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PART 1

	Cora Frost, Ph.D.

	



	


Chapter 1

	I was packing to leave when a Breaking News story came on the TV. The CIA had launched an investigation into reports of UFOs and outer space aliens that seemed to occur every day now. That’s how serious this had become.

	As a Psychology professor investigating the same thing, I liked to keep a cool head, remain rational. The focus of my research: this is nothing more than mass hysteria. Although “nothing more” doesn’t adequately explain the situation. Mass hysteria can lead to a whole lot of destruction. Just ask those considered witches in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Europe, or later in the Salem Witch Trials. Yeah, you didn’t want people thinking you were a witch back then.

	The next Breaking News story was about North Korea testing another missile, followed by graphic video of a terrorist attack in Europe and interviews with investigators looking into a computer hack in which the Russians were the prime suspects. Yup, the world was melting down. People carried on as though none of this affected them personally, but deep down in their brains in the almond-shaped amygdalae, fear responses were going off like fireworks. Rather than shake with terror over a relentless barrage of frightening stories, everything had been crystallized into one bogeyman: a green alien from outer space with monstrously large black eyes. Yup, we’d found our witch.

	It was July and we were headed to Roswell, New Mexico, the home of a cult that had started exhibiting some rather extreme behavior in regard to the aliens. I thought back to my own childhood growing up in a cult in Utah. I banished the memories. I had bogeymen living in the basement of my own amygdalae, except those were real. I wasn’t going to go there.

	It was going to be hot as hell. Probably another reason why things were getting worse in the Roswell cult. Things always get worse under conditions of extreme heat. Tempers flare. Riots break out. In many of the hottest places on Earth, war is ongoing. Even language reflects the connection between heat and violence. We talk about “things heating up,” “tempers flaring,” “violence ignited.”

	I searched through my closet and drawers for the coolest summer clothes I owned. I threw a bunch of tank tops and white T-shirts into the suitcase, along with an equal number of shorts, some pink flip-flops and sandals. I pulled two skirts and dress shirts off hangars, folded them neatly and placed them on top, then stuffed flat dress shoes into the front compartment, just in case we needed to dress up for something. Thinking over the different conditions in which we’d be working—out in the dusty desert, which could be windy with cool nights—I added a few pairs of jeans, hiking boots, sneakers and a jacket. I threw in a couple of hats I could wear in the hot sun.

	Then I headed on over to my office to pack up papers and a couple of nice smooth worry stones that might be just what the doctor ordered on a trip like this.

	As soon as I got to my jeep, just about to put my key in the lock, my cell phone rang. I really didn’t have time for that. Liam Bernacki, the Department Head, had arranged flights out of LAX. We were leaving in a few hours. Pulling the phone out of my jeans pocket, I glanced at the number. Damn. Not again. I thought she had given up. Go away, little girl. Get on with your life. I’m not answering.

	The moment I’d thought it, I felt terrible. Still, I was not going to answer. Ever. What’s done is done. We all had to keep moving on.

	I hopped in my jeep and roared down the street. Fifteen minutes later, I was at the university.

	I hurried through the near-empty campus. It was between sessions in summer. A lot of the kids had left—either for home or for some exotic vacation spot. Their lives were a far cry from mine. I worked my way through college. Right about now, I would have been cleaning up booze-induced vomit and soiled sheets at some local no-tell motel with part-time hours.

	Moving quickly through my office, trying to assess what I needed to take with me, I threw stuff into an empty box. A couple of books on cult behavior in times of stress. The laptop I used for travel.

	Hearing a knock on my open door, I whirled around.

	It was Nathan Moore, the Anthropology prof who was going with me. Our research trip was being funded by a joint research grant for both our departments to figure out what the hell was going on in certain cult compounds inside the United States. If this panned out, there was a promise of more money to evaluate what was happening to certain groups outside our country. The UFO phenomenon seemed to be occurring worldwide.

	“Oh, hey, Nat, what’s happening? You packed?”

	That was kind of a dumb question. He was wearing a backpack and holding a briefcase in his hand and had a laptop case thrown over a shoulder. Not the way one would normally saunter down the hallway to say hi.

	Rather than make eye contact, he brushed his hair out of his face and gazed around my office. “Yup. Can’t wait for this trip. You know the flying saucers are some kind of disks sent by one of our enemies, right?” Looking back at me, he grinned with that little-boy grin he used when trying to get people to agree with him.

	I turned back to packing up things. Grabbed a handful of worry stones and threw them into the box. Last week, I’d held one I’d already worn thin in some kind of death grip and cracked it right in half. I was taking along an adequate supply just in case things got rough. I played along, “OK. Which enemy in particular? Our President seems to have made quite a few lately.”

	Nat looked at me, his green eyes sparkling, then away at something on one of my bookshelves. “Well, that’s what I’m investigating on this trip. It’s part of my study on how cult groups react to cold war tactics from enemy states. I suspect Russia in this case. North Korea would probably love to do this kind of thing, but I don’t think they have the capability. But who knows? Information coming out of the DMZ is that South Korean military witnessed some kind of silvery disks flying overhead from the other side of the border. Now, does that mean North Korea sent them or they just happened to be flying from that direction? North Korea claims they sent them, but of course they’d like everyone to think they have the capability to make next-gen super-secret military aircraft. Not very likely, Dear Leader. Not very likely.” He grinned.

	Glancing around my office, opening and closing desk and cabinet drawers, trying to see if there was anything else I should bring, I asked, “How do you know this? Has another news story broken?”

	Picking up a pen from my desk and absentmindedly twirling it around with his fingers, he said, “Nope. Nothing public, at least not yet. Heard this from Min-Jun Jhang, my contact at one of the South Korean universities.”

	Picking up the box and cradling it in my arms, I said, “Well, let’s hope our research goes well. If we get the grant to take our research worldwide, you could go to North Korea.” I grinned.

	He flipped the switch to turn off my office lights as I stepped toward the door. He said, “Hmmmm. Now, that would be interesting. Thank you all the same, I prefer the country on the other side of that particular border.”

	As I locked the door, I said, “Wuss.”

	Nat laughed. “All right then, next trip: a joint project in North Korea, since you think it’s such a great idea. Nothing like a bit of adventure, hey?”

	We grew quiet. I’m sure both of us were pondering the possibility of arranging such a trip. I know I was.

	Once in my jeep, I waved goodbye to Nat. We were driving separately to the airport in case one of us had to come back early. Shit was always coming up that changed plans.

	Just as I got the engine going, my phone lit up. My brother. I did not have time for this. I answered. “Hey, Jed, what’s up?”

	“Not much. How’s it going?”

	“Good. I’m heading out to the airport, actually. I got a research grant to investigate…human behavior close-up.” I winced. That sounded so lame. I was going to say, “UFO stuff that’s going on in certain cults;” but with our history, mentioning the word cult was like throwing a match into a lake of gasoline.

	“Uh-huh. Sounds interesting.”

	I don’t know why I ever worried about choosing my words carefully with him. It’s not like he ever listened to anything I said.

	Trying to get the conversation going, so that we could end it as soon as possible, I asked, “So, why did you call?”

	Jed sounded hurt when he answered, “Can’t I just call my big sister to see how she’s doing?”

	Well, that would be a first. I replied, “Sure. I’m doing great. You know how invigorated I get when…”

	He interrupted to say, “So, I have a problem.”

	Yup. Never listens. Doesn’t care. I was going to say, when I get to go out and do research in the field.

	I stifled the sigh building up in my body. “What’s the problem, Jed?”

	He answered, “I’m out of a job…temporarily…on administrative leave.”

	He was a cop. Out on administrative leave usually meant he’d done something questionable. Or been accused of it, anyway. With Jed, it usually meant he’d actually done it, but the department found there had been extenuating circumstances.

	I sucked in my breath, let it out. “So, what happened?”

	Jed’s voice got louder. I pulled the phone back from my ear and turned the sound down while he ranted and shouted. I didn’t want to go deaf. He unloaded his version of the story on me: “I pulled over a couple niggers…”

	I rolled my eyes. God, why did he have to be that way? We both came from the same rough background. What made him so damned close-minded and bigoted?

	As he went on, his voice slurred. He’d been drinking, again. Big surprise there. I’d been wondering lately if he sometimes went into work drunk. He said, “They were all nervous-like…”

	Yeah, I’d be nervous, too, if I were them, knowing my brother. I was going to interrupt, realized it would do no good, let him continue. I just wanted to know how bad things were with him, if there was something I needed to fix.

	He went on, “So, I’m thinking cocaine, or that cheaper flakka stuff that’s on the street these days. I take a look at their car: an old, beat-up Chevy Impala. I take a look at them. Driver’s wearin’ a torn sweatshirt. The other guy’s wearin’ dirty jeans. Yeah, I’m thinkin’ flakka, gravel—that stuff. These guys aren’t exactly rollin’ in dough.”

	I popped my cell phone into the holder on the dashboard, put the jeep in drive, and headed out to the airport. This was obviously going to be a long story while my brother tried to show off his detective skills to his big sister. You know what? I hate being a mother figure. If our own fucking mother hadn’t…

	OK, I wasn’t going to let my mind go there. I focused on the road. I tried to focus on what my brother was saying. I want to ask what flakka or gravel were. Two different things or two different words for the same thing? I started diagramming his sentence, trying to figure it out from the grammatical structure. No way I was going to ask him. He’d just go on forever.

	As I pulled up to a red light and stopped, he was saying, “I tell them, ‘Let me see your license.’ Mr. Torn Sweatshirt reaches for his back pocket. Then he starts giving me lip. He says, ‘What did I do, Officer?’ I tell him, ‘Never mind that. Just give me your license.’ I’m watching his hand for a gun when, suddenly, there’s a flash of metal coming from the other side of the car. His buddy was pulling a gun out of his jacket! It must have been a gun. What other kind of shiny metal thing do you pull out of your jacket? I reacted. I shot them both.”

	My heart started racing out of control. My hands started shaking. Afraid I was going to pass out behind the wheel of my vehicle, I said, “What do you want from me, Jed?”

	He said, “Well, I could use some money. Stella don’t work. She stays at home with the kids. Her bein’ a good mom’s the most important thing to us.”

	Ya know, if you’re asking me for money, you probably oughtn’t bring that up again. I’d made my life choices. I didn’t want to be a mom right now. Maybe later. I’d spent my twenties earning a Ph.D. and getting a job as a college professor. Building a stable life brick by brick. On the other hand, he’d married his high school sweetheart two days after graduation. She was four months pregnant. He’d managed to stick with training to become a police detective, but his life was a mess. Anger management problems, for sure. I’d started wondering about alcoholism. I would have wondered about drug use as well except he was always so hostile toward anyone who used them. But who knows…

	I asked, “Aren’t you on paid administrative leave?”

	With a distinct hostile edge to his voice, he said, “Well, yeah, but I’m used to overtime. I’m not sure how we’ll get along without it. I got four kids to feed. And you know Alice needs medicine for the ADHD.”

	The ADHD? Did he really know anything at all about his daughter’s condition?

	I asked, “Have you thought about getting another job while you’re on leave? Maybe work at a grocery store or paint houses or something?”

	He said, “I’m a cop, Cora! I just have to wait until after the hearing; then I can go back to work.”

	I didn’t have time to argue.

	The image of the two men he’d shot—blood and flesh spraying over the car interior, splashing onto the windshield, embedding itself in the car seats—flashed through my mind. I tried to block it out. I thought of flying saucers and interviewing people in the Roswell compound.

	I thought of people drinking poison.

	With bad memories resurrecting themselves like ghosts in my brain, I tried to bring the conversation to a close. I said, “How much do you need?”

	Jed’s voice got lighter, more cheerful. He said, “Can you send me a thousand for now?”

	Jesus. I was a college professor, not a rock star. I thought about my checking account. It would still have a balance if I moved some money over from savings. I said, “Sure. I’ll send it sometime tonight.”

	My brother said, “Awesome! Well, it’s been great talking with you.” Then he hung up. The click of him disconnecting was jarring. Not even one word of thanks. That was Jed. Some things never changed.

	Before I realized I had started crying, I felt the warmth of tears trickling down my face.

	Damn. I wished I could absolve myself of responsibility for him. My baby brother. My goddamn fucking baby brother who could blow the brains out of people who he constantly judged through the lens of bias and discrimination and his own dark sense of self-loathing.

	



	


Chapter 2

	We got to LAX an hour before takeoff. I preferred to arrive two hours early, but that just wasn’t possible this time. We’d gotten the go-ahead from Liam with very little time to spare. He’d been trying to get us into the Roswell compound for months. When one of their leaders finally said yes, he didn’t want to give them a chance to change their mind.

	Security was especially tight. Police were walking around with submachine guns. I’d never seen that before. There were also a lot of TSA canine teams. I’d seen the dogs before and always assumed they were brought in to sniff for drugs and explosives.

	Juggling suitcases and backpacks, we rushed into the airport terminal, printed out our tickets at the kiosk and checked a few bags. Then we walked as quickly as possible to the security line.

	The first TSA person we passed reminded me of a strict librarian. No smile. Her hand covered in a blue glove shot out in front of us. “Tickets.”

	I shifted my backpack from one shoulder to the other and fumbled in my pocket for the ticket I’d just shoved in there.

	When I looked up, I noticed her staring at me with steely brown eyes. It was a bit unnerving. Gave me the feeling I was a suspected criminal. I tried to shake it off. Her job sucked, I told myself. Maybe she was at the end of her shift, tired and irritable. I smiled and said, “Here you go.”

	She took it. She stared at me as though trying to make lasers shoot out of her eyes and snapped an order: “I.D.” She could have asked for that upfront. Pulling the backpack off my shoulder, I unzipped the front compartment and fished out my driver’s license.

	Grabbing it, she looked back and forth between me and my picture. I started sweating under my armpits. Did I still look anything at all like that picture? The expressions I had on my face in all my DMV photos—because they took them with something like a half-second warning—were always a cross between deer caught in the headlights and scary grimacing lady. And, oh shit, was that the picture from when I had tried putting rainbow streaks in my hair?

	Yup. It was.

	Finally handing my papers back to me, she said, “You should get a new photo taken with your present hair color. Otherwise, you’re just asking for trouble.”

	I had to bite my tongue to keep from rolling my eyes and saying, “Yes, ma’am, but my middle name is trouble,” in the most sarcastic tone possible. Instead, I just thanked her for her advice and apologized for not doing it sooner. The atmosphere wasn’t normal. The vibe of fear hung in the air as palpable as poison gas.

	I waited for Nat to go through the same process.

	Waving a blue glove in my direction, steely-eyed librarian said in a tone saturated with annoyance, “Go. Go on.”

	There was no way I was going to get separated from Nat. I wanted to make sure we both got on our plane. I said, “We’re together.” That sounded awkward. We weren’t together together; we were just traveling together.

	She smirked and turned to Nat. She gave him much less of a hard time.

	We had three more sets of TSA inspectors to get through. One at the bottom of an elevator taking us up to the main security checkpoint, one at the actual checkpoint, and one at the place where bags are screened and bodies scanned.

	Nat got pulled over for a random testing of his hands and full-body search. I looked away to give him some semblance of dignity. He didn’t seem too bothered by any of it, just seemed like he wanted to get it over with as soon as possible.

	As soon as I stepped through the scanner, the alarm went off. Nine times out of ten, this happened to me. There was always something I hadn’t thought of. This time, it was my cargo pants. Too many metal rivets and zippers in what must have been an overly sensitive machine.

	The body search was rougher than anything remotely acceptable. The burly woman patting me down didn’t warn me where she was going to put her hands. She patted me down hard, then grabbed me in the crotch. Bitch! I didn’t have any drugs in there, but I suddenly felt like I could use some.

	When we finally got on the plane, I looked through the booze menu. As soon as we took off and were allowed to place orders, I got myself a couple larger bottles of wine. I knew I needed to pace myself. I didn’t want to get sloppy drunk on a business trip with Nat. I ordered some snacks and a movie to pass the time.

	Before watching paid entertainment, I turned on cable news. More reports of UFOs. Lots of fear. The sightings this time were over a stretch of forest in Oregon. Most of the sightings were in isolated places. Very hard to verify them and certainly a place where one’s imagination could go wild.

	We had a four-hour-and-a-half flight, including a one-hour-and-twelve-minute layover in Phoenix. As soon as the wine came, I poured myself a plastic cupful. It always seemed strange to pour wine into plastic, but they certainly weren’t going to provide wine glasses in steerage class.

	Nat ordered coffee. As soon as the stewardess handed it to him, he proceeded to dump two packets of sugar and some fake cream into it.

	More tired than I had thought, I slipped into a nap after two cups of wine.

	I was awakened by something.

	People were looking out the windows on the starboard side of the plane. A bunch of people were standing in the aisle, holding onto the backs of seats, leaning over the people seated there and pointing out the windows.

	Every once in a while, a loud gasp erupted from the crowd.

	A woman started screaming, “We’ve got to get out of here! Where’s the stewardess? Get the stewardess! Make her tell the pilot to fly in a different direction!”

	A man yelled, “Stewardess! Stewardess!”

	A steward came hurrying up the aisle from the back section. He said, “We’re talking to the pilot. There’s nothing to worry about. Everyone, please sit down! It’s not safe for you to be standing in the aisle.”

	From the back of the plane, a little boy started crying. Between sobs, he shouted, “They’re going to shoot us down with lasers! All the UFOs have lasers, Mommy! Big lasers!”

	Then a calming voice, obviously his mother: “Shhhh. It’s OK. These ones don’t have lasers. They’re friendly.”

	Nat was standing, leaning into a space between people across the aisle from us, looking intently out the window.

	A steward put his hand on Nat’s shoulder and said, “Please sit down, sir.” Then he moved on to the next person, delivering the same order.

	Sitting back down, Nat dropped his tray table from its upright position. He grabbed his coffee off my tray where he must have placed it when he got up to take a look.

	I rubbed my eyes and tried to focus. I said, “What’s goin’ on? Did you see anything?”

	Nat took a sip of coffee, then said, “Just a flash of silver. It could have been anything. Maybe a plane flying too close to us for a brief moment, I don’t know.”

	Suddenly, screaming and gasping arose from the passengers again. This time, people stared out the windows on the port side of the plane, where we were seated. A bunch of people from across the aisle stood up and leaned into the open spaces between seats. A young guy in his early twenties wearing a T-shirt with the words The Truth is Out There! emblazoned on the front leaned over Nat and pointed to our window. I had closed the shade before going to sleep, so I could lean my head against it. He said, “Hurry! Open up your window!”

	I started to wake up. The words on his T-shirt: an expression from the X-Files. Oh, right. This was a crowd headed for Roswell. Of course, they were going to believe that every metallic flash of light was a UFO.

	It’s never good to defy a true believer when they’re revved up with fear. I sighed and opened the shade.

	I leaned away from the guy leaning into our space. I peered out into the darkness as Nat moved his cup back over to my tray, so it wouldn’t get spilled.

	At first, there was nothing out there except a fog of clouds lit up by the lights from our plane. My guess was that’s all the true believers on our plane saw. Light on the backdrop of the clouds served as a kind of Rorschach illuminating the viewer’s own mind. I saw plane lights and clouds. Others saw alien spaceships.

	The longer I stared, the sleepier I felt. There just wasn’t enough out there to capture my interest.

	In that twilight state right before sleep, my mind flooded with strange, random images. My life as a little girl back in the compound in Utah. The survival drills. The times I had to crawl through a long tunnel on my belly to practice escape should the military come to round us all up. The night I had to watch a woman give birth, so I’d be prepared to deliver a baby in an emergency situation when no one else was around. Fear gripping me around the throat as I watched in horror. I was nine. I prayed I’d never get pregnant if that’s the result. I worried I might get pregnant because I had no idea how it happened. I had a general idea from the animals we kept, but I wasn’t exactly sure how that translated to humans. After the memories, random images of babies being taken away. Babies with green skin and large haunting eyes. Buildings and forests burning. Floods overtaking cities, swallowing them whole. Violent storms and monstrous ocean waves buffeting people around like kites in the wind.

	I stifled a scream. For a moment, it seemed like I’d descended into madness. Then it cleared, like the sun coming out from behind clouds after a storm.

	A stewardess approached the guy leaning into our aisle, peering out our window. She said, “Please, sir, you need to sit down.”

	At that moment, the plane shook. A tall, lanky woman standing next to the seat behind us lurched forward and spilled the Diet Pepsi she was holding onto the back of Nat’s shirt.

	He whipped around. “Goddamn it! Can you please sit down?”

	She apologized profusely and went off to find her seat.

	Handing Nat a pile of napkins and a bottle of water, the stewardess whose hair and makeup still managed to look perfect this late in the rather tumultuous flight, said, “I’m so sorry,” as if she were the one responsible for soaking him in sticky soda.

	Mumbling, “No, no, it’s fine,” Nat grabbed the napkins and water and started dabbing at the soda stain.

	Ping! The fasten seat belt signs lit up.

	A steward came on the speaker: “We’ll be experiencing turbulence as we pass through a windy area. Please stay in your seats and keep your seat belts buckled. We’ll let you know when it’s safe to get up.”

	Attempting to lighten the mood, I leaned over and said to Nat, “It looks like something shit on your back. Something with rather liquid diarrhea.”

	Never failing to level up a joke, he replied without missing a beat, “Yup. It’s the secret ingredient in all brown soda.”

	Nat gave up trying to remove the stain. Instead, he just leaned back and shut his eyes.

	



	


Chapter 3

	By the time we landed in Roswell, my head had cleared. I’d finally managed to take a nap on the second part of our flight from Phoenix. I had also drunk lots of water after worrying the wine might have gone to my head and affected me more than usual on the first leg of our journey. The most eventful part of the second leg was some old guy complaining about the food and a baby crying for about half an hour. Other than that, no problems.

	We rented a Land Rover, so we’d have plenty of room for gear and could travel over rough terrain if needed. After throwing all our bags into the back, we headed out to the place Liam had rented for us. The drive was long. Gradually, we left the artificial lights of the city that mostly slept at night. During the day, Roswell was a tourist destination filled with people searching out museums and shops. But at night, those places were shuttered and the streets so deserted, it seemed practically a ghost town.

	As the artificial lights dimmed, the moon and stars popped more brilliantly against the dark sky. While I drove, Nat turned on the local radio. They were covering the story of our initial plane flight. Apparently, a number of passengers had called into CNN and MSNBC and their stories were now going viral. Of course, Roswell news would report anything UFO, but especially if it made the major cable news channels. Somehow, that made it seem legit.

	Nat laughed. “You think anyone recorded it with their cell phones?”

	I shrugged. “Probably. Doesn’t everything get recorded these days?”

	Opening a can of Diet Coke, Nat said, “The medium is the massage.” He took a swig of soda.

	“Marshall McLuhan,” I replied. Nat liked to throw out esoteric quotes. It was his version of throwing down the gauntlet. I accepted the challenge whenever I could. More than once, I’d cheated by looking it up on my cell phone.

	Nat opened a package of pretzels and held it out in front of me. I stuck my hand in and grabbed a handful. Suddenly realizing I was hungry, I said, “We oughta stop someplace to grab a meal. You wanna look up places to eat?”

	He said, “Sure,” and started tapping the search into his phone. He said, “It was a typo, you know.”

	Staring straight ahead at the road, I said, “What?”

	He replied, “The Medium is the Massage. Typo. It was the title for McLuhan’s book about media, right? It was supposed to say The Medium is the Message, McLuhan’s oft-quoted statement, but the typesetter messed it up.”

	Hmmm. That I had never heard. “So, he just let the mistake go?”

	Nat laughed. “No, he liked it. He thought it perfectly expressed how media affects us. It brings us all together to share in the same tribal beliefs.”

	I thought about that. “Things have changed. Media divides us now.”

	Nat said, “Yeah, but only into our own separate tribes. We tune in to listen to the broadcaster for our own unique tribe and war against the rest.” Without a pause, he added, “Annie’s Diner. What do you think?”

	I was used to Nat’s conversational shorthand where he interrupted something he was saying with something he’d been talking about earlier. The accelerator pedal for his mind always seemed to be pressed down with his thoughts going at high speed. I tried to keep up. I said, “Sure. Diners have just about everything.”

	He added Annie’s to the GPS and I took the van in that direction.

	Annie’s was your average diner: a metal box with neon lights, this one out in the desert. The lights etched themselves onto the dark slate of night. Annie’s Diner. Food. Coffee. Last Stop for Thirty Miles.

	Nat looked up at the signs. “Hmmm. Good we stopped, huh? Last eats for thirty miles.”

	As we opened the front door, bells jangled.

	It wasn’t very crowded. A few guys who probably belonged to the trucks outside. A group of teenagers laughing and waving their hands as they talked about something that interested them.

	We waited for someone to seat us.

	Finally, a middle-aged waitress came out of the kitchen. She had scuffed white shoes, food stains on her apron and mascara painted around her eyes so thick, she seemed part raccoon. Noticing us, she sauntered over. Without smiling, she grabbed two menus out of a rack on the side of the hostess desk and said, “Follow me.”

	She stopped at a booth in the middle of the restaurant.

	We sat down. Nat asked for coffee and water.

	With a tight expression on her face, our waitress nodded. Her name tag said Michelle.

	Diners never disappointed in their sheer variety of food. The menu had everything. Not sure if we’d find food before lunch the next day, I overdid my order: cheeseburger with fries, milkshake, coffee, and apple pie with two scoops of vanilla ice cream. I felt queasy around bite number three of pie à la mode.

	Nat outdid me: two cheeseburgers with onion rings, a strawberry smoothie, and an ice cream sundae.

	While we ate, repeatedly wiping grease and ketchup and dessert off our mouths, we talked about our strategy for getting into the compound. Liam had arranged a meeting for us with the cult leader. He’d told him that we were quite impressed, after seeing him interviewed on TV, with his knowledge about UFOs and aliens. Lucky for us, the leader had an unhealthy amount of narcissism. He said he’d be happy to meet with us. Our appointment was for 2:00 the next afternoon.

	In case anyone connected to the cult was within hearing range, Nat and I talked as though our strategy was more than that, as though we were genuinely interested in the cult’s beliefs. Nat and I knew each other well. We could talk in a fake way and know exactly what was real. We’d invented that type of communication on earlier field research projects.

	In between chomping down on his cheeseburger, Nat said, “I’m excited about this group. I think they have a lot of knowledge as to the true nature of these UFOs and aliens.”

	I took a sip of my milkshake and replied, “Yeah. Me, too. I want to be on the front lines if we’re being invaded. I say we try to get accepted into the group tomorrow. I’d like to stay there 24/7 by tomorrow night.”

	Nat said, “Agreed. It’s a plan then.”

	The sound was turned down on a TV attached to the wall up near the ceiling in the back of the diner, but flashing red-and-blue police lights popping up onto the screen caught my attention. A red Breaking News banner lit up the bottom section. A scrolling ticker announced the major details of the story: Two children have been found murdered inside The Astral Plane compound.

	I stared at the TV screen. Nat turned around to see what I was looking at. As soon as he realized, he said, “We oughta get the check.”

	We paid and left.

	Nat took the wheel for his turn driving. As we headed back out into the night, he said, “We should let Liam know.”

	I said, “I’ll text him. But it doesn’t change our plans. We’re still going there tomorrow anyway, right?”

	Keeping his eyes on the darkened dusty road lit only by our high beams, Nat said, “Of course.” His face had taken on a serious look. As he became lost in thought, I texted Liam, then played a bunch of word games on my cell phone.

	When we drove up to the place where Liam had rented rooms for us to stay until we could get into The Astral Plane compound, I thought we were lost. A sign rising up from the desert floor into the night sky proclaimed: Flying Saucer Lodge. A 3D metallic-looking saucer perched on its upper right-hand corner. Green, red and yellow lights blinked all around the rim of the UFO. But there was no hotel in sight.

	Nat followed signs that said: Parking This Way. We arrived at an unpaved parking lot in front of a cabin. The windows bled yellow light into the wilderness. Nat said, “You want me to go in to make sure this is the place?”

	I said, “Yeah, that would be good.”

	Five minutes later, he came out of the cabin carrying papers.

	In the meantime, Liam texted a reply: Be careful. I mean it. Don’t do anything foolish.

	I chuckled and replied: You know us so well.

	Opening his door and getting back into the van, Nat said, “Welp, this is the place. I’m not at all sure what Liam was thinking. Oh, wait, yes I am. This place is dirt cheap.” He handed me a brochure.

	I opened it up and took a look. “Yurts!? We’re staying in yurts!?”

	Nat laughed. “Yup. Forty bucks a night. We’re staying in yurts. Also, this is the only parking lot. The manager marked our yurts with an X. We gotta go find them.”

	I looked back at the brochure. Yup. Two Xs. Unfortunately, they weren’t next to each other.

	Sighing loudly, I opened the van door and hopped out. We grabbed our stuff from the back. Feeling a bit like a pack mule with all the bags I had to carry, I followed Nat across the parking lot and onto a path. There wasn’t much on either side of it. Just the dark outlines of scrubby brush off in the distance. It was a path only because rocks on either side outlined it.

	An animal howled. Another answered, its eerie cry piercing the silence.

	Nat commented, “Coyotes.”

	I asked, “How close, do you think?”

	Nat said, “Hard to say. Probably not on the grounds of our lodge, though. Speaking of which, keep your eye out for snakes. Those are everywhere out here.”

	I looked down at the path. There were a bunch of tiny burrow holes, but no slithering reptiles to worry about.

	We walked for fifteen minutes. Then, finally, we saw the yurts. Circular cloth buildings dotted the landscape like stranded UFOs, some emitting the yellow glow of electric light. We obviously weren’t alone. I wondered if the dark ones were empty or if they were rented by people who were already asleep.

	As we continued up the path, I marveled once again at how vividly the stars shone out here with so little pollution. It was as though we’d been presented with a different sky, one filled with a lot more stars than back home. I wished I’d thought to pack my portable telescope.

	At that moment, something incredibly bright lit up the sky. My first thought was that I was witnessing an explosion. It hadn’t started on the ground, however. It had simply burst into existence in the sky. Was it a plane? Had a plane blown up? A terrorist attack? I hadn’t heard a plane, however. The night had been eerily quiet, almost as though Nat and I were the only human beings left alive on all of planet Earth. As I tried to figure out the source of the illumination, desperately wondering if I should be looking directly at it since the radiance felt near-blinding, the ball of light started streaking across the sky, leaving a gleaming trail behind it.

	Nat dropped his suitcase and grabbed his cell phone out of his back pocket. He started snapping pictures.

	I should have thought of that sooner. I did the same.

	Then, as though nothing had ever happened, the night sky returned to its previous state.

	A sonic boom erupted, passing overhead like an earthquake of sound.

	Then, once again, the Earth became shrouded in silence.

	A few people stepped out of their yurts, looked up at the sky, then went back inside.

	Trudging along the rest of the path to the encampment, we found our assigned tents. Mine was made of green cloth and had a wooden door painted blue. Nat’s was red with a black door.

	Once inside, I flicked on the light. Thank God, these had electricity. Yurts were invented thousands of years ago as homes for the nomadic people of the Central Asian steppe. The ones we had rented had been modernized. It even had an electric stove, rather than the wood-burning iron type that usually sits in the middle of the tent, venting pollution out through the roof.

	I looked around. It wasn’t bad. Colorful rugs hung from the wooden lattice that supported the tent skin. There was, thankfully, a tiny bathroom with a toilet and sink. I assumed there were public showers on the grounds somewhere. There was a kitchen area with a refrigerator, stove, sink, a small counter and a table. And then I noticed something that pulled me toward it with the force of a magnet: a king-sized poster bed with a thick quilt. Suddenly realizing how physically exhausted I was, I kicked off my shoes and climbed in. Pulling the covers up to my chin, I fell fast asleep.

	Around 3:00 in the morning, I woke with a start. It took a moment for me to remember where I was.

	I became aware of footsteps outside. A few loud gasps from a bunch of people. Someone yelling, “Look!”

	Groggily, I threw off the covers, wrestled my shoes onto my feet with exhausted fingers and stepped outside. A couple outside the next-door yurt were gazing upward. The woman was pointing. A flash of light, brighter than lightning, lit up the ground.

	I looked up. There, the same thing as last night: a ball of light streaking across the sky, a trail of light forming a wake behind it.

	I went back into my tent, climbed into bed and fell fast asleep. These didn’t look like the comets we were used to seeing, the kind that got people excited enough to haul telescopes out into the country to view them without light pollution. These latest explosions…I thought maybe they were asteroids. Tomorrow, I’d start looking up the scientific reports, to see if there was any factual basis to worry they might come too close. Probably not because there had been no news reports from scientists warning about approaching asteroids. It felt disappointing, and more than a little alarming, that we were living in another historical period when people turned to superstition over scientific fact, immediately jumping to conclusions that we were being invaded by an alien race.

	My thoughts stopped there, as I slipped into a deep, dreamless sleep.

	



	


Chapter 4

	The next day, I woke up early, found the community shower, then went into the main building to see if the place offered free coffee. A large, surly guy working the front desk pointed a thumb toward a hallway and said, “Right in there. Breakfast.”

	There was indeed breakfast. Not much of one; but it would do, especially since it was complimentary. English muffins and bread next to a toaster and different kinds of cereal and doughnuts. For toppings: butter and jelly, peanut butter and honey. For drinks: juice and milk and coffee.

	Realizing I should eat for strength, I toasted bread and slathered it with peanut butter and strawberry jelly. Then I poured myself two cups of coffee, added cream from a pitcher and carried them back to my yurt.

	Sipping coffee, slowly waking up from the caffeine, I plugged in my laptop, wondering if I’d have good enough connection. There wasn’t any. I turned instead to my cell phone, scanning scientific websites to see if there was any chatter regarding the things I’d seen in the sky last night. Only a few local reports. Local scientists saying it might have been an asteroid; they’re presently analyzing photos. Quite a few townspeople claiming it was part of an invasion of flying saucers from outer space. One guy claiming he’d been abducted and experimented on. He showed a scar that ran down his left side. I zoomed in on his image. The scar looked old and healed.

	A knock on the door. It was Nat, ready to head on out to the compound. We didn’t know if we were coming back. If we managed to gain admittance to the cult, we’d be staying there, so I gathered up my things.

	When we arrived at The Astral Plane, we realized we’d also arrived at a crime scene. A chill ran up my spine as I took it all in. There were many resemblances to a war zone. Yellow police tape imprinted with the repeating message in bold black ink, POLICE LINE DO NOT CROSS, had been strung across the front gate. Armoured personnel carriers were parked on either end of it. Police walked around, carrying assault rifles and submachine guns.

	A helicopter hovered overhead, its rotor blades whoooshing through the air. The name on the side announced it belonged to a news organization.

	A police officer wearing a helmet and dark glasses approached our van. Pointing his submachine gun toward the ground, he rapped on the driver side window with his knuckles.

	Nat pressed the button to roll it down. He said, “Yes, officer?” His usual lightheartedness had been wiped from his voice.

	Bending down to study Nat as though he were some kind of insect specimen under a microscope, the officer said, “What are you doing here?”

	Nat lied. “Just wanted to see what was happening. We’re tourists here in Roswell.”

	The officer said, “This isn’t for you then. This is a crime scene, not a tourist attraction.” Raising his gun, he pointed down the street. “Go that way. If we see you back here again, you’re under arrest.”

	Nat replied, “No problem, officer. Have a good day.”

	His hands shaking, Nat pressed the button to roll the window back up. He headed on down the street, a cloud of dust rising up from our back wheels.

	I turned the radio on. Local news reported a murder in the compound we’d just left. A woman had murdered her two children.

	An anxiety attack overtook me. Images flooded my brain. My father grabbing my hand. Running, running, my lungs burning…

	When we had driven a few miles, Nat pulled the van over to the side of the road. Turning to me, he said, “We’re not giving up, right? I feel we need to get inside the compound now. Something happened in there. We need to know if it was the result of pressure inside the cult, something bubbling up, becoming more intense, or if it was simply a mother gone mad.”

	I couldn’t find my voice. I just shook my head yes.

	Nat pressed a finger against the screen of his cell phone. I heard his end of the conversation. “Hello. This is Professor Nathan Moore. I have an appointment to interview Leader Razkazeel today. The police out front gave us some trouble, threatened to arrest us.” A pause. Then: “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Sure, I can do that. You’ll be waiting to let me in?” Another pause. “Oh, I see. Brother Zytavius. Thank you.”

	Clicking off his phone, Nat turned to me. “I guess we should have expected this. There’s another entrance to the compound. It’s through a tunnel that starts about half a mile from the back entrance. I was told that someone named Brother Zytavius will meet us there. You game?”

	I had brought Xanax along. The prescription bottle was tucked into a zippered pocket of my backpack. I reminded myself it was there if I needed it. I said, “Sure. If they’re letting us in, we should go.”

	Nat typed GPS coordinates into his cell phone, then pulled onto the road, dust once again flying up into the air, enveloping the back of our vehicle. He said, “I have a hunch things are going to get interesting now.” He smiled.

	He drove forward, turning right at the first intersection of two roads out in the middle of nowhere. As far as the eye could see, there was nothing but desert, patches of scrubby brush dotting the landscape, and an endless expanse of blue sky. The GPS told us we were outside the city of Roswell now.

	Nat’s cell phone announced, You’ve reached your destination, in front of one lone building, an old dilapidated barn. We pulled off the road, loose dirt crunching under the wheels. Nat jumped out. I waited in the van, wishing that time would slow down and delay the inevitable, while he looked around.

	I jumped at the sound of my cell phone buzzing. I looked at the screen. It was her again. The message sounded more desperate this time. I deleted the message, looked back out the window. How had she found me?

	A man dressed in an orange outfit that looked like an astronaut’s spacesuit came out of a door on the side of the barn. He and Nat spoke briefly. Then the man waved, turned around and went back inside.

	When he returned, Nat said, “We’re supposed to park in the barn.”

	As our van moved forward, the large front doors of the barn opened. We pulled inside; it swallowed us whole.

	The man waved us over to a darkened corner. We parked, jumped out of the van and grabbed our stuff.

	Turning to me, the man in the orange spacesuit extended his hand. He said, “I’m Brother Jaxon. I’m happy you’re interested in our way of life. The Truth is in The Astral Plane. You’ll see. Your life will be altered in ways you couldn’t possibly have imagined before now.” He smiled, revealing two broken front teeth. They looked sharp, like daggers.

	I shook his hand, hoping mine wasn’t so covered in sweat it would reveal my trepidation. I thought about the effect of swallowing half a blue Xanax pill, the entire blue oval if needed. The panic receded into the back of my mind like a rat slinking into the shadows waiting for a chance to pounce at the jugular.

	Nat and I followed Jaxon into the corner of the barn across from where we’d parked our vehicle.

	Reaching his hand down through a pile of hay, the astronaut with fang-shaped teeth grabbed hold of something that turned out to be a metal handle. The hay was all one piece, the individual strands glued together to camouflage a door. Jaxon pointed to the opening. He said, “Go on, now.”

	I looked into the hole. Cement stairs spiraled downward into near-darkness.

	Panic claimed me for its own. My hands shook. My head felt so dizzy, I worried I’d fall down the stairs, hit my head, die of a concussion inside the compound.

	Sitting on the barn floor, Nat placed his feet on the first step. He stood and descended a few more steps, then turned around and said, “You coming?”

	I followed, conjuring up images of the man in the orange jumpsuit slamming the door shut, coming back later to harvest our organs or feast on our flesh. Would we be dead at that point, or alive and experiencing every painful assault on our bodies?

	Jaxon stepped down into the opening and pulled the door closed. As he did so, light flooded a passageway at the bottom of the steps. Passing us, he waved a hand and said, “Follow me.”

	We followed him through a long tunnel.

	Childhood memories flashed through my mind, making me feel so claustrophobic, I started to hyperventilate. Once again, I was a small girl crawling on my stomach through a tunnel, practicing escape from the military who would surely come to round us all up. I told myself to calm down, to breathe, to imagine swallowing the Xanax with nice, cool water.

	The walls were dirt held in place by wooden frames. I ran my hands along both sides, using tactile sensation to wash away the anxious feeling of unreality coursing through my body.

	After walking so long my feet ached, we arrived at a metal door. Jaxon punched numbers into a keypad hidden behind a wooden beam. As the door swung open, he stepped inside. After we followed him, he shut the door and locked it.

	We had entered a cold, concrete basement. Light bulbs suspended from the ceiling provided the only light.

	As my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I saw cages lining the two longer walls. Concrete cages with thick metal bars, a bed and toilet and sink in each.

	My life would end here. Obsessed with fulfilling a grant for field research I found fascinating, I had defied all the red flags popping up and screaming in my brain to get out and go back home. A woman had murdered her two children inside the compound. The police had set up a war zone outside. They must have suspected a larger wave of potential violence inside this place where I now found myself hidden away, buried alive in my own terror down in the basement.

	Crossing the room, Jaxon walked over to a set of wooden stairs. We followed. When the man in the astronaut suit opened the door at the top, swung it forward and flooded the basement with light, I felt some relief. We were getting out.

	She touched the girl’s lips with the vial of poison, tilted it, telling her to drink. To this day, I hear her voice echoing through time.

	I followed Nat up the stairs. We entered a large common room where people were milling about. They were all dressed like Jaxon, even the children.

	In a crisp, hurried voice, Jaxon said, “Follow me.”

	I noticed that all the spacesuits had the same two patches. In place of NASA’s official insignia patch, they had one that looked very similar. Imitating NASA’s, it was round and blue, had star patterns and lines in white and red. However, the initials were TAP instead of NASA and the white lines scrolled out like a ribbon of light behind a flying saucer. I assumed TAP stood for The Astral Plane. Similar to NASA’s blue rectangular patch featuring a set of wings and the astronaut’s name, these suits had a patch with the same design except that a row of flying saucers replaced the wings.

	I found it hard to keep up with Jaxon. He was moving quickly.

	When we left the main room, we entered a wide hallway with concrete walls. There were no windows, but it was brightly illuminated by circular lights built into the walls. They reminded me of the round lights—often multi-colored—around the circular rim of UFOs in much of the popular UFO artwork.

	The floor was covered in blue carpeting.

	When I looked up to inspect the ceiling, I found it had been painted blue and decorated with star patterns. There appeared to be distinct constellations, but I didn’t recognize any of them.

	We turned several corners, each new hallway designated by a different color rug.

	After walking to the end of the hallway carpeted in white (it was still in pristine condition without any stains) Jaxon opened an ornate wooden door into which had been carved suns, moons, stars and planets.

	The door led into a hallway with metal stairs that spiraled upward.

	As we climbed the stairs, holding onto an ornate black metal railing, we passed by woven rugs depicting various scenes with aliens and flying saucers or real-life astronomy. One particularly beautiful rug showcased the Milky Way. Another featured the Hubble photo, Pillars of Creation. I’d always loved that image, described by NASA as having a “multi-colored glow of gas clouds” with “wispy tendrils of dark cosmic dust.” The outer space aliens on the rugs were mostly the same: green skin, large heads and enormous black eyes. A few had gray skin. A few were short. The UFOs were also repetitions on a theme—round metal disks with lights in various places: around the rim, along the bottom, or shooting a beam out of the bottom to lift people up. One rug showed a terrified-looking man floating within the beam.

	The stairs led to a landing that looked like a waiting room or reading area. Hardwood floor, leather couch, several matching chairs and a coffee table.

	Jaxon walked straight across the area and knocked on a door.

	A man’s voice inquired, “Yes?”

	Jaxon gave his name and said, “Our guests are here to meet you.”

	The voice on the other side replied, “Come in. Please.”

	Opening the door, Jaxon motioned for us to enter.

	A man sat behind a massive wooden desk. At first, I thought he was old. He reminded me of a suntanned Gandalf the Grey. He had long gray hair and a flowing gray beard. His skin was rough and weathered, with deep lines reminiscent of parched gullies. His blue eyes, however, were clear and vibrant and his voice sounded no more than middle-aged.

	He asked us to sit. Nat and I chose the cloth-covered couch directly in front of the desk.

	He smiled, revealing perfectly straight white teeth. Introducing himself, corroborating what we’d already assumed, he said, “I’m Leader Razkazeel. I know who both of you are. When I heard you wanted to speak with me, my assistants did some research. I don’t meet with just anyone.” Looking at Jaxon who was pacing around the room, he added, “For the safety of myself and everyone else in the compound, you know. There are those who want to harm us.”

	He paused and looked once again at Jaxon. Turning his attention back to us, he said, “You’ve seen the militarized police force outside?”

	Nat answered, “It would be hard to miss them.”

	Knitting his thick gray eyebrows into an expression of deep concern, Razkazeel looked from Nat to me and replied, “Yes. Do you know why they’re here?”

	Hoping it wouldn’t enrage this leader of a bizarre cult, I ventured an honest answer. “The news is reporting that one of your members killed her two children inside this compound and the police are responding. I’m assuming they hope she’ll give herself up; but, if not, they’re prepared to force their way inside to arrest her.”

	Razkazeel said, “That’s their excuse.”

	Suddenly, there were footsteps behind the wall on the opposite side of the room from where we’d entered. For the first time, I noticed another door there.

	Nat asked Razkazeel what he meant.

	I felt unnerved that the guy we were talking to didn’t seem especially concerned about the murder.

	A stabbing pain shot through my head, shearing my conscious mind from the logical progression of conversation.

	A lovely woman in a long flowered dress holding a vial of poisonous liquid to the lips of a little girl. My twin. We had a deep psychological connection. We shared one psychic brain. Filling her veins with lethal contaminant, you might as well have sliced through my own corpus callosum. My father grabbing my hand and the hand of my brother. Running. Running. Me screaming for Crystal. Did I really scream for her? Had I even tried?

	Again, as in the airplane, odd foreign images flooded my brain.

	Babies with green skin floating in glass tanks. Large black eyes. Women lying in beds, crying.

	I rubbed my forehead.

	Turning to me, Razkazeel asked, “Is your head hurting?”

	I tried to swim up from the depths into which I’d fallen, tried to focus my thoughts on the here and now. I managed to say, “Yes.”

	Razkazeel said, “I can give you medication for that. It will get better. You have the kind of empathic ability we need.”

	Medication? Ability they need…? I feared I’d be drugged and held against my will, never let out of the compound.

	Running. Running. My feet were too little, my brother’s even smaller. My father picking him up. My terror that I’d be left behind.

	As though he had never switched subjects to address my headache and whatever kind of ability he thought I had, Razkazeel said, “Zyrielle did murder her baby girls. Hailey and Skylar, precious three and one year olds.” His eyes filled with sorrow. “But that’s not why the police are really here. Did you see the tanks?”

	Nat shook his head yes.

	Razkazeel said, “Those aren’t the police. The military is here to take that which frightened Zyrielle to kill her little girls. She was only trying to protect them. She feared that which is not an actual threat.”

	Vial of poison. Not to protect, but to transport Crystal into another dimension.

	Razkazeel said, “I need your help. I hope I can trust you. I have to take this leap of faith.”

	I felt incredibly confused. My head was pounding with pain and memories and strange intrusive images.

	Never one to turn down an opportunity to delve deeper into field research, Nat said, “Of course you can trust us.”

	Making eye contact with Jaxon, Razkazeel nodded his head. He had obviously said yes to something.

	Jaxon walked to the door behind Razkazeel’s desk and opened it. Gazing into the open space, he remained quiet.

	As he returned to the middle of Razkazeel’s office, two humanoid creatures with green skin, large black eyes and bald heads followed behind him. At first, I thought they were nude. It took me a few seconds to realize they were wearing skintight green bodysuits.

	My head exploded in pain and images.

	Creatures bending space-time, folding one era onto another, pods skipping from one point to the next. Earth dying over and over again. Rivers drying up. Glaciers melting. Oceans rising into monstrous waves. Tsunamis drowning us, our screams swallowed by the void of death.

	I found it difficult to breathe. I drowned in images, began losing my mind, lost the boundaries I had carefully constructed about who I was.

	The shorter of the two aliens approached me.

	My heart beat against my chest like a trapped bird.

	As if in a nightmare, I tried to scream, but couldn’t get my throat to emit noise. It was as though I had become paralyzed. I don’t usually succumb to fear, but this was different than any terrifying situation I’d ever experienced in my entire life. These beings had taken over my brain, hacked into it and planted thoughts and images I couldn’t block. The loss of control over my own mind had stripped away my ability to function.

	One of the green creatures bent down close to my face. She gazed into my eyes. I say she because her humanoid facial structure appeared feminine. Her eyes were reflective. I saw myself within the shiny black structures, looking small and petrified.

	She reached a hand with long green fingers toward me. Placing her hand on the top of my head, she sang in what sounded like an ancient language.

	My headache disappeared and my body relaxed. A sense of peacefulness and utter calm took over.

	And then she communicated with me in the way that Crystal and I had communicated so many years before: through telepathy. She told me she was in danger of being captured and unable to ever return home. She was frightened that she would be experimented upon.

	Her thoughts were clear and separate from each other, not the earlier chaotic jumble of information that had surpassed my ability to process.

	I wondered if Nat was experiencing the same thing.

	She communicated: “Being a twin, your mind is more open to this. You’ve had experience with this type of communication before.”

	That freaked me out. I did not like her reading my mind. Crystal had been my identical twin. Our communication still held its own kind of privacy. We had split from the same egg. No one from the outside could break into our shared thoughts. Not even my mother who had born our single egg and birthed our tiny separate bodies into the world.

	The creature with green skin and mesmerizing black eyes read my discomfort and backed off. She sent me information about herself instead: My name is Paloma.

	I thought: Wait. Paloma? That’s an Earth name, a name used today on Earth.

	Paloma communicated: Yes, I’m not from another planet. I’m from another time.

	Again, I saw the bending of space-time. And this time, maps. There were complex maps and graphs…coordinates, places for crossing over from one space-time location to another.

	Razkazeel interrupted. He said, “If the military barge in here as they’re most likely planning to do…my guess is they’re waiting for night when many of the news reporters leave and they’ll have cover of darkness…they’re going to capture Paloma and Zander. You know they’ll experiment on them and torture them and cause them great physical pain…for research. We thought the beings we believed in would come from somewhere beyond the stars, but I opened my mind and listened to them upon their arrival. The government won’t do that. Angry, fearful crowds won’t do that. These creatures are us. They’re no different than us except in certain aspects of their physical appearance. It’s up to us to save them, to protect the future of the human race.”

	Not all of this made sense, but the smell of fight or flight filled the room and seeped into my bones.

	Nat asked, “What do you want us to do?”

	Razkazeel said, “Take our two visitors to your van. The officers outside don’t know you’re here. Drive them to a safe place. Contact me when you get there.”

	I said to Paloma and the other creature whose name I now knew was Zander, “Are you ready?”

	They both nodded their heads yes.

	Jaxon led the way. Opening the door through which we had entered Razkazeel’s office, he led us out through the waiting room and down the stairs. Rather than taking us through the community room, however, he took us down another flight of stairs, straight down to the basement. From there, we moved quickly through the tunnel.

	Running, running, my lungs and muscles burning. Escaping those who would kill us, their twisted precaution against irrational fear.

	



	

PART 2

	Jade Whitaker

	



	


Chapter 5

	I’d just started a new job. My last one hadn’t worked out. I’d been working as a barista in a coffee shop. I’d earned my Bachelor of Psychology degree a few months before starting that, but soon discovered it was almost impossible to get a job in the field of psychology without a graduate degree. In order to support myself, I’d taken the first job I thought I could live with: coffee shop barista.

	My new job was closer to the kind of work I wanted to do: Social Worker at the Archer-Knight Hoarding Center. I knew the name came from the two founders: Elizabeth Archer and James Knight, but I kept imagining that a knight and an archer presided over the place. I also pictured them secretly stockpiling arrows, devoting entire secret rooms to hoarding their own weapons.

	Something had been happening to me over the years, but more recently it had become intense and problematic in work environments. I seemed to be able to read people’s minds. Not everything a person was thinking, thank God. That would have driven me insane. Rather, I had developed a keen sense of what was on a person’s mind, the thing they were most concerned about or most focused on. It spoke so loudly to me, I tended to respond to that, rather than to what they had actually shared with me. As I’d come to learn the hard way, the thing that’s uppermost in a person’s mind is often the exact thing they’ve been working hard to hide.

	At the coffee shop, I felt that my ability to experience empathy had simply leveled up. Perhaps I had become a full-blown Empath. Maybe I was so bored with the job, my brain had grown an Empath section in order to keep itself entertained.

	People moved through long lines to order caffeinated drinks, one after the other. Some days I served an extraordinary number of people. My interactions with them were brief. When I worked at the cash register, it was always the same combination of sentences or some close variation. I greeted them, asked what they’d like, answered questions, then gave orders to the person making the drinks. Some days, I was the person making the drinks. When we weren’t too busy, I did both.

	I felt like a robot. Hello! What would you like today?...Hello! What would you like today? How many times could you repeat that same question and still be happy to wait on the next person?

	I started paying attention to subtle clues about customers: a furrowed brow, facial lines, agitation, expressions of specific emotions like happiness or sadness. Also, things they said. For instance, if they said, “What’s good about it?” after I’d said, “Have a good day!”

	Somewhere along the way, I’d moved beyond that. A person’s thoughts simply spoke to me. I didn’t need to analyze anything at all about their physical appearance.

	Thinking I’d cheer them up when it was my turn to make the drinks, I started creating personalized designs in the creamy froth on top. A picture of a cat with the words: Never as bad as you think. A picture of a steam train with the words: Keep moving forward. A sun and the message: Today will be better.

	Lots of people liked these. They’d peer at the designs and say how cool they were. Then they’d slurp down their coffees, my frothy messages coating their lips and fortifying them for the rest of the day.

	But then I went too far.

	My mother had died of ovarian cancer the year before. I was devastated and lonely and depressed. I focused on other people’s problems in order to forget about my own, even if only for brief moments at a time.

	A woman in her early twenties came into the coffee shop. She had dark lines under her eyes and an expression of deep and abiding sadness. She was dressed all in black, and wearing dark purple eye shadow and matching nail polish.

	I carefully crafted a picture of a tree with birds flying out from the branches. I wrote: On wings of hope.

	She had ordered a mocha latte. Before leaving the shop, she carried her cup over to the counter near the back door with the sugars and pitchers of cream and took off the lid. I assumed she’d decided to add extra sweetener. Her eyes grew larger as she studied the message I’d created for her. Storming up to the counter, she demanded to know if all the coffees came with the same design.

	I told my co-worker at the register, “I’ll handle this.”

	Pushing open the swinging door that led to the main shop, I called the woman over. I already knew her name from needing to write it on the outside of the cup.

	I raised my hand and called, “Elise!” over the noise of conversation in the coffee shop. I was trying to bring her over to a private spot to ask about her concerns.

	She marched over and let me have it. All of it. She threw her latte at me, then tossed the cup on the floor, splashing my shoes with the remaining liquid. I thanked my lucky stars the coffee had started to cool and I was wearing a thick canvas apron. Her face screwed up in rage, Elise shouted, On wings of hope? On wings of hope? That was the name of my boyfriend’s band! This is what I get for coming to an elitist coffee shop! People who think they’re so cool, they can taunt the more lowly among us! It’s all over the newspapers that my boyfriend died of a heroin overdose last week! I know I’m a suspect! Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!

	On her way out the back door, she took her arm and swept all the metal pitchers and containers off the cream-and-sweeteners counter. They went bouncing off the glass wall and floor tiles, splashing cream and packets over customers’ feet and the side of a bin filled with coffee bags. Screams and gasps filled the shop, followed by silence. After the whoooosh sound of the door closing behind her, discussion erupted from the crowd like the buzzing of bees.

	A few people left through the back door, several more through the front.

	My boss was off that day, but of course he was informed about the incident. I was fired immediately. No questions asked, no being called into his office, no chance to explain. Just an email saying I was fired.

	Maybe it was better that way. Perhaps Empaths didn’t belong behind coffee shop counters.

	It was hard to get by financially without a job. After college, I’d returned home to live at my parents’ house. I kept referring to it that way: as “home” and “my parents’ house.” It really wasn’t anymore. My mother had died earlier that year. It was my father’s house now. He shared it with the ghost of my mother, and it no longer felt entirely like home.

	I was devastated the day I lost my job. I decided not to fight back because I’d come to the conclusion I’d never fit in there anyway, better for me to go find something else.

	I came home before my father got off work. I felt relieved because he’d never listen to me anyway. He’d just say things like, “Keep your chin up, little girl,” before escaping into the fog he’d created around him since my mother’s death. It was impenetrable. I desperately wanted to talk to him about our loss, but it was a subject he did everything to avoid. He’d say things like, “She was so brave at the end. It’s a lesson for all of us.” He wanted me to be brave, not incapacitated by grief. He didn’t realize that his refusal to talk about it kept grief growing inside me, like a malignant beast.

	By the time I started painting messages on the frothy tops of coffee concoctions, I’d been experiencing intermittent stabbing pain on the right lower side of my abdomen for quite some time. I waffled back and forth from worrying it was a tumor to treating it like a new friend. I started imagining it was a benign tumor and the source of my blossoming empathy skills. I pictured it flooding my body with new hormones that eventually bathed my brain in the potential for new abilities.

	Whether or not this was true didn’t matter. Our family’s health insurance didn’t cover much and I couldn’t afford specialists. I figured I’d ask my dad to pay for a checkup if the pain became too severe.

	I suppose in some illogical, self-destructive way I also felt that the pain connected me to my mother. She’d had pain in the same place long before she ever got diagnosed.

	I would have been more worried if I could have inherited cancer from her, but that wasn’t possible. My parents had adopted me.

	The more I experienced the pain, the more I started thinking about my biological mother. Who was she? Why did she give me up? Could she help me now?

	I went into my parents’ bedroom. I lifted the lid on my mom’s jewelry box, still sitting on her dresser, and watched the tiny ballerina in her pink skirt twirl round and round to the music. I remembered back to a time when I was four years old and had fallen off my bike. After cleaning and bandaging my bloody knees and elbows, my mom had taken me into her room and showed me the ballerina. Sunlight streamed in through the window and bounced off the mirror behind the miniature dancer. She came alive as she practiced her pirouettes. The sunbeams appeared to come from her hands, as though she was holding a magic wand. The little ballerina cast a spell on me. My pain disappeared.

	Clutching the edge of my parents’ quilt, I lay down on the bed and sobbed. I’d experienced too much loss that day.

	



	


Chapter 6

	My new job at Archer-Knight involved two weeks of training and two weeks of following a Senior Social Worker into the field before I could visit homes on my own.

	I was assigned to Andy Wheeler. He emailed me the name of the first client we’d be visiting together and told me to read up on the file.

	It amazed me that records were still kept on paper, placed in manila file folders, and housed on metal shelves. I wanted to tear the whole system down and computerize it. Instead, I walked down a series of hallways from my office to the front desk and requested the folder on Max Davenport.

	The secretary, a young woman with blonde hair swept up into a ponytail and a faerie tattoo on her upper arm, pulled the file from the series of metal shelves behind her. When she turned around, I noticed that the hair under her ponytail had been dyed into rainbow-colored stripes. Returning, she slapped a notepad down on the counter, plopped a pen down on top of it and said, “Just sign the file out here. Every time you take or return a file, you mark it down here. By the way, my name’s Aubrey. You’re the new girl, right?”

	Yup. That was me.

	She extended her hand and we shook. Then she smiled and said, “Good luck with Mr. Davenport.”

	Andy drove us out to Max’s place in his cramped Volkswagen Beetle. It was blue with rust spots, the floor covered in papers and discarded wrappers. I was thinking he should really clean that up if he hoped to convince clients that hoarding wasn’t in their best interest.

	When we pulled into Max’s driveway, a somewhat emaciated dog with matted fur lumbered over to greet us.

	Andy rubbed his hand back and forth over his own shaved head as though for good luck. He said, “Don’t mind him. He’s friendly enough. I’m going to give you some advice you might find useful when you’re out on your own. These clients don’t know how to take care of themselves, never mind the animals they keep. If you think the animals could use food, bring some with you. That way, they’ll consider you a friend, rather than an intruder.”

	I said, “The clients?”

	Andy laughed. “No. The animals. Just feed them. Sometimes you have to do it when the clients aren’t looking. I have one client, Frieda Knapp…I’ll try to arrange for you to go out to visit her with me…she’s convinced people are trying to poison her and her animals. It’s a sad case, actually. She’ll only eat food from one particular store and, even then, she questions who their suppliers are and throws out a whole lot of their stuff. She’s gotten very thin, as have her cats.”

	Unlocking the car door, Andy hopped out. Reaching into the back, he grabbed a bunch of dog biscuits out of a bag.

	Throwing them up into the air, he yelled in an encouraging voice, “C’mon, Lucky, catch it!”

	Lucky looked exhausted. He waited until the biscuits hit the ground, then hobbled over to one and started crunching away.

	Grabbing his notebooks out of the car, Andy said, “And that, Jade, is how you make friends with the animals.”

	Stepping out of the car, I took a moment to study Mr. Davenport’s property. It had a great deal of potential. Although the house was in serious need of a fresh coat of paint and some of the roof tiles were missing, it was a large turquoise-and-lavender Victorian-style house with gingerbread trim. At either end of the house stood a turret and there were a couple of stained glass windows.

	Old willow trees with long sweeping branches grew in the front yard. The grass was overgrown, the lawn filled with weeds and patches of dirt here and there. It looked like there had been a garden running the length of the house at one time. Now, the rose bushes had weeds climbing their branches and choking the life out of them.

	When we reached the porch, I saw more signs of neglect. A few boards had rotted straight through. As he rang the doorbell, Andy warned me to watch my step.

	At that moment, a car drove up the driveway and parked behind Andy’s. A fashionable woman wearing tight jeans, a black-and-white checkered shirt rolled up to the elbows and flat yellow shoes hopped out. She yelled to us, “Hello, there! Are you here to see my father?”

	Andy said, “If your father’s Max Davenport, yes, we are.”

	As the woman walked toward us, her long black ponytail bounced from side to side. With her red lipstick, matching nail polish and perfectly applied makeup, she looked like a model.

	Getting up from his comfortable spot in the shade next to a willow tree, Lucky trundled over to greet her. As soon as she saw him coming, the woman dropped to her knees and yelled, “Lucky!” When he finally reached her, she hugged him and ruffled his hair. He in turn wagged his tail and barked.

	Turning her attention back to us, the woman said, “I’m Maggie Davenport, Max’s youngest daughter.”

	Andy stepped down from the porch, walked over to Maggie and extended his hand. He said, “Nice to meet you! Thanks for answering our request to meet with family members. You have an older brother and sister, is that right?”

	Standing up, Maggie replied, “Yes. Mike and Molly. All our names start with M.” Absentmindedly petting the dog, she added, “My mom’s name is Mary. I think both my parents having names starting with that initial is how the whole thing started…”

	Andy asked, “Can you tell us exactly what happened to your mom? Your dad hasn’t been very clear on that.”

	I had seen something about that in Mr. Davenport’s file, a paragraph or two saying that his wife was missing, along with her photograph and a brief description. Where she was born, her age: sixty-three years old, her education: high school. She was a thin, taut woman with brown eyes and gray hair. That’s all I remembered. Basically nondescript. I’m not sure I’d recognize her if she walked right past me, even after seeing her picture.

	Sadness came over Maggie’s face. She said, “We don’t know. Dad said she left. I worry about her every single day. She’s not well. She has diabetes and we’re pretty sure she’s suffering from an early stage of dementia. The police looked for her for months. Our family organized a search as well. We never found her. We thought we had some great leads, but they went nowhere.”

	A question flew out of my mouth before I even knew I had planned to ask it. “How long has she been gone?”

	Maggie said, “Over a year now. Last week was the anniversary of the day she went missing.”

	I wondered what that was like, when they first discovered she was gone. I had a bazillion questions, but I didn’t know if it was my place to ask them. Maybe Andy already knew from talking to Max. I figured I’d ask him when we got back in the car.

	Andy asked, “Will your brother or sister be joining us today?”

	Maggie scrunched her face up, as though thinking hard about the question. She said, “No. I’m hoping they’ll come out and meet you another time. They’ve been through this kind of thing before. It never goes anywhere. My dad won’t part with his stuff. I’m hoping you’ll be different. Archer-Knight has a lot of great reviews.”

	Ah, yes. Evaluating a mental health center by popular vote on the Internet.

	Andy said, “Our center has a lot of success. Is there anything else you’d like us to know before we meet with your dad today?”

	Maggie said, “No, I don’t think so. My dad can be…difficult. It’s worse now that my mom’s gone.”

	Pulling a cell phone out of her back jeans pocket and punching in some numbers, she said, “My dad doesn’t like to answer the door, so I call him when I get here.” A few seconds later, she spoke into the phone. “Hey, dad, I’m here with the Social Workers…Oh, come on, Dad…Archer-Knight is one of the best. Please, dad…I drove all the way out here…I had to get a babysitter…”

	The front door opened a sliver. A short, thin man with gray hair sticking up in all directions peered out from a darkened space.

	Maggie placed one hand on the door and the other on her dad’s shoulder. Bending over to kiss him on the cheek, she said, “It’s good to see you, dad!”

	Obviously happy to see his daughter, he let her push the door all the way open. She turned and waved for us to follow.

	Andy went first. I came in after him and quietly shut the door.

	I couldn’t see anything of the house interior. Our view was completely blocked by stacks of boxes three-quarters of the way up to the ceiling. We stepped into a narrow space facing a wall of boxes.

	I screamed as something flew past me and whacked me on the head. Wings! The fluttering sound, and the sensation of being smacked in the head by a flying animal. The first thought that popped into my head was: Bats! I wanted to run from the home, but I had come prepared for anything. I figured there were bound to be mice and rats in some of these houses, considering how much junk and old food were typically stockpiled. I just hadn’t thought about the possibility of bats. I remembered the missing roof tiles. I hoped we wouldn’t need to go up into the attic, but I knew that was wishful thinking. An attic was the perfect spot for both bats and hoarding. Maybe we were all hoarders deep down. Even people with sparsely decorated homes tended to stuff all kinds of memories up in that special place below the roof.

	I thought about the attic in my own family’s house. My mom had filled it with lots of memories, mostly of me growing up: Girl Scout uniforms, projects I’d made, baby clothes, early reader books. A thought struck me hard. Had she left records of my adoption up there?

	Max shouted, “Squirtle!” pulling me out of my reverie.

	I asked, “Squirtle?”

	Making her way down a narrow aisle between piles of cardboard boxes, Maggie explained, “It’s a Pokémon.”

	Following her, I said, “Oh, I know that. It looks like a little blue turtle. But what was your dad referring to?”

	As she ran her hands along the cardboard walls surrounding us, Maggie said, “It’s our parrot. Squirtle. I named him. Parrots live a long time. Squirtle’s twenty years old now. I named him when I was twelve. I thought it was perfect back then—just because he’s blue and I loved everything Pokémon.”

	I laughed. “Me, too. I had binders full of cards.”

	Maggie stopped and turned around. She smiled. “I did, too.” Rapping on a box with her knuckles, she added, “My collection’s somewhere in here.” Opening her arms wide and reaching upward, she said, “Somewhere in all the piles in this enormous house. If you come across them when I’m not here, please let me know, OK?”

	I said, “Sure.”

	From somewhere on the other side of the cardboard fort, Maggie’s dad shouted, “Squirtle! Good boy! Now, you have to go back in your cage. You’re scaring our guests.”

	Running my hands over sides of boxes, following Maggie’s way of maneuvering the narrow aisle, my hand brushed against something soft and gooey. I stopped and looked. Gah! Bird poop!

	Looking at my hand, I tried to decide what to say. Finally, I asked, “Is there a place where I can wash my hands?”

	Maggie turned around. “Why?”

	I held up my hand and showed her the poop.

	Maggie said, “Yeah, that happens. Follow me.”

	Andy and Max’s voices rose up loudly from somewhere beyond the cardboard wall. Andy was saying, “I thought you had decided to get rid of these papers. They’re very old. See how they’re yellowing.”

	Max started crying. “I don’t care how yellow they are! They’re part of history—my history, my family’s history. Look here…” The sound of paper rustling, pages being flipped. “See this weather report? It snowed that day. It got real deep. I took my kids sledding while Mary made dinner. I can’t throw away that memory.”

	Andy asked, “Mr. Davenport, did you take any photos that day?”

	Max answered, “No. Not that day. Mary took most of our family photographs. She was real good that way…” He started crying again.

	Andy didn’t give up. He said, “OK, how about this one?”

	Again, the sound of newspaper pages being turned; then shook, probably to make the pages lie flat. Max said, “OK, now see here, peaches were on sale. Molly loved peaches. I’m sure Mary musta bought some for her during that sale.”

	Andy tried a logical approach. “But, see, you don’t know for sure. This newspaper is kind of creating a false memory for you. Why don’t we get rid of this one?”

	Max started to cry again. “No, not that one. It has peaches in it! It’s a connection for me with little Molly. You can’t take that away from me.”

	Andy said, “Speaking of Molly, where is she today? She couldn’t make it?”

	In between sobs, Max said, “No. She doesn’t come around much anymore. She’s pretty ungrateful. Broke her mom’s heart, she did.”

	We reached the end of the path Maggie had taken through the boxes. She seemed to know exactly where it led. We came out directly into the area where Andy and Max were talking. They were standing in a small oval area in what appeared to be the living room, completely encircled by enormous stacks of newspapers. It reminded me of photos I’d seen of soldiers hunkered down in the trenches in World War I, surrounded by piles of sandbags.

	Maggie said, “Hey, Dad, Jade needs to wash her hands. She ran into some of Squirtle’s poop. We’re gonna use the powder room next to the kitchen, OK?”

	In a shaky voice, her father replied, “OK. But don’t stay in there too long. You know I don’t like people in the kitchen area. It disturbs the way I have things arranged in there.”

	Maggie said, “Sure. I know that, Dad.”

	As we entered the kitchen, pain shot through my abdomen, on the lower right side. It was so severe, it felt like I’d been stabbed with a knife. Without thinking, I doubled over, grabbed my side, and moaned from the sudden agony of it.

	Max and Andy stopped talking.

	With worry in her voice, Maggie asked, “Are you all right?”

	I stayed crouched over for what felt like an eternity. Finally, the pain disappeared, evaporated into thin air. I straightened up, feeling embarrassed. First day in the field and I’d managed to behave unprofessionally. I couldn’t read Andy’s face to determine if he was shocked. He was looking at me without much of an expression.

	I answered, “Yeah, I’m fine. I just had a sudden sharp pain. Not sure what it was.”

	Maggie said, “I think you wiped Squirtle’s poop on your shirt.”

	Oh, damn. There was poop there all right! I felt super-annoyed, but worked hard to hide it. Man, Squirtle was the perfect name for that bird. A squirt here, a squirt there. Ugh.

	The kitchen stank so badly, I held my breath while we crossed through it. The smell of rotting food permeated the air.

	The bathroom was worse. I almost threw up. I fought really hard not to hurl. The toilet looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in years. Thin swirls of brown sludge lined the bowl. Orange mold ran along the inside rim. The seat was up, so I got a horrifyingly good look.

	The sink was so disgusting, I almost didn’t see the point in washing my hands. Black mold circled the drain.

	Maggie turned the faucets on for me. She said, “They stick sometimes.” Fumbling around on a shelf behind a striped curtain, she produced a bar of antibacterial soap and handed it to me.

	Placing my hands under the warm water calmed me. I lathered with soap and rinsed. I asked Maggie, “Do you have any paper towels or anything, so I can clean my shirt?”

	She rummaged around in the cabinet and came out with something even better than paper towels: Clorox Wipes! She said, “I bought these last week. I always keep some here.”

	After I cleaned the bird poop off my shirt, I looked around for a place to throw the wipes. I ended up adding them to a pile of garbage spilling out of a plastic can. They added disinfect smell to the putrid one monopolizing the air. Washing the Clorox off my hands, I wiped them on the back of my shirt to dry them.

	As we stepped into the kitchen, I suggested we join Maggie’s father and Andy.

	Max looked small and broken. I wondered who he’d been as a young man. He’d married. He and his wife had raised three children. His file said he’d been a painter, painting homes for income and artwork to fulfill his passion. I knew what it felt like to lose someone close to you. Losing my mom had broken me, but not completely. I was still young. I had my whole life ahead of me. Max did not.

	As we approached the men, Andy put down the newspaper he’d been trying to convince Max to throw away.

	I tried a different approach. I asked Max about his painting. I tried to imagine his home with a fresh coat of paint. It must have been a gorgeous house at one time. The living room was turquoise with a white ceiling, although the ceiling had taken on a gray tinge. The kitchen was yellow with the same color ceiling.

	Max said, “I haven’t been able to paint lately.”

	Andy, relentlessly pursuing his goal, said, “There’s no room to paint in here. Where are your paint brushes, anyway? Could you even find them?”

	Max replied, “Mary was my muse. It’s not the same now.”

	I asked, “Did you ever paint her? Ever do family portraits?”

	Max said, “Yes.” The look in his eyes was one of sheer torment.

	Maggie said, “Dad, would it be all right with you if I showed them your paintings?”

	Max said, “Sure, sure…” Then, anger rising up inside him, he shouted, “But don’t give any of them away, you hear me, Maggie? Those are never to be given away, even after I’m dead and gone! OK?”

	Placing her hand on her father’s shoulder, Maggie said, “Don’t worry, Dad. Those paintings mean a lot to me, too. Our family will always hold onto them.”

	Turning to me and Andy, Maggie said, “C’mon. The paintings are out in the barn.”

	Andy told me, “You go. I’ll stay here with Mr. Davenport.”

	Making our way through the maze of boxes to a back door, we exited into a huge backyard with a barn at the top of a grassy incline. I felt short of breath and had a throbbing pain in the lower right side of my abdomen as we hiked up to it.

	Unlocking a side door and flipping a switch, Maggie flooded the interior of the barn with light. This space was different than the interior of the house. There was room to walk. No piles of cardboard boxes. However, this was still a hoarder’s domain. The barn was filled with tables and the tables were piled high with stuff. There were all kinds of things hanging from the rafters: hoses and tools, blankets, deflated balloons, stained glass panels suspended from metal chains, canvas paintings on decorative ropes.

	Walking past quite a few tables, I noticed there seemed to be a theme for each. Piles of books on one, balls of yarn on another, a few tables filled with kids’ toys, others filled with machinery parts.

	Maggie took us to the far side of the barn. Several mannequins stood guard over wooden chests. The space had an eerie feel.

	Once again, pain shot through my abdomen. Sitting down on one of the chests and bending over my thighs, clutching my knees, I let out a scream. I started apologizing, but my words were swallowed up by torment. I managed to say, “I’m sorry…”

	Maggie said, “Don’t apologize. Can I do anything for you?” I felt horrified by my lack of professionalism. A client’s family member should not be tending to the Social Worker.

	As had happened in the kitchen, the pain stopped in an instant. Just like that. Taking over my mind and body like some alien creature, and then gone in the blink of an eye.

	I stood up. “I’m really sorry. I have no idea what just happened. I had another episode of stabbing pain, but it’s gone now. I’d love to see your dad’s paintings.”

	Taking the lid off a wooden box about five feet tall and two feet wide, Maggie pulled out a large canvas painting. In it, five dogs were running around playing. Maggie said, “These are the dogs we owned when I was growing up.”

	I moved closer to inspect it. I commented, “I don’t see Lucky.”

	Maggie said, “Lucky’s new. My mom and dad got him at a shelter a few years ago.”

	All the dogs in the painting looked healthy and of normal weight. I asked, “Was Lucky always so thin?”

	Returning the canvas to the box and pulling out another one, Maggie said, “No. My dad needs help. He forgets where he put the dog food. Or he thinks he’s fed the dog when he hasn’t. His mind is completely clouded by losing my mother.”

	I asked, “Maggie, do you have any idea what might have happened to your mother?” I had a feeling that things weren’t exactly as they seemed, or her mother had met with some kind of tragedy. If she wasn’t dead, someone should have noticed her by now. Unless she had run away and was hiding from family. Or she had been kidnapped. Or she’d gotten lost in the woods or had a car accident and couldn’t remember who she was. Had this family hired a detective? How hard had they looked?

	Maggie said, “I don’t.” Tears streamed down her face. “I’ve offered to hire a detective, but my dad refuses to go along with that.”

	That shocked me, considering the pain in her father’s eyes. Chills ran up my spine. Had he done something to harm his wife, maybe killed her accidentally? I had an active imagination. I tried to put a lid on it. I said, “Why don’t you hire one, anyway? It’s best to look for a missing person as soon as possible before…” I didn’t finish the statement.

	Maggie said, “Look at this.” She flipped around the canvas she was holding.

	It was a middle-aged woman with gray hair and blue eyes. She had a band of pink flowers in her hair. The painting looked like one of those portraits where the eyes twinkled, but it was hard to make out the emotion. I interpreted it as mostly joy with hints of sadness. As I walked back and forth in front of the painting, the woman’s eyes followed me. What did she want? I felt that she expected something from me.

	Maggie pulled out a few more canvases. My favorite was an oil painting with thick layers of brightly colored paint showing a carnival in full swing. People wearing masks. Red scarves being pulled through the air like children’s balloons. Laughter. Dancing.

	We looked at other types of artwork her dad had made: ceramic pots, stained glass windows. He had been quite prolific.

	When we went back inside, I realized I had to pee.

	Locking myself in the bathroom, I tried to figure out how to use the toilet without getting an infection from gunk splashing up on me.

	I carefully lined the inside of the toilet bowl with toilet paper and floated some on top of the water.

	I had a horrible retching fit from the disgusting sight of the toilet and the smell of the bathroom through which I desperately tried not to throw up. I flung open the curtains to the storage shelves, grabbed the Clorox Wipes bottle, popped open the lid and took a whiff. It helped. Clutching the bottle to my chest, breathing in the antiseptic smell, I awkwardly unsnapped and unzippered my jeans with the other hand, tugged them down to my knees, then grabbed the elastic of my underpants and pulled them down an inch at a time. I yanked sheets of toilet paper off the roll and covered the seat. When I finally sat down, I couldn’t pee. I was too tense. I reached over and turned on the water. Visualizing waterfalls and me sitting next to them drinking copious amounts of coffee, I finally relaxed enough to urinate in bursts. When my bladder finally emptied, I stood up and flushed the toilet. Returning the Clorox Wipes to the shelf, I noticed something sparkling on a shelf. A woman’s wedding and engagement rings! I picked them up and inspected them. Inside the engagement ring there was an inscription: To you Mary, my eternal love. Max. I wondered: why would she have left those behind?

	I placed the rings back where I’d found them and snapped photos with my cell phone. Then I closed the curtains.

	When I reached the kitchen, pain stabbed me once again. Clutching the freezer handle on the refrigerator to steady myself, I accidentally pulled open the door.

	Maggie had entered the kitchen at exactly that moment. She covered her mouth with her hand and gasped. There in the freezer were vials of blood and yellow liquid that sure looked like urine.

	Max came in behind her. Oblivious to my pain, he shoved me aside and slammed the door shut. He shouted at me and Andy, “Get out of my house! You’ve invaded enough of my privacy!”

	Maggie asked her father, “What is that, Dad? Are those yours?”

	In a shocked voice, Max said, “No! Those are your mother’s. Those were her diabetes tests. It’s a living part of her. It’s all I have left, for God’s sake, Maggie!”

	



	


Chapter 7

	I spent the rest of my work week in the office, writing up a report on my visit to Max Davenport’s and reading case files on clients I’d be visiting with Andy the following week.

	When Saturday rolled around, I was exhausted. I slept until 11:00 AM. When I finally woke up, I stayed in bed, staring at the glow-in-the-dark stars and planets glued to my ceiling. I’d stuck them up there the year my mom agreed to let me paint my room dark blue with a black ceiling. I was thirteen at the time.

	I thought about the stabbing pains I’d experienced during my first field visit to a client’s home. On hindsight, I think I was using the same defense mechanism of denial my mother had used when she experienced early symptoms of ovarian cancer. They weren’t anything out of the ordinary: mild cramping, bloating, decreased appetite, needing to pee more often than she usually did.

	At first, she’d joked about the frequent need to pee, saying she had “old lady’s bladder.” I laughed every time she said it. Now, I felt tremendously guilty that I’d laughed.

	I did try to help her with the bloating. I suggested energy drinks and what I thought were healthy milkshakes made in the blender by mixing fruit, ice cream and milk for when she felt too full to eat solid food. She enjoyed them until she decided that all that liquid was making her pee more often and maybe the fruit was giving her gas. Her favorite was a banana-chocolate milkshake I made for her by blending bananas, vanilla ice cream, whole milk and chocolate syrup.

	I felt more humiliation than fear over my recent episodes with pain. I hoped they’d never return in a public place, and certainly never again at work.

	As I lay there, I explored the place where I’d felt the pain. There was definitely a lump in there! I felt the other side. It actually felt kind of the same, so I figured maybe it was a muscle. Or maybe my ovary? Could you feel your ovaries, or were they too small? I felt the problem side again. I couldn’t tell if there was a lump there or not, but I’d triggered the pain by pressing so hard.

	Owwwwww! I screamed bloody murder.

	As the pain lifted, I realized how quiet the house was and remembered that my dad was gone all day, helping a friend move into an apartment.

	I started thinking about the scene in Max Davenport’s kitchen. The vials of blood and urine in his freezer, how my pain had led me to that.

	New images formed in my head, things I’d ignored at the time. I was pretty sure there had been a mason jar filled with blood and another filled with urine in the freezer, in the back where the light wasn’t so good. Now that I thought about it, I felt I’d need to tell Andy about it. Would this need to be reported to the police?

	Also, there had been a door on the floor of the barn. I hadn’t thought about it much at the time. I’d thought of it as a door to the basement. But did barns have basements? I wanted to go back and ask Maggie to show me what her dad kept down there.

	Something lived in my abdomen, something that triggered pain as it tried to communicate important things to me. It had told me about the things in Max’s freezer. It had tried to tell me about the door in his barn.

	I had that bizarre thought, then worried I was going insane. I felt it more important than ever to locate my birth mom. I needed to know my genetics, in regard to both physical health and mental health. What risk factors did I carry inside me like ticking time bombs waiting to go off?

	Hopping out of bed, I pulled on a pair of purple socks with unicorns sewn into the cuffs and went out to the kitchen to find something to eat. Dumping Shredded Wheat into a bowl, I hunted around in the fridge for fruit. In the back of the crisper drawer behind a head of lettuce and a shrink-wrapped package of mushrooms, I found a couple of peaches. I washed and peeled one, then sliced it into slivers. Placing those in a pinwheel shape on top of the cereal, I drowned everything in milk. Grabbing the bowl and a spoon, I carried breakfast back to my desk and turned on my computer.

	Today was the day I’d begin searching for my mom in earnest.

	I Googled “adoption finding birth mom.”

	My eyes quickly scanned the page. I felt overwhelmed. The Internet offered many different ways to go about this, with all kinds of services and people willing to help for a fee. Partway down the page, there was an article by someone who wished they’d never found their biological mom. I refused to read that, tried to pretend it wasn’t there.

	I got up and brushed my hair. Looking in the mirror, I felt disappointed by the image staring back at me. My long brown hair had more broken ends than shine. My eyes were dull brown with streaks of red in the white part. My stomach pain had been taking a toll.

	Grabbing the bowl of cereal and peaches, I took it over to eat on my bed, trying to calm my heart and slow my pulse a safe distance away from my computer and the Internet.

	After eating the last bite, I returned the bowl and spoon to the kitchen, plopped them into the sink with the dirty dishes, and went back to my desk. Conjuring up courage, I forced myself to read one of the articles. It had a whole bunch of suggestions.

	Ask your adoptive parents. My mother was deceased. I couldn’t possibly ask my dad. I think after the loss of my mom, my dad would have been too threatened if I told him I wanted to meet my birth mom. I would have been able to talk this over with my mom. She was open and would have worked through all her emotions with me. I’m sure we both would have cried, but she would have given her blessing for me to find out where I came from.

	Get your birth certificate from the state where you were born. I had no idea where I was born. Damn.

	Go to your local adoption agency and see if they can help. I guess I could do that.

	Then I found something that looked promising: Adoption Search Angels. I had no idea such a thing existed. Reading further, I discovered they work for free. Free is good, considering my limited finances. They’re volunteers who are emotionally invested in uniting adopted children with their birth parents, often because they went through the same thing at one time.

	I got up and paced around the house. I watched a couple of TV shows. I made myself a club sandwich for lunch, which took quite a bit of time. I ate it watching a couple more shows. I had a bowl of ice cream for dessert. Finally, taking a can of Diet Coke back to my desk, I Googled “adoption search angels list.” Wow, it turned out there were a lot of them!

	My eyes filled with tears. Curling up in a fetal position on the bed, I started sobbing. I missed my mom so badly, it ached.

	I had to do this. I needed answers about myself.

	Wiping the tears from my face with a sleeve, I got back on the computer.

	There were all kinds of Search Angel sites. One had glittery animated angels flapping their wings along the top of the page that had links to the volunteers. Another had pictures of angels watching over babies in baskets. There were also plain pages and lots of forums.

	I decided to start out gradually by asking questions anonymously in one of the forums. I picked a forum to join and signed up with the username BallerinaGirl. I chose that as a pledge of loyalty to my mom who raised me, a username based on the tiny dancing girl in her jewelry box. I found an image of a ballerina online that was free to use and made that my avatar.

	Then I took the plunge.

	I entered the main forum and posted this: I just found out about adoption search angels. How do I go about finding one? I’m adopted and want to find my birth mom. I titled the post: In Need of an Adoption Search Angel.

	I fought the urge to delete it. I hopped on Netflix and watched an hour-long show to try to forget what I’d done. I didn’t expect an answer, but I felt naked after sending that request out into the world. It was ridiculous because no one knew who BallerinaGirl was or where she was from. I hadn’t posted any identifying information. Truth be told, BallerinaGirl was actually a little metal girl with a pink tutu glued onto her forever and ever. She lived in a box and whenever anyone lifted the lid, she was forced to twirl round and round. Ugh. That sounded terrible. It made my real life seem pretty spectacular. 

	When the show was over, I went back out into the kitchen to throw my soda can into the recycle bin. Noticing the dishes in the sink, I decided to empty the dishwasher and load it up with dirty dishes. Clearly trying to avoid my computer, I went on an obsessive-compulsive streak, scrubbing the sink out and wiping down the counters.

	Finally, curiosity got the better of me and I knew I had to peek at the forum. I grabbed another can of Diet Coke and returned to my desk.

	Before I had a chance to get online, I received a text message from my dad: Won’t be home until late. Eating dinner here. Money in the kitchen drawer for pizza. That OK?

	I typed back: sounds good. no problem.

	A pang of guilt went through me. I felt like I was about to betray my dad.

	Getting back into the forum, I searched for my post. Running my finger down the list of new ones, I finally found In Need of an Adoption Search Angel. It had 100 comments already! WTF. I clicked on the post. My head started to swim. There really were a tremendous number of comments.

	Taking a swig of soda and reminding myself to breathe and stop hyperventilating, I started reading. Many of the comments were people simply wishing me good luck and telling me they’d been through the same thing. There were many statements of having never regretted it. A few saying it was the best thing they’d ever done. A few writing long diatribes about how horrible their birth mothers turned out to be and how they wished they’d never met them. Sprinkled in the conversation were ten actual search angels. Ten already! How many were there in the world, I wondered, helping people find their way back to their biological parents?

	My hands shook as I clicked on messages. Over and over, I had to remind myself to slow down, concentrate and breathe.

	I read all ten messages from the search angels as carefully as I possibly could with all the adrenalin and fear racing through my body. What if these people weren’t who they said they were? What if I bared my soul to some creep pretending to be an angel?

	After reading through all the posts by the search angels twice, I picked one. Her name was Hannah Chandler. She had her own website. It looked professional. Plain white background. Fancy black lettering edged in gold along the top that simply stated: Hannah Chandler, Adoption Search Angel…Underneath in smaller letters: Let me be your guide. A separate section labeled Family Photos showed both her birth family and her adoptive family. An About My Own Journey section talked about how difficult it had been to reconcile her origins with where she grew up. She was Romanian. She had been given up by her parents and placed in an orphanage in Romania. She wrote about how a couple of workers took a shine to her and doted on her and saved her from the neglect that so many of the other orphans experienced. She was adopted when she only eighteen months old and doesn’t remember anything before the age of three. Her first memory was a happy one: going to a water park with her family, her adoptive parents catching her as she slid down a waterslide in the kids’ pool.

	I replied to her comment in my forum thread: I’ll PM you. Then I sent her a brief private message: I’m interested in the services you provide. I’d like to find my birth mom. How does this work?

	She answered within seconds: Hello! I’m happy to help you. As with all reputable search angels, I don’t charge any money. If you find my services helpful and want to pay something, you can donate to any of the charities listed on my website, or another of your choosing. All the charities on my website help orphans. Now, what is your real name? I’ll need that to begin the search. Also, do you know where you were born? The hospital? If not, maybe the city or state, or country if you were born outside the United States?

	My hands shook as I replied: My name is Jade Whitaker. Anxiety crept up the back of my neck, gave me a prickly feeling and that horrible out-of-body experience that I recognize as a full-blown anxiety attack. I was letting this complete stranger know my name and asking them to search for a person related to me by blood that I might be better off not knowing.

	At this point, however, I was committed. I needed to see this through.

	I typed: I don’t know any of the other information.

	Hannah replied: Have you asked your adoptive parents about how you came to be adopted and if they have any records on your birth?

	Tears streamed down my face as I replied. It was as though a floodgate had opened. Sobbing, my hands trembling, I typed: My mom (adoptive mom) died last year. She and my dad never told me anything about my adoption. I never asked, but now I want to know.

	Hannah answered: Honey, I’m so sorry. May I ask you a question? You aren’t hoping that your biological mother will actually mother you, are you? That doesn’t always work out.

	I was shocked by the question. I said: No, not at all. No one could ever replace my mom. She died of ovarian cancer and I’ve been having pain in my lower right abdomen. I suddenly realized it would be helpful to know my genetics.

	Hannah replied: Can you ask your father about your adoption? It would help a great deal in our search.

	I typed: Can I think about it?

	Hannah answered: Of course. Everything’s on your schedule, dear. I’m just here to help.

	I typed: Thank you.

	That night, I thought long and hard about talking to my dad. When he came home, he looked too exhausted to approach. I decided I’d try the next day.

	I slept fitfully that night. I finally decided to get up when I woke for the bazillionth time at 9:00 AM. I found my dad in the kitchen drinking coffee and reading the newspaper. He still reads a paper version of the news every single day. There was a plate on the table filled with toast crumbs and gobs of strawberry jelly swimming in butter. He always heaps toppings on everything he eats, even jelly toast. His coffee would be the same way: multiple spoonfuls of sugar. I had started worrying about him after losing my mom, worried that he’d have a heart attack if he didn’t change his eating habits.

	He looked up from the paper, said good morning and took a sip of coffee before returning to whatever he was reading. The headlines on the front page facing me screamed in large font: Disease from Alien Visitors Spreads Eastward. That was scary. I’d been reading online about people on the West Coast seeing humanoid creatures with green skin and large black eyes, or gray skin and the same kind of eyes. They said the eyes were so black and reflective, they hypnotized you. Then the creatures did something that scrambled your thoughts and downloaded images into your mind, often in rapid succession—just like when you click on something that you shouldn’t in your emails or online and viruses start streaming into your computer in rapid succession and damage it beyond repair. Except that with these creatures, it was your brain that was being destroyed. Scientists had started thinking that some kind of weird, alien virus might be involved because the effect was starting to spread to people in nearby areas who had no known contact with the aliens. There was talk about placing all of California, Oregon and Washington state under quarantine.

	I poured cereal into a bowl, drowned it in milk and sat down at the table. I brought up the story on the front page before addressing the issue of my adoption. I said, “What do you think about the story on the front page?”

	Looking up through the top of his bifocals, my dad said, “I think it’s mass hysteria. People going nuts for whatever reason and believing in something that isn’t really there to justify it. We’re living in trying times. It makes sense that people in California were the first to see the aliens. People out there believe in all kinds of stuff—healing crystals, chemtrails, that fake Morgellons disease, using marijuana to cure disease. The culture’s ripe for people blaming their problems on aliens from outer space.”

	I didn’t want to contradict him because I didn’t want to get him upset, but it wasn’t true that Californians were the first to report seeing aliens. The first report actually came from a group of hikers in the Adirondack Mountains of New York State. Soon after that, an airplane pilot reported seeing flying saucers over the village of Aurora, New York.

	I ate my cereal in silence for a few minutes. Then, as casually as I could, I said, “Hey, Dad, can you tell me about my adoption?”

	Dad closed his newspaper. His facial expression changed to one of deep sadness, like the sky when storm clouds suddenly roll in. He said, “Sure. I knew this day would come.” Then he got up and walked out of the room.

	I didn’t know what to make of that. Was he mad at me?

	He came back into the kitchen with a large manila envelope in his hands. Sitting back down at the table, he said, “Your birth certificate’s in here. It doesn’t have the name of your father on it, but it does have the name of the woman who gave birth to you.” He placed the envelope on the table between us and slid it toward me.

	I looked at him. I wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the right words.

	My dad rubbed his hand through his hair, a telltale sign that he was nervous. I’d won poker games against him after I’d recognized that tell. He said, “I hope you aren’t trying to replace your mother. It would break her heart.”

	That was probably true; but I was pretty sure it was his way of telling me it would break his heart, too, even though he’d never admit it. I would have been more shocked that he’d even suggested such a thing except that the search angel had already questioned me about it. I guessed that was a thing people did, looked for someone to replace the mother they’d lost.

	Reaching out and putting my hand on my dad’s arm, I looked into his eyes that were now filled with incredible sadness. I assured him that I only wanted to know who my biological parents were in order to ask about diseases that might run in their family. I said, “I think after mom’s death, I’ve suddenly become aware of my own mortality. Dad, I’d like to know what steps I should take to look after my health—you know, risk factors that I should be aware of, medical tests I should have done, stuff like that.”

	My dad grasped my hand and covered it with his other hand. He said, “That makes so much sense. You do what you need to do. Just remember: I love you and I’m here for you, just like your mom always was.” Nodding his chin in the direction of the envelope, he said, “Go on, then. Take a look.” He released my hand.

	I reached over. Grabbed the envelope. Undid the metal clasp. I felt like my life was about to change in some hugely irrevocable way. Opening the envelope would be like opening Pandora’s box. I had no idea what I was releasing into my world.

	Curiosity propels us forward. There was no going back now.

	I peered into the envelope. There were a bunch of things in there.

	I dumped the contents onto the table. The first thing I noticed were two hospital bands. I flipped them over to read them. One had my name: Jade. No last name. My birth date. And the words: Daughter of Cora Frost.

	A feeling of shock went through me. I don’t know why, but I didn’t expect to see my mother’s name on my band. I wanted to warm up gradually to finding her name on my birth certificate. I wasn’t ready for this.

	I looked up at my dad. His eyes were even sadder than they’d been a moment earlier. I said, “Cora Frost—is that my biological mother?”

	My father said, “Yes.”

	I asked, “Why don’t I have a last name on my baby bracelet?”

	My dad said, “Because we were planning to adopt you right away. This was all prearranged.”

	I asked, “You mean through an adoption agency?”

	My father said, “Well, kind of. The process was actually called an independent adoption. It was arranged by a lawyer rather than an agency. Your mom and I desperately wanted a child. With an independent adoption, we were responsible for paying all the medical and living expenses for the pregnant woman and all the legal fees involved in the adoption.”

	I tried to absorb all that. I’d never even heard of an independent adoption before that moment.

	I asked, “So, did you know this…” I looked down at the band again. “…Cora Frost? Did you know her?”

	My dad said, “Yes.”

	I was shocked that I’d never heard of this before. My parents had known my birth mother. I’d never even heard of her. I’d just assumed my parents had gone through an adoption agency and had no knowledge whatsoever about who my biological parents were.

	I asked, “So what was she like?”

	My dad said, “She was twenty years old when she had you. She was very smart.” He smiled. “You obviously inherited that from her.” Drumming his fingers on the table, another sign that he was nervous, he continued, “She was in college. She got pregnant by a boyfriend who took off as soon as he heard she was pregnant. She had big dreams. She planned to go on to graduate school, get her doctorate degree and eventually become a professor.”

	I liked the sound of that. I asked, “Do you know where she is now?”

	My dad seemed surprised by the question. He said, “Oh, no. We didn’t stay in touch. We visited her during the pregnancy.” My dad got a wistful look in his eyes. He said, “Your mom bought newborn outfits and baby blankets for the day we got to take you home from the hospital. We were so excited about the new baby we’d soon have. We were worried that Cora might change her mind after you were actually born, but we didn’t need to worry about that. She wanted a good home for you, but she made it very clear over her entire pregnancy that she didn’t want to be a mother. Your mom was there for the birth. The hospital set it up that way, so that your mom would be part of the birthing process and so that she could hold you right after you were born, to begin the bonding process. We never saw Cora again after she was discharged from the hospital. She seemed ready to move on with her life. And we were ready to begin our lives as new parents.”

	I asked, “Do you know where she is now? Or how I could find her?”

	He said, “I have no idea. She was just a college student back then. She had pretty big ambitions. She could have gone anywhere to graduate school or to teach, if that’s what she ended up doing.”

	I thought about records. The more records I could give to Hannah, the better.

	I asked my dad if he knew what college she had been attending.

	He remembered, so that gave me another lead. If she had gone on to graduate school, maybe the college had a record of where she’d gone.

	I asked my dad for the name of the law firm that had set up the adoption. He wrote down the name. He said, “I don’t know if they’re still in business or not, but that was the firm we used. Our lawyer was Evan Hawkins. Nice man. Probably in his mid-thirties back then.

	I stood up, gave my dad a big hug and said, “I’m glad you and mom raised me. You were the best parents anyone could ever ask for.”

	Dropping the hospital bands back into the envelope, I headed off to my room to let Hannah know what I’d found.

	I closed my bedroom door. Before contacting the search angel, I pulled my birth certificate out of the envelope. And I discovered additional papers, including one from the hospital with footprints of my newborn baby feet. They were so tiny! And information I’d never had before that day. My birth mother’s name: Cora Frost. My birth weight: 8 pounds, 2 ounces. The time I was born: 4:10 AM.

	I had opened a door into a whole new world and into a part of myself I’d never known before.

	



	


Chapter 8

	The next day at work, I was scheduled to visit two homes with Andy: Max Davenport’s where one of his sons was supposed to show up after Maggie talked him into it and the home of a new client named Olivia Barrett. She apparently hoarded cats as well as things and her neighbors were quite upset because so many of her cats ran around outside, looking emaciated and killing birds.

	First thing in the office, I grabbed a cup of coffee from the Staff Lounge and the files on my two clients. Aubrey was cheerful as always. Her sunny disposition clashed with my feeling close to a hangover from getting so little sleep. A migraine was dancing around my eyeballs, threatening to go full-blown headache. I tried to be civil and to get away as quickly as possible.

	I asked for the charts.

	Aubrey had her hair in pigtails. Star shapes had been shaved into the rainbow stripes on the back of her head. Every time she moved, the pigtails bounced with energy, reminding me of springs. Her hair had been died pink, no more blonde. She had glitter in her blush and eye shadow—subtle, but specks twinkled every time the light hit them. She was wearing a pink top with a short white skirt, hoop earrings and a bunch of bangle bracelets. Her brightness made me feel like something that had crawled out of a cave.

	She said, “Hi, Jade! How are you this morning?” and flashed me a huge smile. Her teeth were incredibly white and perfect.

	I said, “Good. Busy. But good.”

	Undefeated by my attempted hint that I was too busy to talk, she asked, “How was your weekend?” in a rather sing-song voice.

	I said, “Good. Good. I need the charts ASAP. I’m going out to visit those clients with Andy this morning.”

	Aubrey said, “Sure. Sure. Just remember to sign them out.”

	I scribbled my name on the sign-out sheet. As soon as I had the charts in hand, I made my escape through the maze of hallways to my office. I shut the door and pored over the files, slugging back coffee to wake up.

	At 9:30, Andy knocked on my door. “Ready to go?”

	We drove to Olivia’s house first. It was a white ranch-style house with red shutters and a dark blue door. When we rang the bell, someone peeked out from behind tattered lace curtains. When the door opened, we encountered a woman in her thirties wearing a gray T-shirt and sweatpants. She had short black hair with wonderful shine and well-defined muscles in her arms. She looked healthy and in great physical shape.

	Andy said, “Hello. We’re here to see Olivia Barrett.”

	Opening the door wider, the woman said, “That’s me. Come on in.”

	This was different than Max’s house. Whereas Max had stacks of boxes that created walls around the narrow aisles winding through them, Olivia had simply piled things on top of each other without bothering to put them in boxes or containers. As we entered a cleared rectangular space about two feet by three feet, we came face-to-face with a wall built from layers of collected things: stuff like an old-style TV and rowing machine on the bottom, a coffee maker box and microwave in the middle, papers and blankets and all kinds of other things piled on top to create a jerry-built structure.

	A tiny kitten suddenly appeared at the top of the mountain. It was a black ball of fluff with blue eyes. Olivia reached up and grabbed it. Holding the kitten in one hand and stroking its fur, she said, “Come in. I cleared a space for us to talk.”

	Sure enough, the center of the living room was uncluttered and vacuumed. Andy and I sat on comfortable chairs. Olivia sat on the couch.

	Andy started the session. “I understand that you contacted our office to ask for help.”

	Olivia said, “Yes. I’d like help with my neighbors.”

	Andy asked the obvious question: “With your neighbors?”

	Olivia said, “Yes. They reported me to our local health department. I agreed to seek counseling in return for not being evicted from my house.”

	Andy said, “Do you understand what we do?”

	Holding the kitten up to her face and looking into its eyes before placing it on the couch, she said, “Yes. You help hoarders. I understand that I’ve been labeled a hoarder.”

	I expected her to continue. When she didn’t, Andy asked, “Do you consider yourself to be a hoarder?”

	Olivia said, “I don’t put much stock in labels. I just hold onto things for a sense of continuity. And, also, I don’t want to be part of our throw-away society.” With a defiant tone, she added, “I’m guessing you wouldn’t either if you were in my shoes.”

	Andy said, “Oh, I don’t know about that. Labels aren’t always a bad thing.”

	Olivia said, “You ever been to war?”

	Andy said, “No, I haven’t.”

	Turning to me, she asked, “How about you?”

	I said, “No, I haven’t either.”

	Olivia said, “Well, I have. Two tours of duty in Iraq, another tour in Afghanistan. Nothing was permanent. I lost friends.” Pulling up the right side of her sweatpants, she revealed a robotic leg. “I also lost a leg.”

	Andy said, “I’m sorry.”

	I felt incredibly uncomfortable. I had no idea what to say.

	Olivia continued. “OK, so now I’m back home, and my neighbors think they’re going to tell me how much stuff I can have in my house or how many cats I can own? I don’t think so!”

	Andy asked, “How many cats do you own?”

	Olivia answered, “Twenty-six counting the five new kittens I just got. I know all their names. Do you want me to recite them?”

	Andy said, “Sure.”

	Olivia managed to name all twenty-six cats. She said, “I know all their personalities. They’re all very different. I’m not getting rid of any of them.”

	Andy asked if we could see some of the cats. Olivia picked up the kitten from the couch. She said, “This one is Soot Sprite. Good name, huh?”

	I spoke for the first time since we got there. “I love the soot sprites in Miyazaki’s movies. Is that where you came up with the name?”

	Olivia said, “Yeah. From My Neighbor Totoro. I loved those sprites.”

	As we worked our way through Olivia’s house, we saw a total of twelve cats, five of which were the new kittens. Most of the older ones were scrawny-looking with matted fur.

	Andy asked where Olivia kept litter pans. She showed us into a powder room off the front hallway. The bathroom and litter boxes were clean. There were also bowls of dry food and water in there. Olivia said, “This is basically the cat room. They come and go as they please.”

	Andy asked, “Is there any kind of pecking order? Any alpha cats that keep the others from getting enough to eat?”

	Scratching her head, Olivia said, “I don’t actually know. I don’t usually watch them eat. Like I said, they’re allowed to come and go as they please. Here, I’ll show you something.”

	Leading us through mountains of collected items, Olivia led us to the back door.

	I studied the objects she’d collected. I felt like an archaeologist analyzing historical layers, although I couldn’t determine a pattern. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the collection. It reminded me of a bird’s nest: colorful ribbons and dresses and books and papers, along with a toaster oven, microwave, computer and all sorts of other things stacked into some kind of nest.

	When we got to the back door, Olivia pointed to a plastic flap at the bottom. She said, “That door gives them the freedom they want. They can go outside any time they choose.”

	Andy said, “I see. One complaint from your neighbors is that your cats are killing the birds.”

	Olivia opened her eyes wide in an expression of surprise, then asked, “Whose birds? Their birds?”

	Andy said, “No, just regular birds—wild ones, the ones normally outside.”

	Olivia said, “Yes. Well, that’s what cats do. There’s no law against that here. I checked.”

	I said, “Some of your cats are very thin. Are you concerned about that?”

	Turning around to head back toward the living room, Olivia shouted over her shoulder, “No, I’m not. They get plenty to eat.”

	When we returned to the living room, Andy said, “We can’t talk to your neighbors for you. We don’t do that. Would you like help with anything else? Would you like us to help you sort through your things, see if there are some you’d like to part with in order to give you more space in your house?”

	Olivia said, “I don’t need more space here. I don’t like open spaces. They make me feel nervous and uncomfortable. My home is where I go to feel safe. If you can’t help with the neighbors, I guess I don’t need your help.” She smiled and reached out her hand.

	Andy shook her hand first, then I did.

	As we were getting ready to walk out the front door, a mangy-looking calico cat sauntered up carrying a wriggling mouse in its teeth. Olivia laughed. “This one loves to bring me gifts.” Shooing the cat away, she said, “Come back later, Cinnamon. No mice in here!”

	When we got back to the car, I asked Andy what the next step would be for us with Olivia.

	Andy said, “There isn’t a next step. Not unless a family member or someone else specifically asks us to help, or the health department threatens to kick her out, or the bank threatens to foreclose on her house if she has a mortgage. Other than that, we don’t have the right to interfere with her life.”

	On the drive over to Max’s house, we listened to a podcast on UFOs. Andy said, “I’m trying to learn as much as I can, in case this stuff turns out be real.”

	I said, “Uh-huh. You should get informed about Big Foot and the Loch Ness Monster, too, while you’re at it.”

	Andy said, “Big Foot and the Loch Ness Monster aren’t taking over people’s brains and making them go crazy right now. Have you heard the reports coming out of California?”

	I said, “Yeah. I am a bit concerned, actually. It just seems so surreal. Something definitely seems to be happening out there. It could be anything affecting those people, though, maybe something in their water supply.”

	Andy said, “I can’t think of anything that normally gets into the water supply that would make you see things that aren’t there.” He smiled. “I mean, unless they’re dumping LSD into the reservoir or something.”

	I said, “Yeah, I’m sure that’s not happening. Sounds like something a movie villain would do. In real life, it would be too expensive.” I laughed.

	As we drove up to Max’s place, we stopped joking around.

	Six police cars with flashing red and blue lights had pulled into his driveway and parked on his front lawn. Wheel marks had flattened the grass and left a trail.

	A bunch of police officers had gathered in the front yard. Max’s hands were constrained in handcuffs behind his back. Maggie was there, along with two men I didn’t know. Maggie was waving her hands, talking to the officers and crying. Neighbors had lined up across the street to watch the spectacle.

	Andy parked next to the curb. As we got out of the car and stepped on the grass, a police officer placed a hand on his gun and walked toward us at a fast pace. Noticing this, Maggie came up beside him. In a shaky voice, she said, “Officer, these are my dad’s social workers. They were working with him on his hoarding issues.”

	The officer said, “Fine. They can’t go inside the house or inside any buildings on the property, though, you understand? Same for you, Miss. This is a crime scene now. We need all of you to leave as soon as we take your dad to the station. We’ll be taping off the area.”

	As he turned and left, a couple of the other officers took Max by the arms and walked him to one of the police cars. Blue and red light washed over the houses and ground with a sweeping rhythm. The crowd murmured. A couple of people pointed.

	Maggie put her face in her hands and wept. The sound she made was horrible, like the howling of a wounded animal.

	I didn’t know what to say. Andy remained silent, observing her, waiting.

	Finally, Maggie wiped the tears from her face and the snot from under her nose. She looked incredibly lost and tormented. Her eyes looked haunted. She said, “I don’t understand. I don’t understand.”

	I asked, “What happened, Maggie?”

	She said, “The police found my mother.”

	I said, “Oh, my God, Maggie. Is she OK?” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I shouldn’t have said them.

	Maggie started crying again. Eventually getting herself under enough control to speak, she said, “No, she’s not OK! The police found her in a room under the barn. My dad had arranged to have the space dug out, cement poured to make walls and a floor, and a trapdoor placed on top. The police are accusing him of killing my mom. My dad says she died in her sleep and he couldn’t part with her. He’d drained her blood and set her up down there. The room was filled with roses, most of them dead. He said he brought her flowers every day. Let me go talk to my brothers…” With that, she turned and walked away.

	Out of the blue, like lightning in a storm, a sharp pain ripped through my abdomen like I’d been shot. I sank into a crouching position, clutching my stomach and moaning. As soon as I could, I stood back up. Andy walked beside me to the car and opened the door. When we got inside, he said, “You really need to get that checked. It could be appendicitis. Don’t worry about taking time off. We have a pretty generous sick day policy and fifteen extra mental health days if needed. I’m going to take a few days off next week myself. That was a rather gruesome turn of events, wouldn’t you say?”

	I shook my head yes. I stared out the window as we drove back to the office. People were walking along the side of the road. The show was over; they were going back home, probably to gossip about whatever they thought had happened at Max’s place.

	



	


Chapter 9

	When I got home from work, I sat down at my computer and signed into the search angel forum. I had a message from Hannah!

	I got up and paced around my room for a while. Today had been so emotional, I didn’t know if I could handle anything more.

	Finally, I sat back down and opened the message.

	There it was: the information I had asked for. The message conveyed Hannah’s excitement: I have great news for you, Jade. Your biological mother, Cora Frost, is a college professor. She has a doctorate degree in Clinical Psychology and works as a college professor. She’s currently doing field research with a professor from the Anthropology Department at her school. They’re studying a cult in Roswell, New Mexico.

	She listed the name of the college, the college address and phone number, the name and location of the cult and Cora’s cell phone number.

	I typed back: My goodness, how did you ever get so much information so quickly?

	Hannah replied: I have my ways. She added a smiley emoji.

	I thanked her and asked if I owed her any kind of payment.

	She said: No. I don’t charge for my services. It makes me feel good to help people who are in the same kind of situation I was in a while back. You can donate money to an organization that helps orphans, if you’d like. I have a number of great ones on my website. Also, you can pay this experience forward by helping someone else out who’s in need of support.

	I didn’t know what to say. I typed: Thank you so much! You’re very kind. I added a couple of heart emojis and a flower bouquet one.

	Hannah sent back an animated heart sticker that beat. Then she typed: Let me add one more thing. If you decide not to go through with contacting your biological mother, that’s fine. This is a big step, one that will change your life forever. Don’t feel obligated to contact her if you don’t want to. I find information for people on their biological parents, but it’s totally up to each person to make the decision about what to do with it. I wish you well, no matter what you decide. If you want to talk anything over with me, just private message me here or use the email on my website.

	I felt comforted by that. The decision was mine and I had someone to talk to. I thanked her again. Then I copied-and-pasted all the information she’d given me into a Word document.

	I sat staring at the page for a while. Cora Frost, Ph.D. That sounded pretty good. It should be safe enough to contact a college professor. Before I lost my courage, I typed a text message to her with my cell phone: Hello. My name is Jade Whitaker. Could we meet sometime? I’ve just found out that you’re my biological mother. I’m having some health issues and would like to know something about my family genetics. I deleted I’m having some health issues. That might scare her off if she thought I wanted actual help with that.

	Then I pressed Send.

	That night, I slept fitfully and miserably. I had dreams that Cora Frost turned out to be a witch with the power of freezing spells. She agreed to meet with me. Suddenly extending her arms and hands toward me, she shot snow, frost and ice from her fingertips. She froze me solid. Then she took me to Siberia and buried me beneath the permafrost. I tried to scream, but no sound came out. I woke up, gasping for air and trembling. It took me a while to calm down.

	I hopped onto my computer and played Dragon Age: Origins to take my mind off reality.

	Falling back asleep later that night, I woke up with the worst pain in my stomach I’d ever experienced in my entire life in the same spot that kept flaring up. I decided right then and there that I’d take the week off like Andy had suggested.

	In the morning, I made an appointment with our family doctor. When they heard how much pain I was in, they scheduled me for that day, late in the afternoon.

	The waiting room drove me crazy. The pain flickered on and off. It was low level and intermittent, but it had me on edge. A baby kept crying. An old man kept coughing. The phone kept ringing. I wanted to scream.

	Finally, the nurse came to the door and called my name. I grabbed the backpack I used as a purse and followed her into the examination room. She gave me one of those crispy, crackling pieces of paper they call a gown to put on. Ugh.

	After I’d taken everything off but my socks and put on the crunchy tablecloth with arm holes, I climbed up onto the examination table and waited. And waited.

	Finally, Dr. Rutherford knocked on the door and entered the room.

	I explained my symptoms. She asked me to lie down. I had been told to put the gown on so that it opened in front. Folding the right side of it back, she pressed on my abdomen. I didn’t mean to, but I let out a horrible scream. The pain had been unleashed. I kept moaning. I rolled over and pulled my legs up to my chin.

	Dr. Rutherford said, “Let me get an ultrasound of the area.” She sounded serious.

	A technician rolled in the ultrasound machine and waited until I could straighten my body. I begged him not to press too hard.

	He applied cold gel to the wand. I held my breath as he moved it around.

	Glancing at the monitor, I saw a weird shape, but I had no idea what it meant. Was this normal? Abnormal? If so, what was it?

	The technician gave me no clue. He looked at the screen, moved the instrument over the area, took lots of pictures, then left.

	When the doctor came back, she had a serious look on her face. She said, “Why don’t you get dressed and then meet me in my office?” She wasn’t smiling.

	I peeled off the crackly gown, got dressed and found my way to her office.

	Dr. Rutherford’s eyes were filled with concern. She said, “There’s something on your ovary, Jade.”

	The memories of my mom’s illness washed over me like a tsunami. I put my face in my hands and wept. I had cancer, I just knew it.

	Dr. Rutherford said, “I know this is scary, but we don’t know what it is. You’re young. It’s probably benign, whatever it is. I want you to see this specialist.” She handed me a slip of paper with the name and address of a gynecologic surgeon. She also gave me a prescription for pain medicine. She told me to take it as needed. I took both papers from her hand, feeling numb and in shock. She said, “We’ll call and make an appointment for you.”

	They’d never made an appointment for me before. I knew I had cancer. I just knew it.

	By the time I got home, I’d made up my mind. I was going to find my birth mother. It was now or never. I was going to fight this monster inside me with every treatment available. I wanted to know if I had a family history of cancer, if anyone had survived it and, if so, what treatment had worked for them.

	The doctor’s office called. I had an appointment with the specialist the next day.

	I texted Cora Frost again that night. It was a brief request: I’d really like to meet you. Thanks.

	The next day, I went to the specialist. Another tech, a young woman with black-framed glasses, used a fancier ultrasound that produced more detailed images. She clicked, marked places on the images, saved pictures. Then I met with the specialist, Dr. Barbara Moulton.

	I had some kind of growth. They couldn’t be sure what it was until they did surgery.

	Surgery! My life hadn’t even started. I finally had my first real job. And I was going to die.

	I asked to put the surgery off for two weeks. Dr. Moulton scheduled the surgery for me at the reception desk. She said, “The nurse will give you the instructions for how to prepare and where to show up. You’ll need someone to drive you.” With a warm look in her eyes, she said, “Try not to worry too much. At your age, whatever we find will most likely be benign. You’ll feel better after it’s removed.”

	I thanked her, took the instruction sheet from the nurse and went to my car to cry. On my way home, I knew exactly what I would do next: schedule a plane flight to Roswell. What did I have to lose?

	



	

PART 3
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Chapter 10

	I had worked hard to get to this point. Graduated first in my class from the academy. Trained four additional years to become a time traveler on both the Anthropology and Medical teams.

	I’d had all the blood work and other medical tests done. I’d pushed myself hard in physical training. I’d been on twenty BTTMs, the Brief Time Travel Missions in which we get into a pod and travel backward or forward a few seconds, later a few minutes and eventually a few hours.

	The first missions backward were very odd. There were several times in which I’d landed back at a moment when I’d made a mistake. Of course, I wanted to fix it; but I knew that doing so would violate the Law of Noninterference, so I didn’t. The law had been made by the original Time Travel Council soon after time travel was invented. No one knew if it was necessary or not, but it was made on the basis of the multiverse theory that states there are many parallel universes in which every choice we’ve ever even thought about making is a reality. If we were to actually go back in time and change something we’d done, it could have unknown consequences for everything else in that time stream. The strongest example is if a person were to go back to a time before they were born and kill their parent, would they ever be born? If they were never born, what would happen to them? Would they suddenly disappear? And what about all the people whose lives they’d touched?

	The law had been amended in 3020 after the mission of Xavier Blake and Ian Redding, two time travelers on the Anthropology team. They had gone back in time to World War I in order to study the first instance of war that had affected so many countries and people, it was viewed as a planet-wide war. They thought they had their coordinates set to an Italian city not yet involved in the fighting, but they landed instead in the middle of a battle that had never been covered in the history books or any historical papers.

	Their time travel pod had landed directly in front of a FIAT 2000 tank. They popped their door open and Xavier stepped out. He was immediately shot and killed.

	Ian worked fast, grabbing Xavier’s body and setting the controls for immediate return back home.

	All time travel was canceled for a while until the scientific community could come up with guidelines for what to do in instances like this where there are two competing dangers to the integrity of the multiverse. In one instance, fighting back to save one’s life and killing someone from a past time period could change reality. On the other hand, if someone from a time period before the human gene pool was altered to create people with green skin captured one of us, that would definitely change history. Part of any mission is for us to stay hidden from all but a few people we feel we can trust by observing them before approaching them. No dead bodies are to be left behind. Of course, there have been accidents. The Roswell UFO Incident and several Area 51 incidents remain warnings in the textbooks we study.

	The amendment to the original law basically states that in the event that a time traveler needs to save their own life or the life of a fellow traveler or needs to bring back the dead body of a traveler, they are to use their judgment regarding the Law of Noninterference. In other words, if they need to expose themselves to people from whom they would normally hide or if they need to kill a person from the past, it’s basically a case of let the multiverse be damned, we’ll take our chances.

	The test that was the hardest for me is when I was sent back in time to right before my father’s death. We all had to do this. It was part of our training—to go back to a moment of intense loss or tragedy in our personal lives, to simply observe and do nothing. My father died from cancer, most likely caused by the aggression stimulant AgStim, one of the drugs designed to combat the overly calm disposition of modern people. The same mutations that scientists had made to the human genome hundreds of years earlier to allow our bodies to conduct partial photosynthesis, in order to reduce our need for food from a planet increasingly unable to supply enough for everyone to thrive, had a few side effects: green skin, greater passivity than previous generations, and increased empathy to the point where we could share thoughts. We were still animals. We continued to exhibit aggressive behavior and experience a wide range of negative emotions—anger, jealousy, hate—but none of that was particularly intense and we weren’t usually motivated to sustain it for too long. But some situations and jobs require aggression over longer periods of time. My father was a bit of a creative dreamer. He was a painter who discovered that AgStim allowed him to work longer hours. The longer hours he worked, the more paintings he could sell and the more our quality of life improved.

	AgStim has nasty side effects. When my dad binged on it for months at a time, he usually became violent. I was beaten numerous times until I learned to hide as soon as I saw the telltale signs he needed to withdraw from the stuff: his normally lustrous eyes became dull, his skin took on a grayish tinge and his hands shook.

	The Time Travel Administration (TTA) sent me back to three different points in time when I could have interfered with the timeline leading directly to my father’s death. The first mission took me back to the moment when he first decided to try AgStim. I was nine years old. AgStim was being heralded as a breakthrough invention in brain enhancement. The commercials that flickered across our virtual reality eyesets, the huge black lenses we popped over our eyes for direct neural access to the Information Hub, told us that AgStim was the invention that would advance the human race forward, just as the Photosynthesis Experiment had done for previous generations.

	My dad came home from his art studio telling us that his doctor had prescribed AgStim for him because he’d been feeling tired. I asked him, “So, you’ll have more energy, Dad?”

	He said, “That’s what they say. I should feel ten years younger and have the energy of a hummingbird drone.”

	I’d run off to paint him a picture in which my dad was a hummingbird drone zipping around his office with a paintbrush poking out of the top like an antenna. My dad loved the picture. He took it to work and hung it in his studio the next day, my simple kid’s picture hanging next to the professional paintings he sold.

	The TTA sent me back there. I had to be extremely careful not to let my family see me. I was to slip into the house through the back door and listen to the conversation from the kitchen. I’d remembered my mother wasn’t home that day and the younger me would be chatting with my dad and then off in my room painting the picture.

	I wanted more than anything to walk in and explain the dangers of AgStim to my father and warn him about his future. When it was time to leave, I hopped into my pod with tears streaming down my face.

	The next moment I was sent back to was a time when I was a teenager and my dad asked me to take his prescription to the pharmacy. His eyes had lost their shine and his hands were shaking.

	I wanted to stop the adolescent me from filling the prescription, but I held back.

	The most difficult mission of all, however, was when TTA sent me back in time to my father’s hospital deathbed disguised as a nurse.

	I could have saved him. He didn’t die from AgStim itself. He would have survived, after going through enhanced withdrawal where his body would be monitored and replenished with everything it needed. They were about to begin the process when the computer malfunctioned and mixed a deadly combination of drugs that would be poured into an IV bag and delivered through a tube into his veins.

	TTA put me through rigorous virtual reality training in which I relived this moment over and over again, and then relived it once more in a modified scene. I watched myself refill his water pitcher and chat with him as the other nurse hung the bag filled with poisonous liquid and started the drip. I watched my father’s body tremble and stiffen in a series of seizures. I watched him die within the large black contact lenses that obscured the rest of the world and made this my only reality. I was monitored the entire time. If I took off the lenses or ordered the program to stop running inside them, I would never become a time traveler. I had to pass this test.

	The final test was going back in time to that same moment with a virtual reality headset over my face, the split-screen type that allows a doctor to see reality in one section and medical information in another, so that my father wouldn’t recognize me. I was to take his vital signs through medical instruments in the headset while the nurse hung the bag and started the drip. I was to say nothing unless asked a question. I was to change nothing in that instance of time. I was to leave the room shortly after my dad began seizuring. I was in no way allowed to help or report the problem to hospital personnel.

	After surviving the incident and returning to the present time, I was debriefed. And then I was treated to the ritual that made all of this easier: two solid days of raucous partying and drinking with fellow trainees. Everyone got four days off following any of our Time Travel Missions: two for partying, two for recovering. It was, I believe, a ritual for reintegrating us back into our present time and having those of us who would be traveling through time on a regular basis bond as a group. Once we became full-fledged time travelers, we’d have clubs for that. It was important for us to realize how much we would need those and how much we should turn to them for support.

	After I completed my training as a time traveler on both the Anthropology and Medical teams, I received my first real mission. Training started with a series of classes. The first explained the goal of the mission.

	I woke up early, showered and dressed. Looking in the mirror, I liked what I saw. My skin had a healthy green color, none of the gray tinge I’d noticed after my final training mission. The luster had returned to my eyes, which were now bright green. The top of my head was green and smooth, no longer riddled with the rash I’d developed from the neoskin helmet. Next mission, I’d be wearing one of the older models, since I seemed to be allergic to the new ones.

	Walking across the TTA grounds, I thought how lucky I was. This place was beautiful and uplifting. Trees towered over white concrete buildings. Flowers in a wide variety of colors filled numerous gardens. Fountains tossed water up into the air and statues stood in the midst of them. A rich forest completely surrounded the campus, bathing it in the perfume of trees. Food was plentiful here, as were vitamins and other health enhancements. The latest in medical advancements and human-machine interfaces were available to us. Our teachers and trainers were all highly qualified.

	I had started thinking about whether or not I’d like to get an interface. My best friend, a time traveler in the History division, had recently had a chip implanted in her brain that would allow her to see historical events unfold as she read about them. It was a step beyond the VR eyesets or contact lenses, more immersive.

	I passed a few mechanical engineers with robotic arms that allowed them to work more efficiently on the time travel pods and the TTA’s infrastructure. One bowed their head to say hello.

	When I finally arrived at the instructional building, I sighed with happiness. Looking up at the tall white building in the shadow of living, breathing trees, sunlight forming a sparkling pool on the ground in front of it, I thought how long my journey had been to this point where I’d be given an actual mission.

	I stepped from the quiet campus into a hallway bustling with recent graduates, everyone on their way to find out where they’d be going and the purpose of their assignment.

	I found my classroom and got seated just a few minutes before the instructor entered the room and introduced herself. She was short, had green freckles and one of the latest fashion enhancements: long blue hair implants. She looked like someone from the past when human beings still had hair. That kind of thing was totally impractical for time travelers or astronauts, but it was perfectly fine for teachers. I kind of liked the look. It was starting to grow on me.

	Folding her hands, she looked around the classroom. She smiled and said, “What a fine group of time travelers we have here! Welcome to Mission Instruction. I’m Dr. Raelynn Molyneux. Here’s how you spell it…” With a printing stick in her hand, she shined her name in the air, in bold yellow letters against a black background. A few heads nodded as they took pictures with their contact lenses.

	She said, “I’m going to explain your mission this way: downloads into your contact lenses followed by instruction. You’ll need to turn off all tune-out devices in your implants or contact lenses right now in order to experience the entire lesson. I’ll tell you when to turn them back on.”

	We saw footage of what was happening in other parts of the world and a history lesson on scientists saving our planet through genetic manipulation in the past. There were hints that something similar would need to be done again.

	I got chills partway through the lesson. What kind of manipulation were they talking about doing this time? The transition was never easy.

	We saw video that had been preserved from the past: footage of raging storms and massive fires and floods. It was from the epoch labeled the Near Apocalypse by historians. To those who had lived in those times, it must have seemed like the actual Apocalypse, the coming of the end times.

	A family stood in front of a burned house. The bottom section—made from wooden beams, as trees were abundant enough to do that back then—was charred and disintegrating. The interior was a pile of ash. Whatever the family had owned, all the things they had purchased and collected and treasured, had been turned to gray ash. A woman was holding up a few photographs and crying. She said to the reporter, “These are the only photos we found. All the rest were destroyed. This is all I have left of my kids’ childhoods.” The reporter asked, “Are your children OK?” Wiping tears from her face, the woman said, “Yes, thank God. Really, we’re incredibly blessed. We’re very lucky.”

	From a different time and place, that sounded so odd. That woman and her family were some of the unluckiest people on the planet. Faced with overwhelming tragedy, human beings have the unique talent of only comparing it with worse tragedies, rather than with better, happier times. It’s a survival mechanism. We feel that we’re lucky, rather than cursed. We convince ourselves that our luck will only increase in the future. It helps us move forward. And for those who get stuck, we’ve invented all kinds of medicines and more recently, implants. Unfortunately, all of this dulls the potential impact that tragedy has for teaching us important lessons. The human race never seems to learn from all of its mistakes.

	The reporter explained that one hundred and twelve homes in that family’s area had been destroyed by a forest fire that came down from the mountains and raged on for two weeks before firefighters got it under control. He said that luckily the fire was now completely out and families were returning to look for anything that remained of their home and belongings.

	Next, there were scenes of flooded streets in what was then Miami, Florida and New York City, New York. Cars floated upside down in the middle of flooded streets. The numbers of people who drowned were staggering.

	There was aerial footage of people in a place called New Orleans, Louisiana stranded on rooftops spelling out messages asking for help. Their homes were surrounded by floodwaters as high as second floors and attics. It was haunting.

	The tune-out device had been invented to lower the intense empathy that came with our mutated genes. I’d wished we could turn them back on. They never eradicated decent amounts of empathy. They just lowered it to a comfortable level when dealing with extremely painful situations others were in. Too much empathy often rendered it impossible for us to help in situations where action was needed. We became paralyzed.

	The film showed a wide variety of weather-related tragedies that occurred in the Near Apocalypse. Fires and droughts in food-producing parts of the world led to mass migrations of people desperate for enough food and water to survive. Countries began enacting laws to keep foreigners out. People died by the thousands. Scenes showing people starving to death—their faces gaunt, their eyes and stomachs bulging, bones clearly outlined where they would normally be covered by layers of fat and skin—were especially hard to watch.

	The most painful part of the film showed emaciated infants dying in their mother’s arms—veins protruding beneath the skin of their skulls, ribs pressing against taut flesh, arms and legs as thin as sticks, eyes bulging with a look of horror at the only reality those infants had ever known. This part affected me so deeply that I experienced terrible nightmares after going to sleep that night. I woke up covered in sweat and screaming. In my dream, I’d traveled back in time to a village where there were hundreds of infants in this condition. Their mothers had begged me to give them food and formula for their babies. I refused to do it. I told them rather haughtily that I could not violate the Law of Noninterference. I treated them as though they were immoral for asking me to do that. When they continued to beg, I turned down my empathy, swallowed AgStim and murdered their children. I woke up gasping for air.

	The instructional film showed mothers and children crossing miles of desert—on foot, riding even on the roofs of trains or in the trunks of cars—and families risking dangerous boat rides across miles of ocean to bring their families to places where they could thrive. They were repeatedly turned away for not being legal citizens of the places they were trying to enter.

	A Mexican boy and his mother, exhausted and dirty after walking miles of desert in extreme heat to reach the United States, were shot by a guard on the U.S. side of the border before they even crossed it. Their bodies were left to bake and rot in the blistering sun. Bobcats and wolves and coyotes found them and fed on their flesh. For the non-human animals, it was a feast, a celebration. It was the natural law of survival of the fittest.

	I pondered laws. People back then had tribal laws designed to protect their own kind. We have the Law of Noninterference. We aren’t allowed to kill people from a different time period, but we can certainly watch them die and do nothing to help. We’re expected to do that. What if the Law is wrong? What if the universe is a test? What if we’re supposed to right the wrongs of the past in order to fix the universe and pass the ultimate test? If this is true, our generation will fail, as all the generations before us have failed.

	Twice, I had watched my father die. I had been there when I knew he was about to be poisoned. I had done nothing to help. What if that was my own personal test—not only from the TTA, but also from the universe? What if the universe’s test was more important?

	Dr. Molyneux turned off the video downloads. Our contact lenses went back to normal. She said, “That was tough to watch, I know. It was important, however. It’s a history lesson to prepare you for your first two missions. It showed you a few events from the first Near Apocalypse caused by the human race. As those situations accelerated and got much worse, scientists worked on a variety of ways for the human race to adapt and survive. A few settlements were established on Mars, but they didn’t succeed. Everyone perished due to accidents in the inhospitable environment and countries lost their motivation to fund additional settlements. We’re the result of another experiment: major changes made to the human genome, so that we create some of our own food through photosynthesis. A major side effect of the photosynthesis: our skin color changed from shades of tan to shades of green. But it solved the food shortage problem. People used to eat three huge meals a day plus snacks. They had sandwiches that were 1,000 calories each, even drinks with that many calories. Can you imagine?”

	No, I could not. I felt queasy just thinking about it.

	Dr. Molyneux continued, “We’re now facing the second Near Apocalypse caused by man. You know what the world is like outside of elite enclaves like this one. People are once again starving. We’ve had a huge population explosion generation after generation. And we’re encountering a serious issue that the scientists of what is now known as the Green Genome Project did not foresee. Having plant genes spliced into human genes has over time bred too much passivity into us. Drugs like AgStim were supposed to be the answer, but they’re not a long-term solution. They cause mental illness and cancer. These drugs have led to extreme aggression and homicides. And they’re addictive—not immediately, but definitely after continued use. So, you are all going back to different points in time before the Green Genome Project occurred to collect blood and tissue samples. These will be used to splice modified genes for human aggression back into our gene pool. If the human race is going to survive, this needs to be done.”

	She gave us time to absorb that information.

	Then she said, “Your first mission is to go back to the moment when mothers gave birth to the first babies with successfully modified genes, the first babies with photosynthetic capabilities. That was not handled well. Because human beings back then had persecuted others with skin colors a different shade of tan than their own, scientists feared that babies with green skin would be killed. There were tribes in East Africa that had reacted horribly to people born without pigment. Here, let me show you what they looked like.”

	The image of a young boy with skin as white as snow and blue eyes and another image of a woman with pure white skin and red eyes flashed before our eyes.

	Dr. Molyneux said, “People in certain East African countries believed that albinos like this carried special powers. They believed that albinos were ghosts or demons, and that using their body parts in potions would bring great luck. People hunted the albinos and hacked off parts of their bodies—arms, tongues, genitals, any kind of part—to make their potions. There was good reason to hide the first generation of green-skinned photosynthetic babies away in a secret location. The mothers were all told that their babies had been born dead. It was believed to be the best way to protect the generation designed to save the human race. Maybe it was. But scientists failed to set up adequate mothering conditions for these babies. Many had impaired cognitive development and emotional problems, which became apparent in childhood and plagued them throughout their lives. You’ll all see this firsthand on your initial mission, so that you can advise on the babies born from our new gene-splicing experiment. Babies won’t be taken away from their mothers, but there may be other important things to look out for. Your second mission will be to go to different locations and time periods to gather blood and tissue samples for gene-splicing. You’ll need to do this in ways that are humane. Further instruction will follow on this. For now, I’m going to notify each of you as to where you’ll be going for your second mission. Take a picture of the time and place when it appears on your lenses. Your assignment for tonight is to research that time-place location. You’ll receive more precise information on your exact destination in the next few days.”

	Roswell, New Mexico—Early 2000s appeared in front of my eyes. The land of the famous UFO Incident. At least it wasn’t the year 1947. I didn’t want to be the green-skinned human mistaken for an alien and dissected for science. That was not what I had in mind when I decided to become a time traveler.

	Dr. Molyneux threw her long blue hair over her shoulders. Folding her hands and smiling, she said, “Good luck with your studies. You’re about to embark on the most important missions we’ve conducted in a long time.”

	



	


Chapter 11

	Waylon Quill was my assigned time travel partner. We participated in quite a few bonding exercises before takeoff. He was a good match. We got along well and our skill sets were complementary. We were both Medical; but he was History while I was Anthropology division.

	We arrived at the launch pad wearing the tight green suit and helmet that would monitor our bodies’ systems and send the information back to TTA. They would bring us back if we ran into problems where both of us could no longer work the controls.

	We strapped ourselves into our seats, did a preflight check, and drank a vial of the blue potion that would help us deal with acceleration beyond the speed of light and movement through the curved fabric of space-time. All our missions before this involved infinitesimal space-time distances compared to this one.

	I napped while the computers and robots spoke to our pod, making sure that all the systems were in working order.

	Finally, the countdown began. 60…59…58…57…All the way down to 1 while the chatter continued between machines and vehicle.

	Then the words: Cleared for launch!

	The pod accelerated faster and faster, eventually moving beyond the speed of light. As it broke the light barrier, a display similar to the Aurora Borealis surrounded our vehicle. Our pod became a metal fish swimming through liquid rainbow. I knew that back on Earth, observers would witness a ball of light bursting out of the sky much like an exploding sun.

	The experience of accelerating beyond the speed of light is difficult to describe. I felt nauseous and developed an intense headache. That part’s easy to report. But my mind flooded with strange thoughts and languages, bits of events and conversations happening all around us in the space-time fabric as we sped through it. No doubt our empathic radar was working like an antenna, trying to acclimate us to points in space-time that we were only hurtling past.

	When we landed, the screen attached to the pod hull relayed 360-degree views of our surroundings. We were relieved that we’d landed in the exact place we had planned: an empty field in the middle of a forest next to the birthing center for the mothers bringing the first generation of green people into the world.

	A chill went up my spine. We were actually here, at that moment in time that had radically changed the appearance of the human race and improved our ability to survive on an increasingly hostile planet.

	The pod had lots of room. It held several bedrooms and a kitchen, a library and a medical unit. The medical unit included two surgery bays. The pods had been designed for extended stays.

	We spent two days resting, drinking potions, and allowing our bodies and minds to adjust to our new location.

	As soon as we’d recovered from the flight, it was time to accomplish our mission.

	We put on the medical protective suits meant to disguise us. When those first babies were born, no one knew for sure if bacteria and other natural pathogens we all have inside us might mutate along with the babies’ genes, so medical personnel wore the same kinds of hazmat suits used in the care of patients with highly contagious, deadly diseases such as Ebola.

	Waylon and I painted our faces and hands with tan pigment that bonded with our skin to such a degree, we’d need to use special fluid to take it off. Then we put on the hazmat jumpsuit, apron, boots, gloves and hood. Since we couldn’t wear our usual large black neural-connective lenses over our eyes because they hadn’t been invented in that time period yet, a similar type of screen was built into clear plastic goggles that were sometimes worn over the hoods. We were warned not to leave them behind, as ours had modern technology built in. Information displayed on the goggles would only be visible to the person wearing them, not to anyone else observing them. We didn’t have to do anything to disguise our eyes. All modern people had green or blue eyes and those were common back in the time we were visiting.

	We strapped on our goggles; then walked the short distance to the birthing center, making sure no one saw us step out of the woods. The outfits were cumbersome. We knew if anyone saw us, we’d be in trouble. At the hospital, these outfits were supposed to be kept as close to sterile as possible. They weren’t allowed to be worn for a hike through the forest and across the grounds. We knew from the history books, however, that no bacteria mutated within the babies in any kind of dangerous way. We had special spray we’d use on the bottom of our boots when we got inside the hospital. Otherwise, we posed no danger to the moms or babies.

	We knew exactly where we were supposed to go. We followed the maps etched across our goggles to the room where Baby #24 was being born. Mother’s name: Natalie Jenkins. Room #: 459.

	Entering the building through a back door, we walked through empty hallways until we reached the main part of the hospital. Then we took an elevator up to the Maternity Ward on the fourth floor. When we entered the elevator, we were alone. Just as I was about to press the button labeled 4 to ascend, three nurses entered the enclosed space. One greeted us by saying, “Hello. How are you?” We just nodded our heads as we’d been instructed to do. Don’t speak unless you absolutely need to, except in regard to your pregnant woman once you get into the delivery room.

	I blinked my eyes to have my pulse rate appear across the inside screen of my goggles. As it climbed, I worked to control it. Breathe, breathe. Calm yourself. Remember what the pulse rate medicine did to my body, how it felt. Try to repeat the effect.

	I worried for nothing. The nurses didn’t care about us. They had more important things to discuss about their patients and their personal lives. After talking briefly about a patient who had delivered a set of twins at 4:00 AM, they discussed where to go out to dinner before going on night shift.

	When the elevator stopped on the third floor, they got out.

	I sighed with relief. I quickly pressed the 4 button, before anyone else had a chance to get on.

	The next Ping! let us know we’d reached our destination. The doors whooshed open, and we stepped out into our biggest challenge so far.

	There were a lot of doctors, nurses and visitors walking around the maternity floor and sitting behind the main desk. Thankfully, there were quite a few wearing personal protective suits. I figured we’d blend in just fine.

	We found Room #459 and peeked through the glass window. There was an obstetrician dressed in less protective clothing than us, as it would be very difficult to deliver a child while wearing that cumbersome an outfit. However, there were also two nurses dressed exactly like us.

	We knew from our records that the pregnant woman would have complications in about five minutes, breech birth, so the staff would become too busy to pay much attention to exactly who we were.

	Waylon pushed the door open. He said, “We were sent here to assist.”

	Dr. Owen Reynolds said, “Hello. We’re getting close to delivery here.” He smiled at the woman laboring in the bed, her long brown hair spread across the pillow. Beads of sweat dotted her forehead. Her hands clenched the bedrails. She was moaning and seemingly oblivious to everyone in the room. Her thoughts had turned inward, focusing on her contractions and pain and the new life she was bringing into the world.

	I blinked to decrease my empathy. The pain the woman was experiencing was almost too much to bear. I had to ratchet down my mirroring response in order to protect my own health and emotional stability.

	In my own time period, pain control implants in the brain are accessed as needed to control pain. But back here in this more primitive era, medication was used to manage pain. Some of the genetically modified babies were being born with insignificantly developed lungs and other problems. A medical decision had been made to avoid giving these mothers any pain medication that might affect their baby’s lung function or ability to survive the birth process. Natalie Jenkins was one of these women.

	As Dr. Reynolds studied the monitor, his bushy gray eyebrows slanted downward with concern. He stood up to address the laboring woman. He said, “We’re going to push on your stomach, Natalie. Your baby is trying to turn himself around. We don’t want this to become a breech birth. Do you understand?”

	Her voice was weak and shaky as she replied with one word: “Yes.”

	Dr. Reynolds told the nurses: “Call Angelina. STAT.”

	A nurse pressed a call button on the wall. Speaking into the intercom system, she said, “We need two more nurses in here. STAT. Possible breech.”

	Almost immediately, two nurses wearing the same kind of protective gear we had on entered the room. They applied cold compresses to the woman’s forehead and held her hand while the other two nurses pressed on the woman’s stomach, trying to keep the baby from turning around and presenting his feet to the birth canal.

	Waylon and I busied ourselves helping out in ways that wouldn’t change the outcome of history in this particular situation.

	The woman let out a series of bloodcurdling screams every time someone pressed on her stomach.

	It was odd to see what these people looked like close-up. I’d viewed photos, of course, but this was my first time seeing the actual earlier version of human beings in person. In the room, there were the four nurses covered from head to toe in personal protective gear, so they didn’t look much different than Waylon and me at that particular moment. But the laboring mother had light tan skin and the doctor had dark brown skin. Their eyes were brown. They had hair on top of their heads, the woman long brown hair and the doctor short curly gray hair. Everyone had arch-shaped hair above their eyes. The doctor had a thick growth of hair on his upper lip and shaved hair on his cheeks, chin and neck. We don’t have facial hair or any type of body hair. It isn’t necessary, so our genetics dispensed with it.

	The woman screamed and moaned in agony. Despite the best efforts of the medical team, the baby continued to turn completely around until it was obvious that this was going to be a breech birth.

	The obstetrician gave sharp orders for everyone to prepare for C-section. Natalie was put under anesthesia, her stomach cut open and the baby delivered.

	I teared up. I hadn’t expected to feel so emotional.

	I was witnessing the birth of one of the very first babies of our kind anywhere in the universe. This was the beginning of a new era.

	The infant was tiny: only four pounds six ounces. He was pale green and covered in mucus and blood. The paleness is true of all newborns, as the pigment comes in later. No one knows exactly how green a child’s skin will be until later in its first year of life. The eventual shade has absolutely no connection to the strength of the photosynthetic process.

	After the delivery, Waylon and I were to go to the baby nursery and peer through the window at the newborns.

	It was a bit overwhelming, standing there observing the first generation of photosynthetic children. They were absolutely beautiful with their soft green skin and baby blue eyes.

	All the mothers had been told their babies died in childbirth. Natalie had been told that her son died when the umbilical cord wrapped around his neck and strangled him. The baby had been whisked away before she woke from anesthesia.

	I wasn’t there for that part.

	It seemed unusually cruel. Prejudice based on skin color was so extreme back then, scientists believed the only way to protect the first generation of green children was to raise them in total isolation on a secret island far from the rest of civilization. No one outside the scientific community, not even their birth mothers, were to know that they existed.

	



	


Chapter 12

	Our first mission had been designed to show us the beginning of our kind. It was meant to show us what we were time traveling for: to protect the entire future of the human race from extinction.

	The next mission was meant to make an indelible impression on us, to teach us that we needed to be extremely careful. We were TTA time travelers. We’d be time traveling until we were too old to continue. However, in every instance where we journeyed backward to eras before our kind came into existence, we were going to be viewed as aberrations. There was no limit of aggression in people’s genes back then. Anyone perceived as too different, as strange, became a threat that unleashed dangerous levels of aggression, often leading to violence and murder. This happened even in circumstances where an unusual person was believed to have extraordinary powers. In the case of the albinos of East Africa, for example, people wanted to own parts of them for magical potions. Their skin was pure white. Personally, I could barely tell the difference between the albinos and people with pale skin. Many of the pale people were featured in fashion magazines of the time, and yet albinos were considered freaks. The message was drummed into our heads: If albinos were freaks, anyone with green skin would be considered subhuman at best, non-human at worst. Once you were deemed non-human, anything could be done to you. If we were caught by the wrong people, we’d most certainly be tortured, mutilated and killed.

	The location of the mission to which Waylon and I would be assigned was the landmass that had been named the United States of America, also referred to as the U.S.A. or U.S., shortly after their Civil War of 1861 to 1865. Other teams would be going to East Africa and other parts of the world where they’d learn the same lesson as us.

	Waylon and I would be traveling back in time to the state of Mississippi in the southern U.S. We were to show up a few days before the hanging of several people with dark brown skin. We were to see up close the kind of thing that could happen to us if we weren’t careful. We were also supposed to use our empathy to figure out if we could reveal ourselves to anyone in this particular moment of time and, if so, to do it. On future trips, we’d be interacting with people in medical procedures designed to get their DNA. None of this was to be done by force. We’d need to make them our allies working toward a common cause. We’d need their cooperation.

	This second trip back in time was as difficult as the first. Once again, we traveled through many locations where our ship folded space-time to make coordinates from one era touch those from another era, so that our pod could hop across. Nausea was so bad this time, I feared I’d throw up. So many sights and sounds and languages flooded my mind, I could barely stay oriented as to where I was and what I was supposed to do. I made myself concentrate on the letters TTA—to remind myself that I was on a mission from there, that that’s the place where I had a deep, ongoing connection. I was just passing through the other points in space-time.

	Finally, we landed. The instruments and outside cameras showed that we had ended up exactly where we had planned: in an isolated forest next to a lake. Back then, it was much easier to find uninhabited areas right next to settled ones. There was a lot of wild land where people weren’t as likely to show up and discover our pod. We turned on the camouflage cover, so that no one would see it from a distance.

	We spent two days recovering, same as we’d done on our first extended mission. Then we ventured out. We dressed as ourselves. This time, we were supposed to hide and observe, so we didn’t need any kind of disguise. We were green. We’d be wearing our form-fitting green suits. Our instructions were to try to blend in with trees, plants, anything green if we were in danger of being caught.

	Waylon and I walked around the lake. It was a beautiful place. The sky was bright blue and filled with enormous white clouds. The water sparkled with the light of the sun. Every once in a while, a fish broke through the lake surface, then splashed back down into the watery depths. The world was filled with sound: birds singing and calling to each other, insects buzzing.

	Waylon walked to the edge of the lake, dipped his hand into the water and splashed it around. He said, “You should try this. It’s refreshing.”

	I did what he suggested and found the water to be cool. It made me feel alive, helped further my recovery from the trip.

	Waylon said, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful to live near something like this back home? We’re totally cut off from the rest of the world at the TTA.”

	I commented, “The rest of the world is dying, though. We’d never find anything like this. It no longer exists.”

	Waylon said, “We should enjoy it while we’re here. We should go swimming tonight.”

	I agreed. That would be wonderful. I looked around. We were totally isolated, other than the birds and fish and insects.

	At that moment, a deer stepped out of the woods. I’d only ever seen this beast in pictures. In our time period, they were extinct. This was a buck—tall with a majestic set of antlers. He pointed his snout in our direction, no doubt sniffing our body odor on the wind. We must have smelled different than all the other humans he’d ever come across. Did he wonder what we were? He looked directly at us, taking us in. We stared back. Then he turned and leapt over some branches, disappearing into the woods.

	Waylon laughed. “That was incredible! We’re going to be able to see so many things from the past, things that no longer exist. I wonder how far back we can go. Wouldn’t it be amazing to go back to the point in time when Earth first came into existence?”

	I said, “I wonder if there’s a beginning to time and an instance before that. What would that be like—to go back to the very moment before time came into existence?”

	Waylon thought about that for a second, then said, “I’d bet it would be dangerous crossing over into that realm. I’m guessing we’d be leaving the entire fabric of space-time. There’d be the risk of disappearing into nothingness. Although chances are our current ships wouldn’t even be able to go there because there wouldn’t be any space-time coordinates to fold together in the period before time.”

	I said, “If we’re thinking about this, so is the TTA. You know they’ll try to send a team there eventually.”

	Waylon said, “I’d volunteer to go. That would be the ultimate learning experience.”

	I joked, “Well, it might be your last learning experience before you turned into the time traveler who never existed.”

	Waylon laughed. “No. If that happens, I want to be called The Time Traveler Who Stepped Out of Time, not the one that never existed.”

	I said, “I’ll make sure that goes on your plaque in the TTA Memorial Building.”

	We decided we’d better get going. We brought maps up on our contact lenses, showing us the way to the place we were supposed to observe.

	A civil war had just ended in the United States. I had wanted to go back and study that, but the TTA felt they weren’t ready to handle the difficulties of sending travelers into a war zone and bringing them back safely. We’d have to wait until more missions were run and experience accumulated.

	Our maps led us through the woods and past a flowing stream. It was clear as glass. It made a singing sound as it navigated its way over rocks and around obstacles. We crossed over it at one point, using a thick fallen tree trunk as a bridge. I marveled at the constant chatter of insects and birds. I swatted away tiny gnats and flies. They were incredibly annoying. I finally understood why previous generations had devised all kinds of methods for eliminating them.

	Eventually, we came to the edge of the woods. Looking around, making sure no one was around, we stepped onto private property. According to our maps, this was our destination.

	We heard an animal make a whinnying sound in the distance. A horse! I knew that from my studies. I’d heard it before on temporary ear chips, the ones that hook over your earlobes and send the information directly to your brain.

	Waylon and I looked at each other and smiled. In a quiet voice, he said, “Do you hear that? We should go find it. I’d love to see a horse. There’s nothing else for us to observe right now.”

	He was right. The hanging would eventually take place at the tree in the middle of the yard between us and the house. Nobody was there now.

	Sticking to the edge of the forest that surrounded the property, we walked until we spotted a barn. Then we moved stealthily forward, trying not to make any quick movements that might attract the attention of someone looking out a window of the large plantation house.

	Finally reaching the barn, we slipped in through an open door and moved into the shadows. There were men of dark brown color working in there. They were grooming horses and cleaning out the stalls.

	The horses were magnificent. A man patted the muscular side of one. It whinnied and shook its long slender neck. These horses were especially beautiful: healthy-looking with shiny coats of hair.

	We crept into a corner behind machinery and listened. We’d seen the horses. We continued to watch the interaction between men and beasts.

	A tan-skinned man entered the barn and shouted, “Is she ready?”

	One of the men who had been placing a saddle on the back of a horse said, “Yes, suh,” and trotted out the animal. The man who had made the request climbed onto the horse’s back. He grabbed the reins, squeezed the sides of the animal with his legs and leaned forward. The animal started walking. When they were out of the barn, it picked up speed. I decided that if it were ever safe for me to do it without getting caught, I’d love to try riding a horse.

	The dark-skinned man walked over to another. He said, “How bad she hurt dis time?”

	I thought they were referring to the horse. I knew people weren’t supposed to ride horses when they’d been injured. Horses sometimes had to be killed in order to put them out of their misery. If they were talking about the horse that just left the barn, however, it looked fine.

	I soon realized they were talking about a person. We listened to their conversation.

	“We can’ leave now.”

	“We gotta leave tuhnigh’. Dey comin’ tuhnigh’. She be bettuh off leavin’ when she hurt dan not leavin’ at all. I don’t know when we get a chance like dis again. You know massuh never gonna set us free, don’t matter tuh him what da gov’ment says.”

	“Go see her. Talk tuh her. Do it fas’, bafuh massuh come back or his wife go check on her.”

	“Missus ain’t gonna check on her. Mary his property, not hers. And you know she want Mary dead. She jus’ as soon leave her tuh bleed tuh death. She gots tuh be sick o’ him sneakin’ off ev’ry night tuh go find Mary, comin’ back smellin’ o’ her. And now wid duh baby on duh way…”

	“Aw right. I go talk tuh her…”

	We snuck through the shadows to a side door and let ourselves out. Then we watched to see where the man was going.

	He walked down a hill and into a small building made from logs. After he came back out and returned to the barn, we made our way down to the log cabin. On this mission, we were to figure out who we could trust to reveal ourselves to. We thought it sounded like a slave had been hurt. It also sounded like her owner had been having sex with her and she was pregnant. This was right after the Civil War when slaves had technically been made free people by the U.S. government. Not all slaves had a way to leave the plantations, however, or a job to go to. And many owners made it difficult for them to leave.

	We figured this woman might be willing to talk with us. And if she reported us to the plantation owner, he’d never believe her. He’d think she was crazy.

	Waylon peeked through a small dusty window in the back of the cabin. He said, “There’s definitely a woman in there.”

	I asked, “Do you see anyone else?”

	He said, “No. What should we do? Just go inside?”

	I said, “Yes. I sense that she needs help, but won’t open the door herself.”

	Without another word, Waylon tried the doorknob. It turned easily. He pushed the door open and we both stepped inside. Quietly, he closed it behind us and placed a chair against it to keep people out until we were done.

	The woman didn’t notice us. She was lying in bed, facing away from us. She was moaning loudly and crying.

	She had dark brown skin, the color of the slaves in that space-time. We’d guessed that correctly.

	The room smelled of blood and sex and something else I couldn’t identify.

	I approached the bed. The woman was wearing a white nightgown soiled with blood. It had soaked through from her back. There was so much blood, I’d wondered if she’d been shot. From what I knew of the time period, however, I assumed she’d been whipped. The cloth appeared stuck to her skin.

	I looked at Waylon. There was concern in his eyes. He nodded at me. I interpreted that as agreement that I should address the woman.

	In as soft and gentle a voice as I could manage, I said, “Mary?”

	The woman rolled over, pushing against all the pain that sudden motion must have caused her. Her knee caught in her gown and pulled against the cloth on her back. It must have ripped away skin as she did that. There was complete terror in her eyes.

	I felt badly that we had frightened her.

	It soon became apparent, however, that she wasn’t afraid of us. She must have expected another woman. Perhaps the wife of the plantation owner. I wondered if this woman had at different times been whipped by both of them.

	In a hoarse voice, she said, “Mah prayers been answered. I prayed fuh you tuh come.”

	I asked, “Who did you pray for, Mary?”

	“Fuh mah guardian angel. God sent two angels. I prayed and prayed and prayed.”

	I wondered how she saw us. Their pictures of guardian angels looked nothing like us. They had light tan skin. Ours was green. They had regular eyes. With our contact lenses in, we looked like beings with enormous black eyes. Angels were depicted with beautiful white wings. We had no wings and were unable to fly. Angels usually had golden hair. We were bald with green scalps. And we certainly didn’t have a golden glow surrounding us.

	Unless Mary was suffering from fever or delirious from pain. I wanted to ask how she perceived us, but then was not the time. It seemed best to go along with her interpretation and pretend to be angels. No one would go looking around for angels, even if people did believe they had appeared to her.

	I said, “Mary, you’re hurt…”

	She said, “Help me. Please. I wid child. It prob’ly massuh’s child. I had two by him bafouh and dey was ripped from mah arms soon as dey weaned, and sold as slaves. I want dis baby tuh have a bettuh fate.”

	I asked, “How are you hurt? What’s wrong exactly?”

	Mary said, “I’m sick tuh mah stomach an’ throwin’ up from bein’ pregnant. But I been whipped, too, and I think it’s infected. I’m hot, den cold. I had a fever since yestuhday.”

	I said, “May I see your back?”

	She said, “Yes.”

	I nodded to Waylon to give us some privacy. He walked behind a wardrobe and busied himself with something. I heard him moving objects around, probably studying them.

	Mary tried to lift her nightgown up, but started crying. She said, “I cain’t do it mahself. Da pain’s too much.”

	I said, “I can help you. Just tell me if I need to stop.”

	Mary lifted the nightgown above her knees and knelt on the bed. She said, “Go on den.”

	I took the bottom edge of her nightgown in my hands. Slowly, I lifted it up to her shoulders. She winced a number of times, but let me do it.

	Her back was the most gruesome thing I’d ever seen. It was covered with blood and pus and clear fluid from areas that looked like burst blisters. Deep red lines ran like rivers across her back. They ran in all directions, crisscrossing each other like nature had gone mad and lost its way. Pus oozed out from some of those lines. There were patches where skin had been torn off her back and places where threads from her gown had adhered.

	I knew that I could heal her wounds if we could get her to our ship.

	I didn’t bother to consult Waylon. I said, “Mary, I can cure you.”

	Letting her nightgown fall back around her body, sitting down on the bed with her legs over the side, she said, “I prayed fuh a miracle an’ God ansuhed mah prayers.” There were tears in her eyes.

	I thought how to explain our ship to her. I said, “Mary, I’m an angel helper, not an angel exactly. I came from the sky, but I came in a metal ship. I have miracle medicine that can cure you, but you have to go with me to the ship. I can cure your wounds with a combination of heat, light and ointment.”

	Mary started trembling. With the look of an abused, terrified animal, she leapt off the bed and cowered in the corner. She said, “I cain’t go. I be caught. I be whipped again.”

	I said, “Mary, we were sent to help you. You should let us fulfill our mission.”

	Waylon cleared his throat. I knew he wanted to talk this over with me.

	Mary said, “I do not want tuh be a disobedient child.” She looked toward the ceiling, placing her hands together, her fingers pointing upward. “Lord, fo’give me. Thy will be done.” Turning to me, she said, “It will be safer tuhnight. Aftuh dark. It will be harder tuh see us.”

	I said, “That’s fine. We’ll come back then. We’ll meet you right here.”

	Mary grabbed my arm. She said, “God knows everythin’. He already knows dis. I don’t know if all angels know all things. But slaves are free now, by gov’ment order, if we can get tuh a free place. I in love wid Jessey. He fleein’ tuhnight wid Henry and Basil. I was supposed tuh go, too, but I so sick I can hardly stand up. Can dey come wid me tuh your ship? Den we can leave right aftuh you cure me. Can you bless us and help us get away? Please. Oh, please. I love God wid all mah heart. I try tuh be da best person I can be given my circumstances.”

	I said, “That would be fine.”

	My heart was breaking for this woman. We could help her. I felt this didn’t violate the Law of Noninterference to any significant degree. She and the other former slaves were planning to escape anyway. I’d give her treatment that would heal her back within hours. That’s all. It wasn’t like I was arranging their method of escape. If I wanted to, I could take them in the time travel pod to a completely different time and place. I wasn’t doing anything like that, just giving this woman treatment to help her wounds heal.

	Mary said, “When it gets dark and you see lights flickerin’ in da windows of da big house, it should be safe fuh you tuh get me.” She thought for a moment and added, “I know you’re usually invisible—watchin’ ovah me, but invisible. Can you make me invisible, too?”

	I said, “No, Mary, I can’t.”

	She said, “We should leave at night den. It’s da only way. Knock three times on mah door, so’s I know it’s you.”

	Waylon moved the chair. He opened the door a sliver and peeked out. Then he opened it wider and led the way back outside. I followed, shutting the door behind me.

	We walked in silence until we reached the edge of the forest. Then we slipped under the cover of leaves and shadows and walked to our pod.

	Waylon said, “I’m not sure you should heal her.”

	I said, “Law of Noninterference, right?”

	He said, “Yes.”

	I explained my reasoning. “The amendment to the original law states that in the event that a time traveler needs to save their own life or the life of a fellow traveler or needs to bring back the dead body of a traveler, they are to use their judgment regarding the law. Right?”

	Waylon lifted his arm to move a branch out of his way. He said, “Yes.”

	I said, “Those rules were made before actual time travel started. It comes out of the Theory of the Multiverse. It’s just a theory. No one knows if it’s true or not. We’ll know more as we run missions. In the meantime, think about it. By simply showing ourselves to people, we’re changing their lives. And yet figuring out who we can trust and interacting with them is a part of this mission that we’re on right now. Mary thinks we’re angels. What if she becomes a preacher because of that? Then we’ve changed her life in a significant way by just showing up and letting her see us. Now what if she becomes a preacher and changes someone else in some significant way? Then the multiverse could be changed even more. I think that as long as we don’t move her to a different time-space, we’re obeying the basic idea behind the Theory of the Multiverse.”

	Waylon said, “We’ll do it your way. All of this gets reviewed by the TTA when we get back home, anyway. Everything’s subject to evaluation after missions are run and data collected.”

	After returning to our pod, we recorded the events that had just taken place and rested until dark.

	When night fell, we left our ship. The moon was bright enough to light our way. Passing by the lake, I remembered that Waylon and I had planned to go swimming. That would not happen now. We made our way through the woods to the edge of the plantation property. We batted biting insects away from our faces. They were so incredibly annoying, I felt glad they had all gone extinct.

	The lights were on in the main house. No one seemed to be outside. The grounds were quiet except for the incessant night chatter I knew to be frogs and toads and insects.

	We made our way down to Mary’s cabin. I jumped when a horse whinnied. We moved farther into the shadows, but no one appeared.

	When we finally reached the cabin, Waylon knocked on the door three times. He did it so quietly, I wasn’t sure Mary would hear it.

	The door opened a crack. Mary was wearing a striped cotton dress. It must have been painful for her to have taken off the nightgown and put it on. She looked pretty in it.

	A smile flickered over her face as she stepped outside.

	In silence, we snuck around the side of the barn and hurried to the edge of the forest. Then we stepped into the leafy coolness, appreciating the cover it would give us.

	Mary said, “Look at da moonlight comin’ down through da trees. It makes the tip o’ da leaves silver. God made da world so beautiful, didn’t He?”

	Waylon replied, “The world really is beautiful. Moonlight on trees is one of the most exquisite things I’ve ever seen.”

	I wondered if we’d ever return Earth to this degree of richness and splendor. I could smell the dirt beneath our feet, the flowers that bloomed throughout the forest and on the plantation, pine trees somewhere nearby. Frogs and toads filled the night with their odd songs.

	The world outside of enclaves like the TTA was brutal. Winds howled and blew parched dirt and sand into the air, turning it dark and gritty. The land that had been the United States—the land mass where the TTA is located—had shrunk in size centuries earlier when areas along the coasts were drowned by rising seas. Enclaves all over the globe had it good. But the human population was increasing so rapidly, we’d soon outgrow that space. We had to become more aggressive, and without the use of AgStim.

	I felt a mild tremor in my hands and a quick run of heartbeats from the injection I’d given myself earlier. It wasn’t much, just enough to allow me to risk possible violation of the Law of Noninterference, my own and Waylon’s lives, and the lives of the people we were trying to help in another space-time location.

	Our people were going to have to get a whole lot more aggressive, though, to push beyond the comfort of our peaceful enclaves. We were going to have to experiment with terraforming Earth’s dead regions, hoping it doesn’t backfire somehow and wipe us all out. And there are plans to try once again to establish a Mars colony. The thinking is that eventually Earth will die and the best chance for human survival is to inhabit more than one planet.

	Mary needed help walking on the dead tree crossing the stream, so I supported her by placing my hands under her arms from behind and guiding her across. She winced when my fingers accidentally touched her back.

	The moonlight lit tiny waves rippling over stones and branches. Fireflies blinked on and off throughout the forest and all along the stream.

	It was a beautiful night, yet we found ourselves in the midst of human-created ugliness.

	When we got to the place where we had landed our ship, Mary stood still. She put her hands to her mouth, as though trying to stifle her words or the amount of shock she was experiencing. She said, “You came down from da heavens in dis?”

	I knew of the religion from her space-time. I said, “This is how we came here. We don’t have wings.”

	Mary said, “You told me dat you’re an angel helper. Do da angels have wings?”

	I said, “Yes. Yes, they do.” I had no idea about that, but better not to interfere with her belief system.

	Waylon separated the panels that allowed entry into the pod.

	I told Mary to follow him.

	Extraordinarily trusting of us, she followed.

	When we got inside, she marveled at everything. She had never seen furniture or utensils or tools like ours. She’d never seen holographic artwork. She’d never seen light that didn’t come from a natural source, never seen lamps that didn’t have flames flickering inside them. She accepted it all by believing that we were supernatural beings and these were simply manifestations of our extraordinary powers.

	I led her to the medical bay. I asked her to remove her dress and any undergarment covering her back.

	She cried as her dress and an underdress ripped more skin from her back.

	When she’d completely exposed her back, I asked her to lie on her stomach on the treatment table. I explained the procedure she was about to go through. Heat and light would wash over her back. It would hurt, but it would sterilize and knit her skin together. It would be almost healed when we were done. Ointment would do the rest, and that would be soothing. I told her to keep her eyes closed.

	Mary said, “I am ready.”

	I moved to the edge of the room. I blinked to make my contact lenses shield my eyes and to turn down the amount of empathy I would feel, so that I could run the procedure through to the end.

	I said, “I’m going to begin now.”

	Mary shrieked as the light and heat covered her back and intensified streams of it moved up and down each and every laceration. She screamed for the entire duration of the treatment. At the end, when I could see on my contact lenses that the lacerations had knitted almost entirely together and the pus and infection were gone, I initiated the soothing part of the treatment. Ointment was sprayed along every gash where she had been whipped.

	Mary cried, I’m sure at that point from relief.

	I asked how she felt.

	Her body was trembling, but she said, “Good. Most o’ da pain in mah back is gone.”

	I pushed a button. Table-length mirrors rose on either side of her. I said, “Look at your back.”

	Forgetting modesty, she lifted herself up on her elbows, exposing her breasts. She gazed in the mirrors, a look of astonishment crossing her face. She said, “I’m healed.”

	I said, “Just about. In the next couple of hours, everything will heal completely.”

	She dressed. I gave her potion to drink that would speed the healing process. I wanted to give her stronger medicine, but this was the only one deemed safe for pregnant women. She said that it didn’t taste like anything she’d ever eaten or drank before, which had to be true. It came from a pungent plant developed and grown in the healers’ enclave.

	After crossing the stream on our way back, gingerly balancing herself on the tree trunk, not needing any help this time, Mary turned to me and said, “May I pray tuh you fuh another favuh?”

	I said, “You can.” We’d see afterward if I could answer it.

	She said, “I have two babies dat was taken from me. Aftuh we escape, when I am truly free, I want tuh find dem. Will you watch ovah me and mah babies from heaven and help me find dem?”

	I said, “Sure.” People from many eras prayed all the time. Hundreds, thousands of prayers went unanswered. No one really expected to have all their prayers answered. All those unanswered prayers just got tucked away in the back of people’s minds. They kept praying until the day they died, thinking God hadn’t gotten around to it yet. I knew I could promise Mary I’d help her and at the very end of her life, if she hadn’t been reunited with her children, she’d just tell herself I must have a long list of prayers to answer before getting to hers. On the other hand, if we found that the Law of Noninterference wasn’t necessary, I’d look for Mary’s children and bring her to them if she wanted. I liked this woman. She’d suffered enough.

	By the time we stepped out of the forest, the moon was directly overhead. We walked to the barn and were coming around it when we heard loud voices.

	Mary grabbed me by the arm. She said, “Oh, no, massuh’s back! He wasn’t supposed tuh be back tuhnight!”

	We hid behind the barn.

	Mary said, “Hear dat yellin? Dat massuh’s voice. He down by da men’s slave cabin—where Jessey and Henry sleep.”

	We listened to the voices, and Mary told us who they belonged to.

	Master: Where is Mary? You tell me right now! I ain’t gonna have any nigger o’ mine walkin’ off. I heard the rumors about you all plannin’ ta go get your freedom. Where is Mary?

	His words were slurred, his voice growling.

	Jessey: I don’t know wha Mary is. I don’t know. She wasn’t feelin’ good tuhday and went tuh huh cabin soon’s as huh work was done.

	Master: You son of a bitch! You know where she is. You tell me right now!

	Then, quiet. We watched as the plantation owner came up a hill and crossed the lawn into the main house.

	Mary led the way down to the men’s quarters, which turned out to be a log cabin, but larger than the one Mary stayed in.

	She ran up to one of two men standing outside the building. They embraced. I couldn’t hear what she was saying from where Waylon and I were hiding in the shadows.

	Mary brought the two men over to us. The one she had hugged, obviously Jessey, had tears in his eyes. He said, “You are da sign we need. You ansuhed mah prayer fuh God and our guardian angels tuh watch ovah us. We leavin’ here tunight. We have people gonna get us all da way up north. It gettin’ dangerous here, since the massuh heard ’bout bunch o’ slaves leavin’ da plantation couple miles down da road.”

	Dogs started barking. Torches moved in the night, burning through the darkness like fiery ghosts. Men shouted.

	The plantation owner had gathered a bunch of men. I had no idea who they were. Neighbors? Paid workers?

	He pointed at our group. I doubt he saw Waylon and me for what we were. We would have appeared only as humanoid shapes in the darkness. We moved behind two trees that were close to each other. He said, “Those two! You get those two!”

	I thought for a moment he meant Waylon and me. It turned out he meant Jessey and Henry.

	A group of men grabbed them and wrestled each of them over to a separate tree. Slamming their stomachs against the bark, they pulled their arms around the trunk and tied their hands together on the other side. They ripped their shirts off their backs.

	Then, Whack!

	I’ll never forget the sounds of the shrieking, the barking dogs, the Twack! of the whips.

	By the time it was over, the plantation owner’s words had become increasingly slurred. Drinking from a glass bottle and wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he shouted in a primitive, animalistic voice filled with rage, “Hang ’em! They were plannin’ to leave anyway. They’re all free now! All the niggers are free—can you even imagine that? My property, all gone. You make an example outta them right now! Boys, bring the rest of ’em out. Make ’em watch!”

	Mary ran out of the shadows. Waylon tried to grab her. He reached too far as she tore herself from his grasp. He fell—right into the area lit by the moon and the flickering torches where everyone could see him.

	Dogs continued barking. The people went deadly silent.

	Jessey, Henry and Basil stared at him. I’m sure they thought an angel had stepped up to save them, that he would use some kind of supernatural power to smite their enemies and rescue them.

	The other men, the tan ones now restraining barking dogs on leashes to keep them from attacking, also stared. They did not think we were angels.

	Perhaps aided by alcohol, the plantation owner recovered from the shock of encountering a type of humanoid creature he’d never seen before, at least enough to respond. He staggered closer to Waylon. Then, raising his bottle in the air, he shouted, “The niggers have brought a demon into our world! That nigger woman there—Basil—she came to us from Louisiana! Auctioneer told me nothin’ ’bout her except she’s strong and a good worker. Well, that may be, but I always suspected her of practicin’ voodoo. Just look at her eyes, all mysterious and lit with evil. There are times when her eyes are blank and a man can see his reflection in them. Deuteronomy 18:10: ‘There shall not be found among you any one that maketh his son or his daughter to pass through the fire, or that useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch…’ Men, let the dogs go!”

	In his inebriated state, he seemed to expect the dogs to go after Basil because that’s what he had in mind.

	I watched in horror as the dogs attacked Mary. He didn’t seem to care, as though he intended for her to be next.

	Five large dogs raced toward her. They knocked her to the ground, sank their teeth into her flesh and shredded her alive. She screamed until she went unconscious or death took her.

	I sat down with my back to the closest tree, held my stomach and wept in silence. Tears poured down my face. I was terrified for Waylon. I wanted to help, but I thought the best way to do that was to remain hidden. If Waylon or any of the slaves ran into the forest, I’d run with them to the pod, hide them under its camouflage cover and then move them somewhere else in space-time. If I made myself visible, I’d never win against the plantation owner, his men and the dogs. I realized that I could turn my empathy level way up, so that I’d begin sharing thoughts and feelings with everyone nearby. That would scramble the minds of everyone from the time period we were visiting, as their brains weren’t evolved enough to handle it. However, the degree of hostility and fear in their minds would either drive me insane or kill me and I’d be no help to anyone.

	Holding onto the tree for support, I dragged myself back up to a standing position, so that I could watch everything going on and keep track of where Waylon was. As I peered through an opening in the leaves, I saw more torches floating in the darkness, moving toward the group in the front yard. Word must have gotten out to people in the village about what was happening here.

	Soon, I heard many angry voices filling the air. And then people holding the torches became visible.

	The dogs continued to bite and tear flesh from Mary’s body. Her beautiful face was completely gone. I looked away. Sadness and horror welled up inside me. I fought back intense nausea.

	Finally, the plantation owner shouted, “Enough! Call off the dogs!” Staggering, he walked around Mary’s body. Taking another swig from his bottle, he said, “And here lie the remains of a witch.” He pointed to one of the men holding a snarling dog by its leash and said, “You clean this up later, you hear me?” Pointing at another man, he said, “And, you, get a priest from the village to cast her demons out before her remains are put to rest. I don’t want our plantation haunted by Satan.”

	The crowd roared and shouted.

	The plantation owner said, “Men, we need to teach all our slaves a lesson. These three were planning to escape.” He waved his bottle in the direction of Jessey, Henry and Basil. “Nothing will stop them, now that the government has set them free. If I’m to lose them anyway, something that will seriously harm my profits, I say let me get one more benefit from them. Let them serve as an example to any more that think running away is a good idea. Hang them! And see if you can hang the demon!”

	No! No! No! No!

	The crowd descended on the three darker skinned humans and on Waylon. Several men carrying ropes placed a loop around each of their necks. They dragged them, writhing and kicking, to the area below a tree. Throwing the free end of their ropes over the bottom branch, the men pulled until the bodies flew upwards, necks snapped and the captives hung like dolls.

	I didn’t realize it; but as I saw Waylon’s body go flying up off the ground, his neck snap and his body go lifeless, I screamed.

	The next thing I knew, I was being pursued by a mob and their dogs. I ran as fast as I could all the way through the forest to the pod. Falling off the downed tree into the stream, I scraped up my knees and lost time. I barely made it to the pod before the dogs caught up with me.

	It must have seemed that I was a supernatural being—another demon exactly as they perceived Waylon to be—to the people pursuing me. When I jumped into the pod, I became invisible under the protection of its camouflage cover. It was like I had popped into another dimension.

	In the next moment, I did exactly that.

	The ship flew up into the air and disappeared with an explosion of light.

	



	


Chapter 13

	When I made it back to the TTA, I felt like a shell of my former self. Reporting Waylon’s death was the hardest thing I’d ever had to do in my entire life up until that point.

	Another team went back to retrieve his body. Had the angry mob and the dogs not been chasing after me, I would have done that myself—both out of respect for Waylon and in order to keep from violating the Law of Noninterference to such an extreme degree. Leaving a green-skinned body behind in times where our kind did not exist would mess with timelines to an extraordinary degree. Even so, we didn’t avoid the problem completely. It fills me with revulsion and horror every time I think about it, but some of the people from the village sliced off parts of Waylon’s skin and used it to make potions.

	Just like the people of East Africa, or the cannibal tribes who ate their enemies for strength, they wanted to absorb supernatural powers they believed he possessed. It made no sense to me. If you thought someone was evil, why would you want to take that into yourself? The analyses I’ve read suggest that it’s an attempt to gain the perceived power of the demon or the enemy.

	I couldn’t bear thinking about this happening to Waylon.

	I went to his cremation service. It was a beautiful tribute. We saw his life story and his accomplishments play out across our lenses. His body was ignited upon the stone altar in the memorial hall of the TTA. His parents led the procession down to the stream that carried his ashes away on a tiny boat to the wasteland beyond. Our enclave felt that the ashes were going out to wide open spaces where only the dead could thrive, and we hoped the ashes of our bravest heroes might somehow fertilize those lands.

	After the cremation service, I was sent to the hospital to recover from shock syndrome. The doctors turned my empathy completely off. I felt nothing. I floated in a kind of netherworld haze. The doctors monitored my body signs and gave me potions until it looked like I had recovered enough to face the world again.

	After that, I had a month to rest, to wander the hospital gardens and swim in the fountains and under the waterfalls.

	Eventually, when it was determined that I was strong enough to resume my time traveler duties, I was prepared for my next mission: Roswell, New Mexico in the twenty-first century to procure blood and other human substances that would be used for splicing aggression into our DNA. It suddenly dawned on me that this wasn’t completely dissimilar to cannibalism or making potions out of albinos…or out of Waylon. Even with photosynthesis, we seem to have a need to perform some kind of cannibalism in order to insure our own prosperity. I put those thoughts out of my mind. I would get consent from the people from whom I took samples or I would steal samples from a hospital or medical facility. I would never hurt a living human being in order to protect the future of the human race. That made no sense.

	The place in Roswell where I was to conduct this mission was the absolute best and safest place I could possibly be sent. It was a compound built by a cult who had named their organization The Astral Plane. The name referred to their belief that aliens from another planet would visit them and take them out through the astral plane to their home planet. The members of this cult revered these supposed aliens as gods sent to rescue them from Earth’s problems.

	I and my new assigned partner, Zander, would be gods. That had to be a whole lot better than being viewed as demons.

	



	

PART 4

	Jade Whitaker

	



	


Chapter 14

	I started watching the news on my flight to Roswell, but turned it off and watched a daytime talk show instead. The news was covering a story about people who had lost their ability to concentrate and started having hallucinations after a bright light exploded over Roswell, New Mexico—exactly where I was headed. Several doctors commented on the situation, saying they thought this was the result of an alien virus. I did not need to hear that. It scared the living daylights out of me every time I thought I might catch a virus that would scramble my mind. I already felt scared to death that I had cancer. The talk show was all about people who had silly dance moves. Now, that I could handle.

	When I finally got to Roswell, I took a taxi to my hotel. It was the cheapest hotel I could find that was close to the compound where my biological mother was doing research.

	There were stencils of silly-looking aliens with green skin, huge heads and large black eyes on the windows of the reception building. Faded by the sun, they were seriously out of date. No one thought goofy alien images were funny anymore. People were afraid. Recent comic strips showed them with fangs, and horrible red rashes to illustrate the virus they had brought to Earth with them.

	The guy at the check-in desk seemed to hate his job. He didn’t smile, just robotically went through everything he had to do for each customer. Name? Looking at his computer: Yes, we have your reservation. Here are your keys. Breakfast is served in the room across the hallway from 8:00 AM to 11:00 AM every morning. I’m required to warn you to be careful about a virus that may be spreading in this area. If you feel exceptionally dizzy or experience hallucinations, we suggest you contact Public Health to report your symptoms and find a doctor. He pushed a pamphlet toward me. Here’s a list of local Urgent Care facilities. Anything else I can do for you?

	Wow. How many times had he repeated that spiel? He seemed positively bored by it all. Hello. You might catch a virus here that will infect your mind and drive you crazy. But, hey, have a nice day. Most likely, he didn’t believe all the rumors about the alien virus. Not everyone did. Also, he seemed fine. When you feel healthy, you tend to think you’re invulnerable to stuff.

	I took the key and found my room. It was OK. It had a bed and a chair and an air conditioner/heater unit. That’s pretty much all I needed. I hoped to God there weren’t any bedbugs. Those were definitely real and they could give you some pretty nasty bites.

	I lay down on the bed just to take a short nap, but fell asleep for hours. I was woken up by the most intense pain I’d ever experienced in my right side. I felt petrified. I was in a strange town where I didn’t know anyone and didn’t have a regular doctor. I curled up into a fetal position and rocked back and forth, trying not to scream or moan too loudly. When the pain finally lessened enough to stand up, I went into the bathroom and took a shower, letting the warm water relax my muscles that had tensed up while I fought through the pain.

	The next day, I took a taxi to The Astral Plane compound. I should have watched the local news first. There was police tape across the front yard and cop cars everywhere. The police refused to let me onto the property.

	Two guys in orange astronaut-looking jumpsuits were hanging around outside the area marked off by the tape. They seemed to be deep in discussion. They kept gesturing emphatically with their hands. I walked over to them and said, “Hello. I’m looking for my mother, Dr. Cora Frost. I have a very important message for her. I’ve been trying to reach her, but haven’t had any luck. I flew all the way across the country to find her. It’s a family emergency.”

	I hoped to God they’d never repeat exactly what I’d said to her. She’d think I was a lunatic, probably refuse to ever have anything to do with me.

	The taller of the two guys said, “Yeah. Reception’s really bad out here. Plus I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if the police haven’t blocked our signals. They’re treating us like we’ve all committed murder.”

	I was going to ask if someone had been murdered, but I decided against it. I really didn’t want to know. I was scared to death over this whole trip and I didn’t need anything else making me too frightened to go through with finding my biological mother. I was here. If I didn’t do this now, I’d probably never do it.

	The shorter guy said, “I can take you to your mother if you want.”

	I asked, “Is she inside?”

	He said, “No. She’s not here. She’s just down the road a bit.”

	I said, “Sure. Thanks.”

	I followed him to an old beat-up black van with desert dust all over the lower half. I climbed in. Normally, I would never hop into a van with a stranger, but these weren’t normal times.

	He drove to a barn out in the middle of the desert. I couldn’t see another building anywhere in sight. He pointed at it and said, “She’s in there. I gotta get back, but I’m sure she’ll take care of you.”

	I hesitated a moment. What if she wasn’t in the barn? What if this was a trap? What if there wasn’t any cell phone reception out here? I’d be stranded. This was the desert. I’d die from dehydration.

	Then I have no idea what came over me, but I said to myself that it was now or never and stop being such a coward. I opened the van door and climbed out. The driver turned off the engine, walked me over to the barn and opened a side door. I heard voices inside the building. The driver said, “Go on in. I have to get back.”

	I stepped inside. The floor was covered with straw, which felt soft under my shoes. I walked around a stack of hay bales and came out into the open area of the barn. There were three people there…and two aliens.

	Oh, my God. They were real…

	I froze. My heart raced out of control. I wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go, other than to die running across an empty desert. I felt desperate. I shouted, “Is Dr. Cora Frost here?” There was only one woman. Either she was Cora Frost, or I had made a terrible mistake getting in that van and coming over here.

	The woman said, “I’m Dr. Frost. Who are you?”

	I said, “I’m your daughter, Jade Whitaker. I need your help.”

	She literally rolled her eyes. She said, “Are you stalking me? I have no legal connection to you. I’ve received your text messages. I was ignoring them on purpose.”

	At that moment, it felt like my abdomen was going to rip wide open. I grabbed my side and screamed bloody murder. The pain had gotten progressively worse. It was now unbearable.

	One of the aliens placed her hand on my mother’s shoulder. In a gentle female voice, she said, “Wait. She really is in trouble.”

	She walked over to me, this tall green creature with enormous black eyes, and said, “I can help you. I’m a doctor. Do you mind if I touch your stomach, to see what’s wrong?”

	In too much pain to speak, I shook my head no. I meant: I don’t mind. If that had been interpreted to mean the opposite, I would have shook my head yes. Tears streamed down my face.

	Apparently, the creature knew what I meant. She placed her hands on my abdomen.

	Images flew up into the air in front of me. No one else seemed to notice them. There was a doll-like baby, only partially formed, with hair down to its knees. A beating heart stopped beating. Women were giving birth to green-skinned babies; nurses kept taking them away. Black people and one of the aliens hung from a tree, nooses tightened around their necks. Dogs snarled, barked, bared monstrous teeth. I saw windswept lands and rising seas. People begging for food. There was a spaceship hurtling through an explosion of light.

	The alien said, “I’m going to focus. Do the same. Tell me what you see.” Her fingers felt warm and comforting against my stomach.

	All the images disappeared except two: the partially formed doll baby, straggly hair flowing like a mop down to its knees, and a beating heart which stopped beating. I described what I saw.

	The alien said, “That’s what’s inside of you. It’s a vestigial twin.”

	What?

	When I didn’t answer out loud, she said, “Your mother…Dr. Frost…had been pregnant with twins. The other twin became absorbed into your body while you were both forming inside the womb. It’s been there since before you were born. It’s been growing, even though its brain isn’t formed. The cells have just kept multiplying. It has to come out or you will die. It’s on your ovary.”

	I felt extraordinarily dizzy. I said, “I’m going to faint.”

	The alien said, “You’ll be OK. I’m a medical doctor. We have a surgical room inside our spaceship. I can remove the twin right now with techniques more advanced than any other you have access to. You’ll have a better outcome. You could do us a huge favor as payment. You saw images of dying lands, am I right?”

	I shook my head yes.

	She said, “That is Earth where I come from. I’m not a creature from another planet. I’m a human being from the future. Our bodies are green because we now produce some of our own food inside our bodies through photosynthesis, just like plants.” She bent her head into her hands. Two black disks popped off her face. I felt completely freaked out. I thought those were her eyes! It turned out they were special AI lenses. She continued, “See. I have human eyes.” Her eyes were green and very human. She said, “We need to splice our genes once again. We’re in very big trouble. If we don’t get back some of the genetic material from your time period, the entire human race will die. Your twin would supply many stem cells. If we remove her from your body, may we take her with us? She won’t survive outside of you, but she could save the human race.”

	I was stunned by all this. I blurted out a rather mundane question: “How do you know it’s a girl?”

	She said, “Along with our photosynthetic genes came the side effect of having such extreme empathy we can read each other’s thoughts and feelings. That bothers most humans from your era. It scrambles their minds, and receiving images from our brains makes them feel like they’ve gone mad and are experiencing hallucinations. Your mother and you were both twins. You already know how to share thoughts with a similar mind. It’s why we can communicate with both of you. I know you have a girl twin inside you because I can see it.”

	At that moment, pain gripped me so hard, I thought my stomach was going to tear open or my ovary explode. I said, “Yes! Just do it. Do the surgery. Take the twin.”

	The other alien-like creature did something that made a UFO appear in a corner of the barn. This was all so surreal! These people looked like all the pictures I’d ever seen of aliens from outer space. Their ship looked like a typical UFO.

	The woman who’d been talking to me took me by the hand. Her fingers were long and slender. She led me to a surgical room. I lay down on an operating room table. She gave me something to drink. That’s all I remember.

	When I woke up, I felt amazing. I checked my stomach. A completely healed scar! In the future, doctors apparently know how to heal us quickly. That’s one thing future generations can look forward to.

	I found that I’d been moved to a bed in a different room than the one where the surgery had been performed. The green woman stepped into the room, black lenses once again covering her eyes. She said, “You’re awake. Everything went great. There’s someone here to see you.” Before she left the room, she added, “By the way, my name’s Paloma.”

	A few minutes later, Cora Frost walked into my recovery room. She said, “Maybe we can work together. Not very many people have seen what we’ve seen. I plan to write a book and I’m going to try to land a TV show. Are you interested?”

	It wasn’t exactly a hug for a long-lost daughter, but I’d take whatever I could get. A green woman from the future had been much more of a mother to me than my own biological mother who was bound to me by blood and the era in which we lived. Paloma had comforted me and eased my pain. Hopefully, my relationship with my biological mother would grow over time.

	Paloma returned. She asked, “Do you want to see what I removed from your body?”

	I hadn’t expected that. I was shocked and frightened to look at it, but I said, “Sure.”

	Once again, Paloma left the room. She came back carrying a jar filled with clear green liquid. Placing it on the bed next to me, she said, “This is the twin whose stem cells will save the future of the human race.”

	I looked at the creature floating inside the jar. She was exactly like the scraggly doll image I’d seen in my mind, but with more detail. Crooked teeth and long stiff hair hung down from what looked like a leather stick. A shorter stick protruded from that one, perhaps a partially formed arm or leg. I tried to imagine her as a whole girl, as a sister I could have played and fought with, and grown into adulthood with.

	An image entered my mind. I saw thousands of little green-skinned girls who all had my brown eyes. My twin sister’s brown eyes. We had thousands of siblings we would never know. For someone who had grown up as an only child and lost her mother so early into adulthood, the thought of such a large family seemed magical.

	Paloma said, “Wait here.”

	She left with the jar.

	When she came back, she handed me and Cora what looked like transparent glass rocks—one for each of us. Encased within each were two long twisted hairs.

	Paloma said, “My gift to both of you: relics to mark the connection between your generation and future generations.” To me, she said, “Two hairs from your sister’s head.” To Cora, she said, “Two hairs from your deceased twin’s head. Does she have a name?”

	Cora said, “I had been torn between two names for Jade: Jade or Sapphire. I had a twin sister named Crystal whose death was extremely traumatic for me. I wanted to give my child a gem name, like hers. In memory of my sister. Jade’s twin should be named Sapphire.”

	I thought of Max Davenport, my hoarder client. Death and loss devastate us all. We’re all hoarders deep down, tucking away artifacts to remind us of the people we’ve been close to and the people we’ve loved. My biological mother had named me after the twin sister she’d lost. I was in a way a walking, talking, breathing artifact from an earlier time in her life. I clutched the relic in my hand. Sapphire was a bridge between my past and my future. She was a bridge between the past and future of the entire human race.

	I pictured a long line of people waiting to see the glass rock in my hand, long after I had died and left it behind. All the people had green skin. A metal plaque on the front of a clear box containing the stone said:

	Relic of Sapphire Frost. To Cora Frost and her twin daughters, Sapphire and Jade, we owe the continued survival of the human race.

	I learned something that day. You never know where you’ll find family. Sometimes it’s in the strangest place.

	****

	Dear Reader,
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