred yards of solid limestone. The vault door could only be opened by the combination from the outside or by a simple wall switch from the inside for easy egress. 
 
    Both Ell and I were fully aware of the disaster a time machine would create in the hands of anyone other than ourselves. And even we weren’t sure we wouldn’t generate an apocalypse by using it incorrectly. For, while Ell’s time glider had built-in safeguards, we had no way to duplicate that technology. I would be building my machine incrementally from the bottom up as I made my way through the dense calculations leading ever farther into the heart of time travel. It was already clear it would require breakthroughs in quantum entanglement just to get started, but I was confident it could be done. The math said so. Not the way Ell’s glider did it, though. I was taking a different approach. A new path. A way that, so far as Ell knew, had never been tried. And that was the danger. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 47 
 
    The corporate building rose quickly once the foundation work was complete. It opened in the fall of 1993. “A citadel on a hilltop,” as one TV commentator put it. The corporation name stood out in twenty-foot-tall white letters across the top of the highest tower. CASE U.S. 
 
    Nameless faces, Ell and I roamed the crowd during the opening ceremonies. 
 
    “What does Case U.S. mean, Cager? It doesn’t have any particular significance I can see.” 
 
    “I was just playing around. I found it satisfying to have Fenton as the underlying basis for the company name. It’s just a simple transposition of the letters in Fenton. I doubled each letter’s numerical position in the alphabet and added a 17 offset, modulo 26. For instance, F is the sixth letter. Moved forward to position 12 then moved another 17 positions it becomes the 29th letter. Since there are only 26 letters, I use modulo 26 to get position 3. The third letter of the alphabet is C. It would be difficult to work backwards to get Fenton if you didn’t know it was the seed. Plus it has a nice patriotic ring to it, don’t you think?” 
 
    Ell squinted for several seconds before I saw she had broken the code. “Is that what you physicists call tomfoolery?” 
 
    “Exactly. In fact CASE, itself, is a transposition of…” 
 
    “Never mind, Cager.” 
 
    During the years the corporation building had been under design and construction, we had assembled the finest team of integrated chip specialists in the world and had bought up most of the companies manufacturing the equipment that fabricated the microchips. By the time the building was finished, our superior microprocessors were already pushing competitors to the side as we flooded the market with our faster, more innovative product. With a nearly global standard microprocessor, computers and the software that ran on them leapt ahead. And the end result was more money than Ell and I together could figure out how to spend. 
 
    One would have thought we were two of the most prominent people in the state by now, yet few had ever heard of us. We managed our assets through the CEOs of the various industries we controlled. And those CEOs had signed nondisclosure statements that were ironclad and ruinous if they ever disclosed anything about either Ell or me. 
 
    After the grand opening, we were in and out of the headquarters building on a daily basis, but there were so many employees no one noticed us. Well, they probably noticed Ell. While my hair had grayed at the temples, she showed no sign of ageing at all. She dressed to look older but no one would have mistaken her for over twenty-five. Each day we simply entered our adjoining offices to access the concealed elevator leading directly to the time travel level. I had no particular day-to-day job in the company but Ell monitored the titanium purification program. She controlled funds, received progress reports, and made projections on when sufficient titanium would be on hand to cast and machine a new rod for the glider. 
 
    On the bottom level there were only three of us, Otha, the janitor, being the third. But Otha, sworn to secrecy, wasn’t about to tell anyone what he saw down there. Not that it would have mattered. He had no idea what we were doing or even where in the building we were. But Otha would keep quiet because there was nowhere else he could earn what he made at CASE U.S. He kept the expanse of terrazzo floors polished and the rough limestone walls and furniture dust free. Other than the occasional cleanup in the time travel lab or bringing down deliveries of computer chips and assorted electronics, he was left to his own devices until we needed him. 
 
    Fifty feet above us, the titanium purification level teemed with metallurgists and physicists designing equipment to collect and process titanium of absolute purity. By 1996 they had only produced a half-gram from their prototype sputter machines and wanted to know why the enormous effort and expense to produce pure titanium. They were told not to worry about it and to find ways to make it faster and cheaper. They understood that. No one wanted to lose their jobs at CASE U.S. 
 
    About the same time, I began pushing research on quantum entanglement at the microchip laboratories. The experimentalists of the day used equipment weighing hundreds of pounds. I wanted entanglement reduced to the microcircuit level. No one in the research facility had the slightest idea how to do that, but after being told we had no need for them if they couldn’t, they grew confident they could do it ten years. I gave them three and a sheaf of papers with the quantum equations they would have to master to pull it off. Two years later they created entanglement on a chip, and a year after that they controlled it. I called for a set of chips with specific inputs and outputs programmable through a regulator microprocessor. The group delivered three weeks later and asked what we needed next. Everything was on track. 
 
    *** 
 
    Late one afternoon in the quiet of the lab, I cobbled together the first prototype. 
 
    As I leaned back to study the graceless, brick-sized creation lying on my granite-block workbench, an ominous foreboding settled over me. If this thing slipped from my control, civilization was done for. Yet the mechanism looked anything but impressive. I reminded myself the early crystal radios weren’t impressive either—until they pulled music and human voices out of thin air. Like so much in life, it was the internal concept that counted, not the outward appearance. At the moment, all I had was a breadboard bristling with electronics, a battery, and an activation switch. The only things cutting-edge about it were the entanglement circuits. They were the quantum demons that, like the early crystal radios, conjured the seemingly impossible from unseen forces passing through and around us every moment of our existence. 
 
    The intercom at the vault door broke my reverie. 
 
    I punched the opener, and the massive door swung silently outwards to reveal Ell in her creamy-white business suit and high heels. She clicked a gentle cadence across the terrazzo floor to give me a hug as she eyed the unpolished creation resting on the lab bench. 
 
    “Wow! You’ve been busy. Is it ready?” 
 
    “I think so.” I slid the mockup over to us. “Right here is the control stick. Push it forward and the thing should vanish into the future. Backward sends it into the past. I put the stick on there before I had thought the whole business through, though. I can’t actually use it to activate the device since it will carry away anything in the immediate vicinity when it leaves. Including my hand.” 
 
    “Isn’t that kind of dangerous?” 
 
    “That’s why I rigged this remote transmitter. It connects the battery before it activates the control stick. I don’t want to power up the electronics until I’m ready. I might bump the stick accidently. Anyway, I now know better than to leave it near anything worth keeping when I test it.” 
 
    “And you’re convinced quantum entanglements can generate hops through time?” 
 
    “The math says it will. Entanglement operates instantaneously across any distance, so it’s the perfect trigger to force a space-time hop. I’m using three sets of entanglement microchips to regulate a spherical volume that includes the glider. The first set spoofs the basic particles, the quarks and electrons, within that volume into reacting like photons instead of fermions. Since photons experience neither time nor distance, that volume, which contains the glider, acts as a timeless, dimensionless point with all of creation meeting there at once. 
 
    “Simultaneously, I use a second set of entanglements that would, except for one specific location in space-time, create a paradox when the glider returns to its fermion reference plane. When a third entanglement cancels the first, the glider can only return to the one unique location that avoids creating the paradox. By setting the parameters of the entanglement paradox properly, I can force a return from the photon’s point of view to any place in space-time. Instantaneously. Crossing neither space nor time. 
 
    “So let’s see if I got it right.” I carried the little prototype across the lab and hung it on a cord dangling from a ceiling hook. Below it I had slung a catch net.  
 
    “Stand back.” 
 
    I set the time interval switch to one microsecond and pressed the remote. The control stick pitched forward and the contraption jumped a few inches upwards with a puff of air before falling into the net leaving the severed support cord swaying above it. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. “It works.” 
 
    “Works? All it did was fart and fall into the net.” 
 
    I turned to look at her. “We need to work on your terminology. Where did you pick up that word, anyway?” 
 
    “It came preloaded from your vocabulary.” 
 
    “Oh—well, there wasn’t time to notice the device was missing before it reappeared. It only travelled a millionth of a second into the future. At that point it had already carried about six inches of its support cord with it, so it fell since it wasn’t suspended from the ceiling anymore.” 
 
    “Then why did we have stand back?” 
 
    “I was pretty sure it would reenter our three-dimensional world as a fourth-dimensional sphere of displaced space-time. That would be analogous to a three-dimensional sphere intersecting a plane. When the sphere first touched the plane, it would only be at a single point. But as the sphere penetrated the plane, the point would change to an expanding 2-D circle as an ever-larger cross section of the 3-D sphere entered the plane. What I figured we would see when the glider returned from its higher dimension was a point that expanded into an ever-larger sphere until the machine and its surrounding volume of space was all the way back into our 3-D world. That’s what caused that puff. It displaced some air when it reentered.” 
 
    “So if it reentered where one of us was standing, it would just push our insides apart until we had a foot-wide ball from the past inside of us.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “My glider was designed not to do that. Well, except that one time in your front yard, but that was an emergency landing.” 
 
    “But your glider is thousands of years ahead of what I’m doing here. Anyway, that’s why we stand back on these test runs.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you send it farther into the future?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to lose the prototype on the first run. The Earth rotates eastward at about 800 miles per hour at our latitude while simultaneously orbiting the sun at 19 miles a second. And the Earth and Sun move through the galaxy at 130 miles a second. Then you have the expansion of the universe on top of that. I’m not sure what reference frame the little glider works in, but there’s probably a substantial shift from its starting point here on earth as it travels through time. Apparently it doesn’t move very far in a millionth of a second, though, so let’s increase the hop to ten microseconds and see what happens.” 
 
    I tied the cord back together and rehung the prototype glider. When I activated it, the device shifted upward a foot and to the left before falling into the net. A loud pop accompanied the jump as air rushed in to fill the vacuum left behind. 
 
    “That’s about what I figured. Since it’s twilight outside right now, that puts us on the trailing edge of the Earth as it orbits the Sun. So when the device jumps into the future it comes out at the same spot it left but that spot is where the Earth was when the device started. From our perspective on Earth’s surface, the Earth has moved away from that point which would now be above us. If it were morning, we’d be on the leading edge and the device would come out below us. But it went as expected. It came back about twelve inches higher than when it started. Of course there are other movements that might be in play. But the largest factor does seem to be Earth’s orbital velocity.” 
 
    I lifted the little glider out of the net and carried it back to the lab bench. “Now we have to be careful. Based on what we’ve seen so far, if I set the hop to a millisecond, the thing will return about ten stories above us. I need to figure out how to set my paradox entanglement so it doesn’t jump out of position. We already know if it returned in the same place as solid matter, there would be a real problem. Especially if that solid matter was one of us. I suspect this little toy is highly dangerous on even more levels than we’ve seen here this evening. 
 
    “So I need to find out what happens when our little machine reappears inside a solid object.” I pulled out a plastic garbage bag. “We’ll start with liquid and work up.” 
 
    Ell was incredulous. “You’ve got million-dollar IC chips in that thing and you’re going to waterproof them with a garbage bag?” 
 
    “You got something better handy?” 
 
    “Well. No.” 
 
    “Otha brought in that steel drum and filled it with water last evening.” I slid the glider into the garbage bag along with a lead weight to hold it down and dropped it into the water. “I’ll send the glider forward a few microseconds so when it reappears it’s still below water level. Should be interesting. It will also give us some idea of its speed of return.” 
 
    “You mean like all at once versus from an entry point expanding outwards.” 
 
    “Exactly. The equations indicate it collapses to a point as the space-time sphere withdraws from our three-D world and it then reenters in reverse order. The loud pops prove it does it pretty fast. How much water gets splashed out should give us a rough idea of how fast. But I think I can rig another control circuit to regulate the speed of reconstitution. I also need to know whether any water gets incorporated into its structure. I suspect none, but I really don’t know for sure. You ready?” 
 
    We crouched behind the granite lab table as I activated the glider. The lab shook from the explosion. Hot vapor swirled about us as condensed water dripped from every surface. When I peered over the table, the drum lay peeled open like a daisy. The garbage bag lay in the center. 
 
    “I take it the thing comes back really fast,” Ell muttered as she daubed water droplets off her face with her sleeve. 
 
    “You always have been a keen observer.” I stepped over to the door release and opened the vault to let the steam escape. Shortly after, Otha showed up peering into the mess. 
 
    “I thought I heard somethin’. Looks like this evenin’s experiment gonna take me a while to mop up. You all weren’t hurt were you?” 
 
    “Just my pride, Otha. I guess I need to redo a few calculations before I try that again.” I closed the vault door and splashed over to the garbage bag, extracted the glider, and hung it on the ceiling cord. 
 
    Five seconds later it fell into the net. “At least it didn’t hurt it.” 
 
    “I’m glad we didn’t try to recover it inside that granite table.” 
 
    “Yeah. That might have collapsed the building. Another reminder we need to be careful of this thing. 
 
    “It could make a military-grade weapon, too, appearing out of nowhere carrying a nuclear warhead. That’s why you’re the only other person who knows what’s going on down here. If even a whiff of suspicion got out about our work, the government would seize it all and within a year enemy agents would have stolen the plans. Happened with the atomic bomb, followed by the thermonuclear bomb, all the way to submarine stealth technology. Even criminal elements would kill for it, since it can show up inside a bank vault. So we don’t dare let this technology get loose. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 48 
 
    A year later, with several million dollars’ worth of failed attempts behind me, I was sure I had solved the problem of the glider shifting position in space as it traveled through time. I had recalled Ell’s own time glider remaining connected to the Hadean even after it had failed and dug up my front yard. A few days of calculation confirmed that my approach to time travel also maintained a hidden entanglement with the glider’s starting point. That minor insight vastly simplified the problem of having the glider reenter time in the same spatial location it just left. 
 
    I had also slowed the transition time into and out of the time travel mode and expanded the volume of space carried along on a hop, too. The new IC chips reflecting the design changes had just come in. I snapped them into their sockets in the sleek, little monocoque casing the fabrication shop had made for me. The new craft even had a cargo compartment. The whole thing was only four feet high and five feet long and looked like a giant, black egg sitting on three short struts. 
 
    I clipped the chain lift to the embedded hook on the new glider, hoisted it from the lab bench, and pulled it across the room to a wooden support bench while Ell watched. 
 
    “We’ll try a five-minute hop. With my changes, the machine shouldn’t shift position at all.” 
 
    I pulled Ell to the far corner of the vault with me and activated the glider. It vanished without a whisper along with the upper portion of the wooden bench. 
 
    Five minutes later the glider and missing benchtop reappeared. The returning bench parts meshed perfectly with the stubs left behind. 
 
    A rush of near-transcendent proportions ran through me. I could hardly believe I had solved the time travel problem then followed it up by keeping the glider in the same place it had left from relative to the Earth. And I had added other features as well. With expanded circuitry, I could program the thing to go any place I wanted. The Moon, for instance. Or Mars. But my knowing that the Creation Equation had entirely different outcomes for travel into the past tempered my elation. 
 
    The past, after all, was where I needed to go. Yet whenever I entered a negative value representing the past, the equations blew up into a mass of infinities. Undefined outcomes. Even after cancelling many of them out using renormalization techniques, numerous infinities remained. The little machine could travel to the past. I was sure of that. What I wasn’t sure of was the consequence. Ell’s time glider obviously did it with no problem, but hers was centuries more advanced than mine. So travel to the past would have to wait. 
 
    The time had finally come to test a live subject. I opened the vault door and stepped out into the hall where Otha had left the carrying cage. As I reentered the lab I said, “Ell, I’d like you to meet Schrödinger.” 
 
    “No, Cager. You’re not going to test that thing on a cat. No. Absolutely not.” 
 
    “There’s no problem. If the IC chips come through undamaged, a biological specimen should be okay. I’d go myself, but the compartment’s not big enough. I’m that sure it’s safe.” 
 
    “Then I’ll go. I’m small enough to fit in there.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, you just said it was safe.” 
 
    “Well …, forget it. I’ll figure out another way.” I let Schrödinger out of his cage. He occupied Ell for the next hour. 
 
    *** 
 
    A week later I decided to send an early prototype back a microsecond in time. I had to do something to overcome my lack of headway, if you could call travel to the past headway, and I figured a microsecond couldn’t screw things up too badly. I punched in the settings and engaged the actuator.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Maybe it was too fast for us to see it,” Ell said. 
 
    “No, it should have cut the cord, and that would have caused it to fall into the net. I’ll try again.”  
 
    I got the same result. The little prototype refused to budge. 
 
    I spent the afternoon working on the infinities the Creation Equation produced when I introduced values representing the past into the time variables. Finally Ell came over and studied my work for some time before saying, “You’re trying to solve the problem in eleven dimensions. Why don’t you simplify it down to one. Travel in only the time direction. Forget for the moment about having the machine come out where you want it. See what that does.” 
 
    She began drawing diagrams on one of the whiteboards while I tried her suggestion. 
 
    “Here,” she said pointing to a simple graph. “All of those undefined points fall right here. They’re not scattered randomly through the past.” 
 
    It took me a few seconds to figure out the coordinate system she was using. Then it hit me. The equation only produced infinite values in the range between the present and when the glider tried to occupy an area where it previously existed. A few more calculations confirmed such a situation would instantly destroy the quantum entanglements driving the time travel in the first place. It all made sense. Finally. 
 
    “I think you’ve got it. When we tried to send it back a microsecond, the glider would have intersected its past self. That would have destroyed it creating a grandfather paradox, so it didn’t even try. Apparently you can’t fool the universe.” 
 
    “Well, suppose you sent it back to before it was constructed. Then it couldn’t interfere with itself.” 
 
    “I don’t think that would work either, because I suspect we’d have tried it at some point and we’ve never found the little glider here in the lab before I made it.” 
 
    “Hummm.” Ell furrowed her brow. “I see what you’re saying. I wish Lovely Pebble had downloaded more data about her glider when she made me.” 
 
    I palmed my forehead. “Actually, we’re making it too complicated. All we have to do is send it back to a different location so it doesn’t meet up with itself.” I rigged another net across the room and grabbed the more advanced prototype that let me set coordinates. “I’ll send it back thirty seconds. It should come back over there.” I nodded toward the other net. 
 
    “I doubt it, Cager. If that were so, it would be there now.” 
 
    I stopped work and rested my forehead on my arms. “You have a very annoying way of being right all the time, Ell.” Straightening, I reached for the remote. “But I’m going to try it anyway. Just to see.” To my surprise, the machine vanished. 
 
    Ell and I watched the net across the room. It remained empty. “Maybe it takes it thirty seconds to catch up with us again.” But after more than a minute the net was still empty. 
 
    “Where did it go?” Ell asked not seeming to expect an answer. 
 
    I stepped back over to the lab bench and shuffled through the pile of papers filled with equations as if I expected the answer to leap off the table at me. Several million dollars’ worth of chips had just vanished and I had no idea where they had gone or why. How was I ever going to go back and undo the events of the day Joey was taken if I couldn’t even get the prototype to go back thirty seconds? And now I had lost the prototype. Schrödinger hopped up on the bench, and situated himself in the middle of the papers preparatory to preening his hind leg. I threw my pencil down and said, “Let’s get out of here. I need to clear my head.” 
 
    “Maybe a sail,” Ell suggested. “Schrödinger can come too.” 
 
    “Yeah, Okay. As long as he gets his butt shipshape. Looks like he’s about got that problem licked, though.” 
 
    “Cager!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 49 
 
    We drove down to Monterey, buying kitty litter along the way, and set sail on the evening tide. Ell, was well-read by now and aware of Erwin Schrödinger and his eponymous cat. Certainly enough to appreciate the link between Schrödinger and the entanglement problem I was dealing with. 
 
    And Schrödinger—the cat, not the man—generated his own entanglements. He was more venturesome than Maggie, who had died some years before, and more nautical. His white tail was thick as a hawser. A large patch of black covered his left eye. There was a definite air of piracy about him. And he stayed in the middle of everything happening on deck, promenading fearlessly along the gunwales while we were underway. One misstep and he would be overboard. But he never misstepped. 
 
    “How does he manage not to fall?” Ell asked, as Schrödinger came mincing aft from the bowsprit where he had crouched for the past half hour watching Lovely Pebble part the waves beneath him. 
 
    “He doesn’t let the forces going down overcome the forces going up, I guess. One miscalculation, though, and he’s a goner.” 
 
    And with that last statement I was struck by the similarity of the overboard cat and the lost glider prototype. Then an image of throwing Schrödinger off the bowsprit into an ocean of time flashed into my head. All Schrödinger had to do was wait for the boat to catch up with him and be pulled back aboard. But if I threw him off the stern, that was entirely different. Even if he could swim as fast as the boat, he could never catch it. 
 
    Was that what happened to my glider? I sent the thing back in time thinking it would eventually catch up to us again. Yet that had never quite made sense to me. Now it seemed obvious. When the glider arrived in the past, it began traveling forward in time again. But when it got to where we had sent it back, we were already in its future. It could never catch us again. Which meant it couldn’t change my world. I would always be in its future. 
 
    A flood of relief washed over me. That also meant my son, Jimmy, was still alive living a perfectly normal life out in his future. It wasn’t that my coming back meant he had never been born. It was that he had just never been born in the time segment I was in now. His nonexistence was chasing him through history, but it would never catch him. I sat up with such a jolt it startled Schrödinger, who lost his footing and slipped over the side. Barely managing to catch the teak coaming with one paw, he meowed plaintively until I grabbed his front legs and heaved him back aboard, whereupon he continued his hazardous traipse along the coaming as if nothing had happened. But he had solved my problem for me. 
 
    I now knew how to send a glider into the past and retrieve it. All I needed was one more actuator. And I wouldn’t have to change anything on a manned glider. I would be the actuator to engage the leap forward again. How had I missed that? The glider had to be instructed to return to the future. It would never catch up if it just rode along in whatever time it found itself. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 50 
 
    Back at the vault I wasted no time rewiring the initial prototype glider to verify my insight. It was a simple test but effective in confirming the Schrödinger Overboard Hypothesis as Ell referred to the effect. 
 
    The most significant change I made was adding a timer circuit to reengage the actuator to return the glider to our present time. That was necessary even for short time hops since we now knew the glider, like the overboard cat, couldn’t swim upstream against time fast enough to catch up with us again. 
 
    Then we rigged a set of battery-powered toy tractor treads on the glider. Ell had purchased a small video camera to verify that the glider/tractor chimera performed as programmed. The camera recorded its observations in a two-minute loop on an EEPROM chip. After mounting the recording camera on the glider cum tractor, I stood an eraser up in front of it. We switched the machine on but didn’t engage the activator to send it back in time. The tractor treads jolted to life, drove the machine forward a foot knocking over the eraser, then backed up while recording the entire sequence. When we downloaded the video, it gave a clear picture of what had occurred, clearly showing the toppled eraser. 
 
    Otha brought us a card table, which I set up next to the workbench. Ell stood an erase up on the table, and I positioned the glider and engaged the actuator. The eraser was still standing when the mechanism returned, though the recovered video from the past clearly showed a toppled eraser. 
 
    “So,” Ell said, “our earlier selves must have been expecting the tractor to appear and push the eraser over before vanishing back to our future. But they have no memory of sending it back. While we remember sending it back but have no memory of witnessing the event we set in motion. It takes both versions of us to recall the whole process. To me, it both makes sense and doesn’t make sense at the same time.” 
 
    “I know. I’d like to delve deeper into the intricacies, but I have a feeling that would take months. And we need to move on.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning we entered the vault with a white lab rat and a wildly distracted Schrödinger who eyed the rat with an intensity that disturbed Ell. The rat made it safely to both the future and the past and returned with no discernable anomalies. 
 
    With only mild objection from Ell, I shoved Schrödinger into the glider. He started to meow his disapproval but, midway through, vanished along with the glider. Five minutes later he reappeared mid-meow and seemed not to be aware he had just time-hopped across the room. 
 
    “I think we’re ready for a manned glider now.” 
 
    “Not quite,” Ell said. “Have you forgotten about the problem of the glider appearing in the same space as another mass? Or that the drop-nets have been stopping its fall? If you go back to Stubbinville, you’re going to have to come out at least a few hundred feet up to avoid anything on the ground so you’ll need some way to ease yourself down once you get there.” 
 
    “Ell ….” As usual, she was right. “So now I have to make the thing fly, too. Even if I got the landing coordinates exact, I can’t be sure someone wouldn’t be standing there.” It was a blow. I had solved all of the impossible challenges only to be brought down by the same problem the Wright Brothers had faced. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Cager.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Ell.” I gave her a reassuring hug. Alien though she was, Ell relished hugs. “Well, there must be a solution. Surely I haven’t come this far to fail on something as simple as flight. But frankly I just don’t see any practical way to make the glider fly.” 
 
    “You’re not giving up are you?” 
 
    I sighed. “No. I won’t give up. I just need another break to figure it out. I’m pretty sure the Creation Equation holds no solution. But maybe there’s an answer. Somewhere.” 
 
    “Should Schrödinger get his butt shipshape?” 
 
    “If he wants to go whaling, he should.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 51 
 
    The sky was as blue as I had ever seen it. And the boundless Pacific as flat. Over the past week an offshore breeze had knocked down all but the most gentle ocean swells. In my mind, the world took on the property of an unbroken Cartesian plane. Only a single cloud dead ahead served as a reminder the world was three-dimensional. 
 
    Ell and Schrödinger were already out on the bowsprit platform. Both wearing the same thing. I popped opened a cold beer and leaned back against a davit to study the lone cloud, hoping for inspiration. Something both elegant and simple. I imagined the cloud to be a time machine just arriving from the future. But nothing came to mind to make the glider float like that cloud.  
 
    Then my aeronautical reflections shattered as a great commotion arose from the bow. 
 
    Ell was hanging onto the forestay pointing southward. Billowing spumes jetted skyward a quarter mile away and drifted slowly west. The approaching pod of whales would intersect Lovely Pebble if I stopped her. Instead I brought her about on a northerly course and spilled wind from the main to slow her until the pod caught up. When the whales were a hundred feet astern I winched the mainsheet in and Lovely Pebble leapt forward. In another minute the pod surrounded us. 
 
    Ell was screaming and hanging off the bowsprit then climbing out over the stanchions. I called to her to stay behind the lifelines. Chastened, she climbed back but lost none of her passion for the passing whales. I paid out the genoa sheet a half turn on the winch and picked up a quarter knot. That kept us in the midst of the pod for several minutes before they sounded and came up a hundred yards off our port bow. I tried to rejoin them, but they pulled away at a leisurely pace and vanished within a half-hour. 
 
    Schrödinger remained on the foredeck as Ell made her way aft. “Oh, Cager. Did you see them? Did you see them? What a beautiful planet you have.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “Stop that.” She dropped down next to me. “I’ll never forget that ever, even with this human memory so full of gaps and misinterpretations.” 
 
    I tossed her a beer and set us on a close haul back to Monterey. I was no nearer solving the flight problem but was content that Ell had gotten to sail for a time with her whales. She was abandoned here on our strange world with only me for companionship. I wondered if she was as lonely as I had been before she arrived. But she seemed happy enough, so I said nothing. 
 
    Not being ready to go ashore after such an eventful afternoon, we anchored out off the marina that evening. I furled the genoa then dropped the main and mizzen and secured the sail covers over them. It wasn’t long before Schrödinger hopped up onto the main’s cover and draped himself over the boom watching through hungry, amber eyes as we filled his nose with the aroma of barbequing steaks. After dinner and a bottle of wine, Ell went below and brought up Schrödinger’s food bowl. When he saw her spill some nuggets into it, he hopped down from the sail cover to the cabin top then to the starboard seats before alighting on the cockpit deck and I knew instantly how to fly the glider wherever I wanted it to go. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 52 
 
    Schrödinger’s incremental descent from the boom to the cockpit deck had provided the answer to flying the glider. The solution had been obvious all along. I just needed to continuously update the coordinates I had been punching in manually to maneuver the machine to a specific place and time. If the machine popped out two thousand feet above the target area and started falling, all I had to do to stop the fall was continually reprogram the position settings to hop it back up to where it was before it started falling. And, for that matter, I could use the same repositioning technique to go any direction. The glider could just “fly” from one hop location to the next until it landed. And it could do it whether it was a quarter inch or a mile. It was just a matter of rapidly updating the settings electronically instead of manually. 
 
    I decided a joystick would be the best mechanism for doing this. A selector switch on the console would let me choose the magnitude of the repositioning commands being fed to the stick. I could calibrate increments of time in milliseconds, seconds, or any increment on out to billions of years. I didn’t anticipate using more than decades, but the physicist in me added the rest because it was simple to do. Likewise, I would use speed in distance per second. The distance increments could be anything—millimeters, meters, kilometers. We could even leave the local star system, if we were foolish enough to attempt such a trip. 
 
    A controller chip would update the output of the joystick to the machine’s quantum drivers in millisecond intervals. By selecting from the scale of settings, I could control the magnitude of the glider’s incremental leaps across either time or space or both. And that was the key to flying the glider. By pushing the joystick forward, backward, or sideways to constantly update the machine’s position settings in space a thousand times a second, I could go in whatever direction I wanted. Or I could just hover in one spot. 
 
    I hired two top game programmers, and told them to build a system that fed data to a gaming computer to do exactly what I wanted the real glider to do. A week later they had it operational. The stick controlled a computer image. A little thumbwheel embedded in the top of the stick controlled up and down motion. Pulling an embedded trigger switched it into time travel mode. They pointed out trying to operate in both space and time simultaneously was quite difficult and suggested operating in either one mode or the other at a time for simplicity’s sake. 
 
    As I moved the stick, the little icon on the computer screen darted about. It was easy. They had even added a yaw function when I twisted the stick. I could now spin the glider to point in the direction I wanted to go. 
 
    I ordered a half-dozen controllers with a follow-on contract to integrate the controllers to actual fighter aircraft joysticks modified with the thumbwheel altitude control and twist-motion yaw control. 
 
    Back at the vault Ell and I began designing a manned glider—a four-seater. 
 
    “It should operate outside the atmosphere in case you end up there by accident,” Ell said. “Underwater too. And it should have a homing switch to return you to your starting point in an emergency. Also, the machine will take everything in its radius of influence with it on a time hop. If you don’t want to carry a chunk of the floor here along with you, you need to modify the radius to encompass only the glider.” 
 
    “How on earth do I do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Lovely Pebble didn’t give me detailed technical knowledge on time travel. I’m not even sure a human brain could hold it all.” 
 
    “But her glider didn’t have a problem carrying away extra mass did it?” 
 
    “No. The active volume stopped at the outer surface of the glider. I do know that much.” 
 
    “But you don’t know how that was done?” 
 
    “No. Our gliders had thousands of improvements made over the years, just as your automobiles and aircraft have. I do know the simplest volume to generate is a sphere. The next simplest is a hemisphere. So if we can figure out how to do a hemisphere we could put the flat side down and align it with the glider’s landing struts so only the machine and the surrounding air would be involved in the hop.” 
 
    “Maybe we could just leave the machine hovering all the time and avoid having it touch down.” 
 
    “You don’t even want to think about entering or leaving your glider while it’s hopping. In a hover it would be in a continuous hop. Any piece of you sticking out would be left behind.” 
 
    “Ah. Forgot about that. A thousand slices a second.” 
 
    “So you’ll want the doors automatically locked when the glider is hopping.” 
 
    But these final niggling, little problems fell to persistence, and the following year Ell and I rolled a large crate from the freight elevator into the lab. An hour later we had unpacked a sleek, silvery vehicle shaped something like an elongated egg flattened underneath. The five-foot-high shell sat on three short struts. Overall length was twelve feet with a width of six feet. Solar cells covered the top. The vehicle had been tested for a day in NASA’s space simulator in a hard vacuum under artificial sunlight on pretext of being a prototype for a future on-orbit transfer craft for a private space company. It was certified airtight and could, for a brief time, maintain a livable, though hot, interior temperature through thermoelectric cooling powered by the solar cells. 
 
    After securing the vault, I activated the glider’s gullwing doors. They swung up with a quiet sigh. The inside smelled of leather from the four comfortable seats. Visibility out the side and forward windows was excellent. A low console held the simple array of selector switches plus screens with camera views straight beneath and behind the craft. And, of course, keypads to manually input settings to take us to a specific place and time on the initial hop. The oxygen generators, heat radiators, and deep-cycle batteries took up the last few feet in the rear. It had everything Ell had suggested except the emergency homing switch to return us to our starting point in an emergency. I hadn’t gotten around to designing a foolproof system for that. 
 
    An empty compartment to hold the control boxes that drove the craft occupied the middle of the console. The wiring harnesses were already installed so all we had to do was plug in the amplitude selector, control box, and joystick. That took about a minute including snapping the compartment’s cover in place. The craft had cost more than a Lamborghini. Way more. We looked at each other. 
 
    “Where to first?” Ell asked. 
 
    “How about a few centimeters up and forward in present time just to be sure everything works.” I flipped the toggle that closed the doors. They hissed shut with a final, reassuring whine of latches reaching out to pull them tightly closed sealing us into the hushed interior. I powered up the console, selected the centimeter setting, and rolled the thumbwheel upwards one click. The craft lifted smoothly then hovered when I rolled the wheel back a click. I pushed the stick forward a half-inch and we glided forward as well and kept moving until I returned the stick to neutral. When I twisted the stick, the craft yawed slowly in the direction I wanted. 
 
    “So far so good,” I said. “Now watch the clock on the wall.” 
 
    I selected the seconds increment for a time jump then pulled the trigger to engage the time drive before pushing the stick forward slightly. The clock jumped seven seconds ahead. 
 
    By then I was feeling overwhelmed. I powered the machine down without thinking and it dropped several centimeters to the floor with an unnerving bounce. “Guess I should have built some sort of interlock into the power switch so it won’t shut off while we’re in midair.” 
 
    “Yeah, there aren’t a lot of safety overrides built into this thing,” Ell noted with wide, apprehensive eyes. “We need to be careful.” 
 
    We continued playing with the glider in centimeter-and-seconds-mode for a while. That bit of practice made a big difference in our ability to maneuver, and we were soon anxious to take it “on the road,” as Ell put it. She had recently read some Jack Kerouac. 
 
    “How about straight up to three thousand meters in present time,” I suggested. “That should be high enough we won’t be visible from the ground then we can figure out what to do from there.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound too well thought out, Cager. You’re usually a lot more cautious than that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. But this is such a great little toy. And we’re going to have to leave the vault someday. I’m about as ready as I’m going to get.” 
 
    Ell grabbed onto the sides of her seat. “Okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    I punched in a three-thousand-meter altitude for the initial hop and selected a space interval of kilometers and a time interval of years for the joystick. Inputs loaded, I glanced at Ell and engaged the actuator. The vault vanished. 
 
    As I searched the horizon to orient myself, I noticed a commuter aircraft growing larger by the second out my side window. Its engines now clearly visible, it hurtled toward us on a collision course. I shoved the stick forward all the way, and everything outside went black. 
 
    “What just happened?” Ell asked, somewhat alarmed as she floated weightless above her seat. 
 
    I pulled the stick back and glanced down at the console screen showing the field of view behind us. A bluish half-disk glowed on the screen. Ell said, “Isn’t that Earth?” 
 
    It occurred to me the selector switch must have been cross-wired. “I certainly hope so. We’ve got some problems in the wiring harness I think. I was just trying to get out of the way of a small commuter plane bearing down on us. It must have been coming out of L.A. headed to San Francisco. I guess I didn’t realize how much air traffic was in our area. Maybe we should go back about seventy or so years in time before we reenter the atmosphere.” 
 
    “Well. At least we know this thing is airtight.” 
 
    “Good thing.” I engaged the trigger to put us in time-mode and pulled the stick back. Nothing happened. 
 
    Ell muttered, “Oh, shit.” 
 
    Then I remembered I had to displace the glider slightly so it wouldn’t intersect itself on the reverse trip. That done, I pulled the stick back again and realized there was no readout of how much time was passing. I had planned on just looking out the window to judge that. After a while I pushed the control stick back to neutral and released the trigger putting us back in spatial mode. I yanked the stick back and the earth instantly grew in apparent size until it filled the console’s rearview screen.  
 
    “Damn. The spatial travel interval is really messed up.” I switched power off putting us into freefall. Weightless again, I clicked the selector switch down to meters, then thought better of it. If the wiring was crossed, the meters setting might be wired to millions of kilometers. Or worse. I returned the selector switch to kilometers. As the glider fell, the earth slowly grew in size increasing more rapidly as we accelerated downward. Finally we entered the upper reaches of the atmosphere where the drag settled us back into our seats. 
 
    I peered out the windows looking for a familiar land formation. After a minute or so I asked, “Do you see anything you recognize?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s the backbone of what you call the Rocky Mountains over there.” 
 
    I looked where she was pointing. “The Rockies don’t have seas on both sides, Ell.” 
 
    “They did in the Cretaceous.” 
 
    When I glanced at Ell, my eyes must surely have been as big as hers. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty sure.” 
 
    “So something’s definitely screwed up in the selector switch wiring.” 
 
    I applied power again to stop our descent and bumped the stick forward momentarily. In that instant, the ground below shot by in a blur of speed leaving us hovering high over a beach.  
 
    “I think I can make a controlled landing if I leave the horizontal motion controls alone and switch the power off to let gravity continue to take us down. I’ll reapply power intermittently to stop our fall along the way. That should let us work our way onto the beach.” 
 
    “Try it. We need to get on the ground to figure out what’s wrong. Or if nothing else, punch our home base coordinates back in and go back to the vault.” 
 
    “Uh, that won’t work.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I didn’t design this thing to take fixed coordinates. It takes distance, direction and time relative to wherever we are.” 
 
    “Uh-oh.” 
 
    “Well said. Because I have no idea what the distance, direction or time back to the vault is from here—wherever here is. But let’s get on the ground and we can work something out.” 
 
    I flipped the power switch on and off several times. On the last drop, we stopped a few feet above the sand facing inland.  
 
    Everything was going fine, so I should have left well enough alone, but I didn’t. Instead, I rotated the control stick to swing us around to face the sea. The craft immediately spun up to a dizzying whirl throwing both of us forward out of our seats as the massive deep-cycle batteries tore loose from their support struts and exited the rear of the craft leaving a gaping hole. The loss of power sent us spinning up the beach as we flew off in the opposite direction of the ejected batteries. We finally came to rest halfway up a large dune. I helped Ell back into her seat and hit the door release. Nothing happened. Without power, the doors remained firmly locked. Humid air carrying the loamy aroma of decaying vegetation flowed in through the hole in the rear where the batteries had flown out. 
 
    Ell was studying me intently when I finally turned to her. “What?” I said. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 53 
 
    We crawled out through the breach left by the departing batteries to find ourselves in a sweltering hothouse of Cretaceous evolution. A serene, blue-green sea lay before us. Behind us, a stand of narrow palms filtered the warm air through gently swaying fronds. And beyond them, a broad swamp of dark water and strange, feathery trees barred the way to a distant forest. Then I looked up. 
 
    A pallid moon hung in an ashen haze of water vapor against a pale-blue sky. Something was wrong. It looked the same size it always had. In the distant past it should have been closer and, therefore, larger. Maybe we weren’t in the distant past after all. I ran the orbital calculations back seventy million years. To my surprise, It would have appeared only a half-percent larger. Okay, one problem solved. Maybe we are in the Cretaceous. 
 
    Finally Ell’s activity pulled me back to reality. She had slipped her shoes off and slogged down the dune onto the broad beach. I hoped she wasn’t headed for the swamp. 
 
    “Where’re you going?” 
 
    She turned and held her arms out to her side. “See if I can find the batteries.” 
 
    As I looked beyond her, the skid marks left by the glider’s spinout extended several hundred feet down the beach. Beyond those, I thought I could make out some dark blobs in the distance. Maybe the batteries weren’t too badly damaged. I had just started down the dune when one of the blobs shifted. I stopped and squinted. 
 
    “Um, Ell, something’s coming up the beach toward us.” I pointed in the direction of approach. She whirled around with her hand shading her eyes for a few seconds before sprinting back up the dune. 
 
    “Looks like a herd of plant eaters. Predators don’t normally congregate in groups that big.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief.” 
 
    “But predators usually aren’t far from a herd of prey, either. Ready for when they get hungry again.” 
 
    “I take it you’ve studied these things?” 
 
    “I’ve spent some time in your Cretaceous. Not in a real-world body, though. Just observing using my glider’s imaging capability.” 
 
    “Then you’re lucky to still have an onboard-copy of yourself up there on the moon. You might need it shortly.” 
 
    “You know that does me no good, Cager. That’s Lovely Pebble up there. I’m here, as real as you. And just as scared.” 
 
    “Then maybe you should put your shoes back on. We might have to run.” 
 
    From the top of the dune, we watched the approaching herd emerge from the haze, honking and swinging their heads about in endless search of danger. I had always thought of dinosaurs as stupid lizards wandering around like mindless automatons, but this group seemed rather intelligent. Fully conscious of their surroundings. Sticking together for protection. As they passed below in a steamy fume of vegetative flatulence, I made out feathery ruffles along their backs. Their flanks glistened light brown with large, mottled blotches of olive and purple. Several of the larger ones raised and lowered feathery head crests every few seconds.  
 
    Then the closest adult caught sight of us on the dune and veered toward the water in alarm. The unexpected motion sent a ripple through the herd as they all tried to skirt the newfound danger. Shoved too hard, several staggered out into the blue-green shallows where they flew into a panic. A moment later, I understood why. A great head rose up from a deeper blue patch, water streaming from its mandibles. The sea creature cast its head about before lunging for the nearest land beast to drag it still kicking into deeper water. As crimson and gore billowed up from the depths, a flight of outsized pteranodons glided low over our heads to circle the action before swooping down to scoop up bits of flesh.  
 
    I stood both fascinated and terrified. I had thought earlier of swimming out into the water for safety if any carnivores showed up. That was clearly no longer an option. And the terrain around us provided no cover except the wrecked glider. And if we did use it for protection, the glider wouldn’t hold up to an attack from a large beast trying to get at us. So hiding in the glider was also out. Then it occurred to me we had no food or water. 
 
    “I don’t see any immediate threats, Cager. Maybe we should try to find the batteries while the coast is clear. Did you notice which way they flew out?” 
 
    “No. We were spinning so fast I was thrown out of my seat like you. But they would have come out opposite the way the glider went, so we should start looking back where those skid marks start.” 
 
    As we searched along the sand churned up by the passing herd, Ell asked, “What if the batteries are destroyed?” 
 
    “Those batteries were made up of multiple one-and-a-half-volt cells. The IC chips only need a volt and a half to operate. It’s just that one of those large batteries was wired to output six volts to run the cooling fans and the thermocouple cooling system at night. The other battery only ran the chips. If we can just find one or two of those individual cells, we can get out of here if the chips don’t overheat with the fans off. Or maybe we’ll find enough to power the fans too.” 
 
    Ell looked up at me. “So this isn’t as bad as it seems.”  
 
    “Not if a few of the cells survived.” 
 
    After another minute of searching, Ell pointed. “There.” 
 
    It was clear the main batteries had fragmented into cells as they tore loose. Three cells lay embedded in the sand. But as we drew near them, we saw they had been trampled by the passing herd. I dug one out only to discover it was cracked beyond repair. I straightened up and nudged the other two with my shoe. They were crushed as well. And those were the only three in sight. From the location of the three crushed cells, it was clear everything had been hurled out to sea. 
 
    But Ell hadn’t given up. “There’s another near the water.” 
 
    “Wait here. I’ll get it.” 
 
    “Don’t forget there are things out there watching, Cager.” 
 
    “Not a chance. Be right back. Keep an eye out for anything moving through the water.” 
 
    As I lifted the battery cell from the sand, I saw another twenty feet out in the water. Several more dark blobs lay fifty feet beyond it. I carried the battery back up to Ell. 
 
    “I didn’t see any movement in the deeper water,” Ell said. “Maybe the poor plant-eater sated the thing for a while. How’s the battery look?” 
 
    “Not too bad. A few gouges but the terminals aren’t pulled loose. I think it’s okay. But it would be nice to get that other one out there just beyond the beach. The cells are sealed so the salt water probably hasn’t harmed them yet.” 
 
    “Let me go get it, Cager. You got this one.” 
 
    “No. I’ll get it. It’s in the shallows and you said you didn’t see anything moving around out there. If I wade out quietly, it should be okay. Back in a second.” 
 
    I leaned down to recover the battery. When Ell yelled from the beach, I looked up to see a dome of water welling up a hundred feet out. Grabbing the battery, I turned just as a coruscation of spray swept over me. A second later, a small tsunami washed past, half carrying me onto the shore. Ell was screaming. When I reached her, I turned to see a dark form undulating through the shallows back toward deeper water.  
 
    Ell stood speechless for a moment before saying, “That’s it, Cager. No more trips into the water. Maybe the other battery parts are still on land somewhere. At least we know we’re in the right vicinity.” 
 
    “And we’ve got enough now to get back. It would be nice to have a few more to run the cooling fans, though. So which way do you want to look next?” 
 
    We finally turned inland to skirt along the dark waters of the swamp but found no further trace of batteries. The monotonous drone of large dragonflies flitting above the fen accompanied us back to the glider. From our dune top, we again scanned the distance for any sign of danger and realized we were parched. 
 
    “We’re getting dehydrated,” I said. “We need to find some fresh water.”  
 
    “You don’t think you can get the glider working again with these cells?” 
 
    “We can, but it may take a while. I’ve still got to check that the wiring from the console to the battery compartment didn’t pull loose. Then make absolutely sure I have the polarity right. If I hook the cells up backwards, they’ll fry the IC chips. There are some spares on board just in case, but no tools or voltmeters or spare wiring.” I set the battery cells down. “And those initial tests, they just weren’t sufficient. The yaw control; that should never have been tied into that selector switch. The yaw rate was supposed to be fixed at a constant, sedate speed. In short, I’ve gotten careless.” 
 
    “Well, it was just going to be a quick trip back a few years then home again. Who would’ve guessed we’d end up here.” 
 
    “I suppose. Anyway, it’s too late to lament that now. We need to find water.” 
 
    Ell slipped back into the glider, and I handed the two cells to her. 
 
    “Hey, it’s cooler in here, Cager.” 
 
    “That’s the solar panel still running the thermoelectric cooling. I added that to make NASA think the machine really was a prototype space lorry. But the voltage out of the panel would blow the IC chips and I have no way to lower the voltage or regulate it to a stable level.” 
 
    Ell shoved both cells to the side of the battery compartment. “So there’s no way to tap off voltage at a lower level?” 
 
    “Even if I could, we’re bound to come out at night at some point on our way back, and we’d lose power to the chips and just fall out of the sky. And, of course, we can’t jump tens of millions of years into the future from our present ground level. The Rockies are still rising. We’ll need to be at least a thousand feet up when we start. In other words …” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” She climbed back out and brushed sand off her knees. “I don’t guess it matters anyway. We have the two battery cells. Let’s go find some water then get back and see if we can fix this thing before something bad comes along.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 54 
 
    We headed up the beach in the opposite direction looking for a way around the swamp. I hoped to find water quickly to minimize the chance of running into anything looking for something crunchy. But we had seen no sign of land predators. 
 
    About five minutes up the beach, lay a large sand inclusion apparently washed into the swamp by a recent storm. We crossed through a miasma of marsh gas, past bee-laden glades of yellow flowers, and into the piney aroma of a conifer woodland. From there, we hiked up sloping terrain into a deeper forest of oak and beech. As we made our way through slanting shafts of sunlight, small creatures scurried about in the dappled gloom. Alarm cries of unseen birds preceded us. I wondered if, like Aunt Cealie, predators used those calls to tell of approaching faunae. 
 
    We had gone about a mile when we stepped out onto a wide, well-worn path leading down into a shallow dell where a stream flowed into a good-sized lake. The trampled shoreline indicated this was a watering hole for a wide variety of species. We paused under cathedral-sized, spreading oaks to study the clearing for any sign of life, but only an occasional bird glided down to the lake’s edge to drink and splash in the clear water. 
 
    “At least there’s not much going on right now,” I whispered. 
 
    “I can see why. That’s pretty open down there. No cover until you get back into the trees, and even those are too far back from the water to offer escape from a predator prowling the area. I’ve seen a few of the predators from this period. They’re fast.” 
 
    “Yeah. There are bones in the shallows. Let’s move upstream until we find a more protected spot. We can drink there then get out fast.” 
 
    We faded back under the forest canopy and moved uphill toward the headwaters of the little stream. As we made our way through gnarled oaks contorted by centuries of struggle, we found ourselves crossing through a shadowy nesting colony of small dinosaurs. They seemed to sense we weren’t predators and remained unperturbed as we made our way through their rookery. Broken eggs littered the ground, crunching under foot. A reek, not unlike a poultry farm, permeated the air. Then a faint babble of water cascading over rocks drew our attention. We followed the sound to emerge from the forest just above the stream bank.  
 
    Broad fronds, intertwined with lianas, hung overhead almost hiding us as we drank the cool water. We relaxed on boulders in the deep shade for a time then drank some more. Ell had just raised up and was wiping her chin when she stiffened. I turned to look along her line of sight but saw nothing for several seconds. Then, twenty feet away, a shadow shifted against the feathery saplings bordering the stream.  
 
    It was nearly perfect camouflage. Alternating stripes of green and brown with splashes of sky-blue along the upper torso and head. An adolescent tyrannosaur studied Ell with the intentness of a cat about to spring. And as I watched, it crouched to attack.  
 
    I pulled a smooth stone from the streambed and hurled it with all the skill the years of practice with Arlie had imparted to my premotor cortex. The stone struck the beast with a resounding thud just below its eye. It jerked upward and back a step, hissing and flashing bandoleer rows of teeth in response—just before it leaped. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    The creature landed off-center on the boulder where Ell had sat moments before and toppled backward, legs flailing, pinning Ell between itself and the boulder. As the T. rex scrambled to its feet, teeth snapping inches from her face, Ell twisted under its belly to emerge beneath its tail leaving the beast to turn about looking for her. I bounced another rock off its head to distract it as Ell clambered up the slippery stream bank and tore back through the rookery. The small dinosaurs scattered like chickens as I fell in behind her. A clatter of falling rocks and a chilling, “Awaaaaak,” followed as the T. rex scrabbled up the stream embankment and into the nesting area. At that point, everything changed. 
 
    The wildly fleeing smaller dinosaurs stopped and turned to face this new threat. As if on cue, they swarmed the intruder, attacking its legs and ankles. I turned briefly to see the beast kicking and lashing its tail as it sent its smaller attackers flying. Then I went back to putting as much space as possible between it and me as I followed Ell in her wild, leaping downhill race. 
 
    We ran out onto the trail we had come in on and paused to gather our wits. A nearby snuffle curdled my blood. Dimly visible in the shadows, an enormous T. rex raised up with evident interest. There was no way we could make it back to the glider before it caught one of us. 
 
    “The lake, Ell.” We charged headlong down the trail, propelled by the terrifying hiss of the tyrannosaur closing the distance behind us. “Dive under and swim out as far as you can. I’ll find you and join up.” I hope. Gravel crunched right behind me as I hit the lake. 
 
    I had just leveled off along the lake bottom when the creature’s leg slammed down through the clear water like a giant piston, missing me by an arm’s length. I veered away and swam until I thought my lungs would burst. When I surfaced the T. rex was head-down in the water about thirty feet away looking for me. But it had stirred up so much bottom silt it was a useless effort. Nevertheless, this versatility of its hunting prowess was impressive. A few seconds later I heard Ell surface a good forty feet beyond. 
 
    About then, the creature raised up. Cascading runnels of water streamed from its head and tiny arms as its nostrils retracted with a sharp snort, spewing a jet of water droplets across the lake. It scanned the water’s surface, pausing to tilt its head as it caught sight of us. I called to Ell to work her way toward the far shore some hundred yards away. More sea creature than me, she nodded and submerged, making hardly a ripple.  
 
    I turned back toward the T. rex, just as it lunged for me.  
 
    The surge from its plunging drive swept me just beyond its wildly grasping arms. I struggled to get deep underwater again, expecting powerful jaws to crush me at any moment. Panic exhausted my oxygen. Forced to surface early, I came up not ten feet from the creature. It was again head-under searching for me. I calmed my breathing and backstroked quietly toward the far shore, slipping beneath the surface when the creature reared yet again. 
 
    As I paused in the shallows watching the submerged T. rex, Ell surfaced next to me with a small gasp. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure there for a while you got away, Cager.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure I would. On his next dive, we’ll make a run for the woods.” 
 
    As the beast came up for air, we slipped underwater again holding hands. After about ten seconds, I surfaced to see the T. rex head-down again, probing around the lake bottom. I pulled Ell up and we waded out then dashed toward the forest.  
 
    Peering back through dense brush, we watched as the T. rex continued its hunt. 
 
    “How long do you think he’ll keep that up?” Ell whispered. 
 
    “I don’t want to be here long enough to find out. Let’s circle back to the glider. Did you ever get a good drink?” 
 
    “Yeah. If you call being chased by dinosaurs afterwards a good drink.” 
 
    “And that adolescent is still out there somewhere, too. We should get moving.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 55 
 
    Still shaken from our encounters with the inland wildlife, we found more trouble back at the glider. 
 
    There had been a visitor while we were gone. The derelict glider lay crossways on the dune now, its solar roof crushed flat. Large tracks of the three-toed visitor punctuated the sand. Worse, the recovered battery cells had tumbled out. One lay some distance away. The other protruded from the beach sand. When I pulled it out, battery acid trickled onto my hand burning like fire. I wiped at the acid and ran over to the swamp to rinse. Ell was poking at the other battery as I came back. 
 
    “Looks like a bite mark, Cager. All the electrolyte’s leaked out. Must have burned whatever bit into it. The tracks are pretty deep right here like it was making a startled retreat.” 
 
    “Good thing. It could have done a lot more damage if it had hung around.” 
 
    “So, can you fix the batteries?” 
 
    “Not a chance. We only have the batteries out there offshore now.” 
 
    “Well, how are we going to get those? You already recovered the closest and nearly got yourself eaten doing it.” 
 
    “Yeah, there seems to be a lot of that going on around here today. But to answer your question, I have no idea how to salvage them. They’re our only way out of this mess, though.” Then the incongruity of it all sank in. “We just need a volt and a half to operate the chips. You’d think as a physicist I could figure out a way to come up with a volt or two wouldn’t you.” 
 
    “You said we can’t use the solar panel, but you also said it powered a thermoelectric cooling system? That’s not a term that ended up in my vocabulary but is it perhaps made up of thermocouples?” 
 
    “Yes. A large number of thermocouples grouped together make a thermopile. The solar panel runs current through this thermopile. That cools one end and heats the other. The hot end is back there in the radiator that feeds the heat out the bottom of the glider.” 
 
    “But the reverse holds true doesn’t it? If you heat one end, it generates a voltage.” 
 
    “Yes. A very stable voltage, if the heat source is stable.” 
 
    I recalled the metal junctions in the thermopile were simple iron to copper-nickel alloy connections. Each junction put out about 50 microvolts per degree Celsius temperature differential between the junction ends. A wood fire running a bit over a thousand degrees would generate about five hundredths of a volt per junction. I turned to Ell. 
 
    “I think you’re on to something. To get a volt and a half, we just have to pull the thermopile wiring runs loose and recombine thirty or so to connect to the console. Then we build a fire and heat one end and hope we got the polarity right so we don’t blow the chips with reverse voltage.” 
 
    Ell didn’t look too hopeful. “That’s a lot to do with no tools. Or matches.” 
 
    “It’s either that or wade out to get those other battery cells. But I suspect the saltwater is conductive enough that they’re dead by now.” 
 
    Ell turned toward the ocean lying so deceptively serene under its pale, Cretaceous sky. “Good. It was suicide going after them anyway.” Looking back at me, she said, “So, do you think we can pull this off before we have to go get another drink of water?” 
 
    We worked inside the damaged glider in the stifling heat the rest of the afternoon stripping out the wiring until we had enough to make up a thirty-five-junction thermopile. By late afternoon, darkening clouds brought some relief from the heat. I tried my best to remember whether the iron end or the copper-nickel end was the positive terminal but finally found a connector box with the polarity marked on it. The iron wire was the positive side. Now all I had to do was build a fire with no matches. 
 
    But like my father before me, I had memorized his Boy Scout handbook. It had covered fire starting with a bow and drill in great detail. I had never actually tried it, but how hard could it be? Boy Scouts did it.  
 
    “Let’s go gather up some firewood.” 
 
    As we set off under threatening clouds, a searing lightning bolt exploded into the beach just ahead. Drenching rain followed the ensuing cannonade of thunder as we staggered half-blind from the flash back to the glider, both for shelter and to find something to catch a little water for drinking. We removed the console cover for the control boxes and took turns holding it under the runoff trickling from the rear of the glider, drinking until we could hold no more. But the rain was both a blessing and a bane. There wouldn’t be a dry piece of wood for miles. 
 
    We finally crawled up to the front seats and lowered the backs enough to get comfortable while we listened to the rain drum away on the crushed roof. I wondered how much we had changed history since our crash landing. There was the plant eater devoured by the thing watching ceaselessly from its offshore lair. And the nesting dinosaurs the adolescent T. rex had battered about. And the creature that had bitten into our battery cell and scrambled to escape the burning acid in its mouth.  
 
    Ell and I were now riding that wave of change toward a different future. One in which humans might never evolve. But, I reminded myself, our own future was still out there for the time being, secure and waiting for us. If only I could start a fire. 
 
    All night, lightning danced across that lost world to a dark and primal beat of unrelenting thunder. A chill rain pelted our glider in driving sheets, rocking us with each blast. And with each shudder of the glider, we imagined it was something outside trying to get in. With cold wind blustering through the open battery compartment, we finally huddled together under the console and prayed for daylight. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 56 
 
    Morning brought threatening skies, marbled with ocher clouds. Along the beach, the sea lay still and gray, knocked down by an offshore wind.  
 
    Ell and I ventured out for firewood again, eventually ending up back where we had found the scattered batteries. Two were still visible, submerged in what appeared to be waist-deep water. The temptation to try to recover them was now dampened by the knowledge the seawater had discharged them beyond any use. Then I thought of trying to recharge them with whatever output still came from the damaged solar roof. That might work. They were deep-cycle batteries, after all. Even if I could only partially recharge one, it would still be more reliable than a thermopile held over an open fire.  
 
    “Keep watch. I think I can get that closest cell.” 
 
    I was in the water before Ell could protest. None of that being quiet business. I leaped through the flat sea until I was knee-deep before low domes of water began moving in from both sides. Water pushed up by monsters rising from the depths. Headed for me. Ell was screaming again. That was all it took.  
 
    I splashed back out and stood on the beach watching the watchers. Only the tops of their heads with their large, squid-like eyes penetrated into our world. The creatures had apparently made a living along beaches for millions of years and had little trouble detecting prey venturing into their watery domain. It was useless to waste any more time on submerged batteries. 
 
    We continued along the beach still hoping to find a cell or two we had missed the day before, but none appeared. Turning inland toward the swamp in search of anything we might dry out for fuel, we found tangles of ancient driftwood half-buried along the edge of a marsh. I swatted at dragonflies as I pulled a few pieces free and threw them onto the beach. Some were heartwood and would burn with a hot flame if ignited. Other smaller pieces, we could break into kindling to get a blaze established. We each scooped up an armload. 
 
    I tossed the wood into the glider to dry then turned to making a bow-and-drill fire starter. Following the directions memorized so many years before, I labored for well over an hour with only my pocketknife for a tool. After completing the bearing block and drill, I made a bow from a shoelace and a piece of curved driftwood. By the time everything was finished, our wood was fairly dry. It was a question of waiting for it to dry completely or trying to start the fire immediately hoping it caught. 
 
    “We need to get out of here now,” Ell said. “So what if it goes out because the wood is too damp. We’ll just let it dry some more.” 
 
    “Then let’s do it.” As an afterthought, I slit one of the rear seats with my knife. The foam cushioning was both dry and flammable. And there was plenty of it. 
 
    Before starting the fire, we worked out our departure procedure. I would set the glider’s spatial switch back to the centimeters setting we had tested. It was too dangerous to try anything else. With typical physicist zeal, I had included spatial categories that could carry us out to nearby stars. With the back of the glider open, that was instant death. 
 
    Equally life threatening, I had connected a billions-of-years setting into the temporal switch just because I could. We might get that by mistake and shoot forward to when the Sun had turned into a red giant engulfing the Earth. 
 
    So we were stuck. The millions-of-years-in-time setting that had gotten us here and centimeters-in-space. That was what we had to work with.  
 
    I calculated that using the centimeter setting and the control stick’s altitude thumbwheel at maximum, we could get a couple of thousand feet up in under a minute. From there I would switch to time-travel mode and bump the control stick forward in quick million-year hops until the world looked familiar again. 
 
    And to make all this work Ell would hold one end of the thermopile wiring over the fire, bringing it slowly toward the flames until the ever-increasing heat eventually produced just enough voltage to activate the IC chips and drive the glider skyward. Then she would try to maintain that level of heating until I set us down again far in the future to gain our bearings. It was caveman technology driving equipment that shouldn’t have shown up on earth for millions of years. I just hoped the two were compatible. 
 
    I shaved some wood bits onto the fire-starter’s friction point with my knife and covered them with the piece of foam from the seat cushions before inserting the drill. Ell held everything in place.  
 
    Within a minute, tendrils of smoke curled up into our faces. I withdrew the drill and lifted the foam. The shavings burst into flame. The Cretaceous finally worked in our favor. Its oxygen-rich atmosphere had overcome the residual dampness. I grabbed the metal console cover and transferred the burning tinder into it. Twenty minutes later, glowing coals guttered in the bottom. I scrambled forward to a front seat. 
 
    “Okay, Ell, lower the wiring slowly down toward the fire.” 
 
    “I’m lowering it, Cager, but there’s something coming up the beach toward us.” 
 
    “Something?” 
 
    “Um, actually, three somethings.” 
 
    “How far away?” 
 
    “Maybe a half-minute out. Should I hold the wiring closer?” 
 
    “Absolutely. When the machine moves, back away from the coals a bit. We don’t want to put out too much voltage and cook the chips.” 
 
    A few seconds later Ell called out, “There’re here.” 
 
    I twisted around to look out the back.  
 
    Raptors. Ten feet away. Their heads bobbed about as they clacked their teeth, studying Ell fully exposed in the opening. 
 
    Then, without warning, the glider shuddered, lifted slightly, and leveled off. But it was too late. The raptors charged.  
 
    I braced myself, but the glider never shook. When I looked back again, my heart nearly stopped. Ell remained bent over the fire holding the thermopile. Blood trickled from her face. Gore covered her head and back. Stupidly, I called out, “Are you okay?” 
 
    She lifted the thermopile carefully an inch before answering. “I wet my pants a little.” 
 
    Then I remembered her warning about trying to exit a glider while it was hopping. The raptors had simply been sliced to pieces.  
 
    Picking up Ell’s droll humor, I said, “Yeah. Me too. Just now.”  
 
    By this time, we were fifty feet in the air. I backed the glider up to peer out the front. Below, two headless raptors kicked in the sand, while a third with its snout cut away up to its eyes made futile attempts to eat them. It was time to leave.  
 
    “Hold that distance from the coals. I’m going to bump us ahead in a few more seconds.” 
 
    I pushed the stick forward as little as possible and immediately pulled it back to neutral. We came out in the middle of the night. Another bump and it was daylight again. The sea was gone. We were millions of years removed from the beach but clearly not yet home. Another bump and the ground appeared just beneath us. The Rockies had risen. I let the machine continue climbing for a while as I checked to see how Ell was doing. 
 
    “The wires are getting a little warm.” 
 
    Another longer bump and, again, the ground had risen to meet us. I pushed the control stick to the right as far as it would go, and we shifted noticeably to the east away from the mountains. Another bump forward in time-mode and grasslands spread out below us as far as I could see to the east. The Rockies rose snowcapped to the west.  
 
    “I’m going to set us down.” 
 
    Herds of buffalo blanketed the plains below. They scattered as I swooped in over them. I settled into the parting of the herd and nudged the machine forward toward a stream in the middle distance. As we settled onto the grass twenty feet from the water, the thermopile clattered to the deck. When I crawled back to Ell, her hands were burned where she had held the hot wires so carefully over the fire. I took her down to the stream and washed her blisters in the icy water to remove the heat and raptor residue. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say the wires were burning you?” 
 
    “I was scared to do anything to distract you until you could get us on the ground again. And I couldn’t put the wires down without crashing us.” 
 
    I hugged her to me. “I’m sorry. I should have landed when you said the wires were getting a little warm.” 
 
    “It’s okay. It was a small price to pay to get here. I was really scared.” 
 
    “You never showed it.” 
 
    “I was too busy.” 
 
    “Well, you’re safe now. Let’s get that raptor blood washed off you and the glider.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 57 
 
    Our escape from the Cretaceous’ determined efforts to consume us allowed breathing room to work out a final plan for getting home. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what time period we’re in now, Cager?” 
 
    Ell was gathering buffalo chips to keep the fire going while I washed the gore out of her clothes. 
 
    “Probably not more than a million years in our past. Maybe a lot less. I’ll know better tonight. If the constellations look fairly normal, we’re within sixty thousand years of home. That would be a lucky break to have come out that close after a jump across at least seventy million years.” 
 
    I stood up to wring out her clothes. “How are your hands?” 
 
    “Not so bad. I’ll live.” 
 
    It had been a big mistake to take the glider out so soon. I had known it could be dangerous but didn’t pay attention to my own admonitions to Ell. Now she was paying the price with me but making no complaints or accusations. She was a most unusual creature. 
 
    “So have you been thinking about how we can make shorter time hops?” she asked. “If we’re within sixty thousand years of home, one more million-year leap won’t do us any good.” 
 
    “I know.” The consequences of overshooting by a million years were sobering. Were humans even around that far in the future? Maybe malfunctioning, self-replicators had converted carbon-based life to copies of themselves. Were ancient defense systems still protecting a dead world, ready to destroy us the moment we materialized? But I pushed such thoughts aside. 
 
    “The problem right now is to avoid picking a miswired time setting from the console switch. We know the seconds increment works. But when I selected years, some crossed wires apparently got us the million-year range instead. If just two wires are crossed, then the million-year and the one-year selections are reversed. So I’d say the way to play it is to hope that’s the only mix-up and use the million-year setting on the console to get the years option then try to end up in a time that has batteries.” 
 
    Ell sat in the grass thinking as I went over the options. “Then I don’t see any reason to hang around here. We still have hot coals. While everything’s working, let’s just press on until we hit civilization.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably the best approach. But first let’s get something to insulate those wires from your hands.” While Ell dressed, I cut large squares of leather and foam from the other rear seat and wrapped them around the thermocouple wiring. Ten minutes later, we were skipping across time in multi-year leaps. When I saw smoke on the horizon, I dropped out of time-hopping mode and drove the glider forward toward a westbound train. I called back to Ell. “How’s it going?” 
 
    “Fine. Still got good heat.” 
 
    I leveled off about ten feet above the plains and flew along the tracks to the east until a wooden water tower and a line shack appeared in the distance. Wires running beside the rails led off into the shack. It was a telegraph relay station. It would have batteries. I set the glider down several hundred yards behind the station. “I think we’re in luck, Ell.” 
 
    As we approached the shack, a black dog tied to a hitching post woke up and started barking. Someone called out, “Hush, Tecumseh.” 
 
    A loose-limbed, young man with a swivel eye stepped off the porch squinting in our direction. He had hobbled only a few steps toward us when his sparsely bearded jaw dropped. He whipped off his battered hat and turned his face away. “Pardon me, ma’am. I didn’t realize you wasn’t dressed yet.” 
 
    Ell looked down at her still-damp, tattered sleeveless blouse and white shorts then glanced at me in confusion. 
 
    “It’s okay, mister. She’s dressed. It just that we aren’t from around these parts.” 
 
    He turned back, chin up, head cocked to the side, as he eyed first me then Ell. “Me neither,” he said. 
 
    I offered my hand. “Micajah Fenton, sir. I take it you’re the telegraph operator here.” 
 
    “Caleb, sir. Caleb Bean from back O-hi-o way.” He put equal emphasis on each syllable. “Yes, sir. I operate the relay. Don’t see much walk-in business, though. You want to send a telegram? Looks like you two been havin’ a hard time of it. Lost the wheels offen your whatchamacallit there. Looks like your team done run off too.” 
 
    “Well, you’re right about having a hard time but, no, we don’t want to send a telegram. We’d be interested in a little bartering, though, if you have a mind to.” 
 
    At that, Caleb hitched up his pants and grew sly. “Well, I might favor negotiatin’ a trade or two. What did you have in mind, sir?” 
 
    “You in the market for a good Barlow?” 
 
    “I might be, yes, sir.” 
 
    I pulled out my hundred and seventy-dollar Boker pocketknife with its engraved images of elks and mountains and opened one of the surgical steel blades. Caleb’s sly indifference instantly transformed into fascination as I shaved hair off the top of my forearm. I snapped the blade shut and handed it to him. He clutched it with a reverence one might accord the Crown Jewels. “The handle is carved antler; blades are razor sharp, German steel. It will never rust and will last you the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Deal,” Caleb blurted out. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know what we want in trade?” 
 
    “Oh. Well, yeah, sure.” He glanced back down at the knife. “I just hope I got whatever it is.” 
 
    “Lunch for both of us and two of your one-and-a-half-volt batteries. And I’ll need to borrow your voltmeter to check the voltage. You have a voltmeter don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Yes, sir, I do. Right this way.” He hobbled off toward the station. “I ain’t got nothing fancy for lunch, though. I hope you don’t mind beans over buffalo rib. Got some hardtack too. And coffee. You sure you don’t need some clothes for the missus?” 
 
    “Lunch and batteries will be fine, Caleb. Oh, there is one other thing?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “I need to know today’s date, what state or territory we’re in, and how far up the tracks the next town is.” 
 
    After wolfing down our first food in two days, we checked the batteries at 1.55 volts and carried them out to the glider. All three of us pushed the glider around to face down the tracks toward the next town. While I connected the batteries, I tried to fend off Caleb’s questions. Finally I just told him we were from the future. He glanced at the glider. 
 
    “I kind of figured it might be something like that.” 
 
    I crawled up to the front seats and, using the date Caleb had given us, punched in the number of years and days to take us home. After Ell was situated, I crawled back out and put my hand on Caleb’s boney shoulder. “Caleb. Would you like to become a rich man?”  
 
    He cast a puzzled look at me. “Can’t say as I’d mind it.” 
 
    “Then listen carefully.” He leaned in. “Head down to Colorado and buy as much empty land as you can close to Denver’s center.” 
 
    “I can do that. Then what?” 
 
    “Just hang on to it. It’ll be worth a fortune in a few years. Sell it and buy more cheap land a little farther out.” He straightened suddenly, grinning with understanding. I shook his hand. “Good luck, Caleb, and thanks for your help.” I scrambled back to my seat and nodded to him out the side window. 
 
    A moment later, we hovered a thousand meters above a paved highway that ran arrow-straight to the horizon.  
 
    Ell dozed next to me as we drifted along at the leisurely pace set by our spatial increment of centimeters. I wasn’t about to fiddle with the settings. I had the control stick as far forward as it would go so we were moving along at a fair clip even at the centimeter setting. 
 
    An hour later, we ditched the glider in a ravine on the edge of Cheyenne. I pulled the control boxes out and removed the IC chips along with the spares then smashed the circuit boards while Ell destroyed the labeling on the console switches.  
 
    I used my credit card to get us some new clothes and charter a plane to take us home, but after we had left Caleb on the plains of Wyoming Territory in 1869, I hadn’t accounted for the fact 1900 was not a leap year so we overshot by twenty-four hours. When we got to the cabin, Schrödinger was not happy. He hadn’t been fed for an entire day. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter 58 
 
    A few days after our return, the papers picked up a story about a crashed UFO discovered in a ravine just northeast of Cheyenne, Wyoming. A photograph showed a half-dozen men in military surplus clothing and assorted ball caps standing around our abandoned glider. One was quoted as saying, “What we have here is another Roswell, except now we have the evidence of aliens from outer space instead of the government.” I hoped no one would appreciate just how accurate his statement actually was. 
 
    Ell and I chuckled at the article and returned to the vault to begin listing the upgrades our next glider would need to make it safer to handle. After some much needed wiring harness changes, we left the main body and doors the same. That design had already proven airtight and structurally sound so long as we didn’t let dinosaurs climb on it.  
 
    I spared no expense on rushing the work. Still, the best delivery we could get was three months. So I added a quality control requirement for the wiring harness to be independently triple-checked against the design drawings since that wouldn’t delay the overall delivery. Finally there was nothing left to do but go sailing. 
 
    *** 
 
    For two weeks, we chased whales with Schrödinger before our supplies ran low forcing us home. 
 
    As Lovely Pebble passed Pacific Grove, Ell rested on the coaming entranced with the small storm petrels seemingly water-walking as they fed in the lee of our boat. “Why don’t those little birds ever light on the water and rest?” 
 
    “That’s just their nature. They hover from moment to moment, never lighting until they reach their breeding grounds.” 
 
    “They’re kind of spooky. Constantly fluttering like that.” 
 
    “Early sailors thought so too. Believed they were harbingers of approaching storms.” 
 
    “Why would they think that?” 
 
    “The petrels would seek shelter in the lee of ships during heavy weather. The sailors assumed they had something to do with the storms. Used to call them Mother Carey’s chickens. Mother Carey was Davy Jones’ wife, of course. Sailors thought she had some influence over storms too.” 
 
    “You’re making this stuff up aren’t you.” 
 
    I cast her a knowing look. “All good sailors keep a weather eye open for portents and omens.” 
 
    She grimaced. “I figured as much.” 
 
    “So how about securing the genoa. We’ll be docking soon.” 
 
    Our self-imposed news blackout ended when we stopped in at the marina restaurant for dinner. I picked up a newspaper left on the table and shook it open. Our abandoned glider was front-page. The crushed hulk had become a magnet for every UFO conspiracy group on the planet. 
 
    They had just concluded a seminar in Cheyenne, drawing various eccentrics from around the country. An entomologist had found insect eggs deposited in one corner of what was being called the ruptured warp drive compartment. Then the discovery that the two batteries were Civil War era, fueled further wild speculation. “What we have here are multiple anachronisms,” one speaker announced. “Batteries from another century found with a machine from the future crashed in the present. And who knows what we’ll find if our biologists can hatch those eggs.” What would they find indeed? I wondered. 
 
    A few days later, more clues came to light. A botanist combing through the debris on the floorboards had collected over a dozen small seeds from at least seven separate species. He’d also found traces of pollen and bits of dried seaweed. Then someone found blood and tissue residue. 
 
    Mycologists, phycologists, exobiologists, and other -ologists from across the country, entered the fray after that—along with crime scene investigators. In Internet parlance, our abandoned glider had gone viral. It was hard to go through a checkout line anymore without seeing photos of the battered hull in the tabloids with lurid stories under outrageous headlines. 
 
    “How long before the Boeing guys who built the hull go public with what they know?” Ell asked. “They must recognize the wreck there in Cheyenne is the remains of a test vehicle they made. Maybe that’ll put an end to all this speculation.” 
 
    “Hard to say about Boeing. But this bunch will eventually have to admit to themselves that the seats, and harness wiring, and solar cells are all today’s technology. Not that it will have the slightest effect. And even if it did, those seeds and eggs are going to stun the scientific community when they find themselves raising plants and at least one species of insect that have been extinct since the dinosaurs. Everyone knows time travel is impossible, but they haven’t seen a live insect that until now was only known from being preserved in amber. And if they run DNA tests on that raptor tissue ….” 
 
    “And since we’ve placed our order for another glider body, it’s obvious that someone somewhere is still working on the project.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. Now it’s a matter of whether Boeing delivers the body before the news from the eggs and seeds comes to the attention of forces that would like to get their hands on whoever made that glider. I doubt anyone will be able to track the delivery path back to us down in the vault, though. The feds can swarm all over that little Nevada space company and not find any link back to us. So let’s see how things work out. It may not be a problem.” 
 
    Another major flare-up in the Middle East and a volcanic eruption in the Philippines pushed the UFO stories off the front page for several months. Even the tabloids moved on when a popular starlet tried to commit suicide after having a baby with the Devil. But I wondered what the seed-and-egg boys were doing. It was too quiet. Something was going on. 
 
    Meanwhile the constantly evolving titanium purification equipment had matured. When Ell checked her latest stats, they listed a total of twenty-seven pounds of pure titanium on hand. It was finally enough to cast a bar with sufficient excess to allow it to be milled to the size and tolerances required by Lovely Pebble’s time glider.  
 
    I had already established a foundry and milling company a dozen miles away in San Jose that had the equipment to do the work when the time came. Ell and I personally delivered the vacuum tank that isolated the titanium from atmospheric impurities. I met with the foundry workers who would do the highly technical vacuum casting and told them the bar would be a prototype standard weight and measure for the National Institute of Standards and Technology, therefore the need for absolute purity. Of course, they had no way to tell the titanium was pure beyond any casting ever made on earth before. Then it was home to pack for a sailing trip.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 59 
 
    We hit heavy smoke about a mile out from the cabin where a forestry truck blocked our way. “Wildfire up in the hills,” a flinty-eyed ranger said as he leaned on the Jeep door peering in at Ell. “Closed until the smoke eaters get it under control.” I asked if the cabin was okay, but he didn’t have any detailed info. Reluctantly, we turned around and spent the night on Lovely Pebble.  
 
    Ell worried about Schrödinger the whole time, so we were up at dawn for a return home. The road lay open all the way to the cabin through acres of blackened manzanita and Douglas fir. Firebreaks scarred the hillside where bulldozers had cleared away the brush down to ground level. As we pulled up to the cabin, Schrödinger sat on the porch waiting for us. 
 
    Strangely, though, Ell didn’t run to her pet. She ran several hundred yards up the hill behind the cabin instead and stood in a bulldozed firebreak scanning the burned area around her. Finally, she seemed to locate what she was looking for and darted down the firebreak toward it. When I caught up to her she held what looked like a cracked stone. Within the stone, sunlight caught stacks of cubic crystals in ordered layers. It didn’t look like any rock I’d ever seen before. She turned to me as I came up beside her. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “This?” She stared down at the rock. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well,” she glanced up at me, “it was a link between me and Lovely Pebble.” 
 
    Implication dragged its icy finger down my spine. Was this payback for leaving Lovely Pebble? Some kind of terrible revenge to remind me what could have been? In my single-minded drive to develop time travel, it had never occurred to me Ell might be something more than a helpmate. Or worse, something less. 
 
    “You were planning to leave once you got the new control rod. I can’t believe it.” 
 
    Ell stood speechless.  
 
    “What were you going to do? Just call yourself down here to pick up the rod then the two of you head for home? You didn’t need to go behind my back, Ell. I would have helped you no matter what your plans.” 
 
    Ell finally recovered her voice. “No, no. You’ve got it all wrong. I’m not leaving. I can’t leave. Lovely Pebble’s not allowed to take me with her. I’m disposable. I always have been.” 
 
    “No, you’re not disposable, Ell.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. I’m only a fragment of Ell. Fragments can’t go back to populate her virtual world. It’s a check against despots cloning themselves into a virtual army. She, the Ell on the glider, couldn’t just keep popping in down here. Her glider won’t allow repeated contact. Even in an emergency. So I had to have some way to recall the glider when the part was ready.” 
 
    The discussion had become circular. I tried a different tack. “So what exactly was your mission, then?” 
 
    “What I told you. Help you to make a pure titanium rod so I…, she…, Lovely Pebble, could go home. You had already decided you didn’t want to stay with her but, after she dropped you off, she discovered even the minute traces of impurities in the rod you had provided made it impossible to navigate across a galaxy, and you were the only hope she had left. So she sent me.” 
 
     “And if I couldn’t figure out how to make a perfect rod before I died?” 
 
    “Then I would continue with the project alone after I learned how things worked down here. I don’t age very fast. I would eventually either solve the problem or die trying.” 
 
    “So we would prepare the rod and you, her conscious residue, would call her to come get it. Then she’d just discard you. Are you actually that inconsequential? I thought there was a real person inside of you. But you’re no more than an automaton, an artificial intelligence to keep yourself informed. Like the crow at Aunt Cealie’s. Your technology’s had me fooled for thirty-five years, Lovely Pebble. Nicely done. And cold.” I was turning to leave as she grabbed at my arm. 
 
    “Cager? No. I’m not like that,” she said in a wounded voice. 
 
    I pulled free and stalked back to the cabin. Schrödinger paced along the edge of the porch as I climbed the steps. He followed me in but sat in the far end of the kitchen observing. He knew something wasn’t right. I pulled down his box of food and rattled some into his bowl, but he didn’t make any move toward it. He was watching the front door. 
 
    “Not as cold as you pulling away from me after all we’ve been through together.” Ell stood just inside the doorway. “I’m not a mindless automaton like you said. I’m no longer a dispassionate alien sprawled out in a tidal pool doing math, either. And I’m certainly not a lifeless simulation calculated by machines, like Lovely Pebble.” She tapped her forehead. “I’m me, Cager.” She paused, grim-faced. “But I should have told you about the communicator. It’s the only thing I’ve ever kept from you. And what difference would it have made if you had known?” 
 
    “I don’t know what difference it would have made, Ell. Because you never told me.” 
 
    Ell came into the kitchen with me. “I told you I loved you.” 
 
    Her non sequitur only aggravated my new-found paranoia. She was trying to skirt the issue. “So you did.” 
 
    Ell furrowed her brow for a time before replying. “You think I lied to you?” 
 
    “I’m beginning to wonder.” 
 
    She stood frozen, eyes wide, her face wreathed in disbelief. She seemed near tears.  
 
    That had not been my intent, but the shock of her clandestine connection to Lovely Pebble continued to precipitate long-unspoken doubts from the dark undercurrents of my imagination. I sat down hard on the kitchen chair and realized the box of cat food was still in my hand.  
 
    I tried to backtrack. 
 
    “Maybe you never technically lied, but not telling me something as significant as your continuous connection to Lovely Pebble is troubling. It makes me wonder what else I don’t know about you after our thirty-five years. Do you understand, Ell? Suddenly it’s obvious the original you, the thing you are a copy of, is at its core, cold and heartless. On top of that, you’ve been in contact with her…, it, all this time. Not telling me is a betrayal of the trust I’ve put in you.” 
 
    “So, you’ve never kept anything from me after all this time?” 
 
    Her attempt to compare the enormity of her deceit to anything I might have failed to mention infuriated me. I slammed the box of cat food on the kitchen table and stood up. “All right, there is something you don’t know.” The intensity of Ell’s response was palpable. She withdrew a half step, closing her eyes for a moment before raising her head again. It was almost the look she’d had when she spotted the T. rex at the stream. 
 
    “What’s that, Cager?” 
 
    “I’ve been searching for a way to get you back into the virtual world you came out of so you aren’t left abandoned here on a strange planet after I die. I know how to do that using the time glider—Lovely Pebble’s glider. I did it myself. Unfortunately, I no longer have access to it.” 
 
    “Even if you did, the glider wouldn’t accept me. But I don’t want to go anywhere, Cager. I’ll stay here with you.” 
 
    “Then you’ll die here.” 
 
    “Yes. Just like you. Because I am just like you. Why can’t you understand that about me? But I appreciate your reaction now—about my not telling you of the link. I felt the same thing quite deeply when you said there was something you hadn’t told me. It scared me. I guess it’s a human trait I wasn’t aware of. Now I know.” She studied the backs of her hands for a moment. “But you don’t have the whole story yet, Cager.” 
 
    I remained impassive. What next? 
 
    “Do you want to know why I never told you?” 
 
    “I’m waiting.” 
 
    “I was afraid you would use the link to go back to the Ell you left behind on the glider. I’m just a copy made for real-world use so I have only the memory and capability a human form can have. The Ell on the glider is so much more.” 
 
    “So you kept the comm link a secret so I wouldn’t leave you?” 
 
    “Was that so wrong?” 
 
    “Ell, what’s wrong is that you would even think such a thing.” 
 
    “I’ve read your civilization’s classics, Cager. It’s a persistent theme. I’m not even born of a human and have nothing to offer but myself. And you already know what I am. A copy. And a limited one at that. I told you the first night we met. Before I knew I would become ….” She blinked hard several times taking in a timorous breath as she glanced around the kitchen seeming to search for a way to complete the thought she had left hanging. “Anyway, I know what I am, and I don’t like it very much right now. I’ve let you ….” She was struggling not to cry. “But I would never leave you, even if I could.” 
 
    All right, so maybe that’s true, I thought. But I had always suspected she had been programmed to bond with me so had no choice in what she wanted. Then curiously, I found myself wondering what possible difference that made— even if it were true. Did anyone ever have any choice in who they loved? Had this copy of a semi-aquatic carnivore now actually become human? Or was I just witnessing an alien act? Thirty-five years we had been together, and I had never sorted it out. But I now knew in greater depth what had animated her. And she had, as she admitted, read the novels. Knew the words to say. The plots. She could easily fool me if she wanted. But she continued. 
 
    “And I see something now I didn’t appreciate when you told me about it on our first sailing trip. It was just words then describing an event. And I wondered at the time why you seemed troubled as you told the story. Back then, though, I still thought of myself as a virtual being undergoing a human experience. But this is all I’ll ever get, Cager. I am human. I’ll never live anywhere but here. Or be anything but me. And I finally…, I finally understand what you were trying to tell me.” 
 
    “You mean about Arlene leaving?” 
 
    “Yes. Until just now, I didn’t grasp the enormity of her decision. To both want to leave and not want to leave. To want to leave to free you to carry out the mission you had already left me for. And to not want to leave because she loved you—both for yourself and for being her friend. I still can’t fathom the turmoil of sorting out those conflicting forces, though, I can see now she made the right choice as painful as it must have been. But she was better than me, Cager.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I would have stayed with you.” 
 
    It was finally too much for me. Lovely Pebble might have been able to put on a good act, but I felt sure only a human could understand what Ell had just expressed. Arlene’s decision was born of a being who had learned the hard way that, in a real world, life demanded constant sacrifice. Her decision was unselfish; painful; and, above all; caring, but she let her life go because of what she thought was in my best interest. And as illogical as it was, I could, from my human perspective, understand her decision. I reached for Ell and pulled her to me. 
 
    “Arlene was better than me as well, Ell.” She remained pensive. “But Arlene got it wrong. Just as I got it wrong about you a minute ago.” I hugged her for a few moments. “So do you understand now that I would never leave you?” 
 
    She pushed away, wiping tears with her the palms of her hands. “I think so. Yes.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 60 
 
    A week later, the newly milled titanium rod arrived in a black, protective case. As we carried it down to the vault, Ell seemed uneasy. Perhaps the loss of the comm link still bothered her. Without communications, the new rod was now useless. But whatever was bothering Ell, it was quite evident. 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    She looked up with a quick smile. “Yeah. It’s nothing.” 
 
     As usual, I didn’t pursue it. 
 
    The following morning at the cabin, I received word from our Nevada Space Research Corporation that Boeing had shipped the glider body to arrive the next day. 
 
    “Well, Ell, it looks like our luck has held. The Nevada site will get the glider body tomorrow and immediately reship it to the titanium purification subdivision. We should have a new glider operational in a few days.” 
 
    Ell set Schrödinger on the kitchen floor, then tripped over him as he crisscrossed back and forth between her feet as she made her way to the counter to get his food. She shook some dry nuggets into his bowl then leaned back against the counter looking about the cabin. “Then all of this will soon come to an end.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your mission will be over shortly after we get the glider working. Then what? You won’t be able to stay here.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You said it yourself a minute ago, Cager. Our luck has held. What you didn’t say was, ‘For now.’ The first glider is still in the hands of a group of fanatical conspiracy theorists. They must have hatched those eggs by now. And surely the seeds have sprouted.” 
 
    “But they’ll have a hard time convincing anyone the glider is some kind of alien time machine. The thing is built with everyday parts readily available here on earth. If they can’t get a federal agency interested, there’s no way it can be tracked back to us.” 
 
    It was a good counter to Ell’s argument. But I had forgotten how Ell had that annoying habit of being right. An hour later, I opened the morning paper at the local pancake house. 
 
    VIDEO RECOVERED FROM UFO. 
 
    “Video?” Ell said.  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t get it either.” I read the second paragraph to her. “’The images begin from an altitude of several miles. A geologist on the team observed that the descent was over an area that resembled the Eastern Rockies seventy million years ago. That was partially confirmed near the end of the video when what looked like a herd of hadrosaurs came into view heading along a beach toward the still-descending camera.’” 
 
    Then it hit me. The glider had two cameras that provided views beneath and behind it. The rear camera had been carried away when the batteries tore loose. But the other was still embedded in the glider’s underbelly. It was so small and well incorporated into the design no one would notice it unless they flipped the glider upside-down. But obviously, someone had discovered the camera. Worse, it was the same type camera we had used earlier when we recorded the tractor model toppling the erasers in the lab. It recorded in a continuous loop of two minutes on an EEPROM chip—and retained the data even after losing power. 
 
    There was no mention of eggs or seeds. With video, there was no need. The evidence was there. The glider had travelled back in time. 
 
    When we got home, I called the head of the Nevada site and told him to redirect the incoming delivery from Boeing to our corporate headquarters in Silicon Valley, then heaved a sigh of relief. It didn’t matter now if anyone discovered we were the ones who ordered the glider. We could install the control boxes and have the glider tested and operational well before even the Feds could find the lower level under the titanium purification shop, much less break into the vault.  
 
    The director called back five minutes later and told me the delivery had come in while we were talking earlier. Then he asked me to hang on a second. I heard others speaking in the background followed by shouts and gunfire. The director came back on line. “We have armed troops running through the compound.”  
 
    A moment later a voice yelled, “Drop the phone and get on the floor.” At that point, I knew the glider body was in someone else’s custody. And, without the glider body, there was no way to operate the control boxes that moved us through space and time. They were all designed to take inputs from the wiring harnesses hardwired into the seized glider. 
 
    I relayed the news to Ell. “Any ideas? We need to act quickly if we’re going to have any hope of recovering that glider.” 
 
     “Well, we have all those spare parts. IC chips, and circuit boards and whatnot. Not nearly enough to cobble together a glider though.” 
 
    “But maybe enough to pull off a recovery. I’ve breadboarded a dozen prototypes over the years. There are still a few left in the vault. They’ve all been tested, and they’re the more advanced models.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 61 
 
    It was early afternoon before we pulled off the highway onto an unpaved service road and drove for several miles before cutting out across the Mojave Desert. We rolled to a stop in the sunbaked lakebed several miles from the Nevada test site. Even from that distance, it was clear whoever had seized the facility was well-manned and heavily funded. A convoy of military style vehicles lined the road outside. And up that road, a large trailer truck with a two-car escort threw up clouds of dust as it raced toward the site. 
 
    “They must be planning to move the glider body to a more secure location,” I said. 
 
    “Why? Without the control boxes it’s just an empty shell?” 
 
    “I doubt they know that yet.” 
 
    “Well, who are they? How can they just come in and take over?” 
 
    “Good question. Probably not government. That video must have alerted others that there’s a time machine up for grabs. Since anyone with a time machine could quite literally control the world, it’s crucial we don’t fall into their hands since we’re carrying the operational parts.” 
 
    Ell had been watching them through binoculars. “Then we better get out of here, because two of those vehicles just left the compound at high speed heading right for us.” 
 
    I looked in the direction she was pointing. Contrails of dust streamed out behind dark vehicles. We had maybe two minutes to do something. I reached into the back of the Jeep and pulled out a prototype with a five-foot radius of influence. 
 
    “Get in the Jeep and crouch down near the center. Pull all the control boxes in next to you.” I climbed in behind her and programmed the prototype to go back twenty-four hours. The approaching vehicles were a hundred yards out when I engaged the actuator.  
 
    The central chassis of the old Jeep bounced hard as it dropped onto the desert in the previous day. A perfectly spherical ten-foot cross section of the Jeep had transferred. Anything sticking out of the radius of influence was left in the future. The tires were flat and the front and rear ends were missing. Greenish coolant gurgled out of severed radiator hoses onto the dry lakebed. But the central cargo had come through unscathed.  
 
    I imagined the missing Jeep parts lying around tomorrow’s scooped out hole as our puzzled pursuers picked through them. Now they would know for sure they were dealing with time travelers, but from our perspective, we had another twenty-four hours before they knew it. We needed a plan.  
 
    Ell and I knocked the dust off and set out across the desert for the compound.  
 
    We considered calling Boeing to have the crate shipped to the vault instead, but had no way to know whether that would only make it easier to intercept. The only thing we knew for sure was that the crate would arrive here in the morning five minutes before the compound was overrun. The morning delivery would have to do. 
 
    “That’s only going to leave a few minutes to open the crate and install the control boxes before that armed team, whoever they are, arrive,” I said. “It took us over an hour to get the crate dismantled when the first glider body arrived at the vault. We’re going to need a lot of help if we’re going to stay ahead of the group wanting this thing badly enough to seize the entire compound.” 
 
    Ell nodded agreement. “And if they catch us there with the control boxes, it won’t take them long to figure out how to snap the connectors together to make the glider operational.” 
 
    As we walked, I considered our options. Perhaps meeting the delivery truck when it turned off the paved road then driving the glider out into the desert to give us time to access it. According to my phone conversation with the director, the delivery took place about five minutes before the armed team’s arrival. How far could a truck make it across the desert in five minutes? I scanned the flat horizon. The closest rise that could hide a truck looked more than five miles away. That wasn’t going to work. 
 
    Then I thought about using the prototype to jump back a week then try to intercept the glider before it left Boeing; take possession of it there and install the control boxes. I didn’t see any immediate problems with that approach. It was simple, direct, and I had the equipment on hand to pull it off. I asked Ell her thoughts on the matter since she was a copy of a vastly more experienced time traveler. 
 
    “I wouldn’t try it, Cager.” 
 
    I stopped. “Why not?” 
 
    She looked up, squinting under the high desert sun. “You’ll be working in the same time period where you already exist, only your earlier self won’t know what you’re up to.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “That’s certainly true, but that’s the situation we’re in right now too. I don’t see the problem as long as we don’t cross paths.” 
 
    “Well, do the people at Boeing know you personally?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So don’t you think, when you show up, they might call around to confirm you’re who you say you are? And, of course, since the other you has no idea you’ve gone back in time to save the glider project, he’ll say you’re an imposter. And that call to you also alters your own past while you’re in it. What do you think the outcome of that might be?” 
 
    I sighed. “Yeah, I see your point. Plus we can’t keep lugging this time travel equipment around outside the vault. I guess we’re in as good a position to regain control now as we’re likely to get. Let’s just press on.”  
 
    Twenty minutes later, we entered the compound. The director, Dr. Hofstadter, a lanky man with thinning red hair and intelligent eyes, greeted us warmly but with a puzzled expression. We explained our Jeep had broken down then quickly changed the subject to the delivery of the shipping crate he was waiting for. 
 
    “We have some unscrupulous competitors after that equipment, Dr. Hofstadter. We’re going to need to get it secured as quickly as possible after it arrives.” That caught his attention. 
 
    As we surveyed the warehouse and its loading dock, I said, “I want a full team here early tomorrow morning with crowbars and chainsaws. Send some men into town now to purchase both and the oil and gas to operate the saws. When that truck backs up to the dock, I want the crate pulled off immediately, so have the forklift standing by with its engine running and an operator on board.” The man was starting to become alarmed. 
 
    “What the hell’s in that crate?” he asked. 
 
    I figured I might as well make it personal. “Advanced guidance systems, with the servo drivers and AI software that operate them. We’ll be out of business if this stuff gets into our competitors’ hands.” I paused for effect. “So, are you on board?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll have everything ready. But why not call in law enforcement if you suspect a hijacking?” 
 
    “If law enforcement gets involved and there’s a crime committed, the equipment will end up as evidence, and I might be tied up in court for years. Meanwhile our competitors would leave us in their dust. But, if I can get into the crate in time, what they get will be worthless. So again, are you on board for this? If not, let me know now.” 
 
    He swallowed hard. I could tell he was weighing his options. Finally he nodded. “Yeah, I’m on board.” 
 
    “Good. Then as soon as the crate comes off the truck, get the driver out of here and on his way back up the road. That might buy us a few extra minutes. In fact, add a casehardened padlock to your shopping list. I want you to lock the truck’s rear door with it before it leaves. If they intercept the truck, it might take them another few minutes to get the lock off to make sure the cargo isn’t still on board.” He turned to leave. 
 
    “And one final thing. I’ll need a vehicle to recover some test equipment from my Jeep. And Ell and I will need a place to stay here overnight while we wait for the delivery.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 62 
 
    The next morning we were up at dawn going over the control boxes to make sure all the wiring was intact. Then we ran through the plan to access the crate once it was off the truck. It looked doable if we could get the glider body doors open in the first four minutes. But the doors opened together, so we needed both sides of the shipping crate cut away. I was sure we could install the control boxes and be gone in the remaining minute. 
 
    “The batteries were charged on the first glider. Do you think these will be charged too?” 
 
    “The contract called for them to be.” I could tell Ell was worried. “It’s going to work, Ell. We just have to stick to the plan.” 
 
    “What if nobody shows up this morning?” 
 
    “They’ll be here, but we’ll have a couple of hours to come up with a workaround if they aren’t.” Now, though, I was uneasy. Ell was usually right in her assessments. 
 
    By eight o’clock, however, a full crew was in place on the loading dock. I had to fight the urge to ask the Dr. Hofstadter how the intruders had gotten past the locked front gate. It was hard to keep in mind the attack hadn’t taken place yet from his perspective. If it had, I doubted he would be here with me now. Finally, with everything prepared, we settled in and waited. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ell was first to spot movement on the horizon. She tapped my shoulder and nodded apprehensively down the road. 
 
    I sent a man out to open the gate and guide the truck to the loading dock. Several minutes later, the driver was fumbling with his keychain trying to open the rear door. “Usually don’t use a lock,” he said as he finally pushed the panel door up to reveal the crate. The forklift was already moving in as chainsaws roared to life. “Hey, what’s the hurry?” the driver yelled as he jumped out of the way. 
 
    “We’re busy,” I said. “As soon as we have this crate offloaded I want you back on the road again. Understand?” I held up a twenty. “This is yours if your truck is out of here in under a minute. I’ll close the back for you when we’re done.” He grabbed the twenty and climbed back into the cab. I pulled the rear door down as Dr. Hofstadter threw the new lock on the latch then hit the side of the truck yelling, “You’re clear to go.” 
 
    When I turned around, two men were on top of the crate sawing the sides loose. The plan was moving along with military precision until a screech of metal-on-metal followed by a snap and an over-revving engine.  
 
    “Just threw a chain,” one of the men called down. “There’s some long bolts running along the edges holding the side to the top.” The other chainsaw operator had stopped. I told him to move in six inches and continue cutting. He nodded and started again. I checked my watch. We had about two minutes left and the crate was still sealed. I hoped the casehardened lock on the rear door of the delivery truck and the driver’s lack of a key to it would buy us a bit more time. 
 
    Two minutes later, the worker completed the cuts along the top and climbed down to start on the back of the crate to free the sides. Now we were on borrowed time. Then Ell called out, “Here they come.” 
 
    In the distance, an ominous column of dust rose against a cloudless sky. I nudged a nearby worker. “Get that front gate closed and locked.” 
 
    When I turned to survey the progress on the crate, one side was almost free. The crew grabbed it to pull it down, but the panel wouldn’t break loose from the bottom where heavy bolts continued to hold it to the base. Ell and I added our weight and wood began to splinter as the side finally gave way. The glider body was accessible from one side now, but I still couldn’t open the gullwing doors until the other side was free. Then a rumble of heavy vehicles reverberated through the warehouse just as a large military-style convoy truck smashed through the front gate, sending it spiraling across the parking area. I yelled for someone to secure the loading dock door. 
 
    As the door slammed down, I grabbed Dr. Hofstadter. “Stand by to douse the lights when that last side comes off.” I was sure I could install the control boxes in the dark, and darkness, I felt, would further slow whoever was after the glider. 
 
    Just as the other side of the crate pulled free, the lights winked out. I fumbled for the external entry handle and the doors hissed open. The glider had power. I climbed in.  
 
    Ell handed me the control boxes and the spare prototypes then stood by the open door waiting. As I pulled the console panel off the recessed area where the control boxes fit, a sharp crack of small arms fire rattled the dock door leaving bright holes, but the door held. Seconds later, shaped charges blew a rectangular opening in the wall. The shaft of light streaming through the new entryway writhed with shadowy figures pouring into the warehouse. 
 
    “Well, we almost made it,” Ell said. 
 
    I reached out to pull her into the glider, but in the face of armed intruders, the workers had grabbed her and were dragging her along with them as they fled toward the rear. They must have thought they were helping. With the operational components now on board, I had no choice but to seal the glider doors as paramilitary troops swarmed through the darkened hanger looking for anyone that needed neutralizing. Fortunately, the rear of the crate still kept the glider in deep shadow. If I stayed down, maybe no one would notice me before the area had been secured. By then I might have the glider operational. 
 
    I felt around behind the console for the wiring harnesses and pulled them out one by one, plugging in the matching control boxes as I went. Without bothering to slide the boxes into their prepared slots in the console, I clicked the thumbwheel up one notch and selected kilometers from the console switch. This was where I hoped the triple quality control checks would pay off. As one of the mercenaries ran to the open crate, I sat up. Startled, he tripped on the cut away side stumbling forward as I powered up the circuitry. Blue sky filled my field of view. 
 
    I backed the thumbwheel to neutral and leaned over to check the compound far below. A movement outside the glider caught my attention. It was the mercenary’s slack face sliding down the inside surface of the time field. Part of him had been in the glider’s transfer volume as it left. The front half of his rifle and one hand already lay on the bottom of the field. The rest of him was still back in the warehouse.  
 
    I switched power off for a few seconds to allow the grisly pieces to separate and recalled the test Ell and I had done with the water barrel to see how fast the prototypes were emerging after a time hop. I had mentioned then that a time machine would make a devastating weapon using its near-instantaneous emergence out of nowhere back into the real world. And this glider would have that same property. As I studied the road below, I figured this was an excellent time to see just how much damage a glider could do as it flew through a line of vehicles, re-expanding a thousand times a second as it went. It should be quite a show. A show I might be able to turn to my advantage. 
 
    Less than a minute had elapsed since the mercenaries had burst into the warehouse. I didn’t want to give them enough time to reconstitute and feel secure so I yawed the glider around and dove toward the convoy. Pulling up seconds later behind the last vehicle, an olive-drab Humvee, I selected centimeters from the spatial switch and rammed the glider into the Hummer. It shattered explosively raining parts out across the desert. I paused to verify that the glider itself wasn’t damaged then pushed the stick forward and ran straight through the entire convoy right into the compound.  
 
    Two lone mercenaries guarding the gate covered their heads as vehicle parts clattered about them then spun around as the rifle barrel I had released from several miles up clanged onto the warehouse’s metal roof. 
 
    “We better tell Rutiger there’s a problem,” the nearest one yelled. 
 
    “You think.” 
 
    About that time, the front half of a head splatted face up between them. Without further consultation, they bolted for the desert. 
 
    I wondered why in all the excitement they hadn’t noticed the glider then realized it was cycling rapidly in and out of time. While it was out, the view behind would be visible. To anyone not in the glider it would appear translucent. Otherworldly. So much the better.  
 
    I turned the glider around and repositioned myself a quarter mile up the road. Translucent or not, I wanted to be visible to this Rutiger when he looked down the row of devastation where his convoy used to be.  
 
    Within a minute, a group had assembled on the loading dock. By then I had worked out the rest of the plan.  
 
    I floated just above the devastation right into the compound and swung to the right so I was edge-on to the dock. As I cut power and hit the door opener, I kept my right hand on the control stick. A somewhat tense and puzzled cast stared back at me. I spoke first. 
 
    “Your employers obviously aren’t paying you enough to mess with us, Rutiger. We knew what you were up to before you even got your team assembled.” Nodding at the face gaping up empty-eyed from the pavement, I said, “And that’s what all of you are going to look like in another ten seconds if you don’t throw your weapons down and follow your sentries double-time, north into the desert.”  
 
    At that, there was a rattle of firearms hitting the concrete dock followed by the scrambled departure of over half the remaining team.  
 
     “And by the way, the defense system has no trouble telling friend from foe, so don’t think taking hostages will do you any good. Five seconds left. Four.” 
 
    Finally, a heavily-tattooed, Arian-type stepped forward tossing his pistol onto the dock. “Okay, okay. Hold up. To hell with this mission. We’re outta here.” 
 
    As the entire team trotted out across the desert, the staff and workers gathered in the parking lot staring at the expanse of shredded metal that had been the attacking convoy. It was obvious they wanted to ask what the hell was going on but knew there would be no answer. I told them to get in their cars and leave. As the last vehicle departed, Ell and I climbed into the glider. I lowered the doors and took us up to three thousand meters. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 63 
 
    “I think we finally got this thing right,” I said. She was staring wide-eyed at me when I glanced over. She hadn’t spoken since my return. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “I thought those troops would kill you when you stopped right there in front of them. They had no reason not to. What happened?” 
 
    “That’s called a bluff. I left my hand on the control stick figuring the team leader would be smart enough to suspect there was a deadman switch somewhere. If they killed me, the switch would loose on them whatever weapon had shredded their convoy and mutilated one of their men. The fact I sat there apparently unarmed would have convinced them I was somehow invulnerable. And even if they suspected I wasn’t, they would be betting their lives on that assumption. Mercenaries don’t operate like that. They live to fight another day.” 
 
    “Do you know who sent them, then?” 
 
    “Not a clue.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask?” 
 
    “Because that would show I wasn’t in total control.” 
 
     “I see.” She leaned back in her seat, looking out at the sky for a moment. “But you had gotten free with everything you needed to complete your life’s mission, Cager. Coming back has gained you nothing at all. But you came back anyway.” She glanced back at me. “Why?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    Ell folded her hands in her lap and studied them for a time. “Because you said you would never abandon me?” 
 
    “Is that still so hard for you to understand?” 
 
     “No, Cager. I understand.” She glanced back up at me. “It’s you that don’t understand. You need to stop taking risks for me this late in the game. I’m no further use to you now. You’re finally ready to go finish your mission.” 
 
    “You’re talking like Arlene now. Her heart was in the right place, but her taking off left a huge void in my life.” 
 
    “Then you should go find her.” 
 
    “I will. But we have unfinished business first.” 
 
    “You mean the control rod? That was a wasted effort. I have no way to call Lovely Pebble back now and she can’t return on her own.” 
 
    “I know. Protocol. We may have to take it to her.” 
 
    “How?” Ell scoffed. “In this thing? Remember the Cretaceous? That’ll look like a romp in the park compared to the Moon. Have a part fail up there and you’re dead.” 
 
    “You make it sound like it’ll be just me up there.” 
 
    “It will be.” 
 
    I studied her for a second. “Are you about to take off as well?” 
 
    “No, Cager. I’d never do that. I’ll be with you to the end.” She finally looked over at me with the same expression she’d had the day I caught her with the broken comm link. “It’s just that the end will be next week.” 
 
    “What end? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s another of those protocols. Copies like me have a set operational period. Mine is up. Or will be in five days.” 
 
    I could scarcely believe what I was hearing. “Why have you never mentioned this?” I said in exasperation. “You told me you would outlive me.” 
 
    “Oh, Cager.” She looked out the glider window for a time. “Don’t be like that. They don’t tell the copies.” 
 
    “Then how do you know?” 
 
    “Three days ago a small area in my brain activated, and I knew. When we’re created, we believe we have extended lives. We don’t. We get a final update a few days ahead in case we have anything to finish. My allotted time was the maximum allowed. Now it’s up.” 
 
    Ell continued to look at me with that heartrending, guilty expression only she could summon. 
 
    “I know, Cager. I should have told you then, but you were so busy trying to get the glider body and had one problem after another. I didn’t want to distract you with something you couldn’t do anything about. But I should have told you anyway, so you wouldn’t have risked coming back for me.” 
 
    I finally shook off my disbelief at everything I’d just heard. 
 
    “Ell, I would have come back for you if you only had five minutes left.” But beyond that, words failed me.  
 
    Then the episode with my mom flashed into mind. I had told her I loved her that evening in my study because I didn’t recall ever telling her my first time through. Obviously, I had a problem, but I had been working on it. I had told Ell I loved her. Once. Even if it was a lie.  
 
    Yet my feelings for this little copy now exceeded any I had ever known. 
 
    Why had I not noticed this before? Was it confusion over parallels between Ell and Arlene. Both forced to be something they were never meant to be. As I struggled with my inability to understand, something deep inside let go, as if a shackle had fallen open. A small voice spoke. 
 
    This is three times, Micajah. Three times. First was your little brother who had only wanted you to include him in your life, and you lost him in the same week you figured it out. And even that wasn’t until your second time through. 
 
    Then Arlene. Wanting to be with you every day, she had followed you through one perilous ordeal after another. It was only your blind, headlong drive that finally forced her to leave you on the side of the road. For your own good. 
 
    Now Ell. Ell, who saved you from an all-consuming loneliness, yet had no choice in being sent. Who’d said she’d not leave you now even if it were possible. She, too, had wanted you.  
 
    And what is life but a search for someone who wants you.  
 
    But you returned her affection with suspicion and distrust and impassiveness because she wasn’t human enough for you. Or was it because you feared losing her too? Like you’d lost everyone else.  
 
    And now her time is up before you could figure out she has been everything to you. 
 
    It was clear. Even with a second chance, I had taken for granted those closest to me. The thought crossed my mind that I, too, was a copy. Not in the sense Ell was, but a complete copy of my older, failed self. A copy carrying over all the previous imperfections including the failure to do anything about them. All of this flashed through my mind. All of this and the realization that, since being dumped at my cabin, she, with her elfin smile, had been the only light in my empty rooms. Losing Ell would leave me in a darkness I could never escape. I turned to face her, but she touched her fingers to my lips. 
 
    “Shhh. It’s okay, Cager. I understand now. Better than you think. It’s taken me a while because you have a drive that excludes everyone around you. But if you didn’t, you couldn’t have done what you have.  
 
    “For a long time I didn’t understand why you worked so hard at time travel. All I knew was you wanted to go back and save your little brother. But I’ve never lost anyone, Cager. I didn’t fully understand what that meant. At least, not until now. Now that I’m about to lose you.” She paused, fingers still pressed against my lips, apparently gathering her thoughts. 
 
    “I learned early that humans need to be loved. And so I loved you. I told you so. And I was so happy when you told me you loved me as well. That stopped the loneliness. And after that, I hoped you would tell me again. But you never did. I wondered why, every day, but was afraid to ask. I thought you must have. After all, I was formed in the likeness of an image pulled from deep within you that first night you met Lovely Pebble.” Ell looked down at her lap. “But when you would take me out chasing whales, I knew you had at least accepted me as your companion.” 
 
    I nearly shut down in the face of her last statement. I took her hands. She was shaking now. Ell, the alien, had become human. The soft radiance of her humanity now exposed me as the alien. And I owed her an explanation.  
 
    “Ell, …” 
 
    But what could I say after all this time? What words could ever fill in my endless omissions. Cancel out my countless, inadvertent failings. I was beyond words. In the virtual world, I could have flooded her with my feelings. If she could have held them. But we were both real, and words were all I had.  
 
    I tried again. “Ell, I did far more than accept you. You are all I have that’s worth having. I do love you. More deeply than I can express.” The words sounded foreign coming from my mouth. Hollow. Contrived. And I suppose they were, but they were the most heartfelt words I had ever spoken. “I should have told you this every day.” 
 
    She looked back up. “Why didn’t you?” 
 
    I tried to find an answer for her but there was no answer. I finally just said, “Because I’ve lost everyone I’ve ever loved.” 
 
    She shot bolt upright, looking straight into my eyes. Starting to speak several times, she faltered, remained silent. I could almost see the thoughts flickering beneath her features. Finally she said, “I was born with memories of things I’d never done. Memories without meaning. Only the memories I’ve formed with you matter. Those are my life. Now I’m about to lose them. And you. Forever.” She looked lost. “I’m so scared, Cager. Even more than that night in the Cretaceous.”  
 
    Tears began to slip down her face. I had seen her cry a few times, but not like this. I took a deep breath and began to reassemble my old, rational self. Perhaps that me had some use after all. 
 
     “Don’t be afraid, Ell. I’ve failed you up to now, but I promise, I’ll never fail you again. I’m going to fix this somehow.”  
 
    “Cager, I know you mean well, but there’s no way to reverse the termination setting. It’s in every cell of my body. Take me by the cabin to pick up Schrödinger then drop us off on Lovely Pebble. You can go complete your mission then come back so we can spend our last days together sailing. I’d like that more than anything. I would go with you now but my countdown would be running the entire time. If you drop me off, you can return just minutes later by my internal clock. That still leaves us five days together. Five days with you knowing I’m loved is time enough.”  
 
    Five days. My God. I had wasted thirty-five years with my dithering silence. Yet no amount of backtracking through time could recover a single day of it. It had barely been enough to recover the glider. 
 
    And now I faced a heart-rending dilemma. Should I ignore Ell’s plea and drag her along with me in some desperate attempt to find some way to save her? Or just accept her circumstance and take her sailing as she asked? But even as the question formed, I knew the answer. As cruel as my decision was, my old self won out. It always won out. I swung the glider around. “I have an idea, but we need the control rod.” 
 
    “Cager, you’re not listening to me. It’s over. You’ll never find Lovely Pebble on the moon. This glider will overheat long before you can carry out a search. Stop. Please. Even if you could find her, she can’t save me. Her glider can’t save me. Not even in trade for the rod.” 
 
    “I know. That’s not my plan.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 64 
 
    Up close, the Moon takes on a very different cast. Neither orange nor yellow nor ashen white as seen from earth, but gunpowder-gray. The stuff of shadow. Ell had been right about the dangers. As we streaked across its dark, basaltic plains, cratered and strewn with rubble; scattered boulders and silhouettes of sarsen gardens flashed beneath our hull as distant plains rushed to meet us. We hurtled though utter desolation north along the terminator, that twilight strip separating night from day. Where a moment’s distraction would leave us broken and marooned in this unforgiving realm. 
 
    To protect the glider from the full fury of the sun, I maintained a height that concealed all but its upper limb below the horizon. If we got too hot, I dropped lower into shadow. Too cold, and I rose up into stronger sunlight. A trick that, so far, had kept us quite comfortable. 
 
    I had spent several hours studying maps of the northern highlands and knew exactly where we were as we skimmed the surface below 8,000-foot Mount Pico on an eighty-mile run across the Sea of Rains to the dark crater, Plato. Flying through the center of Plato pointed me to the crater Anaxagoras. A continued flight across its center aimed me at our destination. 
 
    We crossed dark Plato in perfect silence then shot up and over Mare Frigoris, the Sea of Cold, into the northern highlands of the Moon. From there I lifted up into the blinding sunlight of that so-different sky for the final crossing of cratered desolation leading into the uncharted polar mountains where Lovely Pebble had placed her glider some thirty-five years before. By the time we arrived at the pole, the glider smelled of hot leather. The ice packs I had placed around the chips had so far kept them operational. I dropped back into shadow to cool the interior. 
 
    Ell peered through the side window, searching, as we flew through stygian darkness from sunlit peak to sunlit peak. Finally, pointing to a towering summit rising into the light, she called out, “There it is. I see it. She’s still here.” 
 
    I landed in the shadow of the larger glider, and within moments, it transported us into its holding bay. Our gullwing doors opened with a sigh as the small difference in air pressure between gliders equalized. As I climbed out, Lovely Pebble appeared. 
 
    “I was getting worried, Cager. The communication link went dead several days ago. I knew you were working on some sort of glider project but never thought you could pull it off with the technology available to you. You have certainly proved me wrong.” 
 
    “You are seldom wrong. Neither is the wonderful creature you sent to help me. I couldn’t have done it without her.” 
 
    “Yes. My copy. Her time is nearly up. It must have been a close …” 
 
    “She is not a copy. Not of you, at any rate. She’s different in ways you could never appreciate.” The words rang harsher than I had intended, but I pressed on without apology. “Anyway, I have your control rod in pure form. She ran the development program that produced it while helping me with glider concepts.” 
 
    When I turned to her, Ell stood staring in fascination at Lovely Pebble. “You can unload the rod now.” She gave a start and began pulling the case from the back of the glider. 
 
    I turned back. “I suppose you’re still stuck with your protocols. Do you want to discuss them now or after installing the rod?” 
 
    “It has to be now. But you already know that.” Her voice carried a trace of contriteness. And suspicion. “I think I know what you want in return, but it’s not possible. I wish it were. But I can’t save my copy. The glider won’t allow it.” 
 
    I nodded. “We know. The replacement rod is simply our gift to you for bringing us together. We’ll return to earth to spend our last four days. You owe us nothing.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter that it’s a gift, Cager. I have no way to install the rod even if I could accept it. Once the defective rod is removed to make a place for the new one, the glider again becomes incapable of transporting matter. It can’t lift the replacement rod into position.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I’ll do it for you. Because I don’t think your glider will be in any position to refuse.” 
 
    The realization of what was about to happen crossed Lovely Pebble’s face. 
 
     “You are quite devious, Cager. And quite correct. Without the rod, the glider remains broken. Eventually something critical will fail, then I, too, will die. Even that is against protocol.” 
 
    “Then the glider will release the control rod when I try to lift it out?” 
 
    “Yes. The glider uses a hierarchy of protocols. You have it at a disadvantage.” 
 
    “I suspected there would be rankings, or one day it would get caught between two conflicting alternatives. So which would have precedence, the payment for service or the return to home base after exceeding mission limits? Plus indications of a captain gone rogue.” 
 
    Lovely Pebble let slip a melancholy smile. “The protocol to return to home base has precedence over everything. Everything except uploading a copy. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Ell stood quietly by the black case. I nodded to her, and she knelt down and unlatched the lid. The titanium gleamed dully against the dark padding. I removed the defective rod and laid it on the deck then lifted the new one from its case and stood watching Ell.  
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    She smiled slightly. 
 
    I held the rod in position. A moment later, the glider seized both ends. I staggered backwards, momentarily gripped by vertigo, then Lovely Pebble said, “We’re back in the homeport docking bay.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 65 
 
    Ell and I stepped from the glider into a world beyond hallucination. A transparent chamber of breathable air protected us as we stood on the edge of a broad, ebony concourse floating high above a giant gas planet. A thousand miles below, violent maelstroms churned the atmosphere into writhing storms of ochers and amber, throwing faint rumbles of thunder up even to our height. And above us, layer upon layer of additional concourses arced through darkening indigo skies as millions of embedded glider docks glinted with reflected rays of binary, setting suns. 
 
    Against this backdrop, we were mere specks, insignificant motes adrift on those lifeless skies. Skies as clean and pure as precision lenses. And we were the only real-world beings there to witness them, though I later learned that a boundless virtual civilization hummed along the interlocking platforms beneath our feet. But our musings were short-lived. 
 
    In the virtual world, hours play out in seconds. At the instant of docking, the glider reported it had incurred a major protocol conflict. A Protocol Council convened within the span of a thought, and Ell and I found ourselves facing them through a real-world port into their network. Thousands of virtual denizens in their various alien projections filled tier upon tier of forum-like accommodations not unlike spectators in a Roman coliseum. Standing at a dais opposite us, a weathered patriarch with the short-cropped, silver hair and clear, blue eyes of an imperial Roman statesman, threw a corner of his toga across his shoulder as the council took a second to review the anomalies reported by the glider. A moment later, in a mellifluous voice as might have befitted Cato or Cicero, he called Lovely Pebble for an explanation.  
 
     “There has not been such a breach of procedure since the Governing Councils were established shortly after despotic inhabitants attempted to seize control of the entire generating capacity of our newly created virtual world network. An attack thwarted only by massive memory loss in the data cores leaving the surviving virtual residents reeling in fear and shock. What is your explanation?” 
 
    After her account of events, the glider corroborated her story. Seconds later, the ancient prolocutor announced that they had found Lovely Pebble free of protocol violations. They also determined no protocol adjustments were necessary since everything had worked as designed.  
 
    “But the matter of Micajah Fenton, a real-world passenger owed payment for services already accepted, is another matter entirely.” The council exemplar turned his gaze to me. “I am merely the portal that interfaces our two worlds. Are you comfortable with my image?” 
 
    It never hurt to be polite. “You fit the part nicely.” 
 
    He bowed slightly before continuing.  
 
    “Like the broken control rod, you too are an anomaly. The Protocol Council must now resolve this never-before-encountered issue—a misunderstanding beginning when Lovely Pebble assumed you wanted to upload her copy, Ell, as payment. And yet you were clear from the beginning that the control rod was a gift, so obviously you were not conducting any form of protocol manipulation to force a prohibited action. But your gift forced the glider, caught between conflicting protocols, to default to the superior and accept the rod without payment since refusal would have resulted in the eventual death of the original Lovely Pebble and subsequent loss of the glider itself. That you spent much of a human lifetime in an effort to produce the rod, of course, makes the breach of payment all the more egregious from the council’s point of view.” He paused for effect. 
 
    “In short, sir, you have left us with a mess. A discrepancy requiring major restitution.” 
 
    “Well, that should be easy enough to fix.” I started to ask for Ell’s repatriation to clear their books, but that was a serious protocol violation in this virtual world and I suspected this wasn’t the right time to address that problem. After a brief hesitation, I said, “We request a time glider able to handle a crew of twelve.” 
 
    The reply confirmed my suspicion. “A copy doesn’t fall under the payment protocol. Is that your request?”  
 
    “Yes.” Several seconds passed. 
 
     “Is there nothing else that would be a suitable alternative? We cannot grant that request. An untrained glider operator can, by the merest slip, change all of recorded history.” 
 
    At that remark, Ell could no longer contain herself. “No. That’s not possible.” 
 
    The spokesman turned to Lovely Pebble. “There is no provision for your copy to address a council. Only you may speak.” 
 
    To her credit, Lovely Pebble informed the council that she had delegated her presentation to Ell. The council seemed to hem and haw about for a good second or two before acquiescing.  
 
    Ell recounted our experiments in the lab and our trip back to Earth’s Cretaceous in our own glider without affecting our future. “So, if we caused changes that had seventy million years to propagate through time and that didn’t alter our present, nothing will.” 
 
    She turned to the assemblage. “The problem lies, not with time, but with you. You have all lost your skepticism and accepted a flawed explanation of the real world. I don’t know where that explanation came from, but it’s wrong. And it falsely supports your assumptions about how changes to the past influence your present. Nor have you ever bothered to test your assumptions experimentally as Cager did.” 
 
    During my time with her, Lovely Pebble had mentioned her disdain for these virtual beings and their lack of curiosity about the real world their self-indulgent existences depended upon. That opinion had obviously carried over to Ell. 
 
    “Simply put,” Ell continued, “there is no way to change your present. The universe doesn’t work like that. If it did, existence would degenerate into chaos as civilizations developed time travel. But the universe is internally and forever consistent. Nothing any of you do by returning to the past can change you in any way since the present continues moving forward through time at the same rate as the change to the past. So all of your protocols involving the past have been a waste of time.” 
 
    I cringed at her vehemence, but the ancient translator appeared to consider her words without rancor before replying, “Our protocols and interpretations of the world are self-evident concepts that have served us well since the aborted attempt to enslave us all through seizure of the machinery of our existence. It would be foolish of us at this point to accept the version you offer without unequivocal proof.” 
 
    “Then let me demonstrate,” I said. “It’s quite simple.” I slipped off my watch and placed it at my feet. “Give me a recording device, send me back in time a few minutes to smash the watch, then bring me forward again. The recording will prove I broke the watch but the watch here will remain unbroken.” 
 
    The spokesman was aghast. “We cannot allow that. You would appear here now breaking the watch, yet you are not here breaking the watch. And if you were, the watch would be both broken and not broken. Such temporal paradoxes would wreak havoc on our existence.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. I understand your concerns. So just send the watch back a few microseconds in time. There should be no paradox there. Then see if it returns.” 
 
    Though the council remained unconvinced, they agreed to the experiment. After the watch failed to reappear, I said, “Unless you retrieve it, it will never return. It simply can’t catch up to your present time to change it. It’s that simple.” Yet the spokesman remained perplexed. 
 
    “The Council needs to verify in a real-world laboratory what you have just shown us. They will reconvene in a moment?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Take your time.”  
 
    After a short pause, the interpreter turned to me. “Your request for the glider is granted.” 
 
    I thought their response quite reasonable in view of Lovely Pebble’s opinion. But gaining a time glider hadn’t saved Ell. I pulled her close to me as I scanned across the arena of alien faces, though I wasn’t sure some of them were faces. The reason I had returned the titanium control rod was to reach this moment, yet, in preparing to get here, I’d had too little time to organize my thoughts. I blundered ahead as best I could. 
 
    “Since Ell apparently has no right to speak for herself, I would like to address the issue of your denying her return to your world.” 
 
    “Copies of originals have no right of return,” the interpreter stated flatly. “They are merely extensions of the original, carrying out duties for the original and, thus, for themselves. Their reward lies in their opportunity to exist for a time.” 
 
    Obviously, discussing the matter wasn’t going to work. Their collective mind was made up. I appreciated how Copernicus and Galileo must have felt trying to change the early-Renaissance worldview. I needed to trap the council. Maneuver them to a conclusion they wouldn’t see coming until it was too late to deny.  
 
    “Point taken,” I conceded. “But as to Ell actually being a copy, she has evolved to become as human as me, a different species, so can no longer be considered a copy of Lovely Pebble. And your protocol applies only to copies, does it not?” 
 
    The council quickly pointed out that the protocol defined copies as personas made from an original which in this case was Lovely Pebble. So it did, indeed, apply to her. “And clearly the copy’s mission is complete,” the spokesman said. 
 
    At that, Ell grasped at my sleeve as she slipped from my embrace. Before I could catch her, she collapsed to her hands and knees, reaching out to me one last time before crumpling onto her side, gasping.  
 
    I had witnessed my college roommate’s hunting dog being put down years before. We had all stood around watching the animal stagger as the vet withdrew the needle. Then it slowly toppled over. Like Ell. And died right in front of us.  
 
    “She had three days left!” I cried. 
 
    “Our highest-level protocol required her termination,” the translator said. “She was a major violation and should not have been here among us. We have recovered Lovely Pebble. And the glider. And you have been compensated. All is well.” 
 
    I knelt over Ell, looking for some way revive her, but she was already cold and very still. Too still. The spokesman announced that, having settled all issues, the council would adjourn. 
 
    So Ell was gone. Was this to be my fate? That I would forever fail to save those I loved. As I rose to my feet, a single remaining argument came to me. I stepped forward. “Before you go, I have one final question.” 
 
    The interpreter glanced back toward me. 
 
    “Proceed with your question.” 
 
    “Just moments ago you clarified that Ell being made from an original remains a copy no matter how changed she has become.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. The protocol is quite clear about that. What is your question?” 
 
    “Well, where did the members of this council come from?” 
 
    An unmistakable aura of discomfort rippled through the assembly. I would like to say they were stunned, but I couldn’t tell from the alien faces what their reaction was. From my time with Lovely Pebble, I knew that she was a copy of a now long dead original left behind on its home planet. Perhaps they were just remembering the original real-world selves they had been copied from.  
 
    One being, a cherry-red blob, seemed to beat tentacles against what I took to be its head. Another flashed patterns of color across its skin. Yet another arrayed sharp quills in various configurations while swelling to twice its former size. Clearly, I had gotten through to them. 
 
    After some moments of apparent consultation, the spokesman cleared his virtual throat. “Give us another moment please.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Several more seconds passed. “There did, indeed, seem to be a problem with that protocol. We have, of necessity, modified it to allow single copies into the Network. And we have cancelled the programmed termination of the copy, Ell.” 
 
    Ell’s face shown pale as winter dawn as I lifted and enfolded her in my arms. Whatever internal reaction had shut her down had been endothermic. She shivered uncontrollably, her icy breath cold on my neck. I just hoped the brief oxygen deprivation hadn’t harmed her. After a time, though, she put her arm around my neck and pulled her face up next to my ear. In a hoarse whisper, she said, “Get us out of here.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 66 
 
    With Ell safe and a galactic-class time glider at my disposal, I was ready yet again to try to correct the worst mistake of my life.  
 
    Ell and I strolled along the gleaming, black feeder strip leading from the production yard to the elevated mooring platform where our new glider waited. Ell uploaded first. Several hours later, my body lay next to hers as I followed her into the glider’s memory core where she waited in the virtual home we had left so long ago.  
 
    After directing the glider to Earth, we held station high above Stubbinville, while we worked out the final order of business. My plan was to pick up Aunt Cealie first. She had been with me almost from the beginning. Ell agreed. 
 
    “And after that?” she asked. 
 
    “Either Joey or Arlene, I think.” 
 
    “Not your parents?” 
 
    “No. I should have Joey with me when I pick them up so they don’t have to wait to see him.” 
 
    Ell nodded. “Of course. So Joey, then Arlene. So what about our bodies down there in the hold?” 
 
    “Under Aunt Cealie’s bridge.” 
 
    “Yes. I like that.” 
 
    “Then let’s get this done.” 
 
    We materialized in the late afternoon sun on the day before Ell and I had visited Aunt Cealie that last time. That day we had slid her body so carefully into the dark water. Aunt Cealie stood on the bridge watching her fishes when the glider popped out a quarter mile above her and slowly descended until it hung just above the treetops. She looked up at us and seemed not at all surprised. As Ell and I welcomed her onto the main deck, she said, “You must of got that letter I sent.” 
 
    Since Aunt Cealie would have no memory of her final tomorrow, I introduced her to Ell again. Then, after the obligatory, lengthy chat about swamps, and Ell, and life in general, I asked Aunt Cealie if she wanted to join us as a different version of herself. 
 
    She took on an air of exasperation. “Might’s well, Micajah. I feels kind of puny lately and my Maker ain’t bothered to swing by to pick me up. So you two is ‘bout as close to any angels as I likely to run acrost these days.” 
 
    We hovered over the bridge until her upload was complete, and all three of us were standing under a colossal cypress in one of the loveliest swamps Ell could conjure with the glider’s virtual-world capability. It even had Aunt Cealie’s cabin at the end of her bridge. Two crows flew down and lit on the porch railing as she turned about taking it all in.  
 
    “That were some ride you took me on, Micajah. I feel like I jus’ now seein’ everthin’ for the first time.” 
 
    “That’s because you have different eyes to see with now, Aunt Cealie.”  
 
    “That mus’ be it then.” Ell and I followed her out onto the bridge where she checked her fishes. “Looks like you done brung along the whole crew, Micajah.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. They’re all here.” Then I pointed overhead at one of the floating mountains I had added. “Would you like to go up there to your other home and sit on the porch? I had some mint tea made up special for your house warming.” 
 
    She sniffed. “Don’t mind if I do, Micajah. I gets up a bit of thirst this time of day, but how on earth we gonna git way up there?” 
 
    “You know how, Aunt Cealie. You just don’t know it yet. Give it a try.” 
 
    We strolled together out onto one of the cantilevered porches overlooking snowcapped mountains separated by verdant valleys. There on a patio table, a pitcher of pale-green liquid caught the light next to three sparkling mason jars. The glider had already searched my mind for her well-remembered beverage and gotten it just right—right down to the floating debris.  
 
    We passed the afternoon sipping tea and bringing Aunt Cealie up to speed on where she was and how things worked. When I told her she could take on any form she wanted, she immediately morphed into a young woman with green-tinged eyes and ebony hair. She wore a brown gingham dress and sat with her bare feet stretched out in front of her looking as carefree as the swamp creatures she had lived with for more than half a century. 
 
    “I been waitin’ a long time for somethin’ like this to come along,” she said, wriggling her toes. “I reckon it might even be better’n heaven, if they’s any stew to be had round here.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Late that evening, we gathered in the glider’s hold where our three abandoned bodies lay together. Ell and I talked Aunt Cealie into sliding them under her real-world bridge by herself. After some hesitation, she gave it a try.  
 
    Afterward she turned to me in surprise. “Why I believe that was easier’n my first kiss, Micajah. I could git used to this real quick.” Then she cast a serious eye at me. “But this ain’t all you gots to do today is it? I’m right, ain’t I?” 
 
    I nodded once. “As usual.” 
 
    “Then we best be gittin’ on wid it. It’s been too long a’comin’ as it is.” She shook her head the way she had as an old woman. “Too long for such wickedness to be out there scratchin’ at people’s doors. Way too long.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 67 
 
    We cloaked the glider as we dropped down over the little Stubbinville park with its dammed-up stream. Settling on the far side of the pond, we assembled on the deck to gather our bearings. I nudged Aunt Cealie’s shoulder and pointed. “There you are walking along the road, Aunt Cealie.” She clasped her hand to her throat. 
 
    “Mercy, how is this possible. But sure’s a rat turd’s sharp on both ends, that’s me over there. Oh, I hopes this all works out this time.” 
 
    “It will. Here come Arlie and Joey and me now and there’s Hartley’s bunch behind us way up the road there.” Seeing it all unfold again brought back the horror—the vision of little Joey that night in the trunk of Old Man Quintin’s Packard. And I still had him to deal with before this was done. It would be a busy few hours. Then I noticed something I had not seen that day. 
 
    Hartley stopped his bicycle behind some trees. Twenty seconds later, he came racing out the other side. His three buddies, now a hundred yards ahead, looked over their shoulders as he pedaled hard to catch up. Crashing into Arlie, Hartley sent him careening across the park to fall off his bicycle at the water’s edge. It all played out exactly as I remembered. Hartley’s gang scrambling down the slope. The fight. And finally, Joey turning to run for help.  
 
    Then the black Packard drove out from behind the clump of trees where Hartley had stopped. Arlie’s daddy had used the boys to distract Arlie and me from watching Joey. That explained the brutality of the attack. Why it had gone on far too long after Arlie and I were beaten. The sheriff’s early suspicions had been right. Hartley had played a role in Joey’s murder. 
 
    But now Joey was running for the street. I had the glider transfer him onto the main deck and changed my projection to my younger self. 
 
    Joey blinked in confusion. “Cager. How did we get in here?” 
 
    “Long story, buddy.” 
 
    Then Joey noticed Aunt Cealie and stared for several seconds before saying, “How’d you get so young, Aunt Cealie?” 
 
    “I wish’t I knowed that myself, Joey. It’s jus’ some debilment your brother been up to these past years, though. But for now, you jus’ never mind. Go find you a seat over there in that corner and watch. This gonna be more fun than any movie-show.” 
 
    The black Packard had slowed almost to a stop up on the road with Old Man Quintin craning his neck to look down into the park as he idled along. I just stopped him right there by transferring the old Packard, Quintin and all, into a cargo hold in the glider. I would deal with him later, and if what I suspected happened to Arlene was correct, that problem would take care of itself. 
 
    Before we left Stubbinville, I moved forward into twilight to hover over the Quintin back yard. The glider opened the line of small graves down several feet deep and piled the dirt to the side. Then we left for Tennessee. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 68 
 
    I brought the glider out that rainy night directly over the red and white station wagon as it sped off into darkness with Arlene in the rear seat. Would it continue on to Nashville and deliver her to a new life, or had she; in some preposterous, misdirected, karmic reckoning; just delivered herself up to retribution for her childhood silence?  
 
    I tailed the wagon up the Interstate as it passed the first two interchanges and kept going. But at the third, it slowed and turned off to follow a secondary road south out into the woodlands. It was the same road I had exited onto so many years ago after I had given up hope of recovering Arlene. I stayed above the vehicle for several miles until it slowed again and turned onto a logging road leading up into the hills. Then without warning, it swerved into a ditch as the rear door flew open. Arlene backed out, her stiletto pointed toward the open door. One eye was beginning to swell shut where she had been struck hard, and her blouse was torn. Then both front doors flung open. At that point, she turned and raced into the night with two men in close pursuit. I transferred her into the glider.  
 
    She stood crouched still brandishing her stiletto for her last stand as she surveyed the glider deck. When she saw Joey in the corner, she lowered the knife to her side and stood up straight. “Is that you already, Cage? My god, you did it didn’t you? I thought you would if you weren’t being chased all over the country.” 
 
    When she turned toward me, the same flood of emotion I had faced that morning of my return home caught me by surprise. It had been forty years since I’d last seen her. She ran to me, but I was only a ghost in her mind. She passed through me like a warm current. In the confusion, Aunt Cealie stepped in. 
 
    “Arlene, honey, we ain’t exackly what we was. Not right yet anyways. You sees us but we not really here. We jus’ in your head. But don’t you fret. Micajah gonna fix that soon enough.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I left Aunt Cealie to handle the explanations and turned back to the activity in the woods below. The two men who had chased Arlene were stumbling back out of the brush, but the backseat passenger remained in the wagon. The driver helped him out while the other lowered the tailgate and opened a cage. Within seconds, he had two hunting dogs circling around him. “Garlan okay?” 
 
    “No, he ain’t, Harlan. That little bitch done cut your brother up somethin’ fierce.” 
 
    “He gonna live?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Then I’ll be back shortly with tonight’s fun.” 
 
    It was time to pay them a visit. 
 
    All three men turned, squinting through the light drizzle into the headlights of the virtual Packard the glider projected into their dull brains. I pulled up within five feet of their tailgate and climbed out as Old Man Quintin. The three stared at me like raccoons caught in the garbage. Garlan held a blood-soaked handkerchief to his neck. Several deep slashes crossed his face and right arm. There was a lot of blood. Arlene’s little Damascus steel blade had done well. 
 
    The driver was the first to break the silence. “Damn, hoss-fly, you must a fell out the ugly tree and hit ever limb on the way down.”  
 
    “Shit, Coy, he’s uglier’n your sister Freda” Harlan added. “You need to clear outer here right now, mister. That kind a ugly looks catchin’. Else wise we gonna make you dead and ugly,” he threatened with a menace of someone eager to get on with foul business.  
 
    “That’s pretty big talk coming from a man wearing earrings,” I said, as I walked up to a rear tire and studied it for a moment. “Looks a bit overinflated.” With a sudden flick of my hand, I drew out a large switchblade, snicked it open, and drove it into the tire as the glider opened a slit in the side. The wagon bounced heavily as the rear dropped six inches. “There. That’s better.” 
 
    “Hey,” Coy called out. “Stop that.” 
 
    I strolled unhurriedly over to the other side and repeated the action. All three hillbillies stared in disbelief. 
 
    As I came back around the tailgate, Harlan had gathered the two dogs to him and called out, “Sic’im, Porkchop. Git’im, Rattler.” But the dogs merely looked up in bewilderment. “What’s a matter you idjit dogs? I said sic’im.” But, of course, the dogs neither saw nor smelled anything to sic. For their confusion, they both got swift kicks. 
 
    “You boys got something I want,” I said after the matter with the dogs settled down.  
 
    The three glared at me stupidly until Harlan grabbed his crotch. “Like what? Like this?” 
 
    “Save that for your livestock. I want the girl you three morons picked up. She took off when I wasn’t looking. I got plans for her.” The trio blinked as understanding set in. 
 
    “Then you oughter took better care. She’s our’en now. We got plans too,” Harlan said reaching into the wagon. As he pulled a sawed-off shotgun from behind the backseat, I had the glider pull the trigger, opening up the overhead and scattering liner into the night air. 
 
    “Sumbitch, Harlan, you just blowed a hole in my roof,” Coy yelled. “And it’s rainin’. Gimme that.” As he snatched the weapon away, I had the glider rack in a fresh round and fire it through the open door taking out the dashboard and steering wheel.  
 
    “Shit fire!” Coy said, goggle-eyed, holding the gun at arm’s length. It racked and fired again, exploding the front tire. At that, he eased the shotgun warily onto the back seat where it immediately blew the opposite door to smithereens. 
 
    I transferred the three, along with what was left of Coy’s station wagon, into a separate holding area in the glider and transported the kicked dogs to a third. 
 
    Back on the glider deck, I explained to Arlene that I wasn’t allowed to harm anyone with the glider. 
 
    “Well, it won’t stop me will it?” 
 
    “No, but that’s not quite what I had in mind for them. I suspect they ended up killing you. Aunt Cealie said you never came back to visit her.” 
 
    Aunt Cealie nodded. “And that weren’t like you. Not a’tall.” 
 
    “If I never came to see you, Aunt Cealie, then Cage is right. I was dead. And I suspect it happened right here.” Then she looked back at me. “I guess I didn’t get very far on my own.” 
 
    “But what you did worked. It let me come back for Joey again. We’ve got your daddy too, and I need to take care of that problem, but I can’t do it directly with the time glider, and I don’t want any of us with another’s blood on our hands.” 
 
    “I don’t mind, Cage. Just like I don’t mind stomping out cockroaches.” 
 
    “I know you don’t. But those days are over, and we don’t want to bring any more of the pain from them with us. You don’t know it yet, but ….” I shrugged and glanced at Aunt Cealie. “I don’t even know how to tell you what’s coming.” 
 
    “Thas for sure, Sweetie. Jus’ leave all this bidness alone. I ‘spect Micajah gots it all worked out or else I ain’t Cealie Byrne no more. And you can put that frog sticker you holdin’ away for good. You ain’t gonna have no more need a that where we goin’.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 69 
 
    I took us back to the night Old Man Quintin had returned with Joey’s body in his trunk. “Are you ready for the final act?” I asked Arlene. 
 
    She bristled. “I’ve been ready my whole life.” 
 
    “You know your daddy probably won’t come out of this alive don’t you?” 
 
    “Neither did Joey or my mother.” 
 
    I nodded understanding. It was almost poetic. All four men who had killed Arlene at some point in her life would meet in a face off.  
 
    I transported the Packard and station wagon down to what would look like the logging road in Tennessee. Old Man Quintin suddenly found himself standing by his car in the middle of nowhere at night facing three wet, feral goons with a demolished vehicle. I had removed all the firearms before dropping the wagon back into the scene, so it was hand-to-hand combat the whole way. 
 
    I have to give Old Man Quintin credit, though. In spite of having an eye gouged out in the first minute, he fought like a crazed weasel. Eventually Coy and Harlan lay on the grass panting, as Quintin nursed his empty eye socket.  
 
    I had the glider fill the night air with a fusillade of gunfire followed by a roaring boom that echoed across the countryside. If Arlie and I had gotten a patrol car called out just by running naked up River Road, this should get the whole of Stubbinville’s deputation to the area within minutes. Then, just to make sure, I set the back woods on fire to draw attention to the right spot. That got Coy and Harlan up and on the run, leaving brother Garlan sagged against the now useless station wagon.  
 
    The partially open graves would be enough to get the sheriff to investigate their connection to the missing kids. It would be a slam-dunk to solve those open cases after that. My guess was the overly ambitious Tiberius Colcraine the 3rd would convict all four before it was over. If all four made it through the night alive. 
 
    As we left, I dropped the two kicked hunting dogs off in the park. They would have no trouble finding a good home there in Stubbinville. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 70 
 
    After a brief discussion, we all agreed Arlene and Joey would remain in their real-world bodies for the moment. We were headed back with Joey to a time shortly after I had told Mom and Arlene about my coming back as my ten-year-old self with the help of a time traveler. It would be a confusing time, and having Joey and Arlene in a form Mom could hug would be a great help in getting her through it.  
 
    When we arrived over the hospital that night, Dad was still there. “Might as well pick both up together,” I said to general agreement. Joey had missed too much to understand the whole business, so Arlene suggested I send her in ahead to tell Mom what was about to happen. I transported her down into the hallway right outside the room. 
 
    Mom drew back in alarm at the change in Arlene as soon as she came through the door. A year had passed for Arlene since Mom had last seen her. Her hair was dyed dark-brown and she was more mature. And her eye was now swollen nearly shut. Dad only sat and stared blankly, apparently not sure who this battered, rain-soaked girl was that had just entered. Arlene ran to Mom, falling across her in tears. It took some time before either could speak. 
 
    Finally, Mom brushed her fingers across Arlene’s swollen eye. “What on earth happened to you, sweetheart?” 
 
    Arlene waved her hand dismissively, “That’s not important.” Then she got right to business. “Remember what Cage told us about time travel?” 
 
    “Time travel?” Dad snorted. 
 
    “Yes. But we aren’t supposed to mention that to anyone,” Mom said, nodding toward Dad. 
 
    “Well, he’s done it.” 
 
    “Done what?” Dad asked. 
 
    “Invented time travel. He’s got Joey with him now.” 
 
    At the mention of Joey, fire flashed in Mom’s eyes. “Arlene, don’t come in here with some made up story trying to make me feel better. It’s cruel and it won’t work. Now that’s enough. No more talk of Joey. He’s gone.” 
 
    Stung by the accusation, Arlene stepped back. Each time she tried to continue, Mom cut her off. Finally, Dad stood up and took her by the arm. “You better leave now. This is no time for such stuff.” 
 
    I turned to Joey who had been watching the whole event through the glider’s real-world feed. “Do you see what’s happening, Joey?” 
 
    “Sure, Cager. But why is Mom in the hospital, and why does she think I’m gone?” 
 
    It was a legitimate question. As far as Joey knew, it was his first day of school. Finally, I just hoped for the best and sent him down along with a projection of Aunt Cealie and me in my younger years. 
 
    Sick though she was, Mom kicked her covers off with a cry of joy that must have rung the vaults of heaven. She flew from her bed to grab Joey up in her arms, and in that electrifying instant I forgave myself for all the times I had fallen short.  
 
    It took several minutes for things to settle down enough for me to gain everyone’s attention. I told them Aunt Cealie looked young again because she had joined me in another kind of existence. A world I hoped they would enter with us. But it was obviously more than they could take in. 
 
    Mom finally asked Aunt Cealie somewhat disparagingly if her other world was any improvement over this one. 
 
    “Julene, if folks thought heaven was half as good as where I been lately, they wouldn’t be no sinners.” 
 
    Mom released Joey and tried to hug Aunt Cealie but fell back in disbelief. “What’s this? Are you now a ghost—and Joey is real?” Then followed a dreadful pause. “He is real, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s real, Mom. As real as you. As real as Aunt Cealie is in our world. It’s just that she’s a construct in your mind at the moment.” 
 
    But Aunt Cealie and I were unable to convince either Mom or Dad to join us. Joey was the deciding factor. Mom clung to him. “I want Joey to have the opportunity to grow up in this world.” Then she asked if I would come back and be a part of the family again. At my hesitation, Arlene stepped in and offered to stay in my place if that was okay. 
 
    “Of course it’s okay, honey. You’re my daughter now.” 
 
    “Maybe I can teach Joey to play baseball,” she said as she glanced at me enjoying the absurdity of the former Arlie teaching anyone baseball yet missing the incongruity of the whole meeting. 
 
    “Yay!” Joey cried, missing it as well. 
 
    Everyone was now so pleased I hated to say anything. “There’s just one problem with that plan, Mom.” 
 
    It broke my heart to see the despair slip back into her eyes. For a few brief minutes, she had escaped her cancer. “Oh! Oh, dear.” 
 
    “Mom, I entered this world where Aunt Cealie and I are now to save my own life. I’d been shot. To survive, I had to leave my body behind. Joining us means leaving your body behind, too. And the cancer. It’s essentially a cure.” 
 
    “But Joey deserves a chance to grow up like you did.” 
 
    “I understand that. So let me just assure you that you’ll have total control over your world. Joey’s world. You can live in Stubbinville again if that’s what you want. It will be no different from life when you were there before if that’s how you want it.” 
 
    “Thas so, Julene. Jus’ like Micajah say. I seen things already in jus’ the short dash I made through there that makes me think I done finally woke up after all these years. Things is different there, if you wants them different, but the same if you wants that instead.  
 
    “An’ you gots to remember you in the same fix old Lige were in. If you wants to live, you gots to let go all you has. ‘Cept Lige didn’t have nobody to go off wid him. You gots all us right here in dis room. And it seem to me if you wants Joey to have a mamma, ain’t no other choice in the matter. None a tall. Am I right?” 
 
    I saw the light dawn in Mom’s eyes. The dilemma was over. If Joey was to have a mother, she had to go with us. Her shoulders slumped in resignation. 
 
    “So how do we do this, Aunt Cealie?” 
 
    “It’s ‘bout as easy as your first nap, Julene. I was there wid you then and I’m here wid you now. An’ when you wakes up—well, you jus’ gonna have to see it to believe it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I made one final stop that last trip to earth. It was a stop I’d been sure would never be possible when I’d asked Lovely Pebble to return me to my ten-year-old body back in 1953. 
 
    “Hi, Pops. I always figured you’d make it back someday. What’s been happening?” 
 
    I should have known Jimmy wouldn’t be terribly surprised when he saw me standing at his front door. He had, after all, been on a glider and had within him one of the gifts it could confer. That evening, he and his family all agreed joining us would be an adventure too mind-blowing to pass up. Before leaping back across the galaxy, I introduced him to Mom, the grandmother he’d never met. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 71 
 
    As our glider coupled to the home docking port, it dumped us into the Network complete with the virtual realms Ell and I had set up earlier. The change was noticeable only by the increased richness of our worlds as the far more advanced Net took over from the glider. 
 
    While Ell and I were gone, the Network had completed a study of the simple glider we had made and, from that, realized the Creation Equation held other solutions to time travel not previously known. Our glider had needed only enough power to energize its IC chips. This was as surprising a discovery to the Network as had been the ability to upload conscious beings as originals. While we were in port, the Oversight Council asked Ell and me to clarify the time-drive mechanism in the chips. After meeting, I simply gave them access to my memory from the development period and they seemed quite satisfied. 
 
    They were about to adjourn when Ell indicated she had something to say on the matter of life in their virtual world. At that, the council members stopped their shuffling about and returned to their seats, or whatever contrivances served to accommodate their various anatomical protuberances. 
 
    “You don’t know it, but your Network lives lack something of great worth,” Ell started. That seemed to catch their attention. “I have memories of living here with you for many human lifetimes and have lived with Cager for half a lifetime as a real-world copy of myself. That has allowed me to see things I would never have noticed otherwise. 
 
    “As you know, this virtual-world goes on without end. And anything you desire is available instantly.” She glanced at me. “If, however, you were in the real world and you wanted something, you would have to work for it and would have but a limited lifetime to obtain it—with no assurance you would ever get it. But if you did succeed, you would still have but a limited time to enjoy your success. Yet even in failure, you would get something. A sense of challenge. And if you triumphed, of achievement. And exhilaration. So that whatever you got would have something we don’t have here. Value.  
 
    “I know, we speak of value. It’s built into our protocols. Payment must have value commensurate with services rendered. But our virtual possessions have no value. They are all provided at our merest whim.” 
 
    That struck home. She was addressing that same, nameless discontent that had settled over me during my brief stay with Lovely Pebble. 
 
    “I’ve checked our records,” Ell continued. “We never had reason to use the Fair Payment Protocol until Lovely Pebble received Cager Fenton’s help. That protocol is a relic of our original condition. It has no meaning for us now, but we fail to see that. We’re too engrossed in our interminable lives to notice. 
 
    “If we in our virtual world were human, I would say we have lost our humanity. Just as we never bothered to solve the copy problem Micajah Fenton solved so easily on his own, we made copies of ourselves, as real as us, and left them on alien worlds to die alone—used once and discarded. Of course, copies like me are now allowed back into the Network but only because a human intervened. We should have caught that ourselves. 
 
    “These humans, to whom I find myself owing so much, have remained outliers in the remote reaches of our galaxy. They have no great, interstellar civilization, so we know nothing of them beyond what a few of us more adventurous types observed during excursions through their star system.  
 
    “I first noticed the distinction between us when Micajah and I came home one day to find a creature called a cat sitting on our porch. The cat was hungry and had no home. Cager showed me how to gain its trust and it stayed with us for many years. We gave it food and a place to live though the cat provided no particular service to us. 
 
    “Taking care of the cat, however, was new to me. We don’t take care of things in our virtual world where everything is generated as we want it and requires no care or upkeep. But caring for the cat added value to my life and turned out to be a great pleasure. One of many I discovered while living with humans. 
 
    “So my message to you is this; it would do us good to bring some of the best of humanity into our world.” 
 
    At that, the council interrupted her. “Such an act is fraught with danger. It is paramount that no being with any inclination to seize the virtual world for its own purposes ever again be allowed into the Network. If a tyrant were to seize control of the engines that sustain our existence, there would be no way for us as virtual beings, generated moment by moment from the commandeered engines, to ever take back control of our lives. You know that.” 
 
    Ell could hardly contain her impatience as she continued. 
 
    “Let me ask you this. What sacrifices have any of you ever made other than an occasional inconvenience of serving on a council? None. But I can tell you that humans routinely make sacrifices. Sacrifices far beyond anything any virtual being has ever made. 
 
    “Even before I, as a copy, met Micajah, he had sacrificed the safety and permanence of our virtual world to return for his lost brother. And in that time, his best friend gave up all she had struggled for in her brief life to free Micajah to continue his effort to save his brother after his first attempt failed. Yet even after all this, Micajah, without hesitation, set aside all his plans when he discovered I had only five days left to live. He risked his life in that fragile glider you studied. Though it was unfit for the inhospitable environment of Earth’s Moon, he flew it there to find Lovely Pebble and saved my life. Hers too. Micajah did all of this for me even after I assured him it was a futile effort. And he understood it was a futile effort. But he never wavered in his drive to at least try. And in trying, he prevailed. It is only because of sacrifices like this by humans that Lovely Pebble and I still exist. So I ask you to look within yourselves. Do you find anything like that left in you as you live out eternity in your ever-more-homogenous virtual existences? 
 
    “And as to the sacrifices I just recounted, do you see any evidence there of a desire to subjugate others? I hold the opposite is true. You claim bringing humans into our world constitutes a grave danger. But the virtual world would be safer with beings like this in it, would it not? Beings who sacrifice for others even as they endure an often bleak and fleeting passage through their own insubstantial lives. 
 
     “Now understand, just as the virtual world must protect itself from tyrants, humans in the real world are forced to do the same. And the better of them have succeeded through their mere 200 generations of recorded history. But after thirty-five years with humans, I can tell you the good ones are easy to detect. If we err on the side of caution, we have no worry. Even the gliders can be taught the difference.” Ell paused, studying the assembly, revealing just a hint of contempt.  
 
    “Since I have no plans to remain in your virtual world, this is all I have to say on the matter.” She concluded with a dismissive wave of her hand. “So do as you please.” 
 
    The council members ruffled their various appendages at this new idea but eventually decided to take Ell’s thoughts under advisement and commission more detailed studies of humans on the chance such an outlying civilization might significantly add to their virtual existence. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 72 
 
    Ell and I faded from the council’s presence, following the Network to the endlessly complex real-world glider production line. As we approached our new glider, I noticed Lovely Pebble watching from a catwalk high above the departure docks. A sting of regret shot through me seeing her left behind. She was, after all, the one who had saved my life, helped me to return for Joey, and eventually sent Ell. I waved. 
 
    With a wistful smile, she flooded me with her feelings. It was an opportunity I would never have again so, in spite of a stab of self-reproach, I asked the question that had haunted me for thirty-five years. 
 
    “Did you program Ell to love me?” 
 
    “Why, Cager, what a strange question. No. She was never programmed. She was merely a copy of me.” 
 
    For a second that left me speechless at my continuing inability to grasp such concepts on my own. “Of course. I should have known that. Sorry. It’s just that I didn’t believe a nonhuman could actually love a human. But I’ve been wrong about so much lately.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was possible either. Until …, well. 
 
    “So…, since we’re resolving old issues, I have a question for you.” She waited until she had my full attention. “In our brief time together did you ever love me?” 
 
    “I never told you did I. Yes.” Nodding toward Ell, “I still do.” 
 
    Hands resting on the safety railing, she gazed down the production line for a long time before glancing back at me. “So …, I’ve lost you to what I would have become if I’d had the courage to join you for half a human lifetime.” When I was slow to respond, she sighed. “Joining you would have been nothing in the face of what you gave up to save your brother. I feel a deep guilt at having sent a copy in my place.” 
 
     “You shouldn’t. You could easily have lost your life in the real world with me. Ell almost did. Several times. Why would you risk eternity on such a gamble?” 
 
    “You did. How did you find the courage to walk away from immortality?” 
 
    Not really knowing, I shrugged. “Love, I suppose. Or guilt.” 
 
    She hesitated, head tilted. “How strange that my species had neither, yet with you I have found both. Intertwined. Love—so new to me that I didn’t realize I should have come to you myself. And guilt.” She straightened. “But I know both well enough now.” Pushing back from the railing, she dissolved into a silvery sphere and vanished. 
 
    For a moment, it was like losing Ell. Then I realized Lovely Pebble had only been the mold for Ell. And Ell was more than her mold. More than Lovely Pebble could ever imagine. 
 
    I entered our new glider with its advanced real-world body-generating facility. For its first test, Ell generated a new Schrödinger then ran a perfect download. He’ll be as reckless on the gunwales as ever. Ell and I will follow him back into the real world, and that will finally end any differences between us. Our real-world bodies will have the same almost-but-not-quite-human makeup. There will be no more ambivalence on my part about whether she is an alien. There never should have been. I will treat Ell each day the way I should have from the beginning. Would have on the last five days she wanted to spend sailing with me when she thought that was all the time she had left. For me it was a breakthrough. I had gotten this part right after only two runs. And with that realization, I saw myself waiting in the distance and knew. 
 
    In all of my worlds, I had been the alien. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilog 
 
    I must stop here … there is nothing left to relive. 
 
    After his final insight, Micajah seems to have exited the Network. In trying to understand what happened, we plumbed the deepest corners of the Net and found one last message from him buried in his glider’s abandoned docking platform. He merely said, “We are leaving with Schrödinger and our beloved ketch, now rechristened  Ell, to find a home. Thank you all for helping me along the way.” And that was the last vestige of Micajah ever found.  
 
    So this, of necessity, brings us to the end our reconstructed history of Micajah Fenton from the time he first met Lovely Pebble until his departure with Ell for places unknown. But his history would not be complete without mention of a significant event that occurred some time after he left. 
 
    We were there on Earth that day the glider swarms descended across the planet. They shook the foundations of its cities loosing shockwaves to thunder through the countrysides heralding the end of man. 
 
    The carefully choreographed effort began over the Levant on the morning side of the terminator and proceeded throughout the day across the globe until gliders reappeared the following morning over the Plains of Megiddo. By this time, most humans meeting the criteria for upload were on board. These were not mere copies. Each was a real-world consciousness drawn from a living body until there was nothing left to remove. Fully loaded gliders jettisoned the empty corpses into space to fall in a long arc of former humanity into the Sun. 
 
    But not all went smoothly that day. Only about two billion were accepted creating great consternation among those not chosen. And even among those chosen, many refused to abandon loved ones who were rejected. But there was no forcing anyone to upload. They were offered a chance if they passed the humanity test. But the standard was quite high so there was no penalty for those who failed. They simply remained as they were. By the time the sun again lit the tips of the pyramids at Giza, the gliders were forever gone. 
 
    Before returning in our own glider, we visited earth in the far future to see, for purposes of this history, what the consequences of the upload had been. Or more to the point, what Cager’s second coming had visited on humanity. 
 
    We shot across a million years to emerge over a forested planet. For several days we glided across the earth searching for any sign of humans. In the end, we found none. No roads or cities marred the verdant surface. No dams blocked the wild rivers. No lights washed out the night skies. The pyramids were mere domes of fitted blocks, all peaks and edges polished smooth by the desert sands. The Arab proverb that “man fears time, but time fears the pyramids” was put to lie as we hovered above the low, limestone bulges. Another few million years and even those would vanish into dust. 
 
    We have not researched what befell the human race but suspect the final exodus had broken the symmetry of human community—separating those who gave more than they took from those who only took. So without the moderating effect of humanity’s better half, the rest destroyed themselves. 
 
    But the changes Cager and Ell brought about during their marooning in the Cretaceous still rush forward at the speed of time and will perhaps generate a new species to rule the earth. It would make an interesting study for a future student of history. 
 
    As for us, we will soon enter one of the new virtual-world modes now available after Ell revealed to us the decline this virtual existence had suffered. We will awaken in Stubbinville aged three and four with no memory of this world. It will be a struggle no doubt, but we will be sisters. We look forward to the day we die in that world to find ourselves again in this one, surprised and filled with new memories, and perhaps ready for another adventure in another place, in another time. The possibilities are endless. 
 
    Before concluding, I should mention we miss Cager more than we can express. I often picture him sailing across some distant sea, following the wind with Ell and Schrödinger under a field of stars only they have seen. I can only hope the epiphany he had crossing the Perdido with me so long ago will again stir his memory and he will return to me someday. If, indeed, he was ever really mine. 
 
    In closing, this joint effort stretched across many years and required from me, at least, heartrending discoveries. But we think the whole story had to be told. Having done that, we now conclude our research into the deep history of Micajah Fenton and the events leading from his last time through. 
 
    Respectfully submitted to the Hall of History, Version 137.036, Galactic Quadrant 4, System 75007 – Earth. 
 
    Julene Byrne Fenton 
 
    Contributing researcher Cealie Byrne 
 
    Fair seas, Micajah Fenton. And to Ell, all the love you can hold. 
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